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    Dedication

  


  CELLAR is dedicated to all of my loved ones, family and friends, who have passed on.


  
    Chapter One

  


  “Refill?”


  Laura looked up from her study of the melting ice cubes in her glass to the grizzled face of the Sea Shell Cafe’s bartender and gave him a half-smile. “Better not, Ted. I really should be getting back to work.”


  He stared over his shoulder at the clock behind the bar. “Why bother now?”


  She followed his glance. “Damn.” Once again she had allowed the dark comfort of the bar to steal hours of her life; time that could have been better spent. Too much of her life was like that now, wasted hours that stretched into days, weeks, even months.


  I should have stopped at one, she told herself, beginning the silent lecture she’d delivered too many times before. I should have gone back to the real estate office and spent the day on the phone, making contacts and trying to set up new appointments. Instead, I wasted the whole damn day. She lifted her glass and drained the last of her drink, mostly water but with enough of a lingering vodka tang to kick in the craving for another. Laura sighed, wrapping her hands around the empty glass, and looked at her reflection in the mirror behind the bar. She was pale, her complexion looked pasty and dry, seeming even fairer in contrast with her chin length black hair. Her features were blurred, a combination of the smoke-tinged mirror and the many martinis she’d had. As always, she saw three people in her reflection: a dim suggestion of her mother in the droop of her mouth; herself, that shady sadness looking back at her from alcohol-reddened eyes; and Lizzy.


  With the thoughts of her youngest daughter, Laura smiled and a spark of life seemed to jump into her face. She would call tonight and talk to both Lizzy and Mandy, her eldest. The happiness of the thought was only slightly overshadowed by the worry that Tony might answer the phone. And if he did, she knew she’d better be sober.


  “Actually, I’d like a cup of coffee, please, Ted.”


  “Coffee?” Ted raised an eyebrow, his thin lips twisted into the closest he ever got to a smile.


  “Yeah, coffee.” Laura’s voice grew stronger in her resolve. “I’m going to talk to my girls tonight.”


  “Funny,” Ted said, pouring a mug full of dark strong coffee and setting it in front of Laura, removing her empty glass and making a cursory sweep at the bar surface with his rag. “You been coming here for close to a year now, I’ll bet, and I never knew you had kids. Never even knew you were married.”


  “Not married now,” she took a cautious sip from the steaming cup, “but yeah, I have two little girls, although they’re not that little anymore. They live with their father. I guess I never talked about it.”


  Ted snorted. “People don’t come here to talk much.”


  “No, I suppose not.”


  “You got pictures?”


  Laura glanced at him briefly. He seemed genuinely interested so she leaned unsteadily from the barstool and grasped the straps of her purse. She set it on the bar and rummaged through the contents, coming upon a small frayed fabric-covered album. Flipping quickly to the last few pages, she pulled out the most recent school pictures that Tony had sent. “This one’s Amanda, she’s twelve.”


  “Pretty.”


  “Yeah,” Laura gave a small smile and took another sip of her coffee. “She takes after her father’s side of the family. And this one is Lizzy; she’ll be eight in a few weeks.”


  Ted picked up the picture and looked from it to Laura’s face. “She looks just like you.”


  “Yeah, everyone says that.” Her stomach twisted as she took the photo from Ted’s fingers and stared at it herself; the resemblance was striking, but Lizzy’s face held promise and youth. Laura knew that most of her youth had been leeched away by too many hours spent in places like this. She gathered up the photos, hurriedly crammed them back into her purse, and pulled out her wallet. “So what’s the damage?”


  He went to the cash register and printed out her tab for the afternoon. She grimaced at the total, pulled two twenties and a ten from her billfold and placed them on the bar. Crawling from the barstool shakily, Laura blinked, swaying on her feet, and drained her coffee. “Keep the change, Ted.”


  “Yeah, thanks. You okay? Want me to call you a cab?”


  “No, I don’t live that far away, I’ll be fine.”


  Outside the bar, Laura cursed the bright June sunlight and fumbled in her bag for her sunglasses. Ignoring the disdain in the glances of passersby, she shook her head and mumbled to herself until finally, beneath wads of tissues and crumpled receipts, she located the glasses. She put them on with unsteady hands and fished once more for her keys before looking around to get her bearings.


  Locating her car, she got in and started it, adjusting the rear view mirror. She put it into reverse, it sputtered and stalled. Frustrated, she jammed the gearshift into park, restarted the engine and revved the motor. She could still feel the alcohol surging through her system and wondered briefly if she should go back inside and have Ted call her a cab. Or at least have another cup of coffee. Except she feared reentering the bar, knowing that the extra coffee might turn into another vodka martini or two and for once the longing to talk to her daughters was stronger than the urge to drink. “I can have coffee at home,” she told herself firmly, and shifted over in the seat to look into the mirror again, this time to check her appearance. Laura combed her bangs back with her fingers and removed her sunglasses. One glimpse was all she needed; she put the glasses back on to avoid looking at her eyes and the puffy bags underneath that had formed over the past few years.


  “Great,” she said, “just goddamned great,” and shifted her car into reverse. Her foot slipped off the brake and hit the gas pedal at full force. This time the car did not stall, but surged backward, directly into a car just pulling into the parking lot. When she recognized the red and blue lights and the uniformed man emerging, she said nothing. She didn’t even swear. Instead, she went back into her purse, rolled down her window and extended her wallet to the policeman. He took one look at her and she gave him a rueful smile. After the questioning and the breath test he returned to his car to make the necessary arrangements. Laura folded her arms over the steering wheel, rested her head on them and slowly, desperately, began to cry.


  Three months went by in a blur of appointments, appearances, signing papers and waivers, seemingly countless interviews by clerks and mental health counselors. Eventually, it had been decided she would qualify for the ARD program – Accelerated Rehabilitative Disposition. Her final courtroom appearance was just a state-mandated necessity.


  Accelerated Rehabilitative Disposition. She rolled the social services jargon over in her mind with a cynical laugh. Fancy words for getting my ass in gear, she thought, words to justify locking me away for four weeks, taking away any defense I have against the world.


  She panicked slightly at her thoughts, then tried to calm herself down. Even as a passenger, the cab ride from the courthouse had almost completely unnerved her; one of the reasons she worked and lived in the suburbs was to avoid the downtown traffic. As inconvenient as not being able to drive had been the last three months, she hadn’t missed bumper-to-bumper traffic. Her father had promised to take her to and from the courthouse. That he supported her and offered to drive was not a surprise, but then neither was the fact he’d had an “emergency” at the last minute and canceled. Their telephone conversation that morning was typical of their relationship: brief, but vaguely loving.


  “Take a cab, honey. I’ll pay.”


  “Thanks, Dad,” Laura said.


  “And remember, don’t let the bastards get you down. I’m with you on this, honey. Take care, I’ve got to run.”


  Laura hung up the phone and indulged in a bitter chuckle. Of course he was with her; he’d faced the same situation so many times himself. He’d gone the rehab route without much effect over the years. She couldn’t remember one special occasion in her life when her father wasn’t drunk: birthdays, anniversaries, funerals. Laura, herself, had discovered the dubious comfort of alcohol at the age of seventeen. It filled the empty spot her mother’s death had left, an emptiness that Tony and the girls had, for a time, alleviated.


  “Life’s a bitch, and then you die.” With a brief smile, Laura read the words from a parked car’s bumper sticker, and directed the driver the last few blocks home. The area was residential, very suburban and very quiet. Not quite the typical neighborhood for a divorcee, but the housing values were depressed due to some unsolved kidnappings in the neighborhood years ago. And, Laura thought sadly, I’ve no children to worry about. The cost of the new house had been hard to turn down, especially since Laura was able to finance the whole thing herself with the divorce settlement.


  They pulled into the driveway and she paid the driver. He waited a few moments for a school bus to pass, and back out when it went by. Laura stood at her door, house keys in hand, and watched the bus stop a few doors down.


  When Mandy and Lizzy were younger and they were still a family, she had looked forward to the arrival of the bus. They would burst through the door, flushed and grinning, hungry for the afternoon cartoons. That was all in the past; with the death of her son, Matthew, before he’d even reached two months old, Laura turned once again to alcohol. And although Tony had begged and pleaded with her to stop, she didn’t. She couldn’t. Each new day, each movement reminded her of the life that she’d carried so close to her, now lost forever.


  Tony had left her, finally, taking the girls with him. That had all happened in a different neighborhood, a different house. Here she was making a fresh start.


  Laura frowned at that thought as she opened her front door. She’d honestly tried to stop, had tried to discipline her drinking; but eventually it came down to the fact that she had no reason to do so. Tony had seen to that; in one blow he removed her reasons for trying, her reasons for living.


  “Shit, Laura, don’t get morbid on me,” she admonished herself, her voice echoing through the house. Then she smiled when she heard a soft padding up the cellar stairs. A scrawny black head appeared through the cat door, followed by a stringy body. “Hi, cat,” she greeted the animal, reaching down to scratch his head. “Did you miss me?”


  The cat gave a pitiful, quiet meow and ran to the kitchen. Laura laughed softly, went to the refrigerator and spooned some food into his dish. Leaning against the counter, she watched him eat with a maternal satisfaction. He’d finally begun to fill out since she’d found him outside her new home, no more than three weeks ago, drenched and terrified. It had taken a lot of coaxing and even more patience, not to mention cat food, to convince him to move in with her. But now he belonged here and to her, and Laura felt comforted not to be entirely alone.


  He finished his meal and jumped up to the counter, rubbing up against her sleeve. “Hey, baby.” She put her face down to his and let him lick her cheek. Then he jumped up to her shoulder and wrapped himself around her neck, his throaty purr tickling her ear. She walked back to the bathroom of the small ranch home. I’ll have to make arrangements to have him fed while I’m in rehab, she thought with a grimace.


  “Rehab,” she said aloud, wincing as the cat dug his claws into her shoulder before jumping down. “Beats jail, I guess, but not by much.” She started running water into the tub, added bath oil, lit three votive candles, stripped off her clothes – the low heeled pumps, navy suit and white blouse worn to impress the judge with her professional status – and kicked them across the room. She turned out the light and tested the water. Satisfied with the temperature, she walked away and went to the medicine cabinet. She opened a bottle and swallowed two Valium, with no water. “A second chance, they called it,” Laura said to herself in the mirror as she ran her fingers through her hair. Her eyes looked better, less red, although the dark circles underneath had not gone away. In the candlelight she looked younger, prettier. Laura smiled at her reflection, stepped away from the mirror, and lowered herself into the tub with a grateful sigh. “I guess we’ll see about that.”


  The hot water relaxed her thoroughly and she leaned back and closed her eyes. She shifted her position slightly so that the water covered her ears. The soft drumming in her head was rhythmic, soothing, almost hypnotic. Laura lazily soaped herself, observed by the watchful eye of the cat, sitting in the hallway, grooming himself after his meal. Suddenly he stiffened and arched his back. With a low throaty growl, he took off and ran to the bedroom at the end of the hallway.


  Laura sat up and smiled. “Dumb cat,” she said settling back into her previous position. He was so spooked, she thought, but not without cause. The last time she bathed, the phone rang and as she hurriedly tried to answer it, she’d lost her balance and fallen, accidentally dousing him and the entire bathroom with half a tub of water. I guess cats think they’re better off dead than wet, she thought, succumbing to a pervading drowsiness.


  The phrase filtered into her consciousness: better off dead, better off dead, better off dead, blending into the pounding of her ears and the beating of her heart.


  Laura lay immersed in the water, her body inert and limp, her mind drifting slowly. She was aware of the feel of the water, the scent of the candles and bath oil, but made no connection between these senses and reality. She knew that the words spinning in her head were the only reality.


  Better off dead, better off dead, the words lost their meaning in the repetition, like a child’s sing-song chant.


  Child, children…the words kicked off warning signals, but her mind, aided by Valium and an unnatural languor, floated past them and replayed the events of the day, then the events of the past few years. Dismally she viewed her life, solitary now and doomed to be forever. She saw all her mistakes magnified; she saw all of the chances she’d lost, the opportunities she’d never pursued. Will it ever get better, she wondered, will it ever stop?


  Easy enough to stop, her mind advised.


  And the chant continued – better off dead, better off dead. The walls pulsed with the words in her head.


  Detached and disinterested, she watched her arm reach out of the water and find the razor she used for her legs. Her father’s old safety razor, its stainless steel sparkled in the candlelight, glinted coldly on the water’s surface. Laura turned it over and over in her hand. This too had no reality.


  A new refrain was added, silently, internally, but somehow it echoed through the empty house.


  Do it, Laura, do it.


  Her fingers moved of their own volition, removing the double-edged blade from its holder. Vaguely she could remember replacing it recently. When had it been? Was it only yesterday? No matter, she knew it would be sharp, not dulled by hair or skin.


  Do it, Laura.


  There would be no pain, it would not be real.


  Do it, Laura, nothing is real.


  Yes, her mind answered and the voices that were no part of her agreed.


  No pain, no problems. It will be over soon, all be over soon. Do it, Laura, it will be easy, easy enough to stop.


  “Yes,” she whispered over the cooling water.


  “Yes,” she whispered and watched, uncaring, unfeeling, as her fingers deftly slit her wrists open to the bone.


  Yes, the voices sighed.


  The water darkened, the room darkened. Before blackness descended she saw the blade drift, gently and silently, to rest on the bottom of the tub.


  
    Chapter Two

  


  Officer Mike Gallagher drove slowly through the residential streets, surprised how normal the neighborhood seemed. Children were everywhere. One group of young girls stopped jumping rope to smile and wave as he drove by. He smiled back, turned the sirens on for one second and laughed as they scattered, giggling. Five years ago you would not have seen one child unattended; if the adults were not outside supervising the play, you would see them looking out windows and doors, observant and alert. Still, despite the vigilance, the final count had been six – six children gone, with no clues and no trace. Four boys and two girls, they might have been the brothers or sisters of some of these who played.


  There were more houses now and fewer trees; the name “Woodland Heights” no longer quite as appropriate as it had been. Most of the houses had been built since the disappearances.


  The Woodland Heights cases had been his first assignment after transferring to the suburban department from Detroit where he’d started his career. It remained their only unsolved case. Of course, most of the occurrences in this township were domestic problems, traffic violations and drunk driving – a complicated kidnapping case was somewhat out of their scope – but to this day he would see pictures of those children on milk cartons and remember his failure.


  His supervisor thought he took the whole situation much too personally. “Jesus H. Christ, Mike,” he finally blew up one day, “this isn’t your fault. You didn’t even work here when those kids disappeared. If this thing stumped even the Feds, you know we don’t have a chance in hell of solving it.”


  Mike had said nothing, and thereafter had kept his investigations of the matter to himself.


  He slowed and made a right hand turn. It’s odd, he thought and not for the first time, that Laura Wagner should live here, on the very street where the children had last been seen. Even knowing it was only a coincidence, he had still been shocked when he saw the address on her license. His first thought had not been the DUI arrest he was making, or the procedures involved. Mike only knew that here was someone who might know something they had missed. In the car on the way to the station, he had found she’d been in the neighborhood for only a short time; she had lived out of state at the time and never even heard about the kidnappings.


  Still he saw her as a link, and tried to cultivate her as such. He acted gentler and more considerate to her than was normal given the circumstances. She seemed to warm to him because of this and when he had offered her a ride home the next morning, she accepted graciously. Mike discovered that her eyes, when they were not reddened with the booze, were a soft shade of green and her hair curled onto her cheeks like black wings. Even a night spent in a jail cell seemed to have no effect on her looks. She’s so fragile, he thought, and remembered watching her profile as they drove. She was pale and ethereal, as if she were a statue of an elven queen cast in porcelain. Her soft, petite face had intrigued him and Mike wondered if he would ever discover how she had fallen into her present state. He’d wanted to contact her during the time between her arrest and her trial, but knew that would be crossing the line. So he’d waited until today, the day of her trial, to see her again.


  His fascination with her hadn’t faded, he discovered. Even though Laura hadn’t met his eyes in court, Mike sensed a connection between them still. After the trial ended with her sentence being suspended in lieu of rehabilitation, he walked up to her and shook her hand. “Good luck, Ms. Wagner,” he said. The touch of her hand felt electric. There’s something there, he thought. Something I should pursue.


  Mike knew firsthand what Laura was going through, knew she’d be feeling lost and confused and completely unable to cope with it all. He smiled to himself and pulled into her driveway. Here he was, Officer Gallagher to the rescue, to provide a shoulder for her to cry on, to give her the benefit of his experience. With an expectant grin on his face, he rang the doorbell on Laura Wagner’s house.


  Laura’s next awareness was of a sharp stabbing pain in her cheek. She opened her eyes to a blur of black as a small body sped back through the bathroom door. She sat up in the water and put a hand to her face. From far away she could hear a faint ringing, and she tried to pull herself out of the stupor into which she had fallen. Confused and disoriented, she glanced around her, trying to remember what had happened. It was something important, something monumental, but her mind felt hazy and drugged.


  The doorbell rang again; this time Laura recognized the sound. She stepped out of the tub and grabbed an oversized pink terry robe from the hook on the door. As she put it on, the fabric brushed against her wrists and she flinched. A panic-filled memory of the gaping wounds she had inflicted suddenly surfaced.


  Don’t look at them, she advised herself, just get to the door. Desperately clutching the robe around her, Laura slowly worked her way down the hall. The doorbell rang again. “I’m coming,” she called and was surprised to hear her voice sounded clear and loud.


  Just get to the door, Laura, she told herself again, it’s not too far now. Whoever it is, they can help. The thought sustained her as her vision darkened and she frantically groped at the walls in an attempt to stay upright.


  Though seemingly endless, the hallway dwindled at last and Laura reached the living room. Just a few more feet now, she urged herself to keep moving forward. It’s not that big of a house, just keep moving. She winced at the vision of the bloody streaks she was leaving on the carpet and walls, knowing that answering the door was the only thing of importance now.


  Finally she arrived with a sigh of relief. Ignoring the cold stab of pain in her arm, she reached down with difficulty and turned the knob. Only when the door opened did she succumb to the pain and the weariness. The last thing she saw was the smile on the policeman’s face fade away.


  Mike reached out and caught her before she hit the floor. He lifted her in his arms and carried her to a couch. She seemed to weigh no more than a child, but as he laid her down, her robe fell open exposing her breasts. He tried not to react; instead he averted his eyes and tucked the robe back around her body. When she was completely covered he regained his professional demeanor. Now she seemed nothing more than a person in trouble. When I hoped to comfort her in her hour of need, he thought, I had no idea she would really need it.


  Mike checked her pulse; it was racing. Her face was ashen, her skin cold and damp. She had been in a state of shock when she answered the door, he knew; her pupils had been dilated and her expression, one of severe panic. But there were no marks on her, seemed to be no reason for her response. He checked her breath and found no trace of alcohol.


  Drugs, maybe an overdose? He picked up her cordless phone on the way to the bathroom. Dialing for an ambulance, he turned on the bathroom light and began to check her medicine cabinet. The paramedics would want to know what she took. All he found was a bottle of Valium, properly prescribed for Laura Wagner. It was completely full and he could see no evidence of any other drugs.


  He tested the temperature of the bath water as he completed his call and realized the cold water might account for the clamminess of her skin. Mike returned to the living room and found Laura as he had left her, but with some color returning to her face. Her pulse slowed and was now steady and strong. He knelt down next to her and called her name.


  Laura fought her way back into the light. The voices had softened, relinquishing their hold on her when the doorbell rang. She felt them still, their anger and disappointment – she should have been dead by now. As she struggled to open her eyes, she thought she heard a soft wailing and a promise of later.


  “Later,” she whispered even as her eyes focused on the concerned face hovering by her.


  “Laura?” The strong, deep voice seemed to pull her up to the surface of reality. “What happened? Are you okay?”


  She recognized the face, searched her mind for the name. Flannagan? No, Gallagher. Mike Gallagher. She managed a confused smile. “Hi,” she said, “what are you doing here? What’s happening?”


  “You don’t know?” he questioned. “You opened the door and then fainted.”


  “Fainted?” She realized she sounded stupid, but couldn’t help herself. “The last thing I remember was taking a bath. And then I wake up here and find you. What’s going on?” She knew she should be upset over the black out and embarrassed by her half-dressed state, but for some reason her only feeling was one of relief. He had saved her. But from what, she wondered, shook her head and sat up.


  “I called an ambulance,” he snapped, “they should be here soon. Maybe you should tell me what you’ve been taking.”


  She cocked her head at him, wondering why he sounded angry. Did he think she didn’t want to answer? “Nothing out of the ordinary,” she replied, “I took two Valiums, got into the tub and fell asleep. I think I—” She rubbed at one of her wrists in confusion. What had happened? “—I think I had a bad dream.”


  “Bad dream, huh? I guess so.” He smiled at her briefly, then scowled, intently watching the compulsive movements of her hands. “Why are you doing that?”


  “Doing what?”


  “Give me your hands.”


  She placed her hands in his. He gently turned them over and looked at her wrists. They were slender and delicate, marked only by blue veins. She watched his face, knowing there was something there other than question and concern, some unremembered pain and despair. Pulling her hands from his, she clasped her robe closed, rose from the couch and slowly walked back to the bathroom.


  It didn’t feel the same as before. She went to the tub and looked at the water. She picked up the razor, the blade was still inside, clean and unused. Suddenly the dream – surely it was a dream, her fevered mind supplied – came back to her. With a gasp she dropped the razor into the tub and turned to run from the room.


  Mike blocked her way and she tried to push him aside. He stood in the doorway, unmoved.


  “Let me out,” she pleaded. “I’ve got to get out.”


  “Why, Laura?” His voice was soft and compassionate now, “What’s wrong, what happened here?”


  “I don’t know,” she whispered, not fighting her tears any longer. She felt a sadness flow from her in a great, dark stream, like the blood in her dream.


  “Oh, God,” she said softly as his arms came up to enfold her, “let it only be a dream.”


  
    Chapter Three

  


  Laura watched as Mike walked back from the men’s room. He stopped before he reached their table and, leaning on the service counter, exchanged greetings with one of the waitresses. She watched him, realizing she’d had never had a chance to look him over. The first time she met him, she’d been drunk. The second time, when he drove her home from her night in jail, she was so embarrassed she could barely meet his eyes. After the trial, she’d felt the same way. And this afternoon, well, everything had been so disjointed, so confused that she’d really paid little attention to him. Even when the ambulance left and he remained, he still seemed only a vague, protective presence. She was surprised at his invitation to go out for something to eat, but accepted. Only after she got into his car and they began driving, did Laura become aware of him as a person, a man.


  She smiled as he continued his banter with the waitress; Laura liked what she saw. Mike was tall, well over six feet, she guessed. His light brown hair was cut short and speckled throughout with grey, but his body looked strong and youthful. She remembered the feel of his muscular arms around her and she felt her stomach tighten in nervous excitement.


  Sometime during that afternoon, he had asked her permission and changed from his uniform to the street clothes he said he always carried in his car. He was now dressed in a faded work shirt and jeans that were well worn, but, she thought with an appraising glance, tight in all the right places. She supposed him to be in his early forties, but he had kept himself in shape – great shape, she amended, taking another long look.


  As if on cue, Mike turned around and gave Laura a wide smile and a nod. He collected the two mugs of coffee from the waitress and walked to their table. With his smile, her stomach twisted again; she dropped her eyes and felt a blush creep up her neck.


  “You’re starting to look better,” he settled himself into the booth across from her, brushing her knees with his. “How are you feeling?”


  “Okay, now, I guess,” she said, taking a sip of the hot coffee. “Mostly I just feel stupid.”


  “Why should you feel stupid? After all, I was the one who called an ambulance for nothing more than a bad dream.” He looked at her intently, his brown eyes narrowing. “But when you opened the door, you were in shock. I’ve seen enough people in that state to know. And, although I know better now, I could have sworn you were injured somehow.”


  Laura shivered and rubbed her wrists together, wincing.


  “And why the hell do you keep doing that?”


  She looked at him, startled at his sudden anger and tears began to brim in her eyes. “I really wish I knew.”


  “Look, Laura, don’t cry. I didn’t mean to be so harsh. I just want to know what happened. None of this makes any sense. You hadn’t been drinking, you couldn’t have accidentally taken too many Valium since the bottle was full. Nothing that I could see could have happened to cause such a reaction.” He reached over and grasped her hand. “Why can’t you tell me?”


  Laura pulled away from him, reaching in her purse for a tissue. She wiped her eyes, discreetly blew her nose and managed a weak smile. “I’d tell you what I remember, but I’m afraid…”


  “Afraid of what?”


  “Afraid you’ll have me committed. I mean you’ve already arrested me and thrown me in jail. My guess is the funny farm is your next step.” She gave a small strangled laugh, to help disguise the truth in her words. Maybe, she thought, I really am crazy. That would explain it all.


  “You’re not insane, I’d put money on it.” Mike’s voice was calm and steady and his statement reassuring. “Just tell me what happened.”


  The words began to fill his mind as she related the dream. Every detail became vivid as she spoke: the reaction of the cat, the soothing heat of the water, the hypnotic nature of the voices that somehow did not come from inside. As Mike watched, the color she had regained in her cheeks drained away. Laura’s voice became emotionless and empty, a soft drone that, nevertheless, drowned out the noise of the diner. As she talked, he realized with a sharp sense of panic, that he felt he had entered into the dream himself. He winced as she described the razor and the sharpness of the blade. He felt the insistence, the urgings, the irrevocable wisdom of the voices that Laura had heard.


  And then it was over. The restaurant noises intruded once again and Mike shook his head and shoulders, as if to repel an invisible presence. “Jesus,” he said softly, rubbing his hand over his eyes. “That’s one hell of a dream.”


  “If it is a dream.”


  Mike glanced at Laura sharply. She seemed composed and sure of herself, the telling had strengthened her somehow. “What do you mean, if it is a dream?” Her statement angered him; he wasn’t sure why. Because it was like the stories he once exchanged with adolescent friends, stories that would pull them all in and frighten both the listeners and the teller? Because she spoke of it in the present tense, as if it were still happening? He had felt its immediacy, the fear and the gut-wrenching pain, and when he looked at her earnest face, she gave no indication her story had been a deliberate attempt to scare him. She didn’t deserve his anger, he finally realized, she had been through too much.


  Laura shook her head slightly. “I don’t know, Mike. It seemed more than a dream – even now it seems as real to me as sitting here with you.” Looking across the table, she met his eyes. “I have a strange feeling about it, that’s all. It’s as if by ringing the doorbell you saved me.”


  “Yeah, I woke you up.” Mike drained his cup and signaled the waitress for more.


  Laura reached over and gently touched his hand. “It’s more than that,” she said, her voice trembling. “This is going to sound crazier than everything else, but I truly believe that if you hadn’t shown up when you did, I’d be dead.”


  Mike didn’t comment on Laura’s statement and as the evening wore on, he felt reluctant to pursue the subject further. Their talk drifted to other matters while they ate and as her initial shyness abated, she began to open up to him. He realized as she laughed at one of his more inane jokes, that he was genuinely attracted to her. He knew the reason he had given himself for driving to her house that afternoon was just an excuse. She obviously wasn’t connected to the Woodland Heights kidnappings. That she lived in the area was only one of life’s strange twists. Mike went to her house merely to see her again. And looking across the table at her, her elfin face animated and happy, he was glad he had. They were good for each other.


  “So,” he said, pushing his empty plate to one side of the table, “when do you go into rehab?”


  Laura’s smile twisted into a grimace of distaste. “Monday, and thanks a lot for reminding me.” Then her green eyes lit mischievously, “But that gives me three more days to go on one hell of a binge. Care to join me?”


  “I can’t, sorry.”


  “You’re not still on duty, are you?”


  “Of course not,” Mike smiled at her. “I went off duty before I stopped at your house. I’m on early this week.”


  “Well, then why not?”


  “I don’t drink, Laura.”


  “Great, then you can drive. After this afternoon, I really could use a drink.”


  Mike studied her. “You don’t need to drink, Laura. And you certainly don’t need one last binge. You’re better off without it.”


  “And just who the hell are you to tell me what I need?” Laura’s eyes flashed angrily and her lower lip shook. “My life is shit. I lost my job because I’ve lost my license. I won’t have any money soon, because I won’t have a job. I used up most of my savings, for Christ’s sake, just to pay for rehab. I lay in the bathtub this afternoon and felt my life drain from me, and I was relieved. I was relieved,” she repeated, her voice rising, her face flushed. “Not scared, not terrified. Just goddamned relieved it was all over.”


  “Laura, look, I know you’re going through a bad time, but let’s talk about this somewhere else, somewhere more private.”


  She glanced around her, intercepting the stares of the other diners before they glanced away in embarrassment. “I’m sorry, Mike,” she said in a soft voice, blinking back tears again. “I didn’t mean to blow up at you – it’s just that this whole thing sucks.”


  “I know, Laura. And I really do understand. Are you ready to go?”


  At her nod Mike stood up, threw some money on the table and escorted her out of the diner.


  Laura did not talk on the drive home. Mike made an attempt at conversation, but when her only responses were yes and no, he gave up and they finished their ride in silence. When they pulled up into her driveway, Laura rummaged in her purse and swallowed two more Valium. Mike gave her a sidelong glance but said nothing as he turned off the car.


  In the darkness and relative seclusion of the car, Laura began to feel more at ease. “Mike,” she began tentatively, “I’m really sorry for making such a scene. You’ve been wonderful today. Hell, you were even wonderful when you arrested me and hauled me off to jail.” She glanced over at him and saw his broad grin.


  “I like that, Laura. I never had anyone I arrested tell me how wonderful I am. I must associate with the wrong kind of criminals.” She winced at the word and he paused, softening his voice. “I’m sorry, Laura, I don’t think of you as a criminal. You made an error in judgment. And now you have a chance to correct that error. Oh, it won’t be easy, nothing like this ever is, but I promise you if you stick it out things will get better. You can trust me on that.”


  “Okay,” Laura agreed meekly, “I’ll trust you. Would you,” she hesitated for a moment, picking an imaginary piece of lint from the car seat, “would you like to come in for a while?” She tried to make the question casual, teasing, but she held her breath waiting for his answer. I don’t want to go inside alone, she thought, it’s so dark and empty. But I’ve made myself enough of a fool in front of him, I can’t ask anything else of him. If he wants to go, I’ll let him go.


  He heard the urgency in her voice, felt the tension build up in her small body. I shouldn’t get involved, he thought, it can only mean trouble later on. Now that my life is straightened out, I can’t let myself get drawn into someone else’s problems, especially hers. But he remembered her ashen face this afternoon, the way her body had fit against his, the glint in her eyes at the diner. What the hell? he thought. “I’d love to.”


  “Put something nice on the stereo,” Laura instructed as she went to the kitchen to make a pot of coffee. After checking the cabinet for a minute she called back out to him, “All I have is caffeinated, is that okay?”


  “Fine,” he answered, taking his attention from her CD collection for only a second. “You’ve got some real interesting stuff here, but nothing new.”


  “New stuff is awful,” Laura said. “Give me the 70s and 80s any day.”


  “Okay, then, what do you want to hear?”


  “Anything – you choose.” She measured the coffee, poured the water and set out mugs and spoons. She took the milk out of the refrigerator, and after smelling it, promptly poured it down the drain. “I don’t remember, do you drink it black?”


  “Yes,” he answered.


  “Good.”


  Mike walked into the kitchen, a CD case in his hand. She glanced at it and saw he’d picked one of her favorites. “This okay?” he asked and she nodded with a smile.


  “Perfect,” she said, “Costello fits my mood exactly.”


  Mike went back to the living room and turned on the player.


  “Coffee’ll be ready in a minute,” she called, “and turn it up a bit, please.” Laura glanced over her shoulder and saw that Mike was still studying her odd assortment of CDs, removing some from the stacks and setting them aside. If we listen to all of those, she thought to herself with a smile, he’ll be here all night. The idea was comforting, but she needed something more, so she opened the cabinet under the sink and brought out a small bottle of brandy. Just a touch, she promised herself as she poured some into her coffee cup. She looked around guiltily, but he hadn’t noticed, he was too busy adjusting the controls on the equalizer. She filled both cups with coffee and carried them to the living room.


  “That sounds fine,” she said, handing him a cup. “Quit fooling with it; I’ll just have to change it all again when you leave.”


  He sniffed at his cup appreciatively and an odd look crossed his face. Laura thought he seemed angry, but at the same time saw a sad longing fill his eyes. Suddenly she realized she had given him the wrong cup.


  “This is yours,” he said tightly, “I like mine plain.”


  “Oh, shit…I mean sorry, I must have gotten them mixed up.”


  They switched cups and Laura blushed.


  “Look, I’m sorry,” she began, “but I’ve had one hell of a day and…”


  “Laura, I’m the one who should be sorry. I told you I understand and I do really. When I said what I did at the diner, I was out of line.” He moved across the room and sat down on the couch. “I’m not your keeper. I don’t have any right to tell you what to do. You’re in your own home and I guess if you want to drink yourself blind, you can. Just go easy, okay?”


  “Okay,” she agreed, “I’ll only have one.”


  “If you can do that, then you don’t have the problem I think you do. But we’ll drop it for now.”


  “Thanks,” she said, feeling more than a little bit stupid, but when she took a sip of her coffee she relished the soothing warmth of the brandy. “I wonder,” she said wistfully, as she curled up in an armchair, her hands cradling the cup, “if you ever lose the craving.”


  “No,” Mike admitted, “you never lose it. But as time goes on it does get easier.”


  “You sound so sure, I wish I could believe you.”


  “Believe me, please. I know what I’m talking about. And it’s not just textbook knowledge. I learned it the hard way. Five years ago, I left rehab, and I’ve not had a drink since.”


  Laura stared at him in shock for a minute. “You?” she stammered, “but you’re not a drunk, you’re not the type.”


  “There is no type, Laura. You should know that right off. You don’t have to be stupid or disturbed or unbalanced. Some people just can’t drink; their minds and bodies can’t handle it without overdoing. I’m like that, and I think you are too. After you realize that, you can get on with your life.”


  Laura took another sip of her coffee.


  “But I said I’d drop it so I’ll quit lecturing right now. Let’s talk about something else.”


  “Like what?” Laura asked with a smile.


  “Well,” he began, “we could start with your music collection…” Before he could continue an angry screeching echoed from the cellar.


  Laura jumped up from her chair and spilled her coffee. “What the hell?” she said moving towards the hallway, but stopped when the wiry black body erupted through the cat door. “You bonehead,” she scolded, “look at the mess you’ve made. I ought to throw you outside for that.”


  The cat gave her an aloof glance and began to groom himself, smoothing the raised hair on his tail and back.


  “What’s eating him?” Mike asked, going into the kitchen for a towel.


  “He’s a little strange.” Laura took the towel from him and began to mop up the spill. “He doesn’t take to people much, do you, boy? And he’s very easily spooked. He probably saw another cat outside the sliding doors.”


  “That’s a lot of noise from such a small cat.” Mike reached down to him tentatively and Laura was surprised to see the cat respond. “Have you had him long? He seems awful scrawny to me.”


  “You should have seen him when I found him. He looked one step away from starvation. Since then he’s done nothing but eat and make trouble.” Laura’s voice sounded stern, but she couldn’t help smiling. “Most of the time he’s good company.”


  The cat allowed Mike to pick him up and Laura laughed, “He likes you, you should feel honored. And he’s usually so choosy.”


  Mike ignored the good-natured insult, “I like him, too. What’s his name?”


  “Mostly I call him Bonehead, and he’ll answer to almost anything if he feels so inclined. Or nothing. But his formal name is Anubis.”


  “Why Anubis?”


  “Why not? It seemed appropriate when I found him. He was soaked to the skin, and so skinny that his most noticeable features were his pointy nose and his ears. He really has incredibly large ears for a cat. Somehow, he looked like those jackal-headed creatures you see in Egyptian pictures. So Anubis it was.”


  Mike sat on the couch, petting the cat and listening to her explanation. He looked up at her suddenly, “You know, he’s been hurt.”


  “Hurt? Where?”


  “Here.” Mike carefully pointed out a nasty looking scratch on his left rear leg.


  “Now, where could he have gotten that?” Laura bit her lip as she examined the wound.


  “Does he go outside?”


  “Not unless I let him out. He hasn’t been out for days, he really seems to prefer the indoors.”


  “Well, this is fresh.” Mike showed her his fingers, dappled with blood. “What’s in the cellar?”


  “Junk, mostly – boxes I haven’t unpacked yet, a washer and dryer, you know, standard cellar material.


  “Anything he could scrape himself on?”


  “I think there’s some old boards stacked in one of the corners. To tell you the truth, I don’t go down there too often.” She grew aware that her tone of voice changed and she wondered if he could hear the underlying fear. He looked at her questioningly. “I just don’t like basements,” she admitted, “they’re damp and dark and the ceilings are always too low. So I go down to do laundry and change the cat box. Otherwise, I stay away. I guess in addition to everything else, I’m slightly claustrophobic.”


  “Do you mind if I check it out?”


  “I’m not hiding anything illegal down there,” Laura smiled, “so be my guest.” She watched him open the door and go down the stairs, then walked to the kitchen and poured herself another cup of coffee. Anubis came in and rubbed himself against her legs, purring.


  “Let’s see what we can do for your leg first, baby, and then I’ll give you some food.” She picked him up and carried him to the bathroom. He tensed in her arms as they entered, but relaxed as she whispered to him. Laura managed to daub a small amount of antibiotic ointment on his scratch, before he expressed his displeasure with a quick swat of his paw. “Okay, food now,” she agreed and let him down. He stopped for a minute at the top of the cellar stairs, gave a small hiss, and ran into the kitchen.


  Laura was putting away the cat food, when Mike came back upstairs. “Find anything?” she asked casually as she closed the refrigerator.


  “Not really, he could have done it on any number of things. You might want to check with the vet and see if he needs shots or anything.”


  Laura walked to the cellar door, locked the knob and put the bolt into place. “Thank you,” she said, “do you want some more coffee?”


  “Just a little bit more. I’ll have to go soon.” Mike smiled, glancing back at the door. “Do you have another animal in the house? A tiger, maybe?”


  “What?”


  Mike laughed. “That’s the biggest cat door I’ve ever seen in my life. And did you know you have more locks on your cellar door than most people in this neighborhood have on their front door?”


  “The locks were already here when I moved in,” Laura said. “I guess I never really noticed how many there were.” She turned away from her lie and went into the kitchen.


  “And the cat door?”


  Laura shrugged, and mumbled an answer, holding out the coffee pot to pour him another cup.


  Laura walked him to the front door, wishing he wouldn’t leave. She understood he had to go to work tomorrow; he’d already explained he worked the early shift. Her mind shouted for him to stay, Please don’t leave me alone, but outwardly she tried to stay calm and reasonable, saying all the standard phrases for an awkward first date. Yes, I had a nice time, and yes, I’d like to go out again, thank you very much.


  He hesitated before going outside. “You’re really short, you know that?” He ruffled the hair on her head in an affectionate gesture, moving his hands down to her shoulders. “I know I was pretty rough on you tonight, Laura, with all my lecturing and advice. I don’t want to be pushy, but could you answer just one more question?”


  She looked up at him, and saw the intensity of his eyes. “I’ll try.”


  “Tonight, in the diner, when you were talking about your dream, you said you felt relieved that it was all over. Is that the way you really feel? Are you seriously considering suicide?”


  If I said yes, she thought, he would stay with me. But sooner or later he’d leave; I can’t keep him here forever. Sooner or later, I have to face myself. “No,” she said, her voice steadier than she expected, “I’m not considering it now. I’ve never been of that frame of mind before.”


  “Good.” Mike said, grasping her shoulders and pulling her closer to him. “I’d hate to lose you,” he whispered quietly into her hair.


  Laura didn’t acknowledge the words, but she caught his meaning. She reached up and pulled his face down to hers. His hands fell to her waist and he lifted her for one long, searching kiss. Mike held her against him, then gently set her down and kissed the end of her nose. “See you later,” he said as he opened the door.


  “You bet.” She watched as he got into his car and waved as he drove away. After shutting the front door and turning off the porch light, she walked into the kitchen to get her drink.


  Once the small bottle of brandy was gone, Laura got ready for bed. She brushed her hair and teeth, humming to herself one of the songs Mike had played earlier in the evening, something about angels and red shoes. Laura sang it softly as she turned out the lights and crawled under the covers.


  She stretched, rubbed one finger over her lips and smiled. “He’s nice,” she whispered to the dark room, “I really like him.” The cat door clicked open, not once but several times, accompanied by a light thumping on the cellar stairs and a faint scratching noise. “Dumb cat,” she murmured, rolling over into a fetal position. Only in the second before sleep claimed her did Laura’s drunken mind register the fact that Anubis was with her, awake and watching at the foot of the bed.


  
    Chapter Four

  


  “No, Mommy. Mommy, Mommy, no…”


  Tony Wagner had been awake from the first moment of his daughter’s restlessness. He lay in bed and listened to her thrashing and hoped, as he always did, she would just fall back to sleep. But when her terrified screams began, he was at her side.


  Night terrors, the doctor called them. Something that some children suffered from; most children, Dr. Wilkins had tried to reassure them, didn’t even recall the incidents the next morning. Not a sign of psychological problems, it was only a phase, like baby colic, that would be eventually outgrown.


  Tony refused that textbook comfort as he held his youngest daughter’s trembling body. Although it had been four years since she last suffered this torment, he remembered the symptoms vividly. He knew she was still asleep, despite the fact her eyes were wide open. And he knew that tomorrow her fear would be forgotten. But tonight, like every other night, it seemed all too real.


  She struggled against his embrace for a moment, then relaxed as he crooned her name over and over, smoothing her damp hair. He thought he recognized the signs of the dream’s abatement, when suddenly her body tensed again. She turned in his arms and looked into his eyes. He repressed a shudder at her lifeless stare, knowing it was normal in her state. Always in the past, if she talked at this stage, the words were nonsense, without any connection to reality. But now she spoke to him, really spoke to him as if she knew the meaning in her words.


  “Mommy’s hurt bad, Daddy. They say she has to die. They say she’s going to die. Why does Mommy have to die, Daddy?”


  “Jesus,” Tony swore under his breath.


  “I saw her, in the bathtub. And the water turned all red. It hurt bad, Daddy.”


  “Oh, Lizzy,” he hugged her small body to him. “It’s okay, honey. It’s only a dream. It’s only a dream.”


  Lizzy murmured something he couldn’t hear. He continued his crooning, rocking her gently back and forth. Eventually her body stopped shaking and relaxed completely. He shifted her in his arms and looked at her face. Lizzy’s eyes were closed now and her breathing calmed and slowed. The terrors were over.


  For tonight anyway, he thought as he lay her back in bed and tucked the sheet around her chin. So small and delicate, she had inherited Laura’s build. Her looks, too, Tony thought as he pulled a tress of dark hair away from her face.


  As he walked out of her room, he felt the familiar pangs of guilt about separating the children from their mother. Laura, when not drinking, had been a good mother. There was no doubt that she had loved her children, almost desperately. She had never been brutal or abusive; and the drinking hadn’t started until after Matthew died. Maybe he hadn’t been sensitive enough to her grief, to her suffering, but he’d been grieving too. And when Laura had turned to alcohol for comfort instead of him, he’d become cold and distant, so much so that he always felt that Laura’s problem had been partly his fault.


  Tony opened the door of Amanda’s room; she still slept peacefully. It always amazed him how she never woke during one of Lizzy’s spells. Mandy must be, he thought, the most self-sufficient, stoic twelve-year old ever. And although she would admit now and then that she missed her mother, she had taken the separation well.


  Gently easing the door shut, he went to the bathroom, and got a drink of water. Then he returned to his bedroom, reassured by the soft breathing from Lizzy’s room.


  “Poor kid,” he muttered as he climbed back into bed. She was the one most affected by the divorce. There was a bond between her and Laura, closer than he ever thought possible. There were times when she looked and acted so like her mother, that he found it difficult to believe they were two different people. Even now – and they had been apart for over a year – Lizzy would sit at the breakfast table, using mannerisms and expressions that were pure Laura. And Tony, although he knew the marriage was over for good, would feel a strange longing for the old days.


  “I guess I miss her, too.” The confession surprised him a little.


  As he tried to sleep again, he hoped Lizzy’s dream would not reoccur. Every time he closed his eyes her tortured words rang in his ears.


  “They say she has to die.”


  Tony sat at the kitchen table over his third cup of coffee. Getting up from the table, he checked his watch and went to the bottom of the stairs. “School bus comes in about fifteen minutes, girls.”


  “Okay, Dad, we’re ready now.” Amanda was the first down the stairs.


  “Good morning, pumpkin.” He kissed her cheek and marveled at how grown up she was becoming.


  “Aw, Dad,” she protested the use of the childish nickname. These days she even balked at Mandy, preferring that people use her full name.


  He checked out her outfit as she walked past him to get to a tray of muffins. “Where’s your uniform?”


  “It’s a free day today, we don’t have to wear them.”


  “Then why don’t you tell me again,” he shook his head, smiling, “how much I paid for jeans that look like they’ve been worn for twenty years?”


  “You don’t want to know,” she mumbled, her mouth full.


  “You’re right, as usual, Amanda. Is Lizzy ready?”


  “Getting there.” She crammed the rest of the muffin into her mouth and brushed the crumbs from the table. Then she raised her eyes to him, serious and thoughtful. “Bad night, huh?”


  “How did you know? You slept straight through.”


  Amanda began to pack books into her bag. “You look like you haven’t slept at all and she has that look again.”


  “What look?”


  “You know, that little waif look, like she just lost her best friend.” Amanda pulled a compact out of her purse and set it up on the table. She rearranged her hair, and although Tony couldn’t tell the difference, she smiled her satisfaction and put the mirror away. “What was it about, do you know?”


  “Your mother.”


  Amanda raised an eyebrow and seemed about to make a comment when Lizzy burst into the kitchen.


  “Mandy, have you seen my shoes?”


  “By the door where you left them, dummy.”


  Lizzy ran to retrieve them and sat down in a chair to put them on. Amanda took one look at her and rummaging once more in her purse, produced a brush and began to style Lizzy’s hair, who sat patiently for her sister’s ministrations, not complaining even when Mandy hit a particularly nasty snarl.


  Tony smiled, watching the two of them together. They had both inherited Laura’s coloring: the dark hair, pale skin and green eyes. But where Lizzy was small for her age, Mandy had grown tall and promised to be long-legged and willowy. Model material, Laura had always said.


  “Daddy?” Lizzy looked over at him, a hesitant expression on her face.


  “Yeah, Pixie, what is it?”


  “After school, can I call Mommy? I want to talk to her.”


  Tony studied her face, hoping that she had no memory of her ghastly dream last night. “Of course you can. But Susan is coming this afternoon to take you girls shopping.”


  “Can I call before we go? It’s important.”


  Tony nodded. “I’ll tell Susan it’s okay.” He smiled reassuringly. “You know, honey, last time I heard from your mother, she was fine.”


  “I know, but I want to hear her say it, too.”


  The sound of the school bus rumbling down the hill toward their house interrupted the conversation.


  “They’re early again,” Amanda complained as she grabbed her jacket and handed Lizzy hers. “Come on, Liz, we’ll miss the bus.”


  With a flurry of good-byes, kisses and a slam of the door they were gone. Tony sighed and poured the rest of his cold coffee down the drain. He checked his watch again and realized he had almost an hour before he had to leave for the university. His first class didn’t start until ten. He cleaned off the table and put the butter into the refrigerator. When he closed the door, he saw the note in Lizzy’s cramped, childish handwriting…Mommy’s new number…


  He started another small pot of coffee, lit a cigarette and went to the phone.


  The telephone rang five times before Laura was sufficiently awake to reach for it. She dropped the receiver on the floor next to the bed, then picked it up. “Hello?” Her voice sounded fuzzy, so she cleared her throat and tried again. “Hello.”


  There was a small silence then a tentative question. “Laura? Did I wake you?”


  “Hmm, yeah, sort of…”


  Tony gave a small grunt of impatience. “Sorry,” he said gruffly, “I thought you’d be up and ready for work. Or aren’t you going to work today?”


  Laura heard his voice sharpen with a sudden rush of anger, and knew that he was thinking of the days she did just that, allowing the children to fend for themselves while she slept off the previous night’s binge. She tried to ignore his sarcasm. “Good morning to you, too, Tony. How nice of you to call.”


  “Sorry, Laura.” The anger dropped out of his voice, replaced by what sounded like pity. “How’ve you been?”


  “Pretty good,” Laura, finally awake, crawled out of bed. “Listen, can you hold on a minute while I get the portable phone.”


  “Sure.”


  While he waited, Tony smiled to himself. He could almost see her. She would be naked, she never wore anything to bed. Chances are, he thought, she wouldn’t even put a robe on, but would sit talking to him, at the dining room table, totally nude. The situation seemed obscene to him somehow, and totally incongruous, but his body responded, and he shifted uncomfortably in his chair. I guess old habits die hard, he thought with a wry smile, when she picked up the other phone.


  “Tony? You still there?” Her voice was indistinct and distant.


  “Hang up the other phone, Laura.”


  “Oh, okay.”


  There was a slight pause and then a click. “Is that better?”


  “Much, thank you.” Now that he had her attention, he couldn’t think of what to say. He knew what he wanted to say—the kids miss you—I miss you, even though I’ll be getting married again in ten weeks—but somehow that seemed a bad way to start the conversation.


  Fortunately, Laura took the initiative. “I’m glad you called, Tony. I have some news for you.”


  “Good news, I hope.”


  “Well, bad and good, both. But I think in the long run it will be good. I got picked up for drunk driving.”


  Tony ran his fingers through his curly hair. “Oh, Laura. You really should be more careful. Next time, take a cab.”


  “There won’t be a next time. Monday I go into rehabilitation. They tell me there’s a good chance I can stay sober after that. I thought you’d be happy to hear that.”


  “I am happy, Laura. That’s great news.” He tried to sound enthusiastic, but could only remember the other times she had quit. Each time it had been for good and each time it had failed, leaving her more and more depressed with every attempt.


  “So,” she hesitated a bit, “if I do quit, can I have the girls for a while?” She rushed her words together, and he recognized the tactic, knowing that she thought if she just spoke fast enough he might give in. The girls did the same thing to him and he held back a chuckle. “Not too long, maybe two or three weeks. I miss them so much; and I think it would be a good idea for me to see them. A sort of reinforcement for good behavior, don’t you think?”


  “We’ll see, Laura. We can talk about that later. Will you be home this afternoon? Lizzy wants to talk to you.”


  “Great, I’ll be home all afternoon. I look forward to it.”


  Tony could hear the happiness in her voice. “I have some news for you, too.”


  “Okay, hit me with it.”


  “I sort of wish you didn’t use that expression. You see, Susan and I are getting married.”


  Tony wondered if he imagined that slight pause on Laura’s part, and her sharp intake of breath, because when she did speak, her voice seemed bright and sincere. “Tony, that’s wonderful. I’m very happy for you, she’ll make a good professor’s wife and she’ll be great with the kids. Tell her I said hi and congratulations.”


  “I would have told you sooner, Laura, but I didn’t know how to tell you.” He was relieved that she took it so well; he had always tried to be completely honest with her, and holding back on this news had bothered him. “I wasn’t quite sure how you would take it; I mean we’ve not been divorced that long, and you and Susan were best friends at one time…”


  “Tony, I understand, I really do. It will take some getting used to, I suppose, but it seems like a good match to me. You two always got along.”


  “Laura, we never, you know, when you and I were…”


  “I never thought it for a moment.” He knew she was lying. “And even if you had,” Laura continued, “who could blame you? Let’s face it, I wasn’t much good at the wife and mother thing, was I?”


  There was a short silence on Tony’s end.


  “Hey, Tony, don’t jump too quickly to my defense. Anyway, how are the girls?”


  “God, they’re growing so fast. But they’re adjusting well to the new school; Mandy is trying out for the cheerleading squad and Lizzy’s on the chess team.”


  “Tell them I miss them, okay?” Tony could hear the tears in her voice.


  “Sure. And when Lizzy calls this afternoon, please let her know you’re doing well. She had a nightmare last night and is still pretty shook up about it this morning.”


  “A nightmare?” Her voice acquired an edge. “What was it about?”


  “Well,” he hesitated. It was a difficult thing to tell Laura that Lizzy had dreamed her dead. “Actually, she wasn’t very coherent, but it had something to do with you. I got the feeling she thought that you were in some sort of danger.”


  Tony knew he didn’t imagine Laura’s pause this time.


  “Oh, no, I’m okay. Where would be the danger here? Just tell her I’m fine, and that I’m looking forward to our talk this afternoon. Oh, and Tony?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Don’t worry about you and Susan. I really do think it’s great. I had a date last night, myself.”


  “That’s nice. Anyone I know?”


  “No, I doubt it. Actually, we met because he’s the one who arrested me.”


  “Oh,” Tony remarked flatly. He didn’t know how to deal with that information, so he left it alone. “I’ve got to run, Laura. It’s been good talking to you.”


  “Same here, Tony. Take care.”


  Tony hung up the phone with a small shake of his head. Same old Laura, no matter what sort of trouble she got herself into, she always came out ahead. And now she’s dating the policeman who picked her up. Maybe, he thought, he’ll be a steadying influence on her. It might be the best thing for her.


  Later, between his morning classes, he phoned Susan to discuss the phone call. He didn’t mention Lizzy’s dream had prompted the call or that he’d told Laura about it. But he did tell her about the rehabilitation and that she was now dating the policeman who’d arrested her.


  “So, I was thinking, honey,” Tony was trying to convince himself as well as her, “that if she really does stop and if this policeman thing continues, we might want to let her have the girls while we’re on our honeymoon.”


  Susan considered the matter. “I don’t quite see that it could hurt, Tony. She is their mother and she does love them.” She paused for a minute and thought how pleased Laura would be to have them back, if only for two weeks. “Yes,” she said determinedly, “I think it’s a good idea. Provided that Laura’s not drinking, of course. I mean, what harm could it possibly do?”


  
    Chapter Five

  


  Nursing her cooling coffee, Laura remained at the dining room table long after she hung up the phone. She worried over the dream Lizzy had, Tony’s upcoming marriage and the next four weeks of rehab. She studied her reflection in the remaining coffee, then swirled the cup to watch it dissolve and took the last swallow.


  She had read all the AA literature she had been given. Propaganda, her father had said, yet their philosophy made sense to her – live one day at a time and don’t worry about the things you can’t change. “Let’s start today, Laura,” she told herself. The resolution was easy because her head still ached from the brandy she had drunk last night. She stood up and swayed a bit; the alcohol hadn’t yet worked its way out of her system and she felt slightly woozy. Laura put her cup into the sink and began to walk down the hall.


  Anubis burst through the cat door and Laura swerved to avoid him. As she stepped back she stumbled over the shoes she had left there last night, and in trying to check her backward motion, she overcompensated and ended up face down in the hallway. Laura lay there for a moment, stunned until she realized she wasn’t really hurt. A small gust of air blew on her naked back from under the cellar door and she felt the hair on her arms raise. The cat nestled against her and began to lick her face and neck. She pushed him away and sat up, grimacing. “God, Anubis,” she scratched his ears, then eased herself up from the floor, “your breath is foul. You need kitty mints or something.” Without warning, the combination of the fall, last night’s brandy and this morning’s coffee overcame her and Laura fell to her knees and began to vomit.


  When it was over, she sat back on her heels and looked at the mess. Fortunately, there had not been much in her stomach. Thank God I didn’t have breakfast, she thought as she stood up unsteadily. Pulling a towel from the linen closet, she saw Anubis sitting in the doorway to her bedroom. If she hadn’t felt so weakened she might have laughed at the expression on his face. Reproachful and indignant, he looked at her as if he wondered whether she would get her nose rubbed in it.


  “Don’t be so superior, Bonehead. Yeah, I did it, but I’m also the one who has to clean it up.” He turned his back on her and walked into the bedroom.


  “Thanks a lot,” she called after him, “I always clean up your mess.”


  She scrubbed at the carpet. It seemed to be only coffee, she decided, and probably wouldn’t stain. As she finished, the ridiculousness of the situation struck her—here she was, a grown woman, stark naked and hung-over, throwing up no more than four feet away from the bathroom. And no more than four minutes after she had decided to take control of her life. Laura began to laugh, tentatively at first and then boisterously, hysterically, until tears streamed down her face.


  “Shit,” she exclaimed, still laughing as she stepped into the shower, “what a way to start the day.”


  After the shower, Laura felt refreshed and revitalized, and threw on a pair of cut-off shorts and a T-shirt. Pouring herself a glass of diet soda, she sat at the dining room table with her laptop, and listed the items to be done before she went to rehab. There really wasn’t much to do, she realized, most things could be taken care of by a phone call or two. But at the top of the list was cleaning the house, something no phone call would accomplish.


  She turned her stereo on full blast and after three hours she had finished. The sheets were changed, the floors scrubbed, the tables dusted. On her bed sat stacks of clothes, carefully folded for packing.


  “Now,” she addressed Anubis solemnly as he watched from the foot of her bed, “all I need is a suitcase.” She walked out of the bedroom and down the hall to the cellar door. Throwing back the upper bolt, Laura hesitated, listening. Over the blare of the stereo she could hear the faint ring of the phone. “Damn,” she said and locked the door again, turned down the stereo and went into the kitchen. Her hand shook as she reached for the receiver. “Too much booze,” she told herself and answered the phone.


  “Hello?”


  “Laura, I’m glad you’re there.”


  “Susan? Hey, it’s just like old home week, huh? First Tony and then you. How have you been?”


  “Are you okay? You sound funny.”


  Laura ran her fingers through her hair. “I’m fine. I was just surprised to hear your voice, that’s all. And it’s been sort of a strange week.”


  “So I gathered.” Susan’s voice sounded odd; it could have been the phone line, or maybe, Laura thought with a smile, a guilty conscience. “Listen, Laura, about Tony and me, I wanted to tell you a while ago, but I just couldn’t.” The sadness and regret in her voice were apparent.


  “Yeah, Tony said practically the same thing this morning. Susan, we’ve all been friends since college; don’t tear yourself up over this. I always expected that Tony would get married again, not this soon maybe,” and not to you, she mentally supplied, “but it’s not exactly going to ruin my life at this point. Now that I’ve had a chance to think about it, it seems an ideal solution for everyone.”


  “Everyone but you.” Susan’s voice was now soft, apologetic.


  “Hey, no one can take responsibility for how screwed up I am but me. But things will change.” The determination in her voice surprised Laura, but she felt good about the statement, so good she said it again. “Things will change.”


  “Tony told me you’re going into rehab.”


  “First thing Monday morning. I was just getting ready when you called.”


  “But you’ve got two more days. What will you do over the weekend?” Laura thought she detected a note of disapproval and bristled.


  “Drink myself blind, probably, what’s it to you?” In the shocked silence that followed, Laura regretted her words. “Look, I’m sorry, I didn’t really mean that. I don’t really know what I’ll do – maybe Mike will call or something.”


  “Mike – your policeman friend? What’s he like? Tony wouldn’t tell me anything.” They were on more familiar ground with this conversation; the subject, something they had discussed many times at school together, made Laura feel years younger. Suddenly, the intervening events of their lives did not exist and if she closed her eyes, she could clearly visualize the dorm room they had shared.


  “Oh, Susan, he’s gorgeous,” Laura confessed, her voice slightly breathless, “tall, muscular, strong. I could really fall for this one, you know? And he seems to like me, although I’m not quite sure why. I mean, I’ve been such a mess every time I met him, but he understands me, knows what I’m going through.


  “And he saved my life,” she said quietly, and shivered, “or at least it seems like he did.”


  “What?”


  “Oh, nothing. He’s really a great guy and I hope to see a lot more of him.”


  “Wow,” Susan said, “he sounds wonderful. I can’t wait to meet him.”


  Laura laughed, “No way, toots, this one is off limits.”


  Susan returned the laugh. “Okay, but maybe I can meet him some day anyway. I’ve got to go now; I’m picking the girls up from school—we’re going shopping.”


  “Is Mandy still so picky about her clothes?”


  “Worse.”


  Laura groaned in appreciation. “Well, then you’ll all have a lot of fun. Sorry I’m missing it. Take care and tell them I said hello.”


  “Sure thing. We’ll be back around five or so. Lizzy wants to talk to you, will you be there?”


  “I’ll be here. Thanks for calling, Susan.”


  “No problem. And Laura?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Good luck in rehab. You can do it, you know. It’ll be wonderful when you do.”


  “Thanks.”


  Laura hung up the phone. “Now, where was I?” She looked around for a bit and remembered. “Suitcase,” she said and opened the cellar door.


  She flicked on the light switch and was rewarded with one bright flash, then shadowy darkness. “Shit,” she turned off the switch, walked to the hall closet and found a light bulb. “Damn things are always burning out when you need them.” Carefully gripping the rail in one hand and the bulb in the other, she slowly went down the stairs. Laura grimaced as she stretched to reach the light from the second stair and squinted her eyes in concentration. The fixture was lightly covered in cobwebs; she sucked in a quick breath as she reached through them, but eventually got the bulb replaced.


  She relaxed slightly when the cellar was lit again and picked up her largest suitcase. When she felt its weight, she remembered that she had filled it with books on her arrival. It was too heavy to carry up the stairs, so she sat down on the rippled cement floor and began to unpack it. By the time the books were neatly stacked, Laura felt chilled, and her bare legs, one mass of gooseflesh. She fastened the suitcase and stood up slowly, straightening her stiff back with a small sigh. “I’m getting old,” she said wearily and the empty room with concrete block walls made her words sound distorted and strange. She put her hand down to the handle of the suitcase and grasped it, only to drop it with a thump a second later.


  “Shoo. Scat. Go away,” she said to the spider perched on top of the case. It wasn’t that large, but it was also not so small that she wanted to brush it away with her bare hand. She kicked the suitcase over and the insect scuttled away to hide in one of the shadowy corners.


  “If I had my shoes on, you wouldn’t get away alive, buddy.” Somehow the words sounded angrier than Laura intended and the walls in the near-empty cellar seemed to magnify that rage and bounce it back toward her. Laura held her breath for a second, expecting some sort of retaliation. Retaliation? she thought. From whom? The spider? What the hell is going on? She shook off the thoughts, but they left her feeling dizzy and weakened; her legs trembled and she felt as if she’d been stuck to the floor. With great effort, she moved, picking up the overturned suitcase and walking toward the stairs. At the bottom of the steps, she noticed with shock that the door was beginning to swing shut. I can’t be left down here alone. I’ll never get away. The sheer fright of that thought gave her a rush and she moved faster, running now, the suitcase banging loudly against the wall and her legs. When she reached the top, she pushed against the almost closed door and practically fell into the hallway. She threw the suitcase into the living room and slammed the door shut, resting there a moment, eyes closed, waiting for the sudden panic to subside.


  When her heart rate slowed and the awful chill subsided she opened her eyes to see Anubis at the end of the hall. He meowed at her and she smiled, feeling silly. “Just a spider,” she said to him, locking and moving quickly away from the door, “a draft, and an overripe imagination.”


  
    Chapter Six

  


  Watching Susan and the girls get out of her yellow SUV in the driveway, Tony knew instantly that it had been a difficult trip. Amanda’s mouth was set in a rigid frown, Susan scowled, struggling with the bags, and Lizzy’s eyes were red and puffy. She trailed behind the two others, dragging her feet as if dreading each step to come, looking for all the world as if she’d lost her best friend.


  He opened the door and they all filed in, silently. Definitely not a good sign, Tony thought, but smiled anyway in an effort to diffuse the situation. “How’d my ladies do?”


  Susan rolled her eyes. “Great, just great.” She dropped the shopping bags in the foyer corner. “Rooms, girls.”


  Lizzy was still crying as she walked by Tony, he gave her a pat on the shoulder. Amanda stalked up the stairs and once there, slammed her bedroom door only to open it a second later and yell down the stairs. “You’re not our mother! So you should just quit trying to be!”


  Tony had draped an arm around Susan’s neck and they both flinched when Amanda slammed her door again. “Want to talk about it?” Tony led them both to the kitchen and they sat down at the table.


  Susan shook her head. “Things were going just fine, until Lizzy started crying. Did you tell her she could call Laura right after school?”


  Tony sighed. “Yeah, I probably did.”


  “Anyway, that’s what started it all off. Lizzy kept insisting she had to call Laura. Laura was in danger and she had to warn her. Where on earth did that come from?”


  “She had a nightmare last night, I thought I told you about that.”


  “Maybe you did. It’s kind of hard to keep track of it all when I don’t live here. When she started making a fuss, I gave her my cell phone to use and the battery had run too low to get a signal, so we plugged it into the car lighter and went into the mall. She seemed better at first, but after a while she ended up dragging behind us, crying. Quietly, you know? Just sniffling a bit with tears streaming down her face. I tried to jolly her along a bit, but nothing helped. Eventually I lost my temper, told her that she should quit being such a baby and that both you and I had talked to Laura in the morning and she was just fine. And that set Amanda off.” Susan rubbed her hand across her eyes. “You know how they start playing off each other.”


  Tony nodded. “Years of practice.”


  “There we are, standing in the middle of the mall, one girl is crying and the other is ranting about how I get to do anything I want but they’re practically prisoners and I don’t care about them and I ruined their mother’s life and theirs as well. And I’m feeling like a wicked stepmother.” Susan gave a dry chuckle. “You get the picture. I got them out of there as quickly as I could.”


  Tony reached over and held her hand. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. It’s been a bad day for everyone.”


  “Yeah. I love you, Tony. But sometimes I don’t know if us getting married so soon is a good idea…”


  “It’s just one day, Susan. Most of the time we get along just fine, the four of us. Now, why don’t you order us pizza? And I’ll go upstairs and talk to the girls.”


  Tony knocked softly on Lizzy’s door first and when she didn’t answer, cracked open the door. Lizzy lay sprawled out on top of the bed, fully dressed and sound asleep. He whispered her name, but didn’t push her any further. Poor little thing has been through enough, he thought, regardless of how irrational her fear of a nightmare was.


  He stopped next at Amanda’s door, across the hallway. He knocked softly there too, at first, then turned the knob to find the door locked. “Amanda,” he called and knocked again several times; each successive knock becoming louder. Eventually she opened the door wearing her iPod earphones around her neck.


  “Yeah?”


  Tony hated the tone of voice and the defiant set of her mouth. “I want you to apologize to Susan. And quit playing that damn music so loud! The whole house could fall down around you and you’d never know a thing! And don’t get me started on hearing damage.”


  Amanda gave an exaggerated sigh. “Okay.”


  “We’re having pizza for dinner. Come down in about ten minutes and set the table. Lizzy’s asleep; try to wake her if you can.”


  “She’ll probably sleep through the night now. She was really worked up. And you know how she is.”


  Laura sat at her dining room table and stared over at the kitchen clock in disbelief. After she’d finished her packing, the day had just dragged on. Ordinarily, she never noticed the passage of time; in fact she rarely had enough moments in the day, work and drinking stole away her time. But now she had no job and was determined to stay away from the bottle, at least until she talked to Lizzy.


  Even so, Laura thought, just one won’t hurt; and while I drink that, I can toss the rest of it. She got up from the table and opened up the kitchen cabinet below the sink. She kept most of her liquor here, although there were bottles stashed in various places around the house: vodka chilling in the freezer with wine and beer in the refrigerator, a flask of scotch nestled in bottom of her purse, and yet another flask, the one with whiskey, tucked away in her bedside table drawer. “Fully-stocked,” Laura whispered with a small smile. Fully-stocked was good – it meant she could handle any situation that came her way. Being fully-stocked made her feel secure, comforted. But now… now those bastards want to take it all away from me. This is all I have left. Otherwise, there’s nothing. No comfort. No love. Oh, no, not for me. Bastards.


  As had happened earlier in the cellar, the vehemence of her thoughts surprised her. Anger was far from her mind. She’d been intending to have one drink only. And then meant to pour all of it down the drain, throw it all away, in preparation for her new life of sobriety. “Shit.” She began to pull the bottles out from under the sink, one by one, and lined them up on the counter. The late afternoon sun through the window shone on and through the row of bottles, bathing the counter top and kitchen tile in a wavering colored reflection. Glancing again at the clock, Laura cracked the seal on a bottle of port she’d been saving for a special occasion. Pouring a generous amount into a juice glass, she held it up and admired its rich color. “Cheers,” she said, “Now’s about as special as it’s ever going to get.”


  The first swallow tasted harsh, but the liquid flowed easily down her throat and into her stomach, spreading an innocuous warmth. She gave a sad, small smile and took another drink.


  The next two glasses went down slowly; Laura savored each and every drop, oblivious to everything else around her – lost in her lover’s embrace. But when she finished the third glass, she came to with a jolt and looked around. While she’d sat drinking and daydreaming, it had grown dark outside and the normal noises of a suburban neighborhood – laughter, lawn mowers, the spin of bicycle tires, the clatter of skateboards – had all ceased. The quiet fell so deep, Laura felt like she could hear the air moving in and out of her lungs, the blood rushing in her veins. The darkness of the house engulfed her. Only the pulsing green power light of her laptop, on the table in the dining room, was visible. She timed her breathing to its rhythm, inhaling and exhaling, until that seemed to be all that existed. As her breathing grew louder, she felt a brief moment of panic, thinking that if the light went out completely she wouldn’t be able to draw her next breath.


  Would that be so bad?


  “Yeah.”


  How could it be bad? You have nothing on earth to live for, nothing but all those bottles. And they’re taking that away.


  “I have my girls if nothing else.”


  You think they care? Did you notice the phone ringing tonight? You’re out of their life and they’re well rid of you.


  The cat door clicked; Anubis came over and butted his head against Laura’s leg. She reached down and scratched his head. “But I have you, Bonehead, don’t I?”


  The moment of despair forgotten, Laura scooped up the cat in her arms and cuddled him, carrying him out to the kitchen. She flipped on the kitchen light and opened the refrigerator. “You want some food, baby?”


  Watching the cat eat voraciously as usual, Laura had a sudden thought and gasped. “Shit,” she said, shaking her head, “I forgot to find someone to take care of you while I’m gone. Damn.”


  See, you can’t even take care of one little cat. What good are you?


  “Shut up.” Laura poured herself another glass of port. “I’ll go out tomorrow and talk to the neighbors. Maybe get one of the kids to check in every so often.”


  That dilemma solved, Laura checked the clock again, then picked up the phone. Tony answered on the third ring, just as she was about to hang up.


  “Hi, Tony. What’s happening?”


  “We’re just watching a little television before bed.”


  “And are the girls around?”


  “Sleeping, Laura.” She could hear his disapproval through the phone. “It’s pretty late for them. Don’t you know what time it is?”


  “Yeah, but it’s Friday and not a school night. Isn’t this a bit early?”


  He paused. “Yeah, I suppose so. But they had a rough day. Lizzy’s been sleeping since they came home from shopping. Apparently they had a small altercation at the mall.”


  “What happened?”


  “She was upset because Susan didn’t let her call right after school.”


  “Ah. Well, that was the plan, wasn’t it? I’ve been waiting by the phone. It’s not as if I don’t have other things I could be doing.” Laura winced at the sound of the whine creeping into her voice.


  “Cutting into your drinking time, are we?”


  The sheer unfairness of that question surprised and angered Laura. For one brief second she pictured Tony and Susan, snuggled together on the couch in her old living room. They could each have a drink of wine or a nightcap – that wasn’t a problem for them. But God forbid Laura, with no responsibilities, no one to answer to, should do the same. “Fuck you.”


  “Excuse me?”


  She remembered how that particular profanity bothered Tony and smiled. Not a pleasant smile at all, the sheer nastiness of it sent a shiver down her back. Still, she didn’t take it back. “You heard me.”


  “You’ve had quite a bit to drink, haven’t you?”


  “And if I have, so what? It’s none of your business, after all.”


  “Laura, you are still my business. We all care about you, about what happens to you.”


  Yeah, right, as long as what happens to me is what you want to happen. “Do me a favor, Tony. Quit patronizing me. I hated it when we were married and I hate it a hundred times more now. Just go back to whatever you were doing and have Lizzy call me tomorrow.”


  “Can’t. Not tomorrow. We’re heading up to my Susan’s parents’ house early in the morning.”


  Laura sighed. “Sunday then. Please. I go away starting Monday and there’ll be no phone calls for a while. I’m only allowed to make calls one day a week and only emergency calls can come in.”


  “Really? That seems a bit extreme.”


  “Yeah, it’s not exactly a resort.” Laura gave a snort of amusement. “More like boot camp, I suspect. No phones, no laptops, no iPods. Visitors only once a week, on Wednesdays. I think prisoners have a better deal. Rehab is all group hugs and therapy, healthy food and clean living. Sounds like fun, doesn’t it?”


  “But maybe it works, Laura.”


  “Maybe. I’ll give it a shot. Not that I have a choice in the matter. But maybe it’ll work.” She sighed. The anger she’d felt earlier flowed out of her and she felt completely drained. She sipped on her drink and refilled her glass, not caring if Tony’s ears could hear the sound of liquid being poured. “But I really would like to explain this all to the girls myself. They need to know why their mother is being locked away for a while.”


  “There’s probably no need. I’ve explained it to them.”


  “Fine. But I want to, as well.” Who knows what kind of stupid guilt trip Tony brought into the discussion. “I am still their mother, Tony. And I have a right to talk with them.”


  “No one is disputing that, Laura.”


  “I don’t know; it seems like between you and Susan, there’s a plot to keep them from me.”


  “You really have been drinking too much tonight. You’re paranoid.”


  “Whatever. I’m too tired to argue, Tony. And it never does me any good anyway. And just to make sure I get to talk to them, I’ll call on Sunday. Good night.”


  Laura hung up the phone, and walked over to the dining room window, staring out into the night and feeling rather satisfied with the way the conversation went. For once, she hadn’t let Tony walk all over her feelings; for once she actually said what she wanted. Blame some of it on the alcohol, she thought, and the rest on the angry mood I’ve been in all day. Oddly enough, she was normally a quiet drunk, but tonight she’d been raring for a fight.


  “Nice of Tony to oblige,” she said. “But still, I didn’t get to talk to the girls.” She made a face at herself in the window, then turned around, looked at the bottles on the counter and walked back into the kitchen. Anubis had curled up next to them and regarded her with sleepy eyes. “What do you think? Pour it all away tonight or save some fun for tomorrow?”


  He put his ears back and she nodded, scratching the top of his head. “Yeah, tomorrow.” She picked up the bottle of port and walked back to the dining room table. Sitting down, she poured another glass and bolted it down, then held the bottle up to the light. “This one’s practically a dead soldier anyway,” she laughed softly and poured the rest of it into her juice glass. “So that’s one less bottle to dispose of. We’re making progress at least.”


  Her laughter turned into tears, though, at the sheer loneliness of her life. The only voice she heard most days was hers. The only thoughts were the tortuous doubts and self-loathing of her own making. “Shit.” Laura put her head down on the table and allowed herself to cry.


  Weary from the emotional day, she felt herself dropping off to sleep as she cried. I should get back to bed, she thought, but the bedroom is just so far away.


  “It’s okay.” She heard a voice, not hers. Soft, childish, with a bit of a lisp, it sounded so much like Lizzy and Laura gave a little smile as she felt the tiny hand on hers.


  “It’s okay,” the voice repeated, “I know a place where you can be safe. Where you won’t be sad anymore.”


  “That would be nice,” Laura told the girl in what must be a dream. “But I don’t think there is such a place, anywhere.”


  “Oh, but there is.” The cold little hand tugged at hers. “And I know where it is. I can show you. Come with me.”


  “Later. I just want to sleep.” Memories of being passed out on the couch on a particularly bad day washed over her. Her reply now, like then, sounded slow and slurred. “I just want to sleep now, Lizzy. I’ll look at your painting later.” Feeling guilty, she nevertheless put her arm up to cover her eyes and knocked her now empty glass on to the floor. She faintly heard the glass shatter.


  “No. Please, Mommy, come now. Please? Pretty please?”


  That last plea reached Laura and she finally submitted to the insistent pull of the hand. It led her across the room, heedless of the shards of broken glass on the carpet.


  It led her past the kitchen, ignoring the bottles strewn around, ignoring the cries of the cat. They stopped in front of the door to the cellar.


  “You need to undo the lock, Mommy. I can’t reach it.”


  Laura’s hand went to the brass slide. The coldness of the metal seemed to burn her hand and she pulled back.


  “No,” the voice whispered, “You can’t stop. We’re so close now.”


  
    Chapter Seven

  


  Mike dialed Laura’s number for the fourth time. The first two times he’d gotten a busy signal, but the third time, there’d been some sort of interference on the line. It sounded almost as if someone had picked it up before it could ring and then stood far away from the receiver and whispered. Mike hesitated calling again when he felt the hair on the back of his neck stand up, but he smoothed it down, feeling silly, and gave it one last shot.


  This time the phone actually rang. And rang. And rang. Just as he was about to hang up, the ringing stopped.


  “ ’lo?”


  “Laura?”


  “Yeah.” She spoke slowly, as if she’d been sleeping.


  “Did I wake you? I’m sorry…”


  “No,” Laura said, her voice still quiet and distant. “I wasn’t sleeping. Or at least I don’t think I was sleeping. It’s weird – one second I’m sitting at the dining room table and the next I’m standing with my hand on the cellar door. I guess I planned on going down there. I’ve no idea why.”


  There was a long pause. “Hold on a second, okay?”


  “Sure,” Mike said and he heard the clatter of the receiver on the kitchen counter. He could tell she’d been drinking, but that didn’t matter. He of all people knew about those last desperate days before rehab; he was sort of surprised, actually, to find her awake and functioning. No, the drinking didn’t bother him, he realized, but her state of mind did. He remembered the dream she’d told him about yesterday when they’d had dinner; how could he have forgotten? And oddly enough, despite not having known Laura for long, the thought of her distress hit him right in the gut.


  Mike strained to listen to see if he could figure out what was happening. He heard Laura say “Ow.” And then, “Oh, shit.”


  “Laura,” he said loudly into the phone, “are you okay?”


  “Yeah,” she picked up again. “Sorry. I cut my foot on some broken glass. Must’ve just happened, although I don’t really remember. But it’s fine now – I mean it’s not real deep or anything. Nothing a bandage won’t cure.”


  “Good.”


  Laura sighed. “Pretty much, it’s the perfect end to a perfect day like today.”


  “Sorry to hear that. What’s happening? And is there anything I can do?”


  Again there was a long pause on Laura’s end of the line. Mike could hear that faint whispering interference he’d gotten that one time he’d called. “Laura?”


  “Huh? Sorry, I sort of faded off. It’s been a really long day. I’ve been waiting all day for Lizzy to call. Finally, I called there only to get into a huge fight with Tony.”


  “Tony?”


  “My ex. He was being controlling as always; I decided I’d had enough and called him on it. He’s not fond of that.”


  Mike heard Laura give a soft chuckle. “No,” she said, her voice growing a bit stronger now, “he really is not fond of someone calling his bluff. The whole time we were married, I barely put up a fight about anything. But, you know, I don’t have to take it now, do I? And until Monday morning, I’m a free person – free to do what I want. Even if it means having a few more drinks over Tony’s comfort level.”


  Mike detected a note of defiance in her voice as if she were expecting him to argue with her. Maybe he would, if they were married and had years of history. But now, their relationship, if that is indeed what this was, was fragile. Like Laura. And she would be tested soon enough. Besides, it seemed her ex-husband piled her with more guilt than anyone needed.


  Mike jumped to her defense. “I already told you, Laura, I don’t mind if you drink. After rehab, it’ll be different, everything will be different, but you’ll have had a month of practice and you’ll learn different ways of coping with the cravings and the temptations. Alcoholism is a disease, regardless of what most people think, it’s not a weakness. Expecting you to cure yourself without the proper treatment is ridiculous. So drink up. Just be careful, okay? I don’t want you to fall down those cellar stairs and break your neck.”


  Laura laughed. “If so, you’re the only one who doesn’t.”


  “Laura.”


  “Okay, okay, I know, I’m fine. Much better now, actually. You seem to manage to always come to my rescue. Thanks for calling.”


  “Well,” Mike said, “I wasn’t just calling to wake you up out of another nightmare, I wanted to ask what you were doing tomorrow. I have the whole day off and I thought we might make a day of it.”


  “I have absolutely nothing planned for the rest of the weekend. Except to find someone to look after the cat while I’m gone.”


  “Tell you what,” Mike said, “you give me your key and I’ll do that for you. But for tomorrow, I thought you might have some errands to run and I’ll provide the transport. Then I thought we’d just play it by ear. Maybe a picnic if the weather is nice. Plus, there’s a Saturday night AA meeting I usually attend and I kind of figured you might want to see what goes on at these things. There’s a woman there I’d like to introduce you to; if you hit it off she could be your sponsor.”


  “Whoa, cowboy, slow it down a little.” Laura’s voice grew light and teasing. “You’re gonna sweep me right off my feet with all this fancy planning.”


  “So the answer is no.” Mike failed to keep the disappointment from his voice.


  “No, silly. The answer is yes. Of course I’d love to spend the day with you. It’s very thoughtful of you.”


  Mike chuckled. “Thoughtful has nothing to do with it. I have ulterior motives, you know.”


  “Shhhh, don’t spoil the surprise.”


  Mike could hear Laura stifle a yawn. “You should get to bed. I’ll pick you up around 9 o’clock tomorrow morning.”


  “Man,” Laura said, “that really is early.”


  “Which is why you need to sleep now.”


  “Yeah, I guess so.” A hesitant tone entered Laura’s voice. “I’m not sure I can sleep, though.” She paused again. “Mike?” Her voice wavered slightly. He wondered if she was crying.


  “I’m here.”


  “Mike.” She caught a breath. “I’m scared.”


  “Scared? Of what?”


  “Oh, I don’t know. Everything. Nothing. I’ve got this knot in the pit of my stomach that won’t go away. And it’s so dark here. And quiet. But not quiet. That sounds really stupid. Shit, I don’t know.”


  “It’s okay, Laura. I understand.”


  “Do you? Then maybe you can tell me what’s wrong. Because I sure as hell don’t. Nothing makes sense. So if you can explain it…”


  “I can do better than that. I can help you sleep.”


  “How?”


  “I’m going to wait on the line here. You do what you need to do to get ready for bed, put on whatever CD will relax you, crawl under the covers and I’ll talk you to sleep.”


  “Really? You’d do that?”


  The relief and gratitude in her voice made Mike happy he’d thought of it. “Of course I would.”


  “Okay, then, you hold on and I’ll be right back.” Laura set the phone down on the kitchen counter and smiled. He really was nice, even though she kept having hysterics when he was around. Maybe tomorrow, she thought, I’ll have a chance to show him my better side.


  She checked to make sure she’d locked the front door, then carefully walked into the dining room to pick up the broken glass so that the cat wouldn’t get into it while she slept. “Although,” she said, looking at Anubis curled up on one of the dining room chairs, “you usually have better sense than I do.” Fortunately, the glass only broke into four large pieces, easily found and discarded. She lifted her foot and looked intently at the sole, but couldn’t find anything wrong. “Weird,” she said to the cat. “Let’s get to bed.”


  She stopped in the bathroom on the way, washed her face, brushed her hair and teeth, took two of her Valium, stripped off her clothes and dropped them into the hamper. Then she padded out to the kitchen, picked the phone back up and deliberately left the light on. Back in her bedroom, she turned on her clock radio tuned to a mellow jazz station, and crawled under the covers, enjoying the feel of the clean sheets against her bare flesh.


  “Hey.” She giggled slightly into the phone. “I’m here. Are you?”


  Mike’s voice was like warm molasses, soothing and sweet. “You bet. Are you all settled in? Wearing your footed jammies?”


  Laura laughed again. “I don’t wear pajamas,” she said, then blushed.


  “Oh. That’s good to know, I guess.” Mike laughed a bit. “And here I’m all set to read to you from my favorite childhood book. Somehow knowing that you’re naked doesn’t really fit that image.”


  “So picture me in pink flannel jammies with a big bow in my hair if that makes you feel better. You’re going to read to me? No one’s done that since I was a small girl. What are you going to read?”


  “See if you can guess. ‘Chapter One: THE RIVER BANK. The Mole had been working very hard all the morning, spring-cleaning his little home.’”


  “Ooooh, this is one of my favorites too. How on earth did you know? I used to read this to Lizzy when she was real small.”


  “I just guessed. You seemed the type. I’m glad I’m right. Now be quiet and listen like a good little girl.”


  “Yes, Mike.” Laura smiled, snuggled into her covers with the phone pressed to her ear, focusing on Mike’s voice and allowing herself to relax and drift away to a simpler time. Anubis curled up next to her, purring loudly.


  “Is that you?” Mike asked.


  “It’s the cat – he’s enjoying this too. Please don’t stop.”


  “I’ll bet you say that to all the boys.”


  “Hey,” she giggled again, “get your mind out of the gutter and just read. Please?”


  And Mike did read. Laura remembered drifting off just as Rat was explaining to Mole about the Wild Wood.


  When she woke up the next morning, she felt rested and refreshed. She must have said good night and hung up at some point, for while the phone still nestled next to her cheek, it was turned off. Laura smiled. What a wonderful thing that was, to be read to again until she fell asleep. “I’m sure those nasty old nightmares were greatly disappointed,” she said to Anubis, who’d woken up and was stretching. “How about some breakfast for you?” She glanced at the clock, “And a quick shower for me. Mike’ll be here in about forty-five minutes or so.”


  Mike had planned out a lovely day for the two of them: breakfast at a small Airstream trailer diner which had the best peppered bacon Laura had ever eaten; a picnic (with a basket Mike packed himself) at a local park for lunch; and dinner at a small Italian place, complete with red and white checkered table cloths and candles dripping down the necks of old twine-wrapped Chianti bottles. In between the meals, they drove around, stopping at little shops in out of the way places. And they talked – about everything. Mike turned out to be very understanding and not at all judgmental. In fact, he seemed the total opposite of Tony, who always made her feel as if she lacked the elements needed to make her an entire person. As a result, the whole day proved something to Laura, something she desperately needed at this point in her life. She wasn’t a bad person, not at all. Instead she felt worthy, of life and of love. Of Mike’s love, although that would be something she wouldn’t mention now. It was much too soon. And rehab still loomed over her, like a giant black cloud. Let’s get that out of the way, she thought, before I start building a life around this man.


  Even the AA meeting turned out to be an interesting experience. “It wasn’t at all what I was expecting,” Laura said, as they pulled into her driveway.


  Mike chuckled a bit. “What did you expect?”


  Laura “I don’t know. Something a bit more evangelical, maybe – with lots of Praise-the-Lord and arm waving. The literature is so God and Jesus oriented. Not that there’s anything wrong with that, but that approach doesn’t do all that much for me…”


  “I know exactly what you mean.”


  “It’s not that I don’t believe in God, I do, but, well, I’m not a religious person. I’ve not been to church…well, not for a long time. I was too angry, I think. None of it seemed to make sense, worshiping a god who would allow a little baby to die, much less my little baby. It just didn’t seem fair.”


  Mike nodded, reached over and touched Laura’s hand lightly.


  “I don’t feel all that much like abandoning control to a higher power.” She paused for a second, shaking her head. “I guess I’m still angry.”


  Mike held her hand now and squeezed it tightly. Laura ducked her head and smiled, in spite of the seriousness of their discussion.


  “Although, maybe that higher power could do a better job – I’ve pretty much mucked everything up all on my own.” She gave a sad laugh, then pulled away from his hand and picked up her purse from the car floor. “Want to come inside?”


  “I was hoping you’d ask.”


  As she opened the front door, her good mood dissipated and all of the good feelings she’d been building seemed to disappear. The day had been very nice, but like everything in life, it was temporary. Deep down inside she knew she was worthless. Unlovable.


  Laura sighed, walked into the kitchen and set her purse on the counter, checking the answering machine and finding no messages. As always. Why would anyone call me?


  Mike came up behind her and laid a hand lightly on her waist, resting his head playfully on her shoulder. “So, you must’ve had quite a party last night.”


  “What?” Laura saw the rows of bottles lined up on the counter. “Ah, I see. I’d planned on pouring these all down the drain, but you called and took my mind off of it all.”


  “I’m proud of you, Laura. In the same situation, I’d probably have tried to drink half of them.”


  She smiled at him. “I did drink some of the port.” She picked up the bottle and checked the level. “Correction – all of the port. But I need to get rid of the rest of this stuff, don’t you think?”


  “Yeah, but I have a better idea. I’ll dump it all while you’re in rehab, so that when you come home again, it’ll be to a clean slate. I’m going to be here to feed the cat, anyway.”


  “That would be nice of you, Mike. I have to wonder, though, why you’d bother. What sort of ulterior motives do you have?” She gave him another smile to try to soften the sting of her words, hating herself for the sounds of the words, for the self-pity in her voice.


  “Laura…” Mike gently twisted her shoulders, turning her around to face him. He reached over and smoothed the back of his hand gently down the side of her face and she leaned into his touch. “I know you’re going through a bad time. I know that this thing between us has heated up much faster than either of us expected it to. But you have to know that I like you very much. You’re a beautiful, intelligent and fascinating woman. My ulterior motives are only these: I wanted to give you a good day to remember while you were in rehab, one which you enjoyed without having to drink; and I wanted to make sure you’d remember me.” He gave a soft chuckle and kissed the tip of her nose. “A month is a long time.”


  Laura wanted to believe him, but doubted in the back of her mind. He’s lying, he has to be. Who’d want a drunk like me? “That’s really sweet, Mike. I guess if I had to be arrested for DUI, I’m glad it was you. We might never have met otherwise.” Her mind raced; now that the day was over, he’d be leaving soon. And she’d be alone again. Alone with all the bottles and the temptation to drink and the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach whenever she tried to envision a future without all the things that made her current life worthwhile. She pulled away from his embrace. “Want some coffee?”


  “Love some, thanks.”


  “Go have a seat in the living room and I’ll join you in a minute.”


  “Actually, I think I’ll use the bathroom first, if that’s okay.”


  “Make yourself at home.”


  Once she heard the bathroom door shut, Laura poured herself a shot of whiskey from one of the bottles sitting on the counter and bolted it down. She followed it quickly with a second then started the coffee maker. As she watched the coffee drip down from the basket, her mind started to wander, moving from thoughts of how pleasant the day had been into darker territory. You know, of course, that he’s only interested in one thing. And that one thing isn’t you. Why would anyone want to spend time with you? You’re a loser, you’re worthless, you’d be better off dead.


  “Stop it,” she whispered to herself. “He says he likes me and I like him. I won’t let this be ruined with self-defeating thoughts.”


  The flow of the coffee into the pot seemed to slow down until it fell, a drop at a time. But the noise it made overwhelmed her, like a rushing in her ears. Mesmerized by the liquid, Laura stared at the pot – it sounded like rain drops trickling over dead, moldering leaves. Like an annoying leaky faucet. Like…like – the image flashed into her mind as clear as reality – like congealing blood dripping slowly from open wounds. The open wounds on her wrists after she’d slashed them – slashed them quickly, quietly, using one of her sharpest paring knives while Mike was in the bathroom. The voices were right. She would be better off dead.


  
    Chapter Eight

  


  Mike flushed the toilet, lowered the seat and turned to the sink to wash his hands. When he reached for a towel, the light bulb blew out, filling the air with the odd smell of ozone and burning. With the main light in the room out, the nightlight clicked on, giving him enough light to finish. Mike smoothed his hair back a bit and bared his teeth a bit, turning his head side to side, checking his appearance in the mirror.


  He noticed then that the bathtub faucet had a leak, a steady dripping that echoed in the small dark room. Everything else in the house seemed hushed, as if waiting breathlessly for the next drop. Funny, he thought, peering into the darkened corner where the tub sat, it sounds like the tub is full of water. He touched a hand to the shower curtain, hesitating for a second, remembering the dream Laura had the night of her trial. She’d been so upset by it. And so had he. His hand trembled. This is stupid, he told himself, Laura is out in the kitchen making coffee. Mike took a deep breath and pulled back the curtain. The tub was empty and the faucet was dry. He shook his head, then turned away to open the door.


  The knob wouldn’t turn. “This is just crazy,” he said. He turned the knob again, this time with more pressure. It didn’t budge an inch. Mike checked the lock, turning the center of the lock back and forth. “Crazy,” he muttered and pushed his weight against the door. The door flew open. He turned back around and checked the knob one more time, shaking his head.


  “You need to get the door to the bathroom fixed, Laura,” he called, “I couldn’t get it to open. Didn’t you hear me rattling the knob?”


  Mike walked into the kitchen to find Laura just standing there, with her back to the door. He could see her shoulders shaking and wondered if she were crying. He reached over and gently tapped her on the shoulder. “Laura?”


  She took in a great gasp of air and dropped what she’d been holding. The knife fell, clattering on the tile floor and she turned around to face him.


  “Mike?” Her eyes were unfocused, distant, her skin deathly pale, her lips practically blue. She shivered violently.


  “Laura? What were you doing?” He pulled her close to him and held her until the shaking stopped and noticed that instead of feeling cold as he expected, she was incredibly hot to the touch. Mike put a hand to her forehead. “You’re running a fever,” he said. “Have you got a thermometer around here?”


  She took another deep ragged breath, but said nothing.


  “Let’s get you into bed, okay?” Mike gently led her back to her bedroom, pulled the covers back and eased her down. Not quite the romantic ending to the day he’d been hoping for. He looked at her, pulled the covers up to her neck. She mumbled something he couldn’t hear and her eyes fluttered closed.


  He felt her forehead again. She definitely was running a fever, no doubt about it.


  “Laura?” He said her name louder now. “I’m going to get you some aspirin, but I need you to wake up for a little bit so you can take them.”


  She mumbled again, then opened her eyes. “Mike?”


  “I think you’re sick, babe. I’m going to get you settled in, okay?”


  She gave him a little sad smile. “I’m sorry I’m such a mess. You deserve better.”


  “Don’t be silly. You can’t help it if you’re sick. I’ll be back in a second with something for that fever. Don’t go anywhere.”


  Mike found aspirin in the medicine cabinet and brought it to Laura along with a glass of water. He sat on the edge of the bed and propped Laura up so she could take the pills. Then he took the glass from her hand and set it on the night stand, easing her back into bed. He felt her forehead one more time, and stroked her hair until she fell asleep, then settled into a chair in the corner of the room.


  Laura awoke the next morning with no remembrance of the previous night. But she felt well-rested and refreshed and slightly surprised to see Mike sleeping in a chair in the corner of the room, with Anubis curled up in his lap. She smiled, assuming the snoring was Mike’s. It was a reassuring sound, somehow. Even more reassuring was to see him there. He stayed, Laura thought to herself in wonder. They’d obviously not had sex, given the fact that she still wore her clothes from yesterday and that he slept in the chair. But still, he’d stayed. Which meant he must like her. Right? So maybe I’m not as much of a mess as I think.


  Laura bent over him and dropped a light kiss on his head. Mike slept on.


  Laura was sipping her second cup of coffee when Mike finally woke up. He came over to her and hugged her, then stepped back and felt her forehead. “Feeling better?” he asked.


  “I feel great,” she said, “why wouldn’t I?”


  “You were running a fever last night.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah, don’t you remember?”


  Laura searched her memory. “Vaguely, I suppose. I remember you putting me to bed. I must’ve been exhausted.”


  “Well, we did have a busy day yesterday.”


  Laura smiled. “A busy one, yeah, but also a very nice day, Mike. Thanks for making the effort.”


  Mike pulled her to him again. “It wasn’t an effort, it was a pleasure.”


  She stood on her toes to kiss him, savoring the scent of him, enjoying the scratchy feel of his beard stubble against her skin.


  The phone rang a second later and Laura jumped.


  “Hello?”


  “Mommy?”


  “Hi, Lizzy. How are you, sweetie?”


  Mike deposited a kiss on the nape of Laura’s neck. “I’ll freshen up a bit,” he whispered, “then get out of your way. I’ll need to get back to my place and change before my shift starts.”


  Laura nodded.


  “I’m fine, Mommy. How are you?”


  “Great.” For once Laura didn’t have to lie. She smiled. “I’m great,” she said again, “but I miss you and your sister.”


  There was a pause on Lizzy’s end. “I, um, had a nightmare about you the other night…” She seemed unwilling to continue.


  “Yeah, your dad told me. But you know, Pixie, it was only a dream. Sometimes they can seem very real, but they can’t hurt you. You know that, don’t you?”


  “Yeah, but…”


  “I’m fine, sweetie. You shouldn’t be worrying about me.”


  “Do you have to go away, Mommy? To that clinic place?”


  “Yep. But this is a good thing. If I do better, your dad has promised you and Amanda can come and stay with me sometime. Would you like that?”


  “I’d love that, Mommy.” Lizzy paused again and Laura heard Tony’s voice in the background. “Dad says I have to go now. We’re going out for breakfast.”


  “Sounds like fun,” Laura said, trying to keep her voice light and cheerful. “Is Amanda there?”


  “She’s already in the car,” Lizzy said.


  “Tell her I said ‘hi,’ okay? And that I love her. And you.”


  “I love you too, Mommy. Bye.”


  Mike came back into the kitchen. “She doing okay?”


  Laura nodded. “She has nightmares. And night terrors. Kid’s stuff.” She suppressed a shiver, not wanting to even think about Lizzy’s dream.


  Mike put his arms around her and gave her one long, hard kiss. “I wish I didn’t have to go,” he said. “But I’ve no choice in the matter. Work’s work.”


  “I know,” Laura said, walking him to the door. “Thank you for everything.”


  “I’ll be back tomorrow morning, bright and early, to take you out to the rehab center. Take it easy today, okay? And call if you need anything.”


  Laura sighed as she shut and locked the door behind him. It was going to be a long day. And a long night. She walked back to the bathroom and took two Valium, then went to the kitchen to open up a bottle of wine. She felt her tensions ease from the sound of the liquid pouring into the glass. She sighed and gave a half smile.


  We don’t really need him here. And we don’t need anything from him, do we? Laura held up her glass and admired the deep red color of the wine. As long as there’s this, we’re all just fine.


  The morning came too quickly to please Laura. She’d drunk the entire bottle of wine, fallen asleep too early, and woke up on time, but feeling fuzzy and confused. Where had all the time gone? She showered quickly, dressed, and checked her suitcase one last time. After being ousted from the piece of luggage several times, Anubis gave up and, perched high on the bed pillows, watched Laura intently. “I have no idea if I packed enough stuff or not,” she said, “it feels kind of like summer camp.” Eventually, she zipped the case shut and wheeled it to the living room by the front door. She sighed, wishing she could put everything back where it came from.


  “I don’t want to go,” she said quietly. “It seems like I’m dying and going to hell.”


  Even Mike’s arrival didn’t dispel her dismal mood. She gave him directions for taking care of the cat and the house, but refused to laugh at his many attempts at humor. They didn’t talk much on the drive to the facility and once there, Laura sat silently in the car. Mike got out, removed her suitcase from the trunk, and walked over to open her door. Laura still sat in the car, staring down at her lap.


  “Laura, honey, I promise you you’ll survive this. Just take a deep breath…”


  “And dive right down,” she answered, moving slowly out of her seat. “Into the murky depths of the underworld.”


  She gave Mike a brief kiss at the front desk before he left. Laura did not turn around to watch him go.


  Rehab isn’t quite hell, Laura thought at the end of her first week. No, not quite. She gave a wry smile, falling back on her lapsed Catholic upbringing. More like limbo, actually. She had a sense of a suspension of time, as if she were holding her breath, waiting. In fact, it was as if everyone here was waiting. Waiting for their sentence to be over, maybe, or just longing for the return to their normal lives, no matter how awful they may have been. And dreading the return as well, not knowing what would happen once they were free of this place.


  This odd feeling had nothing to do with having too much spare time; instead, the administration seemed determined to fill most of their free time. They offered group and individual therapy, lectures and seminars, and films, both popular and informative. Then there were the nature walks, the fully-equipped gym, an Olympic-sized swimming pool and the ever-ubiquitous arts and crafts. God forbid, Laura thought, they should give you a moment by yourself to just think – although she realized that was the point. She welcomed the presence of other people during the day and the many events that took her mind off the growing itch of her cravings. But once she went to her room, she felt lost. She hadn’t yet been assigned a roommate, instead she spent her nights alone. Those nights dragged by slower than she’d ever have expected; she hadn’t remembered it being so difficult to sleep before she became dependent on the assistance of alcohol or Valium or both. Maybe it hadn’t been.


  The loss of her Valium hit Laura hard. She hadn’t been prepared to have them taken away – she had a prescription for them, after all – so when the pills were confiscated at check-in, Laura was surprised and indignant. Although embarrassed by her anger and the tears that ensued, she’d pleaded with the nurse, to no avail. Valium, like alcohol, was forbidden.


  Wednesday was the day for visitors, but since Laura expected no one, she headed for the gym. After about a half hour on the bike, she heard her name paged. The tall African-American woman smiled when she walked into the lounge area; Laura thought she looked familiar, but couldn’t quite place her.


  The woman walked up to her and held out her hand. “Laura? I’m Renee Simpson, we met at the A.A. meeting.”


  Laura smiled. “Yes, of course we did. Nice to see you again. Do you want to sit down?” The two of them headed over to two of the empty chairs by a window.


  “Good to see you, too,” Renee said. “Mike thought I should come over and see you – he says you’re in need of a sponsor. So I figured we could chat for a while and see if we get along. Although I have to tell you that if Mike likes you, you automatically move up on my list.”


  “Really? Why?”


  “Honey, that man is a gem. And I was so thrilled to hear he met someone he liked. He’s quite taken with you, you know?”


  Laura blushed. “Is he? I find that hard to believe. I’m a bit of a mess.”


  Renee put her head back and laughed. “Well, mess or no, sweetie, you’re the first woman he’s ever brought to a meeting. In fact, you’re the first woman I’ve heard him talk about in years.”


  “Have you known him long?”


  “As long as he’s been coming to meetings. Seven years, I think. It’s hard to keep track of other people’s sober time. Speaking of which, it’s probably a good time for you to start running your own tally.”


  “Three days.” Laura’s voice wavered a bit.


  Renee nodded her head. “Tied on a good one the night before, huh?” She gave a small laugh. “I remember that well. I don’t think I was sober for weeks before my last go at rehab.”


  “Last go?”


  “Took three times for me, Laura. Not everyone makes it the first time. Or the second. It’s not an easy thing. So how are you doing?”


  “I’m okay. Sleeping seems impossible. They took away my Valium.”


  Renee nodded again, sympathetically. “That’s a hard one, isn’t it?”


  “I guess. To be honest, I was sort of surprised. I knew they were going to wean me off of the booze, but I didn’t expect…” Her voice trailed off.


  “Yeah.” Renee reached over and patted Laura’s hand briefly. “It does get better, I can promise you that. Not for a while, but it does. And when you get home, you can even have caffeine in your coffee. Trivial, I know, but that was one of the things that really bugged me.”


  Laura raised her eyebrows in surprise. “It’s decaf? I must’ve missed that. It would explain the morning headaches.”


  Renee laughed again. “Ah, another coffee addict. At least it’s still legal. I think we’ll get along just fine.”


  Laura smiled. “Good. I’m kind of new to this part of town, and I don’t know many people.”


  “Support is important.” Renee looked at her watch and stood up, smoothing her skirt. “And speaking of support, I’ve got to get back to work.” she grinned as Laura rolled her eyes at the pun. “I’ll try to get back again before you leave.” She reached into her suit coat pocket and handed Laura her card. “You can always reach me at this number. Anytime. Day or night. That’s part of the deal.”


  “Thanks so much. I feel a little less lost right now.” Laura reached out to shake her hand, but Renee gave her a smile and pulled her into a quick hug.


  “Mike said to be sure to say that he sends his love.” Renee moved away and winked at her. “Even if he didn’t quite put it that way. He’s a keeper, honey. If I weren’t happily married, I’d fight you for him.”


  Laura blushed slightly. “Thanks,” she said again.


  “Think nothing of it.” Renee turned and walked out the door.


  Watching her leave, Laura suddenly felt close to tears. I’m glad Renee came, she thought, but it’s going to make the rest of the day seem very dreary. She peered out the windows, noticing that it had begun to rain. “Great,” she muttered under her breath and headed back to the gym to try to sweat it all away.


  Mike struggled again with the key in Laura’s front door. She never seemed to have this much trouble, but since he’d been coming in alone to feed the cat, he couldn’t seem to get the lock to work. With each visit, it seemed to grow more difficult. To make matters worse, it was pitch black on her front step. He thought he’d left a light on, but apparently not. And the door still wouldn’t open. “There must be a trick to it,” he said through clenched teeth and jiggled the key in the other direction, while applying pressure on the door with his hip. Finally, it sprung open with such force he almost lost his balance. “Stupid son of a bitch,” Mike said, unsure if he was swearing at the door or at himself. “What the hell is with the doors in this house?” Maybe I should change the lock, he thought as he flipped on the light. At least Laura doesn’t need to worry too much about people breaking in – you can’t even get the door open with a key.


  He walked into the kitchen and called for the cat. Anubis sauntered out from Laura’s bedroom, then stopped at the cellar door and hissed. “You know me,” Mike said. “Come on if you want to eat.”


  The cat came over to him and twisted around his legs, purring. “So now I’m your new best friend? What was all that noise about earlier? You don’t fool me.” He reached down and scratched Anubis around the ears, then opened the refrigerator and dished out the second half of the can he’d opened yesterday. “What are we going to do tonight? How about a nice cat box change? And I’ll probably get around to finding the rest of Laura’s stash and getting rid of it all. You’d like your mom to stay sober, wouldn’t you?” Mike chuckled. “Although I doubt you care one way or another as long as the food hits the bowl at meal times.”


  Mike rinsed out the cat food can and tossed it in the recycle bin. “I’d like her to stay sober, at least.” He felt sort of silly talking to the cat, but the sound of his own voice was comforting. Laura’s house seemed so empty and dark and cold without her presence. And, although he hated to admit it, even to himself, the place creeped him out. Just a bit. The house was too silent and made him edgy and uncomfortable. Nothing had happened that he could put his finger on; he had no evidence to support the feeling. Mike relied on physical evidence in his life – it was something to hold onto, something he could trust. But regardless of the lack of anything concrete, the feeling persisted: a watchful, waiting atmosphere that had nothing to do with a hungry cat.


  “But that’s stupid,” he spoke to the cat, wanting to hear the sound of his voice again. “It’s just an empty house. I miss Laura – that’s all it is.”


  His first day feeding the cat, Mike had noticed the bottles she’d lined up on the counters were gone. He knew she couldn’t have drunk them all Sunday night. Since she lived alone, there’d be no reason to hide them, and yes, there they were, neatly stowed away in a kitchen cabinet. He’d left them there, until he had the time to deal with them. And now was the time. Mike removed all of them, rather impressed with the variety: vodka, red and white wine, whiskey, scotch. Tequila, and rum. He opened the bottle of scotch first and began to pour it down the drain. The smell of the alcohol wafted up to him. In one way, the scent repulsed him; in another, the fragrance called to him, beckoned him once more to fall into the bottle. The cravings the scent caused were as sharp as if he’d quit drinking only yesterday; along with them surfaced a small, frighteningly familiar, nagging voice in the back of his mind. Go ahead, do it. Have a drink. Just one little drink. One won’t hurt you.


  Jumping back from the sink, he lost his grip on the bottle and it crashed to the floor. “Dammit. I’m my own worst enemy.”


  He cleaned up the broken glass, dumping it all into the garbage can. His nostrils burned from the scent of the alcohol and he felt mildly nauseated and dizzy. Still, he glanced over at the cat as it finished off the rest of the food. “Yeah, I know. Cat box time.”


  Mike hesitated at the cellar door, slowly opening the locks, shuddering from the rush of frigid air that met him. He flicked on the light and went down the stairs. Recalling Laura’s dislike of the place, he felt himself tense up. As if he were bracing himself for… For what? “What the hell are you expecting?” he said to himself, grimacing. “It’s just a cellar: cold and damp and unpleasant. Like every other cellar in history.” He breathed in a bit, “But at least it doesn’t smell bad.” In fact, he thought that the air smelled slightly sweet, a chocolate-type smell. “Or maybe hot cocoa.” He smiled and inhaled deeper. “Mm mm. With just a touch of almonds.” Mike stood with his eyes closed for just a second and swayed, as if he were falling asleep on his feet. The cold flowed up his legs to his back and he jolted back to himself. “What was I doing?” He looked around, and then nodded. “Cat box,” he said, “that’s what we’re here to do.” He did the job quickly, opened the sliding glass doors, and put the bag of used litter in the garbage can outside on the small concrete patio. He stood there for a moment before going back into the cellar. “Funny. It feels warmer outside than it is inside.”


  When he made it back upstairs, the cat seemed to be pacing the hall, waiting for him. Although he’d planned to leave right away, Anubis wove around his feet with mournful cries. “Lonely, bud?” Mike picked the cat up and walked into the living room, sitting on the couch, petting him. Eventually, judging by the not too gentle swat Mike received on his hand, Anubis tired of the attention and wandered off.


  Mike checked one last time to make sure the windows were locked and bolted the cellar door shut. Not trusting himself to crack open another of the bottles, he left them still sitting on the kitchen counter.


  “I’ll deal with them tomorrow.” He emptied the cat’s water bowl and filled it with fresh. “Maybe I’ll invite my sponsor to come along – just in case.” Although he felt rather odd about inviting someone else into Laura’s house, maybe that wasn’t a bad idea. With another human being around he probably wouldn’t be so spooked.


  With that thought, the silence of the house seemed to rise up and surround him. He shivered. A sharp crack behind Mike made him spin around and instinctively reach for his gun, realizing a split second later that he was out of uniform and had left his gun locked up in his apartment. Then he saw a black blur disappear down the stairs. The cat door swung back and forth, making that same clicking noise. Mike chuckled at his jumpiness. “Next time I come, I’ll turn the television on for company.”


  Within seconds, though, he was out of the house and into his car. He noticed that he’d left a light on inside, but thinking that was a good idea, anyway, he turned the key. Before he backed out of the driveway he saw the outline of Anubis, sitting in the front window, his eyes eerily reflecting the headlights. Damn cat must be a speed demon, Mike thought, shaking his head as he pulled onto the street. I saw him go downstairs just a minute ago.


  
    Chapter Nine

  


  Laura’s roommate arrived on Friday. Cassandra Grabowski was a large blonde in her mid-twenties; her weight looked appropriate for her, giving an impression of comfort and rest. A Vicodin addict, Cassie’d been arrested for forging prescriptions and, since it was her first offense, she’d been offered and accepted rehabilitation as a substitute for jail. Laura liked her at first sight. Her warm smile and honest eyes made the cold institutional room seem warmer somehow. The shared problem of addiction created an instant bond between them, a fact which Laura embraced. When meeting new people for the first time, Laura had always tried to hide her habit, assuming that when they found out about her drinking, they’d dismiss her as weak and useless. That was how she thought about herself, after all. Why would others be any different? Here, though, the judgment or the fear of that judgment just didn’t exist. Here everyone was an addict of some sort. That leveled the playing ground.


  “So,” Cassie said as she finished unpacking her suitcase, “what did they get you for?”


  “DUI,” Laura said. “I have the worst luck – I backed into a police car in a bar parking lot.”


  Cassie giggled. “That’s pretty bad.”


  “Yeah.” Laura paused for a second. “But there are compensations in everything I guess. I’m sort of dating the guy who arrested me.”


  Cassie gave a full laugh this time. “A man in uniform? Nothing better.” She grew serious. “Are you sure that’s not a conflict for him?”


  “Not sure why it would be. We didn’t actually start seeing each other until after my trial.” Had that little amount of time gone by? Laura thought that it seemed much longer. In a good way, of course, and she ducked her head and smiled to herself.


  “And what’s the scoop on this place? Anything I should avoid?”


  “Other than being here? Not really. I don’t have anything to compare it to, this being my first stay, but it seems like an okay place. I’ve spend most of my extra time in the gym. The days are pretty full with events and sessions and such. The nights are dreadful, for me, at least. I get itchy, you know?”


  Cassie nodded. “Yeah. I know the feeling well. At least we’ll have each other for company.” She walked over and looked out the window at the grounds. “The place seems to have decent vibes. I’m not looking forward to this, but…”


  “It beats jail,” Laura finished. “That’s what everyone says. Me, I’m not so sure.”


  “Me either. How’s the food?”


  “It’s not half bad. Healthy stuff and large portions. I’ve probably eaten more this week than I’ve ever had since I was a kid.” Laura left out the part where she vomited for the first three days after arriving. She hoped that part was over, now, and there was no need to share the information with a stranger, roommate or not. “Will probably gain some weight while I’m here.”


  Cassie gave her an appraising glance. “Not that a little extra weight would hurt you. And as for me,” she gestured to her body, “What possible difference could it make?”


  Laura started having the shakes Saturday night. It is hell now, she thought, when she had to stop writing a letter to Amanda and Lizzy because she couldn’t read her own writing.


  The nightmares began on Sunday.


  “I understand you had a nightmare last night.”


  Laura rubbed her hand over her eyes and sighed. “Nothing escapes your notice, does it, John? Yeah, I suppose I did.”


  John Bryant seemed a decent enough sort. He didn’t want to be called doctor and he didn’t talk down to people. It was fairly obvious to Laura that he understood the problems of addiction from the inside out – his knowledge of the psychology seemed more than just textbook. “You suppose?”


  He did, however, ask too many questions. She sighed again. There’d be no getting around it, she’d have to relate each and every detail. During their first session, he’d asked a question she didn’t want to answer and they’d just sat in silence waiting for her response. “It seemed very real.”


  “Do you want to tell me about it?”


  Laura gave him a sly smile. “Not really, but I don’t have much of a choice, do I?”


  He had the decency to look somewhat ashamed. She knew the gesture for a ruse, but appreciated his effort.


  “I was sleeping, in my bed. Here. Which is what made it seem more real, I guess.”


  “Tell you what, Laura, why don’t you try to keep your guesses and suppositions out of this conversation? Tell me the facts, tell me what happened, how it made you feel. Not what you think it’s about. Okay?”


  Laura nodded; took a sip of her coffee and set it back down on the table next to her chair. “I could hear Cassie snoring and the rain outside hitting the windows. I’d tossed and turned earlier, thinking I’d never get to sleep. But I must have at some point, since I woke up.”


  “In the dream you woke up?”


  “Yeah. In the dream, I woke up. And Cassie was still snoring and the rain and wind were roaring outside the windows. I noticed then that the door had been opened a bit. The light from the hallway made a path across the floor and shone in my eyes. I blinked and when I opened them up again, I saw a person standing in the doorway. It seemed like a child, a little girl – I couldn’t see her clearly, just her shadow outlined against the light. I sat up in bed then. ‘Hello?’ I whispered, wondering what sort of addiction this poor little girl might have to be staying here.”


  John nodded. “Just so you know, we have no children here. When there’s a need for this sort of treatment for them, they go elsewhere.”


  “That’s what I thought. But still, here was this little girl, standing in my doorway. I called out to her again. ‘Hello? Can I help you? Are you lost?’


  “‘Mommy?’


  “She looked a lot younger than Amanda. Or even Lizzy. So I knew this little girl wasn’t either of mine. That wouldn’t make sense, would it?”


  John raised an eyebrow. “Do all your dreams make sense?”


  “This one did, or seemed to. And at the time, I didn’t realize it was a dream.” Laura looked away. I’m still not sure it was a dream, she thought, but she wasn’t about to open that particular subject right now. “Anyway, I called out to her again. ‘Lizzy?’ She shook her head and took a further step into the room. I heard a funny sound that wasn’t snoring or rain. Her teeth were chattering. And I saw that her shadowy outline was shivering. ‘I’m not your mommy, sweetheart, but why don’t you come in and get warm?’ I tossed my covers back and patted the side of the bed. The shadow girl nodded and I saw a flash of a smile. She walked quietly across the room to me and crawled into bed next to me. I tucked the covers up under her chin and I could feel the tenseness of her body relax. She still shivered though, so I wrapped my arms around her to warm her. She snuggled up against me, her arms wrapped tightly around my neck.”


  Laura took a deep breath, then put her hand up to her mouth and exhaled through her closed fingers. “You know how little kids grip too tightly? They hold on for dear life and you think they’ll never let go? Well, it’s okay for one’s own kids. But for a child who is a stranger, it’s weird. And kind of frightening. ‘Not so tight, sweetie,’ I said to her, ‘it hurts.’


  “‘It hurts,’ she whispered back to me. But she wouldn’t let go, she just kept squeezing my neck, her poor little cold body shivering up against mine. I didn’t panic, though, I patted her shoulder and talked to her, soft stuff, little motherly nothings. ‘There, there, it’s okay,’ I said, ‘everything is okay.’


  “She sniffled a bit, she’d been crying. ‘It’s not okay, it’ll never be okay. It hurts. It still hurts.’


  “‘What hurts, honey?’


  “The girl didn’t answer me. She just pulled in closer to me. Then I noticed that the bed seemed damp. Cold and damp, as if the girl had just come in from the rain. Maybe she had, I thought, it’s a nasty night out there. But I pulled the blankets back to see from where the wetness had come.”


  Laura paused and got up from her chair, rubbing her arms with her hands. “Cold in here, isn’t it? Since last night I just can’t seem to get warm.”


  “Well.” John stared out the window for a second. “It is cold outside. This office is always cold in the winter. Was that the end of the dream?”


  Laura looked over at him. “Of course not. Does that sound like a dream which would wake up the entire floor with my screaming?” She chuckled. “Apparently I have a future in the movies with that scream. Just ask anyone on my floor.”


  “Finish the dream.”


  “The bed had filled up with a dark, sticky liquid. I reached over and flipped on the light. As I’m sure you can guess, it was blood. The little girl lay there, dead, in a pool of her own blood. So I sat up and screamed.”


  “And then?”


  “All of a sudden the girl disappeared. And everyone else was wide awake.” Laura sighed. “I couldn’t get back to sleep. I’m so tired.”


  “I’m sure you are.” John checked over a few pages in her file. “How long have you been on the Valium?”


  “What does that have to do with the nightmare?”


  “Possibly a lot. How long?”


  Laura thought for a moment. “Dad started me on these when Mom died. So that would’ve been almost 20 years ago.”


  “And you’ve been taking them daily since then?”


  “More or less. I’ve had time periods where I haven’t taken them at all, like during my pregnancies.”


  “And did you experience any drastic withdrawal effects when you went off of them?”


  Laura yawned, then covered her mouth. “Sorry. I’m beat. I don’t remember anything like that. Why?”


  “One of the side effects of Valium withdrawal is hallucinations. I suspect that’s what happened to you last night. Especially since you describe it as very real.”


  “Ugh. What can we do about it? Can you prescribe something else to take care of it?” Laura hoped that he might. Maybe then I could get some sleep.


  “Not here, Laura. Sorry. This place is designed to get you off drugs; not to prescribe new ones.”


  “Damn.”


  “How’s the new roommate?”


  “She’s very nice. A little new-agey for my tastes, but…”


  John laughed. “New-agey?”


  “You know. Cassie’s into new age stuff. Palm reading, tarot cards, purification rituals.” Laura made a face.


  “And you don’t approve?”


  Laura shook her head. “My approval has nothing to do with it. Apparently she makes a decent living doing readings and astrological charts, which places her a few rungs higher on the employment ladder than I am. I don’t actually believe in all that nonsense. She’s already read my aura, my palms and my cards and has predicted that I’ll be doing battle in the future with evil influences.” She laughed at that. “Of course I will. I already am.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Laura rolled her eyes. “Alcoholism. Addiction. All evil influences, don’t you think?”


  “That’s one way to think of it, yes. How is your battle going?”


  “Not all that well. I’m just trying to get through the next three weeks. After that, I figure it’s all up for grabs. Although, it seems to me, the cards are stacked against me, anyway.”


  “Why would you say that?”


  Suddenly Laura got very angry. It was all well and good for this man to ask these questions, but how was this helping? She felt about twenty times more useless than when she’d come to rehab. And infinitely more vulnerable. That nightmare last night had left her completely drained, fresh out of hope or resolve. And to know that these sorts of events might reoccur? Why bother?


  She got up from her seat again and walked over to the window, tracing a design on the glass, then turned around and folded her arms. “Where’s my incentive to do better? I know no one believes this, but my life was fine before they forced me to be here. Now that I’ve been ‘helped’ I can look forward to what? Hallucinations and cravings for the rest of my life? What good is that? Drinking isn’t all that bad – at least it’s not heroin or anything like that. Drinking is legal, provided I’m not driving. And it’s socially acceptable.” She glared at John, daring him to refute her statements. How dared he sit there all smug in his comfy chair at his big fancy desk and tell her how to live?


  He started to speak, then seemed to think better of it and just returned her stare for a while. His mouth shaped a sad smile. “I know you don’t want to be here, Laura. Do you think that anyone does? Now what really has you this upset? Although you’ll be happy to know that you’re right on schedule – now’s the time for anger.


  “I’m starting to believe that it’s always a good time for anger, Doctor. Can I go now?”


  “It’s up to you, Laura. Always has been. No one can force you to join in. No one can force you to heal. See you tomorrow.”


  “Maybe.” Laura slammed his office door on the way out, knowing full well that she was acting like a spoiled child and not caring a bit. She didn’t even know why she felt so angry.


  She avoided the other groups in the common areas, although she’d been scheduled for several of the events this afternoon. She walked right past the gym, ran up the stairs to her room and slammed that door as well. Thanks to last night, this place wasn’t quite the haven it had been. And thanks to the knowledge that she might be having hallucinations, now she didn’t feel safe anywhere.


  She sat in the chair next to the window, staring out and trying to think it all through. Watching the trees on the edges of the rehab center whipping around in the strong winds, she realized what the problem was. Laura had no control. Over anything at all in her life. She’d been taken hostage by the events around her for so long, ruled by the genes which dictated her very being, blind-sided by the control she’d relinquished, starting with her parents, and then Tony. One day the bottom just fell out. She had no way to hold on to the ground, nothing on which to base her life, no beliefs to carry her.


  “Matthew,” she whispered his name to the empty room. She needn’t hallucinate about dead children – all she had to do was dredge her memory and there one was. Tears ran down her face, and she wiped them away, angry again. “I can’t think about him. Not here, not now.”


  Fortunately at that moment Cassie breezed in. “What’s happening, Laura? You missed the lecture.” The she stopped and looked at Laura’s face. “I’m sorry. Are you okay?”


  Laura sniffed and wiped her face with her sleeve. “Yeah. I yelled at Bryant.”


  Cassie smiled a gentle smile. “That’s what you’re supposed to do. You need to get angry. It’s all part of the healing process. Didn’t you get the memo?”


  Laura took in a deep ragged breath and began to sob. Cassie came over and knelt by the chair taking Laura into her arms in a soft embrace, letting her cry it all out.


  Laura and Cassie grew closer after that day, supporting each other through the following weeks. Their relationship achieved a happy balance – Laura’s skepticism played off of Cassie’s beliefs, bringing them both to common ground. They talked about everything, no subject was too sensitive to explore. Except perhaps the subject of Cassie’s family. No one ever came to visit her, so Laura assumed she had none, until the day a letter arrived that upset Cassie.


  “Bad news?” Laura asked gently.


  “Yeah. Pretty bad. My sister says I’m being evicted from my apartment – she picked up the notice when she drove by to check on things.”


  “You have a sister?”


  “Yeah. But don’t ask. Anyway, I’m always running a little late on my rent, but I really thought the landlady would let it slide until I got out of here.” Cassie sighed. “Apparently not.”


  “What will you do? Stay with your sister.”


  Cassie frowned and shook her head. “Out of the question. So I’ve no idea what I’ll do.”


  “Do you have any friends in the area?”


  “Most of my friends are online ones. So no.”


  Laura smiled. “Not true. I’m in the area. Why don’t you come and stay with me?”


  Cassie’s face lightened. “Really? You wouldn’t mind?”


  Laura reached over and touched Cassie’s hand. “It’s not a problem. I have the whole house all to myself. There’s lots of room and I could use the company. I spend way too much time alone.”


  “Great. I can’t thank you enough.” Cassie crinkled up the letter from her sister and tossed it across the room. “Time for our deep breathing seminar. You coming?”


  
    Chapter Ten

  


  Despite the friendship she and Cassie shared, Laura was thrilled when rehab was over. The feeling of freedom amazed her and frightened her at the same time. She hardly knew what she would do with herself.


  On the drive home, Laura was quiet and Mike respected her silence. She made a mental list of all the things she needed to take care of: she needed a job, first of all, one close to her house so she could walk if necessary. Then she planned to ask Tony for joint custody of the girls. If he didn’t agree, she’d find an attorney and sue for joint custody of the girls. If it came to that, it wasn’t going to be easy, but it was well worth the effort. She’d blown it with Tony for good, but could still salvage her relationship with her daughters.


  Laura smiled to herself, thinking how nice it would be to see them both on a fairly regular schedule and began making plans for where they would sleep and how she would decorate their room. She was so deep in thought she barely noticed they’d pulled into her driveway.


  “We’re here,” Mike said.


  “Great. I’m so happy to be home.”


  Laura got out of the car and walked up the sidewalk, pulling her keys out of her purse and opening up the front door to her house. Mike followed her and carried her suitcase.


  “That’s easy for you, isn’t it? Opening the door?” he asked, coming in behind her.


  She smiled at him. “Yeah. You put the key in the lock, turn the knob and voila! The door, she is opened.”


  “Very funny, babe.” He shut the door behind him. “It’s just that it would never open up without a fight when I tried to get in.”


  “Maybe,” Laura said absently, sorting through the stack of mail, “the house doesn’t like you.”


  Mike snorted. “Yeah, right. So are you really happy to be home?”


  “Very. Thanks for looking after things while I was gone. And thanks for coming to spring me.”


  “My pleasure.” He walked up behind her and put his arms around her waist, pulling her close to him, nuzzling her neck. “I really missed you.”


  Anubis chose that moment to come over to them and weave around all four of their legs. Mike stepped back and Laura stooped down, scratching the cat around his ears. He meowed, then purred, bumping up against her hand. “I missed you too, baby.”


  “Was that comment for me?” Mike asked. “Or the cat?”


  Laura chuckled as she stood up and turned around to face him. “Both of you, of course.”


  After Mike left, Laura sat down at the dining room table with the Sunday paper, sipping her second cup of coffee. She felt almost dizzy from the caffeine buzz. “One month away from the stuff,” she said to the cat, nudging him off of the section of the paper she’d been reading, “and I’m already a weakling. I’ll have to get some decaf when I go to the store.”


  She got up from the table and found a pen in one of her kitchen drawers, then sat back down to look at the want ads. She wasn’t sure what she was qualified to do – anything in sales was out of the question, since she couldn’t drive yet. Her real estate license had been revoked for a full year. And since public transportation in the suburbs was limited, any job would need to be nearby. She frowned. “Doesn’t leave that many options, does it, kitty?” She gave him a pat. “I wonder why I even bother.”


  Prior to rehab, that sort of thought often led to depression and more drinking. Laura stopped, took a deep breath and used one of the methods she’d been taught. Visualizing a switch in her mind that turned off negative thoughts, she immediately changed gears and began to list the benefits. “I can always work in food services or retail; there are lots of places within walking distance. There will be openings, since the holidays are coming. And I’ll get to meet people on a daily basis – maybe it’s a good a chance to make new acquaintances.”


  Laura sat back in her chair and gave a small laugh. “That actually worked. Cool. Probably best, though, that I walk around and see what there is. Otherwise, I’ll waste a lot of time reading the ads and not get anywhere.”


  She rose from her chair again, walked into the kitchen and dumped the rest of her coffee into the sink. Makes me too jittery, she thought, realizing that her hands were shaking. She washed them at the kitchen sink, the warm water helped to relax her. The doorbell rang while she was drying them off.


  She opened the door to a petite blonde, dressed in a short leather jacket and a pair of designer jeans. “Hi, I’m Carolyn Crosby,” the woman introduced herself. “We live on Maple Grove, two houses from the corner. I saw that you were home, so I thought I’d stop by.”


  “Laura Wagner,” Laura started to put her hand out, but saw that it was still shaking. Instead she opened the door a little wider. “Come in, please,” Laura said. “It’s nice to meet you.”


  Carolyn smiled, stepping into the house and looking around curiously, showing perfectly straight, white teeth.


  Laura closed the door behind her and led her into the living room. Carolyn chose Laura’s favorite chair to sit in, so Laura sat down on the edge of the couch. “What can I do for you?”


  “I wanted to ask you about that light in your basement.”


  “Light?”


  “The fluorescent one? We can see the sliding glass door down there from our family room. Anyway, the light’s been flickering a lot lately. And I wanted to make sure you knew it was happening. Maybe you need to change the bulb?”


  Laura shook her head. “There isn’t a fluorescent bulb down there.”


  Carolyn laughed rather unpleasantly. “Then you either need to stop flicking it on and off or you need to call an electrician.”


  “I’ve been away for the last few weeks, actually. How long has this been happening?”


  “For a few months now, at least. While this house stood empty, of course, it didn’t happen.”


  Laura nodded. “No electricity, for one thing.”


  “But now there is. And obviously there’s some sort of problem.”


  “Well, I can assure you I’ve not been doing it.”


  “No, no, I didn’t mean to imply that,” Carolyn corrected.


  Sure you didn’t. You think I’m some crazy lady turning the lights on and off on a whim. Laura gave her what she hoped was a warm, grateful smile. “Anyway, I’m glad you told me. And I’ll call an electrician tomorrow.”


  “Thanks.” Carolyn looked around, obviously not quite ready to leave.


  “Would you like a cup of coffee? I just made a fresh pot,” Laura offered. “Thanks,” Carolyn smiled. “I’d love one.”


  Laura stood and move toward the kitchen. Surprisingly, Carolyn followed.


  Laura took a clean mug down from the shelf and poured it full. “Do you take anything in it?


  “No, thanks, black is fine.”


  Laura handed her the steaming mug and started toward the living room.


  “Aren’t you having any?” Carolyn asked.


  “No, I’m done. The caffeine makes me jittery.”


  Carolyn laughed as she set the mug on a coaster on the coffee table and sat down in Laura’s chair again. “Jittery is what keeps me going.” Carolyn took a sip and made an appreciative sigh. “I don’t get enough coffee on the weekends, since I have to share the pot with my husband. Anyway, you said you were away? I thought I saw a car coming and going here.”


  “You probably did. My boyfriend,” Laura couldn’t help the smile that word drew, “was here; feeding the cat and checking up on stuff.”


  “Good idea. You don’t think he was flicking the lights on and off, do you?”


  Laura pictured Mike frantically flipping the switch at the top of the stairs. She choked back a laugh. “Not likely.”


  Carolyn settled back onto the chair, gripping her coffee mug between both hands. “Is he at all handy? Maybe he can check the wiring for you?”


  “He’s a policeman.” Laura said. “I suspect electricity is beyond his expertise.”


  Carolyn nodded vigorously. “Oh. I knew I’d seen him before. That’s Officer Gallagher, right?”


  “You know him?”


  “He does assemblies at the local schools. You know, anti-drug stuff. Half of the teenage girls have a huge crush on him.” Carolyn gave a snicker. “Hell, I suspect half of the women around here do as well.”


  Laura smiled, not quite knowing what to say. Fortunately, Carolyn had no such problem.


  “He seems very nice. Is he?”


  “I haven’t known him for all that long, really. But he’s like my knight in shining armor.”


  Carolyn gave what seemed to be an envious sigh.


  “So,” Laura said, embarrassed and changing the subject. “Have you been in the neighborhood long?”


  “I moved in after,” Carolyn said.


  “After?”


  “You know. After. The disappearances?”


  “Ah. Mike mentioned something about that.”


  Carolyn shook her head. “I heard it was awful. People were afraid to let their kids out. Do you have kids?”


  “Yeah, two girls, twelve and eight.”


  “No kidding. Me, too! That’s amazing. But they’re not living here, are they?”


  “No, they’re with their father. They live over in Sewickley – not all that far away.” But it might as well be clear across country.


  “He got custody? That’s kind of unusual, isn’t it?”


  Laura could tell that Carolyn was prying, that she wanted the dirt on her relatively new neighbor, so the story could be repeated at the various coffee gatherings they must have here. Laura didn’t want to be a topic at the gatherings. “Yeah. He had a great lawyer.”


  “I guess that happens. Too bad. Do you see them much?”


  Back on safe ground again, Laura smiled. “They’ll be coming to spend about six days or so with me in two weeks. Tony – that’s my ex – is getting remarried and he and Susan—his new wife—wanted a romantic European honeymoon.”


  “That’s very nice of you, Laura. I think if my husband divorced me and remarried, I’d not help out at all.”


  Laura shook her head. “I’m not doing it for him; I’m doing it for the girls.”


  “Of course.” Carolyn got up. “I should be getting back home. Thanks for the coffee. And the talk. Make sure you get that light checked out.”


  “Will do.”


  Carolyn took one last look around the house. “Next time I’ll ask you for the tour. This house is a bit different from all the others in the neighborhood. This plot is where the original farmhouse stood and the developers merely remodeled the old house to match the style of the other houses they planned to build.”


  “Interesting. I knew the house was older than the rest of the development. Wondered why it didn’t seem that old. I didn’t know the whole story, though.” Or maybe I did and forgot it, she thought. I may have been a real estate agent, but I was also a drunk.


  “Of course, before you moved in, the house stood empty for a while.”


  “I bought it from the bank—a foreclosure.”


  “Makes sense. The last people to live here were an older couple, Dolores and Bert Wellman; they owned the original tract of land that sold to the developers of Woodland Heights. Rumor has it that the man gambled away all of the money and they were forced to stay here. Apparently, they were like their house – didn’t quite fit in. It’s a bit of a sad story. They also say that after all the money was gone, he left her for a younger woman. And she, well, she…” Carolyn shook her head. “She just wasted away.


  “That is sad.”


  “And…well…” Carolyn stopped abruptly and pointedly looked at her watch. “I’d better go,” she scrunched up her face. “I’ve got the in-laws coming for dinner and I need to scrub the bathrooms before they show. Besides, we need to save stuff to talk about at a later date, right?”


  She walked out to the kitchen and put her cup in the sink. “Here,” she said, picking up Laura’s pen from the counter, “this is my phone number.” She wrote it down on a scrap of paper stuck to the refrigerator. “Call me soon. And let me know for sure when your girls get here. They can come up and play with mine. Or, since they’re getting too old to ‘play,’ they can hang out. Or whatever it is that kids do these days.”


  Laura stood at the open door and waved as Carolyn walked up the street. Interesting, indeed. Carolyn had more to say, Laura was sure of it.


  
    Chapter Eleven

  


  Mike shuffled the papers on his desk, knowing it wasn’t going to get him any closer to going home. Or rather, going to Laura’s house. He’d had a romantic evening planned, but now that would have to wait. The department devised new reports every six months or so and each time Mike and his co-workers would spend a few extra nights figuring it all out. He sighed and picked up the phone.


  Laura answered on the third ring – she sounded half asleep. “I’m sorry,” Mike said, “did I wake you?”


  Laura gave a low laugh. “Almost. I’ve been waiting up for you.”


  “Well, damn. I’m going to be here for at least another hour. Maybe two. Can I have a rain check for tonight?”


  “Anytime.”


  “How did your day go?”


  “Good. I met a neighbor, went shopping, put in an application at the grocery store, interviewed and got the job…”


  “Great! That was fast work.”


  “They were hiring. And I can walk there. The pay’s not that great, but it’s a start. After that, I came home, ate some dinner and Renee picked me up for the meeting tonight. Then it was back home again and a nice relaxing hot shower. Since then, I’ve been sitting in a chair, watching television and dozing off. And if you’re not going to make it tonight, I guess I’ll just get to bed.”


  “Are you okay?”


  “Yeah. Actually I am.”


  Mike detected surprise in her voice. “Good. First day out can be a problem.”


  Laura yawned. “I had some rocky moments, but managed to get through them. And for the first time in my life, I was happy grocery stores, in this state at least, don’t sell alcohol.”


  “Yeah. I’m going to let you go now, babe. You sound exhausted.”


  “I am.”


  “You know you can call me if you need me, right? Or Renee? Don’t torture yourself with the cravings. Help is only a call away.”


  Laura chuckled. “Yeah, I’ll reach out and touch someone. Thanks, Mike. I can’t tell you how much this means to me – I’m not sure I’d have gotten through it all without you.”


  “Happy to be of service, ma’am. Night.”


  Mike hung up the phone, feeling a bit relieved that Laura was doing as well as she said. He hoped that she’d call someone if she got into trouble. Then again, he thought he’d managed to get rid of her stash, including the many bottles of Valium he’d found. He wished, though, that he could’ve spent this night with her. Whether they made love or not, he wanted to be there, wanted to just lie next to her, drink in the scent of her hair and watch her sleep. Somehow in the short time they’d known each other, she’d gotten under his skin. He couldn’t now imagine life without her and looked forward to a long future with her.


  A little too soon for that, cowboy, he thought, don’t rush the lady – you’ll scare her away.


  He smiled. Laura seemed such a spooky little thing, so fragile, almost ethereal. Then he went back to shuffling his papers. “I need to finish this up tonight,” he muttered, “so I’m not stuck here tomorrow as well.”


  Cassie arrived on Laura’s doorstep late Friday afternoon. Despite the plans they’d made, Laura hadn’t really expected Cassie to be moving in. But here she was. The company would be nice, at least.


  Laura smiled and opened the door wide. Cassie hesitated at the portal, but Laura reached out and gave her a hug, which pulled her in completely. “It’s good to see you,” Laura said. “How’d the last week in go for you?”


  Cassie rolled her eyes and made a sound of exasperation. “Those people really started to get to me after a while. My new roommate turned out to be a newly converted born-again. And while I appreciate the thoughts of her Lord giving her strength, I didn’t need to hear about it twenty-four/seven. Not all of us are Christians, after all.”


  Laura laughed. “I can’t say I’m sorry I missed it. Other than that, how are you doing?”


  “Well. I can tell that you’re doing okay, you’ve got a nice warm aura around you. Things good with Mike? And don’t you look pretty? Are you going out?”


  “Better than good. Thank you. And yes.” Laura had dressed with special care for tonight and she spun around to give Cassie a full view of the little red cocktail dress. “But why don’t you come in all the way and get settled. You’re in the second bedroom – that’s the one across the hall from the bathroom – and I cleared space in the closet for your belongings.” Laura looked down at the suitcase Cassie had brought in. “Is this all you have?”


  “There’s some stuff still out in the car; but I left most of it in storage. Staying here is only temporary. I do greatly appreciate the offer, but I wish the house were more…”


  “More what?”


  “Welcoming? Inviting? It needs warmth, it needs lightening up.” Laura frowned and Cassie hastily backtracked. “Nothing to do with you, Laura, and nothing to do with your preparations. It’s not your fault at all; the bad vibes hanging in the air are much uglier than you could ever be even at your worst. If this house were a person, you’d cross the street to avoid contact.” Cassie bit her bottom lip. “I’m sorry, Laura, the words aren’t coming out right. I hope you know that I mean well. Anyway, it’s probably nothing that can’t be fixed with the proper purification. I can do that, if you’ll allow me.”


  Laura tried not to take offense at her words, but some of the good feeling of Cassie being here had worn off. “Knock yourself out. Short of burning the place down, you’re free to purify away. I just want you to make yourself at home the best you can.”


  “I’m sorry. I’m being tactless and blunt, as usual. Thank you for allowing me to stay with you for a time. And I’m sure we’ll manage just fine.” Cassie reached down and picked up her suitcase, nodding her head in the direction of the hall. “Lead on!”


  Laura sat on the bed, watching Cassie unpack, feeling somewhat guilty about snapping at her earlier. She’d brought more accessories than clothes: candles, books, jars of oils, four decks of tarot cards, and a laptop computer. Cassie used the night stand to set this up. “You have wireless here, right?”


  Laura nodded. “Yeah, I used to need it for work. But now that I’m no longer in real estate, I barely even turn the computer on. Didn’t cancel the service, though, so you should be set.”


  “Great. I can keep the business going, at least. Save up some cash and get a new place to live. I don’t want to be a bother to you any longer than necessary.”


  “You’re not a bother. I’m glad to have someone else here – we’ll each have a built-in support group.”


  Cassie hung up her sparse collection of clothes in the closet. “So you’re looking mighty spiffy,” she said, “what’s the occasion?”


  “Mike’s taking me out to a fancy restaurant. To celebrate.”


  “Celebrate what?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe for surviving rehab. Maybe for staying sober for five days. Maybe he’s trying to seduce me with good food and a romantic atmosphere.”


  Cassie laughed. “Leading you into temptation?”


  Laura got up from the bed and smoothed the skirt of her dress over her thighs. “Oh please, I hope so. God, it’s been a long time. Will you be okay here by yourself?”


  “I’m fine.” Anubis chose that moment to jump up on Cassie’s bed and rub up against her. She looked down at the animal. “And you must be Anubis the Bonehead. What a sweet boy you are.”


  “Are you sure? I might be late. I hope so, anyway.”


  “We’ll be fine,” she patted the cat again and he purred. “Just Anubis and me. So you have fun. Write down the wi-fi password before you go. And if I don’t see you until tomorrow morning, I won’t be upset. I will, however, expect a full report.”


  “I can’t promise that. But thanks. And yes, don’t wait up.”


  Mike smiled at Laura across the table and reached for her hand. “You look so beautiful tonight,” he said.


  Laura laughed and blushed. “You’ve said that already. Several times.”


  “And I’ll keep saying it since it’s true. You haven’t caught the looks from the other men here? You’re one hot babe.”


  “It’s the dress,” she said with a small shrug that caused one of the straps of her dress to fall off her shoulder. She pushed it back up. “Red is one of those colors that men notice.”


  “What’s filling the dress isn’t all that bad either.” He reached for the bottle sitting in the ice bucket on the table. “More bubbly, my dear?”


  Laura laughed as he refilled her glass. He was so sweet; he’d asked the waiter to bring a large bottle of sparkling water for them to drink. Oddly enough, although there was no alcohol involved, the trappings made a difference. The restaurant was upscale and expensive so making a big show of drinking water added to the festive feeling. And since the lighting in the restaurant was low, they didn’t seem any different from the other diners. She could admit to herself now that she’d worried about this dinner, worried about being in a situation where ordinarily she’d have drunk something. Or several somethings. But Mike, it seemed, had thought of everything.


  “If I didn’t know better, Officer Gallagher, I’d think you were trying to take advantage of me.”


  “Me? Take advantage? I’ll have you know my mother raised a gentleman.”


  “Damn. And here I’d been hoping all night…”


  “Shall I ask for the check?”


  Laura choked a bit on her water, laughing. “We haven’t eaten yet.”


  “Yeah, I know.”


  “But afterwards, maybe we could go back to your place.” Laura had not been to Mike’s apartment, didn’t really even know where it was. For any other man, that might have been a danger signal. She hadn’t dated much since the divorce, but a time or two she’d been stung by men she’d met in bars who turned out later to be married or living with someone. She felt sure that Mike wasn’t married or involved. Still, she’d like to see his home. “Since Cassie is at mine, I mean.”


  Mike made a bit of a face. “Is she staying long?”


  “Don’t you like her?”


  “I don’t know her, Laura. And neither do you. I worry about you, that’s all.”


  Laura twisted her mouth. “I can take care of myself.” Don’t go there, Mike, she silently prayed – the blatant falseness of that statement was so obvious. She knew and he knew: someday it might be true, but right now she was hanging on the edge. Just let it go.


  Mike took a sip of his water and set his glass back down. The waiter came then with their food. “Thank you,” Laura said, smiling up at him, “everything smells wonderful.”


  “My pleasure, Miss.”


  The awkwardness of their conversation disappeared and they ate in comfortable silence. Laura couldn’t remember a meal that had tasted as good as this one. She suspected it was the company rather than the skill of the chef. That plus the fact this was the first dinner out in a long while she’d eaten when sober. Maybe this not drinking isn’t all that horrible, after all. Deep down inside, Laura didn’t believe it for a second, but it was a good thought while she could hold it. The fact was, she trembled from head to toe, craving just one drop, just one little sip of what the other people around her were casually drinking. Suddenly, Laura lost her appetite.


  She ducked her head and wiped her mouth with her napkin, laying it back by the side of her plate.


  Mike looked over at her. “Something wrong? You’re only about half way through that steak.”


  Laura shook her head. “It tasted wonderful, but I’m full.” She tried a feeble laugh. “This is more than I normally eat in a week.”


  “Ah,” Mike said. “I understand.” He reached across the table and touched her hand. “It does get easier, you know. Eventually. If you want it to.” He signaled for the waiter.


  Laura sighed. She didn’t want this evening to come to an end. “We don’t have to leave unless you’re ready, Mike. I’m fine.”


  She looked down at her hands; one held the stem of her water glass firmly, the other grasped at the end of the table as if she were hanging on to herself and to her life by a hair. Not as if, she thought and made an effort to loosen her grip, I am hanging on. And just barely managing.


  He cleared his throat and she looked over at him. She could tell from the look on his face that he knew she wasn’t fine. “It’s not a problem, Laura. I’m finished too.” He patted his flat stomach and smiled over at her. “Can’t afford to get fat. Besides, we can get a doggy bag – restaurant food always tastes best the second day.”


  Laura’s stomach twisted up in anticipation as she entered Mike’s apartment. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, a sort of modern bachelor pad, perhaps, but this place certainly wasn’t that. Furnished with overstuffed furniture and a big screen television, Mike’s home teemed with a huge variety of house plants, all of them lush and vibrant. “I guess you have a green thumb. I’m impressed.”


  Mike gave a laugh and took Laura’s coat, hanging it up in the hallway closet. “It’s a hobby. Something I picked up after rehab; all of the passion, drive and obsession with which I pursued my drinking – and believe me, I was a raging drunk – I redirected into one pitiful house plant that my sponsor had given me. And that plant, to my great surprise, responded and thrived. So I bought more which all grew as well. It’s therapeutic. A shame that I’m a cop – I could probably grow some awesome marijuana.” He laughed. “Anyway, when I see them, I’m reminded of all of the pain and torture I went through and how it all turned out to be worthwhile in the end. It had fostered new life, not just in me, but in the world around me.”


  Laura looked around again, then back at Mike and smiled. The knots in her stomach eased. She even forgot her cravings, her own particular pain and torture, for a moment. She crossed the room and took his face in her hands. “You’re a good man, Mike Gallagher. Too good for me, at least…”


  He stopped her words with a kiss. “Never,” he whispered into her ear, giving her shivers, good shivers, “never say that again. You happen to be talking about the woman I love.”


  Making love to Mike turned out to be every bit as good as she’d imagined. It had been so long since she’d been intimate with anyone; and she could barely remember when she’d had sex without being drunk. As if she was having sex for the very first time, every touch, every kiss seemed heightened. The intensity overwhelmed her, making her feel lost and slightly embarrassed by the sheer intimacy. She almost wanted to close her eyes and just let her emotions wash her away, but she didn’t want to miss a thing. The look in Mike’s eyes as he loved her, coaxing one orgasm out of her after another, was too exciting to miss. The experience seemed to last forever and to take no time at all. When he finally collapsed on her, spent and sweating, she smiled and sighed. He held her, stroking her hair, whispering endearments; she fell asleep in his arms.


  Mike felt Laura get out of bed and leaned up on one elbow to watch her. She seemed unaware of him watching; instead she picked up her shawl from where it lay on the floor and draped it over her, hugging the edges close to her. She walked as far as the doorway, but hesitated there, as if unsure of where she was.


  “First door on the right,” he called softly to her, assuming she wanted the bathroom.


  She looked over her shoulder at where he lay; her hair feathered around her cheek and her face glowed softly in the hall light. She looked beautiful, even with the dark circles and the haunted look in her eyes. She put a finger to her lips. “Shhhh. Listen. Do you hear that?”


  Mike shook his head, he didn’t hear anything.


  “It’s a baby. Crying.”


  He listened again and could hear nothing. But she didn’t seem to notice him and listened again, her head cocked to one side, a distant look crossed her face. “It’s Matthew. I’m sure of it. I have to go to him.”


  Mike realized then that Laura was dreaming. He got out of bed and touched her shoulder lightly. She trembled under his hand. “Laura?”


  She woke up with a start. “What’s happening?”


  He draped an arm around her – she felt ice cold. “You had a bad dream, sweetheart, come back to bed now.”


  Laura rubbed her hand over her eyes, then snuggled into Mike. “It didn’t feel like a dream,” she said, shivering. “Or maybe I got up to turn the heat on – it’s damn cold in here.”


  Mike nuzzled her neck. “It’s nice and warm under the covers.” He led her back to the bed and pulled the covers up over her shoulders. She fell asleep almost as soon as she lay down. He stayed awake for quite a while, watching her breathe, in and out, and wishing he could do something to help her, something to make her transition to a sober life easier. Wishing he could stop the nightmares.


  He wondered how long Laura had been having these walking nightmares, wondered when they would end. But most of all, he wondered who Matthew was.


  
    Chapter Twelve

  


  Laura woke the next morning, confused about her surroundings. Then she remembered and smiled – she was at Mike’s place. She stretched and slid out of bed, finding an oversized sweatshirt in the closet to wear. The smell of coffee drew her to the kitchen, where Mike stood over the stove, making eggs and bacon.


  “Wow,” Laura said, accepting a mug of coffee from him and sitting down at one of the bar stools at his kitchen counter, “that smells really good.”


  Mike set his fork down and came over to give her a quick kiss. “So do you. How are you feeling this morning?”


  “Great,” Laura said, taking a sip from her cup, “I slept like a baby.”


  Mike raised an eyebrow. “I take it you don’t remember your nightmare?”


  Laura shook her head. “No, I remember falling asleep. Then waking up just a few minutes ago. Nothing at all in between. Did I have a bad night?”


  “Not particularly bad, really. Restless, maybe. You were up and walking around, but weren’t really here, if you know what I mean. You heard a baby crying. And you thought it was Matthew.”


  “Matthew?” Laura’s voice quavered slightly. “You’re right, that is a bad nightmare.” She set her cup down and rubbed her hands over her eyes, making a slight moaning noise.


  “Who’s Matthew?”


  “My son. He died at only two months old – crib death.”


  Mike nodded. “You’d said you lost a baby, but I assumed it was a miscarriage.” He walked over behind her and wrapped his arms around her neck, pulling her back against him.


  She leaned into him, putting a hand up and lightly stroking his cheek. “It was,” she paused, sighed, and continued, “horrible.” No one word could describe the event – but cataclysmic came close. For Laura and her family, it was singly the most tragic event they’d ever experienced. And for her marriage it was a death knell. Laura preferred not to think about any of it – alcohol had always dulled the edge of the pain, made it easier to bear. “I guess I’m not surprised it should come to the surface now. I’ve spent most of the time since he died living at the bottom of a bottle. And now there is no bottle to live in.”


  “I’m sorry,” Mike said, “there’s nothing else I can say to make this feel better, is there?”


  “It’s okay.” Every fiber of Laura’s body screamed at this lie. “It’s old news and I’d rather not talk about right now. Or ever. Regardless of what the counselors say, talking doesn’t help. All that does is bring it back up to the surface.”


  He moved away from her and back to the stove. “Breakfast?”


  She smiled. “Absolutely.”


  They were halfway through their meal when Mike’s phone rang. He looked at the clock – it was still early. “Must be the precinct calling. Or a wrong number.” He stood up and answered it. “Gallagher here,” he said and listened for a little bit. “Hi, Cassie, yes, she’s here.” He held his hand over the receiver. “Obviously it’s for you,” Mike said. “She sounds upset about something.”


  Laura barely had a chance to say hello, when Cassie started in. “I’m sorry to call you so early in the morning, but I thought you’d want to know that Tony called in the middle of the night last night. Your daughter apparently had a particularly nasty nightmare, involving, as best as I can make out, you and a dead baby?”


  “That’s really weird,” Laura said, but didn’t elaborate. Cassie didn’t need to know that she and Lizzy seemed to be sharing the same night terrors.


  “Yeah,” Cassie said. “Anyway, I gave Tony the number over there – found it on your speed dial – but he said he wasn’t going to bother you. Apparently your cell phone wasn’t picking up either.”


  Laura nodded. “I had it turned off.”


  There was a pause on Cassie’s end of the phone. “Well, he sounded really angry. No offense, Laura, but he can be a real asshole, can’t he? He just couldn’t believe that you might not be at home when he needed you. Or rather, when Lizzy needed you. I tried to explain you had a life, too, and that it was pretty late to call, but he hung up on me.”


  Laura gave a soft chuckle. “That’s about par for the course, Cassie. He’s been particularly touchy lately. I’ll give him a call when we’re done. Other than that, how’d your night go?”


  Laura heard Cassie take in a breath. “We did okay, I guess. For a fairly new house, this place sure has its share of creaks and noises. Finally I quit chasing the sounds down, lit some calming incense and fell asleep watching television. Only to have Tony call and wake me up.”


  “Sorry,” Laura said. “About all of it.” She didn’t see the need to explain to Cassie that the house really wasn’t a new construction. “I’ll be home in a bit – need anything from the store?”


  “Nope,” Cassie said. “I checked out the food situation and we seem to be in good shape for dinner. I’ll cook if you don’t mind.”


  “That’d be heavenly, Cassie. Thanks.”


  Laura sighed when she hung up the phone.


  “Trouble?” Mike filled up her coffee cup again and patted the bar stool for her to sit down again. “Finish your food before it gets too cold.”


  Making a face, Laura shook her head. “I should really call Tony soon.” She explained the call to Mike and she noticed his eyes grow angry.


  “You don’t need to call him right away. Seems like he expects you to be sitting around waiting for his every move. I’m sure Lizzy is fine, or he’d have called here as well. As far as his being upset about you being here,” Mike shrugged, “tough shit. And you shouldn’t apologize for it either – we’re both single, consenting adults. So what if he doesn’t like it? He’s not exactly living the life of a monk, is he? Shacked up with your old college roommate?”


  “Whew,” Laura said with a small laugh, setting the phone down and sitting next to him again. “Tell me what you really think, Mike, why don’t you? Although at least I know you’ve actually been listening when I’ve been talking.” She took another bite of her eggs. “I’m sure Tony’s just concerned about Lizzy. Her nightmares can be very intense. He’s also probably stressing about the wedding. And about leaving the girls with me while he and Susan go to Europe. So for no other reason than to reassure him about my fitness as a mother, I should call. Otherwise, he might decide to cancel their visit. I really want to see them.”


  “I understand. I do. I can’t help getting angry, though, when people walk all over you.”


  Laura smiled. “I do get angry, Mike, all by myself. But I pick my moments.”


  “Fair enough. I only want you to be happy. So call the bastard if it makes you feel better, but finish your breakfast first. You must be hungry.”


  Laura took another bite. “Starved, actually. And the eggs are fantastic. What a pleasant surprise to find you’re as good at cooking as you are at…other things.”


  “And what things would those be?”


  Laura blushed but didn’t answer. Instead she finished her plate, picked it and Mike’s up and put them both in the sink. Then she dialed Tony’s number.


  He answered on the first ring. “Hi, Tony,” Laura said, “it’s me. I understand you were trying to reach me. What’s up?”


  “Where are you? And who is this Cassie person who answered your phone?”


  “Cassie is staying with me for a bit,” Laura said, “and I’m at Mike’s house. What’s up?”


  “Lizzy wanted to talk to you. Insisted she couldn’t go back to sleep unless she did.”


  “Cassie gave you the number over here. Why didn’t you call then?”


  “God only knows what you were doing, Laura. I can’t keep up with you.”


  Laura could hear Susan talking in the background. “I think you can guess what I was doing, Tony. Most likely the same thing you and Susan were. I can hear that she’s there. So drop the injured ex-spouse tone, okay? I’m not going to let you make me feel guilty for trying to put my life back together.”


  “That’s not what I was doing, Laura, and you know it.”


  Laura gave a low, rather unpleasant chuckle. “I know no such thing, Tony.” There was a pause on both ends of the line. Changing the subject, Laura spoke again first. “How’re the wedding plans coming along?”


  “Not too bad,” Tony sounded relieved at the new topic. “You haven’t RSVP’d yet. Will you be coming?”


  “I doubt it. I’m supposed to be working that day. But you’re still bringing the girls on Sunday, right?” Laura held her breath for the answer.


  Tony sighed into the phone. “I don’t know, Laura. They’ve been a bit of a handful lately. Are you sure you’re up to it?”


  Laura remembered that code quite well. “I’m sober, Tony. Completely clean and sober. I haven’t had a drink for over thirty days. Haven’t had a Valium in that time either. I worked hard at this, you know. I attend AA meetings, I have a sponsor, I’m 100% committed to staying sober. You might show just a little bit of interest, offer just a small bit of support; it wouldn’t kill you to be a human being for once. And if you can’t do that, then at least recognize that I am the mother of those girls and I have a right and a need to see them. They’re not tiny babies, after all.”


  “Yeah, you’re right.” Tony’s voice hesitated – admitting he might be wrong about something was difficult.


  Laura nodded and smiled. “So, I can expect them sometime next Sunday morning?”


  “Sure.” He paused again then cleared his throat. “I’m glad you’re doing this well, Laura. I really am. We wanted to get up and visit you in rehab at least once, but with school and the wedding stuff, things are crazy around here.”


  “I’ll bet.” Let him off the hook, Laura, she told herself. You can’t expect him to apologize much more than he already has. “Visitors’ Day was always pretty hectic, anyway. I need to go now, I think. Call me and let me know what time you’ll be coming by, okay? And tell Susan I said ‘hi.’”


  Laura hung up the phone. Mike looked over at her while he washed those few breakfast dishes. “Good conversation?”


  Laura smiled and gave a satisfied nod. “Yeah, it was. Satisfying.”


  Mike snickered. “Sounded to me like you kicked his ass. Good girl. I’m proud of you.”


  
    Chapter Thirteen

  


  Things settled into a routine at Laura’s house. Cassie kept to herself mostly, closed away in her room. The smell of burning sage continually filled the hallway; Laura grew used to the odor and to having a stranger of sorts living in her home. When they were together, they got along fine, as long as Laura didn’t take anything that Cassie said too seriously. She allowed the self-proclaimed psychic to read her cards and her palms. The outcomes of these exercises were inevitably filled with doom and gloom, people falling out of burning towers or pierced with swords. They’re all only pictures on cards, Laura would think. She had no room in her life for otherworldly influences; everyday temptations proved to be a difficult enough task to master.


  Getting to sleep at night seemed nearly impossible. Although she kept herself busy during the days – with work, preparation for her daughters’ visit, as many meetings as she could attend, and all of the other household chores – and would be exhausted when she lay down, sleep just wouldn’t come. Laura would toss and turn, each nerve and muscle in her body itching, crying out for help, help in the form of a pill or a long glass of something. Anything. She missed the slow burn of a shot of bourbon or scotch, missed the way it would hit her stomach and spread its numbing warmth all the way down to her toes.


  Mike had been working nights this week, and she had day shift so she didn’t even have the comfort of his presence, the warmth of his body next to hers. She missed him as well.


  The weather turned bitterly cold on Wednesday, a frigid snap unusual for October, but not completely unheard of in this area. To make matters worse, the circuit breaker to her furnace kept switching itself off, usually in the middle of the night, which would necessitate a trip down the cellar stairs into the dim, cobwebby, and now frigid gloom. While it was true that she wasn’t sleeping during those times, she’d have gladly forgone the whole thing. The fifth time this happened, she remembered her visit with Carolyn and the problem the neighbor had noticed with her lights.


  Between her job, Cassie’s presence, and Mike, Laura never had a chance to get to know Carolyn better. They’d shared a few rushed phone calls, but that was all. Laura still was torn between wanting to know her neighbor better and wanting to avoid what seemed to be good old-fashioned snooping. Still, Carolyn had been a good resource for information and seemed happy to recommend a local handyman.


  The handyman spent several hours in the cellar, coming up with no good explanation for the problem, at least not to Laura’s understanding. But with the bill for over five-hundred dollars he also issued her his personal guarantee that it probably wouldn’t be happening much from now on. “When it got so cold all of a sudden,” he explained, “your older circuit breakers just couldn’t handle the overload. But I patched it up the best I could without rewiring the whole damn place, which, trust me, you didn’t want me to do. I couldn’t find nothing wrong with the lights, though, so maybe your neighbor was seeing things. You should be okay, so long’s you’re not trying to run too many things at once. Have you had this problem before?”


  Laura shook her head. “Not really – I’ve not been here that long.”


  “The people before you, maybe?”


  “I’ve no idea. The house sat empty for five years before I bought it.”


  “Five years?” The handyman laughed. “What happened? A murder spree in the cellar?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “You know, like that movie about the haunted house in New York, I think. And that house only stood empty for one year before new folks moved in with the ghosts.” He paused for a second then nodded. “Anyways, that’s likely your problem.”


  “Excuse me?” Laura repeated. “You must be as crazy as my roommate. Are you trying to tell me that there are ghosts down here in my basement playing with the circuit breakers?”


  The man laughed again, louder this time, the noise echoing off the cellar walls. This man seriously creeped Laura out; so much so that she had goose bumps up and down her arms.


  “Nope, lady, that’s not it at all. Although that’d be fun, don’t you think? Me, I don’t believe in none of that stuff – I just watch the movies. What I really meant was that if the house stood empty for five years without having the furnace run or serviced, that’s likely to be your biggest problem. Anyway with the maintenance I gave it today, you should be just fine.” He chuckled again to himself. “Ghosts playing with the circuit breakers. That’s a good one. I should write that up on the service ticket, just to give dispatch a good laugh.”


  Laura looked at the bill in her hand – all it said was routine maintenance. “You’ll take a check, right?”


  “No problem.”


  She escorted him up the stairs and then later out the door with check in hand. Cassie came out of her room and gave Laura a little smile. “Maybe he’s right.”


  “That there are ghosts? Give me a break.”


  Cassie shook her head. “This house is poisoned. You know as well as I do that strange things have happened to you here.”


  “True,” Laura said, thinking back over nights of bad dreams and odd noises, of feeling cold chills shooting down her spine, of sitting on the couch and catching movement out of the side of her eye. To say nothing of the banging of the cellar door all day and night. Although with the addition of a new, tighter fitting deadbolt, the noise had ceased. So, yes, odd things had happened. But she also had experienced similar events elsewhere. In rehab and at Mike’s house, she’d had some fairly nasty dreams, and a lot of touch-and-go moments which led her to chalk it all up to withdrawal of some sort. Cassie, of course, had the same problem. “But I hardly think you and I are good judges right now of what is real and what is not. We’d be jumpy anywhere. So, if it’s all the same to you, I vote for not burning down my house anytime soon. We’ll need more proof than a couple of ex-addicts could come up with.”


  Cassie just stared at her. “That’s a bit of a low blow, Laura. If you only stopped to think, you’d know I was right. This house is poisoned,” she repeated, “I’ve done the best I could to shield us, but it may be more than I can handle.”


  “Maybe,” Laura said the first thought that came into her mind, “you should just move out if it’s so horrible.”


  Cassie blinked, tears forming in her eyes. “That’s not fair. I have no place else to go.”


  Laura instantly regretted the words. “Oh, God, I’m so sorry, that was a rude thing to say. I don’t really want you to leave, Cassie. Just give it a chance, okay? Give it another week or so, when we’ve detoxed a bit more and we’ll look at it again.”


  Cassie nodded. “You might be right, I’ve been a little off my game lately. So what are we doing for dinner? What should I cook?”


  Laura could tell that she hadn’t convinced Cassie, but she seemed willing to drop the subject and that was good enough for now.


  Tony and Susan stopped by the house early Sunday morning to drop the girls off. Tony carried their bags in and set them down in the front hallway. “We can’t stay, I’m afraid, we got a bit of a late start this morning and our flight leaves in about two hours. What with us flying out of the country, I figure security will be tricky. House looks nice, though. Maybe I can have the tour when we get back?”


  Laura had hugged both of her girls, spending perhaps a little extra time with Lizzy, who looked tired and pale. “Wedding go okay?”


  Tony nodded, “Yeah. We had fun – you really should have come.”


  “I had to work,” Laura said, “I’ve not been there long enough to ask for a day off.” To say nothing of how little interest I had in attending.


  “Girls?” Lizzy and Amanda went to him. He hugged each of them, gave them a quick kiss. “Be good for your mother, okay? And remember what we talked about.”


  “Bye, Dad. Have fun.” The girls stood at the door and waved as he got into the car with Susan and drove away. Then they turned away from the door and looked at Laura.


  “Feeling okay, Mom?” Amanda asked.


  “I’m fine, sweetheart. Better than fine, actually.” Laura picked up one of their suitcases and Amanda picked up the other. “Let’s get you two settled in. You’ll be sharing a room – I hope that’s okay.”


  Amanda rolled her eyes. “I thought you had three bedrooms.”


  “I do, but I have a friend staying with me now. I figured your father would tell you.”


  Lizzy laughed. “He told us to be good and to not make you crazy. Is your friend the cop?”


  “Well,” Laura said, “I do know a policeman and you’ll be meeting him at some point. But this is another friend. A girl friend I met at rehab.”


  “Friends are good,” Lizzy said solemnly. “They keep you from being alone.”


  Amanda laid claim to half of the room, taking the bed closest to the window, unpacking her clothes in the top two dresser drawers. “This is my part of the room, Lizzy. You stay away and we’ll do fine.”


  Lizzy looked around. “I’m cool,” she said. “Where’s your cat, Mommy?”


  Laura lifted Lizzy’s suitcase to the top of the bed and opened it. “Anubis? He’s around here somewhere. Do you want me to unpack your clothes?”


  “Sure. Anubis is a funny name for a cat. What’s it mean?”


  Amanda chimed in. “We read about Egypt in school last month, Anubis is one of those gods they had. He’s got a dog’s head and he lives in Hell.”


  “It’s not exactly Hell,” Laura explained. “He presides over the afterlife. And he has a jackal’s head,” Laura said, putting the rest of Lizzy’s clothes in the last available drawer.


  “But he is a cat, right. Maybe he’s the god of ghosts?”


  Laura smiled, “Not really, sweetheart. I tell you what – I have a book here somewhere with all of that kind of information in it. We’ll find it when we finish here.” The last thing to come out of Lizzy’s suitcase was a bedraggled faded-blue velour bear. “You still have B Bear?” Laura smiled – Lizzy had received the stuffed bear on her third birthday and it had been her favorite toy since.


  “She won’t let us throw it away, Mom,” Amanda said. “It’s gross.”


  “It’s mine,” Lizzy took the bear from Laura and placed it in the position of honor right on top of her pillow. “And he’s not gross; he’s well-loved.”


  “Whatever.”


  Laura heard the cat door click. “Here’s Anubis now, I think.” Seconds later, he jumped up on Lizzy’s bed. “He doesn’t look like a jackal,” she said, and reached out a tentative hand to pat him.


  Amanda moved away abruptly. “Susan says cats carry all sorts of germs and that they’re nasty, sneaking animals. She said not to get too cozy with him.”


  Laura could hear the cat purr, completely oblivious to Susan’s opinion of him. A good lesson, Laura thought. Lizzy was entranced, as Anubis probably intended. When he had thoroughly charmed her, he moved on to Amanda. Within five minutes, Susan’s opinion of cats no longer mattered.


  “Can he sleep in here with us, Mom?” Amanda scratched him under the chin.


  “Leave your door open and he’ll come and go. He likes to patrol the house.”


  Lizzy laughed, and sat down next to the cat on Amanda’s bed. “He’s a watch cat!”


  “What’s for dinner?” Amanda asked.


  “Mike’s coming by a little bit later on and is taking us all out. You can pick the place, as long as it’s not very expensive.”


  “Pizza?”


  “Sure, we can do pizza, if that’s what you both want.”


  The girls nodded. “In the meantime,” Laura said, “I’ve got some soda and stuff out in the kitchen. I want you two to think of this as your home. So do whatever you’d do at home.”


  Laura paused. “Just stay out of the cellar, okay?”


  “Why?”


  “No real reason – it’s messy and cold and spidery down there. And there’s nothing of interest – just the litter box, the washer and dryer, and boxes of junk left over from the move. Plus the stairs are kind of treacherous and the lights are funny. There’s plenty of stuff to keep you occupied up here and you girls are old enough to stay out of places you don’t need to be, right?”


  Lizzy nodded and Amanda made her standard “whatever” reply. “Can we watch television?”


  “Whatever,” Laura said with a small laugh and the girls headed out to the living room, leaving Anubis behind. He looked up at her and blinked.


  “I wonder,” she said quietly to him, “whether I should have said anything about the cellar at all. Now it’s a forbidden thing which might make it more interesting.”


  The cat had no answer, so Laura gave him a final pat and headed out the living room to join the girls.


  
    Chapter Fourteen

  


  Tony had made arrangements to have the girls picked up each morning and driven to school, saying their school, a private academy, didn’t allow them many days off without good cause. Fortunately, the school was closed the last two days of the week for teacher in-service and Laura was able to adjust her work schedule accordingly.


  Pizza night had gone well, with Mike making almost as big an impression with the girls as the cat had. Cassie had been unable to accompany them; she’d had to leave the house entirely to go stay with her sister’s family for about a week, while her sister recovered from emergency surgery. Cassie might not get along with her sister or want to live with her, but in a crisis family was family.


  Tuesday had been a rotten day for Laura. Predictions of a snow storm to occur later on that evening had everyone in the area hitting the grocery store for food and supplies. Although she didn’t smoke, she took her break outside, just to clear her head. “Why is it,” she said to one of the young men who bagged the groceries at her register, “that people buy eggs, milk, bread and toilet paper when a storm is coming?”


  The boy nodded and laughed. “Yeah, no kidding. Like they’re all just dying to make breakfast or something. French toast, maybe.”


  Snow warnings also seemed to make people grumpier than usual, especially when they happened as early in the season as this. By the time Laura had finished her shift, she’d been yelled at, accused of ringing up an order wrong, blamed for the high prices and called stupid. She felt ready to throw something. Instead, she picked up some emergency provisions herself, although hers consisted of a few two-liter bottles of soda, some orange juice, a box of cereal, milk, and a family-sized macaroni and cheese dinner.


  As she had every day after work, Laura walked past the liquor store. Ordinarily, she would quicken her pace, and leave it behind her – out of sight, out of mind – but today it was so cold and the bags were so heavy, that she stopped under the awning above the door. She set the bags down on the ground and flexed her fingers, looking into the window. The craving washing over her was so strong she wondered it didn’t knock her down. She had the cash; she should just go in and buy a little bottle, a little drop of something to put into coffee on a cold winter day, a reward for working hard and walking home. Laura took a deep breath and put a hand to the door, then jumped back as if she’d been burned. She stepped back, put her hand in her pocket and pulled out her cell phone, hitting the speed dial number for Renee.


  “Hello?”


  The relief Laura felt at the sound of her voice felt almost as strong as the craving. “Renee? It’s me. Laura.”


  “Hey, sweetie. How are you today? Are you enjoying having your daughters visit?”


  Laura sighed. “I’m standing outside the liquor store. I’ve had the most horrible day and a drink would go down so good right now. Is it so terrible of me to want to go in and get something?”


  “It’s normal, Laura. But it would be bad for you. And you know that. Want me to come and pick you up?”


  Laura thought about that. “I’m not too far from home, I can make it. Hold on a second, okay?” She dug around in her purse and found the cell phone headset and plugged it in. After getting the gear into place, she picked up her bags again. “Are you still there?”


  “Always. What’s happening?”


  “I’m walking away. Talk to me while I walk home.”


  Renee asked questions about the girls’ visit and they set up a coffee date for later in the week. By the time Laura was a block away from her house, the craving, while not completely gone, had subdued. Softened. Laura held control, just the way it should be. She thanked Renee, clicked off the phone and stopped for a second to adjust her hold on the plastic handles of the bags. Then she trudged the rest of the way home, scuffling her feet through piles of frozen leaves sitting on the sidewalks. A few small flakes of snow started falling when she put her key in the door. The girls had made plans to stay for a while after school each day while they were here, so they didn’t need to come home to an empty house. Plus, Laura remembered that Mike had trouble with the lock and didn’t want either Lizzy or Amanda stuck outside waiting for her to arrive.


  The house was freezing inside, as usual. A look at the thermostat confirmed her suspicion that the heater had not run all day. “Damn circuit breakers,” she said as she unlocked the cellar door and flipped on the light. She sighed. “I do not want to go down those stairs right now.” Anubis came over to her and butted up against her leg. “Yeah, you heard me right, Bonehead. I don’t want to go down there. But I have to. Come with me?”


  Laura started down the stairs, trailed by the black cat. “What a good boy,” she said, “and what a smart kitty. You understand every word I say, don’t you?” She flipped the circuit breaker for the furnace and it clicked on, hissing and sighing and finally rumbling into action. “Stay on this time, dammit.” Remembering the talk she’d had with the electrician the other day, she gave a little chuckle. “And you ghosts quit playing with it!”


  She regretted the words almost before she’d finished saying them. Somehow even joking about that situation freaked her out. The hair on her arms and on the back of her neck tingled and stood on end. “Okay,” she whispered, “I’m leaving,” and ran up the stairs as quickly as possible, slamming the door when she reached the upstairs and throwing both deadbolts.


  Anubis came through the cat door and gave her a dirty look. “Sorry I left you down there, baby, but…” He reached up, pawed her leg, and she picked him up, snuggling him, burying her face in his rich warm fur. “How about some dinner?”


  After Laura and the girls had eaten, they settled in the living room with cups of cocoa and played a few board games until the cat, attracted by the sound of the dice, started moving the playing pieces. Finally he scooped a paw around Lizzy’s piece and pulled it over to the finishing line.


  “I win!”


  Amanda twisted her mouth. “Not really, nitwit.”


  “Don’t call your sister names,” Laura said absently. “And it’s late anyway – time for bed.”


  “But,” Lizzy protested, “we probably don’t have school tomorrow.” Both girls had been watching the weather reports on and off for most of the night, anticipating a snow day.


  “We’ll see about that tomorrow.”


  By the time Amanda and Lizzy got settled in, Laura’s nerves were jangling. The constant bickering bothered her, although she knew that it was normal for children of their ages. Developmentally, Amanda was so much further along than Lizzy; their interests were so totally different, it was no wonder they didn’t get along. But enough is enough, Laura thought. I don’t need this after battling with the job and the cravings all day. She ached with tiredness; she’d give her right arm for just one little Valium. Or a nice shot of scotch.


  She took a deep breath, then several more. That relaxed her. Still she didn’t know how much longer she could deal with everything. “One day at a time,” she murmured to herself on her way back to wish the girls a good night. “One day at a time.” She gave a little snort. Too bad they don’t have a saying to cover the nights. The nights are far worse than the days ever are.


  Tonight Laura had no problem falling asleep, as if the exertions of her day had balanced out the frustrations. She remembered starting one of her deep breathing exercises and then she was gone, deep into a sound sleep. Part of the problem with sleeping so well, though, was that it allowed the mind to dream. As Laura’s did.


  Everything starts out well enough – the day in the dream is sunny and warm. Worries about the furnace and the circuit breaker problems are a whole year away. She and the girls and Mike are having a picnic, at the same place he took her that day before rehab. She fixes herself a plate full of the best smelling food, but Mike takes it away from her. “No time to eat, babe,” he says in the dream. “The storm is coming.”


  Laura looks up to the sky, surprised he would say such a thing. Not a cloud in sight. She shakes her head. And the rain starts, pouring down out of a cloudless sky. Before she realizes what is happening, the lovely park they’d been in turns into a gully filled with rushing water. First one girl, then the other is carried away by the growing torrent. Mike holds on to her. “Save the girls,” she screams, barely audible over the roaring water. “Too late,” he says, and lets go, allowing the rushing water to carry him away. Her head goes under the water and when she comes back up to the surface, she’s no longer outside. She is, instead, in the cellar of her house. The water is draining away, leaving the bodies of Mike and the girls behind. “No! You can’t have them. Give them back!”


  She has no idea to whom she speaks. But there is an answer. A whisper. Then many whispers. A door opens up in the concrete block cellar wall. Greenish fog comes pouring out, covering the floor, twining its way up Laura’s legs, slowly, almost sensually. She sighs, all the anger and grief pulled out of her, as if the fog, and the shapes she now sees in that fog, sap her of strength. It feels so good to relax, so easy to just let it all go. The whispers grow louder. “Yes, let it go, Laura. Come with us. We can all be together. We can take you too. There’s room for more…”


  Laura shot straight up in bed, gasping for air. Her nightgown soaked with sweat, she blinked in the darkness. “Damn,” she said, rubbing her hand over her eyes. “I guess I can thank the Valium withdrawal for that one.” She swung her legs over the side of the bed, thinking she’d watch a little television and sleep on the couch, but something didn’t feel right. She stopped short, listening. There, on the very edge of her hearing, was the whispering. The source of her dream. “Girls,” she called out, “quiet down in there. You woke me up.”


  The whispering stopped, leaving an odd sharpness in the air. That also didn’t feel right to Laura. Normally, the girls wouldn’t listen right away and there would be giggling. Instead, silence. She got out of bed, quietly opening her door and choking back a scream. There, at the cellar door stood the figure of a little girl. It’s Lizzy, she realized, and let out a breath, glad she restrained her initial reaction. As she approached the girl, she saw she stood up on her tiptoes attempting to reach the uppermost deadbolt. Lizzy turned, her eyes glazed and staring. It had been a while since Laura had witnessed one of Lizzy’s night terrors, but obviously that was what this was. Lizzy’s lips were moving. Laura got closer, so she could hear, even though her speech during these episodes was normally gibberish.


  Not this time. “There’s room for more,” Lizzy whispered. “They say there’s room for more, Mommy, but I don’t want to go.”


  Laura started back for a second. Were she and Lizzy sharing the same dream? How could that be possible? She repressed her own rush of fear out of concern for her daughter. Lightly Laura touched her on the cheek, then wrapped her arm around the girl’s shoulders. She could feel Lizzy quivering through the heavy flannel of her pajamas. “It’s okay, sweetheart, you don’t have to go. You can stay here with me.”


  “Mommy?” Lizzy gave a little shiver and blinked her eyes. “You’re here? Are you okay?”


  Laura gave a shaky laugh. “I’m fine, baby. You were having one of your bad dreams. Are you okay? And where else would I be?”


  Lizzy’s eyes rolled to the cellar door. “Down there, with them.”


  “Who, Lizzy?”


  “I don’t know, Mommy. It’s just a dream.”


  Laura led her out to the kitchen. “I’ll heat you up a little bit of cocoa and then we’ll get a blanket and snuggle up on the couch. How would that be?”


  The girl nodded.


  “Who knows,” Laura joked softly, “maybe there’s actually something good on to watch.”


  There wasn’t, but it didn’t matter. Curled up next to her mother on the sofa, wrapped tightly in a warm blanket, Lizzy slept. Peacefully this time. Laura sat awake, jumping at each and every creak and sound in the house. Outside the snow fell, hissing softly as it coated the trees and the grass and the street.


  “No school tomorrow then,” she whispered, pulling the curtain shut after she gauged the amount of snowfall. “But I’ll still have to work. I don’t want to leave them home alone. Something here seems very wrong.”


  If Cassie were here, she might be able to help. Laura hadn’t wanted to believe her before, thinking all of her fears and misgivings about the house were silly and ridiculous. But now, as the house became more and more chilling, she wondered. What do I do if she’s right?


  
    Chapter Fifteen

  


  With the light of day, Laura felt differently. There had to be a logical reason why she and Lizzy were having the same dream. The obvious conclusion was not ghosts in her house. “Maybe,” she said quietly to the cat sitting on the arm of the couch, “maybe she was talking in her sleep and I heard the words, working them into my dream.” Stranger things have happened, she thought, everyone has those dreams where they hear a bell or a buzzing and wake up to find that their alarm clock noise had filtered in.


  She gently eased Lizzy’s head off of her lap, where the girl had finally settled in to sleep and got up from the couch, tucking a pillow under her daughter’s head and pulling the blanket up around her neck. Laura went over to the thermostat and tapped on it, sighing. “Freezing again,” she said, “I’m going to call a real electrician today.


  She turned on the television and put it on mute, flipping to the news. School closings were being listed and sure enough the girls’ school made the top of the list. Laura shook her head. “Bad timing,” she muttered to herself as she first turned on the coffee machine then threw the deadbolts on the cellar door, trudging down the stairs restart the furnace. “Just stop it,” she said, throwing the circuit breaker back to on, unsure if she was talking to the machinery and wiring or the ghosts. “Yeah, right,” she said as the furnace kicked back on. “Ghosts. That’s just ridiculous.” But somewhere in the back of her mind she heard one of the lecturers at rehab. Denial is the first stage…


  She shook her head again as she closed the door and locked it. Laura still didn’t want to leave the girls home alone today, but wasn’t sure what to say if she called off. She didn’t want to lie and say she was sick; nor did she want to say something like, “I can’t come in, I had a nightmare.” Or: “My daughter had a nightmare.” And she certainly wasn’t going to say “I have ghosts in my house and I can’t leave the girls alone.” That last one made her chuckle. She picked up her phone and dialed Mike’s cell number. At the very least, he could stop by and check on Lizzy and Amanda around lunch time.


  He answered on the second ring, his voice professional, his manner terse. “Gallagher.”


  “Hey, it’s me.”


  “Hey, you.” Laura smiled. She liked the way he said that, somehow he managed to make those two simple words sound very special.


  “I wondered if you could stop by the house sometime today and make sure the girls are okay. They don’t have school, but I still have to work.”


  “Tell you what,” Mike said, “I can go one better than that. I’m working a split shift today, so I’m off at twelve and don’t go back until four. I can just stay at the house and wait until you get home.”


  Laura felt a huge rush of relief. “That would be wonderful, Mike. Thank you. We had a bad night.”


  Mike’s voice grew sharp. “What happened?”


  “I had a nightmare and Lizzy had a nightmare and the two of us spent most of the night sacked out on the couch. The furnace circuit breaker is still not working.”


  “I have a buddy who is a real electrician, not some dumb schmuck handyman like that other guy you had. Where’d you find him, anyway?”


  “Carolyn, one of my neighbors, recommended him.”


  “Well, he charged you way too much and didn’t do a damn thing to fix things. I’ll get my friend to stop over this afternoon and we’ll see what we can do. I’m not all that handy around the house, but I can follow instructions.”


  Laura sighed. “That really would be great, Mike, and I’d be so grateful.”


  “How grateful?” The edge in his voice was replaced with a honeyed tone.


  Laura giggled. “That grateful. Anyway, I need to get off to work here soon, although if the roads are as bad as they are saying, I doubt we’ll have anyone there.”


  “The roads are as bad. If you were driving, you wouldn’t make it.”


  “Yeah, luckily I’m within walking distance.”


  “Not all that lucky, babe, it’s cold and windy out there, with lots of drifts and blowing snow. Stay pretty far on the side of the road if you can.”


  “Will do. And thanks.”


  “My pleasure.”


  Laura hung up the phone and heard a big yawn come from the couch. “Morning, sweetie.”


  “Morning, Mommy. Why am I out here?”


  “You had a nightmare. Don’t you remember?”


  “Nope.” Lizzy actually looked well rested and certainly didn’t seem concerned in the least about last night’s activity. Then again, she’d become accustomed to night terrors when she was younger. Maybe this episode was just an extension of those.


  “What do you want for breakfast?”


  “Oatmeal?” Then she stopped and ran to the window. “Snow! Do we have school?”


  Laura smiled. “No school today.”


  “Hurrah! Let’s go tell Amanda.”


  Laura grabbed her hand as she ran past. “Let’s just let Amanda sleep, okay? She’s not going to be as excited as you are.”


  “Oh.” Lizzy’s face fell. “Yeah, okay. Do you think we could go out and play in it later on?”


  “Well, I have to go to work. But Mike’s coming by around lunchtime and he’ll be here when I get home.”


  Lizzy grew cautious. “Like a babysitter, you mean? We’re too old…”


  “Just as a friend. Maybe he wants to play in the snow too.”


  “That’s okay then. I like him.” Lizzy paused for a bit. “Are you going to marry him, like Dad and Susan?”


  Laura laughed. “He hasn’t asked me yet. But if he does, I’ll think about it.”


  “You should,” Lizzy nodded, “he’s nice. And it won’t be if he does, it’ll be when. He likes you too, I can tell.”


  “Thanks for that vote of confidence, honey.”


  Amanda came out with a hopeful look on her face. “No school?”


  “No school,” Laura confirmed, “so if you want to crawl back into bed, that’d be fine. By the way, how did you sleep last night?”


  “Great, as far as I remember.”


  “You didn’t hear Lizzy then?”


  Amanda rolled her eyes. “Did you have another nightmare, squirt? She’s been having nightmares now for months, Mom. Susan says she thinks it’s stress, between school and the marital situations. Not,” she added quickly, “that anyone thinks it’s your fault. Susan says that Lizzy’s just a bit more sensitive than I am. And she picks up on things. Like Dad and Susan and you and rehab and stuff like that.”


  Laura gave an internal sigh, but kept her opinions to herself. Susan was their step mother now, after all. She always felt bad about not using her degrees, Laura thought. At least she’s practicing a bit. I just wish it wasn’t on Lizzy. “Well, Lizzy has always been like that so Susan’s probably right. But I’ve got to get to work now. You guys stay out of trouble until Mike gets here and I’ll be home as soon as possible.”


  Rather than struggle with the key to Laura’s door, Mike rang the doorbell. When he received no answer, he rang it again. Then he knocked, loudly, on the door. Still, no answer, so he pulled his key out of his pocket and fitted it into the lock. Twisting and turning the knob, he jostled the door with his hip. “Damn thing,” he muttered under his breath, “I keep forgetting to change these locks.”


  Finally, the door yielded and he walked into the house. It was quiet, very quiet and he called for the girls. “Amanda? Lizzy?”


  No answer. The house felt empty. Where could they be? Before he allowed himself his initial reaction, he walked back to the bedroom the girls shared. Amanda sat there, reading a book and listening to her music. “Hello?” Mike said and she looked up.


  “Hi,” she mouthed, not removing the headphones.


  “Where’s Lizzy?”


  “What?”


  “Where’s Lizzy?”


  Amanda looked surprised and slid the phones down around her neck. “She was just here.”


  Mike shook his head. “She’s not in the other rooms, as far as I can tell.”


  “Bathroom?”


  “Nope, no one in there.”


  “Maybe,” Amanda nodded her head down the hall, “she went down to the cellar.”


  “The locks were still on when I walked past. Anyway, isn’t the basement off limits?”


  “Well, yeah, but…” Amanda thought for a minute, “she really wanted to go out and play in the snow. Maybe she got tired of waiting.”


  “Her coat and boots are out in the landing.”


  “Weird,” Amanda said, “but she has to be around somewhere. People don’t just disappear.”


  Mike felt a sharp stab of fear in his gut. But people do disappear around here, he thought, or at least they did, five years ago, boys and girls around Lizzy’s age. But that’s over. Right? Unsolved but over. “Exactly,” Mike said, “so let’s find her before your mother comes home.”


  They called her name and checked all the corners of the house. Outside they saw that the only footprints in the snow that led to the house were Mike’s, so she couldn’t have been outside. Finally, Mike threw open the locks on the cellar door and looked down the steps. There sat Lizzy, huddled in the corner at the end of the stairs, clutching a blue stuffed animal, the black cat curled up next to her. She appeared to be asleep, her eyes were closed, the rise and fall of her chest was slow and steady. “Lizzy?”


  She moaned a bit in her sleep and Mike ran down the stairs and picked her up. “How on earth did you get down here with the doors locked?”


  Lizzy opened her eyes, looked up at him and gave him a little smile. “Hi,” she said, “I thought no one would ever find me.” She shivered. “I was down here forever. And I’m so very cold.”


  “How about some cocoa?” Mike carried her up the stairs and settled her in on the couch, wrapping a blanket around her. “We’d have found you sooner, but the door was locked. How’d you manage it, Houdini?”


  Lizzy giggled. “I went through the cat door.”


  “Ah,” Mike said, giving the door an appraising look. “I guess you would fit, at that. That never would have occurred to me. Maybe now you should tell me why on earth you went down there in the first place.”


  “B Bear was down there. I’d been watching television and I wanted him with me, but when I went back to my bed, he couldn’t find him.”


  “B Bear?”


  “It’s this,” Amanda reached over and poked at the toy.


  “Anyway,” Lizzy continued, “I wasn’t sure where he was so I asked Amanda. She said the cat had been playing with him and the next time she looked up they both were gone. So I called Anubis, but he’s not like a dog; he only comes if he wants to. I went to hunt them down and as I walked past the cellar door, the cat door clicked. I peeked down it and B Bear was lying at the bottom of the stairs. I knew that if Mommy saw him down there, she’d think I put him there and she’d be upset.”


  “We’re not supposed to upset Mom,” Amanda supplied, “or Dad said she might start drinking again.”


  Mike nodded. “It doesn’t really work that way, you know. People who have a drinking problem don’t really need reasons; it’s more like a disease.”


  “Yeah, that’s what Susan said. She and Dad had a very loud discussion about it one night.”


  “But we’re getting sidetracked,” Mike said, “what happened next, Lizzy?”


  “I couldn’t reach the upper lock, but thought I could probably fit through the flap on the cat door, so I did that. It was easy – it’s a very big door for a cat. I got down the stairs just fine and picked up B Bear, but couldn’t get the flap to open when I tried to crawl back into the house. I knocked on the door for a while and called for Amanda, but if she’s listening to music, she can’t hear.”


  “I found that out,” Mike said. “How did you end up at the bottom of the stairs again?”


  “I got really sleepy after a while, and I didn’t want to fall asleep and roll down the stairs, so I went down and curled up in the corner. It’s not quite so cold there. I figured someone would find me sooner or later. Anubis came over and kept me company and that made it better. But it’s dark down there. There are spiders. And the furnace makes funny whispering noises.”


  “Yeah,” Mike said, “we’re getting that fixed today, I think. I have a friend who said he’d do it.”


  “Good,” Lizzy said. “Mommy hates going down there.” She paused. “Do you have to tell her where you found me?”


  “Yeah, sorry, kiddo, I do.”


  “I knew you would, you’re a policeman. But maybe she won’t be mad. It wasn’t really my fault Anubis stole my bear. Can you tell her that?”


  “I’m pretty sure she won’t be mad, Lizzy. Now,” Mike stood up from where he’d been crouching next to the girl on the couch, “who wants lunch? And who wants to help me fix dinner?”


  “I still can’t believe she crawled through the cat door.” Laura and Mike sat snuggled up on her couch; he’d returned after his second shift, and had a bowl of the stew he and the girls had made earlier. Lizzy and Amanda played outside, riding down the hill in the back yard with the large plastic discs he’d brought with him.


  “Well, she did. That door is awfully big for a cat door. And you can answer me this time, right?”


  Laura ducked her head in embarrassment. “It’s not really a cat door; I bought the wrong size and didn’t realize it until it was already installed.” She paused. “I’d been drinking that day, of course.”


  “Of course. It’s not a big deal, anyway. The door serves its purpose. I’m more upset with myself for not noticing it earlier; I’m usually more observant than that. I almost called 911 to report her missing, you know.”


  “I’m not surprised.” Laura kissed his cheek gently. “Thanks for taking such good care of them. They really enjoyed fixing dinner with you. Even Amanda seemed enthused.”


  “They’re good kids.”


  “And thanks for the snow saucers. They’re really enjoying them.” Laura could hear the girls’ laughter along with that of the other neighborhood children who’d joined them for their impromptu sledding party. “They needed a little fun, I think. Especially Lizzy.”


  “Yeah. I figured they’d need something to do for the next couple of days. Although your neighbor—Carolyn?—called and wanted to talk to you about a sleep-over on Saturday night.” Mike gave a chuckle. “She’s quite the talker, isn’t she? I didn’t think I’d ever get her off the phone.”


  “Yeah, she’s something.” Laura paused, wondering how to tell Mike about what happened here last night. About how she was convinced something was wrong with this house. But she had no idea how to bring up the subject, without appearing totally nuts. And she didn’t want to scare him away. Not now, she thought, I couldn’t bear losing him now.


  Mike noticed her silence. “What’s wrong, babe?”


  Laura sighed. “I’m tired, I think. It was a long day at work – boring as anything, since there were no customers to speak of and they had us reorganizing the register racks and cleaning the bread racks.” She gave a little laugh. “Cleaning the bread racks? I’m too old for that nonsense. I’m going to try for a better job in the spring, once I adjust to this new sober life.”


  “And how is the sober life treating you?”


  “I’m getting used to it, I guess. I only stop for five minutes to stare in the liquor store window instead of ten. And Renee is a joy – she’s always there for me when I call. But I have bad nights. You know?”


  “Yeah,” Mike pulled her a little closer to him. “I do know.”


  “Trying to get to sleep is impossible. That stupid furnace…”


  “I’m sorry about that,” Mike said. “Stan did show up, but took one look at the wiring set-up and said he’d have to come back over the weekend when he had a little more time.”


  “You needn’t be sorry, Mike. It’s wonderful that you tried.”


  “He’ll get it fixed, I’m sure of it.”


  “It’s not just the heat, although that’s a real problem. I just toss and turn and every little sound is amplified. Finally, when I do fall asleep, I seem to wake back up within an hour or two. Especially with Lizzy here – she talks and walks in her sleep. Granted, that’s better than the night terrors she used to get, but it doesn’t make for a restful night for me. No wonder Tony and Susan were so anxious to get away.”


  “That, plus the fact it is their honeymoon. Speaking of which…”


  Mike pulled her to him and kissed her hard on the lips. She relaxed into his arms and gave a happy sigh. He always made everything better.


  The neighborhood girls formed a semi-circle around Lizzy. Thinking it was only the cold that made her shiver, she took a deep breath. This is a stupid game, she thought, I never should’ve said I’d play. But she knew she couldn’t back out now. Amanda, who’d been enjoying the other girls’ company, would never let her forget it.


  “Go ahead, Lizzy.” Brittany gave her a little push forward so that Lizzy’s nose almost touched the sliding glass door.


  Lizzy shut her eyes and began to count silently.


  One, two, three, four…


  The girls around her began to chant softly. “Aunt Dolly, Aunt Dolly, Aunt Dolly…”


  …twelve, thirteen, fourteen…


  The girls’ voices grew louder and Lizzy felt her heart beat faster and faster. She wanted to stop this stupid game. She wanted to stop it now. But she kept her eyes closed tight.


  “Aunt Dolly, Aunt Dolly, Aunt Dolly…”


  …eighteen, nineteen, twenty!


  Lizzy finished the count. She opened her eyes. And screamed.


  
    Chapter Sixteen

  


  Laura jumped up out of her seat and ran out the front door in less than a second, not stopping to put on her coat or her boots. That hadn’t been a scream of delight or a protest about having a handful of snow put down one’s neck. It was pure terror. The distance from the front door to the backyard was short, but it seemed like miles. On the way, she envisioned all sorts of terrible scenarios: Lizzy, her finger partially severed by a sled rung; Amanda, bleeding from a head wound; broken legs, broken arms, any of a dozen accidents that could have happened.


  When she got to the back yard, she was relieved there were no dark pools of blood on the white snow. What she saw seemed trivial in comparison. Lizzy stood, standing in front of the cellar door, staring in the window. The other neighborhood children stood huddled around, a few yards away from her, whispering and tittering. But Amanda stood next to her, holding her hand. “Lizzy,” she said, “what is it? What did you see?”


  Laura heard one of the girls whisper, “She saw the ghost. She must have.”


  “Shhhh,” the other girl said, “be quiet, Brittany. You shouldn’t have made us play that game.”


  But Laura had no time for their games. She picked up Lizzy, and smoothed her hair back from her face. “What is it, sweetie?”


  Her teeth chattered a little. “I thought I saw a face.”


  “What sort of face, Lizzy?”


  “I don’t know. I’m cold.”


  “Of course you are, you’re shivering. Let’s go inside.”


  Laura gave Amanda a signal to come in as well. “Say goodnight to your friends, Mandy, and let’s go get something warm to drink.”


  Once the girls changed out of their snow and ice encrusted clothes and both had bathed, she sat them down in the living room with a steaming cup of cocoa. “So which of you wants to tell me what you were all doing outside? That one girl said something about playing a game. What sort of game?”


  “It’s a stupid game,” Amanda said. “They were just trying to punk Lizzy.”


  “Punk Lizzy?”


  “You know, play a prank on her. Trick her.”


  Mike shook his head. “This wasn’t the Aunt Dolly story, was it? We get calls from hysterical teenagers every few months on that one.”


  “The Aunt Dolly story?”


  Mike nodded and continued, “It’s like an urban legend. The hook on the door of the car or the sweater left on the tombstone by the girl ghost.”


  Please, no ghosts. Not tonight.


  “That’s exactly what it was,” Lizzy said, warmer now, her fright forgotten, or at least consigned to nothing but a curiosity. “The Aunt Dolly game. You look into a pane of glass from the outside on a night of the new moon. Then you close your eyes and count to twenty. When you open them again, you see the ghost.”


  “And did you?” Laura’s voice trembled just a bit, remembering playing similar games with her friends when she was Lizzy’s age. Those games then, as now, always freaked her out.


  Lizzy gave a little laugh. “I thought I saw something. But that’s probably because I expected to see something. Amanda stood right behind me and didn’t see anything at all. Did you?”


  “Nah. Just Lizzy’s and my reflections in the glass, that’s all. Like I said, it’s a stupid game.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Laura?” Mike looked confused. “Of course it’s just a game. What else could it be?”


  “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m tired. And grouchy. And I don’t like people playing tricks on my daughters.” Her voice sounded cross, but she gave Mike a smile to soften the tone. “Anyway, I think it’s time for bed now, you two. We’ve all had too much excitement for one day. At least I know I have. I’ll come back in a few minutes to say goodnight.”


  Recognizing, no doubt, the certainty in her tone, neither girl protested. She sighed, and watched them walk down the hallway, not looking forward to the night.


  “Laura? Are you okay?” Mike came up behind her and massaged the back of her neck gently. “You’re really tense.”


  “I can’t explain it. I have this awful feeling.”


  “You sound like Cassie.”


  Laura gave a soft laugh. “Yeah, I know it. But still, I wonder if I should see if Tony and Susan can come back early. I don’t want anything else to happen to spook either one of the girls. I’m hoping to apply for joint custody in a month or so; I don’t want Tony thinking I’m unfit to have them.”


  “That’s not going to happen, babe.”


  “Would you…” Laura felt like a fool asking the question, but she had to. “Would you stay the night? It’s easier with you here somehow. And I sure could use the company.”


  Mike smiled and kissed the back of her head, hugging her to him. “If you don’t think the girls would object, I’d love to. I have early shift tomorrow, though, so I’ll need to sneak out at the crack of dawn.”


  “No need to sneak, I’ll make the coffee.”


  “Mike?”


  Laura’s voice, soft though it was, woke him immediately. He sat up. “What time is it?”


  “About 3:30. I’m sorry to wake you.”


  “I have to get up in about an hour anyway, so it’s okay. What’s wrong? Can’t you sleep?”


  “I’ve been wondering about that Aunt Dolly game the girls were playing. Has that been going on long?”


  Mike thought for a minute. “At least as long as I’ve been here.”


  “Could it have something to do with the Dolores Wellman who once lived here? Dolly might be a shortening of Dolores.”


  “What do you know about Dolores Wellman?” Mike’s voice came out sharper than he intended and he forced himself to tone it down, reaching over and stroking her arm, searching for the best words. “Dolores Wellman really doesn’t matter, Laura – it has nothing to do with the game. It’s just a silly thing that kids do. Here or anywhere else. It doesn’t need to be based on any actual facts. All you need are a few kids with overactive imaginations.” He didn’t like her getting hung up on this or on what happened tonight. None of it was relevant. And, he knew from experience, her worry about it was part of her detox progress. There always seemed to be something a recovering addict would obsess on. This was Laura’s.


  “Sweetheart,” he lay back down in bed and pulled her into his arms, warming her chilled body next to his warm one. “You know what this is, don’t you?”


  Laura ducked her head onto his chest. “The drugs talking? Or rather, the lack of drugs talking?”


  “Exactly.”


  She gave a soft laugh, her breath tickling the hair on his chest. He smiled. That was a feeling he’d like to get used to. “I told Cassie the same thing when she acted crazy. So I know you’re right. It’s just, everything else feels so wrong.”


  “And it will for a while. Then one day, you’ll wake up and you’ll feel right again. Simple as that.”


  “But what if…”


  He kissed her hard on the lips. Each moment alone with Laura seemed precious to Mike, he didn’t want to spend any of it talking about local legends or the previous inhabitant of her house. I’d like to throttle the neighborhood gossip for dropping that bit of news on Laura. Poor love has enough to deal with. “That’s enough talking,” he murmured. “And now that we’re both awake…”


  Thursday turned out to be a good day for Laura. Lizzy’d had no nightmares and Laura had fallen back to sleep when Mike left. She finally woke around eleven, to find both girls up. They’d made themselves cereal and made coffee for her. “What a nice surprise,” she said as she sipped from her cup. “And that’s really good coffee. Who made it?”


  “Me,” said Amanda, “I make it at Dad’s house all the time. It’s one of my daily chores.” She made a face at the word.


  “Chores are good.” Laura grinned at her daughter. “Especially if it means there’s fresh coffee in the morning.”


  “Not all that fresh, Mom. It’s been sitting there for two hours – we thought you’d never wake up.”


  “Tell her, Amanda.” Lizzy sounded excited.


  “Brittany’s mom called and invited us to the birthday sleep-over on Saturday night. Can we go?”


  Laura raised an eyebrow. “This would be the same Brittany that played that trick on you last night?”


  “Please, Mommy,” Lizzy begged, “it was just a trick and I’m fine. It was sort of funny anyway.”


  Yeah, Laura thought, if hearing one of your children screaming bloody murder out of nowhere can be considered funny, then the whole thing was a real hoot. “Funny isn’t a word I’d use to describe the experience, but if you two want to go, I don’t see any reason why you shouldn’t.”


  “Thanks,” Amanda said, sounding totally confident that yes would be her answer. “You should call up there and let them know we can come.”


  Laura thought for a second while she sipped her coffee. “It’s a birthday party, though, we’ll need to get gifts, won’t we?”


  “Brittany’s registered at the big toy store.”


  “Registered?” Laura had never heard of a twelve year old girl being part of a gift registry service. I guess I’m way behind the times. “You mean like for a wedding or a baby shower?”


  Amanda rolled her eyes, something Laura had started to consider a very bad habit. “Yeah, lots of the parents do that these days. Makes for fewer bad gifts.”


  “Hmmm, imagine any gift being considered bad.”


  “That’s what I think too, Mommy.” Lizzy nodded. “Gifts are always good.”


  Amanda gave her a nudge. “You’re such a baby.”


  “I don’t care – Brittany’s a little snot.”


  “And you’re a silly baby. If Brittany’s so bad, then why do you want to go?”


  “Dunno. But I do want to.”


  “Well, it is your last night here with me. But now that I’m better, maybe your father will let you visit more. So I guess you can go,” Laura said, “both of you. Provided the bickering stops. And the eye drama.” She mimicked Amanda’s mannerism.


  Lizzy collapsed in giggles. “That looks just like you, Mandy.”


  “Does not.”


  Laura took a deep breath. “Enough, okay? Enough.”


  Her voice sounded sharper than she intended and she noticed both girls exchanged a worried glance.


  “I’m sorry,” Amanda said.


  Lizzy came over and hugged Laura. “Me too, Mommy. I’m glad you’re feeling better. I want you to stay that way. So I’ll be good. We’ll both be good. We promise. We don’t want to make you sick again.”


  That statement set Laura back a bit. Where did they get the idea that their behavior caused her drinking? She sighed. “Lizzy?” She reached down and stroked her hair. “Amanda? I hope you understand that my problem never had anything to do with you two. I didn’t drink too much because you were bad. It wasn’t your fault, it wasn’t anyone’s fault but my own. And the fact that for some people drinking is a very bad thing. People like your dad or Susan or lots of other people can drink and it doesn’t bother them. But I can’t. And I know that now. So I’ve stopped. I worked really hard to get this far and I’ll have to work harder in the future. But I’m doing it for you, for me, for our family, because even though it might seem like we’ve broken into two pieces now, we’re still all family. Do you understand?”


  The girls seemed relieved. “Yeah,” Amanda said. “You said that in your letter to us from rehab. But it’s good to hear you say it in person.”


  “Now that we’re talking serious stuff, I need to ask you both a question. Do you feel safe in this house? Or did the little scares of the last few days frighten you so much that you want to leave? I don’t want you to feel trapped here – so if you want me to call your father and have him come early to get you, I will. Or I’ll make arrangements to have you stay at Bridget’s house until he gets home. Your choice.”


  Amanda looked confused. “I’m not really sure what you mean, Mom, but I’m fine. Why would I feel trapped or scared? Lizzy is just a victim of her own overactive imagination.”


  Laura gave a small laugh. “That sounds like something Susan would say.”


  “Because she does,” Lizzy said, “almost every day. She makes it sound like a disease.” She thought for a moment. “Imagination never hurt anyone. I like thinking how I think.”


  “Good.”


  Carolyn called that afternoon. “Laura,” she started, “I’m really sorry about last night. I understand Lizzy had quite a scare.”


  “I did too.”


  “I’m sure. There’s nothing worse than hearing your kid screaming and not knowing what’s wrong. How is she today?”


  “Fine. You know how kids are.”


  “Yeah. They’re pretty resilient.”


  Laura paused. “So tell me about this Aunt Dolly game. When did the children around here start playing it? And who exactly is Aunt Dolly?”


  Carolyn hesitated. “Well, I hardly know where to start. Aunt Dolly is the woman who used to live in your house. It’s what all the people around here called her.”


  Laura nodded. “Short for Dolores. I figured that part out.”


  Carolyn sighed. “She died in that house. Did you know that?”


  “Not really. But it makes sense.” Laura bit her lower lip to take her mind off her shaking hands. “How did she die?”


  “It’s not a very pretty story, Laura. Maybe you don’t want to know.”


  “Oh, I want to know.” Not really, but I think I need to know.


  “When Bert Wellman ran off, Dolores killed herself.”


  Laura took in a breath. “How?” The question was more like a whisper, but Carolyn heard and responded.


  “She slit her wrists in the bathtub. They didn’t find her for days.”


  Laura felt like throwing up. But she controlled her voice. “Lovely,” Laura said.


  “You asked.” Carolyn gave a nervous giggle. “But that was over five years ago. It shouldn’t make a difference.”


  “Right.”


  It makes all the difference in the world.


  Almost immediately after Laura hung up, the phone rang again. This time it was Cassie.


  “Hey, roomie,” Laura said. “How’s it going?”


  “Not bad. Eleanor is recuperating quickly and she thinks she’ll be up and around in a day or two.” The pitch of Cassie’s voice dropped. “I think she’s sick of having me around already and I’m sick of being here. So I’ll be back fairly soon. Sunday, probably. Anything exciting happening there?”


  Laura gave a little laugh. “You could say so.” She caught Cassie up on everything. “Maybe you don’t want to come back after hearing all that.” Laura heard the plea in her voice, but hoped Cassie wouldn’t pick up on it.


  “Of course I want to come back. I can’t stay here for much longer or I’ll go crazy.” Cassie paused, then laughed. “Or crazier. Anyway, it’s interesting to hear all of that about the previous owners. Maybe now that I have a name, I can help.”


  Laura heard a voice calling Cassie in the background.


  “Well, I need to go. The timer on the stove went off and dinner’s ready. See you soon.”


  
    Chapter Seventeen

  


  After the girls left for the birthday party, Mike and Laura attended a meeting, then returned to Laura’s house with take-out food from a local Italian place. Laura preferred to eat at home rather than at a restaurant – fewer temptations, fewer reminders of what she craved. Not, of course, she thought, that I need reminding. Still, she preferred eating in and was relieved Mike understood.


  She pushed her chair back from the dining room table after eating her entire order of lasagna. Picking up her empty plate and Mike’s she gave a small chuckle as she walked to the kitchen. “I’m going to need to start going to Overeaters Anonymous soon, if I keep eating like this. But it tasted so good.”


  Mike nodded. “You’re getting your appetite back; that’s a good sign. But how do you feel?”


  Laura hesitated, realizing she’d been so busy just trying to get through the days and the significantly more difficult nights, she hadn’t actually stopped to think about her physical state. But now that Mike mentioned it, she gave herself a quick evaluation and was surprised to discover that she felt pretty good. Gone were the shakes and the nausea, her head felt clear and her body felt strong.


  She put the dirty dishes in the sink, then turned around, leaned back against the counter and smiled at Mike. “I feel great. Physically at least. It’s almost as if a dead weight has been lifted from me. The alcohol settles into your bones, if you know what I mean. And you end up getting used to that heaviness; you live with it on a daily basis and it becomes the norm. Now I feel lighter. Although,” she patted her stomach briefly, “the scale might say something different.”


  “Don’t worry about gaining weight. To be honest, I’ve never met a woman who didn’t look better with a little flesh on her bones.”


  “Well, then you’re the only man in the world who feels that way.”


  “Not true,” Mike said, “it’s usually women who get all hung up on their weight. No matter, really. And how do you feel emotionally?”


  Laura sighed. “I don’t know. I think I’m better in that way too, but it’s hard to tell. I do feel stronger in some ways – more in control of what’s going on around me. I even have times when the craving for a drink is barely there.”


  Liar! The thought struck Laura, almost as if from somewhere else than inside her. And with that thought, the craving she’d just denied seemed to crawl over her, engulfing her with its familiar warmth and despair. All you really want is a drink, nothing else matters. And you don’t just want a drink, do you? You need a drink. You deserve a drink. No one else really cares about what you need, or what you want, do they? So you should just take care of yourself. Send him home – he doesn’t belong here. He doesn’t like you anyway – you’re just a way to fill his time. And fulfill his sexual needs. Dirty men, all of them. Getting what they can when they can regardless of the consequences. You don’t need a man. You need a drink.


  Laura shook her head and wondered where these thoughts came from. No matter how hard she tried to think positively, that old self-doubt and self-loathing would trickle in. “That’s not quite true.” She tried a small smile, but her lips shook slightly. “But maybe if I keep saying it, one day it will be true.”


  “It will, babe. Really. Trust me.”


  “I hope so.” Laura turned back around to the sink and rinsed the dishes. “And,” she said, changing the subject, “I hope the girls are having a good time. It sure cost enough money to get an appropriate present, and I even picked one of the cheapest items on the list. Obviously Carolyn and her family aspire to a higher station than mere middle class.”


  Mike chuckled. “This is that sort of neighborhood. I’ve often wondered how you ended up here.”


  “The price on the house was right. More than right, actually. The bank listed it so low, I couldn’t pass it up. Although, I guess, a lot of other people did. Carolyn thinks the floor plan must’ve thrown them off – it’s not like the rest of the houses in the area; for one thing, it’s an older construction, much older, with the outside shell renovated to make it match the other homes. Moving here, one would expect to get a newer home, not an older one, redone. That’s a silly reason not to buy the place, but I heard sillier excuses when I worked as an agent.” She paused and took in a short breath. “Or maybe people didn’t buy it because of Dolores Wellman dying in here.”


  “That’s ridiculous.”


  Was it? “I guess so. Anyway, when I bought the house I didn’t know any of that. All I wanted was an affordable place to live – this one was so affordable, I used my divorce settlement to buy it.” Laura neglected to mention she’d been drunk when she initially saw the house, drunk when she’d decided to buy it, and drunk again when they’d closed the deal. Not, she added to herself, that there’s anything wrong with the house. The house is fine, I’m fine, everyone is fine. Ain’t life grand?


  “Laura, you don’t need to justify buying this house to me. I was just thinking out loud – you don’t really fit in with this particular group of suburban moms. And that has nothing to do with drinking or not drinking – you’re not a superficial person. And you’re not a snob. Sometimes, not fitting in is a good thing.”


  “I guess.” Laura remained unconvinced – she’d felt like an outsider all her life. It would be nice to find a place where she felt at home. “Anyway, let’s watch that movie you rented. Want some popcorn?”


  “We just finished eating.”


  Laura laughed. “But there’s always room for popcorn.”


  Mike looked down at Laura; she hadn’t lasted long before she fell asleep there on the couch. He couldn’t decide if he was disappointed or relieved. The relief came from the fact she felt relaxed and calm enough to fall asleep – it meant she was recovering from the poisons in her system. The disappointment would have been that he’d had plans for the evening. He smiled to himself and put his hand in his pocket, feeling for the small jeweler’s box he’d picked up this afternoon after work. Part of him felt that perhaps it was too early for this commitment, he and Laura had only known each other for a short time. But he’d made up his mind that day he’d driven her home from the police station. I can only hope she feels the same way, he thought. But it can wait. For a while, at least. He considered that the timing might be a little bit better tomorrow anyway; the girls would be going back home with their father and their new step-mother and he’d have Laura all to himself.


  Mike sighed and tapped her gently on the shoulder. “Babe, you should go back and get into bed.”


  She sat up and kissed him on the cheek. “Good idea,” she said, “coming to join me?”


  Mike shook his head. “I’ve got some paperwork to catch up on. I’ll be there in a little bit.”


  “Don’t stay up too late,” Laura started down the hallway, then turned around in front of the cellar door. “I’ll be dead to the world before too much longer.” Suddenly she gave a gasp and fell to her knees. Mike jumped up off the couch in a second to help her back up.


  “What happened, babe?”


  Laura shook her head slightly. “That was weird. I guess I tripped, but it felt as if someone tugged on my ankle.”


  “Are you okay?”


  She reached up her hand and stroked his cheek. Mike couldn’t help but smile; her touch felt so good. “I’m fine. I won’t win any awards for my gracefulness, I’m such a klutz,” she chuckled, “but I’m fine. Don’t be too late.”


  Mike checked in on her a few minutes later, she was tucked away in bed, sound asleep. Anubis, curled up at the foot of the bed, watched him with slitted eyes and purred. He nodded to the animal. “You keep her company, buddy. I need to go out to my car and pick up some files.”


  The files in question were those of the Woodland Heights kidnappings; Mike’s obsession was becoming a joke at the station, but he couldn’t shake his gut feeling that the investigation had just missed something. Maybe it was Laura’s sharing of the gossip about the previous owners; or maybe the game of Aunt Dolly the girls had been playing the other night. And maybe it was just spending time in this house, one of the few in the neighborhood that had been here five years ago. He felt the answers there, just below the surface of the thousands of details and interviews that had been collected at the time. Someone just needed to look at it with new eyes. He didn’t imagine the children were still alive, but he’d like to find out what happened to them, if nothing else, he’d like to find the remains. That, at least, would provide closure for the families.


  And then we could all move on. An unsolved case like this always seemed to linger, settling over the area, like a dense fog, clouding vision and judgment. The uncertainty disturbed him. Like a fog, he thought, or like a ghost. Mike shook his head and gave a soft snort as he opened the car door and pulled out the folders. I might believe in all sorts of intangibles – gut feeling, hunches, intuitions. But ghosts? “That’s just too much,” he laughed to himself and let himself back into Laura’s house.


  Hours later he set the files back down onto Laura’s coffee table. He wasn’t getting anywhere, but he knew he was missing something, something important, something that tied all these children together. A common ground that might explain why them and not some others. In Mike’s experience there was always a reason why. One that might not make sense to him or to others but seemed perfectly reasonable to the one responsible.


  The six missing children had come from fairly different backgrounds and circumstances. One had just completed extensive chemotherapy and radiation treatment for leukemia; one had been in and out of juvenile hall for drugs and petty burglary. Two were twins, a brother and a sister, from a family with an abusive father, a man who’d been considered the prime suspect for a while, but whose alibi held tight. One was the son of a junkie, and the last, a girl whose parents were in the process of a nasty divorce.


  “Such a shame,” Mike said, looking at the pictures of the unlucky six children. “Like your lives weren’t hard enough already.” He marveled again how the last child taken, with her long, straight dark hair and slender build, so closely resembled Laura’s girls, especially Lizzy. If they’d been here five years ago, who knows?


  Bingo. It was almost as if Mike’s mind made an audible click. There was the connection, each of these children taken had had decidedly miserable lives, either from sickness, circumstance or parental interference. And they all suffered from, not just your general childhood woes, but what could be considered life-shattering or threatening situations. What if the person taking them had been trying to help, what if in some bizarre and twisted way they’d thought they were giving the kids a better life?


  Better off dead.


  Then he shook his head and dropped the pictures back onto the coffee table. What possible difference could it make? The children were still missing, most likely dead. The crime was five years old; the kidnappings, just another folder tucked away into the unsolved cases files. He was putting too much effort into something futile; although the mystery nagged at him, deep down inside he knew that it was way too late to make any sort of difference. It’s all over and done with, I really should just give up and move on.


  Mike checked the front door lock and the thermostat, which now seemed to kick itself off only half of the time since his friend Stan had fixed it. The trick, he’d discovered was keeping it a degree or two cooler than wanted. He turned out the lights and went back into Laura’s bedroom. She still slept, so he quietly took off his clothes, left them neatly folded on the chair in the corner, and crawled in next to her.


  She rolled over to him and snuggled up against his chest, still asleep. Mike lay awake for a while, listening to the sounds of the house. Its shell might make it appear to be a younger house, but the inner structure knew the truth. It creaked and groaned and the damn cat door drove him crazy, clicking open or shut, startling him awake. He couldn’t blame it on the cat – Anubis lay curled up at the bottom of the bed. Must be a draft, he thought as he finally fell asleep.


  The clock read 3:30 a.m. when Laura sat up with a quick gasp. One second later the phone rang. Laura answered it and Mike could hear an agitated woman’s voice in the background.


  “Yeah,” Laura said. She listened for a long time to the caller, whose voice seemed to grow angrier with every word. Laura’s cheeks flushed red and she cleared her throat, to interrupt the tirade. “Look, Carolyn, I’m sorry this happened. I’ll be right up to get them.”


  She shook her head and rolled her eyes when she hung up the phone.


  “What’s wrong, babe?” Mike asked.


  “Lizzy had one of her nightmares, followed by a screaming fit.” She put on her pink robe then sat down on the bed to pull on a pair of sweat pants. “Carolyn wants them to come home – they’re apparently a bad influence on the other girls and I’m a terrible mother. So I’m going to go up and bring them back here.”


  “Bad influence?” Mike pulled on his clothes. He was angry now. In his opinion, if anyone in that group of girls was a bad influence it sure wasn’t either Amanda or Lizzy. He followed Laura out to the living room and watched as she put on her snow boots and coat. “Maybe she should take a good hard look at her precious little Brittany, instead. I’ll go up for them and give her a piece of my mind while I’m at it.”


  Laura touched his shoulder gently. “Thanks, Mike, but I’ll manage.”


  “Then I’ll go up with you.”


  “Not necessary. Really. You can make some cocoa, though, for when we come back.”


  Mike put the kettle on the burner then stood at the door to watch Laura make her way up the street. He was still angry. Trouble with the neighbors was the last thing Laura needed, especially on this last night with the girls here. He knew she worried about whether Tony would allow them to come back; having them tossed out of a slumber party might be the last straw. Although Mike knew that none of this was Laura’s fault, nor was it the fault of the girls, all that he’d heard about Tony led him to believe that the fault would eventually be made to lie on Laura’s shoulders. She didn’t need any more guilt, undeserved though it may be.


  He heard Laura’s voice raised in argument with Carolyn, then heard a door slam. Two seconds later, Laura and the two girls came into view, walking sideways down the street, so as not to slip on the icy road surface. Even with this ungainly stride, Mike could tell Laura was fuming. She held Lizzy close to her while Amanda followed closely behind, carrying both of their back packs. When they got near enough so that Mike could make out their expressions, he could see Amanda was furious as well.


  He opened the door and let them in, offering an arm so that Laura could remove her boots. “What happened?”


  Lizzy turned her tear stained face up to his. “I had a bad dream and screamed and woke everyone up.”


  “It wasn’t her fault,” Amanda said indignantly. “Brittany and the others were telling ghost stories.”


  “What did you dream about, Lizzy?”


  “Aunt Dolly.” Lizzy trembled and Mike lifted her up, carrying her to the couch.


  Laura scowled at him. “Do we really need to get into it?”


  “It always helps to talk about things,” Lizzy said. “That’s what Susan says, anyway. If you tell the dream, it loses power.”


  Laura sighed. “Talk about it if you want, honey.”


  The kettle whistled and Laura got up to make them all a hot drink.


  “I was in this house,” Lizzy said, her voice quavering. “A nice old lady invited me in, to talk. It wasn’t really me, but some other girl,” she amended, “You know how dreams are.”


  Mike nodded and tightened his hold on her hand.


  “Anyway, she gave me a cup of cocoa. It smelled funny and I didn’t really want to drink it. But she insisted and I didn’t want to be rude. When I drank half of it, I started to feel sick and really sleepy. She picked me up and carried me down the stairs to a little room. It smelled funny, kind of like worms after rain?”


  “Yeah, I know what you mean,” Mike said.


  “She put me on a cot and tucked a blanket up under my chin. ‘You’ll be better off, sweetheart. You’ll see.’ Then I noticed that there were other cots in the room with other kids sleeping in them. When she closed the door, I tried to get up off the cot, but couldn’t move. I called out and none of the other kids answered. Or even moved. So I called louder and louder. But no one came. My eyes felt funny, sort of fuzzy and everything got blurry.”


  “And then?” Mike asked.


  “Then I woke up. And when I woke up, I realized that none of the other kids in the dream were sleeping. They were dead.” Lizzy sniffled a bit. “It doesn’t sound so scary now, I guess.”


  “Scary enough,” Laura said as she came into the living room with a tray of mugs. She pushed aside the folder laying on the coffee table and the papers fell out.


  Before Mike could pick them up, Lizzy saw one of the pictures. He felt her stiffen next to him, then reach down and pick them up. “This,” she said, holding out a picture of a little girl, just a bit younger than her, “is the girl.


  “What girl, honey?”


  “The girl I was in the dream.”


  Mike tried to take the pictures away from her, but she held onto them tightly as she looked through them. She came to another one and gasped, dropping them all. She started to cry again. “And that one,” she said choking back a sob and pointing to the uppermost picture, “that one is Aunt Dolly.”


  “Really?” Mike’s interest was piqued by this identification. “Do you remember anything else?” He didn’t know how, but it seemed like Lizzy had had some sort of first-person vision of one of the missing children. “Do you remember a man in the dream?”


  Lizzy started to sob in earnest now. “I don’t remember anything else.”


  “Are you sure? It’s important, Lizzy. Try to remember.”


  The girl dissolved into a torrent of tears.


  Laura came over, picked Lizzy up and held her close to her. Mike now noticed the anger on her face.


  “She doesn’t remember,” Laura said. “And it’s just a dream, anyway. Let it go, Mike.”


  Mike shook his head. “But this sounds like it is related to—”


  Laura cut him off. “Don’t say another word.”


  Mike never remembered seeing Laura this angry before. And had never expected her to turn it on him.


  “But, if Lizzy can…”


  “That’s it. I think it’s best if you leave now. And take your papers with you. That’s probably where she got all this stuff anyway. How dare you bring this into my house?”


  Mike stood up, gathered his folder and gently touched Laura on the shoulder. “Laura? Calm down. It’s okay.”


  Her eyes seemed cold and unfeeling, viewing him as if he were a stranger. Mike felt confused.


  “It will be okay when you quit hounding my daughter. This has nothing to do with you. Please leave.”


  He thought about the ring in his pocket. He thought about how this night had not turned out at all as planned. He went to kiss Laura on the cheek, but she pulled away from him. I have no idea what’s gotten into her. But maybe she’s right and I should leave.


  He got his coat and walked to the door. “I’ll call tomorrow and make sure everyone’s okay.” Not waiting for a response, he got out as quickly as he could. He quietly closed the door behind him, got in his car and drove home.


  
    Chapter Eighteen

  


  The house felt very lonely and cold without the girls. And without Mike, Laura thought. She missed all three of them. Several times she picked up the phone to call Mike, then thought better of it and hung up without dialing. She knew she’d overreacted, but he’d been so cold, so ruthless that last night he was there, she felt betrayed. His work, apparently, came first with him. Even a dead case, five years old.


  You’re better off without him. We don’t need him here.


  Laura went to work on Monday and attended a meeting with Renee afterwards. When the two of them arrived back at Laura’s house, Cassie’s car was in the driveway. Cassie seemed more relaxed than previously and she and Renee hit it off instantly, making for a pleasant evening of coffee and conversation. Laura felt pleased with the distraction, since she didn’t want to talk about Mike. But soon enough, Cassie excused herself and went to bed.


  Renee carried their cups to the kitchen and began to wash them out.


  “You don’t need to do that, Renee,” Laura said.


  Renee turned and smiled at her. “I know. I want to. I’m feeling a bit jumpy tonight and keeping busy helps.”


  “Yeah,” Laura agreed. “I often feel the same.”


  Renee dried her hands on a kitchen towel, then turned around, looking Laura straight in the eyes. “So what happened?”


  “What happened?”


  “With you and Mike? He’s been really grouchy and you seem subdued.”


  “We had a fight, I guess.”


  “Yeah. I figured as much. He said something about having pushed you a bit too hard. And that he wanted to give you time to cool off. Have you?”


  Laura thought about that for a moment. “I think so. He wasn’t pushing me – I wouldn’t mind that so much,” she gave a self-depreciating chuckle, “most of the time I need it – but he was pushing Lizzy. Apparently, I’m like a mother bear. I probably overreacted. And said a few things I didn’t really mean. But…”


  “I know. Just don’t let it go too long. I may decide to take that boy for myself.”


  Renee gave Laura a quick kiss on the cheek. “You tell Cassie I said goodnight. And pass that kiss along to Mike. Sooner rather than later.”


  Laura sighed, she really did miss having him around. “I will.”


  After Renee left, Laura locked the front door, checked on the thermostat – it had stayed on all night, for which she was extremely grateful. Then she switched out the lights and knocked lightly on Cassie’s door. When she didn’t answer, Laura went to bed. She tossed and turned and finally got back up at around midnight, going out to the kitchen to make herself a cup of herbal tea. She stared at the phone, then picked it up and dialed Mike’s number. What the hell, she thought, I’m getting good at this apology thing.


  Mike answered the phone after one ring.


  “Hi,” Laura said hesitantly. “Did I wake you up?”


  “No. I just got in a few minutes ago.”


  “Good.”


  There was a silence for a while, then they both said simultaneously, “I’m sorry.”


  Both of them laughed and the very atmosphere seemed to relax.


  “I overreacted,” Laura said, “I know you weren’t trying to hurt or scare Lizzy.”


  “No,” Mike said, “You didn’t do anything wrong. I shouldn’t have asked so many questions. I can’t help it sometimes.” He chuckled, the sound of his laughter over the phone warmed Laura. “They call me the bulldog at the station.” He paused. “I’m glad you called, though, I wasn’t sure how long I should wait. You’re not getting away from me that easily.”


  “I don’t want to get away.”


  “Want me to come over?”


  Laura considered. “No, it’s late and Cassie’s already asleep.”


  “She back?”


  “Yeah, she was here this afternoon when I got home from work. She and Renee and I had a nice visit after the meeting.”


  “No dire predictions of doom and gloom?”


  Laura laughed. “No, not at all. She seemed quite relaxed, actually. You were right all along. We were both having trouble adjusting.”


  “Are you sure you don’t want me to come over?”


  Laura gave an almost involuntary sigh. Every inch of her wanted Mike here with her tonight and the feeling frightened her quite a bit – it felt like a craving as strong as the one she felt for alcohol, or for her precious little blue pills. “You’re dangerous.” She whispered the words, but he heard.


  “Why?” he asked.


  “You’re an addiction, as bad as the ones I’m fighting.”


  He gave a low laugh. “Oh, but it’s a good addiction, right?”


  “Depends.”


  “On what?”


  “On how hard the twelve step program is afterwards.”


  Mike paused. “Maybe there needn’t be a program. Maybe I’ll be around forever.”


  He’s lying. Laura startled at the thought, so loud and clear and completely at odds with her emotional response to Mike’s statement. They never stay around and they’re all liars.


  “Laura, are you still there?”


  “Yes, I’m here. Listening.”


  “I wondered; the phone line sounded kind of funny, full of static and sort of screechy.”


  “Must be a problem with your phone – everything is fine on this end.” Despite her words, she felt the skin crawl along her arms and neck; she’d heard that static on the phone line before – to her it always sounded like whispering. “Creepy.”


  “Yeah. Are you sure you don’t want me to come over?”


  Laura smiled to herself. “I’m fine, Mike, really. Just a little tired. And we both have to work tomorrow. How about a rain check? Tomorrow night maybe?”


  “Sure, that would be good. Sleep well.”


  “You too.”


  This time the pause held no static. Laura heard Mike’s breath over the phone and smiled again.


  “Laura?”


  “Yes?”


  “I love you.”


  “And I love you.” The words seemed to warm her completely – it felt good to finally say them to Mike. “Night.”


  Laura woke the next morning in an extraordinarily good mood. Even the addition of four new inches of snow overnight didn’t faze her. Everything is going so well, she thought. Most nights she slept well, felt more energetic during the day and, even though her cravings still lurked right on the edge of her consciousness, she felt better able to deal with them. The house seemed quiet and the furnace stayed on. And Mike? “He loves me,” she gave a little shrug of her shoulders and hugged her arms to herself. “He loves me.”


  Anubis came in and rubbed against her ankles, purring loudly. Laura picked him up and held him, spinning around with him. “Everything’s going to be all right,” she whispered into the top of his head. “We’re going to be fine.”


  The cat door clicked open and Laura shivered, feeling a cold draft on her legs. “Or we will be, once it gets a little bit warmer around here and stops snowing. And I can get that damned draft taken care of.”


  She set the cat down on the counter, opened a can of cat food and scooped some out into Anubis’ bowl. Then she started the coffee and absently watched the water drip into the pot. Once the machine had finished, she poured herself a cup and went to the living room, turning on the television to the weather reports. They were predicting a warming trend later on in the week.


  Cassie came out of her room and poured herself a cup of coffee, sitting down on the edge of the couch. “More snow?”


  “Yeah, can you believe it?”


  “No. I’m just glad I don’t have to go out driving in it. Thank the gods for working from home. How about you? Are you scheduled to go in today?”


  Laura nodded and took a sip of her coffee. “Fortunately, I can walk to work. Of course, that was the whole purpose of working there.”


  “You need a new job, Laura.”


  “Yeah, but this will do for now. I’m just trying to keep myself busy enough so that I forget what I really want to do.”


  Cassie ducked her head and stared into her coffee cup. “I know how that goes. I hope it works for you.”


  Something in her tone of voice triggered a warning in Laura’s mind. “Cassie? Are you using again?”


  “No,” Cassie’s answer came quickly – too quickly Laura thought – her voice sounded angry, defensive and her words, rushed. “Of course not. Where would I get it?”


  Anywhere. Temptation is everywhere and for a price anything can be gotten. But Laura didn’t feel the need to get into this with Cassie. She wasn’t responsible for Cassie’s actions – she wasn’t her mother, her sister, or her counselor.


  “Okay,” Laura said. “I was just asking. Speaking of which, Mike and I will be going to a meeting early this evening. You’re welcome to join us.


  “I’m sort of busy today, so probably not.”


  “Okay. But I can bring dinner home if you want.”


  “Sure, that’d be great. Do you mind if I do some laundry today?”


  “Help yourself,” Laura said. “But I thought you didn’t like to go down into the cellar.”


  Cassie laughed nervously. “I was being silly. You said that yourself and you were right. I was too much into withdrawal to know what was what. I’m better now. There’s nothing wrong with the cellar. Or with this house.”


  Laura finished her day at work and stopped by the store’s deli counter to get sandwiches for her and Cassie. She’d tried to call the house all afternoon to find out what Cassie would want to eat, and when she’d gotten no answer, Laura assumed she was working either online or on her cell phone. She decided to get two meatball hoagies and two salads.


  On the walk home, she noticed there were signs of warming weather, the ice that had piled up in sheets at the sides of the roads now formed a gently flowing stream of thawed water. Even though it was only mid-November, Laura couldn’t help feel the sort of anticipation she got with the approach of spring. And with that thought came thoughts of Mike. She smiled as she approached her house. Maybe the girls were right. Maybe he would be proposing marriage soon. If he did, would she say yes?


  “You bet your boots I will,” she said to herself, opening her front door. “Cassie,” she then called, “I’m home. With dinner.”


  Laura walked into the kitchen and set the food bags down on the counter, opening them up and pulling out the contents. “I got you a meatball sub,” she called, a little louder this time. “It’s still nice and hot.” Her voice seemed to echo.


  That’s odd, Laura thought, the house feels so empty. But Cassie’s car was in the driveway – she had to be here. Taking two plates out of the cabinet, Laura shivered, feeling someone move up behind her, catching a glimpse of movement out of the corner of her eye.


  As if from a great distance she heard Cassie’s voice, thin and reedy, but still recognizable as her voice.


  “I was right the first time.”


  Laura relaxed. “There you are, Cassie. Right about what?”


  But when she turned around, no one was there.


  “Cassie?” She called out louder now, hearing a small note of panic begin to creep into her voice. “Cassie, are you here?”


  She put the plates back down on the counter and walked down the hallway. Cassie’s door was open; her laptop computer lay on the bed. Laura glanced down at it, an astrology program was running in the background and an instant message window was open. The last message on the screen said, “I’ve got to get the laundry – brb.”


  Laura nodded. She remembered now that Cassie was going to wash clothes today. Obviously, she must be in the basement.


  Relieved, Laura went to the cellar door – she didn’t hear the washer or dryer running, but thought maybe Cassie was down there folding her clothes. “If so,” Laura said quietly, “she’s a braver woman than I.” Then she chuckled to herself and opened the door. The laugh died in her throat.


  Cassie lay at the bottom of the stairs, her head resting in a puddle of dark liquid. Clothes were scattered everywhere on the stairs and on the floor around her. She wasn’t moving.


  “Oh, God,” Laura ran down the stairs and bent over the woman. The liquid was blood. She reached down and gently touched the pulse spot on Cassie’s neck. Nothing. She took her wrist and checked again. “Oh, God, Cassie, I’m so sorry.”


  As Laura ran back up the stairs to call 911, she thought she heard a faint, mocking laughter follow her up.


  
    Chapter Nineteen

  


  Laura sat on the steps, holding Cassie’s cold hand – it didn’t seem right to just leave her lying there alone. When the paramedics showed up, Laura turned Cassie over to them and slowly climbed back up the stairs, holding back her tears. She sat down in the living room feeling distant and numb. One of the paramedics came up and spoke to her, something about the police…


  Mike arrived a few minutes later, still in uniform, with two other policemen; she took one look at Mike’s face and burst into tears.


  “I’m actually off duty now, babe, but when I heard the call I came over without changing.” Mike held her for a while, stroking her hair and rocking her gently back and forth. She never wanted him to stop, but unfortunately there were questions to be answered. Mike led her over to the couch and sat down next to her, his arm around her shoulders.


  She didn’t know how much time had passed before one of the other policemen reappeared. Mike nodded at the other man, gave Laura a firm squeeze, then rose to speak with him quietly on the far side of the room. He returned a few minutes later, sat down, and put his arms around her once more.


  “Laura, they need to ask you a few things.”


  She took a deep breath, nodded, and looked up to the policeman who stood nearby.


  “This is Johnny Brewster; he’s one of the officers on the case. Johnny, this is Laura Wagner.”


  Johnny nodded and extended his hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Ms. Wagner. I mean, I’m sorry it is under such sad circumstances, but… Could you tell me how you found the body?”


  “I came home from work with some sandwiches and called out for her. Her car was here, she wasn’t in her room, so I thought she was downstairs doing her laundry. I went down there and…” Laura began crying again.


  “Are you related to the deceased?”


  Laura cringed inwardly – such a terrible term – the deceased. “No, we’re just friends. She was staying here until she could find a place of her own.”


  “Do you have next of kin information? And identification?”


  “It’s probably in her wallet. That’s her purse over there.” She pointed to the huge red leather satchel Cassie always carried. The man rooted through the bag, and when he pulled out her wallet, a bottle of pills fell out. He picked them up, read the label and handed them to Mike.


  He, in turn showed them to Laura. She nodded. “You know, I thought she might be using again, although she denied it. That’s her sister’s name on the bottle; I guess she took them.”


  Johnny nodded. “Those alone might be reason enough to fall down the stairs. Add that to the huge basket of laundry she carried, and it’s an easy accident.”


  “Easy?”


  “Well, I didn’t really mean easy. Understandable is probably a better word. She got high and fell. Happens all the time.”


  Laura noticed his tone changed when he found the drugs. Addicts don’t get sympathy, apparently. This jerk probably thinks she deserved to die.


  Better off dead.


  She shook her head slightly. No need to start in thinking those sorts of thoughts.


  “Well, ma’am, this is obviously an accidental death. I mean, the coroner will have to rule on that eventually, but for now… We are getting some pictures before…well, the paramedics will be removing the body soon and then we’ll be on our way.”


  Mike cleared his throat. “Do you need anything else, buddy?”


  “No, uh…” Johnny shook his head. “We’ll give the sister a call from the station.” The young policeman abruptly murmured a “thank you” and excused himself.


  Mike stood up. “I’m going to go down to help while they finish up.” He reached down and touched her cheek. “Are you going to be okay?”


  “Yes, I think so. What’s that guy’s problem anyway?”


  “You have to forgive Johnny. He’s brand new and this is his first death of any sort. I suspect he’s terrified of it all.”


  “So am I.”


  “It’s going to be okay, Laura. It was just a horrible accident.”


  “I know,” whispered Laura. At least, I hope I know. Despite her fear, she managed a small smile.


  Mike kissed her forehead. “Be right back.”


  “Oh, no,” Laura said, jumping up from the couch, “that reminds me. Cassie was in the middle of an instant message chat when she left to go downstairs. When I went to look for her, I saw it on her laptop screen. I should probably let that person know that she won’t be back. Ever.” She started to cry again as she rushed down the hallway, careful not to look through the open door and down the stairs.


  Laura felt uncomfortable using Cassie’s computer, it was almost like reading someone else’s mail. But she didn’t want whatever friend Cassie’d been chatting with not to know. She sat down on the bed and pulled the computer over to her. The other person seemed to have signed off or left the keyboard, but the window was still open. Laura typed in “Cassie’s had an accident. Call me.” She added her name and number and hoped that would be good enough, then closed the machine with a sigh.


  The warming trend continued and on the day of Cassie’s funeral, it began to rain. The world seemed a dreary, soggy mess to Laura; the past week had gone by in a teary blur. She longed for something to take the edge off her misery – a drink, a pill, anything. Mike had been working nights, and Laura days, so she hadn’t even had him for company. With only Anubis around, she felt engulfed in an overwhelming atmosphere of sadness. When she dropped off to sleep at night, she thought she heard rustling and whispering and stifled sobbing along with a faint mocking laughter – all of them right at the edge of her hearing threshold, like the sound of a television set with the volume turned down to near silence. None of it was really concrete enough to make her believe she heard it and didn’t dream it. Mike, those few times he’d been to see her, heard nothing. So she chalked it up to nerves. And the lack of drugs, most especially the Valium, still playing havoc with her system. She didn’t allow herself to think “What if?”


  Cassie’s funeral was sparsely attended. Laura offered her condolences to the sister and her husband; they gave no response other than a nod. She assumed they were still in shock. Or she thought, observing their serious but emotionless expressions, maybe they’re angry. Angry at me or at Cassie or at the world in general. Laura could tell from this brief meeting why Cassie had not spent much time with her sister – the two of them were like night and day.


  As she walked back to the cab she’d hired, a soft male voice called her name. She turned and saw a youngish man, thin and lanky, with scraggly brown hair. “Laura?” he said again and she nodded.


  “I’m Dennis. We talked the other day, remember?”


  Laura nodded. Cassie’s friend from the internet. She extended her hand. “Yes, of course I remember. Hi, Dennis. I’m pleased to meet you – it’s just too bad it had to be in this situation.”


  “Yeah.” Dennis shifted slightly. “I wanted to ask you a favor and I hope you won’t be offended.”


  “Ask away,” Laura smiled, “I’m not that easily offended.”


  “Cassie always talked about your house. About the presence or presences she felt there. Do you think I could come over at some point and see for myself? She was more into astrological charts and tarot cards than supernatural occurrences. I, on the other hand, well, I’m a sort of paranormal investigator.”


  Laura thought for a moment. Do I want a total stranger traipsing through my house? Do I want to hear what he has to say? Why would I want to give credence to the belief that my house is haunted by an evil presence? “I don’t know,” she said finally. “I’m not sure I believe in any of this stuff. The house is odd, yes, but most or all of it has a rational explanation, I think. So you’ll probably be wasting your time.”


  “Understood. But I don’t mind.”


  Laura shook her head. “I think I’m going to decline the offer, Dennis. Things are better left as they are.”


  Dennis gave her a sad smile. “Cassie said you were a stubborn little thing. Always clinging to the belief that the world is a rational place.”


  Laura laughed at that. “I’m not so sure about that. But maybe that’s what I seemed like to Cassie. I miss her.”


  “Yeah, me too.” His voice broke a bit and he blinked back tears.


  His sadness, so lacking in the others there, touched Laura. What harm could he do? “Tell you what,” she said, “I’ll think about your offer and let you know. If you don’t hear from me in a week or so, please call me.”


  “Thanks so much. Is that your taxi? I could drive you home if you’d like.”


  Laura shook her head. “The driver would kill me. He’s been waiting all this time.” She extended her hand again and they shook. “I’ll call you. Take care.”


  With the warmer weather and the steady rain, the snow melted quickly, so much so that green started to show in Laura’s front yard. That sight of green might have cheered her, but the continuing downpours were depressing. She called Mike as soon as she got home.


  “Gallagher here.” He answered the phone as he always did, but it never ceased to bring a smile to her face.


  “Hey,” she said, “I’m home. Want to come over for dinner when your shift is done?”


  “Sure. Are you cooking?”


  Laura gave a snort of amusement. “Doubtful. I was thinking along the lines of some sort of take-out.”


  “That can be arranged. How’s the funeral go?”


  “Sad.” Laura sighed. “Cassie’s sister seemed completely unconcerned. But I met a paranormal investigator who wants to check out my house.”


  “You told him no, right?”


  “Of course.” She wondered to herself if she should have taken Dennis up on his offer. What harm could it have done?


  “Good. The last thing in the world you need after all of this is to have some stranger getting you all upset over nothing.”


  “Yeah.” Laura paused and noticed that Anubis sat directly in front of the cat door. His ears were flat up against his head and he meowed at her. “Hold on a second, Mike. Bonehead wants something.”


  “Silly cat,” she heard Mike say affectionately as she put the phone down on the counter.


  “So what is it, cat? Box needs changed?” Laura reached over to the door, clicked open the locks and peered down the steps. The light shone strangely on the floor, making the concrete seem glossy. Then she noticed a few pieces of clothing floating. “Oh, shit. I can’t believe it.”


  “What is it, Laura?” Even with the phone on the counter some distance away, she could hear the concern in Mike’s voice. She shook her head and closed and relocked the door. “I’ll put a box for you in the bathroom up here, kitty. I’m sorry, I know you don’t like to get your feet wet.”


  Laura picked the phone back up. “Mike? I’m fine. But the cellar is completely flooded. It must be almost eight inches deep already. Maybe there was too much water, with the melting snow and rain, for the sump pump to take care of it. Or,” she dreaded the thought of having to spend more money for house repairs, “maybe I need a new sump pump. Or something.”


  “How about a new house?”


  Laura gave a humorless laugh. “That’s sounding more and more like a good idea with each passing day. But for now, I guess I’d better call someone and see if they’ll come over. This should qualify as an emergency.”


  “I’d think so. Just stay out of the cellar until I get there, okay?”


  If Laura had hated going down into the basement before Cassie’s death, now she dreaded it. Since then, she had avoided it as much as possible, even though every effort had been made to remove any reminder of the tragic accident. As soon as the police investigation was over, Mike had arranged for a professional cleaning crew to scour away all traces. His buddy, the electrician, had hung new fluorescent fixtures that brightly illuminated the laundry and cat box area. It helped, but not much.


  Now going down there meant wading through eight inches of murky water. No way is that going to happen. “Somehow I don’t think we need to worry about that. See you soon.”


  Mike arrived an hour later with take out from the nearby Chinese restaurant. And an hour after that, the plumber Laura called showed up. He put on a pair of rubber boots, waded over to the far corner of the cellar, and spent about five seconds assessing the situation while Laura stood on the middle stair and watched. He reached down, removed the cover on the pump and pushed a button. Laura could hear the pump turn back on and hear the movement of the water. “That’ll do you for now, Ms. Wagner,” the plumber said. “But if I were you, I’d get that pump replaced. You’re lucky it’s still working at all – looks to me to be about twenty years old or so.”


  “Yeah, it’s my lucky day,” she said, heading back up the stairs, followed by the man. “How much will a new pump set me back?”


  He quoted the price. She did the mental math. It would almost completely deplete her savings, but having a cellar that stayed dry was important. “Fine,” she said, “can you do it fairly soon?”


  “I can start tomorrow if you like. It’s probably no more than a one day job to replace the pump. If you wanted French drains it would be more, of course. Both in money and time.”


  Laura shook her head. “I have to work tomorrow. So I don’t know…”


  “I’ve got the day off tomorrow, so I can be here,” Mike said. “What time?”


  Once all the arrangements had been made, the plumber left and Mike checked on the water level before relocking the door. “Yeah, it seems to be draining pretty well. I think we can stay dry enough tonight.”


  “Finally,” Laura said, sighing, “some good news. I really could use a drink.”


  “Can’t help you there, but how about a hug?” Mike held out his arms and she went to him and snuggled up to his chest. He stroked her hair away from her face. “You’ve been having a rough time, babe. I’m sorry. But things have got to improve, right?”


  “Shhhh,” Laura said, putting a finger up to his lips, “don’t say that. I said that to myself right before I found Cassie.”


  Laura began to cry again, a soft sobbing that nevertheless seemed to echo off walls. Mike put an arm around, took her back to bed and tucked the covers up around her, then sat down on the edge of the bed.


  “Stay tonight?”


  “Yes,” he reached over and stroked her hair again, “of course I will. And things will get better, just wait and see.”


  
    Chapter Twenty

  


  Laura did feel better in the morning. Waking up to the smell of hot coffee brewing helped, as did finding Mike up and in the kitchen, fixing them both some breakfast.


  He sat her down gently down at the table as if she might break. Laura reached up and pulled his face down to hers for a long, hard kiss. “You’re too good to be true, sweetheart.”


  He turned away and picked up the plates from the counter, setting one in front of both of them. “We’re not all bastards, Laura.”


  She took a bite of her eggs. “Who’s we? Men? Cops?”


  He smiled. “Both. Neither. Don’t talk with your mouth full.”


  Laura giggled. “Too bad I have to get to work in less than an hour.”


  “I’ll be here when you get home. And if the plumber is done by then…”


  “That reminds me. You might as well have him start the French drains while he’s at it. I can scrape up the money from somewhere. No sense doing half of the job.”


  She thought how domestic this whole conversation sounded and how comfortable she was with that thought. Laura sopped up the rest of egg yolk with her last piece of toast, then got up and carried the plate to the sink. “Thank you for a wonderful breakfast. I could get used to this, you know.”


  “That’s the plan, babe.”


  Laura carried that conversation and the warmth it brought her throughout the day. It wasn’t much of a conversation, really, but maybe in the whole scheme of things, what it represented – kindness and love and someone who cared about what happened to her – could be thought of as a trivial thing. But it made all the difference in the world. She thought back to when this all started and how despairing she’d been. How willing she’d been to throw her life away. And now each and every moment spent with the man, who she’d thought at that time had ruined her life, were precious. Amazing.


  Laura gave a broad smile to her customer, startling her out of her own problems and eliciting a smile in return. Laura felt good.


  So good, in fact, that she only paused for a few minutes in front of the liquor store on her way home. All of her good feelings evaporated, and she thought about Cassie, of how her craving had caused her to steal her sister’s pills and how the use of those pills had caused her to fall down the stairs to her death. The worst part of these thoughts, though, was Laura’s internal admission that she understood why Cassie had done it. If Mike wasn’t around, if I didn’t have the joint custody of the girls in my sights, that could have just as easily been me. Laura shivered and tried to push the negative thoughts out of her mind, tried to recapture her earlier happiness. But the mood was gone. And its absence led Laura into the old familiar thoughts of despair and the futility of life.


  She turned her key in the door, so lost in her thoughts she scarcely remembered the rest of her walk home.


  Better off dead.


  Mike greeted her at the door with a big kiss and a hug. She could hear the sound of hammer against concrete bouncing off the cellar walls. “I guess the plumber’s still here,” Laura said, wincing at the next clang to echo.


  Mike laughed. “What was your first clue?”


  “How long has that noise been going on? How can you stand it?”


  “He just started that a few minutes before you came in.”


  “Lucky me.” Laura took off her coat, hung it up in the closet, and sat down on the bench near the door to take her boots off.


  “Bad day?”


  “Actually it was a pretty good day.” She gave him a sad little smile. “Entirely your doing. But on the way home I have to pass the liquor store and I started to think about Cassie and life and death and everything. I wonder why any of us try.”


  “Laura, babe, we try because that’s what you have to do to live. Keep moving forward, keep looking forward and only take it one day at a time.”


  She sighed. “I know, I know. But, Mike, I’m so very tired.”


  He took her by the shoulders. “It’s okay to be tired. But you can’t give up. I couldn’t bear it.”


  Laura smiled a genuine smile. “Okay. But just for you.”


  “And for your girls.”


  “Yeah, for them too.”


  “Soon, Laura, all of this will be behind you and we can be a family. You and me and Amanda and Lizzy.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small black box, “I’ve been carrying this around for weeks now and it never seemed to be the right time, but I can’t wait forever for the perfect moment…”


  Laura felt a great swell of happiness. Finally he was proposing. He snapped the box open. “Laura,” he said earnestly, taking out the ring and sliding it onto her finger, “will you marry me?”


  “I thought you’d never ask. Yes, of course.” She went into his arms and raised her head to kiss him.


  At that moment, though, the cellar door opened.


  “Ms. Wagner?”


  She pulled away from Mike. “What’s up?”


  “Did you know you had a door in the cellar? Cemented over with concrete?”


  “Um, no. I had no idea. Why would anyone do that? And to where does it lead, do you think?”


  “Root cellar most likely. This house is the original farmhouse, you know. That’s why it’s different from all the others.”


  “So I’ve heard. Okay, let’s go down and see what you’ve found. It’s like a secret treasure hunt.”


  Laura put her foot on the first step and shivered, feeling a wave a nausea come over her. She swallowed hard and climbed down the rest of the stairs. Why am I so scared? she wondered. It’s only a root cellar like the guy said. Nothing to be frightened about.


  But the room had an odd odor. An odd feel. She stared at the pile of broken concrete strewn beneath the old wooden door. She took in a deep breath, afraid to let it out. Laura put her hand to the door, and felt a jolt of pain, almost electric in its feel.


  “I lost my balance,” the plumber said, his voice sounding indistinct and far away, “and accidentally hit the door with the sledgehammer. The surface just crumbled away to nothing. Weird.”


  Run away, she told herself. Turn around and go back up the stairs. Run away. Hide. Don’t open that door.


  Her hand reached over and touched an old rusted latch. The door swung inward, but caught halfway on an old bundle of dirty, tattered rags tossed on the floor. Laura blinked, coughed and covered her mouth and nose with her hand. A putrid odor washed over her.


  The room itself was dank and dark, but sunlight shone through the sliding glass doors and fell on the room’s contents. For a few seconds, her eyes took in the sight without having to comprehend what she saw. At first she saw only what she was capable of seeing: the bundle of old rags, the low shelves covered with blankets. She saw six little shelves with six more bundles of rags, tossed aside carelessly. Six white china cups with tiny red rose buds were carefully lined up on the floor – all of them showing a black crusty stain at their bottoms.


  Laura drew in another ragged breath and only when she exhaled did she notice a tiny hand, grey and skeletal, peeking out beneath one of the blankets.


  “Oh, dear God.”


  She ran up the stairs and dashed into the bathroom. She cried almost as violently as she vomited. Laura didn’t think it would ever subside.


  “Oh, dear God. They’re children.”


  Better off dead.


  “No!”


  Mike had noticed the silence in the cellar. Then he heard Laura’s painful cry. Seconds later she flew out of the cellar door and into the bathroom. He heard her crying and vomiting. He went to the bathroom door, pushed it open a bit. “Laura?”


  She shook her head. “Downstairs,” she whispered, “they need you downstairs.”


  He passed the plumber on the stairs. The man’s face looked ashen and tears trailed through the dust on his cheeks. Mike nodded to him. “Stay here,” he said, “while I check this out. Don’t leave – depending on what’s going on, we might need a statement from you before you go.”


  “I’m not going anywhere,” the plumber said, holding his hand out so that Mike could set how badly it shook. “Doubt I could drive anyways.”


  Mike smelled the decay before he even got to the door. He took one look inside and pulled his cell phone out of his pocket, hitting the speed dial number for the police station. No wonder Laura reacted the way she did, he thought, taking a scarf from the clothesline and wrapping it around his mouth and nose. He felt like vomiting himself, but in times of crisis, his police training took over. He knew from experience that he’d react to the situation later on and would end up paying the price for the repression of emotions. For now he had to do his job.


  Still, when he clicked his phone shut, all he could do for a few more minutes was stare in disbelief. This, he thought, before finally closing off his mind to the horror, this is the kind of shit that made me drink in the first place.


  A soft meowing woke him out of his dark thoughts. “Hey, Bonehead,” Mike said picking him up, “this place is off limits for you for a while.” He carried the cat back up the stairs and put him into the bedroom Laura’s girls had occupied during their visit, then closed the door.


  “Laura,” he said to her small trembling form crouched over on the couch, “are you okay, babe?”


  She turned her face up to him; her skin, blotchy and red. “No,” she said, “how does one recover from something like this? But don’t worry about me. You go and do your thing – take care of those poor children.” She attempted a smile, but burst back into tears instead. “Poor little kids.”


  “I can’t leave until the rest of the guys from the station and the FBI get here. But when they do, I’ll get you out of here, okay?”


  “Please.”


  “For now, though, are you all right?”


  “Well,” Laura sniffed and dabbed at her eyes with a soggy tissue. “Considering what’s down in my cellar, I’m doing okay.” She paused and sniffed again. “I can barely grasp any of it right now. Maybe once I do…”


  Mike nodded and looked over at the plumber seated at the other end of Laura’s couch. “Can I get you anything?”


  The man blinked. “A good stiff drink would be nice.”


  “Sorry, we’re clean out. How about a fresh cup of coffee?”


  Laura stood up, gathered all the used tissues from the couch and floor area. “I’ll make it. Have to do something, don’t I? And the place will be crawling with people in a bit. The least I can do is give them some coffee.”


  Walking across the room seemed like such an effort. Rather than taking a direct route to the kitchen and walking past the cellar door, Laura went through the dining room. She felt glad to have something to occupy herself, even if it was only making coffee. She wondered how many law enforcement types they could fit into that room. Better them than me, she thought. I’ll never go down into that cellar again. Suddenly, she had a sharp stab of bitter amusement. I should have let Cassie burn down the house. Then she’d be alive and I’d never have known I had the bodies of six children buried in the basement. She shivered again, but kept back her tears. Instead, she set out mugs and spoons on her counter, along with napkins, sweeteners and milk, for the officers and agents.


  Mike came back upstairs with a roll of duct tape in his hand. He sealed the outside of the cat door.


  “Uh oh,” Laura said, “the cat’s not down there, is he?”


  “Nope, I carried him up and locked him in the girls’ room. But I don’t want him down there, so I figured I’d tape up his entrance.”


  “Good idea. His cat box is up here anyway since the flood. Happily, I put it in the girls’ room as well.” She smiled at Mike, then frowned. “Will I be able to take him with me? I really don’t want to leave him behind.”


  “I’m not supposed to have any sort of pet, but I think this qualifies as an emergency.”


  Laura relaxed slightly. “Good. He’s family, after all. So what happens now?”


  “The guys from my station should be here soon and then I can get you out of here. They might want to ask you some questions, but it’s only routine. Obviously you had nothing to do with what happened down there.”


  Laura shivered. Ever since they’d made the discovery she’d been so cold. “Should I pack a few things?”


  Mike nodded. “It may take them a day or two to get everything here under control. Then once everything’s been inventoried and removed, you should be able to come back.”


  “I’m not sure I want to. But a few days away is a great idea, either way.”


  Someone knocked heavily on the front door; Laura gave an audible gasp and jumped. Mike stroked her arm then went to answer the door.


  After all the questions had been asked and answered, Mike helped Laura gather her stuff and put Anubis in his cat carrier, getting scratched up in the process.


  “I’m sorry,” Laura said, “he’s usually well-mannered as you know. But he hates riding in the car. And he knows that’s where he’s going when I get the crate out.”


  “No harm done, babe. If someone tried to stuff me into a little plastic cage, I’d probably scratch too.”


  I wish I had a safe little cage to retreat to, Laura thought, and gave a little laugh. Mike’s apartment was tiny, so her wish would soon be granted.


  They smuggled the cat in to Mike’s place and brought the cat supplies and Laura’s clothes in a suitcase. He fussed over her, until she kissed him and sent him on his way. He seemed eager to get back; she knew that he’d been horrified over what had been found. But she also suspected he was excited by the prospect of such a big case being dropped right in his lap. She didn’t understand it. You’d better start trying, she told herself, pretty soon you’re going to be a cop’s wife.


  Smiling at that thought, she hung up the few clothes she’d brought in Mike’s small but neat closet. Then she set up the cat box in his bathroom, put food and water out in the kitchen, and opened up the cage to let Anubis out.


  He looked around, sniffed at the house plants a bit, then leapt up to the back of Mike’s leather recliner, curled up with his tail over his eyes and promptly fell asleep.


  Not for the first time in the last few weeks, Laura envied him. She wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to sleep again.


  The investigation continued for three days, at the end of which the evidence pointed to Dolores Wellman murdering the children and her husband, then walling up the root cellar and eventually committing suicide in the bathtub. It would be months before solid IDs for the victims could be established and the official rulings made, but the facts were unofficially obvious.


  What details Laura couldn’t get from the news, Mike supplied, watered down for her consumption. “Somehow she got them to come with her to the house – the trees were fairly thick then, since construction around the old house hadn’t yet begun – and gave them a cup of cocoa with poison. Then she carried them downstairs, laid them on the cots and covered them over with a blanket. The coroner thinks they died quickly, without suffering.”


  “That’s something, I guess.” Laura and Mike were eating dinner, together for a change, in his small apartment. Frozen dinners weren’t really much of a meal, but to finally have him working reasonable hours made it feel like a feast. “And it will be a comfort of sorts. It always helped me when Matthew died – knowing he just fell asleep and never woke up. Not, of course, that one ever really recovers from the death of a child.”


  “Yeah.” Mike reached across the table and gave Laura’s hand a brief squeeze. “Anyway, those are the facts we know for sure. Why Bert Wellman joined the children is still unknown. We’re speculating that he wasn’t involved in the actual kidnappings or murders. He might have just found the bodies and confronted his wife. We do know that his skull was crushed with a blunt, heavy object – probably a shovel.”


  “Why did she do it? Not just Bert, but all of it?”


  “Unfortunately, we’ll never know for sure. And she’s not talking.”


  I’m not so sure about that. Laura kept her thoughts about the possible presence of a ghost or ghosts in her house to herself. She loved Mike dearly, but realized that he was one-hundred percent skeptical on the subject of the supernatural—just as she had once been…


  “I meant to ask you, babe. Did you want me to get someone to come in and cement that wall over again? With the investigation closed, the room doesn’t need to remain open. The house would definitely be easier to sell as a result.”


  “Sell? Do you really think, after all the news and media coverage, anyone in their right mind would want to buy it?”


  “Well, you’re the expert, so probably not. But it might be worth a try.”


  “In a year or two, maybe. But right now? Trust me – they won’t be buying. Regardless of that, let’s definitely do the wall. I’ll have to go back there sooner or later, and it’ll make it easier for me. I still carry the picture of those poor children in my mind and I don’t need anything else to remind me.”


  “You’re going back? Leaving me so soon?”


  Laura smiled. “I’d hoped you come with me. We can’t all stay in this teeny apartment for much longer.”


  Mike nodded. “I’m off tomorrow, I’ll make arrangements for the wall. We can probably move back in after the weekend. Are you sure you want to do this?”


  Tears gathered in Laura’s eyes. “Pretty sure.” Her voice trembled, so she cleared her throat. “There’s no reason to expect that anything else bad will happen. Yes, the whole event is tragic and I wish it never had happened – especially not in my house. But five years is a long time and life goes on, right?”


  “True.”


  “Do I sound heartless?”


  “Laura, I’ve heard you crying at night over this. I lie next to you in bed while you thrash about in nightmares. This has affected you deeply and you are anything but heartless. So you don’t have to worry about that. I think everything will be fine.”


  
    Chapter Twenty-One

  


  Walking back into the house on Monday seemed odd to Laura. She’d been to work; a late afternoon fog had rolled in on her walk home leaving her feeling disoriented and detached. Her first step over the threshold was tentative; in spite of her previous career in real estate, empty houses always unnerved her, and this particular one made her more nervous than most. She took a deep breath, said a small quiet prayer and plunged in.


  So far so good. No negative feelings flooded over her. The house seemed quiet – and unlike previous times it wasn’t an uneasy, watchful quiet, but rather a peaceful calm. Laura exhaled.


  She could see Mike had been busy on his day off. Although she didn’t go down the stairs to see the wall – plenty of time for that after he arrived home – she saw the washer and dryer had been moved upstairs and installed in the small room off the kitchen. He’d also set up an area for the cat with food and water bowls and, back in the corner, a litter box. Tears welled up in her eyes she was so pleased. Perfect, she thought, I never need to go down those stairs again.


  She listened to the messages on her machine, all of which she’d covered earlier when Mike told her who’d called. Her dad had called to say he wasn’t going to be home over Thanksgiving. Tony had called to make sure she was okay after having seen her house on the news and invited her to spend Thanksgiving with them. As much as she’d like to see the girls, she had to turn him down, due to her and Mike’s work schedules. Then Carolyn, after seeing all the official vehicles parked outside, expressed concern. A second call came from her after she’d watched the news – she offered her condolences, and then her apologies for the argument they’d had the night of the sleep over. She too was going to be away over the next weekend; in fact most of the families in the neighborhood were headed out of town, to celebrate the holiday at parents’ or grandparents’ homes. “It’ll be a ghost town around here,” Carolyn said.


  “Thanks a lot,” Laura said to the answering machine. “I didn’t really need to hear that.”


  The final message was one Mike hadn’t told her about, since it had come in earlier in the day. “Laura? This is Dennis Maxwell. We met at Cassie’s funeral, remember? I saw this story on the news about the house where they found those missing children. That’s your house, right? I might be able to help. Call me.”


  She picked up the phone, cycled through the last calls and redialed his number. “Dennis,” she said when he answered. “This is Laura Wagner.”


  “Laura, I hoped you’d call. That is your house, right?”


  She sighed. “Yeah.”


  “You know, that whole situation explains so much of what Cassie talked about. I’d really like to come over and check it out.”


  Laura thought for a moment. Would his visit make things worse? Everything is quiet now, maybe I should just let sleeping dogs lie. “Well,” she hesitated, “I really don’t know.”


  “You have nothing to lose. I suspect that after the bodies were discovered, the souls were released. And that your house is perfectly fine now. How does it feel?”


  “Calm,” Laura admitted with surprise, “and peaceful. Could it be that simple?”


  “Hope so,” Dennis said. “And how do you feel?”


  “Also fairly calm and peaceful. I don’t have an entire soundtrack of negative thoughts running through my brain. Of course, a lot of that has to do with being sober.”


  “Yep. But I can still come over. And maybe give you a clean bill of health.” Dennis chuckled a bit. “Or whatever it is. A clean supernatural slate, perhaps.”


  “I’m still not sure I believe in any of this.”


  “You don’t need to believe for it to be real. But if you’re at all uneasy, I think I can help.”


  Laura sighed again. “Okay. When did you want to come over?”


  Dennis laughed. “I can come now, if you’d like. My overburdened social schedule seems to have hit a clear patch.”


  “Do you know where it is?”


  He hesitated. “I’m sort of afraid to admit, in case you think I’m some sort of paranormal stalker, but I’ve driven past your house several times since the news hit. I know exactly where you are.”


  Laura looked at the clock. Provided Mike didn’t have to work overtime, he’d be home in about an hour. And while she didn’t want him to think she’d gone off the deep end about the house, she also wanted him present. Just in case. “Come by in about an hour and a half. Maybe we’ll order some pizza.”


  Laura tried to call Mike, but his cell phone didn’t seem to be working. And since both he and Dennis arrived at the house at the same time, she hadn’t a chance to warn him. Mike surprised her, though, by not finding her invitation to Dennis completely off base. “Better safe than sorry,” he said. “Plus, if it helps you sleep better at night, babe, then I’m all for it.”


  Dennis chuckled a bit. “But you don’t believe in any of it, do you?”


  Mike shook his head. “I don’t. I see enough real life horror in my line of work that I don’t need to attribute any of it to supernatural sources. Shit happens and when it does, you can usually find a logical explanation or a person to blame.”


  Dennis’ mouth twisted into a dry smile. “I can tell you’re a skeptic. No problem.” He shifted his briefcase from one hand to another, zipped it open and pulled out a few hand-held, high-tech-looking items. Mike showed an interest now that gadgetry was involved. Unlike the materials Cassie worked with – cards, astrological charts, incense and candles – these tools supposedly measured “scientifically” with no room for interpretation.


  Laura smiled to herself. “Shall I order some pizza while you two are setting up?”


  As much as they’d been on opposite sides of the supernatural fence before, they apparently both agreed that electronic devices were the answer. “Sure,” Mike said. “I’ll help Dennis get started.”


  “Cassie said most of the incidents revolved around the cellar?” Dennis adjusted his glasses, pushing them back to the bridge of his nose. “And that’s where the remains were found, right?”


  Mike nodded. Laura looked up from the phone – the pizza place had put her on hold. “That’s right.”


  Dennis studied the door, the many locks on it, and the duct-taped cat door. “Where’s your cat?”


  “Oh, no.” Mike headed for the front door. “I forgot about him, he’s in his crate out in the car. I’ll be right back.”


  “Poor thing,” Laura said, not really all that concerned.


  Dennis looked over at her. “He’ll be okay. Your boyfriend is a cop, right? Seems a decent sort, if somewhat skeptical.”


  “Yeah. He’s a great guy.”


  “Cassie never said one way or the other. Just that he was around.”


  Mike walked back into the house, carrying Anubis in his plastic crate and started to open it up.


  “Might be better to keep him inside there for a while,” Dennis said, “that way I can be sure he doesn’t set anything off.”


  Laura hung up the phone. “Pizza’ll be about twenty minutes. We can’t leave him in there, he hates the cage.” She took the cat from Mike and cradled him in her arms. “I’ll put him in the bedroom. We’re not doing anything back there, are we?”


  Dennis looked up at her. “Anything unusual happen there?”


  Laura suppressed a giggle; she’d seen that movie. “Not really. You guys set up – I’m going to spend a little time with this poor mistreated kitty.” When she said that, Anubis gave a pitiful little mew and Laura laughed. “Yeah, complain all you want, Bonehead. We all know you’re spoiled rotten.”


  “I’m glad I’m here,” she heard Mike say before she went into the girls’ bedroom. “Laura hates going down to that cellar.”


  No kidding.


  All in all, it had been an enjoyable evening. They spent some time talking about Cassie, but that felt natural and right. She’d touched all of their lives in some way and now she was gone. But they shared as much laughter as tears. Dennis finally went on his way, with their promise to call him, should any of the alarms go off. “I don’t actually expect that to happen,” he’d said as they saw him out. “If there was ever any sort of supernatural presence in this house, it’s gone now. As far as I can tell.”


  “Just the same,” Laura said to Mike as she locked the door. “If I hear one suspicious sound from the cellar, I’m out of here.”


  The following morning, Laura woke up completely enveloped with warmth. Mike had fallen asleep, cradled into her back, his one arm still draped around her waist. Anubis lay in front of her, snuggled up against the blankets at her stomach level. She gave a contented sigh. She’d had a good night’s sleep.


  That she could be this happy, that she could apparently lead a relatively normal life, despite her addictions, despite the sadness and death that had visited this house, amazed Laura. Never in a million years would she have imagined on that bleak day back in June her life would change so much. Nor would she have imagined that for the most part, the changes were good.


  She slid out from underneath Mike’s arm and gave the cat a nudge, then padded out to the kitchen to start the coffee. Looking at the calendar while the water dripped, she realized Thanksgiving was in two days. “I should take that turkey out of the freezer now.” She and Mike had decided to just stay at home for the day. They’d had numerous invitations; in addition to Tony’s invite, Renee had asked them, along with several of Mike’s coworkers, but, with all the recent excitement, they’d opted instead for a low-key stay-at-home holiday. Most of the houses to which they’d been asked would be serving varying amounts of alcohol and Laura wasn’t sure she was up to that challenge just yet.


  “Better to stay here, where I won’t be as tempted. To say nothing of not wanting to answer everyone’s questions about the discovery of the children.” Even the best-intentioned of people seemed to have an almost ghoulish fascination with the story and Laura did not want to talk about it. Not yet. The fear and sadness were still too new.


  “Besides,” she bent down to scratch Anubis, who’d followed her out to the kitchen, “the weather looks like it might be nasty. Just what we need, huh? More snow.”


  Laura heard a ring sound and she jumped, unable to identify the ring at first and worried for a few seconds that it might be an alarm from the cellar. Another ring and she identified the source – Mike’s cell phone. “I’m not used to that yet.” She picked up the phone and carried it back to the bedroom. Mike sat up in bed. “For you,” she said, handing him the phone and giving him a kiss on the cheek. “I’ve got the coffee brewing, so come on out when you’re done.”


  When Mike came out, she knew something was wrong by his expression. “What’s wrong, honey?”


  “My Aunt Betty died. We’ll need to go to the funeral in Ohio.”


  “Oh, Mike, I’m so sorry.” More death. “When?”


  “She died last night. They didn’t want to wake me in the middle of the night. The funeral is on Friday, so I’ll need to leave here either today or tomorrow. I’ve got some leave left, so work won’t be a problem.”


  Laura did a little pouting face. “I don’t get leave. And with all the days I’ve been missing lately, I’m lucky I still have a job.”


  “So you can’t come with me?”


  Laura shook her head. “Probably not. Do you mind?”


  “Yes, I do mind. I don’t want to leave you here all alone. I can manage fine but is there someone you can stay with? Or maybe you can just go over to my apartment.”


  “Mike, my love, contrary to popular opinion, I can take care of myself.” Her irritation showed in her voice. She’d been on her own for a fairly long time and it was difficult to have to relinquish some of that independence.


  Fortunately he seemed to understand her feelings. “I know, Laura. But you’re so important to me that I worry when I’m not with you.”


  “You shouldn’t worry. I’ll be fine. I’ll miss you, of course. But it’ll only be for a few days, right? It’s a shame you’re leaving on our first holiday together, but we’ll celebrate when you get back. The turkey’s not going anywhere. And neither am I.”


  “Good.”


  “Maybe you can call one night and read me a bedtime story.” Laura smiled. “You know, I think I fell in love with you that night.”


  Mike chuckled. “Yeah, that book gets them every time.”


  Mike knew that Laura was attempting to be braver than she felt. He also knew that she valued her independence; otherwise he might have been a bit more forceful in asking her to come with him. On the other hand, he didn’t really think she needed to go to another funeral, so soon after Cassie’s, so soon after they found the room in the cellar. She seemed to be holding up remarkably well; he didn’t see one good reason to insist she come along with him. At least not one good unselfish reason.


  “Promise me,” he said to her as he got ready to leave, “that if you need help, of any sort, you’ll get it. I don’t care how small the problem is, call someone. Renee or the neighbors or some other friend of yours. Call Tony if you have to. Or Dennis, and he can pick up his equipment while he’s at it.”


  “I promise.”


  He reached out and pulled her into his arms, rocking her slightly. “I’m going to miss you, babe.”


  Laura smiled up at him. He loved the look in her eyes when she was happy. “I’m going to miss you too. Hurry back.”


  Laura stood in the doorway and waved to him as he drove away. He honked the horn and waved back, thinking how beautiful she looked, standing there. I hope she’ll be okay, he thought, and that if she gets into trouble, she’ll keep her promise and call someone. He knew the extent of her stubbornness, though; it was a quality both of them shared. “She’ll do fine,” he said the words out loud, almost as if to convince himself of their truth.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two

  


  Tuesday dragged for Laura. Due to the upcoming holiday, the biggest food day of the year, the day’s work had been exhausting. By the time she arrived home, she felt drained. “I never want to see another turkey for as long as I live,” she said to Anubis while she scooped out his cat food.


  She’d initially intended to attend a meeting with Renee, but a message on her answering machine told her that her sponsor had gone out of town for the weekend. “You and everyone else,” Laura said. “I’m starting to feel like I’m the only one around.”


  Which is not bad, really, she thought. At least I don’t have that paranoid feeling like someone is watching me. She assumed that had been related to the detox from her Valium.


  Laura sighed. It would be wonderful if she could just take a few pills and zone out for the rest of the evening.


  Why don’t you? You deserve a break – you’ve had a rough time of it lately.


  She shook her head. No sense thinking of that, even if she wanted to go down that path again, she had no pills. Instead, she made herself a cup of peppermint tea, spread a piece of bread with some peanut butter and settled in front of the television.


  The phone woke her some time later. She rushed to pick it up, not sure how long it had been ringing.


  “Laura?” Mike’s voice on the other end of the line sounded like heaven to her.


  “Hi, sweetie. How was your trip?”


  “Lots and lots of traffic, but other than that, I did okay. What are you doing? Did you go to your meeting with Renee?”


  “She’s out of town.” Laura felt a whine creep into her voice. “Everyone is out of town.”


  Mike gave a low laugh. “You could have come with me, you know.”


  “Yeah. I should have. But there were turkeys and pies to sell – if I weren’t here, who would do it? Half the people at work are gone, as well.”


  “Sorry, babe. At least you have Thursday off.”


  Laura sighed. “I miss you. You’ll be home on Saturday, right?”


  “Should be – a lot depends on the weather, though. They’re still threatening us with another huge snow.”


  There was a long pause on the phone. “Mike?”


  His voice cut back in mid-sentence. “…right after the service.”


  “What?”


  “Reception here is bad. I said, I miss you so much already, I might just leave right after the service. And I’d better go, the signal is getting weaker. I love you.”


  “I love you, too,” Laura said.


  She sighed when she hung up. Stupid cell phone. Of course, the funeral was being held out in the boondocks of Ohio, in a tiny little town she’d never heard of before, which didn’t seem to be near much of anything and obviously didn’t have a huge wireless network. She should have gone along with him. “I can’t believe I stayed home all by myself just so I could go to work.”


  Laura didn’t quite know why keeping that job should be so important to her. Possibly because it was one of the first things in her adult life that she’d done while sober. That made it feel much more monumental a task. The decision had been made, regardless of how she’d reached it. She yawned, too tired to analyze it, too tired to do much of anything but splash a little water on her face, brush her teeth and go to bed.


  Anubis snuggled up next to her, his purring lulled her right to sleep.


  Early the next morning, Laura woke up to hear a steady, slow beeping. Not her clock, nor the smoke detector, she didn’t recognize the sound. She threw the covers back, slipped on her pink terry cloth robe and went down the hallway to the kitchen to see what it was.


  “Great.” As she feared, the beeping came from the cellar. She remembered now they were supposed to change the tape in one of Dennis’ machines – he’d had given Mike specific instructions on how to do it, but she hadn’t paid attention. “I do not want to go down there and mess with this.”


  She pulled Dennis’ card from where it hung on the refrigerator and dialed his number. He answered on the first ring.


  “Morning.”


  “Dennis? Hi, it’s Laura Wagner. Your machines are beeping.”


  “Really?” He sounded excited. “Is it a frantic beeping or rhythmic?”


  “Rhythmic. I think the tape needs to be changed, but Mike is out of town. Can you take care of it?”


  “Sure, no problem. I can come right over if you’d like.”


  “Yes, please,” Laura said, “I’m going to need to leave for work in a few hours.”


  “Be right there.”


  True to his word, Dennis arrived about fifteen minutes later, barely giving Laura time to get the coffee started and get dressed. She reluctantly followed him halfway downstairs at his request, so that he could show her what needed to be done, just in case he wasn’t around next time. He fiddled with a few dials, switched out the reel to reel tape spool for a fresh one, pushed a couple of buttons, slid a disk out of one of the machines and put a new one in.


  Laura stood uncertainly on the bottom step. “Do I have to do all that?”


  Dennis shook his head. “Not really. If it beeps again, you can just push this button,” he pointed it out for her, “and it’ll stop. I can come over afterwards and set it all back up again. If it’s even necessary. Based on my preliminary readings, none of this is really needed. There doesn’t seem to be any activity worth recording.”


  Although she’d never expected him to find anything, Laura felt relieved. “That’s good news.”


  Dennis chuckled. “For you maybe. I hoped for a little more excitement.”


  “I can live just fine without excitement, thank you very much.”


  “I’m sure. Anyway, thanks for letting me set all this up. I appreciate the effort.”


  “I could say I’m sorry you’re disappointed, but that would be a lie. I’m thrilled to death with your results.” She stopped and smiled. “No pun intended.”


  Laura’s work day didn’t prove quite as exhausting as the previous day. The store was still crowded with people, but most of the orders were small ones – one or two items, little things they’d forgotten the last shopping trip. But the constant stream of customers made the day go by quickly and Laura’s shift was over before she knew it. One of her coworkers gave her a ride, so she made it inside and managed to get some lights turned on before dusk. The cold and crisp air seemed to validate the weather prediction of heavy snows on the way. “But that’s not a problem for us, is it, Bonehead?” She absently stroked the cat’s head – Anubis had curled up on her lap almost as soon as she’d sat down on the couch. “We’ve got nowhere to go and nothing to do. That’s nice.” After a while, she got up from the couch, put a frozen dinner into the microwave and picked up the phone. First, she dialed Mike’s cell, but the call went into his voice mail. “Hi,” she said at the tone. “It’s just me. I guess your phone isn’t on. Or you’re out of range. Anyway…” Laura paused. “I miss you. Call me when you can.” Then she called Tony’s house – Lizzy answered the phone.


  “Mommy!”


  “Hi, Pixie. How are you doing?”


  “Great,” Lizzy’s happiness came through loud and clear. “I was just asking Daddy if we could call you tonight. I’m helping Susan with the pies. Are you cooking?”


  “Not tonight, or even tomorrow. My friend Mike’s gone out of town, so we’ll have Thanksgiving when he gets back.”


  “We liked him a lot, Mom. Are you going to marry him?”


  Laura smiled. “Maybe. How’s school?”


  “It’s good.” Lizzy giggled. “We don’t have to go until Monday.”


  In the background Laura could hear the other people in the house talking: Tony laughing, Amanda chattering, Susan’s soft voice giving some sort of instructions, probably a cooking lesson to the girls. Suddenly her plans of doing absolutely nothing all by herself didn’t seem like independence. Rather, they seemed desperate and sad. Her loneliness hit her deep in the stomach, a sharp pang, like hunger, like craving. Laura squeezed her eyes closed tightly to hold back tears.


  “Mom? Are you still there?”


  “Yeah, sweetie, I am. I just miss you so much. I miss everyone.”


  “You could’ve had dinner here. Daddy and Susan wanted you to come.”


  Again, Laura heard Tony’s voice in the background. “Is that your mom? I want to talk to her.”


  “Mom? Dad wants to talk to you. And I have to go, it’s time to put the pumpkin gunk into the pie.”


  “Yum. Pumpkin gunk sounds great. I love you, baby. Put your dad on now.”


  “I love you too, Mom.” Laura smiled, hearing Amanda scream what she always did in this exchange.


  “I love you more, Mom!”


  Laura was laughing when Tony got on the phone. “Having fun?” she asked.


  “Loads of it. I wanted to ask you over again. Both you and Mike.”


  “Mike’s out of town for the weekend – his aunt died.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that. I really hate to think of you being all alone on a holiday. Why don’t you let me come over and get you so you can at least eat with us? There’s no reason we all can’t be together as a family.”


  Laura thought for a moment. Maybe it wouldn’t be all that bad, there wasn’t really any reason in the world they couldn’t all be civilized and get along. She bore neither Susan nor Tony any grudge, except where the custody of the girls was concerned. And even that seemed an understandable safeguard back when she still drank.


  She sighed. “I don’t know. I’m not sure I’m quite ready for holiday celebrations.”


  “You don’t need to drink, you know. Because some of us do is no reason for you to imbibe.” He made it sound so reasonable, like she could take it or leave it. Unfortunately, it just wasn’t that easy.


  “But I’ll want to, Tony. And I’m not quite sure I’m strong enough to resist it completely, so for now, I’m staying away from situations where I’ll be tempted to fall back into old habits.”


  “How’s Mike?”


  Laura wondered if she heard a bit of jealousy in his voice. “Other than the funeral, he’s fine. We’re engaged.”


  “What? When did this happen? Congratulations.”


  “Thanks. I should have told you last time we spoke, but I was a bit overwhelmed with what was going on.”


  “Is that all over now?”


  “Yes. But I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “Fair enough.”


  “Come on, Dad.” Laura heard Amanda calling. “We’ve got the game board all set up. Bye, Mom, talk to you later.”


  Laura shook her head. “Tell her I said bye. I just love these long distance conversations.”


  “Yeah, well, I need to go.” Gales of laughter drifted over the phone lines to Laura. “We’re playing team backgammon.”


  “Have fun.”


  Laura hung up the phone, feeling much worse than she had before she called. It’s not that she wanted them all to be unhappy, and she certainly didn’t begrudge them their family time. “I don’t know what my problem is, except, damn,” she said, leaning back against the counter. “I sure could use a drink.”


  Normally, she pushed thoughts like that out of her mind, but the tricks she used didn’t seem to be working tonight. She spent a long time staring into her kitchen cupboards, one after another, searching for what she knew wasn’t there. After taking about four deep breaths, she calmed down, closed the cabinet doors, and put the tea kettle on to boil. “Chamomile tonight, I think.” Not as good as hot cider and rum or coffee and a flavored liquor. Not even as good as a shot of whiskey. Or a beer. Or a glass of wine.


  “Stop it,” she said.


  Face it, Laura, you’re a failure. You’re useless. No one loves you, no one cares if you live or die. You’re better off…


  “Stop it!” Laura closed her eyes. “That’s not true.” She opened her eyes and looked at the ring on her finger, trying to recapture the happiness she felt with Mike.


  But even he couldn’t stay around, could he? He gets what he wants and he’s out the door.


  “That’s not fair.” She took in another deep breath, slowly pulling in the air, visualizing it filtering into her lungs, cleansing and soothing. She blew it back out, imagining all the negative thoughts being expelled with it. Then she closed her eyes and started the prayer. “God grant me the serenity…”


  When she’d finished, she opened her eyes again and felt much better. The tea kettle whistled and she poured the hot water into her mug, inhaling the calming scent of chamomile and herbs. She would get through this.


  The beeper in the cellar went off again. “Oh, shit,” she said, “that’s the last thing in the world I need right now.”


  Anubis came to her in the kitchen, ears laying flat against his head, his pupils dilated. “Yeah,” she said, looking down at him, “I know. It’s an annoying sound. I’ll fix it.”


  She opened the door, flipped on the light, fully expecting it to flare out. When it didn’t, she took it as a good omen and walked down the stairs, slowly and carefully, and walked over to the machine with the button that Dennis had shown her that morning. Laura pushed the button and the noise stopped. “And that’s that,” she said, with a smug little smile and nod. “All fixed.” She turned around to go back up the stairs, but couldn’t resist a final comment. “Take that.”


  At that moment, she felt a rush of cold air at her back and all of the machines around her began to beep at once. Not a rhythmic tone this time. No, this time the machines blinked red and green, and all of their alarms sounded off, frantically.


  “Oh, shit,” she said again. “Dennis was wrong.”


  Laura heard that low laugh she’d often thought she’d imagined. So very close to her. Breathing in her ear. Standing right behind her. She spun around and felt as if someone or something struck her right in the back of her knee. She fell to the floor, crumpled onto her right ankle and felt it crack. Pain shot up her leg and screamed into her brain. The air around her grew colder still and she smelled something unpleasant, like rotting leaves. Or rotting flesh. Seven bodies neatly sealed up in a room.


  She might have passed out for a while, she wasn’t entirely sure. When she did finally attempt to open her eyes and raise her head she noticed the machines had stopped. Everything seemed deathly quiet.


  Just lie down for a while, Laura. Go to sleep and let it go. The pain, the anger, the cravings, the disappointments, the failures. You don’t need it. Let it go.


  Better off dead.


  “No.” She pushed herself up into a sitting position and looked at her right leg, marveling at how her foot now seemed attached at a different angle. She tried to stand, but that one leg wouldn’t support her weight, so she crawled, dragging herself over to the stairs. Holding onto the railing, she pulled herself up, one step after another. Each time her ankle banged against the stairs, she choked back a cry of agony and felt as if she were being pulled down, almost as if someone with an icy grip were holding her back. I want the pain to stop, she thought, at least until I get up the stairs. So many steps to take. So much pain.


  Halfway up, she looked up and saw the door was closed. She lay her head down and cried.


  That’s it. Give it up.


  Laura shook her head. Dragged herself up another step and then another. When she arrived at the top stair, she dripped with sweat and her whole body trembled. She reached up to turn the doorknob, but it wouldn’t turn. “Dammit,” she said, pounding the door with her fist, “I’m not going to die down here.”


  She looked at the cat door and realized she’d probably fit through it. Probably the one time a mistake made while drunk actually paid off. She pushed the door. It didn’t move. She remembered then that Mike had duct taped it shut. She pushed harder and was rewarded with a ripping sound. She held the door open with one hand, while pulling herself up with the other and pushing off with her left leg. Half way through the door, she felt that icy grasp on her broken ankle again.


  Suddenly Laura wasn’t frightened anymore. She was angry. She kicked back with her good foot and felt as if she’d made a connection. She didn’t care what or who it was that she kicked – she just knew it felt good to fight back. That strength carried her the rest of the way through the door and into the kitchen. Pulling herself up, she leaned against the counter, balancing on her left leg and picked up the phone.


  After the call, she dragged herself over to the front door, unlocked it, and leaned up against the wall, finally allowing herself to close her eyes.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three

  


  On the ambulance ride to the hospital, Laura tried to stay awake. The paramedic riding in the back with her kept urging her to rest, telling her that everything was okay now. But she didn’t want to fall asleep, not just yet. “How bad is it?” she asked.


  “Pretty bad,” he said, “Based on the way the ankle is twisted completely out of alignment, I’d guess you broke two or more bones. And your leg is all bruised. I’ve never seen anything quite like it. Must be from climbing up the stairs, but I swear it looks like someone grabbed you hard enough to leave a bruise the shape of their hand. You were alone there, right?”


  Laura gave a pained laugh. “Just me and my shadow.”


  The emergency room doctor set her ankle, put a splint on it and instructed her to come back in three days so that they could put the cast on. They also provided crutches. After some discussion of her addictions, he gave her a prescription for pain pills. “Non-narcotic,” he assured her, “so there shouldn’t be too much of a problem to quit them when you need to. And more importantly they’ll dull the pain. At least for a while.” He handed her a few sample packets of medication. “These should hold you over until the pharmacies open. How on earth did you manage to crawl up the cellar steps? I can’t even imagine how much pain you must’ve been in.”


  Either that, Laura thought, or lie on that cold concrete floor and die. “I managed,” she said. “I had to.”


  Once she’d been discharged, they put her in a wheelchair and pushed her up to the nurses’ station. “Have you got someone to pick you up, hon?” the nurse asked. “The roads are getting really bad out there.”


  “My fiancé is out of town,” Laura said, “but I might be able to get my ex-husband to pick me up.”


  “Where will he be coming from?”


  “Sewickley. Across the river.”


  The nurse shook her head. “Not tonight, he won’t. They closed the bridges an hour ago. Black ice. It’s a bad night out there. Do you have anyone closer you can ask?”


  Laura thought and sighed. “Not really. I guess I could call a cab.”


  “I’ll do that for you, hon. You just sit comfy for a while.”


  While she waited for the taxi to arrive, Laura made her plans. She’d get the cab to take her home, ask him to wait while she went inside and picked up some clothes and Anubis, then have him take her to the closest hotel. She didn’t have keys to Mike’s apartment – she hadn’t stayed there long enough to worry about getting a set made. So she could go to a hotel. Or back to the house. Not the house, she thought, anyplace but there.


  An hour went by before the cab showed up. “You’re my last fare for the night,” the driver said, as he gently loaded her into the back seat. “It’s nasty out here. Most folks stayed at home.”


  Laura gave a humorless laugh. “I’d still be there, if I hadn’t broken my ankle.”


  “Good point. I can’t imagine you could help that. Are you comfortable?”


  “Reasonably so, yes.”


  “Good. Sit back and enjoy the ride, if you can. We might do a little sliding, but this is an older cab so it’s heavier and holds the road better. Plus, I’ve been driving winters in this town most of my adult life. You’re in good hands.”


  Laura smiled. “Great. Thanks.”


  By the time they arrived at Laura’s house over an hour had passed, and the sun was just beginning to come up. The driver turned off the meter about halfway through the trip. “No sense making you pay for the weather,” he said. “You can make it up to me in the tip.” He winked at her in the rear view mirror.


  When he pulled into her driveway, she paid him and asked him to wait. “Can you wait for me? Please? I need to get inside and pick up a few things, then I need to go to a hotel. Anywhere that’s close.”


  He helped her up the front walk, got her inside the front door. “I’ll just be a minute or two,” she promised.


  The driver scowled, but nodded and went back out to the cab.


  Moving around with the crutches was awkward, but she threw some clothes into a suitcase. She opened the door on Anubis’ crate and called for him. Most times he came to her when she first entered the door, hoping that she’d feed him. But this time she couldn’t find him anywhere. Laura even went so far as open the cellar door in case he was down there, then she opened open a new can of cat food on the electric can opener. “Damn,” she said, hobbling down the hall again to check the bedrooms. She slammed the cellar door shut again on her way. “If you’re down there, cat, you’re on your own.” She called him again, then limped back over to the front door, sliding her suitcase in front of her.


  When she opened the door, she saw that the cab was gone. “Shit. Now what do I do?”


  She tried Mike’s cell phone, only to get sent to his message system again. She clicked down the receiver, then banged it on the counter out of frustration. “He’s probably out of range still,” she said to herself. “Cell phones are useless things.” Then she called for another cab.


  “Sorry,” the dispatcher said, not sounding sorry at all. “We’re not running service right now. It’s…”


  “Yeah, yeah, I know,” Laura said, “it’s nasty out there.” She hung up the phone. “But it’s even nastier in here. Now what do I do?”


  She felt tears welling up in her eyes – the frantic activity had started her ankle throbbing and sharp stabs of pain threatened to overwhelm her. Stop, she said to herself, breath.


  Thanking the person at rehab who conducted the breathing seminar, she felt herself relaxing, focusing. Now think.


  “First things first,” she said, the reasonable sound of her voice calming her, “deal with the pain.” She limped over to where she’d left her purse and carried it back to the kitchen. Dumping the entire contents on the counter, she picked up the packets of medicine the doctor had given her. In the process, though, another bottle of pills fell out, from the bottom of the bag where the lining had ripped. Valium. Apparently the nurse at rehab check-in wasn’t as thorough as she thought. Valium! She caught in her breath and reached for them. Her hands trembled as she undid the child-proof lid; she poured the contents into her hands and counted: twenty perfect little blue pills. Just the sight of them made her want to cry in relief. They were exactly what she needed. And they would make everything all right again.


  Laura filled up a glass of water, counted out two of the pills, scooping the rest of the precious contents back into the bottle. She had her hand to her mouth, when she heard that low laugh she’d heard before.


  Go ahead. Take them, Laura. All of them.


  She jumped hearing that voice again in her head and dropped the pills down the kitchen drain. She put her hands up against her eyes and pressed, gritting her teeth and drawing in a painful breath. “No,” she said, her voice weak, almost a whisper.


  All of them. It will be all right. You’ll be better off.


  “No! Dammit. Stop it!” With a huge effort, she poured the rest of the bottle down the drain, ran the water and the disposal. “All gone,” she said, weak from battling herself, the ghostly influence and the overwhelming craving. “I don’t need them anymore.” She opened the packet of non-narcotic pain killers and downed two of them.


  Laura leaned back up against the counter, panting, surprised to discover she sweated and shivered at the same time. The cat door clicked and she sprang up on her feet, forgetting about the splint for a moment, paying for her forgetfulness in a sharp stab of pain. Anubis emerged, as if from the gates of hell and came up to her to sniff at the splint on her foot. She smiled, happy to see him. Happy? Hell, she was thrilled to see one other living creature in this house of the dead. “Now you show up, Bonehead. Where were you before?”


  He jumped up to the counter and she scratched his head. “Probably wouldn’t have been any hotel rooms available anyway, but it seemed like a good plan at the time. Now what do we do?”


  The painkillers seemed to be working; the pain in her ankle and leg had settled down to a dull ache, persistent but not consuming. Laura picked up the phone and dialed Mike’s cell number again, getting a rush of excitement when it rang. But the feeling was short-lived when the call dropped back into his voice mail. She didn’t leave a message, but knew that he’d know she called.


  “So,” she said, cranking her head to one side to look at the cat, “who should we call now?” She dialed Renee, her answering machine picked up. She dialed Carolyn and got another machine. Her father? Although she knew he’s gone away, she called him anyway, just to hear another friendly voice.


  The machines in the cellar began to beep again and Laura wanted to scream in frustration. “I guess I could call Dennis,” she said. “Maybe he could get here. Or at least talk to me and tell me what to do.”


  Dennis wasn’t all that helpful. “Get out of that house.”


  “How?”


  “Walk if you have to.”


  “Dennis, I broke my ankle. I can barely get around on the carpet.” She looked out the window. The wind had picked up and the snow continued to fall; she couldn’t see any of the houses around her. She couldn’t see a single light, or a car, or another living soul. She felt as if she’d been cast adrift in a white, endless sea.


  “Oh.” Dennis’ voice sounded flat. “Yeah, that’s right. Still, maybe one of your neighbors could help, if you can get that far. And if you really can’t get out, at least stay out of the cellar. Most of the malevolence seems to be centered there; it’s the scene that the spirit returns to time and time again.” His enthusiasm revived with his mention of the ghost. “Laura, oh my God, you won’t believe what I saw on the tapes.”


  “Um, Dennis? I probably would believe it now. But this isn’t helping me.” Laura wanted to reach through the phone and smack him. This whole thing may have been a fascinating study to him – but she was stuck right in the middle of it all. Fascinating wasn’t a word she’d choose to describe the emotions involved. Terror, yes, that played a big part of it, but that terror mixed with pain and despair. And underlying all of that, there flowed a strong current of anger. Laura didn’t know if what she felt was her anger. Or the spirit’s. And at this point, she didn’t think it made much of a difference.


  “Who do you think this is? Or was?”


  “I only caught a single aura on the tapes, a single voice. The children’s spirits should now be at rest. And since the aura has a definite female feel about it, I doubt that it’s Bert Wellman. So that leaves Dolores.”


  “Aunt Dolly.”


  “What?”


  “Nothing, it’s just a game the kids around here play. That I know now isn’t a game.” Laura shuddered to think that she’d exposed her children to that woman, dead or not. “So you think I should leave?”


  “Absolutely. But if you can’t, then stay upstairs. Stay warm and try not to listen, try not to open yourself to stray thoughts or visions.” His voice grew sad. “I suspect that’s how she got to Cassie – she’d gone back to using and that made her mind susceptible. But you’re clean, right?”


  “Yes.” Laura gave a silent thanks that she’d dumped the Valium. “I guess I’ll put my coat and boots, or rather boot, on and see if I can get somewhere else.”


  “How about your car?”


  “It’s in the garage. To get there, I’ll need to go down through the cellar.”


  “You can’t get to it from outside?”


  “Oh, yeah. I can. If I can make it down the driveway without killing myself. But saying I made it there, I couldn’t drive anywhere.”


  “No, but you could sit in the car and wait for the roads to clear so that someone could get to you.”


  “True. Good thought. Thanks, Dennis.”


  “Laura?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Good luck. Call me if you can’t get out. At the very least, I can provide a human voice to listen to.”


  “Thanks.”


  Laura hung up the phone and looked over at Anubis, where he sat grooming himself. “So what do you think, cat? Should we try to make it outside or take our chances in here?”


  She opened up the refrigerator and got out a can of cat food, filling his bowl, then gave him fresh water. “You’ll have to stay here, I think. You should be fine. Go sleep somewhere.” She gave a little laugh. “You know more about this than any of us, don’t you? Too bad you’re not talking.”


  Laura put on her coat and slid on her one snow boot. For the foot in the splint, she wrapped it up with a scarf, then wrapped the whole thing up in a plastic garbage bag. “Won’t help my traction at all, but I’m not walking around outside with bare toes.” She put on a hat, a scarf, put her keys into her purse, hanging that around her neck. Then she found her gloves, got her crutches together and opened the front door.


  An icy blast of cold air hit her. She heard the cat dart away, tearing down the hallway. She sighed and stepped out onto the first step.


  Within no more than a second, she slipped and fell, flat on her back with enough force to knock the wind out of her for a minute or two. Laura pulled herself back up again and went back down. “Okay,” she muttered, “I’m obviously not getting anywhere standing upright. Maybe I could crawl.”


  Getting down the driveway proved easy, she just allowed gravity and the ice to carry her along. Snow had drifted up against the garage door, though, and once she dug out enough to get to the door handle, she saw that the ice completely coated the keyhole. “Well, this isn’t going to work.”


  She crawled back up the driveway, feeling colder and more tired with each passing minute. Snow had found its way into her boot, and that foot and her hands were frozen. Working her way back up to the front door seemed to take forever, but once she got there, she managed to sit up and look around. The sky had grown so overcast the automatic street lights had turned on, they were the only signs of life she could see. “I’m going to either freeze to death out here, or crack my head open. Either way, I’d be better off inside. There at least I have a fighting chance.”


  Once back inside, it took Laura forever to warm up. Eventually, though, she managed to change her clothes and when she stopped shivering, she went to the kitchen to make herself a cup of cocoa. The sweet scent of chocolate made her smile, brought back memories of when her girls were here. She tried not to think about the other memories, the other cups of cocoa that had been drunk in this house, but the vision of the broken china cups in the hidden room downstairs flashed unbidden into her mind. Laura shivered again.


  As if to punctuate her thoughts, the cellar door banged impatiently in its frame. “Shut up,” Laura said, “I’m not coming down there. Make as much noise as you like.”


  She settled in on the couch, with the cat curled up next to her and watched the weather on television, sipping her cocoa. Anubis purred contentedly. “We’re right back where we started, cat. Happy?”


  The cat may have been happy, but Laura was far from it. Her leg still hurt and her fingers and toes were just thawing out, with the accompanying pins and needles feeling. And her heart raced. She practiced her deep breathing and managed to calm it down a bit.


  When the phone rang, she must’ve jumped about two feet. “Don’t hang up,” she said, as she struggled to reach the phone in time. Her voice sounded breathless when she picked it up.


  “Hello?”


  “Laura?” She felt a huge rush of relief on hearing Mike’s voice.


  “Oh, Mike. I’m so glad to hear from you.”


  “The cell reception here is practically non-existent. But I heard about the snow and wondered how you were doing.”


  Laura paused. What should she tell him? He’d never be able to make it to her and he might be in an accident if he did try. If he got hurt, she’d never forgive herself. And if he died…she couldn’t even think about that. “I’m doing fine. I sprained my ankle and had to go to the emergency room. But they fixed me up and I managed to get a cab back here before the roads were closed. Anubis and I are just sitting on the couch, drinking cocoa and watching TV. I miss you though.”


  “I miss you too, babe.” His voice grew faint. “I’m losing my signal again, but I just wanted to make sure you were okay. I worry.”


  “I’m fine, love. How are you?”


  But he never answered. The line hissed, screeched, and filled up with that low hum of a whisper she’d heard before. Then the line was dead.


  Laura tried to call Mike back, but couldn’t even get a dial tone, getting a fast busy tone instead. She sighed and hung up the phone. Glancing at the closed cellar door, she made a face and pounded her fist on it once. It rattled and a cold blast of air washed over her feet. Laura shook her head. “Forget it. I’m not going down there.”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four

  


  Laura reached a strange level of detachment several hours after her trip outside in the snow. Part of it, she suspected, had to do with the painkillers she’d taken. The doctor had warned that they might make her drowsy. Then she realized she hadn’t had any sleep for almost twenty-four hours. She decided she’d go back to bed right after taking her next dose of pills. Until then, she continued to watch television, continued to try to ignore the sounds coming from the cellar.


  First all of Dennis’ machines went off at once – a horrible cacophony of noise that grated on Laura’s nerves. The door would bang, and the cat door would click open and shut. At one point, she went back to the door and duct taped the whole thing, hoping to cut back on the drafts that caused the noise. After that, she began to hear the footsteps, going up and down the stairs. For a while she counted each step, but that became too nerve-wracking; eventually she just turned the television up louder.


  Every few minutes, she would check out the front window to see if a snow plow had come through, or if any of the neighboring houses showed signs of habitation. It seemed totally absurd to her that everyone would be away on the same weekend. She saw smoke rising from a couple of chimneys about three blocks away, if the snow let up, she might walk that way. For now, she had to stay stuck where she was, but at least the house provided relative warmth and shelter from the weather. The time finally came for her next dose of pills and she washed them down with the last swallow of her cooled cocoa. Then she hobbled back to the bedroom and crawled into bed, fully clothed. The sounds from the basement continued. “Shut up,” she said and giggled, more than a little woozy from the pills, “don’t make me come down there.” Not surprising I should feel this way, she thought, I’ve been so long without any sort of drugs. But she abandoned herself to the lightheaded feeling; she hoped she could sleep for a while, and prayed that when she woke up, everything would be better.


  Her dreams were twisted, deep black roads winding through her sleep. Ultimately they had but one destination – like an endless loop, they kept depositing her back here, standing in front of that damned cellar door, her hand to the knob, her heart pounding in her ears. Over and over, she found herself, poised on the brink of the stairs. Everything felt cloudy, hazy and Laura couldn’t tell whether she was dreaming or not.


  Yes, that’s it. You’re dreaming. Just go with it, Laura. Let it take you where you want to go.


  Where did she want to go?


  Somewhere she could rest.


  One step at a time, she thought, but why does each step have to hurt so much? She felt a spasm of pain through her leg with each count. One, two, three… Laura gave a soft laugh. Another twelve step process. But at the end of this one, she could rest. For as long as she wanted.


  Forever, Laura, if you want. Just lie down and rest.


  She curled up on the cold cellar floor and lay her head down, but when her cheek hit the concrete, she jolted awake. “Shit,” she said, sitting up and looking around, realizing that she’d come to the one place in the world she wanted to avoid. Had she been sleep walking? Or was it an effect of the drugs they’d given her. It hardly mattered how. But why was she here?


  You’re looking for peace. And rest. Away from the pain of living.


  It sounded so good to Laura. Life was hard and lately she’d been so tired. But she also knew now that the easy way out wasn’t always the right way.


  There is no right or wrong, Laura. Just life and death. And you carry more death than most. Accept it.


  “What do you want from me?”


  I want what’s best for you, dear. That’s all I ever wanted. For you. And for everyone.


  Laura closed her eyes, and felt a cold hand brush her hair back from her face.


  And what’s best for you is what you want. What you’ve been looking for most of your life. Death.


  Her eyes snapped open. “That’s not true.”


  The cellar echoed with a low, bone-chilling laughter. Be honest, Laura. You’ve been chasing after death since you were fifteen. Drinking it, swallowing it, letting it fill your veins and filter through your blood.


  “But that’s not the way I am right now. I’m better – I’ve taken control of my life. I’m happy now.”


  Are you?


  “Yes.”


  Don’t lie to me, girl. I can tell.


  Laura felt a wisp of air pass over her face, and a light tickle on her legs, as if they’d been brushed by a piece of cloth. Then two icy hands grabbed her face. She winced, recognizing the touch, and tried to pull back, but the ghost’s grip was too strong.


  Her eyes struggled to see the form of the person or presence near her, but all she could see was a patch of mist, through which the afternoon sun shone. “Let go of me,” she spat the words between gritted teeth.


  That low laughed echoed through the room, but the grip remained strong. I don’t know why you’re fighting me, Laura. It’s not as if your life is worth saving.


  As if to punctuate her words, the ghost drew forth some of the most depressing images from Laura’s past; they played out in front of her like ghostly images filmed with a bad camera. Her mother’s death and funeral, all tears and the sickly smell of the baskets of dying flowers. The ugly suspicion that her father had caused the accident and Laura’s steadfast denial of that situation, leading almost immediately to her drug and alcohol abuse. The lost nights and days, the waking up in unknown places, drenched in her own sweat and vomit. The number of times she’d tried to stop, followed by failure after failure, leading to despair and disillusionment. Fast forwarding through the good years, the ghost chose only to show the bad. Small things loomed large and assumed an almost cosmic importance – the arguments with Tony, disagreements with the girls, feelings of complete inadequacy, utter guilt – all adding to Laura’s general despair. Then the visions focused on the death of Matthew. The pictures slowed then, and Laura felt as if she saw it all a frame at a time, a succession of portraits of his death. That sweet little body, her sweet little boy, so little, so defenseless, so cold and lifeless. She saw her frenzied attempts to force air back into his silent lungs, breathe, dammit, breathe! She felt the events tearing at her stomach and her heart, the anger, the grief, the seemingly endless stream of burning tears and the dry, sandy ache of eyes that could cry no longer.


  And with each vision, Laura felt herself grow colder, weaker, as if the visions were draining off her life’s blood. She gasped for air.


  The spirit delved deeper into Laura’s soul, pulling up fears she never knew existed. She saw herself, here in the basement, the door to the root cellar no longer sealed. The picture that had been burned into her memory seemed different now. This time there were only two little cots, two little china cups with red rose buds and a toxic black stain on the bottom. She saw herself go over to the small, still forms on the cots and tenderly pull up the blankets, kissing each cold cheek. As she kissed them, she named them. Amanda. Lizzy. And on the floor, bleeding out his life from his shattered skull, Mike.


  “No.” Laura cried out, gripping her hands together, feeling her nails dig into the flesh of her palms. “This is what you did. I didn’t. This is not real.”


  As real as anything. I pulled it all out of you – this is what life really is. So you see, you really would be better off dead.


  Far off in the distance, Laura heard a phone ring, heard her message on the machine. “Mom? Happy Thanksgiving! We’re snowed in. We can’t even open the front door!” Lizzy’s excited voice filtered down to her; suddenly the tightness in her chest eased and she could breathe again. “Mom? Are you there?”


  “I’m here, baby.” Laura felt some of her strength return.


  “Okay, I guess you’re not home. Call me back. I love you, Mommy.”


  Laura smiled. “That’s what life is, Dolores.” She took another few deep and calming breaths in and out. Then she reached her hands out and envisioned touching the ghost, cradling Dolly’s face as the ghost had Laura’s, but with a different intent. If the spirit really did feed off of hatred and despair and sadness, Laura thought she might just turn the tables.


  She cleared her mind, trying to wash away the previous images of death. At first it was difficult to concentrate and project her thoughts – recent events kept interfering. The desire to curl up into a fetal position right there on the floor almost overpowered her. But Laura knew if she did that, she wouldn’t survive.


  Better off dead. But the potency of the ghost’s thoughts seemed dimmer now.


  “No,” Laura said, finding small moments in her life, little bits of good to balance out the bad.


  The births of her children, every one of them different, but every one of them a joy, the pain forgotten, their tiny bodies curled up against her chest and the happy tears.


  But eventually they die, came the protest.


  “Everything dies eventually. What’s important is that they lived.” Laura smiled, pulling up the warmth the memories held, envisioning it flowing into the hands cradled around coldness and death. “They lived.”


  She pulled up more, the contented sound of her babies nursing, their sweet scent after a bath, their first laugh, their first step. Little things, trivial things that had gone unnoticed the first time around, still held close in memories and brought out into the light. A first kiss, the touch of a kitten’s fur, a patch of sunlight shining in the window on a winter’s day. Laura thought of rehab and the strength she found there – in herself and in others. And although she might have wished she never went down that particular path, she had no regrets. Good did come out of it. She thought of Mike, of his kindness, of the way the sound of his voice never failed to make her smile. She remembered his love, his acceptance of her, his patience.


  The spirit seemed to waver under her fingers and she dropped her guard and lost her grip for a second. Even given such a small window of escape, the ghost took advantage of Laura’s loss of focus to revive some of its former strength. It swelled and raged, flooding Laura with its memories, showing her visions of the dead children. Scenes of Dolly, sweet little old Aunt Dolly, luring the children to her house on one pretext or another. Laura felt with a shock the spirit’s total confidence in its own virtue. Dolly truly believed she was doing good work. She knew deep down that this was her purpose in life – to help these children get past the horrors of their daily life, to lead them to the comfort and peace of death. She thought she did them a kindness and that her actions provided the mercy the world could not. Better off dead.


  How do I fight such convictions? Laura wondered, a spark of panic entering her thoughts. Dolly was oblivious to the truth, caught up in her own righteous justifications. Laura had to tear away at the substance of the ghost’s self-delusions.


  I have to show her the truth of her actions, Laura thought. I’ve had a lot of practice with self-delusional thoughts. I certainly should know how to break through them. Laura took a deep breath, taking time to feel the air enter her lungs, then exhaled slowly and repeated the action several times until her mind felt clear and fresh.


  Reaching out to grasp the spirit again, Laura washed her mind of fear, but held onto the sorrow. Not her sorrow this time, but that of the parents of the dead children.


  “Sorrow isn’t necessarily bad,” she said, pleased to hear that her voice sounded firm and strong. “Those children were loved, they were missed. Not one parent, not one person would have wished they had never been born.” She pulled scenes from her mind, the parents on television, talking of their children when they were found. Then she drew on her imagination and pictured those same children, not dead, but alive and thriving. She focused on images of those children growing, learning, maturing, leading useful lives. Leading lives of love and purpose, not always perfect lives, but full and proper.


  Laura felt a faltering in the spirit. They were better off dead.


  “And was Bert better off dead? What was wrong with him that he should die and you should live?”


  Bert? He’s not dead. He left me. Dolly’s voice wavered, trying to maintain the delusions on which she built her life, trying to hold onto the madness that caused her to murder so many.


  “He didn’t leave you. You killed him. They found his body in the root cellar with the others. You need to remember this, Dolly.”


  The room filled with huge wave of dismay and confusion. Then the haze of Dolly’s thoughts seemed to clear. Laura saw Bert Wellman, alive and well, staring in horror at what his wife had been hiding in the cellar. She saw him confront Dolly and watched her deny his accusations, first in confusion and then in defiance. “You’re not well, sweetheart,” Laura heard him saying. “I should have seen this. But we can get you help. And we can get these children,” his voice broke, “these poor children back to their families where they belong.” He turned and stared at his wife. Laura could see the tears in his eyes, could see the odd mixture of love, pity and disgust with which he looked at Dolly.


  Dolly saw it too, but the emotions didn’t touch her. Instead, she raised her hand and struck him. “What do you know? I did this because these children were better off here than where they were.”


  “Oh, Dolly. You don’t believe that. You couldn’t. What’s happened to you?”


  Laura felt tears run down her face as she watched Dolores Wellman pick up the shovel leaning against the wall and smash him on the head. He crumpled under the blow, but Dolly kept hitting him, over and over, until his face disappeared, leaving behind only a bloody pulpy mass. She dropped the shovel and stared down at the dead body of her husband. Without any shred of remorse showing on her face, she tugged at his pants leg and rolled him into the root cellar. Then she shut the door and dusted off her hands, nodding in satisfaction as if she’d just done a good deed.


  “But you killed him, Dolly.”


  I didn’t. He left me. Still, the spirit attempted to hold onto the madness she’d known during life.


  “No, Dolly. You killed him. Smashed his head in with a shovel. Then closed him in the root cellar and left him.


  Oh, God. The words were a wail of grief and a cry of understanding. I killed him. I killed them all. There was a long pause, during which Laura felt like all of the air was being sucked out of the cellar. Oh, God, Dolores raged, I killed them. Even Burt. I killed them all. What have I done?


  Whatever form Laura had held between her hands, seemed then to drop away. She heard another cry of dismay and then a soft weeping. Taking in a deep breath, she closed her eyes and said a silent prayer, a prayer for the living and the dead. “God grant us the serenity…”


  When the prayer had finished, the cold of the cellar seemed to ease. From beneath her still-closed eyes, Laura saw a brief light, like a flash from a camera or a bolt of lightning. The weeping, which had grown softer and softer during the prayer, stopped abruptly and the surrounding air that had been cramped and restrictive, eased. She opened her eyes and looked around her. The cellar felt like a new space, clean and fresh.


  Laura felt completely alone, but also completely at ease. Her leg hurt like hell; she was cold, bruised and as exhausted as if she’d run ten miles or more. Laura laughed. “And starving,” she said as she dragged herself over to the wall and pulled herself up from the floor. She limped over to the stairs, taking each one slowly, counting them as she did, leaving the darkness behind.


  
    Epilogue

  


  Laura pulled into the driveway of her house. Getting out of the car, she looked around the neighborhood. One year ago to the day, they had been in the middle of the worst winter storm in decades. Now, although the skies were grey and the trees were bare, the temperature was still mild and everything just felt better. In spite of this day’s events, she stepped lightly she put her key into the front lock, opening the door without feeling the overwhelming oppression that used to be there. Inside the house felt warm and welcoming.


  “Mike?” She set her bag down on the entry table and shrugged out of her jacket, hanging it on a hook by the door.


  “In the kitchen.”


  Laura inhaled. “Wow that smells amazing!” She walked into the hallway and leaned up against what used to be the cellar door, now sealed up and covered over with drywall and plaster. She watched Mike, dressed in jeans, tee shirt, and apron, take the massive turkey out of the oven. “And looks tremendous.”


  He stood back for a second and assessed the bird. “Needs a little more time, I think.” He placed some foil over the top and put it back into the oven. “Tony called. They’re going to be late.”


  “So what else is new? How’d your day go? It feels calm.”


  Mike shrugged. “Everything’s pretty quiet, actually. A bit of rattling, but nothing else. To be honest, I sort of expected a little more activity, considering the day. But, I’m not complaining. How are you doing?”


  Laura sighed and Mike walked over to her, wrapping his arms around her and holding her closely. “Rough one today?” He whispered the question into Laura’s hair, knowing the answer from the tenseness of her shoulders. He gave a small laugh. “At least you weren’t stuck selling turkeys this year.”


  “True. Even ghost hunting is better than retail.” Laura laughed herself, before sobering up again thinking back on her day. “But this one is going to be a rough case.”


  “Aren’t they all? You could just go back to real estate full time, you know.”


  Laura nodded. “I know, but if I can help, I have to do it.”


  Mike smiled, kissed her on the forehead, and went back into the kitchen. He stirred one of the pots on the stove and checked under the lid of another. “So what’s going on?”


  “Just a single entity this time. But it’s a little girl, apparently. Dennis is excited. He thinks we might have caught her on film. But, oh, Mike, she’s so lost and alone. And so very angry. She doesn’t seem to know what happened to her and I’m not sure if I can help her. I’m not sure if she’ll ever be able to go home.”


  “You can’t help them all, Laura. We both know after last year that some of them just don’t want to leave.”


  As if to punctuate his words, the wall Laura leaned against rattled and banged, and the kitchen grew colder, so much colder that her breath became visible.


  Ignoring the cold, Laura cocked her head to one side, concentrating, and heard the whispering start. The voices were softer these days, and less persistent, more like a sigh than a scream. But they never went completely away. She held them off, the best she could. She took a deep breath and let it out, turning to face the wall. She ran her fingers gently over the pictures hanging there: six small frames holding school photos of children and a larger one of Bert and Dolores Wellman, in better times, standing hand in hand on the front porch of the house.


  “Hush,” she said quietly, holding her hand against the door for a minute or two until the rattling subsided and the whispers dropped to the faintest of sounds. “Be calm, Dolores, everything is all right.” Laura struck a match and lit a votive candle on the small shelf below the pictures. “Shhhh,” she said. “You’re okay. Everything is okay. I know you’re here. And I’ll never forget.”


  The End
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    Chapter One

  


  I hate waking up in an unfamiliar place. I’ve slept in pretty much the same bed for the past fifteen years, so when I wake up someplace new, it really throws me off. When I wake up tied to a metal folding chair in the center of an abandoned warehouse that reeks of stale cigarette smoke, diesel fuel and axle grease—well, that really starts my night on a sparkling note.


  My mood deteriorated further when I heard a voice behind me say, “It’s about time you woke up, bloodsucker.”


  Why do people have to be rude? It’s a condition, like freckles. I’m a vampire. Deal with it. We can do without the slurs, thank you very much.


  “Go easy on the bloodsucker, pal. I haven’t had breakfast,” was what I tried to say, but since my mouth was duct-taped shut, I sounded more like a retarded Muppet than a fearsome creature of the night.


  My repartee needed work if I hoped to talk my way out of this. Of course, if my mysterious captor had wanted me dead, he’d had all day to make that happen. Instead, I woke up tied to a standard metal folding chair, the kind that gets sacrificed in countless professional wrestling matches. I tested my bonds. I was tied tight, and whatever he had bound me with burned—making him devout and the binding blessed, or the bonds were silver. My money was on silver. The true believers are more the stake-them-in-the-coffins types than the kidnap-them-and-tie-them-to-chairs types.


  “Shut up, bloodsucker. You, as the one tied to the chair with silver chains, get to sit there and do whatever I say.” My captor moved around in front where I could get a good look at him. I knew him, of course. It’s never the new guy in town who ties you to a chair. It’s always that creepy guy who you’ve seen lurking around the cemetery for a couple weeks in mid-October, the one that you can’t decide if he’s there to mourn or for some other reason. And, of course, it’s always some other reason.


  I’d seen this guy hanging around one of the big oak trees in my cemetery for a couple of weeks, near the freshest grave in the joint. I never paid much attention to his wardrobe until now, figuring it was close to Halloween, so he was just a goth kid getting a jump on the competition, but in retrospect I realized I should have. He wore almost stereotypical vampire-hunter garb. Black jeans, black boots, long black coat, wide-brimmed black hat. Christ, I bet he owned the Van Helsing Blu-ray. I swore then that if I ever got the chance, I was eating Hugh Jackman’s liver. No, we don’t usually eat people, but liver’s a good source of blood, and I was pissed. I had been caught and trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey by a skinny teen who watched too many bad vampire movies.


  This kid was white, about sixteen, with mousy brown hair, and he looked like he played too much Call of Duty instead of getting a job. His skin was paler than mine, for crying out loud, and I’m dead. His clothes hung loose, like scarecrow garb, on his scrawny frame, and he either had an asthma inhaler in his front pocket or was happy to see me. God, I hoped it was an inhaler.


  The kid reached forward and ripped the tape off, taking a layer or two of skin with it.


  “OWWW!” I yelled, straining against my bonds. “You little rat bastard, I swear to God I am going to drink you dry and leave your body on the lawn like . . . like an empty bag of flesh!”


  Okay, my similes need some work.


  “I don’t think so, bloodsucker. I think you’re going to do anything I tell you to, or I’ll leave you tied up there to starve.”


  He had a point there. It’s not like there were very many people who would miss a vampire, and I hadn’t yet figured out how to get loose from whatever silver-lined bonds he’d created. Sitting here and starving was entirely possible.


  “All right, what do you want?” I asked. Might as well find out right now if he wanted something simple or—


  “I want you to turn me,” he replied. The look of hope on his face was a little pathetic, really, but there was a determination there that was disturbing. Talking him out of his demand was not going to be easy.


  “No.” I wanted to get the short and simple part out of the way first, then we could move on to the lengthy explanations.


  “Oh, but you will.” He leered at me like a bad movie villain.


  “Oh, but I won’t.” I just sat there. I couldn’t do anything else, but one thing was certain—I was not turning this asshat into a vampire.


  “I demand that you turn me. You are at my mercy and must do as I say,” the asshat proclaimed. I craned my neck to see if there was an audience behind him. Nope, we were alone and he was performing for the rats in the warehouse.


  “Not a chance.”


  “But . . . but . . . you have to.”


  “Not gonna happen, kid,” I repeated.


  “Why not?” He deflated like a Macy’s parade balloon in a cactus field. Suddenly he wasn’t a grandiose vampire hunter, but a scared teenager who’d caught a tiger by his toe and really didn’t know what to do with him now.


  “Because I don’t turn people. Because this life isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Because you’d miss all those romantical sunsets you probably write maudlin poetry about. Because it’s not fair to the ecosystem to add another predator. Because we don’t really sparkle. All of the above. None of the above. Pick a reason, kid, any reason you like. I’m not turning you.” I started to look around for another way to get out of this mess, but it didn’t look good for our hero.


  That’d be me since it’s my story. Dammit.


  For a skinny little gamer-geek, he’d done a good job tying me up. I guess that’s another thing we can thank the Internet for—unlimited access to fetish porn has improved the knot-tying ability of men who can’t get dates. I couldn’t exactly see my hands, but by straining forward, I could see that my ankles were tied to separate legs of the chair with those plastic zip ties you get in the electrical aisle. I could see a silver necklace wound around each tie, and by the way my wrists felt, he’d done the same thing there.


  The silver sapped the strength from my arms by contact, and I couldn’t get enough leverage with my legs to do anything useful. I looked up to try and Jedi mind trick my kidnapper, when I noticed two things: one—he was wearing polarized sunglasses, which was a neat idea, although ultimately useless against my mental abilities, and two—he was crying.


  “You have to turn me!” Tears streamed down his cheeks. “I’m running out of time, and this was the only thing I could think of to fix it!”


  I couldn’t believe myself. I was actually starting to feel sorry for the guy. “Okay, kid. Why don’t you tell me what’s wrong, and I’ll see if I can help?”


  “No one can help, but if I were one of the Undead I could help myself.” I swear I could actually hear him capitalize undead. “You know that’s kinda my job, right? Helping people that can’t help themselves. Kinda like the A-Team, without the Mohawk and the van. Reach into my shirt pocket and grab a business card. I promise not to bite you. The Undead cannot tell a lie.” Total bullshit, but I’ve often found people dumb enough to romanticize the whole vampire thing will believe almost anything.


  He reached into my pocket and took out a business card. It had my name, James Black, and cell-phone number under a logo—Black Knight Investigations, Shedding Light On Your Darkest Problems. Neither the company name nor the stupid slogan was my idea. And I prefer Jimmy to James.


  “You’re a detective?”


  I nodded.


  “And you think you can help me?”


  “I can’t really know that until you tell me what your problem is. So, why don’t you untie me, and we can talk about this like a pair of reasonable people?” I put a little mojo into my eyes, and he started toward me with a pair of wire cutters in his hand. Then all hell broke loose instead of me.


  
    Chapter Two

  


  There was a huge crash from behind me, and I had a sinking feeling that my cavalry had arrived. I twisted around in my chair to see what was going on and watched as part of the roof came down in a shower of glass from the skylight and rotted wood. A rotund form struck the ground with a bone-jarring thump and lay sprawled on the concrete floor. From the curses emanating from the same general vicinity as the body, my suspicions were confirmed. My partner had arrived to save the day. With his usual subtlety and success rate.


  “What the hell?” The kid stared at what had fallen through the roof, my freedom momentarily forgotten. I leaned forward onto my tiptoes and the front two chair legs and turned myself around to watch the floor show provided by my best friend and business partner, Gregory W. Knightwood IV. He’s the “Knight” in Black Knight Investigations. Greg looked a little the worse for wear from his fall, but apparently none of the wood he fell on pierced his heart. Otherwise, I’d be looking for someone else to share naming rights with. After a few more seconds of muttered cursing, Greg realized that he had an audience and sprang to his feet, swirling his cape around him dramatically.


  At least that was the idea. It’s hard to swirl properly when part of the cape is draped over your head, but he gave it a hell of a try. Greg sometimes takes the whole vampire thing a little too much to heart. I was not surprised he’d chosen this moment as one of those times. In addition to the cape, he was dressed all in black spandex, which was not a good look for a guy who topped out at five foot nine and weighed somewhere around two-forty. He had on motorcycle boots, also black, and what looked like an honest-to-God utility belt. It was kinda like a cross between Batman and the Goodyear Blimp.


  At least Greg wasn’t wearing a mask this time. He fought with the cape for a few more seconds before finally mumbling something rude and tearing it to shreds. He looked at my captor with his most menacing stare and said, “Release my partner, and you might live to see another sunrise.”


  I thought that was a pretty good line under most circumstances, but Greg didn’t know that the kid didn’t want to live to see any more sunrises. Needless to say, he was a little taken aback when the kid lunged at him with a cross in hand. Greg stumbled backward a step before his vampire abilities outweighed his natural clumsiness, and he caught himself. Then he reached out, grabbed the cross from the kid and flung it across the room. The kid’s eyes widened as he realized what kind of trouble he was in. Greg reached out and grabbed him by the throat, lifting him off the ground with one hand.


  At least, he lifted him a couple of inches, because Greg was way shorter than the kid and didn’t have the height to properly impress the wannabe vampire. Greg and the kid both seemed to realize this at about the same time, and Greg tossed him across the room in the general direction of his holy symbol. Then he came over to where I was bound and began to free me.


  “Nice entrance.” I smirked a little.


  “You want to stay tied to the chair?”


  Good point. I shut up and let him go about the delicate task of unwinding the silver from my wrists and snipping the wire ties. At least the kid had dropped the wire cutters close by so Greg didn’t have to use his teeth. He’d freed my right arm when I caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of my eye. I opened my mouth to warn my partner when he turned on the kid.


  Vampires are fast. Like, ridiculously fast. And the first time a mortal gets a real eyeful of how fast we are, it usually freaks the person out. Not this kid, though. He was standing over Greg with a broken piece of lumber, probably what used to be a skylight, and Greg’s faster-than-human whirl didn’t give him a second’s pause. He swung from the heels and cracked the board right over Greg’s head with everything he had.


  “Ouch,” Greg said as he stared at my would-be kidnapper.


  “You’re still standing.” The kid had a good grasp of the obvious, I had to give him that.


  “Punk, the only thing you can do with that stick that will bother me is to shove it through my heart. And there’s no way I’m just going to stand here and let you do that.” Greg reached out and snatched the two-by-four out of the kid’s hands. The kid tried to hold onto it, but Greg was way too strong for that. The board clattered end over end across the warehouse, and Greg passed me the clippers. “Why don’t you finish the job? I think I need to keep an eye on your friend here to make sure he doesn’t do anything else stupid.”


  I snipped the last plastic tie, shook myself free of the silver chain and stretched my arms and legs. Undead or not, being tied with your arms behind your back was damned uncomfortable. At least I didn’t have to worry about him cutting off circulation to my extremities. I stepped to one side and pointed at the chair.


  “Sit,” I ordered.


  “Are you going to turn me now?” the kid asked.


  “No, but I am going to get a few answers, and I don’t particularly care if you give them to me willingly or if I have to compel you to answer me.” I’m not very good at compulsion, but he didn’t know that.


  “I’ll talk, just don’t hurt me.”


  I shook my head. The idiot wanted to be turned into a vampire, and he didn’t think that was going to hurt? Kids these days. He sat in the only chair as I looked around for a stool or something and found nothing. Looked like Greg and I would be standing for the interrogation. Greg was poking through the kid’s backpack, which was lying in the open trunk of an old sedan. Apparently that’s how I’d been brought in, trussed up in the trunk of a Buick. Fantastic.


  “Now, what’s so awful that you want to be turned into a vampire to get away from it?” I asked.


  Greg’s head whipped around like it was on a swivel. “He wants what?”


  “Yeah, apparently young Mister . . .” I paused and looked at the kid.


  “Harris. Tommy Harris,” he spluttered.


  “Apparently young Mister Tommy Harris here wants to become one of the undead. He brought me here to turn him into a bloodsucking demon of the night. I haven’t figured out yet if he has an unhealthy affection for the taste of human blood, or just doesn’t like going to the beach, but that’s why he kidnapped me.”


  “Wow,” Greg said, slamming the trunk of the car and leaning on it. “He’s dumber than he looks if he thought he could bully you into turning him. Isn’t he?” Greg gave me an odd look, like he thought I might have actually turned the punk.


  Greg is the only vampire I’ve created, way back when I was newly turned myself and not completely in control of my powers. Sometimes he picks inopportune times to play that guilt card.


  “Yeah, pretty dumb.” I decided not to air any dirty laundry in public and turned back to my kidnapper. “Tommy, what’s going on that’s so bad that you need to become a vampire to be able to deal with it? Maybe we can help. As I was explaining before my partner’s unexpected entrance—” Greg sketched a rough salute from the trunk of the car, “—we are private investigators and we’re pretty good at what we do. Maybe we can help you.”


  “I doubt it. I mean, I’m sure you guys are great detectives—”


  “We are,” Greg interrupted. I shot him a look that said shut up, doofus and gestured for Tommy to continue.


  “But it’s not a mystery you can solve by detecting, And I can’t stop it,” he finished.


  “Can’t stop what, exactly.” Greg reached into the top of his right boot and pulled out a blood pack. “Snack?”


  “What flavor?” I asked.


  “O-positive. I didn’t know what you’d be in the mood for, what with the whole kidnapping thing.” He tossed me the bag, and I ripped it open. As I brought the bag to my mouth, I noticed Tommy looking even paler than before, which was no mean feat.


  “What’s wrong, kid? Haven’t you ever seen one of us eat?” I turned the bag up and started to drink. Nice. This one was fresh, no more than a couple of weeks old, and while the bag smelled faintly of Greg’s socks, being in his boot had kept the blood warm. It was smooth, obviously a young donor, without much in the way of contaminants, and the snack sped the healing of the burns the silver necklaces had made on my wrists and ankles.


  “No, I haven’t seen you . . . eat,” Tommy said in a very small voice.


  I finished the bag of blood and looked over at him. He looked like what he was, a very scared kid in over his head.


  “Well this is a lot cleaner than the old-fashioned way, let me tell you,” Greg finished off a blood bag of his own, and I wondered for a minute what flavor his had been. Each blood type had a unique taste, and different donors had their unique qualities, too. Finding a good batch in a blood bank was as likely as stumbling on a really good bottle of Bordeaux at Sam’s Club.


  Tommy looked a little sick, but he swallowed and went back to his story, careful not to look at either of us. “There’s a witch that I pissed off, and now she wants to kill me and my whole family. All I could think of was to get you to turn me into a vampire so that I could kill her before she got to my family.”


  “Where did you find a witch in Charlotte, North Carolina? And what did you do to piss her off so bad she wants to kill you?” I asked. Our fair city is known for a lot of things—banking, bad basketball teams, good barbecue and car racing. But witchcraft doesn’t even make the Department of Tourism’s Top Ten list of attractions.


  “And more importantly,” Greg added, “how did you find out about Jimmy and figure out enough about us to nab him?” Greg hopped off the car trunk and was beside the kid’s chair before he could even think about breathing. “Oh yeah, and we can smell it on you if you lie.”


  That’s not exactly true. We can smell fear, and usually people smell a little different when they’re lying, but this guy was so terrified already that I didn’t think we could scent anything as subtle as a lie through all that fear. But he didn’t have to know that.


  “Well it all started with a girl,” he began slowly. Doesn’t it always start with a girl?


  
    Chapter Three

  


  “She was just this weirdo little kid, all goth and stuff—”


  Greg interrupted again. “Wait a minute. I thought goth went out in 1989?”


  Tommy blinked before answering. “Uh… I wouldn’t know. I wasn’t born then. I know she wore a lot of black, too much eyeliner, always had on T-shirts with weird bands on them, you know, a freak.” He didn’t notice that Greg wasn’t really listening, but was standing there shaking his head.


  “I don’t know, Jimmy-boy. I just don’t know what’s worse. The fact that you got captured by a human, or the fact that you got captured by a human child.” Greg looked at me disapprovingly.


  “Hey!” Tommy exclaimed. “I’m eighteen, you know. I’m no kid. After all, how old are you guys? You can’t be more than a couple years older than me.”


  “None of your business—” I started, as Greg said “Thirty-five.”


  “Huh?” Tommy looked back and forth between the two of us, confused.


  “Remember, kid? Vampires? Creatures of the night? We don’t age, moron. We were turned when we were both twenty-two. Yeah, we’re older than we look,” Greg explained, reclaiming his perch on the trunk of the car.


  “Except we’re dead.” I said, pulling over a stack of pallets and taking a seat. This kid looked like the long-winded type, and even with the blood, I wasn’t feeling my best after being bound with silver. I decided I’d rather not stand for his whole monologue. “Anyway, you were saying?”


  “Uh . . . yeah. Anyway, she was this weird middle-school kid or goth or whatever, and me and my buddies, well . . . we kinda gave her some crap from time to time. Nothing big, just—”


  “Just making her life a living hell for the amusement of you and your idiot friends,” Greg said, a grim look on his face. My partner had been heavy all his life, and middle school was particularly rough. An unfortunate side effect of becoming a vampire is your body never changes, no matter how much you eat or work out. Being trapped in an overweight body for eternity will give you sympathy for people who are picked on for being different. His stare never left Tommy’s face as he waited for the admission of guilt.


  “Um . . . yeah, I guess you could probably say that. But we were just messing with her—a couple of weeks ago—throwing her book bag around, popping her training bra and stuff, when this funky book falls out. It’s all leather-bound, and soft, like a journal or something, and has writing on the cover like I’ve never seen before.”


  “I pick it up, and make to throw it to my buddy Jamie, and the girl goes nuts on me. She jumps on my back, pulling my hair and hitting me and stuff. She’s never done anything like this, so I kinda shove her a little bit, not really even that hard, and she falls right on her butt in this big mud puddle, and the book maybe falls in the mud with her, and then she looks at me, and she curses at me.”


  He finally looked down, finally had the decency to look a little ashamed of his behavior, or maybe ashamed to have to own up to it to a couple of guys who were old enough to be his dad. But it wasn’t enough shame to appease Greg.


  “You mean, she called you a jerk, or an asshole, or something like that?” Greg asked. “Because, if you ask me, that was pretty well deserved.”


  “Nah, man, nothing like that,” Tommy replied. “She really cursed me. She looked up at me and said something like ‘By All the Dead, I Curse Thee. By All Hallow’s Eve shall thee and all thy kin die a bloody death.’ And when she said it, I could have sworn her eyes glowed, man. And I felt a chill run through me, and I knew she was for real. That’s when I knew I had to get some serious firepower.”


  Tommy came to stand right in front of me and I could see the kid was way more scared of a witch in the future than two vampires in the present—and we could be pretty scary when we needed to.


  “Will you help me?”


  “I don’t know, kid.”


  Greg was less conflicted. “We don’t usually go out of our way to defend bullies and kidnappers from justice. Seems to me you might deserve everything you’re gonna get.”


  “I might, man, but my kid sister doesn’t!” Tommy crossed to the Buick and grabbed Greg by the shoulders.


  “You’ve gotta help her, even if you don’t help me. I mean, she’s just a little kid. She doesn’t deserve anything bad happening to her. If I get punished, that’s fine. I screwed with the witch. I deserve to get turned into a frog or whatever. But Amy’s only seven. She doesn’t deserve to die because I was a jerk.”


  He was almost in hysterics, and I didn’t want to see what would happen if he started crying and got snot all over Greg’s costume. Lycra is a great fabric, but it doesn’t shed mucus easily. I wish I didn’t know that on so many levels. I also wished I didn’t know where this was going.


  As soon as Tommy mentioned a kid sister, he had Greg hooked. He’s a sucker for cases with little kids. It goes back to his baby sister, Sarah. That’s a long story, and there’s no happy ending, either. I was in as soon as he said “witch” because I’d never met a real one before, and I’m a sucker for cases with things I’ve never seen before.


  
    Chapter Four

  


  The next night a few hours after the sun set we were hanging out on Tommy’s front porch waiting for him to finish dinner and lead us to the local witch’s house. Or, more to the point, we were sitting on the roof of his porch so as not to scare his parents. I had to be careful to keep my feet from dangling off, and Greg had to be careful not to stray too far from structural support members. I wasn’t sure what would have happened if he’d fallen through the roof, what with the rules about being invited in and all.


  Falling into an abandoned warehouse was survivable. But an occupied personal dwelling? I didn’t know if he would have fallen in and burst into flames, which would have been bad. We decided he should keep to the more solid parts of the roof.


  It was about eight when the family fun time broke up, and our client made his way outside to meet us. He muttered some unintelligible collage of “out” and “nowhere” and “nobody” in response to his mother’s queries, but eventually he stood on the sidewalk in front of his house looking around.


  “Ummm . . . guys?” We let him stand there for a minute feeling nervous, and maybe a little silly, before we jumped down off the roof to flank him. At least I did. Greg, with his typical grace, managed to land half on the sidewalk, half in dog poop.


  “Awww, man!” Greg gestured at his shoe. “Do you know how hard it is to get dog crap out of Doc Martens?”


  “Bro, I didn’t know they still made Doc Martens.”


  “Bite me.”


  “No thanks, pal. You went stale before the turn of the century.”


  He flipped me off, and I ignored him. “All right, Tommy, you’re going to show us where this witch lives, and we’re going to see if we can find anything out about her. If she’s really a witch, we should be able to convince her to reverse the curse before anything bad happens to your family.”


  “How are you going to do that? You never said how you’re going to convince her.” Tommy was a nice kid, but a little whiny. I didn’t need whiny clients. I had a partner for that.


  “We can be pretty persuasive when we want to be.”


  “Remember? Creatures of the night? All that kind of nastiness?” Greg chimed in, having caught up with us after cleaning his boots. I’d talked him out of the spandex uniform for tonight, but he still had on the boots and utility belt. I’d decided to pick my battles on that front. And besides, every once in a while he pulled something useful out of his belt, like a flashlight, or tequila. My only concession to the stereotype was my long black leather coat, but I could get away with it the week before Halloween. Besides, I looked cool.


  We walked along in silence for a while. At least, Greg and I tried to walk in silence. Tommy, on the other hand, decided to use this face time with the dark denizens of the night (his words, not mine) to satisfy his curiosity about the finer points of vampirism.


  Block One: “Hey guys, is it true that you can’t, you know, get it up unless you’ve fed recently? I mean, it makes sense, it is a blood flow thing.” Cue sound effect of crickets chirping. The last thing I’m gonna discuss with a teenage wannabe is my erectile function. Or otherwise.


  Block Two: “Hey, um, maybe this is too personal, but are you guys like, dating? I mean, I read somewhere that vampires are all, like bisexual and stuff. And you are always together.” He finds it odd that the only two vampires in a city of a million and a half people hang out together a lot. You know, it is perfectly possible for two grown men to be roommates without there being anything out of the ordinary going on. Look at Sesame Street. No wait, that’s probably not the best example. Just because you pay the bill does not mean you get the personal answers. And, um, no.


  Block Three: “Um, do vampires poop?” Okay, maybe this is the last thing I’m gonna choose to discuss with a teenage wannabe.


  Thankfully, the witch only lived about four blocks from Tommy’s house. One block farther and we might have had to rip out his throat to stop the interrogation. But he stopped and said, “We’re here.”


  I stared at the typical suburban two-story house—nice wraparound porch, white vinyl siding, bike in the front yard, probably four bedrooms with one converted into an “office” where the dad surfed porn on the Internet while the mom watched American Idol in the den. It didn’t look much like a haven for evil sorcery. We scouted the outside of the house for a while making sure there wasn’t a doghouse or anything else that might screw the pooch on this operation.


  Dogs don’t like vampires. Cats usually just look at us funny, but they do that to humans, too. Dogs go absolutely nuts when they get near a vampire. They bark, howl, tend to pee all over the place, and depending on the size of the dog we’re talking about, either attack or run like hell. Of course it’s always the little yippy dogs that attack, and the big dogs with enough sense to run like hell. I’ve ripped apart my fair share of Chihuahuas in my day. After we made sure that the place was clear of pooches, we reconvened on the sidewalk in front of the house.


  “Tommy, this is where you come in,” Greg instructed. The kid looked stunned to be called on, like he didn’t know whether to run home like he had a hellhound on his trail, or to charge in there and beat the little witch to death with a phonebook.


  He took a minute to summon up his courage. “What do I have to do?”


  “You’ve got to convince her to come outside with you to talk,” Greg replied.


  “Why?”


  “Jesus, kid. Not everything you’ve read is true, but not all of it is wrong, either. We can’t go in without being invited. And if she’s got any kind of power at all, she’ll sense that we’re not exactly mailmen. There’s no way in hell she’ll invite us in. Now, go. Get to convincing.” Greg put one hand on Tommy’s shoulder and spun him toward the house. He put the other hand in the small of his back and propelled him toward the front door. I hopped up onto the roof of the porch to get a closer sniff of what this chick was and if she was anything out of the ordinary.


  Tommy rang the doorbell, and a girl answered right away. I couldn’t see her, but I heard her clear as a bell. “I knew you’d be coming. You may not enter, and your friends may not enter, either. Your pitiful life is over, Thomas Harris, and nothing you say to me will change that.”


  Her voice didn’t sound right, like there was something bigger speaking behind her, and I could smell something that definitely wasn’t teenage girl floating around. I felt a surge of power and hopped down off the roof just in time to see her try to slam the door in Tommy’s face. That’s when the kid did something I never figured he’d have the guts to do—he grabbed her. He reached inside and dragged her out onto the porch, slamming the door behind her.


  Once she was outside, I figured this would be simple—we’d haul her back to our cemetery, scare the crap out of her, and she’d be begging please-Mr.-Vampire-don’t-eat-me-I’m-still-a-virgin quicker than you can say garlic mashed potatoes. But as soon as I stepped up onto the porch I realized I was wrong. Again.


  
    Chapter Five

  


  I got to the porch a little before Greg, and we both stopped cold. The girl, who couldn’t have been more than fourteen and a hundred pounds soaking wet, had Tommy on his knees. His left arm was hanging loosely down by his side, obviously broken. He wasn’t screaming, but it wasn’t for lack of trying. The silence had more to do with the fact that she had moved on from his arm and was busy crushing his throat with one hand.


  I ran at her. She flicked out her other fist almost faster than I could see, and certainly faster than I could dodge. She caught me square in the solar plexus and doubled me up with one ridiculous punch. Lucky for Tommy she only had two hands, because Greg came at her the same time I did and landed enough of a punch to knock her a step backward, making her let go of Tommy’s throat before she could finish strangling him.


  “You should not interfere, vampire. There are forces at work beyond your understanding.” Again, she used that creepy voice. This chick would have irritated me if I hadn’t been scared shitless.


  “Well,” Greg said in his best placating tone, “we have interfered. Now let’s talk about this like rational beings, shall we?”


  Greg’s always trying to talk his way out of fights. I think it goes back to being the fat kid in school. He couldn’t fight, so he tried to talk or joke his way out of getting his ass kicked. I don’t know that it’s ever worked in all the decades I’ve known him. Didn’t look like it was going to work now either.


  The girl looked at him disdainfully, laughed and lunged at him with more of that crazy speed. She started throwing kicks and punches that made Jackie Chan look like a rank amateur, and it took everything Greg had to dodge enough of them to avoid being crushed.


  I picked Tommy up over my shoulders and jumped him onto a neighboring roof. “Stay here, and stay quiet. I don’t need to explain how you got here to the fire department. I’ll come get you after we kick her ass.” I made to jump into the scrap, but he grabbed my leg.


  “What if you can’t beat her?” he asked through a mouthful of blood. I missed the part where she busted his mouth up, but I guessed it could have happened when she switched from breaking his arm to choking him half to death.


  “Then you don’t have to worry about paying our bill.” I jumped off the roof, cleared the front yard in one hop, and joined the rumble, which had moved out into the street. I didn’t like the number of porch lights that were flickering on, so I stopped throwing punches long enough to say, “If you want to keep your presence here under the radar for more than the next five minutes, we might want to move this party somewhere more private.”


  “Or I could just kill you quickly,” the girl said, nailing me with an uppercut that sent me flying into the path of an oncoming minivan.


  “Or that,” I said as the van crashed into my back (or I crashed into its front, whichever way you want to look at it). Greg took a kick to the head that spun him completely around, and she grabbed his head like she was going to twist it completely off his body. That’s one of the only surefire ways to kill us, and when I saw what she had in mind, I reached deep down and did the only thing I could think of to save my partner’s life.


  I picked up that stupid little minivan, and slammed it into the freshman-from-hell with everything I had. Toys, glass, baby seats and a couple of yuppies spilled out onto the pavement, but the girl was finally down. Greg dragged the yuppies over to the sidewalk and dropped his Jedi mind trick on them about hitting a Great Dane and being cut out of the van by firefighters while I used their seatbelts to tie the girl’s hands and feet.


  There were moreand I could hear sirens coming into the neighborhood. We had to move, and fast, or we were going to have some very uncomfortable questions to answer.


  “Grab Tommy and get him to the hospital. I stashed him on a roof,” I said to Greg.


  “Where are you going with her?” he asked. He was weaving a little back and forth, but he could stand, at least.


  “Where else? I gotta take her to Dad’s.” And I tossed the girl over my shoulder like a rolled-up carpet and took off toward the only place that was safe to interrogate her—St. Patrick’s.


  
    Chapter Six

  


  I carried the girl/witch/thing over my shoulder toward St. Patrick’s Church, hoping by all I had ever believed in that Dad could contain her. “Dad” is Michael Maloney, the priest at St. Patrick’s, and he’s one of the best friends a vampire could have. He’s also an old friend, the only person from before that Greg and I ever associate with. He’s been there for us for a long time, and I really hoped that he had enough juice with the Big Guy Upstairs to bind this whatever-she-was long enough to get some answers.


  I couldn’t go in through the front door. The holy ground thing is true. But there’s a corner of the cemetery that sits on unsanctified soil, because the church decided during the Great Depression that it needed a place to bury suicides within the fence. That way the church could keep the funeral revenue. But, since Catholic doctrine wouldn’t allow someone who took their own life to be buried on hallowed ground, they bought the property next door, knocked down the non-sanctified house that was there, fenced in the lot and expanded the graveyard. It’s really handy to have a place to meet where no one would ever think to look for us, and Greg and I keep a room of sorts in one of the crypts for emergencies. And this was shaping up to be a doozy of an emergency.


  I called Dad on my cell when I was close, and he met me at the crypt with a lantern and a battered leather bag. I guessed it was his exorcism tool kit and gave it a wide berth. Mike’s never tried to douse us with holy water, but crosses, true believers and vampires don’t mix. I steer clear.


  “Jimmy, my son, what have you gotten yourself into?” Mike asked as he held the door for me. I dropped my little care package on the floor of the crypt and Mike stood there gaping at the hog-tied teenager in front of him.


  “Don’t call me your son, Dad. And I don’t really know what I’ve gotten into. That’s what I’ve got you for. This little chicklet is way more than she seems. She kicked the crap out of me and Greg both, and if I hadn’t dropped a minivan on her head she probably would have killed Greg.” That was the moment that my body decided to let all the bruises and exertion catch up with me, and I slid down to sit on the floor of the crypt.


  “I don’t suppose you’ve got anything to eat in that bag?” I eyed his satchel hopefully.


  Mike shook his head. “Sorry, my—um—Jimmy. I don’t exactly keep the red in with the Host.”


  “It’s fine. I’ll go out for a snack later. For now, we need to find out what’s gotten into this kid. Literally.”


  Mike’s eyes got wide, and he actually inched closer to his bag. “You think she may be possessed?”


  “Not my field. But I know she’s way stronger than she should be, and she sensed us as vamps from way farther away than even a bloodhound could have.”


  “Hmmm. Well, extra-dimensional beings would certainly be able to sense the presence of other creatures of their ilk, and demons are reputed to have incredible strength.”


  “Hey! Go easy on the demon talk, old buddy. Remember, me and my ilk used to slip you Playboys in middle school.” I’d had issues with religion before I got turned, and since then I’ve spent most of my nights avoiding religious contemplation.


  “No offense meant, James. It’s just a term. Now, let me get a closer look at her.” He knelt on the floor beside the girl, and only my speed allowed me to grab his shoulders and pull him back intact. The girl lunged at his face, trying for all the world to eat his nose. I yanked him out of the way, and the whatever-she-was laughed the kind of laugh that makes places inside you go very, very cold.


  “Come closer, priest. Give us a little kiss,” it mocked. Mike grabbed a crucifix from his bag, and thrust it at the girl-thing. It hissed and tried to roll away, but I lost sight of things for a minute. Probably because I was trying to put a sarcophagus between myself and the holy symbol. Mike was the truest type of true believer, and the cross in his hands gave me a monster of a migraine. From the looks of things, whatever was inside the girl liked it even less than I did.


  “In the name of God the Father and Jesus Christ his Son on Earth I command you to leave this girl!” When I opened my eyes again, peeking carefully over the big stone coffin I was hiding behind, Mike was standing over the girl, cross in his left hand and a Bible in his right. The cross was glowing with an ethereal light, and it looked like something was floating around the girl. A cloud of what looked like glowing red gnats, buzzing and angry, coalesced around her head. Then I heard the voice again, and not for the first time that night, I got really worried.


  “Foolish priest. Do you think that your trappings of faith can save you?” The disembodied voice was all around us, swirling in and out of the cloud like an angry wind. “I see inside your soul, priest. I see your darkest thoughts, your blackest fears, and you are not holy.”


  Mike raised his Bible over his head and pointed the cross at the girl like a conductor’s baton. “I am a servant of the Lord God Almighty and by His Grace I am sanctified. You are a beast of Hell and I command you to leave this girl!”


  The thing laughed, and I swear the girl’s eyes glowed like a cheap X-Files effect. “I serve a power older and stronger than your pitiful little carpenter. Your little book means nothing to me, and you cannot command one with power such as mine.”


  Mike’s Bible burst into flames, and he dropped the flaming holy book. He switched into Latin, and since I’m not old enough and certainly not religious enough to have much of a grasp on dead languages, I had no idea what he was saying. But after a couple of seconds of chanting, the cloud-thing screamed in rage and pain, and then flew at Mike like a comic-book bee colony, heading straight for his hand. The crucifix flared into blinding light, first white, then a deep crimson red. The voice sounded everywhere around us, and it began to laugh.


  Through that awful cackling, I heard Mike howl in pain. There was one last flash of red light, and a wave of force blew out from Mike and the girl. Like a hurricane, it picked me up and flung me limp into the far wall of the crypt. The last thing I heard before I blacked out was that laugh. And Mike screaming.


  
    Chapter Seven

  


  When I woke up, I was alone in the crypt. There was a puddle of melted silver on the floor where I last remembered Mike standing, and the seatbelts I had tied the girl with were lying in a pile in a corner. They’d been cut neatly, not torn, but that was all the info I could glean from my surroundings. I went to the door and eased it open a crack to see the bright sunlight streaming into the crypt from the cemetery.


  Crap. I was stuck for a while.


  The whole thing about sunlight is real, too. We don’t burst into flames immediately, but it doesn’t take long for one of us to be reduced to a pile of charcoal briquettes if we come into contact with direct sunlight. I settled down to wait for nightfall and hoped that Mike had recovered enough to go into the church. I decided to check on Greg and Tommy, and reached in my pocket for my cell phone. I pulled out a mangled mass of plastic and computer chips and realized that the phone had been crushed during my fight with the girl-monster. I hoped everyone was okay, because I was trapped until sunset.


  After a ridiculously boring day of staring at a sunbeam, I felt more than saw the sun finally dip below the horizon, and I headed out into the cemetery. Mike was hurrying across the sanctified part of the graveyard to meet me.


  “Where have you been, dude? I’ve been stuck in there worried sick all day!” I started to lay into him pretty solid, but then I got a good look at my old friend. He looked his age for probably the first time ever. He had a bandage on his forehead that looked fresh, and his left hand was wrapped heavily all the way from the elbow to the fingers. “Jesus Christ, man, how bad did she get you?”


  “Pretty badly, I’m afraid. Not all of us are blessed with eternal youth, James. I recently returned from the hospital with our young guest. She’s terribly shaken up. I only got her to sleep in the parish house a few moments ago.” He took my elbow and led me further from the church, as though there was someone in there he didn’t want to take note of our little chat.


  “What? She’s in the church?” I was baffled. I would have bet the farm that she was way less welcome on holy ground than me. “And have you heard from Greg? My phone got—”


  “Trashed. Again. Here.” Greg tossed me a replacement phone as he came out from behind a tree. I looked him up and down, but he didn’t seem to be any the worse for wear after getting pummeled last night. As if in answer to my unspoken question, Greg went on. “I’m fine. I had a snack before I went to bed last night. Tommy’s arm is a clean break, but she got both the bones so it’s gonna be useless for at least a month. They kept him at the hospital for observation. I talked to him while I was on my way over here.”


  I put the phone in my front pocket this time, since my back pocket didn’t seem to be very good for protecting them. “What was that you said about the girl being in the church, Mike? I figured her for a serious bad guy, given what she did to all of us last night.”


  “What was residing in the girl was, in fact, a very serious bad guy, but the girl herself was guilty of nothing more than curiosity and a desire for a little payback on the kids at school who teased her. I think we can all relate to those sentiments, can’t we?”


  He raised an eyebrow at Greg and me, and we had the good grace to look sheepish. I’m not sure when my old friend had developed the juice to shame me for my youthful indiscretions, but he certainly had it now. Maybe it came with the first grey hairs. I’d never know.


  “She was possessed? By what?” Greg asked.


  “Yes, she was possessed. And based on the amount of power she exhibited, we may have a very serious problem. I don’t know exactly what type of demon possessed her, but it’s incredibly strong. I’ve never experienced anything like that kind of power. To be able to melt a symbol of the Lord in the hands of a priest . . .” Mike trailed off, and if anything, he looked a little paler. Not as pale as me, but getting there.


  “How’s the hand?” I didn’t like seeing my old friend scared, and wanted to change the subject.


  “Mostly second-degree burns. I dropped the crucifix before it completely liquefied, but some of the molten silver landed on my skin. I probably won’t have full use of the last two fingers again for a while.”


  That explained the screaming I’d heard as I passed out. Molten metal eating through your flesh tends to make even vampires scream.


  Getting one of my best friends injured and maybe permanently disfigured wasn’t making me feel any better, so I switched back to the original problem. “So what do we know?”


  “Not much,” Mike said. “There are only a few demons that have the kind of power the girl exhibited last night, and all of them are bad news. And if what she said about serving an even more powerful demon is true, then we have to find where the demon went when it left the child, and stop it.”


  Of course we do. Because we’re not vampires, the beasties that give people nightmares and make them think twice about walking down that alley alone, we’re detective vampires. We’re the good guys. Like Batman, only with dietary restrictions. Sometimes I wondered what it would be like to eat people, like a normal vampire. But no, not only do I have a conscience, I have a roommate with a Kal-El complex and a priest for a best friend. If I could find a shrink that kept office hours after sundown, I could spend eternity in therapy.


  “What happened to the demon?” I asked.


  “When you got it out of the girl it went back to Hell?” Greg asked, a little more hopefully than was reasonable.


  Mike wobbled a little. “I have no idea, but I doubt it went anywhere we wanted it to go. I would expect that it found someone close by to inhabit, but the ethereal definitions of close by could mean anywhere in the city.”


  I led Mike over to sit on a headstone. It was a mark of how much had been taken out of him that he was willing to sit there. Usually that was one of the things Greg and I did to get a rise out of him, sit on grave markers and make fun of the occupants. Mike never disrespected the dead. Greg and I exchanged a worried glance behind Mike’s back, and I decided on an impromptu plan.


  “All right,” I said. “Mike, you stay here and keep an eye on the girl, and when she comes around see what information you can get out of her. Somebody had to help her bring this thing up. No kid has that kind of power. See if you can get the names of who else was in the circle with her that night, and keep her here. The beastie’s gotten into her once. That might make her vulnerable to a repeat possession, if there is such a thing.”


  I motioned to Greg. “We’ll split up and keep an eye on Tommy and his family. If getting revenge on him for picking on the girl was part of this creature’s contract for getting to this side of Hell, then it may still go after them. I’ll take the hospital, and Greg will keep an eye on the sister.”


  “That sounds good, boys. I think I would do well to do my part from my chair this time. Once I get there.” Mike started back toward the church. “Boys?”


  “Yeah, Dad?” I answered.


  “Be careful. This one is bad. Very, very bad.”


  Greg and I looked at each other as Mike limped into the church, looking way older than we were supposed to be. We stood there watching our friend’s back for a second, then headed off into the night for our respective charges. Good thing I was headed to the hospital. I needed breakfast bad.


  
    Chapter Eight

  


  It only took me a few minutes to get to the hospital. By bus. I’ve heard that some of us can take animal forms, but either I haven’t figured out how to turn into a bat, I haven’t been around long enough, the vampire that made me wasn’t strong enough, or something like that. I don’t really know. Since I can’t fly, I took the bus. And by that I mean I jumped on top of one and hitched a ride to the hospital.


  I was out of cash. It wasn’t that Greg and I were hurting for money. We did okay with the detecting business and it’s not like we had much of a grocery bill, but I was bad about leaving the house without grabbing any cash out of the cookie jar, so I never had any money on me. That meant I rode the top of the bus a lot. It was more fun than mojo-ing the driver out of a free fare.


  When I got to the hospital, Tommy had some company that I certainly wasn’t interested in seeing—the police. I did a quick one-eighty in the hallway once I saw the guard outside his room and headed back downstairs to swipe a disguise. In general, it’s a good idea to avoid masquerading as someone with medical training, because someone always wants you to do something with that training, and that can turn out poorly for you and the patient. So I usually put on my best janitor clothes and grab a bucket. There’s never been a hospital that didn’t have something that needed to be mopped, and the cleaning staff is usually invisible. Even if someone does notice you, they’re just happy to see you working their floor.


  I found an unattended supply closet on Tommy’s floor and commandeered a bucket and mop. I wheeled my way down the hall to the room next to Tommy’s, and headed in to mop and eavesdrop. Fortunately for me, the guy in the room was comatose and didn’t care that I was doing a crappy cleaning job. I was able to hear a grumpy-sounding female detective grilling Tommy through the wall.


  “Mr. Harris, how exactly did you break your arm?” she asked.


  “Fell off my skateboard.” Tommy had the sullen teenager thing down pat, probably because he wasn’t acting. He was a teenager with a crap attitude toward authority figures and a system full of painkillers.


  “That’s bull!” I heard her slam something to the floor, and it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out who was playing the bad cop. If she was playing. “The doctor told us your injuries were consistent with your arm being broken by a very strong person. Now who did it?”


  “I told you, I fell off my skateboard.” Tommy even managed a little whine at the end. I was impressed. I wasn’t anywhere near that good at being a putz when I was a kid.


  “And I told you, I know you’re lying.” I could almost see her leaning toward him. Her voice dropped and became confidential, inviting. “We can’t protect you if you don’t tell us the truth, Tommy. And you want us to protect you, don’t you? I’d hate to have to leave here and take that guard with me. Wouldn’t you?”


  I certainly wouldn’t hate that, but she wasn’t asking me.


  I heard nothing for a minute, then heard Tommy take a deep breath and say, “Okay, I’ll tell you what happened.” My heart, if it still beat, would have stopped for a second, and Tommy’s next words did nothing to make me feel any better. Before I could reach through the wall and strangle him, he said “I hired a couple of vampire detectives to protect me from a demonic curse, and when we went to confront the witch that cursed me, she broke my arm like a twig.”


  The silence from the other room was thick, and I leaned my head against the wall berating myself for not eating the kid when I had the chance. After a long minute I heard the woman’s voice again, and it was pretty obvious that she was not happy with Tommy’s answer. She spit out the words like they were bullets. “You little bastard. I have somebody in this town kidnapping little kids, and this girl is the latest. Now, you were seen harassing her at school and the neighbors say a kid matching your description was at her house before she went missing last night.”


  “You know something about this. If anything happens to that little girl and it turns out you had anything to do with it, I will personally make sure that you do your undergraduate work at the federal penitentiary in Raleigh.” With that, I heard her stomp toward the door. Seconds later I felt the wall shake as she slammed the door to Tommy’s room.


  “Come on, leave the chump here. Anything that’s after him can have him,” she said to the guard. Without a glance, they passed by the open door of the room I was mopping and headed for the elevator.


  The woman led the parade, followed by two uniforms. She was striking more than pretty, a little too sharp in the face for most guys’ comfort. Tall, with ass-kicking boots on she was almost six feet, her dark brown curls tied into a messy ponytail. She wore a tailored jacket open to show her badge and gun, and a cross around her neck.


  I notice the little things, like crosses. They get to be important. I counted to a hundred twice and then wheeled my bucket into Tommy’s room. He was fiddling with the bed when I closed the door behind me and moved a chair under the knob. I didn’t need any nurses coming in to take fluids while Tommy and I had a heart-to-heart.


  “Holy crap!” Tommy cried. “I almost peed the bed! I thought you guys had left me here to die!”


  I crossed the room as quickly as I could, which is pretty damned quick, and put my hand over his mouth. “You want to yell that a little louder? I’m not sure every brat in the nursery heard you,” I whispered into his face. His eyes got big as he noticed the pointy teeth, and I backed off a little. “How long were they here? What did they tell you? Start at the beginning and walk me through.”


  “They were here when I woke up. That chick cop was a real bitch. She was all about wanting to know how my arm got broke, but I didn’t tell her anything, I swear.” He flopped back onto his pillows looking proud of himself.


  “Except the absolute truth, you mean. Good thing for all of us she’s a civilian and doesn’t believe in anything having to do with our world.” Tommy looked a lot less smug, and I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Vamp senses are ridiculously good. I listened through the wall.”


  I pulled a chair over to the window and looked down. The detective was standing by her car looking up at me. I sat down quickly hoping that she was nearsighted. I knew I’d have to deal with her before this mess was over. She wouldn’t see a vampire and think “janitor.” Not this one.


  “Did she say anything earlier about little kids being kidnapped?”


  “Dude, don’t you, like, read the paper?” Tommy used the remote to elevate his bed so he could see me better after I took the chair.


  “My morning delivery leaves a little to be desired. Enlighten me.”


  “There’s been, like, ten or eleven kids go missing in the last month, dude. There’s talk of not letting anybody go out for Halloween unless they catch whoever’s taking them.”


  That would suck. Halloween is one of the best nights of the year. It’s like a Vegas buffet, only everyone you nibble on has had so much candy they all taste like dessert. I took the lid off his dinner plate and poked around at the leftovers, hoping for a little Jell-O. “Go on.”


  “What are you doing? I thought you couldn’t eat.”


  “Old habits. Now about the kids?”


  “Oh, yeah. Well, the first couple were no big deal, their parents were all over each other about custody anyway, so most folks figured one or the other was lying and had swiped the kid. But then a pair of twins vanished out of a day care, and people started to get worried. By that time, everybody was making a huge deal about the cops not caring because the first kids were black, and the latest kids were white, and it got to be a whole big thing. The cops made a task force and held press conferences, and made a big news thing out of everything. But while the cops were conferencing, kids kept disappearing. Hey, can you hand me that ginger ale?” He took a drink while I looked at him.


  “Is that all?” I asked when he didn’t continue. “What do you mean? I guess. That’s what I know, anyway.” Sometimes I wonder if everybody in the world is brutally stupid, or if it’s just my clients. “Your demon and this bunch of disappearing kids might be connected.”


  “No, man. That was, like, a demon or something. This is just some kids going missing. Oh! I get it! You think the demon might be taking the kids, right?”


  It’s almost cute how excited stupid people get when they figure something out. Like Christmas for morons. “I was thinking that maybe the people calling the demon might have something to do with the vanishing children, yes. How many did you say were gone?”


  “I don’t know, man. They were all little kids, like middle school. I didn’t really pay attention, ’cause I didn’t know any of them. But I did kinda know this girl whose little sister got kidnapped. I think they said she was number eight or something like that.”


  “Does your friend have a name?” I had the beginnings of a plan, but I needed to be able to leave Tommy alone and know he was safe. He was a moron, but he was my moron for the moment.


  “Dude, she’s not my friend, I barely know her.” I motioned for him to go on, because I didn’t care. “Janice Reynolds. My buddy Rick used to go out with her or something. Or maybe hooked up with her at a party. I can’t remember. But she lives in that new development over by the high school. What are you gonna do?”


  He held out his ginger ale and waited. I finally put it back on the tray for him. I hate pretend invalids.


  “I’m going to go talk to your friend Janice. But I’ve got a couple of other stops to make first, and I need to make a little noise so your guard will come back. Try to make this convincing.”


  “Make what convincing?”


  I didn’t answer. Instead I put a pillow over his head and counted to twenty. He thrashed around pretty well, but wasn’t anywhere near smart enough to press the call button for the nurse. After he passed out, I made sure that he was still breathing, pressed the call button myself and threw the armchair out the window. I figured that would be enough to draw attention even at a hospital, so I wheeled my mop bucket in the opposite direction from where all the people were running and ducked into a stairwell to make good my escape.


  
    Chapter Nine

  


  I walked past the crowd of people looking at the armchair that had crushed the hood of a police car in front of the hospital and headed toward the bus stop. The cop car was a nice touch, if I do say so myself. I thought my luck was finally starting to look up as I got to the bus stop, but my phone rang and proved me wrong again.


  “Yeah,” I said.


  “Dude, you gotta get over here!’ Greg sounded more than a little freaked out, but he freaks out when he burns a Pop-Tart.


  “Slow down. One, where are you? And two, what’s up?”


  “I’m at Tommy’s house, and the cops are here! They’re talking to his parents about a string of kidnappings. They think Tommy might be involved, and they’re talking about taking him out of the hospital and arresting him!”


  Great. “Is there a woman detective there? Tall, ponytail, boots, attitude?”


  “Yeah. She’s a real ball-buster, man. She’s got Tommy’s mom in tears and his dad all freaked out about college scholarships and lawyers and that crap.”


  “Don’t sweat it. She’ll be leaving any second.”


  “What are you talking about? Wait, there she goes. How did you . . . ?” Greg trailed off.


  “I’ll explain later.” I looked up and down the street, really wanting a bus to arrive before Detective Kickass got back to the hospital. “Now here’s the plan—go knock on the door, and when Tommy’s dad answers, mojo him into not seeing you, then deck him. Leave him out cold in the doorway, and then break a couple of windows. Get the hell out of there and meet me at home. We’ve got work to do.”


  “What?!?” I held the phone away from my head as Greg freaked out again. I counted to ten, and when he paused for breath, I put the phone back to my head.


  “Do it, and meet me at home. I’ll see you in half an hour.” I hung up, and when I didn’t see a bus anywhere, stepped out into the street in front of an oncoming car. The poor banker-type slammed on the brakes, and I pulled him out of the car. He started to say something, but then took a look in my eyes and fell silent, like a rabbit staring at a wolf.


  I didn’t plan to snack on him, but it had been a long night, and I was still really hungry. And that deer-in-the-headlights look got to me. I grabbed him by the tie and pulled him in. I spoke to him, not really saying words, just noises meant to calm the prey while I sniffed the side of his neck, smelling the fear-sweat and listening to the blood pulse in his carotid.


  I took a quick glance around at all the cars in the parking lot, all the people milling around, and decided this would really have to wait. I looked into his eyes and whispered, “Sleep.” He sagged like a sack of slightly overweight potatoes, and I tossed him into the passenger seat of his BMW SUV. I hopped in the driver’s seat and headed off toward home with a plan in mind and dinner next to me.


  I didn’t go all the way home, obviously. There are good ideas, and there are bad ideas. And for vampires, leaving a car with your last meal in the front seat parked outside your lair definitely falls into the “bad idea” column. I drove to an alley behind a biker bar called The Thirsty Beaver a couple miles west of our place and got into the back seat behind my meal. He was still out cold, so I grabbed his left hand and brought the wrist to my mouth with little fanfare.


  Feeding is a basic need, and not deserving of androgynous and mildly homoerotic adjectives. A man’s gotta eat, plain and simple. And what this man has to eat is human blood. I normally would have raided the blood supply at the hospital, but all the police there had made that a little too high profile for my tastes.


  I pulled his wrist to my mouth and licked the place at the bottom of his forearm where the veins run closest to the skin. I used the left wrist because between the rapid healing inherent to vampire bites and the fact that this yuppie wore an expensive watch, I figured there were better than even odds that he would never notice he’d been snacked upon. Not that anyone would believe him, but I tried to keep things neat when I could.


  My canines extended into razor-sharp points, and I tore as small a hole as I could while still letting the blood flow. It splashed against the back of my throat all hot and coppery, and the thick syrupy liquid went down as smooth as twenty-year-old scotch. And as a matter of fact, I could taste a little hint of scotch. Somebody had been driving while intoxicated—bad boy.


  It had been a while since I drank from the source, and it was good. Greg doesn’t approve, so whenever we’re together I drink from the bag, but man, there’s nothing like the taste of fresh blood right from the vein. It’s hot, with that metallic and salty taste that’s like nothing else in the world. We can live on blood bank supplies, but it’s the difference between a really good rare filet mignon and a frozen hamburger patty. I drank for a couple of minutes, just a couple of pints, and then leaned back in my seat behind the yuppie, who was still out like a light.


  “Was it good for you?” I asked my sleeping dinner. He was as silent as I expected him to be, which was good for both of us. I probably would have flipped out had he woken up at that exact moment, and it’s usually not a good idea to be the human trapped in a car with a freaked-out vamp. I took a minute to make sure I hadn’t dripped anything on my shirt, steal the snack’s wallet and leave him behind the bar. The Beaver had enough hipster traffic that one more SUV wouldn’t draw too much attention until closing time, and by then I’d be miles away.


  I tossed his wallet minus the cash in a dumpster and headed home. Now I had bus fare to get home on, but since I was close, I took it at a quick jog and was there in fifteen minutes without breaking a sweat. The four-minute mile is a big deal to human runners, but it’s pretty much a warm-up pace for dead guys.


  Greg was waiting for me when I got home, and he was practically bouncing off the walls. “Apartment” is a generous term for our home, I suppose. We live in the basement of a caretaker’s house in a local municipal cemetery. Municipal cemeteries work best for our brand of lurking, because they’re not consecrated ground. We can hang out there. Greg and I figure we can cycle through as the “caretaker” every dozen years or so, just to keep the folks that own the cemetery from getting suspicious about the fact that we don’t age. We fixed up the basement with a couple of hidden entrances, and outfitted it the way we wanted. The caretaker’s cottage is decorated in vintage redneck, so anyone stopping by sees exactly what they expect to see. On they go, and no one gets in our way.


  I made up some story for the cemetery owners about being an insomniac writer with an online poker addiction, so they leave me alone when I never go outside in the daytime and am up all night. They don’t really care, as long as the graves stay mowed and clean, and I subcontract that work. As long as we don’t charge anything for our “maintenance services,” they don’t charge us anything to live there. It’s a pretty sweet deal, if I do say so myself.


  “Dude, what the hell took you so long? I’ve been going nuts here waiting for you!” Greg had an Xbox controller in one hand, but hadn’t even bothered to turn on the game. He usually crushes the games, but obviously tonight he was more interested in what I had to tell him.


  “Sorry, had to stop for take-out on the way.” I sat beside him on the couch and picked up the second controller. “What are we playing?”


  Greg was having none of that and grabbed the controller out of my hands. “No frickin’ way, man. What is the deal, and what are we going to do about that man-eating woman cop?”


  “I don’t know what the deal is yet, but I’m starting to get the idea that our little demon chasing Tommy is just the tip of the iceberg. And I’m pretty sure that our distractions will keep the detective out of our hair for a little while. Hopefully she’ll be busy chasing after whoever busted up Tommy’s house and jumped out the window of his hospital room long enough for us to get to the bottom of all this.”


  “But I busted up his house, and I guess you broke his hospital window . . .” My partner’s book smart, not street smart, but he’s damn loyal and has super-powers, so I keep him around. Besides, he’s been my best friend since sixth grade. We met getting stuffed into adjacent lockers in gym class. Even then, his was a tight fit.


  “You broke the hospital window,” Greg repeated as understanding dawned on him.


  “Now you get it. So we need to find out everything we can about these kids that have gone missing. Tommy said there were ten or eleven of them, and that’s why the cops were after him so quickly. You get online and see what you can dig up, and I’m going to go interview the sister of one of the earlier kidnap victims. Then we crash for a little while and try to catch up with Dad early tomorrow night. Sound good?”


  “Works for me. Hey, did you bring any leftovers with you from the hospital? I’m getting a little peckish.” Greg headed over to his desk and its brand new MacBook, external monitor setup and a ridiculously large array of external hard drives. Greg’s on a mission to collect every vampire movie ever made, so he needs serious storage. He uses more bandwidth in a week than most of Nebraska uses in a year, so it’s a damn good thing he figured out how to piggyback onto the network of the bank headquarters down the block.


  “Sorry, dude. No leftovers. Not even a drop to spare.” And it was true. My donor would probably have felt really crappy when he woke up if I had drunk any more. I wasn’t lying to Greg exactly, just avoiding a repeat of the fight we always have when I drink straight from a human.


  He barely even looked up from his keyboard as he muttered “Pig” at me. By the time I’d gotten to my closet he had four Firefox windows open with a different Google search running on each one. I swear I think instead of super vamp-speed he got super-fast typing when we got turned.


  I went over to my closet and started weapon loading for bear. I usually only carry one good knife, a Marine-issue Ka-Bar tucked into the back of my belt, but this gig had been anything but usual to this point. I put on my shoulder holster and grabbed my Glock 17. I checked that it was loaded with silver bullets, and put a spare magazine of silver ammo in my back pocket. The silver load was for anything supernatural we encountered. I knew how much the touch of silver hurt me, so I figured nothing else in the magical world would like it, either. It meant I had to wear gloves when I loaded my magazines, but I considered that a small price to pay.


  I loaded the holster with two spare magazines of regular ammunition, and strapped my backup to my right ankle. I carry a Ruger LCP for a backup when I think things could go really bad, and everything I’d seen in this case told me things could go from “peachy” to “holy crap” in the blink of an eye. I put another knife on the other ankle, rolled my jeans down to cover all the hardware, and straightened up, reaching for my black hoodie. Greg had turned away from the computer and was sitting still, staring at me.


  “How bad do you think this is going to get?” He suddenly looked as worried as I’d seen him in a long time, and I sat on an arm of the couch and looked at him.


  “Bad. I don’t know what we’re up against, but if what was in that little girl isn’t the boss, and I don’t think it is, then whatever is running this operation is even meaner.”


  Greg sat back in the chair and sipped on a juice box. I don’t know where he picked up that habit, because all it did was make him pee purple half an hour later, but he was hooked on the silly things. After a long sip, he said, “Then guns and knives aren’t going to be a whole lot of help, are they?”


  “Probably none at all,” I admitted. “But on the off chance that they might be useful, I think I’ll bring them along. Besides, the really bad guys use human pawns a lot of the time, and guns and knives work fine against humans. That reminds me.” I reached into the floor of the closet and grabbed a couple of spare magazines for my LCP backup pistol. They went into a jacket pocket.


  “Man, you can’t go killing humans just because they front the bad guys. We have to be sure. What if they got suckered into working for a Big Bad?”


  “I know. I know. If I take out any humans, I promise to verify their complete and utter evilness first.” I might have grinned a little, but just a little. “I just meant—”


  “I know what you meant. I promise not to kill anyone that doesn’t deserve it.” I held up one hand, three middle fingers together. “Scout’s honor.”


  “You were never a scout. They wouldn’t let you in.”


  “Objection, your honor! Relevance!” That got a chuckle out of him. “I promise I won’t kill anyone who’s not a bad guy. We cool?” I started toward the stairs.


  “Yeah, yeah. Hey Jimmy?” I stopped, not turning to look at him. I knew what he was about to suggest, because I’d already thought of it. He was right, of course, but I didn’t want to think about it.


  “Do you think we should talk to Phil?”


  “Probably.” I still hadn’t looked at him. I could feel him looking at the back of my head, and it was a little itchy.


  “Then you’re going to talk to him now?”


  “Only because I have to.” I hate dealing with angels. They always make me feel so damn unclean.


  
    Chapter Ten

  


  I’ve never been a fan of strip clubs, and I’m even less of a fan of angels, so putting the two together is so far out of my comfort zone it’s like dropping Huck Finn into Times Square. I walked across the parking lot into Phil’s place, shaking my head, as always, at the blue neon sign flashing “Heaven on Earth” to the passing traffic. I paid the cover, flashed my library card at the bouncer and mojo’d him into thinking it was a driver’s license. I’m not terribly photogenic, and I haven’t renewed my license since the early nineties. Putting the whammy on people is easier. I took a seat at the bar and tried to order a beer, but a pair of six-inch Lucite platform heels kept getting in the way. I finally waved the girl down to me, slid a dollar in her garter, and she jiggled on down the bar to more interested parties.


  A different night, a different case and maybe I wouldn’t have waved her off, but this wasn’t the time or the place. Especially not the place. Fiction vamps that sparkle and fixate on true love give the rest of us a bad name. I don’t sparkle, I’m no more perpetually horny than anyone (or anything) else, and I don’t use my vampire powers to get laid. I’m not even particularly angst-ridden, and don’t know any vamps that are.


  I ordered a Miller Lite and told the bartender I needed to see the boss. He waved a thirty-something woman over who bore all the signs of an ex-dancer who had moved up, or at least sideways, in the world. “I’m Lil, I’m the manager here. What can I do for you?” She slid onto a stool next to me. Dark hair cascaded down her back and she was dressed in black leather from head to toe. Her eyes hinted at some undefined ethnicity I couldn’t place.


  “I didn’t ask for the manager, Miss. I asked for the Boss.” I put a little emphasis on the last word, hoping she might pick up on the idea that I knew more than the average lap-dance customer.


  “As far as you need to know, kid, I am the Boss.” She raised me an auditory italics and returned my verbal capitalization with one of her own. When she looked me straight in the eyes, I got a little hint that there was more to her than a fading stripper with aspirations of earning a GED.


  “Is there somewhere we can talk?” I asked, looking around at the gyrating bodies. It was loud, but not so loud that I wanted to risk someone overhearing me go into the supernatural aspects of life.


  “Follow me.” She slid off the stool and walked towards a dark alcove with VIP in pink neon over the doorway. I now understood how the neon industry was staying alive. Apparently it’s all being used in strip clubs. I followed her and noticed that the view of Lil from behind was, in a word, incredible. Ex-dancer or not, she still had plenty to show, and the tight black miniskirt she was wearing displayed it very well. Naturally, I thought the most covered woman in the place was hotter than any of the naked ones. I’ve always been a sucker for a little mystery.


  We walked down a black-carpeted hallway with doors on only one side. Each door had a light over it. Some were red, some green, and one was blinking yellow. Before I could ask what the caution light was for, Lil said over her shoulder, “Time’s almost up in that one.”


  I didn’t want to think too much about what was going on inside the rooms, and I didn’t have to, because past the room with the blinking yellow light Lil opened a door with no light over it. I hadn’t even seen the door from the hallway, but when we entered, I realized it led into a spacious office complete with desk, a sofa, a full bar and a bank of monitors that covered the club, the parking lot and all the VIP rooms. She motioned me toward the chair facing the desk as she went over to the bar.


  I didn’t sit, preferring to lean against the desk and watch her make the drinks. Not only was the view better watching her than the monitors, but it kept her in my line of sight. In my business there are a few ways to get really dead really fast, and turning your back on people you don’t know in their lair is near the top of the list.


  “Can I get you anything?” she asked as she poured bourbon over ice for herself.


  “No thank you.”


  “Are you sure? We have beer, wine, B-positive, holy water.” I went for my Glock the moment she tossed “holy water” into the list, but instinct kicked in too late. She’d already picked up a small pistol hidden on the bar and pointed it at my heart.


  “Don’t get frisky, little vampire. It’s loaded with silver rounds, and you don’t want to know what that will do to you. Now sit down. I’m not going to hurt you. If I wanted to do that, you’d be dead.” I didn’t take my eyes off the gun until she walked around the desk, sat down, and put it in a drawer. Her left hand was out of sight somewhere under the desk’s surface, and I had a sneaking suspicion that the pistol was the least of my worries.


  “Okay,” I said, sitting, “you know what I am. Is that a problem?”


  “Not for me. But you wanted to see the Boss, and he’s not a huge fan of vampires. That could be a problem for you.” She sipped her bourbon, and it took all I could do not to lean over to look under the desk.


  “I’m not a huge fan of angels, but Phil and I have done business before.” I shifted in the chair so that, in an emergency, my crossed leg could block most of my center mass from anything but a shotgun blast. I really hoped she didn’t have a shotgun. It probably wouldn’t kill me, but it would be damned inconvenient. And messy. “He knows me.”


  “Indeed, I do, James,” said a polished voice from behind me. “But I still need to know why you’re here.”


  I jumped almost high enough to touch the ceiling, and when I came down I was standing facing Phil. His manager and her firearm fetish momentarily forgotten, I leaned heavily on the edge of the desk.


  “Sweet baby Jesus, Phil. If my heart still beat, I’d have had a heart attack. The whole teleporting thing is one thing, but sneaking up on people is not cool, man.”


  Phil was dapper, as always, in a black suit tailored to his lean frame. Phil and I were similarly sized, well over six feet tall with broad shoulders and thin builds, but he always looked better than me. It helped that he was a lot more muscular than me, and could afford a tailor.


  Girls think angels are dreamy for a reason. He was ridiculously good-looking even to a straight vampire. My hair is kind of mousy brown and sticks out everywhere, but Phil’s dark wavy curls always fell perfectly into place. He looked like a print ad for men’s hair product, only three-dimensional and annoyingly real.


  Phil was right in my face before I stopped babbling. “You know I don’t like that name used in my presence.” Behind the rage in his eyes I saw something deeper, some kind of regret maybe, something that moved him on a visceral level.


  In a rare moment of sanity, I decided not to push. I broke off eye contact and looked down. “Sorry about the J-word.”


  “Apology accepted.” Phil backed off a little and I could breathe again. “Now I owe you an apology of my own for startling you. Please let me offer you a drink. One without a threat. Lilith, would you please provide our guest with a drink?”


  He and Lilith shared a look, and I could almost feel the power struggle between them. Just as I was starting to feel uncomfortable, the name hit me.


  “Holy crap!” I bounced back to my feet. They both turned to look at me, and I stammered, “Y-you-you’re Lilith? That Lilith? Like Eve before Eve, but you-wanted-to-be-on-top-and-you-got-banished Lilith?”


  She looked at me very coldly, then walked around the desk and stood right in front of me, almost as close as Phil had a moment before. She looked me up and down and said, “That is one version of the story. There are others.”


  The way she said “others” let me know the story I knew wasn’t remotely her version, and that her version probably didn’t appear in any of the books I’d ever read, or would ever read. Honestly, I didn’t think I was too interested in hearing her version. The look in her eyes promised that if she told me she’d have to kill me.


  Breaking the silence, she smoothly asked, “Now, would you like a drink?” She brushed her hair back off her neck and tilted her head to one side in preparation for me to bite her.


  Holy crap and sweet baby Jesus.


  “Ummm . . . thanks, but no thanks. I’ve already had dinner tonight.” I tried to step back, but my ass was already pressed up against the desk. I had nowhere to go.


  “Please, I insist. It is a rare honor my Lord has offered you. If you refuse you dishonor his gift and pass up an opportunity seldom given to one of your kind.” She spoke so low it was almost a whisper.


  Looking into her eyes I thought for a moment that this must be how a mundane feels when I mojo them. It was almost like my will wasn’t my own, except that I knew the choice was mine. The people I whammy don’t weigh the consequences of their choices. I did.


  I put my lips to her neck and breathed in the scent of her hair, and knew that I would drink. Her hair smelled like everything I missed about being alive, sunsets on the beach, summer afternoons in a park, fresh-cut grass, that intoxicating scent of salt, beer and cocoa butter combined that defines a weekend at the beach. I buried my face in the side of her neck and held my mouth there for a moment, feeling the pulse under my lips.


  “You don’t have to be gentle,” she murmured into my ear. Then a hot spike of pain and pleasure ran down my neck as she bit my earlobe.


  Gentle left the building. I sank my teeth into her with no concern for her well-being, because I knew that whatever she was, I certainly couldn’t kill her. She put one hand behind my head and held my mouth to her neck, while the other hand wrapped around my waist to rest on the small of my back. Feeding for me has never been a particularly sexy thing. I’ve never been much for mixing sex and dinner, but Lil was different. The taste of her exploded into my mouth, and I saw colors as my eyes rolled back in my head.


  I’ve drunk from stoners, winos, psychos, schizophrenics and club kids hopped up on everything from acid to ecstasy to the best coke to ever come out of Bolivia. Every substance you can shoot, snort, smoke and swallow makes its way into the blood. But nothing I’d tasted did justice to Lilith’s blood. I’m not sure there is a substance that could, and, if there is, I don’t think I want to know what it is. Addictions are dangerous.


  I took the smallest sip from Lilith, and I thought the top of my head was going to blow off. Every hair on my body stood on end, and spasms went through every muscle.


  I stood there with my mouth latched onto her neck twitching like a kid that just peed on an electric fence. The light show going on behind my eyelids was a Pink Floyd wet dream. I drank from her for only a couple of seconds, but I stood there draped over her, gasping and letting her hold me up for several minutes while I came back to earth. It’s a good thing Phil didn’t have any grudges against me, because if he’d wanted to stake me then and there I couldn’t have done anything to stop it. Which is why addictions are dangerous. They lead you to stupid behaviors. I try not to be stupid too often.


  After a long moment I got my breath back enough to gasp out, “You’re an asshole, Phil.”


  “You didn’t like it?”


  I could hear his smirk in the tone of his voice as clearly I could hear the undertone of harp music. “Yeah, I liked it. It was incredible. The best thing I’ve ever had. And I never want to taste anything even close to that again.”


  I straightened up and walked on rubbery legs to the bar and poured myself two fingers of a very expensive scotch. The last thing I wanted to do was put anything in my mouth that would erase the taste of Lilith’s blood, but I knew that if I didn’t start forgetting that taste as fast as I possibly could, I’d keep putting off drinking anything. It wouldn’t take long for me to starve out of fear of losing that amazing taste. I slugged back the scotch and poured myself another.


  When I felt like I could look him in the eyes, I turned to face Phil. “What’s the deal? We’ve done business before without any of the games. What’s different now? Why the snack?”


  Phil took a seat behind his desk and gestured toward the chair I’d vacated when he popped in. I sat, and he slid a coaster across to me. I should have known I wouldn’t be allowed to do anything so coarse as to put a glass on his desk. He waited for me to arrange my drink, then said, “Things have changed, James. The balance of power in our fair city is in flux, and it is not in my best interest to align myself too closely with either side.”


  “I don’t get it.” I figured there was no point in trying to play mind games with an angel, fallen or not. Regardless of our respective brain sizes, I was giving up a few thousand years experience to Zepheril (or Phil when I was being obnoxious, which was always). I went with honest ignorance, which has served me well so far.


  “There is a new player in town, James. A player with the potential to shift things significantly to one side or the other. And until I see which way the wind is blowing, I have decided that it would be unwise to make any specific alliances.”


  “Who? Lilith’s new in town, but she’s working for you. Who is it?” There was obviously something going on between them, but she looked way too much like she was the slave to his master, at least this week.


  I decided I had read that situation right when he leaned back in his chair and laughed. “Oh no, James. Lilith is my servant, at least for the moment. She is here as a result of a wager. A wager that she lost.” Lilith didn’t look very happy about that. Phil waved her over and gestured imperiously, and Lil sat on his lap like a very sexy and very dangerous kid with Santa at the mall. Only this Santa was a fallen angel, and this kid was older than Eve herself and had more issues than Reader’s Digest. “I speak of a tectonic shift in the balance of power, a change that may not only herald change for the city of Charlotte, but for the world as a whole.”


  That didn’t sound like anything I was going to like. Still, I had to ask. “Does this power have anything to do with my having to fight a possessed little girl last night and the missing kids all over town?”


  “As usual, you have managed to find yourself in the middle of it all. In parlance you might understand—you’ve brought a knife to a gun fight.”


  I hate being right.


  
    Chapter Eleven

  


  I took a minute to digest what Phil had said, and then decided this was going to warrant another drink. I poured my third scotch and returned to my seat. “What kind of power are we talking about, Phil?”


  “I don’t really know, James. I only know that since the children have begun to disappear I have sensed a power growing in our fair city, and I have watched it with no small interest.”


  Phil reads too much. I mean, seriously, who talks like that? It irritated me, and that didn’t bode well for the rest of my evening. “So you don’t know anything that could help me find it, fight it or kill it. Or if you do, you’re not going to tell me because you think it’s stronger than me, and if I go after it all I’ll do is piss it off, and you’re afraid if I poke the big scary bear that you’ll be facing off with something that you don’t want to take on.”


  “That is a fair summation of the facts, yes.” Phil’s voice went a little cold, and there was a warning in his eyes that told me not to push this.


  I don’t like being told what to do. It makes me itchy, and when I get itchy, my mouth runs away from my brain. I knew better than to poke Phil too much, so I turned to Lilith. “What about you, Little Miss Sunshine? Do you know anything about the Big Bad? Or do you think we should sit on our asses and eat popcorn while Rome burns, too?”


  Lilith looked at me through half-lidded eyes from her perch on Phil’s lap, and I actually blushed. I didn’t even know I could blush anymore. I’d assumed vampires didn’t have the blood flow to spare. I assumed wrong.


  “Little vampire, tread lightly. There are forces at work here that you cannot even imagine. I suggest you go back to your little hole and play your video games. You do not want to be involved in this.”


  “No, I don’t. I definitely don’t want to be involved. I’m no hero. I’m just a guy trying to make a living, buy a few video games, and maybe find a nice fresh neck to gnaw on now and then. But like it or not, I am involved. There’s a scared kid out there who I promised to help, and as stupid as it sounds, I try to keep my promises.” I looked at both of them with as much humility as I could. “Please, tell me what you know, and I’ll get out of here and back to trying to save the world without getting my ass kicked too bad.”


  Lilith chuckled, an earthy laugh that made parts of me tingle that didn’t tingle very often since I had become a bloodsucking fiend. I was starting to get a pretty good idea where her powers lay, and I gotta admit, they were impressive.


  She got up off Phil’s lap and came to sit on mine. She twined herself around me in a remarkable imitation of a wetsuit, and it took everything I had to keep focused. “Little vampire, if you insist on your own self-destruction, you will never be able to taste me again. Is that really what you want?”


  “No,” I said in a small voice as I watched the gleam in her eyes grow into an inferno. “But it’s what I’ve got to do. Sorry, honey.”


  Her gaze turned cold, and I could imagine her ripping my heart out with her bare hands and feeding it to me. My newly tingly nether regions stopped tingling.


  The moment my body’s Fun-O-Meter hit fear instead of interest, she stood up, flounced back over to the corner of Phil’s desk, and sat down in a huff. “So be it,” she said in a voice like a frosty January window.


  Phil leaned forward slowly as if struggling with a decision. Finally, he said, “We are not entirely sure what is coming, but there is a major summoning in process. It requires the exchange of thirteen pure souls for the souls of thirteen of the damned.”


  “Children would qualify,” I said unhappily.


  “Whoever is performing this ritual must have some plan for the thirteen damned souls, and it seems to involve Samhain somehow.”


  “Of course.” I chimed in. “It has to be Halloween, which is in a matter of days. Because it’s not bad enough that there’s a gigantic evil thing about to rise from the Hellmouth and devour us all, there has to be a time limit so we can wrap all this up and go to commercial. I hate Halloween.”


  Phil just stared at me for a moment.


  “Sorry,” I said. “But some days it really feels like I’m trapped in an episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer.”


  “Your legs aren’t that good,” Phil said. “May I continue?” I nodded.


  “There have been eleven kidnapping victims to date, and their bodies have been inhabited by the souls of the damned. Until you interfered and released the latest damned soul into the city.”


  He had me there. I had been the one to ask Father Mike to dispossess the soul with extreme prejudice. “Yeah, that wasn’t exactly my best moment. Do you know what happens to that girl now? Last I heard she was a little freaked out, but in decent shape.”


  Phil steepled his fingers and leaned back. “She will be susceptible to possession unless your friend the priest is able to provide her with some type of shielding. The soul you cast out of her will not be able to return. But she will be more likely to see and hear the presence of souls around her than a normal child.”


  “And if she continues to dabble in the mystic arts?”


  “She will undoubtedly end up dead long before she finishes puberty.”


  I hate how much that bastard knows about everything. Or maybe it’s that I hate having to drag it out of him. He’s a bazillion years old, tied to all the bad guys in town and has ridiculously high-speed Internet. The least he could do is not make me beg for scraps. It’s a game with him. I’d better know the right questions, or he won’t play.


  “And the soul?” I asked.


  “The soul will look for a host. Typically it will inhabit an empty body, but if one is not available, it will attempt to possess one weaker than itself.”


  Lilith looked like she might jump into the conversation, but a glance from Phil shut her up. Then we were back to playing Phil’s little game. It was time to see if I’d asked enough of the right questions, and if I could be trusted with the answer to the big question. “And how do I stop who—or whatever is behind this whole mess?”


  “I don’t know. To know that, one would have to uncover exactly who is performing the ritual and what they expect to gain. With that knowledge, then you might be able to stop them.”


  Phil stood, and gestured toward a door that I was pretty sure hadn’t existed until that very moment. “But you will, as I said, have to accomplish that without my help. For I have given you all the aid I am interested in giving you, and now you must go.”


  One day I’ll figure out what powers the fallen have and how much of their power is mojo like mine, but this obviously wasn’t going to be that day. I’d pushed as much as I dared. Gotten as much as I could.


  Lilith opened the door, and stood very close as I made my exit. “Farewell, little vampire. I do hope you enjoyed my . . . hospitality.”


  I blushed again as I went through the door and found myself in an alley behind the club. I felt a little dirty, like I’d been caught drinking the Communion wine or something. I hadn’t, for once, but my Catholic upbringing always left me a little self-conscious about anything that felt that good.


  
    Chapter Twelve

  


  I took a moment to regroup, which wasn’t easy. I was outside a high-class strip club with a tummy full of immortal hottie blood and a killer buzz. My to-do list now included figuring out what the hell an XYZ ritual was, did, or caused, and of course now I knew that I was on a tight deadline. Halloween was looming just a few days away, and I couldn’t exactly go to the cops for help.


  Interviewing the family of the victims seemed easier, and probably safer. I decided to do that first. Tommy had given me the address for Janice Reynolds, the older sister of Victim Number Eight, before I left the hospital. I didn’t mind the drive. It was all the way south of town in the ritzy Ballantyne area. Ballantyne was a new development built around a golf course nobody could afford to play on and a resort hotel nobody could afford to stay in.


  The houses were typical Charlotte pre-recession McMansions with postage-stamp yards and more room in the garage than Greg and I had in our whole basement apartment. The whole neighborhood was pretty boring, except for the token over-decorated holiday house on the corner, with ghosts in the trees and an eight-foot-tall inflatable pumpkin in the front yard. When I found my particular McMansion, I took a quick lap around the house to make sure there was no private security. There were no cops still hanging out, so I knocked on the front door, pointedly ignoring the cardboard Dracula hanging over the peephole.


  A fiftyish man answered, and by the way he stood halfway behind the door, I was pretty sure he had a gun in the hand I couldn’t see. I didn’t blame him. His youngest kid was missing, presumed dead, and the bad guy hadn’t been caught. I guess if I was still alive and in his shoes, I’d be a little jumpy, too.


  “Mr. Reynolds?” I asked.


  “Yes. Can I help you?” He didn’t open the door any wider. I stayed a few feet back from the door on the porch, trying to look as innocent as possible while keeping a little in the shadows just in case this guy was perceptive enough to see through my youthful appearance to the experience behind it. I hoped this would be one of the times that being turned at an early age was an asset. I got mistaken for a high-school kid more often than I enjoyed. Tonight I’d play the high-school kid for all it was worth.


  “I’m Tommy Harris. I go to school with Janice, and I wanted to stop by and see how she was doing, what with everything that’s happened to you guys and all.” I must have nailed my impression of a living high-school senior, because he stepped back and held the door open for me.


  “Come on in, son. I’ll get Janice.”


  I stepped across the threshold and felt the familiar tingle that I get whenever I go into someone’s home. I’ve never understood the invitation requirement, but it’s as true as sunlight and stakes. We can’t enter a private residence unless we’re invited, which means Greg and I don’t make many house calls. We try to meet our clients in public places so we don’t run into any uncomfortable situations. But since Mr. Reynolds had issued the invite, even under false pretense, I was in.


  “That’s okay, sir. Can I go up?” I could hear the girl open a door upstairs and didn’t need her coming down to blow my cover. Dad had tucked his gun away somewhere, but I wasn’t certain I could get it away from him before he did enough damage to ruin my night.


  “Sure. How did you—”


  I left him there asking questions as I took the stairs two at a time. I saw a slim blonde girl at the top of the stairs wearing a pink T-shirt and sweatpants. She took one look at me and got a very confused look on her face.


  “You’re not—”


  I put my hand over her mouth and moved her backward toward her room. I had crossed the last few feet between us with super-human speed, because, well, I’m not human. She hadn’t expected that, which actually shut her up a fraction of a second before my hand landed.


  “Don’t say a word. I’m here to get your sister back,” I whispered in her ear as I steered us into her bedroom.


  The décor screamed twenty-first-century teen girl chic, with a poster of Lady Gaga over her computer desk and a picture of Edward Cullen over her bed. I have to give Team Edward credit. Despite his sparkling, the Twilight kid has done wonders for vampire public image.


  “Can you keep quiet? Because I’d like to let you go, but if you scream, I’m going to have to jump out your window, and I ruin a lot of jackets that way.”


  She nodded, and I took my hand off her mouth. Of course, she instantly opened her mouth to scream. I grabbed her by the arm and pulled her down to the bed. All the air went out of her in a whoosh, and she sat there gasping, eyes wide. I sat in the computer chair and quickly shut down the machine. The last thing I needed was some webcam running or IM client popping up in the middle of our conversation.


  “Now will you be quiet? I could have hurt you there, but I didn’t. And I won’t. My name is Jimmy, and I’m a private investigator. Here’s my card. I’m working on the kidnappings, and I’m trying to get as much information as I can to help bring everyone home safely. I’m not a cop, and I don’t work for your dad, so nothing you say will get you in any trouble. I just want to help you get your sister back.”


  “What’s in it for you?”


  I didn’t expect that. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that ever since Lauren went missing we’ve had private eyes camped out on our front porch, promising to find my sister for money. We’ve had psychics, drug dealers, snitches, bounty hunters and every other kind of asshole you can think of beating down our door. And now I’m supposed to believe that you want to help because it’s the right thing? Bullshit.”


  This was a cynical kid. I guess I understood where she was coming from, though. I took a deep breath, put on my best I-shouldn’t-be-telling-you-this face and gave her my best answer. “I’m not doing this for free. Don’t worry, I’m getting paid. By whom is none of your business. Maybe one of the other families is loaded and they want their daughter back. I need to know everything about every abduction to get their kid back, and if I rescue a few extras and get my picture in the paper, all the better. So I get paid, you get your sister back, and everybody’s happy. But I can’t help your sister if you draw attention to us. Deal?”


  She croaked out “Deal,” and we bumped fists. I might be old, but I have a television, so I know Howie Mandel’s shtick as well as anyone.


  “Now, what do you know about who took your sister?”


  “N-nothing. She went to school like normal, and never came home.”


  “She made it to school that day, stayed the whole day, left on time, and never made it home, that’s the deal?”


  “Yeah, from what we can find out. The cops aren’t telling my parents much, and they won’t tell me anything. I’ve had to eavesdrop and snoop around to find out anything at all. It sounds like she left school like every other day, and somewhere between school and here, just vanished. I don’t know who would want to steal Lauren. She’s just a little kid. She’s kind of obnoxious sometimes, but she’s a sweet kid, and I don’t know why anybody would want to hurt her.”


  She started to sniffle, and I sat down next to her on the bed. I’m not exactly good with crying girls, so I put one arm around her shoulders and kinda hugged her like that for a minute until she seemed to get herself together.


  Sitting there with her reminded me of going to Greg’s house for Thanksgiving and hanging out with his baby sister. She was younger than Janice, but she always loved her big brother, and was pretty wild about her “Uncle Jimmy,” too. I sat there holding the crying girl and thinking about what I’d lost all those years ago, and it became very important to get her sister back.


  “Are you okay?” I asked after a minute. I really hoped she didn’t get any snot on my jacket. It was my favorite one. “I think so.”


  “I don’t think they took your sister for anything she specifically did. I think she was taken for what she is. All the kidnapped children have been around the same age, between nine and thirteen.”


  “What does that matter?”


  “Some religions have something they call the age of innocence, where children are still free from sin. Some folks believe that young kids are inherently innocent, and innocence is valued in some rituals. I don’t understand it all, but it’s a theory we’re working with.”


  “Do you think my little sister was kidnapped by Satanists?!?” Her voice went up a little, and I put my hand over her mouth for a second. I really, really didn’t want her dad coming in just then.


  She was freaking out, and I was worried that any more noise and he’d do exactly that. Time for Plan B. I had all the information I was going to get from her, anyway.


  “Sleep.” I made my voice very heavy and looked deep into her eyes as I said it. She shook her head once, as if to shake the cobwebs loose. Then her eyelids fluttered once, twice, and closed. I laid her down on the bed before she could fall off, and made my exit. I closed her door quietly and got almost to the front door before her father’s voice stopped me cold.


  “Tommy?” he called from the den.


  Crap. I held my ground in the entrance hall. “Yes sir?” “Are you leaving?”


  “Yes, sir. I could tell Janice is still really upset about Lauren. I decided to head on home.”


  “Yeah, there’s a lot of that going around. Come in here.” Double crap. I could smell the whiskey from my spot by the front door. He was hammered and his oldest daughter was sleeping off a dose of vamp mojo. His youngest child was missing, and God only knew where his wife was. I owed him the simple courtesy of listening, if nothing else. I might be dead, but I remember how to be a decent human being.


  Mr. Reynolds was sitting in a well-worn tan easy chair with a bottle of Wild Turkey on the end table beside him. The Kickin’ Chicken was a serious step down from Phil’s Glenlivet, but I was pretty sure I was going to find a way to accept a highball glass of rotgut sometime in the next three minutes if it were offered. “Are you all right, Mr. Reynolds?”


  “Call me Bob. And no, I’m not. Sit down.” He waved towards the couch.


  I studied him as I took a seat. I only needed a second for the once over. He screamed past-his-prime-bank-vice-president, which sounded like half the over-forty population of Charlotte. Thinning hair, going grey at the temples even though he was barely into his fifties Casual clothes for a night at home, a polo shirt and crisp khakis rather than old jeans and a faded T-shirt.


  He was pudgy, but looked like he exercised a bit, maybe tennis and golf to try and keep the bulge away. He’d missed a spot while shaving that morning, and that little chink in his armor, coupled with the Wild Turkey, told me he was falling apart fast.


  And, why not? He’d had his soul ripped out and stomped on right in front of him.


  “Can I do anything to help, sir? Should I maybe call Mrs. Reynolds?” I couldn’t stop the question even though the last thing a smart vampire would do is waste time playing nursemaid and/or father confessor.


  “You could bring back my baby girl, that would help.” His dry laugh was a lot closer to a sob than any sound of mirth. “And as for Mrs. Reynolds, well, I don’t know if she’ll be any easier to find than Lauren. She said she was going to her mother’s, but I haven’t heard from her in two days.”


  “I’m sure she’s just trying to get her head on straight, sir.” “Yeah, I’m sure that’s what it is.”


  “Look, Mr. . . . um . . . Bob, I’ve got to get going. I’ve got school tomorrow and—”


  He cut me off with a wave of his hand. “Don’t bother. I know Tommy Harris, and I know you’re not him. I suppose you’re a reporter or something?”


  “No sir, I’m a private investigator. I’ve been retained by . . .” I trailed off, trying to come up with one of the other victim’s names, but it had been a long night. I came up blank.


  “ . . . one of the other families. I’d hoped that your daughter could remember some additional facts to help my investigation.” “Son, don’t bullshit a bullshitter. I’m in sales, and I can smell BS a mile away, and let me tell you, what you’re spreading will make the roses grow but it won’t help bring my little girl back. Now, I want to tell you one thing. Whatever you want to write about me, go ahead. I’m not the world’s best dad, no matter what my coffee mug says, but you write one word about my little girl and I will absolutely destroy you.” He leaned forward for emphasis and almost fell out of his chair.


  Usually I don’t react well to being threatened by anything lower than me on the food chain, but I couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for him. I said “Yes, sir. I will keep that in mind,” and headed out the front door. I felt an unfamiliar sense of responsibility. These people’s pain was real to me now, and I had to do something. So I started walking to where it all began.


  
    Chapter Thirteen

  


  It only took me a few minutes to walk to Lauren’s school. Going to the last place she was seen made sense. I could try to pick up any bad vibes, or smells, or even maybe a clue. Ballantyne Elementary School was a sprawling brick building with a cute little portico in front, where parents dropped their kids off when it rained.


  I poked around the campus for about half an hour, hoping a heretofore unknown special magic-detecting sense would kick in or that there’d be a huge pentagram drawn on the roof of the building. Instead I found a whole pile of nothing and was about ready to trek back to the main road to hail a cab or unsuspecting solo driver when inspiration struck.


  I whipped out the new phone Greg had given me and dialed him up. He answered after the second ring. “Hey, what are you doing, bro?”


  “Trying to hack into the police department database to get the case files. Why, what do you need?”


  “Two things. I need your super-sniffer, and I need a ride.”


  “Where are you?”


  “Ballantyne Elementary, down south.”


  “What are you doing, looking for a date?”


  “Classy. Just come get me. I’ll explain on the way home.”


  I hung up the phone and sat on the roof of the portico to wait. About twenty minutes passed before headlights turned into the drive. I stood up on the roof and started to wave when I realized that the headlights didn’t belong to Greg’s car, or to mine. I dropped flat to the roof as a police cruiser pulled into the drive and parked in front of the school.


  Great. I’d apparently picked the one school in the district with enough money for motion sensors on the roof. I lay as still as I could while the cop got out of the cruiser and did a lap around the building, shining his flashlight into the windows. I grabbed my phone and shot Greg a quick “stay away, cops are here” text before switching the phone to silent and returning it to my pocket.


  After the second lap the cop got back in his car and just sat there. He left the dome light off, but I could see him fingering a picture in his sun visor. He sat there for a long few minutes before driving off. I texted Greg an all clear, and he pulled up in front of the school a couple minutes later.


  I waved him up to the roof, and he vaulted to my side in one easy leap. I’ll give him credit, the boy is not the exact image of grace and fashion, but for a chunky nerd vampire, he’s handy to have around.


  “Give this place a sniff,” I said. We all get super-senses, but at different levels. Greg’s sniffer is better than mine, I hear better than he does. He’s stronger than me, I’m faster than him. And as far as we know, neither of us can turn into bats.


  Greg sniffed the air for a minute. “There’s something funky in the air, but I don’t recognize it. Now tell me again why I had to drive all the way out here to get your sorry butt.”


  “Because there aren’t any buses to Ballantyne at two in the morning, I don’t really have the dough for a cab, and I didn’t want to steal any more cars this week.” I jumped off the roof and walked over to Greg’s car. He followed me down and unlocked the car with the remote. Greg loved his classic hot rod, but he loved modern conveniences and gadgets more, so his GTO had keyless entry, remote start, a badass stereo and seat warmers, which are more useful than you’d think for the cold-blooded.


  He slid into the driver’s seat and started the car. “Fair enough. Hey! What do you mean steal any more cars? I thought we agreed that we were the good guys?”


  I got in on the passenger side and fastened my seat belt. “Dude, stealing a car and giving it back doesn’t make me a bad guy. And I did give it back. That means I borrow cars.” I was really hoping he would drop it. He didn’t.


  “And what about the driver? And don’t bother lying, you know you suck at it.”


  He’s right, too. I can’t lie worth a crap. Even being immortal and bloodless didn’t mean I could spin a solid lie while looking my best friend in the eye. “Fine. I left him asleep in the back seat behind a biker bar on Central Avenue. He might have felt a little out of place when he woke up, but he was safe.”


  “Asleep? Or drained?” He looked down and not at me. He was really pissed.


  “Asleep. I didn’t drain him.” I wasn’t lying. I wasn’t going to tell him the whole truth unless he pulled it out of me with a wrecker, but I wasn’t going to lie, either.


  “But you did feed, didn’t you? Don’t even answer. I can see it in your face. You look healthier than you have in years. I know you fed on him.”


  I didn’t know what he was talking about, so I flipped down the sun visor on my side and checked myself out in the mirror. He was right. I looked good. Well, good for me, anyway. I still had an unruly shock of brown hair hanging in my eyes, and I was still too skinny, but I was a lot less pale than I had been when I woke up that night, and my eyes no longer had the pale, lifeless look that I’d come to equate with my reflection.


  Oh yeah, the mirror thing. It’s got more to do with silver than with mirrors and souls. Cheap, crappy mirrors like in cars work fine because they don’t use silver as a reflective element. Good mirrors sometimes do, and silver doesn’t react well to vampires, therefore we don’t show up. Same deal with film. Silver nitrate is one of the main developing chemicals, so we’ll show up on video or a digital camera, but not on real film. So I could check myself in the car mirror, but not in the mirror in my house.


  Flipping up the visor, I said, “You got me. I did feed on the guy, but I didn’t drain him, and I didn’t really even drink that much. But that’s not why I look like this.”


  I wasn’t sure I wanted to tell him about Lilith, and even if I did, I wasn’t sure how. He got bent out of shape about me feeding on a human, which is kinda the point of being a vampire. Telling him I’d fed on an immortal hottie would not go over well.


  “I was at Phil’s. I ate there.”


  “At Phil’s?” He had looked away again, staring long and hard at the road, which meant he was expecting the kind of answer that’d make him mad. I swear, sometimes this partnership is like being married. We fight all the time and neither one of us is getting laid.


  “Phil offered. He made it clear that it would be viewed as a serious breach of protocol for me to decline.”


  “Since when do we care about demonic protocol?”


  “Technically, Phil’s a fallen angel, which is different from a demon. I think.”


  “You hope. So, who did you drink from this time?”


  Wow, he was going heavy with the guilt trip. He was making it sound like I went around drinking from people willy-nilly. Wrong. I quit doing that years ago, after I got a really embarrassing rash. Bad blood might not kill you, but a vampire can get all sorts of nasty things from it, and some of them take a while for even vampire metabolism to get rid of.


  That made me wonder how long the “Lilith effect” would last before I went back to my pasty self.


  “Her name was Lilith, and the light’s green.” I really wanted him paying attention to the road and not to the name of my new acquaintance. I didn’t often get what I wanted.


  We’ve read the same comic books, so if I knew Lilith, I was pretty sure he would. And judging by the fact that he pulled into a Burger King parking lot and shut off the car, he did.


  “Lilith? Like Adam’s first wife Lilith? Like the original feminist Lilith? Lilith who was condemned to walk the earth forever spreading lust through the souls of all she touches while unable to ever feel true love?”


  Clearly he’d read way more comic books than I had, because the lust stuff was news to me. I sank down as far as the car seat would let me before I answered. “I guess that would be an accurate description.”


  Greg fumed. I didn’t know fuming was audible but Greg managed to fill the car with the sound of it.


  He took a deep breath, held it for a long time, let it out very slowly, and counted to twenty. In four languages. Four languages wasn’t too bad. Greg was fluent in seven. Anything under five meant he was only moderately pissed. I thought I was maybe going to get out of this relatively unscathed.


  “Well?” he finally asked.


  “Well what?”


  “Was it good?” There was a little longing in his voice, and I hoped that he might finally admit that he missed the taste of live blood.


  “Dude, you have no idea. It made me tingle in places I’d forgotten I had places. I saw colors that I don’t even have names for. I felt like I could run a marathon at noon in Arizona and not get the least bit crispy. It was amazing.” I could have gone on describing the feeling of feeding on Lilith, but the look on Greg’s face stopped me. “What’s wrong?”


  “Listen to me, and listen very carefully.” He was scared. “You can never feed from her again. No matter what, no matter who it insults. Legend has it that her kiss, her very touch is so addictive that archbishops have burned their Bibles for a drop of her sweat. You have to stay away from her, or she could take you over completely. And a vampire under the control of a creature like Lilith would not make a pretty picture.”


  He was right. I didn’t use much of my vamp powers in everynight life, but if Lilith was bad juju like Greg thought, then she could wreak some serious havoc if I fell under her control. And Greg was by far the better judge of character between the two of us. I trusted his opinion way more than my own.


  “Fine, fine, I’ll stay clear of her. You know how I hate going to Phil’s anyway. Let’s get out of here before some cop rolls up and decides we’re making out in the BK parking lot.”


  “Well was it worth it?” Greg asked quietly.


  “What? The blood? It was—”


  “No.” He cut me off sharply. “Did you get any useful information out of Phil?”


  “Kinda. Apparently there’s a Big Bad coming to town and if we don’t stop it the world might end. Or something like that.” I stared out the window, watching the billboards on I-485 roll past and thinking about Lilith. That chick scared me.


  “Isn’t that on the list of things you should start the conversation with?”


  “Gimme a break. So I buried the lead. I saw Phil, I drank from an inappropriate woman, and there’s a magic something-or-other coming that will destroy the world if we don’t stop it. And how was your night, honey?” I kept looking out the window, but all I could see was a scared little girl and a shattered father that desperately wanted to see his child again.


  “I hate you sometimes.”


  
    Chapter Fourteen

  


  “So, what’s the plan?” Greg asked the second we got back into our apartment.


  “I’m still working on that.” I admitted, flopping down onto the couch and grabbing the Xbox controller. Hoping to distract him, I tossed him the other controller. “Madden?”


  “Sure. I always think better with a little break. Did Phil give you anything we could use?”


  I started up the game and picked my team. I always pick the Carolina Panthers, no matter how they did that season. I’m a hometown fan, what can I say? And besides, as long as they have Steve Smith, they’ll always make for a fun video game. “He said that Halloween was the big day, that whatever we were up against had to be stopped by then, or not at all.”


  Greg stared at me with his mouth open while I sacked his virtual quarterback, forced a virtual fumble and sent a virtual Jon Beason to the end zone for a virtual touchdown dance. “You do realize Halloween is this weekend, right?”


  “Yeah, I have a pretty good handle on the calendar.”


  “So what the hell are we doing playing video games?” Greg tossed his control at me and headed over to the computer.


  “Really, dude? You don’t want to play Madden but you’ll go play World of Warcraft?” I was giving him a hard time, but sometimes I did it just because it was easy.


  “Bite me. I’m checking email.”


  “No thanks, I’ve had my fill of supernatural Scooby Snacks tonight.”


  He flipped me off, then waved me over to the desk. “Come here, dude. You gotta see this!”


  He was actually bouncing up and down in his chair. I thought we’d broken him of that habit in high school, but obviously not. I leaned over the back of his chair, as much to rescue the furniture from the shock load as anything else.


  “What is it, bro?”


  “I emailed the guys about the kidnappings to see what they knew, and they’ve got all the police reports!”


  Oh. Crap. “The guys” were a trio of losers that worked in the biggest comic shop in town. They were understandably all over Greg for information on his “ongoing cases” whenever he went in to grab his subscriptions. Every once in a while we used them for daytime legwork or computer help when it was something we couldn’t get Dad to do or if the computing was out of Greg’s league. They were occasionally useful, but I always had a hard time balancing their annoying tics against the value of their assistance.


  “Really? You emailed the Dork Brigade about this case?”


  “Man, don’t call them that. They’re good guys. And Jason hacked into the police database and got us the police reports. So the guys are useful, too.”


  “And how many free comic books did you get for letting them help?” When he wouldn’t answer me, I knew I’d hit home. My partner—the closet Spider-Man junkie.


  “Do you want the reports or not?”


  I did, so I shut up.


  There were ten files, and the girl we’d exorcised the night before was slated to have been number eleven, so we added notes on her and Tommy into the mix and tried to see what patterns emerged. After three hours of taking apart class schedules, church attendance, club memberships and even school bus routes, I lost my patience.


  “There’s nothing here!” I lay on my back on the floor, surrounded by paper. I looked like I’d been mugged by a shedding yeti, and we had no more ideas than when we started. “What time is it?”


  “Seven,” he mumbled, still going over attendance records for the fifth victim.


  “I’m going to bed. It’s been a long night.” I stretched as I stood up, and my thighs threatened to revolt. Vampire or not, you sit cross-legged on the floor for a few hours and your butt falls asleep. I staggered off to my bedroom and crashed for a few hours while Greg kept going. He’s always been better at homework than me.


  We do sleep. And we dream, and we don’t “die” every morning at sunrise. We can sense the sunrise. It’s kinda like our bodies’ way of warning us not to go outside for fear of becoming a pile of ash, but I’ve been known to pull an all-nighter (or in my case an all-dayer, I guess) when I needed to.


  Today’s sleep wasn’t restful, not with visions of scared children running from sexy fallen angels dancing through my head. I got about six hours of fitful sleep and staggered out to the den to find Greg facedown in the scattered mass of case files.


  I stepped over him as quietly as I could, opened the fridge and grabbed a bottle of orange juice. I didn’t bother getting a glass, just sat on the couch in my boxers and drank straight from the plastic jug.


  We can drink, too, anything we want. No food, though. The digestive system stops working except for a liquid diet right after we wake up. We don’t get any nutrients out of anything we drink except blood, but alcohol still works, only to a lesser degree.


  So, I guess that answers Tommy’s question about vampire poop. We don’t poop, but if we play our cards right, we can pee in some spectacular colors, because what comes in, goes right back out again. You don’t want to know how we found this out. Suffice to say that we were young and learning about our new abilities, and leave it at that.


  “I don’t care if we’re dead, that’s still gross.” Greg’s voice came from right behind me, and I jumped sky-high, spilling cold OJ on my lap. That’s one of his favorite tricks, but it usually doesn’t work on me, what with super-hearing and all. I’d been so wrapped up in the case that I didn’t even hear him get up from the desk.


  “I might be gross, but you’re a dick,” I said, looking around for something to dry off with. I gave up on the idea of finding anything lying around the den when I remembered that, yesterday, Greg had been home alone all night, which always led to an almost neurotic level of cleaning. I went into my room and got some fresh boxers and the rest of my clothes.


  Greg was sitting up on the floor when I made it back to the den, a look of smug superiority on his face. “What?” I asked.


  “What, what?” He kept grinning at me.


  “Why are you sitting there grinning like the AV club president who bugged the girls’ dressing room?”


  “I am the AV club president who bugged the girls’ dressing room,” he reminded me without a hint of embarrassment.


  “I remember. And you had that same stupid grin on your face then.”


  “Well I think I may have found our link between the victims. Career Day.” He waved a piece of paper over his head like it was a checkered flag and he was an off-duty Daytona stripper.


  I snatched the paper from him and looked at it. There was a column of initials, a column of dates and a column of school names. The school names I recognized, and it didn’t take long to figure out that the initials and dates matched up with missing kids.


  “Greg, there are only seven names here.” I pointed to the paper.


  “Yeah?”


  “There were eleven victims, dude.”


  “Yeah, but seven of these schools had a Career Day the week before the kidnappings occurred. There’s no way that’s not statistically significant.”


  He had a point. “We need to look into it further.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah, I think it’s a good idea.”


  Greg looked so happy that I wasn’t dismissing his idea out of hand that you’d have thought I gave him an ice cream cone, or a puppy. Or a puppy with ice cream on it.


  “Cool. Now what? Where do we start?” Greg asked. He headed to the coat closet and started gearing up—putting on his utility belt, boots, and other combat equipment. I stopped him before he got too far along.


  “We start right here. At least until dark, bro. Remember, it’s like two in the afternoon.”


  “Oh yeah. I just got so excited at having a real lead.”


  “I know, I know,” I led him back over to the couch. “Wanna play Halo?” I sat down with the gamecontroller in one hand and my OJ in the other.


  “Nah. If we can’t go thwart evil, I’m gonna take a nap.” My grumpy roommate then tromped off to his room for some shut-eye while I valiantly tried to save the world. Again.


  
    Chapter Fifteen

  


  I finished off season two of Dexter on Netflix before Greg woke up. Not long after sunset, I heard the shower come on and a few minutes later, my partner emerged. He was dressed in all black, again, with his combat boots laced tight and his utility belt snug around his ballooning waist. I feel for Greg sometimes. I mean, who knew that turning into vampires wouldn’t change our bodies into perfect examples of studliness, and we’d be trapped forever as the dorks we were on the last night of our lives?


  The first thing we looked forward to when we got over the shock of being vampires was that now we could exercise all we wanted and build ourselves the buff bodies we’d never had in life. The first thing we realized after that was that no matter how much we exercised, our bodies were never going to change. This was not a welcome realization for either my pudgy best friend or me.


  “Really, man. Do you have to wear the utility belt?” I laced up my sneakers and shrugged into my shoulder holster on the way out the door. I hid the firepower under a leather jacket before as we climbed the last steps and walked out into the cemetery.


  We opened a tool shed that was really a two-car garage and hopped in Greg’s car, a 1967 GTO convertible—black, of course. I always gave Greg a load of crap about his less-than-inconspicuous ride, but he’d had a man-crush on that car since we were alive, so no amount of teasing was going to get him to drive anything else. Besides, I had a blue Camry for when we needed to blend in.


  “Where are we headed?” Greg asked as I got into the car.


  I pulled out the file folder with all his Career Day notes and started to flip through it. It had been easy to find when he went to bed, because he’d written “CAREER DAY CLUES” on the outside of the folder in purple Sharpie. Sometimes I really thought my partner was secretly an illiterate twelve-year-old girl. I wouldn’t have been too surprised to find his notes in a Trapper Keeper covered in unicorn stickers.


  “There were three companies that had a table at every event. Bank of America, Joe’s World of Tires and the Police Department. Bank of America makes sense, since their corporate headquarters is here. The owner of Joe’s World of Tires is on the school board, and I think the cops were just looking for middle-school weed. But we should check them all out regardless.”


  “Why do we need to check out the cops? They’re investigating the crimes. You don’t think a cop could have done it, do you?”


  My partner has a simple view of the world—police and firemen are good, and bad guys have twirly mustaches and bad French accents. It’s charming, really.


  “I don’t think a cop abducted the kids, but it’s possible. Cops are people, so they’re suspects. We’ve got to look at everybody, bro.”


  “All right, but I don’t think it’s the cops.”


  I didn’t either, but I could hope. A cop would be easier. I didn’t think we were going to find our kidnapper anywhere in this list of companies. I didn’t think our bad guy was still capable of “normal.” It didn’t feel right, if you know what I mean.


  “So, where to first?” Greg gingerly backed the car out of the garage. I’m always amazed that he can be incredibly careful with his car but such a spaz on two feet.


  “I think we start with the path of least resistance—Joe Arthur, owner of Joe’s World of Tires and school board member. We should be able to play the PI card and find out who was representing the World of Tires at the Career Days straight from the source.”


  I gave him the address, and we headed out to meet the Tire King. I looked out the window and watched the city roll by. A flashing sign for the Morris Costumes Haunted House had me thinking a lot more than I wanted to about ten missing children and the fact that we only had a couple of nights left to stop something from coming to town that even a fallen angel was scared of.


  It took us about half an hour to get to Joe Arthur’s house, a modest ranch in one of the newer developments out past the university. These little subdivisions popped up all over Charlotte in the late 1990s as the banking boom hit, but now there was a For Sale sign in about every fourth yard.


  I noted the bicycle lying beside the driveway. “Looks like Joe’s got a kid right in the target age range,” I whispered as we walked up to the front door.


  “Yep. How do you want to play this? Good cop/bad cop? Two bad cops? Fangs out? Subtle?” He was bouncing up and down on the balls of his feet and shadowboxing his way up to the door. I grabbed the back of his utility belt and dragged him down the steps back to where I stood.


  “I thought we’d ask him very nicely to invite us in, then see what he knows about the disappearances.” I spoke very low and very slowly, and held one hand on Greg’s shoulder to steady him while I tried to rein in his excitement. When you pair his enthusiasm with the fact that we haven’t aged in fifteen years, it’s easy to forget that he remembers the Reagan administration.


  He deflated a little. “Oh.”


  I shouldered my way past him up the steps, and rang the bell. No one answered, so I rang again. I could hear people walking around inside, but when they didn’t respond to the second ring, I knocked on the door. After a couple more minutes, a light flipped on over my head, and the door cracked open.


  “Can I help you?” A sliver of a middle-aged woman’s face appeared between the door and the jamb, as she looked at me through the security chain. The last time a woman was this unhappy to see me had been my date for the senior prom.


  The woman’s face was pinched, like she’d been a beautiful girl whose life hadn’t worked out as well as she’d hoped, and her eyes darted along the street past me looking for something. I couldn’t tell if she was more annoyed at me interrupting her evening, or worried about whatever might be out on the sidewalk at night. I’d seen that look before, on the face of my own mother, and it dredged up some memories that I didn’t particularly enjoy.


  “Is Mr. Arthur home?” I asked, reaching into my coat pocket for my investigator’s license.


  “No, he’s not,” she said, and moved to close the door in my face. I put a hand on the door and held it open. I couldn’t go through without an invitation, but I could make sure she didn’t close it completely, either.


  I held my credentials where she could see them and said, “We’re investigating the disappearance of some children. Maybe you’ve heard about the situation?”


  “Yes, yes, I’ve heard of that. Awful stuff. But I don’t see what that has to do with Joe. He’s never really hurt anybody.” She stopped, eyes round as she realized what she’d implied.


  I began to doubt her certainty that Mr. Arthur was harmless. Maybe Greg had found something after all.


  “We understand that, ma’am. We’re hoping that he could answer a few questions for us about the Career Day events that he attended at several of the schools prior to the disappearances. He may have seen something that could be useful in our investigation. Could we come in and wait for him?” She looked increasingly nervous, and I suddenly became aware of another heartbeat in the house.


  “Um . . . no, I’m sorry. I’m alone here, you see, and it wouldn’t be proper. You understand? You’re welcome to come back later, when my husband is home. Maybe tomorrow afternoon?”


  I could hear the heartbeat moving closer to the door but I had no way in without an invitation. A wife-beater or a stone-cold killer could be behind that door, and I still couldn’t do anything about it if I couldn’t figure out how to get inside. I’m not sure how long I would have stood there if Greg hadn’t pulled on my sleeve.


  “Come on, James. We’ll come back and visit when Mr. Arthur is home. Thanks for your time, ma’am.” He led me down the steps by my elbow and steered me toward the car.


  “Dude!” I whispered. “What the hell was that about? Something had her wound up—her pulse was up, her skin was flushed, and there was definitely somebody else in that house. I could hear a man’s pulse, racing. He was pretty excited, too.” I put my elbows on the roof of the car and looked over at where Greg stood by the driver’s door.


  Usually he was the first one to leap into Super Hero mode. Now, he stood there quietly. I didn’t understand. “Why aren’t we doing everything we can to get her to let us in so we can help her?”


  “Because I don’t think she would appreciate our help,” he said, with what I guess he meant to be a meaningful glance.


  “What are you talking about?” I demanded.


  “Let’s see—skin flushed, heart racing, doesn’t want us in the house, husband not home, someone else in the house with her. Even the man with a thousand strikeouts like you should be able to put those clues together.” He smirked at me as realization dawned, and we got in the car.


  “I get it.” I closed the door. “She’s having an affair, and her boyfriend was there. But where does that leave us with the Tire King?”


  “Headed to Lucky Strike.” Greg put the car in gear and headed towards the big outlet mall north of town.


  “Why do you have a sudden urge to go bowling in the middle of an investigation?” Greg didn’t really baffle me that often, but this time he had me flummoxed. Admittedly, he often baffled me, but it was usually with his staggering ineptitude with women. I can’t understand how anyone can be immortal, live through all these years looking like he’s in his twenties, and still have no more game than the dorky kids we were when we were turned.


  “While you were trying to get the Real Housewife of Charlotte to let us interrupt date night, I was peeking through the kitchen window checking out the calendar on the fridge. Tonight is Joe Arthur’s league night, so he’ll be bowling for at least another couple of hours. All we need to do is grab him when he heads for his car, interrogate him, maybe munch on him a little, and find out what he knows.”


  “Munch? Did you, the closest thing to a vegan vampire I’ve ever met, just suggest that we actually feed from a suspect? Who are you and what did you do with Greg Knightwood?”


  “I just thought that, you know, since you were off the wagon, bro, you might want another excuse to behave like an animal.”


  Now that made more sense. Ticked me off, but made sense. He just wanted to make me feel like a monster again. Whatever. I am a monster. And monsters eat. It’s what we do.


  “No, I think we can do without snacking on the suspects for tonight at least.” I leaned back in my seat and contemplated staking my partner while he pulled into the mall’s gargantuan parking lot. I couldn’t stake him, but I could needle him. “Besides, I’m still full from yesterday.”


  “Well, if you’re sure . . .”


  “I’m sure. Park the car.”


  Lucky Strike is in Concord Mills, the gigantic mall north of town by the speedway. I’ve never gotten the hang of navigating that place. It’s over a mile to walk the entire inside of it, and the mere concept of trying to drive through the parking lot always gives me the heebie-jeebies. Greg pulled up in front of the bowling alley, and we headed in. It made sense that the Tire King would bowl there. It was the closest alley to his neighborhood, and it had a truly excellent beer selection.


  “Assuming he’s here, do you really want to grab him as he exits?” I asked.


  “Nah, I thought we’d flash our badges, ask a few questions about his whereabouts, hint around that his wife is having him investigated for infidelity, and all around ruin his night.”


  “That sounds a little extreme, doesn’t it?” I asked. I liked it, but I wanted Greg to tell me that he’d seen what I saw in the wife’s eyes.


  “Were you not paying attention back there? That woman had all the classic signs of abuse to go with her affair. If the Tire King’s never used her for a punching bag, I’ll eat your hat.”


  Bingo. We were on the same page after all. I knew from the look in her eyes that the wife had been slapped around more than once. If we could get a little payback on Mr. Joe Arthur, upstanding businessman and school board member, I was down with that.


  “Fine, but we don’t talk about his wife’s boy toy unless he’s really irritating.”


  “Nah, if he’s really irritating we eat him. We ruin his marriage just for looking at me funny.”


  “You’re wearing a utility belt. Everyone looks at you funny.”


  “Point,” Greg agreed. “All right, we only ruin his marriage if we get something out of it.”


  “Deal. I’ll lead.”


  “Why do you always lead?”


  “I’m taller.”


  By now we had made it through the parking lot, down the mall and most of the way across the bowling alley, and I recognized Joe Arthur from his commercials. The Tire King was carrying a spare or two of his own, and I don’t mean the bowling kind. He was a sixty-something Italian guy with more hair coming out of his ears than he had left on his head. He was about five foot eight which gave me a serious height advantage. I’m a couple inches over six feet. Even Greg had a couple inches on the Rubber Royalty.


  He and his league buddies had the least flattering bowling shirts I’d ever seen. I’ve never met any guy over fifty (and over two-fifty) who can pull off horizontal stripes in turquoise, and these guys were no exception. I wondered if they realized they looked like turquoise Michelin Men.


  We waited until Big Joe, as was embroidered on his bowling shirt, got up to bowl. Right in the middle of his backswing, I called out in my loudest voice, “Joe Arthur?” Since I was only about four feet from him, he jumped like a startled, overweight cat and threw a perfect gutter ball.


  “Jesus Christ!” He stomped over to me and got as much in my face as he could from his height and bellowed, “What the holy crap do you think you’re doing? This is a league game! We’re in the running for the championship! What kind of crap was that?”


  If the garlic myth had been anything more than urban legend, Joe’s breath would have put me down for the count. While my eyes watered, I flashed my badge. “Mr. Arthur, we have a few questions to ask you about some missing children.”


  The whole trick to flashing a fake badge is to control the flash. You have to open and close the wallet before anyone can get a good look at the contents. I’d actually practiced in front of a mirror when we first opened up shop as detectives. It’s embarrassing to admit, but less embarrassing than how I learned to draw from a shoulder holster. Practice paid off, like now. His teammates were nudging each other as if to say, “Look at that. Joe’s gone and got himself in trouble.” They were focused on Joe, not questioning my ID.


  “Mr. Arthur, is there somewhere we could talk?”


  “I don’t know anything about any missing kids. And I don’t feel like talking to you. If you want to talk to me, talk to my lawyer first. And he’ll tell you I don’t know anything about any missing kids and don’t feel like talking to you. Right, Mason?” He pointed over to a scrawny, balding man drinking beer from a plastic cup at a table near their lane. The man, who I assumed was Arthur’s lawyer given Arthur’s smirk, nodded like his head was spring-loaded and started over to us.


  “Now that you’ve heard from my lawyer, get out of my face and let me finish my game.” He turned back to the ball return machine, but I grabbed his wrist and turned him back to face me.


  “I asked nicely first, Mr. Arthur. If I have to ask again, it won’t be nicely.” I spoke very slowly and kept my voice low. I didn’t need his buddies seeing me threaten him and wondering what kind of cop would do that. That wouldn’t end well for anyone, especially if anyone on the team got suspicious and grew a pair all of a sudden. Arthur looked into my eyes, and I put just enough mojo in them to show him I was not screwing around.


  “Now,” I told him, “bowl this ball and then come meet us at that table.” I gestured to where Greg had settled in at a round plastic table with a pitcher of cheap beer and four plastic cups. “Bring your lawyer if you need to.” I let go of his wrist and went over to the table with Greg.


  Mason beat his client over to our table and began issuing a list of demands in a nasal, demanding tone that probably had Greg rethinking his stance against drinking from annoying humans. That was my criteria. Since I find pretty much everyone annoying, I drink from whoever I want to. Greg doesn’t realize that my list of annoying people is about six billion names longer than his.


  At the moment, Mason was top of the list. If I couldn’t eat him, then he had to go. I leaned forward looked straight into his eyes and said, “Go to the men’s room. Sit in a stall. Fall asleep for two hours. Then go do that thing you’ve always wanted to do but have been afraid would be too embarrassing.”


  Mason got up with a decidedly glassy look in his eyes and headed for the crapper.


  I leaned back in my chair. “Well, that’s one nuisance taken care of.”


  “You’re evil. What do you think he’ll do?” Greg asked.


  “I don’t even want to think about it. But I wouldn’t be surprised if it involved anything from playing naked in the pond at Freedom Park to scaling the outside of the Bank of America building.”


  Joe Arthur, the Tire King himself, joined us at our table after picking up the spare. “Where’s Mason?” he asked.


  “He went to the can. Something about an upset stomach,” I replied. Greg snorted a little beer out of his nose, and I kicked him under the table.


  “Fine. You’ve got me alone. What’s this about?” Arthur asked, obviously a man used to being in charge.


  I decided to put an end to that as quickly as possible. I reached into the briefcase Greg had brought in from the car and brought out a stack of photographs. Smiling faces began to litter the table in front of us, some of the pictures curling a little as they soaked up spilled beer on the table. I didn’t care. I wanted to watch Arthur’s face as he realized who these children were. Ten pictures—school pictures, family vacation shots, all pictures of happy kids, beaming into the camera.


  “Do you know who these kids are, Mr. Arthur?” I leaned forward, forcing his attention away from the photos and to my eyes. He looked up and I could see that he was shaken. There was something going on with this guy, and I needed to know what it was. He didn’t smell like malice, more like mischief, but he was involved in something somehow.


  “These are the kids that have gone missing. But I don’t know anything about—”


  I cut him off before he could go any further. “I know that, Mr. Arthur. You’re not a suspect in these disappearances. But you were at seven of these children’s schools in the days shortly before they went missing. You were there for Career Day, right?”


  “Not all of them. Some of those Career Day things I sent Jake instead.”


  “Jake?” Greg sat forward. We hadn’t heard anything about a Jake before now. “Who’s Jake?”


  “Jake’s the manager of my Pineville store. I sent him to the schools on the south side of town, ’cause they’re closer to him. But what’s this got to do with me? I don’t know anything about any of this stuff.”


  But he did—I could see it in his eyes, and more importantly, I could smell the little sweat that comes with fear. After a while you figure out what different kinds of fear smell like. For example, innocent oh-crap-I’m-about-to-get-eaten-by-a-vampire fear smells completely different than guilty as sin yeah-I-really-raised-a-super-demon-and-I’m-lying-out-my-butt-about-it fear. Joe’s fear was somewhere between I-cheated-on-my-taxes fear I’ve-got-corpses-buried-under-my-tomato-plants fear and I turned the fear smell inside out, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on the cause. I was so busy playing “Name That Fear” that I didn’t sense a disturbance in the force until I heard Greg whisper.


  “Oh, crap.”


  
    Chapter Sixteen

  


  Okay, fine, you got me. I didn’t sense a disturbance in the force. But I did notice a silence fall over the bowling alley and smell a wave of fear rippling out from the main entrance. I looked over at the front door and saw the female detective from the night before talking to the shoe rental guy. He pointed to where we were sitting with the Tire King, and she started our way.


  “Looks like we might have to come back to this conversation later, Mr. Arthur,” I said, getting to my feet and looking for another exit.


  “Where do you think you’re going?” Arthur asked, getting up himself and blocking my escape route. “You can’t come in here and make all these accusations then go running out on me. You sit your skinny ass right back down here and tell me what you think I have to do with those missing kids!”


  I leaned down to the Tire King’s face, which had gone an interesting splotchy purple color. I looked in his eyes and said, “Sleep.”


  He passed out cold and fell face-first onto the table, crushing his plastic cup full of Miller with his forehead. I turned him to the side to make sure he wouldn’t drown in cheap beer and tried to formulate a plan.


  “What are we gonna do?” Greg asked.


  “I was really hoping you’d have a plan.” My mind worked as fast as it could, which really isn’t that fast, all things considered.


  “I never have a plan. At least, not one you like.”


  He had a point there. Greg’s plans usually involved some expensive piece of equipment that only existed in comic books, or so many plot twists that by the time he finished explaining the plan, I’d already punched somebody.


  “Well, there’s a first time for everything. But obviously tonight ain’t it.” I stood up as the detective got to our table. The look on her face dispelled any lingering hope that she hadn’t noticed me looking out Tommy’s hospital-room window. She was tall, and she’d pulled her curly hair back in a severe ponytail. Her blazer was pulled back to reveal an impressive rack, but my attention was drawn to her Smith & Wesson .40 pistol in a shoulder rig. I’ll admit it, I have a bit of a thing for women who pack heavier ammo than me.


  She snapped her fingers in front of my face and brought me straight out of my happy place and back to the beer-soaked bowling alley. “This would be an excellent time for you to explain to me who you are and why you keep showing up around my investigation.”


  The look on her face said she was a woman who brooked no BS, but I never let that stop me.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, holding out my hand and dropping into the hick accent I grew up with. “I think you must have me mistaken for somebody else. I’m Jimmy Black, assistant manager at the Monroe location of Joe’s World of Tires. Can I help you with . . . something?” I put a little sleazy twist in there and ogled her chest, trying to make myself look like a slimy tire salesman.


  Ogling her chest was not hard to do. More like a job perk.


  “Really?” She said, and raised one eyebrow as if she knew something I didn’t. “There is no Monroe location of Joe’s World of Tires, and you’re no more a tire salesman than I am a private investigator. Why don’t you cut the crap, Mr. Black and tell me what you and your little friend here are doing screwing up my investigation before I haul you both downtown and book you on obstruction of justice charges.”


  I knew going legit and getting PI licenses would come back to bite me in the ass. And the irony of that concept is not lost on me. Having failed so miserably with Plan A, I skipped the as-yet-undeveloped Plan B and went straight for the mojo. I looked her in the eyes, which was surprisingly easy since she was almost my height, and said, “These are not the droids you’re looking for. Move along.”


  “Are you on drugs?”


  I looked over at Greg, who was as flabbergasted as I was. Mojo didn’t fail. This was entirely unexpected. Surprise didn’t help me process or communicate. “Huh?”


  “You are on drugs. Great, just great. Not only do I have a PI sticking his nose in my case, I have a stoner PI sticking his nose in my case. Get up. You two are coming with me.”


  I looked at her again, and got serious with the mojo, really tried to supplant her will with mine. “No, we’re not. You will leave here and forget you ever saw us. You came in, Joe Arthur was passed out drunk, he has nothing to do with these disappearances and you left. That is all.”


  She looked back at me just as hard and said “You are a pain in my butt, and you are going to jail for interfering with my investigation.”


  Since my vampire willpower wasn’t working, Greg stepped in for the save. “Sorry to disappoint, but we’re not going anywhere with you. I’m sorry we’ve run into this misunderstanding, but it’s not going to happen. Now why don’t you get in your car, go back to the station, and forget you ever ran into us this evening.”


  Greg’s best mojo netted equally disappointing results and a disgusted headshake from the officer. Both of us were seeing this cop in a whole new light. I’d never run into anyone who could shrug off multiple vamp mojo attempts, but this chick evidently had a will of cast iron.


  She reached around to her belt and grabbed a radio, clicking it on as she brought it to her lips. “This is Detective Law. I need a wagon at Lucky Strike for two passengers.” She put the radio back on her belt and looked at us. “You two are going to spend the night in a holding cell while I figure out exactly what I’m going to charge you with. Unless you have a really good story and start sharing it with me right now.”


  “Um… we were hired by the family of one of the kidnapped girls?” I offered up.


  “The Reynolds family?” she asked.


  I nodded.


  “No, you weren’t. They called me as soon as you left there. I left instructions with every family to call me as soon as the vultures, and that means you, started coming around, so that I could run you off. So you came around, they called, and voilà! Here I am, running you off.”


  “But… but…,” I spluttered. I’m not proud of it, but splutter was the best I could come up with.


  “But how did I find you? Mrs. Arthur also called me, and told me that you had just left her house, and were probably headed here to harass her husband publicly. Looks like she has some shred of marital loyalty left. And here we are.”


  “And here we are,” I muttered. Here I was in the middle of a brightly lit public space with a human that I couldn’t put the whammy on.


  This was so far outside the norm, I was totally stumped. Greg and I had been bespelling humans for fun and foodstuffs for the better part of two decades, and nothing like this had ever happened before. Primitive survival instincts kicked in. We shared a look that said, “You wanna hit her or you want me to?” and I had just decided to deck the pretty detective in front of about seventy witnesses when her cell phone rang.


  She pulled out her phone and pressed a button. “Law”


  Thanks to our super-duper hearing, Greg and I had the benefit of following both sides of the conversation.


  A disembodied voice said, “Detective, we have another abduction. Marjorie Ryan was last seen leaving a school dance with three of her friends forty-five minutes ago. Her friends all arrived home, but Marjorie did not. We’ve established a perimeter between the school and the home, and we have a chopper in the air. What’s your twenty?”


  “Lucky Strike bowling alley. I was about to question a potential suspect. Obviously, he’s not our guy. I’m on my way, should be there in fifteen.”


  I held up my hands and started to back away, saying, “You’ve obviously got a lot going on, so we’ll get out of your way. Good luck catching the bad guys!”


  “Don’t even think about moving. As a matter of fact, you two are still going downtown, if for nothing else than to keep you out of my hair. No way do I need you mucking around my crime scene and getting in my way. Gimme your right hands.” She reached behind her and grabbed a pair of handcuffs.


  I shook my head. “Look, Detective. You don’t have enough to charge us with anything, and handcuffing us and leaving us here is a bad idea no matter whose police procedure manual you cite.” I thought if mojo wasn’t working then maybe I could appeal to her sense of reason. “If you think you need to keep an eye on us, take us along. My partner and I have a lot of experience in unusual cases. We could probably be helpful if you’d just let us.”


  “Okay, maybe you would be useful.” She seemed to relent, and reached out to shake my hand. Without thinking, I took her hand, and just like in a thousand bad cop movies, she slapped a cuff on it. Then she reached over to the swivel chair mounted to the scoring station and locked the other cuff around it.


  “Now stay put. You,” she said to Greg, “give me your keys.”


  He reached in his pocket and handed her the keys to the Pontiac. “I’m gonna get those back, right?” he asked, looking like a whipped puppy.


  “Sure. You can pick them up at the station downtown tomorrow morning. I’ll be sure to have them there by nine.” With that, she turned and headed for the door. I sat down with my arm twisted uncomfortably behind me and looked over at Greg, who took the other seat.


  “This would be a very good time to tell me you have a spare set of car keys,” I said, glaring at him.


  “Under the back bumper, bro. No worries.”


  “Good, then I won’t have to strangle you in your sleep.”


  “I don’t breathe, so it wouldn’t make any difference.”


  “It would make me feel better.”


  “Yeah, I can see where you might be a little disgusted with yourself for falling for the old handshake/handcuff switcheroo.” He looked unbearably smug sitting there. I hate it when he’s got the right answers for things. It messes with the natural order of the universe.


  “So, how you planning on getting out of there?”


  I stood up and stepped around behind the chair, hiding the handcuff from the rest of the bowling alley with my body. I twisted and pulled, but couldn’t get enough leverage to get it off my arm. The cuff groaned a little. I shoved the metal band further up my forearm until it was nice and tight. I flexed one more time, but all I got for my trouble was a red mark around my arm and a couple of stares from a passing waitress.


  “Did somebody forget to eat his Wheaties this morning?” Greg asked. “You should be able to snap that like a pretzel.”


  “Yeah, I know, but I can’t get a good angle on the cuff. Time for Plan B.” I reached down and grabbed the back of the chair with my free hand. I worked the molded plastic for a minute, couldn’t get it to give at all, and finally just ripped the whole seat free of the swivel, which consisted of cheap metal fastenings. I stood there in the middle of the bowling alley with a chair hanging from one wrist.


  “Let’s go,” I snarled at Greg, who was having trouble getting to his feet because he was laughing so hard.


  I trudged to the front door, pausing long enough to tell the counter guy that the chair in lane nine was busted, and dragged the stupid chair all the way out the mall entrance to the parking lot, attracting more than one strange look on the way. I got to the car and reached under the bumper. I felt around and pulled out one of those magnetic key boxes, and slid it open, only to find a business card for Detective Sabrina Law. She had written a note on the back of the card saying, “Hide it better next time.”


  Greg made it out to the parking lot in time to laugh some more at the sight of a gangly six-foot-three-inch vampire stomping around the lot cursing inventively and swinging a plastic chair around his head by a handcuff.


  “Dude, hold still, let me get you out of that thing,” he said when I stopped swearing and flailing.


  He reached into a pocket of his utility belt and brought out a small folding saw, the kind they sell at sporting goods stores. I thought of about seventeen wisecracks, but decided I valued emancipation from the bowling alley furniture over a good zinger and held my tongue. His little saw was surprisingly effective, and in a couple of minutes, I was free.


  Well, mostly free. I still had a handcuff dangling from my wrist, but there was no longer a giant hunk of molded plastic attached to it. Some nights you can only ask for so much, and this was shaping up to be one of those.


  “I don’t suppose you have another set of keys in that belt, do you?” I asked hopefully.


  “No, but I have the next best thing,” Greg replied.


  Before I could ask what exactly that was, he reached under my arm, grabbed my Glock and walked over to where a young couple was doing what young couples do in the back lanes of parking lots. Greg tapped on the glass with the pistol, and then put his fist through the back passenger window. He pulled a skinny teenage kid out through the window, pointed the gun at his rapidly shriveling pride and joy, and hinted that the kid should run away. Then he leaned into the back window, smiled at the girl broadly enough to show a lot of fang, and laughed as she beat a hasty retreat out the other door. He tossed a T-shirt at her retreating, and naked, back, and reached into the floor of the backseat for the boy’s pants.


  “Subtle. That looked like something I would do,” I said as I walked around and got into the passenger seat. Greg had retrieved the car keys from the boy’s pants by then, settled himself behind the wheel and put the car in gear.


  “Sorry,” he said without an ounce of remorse. “I was under the impression that we were in a hurry. Problem solved.”


  He peeled rubber out of the parking lot and handed me back my gun. I tuned the radio to an oldies station and cranked some vintage Springsteen as we headed off to the site of the latest kidnapping. I wasn’t sure what our detective friend would think about our appearing at her crime scene, but I wasn’t too inclined to care. We only had about forty-eight hours to stop the summoning of a serious metaphysical beastie from taking place, and our Big Bad was now one ankle-biter closer to its quota.


  Flying under the radar of the cops was no longer an option.


  
    Chapter Seventeen

  


  Every cop in the greater Charlotte area was camped out in a three-block radius between the latest victim’s school and home. It would have been a great time for bank heists, jewelry store capers or just knocking over liquor stores for pocket change.


  Greg and I parked the car a couple of blocks outside the ring of flashing blue lights and left the keys in the ignition. I’d rifled through the kid’s wallet on the way across town and found twenty-seven bucks and six condoms. The kid was something of an optimist. Or an overachiever.


  We circled the perimeter until we found a young, scared-looking cop working a section of sidewalk alone. I walked up to him, smiling my friendliest smile, which is not much more reassuring than Hannibal Lecter after eating bad steak tartare, but I got close enough to see the color of his eyes.


  “H-hold it right there,” the kid stammered and put his hand on his gun. I hoped he wouldn’t shoot himself in the foot before I mojo’d him. “You’ll have to go around, sir. Sorry for any inconvenience.”


  “Me, too, Officer. Now give me your handcuff keys.” His eyes went glassy and he reached around to the back of his belt and handed me the keys. I unlocked the cuff around my wrist, relieved to find that my mojo wasn’t permanently on the fritz. It simply didn’t work on one particular badass Amazon warrior princess cop.


  “Thanks, Officer,” Greg said politely. “You never saw us.”


  Then we split up. Greg headed towards the kid’s home to see if he could pick up anything there because he’s more sensitive to psychic garbage than I am. Psychic anything is right in his wheelhouse.


  I concentrated on what I do best—looking for things to hit and annoying pretty women. Toward that end, I headed toward the center of activity in hopes of finding Detective Law. I used her ever-so-helpful business card and my PI credentials to badge my way into the mobile command tent they had set up in the schoolyard, and tapped her on the shoulder.


  “Lose these?” I dangled her handcuffs from one finger. The cops around us let out a couple of wolf whistles and I put on my best imitation of a rakish grin.


  It probably worked a little, because she stepped in close to me, reclaimed her handcuffs, and whispered in my ear, “I don’t know how you got loose, or how you got here, and I don’t really care. But you’ve got about three seconds to get out of my crime scene before I shoot off something you’re probably inordinately proud of.”


  I looked down and saw her Smith & Wesson pointed at Little Jimmy and stepped back quickly.


  As much as I usually enjoy banter, we were on a deadline. “This is getting old. Why don’t you take me outside?” I turned around and put my hands behind my back, making it easy for her to re-cuff me. I also made sure there was no furniture nearby.


  “Oh, I will. Mostly because I don’t want everybody to see me beat the crap out of you.” She put a hand on my elbow and walked me out of the tent. As soon as we were in some relative shadow, I stopped walking. She had to stop, too, because, despite my skinny frame, she couldn’t move me. She looked up, confused.


  “You want to take these cuffs off me now,” I said.


  “I don’t think so,” she spat.


  “It wasn’t a question.”


  She got right up in my face and was about to say something that probably would have accomplished absolutely nothing when I dangled her cuffs in front of her face. It was worth petty larceny to see the look on her face. She got another look entirely as I crushed the handcuffs into a mangled mess of steel and dropped them at her feet.


  “Don’t bother trying that again.” I kept my voice low, and my expression calm. I needed her, and whether she knew it or not, she needed me. She started to go for her gun, but I caught her hand as she was reaching for it.


  “Don’t,” I said. “You’ll never make the draw, and it wouldn’t matter if you did. You know that somewhere in the hindbrain that protects you. Now ignore all this—me, what I am—for a little while. Believe me when I say that if I’d wanted to kill you, I’d have done that already. All I want is to get this kid back home safely. You’ll find that I’m happy to take orders, but we need to work together.”


  “Why should I believe you?” she asked.


  “You’ve already checked us out. You know we weren’t anywhere near the crime scenes. Right?”


  To her credit, she didn’t try to act like she hadn’t followed up on us. “Yes. You’re apparently just what you say you are—a couple of low-rent private eyes with no priors. That doesn’t explain why I should let you in on a police investigation.”


  “Looking around this joint, I’d say you’ve pulled in every resource you can lay your hands on. I’d guess that you’re about one missing kid away from calling in a pet psychic to interview the family schnauzer. Just call us consultants.”


  “I know how to get you on the case, asshole. What I don’t have yet is a good reason why to put you on this case.” She crossed her arms in front of her chest, and I looked back at her face, disappointed.


  “Because we’ve proven that you can’t get rid of us?” I asked hopefully.


  “That may be true, but I don’t have to enable you. Now I’m going to go interview the parents. Stay the hell away from them, and stay the hell away from my investigation. I can’t keep you off public property, but if I catch you interfering in my investigation again, I can sure as hell put you in the county jail for obstruction of justice.”


  I stepped back. She stared at me for a minute, and if looks could kill, I’d have been dead all over again.


  I looked at her for a long moment and finally nodded. “You win, Detective. We’ll stay out of the way.” I turned and headed toward the school.


  “Hey,” she called out after me. “Wait a minute.” She took a couple of long strides over to me and leaned in close. “I don’t know how you did that little handcuff trick, but it’s gonna take a lot more than that to scare me. When I get done with this mess, I am going to find out what your deal is. And if I don’t like what I find, you’re going to be very unhappy for a very long time.”


  I looked at her for a minute. “I’ve been unhappy for longer than you can imagine. Without an end in sight.” I turned around and walked off in the direction of the school to see what I could find about a missing little girl.


  I kicked myself a little for letting her needle me into that parting shot. I’m not the brooding type, but something in her eyes made me miss being human, just for a minute. I’ve gone whole years without missing the sun, but right then the prospect of never being able to wake up next to a beautiful woman and watch the sunlight play across her back and legs was enough to make me ache.


  I had been lost in my thoughts for a minute or two when I caught a strange scent on the air. I scanned the sidewalk ahead and pulled out my cell and called Greg.


  “Yo. Where you at?” I asked.


  “God, your grammar gets worse the longer you’re dead. I’m on the roof of the school. I found something funny up here. Where are you?”


  “About to hop the playground fence over by the swings. Are you where you can see me?”


  “Yeah. And fortunately for you I’m the only one who can see you. The cops assigned to the school are all out front and inside. How’d your conversation with the hot cop go?”


  “About like all my other conversations with beautiful women,” I grumbled.


  “That bad, huh? Well, come up here and take a look at this.”


  “I’ll be up in a second.” I crossed the playground, trying to figure out what the smell was. It wasn’t quite sulfur, but it had a little of that acrid tang to it. I couldn’t place where I had smelled it before, so I took a running leap onto the roof and walked over to where Greg was kneeling in front of what looked like a protective circle.


  I’m no magician, but I’ve read a lot of comic books and I know a magic circle when I see one—as long as the circle is drawn by someone with a taste for 1970s Marvel comic villains. This one passed my very limited quality control.


  Greg had dabbled in magic when we were in high school, so he had more actual knowledge of the mystical arts than I did. Of course, a retarded orangutan that has walked through a magic shop once has more knowledge of the mystical arts than me. Still, I felt qualified to make this call. “A protective circle?”


  “No, it’s wrong.”


  “Nope, pretty sure it’s a circle, bro.”


  “Yes, I know that. But look at these symbols.” He pointed to several scribbles and squiggles around the inside of the circle. “These should be on the outside of the circle, so that whatever was summoned into the circle couldn’t scratch them out and alter the protection of the circle.”


  “What if you weren’t trying to pull something into the circle?” I asked.


  “What do you mean?” Greg looked at me with eyebrows raised.


  “Well, couldn’t you cast the circle around you, then do a summoning spell so that whatever you summoned couldn’t get you before going off to wreak havoc? You’d be safe. It’s probably not foolproof or exactly the safest thing in the world, but would it work?”


  Greg’s sat down on the roof with a thud. His eyes got big. “I hadn’t even thought about that. That’s so awful I didn’t think anyone would consider it.”


  “I think someone did. You don’t get eaten, and when you send the whatever back to wherever all you have to do is erase the circle, right?” I wasn’t sure what I was missing, but it looked like it was going to be bad. I hate having smart friends.


  “What’s so bad about that? Really? You don’t get it?” Greg replied. I mentioned I hate having smart friends, right?


  He went on. “What’s so bad is that once you summon a whatever from wherever without a circle to bind it, then that whatever is free to do whatever it likes to whoever it wants to do it to, without you being able to banish it to anywhere, much less to wherever it came from in the first place!”


  “Not to be the king of understatement or anything, but that doesn’t sound good,” I said as Greg’s explanation began to sink in.


  “Yeah. If you hide in a circle and don’t bind a demon, for example, into another circle, then that demon is just set . . . free. It can’t get you, but it can do anything it wants and you don’t have any control over it, except maybe where and when you summon it.”


  “The timing. The girls,” I said in almost a whisper.


  “Yeah, the girls,” Greg agreed. “Whoever summoned the demon must have waited until they were the only ones left around, then cast the spell.”


  “But how would they know they were getting the right girl?” I asked.


  “I don’t think it mattered. I think the summoning party wanted to be sure the demon took an innocent. Which innocent it got was irrelevant.”


  “So some little—this little girl just drew the short straw?” Even with everything I’d seen, that didn’t sit right with me.


  “Pretty much.” Greg sat there on the roof, looking at the circle and shaking his head. I reached out a hand and pulled him to his feet.


  “Come on,” I said, walking toward the edge of the roof.


  “Wait a sec. I gotta blow this up first.” He reached into his utility belt and sprinkled a white substance on the circle. A pale blue smoke hissed up from the roof, and the circle disappeared.


  “What was that?” I asked.


  “Salt. It’s bad juju for magic stuff. Now this circle can’t be used again.”


  “Good deal. Now let’s get moving.” I resumed walking to the edge of the roof.


  “Where are we going?” He asked, falling into step beside me.


  “Back to the playground. I smelled something funky, and we might be able to trace this thing by the scent.”


  “Sometimes I think you only keep me around for my nose,” he grumbled.


  “And your car. But you’ve got a better nose than me, so I need you to take a whiff, tell me if it’s important, and if it is, you need to track the whatever it is to wherever it went.”


  “All right, I’ll play bloodhound, but if you try to put me in one of those stupid doggy Christmas sweaters again, I’m gonna stake you in your sleep.”


  
    Chapter Eighteen

  


  We circled around the playground a couple of times before I caught the scent again. I waved Greg over to where I had smelled it, and he took a deep breath. “Smell that?” I asked.


  “Yeah, dude. Smells like vindaloo.”


  “Good. We know the kind of demon then.”


  “No, you magic-backward moron. Chicken vindaloo. It’s an Indian dish with a lot of curry. Should be pretty easy to follow in this white-bread part of town.” Greg took off toward the fence and I followed, trying not to lose him while still keeping an eye peeled for the cops.


  Trailing the Big Bad was always so much easier when the Scooby gang on Buffy did the trailing. They rarely had cops crawling their turf. Of course, Buffy was usually trying to kill guys like us. I probably shouldn’t enjoy the Whedonverse as much as I do.


  We hopped the fence and followed the trail of Indian cuisine into a patch of woods separating the school from the neighborhood where Marjorie lived. Our vamp night vision is equal to any human’s day sight. Unfortunately, our trail navigation skills were piss-poor. We went stumbling through the woods like a pair of drunken rhinos.


  After about ten minutes, Greg held up one hand. Since I was looking at my feet and not at his hand, I walked into his back. Laid him out like a pin at the bowling alley.


  “Dammit, Jimmy, would you watch where you’re going?” He picked himself up off the ground and brushed twigs and leaves off his knees.


  “I was watching where I was going, but I wasn’t watching where you were stopping. So why are we stopping?” I helped him up, figuring it was the least I could do.


  “I heard something. It sounded like someone trying to be stealthy in the woods.”


  “So it sounded nothing like us?”


  “Not a thing like us. Now shut up and let me try to hear it again.”


  We heard the exact opposite of someone trying to be stealthy—several loud gunshots came from about a hundred yards in front of us. Greg and I looked at each other and then bolted toward the sound.


  That’s either brave or stupid for most people, but we aren’t people and can’t be killed by bullets, unless they manage to completely destroy our hearts or sever our heads. Since those kinds of bullets are pretty rare, running toward the sound of gunshots is generally worse for those doing the shooting than for us.


  We hauled ass through the woods, managing to only trip on two or three exposed tree roots in the process, then drew up short at the edge of a clearing. Detective Law was in the clearing, apparently the source of the shots. I say “apparently” because she was no longer holding her gun, and from the looks of her, barely holding on to consciousness. She was lying on the ground in a circle of little girls. None of them looked older than nine, and they were beating the crap out of her.


  You didn’t have to be the sharpest knife in the drawer to figure out pretty quickly that these were not ordinary little girls. Even the village idiot would have guessed something was amiss when one of them picked Law up and threw her across the clearing at a huge tree. I nodded to Greg, and he jumped over to intercept the flying detective before her head became one with the splinters.


  I stepped into the clearing, and tried to buy some time with my wits and humor. God only knew how that was going to go. If I was ever going to be universally funny, it was time for the comedy gene to kick into high gear.


  “Now, girls, I don’t like curfew any more than you do, but that’s no reason to beat up a cop,” I said, leaning against a pine tree in what I thought was a jaunty fashion. I felt far less jaunty when a bunch of little girls, all sporting glowing eyes à la Children of the Corn, turned to me and started walking in my direction.


  I thought for a second about what it had taken to subdue the last one of these possessed super-brats and decided discretion was the better part of valor. I waited until the first couple of them were close enough to almost reach me, and then I jumped straight up into the tree. I cleared a good fifteen feet and swung up onto a branch, looking down to see the girls surrounding the base of the tree like little pigtailed bloodhounds.


  “Greg, you got any brilliant ideas? Now would be the time to send ’em my way!” I yelled across the clearing.


  “I was thinking ‘run like hell’ sounds like a plan,” he shouted back.


  “I don’t think that is an option, gentlemen.” The woman’s voice came out of the darkness on the edge of the clearing. A middle-aged woman with her hair in a bun stepped into the circle of trees and said, “Come to me, my children.”


  The little girls with the creepy eyes formed a double rank in front of the woman and stood there, so silent that I couldn’t tell if they were breathing, even with my heightened senses.


  “Okay, lady. We don’t have any quarrel with you. Let the kids go and we can all be on our merry way.” I tried to hold my voice steady, and really hoped that my coat had enough drape in it to hide the fact that my knees were shaking to a marimba beat. Greg looked up at me from across the clearing and mouthed something at me, but even if I had been able to read lips, he was too far away for me to understand what he wanted.


  Any hope of getting out of the woods without a serious fight, and probably a serious beating, went out the window when the bun-head opened her mouth again. “I don’t think you’re going anywhere, vampire. You got lucky the last time we met, but I don’t see any automobiles around for you to hit me with tonight.”


  Crap. Just crap. In my experience anyone who felt comfortable delivering a monologue before the punching started was strong enough to wreck my day. Plus the middle-aged woman was clearly possessed by the demon that had gotten us into this mess in the first place.


  I took stock of the situation from my elevated vantage point in the tree. I was facing a bunch of possessed little girls and what looked like one really pissed-off cafeteria lady. Greg was trying to help Detective Law to her feet, and I had no random automobiles to throw at the rug rats from hell.


  I decided to try and talk my way out of trouble. It used to work with principals, so why not crazed cafeteria-lady demons? “What’s the plan? You’ve gotten one step closer to your quota tonight, and then what? You turn in the box tops for an iPod?”


  “Fool!” shouted the woman. “Do you have any idea the forces you are tampering with?”


  “None whatsoever. Why don’t you enlighten me.” The longer I kept her talking, the better the chances Greg would think of something brilliant. I hoped. Boy, did I ever hope. I also hoped that this curry-scented psycho had seen all the same movies I had and knew her role was to provide a soliloquy on her plans and motives, giving me enough time to avoid being killed.


  “Foolish vampire, the world as you know it is coming to an end. The reign of mankind is over. When I complete my ritual and bring my father forth, all will kneel before the Dark Lord, and Belial shall be favored among all the Host!”


  I had no idea what the “Host” was, and the very sound of “Dark Lord” made me more than a little uncomfortable. And she was yelling. In my experience, supernatural bad guys yell right before they hit you very hard, or at least try to kill you in some unpleasant fashion. I thought I’d pre-empt her hitting me and take the fight to the bun-head.


  I hopped down from the tree with a nice cape-billowing move and drew my weapons. With a pistol in one hand and a knife in the other I felt marginally better about my chances of surviving the next thirty seconds. All that good feeling evaporated when Detective Law spoke from behind me.


  “Drop the gun, Black.” I heard her chamber a round, and sighed.


  “Greg, why is she pointing a gun at me?” I asked without turning around.


  “Because I don’t like people threatening the possessed bodies of innocent little old ladies on my shift. Now drop the gun,” Detective Law repeated.


  “No,” I said, never taking my eyes off the little old lady, who was the source of much greater concern than the cop with a gun pointed at my back.


  “No?” She sounded surprised.


  I suppose people don’t typically decline when she points a weapon at them and orders them to disarm, but I didn’t have a lot of time for verbal sparring. “No. Greg, get the nice police lady out of here before she gets killed.”


  I raised my pistol and took aim at the bun-lady’s head. “Last chance, Mrs. Butterworth. Let the kids go and I won’t ventilate your forehead.”


  Bun-head wasn’t impressed. “Your policewoman is right, you won’t shoot an innocent body, and you still have too many of your idiotic human ideals.”


  I hate it when the bad guys have a good read on me. Maybe I should start wearing a mask.


  “Children,” the bun-lady demon called. “Kill them all.” She waved one hand at the three of us, and the entire cast of Annie rushed us.


  
    Chapter Nineteen

  


  Most nights I have qualms about hitting kids, but this wasn’t one of those nights. I holstered my weapons and kicked the first brat all the way across the clearing, as gently as I possibly could. The second one to get within arm’s reach ended up as a projectile, too. The two of them hit trees and slumped to the ground, momentarily stunned. That only left about eight attacking the three of us for the moment, but I had a sneaking suspicion that Detective Law wasn’t going to be much use in this fight.


  A glance behind me confirmed my suspicions, as several of the brats had her down on the ground and were beating the crap out of her. Again. I couldn’t concentrate on her plight for long, though, because there were three of the little ankle-biters swarming me, and the two I’d incapacitated earlier didn’t have the courtesy to stay down for long. As much as I hated it, the gloves were going to have to come off.


  “I really hope you’ve got a good idea, bro!” I heard Greg yell from behind me, then I heard a loud oof! and a thud that let me know he was off his feet. I jumped back into my tree to get a second’s breathing room, only to have company on my branch almost immediately.


  “Not fair!” I yelled. “No fair chasing me when I’m trying to figure out how to kick your aaaaa—” I was trying to say something witty (and distracting) when the branch broke and dumped me and the kid who had jumped after me fifteen feet onto the forest floor. I could have been hurt if I’d landed wrong, but at the last minute I twisted and landed on the kid instead.


  A remnant of morality twinged, but then I remembered that I eat people. It’s not like I was interviewing to be her babysitter, and she started it by invading my tree. She puked a little from my having landed on her, and seeing that gave me an idea. It also made me a little nauseous.


  I had to get free of the fray for a second to clear my mind. I picked the girl up by her ankles, and twirled in a circle, swinging her like a hammer toss in high-school track and field. After I’d leveled the three other kids surrounding me, I tossed her at the bun-demon and yelled over to Greg.


  “Dude!”


  “Yeah?” he croaked. He had a kid in each hand by the scruff of the neck, and one was on his back choking him with one hand and hitting him in the head with the other. I would have laughed if I hadn’t seen four crumb-snatchers running back toward me full tilt.


  “What was that crap earlier about salt breaking spells?”


  “Salt—urk—disrupts the flow of magical energies. It’ll break almost any spell.” He managed to throw off all three kids for a second, but then two more dropped on him from a tree.


  “Will it screw up stuff like summoning and possession?” I asked, jumping and weaving as the little girls closed on me once again. I needed to end this quick, before I killed a kid or before one of them decided that a broken branch would serve as a stake. Or beat the helpless detective to death.


  “I think so!” The response came from under the pile of bodies where Greg was lying.


  “This would be a good time for you to—oof—tell me you’ve got more in your utility belt!”


  The whole pile of possessed bodies flexed, then flew apart as Greg jumped to his feet. The little rug rats immediately headed back at him, but Greg was ready. He reached into a pouch on his belt and tossed white powder into the faces of the girls attacking him, and they immediately slumped to the ground unconscious. Right at that moment I felt a tremendous pain behind my left knee, and looked down to see one of the brats had actually locked her teeth into my hamstring.


  “Oh, that is it!” I bellowed. “Biting is my gig, you little urchin!” I snatched her off my leg and threw her over to Greg. “Salinate this little brat, please!”


  “I don’t think that’s a word, Jimmy.”


  “I don’t have time to call Webster’s, man, just make with the salting!”


  “Happy to help, bro,” he called back.


  A few minutes later we were panting in a clearing surrounded by eleven unconscious, salty little girls. Bun-Head was gone. She must have decided that discretion was the better part of whatever and hauled ass out of there once we started dispelling the kids. Apparently, all it took was a good dousing with sodium chloride to toss the demons out and turn them back into normal children.


  It was probably going to take a lot more work to get Detective Law back to normal. She was sitting with her back to a tree and her gun in both hands. The slide was back and the gun was obviously empty, but that didn’t stop her from pointing the weapon at us and dry firing frantically as we approached.


  “Shhhh . . . it’s okay. We’re the good guys. We’re not going to hurt you, I promise.” I kept my voice low and slowly moved to sit down next to her. All I really had to work with was a little experience working with frightened animals, and reruns of Dog Whisperer on Animal Planet. I thought it might be a good idea to get down to her level and look as non-threatening as possible. That was a little tough, since I was fairly bloody. At least it was all my blood.


  After a minute I reached out and very gently took the gun from her hand. She resisted for a second, but eventually let go, and I ejected the magazine and put the empty weapon in my coat pocket. “Are you all right?” I asked.


  “I don’t think so,” she said very quietly.


  “I’m not surprised. Most people need a little adjustment period the first time they experience something like this.”


  She looked over at me, and I could hear shock hovering on the outer edges of her voice. “The first time? Exactly how often does crap like this happen?”


  “Unfortunately,” Greg said as he slid down to sit on the other side of her, “this sort of thing happens all too often. And we’ve observed that once the barriers to belief are removed, that you may find yourself seeing more and more of it. You see, our society erects so many roadblocks to any understanding or analysis of the paranormal that it is almost impossible to truly investigate anything that happens outside the ordinary.”


  Greg had the bit between his teeth. This was his subject, and I didn’t have the heart to deny him a good ramble. I’m sure he said a lot more, and I’m sure that it made perfect sense to anyone that would care, but I was most certainly not in that camp, so I did what I’d done for the past two decades whenever Greg started one of his rambles. I had a drink.


  Lucky for me, my flask had made it through the fight without any major structural damage. I had a belt of Glenfiddich and passed it over to Detective Law. “Want a belt?”


  She took the flask and turned it up for a long slug. “Nice. What is this?”


  “Scotch. What were you doing in the woods?”


  “The last girl to disappear had her cell phone turned on. I initiated a GPS trace and it led me here. But . . . what was all that?”


  “That’s a longer story than we have time for. You think you can stand?


  “Probably.”


  “Good, because we should be moving along before your comrades in arms show up.”


  “Why?” She looked around at the unconscious little girls scattered around the clearing. “We can’t leave them lying here.” “If experience serves as any guide, and what good are the bruises if it doesn’t, they’ll be out for a couple more hours at least. Your people will find them.” I got to my feet and brushed the worst of the dirt off my jeans and coat. I reached down and helped her to her feet and returned her sidearm to her. “We, on the other hand, have a different task. In case you hadn’t noticed, we’re still missing one grumpy old lady.”


  “Shit. Where did she go?” She put a fresh magazine into the pistol, chambered a round, and holstered her gun.


  “If I knew that, I wouldn’t be missing her. Now come on, we’ve gotta go after her, and we don’t need to get tangled up in a bunch of—Well, crap, here comes the parade.” All hope of getting out of the woods without a few hours of questions evaporated as the bulk of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department’s SWAT team surrounded us, assault rifles at the ready. “I hope you have a foolproof plan for dealing with this.”


  “I do,” she replied. She stepped forward, badge in hand, and yelled “Lower your weapons, boys! Stand down. We’ve got it under control.”


  One of the guys in body armor came over, and she huddled together with him for a few seconds. Whatever she was selling, he was buying, because in no time at all he had guys running back through the woods for stretchers and ambulances. Greg elbowed me and motioned to the cops. I gave him my best hell-if-I-know shrug, and we sat down at the base of a couple of huge oaks to wait. Looked like we were going to be stuck in the woods with the cops while our bun-headed magical psychopath got away. Again.


  
    Chapter Twenty

  


  “Well, Detective, do you believe me now when I say that we can be useful?” I asked as Greg, Detective Law and I sipped coffee at a small table the SWAT boys had set up.


  “You’ve got your moments, I’ll give you that. I haven’t seen martial arts work like that in a long time, and I sure wouldn’t have expected it from you two,” she said.


  That’s a pretty standard coping mechanism for people who see us in action. There are so many kung fu movies out there. They just think we’re super black belts or something. I usually don’t bother to correct them. This was another one of those times.


  “Do you think we can get a handle on some of that reward money?” I asked, as subtle as I knew how to be.


  “Maybe. You were actually investigating, and you did help in recovering the kids, so I guess you’re entitled.” She looked disappointed somehow, and that bothered me a little.


  “You know, it’s not a big deal, I was just thinking—”


  She cut me off with a wave of her hand “No, you’re right. You guys deserve some recognition for the work you’ve done.” That set off an alarm bell or two. The last thing we wanted was recognition.


  Actually, the last thing we wanted was a nice summer vacation in Phoenix, but recognition from any authority was pretty low on our list of desires, too. Really, I just wanted a few bucks to get the new Madden NFL game. I was really tired of playing Brett Favre in a Packers jersey. While I was mentally kicking myself for opening my big mouth, she walked over to a black guy in a nice suit and gestured toward us.


  Greg leaned over to me and asked, “What did you do?”


  “Something stupid.”


  “What else is new? Would you care to be more specific?”


  “I mentioned the reward.”


  “You’re an idiot.”


  “I know. I think we should leave now before we have to fill out forms or answer questions.”


  “The first girl you talk to in fifteen years, and you run her off because you’re a greedy shit. Well done.”


  “She is not the first girl I talked to. I talked to that girl at Phil’s the other night.”


  “Okay, the first human girl that you weren’t simultaneously chatting up and putting a dollar in her garter.”


  “Point to you. Now let’s get out of here.”


  We double-checked to make sure Detective Law and her boss were looking the other way and slid off into the night. Greg’s car was still at the bowling alley, and the keys were still in the pocket of a cop who was not in a mood to look kindly upon me. We improvised and mojo’d a cop into giving us a ride. He pulled up in front of our place, and Greg convinced him that he needed to get to the hospital, ASAP.


  “What does he think he’s going to the hospital for?” I asked as I unlocked our front door.


  “He thinks his appendix has ruptured.”


  “That’s a good one. What if he gets there and he doesn’t have his appendix?”


  “Then he won’t have to worry about that anymore, will he?


  I plopped down on the couch and tossed my shoes across the room. Greg grabbed a blood bag for each of us, and we started to settle in for a marathon Gears ofWar session. All in all, it had been a pretty good night. We rescued the little girls, I talked to a human woman, we beat the baddy, and we made it home before sunrise. Then my cell phone rang, and the night went right to crap all over again.


  
    Chapter Twenty-One

  


  The display on my phone read “Father Mike,” so I pushed the button and said, “Hi Dad.”


  “Jimmy, where are you?” He sounded out of breath, and I was a little worried. Mike’s pretty unflappable most days (might be something about having vampires for best friends), so anything that had him running around breathless was bound to be worrisome at best and more likely not-good-at-all.


  “I’m home. What’s up?” I waved for Greg to turn off the TV. I had a bad feeling that we were going to be heading back out. I got off the couch and walked over to my shoes, cradling the phone between my ear and shoulder.


  “Is Greg with you?” Mike asked.


  I was really starting to worry now. Whenever Mike wanted to make sure we were together, it meant things were not-good-at-all.


  “Yeah, he’s here. I’ll put you on speaker. Done. What’s going on?”


  “I’m outside. I’ll be down in a minute.” He hung up on me.


  I stood there for a few seconds looking at my phone, wondering what had him so rattled. Then I put my shoes on and got the place ready for visitors. I motioned for Greg to clear away the empty blood bags. Mike knew what our deal was, but we tried not to flaunt our bloodsucking ways in front of him.


  I was in the kitchen dumping out half-empty beer bottles when I heard Mike’s feet on the stairs.


  “Want a drink, Dad?” I called out, trying to keep my voice cheerful. I realized cheerful was wasted as soon as I saw how pale he was.


  “Scotch,” he ordered. “Make it a double. And you’ll want one, too, I believe.” He sat on the couch and I brought over our drinks.


  “Where’s mine?” Greg asked from his armchair.


  “Still in the bottle, dork. I might have mad vampire skills, but I still only have two hands.”


  He stomped over to the kitchen and made himself a stout screwdriver. “You never would have survived in the restaurant business.”


  “Good thing I didn’t survive, then,” I retorted. “Now, Mike. You look like crap. What’s wrong?”


  “You really know how to warm a man’s heart, Jimmy. But I’m sure I’ve seen better days. I don’t know if you’ve been outside recently, but it’s terrible out there. I think it might be . . . ,” he hesitated for a moment and I saw real fear in his eyes. “I think it might be the end times.”


  “Whoa!” I stood up and went for more scotch. After a brief debate, I came back to the couch with the whole bottle. “Now let’s take this from the beginning. What makes you think that this could be the Apocalypse?”


  “Oh, Jimmy, I’ve seen things in my life that no man should see, and you know this.”


  “Yeah, I know. We’re the ones that showed you most of them,” Greg piped up. I shot him a dirty look, and he mumbled, “Sorry,” and shut up.


  Mike continued. “I’ve seen plenty of terrible things in my time, but nothing compares to what I’ve seen tonight. The dead are walking, Jimmy! The newly buried dead have risen from their graves and are walking the town. I don’t know what to think, but that these are the times of Revelation!” Mike got a look in his eyes that was part fear, part excitement.


  I guess this would be like Christmas, the Super Bowl and WrestleMania all rolled into one for a priest.


  “Can you give us a few details? What exactly is going on?” Greg asked.


  “Three corpses, all dead less than a month, have risen tonight alone.” Mike reached for the bottle, and I passed it over. He touched the neck to the rim of his glass, but his hands were shaking and he rerouted the bottle to his mouth. He glanced at me in apology and turned the bottle up. We’d been friends long enough that I didn’t begrudge him drinking from the bottle. It’s not like I was worried about germs.


  “How many dead people are in your cemetery, Mike?” Greg asked.


  “Hundreds, I guess, but what does that matter?”


  “I’m wondering why only three have risen, is all.”


  “Well, they were the most recently deceased. And all of their bodies were intact. One man, Alan Rice, who passed away in the same time period, died in a horrible automobile accident. He has yet to rise.”


  “Or his body wasn’t chosen.” Greg mused. “Let me make a couple of phone calls.” He grabbed his phone and went into his bedroom. I heard one side of the conversations as he made a couple of calls in quick succession, asking the same questions each time.


  “All right, I have a theory,” he announced, rejoining us and taking a healthy slug of scotch himself, “and if I’m right, we’re going to need more booze. And more ammo. And maybe an extra priest.”


  Mike and I stared at him until he went on.


  “I made a couple of phone calls to a friend at the county morgue and a couple of hospitals. These are not guys who get rattled easily, and they’ve seen enough of our world to believe in the unbelievable.”


  I raised my hand. “Excuse me, Professor Doofenstein, is there a point coming anytime in the next week?”


  Greg shot me the bird and went on. “You’re not the only one missing a bunch of dead people, Mike. The morgue has lost four corpses, the hospitals have lost three, and I’d be willing to bet that at least one more church has seen a rash of breakouts from the graveyard tonight. As far as I can tell, there are nearly a dozen dead people that decided to pull a Thriller on us, and they all made that decision about 11:30 P.M.”


  “That’s when the graves at my churchyard began to cast up their dead. How did you know?” Mike asked.


  “Because that’s when Jimmy and I set eleven angry souls loose on the greater Charlotte area.”


  Suddenly a very, very bad light came on for me. “Oh crap. The girls,” I said in a very small voice.


  “Yep, buddy. Free the girls, free what’s in the girls,” Greg confirmed.


  “What girls?” Mike asked.


  We told him all about fighting the little kidnapped girls, and the salt, and banishing them. “But we forgot one important thing,” I said. “We forgot to send the souls back to wherever they came from.”


  “So when they got out of the girls, with no unoccupied bodies around, and no spell to bind them into a body, they went looking for bodies that weren’t being used and didn’t have salt handy,” Greg confirmed.


  “They inhabited corpses,” Mike said.


  He looked a little relieved and a little disappointed all at the same time. I suppose that’s how it would be for someone who believed they were about to meet their maker and had reason to look forward to the meeting, then found out that they weren’t getting that appointment after all.


  “Yep, that’s what it looks like.” Greg looked altogether too pleased with himself for my taste, but I had to admit it was a brilliant bit of logic.


  “Now what?” I asked my occasionally brilliant partner.


  “I don’t know.” He sat down on the other side of Mike on the couch.


  “We have to return these bodies to their proper rest,” Mike said. “We cannot stand by and allow this evil to be perpetrated.” “Yeah, we got that, but it’s the ‘how’ we’re a little fuzzy on,”


  I told him.


  “Oh.” Mike had another belt of scotch. He hadn’t quite moved back to drinking from the glass, and I decided to let the stereotype slide for once.


  “Let’s look at what we know.” I started. “One, there are a total of eleven zombies running around the city. Two, if we don’t stop them, at some point between now and tomorrow night, these zombies are going to grab a kid and the demon that raised them is going to finish some humongous ritual that will mean very bad things for everyone in Charlotte. Three, the demon, named Belial, has possessed a woman who looks like a retro advertisement for cookware.


  “Now let’s take a look at what we don’t know. We don’t know what they’re trying to do in the first place. We don’t know if the ritual requires a specific site. We don’t know where the zombies are now. We don’t know which little girl they’re going to kidnap to finish their baker’s dozen. And we don’t know who the crazy lady with the bun is.”


  “Now that we’ve established we don’t know anything helpful, where do we go from here?” Greg asked.


  “I have no idea.”


  “I do.” We both looked at Mike, who looked a little embarrassed. “I have a friend who practices a religion that the Church… um… frowns upon. She may be able to be of assistance, at least in the matter of the ceremony and those questions.”


  “Mike, are you consorting with Wiccans again? You keep this up, and I’m going to put a COEXIST bumper sticker on your station wagon.”


  “Not consorting. Comparing. She’s a local high priestess. She’s part of a comparative theology breakfast I attend each month. We’ve gotten to be fairly friendly over the years.”


  I looked over at Greg and his jaw was as close to the floor as my own. In all the time we’ve been friends with Mike, and he certainly shows the years a lot more than we do, we never would have believed that our straightlaced buddy would have breakfast every month with a real live witch. Of course, most of his parishioners would have a harder time believing he was drinking scotch in the basement of a halfway house with two vampires, so I suppose that was only fair.


  “Do you think you could call her tonight?” Greg asked. “I know it’s getting late, but this is pretty important.”


  “She once told me that I could call her anytime if I had issues that needed her assistance,” Mike assured us.


  Greg and I exchanged a glance, and I bit back any comments I might have thought about making regarding Mike’s vows of celibacy. He went upstairs to get a signal and make the call, which took only a few minutes. He came down the steps holding his cell phone over his head like he was going to spike a football.


  “I assume that means she’s on her way?” Greg asked.


  “Yes, boys, it does. She’ll be here in fifteen minutes. I hope you don’t mind meeting her here. After all, the whole ‘invite me in’ thing could become awkward if we went to her apartment.”


  “Fair enough, I suppose. Greg, you wanna tidy up a bit before we have another guest?” I asked from my seat on the couch.


  “Um, no. Those are your socks, bro. You pick up the toxic waste. I’ll give the kitchen a lick and a promise, but the footwear funk factory is all you.” He headed off to wipe down the counters and put the blood in the crisper so our culinary restrictions wouldn’t be immediately apparent while I got to work straightening up the den.


  My idea of straightening up was to pour all the half-drunk beers down the sink and put the bottles in the recycling bin. Not much, but it made the den look better. Then I policed any inappropriate magazines and DVDs that Greg might have left lying around, and threw them all in his bedroom. Mike straightened up the video-game equipment, and actually found a scented candle to put out on the coffee table. After about ten minutes, the place smelled significantly less like a locker room, and Mike had ceased to make comments about us having the hygiene of a pack of feral dogs.


  I looked around and nodded to my friends. We were ready to welcome a witch into a vampire lair.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two

  


  A knock at the top of the stairs announced the arrival of our guest, followed immediately by a trim pair of legs coming into view on the steps. The legs were, as is par for my course, attached to a woman who looked nothing like my mental picture of an overweight gypsy woman with three teeth and a mole on her nose that had its own zip code. Instead, the woman in our living room was medium height, slim, with straight blonde hair that hung halfway down her back. She was younger than I expected and very pretty in a blonde Sandra Bullock kind of way.


  She wore Birkenstocks, but they were the closed-toe type and that was her only concession to my mental image of an earth-mother type. She had on jeans that hugged some pretty nice curves, and a bulky tan sweater that looked like it came straight out of an L.L. Bean catalog. “Hello,” she said, her warm voice filling the room with a sense of well-being. “I’m Anna. How are you, Mike? You sounded worried on the phone.”


  “I was worried, my dear, but I feel much better now that you’re here.” Mike’s accent had slipped, and a little of the old South he grew up in had dropped into his words as he gave the pretty witch a brief, and chaste, hug. Good to know my old friend was celibate, but not blind. He turned to us. “These are my friends, Jimmy and Greg.”


  He pointed to each of us in turn, and I stepped forward to shake her hand. I was surprised when she pulled back, reaching quickly inside her sweater to drop a pentagram necklace out into view. It began to glow, and I took a quick step back. “Hey now, no need to get all magical in my den, lady,” I exclaimed.


  “I know you, vampire,” she said, and when I looked up at her eyes, they were a cold blue, staring right into my soul. If I had one left. The jury’s been out on that one for a while.


  “Nope, pretty sure we’ve never met. But if you want to get together sometime for a quick bite, let me know.”


  I bared a little fang at her, and heard Greg moving up behind me. His pistol cleared the holster and I knew that he had my back. As long as I kept her attention on me, my partner could keep her covered. “Mike, you want to explain to Mrs. Broomstick here that we’re the good guys?”


  “It’s true, Anna. These boys have been friends of mine since before I entered the seminary. I’ve known them since we were boys in school together, and they’re good lads. They have their problems, sure, but good lads nonetheless.”


  “Mike,” the witch said, keeping her voice level and her eyes locked on me, carefully not looking in my eyes, “This good lad, as you call him, is a vampire.”


  “And you’re a witch,” I said. “And by the way, you can look me in the eye, our mojo doesn’t work with your necklace in the way. Now, can we get past our little stereotypes and species bias and work together to deal with a body-snatching demon and the zombie infestation?”


  “What does my necklace have to do with anything?” the witch asked.


  “The boys have some issues with religious symbols, holy ground, that sort of thing,” Mike said. “I, for one, believe these issues to be more psychological than pathological.” Mike was getting on a roll now, so I went to the kitchen for another beer as he explained one of his pet theories of vampirism to his witch friend.


  “The discomfort that they experience around objects of faith is dramatically different from the type of pain that is inflicted by sunlight, and the nausea they experience on holy ground is nothing like the barricade they experience when they attempt to enter a dwelling uninvited. So it’s long been my theory that there is no reason that Jimmy and Greg can’t touch a cross, for example, or enter a church without any ill effects.”


  “So why do I feel like barfing every time I go visit you at work?” Greg returned to his spot at the computer.


  Mike ignored the interruption and went right on. “No reason other than their own subconscious fear that they may have lost their souls when they became vampires, that is. And after these past years of working alongside them, helping people at every opportunity, I can assure you, they have every bit as much of their souls as you or I have.”


  I went back to my spot on the couch and took a seat. Anna followed me with her eyes, then made her way to the armchair and sat facing me. She wasn’t paying any attention to Greg.


  “Are we good?” I asked as she got settled. “We wouldn’t have called you over here, to our home, unless we thought we could trust you, and unless we needed you. Mike was pretty convincing on the first count, and the situation pretty much covers the second.”


  “What’s the situation?” She pulled a MacBook out of her backpack. “Is there Wi-Fi here?”


  “Yes,” said Greg from where he suddenly stood right behind her chair. I almost fell off the couch laughing as Anna jumped about eight feet straight up. His vamp-speed from his desk to right behind her got the desired reaction.


  “The password is TruBlood. Capital T, capital B,” he said as she glared at him. I shot him a look, too, but that was for picking a dorky password.


  When I looked back to Anna, the exasperation on my face was from real irritation. “Seriously? You’re just going to Wikipedia ‘zombies’ or something? Any of us could have taken that brilliant first step.” I leaned back on the couch, not just to get further away from her glowing necklace, but also because I think she might have caught me checking her out. She’s hot. I’m not dead. Well, I am dead, but I’m not dead and blind.


  “I’m not just going to Wikipedia it. I have a group of friends I can contact online that may have some firsthand knowledge in the area.”


  “You know people who have their own pet zombies?” I marveled. “Now that’s cool.”


  She sat there for a few minutes typing and muttering to herself and generally looking way hotter than any woman that had been in our tomb in a decade. Or ever, for that matter. After a couple of “hmmms” and the odd “mmmm-mmmm,” I got bored and went to the fridge for a snack. Greg immediately plopped down in my seat on the couch and yelled over to me “You keep eating this late at night, you’re gonna get fat.”


  “We can’t get fat, dork. You want anything?”


  “Yeah, throw me a bag of B-Neg.”


  I tossed him the bag and hopped up on the bar that overlooked the living room, my own blood bag in hand. “Either of the humans want anything to drink?” I asked our guests. “We don’t have any food, for obvious reasons, but we’ve got a couple Cokes—”


  “Not so much,” Greg corrected.


  I tried again, “We had a couple Cokes, but we’ve got beer, ginger ale, and a lot of booze. There might even be some orange juice left.”


  “Again, not so much,” my gluttonous partner added.


  “Jesus Christ! Do you ever replace what you drink?”


  “Heh heh. Nah, I usually count on the marrow to do that for me.” We both laughed, because sophomoric vamp humor never goes out of style. It’s like a fart joke, only different.


  When I realized we were the only ones amused, I sobered. “Anyway, either of you want a drink?”


  Anna and Mike replied in the negative. Greg and I drank our blood in silence while Anna worked. Mike looked a little unhappy about us drinking in front of his friend, but she already knew what we were. No point in hiding it. Besides we weren’t slurping.


  Cold blood is kinda flat tasting, but it’s better than room temperature. Obviously it tastes better at body temp, but I didn’t want to offend Greg or Mike by going off to hunt. So it was O-positive flavored with plastic and anticoagulants for me. Yippee.


  While Anna was hacking away, I turned to Mike. “Hey, Dad? Did you ever find anything more out from the possessed girl?”


  “Oh yes,” Mike said. “Michelle was her name. What do you want to know?”


  “Well, let’s start with how she was planning on cursing Tommy Harris and his whole family into oblivion.”


  “Oh, that.” Mike actually sounded amused. “That was actually a mistake.”


  “What do you mean, a mistake? She didn’t mean to curse him?”


  “Oh, no. She definitely meant to curse him, she just didn’t know how.”


  “But she did it. I don’t get it.”


  “The little girl had dabbled in some witchcraft, but was by no means a skilled enough spellcaster to actually make a curse stick.”


  “You’re saying she didn’t curse Tommy?”


  “Not with anything meaningful, no.”


  “He was never in any danger?”


  “Not until you confronted the possessed child with him in tow, no. She was not focused on him any longer, but then you showed up.”


  “Great. I love my life. This little girl just happened to be the one possessed, and it really has nothing to do with our case at all?”


  “Well, it may certainly be the case that her experimentation with magic made her more attractive to outside influence, but that is generally the case.”


  “This was all a mistake, and we were never needed in the first place?”


  “Basically, yes.”


  “Story of my life.” I went for another drink and sat down on the couch to wait for the hacker witch to finish. I leaned over to Mike and spoke in a low voice.


  “What do you think, Dad? Is your witchy woman going to be able to tell us how to send zombies back to Hell?”


  “Actually, James, we want to be very careful about that. We only want to send the inhabiting souls back to Hell. The bodies we very much would like to return to their resting places,” Mike told me.


  “Fair enough, Padre. But I’m not digging. I not ruining this manicure digging graves.” I was half joking. I’ve never had a manicure. But I was serious about the no digging part.


  “Well,” Anna said, finally looking up from her keyboard and stretching her arms over her head. “You’ll have to get your hands dirty if you want this to end. My coven is gathering at the fountain in Marshall Park. If we can get all the zombies there by dawn, we can banish the spirits in a sunrise ceremony.”


  I choked a little at the s-word, but she didn’t even slow down.


  “Let’s go. Get the zombies, incapacitate them, and drop them at the park with my coven. They can bind the creatures long enough for us to exorcise them, for lack of a better term.” She looked apologetically at Mike, who gave a little nod. No one wanted him to think we were stepping on his theological turf, but he wasn’t terribly well equipped for this sort of thing, dogma-wise.


  “That sounds like a plan,” I said. “A crappy one that will probably end up with some of your coven having their brains eaten, but it’s the best one we have. Any idea how to find these zombies?”


  “I’m on that one,” Greg piped up. “I’ve been following police dispatches on my laptop.” That really impressed me, since I thought he’d just been messing around on Facebook the whole time. “It seems like the zombies are all converging on one spot. I don’t have enough data yet to figure out exactly where that is, but I think I can use the info I do have to get us within a few blocks.”


  I raised my hand. “Hey, Professor Pugsley, do I even want to try to understand how you’re doing that, or should I wait until you give me the signal and then hit something really hard?”


  “Let’s all play to our strengths. I’ll do the computing, Mike will do the driving, Anna’s coven will do the banishing and you do the punching.”


  “Sounds good to me. Give me a minute to gear up and I’ll be right with you.” I headed over to the coat closet but stopped cold at Mike’s voice.


  “No guns.”


  I turned around almost slowly enough to be a parody of myself, and looked at him. “Why not, exactly? I understood the whole no-killing-the-little-girls rule you came up with, because regardless of my membership in the Walking Dead Society, I’m not a monster. But Mike, these guys are already dead. It’s not like they’re going to get upset about it.”


  “First, you technically are a monster. There are movies to which I can refer you. Secondly, I cannot allow you to defile the dead in my presence. Even though these may be but empty vessels, I am a man of the cloth and cannot allow you to harm the bodies.” He crossed his arms and gave me his best priestly gaze.


  The priestly gaze works much better on people who didn’t steal licorice from the corner drugstore with you when you were seven. “I won’t hold your career decisions against you if you don’t hold mine against me. And as much as I love you, Mikey, I’m taking the shotgun for the zombies. Get over it.”


  “Then I’m not driving.”


  “Fine, we’ll take Greg’s car.” I caught sight of Greg out of the corner of my eye gesturing wildly at me, but I ignored him. Wish I hadn’t. As usual, ignoring him turned out to be a bad idea. Father Mike clued me in.


  “Greg’s car isn’t here. You left it at the bowling alley, where it has doubtless been towed to the police impound lot by now.” Crap. I hate it when other people are right. Because it usually means that I’m wrong. And because it happens so much of the time. Now I had to use non-lethal methods to subdue a dozen dead guys, and I had to figure out how to get Greg’s car out of hock without ending up arrested. Again. I might have stomped around the room cursing for a minute or two before I said anything intelligible.


  “Fine, you win,” I said when I ran out of profanity. “We’ll do it your way. I’ll leave the shotgun, but can I at least take the cricket bat? I bought it special just in case I ever got the chance to whack a zombie with it.”


  “And you have the audacity to call me a dork,” Greg said from behind me.


  “Dude, you still wear Underoos. Your geek-fu is so much stronger than mine, it’s ridiculous. You are the Mister Miyagi of geek-fu. You are the geek ninja. You are the first person in history to be granted a P.H.Geek from Oxdork University.”


  “I get it. Here’s your bat.” He poked me in the stomach with it as he walked to the stairs. He stopped at the bottom of the stairs and gestured grandly to Anna for her to precede him. “To the car, madam?”


  “You first, vampire.”


  Wow, not only was she a witch, but she was a witch with good taste in men. Greg sagged like a kid who’s just dropped his favorite GI Joe down the well. He trudged up the stairs, head hanging low. He was so disappointed that his gallantry went unappreciated that he forgot his cape. I grabbed it to cheer him up, wrapped a few surprises in the black fabric, and followed him up the stairs to load the trunk of Mike’s car. According to my best guess, we had a pile of zombies to capture and banish, and only about three hours to do it in.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three

  


  Greg’s math was better than I’d ever willingly give him credit for—we found the first set of zombies about fifteen minutes after we left our place. The nearest church had lost three corpses, all dead less than a month. They were decidedly gross, even with the whole embalming thing. That process is really only designed to make people look good for a few days. After that, it starts to get very George Romero very quickly. At least they had all their parts. I don’t know if I could have dealt with pieces falling off all around me.


  Anna had briefed me on her plan on the way, so I had a vague idea what she expected from me. My contribution pretty much boiled down to hitting things. I was okay with that. It had been a rough couple of nights, and I didn’t mind the idea of some mindless violence. As the car stopped I took stock of the situation. We had three corpses shambling through a strip-mall parking lot on the east side of town. On the one hand, it being the Saturday night before Halloween made passing them off as drunks pretty easy. On the other hand, they had picked a strip mall with a police substation. That would complicate things a little. We’d have to distract the cops.


  Mike and Greg were dispatched to the cop shop with a couple boxes of Krispy Kremes to make sure they got the undivided attention of the constabulary. Then Greg put the mental whammy on them while Anna and I took care of the zombie wrangling. The first one was really easy. We put handcuffs on him, tied his feet together, and that was that. No fight, no attempted eating of brains, nothing.


  After the first capture, though, Zombie Number Two apparently got a clue we were going to try and block them from their destination, so he fought back. I had one handcuff on the guy, a middle-aged dude who was a little on the heavy side if I’m being particularly kind, when all hell broke loose. His eyes glowed, and he went from shambling, slow ’70s-era zombie to 28 Days Later butt-kicking monster in a split second.


  “Look out!” I yelled to Anna as the dead guy threw a haymaker that would have broken my jaw if it had connected. I got out of the way, and backed into the arms of the third zombie, a woman who was probably attractive in life, at least before she got her face mangled by whatever killed her. She grabbed my arms and the guy zombie put one hand on my throat. He drew back with a huge fist, and I dropped out of the way barely in time to keep him from smashing my face flat. He connected squarely with the woman zombie, and she flew across two parking spaces and fetched up against the side of a Toyota minivan.


  “Throw me the bat!” I called as I jumped on the hood of a parked car to avoid the guy’s next punch. He jumped right up behind me, but I had the bat by then and clocked him a solid shot to the left temple. I was trying to heed Mike’s words about not defiling the corpses, but it was gonna be hard if they were this intent on defiling me first. I heard Anna scream and looked over to see her running toward our car with the female zombie in hot pursuit. They were too far away for me to get there before the zombie closed on Anna, so I threw the bat as hard as I could and got a thunk on impact that echoed across the parking lot. The female zombie went down hard, and I looked around to find where the guy I decked had fallen.


  Except he hadn’t fallen. He was standing right behind me, and as I turned he picked me up over his head like a bad pro wrestling show from the ’80s and tossed me about twenty feet. I stopped whistling through the air when I went through the windshield of a parked bakery van. The windshield was now one big popped out sheet of rumpled, shattered safety glass, and I now had a close personal relationship with the gearshift. Slowly, I disentangled myself from it and the front seat. I got out of the van and joined Anna back near our car.


  “This is not what I had in mind,” she said when I got within earshot.


  “Me, neither,” I gasped. I was pretty sure I had broken a couple of ribs, and while they would heal quickly, they hurt like the devil right then. “But it’s not too far from what I expected. Pop the trunk.”


  “The trunk, why?” She looked at me in confusion.


  “Are you one of those women who will never, no matter how dire the circumstances, do anything unless you understand all the reasons behind it? I just want to know, because if I’m going to die because of someone’s ridiculous need for exposition, I’ll go flippin’ stake myself,” I snapped. “Now open the trunk because that’s where all the guns are.”


  “That’s all you needed to say,” she huffed. But she did reach into her pocket and get out her key fob to pop the trunk. Greg’s cape wasn’t the only thing I’d tossed into the trunk while everyone else was getting their seatbelts fastened. Mike and Greg came out of the police station, but stutter-stepped when they saw the chaos in the parking lot.


  I got to the back of the car and yelled for Greg. “Get over here, bro, I need backup!” He hustled over and I handed him a twelve-gauge and an aluminum baseball bat. “Knees and elbows. We want the demons to stay locked in the bodies but be unable to move.”


  “Mike won’t be happy.”


  “Mike doesn’t get a vote anymore. That was before we realized the zombies can think and react. We have to disable them and get this done in the next couple of hours or we’re going to have a bigger mess on our hands than we’ve ever dreamed of. Imagine these guys wandering through downtown during rush hour. Now, you with me?” I racked a shell into the chamber because Greg always works better with dramatic sound effects.


  He took the bait. He cracked his knuckles and said “Let’s do this.”


  I think somewhere deep in his brain my partner has a folder marked “clichés” that he accesses every time we’re in trouble. His ability to quote movies in times of extreme stress is impressive, in a sad kinda way.


  We came out from behind the car and followed the two unbound zombies, who had abandoned us when we stopped fighting and returned to their original course. They’d managed to navigate more than halfway across the parking lot and almost to the entrance of a fast-food restaurant. The location was problematic. We were about to shoot a couple of walking corpses right in front of PlayLand, but that really couldn’t be helped.


  I took out the knees on the woman zombie. Greg couldn’t shoot a woman, not even a dead one, so I didn’t waste time asking him to take her out. Me, I’ll open fire pretty quickly on anything, living or dead, that tries to kill me, hurt me or look at me like it might eat my brain. After the knees, I switched to her arms, and broke both at the elbows with my bat. Greg did the same with the guy zombie, and we quickly bound them hand and foot and tossed them over our shoulders. I hoped the spectators in the window chalked it up to a Halloween party gone wild.


  We got back to the car and deposited our cargo, but noticed something was missing—the first zombie. I heard a shouted Bible verse from the back of the strip mall. Our broken zombies wouldn’t be going anywhere, so we headed off to save the night. When we got to the back of the mall the missing zombie had knocked Anna out cold and was choking Mike against a loading-dock door. We couldn’t shoot without hitting Mike, so I tackled the pile of grave dirt while Greg tended to the wounded.


  Every year I swear to sign up for a first-aid class that meets at night so I can play medic while Greg plays linebacker. But, once again, I hadn’t kept my resolution so I got the dead guy off Mike and beat the crap out of him with my bat.


  The problem with beating on zombies is that they don’t feel pain, so you have to do real damage. Going after joints is best, but if they’re thrashing around trying to kill you, that’s pretty hard. I shattered one elbow, but he got a couple of good shots in before I finally connected with a kneecap. With nothing holding his leg upright, he went down like the corpse he was. I took a couple extra minutes to break his other knee and elbow, then hefted him up across my back and took him to where his buddies were writhing around.


  You can’t really knock a zombie unconscious, so they were, groaning and biting and being generally annoying—which is off-putting in a dead person. I walked over to the local supermarket and got a roll of duct tape, and before too long I’d made three silver-taped and very lumpy zombie Christmas presents. Greg helped Mike and Anna back over to the car, and grinned every second that she allowed him to help her walk. If he got any more excited I was going to put Xanax in his blood bags.


  When they arrived we all stood there, panting and bruised—with more than a handful of graveyard dirt and flaky zombie-flesh clinging to our clothes—and took a look at the mess around us. We had managed to break half a dozen cars or so, which I thought was a pretty good record for us. Most of the people parked in the parking lot still had transportation.


  Crap. Transportation. I’d stumbled upon a huge hole in our plan. Anna had said she could perform the spell, but even with her whole coven backing her up, it would be a one-time thing. For everything to work we needed all the zombies in one place at one time. Therein lay the rub. We had neglected to address how we were going to carry eleven zombies around until we could banish them. We didn’t have a paddy wagon, and we couldn’t afford the time to ferry them back and forth to a central collection point after we ran each one to ground.


  We needed some way to get these zombies to Marshall Park while simultaneously chasing down the rest of the zombies. And after that fight, we needed all hands on deck to get the job done. None of us had any desire to split up. So I called a cab for our “friends,” the zombies.


  Even though it was almost Halloween, the deal took a little explaining, a little mojo and a folded hundred-dollar bill, but I got the cabbie to agree to take our three “drunk friends” to the park and detime the sun came up. He babbled something about a mother and father and a sick baby, but I didn’t really care. I waved half a dozen more pictures of Ben Franklin in his face, and he agreed not to take any fares but my “friends” for the rest of the night. Even after all this time I’m often amazed at what people will believe in the name of cash and a fraternity Halloween party.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four

  


  The rest of the zombie encounters went much like the first, with the exception of the car chase. The last dead dude actually made us chase him, in the car, with Greg hanging out the window playing mailbox baseball with his spine. We kept the brain-eater alive, and because Mike had fallen asleep in the backseat long before we got to the last zombie, we didn’t get another lecture about defiling the dead.


  We tossed Marathon Man in the trunk because I was out of cab fare and I was afraid that even my dreadlocked ganja-befuddled cabbie was starting to think that this was something other than a fraternity stunt.


  When we rolled up to join the witches in banishing a passel of angry spirits back to Hell, we had about an hour of night left. Not to mention that a successful banishment would leave us with eleven corpses in Marshall Park, a public space directly across the street from the headquarters of the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department. Of all the places in the greater Charlotte area that I wanted to be when the sun came up, this was nowhere on the list.


  We left Mike snoring in the backseat, and I grabbed the dead guy from the trunk. This one was skinny, at least. Some of the zombies we’d bagged that night had been seriously hefty in life, and that made for a slippery, jiggly corpse. If more people toted dead bodies over their shoulders, I’m convinced the obesity epidemic in America would be solved pretty quickly.


  There were a dozen witches waiting for us in the dew-covered grass around the fountain in the center of the park. Anna made thirteen. They were arrayed on the concrete steps where countless festival goers and small children have played over the years. I somehow doubted we had the proper city permits for what we were about to do.


  Anna explained to us that thirteen was a number of power, like three, seven and nine. I didn’t bother to ask more because I really didn’t care. I was tired, covered in all kinds of things that flaked off dead people, and had broken and healed ribs twice in one night. Once I even had to heal my arm. That left me hungry, grumpy and smelly—not a good combo for a vampire meeting a dozen witches for the first time. But Anna had carried her weight tonight so I tried. I honestly tried.


  “Anna,” I aimed to sound cheerful. “Aren’t you going to introduce us to your friends?” I made what I hoped was a fang-free and friendly smile all around, but the number of glowing pentacles told me that I wasn’t exactly making a harmless impression.


  “No, vampire, I am not.” Her voice was cold, and I saw Greg’s face fall.


  I was less surprised to discover we were good enough to hunt zombies with, but not good enough to take home to the coven. Greg falls in love with weather girls, so I wasn’t surprised that he’d developed a monster crush on Anna in a few hours. Me, I was just interested in a little nibble, and maybe a little something else. But as hungry as I was, a bite to eat would have been enough.


  That wasn’t happening. Moving on. “Fair enough, witchy-poo. Where do you want your dead guy so we can finish saving the world?”


  She had the good grace to blush a little. “Put him in the circle.”


  She pointed to where the other ten corpses were arranged carefully in the center of a huge magical circle drawn on the concrete plaza in multicolored chalk, with scribbles and sigils in several languages. I recognized a couple of words of Latin from hanging out with Mike all these years, but just a couple. It wasn’t complete. There was about a three-foot opening in the side for me to enter, drop the zombie and exit.


  As I got almost to the edge of the circle, something felt out of


  “I don’t think so,” I said. “Your witches can put him in there. I don’t want to put his head where his feet should be. I’m all thumbs when it comes to magic, you know.” I took a couple of steps away from the circle and turned so that I could see most of the witches and Greg. His face had gone paler than usual at my sudden change of plans.


  I caught a glimpse of him taking a position to cover my left, and I concentrated on the witches to my right. Greg and I have been in a lot of tight spots together over the years, and it’s nice to have someone you don’t have to explain things to when the shit hits the fan. He knew something was up, and went from heartsick to ready to rumble in no time at all.


  I didn’t actually know if I could be trapped by a circle. Greg and Mike and I have spent a lot of hours researching what made us this way, and we have no idea if we’re mystical, extra-dimensional, extra-terrestrial, biological or something even stranger. There’s a decent chance the circle wouldn’t have bothered me any more than a jail cell made of toilet paper, but I’m never comfortable taking chances that are only decent. I decided to err on the side of caution for a change and not get locked in a magical circle with a dozen zombies on the night before Halloween. Just this once.


  Anna spoke from behind me. “Don’t you trust us, vampire?”


  Her voice had a snide tone to it that I didn’t like.


  “I don’t trust anyone, witchy-poo. It’s how I’ve gone this long without finding splinters in my lungs.”


  “Well, don’t worry, vampire, we won’t harm either of you. Tonight.”


  I didn’t like the way she emphasized “tonight,” but there wasn’t anything I could do about it with sunrise almost over the horizon.


  “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t harm them, Anna. These boys are under my protection.” We all turned at Mike’s voice, and I swear my friend looked like he had a glowing halo around him. “I don’t think you and yours want to bring down my disappointment, do you?


  When he walked the last few steps to stand next to me I thought the glow might have been nothing more than a street light behind him, but I wasn’t sure. It faded as he drew close and whispered, “Thought you’d leave the priest to sleep while all you magical types play in the park, huh? When will you guys ever learn?”


  Mike grabbed the zombie by the ankles and started to drag the thing into the circle. The process was made somewhat more difficult by the bandages on his burned hand, but he was strong for a human. The dead guy thrashed around and threatened to scuff the circle, so I grabbed the zombie under its arms and helped Mike carry the animated corpse into the right place in the pattern. I figured the chances of them closing the circle with Mike inside were significantly lower than if I was alone in there, and I knew Greg was keeping a sharp eye out now, so I was willing to help.


  Once Mike and I were safely out of the circle, the witches closed it with chalk and mumbling, and then the show started. There was a whole lot of chanting, some smelly stuff thrown into fires at the five points of a pentacle that was scribed within the circle, and a bunch of call-and-response “spellcasting.” I was starting to get bored when suddenly the zombies leapt to their feet and rushed at the circle.


  They smacked into the magical barrier like it was a wall of glass, and I was exceptionally happy to not be in there with them. They beat on the air, which to them, at least, was very solid, and began to wail. Not the low, guttural kind of moaning that you think of when you think of zombies, but a wail that oscillated like an air-raid siren. It built in volume and pitch until Mike, Greg and I went to our knees with our hands pressed to our heads.


  The witches either had earplugs, were deaf, or were protected somehow from the noise, because they kept right on chanting and singing as the keening got louder. Finally, as the zombies literally blew out their voice boxes and their throats exploded with splatters of blood on the air of the magical boundary, silence reigned again. The zombies collapsed to the ground, empty bodies again, and that quiet was the most fantastic thing in the world. I thought for a second that it was all over, that we had sent the souls back where they belonged, but I should have known better.


  A new voice came out of the circle, and my blood ran cold as ice.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five

  


  “Forgive them Father, for they know not what they do,” said the disembodied voice from within the circle. It was a kind voice, a gentle voice, the type of voice that was more soothing than a mother’s croon after a nightmare but which also held more strength than a father’s sternest lecture. The voice touched a part of me that I thought had died fifteen years ago. Tears rolled down my cheeks at the sound.


  I looked over at Mike, and he had the most rapturous look on his face I’d ever seen outside a painting. He stepped towards the circle. He was almost within arm’s reach of the boundary when I realized what he was doing. Completely under the spell of the demons in the circle, he was going to break the magical restraints, and all those damned (literally and figuratively) spirits were going to be free again.


  I only made it one or two steps before a black blur flew in and knocked Mike sprawling across the grass. The seductive voice turned into a screech of disappointed rage and hurled curses in half a dozen languages at my oldest friend and my partner as they tumbled across the concrete away from the circle. I got a look at a face inside the circle, and if that was what things in Hell looked like, I was glad to be immortal for all intents and purposes.


  Greg held Mike down with his considerable bulk and superior strength, and I yelled over at Anna “This would be a great time to wrap this up, lady!”


  The witches’ chanting grew in volume and intensity, and the light show inside the circle kicked up in earnest. Nearly a dozen angry amorphous, faceless (thankfully) souls whirled and tumbled like psychotic Caspers in a spin cycle, with radiating red, blue and purple lights bouncing around inside the circle like a Star Wars rerun on fast-forward. The chanting seemed to last forever, but it must have only been a few minutes, because the sky had barely begun to lighten in the east when suddenly the circle fell dark and silent. All thirteen witches slumped to the ground, unconscious. I looked over at Greg and Mike. They had stopped wrestling around and stood staring at the scene on the plaza.


  I walked over to Anna and checked her for a pulse. It was strong, and as I felt the blood pulse through the side of her neck, my stomach gave an embarrassing rumble, testament to the long and painful night that had left me hungry. But you don’t snack on witches who’d saved the world. Instead, I shook her gently until she began to stir, and I asked quietly, “Is it done?”


  She allowed me to help her stand and walk her over to the edge of the circle. She took off her pentacle and passed it over several of the nearest bodies. When it didn’t even flicker, she nodded wearily. I helped her over to a bench, and quickly confirmed that all the other witches were still breathing. I avoided the circle, because even if Anna had broken it by leaning over and swinging her necklace over the dead guys, I didn’t want to do anything stupid like scrub out a line with my shoe and end up having to fight all these dead guys again.


  Turns out the dead guys weren’t my immediate problem. Our little light show had attracted the wrong kind of attention. I heard a gentle “ahem” sound and turned. Detective Sabrina Law stood on the edge of the concrete plaza, gun in hand and pointed straight at my heart. Obviously, she hadn’t taken our disappearance last night in stride.


  I hate mornings.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six

  


  “Hi Detective.” I reached hard for a pleasant, maybe even respectful tone but was really too tired to pull off anything other than half-dead.


  “Hi yourself, Black.”


  “Please, Sabrina, call me Jimmy.”


  “No thanks, Black. And my first name is Detective.” She holstered her gun and reached behind her for a pair of handcuffs.


  I snapped at that point. It had been a ridiculous night. I’d gotten handcuffed to a bowling alley chair, had my ass kicked by possessed middle-school girls, chased zombies all over Charlotte, been tossed through a windshield, narrowly avoided being trapped in a magic circle by a coven of witches and I was not about to be handcuffed again, even if it was by the sexiest cop I’d ever seen.


  With less concern than usual for the consequences of my actions, I grabbed the cuffs from her, spun her around and snapped them shut on her wrists. With her hands secured behind her back, I tore off a strip of my T-shirt and balled it into a gag.


  I turned her back to face me, looked the very angry detective in the face and said, “We are about to get a lot of things straightened out.” With that, I tossed her over my shoulder and started toward Mike’s car.


  “Mike,” I hollered back over my shoulder. “Pop the trunk.” He and Greg had started moving about the same time I had, and by the time I got to the car with my kicking bundle of detective, they were close enough to open the trunk. I deposited my cargo, making sure not to drop her head on the jack or tire iron, and tucked her long legs into the trunk.


  I leaned down until our faces were inches apart. With fangs on full display, I said, “I’m very sorry you have to ride in the trunk. And I’m very, very sorry about the level of gross going on in said trunk. But you’ve been a real pain in the butt tonight, and we’re going to my place to clear the air. So, I’ll be taking this.”


  I removed her pistol from her side, then grabbed her portable radio. “And this is to make sure you behave on the trip. Oh, and I think I’ll take these, too.”


  Her backup piece was a nice little .38 strapped to one ankle. I also relieved her of her cell phone and her spare handcuff keys. I slammed the trunk shut and got in the passenger seat. It was nice of Greg to read my mood well enough not to make me call shotgun. He got in the backseat and sat there, eyes wide. I told him tackling Mike was a nice save and then stared ahead.


  “Let’s go home, Mike.”


  “With her?” he asked.


  “Yep. And we should probably not be too concerned about the speed limit or stop lights. The sun’s coming up fast, and I’d rather not be a sausage biscuit by the time we get home.”


  Mike drove like a bat out of hell. He parked his car in back of the cottage, where it would be out of view from the road, and I carried our guest. Then Greg and I hauled ass downstairs before we started to smolder.


  “Now here’s the deal,” I told the detective when I’d dumped her on the couch. “I’m going to take the gag out. Any screaming and I gag you again. We’ve been through a lot together tonight, and you should know by now that I’m not going to kill you. I’m going to take the handcuffs off, but you can’t have any of your guns back until I decide you’re not going to do anything irritating like shoot me. Ditto your portable and cell phone. And no one will be tracking you by the GPS in those toys, because I took the battery out of both of them. Capiche?”


  She nodded and sat there glaring at me, not saying a word even after I took the gag out. I reached around behind her and unfastened the cuffs, and that’s when she made her move. She slammed her forehead into my nose hard enough to blur my vision, and shouldered me to the floor as she got off the couch and tried to bolt for the stairs. I grabbed one ankle and pulled her to the floor, and she spun around and kicked me in the side of the head for my troubles. I let go of her leg and lay there for a second as she scrambled to her feet and got into a fighting stance. I thought she was trying to get away, but she just gave herself enough room to maneuver and turned back to kick my ass.


  “I don’t know who the hell you think you are, but you have messed with the wrong woman, assholes,” she said, keeping an eye on both Greg and I.


  Greg held up his hands and said, “I’m not the one doing the messing, Detective. That’s all my partner’s idea.”


  I’d regained my feet by this point and mimicked Greg’s hands-up pose. “We really don’t need to do this, Detective. I’m not going to hurt you, and I’m pretty sure you can’t hurt either of us.”


  “Wanna bet?” she growled.


  I realized in that moment that there is nothing sexier than a woman who can kick your ass. I shook my head, pushing inappropriate thoughts and images to the rear for the moment, and vamped out on her. I put on a burst of speed and picked up the cuffs from the floor behind her, snapped them back onto her wrists and threw her across the room onto the sofa before she’d even seen me move.


  She flopped into a sitting position on the couch and stared at me, eyes a little wild. “How did you do that?”


  I crossed the room in less time than it took her to blink and said from the arm of the couch beside her “I have a few talents. Now would you like me to explain them to you?”


  She nodded silently.


  “Are you sure? We can go a couple more rounds if you’d like, but if our little sparring match goes any further, I’m afraid it will get hard on the furniture. Not to mention you.” I hate intimidating women, especially pretty ones, but it had been a long night.


  “I think I’m good,” she said.


  “Great. I’m going to let you go now. If you attack me again, I’m going to knock the ever-loving crap out of you and hang you by your ankles from the rafters. Do you understand me?”


  She nodded, a bit wary, and I reached behind her back to uncuff her again. This time we made it through without any headbutting or other unpleasantness, so I gave her back her handcuffs and keys.


  “What are you?” she asked after a minute.


  “Do you really want to get to the tough questions this quickly?” I asked. “How about a beer first? Or something stronger? We have a full bar.”


  “Of course you do. Beer is good. Light if you have it.”


  “Greg, a light beer for the lady. And a bourbon for me, if you don’t mind.”


  He fixed the drinks while I kept an eye on our guest. When he delivered the drinks, he plopped down in the room’s one armchair. I got off the arm of the sofa and sat beside Detective Law, who slid as far down the couch as she could and still be sitting. Mike came into the room from where he’d been hiding in the safety of the stairs, grabbed a kitchen chair and pulled it over.


  When we were all settled in, I looked over at Detective Law and laid it out for her. “We’re going to take a huge chance with everything we’re telling you tonight. Usually, whenever we get into a jam that we can’t talk our way out of immediately, we mojo the person into forgetting they ever met us. But for some reason we can’t mojo you. We’re going to tell you the whole story, with no BS. And when we’re done, we’ll see how you react. If things go the way I think they will, then we all get to figure out what next to do about all this.”


  “All what? You mean the kidnapped girls and the pile of dead people in Marshall Park?”


  “Yeah, that’s the beginning of it. There’s a lot more crap going on here, but there are some things you need to understand before we figure out what we’re doing next.”


  I finished my drink in one pull and turned back to Detective Law. “We’re vampires.” I waited, but there was no reaction. “Well?”


  “Well, what?”


  “Well, don’t you have anything to say to that?”


  “Look, Jim, I’ve been a detective for the last ten years. This might surprise you, but you’re not the first person I’ve come across that thinks he’s a vampire. I figured that out a while ago. The black clothes, the fake fangs, the nighttime-only business hours. Obviously you’re part of some type of vampire cult or something.”


  I sighed and tried again. “You’re missing the point. We’re not pretend vampires, we’re the real deal. We drink blood, we have fangs, we live underground in a cemetery, for crying out loud.”


  “Sure, and I bet if I look in your crisper I’ll find bags of blood from some orderly you bribed at a hospital, right? And you’re fast, but you’re no Superman. I live in the real world, pal. I deal with real monsters every day. Don’t drag me down here and give me some bullshit about things that go bump in the night. I . . .”


  Her voice trailed off to nothing as I pulled her pistol out of my jacket pocket, ejected the magazine, and bent the barrel of her service weapon ninety degrees from normal.


  “You wanted Superman?” I asked from my new spot across the room. “Was that strong enough for you?” I was suddenly sitting beside her on the couch again. “And how about fast? Will that do for fast?”


  I dropped my fangs into place and leaned in very close to her face. “You’re welcome to check and see exactly how real these are if you like, Detective. I could certainly use a snack.”


  She shook her head, her mouth opening and closing like a flounder on the deck of a fishing boat, so I leaned back to a more acceptable distance, retracting my fangs as I went. “We keep the fangs tucked away until we need them. They make it hard to talk, and they tend to cut our lips if we leave them out all the time.”


  Mike piped up. “Not to mention the name of the game is for them to blend in.”


  “We blend as best we can, and, yes, we do indeed bribe a guy at the hospital for our blood supply, but if pressed we can certainly take our meals on the hoof, as it were. Greg pretty much never eats take-out, but every so often I feel the need for a nibble. It reminds me exactly where I stand on the food pyramid—at the absolute top. Now do you believe me?”


  She looked from me to Mike and back to me again. She shook herself slightly and refocused on Mike. “But I thought you were a priest? Are you some kind of vampire priest?”


  Mike laughed and leaned back in his chair. “I am a priest. A human priest. I’m still very much alive, thank you. Jimmy and Greg and I grew up together, and we’ve been friends for far too long to let a little thing like turning into the living dead get in the way. I trust these boys with my life, and they trust me with their secret.”


  She relaxed a little, probably relieved to know that we have a friend that we haven’t eaten. “You’re really vampires? You and the other one?”


  “Yep, Greg. My best friend since junior high and now my undead business partner.” I pointed to him and he sketched a rough half bow from where he sat.


  “And you really drink blood?”


  “Yep.”


  “And you really can’t go out in the sunlight?”


  “Poof!” I confirmed.


  “Holy symbols?”


  “Bad juju for us.”


  “Stakes?”


  “Make us dead as doornails.”


  “Decapitation?”


  “Ruins our night forever.”


  “Garlic?”


  “Total myth. I love Italians.”


  Law opened and closed her mouth as she realized the distinction I’d just made. I could tell she thought it was funny. Point for me. After a second’s pause, she asked, “Running water?”


  “I shower every day, so running water is not an issue.” “Silver?”


  “Hurts, but doesn’t kill. I’ve never been shot with a silver bullet, and it’s not an experiment that I’d care to try.”


  “How?”


  “How what?” I played for time. I figured we’d get to this question eventually. I wasn’t really crazy about the answer, but it was going to come out, and I had promised full disclosure.


  “How did you two become vampires?”


  “That’s a long story.”


  “Well, I have all day. Because I’m not leaving until I’m satisfied you’re not as evil as all the stories make you out to be, and I don’t think you’re going anywhere until sundown.”


  “All right, but I’m gonna need another drink.” I went to get more liquor, and a fresh beer for the lady, and settled in to tell her our story.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven

  


  “We were those kids in the corner of the lunchroom, invisible unless you needed someone to pick on. Mike, Greg and I were a modern-day Three Musketeers, tied together by the absence of athletic ability and a remarkable lack of success with women. We made it through high school with slightly more than the normal burdens of angst, self-loathing and wedgies, and off we went to college. Greg and I went to Clemson together. Mike went off to seminary, and we didn’t see him again until a whole lot of things had changed.”


  I looked over at Mike, and he gave me a slight nod. I’d erased some history, especially a big fight the three of us had right before high-school graduation. I’d said some pretty unkind things, including that I never wanted to see him again for the rest of my life. I didn’t. I’m not sure that he’s ever forgiven me for that. I haven’t.”


  “Greg got a degree in computer engineering, and I managed to flunk, cut, drop and incomplete my way to a BA in English with a minor in psychology.” I’d had no idea what I wanted to do except drink beer and play video games, but there’s not a degree path in that, so I thought English would be the next best thing.


  “One night a few weeks after graduation I met a girl in a bar. Unlike most girls I’d met in college, this one seemed interested. Thanks to my youthful stupidity and tequila, I believed a girl who was Playboy hot actually wanted to come back to our apartment with me. Of course, things probably would have worked out very differently if I had looked a gift horse in her mouth, but that would have ruined the story, wouldn’t it?”


  “I brought her back to the apartment I was sharing with Greg, and we got involved. Then we got very involved. And right as I was about to reach the peak of my involvement—”


  “I get it” Detective Law interrupted with a slightly pained expression on her face. “Sorry. Anyway, just at that special moment, she bit me. And I’m not talking a love nip. I’m talking a fangs-out, attack the carotid, drain you dry kinda bite. So she drained me, in more ways than one, and left me there, on my couch.”


  “That was cold,” Law said.


  “Yeah. Stone cold. She left me there, dead and naked from the waist down on my couch, which was how Greg found me a few hours later. And don’t think that hasn’t made for a few awkward moments in the last fifteen years.”


  “He found you . . . dead? Alive? Were you a vampire then?”


  “I was, and I was hungry. Greg got home a couple of hours after she’d killed me, and found my dead, naked body on the couch in front of the television. He tells me that he freaked out a little, checked me for a pulse, and then went to look for the cordless phone to call the police. But the damage was done. When he touched my neck, something inside me snapped awake. I could feel his pulse through his fingertips, and I could almost hear his blood calling to me. I sat up, conscious but not really in control of myself, and when I saw him on the phone, I snuck up behind him and drained him dry in the middle of the efficiency kitchen in our off-campus apartment.”


  That was a vast oversimplification of things, but she didn’t need to know how sweet the blood tasted right from the spring, how amazing and hot and rich it felt as it went down my throat, taking my dead flesh and pouring life into it. It felt like I was forcing his blood down into my desiccated veins, and with every beat of his heart I could feel myself getting stronger, more alive than I had ever been. Everything around me had new color, every sound was crisper, every smell sharper, and the taste was like the most incredible wine and steak and chocolate all rolled into one set of overwhelming sensations.


  And as I felt the life drain out of my best friend I didn’t care at all about what I was taking away from him, so focused was I on what I was getting out of the exchange. I could hear his heartbeat slowing in my ears, could feel the pulse in his veins getting weaker and weaker with every minute I stayed latched onto him like a pit bull with a T-bone. And I didn’t care. I didn’t care that I was killing my best friend. I didn’t care that I was drinking the life right from his throat like a comic-book monster. All I cared about was how amazing it felt.


  “By the time I drank my fill, Greg was dead. I drained him completely, and kept drinking until there wasn’t a spare drop lurking in his veins. I really freaked out then, and the only reason I lived through the morning was because I felt too awful about what I’d done to leave Greg’s body behind. If I’d run out looking for more food I would have burnt to cinders before I found breakfast.”


  “I spent the next few hours alternating between freaking out over being a vampire and freaking out over killing my best friend. Every once in a while I’d freak out over how I was going to tell Greg’s mom. After a few hours of that, I collapsed on the couch and fell asleep. The combination of dying and coming back to life really took it out of me, I guess. When I woke up it was the next night, and Greg was awake, facedown in the fridge with his head in a bucket of fried chicken.”


  “Kiss my ass. I was hungry,” Greg said from his chair. He’d sat through the whole story of his death without saying a word. I knew it still bothered him, but didn’t want to try to work group therapy into our confession with the pretty cop-lady.


  “I don’t remember this asshole killing me, I just remember waking up and being hungrier than I’d ever been before. So I stuck my face in some leftovers and went to town. That turned out to be a really bad choice, since I was no longer able to process solid food.


  “Fortunately, I was in the kitchen, so I was able to make it to the sink before the entire contents of my stomach came up in a spectacular mess. That left me hungrier than ever, and I could smell something coming from the living room, and it smelled good. I went in there to see what was for dinner, and the only thing there was Jimmy.”


  I picked up the thread here. “By now I’d guessed a little about what was going on, and I had opened a vein in my wrist for Greg. He proved my theory right, and latched on like his life depended on it. Greg drank from my arm, and when I started to feel my strength lessen a bit, I pulled him off me. It wasn’t easy, but I got him off my arm. A few seconds later, he calmed down, and I explained to him what I thought had happened.”


  Greg took over again while I went for another round of drinks. “As far as we can tell, the trait of vampirism is only passed on when the donor is drained completely. If the heart doesn’t stop, the donor does not become a vampire.”


  “What about animal blood,” she asked. “Does it work?”


  “Nope,” I answered. “Apparently there are nutrients in human blood that we don’t get from animals. Now, we haven’t tried gorillas, or animals that genetically close to humans, but after a few experiments with rabbits and cats we gave up on animals. And I wasn’t much of a pet guy when I was alive, so being dead has done nothing to increase my desire for a fluffy puppy.”


  “And for myself,” Greg said, “I have all I can handle trying to domesticate Jimmy, so I’ve never bothered to try to have a pet. But back to the story. In short, I fed from Jimmy, and then we went out to top off the tank, as it were. We didn’t drain those first donors completely, more out of satiation than out of any moral compunction against killing them. We just got full. Once we were thinking clearly, we realized that killing a bunch of random people would be a good way to get caught, and that would probably lead to unpleasant things happening in government laboratories, so we went for a more low-profile route.”


  There was a lot more to those first few nights than Greg was sharing, but even Mike didn’t know much about what we did when we first turned, and I was content to keep all that between the two of us. Let’s just say we became much more discreet in our later years.


  Detective Law finished off her beer and leaned back in her chair. It was a long moment before anyone spoke, and when she did, the rest of us leaned in to hear what she had to say. “So you’re vampires. And you’re detectives. And you try to help people. But you still drink blood.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “That pretty much covers it, using broad brush strokes.”


  “Fair enough. And I suppose you can call me Sabrina. After all, I know more about you than I ever really wanted to know, so I suppose we should be on a first-name basis.”


  “Now you know our story. And while I enjoy your company more than I have that of any living woman in nearly twenty years, I’m tired. And somewhere out there is a crazy bun-headed demon lady with a plan to do something really nasty to the world. And tomorrow night is Halloween, when crazy people tend to do nasty things. I’m going to get some rest, so that when it comes time to punch, stab or shoot something, I’m ready.”


  Greg yawned and mumbled his agreement, and headed off to his room.


  Mike stood and gathered his things. “As much as I like you boys, your housekeeping leaves much to be desired. I think I shall retire to my parish house and get a little shut-eye myself.”


  “What about me?” Sabrina asked.


  “What about you?” I asked right back. “We’re getting some sleep. I suggest you do the same. Go home, Sabrina. Get a nap, get some fresh clothes, and meet us back here at sundown. You know we won’t be going anywhere until nightfall, so you don’t have to worry about us leaving you out.”


  “Fine, but this is my case. If you try to shut me out of this, I’ll show back up here at noon one day and give you a stake dinner you’ll never forget. Deal?” She stood and stuck out her hand. I stood up, too, because that’s how I was raised.


  I took her hand and shook. Her skin was so warm against mine, so alive that for just a minute I really, really missed being alive. “Deal.” I stood there and watched her walk up the steps and into the sunlight, and felt the darkness settle into my chest as she closed the door behind her.


  I stayed for a minute staring at where she’d been, until Greg came over, gave me an awkward pat on my shoulder, and said, “She’s so out of your league it’s not even funny. Now go to bed.” And I did, feeling more alone than I had in years.


  I was gonna have to bite somebody that night. To make me feel better, if nothing else.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight

  


  I slept for a long time, almost to dusk, and when I woke up, I felt like I’d barely gotten any rest at all thanks to dreams of Sabrina. Great. I love taking on a huge fight after a crappy day’s rest and while I’m carrying around pent-up sexual tension. I should have bitten her and gotten it out of the way. I walked into the living room, and found Greg still sitting at his computer. It wasn’t that unusual for me to come out and find him facedown on the keyboard, but this time he was still awake.


  “I think I know what the plan is for tonight,” he offered as I rummaged in the crisper for breakfast. He’d obviously slept very little, if at all.


  “Yeah, dude. We had that covered before we went to bed. We wait here for the hot cop chick, then we find the ugly demon-possessed chick, kick her butt back to Hell, and then hopefully I get to second base with the hot cop chick.” I jumped over the back of the sofa and landed with my feet on the coffee table. Sometimes the enhanced agility that came with being undead was handy.


  “Don’t you think the hot cop chick might have something to say about that?” Sabrina’s voice came from the stairs, and not for the first time I wondered why mental telepathy didn’t come with all the other fringe vamp benefits.


  “Nah,” I replied, trying to salvage some measure of my self-respect. “Once we save the world there’s no way she’ll be able to resist my charms. Breakfast?” I held the blood bag out to her.


  “No thanks, I ate on the way over. And I have faith in my ability to resist your charms. And in the necklace my daddy gave me at my first communion.” With that, she fished a delicate cross out of her shirt and dangled it from her fingertios “That’s mean.” I leaned back on the sofa and finished my breakfast. “G, what was that about a plan?”


  “I think I know what Bun-Head is up to,” he said, his tone still flat. I was gonna have to spike his next meal with Red Bull or he’d be useless in the fight to come. Then what he said registered and I was over his shoulder in a matter of seconds.


  “Seriously? You’ve figured out her plan? How?”


  “The magic of the interwebs. When you went to bed, I couldn’t sleep, and we had no idea what Bun-Head’s next step was going to be. So I went back to her first steps to see if I could come up with some other nexus between the abductions. And after a couple of false starts, I came up with the answer—school staff.”


  “Huh?” I asked. “That doesn’t make any sense, bro. Teachers only teach at one school. How could someone work at a dozen different schools?”


  “She doesn’t. At least not permanently. Our bad guy, or in this case, girl, is a substitute teacher. When I ran the lists of substitute teachers in the system against the abductions, one name popped out as being at each school right around the date of the abductions. Janet Randell. She’s been a sub for two years now since losing her job as a teacher’s aide to budget cuts. She was at every single school the day of or the day before a kid went missing. So I did a little work to find out where she is today.”


  “And where is she?” Sabrina asked.


  “That’s where things got a little tricky. She wasn’t working anywhere in the district today. But I knew she would have to be somewhere, at a decent-sized school, since she needed a dozen victims in short order. I widened my search, and found her at Holy Trinity.” He leaned back in his chair, arms crossed over his round belly.


  “How could she guarantee that she’d be teaching today, much less be at a large enough school to find a dozen likely victims?” Sabrina asked.


  I was glad she did the asking. Not only did it save me the trouble, but Greg wouldn’t razz her for not figuring everything out ahead of time.


  “She created a vacancy. The home-ec teacher at Holy Trinity was found dead in her apartment last night. Our Janet killed the teacher and set herself up as the sub on call so she could be close to her victims.”


  “Nicely done, partner.” Had to give him his props. “That gives us a location to start with.”


  “And end with,” he said.


  When Sabrina looked a question at us, I said, “Holy Trinity is a pretty tightly wound place, the kind of school that teaches Book Burning 101 and pickets rock concerts. Every Halloween they hold a religious fall carnival to combat the Satanic holiday’s influence on our children.”


  “Lucky for us,” Greg added, none too happy, “they’ll be hosting this carnival tonight at the school gym.”


  “Crap.” I actually paced a small circle as my brain worked it all out. “There will be hundreds of kids and parents there. If the final summoning needs a sacrificial component, then that would be the perfect place to do it.”


  I looked up. Both of them were staring at me, slack-jawed. “What? Just because I didn’t do the research I can’t come up with something more profound than ‘Hulk Smash?’”


  “Yeah,” Greg said. “True enough. We concentrate on the fall carnival, because that’s where she’ll most likely be. And we go over there, ruin her plans, and save the world from something we don’t really understand.”


  “What if we’re wrong?” Sabrina looked from Greg to me, and back again. “I think it sounds like a good plan. And all the logic works. It makes perfect sense. But life isn’t always logical and doesn’t always make any sense. What if we’re wrong? What happens then?”


  “Then we all die,” a deep voice said quietly before I could answer.


  Stunned, we all turned to the stairs. Phil. But not my Phil, the one I’d come to know and despise. This was Zepheril, the fallen angel, accompanied by Lilith, the first wife of Adam. Phil had his wings on display, and Lilith had on an outfit that put almost all of her on display.


  They looked like extras at a fetish party, only better armed. Phil had black leather pants and a sword belt with a sword on it. Lilith wore thigh-high boots with come-hither heels, a black leather miniskirt and a leather jacket unzipped enough for me to see that the only other thing she had on besides a bra was a shoulder holster. The first guy to build a combo bra/shoulder rig that’s comfortable will make a mint.


  I blurted, “What the hell are you two doing here?”


  Lilith gave me a little smile and came over to me, oozing sex with every step. As she approached, the room suddenly felt really warm, and my jeans suddenly felt very tight. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Greg wiping a bead of sweat off his forehead. Sabrina just looked grumpy.


  “Why, we’re here to help, little vampire. If tonight goes poorly for you, it could go very, very poorly for us.” She spoke into my ears in a low voice, almost a purr, and I remembered the feeling of her blood pulsing through my veins.


  Pulling back took almost everything I had. I poured all my reserve strength into looking, very carefully, into her eyes, which seemed about the only safe place I could look. “What do you mean, go poorly for you?”


  She chuckled and pulled back from me, giving Sabrina a glance as she crossed back towards the door. “You have no idea what awaits you in the afterlife, little vampire, if you even have one. Zepheril and I, however, know exactly what is waiting for us. And that’s why we have no interest in bringing about the end of our lives anytime soon. Because what we have in store is unpleasant beyond your wildest dreams.”


  Zepheril put a hand on her arm and spoke when she paused. “All that is important is that our interests align with yours for the moment. It is time to go.”


  “Oh, hell no!” Sabrina said from where she had stationed herself with her back to a wall and a clear line of sight to everyone in the room. “I am not going anywhere with Tinkerboy and his partner, Slinky the Super-Slut. I agreed to work with you two because there’s no other way to get this case solved, and I still only halfway believe in vampires. But I am not going into a firefight with a couple of . . . of . . . whatever you are at my side!” Phil crossed to her quicker than anything I’d ever seen. I mean, he made me look positively glacial. He literally appeared at her side and whispered something in her ear. She pulled back, tears in her eyes, and slapped at him. He caught her wrist and looked deep into her eyes. A long moment passed with them staring at each other. I strained to hear what was said, but it was too low even for my vamp hearing. I looked to Greg and pointed at my ear, but he shook his head. Nothing there, either. After a few more interminable moments, Sabrina sagged a little and Phil let go of her hand.


  “Now can we go?” he asked quietly, and for a second Phil didn’t look like the self-righteous jerk I’d come to know and half despise. He looked like he must have before he fell, kind, peaceful, caring. I didn’t like it, so I was happy when his normal sneer came back.


  “Are you okay?” I asked Sabrina.


  “No. But let’s go. We need to finish the job.”


  Sabrina shouldered her way past Lilith and hurried up the steps ahead of everyone. I wanted to make some crack to Phil about taking a sword to a gunfight. Desperately. But after his little encounter with Sabrina, I knew better than to push my luck by making a joke. Instead, Greg and I followed, stopping at the closet to gear up. I wasn’t sure how much good my guns would do in this mess, but it made me feel better to strap them on regardless.


  And to make things even more festive, Mike was leaning on the fender of his Lincoln Town Car when we got upstairs. I’d harbored a sliver of hope that we could get rolling before he got here, but I should have known better.


  “Going somewhere?” he asked. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to come out before nightfall, so I did a little research on our demon, and thought you might like to know exactly what it is that we’ll be facing tonight.”


  “Not we, buddy. You’re staying home.”


  “Not likely, old friend.”


  “This is not a matter for discussion.”


  “Then let’s not discuss it. I’m going with you, and when you hear what I have to say, you’ll agree that you need all the help you can get.” Then his mouth dropped open at the sight of Zepheril coming up the stairs.


  I had to admit, he made an impressive picture, what with the wings, the sword, the six-pack abs. Mike flapped his mouth open and closed a couple of times then said, “Well maybe you do have enough backup after all.”


  Zepheril stepped over to the stunned priest and put a hand on his shoulder. “No party is so strong that it cannot be aided by a true man of faith. We would be honored to have you accompany us.”


  I try not to argue with angels as a rule, even (or maybe especially) fallen ones, so I hopped up on the trunk of Mike’s car and asked, “What did you find out?”


  He took a deep breath, shook his head, took another deep breath, and finally started to speak. “You told me that the demon identified herself as Belial. Having certain resources at my disposal that most people do not, I went back to the church and did a little research. Belial is one of the most powerful of the second-tier demons. She is the child of Baal, one of Lucifer’s Archdukes. Baal is the ruler of the seventh circle of Hell, which houses the most violent of sinners. All the murderers, rapists, suicides and blasphemers end up in the seventh circle, and Baal has complete dominion over them. That wasn’t a dominion that came to him by default. He’s earned his place. He is simply the meanest, nastiest demon in all of Hell and there isn’t anyone that can challenge him. Not and win.”


  Phil and Lilith’s interest was suddenly clear to me. “And Belial is daddy’s little girl?”


  “Exactly.” Mike reached into his pocket and pulled out a rosary, holding it like a talisman. “Legend has it that she is the offspring of Baal and the Whore of Babylon.”


  Mike went on. “If Belial brings Baal to Earth, then he would have complete dominion over this realm, just like he does over the seventh circle. Baal is a force of nature, a creature so powerful that even the angels fear his power. If the ritual completes and the sun rises on Baal in this world, then the entire world will belong to him. He will, in effect, create a Hell on Earth.”


  The wise men of the world are right. Ignorance really is bliss.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine

  


  I stood up and started pacing. “All the more reason why you’re staying here. I will not be responsible for taking you into a gunfight with a demon.”


  “Bite me. And I mean that figuratively, of course,” Mike replied.


  “Seriously, Mike. We can’t take you with us. It’s too dangerous. I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you,” Greg added.


  “Nothing’s going to happen to me. And regardless, I’m a grown man. I get to make all kinds of bad decisions for myself. I can drink a little too much, eat too much red meat, and consort with undead creatures if I choose. And really, is this going to be significantly more dangerous than having my two best friends be vampires?”


  “Yes. Because we’ve never wanted to kill you. Strangle you a little, but never really kill you. If what you’re saying is true, this demoness is far more dangerous than anything we’ve ever faced outside of a video game.” Greg managed to stay calm, which was more than I could say for myself.


  “How do you plan on handling her if she’s so . . .” Mike’s voice trailed off as he took a good long look at Lilith. “Oh. Now you can consort with demons, but I’m not good enough to come with you?” His voice was cold, and the look he gave me was heavy with disappointment, and something else I couldn’t quite figure out. Maybe fear?


  “I’m not consorting with them, Mike, I’m using them. They’re tools, and like a cheap hammer, they’re tools that I don’t care about. You, I care about. I don’t give a rat’s ass if Lilith doesn’t make it out of this alive, assuming she’s technically alive now, but you’re one of my best friends. And I only have two friends, so I can’t afford to lose any of you. Please, I’m begging you, don’t give me any grief, just stay home.”


  “No. I’m going with you, and I’m old enough to be stubborn about it. Who’s riding with the holy man?” He raised his voice on the last so that everyone else could hear him.


  Greg yelled “Shotgun!” and hopped in the passenger seat. I shook my head in defeat and went to get in Sabrina’s car. Phil and Lilith started toward Mike’s car, but when they saw the look on Mike’s face, the fallen angel and his servant changed direction and wordlessly got in the backseat of Sabrina’s much smaller sedan. Phil’s wings vanished, and I didn’t even bother to ask where they went.


  “Don’t you two have a car?” I asked.


  “No,” Lilith answered simply.


  “Then how did you get here?” I asked. There was silence in the car for a long moment, then I thought about it for a second and got the mental image of Phil carrying Lilith as he flew along Independence Boulevard during rush hour. “I bet that was something for the commuters to see, huh?”


  We rode in silence across town to the school and pulled into the far end of the parking lot. Sabrina popped the trunk and pulled out a pair of pistol-grip twelve-gauge shotguns. She handed one to me and started loading oddly colored shells into hers.


  “What are those?”


  “Bean-bag rounds. Non-lethal, but they’ll take almost anyone out of the fight. Plenty here for you, too. Let’s try not to kill any civilians if we can help it.”


  “I don’t mind that in concept, but in practice, the civilians are likely to be the only things we can kill. I’ve got a bad feeling about whatever is in there waiting for us.”


  “Me too.” She looked nervous, and I reached out to touch her arm.


  “Hey. It’ll be fine. We’re the good guys.” I tried to manage a smile filled with bravado and cocky charm, but I think I looked more like I was about to puke.


  I felt more like I was going to puke, for sure. And as our motley crew made our way across the parking lot, I felt worse. The closer we got to the school, the worse I felt. It wasn’t nerves, or a bad bag of blood. Something was messing with me. I looked around at the rest of the gang and saw that Greg was decidedly green as well. Even Phil and Lilith looked like breakfast wasn’t settling well in their stomachs. We were about twenty yards from the entrance to the school gym, when I saw the huge banner across the front of the building proclaiming, “Fall Carnival for Christ!—No HELL-oween here!”


  “Ahhh, crap,” I said. “We’ve got a problem.” I waved everybody together. Sometime between leaving our place and getting to the school, Phil and Lilith had magiced their outfits into something more early 2000s yuppie than late ’80s goth porn. I didn’t ask how they managed that trick. I really didn’t care right now.


  “What’s the problem?” Mike asked. “I mean, I certainly don’t agree with their odd bias against Halloween, but the rest of our plan seems to be solid.”


  “Except for one thing—location,” I said. I looked around at my queasy partner, and the near-dead-looking Lilith and Phil. Mike and Sabrina looked fine, but that also made perfect sense. “The whole school seholy ground.”


  “Oh crap,” said Greg. I watched the realization creep across the faces of the rest of our group as well.


  “What do we do?” Sabrina asked. “How do we get in there and get the job done without our heavy hitters?”


  “We just do it, my dear,” Mike answered. He reached over and took my shotgun, racked a shell into the chamber and pulled out his crucifix. “You and I go in there and drag our little demoness out into the parking lot where our compatriots can send her back to Hell. And don’t forget, I brought a little backup myself. And I daresay he’s the heaviest hitter of all.”


  “I can personally vouch for that.” Phil handed Sabrina his pistol. “Silver rounds. I don’t know what effect they’ll have, but it can’t hurt.”


  He passed a few extra magazines around to the rest of us from his apparently bottomless coat pocket. I didn’t question the supply, because I didn’t care how he got them or where they came from as long as the rounds gave us an edge in the fight to come.


  “Thanks.” Sabrina took the gun from Phil, tucked it into the back waistband of her pants and nodded to Mike. “Let’s go.”


  “As they say in the movies, my friends, we’ll be back.” My old friend looked a dozen years younger as he shouldered the shotgun and headed off to fight a demon in a school gymnasium. If I squinted, I could even make myself ignore the bandages he was sporting on one hand and the limp he had picked up fighting zombies all over town last night.


  “Do you think they’ve got a chance?” I asked Greg. “I can only hope, bro. For all our sakes.”


  
    Chapter Thirty

  


  I wasn’t a patient man. I’m a less patient vampire. I paced the parking lot, growing crankier than hell with each passing moment and no word or indication of what was going on inside. I looked over at where Greg sat on the tailgate of a nearby pickup.


  “How long have they been in there?”


  He made a show of checking his watch and said, “About three minutes.”


  “I hate waiting.”


  “We can see that.” Phil was sitting cross-legged on the roof of a minivan, with Lilith beside him.


  I started toward the door of the gym, in earnest this time, knowing that forces were in motion against my making it onto consecrated ground. But I’d never tested myself to my limit of endurance. Maybe if a vampire were determined enough, he could make it.


  The place pushed back at me, like I was trying to walk through a hard wind. The closer I got, the harder it seemed to push against me, and the sicker I felt. I had gotten almost to the front door when I heard shots ring out from inside. The boom of a twelve-gauge shotgun is unmistakable, and the sound I heard was two of them firing in the kind of rapid succession that would require a fast reload if the job wasn’t done.


  After about half a dozen shots, the gunshots stopped, and then it got quiet. Too quiet, as the cliché goes. No screams, no running feet, none of the sounds I would expect from a crowded school carnival whose attendees had to contend with a couple of nutjobs unloading a pair of shotguns. The silence reigned for about half a minute, as I kept pushing at the invisible barrier keeping me out. Then a low whir reached my ears.


  The sound started slow and low, picking up in pitch and intensity, like a jet engine ramping up for takeoff. The noise built for a few seconds, then an explosion from inside sent blinding light out of every window and blasted me back from the doors.


  I had almost enough time to gather myself for another assault when the doors of the gym opened up and a stream of people poured out, running like the hounds of hell were on their heels. Which, for all I knew, was true. A couple hundred people ran out into the night, a few of them getting into their cars and careening off down the street, but most just left their cars and ran for home rather than risk the traffic jam in the parking lot.


  Phil, Lilith and Greg had pushed their way to my side, and as the stream slowed to a trickle, a familiar figure lurched into view. Mike bounced down the central steps of the building, holding onto the handrail like a sailor on shore leave. Instinctively I broke toward him, expecting the same intense pushback of consecration this close to the building, but there was only a slight roiling in my gut so I kept moving.


  I shouted to the others as I ran, “I can make it. Whatever caused the explosion must have weakened the holy hold on the land.”


  “Mike, are you okay?”


  He had a dazed look on his face, and his eyes were out of focus. I had to repeat myself a couple of times to get his attention. When I got through the crush of people, I saw that my friend’s hair had gone completely white, like the good guy in a bad horror movie. “Are you okay?” I repeated, and he seemed to come to himself a little.


  “What happened? Where’s Sabrina? Did you kill the demon?” Greg peppered Mike with questions faster than he could answer. I waved Greg off and then pulled Mike around to the other side of the car.


  “She’s an innocent, Jimmy.” The words were less than a whisper, and I probably wouldn’t have understood what he said without my vamp hearing.


  “Who’s innocent? The teacher? Nah, man, she’s the bad guy, I’m pretty sure. What happened in there?” I couldn’t follow Mike’s line of thought, and I wondered if he’d taken a smack to the head.


  “No. Sabrina. She’s an innocent, Jimmy. In the full meaning of the word. That’s how she got caught.”


  My borrowed blood ran cold as what he said started to sink in. “The demon has Sabrina? Because she’s a . . .”


  I didn’t say “virgin.” Just because I’d heard of them didn’t mean I necessarily believed in them any more than unicorns. Not grown women virgins. Sabrina was a grown woman. And hot. A hot, adult virgin in today’s society? I might be the vampire standing in the parking lot fighting a demon with a fallen angel and an immortal feminist, but pegging Sabrina as a virgin was a leap of logic I’d never have made.


  “This is unfortunate.” Phil has a talent for understatement. Obviously.


  “Yes. Belial has her. Her and a dozen children. We haven’t got much time, we have to get in there and stop the ritual before—” He collapsed against a nearby car, coughing. There was a little blood as he coughed, and I wondered what kind of beating he’d taken in there.


  “Mike, I wish we could.” Greg was starting to freak out, and he always talks really fast when he freaks out. “But it’s sacred ground. We can’t go in and help. You’ve got to do it. You’re the only one that can save her.” That last bit was more like ‘theonlyonethatcansaveher.’


  He hadn’t quite lapsed into “Help me Obi-Wan Kenobi, you’re our only hope,” but we were getting close. Mike tried to stand, but collapsed again.


  “Well,” I said, letting Mike slide down to a sitting position beside the car. “I guess it’s time to test a theory.”


  
    Chapter Thirty-One

  


  “Oh, hell no!” bellowed Greg, as Lilith looked at me and said “What theory, little vampire?”


  “Dude, it’s the only way,” I replied. I looked over at Lilith and said, “Come along, sister, I think you’re on this ride, too.” I walked towards the entrance, with Greg walking backward in front of me, both hands out.


  “You can’t go in there, man. We’ve tried it before, and it doesn’t end well. Even if you make it, we can’t function on holy ground.” He finally got both hands on me and stopped my march to the gym.


  “Yeah, but we’ve never figured out why, have we? Mike has always said that it was our subconscious hang-ups making us sick whenever we went near a church, not anything having to do with our vampirism.”


  “Are you willing to take that chance?” Greg looked me in the face. “Is she worth it?”


  “I don’t know, and yes, I’m willing. Now either come with me or get out of the way. And Lilith, get your immortal tookus up here. I need a little pick-me-up.” She came up beside me and gave me a sultry gaze. “Hold the smolder, appetizer. I just need the blood.”


  She pouted a little. “You’re no fun when you’re being all heroic, little vampire.”


  “Maybe after I save the world, get the girl and ride off into the sunrise we can play a different game. But for right now, give me your arm, please.” She stretched out her wrist to me, and I drank. Not a tentative sip like the last time, but a full gulp of immortal blood. I saw the look on Greg’s face, and it mirrored the fear in my gut. I didn’t want to end up a slave to an eternal succubus for the rest of my potentially very long life, but I had to get in there and rescue Sabrina. I’d gotten her into this mess, and if it took the end of my free will to get her out of it, well so be it. The power of ages crashed over me like a wave, and I could feel the sensation of it rolling through me. I could almost feel myself getting taller (the last thing I needed) and stronger (the intended result) and even sexier (a new sensation altogether). I drank for a few seconds, and let her go, feeling more alive than I ever had when I was alive. One step toward the gym and I knew the consecration was weakened. It was now or never.


  I looked at Greg and said, “You might want to top off the tank, too, old buddy. I think we’re gonna need it. Now is not the time to stand on principle.”


  Then I pushed past him and headed up the stairs into the church gymnasium to fight the demon that had kidnapped my maybe-someday-if-I-get-really-lucky girlfriend. I wasn’t certain which was least likely—besting the demon or winning the girl.


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two

  


  The gym looked like a cross between Buffy the Vampire Slayer (the lame movie, not the badass TV show) and Vacation Bible School. There were prom-style decorations from 1993, glittery letters and bunting strung all around the gym, and cheap poster-board signs over booths with slogans like “Bobbing for Salvation,” and “Baptismal Dunking Booth.” I couldn’t decide whether to laugh or cry at the crazy attempt to de-monsterize Halloween, and felt no small irony that a couple of monsters were crashing the party trying to save the children of parents who would most likely lead the pitchfork party if they knew we existed.


  My attention quickly locked on to our friendly neighborhood demon summoning taking place right at center court. The bun-headed lady from the forest was standing in the middle of a glowing circle, and there were a dozen little girls playing ring-around-the-psycho. The kids all faced out, and they all had the same glowing eyeball thing going on as the first bunch we rescued. The kids ranged in age from high-school girls down to one kid that looked barely old enough to go to middle school, but that wasn’t the worst part.


  No, the worst part was Sabrina. She was floating over the center of the circle, a good ten feet in the air over the bun-headed woman, and it looked like a rope of energy was flowing from each of the kids up to where she floated. As we watched, Bun-head twisted her hand in the air, and Sabrina turned in the air until she was looking straight at us. Her hands extended to the sides and her feet crossed at the ankles in a grotesque mockery of a crucifixion, and the look on her face was pure agony. I took one look at her writhing in pain and launched myself at the witch.


  I flew a good twenty feet, landed and took another huge leap, crashing right into the invisible wall of the circle. I slid down to the floor like the coyote in one of those old cartoons, and heard the witch laugh maniacally as I lay crumpled on the hardwood floor. I heard several loud cracks like handclaps and looked up to see Greg shooting at Bun-head and screaming something that I couldn’t hear through the ringing in my ears and the chirping of those imaginary birdies that were circling my head. The witch kept laughing as the bullets bounced harmlessly to the ground.


  “Did you morons really think you could come in here and stop me that easily?” she asked, as she started to glow herself. The energy from the twelve kids was passing through Sabrina and down into Bun Lady, making her eyes glow and her hair unravel.


  “Well, I kinda hoped,” I said from where I lay on the floor. “Since our frontal assault didn’t work, I don’t suppose you have a better idea?” The last was to Greg, who had stopped shooting when it became apparent that he was doing no good.


  “I got nothing, bro,” he replied.


  I tried to come up with something, but between the throbbing in my face from crashing into the circle and the nausea in my gut from being on holy ground, it was getting pretty hard to think.


  Bun-head began to chant in some arcane language. The lights coming from the little girls glowed brighter, and Sabrina screamed as the flow of power through her became unbearable.


  I beat on the barrier and yelled at Greg for help to get her out of there. “Salt!”


  He tossed a fistful at the circle, but it bounced off like everything else we threw at it. “No good!” he said. “The circle is complete and only the caster or someone stronger can break it.”


  I didn’t care about the reasons it wasn’t working. I didn’t care about anything except that the one living person I’d felt any connection to in a couple decades was on the other side of that magic barrier about to be possessed by a serious bad guy while I was stuck on the outside, unable to do anything about it.


  Then Sabrina started to spin, and the light flowing through her started to go supernova. The faster she spun, the brighter she glowed, and the louder she screamed. Bun-head chanted in the unfamiliar language as the ground beneath her began to glow in answer to the light pouring down out of Sabrina. The glowing bands of energy started off white, but shifted to red. Then I noticed the kids in the circle starting to change.


  There was no way this was going to end well.


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three

  


  The only word I have for what the kids turned into was demon. I don’t know if there’s a better word, or if there’s some type of hierarchy of Hell that I’m offending with my oversimplification, but when I see a four-foot-tall thing with red skin, horns and a spiky tail where a little girl stood a couple of minutes before, demon is the word that leaps to mind, and I don’t care what the ACLU has to say about racial profiling.


  I was still kneeling on the floor when the herd of demons broke loose from the magical circle and charged me and my partner. I was trying to figure out how to beat the demons without hurting the little kids probably still trapped inside, when Greg stepped up beside me and, without hesitation, shot the nearest monster right between the eyes. It flew backward into the circle and lay still. I tried to process that my partner, the vegan vampire who wouldn’t even feed off bunnies, hadn’t given a rat’s ass whether or not a little girl was still inside the demon.


  “I have a few issues left over from being tossed naked into the girl’s locker room in sixth grade. I’ve decided to think of this as therapy.” He turned faster than anyone but another vampire could follow and dropped another pair of demon girls before they could close on us.


  “Dude! That was almost thirty years ago!” I yelled as I kicked a little girl across the gym.


  “Some wounds take a long time to heal, man.” He plugged another kid, and I started to worry. This was too easy. The demon children were dying just like any human, only redder, with the pointy extremities I’d expected from evil minions.


  Apparently I was right, because that’s when three of the demons got to me at the same time. I took one by the throat, and fended another off with the other arm, but the third one jumped on my back and bit the side of my neck.


  I hate irony.


  I bludgeoned the second kid with the first one, and tossed them both to the far side of the room. The kid-thing on my back was really beginning to annoy me. I reached over my shoulder and grabbed a handful of demon hair. It took a couple of tugs, but the little brat finally came loose from my neck, and I pitched her over to join her friends beneath one of the basketball goals.


  I drew my Glock and started plugging away at demon children, who apparently weren’t bulletproof, just annoying. For every demon that I managed to kill, an unconscious little girl appeared in its place. I didn’t understand the transformation, didn’t have time to ask anyone who would know, and frankly didn’t care all that much. All I knew was that if I shot them in the head enough times, they stopped trying to gnaw out my spleen. And since I’m uncharacteristically fond of my spleen, shooting them in the face seemed like the best option available.


  After a few minutes of shooting, Greg and I were the only monsters left standing, and with the little demon girls taken care of, we returned our attention to Bun-head and whatever hell she was trying to raise.


  “Oh crap. This is not good,” I muttered when I saw what was going on at center court.


  “I think we’re gonna need a bigger gun,” Greg said.


  “What the hell is that?” I asked.


  “I think Hell is exactly what that is, bro.”


  That was a huge beast spinning slowly in the air where Sabrina had been floating barely a minute before. It was at least twelve feet tall, with long curving black horns protruding from a bony forehead that looked like a cross between a wolf and a huge bull’s head. The monster had arms the size of pine trees, with foot-long claws at the ends of hands the size of Christmas hams. Its legs were human in shape, but bigger around than my waist. It had bare feet with three claws in front and one backward-facing claw, all razor sharp and shiny in the red light. Its skin was red like the little demons, and it had a double row of teeth that glinted as it smiled down at Bun-head. The demon stopped revolving and floated slowly to the floor directly in front of Bun-Head, then smiled down at her with a hundred pointed teeth.


  The voice that came out of the demon made my skin crawl. “You have done well, my daughter. Now shed that weak mortal shell and assume your rightful shape.”


  As we watched, Bun-Head morphed into a female version of the beast. I could tell it was female because it wasn’t terribly modest about hiding the eight teats that hung grotesquely off its chest.


  “Dude,” I whispered to Greg. “Where’s Sabrina?”


  “Dude,” he answered, “I think the big thing is what Sabrina turned into.”


  “I was really afraid you were going to say something like that.” I looked around for the cavalry I knew wasn’t coming, drew my backup piece with my left hand, and stepped in front of the beasties. “Hey, assface!” I yelled.


  Both of them turned toward me, and I yelled, “Where’s the girl, dental nightmare?”


  The big one looked down at me. “More minions? Good? I was looking for a snack. I appreciate the tasty virgins you gathered for me. In thanks for your loyal service, I shall kill you quickly.”


  The female formerly known as Bun-head whispered something to Baal, and he turned to me and grinned. “Never mind. Belial says that you were no help at all. That means I get to play with you a while before I kill you.”


  Baal stepped out of the remnants of the circle, and I felt the floor shake with his weight. The glowing magical barrier winked out of existence, and there was nothing standing between me and a monster straight out of my childhood nightmares except about twenty feet of faintly brimstone-scented gymnasium air. Whoever first wrote that high school was hell had no idea just how right they were.


  “Greg, you got any bright ideas?” I asked without taking my eyes off the demons in front of me.


  “You take the big one, and I’ll fight the one with all the boobs?” He sounded about as scared as I felt. Neither of us wanted to show it.


  “You only want to fight the chick so you can cop a feel and claim you got to second base.”


  “Yeah, but that would give me a score in a new decade, so I’d be ahead of you.” He fired off a clip at Belial’s head and then launched himself at the demon. I was amazed to see that he actually knocked her off her feet. I began to think we might have a shot at surviving this after all.


  Then I took stock of Baal. As an opponent he was a couple of feet taller and a couple hundred pounds heavier, with muscles in places I was pretty sure I didn’t have places. I hoped Greg had enough sense to run like hell when Baal killed me.


  “All right, tall dark and drooling, let’s do this.” I emptied my backup into his kneecaps, and wasn’t surprised when he didn’t even flinch. Had to try.


  I drew my big knife and jumped at the monster, and a second later found myself looking up at a disco ball hanging from the gym ceiling. “Ooooh. Pretty.”


  Next I saw a massive clawed foot rushing at my head. I rolled to the side before Baal could stomp my head flatter than a fast-food hamburger. His claws dug deep into the hardwood, and all I could think was I am not picking up the tab for refinishing that. I kept rolling and he kept stomping until I finally ran out of floor. I expected to feel my brains squirt out my ears at any moment.


  This was where we’d find out if pancaking a vampire head is just as good as a decapitation. His foot came rushing down. I’ll admit it—I closed my eyes. I couldn’t handle the thought of watching my death come in the form of a size forty-eight bunion.


  But no squashing happened, just a huge crash a few feet away and a bellow that literally shook the rafters. A volleyball that had to have been wedged up there for at least five years came down and landed next to me, flat and dusty. I opened my eyes, and when I didn’t see a demon getting ready to step on me, I sat up and almost wished I hadn’t.


  
    Chapter Thirty-Four

  


  Greg had beaten Belial down pretty hard, but she was fighting back and they were slugging it out at one end of the gym. But the bigger, better weird show was center court, with a glowing sword in his hands. Baal was down on one knee a quarter of the court away, glaring at Phil with glowing red eyes.


  “What are you doing, Zepheril? You’re one of us!” shouted the demon, and I could feel the heat from his breath all the way across the gym. I could smell his breath, too. Baal seriously needed to reevaluate his dental-hygiene regimen.


  “No matter what I’ve done, I never have been, and never will be one of you, demon.”


  The way he said demon was like it was the vilest curse he could throw at something. And maybe to him it was. I’d never seen Phil like that—his wings were unfurled to their full width, at least twelve feet tip to tip, and he wore a kind of armor that almost glowed. It looked old, like a flickering light bulb trying to come on that didn’t quite have the juice. His sword, which had hung at his side looking normal in my apartment, had grown to about six feet in length, with a huge hilt and a blade that was blinding white to look at.


  Baal glared at him, and after a long minute said, “So be it, angel. Prepare to meet your little God again.” And he spread wings of his own, gigantic bat wings that I would have sworn weren’t there a few minutes ago, and soared towards Phil with his claws out and teeth bared.


  Phil flew back at him, and for a few moments all I could see was the flash of the blade and claws, they moved so fast. Then my attention shifted over to the corner of the room where Greg and Belial were still fighting. She was holding Greg up with one hand and beating his face in with the other. I took a running jump and grabbed Belial’s arm and spun her around. She dropped Greg and backhanded me. I stumbled backward, but caught myself and spun into her with a right cross that came from my heels.


  Maybe the little nibble I had of Lilith did make me stronger, because Belial flew clear across the gym before crashing into the bleachers against the far wall. I shifted my attention to Greg, who was getting to his feet gingerly. He looked like you’d expect a vampire to look after being used as a sparring partner by a demoness—like a bag of crap.


  I crossed the gym to within a safe distance of Belial. “Where’s Sabrina?”


  “You mean the police tramp?” She hissed at me from what looked like a broken jaw.


  Good. I hoped it hurt. A lot. “Yeah, her.”


  “She’s gone, vampire. Gone like the idiot woman that drew me to this plane. She was my final sacrifice to bring my father to this world. You’ve lost, now. Give up. Die like the sheep you are.”


  “Baa-Baa, bitch,” I said, and I emptied the clip on my Glock into her face hoping that enough silver bullets in a small space would be enough to send her back to Hell. Finally, after all seventeen rounds lodged in her frontal lobe, she dropped like a rock. “Looks like those silver bullets work after all.” I put a fresh clip in the pistol and turned back to where Baal and Phil had been duking it out in the Main Event.


  The angel and the demon were breathing heavily, both looking the worse for wear. Phil had blood oozing from a gash on his side, and there was a hole in his shoulder where it looked like Baal had pierced him with a claw. Baal only had one wing left, and it was hanging in tatters. They were circling warily, each probing the other’s defenses. Now and then one would take a cautious swipe with claw or sword.


  Phil noticed me out of the corner of his eye and nodded to me slightly. I saw him trying to maneuver around so that Baal would be between him and me, so I could get a clear shot, but Baal just stood in the middle of the gym and laughed.


  “It will be a cold day below when you can lead me into that trap, Zepheril.” The monster chuckled.


  “It was worth a try, demon,” the angel replied, a wry smile on his lips.


  “Why are you helping these mortals, Zepheril? You’ve always sided with the winners before now. You know that only the strongest survive, so why are you throwing in with these weak sacks of meat?”


  “I picked the wrong side once, Baal. If I’ve been given the opportunity to correct that mistake, I’ll not let it go by.”


  I flashed back to Sunday School and realized they were talking about the war in Heaven, the big one where Lucifer and all his angel buddies were tossed out after trying to lead a revolution.


  Then they were at it again. Faster than my eye could follow, Phil went after Baal with the sword. Baal swatted the slash away with one huge forearm, and lashed out at Phil with his razor-sharp claws. Phil ducked under one slashing blow and stabbed at the monster with his sword. Baal actually caught the blade with one hand, but white fire flowed over his clawed fist and the demon yanked his burned hand back.


  Phil followed with a slashing overhead blow, but Baal was too fast, dancing backward with a grace belied by his giant size and massive muscles. Baal lunged forward with both arms, stabbing at Phil with his claws, but the angel spread his wings and flew over his attack and slashed at the monster’s back. The blade drew a thin line of white fire down the demon’s back, and he let out a howl that blew the glass out of backboards all around the gym.


  I saw a split-second opening while Phil was clear and the monster was distracted. I took my shot. Squaring my feet, I emptied my last clip of silver ammo into the back of the demon’s head, and had the satisfaction of seeing the beast fall face-first onto the gym floor. Phil landed beside the fallen demon and raised his sword high.


  “Nooooo!” I screamed and launched myself at the angel, catching him in a tackle worthy of the Pittsburgh Steelers. Wetumbled head over heels across the gym as I tried to keep him from killing Baal.


  “What are you doing, vampire?” I looked down when we had stopped to find a very pissed-off angel inches away from my face. He stood up, taking me with him, and grabbed me by the shirtfront. “I had him beaten. I’ve waited centuries to make this right, and now you decide to interfere? What the hell are you thinking?”


  “Sabrina,” I croaked. He had more than a little throat in his grip. “We’ve got to save Sabrina. You kill Baal’s body, what happens to his host?”


  “Idiot! His host isn’t even on this plane of existence anymore. She’s in Hell, you moron! He traded places with her, that’s why you could kill all those little girls without murdering a child. Or didn’t you think of that?”


  “How do you know?” I know Phil had been around since the beginning of time and all, but some things I wasn’t quite ready to take on faith. Phil didn’t speak, just waved his arm around the gym. I followed his hand and saw a bunch of dazed little girls where demons had been lying, and an unconscious substitute home-ec teacher sprawled on the bleachers where Belial’s body had been.


  “Oh,” I quietly said. “As you were then, back to the killing big demon things.”


  Unfortunately, Baal was no longer where we’d left him. Why is nothing ever easy?


  
    Chapter Thirty-Five

  


  Of course the demon wasn’t lying where we had left him, all nicely posed for a killing stroke from an angelic sword. Demons aren’t exactly renowned for obedience. That’s why they’re demons and not angels, I suppose. Baal had gotten to his feet and pulled himself back together on the other side of the gym, with his back to a wall. He looked a little the worse for wear, but only a little. I hate fighting things that heal faster than me, so I made a mental note. He definitely had the edge on me in the healing arena.


  I took a quick inventory. I had exactly one knife, a .380 pistol with eight rounds of regular ammo, a Glock 17 without a bullet to be had, and a bad attitude. Phil had a really big, magical sword, and Greg had two fists and a concussion. The more I thought about it, the worse our odds looked. I did what I always do in those situations—I stopped thinking before the odds convinced me to stop trying.


  I jumped as high into the rafters as I could and yelled out to Greg, “Go low!” He dove at Baal’s feet while I dropped from the rafters on his head, hoping to accomplish something besides getting cut in half by Phil’s oversized toothpick. Baal was too fast for either of us, though, swatting us both out of the air like mosquitoes. Really big mosquitoes in Greg’s case, but you get the idea.


  I managed to adjust my course enough to land on a broken basketball backboard, and turned back to the fight to see Phil wading in with his sword. He and Baal were weaving a deadly ballet in the air over the gym floor, Baal’s wing and Phil’s shoulder healed enough to make the fight too evenly matched again. Thrust, dodge, thrust, slash, duck, repeat. It was almost beautiful to watch, except for our pressing need to help the an=and get Sabrina out of Hell. I made another mental note to ask Mike’s Wiccan friend Anna about different planes of existence if I lived long enough to see her again.


  I looked frantically around the gym for something heavy enough to hit Baal with, but other than a pile of shattered party decorations and an overturned apple-bobbing tub, there was nothing of any size lying around. Then my eyes lit on the still form of Bun-head, curled in a fetal position beside one set of bleachers. I yelled over to Greg “Make sure big ugly stays off me, I’ve got an idea!”


  “How do you suggest I do that?” he yelled back.


  “Keep Phil alive!” I dashed across the gym. Pieces of ceiling fell around us as Baal and Phil’s battle raged on. We were going to have to finish this pretty quickly, or there wasn’t going to be anything left of the gym.


  I got to Bun-head, reached out and shook her shoulder. “Hey, lady. Janet!” I shook her harder, and finally she looked up at me and screamed. I forgot that I had my fangs on display, and that tends to worry humans, even ones that sometimes summon demons. I slapped her across the face, and she stopped screaming long enough to slap me back.


  “What in the world is wrong with you, young man?” she asked tartly.


  “Wrong with me? Lady, we don’t have that much time. Anyway, do you know how to banish this big red bastard?” I pointed over to Baal, and she turned a really gross shade of pale green. I moved back a little, in case she was going to puke, but she got herself under control. Even as I moved back, I realized the irony of not wanting to get a little puke on me when I was covered in demon brains and blood both demonic and vampiric. But we all have our little hang-ups, and one of mine is being puked on.


  “How would I know anything about banishing monsters?” She looked more confused than anyone who had caused this much trouble had any right to look.


  “You’re kidding, right? Lady, you frickin’ summoned him! I would think that knowing how to put the genie back in the bottle would be one of the first things they teach you in Demon Summoning 101!”


  “Demon summoning? What are you talking about young man? And what is wrong with your teeth?”


  “We’ve got way more important things to deal with right now than my teeth. Like the fact that the big red guy over there is Baal, an Archduke of Hell, and that you summoned him, and now I need you to put him back where he came from because there is a very attractive lady cop that is currently hanging out in Hell, where Baal is supposed to be, because when he came here, she had to take his place down there. Are you getting this? Hell. An innocent woman in Hell.”


  I was pretty proud of the fact that I hadn’t hit her yet, but she was running out of time before I started punching things, and she was the nearest target.


  “I did no such thing, and bring those families back together?” Not a peep.


  “Then what the hell was it?”


  “The lottery.” She said it so quietly that I almost didn’t hear her.


  “What?”


  “I asked the angels to help me win the lottery. It’s up to $165 million, and I could use the money to do so much good.”


  “I bet you could. If you live long enough to collect and if there are any people left to help.”


  I couldn’t believe it. A string of kidnappings, a zombie infestation, a pile of demon possessions, a parking lot full of trashed cars and a gymnasium that looked like Armageddon was just the opening act, and it was all for money. Root of all evil in-flippin’-deed. “When you called these ‘angels’ did you use a spell or pray?”


  “I found a spell to communicate with celestial bodies. I used that.” I heard a huge crash from behind me and chanced a look over my shoulder. Baal had thrown Phil through the DJ setup at the end of the gym and the angel was getting up, scattering CDs, turntables and speakers every which way.


  “Well, great job, lady! Look how well that’s worked out for everybody!”


  “I didn’t mean to!” She was almost crying as what she’d done started to sink in. I took a deep breath, looked back at where Greg and Phil were holding their own (barely), and settled myself down.


  “I know. And you can make it right. Do you know how to banish this beastie?”


  “I have no idea. I don’t remember anything since Tuesday night. I was walking home, and all of a sudden I was asleep. I had the most terrible dreams, too.”


  Crap. Tuesday was when we fought the girl at Tommy’s house. When Mike banished Belial, she must have followed the magic back to her summoner and taken her over. Bun-head remembered nothing since Belial took over and started trying to bring Daddy Dearest to Earth in earnest. That meant she wasn’t aware when Baal was summoned.


  “Stay here, then. And if that thing kills us, start running.” “Where will I go?”


  “I don’t think I’m going to care very much if I’m dead. If I croak, you’re on your own. And maybe even if I don’t croak.”


  I stood up, centered myself and got ready to jump back into the fight. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of something shiny. I’ll admit that I’m easily distracted by shiny objects, but this time my “attention to detail” paid off.


  At one side of the gym there was a little stage set into the wall, and at the front corners of the stageeagle atop the flagpole, but it was the other flag that caught my eye. I recognized it from playing softball for a Baptist church one summer in high school. It was the Christian flag, a red cross on a field of blue in the top left corner of a white flag. More importantly, the flagpole was eight feet tall and topped with a heavy gold cross. It looked like just the thing to smite an archdemon with. I looked around the gym quickly and saw no better option. It was time to see if this theory about holy objects really held.


  I ran across the gym and grabbed the flagpole, pleasantly surprised when it didn’t burst into flames at my touch. Okay, maybe vampires aren’t all that unholy. What about demons? I yelled over to Greg, “Get high!”


  He vaulted about fifteen feet into the air, and I chucked the flagpole at him like a javelin. He harnessed all of his vampire abilities, caught it on the fly, turned a somersault in midair, and dove straight down for Baal, cross first.


  Phil saw what we were doing and launched into an all-out attack, thrusting and slashing with renewed fury. I had a brief second to think about how screwed we were if this didn’t work, and then Greg was diving into the demon with his Christian flagpole/spear. As the flying vampire got close, the cross atop the flagpole began to glow, eventually bursting into white fire as it touched the demon. Greg buried the cross deep into the meaty part between Baal’s head and shoulder, and the demon collapsed to his knees, screaming. Greg landed behind the beast and rolled clear, as Phil moved in for the kill.


  He paused for a second, sword raised, and Baal looked him in the eyes. “Why, Zepheril? You could have been the greatest of us all.”


  Phil looked at him with something like pity and said, “Dante was wrong, Baal. It is infinitely better to serve in Heaven than to rule in Hell. I hope this proves that I’ve learned that lesson.” Then Phil drew back his sword and sliced off the demon’s head in the middle of the gym.


  
    Chapter Thirty-Six

  


  After such a brutal fight, the aftermath was almost anticlimactic. There was no big explosion, no huge lightshow as the demon vanished into sparks, no great gaping maw opening in the earth to suck Baal back into Hell. All in all, it would have been much more impressive if it were designed for the Xbox. But real life, as weird as it is, still isn’t a video game.


  So the demon disappeared, to be replaced by a screaming Sabrina standing in the gym firing her pistol randomly around her. We all ducked, and she ran out of ammo without shooting anyone on this plane, so all was good.


  I waited a minute before I stood up cautiously and said, “Sabrina? Are you okay?”


  She looked at me, still holding her pistol, and said in a shaking voice, “Jimmy?” She wrinkled her nose. “I’m sure I smell like Hell.” “Literally, but it beats being dead and smelling like zombie.” She laughed, which worried me a little. I always worry when a woman laughs at my jokes. When they’re laughing at me, it’s situation normal. But when they’re actually laughing at my jokes, I look around for the camera crew.


  “So, it was Hell? I didn’t imagine that?” Sabrina limped over to one of the tables that had been scattered around for the carnival and sat down.


  I followed her and stood beside her. I kept looking around, worried that we weren’t quite done fighting for the evening.


  After all, it wasn’t quite midnight, so I figured there was still a chance for everything to go to crap at the witching hour.


  “Yes,” I said simply. “I’m pretty sure you were in Hell.”


  “I believe it.”


  “What was it like?” She hesitated, and I added, “If you can talk about it, I mean.”


  “Yeah, I think I can. I was surrounded by those psycho little girls from the forest again, and no matter how many of them I killed, more of them kept coming. They swarmed me again and again, and when I finally thought they had killed me, I opened my eyes and I was standing there in the forest again, and they were all coming again. It was like Zombieland meets Groundhog Day.”


  She shivered, and I moved beside her and put an arm around her shoulders. “You know, Bill Murray was in both of those movies. It’s clear you have a thing for my type.”


  She elbowed me in the gut, but she laughed a little. That was twice she’d laughed at my jokes. We were gonna need a hospital for her pretty damn quick. She was obviously concussed if she thought I was funny.


  Then her smile died. “What happened here?”


  I gave her an accounting to the point where Phil cut off Baal’s head. When I got to that part, I stopped and yelled across the gym. “Hey, Phil!”


  “Yes, James?”


  I guess I’d acquitted myself well enough in the fight, I’d been promoted past little vampire. “Why did you help us?”


  “I told you. Baal was a danger to us all.”


  “Uh huh. You’re a fallen angel, right? Cast out of Heaven for picking the losing side in Lucifer’s rebellion? Stuck here on Earth forever because you can’t go to Hell and you’ll never be allowed back into Heaven?”


  “Never is a very long time, Jimmy-lad. And we’re not given to see all the way to the end of time.” Mike limped into the gym, one arm draped over Lilith’s shoulder as she helped him to our table. “Even the worst of sinners is offered redemption, again and again.”


  Greg and Phil made their way over to us, as did Bun-head, who introduced herself rather shamefacedly as Janet.


  “That’s a nice fairy tale, Mike. Not necessarily true.” I pulled a chair over next to Sabrina, and she didn’t pull away. That’s always a good sign.


  “You made enough peace with your maker to come onto holy ground to fight a demon. Who’s to say there’s not hope for even a fallen angel?” I shook my head a little, but I generally defer to Mike on spiritual matters. After all, he’s the one with the hotline to the Guy Upstairs, not me.


  “Hey!” Greg’s head snapped up. Even with his vamp healing, he looked rough. His fight with Belial took a toll. Greg had a black eye, which looked about three days old. Split lips were healing, but still seeping a touch. If he felt anything like he looked, then he felt like he’d been killed all over again. His eyes were clear, though, and something had obviously struck him.


  “How did you get in here? And what about you?” He asked Phil, and then Lilith. “I thought you couldn’t set foot on holy ground without bursting into flames or something.”


  “That was him. I’m not a fallen anything, little vampire. I can go anywhere I like. I just didn’t want to get involved in your little mess.” Lilith looked at all of us smugly, obviously pleased she’d been the only one who hadn’t been possessed, nearly killed or beaten to a pulp by a demon.


  Phil glanced over at Lilith, then sighed and let it pass. “I couldn’t set foot on holy ground, but once Baal set the demons free and stepped out of the circle, the gym was no longer sanctified. The very touch of a demon corrupts any place that it alights, and only the holiest of places can withstand that touch. This place was not nearly holy enough to stay sacred with an Archduke of Hell walking around. Rescue became possible.”


  “And I guess Janet here could come in because she was still a human being, even if there was a demon driving the bus, so to speak. But why was Baal so disappointed in you? The boy was torqued.” I wasn’t sure he was going to answer me, but he and Mike exchanged a look, and then Phil took a deep breath and started to talk.


  
    Chapter Thirty-Seven

  


  “I suppose after sharing the field of battle, you’ve earned an explanation,” Phil said. “Long ago, in the dawn of mankind, there was a war in Heaven. Lucifer and an army of angels decided that humans were being given too much rein over this world, and that God needed to be deposed. I was one of those angels.”


  “How’d that work out for you?” I asked. Greg elbowed me in the ribs and I shut up.


  “Not well. We were defeated, obviously. The rebels who repented and promised to serve loyally were given their places back in the Host, while those of us who stood by our principles were cast out, forced to live among you worms as a constant reminder of exactly who the favorite children really were. And Lucifer was sent to rule in Hell. He took nine of his closest compatriots with him, and they became the Archdukes. Baal was one of them.”


  “Wait a minute,” I interrupted. “Baal was once an angel?”


  “Haven’t you been listening?” Phil looked at me like a disappointed teacher, which is a look I was all too familiar with. I love getting put in my place by angels. It’s like adding insult to insult somehow.


  “Baal joined Lucifer in Hell, and I became one of the Fallen here on Earth. I watched your civilizations, as if the word were even applicable, rise and fall. I watched your societies mature and decay, and over time I came to realize that I had been not only a fool, but a coward as well.” The angel stopped and took a breath. I got the feeling he’d been waiting a long time to tell this story, but hadn’t had the right audience.


  “I couldn’t return to Heaven, and I couldn’t go to Hell. I was trapped here until I could do something to warrant an audience with the Father again. I had to do something to make him notice me, to remember me, so I could tell Him . . .” Phil’s voice trailed off and he blinked rapidly.


  “Tell Him what, my son?” Mike asked, and I saw him as his parishioners must see him, as a wise man, a holy man. My oldest living friend almost glowed with an internal peace that made even me want to confess to him.


  But we didn’t have all night.


  “That I’m sorry and I want to come home,” Phil said quietly, shoulders tense and head bowed.


  “Just ask Him,” Mike said so gently I was afraid for a second that Phil was going to cry.


  Phil fell to his knees right there in the gym, and Mike joined him. The rest of us followed suit, except for Lilith. Mike looked over at her, and raised an eyebrow.


  “I don’t kneel. Ever. To anyone. It’s my thing.” She sat down at the table, leaned back in her chair and propped her spike-heeled boots on the table.


  “He knows,” Mike said. “He knows.” Then he took Phil’s hand. “Now, Phil. Ask Him.”


  Phil looked up and one tear ran slowly down his cheek. He took a deep, shuddering breath and choked out, “Father, may I come home?”


  I’d never seen Phil look contrite before. Of course, I’d never seen him cry, or fight a demon before either, so it was another night of firsts for me. Yippee, another learning experience.


  “I think,” Mike followed the angel’s gaze with his own “all you ever had to do was ask.” Then Mike put Phil’s hands together and raised them straight over his head.


  Nothing happened for a moment and then Phil began to glow with an incredibly bright, white light. I could only stand a few seconds of the glare, and even squeezing my eyes shut I knew I’d be seeing spots for a while. When the glow faded, I opened my eyes, and Mike was standing there, with no angel beside him.


  Lilith looked around for a minute, and then muttered, “Sonofabitch! He didn’t leave me any instructions other than to take care of the club.”


  “What does that mean?” I asked. She treated me to a look that could kill someone who was actually living.


  Lilith took a deep breath and said, “I owed Phil a debt. Since he didn’t absolve me of it, I’ll have to keep his business operations running until he does, or until the period of my service comes to an end. So I’m stuck here for a while.”


  “How long?” Greg asked. He kept trying to sneak peeks up her skirt as she leaned back in her chair, but he was about as subtle as a hand grenade.


  “Five hundred years, minus time already served,” Lilith answered.


  “How much time have you served?” I asked.


  She shot me another look. “Two weeks.”


  I looked around at Greg, Mike and Sabrina, and we all burst out laughing. After a few seconds, Lilith got up and left without so much as a good-bye. She did not strike me as a woman who was accustomed to being laughed at, which could go badly for us. Chances were we’d have to deal with her for the next few centuries.


  
    Chapter Thirty-Eight

  


  After our little chuckle, I sat up straight and looked at Janet. “So how do you plan to put all this right, lady?”


  “What is there to put right?”


  “What is there to—what is there to put right? Your little spell goes wonky and a passel of little girls end up kidnapped, a dozen zombies tear up most of Charlotte, a cop—”


  “Detective,” Sabrina put in.


  “—detective gets sent to Hell and we trash an entire private school gymnasium. And all because you wanted to win the Powerball! That’s what I mean, you nutjob!”


  “You’re asking for the impossible. I can’t possibly do much to change things. But for starters I promise never to do magic again, even the kind that summons angels.”


  “Demons,” I corrected.


  “Well, I meant for it to summon angels. That nice man at the Career Day explained it all to me. The spell would summon the angels, who would perform three wishes for me—”


  I held up a hand. “Wait a minute. What nice man at Career Day?” I had a sneaking suspicion I knew which “nice man” she was referring to.


  “Mr. Arthur. He runs a chain of tire stores. We got to chatting about how school funding kept getting cut, and vocational education was getting hit worst of all, and he gave me a prayer book that he said would summon angels. But it didn’t so I must have done it wrong! But I really wanted to help, doesn’t that count for anything?”


  Everyone around the table yelled in unison “NO!” I made a mental note to have a long conversation with the Tire King about the difference between angels and demons someday very soon.


  Janet had the good grace to look ashamed, even if she didn’t have a good answer. After a long moment, Greg broke the uncomfortable silence.


  “Hey, look. The sun’s going to be coming up soon, and this building is no longer what I would consider light-tight, so at least a couple of us would like to get home. The rest of you are welcome to crash at our place if you like, but we need to get going.”


  “I can’t,” Janet said. “I have to get home to Mr. Kibble. He must be frantic with worry about me.”


  “Don’t worry. You weren’t really invited. And who the hell is Mr. Kibble?” I asked.


  “My Pomeranian. He’s very high-strung and gets terribly nervous if I don’t make it home in time for dinner.”


  “Whatever. Look, lady, I’m keeping an eye on you, and if I so much as see you buying the wrong color candles near the summer solstice, they’ll have to identify you by your dental records. You got me?” I gave her my best intimidating stare, which was helped a little by the blood spattered all over my clothes.


  She nodded and scurried out the door before I remembered that she might not have an intact car in the parking lot.


  Then I couldn’t manage to care. Oh well, now that she wasn’t possessed by a demon, I figured the rest of her problems would pale in comparison.


  “What about you two?” I asked, looking at Mike and Sabrina.


  Mike shook his head, “I’ve got to get to the church for morning Mass, but I’ll swing by later for lunch. I’ll drive you, though. My car is still in one piece, and I moved it right up to the gym entrance.”


  “I’ll come hang for a little while, as long as there’s no biting while I nap,” Sabrina said, standing and holding out a hand to me. I took it and she helped me up. I didn’t really need it, but the feeling of her warm hand in mind wasn’t something I was likely to pass up.


  “No promises on the biting,” I said as we started toward the waiting car.


  Greg limped past us, leaning on Mike and yelled “Shotgun!” over his shoulder at us. I didn’t mind.


  “There’s just one thing I don’t understand,” I said in a low voice as Sabrina and I walked down the steps into the parking lot. The eastern sky was barely beginning to lighten from black to deep blue, so it was definitely time to get rolling.


  “Just the one thing?” she asked.


  I punched her lightly on the arm, and she staggered a few steps sideways. Sometimes I forget that I’m not punching Greg. “When you were taken, and Mike got thrown out of the gym, he mumbled something about you being an innocent.” “Yeah?” She had that look that women get when I’m about to ask something that’ll get me slapped.


  “And if I remember right, there were certain criteria for being a sacrifice to raise this demon, and one of them was a very specific brand of innocence.”


  “Yeah?” she repeated, and unlike Mike, Sabrina had obviously mastered the art of raising only one eyebrow. She was either daring me to go there, or warning me not to go there. What to do? What to do?


  “So by being part of the sacrifice, does that mean . . .” I trailed off and Sabrina interrupted me.


  “Let’s put it this way, Jimmy-boy. If you finish the question, you’ll never know the answer.” She kissed me lightly on the lips, and we got in the car and rode off into the sunrise like good vampire heroes.


  The End


  
    About the Author

  


  John G. Hartness is a recovering theatre geek who likes loud music, fried pickles and cold beer. He’s also an award-winning poet, lighting designer and theatre producer whose work has been translated into over twenty-five languages and read worldwide. John lives in North Carolina with his lovely wife Suzy and writes full-time.


  
    TAINTED

  


  The Blood Lily Chronicles, Book 1


  Julie Kenner


  
    Copyright © 2009, 2013 Julie Kenner

  


  Originally published in mass market format by The Penguin Group


  
    About Julie

  


  New York Times, USA Today, Publishers Weekly and Wall Street Journal bestselling author Julie Kenner has published over forty books including the Kate Connor Demon-Hunting Soccer Mom series currently in development as a feature film – DemonHuntingSoccerMom.com – and the Protector (Superhero) series – WeProtectMortals.com.


  As J. Kenner, Julie writes erotic romance, including the Stark Trilogy and the Most Wanted series, as well as the Shadow Keepers series of dark paranormal romances originally published as J.K. Beck.


  You can find buy links to a number of Julie’s titles (along with selected excerpts) at the end of this ebook!


  juliekenner@gmail.com


  www.juliekenner.com


  Julie on Twitter


  Julie on Facebook


  Julie on Facebook (as J. Kenner)


  Sign up for Julie’s Newsletter


  
    Prologue

  


  . . . And by her hand that which would be open may be closed . . .


  —The Prophecy of the Orb


  Can I just say that dying sucks? All that bullshit about seeing the light and having this final moment of inner peace, blah, blah, blah. It’s crap.


  Dying is messy and terrifying and it hurts like hell.


  I ought to know. After all, I was the one on that basement floor in a puddle of my own blood and bile. And there was no peace, no light, no anything. Nothing except the ice-cold knowledge that the sins I’d racked up in the last twelve or so hours were more than sufficient to push me through the gates of hell.


  Forget everything else I’d done in my twenty-six years on this earth, good and bad. You go out planning to kill a man—even a man as vile as Lucas Johnson—and your fate is pretty much sealed.


  From a practical standpoint, the moment of death is a little bit late to start getting all profound and reflective. As they say, what’s done is done. But that doesn’t matter, because even if you’re the least introspective person on the planet, you still go through the whole Psych 101 rigmarole. You tell yourself that maybe you should have said your bedtime prayers once in a while. You wonder if all those torture-porn horror movies you watched while your boyfriend copped a feel weren’t actually a sneak peek into what hell had to offer.


  In other words, you get scared.


  When you’re living, you might tell God to take a flying leap for putting your mother six feet under when you were only fourteen. For leaving you with a stepfather who decided to cuddle up with Jack Daniel’s because he no longer had a loving wife in his bed. For leaving you in charge of a pigtailed little half sister who thought you hung the moon.


  And for making you arrogant enough to swear that you’d protect that precious kid no matter what, even though that wasn’t a promise you could keep. Not when there are monsters like Lucas Johnson trolling the earth. Monsters who suck the life from little girls.


  For all those reasons, you might turn your back on God, and think you’re oh-so-righteous for doing it. But you’d be wrong.


  Trust me. I know.


  I know, because even as my life faded, the fires of hell nipped at my toes.


  In the end, I got lucky. But then again, luck is all a matter of perspective, isn’t it?


  
    Chapter One

  


  I woke up in total darkness, so out of sorts that I was convinced I’d pulled on the wrong skin along with my blue jeans. Couple that with the fact that anvils were about to split my head wide open, and I think it’s fair to say that I wasn’t having a good time. I tried to roll over and get my bearings, but even the tiniest movement kicked the hammers in my head to triple-time, and I abandoned the effort before I even got started.


  “Fucking A,” I said, and immediately wished I hadn’t. I’m no American Idol contestant, but my voice doesn’t usually inflict extreme pain. Today, it did.


  Today? Like I even knew what day it was. Or where I was. Or, for that matter, why I was.


  I’d died, after all.


  Hadn’t I?


  Disoriented, I lurched up, only to be halted before I’d barely moved.


  I tried again, and realized my wrists and ankles were firmly tied down. What the—?


  My heart pounded against my rib cage, but I told myself I wasn’t afraid. A big hairy lie, but it was worth a try. I mean, I lied to myself all the time, right? Sometimes I even believed my own shit.


  Not this time. I might have dropped out of high school, but I know when to be scared, and tied up in the dark is definitely one of those times. There was no nice, cozy explanation for my current sitch. Instead, my mind filled with high-def NC-17 images of a long, thin blade and a twisted expression of cruel delight painted on a face I knew only too well. Lucas Johnson.


  Because this had to be about revenge. Payback for what I’d tried to do. And now I was going to die at the hand of the man I’d gone out to kill.


  No, no, no.


  No way was I dying. Not now. Not when I’d survived this far.


  I didn’t have a clue why I was still alive—I remembered the knife; I remembered the blood. But here I was, living and breathing and, yeah, I was a little immobile at the moment, but I was alive. And I intended to stay that way.


  No way was I leaving my little sister to the mercy of the son of a bitch who’d raped and brutalized her. Who’d sent her black roses and mailed erotic postcards. All anonymous. All scary as hell. She would see him in stores, lurking around corners, and by the time she screamed for help, he was gone.


  The cops had nailed his sorry ass, but when the system had tossed him on a technicality, I watched Rose come close to losing it every single day. I couldn’t stand the thought that the system had kicked the monster free when he should have been in a cage, locked away so he couldn’t hurt any more little girls. So he couldn’t hurt Rose.


  So I’d stolen the gun. I’d tracked him down. And God help me, I’d fired.


  At the time, I thought I’d hit him square in the chest. But I must have missed, because I could remember Johnson rushing me. After that, things were blurrier. I remembered the terror of knowing that I was dying, and I recalled a warm flood of hope. But I had no clue what had happened between warm, fuzzy hope and the cold, hard slab that made up my current reality.


  I peered into the darkness again, and this time the velvet curtain seemed to be lifting. The room, I realized, wasn’t completely black. Instead, there was a single candle against the far wall, its small flame gathering strength against the blackness.


  I stared, puzzled. I was certain there’d been no flame earlier.


  Slowly, the area around me shifted into a reddish gray with dark and light spots contrasting to reveal a line of angular symbols painted above the candlestick.


  My eyes locked on the symbols, and the trembling started up again. Something was off, and I was overwhelmed by the frantic, urgent fear that the monster I knew was nowhere nearby, and that when I saw what I was really up against, I’d desperately wish it were Johnson’s sorry ass that was after me.


  A cold chill raced up my spine. I wanted the hell out of there.


  I was about to start thrashing again—in the desperate hope that the ties would miraculously loosen—when I heard the metallic screech of a creaking hinge. I froze, my breathing shallow, my muscles tense.


  The creak intensified and a shaft of anorexic light swept wide across the room as the door arced open. A huge shadow filled the gap. A dark, monstrous form was silhouetted in the doorway, emitting a scent that made me almost vomit.


  A monster. And not of the Lucas Johnson variety.


  No, Lucas Johnson was a Boy Scout compared to the putrid creature that lumbered forward, bending so that it could fit through the door frame. It lurched toward me, muscles rolling under an elephant-like hide. The creature wore no clothing, and even in the dark, I could see the parasites living in slime inside the folds of skin. Could hear them scurry for safety when the beast moved toward me.


  The fetid smell that preceded it made me gag, and I struggled to sink into the stone slab as the beast peered down at me, a string of snot hanging precariously from the orifice that served as a nose.


  The creature’s mouth twisted, dry skin cracking as the muscles underneath moved, thin lines of blood and pus oozing out from the newly formed fissures. It swaggered to the candle, then leaned over and breathed on the flame. As if its breath were gas, fire leaped into the air, painting the wall with flame and making the symbols glow.


  I cried out in alarm and pain, my body suddenly burning from within—the sensation passing as quickly as it had come.


  The beast turned to sneer at me. “You,” it croaked. Black piggy eyes lit with fury as it brandished a short, bloodied dagger. “Now we finish this business.”


  A piercing shriek split the dark, and I realized the sound was coming from me. Fire shot through my limbs, and I jerked upright with a fresh burst of determination. To my surprise and relief, I managed to rip my arms free, the ties flapping from my wrists like useless wings.


  The creature paused, drawing itself up to its full height. It took a step backward, then dropped to its knees and held its clawed hands high. With the dagger, it sliced its palm, then let the thick, black liquid that flowed from the wound drip into its open mouth. “I serve the Dark Lord, my Master,” it said, the words as rough as tires on gravel. “For my sacrifice, I will be rewarded.”


  The “sacrifice” thing totally freaked me out, but I took advantage of this quaint little monster ritual to reach down and tear at the ties that still bound my ankles. As I did, I noticed that I was wearing a silky white gown, most definitely not the jeans and T-shirt I’d left the house in.


  Not that I had time to mull over such fascinating fashion tidbits. Instead, I focused on the business at hand: getting the hell out of there.


  About the time I finished ripping, the creature finished praying. It barreled toward me, dagger outstretched. I rolled over, hiking up the skirt as I kicked up and off the slab to land upright beside it. There’s probably a name for a move like that, but I didn’t know it. Hell, I didn’t even know that my body would move like that.


  I didn’t waste time savoring my new acrobatic persona; instead, I raced for the door. Or, at least, I started to. The sight of the Hell Beast looming there sort of turned me off that plan. Which left me with no choice but to whip around and try to find another exit.


  Naturally, there wasn’t one.


  No, no, no. So far, I had survived the most screwed-up, freaky day of my life, and I wasn’t giving up now. And if that meant I fought the disgusting Hell Beast, then dammit, that was just what I was going to do.


  The beast must have had the same idea, because as soon as I turned back toward the door, it lashed out, catching me across the face with the back of its massive, clawed hand. The blow sent me hurtling, and I crashed against the huge brass candlestick, causing it to tumble down hard on my rib cage.


  Hot wax burned into my chest, but I had no time to reflect on the pain. The beast was on top of me. I did the only thing I could. I grabbed the stick and thrust it upward. The beast weighed a ton, but I must have had decent leverage, because I managed to catch him under the chin with the stick, knocking his head back and eliciting a howl that almost burst my eardrums.


  Not being an idiot, I didn’t wait around for him to recover. The candlestick was too heavy to carry as a weapon, so I dropped it and ran like hell toward the door, hoping the beast was alone.


  I stumbled over the threshold, never so happy to be in a dark, dank hallway. The only light came from medieval-looking candleholders lining the walls every eight or so feet, but as I wasn’t sightseeing, the lack of light didn’t bother me much. All I wanted was out of there. So I raced on, down musty corridors and around tight corners until finally—finally—I slammed into the push bar of a fire door. An alarm screamed into the night as the thick metal door burst open, and I slid out, my nose crinkling as I caught the nasty smell of rotting food, carried on the cool autumn air. I was in an alley, and as my eyes adjusted, I turned to the right and raced toward the street and the safety of the world.


  It wasn’t until I reached the intersection of the alley and an unfamiliar street that I paused to turn back. The alley was silent. No monsters. No creatures. No boogeymen out to get me.


  The street was silent as well. No people or traffic. The streetlights blinking. Late, I thought. And my next thought was to run some more. I would have, too, if I hadn’t looked down and noticed my feet in the yellow glow of the street-lamps.


  I blinked, confused. Because those didn’t look like my feet. And now that I thought about it, my hands and legs seemed all wrong, too. And the bloom of red I now saw on the breast of the white gown completely freaked me out. Which, when you considered the overall circumstances, was saying a lot. Because on the whole, this experience was way, way, way trippy, and the only thing I could figure was that someone had drugged me and I was in the middle of one monster of a hallucination.


  Then again, maybe the simplest explanation was the right one: I was losing my mind.


  “You’re not.”


  I spun around and found myself looking down on a squat little man in a green overcoat and a battered brown fedora. At least a head shorter than me, he was looking up at me with eyes that would have been serious were they not so amphibian.


  “You’re not losing it,” the frog-man clarified, which suggested to me that I was. Losing it, I mean. After all, the strange little man had just read my mind.


  He snorted. “That doesn’t make you crazy. Just human.”


  “Who the devil are you?” I asked, surprised to find that my voice worked, though it sounded somewhat off. I glanced up and down the street, calculating my odds of getting away. Surely I could run faster than this—


  “No need to run,” he said. Then he stepped off the sidewalk and into the street. As if it had been waiting for his cue, a sleek black limousine pulled to the curb. Frog-man opened the rear door and nodded. “Hop in.”


  I took a step backward. “Get lost, dickwad.”


  “Come on, kid. We need to talk. And I know you must be tired. You’ve had a hell of a day.” He nodded down the alley. “You did good in there. But next time remember that you’re supposed to kill them. Not give ’em a headache. Capisce?”


  I most definitely did not capisce. “Next time?” I pointed back down the alley. “You had something to do with that? No way,” I said, taking another step backward. “No freaking way.”


  “It’s a lot to take in, I know.” He opened the door wider. “Why don’t you get in, Lily? We really should talk.”


  My name echoed through the night I looked around, wary, but there was no one else around. “I want answers, you son of a bitch.”


  He shook his head, and I could imagine him muttering, tsk, tsk. “Hard to believe you’re the one all the fuss is about, but the big guy must know what he’s doing, right?”


  I blinked.


  “But look at you, staring at me like I’m talking in Akkadian. To you I probably am. You’re exhausted, right? I tell you, jumping right into the testing . . . it’s just not the best method.” He shook his head, and this time the tsk, tsk actually emerged. “But do they ask me? No. I mean, who am I? Just old Clarence, always around to help. It’s enough to give a guy an inferiority complex.” He patted my shoulder, making contact before I could pull away. “Don’t you worry. This can all wait until tomorrow.”


  “What testing? What’s tomorrow? And who are you?”


  “All in good time. Right now,” he said, “I’m taking you home.”


  And before I could ask how he planned to manage that, because I had no intention of getting into the limo with him, he reached over and tapped me on the forehead. “Go to sleep, pet. You need the rest.”


  I wanted to protest, but couldn’t. My eyes closed, and the last thing I remember was his amphibian grin as my knees gave out and I fell to the sidewalk at the frog-man’s feet.


  
    Chapter Two

  


  I woke up on a bathroom floor, curled around the base of a porcelain throne. My stomach felt strangely empty, and the lingering taste of bile hung in my mouth.


  Other than that, I had no general complaints, and the fact that I was alive—despite Lucas Johnson, despite the freakish monster, and despite the strange little frog-man—seemed something to celebrate.


  At the same time, I had to wonder if it had all been a dream.


  Surely, I thought, it had been a dream.


  I sat up, then dragged my fingers though my hair, frowning to find the hair longer than I expected. I drew my hand back and looked at it, only to find that it wasn’t my hand at all. Or my toenails, painted that dainty shade of pink. And the Hello Kitty pajamas I now wore were most definitely not my style.


  Bile rose in my throat again as I remembered how out of it I’d felt when I’d been running for my life, and I reached up, grabbing the side of the sink, and hauled myself to my feet.


  I pressed the heels of my palms against the countertop and stared at the face staring back at me.


  Who the hell is that?


  The girl I usually saw in the mirror carried ten extra pounds that refused to come off—probably because she refused to give up the Kit Kat bars she kept behind the counter at Movies & More. Her ears were double-pierced and she had a single, tasteful stud through the side of her nose. Her thick mousy hair was cut into a super-short, no-muss, no-fuss style.


  That girl no longer stared back at me.


  Instead, the face in the mirror had perfectly trimmed coal-black hair that hit midway down her shoulders and moved with all the grace and shine of a shampoo commercial. Her green eyes were shown off under plucked eyebrows that arched slightly in an expression of either interest or disdain. Her complexion was perfect, not the ruddy skin I was used to seeing. And tiny little diamond studs graced her single-pierced ears.


  A strange wooziness came over me, and I realized that I was hyperventilating. Purposefully, I dropped onto the toilet seat, tucked my head between my knees, and breathed.


  What the fuck?


  What the fuck is going on?


  I couldn’t be someone else. It was impossible. That didn’t happen. It wasn’t real.


  I am me.


  Me, I thought, and I could prove it.


  Frantically, I yanked the Hello Kitty top up, exposing my belly. My fingers probed taut, unblemished skin that had never once been stabbed in the gut. Confused, desperate, I shoved the waist of the loose pants down, searching for a wound but finding nothing. But I remembered it. The searing pain. The grin on Johnson’s face as he plunged in the knife. And the pungent smell of blood and bile as it gushed out of my body.


  I trembled—the kind of shaking that’s deep in your bones. This wasn’t the kind of thing that happened to people. It wasn’t the kind of thing that happened at all.


  I’d turned into someone else.


  Holy fucking shit.


  My body might have bled out, but the essence of me went on, alive and kicking in this stranger who was becoming more familiar by the second.


  I didn’t understand how, but I couldn’t escape the truth staring back at me from the mirror. That was me. No matter how unfamiliar she looked, that body with cutesy PJs, perfectly trimmed hair, and unblemished tummy really now housed me.


  Dear Lord, how?


  For that matter, Why?


  I turned away from the mirror, my whole body shaking. Then I saw the crumpled white gown on the floor, and the shakes turned into near convulsions. A bloom of red spread out from the bodice, and my mouth went dry. Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God.


  I turned back to the mirror and ripped the T-shirt off over my head. As with my belly, my chest—or, rather, this chest—was unblemished, the skin marked only by a small tattoo on her left breast. I looked closer and realized the tattoo was a small dagger. Not what I’d expect from a girl who wears Hello Kitty jammies and keeps bubble bath above the toilet but hardly nefarious.


  There was, in fact nothing about this body that suggested foul play. Certainly nothing that suggested she’d recently been cut by a knife or stabbed with a dagger. But how could that be possible? She’d been covered in warm blood. I’d been covered. A sacrifice strapped to a cold slab. A feast for a monster.


  There had to have been a cut. A stab. Something.


  But there was nothing. Just my own memories, and those were faded and spotty.


  I sank to my knees and bent forward, resting my forehead on the cool bathroom tile, the sacrificial gown clutched tight in my hands as I fought to remember. To organize my thoughts and bring some semblance of normalcy to a completely not normal situation.


  My memories. My life. My own personal nightmare.


  Lucas Johnson. Rose. The haunted terror in her eyes. My rage. My promise to keep her safe.


  The taunting snarl on his tattooed face before I’d pulled the trigger, intending to blow him away. And the icy glint of steel before he shoved the knife deep into my flesh. The horror of knowing that I was dying and that, despite my best efforts, he would live on.


  Something new teased at the edge of my memory—the sensation of falling, the thrum of wings beating against the stale air, and a brilliant light that both warmed and blinded me. A soft voice had emerged from the light. A voice with a beautiful face and gossamer wings. An angel, and it offered to let me live. Offered to pull me back from the nipping flames of hell.


  Offered me a future and a chance to atone for my multitude of sins. Lying. Stealing. Drugs. Larceny.


  And, yes, attempting cold-blooded murder.


  I didn’t fully understand the bargain I’d made, but at the time, I made the only choice I could.


  I chose life. But as I stood up and once again faced the reflection in the mirror, I had to admit that this wasn’t exactly what I’d expected.


  
    Chapter Three

  


  My body’s name was Alice Elaine Purdue. Appropriate, I thought, because I’d definitely entered Wonderland.


  I’d learned this tantalizing tidbit of information the old-fashioned way: I’d snooped, poking around in the medicine cabinet until I found something with my body’s name printed on it. A good plan, as it turned out, because Alice was the proud owner of both birth control pills and a prescription cream for athlete’s foot.


  I grimaced. Considering the firm state of Alice’s ass and the fungal state of her feet I assumed we’d been working out regularly, then showering in the public stalls without wearing flip-flops.


  I scowled down at my toes, which thankfully didn’t itch, then decided that it was time to leave the bathroom. It opened, conveniently enough, into a bedroom, and I stepped inside the darkened room, lit only by the single bedside lamp. The room was sparse, but still looked lived in. Two paperbacks were tossed carelessly onto the floor beside the bed, both Jane Austen novels. A variety of pastel necklaces hung from a hook glued near the top of the bureau mirror. A pink leather jacket lay balled up on the floor, half in and half out of the closet.


  Beside the lamp was a small snapshot, snug in a cheap, plain frame. In the picture, a huge black cat sprawled on the back of a sofa, two adolescent girls snuggling against it from behind. I recognized the face that belonged to Alice. Or, rather, to me. The other girl seemed older, but so similar in appearance I assumed she must be a sibling. Serious brown eyes with long lashes above high cheekbones. Thick black hair pulled back in a high ponytail. A firm, strong mouth that seemed determined not to smile, though Alice was locked in an expression of perpetual amusement.


  Who was she, this serious girl? I stared into her eyes, thinking of Rose and searching for answers. I found none until I took the more practical approach of sliding the picture out of the frame. On the back, in a delicate hand that I assumed belonged to a parent, someone had written Alice and Rachel snuggle with Asphalt. No year. No convenient notation—“sister” or “cousin.” Tears pricked behind my eyes. Somewhere out there, Alice had a family that knew nothing of what had become of her.


  Just like my stepfather. Just like Rose.


  Agitated, I tossed the photo onto the bed, then stood up and moved to the window. I pushed aside the blinds and looked out at the gray buildings that lined the opposite side of the street. Cracked cement steps led up to front doors littered with mailboxes tacked to the siding, and gray paint peeled lazily under the crisp autumn sun.


  Sun. Apparently Alice had blackout shades in her bedroom. What I’d thought was predawn was actually late afternoon.


  I pressed my head against the cool glass, focusing on the gray facades that faced me. Something solid and permanent and real. Something on which I could ground my undulating emotions. Even that view, though, wasn’t doing the trick. I didn’t know this street, these houses, and a tremor of panic shot through me. I quashed it firmly, hating my cowardice.


  Everything I’d been through so far, and this was what was getting to me? A freaking street address?


  No. Chill. I drew in a breath, trying to get my head in order. The fungus cream had a pharmacy label, and the address was Boarhurst. Not the Flats—not home—but I knew Boarhurst. Once a small community in and of itself, it had been consumed by Boston like so many other villages, now clinging to their identity as distinct neighborhoods within the Boston sprawl. My various entrepreneurial activities had put me on the T to Boarhurst a couple of times. I didn’t know the place like the back of my hand, but I knew enough to get around.


  I let the blinds fall back into place, and darkness once again consumed the room.


  I stood there, somewhat calmer now that I at least knew where I was, and I tried to fit the rest of the pieces together. I’d died. That much I knew. And I’d come back. That much had become obvious.


  What I didn’t understand, was why.


  “Cause you’re our girl,” a voice said. “You’re the girl who can keep the demons from opening the gate. Keep that puppy locked up tight.”


  I spun around, my heart pounding, and found myself staring at the mysterious frog-man, a beer in his hand and his fedora slung low over his face.


  “Get the hell out of here,” I said, pressing my back against the wall, fear so intense I thought it would shoot out of my fingertips.


  “Hey, hey, hey.” He held up his hand in a peacekeeping gesture. “I know you’re scared, but give me a break. I threw my back out lugging you from the limo to this apartment. And then I had to suffer through hours of boredom while you conked out on the bathroom floor. Now that you’re back in the land of the living, I’m hardly going to vamoose now.” He took a step toward me, and I tensed, ready to attack and run if need be. “Come on, kid. You’re gonna hurt my feelings. I ain’t here to hurt you. I’m here to help you.”


  “Bite me.” I shot him my best tough-girl glare, slightly less effective considering the Hello Kitty pajamas. “Now, get out of here before I scream my head off.”


  The frog-man just grinned. “Call me Clarence, okay? The frog thing isn’t too flattering.”


  “Dammit,” I said. “Stay out of my head.” He’d done that number on the street, and I hadn’t liked it any better back then. “And I want answers. Right now. You can start with who you are.”


  “Think of me as a human resources professional. I’m here to guide you through your first day on the job.” His forehead scrunched up. “All the days, actually, but first things first.”


  “Job? What job? What are you talking about?”


  “It’ll come back to you.”


  “Humor me, and tell me now.”


  “It’s the chance of a lifetime, kid. An opportunity for redemption. A chance to do some real good. To make the world the kind of place it should be. A paradise instead of a cesspool.”


  I shivered, suddenly fearful I did understand; my mind simply refused to go there no matter how hard the frog-man pushed.


  “Clarence,” he said, creeping me out again by climbing into my head. “And yes. Battle of biblical proportions. The ultimate battle of good against evil. A war that’s been raging for millennia, and still rages today. The kind of thing that would make reality-TV executives drool if only they could get their cameras in on it. But it’s down to the zero hour now. Things are heating up. Bad things. Apocalypse things. And that, Lily, is where you come in.


  “Me?” My voice rose with both fear and incredulity. “Are you nuts? What does the Apocalypse have to do with me? And what did you mean, I can make sure the gate stays locked? What gate?”


  He moved his hands through the air as if reciting the title of a movie, its name up in lights. “Gate. To. Hell. Eh? Eh? Gets your juices flowing, doesn’t it.”


  I blinked. “Gate to hell? Gate to hell?”


  “Damn straight, kid. The Ninth Gate opens, and the underworld swarms in. And I’m not talking the trickle of these past millennia, but a full-blown onslaught. There’s an army gathering on the other side, all set to come through when the dimensions line up.”


  My head was spinning. “Dimensions? What are you talking about?”


  “You think demons can cross over any old time? They can’t. That’d be some serious havoc, wouldn’t it, girl? No, demons can only cross over when a portal is open.”


  I was almost afraid to ask. “So how do portals get open?”


  “Got a few sorcerers in this world who know how to do the dark tricks, but even they can’t hold a portal open for long. Get one, maybe two, demons at a time that way. But when there’s a natural convergence like we got coming up . . . ”


  “Okay, slow down. What the devil are you talking about?”


  “The next full moon, pet. We’ve got a full-fledged interdimensional convergence coming up. You know what that means?”


  “I’m going to go out on a limb and guess the end of the world.” I wished I could say I didn’t believe any of this crap, but I’d just awakened in another body, so I was pretty much all about the bizarre right then.


  “My star pupil. Only trust me when I say there are a hell of a lot more than four horsemen. Do you think that would be pretty? Do you think the world as we know it would survive?”


  “Wait,” I said, because even though my tolerance for all things freaky had increased, this still crossed the line into seriously fucked-up. “Back up. What?”


  “A group of demons is preparing to open the last of the nine gates to hell,” he said slowly and clearly. “Over the course of millennia, the other eight gates have been permanently sealed. But this one—” He cut himself off with a shake of the head. “Well, they just might manage to get this one open.”


  “But . . . But . . . ” I was still about seven steps behind him. “Even if everything you’re saying is true, what’s that got to do with me?”


  “The prophecy. That’s where you come in. You’re gonna protect it, Lily. You’re gonna stop the demons and lock the gate up tight.”


  “Are you crazy?” I asked, thinking that he most likely was. “I’m not—I mean, how? How could I possibly manage that?”


  He lifted the bottle of beer, his head cocked to one side as he examined me critically. “You really don’t know? You remember so little?”


  “Dammit, Clarence. Just tell me.”


  “You’re an assassin, Lily. And if the prophecy is true, you’re a damn important one, too. It’s you who’s going to kill the demons. It’s you who’s going to stop the ceremony.”


  “An assassin,” I repeated, completely dumbfounded. “That’s insane.”


  “Is it? You’ve already picked up a gun to hunt down a man. Now you’ll use a blade.”


  “No. No.” An assassin? Not damn likely. “I did the hunting and killing thing once. Once,” I repeated, my voice tight. “And I had good reason. That son of a bitch destroyed my sister. Fourteen years old, and she was in the hospital for a week, her face so swollen I could barely recognize her, her vagina so ripped she needed stitches. Fourteen years old.”


  I could barely see him through the red haze of my memories. “He sent her postcards after. Called her. Stalked her.” I caught a memory of Rose falling to her knees in terror, and me standing right there, promising to make it all better even as I burned with rage and the violent desire to rip Johnson to pieces.


  “He wasn’t going after her when you went out to kill him,” Clarence said, his voice as flat as his eyes.


  I lifted my chin. No way—no way—was I feeling guilty for that. “He destroyed her. He fucking destroyed her and they just kicked him back onto the street.” I trembled, sucked in a hard breath, and faced Clarence dead-on. “I went after him. Only him. And I had damn good reasons. But I’m not a killer. That’s not me. It’s not who I am. It’s not what I do.”


  “Don’t think of it as killing. Think of it as saving the world.”


  “But—”


  “Look,” he said sharply, “what did you want to be when you grew up? Before your life made a left turn, I mean.”


  I clenched my teeth together and didn’t say a word. I really wasn’t interested in playing mind games. I needed to think. Needed to figure out what I was going to do about being stuck in a body in Boarhurst while Rose was unprotected and alone in the Flats.


  “Humor me,” he said. “Before. What did you want to be?”


  “A doctor. I wanted to be a doctor.” That dream had died with my mother. When my stepfather had sunk into uselessness and I’d become the one who had to put food on the table at the ripe old age of fourteen. I love my stepfather—or at least I know that my mom loved him. But sometimes I hate him for his weaknesses. And for not protecting me as I tried to protect Rose.


  “Pretty self-sacrificing profession, medicine. Putting others first. Taking care to keep other people safe.”


  “It is,” I agreed. “And in case you missed the memo, I’m not a doctor.” The most I’d been able to manage was a few EMT courses picked up when I landed a job with shifts that lined up with the community college schedule, and when I could scrounge or steal money that didn’t have to go toward food or the mortgage or the occasional hit. Most often, schedule and money didn’t align.


  I’d told no one, not even Rose. If I didn’t finish, I didn’t want the stink of failure on me any more than it already was.


  And it was there all right, that rotten smell of decaying dreams. My failure had come complete with cliches—bad jobs, a few bags of pot or hits of X on the side, a wallet lifted here and there if I didn’t think the owner would miss the cash too much, pirating DVDs and selling them under the table, and more shit, too, if I took the time to think about it. And, yeah, I even slept with a few guys I didn’t like because I figured I could hit them up for a loan-turned-gift.


  I’m not proud, but I did what I had to do, and I’d kept a roof over our head even when Joe did nothing but stare at the wall and scratch his ass.


  I looked at Clarence defiantly through the haze of broken dreams. “I’m not a doctor. I’m not even close.”


  “Aren’t you? Maybe you don’t got a caduceus on your sleeve, but you went out to protect Rose.” He leaned in close, his eyes so knowing it made me want to cry. “You did what you had to do so that she didn’t have to feel the pinch. You did it even knowing that in the end, it wasn’t going to be good.”


  I licked my lips, remembering the feel of the gun in my hand as I’d made my way into the basement room Johnson had rented. I’d known I was going to die. I hoped I wouldn’t, don’t get me wrong, but the odds weren’t great. I didn’t care. I was willing to go into the blackness—the nothingness—that had terrified me so much as a kid. I was willing—so long as I could take him out with me.


  I went out, in other words, intending to kill.


  “Well, there you go.”


  But that didn’t mean any of this made sense. I couldn’t wrap my mind around why I was there. Why I was being given a second chance. I didn’t get it. I really didn’t.


  Clarence sighed. “Come on, Lily. You ain’t here ’cause you were a saint. A saint wouldn’t need redemption, would she? No, girl, you’re here because your intentions earned you another shot. What you did for your sister. Going out like that. Facing a monster like that. That was one hell of a sacrifice you were willing to make.”


  I blinked. Slowly . . . very slowly . . . maybe this was starting to make some sense.


  “So here’s the deal, kid. This is just like when you wanted to be a doctor—just like when you went all out to protect Rose. Only now you’re protecting the whole big world. Keeping us all safe from demons and those that do their bidding. The enemy. The ones who are trying to bring a scourge upon the earth. To eradicate good. To destroy humanity. To bring hell to the surface and desolation to the land.”


  He pointed at me, his face animated. “And you, Lily—you’re a barrier against their efforts. You’re body armor protecting the whole human race. The secret weapon that’s gonna fight to make the world right. And your first job’s protecting the Ninth Gate.”


  I swallowed and tried to keep my face from betraying my emotions, which was ridiculous considering the little beast could get inside my head. But you know what? I didn’t much care. Because I felt something inside me right then, something I hadn’t felt in a long time. I felt hope.


  More than that, I felt special. They wanted me. Lily Carlyle. They’d plucked me from death and told me I was special.


  And how cool was that?


  Except . . .


  I gnawed on my lower lip.


  “What?” Clarence said, eyes narrowed.


  “You said something about a prophecy. Are you sure that’s me?”


  “You gotta have more faith in yourself, kid. And in us.” He cocked his finger at me. “Trust me. The prophecy points to you. Only question now is, do you step up to the plate?”


  I ran my fingers through my hair, getting them tangled in the unfamiliar length. I’m not sure why I was hesitating, because there was no way I was backing off from this. Like he said, I’d been chosen. I’d been plucked from obscurity to make the bad guys pay.


  Men like Lucas Johnson.


  I stood up and started pacing the room, the something I’d called hope growing in me. I hadn’t felt it in a long time. Not since before my mother died. So fragile I wasn’t even sure I should look at it. But it was there, peeking up out of the muck. A chance for a purpose. For a future.


  And, yeah, a second chance at Johnson, too.


  “It’s yours if you take it,” Clarence said, peering at me through narrowed eyes, his expression unreadable. I looked down, not wanting him to see the thoughts of revenge in my head. I had a feeling they were less than holy.


  “What if I say no?” I asked, knowing there was no way I would. I was too pumped by the idea. Too keen on the prospect of doing whatever it took to wipe out the kind of evil that made men like Lucas Johnson tick.


  “Is it something you’re likely to say?”


  I shook my head.


  “Good. Because that would put you right back at square one, the sins of your acts staining your soul.” He slipped his hand into a deep pocket of his trench coat and pulled out a lethal-looking blade, then shrugged ruefully. “And your blood staining this blade. Rules are rules.”


  “Holy crap! What kind of an angel are you?”


  He slipped the knife back out of sight. “I never said I was an angel. I just work here. And now so do you.”


  
    Chapter Four

  


  “All right,” I said, starting to get used this Über-girl idea. “Let’s say I do this thing. What exactly does that mean? How am I supposed to protect this gate?”


  “Good question, pet. Like to see you’re on top of your game.”


  “Clarence . . . ”


  “First, you find them. The ones who seek to open the gate. Then you stop them. Turn their plans right around on them. Kill the demon priest and use the key to lock the gate instead of giving them a chance to perform the ceremony to open it. Oh, yeah. It’s gonna be a beautiful thing.”


  “What ceremony?” I asked.


  “A dark ritual, recently discovered, revealed in a scroll buried deep in a mountain in Turkey. Laid it all out. The ritual. The talismans. They get going on it, and poof. Too late’s gonna come barreling down on us.”


  I swallowed. “When? When are they doing this thing?”


  “Soon. We’ve learned that they still need one item. The Box of Shankara. Open the Box during the ceremony, and it turns into a doorway, creating a portal to hell.”


  “Oh. Wow.” Overwhelming much? “That sucks the big one.”


  “You could say that.”


  “And I’m supposed to jump in and muck up the ceremony?”


  “We don’t even want it to get that far. Our first line of defense is the Box. More specifically, the Caller.”


  “Oh. What’s a Caller?”


  “A demon possessed of the power to Call the Box back to him from another location. Even another dimension. Ancient stories say the Box was hidden away a couple thousand years ago. A Caller can bring it back.”


  “Oh. So not just any old demon can do that?”


  “Different demons got different skills.”


  I pondered that. Demon sub-specialization. Who knew?


  “So how do I find the Caller?”


  “Well, that’s the problem, pet. We don’t have a way to find the Caller. So instead, we’re going to find what he’s looking for.”


  “The Box,” I said, because, hey, I’d been paying attention.


  “A gold star for you.” He grinned at me. “Give me your arm, and let’s see if the bastard has summoned the Box yet.”


  “Excuse me?” I protested as he took my hand and pulled it toward him, stretching out my arm. “Hey!”


  He’d pulled out a knife and was muttering over it in some language I didn’t understand.


  “Hello! What are you doing?” I tried to jerk my hand free, but he had me tight.


  “Lily,” he said sharply. “Be still.”


  And while I reeled from the verbal bitch slap, he sliced my arm horizontally, just below my elbow.


  And the weird thing? It didn’t hurt at all.


  As I watched, a thin line of blood rose from the wound, and he pressed the edge of his knife against the blood, smearing it down my arm. Some stayed where the knife placed it, but some seemed to move of its own accord, forming a strange pattern on my skin.


  I stared, confused, and then I gasped. Because now the pain was starting, and not from the wound but from the blood now burning into my skin. “Clarence! Shit! It’s like acid! Get it off me!” I tried to shake my arm, but he was having none of it.


  “One more moment, Lily. Just one more moment . . . there!”


  Once again, he dragged the knife down, covering the burned area with a fresh smear of blood. All at once, the pain ceased, and he released my arm. I fell backward onto my ass, my arm clutched to my gut. “What the hell was that about?”


  “Look at your arm, Lily.”


  “What? Look at my newly mutilated flesh? Screw you!”


  “Look.”


  Damn me, I did. And what I saw was pretty amazing: a circle with strange symbols around the edge, like something Aztec. Or, I don’t know, equally old. “What is it?”


  “A locator,” he said.


  “But what’s it doing on me?”


  “The prophecy,” he said, smiling up at me. “It’s you, pet. And this is one more sign that proves it.”


  “Some freaky prophecy turned me into a map?”


  “A locator,” he repeated. “But it’s pretty much the same thing.”


  “Fuck,” I whispered, because this was not the kind of thing I could easily wrap my head around. “Fuck. Okay. Right. Fine. How does it work?”


  He tapped the center of the circle, the one place not covered with images. “If the Caller had already retrieved the Box, then its symbol would be here.”


  “But it’s not, so what does that mean?”


  “The Box is still in a nether region,” he said, then frowned. “They’ll not retrieve it until the time for the ceremony is close. Reduce the risk that way.”


  “Of what?”


  He looked at me hard. “Of you.”


  “Oh.” I didn’t feel particularly threatening at the moment.


  “Right.” I frowned at the design on my arm. “What about the rest of the symbols?”


  “Some will become more prominent and it is those that you’ll use to find the Box’s location.”


  “I will?” I was beginning to begrudgingly admit that this was pretty cool. Freaky, but cool.


  “When the time is right, yes.”


  I decided to wait until the time was right to ask how exactly I’d do that. Right then, I was too overwhelmed by the fact that my arm was now the equivalent of a Shankara Box LoJack. “So what if it shows that the Box is in Tokyo?”


  “The bridge would get you there,” Clarence said.


  “The bridge?”


  He waved my question away. “Not to worry.”


  “But—”


  “The odds of the Box appearing elsewhere are slim.”


  “Why?”


  “Because the gate is here. At the convergence, the portal between worlds will open right here in Boston.”


  “No shit?” So much for all the hoopla in the Middle East. “Guess I’m glad I never bought real estate.”


  He shot me a hard look, and I shrugged. “Just keeping it light.” I cleared my throat. “So, um, what now? I mean, since there’s nothing in the center of my exciting new body art?”


  “The circle will fade,” he said, and in fact it already was beginning to disappear. “But when the Caller utilizes his skill and brings forth the Box, the mark will burn, and we’ll know where he has summoned it.” He met my eyes. “So pay attention.”


  “Roger that. And in the meantime, what? I just sit around watching my arm?”


  “In the meantime, you train.”


  “Right,” I said, realizing that at the end of all this arm-watching was a big battle with demons. Yeah, training sounded like it definitely needed to be on the agenda. “So, I’m training with a team, right? And when my arm burns, we’ll all go in together?”


  “Sorry, kid. This is a solo act.”


  “Sorry?” I repeated. “Sorry? Are you insane? What is this, a suicide mission? I don’t think so . . . ”


  He snorted. “As strong as you are? I don’t think suicide’s in the game plan.”


  “But . . . but . . . a team. Why can’t I have backup?”


  “That’s just the way it’s gotta be, kid.”


  “What? Why? This prophecy comes with an instruction manual?” Did prophecies work that way? My knowledge was limited to television and movies, probably not the most venerable of sources.


  He chortled. “No, that’s the big guy’s mandate. Because what if we send you in with a team, and one of them is a mole? A plant for the forces of darkness? Pretty nasty result all the way around.”


  “A mole in heaven?”


  “I know, kid. Hard to even stomach the possibility. But this is war. And we gotta be careful.” He shrugged. “So that’s the bottom line, pet. You find. You destroy. The Caller and the Box.”


  “Oh. How?”


  “Your blood destroys the Box,” he said.


  “No shit?”


  “That is the lore of the prophecy. As for the Caller . . . ” He trailed off with a shrug. “The Caller you simply kill.”


  I drew in a breath, my I’m-a-cool-Über-chick hubris fading in the cold light of reality. It was one thing to want to go out there, battle evil, and score big ticky points on the side of good. It was another matter altogether to realize just how much was riding on me not screwing up. Like, oh, the entire fate of the world.


  “You got strength, Lily. Speed. All sorts of handy skills and tools. Comes with the prophecy. You’re good, trust me. And with training, you’ll be even better.”


  “Training,” I repeated, taking a deep breath. Okay. Training was something tangible. Something I could latch onto.


  I glanced at my arm—at the funky symbol now fading from my flesh—and shivered. How much good was training against demons? Against the forces of darkness and the Apocalypse? That was big, scary shit, and I was only one girl. One girl not allowed to have backup. A fact I pointed out to Clarence, in an embarrassingly whiny voice.


  “Don’t underestimate yourself, Lily. You can do this.” He looked at me seriously. “For that matter, you’re the only one who can.”


  I started to pace, my thoughts bouncing from saving the world to what had gotten me here in the first place—trying to save Rose.


  “I want to see her,” I said. “I want to see Rose.”


  “Can’t help you there, pet. You’re dead, remember? Can’t have you running around telling folks you’re not really Alice, now can we? You can’t tell anybody. Not your stepdad. Not Rose. Not anybody.”


  “But he’s out there. He’s going to start up again, Clarence. I know he will. And I’m not going to stand back while my sister’s tormented.” I met his eyes dead-on. “I won’t do that. Not for anyone.”


  “Yeah, pet. I get that. But it ain’t a problem, is it? The kid’s safe now. You took care of that.”


  I blinked at him. “What?”


  “Johnson,” he said. “That plague on humanity is dead.”


  I plunked my ass back down on the sofa. “No. No, I shot him, but he kept on coming.”


  “Maybe it was a second wind,” Clarence said. “But he blew through it. Trust me. The worm is dead.”


  “Really?” A sense of relief flooded me. Along with a disturbing hint of disappointment, and I realized I’d actually been looking forward to facing the bastard again. “You’re not shitting me?”


  He crossed his finger over his heart. “Would I lie?”


  I licked my lips, trying to process the information. Johnson is dead. Rose is safe.


  She’d lost her big sister—and that really did break my heart—but I hadn’t been so naive going into it to think that I might walk away unscathed. I’d always understood the risks. But if I took Johnson down with me, then I’d been prepared to call it a victory.


  Which meant I’d won. Rose was safe.


  I’d actually, really, truly won.


  “You know what, Clarence,” I said, smiling so broadly it hurt. “My crappy day is turning out to be not so bad after all.”


  He chuckled, then dropped down on the couch beside me. “Glad to hear it, kid. So we’re clear?”


  “Absolutely,” I said. “Rose will never know her sister’s alive.”


  “She’s not, you know,” he said, looking at me earnestly.


  “Not?” I asked, assuming he was talking about Rose.


  “Alive. Rose’s sister isn’t alive. You’re not the same Lily that you were. You’ve been reborn.” He patted my knee. “It may seem a minor thing, but trust me when I say it’s the key to adjusting.”


  “I’m adjusting just fine,” I said, then pushed up off the sofa. “I’m some prophesied superchick, right? So come on. Let’s take me for a test-drive.”


  Clarence stared at me for a moment, and I found myself wishing I could read his mind like he could read mine.


  “You know what? You’re right. Time for you to get to work.”


  “Yeah?” I couldn’t keep the eagerness out of my voice. “So, what does that mean exactly? I get a sword? A secret decoder ring? Fencing lessons?”


  He eyed me sideways. “There’s your work, and then there’s Alice’s. And for that, you’re running late.”


  “Oh.” I could feel the excitement levels spiraling downward, and I eyed him warily. “So what do I do?”


  “You’re a waitress,” he said, and then he grinned. “Wear comfortable shoes.”


  
    Chapter Five

  


  I have to admit that the ride to Alice’s work in the limo was pretty cool. I’d ridden in it before, obviously, but the ride was much sweeter when I was conscious.


  Tucked in near the cemetery and Torrent Park, the Bloody Tongue had been founded back in the 1600s and, according to local lore, had been owned by the same family ever since. It’s remained in its original location and now was on the cusp, straddling a not-so-great neighborhood and an urban redevelopment area that was drawing in the young professionals. Haunted Boston tours ended there, which was how I knew about the place. Right after I’d started working at Movies & More, my manager had taken me out for drinks and screams. The tour had been more interesting than the guy, which made for some uncomfortable late shifts until he decided that the exciting world of video rental wasn’t for him.


  As the limo idled in a loading zone, I stared nervously out at the facade. I’d changed into the traditional waitress garb I’d found hanging on a hook inside Alice’s closet. Black pants. A black tank top under a white sweatshirt with the Bloody Tongue logo. Not a drop of pink to be found—thank goodness. But though I looked the part, I didn’t feel it, and I was stalling.


  “So tell me about Alice. I get the kudos and she gets the knife? What’s up with that?”


  What I didn’t ask—what I wanted to ask, but couldn’t—was whether Alice had died because I’d chosen life. The mere thought made me want to spew chunks. But what really got my stomach twisting was that even if I’d known that my words would have nailed Miss Pretty in Pink, with death and hell on the line, I would have made the same damn choice.


  I closed my eyes, hating my cowardice even as I owned up to it.


  Clarence eyed me from under his fedora. “Her death had nothing to do with you.” I looked down pointedly at my new body.


  “Ain’t what I meant,” he said. “She was murdered.”


  I hugged myself. “Who did it? And how did I end up . . . you know . . . in her?”


  “I don’t know who did it—honest Injun—and hers was the only available body when the opportunity arose.”


  “She’s not like me, is she? Alive in another body, I mean.” A horrifying thought struck me. “She’s not in my body?”


  Clarence chuckled. “Your body’s tucked in at the morgue, and Alice’s soul has moved on. Don’t worry. You ain’t gonna run into your own body on the street one day.”


  “Oh.” Said that way, the scenario seemed rather silly. Still, I was glad for the reassurance. “Do they know? Rose? And Joe?” I asked, referring to my stepfather.


  “Yeah. Neighbor found you in Johnson’s basement. Cops came. Whole nine yards. Joe identified your body.” The compassion I saw in his eyes almost brought me to tears. “Sorry, kid.”


  I nodded, afraid to try to speak right then. After a moment, I drew in a breath. “So why couldn’t I just get my body back?”


  He looked at me patiently, as if talking to a child. “You died, Lily. You did a dumb thing, and you died. Not like we’re gonna just give you your old body back. It really doesn’t work that way.”


  “Right. Forgive me for being a little hazy on the details of how resurrection or whatever it is does work.”


  “Eh. You’ll figure it all out,” he said magnanimously.


  “And you really don’t know who killed her? Isn’t he going to be a little pissed to find out I’m still alive?”


  “He? You didn’t strike me as the sexist type.”


  I stared, wanting an answer.


  “I really don’t know, and I really couldn’t say.”


  “I thought that God knew everything,” I countered.


  “He may, pet. But that doesn’t mean he’s going to tell me. Now, quit stalling.” He nodded at the limo door. “Time to go.”


  As if on cue, the door opened, and I saw our tall, thin driver on the sidewalk.


  I slid to the door and started to climb out. “But don’t I need a cheat sheet or something? A primer on How to Be Alice?”


  He tapped his head and grinned. “You’ll figure it out.”


  And as he said it, the driver took my arm and gently tugged me the rest of the way out of the limo. Then he slammed the door. I stood there, gaping, a cry of “Hey!” hanging on my lips.


  The driver, however, was uninterested, and though I knocked on the window and tried the door, Clarence didn’t emerge.


  I stood there seething as the limo pulled away from the curb, and then, as it disappeared around the corner, I turned to face the doors to the pub, remembering what he’d said only moments after I’d met him on the sidewalk near the alley. About being thrown into the testing. This was a test. Prove I was clever enough to play Alice, and I got a gold star. Screw up, and I’d be up close and personal with a blade. Again.


  No pressure or anything.


  I took three deep breaths, said a quick prayer for courage, and pushed through the battered double doors, still accented by the original stained glass. On my first visit, the place had been bustling, filled with the late-night crowd. Now it was early Monday evening, with only a few patrons nursing beers or snacking on any number of fried delights. Most looked up as I entered. A few nudged each other and pointed, and a smattering paid no attention at all.


  The knot in my stomach tightened a bit, and I wondered how I’d manage to pull this off. I’d waited enough tables over the last few years to know the general routine, so I figured I could muddle through the forest of pints, fish and chips, and Scotch eggs. It was the friends, coworkers, and regular customers that were worrisome.


  I took a deep breath and forced myself to move before I got arrested for loitering. Two stairs led down to an uneven wooden floor, and I managed them without falling on my face. On the whole, the place looked as it had on my last visit. Tables dotted the dim interior, all the more dark from the oak-paneled walls and the red velvet booths that lined the south wall of the establishment.


  There were no booths along the back wall, but the area bustled with the activities of serving drinks and food. To the right of center, metal doors swung open and shut, revealing glimpses of a hopping kitchen and giving the corner a feeling of hyped-up energy. A few yards over from the kitchen commotion, at dead center, a dark hall led into the back of the pub, the cavernous entrance marked by a neon sign announcing Lavatories.


  A massive stone fireplace filled the space to the left of center—part of the original construction and highlighted by an ornately carved mantel now littered with framed photos of celebrities and politicians who’d stopped by the pub over the years. A couch on spindly legs with cloven feet dominated the area in front of the flames, and the two dark-haired women who sat there took a moment from their intense conversation to turn in unison, their curious eyes drinking me in.


  I swallowed and looked away, now focusing on the U-shaped bar that commanded the center of the room. Dozens of bottles in varying degrees of emptiness cluttered the tiered center display area, and sparkles danced off the glass in a poor man’s version of a chandelier.


  The U itself was made up of polished oak, tall bar stools spaced every two feet or so. In the U, behind the bar, a white-haired man stared at me. His brows had lifted as if in surprise as I’d come through the door, but now he watched my approach with flat, expressionless eyes.


  “You’re late,” he said mildly, when I was about ten feet away. “You okay, girl?”


  “I—I’m sorry.” I rushed forward. “I wasn’t feeling well, and—”


  “That why you disappeared on Saturday? I send you to the stockroom and you never come back?”


  Saturday. That was the night I’d gone after Johnson. Which meant it must have been the night Alice died, too. And if she’d run out, then maybe she’d known she was in danger. More than that, maybe it meant that the danger was at the pub.


  I glanced around the bar, checking out the faces, trying to discern whether anyone seemed surprised to see me alive. As far as I could tell, everyone was more interested in their beer than in my living, breathing presence.


  “Yo. Whatsa matter? Your ears stuffed up?”


  I snapped to attention. “Sorry. I was, um, sick Saturday. I shouldn’t have run out like that.”


  “Damn straight. Shoulda called in on Sunday, too.” His brow furrowed and his mouth pulled down into a frown. “Let me know you were okay.”


  “I’m really sorry. It won’t happen again.”


  “Better not. You okay now?”


  “I’m fine. Promise. Just a little fuzzy-headed.” I managed a weak smile. “I didn’t really eat much the last day or so.”


  “Hmmmph. Tell Caleb to make you up some fish ’n’ chips.”


  “Thanks.”


  He made a gruff noise in his throat, then reached for a bar rag and began polishing the brass. “Can’t have you passing out while we got customers needing food. And Gracie can’t handle this place alone. I think we pretty much answered that question in the negative this weekend. Had to call Trish in, and she weren’t none too happy.”


  “Oh.” I hadn’t a clue what he was talking about until I followed the direction of his gaze and landed on a ponytailed twenty-something in a white T-shirt with the Bloody Tongue logo silk-screened on the back. She was fumbling with the half apron she wore around her waist, trying unsuccessfully to count out change and make small talk at the same time. Gracie, I presumed. The unhappy Trish, however, was nowhere to be seen.


  I conjured a smile. “So, I guess I should get to work.”


  “I’d say so. What’s with your hair?”


  “My hair?”


  “You forget the rules? Get it back in a ponytail.”


  “Oh. Right. Wasn’t thinking.” A tall blonde with pencil-thin legs and severely highlighted hair came in from the back holding a prep tray of lemons and oranges. Trish, I presumed. And her hair was in a high ponytail, the same as Gracie.


  “So what are you standing around for? Get it done and get to work.”


  “Right.” I hooked my thumb toward the kitchen. “I’ll just go find a rubber band.”


  I was passing Trish on my way to the kitchen when a female yelp underscored by the clatter of breaking glass stopped us both. The sound came from a far corner of the bar, and I turned in time to see Gracie on her rear, shattered pints littering the floor around her.


  But compared to the spectacle playing out above her, Gracie sprawled on her ass was hardly even worth commenting on. Because even as she picked herself up off the floor, the limp body of a huge man was hurtling through the air.


  He collided with the wood-paneled wall with such force it shook the sconces, then slammed down, shattering a table beneath him.


  “Goddammit!” shouted the bartender, rushing out from behind the bar.


  I took a step forward, but Trish’s hand on my shoulder stopped me. I started to protest, then saw who she was looking at: a man, tall and dark, rippling with uncontrolled rage and thrumming with raw energy. He stood a good ten feet from the injured man, but there was no doubt, no question in my mind, that this mysterious man had tossed his victim like so much garbage that entire distance.


  Now I watched, unable to draw my eyes away, as he clenched and unclenched his hands. He took one step forward, then stopped, the effort clearly costing him. At any other time, I imagined that his face was uniquely handsome—a strong jawline, a once-broken nose, and eyes that took in the world beneath a strong brow. Now that face was contorted, still lost to whatever dark urge had powered his victim ten feet through the air.


  “I gotta check him,” I said, my EMT training kicking in. I hurried to my charge, purposefully avoiding eye contact with his attacker. I bent down, speaking softly as I gently probed his flesh, manipulating his limbs as I looked for breaks and fractures.


  I heard movement behind me and turned long enough to see the mysterious attacker cross the pub in long, even strides. He met my gaze once, his eyes a brown so dark they looked black, with tiny flecks of gold that caught the light. Powerful eyes, and for a flash I saw recognition there, so intense it made my heart stutter. But it was stifled in an instant by the fury that boiled beneath the surface, so close to bursting I feared the explosion could well destroy the man.


  Without warning, he lashed out, swiping two pints off a nearby table before stalking out the front door, leaving the pub so silent you could hear the beer seeping into the floorboards. The door slammed behind him, and we all breathed a sigh of relief.


  I swallowed, my attention returning to the guy on the floor, my demand for a flashlight ringing out above the nervous titter of resumed conversation.


  Trish appeared at my side, and I checked the battered man’s eyes.


  “What are you doing?” Trish asked.


  “Making sure his pupils are dilating evenly,” I said. “I, um, read about it in a first-aid book.”


  “Yeah? No wonder you’re always acting like such a smart girl.”


  I cut her a look, but she smiled sweetly. Apparently Alice and Trish weren’t exactly the best of buds.


  We tried to help him up, but the man was clearly back to his old self, full of masculine self-sufficiency and gruff embarrassment. He pushed us away, then climbed to his feet, shooting a malevolent glance toward the front door, following the direction his attacker had taken.


  “Go home, Leon,” Trish said. “Cool down. You don’t want to take him on when he’s like that, and you know it.”


  The look Leon shot her was pure contempt, but he took the advice, stalking to the door and disappearing into the night.


  I looked around for the bartender, then found him coming in from the back, pushing a mop and bucket. “Shouldn’t he have gone after that guy?” I asked Trish. “I mean, this is a lot of damage.”


  She lifted a brow. “What planet are you on today? Like Egan would go after Deacon when he’s like that. Not damn likely.” She shrugged, then pulled out a handful of tips and started counting them, as if this were any old conversation between waitresses. “You may think he’s not too bad, but honestly, the guy scares the crap out of me.”


  She headed off, and I stared after her before cutting my gaze over to where Deacon had disappeared.


  If I’d been smart I’d be scared, too. But my brains must have taken a hiatus. Because right then, it wasn’t fear I felt. It was curiosity. And more than a little attraction.


  
    Chapter Six

  


  After Leon left and the crowd dispersed, I cleaned up the broken glass, then continued on to the kitchen where the cook, Caleb, made me a basket of the best fried cod I’d ever tasted. The only thing missing was a pint of Guinness, but I seriously doubted that drinking on the job was copacetic, even though I’d probably do a better job waiting tables with a hint of a buzz. While I was eating, Gracie came in and graciously gave me an extra ponytail holder.


  “Table four,” Egan the bartender said as I came in, full and ponytailed and ready to start my shift. While I’d been eating, he’d carted the splintered table off somewhere, and everyone in the pub had gone back to business as usual. Not me; I felt itchy and out of sorts, and my mind kept returning to that look in Deacon’s eye. It was Alice he was looking at, of course, but I couldn’t shake the sensation that he’d seen me—Lily.


  “Get your head out of the clouds, girl,” Egan said, pushing a tray holding two pints a few inches down the bar toward me. “Get to work.”


  I hurried to take the tray. A laminated sheet with a handwritten layout of the tables hung behind the bar, and I used it to get my bearings. Table four was in the back, opposite the corner where the now-smashed table had been earlier. I headed that way, walking carefully so I wouldn’t spill the lager, my head full of questions, most of them about Deacon. Who was he, this man from whom rage had burst like a volcano? Trish had said that Alice didn’t think he was “too bad,” an assessment that made no sense whatsoever. Either Alice had a seriously screwed-up view of life—a theory I was willing to get behind, considering her apartment vomited pink—or I was missing the bigger picture.


  Or perhaps Alice had been wrong about Deacon. Maybe he was so bad after all. And maybe it was her calm complacency around such a dangerous man that had ultimately cost Alice her life.


  “You picked a bad day to piss off your uncle,” a biker dude at table four said, pulling me out of my thoughts.


  “Apparently,” I said, mentally connecting the dots and realizing that Egan the bartender was Alice’s uncle.


  “Where did you go, anyway?” his companion asked, this one in jeans and a flannel work shirt, his eyes hidden behind aviator glasses. “After you pulled your disappearing stunt on Saturday, it took forever to get my bangers and mash.”


  “Oh. Um. Sorry.”


  He held up his hands. “Hey, don’t apologize. I’ll just take it out in your tip.”


  “I—”


  He barked out a laugh. “Gotcha.”


  “Lighten up, Alice,” Biker Dude said to me. “You’re walking on fucking eggshells.”


  “Headache,” I said with a shrug. “More like a migraine.”


  I turned away, not sure I could take another round with those two, and returned my attention to more important things. Being Alice. Sliding into her life. And, hopefully, reaping some clue as to what had happened to her.


  That hope was countered by the more mundane tasks of my new life. Things like learning how to draw Guinness from a tap. Struggling to check the table-number chart without anyone catching me peeking. Even carrying on an innocent conversation with Gracie as we refilled saltshakers and balanced ketchup bottles precariously on top of one another.


  All things that required my full concentration if I didn’t want to give myself away.


  “So how come you didn’t call me back?” Gracie asked, after we’d finished with the saltshakers and had moved on to pepper. Previously, our chatter had centered on whether she should take Caleb up on his offer to make her an order of cheese fries. Now, apparently, we were getting to the meat of the issue, and I wasn’t sure whether I was dreading the conversation or desperately curious.


  “When?”


  “Forget it,” she said, standing and picking up a tray loaded with saltshakers.


  “No, wait, I’m serious. My uncle told you I got sick, right? I’ve been a complete head case.”


  The tray went back down.


  She turned slowly as she scoped out the tables, looking to see if anyone needed a refill or a check. Apparently we were safe, because she slid back into the seat and pulled out her tip money, then started organizing it by bill. “Really?”


  “Totally. I haven’t even checked my messages.”


  “Oh. Well, okay, then. But I was bummed you didn’t call. We were supposed to go to the movies Sunday before work, remember?”


  “Oh, man,” I said, trying for sufficiently contrite. “No wonder you’re pissed.”


  “I’m not all that pissed,” she said, blue eyes looking up from under her bangs. “But I was worried. You’ve been so—you know—these last few days.”


  “Yeah? How so?”


  “Well, distracted, for one. That’s what you called it, right?”


  “Yeah,” I said, starting to load up another tray of completed shakers. “That about sums it up. I told you why, though, right?” I said it with a smile—a confidence between friends.


  “Very funny.”


  Apparently I hadn’t told her. “Sorry. I’m just teasing. But I should have said something. I mean, if you can’t share stuff with your friends—”


  “Exactly.” She leaned in closer. “Do you wanna talk about it now?”


  I waved off the question. “Nah. It’s no big deal. Guy trouble.”


  “Noah?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Him just picking up and heading to Los Angeles. I mean, what a prick.”


  “Major prick,” I said, making a mental note to search Alice’s apartment for anything related to a Noah. Maybe he killed her and then fled the state.


  “It’s been over a month, Alice. It’s kinda time to move on.”


  “Right. I know. You’re right.” Cross Noah off my suspect list.


  “Brian’s interested, you know. I can tell he wants to be more than just friends.”


  “Yeah, well, you know,” I said, hoping I sounded noncommittal instead of absolutely freaking clueless. I had no idea who Brian was.


  Gracie laughed. “Try not to look that uninterested around him, okay? You might hurt his feelings.”


  “Sorry. It’s just—”


  “You’ve got someone else in mind,” she said, sounding like a girl with a secret.


  “I do?”


  She rolled her eyes. “Come on, Lily. Do you really think Deacon Camphire’s gonna be interested?”


  I sat up straighter, my eyes wide and hopefully innocent “What are you talking about?”


  “Come on. I saw you talking to him last week.”


  “So?”


  “So?” she repeated, incredulous. “Don’t you think he’s kinda scary?”


  “Like tonight, you mean.”


  “Well, duh. I mean, Leon was being more of an A-hole than usual, but what Deacon did—I mean whoa.”


  Her whoa pretty much summed up my reaction to the mysterious Mr. Camphire on all fronts. Not that the people I hung with were all that straight-arrow, squeaky clean. You start scrambling to pay the bills at the ripe old age of fourteen, and you either stick to your principles and stay broke, or you cut a few corners and meet some unsavory individuals. My corners were so cut I only owned circles.


  I had a feeling that Miss Hello Kitty didn’t have to scrape the way I had, though. But before I had the chance to prod Gracie for any more info about Alice’s recent conversations with the enigmatic man, Egan’s booming voice interrupted. “You two gonna gossip all night? Or is someone gonna finish the side work and close out these checks?”


  We both popped out of our seats like he’d sent an electric shock to our butts. Our eyes met, and we started laughing. Real laughs, as if the world were going to collapse around us, but we didn’t care because something was just too damn funny.


  I hugged myself, trying to get control despite the fact that I didn’t want the moment to end. I felt alive right then. I felt as I had with Rose, before Lucas Johnson ruined everything. The way we’d bump hips in rhythm when she washed the dishes and I dried. The way we’d laughed. Rose was the reason I’d busted my tail—and stained my soul. To keep Rose safe and normal and protect her from the dark underworld I’d moved through while trying to keep us all alive. It had almost worked, too. Almost, however, isn’t worth shit. It won’t keep you alive, it won’t pay the bills, and it damn sure won’t get you into heaven.


  “Alice?” Gracie asked, peering at my face.


  Without thinking, I reached over and gave her a hug, needing human contact. She flung her arms around me exuberantly and hugged me back, and the intimacy—the connection—was so real it almost broke my heart. Because it wasn’t real at all. I hardly knew her, but I’d latched onto the first light of humanity I’d found.


  From behind the bar, Alice’s uncle glowered at us, until we had to either calm down or risk psychiatric evaluation. Gracie grabbed a tray and moved away, then turned as a new thought occurred to her. She came back, then leaned in so she was speaking directly into my ear. “I got a callback on that receptionist job. I’m nervous as hell—but thanks for setting it up.”


  “Anytime,” I said, wondering why Alice would be shooing her friend away. Better money? Better career track? Or something else altogether?


  I grabbed my own tray, the questions circulating in my head, and went back to work. The rest of the shift whizzed by like a final exam, the night passing quicker than the traditional turning of a clock’s hands. At one point, I grabbed one of the paper menus Egan kept by the door, then scribbled down the names of everybody I’d met that night. Later, I’d run through the list, making sure the names were burned in my brain. Alice’s homework.


  The pub closed at nine on Mondays, and by the time Egan announced that I needed to cart the trash to the alley, my feet and calves ached, and I realized that I’d actually managed to learn quite a bit about Alice’s life. On top of that, I also hadn’t blown my cover. All in all, I considered the evening a success.


  As I wrapped a twist tie around the top of a bag filled with greasy pub food remnants, Egan went to lock the front door. The pub had been expanded from the original tiny tavern, but the back section that snaked behind the public areas and ultimately opened to the alley was original construction. The kitchen, of course, had been thoroughly modernized, but as I passed through the door into the section the staff called the “Back,” I left stainless steel and bright lights for damp wood, ancient brick, and low-wattage lightbulbs suspended from the ceiling by thick insulated cords.


  The dim light barely permeated the darkness, and I imagined monsters hiding in the shadowy corners, their cackles barely disguised by the creak and gurgle of ancient plumbing coming from the lower level.


  I knew the set of stone stairs led down to a stockroom and a second walk-in refrigerator supplementing the one in the kitchen, and I was curious about what else was down there. Now, though, exploring wasn’t on my agenda. Instead, I followed the rough brick walls to where a steel fire door had replaced what must have once been a thick wooden entrance.


  I pushed the exit bar with more force than necessary and escaped into the relative illumination provided by a few sputtering streetlights. The Dumpster was about twenty yards away, shared with all the tenants that opened onto this alley. I hefted my bag and moved toward it, holding my breath against the inevitable stench of garbage from a row of restaurants and bars.


  The Dumpster lid was open, which I considered a blessing as I didn’t want to touch the nasty thing. I lifted the sack and tossed it in, surprised at how light it seemed. It landed with a satisfying thud, and I congratulated myself on a job well done.


  I’d pulled my hair from the ponytail, and now it fell in my eyes. I brushed it back behind my ears, not used to this new length. That was when I saw him. The creature from my awakening. The Hell Beast I’d coldcocked instead of killed.


  And damned if he wasn’t rushing right at me.


  
    Chapter Seven

  


  “I do not need another freaking test,” I screamed, a complaint that had absolutely no effect on the beast rumbling toward me. Much more effective was the kick I landed. Straight up, so that my heel collided with what I assumed was his sternum, resulting in a satisfying smack that sent the creature spinning backward.


  Because the idea of hanging around to tangle with a Hell Beast wasn’t tops on my list, I made a dash for the back door to the pub, desperate to get out of there. Clarence might insist I was some hotshot assassin for evil, but at the moment, I really wasn’t feeling the love.


  Unfortunately for me, the creature cut for the door at the same time, tackling me even as I lunged for the handle. We tumbled backward, and I gagged on the putrid stench, my hands slipping on the thin layer of slime that seemed to cover its otherwise scaly body.


  A clawed hand reached back, then lashed forward, razorlike fingernails catching my arm and slicing from shoulder to elbow, drawing a narrow line of blood. The sting came after that, an intense burning that could only be the result of something poisonous in the creature’s touch. I yowled in pain, flinching back as if I could press myself into the concrete merely by trying hard enough.


  Of course I couldn’t, and that left me only one option. I had to fight.


  With the beast straddling me, I couldn’t get up, but that didn’t stop me. My fingers were free, and as much as it disgusted me, I jammed my thumbs straight up into the creature’s eyes. It roared in agony, shifting back and giving me the leverage to get it off me. I shoved with all my strength, and the thing went flying backward with way more velocity than I’d anticipated.


  I jumped to my feet, awed by my own strength, and faced with the chance to test Super Me out again when the beast made a second rush forward. I kicked up and out, landing a solid thrust to its chest. The move wasn’t artful, but it was effective, and the beast tottered backward. It rallied, coming back toward me with strength that matched my own, and skill that far exceeded mine. Apparently, Super Me needed some super training.


  What I didn’t have in skill, I made up for in hard and fast hitting, kicking, and pounding. Not a bad method, frankly. I hadn’t yet won the battle, but at least I was still in the game.


  And the game was getting pretty damn aggressive. Our fight sent us tumbling all over the back alley, slamming up against hard brick walls and rusty trash bins. Against drainage pipes and a rickety fire escape ladder.


  We bounced off the ladder, breaking off a rusty metal bar in the process. It clattered on the ground, the sound the only thing other than my breathing that made it past the dull roar of ferocity inside my head.


  We rolled along the wall until the monster pinned me, his hand encompassing my entire neck, and his grip tight enough that I began to wonder if I wasn’t about to die again. I started to thrust my hands up in an attempt to break its hold when I saw a flash of something bright, then a dull thud as the something connected with the demon’s head. The demon released me, and spun around, and when it did, I saw Deacon.


  “What are you—”


  But I didn’t get to finish the question. The demon launched himself, and Deacon twisted, turning to get out of the beast’s path, but it was no use. The creature tackled him, knocking him to the ground near the fire escape and kicking him soundly in the ribs before bringing one heavy foot down on Deacon’s throat. A tiny bit more, and Deacon’s neck would snap.


  And I was so not letting that happen. At least not until I had some freaking answers.


  I shoved off from the wall and leaped onto the creature’s back, pulling him sideways off Deacon and sending us both tumbling to the ground. The beast landed on top of me, knocking my breath out, but even so, I was able to heave him off of me, throwing him down the alley a hell of a lot farther than your typical Boston waitress could probably manage.


  I climbed to my feet as the creature did, and found Deacon up on his knees beside me. Slowly, he lifted his head, his dark eyes locked on the demonic target, his features skewed with rage, his eyes neither drifting nor blinking. I stood rooted to the spot, watching both of them, unsure who I feared more.


  Deacon smiled then, and the malevolence seemed to drip like honey. The demon looked at both of us, then made a decision. It turned to run away.


  No, no, no. Because this was one creature I had no interest in meeting for a third time, I scooped up the part of the fire escape that had fallen. Even as Deacon sprinted after the beast, I hauled back and heaved the beam like a javelin. Whether skill, blind luck, or divine intervention I didn’t know, but it hit the mark, penetrating the thick skin and sending the demon crashing to the ground.


  The body stuttered and shook, then went limp, life abandoning it. As I watched, Deacon reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a switchblade. The earlier fury had vanished, replaced by a battle-worn acceptance, as if this were any other day, any other fight.


  I watched, mortified, as he tossed the corpse over onto its back, then bent over and plunged the blade into the beast’s heart, releasing a thick black liquid that I had to assume was demon blood. Then he wiped the blade on the beast’s haunches before retracting the blade and returning it to his pocket.


  I stood there, dumbstruck, as the demon dissolved in front of me, the oil-like substance disappearing into the cracks and crevices of the alley’s pavement, a faint greasy stain the only remaining evidence of this surreal encounter.


  As I watched the demon, Deacon watched me. And this time, it wasn’t rage or acceptance that filled his eyes—it was curiosity. But not about the bizarre creature he’d just slain in an alley. No, this man’s curiosity lay with the pub waitress standing in front of him.


  “What are you doing out here?” I demanded.


  “Saving your ass, I thought,” he said, without even a hint of the rage I’d witnessed, both inside the pub and as he’d battled the demon. No, this man stood calm and controlled, the wildness I’d seen now buried beneath the surface, burning deep, but locked in. “Then you turned around and saved mine. Guess we owe each other a debt.”


  I opened my mouth, then closed it again, not at all sure what I’d planned to say. Instead, I backtracked. “Are you here because of the test? I passed, right?” I indicated the greasy stain. “I mean, that has got to be a pass.”


  “The test,” he repeated, his head slightly cocked as if he still couldn’t figure me out.


  “Never mind,” I said, gingerly removing my foot from my mouth. Hopefully the ability to keep my mouth shut around civilians wasn’t part of my final exam.


  “Was this what you meant?” he asked, easing closer to me. “When you told me that you thought you were in danger?”


  I blinked, wishing I knew the details of that conversation.


  “And how’d a slip of a girl like you manage to piss off a demon like that?”


  “I—I don’t know,” I said, but my head was spinning. Alice had known she was in danger. But in danger from what? Or from whom?


  “No? Funny, because I think I do.”


  “You do?” The fear that rippled through me wasn’t because of the man himself, but what I was afraid he saw inside me—Lily hiding within the shell of Alice.


  “I think you’ve taken up killing demons,” he said, his eyes locked on mine as I desperately tried to maintain an innocent countenance. He stepped closer still, then stood broad and foreboding in front of me, the tension within him so tight I feared I wouldn’t escape the fallout if he exploded. And all of that intensity was aimed right at me, those dark eyes seeing everything. “Or have I misread the situation?”


  I swallowed, my palms sweating and my entire body singing. I told myself I was too nervous to be turned on, and yet there was no mistaking my reaction. A physical reaction to a gorgeous man, yes, but also more than that. He was taking my measure, and I feared I wouldn’t pass the assessment.


  “Maybe I am,” I said, boldly. “Everybody needs a hobby, right?” Clarence might not approve, but it wasn’t like I was revealing that I was some anointed demon assassin girl. And if Deacon was right, maybe it was her new career choice that got Alice killed.


  “Interesting,” he said, a grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. He kept me locked under his gaze as he walked around me in a circle. “And curious.”


  “Nothing curious about it,” I said, trying to keep my cool. “There’s obviously a need.”


  “And you were coming to me why? Because you were afraid you’d pissed off the wrong target?”


  “Something like that,” I said. I cast a glance toward the spot where the demon had fallen, now just a stain on the pavement. “He and I have tussled before.”


  “Have you?” His eyebrows rose, and I regretted my big, fat mouth.


  “Least I don’t have to worry about him again.” I frowned, remembering Clarence’s instructions to kill it, not give it a headache. “Did I kill it? Or did you?”


  “That would be you,” he said. “All I did was make sure the thing didn’t come back.”


  “Oh.”


  “Maybe you need a little more on-the-job training before you jump straight into this new career.”


  “I’ll take it under advisement,” I said wryly.


  A hint of a smile touched the corner of his mouth. “I’m just messing with you. You did good work, Alice. Unexpected, but good.”


  “Rather unexpected for me, too,” I said, then caught myself. “I mean, I never expected to get jumped.”


  He looked me up and down. “Are you okay?”


  There was such concern in his voice that I had to remind myself that only hours before, this man had tossed another person across a room as if he were nothing more than a sack of laundry.


  “I’ll be fine.” Possibly not the truth, but it was the best I could do.


  His eyes raked over me, his assessment like a physical touch.


  I forced myself to remain steady, my legs suddenly not working properly. “Okay, then.” I nodded toward the pub’s back door. “I should get back inside.”


  He moved closer, his hands closing around my upper arms, one hand warm and the other strangely cold. I took a step backward in a futile attempt to keep some distance between us, but he mirrored my movement. He was too close, and I was finding it harder and harder to think. As if he were radio interference keeping me from tuning in to my very own head.


  “You haven’t told me why you were here,” I said, as much for something to say as because I was genuinely curious. His presence was a lucky break for me, but most men didn’t hang out in dark alleys waiting for damsels in distress.


  “You’re the reason. I don’t handle being stood up well. I wanted to get to the bottom of it.”


  “Oh.” I figured that was my cue to skedaddle. I took a sideways step toward the door. “Now’s not the time. I need to get back in before Egan—”


  He stepped into my path, effectively blocking me.


  “Hold up a second.”


  “No, I really—” I looked him firmly in the eyes, then pressed my hand against his chest to push him away.


  And that was when it happened.


  The world around me melted away, starting with his eyes. They shifted, turning from brown to black to a boiling red.


  I tried to gasp—to scream—but it was like I wasn’t there anymore. I was watching, but I wasn’t controlling.


  And what I saw scared the shit out of me.


  A kaleidoscope of images. Dark. Dangerous. Heat and lust and power and fear.


  I heard myself gasp, but the sound was muffled by the distance between my body and my reality. Instead, the beat of my pulse filled my ears, the dull, rhythmic rush of blood through vessels, of life humming along with each beat of my heart.


  Blood.


  Hot and demanding, pulsing and throbbing.


  Red silk, crushed velvet. A sensual feast full of terrifying pleasures.


  Blood.


  I tried to pull out of this vision, this dream, this whatever-it-was that had grabbed hold of me, but it wasn’t letting go. He wasn’t letting go. He was holding tight pulling me close, his pulse matching mine, the beat hypnotic and deep, drawing me in, threatening to drown me, to pull me under.


  Hot fingers.


  Bare flesh.


  And desire as sharp as a blade.


  Somehow, I’d gotten lost inside his mind. A vision I didn’t want but couldn’t stop. We were wrapped up in horrific images and sensual pleasures, and my instinct to run was countered by a desperate desire to stay.


  Behind this strange curtain, my nipples peaked and the insides of my thighs ached. I moved closer, squirming against him, desperate to find satisfaction. But whether this was real or only in my mind, I didn’t know. Right then, I didn’t care. Right then, I knew nothing more than the touch of his hand and the desperate thrum of desire.


  His fingers roamed my back, his body pressed so close to mine I could feel his heartbeat along with the steady tickle of his breath against my hair. Caution abandoned me as quickly as modesty had, and all I wanted was his touch, the feel of his skin against mine.


  As if answering my prayers, his lips danced across my skin, finding my mouth, then claiming me in a wild, violent taking that left my body shuddering and my mouth begging for more.


  He moved to break the kiss, but I pulled him back, frustrated when he resisted, as if he knew that some change was coming.


  And then it was there—a flash—and suddenly my mind’s eye turned gray, painting us in black and white, all lights and darks, highlights and shadows. The shadows sucked us in, and with another flash, my mind was steeped in gold.


  We were horizontal now, our bodies naked and slick and joined, and his eyes—I could see only his eyes. Warm and soft, without any hint of the rage I knew lurked beneath the surface. Only desire and need and longing so intense it pulled me—compelled me—until I wanted nothing more but to melt into him, to merge into one.


  It didn’t last.


  Those eyes, they changed in a flash. Snapping to a dangerous black, like a shark’s eyes. The change so fast, so sharp, I flinched, as if I’d been chastised for trusting too easily despite the man I’d seen earlier in the bar—the man inside Deacon who terrified me.


  I tried to pull back, but I was too far gone. The lens of my mind turned red, but those eyes stayed black. A deep, yawing black that sucked me in, consumed me.


  I recoiled from the abyss I saw before me. There is evil here.


  I wanted to look away—I didn’t want to see. But I couldn’t help it.


  And what I saw broke my heart.


  Pain and loss and fear. It pummeled through me.


  His pain. His loss. His fear.


  All held out in front, like a talisman to hold at bay a flood of dark rage, bloodied anger, and a vile malevolence the depth of which could burn a hole in a man’s soul.


  I struggled then, trying to pull away. Trying to get my head out of this dark place.


  But I couldn’t break free. His hold on me was too strong.


  You’re mine, his voice seemed to whisper in my head, the words so intense I would almost swear they were real. I looked down, my eyes finding a dozen white flowers, rivulets of blood running down the petals like rivers.


  Lilies.


  I gasped, dread shooting through me as the not-so-subtle symbolism broke the spell.


  The images evaporated like so much mist, and I jerked suddenly, as if awakening from a trance, only to find my body pressed hard against him, my crotch rubbing against his thigh.


  Mortified, I jumped back, my blood still pounding with desire and fear.


  And when I looked up, I saw none of my confusion on his face. Instead, all I saw was anger.


  “Goddammit, Alice,” he growled, snatching my upper arm with a motion too quick to dodge. “You swore if I helped you that you’d stay the fuck out of my head.”


  
    Chapter Eight

  


  I probably shouldn’t have run. Running made it seem like I was scared. Which I was. But that wasn’t something I wanted Deacon to know.


  No, I should have stayed. Should have pretended I didn’t know what he was talking about. Should have pretended I’d never been inside his mind. Never felt that sensual burn, never seen the vile sheen of evil.


  But so help me, I had. And so I’d broken free of his grip, and I’d run. And even though I heard him call my name, I didn’t look back. Instead, I ripped the door open and stumbled inside. I slammed it shut behind me, then threw the heavy bolt into place.


  I leaned back against the metal, my breathing shallow and my heart pounding in my chest.


  The Hell Beast might be an over-the-top, freak-me-out, blow-me-away terrifying monster, but it was a pussycat compared to what I’d glimpsed inside Deacon’s head and what I’d heard in his voice just now. Dark stuff. Scary stuff.


  The kind of stuff that made Lucas Johnson seem like a stellar babysitting choice.


  There was evil in Deacon—of that I was sure. But, dammit, I’d seen more than just the scary stuff. He was battling it back, fighting the good fight.


  Whether he was winning, though . . . Well, that I couldn’t say.


  From what he’d said, I was guessing that Alice had seen the stain of evil on him, too. And that her peek inside the mind of the man had pissed him off. Probably terrified her. She’d gone back, though. And she’d asked him for help.


  Then she’d never shown up to get it.


  She’d been murdered instead.


  But Alice had thought that Deacon could help her, and now I had to wonder if he could help me. Maybe she’d told Deacon something. Given him some tidbit of a clue that would lead to her killer. And that was something I wanted to know despite Clarence’s warning. I needed to know it. Both to keep this new body of mine safe, and also to avenge the woman whose life I’d usurped. Clarence might think it was best left in the past, but I knew that wasn’t possible. I would find Alice’s killer. And right then, Deacon was the only lead I had.


  Which meant that at some point I had to stop running and go face the man. A little tidbit that frankly, should scare me to death. But it didn’t.


  Deacon compelled me. He excited me. This man who recognized demons for what they were—who held fury at bay behind the thinnest of barriers. This man who had set my body on fire with the slightest of touches.


  A man who had promised aid to a frightened girl, and then worried for her when she hadn’t shown up.


  A dark man, yes, but with light around the edges.


  And a damn sensual man, too.


  I was no stranger to instant lust—to that internal thrum when a hot guy presses you close on a dark and sweaty dance floor. This, however, was different. This was deep and pounding and almost sinister.


  I wanted to feel the heat of his touch and taste the saltiness of his skin. I wanted to consume him, and be consumed.


  Even now, his voice echoed in my head. You’re mine, he’d said. You’re mine.


  There was something there—something between Deacon and me. But whether it was between Deacon and Alice or Deacon and Lily, I didn’t yet know.


  Right then, I really didn’t care.


  No. I closed my eyes, mentally lecturing myself. Don’t fuck up. This second chance was, literally, the answer to my prayers. I had a real chance to do some good here, to make up for a life that had taken a wrong turn toward crappy jobs and shady deals. And I wasn’t about to screw this opportunity by screwing Deacon.


  I was making this work, and I was going to ask all the questions I needed, and I was going to be Über-save-the-world-chick.


  I just wasn’t quite sure how.


  “Alice!” Egan’s heavy voice boomed back from the front of the pub, saving me from my morass of thoughts. “What the hell, girl? You gone and get yourself lost again?”


  I closed my eyes and drew in one deep breath as I tried to find myself in the mental mist. With some relief, I took stock, feeling like myself for the first time since I took down the demon.


  I pushed away from the wall, mentally pushing Deacon away as well. Time to abandon the mysteries of that man and my reaction to him for the more immediate problem of sliding seamlessly into Alice’s real life.


  I pulled on the sweatshirt I’d earlier removed, needing to hide the long gash on my arm. Then I assured Egan that I had neither gotten lost nor abandoned my duties, and hurried to assist with the final closing chores. He’d sent everyone else home, and we went through the routine in companionable silence. If he noticed my hesitation as I considered the proper way to accomplish each task, he didn’t say.


  I stood awkwardly when we were done, unsure. Would he offer me some bit of affection? A peck on the cheek or a pat on the shoulder?


  When I’d been waiting tables earlier that evening, things had gone smoothly. Or, at least, smoothly enough to let me believe I’d fallen convincingly into the role of Alice. Now there were no shouted orders, no spilled drinks. Only me and this man who was supposed to be my uncle. A man who’d known Alice since she was born. Couldn’t he see? Couldn’t he tell?


  As if sensing my fear, he looked up from behind the bar where he was gathering his things. He rested one beefy arm on the polished oak, then caught me firmly in the net of his gaze. “You in some sort of trouble, girl?”


  “I—no. Nothing.”


  He rubbed a callused hand over his beard stubble, his eyes never leaving my face as I forced myself not to squirm under his intense inspection. “Befuddled,” he finally said.


  “Excuse me?”


  “All night. You been out of sorts. And what with the way you ran out of here on Saturday, I can’t help but wonder if there’s not something you’re wanting to tell me. Like maybe you weren’t sick? Like maybe something happened to you on Saturday.”


  I swallowed, then shook my head a fraction of an inch.


  He exhaled loudly through his nose. “Have it your way. I ain’t gonna let my sister’s girls down. So if there’s something on your mind . . . ”


  I hesitated, fighting an unexpected urge to find an ally in this man. He was Alice’s uncle, after all. Who better to help me fit into her life? The words, however, eluded me as much as trust did. I wasn’t Alice; he wasn’t my uncle. And the job I now had was a solitary profession.


  I managed a shrug, trying to look bored and unconcerned. “There’s nothing. Honest. I was sick as a dog. So sick the weekend’s a blur, you know? I hardly ate, did nothing but sleep, and now I’m dead on my feet. I’m tired, Uncle Egan. That’s all.”


  “Lost weekend, huh?”


  I pressed my lips together and nodded.


  His eyes narrowed. “You got the sight back?”


  “What?” I swallowed, hoping the shock didn’t show on my face.


  “You ain’t had a vision since you were a kid, even before your mama died. If you start seeing again, you need to tell someone. Don’t try to deal with it on your own.”


  “I wouldn’t,” I said. “I’m not.” But my mind was whirling. Alice’s visions must have come back, because Deacon had known. But she’d kept the return of the visions secret from her family. Why? And had Alice told Deacon? Or had he discovered the visions on his own? Maybe even when Alice was poking around inside his head.


  None of these was a question I could answer, so I fell back on that old standard. Denial. “I haven’t seen anything,” I said, meeting Egan’s eyes. “I swear. And if I did, I’d totally tell you.”


  For a moment, I thought he was going to argue. Then he gave me a curt nod. “Then what the hell you hanging around for? Go on. I’m ready to go upstairs and crash,” he said, referring to the apartment he occupied above the pub. “Get home. And don’t be late tomorrow.”


  “Right. I won’t. Right.” I hurried toward the door, more than ready to be out of there, even if that meant walking five blocks before I finally found a cab.


  I started walking, warm in the red leather duster I’d found among the riot of pink in Alice’s closet. I kept my eyes open, searching the shadows, because now I knew what hid in the dark.


  The velvety blackness seemed to shimmer as I moved, and I imagined dozens of yellow eyes peeking out at me, watching and waiting. I stepped up my pace, the boots I’d shoved on my feet clomping on the pavement. In my mind’s eye I saw the goblins gathering in mists, creeping up from sewers, soaring down on the backs of vultures. They were coming for me, and I wasn’t ready. Lord help me, I wasn’t ready.


  In the distance, a taxi turned onto the street, and I stepped off the curb, my arm raised high. I stood there, willing the driver to see me, feeling naked and exposed as the devil’s minions watched me from the shadows.


  Thankfully, the cab pulled over, and I climbed inside, wrapping the illusion of safety tight around me.


  Because the reality was, I was never truly going to be safe again.


  
    Chapter Nine

  


  The cab pulled to a stop in front of Alice’s apartment, but I didn’t get out. That was a new life in there. A new name, new friends, and new rules to follow.


  The truth was, I’d never been much good at following rules.


  “Miss?”


  “I’m sorry,” I said, sliding away from the door and back to the middle of the seat. “I need—I mean, can you take me to the Flats?”


  He turned in his seat with a frown, an old man with skin the color of chamomile tea.


  “I have the fare,” I assured, him, then rattled off the familiar address. “It’s home,” I added, though why I felt compelled to share that tidbit I didn’t know.


  His forehead creased before he turned back to the wheel and reengaged the meter. A town on its own before Boston annexed it, Boarhurst—called “the Boar” by the locals—sits at the south edge of the Boston metro area. The Flats was north and east, a low-rent area near shipping channels. Industrial, blue collar, and utterly lacking in charm. During the day, the monotony of dismal facades was broken by splashes of washed-out color—laundry hanging out to dry, children’s toys broken and abandoned, potted flowers struggling toward the sun. At night, the entire area was monochromatic. I sat back in the cab and watched the black and white blur into gray.


  The trip was pretty much a straight shot down the expressway, and at ten-fifteen on a Monday night, traffic was light I leaned back against the upholstery, trying to ignore the hell and damnation nipping at my toes. After all, it wasn’t like I’d promised not to go to the Flats, right? All I’d said was that I wouldn’t tell Rose what had happened to me.


  I’d never once said I wouldn’t watch her.


  “Here,” I said, leaning forward and pointing to the next exit off the expressway. “Then a left and a right at the light.” I fed him directions, weaving the cab through the dark streets to the shabby neighborhood that had been my home for so many years. “Anywhere’s good,” I said, my eyes on the gray clapboards that covered our nondescript house.


  Once upon a time, the gray had been trimmed with bright blue and the yard had been awash with flowers. But that had been a long time ago, when my mother was still alive. Now the yard behind the chain link was dust. Two recycling bins stood like sentries, one on either side of the porch steps, overflowing with whiskey bottles and crunched-up cans of beer. A single planter—now brown and crumbling—remained as the only evidence that the residents had ever tried to bring life into that grim yard.


  I’d tended those plants myself—robust lilies and dusty pink roses. Not the typical fare for a container garden, but I hadn’t been aiming for aesthetics. The plants were for me and my sister, something Rose could look at even when I wasn’t home. Something that would remind us both that even if I was away, we would always be together.


  I couldn’t offer that reassurance any longer. At least I had the cold knowledge that I’d ended Lucas Johnson to comfort me, but Rose, my sister, had nothing.


  I paid the driver and got out of the cab, then stood on the sidewalk until he drove away. The house was dark, and I wasn’t sure what I intended to do. My hubris and determination had fizzled, leaving me feeling unsure, afraid, and just a little bit guilty.


  “Get over yourself, Lil,” I whispered. Then I took a deep breath, opened the gate, and marched to the front door. At almost eleven, the neighborhood was quiet. Late, but not late enough to send me walking away, especially because I could see the light and shadows from the television playing behind the frosted glass of the front door.


  I lifted my hand, took a breath, then rapped four times on the door. No point ringing the bell—it had been broken for years.


  At first, I heard nothing. Then someone crossed in front of the television, temporarily casting the interior of the house in darkness, as well as the porch. I shivered, my skin prickling as I twisted back toward the street, suddenly certain I was being watched. Nothing jumped out from the dark, however, and no creepy golden eyes peered from behind the bushes. If something was waiting out there to drag me down to hell, at least it was polite enough to let me finish my business.


  Still unnerved, I turned back to the door, then gasped as it burst open and my stepfather’s weathered face peered out at me.


  “Wha?” Joe asked, bathing me in the scent of bourbon, the scent I’d always associated with his failure. Now it seemed like home.


  I swallowed, and fisted my hands at my sides, determined not to reach out to him. “I—I—Is Rose home?”


  His eyes narrowed, then he moved away, shouting down the hall for my sister as he lumbered back toward the den, never once turning to look at me again.


  I fidgeted in the doorway, not sure what to do, but certain a piece of my heart had just shriveled up and died. I almost walked away, afraid I’d made a mistake by coming here, then stopped as my sister stepped into view. Fourteen years old, her skin so sallow she might as well be pushing fifty. Dark circles shadowed her eyes, and she moved with a heartbreaking wariness toward the door. The bruises Johnson had once put on her fragile skin might have faded, but my sister was still damaged goods, and that knowledge sat like lead in my gut. She wasn’t healed and happy. Joe hadn’t stepped up to the plate to be a good father.


  My sacrifice hadn’t worked any magic in her life.


  I told myself it had been only forty-eight hours since I’d gone out to kill Johnson, and that nothing much would have changed in such a short time. I told myself that Rose needed time to get over my death and that Joe needed time to step up to the plate. In a month or two, things would be better around here.


  I told myself that, but I didn’t believe it.


  “Who’re you?”


  “I’m . . . Alice,” I said, shoving my hands into the pockets of my jeans so I wouldn’t throw my arms around her. I waited until I was certain I could hold back the tears, then added, “I was a friend of your sister’s.”


  She cocked her head, the way she did when she was thinking. “I hardly ever met Lily’s friends.”


  I cringed, hearing the reproach, wishing I could go back and undo everything I did wrong—including the fact that most of my so-called friends had been shits. Shits who could get me cash, but shits nonetheless.


  “She talked about you all the time,” I said, truthfully. “And I wanted to come by now to make sure you’re okay. She’d want to know that you’re doing okay. Are you?”


  Her large eyes blinked, and my heart skipped in my chest, so desperate was I for good news. For the assurance that my death had made this world a better place for her. That I’d somehow managed to keep my promise.


  Instead, she only shrugged, her eyes as dead as I remembered. I’d wanted a fairy-tale ending, but no matter how much I wished for one, it just wasn’t happening.


  Johnson had left his scars, and erasing his presence had not erased them from my sister’s soul. If anything, my death piled on top had made them worse.


  The bitter comfort I’d latched onto when I’d learned that he was dead shriveled in my stomach.


  From the den, Joe hollered for Rose to shut the door. She started to, not bothering to say good-bye.


  “Wait!” I yelped. She paused, and I rattled on. “I—I’ll be at the funeral.”


  She stared at me, then nodded. Then the door clicked shut, leaving me standing like an idiot on my own front porch. “Right,” I said, but this time only to myself. I pressed my fingers against the glass and whispered a quick “I love you.” Then I squared my shoulders, lifted my chin, and walked across the beer-can-littered yard toward the street.


  I knew I should head back to Alice’s apartment, but before I could do that, I had one more errand. I turned right down the sidewalk, still haunted by the sensation of being watched. I stepped softly, listening for footfalls behind me. I heard none, but twice when I turned quickly, I saw shadows slipping over the sidewalk, disappearing into the trees and sliding down into the sewers. By the time I reached the video store, I was sweating, and my heart was tripping to an unfamiliar rhythm.


  The overly bright fluorescent lighting seared my eyeballs as I stepped inside, the posters of a dozen movies staring back at me.


  “Help ya?” Jeremy slouched behind the counter, an unlit cigarette dangling from his lips. I’d never been sure if that was his way of complying with the no-smoking rule, or if it was his way of saying Screw you. With Jeremy, sometimes it’s best not to ask.


  “I’m a friend of Lily’s,” I said, taking a Kit Kat bar from a candy display on the counter. “Was, I mean.”


  His eyes narrowed, and I could see the wheels in his greasy little head spinning. Jeremy did a nice business illegally copying DVDs, and I got a cut for any customers I shot his way.


  I stood there, letting him size me up. More important, letting him wonder if this new chick was there to rat him out. Trust me when I say that it’s a lot easier to get what you want if your mark thinks he’s avoiding something worse by giving in to you.


  “So?” he finally asked, shifting his weight from one foot to the other so that he teetered behind the counter.


  I casually lifted a shoulder as I opened the candy. “No big. I was hoping you could do me a favor.”


  “Yeah? What kinda favor?”


  “You got some cash on the books you owe Lil, right?”


  “Who’re you? Her accountant?”


  “If it makes you happy.”


  “I don’t owe her shit. I only work here. You gotta talk to Sean.”


  “I gotta talk to you, dickwad,” I said. “Cause I’m not talking her piddly-ass minimum-wage paycheck. I’m talking commissions. And she’s got about three seventy-five coming her way.”


  He hesitated, and I could see denial on his face. Fortunately, he made the wise choice and didn’t try to go that route. Instead, he tried diversion. “She’s dead. Dead girls don’t need cash.”


  “Her sister does,” I said.


  “So, like, what? Now you’re social services, too?”


  “If it makes you happy. But probably you should think of me as the problem that’s going to be perpetually up your ass. Because I know where you get the vids to copy, and I’m thinking Sean doesn’t have a clue.” I took one long step toward him, so that I was right there, the thin plywood of the counter the only thing separating us. “And I know your customers, too.”


  “Bullshit,” he said, but sweat was beading on his forehead.


  “She told me, dude. She told me a lot.” I put my hand on the counter, palm up. “So fork over the cash.”


  “Oh, come on,” he said, but that was all he said, because I thrust forward and caught him around the scrawny little neck, pulling him toward me until my face was right there in his.


  “You listen to me, you little shit. You open up your wallet. You give me what you’ve got. And if it’s not three seventy-five, then you get the rest of the cash to me or to Rose by the end of the week. Otherwise, we’ll have to have another chat. And honestly, I don’t much like talking to you.”


  “Feeling’s fucking mutual,” he said, lurching back as I let him go, then smoothing his shirt as he glared at me.


  “Now.”


  For a second, I thought he was going to hesitate again. And, honestly, I don’t think I would have minded. Because I really was in the mood to kick some ass. But then he got wise and pulled out his wallet. He laid two C-notes on the counter, then followed that up with a fifty, a twenty, and six ones.


  “And the rest?”


  “I’ll take it to Rose,” he said. “I woulda, anyway. Kid needs a break.”


  “Right,” I said. “You’re all about spreading the good feelings and sharing the wealth.”


  “Damn straight,” he said. “Not like I had a chance to say nothing with you going all Mojo Bitch on my ass.”


  “Rose,” I stressed, deciding to ignore the bitch comment, especially since it seemed rather accurate. “Not her dad.”


  “I got it,” he said. “Now, get the hell out of here.”


  “Pleasure talking to you, too.” I slid a dollar back toward him. “For the candy.”


  I started to walk away, then stopped. “You touch her bike?”


  He hesitated, and I knew he’d tried to. I’d locked it up good, though, before I’d caught the bus out to Lucas Johnson’s shit-hole of a house.


  “Never mind,” I said.


  “I’m gonna get someone to cut the chain off,” he said. “Make a new key. Ain’t no sense it sitting back in that alley with no one to ride it.”


  “You’re right, Jeremy,” I said. “That doesn’t make any sense at all.”


  I took two bites of candy as I crossed the store, knowing he was watching me. Red stickers plastered the back door, warning that alarms would sound if I opened. I pushed. No alarms. So much for truth in advertising.


  My decades-old Triumph Tiger was still parked there, a heavy chain around her. I didn’t usually chain the bike up, but I also didn’t usually keep it parked behind Jeremy’s place. I’d locked it up tight Saturday night, though. Whether out of extra caution or premonition I didn’t know. I was glad of my forethought now, though, and I reached under the fender for the magnetic metal box. It held two keys, and I had the chain off the bike in no time.


  I straddled the machine, the bike warm and familiar between my legs. I’d just slipped the key in the ignition when Jeremy peered out the back door and into the alley. “Ain’t your bike,” he said.


  “It is now. You got a problem with that?”


  He considered it, probably weighing how much he could sell the bike for against the long-term income stream on his counterfeit DVD operation. I turn him in for that, and the door shuts on his little retirement fund.


  Jeremy might be slow, but he’s not stupid, and after a few moments of staring and pondering, he nodded, then disappeared back inside, the door slamming shut behind him.


  I revved the throttle, relishing the sweet purr of the engine. “Come on, baby,” I said, then kicked it into gear and peeled off down the alley, only to careen sideways to a halt as someone familiar stepped from the shadows in front of me.


  Clarence.


  Well, hell.


  
    Chapter Ten

  


  “Looks like we’ve got a few issues to work through,” Clarence said as soon as I’d pulled off the road and killed the engine on the bike.


  “I didn’t break any rules.”


  “You were supposed to stay away from your sister.”


  I shook my head. “No way. I said I wouldn’t tell her the truth. And what the hell are you doing spying on me, anyway?”


  “I like to think of it as protecting our investment. Making sure the agreement we reached was solid.”


  I held up my hands. “I totally abided by the letter of the law. Didn’t step off the path even a millimeter, and you know it.”


  His lips pressed together, and I watched as he pondered my words, irritation boiling below the surface. I was right—technically, I was absolutely right. But as for the spirit of the thing . . .


  Well, maybe a micromillimeter.


  “Nice of you to admit it,” he said.


  “I had to see her,” I said simply. It was the truth, and I hoped it was good enough.


  Clarence cupped his hand thoughtfully over his mouth and stared so long at me I began to feel antsy under the inspection. Finally, he shook his head. “You gotta be smarter than that, pet. You’re our ace in the hole, remember?”


  I nodded, wondering what that had to do with anything.


  He released a long-suffering sigh. “What do you think’s gonna happen to little Rosie there if some badass demon figures out who you are? You think he’s gonna try to take you down?”


  “Maybe,” I said, but my voice had lost some of its edge. I had a feeling I knew where this was going.


  “Yeah, maybe is right. But if he’s a smart demon—and if he knows you got a kid sister out there, someone you’re pining over, someone you love—whaddya think he’s going to do then?”


  I shook my head, not wanting to go where he was leading me.


  He mimed a knife across his throat. “And not you, pet. Her. You hang with her. You talk with her. You let that girl into your life, and you are putting her life in danger.” He spread his hands wide, then shrugged. “That’s just the way of it, and unless you got some pieces missing up here, you know I’m right.” He tapped his temple and looked at me solemnly.


  After a moment, I nodded, because, dammit, I couldn’t argue the point. Rose had been through hell once. I wouldn’t be responsible for putting her through it again.


  But this wasn’t forever. I’d fight the demons. I’d make sure the gate stayed closed. And then, by God, I’d get my sister back.


  In the meantime, though, I had a pissed-off frog staring me down. “Am I in huge trouble?”


  He cracked a small smile. “No, kid. Guess I shoulda known you wouldn’t stay away. That’s who you are. Loaded with fluffle.”


  I lifted my brows. “Yeah. I’m fluffy.”


  He snorted, then shoved his hand deep inside his overcoat. “Got you a little something. Thought it might take the edge off.”


  “Yeah?”


  He passed me a small, wrapped package. “Open it,” he said, gruffly.


  I peeled the paper back to reveal a plain white box, the kind in which necklaces come wrapped at Christmas. I looked curiously at him, then lifted the lid and made a little gasping sound when I saw the gold chain and heart-shaped locket.


  “Took it off your body,” he said. “Thought you might want it.”


  I nodded, unable to force words past my dry mouth and throat. I’d worn the necklace on Saturday, when I’d gone out to kill Lucas Johnson. It was a piece of my past, a part of my personal history, and something I’d never expected to see again.


  I pried it open with one of my manicured nails and found the familiar, tiny picture of me and Rose, arm in arm, sitting on the swing on our front porch. “Thank you,” I said, slipping the chain over my neck and tucking the locket under my shirt, close to my heart. “This means . . . everything.”


  “Yeah, well. You know.”


  “Won’t the police miss it? I mean, I’m a murder victim, right?”


  “They might,” Clarence said. “But that’s not our problem, is it?”


  I couldn’t help the grin. “Why, Clarence, you devil. You’re a bit of a rule breaker, too.”


  He snorted, then shuffled his feet. “Let’s keep that to ourselves, okay?” But whether he meant his bad-boy propensities or the locket itself, I didn’t have time to ask, because he pulled himself up to his full—albeit short—height, then cleared his throat. “There are a few rules that are inflexible. But because we haven’t covered them yet, I’m going to give you a pass. This time.”


  “And we’re talking about what?” I asked, trying to sound innocent. Because I’d made an end run around two rules this night, and I had a feeling that telling Deacon that Alice was taking up killing demons was going to turn out to be an even bigger no-no than visiting my sister.


  “The demon,” he said. “I got sources, kid, and they tell me that you took out the Grykon nice and neat.”


  I blinked, completely thrown for a loop. “The ‘Grykon’? You mean the Hell Beast in the alley? I broke a rule doing that? Are you schizo? You’re the one who told me to! Kill it; don’t give it a headache. That’s what you said, right?”


  “Killing the Grykon’s a big ticky mark in the good column. Absolutely. It’s the circumstances that we got some problems with.”


  “Oh.” That thudding sound I heard was the other shoe dropping. Apparently, I hadn’t dodged the Deacon bullet after all.


  “You’re supposed to be working alone, kid. So what am I doing hearing that someone was with you when you killed the critter?” He paused, and even though he was a full head shorter than me, right then it seemed like he was the one looking down on me. “Who was it? Who was with you?”


  “You don’t know?” The possibility was so startling that I completely glossed over the fact that my frog friend was royally pissed. “You don’t keep some sort of constant watch? Like God looking down from heaven? A little handheld video device tuned to me? All Lily, all the time?”


  He snorted. “Wouldn’t that be handy? But no. You’re pretty much on your own, unless I get a whim to follow you around town.”


  “But you just said—”


  “Sources, kid. I said I got sources. And they told me the general drift; now I want the down and dirty. So let me ask again—who finally took the demon out?”


  “Maybe I did.”


  He shook his head. “No.”


  Couldn’t argue with that. “Someone else was in the alley,” I said, trying to think softly. “But it’s not like I revealed my secret identity. I still have my supersecret decoder ring, I promise.” I kept my face bland and hummed “Row, Row, Row Your Boat” in my head, hoping to drown out any errant thoughts even more. Deacon had pushed my buttons but good.


  The song was a trick I’d learned with my stepfather. Because Joe was an expert at reading faces. He used to always be able to tell when I’d been getting into stuff I had no business getting into. And inevitably, I’d ended up with a smack on my backside.


  But once I’d learned to fill my head with mundane things—children’s songs, stupid nursery rhymes, ditties from Schoolhouse Rock—the smacks were less and less frequent. I watched myself in the mirror once and realized why: even as my head blanked out with the mindless ditty, my face went blank as well.


  With any luck, my little trick worked on heaven’s messengers, too.


  “Lily…”


  “What was I supposed to do?” I snapped. “That thing was on me, and he pulled it off, and then we fought it together. I stabbed it, and I thought I’d killed it. Then he stabbed it again, and poof, a big puddle of demon.”


  “He, who?”


  “Deacon Camphire.”


  His eyes narrowed, and I swear if my life were a movie, creepy music would have crescendoed. I swallowed and took an involuntary step backward, the dark images I’d seen in Deacon’s mind stirring now within my own head. “He helped me, Clarence. What’s wrong with that? Why is that bad?” I heard the high pitch of my voice and hated myself for it.


  “Helped? Oh, no, pet. Deacon Camphire wasn’t there to help you. I don’t know what he was really up to, but he damn sure isn’t an ally.”


  “What do you mean?” I asked, afraid that I knew exactly what he meant. “What’s wrong with Deacon?”


  He looked at me, his expression curious.


  “Dammit, Clarence,” I pressed, when his lips stayed stubbornly closed. “Tell me. What’s wrong with Deacon?”


  “Everything,” he announced, flatly. “He’s a demon, Lily. A filthy, lying, stinking demon. He’s bathed in the fires of hell, and the stench of the evil he’s done clings to him, as pungent as rotting flesh. A demon,” he repeated. “Exactly the kind of creature you were created to destroy.”


  
    Chapter Eleven

  


  “A demon,” I repeated, something acidic roiling in my stomach. I stifled a shiver and forced myself to keep up the children’s-song serenade, because these were the kinds of thoughts I was certain I’d be broadcasting loud and clear otherwise. Deacon is a demon. I didn’t want to believe it—couldn’t get my head around it—but at the same time I was utterly certain it was true. That flash of rage. The creeping, tingling sensation, like something dark and sinister had come to call. Something sensually compelling, but totally dangerous.


  “What’s the matter? Not expecting eye candy to be one of the bad ones?”


  I kept my mouth shut; that one hit a little too close to home.


  Clarence snorted. “Gotta get rid of those worn-out expectations, Lily. Things aren’t always what they seem, pet.”


  “Like you?” I snapped, wanting to hurt him. Because as inexplicable as it might be, his news about Deacon had cut me deep. I’d been an idiot, pulled into an emotional trap, and I hated myself for my weakness.


  “Me?” he asked, apparently oblivious to my inner turmoil, and thank God and Schoolhouse Rock for that. “With me, what you see is what you get.”


  “Yeah? Well, don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re hardly my idea of a heavenly messenger.”


  “What would be your idea?”


  “I don’t know. Good manners, for one. More paternal. Softer. And a hint of holiness wouldn’t hurt, either.”


  His mouth twitched with amusement. “Straight out of central casting. Did it ever occur to you that I’m here because of you?”


  “What do you mean?”


  He snorted. “Come on, pet. You’d turn an angel’s halo black inside ten minutes. And you really gonna listen to a priest? You gonna ask questions and hound ’em, and get your head properly around what’s going on? Oh, no, kid. I’m here because I’m the only one the big guy figured you’d listen to.”


  I frowned, taken aback. Because the truth was, he was right. Clarence irritated me to no end, but it was a familiar, comfortable irritation. Like dealing with Jeremy or one of his ilk.


  “Like I was saying—you gotta make an effort to look beneath the surface.”


  I had to grudgingly agree. I let my mind wander back to the bar, to the way I’d slid so seamlessly into Alice’s life even though it hadn’t been seamless at all. I’d stumbled in my duties. I’d tended Leon with paramedical training that Alice most likely didn’t possess. And no one had noticed.


  “It’s not just me, is it? I mean, no one really looks beneath the surface anymore, do they?”


  He didn’t answer, his silence an invitation to continue.


  “I waltzed into her life. No one even knew she was gone. No one mourned her. Nobody said their last good-byes. They just ordered another round and watched her ass fill out a pair of black jeans. Only it wasn’t her ass in those jeans, not really. And nobody had one fucking clue.”


  My jaw was tight and I blinked back tears for this woman I hardly knew. A woman hardly known by the people with whom she’d spent every day of her life.


  “You get it, then.”


  I nodded. Sadly, I did.


  I frowned, remembering the way Leon had lain crumpled on the floor, and remembering the man who’d put him there. Even with that temper, there’d been no hint that Deacon was anything more than a man. Certainly not a demon. Certainly not the incarnation of evil.


  In the alley, he’d spoken to me with genuine concern in his voice, and he’d helped me fight the Grykon. Only the fact that I’d seen the inside of his mind let me believe what Clarence said. And, yeah. I believed it.


  “Why?” I asked Clarence. “Why would he help me?”


  “Come on, Lily. You’re not stupid. Why do you think?”


  “He played me,” I said, clenching and unclenching my hands at my sides, not sure if I wanted to slide a knife deep into Deacon’s heart or simply never see him again. “The son of a bitch played me—or, rather, he played Alice—and I had no fucking idea.”


  “That’s the way they operate, kid. Don’t beat yourself up.”


  “You’re not mad? You’re not going to—you know.” I glanced toward his waist, where I knew that blade was sheathed inside his coat.


  “Not if you’re giving it to me straight. He doesn’t know who you are? What you are?”


  “He doesn’t. I swear. But—” Deacon’s last comment about staying out of his head popped into my mind before I could stop it, and I saw Clarence’s face pinch, his expression shifting from anger to fear before smoothing out to basic, boring bland. A lot like my studied new expression, actually, and for one quick, quirky moment, I wondered what he was trying to hide.


  “What exactly did he say?” Clarence asked, his frozen face shifting back to its usual animated self.


  “Only that I needed to stay out of his head,” I said, adding a mental song blast just to be on the safe side.


  “What did he mean?”


  “I don’t know,” I lied. “I was kinda guessing that maybe Alice was like you.”


  His head cocked slightly to one side. “Why would he think that? You been getting in anyone’s head, pet?”


  “He thought Alice was like you,” I said. “I’m not really her, remember?” I spoke over a backdrop of “Conjunction Junction.” And I said it firmly, the way I’d learned to lie.


  I also said it over a backdrop of guilt because here I was, rolling off yet another lie, made all the worse because I was lying to God’s right-hand dude. But I couldn’t help myself. I was less than one day into this freakish new life, and I desperately wanted to keep it. I wanted to be Superchick. I wanted to fight demons. I wanted the chance to even my own karmic scorecard.


  And something in Clarence’s eyes made me think that if I told him the truth about what was happening in my head, all bets were off.


  I forced the thoughts back deeper behind the veil of children’s songs. Clarence was looking at me, his expression thoughtful, and I had to hope he hadn’t been able to sneak in around the edges of my mind.


  “You think he was bullshitting?”


  I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. We know he was pulling my chain. But it doesn’t matter because Alice is dead. And there’s nothing funky going on in my head.”


  “Then you’re golden, kid. But you’ll tell me if anything pops up there, right? Can’t believe we didn’t know that about Alice, but if she really can poke around in a demon’s head, that could come in pretty damn handy.”


  “Can’t you?”


  He shook his head. “One, I ain’t on the front lines. And two, I only do human psyches. Limitations of my gift.”


  “Oh.” Wasn’t that interesting? The kind of nifty little tidbit of info I could file away for a rainy day.


  I thought about the nature of my job and lined that up with the nature of Deacon. “So, um, am I supposed to kill him?”


  “Deacon?” He shook his head. “No.”


  I tried hard to stifle my sigh of relief. “Why not? He’s a demon. I kill demons.”


  “That he is, and that you do. But he’s not one to trifle with. He’s strong, Lily. Damn strong. And until you have a few more kills under your belt, I think it’s safe to say he’s a damn sight stronger than you. He’s taken out too many on our side for me to blithely put you in his path. Our endgame is too important to risk our resources going after scum like Deacon Camphire. You understand?”


  I nodded, assuring him that I did, and filling my head with children’s songs so he couldn’t see the relief that flooded through me.


  The truth was, the revelation about Deacon had flummoxed me. That he was a demon, I believed. That there was evil inside him, I believed. And perhaps I was being naive, but I didn’t want to believe that was the end of the story. I’d seen the fight inside him—the struggle for good. More than that, I knew that Alice had gone to him. Had trusted him. Had believed that he could—and would—help her.


  Maybe he’d been playing Alice, too. Hell, maybe he’d planted the images in his head so that I’d think he was fighting evil, when in fact he was the very epitome of it.


  Maybe that was why Alice didn’t show. Maybe she’d learned that he was playing her.


  I didn’t know.


  But I couldn’t dismiss him out of hand as easily as Clarence could.


  I needed to poke and prod and learn and see.


  I needed, I thought, to know what made Deacon Camphire tick.


  
    Chapter Twelve

  


  You haven’t lived until you’ve transported a non-angelic amphibian mentor on the back of your motorcycle. My life, thank God, is now complete.


  Actually, I didn’t mind the trip too much. Talking on a bike is strictly for emergencies only, so I enjoyed a bit of in-my-head time. Or, rather, I enjoyed it once I let my mind wander to complete nontopics. I didn’t think Clarence could hold my waist that tight and mumble in fear while poking around in my mind, but I certainly wasn’t sure.


  So instead of thinking anything important, I thought about nothing. About the quiet Boston night, and the chill in the air, and the wind on my face. A world of possibility and purpose had opened to me, and I felt free and happy.


  At least, I felt happy for a moment. Then the guilt set in. A new world was opening up to me, but Rose was stuck in the same shit-hole, only now her sister was dead. I’d tried to protect her like I’d promised, but I’d done a piss-poor job of it. The only thing better about her sitch was that Johnson couldn’t hurt her anymore. But his death hadn’t really saved her. It had only kept him from damaging her more. I had seen that much just by looking in her eyes.


  My guilt was all the more pronounced because even though I cried for Rose, I couldn’t shake the giddiness that came from this feeling that I belonged. That I’d finally found a calling and all my past fuckups were about to become ancient history.


  The gig was dangerous, sure. But it was important. And despite the fact that it was scary as hell, it felt good to be me right then, even in someone else’s body.


  Good enough to bring on heaping shovelsful of guilt.


  “Turn here,” Clarence said, as I slowed at a blinking red light I followed his directions around twists and turns, until we finally parked my bike in a dim alley. I looked around at the Dumpsters overflowing with bits of rotten food and other odoriferous things, and wondered why we were in such a grim place.


  “Time to get you ready,” Clarence said, turning away and then walking deeper into the alley. Fetid water pooled in potholes, the surface still and oily. The smell of mold and fecal waste hung between the brick walls, and I followed carefully, hoping to avoid the actual source of the stench.


  My heart pounded as I picked my way carefully around the refuse. Not in trepidation, but in anticipation. I’d been in similar conditions mere hours before, and considering the odd circumstances of my new life, I fully expected another beast to leap at us from the shadows.


  Clarence hurried down a darkened street, then turned down another alley that was, remarkably, even filthier than the last. I picked my way around the piles of trash, debris, and biological refuse, trying very hard not to breathe in the process.


  He moved quickly, stepping around a pile of something slightly green and highly rancid as he moved closer to a steel door. He slid aside a metal plate to reveal an illuminated keypad. “And here we are.”


  “High tech,” I said.


  “You expected the door would open by virtue of a miracle? Our battle may be celestial, but our resources are state of the art.”


  He punched in a code, and the thick door swung silently inward, revealing a pitch-black hallway. “Shall we?”


  Reluctantly, I followed him over the threshold. What little light accompanied us in from the alley was snuffed out with the thunk of the door shutting behind us. The air around us lay still and stale, the lack of even the slightest breeze accentuating the claustrophobic conditions. I swallowed, my skin suddenly clammy as the memory of the last time I’d awakened in pitch black settled over me.


  Perhaps I wasn’t as ready as I thought—I heard Clarence in front of me, then heard the metallic clang of a breaker switch being thrown. Above us, a bay of fluorescent lights twinkled on and a fan at the far end of the hallway whirred to life, stirring the air and fanning away a few of my trepidations. Graffiti adorned the walls of the narrow hallway, but the filth and stench of the alley remained outside.


  We moved down the long hall, our steps echoing off the concrete walls and floors. Soon, the glare of fluorescents gave way to the dim light of yellow bulbs mounted at intervals along the walls. We continued through puddles of jaundiced light, turning, then turning again as we thrust deeper and deeper into the labyrinth.


  At last, we reached an ancient elevator door, I leaned close, my hands clutching the mesh of metal as I looked down the shaft that seemed to end in darkness. The cable hung in front of us, seeming quite inadequate for the job it was required to perform.


  “You were saying about high tech?”


  Clarence shrugged, a broad Gallic gesture. “Eh. Renovations. Who has the time?”


  I was tempted to point out that God did. Now, however, hardly seemed the time for jokes.


  “Good decision.”


  “You really have to stop doing that.”


  “Then you need to quit thinking so loud.”


  I frowned, but he only chuckled, then pointed to yet another access device hidden beneath a metal plate. “Your turn,” he said.


  I calmed my jangling nerves, then pressed my hand against the cool glass. A biometric scanner did its thing, and after a brief whirr and click, the tiny metal room began to rise from the pit, finally coming into view, then clanking to a stop in front of us. Clarence took the initiative and pulled open the gate. He stepped to one side and gestured broadly. “Ladies first.”


  I drew in a breath, looked upward toward the flimsy cable, and stepped inside.


  God was on my side, right? At least, he was for now.


  The elevator was controlled by an ancient dial mechanism, and Clarence took the helm, shifting the stick downward from 1 to B3. The car jerked, and immediately we started our descent, the world—or at least the building—moving vertically in front of us, like a dull filmstrip from second grade.


  Despite the high-tech entry procedures, there was nothing spectacular about the building. The floors we passed were abandoned, but clean, the debris at the entrance little more than camouflage. But there was no stained glass, no statuary. Nothing to suggest there was anything holy about the place. Instead, it was like a bunker, and I hugged my arms tight around me, feeling more out of place with each foot we descended into the bowels of the building.


  Though it seemed to take forever, the elevator finally creaked to a stop. I didn’t have to ask Clarence if we’d reached our destination; I could see clearly enough that we had. A raised platform, like a boxing ring, stood dead center in the massive room. Around it, various training accoutrements—a punching bag, an exercise bike, a weight bench. Were it not for the mace, the broadsword, and other various medieval-style weapons mounted on the wall behind the ring, the place would have reminded me of the cheap gym Joe had gone to before my mother died.


  The smell reminded me of my childhood, the tang of old sweat and leather. A hard wave of regret tugged at my heart, and I squeezed my eyes shut, fighting a longing so intense I thought my knees would buckle.


  I took a breath, forcing myself to concentrate, to focus. My old life was gone. And if I wanted to keep whatever tenuous hold I had over this new existence, I needed to focus. I needed to fight—both myself and the demons that made the earth a living hell.


  “No rest for the weary, huh?” I asked Clarence, with a brief nod to the setup.


  He’d been watching me, his expression unreadable, and I wondered if he’d seen my memories, if he’d felt my loss. I didn’t ask, and after a moment, his eyes crinkled at the corners. “Are you tired?”


  I considered the question, and realized that I wasn’t. Not at all.


  “I didn’t think so,” he said. “You might crave a nap, but you don’t actually need it. Not any longer. Not unless you get banged up pretty bad.”


  My brows lifted in surprise. “Really?”


  “Sleep is comfort, a luxury. What your body needs and what it wants are two entirely different things,” Clarence said. “Isn’t that right, Zane?”


  I turned, startled, and saw a man approaching from the shadows. I hadn’t noticed him before, which suggested that he’d come in through a side door. Because this was not a man that I would have overlooked. Not in a million years.


  His chest caught my attention first. Bare, with only a smattering of hair, his cafe au lait skin seemed to glisten in the minimal lighting. That perfect chest narrowed as his abs approached the gray fleece of sweatpants. They rode low on his hips, and I couldn’t help but notice the thin line of hair pointing down like an arrow to what was hidden below.


  I swallowed as he moved toward me, my eyes drawn to the bulge at the apex of his thighs. I forced my gaze to continue on its merry way, dancing down one of those exceptional legs until I found a leather thigh holster that sheathed a knife capable of gutting an elephant.


  I drew in a shaky breath, remembering why I was there, then mentally backtracked, examining not his body but the face and eyes that were focused on me. Rugged, I saw, with a strong jaw and penetrating green eyes. His head was shaven, and the single diamond stud he wore in his left ear twinkled as he moved silently on bare feet.


  A cat, I thought, then immediately amended. Cats suggest feminism, and there was nothing female about this man. I could practically smell the testosterone, and every female part of me was reacting accordingly.


  He carried himself tall, like a soldier, his muscles so tight I believed he could have tossed a pickup truck across the room.


  He stopped his advance right in front of me, eyes skimming down from my head to my feet and then back up again with an intensity that sent my already primed female parts spinning. To say I liked the sensation would be the understatement of the year. But somewhere, from the depths of a swirling sensual haze, a touch of sanity poked through. This isn’t me. I didn’t get all gooey for every attractive man I met. Was this Alice? Was it something about him? Or had my new circumstances brought me unexpected delights as well as unwanted dangers?


  “Isn’t what right?” the man called Zane asked, his words directed over my head to Clarence. Reluctantly, I left lust behind, realizing that though I’d been basking in this man for what felt like an eternity, in reality he’d crossed the room in mere seconds. Now, of course, he was answering Clarence’s question—a question about which I’d already forgotten.


  “Our Lily,” Clarence said helpfully. “I was explaining that there are some things her body craves, but only a few things it actually needs.”


  The man took a step closer to me, those cat eyes taking in every inch of me.


  Cravings. Oh, yes. I understood all about cravings.


  I clenched my muscles, forcing myself not to look away, to keep my breathing under control despite the way my blood burned in the wake of his gaze, as if he’d reached out and stroked me, his fingertips skipping red-hot over my skin.


  “Oui, ma chérie,” he said, the Cajun cadence thick in his voice. “But do not pay too much heed to this old fool.” He bent forward so that his face was near mine, his breath soft on my ear as he whispered, “You are alive, are you not? And sometimes, living is as much about the want as the need.”


  I swallowed, which represented about as much physical control as I had at the moment.


  Zane caught Clarence’s eye. “She is exceptional in many respects. You are certain she is the one?”


  The lusty haze that had settled over me began to dissipate. It was one thing to be the intense object of Zane’s attention. It was another thing entirely to be under such scrutiny for practical rather than prurient reasons.


  “I am certain,” Clarence said. “She wouldn’t still be with us if I were wrong, would she?”


  “I hope you are right,” Zane said, his voice almost wistful.


  “Who are you?”


  “I will be teaching you many, many things,” he assured me.


  I turned stupidly toward Clarence. “But I thought—”


  “I’m your main man, pet, but take a look at him. Who do you want honing your fighting skills? Him, or me?”


  “Right.” I wiped damp palms on my jeans. “Great.”


  “Where do you want to begin?” Clarence asked.


  “She prevailed against the Grykon?”


  “Eventually. In their first encounter she failed to terminate the creature. I’m happy to say that she rectified that mistake a few hours ago.” He scowled a bit. “And then some.”


  “She must learn not to hesitate. There is no room for error, no room for pity. Hesitation is an invitation, and the enemy has already claimed too many victories.”


  “She is standing right here,” I said.


  “So you are, ma fleur,” Zane said. “Standing proud and battle-scarred.”


  I winced, certain he knew about the slice on my arm, even though there was no way he could have seen it, hidden as it was under both a sweatshirt and my duster.


  “Your coat,” he said, nodding to a bench. “And the overshirt.”


  I grimaced, then peeled off the garments, leaving me clad in jeans and my tank top.


  “I see,” he murmured, his eyes trained on the wound that now marred Alice’s arm, courtesy of the Grykon.


  “You heal faster now, Lily, and most wounds will fade by morning. This, though,” he said, brushing his finger down my arm. “This was rendered with poison.”


  I rolled my shoulders, determined not to reveal any regret. “I’m a warrior, right? Now I look like one.”


  “I think we would rather you blend in. And I know that I do not wish to see you either dead or injured.”


  “Too late for that,” I countered. “On both counts.”


  His lips twitched in amusement, but that didn’t catch my attention nearly as much as what he was doing with his knife. He sliced the tips of his fingers, and then he stepped in closer to me, his eyes dark and serious as he traced that finger down the length of the wound. There was no need for me to ask what he was doing—I could feel my skin knit in the wake of his touch.


  “How—”


  But he pressed a finger to his lips and shook his head. “It is a gift, ma chérie. From me to you.”


  “Then I’ll only say thank you.”


  He inclined his head. “This creature who wounded you,” he began. “He had the chance only because you let him live when you first encountered him in the ceremonial chamber?”


  “Well, technically.” I said.


  “And why did you not kill the creature when you awakened?”


  “I had no idea what was going on then. I was trapped. I was terrified.”


  My skin prickled as I remembered the shock of waking up, of seeing that beast enter the room and bear down on me. “We fought, and I managed to lay it out with a candlestick. After that, I ran.”


  “Escape is not your mission.”


  “I didn’t know I had a mission,” I snapped back.


  “Your mind must be firmly in the moment,” he continued, as if I hadn’t said a thing. “Firmly on the goal.”


  “And that goal is?”


  “You must kill, Lily. You must complete each mission, without exception. This is a take-no-prisoners war, and the only way to prevail is to win. Kill,” he said. “Or be killed.” He fixed me with a hard look. “Do you understand?”


  “I do.”


  “Good. Because right now, your mission is to kill that demon.”


  
    Chapter Thirteen

  


  I turned sharply in the direction he pointed, and saw that a portion of the floor had opened up to allow the rise of a steel cage on a hydraulic platform. But where I expected to see a another Hell Beast with long teeth and cold, scaly skin, all I saw was a young girl. About sixteen, with a thick black collar around her neck. And when she lifted her eyes to mine, I swear it was Rose who stared out at me.


  I drew in a breath. “That’s not a—She can’t be a demon—”


  “She can,” Zane assured me. “And she is.”


  “But—but—Where? How? You have a stash of demons tucked away for—”


  I cut myself off. From the look on both their faces it was easy to see that was exactly what they had. A little demon collection, all hidden away, ready to be dragged out for training purposes.


  I swallowed, not sure if I was disgusted by the reality or impressed that the training was so damn serious.


  Zane was apparently oblivious to my mental meanderings. He held a small black device with a number of buttons. Now he pushed one, and the front panel of the cage descended into the floor, leaving three sides surrounding the wary teenager, looking ultra Goth in black with spiky silver jewelry.


  Beside me, Clarence pulled a notepad and pen from his interior jacket pocket. “I’ll be evaluating your performance, of course,” he said. “Try not to be nervous.”


  “Nervous,” I squeaked, gesturing toward the girl, who remained crouched on her haunches, unmoving, looking up at me. “This is insane.”


  “If that’s the way you feel, ma fleur, you have failed already.” He reached down and pulled a ten-inch blade from his sheath. He handed it to me, the blade landing cold and deadly in my palm, the blue stone on the hilt sparkling under the harsh light.


  I wanted to argue, to give it back. But Zane’s thick hands closed around my upper arms, and he lifted me up to the platform as easily as a child might lift a rag doll. I stood for a moment, unsure. Surely I wasn’t actually expected to fight—to kill—this child!


  “Maintenant!” Zane said, and although I know absolutely no French, I got the idea: Get moving!


  But I didn’t move. A mistake I would soon regret, as my opponent had no qualms. She sprang up and came at me, snarling like a feral animal. Her fingers splayed out like claws, and she was on my face before I could even react, her fingernails ripping my skin, barely missing my eyes.


  “Holy shit,” I cried out, as I smacked her hands away, instinctively turning my face from hers. Apparently instinct wasn’t the primo option, though, because now I couldn’t see her, and she took advantage of that mistake by hauling herself up and jumping on my back.


  “Untrained,” I heard Zane say, from what seemed like a thousand miles away. “I have much riding on this. I hope you are sure . . . ”


  Clarence’s reply was muffled, but I heard Zane’s grunt of acknowledgment clearly enough. What I wanted was to scream that they needed to get this little bitch off me.


  What I did was fight.


  And as soon as I made the decision—as soon as the very thought entered my head—a burst of power exploded through my body, even stronger than the surge I’d felt in the alley. The strength they’d put inside me was coming out in fits and starts, and I instinctively knew that I still wasn’t fully primed. But it was going to be a sweet ride getting there.


  I twisted at the waist, pressing my hands against the mat to get leverage even as I kicked over, my heel connecting to her head with a sickening snap. I finished my spin and arched to my feet, the knife held at the ready as she recovered and rushed me, snarling like a wild thing.


  It was me, though, that gave in to the wild thing within. I don’t know if it was frustration, anger, or just plain fight-or-flight, but I kicked into action with a vengeance. More, I wanted blood. Her blood. This sassy little bitch who wanted to take me down. No freaking way.


  The girl lunged, and I thrust, forgetting that although I might have the strength, I definitely didn’t have the skill. She used the back of her forearm to knock against my wrist, then reared back for another hard lash that had the knife flying out of my battered fingers before bouncing uselessly on the mat.


  I allowed myself about half a second to mourn its loss, then realized it really didn’t matter. I had all the weapon I needed inside me, and I set on her with a vengeance, ripping and clawing and beating and pummeling. More animal than woman, I was pounding the shit out of this demonic kid who would kill me if I didn’t kill her first.


  “Ah, c’est vrai. There is fight in her, after all,” Zane said, his voice seeming to fill the hall.


  “Told ya the girl had fire.”


  “Resourceful, too. Though there is still much work to do,” Zane said, his voice matter-of-fact as I kicked out blindly, catching the girl under the chin and sending her stumbling back until she landed hard against the ropes that enclosed three sides of our ring.


  “On so many levels,” Clarence said, his tone suggesting I was going to require quite a bit more work than he’d anticipated. I glanced over and saw him scribbling notes, and for some reason that innocent action fueled my fury. I turned to take it out on the girl, but she was already taking advantage of my distraction.


  With a guttural howl, she leaped, landing hard and knocking me down. My lungs emptied with a whoosh as she deposited her full weight on my chest. My brain ordered me to struggle, but before I could put that innovative thought into action, the girl had her knees hard in my sides, as if I were a bucking bronco and she were hanging on for dear life. At the same time, she pressed her whole body forward, our faces intimately close, and her thumbs digging deep into my windpipe.


  My body spasmed as my cells screamed for oxygen, and I struggled to get her off me. Apparently, though, demons are endowed with much the same strength I’d been blessed with. Which kind of sucked, when you thought about it.


  Her face contorted, and I no longer saw Rose. Instead, I saw the true dark depths. I struggled beneath her, trying to get free, trying to breathe. And as I did, I saw hate and vileness and pure evil.


  And, yes, I saw something familiar in those shadows. A cold darkness that had moved in, taking residence in the secret places of my mind. A longing to step up to the kill.


  The thought that anything—anything—in that beast of a girl could be reflected back on me filled me with disgust. I pulled my knees up hard and fast, slamming them into her backside even as I rocked forward, my head smashing hard against hers. Starbursts screamed behind my eyes, but pain wasn’t enough to stop me. Not anymore.


  I heard her low grunt of surprise, then felt the lessening of pressure around my neck. That was all it took. I twisted at the waist rolling left, then thrusting back to the right when I felt her center of gravity shift. I had the advantage then, and I took it rolling her over and over until we were only inches from the knife.


  I saw the realization spark in her eyes, felt the twitch in her arm as she tried to reach for it—and I felt the lust of pure power as my fist smashed hard into her nose.


  She howled, and I lunged sideways, my fingers closing around the knife even as she grappled at my face, her fingernails clawing at my cheeks, mere millimeters from my eyes.


  I’d won, though. We both knew it, and I saw the flash of resignation as my blade hand arced back, the cold steel glinting in the air before I thrust it hard under her chin, a single line of blood rising under the edge as I pressed down, silently daring her to struggle.


  She didn’t.


  Instead, I watched as fear flooded her face. Tears glinted in wide eyes, and she said the first recognizable word I’d heard her utter: “Please.”


  My will evaporated; I was being pulled back home, those eyes taking me to Rose. To everything I’d lost, and to everything I’d loved.


  My hand shook, and I released the pressure ever so slightly. That was all it took—she was up and on me, slamming me backward as she clambered on top, her quick hands snatching the knife from my reluctant fingers even before I had time to register the victorious smirk distended across her mouth as the knife arced toward my chest.


  Time seemed to slow as my mind grappled to find some scenario that didn’t end with me dying right there. But no ideas sprang helpfully forward.


  I had no place to go.


  She’d gotten me smashed up against the corner of the ring, a steel pole pressed hard against my ribs, and her own body blocking any movement to the opposite side. Beneath me was a solid floor, and above me was the sharp steel of my blade.


  I was screwed, and I knew it.


  I struggled anyway, not inclined to die gracefully. Not really inclined to die at all.


  I thrust out my hands, and she sliced my palm with my own knife, drawing a thin line of blood.


  Fire shot through my hand, the sting of steel against flesh.


  I screamed, my hand closing around the blade, my blood smearing over the angry metal.


  No good. The pain burned through me, and when she lashed out with her other hand to pummel my face, I let go, failing, and dreading the inevitable. As I knew it would, the knife continued its treacherous arc toward my heart, and I knew without doubt that this time I was truly going to die. And damn it all, I was terrified.


  The scream erupted from my throat, a living thing composed entirely of sound and fear, as the tip of the blade caught my shirt. I was dead, and I knew it and—


  I was free.


  The demon released me with a bitter howl, clutching the collar around her neck and straining as if her life depended on ripping that thing off. Then she fell to the mat, totally still except for the erratic rise and fall of her chest.


  I scrambled sideways, my eyes on Zane. He held up the remote control. “To allow for training of our warriors.”


  I glanced sideways at Clarence. He didn’t look back, still scribbling furiously in his notebook.


  I drew in a trembling breath, desperately wanting his reassurance. Too bad for me, none was coming.


  “Now you understand,” Zane said, entering the ring with me and moving to the demon, who still lay motionless on the mat “Kill or be killed.”


  He picked up my knife, holding it carefully. I nodded, not trusting my voice to speak.


  “You did not kill,” he said. “And you almost suffered that fate at the hand of your enemy. You failed us, ma chérie. I had such high hopes that Clarence was right. That you were the one. It is most disappointing,” he said, his voice low and hypnotic.


  I stood there, my palm throbbing in pain as I drank in those vibrant tones carried on his masculine scent, floating away on a sensory mist. The man was sex personified, so silky and sensual that I could concentrate on nothing else, even though a deeper part of my mind was screaming that this was off, that I needed to push through the mist. That whatever I felt in the presence of this man, it absolutely wasn’t real.


  I didn’t care. I could stare at him forever, drinking in the sensual pleasure, relishing the tingle that his mere proximity sent coursing over my skin.


  I sighed, my body humming even as through the haze, I saw his hand tighten around the hilt of my knife.


  The steel glinted in the spackled light, the flashes an encoded warning only for me—Wake up, wake up, wake up!


  The mist parted and I understood—I’d failed. And now it was my turn to die.


  The blade slashed down, breaking the spell. I grabbed Zane’s wrist with my sore hand and pulled, bringing the blade dangerously close to my chest, but also pulling him off balance.


  He tumbled toward me, and as he did, I shifted, taking his arm with me as I rolled over. The haze evaporated, drowned out by the singular need to survive.


  My hands locked on his wrist, and I pressed forward, ignoring the sting from the wound in my palm, wanting only to move the knife as far away from my flesh as possible.


  And, yes, wanting to cut the son of a bitch who was trying to take me out.


  I heard a sharp snap as his wrist broke, going limp as I forced the blade through the taut, caramel skin. Blood flowed, warm and sticky, and I opened my mouth, a wisp of an oh filling the otherwise silent room.


  “Ma petite coeur,” he whispered as a blood bubble formed on his lips. “Je suis mort.”


  
    Chapter Fourteen

  


  Mortified, I fell to my knees, pulling the knife free as I tried to take back what I’d done—even as I watched the final spark of life fade from Zane’s eyes.


  “No,” I whispered, letting the knife clatter to the floor. My gut clenched as something strange and otherworldly seemed to fill me—a surge of power followed by a burst of sweet, almost sexual pleasure that had me biting back a moan.


  What the fuck?


  I forced myself to open my eyes, as embarrassment, lust, and desire ricocheted through me, not to mention the abject terror that Clarence would slip a knife into the back of my neck and finish the job that Zane had started.


  I flinched, my mind holding me steady while fear urged me to cut and run.


  But Clarence wasn’t moving toward me. Wasn’t even looking at me.


  Instead, he was watching Zane’s body. And when I turned in that direction, I knew why. Beneath the rent in the material of Zane’s shirt, his skin was knitting back together, as if I were watching an autopsy in reverse.


  I swallowed, more fascinated than scared, my attention moving from his chest to his mending wrist and then to those dull, dead eyes. Dull, that is, until I caught a glint of something that seemed to come from behind the irises. A something too deep to be a reflection, but instead seemed to be a pulse of pure, internal energy.


  I watched—astounded, flabbergasted, the whole range of shock-and-awe emotions—as Zane blinked, stretched, and sat up.


  For confirmation’s sake, my eyes dipped once again to his chest, but the man was healed.


  More than that, the man had come back from the dead.


  “So did you,” Clarence said, his voice making me jump. I’d forgotten he was standing there, watching me even as I watched Zane.


  “But I—but—” Honestly, what was there to say?


  Zane rubbed the spot on his chest, then flashed me a smile so knowing it made my cheeks flush.


  I took an involuntary step back. He would, I knew, finish what he’d started. And this time, the trainee wouldn’t be victorious.


  The expression that crossed his face as he looked at me, though, lacked any murderous intent. On the contrary, what I saw reflected back at me was . . . pride.


  “Bravo, Lily,” he said, taking my knife from the floor and then standing up, his shirt ripped, but the flesh underneath pure and perfect. “You understand now.”


  I stood there, my throbbing hand screaming for attention. But I wasn’t interested in the pain right now. I shoved it away, compartmentalized it, and focused on the miracle of this man now standing before me. “How did you—”


  “We all got gifts, Lily,” Clarence said. “Zane trains. Makes sure we got the best warriors, and that they’re gonna do whatever they got to live. To keep on fighting.” He shrugged. “Wouldn’t do much good if he permanently died each time a warrior passed the test.”


  I swallowed, his words enveloping me. Passed the test. “Then I really did kill him?”


  “Oh, yeah. You nailed him. And you’re stronger for it.”


  I frowned, at first assuming he meant metaphorically. But I soon realized he meant more than that. The blood seemed to pump through my veins with more purpose. My muscles primed. My senses acute.


  I’d killed—and I was stronger for it.


  I’d killed—and I’d enjoyed it.


  “You got it, kid. Each kill with your blade makes you that much stronger. That much more of a fighter. That much more unbeatable.”


  I looked at Zane, who’d come back from the dead. “So what are you? An angel?” He certainly looked the role. Masculine beauty with eyes that seemed to go on forever, and a sensual allure that pulled you in, featherlight, but with a warrior’s fire.


  “Far from it,” he assured me. He moved closer, making my skin tingle as if I’d stepped too close to a live wire. “Remember, ma chérie. You can’t let anything distract you. Not compassion, not curiosity, not eyes that look like your sister’s,” he added, looking back at the still-immobilized demon. “You have the skills. You lack only in commitment.”


  “I’m committed,” I said. “I got you, didn’t I?”


  “She’s not one to be trifled with, I see,” he said to Clarence. “And oui, you did. But only after. And if I’d nailed your ass, chérie, where would you be now?”


  Burning in hell.


  His eyes suggested I was exactly right.


  “Do you wish to survive, Lily? Do you want to fight our fight? Prevail in our cause?”


  “Absolutely,” I said, turning to stare at the little bitch who’d almost sent me to hell. “Absolutely, I do.”


  “Good. Then train,” Zane said. “You complete your assignments. You don’t hesitate. You go after the mission in the most single-minded of manners. Doubt will get you killed. Second-guessing is a doorway to death. You are not here to minister to them, to bind their wounds or cure their ills. Remember who we are fighting; their methods are tricky, their soldiers strong. But if you obey—if you focus—your gifts will see you through.” He put his hands on my shoulders. “Can you do that, Lily?”


  “Yes,” I said, because no other answer was possible.


  As I spoke, Zane moved with graceful intensity toward the girl, still on the ground, her face contorted with pain as she clutched the back of her neck.


  He bent down and then, almost lovingly, stroked her hair before pulling down the neckline of her shirt, revealing an odd, raised tattoo. A serpent coiled around a sword, his mouth open, fangs bared, and poised to swallow the tip of the blade. “She is a vile demon, Lily. A Tri-Jal. You see this mark? That is the sign of the Tri-Jal, and they are the worst of the worst. So violent—so deadly—that even their sense of reality shifts. This girl only appears to be flesh, to be human. But there is no humanity in her, nor was there ever. She is a demon, Lily, through and through. Less than that, even. She is an attack dog, and evil is her master.” He bent down toward the girl’s face. “Woof.”


  She snarled in response even as she grimaced against the pain from the device in her neck.


  “Some are able to be trained. They walk. They talk. They blend in. An elite force, if you will. A most dangerous breed. One day you will meet another one. And I’ll tell you right now, that day won’t be pretty.”


  I licked my lips, eyeing the girl warily.


  “This is what you let live, Lily. This is what would have killed you.”


  He held out my knife. The one I had lost in the fight. The one that she had cut me with. The one I’d killed him with. “Come,” he said. “Finish the job.”


  I hesitated only a moment, then took the knife from him. He took a step back. “Now,” he said, pressing a button on the remote.


  The demon girl howled, then stood tall. Her skin rippled, as if something were living beneath it, moving around, disfiguring her, but when she looked at me, her eyes still belonged to Rose.


  “The hell you are,” I said, and I lunged. She countered, but I was ready, and I tackled her, sending us both to the ground. I could feel the new strength in me, burning through me, filling me. And damned if I didn’t put it to good use.


  I had one hand on her neck, holding her down. Those eyes opened, but I looked away. “You’re not her,” I said, even as I slashed my blade straight across her neck.


  An unearthly yowl split the air as the black goo oozed from the wound. I jumped back, then watched, fascinated, as the body shifted into a bottomless pit of slime that seemed to suck her out of this dimension and into some other unknown space, leaving nothing behind but a slight greasy mark on the mat, and me, suddenly broodish and dark.


  I looked over the rest of the mat and noticed that it was stained in a number of places. The blood of demons and humans tainted the place, and there I was standing in the middle, the heir to it all. “I did it,” I said.


  “Indeed you did,” Zane responded, with a small nod.


  I frowned, thinking back to the Hell Beast. He’d also turned to goo, but his wound had been to the heart. “I sliced her throat,” I said, only now recognizing the incongruity. “And she turned to goo. It doesn’t have to be a heart wound?”


  Zane looked between me and Clarence, clearly perplexed by my question.


  “Earlier. When the Grykon—” I stopped myself, eyes on Clarence, unaware if I could share the fact that I’d actually encountered two demons—and that I’d let one walk away scot-free.


  “Deacon Camphire has been up to his tricks,” Clarence explained. “He took out the demon with his own blade in a rather obvious attempt to win Lily’s trust.”


  I bit my cheek, forcing myself to stand there silently and accept the dressing-down.


  “I see,” Zane said. He lifted the short blade and showed it to me. “It is the blade, ma chérie, not the nature of the killing blow. A demon taken out by a proper blade wielded by the blade’s owner will not come back.”


  “Oh. So why didn’t I have a proper blade before you guys sent me to the pub? I mean, I’m this kick-butt assassin chick and I had to grab something from the trash.”


  “Your test was fitting into Alice’s life,” Clarence said. “We didn’t expect—”


  “No,” Zane said, interrupting. “She is right.” He nodded to my hand, where I still held my knife. “A hunter makes a knife his own by spilling his own blood on the blade. She cut you across the palm with your own blade.” I glanced at my hand, fascinated to see that the wound was already healing. “It is now yours, as you have seen. Use it well.”


  I licked my lips, unsure. “So this is all I need? A knife?”


  “Do what you were made for and you cannot fail. Utilize your skill; take advantage of the element of surprise. Do that, and you will prevail.”


  I looked between him and Clarence, torn between going with the mystical assassin-chick flow, or diverting over to earthly practicality.


  I chose the practical. “How about a gun, too? Just in case skill and surprise don’t cut it.”


  “And what would you do with that?”


  “Shooting between the eyes when the creature charges me leaps to mind.”


  “That would do you no good, ma chérie. A bullet will not harm demon flesh. For that you need a blade.”


  I nodded to one of the many weapons cabinets. “Crossbows?”


  “Slow them down, no doubt about that. And yes, perhaps a gun would do the same. But when it’s time for the killing blow, that must come from your blade. Your blade, ma chérie.”


  “Or else they come back,” I said.


  “Indeed.”


  I licked my lips. “So, they just stand up and come back to life?”


  Zane shook his head. “It is not the body that returns, but the demonic essence. Use your own blade, and you kill that as well. It cannot find a new home. If you do not, the demon will find a way to return.”


  “Oh.” I started to slide my new blade between my jeans and my belt, but Zane stepped forward. “Here,” he said, removing the sheath from his thigh. He leaned over and strapped it to mine, his touch practical and economical, yet arousing nonetheless.


  The transfer complete, he stepped back and nodded approval of my appearance. Then he returned to the ring and moved with a cat’s grace to the place where I’d killed the girl demon. He rubbed the ball of his foot on the last bit of stain, then looked up at me, the import of what he was about to say telegraphed in his expression.


  “You’re here to eliminate demons,” he said. “That is what you do now. If you don’t do it, you’re useless to us. And that,” he added, returning to stand before me, “would be a shame.” His eyes met mine, fierce, but with something buried deep that made me shiver, a reaction that only intensified as his eyes moved purposefully over me, taking measure of this tight new body I was coming to call home. “That really would be a damn shame,” he added, as I instinctively reached for the knife sheathed on my thigh.


  I closed my fingers tight around it, even as I fought the urge to move closer, to press my body against him and abandon all my responsibilities to the drunken frenzy of being lost in his arms. It wasn’t real, though. That longing. I knew that, and I fought it. Like a virus, Zane had infected me, and instead of giving in to the fever, I backed off, crossing my arms over my chest and hugging myself. Whatever it took to feel less vulnerable. Less exposed.


  Less goddamned horny.


  If I wanted to survive, I needed to keep my focus. Most important, I needed to learn the rules of my new world.


  And, I thought, glancing back at the barely discernible oily black stain, I needed to learn them fast.


  
    Chapter Fifteen

  


  I trained for another hour and killed three more demons that night—each one delivered to me in a cage and set loose in the ring. They came at me like feral beasts, some with blades, some fighting with only their hands. Some could toss me across the room with the power of their mind, and others leaped upon me, mouth open, trying to steal my soul. Zane taught me how to fight them all, how to protect myself. And most of all, how to handle myself with my knife. I can’t say that my skill was elegant or refined. Mostly, I was scrapping, albeit with more skill and strength after each kill.


  And the bottom line was that I survived.


  Between sessions, I’d regroup on the sidelines, and Clarence would run me through Introduction to Demons. Showing me pictures of various types, telling me what type of mischief each was famous for, and relaying various bits of history. Tons of information, actually, and way more than my already overloaded brain could handle.


  Honestly, it was easier to just fight, and that was what I did the most of, with Zane coaching me (or berating my skills, depending on your politeness factor) from the sidelines.


  As for me, I thrust, parried, kicked, and lunged, all with an eye toward keeping myself alive and turning the demons into oily memories.


  If that was the ultimate goal, I’d have to say I succeeded.


  Which raised the question of why my mood was so black when Zane called for an end to the night’s training. Truth was, I didn’t want to stop. I wanted to pummel something. I wanted to rage against everything, to wail and beat and scream until the world shifted back to the way I wanted it to be. I wanted what I wanted and didn’t much give a shit about anyone or anything else. I wanted to lash out against anyone who stood against me, and at the same time I wanted to curl up and let the darkness cover and console me.


  I didn’t like the mishmash of feelings, and I sure as hell didn’t understand where they’d come from. I wanted this life. And dammit, I liked that I’d been handpicked. Liked even more that I’d survived the testing.


  But it was there, this sinister, moldering mood. Like one of those dark cartoon clouds following just above my head. And try as I might, I couldn’t shake it.


  And that, of course, made me even pissier.


  “Come on, pet,” Clarence said as we walked toward my bike. “Lighten up. This too shall pass.”


  I squinted at him, trying to decide if he’d been poking around inside my dark mood. I’m certain I’d been broadcasting it loudly enough.


  “Didn’t have to poke,” he said. “You’re like that Peanuts character. What’s his name? The one with the dust that follows him everywhere? That’s you, only it’s a funk that’s surrounding you.”


  “Thanks,” I said. “You’re a big help. I feel so much better now.”


  He stopped walking, then turned and really looked at me, his expression managing to be both serious and compassionate. Quite a feat, really, when you factored in his overall amphibian-like countenance. “It’s gonna pass, kid. Don’t let it drag you down.”


  “And by it you mean the Pig Pen-like cloud that’s making me want to curl up inside a blanket for the next millennium? Either that or go out and beat a perfect stranger to death.”


  “Yeah,” he said. “That’s the it I mean.”


  I made a noise. I didn’t actually tell him to fuck off, but I think the sentiment was there in my tone.


  He chuckled, apparently not put out by either my attitude or my actions. “It’s the change, kid. I mean, come on. You’ve crammed a month’s worth of living into less than a day’s worth of hours. Got yourself a new bod, a new career, and one damn serious mission. So don’t go blaming yourself if everything up here starts misfiring.” He tapped his head and gave me a knowing look. “Go home. Get some sleep.”


  “I thought I didn’t need sleep,” I countered, feeling surly and not inclined to give an inch.


  “I said you needed it to heal. You think you came through that transition unscathed?”


  My frown deepened, because I was certain that he was right. My body ached like a bastard, though I wasn’t particularly inclined to admit that little fact.


  “Gonna take time, kid. So don’t wig out on me just cause you’re feeling a little premenstrual.”


  “Hello! Crude much?” Honestly, he was the freakiest little heavenly messenger. But he’d made his point. And, yeah, I was grateful.


  “So give me an honest answer,” I said as I settled on the Tiger. My hands tightened on the handlebars, and I realized my palm had completely healed. Nice. “What’s the overall deal? The big picture, I mean. Are we gonna be making this trek to Zane’s for training every day until that symbol on my arm does its thing?”


  “I’d say that sums it up. You and Zane on a regular schedule. Side by side, getting all hot and sweaty and down with the kick-ass mojo.”


  I glanced sideways at him, my cheeks heating. He chuckled.


  “Nice,” I said, realizing Clarence had picked up on all my lust-filled thoughts. “And to think I thought you couldn’t get any more crude.”


  “I’m just saying.”


  I sighed. “What’s his story, anyway?”


  “I guess the teenage girls would say he’s got the pheromones from hell. Hard to resist, you know?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “I know.”


  He chuckled, clearly amused by my discomfiture. “This is where I leave you,” he said, taking a step away from my bike. “I’ll find my own way home.”


  “What? Wait! That’s it? Don’t I need an assignment? A document that will self-destruct? A password to a secret website?”


  “I’ll be in touch,” he said, and then he tipped his hat, turned ninety degrees on his heel, and started burning up the pavement toward the end of the alley.


  I grimaced, my anticipation for my upcoming assignment fading as I started the bike. I was going to be fighting some decidedly nasty demons in a battle that could decide the fate of the world. And I would wager that none of those demons was going to be particularly keen on rolling over for my blade when I came calling.


  No pressure. No pressure at all.


  The dark gloom still clung to me as I arrived back on Alice’s street and squeezed the bike in between two parked cars. At after two A.M., the street was eerily silent, and the weight of the night pressed down on me. I could hardly believe all that had happened in less than twenty-four hours. I was literally a different person, and though I knew I should slow down and try to take it all in, I couldn’t shake the buzz. I had a feeling sleep was going to elude me.


  I climbed off, then mounted the steps toward the door, the key to the building in my hand. I’d just unlocked the door and was pushing it open when a piercing scream shredded the night, and I turned toward the sound, my heart pounding with a sick thrill at someone else’s pain. Shame crashed over me, and I told myself to move. To go.


  To save them.


  I went. Running toward the noise and hoping desperately that my decision to get my ass in gear meant that the darkness bubbling inside me wasn’t as vile as it felt. Maybe it truly had a purpose: Kill the demons. Save the world.


  With a cacophony of thoughts swirling in my mind, I ran across the street, a welcome power surging through me as I urged my body to move.


  I couldn’t pinpoint the sound, but there weren’t many options. Narrow passages separated the gray buildings on the far side of Alice’s street. Once large homes, the houses had been converted to apartments, the grassy area between the homes paved, creating instant alleys leading to off-street parking, where children once played in grassy backyards.


  I couldn’t see anything as I rounded the corner of the closest alleyway, but I distinctly heard the muffled moans of a woman, most likely with a male hand clenched tight over her mouth. I edged closer, peering into shadows, ready for anything.


  Hell, I welcomed it.


  I didn’t, however, expect what I saw: a dark creature—his eyes flooded bloodred—with one hand over a petite blonde’s mouth, her neck gouged and pulsing blood directly into his gaping mouth.


  I was on the move even before my mind finished processing. As I raced forward, he lifted his head, his lips curling up to reveal a bloody mouth feasting on living flesh.


  His expression held no urgency, no fear. In fact, it was almost as if he were welcoming me to the party.


  And it was that—even more than the freakish reality of meeting this creature in a dark alley—that made the tiny hairs on the back of my neck tingle with dread.


  
    Chapter Sixteen

  


  I saw all of that, analyzed it, and tucked away the oddity without slowing my approach. I saw the beast’s eyes widen, surprise flashing behind blood-tinged irises as I hauled back and hit him—blam—in the nose with the heel of my hand. And damned if that didn’t feel good. Like a release. All that dark stored up within me like a taut rubber band, bursting out with the full weight of my power behind it.


  Man. Ya gotta love it. I know I did. Even when we got into it—when the demon snapped back to his feet and let me have it. We went at it down, dirty, and mean.


  Our bodies collided, and I was knocked backward, landing on my ass before he leaped on me, bloody teeth bared. “You arrogant fool,” he hissed, and then, remarkably, he stalled his attack, looking at me with something like kinship.


  Revolted, I grabbed for the hilt of the knife, still strapped to my thigh. At the same time, I pushed my body up so as to free my arm for full movement. With all of my newfound power behind the motion, I brought the blade to the beast’s neck, slicing through the skin, then the tendons and, yes, even bone. Not as easy as it sounds, but I was no longer your run-of-the-mill mortal, and I might as well have been slicing through butter. “Who’s foolish now, you son of a bitch?”


  The head lopped off, then rolled to one side, an astounded expression in those dead eyes. And then, in a blink, he melted into formless goo. Yeah, well, don’t underestimate a woman with a knife, buddy. Next time, I’d have to try staking the thing—were bloodsuckers vampires even without fangs? I didn’t know—but it was nice to know that beheading worked just fine.


  Twisting around, I ran back to the woman. She was a mess—her throat ripped open and her skin gray and lifeless. For a moment—one brief, horrible moment—I reveled in her pain. Hell, I wanted to push it higher. Wanted to take it to the limit and see how much she could bear.


  I gasped, the moment passing even before I could push it away, but not so fast that I couldn’t escape the wave of self-loathing that crashed over me.


  I wanted this new life. I really did. But at what price was I sliding into this role?


  I shook myself, determination setting in. Adjustments. That was all this was. Just like Clarence said: stress and adjustments. I wasn’t some blackhearted beast.


  And to prove it to myself, I hurried to the woman, crouched by her side, and took her hand in mine.


  “You’re going to be okay,” I lied, as life flowed from her. “I’m right here. I’m going to stay with you.”


  I pressed my hands over her throat, trying to stanch the flow of blood. No use. It pumped out of her, spraying through my fingers, covering my clothes, my skin, my face.


  She gasped, a fish out of water, seeking a breath I couldn’t give her. As for me, I breathed in deep, my senses primed and tingling. My thoughts seemed to separate from my actions, and I was aware of only one thing—an intense, undeniable hunger. But not for food. For blood.


  Shaken, I stood, my gaze shifting between the woman and the stain on the concrete where the demon had been.


  “What’s happening to me?” I whispered, even as I gazed at my knife and fought the disgusting-but-oh-so-tempting urge to run my tongue along the still-bloody blade.


  I closed my eyes as a wave of dizziness washed over me. I felt faint, desperate to satiate that most base of desires.


  I knelt beside the woman, and even as I heard myself whispering, “No,” I brushed a finger across her neck. Her body temperature was already falling, and the blood felt cool against my fingertip. I lifted my hand and pressed my finger to my lips, my tongue darting out to taste the sweet heaven of her blood.


  No!


  This time, the word echoed only in my head, but the force of it was strong enough to bring me to my feet. I slammed my hand down against my jeans, scrubbing the blood off and wishing I could scrub the sweet, sweet taste from my mouth, too.


  First a sensual haze with Zane. Then that dark, violent brooding. Now a near-painful bloodlust?


  It was all too freaking much. I needed answers, and I knew I couldn’t go to Clarence. Somehow the idea of bloodlust in one of heaven’s soldiers didn’t sound like something I wanted to confess. Not when you considered that knife he had no qualms about using if I failed to prove myself.


  I grabbed my head, trying to keep the throbbing at bay, a deep, rhythmic pulse that originated as much with confusion as it did from my battle to keep myself away from the blood that called to me like heroin to a junkie.


  Run. It was the only thing to do. Run and get clear and find my head again.


  I gave her one last look, guilty about leaving her, and knowing that if I stayed, I would surely debase us both.


  Run.


  It was the only answer.


  Run, dammit, run!


  I ran.


  I ran as if the devil himself were behind me. Because you know what? I think he was.


  
    Chapter Seventeen

  


  I ran, but I couldn’t escape the scent, my own horrific desires, or the guilt that accompanied my overwhelming, sickening hunger.


  The blood covered me, had soaked into my shirt, had stained my hands, and all I could do was run. Alice’s apartment was right there, only meters away, but I didn’t go in. Didn’t want to surround myself in pastel pink and pretty images. Right then, nothing about me was pretty. Not the stains on my body. Not the anger in my heart.


  And definitely not this sickening bloodlust that still burned through my veins.


  Here I was, some big-shot, Über-bad assassin chick, and the first time I stumbled upon a demon actually attacking a human I’d managed to do exactly nothing. Nothing.


  Worse than nothing, I’d defiled her death by a perverse thirst that had come over me.


  What was the point? What was the point if I couldn’t save the innocent? I trembled, remembering the cold, gray death in the woman’s eyes. Remembering as well that cold gray in the eyes of my sister.


  Goddammit. I was supposed to be better now. Pulled out of the useless mess of a life where I couldn’t even help my sister. I was supposed to have been chosen. A frickin’ savior for humankind, but so far, all I’d done was fail. The woman in the alley, the demon in Zane’s basement, my sister—raped and stalked and tormented. I’d killed, and yet I still couldn’t help anyone. Couldn’t keep my promises.


  How the hell could I save the world if I couldn’t save even one person?


  I hugged myself, the reality of this world I’d slipped into pressing hard around me. Murderous demons in dark alleys. Girls with Rose’s eyes and black souls.


  Pretty freaking unreal.


  Then again, I’d been plucked from the jaws of death. Get thee to a new body, and go forth to slay the demon. Yeah, perhaps astonishment at the revelation of horror movie-quality creatures in Boston was a misplaced emotion.


  As my thoughts raged in my mind, my feet took me far away from Alice’s apartment. The dark streets were mostly empty, but I caught a few stares, then remembered I was covered in blood. Nice.


  At least, I realized, the bloodlust had faded. Which was good, because if I thought about it too much more, I would seriously wig out.


  The red leather duster hid the blood, but the white Bloody Tongue sweatshirt was covered. I slipped out of the coat, then peeled off the shirt, leaving me clad in the thin tank top I’d put on at Alice’s. Despite the chill in the October air, I didn’t shiver, the heat coursing through my veins sufficient to keep me warm.


  I dumped the shirt in a trash can, then slid back into the duster as I kept on walking, my strides eating up the pavement. At first I heard nothing but the beating of my heart and my own footfalls. But after a mile or two, I heard the definite tread of someone behind me.


  I wheeled around, hand on my knife, and came face-to-face with Clarence, looking as pissed off as a frog about to undergo dissection.


  “I thought you didn’t have a Lily-scope?”


  “I went back to your apartment,” he said. “Wanted to double-check. Make sure you’re okay. Shoulda got there sooner, I guess,” he added, his voice tight with control. “You’re an assassin, Lily. You’re not a vigilante.”


  “He killed her. And you’re telling me I should have done nothing?”


  With both hands, he raked his fingers through short, thick hair. “You did great. Awesome. You killed the big, bad, bloodsucking demon. Yay for you.”


  My mouth hung open, because I was absolutely certain I was now in Wonderland.


  Clarence sighed. “I’m sorry to rag on you, kid. It really was a solid kill. Nasty demon, now gone from the world. Kudos to Lily.”


  “Then what is the problem?”


  “You still don’t get it,” he said. “This isn’t about eradicating every demon that’s walking around out there—”


  “I didn’t kill every demon,” I spat back in return, my mind flashing to Deacon before I quickly shoved the image away. “I killed one. One who was hanging around outside my apartment killing innocent women.”


  “You think you’re invincible?” He poked me in the chest with one quick fingertip. “You ain’t. But you are the one who’s going to make sure the gate stays closed. And if you get whacked, you won’t be around to do that, now will you?” He snorted. “We lose the war, you gonna be happy you took out a demon or three? A vamp who was getting his rocks off with some skank he picked up at—”


  “Skank?”


  “I’m making a point. You wanna let me make my point?”


  I put my hands up in a gesture of surrender and stepped back.


  “Point is, you might win the battle, but you sure ain’t gonna win the war. Not like that. Not if you go running off with your own agenda.”


  “He. Killed. Her.”


  “Everyone dies, pet,” he said. “Like they say, ‘That’s life.’”


  I crossed my arms, staring him down. “I didn’t.”


  “My point,” he said. “You got a job to do. You got a purpose. Don’t screw it up for some tightly wound sense of justice.”


  “Tightly wound?”


  “That woman was gonna die no matter what. Maybe not tonight. Maybe not next year. But she ain’t living forever, and in the end, from her perspective, it’s all the same. What you’re fighting, though—that’s eternal. More than that, you screw it up and maybe that little lady’s soul don’t have such a nice place to go. Capisce? You gotta be a big-picture gal, Lily. ’Cause if you’re gonna go around sweating the small stuff, then we got loads of trouble ahead. Do you get that? Is any of this sinking in?”


  “I get it,” I said. And I did. I’d been trying to help. To use these newfangled powers to protect the weak and innocent. People like Rose. But I wasn’t allowed to do that. Instead, I had to keep my eye on the mission and take my satisfaction where I was told.


  Pretty lame for an Über-chick.


  “An Über-chick who’s going to save the world, pet. Trust me when I say that’ll save a whole boatload of innocents.”


  I knew he was right but it didn’t feel that way.


  He looked at me, eyes narrowed, searching my thoughts. “Come on, kid. Chin up. You can’t afford to get distracted. We got too damn much to lose.” He swung an arm around me and hugged me like a chum. “It’s almost three, and you’re due back at Zane’s to train at ten, then you got a shift at the pub. You may not need sleep now, but I’m thinking downtime would be a good thing. Go take a little.”


  I nodded and ran my fingers through my hair. He was right, but that didn’t mean I had to like it.


  I told myself I had every intention of going home, of closing out the night in Alice’s bed—my bed—and letting dreams carry me away from all this.


  I told myself that, but then I kept on walking, twisting and turning down streets and alleys, not paying attention to where I was going, but letting the night lead me as I tried to empty my mind.


  A steady bass thrum trembled through the air, the sidewalk beneath my feet throbbing with its syncopated beat. I stopped, turning as I tried to find the source of the music.


  I realized then how far I’d wandered. I’d left the residential area far behind, and was now surrounded by warehouses and small businesses. The kind of off-the-beaten-path places that can repair your car or your antique typewriter and tend to be housed in metal buildings with garage-style doors.


  The noise, I realized, was coming from a ramshackle warehouse on the corner, plastered with rain-stained posters advertising various bands I’d never heard of. I followed the music around the corner and found myself facing a guy in army fatigues smoking a cigarette as he lounged in a garden chair. He looked me up and down, his gaze barely even stalling as it hit the knife on my thigh.


  “What’s the cover?”


  “Fifteen,” he said. “We only got music, and we don’t shut down until dawn.” Which was doorman-speak for, “We got whatever drugs and alcohol you want, but I’m not saying because you might be vice.”


  I still had my tip money, and I peeled a twenty from the wad of cash I intended to mail to Rose. “Keep the change,” I said, then took a step for the door. His hand across my chest stopped me. I looked down at his palm over my breasts, then up at his face. The hand came off, flying up in a gesture of peace and goodwill.


  “Gotta lose the piece,” he said, nodding toward my knife.


  “And to think I tipped you.” I bent over and unstrapped the thigh holster. Then I pulled up the leg of my jeans, restrapped the contraption to my calf, and worked the denim back over the knife. A tight fit, and a very obvious bulge, but not so bad that it ruined the haute couture gestalt of my outfit. Whatever the hell that means.


  “Not exactly what I had in mind.”


  “Well, I figure you have a choice,” I said. “You let me in so I can dance and make merry. Or I go home, drown my sorrows in a beer from my refrigerator, and in my desolation at being rejected, drunk-dial the police and report the unsavory goings-on behind those doors. Because I’m pretty sure that unsavory is happening back there. Honestly, I wouldn’t want in otherwise.”


  He stepped aside.


  “Good boy,” I said, bestowing him a quick pat on the cheek as I brushed past and into the deafening roar of the club’s interior. Club being a loose term, of course, because these kinds of clubs changed geographical location almost nightly. But the place served my purpose—crowded, dark, boisterous, and too damn loud to even think.


  I was tired of thinking.


  The music pounded in my chest as I stepped through the inner door, though I suppose music is a loose term, too, considering the volume was too loud to hear anything but the bass beat. As far as I could tell, the song was meant to be enjoyed through vibrations in the air, as if those of us in the club were bats or something.


  I considered the metaphor and decided it wasn’t that far off the mark. I’d become nocturnal by default.


  “Lily,” I whispered, “you’re a mess.”


  A bald man with a tattooed scalp shot me a curious glance. I ignored him and crossed to the makeshift bar of plywood and beer crates. I ordered a double shot of tequila and endured the bartender telling me they didn’t have alcohol. “I’m not the cops,” I said, then slammed back the drink he passed me. Easy enough, and because I figured good karma shouldn’t be wasted, I ordered another, then took it with me as I wound my way through the crowd to the ladies’ room, a haven of makeup, hair spray, and the most foulmouthed gossip you’ve ever heard.


  Two overly coiffed sorority princesses stood next to a girl with a purple Mohawk and a pierced lip. All three turned and looked at me. I, in turn, looked at the sink, then aimed myself in that same direction. I plunked my drink down on the counter and proceeded to scrub the last remnants of blood off my hands, arms, and coat. Then I reached in front of Bitsy for a paper towel.


  “Fight with the boyfriend,” I said, conjuring a sweet smile, a not-too-difficult feat considering whose face I was wearing. In fact, anyone looking at the reflection in the mirror would probably assume I’d come in with Bitsy and Ditsy. Even after the night I’d had, Alice still looked cute and perky. Considering my old body used to develop bags under the eyes if I stayed up past nine thirty, I had to admit my new skin held some definite upsides.


  The downsides I discovered once I emerged from the ladies’ room. Not fewer than seven men hit on me as I made my way back across the dance floor, and one of them actually reached out and grabbed my ass. I don’t think I broke his nose, but he slid back into the crowd so fast after I belted him that I can’t be sure.


  I slid into the mass of people, arms high, my breasts pressed against the thin material of my tank top. Colored lights swept the floor, sweaty bodies moving in rhythm all around me, hips and fingers touching as we all moved in one delicious, sensual beat.


  A lean man in a purple shirt slid in close to me, and I grabbed the waistband of his jeans and tugged him closer. A warm, sexy power was filling me, and I needed to explore it, to test it, to use it. I smiled at him and realized he was enthralled, which gave me a nice little rush.


  His arm hooked around my waist and his hips pressed against mine as we gyrated in time to the music, a sensual bump-and-grind that only vaguely resembled dancing.


  I closed my eyes as he slid his hands up from my waist, coming close to my breasts, teasing me, setting my body on fire, and taking my thoughts away from the specifics of my life to the pure, physical pleasure of touch.


  And so help me, I wanted that. Wanted to be lost inside my head, even if only for a moment. I didn’t want this man, didn’t know him or care about him. Another face loomed in the back of my mind, but that was one of the images I pushed away, clinging instead to the safety of anonymity.


  Whatever I wanted, this man would have to do; and if I could only quit thinking, maybe I could lose myself for a few minutes in his touch.


  We moved in a mindless pattern of heat and desire, his touch fueling my need for release, but I wasn’t desperate enough to go there with this man. It was enough to feel the power over him, a power I didn’t understand, but that nonetheless consumed me.


  I wanted it, though—wanted a touch so intimate it would truly shut my mind down, make all my thoughts and fears and doubts go away.


  I wanted it, and it both terrified and fascinated me that the man who so dominated my thoughts—the man who tweaked my lust—was a man I couldn’t have. A man I told myself I didn’t want.


  And, dammit, a man now striding toward me across the dance floor, the ocean of bodies parting in front of him as if he were Moses parting the Red Sea.


  Deacon.


  My heart stuttered in my chest. I told myself I should fear him, should at the very least be wary of him.


  Instead, I simply wanted him.


  “She’s mine,” he said, pushing my partner aside with little more than a glance. His arms slid around me, his hands on my lower back pulling me close as my body tingled from the electric storm surrounding this force of nature.


  “I’m not yours,” I protested, but I stayed in his arms nonetheless, tempting fate and testing the limits to my newfound sensual allure, not to mention my self-control.


  He took his hand from my back long enough to hook a finger under my chin and tilt my head up. “Maybe not,” he said with a cocky grin. “But you want to be.”


  
    Chapter Eighteen

  


  “The hell I do,” I protested, pushing him away even as I wanted to sink deeper into his embrace. Because he was right. I wanted him. I wanted to see him squirm beneath me, and right at the moment I didn’t care if he was squirming beneath my thighs or at the point of my blade.


  I simply wanted. Low and visceral and desperate.


  I gave him a shove, wanting to get my head together even more than I wanted to stoke my libido. “Go.”


  He pulled me closer, his embrace firm and demanding. “I like it here.”


  “Dammit, Deacon . . . ” But he wasn’t listening. The music was of the bump-and-grind variety, and even though the place practically vibrated with the beat, he held me by the hips and moved in a slow, sensual dance, and damn my ever-loving soul, right then I didn’t care that he was a demon. Didn’t care that he might have played me, set me up.


  All I cared about was making that connection again—that full-body, all-over tingling lust that had washed through me the first time he’d held me in his arms.


  I sighed, remembering the longing and the sensual desperation.


  And then I tensed, remembering the fear, the darkness, and the bloodied rage.


  I gave him another hard shove.


  “No.” This time, I did break free. Gasping, I stepped back, eyeing him warily as the drunken ravers gyrated nearby. I had to keep my head on. I had to, because if I couldn’t think, I couldn’t figure him out.


  The dim light cast the hard planes of his face in shadows. He watched me, his eyes hard and assessing. “Planning on running away again?”


  “I’m not going anywhere,” I said, the feel of my knife against my shin comforting me.


  The corner of his mouth lifted ever so slightly, and his gaze raked over me. “Good. I’d hate to think I scared you off again.”


  I bristled. “Excuse me? You don’t scare me.”


  “No?” Those harsh planes shifted into something resembling a smile, and damned if his eyes didn’t twinkle. “I could have sworn that’s why you ran so fast. Because of what you saw. What we both saw.”


  I flinched, realizing for the first time that he’d seen it, too. He hadn’t merely felt me poking around in there. He’d seen what I’d seen, knew what I knew.


  I didn’t know much about weird psychic visions, but my impression was that they usually weren’t shared. That this one had been didn’t make me feel better. If anything, the knowledge made me even antsier.


  And antsier still when he stepped closer to press his hand on my shoulders and bend his mouth to my ear. “Which part of the vision scared you more? The dark, bloody horror? Or the two of us, entwined and naked?”


  “None of it scared me,” I lied.


  “No?” He leaned back enough so that I could see his face. His expression was harsh, unreadable, but anger seemed to roll off him in waves, and I had the feeling it was held in check only by the strength of his formidable will. “Then why did you run?”


  “I didn’t run,” I lied.


  “Of course you didn’t.”


  “I was working,” I said firmly, and a bit too loud. “I had to get back to work.”


  “Which raises the question of why you went into my head in the first place. You broke a promise to me, Alice, and an important one. Don’t think I’ll take that lightly.”


  I cocked my head, sensing more than just anger in his tone. This wasn’t about a broken promise; it was about the revelation. And damned if I didn’t understand why he was pissed. If I had that man’s psyche, I’d want people to stay the hell out of it, too.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, and I meant it. “I didn’t mean to. It just happened. I wasn’t trying to turn it on. I swear.”


  He searched my face, and I let him, knowing with absolute certainty that he’d find nothing but the truth there.


  “Anyone else gets in my head like that, and they’d be dead by now,” he said, his voice matter-of-fact.


  I lifted my chin defiantly. “Then why am I alive?”


  He smiled in answer, then traced the line of my jaw with his fingertip. The simple promise in his touch shot straight through me, making my skin tingle and hum with both memory and anticipation. The need was ramping up again inside me, my body seeming to pulse with the lights of the club, desire so close to the surface I feared it would overcome me.


  “It scared you,” he said. “What you saw.”


  “I don’t scare easy,” I said, moving closer to him, proving to myself just how easy it was. How easily I could control this new power I’d found within myself.


  “Is that a fact?”


  I only smiled in answer, my fingertips tracing his shoulder, lightly stroking his arm. Closer still, the light burning inside me. That thrall. That trick. That sweet surrender I’d watched in the boy’s face as he danced with me. I’d brought him in, caught him in a spell.


  And I could do the same thing to Deacon.


  And the power of that realization only fueled the fire inside me.


  His head turned so that he could watch as my fingertip lightly grazed the soft skin of his forearm. “What does scare you?”


  I lifted myself up on my toes, leaned in so that my breasts brushed his chest, nipples hard under the thin layer of my tank top. I placed my mouth close to his ear and breathed in the scent of bourbon mixed with mint. “You,” I whispered, my voice little more than air.


  “You should be scared,” he answered, and the truth of that declaration shot all the way through me. Except it didn’t scare me. It excited me. Made me want to push limits and test boundaries.


  Apparently, all I’d needed in order to really feel alive was to die.


  I pressed in closer and pitched my voice low. I was playing with fire, but until I got burned, I wasn’t sure I could stop. “Does that mean you’re dangerous?”


  He stroked my hair, my head fitting into the palm of his hand. “You weren’t scared of me last week. So you tell me, Alice. What’s changed? And don’t say the vision, because you stood me up long before that.”


  What’s changed? Wasn’t that the question—and I stepped back, the spell evaporating as reality circled around me. A reality in which Alice was dead, Deacon was a demon, and the mystery of Alice’s death loomed over me.


  “Alice?”


  “Nothing’s changed,” I said, trying to figure out how to play this.


  “Interesting.”


  I looked at his face, but he was giving nothing away. “What?”


  “You told me twice you needed to talk—begged me to meet you, to be on time, to not forget—and then you stood me up.”


  “Last week I didn’t—”


  “What?”


  I drew in a breath, quickly considering my options, and deciding to go with the big bomb. “Last week I didn’t know you were a demon.”


  His eyes narrowed, but otherwise he showed no reaction. Almost imperceptibly, he moved closer, his body generating an electric reaction between us. “Didn’t you?” he asked, the question confusing me. If Alice had known the truth about Deacon, then not only had I completely blown my cover, I’d also stumbled across the burning question of the century: What was pretty-in-pink Alice doing hanging around with demons? And had her less-than-savory acquaintances somehow gotten her killed?


  “Does knowing what I am bother you?”


  I looked into his eyes, the memory of everything I’d seen within him washing over me. The vile blackness. The raw fury.


  I shivered. And then I caught myself, remembering what I was. “No,” I said firmly. “Doesn’t bother me at all.”


  The corner of his mouth twitched. “Should I be worried?”


  I cocked my head, my brow furrowed.


  “Because of your new career,” he said. “You’re going into the demon-hunting business, right?”


  I tilted my head up. “That’s right.”


  His head moved in, and he nuzzled my neck, my hair, his proximity sending little flutters and sparks ricocheting through me.


  “Their scent is on you,” he said.


  Something hitched inside me, and I answered through a thick throat. “What?”


  “You’ve killed tonight,” he said. “Demon.” He sniffed again, breathing in deep of the scent of me. “And there is blood on you as well.”


  He leaned back, looking at me with a question in his eyes that bordered on accusation.


  “I didn’t hurt her,” I said. “I was trying to save her.”


  “Of course,” he said. “It was, after all, the demon you were hunting. Not the girl.”


  “What do you want?” I said. Because right then, although I’d thought I wanted to lose myself in lust, I was more interested in him going away. Because with him that close to me, I really couldn’t think.


  “I want answers, Alice.”


  “I don’t know the question.”


  “Then let me spell it out for you. You’ve changed. And trust me when I say I’m going to find out why.”


  “No, I—”


  His finger moved to my lips, and I had to fight the urge to draw him in and suckle. “I didn’t feel this way about the Alice who asked for my help, and I’ll admit that bothered me. Made me think I’d been wrong about the whole thing.”


  I blinked. What whole thing?


  “But the Alice in the alley?” he continued. “The Alice who let me watch while she slid into my head? The woman who got naked with me in a shared vision? She’s the woman I’ve craved. She’s the woman I want. And trust me when I say that I will have her.”


  I tried to say something, but the fact that my body was melting pretty much prevented speech. Instead, all I managed was a breathy little noise.


  His lips brushed my ear, his breath hot against my skin. “So tell me, Alice. Tell me what happened to you.”


  A whisper of fear skittered down my spine. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “One way or another, I’m going to find out.” He leaned back, his gaze riding hard over me before he turned to leave. He stopped once, then turned to look back. “And I take my promises very, very seriously.”


  
    Chapter Nineteen

  


  He knew.


  Somehow, Deacon knew I wasn’t really Alice.


  I took a deep breath of the cool night air, far cleaner than the miasma of smoke and drugs and body odor I’d inhaled in the rave. The air not only cleaned out my sinuses, it cleared my thoughts. He didn’t know. Not for certain. He was suspicious, yes, but that was entirely different from knowing. And even if he did have questions, I doubted that the possibility I’d hijacked Alice’s body would pop to the front of his mind.


  My long stride ate up the sidewalk as I turned it over and over and over in my mind, making myself dizzy with the permutations, making myself sick with speculation.


  No question, Deacon was a threat. An unknown commodity I’d have to watch. A wildcard about whom I needed to learn as much as possible as quickly as possible.


  Unfortunately, the thought of following him home and playing Nancy Drew had come too late. As a result, I was stuck with more mundane methods of research. I might not be a girl detective, but I did have the basic skills that come manifest with my age group: I could Google with the best of them. A skill that was thwarted as soon as I returned to Alice’s apartment and saw absolutely no evidence of a computer.


  Frustrating at first, but then I remembered the pink leather bag I’d seen in the back of her closet as I’d been digging for waitress attire. Sure enough, the bag was one of those fancy, girly laptop cases, and snug inside was a shiny white MacBook.


  As I set the computer up on the kitchen table, I wondered vaguely if she’d been packing to go somewhere before she died. Surely most people kept their computers out and running, loath to be more than a minute away from e-mail or instant messages.


  Feeling more than a little voyeuristic, I plugged it in and powered it up, reminding myself as I did so that I had a perfect right to poke around in there. Technically, the computer was mine now.


  As the machine went through its startup routine, I pushed the button on Alice’s nearby answering machine. She’d left a cheery outgoing message which, thankfully, included her phone number, and I made a point to memorize it. Then I listened as the digitized voice announced that she had three new messages.


  One from Gracie—no surprise there. Another from someone named Brian wanting to know if she wanted to take in a movie. And the last from Sylvia, who had called to say goodbye before she left for a European vacation with her boyfriend.


  Friends. Alice had friends and a life and people who cared about her. People who would have mourned her if they’d known that she died. I swallowed, realizing my throat felt thick, and wondered if anyone was mourning Lily Carlyle. Other than Rose and Joe, I rather doubted it.


  I swallowed and forced the melancholy down, then eyed the machine again. Gracie was already in my new life and, honestly, that was about all the friendship I could handle. It was hard enough being the new me. I didn’t think I could be the old Alice at the same time. Not yet. Not until I got better at the role.


  I reached over and pressed the delete button, then listened as the machine whirred, erasing the friends. Starting from scratch, I thought. Starting over.


  But a secret part of me wanted to meet Sylvia and Brian. Wanted to know them and have a beer and take in a movie. And a bigger part of me wondered if they would look at me and see Alice. Or if, like Deacon, they’d see that something had changed.


  Frustrated with myself, I forced my thoughts aside. Alice’s computer had finished its boot-up, and I was happy to see that not only had she not password-protected the system, but there were at least four wireless networks I could piggyback onto.


  I had planned to type in Deacon’s name, but instead my fingers insisted on my own, pulling up the rather morbid announcement that my funeral would be held on Thursday afternoon, at which time it was assumed the police would have released my body.


  I shivered, the idea that I was walking around while my body was on an ME’s gurney creeping me out. More than that, though, I thought of Rose and my stepfather. Of how they must feel, knowing I was gone. And of how it must have killed them to identify my body in the morgue.


  An image of Rose, her face tear-streaked and battered, swam into my head. I still had the cash I planned to give her, and I found an envelope in Alice’s kitchen and shoved it inside before scrawling out Rose’s address for delivery. It wasn’t much, but it was something. Just as the locket that now hung over my heart wasn’t much, but to me it was also everything.


  I wanted to give her more. Hell, I wanted to talk with her. Wanted more than the brief, shell-shocked girl I’d faced at the door. And even though I knew I shouldn’t, I grabbed up the phone, then dialed our home number. Surely one quick phone call from Lily’s supposed friend wouldn’t result in all the demons of the world descending on her doorstep.


  “Hello? Hello?” Her voice was soft, rushed, and I realized I’d probably caught her getting dressed for school.


  I opened my mouth, but my words stuck in my throat.


  “Dammit,” she said, and slammed the phone down, cutting off my broken whisper of “Rose.”


  I held the handset out, staring at it until I felt the tears pool in my eyes. I’d scared her, and I hadn’t meant to. I’d only wanted to hear her voice. To have that hint of connection.


  And my selfishness had probably conjured up memories of Johnson’s horrific phone calls.


  He, at least, was dead.


  The articles I’d found confirmed what Clarence had told me. Both our bodies had been found at the crime scene. So, yes, I’d accomplished what I’d set out to do—I’d killed Lucas Johnson.


  I’d made a plan; I’d gone out; I’d killed.


  And I didn’t regret it for a moment.


  I closed my eyes and drew in a deep breath, truly seeing for the first time what Clarence and Zane had already seen. What I’d experienced when I’d taken down that bloodsucker: I could kill. I could face evil down and thrust the blade in.


  I liked that about me, I realized. I liked it a lot.


  I shook myself, determined to focus. I had another mission here.


  With grim determination, I typed in Deacon’s name, but found nothing. The man was a mystery. Or, to be more accurate, the demon was.


  Mostly to distract myself from blossoming thoughts of Deacon, I switched my search to Alice Purdue, but the findings were also a toss-up between slim and none. A few measly hits about her high school graduation, a reference to her birth date and one photo showing her and Egan and a woman identified as Alice’s sister, Rachel, standing in front of the Bloody Tongue at the ceremony to designate it a historic landmark.


  I mentally filed the information about the sister, then gave up. For better or for worse, twenty-two-year-old waitresses don’t tend to garner a lot of hits on Google.


  A good deal of her life had been spent at the Bloody Tongue, and that was a place I wanted to know more about. I went first to the website and reviewed the standard PR material—the excellent restaurant reviews, the pub’s longstanding history of ownership all within the same family, the authentic pub menu mixed up with a few new favorites. And, of course, the pub’s reputation for being haunted and creepy. All of which I remembered from my Haunted Boston tour.


  The truth was, the Bloody Tongue did good business playing up the rumors that it was dark and dangerous, that it had ties to witches and witch trials, and that witch hunter Cotton Mather himself had tried to force the pub’s doors shut in the late 1600s but had been unable to pull off that feat. A fact that either supported the argument that the pub had no actual connection to the demonic . . . or suggested that the place was so firmly entrenched in real black magic that the false persecutors of the time couldn’t touch it.


  The website left the question open, the mystery adding to the allure of the pub. And though all the tourist websites that referenced the pub mentioned the tie to the dark arts as something amusing and a little kitschy, I had to wonder if there wasn’t a great deal of truth tied up in the PR.


  I poked around in her browser, figuring I might get a clue as to what had been so important to Alice that she’d scheduled a clandestine meet with Deacon. But the history had been cleared, and so had the cookies. There was nothing, which meant I learned nothing. Nothing, that is, except the queer fact that little Alice obviously had some secrets. And she held them very, very close.


  I drummed my fingers on the desk, considering where to poke next, and decided that I might as well learn more about my strange new world. Clarence had started teaching me about various demon species, but I’d never really been a lesson-oriented girl, and considering all that had happened to me in day number one of my new career, I think it’s reasonable that the information pretty much poured out of my head as fast as he shoved it in.


  Demons, I soon learned, are not a topic easily explored over the Internet. Rather than the scholarly information I’d hoped to find, I pulled up page after page of fan fiction, summaries of various television shows, and a few Apocalypse-related gloom-and-doom sites. There was some information I recognized—like Clarence’s explanation about how some demons actually had a human form, whereas other demons dove in and possessed a real, sometimes willing, human, which truly grossed me out. Goth girl had been an actual, human demon. I hadn’t yet met a possessed human—willing or unwilling—but I figured in my new line of work, the odds were good that it was on my agenda.


  Other than that, though, I couldn’t tell where reality ended and fiction began. Apparently, I was going to have to pay more attention to Clarence’s lectures and books. I wondered idly if I could just get the CliffsNotes.


  At any rate, I gave up on learning about my newfound life’s work pretty quickly, and decided to give Alice-exploration another attempt. This time, I poked around in Alice’s file structure, hoping for some insight into the woman I’d become. It was a short-lived detour, though. Alice might not have password-protected the computer itself, but each individual file was locked to me.


  I managed to open only one file, in fact. An odd stroke of curious, stupid luck, really. The folder on her desktop labeled “For Saturday” caught my eye, and I took a wild leap and input “Deacon” as the password. Lo and behold, the gates opened and I was in.


  Not the most exciting of victories, though, because the folder contained exactly one file. A single photograph of a bear of a guy with pockmarked skin, sagging eyelids, and a don’t-fuck-with-me demeanor. He was facing away from the camera, so I could see only about half of his face. The picture had been taken at night, and the image quality was poor, as if Alice had snapped it with her phone while walking. The file name was “T,” and there was no other information. Nothing stood out as exceptional about the picture. It was just there. On the computer. Taking up space and, possibly, hiding some deeper meaning. But damned if I knew what that was. Certainly I couldn’t guess why it had been password-protected any more than I could guess why Deacon’s name was the password.


  Was that merely a convenience because he was the one she’d been planning to meet on Saturday? Or did he know this man? If so, what could he tell me about T? I had no answer, but I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to a low, tingling hum that coursed below my skin when I realized that I needed to see Deacon again. Yes, he was dangerous. Yes, he suspected me.


  Yes, he was a goddamned demon.


  And, yeah, that made it complicated.


  But despite all that, I still wanted it. And damn me, I wanted him, too.


  My thoughts were drifting toward the prurient pleasures that this forbidden lust could provide when a persistent—and puzzling—pounding at my door shut down my fantasies. Puzzling because it was barely dawn, and at least in my world, people do not come in the wee hours of the morning.


  Frowning, I grabbed the knife off the table where I’d left it beside the computer, then stalked to the front door. I knew it wasn’t Clarence—he wouldn’t bother to knock—and I tried very hard to stifle the tingle of anticipation I felt at the possibility that Deacon stood beyond that door. After all, it could be anyone. Just because I and my demon-killing baggage now occupied the apartment, there’d been no announcement to that effect in the local paper. Which meant that this visitor was most likely calling for Alice. The original Alice.


  I gripped my knife even tighter, realizing that Alice’s killer might be a little perturbed to see her up and walking around. And the crack of dawn seemed like a good time to remedy that little problem.


  Then again, a potential killer probably wouldn’t be polite enough to knock.


  I pressed my face to the peephole, then grimaced when I saw a tall woman with raven-black hair, familiar eyes, and an impatient expression. I’d seen that face before, but it wasn’t until she pounded on the door again, calling out, “Alice! Dammit, open up,” that I recognized her from Alice’s picture and the newspaper article I’d seen.


  This was Rachel. Her—or, rather, my—sister.


  “You are not going to avoid me,” she yelled through the door, loud enough for the neighbors to get an earful. “Ignore me all you want, but I’ve got a key and I’m not afraid to use it.”


  I considered the possible advantage of slipping onto the fire escape, but ruled it out. This was Alice’s sister, and sooner or later, I’d have to deal with her. Might as well do it now.


  One more solid bang and then the rattle of keys. “Okay. I’m coming in.”


  I snapped the lock, turned the doorknob, and pulled the door open, sending Rachel tumbling into the entrance hall, led by her key, now stuck in the lock.


  She glared at me, righted herself, and then yanked the key free. “Could you move any slower?”


  “It’s early, Rach,” I said. “You woke me up.”


  “Rach?” she repeated. “What’s the matter, Al?”


  I managed a weak smile. Apparently this was not a family that was big on nicknames. “It just slipped out.”


  “Slip it back in.” She dropped her purse on the little inlaid-tile table by the door, then moved without preamble toward the kitchen. I lagged behind, taking stock. I recognized the Prada purse right away, and I could tell by the incredibly put-together look that Rachel didn’t have an item of clothing on her that didn’t come complete with a famous name. Alice, I’d noticed, was well put together, but the pieces were mostly discount cute. With Rachel, though, I caught the distinct whiff of money.


  “Are you sleeping in your clothes now?” she asked from the kitchen.


  “Huh?”


  Her brows lifted and she nodded pointedly toward me. I looked down, then realized I was still in jeans and my tank top, the stench of blood on me, if not the stains. It had been one hell of a day. Literally.


  “Nice jammies.”


  “Oh, right. I fell asleep watching television, and, well, you know.”


  “I think I do,” she said, but before I could ask her what she meant by that, she disappeared from view behind the counter, then popped up again with a blender. She plugged it in, gave me an eagle-eyed stare over the breakfast bar, then turned to inspect the contents of my freezer.


  “What are you—”


  “I know you, Alice. And you’re not eating right. I’m making you a smoothie.”


  I was quite ready to argue that I had a pathetically balanced diet when I realized I’d eaten nothing except a few bites of fish and chips in the last twenty-four hours. My stomach chose that moment to growl, Rachel looked at me triumphantly, and I realized two things. One, a smoothie sounded pretty good. And two, I had absolutely no experience in the younger sister role. So far, I had to admit it wasn’t too bad. Invasive, but tolerable.


  “What?” Rachel squinted at me. “What’s wrong?”


  I rubbed my eyes, scrubbing away the tears that had threatened as I thought of Rose. “Nothing. I told you. You woke me up.”


  She didn’t look entirely convinced, but she was too busy scooping out globs of yogurt to call me on it.


  “So what are you doing here at this hour?” A risky question for one so clueless, but I figured I’d take the chance.


  “Can’t a big sister want to pay her baby sister a visit?”


  I cocked my head, hoping I looked either irritated or resigned.


  It worked. “Oh, stop it. I promised I wouldn’t go there again, and I meant it. But that doesn’t mean I don’t think it’s a piss-poor idea to start working at that place again.”


  “I know,” I said, then shrugged in a manner that I hoped invited a longer diatribe.


  The deafening whirr of the blender put a kibosh on that hope, and by the time she was pouring smoothies, I could tell she’d worked her way off the subject. With any luck, I could work her back on. Clearly, she hadn’t wanted Alice working at the pub. Did that have something to do with it being a demon magnet? Or was there some other reason?


  My thoughts circled back to Deacon. Had something she’d seen at the pub prompted her to go to Deacon for help?


  I didn’t know, but I needed to find out. Because when you added it all up, Alice had ended up dead. And I needed to figure out why. Not only because I felt like I owed her, but also because I wanted to protect my own new hide.


  “So why are you here?” I repeated when she handed me my smoothie.


  “I was worried, okay? And don’t get all huffy and tell me you’re grown-up and can watch out for yourself because I know how you can be.”


  “How’s that?”


  She shot me the kind of irritated-sister look I well recognized. “And since I have to fly out again this morning for London, I wanted to swing by and check on you. Remind you not to do anything stupid. Or anything more stupid, I guess I should say, since you’ve already gone back to work with Uncle E.”


  “It’s a good job,” I said, hoping to goad her into telling me why it wasn’t. “I make great tips.”


  “A good job? The pub’s always this close to shutting down, and you know as well as I do how Egan manages to get that extra little influx of cash every time.”


  “Yeah,” I said, pretending I did know, and wishing there were an easy way for me to figure it out. This had to have something to do with the hints and whisperings that the pub had connections to the dark arts. But how? More important, how could I ask while at the same time sounding like I knew?


  “Dammit! You promised me you’d stay away from all that dark stuff.”


  I took a sip of smoothie to cover my reaction. Alice wasn’t as pure as she appeared, and I was beginning to think the little dagger tattoo on her breast was more telling than the pink wardrobe. But what exactly had Alice done that had landed her dead and me in her body?


  I shook it off, cleared my face, and forced a smile. “I’m not dark,” I assured her. “Only light here.”


  “Alice . . . ”


  “Sorry. But I’m fine. You’re worrying too much. Or is there something in particular you’re worried about?” Great, Lily. That was subtle.


  “Why do I always get drawn back into this same conversation?” She started to scrub out the blender with a soapy sponge. “You got accepted to Harvard, Alice. You don’t have to work at the pub. You don’t have to slide into the family business. It’s a one-quarter ownership in something you’ve told me over and over that you don’t want. That you were perfectly content to walk away from.”


  “Like you did?”


  Her eyes narrowed, her glare pure fire. I stepped back, surprised by the reaction to what I’d thought was a good question for digging a bit further. Hadn’t realized I was using a pickax. “Don’t be glib,” she said coldly. “It doesn’t suit you.”


  “Sorry,” I muttered, genuinely contrite.


  Her shoulders slumped and she exhaled loudly through her nose, then slammed the blender in the dish drainer. She dried her hands on a towel, then stood there, flailing a bit, as if she were at loose ends without a prop. Finally, she shoved her hands into the pockets of her formfitting jacket.


  “Just promise me you’re being careful rather than stupid.”


  “I promise,” I said, vowing to figure out what exactly Alice had been stupid about.


  “Okay, then.” She moved around the breakfast bar, then pulled me into a hug. I stood there awkwardly for a second, then put my arms around her and sank into the comfort of being loved. By proxy, maybe, but right then I needed it however I could get it.


  When we pulled away, she smoothed my hair back from my face. “I kept my taxi waiting downstairs, so I’ve really got to run. If I miss this flight, I’m completely screwed on the London end of things.”


  I nodded sagely, as if I understood completely why she’d be going to London in the first place.


  “Can you do me a favor? Rick’s popping down to D.C. on Wednesday, which means he can’t watch Lucy and Ethel. I know it’s a pain, but it’s just the one evening. Do you mind? Rick’s not leaving until lunchtime, so you can come late.”


  “Um, sure. No problem.”


  “Really?” I assured her that Lucy and Ethel would be in the best of hands, and was immediately pulled into another hug. “You’re the best.”


  She clicked back to the door in high heels, gave me yet another kiss and hug, checked her hair in the mirror over the table, then disappeared into the hallway.


  I stood in the doorway, watching her go and wondering what I’d gotten myself into. A great big mess, I figured, especially now that I belatedly realized I had no idea where her apartment was. Or, for that matter, where she kept her key.


  Come to think of it, I wasn’t even certain about the genus of Lucy and Ethel. I’d assumed dogs, but for all I knew, I’d be babysitting two hungry Venus flytraps.


  I stepped into the hall, planning to chase after Rachel and ask her . . . what? I stumbled, realizing I couldn’t actually go with that plan. Not and keep my cover story, anyway.


  I was, I thought, going to have to wing it.


  
    Chapter Twenty

  


  Here is an unexpected truth: shoving a knife deep into a demon is one hell of a lot easier than tapping a keg. Or maybe it was just me. After all, I’d spent the morning slaying demon after demon, tossing off the ones Zane threw at me like so much rubbish, my confidence growing with each ounce of praise he let leak out. I’d pored for hours over ancient texts, learning about various types of demons, studying more than I had in high school, and doing a pretty good job keeping the basics in my head.


  But now here I was, befuddled by a beer contraption. Honestly, it all made my head spin.


  This was only my second day on the job, but so much had happened to me, I felt like I’d been living this life for weeks. Months.


  Which only underscored my frustration. Considering the time I felt like I’d logged, you’d think I would know how to tap one stupid keg. But no. So there I stood, befuddled in the pub’s basement in front of a long row of kegs tapped by long hoses that led upstairs to terminate behind the bar where Egan happened to be waiting to dispense pints of Guinness to the riot-ready men upstairs. Separate an Irishman from his stout and trouble inevitably follows. That was one of those facts I was fast learning.


  “Problem?”


  I jumped, managing to knock my head on the overhead shelving through which the tubes ran. “Uncle Egan. Hey. I’m—”


  “Dicking around and pissing off the customers?”


  “I just can’t quite get this thing to . . . ” I trailed off, gesturing helplessly at the contraption that reminded me of a sci-fi movie prop, the tubes sending goo out to anesthetize the victims.


  “First time I ever seen you fumble down here. Ain’t like it’s brain surgery.” He squinted at me, barely paying attention to the hoses and clips as he handily retapped the keg. “Something on your mind?”


  “No. No, nothing.” I shook my head and managed a wan smile. “Just distracted, I guess.”


  He nodded vaguely, his eyes on me the whole time, as if he were sizing me up. “You got second thoughts about coming back to work here?”


  “Of course not,” I said, wondering if that had, in fact, been part of Alice’s problem.


  “Good, kid. Glad to hear it. You know I love you like a daughter. Rachel, too, even though she’s got too big for her britches. Your mom, though . . . ”


  “What about her?”


  “No way. Uh-uh. We ain’t going there again tonight. You understand?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Now, get your ass upstairs and take care of the customers.”


  I nodded and started scurrying toward the stairs, but stopped when he called my name. “Something else?”


  “Just a sentimental old fool,” he said.


  I stood there, not sure what I was supposed to say to that.


  “When you were little, you used to crawl into my lap. You’d tell me stories—things that had happened to someone else or someone you made up—but I always knew you were talking about you. You needed to get stuff out, and I was the one you shared your secrets with.


  “You told me about the sight,” he continued. “You told me even though it scared you to death. But you knew you could trust me to stay quiet. To help.”


  I licked my lips, not sure what I should say to that, finally deciding that the only thing I could do was take a chance. “I told you when it stopped, too,” I said, then drew in a breath. “And good riddance.”


  But Alice hadn’t told him when the visions had started up again, and I had to wonder why. Why had she run to a demon instead of her uncle, this man who loved her? And why was Rachel worried about what she was getting mixed up in?


  The only answer that made sense was that Alice was getting mixed up in dark stuff, and she was turning away from her family. Not an unfamiliar story, really. But instead of drugs, Alice was dabbling with demons.


  I had to believe that her dabbling had gotten her killed.


  She’d chosen the wrong path, trusted the wrong people.


  And one of the people she’d trusted had been Deacon. Or, at least, she’d trusted him until she’d stood him up. So what had changed? What had she learned that had kept her away? That he was a demon? Or something even more sinister?


  I shuddered, not liking the direction of my thoughts, but unable to dismiss them.


  “Alice,” Egan said gently, his eyes searching mine. “I know things were rough there between us for a while, and it about broke my heart when you run off last year. But, Alice, you came back. And we were talking, and last week, I thought . . . ”


  “What did you think?” I whispered.


  “I thought you were finally treatin’ me like a dad again. Now, though . . . Well, you barely said two words to me since you ran outta here the other night. I don’t know if you got yourself in trouble, or what’s going on. I worry, Alice. That’s all. I worry about you.”


  I’d never known my real father, and even though Joe had been around since I was little, that absence had left a hole in my heart. And now I found myself enveloped in Egan’s arms, my face against his shoulder, breathing in the scent of hops and grease as he patted my back, his touch filled with concern.


  He deserved to know the truth, and I wanted to tell him, but so help me there was a silent, shamed part of me that was glad I had to hold the secret close to my heart. Because it was that secret that let me slide into this life—this family and these friends—and at least have a taste of the world that I’d lost.


  And it was that secret that pressed a new wave of guilt down on me. Because I’d been given a second chance and a new world. But Rose, whom I’d promised to protect, was still lost in the old.


  
    Chapter Twenty-One

  


  “You fly all the way to Ireland to get that, little girl?” the bear in black asked as I slid the pint of Guinness onto his table.


  I conjured a sweet smile, the kind that ensures a decent tip. “Sorry it took so long.”


  “Sit on my lap, sugar pie, and I’ll forgive you.”


  “The thing is, sugar pie, I sit on your lap and I don’t think I’ll ever forgive myself. Besides, I don’t fancy a shot of penicillin today.” I turned on my heel as the bear’s companion guffawed and revealed to everyone within earshot exactly where he’d like to see that sassy little mouth of mine. God.


  I kissed my tip good-bye and headed back to the bar, checking on a few tables as I did. Egan was back there again, and I looked at him fondly, happy to have found someone to ground me in this new life. If you wanted to get down to the rough-and-tumble details, I had no more information than I’d had a few moments before. Still clueless, still no idea who killed Alice or why. I’d asked a few questions but had been unable to get any helpful information from Egan. There’s simply no elegant way to ask someone to reveal to you things that you’ve already confessed to them. Gee, Uncle Egan, I’ve lost my memory—what exactly was I worried about last week? wasn’t the approach I wanted to take.


  And so I’d drawn no information from our encounter. Even so, I’d walked away with something valuable, and as he smiled at me now, I felt warm and safe. But I remembered the way Rose’s eyes had looked when she’d peered out the door at me, at Alice. She wasn’t warm and safe, and the nice feeling that had been growing in my stomach shifted toward dark guilt and regret.


  I was working the front section of the pub, Trish taking the tables in the back. Gracie was off today, having called in sick, although Egan had roughly commented that she sounded damn perky on the phone. I’d forced my features to remain bland even as I wondered if today was her interview for the job Alice had lined up for her.


  With only two of us on the floor, we were running ragged. The Bloody Tongue draws the five o’clock blue-collar crowd, and that crowd comes in hungry and thirsty. Someone from the back section called out to me, insisting they needed their cheese fries right then, and I glanced around wildly for Trish.


  She wasn’t on the floor, but after a moment, I saw the kitchen door swing open. She rushed in, looking frazzled, a shaft of light arcing over a two-top tucked into the corner. I gasped as the light hit the face of the man sitting there. Deacon. For a moment, our eyes met, my stomach doing one of those butterfly numbers I remembered from junior high. And, like junior high, I turned and started straightening the salt and vinegar on a nearby table.


  Half a minute later, I realized I was being a complete idiot and turned back around. He was gone.


  “Where’d he go?” I asked, brushing Trish’s sleeve as she hurried toward the bar to pick up a tray of pints.


  She blinked owlishly, and I watched her face as she slowly processed my words. Trish was a decent waitress, but her bulb was definitely dim. “Who?”


  “Table nine.” I pointed unnecessarily. “Deacon Camphire.”


  She glanced over her shoulder, then looked back at me. “There’s no one there.”


  “I know that,” I began. “But—”


  “If you know it, why are you asking me? I mean, come on, Alice. It’s not like I don’t have anything better to do than stand around talking to you.”


  And you know what? I felt the same way about her.


  She hurried off to feed the masses, and I shuffled over to table nine to avoid my duties. Still no Deacon, but the chair was warm, and as I sat there with my hands pressed to the tabletop, I imagined he was right beside me.


  I saw Egan watching me from behind the bar, eyes full of curiosity and concern. I didn’t raise a hand, though, to reassure him. How could I, when I wasn’t reassured myself?


  In the kitchen, I lost myself to the bustle of activity and the thick scent of grease. I could feel it seeping into my pores. Odors defined a place, I thought, and now they defined me, too. The scent of the pub. The stench of a kill.


  “Order up,” Caleb called, and I took the three baskets of fish from the burly cook, then moved back into the seating area, handily depositing the baskets in front of a group of twenty-somethings with law texts open in front of them. They barely noticed me, their discussion about Blackacre and adverse possession enticing only to the extent that I felt a bit adversely possessed myself.


  I headed back to the bar, planning on bumming a drink from Egan, but he wasn’t there. Instead, Trish was pulling pints with the expertise of a pro. I leaned over and grabbed the soda dispenser and an empty glass, then tried to fill it with Sprite. Nothing. Just a fizzle of carbonated water, and even that came out mostly air.


  “Dammit. Where’s Egan?” I asked, positively parched.


  She hooked a finger toward the kitchen. “Stockroom, I think. All I know is he ditched, and now I’m stuck.”


  “Sorry ’bout that.”


  “Heh. It’s your party, too.” She shoved a tray of pints toward me. “Table seventeen.”


  “But I gotta—”


  “You gotta help me. That’s all you gotta do right now.”


  Okay, it was a fair point, but I was determined. Not being stupid, though, I took the tray and delivered the beers. What I didn’t do was go back to the bar, and when Trish saw me heading toward the kitchen, her irritated cry was enough to turn heads in the pub. I snapped off a wave and promised to be right back. Probably not the way to win friends, but a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.


  I got to the stockroom on autopilot, heading down the stairs and past the walk-in and then the alcove with the taps where I’d met Egan earlier.


  The pub’s basement consisted of a series of twisting and turning wood-and stone-lined hallways, so much like a minotaur’s maze that I wished I’d brought bread crumbs. The door to the stockroom was on the left, and as I walked, my right hand trailed along the walls made of river rock and concrete. As I passed the walk-in, though, I stopped short, realizing I was no longer touching stone but cold metal.


  I hadn’t noticed it before, but now I saw a narrow, bronze door etched with odd symbols that seemed familiar, but when I tried to latch onto the source of that memory, it slipped away like trying to grab a handful of water.


  Experimentally, I pressed my hand against the metal, which seemed to thrum beneath my palm. I leaned closer, searching for a knob, compelled to go inside, to see what was behind the wizard’s curtain. I found nothing, though, and I slammed my fist against the door in futile frustration.


  Frustration morphed to obsession, and I think I would have stayed there forever, trying to will myself through that barrier, had I not heard Egan’s voice echo down the hallway.


  With no small bit of reluctance, I moved away from the door, pushing through the mist until the pull of the voice was stronger than the call of that door.


  “I need to know, dammit,” he said, his words drifting back from the stockroom. “You can’t fuckin’ leave me in the dark like this.”


  I paused, partially curious but also not wanting to interrupt. I expected to hear a second voice, but when I heard only Egan again I recalled the phone mounted on the wall by the door.


  “Yeah? Well, then you tell me what’s up. You tell me what happened to turn this whole effing thing back on my ass.” I heard the shuffle of his feet, then saw his shadow fill the doorway.


  I shrank back, the stone wall pulling me close as I held my breath, willing him to back away. I didn’t know whom he was on the telephone with or what he was mad about, but I did know that I didn’t want to interrupt.


  As if my will had power, the shadow receded, Egan’s voice fading as he moved away from the door. “No way. No fuckin’ way. I got a right to know. I’ve put my blood and soul into this pub, offered it up for you to come in and do your thing for how long? And this is the thanks I get? You got to be shitting me.”


  I took a step backward; whatever was going on, Egan was pissed. And because this seemed like a private moment, I wanted the hell out of there. I stopped short, though, when I heard the deferential slant of his voice in the words that came next. A fearful deflating, as if someone had taken a pin and stuck it hard in his puffed-up chest.


  “No, no. Course I would never—Right. Right, yeah, I know.” A pause, then, “I don’t think that. No way. I was just blowing steam. She just got me worried. That’s all.” An even longer pause and then another moment of supreme ass-kissage. “Absolutely. Yes, of course. Anything you need. No problem at all.”


  After that I didn’t hang around to hear the ending. He’d be in a rage when he came out of that room—who wouldn’t be after being royally called on the carpet—and I wanted no part of it.


  What I did want was answers.


  To whom had he offered the pub up, and how had they screwed him over? And the “she” who had him worried. Was that me? Or, rather, was it Alice? Had she learned something about the people on the other end of the line? The folks who were scary enough to put fear into a bull of a man like Egan?


  Had she been involved with whoever was threatening Egan? Or, if not threatening him, at least pissing him off. And definitely pulling his chain.


  Like an Escher drawing, my thoughts kept circling back on themselves, the rapidity of each new idea acting as the engine that carried my feet forward and back through the maze to the kitchen and finally back into the seating area of the pub.


  Trish yowled at me the moment I walked in, but I didn’t answer. I was too lost in my own questions and in the utter sense of helplessness that came from knowing that the answers I sought would be a long time coming.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two

  


  I’d parked the bike in the alley behind the pub without giving a lot of thought to what would happen if someone asked me about it. Or, rather, I’d given it some thought, but because I’d still discovered no evidence that Alice owned a car, my need to remain understated and in line with Alice’s overall personality had given way to my need not to have to walk to work.


  I was heading for the bike when someone touched me on the shoulder, and I whipped around, knife in hand, only to discover it was Gracie.


  She yelped, and I did, too, then leaped back and shoved my knife behind my back.


  Too late—she’d already seen it. “Whoa,” she said. “My mom keeps telling me to carry a stun gun, especially with all those girls that disappeared over the summer,” she added, referring to a series of disappearances a few months prior, mostly of young college dropouts. Girls with few resources and no family nearby. The case had made the news, and I don’t think any of the girls were ever found. Maybe now, being super Über-chick, I was fighting back at evil for them.


  Gracie eyed the knife. “That’s even freakier than that switchblade you used to carry.” I blinked, surprised that Alice had gone anywhere armed. “And I still say that it’s a stupid weapon. I mean, I took a self-defense class once, and we had to stick a knife in the dummy. And I couldn’t do it I mean, really couldn’t do it. That skin was tough! And on top of that the dummy just looked so real . . . ” She trailed off with a shrug. “Stun gun. Moms always know best.”


  “It’s silly,” I said, tucking the knife back into my coat. “There were some guys on the street last night and I thought about it as I was leaving this morning, and just grabbed the knife.”


  “So you figured that since you’re enough of an idiot to walk home in the dark, you ought to be idiot enough to carry a knife, too? Don’t you know those guys’ll just take it from you? If they’re looking to attack you, one blade isn’t going to do anything, ’cept maybe help them.”


  “Is that your mom talking?”


  She shook her head. “My uncle Tito. He’s a cop. You know what he’d say to you?”


  “What?”


  “Pepper spray.”


  “Gosh,” I said. “I never even thought of that.”


  She gave me a queer look, but I just smiled. I’d already realized that Alice had the most innocent smile on the planet, and I was putting it to great use. Then I grabbed the handlebars and swung myself up and onto the bike. “So what are you doing here?” I asked.


  But she didn’t answer. Just stood there gaping.


  “Who are you and what have you done with my friend?” she finally asked.


  My entire body turned to ice. Holy shit. I stared, my mouth hanging open like a fish, then finally managed a mousy, “What?”


  “The bike, dude,” she said. “I totally take back what I said about walking home. But come on. Did aliens reroute your personality? I thought you hated those things.”


  “Oh! Right! I do. Or, I did. I got over it.”


  “So were you just pulling Noah’s chain?”


  I flipped back through the information I’d processed over the last two days, finding Noah filed in the ex-boyfriend category. Apparently he’d had a bike. And apparently I hadn’t been happy about that. “I guess I was a little touchy with him,” I said, trying to sound like I was admitting a huge character flaw. “And he was too reckless. I’m safe,” I said, my lack of a helmet underscoring that big fat lie.


  Gracie, however, didn’t notice. “He was, wasn’t he? And that Harley he had was so loud!”


  My ex-boyfriend had a Harley? Alice might just turn out to have been cooler than I thought. At the same time we were now treading in dangerous waters, considering my utter lack of information about Alice’s boyfriend. Time to head home. But when I made noises about leaving, Gracie rushed to protest.


  “I was thinking we could do something,” she confessed.


  “Do what?”


  “Celebrate.” She grinned. “Come on. Leave the bike and ride with me. I’ll tell you about it on the way.”


  I had no idea what it was, and my gut was telling me to go home before I made a major faux pas and gave myself away. My gut, however, was easily ignored. Because the truth was, I liked Gracie. And even though I’d told myself that getting involved with Alice’s friends was setting myself up for trouble, I wanted to go. After all, I saw Gracie every day at the pub. Like it or not, she was in my new life to stay. I might as well enjoy it.


  “Okay,” I said. I slid off the bike, then followed her to the end of the alley where her ancient, decrepit Chevy Nova took up two spots in front of a meter.


  I climbed in, catching a quick glimpse of someone dark lurking in the shadows by the pub. I watched long enough to see that someone climb into a car, and then Gracie turned off the street and my view was lost.


  I pulled down the visor to watch our rear traffic for a tail. At a quarter past eleven, there were only a few cars on the road, and thankfully none stayed with us for more than a block or two. We made good time as she got onto the expressway, and I breathed a little easier, assuming either I’d been paranoid or my shadow had assumed I wouldn’t be hunting any demons with Gracie at my side.


  “So what are we celebrating?” I asked brightly, trying to get into the spirit of the thing.


  “They didn’t offer on the spot,” she said, “but I really think I got the job. Thank you so much for hooking me up with them.”


  “Hey, no problem,” I said, then shifted the subject, because I didn’t want to be caught in the awkward position of having to admit that I didn’t know who them was.


  We ended up talking mostly about the customers and Egan, with Gracie doing most of the talking, and me feigning a headache that Gracie swore would be remedied by food. “I bet you didn’t even eat dinner,” she said, sounding so much like someone’s mom, I couldn’t help but smile. But all in all, the conversation was easy and friendly and I don’t think I even came close to blowing my cover.


  By the time she pulled off the expressway, I realized I had no idea where we were. I was about to ask when she made a U-turn, then slid to a stop in front of the valet stand for a restaurant that announced brightly in green neon that it was Thirsty. Fortuitous, I thought, because I was rather thirsty myself.


  The raucous atmosphere felt familiar, and I followed Gracie to a booth in the far corner, not noticing until we were halfway there that we weren’t following a hostess. “I told Aaron I’d meet him, okay?”


  “Aaron?”


  She stopped and turned to look at me. “I told you about him. The guy I met at the gym.”


  “Right. Sure.”


  “And I mentioned it to Brian, too.”


  I recognized the name from Alice’s answering machine, and kept my feet planted. “Whoa. Hold on. What is this?”


  She managed a guileless shrug. “You two would be great together, Alice. I know it.”


  A setup. This was a double-date setup, and I’d walked straight into it. “I don’t know,” I said, taking a step backward. It was one thing to be Alice at the bar, or even casually around Gracie. But to be Alice with a guy who was crushing on her? That really wasn’t the best of plans.


  Gracie’s eyes turned all puppy-dog on me. “Please? I’ll be totally awkward with Aaron if you’re not around, and it’s really not a date with Brian. He knows you just broke it off with Noah. And you guys are friends already. Come on, Alice. Don’t bail on me.”


  I looked over her shoulder and saw the two guys at the corner booth. They looked nice enough, like the kind of guys you’d meet at school or a Red Sox game or something. The kind of guys who didn’t know the street value of Ecstasy and had no idea how to pick a lock. The kind of guys I had absolutely no experience with.


  They were talking animatedly about something—sports probably—and hadn’t noticed us. While we stood there, though, one glanced over. I saw the recognition in his eyes followed by a smile and a wave. Because we were caught out, I smiled back and dropped my shoulders in surrender. Apparently we were going to go join the guys.


  I told myself it wouldn’t be too bad. After all, if I started feeling like I was totally missing the Alice rhythm, I could always bail.


  Gracie led the way and we did the hug-and-greet routine. She slid in next to the boy-next-door type with short red hair. Aaron, I presumed. Brian, dark-haired with enough smattering of beard stubble to look edgily sexy, scooted over to make room for me. I sat down and managed what I hoped was a casual smile.


  I was saved from jumping straight into conversation by the arrival of our waiter, who looked to be no more than fourteen. I ordered a beer and a basket of fries, then sat back to soak in the atmosphere while the others got in their orders.


  All around us, couples and groups laughed and drank, the mood of the place convivial. People came here to be with friends. To hang with people they liked. To just spend time.


  Had I ever had friends like that? Sure, I had people I’d gone out with. We’d hung out. Drank. Maybe took a hit of something on the not-so-legal side of the line. Definitely maybe went back to someone’s flop to make the most of the high by getting naked. But I couldn’t say they’d been friends. Not really. I’d never once told any of them about Lucas Johnson. Not about what he’d done to Rose. Not about the system setting him free. And not about my plan for revenge.


  But I’d pulled away. I’d closed off, quit returning phone calls. Gotten utterly lost inside myself. And the more I slid into my own little revenge-filled world, the more my so-called friends drifted away. Not one had asked me what was wrong; not one had come by the house to see how I was doing.


  I looked sideways at Gracie and tried to picture her exhibiting that level of disinterest. I couldn’t, because Gracie was real, not someone casual who did shots in the back room and occasionally hit you up for money. Solid. A friend. And for the first time I was struck by the real difference between me and Alice: Alice might be dead now, but once upon a time she was a hell of a lot more alive than I’d ever been. She was also, I thought, a whole lot more mysterious. A pink and pampered girl who made friends, attracted cute men, and apparently dabbled in the dark arts. And kept some serious secrets.


  I frowned, and if Gracie or the guys noticed my pensive demeanor, none of them showed it. Instead, they were glued to Gracie as she bubbled about how she was certain she would get the job. “And I owe it all to Alice.” She flashed me a smile. “You’re the best.”


  “If you are,” Brian said, “you’ll set me up with a job, too. My boss is driving me crazy.”


  “Sorry,” I said, deadpan. “I can only help those with actual talent.”


  He pressed his hands over his heart. “Zing! And she fells me with the first shot out of the quiver.”


  I grinned and took a sip of my water, thinking that maybe this was going to be easier than I imagined. And, actually, it was. I circumvented Brian’s questions about why I didn’t call him back about the movie, and dodged Aaron’s general queries about my friendship with Gracie by turning the interrogation back on him. I was nursing my beer and trying to look interested while he talked about inventory at the auto parts store where he worked when I saw a flash of someone familiar near the entrance of the restaurant.


  “Alice?”


  “Nothing,” I said, but not fast enough. Gracie turned in the direction I was looking. And when I heard her intake of breath, I knew she’d seen Deacon, too.


  “Do not go over there,” she said as I scooted toward the edge of my seat.


  “I have to.” I thought of how I’d seen him in the pub, and how he’d disappeared. And now here he was again. Watching me. Following me. And I intended to put a stop to that.


  I stood up and smiled at the guys. “I just have to go clear something up with someone I know,” I said, then turned away before they could ask questions or protest.


  By the time I got to the front of the restaurant Deacon was gone again.


  “No, no, no,” I muttered. “Not happening.” I checked the bar area and didn’t see him there, either. At least not until I noticed the double doors that led to an outdoor seating area. I headed that direction and pushed through the doors, then found myself standing amid candle-topped tables. Despite the October chill, the air was warm, courtesy of carefully placed propane heaters.


  I glanced around and found Deacon standing at the outdoor bar, a bottle of beer in his hand. He watched, expressionless, as I approached.


  “You keep disappearing on me,” I said, my tone accusing.


  “And yet here I am. Perhaps your perception of reality is faulty.”


  “Why are you following me?” I demanded. Behind the bar, the waiter cocked his head, then glanced at Deacon, eyes going narrow.


  “This guy giving you trouble?”


  “I can take care of myself,” I said with a hard look at the bartender that had him backing off. Probably not the most polite way to handle the situation, but I could feel the slow boil inside me. A warm and soupy swamp of emotion just itching for a fight.


  “You felled him with a mere glance,” Deacon said, his eyes on my face. “You’ve been practicing your power stare in the mirror, haven’t you?”


  “I’ve been practicing a lot more than that,” I said. “And answer my question. Why are you following me?”


  “I’m pretty sure I’ve already answered that, or did you forget the promise I made?”


  I hadn’t. How could I? For that matter, how could I forget anything about this man? Every touch, every scent, every slight change in his expression was burned into my memory. And along with all of that, his promise to find out what had happened to me.


  That wasn’t a promise I could let him keep.


  “It’s dangerous for a man to have obsessions,” I said. “Maybe this is one you should give up.”


  “I don’t think so,” he said. He took a step toward me. I held my ground, determined not to let him rattle me. “Not all obsessions are bad,” he said. “Sometimes, they can be fascinating.” He reached out and brushed a strand of hair behind my ear, his fingertips grazing my cheek as he did so. The touch, so simple, so casual, and yet it set off a chain reaction inside me that had my entire body warm and primed and ready.


  “But sometimes,” he added, “they can be dangerous.” Before I could think, much less react, his mouth closed over mine. I heard myself gasp, and then felt my thighs warm and my nipples peak as I stayed with him, letting myself fall down, down, down into the kiss with him. A heated kiss, so hot he might have been pulling me down to hell with him. And so decadent and deep that right at that moment I would have willingly gone there with him.


  The thought brought me back to myself, and I remembered who and what I was. Not to mention who he was. Or, rather, what he was.


  My hand went automatically to my thigh, but the knife wasn’t in its sheath. I’d been in waitress mode last, and I’d shoved my blade inside a pocket when Gracie had come along.


  “You wouldn’t kill me,” he said. “Not here. Not now.”


  “Why the hell not?”


  “Two reasons,” he said, leaning casually against the bar. “First, you don’t stand a chance against me, Alice. Trust me on that.” I remembered what Clarence had said, and decided not to argue. There was a time for false bravado, and this was not it.


  “And second?” I asked.


  “Because you liked the way I kissed you,” he said. His words flowed over me like warm whiskey, making me lightheaded. “You liked it, and you want more.”


  I managed a small shake of my head. “You’re wrong.”


  His smile was slow and full of promise, and he stared at me for a moment, then another, until I began to get antsy under his gaze. His eyes dipped down. My breasts, my crotch. Then lifted back to meet my eyes. “No,” he said. “I’m not.”


  And then he slapped a twenty-dollar bill onto the bar and edged past me, quickly closing the distance between us and the door. He pulled it open and disappeared. And all that time I tried to find a snappy comeback, but never quite managed. Quite possibly because everything he’d said was true. A fact that left me itchy and needy and more than a little confused.


  There was no doubt he’d won that round. Demon hunter reduced to sensual mush is not the way to fight the forces of evil.


  Deacon pushed my buttons, and I needed to learn to steady myself around him. I had a job to do, after all. And to do it, I needed a clear head.


  Because splashing water on my face might help, I headed back inside. Despite telling myself I didn’t care where Deacon was, I skimmed the room looking for him, a knot of disappointment settling in my stomach when I didn’t find him. Good. Because I was going to calm down and go hang with my friends. No Deacon was a good, good thing.


  I intended to swing by the table and tell Gracie I’d only be another minute, but she and Aaron were in deep conversation, and Brian was no longer at the booth. Not being inclined to stifle Gracie’s brewing vibe, I skipped the table and headed straight to the ladies’ room.


  The restrooms were tucked in the back next to a fire exit, and apparently the owners of the restaurant hadn’t planned for the popularity of the place, as the line was eight women deep. Not being desperate, I decided to forgo the wait and step outside. Despite a red sign warning that Alarm Will Sound If Opened, someone had propped open the door, and no alarm was blaring.


  I squeezed through the opening and found myself in an alley. I didn’t know if it was Alice’s vibe or the Hi, I’m an assassin label now plastered to my forehead, but I seemed to be spending a lot of time in alleys lately. Tomorrow, I thought, I’d make it a point to go someplace green.


  I drew in a breath, almost wishing I smoked. At least it would be a way to pass the time while I gave Gracie a few more minutes with her male specimen.


  Behind me, I heard the door slam shut. I turned, hoping it hadn’t locked, as I really didn’t want to circle the block. Inconvenience, however, was the least of my worries. Not that I realized that immediately. Instead, I stood stupidly, my supposedly hyperalert senses utterly failing to warn me about the wiry creature that launched itself at me from behind one of the trash cans.


  It was small and round and apparently springy; its head landed in my gut, knocking me down and forcing me to exhale with a whoof.


  “And now,” it croaked, “I think it’s time for you to die.”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three

  


  From my prone position, I scrambled to get my knife from the interior pocket of my coat—only to have the beast knock it out of my hand. I twisted to the side, watching it slide under a nearby pile of delivery crates, my fingers stretched out to retrieve it.


  That was the wrong move. While I was reaching, the little beast leaned over and bit me, sinking its teeth deep into my wrist. I howled, jerking my arm up and slamming it down so hard that it crunched against the pavement with a bone-sickening splat. The teeth stayed in my arm, with the demon body firmly attached as well.


  While the demon gnawed and chewed and growled and shook on my arm like a dog with a bone, I slammed my arm over and over on the pavement, trying to smash its ugly little head in. Demon heads are remarkably resilient, however, and I wasn’t having much luck. Not having any other weapon, I smashed my arm—and its body—against the wall, then thrust my leg out, my heel smacking against the beast’s neck.


  Its mouth opened, leaving bloody toothprints on my wrist.


  I jerked my arm away before it could bite down again, then pulled my leg back, too. With no support, the thing tumbled to the pavement, gasping for air through its smashed windpipe. Its tongue, black and oily, protruded as it growled and hissed and locked its clawed hands around my ankles.


  I fell backward, trying to kick myself free, but couldn’t manage it. The pressure of those hands tightened, cutting off my circulation. Any second now and that intense demonic grip would break bone.


  I winced, not immune to pain no matter how much strength the Lord had given me, and searched for something I could use as a weapon. I saw two things immediately: a broken beer bottle that I intended to put to good use, and three dark figures racing toward me from the street. They weren’t wearing their handy-dandy I’m an Evil Demon T-shirts; nevertheless, I could tell they were coming for me.


  I didn’t waste any time dispatching the demon that had me in a clutch. I’d seen plenty of injuries caused by broken glass, but I’d never caused one, and I was surprised at how easily the sharp glass slit the leathery skin of the creature’s throat. That wasn’t enough, though; the hand stayed tight around my ankle, and I had to forcibly pry the elongated, bony fingers up, wasting precious time.


  Finally free, I kicked the lifeless carcass out of the way and dove for my blade, determined to take the dead demon out of the game permanently.


  I didn’t make it. With my fingers only inches from the blade, one of the newly arrived demons grabbed my feet and flipped me over, its sword descending at the same time, cutting a gash through my Bloody Tongue T-shirt as well as the skin above my ribs.


  I lashed out in frustration and pain, managing to knock its blade back before the demon could try for a better shot, but I still suffered a quick kick in the chest right at my fresh wound. I sucked in air and scooted backward even as I grabbed the foot and held on tight, flipping the beast up and back as I used the creature to leverage myself up off the ground.


  I was standing now, but I can’t say I was in a significantly better position. My three attackers looked pretty damned determined, and pretty damned scary, too. Two towered above me, with hide like an armadillo’s skin, a snout where a human nose would be, and eyes as flat and dull as a shark’s. Both walked on muscular legs with cloven feet, had tails dragging the ground as if for balance, and were armed to the teeth with so much metal I would have expected to see them in a video game.


  The third appeared human in form, but I knew that meant nothing. Like the Goth girl, this demon’s blood would run black.


  The front-runner demon flashed the sword again, but I leaped over it in a perverse version of jump rope. The failure of its sword to make contact as expected knocked the demon backward. I, however, couldn’t take advantage of its misstep, because I needed to focus on the mace that Demon Boy Number Two had whipped into a frenzy and sent flailing my way, the chain stretching out behind it.


  In what was either an absolutely brilliant maneuver or a shining example of pure, blind luck, I reached up, grabbed the chain, and thrust downward, pulling Demon Boy Two to the ground with me. I grabbed the handle from its clawed hands, then thrust sideways, jabbing it in its soft underbelly even while I straightened up and whipped the mace around on its flail.


  I held my breath, then let it fly, landing a solid blow on the third demon even as it was rushing me. It collapsed to the ground, pushing over the first demon—my friend with the broadsword—as it was getting back into the game.


  “I don’t think so,” I said, then dove on it, landing a solid punch to its snout with one hand while I snagged the broadsword with the other. I whipped around, slicing Demon Boy Two down the midline as it lunged for me in a futile attempt to attack me or rescue its companion. I hesitated a second, waiting for the strength that should have fueled me, and when it didn’t come, I realized that I hadn’t killed the beast with my own blade. I didn’t own the kill, and I wouldn’t gain the strength.


  No matter. I was strong enough as it was, and I whipped around, making the full arc with the sword. I ended by stabbing down, impaling the demon at my feet with its very own sword.


  Bilious fluid from the two demons pooled around me, but I didn’t have time to enjoy the rush of victory because the third demon—the human-looking one—climbed back to its feet and got medieval on me, the mace I’d tossed now in its hand. It held the handle, eyes burning with hate as it twisted at the wrist, spinning the spiked ball faster and faster. That, however, wasn’t the scary part.


  The scary part was the five additional demons racing up the alley.


  “Bring it on,” I whispered, feeling foolishly, desperately confident.


  “Bitch,” the human-looking demon shot back, releasing the mace. It arced toward me with pinpoint precision. I dove forward and down, the ball so close I felt the spikes comb my hair. I landed in a forward roll, then jumped up, the sword still in my hand. With absolutely no wasted movement, I jammed the sword into the human-looking demon’s throat, then lifted my arm, raising it above my head.


  Impaled on the blade, the demon’s body twitched and shook. Blood dripped from the wound down my arm as life left the creature’s body. I breathed in its coppery scent, letting the lust for more fill me and make me stronger.


  With one hand on the hilt of the sword and the other on the demon’s hip, I shook the body as a warning to the other demons who’d come to give me shit.


  Then I tossed it to the ground. As I did, a gray cloud rose from it. A cloud that seemed to have eyes and teeth and a mouth that screamed in silent rage, opening onto a dark, black maw that looked like it could swallow the world. On the ground, the body twitched, and dim blue eyes stared at me. The mouth opened, a bubble of blood clinging to the lips. He uttered a single word, “Help,” and then collapsed, lifeless, on the ground.


  I shook myself, confused and overwhelmed, unsure what had just happened. All I knew was that the body was dead and the cloud was gone, and I considered all of that good. But the five demons in the alley were still there, and that was very, very bad. I widened my stance and stared down my five new foes. “Do it,” I said. “I am so in the mood for more.” I could feel the blood in my head—making me rage. Making me hungry for a fight.


  The demon in front locked eyes with me, and for a moment, I really thought we were going to rumble. Then he stuck two fingers in his mouth and let out a whistle. That was all it took. The others ripped for the street.


  I stepped over my trophy demon and started to give chase, then decided not to. I was tired. I was freaked.


  And I wasn’t keen on chasing demons down the streets of Boston.


  I shouldn’t have relaxed. I should have stayed on guard.


  Because right then—right there—the leader of the five demons thrust his arm out, revealing a crossbow that had been hidden in his jacket. I saw it a half second too late—his other hand was already there, supporting the weapon—and as I dove toward the ground, he let the arrow fly.


  It struck me in the chest, and the world turned red, my ears filled with the thrum of my own blood, my heart exploding under the point of the arrow.


  My useless limbs collapsed beneath me as I fell to the ground, my eyes wide open and staring at the demon I’d tossed down only moments before. He was already dead, that one.


  Soon, I’d be joining him.


  I struggled to breathe, but only gasped, finding not oxygen but bloody spittle.


  The demon’s eyes stared out as the last bit of life slipped from me, his message clear. See you in hell, he was saying. And see you soon.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four

  


  “One, two, three. Breathe. One, two, three. Breathe. One, two, three. Breathe.”


  Blackness.


  “Dammit! I need the defibrillator. Where’s the—”


  Serpents. Twisting around me. My legs. My arms.


  “Charge!”


  Pulling me under. Ripping me up.


  “Clear!”


  Their eyes glowing red.


  Ker-thwap.


  Forked tongues darting out.


  “I got nothing. Again.”


  Tasting me.


  “Charge!”


  Wanting me.


  “Clear!”


  No!


  Ker-thwap!


  No!


  “Hold on. I think—yeah. I got a pulse. It’s faint, but it’s there.”


  No!


  “Alice. Alice, can you hear me? Squeeze my hand. Open your eyes.”


  I squeezed. Then opened my eyes to meet concerned compassion in the form of pale blue eyes. Eyes I knew. “Thom?” I whispered, the word barely coming out past the cotton in my mouth. I knew him from my EMT training ride-alongs, but Thom had known Lily, not Alice, and confusion crossed his face.


  “Oh, God, Alice!” Gracie’s voice, her whole body emphasizing her relief as she pulled my head into her lap and hugged me close. Brian and Aaron stood behind her, their expressions blank with shock. “Oh, God. Oh, God.” Tears streamed down her face, and she clung to me. I sat there, not so much in shock as baffled. Something had stabbed me in the heart, and that wasn’t the kind of thing a defibrillator fixed. So what the hell had happened?


  “Thom!” someone called. “We’re bringing in the gurney.”


  “I don’t need it.” I shifted, trying to sit up, hoping to prove my point.


  “Stay still, Alice,” Brian said urgently, but I shook my head.


  “No. Can’t. I’m okay.” I remembered nothing except the demon’s eyes and then blackness. And then the sound of the world coming back.


  I shivered.


  I seemed to be making a habit of dying.


  I took the blanket Thom offered me and wrapped it around my shoulders. Then I looked around, taking stock. An easy task, because other than me, the paramedics, Gracie, Brian, Aaron, and the onlookers gathered in the fire door, the alley was empty.


  “What happened to you?” Thom asked.


  “There was a guy—” Actually, there were several, and they were demons, but I figured I shouldn’t mention that.


  “What happened?” Gracie asked.


  Don’t I wish I knew . . .


  “There was this guy, and he jumped me,” I said, fabricating as I went. “And then he stabbed me—”


  “Stabbed you!” Gracie said as Thom and his shadow shifted closer, faces both concerned and a little freaked.


  “We didn’t find any—”


  “I meant hit,” I said, brushing away Thom’s hands as they came close to my blanket. The material of my shirt had been ripped by the arrow; I was certain of that. But I was equally certain of what he’d see if he pushed the blanket aside. Perfectly healed flesh, right over my heart.


  I’d died, yeah. But once again, it hadn’t stuck.


  Dear God, dear God. What have you done to me?


  “Alice? Alice!”


  “He hit me,” I said, shaking my head, forcing myself to focus. “We, um, fought. He ripped my shirt. Hit me. And I guess I hit my head. He . . . I guess he got away.”


  Or, rather, his buddies had carted him away. I grimaced, realizing too late that I could have used the dagger on which I’d impaled him to cut myself. I could have made it my own.


  I could have used it and watched his body dissolve into demon goo.


  “Blood,” the other paramedic said, crouched down over where I’d dropped the human-looking demon. He dabbed at it with a latex-coated finger. “Definitely blood.”


  I shivered, suddenly light-headed and edgy as he stirred up the scent. A scent I’d keyed off earlier, the lust for blood fueling my lust to kill. Now, again, it filled my senses, primed me. But it was the blood I wanted now, not the kill. To imbibe it. To devour it.


  The desire—the need—seemed to consume me, and I wanted away from these people, away from everything, because I couldn’t stand it, and the craving disgusted me as much as it compelled me.


  Dear God, what have I become?


  “Cops are on their way,” Thom said, forcing my mind out of its surreal haze. “And you’re on your way to the hospital.”


  “No,” I said, closing my eyes and trying to ignore the scent. “I’m fine. Honest.”


  “You had no heartbeat for over two minutes. You’re going to the hospital.”


  “But—”


  “Don’t you dare argue,” Gracie said. “You died!”


  “Holy shit,” I said, climbing to my feet. I had died. And I’d come back.


  I’d come back just like Zane. I’d killed him, and then I’d watched him come back.


  And he would have the answers I needed.


  “I’m so sorry,” I said, before taking off running. “But I have to go.”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six

  


  I continued to walk the streets, lost in my own head, but my senses sharp. So far, I’d felt no one watching me. Perhaps the demons thought I was dead.


  Or maybe they were regrouping, planning the attack that would finally take me out for good. I cringed, having grown rather fond of Alice’s head, not to mention the steady beat of her heart. An unpleasant direction for my thoughts, but this was my life now. I was a fighter. A shadow. And, yeah, maybe I was someone who could make a difference to the whole big-picture part of the equation. I was a weapon, Clarence had said, and the responsibility accompanying that pronouncement terrified me, especially now that I knew that the better I did the job, the more humanity I lost.


  Not an ideal situation, but what was? Not Lucas Johnson and Rose. Not my mom dying. Not getting stabbed in the gut by a sociopathic asshole. And not even being brought back to life to go chase down demons.


  Like my grandma used to say, nobody ever said life was fair. And if coping meant compartmentalizing, well, I could do that. I could shove away all the shit that washed into me after every kill. I could hide it. I could lock it up. I could ignore it. I’d focus on Lily. Not who she’d been, but who she was now. I’d focus on her, and I’d fight the rest of it.


  And I knew I could because hadn’t I been doing it my whole damn life? Living in shadows and loss. Scraping for a nickel. But I’d never lost sight of me. And I’d always had Rose out there, a bright light pointing the way.


  I still had her. This was about saving the world, right? The world, and everyone in it.


  The streets were bright again, the sun a violent counterpoint to the gray shadows of my thoughts. I’d left the commercial district, moving down side streets until I’d reached a section of town where even the bright rays of sun couldn’t erase the shadows. Here, the disenfranchised loitered, the humans who were ripe to be recruited by evil, just like the human I’d killed in the alley. The human who’d asked for help too late. The homeless, the lost. Men and women on whom society had given up. They loitered in liquor store doorways, skulked into porn shops, and cut business deals through half-open car windows.


  I wanted to tell them to keep themselves centered. To not take the easy route, and to trust no one who said they could help them. I didn’t, though. I didn’t say a word. Who was I, after all, to give advice to the damned?


  Storefront signage flashed by in a haze, the colored signs sending a message that I was too stupid to get right away. When I did, though, I stopped and turned around, looking for the business that had finally registered in my hazy brain.


  I found what I was looking for about twenty yards down the block. I’d passed it without noticing, and now I backtracked until I was in front of the window. Red neon announced Tattoos, and a smaller handwritten sign below informed the discriminating customer that the artist was on-site. And, as an added bonus, Madame Parrish, Psychic shared the space, presumably offering her services to anyone who wanted to know how their mother, father, lover, friend was going to react to the artistic creation our intrepid customer was bringing home.


  I spent half a minute considering the door, reminding myself about infections caused by dirty needles, the possibly poor quality of the ink, and the painful process that accompanied the removal of tattoos. I ought to know. I’d had “Jimmy” and a heart removed at the ripe old age of nineteen.


  Ignoring my own prior experience, I pulled open the door and stepped inside.


  The dim interior was a shock, and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the light. When they did, I realized that the back section was brighter, and immediately beyond a curtain of beads, I saw a guy hunched over a woman’s half-bare breast, his long hair swept back in a ponytail. His attention stayed focused on his customer until he shut off the needle, and then he looked in my direction.


  “Yo. I’ve got about five more minutes. You looking to get a tat?”


  “Yeah,” I said without hesitation. “I am.”


  “Cool. Got a design in mind?”


  “I want a name,” I said. “Maybe some sort of picture, too. I don’t know what.”


  “Look around. Anything in those books by the window I can do for you. Price is on the sheet.”


  He turned back to the girl without waiting for my reply, which left me no place to go except to the books. I was looking at intricate angelic designs when I heard someone move behind me.


  I turned, expecting the guy or his customer. Instead, I found myself face-to-face with a woman who had to be on the bad side of eighty.


  “Forty-nine,” she said. “But don’t apologize,” she added, before I even had time to realize that I hadn’t actually spoken my remark.


  “Another one,” I muttered, considering taking my business to the next tat house down the road.


  “He’d never forgive me if I scared you off,” the woman said. She moved to a darkened corner and eased herself into a stained velvet chair. “Please. Sit.”


  I eyed the hard folding chair opposite her, then listened as she laughed.


  “I’m the one pushing ninety,” she said. “My bones need the cushions.”


  “I’m so sorry about that,” I said, her casual demeanor drawing me in, if not making me downright comfortable. “I never would have said that out loud.”


  “Of course you wouldn’t. You’re a good girl.” She leaned over to pat my hand, and when she smiled, I saw that her teeth were stained brown, her gums red and swollen. I wanted to ask why—what medical anomaly had made her this way? But despite her graciousness and my own raw edges, I couldn’t bring myself to be quite that rude.


  “A disease would be the easy answer,” she said, her smile easing my embarrassment. “No, it is my gift. It preys on me.”


  “You’re Madame Parrish.”


  “I am.”


  “So what can you do?” I asked. “Your gifts, I mean. Read minds, I guess. Do you also see the future?”


  Her brows rose slowly as she peered at me. “You sound dubious. You, who have surely seen things much more curious.” She cocked her head, examining me. “You will learn to control it you know.”


  “What?”


  “What you see,” she said matter-of-factly. “It was an unexpected gift. Unknown even to the giver. A legacy from the one who came before. But you will learn, my dear. It will take practice and focus and great strength, but it can be done. I promise that you will learn.”


  I licked my lips, suddenly not certain I should be there. Not certain I should be talking with this woman who could pick facts from my mind as easily as Clarence did, and who knew of my visions, and seemed to understand them better than I did.


  “Not better. But I do have a different perspective. And, perhaps, I can help.”


  “I don’t know how.”


  Her smile was soft, grandmotherly. “You want to learn how to close the door on your thoughts. Even now, you wish you could.”


  “I could if I wanted to,” I said, obstinately. “Children’s songs. Works like a charm.”


  “On some. Perhaps. But there is a better way.”


  I tilted my head, not sure whether I trusted her, but definitely wanting to hear what she had to say.


  “A Secret Keeper. To do what you must to block your mind, you will have to find a Secret Keeper.”


  “A what?”


  But she only smiled. “It is difficult, what you do. Being two people.” I gasped, but she didn’t slow. “That will change with time, too, and you will be only one.”


  I pushed up out of my chair. “I’m sorry. I should go.” I brushed past her. “I’m not even sure why I came here.”


  “Ah, but I am. You wish to know if you are doing the right thing. The right thing, for the right reasons.”


  I stopped, my hand on the door, then turned back to face her. “Am I?”


  She shrugged. “These questions of what is right and what is wrong. Of what is good and what is evil. They are not black and white. And sometimes we make the wrong choice for the right reason.”


  “And my choices? Are they wrong?”


  The lines in her face deepened with her smile. “My dear. Only time can tell you that.”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six

  


  I continued to walk the streets, lost in my own head, but my senses sharp. So far, I’d felt no one watching me. Perhaps the demons thought I was dead.


  Or maybe they were regrouping, planning the attack that would finally take me out for good. I cringed, having grown rather fond of Alice’s head, not to mention the steady beat of her heart. An unpleasant direction for my thoughts, but this was my life now. I was a fighter. A shadow. And, yeah, maybe I was someone who could make a difference to the whole big-picture part of the equation. I was a weapon, Clarence had said, and the responsibility accompanying that pronouncement terrified me, especially now that I knew that the better I did the job, the more humanity I lost.


  Not an ideal situation, but what was? Not Lucas Johnson and Rose. Not my mom dying. Not getting stabbed in the gut by a sociopathic asshole. And not even being brought back to life to go chase down demons.


  Like my grandma used to say, nobody ever said life was fair. And if coping meant compartmentalizing, well, I could do that. I could shove away all the shit that washed into me after every kill. I could hide it. I could lock it up. I could ignore it. I’d focus on Lily. Not who she’d been, but who she was now. I’d focus on her, and I’d fight the rest of it.


  And I knew I could because hadn’t I been doing it my whole damn life? Living in shadows and loss. Scraping for a nickel. But I’d never lost sight of me. And I’d always had Rose out there, a bright light pointing the way.


  I still had her. This was about saving the world, right? The world, and everyone in it.


  The streets were bright again, the sun a violent counterpoint to the gray shadows of my thoughts. I’d left the commercial district, moving down side streets until I’d reached a section of town where even the bright rays of sun couldn’t erase the shadows. Here, the disenfranchised loitered, the humans who were ripe to be recruited by evil, just like the human I’d killed in the alley. The human who’d asked for help too late. The homeless, the lost. Men and women on whom society had given up. They loitered in liquor store doorways, skulked into porn shops, and cut business deals through half-open car windows.


  I wanted to tell them to keep themselves centered. To not take the easy route, and to trust no one who said they could help them. I didn’t, though. I didn’t say a word. Who was I, after all, to give advice to the damned?


  Storefront signage flashed by in a haze, the colored signs sending a message that I was too stupid to get right away. When I did, though, I stopped and turned around, looking for the business that had finally registered in my hazy brain.


  I found what I was looking for about twenty yards down the block. I’d passed it without noticing, and now I backtracked until I was in front of the window. Red neon announced Tattoos, and a smaller handwritten sign below informed the discriminating customer that the artist was on-site. And, as an added bonus, Madame Parrish, Psychic shared the space, presumably offering her services to anyone who wanted to know how their mother, father, lover, friend was going to react to the artistic creation our intrepid customer was bringing home.


  I spent half a minute considering the door, reminding myself about infections caused by dirty needles, the possibly poor quality of the ink, and the painful process that accompanied the removal of tattoos. I ought to know. I’d had “Jimmy” and a heart removed at the ripe old age of nineteen.


  Ignoring my own prior experience, I pulled open the door and stepped inside.


  The dim interior was a shock, and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the light. When they did, I realized that the back section was brighter, and immediately beyond a curtain of beads, I saw a guy hunched over a woman’s half-bare breast, his long hair swept back in a ponytail. His attention stayed focused on his customer until he shut off the needle, and then he looked in my direction.


  “Yo. I’ve got about five more minutes. You looking to get a tat?”


  “Yeah,” I said without hesitation. “I am.”


  “Cool. Got a design in mind?”


  “I want a name,” I said. “Maybe some sort of picture, too. I don’t know what.”


  “Look around. Anything in those books by the window I can do for you. Price is on the sheet.”


  He turned back to the girl without waiting for my reply, which left me no place to go except to the books. I was looking at intricate angelic designs when I heard someone move behind me.


  I turned, expecting the guy or his customer. Instead, I found myself face-to-face with a woman who had to be on the bad side of eighty.


  “Forty-nine,” she said. “But don’t apologize,” she added, before I even had time to realize that I hadn’t actually spoken my remark.


  “Another one,” I muttered, considering taking my business to the next tat house down the road.


  “He’d never forgive me if I scared you off,” the woman said. She moved to a darkened corner and eased herself into a stained velvet chair. “Please. Sit.”


  I eyed the hard folding chair opposite her, then listened as she laughed.


  “I’m the one pushing ninety,” she said. “My bones need the cushions.”


  “I’m so sorry about that,” I said, her casual demeanor drawing me in, if not making me downright comfortable. “I never would have said that out loud.”


  “Of course you wouldn’t. You’re a good girl.” She leaned over to pat my hand, and when she smiled, I saw that her teeth were stained brown, her gums red and swollen. I wanted to ask why—what medical anomaly had made her this way? But despite her graciousness and my own raw edges, I couldn’t bring myself to be quite that rude.


  “A disease would be the easy answer,” she said, her smile easing my embarrassment. “No, it is my gift. It preys on me.”


  “You’re Madame Parrish.”


  “I am.”


  “So what can you do?” I asked. “Your gifts, I mean. Read minds, I guess. Do you also see the future?”


  Her brows rose slowly as she peered at me. “You sound dubious. You, who have surely seen things much more curious.” She cocked her head, examining me. “You will learn to control it you know.”


  “What?”


  “What you see,” she said matter-of-factly. “It was an unexpected gift. Unknown even to the giver. A legacy from the one who came before. But you will learn, my dear. It will take practice and focus and great strength, but it can be done. I promise that you will learn.”


  I licked my lips, suddenly not certain I should be there. Not certain I should be talking with this woman who could pick facts from my mind as easily as Clarence did, and who knew of my visions, and seemed to understand them better than I did.


  “Not better. But I do have a different perspective. And, perhaps, I can help.”


  “I don’t know how.”


  Her smile was soft, grandmotherly. “You want to learn how to close the door on your thoughts. Even now, you wish you could.”


  “I could if I wanted to,” I said, obstinately. “Children’s songs. Works like a charm.”


  “On some. Perhaps. But there is a better way.”


  I tilted my head, not sure whether I trusted her, but definitely wanting to hear what she had to say.


  “A Secret Keeper. To do what you must to block your mind, you will have to find a Secret Keeper.”


  “A what?”


  But she only smiled. “It is difficult, what you do. Being two people.” I gasped, but she didn’t slow. “That will change with time, too, and you will be only one.”


  I pushed up out of my chair. “I’m sorry. I should go.” I brushed past her. “I’m not even sure why I came here.”


  “Ah, but I am. You wish to know if you are doing the right thing. The right thing, for the right reasons.”


  I stopped, my hand on the door, then turned back to face her. “Am I?”


  She shrugged. “These questions of what is right and what is wrong. Of what is good and what is evil. They are not black and white. And sometimes we make the wrong choice for the right reason.”


  “And my choices? Are they wrong?”


  The lines in her face deepened with her smile. “My dear. Only time can tell you that.”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven

  


  I can’t say I was thrilled by the discovery of Clarence sitting on a portable stool in front of my door. I’d spent the last two hours lying facedown on a tattoo table, an experience that was both painful and surprisingly relaxing. I’d de-stressed, pondered my problems, and now all I wanted to do was veg with mindless television.


  Alas, that wasn’t to be.


  “You over it? Centered? Got your chakras all lined up nice and neat?”


  I stared down at him. “If you mean am I feeling better, then yes. Thanks so much for asking.” I considered sharing the meandering path my mind had taken me on that night, but I wasn’t really in the mood. If he wanted to know, he could tug it out of my head himself.


  He shrugged, then stood up, folded the stool, and hoisted it under his arm. Then he barged past me, leaving the stool propped up against the hall table. I cringed, certain the aluminum would scratch the finish. Just in case, I moved it aside and rubbed my finger over the wood. Still pristine.


  By the time I draped my coat on the rack and made it into the living room, Clarence was already rummaging in the fridge. “Getting pretty thin in here. You can’t find time to schlep down to a grocery store?”


  “You been sitting outside my door for how long? You can’t walk to the laundry room and buy yourself a Diet Coke?”


  “They don’t got what I want in the laundry room,” he said, rummaging around until he came up with a beer. “Ha! Always check the vegetable crisper.” He popped the lid and chugged. Then he belched and sighed. Nice.


  I shoved past him to open the refrigerator door myself. Because I wasn’t inclined to have beer for breakfast, I grabbed a bottle of water. He was right about one thing—somewhere between training, waitressing, and visiting my past, I needed to add a trip to the grocery store to the agenda.


  “So what were you doing waiting in the hall?” I asked, once we were both comfortably settled in the living room, me on the sofa with my feet on the coffee table and him in an overstuffed armchair that gripped him like an enthusiastic lover.


  “Working up a thirst,” he said, then raised the bottle to his lips to prove the point.


  My reaction might well be considered gloating, but I couldn’t help it. I finally got it—he wasn’t allowed to come into the apartment uninvited anymore. I’d passed the test. I’d proved I really was Prophecy Girl, and that meant that my place was mine.


  “You can’t come in anymore,” I sang, holding off on going so far as to hum the “Hallelujah Chorus.” “It’s my place now. Not a loaner. Mine.”


  “Don’t get too cocky. I’m still your boss.” But I swear I saw a smile when he said it.


  “Mine, mine, mine.” I knew I’d crossed the line into irritating, but I couldn’t help it. I’d actually accomplished something in this freakish new life. I’d passed a test and made headway. And that my friends, was sweet.


  “Does this mean my head is off-limits, too?”


  “Heh. You gonna give me grief about that? Not like you haven’t figured out ways to keep me out,” he said, then started humming a bar from “Conjunction Junction.”


  I blushed, which pissed me off. “It’s my head. You shouldn’t be allowed in without permission.” I cranked up a rousing chorus from Schoolhouse Rock and reminded myself of what Madame Parrish had told me: a Secret Keeper. Whatever that was, I needed to find one.


  Clarence swallowed a mouthful of beer, then shrugged. “Yeah, well, I’m getting into your head less and less. The song thing and . . . ” He trailed off with a shrug, then took a long pull on his beer.


  I narrowed my eyes, my antennae going up. “What? You can’t get into my head as easily anymore? Why?”


  He didn’t answer, but he didn’t have to, because right then I knew. I knew, and it sickened me.


  Clarence couldn’t get inside a demon’s head.


  And I was absorbing demonic essence. Every time I killed with a blade, I was becoming more and more demonic. Less me. Less human.


  Dear God.


  I sank onto the couch, then pressed my fingertips to my temples.


  “Eh, don’t get your panties in a wad. You’re safe. I still got a line into your head.”


  I looked up at him. “But I’m right. It’s exactly what I was saying at Zane’s. The demons I kill—they’re changing me.”


  “Kid, you changed the minute you ended up in Alice’s body. Don’t split hairs. You’re here doing a job.”


  “But—”


  “Dammit, girl. Didn’t we already tell you? You can handle this; otherwise you wouldn’t be who you are. You tuck it away. You don’t let it turn you. You use it. Use the demon inside for good and you’ve got yourself some damn sweet poetic justice. Capisce?”


  I considered what he was saying and had to admit that despite his typically irritating way of saying it, my froggy friend had a point. Take the demon in. Twist it around. Use the strength and essence to take out more demons. In with the bad air, out with the good. Sort of like money laundering for demonic essence.


  It wasn’t perfect, but at least the image gave me something to hold on to. A way to do this without feeling like I was sinking deeper into the pit even while I was struggling to climb out.


  “So can we move on?” he asked, sounding particularly pissy.


  “Sure. So, uh, why are you here?”


  “The way you walked out, pet. I was worried. Wanted to check on you. Make sure you were okay.”


  “Make sure I hadn’t decided to back off? Decided not to do this thing anymore?”


  “Did you?”


  I shook my head, my thoughts from the night swirling inside me. “I’m good,” I said. “Or I’m as good as I can get, I guess.” I looked at him straight on. “At any rate, I’m down with the job. Warts and all.”


  “Glad to hear it, kid. Let’s get you back to Zane. Get you training.”


  I thought with longing of a nice, warm bed and knew that wasn’t going to happen. And, actually, I was okay with that. Because the thought of smashing down some demons was equally appealing, and it got more so as I thought of it. Thought of the strength that would fill me and the darkness that would ooze through me. I told myself I didn’t want it, but in the deep, secret part of myself, I liked that it was there. That darkness gave me the strength to kill and the wherewithal to win. And, dammit, I wanted to win.


  I got my chance soon enough. Zane was waiting for us when we arrived at his basement, and he put me in the ring without preamble. Before I knew it, I was jabbing the heel of my hand up toward a demon’s nasal orifice. It growled and snarled, greenish snotlike stuff dripping from its eye sockets as it lunged for me, apparently pissed off that I’d gotten in more than my fair share of whacks and still remained relatively unscathed. Relatively being the operative word.


  I was alive. I was well. And I wanted to stay that way.


  My blade was tight in my hand just where it was supposed to be, and I pounced, dodging around the demon’s outstretched limbs to grasp it around the torso with one arm even as I sliced its throat with the other.


  I drew in a deep breath and leaped back as it shook with death throes, a surge of power filling me even as life spilled out of it. A surge so rich and liquid it was almost sexual, the rush of blood through my body almost orgasmic. I let it ripple through me, soaking it in, letting it fill me. Letting it please me.


  But whatever pleasure I’d drawn from the kill evaporated when I looked down at my body and saw that I was completely covered in a thin layer of green slime.


  Nice.


  I bit back a gag. Nasty price to pay for a rush of power and strength.


  I got a rag and started cleaning myself up, my body still humming from the kill. “Next,” I demanded with an easy grin, but before Zane had time to lure my next victim into the cage, I doubled over, clutching my arm in pain.


  “Lily?”


  “My arm,” I managed, as Clarence jogged over from where he’d been watching on the sideline. “Oh, shit, my arm.”


  I thrust it out in front of me, certain a million fire-tipped needles were embedded in my flesh. Instead, I saw that the Aztec-like symbol had come to life, the strange pattern now seeming to dance upon my flesh. “Holy shit.”


  “About time,” Clarence said, his voice full of eager anticipation.


  “You didn’t tell me it was going to hurt so much,” I raged.


  “Blood,” Clarence said, moving toward me with his knife. “It eases the pain.”


  The pain was so great that I barely noticed when he sliced my arm, then smeared the blood over the symbol. He was right; the pain lessened almost immediately, and I sighed with relief, and with trepidation. How many times was I going to have to experience that before this adventure was over?


  Clarence turned to Zane, his expression serious. “Make her ready. Quickly.”


  Zane nodded, then cocked his head. “This way,” he said, moving like a panther across the training room, his native sensuality clinging to him like early-morning dew. A sensuality I’d absorbed but had not yet learned to control.


  He stopped in front of a gray, industrial-style cabinet, then turned to me, his gaze both warm and demanding. “It is unfortunate that you are undertaking this mission before dark, ma fleur. In the middle of the night, you can get away with carrying much more than mere blades.”


  He glanced at my thigh and the blade that was holstered there. The blade that had killed him, actually. A state of affairs about which he held no grudge.


  “I thought I had to kill with the blade.”


  He grinned. “And I thought you wanted weapons that would slow the beasts down.”


  He reached for the two steel handles that protruded from the cabinet, turned them, then pulled the doors open with a flourish. The inside gleamed like a Gothic slasher movie gone bad. Crossbows, mace, daggers, and halberds, along with your standard switchblades, swords, and scary-looking hunting knives.


  I whistled through my teeth, then pulled my hand back when I realized I was reaching out to snag a weapon without invitation.


  Zane noticed, too. “You are eager, n’est-ce pas? Bien. The more primed you are, the more focused you will be.”


  “This stuff’s for me?”


  “Eventually.” He grabbed a simple switchblade from the middle shelf. “As I said, these weapons are for the night.”


  “So whether or not I’m sliced down because I’m under-armed depends on the time of day I go hunting? Gates of hell, remember? Nasty, evil demons, right? So forgive me for being dense, but I’m thinking that going out with a broadsword in broad daylight is a much better plan. Trust me,” I said, thinking of the demons in the alley. “The other guys aren’t going to hold back on weaponry.”


  “I assure you, this blade is serious enough.”


  He pressed the switch and the blade zinged out, the steel glinting in the harsh light provided by the single, bare bulb that burned above the cabinet.


  He held it out for me, and I took it. My fingers brushed his palm as I did, and with that minimal touch, my body burst into an electric overload of sensual awareness.


  I snatched my hand away, afraid to let it grow.


  I looked up, not on purpose, but as if my eyes were drawn to his face. His eyes, dark and knowing, watched me impassively. But his mouth curved, ever so slightly, in the faintest hint of a smile.


  “It is good, I think, ma fleur.”


  “What is?”


  “The connection.” His thumb absently brushed his chest, the movement seemingly unthinking, but I knew better. He moved a step closer, and I caught the musky scent even as the beads of sweat on his smooth scalp and forearms glistened. “Who knows what will happen if we let it grow, eh, ma chérie?”


  I stepped backward with a regretful shake of my head. Zane cocked his, examining me with thoughtful eyes. “Interesting.”


  “That I would say no to a man of your great charms?”


  “Mais, oui. And also, that there is another. I am correct, am I not? Who is he? This man who stays your hand? A remnant of your life before? Or a new fascination?”


  I forced myself not to look guiltily in Clarence’s direction. If either of them learned that Deacon was the object of my interest . . .


  I forced my thoughts back to the moment. “The only thing I’m fascinated with right now is that blade.” I nodded at the knife. “And I don’t think that my libido is relevant to this mission. Do you?”


  “Touché.” He held out his hand. “Give me your palm.”


  I hesitated, realizing what he intended to do. The knife at my thigh belonged to me. This switchblade, however, had yet to be marked.


  “You hesitate now?” he asked, amusement in his voice. “I can see the demons already quivering with fear.”


  I sneered at him and stuck out my hand. “Shut up and cut me, already.”


  The blade sliced through my palm, and I bit back a wince, not wanting to show pain. Not wanting to react at all.


  He wiped off the blade, then retracted it and slapped the weapon into my hand. I flinched against the sting of it on my cut palm. But the truth of it was that the wound was already starting to mend. By the time I approached my quarry, I would be fully healed.


  “All right,” I said, after taking a deep breath for courage. “Where do I go now?”


  “Now, chérie, you go change.”


  “Huh?” asked, but Clarence stepped up in response, pressing a bundle of black cloth into my arms.


  I eyed them both curiously, then unwrapped the bundle. A black jumpsuit and a matching black hood, with slits for eyes, nose, and mouth. “It’s what all the fashionable demonic assassins are wearing this year.”


  “Indeed,” Zane said.


  “And if I’m running around like this, why can’t I carry more weapons? This is hardly going to be inconspicuous.”


  “You can peel the hood off after the attack,” he said reasonably. “And then you will look like nothing more than a beautiful woman in a skintight suit.”


  “Oh.”


  He pointed to the shower area. “Go.”


  I went, and when I came back, I felt like I should perform a series of complicated martial arts movements. Or at the very least, creep silently around the room, ninja-style.


  Zane, however, wasn’t amused. Just the opposite, and I could see the desire that my rather formfitting outfit sparked in his eyes.


  “You were right about skintight,” I said.


  “Now,” Clarence said, “there is no more time to be wasted.”


  “Where am I going?” I asked. “My arm tells where the Box is, right? So where do I go now? The symbols are a map? Can you read them?”


  “Pull back your sleeve,” he said, as Zane stepped back, his gaze fixed on the two of us.


  I did and found myself looking once again at that strange, pulsating symbol now burned into my arm. If there was a location carved in there, I sure as hell didn’t see it.


  Clarence took my left hand in his. “Cover it,” he said. “Cover it with your other hand.”


  I almost asked why, then decided that I’d find out soon enough. I pressed my palm over the symbol and felt an immediate, uncomfortable tug at my navel, so hard and so quick that I couldn’t even scream. Instead, I was being yanked through space, Zane’s basement melting away to be replaced by blackness. Terrifying, swirling blackness, filled with low moans and winds and a million creepy electrical sensations that crawled over my body, making me writhe and squirm and open my mouth in a soundless scream.


  And then there was nothing. Just blackness that seemed to curl around me like a blanket. I couldn’t see anything, so I had no perspective, but even so, I somehow knew that I was moving fast, faster than was possible in the real world. I was hurtling through space, through dimensions, through time itself, and the thought both scared and fascinated me, and I felt myself tightening my hand, remarkably relieved to find that I was still clutching Clarence’s fingers.


  This was the bridge, I realized. And he was my way back.


  Before I had time to think about where I might be going, I saw my destination. A street, and a row of houses, and it was like I was a bird, high above the world. Only then the bird started falling, falling, falling, and the ground was rushing up toward me. I was going to crash. I knew it I could practically feel the impact even before it happened, and I braced, fear clutching me, as the ground came closer, closer, closer, and then—


  Nothing.


  It was over.


  I was on a patch of dirt in a trashy yard, and I was breathing hard, and Clarence wasn’t holding my hand anymore, and when I looked up at the sky, I saw a strange, swirling mist, like a whirlpool consuming itself. And then it was gone.


  The portal, through which I’d traveled. A portal, I thought, that had opened in my own body.


  I stood up slowly and brushed myself off, and as I did, I realized I was smiling.


  Now, this, I thought, is cool.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight

  


  The yard belonged to a run-down shack of a town house with chain link surrounding a front yard that consisted of dirt, aluminum beer cans, and cinder blocks. Charming.


  I stood still for a moment, trying to get my bearings, then realized I was standing in a pool of light coming from a strategically aimed porch light on the house I was targeting. Nothing like killing the element of surprise five seconds into the game.


  I knew enough to move out of the light, but despite repeated Law & Order viewings, I had a less-than-honed sense of how to infiltrate a building that housed the target of an assassination. I doubted that a frontal assault in full view of street traffic made sense, though, and so I crept around to the back. I kept a knife in each hand, ready to flail and stab like my life depended on it. Which, of course, it did.


  I entered low, proud of myself for remembering that little tidbit, and was almost disappointed to realize there was no one there trying to halt my progress, no one pressed in beside the refrigerator holding a gun aimed at my chest. I had a clear path through the moldering kitchen, and with the scent of rotting milk filling my nostrils, I eased through a dusty dining room, finally emerging at a wide-open foyer dominated by a staircase that must have once been a stunning focal point, but now stood forlorn and sagging.


  I edged toward it, taking the first step carefully in case the wood beneath my feet crumbled. It seemed solid enough, and thus encouraged, I continued to climb. The balustrade shook under my hand, and I inched to the side, letting go of the rail as I climbed steadily upward, the tip of my knife scraping the plaster on the wall with a sound that resembled mouse claws on concrete.


  I tugged the blade back, holding it close to my waist, afraid the mouse claws had given me away. I stopped, frozen on the stairs, listening for any sound, any hint of motion from above. I was met only with silence. Reassured, I recommenced my climb, this time with only the soft pad of my shoes against the stair tread to telegraph my presence.


  The floorboards creaked as I hit the landing, and I tensed, certain that this time, I would be found out. But no light illuminated the darkness of the upper level, no face emerged from the shadow, no footfalls echoed in the stillness. It was so quiet that I was beginning to wonder if the magic map on my arm had delivered me to the wrong house.


  I took the rooms one at a time, a knife in each hand, the penlight I’d tucked in my back pocket now wedged under my watchband so that both hands were free to cling like grim death to my weapons. The floor was empty, and from all evidence, no one had visited these rooms in months, possibly years.


  I jammed the point of one of the knives into the balcony rail, then peered over it into the living room below. Barren, except for a few pieces of furniture covered with drop cloths. A shaft of light cut across the room, streaming in from the window overlooking the front porch and revealing a warped wooden floor covered with a perfectly smooth layer of dust marred only by a set of footprints leading from the back of the house toward the stairs I’d just ascended.


  Curious and encouraged, I inched back toward the stairs, then shined the light down into the abyss. Sure enough, another set of footprints mirrored my own, continuing forward upon reaching the landing instead of turning as I had. With the beam narrowed, I followed the feet, then frowned as they walked up to a wall. Dead end.


  What the . . . ?


  I splayed the light on the papered wall, focusing on the seams, then trailed the beam down to the floor. Years of wear had smushed the central strip of the carpet that covered the landing. The edges, however, remained in good condition. Everywhere, that is, except for the spot where the footprints ended. There, the fibers were well-worn, as if a constant flood of visitors had pressed their bodies flat against the wall and stood there. Just stood there doing nothing.


  Not damn likely.


  I leaned forward, pressing my fingertips to the wallpaper seams, searching for a latch to operate the door. Another room back there, or perhaps another staircase. But whatever it was, it led to my mark. And I knew I couldn’t leave without finding the Caller. Finding him, killing him, and destroying the Box.


  I can’t say that I’ve ever searched for a hidden room before, but after some delicate probing, I found the telltale indentation. I pressed the soft spot, and damned if the latch didn’t click and the entire panel swing inward on greased hinges.


  The small room that was revealed lacked the abandoned-junk miasma of the public areas. Both sparsely furnished and spotlessly clean, this section of the house screamed out with utilitarian function. What it didn’t have—at least not that I could see—was an occupant.


  Having already been through the drill once, I found the next hidden door with significantly less trouble. This one led to a winding staircase that circled up to the attic before opening onto yet another landing. This time—finally—I saw signs of life. A shadow moving within, but without any urgency. Good. With any luck, that meant my demon hadn’t heard me coming.


  The stairs were metal, and I moved at a snail’s pace, fearful of causing a creak that would shatter the silence.


  Somehow, I made it up without announcing myself to the world. I slowed as I approached the landing, then eased my eyes over the edge, peering up at the room while holding my breath.


  Considering my lack of skill with regard to stealth approaches, I was pleasantly surprised to see that my tack worked, and I was even more pleased to see that I wasn’t facing multiple occupants. The single demon stood at an angle to me, facing something in the corner of the room at about my nine o’clock. I could see the side of his face, angular and deceptively human. A familiar knot tightened in my gut, and I reminded myself that the beast was vile. More than that, he was working to end the world.


  As I watched, the creature turned his focus to the fireplace behind him and to the left. It was the mantel that attracted him—glowing with inlaid gold and gemstones, and marked with etchings that seemed like some sort of bastardization of Egyptian hieroglyphics. The thing clearly had some intense ceremonial value, but though it might be ancient and powerful, it held no sway with me.


  Or, it didn’t until he pressed his palm flat against the ornamental center and a door to the left slid open, revealing an ornate golden box.


  The Box of Shankara.


  Perfect.


  I’d arrived in time. Destroy the Box, kill the demon, get home in time for a few prime-time television programs on my glorious night off waitressing.


  I sliced my palm with my knife, letting the blood flow. If my blood destroyed the Box, I wanted to be prepared. Then I tightened my grip on my knives and considered my approach. Maybe ten yards between us, with a clear path over a carpeted floor. His back was to me, and if I moved slowly and stealthily, I might be able to continue my clandestine approach. I couldn’t bank on it, though. For all I knew, the gems in the mantel reflected the room into his eyes.


  I didn’t want to be the assassin who blew her first mission because she trusted that her ambush would succeed. Instead, I was going to abandon caution and rush the bastard. I’d have to run like the fires of hell were nipping at my ass, but since they were, I figured I could manage that.


  I took a deep breath and barreled forward at a breakneck pace, planning to launch myself over the Box and take care of that little detail first. The launching part went okay, but the rest was a complete nightmare. The kind where you realize after it’s too late that the stealthy approach probably would have been better. Always go with your first instincts, after all.


  As I leaped, the Caller turned, a set of broad wings bursting through the thin material of his shirt as they unfolded, then catching me across the middle as he spun around. The effect was a lesson in physics—two objects in motion collide with unequal force. And one guess which object absorbed the blow and went flying.


  I landed on the far side of the room, knocked into a bookcase that teetered recklessly but didn’t fall and brain me. The beast took a menacing step toward me, fangs suddenly visible on that advertising-exec smile. His fingers no longer looked like a man’s—they had somehow elongated into thin, bony structures with sharp talons, each of which was now pointed right at me. “You.”


  The word was an accusation, and I fought the automatic response to edge backward, to deny. Instead, I burst forward, knives flying, and the words Zane had said when he’d first put my knife in my hand echoing in my mind: Do what you were made for and you cannot fail.


  Apparently not words to live by, because one broad thrust of that wing sent the knife in my right hand flying. I clutched the left one tighter as the demon ripped upward, slicing my ninja suit to ribbons and bringing thin lines of blood up on my abdomen before sliding back and peering hard at me. “It is true, then. The prophecy.” He blinked, lids closing side to side over marble-black eyes. “And on which side do you stand as you straddle the line?”


  I thrust my left hand out, the tip of my blade pointed right at the demon. “Do not even try to play games with me. I’m on the side that will see you dead.”


  Those alien eyes narrowed only briefly before he was on me, so fast that I had no time to think, much less react. His wings spread wide so that I could see nothing but his face and torso and the thin, gray membrane of wings spread wide on spindly bones, fragile in appearance, but containing deadly strength.


  The long, taloned fingers of his hand grasped my neck and squeezed, the grip like a vise. With the wing itself, he pressed my arm back. I struggled—so help me, I did—but I couldn’t move the hand with the knife.


  I was trapped. And that pretty much sucked. Because despite all my training, all my gifts, all the prophesied bullshit, I was no match for this creature, and as a reddish gray swirled around me, I couldn’t help but wonder if this had all been a big cosmic joke. Kill Lily in a big way. Make her pay for trying to protect her sister. Crush her illusions that there was any justice in the world. Make her pay for doing what needed to be done.


  The Caller’s eyes burned into mine, the wings still holding my arms out to the side, useless. His hands were more deadly. One remained on my neck; with the other he pressed against my forehead, and so firmly I feared my bones would snap.


  I wasn’t going down like this, though, and I looked him in the eye, staring a defiant screw you deep into those black orbs even as I struggled.


  All bravado, I knew. He would snap my neck. Any second, he’d snap, and I’d be dead. Again.


  I twisted violently to the side, managing to loosen his grip on my neck. As I did, I shot upward, forcing our skulls together and setting off a July Fourth-style fireworks display in my head. I ignored the fact that it felt like my cranium had shattered and my brains were spilling out on the Oriental carpet. Instead, I did the only thing I knew how to do—I whaled on the guy. Arms weaving, knife flashing, I caught him across the arms, sliced the wings, and took off an ear with one fateful blow.


  The kill shot, however, eluded me, and we dodged and parried, me bouncing and weaving and pretending I knew what the hell I was doing; him lunging with talons and claws and a strength borne straight from hell. “You are flawed,” he taunted. “Incomplete. Failure is your destiny,” he added with a black-eyed smirk. “For even if you win this battle, the war will not go your way.”


  “I’ll take the battle,” I said, then thrust my knife, managing to slide it into the narrow space left open between his flailing arms and wings. The shot went home, and as I watched, the demon sagged on my knife.


  It wasn’t a kill shot, though, and he stumbled across the room to the Box, with me right there with him.


  He lashed out with his wing, knocking me back, and his talons fumbled at the Box even as I scrambled forward, trying desperately to touch the Box with my bloody hand, hoping that alone would be enough.


  I didn’t make it.


  I was only inches away when he held the Box high. I heard the demon’s whisper of “Disparea!” and in the blink of an eye, the Box disappeared.


  “Noooooo!” I screamed, then rushed forward and thrust my blade through the beast’s heart.


  And with its last dying breath, the demon smiled at me.


  The Caller was dead.


  But the Box was gone. And I’d failed to even take the battle.


  The snap didn’t come.


  Instead, as I looked into his eyes, my body convulsed, and my head filled with a pain not my own.


  Touch and eyes.


  Mist-encased images of the beast accosted me—images of him locked in combat with someone I couldn’t see, but somehow knew was not me. Who? Even as my air supply dwindled and my body fought pain and terror, I searched my mind for a better angle. For some hint of what I was seeing and why.


  I don’t know how, but I knew this was not the past. This was a Thing Yet to Be, and though I didn’t understand how that could be any more than I understood how I’d come about because of a prophecy, at the same time I knew that it was absolutely real. What I was seeing would happen.


  Or, at least, it would if the path didn’t alter.


  The thoughts whipped through my mind, forming, but not cohesive. Instead, I was inundated with information. Thoughts. Images. Impressions. Conclusions. A nightmarish mishmash that centered around this vision of the beast locked in battle.


  In the vision, the beast released his battle partner long enough to reach behind him and pull a broadsword from a scabbard I hadn’t seen. Perhaps it hadn’t been there, and like a dream, it had materialized only when needed. He brought it up and over, his strength awe-inspiring, and as he moved to the side to follow through with the swing, I saw the face of the person with whom he was doing battle: Clarence.


  Like the bursting of a dam, the vision popped and my strength flooded back.


  “Fiend!” the Caller cried, momentarily loosening his grip. “You play tricks in my mind!”


  I didn’t bother to retort. I simply lashed out, fueled by fury, and that coupled with the fear of losing Clarence. Yes, he got on my nerves, but I’d grown fond of the little amphibian. More important, he was the one link between my old and new lives. And no one—no one—was messing with him while I was around.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine

  


  I raced out of the demon’s house, my head filled with failure and my emotions crowing a victory.


  I needed to get away, to stuff these feelings inside. Compartmentalize. But I couldn’t. The essence was too fresh, the emotions too raw. A swell of pride. Of victory. Of intense martyrdom for having the cunning to stop the beast.


  I’d done things. Horrible things. Violent, awful, perverted things.


  And they would be forgiven. Erased. Because in the end, I’d won. I’d served the master well, and I would be rewarded.


  No.


  I fell to the sidewalk, my hands pressed to the concrete as I forced myself to slowly and methodically think the truth.


  That isn’t me. I haven’t won. I’ve lost.


  I’ve lost, and the Box is still out there. Ready to be Called. Ready to open the gate.


  The emotions racing through me weren’t mine. I was experiencing the last visceral reaction of the lousy bastard demon who’d managed to defeat me.


  The gates of hell were going to come flying open, and it was all my fault, and I did not want the smug son of a bitch doing a victory dance inside my head.


  But he was, and as far as I could tell, I couldn’t do a damn thing to stop him. Not yet, anyway.


  Damn, damn, damn, damn!


  So instead of trying, I pressed my forehead to the concrete, willing it to pass. Willing myself to absorb the essence. To metabolize it. Take it in. Fucking process it so that I could get on with the business of my life—and not the business of living the life of every Hell Beast I killed.


  Gravel crunched in the distance, and my head snapped up, the adrenaline rush compartmentalizing my emotions in a way that blunt mental force could never have managed. The sun had dropped below the rooftops, and now shadows consumed the alley. A figure stood in the dim light, his identity enshrouded by the gloom.


  I squinted, fighting the urge to run as I tried to get a look at his face. I couldn’t make out anything. At least not until he took a step forward. Then I saw the glint of his knife, cold and malicious as it shimmered in the light from nearby streetlights.


  I screamed, then yanked my sleeve up and slapped my hand over the symbol on my arm, desperate to rebuild the bridge and escape. I felt the tug, I saw the blackness, and then—blam—the handle of a flying knife knocked my hand away from my arm. Instantly, the portal fizzled and popped, and then disappeared.


  It was gone. The bridge was gone. And though I pressed my hand again over the mark, the symbol had faded. It no longer worked.


  It was done, and I was under attack.


  The arm drew back then, and the blade went flying. I yelped, thrown completely off guard, then twisted my body down and to the side.


  The knife missed my chest, but caught me in the shoulder, slicing neatly through my svelte black bodysuit. At first I felt nothing, and then the pain registered—a deep burning sensation as my body processed the nature of this assault.


  I bent to retrieve my attacker’s knife, my shoulder aching with the movement even as I moved my other hand to the hilt of my own still-sheathed knife. Considering how fast my body now healed, I expected to be back at full capacity in no time.


  Bring it on, baby.


  At the end of the alley, he stepped out of shadows—a tall, thin figure dressed all in black, even his face covered. Just like me. Two anonymous warriors, ready to do battle. And since I had the whole immortality thing going, I was feeling decidedly superior. At least until I tried to grab my knife and discovered that I couldn’t do it. The sensation in my arm was gone, replaced by a million red-hot pins jabbing into my nerve endings.


  A burst of fear scurried up behind the hubris I’d just been spouting.


  Holy shit, what is wrong with me?


  The sensation spread. My chest tight with cold. My belly trembling as icy fingers moved through my body.


  Poison.


  He lifted a crossbow . . . aimed . . .


  And as he let the arrow fly, I forced my legs into action, my muscles screaming as I fought the subglacial temperatures that had settled into my bones.


  I ran, and I kept on running, the world spinning around me, turning all sorts of interesting colors. I could no longer feel my arm or my chest. I was breathing, which I thought was a very good thing, but I had no visceral connection with that process. My lungs might be expanding, my heart might be beating, but from my perspective I was as stiff and unmoving as a mannequin.


  I wasted a few precious seconds to turn and look behind me. He was there, that man in black, walking slowly toward me, his weapon at his side, ready to fire when he was in range. He wasn’t hurrying, though, and I knew why. He’d infected me with a paralytic. And once my arms and legs quit pumping—once I lay helpless on the pavement—he’d pull off my mask and slide a blade into my heart.


  I’d come back. That much I knew. But suddenly I was faced with a new fear—like, what would happen to me if he cut off my head? If he buried me in a pine box? If he trapped me in wet cement?


  I couldn’t die, but I could suffer, and right then I think I was more scared of living trapped or headless throughout eternity than I’d ever been of dying.


  Move, Lily. Move your goddamned feet!


  I stumbled into the street, dodging the few cars that zipped by. Horns blared, but I heard nothing, too obsessed with the picture that ran through my head over and over: the blade, dark boxes, my head. Mentally, I shuddered, though my upper body was no longer capable of such a reaction.


  I thrust myself blindly in front of an oncoming car, holding my hands out in a desperate plea for it to stop.


  I saw the female driver’s eyes go wide, and she swerved, missing me even as she slammed on the brakes. The tips of my fingers in my right hand still moved, and I used that motion to pull open the car door, brandishing my knife.


  The woman screamed, and though I couldn’t speak, she figured out exactly what I wanted, stepping on the gas and thrusting us forward, her hands tight on the wheel as she shot terrified sideways glances in my direction.


  As for me, I kept my eyes on the shadows, finally finding my tormentor standing in a pool of light from a single porch lamp. He turned, defeated, as the car went by.


  I’d won this round, but it was a Pyrrhic victory. My body was giving out, I was in a car with a woman I’d kidnapped, and soon, I knew, I’d be meeting my foe again.


  “What . . . what should I do?” the woman asked after we’d traveled a few miles down the road.


  I stayed silent, my lips nonresponsive to my commands. I craved a cell phone, but what good would it do me? I had no number for Clarence or Zane, and there was no one else I could count on.


  Besides, I wouldn’t be able to dial the damn thing.


  The driver glanced at me, glanced at the knife, and made a hard right into a vacant lot. She opened the door with the turn and jumped out before the car had even stopped. It rolled forward, smashing into another vehicle, and slamming me forward so that I hit my head on the dash.


  Immediately, a car alarm started blaring.


  I tried to use my fingers to open my door, but they’d stopped functioning. There was still some life left in my legs, though, and I pushed and scooted and shoved until I fell like a lump of dead meat out of the car and onto the rough gravel and broken glass that covered the lot and now dug into my cheek and hairline.


  I couldn’t turn my neck, but managed with a few shoves and kicks to get my body oriented so that I could scope out the area. No one. My hijack victim had disappeared, though if I was any judge of human nature, I had a feeling she’d be back, and with the police.


  I needed to get out of there, and with the last bit of strength in my legs, I scooted across the lot, ripping my oh-so-fashionable assassin costume as I aimed myself toward the edge of the lot.


  This was where that extra oomph of strength really came in handy, because there was no way I could have managed this in my old life. At the same time, in my old life, there was no way I would have found myself paralyzed in a vacant lot after carjacking an innocent woman.


  The lot ended at a grassy easement that sloped down to a second street. I rolled down the hill, pleased to find a smattering of tractors and bulldozers, all shut down for the night. I settled underneath a tractor, not because it seemed like an amazing hiding spot but because my legs had finally given out.


  I closed my eyes and prayed, hoping that God was keeping an eye on his nascent warrior . . . and hoping that the police would assume that a carjacker would leave the scene and not be stupid enough to camp under the nearby construction equipment.


  Moments passed without a sound except for the gentle whiz of passing traffic. I closed my eyes.


  Whether I died or merely slept, I didn’t know. Certainly with the paralytic, my heart could have stopped. And with Zane’s essence, it would have started up again.


  Or, maybe I simply passed out.


  I didn’t know. Which, frankly, was a little freaky.


  Not that I intended to dwell on the freaky. Instead, I needed to get the hell out of there.


  I rolled out from under the tractor, my muscles stiff but once again fully functional. I saw no one nearby and breathed a sigh of relief. If the cops had come, they were gone now. And whoever my attacker had been, he hadn’t found me.


  My shoulder still ached, but a quick glance showed that the wound had healed. My clothing was ripped to shreds. I wanted a shower, but even more than that, I wanted answers.


  And I knew of only one place to go to start asking questions.


  
    Chapter Thirty

  


  It was past midnight by the time I reached Zane’s door. I used my palm to gain entrance, then took the elevator down to the training center floor, my eyes searching for Zane even before the cage-style elevator came to a stop.


  Empty.


  But I knew he was there. He had to be there.


  I scanned the room, finally noticing a small, unmarked door on the far side, beside a metal shelf that held white, fluffy towels. I marched to it and pushed the door open, then slid silently inside.


  I was in a spare room, and Zane was there, on a metal cot, his body covered by a thin blue blanket.


  I moved forward with stealth, then sat on the edge of his bed, my hand pressed flat on his naked chest, right over his heart.


  His eyes flashed open, the warrior in them fading to relief when he saw me. “We’ve been concerned. The portal closed, but you hadn’t come through. Then hours passed and you didn’t check in.”


  “How do you stand it?” I whispered. “How do you stand knowing that you can’t die but that you could suffer endlessly? That you could be hacked into bits and left for dead? But you wouldn’t be. Or buried in a cement vault for hundreds or thousands of years? How do you live with that?”


  I felt the sting of tears in my eyes, then the gentle press of his hand over mine.


  “I live with it, ma fleur, because I have no choice.” He sat up, revealing the rest of his bare chest and firm abdomen. The sheet fell around his hips, and I had a feeling that the rest of him was bare, too. “What has happened tonight, chérie?” he asked, his voice infinitely gentle.


  I pointed to where the knife had sliced through my now-battered skinsuit. “I was attacked. After the assignment. Poison on the knife. Something. I’m not really sure.”


  At the word poison, he’d tensed, leaning forward to look at the now-healed wound. “Tell me,” he said. “Tell exactly what happened.”


  I told, and watched as his eyes went hard and flat.


  “They did not know the truth about you, chérie,” he said. “But the greater truth—who you are and why you are here—that, they must know.”


  “That’s what I figure, too. End me, and evil takes a holiday.” I glanced sideways at him. “Then again, maybe they did know that I’ve sucked in your essence. Maybe they paralyzed me so that they could chop me into little immortal pieces.” I shivered at the thought. That really creeped me out. “But I got away.”


  “Possible,” he said, looking thoughtful. “Though it would not, I think, have been that difficult to locate you. It is after midnight now, and you left here before dark. Plenty of time to locate an unconscious warrior.”


  “Which is why I didn’t come here to slice off your head,” I said, giving voice to a suspicion that had been gnawing at me. His brows lifted, but I pressed on. “You would have known what to do. How to stop me for good. You would have found me, and you would have done that. But here I am. Which means you didn’t sell me out.”


  His eyes narrowed. “Although I am pleased to be off your suspect list, I had no knowledge of where you were. The portal reveals its destination only to you.”


  I frowned. I hadn’t realized they wouldn’t know where I was.


  “Beyond that,” he continued, “I would like to know why you would think of me as a traitor for even a moment.”


  I tilted my head, but never took my eyes off his. “You’re a demon. An incubus.”


  The hard edge to his eyes glimmered with amusement. “Am I?”


  I swallowed, certain I was right, but at the same time knowing it was one hell of an accusation, especially considering whom we both worked for. But it made sense. His immortality. His intense sensuality. The way he was able to melt me with only a look.


  And the way the heady power of that sensual fire now burned within me.


  He was an incubus. He had to be.


  He rose, the sheet dropping away to reveal his perfect, naked body. I stood firm, my knife held out, forcing myself to keep calm as he drew near. He might not have been the one who attacked me, but I couldn’t fully trust him. Not knowing the truth about him.


  He moved toward me, stopping his advance when his flesh touched my blade, a single drop of blood beading on that perfect caramel skin. “And what do you intend to do with that knife?”


  “Isn’t this what I’m supposed to do? Kill demons? Don’t I at least have to try? Even against the immortal ones?”


  He turned, ignoring my knife as he pulled on a pair of thin gray sweats. “You assume that is what I am,” he said, moving back toward me with slow purpose. “That this sensual buzzing and humming between us comes from a dank, dark place.” He’d pitched his voice low, and the thrum of my body deepened, all of my senses coming to life as he spoke.


  I forced myself not to touch him, though I desperately wanted to. “Turn it off,” I demanded, even though I knew that part of it now came from me. Our two natures—hot and quick and designed for pleasure—seeking each other out. Craving release.


  I swallowed, my mouth gone suddenly dry. “Turn it off now.”


  He ignored me, coming closer still. “So quick to condemn what you do not even understand. Tell me, Lily, what is it you think an incubus is?”


  “I already told you,” I said. “A demon. One who draws strength and power through sex and drains the victim in the process.” I glanced across the room to the cabinet that held the books I studied during breaks in physical training. “I’ve been doing my reading, remember?”


  “You forgot the best part,” he stated calmly, circling me as he spoke, his body mere inches from mine, his proximity working like static electricity and making my skin tingle. “An incubus makes love like no other. The pleasure he brings his partner is unrivaled, and his skills as a lover are unmatched.”


  “Back off,” I demanded, my skin heating and my senses tingling.


  “Ah, chérie. Sexuality is not about being ungodly. It depends entirely on how it is used. Pleasure?” he asked, running his fingertip lightly from my chin down my neck, and then brushing over my breasts ever so lightly. To my abject horror, I felt my nipples tighten and knew without a doubt that my panties were wet.


  “Or control,” he said, and before I could react, he’d cupped my ass and pulled me close, his rock-hard erection pressed against my Lycra-covered thigh. “There is a difference, no?” He released me and stepped back. I stood there, gasping for breath, the heat of this man starting a fire inside me.


  “Sit,” he said, nodding at the bed.


  “I prefer to stand.”


  He shrugged. “Suit yourself.” He moved and sat, and I had to wonder if I’d made a mistake. He was half naked and on a bed, and I was in a libidinal fog. Possibly not the best move on my part.


  “You are right, of course. I am an incubus—or what human culture would call an incubus. But that does not make me evil, Lily. It does not make me a traitor. And it certainly does not mean that I am a demon.”


  “But I thought—”


  “You thought that the bedtime stories were true. They are not.” He reached for me, and without thinking I moved to sit beside him. “There is nothing inherently bad about those of us with sensual allure. It is only those who would control—who would use that allure for power and persuasion—who kneel at the altar of evil.”


  “And you?” I whispered.


  His hand stroked my cheek. “Sexuality can also be a form of worship, ma chérie. The connection, both physical and spiritual.”


  He sat back and drew in a deep breath. “Do not condemn me, Lily. I am not evil. Far from it. I am, in fact, much like you. Caught in the middle. We are alike, you and I, in more ways than the essence we share.”


  I pressed my lips together, feeling lost and foolish. As if I didn’t know where good ended and evil began. Something that should be the simplest question in the world, and now it seemed unduly complicated.


  “Poor Lily,” Zane said, looking at me with gentle eyes. “The world is not like the stories of your youth, n’est-ce pas?”


  “No, it’s not.”


  “At least for you, it is simple. You hunt demons. Do not make it more complicated than it must be.”


  “But I’d always thought that an incubus was a demon—”


  “Forget what you know,” he said sharply. “You must let go of the old ways of thinking.”


  “I know! I understand. But—” I cut myself off, trying to form the thought that filled my head, demanding and yet amorphous. “Can a demon be good? You say kill them all. But are they all evil?”


  The amorphous cloud in my head took form, and I concentrated on the floor, afraid Zane would see the reflection of my thoughts on my face: Deacon.


  “A most interesting question,” he said, his voice low and scholarly. If he had any clue as to the motivation behind my question, he kept it to himself. “Like all things, there is a hierarchy in the heavens, and the demons who thrived when the universe was a formless void drew back into the dark when God breathed light upon this world. The darkness shrank, shut out by the light. And the dark-dwellers—the demons—did not seek this new dimension. Not at first. Not until something new and wonderful appeared and walked there.”


  “Humankind,” I said. “Evil came into the world along with humankind.”


  “For whatever reason, humans are uniquely subject to the temptations of the dark, without in fact being dark by nature. And those that dwell in the dark are uniquely tempted by humanity. And so evil crossed over. The first evil. The serpent of mythology. And once the crossing was made, the path was forged.”


  “Is this real or mythology?”


  “If you are living it, it must be real.”


  I couldn’t get my head around the idea of a cognizant darkness or a powerful snake that was the embodiment of evil, but I tried to go with it, because underneath the parable was the story of what I was righting. “Go on.”


  “Once evil began to tempt humankind, it realized that evil could also exist within humans. Could merge. Could possess and influence. And with every human who took the dark inside, the dimension of evil grew larger.”


  “As evil spreads in the world, hell expands.”


  “Exactly.”


  “So that Goth girl. The Tri-Jal. She really was human. Just a really, really, really dark human?”


  He shook his head. “The flesh became so key to the dark-dwellers that some species of demon learned to create a shell. But it is only packaging used to cross to this dimension, because a demon’s true form does not blend in here, as you have seen.” I nodded, thinking of the Grykon. “Evil is best able to get a grip when it is subtle. When it looks and feels like that we know best.”


  “So it looked like a girl, but there was no humanity inside. Not like that human who was possessed. There was still humanity in him. Just trapped inside with the demon.”


  “Trapped,” Zane said, “and subjugated.”


  I stood up and wandered over toward the cabinet with the books as I considered everything he’d said. “If humans can suck in the dark, can demons suck in the light?”


  He smiled. “Ah, ma chérie, that is the question. If a single man can expand the dimensions of hell by aligning himself with evil, can God himself not be enriched by a child of the darkness turning to face the light?”


  “Can he?”


  “All in nature can be good. And all can be evil. Free will, chérie. But each of us, human and demon, has a true nature. And very few among us are brave enough to fight it.”


  I took that as a qualified yes, then licked my lips, wondering what my nature was. Wondering more if it had changed when I became Alice, and if it was changing still as I absorbed the demons day after day.


  “Do not question your nature, chérie,” he said kindly. “Your heart is good.”


  “And you? What’s your nature?”


  His smile was tight. “I fight on the side of righteousness. That much, I will swear to you. Though I do pay daily for my hubris.”


  “Hubris?”


  “In my youth, I wanted to live forever, a trait that is awarded only to the true angels and incorporeal demons. I acted rashly, trying to manifest a desire I did not truly understand and would not have wanted fulfilled had I considered the ramifications. I was punished for my foolishness.” He closed his eyes, sighed deeply. “And now you share my torment.”


  “But that means you got what you wanted.” I said, my voice a whisper. “Immortality.”


  “It would seem so,” he said. His smile when he looked up at me was wan. “There are times when I believe that hell is the place where all your dreams come true.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “Do you know why I am down here, Lily? Down in this prison of concrete and metal?” he asked, and I realized that his voice was no longer accented. “Do you have any idea how old I am? How many lives I’ve had? How many places I’ve lived, wives I’ve had, years I’ve seen pass by as minutes?”


  “I don’t.”


  A sad smile touched his lips. “Neither do I,” he said. “But it has been far too many.”


  “Zane—”


  He lifted a hand. “No. Hear me. I have lived thousands of lifetimes, Lily, and I am tired. So tired, and I crave death. I crave the end of this life and the beginning of a new, in whatever form it may come. And yet I cannot have that which I desire. I cannot, because of my own foolish ambition. And so I have trapped myself in a nightmare of my own making.”


  “But what does that have to do with why you’re here in the basement?”


  “I made a deal. Long ago, I made a deal to train warriors. And in exchange, when the time is right, I will be granted freedom. I will be granted death.” He met my eyes. “And all I have to do is stay and teach and train.”


  “Stay?” I repeated. “You mean you can’t leave? You’re not allowed to go upstairs?”


  “I can,” he said. “And if I do, the bargain is over.” He stood, waiting for me to say something, but I didn’t know what to say. “Do you know what the real hell of it is, Lily?”


  I shook my head.


  “I have, time and again, been tempted to ride that elevator to the street.”


  “But then you’d break the bargain and you’d stay immortal.”


  He exhaled loudly. “After so long, I fear death as much as I crave it. It is,” he said with a smile, “a hideous conundrum.”


  I thought of him trapped down here in the basement, and realized that Zane was living my nightmare, albeit in a bigger box.


  “How much longer do you have to train?”


  “That depends on you, Lily. The fate of the world will be determined soon, and with it, my fate as well. The convergence,” he said, a hint of dread flashing in his eyes, “it comes closer every day whether we want it to or not.”


  “Zane. I’m—”


  “No. You of all people should not pity me. We are bound now, Lily. We share the same fate.”


  I frowned, disturbed.


  “But enough about theology and eternity. You came tonight because you feared I acted against you. But trust me, ma fleur, I wish you no harm.” His gaze grazed my face as I avoided looking into his eyes, afraid of what I might see there if I let Alice’s sight take over. Afraid also to let him know I had the sight at all. “No, chérie. I would never wish you harm.”


  His lips closed roughly over mine, taking without asking and leaving me breathless and needy.


  Needy, yes, but unwilling. Gently, I pushed him away, ignoring the desperate ache inside me begging to be sated. “No.”


  His eyes examined me, and I looked away, afraid my will would fail. He’d turned me on, yes. He’d fired my senses.


  But at the end of the day, there was another man who filled my thoughts. A dangerous man whom I wanted in my bed, despite my better judgment.


  He stepped back, increasing the distance between us. “You break my heart, chérie.”


  “Some other time, perhaps,” I said. “If things are different.”


  “Is that a promise, chérie?”


  I thought of the way I’d promised to always be there to protect Rose, and I had to shake my head. “I don’t do promises anymore,” I said, then turned away. Finally, it was time to go home.


  
    Chapter Thirty-One

  


  I wasn’t the least bit surprised to find Clarence sitting on his little stool outside my door when I arrived back a few minutes before one in the morning. What did surprise me was the present he shoved into my hand, a small box wrapped in purple paper. I took it, confused.


  “Ain’t no big thing,” he said.


  I frowned, but peeled the paper off, then tugged the lid off the box. A cell phone was inside, nestled in crumpled-up tissue paper. The phone itself was pink. With sparkles. I looked up at Clarence. “This would have come in handy earlier. Or not. Considering I couldn’t move my freaking muscles.”


  “Company plan,” he said. “Unlimited in-network calls, unlimited text messaging, unlimited e-mails. Gotta love technology.”


  I almost managed a smile as I shoved my key in the lock and let us inside. “Nice thought. Appreciate it. Not sure how I could have used it today—probably would have lost it in the battle—but here’s the thing: I failed.”


  I glanced at him, expecting a pep talk. Instead, I got nothing.


  “Right,” I said, suddenly uncomfortable. “Anyway.”


  “Don’t worry,” he said, patting the pocket with the knife. “I ain’t here for this.”


  “Glad to hear it.”


  “But don’t expect platitudes, either, pet. Your failure may not have lost the war, but there’s only one battle left. The big one. And everything’s riding on you.”


  “Not that there’s pressure,” I muttered.


  “Hey,” he said, suddenly effusive. “You can do it right? Wouldn’t be here if you couldn’t. You just gotta be confident.”


  “I am,” I said automatically. Then I thought about it and realized that I’d spoken the truth. Despite my failure with the Caller, I’d survived. More than that I’d learned.


  And I wasn’t going to let evil win. I thought of Rose, and my resolve solidified even more. This time, I wasn’t going to lose.


  Already in the kitchen, Clarence tugged open the refrigerator, then snorted with disgust. “So how’s the arm? Anything new popped?”


  I shook my head, realizing that my arm would spark to life again when the Box was brought back into this dimension by a new Caller. I cringed, already anticipating the pain. Gee, it was fun being a map. Not.


  “I just got home,” I said. “You don’t really think it’ll pop again so fast do you?”


  “Time’s running out before the convergence,” he said. “They’re gonna act fast. Probably already have another Caller on the job.”


  He opened the pantry and shoved things aside, peering at all the shelves. “So?”


  “Huh?” It was the best I could manage.


  “Keep up, Lily. Now we’re moving on to the official debriefing. The poison. The guy who shot you. You wanna give me the lowdown or not?”


  “I—yeah. Sure.” I frowned. “Didn’t Zane already tell you?”


  “The basics. Now you tell me.”


  I did. Running him through the entire mission. “So how did they know I was there?”


  “That’s the question, ain’t it? And we may not ever learn the answer. Coulda been a guard. Coulda been someone lying in wait to take you out. Someone who doesn’t want you around.”


  “Who?”


  “Dunno,” he said, but I had a feeling he had a suspect in mind. “And we don’t need to know. Right now, we just need to do the job. Time’s running out. Gotta focus. Next time they won’t Call the Box until the last minute. Right before the ceremony, maybe even during it. Whole thing’ll be one hell of a lot harder.”


  “Great.”


  He slammed the refrigerator door shut in disgust, then started rummaging through the cabinets, finally coming away with a battered box of Hostess Twinkies. I snagged one, then ripped it open and took a bite of the preservative-heavy confection. “Why would anyone eat this?” I asked.


  “If it ain’t your taste, you don’t have to,” Clarence said, looking a bit bemused. “You only got her body, not her personality. Not her taste in food. And you don’t even really got her life.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “That’s been eating at me.”


  “Come again?”


  I rubbed my temples. “I still want to know about Alice. I need to know.”


  He blinked amphibian eyes. “Alice? Why?”


  “What do you mean, why? Because I’m living inside her, and I don’t know enough about her. She’s the vessel, right? The vessel I’m stuck inside?”


  “Come on, kid. We got bigger things to worry about.”


  “I can worry about both. Whoever killed Alice is a risk to me. To this body. They try to take Alice out again, they could fuck up the mission.”


  He stared me down, clearly not believing that my motive was purely mission-oriented.


  “Or maybe I just need to know.”


  “Drop it, pet. Trust me. On that path lies madness.”


  I lifted my brows, and he shrugged.


  “Maybe not madness, but frustration. What does it matter what the girl was like?”


  “I’m trying to fake a life, here. Do you really want me wasting time trying to figure this out on my own? Time I could spend training or whacking demons?”


  “Whacking?”


  “Dammit Clarence! Just tell me.”


  “Okay, okay.” He moved the sofa and settled in. “Alice 101, here we go. Dad died of cancer. Mom fell down some stairs about five years ago. She was Egan’s sister, by the way. Left her share of the bar to Alice and Rachel.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Yup. You’re a proud owner of one-quarter of the place. Apparently you come into it when you’re thirty. Until then, Egan runs the bar, and your cut goes into trust.” He shrugged. “Ain’t no story there, pet. Not one worth telling anyway.”


  “It’s a start,” I said. “But I want more than just the surface stuff. Like what do you know about the Bloody Tongue? About how it fits in?”


  He turned curious eyes on me. “Fits in to what?”


  “Rachel’s annoyed with me. With Alice. Said I shouldn’t have gone back to the bar. That I shouldn’t have gotten in with all that dark stuff again.”


  “Dark stuff?”


  “The pub, I presume. It’s got a rep. All the way back to witch trial days. And before, probably.”


  “Yeah, it’s got a rep, all right,” he said. “I don’t know much more than what you get on that Haunted Boston tour, but I do know that Alice’s parents dabbled in the dark arts. Her mother, primarily.”


  “Egan mentioned not getting along with his sister.”


  “There you go.”


  “Where?”


  “Rachel musta thought Alice was gonna follow in Mom’s footsteps. And if Alice was hanging with Deacon Camphire, that was a damn good bet.”


  “Deacon?” I was so surprised, I forgot to sing in my head, a little faux pas I immediately rectified.


  “You said he was there your first night, right? Maybe he was trying to make Alice embrace her mother’s beliefs. Persuade her to follow in Mommy’s footsteps with him. Explore that dark world.”


  I shook my head, emphatic. “No, I don’t think so.”


  “Why not?”


  “I don’t know,” I said, looking away, afraid he’d read the truth in my eyes even before he plucked it from my head, “I—”


  “And when she refused, that’s when he did it.”


  My head snapped up. “Did what?”


  “Killed her, of course.”


  All the blood drained from my body, and I stood there, frozen and desperate. “What?” I asked, barely managing to force the word out.


  “My sources tell me that Deacon Camphire killed Alice. I told you, Lily. He’s a bad one.”


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two

  


  “No,” I said firmly. “No. That can’t be right.”


  Clarence cocked his head, examining me, his expression wary. “You got some special insight into the beast?”


  “I—no. But he saved me. That first night at the pub. He swooped in and saved me—saved Alice—from the Grykon. If he wanted me dead, why would he do that?”


  “Maybe because he knows that you’re more than meets the eye now. Maybe because he saw an opportunity to get close to you and learn what you’re up to. What you want. Who you’re working for.”


  “No.” I latched hard onto denial, clinging to it like a life raft and shouting out children’s songs in my head. I wanted to process this tidbit on my own, without amphibian interference. “It doesn’t make sense,” I said. “How do you know this? Who’s your source?”


  “I got ears all over this town, kid. All over the world. Trust me when I say that I put stock in this tipster’s info.”


  “Oh.”


  He examined my face. “Something you want to share, kid?”


  “No. I’m just surprised. It doesn’t feel like it fits.” I turned away from him and walked to the window, wanting a smidgeon of privacy for my thoughts. Because I was surprised. Deacon killing Alice didn’t fit the puzzle pieces I had in my head. If he’d killed her, wouldn’t he have been surprised to see her alive and kicking? Would he have tried to save me?


  Then again, maybe he had not only killed Alice, but had known that someone would be coming along to slip inside the body.


  But that made sense only if he was in line with Clarence and company, and he so definitely wasn’t.


  I turned up the volume on my inner Schoolhouse Rock serenade as I turned the problem over. Maybe the bad guys knew that a warrior was coming, and Deacon was supposed to stop it. But if that were the case, then wouldn’t he be trying to kill me rather than save me?


  I frowned, wondering about the times I’d almost died. Outside the Caller’s house. In the alley behind the bar, only moments after Deacon left me.


  I released a shaky breath. Maybe he had tried to take me out.


  Except that didn’t feel right. Trouble was, where Deacon was concerned, I wasn’t certain I could trust my own objectivity.


  “Quit singing ‘Conjunction Junction’ and give it up,” Clarence said, making me jump. “He’s a demon. What do you expect? Demons lie. It comes with the job description.” He dropped to the sofa and kicked his feet up on the coffee table. “Rest. Meditate. Don’t have a beer, since you haven’t bothered with a grocery run. But relax. You got work at the pub today, and you need to go. Stay normal. Stay busy. But when your shift ends, you go straight to Zane and train. From now on, that’s what you do in your spare time. You got that?”


  I assured him I did, and after he left, I wandered aimlessly through the apartment, trying to get my head around Clarence’s revelation that Deacon had killed Alice. Could it be true? Was he really playing me for a fool?


  I didn’t want to believe it, but I couldn’t deny the timing of the attack in the alley. Deacon had essentially told me he was dangerous, and only moments later, I’d died.


  That was one hell of a coincidence.


  But he’d picked the wrong woman to play games with. He’d gotten past my defenses and under my skin, and damned if I didn’t want to make him pay.


  How convenient that fate had given me the tools to make that dream come true. I could end the son of a bitch, and I could do it for revenge and in the name of God.


  How sweet was that?


  Trouble was, it didn’t feel sweet at all. It felt bitter. Bitter and cold and wrong.


  Not for the first time, I had to wonder if I wasn’t all wrong for this job. What kind of prophecy hung the fate of the world on the shoulders of a girl like me? A fucked-up one, that was for damn sure.


  My mishmash of thoughts irritated me, reminding me of just how much I didn’t want Clarence to continue seeing inside my head. That meant I had two choices. I could quit trying to compartmentalize the demonic essence I took in, or I could look for this Secret Keeper that Madame Parrish had told me about. Because option number one was unacceptable, I went for door number two.


  As far as I knew, a Secret Keeper was something you bought at Target, so I tried the Internet first, punching in a broad search request. When that yielded a million entirely irrelevant results, I went hog wild and added “demon” to the request.


  Amazingly enough, I got a decent hit. A character in one of those role-playing games. A creature known as a Secret Keeper. I poked around and found out that in the game, the demon took in secrets from other players, shielding the secrets from the giving player’s enemies. Interesting.


  I did a few more searches, but found nothing else. Figuring that fiction often imitated life, I moved from the computer to an ancient, battered text that Clarence had given me. There was no convenient index, but I flipped pages, skimming the calligraphy-style text and getting more and more discouraged until, finally, my eyes caught the word secret as I was about to flip a page. I stopped, read the text carefully, then smiled broadly.


  I’d found my man. Or, rather, my creature. An Alash-tijard. Not a demon itself, but a demon’s servant.


  And to be fair, I hadn’t found him; I’d only identified him.


  But it was the first step. Because once I located one, I could kill it. And once I’d done that, I’d be a Secret Keeper, too.


  And there was no way Clarence would get into my head then.


  The thought made my smile even broader. Clarence might be my handler, and he might be one of the good guys, but I definitely didn’t like him in my head. And the knowledge that there was a way to keep him out that didn’t involve me losing my humanity went a long way to improving my mood.


  I decided to celebrate with another preservative-laden Twinkie, and as I headed back to the kitchen, I noticed that the message light on the phone was blinking. I punched the button to play, more for the distraction than because I cared. There were eleven messages, the first making my stomach twist with guilt. Gracie. Her frantic voice sounded choked with tears, and I wanted to kick myself for not thinking about her. Of course she’d be worried. Even though it seemed like a hundred years ago, it had been only a day, and because Wednesday had been my day off at the pub, I hadn’t seen her to reassure her. All she knew was that I’d been in a fight Tuesday night, I’d been freaked about my missing attackers, and then I’d raced the hell out of there.


  I glanced at the clock, wanting to call and let her know I was okay, but not willing to do that at almost two in the morning. I told myself she’d be just as relieved to learn I was okay at a reasonable hour, and that there was no point in waking her up. And the truth was that although I hated that I’d worried her, the fact that there was someone in this new life who did worry about me made me all warm and fuzzy.


  The next message was from Brian, also worried, but not as tearful as Gracie’s call. I smiled a little, sorry I’d worried them, but enjoying the warm feeling of having people who cared.


  After Brian came a hang-up, and the two after were from Clarence, looking for me after the mission. Obviously, he had both talked to Zane and found me, so I deleted them.


  After that, one more hang-up.


  I frowned, wondering if Alice was plagued by telemarketers, or if the hang-ups were something more nefarious. In a sudden burst of technical savvy, it occurred to me to check the phone log, and as soon as I did, my stomach clenched. I knew that number.


  My number.


  Rose’s number.


  With a shaking hand, I put the phone down, remembering how I’d called just to hear her voice. She must have checked caller ID, too. And she’d decided to call back, curious. And, possibly, a little scared. Why wouldn’t she be? She’d been stalked by Lucas Johnson, hadn’t she? And now I’d put that fear back into her. Me, the girl who’d gone to the mat to try to protect her.


  It was fucked up. All the more so because I couldn’t tell her who I really was, and I couldn’t really befriend her. Not if I wanted to keep her safe. But I could call her back. I could at least call as Alice and fess up to the earlier call. I could explain that I’d been looking out for her. That Lily would have wanted me to.


  The plan made me feel somewhat better, and I headed toward the bedroom, figuring that snuggling under the covers with a magazine was just the ticket. I never got the chance, though, because it struck me anew that it was early Thursday morning. Otherwise known as late Wednesday night for those of us not yet in bed (or who no longer needed to bother with going to bed).


  And I had a commitment for late Wednesday.


  I had an appointment with Lucy and Ethel.


  Damn.


  I changed clothes—the ones I’d been wearing were in tatters, anyway—then rummaged in Alice’s drawers until I finally found an address book with Rachel’s phone number and address. No key taped conveniently in place, but on my way out the door, I thought to open the tiny drawer in that little tiled table. Five keys, each with neatly labeled tags: Spare, Pub Bk Dr, Laundry Room, Noah, and Rachel.


  Thank you, Alice.


  Fortunately for my mood, Lucy and Ethel were indeed dogs and not plants or fish. They were so excited to see me that I felt a twinge of guilt for the irritation I’d felt during the ride over, being much more inclined to sleep and brood than to play babysitter to the pets. Still, after the day I’d had, I needed some TLC, and who better to provide some anonymous comfort than a couple of fuzzy, squirmy muttlings.


  The muttness of the dogs actually surprised me. Rachel struck me as the blue-blood type. The kind who would enter her dog in a show and then down a martini or three if she didn’t get a ribbon. Or if she did, for that matter.


  Apparently my assessment skills weren’t up to par, because her apartment didn’t reflect nearly the level of snobbery that her clothing suggested. Or, perhaps I was a reverse snob, making assumptions based on wardrobe and little hard evidence.


  In fact, the apartment was warm and eclectic. She had a variety of candles in various shapes and sizes, but they were all black. An interesting palette, especially considering that her striking red furniture screamed color.


  Above her mantel was a series of photographs showing her selling jewelry as a child at street fairs, then smiling at the camera as she strung beads on a necklace. The middle part of her journey to fame and fortune was missing, and the time line skipped straight to Rachel holding her first corporate sales check, enlarged about a hundred times, her smile thin as the flash of the camera caught her eyes.


  After that, the photos switched to pictures of family and the pub. There was even one showing the Haunted Boston tour guide with Egan, Alice, and Rachel. They were all decked out in Halloween attire, and Alice was grinning like a fiend under a gaudy witch’s hat while Rachel, in similar garb, shot her little sister an exasperated look.


  I couldn’t help but smile. I’d aimed a similar look in Rose’s direction many a time, and I had to wonder what these two had been quibbling about.


  With the dogs following at my heels, I gave up my snoopiness and put out food for them, then poured myself a glass of wine while they indulged. When we’d all finished our snacks, I found their leashes hanging by the front door. “Come on, girls. Let’s go do your business.”


  I’d noticed that Rachel or her boyfriend had spread the bathroom with newspaper, but it was clean and dry. Presumably, the little girls needed out. And I definitely needed to walk.


  At that hour the park across from Rachel’s apartment stood empty, and that was where I headed with the dogs, letting them lead me with their churning legs and snuffling noses to all the good smells that littered the ground. They whined and tugged on their leashes, wanting to be set free, but because I didn’t know if they’d come back, I kept a firm hold. I still craved my long, hot bath—I really needed some thinking time—but standing there in the dark sufficed. And as the dogs snuffled and romped and did their doggy things, I let my mind wander. My curious fate. The darkness inside me. The mystery that was Alice.


  And most of all, Deacon.


  As if the whisper of his name in my mind were an incantation, he appeared, little more than shadow on the far side of the park. But it was him, there was no doubt in my mind, and when he stepped into dim light, what I already knew was confirmed. I could feel his eyes on me. Watching me.


  And I could feel the desire in him, too, and I hated myself for returning it.


  More than that, though, I felt a deep malevolence. An anger. No, a fury. That seemed to roll off him in waves. A rage, I realized, that matched my own.


  I needed to go after him. To end this.


  I needed to race to him. To draw my blade. And to sink it deep into his heart.


  He’d killed Alice. He’d betrayed me.


  Worse than that he’d played me.


  He must have; everything I’d learned pointed toward him.


  Everything except the way I felt in my gut.


  I shook it off. Told myself that I wanted him dead.


  But I didn’t go; I didn’t run.


  I had the dogs, after all.


  But as I stood there, my stomach in knots and my hands sweaty, I couldn’t be sure whether I was staying put because of the dogs, or because of me.


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three

  


  Rose had already left for school when I called the next morning, but Gracie snatched up her phone on the second ring and gushed with such relief that I agreed to meet her for a late breakfast at Dino’s before our lunchtime shift at the pub.


  I found her in a back booth, already sucking down coffee. Her blue eyes brightened when she saw me, and she raised a hand, waving me over. She was up and in my arms before I could fend her off, her hug so tight I felt smothered. And loved.


  “Hey,” I said. “I’m alive. I’m fine. And I’m really, really sorry.”


  “What the hell happened to you? I mean, you were dead. They had to use those shocker things! You should have gone to a hospital, Alice. What the hell were you thinking?”


  “I wasn’t. I just ran.”


  She flopped back in her seat, then squinted as she looked at me. “From what?”


  The waitress wandered over, saving me from answering.


  Instead, I ordered a short stack of chocolate chip pancakes and lots of coffee. Comfort food. Gracie did the same, and as soon as the waitress left, she jumped back on me. “What were you running from?”


  “To,” I said, because there was no escape from the interrogation. “I was running to something.”


  “All right. To what?”


  “Gracie . . . ”


  “No.” She sat up straighter, looking remarkably firm for such a little blond thing. “Something’s up with you. You’ve been weird for days. Don’t you dare deny it.”


  “I’m not denying,” I said, remarkably relieved to share something—anything—with someone outside the weirdness parameter of my life.


  “Then what is it? What’s going on?”


  “I can’t say. Really,” I added, when she opened her mouth to object. “But it helps just knowing you care.”


  “I do.” Her teeth scraped over her lower lip. “I won’t pry. I swear. But tell me one thing. Are you in trouble?”


  I shook my head. “No. I promise. But I guess you could say I’m trying to stop trouble.”


  She cocked her head, obviously trying to figure something out. “And Deacon? Is he part of the trouble?”


  I tensed, and tried hard not to show it. “I’d really rather not talk about him.”


  “Alice—”


  “No. We’re done. Moving on to you. Anything happen yesterday with the job?”


  At my question, her mood completely changed, going from pensive and suspicious to open and excited. “I got it,” she said with a wild, exuberant laugh. “I got the job!” She grabbed my hands and looked me straight in the eyes. And, because I wasn’t thinking about it, I found myself looking back.


  That was a big mistake. A fact I realized when the world around us seemed to drop away. I heard Gracie gasp, felt her hands tighten on mine, and though I wanted to look away or let go, I couldn’t. I was stuck. Right there inside the vision. Right there, with Gracie.


  We were falling. Screaming. Thrust into a dark pit. A candlestick stood tall under a row of familiar symbols. And in the center, a single female figure, wearing a white silk nightgown and tied spread-eagled to a stone table.


  “Alice!”


  I blinked, jerking my hands free of hers.


  “Oh my God,” she said, her eyes wide. “What the hell was that?”


  But I could only stare at her, trembling with the memory of how I’d awakened, trapped in a room just like that. Strapped down, just like that.


  “Alice! Alice!” Gracie’s voice shook with fear. “What the hell? That girl. That was—” She broke off, shivering. “What was that? What’s going on? You saw it too, right?” Her eyes were wide, freaked, and I knew just how she felt.


  I couldn’t afford to be freaked now, though, and so I drew in a breath and tried to quash the memories. Calm, I thought. Control. Those were my buzzwords now.


  “I get these visions,” I said, forcing my voice to remain steady. “Not often, but sometimes.” I shrugged, pretending nonchalance. “It’s weird, but I’ve gotten used to them.”


  “You told me before, remember?” Another shiver rippled through her. “But I never had any idea they were like that.”


  “Yeah. They can be unnerving.” I managed a smile, absurdly grateful that Alice had shared the visions with Gracie. I had a feeling her advance preparation was the only reason Gracie hadn’t run screaming from the restaurant. Even with warning, I could tell she was freaked, though she was trying to put on a good show. Probably she’d told Alice that the visions were no big deal, and she didn’t think Alice was weird for having them. Now poor Gracie was getting the chance to put her money where her mouth was.


  She gnawed on her lower lip and eyed me warily, slightly calmer now. “Are they, like, what? Predictions?”


  “Sometimes,” I admitted, and saw the fear flicker in her eyes. “And sometimes they’re more like dreams. You know, you have to interpret what it means.”


  “And this one?”


  “Dunno. Not really.” I still didn’t know how the visions worked, but maybe touching Gracie had triggered a memory in the body I now occupied. A memory of the sacrificial ceremony. A memory that, if I was lucky, could help me find Alice’s killer.


  “You’re not telling me everything,” she accused.


  I started to deny it, but didn’t see the point. “You’re right,” I said. “I’m not. And you were right about the other day, too. When you said I was distracted.”


  “Can I help?” she asked, though she looked like she’d much rather walk across hot coals.


  “No way,” I said, probably faster than I should have.


  “You’re gonna get yourself hurt,” she said. “Killed, or worse. Aren’t you?” Tears welled in her eyes. “If there’s something freaky going on, Alice, you need to call the cops.”


  “Don’t worry. I’ve got help.”


  “Deacon?”


  “No,” I said, probably too sharply. “Stay away from him, Gracie.” I still didn’t know why he killed Alice—and I still hoped that Clarence’s source was wrong—but I wasn’t taking any chances with my friend’s life. “For that matter, stay away from the pub. When’s your new job start?”


  “Um, tomorrow. I know it’s horrible of me not to give Egan a full two weeks, but it’s okay, don’t you think? Especially since the pub’s gonna be closed tomorrow anyway.”


  “It is?”


  “Yeah, remember? Oh, that’s right. You have Wednesdays off.”


  “Why’s he shutting down on a Friday?”


  “Plumbing. They have to rip out some plumbing in the bathrooms. Egan’s really pissed, but I guess it’s all about health codes and stuff.” She wrinkled her nose. “At any rate, it sounds nasty. But that should make it okay, right? I mean, that’s almost like giving an extra day’s notice, isn’t it?”


  “Totally. And I’ll work an extra shift if Egan needs the help. Don’t worry about it.”


  She rubbed her arms. “Hard not to,” she said, and I knew we weren’t talking about the job.


  I shrugged, but had to agree. And the way I figured it, Gracie couldn’t have picked a better time to have found a new job and gotten the hell away from a pub whose owners throughout history had made a point to advertise their dark allegiances.


  In fact, maybe this was the reason Alice had pushed Gracie toward this new job. For that matter, I saw absolutely no reason for Gracie to go back to the demon-overrun pub. Gracie, however, insisted on following etiquette and giving Egan her notice in person. I didn’t like it—I had no proof, but I did have a sick feeling that one of the bar patrons was behind both Alice’s death and Egan’s troubled telephone call. And if scary, creepy things were going down at the pub, I wanted the only friend I now had someplace far, far away.


  Because I couldn’t explain any of that to her, we walked to the pub together.


  Egan looked up as we entered, then went back to polishing the brass on the bar. The place was mostly empty, just a few diehards nursing pints. A little closer to lunch, and the crowds would start to trickle in. I almost welcomed it. Juggling beers and food would at least clear my mind. Maybe if I could stop thinking about it for a second, an answer would manage to take root in the muck that was my brain.


  I watched Gracie push through the doors to the kitchen, and as I hurried to catch up, Egan waved me over. “For Tank and Leon,” he said, drawing two pints of Guinness.


  “I’m not on yet.”


  “Alice.”


  “Fine. Whatever.” I took the tray, searching the bar until I found Leon, the guy Deacon had thrown across the room. I assumed his companion, a big fellow with an acne-scarred face, was Tank. He looked somewhat familiar, but try as I might, I couldn’t place the face.


  I slid the pints onto the table, shifting my weight toward the door and trying to signal with body language that even though I was standing there holding beer, I wasn’t really on duty yet.


  “You back,” Tank said in a voice like acid on nails. “Missed you, we did.” His smile displayed of a row of rotten teeth.


  “I was sick,” I said, feeling my breakfast curdle in my stomach.


  “Egan said.” He looked me up and down. “Better now?”


  “Great.” I managed a watery smile, then hooked my thumb toward the back. “I should probably—”


  “Alice not so friendly today. Got you something on your mind?”


  I shook my head. “Not really.”


  His eyes narrowed. “Thought we were buds.”


  Well, shit. “You’re right. I’ve got stuff on my mind.”


  He cocked his head, his expression all but asking. Well?


  “Lucy,” I said, hoping Alice had shared personal details. “She barfed all over the carpet.”


  “Heh,” he said. “Bet Rachel not happy.”


  “Not at all.” I tried the thumb trick again. “Sorry I’m such a spaz. But I’m late, and—”


  I took a step away.


  “Hey!”


  I stopped, turned back.


  He tapped his cheek with his index finger, decayed teeth flashing a bone-chilling grin.


  I swallowed, then kissed my fingertips and pressed them to his cheek. “Time for me to go on duty,” I said, then winked.


  And then I walked away, holding my breath and looking straight ahead until the kitchen doors swung shut behind me.


  Fortunately, the afternoon was busy enough that I didn’t have any time to think about Tank and his scary teeth.


  I’d pulled a short shift, filling in for Trish, who’d taken the day off to spend time with a relative who was in town from Nevada or Arizona or some other state with heat and horses. I was grateful for the reduced hours today. After all, I had a busy evening planned.


  At fifteen minutes to the end of my shift, I started doing my side work, irritated to see that not only did I need to cut up some lemons, but there was only one lonely lemon in the fridge behind the bar. I looked around for Gracie, finding her near the table where Tank had been earlier. I didn’t remember him clearing out his tab, but he was gone now, and good riddance, too.


  Gracie caught my eye, and I held up the last lemon, then signaled toward the kitchen. She nodded, and I headed back, leaving the front to Gracie because Egan had disappeared to the stockroom fifteen minutes ago and still hadn’t returned.


  “Lemons,” I said, as I entered the kitchen.


  Caleb shook his head. “Downstairs. I used the last of ’em this morning and haven’t had time to refill.”


  “Dammit, Caleb . . . ”


  The bear of a man only grunted and tossed me the key to the walk-in. “Grab me another gallon of coleslaw while you’re down there.”


  “Only if you’re nice.”


  My black sneakers made next to no noise on the stone stairs leading down to the basement. Not that I was trying to be Stealth Girl, but I have to admit that even only a few days into the job, the idea of arriving in a room unannounced had become second nature. A trait for which I was grateful when I heard the voices down below.


  I edged to the side of the stairs, then folded myself into an alcove, drawing in a breath as if that would make me blend in with the stone and shadows. One hesitant step back up, but then I stopped. My conscience poked at me, but not much. Not when the form of the words started to settle in my head and I recognized the voice. Tank. And he was talking with Egan.


  “—haven’t got choice, Egan. The game, you know.”


  “I already played that game.”


  “Goods didn’t work. You got paid. How that fair?”


  I frowned, trying to follow the conversation. What goods? Drugs, perhaps? I’d done enough deals on my own to know that purity in drugs on the street was dodgy at best. And hadn’t Rachel mentioned the bar’s financial troubles? If Egan had gotten into dealing in order to up the cash flow of the bar . . .


  “I gave you exactly what you asked for. How is it my fault if it didn’t work? I did what you—”


  “You question me?”


  “Of course not. But—”


  “You gonna return money?”


  “I don’t have—”


  “But you can get?”


  “Yeah, yeah. I know just where to get.”


  “Friday. Sunrise. You deliver, or you pay.”


  Tank stormed out, and though I knew I was well hidden, my heart pounded wildly in my chest.


  Friday.


  Tomorrow.


  I didn’t know what was going to go down, but I damn well intended to be there to find out.


  
    Chapter Thirty-Four

  


  I vacillated between action and inaction, then finally decided to act like the badass I was supposed to be, suck up my courage, and ask Egan if anything was wrong. He looked up at me over the shot of tequila he was pouring at the bar, his doughy face forming into suspicious lines. “What? What could be wrong? Other than Gracie up and giving her notice. Or not giving it. Last day’s today, and now she tells me. You know about this?”


  I shook my head and hoped I looked perplexed. “So that’s all that’s bothering you?”


  “What? That ain’t enough?”


  I debated a second, and then bit the bullet. Hard. “I overheard you and Tank. He sounded really pissed. And . . . well, it sounded like he was dragging you into something illegal.” Egan hadn’t seemed the type to run a drug shop under the table, but the truth was, nothing surprised me anymore. Not that I intended to accuse Alice’s uncle. Better to play the Are you getting sucked into something? card and see if I couldn’t get him to spill at least part of the truth. “I thought maybe you needed help.”


  For a moment he looked scared, then confused. Then, to my surprise, he burst out laughing. “Well, holy shit, girl, I guess that would sound like we were slipping a little heroin to the local populace. And Tank’s sure as hell got the look about him, doesn’t he?”


  I blinked, taken aback by his forthrightness.


  “For all I know, the bastard does deal,” Egan went on, as if the thought just occurred to him. “But not here,” he said, turning a gimlet eye on me. “I don’t hold with that, and you darn well know it.”


  “Well, sure,” I said, as if I did know it “So it wasn’t drugs. Was it, you know, dark stuff?”


  Egan gave me a tight little shake of the head. “You know better than that, girl.”


  I nodded. Clarence had specifically told me that Egan had fought with Alice’s mom over her involvement with the dark arts. A scary reputation for the bar was apparently okay with him. True scariness crossed the line.


  “Well, then, what is it? What’s going on?”


  The amused expression was back, and he chuckled as he passed the tray of drinks off to Gracie, pointedly not looking at her. “Bastard’s complaining the car I sold him doesn’t work. That ancient Buick? The puke-green one? Worked fine when he picked it up, but he’s saying I either return the money or get him another car, and . . . ” He trailed off with a shrug.


  “That’s it? A car? That’s what’s bugging you?”


  “You’re the one said I looked like something was wrong. Me, I’m just annoyed I got to deal with a prick like that.”


  It made sense, and because I saw the truth in his eyes, I felt foolish. At least I did until he smiled at me. “I’m glad you came back to work here, Alice. It’s nice to have family who cares.”


  “Yeah,” I said, meaning it. “It is.”


  I leaned over the bar and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’m late. Gotta run.”


  I was late, too. I was supposed to be at Zane’s, training hard and killing demons in the ring. Zane said it was to build both my confidence and my skill, but I knew there was another reason. They wanted me primed on demon essence. He and Clarence might give lip service to the whole “compartmentalize” thing, but I knew they wanted to keep me in a killing frame of mind. And how better to get there than to take a little hit of demon?


  Cynical? Perhaps.


  Maybe that was the result of an overload of demon kills, too.


  I didn’t know.


  All I knew was that I didn’t need the dark essence. Not today.


  Today I could get to that dark place all on my own. Because today, I was going to my own burial.


  I didn’t go to the service itself. Didn’t want to hear them eulogize me. Didn’t want to see how sparse the turnout at the church was.


  And I didn’t want to feel like a hypocrite because my family had brought my body into a place of worship.


  I’d lost my faith a long time ago, burying it with my mother. There was no heaven, I’d thought. No hell. And there was certainly no God looking out for us.


  There was nothing but emptiness.


  Now I knew better. But it wasn’t faith that had brought me around; it was hard, cold reality. I knew there were monsters in the dark. And, yeah, I was scared. Not for me with my badass skills, but for people like Rose who’d had their faith snuffed by monsters like Johnson and needed to find their way back into the light before the dark pulled them down.


  The small cluster of mourners at the grave site was already breaking up when I arrived. I hung back, out of place despite being the one person who truly belonged there. At first, I could only see Rose’s back. But then she turned, and I saw the way the skin clung to her bones like a wraith, and I knew she wasn’t eating. My death and her memories were sucking the life from her. Her hair hung limp, and even at this distance, I could see that her once-beautiful eyes were flat and dull.


  I told myself that it had been less than a week since I’d died, and that time would surely heal her. But I knew that was a lie. I wanted to help. Wanted to do something more tangible than saving the whole world.


  I wanted to go to my sister, but at the same time I knew that I shouldn’t. And right then, responsibility was warring with desire. I held back, waiting to see which aspect of me won the battle.


  From across the manicured lawn, I watched as Rose looked blankly at the few people who came up to offer condolences. Jeremy from the video store was there, too, and that tiny connection almost made me smile. Or it did until my stepfather stumbled next to Rose, useless with grief and alcohol.


  My stomach clenched, my blood cold. I’d promised I’d take care of her, but now, standing in a cemetery in the Flats, that promise seemed cold and hollow. How could I have been so egotistical to swear to deliver something that could never be? I couldn’t take care of her. I’d tried. I’d done my damnedest.


  And in the end, that was what it had made us both: damned. Me with the stain of sin, and Rose with the fears that kept her locked inside after dark, a prisoner in her own home, tormented by her memories, her fears, and her sister’s unkept promises.


  “Rose.” The word came out a whisper, forced past my lips by the tears that filled my throat. There was no way she could have heard me, but still she turned, and I saw her eyes widen. I froze, staying right there as she leaned over and whispered something to Joe, then marched to me.


  I stayed put, despite Clarence’s warning echoing in my ear.


  “Why have you been following me?”


  The question, so unexpected, brought me up short. “I haven’t. I mean, I waited for you that one time at school. But—”


  “But nothing. You stood there. And you watched. I saw you. And just because I haven’t seen you the rest of the times doesn’t mean I don’t know you’re there. I can feel your eyes. I can see you in the shadows. You think I don’t know. You think I’m stupid, but I’m not.”


  “I’m not following you,” I said, fear wriggling up my spine. “I swear it.” Someone was, though. Someone was stalking my sister, and the thought of that made me go weak in the knees. I needed to be here, protecting my sister, not off fighting amorphous evil with a capital E.


  She was still eyeing me warily, and I sighed, the sudden burst of exasperation with my little sister so familiar it warmed me. “If I were sneaking around following you, would I be standing out in the open at your sister’s funeral?”


  She thought about that, pouted a little, then shook her head. “Guess not,” she said, rubbing the toe of her polished black shoe into the damp grass. “So why are you here?”


  “To tell you that I meant it. What I said before. Lily was my friend, and I know she’d never have left you on purpose.”


  She nodded, eyes brimming with tears as she looked at me. Then her gaze dipped down and she frowned, her eyes narrowing as she reached toward me. I lifted my hand, unconsciously feeling for the locket I’d tucked inside my shirt. But it wasn’t inside. It was hanging out. Right where Rose could see it.


  I forced myself not to jump when her fingers touched it. And when she opened it I heard a little gasp.


  “She gave it to me,” I said. “The night she—well, she gave it to me for safekeeping.”


  Rose simply stood there, and I couldn’t tell if she’d bought my line of bullshit.


  I reached up for the clasp. “Do you want it?”


  She shook her head. “No. She wanted you to have it.” Her head tilted to the side, as if she were trying to figure me out. “You really are her friend.”


  “Yeah. I told you so. And I meant what I said. If you need something—anything—you can call me. Here. I’ve got a cell phone now.” I still wore black jeans and a black T-shirt under the red leather coat. Probably not the most respectful of outfits, but I hadn’t had time to change. Plus, I didn’t figure a skirt would ride well on the bike.


  I rummaged through all my pockets, but couldn’t come up with paper or a pen. Rose hesitated a moment, then opened a small black purse that I recognized as once belonging to our mother. She passed me a pad of paper and a ballpoint, and I jotted down the name of the pub along with my number and my name, remembering to write “Alice” rather than “Lily.” It was, I realized, getting easier and easier to think of myself as Alice.


  “I mean it,” I said, passing the paper back. “You need anything at all, you call.” Clarence wouldn’t be happy about that, but I didn’t give a flip. If someone was following Rose, I figured she might already be in danger. No way was I staying away knowing someone was watching her.


  She hesitated, then managed the briefest of smiles, the first one I’d seen touch her face in a long, long time. “All right,” she said, tucking my number back into her purse. “Thanks.” She looked back over her shoulder at Joe. “I gotta go.”


  She turned without another word and left me standing there, alone at my own funeral.


  Honestly, now that I thought about it, the whole thing was more than a little creepy.


  I shook the thought out of my head as I started to head in the opposite direction, my mind mulling over the question of who was following her. Clarence? To make sure I wasn’t sneaking over to the Flats to visit? But that possibility didn’t ring true, a fact that disappointed me. If it were him, at least I would have an answer. And an answer was better than this cold, vague fear that Rose was still in danger.


  “Sad day for that girl.”


  I spun around and found myself looking into Deacon’s black eyes.


  My hand went to the inside pocket of my coat, where I’d stashed my knife. “Stay the fuck away from her.”


  His head tilted to the side. “She’s important to you.”


  “Yes,” I said. I couldn’t bear to deny it out loud. And the truth was, he already knew it. I thought about what Rose had said, then remembered how I’d seen Deacon in the distance when I’d been walking the dogs. “You’ve been following me.”


  “Yes,” he said simply. No excuses. Just confidence. And a hint of danger. Yeah, well, I could be dangerous, too.


  “And the girl? You following her, too?”


  “Why would I do that?”


  “You tell me.”


  He came another step closer, and I felt that catch in my gut. A keening, visceral need that unnerved me. She’s mine, he’d told the boy on the dance floor. And damned if right then I didn’t think it was true.


  Was that why I was so hesitant to believe the worst of him? I told myself it wasn’t; I wasn’t so shallow as to be controlled by lust. At least, I didn’t want to think of myself that way.


  No, I was hesitant because I feared that Clarence was being fed bad information and that either intentionally or foolishly someone was trying to set Deacon up to take the fall for Alice.


  I couldn’t be sure, though. Not about that.


  But I did know that he was dangerous.


  About that, I had no doubts.


  “Why are you here?” I asked, walking away from the grave toward the far parking lot where I’d left my bike.


  “Apparently I’m following you,” he said easily. “So perhaps the real question is, why are you here?”


  “I don’t owe you an explanation.”


  “And I don’t need one. It’s clear enough, Lily, why you came.”


  He never raised his voice. Never let victory flash in his eyes. But he’d won, and I staggered back before I caught myself. Only an instant. One small misstep. But he would have noticed. I had a feeling Deacon noticed pretty much everything.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, trying to salvage something.


  “Don’t play games,” he said, his voice taking on a harsh edge. “At least do us both that favor.”


  I weighed my options and ruled out killing him. I could run. I could lie. But in the end, he knew who I was. Body and soul. And there was no point holding on to my secret. Not if I could use disclosure as a bargaining chip.


  We were near a marble mausoleum, now burnished in the orange light of the setting sun. I stopped, then turned to face him. “How did you learn my name?”


  Something dark burned in his eyes, like faith dying. “You’re mine, remember?” His words were bitter. “We both saw it. Saw the lilies in the blood. Entwined there, you and I.”


  I shook my head. “Tidy story, but it’s not true. Nobody would pull a name from that.”


  “Maybe not. But add in the tattoo on your back—the artist was happy to discuss it that afternoon, especially when I slipped him a fifty, by the way. Can I see it? By his description it must be quite a treasure.”


  “Bite me.”


  “I’d be happy to.”


  God, he was smooth. So smooth I wasn’t sure if I wanted to jump him or kick him.


  What I did know was that I wasn’t afraid of him. And that in and of itself scared me a little. Because he was dangerous, right? And that’s how dangerous things get close to you. They put you at ease. They sneak in.


  I knew all that and Deacon was creeping closer and closer.


  “A tattoo’s hardly proof of anything,” I whispered, desperate to keep control.


  He pressed his hand to my waist and, though I flinched, I didn’t push it away. Neither, however, did I look in his eyes. I didn’t want a reminder of the evil inside him. Not now. Not when the danger already arcing between us was sending up enough sparks to light Boston for a week.


  He drew closer, the hand easing under my coat to the small of my back. He pressed against it, but the tattoo had healed, and I felt no pain, nothing except the warmth of his hand. “A white lily,” he said, “with droplets of blood. And underneath, in a delicate hand, a name written out—Lily.”


  We were hip to hip now, and my body sang with arousal. He was hard against me, and though I knew I shouldn’t, I wanted him desperately.


  “Not hard to figure out the rest. To search death records. To find a young woman dead, her body being buried today.”


  I felt the tears sting my eyes, foolish because I wasn’t really dead. Or maybe I was.


  “Lily.” The whisper of his breath against my ear sent sparks ricocheting through me, and I had to force myself to keep my hand tight around my knife. I could play dangerous games, but I couldn’t lose control.


  “Big jump from a tattoo to a funeral,” I whispered, glancing up at his face. My gaze skimmed over his eyes, and I felt the jolt of the vision. I forced myself to look away, to break that connection. I didn’t want to go there. Not now. Not with him.


  “Not really,” he said, and if he had felt the vision coming on, he didn’t show it. “I knew something had changed, after all. You’re not the Alice I used to know. Alice didn’t heat my blood the way you do. I didn’t want to slam Alice against a wall and thrust myself deep inside her.” His voice was rough with need as he slid his hand between my thighs. I trembled, as much from his words as his touch. “And I didn’t want to toss her down on a bed and pleasure every inch of her until she came for me.”


  “Don’t,” I said, as his finger teased the skin above the waistband of my jeans. “Don’t play me like this. It won’t work.”


  “What won’t work?” He took my hand, brought one finger to his lips, and suckled the tip.


  “You’re not going to distract me,” I said, ignoring all the evidence to the contrary.


  “Is that so? It seems to be working so far.”


  It was the confidence in his voice that jerked me out of the haze of lust. I pulled away, feeling the hard wall of the mausoleum behind me. “Word on the street is you killed Alice,” I said, then watched his face for the shock of accusation or the acceptance of truth.


  I saw neither. Instead, he looked pensive. He took a step back, increasing the distance between us. “I suppose that’s fair,” he said. “After all, her blood is on my hands.”


  A lick of fear flicked through me. “What do you mean? You killed her?”


  “Did I take her life?” I saw the restrained anger at the accusation, held back by the tightest control. “Of course not. But you should know that better than anyone, shouldn’t you?”


  I blinked, confused. “What do you mean?”


  “You tell me, Lily,” he said. “You’re the one in her body.”


  
    Chapter Thirty-Five

  


  “You think I killed her? Are you crazy?”


  “Not at the moment, no.”


  “I didn’t want this,” I said, smacking him back with the palms of my hands so that I could get by. I spun around, fueled by fury. “I died, you son of a bitch, and then I wake up in some other girl’s body and I learn that she was murdered. She’s gone and I’m here, and there’s not a minute goes by that I don’t feel pretty goddamned guilty about that. But it wasn’t my fault. It wasn’t my idea. And when I find out who killed her, I swear to you I will rip their heart out and shove it down their throat.”


  I drew in a breath, staggered by my own wrath. And, yes, I knew it was fueled in part by the demons within me surfacing, their inherent rage egging me on. I could feel the beasts within crying to get out. To take their rage out on Deacon, and damn the truth to hell.


  But it wasn’t his fault. He hadn’t killed Alice—I was certain of that now.


  “I wouldn’t have hurt her,” I said. “I don’t care whether you believe me or not. But I wouldn’t have hurt that girl.”


  “I do believe you,” he said, and I could hear the relief in his voice. “I thought I was wrong. That they were tricking me again. That somehow I’d lost my grip and sunk back into—” He cut himself off with a shake of his head. His eyes had hardened with the memory, but when they looked at me again, they were soft. “My Lily.”


  He took my hand, pulling me close, bringing my insides alive with need. I clung to him, the sharp edge of my earlier rage replaced by a knife-edge of lust. I needed him. Craved him.


  “What is this?” I whispered. “What is this between us?”


  “I don’t know,” he murmured, stroking my hair, my face. As if he couldn’t get enough of me. As if breaking the connection between us would break him, too. “I only know that I saw you, Lily. I saw you, and I knew that you were the key to my redemption.”


  I eased back, searching his face, not certain that was a responsibility I wanted to shoulder. “Saw?”


  “A vision,” he said. “Months ago. I thought it was Alice I saw, but I understand now that it was you. We were fighting, side by side, and I knew that we would win, because we had to. I had to. If we failed, we would both be damned, and the world as well.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  He turned away, not looking at me. “There are things I’ve done. Things I’m not proud of. Unforgivable things.” The pain in his voice raked over me like sandpaper, and I wanted to cry. He drew in a breath and turned back. “But this—if I can do this—then I will have my redemption.”


  “But do what?”


  “Seal shut the Ninth Gate to Hell.”


  I gasped, and as I did, he searched my face.


  “That’s why you’re here, too, isn’t it? Why you’re in her body. You’re here to seal that gate.”


  I nodded. “I don’t know why it’s her body I got thrown into. I swear I don’t. But, yeah. That’s what I’m trying to do.”


  “Let me help you, Lily. It’s what I’m supposed to do.”


  I took his hand, the idea of fighting with someone at my side exciting me, especially after being told I was destined to fight alone. And yet how could he help? Clarence would never trust him. And like it or not, there was that whole prophecy thing. I was a solo act.


  Even so, I couldn’t deny that it was nice to have someone who knew my secret. Nice to have a bit of the loneliness lift.


  I licked my lips, trying to get my head around this new development. Finally, I cupped my palm against his cheek and met his eyes. “Let me see,” I said. “Let me see what you saw.”


  But before I could slide into the vision, he jerked free. “No.”


  “Deacon.”


  “No.” Rage colored his voice, cold and dark. “I told you I seek redemption,” he growled. “I have done things—horrible things. Things I won’t share.” He stepped back so that there was no contact between us and met my eyes. “You’ve seen part, but you’ve hardly seen the worst. I won’t take you there now. And I sure as hell won’t go there with you.”


  I wanted to cry for the pain I saw in his eyes. I understood the desire to escape your past and I knew more than I wanted about doing things you regretted. But I still needed to know. “I have to know you’re telling me the truth.”


  “You’re going to have to take me on faith, Lily,” he said. He moved toward me again and pressed his hand over my heart. “You’re mine,” he said. “And you know it.”


  “Deacon.” He befuddled me, and that was not a good place to be. But underneath the confusion and the questions, I knew that he was right. We were linked, he and I. And right then, with him standing so close, I wanted that link to be more than metaphorical.


  “I can feel the quickening of your pulse,” he said. “And I can see the flush on your skin.” He moved closer, his lips grazing my hair as he spoke. “You want me,” he said. “And if that’s the first step toward trust, then so be it. I’ll take what I can now, but in the end I will have all of you.”


  I swallowed, my mouth suddenly dry and my mind searching for a response. The sharp ring of my cell phone saved me from replying. Thinking of Rose, I grabbed for it, disappointed when I heard Clarence’s voice. “Zane’s. Now.” And then he was gone.


  I frowned at the phone, then frowned at Deacon beside me. I wanted to take him with me—wanted him to fight at my side—and the fact that that was forbidden frustrated me.


  “I don’t like to see you frown,” Deacon said, then kissed me so hard and so unexpectedly that my phone tumbled from my fingers in surprise. When he broke the kiss, his dark eyes smoldering, he gave me a small, knowing smile. Then he bent down to retrieve my phone, his dark hair shifting as it grazed the back of his neck.


  I blinked, certain I couldn’t have seen what I’d thought. I dropped down onto my knees and pressed my hands over his, stopping him from standing again. He looked at my face, and the soft expression faded to hard lines and angles. “What?”


  “Your neck,” I said. “What do you have on the back of your neck?”


  I saw the truth in his eyes, even before I leaned sideways to look.


  “No,” he said.


  But fear and fury were on my side, as well as my newly acquired preternatural strength. I flipped him over and straddled him just long enough to push his hair aside. Then I leaped up, certain the fear and loathing would consume me.


  “A Tri-Jal? You’re a fucking Tri-Jal?”


  “Lily, calm down.”


  But there was no calming down. Not from that. He had the mark. The serpent tattoo. Zane had warned me that I’d meet one again one day. The feral demons. The worst of the worst. Attack dogs for their master, only some of which managed to assimilate in our world.


  Deacon, I’d say, had done a damn fine job assimilating.


  “Let me explain,” he said as I lunged back down on him, the tip of my knife pressed to his heart.


  “Just tell me the truth. Am I right. Are you a Tri-Jal?”


  “Yes.”


  My hand tightened on the blade, and I told myself I needed to thrust it home. I couldn’t, though. I hesitated, my mind filled with doubts and questions.


  He saw it and used it, tossing me over and pulling his own blade, pressing it hard against my neck. “I’ve told you only the truth, Lily. I haven’t betrayed you.”


  The next thing I knew I was flying across the yard, tossed aside like he’d tossed Leon the first day I’d seen him.


  I landed hard on my ass and scrambled to my feet, prepared to take off after him.


  I didn’t, though, because my arm began to scream in agony. I doubled over, clutching it, and watched as Deacon disappeared in the red haze of my pain.


  
    Chapter Thirty-Six

  


  The portal dumped me out at a little church a few miles from downtown Boston. The place was ancient, battered, and abandoned, with plywood across the stained glass and scaffolding barring the door. I drew in a breath, then looked up, catching a final glimpse of the portal closing above me, the way back to Clarence and Zane now blocked.


  This time, at least, I was allowed to bring toys. A crossbow. A sword. And a shitload of knives. Color me a happy warrior.


  I stood, then looked around to get my bearings. Yellow caution tape encircled the building, and I had to wonder if the place had been condemned, or if the demons were trying to discourage unwanted visitors.


  I’m certain I qualified as the latter, but the plan hadn’t worked. I wasn’t discouraged at all. If anything, my toes were itching to kick demon butt.


  As stealthily as possible, I eased toward the church. I found my first guard at the front doors. A bored-looking doughboy dressed in black. I lifted the crossbow, aimed, and fired, taking him out before he even knew what had happened.


  The ease of it gave me a buzz, and I began to think that maybe this was possible after all.


  I considered entering through those doors, but I decided to walk the perimeter and take out any other guards. I found four more, and dispatched them easily as well. So much for security. I had to presume that they believed the attack on me had succeeded. That the poison had killed me, and that heaven had no warrior who would fight to keep the gate closed.


  I was feeling better and better about the mission as I edged along the side of the building next to one of the guards I’d dropped. The plywood barrier over one of the windows had come loose, and I raised myself up on my toes and peered in. A demon in the form of an ancient, weathered man stood in the center of a golden circle that had been drawn with chalk on the floor. He was dressed as a priest, and his blatant nose-thumbing of heaven and tradition hit me like a slap in the face.


  Around him knelt five demons, each in black robes with hoods covering their faces.


  I ran my fingers through my hair, considering my options. Six to one did not spectacular odds make. Even with me sporting some damn cool weapons and a shitload of attitude.


  Fuck.


  I took two deep breaths, reminding myself of why it was me standing there out outside that window. Because according to the heavenly forces watching over us, I was the anointed super soldier who could take these bastards out. Whose blood could destroy the Box that would otherwise open the gate to hell. Clearly, I had a little holy sumpin’ sumpin’ going on. A fact that should have bolstered my confidence to an insane degree, but instead had me waiting for the other shoe to drop. The shoe that would squash me like a tiny little bug.


  How’s that for confidence?


  Not great, I’ll admit, and I forced myself to shake off the fear and the hesitation and to own up to the fact that I could do this. I’d proven it over and over again already, and with each assignment, my strength grew. I might not be the most elegant fighter in town, but I’d already earned my street-fighting chops, I’d taken out their security team, and I’d been busting serious demon ass in Zane’s ring.


  One on one, I wasn’t doubting myself.


  Six to one, though . . .


  That was going to take more than strength and cool weapons. If I was going to survive, I was going to have to get creative. I turned a circle in the courtyard, searching for things I could use to increase my arsenal.


  An iron fence surrounded the property, and though I couldn’t pry the arrowlike fence toppers off, I did manage to loosen one entire post—an iron bar with a deadly pointed end that fit perfectly in my hand, its weight remarkably well-balanced for throwing.


  With my makeshift javelin in my hand, I scoured the area, gathering stones from a small garden and shoving them in the pocket of my jeans. That would have to do. I dropped my coat at the foot of an angel statue, hefted the crossbow in one hand and the javelin in the other, and edged around the building toward the back entrance.


  The doors were unlocked, and I pulled them open and eased inside, armed and very, very dangerous.


  I found myself in an unoccupied reception hall filled with tables and chairs. At the far end of the room, I could see the doorway, through which the gate-opening ceremony was in full swing.


  No time for planning—I needed to get moving.


  Keeping to the walls, I circumnavigated the room until I was right by the doorway. I lifted my knife, using its polished surface as a mirror to see into the room without revealing myself.


  The demon in priest garb moved within a circle, touching each of the five kneeling demons on the head with a silver stick as he mumbled some sort of incantation. I waited, knowing I needed to destroy the Box. I didn’t see it yet, and I held my breath, waiting for that key piece of the ceremony to be revealed.


  I didn’t have long to wait.


  The high priest held his hand over the middle of the circle and a finger of blue flame shot up from the ground, the golden Box suspended in the middle of it. And as the flame disappeared, the Box sank slowly to the ground.


  Showtime. I sliced my palm to ready my blood, then rounded the corner. I let the iron post fly and then took my stance with the crossbow even as my makeshift javelin hit its mark, sliding through the back of one of the kneeling demons. He splayed forward as his brothers rose, and I took aim and fired, the crossbow shooting true and nailing a second son of a bitch right in the eye. He staggered, screamed, and fell to the ground as the three remaining vassals moved to cover the high priest, who now held the Box in his hand.


  I could still hear him chanting behind them, and knew that not only was this not over, but I had to move faster. I reloaded the crossbow, only to have it snatched out of my hands and tossed aside by the quick snap of a leather whip.


  I gasped, my hand stinging, and looked out at the hardened face of one of the vassals. “You will not succeed,” he said. “Our quest is righteous.”


  “The hell it is,” I countered, reaching into my pocket for a handful of rocks. I let them fly, scattering the vassals, and drew my sword from the scabbard. With it in my right hand and my blade in my bloody left, I rushed forward. I caught one across the middle, slicing him hard across the chest, my body immediately thrumming as the scent of his blood washed over me. It spurred me on, and I stabbed another through the heart with my blade. I owned that kill, and the strength of the act flooded through me like strong wine.


  The one still standing remained in front of his master, a ceremonial knife held out as a weapon. But I was ready for him, willing to cut him across at the torso if that was what it took to get to the master. To destroy him and the Box.


  I drew the sword back and put all my power into it. I lunged—and then my body spasmed with pain. The sword and blade tumbled from my hand, and I looked down to see the neat hole in the front of my shirt, the blood almost invisible against the black fabric.


  I looked up to see the priest I’d sliced through the chest drop his arm as if weighted. And I had time for only one coherent thought before I dropped to the ground: Gun.


  
    Chapter Thirty-Seven

  


  Blackness.


  Silence.


  And then something.


  Pinpricks of light.


  Hints of speech.


  A babble. Voices. Nonsense.


  An incantation.


  Reality rushed back at me—everything. The demons. The ceremony. The gun.


  And, of course, the gates of hell.


  I kept my eyes closed and took stock of my situation. I was lying on something cold and hard. The floor, I presumed, as I could hear the shuffle of what sounded like feet near my head. I felt something heavy on my belly, and though I desperately wanted to open my eyes and look, I didn’t I needed to think before I acted because I was certain—damn certain—that I had only one shot at winning this for the home team.


  My biggest advantage, obviously, was that they thought I was dead. Soon enough, though, someone would notice that my wound had healed and my heart was beating.


  I listened, certain I still heard only three. The injured vassal was at my feet, his breathing shallow. The strong one stood near my right hand, the priest near my left, muttering in a language I didn’t understand.


  My blade was on the floor somewhere, but I still had a blade in an ankle holster. I had something heavy on my belly. And I had the element of surprise.


  What I didn’t have was time. And because I could afford to waste no more of it, I opened my eyes, at the same time lashing out with my right arm and knocking the vassal down as I arced my hand down and toward my ankle. I didn’t make it, instead grabbing the ceremonial knife he’d dropped and smashing it into his throat. Blood spurted, coating my hand and teasing my senses.


  I tossed the athame aside and reached for my own knife, wiping the vassal’s blood on the leg of my jeans. I needed my blood to destroy the Box, not the blood of a demon’s servant.


  To my left, the priest had rushed forward instead of back, and I realized that he was going for the Box of Shankara—which, I realized with a start, was the heavy thing on my belly.


  I snatched it up, rolled to the side and over the bloody and fallen vassal, and sprang to my feet as the high priest and the injured vassal both rushed me.


  My hand, however, had healed, and the Box remained intact as I carried it. I stopped everyone cold by dropping it and then slamming my blade through both my palm and the middle of the Box, even as the high priest screamed in protest.


  “You must not!” the vassal yelled, rushing me, his eyes focused on the Box. I jerked my knife free of my hand, ignoring the pain, then used the Box to bash his head in. Even as I did, the Box was disintegrating, falling away like bits of golden dust in my hands. An ancient relic whose time had passed.


  I felt a tug of satisfaction as I turned to the high priest.


  “It’s over,” I said. “You lose.”


  He stared back, his eyes clouded with cataracts and his skin wrinkled and leathery. He spoke only one word, his head going side to side even as he repeated it over and over: No.


  I moved to him, my knife at the ready. This wasn’t over yet. I wanted more. I wanted him.


  “Please,” he whispered.


  “Please?” I repeated. “You think I’ll let you live for please? You’re trying to open the gates of hell.”


  “No!” The sound seemed not to come from the priest at all, but to echo all around me, as if the demons I’d slaughtered were screaming out in protest.


  The priest gaped at me with wild, wide eyes. “No, no. You don’t understand. I’m not—”


  “—ever going to finish what you started,” I said as one final, evocative no echoed through the room. I ignored it, my blade sliding into the demon priest’s heart like butter. His body collapsed, his expression one of disbelief.


  Yeah, well, believe it, brother.


  I drew in a harsh breath as my body spasmed, the deep regret of an unfinished job filling me, along with the pure, clean certainty that no matter what, in the end, the light would prevail. The feeling warmed me, calmed me, and, frankly, confused me. Not the powerful rage that usually consumed me when I killed a demon. This time I was filled with a sense of peace. Remorse, yes. But also something else. A sensation that in the end, good would prevail.


  A sensation I could only categorize as faith.


  It was, I was certain, my reward. The proof that I had secured the gate. The angels, I thought, were singing.


  I wanted to revel in it. To drink it in. To bathe in it like someone discovering light after hiding, lost, in a cave.


  I didn’t have the chance. Instead, I saw the glint of a blade coming right at my head. And then I saw the man who wielded it—Deacon.


  And that was when I realized the source of that final No.


  Not the demonic priest, but Deacon. Now here to seek revenge.


  He caught me before I had time to react, and the tip of his blade pressed into my jugular, his arm tight around my chest. He held me intimately, almost sexually, and a hundred regrets whisked through my mind, the most tangible that I’d been a fool. That I’d trusted a demon, and a Tri-Jal at that.


  “At least now I know that you don’t die the ordinary way,” he whispered. “It was you at the Caller’s, and leaving you for dead clearly wasn’t good enough. I should have cut off your head. That’s not a mistake I’ll make twice. I don’t like being used, Lily. And I damn sure don’t like being lied to.”


  I closed my eyes and tried to be brave. “Do it,” I hissed as the blade pressed in against my neck. “At least I’ll know the gates of hell will remain safely locked.”


  He held me tight the blade at my throat his forearm clutching me firmly under my breasts. Then his arm relaxed and the blade fell away.


  I sucked in air, realizing I’d been holding my breath, then stumbled as he shoved me to the ground. I looked up and found my own crossbow aimed at my head.


  “Move,” he said, “and you die. I’ll cut off your head and bury your body if I don’t like what you have to say.”


  I stayed perfectly still, watching him. The tenseness of his body. The tendons in his hands, his arms. He was rage personified, and I swear I would not have been surprised to see him turn into a swirling tower of flame, capable of destroying anything in its path. More than that, wanting to destroy.


  He breathed. That was all he did for at least three solid minutes—the longest minutes of my life. He breathed. And slowly—oh, so slowly—the muscles began to relax. I watched as he brought the fury under control, reining it in like one might tame a wild horse. He even shuddered, as if shaking off something horrible.


  “Talk,” he said, but this time control edged the anger in his voice. “What did you mean about keeping the gates locked?”


  “What did I mean?” I repeated, my voice rising with disbelief. “You lying son of a bitch, you know what I mean. We talked about it. Hell, you said you saw me in a vision. Nice touch, by the way. Cozy up to the girl and get her to share her secrets.”


  “Tell me,” he said, his voice low and deadly. “Spell it out for me exactly why you’re here.”


  It was ridiculous, but because he was the one holding the crossbow, I complied. “I came here to do exactly what I did. To kill your little demon buddy there who was trying to unlock the Ninth Gate to Hell. You can kill me now, but I’ll die knowing that because of me he’s dead, and the gate to hell is still locked tight, just like it should be. And there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.”


  “Locked,” he repeated, the crossbow dropping slightly. “Locked? Do you have any idea what you’ve done? You killed the one man who knew how to close the Ninth Gate to Hell. To seal it up tight. The demons are still coming, Lily. And they’re coming because of you.”


  
    Chapter Thirty-Eight

  


  “No,” I said, shaking my head. “No fucking way.”


  He held the crossbow at his side, but his grip was firm, ready to draw the weapon if need be. “He’s a priest, Lily.”


  “A priest in hell, maybe,” I said, but some of the force had left my words.


  “Dammit, Lily. Are you blind? The man was human. He was a priest. A very old priest who devoted his entire life to figuring out a way to close and lock the Ninth Gate.”


  I fought a wave of nausea. “To close it?” This couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t. I’d seen the angel. I killed demons. I worked for God, dammit.


  “Yes,” he said, his voice both angry and exasperated. “To close it. The gate’s already opened. I told you. It’s been open for thousands of years, and now it looks like it’ll be open a thousand more. Worse, it’ll be open at the convergence. Just a few more weeks, and they’re coming through. The horde is already gathering on the other side. Waiting. And now they’re praising you.” He stopped, and I saw fury play over his features. “You’re being played, Lily. You’re being played for a fool.”


  I licked my lips, suddenly very parched. “That can’t be. I was sent. They sent me to keep the gate from opening. To prevent the fucking Apocalypse.” Even as I spoke, though, I knew there was nothing behind my words. They were as hollow as the lies Clarence had fed me. Lies. All of it lies. I knew it. Could feel it flowing inside me, the truth of Deacon’s words, hidden there in the essence of the dead priest.


  Without Deacon, I never would have felt it. Would have assumed the warm glow of faith was merely the glow of a job well done. But now, knowing, I could dig deeper. And I could see it, could feel it.


  “They played me,” I whispered. “Said I was doing God’s work. Saving the world.” I didn’t look up at Deacon. I couldn’t face him.


  “You’re not working for heaven, Lily,” Deacon said. “You’re a hit man for hell.”


  He bent down, touched me, and I whipped my arms back, flailing wildly to get away, beating and pounding on him to no effect even as tears streamed down my face. “Oh God, oh God, oh God.” I clung to him, silently begging for comfort.


  He answered the call, pulling me close and holding me tight. And right there, with the priest dead on the floor beside us, I broke down and sobbed in Deacon’s arms.


  He let me go on for a moment his strong hands stroking my hair, caressing my back. But all too soon, he pulled away, taking the illusion of safety with him. “We need to leave. There’s no guarantee they won’t come looking for you. Leave now, they’ll see the result. They’ll be happy. Job well done, and Lily’s probably celebrating in a bar somewhere. Stay, and—”


  “I’ll fucking kill them.”


  “Or they’ll kill you,” he said, his dark eyes intense.


  He stepped back and held out his hand for me. I didn’t take it though. I desperately wanted to lose myself in his arms again. I couldn’t though. I had to be smart now. I had to be careful. “You’re a Tri-Jal demon,” I said. “Why the hell should I trust you?”


  I could see the fight for control in the way his eyes flashed and his jaw tightened. “Right now, I’m the only one you’ve got.”


  “That’s not good enough,” I said. I stood up, ignoring his hand. “You’re a demon, Deacon. Just like the ones who’ve pulled a hell of a con on me. They gotta know I’ll be pissed if I find out. And now that they’re done with me, I figure my days are numbered. Kill me off when I’m done, and keep their secret safe. And, hey, isn’t it convenient that a Tri-Jal demon, the baddest of the bad, shows up to take me for a little stroll?” I shook my head. “Don’t think so.”


  I started to walk away, and he grabbed my elbow, tugged me back.


  “Take your hands off me,” I said. “Or else I’m looking inside. You want me to stay? Let me see what you’ve got locked up in there.”


  He let go of me. “No.”


  “Bye-bye.” I took another step.


  “Lily.”


  It was the pain in his voice that made me stop.


  “That’s not for you to see,” he said. “What’s inside me. What I’ve done. What I’m still capable of doing. That’s off-limits. Always.”


  “So you say.”


  “But I am not here to harm you. I swear to you. And you’ve already been inside my head once. You know the path I’m on.”


  “Redemption,” I whispered, before I could help myself.


  “We need to get out of here,” he said.


  I hesitated, certain the smart thing to do was run from him. But I couldn’t. Right or wrong, in the end, I trusted him. More or less, anyway.


  “I saw some apartments a few blocks east,” he said. “We can go there. Find a vacant one. Hole up. Talk.”


  I saw the relief in his face when I nodded agreement, and I gathered up my blades and followed him out. I retrieved my coat by the angel, and we left the abandoned church, leaving the carnage behind. “Turn off your cell phone,” he said, after we’d traveled a block. “If it’s on, they can find you.”


  I nodded, then clicked it off. “You said you tried to kill me. After I killed the Caller. Who, by the way, was a demon. Explain that one to me. If I’ve been working for demons, why did they have me killing them?”


  “We can talk inside.”


  “We can talk now,” I countered. I was still iffy on the trust thing, and I wanted more before I went into a closed room with this man.


  He glanced sideways at me once, then nodded. “You’re right that he was a demon,” he said, “but Maecruth sought redemption.”


  “Maecruth?”


  “The Caller.”


  “Oh.” I wasn’t sure I liked knowing that he had a name. “He wanted heaven?”


  Deacon shrugged and kept walking. “The concept of heaven and hell is a mortal one. Let’s just say that he was drawn to the light. He wanted the chance to take it in. To fill the shadows within himself. But the dark in him was too thick. Like oil. Like what you see when a demon is slain. And the task for redemption was great.”


  “He had to get the Box of Shankara to the priest,” I guessed.


  “Right. The Box has been missing for centuries. But Father Carlton needed it for the ceremony. Maecruth managed to steal it from a demonic vault.”


  “Father Carlton,” I repeated. “That was his name?”


  “Yes.”


  I said a silent apology to Father Carlton. “So what I’ve done . . . I can make it better by finding a way to close the gate again. Or even by finding a way to destroy all the keys? Changing the locks on the door?”


  “The Box of Shankara was the only key that would lock the Ninth Gate.”


  “Oh, God.”


  He looked at me sideways. “There are legends, though. Stories of a key that will lock all nine gates.”


  A bit of hope fluttered within me. “Where is this key?”


  “No one knows.”


  I nodded, determined now. “Well, I’m damn sure going to find out.”


  I watched his face, saw his approval, and smiled.


  “Here?” he asked, nodding at an apartment complex that looked to be in imminent danger of condemnation.


  “Luxury living. Let’s go.” I led the way, but stopped on a set of cement stairs. “We’ll go in, but you need to finish telling me your story. I don’t like it, I leave. And I get any hint that you’re scamming me, I will take you down so fast you’ll be a puddle of black goo before you have time to form a cohesive thought. Got me?”


  He pushed past me up the stairs. “I mean you no harm, Lily. I know it, and you know it. So don’t threaten me. It isn’t becoming.”


  I could hear the knife in his voice and swallowed. He was right. I did know it. And right then, I was glad that Deacon was on my side.


  We found an empty apartment on the third floor and settled in on the floor of the empty living room. The place smelled like cigarettes and urine, and the gray carpet was probably supposed to be beige. It wasn’t the Ritz, but it would do.


  “Maecruth,” I pressed. “How did you come to be there?”


  “I believe it’s my turn to ask questions.”


  I shook my head. “Sorry. No. I want to hear about the night you killed me. Trust me when I say I’m really interested in that. And yesterday you told me that Alice’s blood was on your hands. I’m a little curious about that, too. So tell.”


  “I think not,” he said. “I seem to be doing all the talking, which I find ironic under the circumstances. I think it’s time to hear your story.”


  “Circumstances?” I countered. “I’m not a demon. And I’m sure as hell not a demon from the darkest depths of hell.”


  “But you are the one who ensured that the gate stays open, for which all the demons say a hearty thank-you.”


  I scowled, because he had me there, but my mind was still on what I’d said, and my eyes were on the man. This normal-looking, albeit gorgeous, man. I’d seen the temper in him, the tight control. And in his mind, I’d seen darker things still. And yet I’d seen nothing feral. Nothing wild. Nothing that had been broken down by evil and left to rot. Zane had said most Tri-Jals lost their minds and never got them back. Deacon, I realized, was even stronger than he looked.


  It made him more dangerous. And it made him one hell of a strong ally.


  “I died,” I said, making a decision even without realizing I’d made one. “I went out to kill a son of a bitch named Lucas Johnson, and I died.”


  “Lucas Johnson?” he repeated, and I saw the shadow of recognition in his eyes.


  “Yes.” I spoke warily, afraid of what Deacon would say. Afraid I knew it even before he said it. “Oh, God. He’s a demon, isn’t he?”


  “Yes.” A muscle twitched in Deacon’s jaw as he held back temper. I empathized, as I was holding back a bit of temper, too. Because I understood the truth now: I hadn’t killed Johnson with an owned blade. Which meant he hadn’t stayed dead.


  His essence had come back. It had found a new body. And Johnson was the one stalking Rose. The one she’d told me she’d seen. Eyes on her, watching her. Following her.


  Fuck. I started to climb to my feet, but Deacon took my hand and tugged me back down. “No. Tell me the rest.”


  “I have to go.”


  “Tell me,” he said.


  I wanted to scream and kick and punch him in the face. I wanted to run to Rose and steal her back to safety. I wanted to find Lucas Johnson and slide my blade into his heart. And I couldn’t do any of it. Not right then. I had to think. I had to plan. I had to do it right if I was going to get my revenge.


  And I was going to get revenge. All this time, I’d thought Rose was safe because they’d told me a lie. They’d told me he was dead. They’d betrayed me in so many ways, but this one was the worst of all. They’d pay. That was a promise I wouldn’t fail to keep.


  Somehow, I’d get my revenge.


  I turned and met Deacon’s eyes. “They can never pay enough for this. Never suffer enough. Never hurt enough. But I’m going to make them try.”


  “I’ll help you. I promise. But first you need to tell me the rest of it.”


  I drew in a breath, closed my eyes, and told him everything, laying it out in painstaking detail. Rose. Lucas Johnson. The angel. The Grykon. Clarence and Zane and the training. Even the prophecy.


  “A prophecy,” he said, looking puzzled. “What did it say?” he asked.


  “I don’t know. Clarence never told me the specific wording. Just that I was the one. The one that would close the gate. Obviously that was a big fat lie.”


  “But it’s interesting that in my vision you were the one who would close the gate.”


  “Considering I didn’t close the damn thing, that’s not only useless information, it’s depressing.” I sighed. “You saw us closing the gate, right? You and Alice. What exactly did you see? And why did you say you had her blood on your hands?”


  He stood then, his expression flat and his eyes cold as he walked to the grimy window and looked out over the night. For a moment, I feared he wouldn’t tell me anything, and then he spoke, still not facing me. “There are many torments for a Tri-Jal,” he said, and I could hear the pain in his voice. “And I tried as best I could to hold on to my sanity. I clung to it like a life raft, and when I slipped, I searched for some piece of humanity within me. Anything that might have grown in me when I’d been in the shell of human form. I found a kernel and I clung to it.” He turned and looked at me. “That kernel kept me whole, and when the pain was too great, I could lose myself in it. I could be something I wasn’t. Something—someone—with the potential for good.


  “You can’t imagine the torment. It is . . . eternal. Deep and raw and unrelenting. But I found a hiding place within, and my mind would go there. One day I saw. Not in my imagination, but something outside me. A vision, laid out and clear. And in it, I was closing the Ninth Gate, and I knew that if I could do that—if I could lock the gate before the convergence—then the evil I had done would be redeemed. Not forgiven, but I would have made sufficient payment for my sins.”


  I watched him, the tight control that seemed to envelop his whole body. I wanted to go to him, wanted to touch and soothe him, but I feared that if I did, he would shatter into a million pieces.


  “I wasn’t alone. There was a girl with me. We fought. We almost died. But we did it. We closed the gate. And seeing that gave me hope.” His eyes met mine. “It was that hope that kept me sane. That allowed me to survive the torment and escape the pit.”


  “What did you do when you were out?”


  “I came to Boston. Drawn here, really. And I didn’t know why until I came one day to the Bloody Tongue. I saw Alice, and I knew that she was the one. So I watched her. And I learned about her family. And I learned that she wanted out. Didn’t want anything to do with the dark arts. And that fit.”


  “A girl like that would want the gate closed.”


  “So I believed. I went to her. She didn’t work at the pub then. I went and I told her what I’d seen. She was terrified. Completely freaked, and she ran. Stayed away for months. I kept an eye on her, wanting to give her space, trying to figure out what to do, because the vision was so clear. I needed her. I knew it.”


  “But you never got her.”


  “No,” he said. “I did. She came back one day, completely broken up. Said she’d had a vision. Told me she used to have them when she was a kid, but they’d stopped. But this one was clear. And like me, she’d seen us closing the gate.” He drew in a breath. “Because of that, she went back to work at the pub. She got drawn back to that place because I told her what I saw.”


  “She’d seen it, too,” I said. “It’s not your fault.”


  “Maybe,” he said, but there was sadness in his voice. “At any rate, I had my ally. But there was no connection between us. She was a girl that I was doing a job with, and that was fine. But it felt off. Even more so when I realized she had a thing for me.”


  “Imagine that,” I said, with a small smile.


  “She came to me one night after work. Flirted with me. Touched me.” He tensed, his hands curving into fists as he fought for control.


  “And she saw,” I said.


  “Fucking terrified her,” he said. “She ran. Said she didn’t know what to trust. We hadn’t gotten far searching for a way to close the gate, but she was out of it now. I was on my own, and I wasn’t thrilled about it.”


  “And then?”


  “Then she came back to me. Told me she was scared. She needed to talk to me, but in secret. I was supposed to meet her after work.”


  “Saturday,” I said, knowing where this was going.


  “She didn’t show. And then you were at the pub. And I knew you weren’t her. I knew that right off.”


  “How?”


  “I already told you. I wanted you,” he said, and from the heat in his eyes, I knew he still did. “I wanted you the moment I saw you, and I never wanted Alice.”


  I swallowed, forced myself not to remember the way his body had felt against mine, the way his arms around me had made me feel both alive and whole. Had made me feel like me. “Why didn’t you tell me? About us. About the gates?”


  “Because I still believed it was Alice in my vision. And I knew you weren’t Alice. I thought you’d killed her. Taken her place for some dark purpose of your own. I didn’t know, but I intended to find out. And so I waited, and I watched.”


  “And you got close to me.”


  “Yes,” he said, without remorse.


  I drew in a breath, certain I would have done that very thing. Had, actually, when I’d let myself get close to him. “And Maecruth? You poisoned me in front of his house, remember?”


  “I didn’t know it was you. Primarily because you were covered head-to-toe in black, but also because I didn’t make the connection that Alice—the new Alice—might be the rumored warrior. And I certainly didn’t make the connection that the new Alice might be the woman from my vision. I saw you only as a usurper. A dabbler in magic. A body thief.”


  “What rumors of a warrior?”


  “Whispers in the demon underground that a priest was seeking to force the gate closed, and that the demonic higher powers had delivered a warrior to make sure that didn’t happen.”


  “You would have wanted to help the priest,” I said.


  “Wanted to, yes. But I was not welcome.”


  I frowned. “You spoke to the priest?”


  “I contacted an angel.”


  I drew in a breath. “So there really are angels?”


  “Not like what you saw the night Lily died,” he said. I’d told him what I’d seen and heard. A white light. The beating of wings. And a sensation of utter beauty. “All that’s a mortal affectation. But they showed you that image because they knew you needed to see it.”


  “In order to believe.”


  He nodded. “I arranged a meeting with an angel. I said I wanted to help. That I sought the light. I was spurned,” he said, his voice low and dangerous. “Perhaps the creature believed a Tri-Jal could never have regrets. Perhaps it believed I was a spy. Perhaps it believed that there was no amount of light that could drown out the darkness within me. Whatever the reason, I was kicked to the curb, and soundly.”


  “Deacon.” My voice was a whisper. “You didn’t give up, though. They’ll see. In the end, they’ll see.”


  His eyes flashed with anger. “I no longer do what I do to seek entrance to the light. I do it for me, and for me alone. And, yes, I did not give up. I inquired and I searched and I killed my kind in order to find out what I need.”


  “You learned about Maecruth and Father Carlton.”


  “I did. And the rest you know.”


  “I do,” I said. I held out my hand. “Come here.” When he didn’t, I stood and went to him. He kept his back to me, his eyes on the window. I put my hands on his shoulder and pressed myself against his back, wishing I could take in some of his pain. “It’s better to do it for yourself, anyway. In the end, you’re the only thing you can rely on. I know that now.”


  He met my reflection in the glass. “No faith, Lily? No blind trust?”


  “Only in myself.” I could see the question in his eyes and shook my head. “Not even in you. Not yet. I’m sorry.” I was sorry, but I couldn’t truly trust him. Not yet. Not after everything that had happened to me.


  There was no hurt in his eyes, only a simple understanding that made my heart ache.


  I stepped back and started pacing the small room, my mind whirling. “I killed real demons when I trained. They had me kill their own kind, all for the illusion.”


  “Not just the illusion,” he said, turning to face me. “For you. You absorb their essence, right? So they were trying to mold you in their image. To make you more like them. They fucked with you, Lily,” he said, and I saw the darkness stirring in his eyes. I tensed, fearful that the rage I’d seen in the church would return.


  He pulled it back, though, and when he did, only warmth remained.


  “Even the Grykon was real. No chance he’d gone over to the good side and they were trying to shut him down.”


  “I’m guessing the Grykon willingly sacrificed himself. He said as much when you were tied up, right?”


  “Right,” I said, remembering that first moment when I’d awakened and seen the monster. I rubbed my temples. “I was never in any danger at all. All along, I was supposed to win.” I smiled a little. “But I wasn’t supposed to end him, just kill him. You slammed your blade through his heart and took him out. Pissed Clarence off, too.”


  “That, at least, is good to know.”


  “And that girl in the cage. The Tri-Jal. Was she real?”


  “I’m guessing yes, because she had the mark. Doubt she sacrificed herself, though. More likely she was considered a collateral loss.”


  I shivered. The girl had been both terrifying and pitiful, but the idea that she’d been sacrificed as part of a long con seemed obscene.


  “They duped me even more with Maecruth. Got me to kill a demon who was working for the side of good.” I hugged myself, remembering that vision. “Oh, God, Deacon. I saw him battling Clarence, and I went after him. Hard.” I met Deacon’s eye. “That son of a bitch would be dead—Maecruth would kill him. If not now, then soon. But I stopped that. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck!”


  “It’s not your fault.”


  I stood and paced. “Maybe not, but it sure feels like it is. This whole thing. It’s all twisted around. And the vampire. No wonder Clarence was pissed that I killed it. I’d just killed one from the home team.”


  I ran my ringers through my hair, on a roll. “And those demons that attacked me in the alley? Who were they?” I looked at Deacon through narrowed eyes. “Was that your doing?” I held my breath waiting for his answer.


  “No,” Deacon said. “I don’t know who went after you.”


  I believed him. “Clarence,” I said, as the pieces fell into place.


  “Why would he kill you? He needed you.”


  “To make sure I fit the checklist.” He cocked his head, clearly not following, so I went on. “The prophecy said that their girl would absorb demonic essence. So Clarence sent that band of demons to test me. Was I strong enough to defeat them?”


  “And more important,” Deacon added, “did you come back to life? Had you absorbed Zane’s essence?”


  “Exactly. If I did, then I’m really his girl. And if I didn’t, then no great loss because I wasn’t the one he needed anyway. God damn that son of a bitch.” My breath hitched. “I’ve killed so many. And this one . . . tonight . . . the priest.” My throat filled with tears. “Oh, God, Deacon. What have I done?”


  “Shhhh,” he said, pulling me into his arms.


  “They used me. They tricked me. The bastards took my life and my purpose and they fucking trampled on it. And I didn’t have a clue,” I said, the anger shooting through me, priming me. “I didn’t have a fucking clue.”


  “This isn’t your fault.”


  I forced a smile. “Yes,” I said. “It is. I killed him. I killed the one man who could have closed the door forever.”


  “Lily—”


  “No.” I looked at him, sure my eyes were burning. “I’m going to fix this. They gave me this power? Fine. I’m going to throw it back in their faces.” I drew in a breath, rage burning through me. “I’m going to figure out how to fix what I messed up. I’m going to close that gate. And I’m going to use these powers to kill every last one of them.”


  
    Chapter Thirty-Nine

  


  “Lily.” My name emerged from his lips whispered, a soft oath.


  “I mean it,” I said. “Cross my heart and hope to die. I’m taking those bastards out. Pulling the plug. They messed with me. They messed with Rose. And they are seriously toast.”


  He looked at me, his eyes dark. “I’ll help you,” he finally said.


  I met his gaze. Nodded. “I know,” I said, and reached for his hand, feeling the shock of connection tear through me.


  “So are they done with me?” I asked, when I could no longer hold the question in. “Now that I’ve single-handedly destroyed the best chance of closing the Ninth Gate to Hell, are they going to try to take me out? Decide they can’t run the risk of me finding out the truth?”


  “I doubt it,” he said darkly.


  “Why?”


  “Because they need you. Why stop with one gate? They’re going to try to find the key to open the other eight.”


  I’d told him about my arm, and now I thrust it out staring at the currently unmarked skin. “You think Clarence has an incantation for that, too?”


  “If he doesn’t, I bet he’s working on it.”


  “And the key? The legend you mentioned about a key that would seal tight all of the nine gates? Do you think he knows that incantation, too?”


  Deacon looked at me, his head cocked, his expression as devious as I felt. “He just might.”


  “I can get it out of his head.”


  “No,” Deacon said. “That’s too dangerous. He’ll see you coming. He’ll hear you coming,” he added, tapping his head for emphasis. “You said he picks up your thoughts, right?”


  I nodded, realizing with a growing sense of nausea that my juvenile efforts to keep him out might not have worked as well as I’d believed. Clarence had seen my thoughts about Deacon—that was obvious to me now. But instead of attacking them directly, he’d thrown little bombs in my path. Deacon was a demon. Deacon killed Alice.


  I didn’t think Clarence knew about the visions, but he definitely knew more than he let on. And if I went back now, with my mind wide open, I was surely dead.


  “He didn’t want you dead at first,” I said to Deacon. “Why?”


  “I don’t know. What did he tell you?”


  “That you’re strong.”


  “Well, I am.”


  “But later he told me that you killed Alice. What changed?”


  A shadow passed over Deacon’s face. “He must have figured out that I was fighting him. That I was working to close the gate, and that I’d stop you if I could.”


  I nodded. That made sense. “He knew,” I said. “He knew how I felt about you, and he played me.”


  “Which is why he’s going to see you coming,” Deacon said. “And why you have to be prepared to kill him after you get into his head.”


  “Oh, I can kill him,” I said. “No problem there.” I frowned. “As for keeping him out of my head, you can probably help with that. I need to find the Secret Keeper. An Alash-tijard. Do you know how I do that?”


  Deacon looked at me, his expression unreadable. “You understand what you’re asking?”


  I nodded.


  “The Alash-tijard sits and meditates. He does nothing except hold the secrets brought to him by other demons. He is passive. And he never leaves his lair.”


  “I know.”


  “He doesn’t hurt. He doesn’t kill. Not unless he’s attacked. And then, Lily, he will defend himself.”


  I stood, started pacing. I didn’t know that, and the knowledge made my stomach twist. “I have to,” I said. “If I don’t kill him—if I don’t close my mind to Clarence the only way I can—then we’re shut down before we even begin.”


  “Lily—”


  “No. I’ve racked up a shitload of sins, Deacon. And when I kill this creature, then yeah, there will be one more. But I have to do this. I have to kill Johnson. I have to save Rose. I have to figure out who did this to Alice. And most of all, I have to close the gate. All of it, Deacon. I have to undo all of the bad that I did, fix everything I fucked up. And if I have to kill a demon’s tool to do that, then believe me when I say I’m not even going to hesitate.” I drew in a breath. “I’ll find it. With or without you, I will find it. But it will be faster with you.”


  He was silent for a moment, and then he stood and held out a hand to help me to my feet. “All right. Let’s go.”


  “You can just tell me where.”


  “I’ll go with you,” he said, and I understood what he did not say: He would take the stain upon his soul, too. We were partners now. For better or for worse, we were in this together.


  “What about Alice?” I asked, as he led me out of the decrepit building. “Do you think she realized it wasn’t her in the vision? That someone was going to take her body?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe that’s what scared her.”


  I made a small noise, guilt rising. “She had a file on her computer,” I said. “A photograph, and the file was passworded with your name. And it referenced Saturday. The day she didn’t show up to meet you.”


  His brows rose. “Really?”


  “You’ll take a look? Maybe you’ll know who’s in it. What it means.”


  “Of course.”


  I mentally tried to focus on the man whose face was in the frame. The pockmarked skin. Those drooping eyes. I’d seen him somewhere, and it was right on the tip—


  “Tank,” I said, the memory finally bursting through. “He’s the guy in that photograph. I knew he looked familiar. It was because I’d seen him a few days before in the picture.”


  “Tank,” he repeated thoughtfully.


  “You know him?”


  “I’ve seen him at the pub, heard about him on the street.”


  “Can’t say my first impression was warm and fuzzy.”


  “No,” Deacon agreed. “He’s no good. Got his hands in every scam, from spell casting to drugs. An all-around bad dude.”


  “I think he’s got Egan involved in something bad. Drugs were my first guess, actually.”


  “Why? What happened?”


  “I overheard them arguing. Like Egan owes him and all hell’s going to break loose if Egan doesn’t fork over quality goods.”


  “Not drugs,” Deacon said, “though that’s a good guess. Herbs.”


  “What? Like oregano and basil?”


  “More specialized,” Deacon said. “For ceremonial use.”


  I frowned. “I thought Egan didn’t hold with the dark arts. I thought that’s what he fought with Alice’s mom about.”


  “I believe they did, actually. I also think that Egan is an opportunistic fellow, and the pub is often in need of cash. He’s not above catering to a demonic crowd, and he’s not above importing certain herbs and selling them under the table to his clients for ritualistic use.”


  I glanced at him sideways. “You ever bought any?”


  “No. But I keep my ear to the ground.”


  “Why do you think Alice wanted to talk to you about Tank?”


  Deacon shook his head. “Haven’t a clue, but after we take care of Clarence, we can go find Tank ourselves and ask him.”


  I nodded, then exhaled, feeling ripped to shreds. “That poor girl.” I pressed the bridge of my nose, trying to hold back the sadness. “She was trying to do exactly what I’m doing—stop the bad guys, end this, close the freaking gate. And she died for it. She died so that they could make me, and now the gate’s stuck open and it’s all my goddamned fault.”


  The tears were back, and Deacon hooked his arm around my waist as we walked, making me feel safe, wanted. I held on, fighting through the horror of what I’d become and how. And who’d been sacrificed so that I could live.


  “Those slimy, hell-bound, fucked-up bastards.” Honestly, there weren’t curses strong enough to express just how vile I thought my tormentors were. “She was only twenty-two. She’d been accepted to Harvard. Did you know that?”


  He shook his head, his expression helpless.


  “Her whole life ahead, and they took it from her.”


  “That’s what they do. Even when they don’t kill, that’s what they do.”


  “I’m going to make them pay. I’m going to find out exactly who killed her, and I am so going to make them pay.”


  We wandered for an hour, finally catching the T and taking it to a section of Boston I didn’t recognize. We got off, ignoring the stares of people who saw us, both filthy from battle, our clothes ripped and our faces haggard.


  We crossed city streets to an urban park, then passed through, ignoring the couples out for a walk and the joggers out doing their thing.


  The path led to an overpass, the walking trail going under as the cars rumbled by overhead. We stepped out of the bright day and into the shadowy darkness. I expected that we’d continue on, but Deacon stopped halfway under the bridge. “There,” he said, nodding to the sloping concrete that supported the road above us.


  I looked, but saw no demon.


  “Where?”


  “Access panel,” he said, this time pointing. I followed the angle of his arm to the top, and this time saw a rectangular metal door, about one-quarter the size of a normal door. Even from this distance, I could see the warning label, prohibiting admission to all except authorized personnel.


  “In there?” I asked, dubious.


  “It’s an equipment room for the streetlights. It opens onto the sewer system. Between the two, there’s a niche. We’ll find the Secret Keeper there.”


  I nodded, then started to climb the steep hill to the top. I reached the metal door and discovered it had no handle. A crowbar, however, had been conveniently left nearby, and I pried the door open, cringing as the metal released an angry screech.


  I bent down and started to climb inside, then looked back at Deacon. “Are we doing the right thing?” I asked.


  “Right or wrong,” he said, “If you want revenge, it’s the only thing you can do.”


  
    Chapter Forty

  


  We found the Secret Keeper sitting passively in the dark, and when we approached, he looked up at me with knowing eyes. He didn’t speak, but somehow I knew his thoughts: Attack, and I will defend. And beware.


  I hesitated, not wanting to do this but knowing I had no choice. Not if I wanted any chance at all of closing the gate. Did the end justify the means? I didn’t know, but I thought so. I was trying to do good. By killing, I was hoping to save the world.


  Ironic that that was what I’d thought I’d been doing all along.


  The creature had no mouth and stringy gray hair, with skin that seemed like tissue stretched over bones and a sickly green tinge about him. “Don’t help,” I told Deacon. “It has to be me for this to work.”


  “I know,” he said, then squeezed my hand and stepped back. I drew a breath, then another. And then I lunged, leading with my blade and finding that he’d pulled out a sword to match me with. He knocked my blade from my hand, his speed exceptional considering the beast rarely fought.


  I grabbed a pipe in the roof and kicked, sending his sword clattering out of his hands, then dropped down and immediately and went for my blade, but he turned on me, screaming, which is quite a feat for a creature with no mouth.


  But I could feel it, burning inside my brain, hideous and so unexpected that I wasn’t at the top of my game. He didn’t hesitate, but jumped immediately on me, his hands at my throat. I felt him there, not at my neck, but poking about inside my mind, the two of us connected. I didn’t want to be in his head, seeing the horrors that demons had hidden there, but I couldn’t help it, and the thoughts, vile and painful, flashed like a slideshow. Glimpses and snatches. Horrid and unclear. Plans and alliances.


  And blood. So much blood.


  My body trembled. Pain racked through me, drawing my limbs tight, shooting fire through them until I was certain I would burn up from within. I didn’t burn, though, but sank into a scorched blackness, falling deeper and deeper into the pain. Deeper and deeper into the Secret Keeper’s vault.


  A body. Must have the body.


  The prophecy. The prophecy awaits.


  Such import. The job. Heavy responsibility to bear.


  Must find the vessel. Little Alice.


  Important job for a little girl.


  Find, find, find.


  Get her from the man, the E man.


  So they can kill the vessel. So that they can bring forth the One. The Champion.


  She will serve the Dark. She will serve.


  She will serve.


  The pendulum will swing toward the Dark, and she will serve.


  I saw the speaker in his mind. Tank. Tank had planned the kill. Had sought out Alice. The vessel. The champion.


  And the prophecy.


  I needed to know the prophecy. Needed to know if it had been fulfilled in me or if there was more.


  And the only way to know was to go back in. I didn’t want to—the pain, it exhausted as much as it hurt, draining me so much I wasn’t certain I could break the connection. Wasn’t certain that I wouldn’t lose my mind inside the Secret Keeper’s thoughts. And that wasn’t the place I ever wanted to be.


  But again, I had no choice. He wanted in my head, too, and his control over the visions was stronger than mine. Like a whirlpool, I was sucked back, my skin flayed from my flesh as I was pulled under and deeper, faster and faster, until my throat was raw from the screaming and my heart threatened to burst inside my chest.


  Darkness.


  A circle.


  And Tank standing across from Egan. Friday. Sunrise. The girl. The little one. For the glory. For the cause.


  And then Egan was leaving, and Tank was smiling.


  For the glory. For the ruse. It goes on.


  Tank.


  And Egan.


  Not herbs. Girls. One girl. A sacrifice. Tank and Egan working together.


  And soon.


  Someone was going to die so very soon.


  My thoughts muddled. The pain. The darkness.


  I tried to fight through it. I had to see. Had to see where they had her. The Little One. Had to get to her.


  Had to save her.


  And yet my brain was starting to melt. It was too much. He was fighting me. Fighting hard.


  I wanted to protest. To find my blade. To stab him through the heart.


  But my own heart had stopped. My lungs had quit drawing air. And the world was growing gray. So gray.


  He’d slid inside. Inside my brain.


  And he was shutting me down.


  I was dying, and—


  “Lily!”


  “Lily! Your knife! Use your knife.”


  The sting of a hand hard against my cheek. I gasped, and as reality returned, I thrust hard with the knife, finding the Secret Keeper’s heart. It was a kill shot, and while the demonic goo eased out of him, I sank to my knees, gasping like a fish out of water as the Secret Keeper’s essence flowed through and filled me.


  “I thought I’d lost you. If I hadn’t been here . . . ” Deacon trembled with controlled rage. “If I hadn’t been here, he would have burned you up from the inside out.”


  “I’m okay,” I said, clutching his hand. “I’m okay.” I sucked in a gallon of air. “Tank came to him. Gave him his secrets. I saw it all. They did need Alice’s body.” I shifted as Deacon helped me to my feet “She was the shell, and I was the soul. It was planned.” I met his eyes. “Egan fucking sold her to them. And all to make this prophecy come true.”


  “Bastards.”


  “And there’s someone else,” I said, fear and futility clogging my veins. “Unless we get to her in time, another girl will be sacrificed. Tonight.”


  
    Chapter Forty-One

  


  “Who?” he asked as we raced toward the street.


  “I don’t know. But it doesn’t matter. We have to stop it.”


  Deacon stopped in front of a car, a sleek black Jaguar, and ripped off the driver’s-side door. I climbed in, scrambling over to the passenger side.


  “Where?” he asked, pressing his hand to the ignition slot and setting the engine firing. The sun was fast sinking, casting the street in an eerie greenish gray.


  I gaped, thinking that was one damn handy trick and realizing I didn’t really know a thing about this man I’d aligned myself with. “The pub. It’s closed today. Plumbing.” I snorted. “I’m thinking the real reason’s in the basement.” I remembered the metal plate I’d felt in the wall across from the stockroom. The odd symbols. Demonic, I assumed. Most likely a door of some sort.


  Guess we’d find out soon enough.


  “Was that where you woke up? As Alice?” Deacon asked, when I told him my theory.


  I shook my head. “Probably moved me. Wouldn’t want me going to work at the pub and recognizing the alley. The room. That would raise questions they wouldn’t want to answer.”


  I clung tight to the door as Deacon took curves at speeds that made NASCAR drivers look like pussies. “The whole thing makes perfect sense,” I said, once I caught my breath. “Those girls that went missing over the summer. That was Egan. He supplied the demons with sacrifices to get money to cover the pub’s debts.” I remembered what Rachel had said, and felt slightly sick. Did she realize what he’d been trafficking, or just that he’d been doing a demon’s bidding?


  “And then one day they come and say they need a particular girl,” Deacon said. “His niece.”


  “And he said yes. The bastard said yes.” I drew in a breath. “It makes sense now—that look in his eye when I walked in the door. He never expected to see her alive again. He knew she didn’t disappear on Saturday. He sent her to the stockroom and she was taken. And when I walked in, it was like he was looking at a ghost.” I snorted. “And here I thought he was being all nice and kind when he asked if there was anything I wanted to talk about. He was fishing, wondering if I remembered. Wondering if I knew what he’d done.”


  “He sold her,” Deacon said. “He sold his own niece as a sacrificial lamb.”


  “And now someone else is on the chopping block.”


  “Not if we can help it.” I looked over and saw his hands tight on the steering wheel, his face tight as he struggled to control the rage he kept permanently at bay. I wanted to reach over and touch his arm, to tell him it was okay—go ahead and release the beast. Considering what Egan had done, he deserved to be consumed in fire and fury.


  Fear held me back. The fear that once released, the beast within Deacon could never be harnessed again.


  Instead, I sat there, hands tight on the armrest, every fiber in me willing the car to go faster.


  “What I don’t get is why. Why sacrifice someone tonight?”


  “A ruse,” Deacon said.


  “That’s what I heard in the Secret Keeper’s mind,” I said. “But I don’t get it.”


  “A cover-up, and it’s all for Egan’s benefit.”


  I squinted at him, still not understanding. And then, as Deacon fishtailed into a parking space near the alley entrance to the pub, it all clicked into place. Egan had sacrificed Alice, but there his niece was, walking and talking. And unless the demons wanted to bring Egan in on the secret that was me, they needed Egan to think that Alice was a bust sacrifice-wise. That she was still alive and kicking with a big hole in her memory.


  But Egan already had their money, and demons aren’t known for their generosity. Which meant they had to hit him up for another sacrifice so that he wouldn’t get curious.


  This ceremony was a do-over. A sacrifice for no reason at all.


  “Bastards,” I whispered, as we eased quietly down the alley. There might be guards, and I didn’t want us discovered before we even had a chance of saving the girl.


  “She’s most likely a runaway,” Deacon said. “Living on the street. Easy to grab.”


  “Boarhurst has a lot of them.” I remembered what Gracie had said about her uncle giving her pepper spray. Lot of girls around here went missing.


  And then I grabbed Deacon’s hand, remembering. “The vision,” I said, fumbling in my pocket for my cell phone. It was still off, and I pushed the button to power it up, frantic now. “I touched Gracie and I saw a girl in a white gown in a ceremonial chamber. I thought it was because Alice had told her something. Something important hidden in her subconscious. It was so familiar—it was almost like seeing me in that room. I discounted it, because visions aren’t always clear, and she was Alice’s friend.”


  “You think she’s our girl?”


  “I think Egan was irritated when she gave notice.” I focused on the phone. I had five new calls, but I ignored them, dialing Gracie’s number instead. She answered on the third ring, and I sagged to the ground in relief. “Where are you?” I demanded.


  “Alice?” Her voice was slow, groggy. “What time is it?”


  “Where are you?” I repeated.


  “I’m in L.A.,” she said, life coming back into her voice. “Can you believe it? For work! An emergency trip, and on my very first day!”


  I hung up. I’d plead broken connection when I saw her, but right then I couldn’t talk. “She’s okay. It’s not her. We keep going.”


  I started to put the phone away, but scrolled through the incoming numbers first. Clarence I recognized as three of the calls, most likely calling from in front of my apartment, waiting for his report on my massacre of Father Carlton.


  The other two I recognized as well. Rose.


  With a growing sense of dread, I called voice mail, heard Rose’s tentative voice.


  “So, um, Alice. I . . . God, this is stupid. I don’t even know you. But I still feel like someone—Never mind. I dunno. Wanted to talk to you. Give me a call.”


  She hung up, and I frowned, scrolling through to the final message, also from Rose.


  “Things really suck right now. It’s just that, you said you were Lily’s friend, so I hope you’re not gonna be pissed. Anyway, I figure cab fare can’t be too much, right? Hopefully you’re working. ’Cause I really want to see you. So I guess I will. See you, I mean. And I’m gonna take my dad’s cell phone with me,” she said, then rattled off the familiar number before signing off again.


  I looked up at Deacon, horrified. “Here. She was coming here.” Frantically, I dialed Joe’s cell number. And when the damn thing went straight to voice mail, I had to stifle the urge to slam it against the wall.


  “You don’t think he’d—a girl walks in off the street—”


  “I think if he’d planned to use Gracie, then he’d be desperate. I think he’s taken girls off the street before. And I think we need to hurry.”


  I nodded, tears clogging my throat as I struggled to get my key into the back door lock. I couldn’t—I wouldn’t—fail my sister again.


  “I’m killing the son of a bitch,” I said, my voice thick. “I swear, I’m killing him for what he did to Alice. For what he’s trying to do to Rose. And I’m going to make him feel every bit of the life as it drains out of him.”


  Deacon looked at me, and for a moment I thought he was going to argue. I didn’t want to hear it, because there was nothing—nothing—he could say that would save Egan’s life.


  “I’ll hold him for you.”


  I met his eyes. Nodded. And pulled open the door.


  Whatever was in there, we’d face it together.


  
    Chapter Forty-Two

  


  We raced down the stairs toward the basement, sunrise only minutes away, and searched the wall for the metal door I’d brushed my fingers over just the other day.


  Nothing.


  I swallowed, panic setting in. Rose. I couldn’t lose Rose.


  I kicked the wall, willing the door to appear. Nothing.


  “Dammit!”


  “Egan,” Deacon said. “Go. I’ll stay here. Try to figure a way in.”


  I was halfway up the stairs before the suggestion was out of his mouth. I burst through the kitchen doors into the pub area, relief welling in me as I saw Egan pacing the length of the darkened pub. He turned, saw the knife in my hand, and paled.


  “Alice!”


  “How do I get in? How do I find the door, you lying, murdering bastard?”


  His eyes widened and he dropped the saltshaker he’d been cleaning, the white bar rag still in his hand like a flag of surrender. “I—what—?”


  After that, he was fresh out of witty conversation and raced for the front doors. He didn’t make it, the knife lodging in his thigh effectively bringing him down.


  I was at his side in an instant, my hand closing over the hilt of my blade. “Tell me,” I said. “Tell me or I twist the knife until I reach an artery. Any idea how fast a thigh can bleed out?”


  He opened his mouth, but no sound came out.


  I grabbed his collar and shook.


  “How do I find her? Damn you, you son of a bitch. Where do they have the girl?”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Alice, sweetheart, what’s gotten into you?”


  I leaned forward, getting right into his face. “Someone who’s not Alice, you lying scum. That’s what’s gotten into me.” I slammed my hand over his heart and looked deep into those eyes. He tried to turn away, but it was too late—I’d been sucked into the hell of his thoughts, the crimes for which I’d come to punish him right on the surface—images and thoughts mixing and swirling, pulling me into a miasma of greed and desperation that confirmed all of my worst fears.


  He’d killed his own sister when she’d refused to allow the pub to be ground zero for demonic activity.


  And he hadn’t even hesitated when the demons had come to him and demanded a specific girl. They’d demanded Alice.


  He’d sold her, thinking she was a traditional sacrifice. Thinking she was the same as the other girls he’d sold to finance the pub.


  He’d sold his own niece to die at the hands of the demons, and planned the same fate for Gracie.


  And when he couldn’t find her, he’d snatched a helpless, damaged girl who’d come in off the street, looking for a friend.


  The bastard had sacrificed my sister to cover his butt with the demons.


  I trembled, rage filling me and clouding my thoughts. I wanted nothing but my hands around his neck, squeezing tight.


  I wanted him dead. But I couldn’t do it. Not yet. Not until I found her.


  I forced myself to focus, desperate to find the control Madame Parrish had insisted I could use to navigate these visions. I couldn’t break away yet, not until I learned how to open the door.


  “Come on,” I whispered inside my head. “Come on, you bastard.”


  His consciousness shrank away from me, but I followed, down the dark corridors of his mind, filled with greed and regret and fear. The liquid image shifted, clarifying, and now I was in the basement, in the hall. He was there, but not there, wanting to escape, that want so vibrant it thrummed through my head, ricocheting through my body.


  “Show me . . . Show me . . . ” I focused, the effort of concentrating my energy, of keeping hold of him, completely exhausting. But I had him—and as I watched, he sliced his palm, then smeared the blood on the wall. The rock seemed to melt away, revealing a metal door with odd markings on it.


  Got you.


  I yanked my hand back, breaking the connection, wanting free of this man. Wanting out of his head.


  On the wall, the clock ticked ominously. The ceremony would be starting, and I had to hurry.


  Egan struggled when I picked him up, and I was grateful for the strength of all the demons I’d killed. I twisted the knife still embedded in his leg. His shriek split my eardrums, but he froze, staying still as I hauled him down the stairs and dumped him in front of the door.


  “Open it,” I said to Egan.


  He answered by spitting on my shoes.


  “Then let me help you.” The time for games was over, and my patience had run thin. I grabbed his hand, ignoring his scream as I sliced deep into his palm. I pressed the bloody hand to the stone, trying to place it where I’d seen it in the vision.


  At first, nothing happened. Then, in a freaky bit of déjà vu, the rock started to dissolve, revealing the now-familiar metal door.


  I ran my hand over it, searching for a latch, found it, and pushed it quietly open. Another corridor.


  “Bring him?” Deacon asked, hauling Egan to his feet.


  I turned to face Alice’s uncle. “He’s deadweight.” I met Egan’s eyes. “I’m ending you.”


  Egan swallowed. “Please,” he whispered, his body shaking under my hand.


  I thought of Lucas Johnson, of the revenge that stained me.


  I thought of Alice.


  I thought of the travesties I’d seen in Egan’s memory.


  I thought of my own redemption.


  And then, God help me, I drew my blade across his neck and slit the bastard’s throat.


  He sagged, and I stepped back as Deacon let go, the body falling to the ground like so much garbage. My eyes met Deacon’s, and he nodded, the slightest inclination of his head. No matter what anyone else thought, in his eyes—and in my own—I’d done the right thing.


  We raced down the hall, trading silence for speed and hoping the demons couldn’t hear the pounding of our feet as we raced forward. Move with stealth and the ritual might be completed before we arrived. Clatter forward at breakneck speed and the ceremony might end prematurely with a knife through Rose’s neck, for no reason other than to punish her would-be rescuers.


  With any luck, we’d found a middle ground: fast but not loud. With even more luck, the ritual chanting camouflaged our approach.


  I had no choice but to hope for luck, because without it Rose was dead. Certainly, I couldn’t count on the angels to step in and save her. They hadn’t stepped in to save me, after all.


  The corridor ended at a thick wooden door. Closed, but not locked. We yanked the door open, and Deacon and I rushed in together, side by side.


  What I saw inside was enough to make me almost stumble. Rose, clad in a long white gown, bathed in an unearthly silver glow, strapped down to a stone table, struggling and screaming against a white cloth gag as a ceremonial blade plunged downward, held by the joined hands of two black-hooded demons.


  A door on the far side of the room was open, and even as I lunged for the demons’ knife, I could see a figure disappear, the black cloak billowing as if in a breeze.


  No time to worry about that now. I landed hard against one demon, sending the knife clattering to the ground. Deacon went on the other side of the table, tackling the companion demon, and even as I fumbled to keep the demon’s hands away from the ceremonial knife, I could hear Deacon battling with his own demon on the far side of that thick stone table.


  I couldn’t worry about Deacon, though. The hood of the demon fell back, and I realized I was wrestling with Tank. I had my weapon out, desperate to kill the beast and get to Rose, but he was having none of it.


  He thrust sideways, twisting over, then bending my hand back until he freed the blade from my grip. He straddled me, and as I used one hand to hold him back, my other hand struggled to find my blade.


  I found the ceremonial knife instead, and, desperate, I thrust up, the blade sliding into his nose to embed itself in his brain.


  He fell backward, and I struggled up, gasping. My knife was by the wall, and I lunged for it, then sank it deep into Tank’s heart. I heard a small hiss as the black goo seeped out, and as the strength and vile essence that had been Tank surged through me, I rushed to Rose, grounding myself by looking at her face. At her eyes.


  “Rose,” I said as I pulled off her gag.


  Whatever the silver glow had been, it was gone now. She stopped struggling, and those eyes went even wider as she stared at me. “Lily?” she whispered.


  “I—My name’ s Alice. Remember?”


  “He was here. Lily. Lily, it’s him. He was here. He did something. He was here. Put something inside.” The words came out in a rush, tumbling over themselves, pushed out by the fear in her eyes.


  I didn’t need to hear her say it to know who he was, but I asked anyway.


  “Lucas Johnson,” she said.


  “I’ve got you now,” I said firmly, as my fingers worked at the knot of her bindings. “You’re safe.”


  But she shook her head. “Never gonna be free. Never gonna be safe.” She tilted her head to the side, one eye looking up at me, and the image made me think of a cold, dead fish. I trembled, ashamed and suddenly very, very scared.


  “He’s in me, Lily,” she whispered. “He put something in me. Him. Part of him. It burns. Oh, God, Lily, it burns!”


  “Rose, no. You’re safe. I’ve got you. You’re safe.” But she didn’t hear me. How could she have over the sound of her own scream?


  And then, as the scream faded, she slipped into blissful unconsciousness.


  
    Chapter Forty-Three

  


  “Could he have? Could he have put part of himself inside of her?”


  We were in a pungent motel room, ripe with the stench of sex and sweat. The kind of place that took cash and didn’t ask questions. Perfect, in other words.


  Rose was still asleep, and I had her head in my lap as I stroked her hair. Part of me wanted to wake her up, to ask her question after question. Another part of me wanted to let her stay lost in sleep, the one place where she could escape the nightmare of reality.


  “Yeah,” Deacon said. “He could have.”


  In my lap, Rose stirred, but didn’t awake. My heart, however, ripped a little. “My whole life I’ve tried to protect her, and look what happened. I tried to save the world, and Armageddon’s closer than ever.”


  Everything had been turned inside out, twisted up and confused.


  No more.


  I knew the score now. And it was time to step up to the plate. Time to save Rose. Time to save the whole damn world.


  I stood up, feeling strong. Feeling confident.


  Lily Carlyle, Demon Assassin, was pissed.


  And they had all better watch out.


  The End


  
    Coming soon!

  


  Torn


  Lily Carlyle has killed demons and absorbed their essence, becoming stronger with each kill. Betrayed by people she trusted, Lily will need that strength to face an even bigger threat and save her sister from a man she thought she’d already killed. Her only ally is an angel-demon hybrid whom she’s not sure she can entirely trust.


  But then again, as Lily becomes more and more like the things she slays, she’s not entirely sure she can trust herself.


  Turned


  The death and rebirth of Lily Carlyle has put her on the side of the angels, albeit with demonic powers. She has fought as a hired assassin for the forces of good, and as an undercover soldier, moving secretly amidst the forces of darkness. Now she must gather friends and allies and go underground, because the final battle against those who would open hell’s gates will be the fiercest of all.
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    Chapter One

  


  You are cordially invited to the wedding of


  Elizabeth Berry


  and


  Michael William Wagner


  On the twenty third of April, two o’clock


  The Jewel Box in Forest Park


  RSVP …


  “Blah, blah, blah …” I groaned and set the invitation down. “Sam’s going to have an aneurysm over this one.”


  I walked to my old green fridge, popped the cap off a bottle of ale, and started scrounging for some food. I pressed a few buttons on my personal chef, a.k.a. microwave, and turned on the television. It was depressing. Every station was running the latest Amber Alert, flashing the picture of a missing girl with huge blue eyes and the devil’s smile. Hopefully this girl gets a happy ending. The last two sure as hell didn’t. I turned the set off and waited for my gourmet dinner to finish cooking. My phone rang about ten minutes later, interrupting a freshly microwaved chimichanga.


  “Damn, that was fast.” I let the phone ring a few times while I shoveled in a forkful of chimichanga and leaned back on my battered leather couch. My eyes passed over the outdated wood paneling on my ceiling and walls, taking in the meager light from two small lamps while I swallowed my dinner.


  “Hello?” I said with the phone a good four inches from my ear.


  “That, that, that … bitch!”


  I stabbed the fork into my chimichanga and set the plate on my oversized oak coffee table. “Hey, Sam. You got Beth’s invite.”


  She snarled something I couldn’t quite make out.


  I put the phone between my shoulder and ear, and slowly persuaded the coffee table to come closer. “Can I get the English translation on that?”


  Sam puffed into the phone and said, “Don’t start.”


  It was impossible to stifle a chuckle. I could just see her lips curling back and her black hair framing the rage on her face as she yelled into the phone.


  “Thanks, Damian. Some brother you are.”


  “I’m getting the guilt loud and clear. Where’s the spite?”


  “Ah ha … ha … ha. Ass. I just can’t believe it. She was my best friend! She sent the invite less than a week before the wedding! I can’t believe that bitch is marrying my old boyfriend.”


  “You did die, you know.”


  “Not. Helping.”


  “Sorry, sorry. Look, I never had any real issues with Beth, she was always nice and–”


  “Shut. Up. Damian. You’re just saying that because she slept with you.”


  My jaw slackened in mock offense. “Oh, come on sis, it was only one time and–”


  “I repeat, she slept with you.”


  I took another oversized bite of chimichanga before I said, “Comf omf Samf.” I swallowed. “I was a teenager, what was I supposed to do?” Beth was, well, she was a valley goth girl when we were kids. Total wannabe, and the instant my sister told her I could see the occasional phantasm and sometimes hear the dead talk, Beth was all over me.


  Sam’s exasperation came over the phone in a puff of static.


  “I take it you won’t be giving a toast?”


  Sam’s breathing evened out. “Maybe, maybe I’ll tell the guests about the time Beth accidentally slept with Mister Brown–”


  “The math teacher?”


  “–right before I turn the whole effing wedding party into vamps, or, or, give me a minute, I’ll come up with something good. I’ll do something horrible to her wedding. I’ll make it the worst wedding day anyone could imagine. I want it to rain frogs while zombies rise up behind the wedding party and, hell, you just better buy the tux insurance.”


  I choked on a mouthful of ale and blinked at the phone a few times through watering eyes. “You want to know something, sis?”


  “What?”


  “Ale burns like a bitch when you shoot it through your nose.”


  She burst into laughter.


  “Glad I could help.” I rubbed my cheek while my brain scrambled for a way to defuse my sister, the vampiric time bomb. I knew she wasn’t going to let it go and I couldn’t even nudge her mind in a different direction over the phone.


  “So, Demon, are you in? You could bring some zombies. It’ll be a whole new spin on wedding crashers.”


  My eyes glanced down at the invitation as I wiped the ale off my nose. Forest Park, eh? There were a few interesting things I could do there. Art Museum, Zoo, pigeons, all kinds of trouble. I grinned, and I’m sure it was an evil grin. “Tell you what, leave everything to me. I’m not going to kill her husband to be, much to your disappointment, I’m sure, but I’ll make it memorable. Consider it an early birthday present.”


  Silence.


  “How about it, Sam?”


  She sighed. “Alright, but if you don’t make it good, I’ll wrap that bitch up as a present for my new brothers to eat.”


  I stared at the receiver and wondered for a second if my sister was joking. I laughed nervously as my chimichanga curdled in my stomach.


  
    Chapter Two

  


  My eyes focused on the red smear of the clock face, reading 10:10 AM. I was sure it was a barefaced lie, but the clock stared back in intractable silence. I muttered a curse at the traitorous thing. It looked like the shop was going to be opening a little late … again.


  I jumped out of bed, pulled on my jeans from the day before, and a shirt from—well, best not to think about that. I was impressed with myself. It was only five minutes from ‘oh crap, I’m late’ to running out the door armed with keys and a healthy breakfast of beef jerky and Frappuccino.


  Traffic was light. Of course, it was after ten in the morning, so you’d kind of expect it to be light. My knees kept the car from running over any unsuspecting tourists while I quaffed the Frappuccino and chased it with half a bag of beef jerky. In retrospect, breakfast may have worked out better in reverse.


  My shop is Death’s Door on Main Street in Saint Charles. My master, at some point in time, had the wisdom to change the name and the sign to a gothic looking DD, or the Double D, as the regulars call it.


  Main Street is a time capsule; it’s an old world, small town that hasn’t changed much since a modern city sprang up around it. Rows of historical brick buildings are still framed by cobblestone streets. My shop wasn’t in the main strip; it was on the far northern end of Main Street. The location put it within walking distance of the Missouri River, Oh Fudge (to keep me in my tenants’ good graces), and the local hospital. My master gave me the shop as a graduation present of sorts when she disappeared on a mission of her own in years past. She didn’t tell me a damn thing about what she was doing or where she was going. I often wonder what she’s up to, or if it will be her ghost I see next. Zola left me with an inventory made for sorcerers, Wiccans, and even a smattering of tourists. Everything from texts and spell-craft supplies to crystals and antiquated artifacts lined the aisles.


  I pulled in behind the shop about ten thirty, rattling across the cobblestones. The back door’s lower deadbolt grumbled at me as I approached. I unlocked the upper deadbolt, and then delivered a swift kick to the gargoyle-like face of the lower deadbolt to unlock it. He’d been a particularly nasty Fae at odds with one of my tenants, who’d transformed him into a rather effective lock. I pushed my way through the door and walked onto the small landing just inside. The old staircase to my right led to the second floor, but I hopped down a shorter set of stairs into the back room, and made my way to the front of the store.


  We were on the corner of Main Street, with the door stuck at a forty-five degree angle in front of the u-shaped counter of display cases. The old glass in the front windows distorted the view slightly, but I loved the history of the glass more than a clear view. While admiring the ripply view of the street, I tripped over a blur of green barking fur. I debated on cursing Foster for his pets or playing with the cu sith puppies as I laid there with my nose on the not-so-clean, but vintage, wood floors.


  From what I understood, which wasn’t much, cu siths were bred to drag fertile human women into fairy mounds to provide milk for the fairy children. That would make a fantastic infomercial: Tired of hunting down sources of milk for the kids? Call in the next half hour and we’ll give you two, that’s two cu siths for the price of one. Don’t want to drag those screaming women home all by yourself? Call now!


  Of course my boarders just keep saying cu siths make the best guard dogs. I was still convinced my neighbor’s two-year-old made a more terrifying guard dog.


  I felt a tug on my shoelaces and said, “Oh no you don’t!” His fur was soft, but still bristly as I turned over, dove forward, and grabbed him. He ran suspended in mid-air by my grip, furiously pumping his green legs and black paws for a good minute with a tongue lolling about that was entirely too long for his body. His head looked more like a wolf than any domestic dog, with a black nose and yellow eyes. I yelped and dropped the first dog as the second “playfully” sunk her teeth into my shin, wagging a furry braided tail. I growled and both dogs hauled ass to the back room in a clatter of toenails. Smart dogs.


  There was a light breeze as a small fairy landed on the wooden shelves behind me. He had a sharp nose and incredibly fine eyebrows, with a slight slant to both of his crystal blue eyes. “Greetings, Damian.”


  I groaned and stood up, bracing myself on one knee as I straightened out. “Hey Foster, is your friend coming to pick up the dogs?” The bastard laughed at me. “You know, since you’re just watching them for a friend. For what? Two months now?”


  Foster smiled slightly and flexed his wings.


  “They’ve been here for two months,” I said.


  He shrugged and his narrow lips pulled up in a grin.


  “They could reach pony size, not that I need to tell you that.”


  Foster shrugged again, bowed, and took off with one graceful flap of his pale white wings. “You know how it is. Aideen wants to keep them. You’ll thank her one day. Cu siths make the best guard dogs.” He laughed again as he flew to the back room in pursuit of the green blurs.


  I glanced at the holes in my jeans from the cu sith teeth and the small trickle of blood staining said holes. “Oh yes, thank you. Thank you.” My confidence in Foster’s judgment went down a few notches. “You’d better rent a storage space, Foster. They’re not staying here!”


  As evening closed in on an otherwise uneventful day, the bells on the front door jingled. A familiar balding tuft of gray hair bounced down the aisle of occult artifacts, blending seamlessly with bundled packs of pale feathers along the top shelf and contrasting with the dark wood of the shelves below. I stifled a laugh as one of the cu siths shot out of the back room and latched onto Frank’s shoelace, dragged it under his other foot and caused an impressive stumble and shout.


  “What are you doing here on a Saturday, Frank?” He was normally working at Walgreens on any given Saturday.


  Frank suddenly found the woodwork on the ceiling fascinating. His plain brown eyes, crowned by gray wooly caterpillars, rolled back down to meet my questioning look. He set a thin brown paper bag on the display case and tapped it a few times.


  “Uh-huh, and?” I said.


  “Isortaneedajob.”


  “Huh?”


  He sighed. “I sort of need a job, just part time you know.”


  I don’t think I responded right away. Frank started pacing back and forth in front of the counter, looking up every few steps while my brain worked on ways to avoid that train wreck.


  “What happened to Walgreens?” I spoke slowly, still trying to figure out how to say no.


  Frank scratched his chin. “Well, I had a disagreement with the boss and, well …”


  Silence.


  “You got fired?”


  He blew out a noisy breath. “Yeah, I sort of hit on a customer, who turned out to be a mystery shopper and some big anti-sexual harassment spokesman and–”


  “Spokesperson,” I said with a smile.


  “–apparently she complained and I got canned.”


  “Your boss had been looking for a way to fire you for a year. I’m surprised you held on this long.”


  “Thanks,” he said with a lopsided smile. “You know, if I’m here part time, you’ll have more free time to do, well, whatever it is you do outside of the shop. You know, piss off vampires, talk to fairies, track down priceless grimoires, mystical artifacts …” his laughter began to break through his own commentary.


  Maybe Frank was being sarcastic as his list went on and on, but I actually did need more time to do those, well, most of those, things. I could already piss off vampires in seconds flat and I really didn’t need more time for that.


  A moment later I noticed Cara had appeared on the counter and was staring at Frank. Cara was Foster’s mom. It is also good to note, she made our lower deadbolt. The Fae like to call normal people commoners, as all fairies and their critters are sight unseen for most of the world, unless a fairy chooses to gift someone with the Sight. Of course, the Sight opens up some sights that aren’t really a gift at all. Unless you consider pissing yourself and running away screaming a gift, which some do.


  I picked up the bag and opened it to the sounds of crinkling paper and the sweet smell of a new book.


  I read the title of the book out loud. “Lady Cottington’s Pressed Fairy Book, hmm …”


  My lips twitched as Cara glared at the book, then at Frank. I wished Frank could see the scowl on her face as she said, “Unbelievable.”


  Frank laughed as he took the book out of my hands and started rifling through the pages. “This is my favorite one.” He held the book up beside his face. “It reminds me of the little bugs you’re always talking about.”


  “Oh, that’s quite enough!” Cara reached into a small leather pouch on her hip and held out a tiny o-shaped stone in her palm. My eyes widened as her lips moved and a thick syrupy liquid spread out from the hollow in the stone. She moved the stone to her other hand as she finished the incantation and flung the goo at Frank’s eyes.


  He yelped and stumbled backwards into a spinner rack full of tea leaves. His fists ground into his eyes as he regained his balance.


  Cara hopped forward and in the blink of an eye she mushroomed to human size, if human size is almost seven feet tall with wings brushing the ceiling. Her transformation was ringed in a shimmering explosion of fairy dust.


  I backed away from the enormous fairy. I sneezed, and then my eyes ran up and down the huge gray and white wings, patterned like an Atlas moth, right down to the snake’s head markings near the wing tips. “Holy shit.” I didn’t envy Frank. His first peek of the Fae world was going to be an unpleasant one.


  Frank lowered his fists and screamed like an adolescent girl. I was so fixated on Cara’s immense size I almost missed Frank’s expression as his eyes jumped between her chest, her head, her wings, and back to her chest. His scream died and he looked torn between admiration and utter terror. He was seeing a fairy for the very first time. Only instead of a small, docile butterfly, she was taller than him and armed with two sheathed swords longer than his arms.


  Cara took a deep breath and leaned into Frank’s face. “I’ll show you a stupid little bug, little man.”


  “Mom, Cara, come on now,” I said.


  “That’s not your Mom,” Frank said.


  “Not my literal Mom,” I said. “She’s just …” I sighed and rubbed my hand over my face. “Another time.”


  Frank nodded slightly as his eyes locked on Cara’s chest, heaving beneath the silver cuirass of her armor.


  I’d never seen Cara lose her temper like she did then. She growled as she picked Frank up by his shirt and belt and hurled him at the front door like he weighed five pounds. His scream pitched into the high squeal range as he hit the door feet first and skidded onto the sidewalk on his ass. The top of his body was still lying inside the store and my jaw relaxed when I heard him groan. Good, the new help wasn’t dead.


  Cara flashed back to normal the instant Frank left her hands.


  “Wow, Mom, that was impressive.” I raised an eyebrow and sneezed through the residual fairy dust. “You got big.”


  She blew a strand of white hair away from her face. “Sorry, boy, I’m a little out of sorts today. You’d better take some antihistamine. I know you’re allergic to all this dust.” I heard a calamity outside the front of the shop. A sound like concrete cracking, bricks falling, and the creak of stressed metal.


  Cara’s thin face and delicate angled eyes smiled so sweetly I almost could have forgotten she’d just thrown a full grown man fifteen feet out my front door. I slid Lady Cottington’s Pressed Fairy Book onto the shelf of books behind the counter and jogged to the window before I stopped and stared with my jaw slack. Something had accelerated the growth of an oak tree sapling by about forty years or so. Frank’s old green rust-bucket of a car was teetering on some thick middle branches about twenty feet in the air. As branches aren’t made to hold cars, a huge crack was followed by a large crunch as Frank’s car took its final bow.


  “Huh,” I said, “that’s something I haven’t seen before.” I sneezed again as pressure started building in my sinuses, and cursed when a half circle of tourists starting forming around the car. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it was easy to see they were pointing at the tree and the car’s remains.


  I watched with a mixture of awe and worry as a man in a precisely cut black suit and black parrot head umbrella floated out of the sky toward Frank’s deceased car. He pulled a small spiral pad out of his pocket before he settled on the ground and flipped the cover open with his index finger. The umbrella vanished as soon as he opened his hand. He scribbled something across the pad with his finger, glared at me, pointed at the tree, and started walking toward the shop.


  “Edgar’s here,” I said as I wiped my nose.


  Cara cursed and flew to the back.


  “Don’t think you’re sticking me with the ticket!” I said as the fairy disappeared through the door. I grumbled and dug a small blister pack of green pills out of my pocket, popped two out, and chewed them up.


  Frank was stirring, and the groaning had stopped. Edgar placed his spiral notepad back in his jacket, helped Frank stand up, and ushered him through the door before I even thought to help the poor guy up. Frank’s eyes were wide and shooting around the shop erratically. He looked pale next to the short black hair and desert sand of Edgar’s skin.


  “What’s going on here?” Edgar said as he let go of Frank.


  Cara landed on the shelf beside him and said, “Job interview.”


  “Thanks for coming back,” I said. My voice had grown nasally and my head was throbbing.


  “I wouldn’t strand you, boy, not with the likes of him.”


  If Edgar was offended, or if he’d even heard her, he didn’t show it. He casually pulled out his notepad again and poised his finger over the page. “So, what happened … necromancer?” Edgar’s face turned sour and the word oozed out of his mouth. I half expected him to pull out a bottle of mouthwash. To my great annoyance, Edgar’s distaste was shared by a lot of people in our little community.


  I ignored the slight as best I could and said, “Well, Frank here has the Sight, and he’s hired.”


  “What?” Cara said.


  Frank’s eyebrow caterpillars attacked each other as his expression warred between horror and elation. He finally settled on wide-eyed, deer in the headlights, and said, “I won’t regret this—I mean you, you won’t regret this.” He nodded repeatedly.


  Edgar flipped to the back of his notepad and his fingers danced over the page. “Alright, he’ll be registered with the Watchers. As I said, what happened?”


  I delegated to Cara, and as she recited the story, a flicker of silver energy shot between Edgar’s finger and the notepad. When she finished talking, Edgar tore the ticket off and set it on the shelf beside Cara.


  “We’ll have a cleanup crew here in a minute. I’ll contain the situation in the meantime. There’re going to be a lot of unexplained scars in the morning.” Edgar snapped the spiral notepad closed and nodded to Frank as he left through the front door.


  “What did he mean by scars?” Frank said. He was staring at me, not even glancing at Cara.


  “When the Watchers alter memories it leaves behind scars or tattoos, depending on what they have to do,” I said. “And covering up the memory of something like, oh, a giant oak tree appearing in a split second, you can imagine that’s messy.”


  “With a bill like this, you’d think it was the end of the bloody world,” Cara said as she stared at the ticket and shook her head. “Watchers, I know we need them, but sometimes I’d really just like to kill them.”


  “What’s a Watcher?” Frank said. His eyes were locked on Cara as she fluttered to the back room with the ticket in tow.


  I waved my hand dismissively. “Edgar’s a Watcher. I’ll tell you about them later. Let me give you a ride home.”


  Frank took a shaky step toward the front door.


  “I’m parked out back,” I said and sneezed again. “Oh God, shoot me.”


  He turned toward the back room. I put my hand out to give him some support and walked him to the back.


  “Sit down for a second. I think some sugar might help with the shock.”


  He pulled out a chair at the small, round Formica table and collapsed into it. His head was constantly shaking back and forth. Frank reached out for the bag of Oreos I pulled from the closet. I followed it up with a cola and all he said was, “Thanks.” He almost curled up into a ball when Foster landed on the table beside him.


  I grinned and said, “Frank, this is Foster. Foster, Frank.”


  “Greetings, Frank!” Foster said.


  Frank nodded weakly and I couldn’t help but laugh. “Come on Frank, you already knew vampires were real. Are fairies really that surprising?”


  He stared at his hands and shook his head. I’m pretty sure it was a shake of disbelief more than an actual response.


  “This is the new guy?” Foster said.


  “Yep.”


  “Mom doesn’t like him.”


  “I gathered. You know he’s sitting right there?”


  Foster shrugged. “You know Mom’s never going to let you keep him.”


  “Well, if someone wants to keep the cu siths, someone should convince her Frank should work here.”


  Foster stared at me for awhile before he said, “Damn. You’re good.”


  *     *     *


  I sighed as the antihistamines started to break up the explosion of crap in my sinuses.


  “What’s wrong with you?” Frank said as I led him out the back door.


  “Allergies. Fairy dust is a bitch. Regular dust? No problem. Fairy dust? Stand the hell back.”


  “But you live with them.”


  “Well, they don’t normally explode like a pollen bomb.” As we got closer to my car I stopped. “That’s a pisser.”


  “What?” Frank said.


  “Flat tire.” I kicked the front driver’s side tire.


  “Um, Damian?” Frank said as he walked to the passenger side.


  “Yeah?”


  “You’ve got four flat tires.”


  “Goddamn vamps!” I blew out a breath and shook my head. There were four uniform slashes on each tire’s sidewall from vampire claws, or possibly a very determined gerbil.


  We went back inside and sat down at the small table again while I called a cab for Frank. He collapsed into a chair once more and began phase two of The Assault on Oreo Mountain. Cara retired to the clock while Frank eyed the room behind a small fortress of cookies, nervously watching for more rogue fairies.


  “I’ll leave you to recover from your … incident,” Foster said.


  Frank almost jumped out of his seat as the fairy walked out from behind a napkin holder. Foster gave me a nod and fluttered across the room to the grandfather clock. He shouted over his shoulder, “The Watchers are going to have their hands full with that mess out front.”


  I grimaced and glanced at Frank. There’s a lot more to Watchers than what I’d told him. They’re everywhere, or at least it always seemed like it. They are the secret keepers of our world hidden within the world. No one knows too much about them, except the fact their ranks are filled with supernatural beings. They conceal the actions of the supernatural through misdirection workings and, when all else fails, by means of memory charms. The charms show up as scars and sometimes tattoos or brands on a commoner if the alterations are drastic enough. I was always torn about the need for so much secrecy. Would it really be so bad if the world knew about us? Most of the community feared there would be an outright attempt at genocide, or forced recruitment into the military. I like to give the commoners and their government a little more credit than that.


  When I walked out front to the cab with Frank a few minutes later, he glanced at the shop, then the cab, then me. “Thanks for the cab, Damian. I’ll see you later.” He slapped himself on the forehead and said, “And the job, thanks for the job.”


  I handed him some cash and waved once as he climbed in and the cabbie pulled into traffic. I walked back through the shop, into the back room, and out the back door. My attention turned once more to my poor Vicky. I really needed to start parking in front of the shop. I didn’t have many extravagant things, but my souped up ’32 Ford Vicky was certainly not an economical one. At least the bastards didn’t screw with the paint. Adorning the front end with realistic flames on the metallic black finish wasn’t exactly a cost-effective endeavor. One of Frank’s friends airbrushed it for me in exchange for getting rid of a ghost that was stalking his cat. Turned out the ghost was a mastiff.


  I patted Vicky’s hood. They could have at least put the old girl up on cinder blocks. I sighed, shook my head, and headed back into the shop.


  *     *     *


  I thought, if there was one person who would want to hear about Frank’s ordeal, and be willing to take me to the rental shop, it would be Sam. I nuked a chimichanga in the back room, picked up the phone, and dialed her number. It was dark out, so I figured she’d be awake.


  “Hello?”


  “Hey, Sam.” I slathered some sour cream on top of my changa and snapped the lid back on the tub. I opened the fridge to put it away.


  “So, did you call just so I could hear you eating another chimichanga?”


  I laughed. “No, no, I just sent Frank home in a taxi. His car met with a slight case of tree.”


  “What?”


  “I think he may have pissed off Cara to some slight degree … so she made a tree grow up under his car and hoist it a good twenty feet in the air. Oh, that was after she grew to my height and threw Frank through the front door. Of course the tree branches snapped and now Frank’s car looks like it hit a semi head on.”


  Nothing but laughter.


  “I take it you were aware of the fairy growth thing?” I waited a beat for Sam to respond. “You going to pass out?”


  “No … gasp …fine … gasp …” and more howls of laughter.


  I raised my voice and said, “Yeah, unfortunately said tree was in front of my shop. It tore up the street and the sidewalk. Rained cobblestones for awhile, you know, the usual. Frank’s car got towed away for the junkyard. Edgar showed up.” Sam groaned while I kept talking. “He wrote Cara a nasty ticket and glared at me a few times.”


  “He’s such a charming jackass. Can’t Cara just enchant the mess so people don’t notice it, or don’t question it, until the Cleaners show up? Or at least get her ticket reduced?”


  Cleaners. I shuddered at the thought. The Cleaners were the go-to guys, gals, and, well, creatures, for the Watchers. They did the dirty work and the heavy magic lifting. All in all, they were powerful enough to be scary beyond reason.


  I scratched my forehead and said, “I don’t know. It’s probably easier just to pay the fine and forget about it.”


  “Sure, and how close is Cara to being arrested for all her tickets? That’s not exactly the first one.”


  “I really don’t know. She never seems worried about it.”


  “I’m sure she has connections,” Sam said. “Oh, and yeah, I knew about the fairy growth thing.” She laughed again. “Haven’t you ever seen them fight?”


  I thought for a moment. “No, I guess not. I’ve only seen them threaten my eyeball with swords the size of toothpicks.”


  Sam paused and her words came out a little slow. “Wait, you said Frank was at the shop? Why was Frank at the shop on a Saturday?”


  I’d been waiting for her to ask that. She knew his schedule like clockwork just so she could avoid the man. My lips quirked into a grin as I said, “I hired him.”


  A sound like a squirrel gargling burst onto the line.


  “I thought you’d like that.” I laughed. “He’s running the shop for me four days a week. He’s got some decent contacts in town too.”


  “For what? Automatic weapons?”


  “Well … yeah, those too. He knows a lot of people.”


  “I admit the balding klutz act is kind of charming, but you know what happened to his father. You really think it’s safe to have him around, Demon?”


  Frank wasn’t my favorite person in the world, but my hand tightened on the phone regardless. The man was making a serious effort to change.


  “He’s out of that life, Sam.”


  “He was a gunrunner, just like his father. How do you know he’s out? How do you know the people that killed his father won’t come after him? Won’t come into our lives?”


  “No one’s coming after him now.”


  Sam sighed.


  “Come on, he’s not that bad. Cara gave him the Sight.”


  Dead silence. I waited her out, rapping my fingernails on the phone, until she finally said, “You know, Cara just gave him the Sight so she could fuck with him face to face.”


  “Oh, my delicate sensibilities! I’m telling Dad.”


  Sam chuckled and took a deep breath.


  “You would have loved it, Sam. Cara called him a little man right before she threw him out the door.” Her chuckle broke into a laugh. “You know Frank practically worships the ground you walk on. I think you’re the only vampire he doesn’t run screaming from. Of course, you’re probably one he really should run screaming from. Ha, ha, ha.”


  Sam sighed again and it didn’t take much to envision her patented eye roll. “Yeah, hilarious.”


  “So, can you come by and give me a ride to the rental shop? Someone slashed all my tires.”


  “Your tires? You don’t say? I can’t imagine anyone getting annoyed enough to slash your tires.”


  I didn’t dignify that with a response.


  Sam laughed and said, “I’ll be there in fifteen.”


  “Cool, tell Dale I said hi.”


  She snorted and hung up the phone.


  *     *     *


  I walked out front to meet Sam and was only mildly surprised to find the enormous oak tree already gone and the cobblestones repaired. I wondered how many people were walking around with new scars or tattoos they didn’t remember getting.


  A while later we picked up a snazzy red Chevy Blazer from the rental shop. The whole process was slow and rather uneventful. I tried really hard not to laugh while the clerk stared at my sister the entire time.


  Vampire glamour must come in handy, the whole predator, prey fascination thing. Of course, the clerk had no way of knowing Sam was a vampire. Most of the people alive today have no idea vampires exist, or ever existed. Regardless, most people still get an impressively vacuous expression when a vampire’s aura spreads out and caresses their own. Sam’s aura was oozing all over the clerk. I know she didn’t do it on purpose, but vampire auras seem to act on some subconscious level, always hunting. It was just ten times creepier because I could see the damn things. The auras never attempt to approach necromancers, so while it was creepy, it was kind of funny too. Granted, if Sam had bitten the guy, the humor level would have dropped a bit.


  I parked the rental, climbed the stairs to my apartment, and turned on the television. After nodding off on the couch a few times I dragged my ass to bed.


  A few hours later, my phone rang. My vision was blurry as my brain forced my eyes open so the source of the incessant ringing could be located and executed. I eventually made out the fiery red numbers on my alarm clock.


  “Five fifteen?” I mumbled. I grabbed the phone and tucked it between my ear and my pillow. “Who the hell is–”


  “We must meet, boy. There is much to discuss.” The woman’s voice was strong, elderly, with an anachronistic New Orleans accent.


  It snapped my eyes wide and my heart pounded. “Z…Zola?”


  “The cabin. Tomorrow at dusk.” There was a dark chuckle and the line went dead.


  I sat up and stared at the phone. I hadn’t spoken to my master in almost two years, but I was sure whatever she wanted wasn’t going to be pleasant.


  
    Chapter Three

  


  “Frank here.”


  Frank had one of the most dispassionate phone greetings I’d ever heard. At least he sounded awake. “Are you actually up already?” I glanced at the microwave. “It’s only a little after eight.”


  “Yeah, but what are you doing up?”


  I shrugged and said, “I’m calling to give you your trial run. I have to leave town for a day or two. I need you to watch the shop.”


  “Yeah, no problem. When do you want me there?”


  “I’ll go down in a bit to forewarn Foster and company. If you want to show up in about an hour and a half, that’d be perfect. Foster can help out if you have any issues with the register.” I paused and then said, “You’ll be alright with the fairies around to help?”


  I heard a scratching sound over the phone and a sigh before Frank said, “No problem Damian, I’ll be there.”


  “I could get used to help that doesn’t complain about the lack of whiskey and cheese in the store.”


  “What?”


  “Never mind, long story.” Frank must be desperate for work if he didn’t even mention Cara throwing him out of the store. I grinned. “Thanks Frank, I’ll see you when I get back.” I hung up the phone and headed out to the rental.


  *     *     *


  A few minutes later I pulled in and unlocked the shop. I could feel someone watching me, and had a pretty good guess who. “Hey Foster, what’s up?” I turned and found him standing with his sword drawn and a raised eyebrow.


  “Apparently you are,” he paused, “which most likely means I’m hallucinating or the world has ended. It’s only nine in the morning, hardly a respectable time for a necromancer to be awake.”


  “I have to head south to meet my master.”


  “Zola?” His other eyebrow shot up to join the first.


  “Yep. She wants me to meet her at our old training ground.”


  “Did she say why?”


  “Nope, not unless you count evil giggling …”


  Foster sheathed his sword and tapped his chin. “Are you going to close the shop while you’re gone?”


  “Actually,” I drawled, “I was going to leave Frank in charge; a bit of a test run. You mind babysitting? Make sure he doesn’t give anything away or sell stuff to people I don’t like?”


  Foster barked out a laugh and smiled. “No problem. Now he can see me, I can boss him around.”


  “Oh, and Foster?” He turned and looked at me. “Try not to let Mom kill the help, okay?”


  He laughed and glided into the back room.


  I left the store unlocked. With Foster around to keep watch, I wasn’t worried about anything growing legs and walking out before Frank showed up. I passed two young vampires on my way to the rental car. They smiled, waved, and flashed their fangs at me in the late morning sun. I waved back. I recognized the two from Sam’s Pit—her vampire family, as she sometimes calls them—but I couldn’t remember their names. The girl snickered, wrapped her arm around the boy’s waist and they continued on their way.


  Some people would be surprised to see vampires out and about in the daylight; well, a lot of people would have been surprised to see vampires, period. It was somewhat unusual to see them out in the sunlight, but it wouldn’t kill them. It was almost always the young ones prowling the daytime streets. Some of their strength was sapped in the sun, but they didn’t burst into flames or turn to ash without some assistance. The kind of assistance I’d given a vampire on more than one occasion. Most vampires avoided daylight because they didn’t trust other vampires not to kill them in their weakened state, never mind the fact they all had the same disadvantage. Ah, the gift of paranoia.


  I unlocked the door to the SUV and set off for the country.


  It was a two-hour drive south of Saint Louis. The broad highway narrowed into two lanes on either side and eventually turned into a curvy, one lane death trap. Coldwater was a town slowly being lost to history. The old sawmill closed decades ago, homes and buildings collapsed through the years, trails forgotten and lost to time as nature reclaimed its territory. I took a left about thirty minutes later, tires crunching onto a narrow gravel drive. I bounced my head off the ceiling of the rented Chevy Blazer for another fifteen minutes and eventually crossed into an open field with a gentle hill surrounded by an old deciduous forest. The mixture of greens and shadows were a spectacle I always enjoyed, but the winter woods will always be my favorite.


  At the top of the hill was a small cabin. I don’t know exactly how old it was, but it was obviously built when people were shorter. I’m around six foot five and have always ducked through the front door and all the doorways inside. Zola claimed the cabin was around before the Civil War. I didn’t doubt it. In fact, I was pretty sure Zola had been around since before the Civil War, though she’d never really come out and said it.


  I parked beneath the giant oak in the middle of the field that shadowed the front of the cabin. I didn’t see Zola in the twilight as I opened the car door, though a faint orange light leaked from the steel-shuttered windows. The humid country air washed over me with the hint of honeysuckle and the nearby pond. It was quite a change from the pollution-choked air of Saint Louis. With a little effort, I was able to stop drumming my fingers on the butt of the pepperbox holstered under my left arm. My gaze shifted to the well off to the side of the cabin, then back to the cabin itself. Zola was there. She hadn’t made a sound. I couldn’t make out more than her silhouette beneath the overhang of the front porch, but I didn’t need more than that. Her braided hair, knobby cane, and lithe outline didn’t leave much room for doubt.


  “Chop some firewood, boy.” Her voice carried easily over the quiet sounds of birds and crickets in the shin-high grass. “When you’re done, meet me by the stove.” She stepped toward the front door.


  The pile of firewood off to the side of the house seemed to be laughing at me. “Can’t we just use some of the wood that’s already chopped?”


  Her silhouette paused and turned. She was silent as she turned away again and stepped inside.


  “Take that as a no,” I muttered to myself. I sighed and walked off to the nearby shed where my old friend, a heavy double-bladed axe, still hung by its head. Tool of destruction in hand, I headed to the edge of the woods to gather some fallen logs. The hoot of a barn owl sounded like thunder in the blackening night.


  I smiled as I set the axe aside and grabbed the end of a long dead tree trunk. A few grunts pulled it far enough out of the surrounding wood to get to work. It didn’t take long to hack the foot-thick log into more manageable foot-long cylinders. I stacked three of the logs in my left arm, grabbed the axe with my right hand, and headed for the stump just to the east of the cabin.


  After butchering the first log to kindling, I got my rhythm back. I hadn’t chopped wood at the cabin in almost ten years. What was I, sixteen or seventeen back then? Zola used to call it punishment. I laughed to myself. I was too stupid at the time to realize she was using it to help me work off some rage and frustration after a few of our training sessions gone wrong.


  As the axe came down again and the fourth log split seamlessly down the middle with a satisfying crack, I remembered …


  “You see it boy?”


  I nodded while my eyes stayed locked on the shimmering ribbon around the body. It was an old hunter. His body was decomposed badly enough I couldn’t even begin to tell what killed him.


  The aura was a slow, twining span of black and white, well balanced and lacking the fuel of hatred, or stress, or pain, or love, or any other human emotion the living have. It was an aura of the dead.


  “The dead have power. It may not be of great use to most of them, but it will be of great use to you.”


  I was only half listening to my master. I could see where bits of the aura should have anchored to the body. More out of boredom than anything else, I focused a tiny needle of power to hook the aura back into place at the root chakra, the base of his spine, and the crown chakra at the top of his head.


  Before I could do anything else, the aura flared blood red and I screamed as the body pulled a knee under itself, pushed off the ground, and leaned back against the tree. It should have fallen apart, but it didn’t. My gaze met those hollow sockets where only decay and maggots should have been. The empty depths of infinity stared back.


  “What did you do, boy!” From the corner of my eye I could see Zola scrambling for something in her cloak.


  The body screamed, though there was no throat left for the air to pass through. The vacant eye sockets flared with a deep blue light. I couldn’t hear the scream anymore; it was replaced by a slow, dark, laugh. A chill wracked my body to its core.


  Zola dove at the abomination. Literally dove. I saw a flash of silver as she rammed something into its right eye socket.


  Something escaped from the wound in a red haze. The aura snapped back into the even black and white flow of the dead. It was still anchored to the body, and the body was still standing, staring at nothing.


  I, however, stared slack-jawed at my master. She claimed to have been over eighty, but there was obviously something else going on. No one should have been able to move that fast at eighty, or seventy, or thirty for that matter.


  Zola’s gaze wandered up and down the body, and then she grimaced. “Well, boy, Ah guess today you’re going to learn how to deal with zombies. Go get the axe.”


  I carried a pile of firewood through the door in both arms, laughing.


  “What’s so amusing, boy?” Zola said as she cocked an eyebrow. She stood close to the wood stove.


  “I was thinking about the hunter. Do you remember that?”


  She raised her eyebrows slowly, her forehead crinkled and her eyes smiled. “Of course Ah do, Damian. How could any teacher forget such stupidity?”


  I shrugged and smiled, setting the firewood beside the stove. Well, she did have a point.


  “It is odd you should bring up the hunter.”


  I added two logs to the black woodstove and shut the creaky stove front.


  “You remember the shard Ah thrust into the creature?”


  I nodded. “Yeah, the one with the binding ward worked into it.”


  “You have a good memory.”


  “Well, that kind of thing is hard to forget.”


  She nodded and her hand flexed on the head of her knobby cane. “That is much like our new problem.”


  We stood in the darkness, only the dim moonlight and the orange flicker of the wood stove giving us light in the small living room. The cabin filled with the smell of burning wood and Zola’s words hung in the air. “Darkness is moving, Damian,” her gnarled hands shifted over the cane, “with you at its center.” I stared at her for a moment. She was still short, but with the presence of someone twice her size. She stood ramrod straight with a pile of thin braids falling past her shoulders. Tiny bits of iron and Magrasnetto, a silver gray metal, tinkled in each of those braids as she cocked her head to one side. Her eyes were intense, appraising me as I did the same. Zola’s gaze was slightly sunken below her forehead, peering out above sallow cheeks. Her body was wrapped in a deep gray cloak and her lips turned up in a smile as she waited for me to respond.


  I didn’t take anything my mentor said lightly. “What have you seen?”


  Her eyes narrowed. “Something Ah’ve not seen since bourré played more tables than poker.”


  A passing smile twitched my lips. We used to play bourré with Sam when she’d visit.


  Zola rubbed her right hand against her jaw. “Ah see demons, boy; demons all around you.”


  “Why am I afraid you’re not speaking metaphorically?”


  She laughed. It was rich and loud and entirely inappropriate. “There are things Ah can show you, ways to deal with demons. And you … you must listen, or you will not survive.”


  I put my left fist in my right hand and bowed my head. “Yes, master.” I even managed to keep a straight face.


  She laughed and slapped my shoulder hard enough to bruise. “You always were a pain in my ass.” Zola fell silent and reached into the folds of her cloak. When she removed her hand from its depths, it was gripping a small doll. The doll was plain and looked like it was made from a potato sack, stained with some blackened red substance. The Xs that passed for eyes stared at me. Utterly creepy.


  “What is that? A voodoo doll?”


  A vague smile crossed her face and I shivered. “It is much more than a pincushion, boy.” Her voice ground like a zombie dragged through gravel. Ah, that would be like a slow moving blend of a chain smoker and a deep, hoarse voice if you haven’t heard a zombie dragged through gravel. “Do you not see the aura, Damian?”


  It was inanimate. It had never been alive. It shouldn’t have had an aura, but as soon as I focused and looked for it, it was there. A sickly mixture of black and a red so deep it could have been congealed blood. I’d never seen anything like it.


  My gaze traveled up to meet Zola’s eyes. “The hell is that?”


  Her own eyes flicked down to the burlap figure. I would have sworn the thing was trying to wriggle out of her hand. “You are familiar with a fairy bottle?”


  I nodded. “Nasty stuff, they can trap auras and some Fae believe they can trap souls.” Zola raised the doll closer to my face and I realized what she was saying. Her comment about the shard, she’d bound something to it. “You’re telling me something’s trapped in that?” I twisted my head away and grimaced.


  “Ah would not say trapped is the best word, but it is bound to it, yes.” She lowered the doll.


  I stifled a shiver. “What the hell is it?”


  “What do you think it is?”


  There was no avoiding it. No matter how much I didn’t want to say it, or believe it, the pulsing red and black aura could only be from one thing. “You bound a demon to it.” My voice was flat.


  Her lips curled up just a little. “It is only a bit of a demon’s aura, nothing more.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Oh, nothing more, just a bit of demon. Would you like a towel to wipe up that bit of demon?”


  She laughed and turned her head. The orange glow of the fireplace cast her face into shadows.


  “So why do you have it?” I asked, indicating the doll.


  “Ah have learned much in the past two years, boy. There are evils beyond anything Ah ever imagined still walking this earth.” Her eyes closed for a moment. When she opened them, they dilated in the dim light, swallowing shadows. “This,” she said as she raised the doll, “is a portion of the demon you released into our plane almost ten years ago.”


  I stared at the small figure in her hand. The demon I released?


  She nodded. “The hunter, Damian. Ah am still uncertain why you were able to do it, but that was no mere spirit you stitched into its body. You didn’t just bind an aura of the dead to the body, but opened a gateway. Maybe because of the chakras you used. Ah do not know.”


  “Great,” I said.


  “This doll will also be training, for you and for me.”


  I stared at the lifeless, squirm-inducing doll. “Training for me?”


  “Yes, someone has to help banish the demons.” She smiled again, covering her face in fine, and some not so fine, laugh lines.


  My stomach dropped into my shoes and my eyes locked on the doll again. “I don’t think it’s going to fight back.”


  “Ah, you may be surprised.”


  “Even better. Demons weren’t surprise enough?”


  “If you can learn to use the aura of something tied to a demon, on purpose instead of by … accident …” she paused, her eyes shifting to the doll in her hand. “You can follow the bond back. Use that sympathetic power as an entry point. Use it as the demon’s weakness. You can learn with these.” Zola tossed the demon doll at me as she pulled another one out of her cloak.


  I grimaced and caught the thing. Instead of just looking like it was trying to wriggle out of Zola’s grip, now it actually felt like it was trying to get out of mine. Like a fist-sized nightcrawler. Nasty. “Sympathetic power, huh? Kind of an odd word for demon-speak.”


  She glared at me. I shut up. “The other doll is from another demon. A demon one of our brothers helped me bind last week.”


  “Who?”


  “His name is Zachariah.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “As in, Zachariah the assassin guy?”


  “Yes, the assassin that worked for Philip. We don’t know how many demons are loose, and we need help.”


  “Where there’s one …” I said.


  Zola laughed. It was empty, but we’d learned a long time ago you could laugh, smile, and shrug it off, or let someone clean your brains off the ceiling in the morning. She took a step toward the old green couch and sat down. “Yes, Damian, where there is one.” She slumped back, ran her hand over her eyes, and squeezed the bridge of her nose. I’d never seen a defeated look on Zola’s face before, and it scared the hell out of me.


  I sat down on a dynamic orange chair from the 1960s. It had the texture of a pilled sweater, and my hand started picking off little orange puffballs while I watched my master. The fire crackled in the stove, doing nothing but emphasizing the silence of the room.


  Within minutes, my unspoken questions burned more than the flames in the old iron stove. “Where have you been, Zola? I haven’t seen you, haven’t even heard from you in two years.” I shook my head and leaned forward. “Now you come back with stories of demons?” I half expected a sharp rebuttal from her, but none came.


  She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and sat up straight. The confidence I’d come to expect from my master returned to her posture and her voice. “Ah’ve been traveling to the hiding places of the war. There were demons, Damian, and not just the men who fought in wars. They walked our plane with abandon. Ah know you’ve heard me speak of Philip Pinkerton. With his help, and others on rare occasions, we banished or buried almost twenty demons through the years.”


  She closed her eyes for a moment and wrapped a hand around her pale, knobby cane. “We were able to banish five from our plane. The rest were too powerful to be banished by our group. We bound them to various vessels and hid them. No one but Philip and Ah knew the location for the stranded demons. Neither of us knew where they all were. Philip was going to go back and destroy the vessels after learning more about the demons. At the end of the Civil War, he left for Rome. He was alive then, at the end of it all.” She stared at the embers in the wood stove as she said, “He is dead now. Ah found his body two years ago.”


  My eyes widened. “Two years? There’s no way he’d still be alive, he’d have to be–”


  She held her hand up to silence my questions. “Without Philip’s help, the demons would not have been stopped. Ah fear even now, without his help, they cannot be stopped.”


  I eventually managed to close my gaping jaw and speak. “You were really around then? In the Civil War?” I shrugged and held my hand out in invitation as I said, “How?”


  “Another time, Damian. For now, we have far greater concerns. Someone is releasing the demons we bound.” She reached into another pocket hidden inside her cloak and pulled out a small pile of crumbled metallic debris. “This is all that’s left of a relic holding a greater demon. No demon, not even an arch-demon, could have broken this binding from within.


  “We buried it at the Battle of New Madrid in 1862.” Her hand formed a fist around the iron detritus. Zola’s lips compressed into a tight line and she stared at me. “Damian, I don’t know what’s going to happen.”


  I set the demon doll down, walked to the fridge around the corner and opened the door. I crinkled my nose at the stale smell wafting from the seldom-used appliance. Four bottles of Duvel Belgian Golden Ale lined the top shelf. I grabbed two bottles and two glasses from the cabinet beside the fridge and headed back to the living room. A quick pour and I handed a glass to Zola, left the bottle by the couch, and sat down with a glass and bottle of my own.


  We both raised our glasses in silence and drank. I savored the light burn of the ale as it went down. I met my master’s gaze for a minute in the darkness and warmth and said, “Well, shit.”


  
    Chapter Four

  


  I woke up in the short bunk in the tiny corner bedroom with a yelp as pins and needles stabbed my ankles. It was the fifth or sixth time I’d startled awake that night. My feet were numb, the circulation cut off by the slightly raised edge of the bed’s frame. That hadn’t been a problem when I was younger, and shorter. It was only nine in the morning, but my back screamed at me to get up once and for all. The bed was so stiff and crunchy I wouldn’t have been surprised if the mattress was stuffed with straw from the Civil War.


  Zola, on the other hand, was waiting on the porch with an extra mug full of coffee as I stumbled out the door on my numb feet. She flashed a genuine smile as she held it out to me.


  “I have pins and needles in my feet.” I took the coffee and drank. “No Frappuccino?”


  She snorted.


  I moaned between slurps. “Thank you. That’s fantastic.”


  Zola reached into her cloak and pulled the two demon dolls out again. She sat one on the rusty chair near the edge of the covered porch and the other on the plain wood railing. “It’s time to train, boy. Ah will show you once.” She held up her right index finger to reiterate the once. “Be sure you pay attention. The dolls have a common bond in the talisman binding the auras to them. That is their weakness.”


  I nodded as I sucked down more coffee. My eyes moved to the doll in the chair. I focused my Sight and watched the aura spin through its head a few times. I couldn’t suppress a shiver.


  Zola moved fast, utterly silent. Her aura flared as she focused her necromancy, the heavy black and white ribbons of power billowing out from her hand. I watched it surround the doll on the railing and latch on to the sickly aura. Zola curled her fingers and the aura stretched away from the doll, black and red swirling and thinning as she pulled. She moved it across the porch until it touched the aura of the other doll. A tiny shimmer rippled out from the point of contact and Zola said, “Pulsatto!”


  The doll on the chair sunk in on itself as the wave of force hit it and the metal chair behind it bent. Its burlap body fell forward in an anticlimactic display.


  “That’s it?” I said.


  “Did you see the hole?”


  “The shimmer?”


  “Yes, that is your target. It creates a weakness in the demon’s aura. Where your attacks were useless, now you will find them strong. Where you once had stale hardtack to saw through a corn stalk, you’ll have a scythe.” She flexed her hand and turned toward the dolls. “Now you try.”


  “Touching it with my power, is it going to, you know, show me the demon or anything weird like that?”


  Zola shook her head. “It shouldn’t. Not the way you sense the life of a person when you use your power on the dead.”


  “Thank God for small favors.” I raised one side of my mouth in a half grin and then slammed the rest of the coffee. Zola’s lesson seemed simple enough. I rubbed my hands together in anticipation. Drag the aura out, smack the point of contact with an incantation and voila! Demon chop suey.


  I focused my necromancy and my aura pushed out in a wave of power. Whenever my necromancy touched the dead or another aura I could feel it, like it was my own hands grabbing onto a physical object. My smirk turned into a grimace as I touched the aura of the first doll. It felt greasy and warm and wriggly and wrong. I rushed the exercise, stretching the aura out as fast as I could and yelling “Pulsatto!” the instant the auras touched.


  Imagine my surprise when the force of that blow bounced back and hit me square in the chest, launching me backwards through the porch railing with a magnificent crack of wood and a hail of splinters. With no breath left to scream, I bounced silently off the ground once and slammed ass over head into the stone side of the well. I groaned … a lot.


  “Yes, well … Ah think you need some more practice, boy.”


  Zola’s face was a little fuzzy in my blasted vision, but I was pretty damn sure she was smiling.


  *     *     *


  Ten hours. Ten hours of getting my ass handed to me by an inanimate doll. My shirt was singed, soaked, and shredded. Much like my dignity. My jeans looked more like a pasty mixture of grass and mud than pants, and blood was running into my eye from a gash on my forehead.


  Apparently my performance hadn’t been too terribly impressive. My head rang as Zola clocked me on the forehead with her cane. “What are you, a damned Sunday solider?”


  “Ow.”


  “Dammit, boy. Concentrate and do it right or Ah’ll beat you senseless.” She glared at me and tapped her fingers on the top of her cane. “You’ll be dead with the first demon you meet at this rate.”


  She was right. Hell, she usually was.


  I groaned and stood up. I was careful, drawing the aura out quickly, but steadily. It stretched and thinned and touched the other doll’s aura a moment later. I held on, despite the ghastly feeling that the auras were trying to pass through my own. It was only an instant, but that single instant lasted an eternity. The second aura shimmered, and a hole rippled out behind the disturbance.


  “Pulsatto!”


  I cringed, waiting for the blowback, but this time the force found its home. The chair buckled with a scream of stressed metal and slammed to the wooden porch with the demon doll stuck firmly inside. I released the aura of the first doll and shivered as it slithered away.


  “Mmm, better boy, better.”


  
    Chapter Five

  


  It was Monday before Zola and I headed back toward civilization. I was sore and bruised and quite sure every bone in my body was broken. Every time I turned the wheel or hit a bump or tapped the accelerator, something screamed at me to stop moving. Good god was I sore.


  I hit another bump as we came off the gravel drive, cursed, and grimaced as my shoulder radiated with shooting pains. Zola laughed at me. I raised an eyebrow and glanced at her. “Can I help you?”


  She flashed me a toothy grin and shook her head.


  “My pain amuses you, doesn’t it?”


  Zola scowled at me before her smile widened and she nodded in another fit of laughter.


  I blew out a breath and said, “Great. You know, I always thought you had a sadistic streak when I was a kid. It’s a bit more than a streak though, isn’t it.”


  “Moi?” she said with feigned shock.


  I couldn’t help but laugh. “So, if I’m driving you to Saint Louis with me, how the hell did you get down to the cabin?”


  “Ah took a friend to the New Madrid battleground. He confirmed my suspicions about something releasing the demons. What truly frightens me is not even his power could reveal what manner of creature released them. There were traces of demons and vampires, but something else had been there too.” She turned her head and stared out the passenger window as the forested hills rolled by.


  “And who was this mystery person, if I may be so bold?”


  “The vampire lord, Camazotz.”


  My mouth made spluttering noises for a few seconds and hung limp for a few seconds more. “As in the vampire to end all vampires, Camazotz?” My brain flipped over everything I knew about the vampire lord. A lot of people thought he was the original. The Mayans had worshipped him, though their images looked more like a half-bat half-man thing. In reality, he was a hunter of all things dark and creepy. On occasion, that included other vampires. He’d earned his title by wiping out some forty badass vampires in one day, torn to bits by one of their own kind.


  “He is a good man. He kills only what deserves to die.”


  “Uh-huh,” I said. “You showed me pictures of his trophy room. There is no way in hell anyone knows if all those kills were justified.” I shivered at the thought of that stone room filled with skulls, skeletons, and taxidermies.


  She shrugged. “He dropped me off at the cabin after New Madrid.”


  The car drifted out of its lane a bit as I stared at Zola in disbelief.


  “The road, Damian.”


  I jerked the car fully back into its lane. “Camazotz,” I whispered. “Mother fucking Camazotz dropped you off?”


  “He’s a good man, Damian. You would do well to respect him.”


  “A good vampire,” I muttered.


  “And Sam is a vampire, and you are a necromancer, boy!”


  “Touché,” I said and her glare broke down into laughter.


  We drove the rest of the way in relative silence, watching as the green hills receded and were replaced by overpasses and strip malls and concrete. Saint Louis was still pretty green, but it was nothing compared to the deeper parts of Missouri.


  It was dark by the time we rumbled across the cobblestones and pulled into a parking space in front of the shop. “Hey, the shop’s still there. Go Frank.”


  Zola looked over at me as she closed her door. “Frank?”


  “My new help. He’s a commoner, but he knows a bit about our world. Cara gave him the Sight.”


  “He must be a capable man if Cara gave him such a gift.” She looked impressed.


  I scratched my head and tried to hide a lopsided grin. “Yeah, that’s one way to put it.” I took a couple quick steps forward and opened the door for Zola.


  “You know,” she said as she walked through the door, “your shop has existed in one form or another since the town was called Les Petites Côtes.”


  I’d never heard the name before, but I grinned when she called it “my shop.” There was a certain amount of pride in being a proprietor for such an old store. I followed Zola in and was very surprised to find Sam talking to Frank and no one yelling. There were all kinds of things wrong with that. They were laughing. Good god I worry about my sister sometimes. Sam waved when the bell jingled on the door. I could see Frank’s jowls vibrating with mirth as we stepped closer.


  I stopped after another step and shouted, “Foster!”


  “Yes, O friend of mine?” He peeked out from behind a pack of crow feathers.


  Ugh, the “It wasn’t me” greeting never bodes well. I pointed to the pair of chattering mortal enemies and said, “You didn’t by chance give Frank any hints about buttering Sam up, did you?”


  “Nope, I can honestly say I did no such thing.”


  I sighed and rubbed my hand on my cheek. “Uh-huh, so who did?”


  Foster’s eyes flicked to the side then back to me as Aideen landed next to him. Her movements were slow and flowing, nothing like the quick jerks and twitches of a human.


  I did a double take as I realized what Foster’s eye flick meant. “Aideen?” I stared at her as a small flame of suspicion kindled in my gut.


  She shrugged and her lips slowly pulled up into a smile. “They both seemed lonely.”


  “What did you do?” I said as I narrowed my eyes.


  Her smile widened without showing any teeth. “No magic, I only spoke with Sam about giving Frank a chance. You know she needs more in her life than you and your parents.”


  “But,” I sighed and my eyes trailed back to Frank and Sam, laughing, together. “Frank? Just because a rat and a hawk are lonely doesn’t mean they should be friends.”


  “You trust him, do you not?” Aideen said.


  I stared at the fairy and images of flyswatters flitted across my brain. I sighed and rubbed my chin stubble. “Damn I need to shave.”


  “Damian?”


  “Yeah, I trust him.”


  “And would you care if Sam accidentally ate Frank?” Foster said. Aideen glared at him.


  “Hmm, I see where you’re going here.”


  Aideen slapped Foster in the back of the head and fluttered toward the back room.


  I stared at Sam with her perfectly straight black hair, flared jeans, and thin black leather jacket. She put her hand on Frank’s forearm and laughed again. It was good to see her in high spirits. Frank was not her type in oh so many ways, but if it made her happy, even for a little while, who was I to stand in the way of that? I sighed and headed toward the counter, Zola chuckling behind me.


  “Hey, Sam.”


  She turned and glanced at me before her gaze tracked down to the small woman beside me. “Zola!” Sam blipped out of existence and was suddenly hugging Zola like a long lost teddy bear. I guess in some ways she was just that. Zola treated Sam like a daughter and in turn Zola was like a mother to Sam, having helped her retain much of her own aura and personality when she was first turned. Our parents didn’t take it too well when Sam became a vampire.


  When Sam eased off a bit, I said, “Frank, this is Zola Adannaya. Don’t piss her off.”


  Zola extended her hand and shook Frank’s. “A pleasure, son.”


  Frank was wearing black slacks and an awful blue polyester shirt. He nodded and managed a crooked smile. He’d heard some stories about Zola, so I can see why he was a bit intimidated.


  “Thanks for watching the store Frank. The place looks great.”


  His eyes moved back to me, crooked smile still plastered to his face. “No sweat, Damian. Foster helped me out. A lady came in looking for a few types of feathers and I had no idea what was what. Foster took care of it. Talked a few customers into some of your jade charms, too.”


  My eyes widened. Those weren’t cheap and rarely sold. “Really?”


  “Yep, the big one went for three hundred.” Frank’s smile straightened out a bit. His eyes shifted to Sam. “You mind if I take off, Damian?”


  “Not at all. I’m going to drag you into my next meeting with our gemstone dealer. Maybe you’ll be good at buying. We do alright, but I do manage to pick out some shelf warmers.”


  Frank smiled and nodded as he started pulling his windbreaker on.


  “I’ll walk you out,” Sam said.


  Frank and Sam. Sam and Frank. I thought, no, I hoped, she was just being polite, but once Frank had his coat on, Sam slipped her arm through his and leaned into him a bit. I rubbed my face and blew out a breath. My brain hurt.


  A flash of fairy shot through the door and into the shop as Sam and Frank walked out.


  I heard a whistle followed by a voice I didn’t recognize saying, “Woo hoo sexy girl!”


  Sam lit up like she was having an allergic reaction. The blush was an absolute spectacle against her pale skin.


  I heard Foster yell, “Sorry Sam!” as she continued down the street. She smiled and waved. Frank’s head was cocked back and his shoulders were shaking, but I couldn’t hear his laugh as they walked out of view.


  The newcomer settled down by the register. He had sharp features like Foster, but his hair was a rich red and his muscles were out of control. I just stared at the little fairy, waiting for him to start flexing and posing.


  “Ah, you must be that sook of a necromancer, aye?”


  “Umm, aye?” I said.


  The fairy nodded his head. “Good tah meet a friend ’round this hackit town.”


  “This is Colin,” Foster said as he rolled his eyes and mock despair filled his voice. “He’s not from around here.”


  I stared at Foster and blinked. “Really? Hell, I never would have figured that one out.”


  “Oh, sarcasm, I never would have seen that coming,” Foster said, mocking me with my own words.


  I stared at the fairy again and he just stared back. I finally gave up and looked back at Colin. “It’s good to meet you.”


  Colin laughed as he said, “He’s a funny one, aye.” He followed Foster to the back room.


  I smiled, shook my head, and turned to Zola. “So, why don’t you help me out with this big bad throw down?”


  “Ah’m busy, bigger fish to fry on the east coast. Ah need to leave in a couple days.”


  I didn’t even ask. Bigger than a demon? What the hell is a bigger fish than a demon? Thanks but no. I didn’t need more crap to fuel my nightmares. “I don’t even want to know, Zola.”


  “Well, you’ll probably find out eventually if everything goes well.” She grinned and jabbed me in the shoulder with her cane.


  I winced and rubbed the screaming muscle. “Awesome. I’ll try to contain myself in the meantime.”


  Sam walked back in, laughing.


  “Why is my pain so funny?”


  She shrugged and when she reached us I snapped out, “Get a quickie in out there?”


  She pointed her index finger at me and growled, “Damian. Valdis. Vesik. You can be such an ass.” Damn my sister could glare.


  “Mmm, but if I wasn’t such an ass, who would you get to sabotage Beth’s wedding?” I batted my eyelashes.


  Sam narrowed her eyes to slits and then snorted. “Hey, you’re the one that said Frank worships the ground I walk on. I haven’t had one of those in awhile.”


  “Uh, Sam, are you serious? Are you just trying to torture me? He’s so, well, plump and so … so … Frank.”


  “And bald,” piped in Zola.


  I nodded. “That too. You could probably do better.”


  Sam shrugged. “When I look at Frank I don’t think about tearing his throat out and showering in his blood. Oh! He makes his own beef jerky, too. How cool is that?”


  I blinked and dragged my brain beyond the ‘showering in blood’ comment. “So that … that makes him date material?”


  “No, that makes him quickie material.” She cocked an eyebrow in poetic mockery of my own expression.


  “Ah, well, I don’t really have a response to that.” I heard a squeak and turned to find Zola laughing so hard she could barely breathe. Her dark skin was red and her body was trembling. “Not you too,” I said with a sigh.


  She wiped a tear away from her eye and slapped me on the back. “I missed you two, boy.”


  “Ow! Dammit, yeah, we missed you too,” I said. “I’m hungry. You want pizza?” I heard a sharp intake of breath from the counter and turned to find Foster with his eyes as big as saucers. “I think Foster’s in for pizza.”


  “I’ll nibble on a slice,” Sam said.


  Colin landed on Sam’s shoulder and said, “The pie o’ the gods. Aye, count me in.”


  I smiled at the nervous look on Sam’s face. “Cool, Zola?”


  “I’ll have what Foster is having.”


  My mouth twisted in revulsion. “Are you sure? The fairies always get onions, pineapple, barbeque sauce and–”


  “Anchovies,” Zola finished with a smile. “Yes, they have excellent taste, unlike you and your,” she threw her hand to the side in disgust as she said, “bacon.”


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said as I pushed my hands forward in a stop motion, “just for that, Sam’s buying.”


  “What, me? What the hell?”


  “My logic is infallible. I’ll order it and you guys pick it up at Dewey’s.”


  Zola laughed and grabbed Sam’s arm. She dragged my sister out the door while Sam continued staring at me in confusion.


  As the door closed with a light jingle of the bells, Foster said, “Damian, what exactly was logical about any of that?”


  “They’re bacon haters. They have to pay for the pizza.” I shrugged. “It’s perfectly logical.” Foster shook his head and stared as I ordered the pizza.


  
    Chapter Six

  


  Zola and Sam were gone about forty minutes when the phone rang. They should have been back fifteen minutes ago and Sam almost always called if she was going to be late.


  “Hello?” I said.


  “Damian.” The voice was deep, throaty and unmistakable.


  I pushed away a knot of worry in my gut. “Yeah, what’s up Vik?”


  “Word is there’s a rogue in town.”


  My hand tightened on the receiver. Rogues. They were vampires cast out of their Pit for unthinkable crimes, or so mentally deranged they were abhorred by every Pit they came to. Some were such a risk to vampire secrecy they were executed immediately. Rogues were left to fend for themselves, which generally left them even more twisted than they started.


  I’d heard stories of vampires, read even more stories. Some left their society to be on their own for a while—some kind of vampiric transcendental experiment—but most weren’t rogues by choice. Abominable deeds caused rejections by a Pit, in league with killing children, a taboo I was surprised to learn was a taboo. Others killed members of their own Pit, en mass. Sometimes a Pit would adopt a rogue, send it on a mission for the group’s benefit in exchange for a paltry reward. Most vampires destined to become rogues were killed by their creators, other times they were left to wander. I don’t know what the deciding factor was between the two.


  A rogue in Saint Louis. That in and of itself really wasn’t so unusual. I tried not to let worry flood my brain, but my stomach tightened anyway. Saint Louis was a pretty big city and rogue vampires came and went with a fair amount of regularity. When I didn’t respond quickly, Vik continued.


  “Word is he’s looking for a necromancer. You’re the only necromancer in town I know of.”


  Gut one, brain zero. “Huh, well, that sucks.” I rubbed my chin and grimaced.


  Vik barked out a short laugh.


  “Thanks, Vik. Any idea who it is?”


  “No, I haven’t been able to find anyone that knows since Devon told me.”


  “Still strutting around with the trophy vamp on your arm?”


  A lighter laugh escaped his lips. “Devon is beautiful, yes; you could call her a trophy.”


  “You’ll have to introduce me.”


  “Another time, Damian.” Vik’s voice darkened. “All I know right now is the rogue killed Alexi.”


  “Alexi?” I ran my hand through my hair and ground my teeth. He’d helped Sam in the early days. When she’d first joined the Pit. Even more worrisome, Alexi was no pushover. “Does Sam know?”


  “Yes,” Vik said.


  “She’s going to be devastated,” I said.


  “Listen well, Vesik. I am fond of your sister, and your death would be far more devastating to her. You need to be prepared.”


  Crap. Vik never called me Vesik unless things were going bad.


  “The rogue threatened to kill Jonathan and Alexi. Once the latter told the rogue where your shop is located, he killed Alexi and vanished.”


  “Shit,” I said. “I can honestly say that’s scary beyond all reason.” I took a deep breath. “How’s Jonathan taking it?”


  “He’s happy to be alive, but he is distraught over Alexi. Sam’s with him now. Zola’s here too. They’re both worried about you, be careful.” Vik hung up.


  I did the same. I crossed my arms, stared at the phone, and said, “Well, I guess I owe you a ferret if I get through this, Vik.” I smiled bitterly and started gathering up some anti-vamp party favors.


  *     *     *


  “Where are we going?”


  I turned to find Foster bouncing up and down on his wings a foot from my head. “We?”


  “Yes, we. I heard Vik. You’re not going anywhere alone.” He pointed a finger at me, “And before you even ask, Aideen insisted I go with you.”


  I smiled and stuffed a small leather case filled with a dozen vials of holy water into my backpack of doom along with stakes, silver dust, and silver stakes. “Ah, well then, not much sense arguing that.” I dreaded the day something happened to Foster because of me. “I guess we’re off to see the Pit.” I don’t know why exactly, but the word Pit made me want to brush my tongue.


  “That holy water?” Colin said.


  “Yeah, Zola thinks it might do some good against demons too, so I’m bringing some extra along with the stakes and silver. Just in case.”


  “Aye, or yeh kin drown some fairy folk in it.”


  I blinked at Colin as he burst into laughter.


  “What? Was that a joke?” I was baffled.


  Foster rolled his eyes at Colin and shook his head. “Just ignore him, Damian. He’s always saying something he thinks is hilarious but makes no sense to the rest of us.” Aideen appeared beside him. She landed silently on the top shelf next to Foster and Colin.


  “Your armor, love.”


  Colin abruptly stopped laughing when he heard Aideen’s voice. Foster went down on one knee in front of his wife. She gently placed the helmet over his head, brushing his hair carefully behind his ears. He held out his arms, palms facing the ceiling, and she strapped a golden vambrace to each. His greaves were already laced and she double-checked them as he stood. She took a knee in turn and presented his fairy-sized claymore, with her arms raised and head bowed.


  I was silent through their ritual. I didn’t know the meaning behind everything, but its importance was obvious in both their faces and their demeanor. Aideen kissed Foster on the cheek and left for the back room.


  “Right then,” Foster said. “To war and death.”


  Colin nodded once and drew his sword.


  “Let’s hope it’s neither,” I said as I stepped toward the door. Closing the store an hour early wasn’t likely to cost a lot in lost sales. I wanted to be with Sam and Zola as soon as possible, so I didn’t bother to see if Frank wanted to come back.


  We didn’t even make it three steps from the door before two silhouettes walked toward us from either end of the parallel-parked SUV. They moved into the halo of light at the edge of the street. Dressed the same, they were both clothed in dull black leather pants and skin-tight jackets. My eyes flicked between the blond and the raven-haired vampires. The latter was grinning.


  “Vesik.” The raven-haired vampire laughed.


  “Rogues,” I said. “You know my name …”


  “Rogues?” He shook his head, eyes never leaving mine. “No, he is only my puppet, just as you will be my master’s. It is unwise to stand against the master.”


  “Who are you?”


  He pointed his finger at me and the blond vampire struck.


  I reached out with my power, ready to grab hold of the blond’s aura and pull his skull out through his face.


  “No fucking aura–” was all I spat out before he was on me. Colin moved fast. Faster than I could see, but by the time he swung the massive claymore the vampire was out of his reach. Colin’s sword cleaved through the side of the rental.


  No aura meant zombie. Zombies should be slow. This zombie was flashing vampire fangs and was anything but slow, otherworldly fast. The supercharged zombie tore the backpack out of my hand and threw me through the windshield of a minivan across the street.


  “Damian! Holy shit, are you alright?”


  As the stars cleared, I found Foster running his eyes over me from his perch on the minivan’s dashboard.


  “Dandy.” I glanced back at the blond as I scrambled for the passenger door. I hurt, but the surge of adrenalin was pumping hard enough I could easily ignore the wounds pumping blood down my left arm. The blond was still as a dead tree, eyes focused on nothing but the sidewalk. “What the hell is a puppet, Foster?”


  “I don’t know.”


  The other vampire was laughing again. He was practically hysterical. “Too long, it’s been too long,” he said as he took a deep breath and clenched his outstretched hands into fists. He pointed at me again.


  “Impadda!” I screamed before the blond reached me. This time I was expecting it. Power surged and thickened into a shield arching over my head. He slammed head-first into the wall of force at a flat out run. There was a horrible crunch and he slid to the ground. No strings of power stretched back from the crumpled vampire to his master, no aura shifted around him. No way was he getting up again. I dropped my shield and stepped past him to focus on the rogue. Silly me.


  The grounded vampire grabbed my ankle and tossed me into the brick face of the closest building. My back hit first, and then my head cracked hard enough to make my vision cross-eyed. I slid down the wall and landed on my ass.


  I stared at the blond vamp as my vision congealed back into something resembling normality. He was deathly still again. I looked hard and focused my Sight. “Oh, fucking god no.” The aura was there, it was just beneath the skin. It was black and dark and tainted with the deep red of infection. His fingers were twitching in random patterns. I hadn’t noticed it before. The vampire was possessed. Not only that, his own aura had been extinguished. He was something else now, but I had no idea what.


  Zola’s training kicked in and I reached out to that unholy aura. My power swarmed over the vampire. I waited for the hook, the telltale feeling of an aura I could latch onto, the surge of forsaken knowledge that came with necromancy, but nothing came.


  Colin struck at the rogue with two quick slashes. Both were turned away in a thunder of sparks by a shield incantation. “Pulsatto!” A wave of force threw Colin away from the vampire. He landed out of sight, up the street just to the north of the shop.


  “What the hell?” My voice slurred a bit.


  “Vampires can’t do that,” Foster said.


  The black haired vampire spoke again. “The Unseelie Sidhe will rise with our power and crush this world.” His hands balled up into fists. “They will rule the nether lands from the underworld to the Wild Hunt by sword and spell. Gwynn ap Nudd will lay dead at our master’s feet.” His voice rose to a scream and his eyes bulged. “Our Sidhe enemies will die.” He pointed his finger at me. “And you, the righteous necromancers, you’ll never stop us. I’ll break Adannaya’s neck for what she did.”


  “Did you just monologue at me?” My speech was slurred and I couldn’t stop the somewhat incoherent giggle dripping from my mouth.


  “Gut the blond, Damian!”


  I spared Foster a glance. It was an idea, and a better one than I’d come up with during the vamp’s monologue efforts. As I stood up, I took a step forward, brought my arm down in a diagonal line and screamed, “Modus Incidatto!”


  The blond didn’t even flinch as a deep and ragged wound opened across his shoulder and guts. It was a massive cut and things never meant to see light began a slow push through the wound.


  I could see the aura come out with the viscera and I latched onto it with my power. It slithered and fought and felt like Zola’s godforsaken dolls, but there was no surge of knowing. It was exactly like Zola’s dolls. I pushed it out until it touched the rogue’s aura and opened a hole.


  His eyes went wide for a moment and I screamed, “Pulsatto!” My power raced down the connected auras and then everything went wrong.


  My power rebounded off the raven-haired vampire’s aura. Something was riding it back, right through my defenses. By the time I could even think the incantation for my shield, I couldn’t move.


  “Nice try, Vesik,” he hissed. “See if Zola can put this back together again.”


  I don’t even know what the bastard hit me with. I knew I was airborne, and I knew it was going to hurt when I landed, but holy shit. The impact was agonizingly slow. My leg smashed into a fire hydrant. I felt the bolts dig into my knee, heard the crack as something broke, and screamed as my body followed my leg into the hydrant. Something popped in my hip and my heel was suddenly touching the back of my head as I twirled and rolled across the sidewalk. I didn’t pass out. If ever I had wanted to pass out, it was then. The tears that ran down my face in torrents would have vouched for me.


  The blond came at me again.


  Foster struck. “DAMIAN!” I heard his scream. It changed from his normal voice into the basso war cry of a giant. I’d seen Cara grow before, but even through my haze of pain I could tell Foster was bigger. In the span of a single breath he grew to the size of a seven-foot colossus. Rage creased his face and his claymore was so big it was almost comical.


  Comical until Foster launched himself into the air with a sweep of his wings and another cry of rage. He folded his wings and came down on the blond from eight feet in the air. His sword met the crown of the possessed vampire and continued in a smooth slash to his crotch. Blood and entrails exploded across my field of view as the fairy kicked one half of the separated vampire at the rogue.


  Foster spun around before the two halves of my attacker ever hit the ground. His arms moved forward in an overhand slash and he let his sword fly. It spun end over end with enough ferocity to kill any vampire, but the rogue vanished with a snarl. There was a thin red vortex of energy where he’d been standing a moment before. The sword passed through the red remnant, slammed into a nearby tree, and buried itself to the hilt.


  Things started to go dark. I heard footsteps and mumbling and thought I heard Colin’s thick voice say “Socius Sanation.” There was a twinge in my hip and back, followed by pain. Then darkness mercifully wrapped its arms around me.


  
    Chapter Seven

  


  I recognized Sam’s room as I started coming around. My lips curled up as I took in the bright yellow walls and cat posters. My smile died as I turned to find Sam’s face a foot from me, worry etched all over it.


  “Was Dale worried?” I asked nonchalantly.


  She smiled a little and ran her fingers over the darker patch of skin on her neck. It was circled by a tiny ribbon of an aura that didn’t match Sam’s. I could have sworn it shivered. Sam’s eyes were getting shiny as a thin coat of tears filled them up. She tried to blink them away.


  “Bad, huh?” I said.


  She nodded and wiped her eyes. Her voice was a whisper. “Colin saved you.” I was surprised when she kissed me on the forehead and walked over to the deep red corduroy chair in the corner. She was almost swallowed up in the huge cushions.


  “How long was I out?”


  “I don’t know, exactly. Six hours? It’s late.”


  “Shit.”


  The door opened with a quiet creak and Zola stepped through. She stopped at the foot of the bed and patted my foot, which was hanging over the edge. “Foster told us of the vampire and his puppet.”


  I glanced at Sam as I nodded. “He tell you about the puppet’s aura?”


  “Yes,” she closed her eyes, “that thing you fought, Damian, it was a zombie.”


  “I’ve fought zombies before. They’re slow, stupid, and practically harmless.”


  She cocked an eyebrow.


  “Okay, okay, practically harmless unless there are a lot of them, and they’re hungry. Besides, that thing Foster cleaved in half for me was fast as hell and possessed—zombies can’t be possessed.”


  Zola snorted and flicked my nose.


  “Ow.”


  “You speak of human zombies.” She turned to the end table, breaking eye contact. “What you fought was a vampiric zombie.”


  “A what?” I whispered as an uncomfortable weight settled on my chest.


  “Ah suppose there are still some things not found in your books. It is a creature … once a vampire, stripped of its own aura and given another.”


  “Jesus, but a vampire stripped of its aura …”


  She nodded and turned back to me. “Yes, a vampire stripped of its aura is stripped of the power keeping it alive, for lack of a better term.”


  “What the hell can do that?”


  “Only one creature Ah’ve ever fought could do that, Damian. Only demons can do that.”


  I saw Sam curl her legs up underneath her in the corner. A small tremor ran through her and she closed her eyes. I turned my focus back to Zola. “Is Foster okay?”


  “Ha! Is Foster okay?” She shook her head and smiled. “He split that zombie from crown to crotch. Sam, what did Edgar say?”


  “Bifurcate,” my sister said with a weak laugh.


  “Yes, Foster bifurcated the zombie. Ah truly think he could have killed the rogue, from what he tells me. Ah don’t see another reason a vampire would run. How he vanished when Foster threw a toad sticker at him bothers me, something a demon could do, but a demon wouldn’t run.” She paused. “You know Colin healed you?”


  I smiled and looked at Sam. “I guess he’s not so bad, huh?”


  Sam snorted. “No, and I don’t think he’s going anywhere soon. He’s, how you say, courting Karen.”


  “Vampire Karen?” I said.


  “Yes,” Sam said with a nod.


  My mind drifted a bit, remembering how Karen was one of the first vampires from the Pit to really break the ice with Cara. She used to hang around with Sam and Alexi quite a bit. I tried to imagine what havoc Colin would be wreaking in the Pit.


  “So,” Sam said, interrupting my mind-drift. “What else did the rogue say?”


  “What?” I said as Sam’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, right, the rogue. He said a lot, actually, like a full on monologue. Something about the rise of the Unseelie Sidhe ruling the nether lands and killing Gwynn ap Nudd.”


  Zola took a deep breath. “As Foster said.” Her grip tightened around the cane in her hand. “Did he say anything else?”


  I started to shake my head, but then I remembered. “Yes,” I looked up and met my master’s eyes, “he said he’ll break your neck for what you did to them.”


  “Them?” Zola said.


  “Yeah,” I said. “Who are they?”


  “Ah fear the answer to that question, Damian. We must learn more before Ah can be certain, but Ah’m afraid of what is coming.”


  I heard Sam squeak in her chair when Zola expressed her fear. I knew exactly how both of them felt as a shiver ran down my spine.


  “What do we need to do?” I said.


  Zola smiled. “We need to see if more artifacts are missing or if someone has released more demons we’re not aware of yet.”


  “Okay, so where do we start?”


  She closed her eyes and was silent for a moment. When she opened them again, they were on fire. “We already know the seal was broken in New Madrid. Philip and I buried more artifacts in the area. Some were seals, prisons for the demons, while others …” she clenched her open hand into a fist, “are still waiting to be used against the demons. It’s been hundreds of years, Damian. Ah don’t know if they’ll still be there.”


  “Where?”


  “Two are nearby, to the south. We were at Fort Davidson when the South came calling. One will be there; the other is in a nearby quarry.” She paused and tapped her chin. “Ah believe Philip said it is a park now, something about elephants?”


  “Elephant Rocks,” Sam said and she unfolded herself and sat up straight.


  Zola turned to look at her. “Yes, Ah believe that’s it.”


  “I know where that’s at,” I said. “Don’t know about the fort, but Elephant Rocks is only a couple hours from here.”


  “A lot less if you’re driving,” Sam said as she glared at me.


  I shrugged.


  Zola laughed a little.


  “What?” I said.


  “When Philip and Ah first made the trip from Saint Louis to the quarry it took almost two days. Two days of pushing our horses fairly hard.” She smiled again.


  “Good god I love the future,” I said. “That’s brutal.”


  “It wasn’t bad, Damian. It gave me time alone with Philip. Not a bad thing at all.”


  “Fair enough, so when are we going?”


  “We’ll leave tomorrow.”


  
    Chapter Eight

  


  I dragged myself up the stairs behind Zola as my legs burned and cramped with every step. I groaned.


  Zola glanced back and laughed.


  “I feel like I’m eighty.”


  “You just need food, boy.”


  I nodded and finished the climb in groaning semi-silence. At the top of the stairs I let the banister take my weight, slouched, tilted my head back, and sighed. When I straightened up I found a vampire with short and immaculately slicked-back raven hair. He was thin, verging on emaciated, with prominent bones etching a stoic pattern on his face. He smiled as I met his eyes.


  “Hey, Vik.”


  “Damian.”


  “Thanks for the heads up.”


  “You are quite welcome. Now, as the old woman said, let’s get you some food.”


  I shuffled around the flowing staircases and took a left into the hallway leading to the kitchen. It was somewhat strange to see Vik without his floor-length coat. Instead he wore only black slacks and a deep red shirt. Sam put him well over three hundred years old, and he had to be almost six feet tall. He was tall for the age. He’d always been good to Sam, so he was okay by me.


  The vampire gestured to a sizable kitchen table, beaten and battered by untold centuries of use. It was currently inhabited by two other vampires and Zola. I pulled up a seat next to Sam while Vik opened the freezer and popped something in the microwave.


  It was only then I realized who the other vampire at the table was. Her hair was dyed a deep purple instead of its usual brunette color. It didn’t matter what color her hair was, she always looked cute with a little upturned nose and big brown eyes. Ridiculously cute.


  “Oooh, did you bring me a fresh snack, Vik?”


  I stifled a groan. Sometimes I almost forgot how annoying she was.


  “Hi Mary,” I said. “How’ve you been?”


  “Lonely without my wittle necromancer snacks.”


  “Gag me,” Sam muttered.


  A roll of laughter ran through the kitchen.


  “You’re an idiot,” Zola said as she rapped my shoulder with her cane. “You let a vampire feed on you.”


  “That’s not all,” Mary said.


  “That’s quite enough Mary!” Vik said as he slammed his palm on the countertop. “Stay silent and leave this room immediately.”


  Mary slid her chair out and left the room without another word. Vik stared after her, shaking his head as she disappeared into the hallway.


  “I apologize for her lack of manners,” Vik said.


  Zola rolled her eyes. “Damian, if she decided to drain you instead of snacking, you’d be dead.”


  “Eww,” Sam said.


  “We all make stupid decisions,” I said.


  “Sure,” Sam said. “How much did you drink that night?”


  “I blame Foster.”


  Sam smirked and exchanged a glance with Zola.


  The microwave dinged. Vik brought a fine china plate with a golden knife and fork that probably cost more than my car. On top of that plate were two unthinkably beautiful chimichangas.


  “Oh, Vik, I didn’t know you cared!”


  “You know you’re not supposed to feed stray dogs?” Sam said as she elbowed me. “You’ll never get rid of him now.”


  Vik smiled and pulled a small white bag out of his pocket and set it in front of Zola. She unrolled the top and peered inside. Her eyes widened and she took a deep breath over the bag.


  “Hoarhound candy, where did you find this?”


  “I made it, actually.”


  Zola popped a piece of round, amber and white speckled candy into her mouth. “Oh my. Ah haven’t had candy like that in a hundred years. Thank you.”


  Vik nodded and walked back to the fridge. He pulled two cups out of the cupboard and a bag of blood out of the refrigerator. I took a few bites of changa while I watched him fill the cups and snap lids on them. It didn’t bother me nearly as much as it used to.


  “Where is everyone?” I said.


  “Most of them are with Jonathan,” Vik said.


  “Why aren’t you?” I said.


  “Someone needed to look after our necromancer,” Vik said as he dropped the cups into the microwave.


  Vik brought the cups over when they finished heating. He handed one to Sam as he sat down with his own. Almost on cue, both vampires snapped out their fangs and slammed them into the top of the cups.


  “Vampire sippy cups,” I muttered.


  Both of them stifled laughter in an effort not to spray the room in blood.


  “Hey, it’s better than eating people,” Sam said.


  “And the design is quite brilliant,” Vik said as he demonstrated the movable bottom that pressed all the blood into the lid.


  “Vampire Push Pops,” I said.


  My sister grinned and elbowed me.


  “Indeed,” Vik said. “These cups are quite satisfying, giving us something to bite into other than flesh. I would think the fact makes you more comfortable around us.” Vik smiled, snapped his fangs out and bit down on the cup again.


  I watched him suction blood out of the cup for a moment and then took my last bite of chimichanga. “Indeed,” I muttered.


  Sam went back to the fridge for a refill. Every shelf was piled with blood bags.


  “Is Devon still working at the blood bank?” I said.


  Vik nodded. “I need to introduce you two.”


  “How long has she been in the Pit now?”


  “Almost two months in fact. She’s been at the blood bank for a month. The employee discount is a nice benefit too. Vasili’s connections to the other Pits have paid off well.”


  “I haven’t met him either,” I said.


  Vik eyed me. “No disrespect to our illustrious leader, but would you really want to meet Vasili? Devon is at least attractive and less likely to kill you.”


  “Are you still courting her?” Zola said before I could decide if Vik was joking or not.


  Vik’s lips turned up into a smile. “Yes, she is my girlfriend, as the young ones say.”


  I glanced at Sam; her Vampire Push Pop was almost empty again and currently twirling beneath her index finger on the table.


  “Thanks for the chimichangas,” I said. “I need to check in on the shop. I didn’t lock up before the fight.”


  “Of course,” Vik said. “Leave your plate. Sam will clean up.”


  Sam shot daggers at Vik, a look I knew all too well, and then sighed. “I guess it is my week.”


  “Thanks again for the food Vik, and the healthcare.”


  He nodded once as I took my leave.


  *     *     *


  It was a short, quiet drive back to Saint Charles. Sure, Foster and Aideen would be looking after things, keeping the home front secure, but I always like to see it with my own eyes. The front door was locked when I pushed on the gold brass handle in the center of the double doors. The shiny brass was out of place in the worn green doors, flanked by ancient glass windows on either side. I slid my key in, opened the deadbolt, and swatted the bells as I walked inside. Foster glided in from the back room a moment later, fully armored.


  “Damian, thank the lords you’re alright.”


  I puffed out a breath of air. “And thank the Foster for saving my ass.”


  He landed on a dark wood shelf behind the counter to the whisper of tiny chainmail links and scratched his head. “How’s Sam doing? She was pretty torn up when she saw you the first time.”


  “Yeah, and she was already torn up over Alexi.” I slapped my forehead. “I didn’t even tell her sorry about Alexi. He was a good friend of hers.” I sat down on the stool behind the counter.


  “She knows Damian. She’s family.”


  “Then I went and got my ass handed to me on a silver platter.”


  Foster stifled a laugh and I couldn’t help but smile. “You sure did.”


  “Tell Colin thanks next time you see him.”


  “I will.”


  My neck cracked as I rolled it in a circle. “Can you clear something up for me?”


  The fairy leapt off the shelf and landed beside the register on top of my latest eBay purchase. The seller titled it “Long Pretty Magnetite Rock with Crystals!!!!,” but the crystalized gray rock was actually a sizable chunk of Magrasnetto, a potent magic amplifier in ley line arts. I had enough to make some talismans and, if I could get my ass motivated, enough to make a wand.


  Foster nodded at me from his rocky perch.


  “The vamp we fought last night was screaming about Sidhe this and Sidhe that. I guess he figured out I had some help, or at least some friends.”


  Foster’s chest puffed out a little and his teeth were shining. “He could see us, no doubt.”


  My left hand waved aimlessly at the front door. “But when I’m talking with my sister’s group …”


  “Pit,” Foster said.


  I went on like I hadn’t heard him, “… they always say Fae.”


  He crossed his legs beneath him. “We are all Fae and all Sidhe. Like you, like humans, some are good by some measure and some are less so. The best of us are blessed with the distinction of the Seelie Court. Those who fall, and those who are made to it, are of the Unseelie Court.” Foster looked ready to spit and his wings beat faster as he spoke of the Unseelie Court. “They are powerful. To underestimate them is death.”


  “Sounds like they can dish out some serious power.”


  Foster nodded.


  “Must make you Unseelie, right?” I cocked an eyebrow to emphasize my sarcasm. Sometimes sarcasm is not the best option.


  Foster screamed, unsheathed his sword, and lunged at my eyeball as fast as I could blink. He veered away at the last second shouting, “Stupid moron, born from a goat’s loins!”


  “Foster, wait, I was just kidding!” I knocked the stool over and cursed as I jumped up to follow him toward the back room.


  He flared back into the front and hovered a few feet from me. “Next time I’ll cut out your eyeball. Don’t worry; I’ll be sure to let you know I was just kidding.” He leveled his sword at my face. “There are some things you do not say, even in jest. Leave, necromancer.” Foster slammed his sword back in its sheath and disappeared into the back room.


  Necromancer. He never called me that. Never used in such a derogatory way. It stung more than I thought it ever could. I stared at the doorway for almost a full minute before I lost interest in the whorls of cheap veneer on our saloon-style doors. I walked out the front and locked the door again. I headed straight for what was about to become my last source of encyclopedic fairy knowledge that was still talking to me. In about ten seconds, I was pretty sure Cara and Aideen wouldn’t be talking to me either.


  Crap.


  
    Chapter Nine

  


  I ran my hand through my hair and clenched my teeth as I met the abyss of my sister’s gaze. “Sam, all I said, jokingly of course, was he must be Unseelie.”


  My sister stepped backwards, put her hand over her mouth, and looked at me in horror as she flopped onto her bed.


  “What did I do now?”


  “He saved you and you … you just … insulted everything he stands for Damian. Everything he works for. Everything his family has done for generations to earn the respect of the Seelie court.” She held her hands out to me like she was begging and shook her head. “How could you do that?”


  “Oh. Well, that helps put things in perspective.” I echoed my sister’s flop onto the chair in the corner and cracked my head against the wall. “Ow.” I glanced around her cheery jonquil colored lounge. A smile started to creep over my lips as I considered all of the sunshine and cheer in the middle of a vampire lair.


  My eyes widened as Sam was suddenly in front of me and grabbing my collar. It felt like she was about to throw me across the room as she jerked me to her with super vampy strength. “You have to apologize to him,” she hissed.


  “I did apologize!”


  She let go of my collar and patted my shoulder with the gentleness of an ogre, slamming me back into the chair. “Sure, what’d you say, ‘I was just kidding’?” She cocked an eyebrow and non-verbally pummeled me into submission.


  I mumbled a bit.


  “What?” she said as she raised both eyebrows.


  “I said … that’s almost exactly what I said.”


  She smiled, and then burst into laughter, leaning against one of the huge wooden posts of her bed. “Get him a nice present, not just fudge. You get them fudge too much for it to be a real apology.” She paused and wrinkled her nose. “Better get something for his mom too. You might wish Foster’d killed you if Cara gets a hold of you first.”


  I nodded quickly and repeatedly as I ran for the door, up the stairs, back to my slightly sliced up rental car, and shot down the block to the wine and cheese shop.


  On the way, my thoughts flickered back to the first time I met Foster. I remembered Sam telling me she had a friend that would be a perfect fit for my ancient grandfather clock. My first thought was, does she really expect me to sell Zola’s old clock? I didn’t think too hard on it, thoroughly distracted by a mind boggling pizza from the Blackthorne Pub.


  By the time we got back from dinner and stopped at the Double D, there was a trio of fairies circled around a tea light on the counter. I was a little surprised to see them, as fairies don’t like necromancers too much.


  “Hi, Foster,” Sam said. I twitched a little and eyeballed my sister as one of the fairies waved at her.


  “Fairies don’t like necromancers,” I said as quietly as I could while elbowing Sam in the gut. I aimed to land a harder elbow when she was suddenly standing on the other side of the counter, grinning.


  “This is my brother, Damian.”


  I lowered my elbow and produced a weak, steady wave with my right hand. A half grin was plastered to my face.


  Foster bowed to her and then to me. He had a dagger sheathed on either thigh and crossed swords mounted on his back. His armor looked like a deep brown leather, partially hidden beneath the platinum blond hair resting on his shoulders. “Lord Vesik, I would humbly request the use of your esteemed abode.”


  My grin filled out. “My clock?”


  The older fairy beside him burst into laughter. She was dressed in an elegant gown, green with silver metal trim beneath a harness supporting two crossed swords of her own. The gown matched the intense green of her eyes. “Young one, your clock is a place of power, a nexus. A concentration of Fae magic is pulled through your … clock.” She stifled her laughter and curtsied to me. “I am Cara, Foster’s mother, and this,” she gestured to the younger fairy in a brilliant blue dress, “is Aideen, Foster’s wife.”


  Aideen smiled and nodded slowly. Golden plates of armor and chains tinkled as she moved her head. It reminded me of the charms and metal Zola wore.


  Foster met my eyes; his own a surreal and brilliant blue. “What price do you require?”


  “Nothing,” Sam hissed in my ear. By the time I turned to look at her, she was smiling again.


  I shook my head and I gestured at Sam with my right hand. “Any friend of my sister’s okay by me. You can shack up here as long as you need too.”


  It was about that time a hideous beast of legend locked its jaws around my ankle and dragged me screaming into the back room. A few moments of sheer terror later, I learned it was a pregnant, and very grumpy, pet cu sith. Everyone else thought it was hilarious. Me? Not so much.


  Ah, the good old days.


  The cloud of memories vanished as the clerk slid my purchase across the butcher block counter. My eyes widened. No one had ever told me how big a twenty-five pound wheel of fabulous Irish cheddar cheese was. It was impressive. How could someone less than a foot tall not be blown away? The clerk rambled off my total.


  My checking account was certainly blown away.


  After a circus-worthy balancing act with said cheese to get out of the store, into the car, and up to my shop’s front door, I stumbled to the back room with make-up gifts in tow. The thud the cheese wheel made as I dropped it on the table was enough to raise the dead. A pair of fairies appeared in front of me, hovering with slow wing movements and swords drawn.


  “Hey Foster, I have a peace offering.” I waved at the massive wheel.


  He scowled at me, glanced at the cheese, and then back to me. His eyes went wide and he turned back to the wheel, gliding onto the label. “Cheese … it’s all cheese?” He looked astonished.


  I started to smile when a small voice cleared its throat. I turned my head slightly to find Cara about an inch from my eyeball with a gleaming metal shard.


  “Ah, hi Mom.”


  I doubt the devil could match her grin. She didn’t lower her sword.


  “Check this out.” I leaned backwards just a hair and crinkled the brown paper bag without moving the rest of my body to reveal a Bushmills Irish Whiskey label.


  “Oh, you dear boy.” She smiled and patted my cheek. Her sword was gone and I was suddenly crinkling an empty brown bag. I have no clue where the whiskey went.


  Foster laughed and hacked off a chunk of cheese the size of his head. With a full mouth he said, “Apology accepted. We don’t have to maim you now.” He vanished into the ancient grandfather clock, an armload of cheese in tow.


  “Ha, yeah, that’s good.” I smiled, and shivered, and solemnly left the shop.


  *     *     *


  I had my hand on my rental car, ready to open it and hit the liquor store for some ale when the doggy door squeaked behind me and a small voice said, “Damian, wait!”


  I paused and was surprised when Aideen landed on the roof of the car.


  “What’s up?” I said.


  “I wanted to thank you.” She bowed her head. “And apologize. I know you did not mean what you said to Foster. He never should have reacted like that. It’s Cara,” her eyes flicked to the shop and back, “she overreacts sometimes and I’m afraid he’s much the same on occasion.”


  I’d never heard Aideen talk that much. I smiled and said, “It’s not a problem. I think we’re all happy now.”


  “Yes, yes we are. Thank you, the cheese is fantastic.” She smiled and took off with one flap of her wings, turning back in midair. “Damian, please take care of Foster for me? I sometimes fear he doesn’t know his limits.”


  “I promise Aideen, I’ll keep an eye on him.”


  She smiled and vanished through the doggy door. It reminded me of the fact I hadn’t seen the cu siths around since my last impromptu piercing. Maybe Foster finally gave them up. I’d have to ask him.


  I was in the liquor store moping about their lack of ale and picking up a six-pack of Sam Adams, when I remembered Robert. “Shit,” I muttered and glanced at the clock on the wall. Robert was my gemstone supplier and he was supposed to be at the shop in an hour. I grabbed two extra six packs and checked out.


  I pulled out my cell and dialed. “Frank, hey, can you come down to the shop?”


  “Sure, what’d you need? You’re not at Vamps ’R Us?”


  I let out a short laugh. “Robert’s coming by in an hour. I’ll get some pizza and whatnot for an early dinner.”


  “Hell yeah, I’ll be right there!” he said before he hung up.


  He sounded sincerely excited. I stared at the phone in disbelief. Who gets excited about crap like this? Inventory? Gah. I shook my head and called the pizza joint.


  *     *     *


  I paid the pizza delivery girl and took the boxes to the back room. Foster was camped out on the top box before I made it three steps from the front door.


  “Which one’s mine?” he said.


  “The top one. Dammit, you know me too well.”


  He grinned and flew to the grandfather clock as we cleared the saloon-style doors. “Just set it down on the bottom shelf will you?”


  I put the three boxes on the table, then opened the top one and slid it into the grandfather clock. A swarm of fairies, several I didn’t recognize, descended on the pizza with battle cries aplenty.


  Frank hesitated at the door.


  “Don’t worry, they’re distracted by pizza. No one’s going to throw you out the door today.”


  A cacophony of laughter rolled out of the clock and Frank turned red.


  “Come on Frank, grab some pizza before Robert gets here.”


  I heard him take a deep breath as he stepped into the room and pulled up a chair. “What kind of pizza you get?”


  “Vampire special. Garlic sauce, extra cheese, and chicken.”


  “Vampire what?” Frank eyed the pizza with great suspicion. “Does garlic actually work on them?”


  The fairies erupted into laughter and I followed suit.


  “I didn’t know you paid for entertainment too!”


  I don’t even know which fairy said that, so I shot a warning glance at the entire group. They slowly quieted down to a roar.


  Frank’s color approached purple as I said, “No, actually vampires love garlic. Some of Sam’s Pit works at the pizza joint down the street and they call this,” I waved a slice at him, “the vampire special.”


  There was a knock at the back door.


  “I got it,” I said as I dropped my slice and jogged a few steps to the door. I wasn’t surprised to find Robert there fifteen minutes early. That was his usual time. He had two wheeled travel bags in tow and took a deep breath through his nose before flashing his unnervingly flawless teeth.


  “Vampire special, Damian? You shouldn’t have.” He laughed, shook my hand, and followed me back to the table. With his bags settled between himself and the wall, he grabbed a paper plate and two slices. His face was as gaunt as ever, with hair cropped in a close military style and bleached white except for the dark brown roots.


  “Robert, meet Frank. He’s the new guy Foster told you about on the phone.”


  Frank and Robert shook hands as Robert waved at the clock. I think there was a greeting from the vicinity of the clock, but it was hard to understand a fairy with a mouthful of cheese.


  “Good to meet you, Frank.”


  Frank nodded and picked up a slice of pizza. He squinted at it and sniffed before taking a bite. His graying eyebrows rose as he said, “That’s a seriously good pizza.”


  “Seriously,” I echoed in a deadpan voice to Robert’s chuckle.


  We munched on pizza in relative silence for a few minutes. The fairies quieted down as Aideen finished eating and broke out her lute. Everything in the room slowed as the chords she patterned with her left hand were brought to echoing life by her right. Robert leaned back with a smile as Frank, with his slack jaw, stared at Aideen’s impossible performance of Sellingers Rownde as she propped herself up on the edge of the clock. When she finally brought the song to a close, the room swelled with a harmony and balance I have experienced only in the presence of her music.


  “Christ Damian,” Robert said. “I don’t even care if you don’t buy anything. That was amazing.”


  “Ah, right, back to business.” I smiled and waved to a group of departing fairies. “Robert, I’m going to let Frank pick something out today. See how he does. Maybe he can handle dealing with you every now and then for me.”


  “I’m always interested in new blood.” Robert flashed us a pearly grin.


  Frank shivered and balled his hands into fists. I couldn’t help but laugh.


  “Robert’s a good guy, Frank, don’t worry. You’ll always walk away with your soul intact. More than I can say for some of my more, um, interesting acquaintances.”


  Robert and I went through the usual bartering and bickering. He promoted his wares and inflated his prices while I pointed out every flaw I could find and told him he couldn’t sell some of his stuff to a trashcan until we finally ended up somewhere in the middle. In the end I was a few hundred dollars lighter with some amber, a couple pieces of jade, obsidian, a few different shades of aventurine, and some copper bound to small pieces of Magrasnetto to show for it.


  I waved to Frank. “Alright, Frank, you’ve seen how we work. Now you pick something out and we’ll see if it sells.”


  “I’ve got something you’ll like.” Robert reached into his duffel bag and pulled out a translucent gold pillar. It was at least a foot tall and six inches in diameter. Three wiry feathers near the center flared out close to the edges of the cylinder. The pillar made a healthy thunk as he set it on the table. Tiny streaks of darkness appeared at random intervals as he turned it under his hand.


  “Good god, Robert, is that entire thing amber?”


  “Sure is. It’s got a few dino feathers in there too.”


  “Wow,” Frank said as he ran his hand down the side. “How much?”


  Robert smiled like a shark, “Today? Twenty-five hundred dollars.”


  Frank slapped the table and said, “That’s my pick, Damian!”


  I made a gagging sound as I choked on my beer. I wiped the dribble off my chin and stared at Frank and asked, very calmly, “Are you insane?”


  “No, buy it. That’s my pick. You’ve had a lot of amber buyers in, do it.”


  I sighed and considered Frank’s comments, and sanity. I had sold a lot of amber lately, but no big-ticket items. Hell, I never sold anything that big. Pendants and loose pieces sold the best. Then again, I’d never actually tried to sell anything like it before. And Frank had managed to sell some jade pieces that’d been shelf warmers for almost a year. I rubbed my chin and looked at Robert. “How much?”


  “Twenty-four hundred.”


  I shook my head. “Seventeen fifty.”


  Robert laughed, his smile never fading as he countered. “Twenty-two.”


  “What, come on man, there’s bugs stuck in that stone. Two thousand. Best offer. Take it or take your pillar with you,” I said as I crooked a finger at him.


  “You have a deal my friend.” He pushed the pillar closer to Frank.


  Frank snatched it up like a curious monkey and headed straight to the gemstone case across the aisle to the side of the register. I heard a few things scrape along the wooden shelf before I heard a thunk and the quiet slide of the glass door closing on the display case.


  Robert shook my hand as he packed up and thanked me for the beer. The few other purchases I’d made, much more reasonable purchases I might add, stayed on the table in the back room. I’d price them and put them out later. I was thinking about getting the fairies to whip something up with the copper. Nothing one of those trash can pizzas they loved couldn’t cover of course. I grinned as I walked Robert to the door.


  “By the way, Damian. I found an old cranky bastard with a pile of old books he’s looking to get rid of.”


  “Really?” I said with complete aplomb. Robert knew I was looking for old arcane books and grimoires.


  He laughed. “You can stop worrying. I gave him your number. No middle man here. I’m sure you’ll hear from him.”


  “Thanks Robert.”


  “You still have a lot of space to fill upstairs. Only trying to help.”


  “Of course you are.” I waved as he climbed into his car.


  I found Frank standing in front of the display case with his pillar of amber. “I hope you’re right about that or it’s going to be one hell of an expensive paperweight.”


  He grinned and said, “Oh no, it’s going to sell. You just wait.”


  I laughed and I waited.


  
    Chapter Ten

  


  I had a few hours to burn the next morning, and spending them holed up on the second floor of Death’s Door between monolithic bookcases was my activity of choice. Zola had gutted the bedrooms on the second floor when she inherited the shop, knocking out everything but a handful of structural walls that stuck out from either side of the room. A thick gray carpet muffled the sounds from the first floor as I made my way into the towering bookshelves.


  Here I am home, in the center pathway, at the end of aisles sheathed in bound knowledge, tucked into a deep leather chair around an old walnut table. I sat with the pages of a manuscript yellowed from age, cradled with the greatest care.


  I’d been studying this particular document for the better part of a month. It was a ley line master’s detailed instruction for using your own aura as a bladelike weapon—an aural blade to be precise.


  When the hours passed, the time for our trip south arrived. I laid the manuscript in the acid free binder and gently returned it to my personal shelf just above the table. While most things in the room were for sale, the small stranded shelves, enclosed like a barrister bookcase, were all mine. I took a deep breath, reveling in the scent of knowledge and dust, before shaking out my slightly numb right foot and heading for the staircase at the opposite end of the floor, away from our ceiling-scraping bookshelves. Robert was right, there was still some free space, but I was working on it.


  I jogged down to the landing, my foot fully awake, and turned right to pass the back door leading to the parking lot. There was a clatter from the grandfather clock as I entered the room. I spared it a glance before turning to the black wood shelves to the left, near the bathroom door. We didn’t have a junk drawer per se. We had junk shelves. They were generally buried under all kinds of crap: books, tools, pens, coins, and bric-a-brac swarmed on all but one shelf. That sole beacon of organization was the all-important snack shelf. Woe to the man who loses the fairies’ fudge. I picked up some protein bars, beef jerky, Pringles, Crunch ’n Munch, and cookies, and shoved them into my black leather backpack along with the surviving vials of holy water and silver dust.


  I shook the bag a few times to settle its contents. From the shelf above the food, after shifting last year’s accounting to the side, I picked up my trusty 1837 Allen and Thurber pepperbox pistol. Foster had given it to me as a gift. He had a Sidhe smith work it over so I could fire a single barrel at a time or, if I really needed to blow the shit out of something, he added a second trigger to fire all six barrels at once. The smith worked a Celtic knot design into the barrels; it was, in fact, a talisman imbued with the power to reshape ley line energy into rifling for accuracy well outside the range of an unmodified pepperbox. I ran my thumb over the walnut grips, with vine-like inlays of gleaming blessed silver, and nodded. Hidden within those grips and the shell of the original firing mechanism was the smith’s last addition, a pin fire upgrade for modern ammunition.


  I broke it open like a double barrel shotgun to make sure it wasn’t loaded before I stuck it in the side of my backpack. I grabbed a few extra boxes of ammo and was zipping the backpack up, when a hole in the wall near my shins caught my eye. It started at the floor and was almost a foot high beneath the bottom shelf. I crouched down, but couldn’t see more than an inch or two into its depths.


  “What the hell is …” Did your parents, or grandparents, or anyone, ever tell you it is not a good idea to stick your hand in a dark hole? I’m telling you now, go find a flashlight and look first.


  I screamed as something wet and sharp tightened around my knuckles. I yanked on my hand, instincts screaming to get my hand out of the hole. When the thing in the hole pulled on my hand hard enough to introduce my face to the wall, I can’t say I was too surprised a moment later when I dragged one of the MIA cu siths out, still firmly attached, with half my fingers in its mouth.


  “Bubbles!”


  The cu sith’s eyes rolled up and it growled, vibrating its teeth in my hand. I winced and glanced up to find Aideen hovering above me, glaring at the cu sith. She slapped her thigh.


  “Bubbles! You let him go this instant!” Aideen swooped down and rapped the cu sith on the ear with her sheathed sword.


  “Bubbles?” I choked out. I was torn between tears and laughter. The fairies had named the cu sith Bubbles.


  After another rap on the head, Bubbles let go of my hand and scampered backwards, disappearing into the hole with a clatter of toenails. “Ow.” I tried to move my thumb, but something wasn’t working right.


  “Oh, Damian, I am so sorry.” Aideen flitted from one side of my hand to the other. “I don’t know if I can fix it right.” I yelped as she tried to move my thumb. “I’ll be right back.” She zipped into the clock and came back seconds later with Cara in tow.


  “Tried to feed the puppies, did you?” she asked with her eyebrows raised.


  I tried to think of a witty remark, but just came up with, “My thumb won’t move.”


  “Bah, kids these days. You whine about everything. Let me see it.”


  I held out my mauled hand, my thumb leaking life’s blood and pointing off at a very inappropriate angle. My stomach twisted and I turned away. Exploding undead? No problem. Mangled phalanges? Ugh.


  Cara whistled. “Wow, one of the puppies did that?”


  “Yeah, Bubbles,” I said.


  She grinned; she actually had the gall to grin as Aideen landed on the shelf in front of me. “Be glad it wasn’t Peanut. You wouldn’t have a hand left.”


  “Peanu–”


  “Socius Sanation,” Cara said.


  I yelped again as a flash of pain ran from my knuckles to my wrist. Pale light pulled the sides of the gashes and tears together, knitting the wounds before my thumb popped back into place with a nasty crunch. A little phantom pain remained once the incantation faded, but I looked good as new. “Thanks Mom.” I gave my thumb a wiggle, then gave her a thumbs up. “Peanut?”


  She nodded and said, “Peanut has developed a tremendous bite.” She held up her hand to silence my next round of questions. “Before I forget, Frank left you something for your trip.”


  “Should I be worried?”


  “Not unless you have an irrational fear of dry salted beef.” She paused and narrowed her eyes. “You don’t have an irrational fear of dry salted beef, do you?”


  Aideen laughed.


  I smiled slowly. “No, in fact, I don’t. Where’s it at?”


  “Under the register,” she said and pointed toward the front of the store.


  I found one of Frank’s vacuum-sealed bags under the counter. It had “For Zola” scribbled across the top of it. I had to laugh. With the beef added to my impressive pile of road food, I sat down behind the register to wait for Zola and Sam.


  *     *     *


  “It’s just 67 South to 221, right?” I said as I slammed the glass hatch on the back of the Blazer.


  Zola nodded as she opened her door. “Yes, that is what Sam said. Ah must admit Ah’m looking forward to this.”


  “Why?” I walked around to the driver’s side of the car and scooted into the front seat.


  “Ah’ve not visited the old god that guards the talisman in many years.”


  “Old what?”


  She laughed as I put the car in gear. We backed out and waved to Foster, Sam, and Aideen. “The old Guardian. You will see, Damian.”


  “Great. I. Can’t. Wait.”


  Zola was silent for a moment. As we left the cobblestones and turned onto good old-fashioned asphalt she said, “Have you never met a Guardian, boy?”


  “Just Jasper, the Carnivorous Dust Bunny.”


  Zola laughed. “Jasper was not a dust bunny.”


  I shrugged and pulled onto the highway. “Well, he sure looked like a huge dust bunny.”


  “He is a demi-god.”


  I nodded.


  “He was very fond of your sister, if Ah remember right.”


  I smiled at the memories of Jasper’s antics. “He possessed her stuffed animals and made them walk around. She loved it. You know, he never bit Sam, but he always bit the hell out of me. Bastard used to eat my hot dogs too.” I laughed and flexed my hand as I remembered the sight of a floppy-eared stuffed rabbit with its mouth wrapped around my fingers.


  Miles of pavement rumbled by as the rental whistled where a sword strike had ripped a hole in its side. It was starting to get under my skin, but Zola didn’t seem to notice. I turned the radio on for some background noise and turned it back off about a minute later with an irritated flick of my hand.


  “Radio sucks, no auxiliary jacks, and there’s not even a CD player in this stupid rental.” I rubbed my face and glanced at Zola.


  She just smiled back, laugh lines crinkling around her eyes.


  “Oh, you’re a big help. Toss me some Crunch ’n Munch, will you?”


  “You never did have much patience for travel.” She handed me the box before she picked up the bag of jerky Frank had given her. It took all of three seconds from the time she ripped the top of the bag for the spices to scorch my eyes from across the SUV.


  “Holy shit, Zola, what’s in that?”


  She stuck her nose in the bag and inhaled. “Oh my, that smells like good food.” She pulled out a chunk and started gnawing at it. “Want some?” she asked around a mouth full of fire cow.


  “Ah, I think I’ll stick to Crunch ’n Munch, thanks.” I grabbed a handful of crunchy goodness and raised my eyebrows to emphasize my point.


  Zola stared at me for a moment and then looked at the box of Crunch ’n Munch. “How is it you’re not fat, Damian? The crap you eat, good lord, boy!”


  I smiled and ate some more and followed it all with a Mountain Dew chaser.


  *     *     *


  By the time we pulled into the parking lot at Elephant Rocks State Park, I was ready to get out of the car. I was extremely ready to get out of the car. “Bloody hell, if I have to listen to that damned whistling for another minute.” I slammed the door and stretched until little flashing lights threatened my consciousness. I put my hand on the Blazer and groaned.


  “You’re worse than an old woman, boy.”


  I smiled and glanced at Zola as my vision cleared. The rear hatch opened with a metallic pop when I hit the button on the remote. Zola had her hands in the back, pulling out her cane, before I’d even taken a step in that direction. “We need anything else?” I asked as I pulled out a backpack filled with water and snacks and weapons.


  “No, Ah don’t believe so.” She adjusted the sleeve on her gray cloak and rested her right hand on top of her cane. “Ah am sure Aeros will remember me.”


  “Uh-huh, and if not?”


  She shrugged. “Well, we won’t have to worry about it for long.” She tapped her chin. “On a lighter note, he would immortalize our names and the date he crushed us.”


  “Lighter note.” I rolled my eyes and said, “Awesome.” I gave her a plastic grin as I slammed the hatch.


  We walked up the parking lot, crunching on loose gravel and bits of torn up pavement, as we made our way to the entrance hut. Hut is the only word I had for it. It was stout and open at the sides like a pavilion. Inside the awful and almost offensive green colored walls, you could read about the fascinating history of stuff I just didn’t care about at that moment. We passed through the small hut without a second glance.


  Zola took the lead and I followed her onto the asphalt path as the shade of the woods closed over our heads. We veered right at the first fork we came to, following the thin yellow rope that designated some of the less defined parts of the trail. Red granite boulders the size of cars and trailers were strewn about, resting peacefully among the trees.


  A light wind rustled the leaves above us and Zola’s cane cracked each time it hit clean asphalt between the dirt and leaves. Sunbathing lizards occasionally scampered away while birds followed us in the tree tops. I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.


  Zola looked back and said, “Good air?”


  “It’s insane,” I said as I nodded. “I never really think about it when I’m in the city, but this just so much better.”


  She turned back to the path. “It is much cleaner this far from all the vehicles and factories, yes.”


  A short time later the path sloped upward and the real showstoppers came into view. We slowed as we crested a rise onto a gently sloping plain of granite littered with a variety of boulders, some the size of houses. Moss decorated the terrain in sporadic colonies, but most of the rocks were bare and desolate as the moon.


  Zola stopped as we came within a few feet of some moderate sized pools of water on top of the granite hill. I walked around her as she kneeled before one of the larger pools. I had to get a better look at the larger rocks. Some of them seemed precariously balanced, ready to break free and roll away at any moment.


  I hadn’t been to the park since Sam and I were kids. I found the names easily enough; bold letters carved into the granite surfaces. It didn’t appear many names had been added since the late nineteenth or early twentieth century. Our parents told us miners or quarrymen had carved their names into the stone. I glanced back at Zola, then down at the names and shivered. My hand ran along the smooth surface of one of the larger boulders I remembered Sam crawling on. The picture was on the wall at my apartment. I smiled and made my way back to Zola.


  “Those the names you were talking about?” I asked as I thrust my thumb back toward the carvings.


  Her laugh was low. “Yes, boy, those are the names.”


  “There doesn’t seem to be any recent ones.”


  She leaned back and cocked an eyebrow at me. “And how many commoners do you think are walking about with the knowledge to awaken and anger the Guardian of this place?” She waved her hand in dismissal and turned her attention back to the pool.


  There was an arrangement of smooth pebbles at the bottom of the water, only a handful of stones. I didn’t think much of it until a dull, yellow-green glow began to rise up between them. Gentle wisps waved from each stone and reached out to other wisps. The tiny fronds of light wound about each other and began to resemble a pattern.


  “Ehwaz, Uruz.” A glyph appeared within the pool. It was shaped like a jagged capital M and made of dozens of the glowing, pale yellow-green wisps. The glyph dissolved and another rose between the pebbles. It looked like a lowercase n with the left edge higher than the right and a sharp line joining the top of each side.


  The pool boiled without heat. Bubbles of light intensified and rose above the surface of the water, dozens piling upon dozens more. The mass expanded and began to dull into a red rocky surface. My jaw fell open as the top of the granite surface formed two deep recesses and a wiry crack below them. It was a face. The red granite solidified slowly from the top down as the light began to fade from the bubbling mass.


  The earth spoke. “Zola Adannaya,” its face ground and cracked into a fractured grin, “you have been away long.” Eyes appeared in the black sockets. Each was formed of dense yellow-green light.


  “Aeros, lord.” Zola bowed her head.


  The earth laughed. The Guardian pulled his left arm from the shimmering pool of water and light before doing the same with his right. He raised himself to the sound of grinding rocks and settled the rounded boulders of his body on the edge of the water with his hands laid across his knees. His feet and shins stretched far deeper into the pool than the bottom had been a moment before. “Such formalities, my old friend.” He turned his head, his eyes locked on my feet before they slowly rose to my face. “If you leave your mouth open much longer, you may be dining on insects.” His granite face cracked into a smile again and he slapped his knee to the sound of thunder, shaking the granite plain we were standing on. Aeros’s eyes trailed back to Zola. “Come, friend. Introduce me to your pupil.”


  “You are most perceptive,” Zola said as she cracked Aeros on the knee with her cane.


  “Mmm, ’tis a curse, to be sure.”


  “My pupil is Damian Valdis Vesik.”


  Aeros laughed and the ground shook again. “I have heard much of you, mortal.” His luminescent eyes locked onto my own and didn’t shift. “You are of much interest to the old gods.” I assume my expression asked for me, because he responded to the question I didn’t ask. “They grow bored and easily amused.” He smiled again.


  I took a knee and bowed my head. “I am most honored, lord.”


  He waved his hand in dismissal. The motion reminded me of Zola so much I had to flash a smile at her.


  “So, friend Adannaya and friend Vesik, what brings you to my lands?” He turned his gaze from Zola to me and back.


  “The vessels, Aeros. I fear the time for hiding them has passed.”


  “Mmm, most unfortunate. Do you request the vessel?”


  Zola nodded. “Yes.”


  “Then it shall be yours.” Aeros leaned forward and placed a bulky granite hand into the glowing field of tendrils at the bottom of the pool. A small silver pendant materialized on his enormous palm as he pulled his hand free of the wisps and water. “As we agreed, the vessel is safe.” He turned his wrist and dropped the pendant into Zola’s hand. The chain hissed as it pooled into her hand.


  She bowed her head again and said, “Thank you.”


  Aeros nodded and shifted his body on the stones in complete silence. The lack of sound intrigued me, the antithesis of the grinding thunderclaps that accompanied his earlier movement.


  “There is much worry and unrest among our kind,” Aeros said. “I do not believe your visit here to be a coincidence.” He paused and moved his head to stare at the setting sun, the grinding soundtrack returning to his motions. “You should depart before the park rangers find you.” Aeros’s face split into a wide grin and he laughed again, sending ripples across the pools of water and vibrating the nearby trees.


  “I leave you to your travels, friends.” He turned to me and nodded. “Young one, you are welcome on my land. Any friend of Adannaya is a welcomed ally.”


  “Thank you, Aeros.” I bowed my head.


  When I looked up he inclined his head before turning to Zola. “Quest well, friend Adannaya.”


  She reached out and touched the knuckles of his left hand, laid across a granite boulder. “Rest well, friend Aeros.”


  He nodded and sank into the shallow pool. His lower body dispersed into the luminescence, followed by his arms and torso and finally the top of his red granite head. The wisps of light flickered and vanished. Only pebbles and water remained. Zola shifted the pebbles into a random pattern and took a step back.


  She dangled the pendant from her right hand and grimaced.


  “So, that’s it?” I said.


  She nodded.


  “What is it, exactly?”


  “A demon trapped in a soulstone.”


  “Jesus, that’s a soulstone?” I scratched my chin and stared at the silver pendant. “Ah, right. And we’re going to do what with said demon?”


  “The stone is sealed within the silver. It is a tiny stone.” She dropped the plain silver demon talisman into her pocket and stood up.


  “Let’s head on to Fort Davidson.” I glanced at the sun, sitting just above the horizon. “We can get there before sunset if we hurry.”


  
    Chapter Eleven

  


  I watched the small town streets blip by as we came off the highway again. It felt like I could see from one end of the town to the other in the dim streetlights. Small buildings, both homes and businesses, lined the streets on ample lots set back from the road. There were hills and forests in the distance, almost black in the fading orange sun.


  Normally, other than the dead, I don’t see things or sense much unless I try to. As we drove further from the highway, something was strong enough to brush against my senses and grab hold like a determined tick. It built slowly, pressure seeping into my temples.


  “What town is this, Zola?”


  “Pilot Knob.”


  “What the hell is here? It’s so quiet, but something’s here. I feel like we shouldn’t be here.”


  “Ah don’t know,” she said as she shrugged. “You may feel the presences at the fort. We’re getting close. This has never been a bustling town.”


  I let the worry slip away, but something continued to gnaw at my senses.


  We left the rental outside the borders of the park. Closing time had passed and I had no desire to explain our presence to any park rangers. We crossed the well-kept grass at a fast clip, slowed our pace by a group of ancient cannons, and came up to the remnants of the fort.


  There wasn’t much left, and I’m being generous. A low border of earthworks a few feet in height was all that greeted us. It was surrounded by a fairly well maintained field of grass and sparse trees standing in stark contrast to the raging red sunset.


  A shiver tore down my spine as something smashed into my aura. I flicked my gaze across the field, and the fort, but could see no one.


  “Something’s here, Zola.”


  “Come boy, it was below the thirteenth cannon.” She glanced at me before she crossed the earthworks in a few easy strides, belying her age. I turned to check behind us but my eyes still found nothing. By the time I turned back to Zola, she was on the ground digging through the grass with a small spade she must have had tucked into the folds of her gray cloak.


  “That’s where it is?”


  She nodded.


  My mind wandered, leaving my immediate concerns behind as I tried to imagine what she saw there so long ago. The walls of the fort, the gunfire, the terror. “What was it like? During the battle?”


  She paused and wiped a large clump of mud off on the grass beside her hole. “It was horrible Damian. Like any battle, it was horrible.” She rubbed the back of her neck and started digging again. “Ah want to leave this place. The ghosts … they are too much.”


  I started to help her dig. “That’s what I’m feeling, isn’t it?”


  Zola nodded. “Look, if you want.”


  There was no delay, almost no effort needed to focus my vision so I could truly see. Death was strong around us, and the hidden scene tearing into our reality was a distressing panorama of gray and black. I saw the soldiers. They stood laden with arms and uniforms soiled by dirt and grime. I stumbled backwards as the shock of the vision buckled my leg and dropped me to a knee. The walls of the Fort Davidson rose around us but stayed translucent enough to see the soldiers outside.


  “Zola, what the hell’s going on, I can see the fort and the cannons and the people … the people.” My voice fell to a whisper. “There’s so many.”


  Zola laughed without humor and continued digging, her body invading the barrel of a ghost cannon. “Ah’ll have to take you to Gettysburg, boy.”


  The mere thought forced the air out of my lungs in a sharp exhale. I sank my hand into a small clump of grass and dirt as I pushed myself back up to my feet and raised my eyes to find a ghost staring at me. He was young. He was so young. A Springfield rifle was slung over his shoulder and his eyes didn’t leave mine. I took a step to the right and his eyes followed me. There was an intelligence to his ghost I’d never seen before. As my focus moved over his shoulder I noticed the soldiers on the wall were staring at me, as were the soldiers on the ground and even those beyond the wall. They were all inhumanly still.


  I shivered and knelt beside Zola, admiring the massive hole she’d dug in such a short period of time. I could easily fit my entire forearm down it. Zola’s fingers clenched in the dirt. Between her hands lay a small rusty box, its lid teetering on the edge of the hole. “It’s gone, Damian.”


  “Gone?” A few clumps of dirt and deeply yellowed paper were all I could see inside the box. “No guardian here?”


  She shook her head. “No, unused talismans and lesser demons were not placed with guardians. Only a soulstone would warrant such protection.” She sighed and sat back on her heels. “Or so we thought.”


  I tried to picture her there, hundreds of years past. What would she and Philip have looked like? I crouched beside her and put my hand on her shoulder. What would Philip have said to her, what had they hoped to accomplish? I voiced one of the other questions I’d been pondering, “How have you lived so long, Zola?”


  Her body sagged and she released a long, shaky breath. Her body trembled slightly and she looked away from me. Her head rocked back and forth as she wiped her eyes. “No …”


  I stared at her for a moment, dumbfounded, and then put my arm around her and waited. She eventually leaned back with a sniffle under the watchful gaze of a thousand ghosts. We shifted up against the earthworks. I pushed my Sight away to bring a false security to my eyes. The walls of the fort faded with the men and cannons. I laid myself down, and locked my gaze on the sky.


  “Damn, lot more stars out here than Saint Louis.”


  Zola laughed and sniffed. It made me shiver. I’d never seen tears on her face before.


  “Ah’m sorry Damian. And thank you.”


  I glanced at my master in the moonlight and nodded.


  She sighed and stared into the sky with me, the only sounds a distant car on the highway and a handful of chirps from the crickets. “There was a time.” She took a deep breath. “There was a time, child, when necromancers deserved their reputation.”


  My mouth curled into a smile. She hadn’t called me child in years. In fact, I don’t think she’d used it since I actually was a child. “You’ve told me that before.” I waited, but she didn’t continue. I asked a question, a question I never thought I would utter in her presence. “How long will you live?”


  She laughed, and it was a hollow, lifeless thing. “You are perceptive, boy.” She hung her head. “Ah will live at least eight lifetimes.”


  “Eight lifeti–” I scrambled onto one knee and stared at her. She wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Oh god no, Zola.”


  She nodded as a single tear slid down her cheek.


  “Who?” I waited, and when she didn’t look at me my temper flared. “Who did you kill?”


  She raised her eyes and met my gaze, the hollowness replaced by stone and fire. “Slavers. Every one of them. Philip and I …” She took a deep breath. “Philip was a stable boy. They beat him almost as badly as they beat us. We …” her voice lowered to a vicious whisper “should we have been denied our vengeance?”


  “No.” I said without inflection.


  Zola looked away and put her hands over her eyes. “God help me.”


  “Would that be the God that drowned the world, or the mass of rocks we just talked to?” I smiled and let out a humorless laugh as I stood up. “I don’t think either one cares much about a few humans that could pass for demons.”


  She picked up her cane and laid it across her lap, slowly running fingers over the knobs. “We killed so many, Damian.”


  “Fuck that, Zola.” I shook my head and my voice rose. “Fuck that. You killed the bastards that hurt you. I don’t know the whole story, but Sam told me enough.”


  Zola looked up with wide eyes. “She wasn’t supposed to–”


  “I know. You only told her to help her cope with the turn, but she told me what they did to you. They beat the shit out of you, and that was only a warm up. The scars on your back are from flails and whips, not from a bloody sledding accident.”


  “Damian …”


  I held my hand up. “Master, I know I was just a kid, but you didn’t have to lie to me …” I stared at her forearms, “and these …” I grabbed her wrists and locked onto her eyes, so dark in the dim light. The scars were thick and hard beneath my fingers where shackles had torn her skin away so many times. “You were only sixteen years old. They deserved worse.”


  Zola pulled her arms away, crossed them, and turned her head to the stars. “Did they?”


  “What, you think vengeance can’t be justified? You think vengeance can’t be justice?” I blew a breath out through my nose and stepped away. “Kill a child in front of its mother.”


  Zola’s head snapped back toward me and anger creased her forehead.


  “Give the child’s mother a gun and turn your back. I don’t care what religion she is, what color her skin is, what shape her eyes are. You will die before you reach the door and you’ll deserve it. And you know what? She will bloody well be justified!” I took a deep breath before I sat back down, leaned on the earthworks beside Zola, and crossed my hands over my stomach.


  She snorted. I watched her uncurl and lean back against the earthworks again. Her lips were struggling not to smile. “Weren’t your folks Catholic?”


  “Meh,” I shrugged, “What can you do? No one’s perfect. Sam’s still Catholic.”


  Zola laughed outright. “What? A Catholic vampire?” Her face lit up with laughter and tears came again, but tears I was comfortable with.


  “She still goes to church, you know that?”


  Zola’s face sobered and she gawked open-mouthed at me. “How can she enter a church?” She paused and closed her eyes slowly. “Dale?”


  I laughed deep and loud. “Yeah, that’s my best guess.”


  “Perhaps, but Ah have a different guess.” She placed her hand on my shoulder and smiled. “Child, you did right in saving Sam.”


  I nodded and thought back to one of the most frightening nights of my life …


  “You’re going to get someone killed.” Zola’s words echoed in my mind. She’d warned me I was in too deep. I was going to get someone hurt. And now the bastard held Sam by the neck in front of a marble crypt. Just seeing the terror on her face was enough to make me lose it. “She’s a commoner, Dale. Keep the manuscripts you stole. Just leave her out of this!” My mouth was dry and my voice cracked with a surge of adrenaline.


  The vampire laughed. His hair was matted in the rain and water formed runnels down the front of his suit. “Necromancer, you need to learn your place. I’ll give the little whore some fangs.” He stabbed himself in the neck with a razor-sharp fingernail and I flinched. Blood sprayed from Dale’s neck wound and covered my sister’s face. “Swallow or I break your neck.” I saw her throat move as she swallowed, firmly clamped in his right hand. Despair sank into the deepest pit of my stomach. If she wouldn’t have swallowed, he would have killed her faster than I could move, but this? He glanced up and grinned at me. Before I could even form another thought, he turned back to Sam and tore her throat out with his fangs and teeth. “Or not.” He laughed, but I was so far gone it didn’t register for days.


  I cried out Sam’s name. Rage, a cold, fearsome thing I’d never felt before, rose like a gorge from my soul as Sam hit the ground. The world went red and black as the vampire licked his lips and struck. He closed the distance so fast I should have been dead before I blinked.


  My cry to Sam folded in on itself and broke into a primal scream. It was a dark sound no human throat should weather. My hands flew toward the vampire as he came within inches of me. My power pulsed outward in waves. He stopped dead in the air as wave after wave throttled his aura and his body. I could feel every fiber of his being beneath the invisible threads, a macabre marionette come to dance. In a flash I knew Dale, every facet of his life, his world, every good deed, every happy moment, every failure, his worthless parents, worthless friends, his robbery turned to murder, a murderer turned to maniac before he, himself, was turned to a vampire. He became a horror, a murderer without equal. But knowing him made him more like a lifelong friend than a man who had killed my sister.


  A spasm shook Sam’s body on the ground and her shudders were joined by a horrible gurgling sound as she went limp. It didn’t matter who he was at that point. He was simply going to die.


  I channeled it all. My fist whitened as it clenched and poured the rage and despair into the vampire’s aura and saturated his body. He stiffened like he’d been skewered. His face twitched once and I tore him apart. I unleashed everything I’d flooded his being with in a continuous torrent of power. My scream dropped in pitch as blue and gray and white power flickered around my body, drowning my senses. His aura flared from him like a supernova. The power receded into his body and flared again and again. His skin flaked away as his eyes widened and his back arched in pain. I threw back my head and my arms with my fingers splayed as wide as they could be, and let everything go at once. There was a crack like thunder and when my eyes adjusted I saw the crypt coated in blood and viscera. Dale’s skeleton was torn from his body like shrapnel.


  Something hit my hand with a wet slap and my fingers wrapped around it out of pure instinct. I glanced down to find a wet chunk of the devil’s throat clutched in my fingers. I looked at Sam, gurgling now the only sound she made as her eyes dimmed. There wasn’t a decision to be made.


  I took two quick steps through the blood and slid up to my sister on my knees, tears half blinding me. I screamed through the lightning and rain as thunder beat against the earth. “Sam, I hope you can forgive me for this!”


  I placed that shred of Dale over the hole in her throat and began to mutter the incantation, knowing full well I was breaking the cardinal rule of necromancy. Never use the power of the soul. Never use a soulart. It is a forbidden practice, destroying the user’s soul bit by bit with each use. Death is a necromancer’s domain, not life. But she’s going to die anyway. Even if I save her now, she will only become a vampire. But she’d still be my sister, and I let the words ring out, “Mores interdicaddo, salutarison per meus animus!”


  It hurt. Gods did it hurt. I screamed as pieces of my aura were torn away and bound to Sam’s. Skin sucked and popped into place as bits of my own soul were ripped away to bind flesh to flesh on my sister’s neck. The wounds closed in seconds, seconds that were so very long, before Sam went limp on the ground. I gathered her in my arms and ran from that hell. A hell I knew I’d never really escape. It was my fault. All my fault.


  She woke in a motel with me a day later. I knew what would happen. I cut my wrist, not deep enough to do any permanent damage, and she fed. It was the last day I spent with Sam before she joined a Pit.


  I wiped the tears from my eyes and stared at Zola. My fingers rubbed at the two ragged puncture wound scars on my left wrist. I nodded. “Master, I would not trade my sister for anything.”


  She patted my arm and we stood to start the trek home.


  
    Chapter Twelve

  


  “Anything sound good for dinner?” I said.


  The rhythm of the road was all I heard for ten minutes before Zola finally said, “Barbeque.”


  I grinned. “I know just the place, and I think they’ll still be open.”


  A few minutes later, off Highway 67 on a little road called Sunset Drive, we were camped out in Warehouse Barbeque. The coals were cold in the fireplace, waiting in shadows for the pall of winter to return. Black steel chairs with vinyl cushions swarmed around four-footed tables stocked with sauce bottles and paper towel racks. Each wall was covered in eight-foot sections of rustic wood paneling broken only by a few tasteful pieces of art and windows. I stared across the table in disbelief.


  Zola was one of the most well-mannered people I’d ever eaten with. It all changed when the ribs came out. I gawked at the smears of barbeque sauce around her mouth and on her chin and shirt and forearms and … “Good god, are you starving?”


  Her dark, wrinkled skin stretched as she smiled over a huge beef rib, bits of meat sticking out of her teeth here and there. “Mmm,” was all she said as her head jerked and she tore another strip of rib meat off the bone.


  I laughed and took a deep breath. The smell of wood smoke and barbeque was intoxicating. I took a bite of potato salad and chased it with a gulp of Amber Bock. We went on in quiet, slurping, glorious overindulgence.


  Zola crumpled up a wet wipe and tossed it onto a pile of bones substantial enough to impress a werewolf. “So, you’ve met an old god now, outside of your dust bunny.” She smirked.


  “Aeros. Yeah, you kind of let that one slip. He seemed nice.” I shrugged.


  “Aeros is one of the more benevolent old ones.” She rolled her wrist, creating a symphony of pops and cracks. “There are many more just as likely to eat you as talk to you.”


  I stared at her for a moment. “You’re not joking, are you?”


  She shook her head.


  “Gah, I’ll stick with Aeros, thanks.”


  She leaned back as her smile faded. “Ah worry where the talisman at Fort Davidson has gone.”


  “Hell, I’m more worried about wherever whatever was in the talisman has gone.”


  “And that is wise of you.” She took another sip of coffee and her mug clinked as she sat it down.


  “Why were all those ghosts there? I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  “Horror, terror, Ah can only guess. Ah have seen it many times before on battlefields. Fragments of souls left to await the end of the world or perhaps wait beyond it.”


  “Souls?” I said as a weight sank in my chest. “That’s why they could see me, isn’t it?”


  Zola nodded and I shivered in revulsion.


  “No one deserves that.”


  “No, they do not.” She sighed and sipped her whiskey laced coffee. “Some say a gravemaker walks that battlefield.”


  I paused and narrowed my eyes. “Gravemakers aren’t real.” I waved my hand in dismissal. “I’ve read stories in some old texts, but everyone believes that’s all they are, just stories. They’re boogeymen for vampires. They’re not real.”


  “Yes, they are.” She cocked her head slightly. “Ah’ve seen them, Ah’ve fought them, and Ah’ve watched them kill. Ah wouldn’t think a small battlefield like Fort Davidson would be enough to attract one. Ah’ve only seen them in places with a death toll of tens of thousands.”


  “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” It didn’t. “Shit, Zola.” I said as a shiver ran down my spine. I couldn’t even bring myself to ask anything else about them. The stories she used to tell me when I was a kid, bloody hell, even demons stayed away from gravemakers.


  “Well, are you okay to drive, boy?”


  I blinked a couple times and looked up from my empty beer. “Yeah, I’ll be fine on one beer.”


  “Good, Ah’m anxious to get back.”


  I pulled out my wallet to pay and asked, “Alright, where to?”


  “Ah would like to speak with Sam’s Pit. You can drop me off there as Ah doubt they’ll take issue with giving me room and board.”


  “No fear in a house full of vamps, huh?” I laughed.


  “A smart vampire fears the old necromancers,” she said as a grin crept over her face.


  
    Chapter Thirteen

  


  I dropped Zola off before I went home. Vik answered the door for her between the pillars of the front porch. A broad smile was etched across his pale skin as he pulled her inside with an arm around her shoulders. Sam must have talked Zola up pretty well over the years. Vik wasn’t exactly the bubbly smiling type. His mostly stoic expression only recently began softening around me, and I’d known him for years now. I waved from the street and went on my merry way.


  I passed several grocery stores on the trek home, knowing I needed to stop for breakfast foods or I’d be pissed at myself in the morning. No store was able to distract me from my all-important goal of getting home and sleeping until I was finally lured in by a two for one Frappuccino sale at Walgreens. Two for one!


  Twelve minutes later I emerged from the fluorescent oasis armed with twelve Frappuccinos and four frozen breakfast burritos. I knew I’d be able to love myself in the morning, so I finished the journey home.


  The little red light was blinking on my answering machine when I walked in and dropped my keys on the narrow table beside it. I hit the button and was happy to hear Samir’s voice.


  “Vesik. Samir. Your car, it is done. Come pick it up tomorrow after nine.” He laughed a bit on the recording. “What am I saying? Just pick it up when you are awake.”


  I smiled and deleted the message. The tires had come in and Vicky was ready to go. After that bit of good news I sat down on the couch, watched some Discovery Channel, and eventually enjoyed a solid four hours of sleep.


  *     *     *


  My alarm clock met a bloody end when it went off at seven the next morning. I waved my hand at it with a half open eye and mumbled, “Incidatto.” A blade of ley line energy slashed it into two sparking piles of rubble. I smiled and unplugged the power cord. My smile drooped a little when I noticed the huge gash I’d just put in the end table. “Dammit.”


  I donned an Army of Darkness t-shirt and then my jeans with a one-legged hop on the way to the kitchen. I left two and a half minutes later with a freshly microwaved breakfast burrito and Frappuccinos in hand. It’s never good to owe your vampire sister too many favors, so I was off to get Vicky back on my own. The burrito was gone before I even climbed in the rental to leave.


  It was a thirty-minute drive to the shop in Saturday traffic, accompanied by the occasional burst of whistling from the hole in the SUV. Of course, there were repair shops closer to me, but I trusted the crew at Samir’s. The small podium outside the front glass window was actually staffed by the rental company that day. Samir had a stroke of genius when he partnered with them and offered rentals on his own parking lot. The weather was getting hot, but the skies were beautiful, crisp blue with a handful of clouds.


  I parked to the right of the podium and the attendant’s eyes widened as he saw the side of the car. He straightened the tie on his suit and crouched down to look a little closer, his scalp showing through short-cropped blond hair. I slammed the door and smiled, dropping the keys into the man’s hand.


  “What the hell happened?”


  I shrugged, “Not sure. I came out of the movies and it was like that.”


  “Jesus.”


  “Glad I bought the insurance.”


  The attendant blinked at me and ran his fingers over the tablet computer in his hand. “Yes, yes you did.” He deflated at this new and terrible knowledge. “Sign here.”


  He handed me a stylus and I signed.


  “Thanks,” I said.


  He only nodded as I walked toward the front doors. Samir himself was working the front counter when I walked in off the hot and somewhat pungent blacktop. He glanced up and smiled, putting his pen down. The day Samir stopped using pen and paper would be the day the world would end.


  “Vesik, my friend, welcome, welcome.” His accent was thick but I never had a problem understanding him.


  “Hey Samir,” I said as I shook his hand. “How’s the car doing?”


  “Good, good, four new whitewalls, no extra charge.”


  I raised my eyebrows. “And the catch is?”


  “No catch, you’re my best customer. Enjoy them. I’ll have James bring your car around.”


  I paid Samir, after a gratuitous round of thank-yous, and left the shop several hundred dollars lighter. I stared at my wallet and muttered to myself. “Ow. Off to the tux shop for more damage.” The rental clerk was already pulling the Blazer into the body shop. I tried not to laugh.


  James pulled Vicky around the corner; the deep rumble filling a musical void I hadn’t even realized was there. My lips pulled up at the sight. With four fat white walls on Vicky, the financial damage didn’t seem so unbearable. James gave me a nod as he got out and headed back into the shop.


  I ran my fingers around the steering wheel and put Vicky in gear. The trip down Manchester Road wasn’t too bad for a Saturday. I think I may have even hit twenty-five a few times. It was always surprising how much smoother a ’32 rode with thick new tires. Of course, having the suspension gutted by Frank’s friend when he rebuilt it probably didn’t hurt either. He’d introduced me to Samir as someone who loved to work on older cars and hot rods. I was thankful for his advice about Samir, but I couldn’t even remember the guy’s name. James, Jason, Jackson? I’d have to ask Frank sometime.


  Parking was tight so I headed up to the top of the West County Mall parking garage. There generally weren’t many people on the roof, unless it was the holidays. I’d highly recommend staying the hell away from any mall during the holidays, but West County always seemed worse than most.


  It was a short walk to the tux shop. Auntie Anne’s was flooding the area with the enticing smell of fresh pretzels. My willpower wavered but held out as I walked by and entered the tux shop.


  I stood ever so patiently in front of the counter waiting for the salesman to hang up the phone. I know, it’s shocking, but I really didn’t care if he got so smashed he ‘couldn’t remember anything past the first five minutes of the movie last night.’ He hung up the phone a few minutes later. Customer service is dead.


  “Can I help you?”


  “Yes!” I said as I raised my eyebrows and pointed my finger at him with what I’m sure was an insane grin.


  He jumped so bad he almost fell off his stool. It made me smile.


  “I have a tux reserved for Vesik.”


  The salesman nodded and continually shifted his eyes toward me in quick glances as he flipped through a little box of index cards. Index cards? Who the hell doesn’t use a computer to run their shop these days? He pulled out a card, scanned it on the computer I hadn’t noticed before, and headed into the back. A minute later, he came up with a black bag filled with my torture device.


  “You’ll need to try this on before you go.”


  “Ah, no,” I said as I squinted at his nametag, “Bobby, I don’t think so. I’m in a hurry.” His smile fell.


  “My name is Robert.” He tapped his fingernail on the nametag.


  I just smiled and blinked a few times.


  His voice turned into a thin, plastic replica of its former glory, “Well, sir, I apologize, but it is store policy. You try the tuxedo on, or you don’t take it with you. I can call the manager if you’d like, but he’s out to lunch for the next twenty minutes.”


  I guess I deserved that, but still. “Well, since you’re such a charmer, Bobby, and gave me such prompt attention.” I grabbed the tux and headed to the fitting rooms. Had I stayed with Bobby much longer, I may have tried pulling his skull out through his scraggly red hair.


  I let out a slow chuckle as I closed the fitting room door before catching my reflection for the first time all day. With the t-shirt, pale skin, circles under my eyes, and rat’s nest of black hair, I looked like the poster child for Old Gothic People Incorporated. I sighed, hung the tux up on the wall hook, and stripped.


  The scars on my chest pulled my eyes back to the mirror. I touched the diagonal line of four slashes from a vampire that ripped across my left bicep, carried over to my chest, and down to my navel. Rough skin adorned my right shoulder, where I’d been caught off guard by a pyromaniac blood magus. Some people don’t like bartering. I sighed and ran my fingers across the scars on my wrist from Sam’s first night as a vampire. I shook my head to clear it and started pulling on my fancy wear.


  Sam had ordered the tux for me and it fit like a glove. After strapping all the pieces on, I couldn’t help but laugh. I think she was trying to torture Beth. I wasn’t scrawny, but I was by no means an Adonis. The tux accented my already broad shoulders and the jacket cut down in a loose V to accent my waist. The rest just worked.


  I’ve had a lot people compliment my eyes over the years, usually noting their color. Almost everyone thinks they’re blue gray, but they are actually the pale gray of a born necromancer. I’d groaned when Sam added a shiny gray vest, but I must admit, it made my eyes stand out like bloody gemstones. “Not bad, Sam. Not bad.” I ran my fingers down the lapels and grinned.


  I modeled the tux for Bobby, who shook his head and waved me off. I changed back into my Army of Darkness getup.


  Bobby eyed me from head to toe and said, “You should really purchase the tuxedo insurance, sir.”


  “Really, Bobby?”


  “It may be a little expensive for someone of your, well …” he paused for a moment. “It covers all incidental damages.” He picked up a pair of scissors and continued his sales pitch in a drop dead monotone voice. “It’s only seventy-five dollars, and even if you take these scissors and cut a sleeve off right now, we won’t charge you.”


  I nodded and signed off on the tux bill. Oh, hell yes, I bought the seventy-five dollar insurance. I was tempted not to buy it just because the jackass salesman was offering it, but I’d lost too many clothes over the years to worry about having to pay for a whole freaking tux. It was right about then I realized I’d left the wedding present at my shop.


  “Fuck!” I slammed the pen down on the counter and turned toward the door.


  My exclamation garnered a few nasty glares from the mothers in the area. Bobby was already on a personal call again by the time I walked through the door. I stepped back into the thick smell of fresh pretzels and my frustration managed to dismiss what little willpower I had left. I climbed back into Vicky with two cinnamon pretzels in tow and hauled ass back to Death’s Door.


  *     *     *


  I stopped dead in my tracks when I found Cara on the counter talking to Frank. Not threatening him or throwing him across the room, or even giving him a nasty glare. I took a huge bite of pretzel on the way in and said, “This one’s for you, Mom.”


  She looked up and smiled. Her wings fluttered in silence as she said, “Ah, cinnamon. Would you like half, Frank?”


  I almost choked on my pretzel. First Sam, now Cara? As in Frank’s about to die, Cara?


  Frank nodded enthusiastically as I handed half the other pretzel to him and set the rest beside the register. “Thanks, Damian.”


  “No, um, no problem.” I held Cara’s gaze a bit longer until she smirked at me. I sighed and turned to Frank. “So, any sales today?”


  He nodded and continued chewing.


  “Any good sales?”


  His eyebrows rose as he smiled—it was a really weird look, like a clown’s head exploding in slow motion. “Did you notice anything missing?” His eyes glanced over to the wood and glass display case for gemstones and crystals.


  I rubbed my face. “I’m kind of late here.” My eyes perused the rows of stones anyway, until they settled on a hole. “One of the amber necklaces sold?” It had some of the nicest preserved insects I’d ever seen running through it and I never thought it would go with a price tag in the hundreds. “Damn Frank, that’s almost a month of rent.”


  He laughed at me. “Take a closer look at the case.”


  “Think big,” Cara said.


  “No fucking way.” I stared at the gaping space where the amber pillar with the three prehistoric feathers used to be.


  “I gave them a little break on price with Cara’s approval, but it was only a few hundred off.”


  The pillar Frank had picked out the day before for two thousand dollars sold for more than double its cost. I worked my jaw a bit, but no sound came out. We’re talking months of rent. I continued staring at the blank space.


  “Miss Hu bought it. She came in a couple days ago and wanted a unique amber piece.” Frank shrugged and I caught his grin as I finally tore my eyes away from our suddenly profitable display case.


  I pointed my finger at Frank and said, “You, sir, are my new buyer.”


  Frank smiled and Cara laughed.


  “Go get some lunch, Frank,” Cara said.


  “I have to get to the wedding, and I need Frank to look after the shop.”


  “This will only take a few minutes,” she said as she turned her head to Frank. “Go get some lunch.”


  He nodded and left with a goofy grin plastered to his face. I watched him disappear almost as quickly as my ever-dwindling time frame to get to the wedding. My eyes swept back to Cara and I cocked an eyebrow.


  “Boy, come here.”


  I glanced around slowly, turning my body toward the front of the shop and then to the register and back to Cara. “Me?”


  She looked slightly amused.


  I took a step toward her and raised both eyebrows in an unspoken question. I also failed miserably in hiding my grin. Cara was the only person besides Zola ever to call me “boy.”


  “I’ve been thinking.” She drummed her fingers on the golden hilt of the dagger in her belt. “I’ve been thinking you may be able to use Fae magic.”


  I felt my forehead furrow as I stared at the fairy.


  She smiled. “Some basic growth spells for example.” She unsheathed the dagger, twirled it, and dropped it back in the sheath with unnerving precision. “After that stunt you pulled a couple years ago, stitching your sister back together, I think you may be able to do a lot more than you realize.”


  My heart tried to crawl out of my face as my pulse hammered. “How umm … how did umm … what makes you say that?” I tried for nonchalant, but I think the squeak in my voice gave me away.


  Cara howled in laughter. She pointed her finger at me and grinned. “I’ve heard the story, boy. You stitched your sister back together with the flesh and aura of another vampire, but tell me, why would binding two vampires together allow either of them to enter a church?” She shook her head and lowered her arm. “You bound her aura to a fragment of your own and sealed it with a piece of your soul.”


  My eyes widened.


  “Soularts are quite forbidden, if my memory serves me well.” Cara brushed her silvery hair back behind her shoulders. “I know what you did to save her, but I cannot tell you what it means. I’ve never heard of such a thing before. Using a soulart in such a fashion, it is … unprecedented.”


  “I never really thought about it,” I said.


  “I would say that surprises me, but …” Cara smiled and shrugged.


  “Thanks, Mom, thanks a lot.”


  “I’ll never understand how anyone can miss it. Your aura is plainly tied to your sister’s aura. It’s tight enough to remind me of the stick stuck up my husband’s ass.”


  I frowned.


  She smiled and beat her wings. “There’s something else in there too, but I haven’t figured it out yet.”


  “In your husband’s ass?” I asked innocently.


  She snorted and waved a hand, dismissing the thought. “You know what I mean.”


  I did know what she meant. She meant Dale. Some piece of Dale’s soul or consciousness or something was tied in with the fragments of Sam’s aura and maybe even her soul. I wonder if Cara ever fully realizes what I did, will she think it’s as creepy as I do?


  “Oh well,” I said. “At least Sam is alive and kicking, ah, dead and kicking, whatever.”


  Cara just blinked and shifted her wings.


  “So, do we ever get to meet your mystery husband?”


  Cara grinned and then clapped her hands to silence me and get my attention at the same time. “Pay attention now.”


  I smiled at her complete change of topic.


  “If you were to use Fae magic, for instance, to cause great pain or death, why would that not be part of necromancy?” She waited for an answer, but I just stared at her with my jaw a little slack. “Come now, you’ve learned to pull power for ley lines arts. You’ve even used it to enhance your necromancy, whether you realize it or not. Why not expand the idea a little further?”


  “I do what now? I use ley lines during necromancy? I didn’t think–”


  She turned to the small pitcher plant I had sitting on the battered brown shelf on the wall and mumbled something. The plant grew by about fifty percent as roots rocked the pot onto an angle and sprang from the top level of soil.


  “That can’t be good for it,” I muttered.


  “You may have more success with a Rowan or Yew, but the pitcher thrives on death, so I have high hopes.” She smiled and took a deep breath like she was convincing a small child clowns were harmless. Harmless my ass.


  “Now you try it,” she said.


  “How? It doesn’t have an aura, much less a dead aura. What am I supposed to do with it?”


  Cara paused and tapped her fingers on the hilt of her dagger again. Her eyes lit up and she said, “Your shield, you do not use an aura for your shield.”


  I glanced at the cash register for no particular reason, then back to Cara. “I do, sometimes if it’s not just a ley line shield, but you’re right. I usually don’t.”


  “Think about the effort it takes to form the shield. Speak the incantation out loud and try to draw the line into focus.”


  I shrugged and turned to the pitcher plant. “What’s the word?”


  “What?”


  I grinned. “The incantation?”


  “Oh, it’s vadonon arbustum sero.”


  One quick nod and I turned my attention back to the plant. I played with the shield incantation a few times, speaking impadda and getting a feel for the surging electric blue ley line as it flexed around me and receded. The lines running through Death’s Door were like any other, pulled and affected by the moon, much like the tides. I have no desire to find out what a miscalculation in power would do. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, emptying my focus of everything but the small pitcher plant on my shelf and the line at my fingertips. “Vadonon arbustum sero.”


  I wasn’t really expecting anything to happen, so when the line burned through my aura, the pot disintegrated from an explosion of roots, Cara laughed and took to the air, and the now six-foot tall pitcher plant fell on my head, drenching the floor—I was a bit surprised.


  
    Chapter Fourteen

  


  Showtime. I sighed as I got out of Vicky. Traffic had been clear all the way down Highway 40. I was surprised to see I’d made it with time to spare. My drive had included the less-than-safe activity of eyeing the wedding gift in the front seat as if it was going to jump out the window. The rest of the trip had been spent recovering from the shock of using a Fae incantation.


  I left the car near the Zoo in Forest Park. It was good to have Vicky back in action. I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of pride when the first couple to walk by stopped to ask me about her. Glowing compliments done, I headed off to the birdcage.


  The Zoo isn’t too terribly close to the Jewel Box, but I hadn’t seen one of my old friends in a while. Humans aren’t the only creatures on this earth able to leave ghosts behind. I remember the dog I helped Frank’s friend with. It was a mastiff, a huge, huge dog. While a mastiff is big, it’s pretty well put to shame by the ghost of a giant panda bear named Happy. Happy was usually hanging around the red pandas or the birdcage. Red pandas were a totally different species, as were the birds, but Happy didn’t seem to mind. Today he came bounding through the birdcage wall and a group of tourists, who all shivered as he passed through them. I laughed as the bear cleared the sidewalk and tried to rub his head on my shoulder. He passed right through me. I drew on a nearby ley line and let it pool in my hand, electric blue energy circling my palm and running out again a moment later. Happy stuck his tongue into the mass of energy and started slurping until his aura filled out enough I could scratch his ears. He always seemed to like that.


  When he was alive, I would have been concerned about the bear eating me or slicing me to ribbons, but he had a pretty affectionate disposition as a ghost, having died long before I was born. I got to know him when I was twelve and Zola dragged me to the Zoo. My parents were always perplexed as to why I was terrified of the Zoo, and convinced my master to figure it out on one of the rare occasions she stayed with us. Every time I set foot near the Zoo, the panda would come charging and scare the living hell out of me. Zola, on the other hand, thought it was hilarious. I’m sure the other park patrons wondered how we escaped the asylum as I ran screaming from thin air before Zola finally ordered me to stop and pet it.


  “Well, buddy, I gotta go to a wedding. You go scare up some birds, huh?”


  He blew a puff of air out of his ghost lungs that blew my hair back. Maybe I was pumping a little too much power into his aura. I scratched his ears again and let the power flow away. He turned and trundled back toward the birdcage.


  I smiled and headed off in the opposite direction.


  *     *     *


  It didn’t take too long to walk to the Jewel Box. An array of pink and gold and light yellow flowers lined the walk to the front door. The glass and steel pierced the lawn like a gleaming Aztec pyramid. The fifty-foot walls were sparkling clean. Lilies lined the pools in front of the building, the place itself an impressive art deco greenhouse. It’d been renovated in recent years and the trees once towering to the top of the building’s interior were now gone. When I first walked through the doors, it felt empty without them. The thought faded in an instant as I realized how clearly you could see the flora decorating the attraction.


  I signed the guestbook and turned around when my gaze caught on one of my regular customers, handing out programs. She was short and pudgy, a strawberry blonde with brilliant green eyes. Her eyes overpowered everything else about her appearance.


  “Ashley?” I said.


  She looked up and her eyes went wide. “Damian? What the hell, er, heck, are you doing here?” Her hand flew up to her chest. Her fingers paused in the space usually reserved for a pentagram before falling down to her side.


  “I was invited.”


  “By who?”


  “The bride-to-be, as a matter-of-fact.”


  “No freaking way. You know Beth?” She shook her head as she spoke. “She’s my cousin.”


  So the valley goth girl’s cousin was a Wiccan priestess? I laughed. “That’s funny.”


  Ashley scrunched up her eyebrows and said, “Why?”


  “Ah,” because I slept with your cousin? “because I’ve known Beth since high school.” There, that was a perfectly plausible Saint Louis excuse. The Saint Louis populace has a bizarre and unhealthy obsession with their high schools. It’s just weird.


  “Oh,” Ashley said as she nodded and smiled. “Well, I guess I’ll see you around the Double D then.”


  “Definitely,” I said as an usher tapped my shoulder and guided me to the bride’s side of the seating area. I continued gawking at the flowers and squared-off levels of glass forming the ceiling above me. The chatter in my vicinity was mind numbing. How many people were crammed into the Jewel Box, I will never know.


  I couldn’t remember if we were supposed to stand for the groom or not. No one stood up as he made his appearance ten minutes later, so I stayed planted on my chair. I almost laughed out loud when I realized two of the groomsmen were also Beth’s ex-boyfriends.


  A bittersweet melody of love and loss began to whisper from speakers throughout the building. The room stood as Beth entered the aisle on the arm of her short but frighteningly muscled father. She looked happy, like a happy person being eaten by a giant white lace monster.


  The guests and I spent a glorious thirty minutes on some of the most uncomfortable folding chairs my ass has ever borne witness to, listening to a pastor who could make a sloth look like a gerbil on crack. It was a little odd being single and watching an old girlfriend get married. It was also pretty funny knowing at least three people in the room, besides the groom, had slept with the bride. I watched the groom and my mind filled with images of his head being removed by a vampire with anger management issues. I couldn’t help but grin.


  At the end of eternity, the bride and groom left the stage arm in arm, followed by the groomsmen and bridesmaids and much applause. The ushers led the front rows out behind the supporting cast and eventually made it back to the peasants. I waited patiently through the receiving line.


  Beth flashed me a huge smile as I got closer. It looked sincere, which surprised me. Of course, she didn’t know why I actually accepted her invitation. I wondered if Michael had anything to do with our invitations showing up so close to the ceremony. Beth’s eyes wandered down to my shoes and slowly back up. That surprised me too.


  A minute later ‘the traitorous bitch’ had her arms wrapped around my neck. She pulled back a bit and looked me in the eyes. Deep auburn hair framed her clear hazel eyes.


  “Hi, Beth,” I said.


  “Damian,” she breathed. “I’m so glad you could make it. You look great.”


  I raised my eyebrows. I could see her new husband stiffen as I disentangled myself from the explosion of white lace.


  I gave Beth an awkward smile and stepped over to the groom, extending my hand. “Hello, Michael William Wagner!” I said brightly. “I bring greetings from my sister, Samantha Vesik.” This time Beth stiffened and Michael recoiled like he’d shaken hands with a demon.


  “Sam’s dead to me,” he said under his breath. “Go away.”


  I reached out and grabbed his hand again, pulling him into an awkward man hug so I could hiss into his ear. “I should’ve let her tear your head off.” I let him go. He rocked backwards and I smiled, slowly baring my teeth. I inclined my head a fraction of a degree as I walked away.


  I’m not terribly fond of weddings, probably because they’re a blatant reminder of my less than stellar track record with the fairer sex. Close to the glass doors the flower girl, all blonde curls and blue eyes and white lace, guarded the basket of rice. She smiled up at me.


  “Hi, kiddo, you having fun?”


  She glanced from side to side and then shook her head.


  “Right there with you.”


  She giggled. “No rice yet.” Her voice was surprisingly stern for a five year old.


  I needed to chase the guardian of the rice off, although it made me feel like a jerk. “You know, rice killed my parrot.”


  “That’s bad.”


  “Nah, he’s better now. He’s a zombie. Pieces of him fall off sometimes, but we always put him back together.”


  She leaned away from me as her eyelids tried to crawl off her face and she ran screaming for her mom. Kids. Gotta love ’em.


  At least I didn’t lie to the kid. I really did have a parrot that OD’d on rice when I was in training with Zola. I brought him back as a zombie parrot. It was awesome. Zola didn’t think so. I laughed and wondered whatever happened to Graybeard. He’d developed an unnervingly large vocabulary post-mortem. Lord only knows what Zola did with him after she confiscated the poor bird.


  I placed my hand in the big bowl of rice pouches and whispered quietly as I fed my power through each and every one, loading every grain with potential energy while holding a tiny thread of power in my hand. When you’re a necromancer, and not allowed to play with fireworks on the fourth, you learn how to make your own. I laced bits of the growth magic Cara had shown me in with my own special brew. Wedding planners be damned.


  I clamped down on the fuse and walked outside, bouncing a little pouch of rice in my left hand. Michael and Beth rushed by a minute later and I hurled the rice and laughed and cheered as they jumped into their limo and sped off.


  The pigeons swooped in about ten seconds later, stalking their pearly white prizes and inhaling them all with vicious pecks. I slipped back inside the glass doors and stared out the window. I heard another little kid ask what was wrong with the birds. They were starting to stumble around. One nice old lady actually said, “This is why we don’t throw rice anymore,” as she started to walk outside. Lady, you have no idea.


  I grabbed her arm and stopped her and her grandchild from walking into the war zone. “Wait just a moment ma’am, someone was asking for you in the seating area.”


  “Thank you, son,” she said as she patted my arm. I watched her walk back into the Jewel Box and turned my attention toward to the gathering outside.


  “Here’s to you sis,” I whispered. I let go of the fuse and ley line energy surged and crackled, screaming toward the rice.


  A second later, forty pigeons went off like hand grenades. Pigeon shrapnel splattered on the crowd and the flowers and the glass. Screams went up as the harmless bits of feathers and blood and goo saturated everything in a fifty-foot radius, glazing the lowest ten-foot span of the Jewel Box in a red film. I hoped all the screaming people had purchased the tux insurance.


  God damn I’m funny.


  Now that’s compromise. I didn’t ruin Beth’s wedding, although whatever rice was stuck in her gown probably scared the hell out of her when it popped, and the aftermath was destined to become infamous enough to make Sam happy. It’s all about family after all. I grinned as my feet made interesting sucking-popping noises on the way through the miserable crowd.


  I caught Ashley’s eye on the way out. She had her hand over her mouth and was trying desperately not to laugh. It made her jiggle in fascinating ways. I bowed slightly and she burst into laughter and headed back into the Jewel Box.


  *     *     *


  On my way back to Vicky I passed several people. Most were friendly and said hello or waved and smiled. I’d decided to take the long way back, past the Muny, an aged and elegant outdoor theater, past the Boat House and the old World’s Fair Pavilion. A brunette in a sequined red dress was leaning against one of the pale stone arches supporting the brick-colored roof of the old pavilion. Her arms were crossed, but she smiled as the wind shifted her hair. The thick smell from the nearby fountain and lake reached me as she waved to me with her fingertips. I glanced around to see if anyone else was around. When I was fairly certain I wouldn’t look like an idiot, I waved back. She disappeared into the shadows of the pavilion.


  I paused for a moment, watching the shadows, before I continued on.


  “Idiot.”


  My head jerked to the side in surprise and I locked eyes with a tall blonde with stunning sharp features standing ankle deep in the edge of the lake. The dying sun glinted across her eyes, flashing crystalline blue and green. Her pale lips curled up just a little as she ran a hand down her waist-length hair and only then did I realize her hair was nearly as white as the gown she wore cinched with a braided belt.


  “Excuse me?” I said.


  “That’s a vampire.”


  “What? How did you …?”


  “Did you even look?” Her mouth quirked into a half smile. “You’re supposed to be a necromancer.”


  “Who are you?” I asked as I narrowed my eyes.


  “Just a friend with a warning, Damian, just a friend.”


  My muscles tightened and my hand started to creep towards my gun when it all clicked. “You know Foster.”


  “Of course.”


  I blew out a breath and rubbed my head. “You kind of freaked me out a bit.”


  “Stay away from the vampire, there is something wrong with her.” Her eyes glanced up at the pavilion before traveling back to me.


  “What’s your name?”


  She tried to hide a quiet giggle before stepping deeper into the water. “I have fulfilled my promise to one cousin. I must return to my family. Fair thee well.”


  “What’s your name?” I whispered once more while I held her gaze.


  “Nixie.” She smiled again as her body wavered, growing translucent before pooling into the lake without disturbing the water.


  *     *     *


  I was surprised to find the brunette waiting when I got back to my car. She looked pale in the moonlight. I focused my Sight and flinched when I saw her aura, black and white twisted with a sickening red.


  “What the hell are you?”


  She leaned against a giant oak tree, opened her mouth and licked her upper lip. A pair of fangs snapped down as her tongue retreated and the smile on her face turned predatory. My hand was already drawing the pepperbox from under my jacket. Firearms in the middle of Forest Park, yeah, this was going to go over well.


  Of course, I never got to find out just how well it would go over because a second later my face was pressed into the soft grass and I could barely breathe. I tried to push myself up and a bony knee jammed my lower back flat.


  As I’ve gotten older, I’ve come to realize why Zola focused her training on repetition. I could still hear her, “Repetition becomes instinct, boy,” and it didn’t fail me. I slammed my knuckles into the ground and mumbled “Pulsatto.” The force of the blow knocked me off the ground enough to elbow the second vampire in the face and get a half step back. I screamed “Impadda!” as he tried to attack again and a shield snapped into being between us. His arm collapsed in a crunch of bone.


  I glanced at the brunette, her features slightly distorted by the flowing surface of my shield. “Having a nice evening?” I said as I took a closer look at her aura. “Vampire my ass,” I muttered. Her aura dripped and moved in stutters and shakes as the black and bloody ribbon crept around her. I shifted my gaze to Edward Broken-Hands and found a dim aura plastered to his skin. I was very glad I hadn’t tried to grab on to either of them with my necromancy.


  “Kill him,” she said.


  A leg swung at my shield and the impact was enough to break the bone. The shock caused my concentration to waver enough that my shield fell. The vampire caught me in the chest with a quick punch and it felt like someone smacked me with a rock. I hit the ground hard, wondering if my ribs were still one big happy family.


  He came at me again as I raised another shield. The maniac dove and I watched his face shatter in a spray of blood a foot in front of me, sputtering and hissing on the energy in the shield. I studied his aura in more detail and wasn’t surprised to find it writhing beneath his skin. He slid down the shield, unmoving. I glanced at the brunette, who was smiling. Maybe necromancy wouldn’t work, but I still had brute force line arts. I dropped the shield, raised my hand toward the downed vamp and said, “Inimicus deleotto.” I staggered a step as the ley line energy ripped through my body. The body on the ground jerked as a thick band of blue lightning vaporized its torso. The aura rose and began vaporizing, escaping into the ether with only a thread attached to the remains.


  My only thought was shit. I’d never get a shot off against the remaining vampire. I was pretty sure the aura was my only chance of trashing the vamp in the red dress, and now it was dispersing. I reached out with my necromancy and almost pissed myself when I grabbed the aura. There was no flash of memory or personality, but it was hot and raging, and I’d never felt such a wild energy before. Every inch of my body was a tongue on a nine-volt battery. My arms started to go numb as I wrapped more energy around the aura and started to pull it in, almost the same method I used to string out the aura on Zola’s dolls. It resisted for only a moment. I severed the tie to its host and the aura became more and more intense as I condensed it into a small pulsing orb between my hands.


  I shook and grimaced as sweat poured down my face. The brunette took one hesitant step forward. Her eyes widened as I looked up. She was tracking the aura as she moved, weaving from side to side. She came fast, with her claws outstretched and a scream on her lips. I forced my arms forward, heels of my palms locked together, as I opened my fingers wide in a quick explosion of motion. The aura was repulsed by the same energy I used to contain it, rocketing toward the vampire’s head.


  I missed. The flare of the aura dimmed as the tree line swallowed it in silence. I missed, but it was close enough. The brunette screamed and grabbed her ear. I could see the wounds on her shoulder. Ruptured skin and muscle were exposed and twitching in the evening air. She glared at me as I backed away. I was screwed. I stayed focused on her and started to throw my shield up.


  To my surprise, the brunette dove to the side, grabbed both halves of the dead vampire and took off through the park far faster than I could follow. I watched her red dress disappear over a nearby hill. My shoulders sagged and I took a deep breath. I’d never captured an aura like that before, just torn the whole thing away from its body. My fingers still tingled. I’m just glad it got through her defenses.


  I shivered and walked to Vicky, happy to see she didn’t have any new scratches, and wondered if I should check for a car bomb. I’d never heard of a vampire or a demon that used a car bomb, but this was a night of firsts.


  I needed to find Zola.


  I drove up Government Drive toward the back of the Zoo as my hands finally stopped tingling. Imagine my surprise when a ghost panda leapt out in front of my car. I yelled and swerved, cursing as I bounced over the curb, and landed Vicky’s front wheels in the grass. As soon as the car came to a stop I sighed at my own stupidity. You can’t very well run over a ghost. I looked up at Happy with his tongue hanging out like a panting dog and couldn’t help but smile.


  My heart stuttered when the passenger door opened.


  “You need more training.”


  I stared at Zola, bemused.


  “And you should really lock your doors, boy.”


  I laughed as she pulled her seatbelt on and grimaced as my damaged chest flexed. As soon as I put the car in reverse, Happy bounded off toward the Zoo again. “Did you seriously get a ghost bear to flag me down?”


  “Mmm,” was all she said.


  
    Chapter Fifteen

  


  I jerked awake when the back door slammed and faint footsteps began climbing the stairs. My face was firmly planted on the table in my reading nook.


  “Hey, Damian, did you sleep here?” Frank’s voice was quiet in the deadened acoustics of the shelves.


  I yawned and pried my face off the book I’d zonked out on, wincing as I straightened my back. “How the hell did I fall asleep like that?”


  Frank chuckled.


  “Yeah, I was doing some research.”


  “Why didn’t you just go home?” he said.


  “I dropped Zola off at Sam’s. She was going to request a conference with Vasili to discuss our little zombie issues, so I figured I’d see if there was anything written about vampire zombies. Doesn’t seem to be anything useful in the books I have.” I rubbed at my face and took a deep breath.


  “Good luck with that,” Frank said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Sam said Vasili never talks to outsiders.”


  I smiled. “Zola has a way with people.” I yawned and scratched my eyelid. “What time is it?”


  “About quarter to ten.”


  I groaned. “So … early …”


  Frank laughed outright. “Ashley’s coming by around ten, so I wanted to be sure the place was open.”


  “Ah, now I see. You just want to hit on the priestess. I get it.”


  He shook his head. “Nah, I just have eyes for Sam.”


  “That is so not funny,” I said as I pointed my finger at him.


  He grinned, rubbed his sparse gray hair, and headed back to the stairs. On his way down he yelled, “Nice tux, by the way.”


  I glanced down at the torn-out knee in my tuxedo pants and smiled.


  *     *     *


  I headed to the bathroom and blinked a few times at my reflection. I had an impressive knot welling up above my left eye, and a bruise to add some color. My chest was sore, but thanks to Colin healing me at the Pit the night before, I was pretty sure my ribs were fine. That’s twice he’d patched me up. I’d never be able to thank him enough for saving my life, and now he’d fixed some cracked ribs too. I wondered if Colin liked cheese as much as Foster.


  I focused on the reflection in the mirror again. My face was framed by short clumps of muddy hair, which seemed to be confused as to whether it wanted to be its natural black or a healthy dirt brown. My nose was still a little crooked from all of its previous experiences being broken. I looked at the remnants of the tux I had on and sighed. One sleeve was almost completely torn off the jacket and four neat slashes cut through one lapel and the vest. I frowned and pulled at the slashes. “Don’t remember them getting that close,” I muttered as I rubbed the sore spot over my ribs. There were a few bloodstains and a plethora of dirt and grass stains to finish the ensemble. At least my cufflinks were still in.


  My eyes moved back up to their own pale gray reflection. “Now, aren’t you glad you bought the tux insurance?” I nodded solemnly in reply.


  I rinsed my face off, winced as I touched the knot on my head, and changed into a pair of jeans and a black t-shirt, stashed in the back room for just such an occasion. After hanging the tux up and tucking it neatly back into its protective bag, I walked to the front of the store.


  The door opened with a jingle as Ashley walked in ten minutes after ten. Her wedding attire was replaced by her traditional black cloak, which swirled as she moved around the door. She had knee-high boots on over deep blue pants, and polished her look with a healthy dose of eye shadow. She saw me and rubbed the index finger of her right hand across the top of her left in a traditional ‘shame on you’ gesture. I smiled and gave a halfhearted shrug.


  “You’re a bad man, Damian Vesik.”


  Frank burst into laughter. “Morning, Ashley.”


  “Hi, Frank!” Her scornful yet amused glare perked up into a sincere smile as she reached the counter.


  Frank pulled out a brown paper bag and set it on the glass.


  “Thanks for opening early,” Ashley said as she unrolled the top and pulled out a clear bag of beef jerky. “I couldn’t make it by yesterday with the wedding.” She tore the corner off the bag and took a sniff.


  “Wow!” She blinked rapidly and rubbed her eyes. “That smells strong.”


  “I told you,” Frank said.


  She rolled the bag up and stuck it in her suitcase, I mean large gray purse. I went about straightening a low shelf with several mortar and pestles.


  “Thanks, Frank,” Ashley said as one of the squeaky drawers below the gemstone display case slid open. I glanced up to find her face about an inch from the drawer, as she ran her finger through a stockpile of “junk” amber. Sam had called it junk because there wasn’t anything in the drawer priced higher than fifteen bucks. The name stuck.


  Ashley gathered a few pieces up and pushed the drawer closed. “Hey, Damian?” I cocked an eyebrow as she fiddled with the pentagram on her necklace. “Do I get a discount if I buy six? I need them for a spell tonight.”


  “That’s up to Frank.”


  She turned the puppy dog eyes on full blast for Frank. “I know you opened early for me. And, you see, we need them to help our sister. She lost a dear friend and is terribly distraught.”


  Frank glanced at the pieces, his mouth twitching as he thought. “Fifty for all of them.” His eyes trailed over to me and I nodded.


  Ashley grinned and handed over some bills. The register chimed and Frank gave her some change.


  “Was it her dog?” I said.


  Ashley fought back a smile as Frank’s eyes widened. “Thanks again for the jerky Frank. Oh, and Damian?” She didn’t say anything else until I met her eyes. “Try not to blow up any pigeons today, hmm?”


  I heard an eruption of fairy laughter from the back room. I guess Foster and Aideen had been listening. I waved at Ashley as she left, her own laughter trailing behind her.


  “She didn’t even ask why you look like crap,” Frank said.


  “She’s seen worse,” I said. “She is quite the devious negotiator.”


  “You don’t think her friend is really distraught?” Frank said.


  I laughed and shook my head a little. I got a whiff of spices and my nose began burning. “Is the death toll piling up from your jerky yet?”


  “It can’t be all bad if Zola likes it.” Frank paused and then smiled.


  *     *     *


  The next few hours vanished in a cloud of dust, cursing, and snoring cu siths as book after book turned up nothing of use. What little I did find addressed run-of-the-mill zombies. Passages were filled with genius advice like ‘avoid the hordes’ and ‘sever the spinal column.’ “Hordes,” I muttered. “Zola doesn’t even remember the last horde.” I could have learned more watching movies.


  “You mind watching the front for a bit, Damian?” Frank’s voice was faint from the bottom of the stairs. “I’m going out for a soda. You want anything?”


  “I’m good, thanks.” I pried Peanut’s snoring head off Zola’s diary and stuffed the essay I was reading into it. She’d just lent me the old book and it was going to come back with cu sith slobber. Nice. I heard the bell jingle on the front door as Frank left. I scratched Bubbles between the ears before I pried my feet out from under her and headed toward the stairs.


  “They’re good dogs.” My eyes followed the voice up to Aideen, perched on the highest bookshelf. She smiled and nibbled on something in her hand I couldn’t quite make out.


  I looked back at to the dogs as Peanut rolled to the side and fell off the chair, crashing into Bubbles like a sack of potatoes. Neither cu sith woke up. Peanut continued snoring, splayed upside down over Bubbles. “Guard dogs, my ass.”


  “You like them.”


  I raised my eyebrows as I walked past Aideen and started down the stairs, grabbing a bag of Cheetos off the shelf and a Mountain Dew from the mini fridge before crossing into the front of the shop.


  Frank’s insidious stack of brown paper bags filled with death jerky tempted me as I sat down behind the counter. Jerky sounded good, but I stopped my hand and shook my head as I remembered its tongue-blistering, sinus-disintegrating side effects. I don’t know how people eat the stuff.


  The bell tinkled on the shop’s front door again and I barely had time to look up before Sam blurred into motion from the entryway and crushed me in a bone-pulverizing hug.


  “Ribs!” I squeaked.


  She laughed into my shoulder. “You’re the best brother ever.”


  I narrowed my eyes as at her grinning face as she let me go. “What do you want?”


  “Nada.” She unrolled the newspaper in her hand and slammed it down on the glass display case, sending a spider-web of cracks across it. “Whoops, I’ll get that replaced.” Her grin never faltered.


  I sighed and looked at the cracks, then down at the paper. I made the front page. That is, my ne’er do well pigeon prank did. I laughed at the picture of Beth’s screaming mom, covered in pigeon gore, with her hands reaching for the sky.


  Sam picked the paper up and read it aloud in the deepest baritone she could manage, “Terror at the Wagner Wedding. Though no injuries were reported yesterday morning, a terrifying series of explosions assaulted the attendees at the wedding of Michael William Wagner and Elizabeth Berry. Many of the onlookers are calling the event a terrible portent of doom.”


  “Doom!” I growled as I slapped the display case between laughs, sending cracks racing to the edge of the glass.


  Sam snorted in laughter as Foster careened in over the saloon doors, chasing a very awake and low to the ground Bubbles as the cu sith skidded beneath the door. “What’s the racket?” he said as he landed on the newspaper.


  “You’re standing on it,” I said.


  He glanced down at the paper, then looked at Sam. His jaw opened slowly and he turned back to the picture of Elizabeth’s mom. “Fuck me, is that a pigeon head in her hair? Please tell me you did that.”


  “Yes, he did,” Sam said. She reached down and picked up the yapping green ball of chaos.


  “I hate pigeons,” Foster said.


  We all laughed.


  “Where’s Frank?” Sam said.


  I wiped my eyes and slumped back onto the stool. “I think he ran out for soda.”


  “Gotcha.” She glanced at me, then turned immediately to the gemstone display case against the wall. “He’s taking me to dinner.”


  “You sound happy about that. And yet you can’t look me in the eye when you say it?”


  Sam glanced at me over her shoulder and smiled. Foster burst into laughter as I shrugged and lodged my feet on the little shelf behind the register.


  *     *     *


  Sam and Frank returned from dinner at the Trailhead Brewery a few hours later. Frank came by to drop his soda off in the fridge before disappearing with Sam for a few more minutes. I’m a lenient boss. The fact Frank showed up with a fresh cheeseburger when he got back had nothing to do with it. I ate the burger and was beginning to consider how boring research could be when I saw a flash of green fur out of the corner of my eye. Foster and the cu siths disappeared into the back. The sun was down, so I shouldn’t have been too surprised when Vik walked in. The fairies don’t like most vamps. My sister was an exception, and for her they tolerated the Pit.


  Vik was wearing his usual floor-length leather trench coat, with silver buckles and buttons. His raven-black hair was slicked back. The indirect light in the shop made sharp angles over his nose and cheeks. It was an imposing sight on a vampire only a few inches shorter than me.


  “Hey, Damian,” he said as he walked up to the counter.


  I smiled and nodded. “Whatcha up to Vik?”


  “Thought I’d stop by the pet shop on my way to work. Your sister asked me to drop by and give you this.” He glanced at Frank. His lips curled up into a smile just large enough to show his fangs as he laid a small twine-wrapped box on the glass.


  Bubbles and Peanut charged up to the counter, sat down on either side of it, and began growling.


  “Whoa, easy pups,” I said. “It’s just Vik.”


  Vik took a step back. The dogs kept growling, their focus on the counter.


  “I do not think they are growling at me,” Vik said.


  I nodded and slid the package down the glass, away from the cu siths. “Why didn’t Sam bring it? Besides that, you couldn’t have brought Zola back with you?”


  “What?” He looked puzzled.


  “I dropped her off last night; she wanted to talk to Vasili or someone about zombies.”


  “Ah, probably Lester. He is more of an antique than she is.”


  My eyes widened. “Vik, if you value your existence, you will never, ever, say that in front of Zola.”


  He laughed. “I was downtown. I wasn’t with the Pit.” He scratched the back of his hand. “I will be next door for a short time, if you have need of me.”


  “Sooo … has Annabelle asked you why you buy a ferret every week?”


  Vik shrugged.


  “Have you been using some fancy vamp voodoo on her?”


  I saw Frank jerk his head and stare at me when I said that.


  Vik laughed. It was a dark sound. I should have felt bad for the critters, but I really didn’t like ferrets. I’d seen Vik eat a ferret once. I could only describe it as an explosion. Fur through a turbine. Unreal.


  He waved as he left, jingling the bell.


  “Straight answers, that’s what I like,” I said as I turned to look at Frank. He was staring at me. I smiled and waited.


  “That … was … was a vampire!”


  My eyebrows jumped in false surprise. “Ding, ding, ding!” I let out a short chuckle. “I know you’ve got love blinders on right now, but how many times have you met Vik?”


  He shrugged.


  “You realize he lives in Sam’s house, yes?” I shook my head and stared at him. “Didn’t you just go to dinner with a vampire?”


  “Uh, yeah, but, uh.” He scratched his head and blew out a breath. “I’ll pay more attention.”


  Foster landed on the counter and used the tip of his sword sheath to poke the box Vik left. The fairy’s arrival seemed to calm the cu siths. They ran behind Frank and untied his shoelaces. He was leaning against the counter and didn’t seem to notice. At least Bubbles and Peanut were nice enough to jump around and over each other enough to create a knot even Alexander the Great couldn’t hack his way through. Unfortunately, said knot was between Frank’s feet.


  Foster laid his hand on the twine wrapped tightly around the package and looked up at me. “Darkness, Damian, why do you bring this here?”


  “Whoa, hey now,” I pointed at my chest “I didn’t bring it here.”


  “Your sister is a vampire. She sent this through her carrier. It was brought here because you are here.” Foster glared at me like I was a rabid ferret he needed to put down.


  “Melodramatic much?”


  He frowned.


  “I’ll get it out of here tonight. I have to return my tux first.”


  He nodded once, whistled for his dogs, and took off for the back room.


  “I still can’t get used to seeing him.”


  “Who, Foster?”


  Frank nodded.


  “You’re dating a vampire.”


  “That’s different.”


  I laughed and shook my head. “It’s really his dogs you should be more concerned about anyway.”


  “Wh–,” Frank took that instant to attempt a step backwards. The knot pulled tight between his feet and he tried to grab the counter as his body toppled backward, his hand sliding smoothly off the glass with a short squeak. His head smacked the wall and I swear he went cross-eyed for a good ten seconds. A small groan escaped his lips as he rubbed what was sure to be a knot on his head.


  “Like I said, the dogs.”


  
    Chapter Sixteen

  


  I left Frank to run the shop. He was wincing and holding an icepack on his head when I left to make my run back to West County Mall. I parked in the garage and pulled the tux out of the car. I was pretty sure someone was neglecting their maintenance duties when the automatic door squealed like a fork on a dinner plate. My jaw clenched at the sound as I walked in across from the food court. The mall was pretty dead considering it should have been the dinner rush. Speaking of dinner, the smell of fresh pretzels hit me two seconds later. I gagged, hogtied, and stuffed my willpower into a little box in the back of my brain before stopping at Auntie Anne’s for a jalapeno pretzel dog and a cinnamon sugar pretzel chaser. Mountain Dew and pretzels in hand, I wandered down to the tuxedo shop.


  I could see Bobby, the Lord of Tuxes, working diligently behind the counter. Ah, sweet karma.


  “Hey, Bobby!” I said in my most cheerful, ballpark voice as I waved my pretzels at him.


  His head sagged and he slowly pushed himself off the stool. “No food or drink in the store.”


  I shrugged and walked in anyway. “Hey, I’ve got tux insurance, what do I care?”


  “Yeah, whatever,” he muttered.


  I handed him the garment bag with my tux in it. He scanned it in, hung it on the rack behind him, and turned to print out the receipts. I smiled, signed my name, and waited, taking a huge bite of jalapeno pretzel dog. He folded the credit card receipt, stuffed the white copy into the register’s drawer, and handed me the yellow copy. Then he turned to open the bag with the tux in it.


  The buzz of the zipper was followed by a gasp. The gasp was followed by “Oh my god!” Bobby rooted through the bag and pulled out the baggie of cufflinks and those little black studs.


  “Don’t worry,” I said. “They’re all there.”


  “Oh my god!” He shook his head like a pit bull had a hold of it. “You’re going to have to pay for these damages. This is,” his eyes flicked back to the tux and then back to me, “this is horrible.”


  “No, no, no, Bobby,” I said with a smile. I waved my finger at him. “I bought the most expensive tux insurance you offered. The insurance you were so insistent I needed because it covered any damages … and look! You were right, Bobby!” I slapped the counter and grinned. I held up the little yellow slip. “Besides, I already have my receipt and you, as I can see on your screen here, already checked the tux back in. You have a good day now.”


  He groaned, cursed, and put his head down on the counter as I walked out.


  “Jackass,” I said under my breath. I smiled and took another bite as I headed back to the parking garage.


  *     *     *


  The first thing I did was share the tale of the Lord of Tuxes with Frank and Foster. As soon as Foster disappeared into the clock with a laugh, I cut the twine on the little box behind the counter. I unfolded the top of the plain cardboard box and opened the flaps. The musty smell of aged paper climbed into the air around us as I removed the oblong packet of black tissue.


  I peeled back the edges of the dark paper to reveal a naked dagger. Plain, simple, uninteresting; except for the fact a vampire had given it to me and Foster said it was something from the dark. I balanced the dagger on the box and Frank leaned in to get a closer look. The pommel was oval-shaped with a faint pentagram etched into either side, closed in a thin double circle. The symbols were worn and faded.


  Frank had an eye loupe out and was already looking at the pommel. “There’s more there, Damian, but I can’t make it out.”


  “Yeah, we need to bring it out somehow.” I picked the dagger up and turned it over in my hands. The metal was a dull gray. It didn’t have the worn sheen of silver and looked more like … nickel. “Frank, I think I might have an idea.”


  “Really?”


  I nodded. “If this thing’s as evil as Foster thinks, I seriously doubt it’s silver. You remember my Dad collects coins?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Well, when a nickel’s worn all to hell you can put this stuff on it called Nic-A-Date to bring the date back temporarily. The only side effect is a little stain.”


  “That’s gotta kill the value.” He glanced at the dagger.


  “If it was only good for slag anyway, what’s it hurt?”


  “Good point. So you have any nic-a-whatsit?”


  I grinned. “Give me a minute. I think it’s in the supply closet somewhere.”


  Twenty minutes of digging turned up the little bottle of Nic-A-Date, nestled in a box with plastic coin holders, cotton gloves, and a mystery sack I promised Dad I wouldn’t open unless I had a dire financial emergency. I bounced the little gray sack in my hand a couple times, then laid it back in the box. I grabbed a roll of paper towels and two bowls, filled one up with water, and joined Frank at the counter.


  Frank read the warning label when I handed him the bottle and his eyes widened. “Uh, you use this stuff indoors?”


  “Used to use it a lot,” I said.


  “That explains some things.”


  “Ah ha, ha, ha. Hand me the dagger and let’s try this out.”


  I took the dagger, hilt first, from Frank and turned it so the pommel hung over the empty bowl. Frank popped the bottle of Nic-A-Date out of the package, opened it, and handed it to me. I put a healthy coating on both sides of the dagger and we waited. In the time it took for our eyes to start burning, ghosts of the characters carved into the pommel took shape.


  “They look like runes,” Frank said.


  I shook my head. “Look at the lines, though. Runes shouldn’t have all those waves and loops.” A different rune was carved into each triangle of the pentagram. Two runes were in the center of the pentagram, while six more were carved inside the border of the thin double circle. I held the dagger by the blade and turned it over. The other side was much the same, with slightly different symbols.


  “What the hell is that stench?” Cara yelled as she flew into the room.


  “We’re removing Frank’s nose hairs.”


  Frank’s eyes flashed up from the loupe before he grinned. “That’s probably true.”


  I dipped the pommel into the bowl of water to neutralize the Nic-A-Date. After drying it off with a paper towel, I set it on the cracked glass top of the display case.


  “Oh dear,” Cara said as she ran her fingers over the etchings. “I may know someone who can tell you a bit about these.” She glanced at the clock and then back to the dagger. “It will take me awhile to get him here, probably at least an hour.”


  “Do you know what they are?” I said.


  Her eyes met mine and she frowned. “I hope not.”


  I nodded. “I’ll pick up Zola and meet you back here in an hour.”


  
    Chapter Seventeen

  


  It only took fifteen minutes to drive to Town and Country. Sometimes I wondered what the neighbors in the upscale community would think if they knew what was living next door. I knocked and Vik answered.


  “Hey, D. You here for Sam?”


  I stared at Vik and blinked. “That sounded unusually casual.”


  Vik grinned and flashed his fangs. “One must adapt to the times.”


  “Don’t want to know. I’m actually looking for Zola.”


  “I believe she is downstairs in Sam’s room. I will inform them of your arrival.”


  I sat down on the cherry bench on the right side of the entryway. The Pit’s house verged on being vulgar in its opulence. A vaulted ceiling spread out from the double doors and soared above a grand staircase. Magnificent wooden steps and banisters, each carved with vines and flowers, traced a path to the basement in the center of the staircase, and two stairways flared out along the sides to meet again on the second floor. The landing was graced with a four-foot pewter tree of life. Hanging above the stairs to the basement was an ancient coat of arms. The swords looked real and well oiled, lit by an old crystal chandelier that hung from a gilded gothic moulding.


  I cursed in surprise as the Forest Park brunette vampire in the red dress, now wearing jeans and a blue knit top, walked around the left corner from the dining room. She froze for only a moment. Vik and Sam crested the stairs, with Zola close behind them.


  “Impadda!”


  The brunette lunged at me as I called up the shield. Vik’s eyes went wide and he blurred into motion, tackling her before she hit my shield. She reached toward me, but Vik grabbed her wrist, spun her around, and locked her in a bear hug. He looked pissed.


  “Devon!” He was an inch from her face and yelling. “What the fuck are you doing?!”


  “Unfinished business,” she hissed. Her body jerked in Vik’s hold and something made a terrible, wet popping sound. Vik’s anger broke and rose into a cry of agony. His arms dangled at the elbows as he staggered away from Devon.


  She leapt at me again only to be smashed out one of the front door by my sister. Wood splintered and crashed to the floor as I dropped the shield. I glanced at Vik. Zola was already leaned over him, with his right arm stretched out. I dashed outside to help Sam, only to find her flying backwards through the air. I think I cursed as tried my best to catch her and we both slammed into the remnants of the left door.


  “Soon, Vesik,” Devon said. She pointed her index finger and backed off into a line of trees and shrubs.


  Sam climbed off me and offered her hand. I took it and stood up, brushing away the dirt and splinters.


  “Devon?” I said to no one in particular.


  “Yes, Damian,” Vik said. I turned back to the now door-less entryway. He was rubbing his elbows and grimacing, but at least his arms were moving again. “Bloody whore can consider us done.” His voice was steady, but tremors shook his shoulders, from rage, or pain, or both.


  “Devon is the vampire who attacked me after the wedding. She had puppets, just like the rogue.”


  Zola frowned.


  “Vik,” I said, turning to the old vampire. “I’m sorry about Devon.”


  “It is appreciated, but I do not require your sympathies.” He clenched his fists and started to turn away.


  “I didn’t mean to offend you.”


  His shoulders slumped just a little and he turned around with a weak smile. “You didn’t. Don’t concern yourself with it.”


  “You’ll find I always concern myself with friends.”


  He eyed me in silence for a moment. “You are a strange man, a necromancer who counts vampires among his friends.”


  “Not all vampires,” I muttered as I looked out into the yard. There was no trace of Devon.


  I turned to my master without responding to her muffled laughter. “We need to get back to the Double D. Cara is bringing a friend over to look at some runes for me. It may have something to do with Devon or the rogues.” I paused and turned to Sam, “Shit, did Devon give you that dagger?”


  Sam’s smile slipped as she nodded. “Yes, she said you’d appreciate it. I never even thought …”


  “It’s okay,” I said as I squeezed her shoulder. “I’d bet my ass it has something to do with all this crap. Foster said the dagger is saturated with darkness.”


  “It could be a weapon beyond its maker’s original intent and appearance,” Zola said.


  “I don’t know about that. It seems to be made out of nickel.”


  Zola’s gaze snapped up to mine. “We need to get to the shop, now.”


  “I’m coming with you,” Sam said.


  I nodded and walked a few steps behind her before turning back to the house. “What about the doors?”


  “We have extras in the basement,” Vik said.


  Zola snorted and followed us to Vicky.


  *     *     *


  Foster, Aideen, Cara, and a man I didn’t recognize were standing at the counter with Frank when we got back to the shop. Bubbles and Peanut were sitting obediently at the man’s feet. I blinked and looked again just to make sure it was actually Bubbles and Peanut. The fairies looked up and smiled when we walked in.


  The stranger said nothing, only stared at the dagger on the counter. He was decked out in a frilly white lace shirt, black slacks, and what looked like a dark red velveteen cloak. Sharp features etched his face, almost as sharp as the fairies, but no wings adorned his back. I could have sworn I saw a ringlet of gold running from his forehead and across his shoulder length platinum hair, but the glimmer was gone after I blinked.


  “This is my friend, Glenn,” Cara said.


  “Good to meet you,” I said as I extended my hand in greeting. I was surprised to see Zola take a step away from Glenn. She offered nothing but a brief nod in the way of greeting. I focused my Sight and hid my surprise. I could see nothing. No auras, no ley lines, nothing. My Sight was utterly blind.


  Glenn’s indifference melted as he smiled and took my hand. He laughed quietly and nodded at Zola, his eyes trailing back toward the dagger. His gaze narrowed as it landed on my sister, but quickly continued on to the blade.


  Sam took a step backwards, closer to Zola.


  Glenn stared at the dagger again, all expression leaving his face. His movements were slow as he took a careful step forward, letting his fingers lower to the pommel and trace the pattern of the designs, turning the dagger over and doing the same.


  My eyes flicked between the three as I rubbed a stiff spot on my neck.


  I heard a deep rumbling sound, and was startled to realize it was Glenn speaking. “For the record, I am not so easily read, necromancer.”


  “Umm, sorry?” I said, glancing between Cara, who wore a smile, and Zola, who looked like she was very unhappy to see Cara’s friend.


  Glenn turned his eyes back on me. “Harmless.” I wasn’t sure if he was talking about me or the blade. “You did not cut yourself with the blade, did you?”


  “No.”


  “That is good, for I know these lines.” His eyes locked on mine and his pupils flowed into the whites of his eyes, turning into pools of infinite black ice. I couldn’t look away. I physically could not move my head. “There is a church to the south. It is there, below the blood of Price’s folly, the boards of the carpenter, in the shadow of the knob.”


  Glenn released a dark chuckle as he turned to my sister and grinned. She shrunk away from him as his body folded in on itself with a swirl of black energy. He vanished with a crack of thunder that shook the earth, causing everything in the store to rattle and tinkle on the shelves.


  I winced as the cacophony of sound faded and the familiar ley lines burst into brilliant blue life. I let my Sight fade and then stared at the small fairy beside me. “Cara, who the hell was that?”


  She waved her hand in a dismissal of my question and instead turned to Foster. “Go with Damian, you know of the place he speaks.”


  Foster’s wings drooped a little, but he nodded and took off to the back room.


  “He’ll be ready to go soon,” Cara said. “You should be too.”


  “Where are you going?” Sam said.


  “They are going south.” Cara closed her eyes and sighed. “They are going to an old place of power.” She brushed her fingers through the ends of her hair. “How’s your Civil War history, Damian?”


  I raised my eyebrows a bit, but didn’t answer.


  “What would your master think?” She smiled at Zola and turned to Sam. “They travel south, to Pilot Knob.” Sam’s mouth formed a little O as Cara continued. Zola didn’t even blink. “There is a small church, once used as a hospital. Glenn says whatever was bound in the church is of great importance now.”


  Zola sighed and rubbed her cheek. “Ah should have thought of it earlier. Philip hid the talisman at Pilot Knob by himself.”


  “Why?” I said.


  “We thought it best none of us knew where all the talismans were hidden.” She paused and cast a quick glance in my direction. “Philip was obsessed with zombies.”


  “What did that have to do with the talisman?” I said.


  “There was a powerful necromancer in that town, gifted in the darker resurrection arts. Ah … Ah didn’t go with him.” Her body sagged. “Ah never wanted to see that godforsaken town again after the war.”


  Sam placed her hand on Zola’s shoulder. “It’s an old battleground?”


  My master nodded. “That wasn’t the worst. It was Ezekiel.” She turned to look out the windows. “That damned necromancer, he was a monster.” Zola shuffled around to the stool and sat down behind the counter in silence.


  “The battle was in 1864,” Cara said. “And do you know what county it lies in?”


  “Iron County,” I said.


  Cara nodded. “I don’t need to tell you how many of our weapons were forged from the metals of Iron County. It is a wealth of iron, of poison, yes, but there have been entire mines bound to deposits of Magrasnetto. We pulled ore from the earth long before humans came. The ore we can handle. Deadly as iron is to us, the presence of Magrasnetto makes it as inert as a rock to our skin.” Her smile fell and she stared at me. “Damian, you cannot make this trip lightly. If Glenn thinks something there is important, it is likely powerful.” She shook her head and glanced at Zola. “There is something more you do not know about Magrasnetto. Over the millennia the Fae have learned to enchant the stone. It will hold charms or curses and, if the binding is done properly, the stone’s very nature will keep the enchantment as strong as the day it was cast.”


  Zola’s eyes widened as she looked up and whispered the word, “Wards …”


  “Why is that such a secret?” I said.


  “Are you serious?” Sam said as she glared at me. “Use your head. Think of the havoc someone could wreak with that.”


  “At least your sister understands,” Cara said with a laugh.


  Zola rapped my shoulder with her cane. “A ward with such power could be made into a landmine or an absorption enchantment that would never expire, it could fuel a soulstone, stealing pieces of any aura that happened by.” She lowered her cane. “If the Unseelie court got their hands on such a power …” She shook her head.


  “Oh,” I said with unbridled wit. “I can see that being a problem. So what are we going to be looking for?”


  Cara and Zola both shrugged.


  “Great.”


  
    Chapter Eighteen

  


  The hinges on the front door creaked a moment before the bells sounded as Frank walked in with a plastic cat carrier. He smiled and set the cage on one of the unbroken displays.


  “What’s that?” I asked.


  “My new friend. Sam thought you might like to meet him.” Frank squeezed the spring-loaded latch to open the door and a ferret shot out of the cage and slid a few inches across the glass. The gray tube of fur eyed Foster and then me before it bounded up Frank’s arm in a few awkward leaps and curled around his neck.


  “He seems to like you,” Foster said.


  Frank grinned and stroked the lengthy critter.


  “Don’t let him near the vampires,” I said.


  “Just keep him away from Vik for me,” Frank said.


  “Snack food,” Foster said.


  Frank’s eyes widened as we laughed.


  “I thought ferrets were just teeth with fur, no?” I said.


  Frank shook his head. “He likes everyone. Go ahead, pet him.”


  I reached my hand out to pet it. The bastard struck like a viper, playfully locking its teeth onto the flesh between my thumb and index finger. “Fuck!” I screamed.


  I jerked my hand back, which did nothing but yank the ferret off Frank’s shoulder while its teeth stayed embedded in my hand. Foster laughed like hell as I waved the ferret around in the air and Frank yelled, “Don’t hurt him!”


  I gathered myself, set the ferret on the display case as it continued pulling at my hand with quick jerks, and said, “Get. It. Off.”


  The ferret let go when Frank reached for it, slithering away from his fingers. I sucked in a breath between my teeth and stared at the puncture wounds on my hand. A gray blur hurtled toward me across the counter, hissing and flashing teeth. I raised my hand out of pure instinct as the ferret launched itself at me. Its teeth sunk into my hand right, next to the first bite. I yelled and went down on my knees, defeated by an evil tube of fur. The thing finally let go for good, chittered, and ran back into its carrier.


  Frank snapped the door shut behind the ferret, looked like he was about to say something to me, then pursed his lips as he thought better of it.


  Foster was barely breathing he was laughing so hard.


  Frank inched toward the door, uttering profuse apologies as Zola came into the shop. Aideen dropped a tube of Neosporin onto the counter, rolled her eyes at Foster, and disappeared into the back again. Foster continued to hiccup laughter as I slathered my wounds.


  “Smells like ferret in here,” Zola said as she looked around and sniffed. “Ah think Ah told you once, ferrets don’t like necromancers.”


  I just glared at her.


  *     *     *


  “We’re going south again,” I said. “To Pilot Knob. You know, we were right there when we went to Fort Davidson.” I looked over the puncture wounds on my hand and grumbled. “We could have snagged whatever it is we’re hunting for and this mess could be over with.”


  “Ah imagine, boy, if you could have foretold our need of the artifact, you’d have a good job as a psychic. You’d likely not have those holes in your hand either.” Zola smiled.


  Foster, only recently calmed from his fit of hysterics, burst into a hiccupping fury of laughter.


  “Thanks for that.” I said as my lips quirked into a grin.


  “Ah’m going to run out for coffee. Do you want anything?” Zola said as she smiled and winked at Foster.


  I shook my head. “I need to get the shop ready for the glass company.”


  “Ah’ll be back in a bit.”


  I waved to Zola as she left. I started pulling all the valuables out of the cracked display case and split them up into the side cases.


  “What are you moving all that for?” Foster said as I set some old Native American pipes and arrowheads beside a large conical piece of Magrasnetto. The rock made a deep scratch in the wood as I shifted it.


  “The glass company is replacing Sam’s custom-made spider-webbed top on our display case.”


  Foster nodded as I flipped one of the old obsidian arrowheads over in my hand. It was unique because of the Nordic-looking runes carved into it. Cara was sure the arrowhead was Paiute. They were a tribe from the Great Basin in northern California. The runes were carved about the same time the arrowhead was made. I smiled and tried to imagine how anyone out in the middle of nowhere would have any knowledge of runes. My money was on the Fae. I set the arrowhead down and picked up the Magrasnetto.


  “Hey, Foster, you want to help me carve a wand out of this thing?” I hefted the stone a bit higher to emphasize the question.


  Foster glanced at the rock, then met my gaze. “A wand, huh?”


  “Yeah, why not? It’s a good way to store some juice if there aren’t dead things handy.”


  Foster’s tiny eyebrows rose. “You always seem to have dead things handy, Damian.”


  I opened my mouth, but couldn’t think of a good reply. I shrugged.


  “Zola’s had you working ley line arts since you were a teenager. Plus, didn’t Mom already show you some non-dead tricks?”


  “Yeah, your mom’s been showin’ me some tricks.” I waggled my eyebrows and Foster snorted a laugh. “Thing is, with this I can store some power in the Magrasnetto for emergency pummeling of nasties.”


  “Nasties?” He raised his eyebrows and shook his head. “You should have been a poet.”


  I nodded slowly. “Sam always said that.” I held a serious face long enough for Foster’s expression to grow horrified. Then I lost it.


  He rolled his eyes, tapped the display case, and said, “Why don’t you just lace that badass cane with the Magrasnetto so you don’t look like a forty-year old Harry Potter fanboy run amok?”


  I stopped laughing and stared slack-jawed at the tiny fairy with the mean words. “There is nothing wrong with being a forty-year old Harry Potter fan!” I said as I pointed a finger at him. “Besides, I’ve got a good ten years until then.”


  Foster’s face split into a huge, wicked grin. “Fine, but a badass demon cane would be cooler than a stick.”


  My eyes shifted to said badass demon cane. At four feet, it’s really more of a staff. The more I thought about it, the wood already had focusing runes carved in a ring around either end with a flourishing pattern of curved lines. About a third of the way from either end, the channels carved by the lines came together in a circle. If the staff were to ever be employed by a demon, the circles would hold runes of power with ley energy connecting them all. Now, only scorch marks and gouges graced the surfaces. I could inlay Magrasnetto and carve my own runes into it. Oh yeah, it would be cool. My lips curled up in a mirror of Foster’s grin.


  “No time now,” I said.


  He nodded. “When we get back you should really think about it.”


  “Hmm,” said a voice from behind us. I looked toward the back room to find Aideen hovering over my shoulder. “That’s not a bad idea, Damian, but it’s going to take a lot of work that’s well beyond your skill.”


  “If you want it to work that is,” Cara said as she joined us.


  I glanced at the staff, the pile of rock, and then the fairies. “You probably have a point there.”


  “Let’s talk about it when you get back,” Aideen said.


  “Sounds good,” I said as Zola made her entrance.


  “Ready?” she said.


  Foster said yes as I nodded an affirmative.


  
    Chapter Nineteen

  


  A few hours later, the small town of Pilot Knob passed our windows in flickers of light and shadow. Cars littered the streets at sparse intervals, parked in and around the pooled streetlight. None of them moved during our short drive across town to find the old church. I glanced up at the ancient white building as the last rays of the evening sun crept over its surface and I shivered as we parked.


  “That’s a creepy old place,” I said.


  Zola snorted. “Not nearly as creepy as the town we just drove through.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “Were you paying attention?” Foster said. “We didn’t pass a single car on the streets. There was barely even a light on in any of the houses.”


  “Every yard was overgrown,” Zola said. “Something’s wrong here. Let’s get inside and look around.”


  The church and one-time hospital was small and white, with three wide steps leading to a red double door at the front. I could see the top of the stone foundation just below the thin white siding. The windows were all narrow and taller than the doors. Two windows graced the front of the building to either side of the entrance, with three more on the side closest to us. The roof came to a plain peak except for the belfry jutting up near the front edge, crowned with a modest cross.


  The church had a presence unlike anything I’d ever felt. I focused my Sight, but found nothing out of place. A few weak ley lines dipped and weaved across the street and lent a dim luminescence to the shadows. I shivered.


  “You feel it?” Zola said.


  I nodded. “I don’t see anything. What is it?”


  “Pain, horror, the certainty of one’s own death.” Zola stared at the doors and sighed. “It is like the fort, but worse. This place was a field hospital when Ah last laid eyes on it. Full of the dying.”


  Foster flew to the doors and placed his hands on each. He backed away from the doors as fast as he’d touched them. “There is evil in this house.”


  “Great,” I said.


  Zola’s smile was weak. “The evil you sense may be what we’re looking for.”


  “Oh, in that case I retract my sarcasm.” I threw my hands up in the air and said, “I meant to say fucking great.”


  Foster let out a quiet laugh and Zola’s lips quirked up just a little further.


  I took the short three steps to the front door and tried the handle. The right door swung open in silence. Dust and dying sunlight were all that greeted us.


  “So, is this a little unusual for a Sunday evening?” I said.


  Zola pushed past me, the whisper of her cloak the only sound. Her cane was extended and her gaze moved from side to side as we ventured deeper into the house of worship. The floor was a rough-cut natural wood, sealed and polished, but I’d be willing to bet it had acquired much of its character well before it was treated.


  I cursed as a black blur in my peripheral vision moved and my heart leapt. My hand landed on the butt of the pepperbox as my head wrenched around to an old table and chairs.


  “What was that?” I stared at the empty chairs set a few feet beyond the pews, flexing fingers around my gun.


  “What?” Foster said.


  “I saw something in the chairs. It was like, I don’t know, like silhouettes of people.” I paused. “They disappeared as soon as I looked directly at the table.”


  “Guardians,” Zola said as she took a few steps and pulled out one of the chairs.


  “Like Aeros?” I said, surprised.


  She shook her head. “No, they come when something threatens things most important to them. Old ghosts.” Zola bent down and wiped away a patch of dust. A dark brown and black stain was visible on the floorboards beside the chair legs.


  “Is that blood?” I asked.


  Foster nodded. “It’s old too. I bet that’s what Glenn was talking about.”


  “Should we dig it up?”


  Zola laughed and pointed a few feet to the side. “There’s a hatch to the crawlspace.”


  I blinked and said, “Oh.”


  We pulled the hatch up. I was surprised that the hinges were well oiled and quiet. Someone had taken great care of the old church, but they were nowhere to be found.


  “I can’t see shit,” I said, squinting into the black square in the floor. I slid my backpack off, dug out a flashlight, and handed it to Zola. She pointed it into the hole. When nothing came screaming out to attack us, I stuck my head in.


  “Nothing but dirt,” I said an instant before I started spitting and rubbing my face.


  “What was that?” Foster said.


  “Cobwebs.” I scraped them off on the edge of the hole.


  “Ah wouldn’t complain about cobwebs.”


  I glanced up at Zola and cracked a smile. “Sure, but you don’t have to crawl into the scary hole in the floor.”


  Foster and Zola both muffled a chuckle.


  “Alright, I’m going down,” I said against my better judgment. I spun around on my ass and put my feet down first. One more glance over my shoulder, watching for shadows, and I dropped to the dirt a few feet below. “Foster, keep watch at the front in case some of the church folk come back. I don’t want to completely freak them out with strangers snooping around in their crawlspace.”


  “Ah’ll hold the light,” Zola said.


  I nodded and crouched down, slipping my entire body into the crawlspace. I managed to stick my face right into an even thicker cobweb as I pushed forward. After some sputtering, cursing, and wiping my face off repeatedly, I looked around. “Can you hand me the flashlight for a second Zola?” The acoustics of the tiny space muffled my voice.


  She handed me the light and I pointed the beam to each corner of the crawlspace. Nothing. Not a damn thing. I placed a hand in the dirt and pulled myself off to one side. I crawled a few feet deeper and my knee knocked on something hollow. A second later my brain informed me dirt shouldn’t make a hollow knocking sound. I banged my knee a few times in the same place.


  A dark shadow moved through the beam of light as it swam deeper into the crawlspace. It vanished as soon as I looked at it. I clenched my teeth, shivered, and pointed the flashlight at the ground. My fist pounded the dirt methodically as I backed up slowly. The first few spots were a heavy thud. Just what you’d expect. The fourth spot I hit echoed with the same hollow sound my knee had made.


  “Zola, I think I got something!”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah, why do you sound surprised?” I said as I scraped a couple inches of dirt off an old board. “I’m passing the flashlight back to you. Can you point it at that clean space I just made?”


  “Foster,” Zola said. “Go with Damian.”


  She waved the beam around for a moment, then settled on the bare spot. Foster followed the light down and landed nearby.


  “Don’t get yourself eaten by a spider,” I said.


  “Shut up.”


  “Just saying,” I said with a grin. “It’d be a tough one to explain to Aideen.”


  Zola coughed to cover a laugh. I wiped the board down with several flicks of my wrist. Dust and dirt filled my nose in the narrow crawlspace. I uncovered another board beside the first and another, and yet another. There was enough space between the second and third board to squeeze my fingers in. I tried really hard not to think about what might be waiting to bite them off. I grimaced and bent my fingertips around the gap. One hard yank and the board splintered around the nails at either end.


  It looked like a tattered uniform was beneath the boards. A moment later I realized it was a body, long, long dead. I snapped another board up and could see the skeletal remains wrapped in a dark uniform.


  “It’s a body, Zola. Looks like a Union soldier.”


  I heard her sigh. “Check around it.”


  Another board disintegrated with a hard pull. I stuck my head in inches from the corpse in the dim light. I shook my head.


  Foster hopped down onto the chest of the old soldier. “There’s nothing here.”


  “Move the body.”


  I met Foster’s eyes and we both frowned before he jumped back out of the grave. “I’ll wait upstairs,” he said.


  “Me too,” I grumbled before I cursed and pulled another board out of the way. It gave me enough room to get my hands under the body and feel more boards. I sighed and said, “Sorry,” as I rolled the body to the side. At the same time I wondered what kind of interesting bacteria was getting in my ferret wounds.


  I found it beneath the corpse and the rotted boards. The black cover of the book had an inverted Ankh with an extra line three quarters of the way down the stem. It reminded me of a cross with a thin ankh hanging from it. Yellow and brown papers were sticking out from the edges of the book. I picked it up and something screamed at my senses as my fingers grasped the dry leather. A shockwave, much like one from a small explosion, ripped through the tiny crawlspace.


  “What was that?” Zola said as her voice rose in pitch.


  “You felt it too?”


  “Something happened,” Foster said.


  “Great.” I glanced at the book in my hand. Scrawled below the ankh in faded gilt Latin was the phrase ‘from those who have come before.’ My Latin was shaky at best, but it was a phrase Zola had drilled into my head. It was a mantra for most necromancers, the acquisition of knowledge and the passage of that knowledge from master to student. It was repeated generation after generation, and a generation of necromancers could last a damn long time.


  I handed the book up through the floor to Zola. I heard her gasp as I laid the boards down again and rolled the corpse gently back into place. It fell apart a little, but I was pretty sure it wouldn’t mind. I climbed back out of the hole to find Foster perched on Zola’s shoulder. Her hands were trembling and her eyes were wide. She already had a sheet unfolded and laid across the front of the book.


  Her voice was only a whisper. “The forbidden … Philip, you fucking idiot.”


  “What is it?” I said.


  In answer, she held the sheet up. It was a diagram of a dagger. A pentagram circled the interior of the pommel, with runes noted in each section, and more runes in a ring within the second circle encasing the pentagram. It was a diagram of the dagger sheathed on my belt.


  “That dagger,” Foster said as he pointed at my waist, “is a key of the dead.” He blew out a puff of air and flew over to the closest pew. He sat down and hung his legs over the front edge. “Those aren’t even supposed to exist anymore. Gwynn ap Nudd had them destroyed ages ago.”


  “The Fae king?” I said. “Why did he want them destroyed?”


  Zola folded the paper and stuffed it back in the book. “He is also the Lord of the Dead, Damian. No one should hold a key of the dead other than him. A key can be used as a focus, for necromancy and much blacker arts. Ah would say we should destroy the key, but Ah doubt we could so much as scratch it. We’ll have to return it to Gwynn ap Nudd.”


  “Yeah, that sounds peachy.”


  Foster snorted. “You still haven’t told him?”


  “Told me what?” I was pretty sure I wasn’t getting an answer when Zola moved her gaze down to the leather tome.


  “There is this, as well,” Zola said as she opened the back cover of the book and slid a sheet of gray metal out. It was roughly the same height as the book, but narrower. She turned it in the dim light and I could see dozens of runes, lines, and knots etched into rows and columns on the surface. “I don’t know what it is.”


  “Do you, Foster?” I said.


  He shook his head. “I’ve seen sheets like it before, used to make fairy bottles, but this … it doesn’t feel right. I’ve never seen runes set in knots like that before, either.”


  I glanced at the sheet again as Zola slid it into the book. To say the knots were intricate would be an enormous understatement. I’d want to take a closer look at it when we weren’t in the creepy old church. “Alright, let’s get out of here,” I muttered.


  We turned to leave the church, the odd presence still nagging at my senses. Between that and the glimpses of shadows, I was on edge.


  “Something is wrong here,” I said. “Like we’re being watched.”


  Zola turned slowly, studying each window. I followed her gaze, but saw nothing.


  “What is it?” I said.


  “Something’s here,” she said. “Ah don’t think we’re welcome here.”


  “Let’s get the hell out of here,” Foster whispered as he landed on my shoulder.


  I nodded and walked quickly to the front door. My fast steps sent small creaks into the eerie silence. Zola was right behind us. The instant the book crossed the threshold of the church, everything went to hell.


  
    Chapter Twenty

  


  “My God, Philip, what did you do?” Zola’s eyes shone with moisture as she stood watch over hell.


  The earth heaved. A deep rumble shook the church and the ground beneath us, thickening the air with a roar. Concrete and soil cracked and opened into churning chasms, swallowing trees and felling power lines. Skeletal limbs and rotting flesh burst through the surface in showers of dirt and debris as the land birthed the first zombie horde the world had seen in centuries.


  “Get to the car!” I screamed, even as the front wheels sank into the soil. A huge slab of concrete vanished into the earth a moment later, the road now impassable. I leapt over an emerging zombie as it reached for me. Vicky’s front bumper was beneath street level. I managed to brace myself on the car to keep from falling over as the earth moved again. I opened the back door far enough to grab the backpack. “Fuck, we gotta get the hell out of here.” Another chasm opened and I took a running leap to get back to Foster and Zola. I hit hard, sliding on my knees toward another zombie, its face destroyed and dripping fluids. Zola’s cane smashed the zombie’s head an instant later.


  “Careful,” she said. “We have to run.” She slid the ferrules off either end of her knobby old cane. She pulled blades out of both ends and locked them in place by slipping the slotted ferrules back on and inserting locking pins. She spun the double-bladed weapon like a quarterstaff.


  I shoved six speed loaders into my pockets for the pepperbox while Foster grabbed his helmet out of the backpack. He fastened a thin chinstrap on, nodded, and drew his sword. There was a narrow path of concrete ahead of us. Zola led as we jumped and dodged and ran through broken concrete and dirt, down that collapsing strip until our legs began to burn. Foster followed just above our heads. Parts of the horde were almost free. Their hands grew ever closer as we finally reached an intact portion of the road. I had to push to keep up with Zola.


  “Where are we going?” I yelled.


  “Four blocks down Zeigler and over West Maple to North Main and Buzz’s General Store.”


  “What’s there?”


  “A place to make a stand,” she huffed.


  “Fuck.”


  Foster laughed and sped up. “I’ll scout ahead a bit.”


  I nodded and watched the roiling dirt around me as I ran. A house cracked and half of it shifted into a sinkhole. A jagged line ripped it apart. The sound of splintering glass and the continual rumble of thunder filled the air.


  “One foot in front of the other,” Zola said. “Keep moving. Caught in the open, we die.”


  Two blocks disappeared behind us before the ground stopped shaking. The air thickened with the stench of roadkill left out in the sun for two weeks. I stumbled like I’d hit a wall, making an effort to control my gag reflex. I suddenly forgot about the smell as we came up to West Maple Street and rounded the corner.


  “Horde!” Foster screamed as he careened into view.


  They were everywhere. Only a few limped or dragged their half-decayed bodies. The rest were disturbingly mobile. A half circle, four or five deep in most places, wrapped around the block. They closed on us to the sound of faint groans and shuffling feet. A quick glance backward showed me just as many dead in pursuit.


  “Why are so many of them whole?” I said between breaths. They were able to totter along at a slow but ground-devouring pace.


  Zola didn’t answer or stop to talk. Her staff swung in an arc and split two decaying heads at eye level.


  Foster landed on the ground beside her and took a step forward. For the second time in my life I watched him grow into a colossus on a warpath. His claymore flashed up in a two-handed diagonal strike from left to right. Bits and pieces and torsos collapsed into groaning piles on the ground. The dismembered bodies still grabbed for us, clawing their way forward.


  “Take out the heads, Foster!” I extended my arm and pulled the solo trigger on the pepperbox. Burning gunpowder and a crack of thunder joined the stench of decay. Skull and brains sprayed out from my target. Foster’s next strike cleaved horizontally through three heads with a grisly crunch. Zola took down two more before her staff lodged between the ribs of another zombie.


  “Get back!” she said as she took an aggressive stance in front of us. The instant Foster and I were three steps away she took a deep breath, pushed her right arm forward, and screamed “Modus Ignatto!”


  I felt the tingle of power brush my senses a second before a spiraling torrent of orange and yellow fire melted everything in its path. Bodies went up like tinder as dirt and grass sizzled with the heat. The entire scene was bathed in an eerie orange glow. I, for one, didn’t need anything more eerie than a town full of zombies. Zola’s arm shook as she held the incantation. Moments later she sagged and blew out a breath of air as the flames dissipated.


  The fire died to reveal a narrow path through the wall of zombies.


  “Run!” Foster said. He grabbed Zola’s staff and tore it out of a still-moving corpse. “Zola,” he said as he threw her the staff and pushed toward the gap. She caught it without a second glance, spun, and dispatched another zombie with a shaky overhand strike as she moved forward.


  I followed them with five quick shots from the pepperbox, sending three more zombies to the ground. I snapped the barrel down, shook the shells out, and used my first speed loader. We were through the line a moment later as more and more dead filled the streets behind us.


  As soon as we’d pushed through the thickest part of the horde, it was easier to move fast. The churned-up surface of the earth evened out again. A few dead dotted the street between us and North Main. We turned south onto the street and slowed to a jog.


  “We must be passing outside the spell’s range,” Zola said as she leaned heavily on her staff.


  “Good?” I said.


  “It doesn’t mean the zombies can’t follow us,” Zola said between deep breaths.


  “But they shouldn’t pop out of the ground at our feet,” Foster said.


  The zombies were behind us. I turned and blew a hole through the nearest one out of sheer frustration. As the gore settled and the zombie collapsed, I noticed shallow earthworks across the street, framed by distant trees.


  “Zola, is the fort right there?”


  She smiled and let out a breathless laugh. “Yes, yes it is.”


  “I didn’t expect to be back here so soon,” I muttered.


  Zola jerked on the worn metal handle on the storefront. “Locked.”


  “Move,” Foster said. A flash of light sprang from his sword and swept across the lock. I heard the loud thunk of a deadbolt turning. He pulled the door open and ushered Zola inside.


  “I need to get me one of those,” I said.


  “Yeah, right,” Foster said. “I’m sure you wouldn’t cause any trouble with a lock charm.”


  I widened my eyes and blinked. “Who, me? Of course not.”


  “Shut the door,” Zola said. Her tone was harsh, but I could see a hint of a smile on her face.


  “Is the glass enough to stop them?” I said.


  She nodded. “As long as none of them are vampiric, it should hold.”


  “We’d already know if any of them were,” Foster said.


  I threw the deadbolt, closed my eyes, and took a deep breath. Zola was already walking down the aisle furthest to the right, when I took a step away from the door and looked around Buzz’s General Store. It was a small, clean shop with everything you’d expect in a general store: food, beer, junk, and lottery tickets. I headed to the junk food and staked out a Moon Pie.


  Foster shrank to his normal size in a flash and landed near the register at the front of the store. “Moon Pie, Damian?”


  I grinned through a mouthful of chocolate and marshmallow. “All it’s missing is moonshine.”


  “There’s a gas station on the way home, sells good ’shine,” Zola said as she sat two large jugs of chemicals on the counter beside Foster. “I’m glad to see the zombies haven’t affected your appetite.”


  I shrugged and took another bite. The door rattled and my gaze swung back to the front of the store. I flinched and cursed. Men, women, and children pulsed and surged against the glass. A slithering, groaning mass of rotten flesh, they left trails like slugs as they moved.


  I frowned and looked at my Moon Pie. “Son of a bitch,” I muttered as I tossed it in the trash. “How are we getting out of here again?”


  “We need to move as soon as the bulk of the horde is here,” Zola said. “If they are all here, we can escape them all at once.” She patted the jugs. “And make a backup plan.”


  “Isn’t there a back door?” I said. “We could just run now.”


  Foster snorted. “Yeah, why don’t you go check that out?” He met Zola’s gaze for a moment and his wings drooped. “Take your gun, too. I don’t want to listen to Zola bitching about you getting smeared across the floor because I told you to check the back door.”


  Zola shook her head and sighed as I disappeared down another aisle.


  I walked past the “Employees Only” sign and could see the back door at the opposite end of a narrow storage area. I drew the pepperbox as I passed a row of snow shovels and a shelf of broken merchandise marked “Returns.” Sneaking out the back door seemed like a good idea until I undid the latch and started to peek outside. A gray hand shot through the gap and performed a rotting bitch-slap across my right cheek. I could feel goo dripping down my face as I grunted and kicked the zombie back into the wall of dead behind it. Two shots boomed out of the pepperbox and blasted the zombie’s glazed eyes into oblivion.


  I cursed and slammed the door. It bounced off another slimy hand snaking through the opening. I screamed and rammed the door with my shoulder. The arm snapped off and fell to the floor with a wet smack. The door clicked and I fumbled with the deadbolt until it slid home. I wiped the crud off my face as a muffled, ringing silence rolled over the back room again. I could hear Foster and Zola laughing as the ringing in my ears started to fade. “Yeah, laugh it up.” I grimaced at the arm on the floor, glad to see it wasn’t running around on its own like they do in the movies. Maybe it needed the nervous system to function, or its owner’s aura. I shook my head and left the back room.


  “Well, the back door’s not a good idea,” I said as I came to the counter with the register.


  Zola grinned and tied an oily rag to the top of one of the jugs on the counter.


  “What’s in those?” I asked.


  “Acid in the big ones and oil,” she said as she shook a bottle of opened motor oil, “in these.”


  Foster lurched through the air with a roll of aluminum foil. “Got it!” he said between gasps.


  “Good. Damian, grab some screws, bolts, nuts, anything we can use for shrapnel.”


  “Shrapnel?” I said.


  “Yes, Ah want this to look like vandals. Ah don’t want more of a mess for the Watchers than we already have.”


  “Can’t you just burn us a way out?”


  Zola shook her head. “Ah’m already exhausted and Ah don’t mean to pass out in the middle of a horde. Plus we already melted a stretch of road. Maybe they’ll blame one oddity on a gas main, but two of the same? Or more? And what would the police think when they found smelted glass and metal with no source of ignition?”


  “Um, meteorite?”


  Foster snorted. “Zola’s right. Let’s just make the damn bomb.”


  “Do you think the walking corpses will be explained away?” I said.


  Zola sighed. “No, but they won’t be walking by the time anyone finds them. The entire town’s been murdered and raised. I doubt a curse that strong will last more than a day.”


  “Besides, once Zola pumps these full of power, there won’t be many left anyway,” Foster said as he patted the soon-to-be bombs.


  I glanced out the front windows at the writhing mass of zombies and hoped, really hoped, Foster was right. “We could wait them out, until the curse is gone.”


  “No, we can’t,” Zola said. She started unwrapping a roll of duct tape.


  “Why?”


  She looked up and met my eyes. “You remember the souls at the fort?”


  I nodded.


  “They attract things and, with this curse active, the ley lines will be so much bait to some very nasty fish.”


  Foster landed on my shoulder. “D, we don’t want to be here if something dormant wakes up and decides to follow the bait.”


  “When you put it like that.” I blew out a breath and glanced at the windows again, still choked with a shallow sea of the dead. “How long have they been dead?”


  Zola’s face fell a bit. “It’s been a while. I think the curse was made to restore some muscle and skin, and most of the zombies still look months rotten. They’ve been dead for years.”


  “How’s that even possible?” I said as I shook my head in disbelief.


  “It’s possible,” Foster said. “The Unseelie Court would have the power to hide it.” His hand flexed on the hilt of his sword as he paced around Zola’s handiwork.


  “Alright, so what could’ve taken out the entire town without someone getting away or making a phone call, or someone’s relatives coming to check on them, or something?”


  Zola paused as she tied a rag to the second canister. Her eyes narrowed and gleamed from her wrinkled skin. “Ah pray, Damian, we do not find out.” She yanked on the rag and nodded.


  “You could dismantle all the zombies with your necromancy,” Foster said.


  Zola laughed and shook her head as she finished tying the rag. “We can’t. Ah don’t care how good a necromancer is, they’d lose their damned mind taking on a horde.


  “We’re going to need something to direct the explosion,” Foster said.


  “Yes, there are some bags of concrete at the other end of the store.” She looked up at me and said, “Drag them to the front and set them up in a short u-pattern.


  I was surprised to find a section of the general store dedicated to construction materials. Wood and air compressors were on the wall behind Buzz’s stock of eighty-pound ready-mix concrete bags. I picked one up, turned around, and promptly dropped the bag on the floor.


  “Oh, sweet Benelli,” I whispered. I didn’t even think about it, just kicked the glass out of the display case full of shotguns. I had my hand around the sleek, black twelve-gauge semi-automatic when Foster appeared at my side, sword drawn and seven feet tall. I jumped and jerked my head back.


  “What the hell was that?” he said.


  “What?”


  “I thought something was trying to kill you with all that hullaballoo.”


  “Hullaballoo?” I said with a burst of laughter. I shook my head and held up the shotgun.


  “Not going to do you much good with a trigger lock.”


  “Thankfully I have a good friend who can pop locks with a wave of his sword.”


  Foster rolled his eyes and popped the lock off a second later. I laid the shotgun and eight boxes of ammo on the front counter beside Zola. She shook her head and smiled as I returned to the pile of concrete bags.


  By the time I lugged a pallet’s worth of concrete to the front of the store, I was sweating. A lot. I wiped the perspiration out of my eyes and stole a bottle of water from Buzz’s cooler. I checked the date: expired a year ago. I shrugged and drank it. It tasted a bit like plastic.


  “Think it’s okay to drink water that expired a year ago?” I smacked my lips and frowned. “Nasty.”


  “You just ate a Moon Pie that expired two years ago,” Foster said.


  “Yes, well, I thought it was a bit crunchy.”


  After my short break, I built a small half circle out of unopened concrete bags around the front doors. It was layered and curved up just a little, like the side of an igloo. We laid the jugs and shrapnel into the curve of the small structure. Zola taped a heavy load of nails to the front of each jug, in addition to the other debris already mounted to both of them.


  “You really think that’s going to keep the shrapnel going in the right direction?” I said.


  “We’ll see,” Zola said. “Ah would still call a shield when the bombs go off.”


  I nodded and grimaced.


  “Ready, Foster?” she said.


  “Yes,” The fairy said as he stood behind her with two rolled-up cones of aluminum foil.


  Zola slung the shotgun over her shoulder and took one of the cone-shaped lengths before unscrewing the top of both of the large jugs. “Damian, get ready to light the fire.”


  I picked up the skull lighter Zola had found by the register. She nodded to Foster, who dropped his cone into the jug of acid as she did the same. Zola screwed the caps back onto the jugs and hurried behind the counter.


  I bent over and held the lighter out. “Sorry Buzz,” I whispered as I lit the rags. I ran to the register and vaulted over the counter.


  “When Ah tell you, raise your shield around us all.”


  I nodded. Foster shrank and settled on my shoulder.


  Zola whispered something and I felt a surge of power spread out around us. She’d never taught me the spell she was using now. She said it was too dangerous, and after my teenage experiments with fireworks and ley lines, she may have had a point. Zola nodded once.


  “Impadda!” I yelled the incantation, for no particular reason, and the shield snapped up around us. Zola’s spell pulled the edges of the shield into a full half sphere as the incantations flickered and sparked together near the ground.


  She nodded again and I felt another surge of power. This surge was familiar, and as I focused my Sight, I could see her siphoning power from a ley line. The line crossed through the bombs and I heard Foster gasp as the surge pulsed into the jugs. I wanted to keep my Sight up and watch the rush of power, but that wouldn’t happen without dropping the shield. A second after letting my Sight fade, I was very glad I opted for leaving the shield up.


  The bombs shouldn’t have done too much damage on their own, maybe broken the glass and taken out a few zombies, but Zola slammed power into the fire and the jugs. The flames grew as the reaction in the jugs accelerated. The whole assembly detonated with a roar like cannon fire, one jug immediately after the next, sending flames and shrapnel in every direction.


  The bulk of the shrapnel screamed through the doors and tore apart the thickest part of the horde. The closest bodies blew apart before the fireball swallowed their undead comrades. Our view was obscured when the flames swelled and briefly filled the entire entryway. Bits of superheated metal and a drizzle of burning oil pinged off the shield.


  The smoke cleared and we could see the carnage outside.


  It was still going to be a fight to get out, but Zola’s bombs had made a hell of a dent for us.


  “Oh, hell yeah,” Foster said with a laugh. He grew into a colossus again as he drew his sword and leapt over the counter. The blade came down as a zombie stumbled into the store. Its head split like a ripe melon. Foster’s sword cleaved deep, down through the zombie’s rib cage. As the strike slowed, Foster turned the sword, stepped to the side, and whipped the blade out of the crumpling body. He continued the motion like a golf swing, bringing the sword up through the crotch of another attacker. The follow through was nothing like golf. Brains and greenish brown rot exploded from the zombie’s eye sockets as the sword split its skull. Foster whirled away from the gore and his sword cut through three more zombie heads.


  Zola followed him out, spinning the shotgun off her back and unloading with the pump action in quick succession. With the loaded shells spent, she let the shotgun fall across her back as she grabbed her staff and started eviscerating another series of zombies. The undead tottered and reached out, but never quite made it through her defenses. She jammed her staff into the ground and let go once the closest zombies were down.


  Zola closed her eyes, extended her hands, and said, “Inimicus Sanation!”


  My eyes widened. That was a healing incantation. “Zola, what the hell?” I yelled.


  Foster laughed and cleaved through another zombie.


  Zola’s mouth quirked up just a little as white light flashed from her hands and through the nearest zombies. Seven of them fell over, unmoving. “They’re undead,” she yelled back.


  “Oh, right.” I smiled, raised my arm to the side, and let my pepperbox release another zombie from the heavy burden of brains. If it will heal the living, it will kill the dead. Umm, kill the dead, again. I sighed, palmed two speed loaders, and started spraying brains around like confetti.


  Foster moved at just the wrong time as one of my shots blew a rotten skull to bits. I tried really hard not to laugh as he blinked his eyes to clear the gore. His face was blank until he smirked and said, “Mmm, brains.”


  At that, I did laugh. In the middle of a zombie horde, Foster and I were damn near hysterical. I pulled the trigger three more times, felling three more zombies, cracked the pepperbox open, and jammed another speed loader into the chambers.


  Zola cursed as a partially-dismembered zombie managed to grab her ankle. They were slow, but strong, and after she rammed her staff through its head, she was limping.


  “You alright?” I said.


  “Pay attention, boy,” she said and pointed behind me.


  I jumped as I turned to find a particularly nasty zombie two feet away. The skin of its rotting face was hanging from its chin and the muscles beneath oozed black blood as they twitched. One eye was missing and something squirmed in the socket. I fought my gag reflex and shot it in the head. It hit the ground with a wet smack a second after its brains did the same. The smell was getting unbearable.


  “It reeks!” I said.


  “They’re zombies,” Zola said.


  Foster curb stomped a crawler and said, “Sure, but why do they smell so much worse on the inside?”


  “It does smell a bit like that cheese you like to eat, boy.”


  I frowned and reloaded. “Thanks for that. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to eat Limburger again.”


  “Thank god,” Foster and Zola said in unison.


  We went on like that for ten minutes. Prattling, killing zombies, more prattling. We’d only hacked our way through three quarters of the thinnest line of zombies when I heard Foster scream. “Back! Get back! Gravemaker!”


  “Fall back!” Zola’s voice broke with a shrill note. She was scared. She was terrified, and that sent a chill up my spine the likes of which I’d never felt.


  My master retreated toward the burned out doorway we’d just come out of. Nothing terrified Zola. Sure, she got upset, but … I tripped on a body and caught myself a moment later. The pepperbox made short work of another crawler as I picked my way through the carnage. I could see the concern on Foster’s face as my feet crunched on the blown-out glass in front of the windows. The small fires burning around us buried everything in a smoky orange glow. I could almost chew on the rancid stench of the dead and the stink of burning oil.


  I turned and watched as bits of iron and earth and rust flowed together. The zombies vacated my thoughts as more and more substance rolled out of the ground like ink through water, slithering onto the rounded form. It happened fast, but my brain slowed the spectacle like the reversed time lapse of a decaying tree trunk. I focused my Sight, grunted, and dropped it immediately. I couldn’t see anything. The creature was a blinding sun of raw power. As I blinked the spots away, my physical sight returned to a semblance of normalcy. I saw the legs solidify first, roughly human, with feet like tree stumps. The body snapped out from there, torso, arms, and head, all forming from nothing, leaving a hunched body in a pool of shadow and flowing earth. Some addled part of my brain marveled at the process, curious just what the hell this thing was. Most of my brain just wanted to scream.


  The hands began to twitch as thin, inky tendrils of darkness rose from the shadows beneath the abomination, slithering along its form in a twisted caress. One finger jumped and relaxed before another random finger did the same. The rolling vision of iron and earth slowed and solidified into a grotesque skin—like rich bark with deep cracks and crevices saturating the surface. The body was a blackened brown nightmare. A thousand cracks echoed around us like cartilage breaking as the gravemaker straightened and raised its face to us.


  I stepped back when the eyes locked onto me. The horrible, dead, milk white orbs shouldn’t have been able to see anything, but I could feel the will behind them. I’d seen the power the thing had, but now I could feel it.


  My gut tightened and an oppressive sense of dread fell across my shoulders as the thing moved forward. Its eyes flicked from side to side behind the horde of zombies.


  Zombies. I blinked as one of the bastards came within pawing distance. I raised the pepperbox and blew her head off. An airborne pigtail whipped by me as the body collapsed to the ground with a spasm.


  The gravemaker’s face split as it opened its mouth. A deep bass rumble crawled across my senses, buzzing the soles of my feet and rattling my teeth.


  “Nudd be damned, did that come from the gravemaker?” Foster said.


  Zola nodded, shifting her staff from one hand to the other, all our eyes tracking the monster before us.


  Almost faster than I could follow, the gravemaker swept its arm in a flat arc and burst a series of rotten skulls with a rapid sweep of impacts. Its fingers were still twitching and its eyes flashed all around as it took a step forward and flattened two more zombies.


  “Ha, look, it’s helping,” I said nervously.


  The gravemaker screamed, turning the rumbling groan into the high-pitched war-cry of a devil. The scream was a lion’s roar and a child’s shrill cry of terror; it was the most horrifying cacophony of sound I’d ever heard. The tendrils of darkness erupted out of the earth around its feet, thickening and spinning and finally settling over the gravemaker’s shoulders like the cloak of a medieval reaper. The cloak of darkness didn’t move like fabric as a strong breeze tore through the scene, rattling branches, litter, and clothes alike. It was more a great void hung around the gravemaker’s body, wisps of black trailing it and flowing around it in random patterns, swallowing any light daring enough to touch it. My heart stuttered and I silently told the flailing muscle I’d understand if it wanted to stop beating.


  I tore my eyes away and looked to Foster and Zola. Zola was gone. “Where to?” Panic turned my voice into a scream.


  “Back door you idiot!” Foster’s shrill scream told me that probably wasn’t the first time he’d told me to move.


  Shit.


  One last glance showed me the gravemaker effortlessly throwing a zombie thirty feet to the side in a crunch of bone. I cursed again as my feet carried me toward the back room. I heard Foster scream, this time in pain, but he was at my side before I had time to worry.


  I raised my eyebrow in question.


  All he said was, “Fine, later.”


  Zola was wrapping her ankle with a bandage and she was scowling, deepening the lines etched around her eyes.


  “You’re hurting,” I said.


  “We have to move. This place is no protection from a gravemaker.” She tucked the edge of the bandage into the top of the wrap and nodded. “That gravemaker murdered this town. Ah have no doubt. Someone brought it here.” Zola’s head sagged and she took a deep breath.


  “Who would raise that thing and let it loose on a town like this?” Foster said.


  “Ah have no idea. The power and disregard for life it would require are unthinkable.” She put her head in her hands, squeezed, then sat up straight.


  “Let’s get the hell out of here,” Foster said.


  Zola took a deep breath, nodded, and stood up. “Ah’m going with Damian’s plan. We’re going to burn our way out the back.”


  “Damian’s plan?” Foster squeaked. “That’s not a plan!”


  She looked at me with a faint smirk. “Pull the door open then get the hell back.”


  I nodded and placed my hand on the doorknob of the metal door. “Tell me when.”


  “Now.”


  I yanked hard and caught a glimpse of about thirty zombies packed into the small brick alley before I dove behind Zola. I don’t take anything the woman says lightly.


  Foster knelt down beside me with a psychotic grin on his face. “This is nuts.” He had his wings pulled down and was rubbing the edges of them with his fingertips. “At least it should be fascinating.”


  Zola held both her hands out in front of her, fingers splayed and palms facing each other. “Modus Glaciatto!”


  I quirked an eyebrow as a blizzard of ice shards tore through the zombies and glazed the asphalt with a thick sheen of ice. Some of the dead stopped completely, some slowed, and a couple fell. I heard something crash in the front room and my stomach tightened. Death was knocking.


  “Modus Ignatto!” A torrent of flame roared from Zola’s hands and followed the ice shards through the narrow alley. The frozen zombies blew apart as the superheated flames reached them. My eyebrows crawled higher.


  Foster laughed and said, “That was so cool!”


  I stared at my master slack jawed. “You froze them? And the heat blew them apart?”


  Zola grinned and limped out through the carnage. “Most importantly, had Ah just melted them, the asphalt would have melted and we’d be trapped.”


  As it was, the asphalt was still soft from the blast of heat. I checked to make sure my eyebrows were still intact and wondered if we’d leave footprints in the softened surface. A bitter laugh escaped my lips a moment later and drew a raised eyebrow from Zola. Who gives a damn about footprints? There were zombies everywhere and some kind of monstrosity that frightened her even more than the old gods, and it was right behind us. Footprints … I shook my head as Foster scooped Zola up and we tore out of the alley as fast as we could run.


  A thunderous crack exploded behind us, followed by the grinding crash of brick and metal. A glance over my shoulder as we fled across the street showed me the gravemaker, standing where the back wall to Buzz’s General Store used to be. It took a step forward, the darkness continually whipping about its body in tendrils.


  Foster cursed and his strides lengthened and I was quick to follow suit. We passed West Maple Street again and I could see zombies shambling toward the wreckage of the store. They didn’t seem to have noticed our departure.


  We ran at a dead sprint for almost ten minutes. Fires had broken out across the town as homes collapsed, filling the air with acrid smoke and a dirty orange glow. It didn’t slow us down. Burning lungs and eyes were no match for the adrenaline surge of facing the gravemaker. We jumped over buckled pavement and sinkholes as we circled back around to the church.


  “Foster,” I said, “where we going?”


  “Car,” he shouted back.


  “Uh, what?”


  He flashed a smile back and kept running, his enormous wings locked together behind him. I flinched when I noticed a sizable tear in his right wing. I slid to a halt beside Foster as he set Zola down a minute later. We were standing by Vicky, without a zombie in sight. The front of her frame was still flush with the ground but Foster didn’t seem concerned at all.


  “Okay, fairy boy, what the hell are we doing here?”


  Zola sat down on an upturned section of gutter and rubbed her ankle.


  “Look,” he pointed at a vast expanse of relatively flat yet churned up dirt, “we can make it over that.”


  “Sure, but the wheels are still in the ground.” I pointed at said wheels.


  “Ah’m sometimes ashamed to call you my student, boy.” Zola smiled and stood up, favoring her injured ankle.


  I raised my eyebrows as Foster’s grin widened. He grabbed the front of Vicky and lifted the submerged wheels out of the dirt and concrete. Debris fell away, rocks clinking as they bounced off the wheels and pattered across the ground. I was shocked to see none of the tires were flat as Foster freed them from the deep ruts. The strain showed on the fairy’s face, but he barely grunted as he shuffled to the right and set the front end of Vicky down on more solid earth.


  He flapped his wings, his right wing moving in a lopsided motion, shedding dirt. “Now, let’s get the hell out of here.”


  I nodded slowly and worked my jaw up and down a bit.


  “How the hell did you do that, Foster?” I said once we were piled into Vicky and bouncing across the uneven ground.


  He laughed from his perch on Zola’s knee, small once more. “What, you thought you already knew all there is to know about the Fae?” He waved his hand in dismissal.


  “Perhaps you could educate me,” I said with complete and utter sincerity.


  Zola chuckled, rubbed her ankle, and grimaced. “Foster is a warrior, Damian, gifted with great strength in either of his forms.”


  “I noticed.” I sighed and glanced at Foster. “How’s your wing?”


  “It hurts. A lot.” He frowned and tentatively touched the tear. “No worries though, Aideen will fix it up.”


  “Yeah, right after she kills me.”


  Foster chuckled.


  I glanced at Zola and caught a grin before I turned back to the pothole marathon. I wanted to apologize to my battered car, but that could be awkward with a car full of people.


  Foster flitted up to the dashboard in a shaky leap and sat down. “Yeah, well, maybe I’m strong, but I’m no knight. A knight could have turned that gravemaker inside out.”


  “No, Foster,” Zola said. “No one short of a lord of the courts could have withstood that creature, much less defeated it. Ah’ve never seen one so powerful so far from a major battlefield.”


  “The fort was right across the street,” I said.


  Zola shook her head. “No, Ah mean major, like Gettysburg, Shiloh, Chickamauga, Stones River.” Her voice faded as she listed the last, and I didn’t press the issue.


  The car took one more jarring bounce and we were suddenly driving on an undamaged piece of Highway 21, the steady hiss of tires on pavement a heady balm. “Hallelujah,” I muttered. “Should we really just leave the gravemaker back there?”


  “The incantations around the town will keep commoners away until morning, at the very least,” Zola said. “That monstrosity will be gone by then.”


  “Gone where?”


  Zola rubbed her hands together and stared at the passenger window for a minute. “To wait for another awakening, Ah suppose. No one knows for sure, but they’re never truly gone.”


  Foster was silent on the dashboard, flexing his damaged wing and wincing. His back was to the windshield and his eyes angled back toward the city. “What happens to all those people?”


  Zola sighed. “They’re gone. The power binding the town will expire soon.” She looked back toward the burning town. “The ground will swallow the long dead. The others …” she shrugged, “Ah suspect most will be burned in the fire. No one ever tried to give a zombie chicken guts for being smart.”


  “Chicken what?” Foster squeaked.


  I laughed. “You know, like honor braids in the military? They used to use braids to designate officers way back in Zola’s time. Some people called them chicken guts.”


  “That’s just weird.” Foster rubbed the bottom of his right wing and shook his head. “Weird.”


  Zola cleared her throat and I caught her glare as I glanced across the seat.


  “Did I say way back? That’s not what I meant.”


  Foster and Zola both let a little laugh escape and I couldn’t help but smile.


  My eyes trailed over the rearview mirror and my brief moment of humor died. I could see smoke rising from Pilot Knob, lit from below by the red and deep orange flames. It was a twisted memorial to the worst violence the town had seen since the Civil War. My fingers tightened on the steering wheel and I gritted my teeth. “The whole town, Zola, fuck.”


  “Ah know Damian, Ah know.”


  We drove back to Saint Louis in relative silence.


  
    Chapter Twenty-One

  


  Cara greeted us with a brief wave from the counter as we entered the store. Foster gave her a quick hug, then bobbed and jerked through the air towards the back room on his lopsided wing. He hadn’t stopped talking about Aideen since the halo of light over Saint Louis appeared on the horizon on the trip home. The cu siths started barking and growling like poster children for rabies as Foster cleared the door frame. Less than a minute later, he returned with Aideen in tow. The fact he was flying straight was a dead giveaway his wing was already healed by his wife’s arts. I smiled at Aideen as she glided down to stand beside Foster and Cara.


  “At least he was still in one piece,” I said.


  “Indeed,” she said. “Only a crippling wound from which he could have lost his wing.”


  Foster rolled his eyes behind Aideen. My lips quivered as I hid a smile. Aideen sighed, swung her fist blindly to her left side, and caught Foster on the jaw. He stumbled backwards, eyes wide in surprise as he tripped over a pencil, flailed his arms, and crashed into a small pile of paperclips.


  Cara snorted a laugh. “Idiot. Don’t bite the hand that feeds you.”


  I looked down at Bubbles. She was sitting on her haunches, gleefully smacking her tail against the ground in a green-black blur.


  “You hear that?” I said.


  She sneezed.


  I narrowed my eyes. Bubbles jumped in place, sniffed the air a few times, and went back to thumping her tail beside Zola. The cu sith stared up at my master until Zola’s eyebrow finally started to rise.


  “Aideen,” I said. “I don’t think you needed to–”


  Cara held up a hand to silence everyone and jumped onto the shelves beside Zola. Cara’s face sobered and her eyes locked on the book in Zola’s arms. “What do you have?”


  “Nothing good,” Zola said as she drew the thin metal plate from the back of the old book, an empty smile on her lips. Bubbles growled as the plate slid free of its cover. It chimed as Zola sat it on the display case beside the register and slid it toward the fairies.


  Cara jumped down from the shelf of dried herbs she was on and squatted beside the gray plate. She ran her hand down the etched metal. “This … this we can make something of.” Her wings opened and closed slowly.


  “There is much evil in that iron, Cara.” Aideen grimaced and moved closer to Foster.


  “We can make a fairy bottle.” Cara nodded to herself and flattened her hand against the metal plate. “It will be a powerful bottle indeed.”


  “Dangerous,” Aideen whispered, “but yes, it would be powerful.”


  “How powerful?” I said.


  Foster shrugged. “It depends. We won’t really know until it’s made.”


  Aideen leaned against Foster as he nodded and glanced between me, the metal plate, and Cara.


  The elder fairy met my eyes and said, very quietly, “We won’t really know until it is used.” Her eyes trailed back to the metal and she paced along its length. “There may be enough material for two bottles. Look at the design in the center. It is perfectly halved.” Cara sat down on the edge of the display case. “We’ll worry about the bottle later. I have grave news to share, but I believe it gives us a better understanding of what’s happening.”


  “And that would be?” Zola said.


  Cara sighed and folded her legs beneath her. “It seems to be an old group of vampires. Most of the Pits call them timewalkers. They’re an obsessed lot, ancient and certifiably insane by any standard.”


  Zola cursed.


  “You’ve heard of them?” I said.


  She nodded.


  “What makes them so bad?”


  “Damian,” Cara said, “most vampires look at timewalkers the way commoners look at cults. It’s a devoted group, devoted to a fault, to demons of all things.”


  “Are you kidding?” I said as I shook my head and gestured at nothing, images of the zombie horde flashing through my mind, memories of the lives destroyed. “Are you kidding? Demon-worshipping vampires? What the hell kind of crap is that?”


  Cara could have maimed me with a stray thought. Instead, she just glared at me.


  I cringed. Oh, you would have too.


  “Mind your tongue, young man.” Her voice quickened and rose in heat. “This comes from a very reliable source. My friend, you know him by the name Glenn.” She paused. “I know him by the name Gwynn ap Nudd.”


  “Shit,” Zola and I said together. My jaw gaped open in disbelief. Never underestimate the Fae. They probably know someone who could wipe you out in a blink. Or worse, wipe you out over a long, slow, horrible, slow, stretch of time. Like Gwynn ap Nudd, for example, Lord of the Dead, sometimes leader of the Wild Hunt, oh, and King of the Sidhe. You know, Glenn, the cheery fellow I had in my store yesterday. I blinked, I think.


  Cara sighed and then placed her hands on her small stomach and threw her head back in laughter. It was a beautiful ringing, and it raised the hairs on the back of my neck. She quieted and wiped her eye with her right hand. “Oh Damian, sometimes I forget why Foster likes you so much.”


  I frowned, trying to decide what she meant by that before my mind jumped back to Glenn a moment later. I raced over everything he’d said to us, and shock turned to rage in a heartbeat.


  “That son of a bitch sent us into that mess. He sent us into the middle of a goddamn zombie horde! What the hell?!” I pounded my fist on the door frame to the back room. “He could have wiped out the gravemaker without a second thought and he sent us down there to die.” I snarled in frustration and kicked the door.


  “Gravemaker?” Cara said. Her eyes were wide as Foster nodded. Aideen paled and she squeezed Foster in a fierce hug.


  “Yes, mother, and did you catch the other part?” Foster said. “We had to fight our way out of a zombie horde.” He threw his arms wide and Aideen narrowly ducked his flailing limbs. “A bloody horde!”


  “Queen save us,” Cara whispered. “They’ve already done it.”


  “Done what?” I said.


  Her lips quivered. “Glenn would have warned us if he had known. There’s only one thing in this world that could raise a gravemaker and a horde without the Sidhe knowing. They’ve already brought a demon over.”


  Zola inhaled sharply. The room fell silent except for the faint tick of the grandfather clock and an old car rumbling by on the cobblestones outside.


  I glanced at Zola and her eyes were wide. “So that’s it? You’re sure Glenn would have warned us if he’d known?”


  “Yes,” Cara said.


  My master nodded and slid her hand along the edge of the glass counter before she collapsed onto the stool behind it. “Gods save us. That’s how the vampires are creating puppets. Philip started this.” She closed her eyes and her knuckles whitened around the old book. “Philip’s the only one who would know.”


  Cara nodded. “Others could know. You know, and you know who else knows.”


  Zola shook her head. “They aren’t here. Ah haven’t seen the Old Man in a lifetime, and Ezekiel … this is not his work. He was never a subtle man.”


  “There’s a demon among the mortals,” Cara said as she turned to me.


  “But is it corporeal, or just living in a host?” Zola said. “If it’s corporeal already, Ah don’t think we can face it alone.”


  “I know,” Cara said. She sighed and leaned against the register. “I am sorry you were ambushed, Damian. We had no idea they’d come so far.”


  “It’s … okay. We all made it.” My rage flickered and died as a twisted knot of dread drowned the fire in my gut. I leaned back and banged my head on the wall. “This sucks.”


  “I’m afraid there is more.”


  “What else?” I muttered.


  She didn’t smile; she simply turned to Foster with a flat look. My heart skipped a beat as she put a hand on Foster’s shoulder. I stood up ramrod straight.


  “It’s Colin.”


  Foster’s brow furrowed and he slipped away from Aideen’s arm. “What happened?”


  “I’m sorry, son. He was attacked by a vampire. He didn’t make it.”


  Foster’s face quivered and reddened as rage and sorrow warred for dominance. “Who?” His voice was choked, ragged. “Who killed him?”


  “Karen, from Sam’s Pit, she was there. She came by to tell me about Colin. It was an outsider. She said he had a runner’s body with long black hair. Not too tall, five eight or so. The vampire attacked her outside the Pit. Colin stepped in to help. He never got a chance to step back. She didn’t know anything else. But … but she saw him die as she got away. I think the shock of seeing Colin’s death was all that distracted the other vampire and saved Karen.”


  “Nudd be damned!” Foster yelled as he drew his sword and stabbed it into the edge of the counter. He closed his eyes and shook for a moment, the quiver running through his wings exaggerating the motion.


  “Leave us for a moment, Damian, Zola.” Cara’s voice was flat and her eyes didn’t leave the thin sheet of metal.


  Zola nodded once and stepped toward the door.


  “Ah,” I shrugged and glanced at Foster. He nodded once. “Okay. When should we come back?”


  “You’ll know,” Cara said.


  I frowned at her, left the shop with Zola, and locked the door behind me.


  We drove down to the gas station and filled Vicky up. Zola waited in the car, and after grabbing a bag of beef jerky and a Mountain Dew, we headed back toward the shop.


  I turned off the radio and pulled into my usual spot just outside the Double D.


  “I guess we’ll wait here for now,” I said.


  Zola nodded a moment before a huge flash of light erupted from the front windows and my heart skipped a beat. Half blinded, I dropped the jerky and drew my pepperbox in one motion. Zola moved behind me as we jogged to the door and unlocked the two deadbolts. Nothing looked out of sorts as I made my way down the aisles. The small gray flasks in the center of the front counter caught my attention immediately. I stared at them for a second. I could tell they weren’t flasks at all when we stepped closer.


  Zola sucked in a sharp breath. I glanced at her, but her eyes stayed on the counter.


  I recognized the etchings on the small bottles. They were both crafted from the iron and Magrasnetto plate. I reached out and touched the cool metal.


  “Done already?” I said. “So that’s a fairy bottle, huh?”


  “They are not simple fairy bottles, Damian,” Foster said. “They are dark bottles.” He landed softly on the other side of the bottles and laid a hand on the nearest one. His sword was still stuck in the edge of the counter. His finger traced the pattern of runes and interlocking circles etched into the metal. “These will hold evil souls.”


  I mulled through the meaning of Foster’s words and asked, “How evil?”


  “Ah reckon it will hold good souls, too.” Zola’s voice was sour.


  Cara sighed and looked away. She gave only a tiny nod in response to Zola’s comment. “They will hold anything short of an arch-demon, Damian.”


  “And if you bind a demon in one?” I said as I raised my eyebrows. “What then? Can we destroy it?”


  Zola shook her head as Cara said, “Not with the bottles.” She paused and narrowed her eyes. “Although if the bottle itself was destroyed with enough power, it could destroy a demon … it is a possibility.”


  I picked up one of the gray flasks and rubbed my thumb over the etchings. “Well, I’d rather not gamble on a possibility.”


  “It is a horrific torture for an aura or a soul to be ripped away and trapped in a dark bottle,” Aideen said. “It is consciousness in oblivion.”


  Cara was silent, her only motion another small nod of her head.


  Aideen slid her arm around Foster’s waist as they both sat down on the edge of the counter. He put his arm around her shoulder.


  “What do we do now?” he said.


  I didn’t answer with words. I walked to the front counter and opened the display case. The demon staff was heavy in my hands as I laid it across the top of the glass. I pulled all the Magrasnetto out of the case to my left and set it beside the staff. My hand lingered on the metal and rock.


  “Let me do this for you,” Cara said. I took a step back when Cara flashed into her full size and started gathering the Magrasnetto in her arms. She managed all of it with her left arm and picked up the staff with her right hand, leaving the second fairy bottle alone on the counter. Her wings trembled as she moved. I wasn’t sure if she was shaking from the effort of creating the bottles, but it seemed like a safe bet.


  “Go home,” she said. “Come back tomorrow night. I’m going to pay a friend a visit.” Her face hardened as reality folded around her in a flash of white light and, oh so briefly, I glimpsed the dark star fields of infinity. Then she was gone.


  “Well?” I said as I looked at Foster. “Ready to go sleep?”


  Foster glanced toward the back room and the grandfather clock with an obvious expression of longing. He sighed and his face hardened as he turned back to me. “I have a vampire to kill, Damian. Colin was a good friend.”


  “I rather thought you might say that.” I picked up an old brown bowler Frank had given me not too long ago and plopped it on my head. “Let’s go hunting.”


  Foster snorted and stared at my head. “Yeah, you’re all ready to inspire fear and distress in the undead. I can tell.”


  I grinned.


  “Be careful, love,” Aideen said.


  Foster kissed her lightly, pulled his sword from the wood, and sheathed it. He placed his hand on the center rune of the dark bottle beside him and it snapped into a size small enough to slide easily into the pouch on his hip. I offered him the other as well.


  “Keep the bottle, Damian,” Aideen said, waving me away from Foster. “You have a use for it now.”


  I shivered at the thought, but slid the bottle into my pocket anyway. “Aren’t you coming?”


  She smiled and shook her head. “Colin was Foster’s friend. Vengeance is his duty alone.”


  “Ah, is it alright if I drive, then, or does that conflict with duty?”


  She and Foster both laughed.


  “Yes,” Aideen said. “I’m sure tradition can withstand the presence of one lowly necromancer.”


  “Lowly?” I said sharply.


  Zola laughed and made her way to the back room. “I’ll be here with Aideen if you need me, boy.”


  Aideen smiled and launched herself after Zola as Foster and I left. I turned and locked the door to the shop once we were outside.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two

  


  “Can I ask you something a little, well, uncomfortable, Foster?” I said as I walked toward Vicky. The old car sat on the cobblestone street, as silent and brooding as the fairy hovering at my shoulder.


  Foster nodded once.


  “Why would Colin’s death distract a vampire?” I said.


  “You don’t know?” Foster’s eyes widened and his wings slowed down, causing him to list away from me.


  I paused with my key in Vicky’s door and cocked an eyebrow.


  “Right, why else would you ask?” He blew out a tiny breath and swooped in through the open window. “Fairies are pure fae, you know that, right?” he said as I sat down and buckled my seatbelt. “And I mean fae as in ley line energy, not Fae as in Sidhe.”


  “Yeah, Zola’s told me a little bit about it, and I’ve read a few references to it, but I never really gave it much thought.” I backed out of the parking space and started the short but bumpy trip to the highway.


  “Don’t feel bad. We never really give it much thought either until one of us dies.” Foster jumped up on the dashboard, hung his legs over the edge, and rubbed his eyes as I pulled onto Fifth Street. He sighed and said, “It’s pretty horrible. Not the kind of thing I’ll ever get used to. The body gets dissolved into the nearest ley line.”


  “Ouch.”


  “It’s worse than it sounds,” he said in a low voice.


  “Really?”


  He nodded. “I’ve only seen it a few times in battle, and some of our elders.” He moved his hands like he was kneading dough and said, “The skin and wings get pulled from every direction at once, stretching to grotesque lengths.” I could see him shiver out of the corner of my eye. “Then it all gives way, and you can actually hear their substance rip apart. The muscles bulge, and the blood, and organs, and …” he stopped and shook his head. “It’s horrible until the end. Once the body is torn apart and spread out, the entire being just breaks down into a dull rainbow of light and flows away into the nearest line. Much like our waste is absorbed back into the lines.”


  “Like poo?” I said seriously.


  Foster smiled, just a little. “You didn’t think we had indoor plumbing in your clock, did you?”


  I laughed and shook my head. “I never really thought about it.”


  “Death is a violent end for all Fae, even those of us who pass on in our sleep.”


  I glanced at Foster. “So that’s how Colin’s death could have distracted the vampire?”


  “Yes, because Colin would have died at his proelium size, not what you see of me now,” he said as he gestured at his own diminished wingspan. “There’s also some debate as to whether or not the dying feel their body being torn apart. Some scream, some don’t.”


  I thought about a human being like that, shredded and disemboweled before they lit up like a snowy Christmas tree. The thought of being able to feel it as it happened? I grimaced. Envisioning a small fairy was bad enough, I couldn’t even imagine the mess a seven-foot-plus body would make.


  “Fuck that, Foster.”


  He snorted. “Yes, I think you win with the whole roasting on a funeral pyre or dying and slowly rotting away thing.”


  “Never thought I’d agree with a comment like that, but you are absolutely right.”


  Foster’s smile didn’t reach his eyes.


  “Where are we going to find the vampire?” I said. I didn’t see any reason to specify which vampire.


  “If I know my bloodsuckers, he’s going to come for Karen again.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes, and it won’t matter who gets in his way. He’ll be too excited about the game.” Foster spat the word game, disgust obvious in his voice, as he rubbed his right hand over the lower edge of his wings. “Where does she work?”


  “I think she works at Chesterfield Mall,” I said.


  “That’s where we’ll find him.” Foster’s eyes narrowed and his fingers drummed on the hilt of his sword.


  We pulled onto Highway 40 from Highway 94, headed toward the Chesterfield Valley. Once it had been nothing more than a flood plain. Now it was a thriving shopping center, miles long, with everything from Wal-Mart to a Lamborghini dealership. Only problem is, it’s still a flood plain.


  Foster was silent until we crossed the bridge over the Missouri River. He pointed out the window toward a small island.


  “Is that Howell Island?” he said.


  “Yeah, I think so.” It was a decent-sized island in the middle of the river, normally covered in trees and green leaves at this time of year, but I couldn’t really tell in the dying sunlight.


  “That’s about the thinnest disguise I’ve ever heard of,” he said as he waved his hand in a sharp dismissal. “The Midwest wolves of war are based there.” He paused again.


  I kept my eyes on the road as my heart accelerated a few beats.


  “Did you know that?” Foster said.


  “Nope.” I glanced at Foster as I signaled to change lanes and let a semi pass.


  “Do you know what the wolves are?”


  I shrugged. “Something like the critters in my shop that keep putting holes in my leg? Only not green?”


  Foster laughed outright. He gasped for air and barked out another series of laughs. After I was sure there had to be tears pouring down his face, he caught his breath and quieted down. “Thanks, Damian, I needed that.”


  “It wasn’t that funny.”


  “It does give quite a visual, though.”


  I smiled. “Wolves of war, huh?”


  “Yes, not the kind of bear you want to poke with a stick.”


  I grinned. “There’s no such thing as a bear you don’t poke with a stick.”


  Foster shook his head. “They’re shapeshifters, Damian, werewolves.”


  I almost drove Vicky into the triangle of yellow barrels at the exit to Clarkson Road. There was a high-pitched scream beside me just before I remembered to slam on the brakes and yank on the wheel as the car slowed down. I gaped at Foster. “Um, what did you say?”


  He was screaming again. “I said you almost hit the highway impact attenuation devices!”


  “The what?”


  “The barrels! The big fucking yellow barrels!”


  “Oh.” I said as I flexed my hand on the wheel. “Well, you just told me shapeshifters are living ten miles from my store, from my home. That kind of has an impact on a person.”


  “Why?”


  “Shapeshifters aren’t supposed to exist anymore,” I said in a flat voice.


  “You necromancers are an odd bunch. Zombie horde? No problem. Going to the mall to kill a vampire? No problem. A pack of werewolves lives in my city? The world is bloody ending!”


  “A what?!” I concentrated on the road and managed not to curb Vicky.


  “A pack, the Saint Louis pack.”


  I blinked and shook my head. “Are you just screwing with me?”


  Foster laughed again. “No, I will swear by my sword I am not. Carter only lives about three minutes from the shop, just off Fifth Street. He’s been in our store a few times.”


  I felt my eyebrows reach for the sky. “No more surprises before we find the vampire that attacked Karen. Good god man, werewolves?”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three

  


  Foster bobbed through the air in the front seat as I pulled around the outer circle of Chesterfield Mall. We passed the movie theater and a few restaurants in the broad building before we came to the Dillard’s entrance on the east side. As we made it further around the circle, the small parking garage came into view on the north side of the mall. I do mean small, it only held about fifteen or twenty vehicles. This late, only employee cars were in the lot.


  “Something will be out of place,” Foster said.


  I nodded and turned up the center lane of the parking lot that led to the garage. BMWs, Mercedes, Cadillacs, and a few mid-priced but very nice sedans lined the lot. There was only one car that didn’t fit in with the rather affluent area.


  “There,” Foster said as I drew the same conclusion.


  Just outside the entrance to the parking garage was a battered blue van. Vampires Suck was spray painted in dripping red letters across the side of the behemoth.


  “Subtle,” I muttered. “I almost missed that one.”


  I parked Vicky several spaces away from the van. I hoped it would be far enough away if things got nasty. Foster was silent in the dead air, the only sound a tiny squeak of leather as his hand flexed around his sword’s hilt.


  “There’re cameras in the garage, I’m guessing.”


  “Not for long,” he said.


  I opened the door and Foster shot out ahead of me. A small shower of sparks lit up one corner of the garage in a burst of light before Foster came back to my side. He swooped close and flashed into his full-sized form as he sheathed his sword. My eyes wandered around, wondering what people might think if they saw a seven-foot fairy walking around in Chesterfield Mall. A second later, I smacked my forehead.


  “They can’t see you.”


  “Of course not,” he said. He let out a low chuckle and grinned. “You wanted me to take out the cameras for both of us, not just you?”


  “Yeah,” I said as I rolled my eyes, “it’s easy to forget normal people can’t see you.” I glanced up at Foster. He grinned again, stretched his wings, and stepped toward the van. His hand returned to the sheathed sword as he braced himself with legs spread and knees bent. With a twist at his waist, the sword screamed out of the scabbard and sparked through the van’s rear doors in one quick slash. The lock was rendered useless.


  Foster sheathed his sword and stood up straight. “You have your bottle?”


  I nodded.


  “Good,” he said as he patted his in the belt on the left side of his waist. He pulled the handle on the right door. The half of the door below the slash swung open.


  “Neat trick,” I said. My hand was firmly wrapped around the pepperbox concealed under my left arm.


  He smiled and pulled the top half open, and then I could see inside. I hadn’t fully registered what I was looking at before I turned around and puked all over the landscaping.


  “Shit,” was all Foster said.


  Pieces of bodies were hanging from the ceiling on meat hooks, gently swaying from Foster breaking the doors apart. Hands and feet, legs, heads, and more layered the ceiling and the walls and the floor. A pile of limbs was stacked in what looked like a copper fire pit. Intestines were draped above the windows like gory valences.


  It took me a minute to look again. “Christ, is Karen in there?” I said in a weak whisper.


  Foster shrugged. “I don’t know what she looks like, but I don’t think the van would still be here if she was.” I cringed as Foster stepped inside the mobile slaughterhouse.


  “Damian, I think there are wards in here.”


  I took a deep breath and stuck my head in the van, shivering as I realized the floor I’d just put my hand on had been upholstered in skin. Foster pointed to the wall with a three-layered circle enclosing dozens of runes. I focused my Sight and grimaced as the area around the runes started pulsing with a sickly black and red energy. “Demon wards,” I muttered. “Wonderful.”


  “No, no no no no no,” Foster hissed as he bent down to the floor.


  I didn’t even want to ask, but “What is it?” came out of my mouth anyway.


  “Not just vampires,” Foster said. “Humans, and there’s a—,” his voice hitched, “Nudd be damned, there’s a fucking kid in here!”


  My heart sank. I watched Foster pull a little arm out of a pile of detritus and his head whipped around to me. I could see the rage behind the tears in his eyes as he closed his hand around the little fingers and laid the tiny piece of a life on the floor. “Get back,” he growled.


  I did, and fast.


  Foster’s howl shattered the night. It grew into a scream as his body began to glow. Swirls of orange and red flickered into being around him, spinning faster and growing thicker as he called on the wild fae. A swirling sphere of color like the storm clouds of Jupiter swallowed the van and Foster with it. The entire scene burst into a nova of flame and I closed my eyes against the light, the blast of heat hitting me like a desert wind. Foster’s scream fell silent. I heard his sword slide out of its sheath as he stepped from the smoke and flame. His body and wings were covered in soot, but no burns marred his flesh.


  The smell hit me as the wards were dissolved by the fae-powered flames. The stench of burning skin and hair was overwhelming. I stepped away from the inferno, blinked a few times, and followed Foster into the garage.


  “What will the authorities find?” I said.


  “Nothing but a burned out van.” Foster’s voice was dead, his knuckles stark white with the pressure he put on the hilt of his sword.


  Reason number eight hundred seventy four not to piss off a fairy, I thought to myself. “Who was the girl?”


  He glanced at me. “Ask her ghost on the way out. The vampire had her bound to that abomination.”


  My eyes swung back to the van and found a little translucent girl skipping around the flames. I almost retched again as tears pricked at my eyes and I turned back to Foster. “We need to do this fast. That fire is going to have cops here in minutes.”


  “This won’t take long.” Foster’s arm snapped forward, catapulting his sword across the garage. A wet crunch blended with the distinctive ringing sound of Fae metal sliding through concrete.


  Something unseen groaned and thrashed. A ragged breath filled the silence with a sickening burble. A few more steps forward and I found the source of the nauseating sounds. The vampire was pinned to the wall in the far corner, Foster’s sword stuck through his neck.


  Foster grabbed a handful of the vampire’s hair and inched its face closer. His voice was flat, deadly. “You thought you’d get away with it? Killing my friend? Killing that little girl?”


  The vampire opened its mouth but Foster jerked its head to the side in a quick, violent maneuver. The sword cleaved through half its neck, almost decapitating the monster in the process. Foster drew his sword out of the wall and stared at the blood.


  “Colin was like a brother to me.” His voice was fast now, pulsing with anger. “Do you even remember the fairy you just killed?” Foster stomped on the vampire’s chest and I could hear the snaps as ribs collapsed. More gurgling huffs trickled out of the failing vampire. “You killed a child.” Foster stomped on the vampire’s groin until its entire crotch burst into a flat, fleshy, pool of gore. “A child!” Gurgling cries dripped out of the bloody mouth. I could only make out one weak word.


  “Mercy …”


  “There is no mercy for the merciless.” Foster slammed his sword into the remnants the vamp’s crotch, hard enough to slide through the asphalt beneath. The bastard’s eyes bulged and I marveled at the fact it hadn’t passed out.


  “My mother is Cara, Sanatio of the Sidhe and I am her demon sword.” The vampire’s eyes closed as Foster grabbed its ankles and cleaved its body in two by jerking it over the sword. Grotesque tearing sounds echoed through the garage, punctuated with the pop of joints and cartilage as skin and clothing parted. Foster didn’t stop until the skull crunched on the blade.


  As the blade split the skull, Foster drew the dark bottle from his belt and pulled the stopper out. He jammed the neck of it into the vampire’s mouth and I watched that infernal device go to work. More than an aura was ripped away from that devil. I watched the dim yellow glow swell into being as the vampire’s soul was torn away and twisted inside its own aura, only to have the mass shredded and bound together again and again as both threads of being spiraled into the dark bottle. I glimpsed the blackened red of a demon’s tainted aura before Foster sealed it all away.


  Nausea tore at my gut. The vampire would have felt all of it. His aura and his soul were still attached to the body up until the point Foster placed the stopper in the bottle. The tiny pieces of its aura still attached to the remains turned to the white and black colors of the dead in an instant.


  “Rest well, Colin,” Foster whispered.


  I stared at the bottle in Foster’s hands before my eyes trailed back to the mess at our feet. My stomach did little flip-flops as the body twitched.


  “I think you managed to cut his skull exactly in half. Does that still count as a severed head?”


  Foster slid the dark bottle back into his belt and smiled. He drew the bloodied sword from the pavement and lashed out at the vampire’s neck, removing both halves of the head in a swift slash.


  My head turned as fast as my hand leapt to my gun when someone gasped behind us. I thought we were screwed until the fangs flashed out and the petite brunette woman dropped into a defensive stance. I put a hand out on the silver Mercedes beside me, sighed, and smiled. “Karen, I presume?”


  She blinked slowly. I thought her face was a little mousy, and adorable, even as her eyes shifted from Foster, to me, and to the bits and pieces on the ground. “You killed him.” Ah, she was observant too.


  Foster nodded and wiped his sword down with a scrap of cloth.


  “Quite thoroughly,” I said unnecessarily.


  Karen stepped up to the body and spit on it.


  “He’ll suffer,” Foster said as he paused in his cleaning and patted his belt.


  Karen didn’t ask any questions, she only nodded.


  “Help me put the pieces in the fire?” Foster said. He finished wiping down his sword, threw the rag on the body, and sheathed the blade. It clicked home with the finality only a fight can conjure.


  Karen nodded and grabbed the left half while Foster grabbed the right. I tossed one half of the head into the fire, then went back to find the other. It’d spun off beneath an SUV. That would have been a nasty surprise. I picked it up by the least gory chunk of hair I could find and tossed it into the flames before wiping my hands on my shirt.


  “Yuck,” I said.


  Karen had a weak smile on her face. She bowed her head and said, “Rest well, Colin.”


  Foster gave her a smile and closed his eyes. He drew his sword, held the flat of the blade to his forehead, and nodded once. “Let’s go home,” he said as he sheathed the blade.


  “Thank you,” Karen said. “I’ll get the Pit to send some Cleaners in, make sure the blood is gone. They have a few staffed on the local force, so it shouldn’t be a problem. Keep the Watchers out of it.”


  I nodded. “Maybe we’ll see you at the Pit sometime.”


  She smiled and walked away.


  Foster was silent as we walked back to Vicky, the flames from the van still choking the air with smoke and the scent of burning rubber.


  “You alright?”


  “Yes, Colin was a good friend, Damian, and he is avenged.”


  “That’s not what I meant.” I jerked my head back toward the inferno. “That was intense as hell.”


  Foster threw his head back and laughed. “No, my friend, that was almost mercifully quick. If it weren’t for the demon, I would have taken my time.”


  I shivered and kept my mouth shut. There are some things even the cat’s curiosity can keep its mouth shut for.


  I was surprised when Foster climbed into Vicky while he was still seven feet tall. I couldn’t help but smile as he fumbled with the seatbelt, feeding his wings around the edge of the seat to get them inside.


  “Yeah, let’s go home,” I said as I reached up to adjust the rearview mirror and let out a startled yelp.


  “Stowaway,” Foster said with a smile.


  A giggle rolled up from the back seat.


  I’d forgotten about the ghost of the little girl after our vampire friend met his rather awful end. I almost jumped out of my skin when I checked the rearview mirror and she was sitting in the back seat. I’m not entirely sure where ‘jumped out of my skin’ falls on the fright meter, but I think it’s right up there with ‘crapped my pants.’


  She smiled at me and bounced up and down on the seat. Her body was almost entirely gray except for a set of blazing blue eyes.


  “Strong soul,” I murmured.


  Foster twisted around as best he could in his seatbelt. “Hi,” said the ginormous fairy, with his wings stuffed into the small car and his knees drawn up to his chest.


  The ghost giggled again and reached out to Foster’s wing. I cursed when her hand didn’t pass through it. It should have, instead it rested on his wing like a real hand.


  “Do you have a name?” Foster said.


  She nodded vigorously and pulled on his wing. A little shower of dust puffed into the air, I sneezed, and she giggled.


  “Are you going to tell me your name?” he said.


  She shook her head and smiled a devil’s smile, a familiar smile. My brain started working over time.


  “Was that the only bad man?” Foster said quietly.


  I watched her face close down. She stopped bouncing and scrambled into the corner of Vicky’s back seat. Her eyes dimmed and a tiny shake of her head was all the answer I needed. She held up two fingers. I met Foster’s eyes as his face turned hard.


  He took a deep breath and put a smile on again before turning back to the little ghost. “No one will ever hurt you again.”


  “Shit!” I said.


  “Not in front of the kid,” Foster said, his voice serious.


  “She’s the girl from the Amber Alert. She’s the missing, that mother fu–” I stopped myself by squeezing the steering wheel and grinding my teeth.


  I didn’t need to say more. Foster got it. He rubbed his forehead and closed his eyes. We’d taken down one of her killers. We’d find the other.


  The little girl stared at her hands. I turned my eyes back to the road when the ghost suddenly launched herself into the front seat and wrapped her arms around Foster’s neck.


  Foster closed his eyes and hugged her. No part of him phased through her tiny body. “What do we do?” he said as he glanced at me.


  I blinked slowly and took a deep breath. “I might know someone that would like a ghost friend. He’d do a hell of a job protecting her too, if you don’t mind losing a little more sleep tonight of course.”


  “Really?” Foster said.


  I nodded and pulled onto Highway 40.


  “Do you like panda bears, missy?”


  The little ghost smiled and clapped her hands.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four

  


  “You sure, Zola?”


  “Yes, stop rambling like a fresh fish. It’s a good idea. Take the girl to Forest Park. He will guard her better than any of us are able.”


  “Thanks, Zola.” I nodded even though my master couldn’t see me.


  “We can try to find out more about her later. It is tragic, but we have worse to deal with. Get some sleep, Damian.”


  I laughed, hollow and lifeless, before I ended the call.


  I didn’t tell Zola we were already in Forest Park. I was standing outside the birdcage in the dead of night with a tiny ghost holding my hand and a seven-foot fairy watching our backs. I closed my eyes and focused, gathering up a glowing ball of fae before sending it out in a pulse of power across the park. It wasn’t aimed at just any dead; it was aimed at attracting the attention of one particular ghost. It didn’t take long.


  The little girl at my side squealed as Happy came bounding through the bars of the birdcage, much to the chagrin of the scattering birds.


  Happy pulled up about six inches in front of us. I held up another ball of energy and the spirit quaffed it down before I started scratching his ears. “Hey buddy, still terrorizing the birds, huh?” He leaned into the ear scratching and grunted.


  “That is so wrong,” Foster said.


  I turned to the little girl. She clung tightly to the back of my leg. Happy pushed his head between my legs and I heard another squeal. So, there I was, with a fairy laughing at me, a ghost panda between my legs, and a little girl unwilling to relinquish her death grip on me while she tried to get away from Happy. I couldn’t help but laugh as I stumbled a few steps.


  “It’s okay, he’s friendly.” She calmed down almost as soon as the words left my mouth. I raised my eyebrows in surprise and then yelped as Happy threw his head back and sent me sailing into Foster. He cursed as we went down in a tangled heap on the rough edge of the sidewalk.


  The little girl was laughing hysterically and rubbing Happy’s ears. I swear the damn panda was laughing too.


  “You take care of her, okay?” I said to the suspiciously articulate panda bear.


  Happy licked the little ghost. She squealed and scrunched up her eyes.


  “Right, alright then. We’ll be back to visit.” Not that either one of them cared. The little girl took off at a run with the bear lumbering beside her. I smiled and turned around to Foster. “Good deed for the day. I think I need a chimichanga.”


  He stopped dusting himself off and stared at me. “You are a very strange man, Damian Vesik.”


  “Thanks,” I said with a quick bow.


  “Let’s get out of here,” said Foster as he slapped my shoulder.


  *     *     *


  I finally made it back to my apartment after dropping Foster off at the shop. I grabbed a snack and shuffled into the living room, half asleep when I heard a faint scratching sound on the rug. I set my chunk of Swiss gruyere cheese on the coffee table and raised my hand in preparation to blast my home invader into another dimension. A small, pointy head of fur popped out from beside the leg of my coffee table and eyed my cheese, cute little whiskers twitching in anticipation. Damn rodents.


  For some reason, my thoughts turned to more evil critters. Ferrets. God’s bane in a four-legged tube sock. Namely Frank’s ferret. I glanced down at my right hand to admire the string of puncture wounds that hellspawn had put in it, then back at the black rat with its white twitching snout, now stretching up on its hind legs.


  I blew out a breath, broke off a chunk of cheese and dropped it beside the front door. The rat scurried over to it, clamped his teeth on it, and shot out the little rubber flap. It’s times like this I think maybe I should nail the old doggie door shut.


  My eyes trailed across the fabulous Berber carpet, accented with scorch marks and a perpetually empty rat motel. I never put the poison in it. I just keep it there for show when my Mom comes around. My lips twitched as an idea flashed through my head. I picked up the phone and called Frank. He picked up on the second ring.


  “Huhllo?” Frank said, his voice heavy with sleep.


  “You still know that explosives guy?”


  “Damian?” He groaned and popping noises echoed through the phone.


  I stared at the receiver and wondered what part of Frank just broke.


  “Yeah, William Powers, the demo guy. I still see him at the ba … ah … rehab center every now and then.”


  I didn’t laugh. I may have snorted and muffled some laughter, but Frank couldn’t hear it. I don’t think. My stunning conversational tact avoided the bar topic.


  “Will Powers,” I said. “God, what did that man do to deserve a name like that?”


  “Don’t know, but he sure as hell doesn’t have any.”


  I think Frank was waiting for me to laugh. I didn’t.


  “Get it? Will Power.”


  “Like my will power to not vomit on my shoes right now?”


  Another pause, and then, “Yeah, anyway, what do you need?”


  “Just some TNT. Maybe a case.”


  Frank spluttered. “What the hell are you going to do with a case?”


  “Duh, blow stuff up.” I smiled and pictured Frank staring at his phone and slowly shaking his head. “Come on, partner, I know you can do it.”


  “You’re paying my bail if this goes south.”


  “Of course I am.” I laughed when the phone clicked and Frank hung up. Now all I needed was fuel for the fire.


  And speaking of fire, news of Pilot Knob flashed across the television. I turned up the volume and listened.


  “… still unable to find the cause of this devastating blaze. Once more, at least forty dead in a fiery explosion in Pilot Knob. Half the town has been incinerated, the explosion having rippled pavement and destroyed homes in a two-block radius. We’ll bring you more on this tragedy as …”


  I flipped off the television and stared at the shadowy reflections in the black glass. My teeth ground together. Someone had to pay.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five

  


  “The History Museum?” I said. My gaze traveled up the building with its grandiose pillars and its early American government style stone architecture. Some people would probably call that British. Above the pillars, but below the roof, sat two sculpted eagles. I could only think of them as gargoyles, but less scary. “Jefferson Memorial,” I said, reading the words hung between the old eagles.


  “Used to be,” Zola said. “Once it was the only Jefferson Memorial in the country. Ah remember when they demoted it to the Missouri History Museum.


  “The History Museum?” I said again. “You hid a demonic, world-ending artifact in the Missouri History Museum?”


  Zola shrugged. “Yes, it seemed like a good choice at the time.” She paused, “Of course, it may be hard getting into the foundation now.”


  I raised my eyebrows and adjusted the holstered pepperbox under my leather jacket.


  Sam glanced at my gun and grinned. “Brought your security blanket, I see.”


  I glared at Sam. Cara chuckled as she hovered between us.


  Zola snorted. “Don’t worry, boy, Ah know people. We’ll get inside alright. It’s in the lowest storage room. So long as no Fae have been hunting there, no one will have detected the seal.”


  “Is this what you guys have been doing for the past week? You know, besides hiding ghosts in the park?” Sam said.


  I glanced at Zola, her face a perfect mimic of Sam’s ear-to-ear grin. I shrugged. “Yeah, pretty much.”


  “That is so cool.” Sam clapped her hands together and skipped across the parking lot. Cara followed her, hovering just above her right shoulder.


  “She is very energetic tonight,” Zola said.


  I stared at Zola for a moment, then turned back to watch Sam climbing the short staircase. “That’s one way to put it.”


  “It was probably her date with Frank,” Zola said with a small smirk. “Ah heard it went very well.”


  “Oh,” I said. “You can stop there.”


  Zola smiled as we crested the stairs.


  Regardless of the demotion from Jefferson Memorial, beyond the pillars and glass doors we were greeted by a nine-foot tall marble sculpture of Thomas Jefferson himself. More pillars lined the gallery to either side of Jefferson, towering up to the arched terra cotta ceiling, which itself bore smaller arches and colorful geometric lines.


  “Isn’t this place closed?” I said as I glanced back at the doors we’d just walked through.


  “It’s all about who you know.” Zola brushed at the sleeve of her gray cloak and began looking around.


  I caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of my eye and heard Cara laugh. I turned to find her embracing another fairy.


  “Damian, I’d like you to meet Cassie,” she said.


  The little fairy smiled and bowed to each of us. She was dressed in a simple white gown with what looked like a tiny silk belt tied around her waist. Her wings were a swirl of gray and white.


  “A pleasure, as always, Zola.” She turned to me and her lips quirked up just a little more. “I have looked forward to meeting you, Damian. Cara has said many interesting things about you.”


  “All bad, I’m sure.” I gave a little bow to Cassie and smiled.


  She laughed and shook her head. “Not all bad.”


  “I’m sorry to rush, Cassie, but we need to get to the old foundation,” Zola said.


  Cassie’s smile faded. “What’s happened?”


  “We returned to Pilot Knob.” She sighed and her head lowered ever so slightly. “Philip lied to us.”


  Cassie’s eyes widened and her disbelief was palpable.


  “What we found there were texts.” Zola swallowed hard. “Ah will not speak of them in this place. The town was destroyed by a gravemaker and a trap was laid over the texts …” Her voice caught.


  “No,” Cassie whispered.


  “It raised a horde,” Cara said.


  Cassie slumped onto the floor. “Philip, no. Philip was our friend.”


  Sam and I sat down beside Cassie, unable to comfort her tiny form.


  “We need to get to the foundation,” I said. “If he hid anything else, we need to find it before something else goes wrong.”


  Zola nodded. “And if the artifact we originally hid is still here, we’re going to need to move it. The vampires know more than they should. We need the nail.”


  The little fairy wiped her face on her shirt, nodded, and jumped onto Sam’s shoulder. Sam stopped moving and her eyes widened before a tiny smile cracked her face.


  “Okay,” Cassie said. “I’ll take you down.”


  We passed through a corridor marked ‘Employees Only’ and a series of doors with the same markings. I was surprised when the old locks clicked open as we approached each one. At the next door, at the base of a stairwell bathed in dim yellow light, I could hear Cassie whispering something before the lock clicked open.


  Down two more flights of ever-darkening stairs, we came to another door, the faint echoes of our footsteps following close behind. The scent of mud and moisture filled the dingy little space, though I could see no trace of either. It reminded me of the old limestone caves I used to explore with Sam. I glanced at my sister and could see her sniffing the air.


  Cassie jumped off Sam’s shoulder and hovered before the blank wall to the right of the wall with the door. She pulled a small silver teardrop pendant off her neck and held it out in the palm of her hand. A warm glow of bluish light pulsed out from the pendant as she closed her eyes and bowed her head over it. The wall evaporated in a fast-rising mist.


  I gasped and Zola chuckled.


  “Not something you see every day, is it?” She said.


  “No … no it’s not,” Sam said.


  I ducked the last of the mist and followed the small darting shapes of Cassie and Cara. The room was small, maybe ten feet by five feet, tops. On the right side was a fairly typical looking gray stone wall, the foundation of the museum I assume, but the remaining walls and the doorway we’d come through were huge granite boulders. I couldn’t see anything between them, no space, no mortar, nothing. Each boulder fit together perfectly with the next, impossible angles and curves joining to form an incomprehensible jigsaw puzzle. The room was filled with a dim bluish light, but I couldn’t find a source for it. As my eyes adjusted, I realized the light was coming from the rocks.


  “How in the hell did they build this?” I said.


  “Aeros built this,” Zola said.


  “Ah.” I tried to picture Aeros crammed down in this little room, sticking rocks together with his enormous hands and awkward smile, but the scene just made me laugh.


  “What?” My master said with a sigh.


  “I was just trying to picture Aeros crammed in here.” I yelped as she cracked me in the back of the head with her cane.


  “He built it from the outside, of course.”


  I rubbed my head and squinted. Sam giggled in the corner.


  “Thanks, sis.”


  She grinned and saluted with two fingers as I turned my attention back to the fairies.


  Cassie held her hands up to the stone wall near the centermost block. I heard her whisper, “Unbind your web…” and I missed the rest as a small blue flare of power burst into the form of an intricate Celtic knot. When it faded, I could see the seams in the foundation where the compartment was hidden. It was much smaller than the large stone it was set in.


  Zola reached out and wedged her fingertips into the cracks. With a little jostling, the stone began to shift and slide out.


  “Did you want some help?” Sam said.


  Zola shook her head and jostled the stone again.


  “No fancy ‘open sesame’ or the wall explodes?” I said.


  Zola let out a slow laugh. “No, not here. We used discretion to hide the nail. Ah already told you we didn’t mean to explode that man.”


  Sam quirked an eyebrow and glanced at Zola. My master glanced over her shoulder.


  “It was an accident, one of the first artifacts we hid. We placed a fairly violent magic on the coffin we buried it in.” She grunted and the stone slid forward a few more inches. “It vaporized a grave robber later that night.”


  “Instant karma,” Cassie said.


  Sam and I laughed. Cara just shook her head.


  “I take it it’s not really a nail that’s hidden behind that rock?” I said.


  “No, it’s not a nail,” Cara said. “It was given to Charles Lindbergh by a Sidhe lord on October twenty-second, 1927. It was the fairy blessing of Independence Hall in Philadelphia.” She smiled as my eyebrows rose and my mouth formed a little O. “Glenn removed the blessing from Independence Hall in the late 1800s, when the country was more stable.”


  Zola pried the stone out and it hit the granite floor with a resounding thump. She reached into the dark hole and pulled her arm back with a small, stained manila packet in her hand. She took a deep breath, opened it, and dumped into her hand a discolored, hand-crafted nail that wasn’t a nail at all. “Thank you,” she whispered.


  “Can I see it?” Sam said.


  “Yes,” Zola said as she passed the small chunk of metal to Sam.


  My sister turned the nail over a few times in her hand. “What is it, exactly?”


  Cara flashed into human size and took the nail from Sam. She closed her fist around it, smiled, then handed it back to my sister. “It is a blessing. It was the first foothold the Seelie courts gained in the New World. Dozens of lords, even the queens, are said to have given a small portion of their power to that blessing. The power of the Seelie court pulses through it, waiting to be unleashed in a noble endeavor. This country owes much to the blessing of the Seelie court.”


  But it was Fae. Even worse, it was an old Fae artifact, from a time when the courts were filled with eager tricksters. They just wanted a foothold in the new world, consequences be damned. I crossed my arms and stared at the rough nail.


  “It doesn’t know a noble endeavor from an atrocity, does it?” I said.


  Cara’s smile fell. “No, no it doesn’t.”


  “That is why we have protected it so thoroughly, my friends,” Cassie said.


  “Fuck.” I said as I shivered. “Beware the gifts and all that.”


  “Indeed,” Cassie said. “In the wrong hands, or even near the wrong hands, the blessing could inspire an apocalypse.”


  “Or a revolution,” Sam said.


  “You are wise for such a young vampire,” Cassie said.


  Sam beamed and said thank you.


  I ran my fingers through my hair. “Rusty nail leads to end of world … sure, why not?” I shook my head and eyed the unassuming metal warily. “We’re taking that with us?”


  Zola nodded. “Yes, it must be moved. There’s already been activity in the park. We can’t risk the blessing being discovered.”


  “No shit,” Sam said as she rearranged her ponytail with a snap of its band.


  “Alright, let’s get out of here,” I said.


  We left the room and Cassie sealed it behind us with another flash of power.


  “That’s a hell of a trick,” I said.


  Cassie flew up the stairs before us. We followed her back up and out through the halls to the entryway. I glanced up at the Jefferson statue again, then turned to the exit.


  “Thanks for your help, Cassie,” I said.


  She landed on the front desk and smiled. “It is a pleasure to help, friend.” She gave a small bow. I reciprocated the gesture gracelessly, which caused her to giggle.


  “Ah’ll let you know when it’s been hidden and sealed,” Zola said.


  “Thank you.”


  Sam said goodbye and Cara hugged Cassie before we left.


  We didn’t even make it down the steps from the main entrance before a vampire appeared in the middle of the walkway. I cursed. It was Devon.


  She looked us over and said, “Too easy. You all get to die at once.”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six

  


  “Get it out of here, now!” I roared as I turned to Zola.


  She nodded and took a step backwards. Cara landed on her shoulder an instant before they both blinked out of existence. I’d have to ask Cara how she did that.


  “Devon?” Sam said as she stared at the short brunette vampire, poured into a skintight black leather jumpsuit.


  Devon bared her fangs. I barely followed the motion as she grabbed Sam and slammed her face into one of the monolithic pillars of the entryway. Sam was out like a ragdoll as she spiraled down the short staircase.


  Ignoring the worry ravaging my gut over Sam, I focused my Sight to see what else was lurking about. If I hadn’t, I never would have drawn my pepperbox in time to litter the stairs with vampire brains. I pulled the second trigger and unleashed six barrels of hell. The vampire’s head burst as lead rounds tempered in holy water tore him apart. The sizzle of blasted meat gurgled out of the twitching remains.


  The third vampire ripped the pistol out of my hand before I even had time to think about reloading. She dropped it when the blessed silver laid into the grips burned all the skin from her right hand. As she leapt back, I could see she was decked out head to toe in biker leathers. Her short leap backwards turned into a quick roundhouse that clipped my chin. Something cracked and the ground rose up to greet me. I could tell by the harsh impact I’d landed on concrete. All I could taste was blood.


  I heard a shout and barely raised a shield in time to stop the next attack. The vamp pulled her punch before she shattered her good hand on my shield. I didn’t even have to see her aura to know she wasn’t a vampiric zombie. One of those abominations would have shattered itself to pieces without a second thought.


  I dropped the shield and screamed, “Pulsatto!” The wave of energy caught her legs and her face smashed into the pavement. I put one foot under myself to stand up when the vampire’s leg flashed out. Her face was twisted into a bloody snarl. It took a split second for me to realize I was falling sideways and my knee was buckling in a very wrong direction. I screamed in pain as I hit the concrete again.


  The bitch started laughing at me. Devon walked up behind her and stared at my leg. A smile crept over her face.


  “I think it’s broken, necromancer … the great Vesik.” Devon shook her head and her dark chuckle rolled over me. “Adannaya can’t hide from me.”


  I scowled and sucked in a deep breath. The spell came fast. “Incidatto!” A deep gash opened diagonally across Devon’s chest and she clutched her hand to it. Her fingers came away coated in blood.


  She stared at the lifeblood coursing down her hands and chest, then looked up at me. “You little fuck. You’re so fucking dead.”


  “Impadda!” My shield came up as her fist closed within a foot of my head. The blow ricocheted off the curve of the shield and she started kicking at the invisible barrier. I still hadn’t used my necromancy on her, and by the gods I didn’t want to touch her with it.


  “You think you’re so fucking smart, Vesik.” She turned around and dashed over to Sam.


  My eyes widened.


  In a heartbeat she was back at the shield and slammed Sam’s head into the barrier with a horrible crack. She smeared my sister’s face across the barrier in front of me. “I’ll beat her to death on your own shield you son of a bitch! Drop it or she dies.”


  I hesitated, trying to think of a way out of the mess, but nothing came to me. I went for a cheap shot, my eyes on Sam. As soon as my shield released, I reached out with my necromancy.


  Devon grinned and what happened next will haunt my nightmares for a long, long time. Sam moved out of Devon’s grip and rolled my left arm back like a crepe before I could so much as touch Devon. The bones cracking sounded like someone had stepped on a sheet of bubble wrap. The shock of Sam attacking me overrode everything else for that dreadful second before the pain hit. All my instincts went to hell. My arm was a mass of fire and pain, but I couldn’t bring myself to attack Sam. Even if I had, she was too damn fast anyway. And she was my goddamn sister! I screamed when the bones split and splintered and muscles let go in violent spasms. Sam snapped my wrist and my forearm crumbled behind it. She followed with a swift kick to the right side of my chest. I could feel things breaking. I knew I was in deep shit when my lungs grew heavy and I could barely gasp for air. My vision started to dim as I bounced off the ground. Something warm was pouring out of my mouth.


  Devon waved her hand and Sam collapsed to the ground. She turned back to me and smiled. “And so you die. At least you’ll have an easier time of it than your bitch of a sister.”


  I listened to Devon’s laugh and I knew, no matter what it took, I was going to kill that goddamned motherfucking vampire if I had to do it as a ghost. My mouth tried to form words. Nothing came out but blood and sickening sucking sounds.


  “Why they were worried about you … you got lucky and killed one old vampire,” she said as she bent down and looked me in the eye. She brushed her hair away. “They won’t have to worry anymore.”


  Devon turned around and picked Sam up. I tried to move again, but nothing was working right anymore. It took everything I had not to pass out or break down bawling as Devon carried Sam away.


  “My master will walk the earth this night, Vesik.” A different voice, it wasn’t Devon. “Free, even from the host he is bound to now.”


  The biker vamp stepped into my vision as my eyes started to tunnel into a gray fog. I laid in silence, my left arm folded up like a rubber claw, split and bleeding. I could feel the blood running through my hair. Sam had royally kicked my ass. I heard a faint sound. Someone honking a horn. Why would someone be honking a horn? I wondered as something pale moved into my line of sight. It took me a moment to recognize the outline.


  Happy.


  The ghost bear turned to the vampire and released a series of ferocious barks. He swiped at her, but his paw passed through her head. She was still staring at me, just watching me die. She didn’t see Happy. I’d have to fix that.


  I clucked with my tongue as best I could and Happy took a step backwards, just within reach of my right hand. Smart bear. A low goat-like bleat escaped his throat as he looked at me and then turned back to the biker vamp.


  I wrapped a bit of Happy’s aura around my arm and tried to smile as its familiar warmth rushed over me. I hesitated for a brief moment and then pushed a tidal wave of power into it. My own aura was graying and turning into fuel for my power over the dead. In some part of my brain, I knew that was probably a bad sign. The surge of power hurt so bad my vision turned into a black canvas shot through with stars.


  My eyes cleared a moment later, just in time to see the vampire’s face go slack as a bear materialized in front of her. Happy roared and smashed the vampire’s legs out from under her with a flash of paw and snap of bone. As her shattered body folded sideways and crunched into the ground, Happy leapt into the air. Three hundred pounds of ghost panda landed on the vampire’s back, claws first. The spray of blood and splintering of bone followed my bitter chuckle into the black.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven

  


  “Sam!” I came back to consciousness with my body burning and utter terror consuming me. I scrambled backwards as a huge panda nose smeared itself all over my face. I could move. I was alive. Fear for my sister and shock at my survival sent a series of tremors down my arm. I reached out with a shaky hand to touch Happy’s head. I could feel the soft texture of his fur and his breath was warm. Oops.


  “The panda is a Guardian, Damian.” I looked up to find Zola.


  “A Guardian?” I said. I glanced at the panda, and then back to Zola.


  “A lesser Guardian, but yes, a Guardian.”


  “Where’s Sam?” I looked myself over and flexed my left hand. My clothes were torn and bloody, but my skin was whole. There were no more than a few nasty bruises left to show for the beating I’d taken. “How in the hell?” I said as I stretched my entire arm out.


  “Don’t hesitate Damian,” Zola said. “If you face them again, necromancy first.” She rubbed her face and sighed. “Devon was escaping with Sam when Ah returned.” Her voice was empty.


  My chest tightened. “Then we get her back.”


  “Yes, we will make an example of the vampire.” The ice in my master’s voice lit a fire in my gut just as fast as it sent an icy chill down my spine.


  I looked at Happy as he rubbed his face on my arm. I barely managed to stay upright. The energy I’d pumped into him should have dissipated by now. Whatever he was, he wasn’t like anything I’d seen before.


  “Is he a ghost?” I said.


  “Only because he chooses to be, or chooses not to be, but as far as your power is concerned,” she paused and nodded, “he is a ghost. You made a ghost corporeal, Damian.” An expression I’d never seen cascaded over her sun-worn face. It almost looked like fear. She fell silent until I met her dark eyes. “That is a power no one has seen in thousands of years. Honestly, boy, Ah thought it was a fairy tale.”


  I let out a little laugh. “Like the fairies living in my clock?”


  “You know what Ah mean,” Zola said, the tiny smile on her lips conflicting with the exasperation in her voice.


  “Yeah, so what’s this mean?” I asked as I rubbed Happy’s neck.


  Zola stared at the bear, and then at the mess in my trunk. A minute passed before she looked back to me. “Ah don’t know.”


  “Fabulous.” I shrugged my shoulder and winced at the phantom pain, rolling my neck in a tight circle to keep my eyes on Zola. “How did you disappear like that?”


  “You’ll have to ask Cara about it. The best Ah can tell you is she bent the world around us.”


  “Cara, that makes sense. She’s just full of surprises.”


  Zola’s face broadened into a smile.


  I turned back to the panda. “Where’s the little girl, Happy?”


  He swung his head to the left and I followed the motion. I could see two bright blue eyes peeking out from behind the corner of the museum. She waved by bending all her fingers into a fist and releasing them again. I waved back.


  “Thanks, buddy.”


  Happy licked my face. Nasty.


  “You patch me up?” I said to Zola.


  “With a little help,” she mumbled and looked away.


  I paused and stared at her. Her smile twisted into a tight grin. She wasn’t going to tell me anything. I could tell by the look on her face, but I asked anyway. “And?”


  “Later, perhaps, but Ah believe your benefactor would prefer their privacy for now.”


  “Benefactor?” I laughed. “You’re not going to tell me a thing, are you?”


  She tamped her cane into the ground a few times and gave a small twitch of her head.


  “Well, I appreciate it all the same.” I stood up and dusted my pants off. “Let’s get Sam back.” I slammed the trunk on the vampire’s bound and broken body. I wondered if my benefactor had stuffed the vampire in the trunk for us. Was I ever happy I had a tarp and towels in there too. The last thing I needed was vamp guts all over Vicky. One undead super-bitch down and bound. We didn’t kill her then and there, but she was going to die for her hand in hurting my family.


  So was Devon.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight

  


  I flipped the television on when we got back to the shop. We made the news. There was a beautiful reporter on the screen and I listened closely to the only part of her report I really cared about.


  “A bonfire was lit in Forest Park late last night on the stairs of the history museum. Police are unsure of the motive and are asking for any information related to this …”


  “At least no one seems to know what happened,” Zola said.


  “Yeah, but who would believe it even if they did know?”


  Bubbles appeared beside me when fire engines began screaming from the television. She sat and stared at the moving pictures with her tongue practically dragging the floor. I reached down and scratched her ears, which stood up, twitched, flattened against her head, and popped up again.


  “Well, aren’t you behaved tonight?” I said.


  The fairies flew into the room a minute later.


  “Bubbles!” Aideen said. “There you are. You do not eat Damian’s Moon Pies.” Aideen placed her hands on her hips and scowled at the green puppy. Bubbles cocked her head to the side and sucked her tongue in a moment before her eyes eased their way back to the television.


  “Moon Pies, huh?” I said. “At least you have good taste, pup.” I scratched her ears again and got a huge slobbering tongue on my arm. “Gah.” I shook it off and grabbed a paper towel from the table.


  “I am so sorry, Damian.”


  I waved at Aideen. “It’s no problem, really. I mean, I only had to fight off a zombie horde to get them.” I paused and grinned, sarcasm held high in place of dread. “No problem, really. I should have put them on the shelf.”


  Foster was laughing as he landed on the display case beside Zola.


  “I have news, boy,” Cara said from the black shelves beside me.


  I cocked an eyebrow in question.


  “The staff is done.”


  I had to fight not to jump up and down. “Gimme.”


  She snorted and shook her head.


  “Can I see it?” Maybe it could help me get Sam back. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.


  Cara nodded when I opened my eyes again, a tiny smile curling her lips as she took off for the back room. She walked back in a moment later at her full height. The oak, once rough and unfinished, gleamed in her hands. Silver metal was worked into every groove of the staff, bringing out the swirls and circles with unadulterated beauty.


  “Holy shit, Mom.” I reached out for the staff and Cara’s tiny smile grew into a grin as she handed it over. The ends had been squared off and bands of Magrasnetto were coiled around the ferrules bolted to each. The corners were almost sharp to the touch and were easily solid enough to bash something into a pulp. On the tip of each ferrule, I found a carving. Two griffins stood on their hind leonine legs with their heads raised and front claws extended. Their heads were eagle-like, but more bulbous, with fur-tufted ears. Each had their wings spread forward, hiding their torsos and encasing a simple, inverted Celtic trinity knot. I ran my finger over one of the knots and felt the power lying within the staff. But more than the staff, power pulsed like a heartbeat beneath the images on the ferrules.


  “What are these?” I said, barely able to keep myself from prodding them with my power.


  “A gift, Damian,” Cara said. “Each is branded with the Seelie court’s coat of arms.”


  I blinked and Zola took in a sharp breath.


  “After I told the lords of the gravemaker, they gave us the thumbs up,” Foster said.


  “The lords do not give ‘thumbs up,’” Cara said with a brief roll of her eyes. “It is Glenn’s way of apology, though he would never say it.” Her mouth turned up in a knowing smile.


  “Beware the gifts of the Fae,” I muttered as my eyes took in the circles on the staff. Most of them were still empty, but one toward the middle had the rune Algiz carved inside of it. It was actually two identical runes, facing opposite directions, side-by-side within the circle. I always thought Algiz looked like a peace sign, only upside down. “What’s this for,” I asked.


  “Touch it with your power.”


  I pushed a bit of my necromancy into the circle and was almost thrown into shock as a shield that looked more like a circle of power snapped into existence. I released the runes and gasped as the shield dissipated.


  Zola was laughing. “That, Damian …” she shook her head, “that is one hell of a gift.”


  “I hope it serves you well,” Cara said. “It amplifies your necromancy while shielding you from the usual … side effects. It will work with line energy, too. That shield will protect you from more than your normal shield would. We want Sam back, and we want you back, too.”


  I blinked my eyes rapidly as they started to burn. I hugged Cara, careful not to crush the edges of her wings, and thanked her before she shrank to her normal size again.


  “Devon was giving them orders,” Zola said.


  My knuckles whitened as my hand clenched the demon staff. “Now she has Sam,” I said. “What’s she going to do?”


  “Ah don’t know. From what we’ve learned, Ah’m worried. She could turn Sam into one of those slaves, or a zom–”


  “Don’t, don’t even say it,” I said as I held up my hand and closed my eyes.


  She bobbed her head and crooked a finger at me. “You’re on to something, boy. Devon’s aura was even darker than the puppets’, but she had more control than any of the others.”


  “Yeah, but what’s that mean?”


  “It means we need Vik. He knows her best.”


  “I’m coming with you,” Cara said.


  None of us had any objections.


  *     *     *


  We pulled into the u-shaped driveway of the Pit about a half hour later. I still had questions buzzing in my head, one in particular that just wouldn’t wait.


  “Who healed me in the park, Zola?”


  She said nothing as we exited the car and started toward the house. Foster and Aideen flew ahead, circling to the rear of the house. The car doors were like thunder in the silence. I could hear the highway in the distance, but the usual raucous symphony of crickets and frogs was silent. The wind brought a tinge of chlorine from the pool and the humid air was heavy in my lungs.


  Still silent, Zola started up the walkway to the front door, her cane clicking on the bricks.


  “I’m curious because you usually leave me in a lot more pain to be sure I learn my lesson.”


  “Bah!” Cara said with a sudden burst of laughter.


  Zola chuckled. She took a deep breath and picked at a fingernail before she said, “Glenn did.”


  “What?”


  “Ah didn’t know who he was at the time. He wore a different face.”


  “Fuck me, Zola. Will he be able to call on me?”


  Her face closed down. “It is … possible. Ah could not have saved you without him though. Ah don’t think the fairies could have either. Your back was broken, and if the bear had not intervened …” She shook her head and glanced back at Cara.


  “My back?” I said in horror before Cara spoke, my hand rubbing over my fully-intact vertebrae.


  “I’m not sure Damian, but it’s possible he may call favor from you,” Cara said.


  “Shit.”


  Zola just nodded and knocked on the door.


  Nothing.


  “It’s very quiet,” Cara said.


  Zola knocked again and I put my ear up to the door. I could hear a faint groan. “Someone’s hurt.” I tried the door, but it was locked. I closed my hand like I was grabbing the hilt of a sword and pushed my aura into the circle.


  “Damian,” Cara hissed, “what are you doing?”


  I smiled and flexed my hand. A thin red glow flashed out of the void. I could feel the power humming all around it.


  “Aural blade,” Zola said, astonishment plain in her voice.


  I jammed it through the deadbolt and cut the lock out of the door with a hiss of burning metal. The entire assembly fell to the ground and the door swung open. I let go of the blade, which dispersed like smoke, and stepped inside.


  “I thought that was just a parlor trick,” Cara said.


  “So did I,” Zola whispered.


  I glanced at my master and grinned. “I’ve been working on it for a while.” My grin faded as I saw what had been groaning. Vik was leaning against the wall at the base of the staircase. To say he was a torn-up, bloody mess would be a gross understatement.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine

  


  I took a step toward Vik and didn’t even notice the blur out of the corner of my eye until I was airborne. I contemplated the stupidity of not checking the area with my Sight before I bounced off the banister, distantly impressed it didn’t break, and tumbled down the stairs across from Vik. I could hear the clash of metal on metal by the time I stopped falling.


  I cursed and started up the stairs as soon as I gained my footing. Zola was crouched beside Vik. Foster and Aideen were both dueling with a single, monstrous vampire. He was close to Foster’s seven-foot height, a spiky crown of blond hair snarling from his head. The muscles writhing in his arms were scary as hell, and didn’t slow him down at all. If I’d ever had any doubt about the swords in the Pit’s coat of arms being real, it was gone now. Muscles fended off the two fairies, one sword in each hand. He swung the short swords like they were rapiers, thrusting and arcing in overhand blows that moved the blades faster than they had any right to move.


  Foster dropped below a lateral swipe and lunged with his claymore. Muscles intercepted the thrust by crossing his body with his left hand. He followed through and lowered his body into a sweep. Foster cursed as his legs were knocked out from under him.


  Aideen leapt in with a two-handed overhead slash that would have cleaved through a boulder. Muscles managed to follow through his sweep and deflect the blow with the sword in his left hand. If he’d tried to block Aideen outright, I was sure her sword would have split his like a toothpick.


  I raised my hand to call on my necromancy. There was no sense in risking Foster or Aideen.


  “No!” They both shouted at once.


  I hesitated and, as I glanced at Foster, I noticed the shadow creeping around the chandelier.


  Unfortunately for Muscles, he didn’t. Cara put her battle face on about ten feet above him and came down with a fury. Her sword sliced through his left thigh and sent the limb spinning down the stairs.


  Muscles didn’t even scream. He just propped himself up on one leg and one sword, then swiped at Cara with his free arm. Her wings flared as she jumped back and dodged the attack.


  Foster relieved him of his right arm. Muscles grunted as Aideen took care of his left arm, and Foster followed through a split second later to remove his right leg, just below the hip. Cara pulled back for a killing blow.


  “Don’t kill him!” I yelled.


  She paused and stared at me. “If I don’t do it, the Pit is going to.”


  I shook my head and glanced at my master.


  “Minas Ignatto,” Zola said. I felt the power move through the room as fire sprang from her hand. She dragged the line of flame across the severed stumps of lost limbs.


  “He’s still going to die, just not now,” I said. “Foster, you alright? Aideen?”


  They both nodded and hugged each other briefly.


  “You two mind adding this vamp to the collection I’m starting in my trunk?”


  Foster laughed. “Not at all.”


  I nodded and threw him my keys.


  “It is not safe, boy, leaving them alive,” Zola said. “The demon is attached to them.”


  “It’s our best shot,” I said, a little sharply. “I won’t ask Glenn for help, and you already said Aeros can’t fight a demon.”


  “Ah said he can’t beat this demon.”


  “Either way,” I said.


  “These creatures are strong,” Cara said.


  “He is not a puppet,” Zola said as she leaned over the vampire, “but he is corrupted.”


  I looked at his aura. It was thin, tinged with sickly red hues, but it still moved outside his skin.


  Cara was still staring at Muscles when I heard a low groan behind us and what sounded like very weak words. I glanced at Vik and was surprised to see his eyes open.


  “Vik!” I walked over to him quickly and knelt down on the bloody rug.


  His voice was only a whisper. “Damian, thank God.” He was on the floor, leaning into a person-sized dent in the white wainscoting. There was blood splattered everywhere. The mustard carpet looked like someone tried to repaint it with ketchup. Two bodies were on the ground in pieces around Vik. I hadn’t noticed them. Being distracted by a psychotic vampire can do that.


  “Thank God,” Vik whispered again.


  I couldn’t help but smile at a wounded vampire thanking God. “What happened? They ours?” I asked, indicating the other bodies in the hall.


  He shook his head and flashed a bloody set of fangs. His grin faded. “Devon, she had Sam with her. Devon, that fucking whore, she laid me open and left that lout to finish off the Pit, but–” He cringed and his hand jerked to a wound in his side. “Most of them went down to the Loop, to the monster movie marathon.” He leaned his head back against the wall, blood streaming down his cheek. “Only three of us stayed here. The others are locked in the safe room downstairs. Devon …” he swallowed hard and grimaced, “said to tell you to meet them for a family reunion with your grandparents.”


  My smile disappeared. “Calvary Cemetery,” was all I said.


  “Sorry, Damian. Couldn’t stop her. I think she’s done something very stupid. She’s always after power … so …” He winced and sagged deeper against the wall.


  “Don’t worry Vik. It’s not your fault. You’ve been good to Sam.” I squeezed his undamaged shoulder and turned to look for Cara. She already had her sword sheathed and was heading toward Vik. “Can you help him?”


  A golden glow flashed around her as she inspected Vik’s wounds. “Yes, but it will take some time.”


  Vik’s eyes rolled back and he slumped onto the floor in a pool of blood.


  “Take care of him, Mom. We’ll go to the graveyard.”


  Foster slammed his sword home with a sharp nod and led us out of the Pit.


  
    Chapter Thirty

  


  Calvary Cemetery was a little over thirty minutes from the shop. We traveled in silence across Highway 70 East as the sun abandoned us. My grip alternated between the steering wheel and the demon staff stuffed between my leg and the door. A few minutes later we were in front of the gates to Calvary, just off West Florrisant Avenue on the north side of the city.


  I hadn’t visited Calvary much since our grandparents passed away. Just seeing the huge marble pillar, surrounded by eagles, crowned with a towering crucifix, sent shivers down my spine. Centered at the front of the pillar’s base, between two eagle statues, stood Saint Louis IX with his cross-like sword point down between his feet. The figure looked out over the entrance with a serene expression. Basic armor, a stone cape, and stone headgear complimented the body. I have nothing but bad memories of that gate. I ground my teeth together and deliberately looked away.


  “What is it?” Zola said.


  “I’ve never come here without Sam.” I took a deep breath. “I never want to have to come here without her again.”


  Zola patted my knee and nodded. She pointed off toward a mausoleum and said, “Park there. We’ll go behind the hills and come up by the rowan tree.”


  I nodded once and pulled Vicky over to the edge of the asphalt drive.


  “They’re here,” Aideen said from the edge of my headrest. “I can feel them. The power is … it’s wrong.”


  “Yes, it is,” Foster said from the same general direction as Aideen’s voice. I couldn’t see him in the rear view mirror. “It feels more like the gravemaker in Pilot Knob than a vampire.”


  “No,” Zola said in a harsh whisper. “It feels like a demon.” She got out and gently closed the door, leaving it unlatched. “Look at the ghosts.”


  I focused my Sight and cursed under my breath. The cemetery was a thick fog of spirits. All of them were turned away from us, focused on something in the distance. The combined mass of energy was opaque enough I couldn’t see through it. I let my Sight fade.


  Aideen and Foster took up posts above each of my shoulders as they flew out of the car. I closed the door like Zola. I was tempted to lock it, but decided not to in case we needed a fast getaway. Plus, slamming the doors would make more noise than our arrival already had.


  We left the asphalt in silence, creeping through the short lawn and up to the side of the mausoleum. I crouched down near the corner to peek around at the hill and absentmindedly placed my hand on the marble wall. I stiffened as the auras of the dead flashed up into my senses. It was a domino effect from there. The auras in the mausoleum spread out to the graves nearby, which sent bits of my power cascading to another field of graves and then another as I tried to rein it in. In moments, I could sense the change in the slow, calm flow of the cemetery. The dead were, frankly, pissed as all hell about a demon-worshipping vampire being on their turf.


  I looked up at Zola and she smiled. “They don’t want the vampire here,” she said in a shallow whisper. “They want our help.”


  “They’ll have more than two necromancers tonight.”


  Foster grinned at my comment. He shifted the golden armor on his shoulders and set out around the corner.


  “Remember, you stay out of sight when this starts,” Zola said.


  Aideen nodded in confirmation, her coif a quiet slither of metal on metal in the night.


  We moved quietly, as stealthy as we could be in the darkness of the cemetery. Moving from the mausoleum, we stayed low and crawled to the top of the hill behind my grandparent’s graves. The grass was longer there, and we could see the wind patterns as a cool breeze whipped through the area, sending the blades of grass and the trees nearby into a wobbling frenzy. My face was close to earth and the dirt filled my senses. I was sure my pounding heartbeat would betray our location as my eyes crested the top of the hill.


  They were there.


  Sam was staring right at us, but she didn’t react. She just stood there, dressed in white leather from head to toe, a blank expression carved onto her face. Rage boiled in my gut. I wanted to run down there, grab Sam, and blow Devon’s head into something more closely resembling pasta sauce.


  Devon. That unholy bitch was standing between the small granite headstones of my family, dressed in all-business black slacks and a white button-down shirt. She was partially obscured by the small rowan tree between the graves. Her face was angled away, looking toward a nearby crypt. If I had to guess, Foster was pulling double duty by creating a distraction. The wind shifted and I could hear a tiny ringing of metal on metal. I smiled as adrenaline pounded through my veins. My grip tightened on the demon staff in my hand as the wind picked up and I moved.


  I drew the pepperbox from my shoulder holster as I stood. Devon was only about twenty yards off. I stopped, leaned my staff against my jacket, and aimed. My finger slowly squeezed down on the second trigger. I already had a speed loader in my left hand.


  Sam launched herself over Devon and snarled as she closed on me. I cursed, slammed the pepperbox into my pocket, and dropped the speed loader. I grabbed the shield markings on the staff and slammed power into it a second before Sam reached me. She leapt into the air and came down hard, feet first, on the upper half of the shield. A blur of static ripples cascaded around the shield as it redirected the blow.


  On a whim, I pushed the staff forward and slid my hand away from the shield runes. My protection fell and Sam pounced again. This time I caught her in the chest with the staff, turned underneath her, and let her own momentum slam her into the ground. She was on her feet again in seconds.


  “Shit.”


  “Damian, by the crypt!”


  At some level, my brain recognized Foster’s voice, knew I trusted him, and started my legs backpedaling toward the crypt while the rest of my brain shielded myself from Sam’s assaults.


  I could hear Devon laughing. I caught movement from the corner of my eye and saw Zola raise her hand. “Pulsatto!” she yelled and a wave of force brushed across the graveyard and crashed into Devon. I didn’t see what happened next because Sam pounced on my shield again and took three fierce swipes at me. There was a flash of light in my peripheral vision and something struck Zola. I couldn’t tell if she had a shield up when it hit, but she’d fallen behind a small hill so I couldn’t even tell if she was alive.


  “Aideen!” I screamed. “Help Zola!”


  Devon shifted toward the crypt and Foster.


  “Son of a bitch,” I muttered. “Sorry sis.”


  She leapt at me again. I dropped the shield and rolled to the side. Before she landed, I struck her with a ferrule and screamed “Pulsatto!” The blast knocked her off her feet and bounced her like a ragdoll into the side of the crypt by Foster.


  “Foster, catch!” I said as I launched the staff like a wobbly javelin. It was a straight enough flight for him to snatch it out of the air. I saw his lips move, and I’m pretty sure he said “Sorry Sam,” just before her stomped on her forearm. I could hear the snap from twenty-five feet away. He grabbed her and wrapped his left arm around her body in some kind of tangled submission hold. His right hand was free to hold the staff. He raised it into the air and a shield flashed up around them.


  He was barely in time. Devon bounced off the sphere of power and rolled a few feet to the side. “Your shield should have fallen, little bug. So many tricks. Some things never change.”


  I took a step toward her and fished the pepperbox out of my pants. Two more quick steps and I pulled the second trigger. Six barrels roared to life at a distance less than thirty feet.


  I slid to a stop as Devon raised her hand and the bullets careened off to the side. I could hear two shots ricochet off stone somewhere in the distance as my brain tried to process how in the hell Devon had just called up a shield.


  “Vampires can’t use magic.” It took me a moment to realize I’d said it out loud.


  “Because we are magic?” Devon said with a brutal laugh. “You will die before my master awakens. The glory of striking down the seventh son … it will be mine!”


  No vampire had ever been able to use even a simple incantation without utterly destroying themselves. Oh, there were rumors of warlocks over the years, vampire practitioners, but Zola had never encountered one and neither had I. It was about then I noticed the thin reed of Magrasnetto in her hand.


  “A wand,” I whispered.


  Devon raised her arm as her face turned into an atrocity of a grin.


  My brain switched gears into defense. There aren’t many ways to defend yourself when it comes to magic. Circles and shields were my only options. My skills at forming a circle without drawing a semblance of it on the ground first were unreliable at best, without the staff. It would have been nice to have that reassuring weight back in my hand right about then. I threw up the next best thing.


  “Impadda!” I screamed as Devon launched a bitch of an incantation at me.


  Purple lightning so bright it was nearly white roared from her Magrasnetto wand. Thunder and sparks battered my defenses. The shield grew heavy, like holding a twenty-pound weight with my arm fully extended. As my limbs began to shake with the effort, the lightning dissipated with a crack.


  I blinked and shook my hand out. “You’re a fucking warlock?” I snarled as I dropped my shield and took another shot. “Tyranno Eversiotto!” Wands, bah, who needs ’em? Thanks to a cemetery full of auras and nearby ley lines, red lightning roared from my right palm. Devon moved, just like I thought she would, but I wasn’t aiming at her. Devon’s arm lingered a second too long and my incantation obliterated the wand in a shower of sparks and flames.


  She roared, and her eyes burned as she met my gaze.


  “Give it up. You’ve got nothing.” Why did I hesitate instead of removing a few limbs? Who the hell knows, but the next thing I knew I was flat on my back with fangs an inch from my neck. She’d closed the distance fast enough I’d barely registered the movement. No vamp should be that fast.


  “Vesik,” she hissed while her tongue licked the back of my hand. I tried to hold her off, but it was futile. “Now who has nothing? You’re just practice little man.” Her breath was rank and I almost gagged on the rot rolling off of her. “My lord has been generous with his gifts. Once you’re dead, only the Watchers stand against us. Imagine the rewards when I kill you all.”


  She flipped her hand to the side and I could see Sam start struggling against Foster’s grip again. His face reddened and his arms shook with the effort of keeping her bound. If he lost his grip, the shield would contain her, but if he lost his grip, she’d tear him apart and the shield would fall anyway.


  Devon laughed inches from my face. I gagged on the odor of roadkill left out in the sun for too many days. I would have told her that, but my vision was starting to dim as she throttled my neck. Twice in two days? Go me. I was beginning to think my plan was falling apart until someone started screaming.


  The grip on my neck suddenly released as Devon fell back with a tiny, shining sword stuck through her eyeball. My lips curled into a snarl.


  “Now, Damian!” Aideen screamed as she flew away from Devon.


  I didn’t hesitate. Calling down the fires of hell would have been merciful compared to what I did to that vampire. The spells Cara had worked on with me were the stuff of life. They were not a necromancer’s calling, but even necromancers could use a ley line. As she morbidly noted, if the power of life could be called to cause harm or death, why shouldn’t it be a necromancer’s domain?


  I called to the rowan, the tree my parents had planted at my grandparent’s graves so long ago. I felt its power, its lifetime, and I fed it the auras of the dead, the willing dead, speeding its growth to infinity. The rowan grew where I wanted it to grow. I guided its limbs and roots with a caress of power and they responded in vicious whips and cracks. They tripped Devon as she tried to run and, as she hit the earth, thirteen saplings burst up through her arms and legs and torso. I’ll never forget her screams.


  “Damian!” Foster said.


  I didn’t even look up. I knew what was coming; it sent ripples and waves through the mixed gathering of necromantic energy and Fae power surrounding me. My staff. My demon staff slapped into my left hand as I methodically stepped up to the vampire’s head, stared at her and cocked my head to one side. I slammed a ferrule into the dirt by beside her ear. Her screams had broken down into hiccupping tears and tremors of pain. She was shaking uncontrollably, with only whispers and blood pouring from her mouth.


  “Azzazoth, Azzazoth, Azzazoth,” she said. Her words broke down into nonsensical mumbling.


  The rowan would be burning Devon from the inside out, crisping her flesh and nerves and even damaging the flow of magic that kept her “living.” I didn’t smile or laugh, because I knew what I had done was terrible. I had used Fae magic for a terrible purpose. I considered how wrong that had been, but every doubt was erased as my thoughts returned to Sam. At that, my lips did break into a smile. Mirthless, dark, and vengeful.


  “You don’t fuck with my sister.” I held the staff out and whispered the incantation in a dead voice. “Minas Ignatto.”


  I called fire to sever her body at the hips and both shoulders. It was slow. I let some of the power dissipate from the staff so the fire would crawl through her joints until the limbs fell off. Almost a full minute later, they did. Once Devon was defenseless, I gagged her, stuffed her torso into a potato sack, and dragged it away from the scene.


  I didn’t kill her.


  
    Chapter Thirty-One

  


  Zola was rubbing her arm when she crested the hill. She glanced at the potato sack and her lips twitched. “Ah didn’t know that bitch was a warlock.”


  Foster took a few quick steps over to Zola and crushed her with a hug. “Bloody hell I’m glad you’re okay.”


  She pushed the fairy away with a smile and a wave of her hands. “No need to get all sappy now.”


  We started back to the car with Devon’s torso and head in tow. I had a hand around Sam’s shoulder, guiding her along with us. Aideen stopped to torch Devon’s arms and legs next to a pile of cigarette butts some jackass had left in the middle of the road. There wouldn’t be anything remaining but a pile of unidentifiable ashes.


  “I don’t think I like timewalkers,” Foster said as he watched the flames spring to life.


  “You and me both,” I said.


  “What about Edgar?” he said.


  “What do you mean?”


  Foster’s fingers began fidgeting on the hilt of his sword. “We could ask the Watchers for help.”


  Zola chuckled quietly.


  “What?” he said.


  “Foster,” Aideen said. “We’re dealing with demons. We have dismembered bodies in the trunk of Damian’s car. The Watchers would probably kill us before we finished explaining.”


  “That would probably not help,” he said.


  Zola laughed and patted Foster on the back. “Ah want to stop by a friend’s home, Damian.”


  “Huh?” I said.


  “A friend buried here,” Zola said. “He’s just at the top of this hill.”


  I nodded and turned toward the slight incline with her, guiding Sam by her elbow. Foster hefted the sack of vampire onto his shoulder and followed. A minute later we were standing beside a modest tombstone. Zola knelt down in front of it, on an in-ground plaque. She kissed her right hand and placed it on the name of the upright stone. Aideen landed on the tombstone, shifting a small pile of pennies beneath her feet.


  I read the name and my eyes widened. “You knew him?”


  “Yes, him and Harriet,” she said as the edge of her mouth curled into a smile. “They helped change a lot of things for us. He was a good man. Taylor was too, although he picked the wrong side in the war. Ah’ve known some men thought Lincoln may not have been elected if it wasn’t for their struggle. If that had happened …” She closed her eyes and shook her head.


  I read the rest of the stone.


  DRED SCOTT


  BORN ABOUT 1799


  DIED SEPT. 17, 1858


  Freed from slavery by


  his friend Taylor Blow


  I bowed my head and watched Zola from the corner of my eye. She smiled and touched the headstone once more before standing up again. My god, the things she must have seen.


  I blew out a breath and traded Sam to Foster for a sack of dismembered vampire. We headed back to the car and left Calvary Cemetery.


  *     *     *


  “Sam’s not coming out of it.” Cara stood on the footboard of the bed, held her hand out in front of Sam, her fingers splayed, and narrowed her eyes.


  Sam just sat on her bed and stared at nothing.


  Cara fluttered around Sam’s head and back. I knew she was looking at Sam’s aura; I couldn’t take my eyes off it, either.


  “She’s still bound to Devon and the demon,” she said.


  I sighed and turned to my master. “Would two vampires be enough, Zola?”


  She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Ah don’t know, Damian. What you’re planning … Ah just don’t know.”


  I felt the emotion bleed out of my face before rage boiled up to replace it. “Then they all die tonight.”


  “How?” Zola said as she looked up at me. “How will you even find the demon? Or its host, if it’s even bound still.”


  “Azzazoth. Bait he can’t resist.”


  Zola’s eyes turned hard as understanding blossomed in them. “You will use me for bait.” She nodded. “He would come for me, one of his captors. We will bring the book as well. Even so, how do you intend to inform him bait is waiting?”


  I stared at her until her expression faltered.


  “You’ll need a blood letter,” she said as she closed her eyes.


  “I figured I’d write it in my own blood on a blank page from Philip’s book.”


  “Yes, it would prove you have the book.” She sighed and patted my shoulder. “Sometimes Ah think you are very brave, boy, and sometimes very stupid.”


  I laughed.


  “Hopefully it is more of the first,” she said sincerely.


  “I would not count on that fact,” said a deep voice that sounded like its voice box had been run through a meat grinder.


  I turned toward the door and couldn’t help but smile when I saw Vik leaning against the frame. He brushed his hair back and revealed a mass of bruises that ran up his neck and across the side of his face. The fact he was still showing damage was a testament to how bad off he’d been.


  “Glad to see you up and about.”


  He flashed his fangs with a small smile, gave a flourish with his right hand, and bowed. “While ferrets still walk the earth, so shall I.”


  The whole group chuckled.


  “Where is Foster?” Vik said.


  I was surprised he’d asked about Foster. They barely even spoke to each other. “He went back to the shop with Aideen. I think they’re going to let the cu siths out and take it easy after our fight with Devon.”


  “Taking it easy sounds like quite a good idea.” He shuffled over to the bed and sat down beside Sam. “So what’s the verdict, Mom?”


  Cara smiled at Vik. I snorted a laugh. I’d never heard him call Cara “Mom” before.


  “I don’t think Sam will be free until Devon is dead.”


  “What will you do with Sam when you go to do battle with Azzazoth?” Vik said.


  “Take her with us,” Zola said.


  I blinked at my master. “Really?”


  She nodded. “Yes, Ah want to catch Azzazoth as off guard as we possibly can. If Sam isn’t there, he may be suspicious.”


  “Why?”


  “Zola’s right,” Cara said. “Sam’s aura is tied to Devon. If none of the auras of his followers are there, he could grow suspicious. I doubt he’s different from other demons. He’ll send out a summons to his followers before the gathering.”


  I let out a humorless laugh. “Devon won’t be the only follower there. We’ll have at least two more party goers.” Another thought nagged at the back of my head. “I need to tell Frank what’s going on. And Sam would want to see him again, just in case.”


  *     *     *


  I wrapped my forearm in gauze after I had carved it up with Cara’s sword to write the blood letter. She stood on the edge of Sam’s writing desk beside a small pile of troll dolls.


  “My sword was not made to taste the blood of friends.”


  “This is just an exception to the rule,” I said with a small grin.


  “You are bleeding badly, Damian,” Zola said as she shuffled out of my peripheral vision. “Ah wish the healing arts would not disrupt the ritual.”


  “I’ll get patched up as soon as we’re done.”


  I folded the old, yellowed parchment and placed it into the vellum envelope Vik slid across the desk. I dabbed some hot wax onto the flap and sealed it with my thumbprint. Much cursing ensued.


  Vik shook his head. “Why is everything so difficult with demons? Why must you blister your thumb to speak with them?”


  I glared at Zola with said thumb stuck in my mouth and mumbled, “That’s a good damn question.”


  “It has been that way as long as I can remember,” she said with a miniscule lift of her shoulders.


  “As long as I can remember as well,” Cara said. “My grandmother used to tell stories of demons who would not speak without the sacrifice of lives. You should be thankful it is only a pinprick on your arm and a burnt thumb.”


  I glanced at the gauze and grimaced. “Point taken.” I pushed the chair back from the little writing desk in the bright yellow room and pulled my jacket on. “Alright, I’m going to the mailbox. Zola, you want to wait at the shop or here?”


  “We will all wait here,” she said as she settled herself onto Sam’s bed. “We need to rest.”


  I looked at Sam.


  “Boy, we can’t do her any good if we’re dead.”


  “Zola’s right,” Cara said. “I’ll get Foster and Aideen from the shop in the morning.”


  I sighed and rubbed my chin. “Alright, early tomorrow then. We’re going south soon as I deliver the bait.”


  “Damian, I wish to help,” Vik said.


  I turned to the vampire and put a hand on his shoulder. “Rest up. If this goes wrong, you’re going to be the only one left to clean up the mess.”


  “Great,” he said with a small roll of his eyes.


  I smiled and settled into the chair in the corner.


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two

  


  The look on Frank’s face the next morning, when I told him about Sam, evaporated any doubts I’d ever had about their relationship. He hit me with puppy dog eyes that grew bloodshot and threatened to overflow with tears.


  I looked around at the empty shop and took a deep breath. “I’ll get her back Frank. She’s my sister. I love her more than anything else walking this earth.”


  Frank nodded and sniffed. His voice came out in a whisper, “How can I help?”


  “You already did,” I said with a small shake of my head. “We couldn’t even try this insanity if you hadn’t gotten us our, um, supplies.”


  He nodded once. “God, I feel useless sometimes.”


  “Don’t, don’t ever feel useless Frank,” I said as I squeezed his shoulder. “You’re like extended family. Even Cara, well, doesn’t hate you.” I grinned.


  Frank laughed, it was short, and quiet, but it was real. “Can I see Sam?”


  I nodded and led Frank outside. Sam was still sitting in the backseat with her eyes focused on nothing. I opened the passenger door and turned away. “I don’t think she’s aware of anything, but …” I shrugged.


  He leaned in and stared at her for a moment, just stared. He kissed her lightly on the cheek and squeezed her hands. Sam just sat there with her blank eyes. Frank’s head sagged and he backed out of the car.


  I’m pretty sure a bee stung my eyeball at that point because it started burning and leaking. My lips quivered as I walked around to the driver’s side.


  “Kill them, Damian.”


  I nodded once as he closed the door and then I left to drop Sam at the Pit again while I invited a demon to dinner.


  *     *     *


  There is a ruin of an old church in the heart of suburbia. Hundreds of years had passed since it was built and hundreds more since it fell. All that remains are the huge gray stones of its foundation. There was much speculation among the local kids about what the building originally was, but only a necromancer could tell you the truth. It was the only church of the damned in the area and its lichen-covered remains were to be avoided on All Hallows Eve. For those psychotic enough to study the infernal arts, it was a place to commune with demons.


  Conveniently enough, the ruins were only thirty minutes from my apartment. Out in the West County city of Ballwin, west on Manchester Road, past battalions of strip malls, car dealers, and restaurants, and then south on Reinke Road, I pulled onto a small drive beside an old farmhouse. The area was a mix of old and new homes, all modest in size for the moderately privileged area. I’m sure the homeowners wouldn’t have liked me using the drive on their property, but it was the middle of the day and no one was around.


  My feet crunched in the gravel as I left Vicky and headed towards the southern woods. Large oak and walnut trees flanked me before I’d taken a dozen steps. Acorns split beneath my boots and large walnut shells threatened to roll my ankles on the uneven dirt. The path was wide enough to drive a small car through and I followed it for about five minutes until it widened into a meadow. I took a deep breath and extended my senses. A boiling darkness roiled beneath the power I cast out. It was there, just west of the meadow. I shivered and stepped toward the tree line.


  The wooded air thickened and the insects fell silent as the ruins came into view. Not even the wind dared to enter the old stone foundation. All that was left of the church was roughly squared off boulders. Over time the weather had smoothed their faces and moss had grown over most of the light gray stones. I don’t know how the builders managed to get the huge stones in place, but I’m sure it wasn’t pleasant.


  There was a gap on the short side of the foundation closest to me. It was a narrow staircase and I followed it down to the musty ground below. What wasn’t covered in moss was buried in years of fallen leaves. I sighed and held out my hand.


  “Arcesso altaria.”


  The leaves shifted and vibrated as a narrow altar of black bone rose from the earth. It looked to be made of charred femurs and smaller bones I couldn’t identify. The flat of the altar was made from dozens of bony fingers laid side by side.


  I took one deep breath and pulled hard on a nearby ley line. “Infernus loquor Azzazoth,” I said as I laid the letter of blood on the altar. It told the demon where to find Zola and the writings of Philip Pinkerton, Azzazoth’s human captors, and what I wanted in return. I doubted the demon would believe I’d sacrifice my master any more than I believed the demon would honor a bargain.


  The black bone burst into flames and swallowed the letter with the curling of a dozen skeletal fingers.


  Laughter rang out through the woods around me. I shivered and grimaced as something slithered through my mind.


  I will be there, mortal. The words were slow and heavy and shook the foundation around me.


  “So will I,” I whispered. The wind shrieked through the leaves and branches groaned above me as the altar faded into the earth once more.


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three

  


  We drove to Coldwater, Missouri in record time. The blur of pavement gave way to gravel as we wound our way through the hills and woods. We’d just passed the second gate when Cara jumped up on the dashboard.


  “We can’t be too close, Damian. If we are, the demon will know there are Fae with you.”


  “How close can you be?”


  “Not much closer. We’ll need to get out before the fallen oak up ahead. We’ll be ready when the battle begins. Foster, Aideen, and I will circle around behind the pond. If we stay close together and keep a reasonable distance, the demon will have no reason to be suspicious.”


  I sighed and rolled down my window as Vicky came to a stop. “I hope you’re right. Be careful.”


  Foster stopped just outside the window and hovered with a slow flap of his wings. “Don’t forget this is for Sam.” He glanced at my sister in the back seat, nodded once, and followed the other fairies into the woods. I breathed in the clean country air and watched them fade into the leaves and foliage.


  “We will see them again,” Zola said as she tapped the dashboard with her cane.


  “Yeah,” I said as I started Vicky forward again. We bounced along the gravel in silence. The woods were always familiar and the shadows felt like home. I’d spent years training on the farm with Zola.


  “Thanks,” I said.


  “For what?” she said.


  “Everything,” I said as I gestured at the windshield. “Taking care of me and Sam after her attack, training me, helping us with this mess, just … everything.”


  She laughed and patted my knee. “There is no need for thanks. You know Ah never would have thought of taking either of you in if it wasn’t for your gift.”


  “Well, thanks anyway.”


  “We could not ask for a better battlefield, boy. This is home to us both in many ways.”


  “It does give us an advantage. We know where the auras and the strongest ley lines are better than anyone.”


  “It will make us faster. Something we may need. Something you will definitely need.”


  “I know. I know it’s risky.” I glanced in the rearview mirror at the blank look on Sam’s face. “I’d do stupider things to save Sam.”


  She laughed. “Yes, boy, I believe you would.” Zola smiled as the gravel road unfolded into the grassy field with the little cabin buried in the forest.


  *     *     *


  My heart rate picked up as we bounced up the hill to the cabin Zola and I had spent so much time at.


  “What about Sam?” I said.


  “Leave her in the car for now. We must work quickly.”


  We emptied the wooden shack to the east. Once the lawnmowers, shovels, and toolboxes were out, I opened Vicky’s trunk and we dragged three potato sacks and a crate into the shack. The sacks began squirming, accompanied by the sounds of gagged screams.


  Azzazoth was coming.


  “You understand what to do, boy?” Zola had a tight grip on the shack’s flimsy door.


  I nodded. “Yeah, let’s hope so. It’s a bit late for doubts now.” I opened the crate and glanced at the little red light. I slid the small garage door opener out and put it in my pocket. One deep breath and I flipped the switch beside the light. It turned green and beeped once. I closed the lid and leaned the three potato sacks against the crate.


  Vampires and TNT. My thirteen-year-old self would be very happy with the future in store for it.


  I pulled the door closed and left the shack unlocked. Sam was still sitting in Vicky, so I gently pulled her out and walked her over by the shack. I was worried about her being so close to the TNT to start with, but Zola thought it was necessary.


  “You sure about this?” I said again.


  “Yes, Devon is still alive. The demon will call Sam to him through their link. He won’t go near the shack because it’s blessed.”


  “The shack with the lawnmowers?” I said as I raised my eyebrows. “Is blessed?” I sighed and shook my head. “Why would … never mind, I don’t want to know. Let’s get ready.”


  Zola followed me to the monstrous oak tree some seventy feet away in the middle of the field. It sat on the largest ley line within ten miles of the cabin. Zola held the book we’d found in Pilot Knob between her hands. Her thumb rubbed over the gilt Latin on the cover.


  I closed my eyes and extended my aura, which in turn extended a thin ring of power out in all directions over the lines. I took a slow breath and pulled more power into the ring, pushing it through the cabin and the shack, down to the pond, and back the other way along the gravel road.


  My breathing slowed as I listened to the land around us. Death was everywhere at our little home. Zola had buried things here, deer, bears, groundhogs, vampires, people. The ribbons of dead auras flared as my power rolled over them, lending more strength to the thin disc around me, twining my necromancy with the ley lines.


  Relief flowed through me when I found a small cluster of Fae auras on the other side of the pond. Foster, Aideen, and Cara were ready. I let the power go. The thin casting pulled back toward my aura and returned the powers of the dead to their rightful places. Just before the disc dissipated, I felt another presence simply appear behind the cabin.


  Zola sucked in a breath and turned to look at me.


  I nodded once. “He’s here.”


  There was a flash of sickly purple and gray light from behind the old cabin, and an unnatural breeze blew through the field. A putrid smell of skunk, rot, and decay clung to the air. I fought not to gag as it stuck it my throat.


  An old man hobbled out from behind the cabin. His back was bent at a thirty-degree angle and a thin cane supported him as the breeze blew his sparse, shoulder-length white hair around in a flurry. He’d come from the left, beside the well, though I’d been watching a shadow on the right side of the house the whole time.


  The fingers of my left hand tightened on the demon staff while my right thumb caressed the butt of the pepperbox on my right thigh. As the old man grew closer, I could see he was more than old; he was long, long, dead. His flesh looked mummified and dry, something even the maggots would shy away from. He turned his face toward us and there were no eyes amid the ruined flesh. Only a dim purple glow glimmered deep within the sockets.


  “Adannaya,” boomed a gravelly voice, entirely wrong coming from the frail, dead body.


  Zola laughed and threw her head back. “Your old host can’t protect you now, demon.”


  A chunk of flesh fell from the dead man’s neck as his head cocked to one side. “I need no protection.”


  The shadow I’d been watching earlier flowed out of the ground and coalesced into a stout man with a black crew cut. He grinned and fangs flashed out.


  I jerked in surprise. The resemblance to the rogue vampire threw me off, but, on closer inspection, he was too tall to be the same vampire.


  Zola harrumphed and pointed at the newcomer. “And what is he, if not protection?”


  Azzazoth laughed. It was dark and gravelly, and utterly unnerving. “Death.” He nodded toward the demon vampire and the purple orbs in Azzazoth’s eye sockets flared brighter. I caught a glimpse of pale wings in the corner of my vision as one of the fairies came down on the demon vampire.


  Foster’s sword split his skull in a diagonal slash while Aideen thrust her blade up from the back and through the chest. There was a spray of blood and a wet smack as the body crumpled to the ground. Cara stepped onto the back of the still-twitching body and rammed her sword through its heart.


  She looked up and smiled. “Can’t be too careful.” She nodded once and all three fairies blipped out of existence.


  Azzazoth roared and twisted his face back to us.


  What he found was me, about ten feet away, with my finger on the second trigger of my trusty pepperbox. “I guess that’s round one.” I pulled the trigger and the upper half of Azzazoth’s host vaporized in a fiery storm of gunpowder and gray mist.


  The body collapsed in a heap, leaving a pale purple haze above it. The glowing lights, which had inhabited eye sockets ten seconds ago, were the only recognizable part of Azzazoth.


  “What now, demon?” Zola said as she pulled my dagger from the sheath at her waist.


  Azzazoth growled and the haze thickened. Tendrils of smoke lashed out in several directions, only to curl back into his body. It sent my mind back to the gravemaker and I had to stifle a shiver.


  “You, Adannaya? How is it you bear a key of the dead?” He gestured slowly with his fingers, motioning toward the dagger. “Give me the key and I’ll leave you for last as I destroy this land.”


  One of his tendrils struck out toward Sam. It didn’t touch her, but she took a step toward the demon. I ground my teeth, but this was part of the plan. Sam needed to get away from the shack.


  When she was standing just before the front steps of the cabin, Azzazoth flowed over and around her. I focused my Sight and, as the skin of the world peeled back, I wanted to run screaming. Azzazoth’s true form was hideous. He was still a biped, but his muscles were overdeveloped to a ridiculous degree, his body hunched forward like a gorilla. He had clothing, of a sort. It consisted of over a dozen severed heads tied to a thin rope belt by their hair. All of the heads swung from long hair, leaving their faces to dangle around Azzazoth’s knees. They shifted and bounced off one another as the demon moved. His skin was oil on black water, constantly shifting with faint colors and a slight iridescence.


  He had eyes in his true form; vertical slits formed black pupils within a swirling mass where oranges warred with red flames and yellow flares until his eyes looked like the sun’s corona. They were impossible to ignore.


  Azzazoth reached out a hand to Sam’s heart, but a flash of light repelled his touch. I let the vision fade with a shudder and looked at Zola.


  “We want that thing in the flesh?” I hissed.


  Considering our imminent, and likely painful, demise, she flashed me an entirely inappropriate grin.


  The mist around Sam darkened and flowed around her. Everywhere the smoky tendrils brushed her, a flash of light rejected Azzazoth’s efforts. Sam stared forward without any reaction as Azzazoth came at her again and again.


  He screamed in frustration and the dim purple eyes swirled through the mist, locking onto Zola once again. “What have you done!?”


  “You won’t possess her, demon,” Zola whispered.


  “I will do as I choose, mortal.” Azzazoth’s voice rose in pitch and thundered through the field around us. Purple light welled up from the center of the mist cloud as it drifted over Sam once more, only to be rejected again with a violent burst of light.


  The mist flowed to the other side of Sam and took on a distinct human form. The demon stared at Sam for a moment with a frown. “Where are my other followers, servant? I summoned them here. I know they wait for me.”


  My breath caught.


  “Behind you, lord,” Sam said.


  I cringed at my sister’s lifeless voice and utter subservience.


  Zola took that moment to grab the key of the dead by the blade and hurl it at Azzazoth. He laughed outright and easily dodged the blade. He opened his mouth to say something as a flash of white light exploded behind him.


  Foster stepped from the light, wings flared, behind the shadow of the demon. He plucked the spinning dagger from the air as casually as he breathed, and jammed it through Azzazoth’s head with a grunt.


  Zola raised her staff and snarled the words, “Inferi corpulentus.”


  Foster backed through Cara’s portal and disappeared.


  The earth shook and groaned, wanting none of the demon in its realm. An overwhelming whirlwind of power tore through the field and the forest beyond. The purple mist of Azzazoth’s body blackened and solidified. The demon screamed as his body was sucked out of the ether to smash into our plane of existence.


  Pieces of him bubbled up and filled out: his right arm, then part of his torso, part of his skull. It was like a gorilla-shaped sausage being stuffed before our eyes, only infinitely more terrifying.


  I drew my pistol out of reflex more than anything else. We leaned into the wind as it flattened the grass around us. Acorns sprayed from the branches of the oak tree behind us. Everything was being pulled into Azzazoth. I watched the severed heads swell up around his waist as his torso filled out. The last things to come through were his eyes. They were horrifying when he was incorporeal, but in the flesh the damned orbs actually smoldered. Smoke curled up past his bald head and lingered in the air.


  “Why, hello mister corporeal,” I said.


  “You are a fool, deathspeaker, as is your master.” Azzazoth glared at me; all nine feet of him. “You think to challenge me?” He pounded his scaled chest with his right fist. “I am free. I am invincible in your world.”


  I leaned the staff into the crook of my left arm, jammed a speed loader into the pepperbox, and snapped the gun closed. “Maybe. Guess we’ll find out soon.” I holstered the pepperbox and held up my staff. His eyes tracked the staff and I took the opportunity to slide the garage door opener out of my pocket. Such a simple misdirection.


  Zola was already running at Sam full speed, she grabbed my staff as she went by and stayed just outside Azzazoth’s reach. His eyes followed her as her feet whispered across the field.


  “Hey, monkey boy!”


  The beast turned his head back toward me and grinned; it was unnerving at best. “You’re going to die badly, deathspeaker.”


  “I get that a lot,” I said. “Catch.” I lobbed Foster’s dark bottle at the demon and he caught it; a small reflex that set an ungodly plan of destruction in motion.


  Sam seemed more aware of things when Azzazoth was around. Her head turned and her eyes shifted without the demon commanding her to do so.


  I held the detonator out in front of my body. My sister’s eyes trailed down to it while the demon beside her glared at me. My eyes shifted to the small shack with the tiny muffled screams coming out of it. Her eyes followed my gaze, then shot back to me. As she met my eyes again, hers went wide. Her mouth opened and I’m sure she would have warned Azzazoth something was up.


  She didn’t have a chance as Zola tackled her to the ground. I saw a flash of light around the staff and Sam was immobilized. Go Zola.


  “Minas Opprimotto!” The dark bottle shattered in Azzazoth’s hands. His own blood red aura, tied to the imprisoned soul inside, blasted a hole through his heart chakra like a cannon shot. I smiled and pushed the button.


  Holy carnage.


  I felt the splinters cut into my face as the blast knocked me down. Azzazoth flew ass over head from the force of the explosion behind him. I knew it wouldn’t hurt him, but it would be one hell of a distraction. Looking back on it, I’m probably lucky I’m not blind. Fire, smoke, dirt, debris, and chunks of vampire screamed a hundred feet into the air on a massive fireball. Tied up in the flames were the auras of the dead vamps, all intertwined with Azzazoth’s own.


  The auras didn’t escape. I called them to me.


  Angry, powerful, blood-red auras screamed at me as I pulled them in. My hands shook as I strangled each in turn, with as much power as I could handle. I wrapped a pulsing blue veil of raw line energy around each of them and groaned as I tore away a piece of my own soul to bind the entire group. I smashed and kneaded and quickly crushed them into a glowing red sphere the size of a baseball. The soulart shielded me from the shock of knowing my victims, but it was dangerous as hell. The demon could kill me in an instant if it latched onto my soul. I pulled all the power and the auras down between the palms of my hands. It felt like I’d plugged my body into a wall socket as heat and tremors tore through my limbs. Sweat broke from my face and my arms shook with the physical and mental effort of holding three pissed off auras between my outstretched palms in an aural ball.


  “Stop him!” Azzazoth screamed at Sam.


  The demon was too late. He didn’t know Devon had been in the shed. His bond to my sister had shattered when the shack went up. Now I held the demon’s death in my hands, and Azzazoth’s own aura was damaged beyond anything he could repair quickly. It was better than we’d hoped. Azzazoth was crippled, or he would have vanished by now.


  Another surge of adrenaline pumped through my body and I almost giggled as I ran at the nine-foot monstrosity. He pulled back his right arm to flatten me, but at the same moment I jumped at the beast. The ball of force would have been enough to destroy an apartment building. I pushed my palms flat against the scaly chest as the ball hit it and crossed into Azzazoth’s body through the gaping hole in his aura. His oily skin swirled around the penetration point of the aural ball. The instant the ball vanished I screamed, “Infernus phocanen!”


  Azzazoth went rigid as my hold on the three auras lifted. The demon clawed at his chest as small bulges formed around his torso. Auras don’t like to be sealed. I threw myself over Zola and my sister in a swirl of dirt, grass, and wood. I shielded them as best I could with my body, turned, and screamed, “Impadda!” The shield sprang up around us.


  “No, boy. Drop it,” Zola said.


  Against my instincts, I dropped the shield and glanced at my master. She grinned and pushed her staff out to a little circle carved into the dirt. I hadn’t noticed it before. “Orbis tego!” A dome slammed shut over our heads and the world disappeared behind a flowing, glassy shield.


  Agony … the demon screamed so loud I was waiting for blood to spray from my ears. I stared and watched as the auras tore out of their prison. Oh man, it was gross. The demon’s mouth snapped shut, his corona-like slit eyes bulged, and a moment later pieces of scaly flesh thundered away from his body in every direction as the scream suddenly vanished from existence. Unmentionable stuff splattered on the shield and dripped and smashed through a cabin window as pieces rained down from the sky for a few more seconds. The insects resumed their evening serenade when the demon fell. I caught a glimpse of a bobcat lurking at the edge of the woods, tentatively crossing to the pond and flicking its tufted ears at every sound.


  Some crazy bastard was laughing. Oh, right, that was me.


  
    Chapter Thirty-Four

  


  “Sam?” I stared at my sister; still laying on her back in the grass, black hair randomly stuck in every direction, and sat down beside her. She wasn’t moving, but she did have the slow-motion breathing of a vampire. I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to find Cara.


  She smiled, squeezed, and let go. “Sam will be fine. Her body is adjusting. Having a bond destroyed so … creatively will take some time to recover from.” She paused and nodded. “Well done, boy. Well done.”


  “Fairy!” Zola said. “Don’t tell him that. It will go straight to his head.”


  “Nah,” Foster said, “It’ll just go straight through his head.” He laughed as Aideen slapped him. He grinned and kicked a chunk of demon across the yard. It made a wet splat as it caught the old oak tree.


  “Now pick that up,” Zola said.


  “What?” Foster said as he cocked an eyebrow and flared his wings.


  “Start gathering up the pieces,” Zola said. “We’ll bury the demon here.” She looked around and pointed. “Actually, there, under the fire pit. There’s still a dead aura around him we can use.” She glanced at me and smiled. “Sam will be okay if we leave her there for a few minutes.”


  I picked Sam up and laid her gently on the wooden porch. I don’t know if vampires have issues with snake bites, but southern Missouri has a lot of copperheads, and I really didn’t want to find out. After Sam was settled, I leaned over, kissed her hairline, and stood up. “You know, this place is in the middle of nowhere. You really think we need to bury more dead things here?”


  Zola cleared her throat and pointed at the pile of demon guts near the smoking remains of the shack.


  “Right. We did just kill a demon here, didn’t we? Might need to do that again some day.”


  “You always were a good student.”


  I laughed and grabbed the wheelbarrow we’d moved out of the shack before we turned it into a crater. Foster helped me load up a few pieces before Zola pushed me away.


  “You two dig the hole. Cara and Ah are just old women and we need Aideen to keep up our morale.”


  “Speak for yourself!” Cara said with a smile.


  Foster walked over to the side of the cabin, picked up a shovel, and tossed it to me. I caught it as he grabbed another.


  “Don’t you have a spell for this or something?” he said.


  “Don’t you?”


  He shook his head and smiled. “No, but you bet your ass I’m going to learn one.”


  “Let’s just dig the stupid hole.”


  One thing I learned, after an hour of digging, is that fairies can dig like steam shovels. I wiped the sweat from my eyes and laughed as I realized ‘steam shovel’ was something Zola would say. Foster never paused to relax, or catch his breath, or stretch his back. He was all business.


  “I think we’re done,” I said to the tips of his wings.


  He looked up from the pit, glanced at the earth, almost level with his chest, and nodded. “I think the pieces will probably stack up pretty well down here.” He jumped out with a natural ease, bending his legs slightly as he landed on the ground beside me. “You look a little sweaty.”


  I shook my head and blew perspiration at him off my upper lip.


  He jumped away. “That. Is just. Nasty.”


  I grinned and turned to find Zola, Aideen, and Cara on their way over with a wheelbarrow full of pureed demon. I heard Zola whisper, “Did you find it yet?” to which Cara just shook her head.


  “Let me grab that,” Foster said.


  Cara nodded and handed the wheelbarrow over. Foster took a few steps and tipped it over to the sounds of slush and splatter as the body parts hit the floor of the pit.


  I frowned and looked over the edge. I glanced back to find Aideen bent over another piece of gore on the far side of the pit. Her face lit up with a grin and she picked up what I believe was part of Azzazoth’s head.


  “Ah-ha!” she said as she handed the oily chunk of flesh to Cara.


  Cara smiled and pushed the head chunk off the shiny object in her right hand. She held up the key of the dead as she walked around the pit. Cara wiped it off on the grass and held it out to me. “Keep it safe, Damian.”


  I stared at the dagger and nodded. “I will.”


  Zola chuckled.


  “What?” I said.


  “Just something about Fae and gifts Ah heard once.”


  “Hey now,” Foster said, “that’s my Mom you’re talking about.”


  I smiled as my eyes moved back to the dagger. I shrugged and tucked it into my belt.


  We spent another half hour picking up pieces of demon and a few surviving bits of vampire from the shack bomb. When it was over, we filled the pit in with dirt, and Zola scribbled a series of runes into the earth with my staff.


  She went down on one knee and placed her palm over the n-like rune uruz. The runes glowed briefly and Zola stood back. The earth churned beneath our feet and a thick granite boulder with a bowl-shaped indentation crept to the surface of what had been the pit.


  A deep laugh echoed through the silence of the forest around us, scattering birds and a pair of deer.


  “Thank you, Aeros,” Zola whispered with a smile.


  I knew the worst was over when Foster wasn’t lumbering around as a seven-foot fairy. He zipped between Sam and the car about five times while I carried her to Vicky. Cara and Aideen were waiting silently on the dashboard and Zola was standing beside the passenger door, holding my staff.


  I laid Sam across the backseat and thought about buckling her in. I decided against it. Hell, she’s a vampire.


  “Ready to go home, boy?” Zola said as she handed me the demon staff when I walked by.


  “Oh yeah, I think we’ve had enough excitement for one day.”


  Cara snorted. “Make that one year, and I’ll agree with you.”


  “Fair enough.” I smiled and sat down in the driver’s seat. Zola slid in and closed her door at the same time. Everyone fell asleep on the drive back. They were out cold and snoring by the time we hit asphalt again. No one mentioned the soulart.


  I didn’t stop until Festus, right at Highway 67 and Highway 55. I stopped at the White Castle. If you’ve been to Festus in the last few years, you shouldn’t need any more directions than that. I ran inside to prevent my bladder from rupturing and walked out a few minutes later with three coffees, chicken rings, and a case full of cheeseburgers.


  I sat down and grinned at the three fairies passed out in Zola’s lap. Foster and Aideen were tangled up in a snoring mass of wings, legs, and arms. “Wake up! I’ve got coffee!” I said in the most chipper voice I could manage.


  Zola groaned and tried to kill me with a stare. I handed her a cup of coffee and her glare turned into more of a glaring smile. I opened the case of cheeseburgers and handed her a slider. She just grunted. “Ah shouldn’t eat this crap at my age.”


  “You shouldn’t be breathing at your age,” I muttered.


  She took the slider down in three bites while wearing a wry grin, and grabbed another one.


  The fairies were all on the dashboard with coffee stirrers in hand. I sat a small coffee between them, which was immediately assaulted with tiny slurping noises. I laid a slider out too. Foster hacked a piece off with his sword and devoured the meat and cheese.


  “You know, knowing where that sword’s been the last few days … ” I shook my head.


  “Wahd?” Foster said through a mouthful of food. I think he meant what.


  I laughed and took a sip of coffee. Hot enough to melt lead. I nodded and said, “Let’s go home.”


  *     *     *


  We took Sam to the Pit first. I was very surprised to find Frank asleep on Sam’s bed when Vik escorted us to her room. I raised an eyebrow at Vik and he shrugged. I laid Sam down beside Frank and pulled a blanket over her. “’Night, sis,” I whispered. I’m pretty sure Zola was already asleep in one of the guest bedrooms.


  Frank mumbled something along the lines of, “No, Damian, not leaving her.”


  Vik met my gaze and smiled, his shoulders shaking with silent laughter.


  “Alright, alright, I’ll watch the shop.” I said as I blew out a breath. “Are you sure you’re okay in a house full of boogeymen, Frank?”


  I think he said, “Yeah, actually, they’re not so bad,” but it sounded more like “Yuffly theso bah.”


  Vik nodded and did a little disco flare.


  I laughed despite myself and shook my head. “That is so not what I meant.” I gestured to Vik and he followed me into the hall. “I’m going to head back to the shop to take Foster, Aideen, and Cara home. I’ll probably just crash there because I’m about to fall over.”


  “You are welcome to stay here,” Vik said.


  “I would, but I don’t think Cara and Foster would be comfortable. After what they helped us do tonight, they deserve to go home.”


  “You’re going to inform me of the night’s trials, yes?”


  “Yeah, just not right now.” I patted the vampire on the shoulder and smiled.


  Vik nodded. “No problem, Damian. I’ll call when Sam awakens.”


  “Thanks, Vik. And let Frank know he can stay here if he wants. I’ll watch the shop for awhile tomorrow. I seriously doubt he’ll remember our little chat. And let him know Sam should be fine. She just needs to rest.”


  He nodded and I waved as I left Sam’s home. Home—because it wasn’t just a vampire Pit, it was her home. She slept surrounded with her friends and family, who would kill or die for her without a second thought. I smiled and climbed into Vicky.


  Foster and Cara were buzzing around the car like, well, like fairies on a caffeine binge. Aideen was curled around the coffee cup, out cold. I laughed and started the car up.


  *     *     *


  “How do they do that?” I asked as we pulled into a parking space in front of the shop.


  A bloated ball of green fur was stuck in the doggy door, its back legs pumping at full throttle, to no avail. I didn’t even have to ask what happened. I already knew they’d gotten into the pet shop next door and eaten about six pounds of goldfish, again. It’d happened before and I’m sure the police were still baffled as to why anyone would steal goldfish from a nice shop keeper like Annabelle. I’d been giving money to Foster and Aideen to leave by the register in the pet store whenever the inventory mysteriously vanished.


  I closed the door to Vicky and walked up to the wagging cu sith tail. “Foster, these dogs … good lord.” He laughed as I gently pried Bubbles out of the doggy door. She barked and jumped in circles, then licked my hand. “You’re welcome little green wolf Martian.” Peanut stuck his head through the door a second later, and then retreated with a scrabble of claws on hardwood as I opened it for the fairies.


  Bubbles trotted peacefully to the back room. I locked the front door behind us and followed the bouncing green ball. After stuffing the remnants of the cheeseburgers in the fridge, I sat down on the couch across from the grandfather clock.


  “Goodnight, Damian,” echoed all three fairies.


  I laughed. “Goodnight, and thanks,” I said as I curled up on the couch and slept for six glorious hours.


  *     *     *


  A knock at the front door woke me up. I stumbled from the couch through the doorway to the front room, and up to the open sign. I blinked a few times at the blur outside the door.


  “Hi, Damian!”


  I couldn’t help but smile as I finally made out Ashley’s form on the other side of the door. After flipping the lock on the deadbolts, I opened the door for her, and flipped the sign in front to “Open.”


  Ashley bounced down to the register and dropped a good-sized pink box on the glass counter. “Happy Birthday to my favorite shop keep!” She flashed me a huge grin.


  “Whoa, whoa,” I muttered, “switch to decaf for a minute.”


  She laughed and grabbed my arm, accelerating my stumble up to the counter. The next thing I knew a seven-foot Foster was walking through the back door with a box in his hand.


  “Yowza,” Ashley said as her eyes wandered up and down the huge fairy.


  Foster smiled and nodded at Ashley.


  “Decaf, girl, decaf,” I said.


  Foster’s face broke into a grin. “Happy Birthday, Damian! This one is from me and Aideen and Cara.”


  I blinked slowly and looked at Foster. “What for?”


  “Your birthday, of course!”


  Good god I thought as Ashley’s and Foster’s words started to sink in, is it June already?


  Ashley opened the box on the counter and turned it so I could see inside. Chocolate-covered strawberries graced the top of a huge chocolate cake.


  “I think I’m in love,” I said as I picked off a strawberry and started to munch.


  Ashley clapped her hands together and grinned. “I’m glad you like it.”


  “Love it,” I said as I waved the half-eaten strawberry in useless circles. “You really didn’t have to do this.”


  She shrugged, “I do it for all my friends, so don’t feel too special. Just keep giving me a break on amber and I’ll keep the birthday cakes flowing.”


  I laughed and turned to Foster. He set the plain brown box down in front of me and shrank down to his normal size.


  “Open ours now,” Aideen said as she flew up from the back.


  I picked up the unmemorable box wrapped in twine and grimaced as I thought of the box the key of the dead had come in. I dangled it from my thumb and index finger.


  “This better not be as exciting as the last twine-wrapped box.”


  “Oh no,” Aideen said, “This is much more exciting.”


  “Great,” I said flatly. I chuckled and untied the twine. A dull, gray gleam caught my eye as I unfolded the flaps and for a second I was intimately reminded of the dagger. This box, however, held only the plain, leather-wrapped silver and Magrasnetto hilt of an old Scottish claymore. It had strange dime-sized holes formed into it at regular intervals, which appeared to spiral up within the grip. Channels ran down the sloping arms and ended in a quatrefoil pattern. A wide hole was the only feature where the blade would normally be.


  I glanced at Foster, then Aideen, and finally Cara. “Thank you?” I said.


  Foster and Aideen burst into laughter and Cara sighed and bowed her head in obvious disappointment.


  “Do you even know what that is?” Cara said.


  “I guess not.” I hefted the hilt and flipped it over.


  “Do you know what it is?” Cara said as she turned to Ashley.


  Ashley smiled and nodded vigorously. “Oh, yes, it’s a focus.” She reached her hand out, then pulled it back. “I have no idea what it’s for, though.”


  “Even our favorite priestess knows it’s a focus,” Cara said as she pointed at Ashley.


  My eyes widened and whipped back to Foster. “For an aural blade?”


  “It was Cara’s idea,” he said with a grin. “Having a focus for that blade you conjure up should make it very, very interesting.”


  “But how–” I started to ask. I didn’t even finish the question as I focused my aura to form the blade. I gasped as the focus grabbed onto my aura and amplified it with the Fae power worked into the hilt. “Wards,” I whispered as a red blade so solid I couldn’t see through it sprang from the hilt, crackling with the occasional streak of blue power. I released the pulsing blade a second later and my distended aura snapped back into its normal state.


  “Holy shit!” Ashley said as she stumbled backwards.


  “You could see it?” Aideen said.


  Ashley nodded and stared at the focus as I laid it on the glass counter.


  Cara clapped her hands together and smiled. “It’s stronger than we hoped.” She turned to Ashley. “Child, do you have a strong gift for auras.”


  “No, never.” She shook her head as she answered.


  Cara nodded once and turned back to me. “Happy birthday, Damian, I hope it serves you well.”


  “Ha! Yeah, I think, I think it might.” I stared at the focus for a moment and shook my head. “Thanks.”


  The fairies just laughed.


  “There is more,” Foster said.


  “Really?”


  “A gift from Glenn,” Cara said.


  My stomach did a little flip flop. “Is he going to feed me to a kraken or something?”


  Ashley snorted as Foster literally fell over laughing.


  “Yeah, well, not so funny if he actually does feed me to a kraken,” I muttered.


  “Take a look at your staff,” Cara said. “Look closely at the ferrules.”


  I picked the length of carved wood up from its resting spot against the wall. New runes I didn’t recognize stared back at me. Two off center and curved horizontal lines with a slash connecting the pair, centered inside a psychotic Celtic knot. I furrowed my eyebrows and touched the symbol with my hand and a wisp of power. A second later I remembered Glenn had carved it and my hand sped back to my pocket to hide.


  “He did it last night while you were asleep,” Aideen said.


  “That’s not creepy at all.” I tried hard not to shiver at the idea of Gwynn ap Nudd looming over me in my sleep. After a stampede of goosebumps ran over my skin, I managed pretty well. “What’s it do? It didn’t do anything when I touched it.”


  “Pick up the focus, then touch it,” Cara said. “Oh, and point the hilt somewhere safe.”


  “Why do I nee–” I started to say as my right hand grabbed the hilt and my left hand slid over the symbol on the ferrule. A surge of power tore through me as the staff started siphoning a nearby ley line and an aural blade erupted from the hilt. In the center was the solid red blade I expected, but wrapped around and through it was a cacophony of blue and gold and silver filaments. The entire blade vibrated and the power washing away from it electrified the air. I let go of the ferrule and the power dissipated. I gasped and stared at Cara.


  “Holy shit!” Foster said.


  Ashley’s eyes were wide and her mouth was slack. “Holy shit, I could feel it.”


  I stared at the little etching Glenn had given me and chorused, “Holy shit.”


  “It is one of the few true acts of apology I have ever seen from Glenn,” Cara said.


  “Wow, I mean, wow,” I said.


  Ashley hung around for awhile and helped me eat the cake. Bubbles and Peanut took down a good quarter of the remains in a flurry of crumbs, tongues, and growling.


  “That going to make them sick?” Ashley said.


  I snorted. “I think they could eat a bottle of Drano and not be sick.”


  “Probably,” Foster said.


  Ashley shook her head and stroked Bubbles’s back. She immediately flipped over for a tummy rub while her left hind leg twitched in the air.


  I caught a huge grin on Cara’s face as Ashley was playing with Bubbles. “Good sign?” I asked the fairy.


  “Oh yes.” Cara said as she nodded. “She is a good person to be so close to the cu sith.”


  “She is a good person to bring cake.”


  Cara gave me a lopsided grin.


  The phone rang a minute later, about four hours before I was planning on closing the shop.


  “Sam’s awake. Get over here,” Zola said with a throaty growl.


  My heart leapt and I slammed the phone down. “I’m sorry, Ashley, I have to go. Sam woke up.”


  She waved her hand. “Don’t worry about it. I was just in the neighborhood and wanted to drop your cake off. I’ll stop by again soon.” She waved again and the bell jingled as she went out the front door.


  “You coming?” I asked the fairies.


  “Ye–”


  Cara cut Foster off and said, “No. Go, Damian, be with your sister. We’ll see her soon.”


  I waved as I flipped the sign to “Closed” on the front door, locked it, and ran over to Vicky.


  *     *     *


  I pulled into the driveway at the Pit fifteen minutes later. Way too fast, but I couldn’t wait to see Sam. Despite everyone’s assurances she’d be fine, I was still worried. I had to see it with my own two eyes.


  The front door was unlocked and I caught Vik’s smile as I blew past him in the entryway. I pounded down the steps two at a time on my way to Sam’s bedroom, the first door on the right in the dim hallway.


  Sam had her legs hanging over the edge of the bed and a bucket in her lap. Her hair was pulled back loosely behind her ears and her skin was even more pale than usual, making the slightly darker patch of vampire on her neck stand out even more. She looked up at the sound of my footsteps. I was surprised to see something like shame cross her face. I didn’t see Frank anywhere.


  I stood in the doorway for almost a minute, just staring at her, still alive, or whatever she was, and basked in the relief of it. I sat down on the bed beside her and held her in silence for a while.


  “Thank you,” she whispered.


  I squeezed her shoulder and stood up. “You remember anything?”


  She shook her head. “Zola filled me in, but I don’t remember it, not any of it. I think she ran out to get some pizza.” Her voice was weak and scratchy. “Your arm … I hurt you.”


  “Is that why you’re moping around with your head in a bucket?”


  She smiled as a thin trickle of tears washed down her cheeks.


  “Stop it,” I waved my left arm in circles, grinned, and then flipped her off. “See? Everything works fine.”


  She laughed then, quiet and small, but it was reassuring nonetheless. “Only you could work giving someone the finger into a pick me up.” She sighed and shifted back to lean on the headboard.


  “Where’s Frank?” I said. “You didn’t puke him into that bucket, did you?”


  A tiny smile crept over Sam’s face. “He went to get Vik a ferret.”


  I couldn’t stop laughing.


  The End
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    Prologue

  


  New York, New York


  8:59 a.m.


  No one left behind.


  Not in the Marine Corps. Not now. Not on her watch.


  Cait knew she probably looked calm, but her heart thundered in her ears and she felt the sweat of fear as she herded her people downward in the glow of the emergency lights. Thick dust and debris littered the stairs, and a massive chunk of concrete had fallen from a jagged crack in the wall.


  The radio crackled at her belt. “Patten, you there?”


  John’s voice. He was head of security in the other Tower.


  “Here!” Cait responded, coughing in the dust. “Headed down.”


  “Keep moving!” He detailed the incident in her ear. The plane had hit Cait’s building—The North Tower—at eight-forty-six. She’d gotten her people moving before eight-fifty. They were making good time. On other floors, people straggled into the stairwells.


  Her frequent drills—the cause of much whining—were paying off.


  This is what Donna saw. That thought kept pace with her heartbeat.


  Her friend was a gifted psychic. She’d warned Cait about trouble. Smoke. Fire. Death. Donna had been seeing it for weeks.


  As Vice President of Security for DeSalliano Investments, Cait only relied on hard, confirmable data. Off the record, and when she was feeling twitchy, she got her info in whatever way necessary to keep her people safe. If that meant consulting a psychic like Donna, then she was doing it. Had done it. Paid for it out of her own pocket.


  And she’d still been twitchy as hell for days.


  The oddest thing in Donna’s warning had been that despite her insistence that many people would die, Cait wasn’t one of them. Donna had been adamant that it wasn’t Cait’s time.


  “Steady pace everyone, we’re doing fine,” she encouraged. “Only five more floors.”


  “Cait!”


  The urgent shout from above her was barely audible.


  She turned against the tide and made it back up as fast as the press of people would allow. Old scars from her combat wounds throbbed and the rods and pins in her damaged vertebrae felt superheated as she took the stairs two at a time.


  “It’s just a flesh wound,” she muttered the old Monty Python joke as a sop to the stabbing discomfort.


  Two flights up, she found a trembling, terrified Marni Waters. Pregnant and with a solid baby bump, Marni was sitting on a step, sobbing.


  “It’s the baby,” Marni hiccupped. “Something’s wrong.”


  Waiting for help wasn’t an option. Cait pulled Marni’s arm over her shoulder and lifted. They’d just started down when her radio roared back to life. A second plane, a second impact. The South Tower.


  This is no accident. This is an attack.


  Anger roared through her veins. Even before Cait had been trained as a marine, she’d been taught to stand up for those who couldn’t stand for themselves. Her parents had been adamant that you stood for, or in front of, those who were weaker, or hurt. That inner warrior sounded a battle cry now, wanting vengeance. But she had to push it away.


  Just get your people out. With Marni, it was two lives on the line.


  Two floors down, Marni faltered. Ignoring her screaming spine, Cait got Marni onto her back, piggyback-style. She worried about the baby, but she had to get them out.


  Panic pushed at her. No others came down the stairs. That wasn’t right. There were hundreds of workers above them. There should be a steady stream of people, even in this side stairwell.


  “Cait, I’m having contractions,” Marni sobbed in Cait’s ear. “We’re not going to make it.”


  “We are,” Cait insisted, willing it to be true. At only six months along, Marni shouldn’t be having contractions. They had to keep moving. Get to help. “Tell me what you’re going to name your son.”


  “Matthew Robert, for Kyle’s dad. Or maybe John Elisha for my…brother,” Marni hissed the words through what was obviously a strong contraction.


  An old man, seated on a step at the next flight down, bent double as a paroxysm of coughing wracked him.


  “That’s Daniel,” Marni managed the name. “From the coffee shop.”


  “Daniel, you okay?” Cait croaked, dust closing her throat. She clamped her lips down hard to keep from screaming as Marni’s weight shifted.


  “Keep goin’ girls,” Daniel rasped. “Emphysema,” he added. “Can’t breathe.”


  Marni was her priority, so Cait pressed on, down the last two flights.


  “Cait!” Marni shrieked as Cait missed a step and lurched sideways. But they were there.


  Cait slammed into the crash bar of the emergency exit, its shrill alarms joining the sirens, screams, and shouting of hundreds of people outside.


  “Ohmigod, you did it,” Marni wailed. “Oh my God.”


  They pushed into the light and Cait bent carefully to ease Marni into the arms of an incoming EMT.


  Thank God.


  “Ma’am, come with us,” the EMT shouted above the noise. Smoke and dust filled the air, and Cait smelled fire, just as Donna had foreseen.


  “No, I have to get Daniel,” she yelled, wrenching her arm free. Her back twisted in a painful spasm, but she felt a hundred times lighter without Marni’s weight. She could do it.


  Most of the first responders would go into the core of the tower, rather than these side stairs. She had to go back.


  No one left behind.


  The building’s superstructure creaked like an ancient sailing ship as she headed up. Dread surged as the walls groaned, yet she put one foot in front of the other. Her back was a burning agony.


  Get Daniel. Get out.


  Lungs laboring, she called, “Daniel? Start down! I’ll meet you!”


  She strained for his reply, lifting her foot to the next riser. It cracked under her feet like the stairs in a funhouse.


  The bones of the building were breaking.


  The step exploded with a noise like cannon fire. Shards of concrete scored her face, slashing her cheek to the bone as she was flung against the wall. Pain shot red paths through her nerves and muscles.


  Slapping a hand to her bleeding face, she thought she saw Daniel in front of her. A few more steps and she’d have him. They’d stitch her up when she got out.


  The ceiling cracked, then sagged like a deflated balloon. Falling concrete hit her legs, knocking her sideways, pinning her. Trapping her.


  “Not again! Not again!” she screamed it, over and over, the sound an empty counterpoint to the inexorable howl of the building’s collapse.


  In between the agony was the odd, clear thought that for the first time, Donna had been wrong.


  Cait was going to die.


  A cold mist spiraled around her. The world disappeared in a whirl of white smoke, and utter silence.


  *     *     *


  “Has she awakened?” demanded the Kith’s ranking First Officer, Science, as he watched the Earth-human through the tinted glass. The female they’d pulled from the collapsing building lay pale and still under the golden heat-sheet the MedTeam habitually used.


  “No, Sir.” The Second Officer, Medical, reported crisply saluting. The Second consulted her datapad, her polished claw making the lines of purple symbols and text roll up the screen.


  “Her condition?” Had they saved the creature in time? His thoughts bounced from the Earth-human to running scenarios of how to retrieve the second option should this one cease to be viable.


  “Moving from critical to merely serious,” the Second said calmly. “This depth of sleep is normal for most beings healing from a major trauma. The damage was considerable. Earlier, poorly healed wounds inhibited our efforts.”


  “Head trauma?”


  “No,” the Second, Medical replied. “Retrieval was initiated before she was crushed. But a few fractions faster,” she added with some asperity, “would have been better.”


  “They pick the Moment,” he replied automatically. Retrieval was a chancy business, but it had made the Kith Nation wealthy. Because it had, no one questioned how or when the Sh’Aitan Seers picked the Moment, or who they retrieved. Especially from a Rim planet like Earth. And no one questioned how the Retrieval techs did their job.


  “Best that it was a Retrieval,” the First stated when he realized the Second, Medical was watching him, “rather than a surface event. If this one doesn’t agree to The Choice, to be this planet’s guardian Slip Traveler, then the Seers’ other option is farther afield.”


  “Mmmm.” Second flicked him a glance. “Yes. The Rim has lost a citizen, but has hopefully gained a protector.”


  “You’ll revive her at twenty-seven bells, then?” he asked. “If so, then she will make her Choice and we’ll know if our mission is complete.”


  “Yes, sir. Twenty-seven bells will be sufficient time for her to get to the first full stage of healing.”


  “Notify me if anything changes,” he said.


  The Second, Medical, watched the senior officer leave. His well-muscled, feline form was pleasing, and his neck stripes indicated a high-ledge family. He had significant battle scars and a long, thickly furred tail as well. She let a purr of appreciation hum in her throat.


  A changing-level chime brought her back to her duties. She adjusted two nutrients and the female Earth-human stabilized. If the human chose life, it was up to the higher ranked Kith and the Sh’Aitan to see her made a Slip Traveler.


  “A long journey,” the Second murmured, staring at the woman behind the glass. “But well begun.”


  
    Chapter One

  


  Thirteen Years Later


  Washington, DC, Present Day


  Aiden eased out of the car, hissing in pain as he shrugged the long trench coat over his shoulders. The coat was overkill for the October weather, even in the cool, predawn breeze, but it covered the blood and grime on his clothes and the gauze wrapping the deep cut on his right forearm.


  He put his computer bag’s strap on his shoulder, positioning it carefully as he locked the car. He was beat to hell, and he felt every one of the injuries he’d gotten helping out his fellow magical adept in Richmond.


  Robert was sick—and getting sicker—and lately he’d relied on Aiden’s being close enough to reach him when the magical shit hit the fan.


  So did every other weaker or less experienced adept within driving distance, and sometimes flying distance.


  Go figure.


  Aiden had been sent to Washington, DC to recover, to regain his strength because DC was a pansy-ass job for an Enforcer of his skill and power. There was hardly any high-level magical or supernatural activity in DC. Bullshit and politics yes, demons and even succubae?


  Nope. Nary a one.


  So, now that he’d recovered, he ended up double-timing it, garnering a nice array of speeding tickets, hustling to other cities when friends needed help.


  It should be funny, all the bouncing around, but it just…wasn’t.


  Aiden groaned as he started up the stairs from the garage to the lobby. He felt like he was a hundred and ten.


  The computer bag bumped his bruised hip and he stifled a gasp. Robert’s emergency call had come after a nearly thirty-hour software install Aiden had done for one of his clients. But when another adept called for help, you went, no questions asked.


  First, because he owed them. His mentor—another Adept Enforcer—had saved his life long ago, and then, in Atlanta…


  He owed them all.


  And there were too few adepts, much less Adept Enforcers at his power level, as it was. If he could help, he was going, no matter what the Council thought of it.


  So when Robert called, Aiden had tossed his computer in the car and gone. He’d burned down I-95 from DC to Richmond in record time, without stopping for sleep.


  Together, they’d handled the problem—a fire-starting poltergeist—but not before it had attracted some other deadly entities into its sphere. Aiden had kept the nasties off his friend’s back, at the expense of his own.


  Then again, it had only been twelve stitches this time. Aiden huffed out a humorless laugh. These days, a few stitches were a walk in the park.


  After Atlanta, just surviving was the benchmark.


  The Council argued the point, but he was back to full strength. However, after three years in the relative quiet in DC, even small fights seemed to drain him more than they should.


  Not that he’d tell the Council that.


  He climbed the last few steps from the garage and pushed open the lobby door. A sigh of relief escaped as the building’s magical shields closed around him with reassuring ease. Holy gods, he was glad to be home. Now he could relax his personal shields and let the building’s wards do the work. The built-in reservoirs of power would speed his healing too.


  DC was a busy, demanding city, and his contracts with government agencies, corporations, and those who served them were lucrative, rife with tension and filled to overflowing with gossip and deceit. Software was the warp and weft of his business, but the schmoozing and selling was driven by who you knew and who you didn’t. That part, he hated.


  Being a freelance installation, troubleshooting, and upgrade geek meant crises came up when they came up, and never when it was convenient. Moreover, his clients needed his services the second they called. No bids, no waiting, and they paid out the nose for his availability and skill.


  Most days, the urgency was energizing. At other times, when he’d been fighting some supernatural terror in someone else’s backyard, it just made him weary beyond telling.


  Still, when the situation was dire, just like with magic, corporate decision making was fast and clean. When he quoted a fee, no matter how high, given his reputation, the client usually just said, “Do it.”


  And when he saved everything, which he usually did, they thanked him and signed the check.


  His other job—his real job—wasn’t nearly as lucrative or clear-cut. And it was even more unpredictable. Being Metro DC’s Adept Enforcer for the Eastern US Magical Council didn’t pay much, but it came with the perk of a shielded condo in this fabulous building.


  With plenty of clients for his computer work, there was an elegant dovetail with his magical work. A flexible schedule was a plus when magical work called him out at odd hours and for odd happenings. Computer work did too, so no one was the wiser. And it came with a haven of protected rest when he was exhausted from dealing with either one.


  “Morning, Mr. Bayliss!” The cheery greeting came from Ken, the night guard. He was packing up a backpack, ready to go off shift and head to class at American University.


  “Hey, Ken.” Aiden managed to pretend cheerfulness as he strode to the counter. “Wow,” he said, catching a whiff of a heavily floral perfume. He waved his hand in front of his face. “I guess Mrs. Federline from the fourth floor’s been down already this morning.”


  Ken looked surprised, but nodded. “I don’t get how you always know,” he said.


  “It’s the perfume,” Aiden said. “Heavy duty.”


  Ken nodded, but said, “I guess so, but I just don’t smell it like you do.” He gave an exaggerated sniff. “Only a little bit when she’s right at the desk. And not at all after she leaves. Anyway, you must be real sensitive.”


  “Yeah, I guess. So, quiet night?” Aiden asked, changing the subject.


  “Usually is, sir.” Ken turned to the old fashioned mail slots behind the desk. Aiden could see that his neighbors had mail, including the mostly absent Three-A, but instead of reaching into Aiden’s, which was empty, Ken hefted a big mail bin and passed it over the counter. “Here’s your mail.”


  Thankful for the distraction, Aiden shifted his coat and computer so he could pick up the bin. Talking about the perfume wasn’t very smart since he didn’t want to draw Ken’s attention to the smell of scorched wool and the faint coppery overtone from the blood on his clothes. Aiden’s custom-tailored suit hadn’t fared well in the fight. Both Aiden and the suit had gotten toasted when the poltergeist slipped out of the shadows in the old warehouse and took the first shot.


  Aiden tried not to wince as he lifted the bin. It hit the bandage on his wrist dead on as he brought it off the desk, and Aiden muffled a grunt of pain. The bastard poltergeist had gone for his sword arm.


  Just like in the Atlanta battle.


  The stab of guilt came right on schedule. It was a duller ache now, instead of sharp and blinding, which bothered him. He wanted it sharp, like the burn in his arm, like the pull of the stitches on his back. He needed the reminder of what happened when you let your guard down.


  Right now, though, all that paled in the face of the need for sleep. He wanted to shower and fall into bed for, oh, about thirty-six hours.


  Switching gears, he said, “So, Ken, any chance you’re going to finish that degree early?” Ken was an exceptional hacker and troubleshooter. Aiden had started him on getting his government clearances. He had a job waiting for Ken the instant he graduated.


  The Council said they would consider Aiden’s latest request for a transfer. Miami, Dallas, and Seattle were open, but the Council was still cautious. When they finally agreed to transfer him to a hot zone, he’d need someone in place to serve his DC computer contracts.


  Ken was perfect. He’d handle the clients, do the fix if he could, and call Aiden for the big stuff. Good for Aiden’s company, good for Ken, good for the clients.


  “Nah,” Ken said ruefully. “But I’ll be ready in May, if the offer’s still open.”


  “It is and will be,” Aiden said. “Keep me posted, all right?” For all his push about time, May would be perfect, if the Council would just get a move on and transfer him. Magic worked that way sometimes.


  “Will do,” Ken said, turning to greet the incoming day-guard. Since the two men were talking, and not watching him, Aiden limped slowly up the short flight of stairs from the lobby to his condo.


  Everything hurt. He’d landed on the ground, been thrown, actually, four or five times by the ’geist. He’d fought off a couple of feeders—non-corporeal energy thieves which followed ’geists and dark energy threats like remoras followed sharks—before he and Robert had dealt with the poltergeist. The ’geist had manifested fully in this dimension and had used its claws on him, then repeatedly tried to set them both on fire. So not only did Aiden ache everywhere, he also smelled like a chimney.


  “Shopping,” he said, thinking about the ruined suit and the need to replace it. He hated shopping.


  “Home, sweet home,” Aiden muttered, finally making it to the top of the broad stairs. He was so tired he considered just lying down on the oriental carpet under the table in the center of the upper lobby for a little nap. The four condos off this elegant upper lobby were among the biggest in the building. His apartment had been the residence of DC’s magical monitor since the building was built in 1905.


  He drew in a deep breath, glad to be home.


  A peculiar odor stopped him in his tracks. He’d expected the air to be clear, away from the echo of the floral perfume in the lower lobby. He smelled his burned clothes, of course, but there was more.


  Something smelled odd. Off. It was faintly musky, and acrid, but in a different way than the loud perfume or the scorched fabric smell of his clothes.


  Pivoting in place, he looked around. All the doors were closed, including the one that led down to the courtyard garden. Since none of the current tenants had pets, it wasn’t used.


  He glanced at the mail, wondering if that was the source of the smell. He spotted the feminine handwriting of a former girlfriend. She still sent him a birthday card, trying to keep the door open for a relationship that could never be.


  He’d told her it wasn’t her. It was him.


  It was always him. A magical adept, one of the highest level practitioners, didn’t often get involved with long-term lovers or a wide circle of friends. You didn’t provide the enemy with ready targets if you could help it. And an Adept Enforcer—an officially sanctioned regional protector, and the strongest magical practitioner available—never gave evil a target.


  Enforcers couldn’t afford those connections. Or those feelings.


  Especially not when you’re a freak of nature.


  The bright red ink announcing OVERDUE! on several of the envelopes on the top of the pile distracted him from that train of thought.


  “Crap! I need a minion.” Which made him forget the smell and wonder for the umpteenth time if he could persuade Carol, his second in command, to take on his personal stuff.


  Carol was an ace software geek, though, not a personal assistant. She managed his accounts in Atlanta. Carol had told him repeatedly over the three years since he’d left Georgia to find a PA. Better yet, two. One for personal, one for business.


  He repressed the full-on flashback that tried to surface when he thought about Atlanta. After three years the panic attacks weren’t bad, but they still came. His last magical battle there cost lives and put him in the hospital for a month.


  After the fifth surgery, and when they were sure he’d survive the physical wounds, the Council put him in DC, to let him recover from his magical ones. Since DC was a null zone, magically, he’d been sent down to the bush leagues. Not even the minors.


  For the first year or so, that had been just fine. Not any more, though.


  Aiden was a freak of nature. He had more power than any Adept Enforcer in recorded history. Even his mentor hadn’t had the same level of power. Skill, yes. Power, no.


  But since Atlanta, the Council had marked him as high risk. A liability. Up until recently, they’d not trusted him to go back to the big leagues, even to help. Especially not a hot zone.


  Here, in DC, they’d reassured him, his magical work let him avoid the kinds of powerful entities that stalked Atlanta. It kept the stress away.


  Nobody had expected him to become the on-call backup for every adept on the East Coast. But still, even with those the baddies were usually mid-level at worst. Calls from his regional associates didn’t come every day, or even every week, as they had in Georgia.


  Three years ago, busted all to hell, he’d needed that break. Now, not so much.


  Then again, no one expected what he’d faced in that last Atlanta battle, either.


  Last week, he’d reminded the Council that, as good as DC was for healing, an Adept Enforcer of his power and skill was needed where there was real trouble, not in the relatively still waters of the nation’s Capital.


  He pushed the restless thoughts aside and fished out his keys, shifting the bin of mail to his left hip. There was a bruise there too, he discovered as the mail bin hit it. Time to get clean, change the bandages, and sleep.


  He unlocked the door, and a familiar disorientation hit him like a brick. Time slowed. He swayed in place, losing his grip on the bin. Mail and keys crashed to the floor as a vision hit him, full force.


  A woman’s face, strong and angular. It melted and changed. Another face—and yet was still her.


  Rapid-fire snapshots of a possible reality. Brunette, then blonde and green eyed, she disappeared in a welter of fire, smoke and crushing concrete.


  The vision was so real, so urgent, that Aiden threw out a hand, drawing in power to act, forming the words to a spell that could save her. He couldn’t lose someone again, not like Atlanta. Not like this.


  Before he completed the spell, the vision shifted.


  Still blonde and green-eyed, vibrantly alive in a fiery red uniform covered in braid and bristling with weapons—two of them pointed straight at him.


  The vision changed again.


  She was naked in his bed—and holy gods she was magnificent—rising over him in passion, filled with a power of her own that made her seem to glow from within.


  The vision stopped cold. It departed like a sucking vortex taking the last erg of his energy with it. He staggered into the wall and had to brace himself to keep from falling. Even though he’d known it was a vision, such was the urgency, the near reality of it, that he’d automatically drawn power to act.


  “Whoa,” Aiden muttered, bracing on the doorframe. “Holy crap.”


  Since no one was there—and thank the gods for that—he took a moment to let his heart rate slow, to get re-grounded in his aching body. Every strained muscle wept as he bent to pick up the scattered mail and the keys he’d dropped.


  His hands shook as he opened the door, and he kicked it shut with more force than he’d intended. As if that would help. It took him a full five minutes to gather his wits.


  What in seven hells was that about?


  He was inside the building’s shields, so it wasn’t from an outside force. It was a true vision. It was also the most realistic, real-time vision he’d ever had.


  He’d never seen the woman, didn’t recognize the uniform. The change in appearance she’d manifested bothered him, as he knew of only one shapeshifter and that one was a man.


  Despite the current fad in fiction, shifters were rare, very few and far between. The whole process was so convoluted and painful, it was a difficult genetic trait to survive. Most never made it past their first shift.


  She wasn’t a succubus. That would have shown in the changes he witnessed. A succubus couldn’t hide its darker nature. Not from an adept anyway.


  What the hell?


  More disturbing than the visions were the feelings which accompanied it. He felt the pressure of imminent danger. From the woman, he’d felt a sense of power and purpose.


  He hadn’t had a vision in months, and not one that strong since Atlanta. They always preceded trouble, like a harbinger telling him to prepare. Much as he’d like to blame the sexy babe vision on fatigue or his underserved libido, he couldn’t. He knew better.


  He took stock, now that he was more grounded. The immediacy wasn’t tomorrow, even though it was soon. That meant he’d better be ready.


  He dropped his keys on the table, set the mail on the floor and held out his hands. They shook.


  Ready meant strong. Recharged. At the moment, he was anything but.


  He set his phone to silent, and stumbled to the bedroom.


  
    Chapter Two

  


  Kithship Malkali (Star’s Light)


  Rim Planet Orbit, *****7690-90384, Sixth Sector (Earth)


  Slip-Drop: ST Patten (Earth Human)


  Melodious chimes woke Cait at exactly six-hundred-thirty, standard time. If that hadn’t woken her, the smell of coffee would have.


  “Nectar of the Gods,” she muttered, and swung off the sleep ledge to pick the mug up with both hands. The colorful patterns on the stoneware were bright. The letters said Barcelona.


  A souvenir.


  She had quite the collection now. Very little shipweight penalty, and they reminded her she was an Earth human in a strange, strange world. Kithship captains were wont to allow these kinds of foibles from Slip Travelers on Rim planets.


  “What’s a little weight in comparison to keeping us sane?” Cait let the cynical words ring out in the cabin’s deep silence.


  She sipped, and felt the world renew. She might be in space, working for aliens, but she could still, by God, get Kona coffee.


  Mug in hand, she headed for the shower. She liked eight hours of sleep before a mission, but with the typical pre-drop nightmares—usually a full-on, real sight-and-sound memory version of the World Trade Center collapse—it wasn’t always possible.


  Last night hadn’t been as bad as some. She hadn’t gotten to the part about being crushed by tons of concrete.


  Regardless, the nightmares preceded a drop. A drop meant going home.


  Home.


  Cait’s heart jumped a little at the thought. Tears stung her eyes. It happened every time she thought about home.


  She looked around for Lance. He’d brought coffee, so he knew she was up.


  “Hey Lance,” she said, letting him know she was willing to talk to him. He knew better than to appear before coffee. He knew all about her. Too much.


  “Good morning,” he replied from the doorway, all masculine heat and sensuality. “Would you like breakfast now or after your shower?”


  “After. And I’d like—”


  “A refill? Of course.” He waved an elegant hand, his full sleeves making the move cinematically graceful. “I have another cup brewing.”


  She grinned at the picture he made. Dressed like a buccaneer, right down to the billowing shirt, breeches and tall, polished boots, he was pure sexual fantasy, hotter than a match head, and totally devoted to her pleasure.


  She’d picked his wardrobe. The Kith—her supervisors—thought it was a sex thing. The Kith might be a race of six-foot felines, but they were as obsessed with sex as a fifteen-year-old boy.


  Lance’s rakish garb wasn’t about sex though. It ensured she never forgot he was an android, a fantasy of a man. No heartbeat, though she could have programmed that.


  No heart.


  The Kith believed regular sex kept a being healthy and sane, and she agreed. Mostly. But Lance was her warden as much as her lover. She never wanted to forget what it was like to be with a real man.


  She smiled into her cup. Unlike Lance, real men were often selfish. They frequently dressed like the homeless, even if they weren’t. And good or bad, they had hearts. She never wanted to forget that especially.


  She drank deeply, fighting the melancholy. So the nightmares hadn’t been bad this time. Instead, she got teary depression.


  She shook her head.


  Snap out of it, Patten. Get your head in the game.


  Cait rinsed down in the shower and stepped into the air chamber to dry off. Lance was a conundrum.


  She perversely chose the constant reminders that he wasn’t real. He was there to repair weapons, do laundry, keep the sexual machinery well-oiled, and hold her when the nightmares came. And tell the Kith about all of it.


  She knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that he reported the nightmares to someone.


  Thirteen years ago, Cait had awakened on a spaceship. The Sh’Aitan and the Kith had retrieved her from the World Trade Center’s collapsing North Tower at the last second. They’d healed her injuries, old and new, even the battle wounds that had cost her a career in the Marine Corps. Then they’d offered her a contract to be Earth’s ST, its Slip Traveler.


  Earth was a Rim planet, a planet almost-but-not-quite ready to be made aware of the Alliance and of the worlds out there full of other beings. Those worlds had people—some slimy or scaly, some furred, some two-legged, some five-armed or some who combined all of the above.


  Some were aware of the Alliance, and some were not. Until Earth grew up a little and opted to join the Alliance, the planet needed protection.


  And she was it.


  Of course, since death was the alternative to signing on for her tour of duty as Earth’s ST, it hadn’t been a tough choice. But they were watching her, because to them, she was the alien. Another reason she kept Lance separate in her mind.


  Lance appeared beyond the frosted plas-glass, and she smelled breakfast. Her stomach growled.


  He laughed. “Breakfast, Cait, and your uniform.”


  “Thanks. I’ll eat while I dress.”


  She was due to meet with her OIC—Officer in Charge—one of the Sh’Aitan. OIC necessitated The Works. The full ST uniform complete with presentation medals, braiding, and weapons.


  Cait always felt more kinship with the feline, sensual Kith than the rigid, bureaucratic, and very alien-squishy-weird Sh’Aitan, though she earned her keep on contract to the Sh’Aitan, just as the Kith did.


  To her eyes, the Sh’Aitan were ugly as hell, insectoid, and yet somehow snail-like, complete with eyestalks, suckers, and multiple eyes. The stuff of yet more nightmares. They hired the Kith, the Kith found the Slip Travelers, and everyone worked for the Sh’Aitan.


  By their standards, they were the pinnacle of civilization. By hers, they were honest-to-goodness bug-eyed monsters who insisted on protocol and pomp. There were other humanoids in the galaxy, of course. She’d even met some of them. Humanoids weren’t rare, but they weren’t the only game in town either. There was more variety in creation than any zoo could ever hope to match.


  After meeting her OIC, she’d finish this term on-ship between missions with the First Kith Commander. The Commander would insure her insertion. It was a delicate procedure, one the Kith had perfected over the course of their thousand-year contract with the Sh’Aitan. They had very few failures.


  But it was always a possibility.


  She set out makeup, then dried and fixed her hair, maintaining the habits that made her feel human. As she finished breakfast, Lance held out the shimmering gold, black and red uniform jacket taken from its rolling stand inside the door.


  “Computer on,” she said and her orders appeared in English on the mirror’s glassy surface. She was headed to DC this time, to handle the relocation of an alien pet dropped on Earth. Her heart soared. The Seers had determined she’d be needed on planet in October. They hadn’t known why, only that she would be, and this, apparently, was the reason which had manifested.


  Washington, DC. It wasn’t New York, but it was America. Anywhere on Earth was great, but DC beat all hell out of Siberia, Guyana, or Barcelona, nice as they were. There was nothing like the bona fide, honest-to-Almighty-God, US of A.


  She’d been to other planets, ten or twelve of them now, and nothing felt right, nothing smelled or looked like Earth. She always focused on that when she was returning a miscreant to another region, or as with the Barcelona mission, bringing home a thief turned hero.


  “Why do the Sh’Aitan insist on these damn tarted-up uniforms?” she complained as she slipped the snug sleeves over her thin skinarmor. “I feel like a Laker Girl.”


  “Last time you said it made you look like a hooker in a high-dollar porn flick,” Lance commented, adding two pieces of braid to the shoulders of the jacket.


  “That too.” She slithered into the tight uniform pants. Sh’Aitan tailoring at its finest. In spite of her emotional ups and downs, the job suited her. The same couldn’t be said for the uniform.


  “Do you want targeting and relocation medals next? Planetary awards? Or mission medals?”


  “Targeting and relo. I’m a Rimmer, after all.” She pinned them on.


  “You have garnered three or four per mission. Most do not.”


  “All in the line.” She dismissed the implied praise. She was part cop, part game warden, part bounty hunter, and all Wild West sheriff. Kind of like a Texas Ranger, but for the whole planet.


  Not bad work, really. The only drawbacks were the dead-to-all-you-knew bit and the knowledge that the bug-eyed monsters had their suckers on the button that could leave your planet a cinder, with nary a Darth Vader rasp or a Death Star approach to warn them.


  When they’d woken her from coldsleep seven years ago, they’d reiterated that she was to protect her planet against non-Alliance pirate scum, smugglers and domestic “issues.” Basically to keep Earthlings from knowing that the Sh’Aitan and the Alliance existed. She’d headed to boot camp, where she learned her predecessor had perished in a fiery crash. They needed her up and ready within two Earth years to be a full ST.


  “After five years of this, you’d think I’d get the hang of it.”


  “Five years. A milestone. They will give you a bonus for surviving. That’s a record for Earth.”


  “So they keep saying,” she muttered, stamping into the regulation footgear. The heavy soles gave traction on the ship’s decking, but it was like walking in concrete combat boots.


  “You’ll get new braiding and uniforms,” Lance continued. “Full Alliance STs receive a long cape, medals and property at the five year mark. It is a luck year among the Sh’Aitan. Occasionally they extend the same courtesy to a Rim ST. You will be one to whom they extend the honor, I am certain.”


  Lance was the conduit by which she would know what an honor it was and not embarrass the corps by declining it or doing something equally honorless and Rim-mannered.


  Once again, she let the difference in what each race considered civilized remind her that although Lance was her lover he wasn’t her friend, no matter how it seemed. And as usual, she played along, because life as the only human among a bunch of aliens was lonely enough.


  “A cape? Seriously? And more medals?” Add on a cape, and she’d look like an Elvis impersonator.


  Thank you. Thank you very much. I’ll leave the building now.


  “You must be presentable as you achieve higher rank.”


  “Sure. Of course.” Just goes to show the vast difference between what each species considers presentable.


  “Indeed.” He offered her the gauntlets that completed the outfit. “The plating on the gloves was quite tarnished again.”


  “They haven’t been the same since Meena Pal. Could you order me a replacement set?”


  The gloves had been slimed when a multi limbed sea creature had tried to suck her and her detainee off the transport platform on Meena Pal.


  She set the Barcelona mug aside. Suddenly, she didn’t want any more coffee. It had taken her seven months to find her quarry on Earth, in Barcelona, Spain, and return him to Meena Pal.


  The worst part of mission had been those horrifying moments on the landing platform, as she handed him over to the Meena Pal officials. She and he both had faced a watery, monster-gullet-end.


  Meena Pal’s ocean life was of Leviathan proportion and appetite. If you offended the four, related, ruling Queens, you got The Hook, and the sea creatures got you. Meena Pal gave thorough meaning to Earth’s “sleeping with the fishes” treatment.


  “You shivered, Cait. Should I adjust the temperature?” he asked as he handed her the last set of knives. She fitted them into the sheaths across her shoulder blades.


  “No, I’m good.” A frown furrowed his perfect brow and she could tell he wasn’t going to let it go. “I was thinking about Meena Pal.”


  “A premonition? Should you speak with the Seers before you drop?”


  It was the Seers who had known who Cait was, where she was, and that she was the best option for the next ST. It was the Seers who knew when—though seldom why—an ST would be needed on-planet at a given time.


  If you were psi-gifted, even just the bit Cait had, the Seers saw you as kin in some weird way she couldn’t fathom. The guys in her old Marine Corps squadron had nicknamed her Mystic because of her hunches. The Kith had improved those hunches, and those same hunches meant the Seers were more willing to do a little extra for Cait even if she was a Rimmer.


  Cait almost never took advantage of it. She trusted her weapons and her skill, and only then, her hunches.


  “No,” she finally answered. “I’m good. But thanks.” She turned in front of the mirror. “Damn, that’s a lot of hardware.” There were weapons on virtually every body surface.


  “You look splendid, Cait.”


  “Dangerous and outré,” she disagreed, but genially.


  “So you always say.” He touched his lips to her cheek. “I will have your things at the loading dock before your return.”


  She returned his peck on the cheek, then headed to the Command Ledge.


  
    Chapter Three

  


  Cait checked the gauges as she sat in the Insertion capsule. The symbols on the board in front of her flashed in a shade of purple that was nearly beyond her vision. She knew what the shapes and forms meant, though. Countdown to Insertion was underway. The destination info for Washington was offset by three letters.


  “Ah, BWI.” She grinned. They were bringing her in at the airport near Baltimore, Maryland. She pulled the travel documents from the pocket of the suit Lance had laid out for her. Sure enough, she had a stamped, ‘used’ airline boarding pass and claim checks for baggage coming in from Istanbul.


  A limo would be waiting for the drive to DC, and keys to a spacious condo the management company had leased already rested in her purse. Years, maybe centuries before, the Sh’Aitan had created accounts and developed ways to do business on Earth, through management companies, holding companies and other, more nefarious means. All without ever having to prove who they were or what they were doing.


  It was astonishing what could be done by wire transfer, FedEx and email these days.


  “ST Patten, you are cleared for Insertion. The servers are aboard. Are you prepared?”


  “I am prepared, First Kith, Malkali.” Launching an ST was always done by the First Kith Commander, in this case, one of the most High-Ledge senior Kith she’d yet met. She’d had to work not to show how impressed she’d been by his immensely long tail, wide, red neck stripes and serious battle scars. “Ism-wroool, First Kith, Commander Trrrch.” She managed the standard parting—good hunting—and a respectable rolling-r version of the Commander’s name.


  “Ism-wroool, ST Patten. Rwm-re-maaante.” Good hunting. Return victorious.


  And they thought humans were battle-mad barbarians.


  “Azante. Begin Insertion.”


  As the countdown reached fifteen, she closed her eyes. It helped with drop disorientation. She tapped the papers again, reciting her alias. She was Dr. Cait Brennan, geologist. A brunette with brown eyes and a tattered, stamp-laden passport, a just-renewed DC drivers’ license, and a well-stocked bank account.


  It would be nice to actually use her real first name again.


  The transparent shell of her capsule silvered over at drop, and she looked at it long enough to see her reflected features.


  The latest look was very much the sober, serious scientist. She’d need that anonymity as she searched for the abandoned interstellar pet lurking in the Potomac river basin near DC. An easy mission for once.


  A two-tone chime alerted her.


  She was about to be slipped into the space between moments, her body mass compressed and reassembled in a kind of timeless space that was then speeded up to match real time.


  That was the closest anyone could explain it to her.


  She hummed a Beyoncé tune as the capsule pressure increased. It reminded her of pilot training, and that made her smile. To stay focused as the pressure reached unbearable levels, she mentally disassembled and reassembled a Kalashnikov standard issue weapon. The capsule went dark, warning her to expect the final punch of Insertion.


  For an excruciating moment, she was weightless. Then came the distinct, gut-twisting spin that signaled the time transition. She fought hideous nausea for the remaining sixty seconds.


  With a reassuring thunk, the capsule settled into the space between moments. The Kith’s unique, albeit limited, ability to slip between streams of time and space made the whole Rim Planet ST Program possible. She never complained about Insertion. No matter how she hated it, it took her home.


  A scrape of metal signaled the droids going to work. They uncoupled luggage and unsealed the capsule. Their footsteps snapped in the swirling, white silence as they scurried away to deposit her mountain of bags in a luggage cart passed and tagged by customs and ready to be offloaded onto the baggage carousel.


  At the oxygen hiss of the hatch’s opening, she checked her watch. Fifteen seconds to time return.


  She accepted a droid’s help out of the capsule. There was a black dot in the mist, and she straddled it like an actress hitting her mark.


  Ten seconds. Two more droids scurried out of grey nothingness as the other resealed the capsule. They stepped into a compartment in the side, and the door slid noiselessly closed behind them.


  “Baggage claim number four,” the last droid said, picking up the black dot before handing her another set of claim stubs before it too disappeared.


  Five seconds. Cait braced for the sucking power of the capsule’s departure and her own reentry into normal time. She’d thrown up for two days after her first mission. Now she knew how to keep her stomach braced for the jolt.


  “Four.” Her skin crawled with the sensation of a thousand biting ants, signaling the whirl of molecules as they resumed their speeding path to solidity.


  “Three.” The ground gained texture, pressure.


  “Two.” Air blew gently on her skin, and colors came into focus.


  “One.” Gravity, humidity and sound returned in a staggering rush. A blast of noise heralded her return to the spatial world. It coalesced into separate sounds—the faint bing-bong of a passenger cart, the muffled roar of jet engines, and the omnipresent sound of hundreds of voices.


  A deodorizer smell assaulted her nose and the echoing flush of a commode was so loud she jolted at the reverberation. Her elbow hit a metal partition—the restroom stall—and with a shaky laugh, she leaned on its reassuring firmness. Strangely appropriate, she decided, for them to plop her into a stall in the ladies room.


  She looked behind her as the toilet flushed, and grimaced.


  It was a typical airport bathroom.


  *     *     *


  “I’ve been out of the country for two years,” Cait said as the limo driver hefted piece after piece of luggage into the car. “I’m excited to be home.” He didn’t need to know she’d never seen her condo in DC, much less lived there.


  “Good thing you requested the SUV,” he said, settling the last carton into the Ford’s roomy cargo area. He put two metallic cases on the back seat floorboard and let her battered, and very full, briefcase collapse onto the seat’s soft leather. They pulled away from the terminal, rolling smoothly through traffic onto I-95 South toward Washington.


  After a few miles of silence, the driver asked again for the address, speaking it clearly into his iPhone.


  “That area is nice,” he commented as the phone chirped out the route. “You live there long?”


  “Not long, no. And the way things change in DC, I won’t be much help in getting us there.”


  “I have the app on my phone, so we’ll be fine.” He patted the phone he’d clipped into a holder on the dash.


  “Then I’ll get my reading finished,” she said, unfolding the mission notes she’d used as a bookmark. The driver turned music on, very low, and let her read.


  The current op was simple. A quick pick up of a Tyranalnid Opthoid, a stranded ship’s pet. As with any culture, if a pet behaved badly or became a nuisance, the idiots among the galaxy would just drop it on the interstellar version of a deserted country road. In this case, the ship belonged to a Gretzprtica Trader, and the deserted road was Earth. They’d been caught exiting the atmosphere and questioned, hence her mission.


  The Ty-Op was currently hanging out in the Potomac basin, and/or its tributaries. For the moment, it was actually purifying the water.


  She flipped the page and shuddered. The damn thing was uglier than a mud fence dipped in misery. A combination squid/octopus with maybe some platypus thrown in for laughs. Ugh. Nearly untraceable otherwise, due to their physical makeup, the Ty-Op had to be hunted down and returned to space.


  “Did you need the heat turned up?” the driver asked. He must have seen the movement.


  “No, thanks. Just a momentary thing.”


  “Ah, someone walked on your mother’s grave? My mom used to say that.”


  She frowned. As a marine, she’d been superstitious as hell, and being an ST only made it worse. Talk of graves on the first day of a drop wasn’t a serious omen. And as far as she knew from her last mission, her mother was alive.


  Still.


  “Yes, that sort of thing.” She dropped her gaze back to her notes, closing the conversation.


  The difficulty with Ty-Ops, other than having an alien life form on the planet, was that if they didn’t mate regularly, their water cleaning ability shifted to toxin production. Either worked on-ship, as the toxins they produced made an excellent fuel. For an Earth river, it wasn’t so great.


  What would be worse though, was if another one got dumped. The nasty squelchy things would climb over, eat or otherwise dismember anything in between them and the prospective mate.


  For a week, the happy couple would go at it in the water, being amphibious, sort of. They’d poison any Earth watercourse irretrievably and create a cesspool of Ty-Op slime that no Earth hazmat cleanup team could handle. Worse than any oil or chemical spill.


  Shipboard, their handlers just switched tanks from purification to fuel production. No big deal.


  On-planet, even one of the damn things would kill a significant sector of wildlife and, if left alone too long, possibly portions of the DC population. Her mission was to catch it and get it back off planet.


  Yee-haw, let’s rope some aliens! She grinned at her own fancies even as she evaluated the chances of the Ty-Op doing serious damage. This was why she likened being an ST with being a Texas Ranger. The old Texas Ranger motto—one riot, one Ranger—applied to STs as well. One planet, one ST. She was it, baby, and if it meant ropin’, shootin’, or runnin’ some squelchy space things off the “range” of Earth, she was up for the task.


  “Would’ve been easier in Texas,” she muttered to herself. Why did they have to drop the slug near DC? Why not some bum-fu place in rural Montana or in a nice swamp in Florida? It might have given Florida Fish and Game a leg up on handling the boa constrictor problem in the Everglades if it had landed there.


  Outer Mongolia would have been good too, given that she was going to have to haul this thing in for pick up. They were rare enough, and prized enough, that killing it wasn’t an option. There were already four prospective buyers lined up for this one. However, the fact remained that it was a whole lot easier to mask a pickup in a rural area than a paranoid, hyper-aware-of-flying-things city like DC.


  Cait watched a pair of geese land on a pond next the highway and grinned again. She’d lay odds that goose was a good staple in the Ty-Op’s current diet. Of course, the Potomac basin could spare a couple of Canada geese, even some deer, if the thing decided to hunt on the banks. It wouldn’t stray far from the water, though, so she’d bet the problem with the invasive snake-head fish wasn’t going to be as prevalent in the Potomac, come spring, with the Ty-Op snacking on whatever came to hand.


  Ty-Ops were contrary creatures, according to her notes. Not overly bright, but not stupid. Capturing one might be easy, since they did favor space more than gravity-bound planets, but that second-Ty-Op scenario bothered her. Commander Trrrch had indicated that the traders were hedging as to whether they’d only dropped one. Notes from their ships’ logs indicated they’d had two. None had been found on board.


  If there was a second Ty-Op on planet, the mission was going to be a race to get at least one contained before they found one another.


  The Seers had only known there would be trouble and when, not what, not how much, or how dire. After all, it was a Rim Planet. The best Seers weren’t deployed for a planet like Earth.


  “This is it, yes?” the driver asked as he waited to turn into the circular driveway in front of a lovely building on Connecticut Avenue. Pedestrians strolled the sidewalk with baby carriages and a man in a hoodie and neatly pressed jeans jogged down the driveway and across the street, skipping in between the traffic. Three boys strutted along to music from the earbuds or headphones to which they were wired.


  The driver pulled in and stopped under the deliciously carved portico. The building’s façade was a treat of gargoyles and engraved and patterned limestone against the mellow brick. According to her briefing, it had been built as diplomatic apartments early in the twentieth century, then converted to condos in the nineteen nineties.


  “Miss?”


  “Hmmm?” Cait stopped scoping out the architecture. “Oh, yes, this is it.”


  “Would you like me to help you with the luggage?”


  “That would be great. I’m in Four-A, across the lobby and up the stairs.” She pictured the layout from the scan the Kith had shown her in the morning briefing.


  Since she was supposed to know her way, she barely looked at the lobby as they passed through it, but it felt warm, comfortable and somehow soundproofed—or muffled somehow. After checking in at the security desk, she and the driver headed for what would be home for the next little while.


  Pleased with the whole set up, especially the simple, earthy tones of her new apartment, she tipped the driver handsomely and sent him on his way. Dropping her book and bag on the couch, she took it all in.


  “Now this is something I could get used to.” She breathed the words in delight. Turning a full three-sixty, she simply appreciated. The ceilings were high, and the woodwork gleamed. The plaster walls were a pristine, mellow French-toast color. The resulting look was both old-world and welcoming.


  “Impressive.”


  One thing about the Sh’Aitan, they didn’t stint on the STs accommodations. With the firepower she needed on virtually any job, securable housing was a priority. She couldn’t risk anyone getting a hold of her equipment. Even the smallest item could give away her status.


  “Let’s see the rest of the place,” she said, kicking off her shoes to enjoy the feel of the hardwood floors. In any new place, one of the first things she wanted to see was the shower. Nothing beat a true, earthbound shower. Any ship had water rationing, and on the other planets…well, it was like visiting a third world country. Be careful with the food and the water.


  “Ooooh.” She moaned the word, and appreciated the way the sound bounced around the travertine tile. She stripped off clothes as fast as she could. She wanted to be under the fabulous, full-luxury rainshower shower head, and feel the body jets that dotted the surface of the tile. “Now that’s what I’m talking about!”


  The water ran full and strong and within mere moments it was hot. Heaven. “Oh, this is fabulous!”


  She didn’t care that there was no shampoo or soap in the shower yet. She’d spotted towels hanging on the bar, so that was taken care of. She just wanted to luxuriate in the feel of a full-on, oh-my-God, stay-in-till-you’re-a-prune, hot shower.


  When the water finally cooled, her fingertips were scrunched up, and she was more relaxed than she’d been in weeks. She was also starving. Shipboard breakfast had been a long time ago.


  She toweled off as she used her PDA to check out local restaurants and delivery services.


  “Pizza, that’s the ticket.” She dialed and ordered with glee, piling toppings on two different pies and ordering a helping of breadsticks. “Thirty minutes is great. Thanks.”


  That done, she pulled her main suitcases into the bedroom so she could dress. Jeans, a comfy sweater, a minimum of weapons. That was good for an evening in.


  She checked the fridge, and thank God, there was Coke. She grabbed one and popped open the can. The Kith knew her preferences and had had the leasing company stock a few items in advance. Coke, cream for coffee, butter, whole wheat bread. A coffee maker and coffee beans were on the counter. They’d stocked enough for her to get started.


  “Wine and books.” She started a list. “More iTunes, for sure.”


  She missed Coke and wine the most, on ship. Coffee beans would travel through the return spatial transitions, but carbonated drinks exploded and wine turned to vinegar. Some Earth food would transition, but most liquids wouldn’t. “Orange juice,” she said. “Oh, yeah.”


  She put her clothes away as she added to the list. Tomorrow, she’d get her car out of storage and go Ty-Op hunting.


  Her laptop chimed as it booted up, and she heard the hum of the printer as it warmed up. She’d check in with Headquarters, and get any updates on her assignment. She had preliminary maps and grid patterns, but she’d want up-to-the minute scans.


  She took a long draft of the Coke as the buzzer rang from the front desk and she pushed the button to answer.


  “Pizza delivery for you, Dr. Brennan.”


  “Thanks, send them up.”


  “Uh…yes, ma’am.”


  She opened the door to a middle-aged Sikh. His voice was a lovely, liquid flow of syllables which took several seconds for her to decipher with no help from her translation implant. The words were English. The accenting was not. She must have looked puzzled because he repeated his recitation.


  Her order, being read back to her. She grinned.


  “Absolutely. Sounds great. How much again?”


  Once more she over tipped, waving away his offer of change. Something about being home, amid the glorious, sensual things she loved so much about Earth, always made her feel extra generous. With the giant pizza boxes neatly balanced with the breadsticks on top, she was about to kick the door closed when a brightly glowing blue nimbus, like a laser flash, flared to the left of her position.


  In the split second before she could drop the pizza and reach for a weapon, it was gone.


  
    Chapter Four

  


  “Evening, Mr. Bayliss,” Jay, the nighttime guard, called from the security desk as Aiden came in from a long walk. He’d hardly noticed, but it was almost fully dark.


  He’d slept for twelve hours, then decided exercise was mandatory, even with his stitches and bruises. He felt better for it, all the way around. He’d need to pull the stitches within the next twenty-four hours or they’d scar. He smiled at that. The power stored in the building made healing a near-miraculous thing.


  The walk had finally cleared out most of the brooding he’d been doing about the visions, as well.


  “Evening, Jay.”


  Jay touched two fingers to his forehead in salute, but he was grinning like a possum, as they’d say back home in Texas. It surprised Aiden no end. Aiden returned the salute as he approached the desk. “What’s up?”


  “You’re not gonna believe it!” Jay was like a little kid, bouncing in his seat. It was a strange look, since he clocked in at a well-muscled two fifty. Like Ken, he took side jobs for Aiden, and for others. In Jay’s case, it was about muscle and hardware installation, and information. Jay had figured out Aiden did security work. Since Jay did too, though more mundane, he treated Aiden as an equal. “The mystery lady from Four-A finally showed up.”


  “The one who leased it in September, but never moved in? No shit!” The wariness Aiden had felt about that whole deal jumped to full force. He’d had a strange feeling about Four-A from the moment the deal closed. Some furniture had been delivered, and curtains installed a few weeks after the purchase, then nothing.


  “Yeah. She’s pretty, kinda. No rings, so probably single. Brown suit. Probably lawyer, ’cause she was wearing good jewelry and had a ton of luggage.” Jay flipped the register around so Aiden could see Cait Brennan’s signature.


  “Stats?” Aiden asked quietly.


  “Five-seven-ish, brown, brown. Slim build, but nice curves,” the guard said as he made wavy motions with his hands. “Moves confident. Strong. Like a dancer. Ain’t no mouse, for all the brown. High-tipped the driver, but he brought in a buncha luggage for her so…” Jay’s grin brightened the gloomy afternoon. “Oh, and I guess she didn’t bother to read the handbook, ’cause she ignored the rule ’bout deliveries. Had me send the pizza guy up to the door.”


  For some reason that made Aiden even more wary. First a vision, now the chick in Four-A arrives. No. He wasn’t liking that coincidence.


  “Anything else?”


  “No, but she seemed nice enough.”


  “Don’t they all,” Aiden muttered as he turned to mount the steps. Just as he got to them, a man came bounding down toward him. Aiden went on automatic alert, shields on full.


  The next second, he realized it was the delivery guy Jay already mentioned.


  Shit. Overreacting much? Aiden shut down his defenses.


  At least he’d been able to ramp up at full throttle. The building’s power reservoirs, and his own skills at healing, had gone a long way to bring him back up to speed while he’d slept. The quick recovery from last night’s battle was more proof that he was completely over the wounds he’d sustained in Atlanta. The physical and magical ones, at least.


  The emotional wounds? Those would never heal. And maybe that was what worried the Council the most. Some of them were smart enough, experienced enough, to know that.


  He put that aside, but he was twitchy and he recognized it. Was it the vision or the unexplained smell from early this morning putting him on edge?


  Hard to know.


  All he could smell now was pizza.


  The delivery guy nodded politely as he passed then trotted across the lobby and out the front door. Four-A’s door was still open, and he saw the corner of two large pizza boxes.


  The edgy buzz of premonition was back, and adrenaline fired his system. He never ignored that kind of metaphorical tap on the shoulder from his subconscious.


  “Hello?” he called.


  The boxes came forward, attached to—holy hell. Aiden’s first impression was totally unexpected. Instant sexual heat flooded his system and nearly tripped him up into saying something stupid. Tamping it down hard, he climbed the last stair, putting him on the level with his new neighbor. Five-seven, brown and brown had sounded dull, boring. This woman was anything but.


  An attractive brunette, yes, and she looked…serious. Solemn, and as Jay had mentioned, she had curves in the right places. Seeing her barefoot in the doorway, Aiden would’ve put her more at five-four or barely hitting five-five.


  “Hello.” He moved forward, hand outstretched for a handshake. He needed to get her measure, figure out what the hell was going on. “I’m Aiden Bayliss from One-A.”


  She flicked a glance at his door, as if she could see through it.


  “Hello Mr. Bayliss,” she said her voice smooth and pleasant. It gave him no clues about her, but it did run up and down his libido with tiny “wake the hell up” shoes.


  She hefted the boxes a little, as if in excuse. “Don’t think I better let go of this to shake hands, but thanks for the welcome. I’m Cait Brennan.”


  “Hello, Ms. Brennan. Good to meet you. Quite the feast,” he said with a smile, trying to get a read on her body language. All it said was relaxed, at home, ready to eat. “Other than deliveries, like you just got, it’s pretty quiet up here.”


  His gut said not to use magic, but he ignored it. Using the faintest of needle-fine magical probes, the barest brush of energy, he met a solid wall of blankness. She was null. It wasn’t like a shield, it was more of a “doesn’t register” than a “hiding from you” energy.


  “Actually, it’s Dr. Brennan. Are the other condos empty then?”


  He wondered what would happen if he touched her—very few people were actually naturally shielded, or void of any magic, but it did happen.


  “Doctor Brennan, then,” he said, smiling. “And no, not empty, exactly. Two-A is Mrs. Potts. She’ll bring you cookies and coax your life story out of you in no time flat. The cookies are divine, so don’t turn them down.”


  She grinned, and he revised his initial opinion of solemn, but attractive to, Whoa, baby!


  “I’ll look forward to meeting the lady and her cookies,” Cait said, and his errant mind leapt from that to his vision from the previous day. Did the woman dying in the fire look like Cait? No, that woman—the woman who’d risen above him in the throes of passion—had been blonde. But the vision had shifted back and forth on the hair color…


  He clamped down on that train of thought. He needed to see if he could get a bead on her.


  “And Three-A?”


  Still preoccupied, Aiden answered without censoring the words. “It’s a shack up pad,” he said bluntly.


  “A what?”


  Damn. How stupid could he be?


  “Sorry, that wasn’t very PC or tactful.” Hell, for all he knew she was a shack up situation too. It took all kinds, as his mother would say, and he’d just stuck both feet in his mouth. “My tongue got ahead of my manners. I didn’t mean to offend you.”


  “I’m not offended,” she said, and he was almost convinced she meant it. “I’m just not sure what you mean.” To her credit, she really did look puzzled. “What exactly do you mean by a shack up pad?”


  Feeling idiotic, he shrugged and said, “You know, married guy, married gal, have a place to get together?” Christ, he could feel himself blushing.


  He needed to push the Council harder to get reassigned. Antarctica might need an adept of his skill and social ineptitude. It wouldn’t matter, in Antarctica that he had both feet lodged permanently in his mouth.


  She looked nonplussed, but nodded. “Oh, of course. I get it. Not too much shacking up going on in Turkey. I’ve been in the more remote regions for two years now, and I’m still thinking in Turkish. Out there, justice is a little too swift for shacking up, if you know what I mean.”


  He wasn’t convinced. Washington was full of agents and so-called-spooks. So he played the game. “Turkey is a beautiful country. Some interesting caves—” He broke off mid-phrase. He wanted to get information, not give it. He’d been about to mention the Hurla caves where ghosts sometimes lured visitors to an unpleasant death.


  “Really? I love caves. I’m a geologist. Caves and watercourses are my thing.”


  “Back to DC for R&R or are you working for Nat Geo?”


  She smiled, and he felt his libido kick him again, hard. “I wish. No, I’ve got a brief grant to do some studies on the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal. Any excuse to get stateside and speak English.”


  That was said with considerable relish, so Turkey, if she’d actually been there must have been hard on her. The outlying areas tended to the old ways, not so female-friendly. And she was very much a female. From her bare feet—toes painted a shocking red—to her sweater-clad top half, he would not have thought geologist. Socialite. Maybe lawyer, as Jay had guessed. But not a scientist.


  “That should be interesting.” He finally managed to get past his reaction to her and answer coherently. “The canal towpaths are great jogging trails if you’re a runner.”


  “Only when I’m being chased,” she quipped. Closing the conversation neatly, she hefted the pizza boxes again, as she had when refusing to shake his hand. “Better get these inside. Good to meet you Mr. Bayliss.”


  “And you, Dr. Brennan. See you around.”


  “Good night.” She closed the door, leaving him standing in the wide upper foyer staring at the bright brass script Four-A inlaid into the heavy, polished oak. Only the four big condos on this floor had letters, and the beautifully inlaid brass. Ever so carefully, Aiden probed the apartment. What he got made him frown again. The condo was now as blank as she was.


  All the red flags that had been hanging out in his mind since the vision hit popped up and unfurled to wave with hurricane force. He’d scanned the building when he got up. Empty condos felt empty, but with the resonance of activity if the tenants were away. A shadow of their presence remained, if the condo was regularly inhabited. Even the shack up pad held a resonance of the people who periodically came and went.


  When a space was unoccupied for a while, devoid of life, it had a totally different feel. This morning, Four-A had been as quietly vacant as Six-Twelve, which was also untenanted. Now, however, it was blank.


  Not empty. Blank.


  Aiden pondered the situation as he shut his own door. While he relished the cool blanket of the condo’s secure shields closing around him, it didn’t relax him. Not this time.


  After decades of housing DC’s regional Adept Enforcer, the whole building was insulated to magical attack and the condo itself was nearly impregnable. As nonmagical as DC was on a relative scale, like most cities, it was still full of a kind of magical static that only a witch, sensitive, or magical adept could sense. The building’s shields cut that out, walling it away. The soothing silence let him think.


  “Let’s review,” he said aloud as he changed clothes and made a quick dinner. “Condo’s clear in the morning, new neighbor arrives and neither she nor the condo can be probed.” He paused a minute, then smirked. “And didn’t that sound kinky.”


  He took his plate out of the microwave, added some seasoning, and headed to the massive, multi-screened workstation in his office.


  “Background search.”


  The thought of the pizza she’d ordered made his mouth water. He was stuck with the spaghetti he’d heated up. Good, but not pepperoni.


  An intriguing woman, who liked fully loaded pizza—he’d smelled the marvelous blend of meat and veg—moves in and happens to be null. Coincidence?


  And I’ve got a bridge in Brooklyn for sale.


  He pushed his plate aside after only a few bites. Maybe he’d make pizza this weekend.


  He pulled up databases and entered information. Doctor Brennan. He’d gotten the spelling from the desk register.


  “Let’s see what we can find.”


  Two large pizzas, plus breadsticks. All for one slender woman? He didn’t know many women that petite who could, or would, put away that much pizza. Was she having company?


  Maybe it was a shack up situation.


  His whole body tensed, and he looked down to find his right hand fisted over the keyboard.


  Crap. So, yeah, his reaction to her had been visceral, but what she did in her bed—or out of her bed—was none of his business unless she was a magical danger to his city. His territory.


  If that was the case, then he’d deal with it, and her, accordingly. For now, he would look into her past.


  A simple Google search turned up scientific papers, and well into the fifth page, brief mentions in obscure geological journals. He opened a second search, on a secure database.


  The adepts weren’t, as a rule, techno-geeks. He was the exception. The Council had created a rudimentary database for themselves, but it had been useless. Aiden had gotten his hands on it, and he’d made it sing. Now the database could accurately assist in the identification of problem beings, utilization of illicit magic, and tracking of repeat offenders.


  She didn’t show up there. Either as a simple Gifted, or as a friendly or unfriendly Crossover, nor as one of the Fae, good or bad.


  “Not that we’ve got a handle on all of those, by any means,” he told the blank screen, “but it was a place to start.”


  She could be anything, or nothing, and still not be in the database. It wasn’t that good yet. However, ruling things out was just as important, in most cases.


  “Just as null as the brown persona you’re trying to project.” Simple things popped—birth, college, a few awards, grad school—but nary a traffic ticket or border crossing until five years ago, when she’d started globetrotting.


  The last database tapped info from the government, courtesy of his security clearance. However it only gave him a lost passport application for Doctor Cait Brennan from four years ago, a visa for Turkey from two years ago. Another blip was a Social Security address change to Four-A, from somewhere in Topeka. He turned up no previous address before that.


  “That’s absolutely not right,” he groused.


  An hour later he rubbed his eyes. In spite of the twelve hour sleep, he was still overextended from his install and the subsequent fight, yet here he was burning the midnight oil, data searching on his neighbor.


  He should stop now and do his requisite magical sweep of the area, as he did every evening. It was late. It was better to wrangle this kind of info search when the mind wasn’t slagged from a sleep schedule gone wonky.


  But he couldn’t let it go.


  Aiden was four levels down in the data, scoping drivers’ license info, when the second vision hit him.


  
    Chapter Five

  


  Aiden grabbed his head as he was flung back in the seat. Images bombarded him.


  Cait—it was Cait—but…that wasn’t right…she was in the strange, sexy uniform from the first vision, like something out of Star Wars, but now she was blonde and green-eyed.


  She stood, posed like a movie poster or old-fashioned romance or adventure novel, weeping in the arms of a too-perfect man who dressed like a pirate.


  The images changed again.


  Blood and gore covering white, white walls. Rods of iron impaling flesh.


  Who is it? Who’s dead?


  He wanted to scream the words, but his throat was locked just as his mind was locked into the vision.


  Every muscle in his body was taut. He willed them to relax, to let go, let the vision come. Fighting it physically would leave him worse off than if he just let it happen.


  Cait rising over him, eyes closed and body arched in sexual surrender.


  Cait lying dead by the Potomac, his own body submerged in the water nearby.


  The visions let go as swiftly as they’d come. Their sudden withdrawal left him gasping for breath.


  “Good gods and all the saints and guardians.” He panted the words, half epithet, half warding prayer. He freakin’ hated visions, and now he’d had two in one day. “What the hell was that?”


  He started to get up, but dizziness overwhelmed him. He leaned forward, head between his knees. Last thing he needed was to pass out now.


  Aiden drew in long, deep breaths to calm his racing heart. After a few moments, he eased upright and checked his body’s signals. There was the plate of spaghetti, abandoned on the desk. He’d done a thirty-hour install, fought in Richmond, endured two major visions and hadn’t properly refueled.


  His blood sugar was dangerously low. He’d burned the candle at both ends until it was melted down to nothing.


  “Idiot,” he growled. “It ain’t your first rodeo, cowboy. Been at this long enough to know better.”


  He needed to write down the details from both visions, make sure he didn’t lose anything in his fatigue, but if he did that now, he’d fall flat on his ass and be worthless. Hell, he was already there. He grabbed the plate, and shoveled in the cold pasta and equally cold sauce.


  “Idiot,” he repeated. “What if she really is a danger, inside your shields now, what could you do if she attacked? Huh? You’d be toast, buddy.”


  Three pings sounded from his computer, signaling the end of the latest search, and Aiden scrolled down the screen.


  “That’s impossible.”


  He scrubbed at his two-day beard, reading the data again, but it didn’t change. He leaned forward, but his head buzzed, and he collapsed back against the chair, willing the food to do its work and replenish his system. “What the fuck?”


  Who or what was Cait Brennan, PhD?


  He had never, in his entire time working either as a regional adept for the US Magical Council, as an Enforcer Adept, or in any work he’d done for the actual US Government, or corporations, done a deep search and gotten so very little on a mature human being. Kids, sure. Adult, working women with advanced degrees?


  No.


  Here, there was nothing. A skeleton of data, the mere bones of a life. No one got to thirty, the age on her driver’s license, without making some kind of waves, being on someone’s watchlist or even in a who’s who of some kind, especially since 9/11.


  It could have been cleaned. And if it was, it was the first truly “cleaned” record he’d ever seen. There was no other way to have so little data show up.


  Still puzzling over it as his system slowly responded to the food, Aiden scrawled the details of both visions on a yellow pad. The second was obviously one hell of a warning. Cait Brennan could lead to his death. Of course, she was going to get the shiv too, if events played out as the vision showed.


  That hardly made it better.


  Had she killed him, or had he killed her? Mutual strike?


  With nothing left and his hands shaking, Aiden made his way to the kitchen. Dumping the empty dinner plate in the sink, he pulled out the peanut butter and a spoon and dug into that. When he felt the protein hit his system, he put it away, then wove like a drunk to the bedroom.


  There was no way he could do his magical scan tonight. Hell, he probably couldn’t light a candle without setting the building on fire. He was charged up, magically, but his control would be for shit.


  “So, we rest at DefCon Four,” he joked. He’d blown his normal routine. In true karmic fashion, something had now come along to tell him to kick it into gear. If you let rust creep in, you were unprepared for the appearance of danger on your doorstep.


  That got you dead.


  Before he’d gone on the latest install form hell, he’d done a region-wide scan. There’d been something near the river by the outgoing boat locks on the C&O canal. He hadn’t pinpointed it. He’d monitored it for two weeks now, as he’d gotten his client ready to go live. No indication that it was dangerous or he’d have said to hell with the install and dealt with it. The levels had stayed consistent. Odd and out of place, but unchanging.


  Now, the ever so interesting and potentially deadly Dr. Brennan shows up. Geologist. Water courses. The river.


  “No coincidences, Bayliss. Ignorant rookie mistake.” He knew to never, never let go if his radar went off. “Kill the monster when they’re manageable, not when they’re effin’ Godzilla.”


  The images of Cait in her odd uniform flashed into his mind. The woman was blonde, but somehow, he knew it was Cait Brennan. The unreadable siren in Four-A.


  Uncapping a water bottle, he drained it. “First things first. Sleep.”


  He let himself fall face first onto the bed.


  He dreamed of dying in the water.


  *     *     *


  The next day dawned clear and beautiful. Cait jumped out of bed, headed for the kitchen and pizza. She’d tried to explain the concept to Lance, get him to recreate pizza aboard ship. The result had fallen dramatically short of expectations. And alas, tomato sauce was one of those things that didn’t transition well.


  She’d used her portable data scanner to check the building the night before, then set up her security. The scan found no alien source for the blue nimbus she’d seen, nor any other anomalies, so she’d hit the bed and slept like the proverbial dead.


  Breakfast in hand, she set her PDA for translation. Cait keyed in her access code, then pressed her thumb to the screen. A minute pinprick tested her DNA as the screen read her fingerprint. The Kith had other words for it, but it was the same thing—a last double check of her identity.


  Completing that unlovely little ritual, she danced into the shower, giddy at being on Earth again. It always hit her like this when she’d slept the night in her new place, adjusted to Earth’s gravity, and breathed the air of home.


  When the Kith woke her from coldsleep and sent her to boot camp, she’d spent most of it fighting depression and a wicked version of post-traumatic stress syndrome. She’d hidden it from the Kith, from the Sh’Aitan. Every day she woke up, alive and in the service of aliens, she reminded herself that the alternative to boot camp, to being an ST, was being dead and buried under the Twin Towers.


  That and that alone, and the prospect that she would one day protect Earth, and if she lived through it, be able to retire—to go home again forever—got her through boot camp.


  Now, as an ST, she took her moments and small joys where she could find them.


  After another marathon shower, she stood in the office drying her hair. She read the PDA/computer linkup’s news bulletins from around the globe and searched for any anomalies that might mean she’d been spotted—unlikely—or that some crisis had superseded her current mission.


  “All’s quiet on the Western front.”


  Then five new items popped on screen.


  The first made her curse in seven languages, five of which had never been heard on Earth.


  “Dammit!” According to the Kith, the Gretzprtica Trader was now admitting that it had dumped not just one Ty-Op, but two. Problem was, they had no coordinates on the second one. Only something to the effect that they were “…pretty sure they’d dumped them on different continents.”


  “Riiiiight. Like hell they did.” The Gretzprtica Trading Guild was too easily offended and too intertwined in the politics of the Alliance for the Kith to call them liars to their faces, or helmets, since they were methane breathers.


  “Those six-eyed fuckers. They dumped two and were just going to let me clean up the mess. This puts a freakin’ URGENT label on everything. And here I was, thinking it was going to be an easy downside pickup.” She snorted in disgust. “When will I learn not to jinx it by even thinking that sort of thing?”


  Irritated now, she went back to scrutinizing the news feed. The next item was a meteor shower where none should be this time of year, visible only in the sky in South Dakota. The third, an elderly former senator from New Mexico who’d fronted a space-oriented committee, was missing.


  Fourth was a suspicious, ritualistic killing in Edinburgh, Scotland. She grimaced at that one and decided against more pizza.


  Fifth was a report of a marginal improvement in the water quality along the Potomac and in upper part of the Chesapeake basin watershed.


  “There’s news,” she said, running the brush through her hair. She flipped the silky brown bob into a pony tail. “All it takes is a wandering Opthoid to clear the water.”


  Her credit balance had risen by another huge leap, which surprised her. She got paid monthly, and if she lived to retire, six years from now, it might actually matter.


  For now, it was a way to keep score. It wasn’t the end of the month so this was unusual.


  Calling up the details, she saw the bonus was from Meena Pal. The memo on the entry said there had been a second live, and, most important, male offspring for one of the ruling queens of the six houses. With the population at seventy percent female, and no male born to a ruling queen in generations, having two princes born so close together was akin to a miracle.


  “Congrats and best wishes, Your Majesties,” she toasted the screen with her Coke, grinning at the thought of the sneaky felon who’d weaseled his way into the second queen’s affections, gotten her pregnant, then fled the planet.


  It had taken Cait twelve straight hours of talking to convince him he was going back to a hero’s welcome and riches beyond compare, rather than The Hook. He’d been prepared to do anything not to face Meena Pal justice.


  She snickered. Her scrawny, unprepossessing detainee produced boy children, so he was being kept like a prize stallion.


  She reviewed the meteor shower. Not completely unusual to have an out-of-season meteor spread, but not common.


  “Hmmm. Now the details of the nasty demise.” She switched files, scanning the report. “Ugh. That’s disgusting.” The scene brought to mind her mission in The Balkans, the one that had nearly sent her home in a box. In the end, it hadn’t taken her life, just her life as a Marine Corps close air support strike pilot.


  At the time it had seemed like the end of everything.


  “It is not good to dwell on the past, Cait.” She mimicked Lance’s dulcet tones with a sigh. He said it way too often, and she didn’t need him reporting that the Slip Traveler in his charge was still having trouble adjusting after five years on the job.


  But remembering was sometimes all that stood between her and complete meltdown. She was officially dead and buried. She worked for bug-eyed aliens, alongside six-and-a-half foot tall felines who drove starships like Dale Jr. drove a NASCAR track.


  “If that’s not crazy, what is?”


  She shut the PDA down, but took it with her to the bedroom. Sneakers and a jacket to go with her jeans completed the look, and she had a place for the PDA. She checked the weapons scattered over her person to be sure they were concealed and secure. In front of the building, she caught a cab to Northern Virginia to get her car.


  An hour later Cait flew down the road, grinning like a loon with the windows down and the cold air blasting in—Earth air—as she headed for the C&O canal for initial reconnaissance. She loved driving, especially with a manual transmission, and the Subaru crossover shifted as smooth as glass.


  She wanted to get to work, snag the squishy and get on with some R&R. She could take a look first, decide where to get her samples. She had to wait for the last of the maps and her permits to be delivered, thanks to the slow pace of DC permitting. They could have faked the permits, of course, but sometimes it was better to do it the official way, and in DC, it was always better to do it that way. But she could take a first look even without a permit.


  “Then I’m going shopping,” she promised herself. Truth be told, having nice things from Earth kept her sane between drops. She had no choice about what she did, where she went, what she looked like or who she could associate with.


  None at all. Ever.


  Given that, she could damn well make all kinds of choices about the little things.


  Two hours later, she went home well-exercised and pleasantly weary. She tapped in the code the guard had given her and parked in the underground garage.


  With amusement, she noted that the space marked for One-A, the darkly handsome Aiden Bayliss, held a high-end Beemer sedan.


  “Compensating, are we?” she murmured with a grin. Remembering his less-than-slick remark—and his embarrassment—about the shack up made her laugh out loud. A real laugh that bubbled up from deep inside her, rare and unexpected. It felt amazing.


  Still, there had been something about him. A clear, knowing and very powerful look in the eyes, a hard set to the jaw. No doubt about it, he was a total hottie, in all kinds of ways.


  She got an instant’s image of him, a sword in hand, blocking a descending weapon, fire crackling in the air. It stopped her in her tracks.


  Holy shit. Swords? Seriously? Obviously Aiden Bayliss was pinging more than just her hormones. In her days as a strike pilot, when her squadron had called her Mystic for her uncanny intuition, the gift had saved all of their lives more than once.


  That same something inside her was seeing this man differently than she did with her eyes and her logic. She had to do a background check on him, pronto.


  Maybe the sword and sorcery thing was her imagination, putting a sexy guy into a fantasy. After all, look what she’d done with Lance, dressing him as a buccaneer.


  Then again, this was a real human, so maybe not.


  “Either way, checking it out keeps you alive.”


  In the slot for Two-A, the reportedly cookie-wielding Mrs. Potts, there was an ancient Mercedes with a dinged rear quarter panel and a bumper sporting a TOLERANCE bumper sticker. The other slot for her floor, the aforementioned shack up pad was empty.


  “Dr. Brennan?” The desk clerk called to her as she came into the lobby. He held up a box. “FedEx for you, ma’am.”


  “Thanks, Tarik.” She read his nametag as she signed for the package. “By the way, I brought my car in from storage.”


  “Okay, could you give me the make and tag number? I need to write it in here.” He held up a logbook.


  “Subaru wagon. Can’t remember the tag number.”


  “No problem. Just let whoever’s on the desk know.”


  “Will do, thanks.”


  Closing her door she ripped into the package. It contained Potomac basin topography maps, a physical backup to the digital ones she already had. Delighted, she arranged them on the kitchen counter. She compared them with a street map, and the area she’d already walked, as she polished off the rest of the second pizza, getting her bearings for the next day’s work.


  She spent the rest of the afternoon in a blur of capture review with the large crate and snag wires for the Ty-Ops, and working out scenarios for catching two. She did her evening news check, then slid between the smooth sheets. She lay awake for a few minutes, oddly wishing this mission marked her required time for retirement instead of her fifth anniversary as Earth’s Slip Traveler.


  In dreams, something chased her. Something dark and powerful. It swooped closer and closer. Just as it closed in to kill her, she saw it had Aiden Bayliss’s face.


  *     *     *


  Saturday morning was the kind of blue-sky day you get only in the fall—clear, crisp and gorgeous, but Cait was grumpy. The dreams had chased her all night and kept her from resting well. They bothered her for other reasons though. There was something not quite right about her hot-as-hell neighbor.


  The maps and the capture study had distracted her yesterday, but now she took a few minutes to send a message to the Kith, asking for a background check on Aiden Bayliss.


  That done, Cait returned to the topo maps over breakfast, tracing the river and calling up the digital overview of the C&O Canal towpaths on her computer. She’d had a nice stroll on the paths formerly used for the mules to walk as they pulled barges along the now-defunct canal. At this point, it was used entirely for recreation, especially running, as her neighbor had so boldly said.


  Pulling her permits from the FedEx box, she checked them over.


  “Chesapeake and Ohio Canal survey permit,” she read. “Most excellent.” She could take samples to pinpoint the Ty-Op’s location. Then once she had it, she’d go back after dark and catch the damn squishy, tentacle-y thing. Hopefully tonight.


  Then, God help her, she’d pinpoint and find the other idiotic creature, on whatever continent they’d dropped it, go there and get it too.


  For now, though, the prospect of a walk, even if most of it would be in the river or the canal, was irresistible.


  She put on hiking boots and gathered up her gear and permits. Damn, it would be fun to have company for the walk, maybe throw a Frisbee or a ball for a dog.


  Odd that it was those kinds of little, everyday things about a real life that she missed the most.


  Maybe one day, if she made it longer than any other Rim Planet Slip Traveler for Earth had managed to live, she could walk on the canal and enjoy it.


  On that fine day, she’d be damn sure she had a dog.


  
    Chapter Six

  


  Aiden stood just inside his own apartment door and used a spell to create a construct. He made it in the shape of a little mouse. It sat in his palm for a moment, cleaning its whiskers and switching its tail.


  With another brief spell, he outlined what it should do. He set it on the floor where it scooted under his door and began its work.


  Sitting in a comfortable chair, he closed his eyes and followed its progress. His slick little magic mouse frisked along the inner walls of the building carrying his magic into tight crannies and crevices, and under doors, to see what it could see.


  Mrs. Potts was out and about, but he never invaded her privacy, magically or otherwise. There was no need. The shack up pad—Aiden winced again at his mishandling of that with Cait—was unoccupied. His own space was clear of any outside magical influences.


  He’d scanned Cait’s apartment repeatedly through the day, trying different approaches to see what, if anything, would work to penetrate the newly erected barriers to his magic.


  Which was absolutely nothing.


  Nada. Zip.


  WRONG.


  His mouse finished searching the shack-up pad and moved to Cait’s apartment door, where it stopped cold, unable to slip under the door in any form. Every time it tried, it bounced off of some kind of shield.


  It couldn’t get under Cait Brennan’s door. The gap was big enough for a real mouse, much less a tiny magical one. But his couldn’t go in.


  A sliver of cold dread shot through him. The mouse always worked, even when nothing else did. Even with the most powerful entities he’d faced, the natural-seeming mouse had slipped past their defenses.


  Just to complete the check, he let the mouse hop its way down the stairs to the lobby. Nothing caught its attention there either, so he called it back. It popped under his door with ease. He let it climb onto his palm and disappear.


  Wrong on so many levels.


  He’d done his magical scan of the area, then checked in with Sam. His Richmond counterpart had recovered from the fight and was back to his regularly scheduled chemo. The disturbance down by the river remained. It was still at the same level, and in the cold light of morning he again considered Cait and her possible connection to the river anomaly.


  He’d dreamed of her most of the night. The dreams were erotic and disturbing. No more warnings of danger, but he trusted magic more than he trusted the visions. He didn’t discount them, but he didn’t believe they showed THE future, just A future.


  It was always a balance, this job, understanding the information you got. If you showed your hand first—unless you did it by design—you gave the opponent the upper hand. But he couldn’t wait. The urgency of the first vision meant he had to find a way to breach both her condo’s shields and the block on her data.


  Aiden’s job was to protect the people of DC from magical predators, and by the gods he was going to do it. He would not fail. Not again.


  He set up a new, deep-content search on her, hoping it would give him some handle on who or what she was. He was now strong enough to face a high-level opponent if he had to, and, like it or not, the evidence said Cait Brennan was one.


  Since he couldn’t get to Cait any other way, if she was actually connected to the water anomaly, maybe it would tell the tale. The fact that it kept coming to mind when he thought of her was a good enough indication that he should check it out. It was time to take a walk and see what had set up shop down by the Potomac.


  He laced up his running shoes and headed out.


  *     *     *


  Aiden had been on the C&O canal path for about an hour when he spotted a familiar figure.


  “And there she is. And people wonder why I don’t believe in coincidences,” he muttered, slowing his pace.


  He’d been stopping every so often along his run to send out feelers, trying to detect the disturbance. No luck on that score. Now, he sent out another probe, a different type, trying to feel Cait. He got the same “not there” wall from her as he did from her apartment.


  His slow jog brought him alongside where Cait was thigh-deep in the water of the canal, and he stopped.


  “Boo,” he said, then smiled at her when she startled. Perversely, his grin widened at the surprise and consternation on her face.


  Interesting that he liked poking at this woman, seeing her reactions. He hadn’t actually meant to startle her, but…


  “Hello neighbor,” he said, smiling. “Fancy meeting you here.”


  “Indeed. How are you this afternoon?” She looked professionally competent, and more like a geologist, in her khaki trousers, waders, and a dark jacket zipped over a lightweight shirt. It didn’t diminish her femininity one bit, something his libido noticed, even if he refused to think about it otherwise.


  “I’m great,” he lied. But he found himself wanting to pull the words back, wanting to not lie to Cait Brennan. Something about her compelled honesty.


  And that was also suspicious as hell.


  Maybe she was an Otherworldly creature, a magical construct or one of the Lesser Fae who sometimes crossed the barriers between worlds to live among humans. That would explain his inability to scan her and the pull he felt today, just like the first time they’d met.


  Either way, she was unclassified. Potentially dangerous. And he needed to have a heart-to-heart with his hormones.


  “It’s a beautiful day. How’s it going?” He gestured to the bottles she was filling.


  “It’s going,” she said with a smile and a shrug. “Are you out for a walk?”


  “A run. Had to get away from the desk. Clear my brain. You’re working too,” he said, then, to judge her reaction, “I should let you keep at it.”


  “You work from home?” She bypassed the opportunity to brush him off. Interesting.


  “Sometimes. I’m a software troubleshooter. Computers and major systems. My clients call when they’ve been hacked or their data compromised. I close the back doors, restore the systems, and when I can, turn the hacker over to the authorities.” The definition served for most people. Her next statement proved Cait Brennan wasn’t most people.


  “A geek then.” She smiled at that, as if it were some secret joke. “A high-level one, if you live in our building.” Her grin took the sting from that assessment, made it friendly.


  “Do you specialize in government, corporate or nonprofits? Or are you a generalist?”


  Definitely not most people.


  “I specialize. I’d tell you but then I’d have to…”


  “Kill me. Right. Very delicate stuff,” she said, and he saw that she was suppressing a laugh.


  “Very.”


  “Smart policy,” she said, nodding at his answer. “Not telling people. If you have to off them, it’s so messy.”


  Shit, she was funny. He couldn’t stop his responsive grin, and he couldn’t take his eye from her either. Shit.


  “Yeah. That’s why I needed a good brain-clearing run before I got back to it.” He squatted so they were at eye level, with her still standing in the murky water.


  All the better to See you, my pretty. Again he went for a needle-like magical probe. Again, he got nada.


  “What about you?”


  “Me?” She seemed wary and surprised that he’d ask. “Oh, I figured I’d get right to work. I’m doing a research project sampling both the canal and the river for contaminants.” She held up a series of bottles strung together like a bandolier.


  “Upstream of the city or down?”


  “Both.”


  A woman of few words. Damn. Just the sight of her in the waders should have turned him off, since he didn’t usually go for the outdoorsy type. Between that and the shadows in her background, and his inability to penetrate her defenses, he should be running the other way.


  Instead, he found himself admiring the play of light on her hair, thinking that the nut-brown color didn’t suit her as well as blonde hair and green eyes she’d had in his dreams and visions.


  “So what about a break? Have you had lunch?” The words were out of his mouth before he could censor them.


  “Lunch?”


  “Yes, as in midday meal,” he managed, recovering quickly. “You want to eat?”


  “With you?”


  “Well, if you want to eat with the president, it’s too early. He’s not back in the country yet.”


  Damn. He was flirting. Actually flirting with a person who might not even be human. Stupid. Idiotic.


  Fun.


  He mentally smacked himself. He wasn’t allowed fun, or flirting. He’d long ago compartmentalized his life. No work/play combos for him. Not that she’d said yes, but his biggest rule was, don’t date someone you can’t read.


  He was pulled back to the moment when she laughed, a full, merry sound, and he smiled in return.


  “Out of the country is he? I hadn’t been keeping track. With Congress in session and the president out of the country…we’re doomed.”


  “Ha! You got it. So, lunch?”


  This time her smile warmed her eyes. He saw her humor again and, lurking back in her gaze, a whole boatload of sadness.


  “Thanks,” she said, “but I brought some with me. I wanted to get a lot done today. Maybe some other time.”


  “That would be fun,” he said as he rose, knowing that CEO, adept or regular guy, some other time was usually girl-speak for get lost, buddy. “All right if I ask again?”


  Once again she seemed surprised. He should be glad, since it meant she was buying his surface presentation of Harmless Normal Guy. He needed her to see him that way until he could find out if she was a danger to his city.


  And if she was, take her out before she realized that he could.


  That bleak thought popped into his mind, and he felt the joy at sparring with her bottom out. There were screaming neon signs with arrows that said she wasn’t what she presented to the world, any more than he was.


  “Sure, I’d like that.”


  Her answer surprised him out of his dark thoughts. He’d expected her to prevaricate, or flat-out turn him down.


  “Excellent. I’ll let you get back to it. Have…fun?” He said it with a questioning inflection and was rewarded with an even wider, flashing grin. She had a dimple on one side. He felt his gut clench. He loved dimples.


  “Thanks. You too.”


  He waved as he walked back down the trail. Halfway to his car he stopped in his tracks. He’d been whistling. He quit, but still, it resounded inside his head, a happy tune.


  Cait Brennan. PhD. Geologist. Mystery Woman in Waders. Hiding enough sadness to drown a person twice her size.


  She got more intriguing by the hour.


  He couldn’t let his attraction take him down that road. Truth was though, no matter how he tried, he found it hard to think of her as a dark construct, or even a half-blood elf gone to the bad, or one of the rare Lesser Fae. As rare as they were it would be far rarer for one to go to the darker paths.


  Of course, he reminded himself, she could be all the more dangerous for that very reason.


  “All the better to fool you with, Bayliss.” Somehow, it still didn’t change his mood. He whistled all the way to the car.


  *     *     *


  As her neighbor whistled back down the path, Cait watched, and her hormones sat up and took note of the excellent rear view. He had one fine body. He was bigger than she’d remembered, broader through the chest and shoulders. While not freakishly tall, he was certainly over six feet. She put his weight at a trim two twenty.


  And muscle. The lean kind she liked. He might fool people with that easy going smile and friendly manner, but he was strong and powerfully built, if she was any judge, not exactly what he pretended to be. Still, she remembered what a man like that could do with all of his own…hormones.


  “Get your mind out of the swamp, Cait,” she said out loud. “Built or not, he’s off limits.”


  Her libido was clearly not interested in her logical input, because the neglected female inside her continued to catalogue his physical attributes—nice smile, thick hair, strong hands—as her hands capped bottles and stored them. She was actually testing the water, but for chemicals that would betray the Ty-Op’s presence.


  Aiden moved well, like a man who was at home in his skin. She’d known lots of well-muscled, fit men in the Corps. Many of them had that same grace of movement. Precise. Contained. Smooth.


  “Interesting.” She climbed the bank and stamped the mud and weeds off her boots. Seeing no one on the path, she used her PDA to scan the samples. The screen read one after the other—negative so far—but she hardly noticed the beep-beep as the information processed.


  Aiden Bayliss, sexy, hunky computer nerd, was a distraction she didn’t need. And in her experience, that type noticed things. Details. They had to in their work, especially in a city that ran on politics. They were apt to draw conclusions and go digging for information normal people couldn’t get.


  Or they were totally oblivious to the real world.


  She would lay odds Aiden was one of the detail types.


  “Not what you need, Cait.” No Earth human was what she needed. Not even for a fling. Not as long as she was employed by the Sh’Aitan.


  Still, Bayliss was one hell of a nice-looking distraction.


  Jerking her attention back to the samples, she frowned. In the last two samples, the faintest traces were there, so she was not far off the mark. The Ty-Op was probably downstream, nearer the city. That meant more difficulties in trapping it and more potential for prying eyes.


  She’d use these as a baseline and come back tomorrow to go further down the river. Flipping her phone to record, she made secondary notes.


  “Scan at Swains Lock and at Great Falls negative. Trace upstream from the Chain Bridge parking area. More trace half a mile downstream. Five vials in the canal, five in the Potomac. Separate sites, no trace in the canal at all.”


  If the Tidal Basin showed more than trace, it meant that the Ty-Op was between where she was now and the city.


  “Typical. Worst possible place.”


  The creature would probably avoid going as far south as Reagan National airport. There was a power plant there, and the water would be warmer. Ty-Ops liked it cooler.


  Still planning her course of action, she gathered her things and walked back to the Chain Bridge parking area.


  She returned to the condo in the fading light of late afternoon. An unfamiliar car sat in the formerly empty space marked for Three-A. She’d also seen a limo parked near the entrance as she drove down into the garage.


  Matching this with Aiden’s comment about the shack up pad, she decided the couple must be pretty well off, or very highly connected.


  The sight of a dark-suited woman perched watchfully on one of the stiff lobby chairs told her highly connected was dead on. The woman was, ostensibly, reading The Washington Post. The minute Cait opened the door from the garage, the woman tensed and leaned forward.


  Cait recognized security in one glance, possibly government by the clear earpiece tucked discreetly in her collar. That meant a team. Cait smiled a hello, then pretended to ignore the woman entirely.


  Shit. She’d better let the Sh’Aitan know to deepen and broaden whatever cover they’d created for her.


  Tarik had left at five, and an older night watchman, Dave by his nametag, was on duty. She accepted another FedEx package and raised an eyebrow, tilting her head toward the watching woman.


  “Three-A?” was all she said.


  Dave flashed her a gap-toothed smile. “That’s right. Quiet-like most times. Then right active, if you know what I mean.” He said it with a wink.


  “You bet,” she replied in the same laconic tone. Taking the mail, she wished him goodnight. Ms. Protective Detail watched her climb the stairs. Cait grinned. After Serbian rebels and the various aliens she’d faced down, the stare of a plain old human guard didn’t faze her.


  Once inside, she checked her own security measures. With what looked like a Senator, Congressman or woman, or possibly a cabinet member, boinking next door, she wouldn’t put it past some officious protector to check out the new neighbor’s condo.


  To her relief, all her telltales were still in place. She shut off the infrared monitors and picked up the small slips of paper, stacking them on the desk for later use.


  If she’d known she’d have a cheating dignitary as a sometime neighbor, she’d have insisted on a different living space. For an ST, exposure was NOT an option. If the press found out about whatever was up next door, her anonymity could be compromised. That could mean the end of her job, and possibly the end of her life. The Sh’Aitan didn’t play when it came to secrecy.


  She so didn’t want to go there.


  Her stomach rumbled. Early for dinner, but she was starving. Unfortunately, the refrigerator was bare.


  She borrowed a takeout menu from the security desk and called in an order. The day guard had clued her in that she’d broken protocol by having the pizza guy come to the door.


  “They should be here within thirty minutes,” she said to Dave as she turned to go back upstairs. “You’ll give me a call, right?”


  “Yes, ma’am, sure will,” Dave assured her.


  Security Chick watched her the whole time.


  Cait stopped in the hallway, listening intently. The shack up was none of her business and she didn’t care. But what happened around her that could expose who she was? That was a different thing. It paid to keep eyes and ears open.


  All that came through Three-A’s door were the faint sounds of conversation. Since that could be the television, it was useless.


  Without warning, the hair on the back of Cait’s neck rose. She spun to look down the stairs. She was out of Dave’s line of sight and the security chick’s as well. Yet she still had the sense of being assessed. Measured. Watched. It was even stronger outside her door. Her nerves twitched and pinged.


  Not good. Was it Aiden Bayliss, of the nice ass and steely gaze? Or the yet-to-be-met Mrs. Potts?


  Cait hurried inside. Grabbing her PDA, she set it to scan for alien life forms, or any prying electronic eyes.


  Adrenaline pulsed when it beeped a fast-busy sequence, but the excitement was short-lived. Within seconds, it flatlined into a “no scanable data” signature.


  “Dammit.” She shut it down, then rebooted. This time it went straight from scanning to flatline.


  But her intuition said someone or something had been watching her in that hallway.


  An alien would have registered.


  Anything else would have—or should have—given her the proverbial Prepare to Freak Out symbols on her scanner rather than no data.


  The Kith hadn’t reported anything else on-planet right now other than the one-probably-two Ty-Ops. And no Earth technology could monitor her without registering on the PDA.


  “One of those moments,” she groused. She hated it when there was no hard evidence. She could still hear Brian Dusenberg, her squadron leader, in her headset. “Hey Mystic, got any feelings ’bout this mission?” he’d asked as the engines of the three Harrier jets roared to life and they rolled in a line toward takeoff.


  When she’d said yes, they’d believed her. Trusted her. Taken all the precautions they could take. And the whole thing had gone to hell anyway, even with her warning.


  That same feeling rode along her spine right this very minute.


  
    Chapter Seven

  


  Cait headed straight for the bedroom. She snapped open one of her stainless steel cases.


  She was already armed, but she wanted more.


  The glitter didn’t distract her. She slid simple silver bracelets set with gold designs and red and blue gems on her wrists.


  They went with any outfit, from jeans to cocktail attire, and featured laser weapons and poisoned darts which would work on most life forms with a varying degree of toxicity.


  “Now I feel better,” she announced to the quiet room. She touched a sequence on the garnet-like stones, and the bracelets contracted, fitting themselves close to her skin. The small, innocuous-looking hand laser, which she dropped in the pocket of her hoodie, was just a nod to her paranoia.


  “Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean there’s not someone following you.”


  Her Harrier strike squadron had held its fire against orders and avoided killing a platoon of marine infantrymen because of her gut “feelings.” Those same feelings had saved the other pilots and aircraft in the fiasco that had taken her military career. The ambush, which could so easily have taken them all, only caught her.


  She was also one of the longest serving STs for Earth. If paranoia meant survival, she’d take it.


  When the intercom buzzed, she jumped.


  “Jeeeez, woman,” she chided herself. “Get a grip.”


  She tugged her sleeves over the bracelets and locked the condo door behind her as she went to get her food. The I’m watching feeling had dissipated, but the taste of it was still there. Complications were not part of the plan, damn it.


  All she wanted was to get the known Opthoid out of the river and get it spacebound. That would take away the primary threat. If there was a second one, and she was going to go with the Murphy’s Law likelihood that there was, she could then find it at her leisure rather than having to deal with poisoned watercourses and toxic cleanup.


  Then, she promised herself, she’d take a few days of R&R before heading back shipside.


  As she passed the still-hostile guard chick, a Sh’Aitan proverb popped into her mind.


  Even clear waters hold monsters.


  The thought, and the timing of it, pissed her off.


  Back at her door, meal in hand, she glanced across the hall. Did Aiden have some kind of psi talent? People who did sometimes gave her that antsy, being-watched feeling. And there had been that blue flash…


  It hadn’t registered as alien, but you never knew. Had he been the source?


  A conundrum crossed with a mystery. None of which she needed.


  Alternating keystrokes and bites of dinner, Cait monitored the DC-metro news. Unprepared equaled dead. Her least favorite drill sergeant had shouted that at her over and over. It had been annoying. But true.


  “Speaking of annoying, what possessed you to say you’d go to lunch with Aiden, you idiot?” She forked up a bite of spicy beef.


  “All right, you’ll do lunch with him one time, if he asks again, which he will, given the glint in his eye. But that’s that.”


  A good plan. She just hoped she could stick to it. Lance notwithstanding, she could use a little male attention.


  “Either way, other than lunch, he’s off limits, m’girl,” she lectured herself. “Do the job. Get it done, and screw the complications.” She snickered. “Not the neighbor.”


  Vigilance had gotten her through flight school. Earned her the wings she’d worked so hard for, and when she was shot down, it had kept her alive on the ground until help arrived. She’d survived, and so had the Force Recon team she’d fought beside as they’d defended their hopeless position. And it had paid off.


  If Aiden were the source of the twitchies, and not just the sexual twitchies, an hour or two at lunch would confirm it.


  Her PDA beeped with the download signal.


  “Huh.” She read the dispatch twice. The words didn’t change.


  According to the Kith, Aiden Bayliss was just what he said he was. A software geek. A very successful one. Her heart clenched over the childhood tragedy that took his parents’ lives, and she frowned over a carjacking in Atlanta that put him in the hospital for months, but nothing else stood out.


  It was there, in black and white, but it wasn’t right.


  She knew there was more.


  *     *     *


  A fight was coming. Aiden was sure of it.


  He shoveled in more leftover spaghetti as he paced around the kitchen. He wasn’t particularly hungry, but he’d learned his lesson. He couldn’t work without fuel.


  That shielding on Cait’s condo was adept-level work. And she wasn’t on the Council’s radar.


  If she was witness protection, that might explain the cleaned records, but it didn’t explain the shields.


  He’d only ignored red flags like that once in his life. Because of a woman. Thanks to that woman, death had nearly taken him through the curtain in the bloodiest possible way.


  The woman was still running from Aiden, and all she’d seen, as far as he knew. He’d had a chance with Marcia, or so he thought, a chance to have more than just magic and software. A chance to have a life. A real one. A future. A legacy.


  Everything he’d ever wanted.


  But that was for other people. Marcia taught him that.


  He should be grateful, really. That hard slap of reality, that ultimate rejection in his hour of need, told him he was destined to be alone. Always. Other adepts might have families, might make lives that interconnected with their magic.


  His magic was too volatile. Too dangerous.


  He was too dangerous.


  “Old news. Shake it off. Marcia moved on. You’ve done the same.”


  Maybe after he did his evening magical scan, he’d put the building’s weight room to good use. Pounding iron was exactly what he needed to drown that line of thinking. He needed to get some of the static out of the way. The sexual tension from his neighbor. A summons from the Council. All of it was interfering with his ability to keep things focused.


  Maybe the Council would finally answer his petition for the position in Seattle or Dallas. If he had to live this life, he wanted to go where he was really needed. He had to be where he could be useful, make a difference, or he was going to go nuts.


  But for now, he wanted to figure out what the hell was going on in DC.


  He took a quick, cleansing shower and changed to his adept’s ceremonial robe. Then he gathered his tools. Taking both sword and athame from their cases in the closet, he went to the second bedroom. One flip rolled back the rug to uncover the circle of inlaid wood inscribed with ancient symbols and glyphs for the four directions.


  Shifting his altar from where he stored it discreetly under the bed to the center of the ritual circle, Aiden lit candles in tall, forged-iron holders at the four cardinal points, saluting the quarters as he worked around the ritual space. After a moment of prayers to both the God and Goddess of the Hunt for this working, he gave his usual respect to the Christian God of his childhood.


  That done, Aiden called the power of the Circle around him.


  Silver-blue light sprang up, gleaming around the outer edges of the inlaid wood. The intensity of the light showed that he was indeed at full strength.


  Ready.


  Aiden knelt and reverently laid his tools on either side of the altar. Aligning them perfectly, he called the natural elements.


  “Earth is strong, and water holds my fate,” he chanted, dipping fingers in salt, earth from his native Texas and purified water. “Fire I call, and Air, its mate.”


  He lit the small candle on the altar and tapped the chime that sat on it for air. It wasn’t the usual order, but it worked for him.


  The shielding mantle of elemental protection rose as a second layer of fortification around him, feeling comfortable and steady.


  This time, he’d start from the outermost reaches of his territory and work inward. He would See what he needed to See.


  Blocking out the physical, he focused deeply into his own magical network. He let the energy flows in his body surface to his mind. A cut on his hand from the fight which he hadn’t noticed, the itch of the tape and gauze over the healed stitches, the faded bruises. The last bad bone break from Atlanta, still achy but healed. He acknowledged and dismissed those.


  With deeper and deeper breaths, he shifted from physical grounding to Sight.


  The map formed in his mind. Sliding along I-95, he scanned Baltimore, the harbor and all the southern suburbs surrounding that city.


  There were blips and peeps of paranormal activity and magic, but all in the normal range. Every place had its ghosts, its witches, working Wiccans and solo practitioners, along with geists and haints of a more sinister kind. None needed his attention right now.


  In a tighter spiral, he saw the points in his mind. “Columbia.” He called their names. “Beltsville. La Plata.”


  The horse country around Warrenton, Virginia, held a well-organized coven guarded by spells and wards dating back to the first settlers. The bright green sparks of a grove of Druids winked near the Blue Ridge.


  Coming in slightly, he hit the DC Suburbs.


  “Potomac. Silver Spring.” He knew where all the serious groups were, so he passed them by without much of a glance. It was coming up on Samhain, so there was more activity.


  A part of his mind made a note to get Halloween candy.


  None of the blips were out of place. They weren’t his river culprit. Something about that power signature had him on edge.


  “Nothing, dammit,” he growled.


  There was activity but not what he was seeking. The Car Barn, Whitehurst Freeway, the Boathouse. Outward along Canal Road in DC.


  There. The same blip he’d felt before. Different than any living creature he’d encountered. Different than a human working magic. Odd, odd, odd.


  Other.


  He’d pinpoint it. Could be an artifact, or a relic uncovered by the recent rains.


  He continued his sweep, tighter into the city where he was the center of the web. Massachusetts Avenue. Connecticut. Independence…


  The blast of energy hit him like a freight train.


  For a moment, he blacked out in the face of the hideous burst of insensate agony. A sledgehammer of force drove the wind out of him, and stars spangled his field of vision as he struggled to breathe. When he regained consciousness he was face-down on the floor on top of his tools. He was unprepared for the magnitude, much less the proximity.


  “What the fuck was that?” he gasped, struggling upright. It hadn’t been directed at him, but whoever got the brunt of it would need help. With a gesture and three words, he dismissed the quarters–the energy of the circle—and absorbed its elemental power.


  He would need every erg of power he could summon, and quite possibly the reservoirs of power stored in the building.


  With a shrug he dropped his robe to the floor and yanked on his jeans, then pulled his shirt over his head. Before he could manage shoes, the screaming started.


  “Shit, shit, shit!” he cursed, leaping for the door. It was inside the building’s shields. A direct attack. Inside his boundaries!


  “God dammit. Dead. I’m so dead.” How could he have missed anything crossing the building shields?


  Was the Council right? Was he really that damaged?


  Reason tried to correct him. It shouldn’t be possible. Not without a breath of alert. How the hell was there something within the shields?


  Impossible.


  But happening.


  Cait Brennan lives inside the shields.


  He shoved all that aside and jerked open the door. He had no backup. It was him or disaster.


  Aiden braced himself and, within a second, he was glad he had. A blast of psychic energy hit him the minute the door cleared the jamb.


  Death. Violent, painful Death.


  The malevolence of the act broadcast with hurricane intensity, assaulting both physical and psychic senses at once.


  His vision wavered, but his shields held as the roiling black-purple force of death rolled over him and past him, bouncing off the white, white walls of the upper foyer. Within a heartbeat, his eyes stopped watering, and he both saw and Saw the devastation.


  The hot, coppery smell of bloody death stung his nose, overlaid with the stench of emptied bowels. A sharp, acrid, musky undertone lingered over it all, something unfamiliar and caustic.


  It was the last scent that made him want to gag. The others were bad, but familiar. Human. This pungency was not, itching and stinging the back of his throat with an acid snap the way a poison might. A million times stronger, but it was the same scent he’d smelled the morning after his fight.


  The day Cait Brennan arrived.


  He swallowed and swallowed to wash it away as he took in the gory scene.


  The high-pitched ululation was Mrs. Potts, who was riveted to the view into Three-A. Dave, the desk guard, and a dark-suited woman had run up the stairs as Aiden flung open his door. Cait Brennan’s door whipped back as well. Her hair dripped and her clothes were mismatched.


  They all moved toward Mrs. Potts and in a pack, they reached her.


  “Oh, my God,” Cait stuttered.


  
    Chapter Eight

  


  Three-A was lit like a movie set. Two halogen lamps lay on the floor, without their crumpled shades, which lay in the room beyond. What they illuminated was a vista from the depths of Hell.


  “Sweet Mary, Mother of God.” He heard Dave whisper the words.


  Two men sprawled on the floor. One lay just inside the door, as if he’d met death as it was leaving, its handiwork complete. The other lay beyond the first, his face mere inches from the other man’s heels.


  Both were dressed in what had been dark suits. Their white shirts were torn open, their ties askew, but oddly intact. Blood and gore spilled onto the floor from vicious wounds. The white wall of the entry behind the men was a spray of still-dripping red.


  That was bad, but the rest of the carnage stretched the imagination to madness.


  Beyond them, a woman and another, older man were plastered to the far wall, impaled there by some sort of spears or rods. Their unmarked faces were twisted in horror, their naked torsos riddled with punctures and slashes. Every inch of the surrounding wall and floor were covered with blood.


  “Great gods and guardians preserve us,” Aiden whispered. Hearing his own words broke his stasis and he moved forward.


  The dark-suited woman spun to block him, her body braced in a defensive posture.


  “We have to see if those men are alive,” he said, pointing to the men on the floor. He thought one of them might still be breathing.


  “We have to get help. Yes, help. Help! Oh, God, the blood!” Dave gibbered wildly as he whipped out his cell phone. He must have dialed nine-one-one, but all he seemed to be able to say was, “Oh God, the blood!”


  The security woman snatched the cell and crisply gave the address, identified herself as congressional security and requested Secret Service, and FBI notifications.


  He and Cait moved in tandem toward the men who lay on the floor. Eviscerated they might be, but they could still be alive.


  The security woman drew her weapon and motioned them back. White as a sheet, and visibly trembling, she nevertheless kept her voice level as she ordered them to stay put.


  “No, not you, the bystanders,” she said to the 911 dispatcher. “Get me cops here now, dammit!” she snarled into Dave’s phone. She tossed it to Dave, who continued to regale the dispatcher with everything that came into his mind.


  Pulling out her own phone, she hit a button.


  “It’s Parkinson. We have an incident.”


  Cait moved forward again.


  “Stay back!” Parkinson pointed the gun at Cait’s belly. Pale and gulping, Parkinson held onto her officious manner. “It’s a crime scene.”


  “They might still be alive,” Cait snapped, her voice a lash of sound as she moved back to comfort Mrs. Potts. “He’s right, you always check, a man down isn’t a man dead.”


  Cait turned Mrs. Potts away from the hideous view, putting her arms around the still-shaking woman. With her face buried in Cait’s shoulder, Mrs. Potts sobbed in great wrenching gasps.


  Looking unsteady, Parkinson nodded. She crouched to touch a finger to the first man’s throat, shook her head. Dead. She kept her cool as she continued to report to whoever she’d called. “Three dead, this address.”


  Shifting slightly, she checked the second.


  “Man down, man down!” She shouted the words. “We’ve got one alive. Get me EMS stat!!”


  This time Aiden was the one to snatch the cell from Dave, who was still talking non-stop. “We need an ambulance on the double,” he barked. “One of the men is still alive.”


  Cait pulled free of Mrs. Potts and, without a word, pushed the officious Parkinson aside. “Mr. Bayliss, get me some towels,” she ordered. “Hurry!”


  He raced into his apartment, grabbed clean towels and was back within seconds. He passed them to Cait, who knelt next to the survivor and was applying pressure. Her hands were already a bright red blur against the man’s pristine shirt.


  Meeting Aiden’s eyes, Cait looked fiercely pissed. Her features hardened as they took in the carnage.


  Sirens screamed nearer. A rush of feet and a rattle of metal signaled the arrival of EMS, and the crackle of radios, the arrival of the police. The EMTs took over and Cait hurried out of their way.


  “Aiden,” Cait whispered sharply, taking the towel he offered.


  “What?” He too whispered, a hiss of sound underlying Dave’s ongoing monologue. He flicked a glance at the agent, who was distracted as she now barked orders into her own phone, pacing up and down the upper foyer.


  Cait’s touch on his arm made his shields crackle with electric force. The surprise on Cait’s face would have been comical if the situation weren’t so grave. Goddamn it, he’d scanned her as null, but she’d reacted to his shield energy.


  “Damp your…your…whatever that damn blue light is,” she hissed right back. “Shut it down. And get a blanket for Mrs. Potts.”


  
    Chapter Nine

  


  Utter astonishment sang within him even as he hustled back to his apartment to grab the Washington Nationals throw from his couch. With a mental twist, his shields, flickering pale blue and iridescent in his Othersight, disappeared as if they’d never been.


  Fuck. He was a professional. A goddamn Adept Enforcer, and an extraordinarily gifted one at that.


  Lot of good your gifts are doing the people of the city you were sent to protect. Caught with your pants down in your own building.


  He ruthlessly cut off the mental self-flagellation. People were dead, inside his wards. He didn’t deserve to wallow.


  She shouldn’t have seen anything more than a halo from the overhead lights. And the fact that she could see his shields proved what the evidence had been screaming and what he’d wanted so much to ignore.


  Cait Brennan was Other.


  She was a well-shielded, adept-level being, and if she wasn’t on the Council’s list, it was because she wasn’t Council trained or recognized. That made her a threat.


  Possibly a high-power predator, and there was every reason to believe that, because Aiden hadn’t acted quickly enough, three people had died.


  Just like in Atlanta.


  He wrapped the blanket around Mrs. Potts, who seemed to be recovering somewhat from her shock.


  “Get me direct line to Bethesda,” one of the EMS techs yelled into his shoulder mic, even as he continued to reel off medical stats, blood pressure, heart rate and more.


  Pulling Cait next to him, Aiden whispered, “We need to talk. Immediately.”


  The slap of feet running up the stairs stemmed her reply.


  Four conservatively dressed men, more congressional security, he presumed, slid to a stop and froze at the sight of Parkinson, bloody and shaking, as well as the dead agent on the floor.


  An older, heavy-set, aggressive man began shooting out orders and questions.


  “Carter, call headquarters. Tamisheri, get me Bill During. Hale, get these people contained. Parkinson? Report.”


  Hale moved forward, arms outstretched to herd Dave toward them. Aiden took it in, but he turned back to Cait and locked his gaze on hers. As his irritation mounted, he thought he saw a ripple in her features, an overlay of another woman with golden hair and emerald eyes. The vision woman.


  Then it was gone.


  More sirens screamed up outside, and a uniformed officer hurtled up the stairs, followed hard by two plainclothes officers, guns drawn. At the sight of the guns, Dave dropped to the floor to sit, still shaking, still babbling into his phone.


  Seeing the obvious federal suits, the newcomers dropped the muzzles of their guns, and slowed, but when they caught sight of the blood and carnage, the weapons came right back up.


  The second EMS tech glanced up. “Somebody bring us the goddamn back board.”


  The officer and one plainclothes hurried to comply.


  The first plainclothes officer stood his ground, his weapon at the ready. “What’s going on here, gentlemen? We’re homicide. What the hell?”


  “Chavez, Bureau,” the big man growled. “Set up a crime scene and secure these witnesses. Get your men to set up a perimeter.”


  The officer’s jaw tightened. “My people? Paul,” he called to the other man who’d brought the backboard, who was now standing as far toward the stairs as possible, gulping and pale. “Call this in. We’re gonna need backup and some help with jurisdiction.”


  With a grateful grunt, Paul jogged down the stairs and disappeared. Turning back, the detective eyed Chavez.


  “You can’t block a homicide scene in my city, Mister Chavez. If you or your people—” he pointed at the female agent now slumped against the wall, her head on her knees, “—have contaminated the scene, there’ll be hell to pay. Understand?”


  Chavez drew himself up. “Fuck you, Detective,” he snarled derisively. “A US Senator is in that room nailed to a wall. Literally. One of my men is dead on the floor and the other is dying.”


  “Not if I can help it,” the EMT tech snapped.


  “Clear a fucking path,” the larger EMT barked. Cops and agents scrambled and even Chavez stepped back for them. The backboard cradled between them, with one end supported by the hovering Agent Hale, they rushed away, barely pausing at the stairs as they hefted the board down the incline.


  Wheels rattled and shouts of “Get out of the damn way!” rang through the lobby. Then they were gone.


  “I’m in charge here. I’m containing the scene,” Chavez leapt into the breach. “My senator, my jurisdiction. Back on down.”


  The detective didn’t move.


  “Bullshit to that, Chavez. You’re on my beat.”


  Voices raised, the two men went at it. Backed against the wall, Aiden, Cait and Mrs. Potts were edging toward Aiden’s door when a voice from the lobby rang out.


  “Break it up, you fuckin’ idiots. This is a crime scene, not fight club.” A few seconds later, a man came up the stairs.


  “What?” the newcomer growled. “You want the fuckin’ Channel Four and The Washington Post down here along with the rest of the damn building?”


  Aiden suppressed a groan. The man stomping up the stairs was a cop he knew. Relief and irritation hit him in equal measure. Lt. Tyrone McNamera, familiarly known as Tank, was one of Washington’s top cops and a welcome sight.


  And a pain in Aiden’s ass.


  Tank was followed by four more uniforms and the detective who’d gone to make the call.


  Tank would cut through the bullshit and get things organized, which was good. The bad news was there was no way Aiden could get around him. Tank knew him. And Tank had a good idea of who and what Aiden was.


  This whole thing was screwed. Sideways.


  Tank’s arrival had come none too soon, as there were people coming out of the elevator down in the main lobby. He recognized their voices. He heard Mr. Zahelli, a nosy old codger from three, asking what the devil was going on, and various comments from others along that same line.


  A curt twist of the head from Tank sent three of the uniforms down to block access. Tank glanced over at him and Aiden saw him wince. He heard a muttered, “Aw, hell.”


  “You, Herman, take these people inside that apartment.” He gestured toward Aiden’s place and indicated Aiden, Cait and Mrs. Potts. “Martin, get that guy up and in there too.” He pointed at Dave.


  Herman moved to comply, helping the guard to stand.


  “I think I’m going to pass out,” Dave moaned.


  “Bring him in here, on the couch,” Aiden ordered.


  Taking charge, Aiden motioned Cait in and held the door for the officer to follow. He strode to the living room, kicking his robe under the sofa as he went. Shoving the newspaper and a book off onto the floor, he helped get Dave settled.


  As nonchalantly as he could, he closed the door to his workroom, snuffing the still-burning candles with a muttered spell and a thought of release. When he turned back, he saw Cait’s face and let loose with a string of silent curses.


  She’d seen or felt something when he put out the candles.


  He motioned for her to sit, but spoke to her as if they were strangers. “Can I get you some water, Miss…”


  “Doctor. Doctor Brennan. Cait Brennan.” In spite of the events, her voice was firm, eyes clear. She recognized the ploy and was playing along. Thank the good gods. “And yes, please. I’d love some water.” She had her hands folded in the bloody towel. “Would you mind if I washed up?”


  “Not at all. Here, let me take that,” he said, getting a trash bag for the bloody towel. “The bathroom is there, in the hall.”


  “Detective? Anything for you? Mrs. Potts?” He had to get to the kitchen for a moment, clear his thoughts, check his shields. What had gotten through? How could that butchery have happened inside the shields but still have been screened from him?


  Cait Brennan was shielded. Better than anybody he’d ever encountered.


  And she’d been wet from a shower. Was she washing off the blood?


  “Nothing for me,” the detective said. “Come right back. I need to get your name and your statement.”


  Mrs. Potts made a strangled negative, shaking her head, so Aiden moved around the corner. He got glasses, dispensed ice, as questions roiled in his mind.


  Cait Brennan was Other. But what, exactly, was she? Could she be strong enough to lift the hefty Midwestern senator up five feet on the wall and impale him, all while maintaining the tightest of shields?


  If she was powerful enough to shield so cleanly against Aiden’s probes, maybe she didn’t need physical strength.


  He hated it, but he had to face the truth. It wasn’t a big leap from that kind of shielding skill to murder.


  She’d been in the shower. Would the timeline have worked?


  It would have been tight.


  Her actions had already proven she wasn’t on the up and up. Was she a rogue adept?


  Bloody fucking hell. Maybe she wasn’t Other. He’d known her shields were adept level, but why had it just now occurred to him that it might be much simpler than Other—that he might be dealing with another magical human, another adept?


  Why hadn’t he thought of that immediately?


  And if she was strong enough to do that, what was she going to do with the death energy gained from the murders?


  The images of the dead curdled his gut. He was going to need something stronger than water.


  He walked back into the living room. As he handed Cait her glass, their hands brushed. He got a fiery shock, and the water in the glass bubbled with the force of their energy.


  Double fuck. This sort of thing didn’t happen in DC.


  It IS happening, Bayliss. Get the hell over it and deal.


  Nothing about her said, “Hi, I’m Evil and I’m going to screw up your day, actually, your life.”


  Nothing screamed murderer. Logic said she couldn’t have killed three people–probably four–gotten back into her condo, showered, and come out at the same time as the bodies were discovered. However, magic wasn’t always logical, as he well knew.


  And she knew something. It was there, in her eyes.


  Walking to the cabinet by the TV, he pulled out the Scotch and poured a shot. “Anyone else?”


  “I could use one,” Cait murmured, meeting his gaze. “And I think Mrs. Potts should have something. Maybe brandy if you have it.”


  He poured more amber liquid into another glass and passed it to Cait. This time he made sure he didn’t come into contact with her fingers. Her lips quirked. She knew he’d deliberately avoided the touch. Splashing brandy into a snifter, he knelt to wrap Mrs. Potts’s shaking fingers around the glass, helping her to sip.


  “There now,” he soothed. “That’ll help.”


  “Ahem,” the detective started. “If I could get your names?” His notebook was out and pen poised. He turned to look at Aiden. “Sir?”


  “Aiden Bayliss. I live here.” He gestured to indicate the condo.


  The detective turned to Cait. “And you Miss…uh, Doctor?”


  Cait’s smile was wobbly, and something twisted in Aiden’s gut. That dimple was killer. But was Cait?


  Aiden clenched his jaw so tight his teeth ached. It was hard to reconcile, but he was deeply afraid he already knew the answer.


  “Dr. Cait Brennan,” she said. “I’m a geologist. I’m across the hall. Just got back from Turkey a few days ago.”


  “So, you don’t know your neighbors, Dr. Brennan?” The detective’s eyes were sharp, his gaze fixed on hers.


  Aiden saw irritation flash, but it didn’t ring in her voice. “No, detective…” She paused, evidently waiting for him to supply his name.


  “Herman, Ma’am. Detective Herman.”


  Cait nodded. “Dave,” she said, and tilted her head toward the moaning security guard, “indicated that Three-A wasn’t used very often.” Her swallow was audible. “The first I knew of any problem tonight was when Mrs. Potts started screaming.”


  “Mrs. Potts lives in Two-A,” Aiden supplied.


  Detective Herman’s voice took on a gentler note as he addressed the older woman. “Mrs. Potts, how did you happen to be out in the hall? Can you tell me what happened?”


  “I…I was coming in from my bridge night,” she wavered, her voice frail and papery. “I heard a noise as I was coming up the stairs, but I was looking down, minding my step.”


  “What noise did you hear?”


  She frowned. “I’m not sure. It was scratchy and scrabbly, like dog claws on the floor.” She looked up at the detective. “No one on this floor has a pet, so I was afraid one was loose. I looked up, just as I got to the top of the stairs.” She began to shake and Cait put an arm around the older woman’s shoulders.


  “Have another sip of brandy,” Aiden urged. “It’ll help.”


  “Yes, thank you,” she murmured, sipping dutifully. A grimace of distaste crossed her features. “I do hate brandy.”


  “Go on when you can,” the detective prompted.


  “Yes. Well. I got to the top of the stairs and saw the door to Three-A ajar. I could hear a noise, a groan.” Her sharp, blue eyes were full of tears, which spilled over onto her lined cheeks. “I worked in a hospital at the end of the Korean war. I’ve heard that before.” She paused, took a deep breath. “It’s…it’s mortal pain.” Another deep breath. “You don’t forget that sound.


  “So, I went over, pushed at the door. It swung open and I saw…I saw…” she paused, took a deep breath. “I haven’t seen such a sight in nearly sixty years. At the war hospital…” Her voice trailed off and she looked nauseous.


  “Mrs. Potts, I know this is difficult, but I need to ask these questions while everything is fresh in your mind,” Herman pressed on, even though he, too, looked a bit green.


  “Yes, yes, I understand.” She held a hand to her mouth, visibly controlling her emotions and stomach with deep uneven breaths. “I’ll do my best.”


  “Did you know any of the occupants?”


  She shook her head, closing her eyes for a moment. “No. That fellow and his gal, they weren’t in very often. Dave said he was a senator. Married.” Now there was color in her waxy cheeks, a flush of embarrassment or aversion. “Stupid to try and sneak around in this town, if you ask me, but I mind my own business.”


  “After you saw the, um, people who’d been attacked,” Herman stumbled over the description. “What did you do then?”


  “I think that’s when I began to scream,” the old lady said with simple dignity.


  Silence reigned for a moment as Herman waited for Mrs. Potts to continue. When she didn’t, he turned to Aiden.


  “Mr. Bayliss, you were the next person out in the hall?”


  “I think so, but Dr. Brennan came out about the same time I did. Dave and that security woman were coming up the stairs as I got to Mrs. Potts.”


  “Tell me what happened, exactly as you remember it.”


  “I was working in my office.” He gestured toward the closed door. “I heard Mrs. Potts scream,” he said. “I threw on jeans and a shirt and ran into the hall. I went to Mrs. Potts, and saw what she saw.”


  He’d seen some vile things in his time, but when something’s been trying to kill you, you kill it even if it’s messy and bloody. A life-or-death fight wasn’t the same as walking up on such complete butchery.


  “Ah, Dr. Brennan.” Herman started in on Cait. “How about you? Walk me through the events from your perspective.”


  Aiden watched her as she carefully recited the same sequence from her viewpoint. “I was in the shower when I heard the screams. Mr. Bayliss and I came out at the same time. I went to Mrs. Potts. I saw the mess.” She shuddered, and it looked genuine. “It was horrible.”


  The shudder rang true, but the clench of her jaw, the look in her eye told Aiden it wasn’t the worst she’d seen. One more mark in the Unknown and Dangerous column for Cait Brennan.


  “Amen to that,” Mrs. Potts contributed, unaware that she was matching his thoughts.


  “Dave and the security woman, Parkinson, came up,” Cait continued. “Dave called 911. I started over to check for a pulse on the two men by the door. I thought I saw one of them move. Parkinson stopped us,” Cait said, then gestured to Aiden. “We had that thought at the same time, I guess.”


  “That’s right,” he agreed.


  “Dave relayed to the dispatcher while Parkinson went in. She didn’t touch anything but the two men by the door. The first one was dead, she said. The second, alive. They called for an ambulance on Dave’s phone, but she also got her own phone and called in the federal people.”


  “What then?”


  “I went to help the man because I’ve had some rudimentary emergency training. Then you and the other officers came in and the shouting started,” Cait said with a grim smile.


  Because he was watching her so closely, he caught the change when her eyes narrowed and something flickered over her features. It cleared away when the detective looked back up.


  “And then?”


  “That’s it. You brought us in here.”


  “Would you like to add anything else, sir?” Herman turned to him.


  “No.”


  “Mrs. Potts?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Mr. Bayliss, have you been home all evening?”


  Aiden frowned. “Since about six. I ran some errands, made dinner, logged onto my computer.”


  Herman began to question Dave, and Aiden caught Cait’s eye. With a jerk of his head, he motioned toward the kitchen. She gave a barely perceptible nod.


  *     *     *


  Cait’s gut trembled with suppressed anger and consternation. Hellfire and damnation, how was she going to explain this to headquarters? She had to contact them immediately.


  With a senator involved, every person on-scene, hell, probably everyone in the building, would have their background checked. And a senator dead, nailed to the wall in a fairly spectacular display of strength, meant the situation was FUBAR.


  She’d already told the Kith to put in more background data, but if the Feds managed a warrant to search her place, there were a considerable number of unexplainable, highly advanced electronic devices in her living room and office.


  Oh, and don’t forget the alien weapons, poisons and other oddments tucked into your underwear drawer.


  All this ran through her mind as the detective questioned Aiden. She watched him keenly and knew she wasn’t mistaken.


  He was the source of that blue flare she’d seen the first night. That hot electricity was at odds with the hail-fellow-well-met face he showed the world. She’d already seen traces of that “other” Aiden—the dangerously clever, questioning one—when they met, and at the canal.


  There was a sharp mind there, one that put things together. He’d watched her then, on the canal, like he was watching now. Assessing. And if she were guessing, she’d say he didn’t particularly like the conclusions he’d drawn.


  And none of her reaction had anything to do with the decided physical attraction she had to him either.


  Liar.


  Cait squashed the vivid dream pictures that threatened to pop into her mind.


  Power flowed in him, somehow. She’d wondered if he was psi. No question about that now, after that electric-chair jolt. The Kith Seers told her it could be that way when two psi-gifteds met, touched. Their explanation paled in comparison to reality.


  But what was up with the blue aura stuff?


  The Seers hadn’t mentioned anything like that.


  The arrival and bustle surrounding the EMTs tending to the still-faint security guard, Dave, allowed Aiden to catch her eye. He motioned to the kitchen and she nodded. The earlier flirting was gone. His gaze was laden with suspicion and steel.


  Back atcha, buster. Tilting her glass, she rustled the ice.


  “Detective, Mr. Bayliss, is it all right if I get more water?”


  “Of course. Let me show you where it is.”


  “Come right back,” Herman said, still focused on Dave.


  Aiden followed her into the kitchen, and she turned immediately to face him.


  “Let’s make this quick.” He sketched a symbol in the air, and it flared to life, hanging like a neon sign, just about head-level.


  “Holy shit!” It was all she could manage.


  
    Chapter Ten

  


  No creature she’d met yet could do something like that without tools or devices.


  “What is that?” She reached out to touch the sigil. On contact, the image flared to incandescence, and exploded with a soundless pop she felt in her inner ears. Her whole system whirled, like the bottom of the elevator had dropped out. “Double-fucking hell!”


  She hung onto the edge of the counter for dear life. She checked her hand for burns but the skin was smooth and unmarred.


  “What the fuck?” she demanded.


  Aiden stared at her as if she were the monster.


  “What are you?” he hissed, straightening to his full height. No geeky-suave smile. No calm demeanor. The man who stood before her was intense and focused. Power hung around him like a cloak, a palpable thing. The look in his dark eyes was agate hard. In this guise, to every inner sense, he was a predator. This was the warrior with the sword she had seen with her inner eye.


  Was this the danger she’d sensed, but her equipment couldn’t scan? He leaned forward in menace, and she decided she had to bluff. She’d have a meltdown later.


  “Pretty spectacular trick.”


  “Trick?” he growled.


  Her mind scrambled for options, explanations, and opportunities to figure out what the hell to do.


  Obviously he had some stupendously secret things he wanted to stay secret. She could use that.


  “Unexplained phenomenon,” she tempered her comment. “Look. You have secrets. So do I. I didn’t kill those people. I have an assignment to accomplish which is totally incompatible with a murder investigation. I need to—have to—make a call, or my mission is going to fail in a monumentally spectacular fashion.”


  She took a breath, prayed the distraction was working and that he wasn’t going to hit her with some random light beam.


  “My mission failure will blow back on you, and obviously, you don’t need that either.”


  “A mission? From whom? Do you work for the Council?” He didn’t let her answer before he grabbed her arm. “Are you an adept?”


  “What’s an adept?” She waved that aside, but she looked down at his hand on her arm. “Let go of me!” she hissed and yanked her arm away. “Never mind. Whatever an adept is, I’m not one.”


  They got no further as Detective Herman rounded the corner. She finished filling her glass as Aiden got another from the cabinet. It must have appeared innocent, because Herman gave them a look of bland irritation.


  “Please stay out in the main room. Normally, we’d have you come to the station, be interviewed individually. In lieu of that, keep your conversation with one another to a minimum.”


  “Like in the TV shows,” she offered, deflecting his attention. No cop liked to be compared to a TV cop.


  “Not really, no.”


  “I want to go home, Detective. I won’t leave, I’ll be happy to answer any questions, but I need to get some shoes on,” she said, pointing to her bare feet. “I’m freezing, and my hair’s still wet.”


  “In a few minutes, ma’am. Maybe Mr. Bayliss has a towel or something.” Herman looked back over his notes. “I’m sure my superior will want to ask you some more questions. In fact, there’ll probably be a lot of people asking you questions.”


  “Why is that?” demanded Mrs. Potts, who’d come to stand with them in the doorway to the kitchen. Her voice was stronger, impatient. “I’ve answered your questions, sir, to the best of my ability. Tonight has been a terrible shock, and I’m sure tomorrow will be equally challenging. I want to go home. My son will be frantic that I’ve not called him.”


  “We’ll get you a phone,” Herman soothed. “Or we’ll call him to let him know you’re all right. As to why, jurisdiction, ma’am. The crime occurred in DC, and that’s for us, Metro Police. But the senator—” Herman had the grace to look away, and Cait saw him swallow convulsively. He wasn’t unaffected by all the blood, at least not as much as he pretended to be. “The United States senator’s death means it involves the Capitol Police, and obviously, the FBI.”


  “So, he really was a senator?” Mrs. Potts demanded.


  “Yes ma’am. His chief of staff, security…” He trailed off. He’d given information he wasn’t supposed to give. He’d filled in the other victims. “Now then, Mrs. Potts, let me ask you another question,” Herman said, flipping back through his notes, and leading them like ducks back to the living room.


  Ignoring him, Cait studied Aiden. What was an adept, noun not verb? The memory of that burning shape hanging there in space gave her a shiver. Jesus H, that had been impressive. How had he done that?


  A touch of atavistic fear niggled at her. Psi was one thing. But what the hell was with the glow?


  Psi was communication. It was electric contact sometimes, according to the Seers. It was hunches, or foreknowledge, foresight. It was telekinesis, if you were gifted that way.


  It wasn’t glowy letter-thingies hanging in a DC kitchen.


  The EMTs finished with Dave, and Cait was glad to see that he was sitting up. His color was more normal, though he still looked drained and shaky. She smelled the sharp tang of an ammonia capsule.


  Something about the smell…


  The thought blew the questions about Aiden from her mind as the scene from Three-A flashed behind her eyelids in all its heinous detail.


  The sight had been bad, the smell had been worse.


  The smell…Ohhhh, hell.


  “Dr. Brennan?” This from Aiden. Had she said something out loud?


  She held up a hand to forestall questions, as if she were fighting illness.


  “A moment,” she stalled, scanning her memory.


  Smell, smell, smell. What was it about that smell? She ran the possibilities through her mind.


  Cachians had a distinct odor, but they were herbivorous and pacifistic. Predenalits could be identified by scent, but only if you had the equipment to detect it.


  Species and details flitted like a Rolodex on fast forward. Mrs. Potts had mentioned the sound of claws on the floor…It was on the tip of her brain…


  “Dr. Brennan?” Herman questioned her, a sharp concerned note in his voice. The images slipped away like a wisp of fog. In that moment, she hated Detective Herman.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, “I just had a momentary flashback.” Ugh, that sounded so weak and girlie.


  “Here, sit,” Aiden said, taking her by the elbow. A shock of deep electricity rattled her bones. A hot, fast image of the two of them, entwined in passion, leapt into her mind.


  As quickly as it fired her blood, it was gone. Aiden had let go.


  Holy fucking crap. What the hell have I stumbled on? An alien living on Earth?


  The situation was barreling straight downhill into utter disaster and taking her along for the ride. She had to get back to her condo, get to the Kith. Let the Sh’Aitan know. Rim planet or no, they’d do anything to protect the ST anonymity. They would go to any lengths to protect the Alliance. They’d let her die, probably cheerfully. In fact, they would pull the trigger.


  Then they’d reprogram Lance and he’d become the lover-slash-warden for the next Earth Slip Traveler. She clamped her lips together before she laughed in hysterical desperation.


  Without a doubt, they already had another Slip Traveler in coldsleep, waiting for Cait to make a mistake and bite the big one.


  It freaked her out to know it, and this situation wasn’t helping.


  Dave slumped in his seat, his grey hair disheveled. He darted nervous glances toward the door.


  “Mr. Teasdale, I need to ask you some questions,” Herman prompted, bringing Dave’s attention back. Dave gave a reluctant nod. The EMT lifted off the mask and began packing up his things. “About the senator,” Herman said. “Why was he here? An infrequent visitor?” The question was open ended on purpose, Cait figured.


  “I didn’t expect them. The senator, he slips me a little extra,” Dave said, blushing defensively. “He’ll call ahead, sometimes ask me set up the, uh, table to be pretty. You know, for the lady.”


  Cait snorted a laugh, covering it with a cough. Mrs. Potts and Aiden had been right. Total shack up.


  “Did they come here frequently?”


  “No, no they didn’t. Maybe got some deliveries here sometimes, but nothing else.” Dave looked at all of them. “It didn’t seem like no big deal. Not really. Their business, you know? Now it’ll be horrible scandal.” Dave was moaning softly and rocking again.


  Yeah, yeah, yeah, poor man. If he could’ve kept his pants on, he might not be dead.


  Cait mentally retracted her knee-jerk reaction. She couldn’t abide cheaters, especially ones with power. However, she couldn’t let that cloud her judgment about how he had died.


  The sex and the shack up could have nothing to do with it. Or it could be everything.


  What the hell was it about that smell?


  She considered everyone’s comments, rearranging them in her mind. The smell popped up over and over, so it was important. She just didn’t know why. Blast it. She was missing something. She needed her equipment.


  Herman droned on and on with questions, even when each of them complained about the time, or asked to go home. Herman had declined, pressing each of them with more questions.


  She needed to talk to Aiden. In private. There were so many things she needed to discuss with the man, she decided with grim determination.


  He had secrets.


  He had some kind of Power. Possibly alien in origin.


  That was bad enough, but now he knew she had secrets as well, and power of a sort.


  And they both had a high profile murder case smack in their laps, with all that entailed.


  So. Not. Good.


  It could get worse, but not by much.


  The detective questioned, and she and Aiden watched one another. Mrs. Potts sighed and complained, and Dave moaned some more.


  “Detective Herman, please,” Cait implored for the fifth time, shivering. “I need to get on some dry clothes. Get my shoes. Lock up my apartment.”


  Disgruntled, Herman finally agreed, and before he could do more than assign an officer to accompany her, she hustled across the upper foyer. She managed to get her PDA, keyed into it as she found shoes. She paused long enough to dry her hair, which was nearly dry anyway. Tossing on a sweater, she locked up and headed back into the lion’s den.


  The officer who’d escorted her saw her back to her seat and returned to monitor the door. Glancing at Aiden, she mentally listed the things she needed to ask him.


  First, what the hell did he know about the senator?


  Second, what the hell was he doing here, in DC, with that kind of power, and what the hell was he?


  He might say he was some kind of uber-high-speed software geek, and his background scan said that too, but last time she checked that didn’t come standard with the ability to make glowing letters in the air. What the hell?


  Third, what gave him the right to ask her what she was up to?


  Fourth bullet point, was he solo or working for someone, and was it the government?


  Last but not least, he also needed, as a cherry on top, to tell her what the hell an adept was and why that was so bad.


  Yeah, that would work for bullet point number five.


  “Dr. Brennan, thank you for being so quick.” Herman called her attention to him. “Tell me about your job, and your activities today.”


  She sighed, but ran through her day, including her work along the canal. She mentioned her credentials, working them in nonchalantly. To add to her harmless appearance, she whipped the water purity testing permits out of her purse. There was a paper trail and he could go through it to his heart’s content.


  He wrote down the permit numbers, the divisions which issued them, and other pertinent details. Handing them back with a pleasant thank you, he was quiet for a bit.


  After making more notes in his book, he returned to questioning Dave and Mrs. Potts.


  “I’m going to make some coffee,” Aiden said, out of the blue. “Can I get anyone anything?”


  Cait raised her can of Coke. “Can I trouble you for a glass of ice? I brought this with me because I didn’t want to impose further on your hospitality, but I didn’t think about a glass and ice.”


  An hour passed, with Detective Herman finishing up, closing his book. “Folks, I don’t know how long you’re going to need to be here. Please don’t talk amongst yourselves. We need to isolate your stories, we don’t want you muddling one another up.”


  “A little late for that,” Mrs. Potts said, a bit caustically.


  “Yes ma’am,” Herman said, giving her a faint smile. “Officer Trent will keep an eye out for you.” Herman rose as if to leave, but Potts wasn’t through with him.


  “I need to call my son, like I said,” Mrs. Potts declared, looking at the delicate watch on her arm. “He’ll be over here in two shakes if I don’t call soon. He’s a good boy.” She smiled with sweet delight. “He worries.”


  “Mr. Bayliss, may Mrs. Potts use your phone for her call?”


  At Aiden’s nod, Herman called Officer Trent away from the door.


  “Trent, escort Mrs. Potts while she uses the phone. Mrs. Potts.” He took her hand, patted it, saying, “Please inform your son that there’s been an incident but that you’re okay. Don’t go into details.”


  “Detective Herman, I have a report due tonight. May I send it in?” Cait waved her PDA.


  Looking much put-upon, the detective agreed as long as she showed any missive to Officer Trent. She nodded. Since she’d already keyed in and let it drink her blood, she wouldn’t have to do anything unusual to connect with Headquarters.


  Lance – Sent samples to be processed. No luck or results yet. Problems here, may be delayed in calling in. Double check Turkish visa, had problem at gate. International stuff is such a problem. Domestic too, I guess. Also, cancel my dinner w/ Professor Brown at alma mater, reschedule. White papers are due. Are they ready? CV needs to be brought up to date now that Turkish job is finished. Have to stay in town. Will give details when I can, but it’ll be on the news shortly. Cover for me w/ the boss, will ya’?


  Hugs, CB


  When she finished, she handed the PDA to the officer and let him read the note.


  “You’ve been in Turkey?” he asked.


  “Yes, I returned from there day before yesterday. I was on a site appraisal. I’m a geologist.”


  “Hmmm. Lance a relative?”


  “Virtual Assistant,” she replied. “He keeps me organized and sane,” she said, which was purely the truth. “I delegate scheduling to him, otherwise I’d never get anywhere on time.”


  “Wish I could do that,” Officer Trent muttered, handing the device back to her. “That’s fine.”


  “Thanks.”


  As soon as it was away, she typed a second.


  Paula – trip uneventful. Arrived safely. Got started on my latest project. Haven’t hit deep water yet. Terrible thing happened. Homicide in the building. I’m sure it will be on the news. Lots of police and secret service. Sent the data via the bridge, you know the drill from there. Best, CB


  He gave it a cursory notice, and said, “It’s already on the news.”


  “Well, then I’m not in trouble for saying it, am I?”


  “Nope.” He handed the PDA back to her and she hit SEND.


  Each of the emails would tell their recipients, Lance in the first case and one of the Science-Team Kith for the second, that there was trouble, what kind of background reinforcement she would need—everything in her non-existent curriculum vitae needed to be inserted—and that, at the moment, she was safe. The mention of the authorities would tell them whose files to tamper with.


  She continued to use her PDA, writing as many quirky bits about the smell as she could. What she remembered, the hot coppery blood overlaid with something musky and, at the same time, astringent and acidic, as well as strength and variation, where she’d remembered any.


  What was it about that smell? There was something she needed to remember, and it was slipping away. She input the keywords blood, torture, smell, odor and scent marker in her search engine. With a touch of the stylus she set it working.


  There was a very slim chance that the senator had made some bad friends or worse enemies and been take out, quite spectacularly as a lesson to him and anyone else dealing with that particular group. Mentally grimacing, she acknowledged that there was also a chance that a jealous spouse had done the deed.


  Yeah, right.


  If he or she was seven or eight feet tall and had enough strength to hold a beefy man several feet up on the wall while simultaneously impaling him with something sharp and pointy.


  Oh, and while she was at it, keep everyone else, including two highly trained security people, from raising one hell of an alarm verbally, physically or psychically. Cait’s alarms would have gone off big-time if anything had registered. This was something that could block, or worse, absorb, all that agony, not to mention any noise from the screams.


  She didn’t know what kind of tech could do that, but she knew human technology didn’t go that far.


  So something non-Earthly. Based on Aiden’s statement, which matched her thoughts, the thing smelled bad to humans. Possibly multi-limbed. Something strong that had claws.


  The killer was alien. She had no doubt. But was the gruesome murder meant for her? Worse things had happened to other Slip Travelers when they’d gotten in the way of nefarious plans for a developing planet. Had her presence brought this danger to her neighbors’ doors?


  Worse, had the hit been alien in origin but actually meant for the senator?


  That would suck eggs through a tiny coffee stirrer. She considered the papers she’d pulled from the printer that morning, the details of the unattended death out west somewhere. Something about that set off a twitch in her intuition.


  She needed to read it again, and compare it to what had happened to the senator.


  If the two were connected…no, no, no.


  Talk about screwed. If this was evidence of aliens actively connected with humans at a high government level—it had happened before—there was going to be one hideous pile of shit to shovel. Much as she didn’t want anyone to be after her, personally, as the Earth ST, she liked the option behind Door Number Two—covert government involvement—even less.


  Rolling the possibilities around in her mind was giving her a wicked headache. It was eleven at night. She’d been up early and out in the field. She was tired and getting crankier by the minute.


  “Mr. Bayliss, may I use your restroom?” she asked.


  “Of course,” Aiden replied, “and please, call me Aiden.”


  “Thank you, Aiden.”


  “Dr. Brennan, please leave your PDA, cell and purse here, please,” Herman said, looking up from his notes.


  It annoyed her that he was a good cop, an observant one. She set the items he’d mentioned on the chair and followed Aiden down the short hall to the guest bath.


  “I have some questions for you,” Aiden whispered tersely.


  “Really? And you think I don’t have any of my own?” she muttered, turning the knob on the bathroom door.


  “Lucy,” she put on a Cuban accent, “You got some ’splainin’ to do.”


  Strain was written on his features, but a brief smile flickered over his countenance at the reference to The Lucy Show. If she weren’t mistaken, he’d had to work hard to smother the smile.


  “Ditto.”


  She edged past him and closed the door.


  
    Chapter Eleven

  


  Somewhat nonplussed by Cait’s attitude, Aiden rejoined the group in his living room. Mrs. Potts sat primly on the edge of a chair.


  “Sir, I am not going to spend the night in Mr. Bayliss’s living room. I have a perfectly good bed not thirty feet from here. Anything you wish to ask me can wait until the morning.”


  “I’m sorry, ma’am,” the detective repeated doggedly. “We need you to stay available to the other officers and agents.”


  “Why? Am I a suspect?” She snorted. “If I am, you’re mad as a hatter.”


  That stumped him. “Well, we might need—”


  “Balderdash,” the old woman snapped, cutting him off. “You’ve asked your questions. We’ve answered them to the best of our abilities. My presence is not going to help find out what happened to those poor people.”


  “You’re always welcome, Mrs. Potts,” Aiden interjected, before the detective could speak.


  “It’s procedure—” the detective began.


  “No, sir, it isn’t. If you had asked us to come to your station house, we would have answered your questions then gone home. We’ve answered your questions. Ergo, we’re done. I, for one, am going home.”


  She stood, and bade Dave, Aiden and the detective good night. Cait returned as Mrs. Potts headed for the door.


  “Good night, Dr. Brennan. I’m sorry that we had to meet under such unpleasant circumstances. I hope we’ll be friends. It’s been a poor welcome to you so far.” She shook her head. “A terrible, terrible thing.”


  Cait took the offered hand. “I’m glad to meet you, ma’am, no matter the circumstances. I wish it had been less fraught with um…”


  “Blood?” the old woman replied bluntly.


  “For one thing, yes.”


  “Agreed. Well, we’ll muddle through.” She patted Cait’s cheek, then left the apartment to wend her way through the agents and detectives. Aiden heard raised voices, including that of Mrs. Potts.


  Evidently the old lady ran the official gauntlet and returned to her condo unscathed, because Special Agent Chavez barreled in through Aiden’s front door to confront the detective.


  “What do you mean, letting that woman leave the confines of this apartment? She’s a material witness to a homicide.”


  “She is.” Detective Herman stood, matching the other man in height, if not bulk. “However, she isn’t a suspect, and she’s answered all my questions and then some.”


  “Well she hasn’t answered mine,” he thundered.


  “She won’t, not tonight.” This came from Dave.


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “Just that, sir. If she says she’s gone to bed, then she’s gone and won’t answer the door. So unless you get one of those things, papers.” He waved a hand, vaguely.


  “A warrant.”


  “Yes, sir, a warrant, to break it down and go get her, you won’t see her till morning.” Dave shook his head again. “And her son is some high-dollar, muckety-muck lawyer, so I wouldn’t recommend that.”


  “I’m going home as well,” Cait announced into the vibrating silence. “I have work pending.”


  “Don’t push your luck with me, Dr. Brennan.”


  Aiden saw fire flash in Cait’s eyes. She rose slowly from the chair she’d taken.


  “Like Mrs. Potts, I have answered the detective’s questions. He has dutifully written the answers down. You can reference his notes. If you would like to talk with me in the morning, I’ll be at your disposal. Otherwise, I’ll get to bed.”


  “I could arrest you, and her, for obstruction of justice,” he blustered.


  “But you won’t because you know I would be immediately released and would promptly sue you for false imprisonment, harassment and anything else a good lawyer can come up with. Right?” She faced him down, not saying another word until he gave ground.


  “Stay away from the press. Stay in your home. Don’t make any calls, blog posts, or whatever social media things you do. And stay available.”


  Cait nodded, then turned to Aiden.


  “Aiden, thank you for your hospitality, as Mrs. Potts said.” She held out a hand for him to shake. As soon as their palms met, he got a shock as he had each time they’d touched, but another sensation as well. There was a paper barrier between his palm and hers.


  She was passing notes to him right under the cops’ noses.


  Totally high school. And totally smart.


  “You’re most welcome, Dr. Bre…ah, Cait. As our neighbor said, sorry we had to meet under such ugly circumstances.”


  With brief goodnights, she left. When Dave finally got up the gumption to demand that he too be allowed to leave, it was well past one in the morning.


  Tank showed up about half an hour later, eyeing Aiden with open annoyance. Aiden had just moved to DC when a rare magical problem had cropped up. A boggle, a night creature with nasty proclivities, had moved into the District to snatch stray dogs, rats and pigeons in McPherson Square. With his leg still in a cast from his fifth surgery, Aiden had gone to the square when his evening scan had picked up the otherworldly threat.


  He’d been barely functional, still recovering from the Atlanta debacle. But he’d managed. A thrown dagger, covered with salt, rue and silver leaf, had penetrated the creature’s knobbled hide. It shrieked as it died, shattering the eardrum of the officer who was already down, his leg slashed to the bone. Tank saw Aiden throw the blade, and Tank nearly shot him.


  The boggle burst into flames, however, dissolving into an enormous, disgusting pile of blazing goo. Tank had been left trying to explain what the hell had happened to his officer, to the dogs, and the grass in McPherson Square.


  He’d grilled Aiden for two hours while Aiden contended he’d merely been a bystander. Days later, Tank had come looking for him, off duty and armed only with his bad temper. They’d had a beer, a sandwich and what Tank called a “Come to Jesus” meeting about what really happened under the statue of General McPherson.


  Tank had accepted the explanation, but he hadn’t liked it. Every time he and Aiden ran across one another—usually at the neighborhood deli they both liked—Tank claimed he got a headache and a case of indigestion.


  “Got any antacids, Bayliss?” True to form, Tank didn’t even say hello.


  “Of course,” Aiden said with only the barest hint of sarcasm. He got the bottle from the bathroom and watched as Tank chewed through four of the minty tablets.


  “Nasty situation here, Mr. Bayliss.”


  “The worst I’ve ever seen.”


  “Really? Hmmm. You know anything about it?”


  “Only what I’ve told your detective. Which is not much.” He was trying to decide if he should tell Tank about the letter he’d seen in Three-A’s box. Dave had been up front that only packages came for them, but he’d seen letters yesterday morning. Thick, official looking letters.


  “Lots of people want to hear your story. Whole buncha guys out there in the hallway clamoring to get more info. They figure,” he slanted a sly look Aiden’s way, “that they could get more info from you all than my detective could.”


  “Uh-huh,” Aiden said, distracted by the thought. “Doubt it. Hard to get it when there isn’t any.”


  “My detective says you and your neighbors were cooperative. Up till a bit ago, that is.”


  “Mrs. Potts started it.” Aiden grinned. “She wanted to go home. Dr. Brennan left as well. That guy, Chavez, ruffled a few feathers with the ladies, I’m afraid.”


  “Asshole,” Detective Herman muttered.


  “Beg pardon?” Aiden asked, amused.


  Herman grinned. “Nothing.”


  The detectives and agents stayed till well after three a.m. Aiden could still hear the rumble of voices and the squawk of radios beyond the thick wood.


  As Tank left, he threw the bolt, and unfolded the paper from Cait.


  Any time. And her number.


  Aiden dialed. It rang twice, then silence, then a moment filled with strange clicks, beeps and whirs, before it rang one last time.


  “Hello, Aiden.”


  His phone was practically glowing with power.


  He could sense the energy radiating from it, but it wasn’t anything he’d done, and it wasn’t any magical frequency he knew.


  “Let me guess, the call won’t be traceable.”


  “Smart man.”


  “Smart woman,” he replied, irritated that he hadn’t thought of it. Then again, that “simple” action took some serious power, given the spells already on his phone.


  Another mark against Cait Brennan.


  “I thought it might be best if we talked privately.” Her rich voice sounded in his ear again.


  “You’re a master of understatement, Dr. Brennan. But beyond that, just what are you?” Time to go on the offensive.


  “It’s a very, very long story. Before I get into it, what’s an adept and why did you ask if I was one?”


  “You can see my signature. You know how to work triage. You have some kind of military training. Don’t think I didn’t see you react tonight. You were the first to think about the man down. What do you take me for?”


  “I take you for an intelligent and probably dangerous man. But I’m not an enemy or an adversary.” She paused and he could almost hear her thinking. “When I still lived here…full-time, I did some work for the government,” she conceded.


  Now we’re getting somewhere.


  He wondered what important information she was editing out. Her next words gave him an additional twist in his gut.


  “I’ll tell you what I can, but not with twenty cops and half a dozen government agents outside our doors.”


  His gut said she was right, and that she was telling the truth so far.


  Trusting that for now, he decided to give a little, and see what he could get in return.


  “An adept is a highly-skilled user of magic. Someone who can affect the material world with magic.”


  He heard her indrawn breath of surprise.


  “I’m an Enforcer Adept. Part of a network that serves the Light–the good side.” No need to tell her just how powerful you had to be to get the title Enforcer Adept. “We protect the people who no longer believe in the bogeyman from being eaten by the bogeyman. I protect DC Metro. This building is shielded because I live here. But something was within those shields tonight, without me knowing it. That should be impossible.”


  There was a long, highly charged pause.


  “So there’s a bogeyman,” she finally responded.


  “Yep.”


  “Nightmares and magic.”


  “Yep. Now,” he said firmly. “I’ve told you something, you tell me something.”


  There was silence from her end then. “That’s fair. What do you want to know?”


  Tit for tat.


  “Are you human?”


  A burst of laughter took him off guard. “Hell, yes, I’m human.” She continued to chuckle. “That’s the last thing I expected you to ask.”


  “Glad I could amuse, you,” he said dryly.


  “Sorry.”


  “Don’t be. Do you know what happened next door? Did you feel it?” he shot back, deeply hoping she would say she hadn’t, because if she had and he hadn’t, something of that magnitude, inside his shields? Bad.


  “I didn’t feel a thing, and my sensors…well, let’s just say I should have known something. I don’t have magic. Hell I didn’t know…what you showed me? That’s Hollywood stuff, right? That was,” she paused. “Impressive.


  “Here’s the thing,” she continued briskly. “That was no quick kill. If nothing else we should have heard something, screams. The rods going into the walls. Something.”


  Grimacing, he agreed. “No. It wasn’t quick. The question is, how could it have been shielded to the equivalent of a bunker, temple or sanctuary, within my building.”


  A nasty thought occurred to him. Maybe it wasn’t about trusting his gut. Maybe, for once, it was about what was in front of him.


  Facts. Evidence. All the things he’d ignored in Atlanta.


  “You’re shielded that way,” he finally said to her. It was a gamble. A risk. Let’s see what she has to say.


  The pause after his words was long, and deep.


  “I don’t have shields,” she said, finally. “Not like what you’re talking about.”


  “Yes, you do.”


  Another long pause.


  “Well, fuck.”


  “Did you say—”


  “Fuck? Yes, I did.”


  *     *     *


  Cait paced around the apartment, furiously trying to wrap her mind around magic while continuing to think about the situation they were in.


  Unfortunately, her brain kept saying Magic, Magic, Magic like a two-year-old throwing a tantrum.


  The idea that the senator’s apartment might have displayed shields like she used was terrifying. That meant alien tech.


  “My shields—if I understand what you’re implying—are mechanical,” she told him. “I have devices, jammers. They block electronic bugs, covert listening devices, or long-range scanning microphones, that sort of thing.”


  “They block magic.”


  Her two-year-old popped back up with another round of Magic-Magic-Magic!


  “That’s just weird,” she said as a stalling tactic. Ignoring the whole magic thing, she came right back to what she’d been considering as her worst-case scenario.


  An alien hit.


  “But back to the topic,” she continued when Aiden stayed silent. “Think about it. If that apartment was blocked, that implies a shielded kill. In a shielded building, or so you say. I didn’t know the building had protections. I just thought it was old and well-insulated. I never considered what you…uh…what you do.”


  “What I do?”


  “Magic.”


  “It’s not a bad word,” he said, his tone wry. “The building’s housed DC’s magical adept for nearly a century. A lot of time and work went into the shields—it should feel insulated.”


  “I guess so.” The thought of magic being around in DC for nearly a century made her knees wobble.


  Focus on the problem that’s in front of you, Mystic.


  “Regardless, one of us should have registered what happened, either…uh, magically, or mechanically.” She hesitated before continuing. She didn’t know if she could trust him, but he was her only source of information. But…magic? Real magic? For more than a century?


  Couldn’t be worse than aliens.


  At least she hoped not.


  “Let’s presume for a minute that I totally buy real magic as a real thing and that it can produce that kind of shields.”


  His chuckle had a dark edge, but she felt her gut loosen a little. At least he had a sense of humor. She hadn’t really been sure after the whole glowy sign thing.


  “Could something magical have done that? What happened in Three-A?”


  “Possible,” he replied, but she heard the doubt.


  “Great. That eliminates nothing.”


  Another dry chuckle. “Unfortunately you’re right.”


  Cait thought for a moment about the alien species who claimed to do magic. It had been a longstanding joke with the Kith that unlike some other humanoids in the Alliance, humans had no magic and very little psi ability.


  Cait had agreed with them—assumed they were right—because they’d been the only ones who’d ever explained her crazy hunches. Her intuition. They’d labeled it as psi ability, introduced her to the Seers, and voila! it had made perfect sense. Not magic. Just extra keen perception.


  What would happen when they were proved wrong about humans having magic? What would the Sh’Aitan think then?


  Magic was a hell of a commodity.


  Did she have an obligation to tell them?


  Problem for another day. Get through this first.


  “Magic might be the only way it could happen,” Aiden continued, thankfully oblivious to her racing thoughts. “Especially since a human would have a hard time killing four people without leaving a trace of psychic residue or letting something escape.”


  “I didn’t hear anything until Mrs. Potts started screaming.”


  “Neither did I and I should have.” He paused. “There hasn’t been a non-human, spectacle kill of this kind, of this magnitude, in DC in about a hundred and twenty years.”


  “There’s a comfort,” she said sarcastically. “Not much activity here?”


  “Not magically. It’s virtually null. Haven’t you noticed?”


  “Hmmmm.” She wasn’t about to reveal that she couldn’t tell anything about the area, not that way. “My work doesn’t bring me to DC much.”


  “Despite leasing a place here?”


  “Exactly.”


  “Tell me about that work.”


  “There’s not much I’m at liberty to say, and I’m not going to do it by phone, even on a secured line.”


  “If you can’t talk on the phone, we need to meet,” he insisted. “Maybe a Starbucks somewhere.”


  Cait hesitated. Did she need his help?


  Yes, probably. But would that put her in a position where she had to reveal who and what she was?


  Also probably.


  “Is this your cell number?” she hedged. “We’ll have to play it by ear. I have a lot of ass-covering to do.”


  “We need to meet,” he insisted.


  Damn. Damn. Damn.


  “Okay,” she finally agreed. “But finding a time might be dicey.” If she couldn’t get out of agreeing, she needed to leave it open-ended so she could make an excuse to avoid sitting down with him. She had a Ty-Op to catch and needed room to maneuver. Then, if she found out what alien was involved in this mess, and why, she might be able—possibly—to help in regards to the murder.


  The murder wasn’t her mission, however. Until she was told otherwise, she couldn’t get boxed into a corner. The Ty-Op was Job *****1.


  Besides, she didn’t know this guy. Didn’t trust him. Couldn’t trust him, even if she wanted to. And if she were honest, the desire to trust—to open up—to another human was almost overwhelming.


  Not the time, Cait.


  Lance and the Second Kith for Science were already planting deeper memories at the university she’d supposedly attended and developing deeper levels of paperwork in Turkey and in the US. They’d told her there were already major background searches ongoing for everyone in the building by more than one agency.


  The kicker was, neither Lance nor the Second Kith had any news on the what, who or why of the murders.


  “The next few days are going to suck,” Aiden muttered, and she realized that he, too, was ruminating on what he’d have to reschedule and deal with. “Biggest pain is going to be the media.”


  “Press corps is already stationed outside the building. I’ve seen Dave on-screen on three channels.”


  “Greaaaaaat,” Aiden drawled.


  “He played it cool. He didn’t name names, just said important people had been injured. Won’t be long though, before the names and some of what happened gets out.”


  “Once the word gets out, Dave’ll be a source.”


  “I can’t afford this,” Cait groused. “Not the press, not the attention.”


  “Water quality’s that important?” Aiden said, obviously fishing for an answer.


  “Deeply,” she joked, and he got it. His laugh was rich and full.


  “Back to your work again,” he said, and there was a dangerous edge to his voice. She’d let him in a little by joking with him, dammit, and that was an error in judgment.


  “It’s a delicate balance.”


  His sigh was frustrated, gusting through the phone. “It isn’t going to get easier, not talking about it.”


  “I know. Thank you for trusting me with your secret.”


  There was a long silence. “I hope I did the right thing.”


  It was her time to sigh. “You did. We’ll work this out. Somehow.”


  “I hope so. It’s nice to hear your voice.”


  The shift to the personal took Cait by surprise. Here they were with mayhem and secrets between them and he was flirting with her? What was she supposed to do with that?


  “Yours too,” she admitted.


  She hung up before she could say something even more inane and stupid.


  
    Chapter Twelve

  


  Persistent knocking woke Cait before five thirty a.m. She’d managed to drop off to sleep just after she hung up with Aiden around four, but only through sheer willpower. Her mind had buzzed with questions and scenarios. An hour of sleep was not enough to restore her somewhat underutilized sweet and gentle traits. It was enough to make her Bitchy Marine side the stronger part of her personality.


  “Wait a damn minute,” she growled.


  “Dr. Brennan?” A male voice called through the wood.


  “Hold on.” She raised her voice to be heard.


  Pushing her hair out of her eyes, she stalked to the door. Her sensors said the being on the other side of the door was human. Wrenching open the door, she glared at the man standing on the other side. “What?”


  “Dr. Brennan? I’m Agent Dekowizc.” He flipped open a black wallet to display FBI credentials. Before he could say anything else, she took it, and scrutinized it. For lack of anything better to do while she perused it, he continued. “I’m to escort you to headquarters for additional questioning. If you’d come with me?”


  “I’ll come with you when I’m dressed. Not a minute sooner.” She closed the door in his face.


  It was going to be hard enough to deal with this, dancing around the truths and half-truths and web of myth that was Dr. Cait Brennan. She was sure as hell not going to do it without proper armor.


  She turned the shower on full. The steam rose, and she stepped into the spray. It beat down on her, reviving her brain a couple of notches.


  Any way she looked at it, it was FUBAR. Nothing could be more fucked-up-beyond-all-recognition than this.


  Given her training, both military and Sh’Aitan, she could elude the press and the cops, but that would simply raise more questions and attract more attention. Collecting the Ty-Op was going to have to wait for a few days at least. Anyone catching sight of her with a seven-plus-foot, greenish, pinkish, transparent squid/octopus hybrid would be tipped off that she wasn’t doing a normal geologist’s job.


  Ya think?


  And what the hell had she been thinking last night, contemplating telling Aiden Bayliss, wizard-adept-thingie-person, what she was and what she was doing? It had to have been the situation and her sleep-deprived, undersexed, over-freaked-out brain that made that convoluted move, because ST Cait Patten, currently known as Dr. Cait Brennan, had not survived this long by making stupid decisions of ginormous proportions.


  Then again, she was going to have to tell him something. He would push her till she did.


  Really, wasn’t her world weird enough without this?


  Finished with the shower, Cait dressed, did makeup and hair, then assessed. She looked the sober, innocent scientist. The brown hair and eyes made a plain wrapper for going into the lion’s den.


  She fastened on earrings and worked the clasp of a necklace. She found a pearl lapel pin to match the other pieces.


  The look was classically attractive with discreet touches of prosperity. Her skirt, turtleneck and boots were chocolate brown, the jacket a subdued mix of cream, brown and black. Pinning the pearl on her lapel, she tripped the switch on its back which would let her say a keyword and record her conversation. The Kith could then cover any background details she made up during the interrogation.


  She slipped a slim, padmitia-metal laser weapon into her purse. It looked like a silver-backed hairbrush. It wouldn’t set off any earthly metal detectors, but she wouldn’t be going unarmed into the enemy’s lair either.


  The last thing she did was make the bed. Her marine training had her tucking in the sheets, smoothing the spread. The idea of coming back to a sloppy, messy room was just untenable.


  Setting her tell-tales to be sure her things weren’t disturbed, Cait picked up her purse. She stepped into the hall and pulled the door closed behind her, double locking it, and setting an electronic block on the door.


  The bodies and the crime scene techs were gone. Yellow tape and a lone guard were all that marked the scene of the tragedy.


  The guard they’d left on Three-A was nodding off in a chair as they descended the stairs. The lobby was empty, the security desk vacant. The agent spoke into a small walkie-talkie, pausing long enough to get an answer.


  Down the driveway, beyond the glass double front doors, Cait saw bystanders, including camera operators, reporters and microphone-wielding interviewers. Even at this early hour, they hovered, waiting for a story. Metro police maintained firm lines at barricades. Officers at the bottom of both ends of the circular drive kept the curious at bay.


  She’d activated one of the other functions on her PDA. It would blur her entire image for the cameras, giving them no footage they could use of either her or the car.


  Dekowizc whisked her down the stairs and out the front doors to where a dark sedan waited. As they pulled down the drive, a crowd of reporters at the entrance called questions.


  “Ma’am? Ma’am? What’s your name, ma’am? Did you see what happened?” The clamor of questions and the volume with which they were shouted grew louder and more intense as some reports broke through the line trying to get to the sedan as it passed.


  “What did you see last night, Ma’am?”


  “Did you know Senator Hathaway, Miss? What about Mrs. Paxton?”


  “Are you a witness?”


  They pulled away from the building with the reporters and cameramen hurrying alongside as they passed the blockade. The shouted questions faded as they turned toward downtown.


  *     *     *


  Fury rose in Aiden to do war with the worry as he pulled up the schedule for flights to and from Chicago on yet another airline.


  Cait was missing, and another senator was dead.


  Three flights had left Reagan National between four and six this morning and arrived in Chicago before eight. Time enough to get to the Chicago suburbs for another kill.


  Cait could have done it.


  She could have hung up with him, flown to Chicago, and gotten there easily in time to murder the second senator.


  Fuck, fuck, fuck.


  It was nearly four in the afternoon. Cait wasn’t answering the special cell number she’d given him.


  She’d been gone when he got up. She hadn’t answered any of his calls. He’d tried from three different numbers. The morning desk guard hadn’t seen her leave. Since Dave was at home, sedated and sleeping off the whole event, there’d been nobody on the desk from one a.m. until after eight. The agents on the hall refused to answer his questions. He’d even called Tank, who’d said he wasn’t aware of any of the building’s tenants being questioned at present by any law enforcement agency.


  Anyone leaving the building had to run the gauntlet of the media, and the news hounds had been on them like white on rice. It had all been on screen. No sign of Cait.


  Nobody had seen Dr. Cait Brennan since she’d left his condo the night before.


  Part of him worried that she’d been hurt, been taken. She’d worked for the government, or so she’d said.


  Maybe whatever took out the senator had taken her, too.


  What if she’d been the real target and the senator had been a mistake?


  Could she be lying in her apartment, dead, right not?


  He took a moment, centered himself, and sent out a magical probe, poking at the shields around her apartment for the twentieth time that day.


  Nothing. He still couldn’t get through.


  The scenarios, as bizarre and outlandish as they seemed, could all be real.


  Shit. The back and forth fury-to-worry-to-fury was making him nuts.


  But whatever had taken out Senator Hathaway had been powerful. Cait said she was here on a mission. Something secret, something hidden.


  She’d said she worked for the government, but not which government. Was she some sort of skilled operative, with a mission to assassinate US officials?


  He’d trusted her on the phone last night. Had he been wrong? She’d trusted him, a little, then brushed him off. Shut him out.


  He’d felt a connection with her. But what if he was letting a woman distract him from his work? Or skewing his objectivity? Again.


  Truth time. The desire for a connection—a woman, a family he could never have—had always been Aiden’s Achilles heel. And the distraction in Atlanta had been named Marcia.


  They’d grown close. Close enough that he’d been on the verge of telling her a little bit of who he really was. He’d grown arrogant in his power, believing that somehow he could protect a woman and keep her safe, despite the things that came for him.


  It had been a horrible mistake. A deadly one.


  But not for Aiden. And not a day went by that he didn’t wish it had been him who died. It should’ve been him.


  Aiden had fallen hard for Marcia. He’d been with the sultry architect when the shit hit the fan that terrible night in Atlanta. Instead of going with his team, he’d gone to spend a long-planned evening with her.


  When the call came in about yet more hogs being killed on a farm in Cobb County, three of the four trainee-adepts offered to take care of it. All three of those adepts—his friends, his responsibility—had died ugly, unseemly deaths at the claws of a monster more powerful than anything seen in Georgia in two centuries.


  When he’d gone after it, far too late to save his friends, he’d nearly died as well.


  He’d called Marcia, once the fight was done. She’d come at least, he’d give her that.


  She’d raced into the field where he lay, taken one look, screamed, and run. Horrified at his condition, at the nightmare creature he had killed, she fled. She’d left him to bleed and die in a Georgia corn field.


  The one saving grace was that his stupid mistake hadn’t killed her too. Four months later she married an English diplomat and moved to Romania.


  He’d been stupid to think she’d cared.


  Aiden paced the room. Was Cait a master manipulator? A murderer? All the evidence pointed to that.


  Or could she be hurt or dead?


  “Where are you, damn it?” He flipped his cell open again and dialed, only to hang up seconds later in frustration when the incessant ring of her unanswered line got on his nerves.


  “Why would she disappear?” he questioned the air.


  His subconscious answered with a fast list of ten reasons for her to fall off the face of the earth—literally or figuratively—starting with the murder of a second senator in Chicago. It was all over the news. He’d already contacted Joshua, the Adept Enforcer for that city.


  Dammit. Had she played him? If she had, she was a danger to him, to the safety and security of his territory. She was a danger, period. She would have to be dealt with accordingly.


  But what if she was for real? What if she was in trouble? How would he know? What if she was already dead?


  Despair danced with fury again.


  “What if she’s rogue?” he said out loud. His gut said no, but everything that had happened, from the timing to her evasiveness about meeting him today, then disappearing, said it was not only possible, but probable.


  The phone rang and he nearly dropped it in his haste to see the number.


  It wasn’t her. It was Joshua. Aiden swiped the screen and answered.


  “Joshua. Tell me something good.”


  “Hey,” Joshua said. “This is fucked up, Aiden. I have no magical signature on this one. Can’t really get near, but I did a scan and all I get is violent, brutal death. I didn’t even feel it in the area. Not till well after. As I see it, when the body was discovered, that’s when I felt it.”


  Same way it had happened in DC. Right under Aiden’s nose.


  Aiden gave him the lowdown and told him what he knew about Cait, then said, “I’m too close to it. Can’t see it objectively. It’s driving me nuts.”


  “Gotta look at it logically,” Joshua said, his voice grim. “Can you read her?”


  “No.”


  “That right there is your primary evidence. Nobody can shield from a regular adept. Especially not from an Enforcer. And certainly not you,” he said emphatically. “Do you have proof that the shields are mechanical? Do you have proof she didn’t do the senator there?”


  “No, but the timing’s tight, and I’m having a lot of trouble seeing her as dark.”


  Joshua made a derisive noise. “Timing can be altered.” Then he paused. “You’re arguing for her. Are you letting your dick do your thinking?”


  Shit. “No,” Aiden said.


  “Then why aren’t you all over this?”


  Good fucking question.


  Aiden schooled his voice to a cool neutral. “It’s not about that.”


  “You have to confront her, Aiden,” Joshua insisted. “I’ll put out feelers to watch for her here, but whoever gets her has to force her to talk. To reveal what she is. The timing of her arrival and the fact that you can’t scan her is too coincidental, and you know better than to believe in coincidence.”


  He did know. “Yeah.”


  “If she knows you’re onto her, she’ll run. I can’t back you up. I have to be here to keep the feeders from glomming onto the aftermath of this murder. You’ll get one chance to contain her. Don’t blow it.”


  Aiden nodded. “No worries. I’ve got it.”


  “And be careful. Very, very careful.”


  Aiden hung up the phone.


  Joshua was right. He had to put emotion aside. He had to stop feeling and think.


  Every sign pointed to her being a rogue adept.


  She’d said she wasn’t, but wouldn’t he have said the same, if he were setting up a murder inside an Enforcer’s shields?


  There were very few adepts. But nothing else he knew could shield at that level, and anybody not known to the Council usually had a reason to hide.


  That fact that her shields held him at bay was damning. He had only her word that they were mechanical. For all he knew she was on her way to her next target, whoever was next after the senator in Chicago.


  But his gut said she was an ally.


  Your gut was wrong in Atlanta.


  Joshua hit it dead on. Aiden was the most powerful adept in this generation, just as Gregory, his teacher, had been in the previous generation.


  Did he want that to be his legacy? That he hadn’t stopped the deaths in Atlanta, and if Cait was rogue and a killer, that he hadn’t stopped her either?


  Do you want more people to die while you wait for proof to walk up and smack you on the ass?


  The Council consistently tried to reassure him that no one could have known the creature eating feral livestock and chickens in rural Georgia was a Nightflyer. Nothing that dangerous had ever appeared in that area, before.


  Still. He should have known. He—the one with the uncannily strong abilities—he should have known.


  To whom much power is given, sacrifice is required for the greater good.


  If he’d gone for the monster sooner, gone himself, it would have been different. Maybe he’d have died, yes, but it would have been only him. Just him and the Nightflyer.


  Not three barely-trained adepts.


  He had to assume the worst about Cait. He had to be sure she wasn’t a rogue adept in a highly-skilled disguise.


  At the same time, he also needed to be sure she wasn’t lying dead in her apartment, victim of the same thing that killed the senators.


  That image drove him as he made his preparations, gathered his things and shoved what he needed into a duffle bag. Four email messages went out in quick succession. One to his counterpart north of Baltimore, one to Joshua in Chicago, one to Sam in Richmond, and the last to the Elder on the Council who oversaw the East Coast. If something happened to him, they would know and they would come a-hunting.


  With a nonchalance he didn’t feel, Aiden left his apartment and stepped across the hall. Under the interested gaze of the guard on Three-A, he made a great show of using a key to open Cait’s door. In reality he used a spell to bypass the wards he felt, the tell-tales he could sense.


  “Have a good evening,” he said to the officer as he prepared to enter.


  The guard grinned. “You too, man. You too.”


  So much for getting in. The shields were still there, impenetrable to magic alone, but not to his magic-infused physical body.


  The irony sucked. He couldn’t read her, or her space, but he could damn sure break and enter without a flicker of a problem.


  Inside the apartment, Aiden looked around. For a moment, he let himself be glad that she wasn’t dead, bloody and torn on the floor as the security had been, or nailed on the wall, like the senator and his aide.


  Heavy canvas packs sat next to undecipherable equipment in neat rows against the wall in the living room. In the second bedroom, her office held a computer and printer. A stack of receipts sat next to the keyboard. In her bedroom, the clothes Cait had worn last night were in a pile by the dresser and a crumpled towel lay on top of them.


  In the bathroom makeup was strewn across the counter as though she’d tossed it aside as she left in a hurry.


  But the bed was neatly made.


  He’d been right. She was gone.


  
    Chapter Thirteen

  


  She must have left as soon as she’d hung up.


  Prowling through the condo, Aiden saw only three things he knew for certain were missing—Cait, her coat, and her purse.


  A can of Coke sat open on the kitchen counter.


  He took the things he needed from his bag, then sat down in the silence. Aiden pondered the situation, going over every possibility, as he built his trap. Using the copper piping that ran through the walls as his framework, he magically locked down everything that could be a potential weapon. There was a lot of it, which increased his surety.


  If and when she returned, he would be waiting.


  His gut churned with bitter acid at what he was about to do.


  But he couldn’t have more lives on his soul, not after Atlanta. He had to be sure. For everyone’s sake, not just his own.


  He couldn’t leave it to his gut. He had to know.


  It was time to hear that long story Cait had mentioned, whether she was ready to tell it or not.


  If he was wrong…


  But he wasn’t. He’d followed the trail of logical evidence. He’d called in a double-check as he’d laid it out with Joshua. To do anything other than what he was doing would be to ignore his responsibility and risk other people’s lives.


  On the slim chance he was wrong, he hoped the gods would forgive him.


  Because one thing was certain. Cait Brennan never would.


  *     *     *


  A haze of depression settled over Cait as she rode home in the FBI sedan. An hour ago, Chavez had paused in his relentless, repetitive questioning to take a phone call. Cait had used her PDA to listen to it. The more she heard, the more pissed she’d gotten.


  Chavez had found a Dr. Cait Brennen who worked for the CIA and assumed it was her. The asshole had hauled her downtown and grilled her for seven hours because he hadn’t bothered to check that her name was Brennan. With an A.


  Nor had he checked to see if that other Dr. Brennen—with an E—was even in the country.


  He’d been so sure she was a spook. CIA.


  He hadn’t admitted that of course. But he’d screwed up, and now he was sweating. She had him by the short hairs if she wanted to pursue it, but that would be stupid. More contact with police or press was not the goal right now.


  Every mission Cait had run as an ST had, up to now, gone well. Sure, there had been issues. Hell, seven months tracking the Meena Pal fugitive wasn’t exactly a chop-chop performance, but she’d found him. It was a big planet. Hell, it had taken the US military nearly ten times as long to find Bin Laden.


  This mission, though? Her performance was sucking wide.


  For the first time, she questioned the decision to become a Slip Traveler. Alone and alive had seemed better at the time than alone and dead. But Aiden, and the intense pull she’d felt last night to just spill it, tell him the truth about herself, made her feel her isolation so keenly.


  But she couldn’t share what she did. His telling her about magic? In some ways that made it worse because she couldn’t reciprocate. Here was someone who might—just a little—understand.


  “Thank you for your cooperation, Dr. Brennan,” Chavez said as he opened her door and let her out. They’d pulled up at the building and she hadn’t even noticed.


  Damn, girl. You better snap out of that fog!


  Cocking her head to the side, she assumed a haughty air and glared at him. “As I said, I don’t believe you gave me any choice. And I still don’t know what this was about.”


  She was about to tweak the man’s ego further when the sense of quiet penetrated her consciousness. There were no reporters, no media vans crowding the driveway. A lone officer stood near a barricade, but he was obviously bored, with nothing to hold back and no one to watch over.


  Chavez offered a comment, watching her as he did. “They’ve headed to Chicago. New story.”


  “Vultures,” she said. But she wondered what could possibly pull reporters off the juicy bone of a dead, cheating senator. Her skin prickled. What the hell was going on in Chicago? “Goodbye, Agent Chavez.” As exit lines went, it sucked.


  Tarik was on duty in the lobby.


  “Oh, hey, Dr. Brennan. Got some deliveries for you.”


  Some of her special orders had come in, and she could barely muster the energy to stack them up and carry them with her up the stairs. An hour’s sleep and nine hours of interrogation were more than enough to wear even the strongest woman out.


  What the hell was she going to do? What excuse could she use to ward off Aiden’s questions at this point?


  And what in the hell was she supposed to do about his power? Magic. Seriously? How was she supposed to cope with the very existence of something unpredictable, and so foreign to her knowledge base? Even the spooky stories her grandmother had told her and her brothers when they were little paled in comparison to what she’d seen him do.


  Real magic.


  Part of her wondered still if it was all done with smoke and mirrors. She wanted it to be fake. She had enough to contend with.


  Her heart, and more importantly her logical mind, told her that no matter what she’d like to believe, no sleight of hand could create the symbol hanging in the air of Aiden’s kitchen. That had been as real as the Sh’Aitan, and just as inexplicable.


  Cait hesitated in the upper lobby, thinking of knocking on his door, but the man sitting outside Three-A was watching her intently. She nodded a greeting, but didn’t speak.


  The guard smirked a little, and nodded back.


  What was that about?


  The locks released and stepped inside, shooting the bolt as soon as she closed the door. She set the boxes on the floor and her hand was on the light switch when she realized that her implant hadn’t registered the infrared sensors’ usual bing when she got through the door.


  Electricity fired through her. Ran over her skin like a lover’s caress.


  An attack.


  She reached for her bracelet and spun to look behind her as a cage of fiery beams encircled her. Her feet left the floor. She was dangling, encaged in light, her arms now pinned to her sides by some invisible force. She opened her mouth to shout, but shock sealed her throat. She couldn’t even scream.


  Her prison lifted her, suspending her in the middle of the room. In its light she saw Aiden, standing with his feet apart, his hands spread. His hair was tousled, his expression desperate. Grim.


  Fear sucked the breath out of her. Oh. Dear. God.


  She’d underestimated him, big time. This was an adept. And this was magic. She couldn’t move, couldn’t get to her weapon. She was effectively immobilized.


  Aiden’s impressive height brought him to eye level even though she wasn’t touching the ground. His shoulders were thrown back, the strength of his muscles evident as his hands wove complex, glowing designs in the air between them, his voice low and commanding as he chanted.


  When he finished he simply stood, staring at her, his face unreadable. Finally, he spoke.


  “How did you do it, Cait? Why did you do it?”


  What? She opened her mouth, then closed it again. What was he talking about? What the hell?


  “No quick rejoinder? I’m disappointed.” The bitter words flew out. “I’m doubly betrayed then, for spending so much energy arguing against the evidence. Arguing with myself that you were innocent. How did hide what you are? And how did you kill O’Reilly?”


  Atavistic fear kept her silent as the reality of his magic crawled over her skin. She tried to move her hands, strained her muscles hard against the force that held her, to the point that she’d tear something if she pushed harder. She was no match for this. Here was the power of legend and myth.


  It was like something out of a movie, but he held no weapon. No device. This was all him. All Aiden. In his dark eyes she saw a despair that matched her own, but it was directed at her.


  Her brain caught up with the question. What? He thought she’d killed someone? Her mind raced. He’d asked how.


  “I didn’t.”


  He grated out a humorless laugh, a harsh tearing sound filled with anguish. “Didn’t what, Cait? Didn’t manipulate me? Didn’t brutally murder four people right under my nose? Or didn’t lie?”


  “Neither, either. Hell, whatever you’re talking about, whatever it is you think I’ve done, I didn’t do,” she managed, through chattering teeth. No mission, no alien had ever displayed this kind of power without the assistance of technology. She’d come to accept aliens as alien, and they were out there, in space, but this was home. Earth. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Wasn’t supposed to be real.


  He had intimated that his magic was strong. He’d shown her that glyph. But that was nothing compared to this. She clenched her muscles again, trying to throw her shoulder forward against the power humming over her, then tried to lift her leg, shift her weight.


  “What the hell is this?” Her voice was abnormally high-pitched. Shaky. She’d put on her normal armor to handle Chavez and his goons this morning. None of that did a damn bit of good now. “Why are you doing this?” And holy shit—is this what killed the senators?


  She stopped herself before she said it. At least she had that much sense left. Pissing him off was a bad, bad idea, but maybe he was the murderer. It was clear he had the power.


  Anything she might have imagined as magic didn’t even come close to this. The energy swirling in the room was physical, crackling. It was a barely leashed, wild creature without form.


  “Listen to me,” she said, trying to keep the edge of rampant hysteria out of her voice. “I. Didn’t. Kill. The senator. That’s what this is about, right?”


  Aiden’s face twisted in a sort of pain that made her wonder if the power she felt actually hurt him, too. “You blew me off this morning and didn’t answer your phone all day,” he said. “Because you left immediately for Chicago. You killed Senator O’Reilly.”


  “No!” she spat the word at him, getting angry now. By God, if she was going to die again, it wasn’t going to be for something she didn’t do. “I don’t even know who O’Reilly is,” she hissed. Cait wasn’t sure which pissed her off more, being so helpless against this power, or being falsely accused by this arrogant bastard.


  “Are you human?”


  “Yes!”


  “I have ways of telling if you’re lying,” he said.


  “Then fucking use them,” she managed, clenching her chattering teeth. Be damned if she would show him that fear. “I’m not lying. Chavez picked me up. With a warrant. I’ve been at FBI headquarters, being interrogated for the past nine hours!”


  “Don’t lie,” he rasped. With a whiplash of power, the colors of her imprisoning bars changed from red to blue. “Say it again, tell me the truth. If you don’t the cage will turn black and I’ll know.” A bleak look came over his face. “And if you’ve killed these men…” the words hung between them, invisible and powerful.


  With a twitch of his fingers and a muttering of words that didn’t sound like English, a current of flame raced over the bars of her cage, and he finished the sentence. “…you’ll die.”


  Cait wanted to shriek, wanted desperately to wake up from the nightmare. Pinching herself on the leg hard enough to bruise, she knew she wasn’t dreaming.


  “Aiden,” she said, trying for sanity, and she saw him flinch.


  Taking a deep breath, she managed to speak. A soldier’s report. Simple. Unadorned.


  “I got to DC on Wednesday. I got the limo from BWI. I didn’t kill Hathaway. I don’t know who O’Reilly is…” she spoke the words slowly, carefully. The colors of her cage flickered, but remained unchanged. Breath whooshed out of her lungs, rushed in again. She had a moment of clarity. “Wait, wait…O’Reilly, he’s another senator? In Chicago? Chavez said the reporters had all gone to Chicago.”


  “Yes,” Aiden said, arms folded over his chest. “What about the rest?”


  “Is O’Reilly really dead?”


  “You don’t ask the questions.”


  “I didn’t kill them. I didn’t. I had nothing to do with their deaths. If you thought I did, you’re wrong.” She managed to say this with more strength, more conviction.


  When her cage continued to glow a vibrant blue, she saw him twitch, saw the puzzlement come over his face.


  “Have you killed anyone?”


  What did she say? She’d been a soldier.


  “Yes.”


  “Are you lying to me about anything else?”


  “I’m not lying to you!”


  The bars went black.


  As she had on Meena Pal, Cait prepared to die.


  The blow didn’t fall.


  “That was a lie. What you’re lying about?”


  Shit. She was in a corner. “Everything.”


  His frown was thunderous.


  “Who are you lying to?”


  “Everyone” It was true, and she had to say it. Everything she was, everything she said when she was downside, was a lie.


  “But you didn’t kill the senators?”


  “No.”


  “What are you?”


  She stared at him a moment, and saw the granite in his expression. There was no way out of it.


  “A Slip Traveler,” she said, her voice quivering with tension. The arrogant bastard just stood there. He was going to kill her if she didn’t tell him, and the Sh’Aitan would kill her if she did.


  Fight the opponent that’s closest to you first.


  She took a deep breath. Here goes nothing.


  “I’m an alien hunter. I’m like a cop, or a protector. Like Men in Black,” she added, thinking that it might help as a reference. She was getting desperate.


  “I’ll ask you again. Are you human?”


  “Yes. I was born in New York. My parents still live there. I have two brothers. Well…had. I went to basic at Parris Island. I was a marine. They all think I’m dead. They think I died on 9/11.”


  “Oh, sure.” He sneered. Then he seemed to catch himself, focused on the cage around her, and frowned again. “You’re not much more than thirty. You would’ve barely been out of high school when the Towers fell. And now you hunt aliens? Seriously?” That was said with some sarcasm.


  “I thought this cage of yours turned black if I lied!” Cait yelled at him. God, she was pissed. And pissed felt a hell of a lot better than paralyzed with fear.


  “Who do you work for?”


  I am so gonna die.


  Squeezing her eyes shut, knowing she was signing her death certificate, she answered. “I work for The Alliance, a group of space-faring races who protect planets that aren’t yet ready for active contact. My contract is with a race called the Sh’Aitan.”


  “Truth,” Aiden said, surprise ringing in his voice. “All truth.”


  As suddenly as it had sprung up, the power surrounding her dissipated, lowering her gently to the floor. Her knees gave way, and she collapsed.


  *     *     *


  Aiden jumped forward to help as Cait crumpled to the floor.


  “Get away from me, you bastard!” she hissed, scrambling backward across the floor as quickly as she could.


  Hands outstretched, he retreated, sitting down carefully on the floor, as low as he could get, as non-threatening, now, as he could be.


  Holy gods, guides and guardians.


  He’d made a terrible mistake.


  *     *     *


  “Get out!” she rasped. She got her feet under her and rose, a small sliver object in her hand, aimed at him like a weapon. He had no doubt it was one, and would make him dead as a doornail, no matter how innocuous it looked.


  “Cait…” he said. The wash of agony across his soul was as deep as any he’d felt, and it shocked him. It was agony at what he’d done, and at this point, it didn’t matter at all that he’d had good reason. She was innocent.


  “I said get out,” she spat. “Now.”


  Staying here longer would gain him nothing and might get him dead. Which he deserved, he supposed, but that wouldn’t protect his territory from whatever had committed the brutal murders. Holding his hands up in the age-old signal of surrender, Aiden slowly stood and backed to the door.


  What took him by surprise, what he hadn’t expected to see, was the raw pain in Cait’s eyes. It stabbed him to the heart.


  He’d expected her anger. He’d known there’d be serious fallout if he was wrong, but gods help him, this felt like more. He hadn’t expected to feel hollow inside, to feel this intense, burning need to make it right. Make her understand.


  But how did he explain? How did he make up for this? Where did he start?


  He’d attacked a potential ally. Made a powerful enemy. And all without catching the murderer or stopping the killing. He’d dangerously drained his resources with nothing to show for it. The Council was right. He wasn’t fit for real duty.


  “Cait,” he said, his hand on the door behind him, “I’m sorry.” The words sounded cheap and worthless. He didn’t wait for a response.


  He slipped out in front of the guard and heard her shoot home the bolts on the door. The sound echoed in the upper foyer like the knell of doom.


  What had he done?


  
    Chapter Fourteen

  


  When the door closed behind him, Cait let out the breath she’d been holding.


  “Oh, sweet cycling Jesus in a circus,” she managed. Sweat ran cold all over her body and she shivered.


  Shock. The career paths she’d taken had done one thing for her. She could assess her own condition—mental and physical—better than most. She recognized the symptoms of shock and knew what to do. She needed hydration. Liquid and sugar.


  Stat.


  She made it to the kitchen counter and grabbed the abandoned can of Coke from that morning before sinking to the floor again. Even warm and flat, the Coke tasted like heaven.


  All the stories she’d read, all the things her Granny had told her about ghosties and goblins, flooded into her mind. What the hell?


  She took another swig and grimaced. It would be nice if she could just wallow in hysteria for a while like a quivering heroine from a movie, but she wasn’t built that way. If she were, she wouldn’t have survived Marine Corps boot camp, flight school, alien boot camp or five years working for the Sh’Aitan.


  God. Sometimes being a tough chick sucked.


  Aiden told you, her logic brain lectured.


  Yeah, he had. Not the details, but he’d drawn that stupid glowing thing in mid-air.


  If that wasn’t un-be-fucking-lievable magic, what was?


  He’d told her what he did. He’d asked her if she was an adept. But she’d blown off his questions.


  She hadn’t believed it. Not really. Because she hadn’t been able to explain it, but hell, wasn’t she used to that by now? She’d gotten jaded about the “unexplainable” working for the Sh’Aitan.


  But that was technology. It had an explanation, moving parts, chips, sensors. Just because she didn’t know how to take it apart didn’t mean she couldn’t use it. Tech, she got.


  This was magic. Power. Organic and pure, nothing to do with chips and circuits.


  Part of her wanted to simply say “la, la, la” and forget all about Aiden Bayliss. At the same time, that little girl who still lived inside her wanted to believe in faeries and elves and dragons as she had at her grandmother’s knee. That part was whispering gleefully, “Magic, magic, magic!”


  Up until now, she’d blown off that little girl, just like she’d blown off Aiden’s capabilities.


  But why had he done this? What the fuck?


  Again, logic popped up, the snide, pompous bitch.


  Cait was the new neighbor, and a murder had happened practically the minute she got into the building. She’d been evasive. She’d been nonchalant about the glowy sign. She’d slid around Aiden’s questions without giving him any real answers. She’d avoided a meet-up, left for an entire day, and another murder had happened.


  As a dyed-in-the-wool New Yorker, she had to say it.


  “Badda-boom, badda-bing, you got a murderer,” she managed, then giggled, a near-hysterical reaction to what had just happened. It had always been this way. She was steady in a fight, but the delayed freak out was never pretty.


  “Magic. Ain’t that a fuckin’ kick in the ass?”


  She drained the stale Coke and crawled to the fridge.


  What could you do with magic? How did it work? How the hell did you make a net in the middle of the air and hold up a grown woman?


  How did you kill a senator with javelins?


  “He didn’t do it,” she stated, just to hear herself say it. “He couldn’t have washed off the blood that quickly.”


  She remembered her own sopping hair, her own entrance into the fray.


  The pieces fell together. There had been enough time—barely—for her to get in the shower, wash off the blood, come back out.


  “He should have asked—” Even as she started the sentence, she knew she was on a losing track. He had asked. Not in those exact words, but she’d denied it to his face, and if she were him, would she accept that? No way.


  He’d been trying to ask her for help. To call a truce, to set a meeting. To find out, some other way, if she was involved.


  She thought of talking to him now and shuddered.


  “Face it, now you’re afraid of him.” Saying it was important. If she said it out loud, she could admit it and deal. She could put it aside and think. Cait wasn’t afraid of much, but hanging there immobile at his mercy had been ugly.


  She struggled to her feet. She got a fresh Coke and began to pace. Maybe pacing would help her shrug off the helpless feeling of abject terror he’d engendered.


  “And maybe pigs will fly Harriers.”


  She hated feeling vulnerable.


  On her next pass pacing the living room, she switched on the television, mostly just for noise. She stopped when the headline story rang out.


  “In our top story tonight, Illinois Senator Malcolm Baines O’Reilly was killed this morning in a suburb of Chicago,” the serious-faced, beautifully styled, female anchor intoned. “The second senator in so many days to be murdered by mysterious and gruesome means, Senator O’Reilly was killed at approximately eight twenty-five this morning, in his home. Police in Schaumburg have no leads at this time…” The reporter droned on, but Cait fixated on the film of the house, secluded behind a tall fence, with police and crime scene vehicles clustered along the driveway, and neighbors standing along the curbs.


  In the milling crowd, a tall man, with a hoodie pulled over a ballcap, caught her eye. His dark jeans were pressed with a neat crease.


  Had she seen him before?


  Her mind worried over that for a moment, then moved on to the bigger picture. There was a killer, maybe an alien killer, slaughtering senators. Humans. Americans.


  Her people were dying, and dying badly.


  She was in an untenable situation with two senators dead—possibly three if you counted the missing one from New Mexico—and a Ty-Op on planet. Her mission was the Ty-Op. She had to get it out, off-planet.


  Only then could she find out about the killer. If it was alien in origin…


  If so, it was her turf. Her job. Unless the Kith told her differently, she would hunt it down and take it out. All while dancing the delicate dance of evading the press and police.


  But the Ty-Op was first. She had to get it out of DC before the second Ty-Op—and she didn’t trust any platitudes that the second one wasn’t on this continent, not now, not with everything else so fucked—made an appearance. And she had to do it all and still protect the anonymity of the Alliance.


  “Piece of cake,” she muttered. Post-trauma reaction was settling in, and she was balancing on the edge of tears and hysterical laughter. “Easy as pie. Just a walk in the park.”


  Dread rose to choke her. The feeling of being held, helpless, in the air. Questioned. At the mercy of one man’s judgment. Or lack of it.


  And now she’d revealed information about the Alliance. About the Sh’Aitan, and chances were good that they’d find out. They’d send a detail to kill her.


  Fear won.


  Stumbling to the bathroom, she threw up the Coke and what little she’d eaten at FBI headquarters as the residual terror overwhelmed her.


  “Oh, my God,” she panted, wiping her mouth, splashing water on her face. Looking in the mirror, her pale face and stark fear stared back at her. “There’s no way out of this.”


  *     *     *


  In his condo, Aiden paced.


  Don’t twist a tail, boy, lest you find out there’s a dragon at the end of it.


  In this case, Cait was the dragon, and he’d made an enemy of alien-hunting, powerful, efficient marine.


  He’d hated that dragon saying. His uncle started every magic lesson with that homily.


  Know what you’re getting into before you act.


  He’d taught Aiden the early, basic, foundational magic. Now he felt like he’d twisted the tail of a Nightflyer, and it had closed its jaws around him for good.


  He’d been telling the Council he was ready to go back to serious duty. His body had healed. His magic had healed.


  Obviously.


  But his judgment? His ability to read a situation properly, use his skills and his intuitive gifts to make the correct call? Apparently those were never coming back.


  Hell, maybe he’d never had them.


  His teacher and recruiter, Gregory, had died protecting him. His last words had been, “Now it’s you, Aiden. You’re the strongest. When your generation needs you, stand for them.”


  He was the strongest and he was failing.


  He’d fucked up so badly with Cait that he might as well just pack it in and head for Antarctica tomorrow.


  He didn’t know what had killed Hathaway or O’Reilly. Cait seemed to have some idea, based on the smell, and he needed that information.


  There was part of his soul that told him he needed to have Cait not hate him. And it had nothing to do with the murders. He could admit it so he could get past it, but he couldn’t make the situation about that. He couldn’t go there.


  The smell. That smell had been there on the day she’d arrived. He’d come up with his mail…he’d smelled it then. Had whatever killed Hathaway been lurking then?


  That idea bumped around in his head and finally rose to the top of the possible oh-shit scenarios with a giant red flag, waving like crazy.


  Had it been waiting for Cait?


  He needed to talk to her about it, and that was never going to happen. Not now. He’d screwed up any hope of their working together.


  He went into his office, picked up the bin of mail, put his face into the bin and drew in a long breath.


  Nothing. Same as when he’d sniffed it before.


  He sat down, sent emails telling his colleagues he was all right, he’d determined that his quarry wasn’t a suspect, and he still had no other leads.


  Aiden had put Cait’s name in the email to Joshua, and now requested that the Chicago Enforcer delete that message so there would be no trail linking back to her. Her secrets were not his to share, and he’d already made a monumental error by trapping her. Compelling her.


  If she’d been the killer, the ends would have justified the means. Since she wasn’t, he was left with a damn-all mess.


  What did you do to say you were sorry when you’d almost killed someone, willingly? When you’d accused her of brutally murdering four men and a woman? Send flowers?


  Aiden snorted at the idea of a cliché being so inadequate in comparison to the offense.


  But…


  “Flowers never hurt,” he said to the blinking cursor on his screen. “Groveling would probably be in order, if she’ll speak to me.”


  He pulled up his contact list, placed a call to his favorite florist, one he used for clients, and ordered a delivery for the following morning.


  Flowers were a cliché for a reason.


  Aiden considered that for a moment. Somehow, he doubted she got flowers from the aliens.


  Holy gods, my neighbor works for aliens.


  She’d been in the Towers.


  A flashing symbol on his screen caught his attention. Opening the file, it showed him an impressive wealth of new data on Dr. Cait Brennan. Her people had apparently been working hard to cover her ass, and they’d covered it well.


  Her lack of data made sense, now.


  He was relieved, in some ways, to know he wasn’t entirely losing his touch.


  But none of that was really her. None of it was real. He started to shut the computer down.


  They think I’m dead.


  That’s what she’d said. She had family but they all thought she’d died that day, when the Towers fell. On sudden inspiration, he reopened his contact list.


  He knew what it was like to be alone. Isolated. But he could still talk to his Aunt. His sister. Friends and colleagues—for both of his jobs—were just a phone call away.


  She had none of that.


  So he got busy. He called in favors, some years in the owing.


  His counterpart in New York City laughed. “Of course I remember you. Whatcha need?” She laughed even harder when he told her it was for a friend. A woman. Then sobered when he gave her a bit of the story, and how badly he’d messed up.


  “Consider it done.”


  It was the right thing to do, no matter what.


  Odds were against him, but still, if he played his cards right, maybe she would at least speak to him. If she would listen to him, without frying his ass where he stood, then maybe he could explain.


  Apologize.


  Helping him might be too big of a stretch, after the way he’d showed his ass.


  For an hour he sat at his computer and worked a different kind of magic. All the while, he wondered what it must be like, working for an alien race to keep order on your home planet.


  It must be achingly lonely. She’d compared it to Men in Black, the series of movies where aliens walked among humans with only a few the wiser.


  Aiden presumed she was the equivalent of Agent K, except in her case, she was a former marine, not a cop. For the first time since morning, he grinned. That made her a major badass.


  But badass or not, she had no one. Not one soul knew the person she’d been, the person who’d died in the Towers. Not one soul knew she was alive.


  And there was no one to turn to if everything went sideways.


  “That’s a hell of a burden to carry,” he said. His heart actually hurt for her, and that unfurled a completely different red flag, which he promptly wadded up and mentally stuffed in a hole where his other deepest longings were buried.


  It wasn’t about him. But maybe, just maybe, he could help.


  Nodding, he signed off, shut down his computers and went to his workroom. Dragging to the point of dropping, he still had to check the building’s shields, and set himself and the building to recharge. And he had to begin to make preparations to withstand an attack.


  His only other task, magically, was to check the river. Somehow whatever lurked there was connected to Cait Brennan. The least he could do was monitor it and try to help.


  *     *     *


  When Cait awoke in the morning, it was to the buzz from the front desk. She looked blearily at her phone, only to sit bolt upright.


  “Holy crap, it’s nine thirty!”


  She’d slept for nearly twelve hours.


  “Shit!”


  The buzzer sounded again and she stumbled to the living room to press the button.


  “Yes?”


  “Dr. Brennan, we have several deliveries for you. Thought you’d like to know.”


  “Thanks,” she managed, staring blankly at the intercom. “Uh, I’ll be down in a little while.”


  “I’ll have everything behind the desk,” the voice replied with irritating morning cheer.


  “Yeah, good. Thanks.”


  She leaned on her arm, assessing. She was groggy and stiff, and her mouth was sour from sickness and fear.


  Other than that, she felt…alive.


  Turning back to the room, she looked around. Nothing had been moved, no box had been opened, no telltale was out of place. It was as if nothing had happened.


  “The bogeyman was never here.”


  She showered, checked in with the Kith and downloaded all the updated news. While she told them about Chavez and the FBI, she said nothing about her encounter with Aiden.


  She watched every channel and read every report the Kith could muster on the murder of Senator O’Reilly, the GOP Senator from Illinois. Early in the morning, O’Reilly had opened his door to get the paper. The paper and O’Reilly’s hand were found in the blood-soaked foyer.


  His wife and four children, sleeping upstairs, never heard a thing.


  The Kith promised a further download on the missing, former senator, if they could find anything.


  Finally, she decided she could face the guard at the front desk and whatever packages had been delivered. Carefully locking her door, she made her way down to the lobby. There was still a guard on the door to Three-A, but she bade Cait a good morning and went back to her book.


  Three boxes marked OVERNIGHT! URGENT! sat waiting, along with three enormous bouquets of flowers.


  “I’ll be glad to help take these up for you,” Tarik offered, a smile wreathing his face. “Good to see something as cheerful as these, after everything going on here the last few days.”


  “Yes,” she said, still staring at the flowers. “I guess so. You sure they’re for me?”


  “All got your name on them, and your apartment number, this address. Even spelled your name right and all.” He pulled one of the delivery tags off the flowers, and handed it to her. Sure enough, it said Dr. Cait Brennan, *****Four-A, and the address on Connecticut.


  It took her two trips, even with Tarik’s help. The guard perked up at the sight of the flowers and smiled.


  “Pretty flowers,” she commented. “Lucky you.”


  “Yes, absolutely,” Cait said, trying to cover the fact that she had no idea who they were from.


  She put everything on the coffee table, thanked Tarik, and sat down to stare at the glorious fall colors rioting in vases in front of her. It felt paranoid to scan everything for explosives or traps, but she got out her PDA and did it anyway.


  Nothing.


  Flowers.


  A reading of the boxes showed amorphous shapes inside, none of which were living, or armed, or potentially explosive.


  The card on the biggest bouquet was marked *****1, so finally, she pulled it off.


  
    Chapter Fifteen

  


  Cait –


  There’re no excuses, only apologies.


  It occurred to me that no one sends you flowers on your birthday, or when you get back to town, or for a job well done. I took the liberty of ordering some for all three occasions. Whenever your birthday is, happy birthday!


  Aiden


  “Oh, my God,” she said, a sob catching in her throat. “Oh, my God.” She crushed the note to her chest, rocking in place. “He…he sent me f-f-flowers for my birthday.”


  It didn’t matter that it was in April. It had been more than thirteen years since she’d gotten flowers from anyone, for anything.


  Yanking off the next card, she read it and sobbed harder, tears streaming down her face.


  Cait –


  Welcome home! It’s not New York, but DC’s a great town. Despite how I’ve behaved, I’m glad you’re here. If you’ll forgive me, maybe I can buy you dinner to welcome you to Washington.


  Aiden


  How could he know? How could he know what it meant?


  Barely able to see through her tears, she opened the third card.


  Cait –


  I don’t totally understand what you do, but it seems that we have similar jobs. Protect and serve, the police motto, barely covers it, right? And no one knows, ever, that we’re there.


  So from one anonymous guardian to another, Congrats on a Job Well Done.


  Aiden


  It took her ten minutes to stop crying. She smelled the flowers and cried some more, then sat staring at them, smiling so hard her face hurt. They were beautiful. Just beautiful.


  It was so different to have them just arrive, rather than buying them yourself at the market or grocery store.


  Her stomach growled at the thought of groceries, and that finally reminded her that she needed breakfast. She felt hollowed out by the previous night’s events and the emotional rollercoaster of the flowers.


  She’d get something easy on the stomach, toast maybe, and figure out what she was going to say to Aiden. She’d planned to avoid him from now on, and as soon as it wouldn’t raise suspicions with law enforcement, get the Ty-Op and get out.


  Until then, she needed to avoid Aiden.


  The cards, the flowers, softened her image of Aiden, but the memory of how vulnerable she’d been, completely at his mercy pissed her off. Slip Traveler Cait Patten was not a woman who would face that twice. So however she approached it, Aiden Bayliss was on the “keep at arm’s length” list from this point on.


  Cait rose, only to stub her toe on one of the boxes.


  “What are these, dammit?” She used the edge of her bracelet weapon to slit the tape. The minute it released the edges of the box, she smelled them.


  “Oh, my God,” she repeated for the umpteenth time. The unmistakable fragrance of New York bagels, fresh ones, hit her full force. Just inside the box, on top of an “I (Heart) New York” sweatshirt, in the right size, lay yet another note.


  Good Morning! Enjoy! – Aiden


  Underneath, a large bag held smaller bags, each with two bagels of varying kinds.


  “What has he done?”


  She pulled one out, then ripped open the bag for a cinnamon raisin bagel. She inhaled the scent, closed her eyes, and took a bite.


  Once again, tears flowed. How could he possibly have known?


  The next box, complete with ice packs, held cream cheese and traditional lox. There was a kitschy Statue of Liberty nightlight, as well as a framed print of the Brooklyn Bridge lit up with fireworks behind it on the Fourth of July.


  Last but not least, there was a box that was clearly a local delivery.


  The note inside this box said, “Welcome to Washington!”


  A sweatshirt, like the ones street vendors sold all over the city, said, “You Don’t Know Me, I’m In the Witness Protection Program.”


  “Oh, my God, you didn’t,” she said, holding it up and laughing. It was funny on so many levels, levels only he could appreciate. A mug from Starbucks showed cherry blossoms and the monuments and proclaimed “Washington, DC” along the side.


  Finally, in the bottom, a jar of olives and another note.


  Cait –


  Please forgive me. I couldn’t find an olive branch, so I sent the olives themselves. And let me buy you dinner at Georgia Brown’s tonight. It’s not New York cuisine, but…it reminds me of my home and I’d like to share that with you. I’ll await your call or text.


  Contritely yours,


  Aiden


  Cait grabbed her phone and sent Aiden a text. Before she could chicken out, she tried to call. His phone, unlike hers, had voice mail.


  She stalled when she heard his voice. What the hell was she doing? Too late now, since she’d called without blocking the number.


  “Aiden, it’s Cait,” she finally said, then hesitated, wondering what to say next. “Call me.”


  That was stupid. What happened to keeping him at arms-length?


  Cait sat on the couch and stared at the flowers. She’d never felt so laid bare, so violated, then…so cherished—yes, it was true, opening those boxes, she’d felt cherished—all in a short span of time, all by the same person.


  Still, she should’ve thought it through before she contacted Aiden. Now that it was done, she had no idea what she’d say when he called back.


  Enough of this.


  She was here to do a job. She had a satellite relay to set up to send direct coordinates for pickup of the Ty-Op. Normally it would have been on her own building, but since the place was crawling with investigators and being scanned with every Earth technology in existence, it had to be elsewhere.


  Cait got herself together, locked up and headed out.


  “Hello, Cait!” Mrs. Potts sang out as soon as Cait stepped into the upper lobby. “So good to see you this morning. I’ve baked some cookies,” she said, and Cait realized the fabulous aroma she’d smelled was the chocolate chip cookies she’d been warned about. She sniffed, enjoying the mix of deliciousness in the air. There were possibly cinnamon cookies as well.


  “I’m hoping Aiden will be back soon, so he can be my taste tester,” she said, a twinkle of mischief in her eyes. “He says he has to test them for me, make sure they’re up to standard.”


  “That seems like a good plan,” Cait said, smiling at the thought. “Wouldn’t want inferior baked goods out there, right?”


  “Exactly. If he’s not back from his chat with that odious Agent Chavez soon, you might have to test them.”


  “That would be such a hardship,” Cait said, playing along with the fun, but relieved to know where Aiden was. How high school was it that he’d done a horrible thing, sent flowers to apologize, and now she was nervous because he hadn’t returned her call? Something was so girlie-wrong about that, but now was not the time to hash it out. “Of course, I could do that now and save Aiden the trouble.”


  “You could. Why don’t you come in, have some coffee and test a cinnamon crisp for me?”


  “Happy to,” Cait said, following the older lady into her neat, almost obsessively tidy space. She’d set up a large silver coffee urn, along with coffee service items, sugar tongs, the whole works.


  “Expecting a crowd?”


  “Oh, yes, the CSIs are coming back, or so the guard tells me. If they’re going to be working here, I’m going to enjoy their company. The law enforcement people—the regular ones—are so grateful and have such interesting stories to tell.”


  “The forensics teams?”


  “Now Cait,” she said, with a smile, “they’re quite nice. And they’re not asses like the agents.” Mrs. Potts spoke over her shoulder as she went into her kitchen. Coming back out, she held a silver tray, complete with doily and a gorgeous two-dozen batch of the most delectable-smelling cinnamon crisps Cait had ever seen.


  She had three before the first of the techs arrived next door. Two had been there before. She recognized them. The other was new to her. They had scanners, hoses, and piles of equipment they were bringing up the stairs and into Three-A.


  Uncomfortable with polite smiles when the techs came in for cookies, Cait made her escape.


  She walked to the corner before catching a cab for the nearest Starbucks. That took her down Connecticut Avenue toward the heart of DC. She didn’t want to get too close in, as the White House radar array was fairly sophisticated.


  She ordered a latte, then while it was being made, she slipped into the bathroom. Piercing the drywall behind the toilet tank where it wouldn’t be seen, she inserted the narrow, black tube she’d carried in her purse. It weighed about three pounds, and though it looked like a thin pencil, it was segmented and flexible.


  Activating it, she washed her hands and left. She was waiting for her drink before her FBI tail came in the coffee shop.


  The wormlike radar device would crawl up the toilet’s exhaust stack, all the way to the roof. Once there, it would deploy and act as a signal bounce, routing anything she sent straight to the Kith. Nothing would ever be tracked or traced as coming from her building.


  Collecting her drink, she walked for several blocks, visited a drugstore, then stopped into a boutique right next to yet another Starbucks. She took her time, watching the people, noting that her tail was wearing hard-soled shoes and not enjoying the task of keeping up with her.


  Cait strolled toward home, carrying her Starbucks cup, her drugstore purchases, and a cute dress. She’d liked it and bought it. It had nothing to do with Aiden’s offer to take her to dinner.


  After considering it, Cait knew she did need to talk to the man. She had a bargain to make. To get his guarantee that he’d never speak of what she’d told him under duress. Last night she’d assumed she was as good as dead after she’d told him about the Sh’Aitan. Then, in the light of day, she decided they might not know. They might not ever figure it out. Not if she kept her mouth shut.


  Aiden was a man with a lot of things to hide. She’d keep his secrets only if she truly believed he would keep hers.


  It made her gut clench, but Cait had to talk to him again.


  With that resolved, she smiled as she caught sight of her trailing FBI shadow, limping down the sidewalk a half a block back. She smiled as she headed into the building.


  *     *     *


  When Aiden returned home, the CSI van sat out front and yellow crime scene tape was back as décor du jour.


  “Aiden Bayliss, One-A,” he said to the officer guarding the bottom of the stairs. Mrs. Potts had baked something luscious and cinnamon. He smelled it before he got to the bottom of the stairs.


  “I’ll need your identification, Mr. Bayliss.”


  Aiden pulled out his wallet. The officer compared the photo on the card to Aiden, double-checked the data, and used a small blue light to check the hidden markings on his DC license. Aiden felt like he should be getting on a plane rather than going home.


  “Thank you,” the officer said, lifting the yellow tape for Aiden to pass under it.


  The brief interaction made Aiden wonder how Cait had managed to get a driver’s license. When he’d turned his phone back on after a ridiculous four hours of Chavez’s interrogation, he’d gotten her text and voice mail. It had put the bounce back in his step, but all the way home he’d been wondering what she’d say. Don’t ever contact me again for any reason was at the top of his worry list.


  That led to wondering what an alien hunter actually did. How did you get paid for that sort of work? Did she get paid? How did aliens set up bank accounts, and from there, how did they manage payroll?


  Speaking of payroll, God, how would he have to change his own payroll if he actually ended up in Seattle or Dallas?


  Dallas Metro was the latest city the Council had mentioned when he’d pushed them, via email, about a transfer. They were just going through the motions. He knew that now. All the power in the world didn’t make you stable, and it was clear that the Council believed he wasn’t.


  He wasn’t going to tell them what he’d done to Cait, but in light of what he’d done, Aiden figured the Council’s reasons might be valid.


  Mrs. Potts greeted him the moment he cleared the top step.


  “Aiden dear! You’re back!” she gushed, her cheeks flushed with excitement. She wore a frilly, flower-bedecked apron wrapped around her spare middle.


  “Would you like some ginger cookies? Oh, you have a hot drink already. Cookies will set it right off.”


  Never one to turn down Mrs. Potts’s baking, and using the opening to get intel on what the cops were up to, he followed her into her condo. She’d set up a serious refreshment stand, with piles of golden brown cookies, both cinnamon and ginger.


  He topped off his own coffee with extra cream and wrapped five of each type of cookie in a napkin to take home with him.


  “This is quite a spread, Mrs. Potts.”


  “I didn’t have anywhere to be today. I told our lovely new neighbor, Cait, earlier that I figured if they were going to be here anyway, they might as well keep me company. It’s fun to have all these handsome men and pretty young women visit.”


  Aiden bent to kiss her soft cheek. “You’re a gem, Mrs. Potts. Thanks for the cookies.”


  Mrs. Potts beamed. “You’re quite welcome, Aiden. Stop back later, and I’ll have chocolate chip.”


  He was turning to go when a flash of brown stopped him. Cait came up the stairs. As she scanned the scene, their eyes met, and Aiden felt the zing. It was still there, and this time it went all the way to his soul.


  Aiden headed toward Cait as she reached the top of the stairs. He moved slowly, easily, giving her time to speed up and avoid him if that was her preference. She didn’t, but her smile was meant for onlookers. It was wary and didn’t reach her eyes.


  He felt like he was in high school, asking a girl out on a date for the first time. Complete, total insecurity sucked. He had no idea whether she wanted to acknowledge the stuff he’d sent or to tell him to go to hell, where he damn well belonged.


  “Fancy meeting you here,” she quipped, as he had the first day on the canal. Had that been yesterday? Two days ago? Three? He was losing track.


  She tapped the edge of her carry-out coffee cup to his. “God, those cookies smell like heaven.” Her eyes were on Mrs. Potts’s door, over his left shoulder.


  “Taste that way too.”


  “I know,” she said smugly, still not meeting his gaze. “I got to be taste tester this morning since you were otherwise occupied.” Now she looked at the group of forensics people standing off to the side watching and listening to every word.


  “Hmmm, trying to take my job, are you?” He offered the napkin, and she took a cookie. She glanced at his face, but still avoided his eyes.


  I’m sorry, Cait. He couldn’t say it out loud. Not with people standing a few feet away.


  She bit into the cookie, and her eyes half closed as she enjoyed the flavor. Aiden felt the zing hook itself deeper into his gut. She licked a crumb off her lower lip and the zing went straight to his groin. Shit.


  “She could take over the world with cookies like this.”


  “Rumor has it there’ll be chocolate chip later.”


  “Heaven on a plate,” Cait murmured as Mrs. Potts came out to greet her. “Got to taste those earlier too.” And now her eyes were on Mrs. Potts. On anything she could find except him.


  “Oh, come in, Cait, come in! Have some fresh cookies!”


  “Thank you. Aiden was just sharing his with me. You make a fabulous cookie, Mrs. Potts.”


  “I do, if I say so myself.” She preened. “It’s a pleasure to cook for healthy appetites, even if it is only a few cookies.”


  Aiden still couldn’t catch Cait’s eye. Mrs. P was obviously reveling in the praise and attention. She was as amenable today as she’d been cranky with the agents before.


  Mrs. Potts tugged Cait forward. “Sit down and have a nice chat while I see to the batch in the oven.”


  Neutral territory, Aiden decided, and stood aside to let Cait go in. Perfect.


  She sat, draping her coat over the arm of the sofa and setting her bags on the floor. He offered her another cookie, and she accepted. He sat on the far end of the sofa, giving her space.


  “Mrs. Potts used to be pastry chef at one of the embassies,” he said. “She makes heaping plates of cookies at the holidays, puts them in the lobby and leaves them at the door in one of those little tins.”


  He saw the minute frown, the sadness that passed over Cait’s features, but she smiled to cover it. “Something to look forward to, for sure. These are out of this world.”


  “Really? That good?” So she wouldn’t be here at Christmas. Good to know.


  She grinned, cheeky in spite of the obvious sarcasm in his delivery. But still, she didn’t meet his eyes.


  “Really. Nothing,” she emphasized, “nothing compares to home baked.”


  He let that lie. No way to pursue it as a question with two cops lurking by the coffee urn.


  “Do you bake?” he asked.


  “I cook if it comes in a carton I can heat up, but otherwise, I’d starve.” She studied her cookie with great interest. “What about you? Gourmet chef? Secret longing to own a restaurant?”


  “Yes, actually, but it’ll never happen,” he said easily, wondering if she was psychic in addition to everything else. He wasn’t going to ask. He’d made enough mistakes. “I’ll fix you dinner sometime. You can grade the performance.”


  Wham. She finally looked straight at him.


  “Seriously? You cook?”


  He laughed at the dubious expression. “Sure. My mom made sure her son could cook and her daughter could change a tire. I took to the cooking. Did a stint as a sous chef after college.”


  “Seriously? I’d be better at the tire,” Cait admitted, and refocused on the cookie.


  “So’s my sister.”


  She grinned and so did he. Her eyes met his again. Evidently—maybe—they had a truce.


  “Don’t get a flat much anymore, or have to worry about it if I do. I specialize in getting stamps in my passport.”


  Was she just making conversation? Or was there some deeper meaning to her words? He was lost, but at least she was speaking to him.


  “No entanglements, no hassles.” He took a chance and baited her.


  “No need to hit anything with a tire iron,” she bandied back.


  Point to Cait.


  “Ever miss home?”


  It was if he’d pulled the plug on an especially bright lamp.


  
    Chapter Sixteen

  


  Cait’s smile disappeared, and she rose as she said it.


  “All the time. As you well guessed.”


  She gathered her things. “I’d better go. I’ve got work.”


  “I’m sorry.” He rose to stand beside her. “Sinking your life into your work can be hard,” he said, gently.


  Who was he to talk?


  As a distraction, he called to Mrs. Potts as she came out of the kitchen with more coffee. “You need anything from the market, Mrs. Potts? I’m going tomorrow. Or you, Cait?”


  “I may, Aiden, with all this activity,” Mrs. Potts said, obviously happy with all the attention her cookies were garnering. “I’ll let you know.”


  “Do you have your Halloween candy?” he asked.


  Cait interrupted. “There are actually trick-or-treaters in the building?”


  “Oh, yes. Several children live on the upper floors, and some in the building next door, too. Everybody has candy ready, so they don’t have to go outside on the streets,” Mrs. Potts said. “The management association does bobbing for apples and so forth in the garden.”


  “Oh, my,” Cait muttered. “I haven’t needed to think about Halloween in years. I guess I’ll take you up on your offer, Aiden. I wouldn’t know how much to buy. I have a lot of work pending. I’m guessing that on my field work, I’ll have a posse of media and FBI following me.”


  “Yeah,” Aiden said, shaking his head. “The press is back in full force.”


  “They tried to buttonhole me when I went for my walk this morning,” Mrs. Potts exclaimed. “Nearly knocked me down. I had to hit one young, rather aggressive reporter with my cane.”


  “You don’t use a cane,” Aiden said with a frown.


  “I did this morning.” Mrs. Potts grinned and bustled off to the kitchen again.


  Aiden said, “Can you do your work from inside your condo?”


  “No. Not effectively.” A short and honest answer. “Certainly not what I’m here for.” She glanced at the feasting officers. They were chatting, so likely not listening, but still, she spoke quietly and kept it vague. He leaned forward to hear and was glad to see that she didn’t flinch away. “I have to go back along the river,” she said. “Without the press.”


  “Can you go at night?”


  The thought of her traipsing along the towpath in the dark was nasty unpleasant, even for him. She was a former marine, and well-armed, but her expression said it held no appeal for her either.


  “Sorry, bad idea.”


  She shrugged it off. “Early morning might be my best option, right at dawn. Problem is,” she lowered her voice even more. “That raises the eyebrows of our watchers here.”


  “Why are you…” he stopped mid-sentence. Things pulled together and locked into place with a click.


  The disturbance along the river.


  Her forays along the river.


  What she really did for a living.


  “You’re sampling to get a pinpoint,” he finally said. “A location.”


  Wary, she nodded, glancing casually around the room. “Yes. I need to pick something up and get it out of DC.”


  He thought about it. Alien hunter. He had felt that disturbance. The otherness feel of it. So that’s what an alien felt like.


  He might have yet another olive branch to offer.


  “I have a location for you,” he said. “I’ve been monitoring it. Perhaps we could talk about it over dinner? My treat, of course.”


  Cait stared at him for what felt like a full minute. “If you can give me a location and I can do my job, then I’ll buy you dinner.”


  “Nice. I’ll be sure to pick something really expensive,” he teased, seeing Mrs. Potts coming back. Cait had surprised the hell out of him by joking with him. It was good though. He recovered to say, “Wouldn’t want you to think I’m a cheap date. What about this evening at seven? I don’t think either of us will get any work done today, given that the building is a three-ring-circus again.”


  Cait’s eyes danced all over the room now. She bit her lip, clearly uncomfortable.


  Ah, hell. Too fast.


  “Did I just hear you ask Cait for a date?” Mrs. Potts almost squealed as she came back to the conversation. “Isn’t that nice?” She beamed at Cait. “Aiden is a real Southern gentleman,” she said, offering her endorsement. “You’ll have a good time.”


  “Good to know.” Cait’s wry smile actually twinkled in her eyes as she met his gaze, and it shot right to Aiden’s gut, like a punch of heat, and made his visions leap to mind.


  The ones where she was naked, rising over him, hot and ready.


  “Now you’ve made him blush,” Cait teased, and the husky tone stoked what he was feeling even more. Aiden felt the heat in his face. Good Lord, the woman’s voice alone seemed to be keyed into his libido.


  Cait jerked her eyes away. She pressed her cheek to Mrs. Potts’s crinkled one. “Thank you for the cookies and coffee. Best I’ve ever had.” She turned and headed for the door.


  “See you tonight, Cait?” he called and she waved as she crossed the upper lobby.


  He thanked Mrs. Potts as well and he too headed for the door. He had work to do, and no idea whether he actually had a date with Cait Brennan or not.


  First things first, a reservation, just in case. Second, a deep magical cleansing of his building and a continued refilling of the well of power. Whatever had happened in Three-A, he couldn’t let it damage the building’s shields or protections.


  Third, figure the hell out how whatever happened went unnoticed until the doors were opened. That was so off, he had no words for it, and he had no clue what it meant except a damn fine job of cloaking.


  Screams resonated in his mind as he stepped into the hall. He could identify the residual signatures now, like ghosts on the stage of memory.


  Mrs. Potts. The senator’s aides. Mrs. Paxton. Senator Hathaway.


  Now that the barriers were broken, and the scene open, he could get a sense of the agony, the deaths of the participants in that terrible bloodbath.


  What he couldn’t get was the how.


  A tech opened the door to the garden, checking the locking mechanism. When she did, Aiden caught another whiff of that acrid smell. Having caught it twice now, he recognized it immediately. He moved closer.


  “No one uses that, or at least they haven’t since I’ve lived here,” he offered, as a way to get a conversation started. “It goes to the courtyard.”


  The tech nodded. “I know.” To her colleague, she said, “I think it’s our entry point. Got some blood on the door.”


  Aiden moved back as other techs hustled over to check the findings. It made sense. Ingress and egress that didn’t involve the main lobby.


  The only problem with that? There was no exit to the street from the courtyard. All the doors led into the building, and all were alarmed and monitored by the guard desk.


  There was a careful bustle as the other techs watched the first, everyone keeping a respectful distance.


  He was about to go into his condo when he heard the tech say, “Wow!”


  He looked back. She lay on the floor, the door propped open, her legs the only thing showing. She was examining one of the top, rubberized stair treads that led down to the outer door.


  “We got more blood here.”


  Somehow, the predator hadn’t used an exterior door to escape. So, whatever it was, it didn’t need one.


  *     *     *


  Cait plopped her bags on the counter and, tossed her purse on the couch.


  Holy shit. When Aiden had asked her to dinner, why hadn’t she said no? Was there an alternative to dinner with him, if he might have a lead on the Ty-Op? She glanced around the apartment.


  No. She didn’t want him here, in her space. Not yet. Not after what had happened last night.


  She grabbed a Coke and booted up her computer, setting it and her PDA to update. Crap. The series of symbols and beeps told her it would take a while.


  Aiden had been different today. There’d been a heaviness around him, like a weight sat on his shoulders. When she’d looked in his eyes, there was a weariness. A misery.


  On the one hand, his own actions had wrought the present situation. On the other hand…


  Not your problem, Cait.


  Cait’s gaze settled on the coffee table, with its riot of flowers, and the boxes lined up neatly by the sofa where she’d left them after she opened the gifts.


  She’d never seen, or been given, more thoughtful or more perfectly considered gifts in her life.


  Somehow, he got it. He understood the isolation, the loneliness. The thought behind the things he’d purchased—up to the wryly funny sweatshirt about being in Witness Protection—spoke to that understanding.


  “God, you’re waffling,” she said, disgusted with herself. “He trapped you, and you’re considering giving him a chance.” She paced the room. “Well, fuck it. Sure, I can see some of the reasoning. I didn’t look that innocent. But still.”


  Totally annoyed with herself, she decided she needed to go work. Bury her brain in details for a while so she didn’t have to think about Aiden. Or dinner.


  She had a Ty-Op to catch, with the clock against her, and more crap in her way than a top-notch obstacle course.


  She hadn’t said no to dinner with him, but she hadn’t said yes, either. She’d decide when she decided.


  She called for Thai takeout and checked the status of the download. Her PDA signaled the end of its download at the same time Tarik buzzed to say her food had arrived. She took it as a good sign. Trotting down to get her food, she slammed to a stop when she found Aiden at the desk.


  The universe is conspiring against me.


  Or maybe that was just Aiden, Mr. Super-Secret Magic Man, using his gifts to his advantage.


  He sniffed the air. “Thai. Nice.”


  The driver grinned at them both, saluted in thanks for the tip she’d given, and hustled out the door on a burst of cold air. Cait shivered, but savored the spicy smell of the food.


  “Lunch, finally,” she said. “You headed out?”


  “Yeah, client meeting. I was supposed to be there this morning. Rescheduled of course. Long-term client getting their year-end dollars committed. Good for them, good for me.”


  Cait watched Aiden glance casually around the lobby, and it hit her. Nothing about this man was truly relaxed, and what looked like a glance was actually a visual sweep, checking for threats.


  She’d recognized his alert, detail-oriented precision, but hadn’t put it together with the watchfulness. He was right when he said their jobs were the same in many ways.


  He was what she was, just like he’d said in one of the notes. A guardian. Something about that settled into her middle and did a little tap dance. Everything female and sensual in her noticed him, just like it had that day on the canal.


  It made her antsy.


  He looked at her then and smiled suddenly, as if knew exactly what she was thinking. That smile sizzled all the way to her toes. It was sexy. Strong, still a little bit dangerous and primal, and part of Cait wanted to run.


  And yet she wasn’t afraid.


  That was bad.


  “Good luck,” she said, damning the huskiness that roughened her voice.


  “Thanks,” he said, tilting his head, humor lurking in his eyes. “See you at seven, Cait?”


  “Yeah,” she said. Then more strongly, “Yes, I’ll be ready.”


  The way he said her name. It was like a caress. How the hell had he managed to make her feel that, that fast? She’d gotten out of bed this morning wanting to get as far away from him as possible.


  That was before the bagels, her treacherous mind insisted. And the flowers. And the olives.


  Feeling odd and off-balance, she returned to her condo. She filled a plate and sat down to work. The data stream was immense.


  The good news? She was now covered with background, deep enough in Turkey and throughout her resume, that she could pass pretty much any search the FBI could make. They’d also put markers in her background that would trigger further coverage if anyone probed.


  The bad news? They couldn’t tell her a damn thing about either of the hits. The Kith were puzzled, upset, and offended, not necessarily in that order. Puzzled that the killings seemed so violent and neither Senator Hathaway nor Senator O’Reilly had been in contact with any foreign groups, nor had they offended anyone in any way that showed.


  Hathaway was a domestically oriented politico. He supported farm bills, agricultural initiatives and pork barrel projects to bring jobs to his district in South Dakota.


  South Dakota. What had she seen about South Dakota? There was something on the tip of her brain, but she couldn’t bring it into focus.


  Distracted, she perused the additional data on Hathaway. He owned a ranch, four thousand acres’ worth, and ran cattle for beef. Beef, hides, hooves, horns, cover crops for livestock, he had a hand in all of it.


  The Kith had neatly hacked his systems and checked his books. And wouldn’t the FBI like to do that so easily?


  She snickered at the thought, and continued slogging through the financials. By his books, Hathaway was doing well. His cattle sold, his farm prospered. His farmhands stayed in his employ. The only questionable item in the whole deal, if she was reading it right, was the line item for loss to accident and wildlife, necessitating two full columns in his QuickBooks ledgers. According to the Kith, this was a red flag. These losses were higher than for most operations of equal size.


  “Wolves and coyotes and growlies.” She set aside her empty plate aside.


  She moved onto the flagged items in his voting record. There were only four, maybe five. The more she read, the more frustrated she got. He was clean, boring, and unspectacular.


  Obviously, he had a mistress, the oh-so-married, and now equally dead, Mrs. Paxton. She’d been his chief of staff. Their affair seemed to be the only aberration in an otherwise bombastic, but stolid, career.


  She dug into Delia Paxton, but the woman was equally banal. Junior League sustaining member, churchgoer and Brownie troop leader. The late Mrs. Paxton hadn’t seemed the type to cheat. Then again, did it take a type?


  Uncovering nothing with the mistress, Cait went on to check the previous tenants of the condo, as well as those from her own condo. She found absolutely zip.


  “This sucks. Totally. Where’s the smoking gun?” she complained, as irked as the Kith. The Kith had a tracking drone focused on Earth politics. They wanted first-in rights when Earth finally got its mess together, and admitted the existence of so-called aliens. From there, naturally, the Kith would lead the way in developing Earth’s trading with other planets in the Alliance.


  Always the profit motive for the Kith.


  They were sure it would be only a decade or two until the break came. Hence their constant tracking of events.


  Given that, the Kith determined they should have known about any issues concerning Hathaway. He sat on a NASA committee, although he was not a ranking member. He’d voted for disclosure of certain documents regarding alien sightings. Those were still held in secrecy in the US, the former Soviet Union, Canada, and China.


  For that he’d been on the Kith radar, but only as a minor blip. There were others the Kith watched far more closely.


  Cait snapped her fingers.


  “Michael Constantina,” she said, remembering. “The New Jersey debacle.”


  She’d been warned not to interfere with a certain local politician in his home state. She hadn’t wanted to be in Jersey anyway, much less hanging out around the politicos. It had been two missions back.


  Her photography permit had come after wheedling and bribing the mayoral delegation, but she’d kept well away from the capital. The permit had garnered her entrée into the still-ruined parts of the boardwalk, the beaches, and the ruins of Coney Island following Hurricane Sandy. She’d been a photographer on that drop.


  It was an unfortunate truth that rogues of all ilk’s—planetary and non-planetary—took advantage of disasters, and the people caught in them, to run scams, cheat and steal.


  Added to that, the violently turbulent weather had attracted thrill-seekers. Superstorm Sandy, while still a Category Five, had provided some of the best Outer Rim entertainment ever for a group of adolescent Perbadts and their arrogant chaperone.


  The teenie-bopper riders hadn’t been the problem, or not the main one. The chaperone decided to stay on and stir around in the hurricane-ravaged areas for delicacies. For a Perbadt, dead cows, sheep and other waterlogged carcasses were the height of desirable delectation. If he’d left it at that, Cait might have let him get away with it, even considered it a disgusting blessing.


  Instead, he’d stepped over the line and wandered up into the Hudson Valley, where he’d disguised himself and offered several farmers a way to get the mess off their hands.


  The price he’d asked—five pounds of stainless steel per carcass—was far in excess of what the cows were worth, had the farmers only known it. But that hadn’t seemed like much to a farmer with fifteen dead cows or pigs scattered over his property. Especially when the Perbadt offered to harvest the price himself.


  The Kith objected, as did Cait. First, the Perbadt broke the law and contacted humans. Even with a disguise and a voice shifter, that was illegal.


  Second, the amount of steel he took was highway robbery. He had more than two tons already crushed and condensed—gurneys, pails, trays, countertops and tables he’d stripped from a barely damaged clinic, a flooded but salvageable nursing home, and a nearby diner—when Cait caught him. Like the Grinch, he’d stripped everything he could find, including shower grab bars, and bathroom stall partitions.


  The Kith weren’t going to let trade go on without their approval. They were going to make sure the recipient got paid fairly, and that they, the Kith, got their cut.


  It was convoluted but honorable. One of the main reasons she’d agreed to work for the Kith and the Sh’Aitan. Sure, they had the market advantage and would get their cuts when Earth joined the Alliance. In the meantime, she got to be sure her planet wasn’t totally ripped off.


  “Get a grip, girl,” she finally said, standing to stretch. “This isn’t a storm, other than a shit-storm, and Perbadts are…” she let the words trail off. “No. It couldn’t be.”


  Hathaway.


  Missing cows. Lots of missing cows.


  Perbadts liked cows. A lot.


  No way.


  Sure she was wrong, Cait started pacing. When she realized there was very little room to pace in the office, she went to the living room. Another Coke in hand, she walked and talked it out. She’d set her screens so no one would be listening, by means fair or foul.


  “Okay, talk this through. Cons. It’s pretty far-fetched to think that pompous, cigar-munching Hathaway is…was…in contact with anyone in the Alliance, or aliens not in the Alliance.” The Others, planet pirates or resource stealers, didn’t negotiate, they just took.


  “Pros. Trading livestock off-planet could be covered by huge livestock losses to weather and wolves.”


  It ran like a mantra in her mind. Perbadts liked cows. Perbadts could make cows go missing.


  Hathaway had missing cows.


  “Crap. Now I have to check it out. Is it improbable? Yes. Is it a tangent and most likely an irritating distraction? Yes.” She stomped back to her office. “But it’s there. How’s he being paid? Where’s he putting the money that it’s not been noticed?”


  If her mind had put those pieces in that order, it bore looking into because she had a knack for putting the improbable into the probable and coming up with the solution.


  “I just don’t want this to be that solution,” she groused, dropping back into her chair.


  She opened a file, set up a spreadsheet. Into it she dumped the ledger entries from Hathaway’s books. She noted the info she recalled about the Perbadt’s predations in New York and New Jersey. Lastly, she dropped in the data about Hathaway’s committees, agricultural leanings, voting record on land use, fracking, farming, and banning GMO foods.


  “I’m going to be so fucking pissed at him if he was smuggling. Dammit.” She hated the thought of smuggling on her watch. She didn’t want to have to police her own people for interacting with the aliens. “Stupid idiotic jerkweed.


  “Hard enough to keep people from getting dead and my work off the radar without you doing stupid shit. I do not want to be a domestic trade expert, dammit.”


  Closing the spreadsheet and the senator’s files, she opened a file on her condo building. She’d set up a review of the changes of ownership in various levels for the past five years. It was eye-crossingly slow. She’d just finished that and opened O’Reilly’s files when the beeper on her PDA sounded.


  “Yippee,” she joked, “Time for a break.”


  Then she realized the beep was to warn her it was time to get ready for her date. Shit. She hadn’t even started on O’Reilly. There had to be a connection to Hathaway.


  
    Chapter Seventeen

  


  She put all the data in lockdown and her computer on Earth Safe Mode. She stretched and grimaced at the stiffness in her muscles. She’d been sitting for nearly three hours.


  Cait thought about everything except facing Aiden again as she got ready. But by the appointed meeting time, she was dressed and ready to go.


  “Please let him have a lead for me that works,” she said, tucking her PDA into her purse and sliding on bracelet-weapons that matched the new dress. “And please let him agree to keep my secrets.” If the Sh’Aitan didn’t know she’d talked about the Alliance, maybe there was a chance she could salvage the situation.


  Cait locked her door, and when she turned, she found Aiden outside his, watching her.


  More than watching, she realized. He masked it quickly, but she caught a hunger in his gaze. Her whole system went into woman mode, and she just about melted.


  Shit.


  She watched him as he came toward her, and she had to admit he wore a suit with serious style. It was custom-tailored and very GQ without being over the top.


  Sexy as hell.


  “You look lovely,” he said. There was a rough edge to his voice that she hadn’t heard before. Her hormones heard it, though, and they liked it.


  Double shit.


  “Thank you, you’re pretty well turned out yourself.”


  “Let me get that for you,” he said. He held a hand out for her coat, but he maintained a distance, allowing her to come to him. Not overstepping.


  Sensitive to the moment. To her.


  Hell. That was going to be her undoing.


  She felt a deep thrum of heat when he slid a finger along the nape of her neck to gently tug strands of her hair out of her collar. The contact started a serious fire in her belly.


  Stop that. It’s dinner. Dinner, and a potential lead, nothing more. You’re a Slip Traveler. Your life belongs to the Sh’Aitan.


  And a bit more desperately, He tried to kill you.


  In the garage, he held the door and she climbed into his car. “I hope you like American food with a nice twist,” he said.


  “I like food of all kinds, and I looked up the menu. It looks fabulous. Besides, I feel like we’re staging a prison break.” But when they drove outside, there was no visible press.


  “What the heck?” she said, when they found no media vultures loitering at the garage entrance.


  “They’re too busy trying to connect O’Reilly and Hathaway to the mob.”


  “The mob?”


  He pulled into traffic and cruised through the city. “Yeah, evidently they’re now saying the brutality is mob-like—Russian or Asian Mafia. As for the rest, they’re not all back from Chicago yet.”


  Energy crackled between them as Aiden drove through the city. It couldn’t be all physical attraction, could it? The hair on her arm was stirring, and she was as far across the seat as she could get—at least ten inches away, with the console between them. He felt it too, because he shot her a glance as they stopped at a light.


  “You seem pensive,” he said, touching a fingertip lightly to the back of her hand.


  She jumped in her seat and yanked her hand away. The current between them was definitely—and literally—electric. She’d felt that jolt all the way to her toes.


  “Sorry,” he said, and she watched the misery settle back around him like a cloak. “I wasn’t thinking.”


  “Did you do that on purpose?” Eyes narrowed, she assessed him, wondering now if dinner was a set up. Was it really an apology? “That electric thing?”


  “Did I shock you on purpose? No, I didn’t,” he said, frowning. He thought for a moment, then said, “I’m just having a difficult time wrapping my mind around you.”


  He ran a hand through his hair. “And for what it’s worth, it shocked me too.”


  *     *     *


  “Okay,” Cait said as he pulled into valet parking. “That goes for me too. The wrapping your mind around things part.”


  He nodded and smiled. He seemed sincere. Honest.


  She could do this. She looked up at the building, glad for the distraction. “This is Georgia Brown’s?”


  The valet opened her door and offered a hand to help her out. After Aiden’s shocking touch, the valet’s hand felt flat, like a Claymation character. She shook her head at the fancy. She hadn’t even had a drink and she was already getting weird.


  Just get through the evening, find out what he knows, get his agreement to stay quiet, and get out.


  In the dusky restaurant, with its moody lighting, Aiden gave his name at the hostess stand.


  Their corner table was secluded from other diners by large plants. Nearby, a wall fountain burbled, further screening conversation. Perfect. She’d lay odds Aiden had planned it that way. The dark-haired, multi-pierced, but Armani-clad maître d’ handed them wine lists and menus and slipped away.


  “This is lovely,” Cait said, looking around. “Atmospheric.” Even as she said it, Aiden was doing a visual check of the room. Was he checking it with more than his eyes? With what she’d seen him do, she’d bet he had the ability to, so why not?


  “And small enough to notice it if anyone has followed us,” he said, confirming her suspicions.


  “You think they will.” She made it a statement, not a question.


  “I do.”


  “Then I guess we better not talk too much about our jobs.”


  “Except that, circumstances aside, I’d actually like to get to know you, and that includes knowing about your very unusual job.”


  Shit, shit, shit. He wasn’t even beating around the bush about it. That hunger she’d seen in his eyes. It was back, and he wasn’t trying to hide that, either. Fine. She could play the game. She just had to pull up her big girl panties and do her job. That meant not letting him get to her.


  Truth time. This was weird. She was sitting here, actually talking with a man, he was asking about her work, and he knew what it was. And he was taking it in stride.


  Yeah. Weird.


  “I’ll show you mine, if you show me yours,” Cait offered. “I’ve told you a little.” Enough to get me killed. “You’ve shown me a lot.” She saw him wince, but he held her gaze. “But you’ve told me almost nothing.”


  The waiter appeared, took their orders, poured wine and left.


  “So, Aiden Bayliss,” she said, leaning her chin on her hand. “What are you?”


  “I’m a computer nerd with a specialty in major damage control. A troubleshooter.”


  “Uh-huh. I read your website bio. Impressive client list,” she said, studying him over the rim of her wine glass. “And that wasn’t what I meant.”


  “I know. The magical Adept Enforcer part. Technically, one of the good guys, despite the way it seemed last night.”


  “Hmmm. What does that entail, exactly?”


  “Protecting people.” He watched her as the waiter delivered salads. “I’m guessing you do something similar.”


  “Yes,” she admitted. “I do.”


  “Mine is an interesting, relatively routine job, some of the time,” he continued, watching her intently. “Other days, it’s terrifying.”


  The yawning maw of the sea creature on Meena Pal flashed into her mind. She couldn’t stop the shiver that raced up her back. God help her, she never, ever wanted to go back to Meena Pal.


  “Cait?” He covered her hand on the table. “You okay?”


  “Sorry. Yes.” She slipped her hand free, and patted her lips with her napkin to buy time and regain her composure. “Mine can be that way too.”


  “You shivered,” he said, and the look in his eyes was nothing like the way Lance looked at her. It was warm. Intense. “Do you want my jacket?”


  “Then you’d be cold.”


  He shook his head, smiling a slow, hot smile. “I don’t think so.”


  That made her laugh out loud, and God, it felt good. They started back in on their salad, but she noticed him monitoring adjacent tables. Their fellow patrons seemed to be engrossed in flirtations or business dealings.


  “I’d hoped to ask you on a real date.”


  “This isn’t one?”


  His smile turned a little grim around the edges. “Despite my desire to make this a great night, and a great date, there’s an elephant in the room.”


  “True. I almost said no.”


  This time he laughed. A deep rumble that she felt in her middle. Then he sat there and grinned at her for a minute, and the heat dropped from her gut to the juncture of her thighs, which, dammit, quivered. “I’m persistent,” he said.


  She smiled. “Three boxes worth of persistence. Yes.” She cocked her head, looking at him, seeing him. “I get the apology, and I appreciate it. Everything you sent was…well, it was perfect. But why would you want to be?” she asked, sincerely. “Persistent, that is.”


  They were being fairly blunt with one another, and, given what was happening around them, they needed to be. They also needed to trust one another.


  For Cait, that was going to be harder.


  “Why? I’m attracted to smart, funny, loaded-pizza-loving women. And, have you looked in the mirror lately?”


  She frowned. She wasn’t supposed to be attractive, or noticeable. They’d gone brown hair, brown eyes, common appearance for a reason. Never red. The one time they’d done that, it had been a disaster. Men of all ages had taken notice and flirted with her constantly. Clandestine ops had been impossible. She’d nearly had to return shipside for a different identity, but she’d pulled it off by buying a box of drugstore hair color and dying her hair black. Sometimes the Kith made her blonde, but never flashy.


  “Yes, I looked just before I left. I didn’t see anything remarkable.”


  “Then you must not have been smiling.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean you have a gorgeous, drop-dead-sexy smile. And it lights up your face.”


  He was sincere. She could see that from his body language. What the hell?


  She leaned in, dropped her voice. “Aiden, I can’t afford this delay. I can’t afford you. This whole situation is bad. I can’t get any intel on the why or who of this, nor can my team. And my job is that pickup down by the river. That comes first. That said, just what little I’ve told you could get us both killed. This isn’t done, what you and I are doing.”


  “Eating dinner together? Flirting a little? Really?” He forked up a bite. “That’s a shame.”


  She snorted, and he laughed.


  “Goof,” she said, and shook her head as she took a drink of wine. Lance tried to make her laugh, but it almost never worked. It was the timing. Hell, a lot of humans couldn’t get it right. So for a machine, it was asking a lot. God, she’d missed being with a real, flesh-and-blood man.


  “I know it’s not easy,” he said. “We’re both breaking the rules,” he said, and nodded when he saw her raised eyebrows. “Yeah, I have those kinds of rules too. But the issues we’re not talking about aren’t going to get solved by the Capitol Police or the FBI, no matter how much evidence they collect.” He sat back and casually scanned the restaurant again. “I respect them. They do good work. They won’t fix this.”


  “It’s not part of my job to fix it, at least not yet. But even if it goes that way, once my mission is over here, I’ll be gone. So. Tell me. Why would you want to know me?”


  Aiden was momentarily saved from answering by the waiter who exchanged salad plates for dinner plates and wished them a cheerful “bon appetit!”


  Instead of picking up his fork, Aiden leaned in, his face eerily lit by the small votive candle.


  “Straight up, then. You have an aura, a feel to you, that speaks to me. When I look at you, I see something totally different than what you show the world.”


  Her heart nearly stopped. “What? What do you see?” her hand went to her face. Had something about her alterations shifted? Failed?


  “Now I’ve startled you.” He reached for her hand again, touching just his index finger to her knuckles in a gentle caress, and this time she didn’t yank her hand away. The barely there touch was clever, she realized, meant to not scare her, but still connect. And she felt it.


  God, she felt it.


  “Not my intent,” he said. “Believe me, the last thing I want to do is scare you. Again.”


  “Yeah, big thanks for that. But—”


  “It’s not the physical that’s different, Cait. It’s the verve. Your love of life. Your inner strength.” He took her hand in his, and used his thumb to trace the scar that ran over her knuckles and down the scar on the back of her hand.


  She’d done that at ten, on her bike. The Kith respected scars and hadn’t repaired that one. “And you didn’t tell me to get lost that day on the canal.” He lifted his eyes to hers and holy shit, the want in them nearly melted her. “And when I touch you, you feel the power too. So. Persistence.”


  “I’m not sure what to say to that,” she managed, startled into a half laugh. He continued stroking the scar, setting fire to her nerves. It made her aware of every part of her body. It sent spikes of delicious sensation to her belly, to her breasts.


  She wanted him to lean over the fragrant, amazing-looking fried chicken and kiss her.


  No, no, no! The thought made her pull back, slip her hand away to pick up her knife and fork. Restraint, marine. Restraint.


  “You don’t really have to say anything,” he said, his voice a low growl. “I can feel it.”


  She gripped the silverware until her knuckles were white. “But I will say something,” she said firmly. “I’ll say no. I’m not supposed to do this.”


  “Not supposed to do what?”


  “Put out your hand,” she said. He looked puzzled, but complied.


  She wasn’t sure what prompted her to do it, but she turned his hand over, placed her palm to his, feeling in her bones the power they could generate together. His eyes widened and she saw the desire burn hotter.


  “That,” she said, huskily. “We’re not doing that. Or anything like it.”


  It was his turn to—slowly—pull away, to regroup. Interesting.


  “It does make things complicated.” She’d played the card that should have scared him off, given her some distance. Instead, Aiden lifted her hand from the table and kissed it in an old-fashioned, courtly gesture. She clamped down on her reaction before she let go with a schoolgirl sigh.


  A niggle somewhere in her brain whispered that she, ST Cait Patten aka Brennan, just might have met her equal. And that was scary as hell. She shoved that idea somewhere toward the region of the Andromeda galaxy and gave him her what-the-fuck? eyebrow lift.


  Aiden shook his head. “I won’t hide the attraction, Cait. I’ve learned the hard way to be honest with my emotions.” His lips twitched and she saw the mischief in his eyes.


  “As an aside,” he said, “you could have a whole conversation, just with that eyebrow lift.” He grinned at her, letting her go and cutting into his dinner.


  Jesus.


  She shook her head. “You’re good at that.”


  “What?”


  “Connecting. I’m not.”


  “I beg to differ. I think you’re very good at it, in a very subtle way.”


  That surprised a real laugh out of her. She’d been called many things, but subtle wasn’t one of them. And man, she needed a redirect. She was about to catch on fire, she was so aroused.


  “I think we’d best leave the flirting behind and talk about pinpointing my target.”


  “Can’t we do both?”


  She shook her head, “No.”


  “Party pooper,” he joked, but got to the point. “Can you tell me what it is?”


  Could she? He waited as she considered. There was no way around it, so finally she gave him a small nod.


  “It’s called a Tyranalnid Opthoid, or Ty-Op for short. It’s a ship’s pet. It’s doing okay at the moment, but that’s not going to last. I need it out of here before it hurts anyone or anything.”


  “If it’s something that visits here often, I need to know about it,” he insisted.


  “Hopefully you’ll never hear about one again,” she said, praying that a second one hadn’t actually been dumped in North America. Simultaneously, her gut told her that second-Ty-Op-in the area scenario was waaaaaay too likely, given how much the Gretzprtica Traders were hemming and hawing over drop coordinates for this one, much less a possible second.


  “Still,” Aiden said, leaning forward again. “Perhaps we can discuss it on a walk.”


  “A walk?” That was a switch.


  “I believe we just got company.”


  “Damn.” Cait’s nerves went from sexually heated to cold and hard. Ready. Company meant the Feds, if she read Aiden correctly.


  “Maybe, maybe not. Could simply be two conservatively dressed, very attentive workers here for a nice dinner out.” He smiled, but he flicked his eyes to the left, over her right shoulder, giving her a hint of where they were. “They have yet to look over here.”


  “Tough town, DC,” she said, returning the smile for any onlookers. “You never know if they’re just here, or if they’re here for you, right?”


  “Exactly. Any kind of agent, Federal, Treasury, Secret Service, could be here innocently, for dinner with a fellow agent or operative. Nothing to do with us.”


  “Sounds very Tom Clancy.”


  “I like his books. And yes, it does.”


  “You think it’s unrelated.”


  “No.” His smile widened and he finished off his wine.


  
    Chapter Eighteen

  


  They let the waiter clear, and ordered dessert and coffee. He ordered decaf. She got regular.


  “My employers have a drink similar to coffee, or so they claim. They call it Ootah. Decaf tastes like Ootah. Nasty.”


  He laughed and drank the decaf with relish.


  “Yummm, Oootah!” he exclaimed, making her laugh again. “So, shall we take a walk when we’re done with dessert?” Aiden asked as he leaned back in his chair. “I have my reasons.”


  His smile was hot and knowing and her stupid, fired-up, libido hummed right back. It was having none of her rules. Striving for sanity, she changed the subject.


  “So are they sitting close enough to us to hear anything or are they lip readers?”


  “Funny. Probably neither. Just monitoring our movements. They’re in the bar.”


  “Good. Tell me where my target is.”


  “Ah, yes, back to our raison d’etre for the evening.” He watched her again, with that careful, intense gaze. “One of my duties for my other job is to scan the city for interference, disturbances.”


  “Darkness Rising.”


  He nodded. “Fabulous movie. Scared the crap out of me. Del Lazaria’s a hell of a director. Reasonably accurate too.”


  “Scared me too.” She’d watched it on the adapted Blue-ray player in her quarters on-ship. “And accurate in what way?”


  “How to scan with magic. I scan for unusual or dark vibes, for lack of better words.” He lowered his voice as the couple next to them rose, practically intertwined around one another, to leave the restaurant. “Anything magical that shouldn’t be there.”


  “Like a long-distance recon. Handy. How often?” If it helped her, she wasn’t going to quibble with the “how” of it. God knew she had some unusual skills these days, and even more unusual brothers in arms. She’d never hesitated to consult a psychic in the old days. This was like a psychic on steroids, she guessed. Bigger. More intense.


  Way more intense.


  “Three to five times a week, at a minimum. It’s better to kill the monsters when they’re little.”


  “Oh, you can say that again!” She said it with more heat than she’d intended. “So just the city?”


  “The Metro region. My territory.”


  Cait cocked her head as she thought about that. “So there are more of you. How many?”


  He shook his head. “I can’t share that. It won’t help you and its knowledge that would be useful to the dark side.”


  Cait processed that, then nodded. “Dark side. Always a black to the white, right? So, can you give me a generalization?”


  “There are either adepts or Adept Enforcers in most of the major cities.”


  Okay. She could tell she’d hit his limit on that topic. She considered that as she shifted the bowl of cobbler dessert closer. The waiter had settled it in front of her, but she’d yet to touch it.


  Her brain buzzed through the facts he’d laid out or implied. There was a network of powerful beings like Aiden, organized and in place around the country. They scanned for magic, dark and light, and dealt with any resultant problems. A magical police force.


  And the Sh’Aitan didn’t have a clue.


  She spooned up some of her dessert and her brain simply stopped. She bit back a moan.


  “Peach cobbler. Oh. My. God.”


  He laughed, but she felt that intense gaze again, the personal one. Then he reached over and dusted a crumb from her cheek. The defined, sensual tug hit her like a laser blast.


  “It looks good on you.”


  Heat curled through her and fired up a strong need to touch him, put her hands up the back of his shirt, feel the muscle that ever-so-slightly pulled the lines of the jacket. She wanted to strip off that smooth, starched shirt and…


  Whoa.


  “Thank you,” she finally managed.


  Something distracted him, and his gaze flicked away, then back. “Our watchers have moved to a table. Their interest in us is a tad more obvious.”


  “So. They are watchers for us.” Damn. Just when it was getting good—which really was bad, and totally wrong. Of course it was also distracting him from asking about who and what she was.


  “I think so.” He polished off the pecan pie he’d ordered. “Let’s take that walk. It’s warmer tonight.”


  “Walking sounds good.” She was antsy, thoroughly aroused, and half irritated. Hopefully, the unseasonably chilly October night would cure her of all three.


  That’s why they were here. He was here to apologize, and tell her where he thought the Ty-Op was, and she was here to get his word that he’d keep her secret.


  Cait tried to take the check, but Aiden shook his head.


  “My apology,” he said. “My money.”


  “Ah, yes. The apology,” she said.


  “Yeah, we better get to that right here quick so we can move on to…other things.”


  Cait’s hormones picked up their cheerleader pompoms again, and started chanting that he was already forgiven and they were ready for the aforementioned other things.


  Cait smacked them down. Hard.


  Her logic had convinced her body that Aiden had good reason for what he’d done, but her heart still felt the terror of being held in that cage.


  Her head had almost won the battle, until he helped her on with her coat and gave her that sexy shiver again. Her body got the stupid pompoms out again.


  He held the door, and they strolled out onto the wide sidewalk looking onto McPherson Square.


  The valet popped up from the chair where he’d been sitting.


  “Your car, sir?”


  “No, but thanks. We’re going to walk for a bit.”


  “Nice night for it,” the young man said.


  As they walked away, Aiden took a moment to pull out his billfold, peel away a handful of ones, then separate them into four four-dollar sets. She wondered why, but stayed silent. Maybe for the valet when they returned?


  Aiden offered his arm, an old-fashioned gesture, and they began to walk. Mrs. Potts was right. Aiden was a southern gentleman.


  Not last night, he wasn’t, she reminded her libido, which had jumped up for another sideline cheer.


  “Warm enough?”


  She nodded. Oh, she was warm, all right. Not that he needed to know how warm, or why. She could feel the hard muscle through his coat, and having him this close, with those knowing eyes and those broad, strong hands, made her want things. Things she couldn’t have.


  “Going this way down I-Street, it’s mostly offices. There’ll be a few panhandlers, though. Will that bother you?”


  The thought that a poor homeless person would worry her, given what she’d been through—what she was—nearly made her laugh.


  “No, I’m fine.”


  “Good.”


  Cait decided attack was the best defense in this case. She slanted a look up at his face.


  “Why did you do it, Aiden?”


  It was all Cait said, but Aiden knew exactly what she meant. He’d been avoiding it all evening because he didn’t know how to explain.


  And he owed her the truth.


  “I used to live in Atlanta,” he said, not sure why he was starting there, but going with his gut.


  The gut he should have trusted to begin with, where she was concerned.


  “I’m…let’s just say as adepts go, I’m powerful. I worked the Atlanta Metro. There were four other adepts in Georgia. We worked together.”


  He took a deep breath and blew it out, feeling for a way he could get the story out without going into a full-on flashback.


  “Something, a creature, was hunting outside Atlanta. We were aware of it—had felt it’d energetic presence in our scans.”


  “The way you feel the Ty-Op.”


  “Pretty much, yeah. We thought we knew what it was. Boggles sometimes pop up in odd places, hunt the way this did. Sometimes a bog loper or a hob will surface and hunt a bit and move on.” He shrugged. “It started out in south Georgia, killing feral pigs around the swamps. We weren’t sure it was a hostile. We weren’t entirely sure it was magical.”


  “Bog lopers? Hobs?” she asked.


  “Magical creatures, not dangerous to humans.”


  A grizzled old man in a torn watch cap and multi-layered, patched clothing held out a cup. “Spare change, mister?”


  Aiden dropped the first set of neatly creased ones into the cup.


  “God bless you, sir,” the toothless fellow muttered. “Yer lady too.”


  “And you,” Aiden replied, and they walked on.


  “The activity increased and moved nearer the city.” Aiden forced himself to continue the story. “Three trainee adepts volunteered to do the assessment. I wouldn’t have let them go alone—that’s a basic rule, especially in training—but there were three of them. They were eager to get some experience.” He ran a hand through his hair. Stepped away from her a bit to give himself space. “People were beginning to notice. Small town reporters don’t have a lot to report, and if farmers report livestock losses, well…” He shook his head.


  “It was supposed to just be an initial assessment. I knew it was just that, and yet I knew too this behavior wasn’t normal for a boggle or a hob. But…”


  Shit. What could he say? He had no practice telling anybody about his worst screw-up ever, his worst nightmare. He’d only told the Council’s Adept Enforcer who’d come for his report. Aiden had been in the hospital, barely conscious. That retelling really didn’t count, cushioned as it was by painkillers.


  “I had a commitment,” he finally said. “A date. So I let them do it.” At the time, it hadn’t seemed like a big deal. “I figured they’d check it out, come back and give me the scoop and I’d take care of it. Easy.” Shame and guilt fought over which one got to eat another piece of his soul.


  He’d been relieved because it meant he didn’t have to put off yet another dinner with Marcia.


  “They didn’t come back,” she said softly.


  “No. They didn’t.” The reality of that seared him all over again. He met her gaze, braced for the accusation, the condemnation, but instead recognized understanding. Empathy.


  “What was it?”


  “It’s called a Nightflyer. A powerful entity beyond anything that had been seen in that part of the southeast. I felt them die. When I got there, it had fed on their magic, and on them.”


  “Good Lord.”


  “Once it fed on adepts, Enforcer trainees, it changed.” His anguish was as fresh as if it happened yesterday. “The magic it had consumed made it virtually unstoppable.”


  “You’re here. You must have stopped it.”


  “I did.” That acknowledgement was all he could manage.


  “How?”


  He tried for a smile but failed. “It was tearing me up, physically and magically. Nothing I tried fazed it. So I ran underneath it, right at it. When it grabbed me to finish me, I blasted everything I had straight down its throat.”


  She stopped dead. Her mouth dropped open in a horrified “o” of shock.


  “Holy effin’ crap.”


  “It only hurts when I laugh,” he said, trying anything to break the unbearable tension of her gaze locked now with his.


  Her smile was slow to bloom, but it came. “I’ll bet.”


  Aiden shook his head, looking at the sidewalk as he spoke. He needed to get it out. Get it said. He owed his trainees. And now he owed Cait.


  He forced the words out of the miserable pit of memory. “My gut said it would be okay, even though the evidence pointed to something bigger. If I’d let myself see it objectively—but I wanted a little personal time. I let that influence me. If I’d focused on the evidence, I’d have been there. Those people would still be alive.” He met her gaze, now. Faced her. “So yesterday when I couldn’t reach you, and I learned about O’Reilly…”


  “The evidence pointed to me.”


  Aiden nodded as a blanket of black misery wrapped around him. It was suffocating.


  “I checked and rechecked every possibility I could come up with for where you might be. Nobody saw you leave. There were flights out that morning. Law enforcement swore you weren’t downtown.”


  “Fucking idiot, Chavez,” Cait muttered.


  “The timing worked. My gut said you were innocent, but that’s what I wanted to hear, Cait. I was attracted to you, on a personal level. I should’ve trusted my gut, found another way, but the murders were so damn brutal, and you had high-power cloaking. Adept level. I couldn’t read you.”


  Her next words surprised the hell out of him.


  “You followed the logic,” she said. “I get it.”


  It shocked him so much he stumbled. “I was wrong. I didn’t follow my gut on this one either.” He offered as a mea culpa. “I was beyond stupid, and I know better.” He stopped, faced her. “My gut said you were on the level. The facts didn’t, but my gut did.”


  “I get that too. And I get why you didn’t go with it. What happened? After. In Atlanta?”


  “After the Nightflyer?”


  She nodded. “Finish the story.”


  Amazed that she hadn’t run screaming, and wanted to know the ending, he just stared for a moment. Finally, he shrugged off the surprise and told her. “I was bleeding, in and out of consciousness. It was hard to crawl, but I did. Found my phone. I called my girlfriend. The date I’d kept instead of going with my trainees. She got there, ran into the field. When she saw me, and the remains of the Nightflyer, she freaked. She didn’t even wait to see if I was alive. She ran. Peeled out of there like the hounds of hell were nipping at her heels.”


  “Stupid idiot.”


  “I don’t blame her.”


  “You should,” Cait said shortly. “What the hell was she thinking?”


  Her defense warmed him. “Anyway. The fourth adept trainee was north of Atlanta, nearly 80 miles from where I was. I called her when I felt the others die, told her I was going. She felt the power blast I’d used to take out the Nightflyer.


  “She left her newborn child. She risked him, her family, everything, because she didn’t know what she’d find, what might be waiting for her. If I hadn’t killed it, she’d have had to take on the Nightflyer herself.” He stopped, took a breath. “It took her a while, but she found me. She patched me up a little. Took care of the Nightflyer’s remains.”


  “Please tell me she took you to the nearest hospital, for Christ’s sake.”


  Her vehemence warmed him all over again. “No. She couldn’t risk it. She took me to a fire station, and propped me up against the wall. She pulled the safe haven alarm they have.” He grimaced at the memory of the bells that had seemed to ring in his head for days afterward. “They have it for domestic abuse survivors. Some of the stations have it. This one did.”


  “She left you there?” Outrage rang in Cait’s voice, and something flickered deep inside Aiden. Something he desperately wanted but shouldn’t encourage.


  “Yes,” he said. “Exactly as she should have. She was the only adept left in the metro area, and Atlanta’s an active center for magical activity. If she’d taken me in, there would have been questions. She wouldn’t have been there to defend the city. She preserved the anonymity of the Council, kept the faith and still got me to help.” He took a deep breath. “She saved my life, and did her duty, which was more than I was able to do.”


  Cait thought about the Kith’s files on Aiden. Was the Nightflyer attack what had been written up as a carjacking? She shouldn’t care. But she did, and curiosity was eating her alive. About this man. About what he did. What he was. Who he was.


  “I can see the wheels turning, but I have no idea what the next output will be,” Aiden said, watching her closely. Cait took a moment to reboot her brain. She’d been so lost in thought for a moment that she hadn’t noticed he was watching her closely. She slanted a look up at his face.


  “She was honorable. And brave. So were you,” she said, watching him closely. “I’m a soldier, Aiden. I was a good marine.”


  “I’m sure you were,” he said, turning as if to resume their walk.


  “Command and training are hard. You have to trust your trainees at some point, knowing that trust may be fatal.”


  He nodded. “And it was.”


  “That doesn’t make you a bad leader, or a bad trainer. It makes you human. It makes them human.” She took his arm, and turned him so that they were face to face. “We’re human. We make mistakes. Sometimes people die. Sometimes even when we do everything perfectly, people still die.”


  “What are you saying?” he rasped.


  “I’m saying it’s time to forgive yourself for being human.”


  They stood for the longest time, just looking at one another. Her gaze was fierce, intense. Emotions cracked like breaking ice within him, but he couldn’t articulate it. He didn’t know what to do with it.


  Finally, he just nodded. “Maybe.”


  And that would have to be enough for now, she decided. The heart forgave when the heart forgave.


  Hers had forgiven Aiden. Maybe, eventually, Aiden would forgive himself.


  
    Chapter Nineteen

  


  They walked in silence for a block.


  “The Ty-Op, by the canal, you can sense it, like you would sense ghosts, or spirits, or…whatever. Creatures.”


  “Yeah. It’s not right, if you know what I mean. It’s not a normal, natural occurrence in that place.”


  “Neither are snakeheads.” She said it to test him, mentioning the invasive species.


  He laughed. “No, but they’re still water dwellers and still living, breathing, earthly creatures.”


  “And the Ty-Op isn’t?”


  “Doesn’t feel like it. Nor does it feel like a ghost, or any other earthly creature I know of. Neither does it feel like a fairy, a hob, a river spirit, or any of the Fae I’ve encountered.”


  “Fae? Okay,” Cait said, shaking her head in disbelief. “That’s up there on the weird-shit-that’s-real-scale.” She stopped him, mid-block. “Ghosts. People who’ve died but are still hanging around. Fairies?”


  “Welcome to my world.” Aiden grinned as he said it.


  “Yeah,” Cait said ruefully, as they resumed their walk. “And I thought I knew it so well.”


  “I could say the same to you.”


  Aiden stopped to drop another set of folded bills in a super-sized drink cup before ruffling the ears of a keen-eyed, happy mutt who sat with the homeless man in a doorway. Cait and Aiden moved on.


  He paused as they turned the corner, and made sure no one was immediately listening. “You said the Ty-Op is a pet?”


  “Do you always do that?”


  “Do what?”


  “Give money to homeless guys.”


  “When I’m down here. Does it bother you?”


  “No, just wondering.”


  “You never know where angels may lurk,” he said. “Besides, a lot of them are veterans. My dad served. My brother’s in the service now. Navy.”


  “You didn’t go the military route?”


  “No, I had other…obligations.” She noticed that Aiden watched her face as he answered. Waiting for her to judge him, she realized. The sudden insight came that he’d been waiting for that all evening.


  And he was giving her a half answer, but still, it was not what she’d expected.


  “So back to the original question,” he said. “What is it?”


  “Oh, the Ty-Op. It’s an amphibious creature that’s usually held in the water tanks of interstellar ships. It’s ugly as hell, but yes, it’s a pet.”


  “An alien pet,” he repeated, as if saying it made it real. “And you’re supposed to catch it and send it home.”


  “Yes.”


  “Huh.” Aiden started them walking again. “That would explain why it felt wrong, while not setting off the bad juju alarm bells.”


  “So those are real too?” she joked.


  “Absolutely. They play flat notes in disharmony.”


  “For all I know, they do.”


  He laughed. “It’s funny how similar our jobs are. Most people don’t and shouldn’t know anything like magic exists,” Aiden said. “Frightened people do stupid things.” He must have seen her frown because he said, “And frightened magical creatures don’t have much compunction about how much damage they do. I’m guessing you deal with things like that.”


  Meena Pal flashed again, as did the Perbadts, so recently on her mind. “Yeah, I have more than my share of that.”


  “Did one of those things, or the Ty-Op you’re hunting, do the deed in the building?” he asked, finally returning to the discussion of murder. “Or is it on my turf?”


  She stopped him this time. “Something on your turf can hold a man and a woman against the wall and impale them twenty-seven times with big iron rods and still keep anyone from hearing the screams?”


  “Cait, how did you know there were twenty-seven iron rods?”


  Aiden watched Cait carefully. He could see that she was deciding how much to tell him. It was fascinating, watching the gears turn.


  “My team hacked the data from the Medical Examiner.”


  “Innnnnnnnteresting,” he drawled. “Do you do that often?”


  “Never, before now.”


  “So?”


  “I don’t know.” She grimaced. “The report didn’t tell me anything that helped. And it pisses me off. My worst nightmare is that it’s one of mine rather than yours. For the record it’s not the Ty-Op.”


  “Why worst nightmare? You might not say that if you actually met some of mine.”


  “If it’s mine, it’s unauthorized. I’m here for the Ty-Op and I have to get it out. I’m not here to track a killer. At least not yet.”


  Shit. It had been on his list of things to ask. But he’d forgotten, wallowing in his own misery. He grabbed her arm, and turned her to face him. “Cait, are you a target?”


  “Me? No, not likely.” The relief that rushed through him was way over the top. He couldn’t let his protective side take over when it came to Cait. She couldn’t mean that much to him. She looked down at his hand but he didn’t move it.


  Mostly, because it seemed he liked touching her.


  “I have your back,” he said. Her mouth dropped open.


  Dammit. He hadn’t meant to say it, but it was true.


  Bloody effing hell.


  Now it was a pledge. If a magical adept, much less an Adept Enforcer, said something like that, it took on the aspect of a bond or a spell. Once it was out of his mouth, however, he realized he couldn’t do anything else. It felt right.


  “Do you?” she asked softly. “You have any idea what that means?”


  “I know what it means to me,” he said. But he let her go, and ran a hand through his hair. Dammit. He’d just committed himself. To her. “It means I’m there. The more you can tell me, the better prepared I’ll be.” Now he smiled, grimly. “You already have a hint of what prepared means for me, I think.”


  She faced him squarely. “If it’s one of yours, I’ve got your back too.”


  He shook his head. He didn’t want that from her. He didn’t want her to say it.


  But at the same time it eased something in his gut. Something in him loosened and let go.


  He drew her in, closing the distance between them to nothing. He brushed his palm along her temple and let it rest against her cheek.


  “That would get you in a lot of trouble, I’m thinking.”


  “Oh my God, yes.” Her breath was warm on his hand, and she smelled of woman, peach cobbler and the crisp wind. “I’m already in a lot of trouble. But I meant it just the same.”


  “Cait,” he said, lowering his mouth to within a whisper of hers, giving her the choice. “Stop me now if you don’t want this.”


  Her answer was to arch up onto her toes, pressing her lips to his. His mind blanked and his whole body erupted into an inferno that surrounded him. He wrapped her tightly in his arms and devoured her, finally tasting what he’d wanted since he first saw her standing in her doorway, barefooted and holding two pizza boxes, neatly putting him in his place—at a suitable distance—by declaring herself Doctor Cait Brennan.


  Part of his mind flickered with visions of Cait, but with blonde hair and green eyes. With his hands on her, he knew without a doubt that she was human, no shifter, no alien.


  She was human. And God, he wanted her.


  Despite the cold wind, the heat sizzled between them, powerful and yearning.


  The honk of a truck horn and a loud wolf whistle had her shoving him away, glaring at the truck.


  “Assholes,” she grumbled, looking flushed and sexy as hell. She was breathing hard. He reached for her again. He wanted to keep holding her, to explore every inch of that curvy, compact body. Instead, he reined in his urges, snugged her against him and continued them on their way.


  “I don’t want to want you, Aiden,” she said. She was still breathing hard, but her voice was clear and quiet. “You’re a major complication in an already FUBAR situation.”


  “Neither of us is in a position to take chances, I know,” he replied, continuing to walk, still keeping her under his arm. “I’m guessing you’re not supposed to reveal anything to anyone. Neither am I. Two spies for essentially foreign governments, fencing over what to do.”


  “Good analogy,” she finally said.


  “Are we going to do it anyway?”


  “Do what?”


  His laugh vibrated against her. “Now Cait,” he said, turning her so he could brush her lips, lightly this time, but the fire flamed again, just with that light touch. “You know what I mean.”


  He wanted to throw caution to the winds. He wanted to find out what this power between them could do.


  “I know what you mean,” she admitted, kissing him back. “And no.”


  “Hell.” He leaned his forehead on hers and breathed in her scent. “It’s the right answer, I know, but it’s not the one I want.”


  “I know.” Her voice was soft, but strong. Aiden pulled back and looked at her. She held his gaze, steady as a rock. She might want him, but she had grit. She’d stand fast against her own needs. He wrapped his arm around her again.


  “If it’s any consolation, we aren’t being followed,” he finally said.


  “Really? Interesting. I wonder why they gave up.”


  “Too cold?”


  “Hopefully it’s that and not another incident.”


  “Good point.”


  They were silent for most of the walk down the short block down I Street to Fourteenth.


  “I worked in the North Tower,” she said, finally. “When it came down, I was crushed under the concrete.” She didn’t look at him when he pulled her closer, held her tighter. As if it were just small talk, she continued. “The Sh’Aitan retrieved me. Healed me. Obviously I’m a little older than I look.”


  Now she did look at him. Her smile was a bit fragile. A little bit wobbly, but that was the only emotion she showed when talking about the impossible.


  “I spent six or seven years in coldsleep.”


  “Coldsleep. Holy gods and guardians.”


  “Yeah. Tell me. And magic and monsters, oh my.”


  “But your shields…” he began.


  She waved a hand. “All mechanical, like I said, not magical. They’re dampers or resistors or something like that. They prevent any Earth-level tech scanning. As far as I knew, as far as the Sh’Aitan know, Earth has no magic.”


  “Your shields are designed to block it. Pretty strange for someone who doesn’t believe in it. And for someone who can see my sigil.”


  She looked up, frowning. “Your what?”


  “The mark I drew in the air.”


  “Ah. So that’s what it’s called. You freaked me out with that one. How do you do it?”


  “If I told you, I’d have to kill you, remember?”


  She laughed and he grinned, and they walked on, but she had to admit, she still wanted to know. Wanted to understand his world. How his power worked. Finally she said, “It’s a serious problem if my employers find out you know about them.”


  “Don’t even let it cross your mind,” he said. “Your secrets are safe, as I hope mine will be.”


  She nodded. “You have my word.”


  “Want me to go with you tomorrow?” Aiden asked as they turned onto Fourteenth. They’d come around the block and up K Street, past the cross street that led to Georgia Brown’s, as they’d talked.


  “Where?” she asked, puzzled by the change of subject. She was usually sharper, but he was affecting her, like an insidious drug. His story made her hurt for him. Understand him. Relate to his pain.


  “To the towpath, along the canal,” he said. “You need to catch this Ty-Op thing, right? Any special equipment besides luck?”


  “Several things, yes,” she replied, still mentally shifting gears. “I’ve got cases, gear for it. I wasn’t going to go tomorrow, even though I need to. I figured my hauling out steamer trunk-sized boxes of equipment isn’t going to make the Federal boys all cheery, then they’ll get pissy when I won’t open them and show them the contents. You know how that ends up.”


  “Yeah, I get the picture. I figure they’ve got warrants all ready and waiting. Better not to push it. After another day or so of down time, they’ll be less watchful. I hope. What about Thursday?”


  Her mind had gone to logistics, the Feds, and the Ty-op, so once again, she was off balance. “Thursday what?”


  “The canal. We’d better go early. Even on a cold day, the path gets a lot of traffic.”


  “I don’t think I agreed for you to go with me,” she said.


  “You want to see how persuasive I can be?”


  Crap. Resigned to the fact that he was going with her, she shook her head and saw him grin. Fine. If he could help her pinpoint and catch the Ty-Op, she could get out of this mess, and maybe head for the Riviera for a few days.


  The thought was less appealing, until her traitorous mind put Aiden, in swim trunks, in the picture.


  “Okay,” she said, shoving the visual aside. “It will be boring, but yes. It’ll be nice to have some company.”


  “Good, now that we’ve got that settled, tell me more about your work.”


  “Can’t I just show you my etchings, instead?”


  Aiden grinned. Her laughter was rich and warm, like good brandy.


  He tucked her back against his side. “So is the Opthi-doodle dangerous?”


  He felt her giggle escape before he heard it. “Makes it sound like one of those fancy poodle crossbreeds. But like any animal, it can be dangerous, if it feels cornered.”


  “Good to know,” he said, as he handed the ticket to the valet.


  Aiden slowed the car in front of the building, scanning the front portico and street as they turned to go down into the garage. Cait leaned forward, checking it out as well.


  “No reporters out front.”


  “Guess they’re still chasing O’Reilly’s death,” she speculated as they pulled in. As they walked up the interior stairs from the garage to the lobby door, she was trying to figure out how to say good night. How could she part with him before they got to her door?


  If he came inside, she knew good and well he wouldn’t leave. The pull was too strong, and Cait had been lonely for too long. She reached for the lobby door before he could.


  “Wait,” he said putting his hand on her arm, keeping them in the garage stairwell. Zing. The electricity rocketed through her and desire sizzled between them.


  “Aiden, I…” she started, but Aiden pulled her close.


  “I want to kiss you goodnight, Cait. However,” he said with a wink, “I don’t want to do it under the watchful eyes of the Feds.”


  “Security camera?”


  “Ve haf our vays.” He mock-leered. He flicked a finger up toward the tiny mechanical watcher. That must have done something because he said, “Taken care of. Now come here.”


  He drew her in and she fit against him like a matched set. Where she was soft, he was hard, and his lean, strong body felt like heaven. Better, in a lot of ways, than anyone she’d ever…


  Don’t go there.


  For right now, she didn’t want to think about who she was, or what he was. She wanted to feel. He lowered his head, surprising her by kissing her forehead first, then the tip of her nose, before finding her lips with his own.


  At first, he kept it light, a teasing brush and release. She was the one who pushed further.


  So much for saying no. Fire exploded between them and she ran her hands under his coat, pressing him tighter to her body, sliding along all that muscle, wanting to feel the heat of him.


  When he finally pulled back, she realized he’d lifted her. Her legs were twined around him, her back pressed to the wall of the stairwell. His erection was huge and hard and when he shifted, she slid agonizingly along it, torturing herself with the feel of him.


  “Holy gods,” he groaned against her mouth, and then went for her jawline, headed for her neck.


  “Aiden wait.” She was panting.


  Not what I’m here for.


  He stopped, but he was breathing as hard as she was.


  “Some goodnight kiss,” she said, resting her had on his chest as he eased her back to the ground.


  “You’re good at that.


  “We’re good at it together.”


  He kissed her again, and as soon as their lips touched, all engines throttled back up to full-out passion. But he seemed to catch himself. Her whole body screamed don’t stop as he pulled back and put his hands on the wall beside her head. He closed his eyes and eased a few inches farther away, as though he had to force the distance. Her body missed the heat of him like she’d miss air if she couldn’t breathe. “If we keep this up, we’ll be here till morning,” he murmured.


  The sudden visual of him throwing her over his shoulder and hauling her to his bed hit her mind so hard she gasped. She had the uncanny sense that it was his visual, not hers, and that was weird as hell.


  The mental image was far too vivid for her peace of mind.


  “Tell me your top five favorite action flicks,” he said.


  “What?” She tilted her head back to look at him, puzzled.


  “I have to think about something besides hauling you off to bed, or kissing you again.”


  She frowned. What was he talking about? He grinned, glanced down. He nodded wryly when she followed his gaze. “I really don’t want to walk through the lobby with a massive hard-on. We do have to walk past the lobby guard, you know.”


  Cait muffled a bawdy laugh. “Oh.”


  “Yeah, you laugh, wench. Just because you’re not so obvious…” he teased.


  She held up her hands in surrender. “You’re right. Okay, action adventure. Anything with Bruce Lee,” she began. When she’d managed to narrow it to five, he’d relaxed. A little.


  He flicked his finger at the camera again, and twitched off the spell. “Surveillance is back,” he commented, as he pressed the bar on the exit and held the door open for her.


  “Thanks. What are your top five?”


  Before he could rattle them off, Mrs. Potts came down the stairs and called across the lobby.


  “You’ll never believe what’s happened now!”


  
    Chapter Twenty

  


  Mrs. Potts hurried toward them, her face alight.


  “You’ll just never believe it,” she said, then came to a stop. “Oh my, I forgot! You were going to have your date tonight. Did you have fun?” Her gaze swiveled from one to the other as she scanned their faces intently.


  Cait smiled, nodding.


  “We did,” Aiden answered for them both as he took the older lady’s hand. “Now what’s all the fuss?”


  “Oh, my goodness, you’ll never believe,” she said for the third time as she slipped her hand free so she could use both to gesticulate with dramatic glee. “They found the missing former senator, the one from New Mexico. He’s been killed!”


  “No.” The word popped out of Cait’s mouth in a flat denial, causing them all to turn their attention to her. She frowned and tried to turn her annoyance into a look of concern. Not that she wasn’t concerned, but jeez, couldn’t she catch a break? “That’s terrible!” she exclaimed. “How did it happen?”


  “I’m not sure yet. CNN and Fox are playing the same thing over and over. They found him about seven this evening, but no word yet on when he died or how.”


  “Was his aide killed too?” Aiden wanted to know, asking the same thing Cait wanted to know. Was it about cheating senators?


  “No, no, he was all alone,” Mrs. Potts explained. “They found him dead in his vacation home. Very bloody, is all they’ll say. One of his security team went to check to see if he was at the vacation home—don’t know why they didn’t think of that before. They won’t say if it was like Senator Hathaway, God rest his soul, or the other one, but…” Mrs. Potts paused dramatically. “Being dead would certainly seem to connect them.”


  “That’s why the press abandoned the front gate and the garage,” Cait said, her face set.


  “Exactly!” Mrs. Potts beamed at her as if she were a particularly bright pupil. “I’m so glad they’re gone. The press that is,” she clarified. “I rather enjoyed all the company with the police,” she said wistfully. “The CSI folks were here for most of the evening, but they’ve gone as well.”


  Aiden took her elbow to steady her as they mounted the stairs. “Quieter then, I guess,” he said, and Cait caught him scanning the upper foyer, ceiling to floor. A lone uniformed man sat in a chair, his cellphone balanced in one hand, sitting outside the door to Three-A.


  “Hello,” Cait said, but the man didn’t respond. He just gave them all a nod and returned to some sort of beeping game.


  “Now then, you all have a good rest of your evening,” Mrs. Potts seemed to suddenly remember once more that they’d come from a date and needed to say good night. “I’m going to go see if CNN has anything new.”


  By mutual accord, they waited until Mrs. Potts’s door closed behind her, then Aiden walked Cait to her door. The guard was ignoring them.


  “Let’s compare calendars before we say goodnight,” he said, “And make some notes for that next meeting we were discussing.


  Cait glanced at him, startled, and he bent to whisper in her ear. “I remembered something.”


  “Yes. A good idea. Okay,” she managed, slightly off balance at the thought of his being in the apartment.


  She fumbled with her locks, hyperaware of Aiden. She felt the energy that still sizzled between them, knowing he was coming inside, and wanting him there for all the wrong reasons. He felt so real. So alive. He’d made her feel alive. More than she had in years.


  She recovered her wits when the guard shifted in his chair.


  Cait finally got the door unlocked and shut it behind them, focusing on her breathing. She had a serious problem. Aiden had knocked her off balance even before he kissed her. Now that he had, holy cow. How was she going to get back to center?


  Not what she needed.


  She threw the bolts and tossed their coats over the back of the sofa. She was headed to the kitchen when he said, “I need to ask you about that smell at the murder scene.”


  She spun to face him. “What? You want to talk about that now?”


  “Yeah, I’d forgotten about it, but given the speed this killer is moving with, I don’t think it can wait. Remember the night of the murder when we were in my kitchen? Detective Herman interrupted us, but you said something about the smell.”


  This time when she turned toward the kitchen, he followed, still talking. “This is the first time we’ve been alone in a place where I could ask you about it. I noticed it too. I think it’s important.”


  She pulled a can of Coke and a can of ginger ale from the fridge and waggled them. He took the ginger ale and popped the top.


  “Okay then,” she said, regrouping to focus on murder. “I can’t place it, but it pinged something in my memory. It was sharp. Acrid. Rotten.”


  “Musky too,” he mused. “It was here in the building the morning before you moved in. That’s one of the things I couldn’t get past when I was trying to figure out what you were, why you were here, and what you were doing.”


  Cait faced him. “I didn’t smell anything like that when I arrived.” She matched him, leaning back on the counter across from him in the neat, galley-style kitchen.


  “Understandable. It was fairly faint, and it was hours before you arrived. I have a heightened sense of smell, partly because of what I do. Whatever it was, it was here, in the upper lobby. I could smell it even over the blood and smoke on my clothes.” Aiden winced and looked away, and Cait realized he’d revealed a whole lot more than he’d meant to.


  “Blood and smoke?”


  He looked pained. “Yeah. I’d been out of town, helping a…friend with a problem.”


  “A house fire?”


  Aiden’s grin flashed. “No.” He heaved in a deep breath. “Ah, hell. In for a penny, in for a pound.” As he told her about what he’d fought the night before she moved in, Cait felt the mental shift. Adjusting to the knowledge that what he faced, and fought, was as real and quite possibly as dangerous as the races she came up against.


  She’d had plenty of adjusting to do when she woke up in the medical suite of the Kith ship and learned there were not a few, but hundreds, of other races out there in the universe. So what, exactly, was giving her so much trouble about other things on her own planet?


  It popped into her mind like a balloon. Earth was her safe haven. The solid, steady place of her childhood. The unchanging sanctity of terra firma.


  But it had always been magical, if Aiden was telling her the truth, and he was. Just because she hadn’t known it, that didn’t make it untrue.


  Suck it up and deal, marine.


  He was taking the first step. He offered her something of his world so she could feel better about sharing the strangeness of hers.


  “Anyway,” he finished, “I wasn’t exactly freshly showered when I got back. But I smelled it when I hit the top of the stairs. It cut right through the smoke and sweat. It was that strong.” He shrugged. “Later that day, you moved in.”


  “And the next day three people are killed in the apartment next door,” she stated the conclusion, and even more pieces of Aiden’s logic clicked into place for her.


  “Odd sequence of events,” he said, and set his can of ginger ale on the counter. He crossed his arms. “I’ve smelled my share of human death. The smell wasn’t human, but I’ve never come across it before, and you noticed it too. I think it’s important, and I’ve never believed in coincidence.” Cait took a long drink of Coke as she considered. “I don’t either,” she said. “And there were the claws Mrs. Potts mentioned. If she said she heard claws, I believe her.”


  “Very perceptive of you,” Aiden said. He looked straight at her. “What has claws and smells like that?”


  Cait shoved both hands into her hair and held on, like she could somehow give her brain support in jogging loose the answer.


  “God only knows. I’ve been trying to figure it out. It’s like it’s dancing around right on the edge of what I know—something I remember from my training–but I can’t quite reach it.” She swiped at the air in a physical demonstration of trying to catch the elusive memory.


  Closing the gap between them, Aiden caught her hand.


  “That’s way more than I’ve gotten,” he said. “You’ll get to it.” He stroked his thumb across her palm, a gesture probably meant as reassurance, but Cait felt like she’d hit a live wire. Her gaze rocketed to his and she saw a flare of surprise in his eyes. He stepped closer. His clothes brushed hers, but they didn’t touch.


  He took her other wrist gently, disentangling it from her hair. Watching her, he brought that hand to his mouth, kissed the palm, and made everything in her scream yes!


  Their mouths met and the kiss was searing, demanding. He lifted her onto the counter and her legs went around him automatically. He was already hard. Ready. Everything they’d tamped down after their first fiery connection in the stairwell roared to life, and threatened to consume her.


  Suddenly, she wanted him fiercely, wanted to feel the substance, the reality of him. She tightened her arms, and he gave a grunt of surprise but returned the favor. He let one hand trail up to caress her hair. The other went down to her ass.


  The gesture was so Earth-male she laughed.


  “What, now you think I’m funny? First you call me a nutcase and now you laugh at me?” he mock-growled.


  She wanted to rip his clothes off, kick his feet out from under him and nibble on everything she could reach, right here, right now on the floor.


  “That is some visual,” he managed, and he did something with his tongue that made her gasp. “I like it.”


  “What?”


  “You. Me. On the floor.”


  “How—”


  “I’ll explain later.”


  “Holy shit.” With him, she better watch her thinking.


  “Vivid. Hot,” he continued. Pulling their bodies together, he slid down to press kisses at the throat of her dress. “Can I take this for you?” He lifted it from the hem as she slid down the side zipper.


  Automatically, like a child, she lifted her arms. He slipped the dress off and tossed it aside. Both his hands went to her waist, hot and firm. He let his hands span the smooth skin there, then moved up to warm her ribcage.


  He groaned, then pulled her lacy camisole off as well. Naked from the waist up except for an equally lacy bra and a necklace, she was soon too hot from his mouth and hands to think. She got busy with his tie, pulling it loose until he could tug it off over his head. She fought the buttons on his shirt. Frustrated with that, she paused to slide her fingers in the belt loops of his pants, pull him tight into her hips. She wanted to feel his arousal, and could, even through the wool fabric.


  She turned her head to give him better access to the sensitive skin at her throat. He went there immediately. Man, he was talented.


  “Your shirt,” she muttered, “lose it or I’m busting the buttons.”


  He busted the buttons himself, when he jerked it open before he could get the last two undone. The tic-tic-tic of the buttons on the floor made her laugh. The laughter turned to a moan when he unhooked her bra, slid hot hands over her shoulders to ease it off.


  She let it fall away, but he didn’t immediately cup her breasts or play with them as some men might have. Instead, he smoothed the skin on her back where the strap had fastened, kneading the flesh till she made purring noises in her throat.


  “Ahhhh, that feels…awesome,” she managed, her hands mirroring his kneading strokes.


  “So do you. You have a beautiful body, Cait, to go with your beautiful face.”


  “I don’t think of myself that way,” she murmured, distracted by the comment, and the equally magnificent musculature of his chest. Scars puckered over his abdomen, and a long, evil-looking slash went from left shoulder to right hip, bisecting the other scars like a sash.


  “Ah, but I see you that way.” The words were punctuated by kisses trailed down her throat and into her cleavage.


  Cait squealed when he scooped her off the kitchen counter and carried her into the living room.


  “Tile’s too cold. Bed?”


  “Bedroom,” she said between kisses. “Too far. Floor’s good.”


  “Rug,” he managed, and she laughed as his eyes crossed when she rubbed her body on his. The laugh was throaty. Feral. Every inch of her was on fire. She was already wet for him. He knelt to set her on the floor and she tugged him with her onto the soft rug.


  He knelt in front of her, his hands firm on her hips. Nuzzling her belly, he slid her lacy underwear down her legs. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”


  “Yes,” she hissed in pleasure as he ran his tongue up her belly. “I am totally okay with this.” She furrowed her fingers into his hair, enjoying the silky feel of it. Tilting his face up, she bent forward to kiss him deeply. “I’m hungry for it, I need it to feel…to feel…”


  She kept losing track of what she wanted to say, reveling as his hands caressed her hips, her thighs. The heat of him was real, blood heat. The beat of his pulse in his throat enthralled her and she wanted to taste it. She shifted, pushing him down instead. Kneeling herself, pressed her lips to the lifepoint.


  “To feel what?”


  “Alive, human.”


  “Are you alive, Cait? Are you human? Are you real?”


  Pulling back, she looked into his eyes. The questions weren’t rhetorical. But he wasn’t unsure. He was asking her, demanding of her, that she be sure.


  Later she would appreciate the subtlety of his pause, his way of saying, say-no-now-or-don’t-say-no without being that blunt.


  “Oh, yes,” she said, feeling a hot wave of desire flood through her. “I’m real. I’m alive. I’m as human as you are.” She let one hand cup him, slid up and down the shaft of his erection. “And I want to be with you. Now. I’m protected, I’m healthy.”


  “Should I be protected as well?”


  “It’s taken care of.”


  In answer, he reared up to kiss her forehead, the tip of her nose, and then her lips. The kiss deepened, grew more heated. Swaying together, they wound themselves around each other. He twisted, tumbling her onto his lap.


  Shoving the footstool aside, she pulled him on top of her.


  “Good enough,” he said, as he pounced, his hands finding the sensitive, ticklish skin at her ribs. From there, his hands caressed her hip, moved forward to warm her inner thighs. Head bent, he pressed his mouth to her calf, moving up to her knee and easing to the floor to bury his face at the juncture of her thighs. She arched into his hands as he used his tongue to bring her to the edge of a climax.


  “Oh, God, that feels so incredible,” she nearly screamed the words. “Don’t…”


  “Stop?”


  “Yeah.”


  He didn’t and she crested to climax within moments. Enervated by the powerful orgasm, she sank back to the floor, panting. His hands continued to caress her as she recovered, reheating her core, sensitizing her flesh even more.


  Needing to return the favor, she kissed his shoulder, moved down his torso, followed the line of brown hair to his taut belly. She felt the strength beneath the skin, used her hands to mold the muscle, tease his nipples in return. His chest and shoulders were broad, delicious, but his arousal beckoned. She used her tongue to touch, taste and caress him, while her hands urged him to trade places with her.


  He rolled to his back with a groan of appreciation as she stroked him. She felt his passion rise, both mentally and physically. It was an amazing experience to make love with someone, while sharing that mental connection. For a brief moment, she wondered what it would be like to open fully to him, feel his every feeling.


  The thought scared her, so she put it away and concentrated on his pleasure as he writhed under her mouth and hands.


  “You’re killing me, Cait, I want you now. I need you.”


  “You need to let me taste you some more,” she murmured.


  He let her play for a few more minutes, rewarding her with appreciative noises and epithets. She was half expecting it when he reared up, took her arms and reversed their positions. She opened for him, guiding him in.


  “Ooooh,” she breathed, delighting in the sensation of him filling her to her uttermost. “Oh, Aiden.”


  With his body poised above her, his gaze was fierce. “Yes, Cait. I have you. Move with me.” He began to rock, a light stroke at first. As she lifted her hips in response, he lengthened the stroke of withdrawal and reentry so they moved in unison, their pleasure building together. And fast.


  “Look at me Cait,” he demanded. “I won’t last much longer. I need you to look at me.”


  She focused on him, his eyes alight with passion, his features etched with emotion. “Come for me,” she whispered, feeling her own completion building. “I want to feel you explode inside me.”


  She felt him thicken, and it heightened her pleasure so much that she felt her own release begin. He quickened his pace and drove into her as she rose to meet him. As she went over the edge, so did he, arching back as he found his own release.


  Her heart galloped as they shuddered together, falling, falling. He continued to slide, rocking gently in and out as she quaked with the aftershocks of a monumental orgasm.


  It took her an eternity to return to her body, or at least it seemed that way. Her heart beat, her lungs worked. She was warm. Aiden blanketed her in the heat of his skin. His breathing was still ragged, but his heart steadied under the hand she ran up and down his back.


  She couldn’t stop touching him. He was built perfectly for her. Long, a little rangy. Solid. His hips met hers at the right spot, in the right way. His chest hair was an erotic tickle at her breasts. All in all, a fabulous fit.


  “You feel good,” she said, letting her hands glide down to his butt. “All the way around.”


  “I wish I could come up with something poetic,” he said, his voice hoarse. “But all I can say is ditto.”


  She laughed. It was so good to laugh with him. He had made her laugh more in the three days she’d known him than she had in…well, as long as she could remember. Long before she became an ST. The old Cait would have been mortified that she’d only met the man three days ago and here she was rolling around naked with him on her living room floor.


  Cait Patten, ST, aka Dr. Cait Brennan, knew that life truly was so very short.


  “I can’t read them, but those feel like deep thoughts, my Cait.”


  “Not so deep, really,” she replied. “I was thinking that in my old life, I’d have at least made you take me on a second date.”


  “We’ll order pizza.”


  Actually giggling, she nodded. “Okay, I accept. I used to be a lot more cautious. I also used to think I had all the time in the world.”


  “You don’t now?” he queried, propping himself up on his elbows to give her relief from his weight, and, she supposed, to see her expression. He seemed very keen on that.


  “I know I don’t. I’ve died once and I’m in a dangerous job. I used to see that bumper sticker that said Don’t Postpone Joy and didn’t really get it. I get it now.”


  He smiled, and it was as intimate as an embrace. “I know. Atlanta was a knock on death’s door. Thankfully death didn’t answer. I was in the hospital with flash burns, required two surgeries for the shattered leg, and this alone required more than seventy stitches,” he said as he pointed to the long scar bisecting his body. “Concussion, broken fingers, broken rib, bruised spleen, fractured hip, which took a couple more surgeries.”


  “How did you explain it?”


  He unfocused his eyes, seemed to waver. “Carjacking. Then situational amnesia, I’m afraid,” he said apologetically, as if to someone else. “You actually got away with that?” She was incredulous. How could anyone buy that excuse?


  “Of course. No one could argue since there weren’t any witnesses, and I did have a concussion.”


  “You left Atlanta.”


  His expression closed, and she could tell he was about to deflect, blow it off.


  “Don’t,” she said. “Don’t shut me out. Tell me you don’t want to tell me, or it still makes you afraid, but don’t lie here, still inside me, and shut me out.” She managed to keep her voice even, but her heart sank and emotion closed her throat with tears.


  In the seven years she’d been awake, she’d hardly cried. If she started now, she might never stop.


  He dropped his head to her shoulder, taking a deep, almost gasping breath.


  “I’m sorry.” He stayed there, breathing deeply for several long minutes. “I try not to go back there. It’s hard to lose friends.”


  She had let her hands lie still as he struggled, but now, she ran them to his hair, tugging his face out of the confines of her shoulder. Meeting his gaze, she nodded.


  “I know that feeling. If you want to tell me more about it sometime, I’ll hear it, understand it. And I won’t judge it.”


  Something changed in his face as she said it. A clearing. A release.


  “Thanks. I may take you up on that.” He nuzzled her neck and God help her, she wanted him again. “We should probably move.”


  “Mmmm. Want to go shower?”


  
    Chapter Twenty-One

  


  “You have one of the remodeled showers?” Aiden asked, a hopeful note in his voice.


  “I do.”


  “Oh, yeah,” he said, moving quickly to rise, pulling her up as well. He tugged on her hand, hurrying her across the living area and through the master bedroom to the bathroom.


  She hoped they’d get as far as the bed next time. Her heart clenched at the thought that she wouldn’t be downside as long as she’d like this time. She had to get the Ty-Op and go, unless the Kith said the murders were her job.


  She really hoped she wasn’t going to go back in a body bag.


  Setting that ugly thought aside, she turned on the water. Aiden was looking at the cabinets, admiring the room.


  “This is great. I’ve wanted to do mine but haven’t had time yet. It’s disruptive to have workmen in the place. Remodeling doesn’t go well with spell casting or scrying.”


  “Really?” she was intrigued with the thought. “Spell casting?


  The look he gave her was quizzical. “Of course. And all it entails.”


  “I don’t have a clue what it entails.”


  “I’ll teach you if you want, if you have time.”


  So he’d sensed her worry about time, about being here. She started to warn him off, tell him her time on-planet was never enough to indulge in the things a lover would want, but he pulled her into the shower. They played with the soap and each other, then she ended up straddling him as he sat on the stone bench. She understood at that point that if she could imagine a physical pleasure, this man would make it happen. He’d probably know she wanted it before she knew herself. She came back to Earth in his arms, with the jets beating down on them like rain.


  “The water’s getting cold,” she protested as they sluiced off for a second time.


  “The boiler here is incredible.” At her surprised look, he nodded. “Yep, still old boiler systems, but man, are they superb. Our four apartments are on a separate system in this wing. We each have a water heater under the sink for the kitchen, but the bathrooms are on the central boiler. It goes off about this time of night, beginning to reheat around four in the morning to prep for morning showers.”


  “How do you know this stuff?”


  “When you have to protect yourself and others from magical attack, you protect every means of ingress to your home. It’s not happened to me, but a lot of nasty things can come in through the pipes. Magic can follow the water, the copper or steel in the wiring. I have some unusual additions to my piping that the other apartments don’t have.”


  “Like what?” she asked, wrapping up in a huge, fluffy white towel.


  “Spells.” He took the towel she handed him and ruffled it over his hair, then down his body. She followed its progress, feeling a renewed hunger. She’d had an exhausting day, two incredible bouts of lovemaking and she was still feeling the rush when it came to him.


  “And some additional valves,” he said from under the towel.


  “What?” she’d missed the second part while she was perving on him.


  “Valves. You know.” He made a levering motion. “I have extra shut-offs. If I sense anything hinky, I can shut off before something comes into my…” He looked at her. “You know what a valve is.”


  “Oh, yeah. I do.” She knew she must look sheepish. “I was, uh, not paying attention.”


  “No problem,” he said, looking at her. “Anything I should be wondering about?”


  “No, I was looking at you. You’re distracting.”


  “Well then.” He grinned. “I’m looking forward to showing you my valves.”


  “Riiiiiight.” She felt ridiculous, and vulnerable, but grinned at him anyway. “I think I’d better get dressed.”


  From the living room came a trill and a series of beeps so discordant, Cait nearly jumped out of her skin. She’d only heard it in training. It was only used for a serious emergency.


  “Oh, my God, I’m getting beeped!”


  The urgency translated to him. “I’m guessing that’s bad.”


  “You have no idea. Hell, I have no idea. It’s never happened. Five years, ten—no, twelve—missions, and I’ve never been beeped.”


  She headed for the living room with Aiden on her heels.


  What are you doing? Whatever the hell it was, it was bad. She couldn’t let him see this. It would be like signing his death certificate to involve him. She stopped in her tracks, and he nearly ran into her back.


  “What’s wrong, Cait?”


  “Uh…this may take a while, and I think I need to be alone while I take care of whatever it is.”


  Aiden pulled her around to face him. She slammed her expression to neutral before he could see her uncertainty.


  “I thought we were working together on this.”


  Cait shook her head as she wrapped her towel more firmly around her body. “I never said that, Aiden. You wanted to talk about the smell when you came over tonight, and I didn’t plan…”


  “Yeah,” he said. “I get it. And what happened between us doesn’t change anything.” He walked around her apartment, picking up his clothes which were strewn all over. The evidence of how badly they’d wanted one another, the rush to lovemaking, was everywhere, and it mocked Cait’s lack of trust in the man who’d just loved her into oblivion.


  “It changes a lot,” she countered. “But not this. I’ve told you I’ll keep your secrets and you keep mine.” The PDA went off again, the tones raising the hairs on the back of her neck. “But…”


  “Right.” He stopped next to her on his way to the door, clad in his dress pants, dress shoes and the t-shirt he’d worn under his dress shirt. He shrugged into his coat, then wadded up his buttonless shirt and shoved it under the suit jacket. “But your secrets are still secrets.”


  “And so are yours.”


  Aiden looked at the floor and shook his head, then seemed to regroup. He took the ends of the towel in each hand, and tossed the loop gently over her shoulders. He used it to pull her in to him. He kissed her, long and deep, and rested his forehead on hers. “Whatever you share, whenever you share it, it’ll be safe with me. I’ve got your back, Cait. I’ll see you in the morning at seven to go to the towpaths.”


  Then he was gone.


  Cait locked the door behind him and leaned on it, focusing on her breathing. In. Out. Deep breaths to still her aching heart.


  She had a serious problem. Aiden had her off balance even before he kissed her. Now that he’d done that—now that they had done so much more—holy cow.


  How was she going to find center?


  “Stop it. Focus,” she said, flinging her coat off the couch to get her bag. She logged on and let the device drink her blood. She read the message and sank, trembling, onto the arm of the sofa.


  “Holy shit,” she said, slumping down to the floor, leaning on the wall. “Hooooleeee shit.” Shock hit her in waves.


  Issue: ST Business, Earth


  Professional.


  Related to V1.


  No further. No listed requests.


  Smell = Poss. Aurelian. No official contract.


  Rods = Poss. clan revenge.


  Proceed with original project.


  “Hellfire and damnation!” Cait exclaimed, reading it again as she took a fast, pissed off turn around the room. “I did not want to hear this.” She threw the device onto the sofa and watched it bounce. “I had a nice evening. A great meal. Good company. The best sex of my life. This couldn’t have waited till morning?”


  It couldn’t. She knew that, but still.


  Translated, the note indicated the murders were extraterrestrial in origin, a professional hit, possibly related to Senator Hathaway—V1 for Victim One.


  Her mention of the smell, along with a professional hit status, run through the larger ship-log databases had yielded a blip. The assassin was most likely an Aurelian.


  And that was the piece of news she least wanted to hear. It had been her fondest desire to retire or die without ever having to deal with an Aurelian.


  Kith’s Science First couldn’t or wouldn’t elaborate, which left her precisely nowhere. Their terse script indicated no Alliance termination permit was listed for the senators. They would never have issued one, but would have acquiesced if there were a breach of honor or etiquette involving the senators—highly unlikely since there was supposed to be no Earth contact.


  And yet, the rods, the impaling part, indicated revenge.


  But if there had been contact, the Kith should have known. If there had been a revenge contract, the Kith would never have put her anywhere near any of the senators’ homes. If she’d caught wind of a revenge killing of that sort, the Kith would have told to mind her own business.


  Above all, they would have wanted her to fulfill her original orders without delay and not get in the Aurelian’s way.


  And they hadn’t contradicted that. The assassin wasn’t sanctioned, but, according to The Kith, he wasn’t her problem either.


  So, how weird was it that that hit was next door to Earth’s ST? Aiden’s words from earlier in the evening ran through her mind. I don’t believe in coincidences.


  Everything Cait was, everything she knew, said that was too far-fetched to be one.


  “Shit, shit, shit.” It was all Cait could think to say. She paced, trying to decide what to do. After wearing a path for a few minutes, she made a decision.


  Cell phone in hand, she engaged the scrambler and dialed. She and Aiden had agreed to cover each other, but that was before she knew about the Aurelian. She’d get him to stay away. Tell him he couldn’t go with her in the morning. That he was off the hook.


  It was her only choice. It was what she had to do.


  When Aiden picked up, her throat closed and she couldn’t speak. Just for a minute, she had no idea what to say, or how to say it. Why had she called him? Was she insane? She shouldn’t be doing this.


  “Cait?”


  “Yeah,” she finally managed.


  “What’s up?”


  “The message. When I got beeped.” Her voice sounded tight and scratchy, even to her own ears. Her chest hurt.


  “Bad?” The instant alertness in his voice, the concern, the unaccountable sense of readiness that came through, was a balm. The tension in her shoulders shifted a little. Eased.


  “Worse,” she managed, rubbing her temple where a headache had begun to throb.


  “Something can be worse than bad?”


  “In this case, yes.”


  “So spill it,” he said, businesslike, but with a warmth that eased her even more.


  “There’s a creature,” she began, and had to stop. Pull it together, Cait. “It’s nasty. Picture a race of armor-scaled, purpose-built assassins who really, really like their jobs.” She paused, unsure of how to go on.


  “Okay.” He filled the gap. “That is bad. That’s what did the deal next door?”


  “My team thinks so. It’s something I never, ever wanted to deal with. Probably the worst creature I studied.”


  It was his turn to pause, a long hole of sound.


  “Was it meant for you?” he asked softly. He’d asked it before, and she answered the same way, and the question had the added benefit of surprising her out of her brooding.


  “For me? No, I still don’t think so. They don’t think so.” The concern in his voice was deep. For her. It touched her. “But the coincidence…”


  “Isn’t one,” he finished, a no-nonsense response. “Is there anything you’re not telling me?”


  “On this? No. I wish there were,” she said, fighting off the weariness that wanted to descend. “My team doesn’t think it’s onto me, but my orders stand. They aren’t pulling me out. I still have to get the Ty-Op. They’re scouring every database to see if they missed something, but no permit was issued for Earth, and they wouldn’t have given one to an Aurelian anyway. They don’t deal with them. Aurelians operate outside Alliance…”


  She stopped cold. Dammit. “Suffice to say, they’re not sanctioned. They operate outside the laws.”


  “A permit? Someone can get a permit to hunt here?”


  Cait damned her wayward tongue, and the fact that she had just talked out her theory with him, forgetting that he didn’t really understand. She started pacing.


  “Cait?”


  At the window, she rested her head on the cool glass, letting it ease the throb in her head. “For certain offenses, some cultures require blood repayment. If an Earthling breaches etiquette, the offended party can apply for a…” God, it sounded so civilized, that there was a permit to kill. “A permit to execute the offender, balance the scales of perceived justice.”


  “A license to kill, like James Bond?”


  “Not exactly.” She half laughed at his instant comprehension. “But it is a sanctioned action. However, it takes a hell of a lot for them to agree to something like that. And usually it would be me—the Earth ST—who takes care of what needs taking care of. And no, I’ve never had to do it.”


  “Wait, wait,” he interrupted. “How could one of us offend anyone? Don’t we live in splendid isolation, unknowing, unseeing and totally unconnected to whatever and whoever is out there? That’s what you implied.”


  The impact of what she’d shared sank in. Why had she called him? Why had she confided in him?


  She worked alone. She had to work alone.


  She was so screwed.


  “Don’t clam up on me now,” he said, reading her silence as if he could read her mind through the phone.


  “I’m not, it’s just…”


  “More of that long story?” His tone was wry.


  She laughed, but it held a tinge of hysteria. “Not so much. There are some people who’ve figured it out, acted on it. Some who’ve fallen into knowing.”


  “But how could…never mind. We can talk about that later. Right now, we’ve got problems, don’t we?”


  “Not we,” she insisted. “Me.”


  Somehow she had to back away from him, get him out of the picture. She’d already breached her ethical responsibility to keep him in ignorance. “This is a mess. I should never have told you anything, never have gotten you involved. I’m sorry, Aiden.”


  “Given my…method of persuasion…you couldn’t really leave me out, now could you?” There was a pause, and his voice deepened. “Cait, with the murders, knowing you had any kind of power and were within the building’s shields? I came looking for you.” He sighed. “Sweetheart, you were suspect number one, from day one. You couldn’t have avoided me no matter how hard you tried. The whole deal reeks of power and Power.” He paused again, then continued. “The kind with a capital P. It’s my job, Cait, to protect DC from that.”


  “I know. And you were right to suspect me. I’ve got that.”


  “No, I was fairly certain you were human. Verified it last night. Had you not been? Not pretty.” The overtones, the layers of emotion in his words, substituted something harder, darker and far more dangerous than “not pretty.” She’d seen that. She hoped it was never directed at her again.


  “And I would never have made love with you just now. I have my orders too,” he continued. “Officially, I’ll will work on it, no matter what. My oaths demand it. Unofficially, I want to work with you. If you insist on handicapping me, leaving me to work on it alone, going on the little knowledge you’ve given me, I’ll still have to do it.”


  He let that unpleasant bomb hang between them then said softly, “I want us work together.”


  God, now she really had a headache, both literally and figuratively. Everything was falling apart. It was supposed to be a simple stray pet pickup. Damn it all.


  Instead, magical cults policed regions of the US, maybe the world. Magical creatures actually existed. And an alien was killing senators with glee and abandon.


  Cait didn’t want to know what could possibly come next.


  “Cait?” There was iron in his voice now, as he anticipated her refusal.


  “I’m here. I’m tired, I…”


  “Have a headache, yes, I know.” He sounded both tender and frustrated. It was an odd combination. And she had no idea how he knew about the headache.


  “I have oaths too, Aiden,” she continued, trying to help him see her dilemma. “I have to fulfill them.”


  “Work with me, not against me, Cait.” She heard the harder darker side ring in his voice, along with the plea. “That’s all I ask. Don’t force me to face some unknown Power, alien or not, alone. Not when you can help me.” He waited for her to reply, but she couldn’t form one.


  “I don’t have back up either,” he added. “My colleague north of Baltimore has her hands full with a group of dangerous spirits in the battlefields north of her territory. My Richmond counterpart is eighty-six and battling cancer. I’ll be tracking it, Cait, with you or without you. We’re good together, and not just in bed. Work with me.”


  He paused, and she heard the disappointment that sang through the connection. “Now would be a good time to say something.”


  “Yeah. I already agreed to cut you in,” she said, and knew she sounded reluctant.


  “Are you going to rescind it?”


  “No.” On that she was firm. “No, I’m not,” she reiterated, more strongly. “But Aiden…” she trailed off. She had no idea what she was going to say. Where did she start?


  “It’s that hard?” he asked softly.


  “You have no idea.” Tears sprang to her eyes, rolled down her cheeks in a lighting change of mood that hit her out of nowhere. A sense of isolation, of brutal homesickness, blasted through her, followed by the intense need for him, for the connection she’d felt when he’d held her. How could he possibly understand? How could anyone?


  He waited patiently, so she drew a long breath and managed to keep going. “There are ways that I have to operate and this—talking to you, being with you tonight, covering your back, having you cover mine—breaks all of them. Every jack one of them.”


  God, she was tired. What was she worried about? Him telling someone she was dead? Him finding out how nasty these creatures were that she hunted? Him dying?


  “I know about the rules,” he murmured.


  “No, you really don’t,” she disagreed. He couldn’t possibly know. Not about her rules.


  “Then tell me.” There was impatience in his voice now. “Don’t keep me in the dark. It will get us both killed.”


  There was a beeping behind her. The PDA in her bag pinged again, the same discordant note.


  “Oh, my God, I’m getting beeped again.” She tucked the phone next to her cheek so she could operate the device. She mistyped her login twice.


  “Do you need to go?”


  “No. I don’t know. Shit, come on.”


  Finally, she got it right, and the screen popped open. She pressed her thumb, it drank her blood, and then a series of symbols in red, orange and yellow dropped down from the top of the screen in rows. She’d learned enough Kith symbology to read it without the translation program.


  “Dammit, dammit, dammit, this is so FUBAR.” She slumped to the floor, leaning on the wall. “Shit.”


  Shock hit her in waves.


  “What? Cait, I’m going to come over there and shake you till you rattle. WHAT?”


  “The Senator Mrs. Potts mentioned wasn’t hit by the Aurelian. That was maybe a fluke, a red herring. But now, there’s been another real hit. Complete with impalings.”


  “Same perp?”


  “Perp?” The terminology was so TV, it surprised a laugh out of her. “What are you now, Mr. Law and Order?”


  “If it works,” he grated. “Damn it, Cait, don’t make me drag it out of you. Where, when?”


  “Seattle. Another GOP senator, like Hathaway. Swanson. His family found him when they came home.” She pushed off the wall, headed for her office. “I’ve got to crosscheck Swanson with Hathaway and O’Reilly. Oh, and the missing New Mexico guy. I don’t care what they say, it could still be a hit. No need to get bloody if your target drops from a heart attack before you can kill him. Can you…”


  Was she really asking him to help?


  “Yes?”


  In for a penny, in for a pound, she decided, scrubbing her cheeks dry. Time for tears later.


  “Can you do a web search on Seattle, get a pinpoint on this address?” She rattled it off.


  “Yes.” The relief in his voice was palpable. He knew just how significant her question was. On the surface, an innocuous request. More deeply, she’d let him in.


  “I’ll do a few other things as well,” he replied, a decisive note colored by the smile she could hear in his words. “Give me an hour, and I’ll be over. I’ll bring a bottle of something. We’ll compare notes.”


  Good company, good alcohol, and help to unravel one of the most difficult and dangerous cases she’d ever faced?


  “Bring it on.”


  “An hour, then,” she said, and realized she was smiling. Looking forward to it. It made no sense.


  It was him.


  She was insane. She was screwed. And yet, he’d been there when she called. He had her back.


  “I’ll be there. And Cait?”


  “Yeah?”


  “You won’t regret it.”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two

  


  Aiden knew this fight was going to test his abilities to their limit. It might cost him his life.


  Somehow, it didn’t matter. In a mere few days, he’d found a connection so deep and so strong that he would step into the fire for Dr. Cait Brennan, whoever she was.


  Whatever she was.


  Sure, he knew more now about her than he had. And he cared for every bit he’d learned. He understood, intellectually and it didn’t matter a damn. The feel of that connection, the gut of who she was and what she did, was something he was just beginning to grasp.


  That would have to wait, though.


  Trouble was at their door, and she’d agreed to work with him.


  He had to smile at the reluctance, now.


  He stopped dead in the kitchen, wine bottle in hand. Gaining her trust meant everything to him.


  Well, shit.


  *     *     *


  They disconnected and Cait stood, dark cell phone in one hand, souped-up alien PDA in the other, once again wondering what the bloody, ever-living hell had happened to her life.


  She finished buttoning her shirt, then tuned her PDA to scan the apartment, then the rest of the building, checking for any alien signatures. Then she did another scan just to be sure all the frequencies were covered.


  Aiden had said she wouldn’t regret working with him. But would he regret it? Would he regret making love with her, once she was gone?


  “Riiiiiight. Regrets. Fuck ’em.” She realized she was rambling, mentally and verbally. “Jeez Patten, now is NOT the time to have an angsty moment. Get a grip.”


  The sound of her real name in the silence, in her own voice, had an electrifying effect.


  “God, I’m losing it. I have an Adept Enforcer—whatever the hell that is—who’s seducing me, wants to help me catch creatures he’s not supposed to know exist, while simultaneously telling me about creatures that shouldn’t exist that aren’t aliens, and there’s now a killer on my planet, hunting senators.”


  And maybe me.


  She tossed the cell back toward her bag, heard it hit the floor.


  “Figures,” she muttered in disgust. “Even my aim’s off.”


  In the kitchen, she grabbed two cold Cokes, left one on the edge of the desk, and took the other with her into the bedroom. She drained it as she pulled on jeans. She’d managed a shirt and underwear as they talked, but was cold enough now to finish the job. With a smile, she pulled the “you don’t know me” sweatshirt Aiden had given her.


  Feeling somewhat redeemed when she managed to two-point the empty can into the recycling bin, she popped the top on the second cold drink and sat down at the keyboard. Fingers flying, she went on the hunt.


  Senator Swanson of Seattle had been home alone, according to the Kith’s report. She ran it through the translator so she could be sure to get all the nuances.


  The gory scene his family walked in on was anyone’s worst nightmare. Not a repeat of Hathaway’s death, nor the ripped up destruction of O’Reilly’s death, but close enough. Evidently, blood had begun at the front door and trailed all the way to the family room and out to the garage. Parts of the esteemed gentleman from Washington State had been splattered on every wall.


  This time there were a few pieces of the Senator missing, as best as the Kith could tell.


  The Aurelian must have had more time with this victim. She’d know more when Aiden arrived, but she’d bet a secluded home, another gated community. A high-end human alarm system would have been child’s play for an Aurelian.


  With the kind of tech they fielded, any run-of-the mill box-’n’-wire set up would’ve barely flickered and the alien would have been inside. Hell, if she could do it, an Aurelian wouldn’t even bat an eye.


  With a shift of a command key, she switched databases. Entering Aurelian in the search field, she called up stats on the assassin race.


  “Ugly son of a troll,” she muttered. Then remembered Aiden saying trolls had died out. Feeling like she was in an LSD dream, she stared at the creature. “Can’t even call it ugly. It goes waaaay beyond that. It’s just fugly.”


  Not that it wasn’t true—the creatures was disgustingly unpleasant to human eyes—but saying it aloud was more about hearing a human voice in the silent apartment. “A voice crying in the wilderness,” she said. “That’s me. Wonder if anyone will hear the screams?”


  Aiden knocked on the door at that exact moment. Apparently magic gave him extraordinary timing.


  She knew it was him. First, she could sense it, which was totally weird. Second, he used the shave-and-a-haircut series of taps, which made her grin in spite of the despair that lurked. She shook her head at herself as she got up from the computer.


  Sliding on the wood floor in her thick socks, she surfed to the door and threw the latches. She opened it enough to admit him, then locked it again.


  “Those locks enhanced?” he asked, before anything else.


  “Enhanced?”


  “Magically or with any of your—” he made a wiggly finger motion, “—stuff.”


  She laughed. “You know I don’t do magic, and I try to keep the stuff to a minimum.” She mimicked his finger trick. “It attracts attention. Also, it isn’t usually necessary. This trip is supposed to be a critter removal. Round it up, ship it out, done. That kind of thing ain’t rocket science,” she said wryly. “I might have done it unarmed. In fact, I frequently go only lightly armed all over our fair planet.”


  “What about now?”


  “I’m armed to the teeth.”


  He laughed and pressed a quick, hot kiss on her mouth. “Doesn’t feel dangerous, but then again, I know better.”


  It took Cait a minute to realize he was complimenting her, rather than commenting on oral weaponry. Not that she used it, but it did exist.


  “Yeah, yeah. So you say.” She pressed a hand to his chest. “None of that. We have work to do.” Cait caught herself grinning, and it hit her how much better she felt just because he was here. In a situation that sucked donkey balls, and had every good chance of getting her dead, instead of grim and hopeless, she felt almost…optimistic. Weird.


  He sighed dramatically and backed up with comic reluctance. “All right. Slave driver.”


  She smiled at him. “You’re a funny guy, Aiden.”


  “Funny? Damn. I was trying for suave, smooth, maybe even debonair. Cary Grant territory.”


  “One of my favorites. You’re all that, and you got your smooth moves, Mr. Bayliss.”


  “Oh, so I’m Mister Bayliss when it comes to smooth moves?”


  “You bet,” she said, going into the kitchen to open the wine he’d brought. To her surprise there was a set of nice wine glasses in the cupboard. “I was impressed.”


  She glanced over at him. He leaned on the door jamb in an outfit similar to her own sweatshirt and jeans, but his fit snugly to his broad shoulders, and made her shiver at the thought of his impressive body beneath the cloth, and what he could do with it. She had to grin, though. The sweatshirt sported a moose and the words “Whatsamatta U” on it.


  “Like I said, funny guy.”


  “What, you had your funny bone removed since I left earlier?”


  She shook her head, somber now. “It just doesn’t come as easily anymore. I appreciate it, though. It lightens the mood.”


  He smoothed one hand over the back of her head and cupped her cheek, brushing his thumb across her cheekbone. “Tough night,” he said, his tone serious.


  “Tough week.” She grunted the words and turned toward the office.


  “You haven’t been here a week.”


  “Feels like a year.”


  “Do you stay anywhere for a year?”


  She was pulling out the desk chair when he asked. Her glass, in the other hand, nearly slipped from her fingers, but he caught it, and her hand.


  “It’s an honest question, but if you can’t answer it, it’s okay.” He rubbed his thumb over her scar again. She’d never considered it an erogenous zone, but with Aiden it was intimate, sexy. “I’m not sorry I asked it, but I’m sorry it upset you.”


  “This might not be strong enough for that story,” she said, avoiding his eyes and waggling the wineglass. “And there isn’t enough time. We have to get to work.”


  “We’ll make time. Soon.”


  She nodded, but doubted, now, that it would happen. If it did, if she lived to be with him again, maybe by then she’d figure out what to tell him and why she needed him so much even when she wasn’t supposed to.


  Maybe by then she would know why.


  Aiden pulled up a chair and rolled it next to hers. “Tell me about Seattle.”


  “First, let’s start with Chicago.”


  “Okay.”


  She’d compiled the areas where O’Reilly and Hathaway had intersected. There weren’t many, but of the places, several were controversial. Now she needed to add Swanson. She swiveled to face Aiden.


  “Tell me what you know about Senator O’Reilly of the great state of Illinois.”


  “Other than the latest news that he’s very dead, I can tell you he lived in Schaumburg, an upper middle class suburb. Nice house, gated community.”


  “Got that in one guess,” she toasted herself. “Sizable lot, right? Fenced, gated property too?”


  “Two acres, well-landscaped. O’Reilly and his wife gave an interview with pictures in some fancy decorating magazine.”


  “I got the police report through my contacts,” she said. “He bought it in the family room. Lots of blood, he was…um…” she hesitated, still not sure he was up for this sort of thing.


  “Spill it.”


  “Ugh, bad choice of words,” she said. “He was dismembered, disemboweled.”


  Aiden didn’t blink. He just nodded. “Nasty,” he said, setting his glass to one side. He kept surprising her. “Not impaled, though. How’d they peg it as the same? Not that it isn’t, but how’d they decide that?”


  “Oh, there was impaling,” Cait said. “They haven’t let that out in the press, so it would be hard to find. My people found it though. Smaller pieces. More rods. The cops and Feds have no ideas, and are working on symbolism of the rods, etc.”


  “You have theories, Ms. Alien Hunter? Or insider knowledge on that?”


  “On the rods, my team thinks it’s part of the revenge signature like I said. I asked,” she admitted. “The police are right, though. It’s not how they were killed. Aurelian’s aren’t specific about kill methods. Impaling is as good as garroting or a bullet, or what passes for a bullet on the interstellar assassin level. A long fall off a short pier would work too, as they’re multi-limbed and versatile.”


  “Multi-limbed. Great. Just what we needed. And multi-talented.”


  “They think so.”


  “Arrogant?”


  “No. They’re strong, ugly, mean, and capable. Well-trained. It isn’t arrogance if you can do what you say you can do.”


  “Sounds like excellent date material.”


  She shuddered, pulling up data and pictures. “No way, José,” she said, pointing. “Take a look.”


  “Daaaaaamn.” He drew the word out, using it as epithet and commentary. “That is nasty. I’ve seen boggles that look better. Looks like a big sucker too,” he said, scanning the picture.


  “Six and a half feet, as we measure. Hide is tough, like a rhino or crocodile. Maybe tougher. They wear body armor too. Knife fights are their method for clan status climbing, so that makes sense.”


  Aiden rolled his chair closer, and his nearness made her nerves twitch. Even in these dire straits, the pull of him drew her in.


  “Man, look at the size of the knives.” He pointed at the screen where the measurement was listed. “Am I reading that right?”


  “Closer to sword length, yes.”


  “If that’s how they settle clan problems, I’m guessing there aren’t many clan problems.”


  “And that doesn’t count how much they love their work,” she said sarcastically.


  “Are we on its radar?”


  “The K—my bosses say no.” She prayed they were right. “They haven’t gotten to the bottom of the thing’s mission yet, but it’s not me.”


  “I hear a big, ’ol’ but in your answer.” He took her hands again. “What’s the monster in the closet?”


  “What, are you psychic too?” she joked to cover the weak feeling in her stomach, the lurch to her heart that someone cared. When you were dead, no one knew they should still care about you.


  “Sometimes,” he answered, the serious note staying solid in his voice. “And evidently with you, more frequently than not. So spill the diagnosis, Dr. Brennan.”


  “I’m not a doctor, or a geologist.” The words just popped out, unbidden.


  “I know,” he grinned. “And I’ll bet your name’s not Brennan either. Is the Cait real?”


  “Yes.”


  “Now we’re getting somewhere,” he said, smiling, but he didn’t relent. “So, Cait, not-named-Brennan-not-a-doctor-or-geologist, what’s the deal with the big bad wolf?” He indicated the Aurelian with a jerk of his head.


  “They hate my kind. Slip Travelers. They hate what we do, who we are and who we work for.” The words came out in a rush. “They killed my predecessor. They hunt people like me for sport when they can get away with it.” She pulled her hands free. She had to stand, to move. “I might not be his original target, but if he figures out what I am before I can kill him? I’m toast. He’ll climb up a pike to put a knife in my eye.”


  “Now there’s a visual.”


  She whipped around. “Are you making fun of me?” She could hear the temper in her voice.


  “No, sweetheart, but if you get wrapped up in fear, it’s already got you.” He held her gaze. “Believe me, I’m not thinking this is easy or making light of it. I’ve dealt with this kind of thing. I’ve handled it okay sometimes, and I’ve botched it totally, as you well know, so no stone throwing from me. Earthly nightmares are bad enough, but this? What you deal with? I’m a—forgive the pun—a piker by comparison.”


  “Jesus.”


  “Hey, hey.” He got up and came to where she was, ran his hands down her arms and took her hands in his again. “Cait, don’t let this thing psyche you out. The mistake of trying to plan from a place of anger and fear is one I nearly didn’t live through, so I’m trying to get you to shift out of it.”


  “The Nightflyer.”


  He nodded. “Getting help isn’t an option with this.” He gestured at the Aurelian’s picture. “No one to ask. They’d lock us up. Chavez already thinks we’re a threat to national security.”


  “I hope he never gets his hands on me again.”


  “Exactly. We’ve got to be careful, and stick together.”


  Cait wasn’t sure about that, for Aiden’s sake, but she nodded.


  “Let’s talk about its weaknesses. It has them. Every creature does.”


  She closed her eyes and focused, letting the anger and fear seep away. He was right. You never let fear drive your plan. She hadn’t as a marine and she wasn’t going to start now.


  “You’re right. You’re right,” she repeated. “They’re illogically put together,” she said, taking a deep breath. They did have weaknesses. It was a good place to start and she already felt the mental shift mitigating the fear.


  “Kind of like those made by magic,” he mused.


  “Made? You can make a creature, create one? How much power…sorry,” she said, realizing that likely wasn’t a particularly nice question.


  “It’s okay. You can, yes, and it takes a lot of power. People don’t do it anymore because there’s not that kind of power loose in the world, and yes, once upon a time, people did make weird creatures with magic. Or so the Tradition tells us.”


  “Weird.”


  “In a word.” He turned back to the computer and she sat. He kissed her neck as he rolled her forward, then he sat again and scooted closer to her keyboard and scrolled down. “So, does this database list, ah, yes, it does. Vulnerabilities. That’s what we need. Okay, hearts? It has two hearts? Bellows? Seriously, a bellows system for lungs? Why a bellows? Those things suck.”


  “Equivalent. The translator doesn’t have a word for it, so it comes as close as it can.”


  “Translator?”


  She looked at him, realizing he still didn’t totally get it. “Translator. You think this is usually printed in English?”


  With a toggle of one button, she returned the Aurelian’s description to the Kith language. Purple script filled the screen.


  “Now that is something.”


  “The script?”


  “Yeah, can you read it?”


  “A little. By the way, bellows blow, they don’t suck.” As far as jokes went, it was lame, but she needed to give back, hold her own beside Aiden’s sensible process.


  “Funny girl,” he said. “I helped a guy forge ironwork for antique fencing when I was in college. A unique experience.”


  “Said with sarcasm?”


  “Oh, yeah,” he grimaced. “That is damn hard work. Why anyone would do it for fun baffles me.”


  “You do computer stuff and think it’s fun. That baffles me,” she said, curious to see what he’d say.


  “Must not be too baffling, or you wouldn’t be surrounded by electronic gadgets.”


  “How do you know I’m surrounded by anything?”
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  “Power signature,” Aiden replied without taking his eyes off the screen. On the English page, he keyed in different search terms. “All electronics have a power signature. I’m more sensitive than some to that sort of thing because I work with it every day, both technically and magically. I could probably pinpoint every piece of equipment in here. Actually,” he said a bit apologetically, and without looking at her. “I did already. When we came back from dinner, I checked to see if the Feebies had decided to put ears or eyes on either one of us.”


  “And I thought I was paranoid.”


  “What, you didn’t want me to check?” His mobile, expressive face was all innocence.


  “No, I’m glad you did, although I had already scanned the room too.”


  “They’ve got ears on Mrs. Potts’ phone, did you know?”


  “Really? Why?” she asked, surprised. “And no, I didn’t know. I checked my place and the senator’s. No ears or eyes.”


  “Glad we both got that result.”


  “But why Mrs. Potts?”


  He looked at her, and shook his head. “No idea. Maybe she was a Mata Hari type in Korea. Makes no sense, though, because as she herself said, she couldn’t have held up meaty Senator Hathaway to kill him, nor does she have an erg of magical talent. I’ve checked her and rechecked her for that. It takes some major power to hold a shield, kill people and leave it intact when you, the killer, are gone.”


  “I checked Mrs. Potts too. I got no hinky feeling when I shook her hand, which usually means no psi ability.”


  “Is that why you didn’t shake my hand that first day we met? The pizza incident? You couldn’t know I was an adept.”


  “No, but I did get a hinky feeling around you, so I wondered whether you had psi ability. Then after the murders, I saw your blue thingie. A shield, I guess?”


  “Yeah?” He spun in the chair, looking at her with astonishment. “I wanted to ask you about that. How could you see it?”


  “Hey, it was in the visible spectrum, dude.” She held up one hand in a “you got nuthin’ on me” gesture, and with the other, she swirled the wine in her glass. “It’s not like I go around with my radar on for that sort of thing. I’m not that good, and again, hey,” she protested. “I didn’t know you could do it with magic, since I didn’t know there was magic. I figured mechanical, or psi. Earth has a lot of inhabitants with psionic power. We just don’t use it.”


  “Yeah, I know. But I was visible to you?” That seemed to really bother him.


  “You were. I was pretty wary, to tell you the truth. Then later, when Mrs. Potts screamed, you came out of your apartment like some kind of avenging angel, and I saw it, but there was no chance to say anything until after the EMTs arrived.”


  “I shouldn’t have been visible. I…” he trailed off. There was silence for a moment.


  “Aiden?”


  “Yeah. Maybe it was just the intensity of the situation,” he said, and turned back to the computer.


  He was lying about that. She knew it. There was something he wasn’t telling her.


  “So,” he said, “How much help can you count on from this team you keep talking about?” It was a clear change of subject. She knew a don’t-go-there wall when she saw one. It would have to wait for later.


  “Intellectual backup they’ll give. In the field, it’s me or nothing. It’s a ‘One riot, one Ranger,’ sort of thing.” She made little quote marks around the expression. “Like with the Texas Rangers. The real ones, not the baseball team. Oh, if I got killed in such a way they might be exposed, they’d help with that,” she said. “I’d still be dead, but they’d make sure I wasn’t connected to them or anything resembling my past.” She took a sip of wine and shrugged before she went on. “Or if there was something so major it would damage the planet due to extraterrestrial interference, they might step in. But again, I’d have to be dead, and it would have to be kill-three-quarters-of-the-population major.”


  Aiden processed that for a moment. “So we’re it. One rusty Adept Enforcer, one righteous babe of an alien hunter.”


  “Slip Traveler.”


  “What?”


  “Slip Traveler. I told you, that’s my designation. I’m Earth’s Slip Traveler, or ST.”


  He stood up, then pulled her up out of the chair. “So you’re a righteous babe of a Slip Traveler. Either way, we’re in it together.”


  Aiden slid his arms around her, cradling her against his chest.


  God, it felt good to just let herself be held. Better than good, because under the shirt, under the muscle and skin warming her cheek, she heard the strong, steady beat of his heart.


  Aiden worked with Cait as they went over the rest of what she knew and he got as up-to-speed as he could, given the amount of holy-shit stuff he was taking in. Then he shared what he knew about Seattle and Chicago, and what he’d learned from his Enforcer associates in those two cities.


  Two hours later, she was nodding off reading through the notes he’d brought over, the printout about the neighborhoods in Chicago and around Senator Swanson’s home in Washington State. Aiden grabbed her wine glass to keep it from hitting the floor, and Cait jerked awake.


  “Time for bed, sweetheart. You need to be rested to catch your critter tomorrow. We have to get that off your plate so you can focus on this other threat.”


  They both looked at the clock. Almost two in the morning. She held up the sheaf of notes.


  “I’ll look these over one more time, then go to bed, I promise.”


  “Uh-huh. I don’t believe you.”


  “Really, I’m exhausted.”


  He looked into her eyes, then pulled her up and into his arms. “You look exhausted. That’s not a slam, because even tired, you’re beautiful. You need sleep, though.”


  “Same, back atcha.”


  “I’m going to bed when I get home.”


  “You’re leaving?”


  “Uh-huh. I don’t want to, but if I stay, neither one of us will get sleep and you know it.” She was more than exhausted because it took a few seconds for her to track his meaning. Then she blushed.


  “Seriously.” He tipped her chin so they were looking at one another. “Sleep. Do you want me to call before I come over tomorrow?”


  “No, give a knock. We’ll grab some breakfast on the way.”


  “Takeout for breakfast too?”


  “If it works…”


  “I have a better idea. I’ll make you breakfast. You eat eggs? Ham?”


  “I wasn’t kidding when I said I’ll eat anything.”


  “Excellent. Okay, you come over to my pla—”


  He stopped and listened, and four seconds later there was a soft tap-tap-tap on her door.


  They both froze. Aiden was looking toward the door and somehow Cait knew that he was reaching out with his mind to identify the being on the other side of the door.


  “Mrs. Potts?” Aiden was the first to speak. “What the…?”


  Cait dashed through the living room, unlocked the bolts and opened the door. If Mrs. Potts was surprised to see Aiden in Cait’s apartment in the wee hours she didn’t show it.


  “Cait, my dear, may I come in?”


  Since the old woman looked agitated, Cait swung the door wide and motioned her in. Mrs. Potts wrung her hands, looking from one to the other.


  “Dears, I wanted to be sure you were all right. The guard has left his post and hurried to the front of the building. There were lights and flashers. Then they were gone.” She glanced toward the door. “There wasn’t anything on the TV, so I peered out again, and the door to Three-A is open, and the guard’s still gone.”


  “We’re fine, Mrs. Potts.”


  “I’m so glad.” She seemed a little befuddled. “What should we do about the guard? About the open door?”


  “I don’t know,” Cait said, thinking hard. “I don’t want to call the police, or the FBI. They’d just want to know why I noticed.”


  Aiden grimaced. “Exactly. If I say I noticed it on the way back to my place, they’d have all kinds of questions. Same for you, Mrs. Potts. If you say anything or say that you told us first, they’ll think we’re in some kind of conspiracy.”


  “They would, wouldn’t they,” she said, and cackled, showing some of her usual spirit. Sobering after a moment, she sighed. “Well, I guess the best thing is to go on to bed. Nothing we do will help the dead, and if that odious Chavez can’t manage his people, there’s no reason we should help.”


  “Did he question you too?”


  “Two and a half hours,” she said, waving an arm to emphasize her next words. “All over the map. What did I have for dinner. With whom did I play bridge? Why did I think I heard a dog? Ridiculous.”


  “Only two and a half hours, though,” Aiden temporized. “He grilled Cait most of the day.”


  Mrs. Potts smiled. “My son was with me. He’s a lawyer. He makes people like Chavez nervous.”


  “Good for him,” Cait said. “We should probably get into our respective apartments in case the guard comes back. We wouldn’t want them to think we’d been in there,” she said, pointing toward Three-A.


  “Oh, no, never that,” Mrs. Potts said, opening the door to peer out. “Still no guard,” she said. “Sleep tight now, you two.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Aiden pushed the door closed and reached for Cait.


  “Holy crap. What next?”


  Cait went into his arms and when he kissed her, she sank into him, wanting to forget, wanting him the way she had earlier in the evening. She was on the verge of asking him to stay when he pulled back, shaking his head.


  “No, don’t. If you do, I won’t be able to refuse. We both need rest.” He kissed her quickly, then he opened the door, checking the hallway before he stepped across the threshold.


  “Good night, Aiden,” Cait said as he turned to wait for her to close and lock the door behind him. “I’ll see you in the morning.”


  “Okay.”


  “Got your back, righteous alien-hunter babe,” he whispered.


  “Got your back, magic man.”


  Aiden stared at her for a long moment. Then she shut and locked the door.


  Aiden stood outside Cait’s door and worked a quick spell, running his magic over the walls, the windows and doors, the ceilings and floors, along the plumbing in her bathroom and kitchen, and the wiring that fed the outlets, the internet and cable services. He poured strong magic into the protective spell, setting it to keep out anyone or anything that would be unwelcome.


  And setting it to alert him if anything should try to harm his Cait.


  When she locked the door behind Aiden, Cait hurried into her office and called up the police dispatch. There was an officer needs assistance call outside the building, but nothing else on the list. She was surfing for any other info when her phone rang.


  “You in bed yet, little girl?” Aiden crooned.


  “Ha! Yeah, right. Just like you are,” she said, grinning at his silliness. “You find anything?”


  “An assistance call. You?”


  “The same. That’s it. You think it was a distraction for something else?”


  “The Aurelian?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Search?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I’ll do it. I know the building. I know the pipes.”


  “The pipes? Oh, yeah.”


  “And really, get some sleep, honey.”


  “You too.”


  They hung up and went back to their respective searches. When an hour’s worth of work hadn’t turned up anything new, nor had Aiden called to say there was a problem with the pipes or anything else in the building, she shut it down.


  Dragging into the bedroom, she stripped off her clothes, clean though they were, and tossed them on the floor. Wearing only her skin, she slid between the sheets.


  The alarm went off way too soon, and Cait reached for her phone to shut it off. Five in the freaking morning.


  “Shades of Parris Island,” she griped, remembering Marine Corps boot camp.


  Aiden said they should be out on the canal by seven. She had to haul her ass out of bed.


  Stretching, she reached for her phone. She was about to dial when it rang.


  “Good morning, sleepy head.”


  “Good morning. I was thinking about…hey! I was just about to call you!”


  “Yes I know. I was tuned in, waiting for you to wake and start broadcasting. I wasn’t snooping. I’d get in trouble with the Council if I did, and believe me, they’d know.”


  Distracted by that thought and the questions it brought on, she asked, “What’s the Council and how would they know?”


  Aiden hesitated only a moment before he said, “The Council is our governing body. We get a visit from another adept every six months to a year. We question each other, using magic–truth magic–like I used on you, to double check that the other is following the rules. The witch who breaks the rules is reported, and dealt with.”


  “Checks and balances. A witch?”


  “More like confession. And yes, regardless of gender, a witch is a witch. You STs have any of those? Checks and balances?”


  “Yes and no. There are some things we sign up for when we get this job and that acts as the biggest check on our behavior.”


  “Want to start telling me some of that long story over breakfast?”


  “You sure you want to feed me? We could just grab a breakfast sandwich or something?”


  “Not just no, but hell no. Come on over when you…ooooh, you’re not dressed at all.”


  “Hey, you’re peeking!” She laughed, pulling the sheet up then realized how silly it was and let it go. “Cut it out. I’ll see you in a little bit.”


  “You can peek back, you know.”


  “Pervert.”


  “For you, you bet.


  “What are you making me for breakfast?”


  “Come and see.”


  They hung up and Cait dashed, smiling, into the bathroom. Her grin grew wider as she showered, sitting on the bench where they’d made love, to quickly shave her legs. Little ribbons of heat coursed over her at the memory. She dressed and grabbed her keys, locked her door and stepped across the hall. She was about to knock, her hand raised to do so, when it opened. Then and there she gave up on thinking it was weird.


  “Still no guard, did you notice?” she asked. “But the door’s now closed.”


  He widened the gap, allowing her to pass as he peered across to Three-A. “Hmmm. Crime scene tape’s still up. Whoever went in didn’t mess that up.”


  “Let’s hope it stays that way.”


  He closed the door and in one stride, had her in his arms. “You look as good in the morning as you did last night.”


  “I was thinking about you in the shower.”


  “Ummm, those are fighting words,” he murmured onto her lips before he backed her against the wall, pressing his body full-length to hers. The kiss was long, sweet and hot as hell. She gave in to it, to the feel, the warmth, the passion of him.


  She was breathing hard and he had a tent in his jeans when he finally eased back. “If we don’t stop, we’ll never get to the canal,” she said.


  He blew out a breath and shook his head. “I know. You kill me, woman.” Then he tugged her toward the counter.


  “Come have a seat at the bar, I’ll make you an omelet. You want OJ?”


  “Yeah, that’s great.”


  “Tell me about the critter,” he said.


  “I want this done but I’m not looking forward to dealing with it.” She described the Ty-Op and outlined the procedure for capturing it as he managed the omelets.


  Aiden let out a whistle. “A seven-foot, transparent squid thingie is a pet?”


  “Well, when you’re twice that size, it’s not that big. It’s valuable and rare and quite coveted. There are breeding records going back centuries. They have clubs, shows and stuff.” Watching him cook wasn’t a hardship, and she found herself telling him all she knew about the Opthoid.


  They talked as they ate together, and she realized it was fun to talk shop. Talking openly with another human about their respectively weird jobs was a novel experience. She was also so vocal about the sensual pleasure of home cooked, earthly food that they nearly ended up on the floor again.


  They reminded one another that they had to go. They had work. To keep her hands off him, she finally slipped out of his grip and dashed to her place to gather her things while Aiden changed into boots.


  Rolling the folded crates near the door and packing her tools in one large duffle, she parked everything where it would be ready. “C’mon Patten, get a move on,” she muttered.


  She suddenly realized that she’d called herself by her real name again. That had to stop.


  “Jeez, girl. First you go telling Sh’Aitan secrets and then you risk your cover by calling yourself something other than Dr. Cait Brennan.”


  Her door opened and Aiden poked his head around the corner just as she sensed a presence. She automatically wheeled around to face him, hand on her weapon. But she knew it was him. Damn it. That bothered her almost as much as anything else. How was that happening?


  “You ready?”


  “Yeah.”


  “All this goes?” He bumped the bag by the door with his foot.


  “Not yet. Just the duffels this time. The capture crates are ready to go, but we’ll come back for those. If we locate it today…well, that’s not likely, so we’ll pack light for now.”


  On one hand, she meant exactly that. On the other hand, she knew she was hedging her bets, leaving herself the option not to involve him any further. She’d just roll with it, magic man included, until she could get it done.


  “Sounds like a plan.”


  With the door locked, they headed for the car and the canal.


  It was another beautiful October day. Within a few minutes drive, she could see the glint of the river, the smaller ribbon of the canal.


  “Where do you want to pull in?”


  “You said Georgetown, right?”


  “That’s where I was getting a hit,” he offered, turning down a residential street at an angle, bringing them down to the road beside the Canal.


  “They don’t tend to move around a lot.”


  “Then we can either go down to Georgetown’s waterfront,” he said and pointed to the left. “We could rent kayaks and paddle around and look for it. Or we can go down Canal Road to the right, pull over into one of the parking areas, and cross over to walk the towpath like you did the other day.”


  “Let’s start with the towpath. Walking will be good for me. Maybe clear my head.”


  “Something wrong with your head?” he asked lightly, as he turned into a parking lot along the C&O Canal. “You seemed to be thinking about very heavy stuff when I knocked on your door.”


  “Yeah. Maybe I’m losing it.”


  He pulled into a parking spot and leaned over to gently brush the backs of his fingers down her cheek. “We’re all insane, you know, those of us with power. We have to make hard, sometimes brutal, choices. Facing that makes us a bit loonier than the average bear.”


  “Huh, maybe that’s it,” she said, loading several gauges and some empty tubes into the backpack she’d brought along. It let her avoid answering his questions or commenting on his reference to their mutual uses of power, since hers was mostly technology. “I think if I take some samples here, then up river, toward Georgetown, I’ll know if your pickup is on target. If we can get close, I can come back at dusk tonight or dawn tomorrow and catch it.” She didn’t want to tell him there might be a second one. She didn’t want to think it.


  “I’ll take that,” he offered, holding out his hand for the bag. For a moment, they played tug-o-war with the strap. “C’mon, let me be a guy.”


  “Okay, okay.” She let go of the strap. As they walked down the path, he took her hand as well.


  “The general location is half a mile downstream of where I met you the other day. So, just tell me when you want to stop, take samples, watch the birds, hang out. Smooch.”


  The thought of smooching made her go hot with the need to do more than smooch.


  “I think the samples would be best,” she said.


  “Oh, come on,” he grinned down at her. “Don’t you want to see some of the cool wildlife?”


  “I’m a city girl, mostly. I’m not big on wildlife.”


  “City girl?”


  “Yeah. Didn’t get much wildlife in New York.”


  “Did you grow up in the city itself?”


  “Lived there for a long time. I was born in Idaho.”


  “Wow, that’s country. Or at least a lot of it is.”


  “Not in Boise, although there’s a lot of business that’s drawn around farming. I don’t remember much about Idaho.”


  “What did your family do there?”


  “Dad worked for Boise State, then moved to NYU. Economics professor.”


  “I was born in Texas,” Aiden said. “My dad was an executive with AT&T. We moved a couple of times, The Twin Cities, Pensacola, Florida. He got sent to Charleston, South Carolina, when I was fourteen, and we stayed there till just before I graduated from high school.”


  “Oh man, did you have to move before you graduated? That sucks.”


  “Not because of the job. My parents were killed. My brother and sister and I had to go live with my Aunt Bennie.”


  “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Cait exclaimed. She stopped on the trail, and gripped his arm. “That must have been awful.” She remembered that note in his file as well.


  “It pretty much wrecked all of us. Don’t know what we’d have done without Aunt Bennie.”


  “Did she come to Charleston, or did you go to her?”


  “We went to her. She was in Virginia. Newport News. I left after two years, and went to Emory University in Atlanta.”


  “Does your aunt still live in Virginia?”


  “No, she moved a little farther south,” he said with a smile. “Myrtle Beach.”


  “Does she know what you do?”


  “Aunt Bennie knows. Her husband, my uncle, was one of my first teachers.” He flicked a glance over his shoulder. It was the third or fourth time she’d seen him do it, and she realized he was always checking, on alert, watchful for threats.


  “Do we have trackers today? I didn’t make any when we left.”


  “No, not yet anyway. Haven’t seen any since last night at the restaurant.”


  “Guess they have other fish on the hook.”


  “Maybe,” he said, still scanning as they walked. “It’s nice to be here with you.” He looked straight at her then, and made no attempt to hide his feelings. Feelings for her.


  And God help her, everything inside her responded.


  Her heart leapt up, her gut clenched at the look in his eyes, and her stomach got a bad case of the butterflies. Her body responded, but not in the predictable, hot way.


  This was heart. This was soul.


  He tugged her hand, started them forward again. “I know you, Cait, even though I don’t. You have shared power with me, been ready to back me up. Committed to it.” He looked down at her, began swinging his hand so that they were twisting, like little kids did when they played. It made her smile. “Ah-ha! I got a smile.”


  “Yeah, yeah. Maybe I’m laughing at you?”


  “No, you’re not.” He squeezed her hand, and, she couldn’t help it, she squeezed back. “I also know if you’ve committed to it, it’ll happen.”


  “Is that enough for you?”


  Why the heck did you ask that? She wanted to kick herself, but it didn’t phase him.


  “For the moment. Not for a long-term thing, but for now.”


  “And if there is no long-term thing?”


  “We could get killed tomorrow by a smelly, seven-foot, scaled, clawed, armor-wearing, sword-swinging, bad-breathed critter with a serious effin’ attitude and four-inch claws on each of his four paws,” he said, stopping her again.


  “Tomorrow is not promised to us. We’ve both learned that the hard way.” He gazed at the river for a moment, then said, “Look, I want to know about you. I want to ask all those questions lovers ask each other.”


  Disarmed by his attitude, she gave in. “Okay. Ask while I take a sample here.”


  “What’s your favorite food, besides bagels?”


  “Beef brisket with gravy and potatoes.”


  He asked more simple questions as he set the pack down on the dirt path and helped her pull out vials and her scanner. She slid down the bank, dipped the tube in the water, and ran the scanner past it while he kept watch for anyone tracking them, or for the Aurelian.


  “Anything?” he asked as she pulled herself onto the bank.


  “Trace.” She capped the bottles, and she and Aiden moved on.


  “When we get back,” she added, “I to do some more research on O’Reilly and Swanson.”


  “Okay. What are we looking for?”


  “I need to know if he owned cattle or livestock.”


  “Livestock? He lived in Chicago. Swanson lived on Bainbridge Island. Not hotbeds of farm production.”


  “I know, but I haven’t found any other connection. Hathaway was pro-military, pro-pork. Senator O’Reilly was waaaay toward the dove side, more ‘let’s negotiate some more first’ kind of stuff. He voted to close an obsolete base in his own district.”


  “That may have been self-serving, you know.”


  “I know, but O’Reilly was all about keeping bases, and finding new nonmilitary uses for them. They were on opposite sides on most issues. And neither one were party favorites, because they voted across the lines.”


  “I got that too, in my research. I need to see some footage from the news reports too. There was a guy in a hoodie—tall, new jeans, pressed with a crease—I could swear I saw him the day I moved in. I saw him in the video of O’Reilly’s house after the murder.”


  “You didn’t mention it,” Aiden said, his voice neutral.


  “I just remembered it. I didn’t remember, then I started thinking about connecting Swanson and O’Reilly. Figured I should look and see if he was there, at Swanson’s, too.”


  They walked, chatting about the senators. Cait stopped to sample. A stronger trace this time. They were close. Thanks to the Ty-Op’s tendency to stay in water, she didn’t expect to catch it on a scan. Its body composition was too close to Earth-like to be easily detected.


  “You were right about the location,” she said. They were within sight of the Key Bridge and the Whitehurst Freeway.


  “Let’s walk just a little further in.”


  She was looking out over the Potomac, hands on her hips. Aiden came up behind her and slid his arms through the gap at her elbows, clasping his hands at her belly.


  “You know,” he whispered in her ear. “We could—”


  “Hey! Hey!” The shouting came from behind them. “Watch out!”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four

  


  They both spun around, each braced for attack. A faint haze of blue formed around Aiden. Cait had charged her bracelet weapons and had a laser in each hand.


  The shouting was accompanied by a flurry of deep, rumbling barks. A pair of burly, romping golden retrievers headed right for them, their frantic owner a hundred paces behind.


  Aiden’s blue shield disappeared like a snuffed candle. Cait hastily concealed her lasers.


  The dogs, still woofing in deep tones, bumbled and swirled around Aiden and Cait as they hurried to the canal’s edge. Once there, they proceeded to wade in, lapping and splashing.


  “Jesus,” Aiden breathed. “Save me from idiots and their dogs.”


  “Amen,” she whispered back, putting on a smile for the young man who was panting up the path.


  “Sorry, sorry,” he said. “Really, I am sorry about that. Didn’t mean to scare you. They’re really friendly—too friendly sometimes—but I try to leash up when there are other people on the path. You never know who might be terrified of dogs.”


  “It’s okay,” Cait replied for them both. “They look happy.”


  “Oh, they’re that, for sure,” the man said, continuing to walk. He gave Cait an appraising look. Incongruously, he winked at her. “You two need any help?”


  Shocked by the wink, and the question, she looked at him more closely.


  “Help?” Aiden managed to say. Cait caught his eye. Frowned slightly. “No, we’re fine. Just out enjoying a walk.”


  Her radar on alert, Cait decided to prod the man. “What about you? Are you all right? Do you need help?” As a cover, she motioned to the dogs.


  She heard Aiden draw in a sharp breath, but she couldn’t turn and look at him. She wasn’t turning her back on this guy.


  “Nope, not this time. Gotta pass it on, though, when you can.” The man winked again, and Cait felt a twitch of recognition. Had she seen two eyelids?


  No. She was just sleep deprived. Stressed. Seeing things. It was the wink that had distracted her.


  And it continued to distract her as the man turned away with one last exaggerated wink and a smile for Aiden. Calling “Have a great day” over his shoulder, he whistled. The dogs splashed up the bank and ran after him, bounding ahead to run back into the water at another break in the trees.


  Cait put a hand to her still-thundering heart. “Holy shit. I need to get this Ty-Op out of here. I’m so edgy I could cut something.”


  Aiden shook his head. “I know. Man, I nearly blasted that guy before I even thought. That and I about had a heart attack when you asked if he needed help. You can’t do that, Cait, when you’re with me.”


  “Why?”


  He shifted the pack back to his shoulders.


  “There aren’t a lot of magical creatures around DC, but there are a few who know me. They sometimes seek me out. If you ask them if you can help them, they might take you at your word and you could find yourself serving a thousand-year sentence.”


  “Whoa. What? They can do that?” Shock had her stopping stock still, to stare at him.


  “Can and have. Ever heard of the story of Tam Lin?” When she shook her head, he let it go. “Doesn’t matter. Suffice it to say that the Lesser Fae can do it. They don’t often choose to, but they can. There are a lot of old stories about it, but any magical creature can bind you to a type of contract if you offer to help and they accept. Especially since you have magical ability.”


  “Okay,” she stuttered. “I so don’t agree that I’m magical, and the other bit? That’s out there, beyond out there, in the realm of un-possibility.”


  “Like aliens?”


  She couldn’t help it. She laughed. “Yeah, like that.” Her stomach rumbled and he grinned.


  “Right now, I think lunch is a great idea. We can haul the packs back to the car and drive into Georgetown. We’re early enough to beat the crowds. Or we can take the packs with us and walk on down to the Boathouse or one of the delis on this side of the Whitehurst.”


  “I vote for the car. I don’t want to run into Mr. Golden Retriever again, and he headed toward the Boathouse. I might bite his head off. Or interrogate him. Neither of which would be pretty.”


  “Same here,” Aiden said, shouldering the pack. They turned back down the trail toward the car. “Was there something about him that bothered you? I saw your expression change, as he was leaving.”


  “It was…innocuous, really. I don’t think it was important.” He merely continued to look at her. A bit exasperated, and slightly embarrassed, she told him about the wink, and he grinned.


  “I’d wink at you too, baby,” he said, snagging her close and kissing her. “Crazy job notwithstanding, you’re hot.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” she joked, pushing at him, but he didn’t release her until she’d kissed him again. “But I could swear the Golden Retriever Guy had a second nictating membrane—a second eyelid. I saw it when he winked.”


  “Second eyelid. That’s odd. Can regular humans have them?”


  “It’s incredibly rare.”


  “The Aurelian doesn’t shift forms, does it?”


  Her stomach clutched for a moment at the thought, but relaxed. “No, no, they don’t. And the Aurelian wouldn’t have shouted a warning, he’d have just shot us.”


  “Too true.” He moved back in, as he had before the interfering guy with the retrievers appeared. When he kissed her, as before, she protested.


  “Hey, I’m supposed to be innocuous, dude. Plain. Unnoticed. This is not innocuous.”


  “Better stop smiling, then.”


  They laughingly moved on, still wary, but able to enjoy the day somewhat. They swapped ugly alien/magical creature stories as they hiked to the car. The banter continued as they picked up lunch and ate outside the little deli where they’d stopped.


  It wasn’t until he’d unlocked his condo door, and motioned her inside, that she realized they were going to his place.


  “Uh, I really need to get back and…”


  He pulled her inside and shut the door, grinning the whole time.


  “I know. We both do. I have my scan to do, a report to file with the Council, and I get to dance around the fact that my new neighbor is involved in the doings here up to her elegant, sensitive,” he said, as he kissed the curve of her throat. “Smooth, beautiful, incredibly sexy neck. But since you can’t catch the Opthi-thingie until nightfall, we’ve got a bit of time.


  “When I do report,” he added, “I will of course neglect to mention,” he said as he kissed her again. “That my new neighbor is a non-resident human, alien-hunting, totally righteous babe of a Slip Traveler. And since I’m not mentioning her, I won’t have to explain that she’s here to track an abandoned pet which could kill a significant portion of DC’s population.”


  He unzipped her jacket and pushed it off her shoulders. The fabric made a marshmallow-y sound as it hit the floor. By the time he worked his way to her boots, she was panting. Their boots thudded on the hardwood.


  This time they used the bed. His sheets were smooth and smelled of spices and herbs. They were clean, pressed actually. It distracted her.


  “Please tell me you don’t iron your sheets.”


  “Huh?” he surfaced from the curve of her neck, where he’d been doing marvelous things with his tongue. “What? Are you nuts? Well, you are, which is why I like you, but to answer you, no. I have a laundry service like any good bachelor. I specify the spray they put on them when they’re pressed, though. I buy it from a friend who’s an herbalist.”


  “Good. I was going to worry about your lack of occupation if you had time to do that.”


  “Worry I was a metrosexual, more like.”


  “Well,” she said, nipping at his warm skin. “That too.”


  He growled playfully, pinning her to the bed and wreaking havoc on her senses as he laved her breasts with his tongue. He moved lower, kissing and nipping the curve of her belly, skimming his hands over her legs.


  Man-o-man-o-man, was all she could think, over and over.


  She wasn’t still while all this was going on, using her hands to drive him crazy as well, rubbing and soothing, exciting and smoothing.


  When they came together, it was like hot cocoa after a cold snowball fight. A little too hot. A little too sweet. Absolutely perfect.


  He hit her in all the right places, his rhythm and pacing worked to build her to orgasm quickly. She’d never had that with a man before. Lance could go all night, of course, for as many orgasms as she wanted, but it wasn’t all that fun to have it just be about her. She enjoyed watching Aiden’s pleasure build, enjoyed the look of sensuality on his face as she gripped him with her body, caressed him with her hands.


  “God, woman, you turn me on so much,” he spoke softly, with intensity as they rose and fell as one. “So hot, so wet.”


  “So ready, Aiden, I want you to come for me, with me,” she panted, feeling her own climax rising.


  “But I want you to have more.” He grimaced, holding himself back.


  “No, come with me,” she demanded. “Do it.”


  “Ahhhhhh.” He almost-keened the sound as she arched her hips, meeting his thrust with her own needy impulse. “You undo me, woman.”


  “I want you,” she protested, pulling him back in, harder each time. “I want you to share the pleasure with me. Now, Aiden, come now.”


  “Now, Cait,” he gave in, thrusting forward with a groan of release. His pleasure drove hers, sending her over the edge into orgasm. Release flooded through her, turning her muscles to water, her breathing to a raspy wheeze.


  They collapsed onto each other and the bed, clutching one another, sweaty and satisfied.


  “Damn,” he whispered. “It’s better the second time.”


  She stroked his back, amused and a little ambivalent about how intensely, and how easily, she’d come under his hands and mouth. He was drawing patterns on her upper arm, swirls and swoops that mesmerized.


  One thing kept tickling her mind. She counted in her head. “I think this is actually the third time. Didn’t we manage two last night?”


  “First time your place, first time mine,” he corrected. “Second session, first act.”


  They finally got back to work. This time, in his office. Since, as he’d pointed out, she couldn’t act on the Ty-Op’s capture until evening, they worked on the murders.


  Aiden ran a program to uncover all of Hathaway’s property, and listed property owned by his next of kin as well. He ran the same program on O’Reilly and Swanson. He pulled the results up, side by side on one of his oversized monitors.


  “Well, well, well, lookie here.” He pointed at a listing for South Dakota. “Hathaway has this ranch. It’s right on the border of his home state and North Dakota. O’Reilly’s wife has this property. It’s a family ranch. One of her cousins’, looks like. It’s in North Dakota, but not too far away from Hathaway’s, as the crow flies.”


  “What do you think, twenty miles maybe?”


  “If that. But, here’s the kicker.” He zoomed the screen in, outlined the property lines with his cursor. “Interesting. The property in between is owned by another senator.”


  “Shit! Swanson?”


  “No, I haven’t found his connection yet.”


  “Who is it?” Cait demanded. “He or she could be next on the killer’s list!”


  “Yeah, I thought about that. The next problem is how do we warn him? It is a he. A Democratic senator from Arizona, by the name of Bartleby. Silas Bartleby.”


  “Sounds like a character from a Dickens novel,” she commented. “What do senators from Illinois, South Dakota and Arizona have in common? And from opposing parties? Why would they own property out in the middle of nowhere, but so close to one another?”


  “Ah, that I can answer. They all serve on two committees. One of ’em’s an agricultural committee. The other is an economic initiatives committee. Pretty low level, really.” There was a frown in Aiden’s voice. “The ag committee controls beef import and export. The initiatives committee handles USDA contracts. Those mostly affect the northwestern states, but Arizona has plenty of ranches too, which explains Bartleby’s interest.”


  “But his property’s in North Dakota? Why? Why not Arizona?”


  “He owns a ton in Arizona too,” Aiden said, switching back and forth from one data screen to another.


  “Yeah, yeah, but that brings me back to the two key questions. Why would an Aurelian want these guys dead, and how do we warn potential target number three, or four if the other senator’s really a hit?”


  “Good question. Any ideas on the why?”


  “One. Maybe.”


  “Spill.”


  She didn’t hesitate this time. “My team checked Hathaway’s ranch books. He has a T-1 line, so they were able to hack in. I also checked his financial disclosure forms through the Freedom of Information Act. He writes off a lot of cattle losses to wildlife, flood, and natural disaster stuff.”


  “Well, they do lose some. Isn’t North Dakota one of the last habitats for wolves and coyotes and panthers?”


  “And bears, oh my.” She smirked. “Yeah, but it was flagged by my team, so I checked average losses through the cattlemen’s associations for all the surrounding states. This is way out of proportion.”


  “What about O’Reilly and Swanson?”


  “Haven’t tried O’Reilly, because we left this morning before I could. Stuff’s probably up on my computer about Swanson, but I haven’t checked that either, obviously.”


  “Can you do it from here, or do we need to go back to your place?”


  “My place. Besides which, I need to check in with my team, and report my progress in hunting the Opthoid.”


  “We made progress?”


  She laughed. “Yeah, we did. I know where it is, approximately.”


  “Approximately is good enough for an Opthi-whatsis?”


  “Yeah.


  “Go figure. So, we’re going to capture it tonight?”


  His question reminded her how deeply she was involving him, and how dangerous it was. How she was so breaking the rules.


  “I can capture it alone,” she said.


  “Not what I asked,” he said. “I’m offering to help. So, tonight, or should we wait till Saturday? After Halloween? When will you go for it?”


  “I’d rather do it tonight for safety reasons, despite the Aurelian being in the mix.” She considered that, and the probabilities of the second Ty-Op.


  She needed to ask the Kith, but Halloween, which she kept forgetting about, and the increased police presence could endanger the mission. “Problem is,” she said, including him in her thought process, “I forgot about Halloween. Going after dark covers me somewhat, but the cops will be out in force looking for people doing crazy stuff on Halloween, in the dark.” She mulled it over. “Dammit. I don’t want to delay, but I’d better wait until Saturday. The last thing I need is someone trying to arrest me when I do the capture.”


  “They didn’t follow us to the canal today.”


  “That we know of.”


  “True. But I didn’t see them or feel them,” Aiden argued.


  “Which would give us good reason to go tonight.” She paced, recognizing the urgency to get the Ty-Op and weighing it against how much more cop coverage there would be for pranking and vandalism on October 30 and 31. Saturday was November 1. Every cop who’d pulled extra shifts for Halloween would be off duty. It would probably work.


  “Okay, Saturday. That’s a plan,” she said, making it a statement.


  “Done,” Aiden agreed, and something snapped taut inside her, pointing her heart right at Aiden. She’d asked for his help last night, and he’d stepped in and hadn’t let go. She’d known a lot of good men in her life, but she’d never known a man like this.


  “In the meantime,” he said, unaware, for once, of the depth and seriousness of her thoughts, “We can be figuring the rest of this mess out.”


  They both rose, and he grabbed his keys so they could go to her place.


  “You have any ideas about how to notify Senator Bartleby?” she asked, trying to get back to level, find something to distract her from her feelings.


  “Actually, I do,” Aiden said. “I have a contact in the local police.”


  She raised her eyebrows, and he nodded.


  “Yeah, it’s one of the cops who was here the other night. He doesn’t like me much. He knows I don’t get my info through normal channels.”


  “Which cop?”


  “The big guy with the walrus mustache. Lt. Tyrone McNamera. They call him Tank, like the old cartoon.”


  “I remember him.” She grinned. “He’s the one who knocked the stuffing out of Chavez’s arrogant bluster. The name fits.”


  “Yes, he did, and yes, it does. Anyway. I’ll buy him a beer, tell him a tale, and hope he can pass it up the line and save a life. One thing I have to know, though. Is there a way to keep that thing from getting to the Senator? Or will it go through anything in between it and the target?”


  “You know the thing about vampires? The garlic thing?”


  “You’re shitting me, right?” he looked at her, incredulous.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five

  


  “Yeah, I am,” Cait admitted.


  Aiden howled with laughter. “Okay, suckered me. Seriously, is there anything that deters it?”


  “Steel. Preferably stainless steel.”


  “Joking again?”


  “Nope. It’s a popular commodity out there for a lot of reasons, but keeping Aurelians away is one of them.”


  Aiden had trouble believing that stainless steel would keep away a nasty piece of work like the Aurelian. Then again, simple salt would bar the windows to a Nightflyer or a goblin, so why not stainless steel?


  “So we put him in an empty beer vat to keep him safe?”


  “There’s an interesting idea. Or a cage of it. Maybe line the walls of a room. Or if you want to keep everyone in the house safe, hang it at the windows, like you would with garlic or holly.”


  “You know odd bits of magic, don’t you?”


  “No.” Cait shut that down like she’d flipped a light switch, and that made Aiden all the more curious. “It’s not magic. I don’t have any.”


  Aiden started to shake his head, to disagree with her, but she said, “My granny had psi gifts. I didn’t know what it was called then, but she knew things. She told me I had power.” Cait smiled now. “She was a Seabee in World War II. She’s why I became a marine.”


  “She sounds great.”


  “I loved her like crazy, but she was just that…a little crazy. She used to tell us The Wives’ Tales, capital letters included. The war stories were true, but Mom made sure we understood that none of the other stuff was real”


  Things started to click in Aiden’s mind. About Cait and her power, and why she didn’t believe in it. He prodded her.


  “And?”


  “She passed away when I was ten. Through the years, my hunches got stronger and I figured out I could trust them, but there was never anything else.”


  “And now?”


  “Thank them,” she said, pointing toward the sky, “for any hinky hunches I get being of any use.”


  “Wow.” He recognized a block when he slammed up against it. “Okay, I hope we get the chance to tell each other more than just bits and pieces of our long stories.”


  Her admission to full-on precognition was the strongest admission of power he’d gotten so far. He’d have to have faith that they’d get time to talk, especially about power.


  He worked with her in her office, digging for more on Hathaway, O’Reilly, Swanson, and Bartleby. As it approached end of the afternoon police shift, he called Tank.


  As he dialed the number to his sometime nemesis, he pondered how to word his request.


  “McNamara.” The deep, curt voice came on the line.


  “Tank, it’s Aiden Bayliss.”


  “Awww, hell.”


  “Yeah. Sorry to say it, but I need to meet. Soon. As corny as it sounds, it’s a matter of life and death.”


  “Dammit all to hell.” Tank’s snarl was deep and serious. “I don’t need this, Bayliss.”


  “Yeah, actually, you do. You know the incident here in my building?”


  The silence from the other end of the phone was palpable.


  “I have a source,” he said, wincing at the curse from the other end. “Yeah, exactly. Source says another important individual buys the farm. I can’t put out the warning.”


  “Smitty’s, on Fourteenth.” Tank snapped the words as if they were poison in his mouth. “Six o’clock.”


  “I’ll be there.” He realized as he said it that he was talking to dead air.


  He gave Cait the gist of the call.


  “A reluctant believer?”


  “Yeah, you could say that. I’m hoping he’ll listen to another crazy story, and that he’ll be willing to pass it up the line, even if it sounds nuts.”


  “Cops can say stuff to other cops, and it gets heard, even if it’s weird,” she said as she typed in key words for another search. “They see some strange shit all the time, even out of the quote-unquote normal population.”


  Aiden’s skin prickled as Cait spoke. He knew she was exhausted and her walls were down, and maybe he shouldn’t use that, but damn, he wanted to know more about her. He put his hands on her shoulders and started a gentle massage.


  “I have no doubt,” he said.


  She moaned as his thumbs found the knots. She stopped typing and leaned her head to the right, giving him access to more of her neck on that side.


  “Did you work with the cops, before?” He already knew the answer, first because she’d been in the military, and that made it a natural fit, but also because she was a law and order kind of girl, even now. It was a good place to start.


  “Yeah. I was private security, for a company in the Towers. I worked constantly with NYPD and Harbor Patrol.”


  “And before, in New York? You said you were a Marine. What did you do?”


  She was silent for a long time, and Aiden thought she wasn’t going to answer. But finally she said, “I flew an AV-8 Harrier Aircraft. I was a Marine Corps Close Air Support Strike Pilot.”


  Holy effing shit.


  Aiden sucked in a breath and let it out slow, but he managed to keep his hands moving, kneading Cait’s shoulders. In those two sentences, she’d told him volumes about her heart, her commitment.


  What she’d told him in the cage he’d put her in didn’t count. That hadn’t been her choice.


  This was priceless. He knew she was gifted, but holy gods, he hadn’t known how exceptional. Female marines were scarce. He’d lay odds female marine pilots were even rarer.


  But when she died, she was working in a civilian security job. Not as a pilot. People didn’t just decide to leave a career flying fighter aircraft. That meant something had happened. Something bad.


  Aiden considered what to say next and came up with only one thing he knew might be safe.


  “Did you like the bagels?”


  It took her a moment to answer, and he saw a series of emotions cross her face, all quickly subdued. “More than anything. And the lox was fabulous. You can’t get lox anywhere else like you can in New York.”


  “Did you save me any?” he said with a grin.


  “Nope. It was too good.”


  He leaned over the back of her chair and hugged her. “Excellent. I’m glad.”


  “There are still some bagels.”


  “Really? How many did they send? I just said, ‘send a bunch’.” He grinned at her.


  “More than a dozen. You want one?”


  “Sure.”


  She printed out a report. Then she took a break to toast them both a bagel.


  “Looks like my team found more info on the Senatorial Quadruplets,” she said as she bit into her bagel. “That includes Bartleby. They all served on a committee when they were each governor of their states. Isn’t that a nice coincidence?” she asked sarcastically.


  “Not.” He matched her tone.


  “Exactly. It was a committee on freedom of the press regarding UFOs and sightings and many of the issues around that sort of thing. Each of their states has a SETI installation.”


  “SETI, that’s the alien trackers, right? They’re ST wannabees, I guess.”


  She laughed. “Well, sort of. They’re the kind of thing that often leads to the first step in being recognized by the Alliance, actually. They do good work. Who knows, in a few years, I could be doing this job more openly.”


  “What about New Mexico?”


  “Still haven’t fit him in. He may just be a red herring, like my teams thinks.”


  “You don’t think so,” Aiden said calmly.


  “Nope. As you’ve said several times, if it seems like coincidence…”


  “It isn’t.”


  She smiled up at him as she sat back down at the computer. With a few keystrokes, a copy of the StarreReport and the headlines from the London TattyTales both popped up on screen.


  “What’s that? The tabloids?”


  “Men in Black got that one right. I’m tracking to see if unusual activity has registered. I have a database that sorts printed news from all over and flags stories based on certain keywords. A lot of hits come from the tabs.”


  “The tabloids. Amazing.”


  “And the internet News of the Weird too,” she said, grinning. “Not all freaked out weirdos are making things up. Every now and then, it’s a genuine alien encounter.”


  “And the world gets weirder and better every day.” Shaking his head, he dropped a kiss to the top of her head and massaged her shoulders again.


  “That feels marvelous.”


  “I’ve got good hands.”


  “I can testify to that,” she raised her right hand.


  “I’ve gotta go meet Tank,” he said, wishing he could stay. She’d said more in this one conversation than he’d gotten from her since he met her.


  She looked at her watch. “Yeah, I guess you’d better go.” She leaned back in the chair, looking up at him. “Be careful, please. If the cop won’t believe you…” she let her voice trail away.


  “He will,” Aiden said with confidence. “I only hope he can do something about it.”


  *     *     *


  Meeting Tank wasn’t what he wanted to do on a dark October night, and he was sure it wasn’t Tank’s idea of fun either, but that was the least of his worries.


  How in hell he was going to explain this to the Council?


  “Oh, the murder inside my building shields? Yeah, no big worry. Seriously. Just an alien.” The words echoed in the confines of the car. “Oh, yeah, aliens exist. No, not having a relapse from the Atlanta incident. I’m fine, thanks.” He answered the imaginary questions from the Council. With a wince, he visualized the pitying looks.


  It made him angry.


  So he had nightmares about Atlanta and the Nightflyer. Some Council members thought he was unstable. But no member of the Council had done magical combat with something that powerful. But, of course, they agreed that his fears, his nightmares were normal. Natural.


  “Natural, like cowardice is natural,” he growled, parallel parking on Fourteenth. He knew the Council–at least most of them—were genuinely concerned. After all, they’d made a place for him to recover in DC.


  Some, though, had gloated over his fall from grace. He was the most powerful adept in a generation and had become an Adept Enforcer in record time. Many were intimidated by his magical strength. Those were the ones who’d been happy to see him brought low.


  “Oh, how the mighty have fallen.” He mocked himself as he checked the area before getting out of the car.


  Inside Smitty’s he worked his way through the crowd of lawyers, Capitol Hill types, singles and locals out for a beer and a game of pool. There were groups of people in wildly colored costumes—presumably on the way to Halloween parties or coming from them. Six televisions broadcast different football and hockey games with the closed captioning engaged.


  He’d been in, leaning on the bar, about five minutes when Tank walked in. He could tell that a number of people recognized the detective for what he was. Several edged to a different part of the bar. One, a greasy looking white guy, took one look at Tank, got up from a nearby table, and left. The bartender actually looked relieved when that happened.


  Signaling the woman with two fingers, Aiden shouted “Draft, some chips and salsa,” over the noise of a touchdown celebration. The woman nodded, and he quickly snagged the abandoned table. Tank watched the greasy guy leave, a look of anger on his stern features. At Aiden’s wave, Tank joined him at the relatively clean two-top round.


  Tank slid into a seat at the table. “I need a beer.”


  Aiden sat in the greasy guy’s vacated chair, and immediately got three images. The greasy man with his hands on a knife. The knife covered with blood. And last, the weapon, lying by a guard rail, a signpost in the background.


  He knew the location. In fact, he and Cait had been within a mile of it on their morning jaunt.


  “And something to eat,” Tank continued as he stripped off his coat. When Aiden didn’t answer, he grunted. “What? You don’t like beer?”


  “You know I do, and I already ordered,” Aiden managed, pulling himself together as the images faded. He cleared his throat. When he was sure he could speak clearly, he asked, “That guy, the one that was sitting here, you knew him?”


  “Yeah, I know him. Bastard. Killed his girlfriend. She was nine months along. Docs saved the baby, somehow.”


  “Nothing to tie him?” Aiden questioned, to give himself time to recover.


  “Plenty. Motive, opportunity, but he’s alibied. We could break it if we had something, anything more,” Tank shrugged off the palpable anger. “You know how it is.”


  “If I could take you to the murder weapon?”


  Tank leaned over, faster than a snake, to grab Aiden’s shoulder. “What do you know? Dammit Bayliss, why didn’t you…”


  Aiden tolerated the grip, but closed his eyes and hummed the theme to The Twilight Zone. It was his way of conveying that he’d gotten his information by other-than-normal means.


  “Crap.” Tank lifted his wire rimmed glasses to rub his eyes. He let out a short, gruff burst of air. “Okay. After we’re done here, you take me to it. I’ll figure out a story.”


  “Deal,” Aiden said. “It isn’t far.”


  “Good. I’ve been on the job since eleven.”


  “This morning?”


  “Last night.”


  “I’ll be quick as I can with the other stuff, then.” He waited while a waiter plopped down two foam topped draft beers and set a wicker basket of chips, salsa, guacamole and sour cream between them. He added a platter of mini-quesadillas.


  “Extras are from Sara, at the bar,” the waiter said. “She, uh, said thanks for the run off? Mean anything to you?”


  “Yep,” Aiden replied, lifting his glass to the woman. She nodded and got back to work.


  The boy left, and he and Tank dug in.


  Tank started in on Aiden. “What’s so all-fired fucking urgent? You said something about the thing in your building. How’s that get me a murder weapon in an unsolved?”


  “Weapon’s a kitchen knife, blade’s about ten inches. Wooden handle’s got blood on it, prints in the blood,” Aiden offered the description softly, but with a matter-of-fact air. He knew what the knife was, what it had done.


  Tank sighed. “If you can give that to me, I’ll owe you. There’s an empty slot in the knife block in the vic’s kitchen. I might even be able to get you the reward, anonymously, if we can nail the guy.”


  “The money’s not a factor. Just keep my name out of it. The guy was sitting here. I got the info when I took his seat.”


  That was the way it worked sometimes. Obviously, the powers-that-be wanted the greasy guy caught. So, the information passed to Aiden when he took the chair.


  Coincidence didn’t exist, as far as Aiden was concerned.


  “Bigger problem is how to remain your anonymous source when it comes to that person I mentioned on the phone.”


  “It’s a shit load of trouble, that’s what it is,” Tank groused. “What is it this time? Same thing that was about to hit Officer Lincoln in the park?” Tank rarely referred to the incident in McPherson square directly.


  “No, that was a boggle, something I know how to ward against and deal with. If it were that, I’d have someone close, geographically, to the…guy, deal with it. This thing isn’t anything my kind can stop. My source says it’s big, ugly, and nearly unkillable. Well, you saw the results in Three-A.”


  “Nasty.”


  “In a word.”


  “There’s the other ones—”


  “Chicago and Seattle, yeah.”


  When Tank looked at him suspiciously, he held out his hands in mock surrender. “Hey, I didn’t know it was connected, not before today. I would have called you sooner if I had.”


  Tank grunted, Aiden having answered his unspoken question.


  “I don’t know what will kill this thing, but I know what will keep it away from the sen…guy, in the short term.”


  “What?”


  “It’s going to sound nuts.”


  “Figures,” Tank said sourly.


  “Stainless steel. I guess it’s sort of like garlic to vampires, and the thing can’t tolerate it. Hang it on the doors, windowsills, hang it from the fireplace damper. Put it at any ingress or egress into the house.”


  “Oh, that’ll be easy to explain. I can hear my captain now.”


  Aiden started to protest but Tank stopped him. “Look, Bayliss, I’m not saying you’re wrong. I’m not saying I won’t try. I’m going to see if I can talk directly to the party involved. If he’s gotten himself into this deep pile of horse manure, he can be the one to take the nutty precautions.”


  Relieved, Aiden agreed. “That may be the only way.”


  “Still probably get killed,” Tank muttered. “Whatever did that? That’s not a run-of-the mill killer. That’s not even a cold ass serial killer type. That’s a monster.”


  “Yeah, it is,” Aiden replied, thinking about the picture on Cait’s computer. “If you know any of the guard detail, warn ’em off if you can or they’re going to get dead.”


  Tank shook his head. “Won’t go. And I don’t know them.”


  They finished the food and their beers, with Tank asking the minimal questions he needed for Aiden to direct him to the murder weapon. Outside of the bar, they raised their collars to ward off the chill. It already felt like November.


  “Let’s get this over with,” Aiden said, resigned to a late night. “You want me to follow you?”


  “No, we’ll take my car, I’ll drop you back at yours.”


  Not seeing any good way to refuse, he got into Tank’s unmarked sedan. It took all his shielding to keep the resonances of the crimes, killers and victims Tank investigated from overwhelming him.


  “You gonna tell me what’s up with the woman?”


  The question caught Aiden off guard.


  “That got a response,” Tank said, sarcastically.


  “Which woman?” Aiden directed Tank back up K Street and then had him turn down E toward the Kennedy Center.


  “The scientist. Feebies tell me you two are hooked up.”


  “They need to mind their own business.”


  “Can’t. Not with senators dead on their watch. Then again, the ones in Chicago and Seattle pulled their attention off you and your gal. They’ve kept eyes on you some. Not much, but some.” He shot Aiden a look. “The budget’s bein’ spent on the mob angle.”


  “Great,” Aiden managed. He hadn’t felt a watcher on the towpath, but remembered the winking dog walker. He could have been a Fed. “That won’t help.” He leaned forward, pointing. “Pull over here.”


  They rolled over the curb, up onto the grass, beyond the support pillars for the E Street bridge, and got out.


  “This way.” Aiden could feel the wail-of-pain signature of the murder weapon from where he stood. “Got your evidence bag?”


  “You’re that sure?”


  Aiden looked at him, and something of his irritation as well as his unease must have shown on his face.


  “Hang on a sec,” Tank muttered, opening the trunk. With a hefty flashlight, latex gloves and several evidence bags in hand, the two of them tromped through weeds and rank growth which soaked their pants with cold, wet dew.


  “There,” Aiden pointed, clenching his teeth at the miasma of pain that pulsed over the weapon. “Can you see it?”


  “No.”


  “Give me the flashlight.” Homing in with his inner senses, he placed the beam directly on the blade. Tank’s whistle was his only comment, and the detective moved forward. Before he reached the knife, he stopped.


  “I think I owe you bigger than I thought, Bayliss,” Tank said, amazement ringing out on the crisp air. “I got additional evidence here. Secondary crime scene.”


  “Great. Marvelous,” Aiden said, trying not to grind his teeth at the pain and agony rolling out in wide bands from the weapon and other items scattered in the grass. “Get those things in the trunk, will ya? They give me the creeps.”


  Tank looked at him, almost asked a question. But instead of bagging anything else, he went to the car. Aiden followed with the flashlight. Tank grabbed the radio, and within a minute, a cab pulled up.


  “Take the cab back to your car. I’ll call you. I need Crime Scene down here, need to document this properly. And get markers on everything. You don’t need to be here for that.”


  “Thanks. Let me know about that other…”


  “Yeah. Will do.” Tank cut him off, and hustled him to the road to meet the taxi. As the cab pulled away, he could see Tank waving down an approaching black and white.


  Exhausted, he sank into the musty cab seat. His jaw hurt from clenching it, and his shoulders were knotted with tension. All he wanted was a hot shower and Cait.


  He made a noise of irritation. He’d hoped to be back to Cait at least an hour ago.


  A Slip Traveler. He was falling for an alien hunter. And falling hard.


  Movie clips and images revolved in his mind when he closed his eyes. They made him smile. Yeah, she’d look good in a Star Trek uniform. The vision of the woman in the sexy red uniform, covered in weapons, popped into his mind. It was Cait. He knew it now, without a doubt.


  When they got to his car, the cabbie said he’d already been paid, and waved as he drove away.


  Aiden parked under the condo building and said hello to Tarik as he came through the lobby. With Dave out of commission, Tarik was pulling a double. Up the stairs he hesitated, seeing a new guard on duty outside Hathaway’s place. He went into his condo, turned on lights and snagged another beer.


  Swiping his cell phone, he called Cait.


  And got no answer.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six

  


  Working through the data Aiden had unearthed, as well as comparing it to what had come through Kith channels, Cait spent two hours hunched over her computer. When her aching back forced her to give it up, she stretched and refocused her thoughts on the takeout menus from the front desk.


  She glanced at the clock. Aiden should be back. Frowning, she paced around the living room. That seemed to be her go-to stress relief this downside.


  Damn, she was in deep and not just with Aiden. For the first time in her career with the Sh’Aitan, she faced the fact that she would die in their service. This mission was so fucked from every angle that she saw no way to get out of it alive.


  “Great attitude, Patt…Brennan.” She managed, this time, to stick to her cover name. “Defeatist beliefs get you defeatist results.”


  She stated the platitude the way her mother used to do, which, unfortunately, made her want to cry. Knowing her mother was still alive but unapproachable, untouchable, brought an unbearable sense of loss crashing down on her. Her heart hurt.


  There was activity in the hallway, which she could hear even through the well-soundproofed doors. A few minutes later, alerts sounded on all her devices.


  “Those assholes,” she muttered. She’d joked with Aiden about them listening from in Three-A, but they’d done it. All communications were now being scanned.


  “Not that they’ll get anything to look at, but it’s the principle of the thing.” She paced the small room. She had four reports to send in to the Kith, including her capture plan and the estimated pickup time the night of November first.


  “Dammit. Couldn’t the idiot Feds have waited a few more hours?” She looked at her watch again. Aiden should be back. She didn’t want to call him while he was with his police contact, and now she couldn’t text while she was in the building. “Time for the Starbucks relay station. Directly.”


  She pulled on a coat, put her laptop in its bag, along with her PDA and her phone. She’d turn the phone on when she got clear of the building.


  She debated having Tarik call a cab, but figured they’d tail her if they knew she was leaving. Instead, she slipped out, locked the door and headed across the lobby.


  She waved at Tarik as she went by. He was on the phone, so he waved back and she heaved a sigh of relief. All the guards were personable, chatty and nice. Exactly what she didn’t need. She’d have preferred snotty, ignorant and slack, since she didn’t want anyone monitoring her comings and goings.


  On Connecticut, she walked down a block and a half before she whistled down a cabbie. Giving the address of the Starbucks, she sat back and watched the city lights.


  *     *     *


  Aiden’s phone barely rang in his hand before he snatched it open and demanded, “Where are you? Are you okay?”


  “Checking up on me, Bayliss?”


  It was Tank.


  “Fuck.” He hadn’t checked the caller ID. “Hey, Tank.”


  “Hey to you. Nice greeting.” There was a slight pause, the barest invite to share what the hell was going on. Aiden ignored it, so Tank continued. “The tip, dead on the money. Stuff we picked up on-scene ties the perp to the crime, even without fingerprints. Lab’s working on prints now. If they come through too, I’ll have a tied up case, thanks to you.” There was a long pause. “Thought you should know.”


  “Great, I’m glad to hear it,” Aiden growled. “The crime, and the criminal, were…ugly.”


  “Yeah, there’s the truth.”


  “Anything on the other issue?” Aiden had to ask.


  “I put out the word, but don’t know if it was heard.” Aiden heard both resignation and disgust in his voice. Disgust that the tip had to be vague. Resignation that even with the tip, it was probably going to be seen as a bad Halloween prank.


  “I know what you mean, unfortunately. Let’s hope someone heard it, even if they didn’t seem to. Lot a people don’t want to admit there’s a bogeyman. We can’t help that.”


  “Right.” The monosyllable was delivered a tone of finality and relieved dismissal. Tank could say so much with so little.


  “Keep me posted on the prints.”


  “Will do.” He hung up without a goodbye.


  The resulting silence left Aiden back where he had been before the call. Worried. Half angry. Unsure.


  He was about to go pound on Cait’s door when his incoming text chimed.


  Three-A has ears. At Starbucks. Back soon. All okay?


  He texted back, Which Starbucks?


  And was pleased when she actually answered.


  K Street by the Metro station. Files sent, back soon.


  He contemplated going to her, heading over to meet her, then worried that if the Feds were in Three-A, it might direct too much attention her way. Hard as it was to sit and wait, he decided it was the best course of action.


  Let me know when you head back in.


  There, that wasn’t too overbearing. His text beeped again, and he flipped it open.


  Caught cab back part of the way, walking last few blocks to get some fresh air. Back in a few.


  The minute he read it, a vision hit.


  Claws slashing out of the darkness, a brutal blow, Cait falling to lie still and dead on the sidewalk, her brown hair spilling like coffee on the white pavement.


  The vision departed as fast as it had come. Forgetting everything but the need to get to Cait, Aiden bolted out the door. Across the foyer, past the empty guard station and out onto Connecticut Avenue Without hesitation, he raced down the sidewalk, busy even at this late evening hour with dog walkers and couples with strollers out for a last tour around the block.


  Midway down the next block, he recognized the ambush spot he’d Seen and put on a burst of speed. He saw her as she stepped from a darker patch into the halo of the street light up ahead.


  “Cait! Look out!” he shouted, racing toward her.


  She dropped and rolled as a huge shadow shot past her, eerily outlined in the cool white of the streetlight’s beam. With a gesture and six words of a spell he’d long ago perfected, he threw a darkbolt like a javelin, heard a scream that rose past the ability to hear.


  His heart nearly stopped. His brain screamed NIGHTFLYER! Even though he knew that wasn’t what it was.


  It was the assassin. The Aurelian. He knew that as sure as he knew his own name.


  He saw her rise to one knee, firing something into the black, empty blot of the construction zone that flanked the sidewalk. Another wrench of sound. Then, whatever she’d used, she shoved back into her bag as a car honked. She rose and dusted her knees as if she’d fallen.


  “Hey lady! You okay?” a concerned driver called from the curb lane. Anyone who thought DCers weren’t nosy and willing to stop were wrong. He prayed the Aurelian wouldn’t kill them all.


  Even as he closed the distance, he heard her laugh and answer back.


  “Fine, just took a bit of a stumble. Feel like an idiot. Thanks for checking.” She waved as the driver tooted his horn and drove away.


  Seconds later, Aiden had her in his arms.


  “Oh, sweet Christ on a crutch,” she gasped as he bustled her across the street, into the glow of a bank’s ATM. Stepping into the bright light went against his instincts, but…


  “Are you okay?” He patted her arms, crouching to check her knees. He shot a glance at the construction zone as he took her bag from her shoulder and transferred it to his own.


  “I’m good. Stop fussing,” she said, scanning the night.


  Once he was sure, they moved into the shadows. As one, they put their backs against the stone wall of the building.


  “It’s gone,” she said. “I think we hit it, both of us. What the hell did you throw?”


  On the light evening breeze, he could smell the acrid stench of the Aurelian’s presence.


  “A darkbolt, like lightning, but not in a visible spectrum. I’m pretty sure I hit it, or you did. One of us did. Did you hear it scream?” He’d been able to react, to fight. He hadn’t frozen even though part of him had wanted to. He felt a surge of elation. He hadn’t choked, not when it counted.


  “Yeah, my ears are still ringing from that. I need my PDA. I need to scan.” She retrieved her bag, then her device, and set it to work. Meanwhile she steered them both further into the shadows. The last thing she wanted was to be outlined targets.


  She scanned, and the residue on the air immediately popped onto her screen as Aurelian. Blood trace showed on the scan as well. Aiden was right. One of them had wounded it.


  Excellent.


  “How did you know?” she demanded.


  “I Saw it. I seem to do that a lot where you’re concerned. Haven’t had a vision in years, then you show up and I have seven.” He was trying to make it light, keep it easy, but she heard the tension in his voice. The fear. For her.


  “Thank you. It helped.” She took his arm, and they moved back up the street toward home. His one-armed shoulder squeeze conveyed more emotion than it should have.


  “Whatever you hit it with worked.” More of his magic, she decided. He wielded incredibly powerful forces that she couldn’t see, couldn’t measure, couldn’t sense, and manipulated them as easily as she fired a laser.


  In some ways that scared the crap out of her.


  “I need to get home, get to my place,” she said tersely. “This confirms it’s after me now. Whatever its previous agenda, it’s taken a shot. Once I report, my ass is totally covered if I can kill it. And there won’t be a revenge killing on this one because the Aurelian took the first shot and missed.”


  Score one for the humans.


  They made it to the building and he squeezed her shoulder again. “Just have to make it past Tarik and we’re home free.”


  “Evening Dr. Brennan, evening, Mr. Bayliss. Didja see the news? Another senator…” Tarik seemed gleeful to give all the details, now that it wasn’t involving their building.


  Cait felt her muscles quiver with reaction. She was sad and pissed that Bartleby was dead.


  Finally, they extricated themselves, and climbed the steps, going to her place.


  Cait felt reaction setting in, felt her knees try to shake. One of them ached where she’d hit the concrete.


  “Hang tight. We can both get the collywobbles when we’re inside,” Aiden said. He pulled her into his arms as soon as he shut the door, and engaged the locks. “Cait. Jesus, I nearly didn’t make it in time.”


  “Thanks for the shout.” She hugged him back. Part of her wanted to just stay, just hold on. The other part was fired up and pissed off. She told him as much, standing in the circle of his arms. “Dammit. I’d hoped we’d been in time with Bartleby. I’m so pissed.”


  “Pissed is good. I’m working my way around to that too.”


  “Good. Pissed always feels better than helpless, as you reminded me last night. We tried, dammit. And I’m not going to let that assassin get to me, or to you.”


  He pulled back, looked into her eyes. “Ditto.”


  She nodded. “Good. Now let’s tell the bosses, and get clearance to shoot that motherfucker,” she said fiercely. “That thing doesn’t get to come on my turf and hunt my people with a free pass, but it damn sure doesn’t have the right to take me out. Especially not before I catch that stupid freakin’ Ty-Op.”


  Aiden felt his gut kick at the fierce light of battle in her eyes. She was stoked, and it was incredibly arousing.


  “Can it wait a few minutes?”


  She focused on him, on his eyes, and he saw the passion fire in her gaze.


  “Hell, yes.”


  They went at one another like they’d been parted for a century. Clothes flew and tongues tangled. Panting, they grappled for purchase on smooth skin, moaning as each found a spot or a sensitive area and exploited it for the other’s pleasure.


  “Now, now, now,” she demanded, dragging him to the floor.


  He wasn’t about to argue. They came together like a storm, all fire and thunder. Every sense attuned, and every nerve aflame.


  “Look at me, Cait,” he said, barely holding himself in check as she closed around him like a velvet fist, a pulsing, vibrant heat that he couldn’t deny.


  When she opened her eyes, and moaned, cresting to her own climax, he lost control, emptying himself into her with a last powerful thrust of his hips. It was exquisite. It took everything he had, connecting him to her, body, mind and soul.


  He managed to shift her, pull her on top, before collapsing to the floor, spent. He felt every nerve, every muscle sing with completion.


  It was several long minutes before their breathing calmed, and their heart rates slowed.


  “Are we dead?” she murmured, and he heard the satisfaction and the smile in her voice. The faint light from her office gilded her skin, and he ran his hands over her back.


  He laughed. “No. I think we proved we’re very much alive.”


  “I can’t see.”


  “Your eyes are closed.”


  “Oh,” she said, her voice amused and a little sleepy. “That explains it.”


  They hadn’t managed to actually turn on any lights before beginning to feast on one another, so they were lying in the soft dusky room, recovering.


  “How about we send your email, now that we’re sure we’re not dead, and we get some sleep.”


  “Mmmmf.” She grunted, pushing herself up. The gleam was back in her eyes. “Email. Right.” She pushed back her hair, blinked. “You distracted me.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  She laughed and rose, not bothering to gather her clothes and strode purposefully to her office.


  “I’ve got the fucker now,” she said.


  “That’s my fierce Slip Traveler,” he murmured, listening as the keys clicked and she muttered about motherfucking alien assassins. He grinned.


  What had he done? He’d gone and fallen in love with a woman who didn’t exist. A warrior. A guardian. A brilliant, beautiful alien hunter.


  Holy hell.


  She typed furiously, then hit a final key with a grunt of satisfaction. “Let’s see what the Kith have to say about that!”


  The machine hummed and clicked, and he waited in the doorway. He watched her, tense and vibrant in her office chair, naked and beautiful, and he wanted her all over again.


  A chime sounded, and she pounced on the machine, opening what appeared to be an email.


  “Damn,” she said, but it was an only mildly frustrated oath. “They’re conferring. There’s news on Bartleby.”


  “It can wait. Tomorrow’s soon enough for murder.”


  “True. What should…”


  “I have a suggestion,” he said, interrupting her. She turned and, when she saw him standing there, ready for her, she grinned.


  “Oh, yeah.”


  Hours later she woke to darkness. She was warm, and she felt safer than she had in the years since the tower came down and changed her life with irrevocable finality. Aiden was wrapped around her, his breathing deep and even.


  She traced the line of soft hair down his chest, felt the strength of the muscle beneath the skin. Laying her hand flat over his chest, she felt the beat of his heart.


  The steady rhythm pulsed against her hand. Alive. Real.


  Holy shit.


  For a while she simply lay there, absorbing the feeling, wanting to roll in it like a cat with catnip.


  Aiden felt her wake, felt her thoughts brush against his. He too had slept like the dead. Pulling magic, essentially out of the air, took its toll, and hot, intense sex right after was more than enough to wear a body out. He grinned into the darkness.


  Not surprisingly, he’d recharged quickly with his own sleep, and the recovery of the magic in the building. He felt…amazing.


  When she didn’t speak, didn’t move from her position cradled in his arms he hoped somehow, she’d finally dropped the barriers, forgiven him. Maybe now she’d let him all the way in.


  “It was spectacularly scary,” she said softly. “That dark bolt thing you threw. I’ve never seen anything like that.”


  “I couldn’t let it get you.”


  “Thanks for that,” she said wryly. “I appreciate it.”


  “You hit the Aurelian too, though,” he said, thinking back to her cool, steady aim into the darkness, her efficient firing stance, her nonchalant handling of the concerned motorist. “You hit it, then managed to keep it all under the radar.”


  “I told you, I was a marine,” she said. “The firing’s easy. That’s reflex. It’s the other stuff, the pretending, that’s harder.” Her smile curved her cheek, pressing into his chest. “Good damn thing I don’t scare easily.”


  He knew she didn’t. She was steel, his Cait.


  “Too right,” he agreed, banding his arms around her. “You handle yourself like a pro.”


  She laughed. “You sound surprised.”


  “No, not really, but with your silky hair—” He ran his fingers through it. “—and your gorgeous curves.” His hand played down her face to her shoulder, then cupped her breast. “—you don’t exactly project rough, tough soldier.”


  She laughed and the merry sound lifted his heart.


  “Caitlin Desiree Patten,” she stated in the darkness, the words snapping out with military precision. “Serial number 453-79-9432. Flight operations. I survived two tours, crashed my plane in Medjugorge, and walked away.” She sighed. “And now, I’m who the Sh’Aitan and the Kith need me to be to protect my planet and my people.”


  He’d gotten flashes as she slept, scenes of tangled wreckage, disaster, and of wild looking creatures, some eerily simple in their alienness, others like great cats or lizards.


  One scene, with wild, crashing waves and a long-toothed nightmare reaching for her, grabbing her in an impossibly strong grip, would haunt his dreams as well. The sheer terror she’d conveyed as it crossed her mind was enough to make him sweat.


  Even as he thought it, he realized they were sharing thoughts, dreamspace.


  She didn’t seem to know, however. “We should get back to it,” she muttered, then yawned.


  “How about a shower first?”


  Snorting out a laugh, she kissed him. “Is that what they call it these days?”


  He laughed, and chased her into the bathroom.


  When they’d cleaned up, and had gone back to the bedroom, she began to pace. He could see the wheels turning in her head, but couldn’t—and wouldn’t—read her.


  “Talk it out, would you?” Aiden said, a small smile playing about his lips. “I can hear a bit of what you’re thinking, since you aren’t really cloaking, but I’d rather be a part of it, if you know what I mean.”


  “Oh, sorry.” She filled him in. “I need to get the Opthoid I know about. That’s priority one. If I get that one, the other one, if it’s around, will be drawn to it. I can use it as bait to get the second one without any danger to the populace.


  “Wait, there are two?” He moved forward to grip her arms. “Since when are there two? And how bad does that make things?”


  “Oh, crap, sorry, that’s one of the things they sent me in one of the downloads. Forgot to tell you. They’re pretty sure another one’s on-planet somewhere. Maybe in the States, maybe on another continent. I don’t know.” She paced some more when he dropped his hands, now tugging at her hair. “Damn foul, horny things.”


  “Horny?”


  “Yeah, endlessly. Somehow, in all the galaxy, they find one another. No one knows how. And here, on-planet, that’s part of what makes picking this thing up a code red priority. We have to catch at least one, immediately. If the two Ty-Ops hook up, we’ll suffer significant population loss.” She paused in her pacing and made air quotes around significant population loss.


  “Not good.”


  “No. If they get together, they’ll poison the watershed.”


  He thought about the sheer scope of the area she was talking about. “That would suck.”


  “Totally,” she agreed. “One’s bad enough. Two? Disaster.” She paced some more. “Thing is, the Aurelian is coming for me now.” She shot him a fierce smile. “Fucker. That was the first foray, last night.”


  “You couldn’t have gone for him before that?”


  “Not if he had a permit to be here, or some good reason. He didn’t but now? Now it’s not only ethically covered with my bosses, it’s fuckin’ personal.”


  Aiden moved to her and took her hands. “That makes two of us.”


  “Aiden, it’s not your fight,” she said but stopped at his glare.


  “It is,” he declared. “And you won’t shut me out. My city, my beat. That’s pretty fucking personal to me.”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven

  


  She nodded. “I know, I know.” She pulled her hands away and paced some more. “I get it. I do,” she defended herself when she saw his dubious expression. “But I’ve never had to consider a…a partner…or anyone else in this kind of deal.” She paced away from him, came back. “Hell, I’m in all new territory here.”


  “So how do we catch the Whoosit-op before it turns the river and the bay to poison, and cover our collective asses, along with the asses of whichever other senators may be swinging in the breeze with this Aurelian?”


  “Well, one thing, we know its back in DC. The Aurelian,” she clarified. “Tonight…last night proved that. And we hurt it,” she said, ticking the points off on her fingers. “It will come for me, get me out of the way, before it goes for another target.”


  “Great,” Aiden said, grimacing. He wanted to protest, protect, to keep her from harm. He knew better, but it was what he wanted. He wanted to push danger away, keep her safe.


  The good gods knew, however, that in this case, she was the master. She knew the beast and could set the battle plan far better than he could. She was on the front line.


  It wouldn’t stop him from standing next to her. “So how do we do both?” he asked. “Get the Ty-Op on Saturday, and prevent the poisoned well scenario, then get the nasty bad guy?”


  He waited as she paced back to him and stared at him. He knew what she saw, because it was reflected in her thoughts, and she projected those right out to him.


  He won’t back down, won’t let me handle this.


  “No, I won’t back off, or step aside,” he said, enjoying the surprise. When her eyes narrowed, he laughed. “Hey, you were projecting.”


  “Projecting my ass.” She frowned. After a moment or two of thought, she asked, “Was I really?”


  “Both mentally and body language. Yes.”


  “Hmmmm.”


  “So. The Ty-whatsy first. How do we deal with that?” he prodded, wanting not to argue the point. He would be there, she would be there, neither would be able to stop the other, so they might as well accept it and deal.


  After another glare, she huffed out a breath. “Yeah, that first. We have to get onto the towpath and trap it. Since we have a pinpoint, thanks to you, that will be easier. Then lure the other one if it’s around. If the second one’s on another continent, I’ll have to go to where it is and catch it. The one I know about, that’s job one.”


  “And the Aurelian?”


  “It’s going to come for me right away. It would be enraged that we hit it. And it knows it gave me the advantage. That’ll be a pisser for it.”


  “Typical macho bastard,” he quipped, and she smiled.


  “Exactly. The focus has to be the Ty-Op. But the Aurelian will come after me.” She stopped, and pondered. “But if I’m on the canal, it’s better, in some ways. Isn’t it pretty deserted this time of year, comparatively? If I got the Ty-Op trapped, even if the Aurelian took me out…”


  He cocked his head, smiling faintly. She talked about the possibility of certain death so casually. “I’m sure that serves you somehow, but I’d like to hear how.”


  Her own smile was bleak. “Less chance for civilian deaths. And the Kith, my bosses, will come get the Ty-Op if they know I’m dead.”


  “Ah.” There was a forbidding thought. “Not my first choice, solution-wise.”


  “Mine either,” she said. “I’d like to live through this.”


  He thought about the vision he’d had, her dead on the towpath, him in the water, equally dead.


  Only a possible future, not a certain one.


  “There’s an added benefit, courtesy of the cops,” he said, pushing the vision out of his mind for now. “There won’t be a lot of nighttime activity on the canal, by the Boathouse or down in Georgetown. The cops were down there last night, a side effect of a trip Tank and I took down that way. It’s only a couple of miles past where we got out pinpoint.”


  “You were a busy boy.”


  “Yeah, I’ll give you the details in a minute. Anyway, the bums and dealers will have left the area. They find new places for a while if the police sniff around too much.”


  “And you were there because?”


  “You know how I said I’ve had seven visions since you came to town?” he said, and waited for her nod. “Well, I got one of them when Tank and I sat down to talk. There was this guy,” he said, and described the greasy man, and the resonance the criminal had left. “So I was able to give Tank a murder weapon, help him tie up a case.”


  “Your expression tells me that wasn’t a picnic.”


  “No, but it did give me leverage in getting Tank to pass the word on the senator. Not that it helped Bartleby.”


  “We tried,” she said, and he heard the sorrow in her voice. “We tried,” she reiterated. “I just wish we could have warned him sooner, or at least his staff. The news said some of them were killed as well.”


  She drew in a deep breath. “The media’s loving this. I’ll bet Chavez is having kittens.” She looked thoughtful, then asked, “Did you see the guy? The one with the hoodie?”


  Aiden shook his head. “No, but I didn’t get to watch much of it before I headed out to find you. The whole thing sucks wide,” Aiden said shortly, wishing, as she did, that they’d been able to help, to prevent, what had happened.


  Out in the living room, her phone rang, a brisk trill.


  “That’s the cell.” She hurried to get it. “You’re the only one who has the number. It can’t be more trouble.”


  “I gave it to Tank,” he said quickly. At her scowl, he continued. “If something happened to me, you’re his next line of defense.”


  Only slightly mollified, she fumbled the phone out of her bag. “Hello?”


  She looked at him, nodded, and without another word, handed the phone to him.


  That meant it was Tank. “Bartleby’s dead,” Tank said, without preamble. “But you probably saw that on TV. This thing whatever it is, you got any other way to stop it? You think it’s got more targets?” Tank fired the questions like bullets.


  “One.” Aiden answered with bleak honesty, his gaze riveted to Cait.


  “Where?”


  “Here.”


  “Fucking, jumped-up, crack-smoking hell. Who?”


  “I can’t divulge that, Tank. I’m not authorized.”


  “Don’t you—”


  It was Aiden’s turn to hang up.


  “Obviously, that was Tank.”


  “And?”


  “He wanted to know if I thought the wee beastie had another target. I didn’t want to tell him, until I talked to you.”


  Her face stilled. Her features shifted in his Sight. Maybe, if they were lucky, she’d tell him about the blonde/green thing. If they both survived their canal walk, and their monster encounters.


  “He can’t help. It isn’t his task” she said, finally, continuing to look stricken.


  But Aiden had a thought, and began to grin. When she raised that eyebrow, asking a thousand questions with that one gesture, he laughed.


  “I’m not so sure about that. What if we got him to block off the Georgetown access to the C&O tomorrow night—well, tonight, I guess now that it’s after midnight—so we can bait for the Opthoid, then go catch it early Saturday morning? That’s right on schedule. November first. You said it would be easier to catch in the early morning after you’d fed it.”


  “Ye-e-s.” She drew out the answer, “that’s a reasonable timeline.”


  “If we can get his help, make sure no one sees us get the first Opthoid, that’s one problem solved, right?” Her pacing was contagious, so he took a turn around the room. The activity soothed his body as his mind worried the scenario like a terrier.


  “Tomorrow—today’s Halloween. No one will blink an eye if there’s a road blocked off. They’ll just think it’s the police keeping people off the canal because there was a party, or to prevent people from partying.” He warmed to the subject. “With one caught, the second could wait, right? Then we deal with the assassin, and if we survive it, catch the second Opthi-whosits,” he said, talking it out, as he’d encouraged her to do.


  “Back to the whatsits-whosits again?”


  “Hey, it breaks the monotony.”


  The phone rang again. They ignored it.


  “It could work,” she mused as he stopped directly in front of her, and took her hands.


  “Do we trust each other, Cait?”


  “I trust you. Do you trust me?”


  “I do.”


  “Partners?”


  “Partners.”


  There was an eternally long pause where they simply looked at one another, weighing, assessing. Aiden finally broke it.


  “What about weaponry?” His grin widened when she brightened. “Man, you look like any other woman would if I said free jewelry.”


  “That was sexist,” she complained.


  “Yeah, it was, wasn’t it? Guess I was thinking of my sister. She lights up like that when you say diamonds.”


  Cait rolled her eyes. “Seriously?”


  “Seriously. And if we’re going to saddle up and ride out, what are we packing? Rifles or a longbow? Staffs and swords at twenty paces?”


  “Much better than that. I have tons of stuff. Plenty for you, me and every agent in the hall, too. I never come down without a full load.”


  “Oooh, power tools.” He chuckled, his heart immeasurably lighter for their silent exchange. “You should hear yourself. Now you sound like a guy in a Home Depot.”


  She laughed. It was the first full-out laugh he’d heard since they’d parted company yesterday. Despite the danger, he was full of energy, charged up with the need to do something. To act.


  “I’m glad you’re here, Aiden.”


  “Ditto, my gorgeous Cait, ditto.” He could look into her eyes for hours. His only wish was that her eyes would stay one color, not keep switching from brown to green in his Sight.


  Some secrets still stood between them, but now he had her trust. She’d tell him when she told him.


  He blocked a stupid urge to sigh, forcing a smile. “So,” he drawled, lisping slightly. “Do you have the stainless polished, darling? We need to set a nice…table…for our unwanted guest.”


  “You’re a goofball.”


  “Yeah. Made you smile, though, didn’t it?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Seriously, you said stainless would go through the critter’s hide, right?”


  “Yeah, we need a restaurant supply place or a barbeque place.”


  “Why?”


  “Skewers. They’re made of stainless steel, usually. I have a weapon I can retrofit to use them.”


  “Cool, can I watch? I love it when you use words like ammo and retrofit. Turns me on.”


  “Yeah. C’mere,” she said, crooking a finger. In her eyes, in her smile, he saw a miracle.


  Complete forgiveness.


  He walked to her. She put her hands on his shoulders, rose on tiptoe to kiss him on the nose, the cheeks and the lips.


  “Thank you.”


  “For?”


  “Being here. Backing me up. Putting it on the line.” She rested her head on his chest. He felt her frustration, her fear, and the determination to do the job anyway. “For caring.”


  He circled her shoulders, drew her in, held her tight.


  “My planet, too. My city. My job as well, when you come down to it.”


  He rested his head on her hair, and they stood there, holding one another, listening to the phone ring and her PDA beep, signaling yet another message.


  In the midst of the chaos, they were a circle of deep calm. Something inside him settled. As it had last night, things clicked into place. Inside, his heart told him Cait was The One for him. Knowing that internal voice, his heart-voice, was right, he still didn’t move. He acknowledged it, but only in the deep silence of that calm.


  Soon, he told his heart. If we survive.


  Aiden’s cell vibrated in his pocket.


  Apparently they had stirred the hornet’s nest and the hornets—in the form of an angry cop—were massing an attack.


  This time, Aiden gave in to the frustration, and let the sigh gust forth.


  “I think duty is calling us both.”


  “The call to serve is strong, bright, and clear. I answer the call.” She managed to translate the Sh’Aitan ST Creed into its English equivalent.


  “Sounds like a quote.”


  “A motto, sort of.”


  “Hmmmm. Part of—”


  “That long story, yeah.”


  “Mmm-hmmm. So do I ask Tank to clear the canal?”


  “Why would he help us? Why should we trust him?”


  “Because he’s a good cop. And because I just handed him a murder conviction on a silver platter in a case he thought he’d never get to close.”


  “That’s enough for a full closure of Canal Road, for the baiting on a Friday night? On Halloween? And the next morning too?”


  “The timeframe does kind of suck on this one,” Aiden conceded with a laugh. “Tank really dislikes me for calling him with these things already, but he does benefit.” He took her hand and they went to the kitchen.


  “How does that work exactly? Can you call visions or magic, like a séance, or does it just come?”


  He laughed. “No, it doesn’t come to heel that way, like a dog. But sometimes, magic works to balance the scales. At least my magic does. I’ll get a precog, an insight that, in essence, pays for the information I’m seeking. Does that happen to you?”


  “Sometimes.” She said it hesitantly, as if only now thinking about it in a new way. “Maybe sometimes. Yes.”


  “Happens to me a lot,” Aiden said, and added, “So we ended up down by the terminus of the Whitehurst Freeway. Good thing you and I didn’t plan for a Ty-Op catch last night.”


  A mental image of the Aurelian picking the officers off for dinner popped, unwanted, into her head. She shook off the unpleasant imagery. She didn’t want that to be Aiden either.


  Taking a deep breath, she refocused on the mission parameters.


  “Okay. So…this thing with shutting down the canal…It might work. If we bait tonight, get Halloween over with, on Saturday, Tank closes the canal access before dawn, we get in, get out and get one Ty-Op out of the way. Then the stupid thing won’t be hanging over my head like the sword of Damocles.”


  “Ah, mythology. Sometimes wish I didn’t know how many of those stories were true.”


  “Some of them are tr—never mind.” She refused to let her curiosity distract her. She suppressed a shudder. The thought that some of those stories might have a basis in fact? Freaky.


  “What about the Aurelian.”


  “We need to be prepared for it at any time.”


  “Okay. Let’s go to the canal.”


  “Now? At one in the morning? Just like that?”


  “Just like that.”


  “What about…” She wiggled her fingers.


  “Magic? It could be of some use here, especially since it’s near Halloween. For better or worse, the veil is thinner, and power rises. Even if, as some suspect, it’s just because magic workers and mundane people alike expect it to rise, it rises. I’ll be all right. I’m recharged.”


  She looked at him. Cocked her head to one side as she assessed him, just as she would a probie joining her unit. Everything he was shone from him—strength, character, power. Did she forgive him? Absolutely. Trust him? Ditto.


  Life and time were fleeting, she let go of her fear, her worries about Aiden, about breaking the rules. It was this or lose people, innocent lives.


  She’d take Aiden. She’d take…hope.


  And love.


  Oh, shit.


  The feelings registered and blasted through her like a hurricane. She was in love with him. A man who’d tried to fry her. Who had visions. Who fired off magic bullets like the Lone Ranger shot bad guys.


  A man who made love like she was the only woman in the world. A man who’d helped her. A man who’d held her when she slept, made her feel alive and safe all at the same time.


  “Cait?” Aiden looked worried. She needed to say something.


  And not something stupid and mushy and crazy like I love you.


  “I respect you too,” she managed to say, stumbling a little over the words. “Enough to be willing to tell you more than I’ve ever told anyone about…stuff.” Her gesture encompassed the life she led, the worldview that had shifted for them both.


  What the devil was she going to do about the fact that she loved him? Tell him?


  Hell, no.


  But what if they died, catching the Opthoid, or were killed by the Aurelian? A much more likely possibility.


  Did it matter?


  She couldn’t think about it right now. Couldn’t. She had a job to do and so did he.


  “I’m glad. I hope we’ll find more than trust and respect, in spite of my stupidity,” Aiden was saying as she tuned into his words. “Then again, I’m a hopeless romantic.”


  Had she missed something?


  Oh, man, she really couldn’t think about that either.


  “I’ll take that, and run with it.” It was the best she could come up with on short notice. “Let’s hit the trail. If we have to do a dry run of this, let’s get it over with.”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight

  


  Armed with as many weapons as she had that would work for him, and for her, flashlights, and their heaviest coats, they headed out.


  Aiden drove this time, since he knew the streets better than she. He aimlessly meandered through a community, making sure they weren’t being followed.


  Finally, they cruised down onto the Clara Barton Parkway and from there to Canal Road. Darkness softened the stone walls that lined the way, and made lurking shadows of the nearly leafless trees.


  She wasn’t looking forward to walking the path in the dark. Not with the assassin gunning for her. And since he was with her, and had thrown that bolt, it was after Aiden too.


  Despite the fact that they’d injured the Aurelian, it could still attack tonight. Since it wasn’t a sanctioned, it had to get rid of Cait. If she was dead, she couldn’t testify that it had killed, illegally and unpermitted, on a Rim Planet. Given that, it was remarkably stupid for them to be on-trail at nearly two in the morning, and she said so.


  “This is stupid. We’re totally exposed.”


  “Yeah, it is,” Aiden agreed, giving her no comfort. “But if you want to bait at dusk tomorrow, and catch by the next morning, we have to check timing and traffic now. We need tomorrow for gear and prep, so we don’t have much choice.”


  “True. Doesn’t mean I like it.”


  “Me either.” He pulled into a parking lot. “Let’s go.”


  They parked and navigated the pitch-dark pathway leading to the towpath. A night bird called, its cry echoing over the water. Faint light glimmered across the Potomac from the large homes lining the Virginia side of the river. As they moved upstream, the lights from a few passing cars and from Georgetown’s campus offered more light.


  “Your pinpoint is farther down the canal,” Cait said, noting the ease with which the passing cars could see the path. “So, we’ll bait upstream from here, just beyond the Chain Bridge but before the entrance to Georgetown. Less traffic.”


  “Sounds like a plan. You can’t see the towpath from the road along that section.”


  Warily, watching the path and the water, they walked to where they could mark the bait spot. They were making their way back to the car when she heard it. Felt it.


  “We’re being watched.” She kept her voice low, and nonchalant. She also armed her weapons as she walked.


  “I feel it,” he said, squeezing her hand. “But I don’t smell the Aurelian.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Tank said the Feds weren’t following us when we were down here before. Could be they decided to tonight”


  She was focused on the watcher.


  “What was that about, anyway,” he asked, “when they kept you so long? I forgot to ask.”


  “They thought I was CIA,” she muttered, sniffing the air.


  “Seriously?” Aiden laughed softly. “Feebs hunting spooks, who are actually hunting monsters. Film at eleven.”


  “Yeah, you laugh. I thought my cover was blown,” she whispered, straining for any sound, any warning of the Aurelian. She’d smelled it the night before, and as Aiden pointed out, there was no scent, and there should be, with the wind in their direction.


  “Could be a deer or a fox.”


  “Ya think?” Her rejoinder dripped sarcasm.


  “No,” he said with a smile, and she saw the faintest trickle of bright, blue light spring from the center of his chest. He muttered a low, rhyming, singsong chant. The light raveled itself into a spiral, then a ball, all within the shadow of his coat.


  “What’s that?”


  “Probe. Shhhh, I need to concentrate.”


  She used her own senses to scan their back trail, but got the same response. Mild and watchful was all she got.


  “Here goes nothing,” Aiden murmured, letting go of her hand long enough to twitch his fingers and say a quick word.


  The blue light winked out. She could still see the ball, but only for a second. With a rolling bounce, it shot forward, then back over Aiden’s shoulder. Out of the corner of her eye she saw it skim the surface of the canal. If she hadn’t known to look for it, she wouldn’t have seen it. It created the merest hint of a tiny vee wake.


  Suddenly, there was a snap, and a wet sort of a gasp, and a wild spate of splashing.


  They both spun, and dropped into defensive postures. Aiden’s hands flared blue, and once again, she could see that hard, angular strength in his face. She had weapons in each hand and the laser bracelets on her wrists were keyed to voice command.


  Braced, they waited for an attack.


  Nothing happened.


  “That couldn’t have been your Opthi-thingie, could it?” Aiden’s voice was terse, tense.


  “No, that was a watcher, a sentient. Something or someone who knew what we are, or we wouldn’t have sensed it. The Opthoid, while sentient, would have felt the way it does when a dog looks at you.”


  “And the Aurelian? Could it have been in the water to hide it’s smell?”


  “It wouldn’t have gasped. Or watched. Or splashed. And we’d be fighting it right now.”


  “Yeah. Whatever it was, it was in the water. Feds? Like before.”


  “Maybe. But why would they be in the water?” Why run the risk of being stuck in the muck if your quarry moved landward? It didn’t make sense.


  “Yeah, I don’t think so either.”


  “We’re perfect targets. The Aurelian wouldn’t have hesitated.”


  “Nice thought.”


  “Exactly. Was it magic?”


  “No. Something magical would have felt my probe coming and bolted. Let’s get out of here.”


  They backed down the towpath, and as they got closer to the car, they picked up the pace until they were running. Locking the doors and blasting the heater as they pulled into traffic, Aiden turned to her with a grin. “Well, reconnaissance accomplished, and we’re still alive. That’s good.”


  “Excellent, in fact.”


  “I agree.”


  “Okay. Call your cop. See if he’ll help.”


  “Will do.”


  “Meanwhile, I’m going to start dragging out weapons and hope the boys next door aren’t going to run any metal or radiation detection equipment along with their spy-ears and spy-eyes.”


  “Sounds like a plan, especially since I doubt they’re awake at three a.m.”


  There was no activity in the lobby when they returned, but now there were two guards on watch outside Three-A. They returned the hello Cait offered, but no more.


  “I guess they’ve locked the barn after the horse is gone.”


  “Maybe they’re worried about that guard leaving his post the other night. With four unsolveds involving senators, and a guard missing, I’d double the watch too.”


  “I guess you’re right.”


  “Let’s make it happen,” he said, lifting his phone in explanation. He pushed redial, waited for Tank to answer.


  Cait resolutely turned away, going for the cases she’d moved into the closet. Pulling three out, she plopped them on the bed. Inside the first insulated package were two more jewel-like bracelet sets, and a series of rods that screwed together into a crossbow sort of device. She assembled that and unpacked the short mortar.


  It was a misnomer, of course. It wasn’t a mortar, exactly. Nor did it look like one, since that would be too Earth-like and this device’s origins were far removed from her home planet. She set the pieces on the low dresser, laying them out in order, leaving spaces for the missing parts still packed in the third case.


  From the doorway, Aiden spoke. “Tank is pissed that I didn’t answer his calls earlier. Then again, he’s usually pissed. But he’ll have a patrol and park police block the path late tomorrow afternoon and do a sweep after midnight. He says he’ll give us an all-clear, somewhere around five a.m. on November first, and keep everyone off the road and the path.”


  “I’m cutting it close, dammit.” She cursed more colorfully in several other languages. She hadn’t realized she’d done it out loud until Aiden said something.


  “Whew, that sounded nasty. What did you say?”


  “Huh?”


  “The rant. You were, I presume, cursing, but not in English. Didn’t sound, uh, terrestrial?”


  She thought about it. Chagrined, she admitted that it hadn’t been. “Not English, or anything planetary. I learned it at boot camp. It’s from another Rim planet.”


  “Rim planet?”


  “Yeah,” she busied herself unpacking more pieces. It seemed foolish now, to keep things from him. “Anything not in the Alliance of Planets for Peace is a Rim planet. That’s an incredibly loose translation of the title, by the way. So anything not Alliance, not space-faring, is a Rim planet. They consider Rimmers a bare step up from skin-wearing barbarians, but if a Rim planet has a Slip Traveler, it’s usually close to acceptance and understanding the whole Alliance deal.” She smiled at him. “In a word, Rimmers-R-us.”


  “So what did you say?”


  “That the Aurelian did it doggie style with his ancestors and their wives.”


  “Well, that’s telling him.”


  “It’s a major insult, actually. They revere their ancestors.”


  “Interesting. What’s that?” He pointed to the burnished pieces of the mortar.


  “It’s like a mortar or a cannon. Maybe a closer equivalent would be a Howitzer. We’re going to load it with the skewers. It has a carry strap.” At his dubious glance, she added, “It’ll actually look pretty innocuous. But if you wanted to put any kind of handy-dandy, you-can’t-see-me-spell on it, like you did with the security camera, that would be great.”


  “You read too many fantasy books, Cait,” he said, his face bland.


  “You can’t do that sort of thing?” She was bummed. It would be so helpful.


  He grinned. “Yeah, I can. You should have seen your face. You looked so disappointed in me.”


  “Not in you,” she hurried to reassure.


  He grinned. “In magic then. It has its limits, but we haven’t had very much time to discuss them. Maybe when we get around to telling stories, I can tell you a few about magic.”


  “Sounds good.” Yeah, it sounded really good. She hoped, like anything, that they would make it back to their cozy, wonderful old building to lie in bed, make love and tell stories.


  “Amen,” he said softly.


  Startled, she met his gaze. “I was broadcasting that much?”


  “Either that or I’m getting more attuned to your channel and am picking it up.”


  “I’m not supposed to be any good at telepathy.” She frowned at her bleedover into his thoughts. She should be able to lock it down. She hoped like hell that it wasn’t because of the L-word thing.


  She clamped that thought. Hard.


  “It’s late. You’re tired.”


  “We don’t seem to be getting any early nights. Or much rest.”


  “I think we need it. Can you do this tomorrow?”


  “What, put this together?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Sure, but…”


  He held out a hand. “Let’s go. My bedroom isn’t filled with weapons. Let’s get some rest before we go hunting skewers and monsters.”


  Taking his hand, she turned off the light. They left the apartment and crossed the hall under the watchful, and somewhat contemptuous, gaze of the guards.


  “Need anything from the kitchen?”


  She declined and they turned into the bedroom. The sheets were still rumpled from the previous night. She sat on the edge of the bed, suddenly too weary to take off her shoes, now that she’d decided to sleep.


  “Looks like it caught up with you.”


  “I let it show,” she said, trying not to yawn in his face. She failed. “Sorry.”


  “No need. You want a shirt or something?”


  “No. I’m okay with the one I have on.” She looked down at the ratty Georgetown sweatshirt and nearly cried. Sometimes the job sucked everything out of you. “My little brother graduated from Georgetown.”


  “Here,” Aiden said, at her side. “Let’s get done in the bathroom and hit the sack.”


  “’Kay,” she mumbled, feeling like sleep had sneaked up and whacked her in the head. She brushed her teeth and stumbled through washing her face, using the restroom. It was all she could do to get back to the bed and pull up the covers.


  Aiden helped, snuggling spoon-fashion behind her. The warmth of him, the solidity, was reassuring. The muscles in her back, which had been tensed all day, relaxed.


  It was just past dawn when the nightmares began.


  Unlike her pre-drop dreams, these didn’t center on the Towers or the Kith. These were different. They replayed, over and over, the showering spill of sparks marking her predecessor’s death.


  He’d been in a helicopter. He’d known how to pilot one and had crazily gone after a suspected smuggler that had targeted him. But it was an Aurelian who blew him out of the air.


  Speculation was that he’d thought to catch the smuggler unaware, head it off, but the assassin had interfered.


  In her dream, she fought the Aurelian. They went at it one-on-one, a strafing fight, like the old World War II movies or the more modern Top Gun. Behind the controls of the opposing gunship, the Aurelian laughed as he shot her out of the sky.


  “Wake up, love,” Aiden murmured in her ear. “You’re having a nightmare.”


  He continued to stroke her arm, murmuring to her, until she came to herself.


  “That was a doozy,” he said, wrapping her close in his arms. “You were shaking enough to wake me.”


  “Sorry.”


  “No need. What was it?”


  “Three guesses,” she said with weary sarcasm.


  “Ah, our scaly friend?”


  “Got it in one.”


  “Want to tell me?”


  “He strafed me out of the sky, old fashioned Red Baron style. Laughing all the way.”


  “Strange way to imagine it.”


  Without censoring, she told him about the previous Slip Traveler. If he was going to back her up, he deserved to know.


  “Unexplained meteor shower, huh? Guess the tabloids had fun with that.”


  “I’m sure.”


  They talked in the soft darkness of the bedroom for a while until she kissed him. He kissed her back.


  They made gentle love in the dusky room. Hands moved over skin, memorizing the pathways, glorying in the blind joy of touch and taste. When they came together it was a sensual feast.


  Afterwards, they slept again. Only to wake at the ring of the phone. Aiden rolled to the side, leaving a gap of cold air where he had been.


  “Hello?”


  She could hear a male voice at the other end.


  “Yeah, it was. No. That I hadn’t heard. Yeah, I’ve been…busy. That kind of busy.” He reached for her fingers, twined his with hers. “Let me know what else you get, okay? Yeah, sleeping. Thanks, bye.”


  “And that was?”


  “That was Jay, one of my contacts. He works here as a guard. He has his fingers in a lot of pies, does some work for me on the side as well. Knows a little about who and what I am.”


  “Someone you trust then.”


  “Yeah. He’d been keeping me posted on what he heard, but nothing about it was new until now.”


  “What?” She sat up, all thought of sleep forgotten.


  “An unknown civilian at Bartleby’s place, went down with the staff and Bartleby. Word is the guy was probably a spook, like they thought you were. He’d supposedly died years ago. Had an alias, driver’s license, all that, but they were bogus. Prints were on file though, for crimes major and minor.


  “They also found the guard from the hall, the one that went missing? Dead, but with a gunshot wound.” He stretched, smiled at her. “They found him at Dulles Airport, in a car in long term parking, prints from the unknown civvie on the trunk. Not sure what it means, but the civvie in Arizona, at least, is another notch on our killer’s belt.”


  “Finger,” she said on a yawn.


  “Huh?”


  “Trophies. Aurelians collect fingers as trophies. Bartleby, O’Reilly, and probably Hathaway too.”


  “That’s charming, and way too Apocalypse Now.” He grimaced, swinging legs over the bed to stand. “And something I don’t want to dream about, so I’m going to hit the shower.”


  “I’m going to lie here a bit longer, if that’s okay with you. I need to think.”


  He kissed her, sweetly. “Of course. When you’re ready, I’ll make you breakfast.”


  Listening to the water run, she tried to organize the data. Why would a civilian be involved, other than a guard detail? What had the senators been into? How could it be interstellar? Was there a way to find out if any other countries were losing government officials?


  Ticking off ideas distracted her mind and lulled her back to sleep. Her internal clock told her it was after eight, or maybe nine, when she woke to the tantalizing smell of coffee and eggs. She ran a hand through her tousled hair.


  She headed into the kitchen and smiled at the sight of Aiden at the stove. He had the music on, something low and bluesy-sweet.


  “Hey,” she said, not wanting to sneak up on him.


  “Hey back,” he said, turning halfway to greet her. “Pull up a chair. This will be ready in a moment.”


  Too late, she recognized the song.


  “That’s one of my brother’s favorites,” Cait said, her eyes boring into the perky iPod in its blindingly white stand, wishing she could cut it off.


  “Older or younger?”


  He watched her face close up. Where she’d been tousled and smiling a moment before, she was now solemn and withdrawn. It had taken only a few bars of a song.


  Aiden put down his spatula.


  “Cait, he’s not dead is he?”


  She shook her head, looking stricken.


  “You said your parents are still alive.”


  An affirmative nod, but she looked even more upset.


  What the hell?


  He hugged her tightly. If he asked any more, she was either going to weep or leave. Now was not the time to push.


  “I’ll change it.”


  “Thanks. Why’d you let me sleep so long?”


  “You needed it,” he said, recognizing her tactic. Changing the music and the subject got them both off of the broody train.


  They ate as they compared ideas on where to go for the skewers. Maybe it all became simpler when you were facing death.


  Once Cait had showered and changed, she finished assembling the mortar. She showed Aiden how to work it as she put it together.


  “Sorry about before,” she said. When he looked blank, she added, “The song.”


  “No worries.”


  “It hits me at odd times.”


  He rubbed her shoulder. “I get that.”


  Nodding, she shifted back to the practical. “We need to outfit you with other weapons as well.”


  “Oh, more toys.”


  She laughed. “Of course. I’m a belt-and-suspenders kind of girl. I have duplicates of most pieces, but some won’t work for you. They’re keyed to me.”


  “That answers a question I had,” he said, blandly. “As to weapons, if you have anything that will work, I’ll take it. Nothing of mine will work for you,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “It’s all keyed to me.”


  “Yours?”


  “Swords, knives. Spells,” he said, smiling and wiggling his fingers as she was wont to do.


  “Right. Okay.” She’d ponder that later.


  “We need to talk about the cage for the Opthi-whosit.”


  It took till after noon to get set up. She showed him how to work the mortar and the bracelets, but warned him that the others were too dangerous to even show him, for fear that they would damage the floors or the walls.


  Together, they hauled four large packs to her car. She’d already told him one held a capture crate and a containment line. The others were pieces she had to have with her if the Aurelian got her.


  If she were taken out, they would self-destruct, leaving no trace of what they were or who she was. She hadn’t mentioned that to Aiden, not wanting to open that can of worms, but she also didn’t want them in the condo. They’d ruin the gorgeous old place, maybe burn it down. Now that she knew Aiden, and Mrs. Potts as well, she couldn’t take the chance.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine

  


  Having marked out four restaurant supply places, they got the skewers, in the quantity they needed. There wasn’t much call for shish kebab in October, so the supply was good.


  By late afternoon, they’d visited Kmart for coolers and found a kosher butcher for the first load of meat for the Opthoid. They filled a second cooler at a halal grocery. They got strange looks at both places, being neither Jewish nor Muslim. He wore no yarmulke, she no veil. But, as with any shopkeeper, a sale was a sale, and they needed fresh, bloody meat for the Ty-Op.


  By nightfall, they had set the meat out on long hooks, floating in the two marked places on the Potomac. The hooks served only to anchor the meat. The Ty-Op was too smart to be snagged, but the fresh food would draw it.


  “I need to stop at Walgreens or a CVS drugstore,” Aiden said as they drove back.


  “Why?”


  “Trick or treat tonight.”


  “Oh, Halloween,” she said wistfully. “I wish we could enjoy it. I loved it as a child.”


  “Me too.” They parked outside a Walgreens and rummaged through the remaining candy.


  “I used to plan out what I was going to be for Halloween starting in August,” Aiden said.


  She glanced at him. “Me too. Once, my mother made an entire dragon costume in two days. She had it done in time for trick or treat. I decided late. But she managed it.”


  After paying for their loot, they headed home. On the way, they saw costumed children out on the sidewalks and around the neighborhood.


  “Can we leave…the things in the car?” Aiden asked, eyeing the cameras.


  “For now. We’ll want to check on it tonight, make sure no one bothered it.”


  “There’s an understatement,” Aiden grinned. “Your car would be one everyone should avoid at all costs.”


  “You bet.”


  “Why don’t we make sure?” He turned to the car and made a series of gestures. A faintly blue mist hovered around the car, then dissipated. When she looked back at it, her glance slid away.


  “The hide-it spell again?”


  “Yep.”


  Up the stairs, the guards sat on duty. This pair were more watchful than the others, and it irritated the crap out of her.


  If the Aurelian had to hit someone on Earth, did it have to be a senator? Much less four?


  “What are you thinking?” Aiden asked once they were inside.


  “That this idiotic assassin could have picked less prominent targets. If I have to chase him down and take him out, even if it’s in a meteor shower fashion, like my predecessor, I really don’t want to be chased by the cops, the Feds and whoever the hell else is watching us.”


  “Gods forbid. Now, we feed the trick-or-treaters, prep what we can. Then we sleep, or,” he added as he pulled Cait close, “we make love while we wait for the morning.”


  “Lovely plan. I think I’ll start by loading the mortar packs.”


  “Such a practical woman. I’ll call Tank to confirm the block and sweep.”


  When they finished with the trick-or-treaters, Cait braced herself and walked over to him. “I’m going to say it again. You can still back out of all this.”


  “Enough already. Besides, I thought that was my line?”


  “Not this time, I think.”


  He reached for her. “Not a chance. Let’s get some sleep.”


  Instead of sleeping, they made love, rolling around on the bed tickling, playing, and laughing like loons. They showered and fell back into bed, this time to sleep.


  Morning came too early, the only light shining from her phone as it beeped and pinged. She’d shut off her PDA, and hadn’t checked her computer. In her whole time with the Kith, she’d never done that.


  This trip was different. Chances were good she’d be dead before the end of the day, and for the first time, she had something besides the job to live for.


  Ah, irony.


  Aiden woke within minutes of her getting out of bed. “Going somewhere?”


  “Shower,” she mumbled. “Coffee.”


  They fooled around in the shower, but their lovemaking had a desperate edge. The Aurelian was waiting.


  It would know she’d go for the Ty-Op for all the obvious reasons—she was the planet’s protector, and the Ty-Op threatened the planet’s water. From that perspective, she’d be predictable. What better place to find her, away from others of her kind?


  It would be today. She felt it in her bones.


  By five thirty, they were on the darkened road. The canal was as empty as a graveyard, and not even the moon lightened the spangled black of the sky.


  “Strange way to start the day,” Aiden commented as they parked and began to unload.


  “One of the strangest,” she agreed. She didn’t want to die. She knew she would, and her affairs were in order.


  Slip Travelers died in service. It was a fact.


  Losing Aiden, though, just when she’d found him? That broke her heart.


  Oblivious, for once, to the direction of her thoughts, Aiden asked, “So, are we heading into a trap?”


  Obviously, he’d thought it through as well.


  “I don’t know.” The packs weighed heavily on her shoulders. Aiden carried two, as she did. She would set up, and he would go back for the fifth case. “But, yes. Probably.”


  They got to their trap point and dumped the gear. Alert and watchful, Cait set up. She heard a lone car pass on Canal road, and the rush of the Potomac beyond. A first early plane followed the river to land at Reagan National Airport.


  It must be nearly six.


  For the drivers and those on the plane, all was right with the world, at least all was right with DC. It was up to her to see that it stayed that way.


  Flashlight steady, Aiden came toward her, back with the fifth and heaviest pack. He stopped on the path, checked the air, checked the back trail.


  They opened the last bag together. He watched as she set up the containment crate for the Opthoid.


  By the light of the Coleman lanterns they’d bought, she pulled in the grappling hook she’d baited, and wrapped its three barbs with more dripping meat. Tossing it into the water near the bank, she tested the security of the chain where it was wrapped around a tree and was held by a padlock.


  “Now we wait?”


  “No, it’s not like fishing, exactly. I’ll get on my waders and go downstream a little ways. I’ll walk in the water with this.” She showed him a long, matte black pole. “It emits the equivalent of a high frequency sound.”


  “The equivalent?”


  “For an Opthoid.”


  “Interesting. And then?”


  “The lure of the meat and the sound from the pole should send the creature up on the bank. It’ll stay out of the water because of this.” She waved the pole. “But it’ll probably pull the chain up with its tentacles to eat the meat. The first bunch of bait was gone, so it will go for the second.”


  “Okay. Pulling up the chain to eat. That’s unusual. So what do you want me to do?” he said.


  “Yeah.” She laughed at his uneasy expression. “Crazy, right? It’ll know it’s a trap, but a ready source of food will be too good to pass up, especially since it already ate what we offered. According to my mission notes, they don’t really like being wild, so more free, fresh meat will attract it. They prefer to eat on land. The pole will bring it out of the water, and the food will keep it up here. You just have to open the trap.”


  She showed him what to do when the creature came up on shore, if it did so while she was still downstream. Pulling on her waders, she took the sonic pole and went down the towpath a ways before wading down the bank and into the water.


  She and Aiden were both armed, but separated, and the lack of light gave the Aurelian the advantage. If it hit them now, they were fucked.


  Slipping into the water, she crossed her fingers.


  Within minutes, she had a reaction. There was a disturbance in the river, not far from Aiden’s position. A frothing, bubbling upheaval of foam and water weed was followed by a flutter of clear tentacles as they splashed and floated. A creature, clearish-pinkish and very warty looking, heaved itself up on the bank, into the circle of light cast by the lanterns and the streetlights above them on the road. As Cait had predicted, one of its tentacles was wrapped around the hook with its spitted meat.


  With a gurgling, slurping noise, the Ty-Op hefted itself like a sea lion up onto the verge, squelching on the grass and onto the towpath. It paused there with the hook in one tentacle, briskly picking the meat off the barbs with its other tentacles. It shuffled away from Cait as she arrived with the sonic staff, but not far enough or fast enough to avoid her.


  She quickly snapped what passed for a collar onto the beast. Aiden’s expression made her laugh out loud.


  “Your eyes are as wide as saucers,” she said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen that, really.” The rest of his face was twisted into a combination of a grimace and the best what-the-fuck look she’d ever seen. It was funny as hell, given what he’d seen and what she knew he was capable of.


  “You look like a ten-year-old at the circus.”


  “That has got to be one of the ugliest, most disgusting things I’ve ever seen,” he retorted, awe in his voice as he shifted the crate into position.


  “Oh, just wait. I’ll show you a picture of the female when we get back to my place. Females are uglier, if that’s possible. Wartier, bigger, and more of a sluggy-buggy look than this. Her tentacles are shorter, but more numerous.”


  “To quote my pre-teen niece,” he said, allowing Cait plenty of room to pass the squirming, but relatively passive Opthoid, “grooooosssss.”


  “Tap the crate,” Cait requested. “Just tap the top of it gently with your hand, so it vibrates, then angle the door wider.”


  Aiden complied and plopped another morsel of the bloody meat into the back of the crate as incentive.


  With surprising speed, given its bulk, the Opthoid slithered forward and into the crate with a deftness out of character with its appearance. In seconds, it had devoured the additional meat and turned around to face the door, which Cait quickly slapped shut and locked.


  “Okay, that didn’t take as long as I thought,” Cait said, leaning on the sonic pole as Aiden unlocked the crate’s dolly wheels so they could move it.


  “It made a hell of a difference to have a partner on this,” she added, smiling at him. “Thanks.


  She left the Opthoid to investigate its new confines with moist, snuffling burps of sound and hurried to gather their things, ever watchful in the increasing light of day.


  “I cannot believe how much easier that was than trying to do it myself,” she admitted as she unlocked the padlock on the bait chain and gathered it in.


  They both continually checked the path as Cait stamped the water off her boots. The mist was lovely as the sky lightened. The horizon was all warm pinks and roses, tinting the mist.


  Quit sightseeing.


  “How would you have managed it?” Aiden asked, his sword drawn, head cocked in interest before he returned to guard duty. “I mean, you’d have to be two places at once.”


  “It would have taken me several tries, I’m sure.”


  “Yeah.” Still watchful, he walked around the crate, glancing at the Opthoid. It followed his movement with its eyestalks, rumbling at him. “Is it growling or purring or something else entirely?”


  “Something else entirely.” She frowned. “I think.”


  Cait took a glass tube out of the pack and used the pole as a staff to help her slip back down the steep bank to the river. Dipping the vial into the water, she ran her meter over it. The water registered clear.


  The Opthoid in the crate was restive, rattling the crate back and forth on the rocky path. The wheels on the crate squeaked and snapped on the gravel.


  Aiden sniffed the air. “I don’t smell anything.”


  The Ty-Op got louder. It made wet, sucking sounds unpleasantly akin to a huge man blowing raspberries. Or maybe it was more like a farting contest without the smell.


  “That can’t be good,” she said, worried that it was reacting to the Aurelian. Laser in hand, Cait looked up and down the river. Nothing.


  “I need to re-test the canal.”


  “Good idea.” Aiden turned to look down at her. Standing in the river, she was about to holster the laser, climb the bank. Then she saw it.


  Her horror must have shown on her face, because when she shouted, “Hit the deck!” he instantly complied.


  Aiden flattened himself on the ground next to the Opthoid’s crate as the Aurelian’s thrown blade missed him by scant inches. The knife it simultaneously flung at Cait hit her laser, and she dropped it before the electric charge it held could fry both hand and weapon.


  The armored warrior, following up on the throw, overshot his landing when he jumped down toward her. Arms flailing, it lost its footing in the mud and rolled toward the water. She lurched sideways so instead of hitting her, it crashed into the heavy brush at the bottom edge of the embankment. Unfortunately it was fast enough to roll behind a tree, avoiding the blast from her second laser. She fired again. And again.


  Sliding in the waders, she struggled to keep firing and climb the bank. Aiden, sword in hand, tore into the packs, wrestling the mortar into position.


  The Aurelian saw Aiden’s visible weapon and higher ground advantage, and went for him first.


  “Aiden!” Screaming his name, Cait scrambled the rest of the way up the bank. Aiden ducked, barely in time to avoid a blow from the Aurelian’s close-in fighting blades.


  “The blades are poisoned,” she yelled as she gained the top of the hill.


  The Aurelian’s hide was crocodilian, but it glistened with moisture, as if it had been oiled. Its armor was dark, mottled, like camo, but there was very little of it to block a blade.


  A harsh, bluish-red gash lanced its side. They had hit it.


  Under the arms, the hamstrings, the neck, the hocks where they bent back at the top of the foot. Vulnerable.


  The head. Vulnerable.


  She ran the litany of weak points to remind herself not to panic. Aiden was a whirl of light and power, his sword spinning like a blue pinwheel.


  Unable to use her laser to advantage with the creature so close to Aiden, she resorted to the primitive.


  Vulnerabilities. Bright light. Soundwaves.


  Snatching a rock from the trailside, she hit the Aurelian’s helmet with a terrific clang. The creature staggered, more from the noise, probably, than any pain.


  Unpredictably, it turned to her. She danced and spun, firing her weapon when she could, barely avoiding slashing strikes from its blades. It was keeping her too busy and was too close in for her to pause long enough for a decent shot. With Aiden on the other side of the Aurelian, she’d better be sure of a hit when she fired.


  It growled low in its throat, a guttural noise that raised the hair on her neck.


  “Amthgreesssh!” it shouted as it leaped toward her, teeth bared, knives flashing.


  She gave ground, firing her laser and, by some miracle, disabling one of its arms.


  Praying Aiden had the mortar ready, she tried to turn the Aurelian his way, give a good angle for a shot. She didn’t care if he hit her too. She wanted the thing dead.


  “Kill it, Aiden,” she shouted. “Don’t worry about me.”


  She heard grunting and cursing, but couldn’t look at Aiden, couldn’t split her focus. Dancing with the devil took every ounce of her attention. One blade swung too close, narrowly missing her torso. It connected with her remaining laser though and the sting of the blade’s electric charge fired through her nerves. The weapon dropped and so did her arm. Her hand tingled with pins and needles, unable to grip.


  Disarmed, she cursed and danced backwards. Thankfully the feeling quickly began to return to her hand.


  Still, she was totally fucked. She had speed, the bracelet lasers, and her agility. That was it.


  “Volturnus, Belenama, Achelous, Nephthys!” Aiden shouted and the beast staggered as four heavy thuds rocked it forward. Aiden had flung two of her long tas-knives and two blades of his own into the thing’s back. They glowed with his blue power signature.


  They protruded like shiny, dark-blue limbs. Slime-like ichor flowed over the Aurelian’s armor, but the beast straightened, began to move.


  “Cait, catch!”


  Over the assassin’s head, too fast for it to react, came the sonic pole and a snaking power lash, bundled with a spell that unraveled as it flew. It dropped neatly into her grip, with a tingle of Aiden’s energy to caress her hands.


  Shaking it out, she snapped it, bullwhip fashion, at the creature’s face and parried the blades with the sonic pole. It wasn’t much, but at least she had something other than footwork. And faith.


  If she could connect the sonic pole with the tas-knives…


  Behind it, Aiden sought an opening. His sword wove like an extension of his arm, and like his hands, it glowed blue. The smoke of charred fabric warned her to pay attention as she barely dodged an electrically charged blow. She dueled with the Aurelian, trying to hit the tas-knives.


  Without warning, it went for Aiden again.


  Leaping like a jungle cat, Aiden avoided the first attack. They crossed blades, and sparks flew as Cait closed in to try for a hit with the sonic stick across its hamstrings. She got one, and the beast snarled in pain, lashing out with its blades to drive her back.


  Aiden shifted the sword in a backstroke, quick as a snake, and the glowing blade split armor on the Aurelian’s upper shoulder. At the same time, she managed a hit on the hilt of a tas-knife and sent a charge surging through the sonic pole.


  The Aurelian screamed and pulled back, which took it out of her line of attack. The scream was piercing, and it was all she could do to stay upright. The creature towered over her, its breath foul, and the stench of its blood turned her stomach.


  Teeth clenched, Cait moved in again and struck, but the Aurelian turned too fast, caught the whiplash and yanked it from her grip. She stumbled forward and the beast smiled—or bared its fangs—lifting its blade for a killing stroke.


  Aiden shouted something, his hand outstretched. The electrical glow snuffed out of two of the Aurelian’s four blades. Tas-knives glowed again with that fierce blue fire.


  It screamed again, clutching its chest. It spun to face Aiden and feinted right, trying to close. Cait staggered to her feet, looking for an opening. It was slowing, but it wasn’t down by any means.


  Aiden pivoted, trying to give Cait a shot. The Aurelian howled like a wolf as it shifted to attack Cait, but it was a ploy, and it whipped around to strike at Aiden.


  And Aiden chose the wrong direction for his own move.


  The moment slowed to a crawl, as if the Slip Masters had stopped it. She saw both the creature’s remaining electrified blades connect with Aiden’s fiery blue sword. The joined weapons emitted a blasting, sizzling charge. Sparks showered out, obscuring her view. With a shout and an inhuman scream from the Aurelian, Aiden flew backwards with brutal force.


  A giant splash and a wicked electric-lightning crackle followed as Aiden’s body landed in the canal. She saw the hilt of the Aurelian’s poisoned blade, on Aiden’s left side.


  It looked like a heart shot.


  Blue light exploded like a bomb as his body submerged.


  
    Chapter Thirty

  


  “Nooooo!”


  Cait’s heart died in the instant she saw Aiden fall. He couldn’t have survived that. Not with both the charge and the poison. The poison alone would have been enough to kill him, but both?


  “Fucking bastard!” she screamed. She couldn’t stop to mourn. But she would, by God, avenge.


  She didn’t care, now, if she died as well, but if she let herself be killed without taking out the Aurelian, then she dishonored Aiden’s sacrifice.


  She was taking this fucker down.


  Aiden was dead.


  But she was a United States Marine. She was a Slip Traveler, and by all the gods in the universe, she would finish this. For him.


  For what might have been.


  Like a Fury, she leapt, swinging the sonic stick and the coils of the bait chain. She’d snatched it up when the Aurelian got her lash. Now she swung it, its barbed hook flying like a mace. She drove him back, firing her bracelet lasers and striking sparks from his remaining blade.


  Cait and the Aurelian circled the Opthoid’s crate, fighting over and around it. It wasn’t stable enough to leap on, but she did it anyway, using it like a skateboard, driving the Aurelian back with the intensity of her attack.


  She was bleeding in too many places. He hadn’t hit her with the poisoned blade, but his claws were just as sharp. So was the edge of the crate, and she’d cut her leg open on that.


  The Aurelian had slowed, but still fought despite its many wounds.


  Like Aiden’s battle with the Nightflyer, it was time for a final strike. If she could close with the creature, set the charges in her bracelets as she did, they would both die.


  She picked her moment, driving the Aurelian in front of the captive Opthoid.


  A flurry of barking heralded the barreling bodies of the golden retrievers from her previous trip to the canal.


  She shrieked warnings and imprecations alike as they plowed into the middle of everything. She couldn’t let them be killed.


  Shit, shit, shit. If the dogs were there, their nerdy, winking master couldn’t be far behind.


  Bellowing and wading into the fight full force, the dogs hit the Aurelian from behind. Bounding and bustling, they slammed into its backward bending hocks. Staggered, it swung at them. Cait nearly broke her back, twisting to lash out with the hooked chain. The barbs lodged deep into the Aurelian’s lower arm, wrapping the other as well, and she yanked the chain tight. The maneuver caught the creature’s slashing, poisoned weapon mid-descent, deflecting it away from the back of the nearest dog.


  At the electric discharge, the dogs whined like an ax had fallen. They dropped their tails and bolted for the dubious safety of the water’s edge. They howled and barked from there like fiends from hell, as the Aurelian’s electrified steel hit the dirt with the keening whine of overloaded circuits.


  Recovering, the Aurelian yanked the chain from her hands by sheer force. She let it go. Turning the sonic stick like a quarterstaff, she got her bracelets ready as they sized one another up.


  Three of the Aurelian’s arms were damaged. One hung limply, the other bled freely where the bait hooks were imbedded deep in the shoulder, and the third bled from Aiden’s sword. The tas-knives still glowed faintly blue, and the Aurelian’s breathing was labored.


  But it wasn’t down. It wasn’t dead.


  So they feinted and shifted, circling the Opthoid’s cage. The Aurelian swung, and blood from his wounds sprayed her, hissing like acid where it hit her shirt, but she blocked the blade in time. When her sonic stick connected with the handle of the monster’s still-sparking weapon, she gave it a full charge.


  The creature shrieked as the current surged through its body, but didn’t drop its weapon. She backed up, intending to charge in, swinging and firing. If she could connect again with the sonic stick, then back it with her lasers, which were short range, she could take it with her. The Opthoid would be found, but there was no help for that now.


  She gave ground, getting her footing and sequencing the bracelets when, with a screech like tires on blacktop, a mammoth creature fountained out of the canal.


  Transparent and wriggling, it was easily eight feet long. It bore a studded and bejeweled collar around its neck. When it flopped, squelching and squealing, onto the towpath, everything stopped.


  Almost everything.


  As she froze in horror, looking at the female Opthoid rushing toward the caged male, the Aurelian’s blade swung toward her head.


  “Cait! Drop!”


  She dropped.


  Dead man shouting. It was impossible.


  A thunderous boom sounded behind her.


  With fierce joy, she rolled and fired both lasers at the Aurelian. The beams hit the creature, intersecting with, and superheating, the dozens of stainless steel skewers Aiden had fired nearly point-blank from the mortar.


  The noise was hideous. The metal skewers tore into the armor and tough hide, piercing it through and through. The hot metal imbedded itself in the trees behind the beast, and dropped into the river beyond with a steaming hisses. The trees smoked where the creature’s blood ate into the bark.


  Thrown backwards, the Aurelian collapsed onto the path, wailing and writhing for what seemed like an eternity before it sank, twitching and lifeless before them.


  “Holy God.” It was a man’s voice, one she’d heard before.


  “Tank,” Aiden gasped, as he struggled to his feet. “Get the hell out of here.”


  Cait rose, whipped around toward Aiden. “OhmyGod, how are you alive?”


  Aiden pointed behind her, “Shit, is that the other Ty-Op?”


  Cait reversed direction and her back, wrenched in the fight, protested with a sharp, hot pain.


  The Ty-Ops had to be contained. She had lost her mind, setting something—anything—before that.


  “Looks like I’m late to the action.” Tank’s voice had a strangled quality, like he was barely keeping it together. “Stopped a crazy dude half-mile up. He was frantic about his dogs. They ran right past the barricade. We couldn’t catch them.”


  “Thank heavens you stopped him,” Cait said. She wanted to scream with relief, to shout her joy that Aiden was alive. To shake him and lambast him for being stupid. To hold onto him with everything she had. To find out how he could be standing.


  How was he alive? It made no sense.


  She didn’t care.


  Instead, she ripped open the other backpack, retrieving another substantial length of chain to which she’d attached a dog-collar clip.


  She limped to the Opthoid’s cage, where the female and male were cooing at each other through the bars. The male growled dreadfully, as she clipped the chain on the female’s collar.


  “What the hell is going on?” Tank had his weapon drawn, and was shifting it from Cait to the creatures in ping-pong fashion.


  Aiden stepped in before she could answer. He was holding his side, bent nearly double, and favoring his right leg. Blood trickled down his face, and she smelled burned flesh and the stink of ozone, like lighting had struck close by. His sword was blackened, the once-bright metal twisted and warped. He used it like a cane to keep himself upright.


  “You’ve met my neighbor. Tank. Dr. Cait Brennan. She’s helping me out on this one.” Nodding, Tank turned the muzzle of the Glock toward the Ty-Ops.


  “That ain’t no fairy tale creature.” He was nearly shouting to be heard over the barking retrievers. “You two,” he called to the dogs, irritation in his voice, overriding the fear that sang there as well. “Sit. Stay. And shut the fuck up.” To everyone’s surprise, the dogs plopped down in identical poses, tails a-wag, panting and seemingly laughing at the whole experience.


  “This is not a crime scene, Tank. Not one you’d recognize or care to have to report. Give us…” He turned to Cait and said, “What? An hour? Two?”


  “An hour is fine, if he can keep everyone away from here and the car for that long, so we can get loaded up.”


  Aiden turned back. “So give us an hour and a half since I’m hurt and so is Cait.”


  She jumped in, since she knew how she was going to handle this and Aiden didn’t. It would satisfy the cop.


  “We’ll clean up the mess,” she said, looking around. The trees made her wince. Crap. “Except for that.” She pointed to where the bark had peeled down from a sycamore in long grooves, reflecting the path of the skewers and the creature’s blood. “That, I can’t put right. I’m sorry.”


  He looked at her, took her measure. Under that stern evaluation, she drew up straight, shoulders back, chin up, to make sure Tank understood what she was, if not who.


  The tension was palpable, but finally, he lowered his weapon. Flicked the safety on, and holstered it.


  In a tone that brooked no quarter, he said, “Make a donation to the C&O Canal Foundation and we’ll call it even.


  He turned to Aiden. “Bayliss.”


  Cait finally got a chance to look straight at Aiden, and joy rushed through her at seeing him alive.


  “I’m askin’ ya’, Bayliss, an’ you tell me up front. Is she one of your kind and is she good for her word?”


  He looked from Aiden to Cait, waiting. Aiden didn’t even glance her way before answering.


  “She was a US Marine, Tank. She’s more than good for her word.” Tank visibly relaxed. “Give us time to clean up the scene. We’ll make sure there’s no mark on your slate.”


  “Think of it as rat trapping,” Cait managed to say, not sure what made her use the analogy. “We’ll get rid of the rat and the trap.”


  “Uh-huh,” Tank said as he came toward them, giving the dead Aurelian a wide berth, even as he couldn’t take his eyes off of it. “And this? You gonna clean it up too?” He pointed to the madly purring, snorting, chortling Opthoids. “That’s just disgusting,” he said, as if he couldn’t contain the words any longer.


  “You bet.” Cait managed to be almost cheerful about that question. There was no way he’d want to describe the Opthoids to anyone, much less the Aurelian. They’d send him straight to the departmental shrink.


  “I’ll take the dogs,” he muttered, cursing as he went. “If I come down here in an hour and a half and there’s a trace of that ugly, nasty-smelling…rat? Or those…those…”


  He gave them both a hard look, and threw a hand in the air, pointing it like a gun. “I’m coming after you both. I know where you live.”


  Without another word, he grabbed the dogs’ collars to pull them back down the path. The trio of cop and dogs pushed through the grass at the side of the path.


  “You, Brennan,” Tank called as he struggled with the bumping, boisterous canines. “The crazy guy with the dogs said to give you this.” He tossed something to Cait. “Said you’d need it.”


  When she caught it, he seemed to consider the action. “How’d he know you’d be here? Who is that guy?”


  The otherwise happy dogs dropped their tails and pulled Tank past the Aurelian, nearly jerking him off his feet.


  “I have no idea.” The honest bewilderment must have shown in her face, because Tank shook his head and muttered something about geeks, trouble, and pissant, effin’ Halloween mirages. She didn’t look at what he’d thrown her. There was no time. She shoved it in her pocket to deal with later.


  His parting shot, yelled from well down the path was, “Get a fuckin’ move on, Bayliss.”


  “You okay?” Aiden finally broke the silence.


  “God, no,” she admitted, feeling every bruise and every blow, possibly broken ribs, but not giving a damn. “I thought you were dead.”


  “Not dead.” He swayed a little where he stood. “I’m for shit, though. But it could be worse.”


  They should both be dead.


  “I’m glad you’re alive.” It was all she could manage. If she said anything else, if she loosed any of the emotions racing in her mind, said anything personal, she would lose control. She had to finish, get this wrapped.


  “Oh, God,” he groaned as he tried to straighten. “You too.”


  She cut off a sob of pain and relief with a superhuman effort. Time was short.


  “We’d better get to work,” she managed through gritted teeth. Everything hurt. Tomorrow would be worse. Like a car accident, it always hurt more the next day.


  If Aiden felt as bad as he looked, they’d be making an emergency room visit. Then again, she wasn’t sure how he was even alive, much less standing.


  Her eyes teared up, and she ruthlessly cut off that line of thinking. She had too much to do. No break downs.


  With a bigger laser weapon she hadn’t been able to get to before the attack, she charred the Aurelian’s body to ash. It looked like the remains of a big, greasy campfire. For good measure, she hit the spot again. The rocks glowed and split, and the vegetation at the sides of the path curled and smoked.


  “That’s good enough,” Aiden said.


  She nodded, not trusting herself to speak.


  She tossed the remaining meat to the female Opthoid, who tore it up and fed it in bits and pieces to the male, through the bars.


  “Ugh. That’s vile.”


  “Mating ritual,” she grunted, managing to still be understandable through a swelling jaw.


  “They can’t mate through the bars, can they?”


  “No, but we have to keep the male crated. They want water to mate. That’s why she keeps splashing the canal with her tail. She’s trying to get him to come in and play.”


  Taking up the canvas case that had held the crate, she pulled out a Leatherman pocketknife and used it to tease the Aurelian’s blades into the weighted fabric, along with the warped and destroyed remains of her tas-knives and Aiden’s blades. Wrapping it tightly, she slung the bag, quiver fashion, over her shoulder.


  “Let’s go. We’ll come back for the other bag.”


  “I can manage it,” he said. “I think. Let’s not go beyond Tank’s timeline.”


  Shuffling and limping down the towpath, they pulled the male in his wheeled crate, the female swimming in the canal at their side. Cait held the chain leash lightly, lifting it over branches, tree debris, and other obstructions as best she could. Aiden dragged the last bag into which he’d packed the still-hot mortar, mangled whip, the sensors, tubes and other paraphernalia they’d brought with them.


  They had to stop frequently to rest.


  She knew he was hurting, she could sense it, but he made no complaint. Neither did she, even though each step brought a new bruise or cut to light as the early morning sun played tag with the grey November clouds.


  “I’m glad you made it.”


  With deliberate care, Aiden looked at her. “I’m pretty happy about that too, for both of us.”


  “Not our time, I guess. With special thanks to two rowdy dogs and a pair of lovesick space slugs.”


  He looked at the snorkling Opthoids. “A very tentacle-y affaire going on there. And Tank is right, that’s disgusting.” He groaned as he moved.


  “The dogs were scant help, but furry help is better than none at all. I thought it was going to kill them, and me too. Then the other Opthoid showed up.” She winced as her knee twisted, adding more pain. “Providence moves in mysterious ways.”


  “I’ll take it, if it keeps me alive.”


  “What was that thing Tank tossed you, from the Dog Guy?”


  “No idea. I’ll look at it eventually.” Cait grunted as she carefully set down the weapon bag on the concrete by the car. The blades were heavy. She worried about the poison leaking through the fabric. It took her a moment, leaning on the fender, to work the keys from her pocket, and open the hatchback. “We’re at our time limit, we have to get out of here before Tank releases the traffic.”


  They loaded the crate into the Subaru, encouraging the female to slither into the back with the last of the bloody meat. The two creatures made wet, repulsive, squelching sounds as they continued to pet one another through the crate.


  “I hope none of these things plops down here on my watch again,” Cait muttered, wishing for gloves as she pushed at the female’s trailing tentacles, struggling to get them in the car without others sliding out again, so she could close the hatch. “I do not want to repeat this.”


  It was, as Aiden had joked, totally gross.


  With the utmost care to cover every trace of the Opthoids, weapons and crate, Cait shut the hatch.


  Aiden leaned on the door, eyes closed, face etched with new lines, and covered in drying blood. His face was taut with pain, but there was a faint smile on his lips. “It’s been an adventure.”


  “It has. That it has.” It took her four tries to get out of the waders. Aiden finally pulled a knife from his boot, sat down on the ground, and cut them off. The waders, already sliced to hell, came apart in his hands.


  “Well, that’s one way to do it,” she muttered, shoving them under the seat. She levered a groaning Aiden off the ground. She wanted to grab him and hold him forever.


  Instead, she said, “We’d better get going.”


  They both moved like they were well over the century mark, hobbling and gasping. With ridiculous care, they eased painful bodies into their respective seats.


  When they had backed out of the deserted lot, she crept down Canal Road. At Aiden’s direction, she pulled up a back road that was one way on weekdays, driving into a neighborhood to park.


  “I’m going to call Tank, have him release traffic and reopen everything.”


  When he hung up, she asked, “And we’re up here parked because?”


  “We want to blend into the flow of traffic, not be the lone car coming out of a blockaded area. Someone would be bound to see that. Check the plate.”


  She mentally kicked herself for not thinking of it. “Yeah. That would both suck and blow. I’d hate to have to call Tank for help again.”


  “Do those things always do that?” Without opening his eyes, he pointed over his shoulder at the sniggering, snorking, wetly growling Opthoids, fully covered by the tarp.


  “No idea,” she grunted, every muscle in pain. “I’ve never seen a pair before, only singles, on ship, in containment tanks. And I don’t really want to see another one, ever again. Not on-planet. Not on ship.”


  “Ditto.”


  They sat in numb silence for ten minutes before they gauged it safe. She pulled into traffic, then turned up the heat to compensate for the cool day and the onset of the reaction shakes.


  Her thoughts moved like sludge, she was so exhausted. Another thought occurred and she turned the seat heaters on as well, to soothe their aching bodies.


  “Go McArthur, head in that way,” he directed, but kept his head on the headrest, eyes closed. “The heat feels good.”


  “How badly are you hurt?” She realized she should have asked it earlier. “Do we need to go to the ER?”


  Smiling faintly, he hummed, then sang, “I am not dead yet…”


  
    Chapter Thirty-One

  


  “No ER. Too dangerous.”


  “How bad?” she insisted.


  “Cracked ribs, maybe broken,” he muttered, eyes still closed. “First, maybe second degree burns on my side where I trapped the electric blade between my body and my arm. Sore head. Pretty dizzy, so maybe a concussion. Pulled a hamstring, maybe tore something in my calf when I landed in the drink.” He rolled his head sideways and opened one eye to peer at her.


  Stopping at a red light, she looked back. He was the most fabulous thing she’d ever seen. He was alive.


  “I heard that,” he said, and grinned. “And back atcha.”


  He shifted in the seat and groaned. “Sprained or cracked something in my ankle. I stink like canal water, which is pretty foul. My cuts and bruises have cuts and bruises,” he said, wincing. “You?”


  “Yeah, what you said about the cuts and bruises. I’ve got them everywhere. I have a long gash on my shoulder that feels like it goes all the way to the bone. One on my leg where I hit the corner of the crate dodging a blade, or the claws, I can’t remember. That burns like fire. I know I hit a big rock when I fell, so I have a massive bruise on my ass. The shoulder’s either stopped bleeding or it’s so bad can’t feel it anymore. Same with the leg. Could be either. Oh, and my face hurts like seven hells.”


  “Yeah,” he agreed. “It’s swelling a lot, and that eye’s swelling shut too. You’ve got spectacular shiner coming on there, slugger.”


  “I hit the crate, and the ground, hard, on the same spot. Twice. I may have cracked the cheekbone. I think I cracked some ribs too. Maybe my wrist is broken.”


  “Ouch.”


  “I’ll say,” she said, feeling the swelling in her cheek increasing as the minutes passed. “Hurts to talk.”


  In the garage, she parked in the farthest, darkest reaches of the lowest level. There was only one other car, and it wasn’t nearby. Many of the building’s residents didn’t even own cars, so there were plenty of empty spaces. Especially as most people were either sleeping off Halloween excess elsewhere, or had already headed out to find whatever fun could be found, early on a cloudy Saturday morning.


  “How will you get them out?” Aiden asked, jerking a thumb toward the still-sniggering Opthoids.


  “Truck,” she said. “Within the hour, someone from Joe’s Detailing will be here to clean my car. Joe will arrive, looking perfectly normal and innocuous. That’s because Joe is an android. Joe and his truck will pull into the garage. Joe will detail my car, removing the Op-sey-whoosits. Both of the damn things. They’ll take care of the Aurelian’s weapons too, thank goodness, and the mortar, and the other damaged stuff.”


  “Whoosit disposal. Excellent name for a rock band,” he said, eyes still closed.


  She laughed, then gasped in pain.


  “So, no trophy from the great Aurelian hunt?” he asked. “You don’t get to keep a blade or a…what did you say they collect? Fingers?”


  “Nope,” she said, and laughed again. “No way.” As much as laughing hurt, it felt good. It made her feel less fragile, more alive. More…human. “Not this time.”


  Aiden pulled out his phone. Despite his canal dunking, it still worked.


  “Hey Jay, its Aiden.”


  Cait looked at him, wondering what he was up to.


  “You know that other work I do?” She heard the faint acknowledgement. “Well I had to do some of it last night. I’m not looking very pretty. Any chance you could distract those guards on Three-A? Let me slip in?” He paused, listening. “They’re not? Interesting.”


  “What’s up?” she asked when he ended the call.


  “There’s only one guard, and he’s been doing rounds with Jay. Jay will take him off on a building check if we’ll give him five minutes.”


  “Excellent. Why only one?”


  “They found the other senator, the one from New Mexico.”


  “DiMarco?”


  “Yeah. All the focus has shifted to him, since he’s alive. He was barricaded in his house in Falls Church, Virginia. Scared to death and raving that an awful eight-foot monster was after him.”


  Cait rolled her head on the headrest, looking at him in astonishment. “What the hell?”


  “Word is, he had all the forks and knives in the house hanging in the windows, over the door, stuffed up the chimney. He’d ripped out the stainless steel grab bars in his shower and blocked the basement stairs with them.”


  “Oh, my God. I guess somebody told somebody something.”


  “Yeah. Saved one of their asses, anyway.” He paused, shifted carefully in the seat. “They’re thinking he’s total looney tunes. But according to some sources, the basement was destroyed, like a ferocious wild boar or bear had mangled the glass doors and torn the place all to hell.”


  “Sounds like a personal problem,” Cait said dryly.


  Aiden laughed.


  Cait grinned. Then laughed. And it hurt like hell.


  But it felt so, so good.


  It took most of the day to sort through things, use her portable medical repair unit on them both, and write her reports. The med unit dealt with the major injuries, and they traded off using it to heal the worst of the damage.


  They’d cut away her jeans to deal with the gash on her leg. Every stitch of their clothes were a total loss.


  By nightfall, they were soaking their aches away in a tub full of hot water. Her cheek still hurt like hell, but the swelling was nearly gone. The sore muscles would heal on their own.


  They’d separated only long enough for him to get some fresh clothes and for her to run the bath.


  “So what’s the story?” he finally asked when the hot water had seeped into their aching bodies, allowing Cait, at least, to begin to feel human again.


  “Mmmmm. My bosses, the Kith, managed to finally unravel most of this clusterfuck.”


  “And?” Aiden prompted when she fell silent for too long. The heat was lulling her, making her sleepy, aches and pains notwithstanding.


  “It was the civvie.”


  “You mean the dead guy at Bartleby’s? What’s he got to do with it?”


  “Everything,” she said, waking up more in remembered irritation. “Remember the guy with the hoodie? And my nightmare? The one about my predecessor?”


  “Meteor man. Helicopter, alien attack, blammo, Aurelian fireworks,” he said in shorthand. “Yeah, I remember.”


  “Seems the fireworks were a ruse. He didn’t die. Not in the explosion anyway.”


  “Whoa.” Aiden’s surprised motion made waves in the tub. Water sloshed over the edge, but that’s what towels were for. She tossed one off the stack onto the floor to absorb the mess, before turning the hot water back on to warm up the tub.


  “Wait, he faked his own death? How does that connect?”


  “You’re faster at figuring it out than me.” She cracked one eye open to watch the play of emotions run across his face. Surprise, disbelief, annoyance.


  “Yeah, pissed me off too. He wanted to come home, be home. On that, I can’t blame him. But he took it too far, using knowledge of the government from his former life to get to the senators. It was about the cows, too. I was on the right track there. Evidently he blackmailed a Perbadt smuggler he caught here, stealing cows.


  “He should have turned the smuggler in, but instead, he blackmailed it. Got a cut of the smuggling operation. He got the beef through the senators, then the smuggler got it off-planet and sold it for a tidy profit.”


  She considered the money for a moment. “I’m betting he made millions, and so did the senators. I’ll have to find that money, for the record, anyway.”


  “Will you let the senators’ families keep their shares?”


  “Probably.”


  “How did the Aurelian come into play?”


  “The Kith said the ST forced the Aurelian down. It was on a mission to kill the smuggler. The ST broke all kinds of laws and social codes when he didn’t kill it, but used a…well, there’s no equivalent in English…think of it as a compulsion device, to send it back to its people with its mission—to kill the subverted smuggler—undone. Bad idea, by the way.”


  “The worst, if today’s the result,” he muttered, caressing her calf.


  She lost her train of thought as he also offered her a glass of wine. Drinking it, admiring him in all his aliveness, she couldn’t remember what she’d been saying.


  “So it comes down to payback being a bitch, right?”


  She refocused on the conversation.


  “Revenge for the Aurelian, payback for the smuggler, who the Aurelian killed, by the way, in South Dakota earlier this week. There was another out-of-season meteor shower, or so they say. That kept nudging me, in the back of my mind. I knew there was something about South Dakota.”


  “So, what now? No beef out there?”


  “Something like that. Sanctions all around. Some extra patrolling for me in cattle country.”


  “You’ll look good in chaps,” he joked.


  She laughed, until he began to rub her aching feet. At that she moaned in delight.


  “Aiden,” she said between murmurs of delight. “Do you have a valid passport?”


  “Yeah, why?”


  “I’ve got a week’s leave.” She hoped she sounded more nonchalant than she was. She really wanted him to say yes. “I’d like it if we could spend some time together that doesn’t involve me nearly getting you killed. That’ll give us a start on…talking.”


  “A few other things too,” he said. “I like the sound of that.” His roaming hands stilled, and she opened her eyes to see what was up, see his expression. “And when the week is over, Cait?”


  The question she’d been dreading.


  “I have to go.”


  “And will you come back? To Earth?”


  “Yes.” She couldn’t say anything else for a bit, struggling to control her sorrow, keep her emotions from brimming over into hysterical, weak, female tears.


  Finally, relaxing as he continued to rub, she managed to say, “But I don’t know where my next drop will be. Could be Australia. Could be Poughkeepsie for all I know.”


  “Don’t need a passport for New York.”


  “I know. But you do for Sydney.”


  “I’ve never been to Sydney.” He slid a hand back up her calf, kneading the muscles there into submission, blissing her out. “Does this mean you’re going to contact me on your next mission? What about secrecy and spy business?”


  She waited a long time before answering, figuring how to phrase it, debating how much to reveal. Finally, she gave it up. He deserved the truth. All of it, from here on.


  “I didn’t tell them about you. Or about magic. The bosses don’t care how I do the job, simply that I get it done.” She groaned aloud, enjoying the relief as he hit a particularly tight spot. “If they knew about you, they’d have me up on charges, or dead. They didn’t say a word. And neither did I.”


  “So I can be your love slave?” He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively, letting his hands ride higher on her thighs as he reversed his position in the tub. More water sloshed out, but this time, she ignored it.


  “When your work doesn’t preclude it,” she murmured.


  “I’d like that,” he said, his gaze hot, his body braced above hers in the warm water.


  “Me too.”


  *     *     *


  Kithship Malkali (Star’s Light)


  Rim Planet Orbit, *****7690-90384, Sixth Sector (Earth)


  Slip-Retrieval: ST Patten (Earth Human)


  Mission Successful


  Ten days later, Cait returned to BWI Airport, her large rolling bags trundling along behind her. Her heart was both heavy and light.


  Heavy, as it always was when she was leaving. Light, because she had something—someone—to look forward to on her next drop.


  She found a seat in the ticketing area on a broad wooden bench. A black dot was the only thing marring its polished teak surface. She sat on it, pulling her bags close to keep them out of the way of other passengers.


  With time to wait, to think, she remembered the medal, or coin, or whatever that Tank had tossed to her. She’d shoved it into the carryon bag, fully intending to give it a closer look while she and Aiden were in Aruba. She’d hardly opened the bag.


  Remembering it now, she dug it out. She unwrapped the fabric surrounding it, the remains of the pocket from the jeans she’d cut off after the fight.


  Gleaming dully in the fluorescent lights was a coin from Meena Pal. Remembering the splash on the canal, the feeling of being watched, she began to smile. The winking dog walker with the extra eyelids hadn’t been human after all. It seemed that Meena Pal’s gratitude went beyond mere remuneration and bonuses.


  Powering up her PDA, she tapped the stylus until she came to the entry on the watery planet. Comparing the coins listed, she finally came to an entry that matched.


  Usually given as a luck piece to traveling friends.


  Well, that would fit. She put her stylus away and shut down operations.


  “I’ll take all the luck I can get,” she murmured, slipping the coin into her pocket. Hopefully it would give her enough luck that she wouldn’t have to sit too long on her black dot waiting for pickup.


  She opened her novel, not only a prop this time but something she actually wanted to read.


  A greeting card fell into her lap.


  Grinning like a kid at Christmas, she broke the seal and pulled the colorful note out of the envelope. Two smaller pieces of cardstock dropped into her hand.


  Tickets to an event at Cornell University in Ithaca, NY.


  Frowning, she read the card. Tears swam in her eyes, blurring the words Aiden had written. She blinked them away.


  Hello, Blondie, my love.


  Hope this makes you smile. Just so you know, your brother’s Gold Medal fencing exhibition is at Cornell in January, after New Years. If you’re back, we’ll go.


  He’d written several other things, but she could hardly make sense of them, through her shock.


  The world began to blur around her, and sound faded as the pick-up process began. The card, the words, however held steady.


  I’m glad we finally got to that long story. I’ll treasure it for the wonderful thing it is.


  And I’ll be looking for you. My way…


  Love, Aiden.


  The End
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    For Spike, a good cat.

  


  
    The Day I Died

  


  *Thud, thud* Okay, somebody needs to turn off their goddamn stereo before I put my foot up their ass. God forbid a guy be allowed to sleep off a major bender without some dickhead blasting their bass to eleven. At least, I think it was a major bender. I know I’m asleep, but I can still feel the room spinning. Yeah, I’ve gotta be drunk off my ass.


  The funny thing is, I don’t remember getting shitfaced, although that doesn’t mean anything. The best parties are sometimes the ones you don’t remember. Still, I’m not even sure I went to a party last night. It is morning, right? I can’t see anything. Well, duh, my eyes are closed.


  Okay, my eyes aren’t opening. I guess I must be pretty trashed.


  *Thud, thud* There it is again. For fuck’s sake! Some days I hate living here. There’s always some little white bread, teenaged douche pumping out Tupac from his daddy’s Beemer because he’s sure he can relate to life on the streets. Although why is it so loud? Maybe the window’s open. I should get up and close it. Oh yeah, that’s right. I’m out cold. I can’t really check the window in my current state. Oh, well, maybe I’ll get lucky and some real gangstas will come cruising down the block and pop a few caps in homey’s upper middle class ass.


  *Thud, thud* ARGH! It’s really starting to piss me off now. Huh? What the hell was that? Holy shit, are those voices? Maybe I’m not at home, after all. If that’s the case, I must still be at a party. Oh, crap. I hate passing out at someone else’s place. I really hope they aren’t drawing dicks on my face. The last time that happened, the fuckers used a permanent Sharpie. Let me tell you how much fun that was to scrub off. Probably took off five layers of skin, and you could still see it. Tom was an asshole about it, too. He kept pretending to be helpful just to get a laugh. “You want me to go to the store for you, dickface?” “I’ll get it. Hello? Oh, Bill? Sorry, he can’t come to the phone right now. He’s too busy trying to wipe cock off his face. Can you call back later?” One of these days, I’ve really gotta get my own apartment.


  *Thud, thud* Okay, it’s getting a little lower now. The song must be ending. I still can’t make out what the voices are saying, but at least it doesn’t sound like laughter. That’s good. Hopefully it means they haven’t started using my face as an easel yet. Maybe I can still wake up before that happens.


  Jeez, my body still isn’t responding. Man, what the hell was I drinking? Even passed out, I still feel seriously fucked up. I’m wondering if maybe I was doing a little more than drinking. I vaguely remember Ed saying something about scoring a few joints. Shit! I hope they weren’t laced with Drano or something – although that might explain why I’m lying here, having an internal soliloquy. Hold on, though, didn’t that happen last week?


  *Thud, thud* Why does that sound so familiar? I don’t usually listen to any shit rap music, but damn if that doesn’t ring a bell. It’s right on the tip of my tongue…UGH! Speaking of my tongue, what the hell is that taste in my mouth? Oh, shit. Please don’t let me have puked. There’s nothing worse than puking at a party and waking up in it. Nobody ever gets laid after that. Well, okay, puke or not, it’s been a while since I scored at a party, but it could still happen…maybe. Although not if I’m lying in a swimming pool of my own spew.


  Crap! I hope someone turned me on my side. The last thing I want to do is pull a Hendrix. Okay, okay, relax. No one is that big an asshole. If I can hear them talking, then that probably means I’m all right.


  *Thud, thud* It was weird tasting puke, anyway; kind of coppery. Oh, okay. Maybe I didn’t puke. I probably bit the inside of my mouth instead. That makes sense. Hopefully, I just bit the inside of my mouth. Damn! What if this is some kind of seizure? I could have bitten off my own damn tongue, and these assholes are just standing around debating the artistic merits of penises on my face. Maybe that’s why I can’t wake up. I popped a blood vessel in my brain and even now, I’m spiraling into a coma.


  Still, I don’t think I’d be quite as lucid if I were in a coma. Then again, I haven’t been in enough comas to know what it’d be like. All right, calm down. I’d probably feel it if my tongue was bitten off. I think that would be a wee bit on the painful side. Okay, I need to try and concentrate. Let’s see…I can still taste that crap in my mouth, but I can sorta feel my tongue, too. At least I think I can.


  I tried moving it around a bit inside my mouth. Yeah, I still had a tongue…OW! What the hell was that? Had my tongue a second ago, but I’m not so sure now. What the hell? Did someone stick a razor blade in my freaking mouth?


  *Thud, thud* Thank God. The music was barely a whisper now. That damn song just went on forever. It’s funny that I can hear the bass, but nothing else, though. It still sounds so familiar. Almost like a…


  Oh, no.


  That can’t be right.


  *Thud, thud*


  It can’t be.


  Please don’t let that be my heart that I’m hearing.


  *Thud*


  Oh, shit!


  I am choking on my own puke.


  Or having a seizure.


  *Thud*


  Or a goddamn brain aneurysm.


  *Thu…*


  Ohcrapohcrapohcrap!


  Okay, I shouldn’t worry. I’m sure someone will start CPR on me.


  Any second now.


  Any minute now.


  Come on, people. I only have a few minutes here before that whole brain death thing.


  FUCK!


  Please start beating again.


  Pretty please.


  It’s not fair. I still have so many reasons to live. I was going to go out with Sheila. Well, okay, maybe. One of these days, certainly. Hell, I would have gotten to it eventually. You don’t just walk up to an insanely hot chick like that and ask her out, especially when you look like me. You have to work your way up to it. Sure, it’s been two years, but I was almost there, dammit. Now it’s all gone.


  Or it will be all gone.


  Any minute now, it’ll be all gone.


  Jeez, this death thing isn’t quite like I thought it would be. I can still taste whatever is in my mouth. Yep, I can still move my tongue, too. Can dead people move their tongues? I don’t know. I haven’t Frenched too many corpses.


  Okay, this is starting to get a bit odd. Shouldn’t I be seeing a tunnel with a light at the end? Maybe I’ll see Grandma and Grandpa – hell, maybe even Elvis is waiting for me at the end of it.


  Nope, nothing.


  No, that’s not quite true. Is that…yes. I can feel my left arm now. Do dead people start getting sensation back? Hmmm, I can’t move it much, but it feels like I’m lying on something soft. No, I’m not in my bed. It feels like carpet. Yep, I’m definitely on a floor somewhere. It feels thick…kinda like a…oh, no…a shag carpet. Either I’m stuck in a bad seventies’ flashback, or I’m at that…


  Loft!


  Oh, fuck! And with that, the fog suddenly clears from my head. I can remember where I am and how I got here. If I’m right about what’s going on, then a face full of dicks isn’t going to sound all that bad in comparison.


  
    Before I Became the Dearly Departed

  


  Okay, let’s back up a little bit. I’m probably getting ahead of myself. Before I bore you with little things, like, say, my death, I should probably fill you in on the basics first. How’s that sound? Okay, then let’s start over, shall we?


  My name is Bill, Bill Ryder. William Anderson Ryder, if you want to be formal, although I’m not sure why you’d want to be formal with a dead guy. It’s a pretty cool name, if you ask me, although it did get a little annoying a few years ago when The Matrix came out. For a couple of months, I had to deal with every single person I know ending everything they said to me with, “Mr. Anderson” in a deadpan voice. It was funny the first time, much less so the five-thousandth time. Anyway, I’ve always liked how my initials spell out WAR, kind of like W. Axl Rose, if a bit less cool, maybe. Not that much less cool, at least these days, but a bit. Although, since I go by “Bill” my friends have always pointed out that BAR might be a better acronym. I can’t really complain about that one either, since under duress I might admit to spending a decent amount of time pounding back cold ones on the weekends.


  Now, I’d love to tell you that I’m a private detective, maybe a boy wizard in training, or even a normal Joe by day/superhero by night, but that would be stretching the truth just a bit. As with all things, reality tends to be less exciting than what we would hope it would be. Here are the basics: I’m twenty-four, currently single, and with no real potential hopefuls in sight. Well, there is Sheila, but we’ll get back to her later, especially since I’m not one hundred percent certain she’d be able to pick me out of a police lineup, not that she has any reason to. It’s not like I’ve been stalking her these past few years. Sure, I know where she lives, what time she gets to work, what her favorite perfume is, but I assure you I’m definitely not stalking her. Really.


  Oh, yeah, and she has this super cute ass that shakes so nicely when she walks…


  Okay, sorry. Sometimes I get caught up in the moment. Where was I? Oh, yeah, the basics…I’m twenty-four; I think I might have mentioned that already. I have short brown hair, brown eyes, glasses, am maybe an inch or two above average height, and about twenty…well, okay, maybe thirty pounds overweight. I’m not quite a hideous mutant, but I don’t exactly have the ladies swarming all over me like pigs in shit, either. That might have something to do with the fact that I probably look like someone who’d be right at home sitting around a D&D game (which I might admit to doing occasionally…or every Sunday, whichever comes first).


  I have a degree in Computer Science from NJIT, graduated with honors, et cetera. I like to think I’m a pretty smart guy. Maybe not MIT material (fucking elitist cocksuckers!), but I can hold my own in front of a dual monitor setup. Speaking of which, I work as a game programmer for Hopskotchgames.com. You’ve probably heard of them. You know Jewel Smash? Yep, that was me, baby. That little gem (no pun intended) alone has made the company millions in online revenue. I dare say I got a nice little bonus on that one…emphasis on little. Cheap bastards. But still, I can’t complain, at least not too much. I make more than enough to support my “lavish” lifestyle, I get full benefits, and can work from home pretty much whenever I feel like it. Overall, there are far worse places to be employed. Don’t get me wrong, though. The second I win the lottery, those guys can go fuck themselves sideways.


  Anyway, my said lavish lifestyle consists of the top floor apartment of a building in the Bay Ridge section of Brooklyn. I share it with my two aforementioned roomies, Ed and Tom. Ed is my partner in crime over at Hopskotchgames. He does graphical design for them, and we’ve partnered on more than a few of their top downloads. We met in college, and he’s the one who got me the interview over there. Ed’s a good guy, if a little odd. He’s got a lot of talent, but is absolutely the least passionate artist I have ever met. Life is one big “Meh!” to him. Some days I think you’d need to set him on fire and cut his balls off with a dull hacksaw to get a reaction out of him, not that I fantasize much about setting him on fire…or his balls, for that matter. But you get the idea.


  As for Tom, he’s my main bud. I’ve known him for almost twenty years. Of everyone I know, I’d vote him the most likely in the next decade or so to wind up in a twenty-room mansion with a hot trophy wife by his side. Tom’s all about the money. He works over in the Manhattan financial district. Right now, he’s little more than a toady to the higher-ups, but he assures me that’s the way things work there. You latch onto some upwardly mobile VP like a remora (in this case, attaching your lips firmly to their ass) and let them drag you up the ranks. He rounds that part out by also being an obsessive collector. His dad got him into it when he was young, and then Tom’s OCD took over and kept it going in overdrive ever since. He’s got a storage bin back in Jersey, where we grew up, filled to the brim with comic books and action figures. That doesn’t even count the stuff he keeps locked in his bedroom. Most of it is worth shit now, and will probably be forever, but he’s got a few nice pieces. Just don’t let him catch you playing with any of them. Dude is a little psycho about it. I once repositioned his He-Man figure to be giving it to Princess Leia doggy-style and you’d have thought I had poisoned his family. Shit, if I ever did poison his family, he’d probably get over it quicker.


  So, that’s me. Not exactly Bruce Wayne, but then again, I’m not a basket case still living at home with Mom and Dad, either. My life is steady if a little dull: get up, get some work done, eat some food, then go back to sleep. Rinse and repeat until the weekend, when it’s more or less collect my paycheck, hang out with my friends, and bitch about the rest of the week. Some day I hope to get married, have a few kids, and then I’ll probably settle into the same routine again. Except then I’ll spend my weekends with my wife, bitching about the rest of the week. You know how it is. My plan is a lot like anyone else’s. Maximize my good times, minimize my bad, and leave the larger stuff to people who give more of a shit than I do.


  Or at least that was the plan, but then I had to go and fuck it all up by dying.


  
    The Day before the Day I Died

  


  So, let’s get back to my untimely death, all right? Let me start by saying, fuck SoHo! Yeah, that’s what I said. I have never, ever had a good experience there. Every person I know who lives there is a douchebag. Every job interview I’ve ever had there has been conducted by assholes. Every restaurant I’ve ever eaten at there has sucked; and when the food didn’t suck, the service sure as hell did. It is a place where the tragically hip go to die, and people with more fashion sense than brain cells gather like moths to a flame. So, I should have known better than to wind up at a party there. Even more so, I should’ve known that the sweet piece of ass that invited me was far too good to be true.


  Saturday had started off well enough. It was a nice day; clear and just cool enough for a light jacket. Tom headed out to spend the day with his parents and his cute little sister (who, in just another two years, is going to be old enough to jerk off to legally…not that I would. Well, okay, talk to me in two years and we’ll see. Just don’t tell him I said that). As for Ed, he was holed up in his bedroom/home office. He was a little behind on the level design of a new project, and wanted to burn off some weekend hours to get it done. The rest of my local friends were busy, so that left me, myself, and I.


  I grabbed a couple of Egg McMuffins in the A.M. from the McDonalds on 86th street, and then jumped onto the R train to head into the city. I didn’t really have much of a plan. I figured I’d spend a few bucks, grab lunch, and then head back. Maybe I’d see if anyone was up for some bar hopping in the evening. I gotta admit, dying wasn’t on my to-do list. But hey, live and learn, I guess…or is that don’t live and learn?


  Okay, so the first part of my day went pretty much as expected. I popped into the Complete Strategist to grab a few new D&D minis (my current one just wasn’t doing justice to my High-Elf Battlemage) as well as a few new rule supplements that had come out. I plunked down enough cash so that, thanks to me, some executive at Wizards of the Coast could now continue paying their child’s college education. I walked over to midtown and spent a little time at the Apple Store, where for about the hundredth time, I stood around debating the merits of buying myself an iPad, and for the hundredth time, decided that maybe I’d hold off for now. After that, I grabbed a few slices of pizza and then headed down to the subway again. In retrospect, I should have loitered for a while longer. If that had happened, I wouldn’t have met her, and, well…I’d still be alive.


  But you’re not here to catch the story about Bill, the guy who went home, met up with some friends, and then spent the rest of his Saturday night drunkenly arguing over who the hottest chick on Smallville was, are you? No, you’re not. So, as I was saying, I went to grab the train back to Brooklyn. Not really wanting to mingle with the weekend crowd, I wandered to the end of the platform where there were only a few people waiting. That turned out to be a big mistake.


  The train took its sweet time, and I was just starting to tire of the perpetual stench of hobo urine when I felt a tap on my shoulder. Being a city resident, I reacted naturally. That is, I spun around quickly, sure I was about to get mugged – hoping I looked intimidating enough (doubtful) to give my would-be attackers second thoughts.


  “A bit jumpy, aren’t you?” said the petite little thing staring back at me. She was no more than five-three, maybe a hundred and five soaking wet (excuse me while I consider the image of her soaking wet…ah, yes. Quite nice. Now, back to our story…), and totally smoking hot. She had medium-length blonde hair with green highlights, but aside from that little oddity, she looked like she could have just stepped out of a fashion shoot…or a strip club. I’d love to give you something cliché here, like she was dressed all in black, or had an ominous air about her. But the truth is, she was a very good-looking, well-dressed woman. Outside of the fact that she was talking to me, there was nothing about her that was really screaming threat.


  Anyway, before things could stretch out to an awkward silence (or, more importantly, before it became obvious that I was undressing her with my eyes), I answered her. “Sorry about that. You just surprised me.”


  “Whatever,” she said, obviously nonplussed with my answer. “Have a light?”


  “I don’t smoke.” Were people even allowed to do that on the platform anymore?


  “Figures. Then, have you got the time?”


  “That I can do,” I said as I brought my watch up to my face, being careful not to take my eyes off her. I had heard on CNN a few years back that some gang members did this to distract a person so they could slash them with a razor. Okay, she didn’t exactly look like a gang-banger per se, but still, it’s best to be careful. She apparently noticed my paranoia because she smirked in return.


  “About one-thirty,” I answered, feeling overly self-conscious.


  “Thank you.”


  And well, that was it. She stepped back and went into that thousand-yard stare mode that is so common of people waiting for a train. And yet, I couldn’t help but feel like she was still giving me the once over out of the corner of her eye. However, I dismissed the feeling as nothing more than wishful thinking. After all, what straight guy doesn’t have “yeah, she wants me” thoughts running through his head the second a hot babe like her asks him an innocuous question?


  Okay, I lied about the “that was it” part. It was just “it” for the platform. Turns out “it” started up again when the train pulled in and we got on. The last car was fairly empty, and the few of us there had the luxury of being able to sit, as well as doing so without being too close to each other. Just to be on the safe side, though, I grabbed a corner seat. Should the population inside the train suddenly swell, I could at least take comfort in knowing that I wouldn’t wind up the meat in some smelly, weekend commuter sandwich. If you’re thinking that I’m next going to tell you how my stripper “friend” (definitely a stripper – a model probably wouldn’t have said a word to me had I been on fire) sat down next to me, then give yourself a prize. You, my friend, are either psychic, or at least not a complete idiot.


  Now, just to digress for a moment, I made myself a promise a long time ago. I promised myself that, in my next life, I was going to come back hot. Not just attractive, but Johnny Depp-like (as every woman I have ever known will testify), women’s panties will get moist if I even look in their direction hot. Call me shallow, but I don’t give a damn what anyone else thinks. The world just has so many more possibilities when you’re hot. Case in point: my attractive subway stalker. She sat down next to me, immediately grabbed my shopping bag with no more than a quick, “So whatcha got there?” and started rifling through it. Forget the ugly beasts of the world, if even an average-looking stranger tried that, they’d either get immediately decked, or pointed out to the cops at the next station. But someone hot? They can both get away with it and know that they will. The world is just unfair. On the other hand, I didn’t see anyone else in the car with a smokin’ piece sitting next to them, so I figured I’d cut the world some slack…just this once, mind you.


  So, there she was, going through my stuff, while I just sat there doing nothing except tensing up in case she bolted when the doors next opened. Yeah, yeah, I know, but gaming minis aren’t cheap. I don’t care what you look like – get your own goddamned swordmage.


  Speaking of which, she pulled it out of the bag and gave me a questioning glance. Okay, there went that fantasy of hooking up with the world’s hottest gamer chick.


  “Um. It’s for my nephew,” I stupidly blurted out. She, in return, gave another look that told me I had about a zero percent chance of her buying that answer.


  I didn’t fail to notice the quick eye-roll she made as she put my new mini back in the bag. She then went back to ignoring the basic rules of “don’t touch what isn’t yours.” Pulling out my new books, she began thumbing through them with an expression that appeared to be a combination of pity and humor. In a bit of foreshadowing that only happens in the most desperate of stories, she happened to stop on one in particular.


  “Now, this is cute,” she said, handing me the latest revision to the Manual of the Undead.


  “Have to keep up with the rule changes,” I stammered, no doubt continuing my unbroken streak of lowering her initial opinion of me.


  “Sure you do.” Then she got a bit of a far away look in her eye. “Rules are important. We all have them. Even me.”


  “You play…”


  “Not THOSE kind of rules. But rules nevertheless,” she cryptically continued. “There are all sorts of games…some a little more adult than others.”


  Okay… it was time to shift a bit in my seat, as my pants were suddenly feeling a tad too tight.


  She let the uncomfortable silence stretch a moment longer before her mood lightened. Handing back my purchases, she held out her hand. “Sorry for teasing you. I’m Sally.”


  Not quite believing the reality I had somehow stepped into, I mimicked her movement. “No problem. I’m Bill. Bill Ryder,” I said as I shook her hand. (YES! Houston, we have achieved physical contact.)


  “Pleasure to meet you, Bill Ryder.”


  Now, here I will once more meander from my recollection of my days amongst the still living, and just point out that, no, I didn’t notice anything odd about the handshake. I’d love to tell you that her hand was overly cold and clammy, or that perhaps she had a grip that would have made a much stronger man wince. But the truth is…well, okay, the truth is that her hand could have been covered in scales and crawling with hornets and I wouldn’t have noticed. I was kind of lost in the moment. You always hear reports on the news about people who have just won the lottery, and they always recount with exact detail what they were doing when they found out. Bullshit, I say. When any major Holy Shit moment occurs, we tend to go a bit numb, and then maybe later we’ll try to fill in the details as best we can. Well, that was as close as I’ve come to one of those moments in a long time. Besides, there were far more interesting things than hands in front of me. Oh, well, maybe next time I hook up with an apex predator with killer cleavage, I’ll be a little more attentive.


  Anyway, continuing my streak of witty banter, I then asked, “So, come here often?” Yeah, I know, it’s amazing I don’t get laid every night, isn’t it?


  Another eye-roll (jeez, did I really sound that pathetic?) and she responded with a banal, “Only when I need to get somewhere.”


  Okay, it was time to dig deep down and try to find that little bit of adult dialogue, which I knew was hiding somewhere inside of me. “Sorry, that was kinda lame. What I meant to ask is whether you hang out in Manhattan often?”


  “Much better,” she acknowledged with a smile, “And the answer is ‘yes.’ I actually live not too far from here. I have a little place in SoHo. You?”


  “Brooklyn, myself. I was just doing a little shopping today.”


  “I can tell.” She gestured down at the bags through which she had just finished rifling.


  “You?”


  “Me what?”


  “What are you up to?” I asked.


  “Well, besides talking to a very nervous-sounding (and here I thought I was being so smooth) guy on the train, I was just out enjoying the day. Since the nervous-sounding guy I’m talking to also sounds like a fairly decent fellow (bonus!), I’d say it’s going pretty well,” she replied, her tone friendly. Damn, she had a nice smile…amongst other awesome parts.


  Sensing an opening, I pounced…figuratively. “There’s still plenty of day left.”


  “That there is,” she agreed…hot damn, I was a playa.


  “Well, it’s pretty nice outside. I don’t suppose you’d maybe like to take a quick walk through the park? Maybe we could grab a coffee at one of those sidewalk cafes.”


  She frowned a bit at that (oh crap, we’re losing the patient). “Sorry, I can’t.”


  I’ve been there before, so I knew the drill to try to save a little bit of my crushed ego. “No. I didn’t mean it like that, I…”


  But she cut me off before I could finish. “It’s not you, silly. I’m not really up for a bit of sun right now (aha! There’s that bit of foreshadowing I should have been paying attention to). Besides, we’re almost at my stop. I have some stuff to get done before tonight.”


  Okay, the deal wasn’t dead yet. The door was still hanging open, so I put my foot in it.


  “What’s tonight?” I asked.


  “A couple of my friends are coming over. I’m throwing a little party.”


  “That’s cool.” Yeah, I was back to being lame.


  “It’s nothing big.”


  “A little get together with close friends is always fun.”


  “You think so?” she turned to look me dead in the eye. “I don’t suppose you’d want to come?” she continued, her tone changing, almost becoming shy. “I mean, I know we just met. I don’t want to come across as too aggressive.”


  Too aggressive? Christ, she could’ve thrown me down and raped me right there on the subway and I still wouldn’t have considered that too aggressive. Note to self: remember that little fantasy for later on when I’m alone.


  “No, no, it’s cool,” I said, trying to reassure her. “I’m not really too busy tonight (an understatement if ever there was one). I could pop by.”


  “Really? Are you sure?” She brightened at my answer, sitting straight up – her chest jiggling slightly from the sudden movement. I tried and probably failed to pretend I hadn’t noticed.


  “Why wouldn’t I be?” I asked, attempting not to sound too desperately excited.


  “Well, you seem like a sweet guy, and I’m just warning you now, my friends can get a little rowdy.”


  “I can handle rowdy. They raise us tough in Brooklyn,” I fibbed.


  “All right then, it’s a date.”


  A date? As in a “be somewhere together, maybe hold hands, maybe maybe make out, and if things go really well…wake up together” type of date? Hell, yeah! Damn, as soon as I told someone about this, my cred amongst my buddies would automatically shoot up by about ten thousand percent.


  “Sounds good,” I casually replied, managing to stifle the part of my brain that wanted instead to shout, “OH YEAH, BABY! MAKE ME YOUR PLAYTHING!”


  “Great.” She actually appeared genuinely pleased.


  “So, what time does this soiree get started?”


  “Show up any time after dark,” she said with a glimmer in her eye. “Here’s the address; come up to the third floor,” she removed a pen from her purse, then took my hand and wrote on it. Wow. Didn’t think that happened outside of the movies. This was starting to turn into a letter to a smut rag. “Dear Penthouse, I never thought this would happen to me…”


  A moment later, the train stopped and Sally popped to her feet, her tight body moving in all the right ways.


  “This is me,” she said as she walked to the door. “Hope to see you there.” She then stepped out onto the platform and gave a little wave.


  I glanced down at the address on my hand, figuring it was best to memorize it, lest my palm get all sweaty. I looked up again, a scant second later, and Sally was gone. I jumped to my feet and stuck my head out the door to give her a quick wave goodbye, but she was nowhere to be seen.


  Had I been in a slightly less euphoric mood, I might have noticed that we were at the very end of the station. The nearest stairs were a hundred feet away off to the right. There’s no way she could have gotten there in the time I looked away. To the left…there was only the darkness of the subway tunnel.


  
    A Party to Die For

  


  It’s amazing how just a few random events can turn things into the perfect shit storm. Under normal circumstances, Tom or Ed (or most likely both) would have been home when I arrived and, between the three of us, we would have probably psyched each other out and just blown the whole damn thing off in favor of going out for pizza. Not that we’re allergic to fine women, or anti-social, or anything, but I have no doubt the whole “too good to be true” aspect of it all would have come up and realistic heads would have prevailed. Well, either that or we would have all been enticed by the possibility of some prime pussy, and the three of us would now be lying around, kind of dead. I give it a fifty/fifty shot of either scenario occurring, and, since I’m not a complete asshole, I guess in the end, only one of us biting the big one is better than our families having to throw a triple funeral.


  Regardless, none of that came to pass. As I mentioned, Tom was at his family’s house for the day. Ed must have taken a break and gone out for a bite to eat, because he wasn’t home, either. That left me. Just great. I knew that, with no real voice of reason to turn to, I’d be left with just my own thoughts. The problem was the voice in my head that typically reasons with me pretty much sounds like a harsher amalgam of my two roommates. Where they might have decided on a different course of action for the evening, I knew that if I considered, for even a second, not going to this party, I’d have to contend with my own subconscious mercilessly assaulting me for being a pansy-ass loser with questionable sexual orientation.


  Oh, well. At the time, I figured the worst-case scenario would be that I’d be out a few bucks for train fare. At least I would have killed a few hours that otherwise would’ve just been wasted on some online raid with my guild brothers. A definite night of World of Warcraft versus the slight chance of hooking up with some chick straight from the pages of a Victoria’s Secret catalog. Millions of people play the Powerball lottery each week with much worse odds. So, ultimately, I figured, why the hell not?


  I nuked myself a couple of pieces of chicken (no point in heading toward probable disappointment hungry) and then proceeded to clean myself up – figuring simple was best. I wouldn’t even know what to wear to look “cool” in the Village, so instead opted for business casual. That was usually a safe way to go when in doubt, at least during company meetings. I was just winging it here. It might not be the coolest attire, but at least I wouldn’t look scummy. Hopefully, Sally wasn’t one of those chicks who was into dating dirt bags. Speaking of which…was this really a date? Sure, the word had come up, but the reality was I had no idea. Hell, I wasn’t even sure I’d give her a ten percent chance of being there, so worrying about it being a date or not seemed to be getting a little ahead of myself. Ooh, Sally and a little head. Now there’s a possibility I could get behind. Anyhow…


  I got myself together as best as I could. I wasn’t a male model by any stretch of the imagination, but not exactly pre-Subway Jared-looking, either. It’d do. I grabbed my keys and wallet (stuffing an emergency $20 into one of my socks…momma didn’t raise no complete fool), then stepped out to meet my fate…literally, as it turns out.


  *     *     *


  Saturday night trains are a lot like rush hour trains. People are in a hurry to get where they’re going and, for the most part, stay out of each other’s way. Even the homeless mostly seem to understand this, and the onslaught of panhandling lessens a bit during these times. After all, getting in front of a determined person headed from point A to point B is a good way to get trampled. Thus, it was that I rode the N train to the stop closest to my destination. It let me off about five short blocks away from where I was headed, which I was able to walk with no problem.


  In retrospect, the whole trip was a little underwhelming. If Hollywood has taught me anything, it’s that fateful journeys like these are filled with foreshadowing. It should have been storming outside, but it was crystal clear. I should have been accosted by at least one semi-crazed, but mysteriously wizened, stranger on the train, warning me of dire doom, but instead I managed to snag a seat, and nobody even batted an eye in my direction. For Christ sakes, the address I was given should have been some popular, but inexplicably creepy, nightclub with a non-subtle name like Type-O, or maybe The Blud Room, but noooo. Instead, the main floor of the building was a fairly nondescript bar. Loud and full, but not packed, and certainly not crawling with creeps that were practically screaming, “Come in here and we’ll drain your ass dry.” It figures. The world can’t even deliver me clichés correctly.


  My instructions were to use the side door and walk up to the third floor. I pressed the buzzer and was immediately let in. There was no challenge of “Who dares trespass?” No hulking bouncer opened the door, only to give me an evil smirk to let me know I was fresh meat. It was just a stairwell. Jeez!


  As I climbed, the sounds changed slightly. The techno-rock music from the first floor was fairly muted by the time I reached the second floor landing. As I continued upward, it was slowly drowned out by a different techno beat. This was SoHo, after all.


  Oh, by the way, in case you had forgotten from earlier…fuck SoHo!


  Now, where was I? Yeah, yeah, still a fucking corpse, but I’m getting back to that. I’m still doing the whole life flashing before my eyes bit…although it’s odd that the majority of the flashback seems to only be from the last twelve hours, but whatever. It’s not like I was an expert in the rules of the afterlife, at least not yet.


  Reaching the third floor, the source of the new music, I knocked…and knocked again…and then knocked a third time. Didn’t these guys just buzz me in? I was about to turn around and leave, visions of Sally and her friends (hot friends no doubt…and while we’re on this fantasy, let’s say hot nude friends) standing there, laughing at my idiocy, going through my not-surprised-in-the-least mind, when finally the door opened.


  If this were a trashy romance novel, I’m sure the guy standing in the door would be described to the rapidly moistening female reader by his perfect hair, dazzling eyes, and bulging muscles. However, here in the real world, guys like me tend to see dudes like him and automatically assume one thing about them; that they will, in all likelihood, be complete asshole douchebags.


  “What?” Douchebag asked in a bored tone (All right. At least one cliché was holding true tonight), looking me over as if I were something unpleasant he had stepped in.


  “Sally invited me.” I tried to sound equally as bored as I replied to this fellow who looked uncomfortably like some of the jocks who’d handed me ass-kickings back in high school. At this, though, his demeanor noticeably changed. He straightened up and adopted an easy smile. Sure, he still looked like a douche, but at least now he was a douche who was acting…err… less douchey.


  “Cool. Come on in,” he said, opening the door wider, letting out more of the insufferable techno crap that was playing. “Sorry about the attitude, buddy. Never know who’s knocking. Gotta watch out for the narcs.” (Narcs? What was this, 1985?)


  “No prob,” I answered, following him in. “Bill.”


  “Huh?” Obviously he was already losing interest in me.


  “I said my name is Bill.” And with that, I held out my hand.


  “Oh. That’s cool,” he answered, leaving my gesture of friendship dangling there. “Sally’s around here somewhere. Just chill and she’ll find you.” He turned away toward more interesting fare.


  Douchebag or not, I can’t say I really blamed him. Once I was dismissed, I took a second to look around. Hmm, it was an interesting place; kinda had a retro feel to it. Not that it was very surprising, considering what part of the city I was in. Every place in this area either was trying to be cutting-edge hip, or latching onto some past decade like it was coming back into style. This place had a definite “groovy” vibe to it, minus maybe the music that was playing. As for the partygoers…whoa…the partygoers. Damn! The only parties I’ve ever seen that looked even remotely like this were all on TV. Every chick could have passed for a swimsuit model, and I doubted any of the guys benched under two-fifty. I tried not to gawk as my brain attempted to process exactly when I had left reality and wandered onto the set of Gossip Girl. Forget the decor; they could have decorated the place as a Black Plague death pit and it wouldn’t have mattered one iota.


  I was starting to become acutely aware of how much I didn’t fit in when I noticed a similarly out-of-place fellow off in a corner being chatted up by a tasty redhead. He was about ten years older than me, nearly bald, and looked like he’d be more at home at an accountants’ convention. Not that I should be judging, but it felt good to know there was at least one other person here who I’d stack up pretty well against. Sorry, but maybe it’s a guy thing. Whenever there are women around, the whole Bros before Hoes concept goes right out the window, and I start checking out the situation to see who’s higher and lower than me on the food chain, so to speak.


  Regardless, he was also the only person in sight that I was not immediately intimidated by. I was thinking about heading over and introducing myself as the only other “normal” guy here, when I began to notice that I wasn’t. Scattered throughout the crowd were more sore thumbs, guys much closer to geek than chic on the social scale, all being kept company by women way out of their (our) league. Damn, I thought, they must either all be rich or have huge dicks. But that still didn’t answer what I was doing here. I do okay, but I’m definitely not rich, and I don’t have a huge dick. Err, that is, there’s nothing wrong with the size of my dick. Really! I mean, sure I’m not John Holmes, but things below the belt are just fine, thank you very much.


  Okay, time to get off my dick…unless you look like one of the babes at this party. Ah, anyway, what was I talking about? Oh, yeah. While I was lost in this reverie of finances and dongs, I felt a tap on my shoulder. Giving my head a quick shake to clear it, I turned around just to be stunned again. There stood Sally. Holy shit! She was wearing a little green strapless dress, and, well…holy shit.


  “You came,” she said (not yet, but pretty close, considering how she looked). “I wasn’t sure you would. A part of me was hoping you…” she paused, sounding a little uncertain and maybe even…a little sad.


  “Hoping I would…?” I tried to get her to finish the thought.


  “It doesn’t matter. You’re here. That’s the important thing.” Whatever made her pause a second ago was now gone. Maybe I had just been imagining it.


  “Yeah. I made it. You look great, by the way,” I stammered back, absolutely certain I sounded like a complete social retard.


  “Thanks. As I was saying, I wasn’t sure you’d actually show up. You sounded a bit nervous on the train.”


  “I wasn’t. You just caught me by surprise,” I blatantly lied.


  “Cool.” She ignored the obviousness of my untruth. “Let me show you around.” With that, she hooked her arm around mine (more physical contact!) and gave me the tour. Turns out the apartment occupied the entire floor of the building (damn, I could only imagine the rent). It was a fairly open floor plan, but not quite a studio. All in all, it was a big space, and I doubt there are too many slumlords who wouldn’t have drooled at the chance to get their hands on it. A few subdivisions and a landlord could retire to the Caribbean on the rent alone.


  “Whose place is this?” I absently asked as we walked.


  “I live here.” Goddamn! Hot and rich. Yes, I am here to tell you with all certainty…life is not fair.


  “This is your place?” I asked somewhat incredulously.


  “Technically it’s Jeff’s place (Jeff? Yeah, it was too good to be true), but a bunch of us share it.” (A bunch? Okay, there’s still hope.)


  “Who’s Jeff?” I asked as nonchalantly as I could, hoping to be steered in the direction of someone obviously gay, or at least one of the other average dudes in the room. Sadly not, I realized, as she pointed directly at my douchebag acquaintance from earlier. Figures. Can’t say I was overly surprised by this, either. On the other hand, it’s not like he was the only scenery in the room. All things considered, douchebag aside, the entire experience was slowly turning out to be a positive.


  “We’ve met,” I replied neutrally. “How do you two know each other?” I tried to sound as disinterested as possible.


  “That’s not important right now. Let’s not worry about him. You’re here with me. Let’s mingle before the festivities get started.” She led me toward an open bar in one corner of the room.


  “Festivities?” I asked, trying not to be distracted by thoughts of hot chicks and free drinks.


  “You’ll see. The night is still young.”


  Okay. Whatever that meant. Hey, who knows? Maybe this was one of those parties where it all culminated in a wild orgy at the end of the night. A guy I knew in college claimed to have been at one of those. Personally, I thought he was full of shit, but since it at least sounded better than any of my stories, I kept my mouth shut. Besides which, I needed someone to live vicariously through, bullshit or not.


  And so we mingled for a while. What I mean, of course, is that she mingled, while I was content just to devour my fill of eye candy, of which there was plenty. The problem with candy, though, is if you eat too much, you’re asking for trouble.


  
    Be Still, My Beating Heart

  


  “May I have your attention, please?” the douchebag…err, Jeff, shouted out. “Midnight is upon us. The time you have all been waiting for has arrived.”


  The time I was waiting for? Holy shit, maybe I was right and there was going to be an orgy. As long as I didn’t have any dudes trying to rub their junk up against me, this had potential to be the best night of my life. If this actually happened, then from this moment on, my roommates would have to worship me as if I were unto a god. Oh, yeah.


  “But first,” Jeff continued, “a few quick words, my children (children? Okay, douche). Judging by the new faces I see, the gauntlet thrown down last month by your brothers has been answered (???). Dread Stalker’s is the score to beat,” he said, motioning to a muscular goon of similar douchey appearance off to his left. Dread Stalker? Either this guy was still living out his high school football fantasies, or his parents were a couple of Goth weirdos.


  “Bring forth your offerings, my daughters.”


  I saw several of the girls, all of them sweet little morsels, step forward, leading some of the men. I immediately noticed the accountant amongst them. I was about to comment when I felt Sally’s arm entwine with mine and start to gently pull me forward. I tried to look at her expression to get a sense of what was going on, but she was facing toward Jeff’s direction. Hmm, if this was an orgy, I hoped I wasn’t expected, as a new guy, to perform in front of everyone else. Sally was hot and all, but I wasn’t quite so sure if a little stage fright might keep me from getting the job done.


  She led me through the crowd and we wound up next to the group who’d been singled out. I couldn’t help but take note that all the guys that I was now standing with appeared to be of the decisively non-male-model variety I had noticed before. Odd. I was actually starting to wonder if this was about to turn into the hazing scene from Revenge of The Nerds when Jeff began slowly pacing in front of us.


  “Very nice. Any that you fancy before we get started, Ozymandias?” he asked toward the direction of the main group.


  A bored voice with a vaguely Bostonian accent replied from near the back of the crowd, “Not particularly. Carry on with your silliness. Don’t worry about me.” I couldn’t help but notice a brief look of annoyance cross Jeff’s face at the answer he was given. I tried to scan the crowd for the source, but that was when Jeff’s overly smug-looking face stopped in front of me and continued. “So be it. As host, it is mine to offer our hospitality, but as guest, it is yours to refuse (ooh, wonder how many brain cells this ox had to burn off to come up with that). Now, where were we? Oh, yes. Excellent choices, my daughters. But before we can judge the cattle…”


  I interrupted, “Did you just call me…*urk*” Make that tried to interrupt. His hand shot out, lightning quick, and grabbed me by the throat with a grip that felt overly strong even for a guy with his build.


  “Cattle do NOT speak!” he spat at me. “They are just judged…after we feast.” He flashed a predatory smile. If you’re guessing that his eyes turned black as coal, and his canines elongated in front of me, well, you’re wrong. Don’t be such a pretentious know-it-all.


  Just messing with you. That’s exactly what happened. It’s kind of comforting to know that being a corpse hasn’t affected my sense of humor. Unfortunately, it’s the, hah-hah, if I don’t laugh, then I’ll start screaming, type of comedy. But hey, never let it be said I didn’t crack wise in the face of a creature that shouldn’t exist, right before it lowered its head to tear into my throat.


  
    Bill the Vampire

  


  And that brings us back to where we were. I guess that also explained why I was slowly starting to regain my senses, as opposed to standing in front of the pearly gates with St. Peter reading back to me a list of all the times I masturbated. Unless I was seriously hallucinating, I’ve seen enough movies to know that I was most likely going to wake up with a serious overbite and a hankering for a hunk of blood. Oh, well, as long as I wasn’t also all sparkly, because that would just be fucking weird.


  I have to admit, now that the wooziness was starting to clear, I didn’t feel half bad. Had I not remembered what had occurred, I’d have never guessed my neck had been chewed out recently. Hell, forget that, I was actually starting to feel pretty goddamn excellent.


  I could likewise feel myself coming to. My eyes were just on the verge of fluttering open when the screaming started. Loud screaming – too loud, as if someone were yelling into a megaphone cranked to eleven.


  I raised my hands (hey, they worked again) to my ears, when suddenly the scream became a choked gurgle. Almost immediately afterward, there came a *WHOOOSH* noise, followed by a brief wall of heat washing over me.


  As I opened my eyes and tried to stammer, “What the fuck?” (which came out a bit slurred, thanks to my new canines…guess that solves the mystery of what I cut my tongue on earlier), I felt powerful hands grab hold and haul me to my feet. That did it. I was finally fully awake. Blinking so as to clear my vision, I took a quick inventory of my surroundings and realized that I had been backed up against one of the walls. Sally was standing next to me, holding my arm in a grip that belied the fact that she was a fraction of my size. Another muscled douche was on my other side, doing the same. It was then that Jeff’s voice caught my attention from off to the left.


  “Not bad, Starlight, but you lose two points for the screaming. That was just fucking annoying.” With that comment, several other voices, presumably vampires as well, chuckled and expressed their agreement. I craned my head to see what was going on. What I beheld did not exactly lighten my mood.


  I was in a lineup of sorts. Most (most!) of the guys that had been singled out with me were likewise being held in place. They were all covered with blood (I hadn’t quite built up the courage to look down at myself, yet) and appeared to be in different stages of waking from what I assumed was the same dying-like experience I just did. Jeff was standing at the far end of the line. He was addressing a dark-skinned brunette (Brown sugar…how come you taste so good?) who was giving him a pouty look in return.


  Oh, yeah, there were two other quick things I couldn’t help but notice: Jeff was holding what looked like a sawed off, sharpened baseball bat, and, secondly, there was a smoking pile of ash next to the babe. I don’t think one need have the entire series of Buffy the Vampire Slayer on blu-ray (it was a gift) to figure out what had just happened.


  “No fucking way!” whined the brunette. “That’s not fair, Night Razor (Night Razor!?). How was I supposed to know he was going to completely freak?”


  “What was that, Starlight?” Jeff, or Night Razor, or maybe Douche Razor, asked in a clear warning tone.


  “Nothing…my lord,” the girl, Starlight, I presume, meekly replied.


  That seemed to satisfy Jeffy-boy as he moved to the next person in line. His presence seemed to snap the accountant look-alike out of his funk.


  “What are you?” he mewled. “Please. I won’t tell anybody. Just let me go.” Jeff just smirked at this and started to raise the makeshift stake. “I have money!”


  “Hold him.”


  The poor dude lost it. He started screaming, “OH GOD! PLEASE! ONE OF YOU, PLEASE HELP ME!” Jeff’s arms were extended, and the stake was pointed straight at the accountant’s stringy chest. “PLEASE! I HAVE A WIFE AND KIDS, FOR CHRIST’S SAKE!”


  Jeff quietly answered, “Then you shouldn’t be at a party like this,” then brought the stake straight down into his helpless victim’s ribcage. The accountant made a strangled noise, but it was cut short. There was a flash, and his body self-immolated from the inside out. Holy shit! It’s one thing to see it happen in a low budget movie, but to see it in real life…well, it’s a little hard to grasp. I mean, people just don’t normally do that.


  I was still gawking when Jeff started speaking to the accountant’s redheaded companion. “Pretty good. Two points off for the whining, but I’ll give you one back for the wife and kid thing. That one always makes me smile.” By the time he finished the sentence, all that was left of her “date” was a pair of eyeglasses sitting atop another pile of ash. Once again he moved down the line.


  By now, every one of my recently deceased companions had regained their senses and were all doing some combination of begging or crying, except for one portly fellow who seemed to be in denial, and was chanting over and over, “Not happening. Not happening.”


  I was last in line and, seeing how much good begging did the last guy, I decided to use my last few minutes to try and figure a way out of this death trap, or un-death trap, as it were.


  I scanned the room, trying to take in any useful details. The rest of the partygoers were off to the side, giving Jeff their full attention and cheering him on. Wait, not all of them. In the far back, I saw one fellow leaning against the wall. He had sandy blond hair and was of slimmer build than Jeff, although he still looked like he could have walked straight out of an LL Bean catalog. He was busy picking his nails and otherwise looking bored. Sensing me staring, he looked up and we locked eyes. He grinned and gave me a shrug before going back to the far more important business of making sure he didn’t have any dirt under his pretty little fingernails. Asshole! Okay, no help there, and a quick whoosh of heat told me Jeff was getting closer.


  This was not good. I was trapped, alone, dead, and, judging by the idiotic ratings that were being giving out, the unlucky guest of a supernatural pig party. What a fucking weekend, and it was still only half over. Okay okay, I needed to stop feeling sorry for my somewhat both odd and terrifying predicament, and get my head back into the game…the game of saving my own ass.


  It was time for me to pay attention again. There were windows in the place, but a quick look confirmed that they all appeared to be painted black. No one was going to be watching. The music was pretty loud. Besides which, if the original screamer didn’t attract outside attention, I doubt I would do much better. And besides, who was I kidding? In the middle of the city on a Saturday night, would anyone even think twice if they heard a loud yell? In short, none of it looked good, and my two captors were still holding me in an iron grip with their unearthly, undead strength.


  Wait a second…unearthly, undead strength?


  Sometimes I am such a fucking idiot. These dipshits were super strong vampires. I was now a vampire, too. Thus, as a newly minted deadly predator of the fucking night, shouldn’t I have access to the same powers? Thank you very much, circular logic.


  I gave my muscles a quick flex to test that theory, and sure enough, they definitely felt stronger. Okay, that probably doesn’t mean much. Kind of like how someone who just started working out will swear they can see results. Tom went through that phase a couple of years back. He had been dating this chick who was into fitness. For an entire month (oddly enough, the full length of the relationship) she managed to drag him to the gym with her, and for that same month, the rest of us had to put up with him flexing his non-existent (to everyone but him) muscles, like he had just stepped out of Pumping Iron. But still, delusions or not, I felt stronger, much stronger, and, bullshit or not, it was all I had to go on at the moment.


  I waited until Jeff was staking the guy next to me. Sorry dude, but if only one of us was going to get out of here in something other than a dustpan, I’d prefer it be me. He ashed the poor guy, and then turned to the cheering crowd to give his judgment. At that moment, I stomped down hard on Sally’s foot. Okay, so it wasn’t the manliest thing in the world to do, but considering the circumstances, I figured the other side threw the rules of fair fighting out the window a long time ago.


  She squealed in pain and loosened her grip enough for me to wrench my arm free. Before anyone could react, I balled my free hand into a fist and sent it crashing into the head of the asshole holding my other arm. To both of our surprise, it actually worked, and he went flying back with a grunt. Holy crap, I was a genuine badass.


  Unfortunately, that was probably the wrong time to mentally pat myself on the back. The whole scenario played out in just a few seconds, but by the time I turned to run, Jeff had already stepped over to block me.


  “Cute.” He smirked, looking to either side of me. “… but playtime is over.”


  Fortunately, I didn’t agree. Before he could advance on me, I crouched down and launched myself effortlessly over his head.


  At least that’s how it played out in my mind.


  In actuality, my legs were up to the task, sharing the same unholy strength as my arms now did, but there was one teeny little problem. In my rush to escape (and look cool doing so) I kind of didn’t bother to notice that the ceiling wasn’t exactly high enough for that sort of move. So, what actually happened is I launched myself vertically about two feet, until my head crunched into plaster, and then came down to land in a heap at Jeff’s feet, along with a good chunk of ceiling. Spider-Man, I was not.


  I looked up to find the crowd staring at me incredulously. Perhaps they were all in awe. Probably not, but hey, we all have our own personal delusions. Anyway, for a moment, all was silent, but then a loud chuckle erupted from the back of the room, snapping me out of my daze. Figuring it had worked well a few moments ago, I launched my fist at Jeff as I rose. I was strong and fast. I could do it.


  Or not. He was stronger and faster as it turns out.


  He caught my fist with his hand. Whatever grip Sally and the other vampire had on me earlier were an absolute joke compared to him. It was like sticking my hand in a fucking vise. He started to squeeze and I could feel my bones begin to bend. Putting on a maniacal grin, he continued to increase the pressure until I was forced to my knees.


  “I told you (squeeze) you’re nothing but cattle (squeeze). Cattle (squeeze) doesn’t (squeeze) fight back (squeeze). Cattle (squeeze) just go (squeeze) quietly (squeeze) to (squeeze) the (squeeze) SLAUGHTER!” (squeeze…*crack*…ow!) He sneered down at me as he continued his rant. “You have the nerve to think you’re now our equal, but you are not one of – UGH!”


  Just for the record, should you ever find yourself in a similar scenario, the middle of a monologue is the perfect time to send your free fist smashing into the bad guy’s crotch. Simultaneously, Jeff released my hand and doubled over in pain as another loud laugh, from the same voice as earlier, rang out from the far end of the room. Oh, yeah, I was comedy gold.


  As he sank to my level, I looked him in the eye and quipped, “I am the terror that flaps in the night, motherfucker!” Yeah, it sounded a lot cooler in my head than out loud, but in a stressful situation you take whatever you can get.


  I shoved the asshole to the side and made a break for it before the crowd could react. There were too many vamps off to the right where the door was, so I made a dash straight ahead.


  The only one standing in my way from that direction was the LL Bean model. As I approached, he smiled at me and then just stepped aside with a quick bow and an “after you” gesture. I distinctly heard him chuckle, “Good luck, Darkwing Duck,” as I passed.


  Since the door was out of the question, that left only the window. Normally, diving off the third floor of a building might have given me pause, seeing how there’s that whole dying in a messy splatter thing at the end. But that was before. Now I was beyond death. Nothing could stop me. I would swoop out the window on wings of darkness. I would become insubstantial like the wind. I would…*CRASH!*


  I would realize that flying was apparently not one of my new powers. Goddamn it. Once more, Hollywood had lied to me. I had just enough time to think Fuck SoHo! before I slammed into the sidewalk below and all went black.


  
    It Sucks To Be a Vampire

  


  I was only out for a few moments; at least I think so. Maybe I couldn’t fly, but my new vampire body was, fortunately, a whole lot tougher than my old non-vampire one. I don’t know about you, but trading a pulse for the ability to shake off a thirty-foot face plant onto concrete doesn’t sound like too bad of a deal to me. Unfortunately, those few moments of blissful unconsciousness were enough to erase any lead I’d built up. I had only a second or two to notice I’d landed in an alley behind the building (and apparently not awoken any of the neighbors in doing so) when I felt rough hands grab me by the shoulders and spin me around. Jeff’s extremely angry-looking face was right there, and then it wasn’t as I doubled over from the force of his fist impacting my stomach.


  More hands dragged me to my feet. “This time, hold him.” Jeff raised the stake. The fall and the punch had taken the fight out of me. Realizing there was no way to break free in time to avoid becoming ashtray remnants, I thus did the only thing I could think of – I closed my eyes and hoped it wouldn’t hurt much.


  “Wait!” a voice from above cried out. When no sensation of impalement came, I chanced opening my eyes a bit. Jeff was standing there, frozen in place, a vein throbbing in his forehead (how did he do that with no heartbeat?). He slowly lowered the stake and looked up. I lifted my head to follow his gaze, and saw LL Bean leaning out the window.


  “What!?” Jeff shouted to him.


  “Bring him back up,” answered my well-groomed benefactor.


  “This is none of your concern, Ozymandias.”


  “I’m making it my concern. Now, do as I say, and bring him up.”


  I had no idea what was going on, but in this pissing contest, the one called Ozymandias apparently had the bigger dick, because Jeff backed down, following the exchange. He lowered the stake and addressed the two thugs holding me.


  “Do as he says.” He then glared at me and whispered in a barely audible voice, “This is not over.”


  Okay, so I was batting about five hundred. I wasn’t a pile of dust, but then again, I was far from free. Still, any reprieve from the reaper was a welcome one, and also meant that another opportunity to escape might present itself.


  The goons dragged me, none too gently either, through a back door and up the stairs. I’m not a svelte fellow to begin with, and I wasn’t exactly being super helpful toward their effort, nevertheless, I seemed to inconvenience them little more than a bag of groceries might. We quickly made it back to the loft where I was dragged to the center of the apartment and tossed unceremoniously onto the floor.


  I looked up to find LL Bean/Ozymandias standing over me with the same bemused grin as he’d worn just before I did my best impression of Greg Louganis diving onto solid concrete. Jeff came charging in the door a few moments later, looking slightly less than overjoyed. Oddly enough, despite the fact that my opinion of his douchebaggyness was growing by the minute, I found my mood closer to matching his. I was finding it hard to enjoy even my momentary reprieve, mainly because I had no freaking clue what Ozymandias’ game was. He might be saving my ass, or, for all I knew, he just wanted to kill me himself, for no other reason than to tick Jeff off (it was rapidly becoming obvious that Jeff’s annoyance was his amusement).


  I got back to my feet just as Jeff got into Ozymandias’ face. “What’s your game? I gave you a chance earlier to take your pick. You declined. That means you let us finish the ceremony by our rules.”


  In this, at least Ozymandias and I were of the same mind, as we both blurted out, “Ceremony?”


  Despite our mutual reply, Jeff ignored me and addressed only Ozymandias. “You know what I mean. We bring them, bite them, judge them, then dust them. Those are the rules I created for this. Don’t forget, this is my coven.”


  I should know better in situations like these (not that I’ve been in too many like this) to just keep my mouth shut, but I don’t, so I interrupted him.


  “’Scuse me, but aren’t covens for witches?” Jeff gave me a look that said he wanted to punt me into next week, but Ozymandias just kept grinning and answered in a casual tone as if we were discussing the weather.


  “Who do you think they stole the idea from?”


  Jeff ignored this exchange and continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “You seem to forget where you are. I rule this coven.”


  Ozymandias immediately lost his casual tone and the temperature in the room seemed to drop a dozen degrees. “And you forget your place. You rule this one little coven. I oversee all the covens for this region. You’re under my jurisdiction.”


  “You’ve never pulled rank before,” Jeff sputtered, having apparently been put firmly in his place. You go girl…err dude…vampire, or whatever.


  “First time for everything.”


  “I’ll file a complaint with the Draculas.” (Draculas!?)


  “Go right ahead,” Ozymandias continued with the same icy tone. “I represent the Draculas in the Northeast. Your complaint will just wind up on my desk. It’s safe to say that investigating it probably won’t be at the top of my priority list.”


  Okay, did you follow any of that? Because I sure as shit didn’t. But I’m guessing that the guy who didn’t want me immediately dead was higher on the food chain than the guy who did. So far, that seemed like a good thing.


  Anyway, back to the two guys who were debating whether I’d live through the night or end up looking like something that was dumped out of a Shop-Vac. The whole exchange seemed to deflate Jeff’s sails a bit. He took a breath and composed himself, at least as well as a self-absorbed dickhead can do so.


  “Fine. What is it you want?”


  “That’s better.” Ozymandias adopted his former casual tone. “What I’m decreeing is simple enough. I’m putting this fellow under my protection.”


  Cool. I must’ve impressed him with my badass escape attempt.


  “Why would you do that?” Jeff asked.


  “Because I find him amusing,” Ozymandias replied. “That’s a rare thing around your bunch.”


  Okay, so maybe impressed wasn’t quite the right word.


  “Oh, and Jeff…” at this, Jeff’s face reddened considerably. “Sorry, I meant Night Razor, forgive my rudeness. I’m also decreeing that he’s now a part of your coven.” He momentarily turned his head in my direction and said, “Sorry, friend, but, amusing or not, I’m far too busy to babysit.”


  “I don’t see that you’ll have a choice,” Jeff Razor, or whatever the fuck his name was, cut in. “I can’t take him. My coven is full. I’d love to make an exception, but as per the Draculas’ decrees, I’m maxed out. As their representative, I’m sure you wouldn’t want to break the very rules you’re charged with enforcing.”


  “You’re quite right. Silly me.” Suddenly, with a swiftness and ferocity that I would never have expected from someone who looked like he just stepped out of a Harvard prep school, Ozymandias spun around and impaled his fist straight through the chest of the unfortunate vampire who happened to be standing closest behind him. The vamp burst into flames even as Ozymandias was still elbow-deep in him. Within a few seconds, all that was left was a little ash clinging to his arm and a stunned (myself included) crowd of onlookers. Note to self: do NOT fuck with this guy.


  He casually dusted himself off and then turned back to Jeff. “Oh, look. It seems you have an opening, after all.”


  “You killed Rage Vector!”


  “Is that what you called him?” Ozymandias asked with a grin. “Stupid name, if you ask me. Never really liked him much, anyway.”


  Another male voice from the back chimed in, “Goddamn it! He owed me fifty bucks.”


  “Kindly send the bill to my attention,” Ozymandias continued, his eyes still focused on Jeff. “Anyone else have anything further to add?” Unsurprisingly, he was met with silence. “Good. I thought you might see it my way. As for you,” he turned back toward me, “do you accept inclusion into your sire, Night Razor’s, coven, and pledge to abide by his rules? Before you answer, let me just be clear that the alternative is the same fate as your fellow party guests. The Draculas are not fond of uncovened vampires.”


  “Is uncovened even a word?” I, for some goddamned stupid reason, blurted out before I could censor myself. I paused for just a heartbeat, mentally berating myself for breaking my “no messing with this guy” rule no more than ten seconds after I made it. I then quickly added, before I found myself a pile of dust, “Err, sorry about that. What I meant to say was, of course, I’ll be happy to accept membership.” (At least until I figure out how to get myself out of this freaking mess)


  “I thought you would.” Then he addressed Jeff again. “Well, it appears to be all settled. Now if we could just make it official. And do hurry. There are only a few hours ’til daybreak (guess I was ‘dead’ longer than I thought) and I’d prefer to spend it in my hotel room.”


  Judging by Jeff’s glare, he was trying to incinerate us both with his mind. When that didn’t happen, though, he took a deep breath and appeared to compose himself…a little at least.


  “Gather round, my children, and esteemed guest. It is time to welcome a new br…brother in blood into our ranks.”


  Since the assembled vamps were already standing around us in a circle (a circle slightly outside of Ozymandias’ reach, I might add) there was only a minor shuffling. I guess there was some order or ranking going on, but I couldn’t really tell. Can’t say I really cared, either. The only thing that mattered at the moment was that I was still alive, in a matter of speaking. Still, I saw no reason to exacerbate the situation by doing something stupid next.


  “Uh, so what should I do?” I asked.


  Guess that was a bad move, because Jeff practically jumped down my throat. “The initiate…” he hissed, “will be…SILENT!”


  On that last word, his voice seemed to reverberate inside my entire head. Scratch that. I could feel it in my bones. What the fuck? I found myself reeling from the sheer power of it. Even weirder, though, for just a second, I almost felt compelled to obey. Damn, that was pretty fucked up.


  Still, for the moment, it seemed like prudent advice, so I zipped it. Jeff, in return, gave me a self-satisfied sneer, a really creepy one too, like he knew something I didn’t. Or maybe I was just reading too much into it and it was just another extension of his douchebag nature. Either way, it wasn’t doing much to enhance my already low opinion of him. I could probably adjust to being a blood-sucking denizen of the dark, but having to deal with this asshole lording it over me for all of eternity…well, that was going to be a tough pill to swallow.


  Jeff continued with his self-important soliloquy. “Does anyone reject our new little brother? Speak now and let your voice be heard.” He paused and glanced around, probably hoping that someone would speak up and point out a couple of good reasons that I needed to have my ass killed. However, all eyes were firmly on Ozymandias. Whatever objections they might have had were very obviously silenced by his earlier example.


  “Very well,” Jeff continued as he once more turned to me. “I release you from your earlier compulsion (whatever the fuck that meant). You may now speak. Do you accept the assembled as your brothers and sisters?”


  Jeez, it’s melodramatic shit like this that kept me from joining a frat in college. Not to mention the fact that I seriously doubted I would ever have sisterly thoughts toward any of the assembled babes. But still, in the interest of staying alive, I merely said “yes,” and then shut it again.


  “So be it,” he continued. “Since my time of ascension, it has been the tradition of this coven that all new members must cast off their old selves and assume a name more befitting of their station in the after-death. I have been, am now, and shall forever be Night Razor (aka Jeff…so much for casting off old identities). So, too, must you now forsake your old life. It is over. Choose a new name to take with you into your new existence. As your master (fuck you!) it is my entitlement to SUGGEST (whoa, that weird ringing in my head again) what that name might be. Thus, I say you shall be known as…”


  “Hold on,” I interrupted. “I think I’d just as soon choose my own name, thank you very much.”


  For some reason, this seemed to surprise Night Razor. He actually appeared at a loss for words at my response. Even Ozymandias seemed a bit taken aback, albeit only momentarily. He quickly composed himself and spoke up before Night Razor could do so.


  “I believe your new recruit here is correct. It is ultimately his choice, if he wishes. However, if I may, I find myself favoring the name Darkwing,” he said with a smirk, alluding to my earlier failed attempt at a badass one-liner.


  I gave him a withering glare back and said, “Pass. Instead I think I’ll be…” Oh, fuck me. I hate being put on the spot. I had no freaking idea what to choose. I mean, it took me a whole frigging week just to come up with a name for my last Dungeons & Dragons character, and, no, I wasn’t using that. I had no intention of being Kelvin Lightblade for the rest of my days. And yet, somehow I doubted they’d let me off with an “I’ll get back to you on that.”


  Think, think, think, stupid.


  My email address? No.


  Any older characters? Nothing cool was coming to mind.


  Someone from a TV show? Hmmm, Cobra Commander had potential…but nah.


  One of my online gamer IDs? Sure. Why not? Hell, I had one that was near perfect.


  “Call me…Dr. Death,” I said, putting a tough-guy swagger into my voice. I was sure I’d be met with praise and awe at such a kickass name. Instead, there was just silence. Damn, maybe I should have gone with Cobra Commander, after all.


  “Dr. Death?” Night Razor blurted out. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


  “What?” I countered. “It’s no stupider than Night Razor.” Oh, fuck. There I go again, talking before thinking.


  Another chuckle came from Ozymandias. That was a good sign. As long as he was laughing, I’d probably still be drawing breath. But ole Jeffy sure as shit didn’t seem to be amused.


  “ENOUGH!” he roared. “Fine, take whatever name you want. In three months, it won’t matter.” I was about to question that little detail, but he apparently wasn’t finished. “Dr. Death,” he mocked, “do you pledge your allegiance to the coven and your master?”


  “Uh sure, I guess.”


  Okay, maybe that answer didn’t quite convince him of my undying loyalty, because he did that voice ringing through my skull thing again.


  “ENOUGH OF YOUR INSOLENCE! I AM YOUR SIRE, YOUR MASTER! NOW KNEEL! KNEEL AND PREPARE TO RECEIVE MY BLESSING!”


  Blessing? I’m not a homophobe or anything, but that sounded just a little too much like a line from this bukake film I sorta accidentally downloaded the other week. Once more, I had this fleeting urge to do as he said, but again, it quickly passed, and I was able to clear my head. Damn, I didn’t know what the hell he was doing or how the hell he was doing it, but I was certain I’d need a few aspirin come the morning. On top of everything else, though, it was also starting to majorly piss me off.


  “No.”


  “What?” Jeff barked, incredulously.


  “I said ‘no.’ Screw that. I’ll join your club here; doesn’t seem like I have much choice in the matter. But no way am I getting on my knees. You can get one of your lackeys to suck your dick, or whatever it is you want, but you can count me out.”


  “Unbelievable,” said Ozymandias.


  “No fucking way. It can’t be,” Jeff spat. “A goddamn Freewill, Ozymandias!? Are you fucking for real?”


  “Don’t look at me,” he replied, sounding genuinely surprised. “I had no idea he was one. I wasn’t even sure they really existed.”


  At this, the collective hive of vamps burst into excited whispers. I gotta say, absolutely nothing kills the aura of menace that a room full of vampires exudes faster than them deciding to act like a bunch of twelve-year-old girls. On the other hand, at least I could understand something like that, which was good, because I had no clue what Razor and Ozymandias were talking about.


  “Let’s not jump to conclusions, Night Razor,” Ozymandias said. “It doesn’t take a genius to see he’s had you frazzled since you turned him. Who knows, maybe you’re just losing your touch. Let me try.” And then he said to me, “Yo, Dr. Death. Gah, and I thought Rage Vector was a stupid name. I COMMAND YOU TO HOP ON ONE FOOT!”


  If Night Razor’s voice had rattled in my bones, Ozymandias’ sounded like someone had plugged a thousand-watt amp straight into my soul. Christ, I was probably going to hear him reverberating around in my skull for a week. Loud as it was, though, that earlier feeling – to obey Night Razor’s commands – just wasn’t there for this. I was either getting used to it, or I was just getting royally pissed off at all the people trying to tell me what the fuck to do. Either way, I remained standing…on both feet.


  “Well, I’ll be staked at high noon!” Ozymandias exclaimed, bursting into laughter. “Oh, this is absolutely brilliant. Can I pick ’em, or what?”


  Night Razor was not nearly as amused. “This isn’t cool, Ozymandias. How the hell am I supposed to maintain order with this fucking thing running around in my coven?”


  “No idea. But fortunately, that’s not my problem.”


  “Seriously, you can’t leave him here. Take him with you. Maybe the Draculas can dissect him or something.” (that didn’t sound promising.)


  “Oh, I’m sure the Draculas will want to hear about him,” Ozymandias replied. “But until I get some definitive word from them, he’s part of your coven. I can’t interfere.”


  “Fuck that! You’ve already interfered.”


  Ozymandias shrugged. “Okay, you got me there. I choose not to interfere. Better?”


  “No! That still doesn’t help me.”


  “Well, then assign him a babysitter or something. Just stop whining like a little girl about it.”


  Night Razor still wasn’t done, though. “James, please.” (James?)


  “Enough,” barked Ozymandias, the threat returning to his voice. “My ruling stands, end of discussion. The sun will be up in another hour or so. I need to go. Take a little while and think about things, Night Razor. I’m sure a smart fellow like you can come up with something.”


  With that, Ozymandias (or was that James…what was it with these guys?) turned his back on Razor and faced me. “Good luck to you, my amusing and surprising friend. I don’t doubt you’ll need it.”


  He retrieved his coat and went straight for the exit, nobody daring to get in his way. A quick slam of the door, and the one person that I had on my side, sorta, was gone. I was alone in a sea of predators.


  The thing is, the predators didn’t seem too hungry anymore. Most of them hung back from me, still whispering amongst themselves. After a few minutes of this, Night Razor broke the silence, “Ozymandias is right. Sunrise is right around the corner. You should all be getting back to your nests.” When no one made a move to leave, he put some extra juice into his voice. “NOW, PEOPLE! GET MOVING. I DON’T WANT ANYONE GETTING CAUGHT IN THE SUN! There have been enough dustings for one day. NOW MOVE!” He couldn’t have gotten a better response if he’d personally booted each and every one of them in the ass. Whatever was going on that allowed me to resist his voice, the others either didn’t have, or chose not to use. So that left a bunch of scrambling vamps with only me and Razor standing still.


  “So…um…can I go home now?” I asked as non-confrontationally as I possibly could.


  “Even if I wanted to let you go, which I am still debating, no. The sun is coming up soon, and, my personal feelings aside, as one of my coven, I’m bound by our laws to keep you from toasting yourself. Besides which, we are your home now.”


  “Yeah, I get it, blood brothers and all. But I have an apartment, roommates, a job that’s going to kick my ass if I don’t report in…”


  “You don’t get it. Your life is over. All of that is dust now. We are your new family. We are your new life, for however long that might last (*gulp*). You will stay here for now until I can figure out what to do with you.”


  “Yeah, but…”


  “I INSIST!” Before I could form another protest on my lips, my field of vision was rapidly filled by an extreme close-up of his fist. Guess the argument was settled after all, especially since I didn’t even feel myself hitting the floor.


  
    Sunday Bloody Sunday

  


  “…Ugh! Please tell Gramps not to back his car over me again.”


  “What?”


  Wait a second. That voice sounded familiar. Female, but definitely not Mom or Grandma. That must mean unrelated, which probably means…oh yeah…got to bump me some uglies last night. Just please don’t be a hairy Sasquatch beast when I open my eyes.


  “Come on, wake up. Christ! How hard did Jeff hit you?”


  Jeff? Oh, shit, Night Razor. Dammit, I’m doing it again. I have got to stop dying around that asshole. Oh, wait, no fading heartbeat this time. Guess I technically didn’t die again. Oh, that’s right…the fucker punched my lights out. Hope he didn’t draw any dicks on my face, too.


  “Jesus Christ, Bill, get up or I’m leaving without you,” the voice threatened.


  “Dr. Death,” I managed to croak in response as I felt my senses slowly returning.


  “No way am I calling you that stupid fucking name. That’s Jeff’s idiotic rule, and since he ain’t here, fuck that shit.”


  “Okay, okay. I’m getting up. Just quit your goddamn yelling…” I opened my eyes. “You! You fucking bitch!” I spat, focusing on Sally’s traitorous, but still hot – let’s not completely forget our priorities here – face. She was staring down at me, wearing a pair of silk pajamas (oh yeah…me likey likey…no. I’ve got to focus. Bitch got me killed). Judging from how far above me she stood, I guessed I was still lying on the floor. Assholes had just left me where I fell.


  “No need to be rude,” she said with a disdainful sniff.


  “RUDE!? Because of you, I’m a fucking walking corpse being held prisoner by a bigger, meaner walking corpse.” Glaring at her, I pushed myself to a sitting position.


  “Yeah, sorry about that. Wasn’t anything personal.”


  “That’s the best you’ve got? A pathetic little sorry?”


  “Well, yeah,” she countered. “Like I said, it wasn’t personal. We were just having a little fun, and you fit the description of what I was supposed to bring. Besides which, you didn’t have to come. I didn’t exactly force you.” (Touché)


  “That doesn’t make it better. There are a lot of people dead because you and your coven of shitheads decided to have a little fun. Wait. What do you mean fit the description?”


  “You’re not going to like it,” she replied sheepishly.


  “I doubt I could like it any less than I already do.”


  She shrugged and said, “Fine. Dorks, dweebs, geeks. You know the type. That’s who we were supposed to bring. Last month, the guys all brought fat girls, and this time it was ladies night. You have to admit a grown man carrying a handful of Castles and Dragons books…”


  “Dungeons and Dragons,” I corrected.


  “Whatever. Sorry, but you weren’t exactly dripping with coolness. Besides which, it’s not like I had much of a choice. Whenever Jeff sends us out on one of his little scavenger hunts, he makes sure to give all of his instructions as a compulsion.”


  “Compulsion?”


  “Yeah. That thing he and James tried on you last night,” she explained, idly brushing a strand of hair out of her face. “You know, feels like someone is blasting an order into your skull? That’s a compulsion. Unlike you, the rest of us hear and obey.” she was a bit snippy with that last part, almost as if she was resentful of me.


  “So he commands you, and you have no choice but to do it?”


  “For the most part, yeah.”


  “And does he do this a lot?”


  “Pretty much. Gets off on it, I think. He especially likes to use it on us girls. Has us do all sorts of freaky shit.”


  “Like…for example?” I asked, the pervert in me coming to the forefront.


  “Like when he first turned me. The asshole had me lap dance him whenever he got in the mood. Wherever we were, I’d have to start shaking my tight little ass (no self-esteem issues with her, apparently). We could be in the middle of fucking Macy’s and one word was all he’d need for me to start grinding against him.”


  “What about sex?” I asked. Hey, if she was explaining things, I might as well get the dirt.


  “Huh?”


  “Does he compel you to sleep with him, too?”


  “No. I just do that because he’s cute.” (Yeah, that figures)


  “I see. Ah, anyway. How does it work?”


  “Well, when a man and a woman like each other very much…”


  “I know how sex works,” I growled, getting to my feet.


  She gave me a grin in return. “Just making sure. As for compulsion, pretty much all of us can try to do it, although it mostly works from sire to child. The older ones amongst us, though, can usually get it to work on whomever they please. That’s why James was able to try it on you.”


  “And it usually works?”


  “Mostly. As we get older, we develop resistance to it. But it takes a while.”


  “But it didn’t work on me right out of the gate,” I pointed out, feeling the need to state what was no doubt obvious to her.


  “Yeah. Surprised the shit out of all of us. Most of us thought Freewills were just a myth.” (Vampires thinking something else was a myth…that’s a good one)


  “And a Freewill is what, exactly?”


  “Supposedly every so often, a person is turned who is able to completely ignore being compelled, even by the strongest of masters. There’s more to it, but the bottom line is that it’s really rare. In fact, I don’t think it’s happened in a long time. If even James thought you were a myth, that says something. You’re kind of like the vampire equivalent of finding a unicorn in your backyard.”


  Okay, that was something potentially useful. On the other hand, if it was as rare as Sally said it was, I could still wind up on a table in some dark dungeon being dissected by vampire mad scientists. Not exactly a fate worth looking forward to. On the positive side, at least they couldn’t willingly make me climb onto the table for it. So, I guess that was something.


  She snapped her fingers in front of me. “Are you just going to stand there with your mouth hanging open, or can we go eat now?”


  “Sorry. This is kind of new to me. I have a lot of questions.”


  “Fine. But just a few more. I’m starving. One of these days someone really should write a manual for the newbs.”


  I mock bowed, sarcastically replying, “Thank you for your undying compassion, my mistress of the night…speaking of which, why exactly are you here?”


  “Actually, it was James’ suggestion. Last night, he mentioned we should get you a babysitter. Jeff said it was my fault we got you dumped on us (oh yeah, feeling the love now), so voila. I’m supposed to show you the ropes, get you fed, keep you from doing something stupid to get yourself killed, et cetera. In short…”


  “A babysitter,” I finished. “Great. Remind me to thank…James, was it? Are you talking about Ozymandias?”


  “Duh! You didn’t think his name was really Ozymandias, did you?”


  “Of course not,” I lied. “So why was everyone calling him that?”


  “It’s tradition.”


  “It’s tradition to call someone a stupid name?”


  “No, idiot! It’s tradition that visiting elders respect the rules of each coven. Since one of Jeff’s decrees is that everyone takes a new name…”


  “Kinda like a fucked up version of the X-men?”


  “Who?”


  “Never mind,” I replied. “So, James has to respect Jeff’s rules, and that means he has to take on an alias while he’s here.”


  “Pretty much. See, not as dumb as you look.” (Bitch!)


  “And not all covens have this rule?”


  “None of the others do, actually,” she said, lifting her arms and stretching – exposing a distracting amount of midriff in the process. “Every coven has its own rules and traditions, within limitations, of course. For example, there’s this one group up in Cambridge that will only turn people who have their PhDs. Oh, and they have to be published in a journal at least once a decade, otherwise they get staked.”


  “Fucking MIT!” I muttered to myself. “Even their vampires are elitist fuckwads.”


  “What was that?”


  “Nothing important. So, if one of Night Razor’s…sorry…Jeff’s rules is that everyone takes on a new identity, then why don’t you have one? So far, all I’ve heard people call you is ‘Sally.’ That’s downright pedestrian compared to Night GAYzor.”


  Sally chuckled for a moment at my joke (hey, she got me killed, but that’s no reason to stop putting the moves on her) and then said, “That is my coven name, or at least part of it.”


  “What’s the rest?”


  “It’s stupid. Jeff gave it to me. It’s lame, even by his standards.”


  “What is it? I promise not to laugh.”


  She paused as if debating giving me an answer, but finally replied, “Sunset. My name is Sally Sunset.”


  Okay, so I lied about the not laughing part. “You’re right. That is stupid.”


  “Yeah, very funny. Thank you for your sympathy, Dr. Death.”


  “Point taken. But what about…”


  “Enough. You need to be taught how to feed, and I need to eat. I already told you I’m freaking starving. I’m surprised you’re not. Most people are when they’re first turned. I’ve even seen a few wake up as little more than feral animals until they got some blood in them.”


  “I ate some chicken before the party.” I replied, only realizing after the fact that it probably didn’t explain anything. “But I guess I could use a bite…get it? A bite!”


  “Yeah, haven’t heard that one before,” she said dryly. “Let’s go.”


  “Are we going out?”


  “Don’t be stupid. It’s only four p.m. Sun’s still out. We’re not going outside unless you like the idea of being extra crispy. We’re going down.”


  “FOUR P.M.!? How hard did that asshole hit me?”


  “Pretty hard,” she admitted. “But that’s not all of it. Once you were turned, your body’s natural rhythm reversed itself. You’re nocturnal now, so your body is going to want to rest during the day. Jeff’s punch just kind of helped you get to sleep faster.”


  “I’ll be sure to thank him. Hey, where is he and the rest of your merry group, anyway?” I asked, following her and enjoying the view.


  She opened the door and started walking down the stairs. “Not here, obviously. We have space in and under almost every building on this block.”


  “The rent must be a killer.”


  “One of the perks of eternal life is interest compounded annually,” she quipped. “Besides, it’s probably a good thing Jeff isn’t here. He didn’t seem to like you much.” (No shit, Sherlock) I followed her to the first floor and then we continued downward.


  “You better hope he changes his mind, or in three months you’re gonna be toast.”


  That brought me to a screeching halt. “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Hold on a second. What happens in three months?”


  “Your protection wears off,” she said matter-of-factly, and kept descending.


  “What protection?”


  “James’. He put you under his personal protection. Nobody’s allowed to mess with you, or they’ll have to deal with him.”


  “Okay. That’s a good thing,” I said, trying to make sense of it.


  “Exactly. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be having this chat.”


  “So, what happens in three months?”


  “It ends.”


  “Why?”


  “That’s our law. A vampire can put a newly turned vamp under his or her protection. It’s meant as a way to ensure that the recently reborn have a fair chance and don’t get preyed upon by others. Sadly, not all of our kind are as civilized as we are (considering Jeff wanted to gak me the second I woke up, I’d hate to see what she meant by that). However, the protection only lasts for ninety days. Once that’s done, you’re on your own.”


  “But I’m part of the coven now,” I pointed out.


  “So was Todd, a.k.a. Rage Vector. Being one of us doesn’t mean shit. If Jeff decides to stake you at that point, it’ll be his business.”


  “How comforting, knowing that I have an extra violent tumor that’s going to kill me in three months,” I muttered, deducing we were probably down around sewer level.


  “Those are the breaks. We’re vampires, not the Peace Corps. Ah, finally. Here we are. Time for you to make your first kill.” She motioned toward a large reinforced door that was blocking our path.


  “Kill?” I asked, even though I knew exactly what she meant.


  “Don’t start playing dumb now. Yes, kill.”


  “Can’t we eat without, well, murdering someone?”


  “Of course.”


  “Then why do I…”


  “Because it’s something that you’ll have to do at some point. There will be times when there’s no bottled blood around and no farm animals to drink from.”


  “What about dogs, or maybe rats?”


  She sighed as if I were a complete moron. “Ever try sinking your teeth into the neck of an angry German Shepherd? They tend not to be too accommodating. And rats…ewwww! Fucking things are usually covered in fleas and shit. As for the killing part, there’s the problem of turning your victims. That’s a no-no. Problem is, it usually takes new vampires a couple of years before they get the hang of eating without also infecting their food. If you leave them alive and they turn, well, then you’d better either have an open spot in a coven for them, or stake them quickly.”


  “Or?”


  “Or it’s your ass.”


  “So that means…”


  “You either drink them dry, or kill them when you’re done.” With that, she unlocked the door and held it open for me. “Dinner is served. Bon appetite.”


  I walked into a good-sized chamber, followed by Sally, who then closed the door behind us. Oddly enough, it looked like it better belonged in a hospital (an old one, at least) than a sewer. The place was well lit and about the size of a living room. The floor sloped slightly downward to the center, where there was a large French drain. The walls themselves were lined with what looked like several industrial-sized refrigerators. And that was about it…oh with maybe the exception of the large table off to one side on which a fat, naked dude was chained and gagged. Y’know, just in case that’s one of those details you might tend to notice.


  Standing next to him was one of the babes from last night, Starlight, I believe. She looked me up and down as I entered. It might have been my imagination, but I sensed a bit of hesitation in her for a moment or two. However, when she finally spoke, there was no hint of it.


  “The doctor is in the house. It’s about time. Thought you were going to sleep all day,” she said in a saucy little voice.


  “Sorry. I had a little issue with someone’s fist in my face. Starlight, right?”


  She seemed slightly embarrassed by that. “Alice.”


  “Bill,” I answered in return.


  “Well, Bill, this sumptuous feast is all for you.” She gestured toward the fat, naked, and sweaty…definitely sweaty… dude. “He was supposed to be Ronda’s date, but he showed up late. Poor girl didn’t get any points from Jeff (oh yeah, poor girl). But oh, well, no point in letting him go to waste.”


  “Okay, well, thanks…I guess.” I slowly walked around the table, looking over the unappetizing morsel before me. I felt bad for the guy and wished I could help, but I was still slightly more concerned about my own well-being. Unfortunately, I didn’t see any way I was going to get us both out of here alive (especially with the sun still shining. I still didn’t have any real proof of what would happen to me, but I’ve seen enough movies to know that it probably wouldn’t be the smartest thing for me to just run out and enjoy the sunshine). Sorry, dude, but I’d have to find some other way to even out my karma. I stopped circling and asked, “So, what exactly am I supposed to do?”


  Sally walked over next to Starlight and gave me another eye-roll. Her look said that she wasn’t exactly in awe of my presence. “You find an artery or a vein, and then you dig in,” she said. “The throat is always a good place to start. If they haven’t already, your fangs should protrude automatically once you bite down. It’s that simple.”


  Upon seeing that I still wasn’t making a move, Starlight cooed to Sally, “You really need to learn to be nicer to the virgins (Virgins? I was starting to feel insulted). Here, Bill, let me help you out a bit.” She stepped over to the guy and nicked the side of his neck with one of her fingernails. A thin stream of blood started to flow. “Now, just close your eyes and smell the blood. Take a few deep breaths of it and let instinct take over.”


  Okay. Guess it was better than just standing there looking stupid. I closed my eyes and took a whiff through my nose. Oh, this was idiotic…wait. Holy crap! I could smell it, and it smelled good…damn good. It’s hard to explain, but, as the scent of it drifted in, I actually started salivating. I could also feel my canines elongating – weird feeling, by the way. I guess at some point while I was asleep, they retracted. I’d have to practice that, but not right then. At that moment I wanted to…no, I needed to… eat.


  I bent over the guy, eyes still closed, letting my senses guide me, and bit into where Starlight had opened the wound. Oh my god! Think of the best plate of nachos you’ve ever eaten, the tastiest margarita you’ve ever chugged, the best apple pie you’ve ever enjoyed…yeah this was all those combined. I had no idea how hungry I’d been until I bit down and swallowed that first taste. It was utterly all consuming, and I wanted to lose myself in it.


  That was a mistake.


  I tried to open up all my senses as I gorged myself. I tasted, I drank, I smelled…this guy’s fucking B.O. This close up, even the glorious scent of the blood couldn’t compete with the inglorious scent of this guy. Christ, did no one ever teach this dude about deodorant? That started to pull me back from the bliss I had initially experienced. What ended it was when I opened my eyes and reality came crashing in like an anvil. Was I really sucking on the throat of a fat, naked…and did I mention sweaty, guy?


  Suddenly the blood didn’t taste nearly as good. In fact, I kind of wanted a drink of something stronger to wash it out of my mouth. I immediately pulled away and started backing up across the room.


  “Problem?” Sally asked.


  “I’m sorry. I just can’t do this.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding me. What are you, a fucking vegan?”


  “Aw, I think it’s kinda cute,” Starlight cooed. “He can’t bring himself to kill someone. That’s almost sweet,” she said, completely misinterpreting my actions. While Sally seemed to be pretty much on the ball, this one so far hadn’t given me the impression that she was firing on all cylinders.


  “Somehow, I doubt Jeff will think it’s sweet,” said Sally. “But him liking you even less isn’t really going to matter much at the end of the day. You’d have been better off joining one of those hippie covens up north. Still, I guess I can’t let you starve. For the next eighty-nine days or so, you’re still our problem.” Oh, yeah, I was feeling the love. She walked over to one of the fridges, opened it, and pulled out two liters of what I assumed was blood. I wonder how many donors would be pissed to know they were doing little more than stocking some vampire pantry. More than a few, I’d bet. Of course, this assumed it was from willing donors.


  Anyway, she tossed me the blood. “Here. These will get you through the day. Take them and go back upstairs. The door’s unlocked. Oh, and maybe clean yourself up a little bit. You look kinda gross.” With that said, both she and Starlight turned back to the fat naked (and now bleeding) dude, and…began undressing?


  “What are you doing?” I asked, watching them strip down to their underwear.


  I was sort of hoping the answer was going to involve them making out with each other and then asking me to join in, but no such luck.


  “We’re going to finish your leftovers, obviously,” Starlight answered.


  “And you need to be undressed, why?”


  “This is a seventy-dollar blouse. Bloodstains are a bitch to remove.”


  “Now get the fuck back upstairs,” Sally snapped. “This isn’t a peep show.” And with that, she kicked me out and shut the door in my face.


  
    Coming Clean

  


  I did as told, mostly because I didn’t appear to have many other options with the sun still shining. I went back to the third floor and let myself in where I tossed the blood packs onto the table – my appetite temporarily quashed due to being unable to vanquish thoughts of mouthfuls of ugly man flesh. So instead, I decided to take Sally’s advice and wash up a bit.


  I found the bathroom and checked myself out in the mirror. Goddamn! Gross wasn’t the word for how I looked. Ignoring for a second that I was covered in fresh blood, I had completely forgotten that I was still in the outfit in which I’d been killed. I looked like a bus had run me over and then dragged me through the street for a mile or two. I doubted I smelled much better. I was beginning to wonder how much of downstairs was naked dude stink, and how much was me. In fact…


  Wait a second.


  I could see myself in the mirror. Guess that’s another one of those things Hollywood fucked up. Well, that’s convenient. I would hate to go through eternity not being able to tell if I was having a bad hair day. Guys like me have a hard enough time as it is.


  Hold on a second…what was that on my forehead? Didn’t notice it before, what with all the blood. Was that a…son of a bitch! Someone drew a dick on my face! ARGH!


  *     *     *


  I stripped and filled the sink with cold soapy water. Starlight had a point about bloodstains, but maybe I could soak some of it out. I dunked my clothes in (being sure to retrieve my emergency twenty, first) and climbed into the shower until I felt reasonably non-disgusting. Believe me, that took a while.


  By the time I was done, I felt human again…or as close to human as I was going to get any time soon. I was just toweling off when I heard the front door open, followed quickly by a knock on the bathroom door.


  “You in there, Bill?” asked Sally from the other side.


  Feeling renewed after my long shower, I decided to try my luck, no matter how much of a long shot it might be. I pushed away the thought that her breath most likely smelled of naked, fat, sweaty dude at the moment, and replied, “Why don’t you come in here and find out?”


  “Keep trying, stud. Maybe in another century or two that’ll work,” came her snide remark (but hey, that wasn’t an outright “no” now, was it?). “Put on a towel or something and open the door.”


  I did as requested. When I popped open the door, she tossed me a large bundle of clothes and just as quickly closed it again.


  “Something there should fit you.”


  I picked through the clothing. There were several outfits in all. Nothing was perfect, but I managed to find a pair of pants and a shirt that would do.


  “Where’d this stuff come from?” I asked through the door.


  “You probably don’t want to know,” was all the answer I got. My thoughts flashed back to the naked guy, probably now a naked corpse, downstairs. I doubted that he was the first, nor would he be the last, meal hosted there. Sally was probably right: I didn’t want to know. Sometimes ignorance is truly bliss.


  I got myself back into presentable condition and stepped out. She was sitting on a couch in what probably passed as the living room. Holding a small mirror, she cleaned the last smudges of blood from her face with a wet wipe. As I approached, I said conversationally, “Gotta say, I was surprised I could still see myself in the mirror.”


  “Yep. It would be a pain in the ass to put on makeup otherwise. So, how are you holding up?”


  “Surprisingly well, all things considered,” I answered, and then asked, “How badly did I just embarrass myself?”


  “Forget Alice. I wouldn’t worry too much about trying to impress her. First time she tried to kill a meal, she wound up curling into a ball and crying for three hours. She’s not your problem. I wasn’t kidding about Jeff, though. I get the feeling he’s going to be looking for an excuse to like you even less than he already does.”


  “Dudes like him just seem to naturally hate guys like me.”


  “Yeah, there’s that, and you also turned his balls into mashed potatoes with your fist last night,” she commented with a smirk.


  I grinned “Oh, yeah, I was kinda hoping he’d forget about that.”


  “Would you?”


  I thought about it for a second, then winced and smiled at the same time. “No, I guess I wouldn’t forget that spectacular hit anytime soon. So where does that leave me?”


  “In pretty deep shit.”


  “What about all the others?”


  “Outside of you, he can compel pretty much everyone else in the coven. He probably won’t have to, though. Almost all of the other guys are little mini Jeffs.”


  “Back in high school, assholes tended to hang with other assholes.”


  “Exactly.”


  “So I’m fucked,” I said, sitting down next to her, but not too close. I had been hit enough times for one weekend.


  “More or less. If you stay here, then definitely. So, if I were you, I wouldn’t.”


  My head snapped toward her. “What?”


  “You heard me.”


  “Is that even an option?” I probed, not really letting myself sound hopeful, but feeling a bit of it creeping in, nevertheless.


  “I’m pretty sure that’s what I just said,” she went on. “Besides, Jeff really doesn’t want you around…at least until he’s allowed to have the type of fun with you that he wants to.”


  “But he said last night…”


  “Yeah, well, he had a little while to think about it after he knocked you on your ass. He eventually calmed down enough to think things through. Under normal circumstances, he’d probably enjoy fucking up your shit for the next three months. But, this isn’t normal. You’re actually problematic for him.”


  “How? I got in one lucky shot,” I pointed out. “He wiped the floor with me outside of that.”


  “Yes, but you’re missing the point. You got in that one lucky shot. Nobody else ever has, or would probably even get the chance to. And if you get in one lucky shot, who’s to say you won’t get in a second or a third? No matter how well Jeff keeps an eye on you, ninety days is enough time for anyone to let their guard down once or twice.”


  I finished the thought for her. “Because he can’t control me.”


  “Give that man a cigar. You’re a potential source of embarrassment for him. For starters, you talk back. You saw how quickly Jeff shut up Alice last night. That’s par for the course around here…at least before you showed up. From what I’ve seen of you, I think it’s fairly obvious that you’re the type that just gets more obnoxious as the beatings go on (she probably had a point. I tend to be strictly of the ‘If I’m going to get an ass-kicking, I might as well deserve it’ mindset). Lastly, you’ve already shown you’re not above taking a cheap shot if the opportunity presents itself.”


  “Can you blame me?”


  “No, but it makes you unpredictable. It’s not like he can just chain you up somewhere for the next three months, either.”


  “Because of James’ protection?”


  “Yep,” she replied with a nod.


  “And if he did, I’d squeal like a pig to James just to fuck him over, no matter what the threat.”


  “Bingo! And James knows how Jeff thinks. He’ll definitely be paying a few visits between now and then.”


  “So?” I asked hopefully.


  “So, we compromise a bit. Play with the rules a little.”


  “How?”


  “The ninety-day protection is supposed to give you a chance to learn how to survive as one of us. What better way to learn than finding your own way? At the same time, as part of the coven, we’re honor bound to provide you with basic support, which we will. The fact that you seem to be a wuss (she saw the look I gave her)…have an aversion to killing, that is…actually works in your favor, here. It makes things easier for us since it means we probably don’t have to worry about cleaning up any of your messes. So, to cover that, on the weekends you’ll report back here and we’ll give you enough blood to make it through the week.”


  “And what if I don’t come back? What if I just make a run for it?” I asked, but she smiled as if expecting this question and got up. She walked over to a desk, opened it, and pulled something out which she then tossed to me. As I caught it, I was not surprised in the least to see it was my wallet.


  “If you run, or try to disappear…”


  “You know my name and where I live. You’ll hunt down and kill my friends and family, I suppose.”


  “Smart boy.”


  “I watch a lot of TV.”


  “That doesn’t really surprise me.”


  I ignored the barb. “And Jeff came up with this plan?”


  “Fuck no! This was all my idea. He just dumped your ass on me and washed his hands of the whole thing.”


  “So you came up with all of this?”


  “Don’t sound so surprised,” she said, sounding a bit snippy.


  “Sorry, I just wasn’t expecting it from…”


  “From someone who looks like me?”


  “Well, yeah,” I said sheepishly. “It’s just that, well, this area of the city and all, I kind of had you pegged as…”


  “As?” she glared hard at me.


  “Well, either a model, or…”


  “OR?”


  “Or a stripper,” I said in a small voice.


  “You know, you call Jeff an asshole, but you’re just as big of one!” she exploded. “What would you say if I told you I was a physics major working toward my doctorate when Jeff turned me, huh, asshole?” I turned beet red as she continued to berate me. “I worked my ass off day and night for a perfect GPA. So I really don’t appreciate dickheads like you coming along and assuming that all I’m good for is shaking my ass up on a stage!”


  “Oh god. I’m sorry,” I stammered. “I didn’t mean anything. It’s just that…”


  She started grinning again. Before I could question why, she said, “Just fucking with you. I was a stripper.”


  Bitch!


  
    The Long Road…err, Train, Back Home

  


  I sucked down the blood packs Sally had given to me earlier (no point in getting hunger pangs on the way home and finding myself contemplating chewing on some dirty homeless person), and then got myself together as best I could. While this was going on, she ran downstairs to fill up a backpack with my week’s blood rations. I was still pretty much fucked, but nevertheless, I felt like some of the weight of the previous evening had been lifted from my chest. Sure I was still dead, but once I was back in my own place, I was pretty sure I’d be able to clear my head and think my way through this mess – maybe not the being dead part, but some of the rest of it was sure to resolve itself.


  Sally came back upstairs and told me that the sun had set enough for it to be safe to go out. One good thing about the city, the buildings provided plenty of cover from direct sunlight, especially around dusk. She gave me my wallet back and assured me that copies had been made of my IDs before I could get hopeful of the contrary. She also gave me her cell number with instructions to call if I got myself into any messes (oh yeah…I got a phone number. Who’s the stud?).


  In actuality, I had a ton of more questions. So far, some of the stuff I thought I knew about vampires was true, but just as much turned out to be utter crap. Ignorance of my condition could come back to bite me in the ass. I mean, what if I turned into a bat accidentally and couldn’t turn back? What if I discovered I couldn’t cross running water while my train was barreling under the East River? What if I got home and discovered I couldn’t enter until Tom or Ed invited me in? I wouldn’t put it past them to make me sleep in the hall while they laughed their asses off.


  Unfortunately, though, now wasn’t the time for twenty questions. Freedom had been dangled in front of me…well, okay, not really freedom, but a weeklong furlough, at least. I wasn’t about to risk screwing that up because I couldn’t keep my mouth shut. Trust me on this. I’ve fucked up enough things in my life by being unable to shut it when I should have. I was going to have to be mindful not to screw up my death in a similar fashion.


  Fortunately, she seemed to be sincere about letting me go. Don’t get me wrong, the bitch lured me to my death. It was going to be a while before she was getting any friend requests from me. Still, whatever her motivations, she was either directly or indirectly helping me out now. I’d have to remember that and maybe cut her some slack in the future. A small voice in the back of my head was telling me I was only doing so because of how she looked. If she had been an ugly chick, I probably would have staked her ass myself and rolled around in the ashes to celebrate. Maybe. Hey, I never said I wasn’t shallow.


  She walked me to the door and held it open. “Remember, you’re back here at the end of the week, no later than Saturday night. If not, there will be people looking for you, and they won’t be friendly.”


  “Yes, Mom.”


  She sighed and began to close the door behind me before adding a quick, “Good luck.”


  I was going to need it.


  *     *     *


  To say that the short walk to the train station was trippy would be an understatement. Since most of my undead life (is that an oxymoron?) had been spent so far either preoccupied or unconscious, I hadn’t realized how much my perceptions of the world had changed. Everything seemed more focused. I could overhear the conversations of the people around me (no small feat in the city). The smells were all sharper and more pronounced (not entirely a good thing). Best of all, everything was crystal clear; even the deepest shadows didn’t seem to daunt my eyes. I had a flash of insight and took off my glasses (dinged up, but miraculously unbroken after the last twenty-four hours).


  Fuck! Still nearsighted. That figured. Still, I could apparently see pretty damn well in the dark now. I just still needed my glasses to do so. Oh, well, win some, lose some. I wonder if vampires can get LASIK.


  I don’t know if it was the elation of being free, that I had just recently eaten, or just an overall side effect of being a vampire, but I felt good, damn good for a dead guy. In fact, I was feeling pretty invincible, something that I dare say I haven’t felt too much during my lifetime. I couldn’t help all of the fantasies that were running through my head. I could ditch the train and outright run, full speed, back to Brooklyn. I could stroll, untouchable, through the worst neighborhoods between here and home. No, fuck that. I could scale a building and stare down upon the alleys, waiting to smite evil doers like the goddamned Batman.


  In the end, though, I just got on the train; it seemed less complicated that way.


  Sadly, there weren’t too many incidents requiring super heroics during my trip. Sure, I got accosted once for spare change, but that hardly seemed a smite-worthy offense. Jeez, in the comic books, Peter Parker can’t take a shit without the Green Goblin and Venom trying to take over the city. In the real world, I imagine super heroes would get a lot of downtime to work on the NY Times Sunday crossword. So it was with me. It was late enough on a Sunday for the trains to be uncrowded, but too early for the real weirdos to be out. Thus I just sat and rode to my stop, pretending to be ever vigilant for the danger that I knew wasn’t coming.


  I got to my destination and walked around the block a few times to try and psych myself out for finally going home. I probably looked like quite the nutball to my nosier neighbors like, for instance, Mrs. Caven. She was this creepy old lady who lived downstairs from us and liked to be in everyone’s business. She just barely kept herself from being a complete nuisance by being a sort of self-designated one-woman neighborhood watch. If someone was hanging around the building who wasn’t supposed to be there, you could be sure Mrs. Caven knew about it and was telling everyone in the building (those who would listen, anyway) about it. The downside of this was that the crazy old bitch had the cops on speed dial and she was happy to call them at even the slightest provocation, as my roommate, Tom, had found out a few months back.


  However, caring what some batty senior citizen thought of my wanderings was pretty low on my priority list at the moment. Now that I was close to my destination, the relief I felt at being set “free” was gone and, in its place, a new form of worry set in. Tom and Ed were two of my best friends (assholes sure, but what good friends aren’t?). We all knew each other well and could each count on the other. The problem was that none of us had ever come home as a blood-sucking monster of the night before. What if they freaked? What if they called the cops? Shit, what if they decided to take matters into their own hands and go all Blade the Vampire Hunter on me? I dismissed that last one almost immediately, though, as neither of my roommates would probably have an edge against a couple of angry hamsters, much less a vampire. Still, they could react negatively.


  On the other hand, I didn’t really have anywhere else to go and deadly creature of the night or not, I still paid a third of the damned rent. If they wanted to give me the Monster Squad treatment, then, by god, I was at least going to get my share of the security deposit back. Thus, I readied myself as I entered the building and walked up to my floor. I unlocked the door, ready for whatever cruelties fate had in store for me, and then stopped dead. Shit! I had completely forgotten about the no-entering-without-an-invitation thing. What if I couldn’t even step into my own place? Oh, well, no way to know unless I tried. I took a deep breath and tried to enter my apartment…


  And I pretty much stepped in like I normally would. Either that invite thing was more vampire bullshit, or it didn’t apply to me since I already lived there. Okay, one great trial down; now for the next. It was time to confront my friends. “I have something to confess. I’m a vampire, and I’m proud of it,” I would proclaim. Hmm, maybe not. That sounded too much like a coming out of the closet speech. Oh, well, I’d ad-lib something.


  Or maybe I wouldn’t. Now that I had a chance to look around, I noticed the apartment was quiet and I was standing there all alone. Figures! I psyched myself out, and the assholes couldn’t even have the good graces to be there to rebuke me for being a monstrous hell beast. Fate, why must thou continue to spit upon me?


  I checked the rest of the apartment. Tom’s room was open and the lights were out. Ed’s door, on the other hand, was closed and locked. I put my ear to the door and my newfound senses clearly heard him snoring away. So he was home, but out cold. Not too surprising. He probably put in a full weekend of work and decided to turn in early. It wouldn’t be the first time. Okay, so I could wake him up. My predicament was kind of a big thing. Still it’s not like I was dying…at least not anymore. I might be a vampire, but that doesn’t mean I have to be a dick about it. Let him sleep. He could always learn I was a bloodsucking denizen of the lower planes come the morning.


  Speaking of blood, I unpacked the supplies Sally had given me and stored it all in the fridge. Yeah, that might give them a few questions if they decided to grab a beer before I got a chance to do my big reveal. However, considering that Tom mixed up this big pitcher full of stage blood last Fall, maybe it wouldn’t. Yeah, yeah, it wasn’t anywhere close to Halloween, but I was grasping at straws. Besides which, when all was said and done, a fridge full of blood was probably going to be the least of their concerns.


  Okay, one roommate was out and the other was out cold. My homecoming was turning out to be a little less epic than I had imagined. Oddly enough, I felt a little cheated. Here I was expecting perhaps a standoff, maybe they’d slowly advance upon me, crucifixes held aloft (did either of them even own a crucifix?) while screaming, “Back, unholy demon from the pit!” Instead, I got zilch. Kinda reminded me of my friend from college, Adam. A few years after we graduated, he decided to come out of the closet to his parents. He psyched himself out for a tearful “Not my child!” type of confrontation, but both of his folks pretty much just shrugged and told him “Duh. It’s about time you figured that out.” He was actually kind of miffed he didn’t get to give the emotional “I’m still your son!” speech he’d been rehearsing in his head.


  Oh, well, since I was apparently not going to be giving any “I’m still your roommate!” speeches that night, I figured I should go out and prowl the neighborhood for any unsuspecting victims who might cross my path. At least, that’s probably what a cool vampire would do. But what I should do and what I actually wind up doing don’t often match, so instead I went into my bedroom/office (can’t beat the commute) and turned on my PC. A little online gaming was just what the doctor ordered to help me get back a sense of normalcy. Had it really been only about two days since this had been my life? Now, here I was, grabbing onto it like a drowning man grabs for a life preserver. Hey, at least my sense of melodrama hadn’t been affected by this whole ordeal.


  Anyway, I checked my email first. There was some spam, the weekly Facebook birthday reminder, an email or two from my boss (which could wait…between the days of Saturday and Sunday, he ain’t the boss of me), and a note from my dungeon master, Dave. Oh, shit! It was Sunday. I had missed the fucking game. Not good.


  Dave was a second-year resident at some hospital in Newark; Saint Jerome’s I think. He worked about a million hours a week and still somehow managed to run our D&D game. We all liked to joke that he had volunteered for some insane experiment while in med school, which allowed him to function without sleep. Anyway, I’d known him since we met up at a gaming convention back in college. In the time since, I’d come to think of him as a close friend. However, friend or not, he wasn’t known for being overly forgiving when anyone unexpectedly blew off his game. One of the other party members did so a few months back and subsequently returned to find that his character had fallen into a magical trap, which had removed all of his possessions…not to mention his arms and legs.


  Feeling a sense of dread that not even thoughts of Jeff could match, I clicked to read his message.


  Bill,


  We missed you at the game today. I tried calling, but Ed had no idea where you were. I hope everything is okay.


  Dave


  P.S. I had to ad-lib in your absence. Your character was captured by a tribe of sexually frustrated ogres who then proceeded to ass rape the shit out of you before you could be rescued.


  Okay, that wasn’t so bad compared to what he could have done. At least I didn’t lose a level or anything. I wrote him back an apology, and also let him know that I’d try my damnedest to be there next weekend, although I was personally doubtful of the fact. Hopefully, if things didn’t work out, I’d at least get a chance to give him a heads up. Otherwise, I’d probably better be prepared to roll up a new character.


  That being done, I settled in for a few hours of online gaming. After bouncing around a few different games, I eventually settled into one where my teammates and I were trying to fight our way through various scenarios of a zombie invasion. Fucking zombie pieces of shit. If there was anything a decade of role-playing games had taught me, it was that, as a vampire, I could pretty much look down my nose at any other types of undead.


  So, that was my night. After all was said and done, I made sure the shades were down and then decided to turn in. All things considered, I was a lot more at ease than I had been. As such, I slept pretty well…at least, that is, until I woke up to find myself on fire.


  
    How Do We Sleep When Our Beds Are Burning?

  


  “Jesus Christ, Bill, wake the fuck up,” was the first thing I heard in an apparently long attempt to rouse me. I pulled the blankets over my head and attempted to turn away from the annoying voice.


  “Seriously, dude. Get up.” I felt my shoulder being shaken. Still more blissfully asleep than awake, I stuck one hand out from under covers and tried to wave the pestering presence away. Well, okay, I might have also flipped them off, as well. I’ve never been a morning person, even during the living phase of my existence.


  “Enough of this shit. Get your ass up!” I heard a soft whooshing noise, followed by a few seconds of silence, until the voice started shouting, “WHAT THE FUCK!?” which was immediately followed by an incredible pain in my uncovered hand.


  Since that sort of thing tends to jolt a person awake, I threw the covers off, sat bolt upright, and immediately noticed two things: the blinds were up, and my left hand was ablaze.


  “I’M FUCKING ON FIRE!” I screamed, grasping the obvious as I then realized the rest of my exposed body was now starting to smoke under the glare of the sunshine streaming through the window.


  Thinking quickly, lest I wind up unceremoniously ending my vampire career sooner than anticipated, I dove off the far side of the bed and tried my best to crawl under it.


  “Close the goddamned blinds!”


  “But…”


  “NOW!”


  That snapped my roommate back to reality and I heard another quick whoosh as darkness once again descended on my bedroom. Removed from the sunlight, the flames on my hand immediately died down. I stood up, still smoldering a little, and faced the lanky form of my roommate, Ed. At a bit of a loss for words (hey, next time you spontaneously combust, I dare you to be chatty about it immediately afterwards), I waited for him to say something…which he eventually did.


  “Dude…holy shit…are you okay?”


  Good question. I looked down at my hand. It still hurt like a motherfucker, and was covered in blisters, but I could even now see some of the reddened skin starting to turn back to normal. Oh, yeah, there are definitely perks to the whole vampire thing. Of course, it was the whole vampire thing that caused me to burst into flame to begin with, so maybe this one was a wash.


  “I’ll live,” I answered, inwardly amused by the irony.


  “Good,” Ed replied, recomposing himself quickly. He stood there, thinking for a second, and then shook his head in an apparent attempt to clear it. “We can discuss how you became flammable later. We’re already late for the conference bridge.”


  “What conference bridge?”


  “You didn’t read Jim’s email, did you?”


  “It was the weekend,” I lamely countered.


  “And hence why I exist: to save your dumb ass. Come on.” He turned and walked out. Gotta love Ed. Shit just doesn’t faze him. I can’t honestly say that if our positions were reversed I could turn from holy crap my roommate is on fire to oh, dear, we’re late for a meeting on a dime. But, then again, a great humanitarian he is not.


  I followed him to his office/bedroom. Sitting down, I became acutely aware of my just woken (and still smoldering) state.


  “Skype?” I nervously asked.


  “Fortunately not. Just a call, no video.” He put the phone on speaker and began to dial. Thank god for small favors. I was definitely not looking my best (even aside from the few wisps of smoke still coming off me), and, since Sheila, my aforementioned unrequited love, was my boss’s admin, hers would be the first face to see us during any teleconference. Instead, I got to hear her melodious voice picking up on the conference bridge and connecting us with Jim’s office. It wasn’t as nice as seeing her, but it was a good enough fix to start my day.


  We spent the next hour or so listening to our boss have a near panic attack. The higher-ups had reprioritized several projects (as the higher-ups in companies tend to do) and, since they were now giving us new orders to jump, we had to figure out the “how high” part. Jim, as usual, treated all of this like the end of the world, and had to be reassured by us several times. Our boss sometimes tends to forget that we make games, not cures for cancer. Keeping things in perspective is not his strong suit.


  Once he was done giving us our marching orders, we promised him that we’d both leap into things feet first the second we were off the call, and then hung up. Ed and I stared at each other from across his desk for a few seconds before he asked, “Coffee?”


  “Definitely. Just…”


  “Keep the shades down? Yeah, I kinda figured.”


  We went out to our kitchen where Ed threw a fresh filter into the coffee maker and set things brewing. I ran to brush my teeth and throw on a fresh pair of clothes (the ones I had been given went straight into the trash…no amount of detergent washes out dead guy stink). By the time I came back, he was sipping his coffee and had one waiting for me in my Dr. Who mug (the Tardis appears when you put a hot drink in it). I took a couple of slurps and then said, “Much better. I feel human again.”


  “Do you?” he asked, nonplussed.


  “Yeah, about that. Kind of a funny thing…”


  “So… you’re a vampire now?” he just blurted out.


  “Well, let’s not jump to…”


  “You burst into flames when I opened your shades.”


  “I can explain that.”


  “Your hand is already healed.”


  I looked down as he said that. Hey, he was right. Despite that, I gave a noncommittal shrug in return. “Vitamins can do wonders for the immune…”


  “And the refrigerator is full of blood.”


  “Noticed that, eh?”


  “Kinda hard to miss,” he said in that same bored tone. “So, that means you’re either a vampire, or a psycho, and, to quote George Clooney, ‘Psychos do not burst into flames when sunlight hits them.’ Thus, you must be a vampire.”


  “So…” Damn, this was going a lot differently than I imagined it would.


  Without warning, he leaned across the table and stared me directly in the eye. “Do you want to confess, or should I just call the cops?”


  “WHAT?” I blurted as hot coffee spit from between my lips.


  “Tom. He’s missing and the fridge is full of blood. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out…”


  “Dude, I didn’t touch him, I swear I don’t know where he is. He wasn’t home last night. You can’t think…” I stopped when I noticed that Ed was now wearing a shit-eating grin. “Asshole!”


  “Sorry, couldn’t resist. Tom stayed over at his parents’. He was heading straight to the office from there.”


  “Dick!”


  “So says the guy cooling off blood clots next to my diet Pepsi.”


  “I’m surprised you’re not freaking.”


  “I don’t freak,” he said bluntly.


  “You kinda did when I burst into flames earlier.”


  “You caught me by surprise. Next time, I’ll just whip out the marshmallows.”


  “Touching. So, what now?”


  “What now? Obviously we get back to work before Jim calls again and has an aneurysm this time.”


  “Good point. But still, we get back to things just like that?” I asked, not quite ready to believe it had been that easy.


  “For now, at least. Once Tom gets home, we can sit down and talk about this. At least that way I won’t have to listen to your story twice.”


  “You’re not afraid I might try to…” I put on my best euro-trash vampire accent. “…suck your blood?”


  He smirked. “It’s not my blood I’m worried you’ll try to suck.” I gave him a withering glare in return. “Seriously, though, I’m not. You could have done so last night while I was asleep, and you didn’t. That kind of says all I need to know about it. And, besides, it’s daylight now. I’m not particularly scared of someone I just need to open the blinds to defeat.”


  “What about Tom? Think he’ll freak?”


  “Are you kidding? We’ll both need to be wearing raincoats for the ensuing nerdgasm he’ll probably have.” With that, he got up and went back to his desk. He probably had a good point. The three of us were a lot alike. What didn’t faze one of us probably wouldn’t faze any of us. If Ed and my positions had been reversed, I’d probably be taking it fairly well, too.


  On the other hand, I’d probably also excuse myself during lunchtime to go out and stock up on some holy water…just in case. But, hey, maybe I’m just paranoid.


  
    One Will Stand, One Will Fall

  


  The day passed fairly quickly since we both had full plates of work to throw ourselves into. It turned out to be fairly productive, too, as I discovered that I was able to type quite a bit faster now. The whole being a blood-sucking walking corpse thing was going to take some adjusting to, but I wasn’t going to complain much if one of the side effects of my newfound abilities was going to help me get a nice bonus at year’s end. Anyway, aside from some work related questions for Ed, I stayed in my respective office with maybe the exception of a quick break at lunch time to grab a liter of blood (and some Cheez-its. What? I was just trying to find out if I could still eat regular food).


  We knocked off around six p.m. One of the key skills of being a developer was knowing when enough is enough. One would want to put in enough effort to be a valued asset (always good to be one of those during any layoffs), but not so much that you’d be a sucker doing work above and beyond what you’re being paid for. Since the sun was now low enough that I wouldn’t run the risk of turning into a tater-tot the second I stepped outside, I accompanied Ed to pick up some Chinese food for dinner, and then we came back to wait for Tom.


  I had noticed earlier that, while I was still capable of eating solid food (thank god), it didn’t quite seem to satisfy me the way it used to. The taste was fine, but it was like eating a giant salad (for me, anyway) in that it seemed to be missing something. While we ate, I mentioned this to Ed in passing.


  “Well, it’s not surprising,” he said in between mouthfuls.


  “No?”


  “Not really. Think about it. Your digestive tract is probably all rewired. It’s kind of like this: I used to date this Goth chick who always kept some cow blood in her fridge to freak out her friends. Anyway, she was telling me one day after sex (thanks for the extra info, Ed), that she tried drinking it a few times. I guess she was trying to walk the walk or some shit. A sip or two was okay, but anything more than that and she’d wind up puking her guts up. The same would have probably happened to you a few days ago. But now you can safely guzzle it down. In fact, I’d bet that whatever it is that you feel you’re missing from that,” he motioned toward my lo mein, “you probably get from the blood. Am I right?”


  I considered what he said. “Yeah. That could be it. Like a Snickers, it satisfies.”


  “Thanks for forever ruining Snickers for me. Anyway, I’m no nutritionist, but my guess would be that you’re probably now getting your daily needs from the blood. As for the rest, it’s the nutritional equivalent of eating cardboard.”


  I thought about that for a moment. “Okay. I guess that makes sense.”


  “Yep. So I’d imagine that feast before you would probably pack a better punch if you poured some blood on it.”


  There was definitely some logic to that, enough to make it worth a try. I got up, went to the fridge, and pulled out a pint as Ed watched me. I poured it onto my food and then nuked the concoction for a minute. Sitting back down, I was about to dig in when a bit of self-consciousness hit me.


  “Is this going to gross you out?” I asked.


  “Probably. But, then again, is it really any weirder than some of the shit Anthony Bourdain eats on his show?”


  “Good point.” I took a bite.


  “Well?” he asked expectantly.


  “Best Chinese food I’ve ever eaten.”


  “That’s probably not saying much.”


  “Wanna bite?” I held out a forkful toward him with a grin. “You know you want to.”


  He sighed disgustedly in response. “Pass. By the way, please tell me that’s animal blood.”


  “You know, I’m not entirely sure. Kinda forgot to ask on the way out.”


  “That’s comforting,” he said, oozing sarcasm.


  I was about to open my mouth to say more when the front door clicked open and my other roommate, Tom, walked in. He was an inch or so taller than me, of slightly thinner build, and had dirty blond hair – close cropped to disguise the fact that it was already starting to thin on top. His suit was disheveled from a full day at work, and he was carrying both his laptop bag and suitcase.


  Okay, this was it. I had one non-freaking roommate. Just one more and I’d have a complete set. However, he started talking excitedly before either of us could speak.


  “Hey guys,” he said, tossing his sports jacket onto a nearby chair. “What a weekend. I scored like a mofo. You won’t…”


  “Scored?” I interrupted. “How is your sister, by the way?” Sorry, couldn’t help myself.


  He casually flipped me the finger, continuing as if I hadn’t spoken. “Mom wanted me to stay an extra day to drive her around, because Dad had some shit to do. I hate being her chauffeur, but this time it was worth it.”


  Ed chimed in, “Dude, we have to talk.”


  “Yeah, in a second. So she wanted to go to this flea market – fucking things. Normally you couldn’t pay me to root around in someone else’s shit, but…”


  “Tom, it’s kind of important,” I interrupted.


  “Not as important as this,” he said, blowing off both our entreaties. “I found this stoner selling a bunch of crap and you wouldn’t believe what he had.” He reached into his suitcase and pulled out a wad of bubble wrap, which he immediately started to unravel.


  “Tom…”


  “Check it out, bitches,” he proclaimed, holding up his prize, a small but easily identifiable toy. “Optimus fucking Prime! Is this cool or what?”


  Ed and I both gave each other a glance. We’d seen this before.


  “That’s great. Really, it is. But I have something important to tell you. I’m a vam…”


  He cut me off again, “Are you two always going to be retards? Don’t you get it? I paid ten bucks for this. TEN BUCKS! First generation, mint out of the box with all accessories. The sucker didn’t have any idea what it’s worth.” I could almost see the manic glee in his eye as he continued, unabated. “Christ, in a couple of years I’ll be able to send my kids to college with this thing…no, fuck that…I’ll be able to send myself to live on some island where the drinks and the pussy flow freely.”


  I stood up and walked over to him, knowing that if I didn’t stop him now, we’d be listening to this psycho obsessive crap all night.


  “Tom…”


  “Sorry, Bill. You’re my bro and all, but Prime here is the new priority. I just gotta let you know,” he said, only half kidding. “If this place catches fire, I save him first, myself second, and then maybe you guys, if there’s time.”


  “Okay, enough of this shit.” I grabbed the action figure from his hands. “We have something that we need to talk…ab-OUCH! FUCK!” I yelled as there was a searing flash, and suddenly, for the second time that day, my hand was in flames. I dropped the toy and started waving my arm around in pain.


  Tom responded with a panicked, “Don’t fucking break it…” and then just as quickly stopped as what happened finally started to sink in.


  Speaking of sinks, I immediately raced to ours to douse my hand.


  For also the second time that day, Ed was nearly speechless. “What the hell just happened?” he asked numbly.


  “You tell me,” mumbled Tom, absentmindedly retrieving his toy, and cradling it like a mother would a small child.


  “Goddamnit that hurt!” was the best I could offer as way of explanation.


  *     *     *


  A few minutes later, we were all seated around the table. After making sure I was all right, Tom went and locked his action figure (complete with real Kung-Fu death grip, apparently) in his room. I had wrapped a wet dishrag around my hand and taken a seat opposite him.


  “So you’re saying you’e gone insane,” Tom said.


  “No, I’m saying I’m a vampire.”


  “Uh huh. Prove it.”


  “Prove it? Did you not just see…” Okay. Deep breath, I reminded myself. Do this calmly. Tom was having one of his clueless asshole moments. “Fine, I’ll prove it. How about this?” I opened my mouth wide to show him my fangs.


  He looked nonplussed. “Five bucks will get you a reasonable set of glue-on fangs.”


  “They’re real.”


  “They look fake.”


  “They’re not. Touch them.”


  “I’d prefer to keep my fingers out of your mouth, thanks.”


  “I might have something that’ll prove it,” Ed chimed in. He stood up and went into his bedroom. The sounds of rummaging could be heard a few moments later.


  “What else you got?” asked Tom.


  “Well…”


  “How about mirrors? Amaze me with your lack of a reflection.”


  “That one only works in the movies.”


  “How convenient. What about garlic? Does that drive you away, screaming into the night?”


  “Actually…I’m not sure.”


  Tom got up and went to one of the cabinets, pulling out a jar of garlic hot sauce. “Here, Dracula.”


  “Um, okay,” I nervously replied. This was really not how I envisioned testing out my vulnerabilities. I dabbed a little on my finger, hesitated for a second, and then licked it off. I waited a second or two to see if I was going to start convulsing, and then, when nothing happened, said, “Nope. That myth is busted, too, I guess.”


  “You’re not really helping your case here. I know! Should I try staking you through the heart? Oh, wait, that would kill anyone.”


  “Don’t be a complete ass,” I shot back. “Hmm, oh yeah. The fridge is full of blood. Explain that.”


  He opened the refrigerator and took a quick look. “So? It looked like that last Halloween.”


  “Yeah, but this time it’s real.”


  “If you say so.”


  “Found it!” Ed called from his room. I heard his footsteps approaching. As he was just about to pass me, I heard him say, “Sorry Bill, this might sting a bit.” Before I could question what he meant by that, his arm wrapped around my neck and I felt him press something cool against my forehead. “BEHOLD! See how the beast burns before the might of our savior!” he cried in a bad southern accent.


  “What the fuck, man!” I shoved him off me.


  “That’s weird. It didn’t work,” he said, showing what he’d just assaulted me with – a small iron cross on a necklace.


  “A little warning next time,” I growled.


  “Sorry. Didn’t think you’d go for it if you saw it coming.”


  “You’re probably right. Where did you get that thing from, anyway?”


  “Oh. It was a gift from that emo chick I was telling you about.” He appeared to consider something, then said, “You know, I should find her phone number for you. If she found out you were a real vampire, she’d have your dick in her mouth faster than you can say ‘spit shine.’”


  I thought about it for a second. “Has potential. But let’s table that one for the moment.”


  “Eh hem.” Tom cleared his throat. “Are we done with this idiocy?”


  “Oh yeah, sorry. Not yet. I have one more idea,” Ed said, turning toward the dish drain. He quickly spun back around, a steak knife in his hand.


  Before I could ask what he was planning to do, he plunged it into the table – the same table my uninjured hand just so happened to be resting on, if you catch my drift. The pain was so swift and instantaneous that I couldn’t even scream.


  “Holy shit, Ed!” Tom exclaimed. “Time to switch to decaf, dude.”


  “Wait!” Ed pulled the knife free. “Bill, before you completely shit a brick, hold up your hand.”


  I was about to hold it up in the form of a fist to his face when I noticed that he was right. I lifted my hand and we all watched as the small (but fucking painful) wound almost immediately closed itself.


  “I thought that might work,” he said. “Especially after I saw how quickly your hand healed earlier. Speaking of which, take off the towel.”


  I pulled off the dishrag as I growled at him, “Thought it might work?” Sure enough, though, he was right about that, too. My twice-burnt hand was once again good as new.


  “Okay,” said Tom in a very slow voice. “I’ll admit that’s maybe a little bit off-kilter from normal.”


  “It’s about time. Another test or two and one of us.” I glared at Ed, “probably wouldn’t survive.”


  “Very well, I accept that maybe you’re a vampire.”


  “Maybe?”


  “Yeah, maybe,” he said. “One thing about it still doesn’t add up. Since when can vampires touch crosses safely, but old Transformer toys cause them to ignite like rocket fuel? Can you riddle me that, Riddler?”


  Unfortunately, on that one, I had absolutely no clue.


  
    And Now for a Kung-Fu Training Montage

  


  Wednesday night found us at a small gym over on Fourth Avenue. It was a dingy place, but they stayed open late and offered a couple of free trial workouts before charging any membership fees. That was really all we needed to test out a few things.


  After the initial weirdness of Monday night had been given a chance to settle, I brought my roommates up to speed on Sally (they really didn’t believe that part), the party, being turned, and my ninety-day countdown to a more permanent death. After hearing my tale, Tom was initially a little wary about me being around.


  “So how do we know the bottled stuff is going to keep you sane?” he’d asked. “Every vampire movie I’ve ever seen says you’ll eventually be overcome by your need for human flesh and become a rampaging animal until your thirst is quenched.”


  I patiently explained to him that, so far, the movies weren’t exactly sporting an overly impressive record compared to what wound up being total bullshit. However, he wasn’t quite satisfied with that explanation. So, I told him the story of how I was unable to kill the fat, sweaty dude. Ed, being the ever-helpful fellow, chimed in on my side of things, sorta, with, “A vampire who’s too much of a pussy to kill someone? I guess I can live with that.”


  “It isn’t like that.” I sighed as yet another person just didn’t get it. Maybe it’s a guy thing, but it annoyed the hell out of me for people to think I was some sort of defanged little girly monster. I’m not a fucking Elmo doll, for Christ’s sake.


  “So, how is it then?” he asked in a humoring tone.


  “Okay, how do I explain this?” I asked out loud, rhetorically. “I’ve got it. You both like hot dogs, right?” They muttered in the affirmative to this. “Even though you know what they are?” More nods. “Okay, so what if I handed you a plate of lips and assholes and told you to dive right in because it tasted just like a hotdog?”


  “I might refrain from partaking,” Ed murmured after a moment or two. Tom agreed.


  “Well, that’s how it was for me. No matter how good it tasted, I couldn’t get it out of my head that I was giving some naked guy a mega-hickey.” At last, I could see the beginnings of understanding in their eyes.


  “That which is seen…” Ed said.


  “Cannot be unseen,” I finished.


  “So, by that logic,” Tom asked, “wouldn’t chowing down on a hot swimsuit model be okay?”


  I thought about it for a few seconds. “Yeah, I guess so. Hot chicks would definitely be on the menu.”


  Ed shook his head. “No. I don’t think so. That would be a waste of some perfectly good ass. They’re too rare (at least in our apartment) to kill. You don’t hunt endangered species. Killing a hot chick would be like clubbing a baby seal. Not cool.” Damn, he had me there. Score one for logic.


  “What if Bill was drunk and it was a fat chick?” Tom asked.


  “Your wisdom is sound, my friend. Nobody loses points for an ugly girl if they’re hammered at the time,” Ed agreed.


  I concurred. “That’s cool. A few shots of tequila and I could see myself getting all up in that shit.”


  That important issue being settled, we bullshitted some more until Ed suggested (considering that, so far, we had more questions than answers), that taking some time to chart my new powers would probably be a good idea. Damn, why didn’t I think of that? Knowing what I was capable of could potentially help me down the line (like, say, a little less than three months down the line). At the very least, it might keep me from doing something stupid, like jumping out another third story window.


  Hence where we were now. Tuesday night was spent testing out some stuff we could do without actually leaving the apartment, including trying to figure out my sudden aversion to Optimus Prime. Unfortunately, despite several retries at grasping the toy (much to my protests against doing so), we were no closer to solving any mystery more complex than whether or not Febreze will cover up the scent of burning vampire (pretty well actually).


  Tom had suggested the gym. It would give us some hard numbers to gauge my strength against. Even if it didn’t work, it would still be better than spending another evening charbroiling my hands.


  Fortunately, the place was fairly empty. Aside from the counter girl (who couldn’t quite suppress a smirk when we came in and told her we were evaluating workout options), there were only a few middle-aged types moving between the treadmills and stationary bikes. That was good. No use calling extra attention to ourselves.


  We gravitated toward an old universal machine off in the corner. It’d be more discrete than loading plates much heavier than a person of my stature should be able to lift onto some weight bench. I wasn’t too worried about being outed as a vampire, but if we started doing weird ass shit that got noticed, we might find someone calling the cops, thinking we were on PCP. I was pretty sure meth-heads didn’t use their manic drug-induced strength for the purposes of working out, but better safe than sorry.


  The machine maxed out at three-hundred and fifty pounds, so that’s what Tom set it to as I sat down at the bench press. “Shouldn’t we start low and work our way up?” I protested.


  “Warm-ups are for pussies.”


  Okay, I can do this…maybe. I prepared to lift a lot more than I would have ever even considered trying.


  “If something happens…” I started.


  “You’ll heal fast. We already know that,” Ed finished. I was feeling the love, I tell you.


  I needn’t have worried, though. I started to push and actually felt the bar begin to rise with the effort. Holy crap! I mean, I knew I was stronger after awakening as a vampire, but it was another thing entirely to know how much I was lifting.


  “Goddamn, you’re doing it,” Ed whispered.


  “Yeah,” Tom said in awe. “How does it feel?”


  “Badass!”


  “No, stupid. How does the weight feel?”


  “Heavy, but I could handle some more.”


  Ed took a quick look around, saw that nobody was looking, and hopped up onto the weight stack. He wasn’t a big guy, but he pushed the total easily past the five-hundred pound mark. I gave a loud grunt and almost lost it, but managed to keep it up…barely.


  “Thanks,” I wheezed once I had lowered the bar.


  “Don’t mention it.”


  We moved on to other exercises and spent about an hour obtaining similar results. I wasn’t going to be casually throwing cars around anytime soon, but the results were definitely impressive. At last, I’d had enough, and we found ourselves alone in the locker room, cleaning up and getting ready to head home.


  “That was fucking wild,” said Tom excitedly. “You’re like a freaking super soldier. We’re talking Captain America here.”


  “At the very least, Bruce Willis from Unbreakable,” countered Ed.


  “I guess that’s cool,” I sighed.


  “What?” sniffed Tom. “You were hoping for the Hulk?”


  “It’s not that. It’s just that I can lift all that weight; I can take all sorts of physical abuse. Hell, I could probably kick ass in a dozen Olympic events.”


  “Developing a high opinion of ourselves, are we?” Ed quipped.


  “You know what I mean.” I stood up and started flexing in front of a mirror. It didn’t look any more convincing than it had before I became undead.


  “I can do all this shit I couldn’t do before, and I still look like this. I mean, when the hell is it going to happen?”


  “When is what going to happen?”


  “You know. When am I going to get all…sexy?” I asked in a small voice.


  My roommates took a second to give each other a glance, and then Tom responded, “Bill, I ask this with all due sincerity…what the fuck are you talking about?”


  “The entire coven,” I said, feeling a rant coming on. “They look like they stepped out of a fashion shoot, each and every one of them. So, I figured eventually it might happen to me. You know, like in Interview with the Vampire. Brad Pitt got bitten and suddenly his hair got all done up and he was a lot better looking.”


  “Well, for starters,” Ed calmly explained, “it was just a stupid fucking movie, idiot. Secondly, he looked like that to begin with. Being bitten didn’t turn him into Brad Pitt.”


  “Yeah, but he at least got Fabio hair,” I pointed out.


  “You’d look stupid with Fabio hair.”


  “Fine, no Brad Pitt,” I conceded. “But what about Antonio Banderas?”


  Fully engaged now, Ed took the bait, while Tom sat back to see how this would all play out. “Antonio Banderas? Why the hell would you want to look like him?”


  “He was in that movie, too. Also had great hair and seemed to be doing pretty well for himself.”


  “Pretty well? He’s married to Melanie Griffith. She’s definitely seen better days.”


  “Well, yeah, now he is,” I agreed. “But back in the day, he nailed Salma Hayak.”


  “That was just in Desperado, dipshit.”


  “Fuck that. I guarantee he banged her in real life. Even if he didn’t, he had a long sex scene with her and was groping her tits throughout the entire thing.”


  “I will concede you that point,” he said. “However, your logic has one major flaw. In Interview with the Vampire, he was busy lusting after Brad Pitt. Dude had gone totally homo for him. Shit, pretty much every vampire in that movie did. It was like a giant vampire man-ass festival. If that’s what you’re going for, you’re going to need to rethink that whole sucking-on-naked-dudes-phobia you’ve got going on.”


  “Stop right there, because I got you now, motherfucker.” I got all in his face. “Not every vampire lusting after Brad Pitt was a guy.”


  “I’m pretty sure they were.”


  “What about Kirsten ‘I banged Spider-Man’ Dunst?” I pointed out.


  “Dude, she was like twelve.”


  “Originally, yeah. But near the end she was more like sixty.”


  “She still looked twelve.”


  “Gotta agree with Ed on that one, bro,” Tom piped in.


  “Shut up!” we both told him.


  I wasn’t about to lose this one. “It doesn’t matter what she looked like. Before she got turned to dust, she was more than old enough for Brad Pitt to pork.”


  “That’s fucked up,” he said. “So you’re saying his character was a pedophile?”


  “Read my lips…SHE WAS SIXTY!”


  “That vamp who bit you must have drained all the blood from your brain. She had the body of a kid.”


  “And the emotional maturity of an adult,” I countered.


  “Her body still looked like a child.”


  “So? Some midgets look like kids. Are you saying anyone who nails a midget is a pedo?”


  “Not the same thing, asshole. They’re physically mature adults.”


  “Who just so happen to look like kids. According to your logic, that makes it the same thing.”


  “You know,” he threw up his hands in disgust, “sometimes I just can’t talk to you. It’s like trying to communicate with a retarded bonobo.”


  “In other words,” I said with a grin, “that’s point and match, bitch.”


  “Fuck you. And you’d still look stupid with Fabio hair.”


  
    Back To the Meat Grinder

  


  Following work Thursday night, we took a field trip, as Tom called it, to a church. There, after seeing that I didn’t burst aflame upon entering (I was starting to tire of how most of these tests seemed to be against how flammable I might or might not be), we pretended to pray until we were alone. Then my wonderful roommates took turns either splashing me from the holy water basin, or touching me with the various altar relics. In all cases, nothing happened, except perhaps that I wound up both wet and annoyed.


  “We probably shouldn’t be surprised,” Tom said on the way home. “I think that was a Lutheran church. According to my grandmother, they’re already a den of Satanists.”


  Assholes, both of them.


  *     *     *


  Friday night finally arrived, after what had turned out to be an exceptionally long week. During the days, Ed and I were slaving away at work, and then the nights felt like they were spent with my roommates coming up with new and inventive ways to torture me. Speaking of work, I had managed to do my job from home all week, which was good (considering the crispy fried alternative of going to the office during the day). Unfortunately, that wasn’t going to last forever. At some point, they’d expect me in for a face-to-face meeting or status update. I’d have to work on a contingency plan for that. Fortunately for me, though, I had at least a few days before that was going to be an issue.


  Friday night was supposed to be a night off for all of us. With the weekend coming, the crowds would be out in force, and there would be little chance of us getting anything done without attracting undo attention. So, the plan was…well okay, the plan was pretty damn close to almost every Friday night prior to me becoming one of the undead: pizza, some beer, lots of bullshitting, and maybe a movie or two. That was just fine with me. Saturday was supposed to be my day to check back in at Vampire Central and to say I wasn’t looking forward to it would be an understatement of epic proportions. Well, all right, I was looking forward to some of it, but not a lot. As it turned out, though, the “some of it” part of the equation came looking for me instead.


  Around seven o’clock in the evening, there was a knock on our door. This was a little odd, since we hadn’t buzzed anyone up. But, then again, the downstairs tenants would occasionally leave the front door open, so it wasn’t unheard of either. Ed got up to answer it, leaving Tom and me arguing over the finer points of whether Stargate Universe was superior to Stargate Atlantis. He opened the door and I heard a familiar voice say, “I’m here to see Bill.”


  “Sally?” I said loud enough for everyone to hear.


  “This is that vampire chick?” Ed blurted out, inadvertently swinging the door open a little wider.


  “Good job keeping the family secret, Bill,” she quipped, taking a step in.


  “Hold on there.” He stepped in front of her. “I haven’t invited you to cross the threshold.”


  She just sighed, “Out of the way, dork,” then walked around him. Okay, so that’s another thing from the movies that’s a total load of crap.


  She was wearing a tight black cocktail dress, four-inch heels…and was by far the best-looking thing that our apartment had seen in a long time. As she stepped toward me, Tom lowered his voice and whispered, “You left that to come back home to us? You, sir, are seriously gay.”


  Ignoring him, I stood up and faced her. “What are you doing here? I thought we had a deal.”


  “Deals, much like underwear, are changed often.” She glanced for a moment at my roommates. “At least for some of us.” There was a momentary silence, during which both my friends gawked at her like a pair of retards, and then she added, “Going to introduce me? Just because I got you killed is no reason to be rude.”


  “Tom, Ed. This is Sally.” I grinned evilly at her and added, “Sally Sunset.”


  That elicited a glare from her and the beginnings of a chuckle from Tom. However, before it could evolve into more than that, she said, without taking her eyes off me, “Before anyone laughs, let me just remind you that I’m capable of twisting your heads off like a beer cap.” That pretty much killed my joke dead, right there.


  “Pleasure to meet you, Sally,” Ed said, completely deadpan. Tom immediately followed suit.


  She nodded slightly, then pretty much dismissed them. “As much as I’d love to stay and play with your pets, we have places to be. Grab your backpack and some things. Oh, and put on something decent too; we do have an image we’re trying to maintain.”


  “Not until you tell me what the rush is. For all you know, I had plans for tonight.” She gave me a skeptical look at that one. “What? I occasionally do stuff with actual people…sometimes even women.”


  She answered my protest with a roll of her eyes. ARGH! Getting me killed I could tolerate, but if she didn’t stop doing that at me this bitch was gonna get decked.


  “If you say so, champ,” she replied. “Oh, and since you’re wondering what the rush is, James called. He’s driving down to see how his favorite Freewill is doing.”


  “Freewill?” Ed asked.


  “Later,” I assured him, and then, back to Sally, “Why is he coming back so soon?” Despite my surprise at hearing such, I was also damned glad for it. Jeff would probably keep his distance with James around. Of course, this was assuming that he wasn’t returning with marching orders for my dissection. That would be a little less than awesome.


  “Go figure. Personally, I thought he’d either give it a few weeks or forget about you completely, but apparently not. Who knows, maybe you really touched something deep down inside of him and he’s driving in to profess his undying love,” she said then giggled. My roommates, sensing this was a joke that was unlikely to get them killed, joined in.


  “Perhaps,” I mused. No way was I going to let her win this one. “When I see him, I’ll ask. Don’t worry; I’ll be sure to give you full credit for coming up with that theory.”


  As expected, that shut her up. Most of the vampires in the city might be able to kick my ass in a fight, but when it came to verbal sparring, I was Muhammad Ali. Satisfied that I’d gotten the last word (for now), I turned to go gather my things. Hopefully everyone would still be alive when I got back.


  *     *     *


  I needn’t have worried. I returned to find my roommates no worse for the experience, with maybe the exception of having Sally’s cleavage burned into their retinas. I thus went to grab my jacket. Whilst doing so, I quietly slipped a note under Tom’s door, listing some quick instructions on what to do if I wasn’t back by Sunday night. That finished, I set off into the night, accompanied by the woman who was responsible for my murder.


  A short while later, found us on a train speeding back toward Manhattan. I could sense the many male eyeballs in the subway car checking us out. I had no doubt they were all thinking that I was either rich or had a huge dick. Damn, envy feels good when you’re on the receiving end.


  “Nice friends you have,” she said, apparently looking to kill some time with small talk.


  “Yeah. They have their quirks, but they’re good guys.”


  “They freak out when you told them?”


  “Surprisingly little.”


  “Really?” she sounded a little surprised. “Most people freak and then we usually have to kill them before they try something stupid.”


  “We tend to watch a lot of movies. You’d be surprised how desensitized that makes one. Ed could probably come home, have an alien burst from his chest, and the rest of us would be most concerned with how to clean the carpet afterward.”


  “You guys are certainly an interesting bunch. Way different from the crowd I used to hang with.”


  “What happened to them?”


  “They freaked.”


  “Oh,” I said, not wanting to know more. Instead, a memory from the week prior came back to me, giving me an opportunity to change the subject. “Can I ask you a personal question?”


  “If this has anything to do with third input, you’re going right through the side of this train,” she warned.


  “Third in…oh, that. No, it doesn’t. Although we can save that discussion for another time if you want.” She glared hard at me, so I quickly continued, “What I meant to ask is…well…did you always look like this?”


  Not comprehending, she answered, “No. I’m a little dressier on the weekends, and I tend to change my hair color once a year or so.”


  “Not what I meant. Forget about clothes or hair. Did you always look like you do now?”


  “Well, I used to look like a baby, then a little girl, but eventually I grew these (if you need me to elaborate on her emphasis, then you have even less a social life than I) and well, golly, now I’m all grown up,” she mocked.


  “No, no, no. You’re not getting it.”


  “Enlighten me.”


  “It’s just that every vampire I’ve seen so far looks like they could moonlight as an underwear model…”


  “Except for you?”


  “Yes, except for me,” I snapped.


  “And you’re wondering if maybe we all started out average looking, then we got bitten and, poof, the vampire whammy transformed us into the seductive creatures of the night you see before you, right?”


  “Well, yeah, actually.”


  She started giggling again. “They say there’s no such thing as a stupid question, but damn, they’re wrong.”


  “Shall I assume the answer is ‘no’?” I asked icily.


  “Sorry. But it’s all by design. If the coven looks like a scene out of Baywatch, it’s because Jeff wants it to. A lot of coven leaders do the same thing. They figure if they’re going to stare at the same faces forever, they might as well be pleasant faces.”


  “So, I’m shit out of luck and get to spend eternity sticking out like a sore thumb.”


  “Yeah, but that might not be a bad thing.”


  “This phrase you say, I do not think it means what you think it does.”


  “Look at it this way, Bill. No matter what we may look like to you, after a while, it all starts to blur together for us. It winds up like you’re living in a house full of clones. What you think of as ‘hot’ winds up being dull and normal for us. You, on the other hand, are different from the average vampire.”


  “Below average, you mean.”


  “No, I mean different. Different isn’t always a bad thing. Different can get you noticed in the crowd.”


  “Different can get my ass killed by Jeff in a little less than three months.”


  “I never claimed different was always a good thing, either,” she pointed out.


  After another moment, I asked, “So, if you had a choice, would you pick to be different, like me?”


  She thought about it for a second. “I probably wouldn’t go that far.”


  Bitch!


  
    History Lesson

  


  Rather than go immediately to the loft, Sally took me to a little café in a corner of Little Italy. There we found James, thankfully alone, waiting for us.


  “Well, if it isn’t the esteemed Dr. Death.” He stood to greet us.


  “Considering the alternatives, it’s nice to see you again, James.”


  He frowned mildly at that. “It’s Ozymandias here, I’m afraid. If I’m expected to respect Night Razor’s silly rules when I’m in town, then you most definitely have to as well. He is your sire, after all.” I winced visibly at that. This caused James…sorry, Ozymandias…to grin, and then he spread his arms toward the table.


  “Enough of the formalities, for the moment. Please sit and order yourselves something. The espresso here is marvelous. Much better than anything up in Massachusetts.” He held up his cup. “I dare say, if we ever run out of blood to drink, I’d be more than happy to subsist on this alone.”


  As I had sucked down a liter earlier in the evening, I wasn’t particularly hungry. I just went with an appetizer of mozzarella sticks so as not to seem rude. We were in Little Italy, after all.


  “You’re causing quite the stir, you know,” Ozymandias said after we had placed our order. “It turns out there have been no confirmed freewills mentioned in the archives since before even my time.”


  “And when exactly is before your time?” I queried.


  “Never ask a vampire his age, my boy. Besides which, the older we get, the more we tend to lie about it. There are plenty of vampires, most of them far less than a millennium old, who love to go around bragging about how they were present at the Crucifixion. If you believed every one of them, the whole gathering would have been the size of the Super Bowl.”


  “Okay, then let me rephrase the question. How long has it been since there have been people like me (I saw Sally’s smirk out of the corner of my eye)…freewills I mean, running around?”


  “Over six hundred years, at least.”


  Whoa! Here I was, sitting with someone who might have personally known Christopher Columbus. It kind of put things into perspective for me.


  He turned to Sally. “Did you tell him what’s been happening?”


  “No,” she replied. “I didn’t want his head to swell, or anything.”


  “Tell me what?”


  At Ozymandias’ nod, she started explaining. “The rest of the coven. You’re all anyone’s talked about this whole week. It’s driving Jeff bugshit…sorry…Night Razor. There are some wild rumors flying about. Freewills can walk in the sunlight. Freewills can fly. Freewills can feed off of other vampires. Y’know, that kind of stuff.”


  “All bullshit as far as I’m aware,” I confessed.


  “No, really?” She gave me another fucking eye-roll. Gah! It was all I could do to keep from stabbing her with my fork. “The point is, you’ve become a mystery to them. The fact that you disappeared for the past week has just fed the rumor mill.”


  “Disappeared?”


  “Escaped might be a better word,” she replied with twinkle in her eye.


  “That’s a good thing,” Ozymandias cut in before I could further question her. “It means that, in their minds, you’ve become greater than the sum of your parts. You’re mostly likely going to garner respect from them that’s far outside of your age or deeds. More importantly, it means that there will be just enough doubt in them to probably keep them off your back.”


  “But I thought I was under your protection.”


  “That only lasts so long,” he said almost dismissively. “Besides which, it’s not a sure thing. Accidents happen. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t put it past Night Razor to sacrifice a few of his children to take you out. As coven head, if he claims they acted on their own, then we’d have no choice but to believe him.”


  “But now…”


  He cut me off. “But now, that’s less likely to happen. If they believe just enough, and Sally here seems to think they do, then that, coupled with my protection, might be enough to make it difficult for Night Razor to even compel them to act against you for the time being. Maybe even after that.”


  “And Night Razor?”


  Sally answered that one. “He doesn’t believe a word of it. No matter what, you’ll still have him to contend with.”


  I thought for a second and then said, “Okay. But that doesn’t explain why you’re both telling me this.”


  “My motivations will have to remain my own, I’m afraid,” Ozymandias replied. “However, suffice to say at the moment, I’d prefer to keep you alive, even if only for amusement purposes. It gets better, though. The Draculas have expressed an interest in seeing you continue to draw breath…in a manner of speaking, of course. Unfortunately, though, they refuse to take a more active stance, for now at least. And as for my dear Sally, here…”


  “Where do you think most of this gossip started?” she added, a saucy little grin on her face.


  Okay, that one surprised me a bit. Still, I wasn’t exactly convinced of anything. I turned toward her and said, matter-of-factly, “I thought you were Night Razor’s little plaything.”


  She let my barb roll right off her. “Perhaps. But if, say, a senior, more powerful vampire, were to give me a compulsion to play along and keep my mouth shut, well, even Night Razor couldn’t undo that.” She nodded in Ozymandias’ direction. “If you catch my drift.”


  Goddamn it! That didn’t really make me feel any better. If I knew she really had an interest in keeping me alive, that would be one thing. But this compulsion bullshit left me uneasy. If that was all that was behind this, then I wasn’t sure I trusted it to be enough. Then again, I really had no idea how powerful, outside of its loudness, a compulsion truly was.


  My hesitation to believe her was apparently obvious, as she quickly added, “It probably also doesn’t hurt your cause that I can’t stand the asshole.”


  “Hold on. Then what was that you were telling me about you and him?”


  “What? You’ve never slept with someone you disliked before? Hatred sex is pretty goddamn intense,” she purred.


  I decided to ignore that last bit. I had enough to chew on at the moment. The whole thing was maddening. I shook my head for a second and then gave a little laugh as the irony of what they were doing hit me.


  “The hilarious thing is, not only do I not have any of these bullshit powers that they think I do, but I might have even picked up a few extra weaknesses.”


  “Eh?” Ozymandias grunted, sipping from his third cup of espresso.


  “Unless, that is, the rest of you have a major allergy to Optimus Prime.”


  He just gave me a blank look in return. “And what exactly is an Optimus Prime?”


  “The patron saint of eternal virgins,” replied Sally without missing a beat.


  “Bite me.”


  “Not even in your sickest dreams, doughboy.”


  “Enough, children!” Ozymandias interrupted. “I believe I asked a question.”


  I brought him up to speed on the timeless (since the 1980’s, at least) tale of the Transformers and their associated toy lines. When I was finished, Sally’s look told me I had gone into far greater detail than probably necessary. Ozymandias’ pained sigh likewise indicated I had done nothing to raise his opinion of me.


  “Thank you for that fascinating diatribe,” he said with a pained sigh. “However, of greater importance to me is the value your friend places on this doll.”


  “Action figure,” I corrected. Noticing the momentary silence, I quickly added, “There’s a difference.”


  “I’m sure there is, but once again, I asked a question. I know it’s difficult, but please try to focus.”


  “Sorry. Well, I think it’s safe to say Tom, my friend, places a fairly high value on it. He told me that if there’s ever a fire, this thing gets saved long before I do.”


  “Ah, that explains it, then,” he replied. “Don’t worry. This isn’t some bizarre affliction or anything. The same thing would happen to any of us.”


  “Toys from the eighties burn vampires?”


  Sally let out of a groan. “It’s faith, stupid.”


  “This is a toy, not the Holy Grail. I’ve never been much of a church goer, but I’m pretty sure faith is all about…”


  Ozymandias leaned forward and held up a hand. Having an inkling of what he was capable of, I immediately shut up. “Forget what you know. Faith has nothing to do with Jesus, Muhammad, Odin, or whomever. Faith is a form of magic – protection magic, to be precise. As a matter of fact, it’s probably one of the last forms of real magic that most humans can tap into.” Seeing my look of confusion, he continued. “Tales of vampires have been around for millennia. Obviously, by now, you realize that the reason there have been stories about us is because we’re real. It’s not much different with wizards, sorcerers, and the like. Mankind has legends about magic dating back thousands of years, and that’s because some forms of magic are real.”


  “Most of the real stuff is lost to history. That’s why you don’t see people shooting lightning at each other on the freeway during rush hour,” Sally added.


  “Exactly,” he agreed. “Personally, I blame the Christians for that. Once they decided to equate magic with the devil, which is completely idiotic by the way, it was all downhill. All it took was a few short centuries for most of it to be completely forgotten. But forgotten doesn’t mean it’s entirely gone. Faith is one example of that.”


  “Okay, so how does faith translate into a vampire-burning action figure?” I asked between bites of my appetizer.


  “Faith is all about belief. All religions have that part right. What they have wrong is that it doesn’t have to be related to God or angels. It can be in anything. If you believe in something enough, you can actually invest it with a portion of your life force, energizing it with a bit of white energy. This energy, in turn, has an effect on our kind that is not dissimilar to that of the sun. The whole myth about crosses burning vampires is actually just a misunderstanding. People assume they’re calling upon the wrath of God, when, in actuality, it’s their belief in the symbols of the church that’s doing it. It doesn’t matter the vessel. A person could empower a cross, a star of David, or a ham sandwich if they believed in it enough.”


  “I think I get it. That certainly explains Tom’s toy.”


  Ozymandias nodded. “Yes. It also explains that your friend has some seriously messed up priorities.”


  I thought about the whole thing for a moment and then asked, “So, how far could a person take this?”


  “Therein lies the potential problem for us. The stronger the faith, the stronger the effect. Fortunately, most people can do little more than empower trinkets, if even that. However, in the past, there have been individuals…” he trailed off for a moment. “Problematic individuals, with a belief in themselves so great that they became walking, talking weapons against us.”


  At that, I gave my best Keanu Reeves impersonation. “Whoa!”


  “Indeed. We, as a people, have not always lived in the shadows. In the past – several times, as a matter of fact – there has been both open relations and outright warfare between vampires and humans. Some of history’s legendary heroes were actually those of great faith who waged war against us. They were known as Icons, short for Icons of Faith, obviously.”


  “Icons? Okay, so like…” I egged him on. No way was he telling me a story like this and weaseling out of the details.


  “Achilles would be a good example,” he said after a moment’s thought.


  “Achilles? Didn’t he fight at…”


  “Troy,” he finished the thought for me. “Yes, this much just about everyone knows. What people don’t know is that Troy was a vampire city.”


  “No way. Really?”


  “Oh, yes,” he went on. “Some of our kind had to go to great pains to convince Homer to leave out certain details from his tale. Anyway, as the story goes, this was a bit before my time, mind you, there actually was a Helen of Troy who sparked things off. However, she was just a lesser mistress to the head of one of the Greek city-states. The Greeks had apparently been looking for an excuse to wage war on us. Nothing silly like ‘kill the demons,’ of course. Troy was a major trade rival to Athens and Corinth. When one of our ambassadors made the mistake of turning Helen, the Greeks just used it as an excuse. Forget any claptrap you learned in school. Nobody sieges a city for a decade over just one woman. This was all about gold and jewels.”


  “And Achilles?”


  “A raging egomaniac, but also one of their best warriors. Since his belief in himself was genuine, though, he was all but untouchable to our kind…an Icon. Over the years, his lethality to our people has been twisted into a legend of semi-divinity.”


  “That’s…pretty badass,” I had to admit.


  “Badass, unless it was your ass he was frying,” said Sally.


  “Exactly.” Ozymandias took another sip from his cup. “Fortunately for us, persons like him are every bit as rare as you, Dr. Death, which brings us back to what I was trying to tell you earlier. If you want to have a chance in Hell of surviving, you need to play that up. There isn’t a vampire within five hundred miles who is old enough to have met another freewill. There’s no reference point, thus you’re an unknown. Amongst an ageless people who are used to seeing and knowing all, that’s a frightening thing. It is in your best interest to become the thing that’s hiding under the monsters’ beds.”


  “So, how do I do that? The entire coven practically saw me piss myself with fear last week.”


  “Practically?” quipped Sally. Bitch! “Don’t sweat it. Everyone freaks out when they’re first turned…especially those who immediately have a stake shoved in their face. The fact that you had enough sense to fight back actually impressed the hell out of a lot of them, not that they’d admit it to Night Razor. They’re also aware that you got away, as opposed to being kept under lock and key. That stirred the gossip pot even more.”


  “About that ‘got away’ part…”


  “I may have exaggerated a few of the details to the rest.” She flashed me a sly grin. “Night Razor had me tracking you down all week.”


  “You have my driver’s license. What did you need to track?” I asked, amazed at how differently my return to the vampire fold was playing out than I had expected.


  “As I just said, I fudged the truth on a few things. You’re still my problem, as far as Jeff’s been concerned, so I’ve been tasked with the job. Thus, who’s to say you haven’t disappeared into the bowels of the city for the last several days?”


  Ozymandias stepped in. “And now you’ve had a whole week to adjust and get used to your powers. The vampire who returns to them tonight will certainly not be the same one who escaped them out of desperation last week,” he said that last part with a wink.


  “I think I get it,” I replied, not getting it in the slightest.


  “Good. After this weekend, your reputation will only spread.”


  “How?”


  “You’ll see.” He flashed me a predatory grin. “For starters, though, you’re going to have an eventful night tomorrow.”


  “I am?”


  “Indeed,” he confirmed. “I have arranged for a little hunting expedition for you, having reminded Night Razor that, as your master, it’s his job to make sure you’re able to survive. Now that you’ve been found again, he can do just that.”


  “He’s done a pretty shitty job so far.”


  “Which I have also mentioned. Thus, you and he will be going hunting together tomorrow night.”


  Uh oh. Jeff kicked my ass fairly easily last time. I wasn’t really enjoying the idea of a little alone time for a repeat performance.


  “Just the two of us?” I asked.


  “Building castles in the sky…” Sally sang.


  “Yes,” said Ozymandias, ignoring her asshole remark. “You’ve been rogue all week. That’s problematic for him. Any carnage you caused could come back to haunt him. At the very least, you’ll need to learn to find and hunt prey in a way that’s subtle…or as subtle as we get. As your sire, it’s his duty to show you this. If you’re alone together, then anything that happens will be open to speculation amongst the rest of the coven.”


  “If we’re alone, he can also drag me into an alley for an all night ass kicking,” I protested.


  “Doubtful, since he knows I’m in town. However, it’s possibly a necessary evil that you’ll have to endure.”


  “At least he can’t compel you to just stand there and take it,” Sally added, the look on her face telling me she wouldn’t lose any sleep regardless of what happened.


  She did have a point, though. In such case, all I’d have to do was somehow spin running away from him like a pussy into a positive story for the rest of the coven, and I’d be all set.


  Goddamn, this was going to be a long weekend.


  
    Date Night

  


  Sally and I left James sitting there, drinking espresso – damn that was going to be one wired vamp – and walked back to the village. As we got to within a few blocks of the loft in which I’d been turned, she informed me that we were about to enter their (our) territory, and that there would, no doubt, be eyeballs watching us.


  “Stop slouching. Walk straight with your head up and facing ahead. You need to look like you own the place,” she said.


  “I don’t slouch.”


  “You look like you’re studying the sidewalk. You might as well have a sign that reads ‘Professional Victim’ hanging around your neck. Walk like I do.”


  “Like my ass is available to the lowest bidder?”


  “I’m surprised you haven’t made me an offer yet. You look like somebody who needs to pay for it.”


  “Thanks. Maybe I should just pledge my undying loyalty to Jeff.” I adopted a mock-sniveling tone. “Oh, and, by the way, master, Sally’s trying to fuck you over behind your back.”


  “Touché. But it still doesn’t change the fact that you need to exude a little bit of this thing we call ‘confidence’.”


  She was an arrogant bitch, but she was an arrogant bitch with a good point. I stood straighter and tried to put a bit of a swagger in my step.


  “Tone it down a little, Superfly,” she said out of the corner of her mouth.


  “What? You said to walk with confidence.”


  “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean you have to shuffle like some seventies pimp.”


  I tried what she suggested until she finally agreed that it was acceptable.


  “Oh, there’s one other little detail,” she said, stopping. “Just to give things an air of authenticity.”


  I was about to ask her what, when she suddenly flung herself into a pile of trash on the sidewalk. Before I could even speak a word, she was back on her feet and launching herself face-first into the side of the nearest building.


  “What the fuck?”


  When she was finished with her insane self-inflicted assault, she stood before me – covered in grime, small cuts, and with several bruises on her face.


  “Ta da!” she said with a smile. “Now it looks like I successfully tracked down the ferocious Freewill.”


  Holy shit, this chick was psycho. What the hell had she and Ozymandias dragged me into?


  *     *     *


  We went straight to the loft from there, and Sally let us in. I was trying my best to look stone cold pissed off, but I felt it was only a matter of time before I shit my pants. If I was going to do this, though, I’d have to dive in feet first. Otherwise, I might find myself remembering that this was a nest of hardcore killers and start looking for another window to throw myself out of.


  There were about a dozen vampires scattered around the room, far less than the week before. No party scheduled for that night, I guess. There were three vamps, a male and two females, seated on the couch. I recognized the guy as one of the goons who had dragged me back up to the loft, following my impromptu skydiving lesson the week before. On the floor in front of them was a dead, presumably exsanguinated, body. The trio on the couch was all covered in blood, so I assumed we had entered just as they were finishing up a meal. This was the perfect opportunity…the best way to show dominance to a predator was over a fresh kill. I just hoped it wasn’t also the perfect opportunity for me to blow it and get my ass put through a wall.


  I shoved past Sally (who fell back much more dramatically than the push had warranted) and approached the couch. All three vamps glanced toward me and I could’ve sworn I noticed a little air of uncertainty about them. However, when the male spoke up, his voice had nothing but douchebag bravado behind it.


  “What the hell are you staring at, cockface?”


  Okay, it was now or never. Guess it was time to see if that semester I put in with NJIT’s drama society paid off. “My name is Dr. Death,” I replied calmly.


  “My apologies, Dr. Death,” he spat, eliciting a few giggles from the lady vamps.


  “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced,” I continued, my tone even, almost friendly sounding.


  “Name’s Dusk Reaper.” Jeez, every moniker here was stupider sounding than the last.


  “Nice to meet you. Now listen up, Dick Reaper. You’re sitting in my fucking seat,” I willed my voice to be calm and made sure not to break eye contact – hey, it works for dogs, figured I might as well try it here.


  “What the fuck did you call me, asshole?” his voice rose, drawing attention from the other vampires in the room.


  In my mind, I envisioned my Elven battlemage. He wouldn’t take shit from anyone. He once stared down an entire tavern full of angry bugbears; no way would he back down from this asshole. I let years of role playing experience take over and envisioned that this was just another random encounter. It was time to throw down my twenty-sider.


  I sneered at him. “You heard what I called you. More importantly, you heard what I told you. You’re in my seat. Get. The. Fuck. Up. Now.” My emotionless tone would have made a Zen master proud.


  “Or what?” he replied. His voice still held its original menace, but I could see a glimmer of doubt in his eye (I hoped). He wasn’t expecting this.


  Ignoring his question, I casually swept my gaze toward the body on the rug. “Is this your handiwork?”


  “Damn straight. Drained him like a stuck pig.”


  “Nasty what happens when a human gets drained by a vampire,” I said conversationally. This was it, sink or swim. Please work! “Ever see what happens when someone like me drains a vampire?”


  That stopped his attitude dead in its tracks. I could see it in his eyes. Goddamn it, Sally and James were actually right.


  “No,” he stammered.


  I put an edge into my voice. “Well, you’re going to, if you don’t fucking move…NOW!”


  There was a tense pause as we locked eyes…and then, amazingly, he blinked first. Looking like a petulant child who had been sent to bed early, he got up without a word and stalked off. I, in turn, sat down, leaned back, and put my feet up on the corpse (gross!) like I owned the place. The two ladies got up to follow him. As they did, I said in my best arrogant tone, “When you decide you’ve had enough of Dick Raper there, come on back and I’ll show you how to make a Dr. Death sandwich.”


  One gave me a look of outright disgust as she stormed off, but the other gave me a much less hostile glance that said that maybe, just maybe, there’d be a chance in hell of that happening. Damn, I’d been acting like an alpha dog for less than five minutes, and already I was seeing more results than I ever did before. Note to self: remember this shit.


  Of course, Sally had to go and ruin it by sitting down next to me. She carried herself meekly, but it was just an act. “Smooth,” she whispered low enough so that the others wouldn’t overhear. “You’d sleep alone at a sex addicts’ convention.” Bitch.


  Sally aside, though, the exchange between Dusk Reaper and me appeared to be having its desired effect. There were a lot of whispered conversations going on in the room, and a quick scan showed that few vamps in the crowd were willing to make direct eye contact with me. So far, so good.


  Unfortunately, almost as if on cue, I heard a familiar voice angrily yell out, “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I turned my head to see Night Razor come stomping out of one of the bedrooms, looking as much the douchebag as ever. In tow followed the cute redhead I had seen the previous week, looking quite disheveled, I might add. Whatever I might think of Jeff, it was obvious he was getting tail from whomever in the coven he felt like getting it from. I really needed to put in an application for his job.


  Oddly enough, though, his wrath wasn’t directed toward me…at least not yet. His focus for the time being seemed to be on chewing Dusk Reaper a new asshole. You can probably guess the reason.


  “You’re eighty-four goddamn years old, and you’re going to puss out to this?” Night Razor gestured toward me as he screamed in the other vampire’s face. I felt Sally’s boot strike me quickly on the side of my shin (Ouch!) while he continued bitching Dusk Reaper out. She didn’t need to remind me. Whatever happened in the next few minutes would either make or break me, literally.


  “Sorry…Razor, man. It’s just that…he’s…y’know,” Dusk Reaper stuttered.


  “Don’t start with that freewill bullshit,” Razor barked. “I thought you were smarter than that. (Really? I personally wouldn’t have given Doofus Reaper credit for being smart enough to tie his own shoes.) Now stop being a fucking pansy and GO SHOW HIM WHO’S BOSS!”


  No doubt about it, I could feel the force of the compulsion from where I sat. Dusk Reaper’s eyes momentarily glazed over, and then a look of pure hatred spread across his face. He started slowly advancing upon me, Night Razor looking on approvingly. It was time to test whether Ozymandias knew what he was talking about. Trying (and almost failing) my damnedest to remain calm, I locked eyes with my would-be attacker.


  With each step he took, I pulled back my lips a little baring more of my fangs. I also visibly tensed my body, as if preparing to launch myself at him (a bluff, but then again, that bugbear encounter had been one, too. I was only fourth level at the time, after all). All the while, I never let my eyes waver from his. At the third step, his body started to quiver, and his movements became a little jerky. At the fourth step, I noticed the look on his face starting to waver as well.


  By the time his foot came down a fifth time (I was quickly running out of room), he stopped and broke his gaze from mine. He shook his head a little, as if clearing his thoughts, and then turned to Night Razor.


  “It’s all good, man. I was just heading out, anyway. Really.” That last part came out perhaps a bit whinier than he had meant it to. Night Razor and I both glared at him. Mine was still a bluff, but I was pretty sure Razor was getting ready to eviscerate the other vamp. To his credit, Dusk Reaper sensed this and beat a hasty retreat to the door, although he tried to save some face by turning to me as he opened it. “Next time, motherfucker,” he weakly growled, but there was no real conviction to his voice. Finally, he shut the door behind him and I took my first breath in what felt like an hour.


  Night Razor slowly turned toward me, his hands curling into fists. I was definitely not out of the woods, yet. An ass-stomping by him now would probably knock down the giant wall of self-serving bullshit I had just built – that, and it would also hurt…probably a lot. Healing factor or not, I found myself not loving pain any more now than I did whilst still alive. Fortunately, I had a six hundred year old life preserver to cling to.


  “Ozymandias says ‘hi,’” I said before he could do anything that I might regret. That appeared to give him cause to reconsider. He apparently knew James was in town and likely to visit. Night Razor wasn’t even remotely afraid of me, that much was obvious. However, I was pretty certain whatever craving he had in him to beat the snot out of me was outweighed by his lack of desire to deal with James afterward. I had seen James in action, and Jeff’s reaction to it. In a fight, he would eat Night Razor for lunch, and then probably still have enough left in him to use me as a toothpick.


  I was certain we both knew the cause for his hesitation, but I still had an illusion to maintain for the others. As he just stood there glaring, I bent down and dipped my finger into the wound in the corpse’s neck. I brought my hand back up and contemptuously licked the blood off of it. In practice, it was a pretty gross thing to do, but I bet it looked pretty damn cool. Yeah, it would have been a bit more badass if maybe I looked more like Vin Diesel, but you work with what you have.


  Sally, to her credit, jumped right in and played along. “Okay, that’s it. I’ve had enough,” she said with just a slight quiver to her voice. Leaping to her feet, she went to stand by Night Razor. “I did what you asked me to. I found him and convinced him to come back. But I can’t take it anymore. (Ooh, were those crocodile tears rolling down her face? Nice touch.) This fucker is just creeping the shit out of me. Please, master! I’m sorry I brought him here. I didn’t know.” She put her arms around Night Razor and buried her face in his shoulder. “Please, forgive me,” she whimpered softly. “I’ll be more careful next time, I swear. Just give him to someone else. Let Firebird keep an eye on him and I’ll stay here with you. I’ll even do those things you like.” Judging by how pale the redhead’s face got, I assumed she must be Firebird. I actually almost found myself hoping Jeff would take Sally up on her suggestion. A little ginger action might be just what the doctor ordered.


  Sadly, no redheaded sloppy seconds for me, though, as he shoved Sally away from him. “Tough shit. You made your bed, now you can lie in it. This piece of shit is your problem.” She dropped to her knees and started quietly sobbing. “Whine about it again and I’ll compel you to let him do whatever the hell he wants with you.” (Oh, yeah! Please whine again, please whine again.) Night Razor nodded toward the redhead, and she quickly moved to his side. “I’m getting some fresh air. This place stinks.” Before he walked out, he looked me in the eye and said, “I’ll see you tomorrow night, meat.” I managed to meet his stare until the door shut behind him, at which point I allowed myself a deep sigh of relief.


  Within a few minutes, every other vampire in the place found an excuse to be elsewhere. As the last one closed the door behind him, Sally popped up from the floor and gave me a big grin.


  “That went fucking fabulously.”


  “Glad you thought so” I mimed wiping sweat off my brow. “Me, I’m not entirely sure I didn’t crap my pants.”


  “You did great. Enough of the coven saw what went down between you and Dusk Reaper. By the end of the night, everyone will be talking about how you practically ripped his head off.”


  “I’m surprised Jeff didn’t do that to mine.”


  “You played that perfectly. He’s not about to cross James. And now he’ll have his hands full with damage control, as they’re probably also going to be gossiping about how he backed down in front of you.”


  “Great. Now all I have to do is keep him from killing my ass tomorrow night,” I said, still a little shaky.


  “Yeah, that one might be a bit dicey,” she agreed. “You definitely didn’t win any points in his book. You might want to consider not following him down any dark alleys or subway tunnels.”


  “Thanks. I kind of figured that.”


  “Oh, relax. You scored big tonight. That’s the important thing. Sit back, put your feet up, and snack on the leftovers.” She pointed to the corpse. “You might as well enjoy it. You’re probably not going to get much of a chance to relax tomorrow,” she said, walking into the kitchen.


  Looking to change the subject to something other than my potential future pummeling, I glanced down at the dead body. “Speaking of leftovers, how the hell do you guys clean up messes like this?”


  “We pay the cleaning crew very well, and they don’t ask questions,” she called from the other room. “As for the carpet, a quick steam clean, and you’ll never notice the blood. Scotchgard is a fucking miracle, I tell you.” She emerged from the kitchen, steak knife in hand. “Pity I can’t say the same for this dress.” With that, she sliced open the side of her neck. Blood immediately started pouring down her shoulders.


  “Jesus Christ!” I yelled, jumping to my feet.


  She smiled at me as the blood began to soak the top of her dress. “All for the cause. If anyone else stops by here, they’ll learn how I just barely managed to fight you off when you tried feeding upon me.”


  “Oh. Yeah, right, I guess,” I stammered. A few minutes ago, Sally had done a good job pretending to be afraid of me. However, I couldn’t help but think that maybe I should be the one who was afraid of her.


  *     *     *


  Sally’s little display proved to be useful, if completely psychotically insane. The loft was apparently a popular hangout spot for the coven. As such, every couple of hours or so, a group of vampires could be heard walking up the stairs. They would come waltzing in the door, and there would be Sally, lying on the floor, holding her neck (which she had to cut several times due to her enhanced healing), and tearfully crying for help. Each and every time, the vampires showed what a standup bunch of assholes they were. They’d look in horror from her to me (I was mostly just sitting on the couch flipping through TV channels…I love pay per view, especially when I’m not the one paying). I’d give them a glare or two, and then they’d just book the hell out the door faster than they came in. Worked like a charm. I wouldn’t have expected vampires to be such pussies, but I wasn’t complaining about it, either.


  Finally, with the morning sky just starting to lighten, she declared we were probably safe from intrusion for a while, and went off to take a shower. I, being the gentleman that I am, left her to her business (the bitch locked the door) and went to warm up a liter of blood in the microwave. When she came out (dressed, sadly) she immediately headed for one of the bedrooms – suggesting I do the same, as I had a long night ahead of me. That sounded like a good idea. The excitement of the previous night had finally faded, and I was feeling pretty wiped. After first making sure Sally was securely locked in (she was, damn it), I entered the other bedroom, the one that Jeff and the redhead had come out of hours earlier, and then immediately backed the fuck out. I don’t know what the hell they were doing in there, nor do I want to. Suffice it to say, holy crap, that was a lot of blood.


  After dragging the corpse into the kitchen (damn thing was starting to creep me out), I spent the next several hours asleep on the couch.


  Waking up to a face as pretty as Sally’s is a dream most men have. Waking up to that face yelling, “Get up, dipshit.”…not so much. I can only imagine how many speechwriters bemoaned the loss of such an eloquent orator when she decided to become a stripper.


  “Come on, wake up,” she again prodded.


  “Okay, okay, I’m up.”


  “You sleep like the freaking dead.” (Well, duh!)


  “What’s the emergency?” I asked.


  “Most of the coven is usually awake by now. Gives us all time to get dressed, do our hair, put on makeup…you know, so we’re all ready in time for sundown.”


  “Sorry, left my eyeliner back in Brooklyn,” I grumbled, rubbing my eyes.


  “Just as long as you didn’t leave your deodorant. (Bitch!) My point is that some of the others, particularly Jeff, could be popping in soon. I want to have one more surprise ready for them. Follow me.”


  I got up and she led me to the bathroom door. “Punch it,” she ordered.


  “Why?”


  “Because it was looking at me funny,” she quipped, sarcasm oozing from every pore. “Just do it.”


  Okay, whatever. I pulled my arm back and did as I was told. My hand collided with the door with a meaty thud. “There, happy?”


  “What the fuck was that?” she snapped. “I said to punch it, not give it a little ass-slap. Like this” She turned to the door and let loose with a right jab that left a fist-sized dent in it.


  I looked more closely at the damage and asked, “Is this metal?”


  “Yeah, it’s a security door.”


  “Why do you have a security door on the bathroom?”


  Another fucking eye-roll! I swear there was going to be a head-shaped dent in the door in about thirty seconds. “Isn’t it obvious?” she asked. “Sometimes the larder in the basement is full. We use this in case we need to lock up any refreshments.”


  Great. A bathroom/meat locker combo: just what every apartment in SoHo needed.


  “Now smash the shit out of it,” she commanded. “They’ll be able to tell if I did it. Your hands are bigger.”


  “Let me guess. You locked yourself in the bathroom last night to escape my evil wrath.”


  “See? You are learning.” She patted my head. “Who’s a good boy?”


  I decided to focus my annoyance with her on the door. I tensed up and then started to rain blow after blow on it. By the time I was done, it looked like I had made a fairly frenzied effort to break in. When I stepped back to admire my handiwork (damn, I kill me), I realized Sally had dragged the corpse back out of the kitchen and dropped it next to me.


  She grinned at me. “This next part’s gonna get a little messy.”


  Suffice it to say, she was right. A few minutes of swinging the dead body violently against the door left the place looking like something out of a horror movie. Sally then tore up her dress from the night before and tossed it into the pile of gore to complete the effect. Anyone walking in out of context would think that a freaking grizzly bear had attempted to tear its way into the bathroom. All things considered, I’m pretty sure that was the plan.


  About fifteen minutes after we finished, we heard sounds on the stairs.


  She quickly turned to me, said, “Sorry about this,” and then slashed her nails down the side of my face. Fuck! It felt like she had steak knives on the ends of her fingers. What is it with people maiming the shit out of me lately? Before I could protest, she ducked inside the bathroom and locked the blood-splattered, half-broken door.


  Without thinking, I ran over and started pounding on it. “You goddamn bitch! I’m gonna rearrange your fucking face!” I screamed, which is apparently what she wanted, as, right there and then, the front door opened and in stepped Night Razor, followed by Firebird, Starlight, Dread Stalker (it’s like the retarded Justice League) and two other male vampires whose stupid comic book names I didn’t know.


  I stopped my attack on the door and stared at them. They, in turn, were frozen in place, trying to take everything in. It must have been quite the scene to make a pack of apex predators just stand there, looking aghast.


  It was Sally who finally ended the moment. Before anyone could say anything, the bathroom door flew open (catching me in the face in the process and nearly dumping me on my ass). She came running out, covered in gore, and wearing nothing but a bloody towel.


  Throwing herself at Night Razor’s feet, she started whimpering, “Thank god! Thank god!” I’ll give credit where credit is due. She was pretty damn convincing, even to me.


  Night Razor narrowed his eyes at me. Whether or not he bought the little scene in front of him, he was at least smart enough to know that it would make him look bad to act like it. He simply nodded toward Starlight and Firebird and said, “Get her cleaned up.” When neither of them moved, he added a little compulsion to his voice, “DO IT!” That was good. If he needed to use mind tricks to get them moving, it said that they were pretty well freaked.


  They gathered Sally up and slowly helped her toward the bedroom. As they passed by me, the redhead, Firebird, spat, “You…inhuman animal.” She just as quickly averted her eyes.


  Sensing an opportunity, I sneered and replied, “Keep talking, baby. I like my food a little spicy.” She gasped and moved to drag Sally (who couldn’t quite stop herself from giving me another eye-roll…must resist urge to really kill her) a little more quickly toward the bedroom.


  Despite outnumbering me four to one, only Night Razor dared to step forward. He walked up and we stared at each other, eye to eye. Yeah, he could’ve creamed me into pulp if he wanted to, but I couldn’t let him know that in front of the others.


  “When are we going out?” I asked with an even voice. “Because I’m still hungry.”


  *     *     *


  “You owe me a fucking door,” was the first thing Jeff said to me as we set out alone into the Manhattan nightlife.


  “Bill me,” I shot back.


  “I’ll do better than that. Just one more thing I’ll be taking out of your ass just as soon as Ozymandias is off my case.”


  “If you think you can,” I said, feeling the last of my tough guy persona starting to drain away.


  “You can cut the shit now,” he spat. “I don’t know how you’ve managed to get Sally running scared, but we both know you’re full of it.”


  “If you say so.” I got the distinct feeling my voice was going to start cracking any minute now. Amongst the crowd, I was safe. Out here, alone with the guy who both killed me and shortly thereafter beat the snot out of me, I wasn’t feeling so good. This was about the time my battlemage would throw down a smoke illusion and run for the hills.


  “Just a week ago,” he snarled, setting a fast walking pace, “you were this scared little rabbit who wouldn’t even make a kill. Yes, Starlight told me all about that. And now, just a few days later…bam…you’re the big bad fucking wolf. Sounds a little too convenient to me.”


  I said nothing. I didn’t trust my voice to sound like anything stronger than a whimper. Besides which, silence can be a good thing. It would let him form his own conclusions. Maybe, despite all his bluster, he, too, had a shred of doubt about me.


  “And that’s why I brought this.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out one of those mini HD camcorders I’ve seen at Best Buy. “You better shed a lot of blood tonight, because the second you come across as anything other than a complete beast, your little house of cards is gonna come tumbling down. You might as well call yourself Dr. Dead.”


  Okay, so maybe there wasn’t much doubt there, after all. Shit! Who would have thought vampires would go all high tech? That was a bit of a mind scramble. This was going to require a little luck to pull off.


  *     *     *


  I seriously did not fit in with this crowd. I’m actually surprised the bouncer let me in at all. From the looks of the people grinding on the dance floor, I was some combination of too un-cool, too poor, and too uncoordinated to be here. Judging from some of the tittering conversations my overly acute vamp-ears picked up, I may have been a tad too intelligent, as well. Ye gods, what a vacuous crowd. The club’s name was Vicarious, a fitting moniker, considering the look of things. It was situated pretty far uptown, almost on the fringe of areas of the city where one might traditionally avoid walking alone after dark. Of course, a good chunk of that was overplayed by people from out of town. The city was a lot safer these days than it had been just a few short years ago. Even so, safer or not, I still personally wouldn’t hang out near some areas of the Bronx at night minus a small army of friends.


  I wasn’t overly surprised at Jeff’s choice of hunting ground. It was far enough away from the coven’s base of operations so that it wouldn’t be too obvious where any attacks originated from (Although Sally had mentioned to me that the elders in any given area made it a point to keep the wheels of justice well greased so as to make sure a good deal of vampire-related activity was either misdirected or went unsolved). The club was also an ideal place, in that the crowd was mostly young, stupid, and hopped up on any of a number of drugs. On the way there, he’d explained to me, as if speaking to a slow-witted, socially inept child (I resented that first part at least), that it wouldn’t be too hard to spot someone in a place like this, someone who could easily be seduced into leaving the club. For most who fell into this category, it would probably be a few days before anyone thought to miss them.


  I, in turn, pointed out that maybe someone who looked like him could pull that off, but I was a bit rusty in the seduction department.


  “You are just all sorts of fucking pathetic, you know that?” he scoffed. “I know your type. Weak, scared of their own shadow, probably still living at home with your parents.”


  “I have my own place, thank you for asking.”


  “Okay, sorry. Please excuse me,” he mocked. “Let me guess, you live right upstairs from Mommy. She still packs your lunchbox and washes your underwear. Am I right?”


  I tried to ignore his taunts and be the better man, but he apparently took my silence for affirmation, as he then said, “Yeah, I thought so. As I said, pathetic. It’s almost not going to be worth the time it’s going to take to rip your fucking spine out (okay, well at least that was a step closer to him not wanting to kill me), but I’m still going to.” (Or maybe not.)


  I tried not to show that his last statement had brought me a fair ways along toward a complete panic attack, and instead, gave him attitude right back.


  “This is all really fascinating. It’s good to know I don’t need to pay for a therapist as long as I have you around. But it’s kind of ignoring my original point,” I said, trying to steer him away from thoughts of brutally murdering me.


  He gave a contemptuous sigh. “I can’t believe you even need to ask this shit. You’re a vampire now. A superior fucking being.” He looked at me from the corner of his eye. “In theory, anyway (fucking douchebag!). Still, there are plenty of ways you can seal the deal.”


  “Very well, enlighten me, oh, master of the night.”


  “For starters, there’s compulsion. It doesn’t work as well as it does between us…or most of us. Usually, though, a vampire can plant a suggestion in the mind of a weak-willed human, if they concentrate enough and are of sufficient skill and power. But since you have neither (fuck you!), I guess that’s out of the question. Relying on charm and charisma is probably also out for you.”


  “It’s great to hear about all the ways I’m not going to score. Really, it is. But how about something that might help me?”


  “You could show them your fangs,” he answered. “Some girls still go nuts for that Twilight bullshit. There is, however, one method that never fails, even for someone like you.” He reached into the pocket of his jacket and pulled out a small vial, which he then tossed to me. I held it up and examined the contents, a fine white powder.


  “You want me to coke them up?” I asked incredulously.


  “They don’t call it whore bait for nothing.”


  *     *     *


  The second we entered the club, Jeff ditched me – so much for this being a father/son outing. Of course, before doing so, he warned that the next time he saw me, I’d better be covered in blood. Wonderful! But when in a meat market, it’s best to get shopping.


  Okay, so that turned out to be easier said than done. My first few attempts to strike up a conversation were met with me being completely ignored. My third was a bit better. I got laughed at when I tried to show off my fangs, but better reaction than indifference, I suppose. Guess I don’t look effeminate enough for that one to work. It was then that I spotted a girl sitting alone at the bar. She was a cute, petite thing in a white dress that left little to the imagination (including that she was either chilly or sitting under an A/C vent). Most importantly, judging from the empty shot glasses in front of her, she looked to be pretty well on her way to Margaritaville.


  I approached her and tried to think of the best way to strike up a conversation. In the end, though, I couldn’t come up with anything appropriately smooth sounding. So, I opted instead just to dangle the vial of drugs in front of her face and say, “Hey. I got coke.” Okay, so maybe there’s some small part of me that can understand all of Sally’s eye-rolls.


  Credit where credit is due. Much to my surprise, Jeff was right. Her eyes immediately lit up at the sight. She gave me a naughty little grin and licked her lips. “You thinking maybe a blow for a little blow?” she purred. Damn, and to think I’ve wasted the last decade or so trying to actually talk to women. I was about to respond with something appropriately cool like, “okay” when I saw her eyes go wide at the sight of something behind me.


  “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” an angry voice growled. “You macking on my woman, asshole?”


  I spun around and came face to face with one ugly son of a bitch. He had a shaved head and several bad tattoos running up and down his tightly muscled arms. Twenty-four years of instinct came into play and I immediately tried backing down.


  “Sorry, man. Just a mistake,” I said, trying to slip the drugs back into my pocket.


  However, the girl, proving that all women are sisters in that they all share a gene that lets them become instant bitches, decided to ‘help’ the situation along.


  “This fucker was trying to slip me something, Mike,” she said in an accusing tone that suggested she got off on watching her boyfriend kick the crap out of guys like me. Oh, shit.


  “Oh, yeah?” growled Mike, balling his hands into fists. “Trying to slip my girl some X? Probably only way a faggot like you is gonna get laid.”


  I was about to try the old “I don’t want no trouble, pal” routine to weasel my way out of this, when I remembered why I was here. I was a goddamn, supernatural creature of the night. Why should I be taking shit from anyone? I could take apart this whole place with my bare hands if I wanted to.


  I decided to play it tough.


  “Back off, fuckface,” I said with a sneer. Oh, yeah, this felt good. I got in his face. “Your bitch is a lying little slut. Before you came back, she was practically begging for my dick.” Holy crap, this was actually kind of fun. I could get used to this alpha dog thing.


  We both made a move at the same time. I was faster. I was stronger.


  Unfortunately, he was better.


  Several years back, I saw this movie called Legend of the Seven Golden Vampires. It was a low budget flick that pitted kung-fu masters against the undead. Here were these karate guys kicking the ever (un)living shit out of a pack of vampires who had ravaged the land. At the time, I had laughed. Maybe I shouldn’t have.


  Before I knew it, I was immobilized in an arm lock, experiencing my face being repeatedly smashed into the top of the bar. I was just starting to see a head-shaped dent appear in it, when I felt multiple sets of arms grab hold of my body. Security had arrived to save me. Of course, by ‘save me’, I mean drag my ass to the exit and toss me out into the street. Yeah, that could have gone better. Figures that the one time I try to pick a fight, it turns out to be with someone who could do a reasonable impersonation of Chuck “The Iceman” Liddell.


  I could feel whatever damage had been done already starting to heal, so I picked myself up and scurried off. No way was I about to sit there and wait for Jeff’s laughing face (and camcorder) to catch up with me. As it was, I very much doubted he had missed my unceremonious exit from the club. Hopefully, he hadn’t also captured it on tape. If so, I could count on a lot of unpleasantness in my foreseeable future.


  I wandered for several blocks, not really paying much attention. I didn’t realize at the time that I was walking in the opposite direction I probably should have been. Getting one’s face smashed into hardwood tends to do that.


  I was finally pulled out of my funk by a husky female voice calling out to me, “Hey baby, wanna party?” Turning my head toward the source, I found myself staring at a woman, obviously a prostitute, standing at the mouth of an alley. She looked…well, she looked pretty damn bad. She was overweight and wearing a far-too-small tube dress. Her face lacked several teeth and looked like it had seen its fair share of fists. When people think of hookers, they often want to imagine beautiful and classy ladies of the night, maybe women who looked like Rebecca De Mornay from Risky Business (sorry, but I’m not one of the dozen or so guys who sat through Pretty Woman). The truth was that the vast majority probably looked a lot closer to this mess than some glamorous coed working her way through college.


  “Huh?” I wittily replied.


  “Wanna party? Ten bucks for an appetizer. Twenty for the full menu.” She had the bored tone of someone who has seen far too much of the world and found it to be an ugly place.


  I remembered the purpose for the outing. This was a hunting trip and, despite not having any great desire to go on a killing spree, I couldn’t return empty handed. Unfortunately for her, I needed to make a kill, and she happened to be someone who probably wouldn’t be missed. Besides which, she’d be better than noshing on a fat naked dude…if only marginally.


  I dug out my wallet and showed her a twenty. “I’m kinda hungry tonight,” I said, waving it in front of her. Figures, the best line I’ve had all evening and it was wasted on a crack whore.


  She turned to walk down the alley, beckoning me to follow. I did, mentally steeling myself to act as soon as we were deep enough inside to avoid unwanted attention. I planned to make it as quick as I could. No point in causing needless suffering (for either of us). I’d move to take her from behind, and then quickly snap her neck before taking a bite. It would be fast and minimize any screaming…hopefully.


  Luck just wasn’t on my side, though. She reached a corner and then stopped. “Afraid I’m gonna have to charge you a little more, sweet thing.”


  “Like what?” I indifferently asked, preparing to close in on her.


  “Like everything you got, motherfucker,” said a voice from behind me. I immediately felt the barrel of what I assumed to be a gun pushed against the back of my head.


  I was rapidly learning that enhanced senses don’t mean shit if you aren’t paying attention, and of course I hadn’t been. I had been so wrapped up in my little killing fantasy that I’d completely missed someone hiding in the shadows, waiting in ambush. I really have to learn to be a little less introspective in the future.


  As the gun barrel prodded me forward, three more guys stepped from a bend in the alley. This wasn’t exactly good news. Even so, it was also a safe bet that none of these guys were ninjas like that creep back in the club. The advantage might still be mine…if I could avoid a barrage of bullets to the brain. Vampire healing aside, that didn’t sound like much fun.


  I was going to have to make this fast…so I did, before I could psych myself out of it. The next time I felt the gun owner give me a push forward, I put everything I had into it. Spinning on my heel, I brought up my right arm. Before my would-be assailant’s neurons could fire off a message telling his fingers to shoot, my fist collided with his wrist. I heard the snap of bone (not mine, which was cool), and the gun went flying off into the shadows. He screamed and doubled over, holding his shattered appendage.


  I almost couldn’t believe that worked. Standing there in front of him, I gloated, “You picked the wrong guy to fuck with tonight. When I’m through with…” *CRUNCH*


  Oh, yeah, forgot about the other assholes trying to mug me. Note to self: make sure all the bad guys are down before spouting off one-liners. In the meantime…holy shit that hurt! What connected with the back of my head had the consistency of a crowbar, which meant it probably was. Stars exploded in front of my eyes and I found myself on the ground looking up as the three…make that four (my lovely crack ho friend was joining in) remaining assailants started to stomp on me.


  It wasn’t exactly my shining moment. However, before I could see whether or not I had enough left in me to mount a counterattack (my ego said yes, my logic center said doubtful), I heard a wet tearing noise. A second later, a human-shaped projectile flew into two of my attackers, knocking them away. Before any of us could make sense of what had just happened, a bloody fist erupted from the chest of the last guy standing above me. A gurgle erupted from his throat and he immediately collapsed on top of me.


  It only took a second to push his still-twitching body off, but it was pretty much all over by then. I looked up to see the prostitute, correction: pieces of the prostitute, being flung about. I sat up and caught a face full of her severed leg.


  I finally had enough of being pummeled with body parts. Rolling to the side, I managed to push myself to my feet, ready to take down whatever gang banger was closest to me. Turns out, it was hard to tell. There were plenty of body parts close by, but I wasn’t entirely sure they were all from the same person. A faint whimper caught my attention. I looked just in time to see the last of my attackers have his head twisted completely around with a sickly snapping that made my wrist break from earlier seem lame in comparison. The mugger dropped, boneless, to the alley floor, very much dead.


  “That was…well, there’s no two ways about it. That was fairly pathetic,” said Ozymandias, stepping from the shadows.


  “I took down one of them,” I lamely replied.


  “Alas, two hundred is not exactly an outstanding batting average.”


  “What are you doing here?” I tried changing the subject away from my less than impressive fighting prowess.


  “Aside from saving you from an embarrassing beating?” he replied. “Seriously, you should have been able to take out attackers of this caliber without breaking a sweat. That aside, as I told you earlier, your reputation would be spreading after this weekend was through. I’ve heard that you’ve done a pretty good job of talking your way through things. However, talk only gets you so far amongst our kind.” He looked around at the carnage. “Congratulations on your first massacre. It shall not be your last.” He inclined his head to the side as if listening for something. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. Try not to do anything silly like fall down and hurt yourself.”


  And, with that, he turned and disappeared down the far side of the alley, almost too quickly for my eyes to follow. Damn, maybe he had a point about those espressos.


  I was standing there, looking in the direction he had run, and contemplating my next move, when I heard movement from the entrance of the alley. A few moments later, Night Razor came into view.


  “What the fuck?” he gasped, skidding to a stop to take in the carnage before him.


  Ozymandias had played things perfectly. Now there was a vampire who knew what he was doing. However, it would all be for naught if I didn’t do my part. Composing myself as best I could, I started slowly walking toward Night Razor, licking the blood off my fingers as I did so. “Sorry,” I casually said, “I didn’t leave you any leftovers.”


  His eyes were wide with a mixture of surprise and disbelief. “How the hell…? Last I saw, you were getting your ass dragged out of that club by security.”


  That’s it? Thank god. He apparently didn’t see the event leading up to that. Luck was apparently smiling on me tonight, sorta. Either way, it was time for a little embellishment.


  “Some fucker got in my face and they jumped me when I started slapping him around.”


  “But how did you…”


  “The club was fun and all, but I really needed prey a little more challenging than some teenage ravers. I figured you’d understand,” I smugly said. “So, what’s next? I’m all warmed up now.”


  He just stood there, glaring at me, so I decided there was one little bit of extra icing to spread on this cake. I gestured down at the camera sticking out of his pocket. “You did remember to tape this, right?”
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  So maybe I should have kept that last remark to myself. That, or I should’ve expected that I’d need to duck. Regardless, I caught one square on the chin from Night Razor, and, once again, found myself on my ass. I guess it was too much to hope that I’d make it through the entire evening without getting hit once. Well, okay; so far, this night, I’d gotten hit several times, but most of them had come from people other than Jeff. Come to think of it, though, maybe that wasn’t something I should be bragging about. On the upside, I was still conscious. Guess my tolerance for beatings was getting better.


  We stood there, glaring at each other for a few seconds (okay, I was technically sitting), and then he seemed to think better of the ass whupping he was no doubt contemplating handing out. While I’d love to fool myself into thinking that perhaps he had doubts of being able to take me out (perhaps bolstered by the scene of carnage he stumbled upon), it appeared his reservations were more practical in nature as he said, “We need to get our asses away from this fucking mess before someone calls the cops.”


  Pulling myself to my feet, I grudgingly had to admit he did have a point. Subtle this was not. Instead of saying anything pithy that might’ve ended with my head smashed through a wall, I simply grunted my assent with his plan. Without another word, he turned and took off full bore down the alley at a speed that would have made an Olympic sprinter weep. Remembering that I wasn’t exactly a slouch anymore myself, I immediately took off after him at a similar pace – not too shabby for someone who came in dead last in every race during gym class.


  Just a few minutes at this speed found us several blocks away. I’d definitely have to remember that. It was faster and cheaper than a cab, with the added benefit of not having to be yelled at in Arabic.


  The place where Night Razor finally stopped was deep in shadow, several streetlights in the area being inoperative. “Now it’s your turn,” he said, his back still turned to me.


  Oh, shit, that didn’t sound good. I crouched down into a fighting stance (or at least what years of Bruce Lee movies had taught me was a fighting stance) and prepared myself for an attack. What I wasn’t prepared for was the torrent of water that hit me when Night Razor stepped aside. I was blasted off my feet, and worse yet, fuck me, it was freezing cold.


  I rolled to the side, out of the spray and, after slipping a few times on the wet concrete, managed to get back up. Night Razor was standing there, grinning, holding the cap of the fire hydrant he had just ripped open. “There. Now you don’t look like you just stepped out of a slaughterhouse.”


  Fucker! Again, though, he had a point. I hadn’t realized that I looked like someone who had just run away from a murder scene (which, oddly enough, was what had just happened). Now I just had the appearance of someone who’d decided to take an impromptu dive into the Hudson. Oh, well, water dries better on clothes than blood, I suppose. That was assuming I didn’t freeze to death first…oh, yeah, probably little chance of that happening.


  “A little warning next time?” I growled.


  “What fun would that be? Besides which,” his voice turned hard, “I think you’ve gotten plenty of warnings from me already.”


  *     *     *


  I made it back to the loft a short while later, still damp, but without further incident. Following my improvised street shower, Jeff unceremoniously announced we were done, and then had stalked off into the night. I didn’t need a written invitation to know that his body language clearly said don’t follow. So, I didn’t. It didn’t really matter anyway. I had miraculously both survived the night and given him absolutely zero ammunition to use against me. All things considered, I had probably come out ahead of the curve. That didn’t mean I was particularly happy about it, though.


  I walked up the stairs, my shoes making sloshing noises with each step, and just opened the door without bothering to knock. Truth be told, I was starting to consider it a second home of sorts. Weird, huh? But I guess once you’ve been beaten, bloodied, and…oh, yeah…killed in a place, you start to develop an attachment to it.


  Anyway, I walked in to find some of the coven milling about and caught the ass end of a few conversations. Most of it seemed to be about me.


  “…almost gutted Sally…”


  “…fucking animal should be put down…”


  “…he even be killed?”


  “…lead us in the war against the feet…”


  Most of it, anyway. No fucking clue what that last one was about. I wasn’t going to be further enlightened either, apparently. All talk ground to a halt as soon as they noticed I had entered the room. It didn’t matter much, though, as I wasn’t exactly in the mood to be social. Part play-acting, and part being in an actual bad mood, I stopped in my tracks, made eye contact with them all, and simply said, “Get the fuck out.” Which they did.


  Once the last one had left (quickly, too, as I gave him a hungry growl on his way out), I checked the rest of the apartment for stragglers. While there was nobody hiding in the bathroom (food or otherwise), I did notice that the mess had already been cleaned up. I guess Sally wasn’t shitting me about the cleaning staff. I then checked the bedrooms. The first one was empty (and clean…thank god). The door was shut on the second. I tried the knob. It was unlocked, so I opened it. Sally was lying in the bed. She was wearing pajamas and had a cold compress upon her head. Starlight was sitting by her side, spoon-feeding her from a bowl of blood.


  Upon seeing me, Starlight jumped to her feet and turned in my direction, dumping the bowl’s contents onto Sally’s lap in the process. At least this time, her eye-roll wasn’t entirely directed at me. However, she quickly composed herself and gave a little whimper as I approached. Starlight, in turn, stepped between me and the bed, baring her teeth in a snarl.


  “You won’t hurt her again, monster!” she barked as if she were an extra in a bad B-movie. I let out a bemused sigh in response.


  “Two for the price of one works just fine for me,” I said, taking a step forward. That seemed to deflate whatever bit of bravery she had in her. Starlight’s mouth dropped open, and a look of fear crossed her face. She started breathing heavily, her large supple breasts heaving up and down with every breath, practically begging me to cradle them in my hands, and…


  Oh, sorry. I did it again, didn’t I? I mentally slapped myself back to reality and away from Starlight’s inviting cleavage. Before they could mesmerize me again, I stepped to the side and hooked my thumb toward the door.


  “Just get the fuck out of here.”


  Whatever sisterly instinct she might’ve had toward Sally evaporated at my giving her an out. She gave Sally a momentary look of pity, and then raced past me. A second later, I heard the front door close. As soon as that happened, Sally gave a sigh and started to get out of bed.


  “I was just getting comfortable,” she complained.


  “Milking it just a little bit, aren’t we?”


  “What? It’s not every day one survives an attack by the legendary Freewill.” She stood and stretched. “So, how’d your hunting trip go? I see you still have your legs attached, so I’ll assume it went better than planned.”


  I filled her in on the club (leaving out the part about my face and the bar becoming intimately acquainted), the street thugs, and Ozymandias’ subsequent slaughter of them. She nodded thoughtfully at that last part.


  “Figured he might do something like that. Smart. It’ll probably be on the news by tomorrow. Regardless of what Jeff says at that point, the others will put two and two together.”


  “You think?”


  “No doubt. Congratulations, you really are Dr. Death.”


  “Right now, the only thing I am is Dr. Tired. I chased everyone out so I could catch some sleep. If there are no other surprises, I kinda need to be somewhere early tomorrow.”


  She considered this for a second and then said, “Okay. You’ve probably earned it. I think we’ve spread enough chaos and misinformation for one weekend.”


  “Thanks.” I stifled a yawn. “Well, I’m gonna crash. What are you going to do?”


  “I was thinking we could…I don’t know…maybe crash together,” she purred, sauntering over to me seductively.


  My eyes immediately went wide as my mind filled with the possibilities and just as immediately emptied as she yelled, “Psych!” and giggled. Bitch! “Sorry, stud. But I’m heading out to enjoy the rest of the night. If I run into anybody, I’ll just tell them how I barely escaped your ravenous clutches.”


  “That works, too…sorta,” I commented, somewhat deflated before remembering how she had clawed me earlier. “Need me to rough you up a bit to make it realistic? I kind of owe you one, anyway.”


  “Maybe next time.” She tittered and then went off to get dressed.


  *     *     *


  Shortly before sunrise, I found myself on a bus headed toward Newark, New Jersey. I had gotten just enough sleep to feel somewhat less dead, when my phone alarm awoke me. Since I was now very allergic to the sun, I took pains to dress for a day out – my attire consisting of a hoodie, gloves, scarf, and sunglasses. The weather was still cool enough so that the outfit wouldn’t appear too bizarre, but I still looked like some pseudo uni-bomber-type weirdo. The weather was forecast to be partially sunny early on and then cloudy with a good chance of rain. So, assuming the weatherman was correct (a big assumption), I figured I’d be okay for the trip home. Regardless of how the weather turned out, though, I’d rather be over-dressed than over-cooked.


  I reached my stop and then hiked a few blocks to my destination. Upon reaching the apartment complex, I walked over to the correct unit and rang the bell. I waited a few minutes, and there was still no response – not too surprising, considering it was only slightly past six a.m. So, I did the charitable thing – charitable for myself, that is: I leaned on the bell until the door was unlocked from the other side. Unsurprisingly, the face that greeted me was not a happy one.


  “What the fuck do you want?” he angrily asked.


  Oh, yeah. I still had the scarf and sunglasses on – probably looked like an overly polite home invader. I quickly swept them off to reveal my countenance.


  “What’s up, Dr. Dave?” I cheerfully greeted my dungeon master.


  “Bill?” he drowsily asked.


  “Yep.”


  “I repeat the question, what the fuck do you want?”


  “I’m here for the game,” I replied innocently enough, enjoying messing with him.


  “The game isn’t for another…what time is it anyway?”


  “Almost 6:30.”


  “I’m going to shut the door now…”


  “Wait. I know I’m a little early,” I pleaded as he made to close it on my face. “But it’s important.” The door stopped. “I kinda need your help. Seriously. I wouldn’t be bothering you like this otherwise. You know that.”


  “If you’re fucking with me, your character is going to be in a world of hurt.” he threatened from the half-closed door.


  “Trust me. If you don’t find this interesting, then be my guest. You can line up the elder gods to take turns corn-holing Kelvin, and I’ll sit there and take it, smiling even.”


  That assurance seemed to satisfy him, oddly enough. He sighed and stepped aside to let me in, grumbling, “I guess I’m already awake anyway.”


  We went into his apartment and he locked up behind us. After ascertaining that what I had to say was important, but not life or death important (at least not anymore), he excused himself to grab a quick shower and maybe a Red Bull or five to wake up. As I waited for him, I checked to make sure most of the blinds were drawn, although there wasn’t much to worry about in that case. On the best of days, Dave typically kept his apartment illuminated in a manner similar to a cave. His job kept him from seeing any form of natural light for most of the week, and I guess he figured there was little use in dealing with it for the short time he spent at his home awake.


  About twenty minutes later, he returned looking much fresher, if not entirely happier. As I stood there debating how to begin, he started taking game manuals down from his bookshelf.


  “Since you’re here, you can tell me what’s going on while you help me set up. Maybe afterward we can go out and grab something to eat before the others arrive.”


  “No problem on the first, although I might have to decline the second. I really can’t go out.”


  “Can’t?”


  “Can’t,” I assured him.


  “I’m not going to get a visit from any cops looking for you, am I?” he asked with a chuckle.


  “Probably not,” I answered, only half joking.


  “Good to know. I’d rat you out in a second anyway. Grab the chairs from the kitchen and bring them out, okay?”


  I did as instructed and then decided to dive right in. “So, basically, I need you to write me a doctor’s note.” Did I say ‘dive right in’? Maybe dip in a toe and test the waters was more like it.


  He stopped what he was doing and looked at me questioningly. “A doctor’s note?”


  “Yeah, you know; those things that people like you write for your patients.”


  “Is someone beating you up on the playground again and you want to skip gym class?” he quipped, resuming his game-day preparations.


  “Not quite. I need an excuse to not have to go into work.”


  “Laziness isn’t a disease,” he stated.


  “Not like that,” I protested. “I need an excuse so that they let me work remotely on a permanent basis.”


  “Dude, it’s like what? Maybe one train to get to your office.”


  I shook my head. “You’re not getting it. I can’t go into the office during the day.”


  “Okay, I’m listening. Why are you suddenly allergic to work?”


  “It’s not work that I’m allergic to. I had a bit of an accident the other week,” I confessed. “It’s why I missed the game.”


  He gave me a quick once over as we set up the game table. “You look fine to me.”


  “Yeah, well, if you examined me you wouldn’t think I was fine.”


  “What would I think?” he asked, deadpan.


  “You’d think I was deceased,” I answered in the same tone.


  He laughed. “And I suppose somebody cast resurrection on you.”


  “I’m not joking.” I took a breath…here we go again. “Last week, I was bitten by…a vampire. I died and came back to life as one of them.” He once again stopped what he was doing and began to open his mouth, but I cut him off before he could say anything. “And, yes, I already know how stupid, crazy, and pathetic it sounds. And, no, this isn’t some stupid joke me and the rest of the party came up with to mess with you. And it’s certainly not some delusional drug trip because I stayed up all night doing bong hits while watching Twilight. This is real.”


  “Why would you take hits during Twilight?”


  “Oh. Ed and I were playing a game, take a puff every time Robert Pattinson said something fruity sounding. We were completely wrecked by the end of it.”


  “I bet,” he said. “But let’s get back to this vampire bullshit.”


  “It’s not bullshit. Here,” I held out my arm, “look for a pulse.”


  He gave me a dubious glance, but did as asked. He felt for it, shifted his grip a few times, and gave me a puzzled look. He then reached over and felt for a pulse on my neck, I guess just in case I was doing something to cut off circulation to my arm.


  “Just let me know when you’re finished feeling me up,” I said.


  He pulled his hand away and hesitated for a second or two. “Okay, that’s a little…odd.”


  “You do know how to check these things, right?”


  He gave me a withering glare in return. “Wait right here.” He left the room, returning a few moments later with a stethoscope. “Take off your shirt.”


  “Should I also take off my pants and cough?” I cracked wise.


  “You’re getting real close to an agonizing and embarrassing death for your character,” he warned. Some people just have no sense of humor. I did as told, this time keeping any comments to myself, and he spent the next minute or so searching for a heartbeat. When he pulled back, the look on his face said he was completely perplexed.


  “Let me guess…he’s dead, Jim. Right?” I asked, already knowing the answer.


  He just kinda shrugged in return. “There’s definitely something going on in there…I just can’t call it a heartbeat.”


  “Well, while you’re contemplating whether to break out your zombie survival kit, chew on this,” I said, opening my mouth and extending my fangs (I had been practicing).


  He was starting to get a bit of a far away look in his eyes, as if considering something. “If you are fucking with me, I gotta admit I’m pretty flattered at the effort.”


  “Sorry. No such luck.”


  “So…can you do anything else?” he asked.


  I frowned. “There’s this eyes-going-black thing I’ve seen. I’m still working on that one, though. I’m still pretty new to this.”


  “The vampire’s apprentice?”


  “Not quite,” I continued. “Let’s see…I’m stronger than I was before. Oh, and then there’s that whole sunlight thing.”


  That seemed to perk him up a bit. “That really happens?”


  “Yes. Why do you think I need a note?”


  “Show me.” He seemed to be growing excited at the prospect.


  “No.”


  “Show me,” he insisted.


  “It hurts like a motherfucker,” I argued.


  “You want me to write a doctor’s note, you show me.” Fuck, I was afraid it would come to this.


  I sighed. “Okay, just do me a favor and grab a wet towel or something first.”


  He did so while I rolled up one of my sleeves. I glanced out the window. It was definitely starting to cloud up, but there was still some sun shining through. I’m sure it would be more than enough. Damn, I had really been hoping to avoid this. Next life, I’m going to make it a point to find friends who are heavier on the trusting and lighter on the sadism. When Dave returned, I turned to him dramatically.


  “Behold, lowly mortal! Nothing up my sleeve.”


  “Yeah, yeah, get on with it.”


  “Showmanship is such a dead art,” I complained. That being said, I pulled back one of the curtains and put my exposed hand in front of the window. As a beam of sunlight fell upon it, it started smoking (AND HURTING!), then ignited with a whoosh of air and a smell not unlike that of cooked bacon (at least I smell delicious).


  “That is so freaking coo…” Dave started to say when I cut him off.


  “GIVE ME THE FUCKING TOWEL!”


  “Oh, yeah, sorry.” He tossed it to me and I immediately used it to douse my hand. I don’t care if I live to be a thousand; being on fire is a feeling I’m never going to get used to.


  Dave sat down and was quiet for a moment, which was fine because I was too busy hurting to hear him. Finally, the pain started to subside (thank you, vampire-healing factor) and I sat down opposite him, still cradling my crispy appendage.


  “So?” I asked.


  “Okay. I believe you. I must be going fucking mental, but damn if I don’t believe you.”


  “Good. Because I’m not planning on a repeat performance,” I flatly stated.


  “This is just so freaking amazing.” He was getting all excited again.


  “Yeah, it’s fascinating, I’m sure. So, will you help me out?”


  “Dude…” He stepped forward and put his hands on my shoulders. “I think we can help each other out.”


  “Okay,” I replied, somewhat dubious as to his motives. “The note?”


  “Oh, that? No problem. I’ll write up that you’ve contracted an acute case of solar urticaria. That should do it.”


  “And that is?”


  “It’s a form of photosensitivity,” he explained. “Means you break out in a nasty rash from the sun.”


  “Ah. Hide the lie inside of a bit of truth.”


  “Exactly. Give that to HR. They’ll have to accommodate you. Otherwise you could potentially sue the shit out of them.”


  A disturbing thought occurred to me. “What if they want a second opinion?”


  “Then you’re hosed. Actually, we’re hosed. But let’s not worry about that. Accommodating you is going to be cheaper for them than hiring a specialist since you’re mostly remote already. I’d be willing to bet they just shrug their shoulders and deal with it. When in doubt, always count on a company to play it cheap. Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve seen it happen.”


  “You’ve done this before?”


  “People seem to forget that residents get paid shit. If I want to be able to afford to live, I have to either get creative with my skill-set, or get a part time job at Blockbuster. Would you want to rent a movie from the same guy who was sewing your intestines back into your body just a few hours ago?”


  “Not really,” I truthfully answered.


  “Me neither, and let’s just leave it at that.”


  “Okay. Anyway, that all sounds like a plan to me. Thanks for…”


  “And in return for my help,” he said, cutting me off, “and for sticking my ass out for you, you’ll be a part of my research.”


  I wasn’t expecting that. “What?”


  “You heard me.”


  “Dude, I’m not being your lab rat.”


  “Don’t be such a melodramatic pussy. I’m talking a few blood and tissue samples here and there,” he explained, still sounding a bit too manic for my liking.


  “What for?”


  “I’ve been doing some thinking the last couple of months. I’ve decided that once I’m done with my residency, I’m going into pure research.”


  “Why?”


  “I pretty much hate all of my patients,” he said. “They’re assholes, and since people in general are assholes, I doubt it’s going to get much better. I’d prefer my days to be asshole free, thank you very much.”


  “I can understand the desire.”


  He sat down and started setting up his dungeon master screen, continuing as he did so, “The problem with research is it’s mostly a tiring, thankless job. For every person who discovers something like Viagra, there are a thousand researchers who will never so much as wind up with a new headache medicine to their credit. I am not a big fan of a career spent in obscurity, thus I’ve been wracking my brain trying to come up with an edge. And voila, out of nowhere you show up on my doorstep. If that isn’t divine inspiration, I don’t know what is. You, my friend, are going to be my ace in the hole.”


  “Define ace in the hole.”


  “Immortality, superhuman abilities, regeneration,” he said, motioning to my hand, which was already rapidly recovering from its toasting. “It’s all locked away inside you. If I could unlock even a fraction of that potential, I’d be swimming in Nobel Prize groupies.”


  “Seems like a lot for just one little work excuse,” I pointed out.


  “This could benefit you too, you know. What if I could figure out how to enhance your abilities or, better yet, what if I came across what caused vampires to flame-on under the sun and could somehow block it?”


  I thought about it for a few minutes. Sure, his motives weren’t exactly altruistic, but he had a point. Maybe some good could come out of it, but we’d need to be really careful.


  “Okay, you’ve got my attention. But only on the condition that people can’t know about vampires. I’m pretty sure that would bring a world of hurt down on both of us. Believe me when I say there are some seriously scary players in this game. They would not be happy.”


  “Of course not. Don’t be stupid,” he said dismissively. “Besides which, I discover a way to prolong life, and I’m a fucking god. I tell people it’s because I’m experimenting on vampire blood, and I’d find myself locked in a mental ward. Trust me, you would definitely be my silent partner…very silent.”


  “Good. Then I’ll agree there might be some potential here.”


  “I’ll throw in an experience bonus for your character going forward,” he said, sweetening the pot.


  “Deal,” I said. Damn, I’m a cheap date.


  “Coolness. Although we should probably keep this a secret between us.”


  “The vampire thing or the XP bonus?”


  “More of the latter, I’d say.”


  
    Kicking Ass and Taking Names

  


  It was nice to be able to enjoy an afternoon of gaming. It was something I had started taking for granted, but after the last couple of weeks, it was like a glorious vacation from reality…minus the cost (or the exotic locale, open bar, and hot bikini babes…just trying to keep things in perspective, here). By the time the game broke up, a storm had moved in. I could deal with being waterlogged, as it also meant I could move about freely without fear of turning into a walking tiki torch.


  Dave had written me the doctor’s note I’d requested and had also typed out a pretty official-looking preliminary diagnosis on some hospital letterhead. He gave me instructions to first talk to my boss and let him direct me to HR. That way, he wouldn’t get his panties in a bunch that I’d gone over his head and would thus be less likely to cause a stink. Sounded like good advice. My boss, Jim, was typical middle management in that he wasn’t above a little old-fashioned brown nosing. Since he saw me in person, at most, maybe a few times a month, I was fairly confident that a little ego gratification would be all I needed to grease the wheels and get this approved.


  I arrived home a couple of hours later, a little damp (a vampire with an umbrella just doesn’t sound cool), but none the worse for the experience. I opened the door and stopped dead in my tracks. Tom and Ed’s remains were splayed out on the living room floor. Blood was everywhere. They had been slaughtered like cattle.


  *     *     *


  Just kidding! Had you there for a second, though, didn’t I?


  Ed was walking out of the kitchen, a cup of ramen in hand, as I stepped in the door.


  “S’up, Nosferatu?” he asked casually. Great, now the vampire nicknames were starting. If I knew Ed, he now had a whole list of IMDB derived names to call me by. Best to ignore him and hope he went away.


  I followed him into the living room, where Tom sat. “Ah, the prodigal prince of darkness returns,” he quipped. “I see you made it back in one piece.”


  “It was touch and go there for a bit,” I confirmed. “But, yep, no worse for the wear. You guys do anything good this weekend?”


  “I took a road trip yesterday,” Ed said.


  “Forget us,” Tom interrupted, “what happened with you?”


  “Please tell me you tapped that sweet piece of ass that picked you up on Friday,” Ed commented.


  To that, I answered in the only way that I could. “Of course. Taught her some new names for God by the time I was done.”


  “You’re so full of shit,” he said with a smile.


  “Maybe,” I admitted. “But I’ve got all of eternity to wear her down. Eventually, she won’t be able to help herself.”


  Tom smirked an asshole grin. “Yeah, I’m sure Hell has to freeze over sometime. Speaking of help, though, I found your note.”


  “Good,” I said. “Fortunately, you didn’t need to follow my instructions.”


  “Yeah about that…what the fuck, dude?”


  “What?” I asked.


  At which point, he pulled out the note and proceeded to read it aloud.


  Tom, Ed,


  If I’m not back by Sunday night, 9 pm. Send help!


  Bill


  “That’s it? Those are your instructions? Send help?”


  “I was in a rush,” I replied. “I’m sure you’d have thought of something,”


  “Asshole,” Ed opined.


  “Fine, maybe it wasn’t the most well thought out plan,” I acknowledged. “So, do you guys want to hear about what went down this weekend, or not?”


  *     *     *


  I gave them the rundown on my meeting with James and the whole freewill situation. My roommates thought it hilarious that I was now this legendary creature of dread amongst the vampires. Lots of love there, I tell you. I then brought them up to speed on the whole faith thing and how it worked with Tom’s Prime doll. Unsurprisingly, he was ecstatic at the news. I then turned to Ed.


  “Tom’s covered here, but sorry to say, as far as this faith thing goes, I think you’re pretty well hosed.”


  That didn’t seem to faze Ed much (not that much did). He just grinned. “No worries. I think you’ll find I have my rear covered nicely.”


  He didn’t elaborate, and so I continued with my tale, concluding with my outing with Jeff (minus some of the more embarrassing details) and the subsequent slaughter I was given credit for.


  “This Ozymandias dude sounds pretty hardcore,” Ed commented once I had finished.


  “No shit. He’s definitely on my list of people whose good graces I wish to remain in.”


  “Yeah. Although, it sounds like this Razor douchebag is more your immediate problem,” Tom said.


  I nodded my agreement. “He’s definitely number one on the ‘waiting to kick my ass’ list.”


  “Which obviously means you need to kick his, first.”


  “Really?” I sarcastically asked. “And I suppose you know exactly how to do that.”


  Now it was his turn to smile. “Fortunately for you, you have caring and competent friends around to make up for your shortcomings.”


  I looked from one to the other in confusion. They let the moment fester until it became uncomfortable, and then Ed got up and grabbed something off the kitchen counter. He came back and tossed it in my lap. It was a pamphlet.


  “Jeff’s a vampire, not a gnat to swat,” I said without picking it up. I had to endure a few seconds of baleful glares before I continued, “Okay, fine. What is it?”


  “Krav Maga,” said Tom, a wicked grin on his face.


  “Who’s that?”


  That earned an eye-roll from Ed. Hmmm, if things didn’t work out between Sally and me, I might have to consider setting them up. I’m sure that would be a match made in the seventh circle of Hell.


  Tom snapped his fingers. “That clicking noise, in case you’re interested, is the sound of my opinion of you dropping a notch.” His tone suggested that I was a small, stupid child. “Krav Maga is a martial art. More precisely, it’s the fighting style used by the Israeli Mossad.”


  “Whoa,” I said in response.


  “Whoa is right,” Ed confirmed. “They train those guys to fuck up the bad guy’s shit.”


  Tom jumped back in. “Yep. Something like Karate will teach you how to disarm an opponent with a knife. This shit’ll teach you to take out a dude holding a gun and then proceed to shatter every bone in his body.”


  “Okay, and …” I prodded.


  “And, while Ed was out, I found a place that teaches it. They offer night classes, so I took the liberty of using one of your credit cards…you really shouldn’t just leave them lying around like that, by the way. Anyway, I signed you up.”


  “You’re too good to me,” I said dryly.


  “Aren’t I?”


  “And where, pray tell, are these classes?”


  “In Queens,” he answered.


  “Where in Queens?”


  Tom mumbled something in return.


  “What was that?” I asked, knowing pretty well what he just said…vampire hearing and all. “I didn’t quite catch you.”


  “A few blocks from Ozone Park,” he said sheepishly.


  “You want me to walk around there, after dark? I’ll get my ass shot off,” I pointed out.


  “But that’s the brilliant part. It’s in a bad area. Think about it. You could potentially be attacked going there. You’ll definitely get beaten up during class. And then you could be attacked again coming home. That’s like three times the fighting experience for the price. By the time this Jeff douche comes after you, you’ll be Chuck Norris.”


  “Besides which,” said Ed, “need I remind you, you’re a scary-ass vampire now? The criminals should be afraid of you, not the other way around.”


  “He does have a point,” Tom added.


  “Fine,” I conceded. There was some logic to their plan. It was completely insane logic, but logic nevertheless. “When do we start?”


  “We?” Ed questioned, raising his eyebrows. “There’s no we, here.”


  Tom agreed. “We’re not coming with you. A person could get killed walking around there after dark.”


  *     *     *


  Contrary to popular belief, prior to the past couple of weeks I hadn’t been privy to all that many beat downs in my life. Sure, in high school, I got my fair share of lumps, but that was more due to being a smart-ass than anything else. In retrospect, I probably deserved each and every one of them. The thing is, being a smart-ass also saved me from more than one smack down. People who crack wise tend to cause just as much laughter as abject anger. As such, it tends to even things out and more or less put you in a safe zone…except when you cross the line and say something exceptionally stupid to someone with an underdeveloped sense of humor…which also tends to happen from time to time. Being a wiseass means you sometimes just can’t help it.


  Then there’s the whole geek thing. Most would assume that caused me to endure undue strife during my formative years. However, also contrary to popular belief, people like me are not at the bottom of the high school food chain. Why? Simple. It’s because there are a lot of us, and we tend to flock together. As in the wild, there’s safety in numbers, because predators don’t like to charge directly into the center of the herd. It’s a poor hunting strategy. Predators prefer to pick off individuals. In the jungle, this consists of the sick, or the elderly. In school, this typically equates to those socially inept enough really not to fit in anywhere. Loners (except maybe those with the rep of being psychos) are the most vulnerable. Thus, a geek with a decent-sized circle of friends and a quick enough wit to be tolerated by the other social cliques can waltz through school fairly unmolested.


  Such was my existence…at least until recently. I might have chalked some of the more recent stuff up to bad luck, but then Tom signed me up for that self-defense class. Now I’m wondering if maybe I inadvertently pissed off a major deity or two.


  Now, don’t get me wrong, I am a believer that there are plenty of positive reasons to pursue a lifetime learning the martial arts. Some do it for self-defense, some do it for self-esteem, and I’m sure there are some who do it to find inner peace. Then there was the guy teaching my class. I’m thinking that, as a youth, he must have seen The Karate Kid and come to the conclusion that, while he might philosophically agree with the Cobra Kai dojo, they were too big of a bunch of pussies for his tastes. Had I still been a mere mortal, I have little doubt I’d be recounting my memories of this place from a body cast, but we’ll get to that in a moment.


  It turned out that Monday morning had gone better than planned. Jim seemed pretty cool, if a little dubious of my sudden “condition.” They had a few programmers upstate who were considered permanent tele-workers, so he didn’t see much issue with getting me classified as the same, providing that I continued to meet all my deadlines. I faxed over the documentation Dave had provided, and he promised to get it to HR as soon as possible. I was home free, with only one regret: Sheila. She was pretty much the only reason I ever showed up to the office, period. But as I mentioned before, I doubt she even knew who I was, outside of maybe “that doughy guy who occasionally shows up to collect a paycheck.” Oh, well, maybe it was for the best. If I’d learned one thing in the last couple of weeks, it was the hotter the babe, the bigger the trouble.


  Monday night, though, went a lot less smoothly. Contrary to my nerdy little white boy paranoia, the trip to the dojo turned out to be fairly uneventful. Even if it hadn’t been, Tom had a good point about me being a vampire. If I was going to be an eternal creature of the night, I should probably, at some point, get over any fear I might have about walking around during it. You don’t see tigers making it a point only to stalk their prey in well-lit, middle-class areas.


  However, any violence I was spared on the way over was more than made up for by my introductory class. Sensei Berkowitz was a disciple of the school of thought that considered the best way to learn to defend yourself from an ass kicking was to be on the receiving end until you learned to fight back. It turns out that my vampire abilities were actually a major disadvantage in this place. I was strong and fast enough to be able to counter enough strikes that I was almost immediately paired against the advanced students, who then proceeded to take me apart like I was made of Legos. Superior strength and speed were all well and good, but they weren’t much help after a solid chop to the windpipe. One hundred and seventy-five bucks a month for the privilege of getting beaten up. I needed to remember to thank my roommates for that one.


  By the time class was over, I felt I had learned a lot…as in a lot of different ways to take a punch and a lot of different ways to fall to the floor. Missing Sheila had broken my heart. Attending this class had broken the rest.


  Screw that whole nocturnal predator thing. By the time I was done and had gotten back home, all I wanted to do was down a few pints (of both blood and beer) and go to bed. Ed was still awake when I walked in the door. I grunted “hello” and proceeded to the fridge to make good on my plan of action. I grabbed my libations and was shambling to my bedroom when I heard him say, “Someone left a message for you on the machine. I think it was that Sally chick.”


  Unfortunately, I couldn’t have cared less. I muttered something unintelligible in return, which might have sounded like “Bitch,” and then closed my door behind me.


  
    The Terror That Flaps in the Night

  


  Up until class ended on Tuesday night, things had been similar to the day before: work, then a trip to Queens, followed by two hours of being crippled in new and interesting ways. A couple more decades of this, and I might learn to like it…maybe.


  As the rest of the students were leaving, the Sensei called me over to give me a motivational pep talk. This talk more or less consisted of him praising me for being able to take a hit better than any other novice he’d ever taught. Wow, I guess karate really is all about self-esteem, after all. Needless to say, it was all I could do to resist sinking my teeth into this guy on principle alone.


  I finally excused myself, murder still on my mind, and started walking the few blocks to where I could grab the bus back home. I was almost there when I heard a sound behind me. Turning to check it out, I was met with rough hands grabbing the front of my jacket. Before I could pry them off, they slammed me hard into the side of a nearby building. The blow knocked the wind out of me for a second (probably not helped by the fact that my body was working overtime to take care of all the bruises I had received in the prior hour). When I finally looked up, there was a pair of angry-looking eyes staring right into mine.


  I was not in the mood for this shit, so I shoved back. Thanks to my vampiric strength, the space between me and my attacker immediately widened. Now that my view wasn’t as obscured, I could see that there were two of them. The one I had just pushed off me was a large African American with a shaved head. A smaller Latino-looking gang banger stood a few feet behind him. I was hoping they’d be more interested in harassing a victim who was less likely to fight back. Just in case that didn’t work, I figured they might be even more inclined to favor a human victim. I opened my mouth and extended my fangs in front of them. Both of them chuckled in response…not quite the reaction I was going for.


  “Motherfucker thinks he’s scary,” said the large one. He looked at his companion for a second and then they both turned back toward me with their own fangs bared. Oh, crap.


  “You guys are vampires, too?” I asked incredulously. I hadn’t seen these vamps before. I mean, I was sure there were other vampires than my coven out there. I just hadn’t expected to run into them on the street.


  “We got us a fucking genius here,” the Latino one said.


  “Not that smart,” growled the other. “Thinks he can fuck with the HBC and walk right the fuck out of here.”


  “HBC?” I asked sheepishly.


  “Howard Beach Coven, asshole. (Oh, okay then.) You should know, since you decided to get all up in our shit.”


  “Hold on, guys,” I said, raising my hands in a placating manner. “Sorry. I didn’t know this was your turf. I’m from this coven over in SoHo…”


  “You’re from Village Coven?” asked the Latino, grinning. “You don’t look like you fit in with all them Kens and Barbies. They keeping you as a pet, or something?” That caused both him and his large companion to laugh for a moment.


  “Listen. It’s cool, guys,” I pleaded. “Like I said, I didn’t know this was your turf. I’ll be more than happy to just leave.”


  I started to back away and the big one got in my face again. “Fuck our turf,” he spat. “The other week we started hearing rumors that Village Coven recruited themselves some kind of freak. Then last night, Tito and Big Mike got their asses ashed. Now we find you here pretending to be a little lost puppy. Seem like a coincidence to you, Roberto?”


  The smaller one, Roberto, I presume, shook his head. “I don’t believe in coincidence.”


  “Neither do I,” said the larger one, starting to advance upon me.


  “Come on, guys…” I tried to sound as friendly and non-threatening as possible. “Do I look like I could just waltz in here and kill two of your friends?”


  “Don’t know. Been hearing some strange shit lately. If any of it’s true…”


  “If it’s true, then why would I come back?” I asked, not really liking where this was going.


  “Maybe you’re stupid,” said Roberto.


  Okay, these guys were obviously spoiling for a fight. I don’t know what happened to their friends, but they seemed hell bent on taking it out on me or any other innocent vampire (were there other innocent vampires?) that happened to cross their path. I could only think of one other option. It would either get me out of this mess or dig me a lot deeper into the shit I was already in.


  I stopped backing away and held my ground, attempting to change my whole demeanor in the process. I willed away the weaseling and instead broadcast (or tried to, anyway) a calm grin toward the two in front of me, as I addressed the big one directly.


  “Well, then, if I took out two of your buddies, what makes you think I can’t take out you and your girlfriend, here?”


  He stopped, indecision on his face. Apparently, El Gigante here wasn’t used to someone half his size throwing a challenge into his face. I had to keep pushing it. When you’re staring down an alpha dog, whoever blinks first loses.


  I took a casual step forward, still trying to think quickly as I said, “Tito and Big Mike, you say? Based on the way they went out, I would have thought their names were the screaming bitch twins. So, how about you, big guy?” Another step forward. “Are you a screamer?” (Was I really saying this?)


  “Yo, man…” Roberto started, but I cut him off.


  “Shut the fuck up, you little Chihuahua,” I snarled. Oh, yeah, if this didn’t work, I was going to be in for an epic level ass beating.


  I saw the big guy tense up. Oh, shit! They were going to take their chances. Fortunately, my unexpected (to me, as well) aggressiveness appeared to be doing a job on their overall confidence. As a result, the larger one telegraphed his punch from a mile away. I acted fast and did the only thing I could think of to avoid a face full of fist.


  As he started to swing at me, I stepped inside of the punch and latched my arms around him. Before I could think about what I was about to do (and psych myself out of it), I clamped my teeth onto the side of his neck and bit down with everything I had. Yeah, this was pretty fucked up, believe me.


  I held on for dear life as blood started gushing from the wound I had just opened. I once again buried my teeth into his neck and kept biting. As I did so, his blood poured into my mouth and down my throat. Whoa! And here I thought human blood was a rush. The vampire’s blood burned as it went down, but it was more a fine Scotch than hot coals burning. It hit my stomach with what felt like a jolt of electricity. I already had him in a death grip, but somehow I felt my arms grabbing him even more tightly. I don’t know what his blood was doing to me, but I felt freaking amped. Forget those espressos James favored; this was the shit.


  I felt hands pummeling my back and trying to gain purchase to pull me off; however, when someone is clinging to you like a new suit, it’s a little hard to get any leverage to pry them away. Add in a bunch of gushing blood and I was now a slippery suit as well. Unfortunately, it was that train of thought that once more brought me out of my bloodlust. So here you are…all lubed up and sucking on another guy, the back of my head said. Sometimes my subconscious can be such an asshole.


  Still, judging by the fading strength of the big guy’s struggles, I had probably taken the fight out of him. I figured I should turn my attention to Roberto, just in case he decided to do something cute…like maybe come up from behind and rip my spine out. I pulled back from the goon’s still-gushing neck and gave him a shove. Hot damn, I really was juiced. My push sent him flying back a good ten feet to land in a heap in the middle of the street. This guy must have been over two hundred and fifty pounds and I just dumped his ass like he was little more than ten pounds of shit in a five-pound bag.


  The big dude out of the way for the moment, I turned my attention toward Roberto, but I needn’t have concerned myself. He was still rooted to the same spot, a look of abject horror on his face. I grinned at him and took a step forward.


  He just kept looking back and forth between me and his buddy. “No way, man,” he muttered. “No fucking way!” and with that, his nerve broke. He turned tail and took off down the street, his friend forgotten. What a pussy. I mean, I was sure I had surprised the hell out of them, but it’s not like they’d never seen someone’s throat get bitten before. Not that I was complaining, mind you. I didn’t have to worry anymore about watching my own back. I wasn’t sure I’d continue to get lucky, but at least the odds were even now.


  Speaking of which, I spun back toward the vamp I had bitten. He was already getting back to his feet. Not too surprising. If I could eat pavement from a third story nosedive and get back up, I was sure this guy could easily take as much, if not more, considering he was built like a truck.


  He stood up, one hand to the wound on his neck. I prepared myself for his inevitable charge, mentally debating between standing my ground and cutting my losses and running. The latter was looking to be the tastier option. I’m not entirely delusional. In an all out fistfight between computer geek and street thug, I know which one I’d put my money on. I was ahead on points so far, but if this guy managed to get his hands on me, he’d probably snap me like a toothpick.


  As it turns out, though, I was much further ahead on the scorecard than I had thought. His eyes were wide with fear…actual fear (Roberto had been a fairly small guy, but this one looked like he ate dorks like me for breakfast).


  “What the hell are you?” he gasped.


  Fortunately, the small part of my brain where all my machismo resides was ready and waiting for that question. “Me?” I grinned, showing my teeth, “I’m Dr. Death.”


  
    99 Problems and a Bitch is Definitely One

  


  To my great surprise (and relief), his response to my introduction was to mirror his friend and take off down the street. I must’ve been getting better with the one-liners.


  And then it hit me…I had won. I had actually won. No way would my roommates believe it. Hell, I barely believed it. I felt my knees go rubbery and I plopped down onto the curb. My head was still swimming, although whether from adrenaline or the other vampire’s blood, I wasn’t sure – probably a little of both. But damn, I felt good. If ever there was a time I wished I had the theme from Rocky on my phone, this was it.


  The problem with elation, though, is that reality always has to go and stick its nose into things. So, after a few moments of basking in my own greatness (a rare enough event), I remembered that here I was, sitting at eleven p.m. on a curb in the middle of Queens, absolutely drenched in blood. The first conditions were easy enough to fix. It was that latter one which would probably present a bit of a problem. Bus drivers tended to frown upon their riders being all bloody. If this was going to start becoming a habit, I might have to make it a point to go everywhere in a rain slicker.


  Any way I looked at things, I couldn’t stick around where I was. Who was to say that the two vamps I had just chased off wouldn’t be returning with reinforcements? I smiled at the irony. Earlier, I had let my imagination run wild at the dangers of this area. Now I actually found myself with a real reason to fear these streets.


  That brought up the little issue of getting home. Mass transit, as well as cabs, was out of the question. Getting a ride without having the cops immediately called on me would be asking for a near miracle, and I had a feeling I was all out of those for the day. I could hoof it. My weekend with Jeff had proven I was capable of some pretty remarkable speed. The problem with that idea was that it was a good ten miles to get home, much further than I had ever even considered running during my life. Also, fast or not, a direct trip home would entail traversing several crowded streets. That left the alternative, several detours, which would add a ton of time to my trip. I stood up and sighed, resolved that I would be getting home pretty damn late.


  *     *     *


  On that last note, I was fortunately wrong. A few minutes into my trek, I came across a park with a working fountain. One quick dive later and the worst of the mess was taken care of. I didn’t look great, but looking dirty was better than looking like an axe murderer.


  About a mile later, I was able to flag a cab. Pretending to be drunk, I let the cabbie gouge me a bit by taking the scenic route home. I had him drop me off about half a mile from my apartment (which my paranoid mind said should be a safe distance), and made it a point to tip him well. I ran full speed back to my place from there. If anyone suspected anything, they’d take one look at me and immediately discount my ability to move from point A to point B as quickly as I did. I sure as hell didn’t look like a long distance sprinter.


  It was with palpable relief that I entered my home and locked the door behind me. My plan was simple: go to bed, then wake up and beat the shit out of Tom for signing me up for that fucking class. After that, I’d try to contact Sally to see what she might know about those HBC nutcases.


  Thinking of Sally reminded me that I still had a message from her on the machine. Wondering what she wanted, I pressed play and listened…


  “Yo, Dr. Death…(giggle), just wanted to give you a heads up. James shot me a message while you were out with Jeff. I forgot to mention it before you left. Better late than never, though. He wanted you to know he had some business with a coven not too far from your neck of the woods. Rumor has it they’ve been exceeding their allotted membership. So, he was planning on sending them a message, if you know what I mean, and he wanted me to let you know he was gonna use your name when he did it…help out your street cred a bit. He said to say, ‘You’re welcome’ in advance.


  “Oh, yeah, and you might want to avoid Queens for a while, just in case…” *beep*


  Motherfucker! So I almost got myself killed because she was too busy getting babied by Starlight to bother with little details like a whole ass-load of vampires that were going to be out for my blood. Guess that explained a lot. It also meant that my brief career as a martial artist was going to come to an end until this blew over. I fought off two vamps because I managed to psych them out. No way was I taking the chance of running into a bigger, potentially armed group of them. Oh, well, no big loss there, I guess, unless I inexplicably started missing the feeling of getting kneecaps rammed into my sternum.


  *     *     *


  The next morning I got up, or more precisely, peeled myself out of bed. Ugh! Whatever I had gotten from that vamp’s blood the night before, I was paying for it now. It wasn’t exactly a hangover, but more like coming down from an intense caffeine rush (like a few months back when I wound up downing almost an entire twelve pack of Mountain Dew during a particularly intense gaming session). It felt like I had run a marathon (disclaimer: I have no idea what that would actually feel like) and then slammed into a brick wall at the finish line.


  I recounted my tale of the night before to my roommates, after downing an enormous cup of blood-infused coffee (if Starbucks ever plans on introducing a type-O Frappucino, I’m there, dude). To my great surprise, Tom actually started to apologize for setting me up with that Krav Maga class; however, Ed cut him off before he could get too far.


  “I don’t think you need to apologize for bad luck,” he said.


  “I know, but I kind of feel bad anyway,” Tom replied.


  “That’s like apologizing because someone didn’t win the lottery,” Ed argued. “You can’t take responsibility for coincidences. Unless, that is, you masterminded the whole thing, in which case I am in awe of your amazing abilities.”


  “I don’t think we have to worry about Tom turning into Doctor Doom anytime soon,” I said, then turned to my somewhat repentant roommate. “Apology, or lack thereof, accepted.”


  “Thank you.” Tom raised his coffee mug to me. “I’d hate to have to endure work burdened with such guilt.”


  “Bite me,” I quipped.


  “That’s your thing. Not that I wouldn’t make a better vampire than you, anyway.”


  “You want to join the party?” I asked.


  “Only if that Sally chick is doing the biting,” Tom replied, causing us to all dissolve into laughter.


  Once it was over, I decided to broach a slightly less whimsical subject. “Seriously, though, guys, I’m a little worried. What if these HBC assholes figure out where I live?”


  Ed nodded. “There’s also the little fact that your buddies in SoHo obviously know how to find us. From what you’ve told me, I wouldn’t put it past that Night Razor dick to rat you out to them. Let them take care of his dirty work.”


  Oh, crap, I hadn’t even thought of that. Forget a compulsion, one phone call and my apartment could be turned into Fort Apache…or more likely, the Alamo.


  Tom turned to Ed and asked, “Think they’d let the two of us walk out of here?”


  “I don’t know. We could always tell them we never liked Bill much, anyway.” Ed grinned.


  There was a moment of silence while I just glared at them both and then Ed continued, “Realistically? I doubt it. We’d probably end up as an appetizer.”


  Tom sighed. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Not really sure I want to go out like some quesadilla platter. On the other hand, I still have Optimus. He’s vampire kryptonite.”


  “Good for you. Doesn’t help Ed much, though,” I replied.


  “True enough. But I took a little time to think that one out already,” he said, sharing a quick smile with Tom.


  I looked between the two of them for a second before asking, “And are you going to share this little secret with me, or are you just gonna keep making goo-goo eyes at each other?”


  Ed shrugged and then said, “Might as well. Remember how I said I took a little road trip this weekend?”


  “Yeah. What, did you go to a church and get ordained for the priesthood?”


  “Not quite. I took a little drive out to my stepfather.”


  “Over in…” I thought for a second, but couldn’t remember the name of the town. “Bumblefuck, Pennsylvania, or wherever?”


  “That pretty much sums up where he lives,” Ed agreed. “Out in the backwoods where everything…and more importantly…everyone is relative.”


  That elicited a chuckle from us as Ed got to his feet.


  “Well, Pop and I had a little talk,” he said to me. “Don’t worry, nothing about vampires. I may have exaggerated a bit about our current living conditions, though. You know, how we all live in fear of being mugged and raped by drug dealers every second of our lives?”


  I smiled as he walked into his room. It wouldn’t have taken much. It was ridiculously easy to convince anyone living outside of the immediate area that the city was, and I quote, “a hive of scum and villainy.” Apparently, plenty of people, especially those in rural areas, had seen Escape from New York at some point in their lives and assumed it was a documentary.


  However, that knowledge didn’t prepare me for when Ed walked back into the room packing some serious heat.


  “What the hell…” was all I could say for a second. “Where did you…” Ed’s look answered that one for me. “Pop?”


  “Of course. Old man’s been getting paranoid in his golden years. You should see the small arsenal he owns. He said this one should help dissuade all the bad guys just waiting to violate our young, middle-class selves.” He gave it a quick pump. “Remington 870, police combat twelve gauge,” he said proudly. When he saw the absolutely blank look on my face, he gave an annoyed sniff and added, “The same gun Sarah Connor used in Terminator 2.”


  That rang a bell. “Badass,” I said. “But don’t you need a license for something like that?”


  “Are you kidding?” he replied. “In Pennsylvania, you can pretty much buy these things on the side of the road next to the fireworks.”


  “Yeah, but we don’t live in Pennsylvania,” I countered.


  He raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “Well, then let’s just say if you don’t tell anyone, I won’t.”


  Tom got up to wash out his coffee mug. As he did so, he gave a mock sad shake of his head. “No idea where I went wrong. One minute I’m just minding my own business, and the next I’m shacking up with Dracula and the Lone Ranger.”


  Ed just ignored him. “I figured that by the time the city gave me a license, I’d be long since pushing up daisies. Besides which, I’m pretty sure that they ask you your purpose for owning a gun. Writing protection against vampires on the application might raise a few eyebrows.”


  “In New York?” I scoffed.


  “I did say might.”


  “There is the little problem of actually using it as protection against vampires,” I pointed out. “I’ve seen stakes and sunlight work, but unless that thing shoots solar flares, I’m not sure what good it’ll do.”


  “What about silver bullets?” asked Tom, preparing to leave for work.


  I thought about it for a second. “Not sure. That’s usually werewolves, but I think it works against vampires in some stories.”


  “Do either of you have silver bullets?” Ed asked. When we both shook our heads, he continued, “Well, neither do I. So, who gives a shit if they work against vampires, werewolves, or the goddamned tooth fairy? It might kill them, or it might not. What’s important is that this gun will hurt vampires.”


  “How do you know?” I asked.


  “Because of you, numbnuts,” he replied. “When you burst into flames, did it hurt? When I stabbed you in the hand, did it hurt? When you jumped out of that freaking window you were telling us about, did it hurt?”


  I nodded. Yeah, it had, and in some cases, quite a bit.


  “Well, then,” he continued, “that tells me that no matter how strong you are or how fast you heal, your nerve endings still work pretty much the same way as they did before. So, using that logic, a twelve gauge shell in the stomach or maybe the kneecap…”


  “Will hurt like a bitch,” I finished.


  “Exactly,” he agreed. “Which should give either you,” he indicated Tom, “enough time to run in with your little doll, or you,” he turned back toward me, “enough time to do something vampiric to them.”


  “Action figure,” Tom corrected.


  “What?”


  “It’s an action figure, not a doll.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” Ed replied with a sigh. “It could be My Little fucking Pony for all I care. As long as it works.”


  “Nah,” Tom said. “Last I checked, the market value for My Little Pony wasn’t all that high.”


  Ed pumped the shotgun again. “Don’t you have a job to go to?”


  
    Vampire on Vampire Action

  


  With the exception of Tom’s trips to and from work, the rest of the week was spent with us more or less all acting like shut-ins. I just couldn’t shake the feeling that I, and by extension, my roommates, was now a target. Fortunately, Brooklyn is a pretty good place to be a recluse, as almost everyone delivers. The problem, though, with being extra careful, was that it was sometimes hard to tell the difference between reasonable precautions and being outright paranoid.


  Friday night came and went with no word from Sally or any other denizens of the night (except maybe this homeless guy who accosted Tom for change on his way home). I was lying awake in my bed during the wee hours of Saturday morning, contemplating my weekly trip back to the coven, and debating whether I should borrow Ed’s shotgun, when someone buzzed to be let in from the downstairs door. I glanced at the clock: 4:28 a.m. Probably some drunken asshole forgetting where they were.


  A minute or so passed and the buzzer rang again. Maybe one of the other tenants had locked themselves out? Possibly, but it’s not like any of us had a master key. Fat lot of good it would do them. Although I guess they could just hang out in the hallway until the landlord could show up to let them in. Another buzz; this one persistently longer. Okay, now it was sounding deliberate. I was starting to let the paranoia creep back in when I realized that a gang of vampires hell-bent on killing me would probably not bother with such trivial matters as waiting to be buzzed in.


  I got up, walked out of my bedroom, and crossed to the door. As I did, I noticed light shining from under the doors of my roommates’ bedrooms. Our early morning caller had succeeded in rousing the entire place. I pressed the button to let them up and waited, hoping that the next thing I heard was not the clomping of lots of angry feet on the stairs running up to exact undeserved revenge upon me. Being taken out by a vengeful street gang was one thing, but being taken out by a vengeful gang that I had purposely buzzed in…well, that would just be sad.


  However, no sound of multitudes of running feet drifted to my ears. All I heard, after a minute or so, was one small set of footsteps taking their sweet time coming up. A moment later, I spotted a head of blonde hair rising up toward the landing…Sally.


  I stepped back to let her into the apartment and there was Ed, waiting for us, shotgun raised. I looked behind him to see Tom standing near the door to his bedroom, his faith empowered action figure held out in front like a shield. Oh, well, I guess I couldn’t blame him. No matter what we may know to be true, a gun was always going to make someone feel a little braver than a piece of plastic.


  Sally entered and after Ed saw she was alone, he lowered the weapon, a look of relief crossing over his face.


  “Nice little gun,” she said to him.


  He quickly composed himself and replied as nonchalantly as he could (which wasn’t very much, all things considered), “I have a bigger one in my pocket if you want to see it.”


  That actually elicited something resembling a smile from her. “I’ll pass. Now, why don’t you go take a shower and freshen up? You reek of desperation.”


  He turned a little red, and Tom chuckled at that. As for myself, I closed the door behind her and said, “Since I don’t remember booking a bachelor party, shall I assume this isn’t a social call?”


  “Ooh, you’re snippy in the morning,” she cooed.


  “I’ve had a hard week…in no small part thanks to you.”


  “And, yet, you survive to complain about it,” she countered. “Still, that’s why I’m here. There’s been some weird stuff going on and I wanted to check in with you.”


  I batted my eyes at her. “Worried about me?”


  “Don’t flatter yourself.”


  “Yeah, don’t flatter yourself,” Tom cut in, Transformer still in hand. “She was obviously worried about me.”


  “I was, but now I see you have your teddy bear.” She motioned toward the doll…action figure that is, and then back to me, “I swear, Bill, I’ve been around for over fifty years and I’ve never seen an apartment so full of women repellant.”


  “All right, enough. Can we cut the foreplay short?” I asked, not really believing that I was the one who was acting like an adult here. “You said ‘weird stuff.’ What’s been happening?”


  She looked me in the eye and replied, “I assume you got my message.” I gritted my teeth and nodded. “Like I said, James needed to prune a few hedges over at that other coven.”


  “The Howard Beach Coven?” I spat.


  “Yeah. How did you…never mind. You can tell me your part when I’m done. He figured he’d kill two birds with one stone and do you a favor while he was taking care of business.”


  “His favor almost got me killed,” I complained.


  “It’s always about you, isn’t it?” she sniffed. “Now, if you can stop whining for a moment or two, I can tell you what I know.” She stared at me for a few seconds until I mimed zipping my lip, and then she continued, “So, James dusted some of their unauthorized membership and then took out a few of their senior members, just to make it look good.”


  “Tito and Big Mike?” I inquired.


  “How should I know? This is just what I heard,” she said. “I don’t know if James bothered asking for their autographs before he took them down. However, what I do know is that he went there in disguise and then purposely let a few witnesses escape to spread the word that someone was hunting down other vamps just for sport.”


  “Let me guess, this someone was a freewill.” I sat down and began massaging my temples before the migraine could start.


  “Exactly,” she confirmed.


  “How do we know he wasn’t just setting Bill up to take a fall?” asked Ed.


  She must have thought that an exceptionally stupid question, because that earned him one of her famous eye-rolls (should I be jealous?). “Because, if James wanted him dead, Bill would be dead. No need for subterfuge. He’d just do it,” she explained.


  I had to admit she had a point. “Agreed. Not much doubt in my mind, there.”


  “James has been working behind the scenes to pump up Bill’s reputation,” she continued. “And no, I don’t know too many specifics as to why. All I know is he has an interest in Bill staying alive.”


  “Okay, I pretty much got the gist of all this from your message the other night,” I replied.


  She nodded and went on. “Yeah, well things got a little crazy after that. He was supposed to take care of any heat that came down on us because of what you had supposedly done. Obviously, there was no point in giving you credit if it just got you killed.”


  “That’s only fair,” Ed said.


  “Except,” Sally pointed out, “he didn’t. The HBC’s leader, Samuel, went absolutely ape shit. He called us up, screaming and threatening to declare all out war between our covens. Jeff just barely managed to talk him down and agree to mediation on neutral ground.”


  “I’m surprised he didn’t just sell me out,” I said.


  “You don’t get it.” She spat, sitting down as if she owned the place. “He was going to. He didn’t know of James’ plan, and I wasn’t about to tell him. Jeff didn’t really want to believe it, but based on what was happening, even he had to admit the possibility that perhaps he’d been underestimating you and that maybe you’d actually done this.”


  “Isn’t that a good thing?” Tom asked before turning to me. “Bill, didn’t you say you were trying to convince this guy you were more of a threat than you are?”


  Leave it to Tom always to help inflate my ego. Before I could chime in with a response, though, Sally answered him, “There’s more bad than good there. Jeff wasn’t exactly a happy camper that Bill brought this down on his head. You have to understand this is not something that happens often. There’s usually an unwritten rule of mutual respect between nearby covens.”


  “And Bill fucked that up,” he surmised.


  “No, James fucked that up,” I corrected.


  Tom shook his head. “Yeah, but he did it in your name. So, as far as anyone else is concerned, it’s on your head.”


  “Your boyfriend is right, Bill,” Sally replied (Bitch!). “As far as anyone knows, this was all you. So, yeah, Jeff was planning on handing you over to them. Maybe not physically, but you can be sure as hell they’d have shown up at your doorstep.”


  “Guess we were right to be paranoid,” Ed said, still holding the gun. Tom nodded in agreement.


  “Except they didn’t show up,” I pointed out. “So what happened?”


  Sally raised her eyebrows in response. “No idea. They just backed down.”


  “What do you mean ‘backed down’?” I asked.


  “Exactly that. Out of nowhere, Samuel cancelled the meeting and told Jeff that they had reconsidered their position. It was abrupt as all hell. Surprised the shit out of all of us.”


  “And probably pissed off Jeff even more,” I added.


  “Bingo! I thought James must have finally acted, but now I don’t know. I haven’t been able to get in touch with him all week. So I have no idea what transpired.”


  “I don’t know what he did,” I said, “but I just wish he had done it sooner.”


  “You mentioned something happened. What went down with you?” she asked.


  “Well, thanks to you forgetting to mention this whole thing to me, I found myself unknowingly passing through their territory this week. I met up with two of their goons who were none too happy to see me.”


  Sally gave me a sheepish grin. “Oh. Sorry about that.”


  I filled her in on my little altercation, telling her of how they accosted me, and describing how I managed to fight back – then luckily somehow scared them off. I was just about to give her the details of my harrowing trip back home when I noticed she had a troubled look on her face.


  “What?” I asked.


  She stood up and looked me in the eye. “Let me get this straight, you actually bit one of the other vampires?”


  “I admit it maybe wasn’t the manliest thing to do, but they kind of had me outnumbered.”


  “I don’t give a shit about that,” she said. “You bit him…on the neck?”


  “Yeah, I was surprised, too,” cracked Tom. “Normally Bill goes straight for the cock.”


  “Put a muzzle on it,” Sally hissed. “This is important.”


  “Yes,” I answered, ignoring my roommate’s predictably dickish remark. “I bit him on the neck.”


  “And he bled?”


  “Yeah. Quite a lot actually. I was freaking soaked in his blood.”


  “But did you actually drink any of it?” she asked, rather insistently.


  “That wasn’t initially my plan, but yeah, a decent amount.”


  “And?”


  “And what?” I asked.


  “What happened when you drank it?”


  “Oh,” I answered. “It was pretty damn intense. It was like…I don’t know how to describe it. Maybe imagine how it would feel if someone shot you up with caffeine-laced meth.”


  Sally sat back with a blank look on face. A few seconds went by and she finally muttered, “You can’t do that.”


  “Like I said, I know it wasn’t sporting, but it’s not like I really…”


  She cut me off. “No. You don’t understand. You can’t do that, as in physically can’t. It’s impossible.”


  “Didn’t really seem all that impossible,” I countered.


  “Besides which,” Ed chimed in, “I thought vampires bit each other all the time. I mean have you ever seen an episode of True Blood? They can’t go five minutes without sinking their teeth into each other.”


  “Sorry, but this is real life, not softcore porn,” she snipped back. “Things don’t work like that.”


  “So, what’s supposed to happen?” I asked, curious as to where this was going.


  “Not all blood is the same,” she explained. “We can only feed upon the living. When a person is turned into a vampire, their blood composition also changes.”


  “I’m listening.”


  “And it becomes highly incompatible to our needs. End of story. If one of us were to drink more than a few drops of another vampire’s blood, we’d start projectile vomiting and then spend the next half a day curled into the fetal position.”


  My eyebrows raised in surprise. “Is it really that bad?”


  “Yes. I’ve seen it happen.”


  “Weird,” I said. “I mean, I had a slight hangover the next day, but nothing like that. In fact, curling up into a ball was the furthest thing from my mind right after I drank it. I felt like I could have kicked ass and taken names. It was actually pretty cool.”


  “Unbelievable,” she whispered and then added in a louder voice, “Jesus Christ. James knew!”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Remember how I told you I had started spreading those rumors about you, including the one about feeding off of other vampires?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, that came from James. I thought it was all just wild bullshit, but now I’m wondering if he knew more than he was letting on.”


  “It would seem so,” agreed Ed.


  She then added, “That would probably explain why the other coven backed down from wanting revenge, too.” She poked a well-manicured finger into my shoulder. “James had nothing to do with it. It was all you…as incredible as that sounds. The two who attacked you must have reported back to Samuel. You probably scared the shit out of them.”


  Ed added, “The only thing a predator fears is a bigger predator.”


  “Exactly; especially when the first predator is used to being at the top of the food chain.”


  “So, then where is James in all of this?” I asked.


  “I don’t know.” She sounded exasperated. “I told you, I haven’t been able to get in touch with him. That’s part of the reason I’m here right now at this ungodly hour.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I was coming to get you, so we could go and look for him. After hearing what you just told me, I’d say our reasons for finding him just easily doubled.”


  “I thought he wasn’t normally in the city,” I said.


  “He’s not. He’s usually stationed up in Boston.”


  “So, if I’m hearing you correctly, that sounds to me like only one thing…”


  I looked to my roommates and, after a second, we all simultaneously shouted, “ROAD TRIP!”


  
    The Road Trip of the Damned

  


  “Not so fast,” said Sally. “We’re not heading up to tour micro-breweries. This is business; vampire business.”


  “That’s a great idea,” Tom piped in. “Once you guys are done with whatever it is you need to do, we can stop at a few microbrews.”


  “You’re not listening, meatsack,” she replied. “This is business, not pleasure. I just came over to get Bill. You two are staying here.”


  “We’re already involved in vampire business,” Ed pointed out. “The cat’s obviously out of the bag. Bill can’t keep a secret for shit. So you might as well bring us along. Besides which, you might need someone to help keep an eye on you…” He paused as she began to glare at him. “…and by ‘you,’ I mean you two, as in plural, as in keep an eye on you and Bill …” She kept glaring. “…But mostly Bill.”


  “He does have a point,” I cut in, trying to save Ed from the hole he had just dug.


  She shot me a venomous look. “I don’t need three sets of eyes glued to my ass.”


  “No, I don’t mean that,” I said, quickly trying to backpedal. “They could be helpful. It’ll be daylight soon. In weekend traffic, it’ll take us at least half a day to get up there. They can drive, pump gas, make snack runs…”


  “I suppose we could bring them along as the snacks,” she mused, causing both of my roommates to turn a shade paler.


  “C’mon,” I pleaded. “If you let them come along, I guarantee they won’t be too annoying…well okay, I can’t guarantee that, but I know they’ll try. And they can definitely prove useful to us.”


  All three of us beamed hopeful smiles at her and at last, she let out a sigh. “Fine,” she said. “I’m tired of arguing. You can all come, but I want to be on the road before daybreak. So get moving. If I get even a mild sunburn because you guys were busy dicking around, I swear I’ll kill all three of you myself.”


  *     *     *


  Sally sat on the couch, patiently sipping on one of my blood packs, while the three of us raced to get cleaned up and dressed. I know she wanted to get on the road quickly, but even she had to admit it wasn’t a big enough emergency to warrant six hours stuck in a car with three un-showered guys. I was the last one in and, of course, by then, there was no hot water left. Figures. Maybe I should just let her chow down on my roommates and be done with it. Tempting…


  I came out to find all three of them waiting for me. Tom was hanging back while Ed was attempting to say something clever to Sally. His wit was having about the effect I would have guessed, as she was right in the middle of an eye-roll when I joined them. It was still a few minutes shy of sunrise, so she suggested we get a move on.


  “Okay, ramblers, let’s get rambling,” Tom merrily chimed, but I stopped after a step or two.


  “Quick question – exactly how are we getting rambling?” Of the three of us, only Ed had a car, and to say it was a small piece of shit with barely enough room for just Ed would be to insult small pieces of shit with barely enough room for just Ed. Unless he was planning on strapping us to the roof, not a pleasant prospect during any hours, much less daylight, that wasn’t really going to be an option.


  “I’ve got it covered,” Sally answered. “I’m parked right outside.”


  She was good to her word, and definitely did have it covered. Stepping out into the early morning air, Sally pointed us toward a huge Cadillac Escalade with double-tinted windows on all sides.


  Ed whistled and said, “Sweet. We are definitely riding in style.”


  Tom quipped, “Yeah. If this truck is a-rockin’…”


  Sally cut him off. “It won’t be!” She tossed Ed the keys and pointed her fingers toward my two roommates. “You two, up front. Bill and I will be in the back. The tank’s full, so let’s get going.”


  Ed opened the front door and got in. As he put on his seatbelt, he asked, “Registration in the glove compartment, just in case?”


  “No idea,” Sally casually answered, climbing into the back.


  “What do you mean, ‘no idea’? Where is it then?”


  “Which part of no idea was hard to understand?” she shot back.


  “This is your truck, right?” I asked.


  “Nope,” she replied in a chipper tone, making herself comfortable.


  “Then whose is it?”


  “No idea on that one either,” she said. “Didn’t catch his name. In the end, he wasn’t very talkative.”


  I started to get into the Escalade and noticed a series of stains on the back seat. Dark stains, like…yep, you guessed it…dried blood.


  Ed noticed them, too. He tried and failed to stifle a gulp. “So, this car…”


  “Was conveniently just what I needed for today,” Sally stated. “So, if I were you, I’d drive real carefully. If we wind up getting pulled over, it could get messy…in all sorts of ways.”


  Ed just sat there, staring at her for a second, before turning around and starting the engine. He muttered something under his breath, but my acute vampire hearing picked it up. “Hot and scary, just how I like them.” Considering the smirk she now wore on her face, I had little doubt she’d heard it, too.


  *     *     *


  The ride up was slow, thanks to the droves of weekend warriors out on the road, but fairly uneventful. The heavily tinted windows kept the sun at bay and, bloodstains aside, it was a roomy and comfortable ride. I could get used to something like that. I used to wonder why celebrities drove these things, figuring it was the more money than sense thing, but now I kind of got it. It was one thing to be out driving, but this was driving in style.


  We stopped twice for gas (this thing drank like a thirsty camel), and once for a bucket of fried chicken (Popeye’s…you can keep your KFC, thank you very much). Finally, around mid-afternoon, we arrived at the address Sally had given us. It was a car wash. To say it wasn’t exactly screaming mountain of power for a coalition of evil entities would be a bit of an understatement. My friends were apparently of the same mindset.


  “This is it?” asked Tom.


  “Yes, we’re here,” Sally replied. “Let me guess: you were expecting maybe a high-rise office building populated by euro-trash goons dressed in black all the way up to their mirrored shades?”


  “Actually, yeah.”


  “Don’t worry, I said the same thing the first time I came here,” she replied with a smile. “It actually all depends on the city. In some places, subtlety is more prized than image.”


  “Well, this is definitely subtle,” said Ed.


  “It’s actually perfect. It allows us to enter during daylight hours without requiring us to step outside. Drive up to the attendant in the back. He’ll let us in. Sorry,” she said to my friends, “but you two will need to stay with the car. No junk food allowed on the premises, I’m afraid.”


  “It’s okay,” Ed replied.


  “Yeah,” agreed Tom. “If we get bored, we can always get a hot wax and chassis bath.”


  *     *     *


  Sally flashed her fangs at the attendant and told him we were here to see James. He directed our vehicle into the wash itself. Halfway through, the water stopped flowing and the brushes to our right parted to reveal a ramp downward. We took it and found ourselves in a small subterranean parking garage. She directed Ed to park, which he did.


  “You two stay here. Keep the doors locked and don’t talk to anyone who isn’t us,” she told my friends as she stepped from the Escalade. “Trust me when I say it’s for your own protection.”


  Ed nodded as Tom reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out Optimus. Upon seeing it, Sally nodded her approval and said, “Good idea. See, Bill? Your buddies aren’t as dumb as you said they were.” She grinned at me and started walking away. My roommates, on the other hand, were staring at me with much less amused looks on their faces.


  “What?” I held up my hands. “I didn’t say anything. Really!” I closed the door and quietly muttered, “Bitch!” before following Sally into the darkness.


  *     *     *


  To human eyes, the place might have looked dark and foreboding, but to my vampire-powered vision, it looked pretty damn dull. Think of your basic vanilla office with its sea of cubicles surrounded by a few middle management offices. Well, throw in some shitty lighting, and you’d have this place. Here I was hoping for a dark cavern lit by torches and perhaps lined with skulls…maybe culminating in a chamber filled with ominous, robed figures. Instead, I got an office park underneath a car wash. It looked like the greatest danger this place had to offer was the possibility of hanging oneself with bureaucratic red tape. A trip to the DMV was immeasurably scarier.


  On initial glance, the only thing that seemed odd were the inhabitants of the various desks. Typing away within the cubes, looking even more lifeless than the denizens of a typical corporate office, were persons in various stages of decay. Holy shit, zombies! Okay, so they were performing clerical duties as opposed to trying to eat our brains, but zombies nevertheless. Cool.


  I couldn’t help myself. I put my hands together in the shape of a pistol. Walking past the various cubicles, I started pointing my “gun” at the inhabitants and whispering, “Pew! Headshot! Pew! Pew! Die, zombie bastards!”


  Yeah, subtle I am not.


  After a second or two, Sally stopped short. She turned toward me and growled, “What exactly is fucking wrong with you?”


  “What?”


  “Were you dropped on your head repeatedly as a child?”


  “No.”


  “Maybe fell into the pool and were underwater a little too long?”


  “I don’t think so…”


  “Then why, pray tell,” she hissed, “are you insistent on embarrassing the ever-living shit out of me?”


  “But they’re zombies,” I sheepishly offered.


  “Yes,” she continued her tirade. “They are disgusting, putrefying corpses. But you know what? They are keeping their fucking mouths shut and not walking around looking like a goddamned retard, unlike you.”


  “Can I help you?” a voice from behind her asked. Startled, Sally whirled around to face the newcomer. Standing there was a tall, thin woman wearing a business suit, her hair done up in a tight bun. She was good looking (of course! I was beginning to think I was the sole vampire on the planet who couldn’t pass as a swimsuit model), but had a severe, no-nonsense attitude about her. Whoever she was, she was good. Neither of us had sensed her approaching.


  “Let me repeat myself,” she said when we didn’t answer. “Can I help you, or would you prefer to continue disrupting our workplace?”


  Before Sally could say a word, I jumped in with my most sincere voice. “We’re sorry. No offense was intended. My friend here has a terrible case of Tourette’s, and thus can’t help the potty mouth.”


  Sally glared daggers at me in response. I had little doubt she was contemplating exactly how far up my ass she could stuff my head once she had ripped it off. After a second or two of mentally killing and dismembering me, she turned to the newcomer and said, “We’re from Village Coven in New York. We need to see James.”


  “I don’t think James is in. Did you call ahead for an appointment?”


  Sally seemed to pause at this question. “No,” she finally answered.


  “So, you came all the way up from New York, but you didn’t think to take two minutes to call first to see if he was around?” asked the woman, raising one eyebrow. Sally actually blushed at this, which one would think was fairly difficult for a dead person to do. I didn’t know who this woman was, but if she could verbally slap Sally down so easily, then I liked her style.


  “Listen. It’s been a stressful week, and you’re really not helping,” Sally shot back. “Is Colin around instead?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Well, then kindly point us toward him, and I’ll stop disrupting your workplace.”


  The woman narrowed her lips and appeared to be contemplating some sort of comment, but instead just hooked a thumb and pointed it down the hall. “End of the corridor, through the double doors. And please go quietly. The beings in this building actually work for a living.” She looked Sally up and down for a moment. “Not that I’d expect you to understand.”


  I can’t stress this enough; it is always fun to watch a battle between alpha bitches.


  I followed Sally in the direction in which our gracious hostess pointed us. I could practically see steam blowing out of her ears. Logic dictated I change the subject, and for perhaps the first time in my life, I actually heeded its warning. Maybe I’m mellowing out in my old age.


  “Who’s Colin?” I asked, as it seemed a neutral enough topic.


  “He’s James’ assistant. We go way back, so let me handle this.”


  “Ex boyfriend?” I queried.


  “Not quite,” was all the answer I got.


  Arriving at a set of double doors, a quick buzzing noise told us they were unlocked. We walked in and, let me tell you, this was more like it. We stepped from the sea of cubicles into some serious style. It was kind of like what I might imagine Kenneth Lay’s executive suite in Hell might look like. The floor was made of what looked to be obsidian, and the walls were exquisitely shaped grey stone, quite possibly carved from the very earth around us. Dozens of candles illuminated the area. It would have made for a very convincing evil overlord throne room, except for a series of leather chairs set off in a little waiting area. At the far end of the room, in front of another set of doors, a rich mahogany desk sat, which was illuminated by the glow of a monitor. Who’d a thunk it…the undead preferred Macs.


  Seated behind the desk was a thin male vampire wearing a suit that appeared to be far outside of my price range. He looked semi-important, except for his slicked back hair, which gave him a bit of a weasely, used car salesman vibe. As we neared his desk, he turned his attention toward us. His beady little eyes looked me up and down with obvious distaste; however, I saw a glimmer of recognition flash as he turned toward Sally.


  “Well, well,” he said in a slick voice that sounded as if it were well lubricated from years of ass kissing. “It’s been a while since you’ve been up in our neck of the woods, my dear Lu…”


  “How many times do I have to tell you, Colin?” she said, cutting him off. “It’s Sally. Coven protocol, and all.”


  “Of course,” her oily friend replied. “My apologies, Sally.”


  Did he just…? Huh, I had never even bothered to think that Sally wasn’t her real name. Now that I thought of it, though, I guess that was kind of stupid of me, considering all the idiotic pseudonyms running around our coven. I’d have to ask her about that later.


  She brushed off his greeting and got straight to business. “We’re here about James.”


  “We?” asked Colin, once again shifting his eyes in my direction.


  “Hi,” I said, sticking out my hand. “I’m Bill, but everyone in the coven calls me…Dr. Death.” Yeah, you guessed it. It was another one of those cases where something sounded a lot cooler in my head. It probably also didn’t help things that my hand was still stuck out there like a doofus. I quickly lowered it when it became apparent that no return greeting was forthcoming.


  Instead, he frowned and began typing on his keyboard. “Dr. Death?” he commented more to himself than either of us. “Oh, well, I guess it’s not any stupider sounding than ‘Night Razor.’”


  “That’s what I said.”


  He ignored me, though, and was still looking at his screen when his eyes went wide. “You’re the Freewill?” he asked, his tone one of disbelief.


  “What are you looking at?” I asked.


  “Your profile.”


  “I have a profile?”


  “All vampires have a profile,” he said with a sniff. “Gods, Sally, don’t you people at least give the newcomers an orientation down there?”


  “Nope. Not even a flyer for my troubles,” I quipped, just before I felt her foot hit me in the side of the leg.


  He gave me the once over yet again. “I thought you’d be more…well…not you.”


  I shrugged as I answered, “I get that a lot.”


  This prompted Sally to interrupt us. “James?” she reminded him.


  “He’s not here.”


  “Where is he, then?”


  Colin answered her question with another. “Why do you need to know?”


  “I’ve been trying to call him all week, and haven’t been able to get through.”


  Giving her a smile that was both sympathetic and condescending all at once, he said, “My dear Sally. James is a busy man. You can’t really expect him to answer the calls of every love struck puppy who chases after him.”


  “It’s not like that,” she snapped. “I’ve been working with him on coven-related business. He was supposed to smooth some static between us and another group, but he no-showed. I’m trying to get some answers.”


  “When was all this supposed to happen?” Colin asked, starting to type again.


  “Beginning of the week.”


  “Ah, that makes sense, then,” he answered whilst looking at his monitor. “He was called away on business, unexpectedly, I’m afraid.”


  “What kind of business?” Sally again demanded.


  “The kind that’s none of yours,” came his reply. Damn, he was a snarky little fucker.


  “Cut the shit, Colin.”


  He scoffed, “Or what? You’ll sick him on me?”


  She seemed to consider this for a moment and then said, “Well, he is the Freewill. I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors.”


  “Oh, please, as if I believed half of that garbage.”


  “James believes it.”


  “Sorry, love, but just because I work for him doesn’t mean I drink the same Kool-Aid he does.”


  I was really hoping the next words out of Sally’s mouth weren’t going to revolve around ordering me to kick this guy’s ass. Regardless of my chances at doing so, we were in a building full of all sorts of god knows what. I really didn’t want them all to descend upon me just because her panties were in a bunch.


  Before she could respond; however, Colin added, “Apparently, Jeff doesn’t believe it either.”


  “Jeff? How do you know that?” she asked, quickly hiding the look of surprise that appeared on her face.


  “He called not an hour ago. I haven’t heard a peep from you SoHo coveners in months, and suddenly, bam, you’re crawling all over me like fire ants. Interesting coincidence, isn’t it?”


  “What did he want?” she sounded perhaps a bit more frantic than she had meant to.


  “Same thing as you.”


  “What did you tell him?”


  “Remember what I said before about none of your business? Same principle applies. You needn’t concern yourself with the conversations of beings above your pay grade.”


  She let out what sounded like a sigh of exasperation and then said, “Come on, Colin. If he sent me here in person, then obviously he trusts me to relay the info back to him.”


  “Why does it matter if I potentially already told him what he wanted to know?” he slyly asked.


  “Because we both know you. Jeff…Night Razor realizes that you’d be more than happy to give him half a story over the phone just to get rid of him. He sent me here as backup to make sure there wasn’t anything left lying on the table,” she lied…or presumably lied. I still wasn’t entirely convinced of what side of the fence she was playing on.


  “Please, help me out here. It’s important,” she continued. Vinegar hadn’t worked, so I guess she was now trying to use a little honey to catch this fly.


  That seemed to deflate his asshole sails a little. “Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t,” he replied. “James is working on something for the Draculas. Official business. Need to know, only.” He paused for a moment, and then added, “It’s all right here on the screen. I’m sorry, though. I can’t talk about it.”


  “You can’t talk about it?” she asked, a grin starting to work its way onto her face.


  “Exactly. I can’t talk about it.” He leaned toward her with a sly smirk. Oh, I think I get it. I’ve seen this in the movies before. Any second now, I was going to be asked to leave the room and then they’d settle their differences the old-fashioned way. If I had my guess, I’d say that would involve something that started with the word blow and ended with job. Man, maybe I should consider shooting off a resume to this place.


  Sally and Colin locked eyes for a moment, and then she asked in an innocent voice, “You got coffee in this place?”


  He smiled and replied, “Vending machine’s down the hall.”


  Sally reached into her purse. “I’m afraid I’m a little tired from the trip up here. Colin, would you be a dear and get me a cup?” She pulled out a couple of bills. Not sure how much she had there, but I distinctly saw Ben Franklin staring back at me from the top. She held them out to him. “Here, this should cover it. Feel free to keep the change.”


  But Colin wasn’t done yet. “You know, it’s kind of odd that Jeff didn’t mention he was sending you up, now that I think of it…”


  Apparently Sally had apparently played this game before, though. A few more bills appeared in her hand as she purred, “Must have slipped his mind.”


  “Must have.” He accepted the ‘coffee fare’ with a greasy little smile and replied, “Back in just a sec,” before getting up and walking out of the office.


  Sally immediately jumped behind his desk and started reading what was on the screen.


  “That’s it?” I questioned.


  “What’s it?” she replied, eyes on the information in front of her.


  “A bribe? That’s so…so…un-vampire like.”


  “What? Should I have offered him my immortal soul and then sealed the pact in blood?”


  “Well…yeah. Something like that,” I replied. “There should be something dark and demonic going on, not just you handing the guy a few bucks to let you read his email.”


  She continued scrolling through the document as she answered, “You know, you really need to get out more. There’s this thing called reality. You should try it sometime.”


  “Oh, you’re just a barrel of laughs, Lu…whatever he was going to call you. What is your real name, by the way?”


  “Can’t talk, busy reading.”


  “C’mon,” I said, not so easily dissuaded. “What is it? Lucy? Maybe you’re really Lucille Ball…nah, she was a redhead. Ooh, I know. You’re that girl from Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds.”


  “No.”


  “Well, then, what about…”


  She cut me off. “Did you ever think that maybe there’s no mystery? Maybe I just like ‘Sally’ better? Sally’s a nice name. I had an aunt named Sally. She was cool.”


  “Sally Sunset?”


  “It’s just that last part I don’t like. Sally is fine.”


  “So, in other words, there is a mystery!” I exclaimed.


  “Oh, enough of this shit.” She hit a button and the page she was reading started printing out on the LaserJet sitting on the desk. “I can’t concentrate with your stupidity hovering over me.” She grabbed the printed pages. “Let’s go. We can finish this in the car.”


  *     *     *


  We ran into Colin again as were exiting James’ office. Oddly enough, he didn’t have Sally’s coffee with him.


  “Find what you need?” he asked with a smug grin.


  Sally just gave him a grunt as she walked past, the printout safely in her pocketbook. I, on the other hand, just couldn’t leave without having a little fun first. The slimeball had reminded me a little too much of some of the directors at my company whose sole marketable skills were apparently an expertise in brown nosing. Taking them down a peg was usually a political no-no for people in my position, but I didn’t work for Colin.


  “Thanks for all your help,” I said a little over-energetically. “By the way, your machine back there was running a little sluggish. Probably a virus or something. I took the liberty of reformatting your hard drive for you.”


  The remaining color drained from his already pale face and he raced into his office. “You’re welcome!” I shouted after him as I caught up to Sally. She was smiling. “Liked that, huh?”


  “Maybe just a little,” she admitted.


  
    On the Road Again

  


  My roommates were waiting for us when we got back to the Escalade.


  “Did you know this place has zombies?” Tom excitedly asked while we climbed into the back seat once again.


  “Yeah,” Ed affirmed. “One came by a little while back and validated our parking.”


  I nodded and said, “There were a bunch of them inside. Apparently, they do office work, too.”


  “Really?” Tom asked. “I wonder how much they make. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’d be pretty pissed if I found out a rotting corpse made more than me.”


  Ed smirked as he started the Escalade, “But would you be surprised?”


  “Not in the least.”


  “If you two are done jerking each other off, can we get moving? It’s a long ride back,” complained Sally, taking the printout from her purse.


  “What about those microbrews we were gonna tour?” Tom asked from the shotgun seat.


  “Do I need to kill you as an example for everyone else?” she nonchalantly commented, starting to leaf through the sheets of paper.


  After a few impatient minutes of waiting, I reached out for a page. “Can I see?”


  She pulled them back from my grasp. “No.”


  “Why not?” I complained. “Besides, you read really slowly.”


  “Sorry if my Latin is rusty.” She finally held out a page to me. “Can you do any better?” I took the paper and saw that she was right. It all looked like incomprehensible lorem ipsum garbage to me.


  “Not unless it’s Pig Latin.” I handed it back. “So, is there any particular reason it’s in Latin?”


  “It’s simple. Nobody reads it anymore, especially not this dialect.”


  “Except for vampires?” I asked, dreading a future that saw me sitting in some ghoulish classroom studying for a final on some dead language. Damn, I barely passed basic Spanish in high school.


  “Not really. Most vampires can’t read it, either. It’s mostly for guys of James’ rank or higher.”


  “Let me guess, it cuts down on the shoulder surfing,” said Ed from the driver’s seat.


  “Pretty much,” Sally explained. “Although I think it’s mostly an elitist thing for the elder vampires.”


  “But you can read it?” I asked.


  “Not really, but I know enough to fake it. Each of the coven heads is supposed to have a remedial understanding of it for courier purposes.”


  “But you aren’t the coven head,” I pointed out.


  “No shit,” she replied. “But Jeff can be one lazy S.O.B. He likes to think of some of us as his own personal secretarial pool. Hence, I’ve picked up a few things here and there. Now if you’ll excuse me, this might take a little while. If you three chimps can fling your shit amongst yourselves for a bit, it would be most appreciated.”


  *     *     *


  We drove on in the fading light of the afternoon. Sally had pulled out a pen and was busy scribbling notes on the sides of the paper. We three guys tried to keep quiet, so as not to bother her, but ultimately, that lasted all of ten minutes at most. Fortunately, for her at least, she seemed well equipped to be able to tune us all out as long as we weren’t directly bothering her (which I made the mistake of doing at one point and almost got her pen jammed into my forearm).


  As the last of the light was fading from the sky, we made a pit stop for burgers. Sally opted to remain with the car. When we finally returned, full of burgery goodness (rare meat didn’t need a blood chaser to be fulfilling, thank goodness), she announced, “I think I’ve finally got it.”


  “Please tell me you didn’t spend the last seventy miles translating out to lunch, back in five,” Ed commented.


  “No. Otherwise we would be turning our asses around to get a refund,” she replied. “It looks like Colin was right. James did have some official business to take care of.”


  “Okay, so are you going to tell us, or do I have to beg for it?” I asked.


  “While I have no doubt that you’re a master at begging women (bitch), I think we can dispense with the formalities this once. It would appear that James was given a summons by one of the Draculas. He…”


  “Okay, hold on a second,” Tom interrupted, “Draculas as in plural? What, did The Count have himself cloned?”


  “There is no Dracula, genius. Bram Stoker’s book was just fiction,” Sally replied with a sigh.


  “But you just said…”


  “I said Draculas, yes, I know. They’re the ruling council of the vampires, traditionally the thirteen oldest and most powerful of our kind. They’re officially known as the Coven of Midnight, or sometimes just the First Coven.” Tom opened his yap to speak again, but she held up a hand to silence him. “‘Draculas’ is kind of a nickname. After Stoker’s book started to get popular, a few people began referring to the First Coven by that name as kind of a sick joke. After a while, it just stuck.”


  “And these elder vampires,” I asked, “who presumably predate the book by quite a bit, are okay with this?”


  “Don’t be crazy,” she answered. “If you called them the Draculas to any of their faces, they’d rip you to pieces and take turns wiping their asses with your remains. Like I said, it’s a nickname. If you are ever called before them, you make it a point to keep the word ‘Dracula’ as far from your mouth as possible. These guys do not have a sense of humor.”


  “Have you ever met them?” Ed asked, his eyes meeting ours in the rearview mirror.


  “No, but then nobody in our coven has. James is the closest we get to them and as long as we fly under the radar, that’s the way it’ll stay. Supposedly, there was this coven up in Westchester about seventy-five years ago whose leader got called in to meet with the Draculas. I don’t know what happened, but he must have insulted them in some way, because by the next week, that entire group was wiped out to the last member.”


  “Supposedly?” asked Ed.


  “Well, that’s what I heard, anyway. It was a little before my time.”


  Ed was still not buying it, though. “Then how can you be sure it’s not all just bullshit? For all you know, these Draculas are just a bunch of toothless old geezers gumming their victims to death.”


  “It doesn’t work that way,” she stated. “Bill, you’ve seen James in action.”


  I nodded and replied, “Damn straight. That guy’s all sorts of scary. I wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of any hurt he was dishing out.”


  “Exactly,” Sally confirmed. “Generally speaking, as vampires get older, they get more powerful. Well, all of the Draculas are older than James, some of them by a lot.”


  “Okay, well that’s kind of…frightening,” I said. “And James was summoned by them?”


  “One of them,” she replied. “The Khan, to be exact.”


  Before she could say another word, she was drowned out by the voices of three Star Trek geeks simultaneously shouting, “KHAAAAANNNNN!!!”


  When we had at last died down she asked, “Do I really want to know what that was about?”


  “Doubtful,” Ed answered.


  “So, this Khan dude,” Tom piped in, “are we talking Space Seed or Genghis?”


  Sally looked perplexed. “Space seed? Whatever that is, I’m thinking probably not. And no, he’s not Genghis Khan.”


  “I didn’t think so,” he said. “That would just be silly.”


  “He’s Ogedei Khan,” she continued. “Genghis’ son.”


  Tom got a blank look on his face, and then replied, “Oh, of course. That’s a lot less silly.”


  Sally shot back, “Be thankful. If we had turned Genghis, humanity would probably all be living in cattle pens right now. Ogedei was just as good of a leader, but a bit mellower as far as conquest was concerned.”


  “Okay, so that makes sense, I guess,” I said. “James said he represents the Draculas in these parts. So, where is he?”


  “According to this?” she glanced down at the paper. “The Gansu province of China.”


  “China? Why the hell is he in China?”


  “That’s where the Khan is.”


  “I get that. But why did he send for James? That seems like it’s a little outside of his jurisdiction.”


  “Because the Khan is James’ sire,” she explained. “When the guy who made you is also one of the high muckety mucks, you tend to pick up when he calls.”


  That piqued Ed’s curiosity, and he asked, “So, what’s the deal? Did he turn James when the Mongols were busy trying to annex the rest of the world?”


  “I don’t know the specifics,” she admitted. “But from what I’ve heard, it was a bit after that. Supposedly James met the Khan in China.”


  “So, what was James doing in China six-hundred years ago?” I asked. “I didn’t know it was a big vacation spot back in those days.”


  “James once told me he was traveling there with Marco Polo, as a member of his expedition.” She then added, “Pretty mind-blowing, huh?”


  There was a chorus of affirmation within the car. Mind blowing was kind of an understatement. About a month ago, I was battling ancient beings with either a twenty-sider, or a computer mouse. Today I was actually hobnobbing with living pieces of history. Stuff like this, one needed to sit down and contemplate. Unfortunately, now was neither the time, nor the place.


  Ed finally broke my reverie. Like I said earlier, shit just doesn’t faze him like it does other people. “This is all fascinating, but why did the Khan recall this James guy all the way back to Asia? Was he jonesing for some baked beans and clam chowder?”


  Sally chuckled. “Maybe James was jonesing for some genuine Chinese food.” Her grin faltered, and then she continued. “Unfortunately, though, it doesn’t appear either is the case. From what I can understand, the report states that some of the covens under the Khan’s personal stewardship were attacked. He wanted people he could trust to investigate.”


  “Who would be insane enough to attack vampires?” asked Ed.


  “Kung Fu masters,” Tom answered. Then, after we all stopped to stare at him for a second, he responded with, “Why not? This is China we’re talking about.” I love him like a brother but, goddamn, he can be a fucking moron.


  Before he could say anything else stupid, I chimed in with, “Other vampires maybe? Those assholes in Queens had no trouble coming after me.”


  “No way,” Sally said. “Coven wars happen from time to time, but none of us would be insane enough to do this with one of the Draculas in the immediate area. This was someone…something else.”


  “Werewolves?” Ed offered, but she just waved her hand in dismissal.


  “Sorry to break it to you guys, but werewolves don’t exist. They’re just a myth.”


  There was a chorus of disappointed voices in the car. That sucked. Werewolves were kick ass.


  “Hold on,” I said. “What do you mean they don’t exist? Didn’t you and James tell me that myths had a basis in reality?”


  Sally gave me an eye-roll (it had been a few hours since the last one; I was almost starting to miss them…almost), and replied, “Some myths are real. Some are just the result of someone getting high off the local fauna and having a bad acid trip.”


  Yeah, I guess that made sense. Forget myth, there was some seriously weird shit that popped up from time to time in the news. No doubt, a good chunk of it could be explained away as someone watering down their hooch with a little too much antifreeze. “Fine, no werewolves,” I said with a touch of regret. “Then what attacked those covens?”


  “How am I supposed to know?” she sniffed. “We’re vampires. We have enemies. Not all of them are human.”


  Remembering something from the other night, I asked, trying to sound more knowledgeable than I was, “Does this have anything to do with your war against the feet?”


  That seemed to catch her by surprise as she narrowed her eyes and asked, “Where did you hear about that?”


  “Around,” I coyly replied. “So, does it?”


  “I don’t know,” she said quietly, as if in contemplation. “It’s possible.”


  Of course, then Tom had to go and ruin it by chiming in. “Feet? Is there some kind of demonic foot fungus at work here? I hear they sell spray for that.” That more or less killed the mood, and any chance I had at getting answers to a question that…well okay, a question I hadn’t given a second thought to before now, but hey, knowledge is power. Maybe I should have listened to Sally’s earlier advice and just left my roommates at home.


  She shook her head and said, attitude returning, “It’s not important. What matters is that James is out of the country, and what’s of utmost importance for you, Bill, is that it’s for an indeterminate amount of time.”


  I felt a little tingling at the base of my brainstem as she said that, but I thought it best to ask rather than assume. “It’s important to me, why?”


  “Because you’re under his protection. With him gone, Colin or another vampire will step in to do his duties, but protection is another matter entirely. That’s not transferable. If James isn’t around, it’s as good as out of sight, out of mind.”


  “But you said ‘indeterminate,’” I replied, grasping at whatever straws I could. “That means he could be back a year from now, or he could be back tomorrow.”


  “It doesn’t really work that way for us,” she said. “If he was called in from five thousand miles away and not given any time to settle his accounts first, that means whatever is going down is pretty big, and the Khan wants someone he can trust to look into it. Whatever James is going to do for him, you can bet it’ll be with a fine-toothed comb. Immortals can afford to be thorough.”


  “Which means…?”


  “Which means that if I was a betting girl, and I am, my money would be on not expecting to see James again for at least six months…probably more.”


  “But if Jeff snuffs me now…”


  She cut me off. “Then who’s to say he didn’t do it two months from now? You think anyone in the coven is going to officially rat him out? Not likely. Being a coven leader has its perks, not the least of which is that he’s going to be given the benefit of the doubt.”


  “All of this assumes he actually knows James is out of the country,” Ed pointed out.


  Sally turned to me to answer, “Remember back there when I said that Jeff and I both knew Colin?” I nodded in return. “Well, we do. That means that if I knew how to grease Colin’s wheels…” that caught Tom’s attention, and he turned back toward us with wide eyes and rapt attention. “With money, you pervert.” He turned away, suddenly losing interest. “If I knew how to get Colin to talk, then Jeff obviously would, too.”


  “Maybe he didn’t think to…”


  “Oh, stop it,” she snapped. “Jeff may be stupid, but he’s over a hundred and twenty years old. He knows how to play the game. Even if he didn’t, though, Colin’s not known for his sense of humor.”


  I nodded, but Ed asked, “What do you mean by that?”


  “I kinda, sorta might have joked to him, as we were leaving, that I reformatted his computer,” I admitted.


  “But did you actually do it?”


  “It doesn’t matter,” Sally said. “Guys like him have massive egos. Most vampires, once they get a few centuries under their belt, lose the ability to laugh at their own expense.”


  Ed got it. “So, even if Jeff didn’t grease the wheels, so to speak, you think this Colin guy might give him a call and spill his guts just as a farewell ‘fuck you.’”


  “Yeah,” she answered. “Petty revenge is pretty much his middle name.”


  “I guess there’s something to be said for occasionally letting the other guy get the last word.”


  “Yeah,” I replied. “I’m beginning to think maybe I should occasionally just keep my mouth shut.”


  “Kinda like a smoker who decides to quit after he’s already found out he has lung cancer?” Tom remarked.


  “Better late than never, I guess,” was the only answer I had for that.


  We drove on in silence for a little while, until Tom couldn’t take it anymore. “So, what are we going to do about this puddle of shit we find ourselves wading into?”


  “I’ve been thinking about that,” replied Ed. “As far as I can tell, there’s only one thing we can do.”


  “Let me guess, settle my affairs and pick out a nice urn to hold my ashes?” I morosely asked.


  “Vampirism is lost upon you,” he said with a pained sigh. “No, dingleberry, we take the fight to Jeff. We hunt down and kill the fucker before he can do it to you.”


  There was a moment of stunned silence before Tom once again chimed in, “And by we, you mean…”


  “WE, dipshit. As in all of us, as in I don’t want to spend the next several weeks screening for a new roommate.” Ed’s eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. “As in, he fucks with one of us…”


  “He fucks with all of us,” I finished.


  Tom just shrugged, “Oh, well. Guess I’ve led a good life. At least I can go out knowing I’ve gotten more action than either of you two fags.”


  “Your left hand doesn’t count,” Sally commented before her tone turned serious again. “It won’t be easy. Jeff’s a lot more powerful than any of us.”


  I smiled at that. “Us? So does that mean you want to come to our little asshole-killing party?”


  “I can try. I told you once already, I can’t stand him. I wouldn’t shed any tears if he wound up a pile of ash. There’s only one problem.”


  “What?”


  “Jeff can’t order you around, but I’m a different story,” she explained. “I can maybe resist his compulsions to a degree, but there’s nothing to say he either won’t be able to stop me in my tracks with a word, or maybe even outright turn me against you.”


  “Earplugs, maybe?” Tom suggested.


  “Doesn’t work like that. It’s a psychic thing. They don’t make plugs for that.”


  “When he tried to compel the others to attack me the other week, it didn’t work,” I pointed out.


  “Fear and doubt are powerful emotions, even for a compulsion to overcome,” she replied. “Sorry to say, Bill, but I’m not all that afraid of you.”


  “What about hatred?” I asked.


  “What?”


  “Think about it,” I said. “You said fear is a powerful emotion. So is Hatred. If you focus on how much you hate his guts, maybe that’ll work, too.”


  She didn’t have a reply for that one. She just sat there, thinking it over.


  Tom turned and smiled at me. “Damn, Bill. I think that might be the first good idea I’ve ever seen you come up with.”


  “What about you, Ed?” I asked. “What do you think?”


  “What I think,” he answered, “is that maybe we should see if we can coax a little more speed out of this thing while we still have the element of surprise.”


  *     *     *


  Okay, so maybe that wasn’t the best of ideas. Ed brought the Escalade up to around eighty as soon as traffic eased up a bit. That allowed us to burn off more miles, for about twenty minutes, until we saw flashing red and blue lights behind us. In the dark, we had easily missed spotting the speed trap.


  “Just fucking great!” Ed exclaimed.


  “Yeah,” Tom added. “This is definitely going to slow us down.”


  “Especially the whole stolen-vehicle-with-a-dead-owner thing. That ought to eat up just a little bit of time,” Sally remarked. “But don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll all find boyfriends nice and quick at Rikers.”


  “Shit! I forgot about that part,” Ed spat. “So, what do we do?”


  “Preferably without causing a multi-state manhunt for a bunch of cop killers,” I said, eyeballing Sally.


  “You take all the fun out of this,” she cooed. “I don’t suppose you’re all up for a high speed chase?”


  “In this land-yacht?”


  “No, I suppose not,” she said, still without a trace of panic. “Looks like there’s an exit coming up in about a mile. Take it and then pull over, preferably someplace dark.”


  “And then?” Ed asked.


  “And then try not to act guilty, obviously.”


  He did as instructed. Tom, for his part, managed to get his shit together long enough to rummage through the glove compartment for anything useful. He was in luck and found both a registration and insurance card for one Harold Lively…ironic considering his not so lively status right now, at least according to Sally.


  The exit, as many in upstate New York tended to be, was dark and not well traveled. For about the ten-thousandth time in my life, I marveled how such vast rural desolation could exist so close to the insane urban sprawl of the city. Streetlights were few and far between, as was traffic, thankfully. Thus, Ed had no problem pulling over into the gloom as the boys in blue glided in behind us.


  “Now, everyone just be cool,” Sally said, sounding like a character from a Quentin Tarantino movie.


  The cop, a lone trooper on interstate traffic duty, got out and slowly walked up to the driver’s side window. Ed put on his best friendly smile. “Good evening, officer,” he said, perhaps a little too overly chipper.


  In return he got the standard, “License and registration, sir” response followed by, “In a rush tonight?”


  Ed handed over the documents and answered, “Heh. Sorry about that. Sometimes I forget how fast this boat can actually go.”


  “Uh huh. Have you been drinking tonight, Mr. Vesser?” asked the trooper, glancing at the license.


  “No, sir,” he replied, in that same trying-too-hard tone. “Just borrowed my uncle’s car to take some friends to the movies.”


  “Wait right here, sir,” said the trooper, turning back toward his cruiser – probably to run the license and registration through the system.


  “Smooth going, slick,” whispered Sally. She then opened the door and stepped out. The cop stopped what he was doing for a moment, no doubt to take in the sight of her. She had that effect on people. However, then his training took over.


  “Please step back into the car, ma’am,” he said, his eyes appearing to be focused on a spot somewhere south of her face.


  “Please, sir,” she said in a voice that sounded genuinely agitated. “I need to speak to you. Please!” That last one caught the cop’s attention and he waved her over.


  He shouted back toward us, “The rest of you just stay where you are!” and together they walked back to his car.


  “What the hell is she up to?” I asked once she was out of earshot…maybe, damn sensitive vampire hearing.


  “Dude,” Tom said. “Isn’t it obvious? Chick like that knows how to play ’em. A little sucky-sucky action, and we’ll be on our way.”


  “No. I don’t think so,” Ed replied. “Did you see the way she was acting? She’d better not be selling our asses out. What do you think, Bill?”


  “She has shown a penchant for bitch-like behavior,” I replied, starting to wonder if maybe this wasn’t a good idea. I really hoped she wasn’t about to fuck us over. If that happened, I’d probably have to act. Sure, I didn’t want to have a dead cop on my conscience, but I didn’t want to wind up in San Quentin, either. Of course, that assumed I lived long enough to do so. One medical exam, and I’m sure some lawyer would try parading my ass out into the sunlight for a press conference, and then POOF! No more Bill.


  “So, what do we do?” Tom asked. He had been so caught up in his little X-rated fantasy that he hadn’t considered the other possibilities. Now a slight twinge of panic was working its way into his voice.


  Before I could answer, most likely with something lame like, “I dunno.” Ed spoke up. “We play it by ear. Pretty much the only thing we can do. If it comes down to it, Sally’s not the only vampire in the car.”


  “Are you sure, you want me to…” I started to say, but he cut me off.


  “Listen. From the sounds of things, we’re already waist deep in shit’s creek. You, my friend, are in even deeper. If she’s trying to screw us over, you’re gonna need to decide pretty quickly whether you’re going to swim or swallow.”


  “Okay,” was about the only intelligent response I was capable of giving. Hopefully, it didn’t come down to that.


  We all turned to watch what was happening. The cop’s car still had the flashers going, so it was difficult to tell, but we could see both their silhouettes. However, that all changed in the space of a heartbeat…for those of us who still had them, at least. One second there were two shadows, and the next, it was a jumbled confusion.


  A few moments passed and the lights on the police car all turned off. When my vision finally readjusted to the darkness, I saw Sally closing the front door and turning to walk back toward us. Sprawled, unmoving in the dirt next to the car, was the police officer.


  I jumped out of the Escalade to confront her, but when she reached me, she looked oddly out of breath. Weird. She should’ve been able to break that guy in half without so much as suffering a hair out of place. Before I could speak, she held up a hand to silence me. “I suggest,” she said, catching her breath, “we discuss this on the road.”


  Sound advice, all in all, I thought, holding open the door to let her in. She stumbled a bit, so I helped her out, catching an elbow in the gut for my troubles. Oof! Guess she wasn’t that wiped out. Jeez, it’s not like I was purposely trying to cop a feel. Not my fault her ass just happened to be in the way.


  That’s my story, and I’m sticking to it.


  Ed, not being a fool, peeled out the second I was back in my seat. I saw his eyes lock onto Sally’s in the rearview as he said, “No bullshit. I want to know exactly how fucked we are.”


  “Relax,” she wheezed. “Whew! That took more out of me than I thought it would. We’re fine. Harold Lively is the one who’s fucked, and, considering his current condition, I don’t think he’ll mind all that much.”


  “I have no clue what you’re talking about. English please.”


  “What did you do?” I asked, even though I had a sneaky suspicion of what she was going to say.


  “I compelled the cop – basically planted the thought in his mind that Harold was alone in the car. Then I decked him.”


  “You can do that to a person?” Ed asked.


  “Well, yeah, all you do is ball up your fist and…”


  “No, the first part,” he clarified.


  “I guess so,” she answered. “Heard it could be done, but never tried it myself. Thought my head was going to pop off there for a second, but then it took hold.”


  “But the cop’s okay?” I asked.


  In response, she gave me her typical attitude. “I’m touched that you care. He’s gonna be out for a while. Cracked jaw and probably a concussion, but he should be fine. Harold, on the other hand, is going to have one hell of an APB out for him,” she finished with a smile, pleased at her own cleverness.


  “Impressive,” I said.


  “It was, wasn’t it?” she agreed smugly.


  “Yes, with one little exception.”


  “What? Annoyed that I didn’t consult with you first?” she sniffed.


  “No,” I continued. “Annoyed because the cops are going to be after us, anyway.”


  “You might want to catch up with the conversation,” she replied. “I just finished telling everyone that the cops would be after Harold.”


  “Yes, Harold – who just so happens to be driving around in the same Escalade that we’re sitting in,” I said with just a trace of my own smugness.


  She just stared at me with a blank look for a moment and then blurted out, “Oh, crap.”


  “Oh, crap, is right,” I agreed. “Thus, I suggest we hightail it back to the city as soon as possible, and ditch the pimp mobile here at the first chance we get.”


  For once, there was no dissent with something I suggested.


  
    Grudge Match

  


  We parked the Escalade close to Flushing Meadows and, after a thorough wipe down for prints (I wasn’t worried so much for Sally, but Tom, Ed, and I were still on the grid, so to speak), we ditched it and headed about a half mile south to grab the M train. It was a long ride back home with several transfers, but there was one high note to the whole thing. I don’t think I’ve ever been this at ease riding the subway so late at night. Ed and Tom both looked fairly relaxed, too. Safety in numbers is great and all, but it doesn’t beat traveling with two vampires, at least, one of whom has shown relatively little concern so far for silly things like human life. There were definitely some perks to this whole undead predator of the night thing.


  We finally arrived back at our building in the wee hours of the morning. Well, at least we couldn’t complain that it hadn’t been a full day.


  We stopped at the stoop of our apartment and I turned to Sally. “Heading back to SoHo?”


  “In a bit,” she answered. “Just as soon as we plot out some next steps. We should probably have a contingency plan ready, in case Jeff is already on the warpath.”


  “In other words, you’re reluctant to leave my studly side,” I said with a grin.


  “I’m no scholar of linguistics, but I’m fairly sure the English language doesn’t allow words such as studly to appear in sentences about you,” she shot back.


  Unfortunately, our little discourse – or as I liked think of it, foreplay – was cut short by Ed’s voice from the top of the stairs.


  “Uh oh,” he said.


  “Define ‘uh oh’.”


  “This.” He stepped aside to give the front door a small push. It opened freely. “I haven’t pulled out my key yet.”


  “Someone could have left it unlocked,” I pointed out.


  “More like someone kicked it in,” Tom said. “It looks like the lock is all busted.”


  “Coincidence?” I asked Sally.


  “Call me pessimistic, but I don’t think you’re going to get that lucky,” she said, striding up the steps and ordering my roommates to stand aside. She looked over the area for a moment and then declared, “Vampire, but, lucky us, only one.”


  “How can you tell?” I called up to her.


  She pointed to her nose. “It’s obvious. Can’t you smell it?”


  “We can do that?” I sheepishly asked back, getting an eye-roll in return which surprised me not at all.


  “Should we get out of here?” Ed asked.


  “No. I think he’s gone,” she said, and then turned to me to add, “Yes, we can do that, too.” Bitch.


  “Get out of my way.” I pushed past her to the door and then started walking up. My roommates followed right behind.


  As we could have guessed, the door to the apartment had also been kicked in. Hell, it had almost been kicked in half. Whoever had been here had definitely been disinclined to take no for an answer.


  “Motherfucker,” said Ed softly as we walked in. The place was trashed. Debris that had once been our belongings littered the floor, holes had been punched in the walls, and the couch had been utterly gutted.


  “Think someone wanted to get our attention?” Tom asked, his tone attempting to be strong, but cracking a little at the edges.


  “Maybe just a little,” I quipped.


  “Whoa,” Sally said as she entered. “Hope you guys were insured.”


  I was going to say something to that, but Ed caught my attention.


  “Please tell me this isn’t what I think it is.” He pointed to a section of floor close to the kitchen.


  I stepped over to him. The area was clear of debris with one notable exception. There was an arrow, drawn in some brown sludge-like substance, pointing toward the counter where the only things that remained untouched were our phone and answering machine.


  “Looks like someone shit on the floor and then drew with it,” I said. Tom stepped up and echoed the sentiment.


  “That’s just wrong on so many levels,” Ed replied.


  “I think,” Sally said, “that someone was trying real hard to make sure you didn’t miss that.” She indicated the blinking light on the machine. Someone had left us a message.


  My roommates and I looked at each other for a moment. I’m sure we all could guess whose voice would be awaiting us on the message. Well okay, they had never heard my dickhead coven leader speak, but I’m sure they could make an educated guess if they had to.


  “We should probably see who we need to send the cleaning bill to,” I said, pressing play. To the surprise of absolutely nobody, Jeff’s voice started speaking back to us.


  “Hey, asshole. Nobody was home, so I let myself in. Hope you like what I did with the place. Gives it some character, don’t you think?


  “This is just the opening course. I don’t know if you heard or not, but your buddy, Ozymandias, is going to be out of town for a little while. What that means for you, Dr. Dead, is that his protection is now null and void. Your ass is mine, and don’t think any of that freewill bullshit is going to save you.


  “Now you’re probably thinking you might hightail it out of town and you still might, not that it would matter. I’d hunt you down and make you hurt for a long time. But just to give you some reason to stay and play, I have a little incentive for you. I got your mom, bitch.”


  “What?” I blurted out, but Sally shushed me.


  “Say hello to your baby boy…(There was a distinctive tone of a female whimpering) …that’s enough (another sound, this time like someone being hit). Now I’m a fair master. If you do what I say, I might let your dear old mommy walk out of this alive. But you better hurry, because I’m getting hungry. There’s an old warehouse down by the docks on West Tenth. Be there at dawn. I’ll leave the front porch light on for you.


  “You show up, and I’ll let you trade yourself for her. If you pussy out and run, she dies…badly. And then, I still hunt you down and kill you. Either way, you look at it, you come to an end. It’s up to you whether you do it like a man or a dog. I’ll be waiting.”


  “He has my mom?” I asked, panic setting in.


  “Calm…” Sally started to say, but I cut her off.


  “Do not tell me to calm down. We are not even remotely close to the proximity of calm down here.”


  “I take it that fucker was Jeff,” Ed commented.


  Sally nodded in response.


  “Dude,” Tom said, sounding nearly as shocked as I did. “We gotta save her.”


  “No shit!” I growled at him, causing him to jump back a little. “Sorry, man. Didn’t mean that.”


  He nodded to let me know it was cool, but then got that panicky look in his eye again. “What about your dad? He didn’t say anything about him.”


  “Oh, god.” A sinking feeling began to permeate my very being.


  “Don’t jump to conclusions,” Ed said, trying to exude some calm onto the situation. Yeah, good luck with that.


  “What other conclusion is there?” I practically jumped down his throat. “What the hell did that fucker do to my parents? We have to go check on him.”


  Tom just shook his head sadly, “We’ll never made it down to Scotch Plains and back in time to save your mom.”


  “Then you and Ed go check on my dad and I’ll rescue Mom,” I countered.


  “No way,” he replied. “You’re not going in there solo.”


  “I don’t have a better plan, do you?”


  “Call him,” said Ed.


  “What?” Tom and I both asked.


  “Call him,” he repeated. “If there’s no answer, then call the cops. They’ll get there a lot faster than any of us will. Besides which,” he put his hand on my shoulder, about the closest I’d ever seen him come to anything remotely like human sympathy, “you probably don’t want to…find him.”


  There was a moment of silence. He had a point, although I wasn’t sure I was ready to face the awful truth just yet. I looked to Tom for guidance. He had known my parents for as long as we had been friends. I knew he was almost as messed up by this as I was.


  “Do it,” he said.


  Slowly picking the phone from the cradle, I hit the talk button and sure enough there came the sound of a dial tone. I hesitated for a few more seconds, and then dialed my parents’ phone number.


  *ring*


  Who was I kidding? I was too late. I had failed my parents.


  *ring*


  He was gone. My father was gone.


  *ring*


  He had faced a demon too strong for a normal man to overcome.


  *ring*


  He had died protecting my mother.


  “Hello?” answered a groggy voice on the other end.


  He was answering the phone?


  “Dad!” I yelled into the receiver. “Is that you?”


  “Huh, Bill? What time is it?” asked the unmistakable voice of my father.


  “Dad, are you okay?”


  “I was until you woke me up. Is something wrong?”


  Had my father been out when Jeff attacked? Perhaps he had come home, assumed mom was at a friend’s house, and then had just gone to sleep. It was possible he didn’t even know. If so, I had the terrible duty to break it to him.


  “Dad, you need to listen to me. Something terrible has happened to mom.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” he asked, irritation starting to seep into his voice.


  “Dad…”


  “You know this drunk dialing thing wasn’t funny even when you were still in college.”


  “Dad, are you even listening!?” I screamed into the phone. “Mom is in trouble!”


  “Your mother is asleep right next to me. (???) Pray tell, exactly what trouble is she in?” he asked in a deadpan voice.


  “Mom’s okay?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Oh, for Christ sakes! Here…” I could hear him shifting around and then a soft snoring noise filled the phone. Yeah, that was Mom, all right. She slept like the dead (no pun intended), and was a heavy breather throughout the night. A few seconds later, my father came back on the phone.


  “There, happy?”


  I was stunned for a second…glad as all hell, don’t make any mistake about it, but confused, too. “Yes. Thanks, Dad,” I answered, trying to collect my wits.


  “Good,” he replied sarcastically. “Now, why would you think she was in trouble?”


  I thought fast and then gave him the only excuse that came to mind. “I…uh…had a nightmare that…vampires were attacking you guys.”


  There was a momentary pause on the line and then he replied, “Bill, you know your mother and I love you very much, don’t you?”


  “Yes, Dad.”


  “Then I’m sure you’ll forgive me for doing this…” *click* The line went dead.


  I exchanged glances with my companions. They had obviously heard my side of the conversation and could no doubt figure out the rest.


  “Is it safe to assume your mom was there?” asked Ed. I nodded. “Well, that’s the important thing, anyway.”


  Tom noticed me being a bit too quiet. “So, what’s wrong, man?”


  “Nothing,” I answered. “I’m glad Mom and Dad are fine. But still…what the fuck?” I turned to Sally. “Is Jeff’s master plan just to try to give me a panic attack?”


  She shook her head. “I don’t think so. Even a complete moron would have to know that you could call that bluff with just one phone call. Besides which, that’s not Jeff’s style. If he says he has a hostage, then he has a hostage.”


  “Maybe this is a distraction,” Ed offered, “to set us up for an ambush?”


  Sally again shook her head. “Also not his style. He likes to make a big scene. A showdown, like he set up on the phone, is just the kind of thing he loves to do. Fucker’s probably been sporting an erection about it ever since he left here.”


  “Okay,” I replied. “And thank you for that imagery, by the way. Now I have a picture in my head of him clubbing me to death with his dick.”


  “Worry about Jeff’s cock later,” Ed said. “If he doesn’t have your parents, then who does he have?”


  I shrugged. “No idea.” Then an unpleasant thought struck me. “What if he found some of your info while he was trashing the place?” I asked my roommates. “What if he made a mistake and grabbed the wrong mom?”


  Both Tom and Ed visibly paled at that. Moments later, they repeated my earlier action and made phone calls of their own. After a few tense minutes, though, they both met with similar results (although to Ed’s credit, at least he came up with a less lame excuse for calling than vampire nightmare). All of our folks were fine, thus, after everyone had been hung up on, we found ourselves again wondering what the hell was going on.


  “You’re sure he’s not just screwing with our heads?” I asked Sally.


  “I don’t see the point. What benefit would he get from it?” she responded. “No. I’m certain he has somebody.”


  “So, the question is,” Ed asked, “do we march into his trap and try to save this somebody? Or do we leave them to die and then go after Jeff at a time and place of our choosing?”


  “I don’t know,” Tom replied in a small voice. Now that the adrenaline of the past couple of hours was wearing off, he looked like he’d had enough for a while. “I don’t want to see anyone die because of me, but putting ourselves right where he wants us…I just don’t know.” With that, he wandered away and disappeared into his room.


  I started to follow, but Ed held up a hand. “Leave him. He needs a few. Shit, we all probably do.”


  “So, you want to go with option two, I assume?”


  He gave me a grin and replied, “No. I think if we wait, then this’ll just get worse. If you don’t show up for your big cage match, how long do you think it’ll be before he starts hunting you…and by proxy, us, down? He has home field advantage, but from the sound of it, he’s probably expecting you to be alone. No doubt he probably also thinks you’re going to be completely distraught. That gives us a chance. You go in, but with a clear head and us there to back you up – well, it might be enough to even the odds.”


  Sally clapped him on the shoulder, hard enough to make him stumble, and said, “Your friend here makes a lot of sense…for a walking Happy Meal.”


  “Care to play with the toy that comes with it?” he asked with a wicked grin.


  “Maybe some other time,” she replied dryly. “For now, I suggest we get ourselves ready. I know the place he’s talking about. It’s supposed to be a coven safe house, but Jeff likes to use it as his own personal larder. We have a few hours until the three of us…”


  “Four,” said Tom, reappearing from his room, something clutched in his arms.


  “Four?” I repeated.


  He stepped forward and dropped what he’d been holding. A bunch of broken action figures fell to the floor. “Four! Son of a bitch must pay,” he said with an almost scary determination. It was on.


  *     *     *


  My roommates stayed behind to do a damage assessment of the apartment and to see what could be scavenged. Sally and I headed out to grab a few supplies for the coming conflict. I was a little leery of her plan. Sure, New York has the reputation of being the city that never sleeps, but that only goes so far. At this late hour – or early, depending on your point of view – our options for places that were open were pretty much limited to pizza, convenience stores, or maybe an all night rave, or two. None of those, as far as I was aware, were particularly good for combat preparation, unless maybe the plan was to eat enough Slim Jims so as to make us look forward to our impending deaths. However, Sally wasn’t daunted by little details such as that. It soon became apparent why.


  “This will do,” she said coming to a stop in front of a store about a mile from my apartment. It was a sporting goods shop, probably family owned, and small enough that you could easily pass by without noticing it. Such it is with city-based small businesses. Space here is at a premium and you make do with what you can.


  “For what?” I asked. “It’s closed.” I pointed out the locked security gate covering the entranceway.


  “Not for long.” She took a look around to confirm the street was empty and then gave a hard tug on the gate. The lock held, but the latch itself broke off. She moved it aside and said, “Wait for it.”


  I did, and then after a few seconds replied, “I don’t hear anything.”


  “Exactly. Small shop like this probably can’t afford an active security system. If there are cameras inside, it’s a good bet that they’re just props.” She grabbed the front door and gave another pull, which had a similar effect as on the gate. “After you.”


  “Age before beauty,” I quipped in return.


  “After today, let’s hope age is still something we can worry about,” she replied as she entered the shop.


  I figured we’d be loading up with football pads and other such protection, but Sally told me to leave them. She explained that, against a vampire of Jeff’s strength, a little bit of padding would have about the same effect as using a Kevlar vest to stop a cruise missile, especially for my roommates. Speed and mobility would be more important than body armor. I protested that at least some protection would be better than none, and, after a moment’s consideration, she agreed. We settled on a few helmets for my roommates (being thrown face first into a wall could seriously ruin a person’s day) as well as some basic protection for our extremities such as elbow and knee pads. We’d look more likely to be spending the day at a skate park than in battle, but it covered the basics of leaving us mobile, but not entirely unprotected.


  Next up, she started grabbing baseball bats, both aluminum and wood. The wooden ones, she explained, could be easily sawed off and sharpened. They made for much better stakes than just sharpening some random hunks of wood. I didn’t argue with her logic, having seen Jeff make good use of one some weeks prior. The aluminum bats, on the other hand, would make excellent bludgeons, being both well balanced and sturdy. Okay, so now we’d be skateboarders with baseball bats. Forget the skate park; we were going to look like rejects from some bad post-apocalyptic movie.


  “Other weapons?” I asked. Sure, I knew crosses and holy water were going to do dick, but off the top of my head, I could come up with a small arsenal of more interesting weapons than what we had picked out so far.


  “This is probably the best we can do for now.”


  “You’re kidding me,” I said. “What about…say, a crossbow?”


  “Can you fire a crossbow?”


  “Well…”


  “At a moving target?”


  Okay, she might have had a small point there. However, I was not to be deterred, “Then how about katanas, or a battle axe, or hell, some dynamite?”


  She looked me squarely in the eye and said, “Unless you know of any combination ninja supply and explosives depots around, then I’d say probably not. I know what you’re thinking, but we don’t have a week to prepare for this. We’ve got to make do with the best we can. Besides which, if you come marching in there with a ton of gear strapped to your back, you’re going to be so weighted down that Jeff will just come strolling up and take your head off with one swipe of his claws. That would just be…embarrassing.”


  “Claws?” I asked, ignoring that last part.


  “Yes, claws. You know.”


  “No, I don’t.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she spat, rolling her eyes. Hey, at least now I knew the key to victory. As long as I pictured Jeff as Sally in mid eye-roll, then I was sure to be in a murderous rage. “Claws…like this,” she finished, holding up one of her hands. Before my very eyes, her fingernails lengthened by about two inches.


  “We can do that?” I blurted out, despite the obviousness of it.


  “If you spent more time practicing and less time jerking off to internet porn, you might be surprised to learn what you can do,” she said, turning to leave.


  “Hold on a sec.” I pulled out my wallet and left some cash on top of the register. It probably wasn’t enough to cover our shopping spree, but it made me feel a little bit better.


  She laughed as I did so and said, “You know, you really are just not cut out for this lifestyle.”


  As she walked away, I was forced to wonder whether she might be right.


  *     *     *


  We arrived back at the apartment to find Ed sitting on what was left of the couch. In his lap was the shotgun he had appropriated from his stepfather. He was busy loading it from a small pile of shells that sat nearby. He saw the look of surprise in my eyes and said, “Yeah I know, surprised the hell out of me, too. But it was still under my bed where I left it. I guess he was too busy trashing the place to be thorough.”


  “Either that, or he didn’t think it was a threat,” Sally pointed out.


  “I think,” he replied, “I prefer to imagine the former, if it’s all the same to you. Makes it easier to keep from losing it entirely and hopping on the next train to Canada if I do it that way.”


  “Whatever floats your boat.” I discarded our bundle of supplies onto the floor in front of him. He glanced at the pile and then looked me in the eye.


  “Are we fighting him or challenging him to nine innings at the sandlot?” he asked with a dubious tone.


  “Just because he wants to rip our guts out doesn’t mean we can’t be sporting about it,” I replied with a grin.


  We explained to Ed the logic behind our purchases. He agreed with us in theory, but said he’d be bringing along the shotgun if it was all right with us. Worst-case scenario, he told us, was it didn’t work on Jeff, in which case he could just use it to blow his own head off. Gotta love a guy with a contingency plan.


  “Where’s Tom?” I asked while Sally went in search of something in our kitchen with which to sharpen the bats.


  “Tom’s gone bye-bye,” he replied.


  “He left? Is he freaking insane?”


  “No,” explained Ed. “He’s in his room. I just mean his mind’s taken a leave of absence. Dude is not a happy camper. I mean, I’ve seen five-year-olds take having their toys broken better.”


  “They’re NOT toys!” barked Tom, stepping into the living room. “They’re investments.” Yeah, Ed was right. Tom had gone nuts. In my absence, he had apparently decided to Rambo-ify himself…or at least try to. He was wearing camouflage sweat pants, a black sweater, and had what I assumed was old Halloween makeup slathered on his face in a bad imitation of war paint. The outfit would have looked like something a dork might wear to a weekend outing playing paintball, except for a few other accoutrements to round it out. Stuffed in his belt were a few of the butcher knives from our kitchen, and around his neck, hanging from a length of clothesline, was his trusty Transformer totem, Optimus. In short, it was all I could do to keep from laughing my ass off.


  “What do you think? Pretty badass, right?” he asked.


  I tried, really hard, to think of something complimentary to say, but for the life of me, I couldn’t. Fortunately, for once, Sally’s caustic wit saved me.


  “Jesus Christ!” she said, stepping out of the kitchen. “You look like GI Joe and Flavor Flav’s retard lovechild.” That did it, Ed and I cracked up.


  “That’s right, laugh it up now, assholes,” Tom said. “But mark my words…my babies will have their vengeance.”


  He probably said more, but by that point, I was laughing so hard I could barely stand up, much less hear him.


  *     *     *


  It was nearing five a.m., almost time to leave. The stakes were sharpened, the gun was loaded, and our semblance of body armor was strapped on. It was only then that common sense once again reared its ugly head and smacked us in the face.


  “Has anyone given any thought,” Ed asked, “as to how we’re going to get there, considering we look like a pack of reject extras from The Road Warrior?” Damn, he had a point. If it had just been the costumes, then nobody would have cared. You walk up and down Broadway on any given day and you’ll see much weirder. However, add the knives, stakes, bats, and, of course, Ed’s gun, and forget about the cops, we’d end the day having a nice chat with homeland security agents.


  Fortunately, Sally had given thought to this as well. “Same way we got to Boston, by car.”


  “We ditched the car,” I reminded her.


  “So? We’ll get another,” she said as if discussing the weather.


  “You’re not going to kill someone else, are you?”


  “I’ve killed a lot of people before tonight and, assuming we survive, I’ll probably kill a lot more afterward,” she pointed out in a tone more conducive to an icy-blooded sociopath. “But, no. Nobody’s out right now and the streets are full of parked cars. Even here in the city, there are plenty of morons who don’t bother to lock their doors. I’ll just head a few blocks over and try to find one I can boost.”


  “Let me guess,” I said. “You know how to hot-wire a car.”


  She just shrugged and replied, “Doesn’t everybody?” before disappearing out the door.


  
    Here Comes the Sun…

  


  Sally directed us to park in a little unmaintained lot next to the safe house where Jeff supposedly awaited us. The place was surrounded by unkempt brush and garbage bins that sat there, full to the brim with their aromatic contents. It had been quite some time since either a garbage man or weed whacker had paid this section of town a visit.


  “Nice place,” commented Ed.


  “It’s kept this way on purpose. Attracts lots of derelicts and drug dealers,” Sally said conversationally.


  “In other words,” I continued the thought for her, “people who won’t be missed.”


  “More or less.”


  “This is kind of close. Shouldn’t we maybe park elsewhere and try sneaking in?” I asked.


  “Pointless,” she replied, shaking her head. “There are security cameras on all sides. There’s virtually no chance of someone getting in unseen.”


  “What about a hidden entrance?” I asked. “The coven had that…kitchen, I guess, down in the sewers under the loft.”


  “Good.” She actually smiled at that. “So you do occasionally pay attention. There’s one here as well, but the same deal with the cameras. A pack of invisible ninjas couldn’t sneak into this place without being noticed.”


  “So, we just walk in through the front door?” Ed asked.


  “Suits me,” growled Tom, double checking his ‘equipment’. He was starting to worry me a bit.


  “Yes, we just walk in,” Sally said. “No point in giving him the satisfaction of seeing us try and fail to sneak up on him. He’ll be expecting something panicky, so if you guys just stride up there like you own the place, it might throw him off his game a bit.”


  “You guys?” I asked.


  “Yes. I’ve been thinking that we might have one more trump card on our side. It’s a long shot, but it’s possible Jeff might not know I’m on your side. He didn’t mention me on your answering machine, and he hasn’t called my cell.”


  “At least that we know of,” Ed pointed out.


  “At least that you know of,” she repeated with a grin.


  “What are you guys talking about?” I asked.


  “Simple,” he explained. “She’s been out of our sight a few times. How do we know Jeff hasn’t called her? Right now she could be under his…what did you call it…compulsion.”


  “Smart boy,” Sally replied, still grinning. “It’s good to know at least one of your little nerd herd has a functional brain. You should take notes, Bill. A little paranoia is a very good thing in our world.”


  There was a moment of silence in the car, during which I could feel the tension rise. However, then realization hit me and I said, “Oh, this is stupid. She’s obviously here on her own.”


  “How can you be sure?” Tom asked.


  “Because it doesn’t make sense otherwise,” I replied before addressing her. “For starters, Jeff is an egomaniacal asshole. There’s no way he’s letting you take any credit for putting me down. Second, he wouldn’t use you to kill Tom or Ed, because they’re just pitiful humans.” I turned to them. “No offense.”


  “None taken,” Tom replied.


  Turning back to Sally, I continued, “It’d be one thing if my roommates were a couple of Navy Seals, but to use you to take out the human equivalent of a pack of Lunchables would make him seem weak. Considering he’s been looking pretty bad ever since I showed up on the scene, I’m betting he needs to bust all of our heads in personally, both to keep his rep amongst the coven and to sooth his bruised ego.”


  Sally’s response was a slow golf clap. “Very nicely said. You have been paying attention, after all. There may be hope for you yet…assuming you survive the next fifteen minutes.”


  “So, where does that leave us?” asked Ed.


  “As I was saying,” she continued. “It’s possible Jeff doesn’t know I’m a part of this. If not, then there’s no reason to tip him off until it’s too late. As of right now, I’m your prisoner.”


  *     *     *


  The sun was just getting ready to peek its head above the horizon as we walked to the loading dock. Sally was front and center. Tom and I flanked her, while Ed walked behind with the shotgun pointed at her back. There was a security door off to the side, which she directed us toward, her voice taking on a shaky tone befitting her role. This was it. I was really hoping I knew what I was doing. Sadly, any way I looked at it, I didn’t see an easy way out of this. Jeff wanted me dead, and if I didn’t want to oblige him, then I had no choice but to take him out first. I tried not to think of what would happen if I failed. Likewise, I tried to push away the nagging thought that I was leading two of my best friends towards a horrific fate.


  I shook my head. I needed to stop that kind of thinking. Negativity wasn’t going to win me the day. I was lucky to have such good friends. They were willing to stand by my side in the face of…well, okay, it wasn’t exactly the face of ultimate evil…more like the face of an overly powerful douchebag asshole. But still, that counted for a lot in my book. If I had to die, I had good company in which to do so. Besides which, if anything happened to either of them, I probably wouldn’t need to burden my conscious too much, especially since I’d most likely be quickly following.


  I reached the door and tried the handle. It was unlocked. Taking a deep breath, I pushed it open – leaping back as I did so. No point in just standing there if he was waiting on the other side to stake me. After all this build up, that would be an utterly embarrassing way to go.


  I needn’t have worried, though. The entranceway was empty. Beyond the door was what appeared to be a small security checkpoint, unmanned, of course. Past that, there was an old walk-through metal detector through which the main warehouse floor could be seen. I was expecting a dank, dark place full of shadowy places perfect for an ambush. However, everything I could see from the doorway appeared brightly lit. Guess that made sense. Jeff wanted a face off, not an assassination. That, and turning off the lights on creatures who can see in the dark is probably not the most effective tactic in the world, anyway.


  “Come on in and make yourself comfortable,” a voice called from inside. “And close the door behind you. Wouldn’t want you to get a…sunburn.” The voice, Jeff’s, chuckled.


  “Help me, master!” Sally screamed out.


  “Quiet, bitch!” I backhanded her. Sure, the entire thing had been prearranged, but I will admit it felt kinda good. I was pretty cool with her after all we had been through, but she was still the person who had gotten me into this mess in the first place. I was probably owed at least one freebie without messing up my karma too much.


  Her head reeled back – much harder than it should have from the blow – and she fell to her knees sobbing. She was definitely going for an Oscar with this one.


  “Get moving,” Ed ordered, prodding her with the barrel of his gun. When she hesitated, I grabbed her by the hair and dragged her in with me. That part hadn’t been scripted, but when on the stage, sometimes one must improvise a bit.


  We walked through the non-functional metal detector, and I was able to get a better look at the surroundings. It looked quite defensible in case of a breach. Large wooden crates were strewn everywhere throughout the area, whether full or just for show, I couldn’t tell. What I could tell was that they were placed in a way so as to force a visitor to walk a path between them…almost forming a sort of corn maze, minus the corn, of course.


  “Come along, child. Daylight’s burning,” called Jeff’s voice again.


  Tom, Ed, and I exchanged glances before entering the sea of crates. If it were possible for there to be a collective gulp, then I’m pretty sure we shared one. Heh! I was supposed to be all nervous and such, worrying about my mother. Instead, I was nervous worrying about getting all our asses out of there alive. The end result was that I didn’t have to put in a lot of extra effort to appear at the end of my already frayed nerves.


  We walked slowly through the warehouse maze. Sally kept her head down and continued to sob. My roommates and I tried to keep our eyes on all places at once: in front of us, behind us, and on top of the crates. Despite the large size of the area, the makeshift corridors made it feel very claustrophobic. The fact that we couldn’t see over them, to what lay beyond, wasn’t helping things. This was obviously all done on purpose. I just wasn’t sure whether it was a normal thing or if Jeff had set it up specifically for me. If the latter, I might have almost felt flattered.


  At last, things opened up. We stepped out from between two crates into a large open area. Judging from the distance to the outer walls, at least from what I could see, we appeared to be approximately in the center of the warehouse. A large area of about fifty feet on all sides had been left bare. Crates lined the sides like walls, with the exception of few breaks here and there for more passages leading into the bowels of the structure. On the far side of the clearing was the first piece of non-crate furnishing I had seen since entering. A large executive chair sat on the floor, at the opposite end, looking much like a throne. Upon it lounged Jeff.


  “I bid you welcome, Dr. Death.” He stood and mock bowed. “I see you’ve brought something that belongs to me,” he said, nodding in Sally’s direction. His eyes briefly glanced at my roommates before settling back on me again. “Didn’t you read the sign outside? No pets allowed. I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask them to die.”


  “Cut the shit, Jeff.” I tried to sound tough…emphasis on tried. “Where’s my mother?”


  A look of pure rage flashed across his face and he screamed out, “YOU WILL ADDRESS ME AS ‘NIGHT RAZOR’!”


  I staggered from the force of it, not sure if the compulsion attempt was done on purpose, or just out of habit, as he knew it wouldn’t work on me. Nevertheless, it still left a nasty ringing in my ears. Fortunately, my head cleared quickly. I then turned to check on my companions. Uh oh. I had thought a compulsion was a personal thing. I didn’t realize one could be sent out like a mass email. Sally had ceased sobbing and was trying to shake off a glazed look that had appeared in her eyes. My roommates weren’t faring much better. Tom was holding his hands to his ears, and Ed had been driven to his knees, thin streams of blood dripping from his nostrils. Oh, shit! In all my worrying about Sally, I had forgotten that humans could be compelled, too. This was a potential problem. What if the numbers were reversed and I found myself facing four foes instead of the other way around? I’d be toast pretty goddamned quick if that went down.


  Luck was on my side, though, at least for the moment. Ed slowly regained his feet after a second or two. Tom blinked a few times and then shot me a thumbs-up. It appeared that, while it could no doubt be fairly traumatic, the mass compulsion didn’t affect people like it did vampires. I then remembered what both Sally and Jeff had told me. Compelling humans requires a lot more effort. If I had my facts straight, he might be able to bowl over my friends on a whim, but he wouldn’t be able to outright control them unless he put some concentration into it. With me in the area, he probably wouldn’t chance lowering his guard to try. At least I hoped he wouldn’t, unless I just so happened to be standing next to him with a stake in my hand.


  I let out a breath, trying real hard not to make it sound like the sigh of relief that it was, and turned back to Jeff. “Enough with the parlor tricks,” I said, attempting to project a tone of little more than base annoyance. “I have your little plaything. I’ll trade you. Her life for my mom’s.”


  “You assume her life is worth anything to me,” he spat.


  “I think it is.”


  “You’d be wrong,” he said with a sneer. “Her life was forfeited the second she brought you to us. Besides, look at her now. How far she has fallen from what she once was. She’s little more than…sloppy seconds… to me, now.”


  “You fucking cocksucker!” Sally yelled out, forgetting all pretense of being our prisoner. “Sloppy seconds? I’ll sloppy seconds you in the ass, you fucking prick.”


  Jeff and I both stopped our conversation to stare at her. She ended her rant as realization of what she had just done dawned on her face. “Sorry,” she sheepishly said to me.


  “Hit a nerve?” I asked, to which she just shrugged.


  Jeff looked confused for a second or two, and then rage once again filled his features. “Are you kidding me, Sally?” he spat. “You’d seriously choose this over me?”


  “Yep,” she said in reply. “Let’s face facts, hon. You’re kind of an asshole.”


  “You traitorous little slut. I was going to let you live, but now…oh, no. When I’m done with this little shit, I’m gonna make a pair of boots from your hide,” he snarled. “But for right now…STAY PUT!”


  The compulsion was directed at her and hit like a rock. Her eyes glazed over and she went rigid, a slack jawed look on her face.


  “Come on, Sally,” I pleaded, snapping my fingers in front of her face. “You’re stronger than this. You can fight it.”


  “No she can’t, you little freewill piece of garbage,” replied Jeff, a cruel smile on his face. “I see she hasn’t taught you a damn thing. She might be able to fight a compulsion to attack you or to kill herself. Emotions can make these things all sorts of messy. But a neutral compulsion? Now that’s a different story. Neither being able to help or harm makes it difficult to tap into something that you can use to fight it.” He pulled something out of his pocket and walked over to a nearby crate. “I’m afraid, much like you, little Sally has seen her last…sunset.” He began fiddling with whatever he had taken out of his pocket.


  “What are you…”


  “Oh, you remember this?” he stepped aside to reveal the little pocket camcorder he had with him during our outing the prior week. He’d placed it on top of a crate overlooking the opening…or arena, as I was starting to think it must be. A red light blinked to indicate it was recording. “I hope you don’t mind,” he said. “I missed getting any good footage the last time, so I wanted to be sure I captured your horrific death for posterity’s sake.”


  “Good,” Tom replied. He and Ed stepped up to flank me on either side. “I’m gonna want a copy of us fucking up your shit six ways to Sunday. Might even put it on YouTube.”


  Jeff looked less than perturbed by the threat. “How rude. You weren’t thinking of all ganging up on little old me, now were you?” he asked in a mocking, innocent voice.


  “The thought had crossed my mind,” I answered for all of us.


  “Aren’t you forgetting something?” he asked in that same infuriating tone.


  I thought about it for a second and then shook my head. “Not unless you were planning on surrendering.”


  He rolled his eyes at me (guess I know where Sally got it from) and asked, “Your mom?”


  Oh, crap! I had almost forgotten. This was also a rescue mission to find…someone. It would be pretty damn sad if we wound up winning the day only to leave some poor schmuck tied up here to starve to death, all because it slipped my mind. Guys like Batman just didn’t do stupid shit like that.


  “Let her go,” I finally replied, beyond all pretense of nervousness at that point. The talk was winding down. It was only a matter of time before the killing began. I found myself actually wanting things to start playing themselves out before what little nerve I had left fizzled.


  Jeff nodded and said, “Very well. Your mother is free to go.” What? That was it? He didn’t even demand that I give him a pretty please. If things were ever this easy on CSI, each episode would be about three minutes long.


  “Well…uh…thanks,” I sputtered, not really knowing what else to say.


  “Don’t mention it.” His mocking tone was back. “But wait. How rude of me. I would be a poor host if I let your dear old mother just walk out of here without first offering her some refreshments.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” Ed asked.


  “You mean you haven’t figured it out yet, you silly little monkey? It was such a long night, what with me tracking down where you lived, rearranging your apartment, and then kidnapping Dr. Death’s mommy…well I was just so parched by the time I got back here that I couldn’t help myself.”


  Oh, shit!


  “My dear, if you would be so kind,” he called out to the warehouse. “HELP YOURSELF TO THE HUMANS!”


  The compulsion wasn’t aimed at either me or Sally. Instead there came an inhuman screech from somewhere within the warehouse. It was followed by a scrabbling sound as something made its way toward us from atop the crates.


  We all tensed up and looked around…all of us except for Sally, who was still firmly rooted in place. A few moments passed and then something hissed at us from above. We looked up as a desiccated creature crawled into view. Its eyes were black, all traces of humanity gone from them, and its fangs were bared. Despite her feral appearance; however, I was fairly sure who I was looking at.


  “Son of a…” gasped Tom.


  “Mrs. Caven?” I asked as the crazy old lady who lived…formerly lived…downstairs from us growled hungrily in our direction.


  Jesus Christ, I was a moron. I had never even considered that Jeff might have taken his stupid little accusation of me living in the same building as my mom seriously. Although, now that I thought about it, I wasn’t sure who was the bigger idiot: him for believing it or me for not remembering and checking on my neighbors. Surely she would have begged and pleaded for her life, telling him that she wasn’t my mom, but Jeff was the type of douche to hear that and assume someone was just trying to save their own ass. I guess it never crossed his mind to maybe…I don’t know…check her pocketbook for identification.


  “What the hell do we do?” Ed asked in a frantic voice. Me being turned into a vampire he could handle. Staring down a centuries-old monster? No problem, either. However, facing off against our geriatric neighbor? That was apparently the thing that freaked Ed out. If we made it through this, no way was he living that one down.


  “She called the cops on me,” snarled Tom.


  “Well, you were drunk and pissing on the side of the building,” I pointed out.


  “Fuck the details,” he replied. “I say we kill the bitch.”


  “Okay, so how do…” I was interrupted by the sudden sensation of flying across the room. Stupid! Mrs. Caven had distracted me enough not to notice Jeff crossing the room. Before I even had a chance to register his presence, he’d tossed me to the side like I was nothing. I slammed into, and then through, a wooden crate before finally winding up in a pile on the floor.


  “Let your mom entertain your friends,” Jeff said, getting closer with each word. “You’re my guest.” By the time he was finished, he was looming over me.


  I had taken a good shot, but had managed to roll a bit on the impact (no doubt a fortunate side effect of my half week spent as a martial arts training dummy). It hadn’t exactly been a walk in paradise, but I was still far from out of it. I launched myself at Jeff’s midsection, yelling, “She’s not my mom, you stupid twat!”


  Or at least I tried to yell that. By the time I got to you, I had been thrown again. I must have flown almost twenty feet before landing in the center of the clearing on the nice soft concrete floor. Ouch! I was starting to miss getting tossed around at the dojo. At least there the floors were covered with mats.


  As far as battle plans went, this one was turning out fairly shitty in my favor. I rolled back to my feet, albeit a bit less energetically than the last time. Jeff was still standing in the same spot. For the time being, I hadn’t given him any reason to pick up the pace. I chanced a glance over to my two roommates. For the moment, they seemed to be holding Mrs. Caven at bay. There was too much chaos for Ed to get a clear shot, but fortunately for them, their opponent’s body, despite being a vampire, wasn’t exactly in tiptop shape. She wasn’t achieving much luck, either, in pressing an advantage. I just had to hope my roomies could keep their shit together long enough to last the distance, because it looked like I had my hands full. As for Sally, she was still firmly rooted in place.


  “Don’t go anywhere,” I quipped to her. Mortal danger or not, I wasn’t about to let a chance at having the last word slip away.


  “Funny,” Jeff said. “Joke all you want, because it’s going to get a lot harder to do that once I’ve torn your windpipe out.”


  Okay, it was time to change tactics. I had no chance of winning as long as I was playing by his rules. I needed to fight his brawn with my brains.


  Standing up, I looked Jeff straight in the eye across the expanse of our little battlefield and sneered, “That all you got, pussy?”


  “Oh, now you’re going to give me the tough guy routine?” he laughed. “I think we’ve already established who’s superior here.”


  “Think so?” I replied with a grin. “Your minions were all smart enough to fear me, but not you…in fact, I think you may be just too goddamned stupid to let live.” A flicker of anger crossed his eyes. That was it. He could dish it out, but guys like him couldn’t take it. “I’m the Freewill, asshole. You have no idea what I’m capable of.” I pulled one of the homemade stakes out of my belt and pointing it at him. “Come get some!” Finally! That was the line to use. I don’t care who you are, it is just not possible to say that and not sound cool.


  Jeff must have thought so, too. He charged me, a complete look of rage on his face. I stood my ground for a second, just long enough for him to close the distance…and then I sidestepped and bolted for the maze of crates. Momma…and no, I don’t mean the crazy vampire bitch my buddies were fighting…didn’t raise no fool.


  “You fucking coward!” he shouted as I disappeared into the depths of the warehouse.


  “He who fights and runs away…” I gleefully yelled back. I took a bunch of blind turns at full speed, getting good and lost in the process. If he wanted me, he was going to have to work for it.


  It was silent for a moment in the warehouse. Finally, there was a scream of pain…Mrs. Caven…followed by a thud. I had a moment to hope that it was a good thud and not a bad thud when I heard what sounded like someone driving a car through the wall of a house. A moment later, the sound repeated itself, closer this time. What the hell…then it hit me. Jeff was plowing straight through the boxes and crates on a beeline toward me. Oh yeah, he was pissed.


  The bad news was that by going through and not around the crates, he was making good time catching up to me. The good news was that I knew exactly where he was, whereas I still had stealth on my side. Back when I was a kid, during trips down to the shore, I had played “Manhunt” in the high weeds. Often times the kid who won was the one with the patience to wait for everyone else to give away their positions. He would then sneak back to home base while the rest of us were hunted down and caught. I waited a second until it was obvious which direction Jeff was headed, and then I stealthily attempted to double back to the clearing.


  My plan was…well okay, I had no plan. I was too amazed that I was still alive to be able to form a coherent strategy. In other words, I was kinda playing it by ear. The best I had was a vague hope that I could snap Sally out of it. Together we could probably wear Jeff down or, at the very least, he might be so distracted by pummeling one of us, that the other could sneak in and stake the shit out of him.


  I made it back to the clearing, Jeff’s cries of “where are you, chickenshit?” echoing throughout the warehouse. Tom and Ed’s battle had carried them to the center of the open space. Fortunately, it looked like things were going in their favor. They had Mrs. Caven down on the floor between them and were busy working her over with their aluminum bats.


  “How you guys doing?” I asked, racing past them toward where Sally still stood.


  “Peachy,” Ed replied. “You?”


  “Been better.” I stopped in front of the still rigid Sally and debated what to do for a split second. Finally, I just said, “Screw it,” and belted her hard across the mouth.


  She fell backward, but her eyes cleared almost immediately and she managed to grunt, “Ow.” It wasn’t much, but it was more than I had been able to get out of her so far.


  “Sorry. All I could think of.” I offered her a hand and helped her to her feet. “Good to have you back.”


  “Good to be…”


  “SALLY, RIGHT CROSS!” Jeff’s voice ordered from out of nowhere. Without warning, her fist shot out and clocked me, sending me tumbling toward my roommates.


  “Sorry,” she said quickly before her eyes could once again glaze over, as Jeff immediately followed up with another compulsion.


  “NOW, STAY PUT!” he commanded her, stepping into the clearing. He saw me lying on my ass and smiled. “I should have probably mentioned those quick compulsions are a bitch to fight as well.” He once again started toward me.


  Quickly, I spun toward my roommates and held out a hand. “Batter up,” I whispered to Ed. To his credit, he only hesitated for a second before tossing me the bat he had been holding (Mrs. Caven appeared to be down for the count, anyway). Without thinking, I rose and spun at the same time, swinging it in an arc.


  *CRACK* Home run! The blow connected solidly with the side of Jeff’s head and he went flying. Unfortunately, his flight was cut short as he crashed into Sally’s still form. They went down together in a bundle of arms and legs. I was beginning to wonder, if somehow I managed to beat him, whether or not I’d then have to deal with a pissed off Sally wanting to kill me. But, oh, well, I guess I’d cross that bridge when I came to it.


  Jeff was down, but he was far from out. Within the space of no more than a few seconds, he was already rising. The side of his head was bloody, but he looked otherwise unhurt. Shit! I had put a lot into that swing. If that didn’t faze him, I wasn’t sure what would.


  I discarded the bat – it had suffered more damage from the impact than Jeff had, anyway. “Any time you guys want to finish playing, I could use some help,” I said to my friends before once again racing toward the relative safety of the crates. I had just enough time to see them both shoot me a withering glare before I was dodging back and forth, trying to lose myself. A horrible thought struck me as I did. What if Jeff was smart enough not to fall for that one twice? He could kill my roommates and then take his time. He’d eventually corner me and that would be it.


  I was about to turn around and head back, when I heard the familiar sound of wood being smashed through. I guess I overestimated his intelligence. It was good to know that I hadn’t gone to the well once too often, as of yet. Gee, I wonder if he’d be even more ticked at me if he knew he was just fulfilling my stereotype of him as a big dumbass.


  I was contemplating my next action when there came a thunderous roar, momentarily blurting out all other sound. What the . . . !? It didn’t sound like it had come from Jeff’s direction. As the sound faded, though, I distinctly heard Tom’s voice. “Teach you to call the cops on me, bitch!” All right, the shotgun. It sounded like Mrs. Caven’s days of snooping on our business were over.


  She probably deserved a better fate than she had been given. On the other hand, if offered the choice, I might take a short violent career as a vampire over slowly wasting away in some old folks home. Wouldn’t you? No? Well, to each their own.


  Still, I couldn’t resist a little feeling of hope. One vampire down meant my buddies could help me out. “Hear that, Jeffy!?” I screamed. “Sounds like your backup plan is toast!”


  “Like I need your mom to win!” he shouted in return. It was closer than I had thought it would be.


  “For the last time, she’s not my mom, you retard!” I yelled back, before realizing my mistake. My first shout had given him a general idea of my whereabouts. My second had let him zero in. Almost as soon as I closed my mouth, the crate next to me exploded, sending splinters of sharp wooden shrapnel flying into my body. However, if that was the opening act, then Jeff’s fist was the encore. It came through and caught me square on the chest.


  I flew through the air in a daze, crashing through one crate before finally slamming into the metal detector near where we had first entered. As I landed, I could see daylight peeking through under the door from which we had come in. Or at least I thought it was daylight. I might have just been seeing stars. That one had hurt…more than a lot. I felt like I was busted up pretty good. I tried to take a breath and the pain almost doubled me over. Then, when I exhaled, I hocked up a gout of blood along with any air. Not good.


  I tried and failed to stand as Jeff’s form advanced from out of the shadows. “So this is it?” he asked, almost sounding disappointed. I desperately tried to think of something to try. Unfortunately, remembering my name was becoming a chore, much less coming up with a brilliant battle strategy.


  “Look at you,” he said with a sigh, reaching down a hand and locking it around my throat. “Pathetic.” He straightened up and dragged me to my feet.


  Hey, at least I could die standing. No, I needed to stop thinking like that. C’mon, stupid, concentrate. There had to be a way out of this. *smack* Jeff backhanded me across the face with his free hand.


  “To think that this is the mighty Freewill,” he spat. “A kitten would have put up a better fight.”


  Kitten? Think. Kitten…cat…cats have…claws! I did, too. Sally had shown me earlier. Now I just had to concentrate. Block out the pain. *smack* Okay, try harder to block out the pain. Come on…extend. Now…*SLASH!*


  I brought my right hand up in an arc and raked it across Jeff’s eyes. Yeah, take that, fucker!


  It was another moment before I realized he wasn’t dropping me to scream in pain or clutch at the ruins of his once-chiseled complexion. I refocused on his face and noticed it was still there, completely intact and no worse off except maybe for an expression of confusion on it.


  “What the fuck was that?” he asked.


  I held up my hand and looked at it. No wicked claws met my gaze, just my stupid fat fingers. Fuck! Guess Sally was right about practicing these things. Great! I had hoped that if I had to die, I would at least go out in a blaze of glory…worst case was probably going out in a way that would at least piss Jeff off. But, noooo. Maybe he was right, and I was pathetic.


  We locked eyes, triumph in his, defeat in mine, as I prepared for the deathblow. I actually found myself hoping that, if the end had to come, he would just take my head off with one blow…it’d probably hurt less that way. I mentally said my goodbyes to everyone: my friends, my parents, and maybe most of all, to Sheila. We would never get a chance to make a life together, have kids together, grow old together…or ever go on that first date together. I would die alone.


  Or maybe not.


  What happened instead is that Tom leaped out of the darkness and jumped onto Jeff’s back. Heh, I had almost forgotten about him. He yelled, “The power of Prime compels you!” (Yep, dude had completely lost it) and slammed his toy against the side of Jeff’s face. There was a flash and the douchebag’s head began smoldering.


  He screamed and dropped me. I landed in a heap and watched the spectacle, still unable to do much to help. He spun around a few times with my friend still on his back, and flames now starting to appear on his head. Tom was actually making a pretty good go of it. A few more seconds and Jeff was going to have a roman candle for a noggin.


  Unfortunately, he didn’t get those few extra seconds. Jeff managed to reach a hand around and grab hold of Tom’s shirt. He physically tore Tom off his back and, before my roommate could further react, Jeff threw him like a rag doll. He slammed into the wall with a sickening crunch and slid to the floor. Oh, god, no!


  I looked at where he had landed, but there was no sign of movement. As much as I wanted to go and check on him, though, I couldn’t. Jeff was slowly turning back toward me. Most of his hair was gone, his face was covered in burns of varying degrees, and he had a distinct action figure-shaped scar seared into the side of his head. But even with all that, he was still smiling – the fucker.


  This is usually the part in an action movie where the hero sees his buddy go down, screams “Noooooooo!” or something equally articulate, and then gets a second wind so as to get up and take the baddie out. I actually did give it a try, but my attempt to rise to my feet was somewhat less than heroic. It was more of a slow lurch upward, like a baby trying to walk for the first time.


  Jeff started to reach down, no doubt to help me back to my feet again, but paused, and then looked back in the direction from which Tom had sprung. “You might as well come out. I can hear you breathing,” he said to the shadows.


  “Oh,” replied Ed, stepping from the darkness with his gun raised. “Can you hear this?” he pulled back on the pump. There was an audible click as he chambered a round.


  “And what are you going to do with that?” Jeff sneered. “Do you really think it’ll do you any good?”


  “Worked pretty well against your pet back there; took most of her head off at this range. I’d say that was pretty good,” Ed replied, leveling the gun at Jeff’s face.


  “I think you’ll find I’m in a slightly different weight class. You so much as twitch your finger and I’ll tear your head from your shoulders before you even know what’s happening.”


  “Maybe you will, and maybe you won’t,” Ed replied. I had to give him credit. He was talking smack pretty well in the face of a threat that he had good reason to believe was anything but idle.


  Jeff continued, “I have to admit, you have balls. A lot more than your friend here.” He gestured over his shoulder to me. “But I’m afraid it’s just not enough. Now why don’t you be a good little boy and LOWER THE GUN!”


  Oh crap! I could see the battle of wills taking place. Jeff was giving a direct compulsion to Ed, who was trying his best to resist. Unfortunately, after a few seconds, the gun started to shake in his hands and he slowly lowered the barrel. His eyes didn’t glaze over the way Sally’s had, but I could still see he was losing.


  Fortunately for me, Jeff had to concentrate to do this. His full attention was on Ed, which gave me the few seconds I needed to make it back to my feet. I steeled myself – despite feeling more like balsa wood than steel – as best as I could, and lunged at his back.


  If you’re thinking that what I did was a little on the obvious side, don’t worry; Jeff did, too. He reached back and caught me by the throat without so much as glancing in my direction. He turned his head to face me and asked, “Don’t you know it’s rude to interrupt?” and that was when the gun went off.


  *     *     *


  Jeff screamed in pain and again let me go. He bent over to grab his left leg, which was now missing a fair-sized chunk of meat from the thigh.


  “Word of advice, asshole,” Ed said, once again raising the barrel of the gun. “Next time, try ‘put down the gun’ instead of ‘lower it.’”


  He started to chamber another shell, but had underestimated our opponent. Jeff was still very much in the game. Quicker than Ed could react, Jeff grabbed the barrel of the shotgun. He gave it a quick yank to pull Ed off balance and then shoved back on it, causing the stock of the gun to slam straight into my friend’s face with an audible crunch. Ed let go of it and fell back. Jeff flung the weapon off into the shadows and began to advance upon my downed roommate.


  It was now or never. I had managed to stay on my feet when Jeff released me. I still didn’t have enough in me to launch any type of reasonably impressive counterattack, but I had to do something. He had already likely killed one of my friends. No way was I letting him get another without going through me, first. I leaped…


  And landed on him, piggyback style. I wrapped my legs around his midsection and my arms around his neck. “Forget about me, fucker!?” I screamed into his ear.


  Jeff went nuts. He started spinning around to try throwing me off, but I was stuck like a tick. He tried prying my arms off, but his leverage wasn’t good. I wasn’t exactly choking him out, but I definitely had turned his attention away from Ed.


  “Enough of this!” he snarled, then backed up and crushed me against the wall. Oof! It hurt, but I still refused to let go. “SALLY, TO ME! NOW!” he screamed the compulsion out toward the warehouse. “You forget, fool,” he said, still trying to shake me off, “that I can command her to take action.”


  “And you forget that I’m the motherfucking Freewill,” I spat right back. “And I can do this!” Extending my fangs, I sunk them into his neck (my internal voice piping up and saying, “’Bout time you remembered you could do that.”).


  Jeff let out a high-pitched scream that quickly turned into a gurgle as I dug in. His blood flowed into my mouth and down my throat and…holy shit! If the blood from that HBC vamp was an electric charge, then Jeff’s was a goddamned lightning bolt. It was like I was a car engine that someone had suddenly injected nitrous oxide into. As I drank his blood, it felt like my body was turbocharged in every sense. I felt stronger, swifter, and more alert. Best of all, my wounds appeared to be healing at light speed. Whatever pain I had felt earlier from Jeff’s beating was gone. In fact, within a few moments, I couldn’t detect any trace of my injuries.


  Jeff’s struggles started to weaken. This was it. I was the victor. I was the man!


  I was an idiot.


  He’d been playing possum and I had fallen for it. He bent over, twisted his shoulder, and threw me off with a judo toss that would have made Sensei Berkowitz proud. Considering the dozen plus times his students had done that to me during my short tenure as his pupil, I should have seen it coming. But I didn’t, and I wound up flat on my back.


  Jeff’s boot appeared in my field of vision, rushing to stomp in my face. However, I was running on high octane now. I caught his foot and gave him a shove, which sent him flying off balance. We both got to our feet simultaneously, and he charged me. I tensed my legs and jumped.


  This time, there wasn’t a low ceiling to slam myself into. I flipped over his head…well, okay, I sorta flipped. What I did was good for me, but it definitely wasn’t going to get me an invitation to join the men’s Olympic gymnastics team anytime soon. It didn’t matter, though, as it got the job done. I landed…mostly on my feet, as Jeff slammed into a pile of debris.


  He turned and launched himself at me again, but this time, I met him full on. Our hands locked and he tried to power me down to my knees. However, I was able to meet him as an equal. His blood, and thus his strength, was currently flowing in my veins. I met him thrust for thrust…in a fighting sort of way, not a porno sort of way. Just wanted to clarify that.


  We fought back and forth, each trying to gain an advantage over the other. Eventually, though, I started to feel myself gaining ground. Our strength was currently on par with each other, but, whereas I was fresh, Jeff had a gaping neck wound that was still spurting blood. I felt him begin to weaken. Now it was my turn to…


  Then, quite unexpectedly, he smiled and said, “It’s about time. Game over, Dr. Death.”


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sally walk from the shadows – still with that glazed look on her face. She stepped on Ed as she advanced toward us and he let out a grunt of pain (at least he was still alive). Jeff had already proven that he still had enough control to use her as a distraction, and that was exactly what I didn’t need right now. I turned my head and spoke to her.


  “Sally, snap out of it. He’s weakened. You don’t have to let him control youuuuuuuu!” That last part came out as more of a screech than an actual word, because that was the point where Jeff’s uninjured leg came up. His knee smashed into my balls with the force of a runaway freight train.


  I disengaged from our grapple and doubled over. Super-amped vampire strength or not, goddamn, that hurt. And I mean hurt, as in, I couldn’t even remember my name through the feeling that was radiating out from my groin.


  “Owed you that one,” spat Jeff, staggering back and holding onto his torn neck. I tried to open my mouth to form a witty reply, but my testicles were kind of stuck in my throat at the moment. Thus, the best I could do were a few inarticulate grunts.


  This sucked! Jeff looked like he was about done, but I couldn’t do shit about it, at least not while it felt like a marching band was using my nuts as their personal parade ground. From the smile on his face, I could tell he was well aware of this.


  He softly said, “And now it ends.” He then turned toward my compelled companion and commanded, “SALLY, KILL THIS ASSHOLE!”


  Sally immediately sprang into action. She rushed toward me at full speed. I tensed my body for the impact. This was not going to be pretty.


  And then she ran past me, straight toward Jeff.


  His eyes opened wide in a look of confusion that probably matched the one on my face, and then Sally struck him. She bent over and rammed her shoulder into his midsection like a defensive lineman. He was picked up off his feet by the much smaller vampire, but she didn’t stop there. Maintaining speed, she carried Jeff in the direction of the security door. He attempted to rain blows upon her back, but she had him in an awkward position to do so. Before he could do anything to slow her down, she barreled full steam into the door. The force of the impact was more than its latch could take. It immediately swung open. The two combatants disappeared into the daylight, the door’s reverse momentum causing it to slam shut again once they were past.


  All this happened in the space of a second or two. Even had I been able, I doubt I would have had time to do more than yell at her to stop before she carried Jeff out into the sunlight.


  The walls of the warehouse were thick, but not thick enough to stop the screams that came from outside. Fortunately, they didn’t last long.


  *     *     *


  After a few minutes, the throbbing in my crotch subsided to a dull roar, and I was able to get back up. My healing system was still running on Jeff juice, thus even that quickly faded away. I walked over to where Ed lay. His hands were cupped over his face and I could see a lot of blood on them. I bent down and shook his shoulder.


  “Hey, man, you okay?”


  He gave an inarticulate grunt in reply. I shook his shoulder again and his eyes opened. After a second, they focused on me. He tried to sit up and I caught his arm to help him. Finally he lowered his hands and I was able to survey the damage.


  “Ew!”


  “How bad?” he managed to slur.


  “I’m sorry to say your days as a beauty queen are over.” He stared hard at me for a moment and then I continued, “A black eye, split lip. Smile.” He did. “Looks like you’re missing a tooth. Oh, and your nose is completely broken to shit. I think you’ll live. You just won’t be pretty to look at for a while.” I held out a hand to help him to his feet.


  “Then I guess I’ll get to know what it’s like to be you,” he joked, spitting out some blood. “Is it safe to assume we won?”


  “Yeah, we did.”


  “Everyone in one piece?” he asked.


  I was silent for a moment and then said, “Not quite.”


  “Tom?”


  “I don’t know. Are you strong enough to walk with me and check? Not sure I can handle that alone.”


  He nodded and we walked over to where Tom still lay facedown. “He got hit hard,” I said. “But he took a hell of a piece out of that fucker before he did.” Damn, it sounded too much like a eulogy to me.


  “Best not to drag this out,” he said. Was it me, or did even he sound a little misty?


  We both bent down and tried shaking Tom’s shoulder. No response. I did so again, a little harder. Nothing. I was about to stand back up, defeated, when he coughed. Ed and I looked at each other, surprise and relief in both of our eyes.


  “Tom!” I yelled as I did it again. “Wake up!”


  He started to stir a little more. “C’mon, buddy!” Ed cried. “You can do it.”


  Finally, we heard some muffled words from Tom’s down-turned face. I bent over and asked, “What? I couldn’t hear you.”


  He coughed weakly. “I said, damn that was a hard wall.”


  “Are you okay?” I asked.


  “No,” he answered, just barely audible.


  “Help me turn him over,” I said to Ed. Gently, we rolled Tom over onto his back. He was one giant bruise and his hands were clutched tightly over his chest.


  “No,” he said again, louder now that he was facing upward.


  “It’ll be okay. Let me see.”


  Ed gave me a worried look. He reached down and slowly pried Tom’s fingers away from his chest. We were both expecting the worst. What we saw instead were the broken pieces of his Optimus Prime toy.


  “That’s it?” I asked, annoyed.


  Tom’s eyes opened a bit and he replied, “Do you know how much that thing was worth?”


  Despite his condition, my response was a swift smack upside the head.


  *     *     *


  It took a few minutes, but eventually the three of us made it back to our feet. Things were still shaky, but we’d live. While we were doing so, I explained to my bruised and battered companions the sacrifice Sally had made.


  “I can’t believe it,” said Tom. “After all that, she came through for us in the end.”


  “I’m sorry I doubted her,” Ed said.


  “Me, too,” I replied.


  “Hey!” exclaimed Tom, a worried look appearing on his face as he turned to me. “Are you sure Jeff is dead?”


  “Well, it sure sounded like it.”


  “But you didn’t see it.”


  “No,” I admitted. “But you guys have seen what the sun does to vamps. No way did he walk away from that.”


  “We should go check,” Ed said. I started to open my mouth, but he cut me off. “Tom and me, I meant. No offense, but out in the sun, you’re tits on a bull.”


  “None taken.”


  “Stand back. If he is out there, I want to make sure he can’t jump us,” Ed continued. “Also, no point in you getting fricasseed in the process.” He walked over to the main loading dock and pushed a button on the wall. The warehouse still had power, and the motors for the garage doors came to life with a groan. Three large bay doors opened, letting in the daylight beyond (fortunately the sun was now too high to shine directly in), and giving us a good view of the parking lot.


  “There!” Tom pointed.


  I walked as close to the exit as I dared and followed his outstretched hand. Sure enough, amidst a clutter of upturned trashcans, there was a good-sized pile of dust on the ground. I recognized a half-burnt shoe sticking out of it as one that Jeff had been wearing.


  “That’s him,” I confirmed. “The asshole is toast.”


  “I hope he’s getting ass-raped by Satan as we speak,” said Tom.


  “At the very least.”


  I started to turn away from the opening when I heard a low mumble. “What was that?”


  “Huh?” asked Tom.


  “I didn’t say anything,” Ed replied.


  “Must have been my imagination. Mind’s playing tricks…” That’s when I heard it again. “What the hell? Didn’t you guys hear that?” They were both in the middle of shaking their heads when there came a muffled thump from outside.


  “Now that, I heard,” Ed replied.


  “Me, too,” confirmed Tom.


  “Guess we should check it out.”


  “First things first.” I walked over to retrieve the shotgun from where Jeff had flung it.


  Only once my friends were duly rearmed did I let them venture out to investigate. I kept watch, close enough to the doors to see any ambush, but not so close as to get deep-fried.


  My roommates went out to check on things. It didn’t take long to home in on the sounds as the muffled thuds started coming with increased frequency. Their source turned out to be an upside down trashcan close to Jeff’s remains. Ed backed up a step and pointed the gun at the can. He nodded to Tom, who slowly started to lift it.


  He had gotten it up about six inches when a voice screamed from within, “Are you fucking stupid!?” The can was pulled back down to the ground from the inside. Holy shit! That was Sally’s voice. No mistaking her pissy tone.


  Tom and Ed exchanged surprised glances and then turned toward me. Thinking fast, I yelled back, “Give me a second, guys.” I raced back into the warehouse. It took a few minutes of sifting through the place, but at last, I found something that might work. I bundled it up and ran back to the opening.


  I balled up the old painter’s tarp I had found off in a corner and tossed it out the door to Tom. “Use this.”


  He caught it and nodded while Ed set aside the gun. Together they managed to get the garbage can off of Sally and bundle her under the tarp before the sunlight could do its job. They started to lead her back to the relative safety of the warehouse, but she stopped them near the pile that had been Jeff. I saw her hand reach from under the tarp and sift through the ashes. She grabbed something from them and then let my roommates finish escorting her back inside, where she discarded the tarp to the floor. She was a little singed around the edges and some smoke was still coming off her shoulders, but she was otherwise alive.


  “Thanks. It was starting to get a little stuffy in there,” she said.


  “How the hell did you manage to pull that one off?” Ed asked.


  “With neither finesse nor time to spare.” She motioned to a few burns on her hands and arms.


  “What’s with the souvenirs?” Tom asked, gesturing to whatever she’d palmed.


  “Just a few things we’re going to need for later.”


  “Fine,” I said. “But seriously, what happened back there with you and Jeff?”


  “Besides me saving your asses and, thus, the day?” she intoned, her attitude apparently suffering no ill effects from the battle. I nodded, and she continued, “Whatever you did to Jeff near the end there weakened his ability to control me.” She smiled. “Besides, he also failed to specify exactly which asshole I should kill.”


  *     *     *


  The danger over, we decided it was safe to split up. My roommates left the remaining weapons in our care, making me promise to return the gun and the steak knives back home (neither shotguns nor good kitchen cutlery are cheap, y’know). They both had enough of the vampire world for one day, and decided to head home via the topside.


  “Maybe with a quick pit stop at the hospital,” Ed commented.


  “What are you going to tell them happened?”


  He smiled and pointed to the elbow pads he and Tom still wore. “Damn skateboards. Those things’ll kill ya.”


  After they had departed, I followed Sally to the warehouse’s sewer entrance. It would keep us out of the sun and lead us back to one of the coven’s other locations, where we could presumably get cleaned up and grab some blood. We opened the grate leading downward. I had started to descend when Sally said, “Wait a minute,” and disappeared back into the warehouse. She returned a few moments later. “Sorry. Forgot to shut off the lights,” was the only explanation she gave.


  As we walked down the dark tunnel together, I asked her, “So, what now?”


  “You get to live. That’s what.”


  “Are you so sure?”


  “What do you mean?” she asked.


  “Isn’t the rest of the coven going to be kind of pissed over what we did to Jeff?”


  “Oh, that?” she said dismissively. “It doesn’t really matter how pissed they are. Coven rules are pretty specific about this sort of thing.”


  “What sort of thing?”


  “Combat. One vampire can challenge another to a duel. If that happens, the outcome is considered to be between them and them alone.”


  “Okay,” I pointed out, “but Jeff was the coven leader.”


  “Yes, and in that, the rules are even more specific.”


  “How so?” I asked, trekking through the damp, smelly tunnel.


  “If a coven master is challenged and defeated in fair combat, then whoever is the vanquisher becomes the new leader.”


  I stopped dead in my tracks. “So that means you’re…”


  “In charge? El presidente? Número uno?” she playfully replied. “Yep. I guess it does.”


  I chuckled and started walking again. “Should I bow before you, my queen?”


  “I will definitely consider that,” she replied, deadpan.


  “You know, little details like that might have been nice to know up front.”


  “You seemed stressed enough as it was. I didn’t want to give you anything else to worry about. Some guys just can’t perform under pressure.” She said that last part with a wink.


  We walked for a few more moments in the tight confines, and then a thought struck me. “Wait a moment. You said fair combat, right?”


  “Yeah, so?”


  “So, four against one might not exactly be considered fair.”


  “Not true,” she pointed out. “Funny thing about us vampires, we have a very liberal view on the definition of fair.”


  
    And, Of Course, There’s an Epilogue

  


  Two days later, Sally and I were back at the loft. The entirety of the coven had been summoned. It was time to break the news and see how they took it. We had spent the past few days resting and gathering our strength back at her suggestion. She said that things like this usually went fine, but if we showed up looking worse for the wear, it could be construed as a sign of weakness. A few days off was fine with me, as I needed some time to decompress and tidy up some loose ends.


  Tom and Ed had both spent a night in the hospital for observation. They were going to be sore for quite some time, but at the end of the day, nothing would be permanent, except that maybe Ed’s nose would probably be a little crooked going forward. They took it in good stride. After all, how many people can have a showdown with a master vampire and live to brag about it? And brag we did. Every time we recounted the story to each other, the exploits of our victory got a little larger. Within a few months, we’d all be convinced that we had waltzed in, kicked Jeff’s ass without breaking a sweat, and then sauntered out to grab a celebratory beer.


  The cops had investigated our break-in, declaring it drug related. The damage to both the front door and Mrs. Caven’s apartment (in addition to ours) had necessitated bringing the authorities in. That was okay. Besides which, the police report would help us with the subsequent insurance claim. Mrs. Caven’s disappearance could have been messy, but Sally assured me that the coven’s connections would make sure it was quickly swept aside as just another unsolved crime. That she appeared not to have any close relatives to stir things up would help in those regards.


  Which brings us, once again, back to the loft. Sally and I stood together as the last of the coven arrived. Damn if it didn’t look like the cast party from a perfume commercial. Following my ordeal, I may have had a new respect for the vampire lifestyle, but that didn’t mean I had lost my appreciation for the sweet pieces of female flesh before me. Without Jeff there to fray my nerves, I could finally just enjoy the scenery.


  “Ye who are gathered, attend my words, please,” Sally said to the group as a whole. Apparently, there were official words that needed to be spoken during these things. She had prepared me in advance for this, lest I start making smartass remarks during the middle of things, which, of course, I was still leaving open as an option. The coven stopped their small talk and turned their attention toward her.


  “It is with a heavy heart (yeah right) that I inform you, the gathered, that the time of passing is upon us,” she continued. “Night Razor is no more.”


  An instant murmuring arose amongst the group, some of it none-too-friendly sounding. Finally, one of the coven spoke up. It was the smug dickhead I had managed to stare down a few weeks back, Dusk Reaper.


  “You lie!” he barked. “Night Razor is eternal. All glory to Night Razor!” A few of the male vamps echoed his all glory crap. Jeez! The first thing Sally needed to change in this place was the freaking fraternity mindset.


  Sally, for her part, kept her cool, but she also dropped the formalities. “Eternal?” she questioned. “Does this look like eternal to you?” She pulled something out of her pocket and tossed them onto the floor in front of her. I leaned down to get a better look. There were two of them, white, long, thin, and sharp. They looked like fangs.


  “Are those…” I started to ask, but she cut me off with just one word.


  “Yep.”


  Damn. I guess that’s what she fished out of Jeff’s ashes two days ago. A little morbid, if you ask me, kind of like going through a dead guy’s pockets for spare change.


  All of the gathered vampires, in turn, walked up to view the oversized canines. Whether it was to confirm Jeff’s unfortunate passing, or to pay their respects, I wasn’t sure. As long as there wasn’t a mass scream of “Get them!” followed by the crowd rushing me and Sally, I didn’t really care, either.


  “How did this happen?” spat Dusk Reaper again. He had either been asshole buddies with Jeff, or had elected himself chief brown-noser. “If it was treachery, he shall be avenged.” Again, a few of the male voices chimed in with him. Goddamn, he was starting to get on my nerves.


  “There was no treachery,” Sally calmly replied. “Night Razor fell in fair combat.”


  “Fair combat? I doubt that. Who could beat Night Razor?” asked the little ass-kissing prick.


  “I think you already know.” She locked eyes with him. This was it. Now we got to see if she had the stuff to hold this crew together. I was standing by to back her up, just in case.


  “The Freewill has slain Night Razor in fair combat!” Sally shouted to the crowd.


  What the fuck? I opened my mouth to say something, but she kept talking right over me.


  “As per our customs, whoever shall slay the coven master fairly shall become the new coven master. I say, I did see the Freewill slay Night Razor in such combat. Our former master fought valiantly, but he fell, nevertheless. It was a good death.” (I guess vampires have a liberal view on the definition of good deaths, too.)


  More hushed conversation burst out. I swear it was like being back in high school.


  Once again, though, Sally spoke over the crowd, “As is also our custom, should anyone wish to challenge the legitimacy of our new leader, they may do so. A duel to the death will then ensue.” She turned to the dickhead who kept speaking out of turn. “Dusk Reaper, you have been the most vocal amongst us. Do you care to raise a challenge? It is your right…if you feel you can beat him.”


  Holy shit! She had set him up. Worst of all for him, he knew it. He glanced over in my direction, and I made it a point to give him a hard stare in return. This pissing match had already been decided, though. He quickly looked away.


  “No. I will not challenge our new…master,” replied Dusk Reaper, eyes downcast. He then turned to the rest of the crowd and roared, “All glory to Dr. Death!” Yep, I was right. He was a grade-A suck-up.


  There was a moment’s hesitation from the coven as a whole during which I was sure someone or someones would call me out. I knew how vampires defined fair combat, and I wouldn’t have been surprised to find myself challenged to a duel involving me against every one of the muscle heads here. Fortunately, though, to both my surprise and immense relief, slowly the crowd started to join in.


  “All glory to Dr. Death.” It was soft at first, but then it gradually got louder.


  Before it could get to ear splitting levels, though, a thought occurred to me. “No,” I said, holding up my hand. The coven immediately fell silent. Even Sally turned to me with a quizzical look in her eye.


  “A new era begins today, and an old one ends,” I said, trying to keep any wavering from my voice. If this went on, I might have to consider taking a public speaking class. “As such, so too must the ways of old end. I thus abolish the dictate that we all take new identities within the coven. From now on, you shall be known by whatever name you wish to be known as. My name is…Bill.”


  Fuck! Chalk another one up in the ever-growing list of things that sounded a lot cooler in my mind.


  However, despite the lameness of my decree, once again the chant started up. This time it was, “All glory to Bill!”


  Ah, yes. Lousy one-liner or not, this was much, much better.


  *     *     *


  The next few hours were actually pleasant for a change. Along with my promotion came an instant change in attitude toward me. The men were more respectful, and the women were flirtier. In case you missed that last part, the women were all flirting it up with me. I could get used to that shit.


  Finally, in the wee hours, I excused myself to leave. One of the nice perks of my new position was that nobody questioned where or why I was going. I decided to enjoy the night air – I’d earned it.


  Strolling leisurely, I had walked a couple of blocks when Sally caught up to me.


  “So, how’s it going, master?” she said with a mock bow.


  “I could definitely get used to this.”


  “I thought you could.”


  “Speaking of which…”


  “Why did I hand credit over to you when I could have easily made myself the new leader?” she finished my question for me.


  “In a nutshell.”


  “Did you see some of them in there? Remember what I told you about Jeff stocking the coven with guys who were mostly just clones of himself?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, duh,” she continued. “Do you think that one of those macho assholes would have let me assume command for even a minute before challenging me?”


  “You could have taken Dick Reaper.”


  “Maybe. But what about the next one, and the next? I wouldn’t be able to turn around without being challenged. You, on the other hand…”


  “Are, for the most part, weaker, and less experienced than you?” I mused.


  “Yes, but the rest of them don’t know that. To them, you’re the fearsome Freewill. They’ll all think twice before getting in your face. And if they do…well, luckily for you, some of that bullshit we’ve been spreading around just so happens to be true.”


  “I guess. Although you could have told me first rather than putting me out there with a potential target on my back.”


  “Yeah, I could have, but I gotta get my fun somewhere,” she finished with a laugh.


  “Fair enough,” I replied evenly. “Speaking of fun, though, that reminds me…what about my decree back there?”


  “What about it?”


  “Well, I’ve abolished all of our dopey little superhero names. So, what should I call you now? I believe it was Lu…something,” I said with my own laugh.


  “Sally will be just fine, thank you,” she replied. “I’ve gotten used to it. But not Sunset. That has to go. Maybe I’ll just be Sally Smith, or something like that.”


  “I could order you to tell me your real name. I am your lord and master, now, after all.”


  She gave me the mother of all eye-rolls in return, and said, “You can shove your orders up your ass sideways. And as for that lord and master crap, sorry, it doesn’t fly with me.”


  “No?”


  “Nope,” she said sternly. “On the contrary, being that you’re still new and all, I think I’ll be calling most of the shots from behind the scenes.”


  “You will?”


  “Yes,” she responded with a tone of finality. “In fact, I think it might be best to think of me more as your partner than your servant.”


  “And what makes you think I’ll go along with that?”


  “Oh, just a little insurance,” she said, stopping to face me.


  “What kind of insurance?” I asked, my curiosity piqued.


  “This kind.” She pulled something out of her pocket and held it up. “Look familiar?” It did. It was Jeff’s camcorder. Contained within it was, no doubt, footage of my less than stellar fair duel with our former leader. “I figured I’d keep it as a souvenir. A little something to remind us of that day…just in case we forget,” she said, a grin spreading across her face.


  I couldn’t help but laugh. Throughout everything, I had been so enamored of James’ power and so scared of Jeff’s that I hadn’t realized how much of a force Sally was to reckon with.


  “You really are a bitch,” I said with a laugh.


  “No,” she replied. “I’m the queen bitch…more precisely I’m your queen bitch. Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it. You have all of eternity.”


  As we walked off into the night together, I had to wonder whether eternity would be long enough.


  The End


  
    Author’s Note

  


  There’s an old saying, “Death is easy, comedy is hard.” Personally, I don’t buy it. I don’t think comedy is particularly hard at all. Why? It’s not because I think I’m some kind of comic genius. Trust me, I’m not that delusional. It’s because no matter how lame a joke you make, or how badly you deliver it, someone, somewhere, will laugh at it. There, comedy – bad comedy, but still. Horror, on the other hand, is hard. Now, I’m not talking about the ‘Jason jumps out of the bushes and you scream like a little girl’ type of horror. That’s fairly easy to do. My youngest could jump out of the shadows and get that result if he timed it right. I’m talking about true horror, the type of horror that makes you afraid to turn off the lights at night; the type of horror that makes you think, and not about good things. That’s hard, especially in written format. Of the dozens upon dozens of horror novels I’ve read in my life, I can only think of two that genuinely scared me. That’s not to say the rest were bad, far from it. But only two gave me reason to want to check under my bed before going to sleep.


  Being that I’m not a complete prick, I’ll be happy to give credit where credit is due, and tell you which ones: Stephen King’s It, and The Relic by Douglas Preston and Lincoln Child. The latter is more of a techno-thriller than pure horror, but it’s pretty damn scary nevertheless.


  If that’s the type of book you were looking for, then I shall apologize profusely. Please feel free to go pick up one of the above. It’s okay. I promise not to be jealous…much.


  As for this book, it falls into one of my favorite sub-genres: the horror comedy. No, I’m not talking about dopey slapstick like Scary Movie, or its legion of increasingly unfunny sequels. I’m talking horror comedy of the type in which a terrifying situation is thrust upon main characters that just don’t give a fuck. We’re talking guys who are too busy spouting one-liners or hitting on the babes to notice that the world has literally gone to hell around them. Army of Darkness and Ghostbusters are, in my not so humble opinion, classic examples of this genre. Think about it. The coming of Gozer the Gozarian could easily be construed as a soul-crushing horrific fate for the people of the world, if not for one Dr. Peter Venkman, who just couldn’t be bothered to take it all that seriously.


  This is that type of story. Hopefully you enjoyed the ride. And just remember: there may very well be creatures writhing in the darkness waiting for you, but sometimes the thing they expect least is to be met not with screams, but with attitude.


  That being said, all that remains are my hopes that you enjoyed reading this as much as I enjoyed writing it.


  Rick G.
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    When I first wrote this story, I had to take out certain elements because the original publisher felt readers wouldn’t want them. One particular element was the reasoning behind people with “special” blood and what that might mean to the evil forces we all know exist both in this world and in the spirit world beyond. So, as I revamped this story to release on my own, I went in and added that element. What I had previously called Elan, those with special blood, I could go back to calling Chosen. I could now explain that the Chosen were the descendants of King Solomon and his seven hundred wives and three hundred concubines from many nationalities that scattered to the ends of the earth upon his death. The bloodline from which King Solomon came had been blessed, so in the paranormal world I built I made that blood special and created an evil that craved the blessed blood for its power. I hope you enjoy the changes I made. To me it adds fullness to the story and comes so much closer to the tale I wanted to tell many years ago.

  


  Reasons do matter.


  Given the history of our world and delving into the events that are currently playing out on the world stage, there are some truths to be seen. Good and evil exist. Religions and ideologies play a huge part in everything that happens. And while there is power in money, if you go back through time, there is more power in blood. In creating the Shadowmen Series, I mixed those truths up a bit and had fun writing stories that I hope show the hearts of strong men and women who go against the odds to fight a growing evil that threatens to overtake the world.


  Would that I had the resources and could do so in real life.


  Finally, I mention in this story that time travel might not be a person going from one time period to another, but of a person’s heart, soul, and spirit transcending the “normal” time it takes for certain things to happen, to courageously leap forward and grasp what is most important.


  When life and death are on the line, the normal barriers that keep people isolated from each other disappear as they rise to the occasion and fight for survival. This is even truer for a man and a woman whose hearts are willing to sacrifice all for another.


  I hope you enjoy Erin and Jared’s love story. Their whirlwind tale is only the beginning with many more to follow.


  Happy Reading!


  There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,


  Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.


  William Shakespeare (1564-1616),


  Hamlet. Act 1 scene 5


  
    Chapter One

  


  The mist filling the Tennessee mountain pass was either fates middle finger telling Erin Morgan she was screwed, or a beckoning finger from the grave letting her know that sooner or later she was a dead woman. Sooner, if the budding sixth sense twisting her gut proved itself true yet again. She’d been trying to shake the feeling, but couldn’t. It was more than just the Sno-Med billboards lining the road, advertising, “Let us enrich your life. We care for you.” Somehow Erin felt that Dr. Cinatas was tracing her escape from Manhattan into no-man’s-land, realizing she was after his jugular rather than hiding.


  She’d never dreamed—make that nightmared—that Dr. Cinatas was a murderer. She’d worked for the devil for months and hadn’t had a clue until this morning. A sudden cold sweat made her shiver. How many people had she unknowingly helped kill during that time? How big a pawn had she been? What evil plan was Cinatas playing out and why? From what Erin had seen, four people had been murdered to bring one back from the edge of death. Multiply the number she’d help treat by four, and the death toll was . . .


  Oh, God. She gripped the steering wheel tighter, her nails biting into the leather padding. A chill shuddered through her body and her stomach churned with a sickening dread she could hardly face.


  Don’t think about it, she told herself, trying to force her mind away from the scene that had greeted her that morning, but she couldn’t escape the memory. She couldn’t stop seeing everything in vivid detail.


  She could still smell the antiseptic and the scent of the blood lab at the Sno-Med Clinic in Manhattan. The beautifully pristine marble floors, snow-white walls, fluorescent lights, and gleaming state-of-the-art equipment were all blindingly bright in her eyes. Even now it was hard to imagine that the perfection of it all had been marred by death. But she could still see the bodies on the stretchers. A middle-aged man and woman, and two teenage girls, all dark-haired and wearing colorful clothing as if they’d dressed that morning with a celebration in mind. The girls had been wearing delicate gold jewelry, crosses at their ears, saints at their throats, and white rubber sports bands on their wrists. The older couple looked as if they’d spent many years toiling just to survive every day. They’d not had an easy life . . . nor death.


  Even before she’d walked across the icy, off-limits lab, she’d known they were dead. Her sixth sense screamed it at her, and her clinical eye had quickly registered the unnatural paleness of their skin and the utter stillness of their bodies. Her panicked breath had frosted in the air and her gut had wrenched with dread as she’d touched them, checking for signs of life—first the young girls, then the middle-aged couple. They’d been strapped to stretchers and drained of their blood. The bags still hung on the hooks above them, tagged for the future recipient: the king of Kassim, Ashodan ben Shashur. Shashur, a close friend of the president’s, had been waiting upstairs for Erin to administer the first of four transfusions that were to take place over the Fourth of July weekend.


  Kassim was the smallest but most oil-rich country in the Middle East. Shashur’s security team, a force equal to the president’s Secret Service, had arrived early that morning. They’d required the skeleton staff at the clinic—her, an aide, and a lab tech—to take a scary oath of secrecy. “Cross my heart and hope to die” didn’t even scratch the surface of what they’d said would happen to her if she told anyone about the king. If word of his cancer reached the wrong ears it would start a war nobody wanted.


  But why murder for the blood? Surely there were plenty of donors willing to support Dr. Cinatas’s investigative treatment for cancer. She herself gave blood for the cause on a regular basis. She’d been hired by Dr. Cinatas to care for his “special patients,” so all the clients she’d transfused had been ultra-rich. Now she wondered if the diseased rich were feeding off the poor.


  How many others had been lured to their deaths?


  Don’t think about it.


  She shut her eyes, her body rigid as her SUV barreled into the fog. She wished she could press the gas to the floor and meet her death at the bottom of a rocky ravine. It was no less than she deserved, but she’d see Dr. Cinatas in hell first. Suddenly an icy shiver ran down her spine. Something was very wrong—


  Thunk. She opened her eyes at the hard slam against her windshield. The glass cracked from the center outward like a spider web forming right before her eyes. On the other side of the webbing was something huge and black on the hood of her car. She swerved wildly.


  Pulse hammering with dread, she slammed on the brakes. The seat belt cut into her neck and her pounding chest. Her chin smacked into the steering wheel, ramming her teeth into her tongue. Pain slashed like a hot knife through her, dimming her vision and cutting off her breath. Something had hit her windshield but it was hard to see what, between the black of the night, the dark of her car, and the mists that hovered just above the ground like ghosts bound by short chains. What had she hit?


  A person? No, she told herself as she strained to see through the splintered glass. The thing was too black all over and she didn’t see anything to denote clothing. An animal, then? A bear perhaps, but not a person.


  Thank God. She sucked in a relieved breath and prayed she hadn’t seriously harmed the animal. Fog whirled so thickly she couldn’t tell if the thing was moving or even breathed. She didn’t have a weapon to protect herself so she beeped the horn several times to rouse it with no result.


  Leaning closer to the glass she hunched over the steering wheel. Maybe she could drive to the nearest town with the animal on the hood and get help. Swiping her hand over the uncracked portion of the glass, she tried to see through the quickly fogging windshield.


  The black form rose up and snarled at her. She screamed, jerking back as a pair of blood-red eyes with yellow centers stared from a jet-black face. Black hands and red, dagger-sharp nails splayed menacingly against the glass. She rammed back in her seat, pressing the door lock button.


  “What the hell?”


  The creature smiled, its lips pulling back to reveal an even row of teeth shaped like ice picks. Evil, as palpable and throbbing as her pulse, hit her. Another scream rose deep inside her.


  She couldn’t look away. She couldn’t move. It was as if icy death had frozen everything but her mind. The creature’s eyes flamed like an ocean of fire, but its gaze centered a cold burn inside her making her feel as if she’d never be warm again.


  Clunk. Something from behind the creature had flattened it against the windshield. It screamed with rage and struggled against the glass. The claw of a glittering silver wolf seemed to glow against the dark creature, raking across its face and snapping its head to the side.


  Suddenly Erin could move; as if released from a spell the black creature had somehow placed on her. Every fiber of her being shouted at her to get the hell out of there, to escape the wild creatures fighting on the hood.


  Erin stomped on the gas lurching the Tahoe forward and slamming the creatures against the glass so hard she thought they would break through into the car.


  Through the cracked glass she saw the wolf-like thing had the black creature by the throat. It turned to her. Slivers of moonlight reflected off its metallic coat and made its eyes glow eerily. Its gaze a bright, clear blue like the hottest part of a flame, met hers, burning itself into her mind, making a connection she couldn’t even begin to describe. An otherworldly feel with a primal edge seeped deep inside her, as if a greater spirit resided within the animal but one just as deadly as the evil creature. She shivered.


  The black creature reared up and sank its teeth into the wolf’s chest. The wolf shuddered and howled, its scream chilling her soul.


  Looking her way again the wolf opened its fanged mouth. LEAVE NOW!


  Erin heard the words as clearly as if a man had shouted in her ear. She put the SUV in reverse, pressed the gas pedal to the floor and flew backward, bouncing the tangle of black and silver from her car hood. She shifted into drive and plunged forward, determined to leave what she’d seen behind.


  It’s not real. It’s not real, she told herself. Her hands and body shook so violently she had to fight to drive. She careened wildly across the road, barely able to see through the fog and cracked windshield. Her sweat-slick palms slipped along the leather steering wheel leaving only her embedded nails to help her grip. Her stomach whirled with nauseating fear that seemed to worsen rather than ease as she escaped the creatures.


  Then she hit a wall of thick fog, one that blinded her. Suddenly, the road disappeared and she went flying into a black void.


  
    Chapter Two

  


  A wave of grief tore through the Shadowmen as Jared’s howl reverberated into the spirit world, piercing the souls of those fighting for Logos. One of their brethren, one of their valued warriors, had fallen prey to the bite of a Tsara, a spiritual assassin from the damned. Worse than death itself, the rabid infection would spread evil throughout the host, taking control of his mind and rooting into his heart. It was fatal and irreversible. In the wolf’s howl they could hear the echoing horror of the one who’d been damned.


  It was just a matter of time.


  As the Blood Hunters, elite warriors of the Shadowmen, crossed into the mortal realm a stormy wind swirled, whipping down through the atmosphere. Whenever in the mortal realm the Blood Hunters appeared in their mortal forms; warriors of muscle, might, and substance with the ability to shape-shift into their wolf-like Blood Hunter cloaks at will. Inside the remote Tennessee mountain cave the warriors gathered around a fire, silent as it flared hotly then flickered feebly, casting deeper shadows on faces already darkened by sorrow. The cold mortal ground was a filthy place for so great a warrior to have fallen.


  Sven had brought Jared’s fallen body to the mountain cave not far from where Jared had killed the Tsara before falling unconscious from the pain of the assassin’s evil poison. Grieving, he’d waited on his knees beside Jared as the other Blood Hunters arrived.


  Aragon, leader of all Blood Hunters, stormed about the cave stirring a whirl of dirt to cloud the air. He stopped and gazed at Jared’s fallen form, agony tearing through him. “You should have executed Jared the moment you reached him. Maybe his soul could have been spared.” His harsh voice sliced through the silence. “It’s too late to save his soul now. I already feel the poison in his heart. By Logos’s justice, what were you thinking, Sven? The millennium of Jared’s sacrifices will now end in ruin.”


  Groaning, Sven shut his eyes but forced himself to his feet ready to bear Aragon’s wrath. “I couldn’t kill him. I’d hoped the legend was true.”


  “Hoped! That is your excuse for cowardice? We decided after Pathos was poisoned that we’d rather die than stake our souls upon a legend!” Aragon shouted.


  “Kill him now,” Navarre said. “I cannot bear to watch what will come when he wakes.”


  Aragon lifted his sword, yet rather than slicing through the unconscious body of his brother he hesitated, recalling the many years he and Jared had walked through time fighting Heldon’s forces. How many sacrifices had Jared suffered, saving them all from the deadly consequences of their mistakes? Aragon’s stomach turned and a cold chill ran through him. Resolved to save Jared from Pathos’s fate he let his sword fall.


  “Wait!” York flung his sword out and up deflecting Aragon’s deathblow. “What if it isn’t just a legend? It’s been a millennium since a Blood Hunter was bitten. How do we know there is no hope?


  “Pathos was the last to be bitten and is now the most powerful werewolf for the damned.” Breathing heavy Aragon forced out words rather than the cry of frustration he wanted to vent. He didn’t know if he had the strength to lift his sword against Jared again. “That is proof enough. There is little that can be done for a spirit once in the mortal world. Jared and I made a pact to never let a brother cross the line again.”


  Rather than finding his salvation Pathos had joined the Vladarian Order and preyed upon the Chosen in the mortal realm, those who were of King Solomon’s blood begotten through his seven hundred wives and three hundred concubines and had scattered throughout the world upon his death. The evil craved the blood of the wise king’s seed which Logos had blessed. Blood Hunters, a force within the Shadowmen Warriors, were the Chosen’s protectors.


  Sven fisted his hands. “Weren’t there others before Pathos? Blood Hunters who did find salvation?”


  Aragon sighed. “Yes, a long time ago before the earth became so vile, the Vladarian Order so strong, and the mortal seed of the Tsara so evil. Heldon’s influence has grown. We all know that. It is better to die than become one of the Fallen and serve Heldon and the Vladarians.”


  “I say we give the legend a chance.” York eased his sword to the ground.


  “Why?” demanded Aragon. “Why risk it?”


  “Because Jared deserves it,” said Sven.


  “He was defending a woman, one of the Chosen?” Navarre asked.


  “Yes,” said Sven.


  “And she saw Jared in his Blood Hunter’s cloak?”


  “Yes.”


  “Rather than leaving Jared to wake and wander the mortal world alone to find salvation as was done to Pathos, why not leave his mortal body with one who is Chosen? They are special within the mortal realm. Perhaps it will help.”


  “I agree,” said York. “Jared is lost to us, but he deserves the chance to have his soul redeemed by finding love within the mortal world.”


  “What if we’re wrong?” Aragon said harshly, hands fisted around the hilt of his sword.


  “Then I will kill him,” Sven said, stepping forward. “I will descend into Heldon’s freezing fires and hunt him if need be, but I won’t let Jared serve the Vladarians or fight with the Armies of the Fallen.”


  Aragon nodded and prayed to Logos’s mercy that he was wrong and the power of human love could save a spirit from being damned. Because if he was right Sven had just committed himself to a death sentence and Aragon, too. As leader he wouldn’t let a Blood Hunter journey there alone, nor would he leave Jared’s fate in the hands of another. No Shadowman had ever survived Heldon’s fires.


  Aragon held up his sword. “Then there is only one thing left for us to do.” Lifting his blade high in the air he waited for the other Blood Hunters to join the points of their swords to his.


  His sword glowed blue, like the purest heart of a flame, and he brought the broadside of it against the gaping wound on Jared’s chest where the virulent poison of the Tsara had already spread and sealed the evil inside.


  From inside his pristine New York City penthouse overlooking the Hudson, Dr. Anthony Cinatas reclined on a white divan and sipped a supple merlot from Chateau Petrus, his preferred vineyard for smooth red wines. He’d been trying to soothe himself after the day’s disturbing events, but had been rudely interrupted by Kassim’s king. Cinatas watched with growing irritation Ashodan ben Shashur’s righteous pacing across the snowy carpet, white robes billowing with each angry step. His sandaled footprints marred the carpets nape destroying the perfection of the white sea. The man, if you could call the beast such, was livid over the Morgan incident. Were it not that Cinatas himself had suffered at Erin Morgan’s hand he would be pleased by Shashur’s distress. He hated the man’s arrogance.


  Shashur’s only endearing quality was that he was dependent on Cinatas’s genius, unless, of course, the man wanted to abandon his refined, leisurely life to feed like a ravenous beast—to spend his every night groveling in the filth of the masses desperately searching for Chosen blood.


  Cinatas shuddered at the vision, thankful that he was above the squalor of having to feed like an animal. By the time his life on Earth ended he’d have the key to immortality without having to be dependent on a frequent infusion of Chosen blood. But until he held that key he’d play the Vladarian Order’s game, feed their hunger and take their money until he could take them over.


  There was satisfaction in having the Vladarians dependent on him even if they didn’t realize he was their god. After one transfusion of Chosen blood, Shashur had returned to vigor from death’s door and, by the end of the treatment regimen on Sunday, the man’s forceful energy would be virtually unstoppable for the next three months.


  Cinatas would never forget his own brush with death on a dark night six years ago. The bridge his car had plunged over, the icy waters, his bursting lungs. The sudden peace and floating toward a brilliant light as he watched the incompetent idiots who’d pulled him from the water resuscitate him. They’d somehow managed.


  And that night, in an isolated Appalachian hospital, a creature had made Cinatas’s rebirth complete. In one excruciatingly painful bite from a Tsara, Cinatas was set on the path to discovering his greatness. Led by Pathos, the Vladarian Order tapped into his genius and paid Cinatas well for their transfusions of Chosen blood.


  It wasn’t until the Vladarian Order’s cloaked “research grants” had made Cinatas rich that the world stopped treating him as a bloodthirsty Frankenstein and saw his value. As a hematologist/oncologist, his experiments in using blood proteins to treat diseases were at the cutting edge of the bioscience frontier. There was power in blood and someday his Sno-Med Corporation would be all-powerful. Cure a handful of people from cancer and you became a god. Erin Morgan couldn’t touch him, but she was a messy detail that needed cleaning up.


  Cinatas tightened his grasp on the gold goblet. He shifted his gaze to the screen on the far wall showing a video of a gutted building, the smoke and ash remnants of the damage Erin Morgan had forced him to do.


  Why did people always choose to make things difficult and messy?


  Today was but a minor setback. A special Chosen or not, Erin Morgan had bought herself a one-way ticket to his private—pleasurable for him, painful for her—hell, just as soon as his men, and not Shashur’s, caught her.


  Cinatas’ neck still throbbed from the damage she’d caused with her syringe and his body was just recovering from the aftereffects of the drug she’d plunged into his carotid. But the damage to his pride and reputation was worse.


  “The wrong word from her to the wrong people and I’ll have to beat back the cursed Irmans again to reestablish my power. It’ll cost me another year or two. I can’t believe you let this happen,” Shashur said, his dark eyes full of fire as he stabbed his finger in the air.


  “My fault?” Cinatas merely smiled. Wine and the dregs of morphine made a heady and almost fearless cocktail in his bloodstream. “You’re blaming me for a woman you and the rest of your kind personally requested to have service your transfusions? I warned you at the time that it wasn’t smart to let someone besides me administer your treatments.”


  “Had you not left four bodies to be found, she wouldn’t have become a problem.”


  “Your insistence upon fresh, unfrozen blood, warm from the vein, necessitates the donors be brought here. They refused to come and had to be forced to do their duty. If a man cannot keep order among those who serve him, then he deserves to die.”


  “It doesn’t matter why. Pathos will be displeased when he arrives for the Vladarians’ Gathering. Your purpose in serving us is to minimize, if not eliminate, the body count not add to it.”


  Cinatas paused mid-sip. Serve them? Wine spilled down his shirt, sending a stab of rage though him so sharp that he barely restrained himself from tossing the wine into Shashur’s face or shoving the glass down his throat. The transfusions were to keep beasts like Shashur from having to live like an animal, constantly searching through the masses for Chosen blood and feeding in violence. Transfusions were so much more aesthetic, like a trip to the spa. Pathos had been the one to realize that to gain more power the Vladarians had to spend less time scavenging for food and direct their energies toward building influential empires. They needed to stay longer in the mortal realm. They needed to establish themselves among mortals to expand Heldon’s reach.


  Chosen blood was very hard to find among the millions populating the world. The hundreds of people Sno-Med Corporation screened every day for blood donations made that task easy. It had taken Cinatas an entire year to isolate and identify the special protein that made Chosen blood different from that of other people. The rest was . . . glorious history. Cinatas established Sno-Med and the Vladarian Order went to work. Identities were bought, corporations established, and regimes overthrown.


  Shashur had taken over the oil-rich Kassim in a quick and brutal military coup replacing a despot who wasn’t near the beast Shashur was. Shashur just knew how to conceal it better. The Vladarians were very adept at concealment.


  But still stupid. Didn’t the beast realize that Cinatas held its existence in his hand? One little additive to a transfusion and . . . well, who knows what could happen.


  “Why bother Pathos with today’s trivial events?” Cinatas said. “I’ve already taken care of any problems.”


  “Pathos considers it an offense to be uninformed of any matter. He will also be the one to determine Erin Morgan’s fate once we’ve captured her.”


  “Why?” Cinatas asked, feigning indifference. “What makes her so different from any other Chosen? Why was it necessary for her to administer the transfusions?”


  Shashur frowned, clearly disgusted. “There’s no satisfaction in a meal if all you can smell is trash. Your Chosen blood is polluted, my friend. And Erin’s blood is the sweetest on earth.”


  Cinatas refrained from commenting on Shashur’s insult but he put another mental mark against the man. One day Cinatas would be in a position to decide who from the Vladarian Order would be allowed to stay on earth and who had to stay in hell.


  Ordinary human blood bought Vladarians very little time in the mortal realm. Once a Vladarian passed through the spirit barrier to walk among mortal men his vitality waned and his body eventually decayed, feeding off itself like a cancer unless it got more mortal blood. The longer a Vladarian was upon the earth the more frequently he had to feed. Eventually, the Vladarians had to constantly kill to sustain life, a problem that rendered them useless to aid in Heldon’s battle for the Earth. However, the purity and power in the proteins of Chosen blood changed all of that.


  One transfusion of Chosen blood sustained a Vladarian for three months.


  Cinatas smiled at Shashur. One day the ass would be serving Cinatas, and Cinatas would force the Vladarian to reveal why Erin Morgan was special. Meanwhile, he’d personally examine her blood this time instead of relying on a lab tech. There had to be a reason why Shashur considered Erin’s blood sweeter than any other.


  Perhaps Erin’s blood had a higher concentration of proteins. Cinatas kept samples from everyone, blood and pieces of their tissue as well as other body fluids. There was power in knowledge and it would seem he was about to get a payoff from his. “If she is so succulent why hasn’t one of your kind just devoured her before?”


  “Erin Morgan is under the protection of the Vladarian Order.”


  A mortal under the protection of the damned? Very interesting. He wondered why, but didn’t ask or call attention to the oddity. Her blood would tell him what he wanted to know or she would. GPS tracking would soon put her into the palm of his hand.


  His cell phone vibrated. Looking at the digital display he inwardly smiled as he excused himself from the room.


  There was one thing he’d learned about evil over the past few years. Evil was, to coin a famous quote, “essentially stupid.” His Chosen blood might smell like trash to Shashur but it gave him an edge over the Fallen.


  
    Chapter Three

  


  Erin awoke feeling as if she’d been drugged, beaten, or both. Every muscle of her body ached and her head hurt as if a sledgehammer pounded between her eyes. Awareness of something besides pain came slowly. A sense of heat. Stuffy air. Bright sunlight. She tried to move but couldn’t. Straining against her binding she realized she was buckled in and sitting upright—in her car.


  Danger tingled through her as her memory rushed back.


  She snapped her gaze around, searching for the creatures. Daylight streamed through her cracked windshield revealing a fractured blue sky, a grassy field, and a naked man on the hood of her car. She blinked twice but the vision didn’t disappear. Last night’s nightmare had morphed into pure fantasy. The silver werewolf and demonic black thing were no more and a dark-haired, naked Adonis had appeared. She shut her eyes sure she had to be hallucinating.


  “Mmmnn.” The groan, deeply male and filled with pain, did not come from her.


  She opened her eyes. The man was still there, still naked, and now moving restlessly. She had hit something last night. Her windshield was cracked. Surely she hadn’t hit him. Right?


  Hell!


  Even if she was delusional she couldn’t just sit there. Unbuckling her seat belt she opened the door, sucking in the mountain air, a freshness she hadn’t realized she’d missed living in the city. As best she could tell, she’d landed in a narrow green pasture near a sprawling lush oak. Between her and a rushing creek were grazing cows that looked too normal to be part of a nightmare.


  Moving like a rusty hinge she slid her legs out of the car, startled to see dried blood staining the front of her nurse’s whites. Her stomach clenched. It had to be her blood. She tentatively touched her face, feeling dried blood and a gash on her left temple.


  Behind her, ten feet up an embankment past barbed-wire fencing and thick brush, sat State Road 44. The road she’d been on last night. She had a vague recollection of the thick fog, of missing a curve and plowing through bushes. Then the feeling of plunging downward, hitting hard, and bouncing over rough terrain until she came to an abrupt stop when the engine stalled. She’d sat shaken and alone in the middle of swirling mists, afraid to open her door or move at all. She remembered squeezing her eyes against the pounding pain in her head, thinking to rest for just a few moments before trying to find her way back to the road.


  That was the last she could remember. The night had apparently passed, and, judging by the height of the sun, most of the morning, too. She must have passed out for her moment’s rest had stretched for hours.


  The man groaned again and she stood, grabbing the car door for balance as dizziness swamped her. The world about her slowly came back into focus, an oddly bucolic contrast to the roller-coaster ride she’d been on and the naked man before her. She knew she had to have a mild concussion which made everything more surreal.


  She moved slowly to the hood of her Tahoe, her gaze scanning the man’s body for trauma. She saw no apparent signs of injury. No blood. No bruising. No limbs twisted at an unnatural angle. He appeared almost too perfect.


  Was he real or not? Either way, it wasn’t good. If he wasn’t real, then her mind had gone off the deep end. If he was real, then she’d hit him with her car last night—which meant he’d been walking naked in the dark, something only a person in trouble or mentally ill would do.


  He lay on his stomach, one arm cradling his head, the other at his side. Longish, coal-black hair with a shocking streak of silver at the crown moved in the breeze.


  She’d give her imagination a lot of credit, but was it really this good? She needed a Starbucks IV stat.


  The man was broad shouldered and perfectly sculpted, his muscular back tapering to a trim waist and hips. Strong thighs led to long legs that hung off the edge of her car. The only oddity was the paleness of his skin didn’t match his athletic build. He didn’t look as if he’d ever been out in the sun, which meant he had to be feeling the UV rays bombarding his backside.


  She touched his shoulder, encountering burning hot skin backed by hard muscle. She wasn’t imagining this and the man was ill. Fevered. Concern gripped her. “Mister. Can you hear me?”


  He groaned, but didn’t answer. Moving closer she slid her fingers into his hair, feeling the silkiness and the wild luxurious length of it as she searched his scalp for injury. Finding none, she pressed her palm to his burning brow. Never had she felt anyone so hot. “Hey,” she said gently. “Can you hear me? You’re ill.”


  Still no response. She had to turn him over. Hiking up her dress, she climbed onto the hood and grasped his shoulder and hip to roll him her way, praying he wasn’t badly wounded anywhere she’d yet to see. They were a long way from a hospital. When she pulled he reared up, groaning sharply with pain and knocking her backward.


  She tumbled to the ground, smacking her knee on the bumper hard enough to bring a sting of tears to her eyes. The man had moved faster than she had imagined possible. That sent a fissure of fear through her. She was out in the middle of nowhere. Alone.


  Rolling to her feet, she crouched, prepared to spring up and run, but found herself nearly eye-level with an impressive male anatomy starkly enhanced by black hair, hard muscled thighs, and washboard abs. He’d crossed his thick arms over a chest that rivaled Atlas for broadness and strength. She lifted her gaze higher.


  He sat with his heels propped on her bumper, knees bent and legs spread—not extra wide, but he sure wasn’t trying to hide anything. Seeming thoroughly comfortable with his nakedness, he stared at her with bloodshot eyes of startling iridescent blue topaz.


  She pressed her fingers to her head, searching through the throbbing mass of her mind as she studied his gaze. There was something familiar about his eyes, but she couldn’t say what or from where, maybe one of those magazine ads where you just get a partial shot of a man’s face that grabs you. She did know she’d never met him before. That would have been unforgettable.


  Sweat beaded his flushed face and she noticed he held his left arm protectively against his chest. Dark stubble covered his chin, framing lips that had to have been fashioned by Eros—or Satan. He had the most erotically seductive mouth she’d ever seen, the only soft spot amid his warrior’s features—chiseled nose, sharp cheeks, and brooding brow. His dark hair flowed past his shoulders, layered back from his face like the wings of a predator. He looked like a deadly warrior, an odd gold-colored pagan amulet hanging on a chunky chain about his neck.


  If she had hit him with her car, he didn’t appear to have suffered any injuries. She shook her head. No. If she’d hit him, there would be evidence of it on him and on her car besides the windshield. This just wasn’t real. He resembled an actor she’d once seen in a mini-series on Attila the Hun. This had to be a dream. A woman would have to be out of her mind to imagine waking up in a cow pasture with a naked man.


  She managed a weak smile. “Hello, Attila the hunk,” she said, her voice scratchy and unsure. What else could it be but a dream?


  “You can see me?” the man asked in a deep voice. “You are mistaken. Attila the Hun died well over a millennium ago and I bear no resemblance to that cursed scourge. I am Jared.”


  She narrowed her eyes and a pang cut through her temple. That wasn’t a very romantic, dreamlike response. At least none that she could imagine fantasizing, which meant this was real. What did he mean, could she see him? How could she not?


  Shaking her head, she wondered if she could just start over again. Last night’s creature battle never happened. Yesterday’s hell in the Sno-Med lab didn’t exist. In just a moment, she would wake to her alarm clock in her apartment after the wildest dream/nightmare of her life. All she had to do was open her eyes, throw back her leopard-print spread, and flip on her Victorian feather lamp. Better yet, why not tuck her new hood ornament into bed with her?


  “Jared what?” she asked, giving the dream option one last try. Hopefully the man would now speak in a Scottish accent, fulfilling her fantasy.


  He stared at her another moment, scowled, then looked around him as if she hadn’t spoken. Too typically male to ever be a dream.


  Erin set her hands on her hips, wishing that at least one thing in a million could go right. “If you won’t tell me who you are, can you at least tell me how in the hell you ended up on my car? And where are your clothes?”


  He flexed the fingers of his left hand as if to see how it worked. When he moved his left arm, he groaned and pulled it tighter against himself.


  She winced at her own insensitivity and softened her voice as she touched his arm lightly. “Hey, you’re hurt and fevered. Let me help.”


  “I’m damned,” he said harshly; his eyes were stark and desolated.


  He was delirious. “Jared,” she said softly. “Let me see your wound. I’m a nurse—I can help.” She moved closer to him. Oddly, she grew warmer inside, as if his nearness affected her. The heat, she told herself. She had to be feeling the heat of his fever.


  “Nothing can cure a Tsara infection.” Still, he unfolded his arm and shifted it to the side.


  She moved his hair back and sucked in a sharp breath at the sight of the deep burn that slashed his chest just above his left breast. Charred and angry his wound oozed, looking as though someone had burned him badly only minutes ago.


  “How in God’s name did that happen?” she asked, forcing back a shudder.


  “You say much to know so little,” he said cryptically, then slid off the hood. From the sudden clenching of his arm and the deep furrowing of his brow as he tentatively gained his balance, she knew he was in great pain. Yet he stoically braced himself and straightened to his full height.


  She stepped back, shocked. He towered over her five-foot-ten by a foot, a rare event.


  Without glancing at her, he moved closer to the creek, staring up at the sky and clutching the amulet to his chest. “Aragon!” he screamed. “Why! You’ve betrayed me!”


  His voice reverberated like thunder and the marrow of her bones shook from the agony vibrating in it. Maybe she wasn’t the one having a hallucination. Who was Aragon?


  “Mister, uh, Jared. We need to get you to help.”


  His head bowed as if shamed. “There is no help.”


  He carried such an aura of authority about him that her heart sank, almost believing him, before she shook it off. She almost said “bullshit” to his doomed nonsense, but instinct told her she wouldn’t be able to convince him he wasn’t damned, and rather than get lost in a quagmire of verbal hopelessness she pulled her professional wits back into line.


  “There is help,” she said firmly. “First, you’re going to sit in the car before you fall down. I hate to tell you, but if you faint, you’ll lie where you fall since I can’t move you alone. And the cows will graze on whatever is exposed—which is everything, in case you haven’t noticed.”


  He didn’t move or react. He just stood there, staring up at the sky, pain etched deeply on his face.


  Grumbling, she marched to him and slid her hand over his right wrist, touching the burning heat of his skin. She pressed her fingers to his radial pulse, measuring the pace of his racing heart. She had to get his fever down quickly and dress his wound.


  He’d started at her touch and stared at her, confused.


  “Please,” she said softly. “Let me help you.” She put her other hand on his arm.


  His gaze moved to her hand, as if her touch bewildered him.


  “This weakness of the flesh, this pain, is unknown to me,” he said. “Why does it ease with your touch?”


  A slight smile tugged at the corners of her mouth even as she puzzled over his odd phrasing. “Nurses always make things better. Come with me.” She tugged on his wrist, and after a moment he followed her to the car. Opening the back door, she patted the seat. “Sit here and I’ll get my first aid kit.” And something to cover you with.


  Armed with a yellow towel, sports bra, med kit, and cool water from the creek, she joined Jared in the back seat, squeezing in to kneel on the floor at his side. He was so big there wasn’t room for anything but that. Dousing her bra in the water, she placed the soft cotton on his forehead and flung the towel over his groin.


  He stared at her as if he wasn’t sure what she would do next. The blueness of his eyes struck a familiar cord inside her again, as if she should know him. She held up a tube of antibiotic ointment. “This is medicine. I’m going to put it on your burn. Then I will try and cool you down before we go look for help.”


  “There is no reason to care for me. The path to the Fallen cannot be changed.”


  “I have to help you,” she said, refusing to respond to his delirious words of doom.


  He gazed intently at her, as if trying to see her soul. The vulnerable sensations he evoked left her as disturbed as her encounter with Dr. Cinatas had after discovering the murders in his lab. She shivered, edging back a little from Jared before she realized it was the sheer power of his presence getting to her and not what had happened in the Sno-Med lab.


  He brushed his finger along her cheek, his eyes widening with surprise. “I see you must. This ill is not of your doing, Chosen, and you cannot change fate, but do as you will for now.”


  The man was delusional, more so than a high fever would account for. He wasn’t in tune with the real world, which meant he could very well be mentally ill. There didn’t seem to be another explanation. But he wasn’t threatening her in any way and he needed her help.


  Still, her hands trembled as she worked, her awareness of him and the raw power of his appeal grew, as did her curiosity. He was a puzzle. She moved the amulet aside to apply more ointment and found it was as hot as his fevered skin. Other than the unusual geometric design on it, she didn’t see any identifying information. No engravings or symbols she recognized to help her connect him to a national group or club.


  She kept glancing back at the amulet as she tended to him. It was unusual, as was his speech and the circumstances of his appearance on the hood of her car. If this were fiction and not real life she’d be tempted to wonder who Aragon was, and what a Tsara infection was. But right now he needed help and she needed to do what she could to get him to it. Then she could get back to finding a way to expose Cinatas.


  
    Chapter Four

  


  Jared had known little but war as he’d searched for and guarded the Chosen from the Vladarian Order. He wasn’t sure how to respond to the woman with him. He studied her curiously, realizing that over time he’d forgotten much of what he’d been told about the flesh and being mortal.


  She had a tender touch, a caring to her nature that he admired. He could sense her own pain and see the fear in her eyes, yet she still wanted to help him. Did she know that he already hungered for her Chosen blood? It was the first thing he sensed upon awakening, before other sensations intruded.


  He flexed his hand, disgusted by the limitation of this physical body that was so different from his spirit form. He had had such fluidity of movement. Being in mortal flesh now made him feel as if he were bound in chains. Trapped in a prison and tortured as the good within him fought its inevitable death to the evil of the Tsara’s poison.


  He reached down to the yellow towel across his groin and frowned at the sensation of having something against his skin. She had covered him for some reason, though he’d not expressed a desire for that and would prefer to be uncovered.


  “What does this mean?” she asked, touching his amulet.


  “Everything and nothing. It’s Logos’s symbol. All those within the Guardian Forces wear it.” To Jared the symbol represented everything he knew, everything he believed in, everything that was lost now. He was a prisoner of this mortal flesh for a time and then . . . damnation. Why had his brethren condemned him to hell?


  How long did he have before the poison consumed him? He didn’t know. A lot depended on the potency of the Tsara’s poison. Pathos had been in the mortal world less than a week before he began hunting and feeding on the Chosen. Soon after that he began using his Blood Hunter skills for evil by leading the Vladarians on hunting trips and adeptly finding the Chosen for their feeding frenzies.


  Few Blood Hunters had ever been bitten by a Tsara. Jared knew of two—Pathos and another who had been able to redeem his soul with mortal love. But that was before the world had become so evil and the Tsara’s poison so vile.


  The Chosen studied him with warm golden eyes like liquid sunshine. Her skin and features were so perfectly formed, so soft and inviting, that she compelled his touch. And the scent of her blood was so sweet that she stirred hungers stronger than he’d ever known before. It was almost consuming him, and he’d just been poisoned.


  “Who are the Guardian Forces? Who is Logos?” she asked, touching his amulet again.


  The question was almost as painful as the evil venom within him, for the answer was everything he was and could never be again. “All that is good, honest, and pure,” he replied. He saw it all there in the depths of her eyes, the goodness and honesty and purity of her spirit. He’d always protected and defended the Chosen, but had never given any thought to their spirits—only their purpose for Logos. The beauty in her eyes, her strength, her vulnerability, and her caring, tugged at something unfamiliar inside of him; something that stirred his spirit as well as his mortal body.


  Before she had begun ministering to him, he’d noted the soul-biting edge of his pain had lessened the closer they were to each other. When she touched him or he touched her, the pain would disappear completely, only to rage back with a vengeance the moment their contact stopped. Her touch didn’t heal him or ease the strength of the Tsara’s poison spreading through him. It only delayed the inevitable, which made it all even worse.


  Her hands shook as she worked, and he slid his hand over hers. “Do I frighten you?”


  “No,” she whispered, glancing up at him.


  He sighed and brushed his fingers gently over her wrist. If she eased his pain with her touch, did that mean she was absorbing his pain into herself?


  “Does touching me cause you pain?” He meant to release her, but the warm throb of her blood beneath his fingertips was too alluring to let go of just yet. He sucked in air through gritted teeth as a desire to taste her, in a way that was different from his hunger for her blood, surged through him. At least, he thought he felt that way. He wasn’t sure. The growing sensations and the depths of his hungers confused him.


  The Chosen shook her head. “No. Now lie back and let me help.”


  He could see that helping him was important to her. It wasn’t the way of the warrior. He shouldn’t give in to the weakness of his pain and allow her to bring him ease. But he grunted and closed his eyes, deciding to accept her help for a moment more. It felt good.


  Erin shook her head. Why had he thought touching him would hurt her? What was he referring to when he spoke of the Guardian Forces and Logos? They sounded like names from a video or role-playing game; games she’d heard some people took so seriously they were attempting to live them out in real life.


  She kept looking for reason amid the confusion he caused, searching for an explanation for him being here as well as her reaction to him. Her hands shook, not from fear, but because of the sensations touching him evoked. Telling herself the man was delusional did little to dampen his effect. A sensuality mingled with the heat pouring off him that no amount of sponging with water could cool.


  Despite the open doors, the car had become a humid, window-fogging sauna. Sandwiched between him and the steamy sun beating down, she felt seconds away from spontaneously combusting by the time she’d dressed his wound and sponged him down. Sweat trickled between her breasts and glued her white stockings to her skin, making everything that couldn’t be politely reached itch. At least, that was the explanation she accepted for how she felt in certain places. Anything else was unreasonable.


  She’d forced her ministrations to be quick and perfunctory, but the hard, chiseled planes of his commanding body had put a dent in her professionalism. Dent? The way her pulse raced, he’d wrecked it.


  She didn’t understand the effect he had on her, or her growing curiosity about him and the odd amulet he wore. The gold wasn’t fourteen or more carat; it was too brass-bronze-like in color, with an odd opalescent sheen. Whatever the composition of the two-inch disk, it was a beautiful mixture of metals. But the jewels, randomly set amid an intricately woven star, were so small it made her question why the designer had ruined the perfection of the metal by using them. Who was he? Who was Logos? Who were the Shadow-men and the Guardian Forces?


  Hell. She needed to get a grip. She had more important things to worry about, like a murdering doctor and her life. Inching away, she backed out of the car.


  “MOOO.”


  Startled, she twisted toward the sound and a cow butted her as if she were manna or momma. Yelping, she scrambled to sit on the edge of the seat, next to Jared’s head, as she faced the cow and pushed the beast’s wet muzzle away with her foot. It wasn’t alone. Distorted by foggy patches on the windows were a dozen bleating monstrosities surrounding her navy Tahoe. Moos on a slo-mo warpath.


  “I eat chicken and fish! Honest.” Had she thought the cows a spot of normalcy in her surroundings?


  The cow pressed harder against her shoe, its slimy, pinkish tongue swiping as it played king of the hill with her one-inch Dr. Scholl’s. Where were her stilettos when she needed them?


  With one foot still battling the cow in front of her, she twisted around to her left at a sound from behind her. A cud-chewing monster was licking Jared’s feet. “Shoo!” she shouted. Leaning over him, she flung her hand out. The cow butted her foot again, and she lost her precarious balance, landing half on top of Jared, her nose to his chest and her breasts to his face.


  He groaned, pressing a hot hand to her breast as he suddenly pushed upright, knocking her onto the floor. The cows bleated loudly. From her dazed position, she saw Jared narrow his eyes and growl, a feral, almost chilling wolf-like sound from deep in his throat. Then he reclined on the seat and shut his eyes.


  Erin sat up and stared at him in exasperation. They were under attack, and all he could manage to do was growl? “Some help you are,” she muttered, looking to battle her bovine nemeses again. But they were gone.


  The cows had retreated, running up the hill in a group as if the hunting forces of Wendy’s, McDonalds, and Longhorns were hot on their hooves. An eerie feeling crept over her that had nothing to do with the feel of his hand on her breast. She wanted to call the cows back, anything but be sitting next to a man who’d just . . . growled, and . . . what? Sent a herd of cows fleeing?


  Coincidence. Something else had spooked them. She shivered and cautiously ran her gaze over Jared, assuring herself of his normalcy, then gave up. A six-foot-something hunk of power thighs, pumped pecs, and piercing blue eyes didn’t walk by every day—and surely never posed as a naked hood ornament.


  Okay, so, Attila the Hunk growled at cows. So what?


  Refusing to plant another foot outside her SUV until she’d left hostile bovine territory, she shut the door and crawled across the car. Jared’s feet hung out the other side.


  “Let’s get you all the way inside,” she told him, then winced. That just sounded so wrong.


  He opened those too blue eyes. “They’ll not return. Do not worry, Chosen.”


  Chosen? Odd thing to call her. The man really was ill, and the troubled, pained look in his eyes had deepened, making her want to brush his dark hair back from his fevered brow and soothe the tension clenching his jaw.


  “Erin,” she said softly. “My name is Erin Morgan. What is yours?”


  “I am Jared.”


  “I know, but what is the rest? Your full name?”


  “Rest?”


  “Yes, Jared, what?”


  “Jared…” He hesitated, then furrowed his brow, oddly. “Hunter.”


  Did he not know his name? Or did he not want her to know his real name? She drew a breath. “Well, Jared Hunter, help me get you inside the car.”


  He sat up in the seat, scooted back, and planted his muscled legs next to her, losing his yellow-towel coverage. Whoa. She snatched the towel back up, and he caught her hand with his. Her fingers tingled and trembled.


  “I disturb you. Why?”


  Heat stung her cheeks. As shallow and unprofessional as it sounded, he—just say it without sugar-coating it—attracted her?


  Points for honesty on that understatement put her in the red. Lust would have come closer.


  You don’t know him from Adam.


  Eve didn’t know Adam either—in the beginning.


  First, hallucinations. Now, she was rationalizing her insane attraction, while talking to and answering herself. She needed to race to the nearest clinic, ditch him, and get on with the unraveling of her life—exposing Dr. Cinatas for a murderer and admitting to the world that she’d unknowingly been a pawn in his crime.


  Jared released her hand and brushed her cheek with his fingertips. Then, staring into her eyes, he slid the pad of his thumb over her lips, flashing acute need across her nerves.


  This was not happening. The injured, delusional stranger was not hitting on her, he was not pushing her hot buttons, and she was not responding to him.


  She’d been seeing Ben & Jerry’s exclusively for too damn long.


  He brushed her lips again, and she gasped as little fissures of electric heat zinged to her breasts and below.


  “I disturb you?” he asked, jerking his hand back.


  The man was so potent that even his light touch was a heady aphrodisiac. The sensations he drew from her were stronger than anything she’d known, or at least could remember. It had been a while.


  “No,” she whispered. Now that he’d stopped touching her, she should move, scramble to the front seat and get out of range. But she didn’t; she stared into his iridescent blue eyes as if mesmerized.


  Jared couldn’t stop himself from touching her mouth, fascinated by the new sensations of pleasure that replaced the pain in him. When he’d touched her lips her golden eyes had changed, brightened and heated to the point that he’d felt the glory of the sun blaze in them. Powerful sensations spread to other places in his new, fleshly form, giving him his first taste of mortal desire.


  The warmth of her breath upon his skin reminded him of the sun-heated mists he’d traveled through as a Blood Hunter. The feel of clouds—such a simple thing he’d always known, yet never considered as pleasurable. Pleasure had been the sound of spirits singing in victory after a battle, not these urges. Urges that seemed to be superseding his awareness and craving of her blood.


  He wanted to touch her more, to explore the realm of desire he’d heard of but had never experienced. When he’d pressed his hand against her body a few moments ago, he’d felt such inviting softness that he wanted to bury himself within the comfort and ease she brought him. But that was not a warrior’s way. A warrior didn’t need another to face pain, discomfort, or battle. Softness weakened a warrior, and he needed to be strong to fight the Tsara’s poison long enough to assure he’d never end up like Pathos.


  Jared pulled his finger back, and pain stabbed at him, especially over his heart where the Tsara had bitten him, where his brethren had seared and sealed his fate. The urge to taste the heady sweetness of her blood, scenting the air, sharpened. The idea of satisfying his lust for blood by consuming hers tore at everything good inside him. Everything he’d stood for since his inception in Eden was threatened with destruction—by him.


  He almost reached out and touched her again, but fisted his hand instead. It was wrong of him to use her for his own relief. That would make him no different than the Fallen.


  He dropped his hand to his lap and sucked in air at the change in his fleshly form beneath the cloth. The burning pleasure that accompanied the brush of his hand against the hardening change in his flesh heightened his desire for her, made him want more of her softness. To bury himself in her. He groaned.


  “You’re in pain?” She pressed the palm of her hand to his brow. “You feel cooler.”


  His body jerked with pleasure. What name had she claimed for herself? “Erin. You mustn’t touch me.”


  She drew her hand back. “Did I hurt you?”


  “No,” he rasped.


  She immediately glanced down, as if she knew what was happening to him. Her eyes widened, and she jerked her gaze to his. A rosier hue flushed her cheeks, and he couldn’t tell if his desire for her disturbed her or pleased her. It seemed to do both, which he didn’t understand. Being in the mortal world was frustratingly different than anything he’d known as a spirit being.


  “I think we need to get you help . . . uh . . . find a doctor or a clinic for you.” She scrambled back from him, putting a cushioned barrier between them.


  Jared leaned back in the seat and grimaced, the dark hunger clamoring inside. He gritted his teeth, pummeling the want of her blood with his warrior’s steely will. Erin was safe for now, but he would have to leave—before the evil grew stronger and he killed her. He didn’t doubt that he would, for the Tsara’s poison would destroy the good within him. He would soon walk with the Fallen.


  She was a Chosen, and the Fallen fed upon the blood of the Chosen.


  
    Chapter Five

  


  Erin sucked in air and gripped the steering wheel. Her sensual awareness of Jared had been intensified by his obvious attraction to her. Even now that her brain waves were unscrambled and her knees had quit shaking, she still felt the punch of his touch. It had been unlike anything she’d ever felt before—one of those moments of attraction she’d always thought to be pure fiction.


  And it was. The one-night-stand-with-a-tall-dark-stranger fantasy would never have any reality in her life. She was a slow kind of woman who wanted love and the promise of commitment before she opened the bedroom door. She’d learned the hard way even that wasn’t a recipe for happiness. As soon as her fiancée’s internship ended at the hospital they both worked at, he informed her he was moving to his prestigious job alone. He wanted out of her narrow box of what was wrong and what was right.


  The next day he took a week-long cruise in one cabin with two nurses and she’d turned to Ben & Jerry’s. So far she hadn’t found a reason to leave them yet. Shaking off her thoughts, she cranked the Tahoe to life, and focused on finding help for Jared. The radio immediately blared, prompting her to wince. Before she could turn down the volume, she caught the word Sno-Med, and her attention riveted to the dashboard.


  “Enrich your life with Sno-Med. We care. Come celebrate your Fourth of July Holiday at our Family Health Expo. Free health screening for the entire family. Free food. And free fun and games. This weekend only at the Appalachian Fair Grounds, located on State Road 44 just north of Powellsville.”


  That meant today and tomorrow. She shuddered. Just exactly what did Sno-Med extract from all of their free health screenings? She knew four people had paid in blood with their lives. Had they gone to a “free health screening” too? She had to find out as much as she could.


  “What is it, Erin? What do you fear?”


  She glanced in the rearview mirror, surprised that Jared, despite his own pain and injury, was so tuned into her. She forced a grim smile. “Nothing. Just an ugly reminder of something very important I have to do.”


  He didn’t look satisfied with her answer, but didn’t question her further.


  Pressing steady on the gas, she bumped her way across the pasture toward the log gate up by the road. Jared sat silent, his deep grimace the only outward sign of the pain she was causing him. By the time she reached the road, her knuckles were white from the strain. “Hold on. I’m going to unlock the gate. The ride to town will be easier. I’m sorry I hurt you.”


  “My pain is not of your doing. I am cursed and there is no hope.”


  Erin wanted to cry out against his doom and gloom, but bit her tongue. She exited the car and drew in the fresh air, trying to clear her head. She had enough problems of her own and fixing a naked, delusional stranger wasn’t in the cards. Something about the guy had a way of scrambling a woman’s internal GPS system, making her unsure of where in the hell she was and what she was doing—something she could ill afford right now. She had to figure out how to expose Dr. Cinatas’ crimes and bring him down.


  The crude gate was simple enough, but too sturdy. The thick log was chained to a heavy post that could be opened two ways—either use a key on the padlock, or lift the log and chain over the post.


  Erin glared at the sky, wondering if the heavens had something against her. Was it asking too much for one thing to go right? Though she knew it was pointless, she tried to lift the log. It didn’t move an inch. Digging into her pocket past yesterday’s now-pulverized breakfast and lunch power bars, she fished her hemostats from her pocket kit of nursing essentials, hoping she could pick the lock with the tiny IV clamp. The movies always made this look easy.


  Five minutes later she had visions of ramming through the gate with her SUV.


  She felt Jared before she heard him. The heat pouring from him seeped all along her back and warmed her blood.


  “What is it that you seek to do?”


  Either she was becoming more lucid, or he was sounding more archaic. She paused, turning to study him, his amulet, and his bandaged chest again. He had remembered the yellow towel at least. He had it wrapped and tied about his waist like a hula skirt. But even though he was now covered, his impact still scattered her mind.


  “Erin?”


  “I’m trying to open the gate so that we can drive out of here.”


  He grunted. “I will do that.” His caveman-like tone implied that she should have asked him to take care of the problem.


  She just rolled her eyes and stepped back. Once Mr. Macho found out how heavy—


  With his good hand, Jared grasped the chain and lifted the log, moving it aside as if it were a bag of cotton candy.


  She stared at him in shock.


  He frowned at her. “Is this not what you wanted?”


  “Yes.” Erin stopped looking her “gift man” in his oh-so-sinful mouth and ran to the driver’s seat. She jerked the Tahoe into drive, spinning her wheels against the incline briefly before zooming over the cattle grate and onto the road.


  If she had any sense, she would just keep on going and put Jared, last night, and everything else this morning literally out to pasture. Instead, she stopped the car and joined Jared, watching him re-close the gate. The muscles of his arms, back, and legs bulged with the strain. Who was this man?


  Once he was done, she ushered him to the front passenger’s seat and told him to buckle up.


  She slipped behind the steering wheel and belted herself in, but he didn’t move. “You didn’t buckle.”


  “How does one buckle, and why?”


  “For safety. It will help keep you alive if I crash.” How did he not know what a seatbelt was? Exasperated, she unbuckled and leaned across him.


  He stayed her hand with his, and she met his stark blue gaze just inches from his face. The silver starbursts in the center of his blue eyes, the contoured curve of his cheek, the sensual fullness of his mouth, and the sandpaper stubble of his beard, all spelled deadly.


  He sucked in air, as if trying to inhale her. His nostrils flared, his pupils dilated, and his hand on hers tightened. He looked hungry. Very hungry.


  “Keeping me alive is not a good thing,” he said.


  From the shadows filling his blues, she knew he meant it.


  “Maybe for you,” she said and shuddered. “But not for me. I can’t handle another death on my conscience.”


  Jared released her hand to cup her cheek with his palm.


  “What is it?” His thumb brushed the underside of her bottom lip, stealing her breath. It was obvious he found her more than desirable, as if he couldn’t stop himself from touching her.


  For a brief moment, she wished everything were different and the attraction simmering would prove to be more than a dreamy mountain mist. As it was, they both had too many problems of their own.


  “Nothing.” Moving back, she pulled the seat belt across his chest and snapped him in, ignoring how the loss of his touch left a whispering regret inside her. He immediately shifted as if uncomfortable, and seemed to be glaring at the inside of her car.


  “Why these binds?” Jared asked as she pulled onto the road. “You’ve no freedom.”


  Erin glanced his way before turning onto State Road 44. The road that the Appalachian Fair Grounds and the Sno-Med Family Health Expo was on, just a little bit north of where she was. After hesitating only a moment, she headed in the direction of the fair grounds.


  She could leave Jared in Powellsville in competent hands and focus on Dr. Cinatas. Once she located a change of clothes, she’d go to Sno-med’s health expo and see what she could find. She needed to get into the Sno-Med Research and Development Center, which shouldn’t be more than an hour’s drive away in Arcadia, Tennessee.


  Usually, the blood Dr. Cinatas used for the “cancer treatments” at the Sno-Med Clinic came via private jet from Arcadia. She wondered how long the trail of bodies was behind the bags of blood she’d been transfusing.


  “There is no freedom with these seat belts,” Jared declared. He shifted anxiously in the seat. “They harm you.


  “Have you never been in a car before?” She reached the bend in the road where the creatures had hit her. She pulled to the shoulder for a good look and noticed a black Hummer parked on the opposite shoulder, just ahead. Two men, dressed in brand-new coveralls and shiny loafer-like shoes, were looking at something in the brush. They glanced up.


  Erin’s brain tingled first, and then her gut as recognition struck her. She’d seen the men before, briefly, in New York, at the clinic Friday morning.


  Somehow Cinatas or the king of Kassim’s men had traced her. They looked right at her.


  “Oh, God.” She slammed the gas pedal and death-gripped the steering wheel. Her tires spun. Gravel flew. And the back end of the Tahoe fishtailed as she hit the pavement like a rocketing stock car at Daytona.


  The men, scrambling for their car, shot at her as she whizzed by. She saw their guns jerk and heard the pop of bullets hitting her car. They either missed or shot low, aiming for her tires, because no glass shattered.


  She raced down the road, eyes searching for a turnoff. Nothing.


  “We need to be free!”


  “We need to go faster!” Erin pressed the gas to the floor as the Hummer rose in her rearview mirror like a stalking beast. She flew through the mountain curves faster than she had the skill to maneuver. With minimal visibility through her cracked windshield, she skidded dangerously from one side of the road to the other. She was playing roulette with a head-on collision and had a gun at her back. Not good.


  “We need to be free to hide, Chosen, and that is something you cannot do when bound and trapped.”


  “What?” she asked, then groaned at the sight of another black Hummer, this one coming toward her, deliberately driving down the middle of the road, ready to play chicken or determined to make her into a Hummer sandwich.


  “We must leave this vehicle.” Jared voice grew louder, more urgent. “It is the only way to escape. Take the turn up ahead.”


  “The sign says it’s a dead end. That means it goes nowhere.”


  “Trust me. We must.”


  “We can’t. It’s suicide.” Nobody in their right mind would take a dead-end road while being chased by men with guns. It went totally against Erin’s every instinct to abandon her protective, fast-moving car for her less-than-stellar ability to run. And at least the car’s metal provided some protection from bullets.


  “Do it. Trust me,” Jared urged.


  Erin swung as wide as she dared, jerking the wheel to the right, instantly regretting her decision. She left the highway, missing the dead-end dirt road completely, and went airborne as the roadside gave way to a twenty-foot drop. They flew over part of a field, slamming into a faded Lucky Strike cigarette ad painted on the roof of a barn. The rotting wood did little to stop their momentum as they plowed into bales of hay. The seat belt burned a stripe across her neck, and she smashed into a suffocating air bag. A stale, powdery grit filtered into her mouth as the bag abraded her cheek and sent a sharper pain stabbing through her temple.


  She had time to draw one breath before Jared jerked the air bag from her face, ripping it from its anchor in the steering column, and sending a deafening whoosh of air into her face. Blinking against her dry eyes, she registered the fact that they’d survived—for the moment. Her car sat at a precarious angle, rocking back and forth. The rear of her car had broken through the floor of the loft while the front hung on the hay covered wood.


  It wouldn’t take the men with guns long to reach them, and even less time for her car to crash to the barn’s floor. She unsnapped her seat belt but couldn’t get her car door open. It was wedged tight against the loft’s floor.


  Jared ripped his belt from the seat, shredding material and scattering foam. The car rocked even more precariously. “We must hurry.”


  She tried looking for her purse while Jared shoved the passenger door open, but she couldn’t find it and had to leave without it. Within a minute, he’d pulled her from the car, and led the way down from the loft. The emptiness of the stale, musty barn informed her there was no help close by.


  Footsteps pounded the ground, and the men’s shouts rang out. “They’re in the barn. Get the girl alive and eliminate whoever she is with.”


  At the barn doors, Erin groaned in dread. Woods skirted the edge of the field they faced, too far away for them to make it without being seen. Any second the men would come around the side of the barn and Jared would be dead—and she’d be worse than dead. She searched for a place to hide, a weapon, anything to save them. “They’ll shoot before we’re halfway. We should have played chicken with the Hummer.”


  “Trust me,” Jared said. He scooped her up, giving her no choice but to wrap her arm over his right shoulder as he ran.


  “Are you crazy? Put me down. You’re injured. We can move faster if—” She didn’t get to finish her sentence. The speed he gained stole her breath and her ability to think. The world passed in a semi-blur. She was vaguely aware of the shouts of men, their pursuit, and shots fired. She was more aware of every breath and movement of the man holding her. His muscles strained beneath her touch, the silk of his hair flowed against her arm, and the heat of his skin seeped into hers. He flew faster than the wind, totally unhindered by human limitations. A comforting and yet extremely disturbing thought considering she was disappearing into the forest with him. She had nothing to protect herself with or to identify her, and she wondered just exactly where this whole wild escape was going to lead.


  Jared rushed through the woods, weaving between branches and brush, breathing in the sweet scents of Chosen blood, pine, earth, and the freedom of the air he’d always known as a spirit. The tension that had started clawing at him when the woman bound him in the car had increased the moment he’d sensed the predatory nature of the men across the road.


  With no ability to control his movements or direction, he’d felt trapped within the mortal vehicle and hadn’t liked the feeling at all. With Erin in his arms, taking away the pain of the Tsara’s poison, he could think more clearly. Now he had power and choice on his side.


  Jared ran as quickly and as far along the mountains as he could. He went deep into the forest where the odors of mortals dwindled to almost nothing beneath the scent of the creatures in the wild. He was meant to run in a place like this, free. It all felt so right.


  But instead of keeping pace with the wind, as was his custom, his steps began to slow. A thundering roar filled his ears, he couldn’t get enough air, and could no longer hold Erin in his arms. On an outcropping of rock where a spring trickled from the heart of the mortal ground, Jared came to a halt, shocked that he was unable to take another step. He eased to his knees and set her down. Dark clouds kept encroaching on his vision and he wavered, unable to accept the weakness stealing over him. Where was his strength? Why was he so weak?


  “Chosen, I must…”


  “Rest, and you must call me Erin,” she said, grabbing his arm, urging him to sit.


  “Erin,” he whispered.


  She touched his cheek. “Oh no, you’re burning with a fever higher than before. You should have put me down once we were in the woods. I tried to tell you, but it was like you never even heard me.”


  He hadn’t. Something primal had taken him over in the forest. Even now in exhaustion, he still felt a strange urge inside to run free. He drew in another deep breath and lay back upon the mortal ground.


  She dipped her hand into the spring and placed her palm on his brow, then repeated the motion, cooling his neck and cheeks as well. A droplet of water slid to his lips. He tasted the cool wetness with the tip of his tongue. It felt good.


  He hadn’t meant to allow more touching between them, hadn’t meant to use her in that way, but the edge inside him needed her to soothe it. Her touch, her care, reached into him, and he felt a part of him grasp hold of that and pull it closer.


  “You must be thirsty,” she said softly. “Here.” She brought more water to him with her cupped hand and he drank, marveling at the new sensations of taste, the feel and coolness of the water. He could sense the earth, the life, and purity within it. Closing his eyes, he wondered again what the sweetness of her blood would taste like. Then he inwardly cringed, for to have that thought during this moment seemed like a clear gauge of how quickly the Tsara’s poison was spreading inside him.


  They’d escaped their mortal pursuers, but the greater danger lay within him. There was no way to stop his growing thirst for Chosen blood, and the only thing that helped him contain that need was her touch. Yet how could he accept that weakness in himself? He couldn’t.


  
    Chapter Six

  


  Erin woke with a start. A quick glance at her watch told her she’d done more than doze just a few minutes. After Jared had closed his eyes to rest, she’d taken time to attend to a few personal matters in the bushes and refreshed herself with the cool spring water before resting herself. She felt almost human now and a little safe. The forest cocooned them from the outside world, offering her a brief moment before having to sift through the implications of Dr. Cinatas’s Hummer squad. That he’d found her so quickly was chilling.


  Two hours had now passed since Jared had fallen into a fevered sleep, darkly mumbling about Aragon, about being damned, and about Chosen blood. His dreams skirted nightmares. Just as her life was doing.


  The sky mirrored his troubled thoughts, for gray clouds encroached on the brightness of the day, deepening the shadows beneath the canopy of trees covering them. Jared still felt overly hot to her and she prayed the burn on his shoulder wasn’t becoming infected. They needed a doctor and medicine for him.


  Given her headache and the way her mind was processing information, she needed one, too. Her memory of how fast Jared had run after wrecking her car into the barn had to be wrong. It was humanly impossible to run that fast. Still, even if he had run at a steady pace, the strength he’d shown had been amazing. Add the fact that he was injured and fevered, and it became miraculous. Who was he?


  She’d slept propped against a boulder with Jared’s head cradled in her lap. Her back, legs and everything in between had become numb, but she didn’t want to move. She pressed her palm to his forehead, wishing there was more she could do for him. Cupping more of the cool mountain water into her palm, she bathed his face again, feeling the sharp angles of his warrior-like features and the roughness of his scruff darkened jaw. He was a raw, elemental male whose sensual appeal beckoned exploration. His lips were full, chiseled to perfection, yet soft.


  As she soothed his brow with more water, she threaded her fingers through the dark strands of his long hair, wondering over the streak of silver that stood in stark contrast to the raven’s wing black. The silver seemed to mark him as being special, different. She shifted her focus to the amulet resting on his chest.


  A twelve-point star was stamped into the gold-like metal. Her fingers tingled as she touched it, as if energy seeped into her from it. Sunlight filtering through the forest canopy cast an iridescent light over the amulet’s surface. The metal was as different and unique as the man. But he wasn’t her puzzle to solve. She had to stay on track and bring down Dr. Cinatas. Her very soul hung in the balance. She’d always lived her life in an orderly way. Reason had ruled her actions. She’d stuck to her goals, her budget, and her code of right and honor no matter what her circumstances. To discover she’d been unknowingly complicit in the deaths of at least four people destroyed her. There was no reason in murder. No reason in the deaths of the two young girls and the middle-aged couple. Erin shuddered from the horror of it as yesterday’s tableau played in her mind again.


  Suddenly Jared’s eyes sprang open, as if her thoughts had gone directly to him. She pulled her fingers back from the amulet.


  “What is wrong?” he asked, leaping up, moving as if he hadn’t been in a dead sleep for hours. After glancing sharply around the area, he set his probing gaze on her. “Why do these predators seek to harm you, and why do you fear them even now in this quiet place?”


  He confused her. His strength, purpose, and lucid intelligence were remarkable and at odds with his moments of delusional behavior. She knew he didn’t need the worry of her problems, but he did have a right to know who was after them and why. He’d put himself at risk to help her.


  She met his clear gaze. “I expected them to kill me on sight. To eliminate me before I had a chance to expose the murders I’m sure the doctor I work for committed.”


  “You must tell me more, or I cannot help. Who is this enemy you battle?” he demanded as he sat next to her. His fierce tone, sharp gaze, and determined manner were warrior-worthy. She could easily see him wielding a sword in battle, fluid, graceful, and powerful. Deadly.


  “I work at Sno-Med, a clinic where Dr. Cinatas administers specialized blood transfusions to cancer patients. I was specifically hired to take care of the clinic’s more affluent clients and worked odd hours. This weekend, I was to give four transfusions to Ashodan ben Shashur, the current king of Kassim. But things were different than before, and—”


  “What do you mean by different?”


  She bit her lip. She didn’t have any real reason why everything had seemed different from the moment she’d entered the clinic yesterday morning. She just knew that it had. “It was my first day back to work after a week off to recover.”


  “Recover? Recover what?”


  She gave Jared another assessing glance, wondering where his delusions were when she wanted them. He was asking questions that were hard to answer.


  “Trust me.” He set his hand over hers. Its warmth, the alluring blue of his gaze, and the strength in them both touched her. She hadn’t really told anyone yet. And the need to let it all out surged through her. She wanted to tell a stranger who wouldn’t judge her, or even question her like her family or a friend might. They’d soon go their separate ways, and she’d move forward in her quest to expose Dr. Cinatas.


  Still, her hand fisted beneath his. “Last week I nearly died from an allergic reaction, and it’s been difficult getting back to normal. My experience is hard to explain.” She sucked in air and plunged on. “You see, I could see them resuscitating me from above, where I hovered in the cold shadows. Something powerful pulled at me, urging me toward a bright light, and as I drew closer, the light became hotter and . . . and … it was almost euphoric.”


  She glanced at him, looking for disbelief, but only found quiet acceptance in his gaze. “I didn’t want to turn from the warm light, but a sharp pain ripped through me, and I was back on the stretcher being resuscitated, trying to breathe, trying to live.”


  “What happened after?” he asked, as if he already knew there was more to come.


  “You’re going to think this is strange, but ever since then I’ve gotten these strange feelings, a tingling in my scalp, my spine, a sinking feeling in my stomach. Feelings that make me act without a clear reason. Like leaving my apartment five minutes late because I sensed my mother would call, and she did, or calling the police because a stranger outside my apartment building gave me bad vibes. He ended up being on the FBI’s wanted list.”


  “You had strange feelings that urged you to act?” Jared watched her intently. He didn’t show a hint of surprise over her story, but seemingly accepted it as truth. If she’d been listening to this story a week ago, she’d have rationalized everything that had happened.


  She nodded, and a sighed as she told him what happened. “I’d been on edge all week, as if something sinister hovered nearby, just out of sight. That sense of doom worsened the minute I walked in to the clinic yesterday morning and grew. I brushed it off at first and tried to settle into my routine but then I met the king of Kassim and immediately sensed something very dark about him. As I prepped him for his blood transfusion he looked at me as if I were the last meal on earth. It unnerved me and I had to get away from him. So when I needed another vial of morphine to complete the dose ordered, I went downstairs to the pharmacy/lab to get another vial instead of calling for it. That’s where I found the bodies and where Dr. Cinatas found me trying to call for help.”


  Everything flashed before her eyes.


  Even before walking across the icy, off-limits lab, she knew they were dead, a man, a woman, and two teenage girls. As she felt for a nonexistent pulse, touching their icy, lifeless skin, her panicked breaths frosted in the air and her gut wrenched with dread. They’d been strapped to stretchers and drained of their blood. The bags still hung on the hooks above them, tagged for Ashodan ben Shashur, the king of Kassim.


  She turned from the bodies, her heart beating faster as her mind raced over what to do. Anger churned in her stomach. Grappling with the cold, hard evidence of four murdered people, she dug out her cell phone from her packed pockets, dialing 911.


  “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Dr. Cinatas said, moving toward her like a venomous snake.


  She bit back a scream at his sudden appearance and the assault his presence made on her new sensitivity.


  Cinatas smiled smoothly, full of charm as usual, but this time she could see darkness in him, as if the devil himself hid beneath his deep blue Armani. He glanced at the bodies behind her.


  “Talking to the wrong people can be fatal, you know.” Lashing out, he grabbed her, locking his surgical-gloved hand around her wrist like a vise. Snapping her hand down against the side of the counter, he sent her cell phone flying to the floor. Pain shot up her arm. He ground her phone into pieces beneath the heel of his Italian leather shoe. Then he bent her wrist painfully back, making her gasp. “You don’t want to die, do you, Erin?”


  Throat too constricted to speak; she shook her head, trying to think.


  “Good. Don’t ever think I won’t kill you, because I will.” His silver eyes glittered with amusement as he smiled gently, almost angelically. “And it would be such a waste to contact the authorities. No one will ever believe you,” he whispered. “Have you thought of that, my little golden Erin?”


  He slid a latex-sheathed nail up her arm, making her skin crawl. “The ramblings of a backwoods hick nurse against the word of a respected doctor with a miracle cure for cancer? You’re smarter than that.”


  Erin jerked on her wrist, but he tightened his hold.


  “What are you doing here? Why kill for blood?” she demanded.


  “They didn’t want to do what they were told to do. A shame, isn’t it? Will you be a good girl and serve the Order, or will you die? Either way your blood will benefit me.”


  “Do what?” Erin asked, as she inched her other hand into her pocket and uncapped the syringe there. “This?” she said, pulling the morphine from her pocket and aiming for his heart. He feinted to the side. She shifted her direction, stabbing him at the juncture of his neck and shoulder and shoving the plunger home.


  “You bitch,” he yelled fisting his hand in her hair.


  She jerked against his hold, and he pulled harder. Tears sprang to her eyes. She kicked out, trying to hit his groin as she struggled, but only managing to strike his knee. The blow sent him off balance enough to let her break free.


  Cinatas screamed, bringing one of Kassim’s bodyguards dashing into the lab, his gun raised to shoot. Erin grabbed a stretcher and rammed the guard in the groin just as he aimed the muzzle her way.


  He fell forward, splattering the wall with bullets on his way down. Glass shattered, a computer screen exploded, and wood splintered as bullets plowed across a desk then ricocheted off the floor. Before the guard could recover, Erin ran. She hit the emergency exit with bullets pinging off the steel door. Blaring alarms followed her dash into the throng of people moving on the street. Within minutes, she reached her navy Tahoe parked in a metered spot, and punched in her keyless entry code.


  “I left the city, but rather than running away and hiding, I’m determined to bring him down. I hoped that by coming immediately to the Sno-Med Research and Development Center, I’d find out what he’s up to. Cinatas said he’d killed them because they didn’t do what they were told to do. He has murdered before and I need to find the proof that will expose him for the monster he is.” During the telling of the story, Jared had slipped his fingers into her fisted hand, loosening her tight grip and pressing his palm against hers.


  “You must always trust your instincts, Erin. They have been heightened for a reason. And this predator may be near, but I promise, he won’t reach you. Ever,” Jared vowed. The passion in his voice was what miracles were made of, and it wrapped reassuringly around her. She could almost believe it possible to bring Cinatas down and still live.


  Thunder rumbled deep and loud, jerking her attention to the sky. Overhead, a dark, angry storm plowed toward them with the speed and power of a freight train.


  Jared leaped to his feet, pulling her up. “Come. We need shelter.”


  Before she could speak, the world exploded as a bolt of lightning ripped across the blackening sky and struck a sprawling oak tree just ten feet away. The tree burst into flames, spewing sparks of fire like a fireworks finale.


  She felt as if she had taken a direct hit. Her breath caught, and her heart thumped hard, then raced. Goose bumps spread all over her body.


  Jared pulled her in the opposite direction. Another bolt of lightning slammed into the ground even closer, this time to the right of them. The ground shook. Static electricity charged the air to an explosive level, lifting her hair and making her scalp tingle. She felt extremely strange, as if more was happening in the world around her than she could see.


  “You’ll not harm her!” Jared shouted as he led her to the left. A deadly anger rang in his voice.


  With every second, the sky darkened. Black-green clouds roiled like a cauldron of death as they turned the day into night. She’d never seen such a ferocious storm, or one that advanced so quickly.


  Wind whipped with a sharp bite, and the sting of heavy rain paled against the bruising hail. The only thing saving them from being pummeled was the thick canopy of trees.


  The thunder shook the very marrow of Erin’s bones. She cried out and Jared pulled her close to his side. Suddenly, through the rain and ice, she saw a battle between unbelievable nightmarish creatures, Ghoulish dull gray shells of beings with twisted features brutally fighting ethereal warriors of golden light on silver, winged horses. The falling rain was the iridescent blood pouring from the wounded and dead of the golden light beings; the hail was pieces of their beings, shredded in the battle, pelting the ground. The ghoulish warriors evaporated into gray clouds when struck by the golden warriors.


  She opened her mouth to speak, but couldn’t utter a word.


  “We must keep moving. It’s not safe,” Jared said, urging her forward. “There’s a cave with warmth just ahead.”


  Erin pulled back and blinked. The battling creatures disappeared, leaving only angry clouds, drenching rain, and punishing hail whipped by a roaring wind. Then a bolt of lightning cut across the sky, coming right at her.


  “Erin!” Jared shouted.


  She imagined it was like staring at a bullet about to hit her right between the eyes. Jared plowed into her, knocking her to the ground, covering her body with his body. The lightning zinged and struck the earth right next to them. She screamed as pain ripped through her and she shuddered into a dark abyss.


  
    Chapter Seven

  


  Relieved to escape the confines of Shashur’s inflated ego for at least a few minutes, Cinatas cursed as he stepped from the white-gold Hummer limo into the miserable rain. He turned up his Burberry collar against the draft and adjusted the brim of his hat to see. Storms had delayed his flight from New York to the Tri-City Airport and grounded his helicopter, making the trip an exercise in torture.


  Erin Morgan was turning into a thorn in his side and his men were proving to be incompetent fools. They had so many Hummers and trucks parked on the side of the road that Cinatas had to walk a quarter mile upon the greasy filth of road to reach the gathered men. Carrying a red pocketbook, Manolo, his security chief, parted from the crowd and met him partway.


  “Tell me, Manolo. If you see a horde of flies all in one spot, do you pass by without a second look, or do you glance to find out if they’re on a pile of shit or a corpse?”


  “Enough said, sir. Forgive me. I got caught up in trying to figure out what is wrong with every bloodhound we called in that I hadn’t realized we’d gathered such a crowd.” He held out the red purse. “Erin Morgan won’t get far without this.”


  “Put it in the limo when we’re done,” Cinatas said, after a long stare. He barely restrained himself from wrapping the purse straps around Manolo’s throat. Whether it was prized information or not, walking around with a handbag killed image. “What’s wrong with the bloodhounds? I expected you’d have her by now. They can’t have gotten far.”


  “We’ve two action teams scouting the woods, but haven’t turned up any sign of them so far. By all reports, the man lit out of here at a fast clip, carrying the woman. I’m assuming she was injured in the crash. So he couldn’t have gone far. We think they’ve found a cave to hole up in. But every damned hound that takes a whiff of the car goes whimpering into a corner and won’t budge.”


  “Really,” Cinatas said, thinking fast and going with his instinct. He glanced back, assuring himself that Shashur was still out of the way. “Send the hounds home. I don’t want to call attention to the problem. Tell everyone the hounds couldn’t pick up the trail.”


  The only time Cinatas had seen dogs behave like that was in Pathos’s wake. Was it possible that another entity just as powerful as Pathos had appeared? Cinatas’s pulse kicked up a notch at the pleasing possibility. “Where’s her car? We need to eliminate it.”


  “Up in the hayloft of the barn. You’ll need a crane to get it out. We’re still not sure why the loft hasn’t collapsed. Must be the oak beams supporting it.”


  “Remove the license plates. Clear everyone out and torch the barn. As far as the world is concerned, Erin Morgan has disappeared. Call on all resources necessary, I want them found before anyone else sees them. And I want them both alive.”


  “Consider it done. We’ve one other problem.”


  “What?”


  “There’s a dead man on the side of the road where Morgan’s tracking device was knocked off.”


  “Does he have anything to do with her or us?”


  “Not that we know.”


  “Then leave him where he can be easily found and we’ll see what develops. With a corpse to investigate, the locals aren’t going to be too concerned about an old barn burning down.” Disgusted but pleased, Cinatas returned to the limo. Careful not to contaminate the alabaster interior with his shoes, he shed them on the street. Then, making certain water droplets from his coat splattered Shashur, he ditched his coat and hat on the empty seat across from him.


  “Well?” Shashur said.


  “Nothing. Seems as if Erin Morgan has managed to escape again.”


  “Only until nightfall. The damned are so much more competent than you mortals.”


  Cinatas smiled, seeing in his mind’s eye Shashur on his knees, begging for life. He could barely wait for the day.


  A monkish chant—or was it more of a wolf’s low cry?—called to Erin, luring her from the pleasure she wanted to fly away to. She felt weird, warm in some places and oddly cold and wet in others. Part of her ached like a mega flu bug had taken a bite out of her hide—make that several chunks—and part of her felt too pleasant to be real. Her head throbbed with a vengeance again and an all-over heaviness weighed upon her, as did a worrying sense that she needed to do something very important. Yet she couldn’t move. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to try. She’d seen the otherworldly light again. But this time it had been brighter, more beautiful, and so soothingly welcoming that she hadn’t been aware of anything else.


  “Erin.” The deep voice vibrated through her, calling to her. “Erin.”


  She drew a breath and had the oddest sensation that she hadn’t been breathing until then. Her heart squeezed painfully, then pounded as if it had beats to make up for. Her thoughts were like thick clouds—obscurely dense from a distance and disappearing into a wispy mist when she grasped for one.


  “You’ve returned to me.” Even though it was almost a whisper, the passion filling his voice shook her. “I’m forsaken, but not yet damned.”


  Jared! Her mind shouted. Memory sent her eyes fluttering open to meet his intense gaze, his face mere inches from hers in a dimly lit place. He held her cradled in his arms, her head resting against his right shoulder as he leaned over her, his full mouth grim and his brow furrowed with deep concern. Even though he was wet, heat radiated from him, warming her chilled body. He smelled of rain and the antiseptic she’d applied to his burn before bandaging it.


  The storm raged, but no rain fell on them, telling her he’d found shelter.


  Her insides trembled and her nerves tingled. She felt as if she was awakening from numbness to an over-sensitized level of awareness. She groaned, immediately recalling the creatures battling in the heavens, the iridescent blood that had rained from the supernatural battle, the lightning, and then the pain.


  This time, Jared had moved faster than lightning itself to save her from a direct hit. The agony that had ripped through her after the bolt hit the ground had to have been electricity. Too many weird things were happening, and more and more, Jared was a part of them in some strange way and not an accidental encounter.


  Throat dry and words slurring, she rasped her questions. “What happened? Who and what were those fighting creatures in the sky? Who are you? How did you move faster than lightning?”


  His eyes widened in an expression that said, You’ve seen something you shouldn’t, not What in the hell are you talking about?


  Move over X-Files, there’s a new weird in town. She wasn’t going to take it lying down. She tried to sit up, but dizziness washed over her as her head throbbed almost unbearably. She groaned.


  “You’re hurt.”


  “My head. This past week I’ve had headaches that even Ben & Jerry’s triple raspberry fudge can’t fix. Believe me, I have the pharmacy bill and the added pounds to prove it.”


  “Where?”


  “Where what?” If he couldn’t see where the added pounds were, she wasn’t going to point them out.


  “Where does your head hurt?”


  “All over, but here is where I hurt the most.” She touched her eyes, then her temples, careful to avoid the cut on her left one. The skin there was swollen and tender.


  Jared brushed Erin’s hands aside and placed his palms against her head, pressing as he closed his eyes to focus his being on hers. Her hair was damp, but still soft, as was her skin. And even though he held her in his arms, even though he knew he’d won against the darkness that had tried to steal her from this life, it wasn’t enough. He wanted more than just to hold her. He wanted to know all of those things that his desire for her urged him to explore.


  Inside, he felt as if he was still out in the storm, knowing she was about to be struck by a lightning bolt from Heldon’s Fallen Army. His heart still thundered, and his stomach twisted and turned like a wind battered twig. He’d been standing near her and had almost failed to protect her.


  Was there a reason he’d been condemned instead of being executed?


  Did Logos have a plan? No other mortal had ever seen him before, but Erin saw him in his Blood Hunter’s cloak last night. Her horrified expression had distracted him in his fight with the Tsara. Meeting her golden gaze through the cracked windshield had been the first time he’d ever looked a mortal in the eye and he’d been unprepared for the depth of her soul. That one look had cost him his own.


  As far as he knew, mortals were blissfully ignorant of the horror in the spirit world. No mortal he’d ever protected had seen him, or the Guardian Forces battling Heldon’s Army, but she had. Was there one last task he was needed for? It seemed so. He’d protect Erin for as long as he could. As a Shadowman he’d been bound within the spirit realm, as were all of the Guardian Forces with few exceptions. Maybe Logos needed a Blood Hunter made mortal to be at Erin’s side to help her fight the predator she faced.


  Jared didn’t believe for a moment that Aragon would be so foolish to chance a Blood Hunters soul on a possibility of redemption. Not after what happened to Pathos. Not after what Pathos had done in his Blood Hunter’s cloak to mortals before descending into Heldon’s lair. The brutality of Pathos’s werewolf attacks still haunted the mortal world today, though a thousand years had passed. And Pathos’s leadership in the Vladarian Order had completely warped Logos’ truth on Earth, bringing much darkness to the world.


  Jared couldn’t let that happen to him. Already the Tsara’s poison grew stronger. Every breath he drew served as a growing reminder of the sweet purity of Erin’s Chosen blood and sharpened his need. He had never understood how Pathos had gone from protecting mortals to tearing them apart in the twinkle of an eye. Now a part of Jared, a still small but rapidly growing part of him, understood Pathos bloodlust with a sickening clarity.


  Holding Erin close to him helped ease the blood hunger, but also fed another. She never failed to cause changes to his fleshly form with her nearness, and his desire to meld his mortal body to hers was becoming a driving passion, almost as strong as his hunger for her blood.


  In the spirit world he’d never bound his spirit with another because such chains made a warrior weak. So as much as he wanted to experience a mortal melding with Erin, experience all that he’d never known and now craved, he couldn’t afford it. Only unbound spirits made effective warriors, and he needed his warrior strength to fight the Tsara’s poison as long as possible.


  But how could he stay strong when her very nearness made him weak, made him crave intimacy? He closed his eyes and tried to call upon everything good that yet remained in his spirit to help her. He felt the throbbing ache in her head and eased it. He felt the exhaustion weighing heavily upon her body and strengthened her. He felt the fear and the worry in her spirit and sent his comfort around her. Then something else deep within her called to him, and he sent his mind deeper into her spirit. There he found a very lonely part of her that yearned for the passion of another. That yearning sent his blood surging, hardening his desire for her to an excruciating point.


  In his mind he saw himself melding his lips to the tender fullness of her lips and delving into the passionate warmth of her mouth. He felt his hands exploring the soft curves of her feminine flesh, feasting upon the sensations of exploring her body with his. Then he saw himself driving all of his hard desire into the depths of her, totally melding his spirit to hers in a life-generating explosion of pleasure.


  He groaned deeply at the fire coursing through him and opened his eyes to gaze into Erin’s. She was staring at him, her golden eyes dark with desire. Her lips were parted as if waiting for his.


  He groaned again, unable to deny himself just once the feel of her lips upon his. Sliding his hands from her temples to cup her cheeks in his palms, he bent his head toward hers and pressed his mouth to hers. Instead of leaning into him and opening to his caresses as he knew she desperately wanted, she pushed against his chest.


  “How did you do that?” she whispered. “How did you take away the pain? How did you warm me inside? It was as if you were there inside me, and we were…”


  He sighed, dropping his hands, thankful she’d called his warriors spirit back from a ledge that would have only weakened him more. “Spirits made mortal have the strength and abilities that mortals have slowly lost over the ages.”


  Erin shook her head, trying to figure out what had just happened between her and this strange man. He’d taken away her pain like some miracle healer. She’d felt the energy of him inside her, as if by his touch he’d eased part of himself into her mind . . . and further. She felt as if he’d made love to her, kissed her, touched her, buried himself so hot and deep inside her that even now she quivered from the experience.


  Careful not to injure his bandaged shoulder, Erin pushed herself up from Jared’s arms to crouch on the ground next to him. He had carried her to a small cave, deep enough to protect them from the storm yet shallow enough to catch a little light from the fading day. A few feet away, water steadily dripped from a stalactite into a pool about the size of large mixing bowl before disappearing into the rock. She shifted her gaze back to Jared.


  “Who and what are you, Jared Hunter? What happened out there in the storm? What just happened now?”


  He leaned toward her and said, “You must seek cover whenever you see a storm brewing. There are forces in the spirit world at work against you. You are in more danger than ever before.”


  “What do you mean more than before?”


  “Your near death experiences with the spirit world have weakened your protective aura. You are also in an area where the spirit barrier has been eroded by centuries of worship from the ancients. Such sacred places make you more vulnerable to the dark forces.”


  She got the danger part, but the rest? “You’re saying those creatures I saw in the sky are gunning for me? No,” she said, forcing herself up on rubbery legs to stand. “I didn’t just ask that question. What I saw wasn’t real. I had to have suffered a headache-induced hallucination.” She threw her hands up as she paced the short distance across the cave. “This whole day hasn’t been real. Yesterday and last night did not happen. I am not in a cave right now with a miracle man talking about personal auras, spirit barriers, and creatures out to get me.”


  And she hadn’t just had telepathic sex with him either.


  Hell, the world had gone mad, and her scalp tingled with what seemed like a permanent itch.


  She was vaguely identifying with Alice in Through the Looking Glass, even down to the rabbit hole she was now in. Except instead of a mad hatter or a racing rabbit, she had a tall, dark fantasy man wearing a yellow towel kilt who was capable of making love telepathically.


  In some ways she still felt as if he were inside her . . . her mind, that is. The rest of her was as solid as Jell-O. Icy drops of water from the wet hem of her dress dripped down her legs, making her shudder. She desperately wanted a hot bath and a bed. Or better yet, she wanted to burrow back into his embrace, against his heat, and repeat that sensual journey she had to have imagined.


  And she was certifiable to even have that thought at this moment.


  Jared wasn’t doing much to help her, either. His attraction to her stood out loud in clear beneath the yellow towel as he stood facing her with a pained expression on his face.


  Jared clenched his fist as frustration built within him. Something had changed between them since he searched her spirit and mind with his. He didn’t feel it until she pulled away from him and stretched the bond that seemed to have fused between their spirits. Her reaction confused him. He had sensed a yearning deep inside of her to meld herself with him. Yet after they’d melded, her spirit had run from him. He couldn’t decide if she feared herself or feared him. That and her disbelief oddly pained him, making him feel more vulnerable than ever before, a place no warrior should be.


  He shook his head and rolled his shoulders, trying to shrug off the unfamiliar emotions. He either wanted to flee to the forest and run until the wind burned his face, or to deepen the bond between them by re-entering her spirit again.


  He couldn’t do either. It was essential to build a greater trust between them and for her to believe in the reality he was revealing to her. Not doing so could get her killed.


  How could he reach her? Would telling her more about the spirit world help her understand? Even though she kept rejecting the truth, she was still aware of it on some level.


  Before he’d attacked the Tsara, he’d sensed something more potent about Erin’s blood. The Chosen were special, but Erin was even more so, though he didn’t know why. The fact that this doctor hunting her was involved in taking blood from mortals raised red flags in his mind. Any time blood was involved, Jared immediately thought of the Vladarian Order. There had to be a connection here.


  Jared decided to be as truthful and direct as he could. Honesty and acceptance paved the pathway to trust. “You do not trust me, Erin. Why? Have I failed you in some way or been unworthy?”


  Erin frowned at him then went to the opening of the cave and faced the falling rain. “It isn’t a matter of trust, Jared. It is a matter of reason.”


  He clenched his jaw at the sharpening of the pain inside him. He could not escape the fact that her nearness eased the effects of the Tsara’s poison; the farther she moved away from him, the harder the Tsara’s poison hit. But it would seem more than physical distance between them caused this to happen. He realized that an emotional distancing had the same effect. This was new, as if the bond he’d forged by ministering to her had made this happen.


  Maybe telling her more of the spirit world would only further her withdrawal? Did he have a right to reveal to her a world she could do no more about than have nightmares over? Maybe not. Yet how could he reach her?


  Stepping behind her, he set his hands on her shoulders and eased her against him. “Can you not see that I will do all within my power to protect you, Erin?”


  Erin closed her eyes as Jared’s heat and the hard contours of his body pressed against her back. She mentally pushed against the sensations stealing through her. He was in her mind, and she could feel his sensual caress deep within her.


  He’s delusional, a part of her shouted.


  A deeper part of her shouted back, He’s laid his life on the line for you. And he is different in ways you can’t explain. He healed you.


  “Can’t you see that?” he asked, more urgent that before.


  “Yes,” she whispered. “But—”


  “No. There is only this connection between us. You know you can trust me. It is most important.”


  He sounded like nothing else mattered, but it did.


  She turned to him. “Who are you?”


  He stared deeply at her, his gaze growing more and more desolate. “I don’t know who I am anymore, Erin. I know what I am. I am damned, poisoned within my soul. Fallen.”


  That he’d reverted back to delusion brought stinging tears to her eyes. She set her hand on his shoulder, feeling the vibrancy of him as she tried earnestly to get him to understand. “Jared, we are all fallen in some ways. No one is perfect. But that doesn’t answer my question, Jared. You expect me to believe and trust a man whom I know nothing about. I can’t.”


  He sighed heavily as if the weight of the universe had fallen on his shoulders. “I was a Blood Hunter, an elite band of the Shadowmen warriors who serve in Logos’s Guardian Forces. You saw a skirmish between the Guardian Forces and Heldon’s Fallen Army during the storm.”


  Jared was even more delusional than she thought. More tears burned her eyes. She’d never felt as compelled to help anyone as much as she wanted to help him. “What does all that mean, Jared? What exactly does a Blood Hunter do?”


  “There are creatures from the damned that feed upon Chosen blood. A Blood Hunter does whatever he can to stop that from happening.”


  Erin’s heart squeezed painfully. After all that she’d thought she’d seen and had experienced, part of her wanted to believe in what he said. But another part of her couldn’t accept that this was real. She felt as if she was being sucked into his delusions. It was time she took charge of the situation and force some reality into this growing insanity.


  She forced a smile. “Speaking of eating, I have some power bars, and I’m starving. Aren’t you hungry?”


  He inhaled deeply and looked at her, appearing suddenly ravenous. “Can’t you see how important this is?” he asked. “Don’t you want to know what feeds on Chosen blood, Erin?”


  Jared’s tone and the intensity of want in his eyes sent a shiver running through Erin. She didn’t suppose the nameless things he spoke of fed on oats and honey. But responding to his question would only feed his delusions.


  He was such a strong, dynamic man that his crippling delusions made her hurt deeply for him. Maybe if she played along a little, he’d realize he didn’t need his delusions.


  “Yes,” she said. “I’m sorry. I do see that it is important. Why don’t you tell me what I need to know while we eat?”


  He drew his finger down her cheek until its tip nestled on the pulse point of her neck. “No forgiveness needed. But you do have to understand there is more to the world than you know. Just as there is more to life than this small cave, there are greater realms outside the mortal world.” His clear blue gaze searched hers with such reason that for the first time a tiny question burrowed into her mind.


  What if this was all real?


  She drew a deep breath and forced a note of bravado into her voice. “All right. Then in the greater realms you speak of, what things threaten me?”


  After a moment of searching, her eyes, he gazed into the growing darkness outside the cave. “There are creatures and beings who no longer own their souls. Heldon does. Chaotic evil is seeded deep within them. The higher ranks of his minions cross the spirit barrier that protects the mortal world from most of the damned but not all. Demons, werebeasts, and the vampires of the Vladarian Order cross the spirit barrier. It is the vampires who specifically hunt for Chosen blood within the mortal realm. As a descendent of King Solomon, your blood comes with Logos’s blessing, thus making the Vladarians who feed on it more powerful than other blood craving creatures.”


  “Then I promise to watch very carefully for them. Now, I don’t know about you, but I’m going to clean up and eat. I feel like I’ve been knocked down, dragged around in the mud, and left to starve.” Ignoring his shocked expression, Erin went to the dripping stalactite and rubbed her hands beneath its refreshing flow. Maybe it was the first time anyone had just accepted what he said, rather than arguing with him. She had had to bite her tongue. King Solomon’s descendants, as spoken of in the Bible? Thousands of years later and he wanted her to believe that? And vampires and werebeasts? Really? She had no doubts that demons walked the earth. Cinatas was one of them.


  Then again, there had been something on the hood of her car last night.


  After drinking some water from the fresh flow, she turned to Jared. He stood a few feet away, his scowl reminiscent of the storm’s ferocity. She motioned to him. “Come join me. While we eat, you can tell me where you’re from.”


  “From?”


  “Yeah, like where you were born. And what your life was like growing up there.”


  “I was created in Eden.”


  “Where?”


  “It is in the East.”


  “East of what?”


  “Far east of here, in another land. Where are you from?” he asked.


  Surely he didn’t mean the Eden, as in the Garden of Eden. “Nowhere,” she said. “Nowhere, Tennessee. It’s about two hours south of here.” That was where her parents still resided, but luckily, for the first time in their lives, they were somewhere besides Nowhere—a two-week cruise in the Mediterranean. She didn’t have to worry about contacting them or about Cinatas being able to harm them. Yet. But two weeks wasn’t a lot of time to bring down Cinatas and the Sno-Med Corporation.


  Jared stoically took her answer in stride and this time she was the one who gawked at him. He didn’t laugh, and he didn’t look at her as if she’d handed him a bunch of bull. Unless a person was from way back in her hometown hills, nobody she’d ever met had heard of Nowhere. She had a feeling she could have said heaven or hell, and he would have just nodded as if they weren’t strange places to have been born.


  He’d yet to move closer to her, so she motioned to him again. “Come on.”


  The heat from his body reached her before he did, sort of like the lightning strike before the thunder blasts. She wished she had a thermometer, medicine, or even the first aid kit from her car so she could change his bandage again. Rain had soaked the gauze she’d applied earlier, but it was better to leave the wound alone than to expose it to more germs. Infections were a serious complication with burns. She pressed her palm to his cheek. “You still have a fever. You need to eat and rest. Let’s clean you up.”


  Taking his hands, she guided them to the small pool of water, rubbing them with hers, feeling again the size and strength of him. She was by no means a petite woman, but he made her feel so. He had capable hands, gentle yet commanding hands . . . hot hands. Hands that made her tingle, hands that made her want to feel all that she’d imagined when he’d touched her and taken away the pain of her headache.


  Dirt smeared his cheek, and she dipped her fingers in the cool water then bathed away the smudge. Her gaze slid to the full sensual curve of his lips, thinking his mouth was very much in character with his hands, capable, gentle, yet commanding and hot.


  Recalling her earlier musing, she decided Eros and not Satan had made him. While Satan could tempt, only the god of love, lust, and the erotic could sculpt a mouth as beautiful as Jared’s. She was close enough to see his pupils dilate and hear his quick indrawn breath just before he slid an arm around her back and pulled her flush against him. His heat instantly seeped into her, making her breasts swell and ache from the rush of hot desire. Her gaze shot to his. The fire of desire burning in his eyes disarmed her as much as the sudden passion of his embrace.


  His lips claimed hers before she could think or react.


  She leaned into him, pressing herself into his heat as the persuasive power of his mouth and the hard feel of his arousal against her demanded more from her. He made her want to strip naked and revel in the sultry sensuality of his hot…feverish, Erin, feverish body, her mind sharply pointed out to her.


  Delusional and feverish. You’re the nurse. You’re the responsible one.


  Moaning at her total lapse of reason, she pulled back from him and dug a pulverized power bar from her pocket.


  “Here, eat. Do you want oats and nuts or nuts and oats?” She held the wimpy bar up between their mouths, making a lousy barrier. Jared frowned, narrowing his eyes in such a way that she was sure the power bar was seconds away from becoming a powder bar.


  “Eat,” she said again, managing to shove the bar into his hand and slide from his embrace. “We’re both so hungry that neither of us are in our right minds.” In fact, she had to have lost hers completely, left it somewhere on this Oz-like odyssey that her life had become. “I have a feeling we’re both going to need every bit of strength we have.”


  
    Chapter Eight

  


  Jared and the Chosen were in danger. Aragon felt it deep within him—danger not only from those mortals who were searching the woods for them, but from the craven creatures that walked the night, those that hid within its dark blanket and fed on the weak and unsuspecting. They hovered in the twilight, between heaven and hell, and sought to gain Heldon’s favor by doing evil.


  Jared’s soul wavered precariously between the good in his spirit and the Tsara’s poison that grew stronger every passing moment. Aragon feared that the presence of any evil near Jared could tip that balance and send him careening directly to the damned.


  Aragon turned from where he watched the cave entrance to find that York, Navarre, and Sven had joined him on the mortal ground, each donning their Blood Hunters cloak and melding into the wildness of the forest. Upon all fours, they mirrored the mortal world’s creatures that howled to the moon and stalked the forests floor for small prey.


  “Has he not found this love that will save him yet?” York demanded, pawing the wet ground. “How long does such a thing take?”


  “Jared was the fiercest warrior among us. He should have felled this foe in a day,” Sven added, hunching low as he paced.


  “Mortals are slow even when it comes to miracles. As difficult as it is, we have to remember that Jared is now mortal,” Navarre said, seeking to soothe frustrations. “We also have to remember that Pathos, who was also a fierce warrior, failed to find this salvation.”


  “Jared won’t fail,” Sven muttered, though his words lacked conviction.


  From what Aragon could sense of Jared’s spirit, he might very well fail. There was a growing dark hunger for Chosen blood inside Jared, and Aragon had no idea how to help. Aragon growled in frustration, his obsidian coat bristling. “We would do well, brethren, to focus on how we can help Jared rather than talking. Night has fallen, and the moon’s rising will only feed Jared’s hunger. I also sense other forces in the forest besides the mortals I’ve been foiling today. There are more than just men hunting for Jared and the Chosen.”


  “We are united and determined,” said York, his Blood Hunter’s eyes luminous in the dark. “We will not fail Jared. Heldon’s army has been sent fleeing. The Shadowmen have secured a frontline across the entire Appalachian region for the Guardian Forces.”


  Aragon gritted his ranged jaws. “That can change in a moment, for there are reports of a massive gathering of forces in the Caribbean. Tonight, Jared and the Chosen’s real danger will come from those who have already crossed the spirit barrier to mortal ground. Those from the Vladarian Order are near.”


  “Pathos?” Navarre asked from where he hunkered upon a nearby rock.


  “No, not yet,” Aragon replied grimly, moving to pace closer to the cave. He hoped that someday Pathos would make a mistake crossing the spirit barrier and put himself within a Blood Hunter’s path. When that day came, Aragon planned to be that Blood Hunter. Though his duty was only to protect the Chosen, to get Pathos, Aragon would chance Logos’s righteous wrath. Pathos’s powerful evil was a blemish upon all Blood Hunters, and one Aragon would wipe clean. As the leader of the Blood Hunters, he felt it was his duty. He owed it to his fellow brethren.


  “What can we do?” Sven demanded.


  “I don’t know,” Aragon snarled, then howled in frustration. Though Sven had made the initial choice to let Jared live, because he was the leader of the Blood Hunters Aragon had full responsibility for Jared’s soul. He couldn’t fail.


  But Aragon’s abilities were hampered in many ways. Spirits had limitations in the mortal realm. He stared into the cave from the darkness of the night, watching Jared and the Chosen. All was not well within. “We have to find a way to call upon the goodness inside him during the dark hours of the night.”


  The rain outside the cave’s entrance had stopped long ago and night had fallen, but Jared couldn’t seem to rest as Erin did. She’d fallen asleep and her head now rested against his right shoulder. Though his eyes were weary and kept drifting closed, odd feelings in his body continued to wake him. Sudden sharp, tight pains would shoot through the muscles in his arms and legs. And a deep urge would grip him, like a ravenous hunger. His mouth would water and his teeth would ache. He had moments when he could smell more acutely than before and see in the dark as if it were daylight. And then it would all go away.


  He sat between Erin and the entrance to the cave, almost expecting that something would attack them. It had been a quiet night so far, though he sensed there were creatures nearby, just waiting to do harm. Or was it something predatory inside himself he felt? The woman sleeping at his side was so blissfully ignorant of his hunger for her blood.


  He inhaled through his gritted teeth, still smelling her sweet blood. Sliding his arm behind her, he pulled her against him, desperate to dampen his want of her blood by giving in to his wrenching desire to touch her. It was the lesser evil.


  Even though intimacy weakened him as a warrior, it was better than letting the Tsara’s poison spur his bloodlust.


  He focused his mind on hers, and as he’d done earlier that day, he went in search for what lay hidden deep inside her. For just a brief moment, he wanted to feel a whispering of the passion that he knew lurked in her spirit.


  “Erin?” Jared’s voice eased over her senses like a lover’s caress. “Can you feel me? Can you feel my need for you?” He entered her dream, coming up behind her and pressing himself against her. Threading his fingers through the silk of her hair, he slid the thick tresses aside and pressed his lips against the nape of her neck. “Abandon your defenses. Come with me and explore what dreams may come for us both,” he whispered, then brushed her skin lightly with the tip of his tongue.


  Groaning, she leaned into him. He bared her back, kissed and caressed it, then stripped her dress down her shoulders and over her hips, leaving her in just her lace underwear. His hands cupped the fullness of her breasts, molding them to his palms, then rolling her nipples to hard points.


  He pulled her flush against the heat of his body, kissing his way to her ear, softly luring her to him. “Trust me, Erin. Touch me. Let your mind go and feel the power of my desire.”


  Reaching up, she covered his hands with hers and let her head fall back against his shoulder. “Kiss me,” she said softly, urging his lips to hers. She eased his hands down her stomach and beneath the lace of her underwear, where she pressed his fingertips to the wet heat of her need. “Love me,” she whispered.


  Swinging her into his arms, Jared carried her to a golden cloud and laid her softly upon its airy warmth. The sun caressed them in warm waves, a sensual, heady drug that made her body melt beneath the demands of his. He kissed her lips, absorbing the very essence of her passion with the stroke of his tongue before moving lower to claim her breasts. He teased her, laving and nibbling until she cried out for him to fill her. He moved until he knelt between her legs, spreading them wide with his knees as he grasped her hips and thrust hard into the very wet heart of her desire.


  A wolf howled, seemingly from just outside the cave, rousing Jared from his dream. The haunting howl was followed by three other long howls, each of them calling to something primal within him. They also made him yearn for what he would never be again, a Blood Hunter.


  He could see Aragon so clearly in his mind as he recalled the very first time they’d met. They’d just been accepted from the ranks of the Shadowmen into the elite Blood Hunter brotherhood and assigned to the same watch. It was a millennium ago. Pathos, the legendary warrior they’d all admired and emulated for so long, had been bitten by a Tsara. After a few short days in the mortal world, he’d began hunting the Chosen with a ferocity never before seen.


  All Blood Hunters had taken his quick turn to the Fallen as a personal betrayal. If a spirit had been so good and brave and noble, then how could he become evil so quickly? Why had Pathos not fought harder in the mortal realm and found his salvation through mortal love? It seemed to be an ill reflection upon the goodness of all Blood Hunters.


  Aragon had been angrier than the others, for he’d been one of Pathos’s greatest admirers. This anger had left Aragon distracted as he and Jared patrolled Stonehenge, an area where the spirit barrier was weak. There, Aragon swore he’d caught Pathos’s scent lingering in the mists near the mortal ground. Aragon had gone flying blindly amid the stones, determined to find and eliminate Pathos.


  “Wait,” Jared had called out to Aragon, sensing Heldon’s underlings near.


  “No. He’s here. I know it.”


  “It’s too dangerous. Besides, Pathos is now mortal. It is against Logos’s order for any spirit warrior to hunt a mortal, no matter how foul. We must wait for Pathos to join Heldon’s ranks and catch him before he crosses through the spirit barrier.”


  “I’m not willing to wait that long. He is an affront to all Blood Hunters and their honor.”


  “Then don’t sacrifice your honor for him. Let Logos be his judge, not you. Come with me now.” Jared dove, setting his hand on Aragon’s shoulder to convince him to leave.


  Suddenly, a large band of Underlings rose up from the stones and attacked. Back to back, Jared and Aragon had fought until they could hardly lift their swords, but the Underlings kept coming, fighting ferociously.


  “This is my fault. I led you astray. You go for help,” Aragon said. “I’ll delay them.”


  Jared knew that whoever stayed would be ripped to shreds. “No. We stay together and fight together. There is strength in unity. For us to separate would only help them defeat us.” They’d stayed together and won, forging a bond that had carried them through a millennium of war. Until now. Now Aragon had left him to be shredded to pieces by a vile poison.


  Something hot and bright intruded into his mind. He winced at the pain of it.


  “Jared, my brother. Can you yet hear me? Is there still enough good within your spirit to answer?”


  “Aragon?” Jared looked for his comrade but could not see him. “Why did you not honor our pact?”


  “Jared. You must stay with the Chosen. You must fight against the poison. Fight for your salvation within the mortal world. Watch your back, and remember that it was once possible to find redemption. Those from the Vladarian Order are near. Remember the ancients and the battle they waged on Earth. They can help you.”


  The light disappeared.


  “Aragon? Wait.”


  “Danger.”


  The searing pain in his mind stopped abruptly. Jared shuddered. The howling of the wolves outside changed to vicious growls.


  Heart pounding, Jared turned to Erin, shaking her shoulder. “You must wake, Erin. We must flee.”


  “What?” Erin woke from her sensual dream, burning with need in places she’d ignored for far too long. She shook her head, trying to assimilate where she was. She had no doubt who she was with. She felt as if Jared was still inside her. The light in the cave was very dim. “What is it, Jared?”


  “Danger. You must wake.”


  She gasped, her breath catching in her throat as her heart thudded. The snarling and gnashing growls of ferocious beasts filled the night outside the cave.


  “Dear God. Wolves!” She rolled to her feet. Frantically, she spun around, trying to see through the darkness for any type of weapon. Her foot hit a rock, and she grabbed it. “Hurry, help me find more rocks.”


  “Wait here,” Jared said.


  “What!” Erin cried, whipping around. “Are you crazy? They’ll kill you.” But she spoke to air. Jared had already gone. She grabbed another rock and stumbled to the cave entrance.


  The cloud-shrouded night let just enough moonlight through to see a few feet, but the forest remained a canopy of dark, hulking trees, and the area where she heard the wolves snarling was completely black. Erin moved just outside the cave as she looked for Jared, rocks ready to throw.


  “Jared!” she said in a low, urgent tone. He didn’t answer, but even she couldn’t hear her own emphatic whisper. Suddenly, a deep chill hit her, and her skin crawled.


  She wasn’t alone.


  Her new sixth sense shouted at her to turn to her right. Jerking around, she saw him, or it, less than two feet away from the entrance to the cave. So unnaturally white that his skin glowed ghastly in the dark, the man’s grotesquely-large mouth gaped like the jaws of an attacking shark. Black-tinged foam spewed from his icepick teeth and down his chin. He reached for her.


  She screamed and threw the rock as hard as she could right at his face. The man-monster didn’t even flinch, but kept coming. Howling from the dark shadows behind the monster, Erin saw a huge black wolf, or something wolf-like, attack the creature.


  She screamed again as heavy hands grabbed her from behind and pulled her back. Heat and hard muscle pressed against her. Jared. He turned her away from the fighting wolf and creature.


  “Come with me.” Swinging her into his arms again, he ran.


  “Oh, God. Aren’t we better off in the cave?”


  He didn’t answer, but just ran faster. She shut her eyes, sure that any second they were going to smash into a tree head-on. She didn’t know how long he ran, but it wasn’t as long as it has been earlier that day. And this time, she never got the feeling that he’d left the bad guys in his dust. When he stopped, the air still snarled with menace. In the distance, encroaching gray light signaled that dawn was near.


  Through the shadows and mountain mists, she could barely see that they stood in the center of a circle of huge, white stone pillars. The ground outside the ring of stones fell sharply away to a thick wall of treetops, giving her the impression that they were on the crest of a mountain.


  Jared shuddered hard. He groaned sharply and set her on her feet.


  She turned to him. “What’s wrong?” she asked, grabbing his arm.


  “Pain, poison,” he gasped, then wrapped his arms around her and pulled her tightly against him. He howled, a bloodcurdling cry that made her bones shake and her soul tremble. Any lingering visionss from her sensual dream of him evaporated like smoke.


  The man was stark raving mad.


  
    Chapter Nine

  


  It wasn’t until the last reverberations of Jared’s howl faded that Erin found the wherewithal to breathe. His body still shook terribly. Instead of pushing from his embrace, she clasped him tighter to her.


  “Jared,” she whispered. “Are you all right? What just happened?”


  “Nothing, just . . . nothing. I am damned,” he gasped. Wrenching from her, he stumbled out of the circle of pillars. “You’re safe here until the sun reaches us. That is all that matters.”


  She drew three quick breaths, but still didn’t have enough oxygen. “What was that thing by the cave?”


  “A future minion of Heldon’s,” he rasped, sounding strange.


  After studying him, assuring herself that he was all right, she shut her eyes and sucked in more air, bolstering herself for the real possibility that Jared was telling the truth.


  “Which one?” she whispered. “Which creature was he? You told me of those that fed on Chosen blood. Which one was he?” She wanted to know—had to know because she never wanted to meet anything like that again.


  If all of this was as real as it seemed to her at this moment, then she had better figure things out fast before she ended up worse than dead. She had no doubt that meeting her end at the hands of that creature would be worse than death itself.


  Jared sighed, a harsh sound of pain and despair. “I can’t answer that question, Erin. There were a number of the damned surrounding us. Not all things are known to me, for I’ve not Logos’s omniscience. What forms shape-shifters have within the icy fires of Heldon’s realm of the Fallen are unknown to me. Those who cross through the spirit barrier can appear as mortal as you if they choose, but then they are as subject to the physical laws as you are. Only when they shape-shift do they appear as demons, vampires, or werebeasts. What you saw tonight was one of the Undead, the damned who’ve yet to descend and are waiting until Heldon decides to welcome them into his realm.”


  Erin knew that somewhere between the thudding of her heart and the confusion in her mind she should say something, but she needed time to assimilate everything first. And not just the last hours before the growing dawn, but everything since her life had nose-dived into the bottomless pit of the unexplainable.


  Her nagging little reason factor was scrambling to explain away what had happened, but kept coming up short. Forcing her eyes open, she saw the sun had broken over the edge of the horizon. Light streamed through the ghostly mists, turning the white stone pillars to a pale gray with glittering specks. A sense of relief, reverence, and beauty seeped slowly into her, breathing a whisper of safety over her raw nerves.


  Feeling steadier, she moved to Jared who stood just outside the circle of stones. She set her hand on his shoulder and he sighed loudly with relief, apparently finding great comfort in her touch. She had no doubt they were in a holy place and it was also well cared for with lush flower beds ringing each of the pillars. Even the ground wasn’t covered with scattered leaves and withered pine needles as one would expect in the forest. Instead, cut grass signaled that civilization was near.


  “Where are we, Jared?”


  “With the ancients,” he said, facing her in the light mists. “These are their sacred worship stones. Many ages of prayers and praise still echo here and give protection from the damned.”


  “Someone else must come here as well,” she said. “Look at the ground—the grass, the flowers, someone goes to a lot of trouble to make a garden here.


  Jared walked, looking about, his movements slow and unsteady.


  His exhaustion and pain hurt and worried her. She had to get him to a doctor. “It also means people are nearby, and some sort of medical care.” She, too, could get a bath, food, and rest. That was as far as she was letting herself think for the moment. Soon, she’d have to face the big questions hovering over her—Jared, supernatural beings, and Dr. Cinatas.


  Cinatas had tracked her to Tennessee from Manhattan. His Hummer squad would be combing the towns surrounding the forest she and Jared had disappeared into. But they couldn’t stay in here just to avoid Cinatas. Jared’s seizure like trembling when he set her down from their escape had her very concerned. She moved closer to him.


  He was still shaking from his ordeal. “Let’s go.” She tugged on his arm, pulling him in the direction of a path leading away from the stones, praying that whoever kept this garden tended was at the other end of that trail.


  Though stumbling, he followed without saying a word, and his lack of response sent an even more urgent warning clawing through her. Every time he expended his strength to save her from harm, he ended up in bad shape, making her almost wonder if he would drop dead like the fabled Greek messenger who’d run from Marathon to Athens. Ten feet through the trees, they reached a gravel road. She’d hoped for a house, but forged ahead, wrapping her arm around Jared’s back, helping to steady him as she guided him downhill.


  Jared shuddered violently as his battle with the Tsara’s poison raged. Stepping into the sacred circle of the ancients had set his whole body on fire. The horrendous pain still burned in him; only the distance he gained from the sacred circle eased the agony and helped him to gather his awareness, but in its place came an overwhelming exhaustion that sucked strength from his every muscle. It was another sickening reminder of how fast he was becoming a warrior who could no longer fight with honor. Only Aragon’s warning last night had helped Jared save Erin.


  He shouldn’t have had to be told that danger was so close, and he shouldn’t have had to be reminded of the sanctuary the ancients’ circle gave. He wasn’t a warrior worthy of protecting anyone now, much less a special Chosen.


  Heldon’s attack last night had pushed Erin to the edge—he’d seen the dawning belief in her gaze. Her reaching the point of believing and trusting in him would make his battle to protect her easier. With his judgment as flawed as last night proved it to be, she would need to know how to defend herself. He wasn’t sure how long he could hold on to the good within him. Before he reached the point of hunting her himself, he’d chain himself within the ancients’ sacred circle and burn to death.


  Cinatas smiled as the pure, clear light of dawn cut through the gray dawn as it crested over the tops of dark pines and towering oaks. He never missed a dawn; it was the only time the sun was worthy enough to behold, when its light was white and bright and unpolluted by the haze of man’s waste. There was no place better to watch it than from his apartments above the Sno-Med R&D facility in Arcadia, Tennessee. But Erin Morgan had robbed him of his usual orgasmic satisfaction. Another crime he’d get retribution for.


  His men had yet to find her and her mysterious companion, but then neither had Shashur’s supposedly competent damned. He smiled, giddy that Shashur had failed. Cinatas so looked forward to the day he held absolute power over the king’s pompous ass. Playing God with another’s life was the ultimate rush. Cinatas could already hear Shashur begging, just as Erin would beg before he slit her throat and gorged on her blood. The difference between him and a Vladarian was they needed to have the blood, Cinatas drank because he enjoyed it.


  A knock at the door interrupted his musings and instantly put him in a sour mood. He walked the outer edges of the room to the door, careful to keep the shiny nap of his arctic white carpet free of footprints, and snapped open the door.


  “There’re freaking demons in those godforsaken hick hills.” Manolo burst into the room, muddied and oozing tiny droplets of blood from scratches on his face. He’d strode halfway across the room, dripping on the white carpet, before Cinatas could stop him.


  Cinatas stared at the mud, then looked with feigned dispassion at the next man who’d die in his service. “There’re demons everywhere, Manolo. More so in the city than in Bambi s backyard.”


  “I’m not talking about normal shit here. The things we met up with were not human, and the wolves . . . were.” He shuddered. “Do you understand what I’m saying here? I don’t think Morgan and the man she was with will make it out alive.”


  Cinatas smiled. “That’s not something I would bet my life on. Would you, Manolo?”


  Manolo blinked, his swarthy complexion paling beneath the black stubble of his jaw and shaved head. He edged his way back to the door. “No.”


  “You’ve done as I asked? Every hole within a hundred-mile radius of the barn has got someone reporting to us?”


  “Yes, sir,” Manolo nodded, seeming to recall his place at last.


  “Good. Why don’t you pay a visit to the clinic downstairs and let them put my best salve on your cuts. You should rest a minute before you tackle the Morgan problem again.”


  “Thank you, sir.” Manolo turned to leave, bits of crusty mud flaked off with his every step, defiling the virgin purity of the sea of white. Cinatas shuddered at the crime and went to the phone. He requested his apartments be immediately re-carpeted. Then he called the clinic downstairs and ordered for Manolo to be assigned a subject number. Research was a beautiful thing.


  As she walked along the gravel road, Erin told herself that once she got Jared to help, she’d think about everything that had happened. Then she’d come to an unrushed decision as to what she believed about him and about last night. Until then, she’d firmly push yesterday’s events and emotions to the back of her mind, along with the remnants of her sensual dream about Jared. She had other things to think about, like not getting caught by Cinatas when they reached town.


  Speak of the devil. She looked ahead and glimpsed the roof of a black vehicle speeding toward them before it dipped out of sight. Her pulse race and fear crawled up her spine. She hadn’t had time to determine the make or model, but her growing Hummer phobia had her running for cover. “Come on,” she tugged on Jared’s hand, leading him up the embankment toward the trees.


  Before they reached the woods, Jared stumbled and fell to one knee, nearly pitching her back to the road. She regained her balance, and he quickly climbed to his feet, but it was too late to hide. Her warning cry about the approaching car died in her throat as a tar-black old-model pickup crested the hill ahead and beeped its horn as if the Super Bowl had just been won. The action, so far from the realm of stealth, took Erin by surprise and swayed her decision to flee. She stood and waited with Jared.


  The pickup rolled to a stop, revealing a lone woman in the cab.


  It wasn’t the Hummer-driving goons, and she didn’t have to throw herself in the middle of the road to stop the pickup—a major improvement in her recent run of bad luck. At least, that was what she thought until the woman, shifted into park, rolled down her window, and spoke.


  “Thank the Druids you’ve arrived.” The silver-blond pixie with misty green eyes looked Jared over from head to toe, before bothering to glance Erin’s way. “I’ve been waiting a long time for you to come. I fancy the sacred stones, but mornings aren’t my thing. Not sure I would have made it here every day if it weren’t for me mother’s angel’s wings.” She spoke with a lilting Irish accent and used her hands to express everything. The gold bracelets on her wrist tinkled like tiny wind chimes.


  Did the woman know Jared? Erin stood stunned as the blond exited the truck. She wore a flowing, ankle-length emerald skirt and a form-fitting black lace corset over a silk blouse and seemed a little too old-fashioned for the modern world.


  “Well, come along. I’m in a rush. Today of all days would have to be the day you come,” she said, shaking her head. “I’ve an important chat over the Net, and I forgot my bloody cell phone at the office.” She frowned. “From the looks of you both, we need to get you to a doctor first.” Flowing like a sprite, the woman crossed to the other side of the truck and opened the passenger-side door then motioned them in.


  Neither Erin nor Jared moved.


  The woman glanced at her watch and sighed. “Had a time of it, have you? Don’t blame you a bit for being a wee cautious. I’d let you drive, but then Sam would have a go at me, and that would be none too pleasant. I’ve been borrowing his truck to meet you with because I knew the Mini just wouldn’t do.”


  “Who are you?” Erin frowned, not sure which question to ask first. “Do you know Jared?”


  The woman rolled her eyes. “Sorry, luv. I get in a rush and hash things up.” She returned to the roadside and held out her hand. “I’m Emerald Linton.” She bit her lip with pearly white teeth. “And I don’t know Jared, but I knew he was coming. The truth might be a wee bit hard for you just yet, but my crystal predicted your arrival. It didn’t tell me who you are, exactly when you’d come, or what your troubles would be. The Druids aren’t so kind, but I did know you would come to the sacred stones during the sun’s rise and you would need help.”


  “And you came alone? To help strangers you didn’t know?”


  “Not a first. Dr. Batista and Sam wouldn’t let me, but then they don’t believe much in me angel’s wings, and it’s a long tale. Now, if we could hurry. You need medical attention, and I’ve—”


  “Got to go,” Erin said. She stepped toward the truck. Even though the weird factor had gone through the roof, she wasn’t about to turn down the help.


  Jared set his hand on her shoulder. “Where are you going?”


  “We’re going with the woman. We both need medical help.”


  He met Erin’s gaze for a long moment, then sighed.


  “I can’t believe he’s here,” Emerald said reverently, her gaze on Jared.


  Jared glared at the truck. “Why do mortals insist on trapping themselves?”


  Erin slid into the truck then watched Jared join her. He looked more haggard than before, more flushed from the fever, and his movements were much slower.


  When she tried to buckle him in, he stayed her hand, grasping the buckle from her. “I will hold the belt and not be bound as before.”


  She didn’t argue with him now. His fever had spiked again and she was just thankful he’d made it into the car. She buckled her seatbelt then glanced at Emerald in the driver’s seat. She was so short she had to sit on the edge of the seat to reach the gas pedal.


  Emerald adeptly made a three-point turn on the gravel road and spun rocks as she raced back the way she’d come. The curving road wound down the high mountain through the bright pines, lush oaks, and fluttering poplars. Every tree stood as a proud marker of passing time. Patches of morning mists filled ravines, appearing like mystical lakes where fairies and sprites might secretly play.


  Beside her, Jared emanated fevered heat and tension. The man did not like close quarters. She slid her hand over his fist, giving him a reassuring squeeze. He met her gaze with a grimace then seemed to relax a little, as if comforted.


  She moved closer to him, so that their shoulders and arms brushed.


  She wasn’t fool enough to believe the men hunting for them were gone. She kept scanning the horizon, sure danger lurked in every shadow.


  So far she hadn’t recognized any landmarks associated with the State Road 44. No barn, no pasture, and no men in Hummers just a long, long stretch of endless asphalt. She and Jared would have had a very long walk. “Where are we? I mean, what mountain are we on?”


  “Spirit Wind Mountain.”


  Erin recognized the name, having heard as a child that only ghosts lived on the mountain. No people, no animals, just the whisperings of the dead. There were many stories rumored throughout Appalachia of people meeting both good and bad specters on the mountain. In the past, local Native Americans went to Spirit Wind Mountain to walk through the shadows of the dead as they journeyed from this life to the next.


  She shivered, wondering if there wasn’t a great more truth to walking through the shadows of the dead than she’d ever known. That gruesome creature last night had been of the dead.


  “So, it’s true,” Erin said softly, seeing no signs of habitation all along the lonely gravel road. “No one lives on the mountain.”


  “Only the souls of those who have died and need a dwelling place between heaven and hell.” Emerald sounded as if she knew the souls of which she spoke.


  At the bottom of the mountain they turned right onto a paved road. Immediately, signs of man’s intrusion into nature began shaping the land. Small and large homes were carved into roadside niches and finger-wide valleys. Old weathered barns with faded ads straggled amid tractors and farming paraphernalia. Orchards, mainly apple with a few cherries, skirted the postage-stamp fields of blossoming crops. The sprawling habitation soon gave way to close-knit houses stacked by the road. Eventually a business or two appeared interspersed with the farms as they descended into a wide valley between mountains.


  “What did you say the doctor’s name was?” Erin asked after few minutes. She felt both relieved and strange to be out of the woods. Well, at least literally. In every other way, she, and possibly Jared, were still in the thick of trouble. Erin hoped that she could call one of her credit card companies, claim her purse as lost, and get enough help to at least pay for the doctor, medicine, and lodging.


  “Dr. Batista. She’s tops. It just takes her a wee bit longer to believe in what she can’t prove.”


  That was something Erin could well relate to and felt lost without. Just as she opened her mouth to ask what town lay before them—something she should have done before getting into the truck—they passed a city limits sign that made her scalp tingle.


  Welcome to Twilight, Tennessee.


  Where everything is possible.


  
    Chapter Ten

  


  Too stunned to comment on the town’s name, Erin focused on absorbing the place. One sign announced the combined elementary, middle, and high school, inviting parents to support the town’s Twilight Knights in their summer football fundraiser. The three-building setup mirrored Erin’s school experience.


  Emerald slowed her speed to the requisite twenty, then came to a stop at a red light, which seemed to mark the hub of Twilight’s metropolitan offerings. It was a town of ones; a Laundromat, a library, a gas station, a bank, a fast food and ice cream parlor called Burger Queen’s Delight, a dollar store, one tiny church each for three different denominations, and an office complex. Emerald pulled into the parking lot there and put the pickup into park.


  The signs above two of the doors jumped out at Erin. One read “A. Batista, MD. Internal Medicine,” and the other said “Psychic Readings for Seekers of Truth and Light,” under which there was the name “Dr. Emerald Linton.” The woman at her side.


  “You’re a doctor, too?” Erin asked.


  “Clinical psychologist, luv.” Emerald glanced at her watch. “And I’ve just enough time to see the look on Dr. Batista’s face before chat time with my clients.” She opened the door and slipped gracefully out before Erin could ask how psychology and psychic readings meshed.


  Jared had already bailed from the truck and stood scanning the area with an alertness she’d missed seeing in him since the sunrise. Erin exited, feeling as if she’d made a thousand-year journey in the last forty-eight hours, and the ride wasn’t over yet.


  She and Jared followed Emerald into Dr. Batista’s office. He had to stoop to fit through the doorway, and immediately looked uncomfortable at being inside.


  The furniture, inexpensive chairs of muted colors and chrome-framed tables, was completely generic and seemed temporary or rented. Only the degrees and official certificates, a prestigious slew of them, hung on the wall. They were framed in ordinary dime-store black metal, which made Erin immediately suspicious.


  A quick glance at the woman’s qualifications induced more questions than it allayed. Considering the doctor’s surgical training, Erin wondered why the woman wasn’t working for a major cardiac hospital.


  “Nettie, I’ve work for ya, luv. They are finally here,” Emerald shouted through the open door leading to the inner rooms of the office.


  “Em? Hold on.” Clipped steps preceded the appearance of a Latin beauty with intriguing dark eyes and a genuine smile. Her wavy hair was pulled into a severe knot, as if everything had to be tightly ordered. Her crisp white lab coat was embroidered with her name and had a stethoscope tucked into a large pocket. Seeing Jared, her eyebrows arched with surprise before zeroing in on the yellow towel he wore.


  “They’re finally here,” Emerald said. “Found them trudging along on Spirit Wind Mountain.”


  “Em, just because they were on Spirit Mountain at dawn doesn’t mean—”


  “They need your help, and I’m late for my chat. Naked without my cell phone on today of all days,” Emerald interjected. She ducked out the door, waving her tinkling bracelets. “I’m just next door, luvs,” she called before the door shut.


  “Well,” the doctor said, inhaling as if surfacing from underwater. “Who are you really, and what can I do for you?”


  “I’m Erin, and this is Jared.” Erin nodded at the degrees on the wall. “Not to be rude, but why is someone with your training here, practicing in a small town?”


  Dr. Batista frowned. “Few people even bother to read those. Look, my reasons for being in Twilight have nothing to do with my competency as a doctor. You both look as if you need help.”


  Erin didn’t exactly like the doctor’s evasive answer, but she’d have to accept it for the moment. “Jared needs his burn examined. He has a fever, and I’m worried about the possibility of infection. Then I’ll need to borrow your phone, too. I’m sure my credit card company has a fund set up for preferred customers who have emergencies. I’ll be able to pay you—”


  Dr. Batista waved her hand, motioning for Erin and Jared to follow her. “Don’t worry. You can send me a check when you get home later. You’ve a nasty gash on your temple as well. Any nausea or dizziness? How were you hurt on . . . the mountain?”


  Erin followed, uneasy. The hard part had arrived. How much of what had happened to her could she explain? Would it only thrust her and Jared into more danger if she did tell someone about Dr. Cinatas without proof? Jared kept close behind her. “I’ve had some dizziness, but no nausea to speak of. I, uh, bumped my head when my car ran off the road.”


  “When?” Dr. Batista asked, pointing Erin into a treatment room. “I’ll put you across the hall in there, Jared.” She nodded her head that way.


  “No,” Jared said firmly. “Erin stays with me.”


  Erin sent Jared a reassuring glance. “I’ll be fine. It’s just across the hall.”


  “No. We cannot fully trust her,” he said.


  Erin’s breath caught in her throat. Did Jared know or sense something she didn’t? He’d known that danger was imminent in the cave.


  Dr. Batista studied Jared a moment before replying. “I assure you that my medical qualifications are unblemished. Both of you can have a seat in here and let me take a quick look. If you’re still uncomfortable, I can either have the local sheriff vouch for me, or Emerald can take you over to Arcadia, where she takes her daughter. There’s a brand-new clinic with several doctors on staff. Perhaps you can find what—”


  “No,” Erin said quickly. Even if the new medical clinic in Arcadia had nothing to do with the Sno-Med facility, Erin wasn’t going near Arcadia until she was ready to go after Cinatas. “Sorry. It’s not you.” She slipped her hand into Jared’s, detecting that his fever had cooled some but was still significantly high. “He’s a little confused. We’ll just stay together. We’re fine with seeing you.”


  “He’s first, then.” Dr. Batista crossed the treatment room and replaced the paper on the examining table. Her expression clearly questioned who they were and where they had come from.


  “Help Erin first,” Jared said as he urged Erin toward the doctor, then crossed his arms as if he’d brook no argument.


  “Looks like you’re up. Lie back and let me have a look at you.” Dr. Batista patted the table.


  Erin complied, glaring at Jared. “He’s the one who needed treating.”


  “Relax,” Dr. Batista said as she adjusted the exam light after checking Erin’s pupils, reflexes. “Now how did you say this happened?”


  “I, um, ran off the road and bumped my head.”


  “When?”


  “Uh, last night,” Erin said, scrambling to think. It just sounded too suspicious to say that she’d hit her head the night before last and was just now seeking attention.


  Dr. Batista paused as if she knew she was being lied to, but then didn’t question Erin further. After finishing, she forced a smile. “I’ve put a butterfly bandage on the gash to help the wound heal without scarring. The dizziness may be from a very mild concussion, so I suggest you rest for the next few days and don’t drive. You can remove the bandage the day after tomorrow. Do you need anything for a headache?”


  Erin noted with some surprise that she’d been relatively pain-free since Jared’s little “healing” in the cave. “No. I’ve had migraines recently that I use Relpax for at home, but I’m fine right now.”


  “Take Ibuprofen for anything minor. I’ve a few samples of the other I can give you, too.” She glanced at Jared. “Were you burned in the car accident?”


  Hell, Erin thought, she should have planned out a plausible story for Jared’s injury ahead of time, too. “No,” she said. “He hurt himself a day or so ago.”


  “How?”


  “Welding. It was an accident,” Erin finally replied, biting back a groan. She was a terrible liar. From Dr. Batista’s expression she knew it, too.


  “I’ll be right back with the meds. Then we’ll take a look at your friend’s burn.”


  The doctor’s tone had cooled a number of degrees, and Erin winced as the woman left the room. She sprang up and, motioning to Jared to stay in place, she tiptoed from the treatment room. Four steps let her hear Dr. Batista in another room speaking. “Emerald is in over her head now. You better get here ASAP . . . I’ll explain then. Can’t now.”


  Hearing the phone hit the cradle, Erin backpedaled to the treatment room, dragging Jared with her.


  “What is it, Erin? Do you wish to leave here?”


  Jared’s flushed skin and pain-filled gaze settled Erin’s quandary. Dr. Batista had called someone, but she hadn’t mentioned either Erin or Jared. She’d only spoken of Emerald. Hopefully they could get Jared seen and leave before that person arrived.


  Erin shook her head. “No. Not until we get help and medicine for you. Then we’ll go.”


  Dr. Batista entered just as soon as Jared sat on the treatment table. Her manner was as it had been before, crisp and professional, but the suspicion was there, in her eyes and in her voice. “All ready, then.” She handed Erin unopened boxes of the migraine medicine, then moved to a metal warming cabinet and pulled out hospital-issue gowns and blankets. She pushed a gown at Erin. “Why don’t you clean up while I check his injury?”


  Erin grasped the toasty gown. Besides Jared s care, it was the most comfortable thing she’d felt since she’d left her apartment for work a lifetime ago. Even a paper-towel scrub would feel like heaven, but she handed the soft cotton back with a strong twinge of regret. After finally getting Jared into helping hands, she found she couldn’t walk away. Something bound them together that was as inexplicable as the events in the cave and the man himself. She couldn’t leave him. She feared she might be starting to believe he really was a spirit being—and that meant he needed her protection, and they needed to hurry. “No. I’d rather wait until I can take a shower.”


  Dr. Batista sighed, and Erin saw concern in her eyes as well. “At least take a warm blanket.” She held one out, and Erin slipped it around her shoulders and sat in a chair across the room.


  The doctor went to Jared. “Now, let’s have a look at you.”


  Jared clenched his jaw and fisted his hand. The more time he spent in this fleshly form, the more he hated everything to do with it, the weaknesses growing inside him and the wearying pain knotting his every muscle.


  They were wasting time here. There was nothing this woman could do for him, but Erin had thought it extremely important, and he didn’t have a solid plan as to what they should do next. He’d yet to fully understand how this mortal world worked.


  What happened to him at the sacred stones had nearly undone him. He had millennia of experience with the spirit world’s war. He’d fought against every kind of dark minion of the Fallen, from Underlings to demons to Tsara’s and worse, and had never reached the depths of agony and exhaustion that wrenched through him at the Sacred Stones.


  If Erin had been attacked at that moment, he would not have been able to save her. He’d been too weakened.


  The dark-haired woman who’d seen to Erin’s injury approached him with an unmistakable wariness that puzzled him and made him wonder why he caused such fear in others. Erin had feared him at first as well.


  She’d placed a basin of water next to him and, after pulling on thin gloves, reached for the bandage Erin had put on his shoulder.


  He caught the dark-haired woman’s wrist before she touched him. Her gaze snapped to his; she was more frightened than Erin at his touch. He released her quickly. “Do not fear me. What you seek to do is unnecessary. Nothing can be done to help.”


  Erin moaned. “Please, Jared. Let her help.”


  He shrugged. “Do as you will.” What was it about these mortals? Their need to care ran deeply and as strong as his determination to duty.


  He winced as she pulled up the tape. With Erin across the room, the pain throbbing around his Tsara wound bit deeper into his soul.


  “You’ve a high fever,” the doctor said as she touched his bandage, concern shadowing her fear. She hurriedly removed the bandage, then looked puzzled. “Your burn has healed nicely. No need to cover it anymore. I’m more worried about your fever. How long have you had one?”


  Jared noted that her touch held none of the pain-easing power of Erin’s.


  “What do you mean, healed?” Erin crossed the room quickly, golden eyes wide with confusion.


  “How did he burn himself?” Sounding suspicious, the dark-haired woman narrowed her gaze at Erin. “It appears as if he was branded with something that had etchings on it. Do you want to tell me what is going on here?”


  Moving to the woman’s side, Erin gasped as she looked at his chest. She shook her head and placed her fingertips over the scar, instantly easing his discomfort, enabling him to draw a free breath.


  “It’s not possible,” she whispered. “It just isn’t possible.” Her gold eyes searched his eyes; confusion warred with fear in their clear depths. “Your burn . . . how . . . how have you healed like this?”


  She snatched her hand away, more fearful than ever before.


  Pain pierced him, wrenching his stomach and knotting in his chest until he could barely breathe. Erin’s fear twisted inside him.


  No! He was stronger than that. He could take the pain. This weakness was only because the Sacred Stones had drained his strength. Still, he needed her. “Erin, don’t fear me,” he gasped.


  She shook her head, pulling farther away. “What are you, Jared? How can you heal like that?”


  He exhaled through gritted teeth and clutched his fist to his chest. With the pain came a hungering need to taste her Chosen blood. It, too, was sharper than ever. He had to touch her, he had to ease himself, or he would sink his teeth into her soft flesh.


  He shut his eyes against the fear in hers and tried to draw from all that he knew was good and true, but faltered. All he could think about was satisfying his desire for her blood. The empowering glory of it, the heady intoxication of—


  “Jared?” Erin whispered.


  He felt her hand cover the fist he’d pressed to his heart, and the pain ebbed. He trembled.


  “Lie back,” Erin urged. “And let the doctor take your temperature.” He complied, letting go of everything but Erin’s hand as he shut his eyes and focused on the ease her touch brought. The doctor urged something into his mouth and under his tongue. He concentrated on breathing, on letting Erin’s touch help him fight the Tsara’s poison for what little time he had left.


  He was no longer a warrior. He could not stand alone. He needed her.


  Erin couldn’t believe what her own eyes saw. The charred and oozing skin from yesterday morning was now smooth, pink scar tissue, as if weeks had passed rather than a mere day. And the doctor was right. Now that the burn had healed, it could be readily seen as the branding from something with strange markings on it.


  Her hand in Jared’s trembled with the strain of her emotions. There was something else difficult to believe as well. Whatever caused the deep agony that gripped him, her touch had the power to help him. Just as he’d eased her migraine in the cave, she had some strange sort of power to do the same for him.


  She tightened her hold on his hand, and he riveted his gaze to hers. The blueness of his eyes and the need in them pierced through her, wrapped tightly around her heart and jerked her to him. Though it seemed impossible, she knew they were deeply connected in a way she could not explain.


  The digital thermometer beeped. Dr. Batista looked at it, gasped, then shook her head. “This machine is broken. I’ll be right back.” She set the thermometer aside, and Erin blinked at the flashing red numbers. One hundred and fifteen degrees.


  Erin had a strange feeling that there was nothing wrong with the machine. That the reason Jared’s temperature was so high was because he wasn’t a normal man.


  “Annette!” a man shouted from outside of the room. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on? I just spoke to Em, and she bit my head off! I don’t need this right now. Slater has a dead man on Forty-four and a burned-out car over in Winder, and the Rangers have hikers fleeing trails, screaming zombies have invaded.”


  Jared rolled from the examining table, fluidly moving into what Erin could only describe as a fight-ready stance. He pulled her behind him.


  Straining to see over Jared’s shoulder, Erin found Dr. Batista standing in the middle of the doorway with her back to them. “We’re in here, Sam.” She groaned before adding, “Anybody tell you that you’ve got the stealth of a jackass? Why did you speak to Em?” Turning, she shook her head apologetically. “I called the sheriff,” she said, meeting Erin’s gaze directly. “Emerald believes you two are beings she’s supposed to help from the spirit world, and we all know that isn’t true.”


  
    Chapter Eleven

  


  Dr. Batista didn’t even turn back to face the sheriff as he entered the room. Close-cropped black hair and a military bearing told Erin this lawman didn’t give either himself or anyone else an inch. There was a harshness to his appearance that made him as rugged and dark-looking as a mountain at midnight.


  The doctor kept her puzzled gaze on Jared, looking like she wanted to put the thermometer in his mouth but thought better of it at the moment. “Sam,” she said, “meet Jared and Erin. This is Sheriff Sheridan.”


  “Mind telling me what this is about?” Sam drawled, his voice deceptively more relaxed than the keen edge of his gaze.


  The doctor’s office door open and slammed. “Nett! Bleedin’ hell! What the devil did you ring him for?” Emerald steamed into the room, green eyes flashing.


  Dr. Batista sucked in air. “Because this has gone far enough. You’re not just scouring ancient stones for a spirit to help. You’ve picked up a practically naked man and a battered woman and brought them here all by yourself.”


  “You’ve mucked up the day. I don’t need Sam breathing down my neck.” Emerald’s burr thickened with her irritation.


  Dr. Batista shook her head. “You don’t understand, damn it. Anything could have happened to you. Anything…” Her voice trailed to a whisper.


  Emerald sighed. “Luv, I’m not Stef. And we don’t know anything yet about where she’s disappeared to, so let’s not be assuming the worst yet.”


  “Em, I can’t believe like you. Not after six months. People don’t just disappear. My sister didn’t just disappear. Not without something bad happening.”


  “No,” Emerald said.


  “Yes,” interjected the sheriff. “You picked up strangers off the side of the road and told nobody what you were doing. Something could have happened to you today.”


  Emerald shot a glance of apology toward Erin, then settled a fiery glare on the sheriff. “Samuel T. Sheridan! I’ll not have you insulting—”


  “No, you listen. You should have called me or Annette on the phone we gave you and informed us where you were and that you were picking up hitch-hikers. I’d have been there in minutes.” The sheriff punctuated his words with a fierce scowl. “Whether you like it or not, Annette is right. And you could have been dead wrong!” Then the lawman narrowed his steely gaze at Jared. “Who are you, and where are you from?”


  “Jared Hunter, from Eden,” Jared said, his arms folded over his chest and his broad shoulders resolute.


  Erin groaned.


  “Eden where?” the sheriff asked.


  “In the east—” Jared said.


  “East of here,” Erin added, angling herself from behind Jared to stand at his side. “I’m Erin Morgan. Jared is from the Lake Eden area, near Black Mountain, North Carolina. We . . . we’ve had everything stolen. His clothes and wallet, my purse. Everything.”


  “Where? When?” the sheriff demanded.


  “Nowhere,” Erin said, blurting out the first thing that came to her mind. “My parents live in Nowhere, and we went to visit them. It’s about two hours—”


  “I know where Nowhere is,” the sheriff said impatiently. “How and when were your things stolen? You’ve reported it, of course.”


  “No.” Erin swallowed a huge lump in her throat. Just how deep was she going to dig her own grave? “I was too embarrassed to make a report. We’d stopped at a lake to . . . um . . . swim and didn’t lock the car. When we got back to it, our stuff was gone. We were on our way to Lake Eden to fix that problem.” Since this was the Fourth of July weekend, Erin figured it would take the sheriff a day or so to expose her lie.


  “Where is your car, then?” the sheriff pressed.


  “We ran off the road last night and . . . got lost in the woods looking for help, then found the stones on the mountain.”


  “So your car is on Spirit Wind Mountain?”


  Erin rubbed her temple with her fingertips and sucked in air. The lies were getting more and more complicated. And she was beginning to feel dizzy. Why not just tell the truth about everything that had happened since she found the bodies in the lab? Then what? They’ll contact Cinatas. How could they not? And she didn’t have proof. . . yet. She wasn’t ready for anyone to call Cinatas. “Yes, it may be. Off the road in a ravine.”


  “Color, make, model? License plate number?”


  “Two thousand four navy Tahoe,” Erin said, rattling off her New York license plate number and her driver’s license number. “I’ll have to look at a map after I rest and try and figure out where we lost it.”


  The sheriff let a long pause hang in the air, then eyed Jared again. “You don’t say much.”


  “There are more important things to attend to than your questions,” Jared replied.


  Erin thought smoke would rise from the sheriff. Even from across the room, she saw his angry flush and the agitated tic in his jaw. “What is your driver’s license number?”


  “He doesn’t drive, and he lives with me in New York,” Erin said.


  The sheriff’s glare hardened. “Then why were you going back to Lake Eden?”


  She’d hung herself in her lies, and everybody knew it. How long could he arrest her and Jared for suspicious behavior?


  Bravely inserting her petite self between them and the sheriff, Emerald planted her hands on her hips. “Enough of it now. They’ve done no harm. I’ll take them to get clean and to rest, and anything else you’re wanting to know can wait.”


  “What?” the sheriff asked, incredulous. “You aren’t taking them anywhere, and especially not to your place. You don’t know anything about them.”


  Emerald sighed softly. “I know who they are, Sam. I’ve been expecting them for a long time. That’s why I had Silver Moon built. It’s for them to stay in. And I know them better than anyone who’s rented it while I’ve waited.”


  Erin’s scalp tingled. A woman had built a place just to house people from the spirit world her crystal had told her to help?


  “Good God, woman!” the sheriff exploded. “For someone so smart, you can be so clueless. These people aren’t otherworldly beings. You heard it yourself. They are from—” He glared at Jared. “Lake Eden or New York. I don’t give a shit what your crystal ball says.”


  Though it went completely against Erin’s interest, she was beginning to agree with Sam.


  “That’s going too far, Sam,” Dr. Batista interjected.


  The sheriff raked his hand through his crew cut. “You can’t have it both ways, Annette. Do you believe Em or not?”


  “That’s not at issue here. I’m worried about her safety, no matter where these two people are from. Don’t attack her crystal.”


  “Thank you,” Emerald said, affecting a determined resolve. “I’ll not be abandoning what I came across the sea to do. So unless you’re arresting them without cause, they’ll be staying at Silver Moon.”


  The sheriff continued to glare at Emerald, and she at him. The air between them crackled with frustration and sizzled with something too passionately volatile to touch.


  “If they don’t check out, they’re mine.” He swung his hard gaze back to Erin and Jared. “I better find you when I come looking, because I can guarantee you don’t want me to have to hunt for you…for any reason.


  Erin gritted her teeth. Unless she’d heard wrong, the law had just told them not to leave town.


  His departure left a ringing silence that Emerald broke first. “I’ll be remembering this, Nett.”


  Dr. Batista sighed. “If you thought I was in danger, you’d do the same.” She turned her dark gaze to study Jared. “First, we need to work on your fever before anything else.” She patted the examination table. “Sit here for me.” After popping the thermometer in Jared’s mouth, she said, “How long have you had it?”


  “Since yesterday,” Erin said, turning her mind to what had to be done next, which was get what they came for and then decide if they were going to stick around for the sheriff or not. She had a feeling that having him hunt for her would be much worse than facing him when he didn’t turn up any record of a Jared Hunter in Lake Eden.


  The thermometer beeped, Dr. Batista glanced at the readout and gave a puzzled frown. After changing the sterile tip, she stuck the thermometer in her mouth. “It’s working,” she mumbled when it beeped. Changing the tip, she took Jared’s temperature again.


  “One hundred and fifteen,” she declared. “What’s wrong with this thing?”


  Emerald clapped her hands together, creating a light tinkling that oddly made Erin think of fairy or angel wings. Emerald drew a seemingly satisfied breath before speaking. “Nothing’s wrong. It’s pairfect! He’s pairfect. What greater proof do you need before you’ll believe? No mortal man can be that hot.” She winked at Jared. “Temperature wise, luv. Not to be cheeky, but I couldn’t resist.”


  “Em,” said Dr. Batista, closing her eyes in exasperation. “Be serious. An elevated temperature doesn’t prove a thing other than this man has an abnormal medical condition that stretches the upper limits of what is traditionally considered possible.”


  Two days ago, Erin would have said the same thing. It was a perfectly logical answer, grounded in reason. And the fact that Erin didn’t think of it, but had immediately considered that Jared was who he claimed to be, showed her just how far she’d strayed. Between last night and this morning, she’d come to the realization that Jared Hunter was very different and could very well be the spirit being he claimed he was. She also couldn’t turn away from him. He needed her, and she had to do whatever she had to do to keep them together until she figured out why he was here.


  “Time will tell, luv. My bet is that is his normal temperature. For now, I need to get them to Silver Moon before the dragon returns.”


  Despite the gravity of her situation and Emerald’s too-accurate-to-ignore crystal declarations, Erin found herself warming to Emerald. Dragon so accurately pegged the fire-breathing sheriff.


  “Come over to my office a moment and let me get the keys to my Mini and lock up.” Emerald motioned for Erin and Jared to follow in her tinkling wake. Erin slipped her hand in Jared’s and urged him off the examination table.


  “Wait,” Dr. Batista said. “You’re not going without me.” She picked up the two boxes of sample medication Erin had left in the chair. “I’ll put a bag of medicine together and meet you at your car.”


  “You don’t have to do this,” Emerald said. “I’ll be safe.”


  Dr. Batista studied Jared, then Erin felt her scrutiny as well. “Maybe so, but I’ll feel better if I do.”


  “You can drive my Mini then, and I’ll take them in the pickup. I don’t rightly think he’d fit,” she said, eyeing Jared. “That way I’ll have both cars at the cottage and I can run you back to town after.”


  When they exited to the breezeway between the offices, Jared breathed deeply and flexed his shoulders, reaffirming Erin’s feeling that being indoors made him uncomfortable. They reached Emerald’s office and Erin didn’t follow her inside, but stood in the open doorway with Jared behind her. “We’ll wait here for you.


  “I’ll be only a sec,” Emerald said, dashing through the open door across the room. Her office had the same setup as Dr. Batista’s, but instead of generic rented furniture, a world of color, texture, and miniature art filled the room, making it almost a tiny forest of the unusual, the unique, and the beautiful.


  “I’m ready,” Emerald said, hurrying to the door.


  “So how do psychology and psychic readings go together?” Erin asked.


  “Not very well on occasion. But a gal has got to do what a gal has got to do to help how she can. I don’t have my license to practice here in the States yet, and even if I did, I don’t rightly think Twilight’s ready for Dr. Ems brand of therapy just yet.” She held up her cell phone. “I keep my patients in Dublin happy and do what psychic reading I can. You need to have one done, but today Megan wants to go with Bethy to the fair, and I can’t let her go alone.”


  Erin worried her bottom lip. “You’ve done more than enough for us already.” She honestly felt as if she’d intruded far too much upon the woman’s goodwill. Erin also felt the biting sting of her dishonesty. “If you could lend me just enough money to buy a few supplies at the dollar store and then take us to a hotel, we will be fine for the night.”


  Emerald shook her head. “Luv, I’m supposed to be helping you now,” she said and then sighed. “The nearest inns are in Arcadia. And”—she bit her lip anxiously—“I’ve already bought everything you’ll need. If the clothes aren’t the right size, the online store will overnight what you need and credit me for the ones I’ve purchased. I know it’s a stretch, but you just need to relax and rest now, because there’s more troubled times ahead.”


  “I’ll repay you for all of this,” Erin said softly, touched by the woman’s generosity. “But how did you know we were coming? How did you know so much about us?”


  “No need to repay me, luv. By the time we work through everything,’ we’re going to be more than beholden to each other. As for how I know so much, I’ve been seeing you in my crystal for a very long time.”


  Dr. Batista arrived, giving Erin no time to question Emerald’s cryptic words. How had she seen them in a crystal, and why would they all be beholden to one another? What were they going to work through?


  The four them left the walkway for the parking lot. Erin scanned the area, looking for a black Hummer, a dragon sheriff, or anything else that struck her as out of place. A rusted Dumpster filled with cardboard boxes from the dollar store stood at the far end, and a huge Salvation Army bin with precariously stacked plastic bags peeking from a broken hinged door was next to it. Beyond lay a small grassy field where two hound dogs in the back of a faded blue truck barked at them. Everything appeared to be just as normal as it could possibly be, but it wasn’t, and never would be again.


  Erin and Jared loaded into the pickup with Emerald, and Dr. Batista got into a cheery, red Mini Cooper. They left the parking lot and headed west from the traffic light. Erin had expected Emerald’s residence to be a short distance from Twilights main crossroads. Instead, they went a number of miles before leaving the main road then climbed up the mountainside.


  The road wound along a rushing creek with forested drop offs and sharp switchbacks. They had to be near the top before Emerald pulled into a dirt driveway. Then, after passing a modest, gingerbread-looking home, they went farther up the mountainside until the road opened to a clearing where a cozy cabin nestled. It had a huge deck, a hammock, and a breathtaking view of mist-shrouded peaks.


  Emerald parked the truck. “We’re here. This is Silver Moon.”


  “It’s beautiful,” Erin said, so thankful to have a safe place to be. Jared’s sigh of relief seemed to echo her sentiments. He barreled from the car and started walking around, enjoying the free space and open fresh air.


  “When Megan and I get back from the fair, I’ll have you over for dinner tonight.”


  “Fair?” Erin asked as alarm bells rang in her mind. “Are you going to the health expo at the fairgrounds?”


  Emerald’s eyes widened. She glanced at Jared, then back to Erin. “Does the expo have anything to do with why you both are here?”


  “I, uh, nothing. I heard the advertisement on the radio and was curious about it.”


  “You’re an awful liar, Erin,” Emerald said with a warm smile. “Just tell me to mind my own business if I ask too much. While Megan and I have angel wings protecting us, I still want to know if there is any reason my daughter shouldn’t go,”


  “All I can say is that you should enjoy the food and the games, but don’t participate in any of their free health screenings.”


  Emerald sighed. “Not quite ready to trust me yet. Don’t blame you, though. Why don’t you settle in, and after Megan gets home from school in a few hours, I’ll give you a ring and see if there’s more you want to tell me about the health expo.” Silver bells rang and Emerald dug her cell phone out of her purse. She groaned as she looked at the message. “This one’s going to take a bit. Let’s hurry.”


  Erin nodded and quickly followed Emerald to and through the cabin. Jared had stayed outside on the deck, scouting out the area in all directions. Throughout the two-bedroom mountain home were little touches of the magical miniature art Emerald had in her office. Oak-paneled walls, a stone fireplace, wood floors, dark green furnishings, wide windows, and cathedral ceilings made the cabin seem in harmony with the surrounding forest.


  Half of Erin’s mind was on Emerald’s tremendous generosity in letting them stay in the spacious cabin. The other half was on Dr. Cinatas and the health expo. From what Erin knew of Dr. Cinatas, a mountain fair would be well below his radar—too dirty for his taste.


  She wondered if she should chance going to the fair. She would have to leave Jared alone for a short while, but just being able to see what the Sno-Med Corporation was up to in the community would be worth the trip. She knew she wouldn’t learn anything to help her expose Cinatas there, but seeing how Sno-Med operated in the area couldn’t hurt. And she might make contact with someone familiar with the inside of the research center, which would be a big plus on her side. First, she’d get Jared settled and then see what she could do.


  What had seemed like a simple plan became quickly complicated. She’d seen Emerald off and had brought Jared to the bathroom, having decided they both needed a shower before anything else.


  “How do I get a shower and why do I need it so badly?” Jared frowned, looking at the shower stall the same way he’d scrutinized the truck.


  “Trust me. You will feel a lot better and cooler if you get a shower.” Cooling Jared’s temperature had been Erin’s priority until she gave serious consideration to Emerald’s suggestion. What if Jared’s temperature was just naturally more elevated? She decided to wait a little while longer before medicating him. Besides, he needed something to do rather than pace the cabin.


  She had reached a crossroads and had to stop straddling the fence. She was alone with a man whom she couldn’t walk away from. Continuing to think he was delusional and denying the unexplainable was no longer an option. It was time to accept that he was a warrior from the spirit world.


  Moving to the tiled shower, which was larger than the postage-stamp space she expected, she turned on the double heads, setting the temperature, and turned to Jared.


  “I take a shower every day, and I’m desperate to get one now. A shower will get you clean, refresh you, and in your case, help reduce your elevated temperature if it is higher than it is supposed to be.” She adjusted the etched glass door to give him as much privacy as possible.


  Two short robes hung on the hook next to extra-large, fluffy towels. Everything was ready. Now she just needed him naked.


  Drawing a stiff breath, she looked at him. “To shower, you remove your clothing, then get under the water and clean yourself from head to toe. Use shampoo for your hair and soap for everything else.” She pointed to the bottle and the soap bar as she spoke.


  “A cleansing ritual,” he said, shaking his head. “It seems mortals waste much time covering, uncovering, and cleansing themselves.” Jared began untying the yellow towel.


  “Believe me, it’s necessary,” Erin said, turning her back on him as he dropped the yellow towel. Unfortunately, his full image was reflected to her by elongated mirror in front of her. She should have shut her eyes, but didn’t. He was so ruggedly handsome, so elemental, so very male that she had to see him again. A week ago, she never would have crossed this line, but having him invade her mind and her dreams with his potent sensuality had changed something inside her, blurred the black and white line of her reasoning. It was several moments before she realized Jared had yet to move.


  “Do you want to take your amulet off?” she asked.


  He shook his head. “I never take it off. Not until I die.”


  She blinked at so grim a statement then shook it from her mind. “You can get in whenever you are ready,” she told him. “The hot water won’t last forever.”


  “I’m waiting for you,” he said.


  She gaped at him. “What?”


  He frowned. “Did you not say you were desperate for a shower?”


  “Yes, but . . . men and women don’t shower together. Well, I mean they do, but only if they are intimate.”


  He moved closer to her, and she snapped her gaze from the mirror to his. He slid a finger to her cheek, his touch gentle, hot, and potent enough to send fiery rushes of desire through her. “We are intimate,” he said softly. “If you knew my thoughts you’d realize that.”


  She inhaled and shook her head. She was very much afraid that his thoughts were exactly like those that had filled her dream of him. He was from another place, and it was her responsibility to help him understand her world. “Intimacy comes with time, with emotions, caring, desire, and love. You must have those things to make intimacy possible.”


  “Explain.” He trailed his fingers to the pounding pulse in her neck, then moved lower, pressing his palm to her heart. Desire exploded tiny pieces of pleasure everywhere inside her. “I feel the rush of your blood and the power of your want,” he said.


  “Feelings are more than desire. It is a need to be part of the other person, to give to them your heart.”


  “Do we not share those things now? Does my touch give you pleasure?”


  How could she deny the simple truth of his words? How could she accept them either? As thrilling as her sensual dream of him had been, it did not have any basis in reality, right? “I don’t know,” she whispered.


  “Can you not see the truth, feel the truth? I can,” he said softly. He stepped into the shower, his arousal leaving no question that he was ready for anything.


  Erin sank to the commode lid. She didn’t have the legs to walk the miles she needed to run.


  Jared stood beneath the warm water, feeling comfort and pleasure slide all over him. Surprised, he gasped as the water sluiced down his skin and hit the flesh Erin always managed to swell in him. The sensation made him ache to hold her, to press himself closer to her. That thought made his flesh throb to a painful point. Closing his eyes, he groaned, desperate to control these human reactions of pleasure and pain. He exhaled sharply.


  “Is the water too hot? Are you in pain?” she asked.


  Opening his eyes, he found her standing outside the stream of water, her hand reaching for him. He leaned her way, wrapped his arm around her, and pulled her against him, holding her close beneath the water.


  
    Chapter Twelve

  


  “Jared!” Erin cried, sounding almost frightened as she stiffened in his arms.


  “Stand with me a moment. Help me ease this pain.”


  He felt her exhale, heard her troubled sigh, and knew the moment she gave in to his need. She pressed her cheek to his heart and wrapped her arms around him. He closed his eyes and pulled her tighter, wanting to feel everything about her. He wanted her naked, but sensed her caution. He could wait…a few moments, at least.


  He stood beneath the warm water, absorbing the deep scent of her, the shape of her supple softness pressed against him, and the excitement surging inside them both. He knew the thud of her heart, the rush of her pulse, and the growing heat of her blood. He also sensed her confusion and realized that he was the cause of it. He eased his hold on her, and she stepped back.


  “How do you bathe yourself?” he asked, wanting to comfort and ease her. Perhaps the bathing ritual would soothe her.


  Water turned her hair darker, sleeker. Long, spiked lashes framed eyes the color of sunlit starbursts. She stared at him intently then sighed and reached for one of the bottles she’d pointed to earlier. “I’ll show you,” she said softly.


  He wanted more, to be touching her, soothing and enjoying her. Having her bathe him wasn’t exactly what he had in mind, but…he could accept it for now. Then he would bathe her.


  Putting a small amount of liquid in each of her hands, she looked up at him. “Keep your eyes shut while there is soap in your hair,” she said, slowly sliding her fingers into his hair. He smiled at her and closed his eyes enjoying her touch, her smell, her nearness.


  Erin was sure she was now totally certifiable. He’d taken her blurred line of reason and obliterated it. Though she’d already stripped off her shoes and stockings, she still wore her ruined uniform and now stood in a shower with a naked man—uh, naked spirit being from Eden?


  She barely knew the man in some ways, but in her spirit and in her soul the connection they’d made brought her closer to him than to any other man before. She was totally sunk by his plea to help him, the need in his iridescent blue eyes, and the sinful pleasure of his lips—a mouth made for seducing anything that breathed.


  There was one thing she kept forgetting to do, though—to breathe between her dizzying moments of total brain meltdown.


  The man was drowning her in sensations, and she grabbed onto the erotic lifeline he’d thrown her: showing him how to bathe.


  Massaging the shampoo through his velvety black hair and its lone silver streak was an exotic exploration. The silk of it, the length of it, and the feel of it made her even hungrier to know every nuance of him. The dark strands, rinsed free of suds, fell well past his broad shoulders. She picked up the soap and breathed its fresh tangy smell of highland lavender before setting to work on the supple planes of his face, the dip bisecting his chin, and the tickling softness of his shadowed beard.


  She memorized the feel of his full, lush mouth, the curve of his cheeks, and the determined angles of his nose and brow. Then she moved lower to the cords of his neck and the hard contours of his chest, feeling him, his heat, and his hard-muscled smoothness. Then she touched his amulet, and as before, her fingers tingled as if energy flowed through the strange metal. Leaving that puzzle for another time she continued with her exploration until she had covered every inch of him all the way to his waist.


  She didn’t linger in any one place; she kept her movements fluid. She knew at this point she could instruct Jared on how to finish bathing himself. He might not know the specifics of her world, but he caught on fast. In fact, she had an inkling that his intelligence and knowledge were phenomenal, which meant she was being suckered. She also knew she wasn’t going to stop until she’d touched every inch of him. She’d get him out of her system, and then she could go back to the eroticism of a quart of Ben & Jerry’s.


  She moved behind him, her hands roaming down his back in long strokes, her palms sliding over his firm buttocks, feeling his powerful muscles quiver at her gentle touch. Then she reached around to his arousal, almost feeling as if his intense heat burned her sensitized nerves when she slid her hands over his shaft.


  He groaned and clenched his hands into fists. She quickly directed her touch to the thickness of his thighs and the sculpted perfection of his calves. When she finished, she regretted the task was done. “That’s how you shower,” she said to Jared’s back. “Now all you have to do is step out, dry off, and put on one of the robes on the hook outside.”


  Jared turned to face her. “No, Erin. Now that I know how you like to be bathed, I will bathe you. And just so you know, I much prefer your cleansing ritual to any I’ve known before.” He brushed her wet cheek with the pad of his thumb.


  “Me?” she squeaked. Then it dawned on her that he hadn’t been asking her how to bathe in general, but how she bathed herself. Her cheeks burned even as her stomach clenched at the idea of Jared doing to her what she’d just done to him.


  “Your cleansing ritual, Erin. I must see if I have this right while everything is fresh in my mind.” He pulled impatiently on the sleeves of her dress. “How do these clothes come off?”


  Erin moved his hand to the zipper of her dress and showed him how to tug it down, exposing the front clasp of her lacy white bra. Apparently he liked what he saw, because he yanked the zipper down the rest of the way and pulled the dress off her shoulders like a kid at Christmas. Her dress fell to the tile floor, and she sucked in air, standing in lacy underwear beneath the tantalizing spray of warm water and the burning interest of Jared’s fiery gaze. It was almost like her dream.


  He pushed the straps of her bra from her arms, freeing her breasts. She slid her arms from the binding elastic as he tugged the bra down to her waist before exploring the full contours of her breasts, running his hands over her in sensual circles. “Why do you keep such beauty hidden and bound so tightly? How do you breathe like that?”


  Before she could answer, he knelt and pulled down her underwear in one swift move. Heart racing, she stepped free and unclasped her bra with trembling fingers. He ran his hands up her legs and over the curve of her bottom, kneading her gently before brushing his hand over the curls of her sex. He pressed his fingers against her sensitive folds, making her groan as the burning heat of him set her even more on fire.


  He stood, sending a rush of anticipation through her. The fullness of his erection pressed hard and hot between them as he pulled her into his arms. His deep groan of satisfaction sent her shaky pulse into an erratic flight.


  But he didn’t kiss her, he didn’t tease her breasts into aching points of need, he didn’t slide his hot fingers between the lips of her sex to fan her desire, or thrust his erection into her wet heat.


  He stepped back and picked up the shampoo.


  Erin’s mouth had gone so dry she couldn’t speak, though water sluiced everywhere and steam filled the air with a heavy mist.


  He put an overlarge amount in both his hands and dropped the bottle. She didn’t have the mental capability at the moment to tell him he had too much soap. His hands were on her, and she couldn’t think. She stood frozen in place as Jared wove his fingers into her hair and covered every inch of her head with his firm but gentle touch. So much lather bubbled up that it poured off her head, covering them both. She stuck her head beneath the spray to rinse away the soap. He ran his fingers through her hair again, and more lather appeared.


  This time Erin stuck her head under the water and helped Jared rinse out the shampoo. Then she looked at Jared, blinking at him through the spray. He smiled and picked up the soap.


  Following her earlier example his hot soapy hands slid over her breasts to her neck, where he stroked and cleaned all of the soft contours of her throat and nape, then moved his way down to her shoulders and arms. The strength of his hands turned his simple caress into a body-melting massage that she gave herself completely over to. She forgot she’d ever had a line of reason in her life.


  Jared slid his hands over Erin’s soft body, enjoying his exploration of every dip and curve. She’d shut her golden eyes, so he couldn’t see what she was thinking or feeling about his touching her, but he could feel the race of her pulse beneath her delicate skin, and hear the catch in her breath as he filled his hands with her lush breasts. Her nipples changed beneath the press of his palms, hardening to little points and when he rubbed over them, she moaned.


  The fashioning of her female to his male was so beautifully different that the sight of her naked flesh had his desire clamoring so loudly it took every fiber of his will to stay on task. Yet, as he explored her, his sensitive fingers felt the tiny little responses that her body had to his touch. He knew just where to caress to make her pulse rush. He knew just where to press to make her breath catch. He knew just where to slide his finger to make her stomach clench with a need that surely had to match his. He ran his fingers up the inside of her legs to slip into the burning folds of her female flesh, relishing the texture of her soft golden curls and the smooth heat of her hidden folds. She groaned so deeply when he found a tiny little spot of firm flesh hidden there that he surged to his feet, unable to hold back a moment more.


  “Erin,” he said, his voice rough with wantingas he swung her up into his arms. He didn’t know what he wanted, but he knew he wanted more from her than what they were sharing in this cleansing ritual.


  She opened her eyes. He expected to see burning desire within the golden depths of her eyes. And he wasn’t disappointed, but something else lurked there, too. Shadows of worry.


  “Wait,” she said. “We must talk.” She shook her head as if waking from a dream. She wiggled for him to set her down. “We’ll talk while we eat,” she said. “I’m starving. Last night’s power bar has long since deserted me.” Her voice quavered as if she found it hard to speak.


  When he didn’t move, she pressed her fingertips to his lips. “I’m sorry,” she said softly.


  He inhaled deeply as he reined in his want of her. The force of his effort made his breath rasp and his body shake. He sensed the moment of fulfilling the desire burning between them had slipped between his fingers like the mists of a cloud. He set her on her feet, immediately feeling the loss deep inside him.


  Erin’s stomach clenched with need and a pang of regret that she hadn’t been able to just seize the moment. Jared’s sensuality demanded that a woman explore every erotic dream with him. And she wanted that more than she had ever wanted a man before, but she curled her hand into a fist and pressed her lips closed. No matter how right sex felt at the moment, there were too many unanswered questions and too many important reasons to keep them from indulging.


  At that moment, they both needed a distraction, and she’d never met a man yet who didn’t like to eat.


  “Let me get the robes and I’ll fix us some food.” She hurriedly turned off the shower. Giving Jared a towel and his robe, she dried off and dressed. When she finished, she saw him frowning at her.


  “I like you unclothed. There is so much more freedom and beauty that way. Why do you cover yourself?”


  “Because you’re supposed to,” Erin said, searching for the right words. “Everyone can’t go around naked.”


  “Do you find yourself shameful? Do you find me shameful?” he asked.


  Erin snapped her gaze to his. “No. It is our custom to be clothed. It is considered wrong to go unclothed unless…”


  “What?”


  “Unless a man and a woman are being intimate with each other, and that is something that comes with time, as trust and acceptance and love are built between two people.” She could tell that her answer upset him in some way, but decided that the sooner they ate and set their minds on something besides their attraction, the better off both of them would be. “I’ll be in the kitchen,” she said, exiting the bathroom and hurrying down the hall.


  On her way, she fingered her hair into place, wondering if her cat-dragged look would improve the appearance of her black eye and bandaged temple. To be honest, Jared made her feel so good, so beautiful, that she’d truly forgotten the fact that she was just a banged-up ordinary girl. He made her want things that were completely unreasonable and impractical, like making love and running around naked instead of facing reality and being responsible.


  Once she reached the kitchen, she set about fixing them a snack. Jared showed up minus the robe, but had wrapped a blue towel around his waist. He leaned against the door jamb, arms folded across his chest as he watched her. She had little doubt that she was the meal he wanted. He had no interest in the food she put on the tray.


  Keep busy, keep him distracted, Erin told herself. Unfortunately, his probing blue gaze kept searing holes through her resolve. When he moved up behind her and drew in a long, sexy-as-hell breath of air, as if he found her scent intoxicating, she knew she was sinking faster than her mind could bail her out. Feeling him press up against her was just like her dream in the cave, and made the kitchen too small a place to be. Desperate, she gathered the gourmet cheese spread, canned peaches, and juice and led the way to the TV in the great room. He shadowed her every step. Sitting on the sofa, she placed her tray of goodies on the coffee table and went to work.


  Jared stood next to the sofa and kept his gaze on Erin, absorbing her nervous movements as she spread all the food on the table. The sensual closeness between them had eased his pain and his bloodlust back from the raw edge on which he’d precariously balanced. He felt relaxed and for the first time ever content to be where he was rather than needing to be in the midst of a battle.


  Sunlight streamed into the room and bathed Erin in a golden light. Her beauty took his breath away. His hand still throbbed from the feel of her softness, and his body ached to know more of the pleasure she made pulse in his blood. The pleasure was stronger than any poison from the damned.


  She patted the place beside her. Drawing a deeply satisfying breath of her scent, he settled onto the seat, feeling as if he’d sunk into the softness of a cloud. He reached for her and she shoved something into his hand.


  “That is a remote control. It works the satellite TV over there, which is a way to see almost anything that is happening in the world. The catch is, you’re only seeing what certain powers want you to see, but it is better than nothing.”


  She guided his finger on the remote and pushed his finger down. The wall in front of them erupted in a mortal battle of weapons and death. He stood quickly, his blood throbbing to act until he quickly realized that what he saw wasn’t real and sat back down.


  “Push this button up or down, and you’ll see different things,” she said. “I’ll be right back. I forgot napkins.”


  He clicked the button to find a group of mortals arguing over matters that had no worldly significance and dismissed them, moving on. He did that two more times before finding something of interest—a man and a woman in each other’s arms, kissing deeply. His insides clenched, and the vivid feel of Erin’s fingers upon him rushed over him.


  “We’ve just met, but I feel as if I’ve known you forever.


  “Hurry, we have very little time.” The man kissed the woman again. She moaned, and they grabbed at each other’s clothes, scrambling to take them off. Jared shook his head. Their life would be simpler if they dispensed with clothing, completely. The man moved his lips from the woman’s mouth to other places along the woman’s neck and shoulders, using his tongue and teeth upon her skin. Pushing the woman onto her back, the man spread her legs wide and kissed the darkened flesh there before he moved against her and thrust his swollen flesh into her. He heard Erin returning, smelled the clean scent of her before she even entered the room.


  “Oh, hell,” Erin said.


  After a surprised moment, he realized the images of the man melding to the woman disturbed her.


  “I do not believe Heldon’s realm has such pleasures, but then spiritual beings do not concern themselves with the physical aspects of the mortal realm. There are more important matters,” Jared said, gliding his gaze down her body, wanting to see, feel, and make her cry out as loudly with pleasure as the woman on the screen.


  She pulled the remote control from his fingers and turned off the images. “Snack is ready,” she said, shoving a plate and fork at him before she sat next to him.


  He took her offerings, frowning at her as he sensed her unease. “You are afraid of the satellite?”


  He found it odd that she hadn’t reacted strongly to the death battle, but had to the man and woman.


  “No,” she said. Using a fork to spear food, she put it in her mouth. She chewed and swallowed. “Eat.”


  He found the supple movements of her mouth and lips fascinating and focused on them. “Then you were afraid of the man and the woman?” he asked.


  “No. Eat.”


  “They were intimate?”


  “Yes. Eat.”


  “Do you fear being intimate?”


  “No. Eat.”


  “Do you fear me?”


  “No. Eat.”


  “Then I don’t understand.”


  She took her fork with food on it and put it to his mouth. “Eat,” she demanded.


  Frowning at her, he opened his mouth, and she put the food in. Instantly, a sweet pleasure filled his mouth. He moaned. “What food is that?”


  “Peaches.”


  He took his own fork, stabbed a peach, and brought it to Erin’s mouth. “Peaches are better than oats.


  She frowned. “Jared—”


  “Eat,” he said, pushing the peach into her open mouth. He sensed that she battled with want just as he did. He sensed she wanted to be intimate with him, but wouldn’t allow herself to be, and that disturbed him. He leaned toward her, parting his lips, ready for his peach.


  Her frown deepened, but she fed him more peach. “It is customary for each person to feed themselves,” she said. “People only feed each other occasionally.”


  “When they are being intimate?” He gave her another peach, watching the sweetness of it glisten upon her lips.


  She blinked at him. “Well, yes.”


  He smiled and set his plate on the table. “Good,” he said, feeling a rumble of pleasure inside. Moving deftly, he pressed his mouth to hers and opened his lips to taste the juice of the peach and an essence his keen senses had now defined as Erin.


  She stiffened a moment, her golden eyes widening with surprise. Then she melted to him, softening her mouth to his. He leaned closer to her, pressing her back against the sofa, and sent his tongue searching for more of her.


  Desire once again surged within him, making his heart race and eradicating any lingering Tsara pain for the moment. As he licked the traces of peach from her lips, her tongue met his, sliding gently against it. He matched her movements, increasing them as his want of her burgeoned. He shifted his mouth from hers to touch and taste the softness of the skin along her cheek. He slid his hands to her sides, pulling her closer to the ache of his swollen flesh. Her robe bunched between them, and he tugged it open until his hand made contact with her skin.


  She groaned. Her fingers threaded into his hair, and she arched her back. Leaning slightly away from her, he spread her robe open and gazed at her breasts and womanly body. He drew a deep breath, this time detecting the scent of her sex and her desire. His awareness of her want of him was stronger than anything else, and nothing was sweeter to his soul than that small reprieve.


  “Jared,” she whispered.


  “Erin. Beautiful,” Jared said, lowering his head. He closed his mouth over her, and the very tip of her breast changed to a hard nub as he brushed his tongue against her. She moaned, and he flicked his tongue over that tip until she cried out, arching to him.


  Her pleasure sent a bolt of pleasure through him so sharply that his hips jerked, bringing his hard flesh against her leg and loosening the towel at his waist.


  He snatched the towel away and covered her body with the heat of his gaze before he set his lips and tongue to tasting her again. He moved to the flat planes of her stomach and the soft, golden curls of her aroused sex, brushing his lips and tongue and teeth all along the softness of her skin until her heart hammered and her breast quivered with every breath. Then he spread her legs wide and set his mouth there, tasting her glorious sweetness and thrusting his tongue into her softness.


  Erin closed her eyes and let her head fall back into the soft leather as each stroke of Jared’s tongue shot shards of pleasure right to her center. Between her own heated desire and his hot touch, she felt every degree of his hundred-and-fifteen temperature. Lava had replaced her blood and set her afire.


  It was like being personally kissed by the midday sun and made her feel utterly decadent, as if she wanted to luxuriate naked in his warmth forever. The thought of having his heat inside her sent her erogenous zones into a frenzied chaos of sensations. She came apart at the seams as her orgasm erupted through her, a volcanic explosion of such magnitude that her world was forever altered. She cried out from the glory of it. Stars burst and a universe of new pleasure opened before her.


  Jared rose up to thrust his erection along the wet folds of her sex. He didn’t enter her, but thrust against her. She arched to him then reached down, wanting to show him the way. Her hand tightened around his erection the moment he thrust and his body shuddered as he cried out with pleasure.


  He kissed her then, staring into her eyes with such awe that she couldn’t help but smile.


  “You have shown me a world I have never seen before,” he whispered.


  His amulet lay warm between her breasts and his long hair formed a dark curtain around them, closing out the world she wished had never existed. All she wanted to know was the feel of him, the touch of him. To luxuriate in the supple velvetiness of his hard warrior’s body. She pulled him close to her racing heart. “You did the same for me,” she told him.


  He settled against her and she felt their spirits entwine in a whole new way.


  
    Chapter Thirteen

  


  Erin knew this shouldn’t have happened. She should be protecting Jared from an involvement that wouldn’t help either of them at the moment, but she hadn’t stopped, hadn’t wanted to stop, and honestly didn’t know if she could have stopped. Everything inside her had been caught up in feeling and knowing the power of his passion.


  And though they technically hadn’t had intercourse, a sexual bond had been forged between them—one that she was sure they were both going to regret.


  He leaned back from her, an intense question shadowing the iridescent blue of his eyes.


  “You find great pleasure with me, yet I feel turmoil. Why?”


  How did he know so much of what she felt?


  She glanced at Jared’s amulet, hanging between them and touched its smoothness, already prepared for its heat and the tingling of her fingers. “Yes, there is great pleasure with you, but I am torn inside because I don’t know you. I know hardly anything about you. We haven’t had time to—”


  “Time?” he said, easing to her side so that he lay next to her on the couch. “Time is irrelevant in bonding to another. Sometimes unity happens in an instant and sometimes millennia can pass before one soul learns to soar with another. You do know me. You know all that matters. You know my spirit, for yours soars with mine, embraces mine. I felt it.” He set his palm over her heart.


  “You felt passion, desire, sexual arousal. That’s all different than knowing what love really is. That only comes with time. You have to be patient, and when you understand all of this more, you will know I’m right. And you’re wrong. I don’t know you. I believe you are who you say, a Blood Hunter, a spirit being made mortal, but what does all of that mean now?” She placed her palm against his amulet.


  She must have hit a nerve, because Jared pulled his hand from her breast and climbed off the couch. She sat up and belted her robe, needing a barrier between them. She had a feeling she wouldn’t like the answers she’d get. He had said he was doomed. He had said there was no hope for him. He paced the great room naked, and after a few minutes, she held out the blue towel he’d had on.


  He frowned at it.


  “Please,” she said. “I can’t think with you naked.”


  “I think very well when you are naked. Perhaps your thinking isn’t necessary at the moment.”


  Erin stood, marched to Jared, and wrapped the towel around his waist. From the look of him, she knew just what he thought of her naked. “Believe me, if I don’t get to think, then nothing you are thinking will ever happen again. I want you to tell me everything about you, even what you told me before. This time I will hear you.”


  “What did you hear before?”


  “My own thoughts.”


  He spoke, and this time she listened to what he had to say about his service as a Shadowman warrior in the Guardian Forces. His elite band of warriors, known as Blood Hunters, protect humans with Chosen blood. She understood that the head of the forces for good was Logos, and a spiritual battle was waged against the evil Army of the Fallen, led by Heldon.


  Erin shuddered. “So my blood is coveted by vampires you call Vladarians?”


  “That is correct.”


  Erin drew a breath. “And those who have Chosen blood descended from King Solomon. That would mean my parents are and my ancestors were Chosen as well.”


  “At least one of them is.”


  “How can you tell who has Chosen blood and who doesn’t?”


  “This will sound strange but the power and the scent of Logos’s blessing runs strong in a Chosen’s blood. Why Logos chose to bless some and not others centuries ago isunknown to us all. His mysteries are as deep and varied as the universe. What you need to know is that you are in danger because of it.”


  “Why?”


  Jared seemed to hesitate a moment, inhaling deeply as if what he had to say was very difficult. “There is great power in the blood of the Chosen. The demons, werebeasts, and vampires of the Vladarian Order not only crave that power, but need that power in order to exist in the mortal realm and spread Heldon’s evil. Their plan is to create hell within the mortal world.” He walked to a wide window and stared at the thin mists rolling across the mountain peaks.


  “Where are these creatures? How will I know them? How can I protect myself from them?”


  “You’ll know. I’ll make sure you know. And I am here to protect you for a time,” he said softly.


  Erin knew there were more questions she should ask, and would think later to ask, but his last words snatched her attention. She riveted her gaze on Jared.


  “What do you mean, for a time?” He looked so alone, silhouetted against the mountain peaks and mists outside the window that she went to him and set her hands on his broad shoulders.


  He stiffened at first. Then, when she pressed her cheek to his back, he sighed and relaxed into her embrace.


  “I am damned, poisoned by a Tsara, one of Heldon’s spiritual assassins. I can no longer serve the Guardian Forces. I can no longer walk with my Blood Hunter brethren. I will walk as a mortal for a time, and then I will no longer be.”


  The words hit Erin in her chest, right in the center of her heart, and left her struggling against burning tears. She didn’t want to believe what he said was true. His life couldn’t be that fleeting. Yet she’d chosen to accept that he was a spirit being, so how could she not believe this, too? She moved to face him, needing to know more. His gaze was shadowed, his mouth grim.


  “What do you mean, you will no longer be?”


  He pressed his palm to her face and brushed his thumb against her cheek. “I can’t answer that because I don’t know yet myself.”


  He leaned down and kissed her then, lightly, reverently. She wrapped her arms around him, holding him so tight she was sure neither of them could breathe. “It’s not going to happen,” she whispered. “We are irrevocably bound to one another. I won’t let it happen, Jared.”


  He didn’t say anything, but she knew he didn’t believe her, any more than she had believed him before. The storm of events swirling around her life thickened to a dark cloud. It wrapped around her, strangling her with its force.


  She buried her face in the heat of his neck and placed one hand over his heart, making a silent vow. She didn’t understand what or how, or anything else, but when the time came, he would be safe, too.


  As she stood nestled against him, her eyelids grew heavy. At some point he carried her back to the couch and wrapped her in his arms. She drifted off to sleep realizing that Jared was right about something. The length of time passing didn’t necessarily equal the strength and the depth of a connection forged between two people.


  A jarring sound brought Jared to full alert, letting him know that danger didn’t lurk, but something extremely annoying intruded on their quiet rest. Erin slept in his arms, as golden and promising as a gentle sunrise. He didn’t want to let her go, but the irritating sound would not cease.


  Easing from beneath her, he followed the short, blaring notes, gritting his teeth against the unharmonious clatter. He found the offending object in the kitchen. Since glaring at it produced no results, he pushed it with his hand. It slid, hit the wall, and fell apart. The noise ceased. He thought he’d harmed the thing until he heard the woman Emerald. “Hello . . . are you there?”


  “Yes,” Jared said, scowling at the thing.


  “Is everything all right, luv? You sound a bit distant. Are you holding the phone?”


  Jared picked up the phone and held it dangling in front of his face. “Yes.”


  “Erin and I spoke of the Sno-Med Fair. We’re going, and—”


  “Include me,” Jared said, his irritation switching from the phone to the conversation. Had Erin planned to go fight this enemy alone?


  “Well, I hadn’t thought … are you sure you’re up to the trip?”


  “Yes.”


  “In a jiffy, then.”


  “What is a jiffy?” Jared asked, but all he got for his trouble was a loud continuous blare that stopped after a few moments. “If you wish to dial a number, please hang up and try again.”


  “Jared?” Erin came stumbling into the room. “Who called?


  “What’s a jiffy?” he asked.


  “Depends on what kind of jiffy.”


  “Emerald said in a jiffy. Why didn’t you tell me about the Sno-Med Fair? Were you going to fight this predator alone? If you go, then I go, Erin.”


  “Whoa. Wait a minute. Emerald was on the phone?” Erin picked up the now silent offender and put it to her ear. “Hello?” She put the thing back together. “What did she say?”


  “I just told you. We’re all going to the fair, and she said in a jiffy.” Curious, he picked up the phone and examined it, hearing the noise again. “Show me,” he told Erin.


  Erin blinked at Jared, realizing what his problem had been. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think about you needing to learn a few things about the world you’re in.” She didn’t exactly know how it had worked out that she and Jared were going to the Sno-Med event, but she wasn’t going to let the opportunity slip from her hand. Even if Dr. Cinatas had people looking for her, they wouldn’t necessarily be able to recognize Jared. They couldn’t have gotten more than a glimpse of him. It was herself she’d have to disguise, but she’d worry about that shortly.


  She showed Jared how to use the phone by calling Emerald back on the number posted by the phone. “She’ll be here in a jiffy. That means fast. We have to put on clothes quick, and we don’t even know if they fit.” She grabbed his arm and dragged him back toward the bedroom. They’d barely managed to slide into slacks, shirts, and tennis shoes before Emerald arrived. The only thing that didn’t fit of the very generous and tasteful clothes Emerald had supplied were the bras. Erin opted to go without.


  “Mum, he’s a real giant,” whispered a girl of about ten—who had to be Emerald’s daughter—as Jared ducked through the doorway to join them on the porch. There was no mistaking their kinship. Megan was Emerald in miniature, silver-blonde and petite, only Megan had an endearing exuberance and wonder shining in her misty green eyes.


  “Not a real giant, poppet. They’re much bigger. But he’s a real guest at Silver Moon.”


  Megan’s eyes grew impossibly wider, making Erin wonder what that meant. Then she introduced herself, holding out her hand. “I’m Megan, and I’m so glad you’re finally here. Mum can stop grumbling, and I won’t have to go to Bethy’s so early every day now.”


  Smiling, Erin clasped the girl’s hand, and Jared did the same, seemingly bemused by the child’s charm.


  Emerald rolled her eyes, her cheeks flushing. “It wasn’t that terrible.”


  “True,” Megan said. “An ogre would be worse.” Then she ducked off the porch laughing, a sound akin to tiny silver bells. Though she spoke everyday words, there was a melodic quality to the child’s voice that seemed almost magical. “Let’s hurry. Bethy will be there before us. I don’t know why we had to do a second reading today before going.”


  “Had to be sure, poppet. You’re too precious. Climb into the back seat and buckle up.” Emerald directed her gaze to Erin and then to Jared. “The two of you are looking better, but still tired. Going to this fair must be important, then? Part of the reason why you have come to me, perhaps?”


  Erin lowered her gaze, not wanting to reveal what she wasn’t ready to tell. “Let’s just say I want to look around at what Sno-Med is doing in the community.”


  Emerald sighed. “We’ll chat later, then.”


  “We’ll see.” In the face of Emerald s open generosity, Erin knew her caution must feel like a slap, but at this point Erin didn’t have a choice. They piled into the pickup, but before they could leave, a light tinkling of silver bells sounded.


  “Hold a sec, luvs,” Emerald said as she fished a cell phone from her purse. She frowned at it a few moments, then typed in a quick message. “There,” she said. “Page forty-two should help them for now. And I’ll have to speak with them in the morning.” She put the truck into gear.


  Before Erin could ask what Emerald meant by her comments, Megan began talking excitedly about her day at school and the moment passed. The conversation flowed amid the twists and turns of the day as they wound along the mountain road.


  With each mile closer to the fairgrounds, Erin was vividly aware of Jared’s nearness in the seat next to her and his growing tension. She knew he didn’t like tight spaces, and the long drive had to be getting to him. Not having looked at a map, she hadn’t realized how far Jared had run across the mountains between yesterday and this morning.


  But there was something more she sensed under the surface. Something she couldn’t put her finger on, and she wasn’t even sure if it was her own anxiety about venturing out into public with Cinatas close by, or if her sixth sense was telling her there was more going on with Jared than she knew.


  Once they reached the fair and Emerald parked amid the hundreds of others out for a free Sunday afternoon on Sno-Med’s dime, Erin’s worry eased some. The concealing crowds and normalcy of the activities made it seem as if everything was right with the world—at least, on the surface. A banjo-driven band played lively bluegrass music that danced in the mountain air and sent even the stiffest of feet to tapping. People milled about the open-air big-top tent centered in the middle of a wide, grassy glen. Printed on a huge banner across the top of the tent was Sno-Med’s emblem and motto, “Enrich your life with Sno-Med. Let us care for you.” Hobo-like clowns mingled, some on stilts, others sporting dozens of colorful balloons with Sno-Med’s big emblem blazoned on them. Children ran about, laughing and playing little ring-toss games, and across the field small amusement rides whirled with fun.


  Everything looked so normal it made Erin cringe inside. Was she the only one who knew that something wicked lay beneath the surface of their lives? At least no Hummers or limos were in sight.


  “Do we do this together or separately?” Emerald asked.


  Erin met the woman’s gaze with honesty. “If I am seen by certain people, it would be better if you weren’t seen with me.”


  “Mum! I see Bethy! Come on.” Megan ran up and tugged on Emeralds hand. “I’m coming,” she said. Glancing at Jared and then back at Erin, she said, “You’re not alone in this, but no one can help unless you let them.” She turned and left with Megan, and Erin began to doubt her own caution.


  “Erin, why have you come here amid so many whom you cannot trust?” Jared asked, sliding his hand to her back and edging her closer to his side as they walked into the crowd.


  “I want to see what Sno-Med is up to.” A clown handed her a balloon, and Erin slipped the bright blue ribbon between her fingers, feeling the balloon dance as she walked.


  “They are either deliberately for Heldon’s cause or ignorantly so,” he said.


  “What do you mean?”


  He pointed to the emblem on the balloon, a pin-wheel of four blue triangles with their points toward the center but not touching in any way. “The equilateral triangles here are pulled apart, separated, representing disharmony and chaos in each of the four corners of the universe.”


  Erin narrowed her eyes and shook her head a little. “All I see is an abstract snowflake for Sno-Med. Cinatas is big on white. The clinic looks like a winter wonderland, his limo is white, and everyone who works for him has to wear white.”


  Jared shrugged. “All is not seen at first, Erin. You’ll learn.”


  They wandered into the tent. Spread out between free ice cream booths, free cotton candy, free cider, and free food were stations for blood pressure readings, glaucoma testing, bone density, diabetes screening—the usual tests for a health expo. But there were more tests for blood than anything else, from blood analysis to blood donations to stations encouraging everyone to know their blood type.


  Was it a free med screening like this that led those four people in the Manhattan clinic to their death? Seeing the lines of people waiting enthusiastically made Erin’s stomach twist, and she had the strongest urge to gather all of the children in her arms and run like hell. Jared must have picked up on her anxiety, for his hand tightened against her back.


  A grandmotherly lady with elegant silver hair and warm hazel eyes handed Erin two forms to fill out. Jared must not have seemed very approachable, because she took one upward glance at him and backed away. Looking over the form, Erin realized there was very little Sno-Med would not know about every single person lined up before the day was through. Just as she was about to turn away, feeling as hemmed in by the large tent as Jared did by a car, she saw Dr. Batista manning the blood analysis booth. The doctor smiled at the woman from whom she was drawing a tube of blood.


  Erin’s first instinct was to hurry away before Dr. Batista saw her, but on second thought Erin decided to speak to the doctor and went to the booth.


  Finishing with her patient, Dr. Batista looked up at their approach, and her eyes widened with surprise, then grew suspicious. “You’re both looking better, but I’m surprised to see you here.” Her statement was more of a question.


  Erin shrugged. “I’ve heard of Sno-Med. I didn’t realize you worked for them.”


  “I don’t. But I do volunteer work for the community. I like to stay busy.” She shrugged. “The stalwart woman in charge of organizing this huge event called for trained personnel to help. It’s such a great thing to do for a community.”


  Erin bit back her reply. “You’ve done this often, then?”


  Dr. Batista’s eyes suddenly darkened, and her hand on the counter fisted. “No. This is the first I’ve been here to help. But my sister worked for Sno-med and used to tell me about the expos. Sno-Med has one every six months.” She glanced at Jared. “Sam’s right. You don’t say much at all.” She didn’t give Jared a chance to respond before directing a question at Erin. “Is Em here?”


  “Yes. She and Megan are with Bethy and her mother.” Erin wanted to ask more about Dr. Batista’s sister, but the time and the place were wrong. Learning that the doctor’s sister had worked for Sno-Med and was missing made Erin want to ask more than just a few questions.


  The doctor nodded and leaned closer. “Why are you here? At Em’s? Where are you from?”


  “I told you this morning,” Erin said. “And don’t worry about your friend. She’ll be repaid.”


  Dr. Batista shook her head. “I’m not worried about money. By accepting her help, you’re letting her believe you are someone you are not.”


  “I understand,” Erin said.


  “No, I don’t think you do, or you wouldn’t be so cruel. I’ll see you tonight. Em’s invited everyone to eat at her house.” Looking very unhappy at the prospect, Dr. Batista turned away and welcomed the person handing her their information form.


  “Let’s go have an ice cream.” Erin directed Jared to the line where several girls were playing Jacob’s ladder with yarn. Two wore blue rubber sports bands with the Sno-Med emblem on it that read, “I’m a Sno-Med pro.” One wore a white band. She’d seen white sports bands like it before, on the wrists of the two young dead women in the lab at the Sno-Med Clinic Friday morning. Her stomach churned as she wondered if those bracelets had read, “I’m a Sno-Med pro.”


  “Nice bracelets,” Erin said. “What do I have to do to get one?”


  The girls, not more than six years old, looked up, all bright smiles. “You have to be brave and have your blood tested,” said the curly redhead with bright blue eyes. She held up the blue band proudly, then whispered, “Tierney is special. That’s why she got a white one.


  “You weren’t supposed to tell anybody!” the little girl with the white bracelet cried, her soft brown eyes filling with tears. “I’ll get in trouble.”


  “Don’t worry,” said Erin. “I didn’t hear anything. Did you, Jared?” Erin glanced at Jared. His gaze was transfixed on the girl with the white bracelet. Erin had to tug on his arm to get his attention.


  Meanwhile the little girl with the white bracelet backed away from them. “Bad man,” she whispered. “Bad man.” Then she turned and ran, crying for her mother. Several people looked up in concern but went back to their fun when a woman ran up and wrapped the little girl in her arms. After a moment the woman set her gaze on Erin and Jared and came marching their way.


  “What happened? What did you do to scare Tierney?” the mother demanded, a high, angry note ringing in her voice. The little girl had her face buried against her mother’s neck.


  “I’m sorry,” Erin said. “I just asked the girls how to get a bracelet like theirs.”


  “I upset Tierney,” said the curly redhead. “I tolded something that was a secret.”


  The mother’s tense expression relaxed. “That’s all right, Junie.” She glanced at Jared, her expression guarded, then smiled at the other girls. “Why don’t you two come with me and we’ll get ice cream, okay?”


  The girls nodded, following the woman.


  “She has Chosen blood, Erin,” Jared whispered.


  “What?”


  “The child with the white bracelet has Chosen blood. We must go outside. I need to leave here,” he said, taking her hand and urging her from the tent.


  Erin followed Jared out of the tent, feeling extremely queasy inside. Tierney had Chosen blood and had been given a white bracelet, the murdered women in the lab had worn something similar, and Erin had this Chosen blood and had been singled out by Dr. Cinatas for special patients … all of these pieces had millions of questions raging through Erin’s mind. She was afraid she’d have to tell more than she wanted known to get the answers she wanted to those questions.


  She also wondered if Jared was telling her everything. She now had no doubt that his appearance in her life was in some way connected to Dr. Cinatas and Sno-Med. It could be just as simple as he said it was. She had Chosen blood, and he protected the Chosen.


  As she passed the happy, excited people who didn’t have a clue that they might be selling their lives for a free lunch, she kept looking at their wrists. Many people wore blue bracelets, some wore none, but she didn’t see another white one.


  Jared led Erin from the tent, desperate to break free of the deafening noise inside. There were so many people, so many voices, so much sound hounding him. His head pounded from the punishing wave of noise. When he’d caught the scent of Chosen blood other than Erin’s while they were speaking to Dr. Batista, his hunger for its taste had cut like a knife through his heart. An innocent child with sunny hair and tearful blue eyes had looked at him as if he were the worst of the damned. Her fear ate at him. He was a protector, a warrior who fought to preserve all that was good and true. That was being stripped away from him one excruciating piece at a time, leaving him raw, bleeding, and consumed with a dark hunger.


  He clenched his fists, bit down on his tongue hard enough to taste his own blood, and strangled whatever it was inside him that fought to break loose. He felt his body grow extremely hot, and he trembled as he moved forward, weakened by the battle. Reaching the outside mountain air, he breathed deeply and pulled Erin into his arms, drawing from her the ease only she brought, ease that tamed the beast inside of him. The deafening noise piercing his mind ebbed away.


  “Jared, what is it? Let me help.”


  He pulled her closer with a shaky arm. “There is no help, Erin.” Self-disgust ate at him. Children often knew what adults had become too inured to sense. The child knew that the Tsara’s evil lurked inside him, and it was only a matter of time before that evil consumed him.


  
    Chapter Fourteen

  


  Jared sat in the great room of the cabin, watching the evening shadows creep across the soft blue of the mountain-sloped horizon. Ever since leaving the fair, he’d felt a growing tension within him, as if some force greater than his will was seething to be free from his iron control, and he didn’t want Erin to know. The darkness in him needed to stay hidden. So he didn’t reach for her, didn’t try to kiss her, and a distance that was more than space sprang up between them. He knew it was his fault. He couldn’t explain what was happening inside him; he felt it was wrong, but he couldn’t stop it.


  She’d tried to fill the tense void by showing him many things within the cabin and how they worked. The ringing of the phone brought a sigh of relief from her that had chastened his heart. He was supposed to be protecting her—easing her burdens, not adding to them.


  Erin answered the phone in the kitchen, and Emerald’s distinctive voice filtered through to Jared’s ears. “I’ve made a stew and bread pudding for dinner. And a bit of a warning to you. The dragon is here. So I can bring you two plates and you can stay there or you can come join us here.”


  “We’ll be more than glad to come there,” Erin said. She hung up the phone and returned to the great room.


  “Jared, we’re—”


  “I heard,” he said softly.


  “Your hearing is that sensitive?” she asked, sitting next to him, her gold eyes wide with wonder and a softness that was a gentle as her touch.


  “Yes.” He inhaled deeply, drinking in every nuance of her scent. Something was different about him tonight. He could sense more, smell better, and hear more acutely than he remembered since coming to the mortal world. “The noise within the tent was too loud to bear.”


  “I didn’t know. Do you want to stay here and rest while I go eat? I have questions I’m hoping to find answers to. I want to know if Emerald, the sheriff, or Dr. Batista have any other connection to Sno-Med than what we’ve seen so far, and I want to know exactly how Emerald knew we were coming to the Sacred Stones.”


  “We will stay together.” He, too, had questions.


  The sheriff arrived to take them to Emerald’s. His harsh manner scraped Jared’s nerves as much as the tight space in the pickup, making Jared even more uncomfortable. He couldn’t figure out why he felt such unease, or why it was growing with the shadows.


  It worsened when he neared the cottage. The little house was set so low and deep beneath the boughs of thick trees that Jared felt an oppressive weight settle on his shoulders. He immediately missed the open freedom of the mountain crest where the cabin sat.


  The sheriff clamped a hand on Jared’s shoulder at the door to the cottage. Jared shrugged it off sharply, turning to face the man who stood just half a foot shorter. Whether the man thought he was protecting those he cared about or not, Jared wasn’t going to give the guy any more room than he had to. Jared barely had room to breathe himself. “Have you got something to say?” Jared demanded.


  Erin touched Jared’s arm lightly, trying to soothe him, and Jared drew a breath, feeling a deep urge to run through the woods until this tension inside him eased.


  The sheriff kept his gaze on Jared as he spoke to Erin. “So far you’ve checked out, Morgan, but I’m waiting for more to come tomorrow. Then we’re going to locate your car on Spirit Wind Mountain, and we’ll see about you staying in Twilight at all. Em insists on your being here tonight. I don’t like it, and I’m not going to pretend to like it. Say or do anything to upset her, her daughter Megan, or Annette, and your accommodations will get bars faster than you can blink.”


  The sheriff shoved open the door. “Have you got a problem with that, Em or Annette?”


  Emerald and Dr. Batista stood just inside the doorway, eavesdropping.


  “You’re too serious, Sam.” Emerald smiled, motioning them in with a wave of her arm. “Watch yourself now. My humble digs are a wee bit small.”


  Jared had to duck low, and once inside he felt the full force of a strong magic, something much greater than the enchantment at Silver Moon. His gaze shot immediately to Emerald and studied her as she welcomed Erin into her home as well. When they finished, he caught Erin’s hand and urged her to his side. Magic this strong was not to be trusted very far. Logos never aligned himself with magic, for though magic wasn’t evil in itself, through the ages Heldon had become very adept in twisting the power of the mortal ground to his destructive purposes.


  Erin tightened her grip on Jared’s hand as she glanced about Emerald s home, wondering what bothered him. She could feel him winding tighter and tighter, like a spring ready to burst, and she didn’t know how to help him. He seemed to be withdrawing from her, yet needing to keep her close as well.


  Given how their first hours in the cabin this morning had gone, she’d thought they’d crossed barriers that had made them closer than she’d ever been to another. She still felt that way inside, but Jared’s actions were telling her he didn’t. Old hurt tried to well up in her, but she firmly stamped on it. She had to believe that when he was ready, he’d tell her what had upset him. It had to do with the Sno-Med fair and their discoveries there. That’s when he’d started to change.


  “We’re all set to eat. Megan has the table ready, so I hope you’re hungry.”


  “Very,” Erin said, forcing a smile. Before falling asleep on the couch, she and Jared had finished eating the peaches, cheese, and crackers that she’d fixed for a snack after their shared shower. But that snack was long gone, and she was very hungry.


  Emerald’s home was the Better Homes and Gardens version of magical comfort. The rooms, though small, were filled with a treasure trove of diminutive art. Cabinets burst with figures of ethereal fairies and graceful, winged angels no larger than Erin’s thumb. The walls, though painted in dark tones of burgundy, green, and blue, sparkled with light as if dusted with glitter.


  The heavenly smells of beef stew and fresh bread made a mouthwatering invitation that everyone accepted despite their reservations. The great food bridged a gap the initial lack of conversation had left. Compliments went to Emerald and Megan for the delicious dinner. Erin noted that Jared watched what others did before acting himself. For a man just introduced to the physical world, he functioned remarkably well and learned fast.


  “What is happening with Sheriff Slater, Sam? You said earlier that he had trouble his way.” Dr. Batista spoke as she lightly buttered a piece of bread. She’d changed from her lab coat to an attractive outfit of brown pants with a shirt that matched the soft lights in her eyes, but she’d kept her hair tightly knotted and her shoulders stiff. “I didn’t catch wind of it at the health expo today. Usually if something is up, everybody is talking about it.”


  The sheriff followed his spoonful of stew with a sip of water before answering. “I think Slater is trying to keep the situation quiet until he can figure it out. It’s a puzzle that is only getting worse.” He glanced at Megan, who listened intently to his every word as only ten-year-olds who think they’re all grown up can. “I’ll have to tell you the details later,” he said, making Megan frown before he continued. “But the man they found on the side of the road came up with a print match in the computer. Unfortunately, there’s an obvious glitch in the system.”


  “What?” Dr. Batista bit into her bread.


  “According to his fingerprints, the man was on death row for a number of years and had been executed in South Carolina two years ago.”


  “For real, Sam Sheridan!” Emerald exclaimed, brows rising. “The body of a man who’s already dead.”


  “Mum, will you be doing a reading of it?” Megan asked, her green eyes wide with interest.


  “No. You know readings are special. Can’t be doing them on everything.”


  Sam rolled his eyes. “So your crystal ball can identify dead men now?”


  “Sam.” Dr. Batista glared at him.


  “I’ve wrangled with fiercer dragons, Nettie.” Emerald set her cool gaze on the sheriff. “I don’t know what my crystal will reveal or won’t reveal. The Druids are rarely kind in the secrets they give up, but I could tell you something if I wanted to.”


  Dr. Batista nodded. “It’d be better than the report they got today. Sometimes I think the system is useless. They’ve yet to determine whose prints were on Stef’s—” Her voice broke.


  Dr. Batista had mentioned her sister’s connection to Sno-Med at the fair, and something bad had happened. “I’m sorry. You spoke of your sister earlier as if something is wrong. I can’t help but ask what.”


  Dr. Batista took a deep breath. “She disappeared six months ago.”


  “How? From where?” Erin asked.


  Emerald sighed. “I found her backpack at the Sacred Stones.”


  Dr. Batista softly added, “Stef, who worked in Sno-med’s labs, was to meet a group of her coworkers at the Sacred Stones for a Saturday morning hike. She’d called me Friday and left a message on my cell to call her back that night. She said she had something important to ask me, and she sounded more concerned than usual about it, but not especially upset. There was an emergency at the hospital. I’d been in surgery for hours, and when I got her message, I didn’t call. It was late, and I was tired. She didn’t answer my call in the morning. Several hours later, I received a call from Emerald.”


  Erin shifted her gaze to Emerald’s. “You worked for Sno-Med?”


  “Mother Mary. Whatever gave you that idea? No. I’d gone to the stones at dawn looking for you two and found the backpack. Stef’s information was inside, along with Annette’s as an emergency contact.”


  It took Erin a second to absorb this new fact. “You were out looking for Jared and me six months ago?”


  “It’s a story,” Emerald said.


  The phone rang, and Jared started. Erin set her hand over his, remembering his sensitivity to sound.


  “It’s Bethy ringing,” Megan said as she jumped up and ran to the phone. She picked up the receiver, totally assured that she knew who was calling. “Bethy!” She listened to what Bethy had to say, then squealed with delight. “Hold on.” She pressed the receiver to her chest, eyes shining. “Mum, can I go to Bethy’s tonight? She just got Fairy’s Fantasy X, and her mum’s said we can have a marathon until we best the Dark Lord. Can I? Sarah, Susan, Barb, Mel, Beanie, Mish, and Carrie are all going to be there. It might take us days!”


  Erin recognized the newest game craze for the younger set of video maniacs, where a force of tiny fairies managed to defeat all foes in their quest to save the world.


  Emerald sighed. “It’s Sunday. We’ve not done your reading for tomorrow yet. You can’t be going tonight.”


  “But Mum!” Megan’s eyes grew mistier with tears. “It’s just Bethy’s! Please. We did two for today. Can’t it wait a day or two—”


  “Meggie—”


  “Just once, please. Can’t I be like everyone else just once, Mum? Please.”


  Emerald inhaled as if she was facing a foe she didn’t know how to fight. “Tomorrow, then. You need to come home tomorrow night for your reading. I’ll delay no longer.”


  “Yes,” Megan squealed into the phone. “Mum will run me over in a jiffy.”


  “After we’ve finished,” Emerald cautioned.


  Megan dashed back to the table, kissed her mother’s cheek happily, and sat to finish her meal. She bubbled with so much excitement that Erin thought she’d float to the ceiling before it was over with. Emerald seemed distracted for the rest of the meal and through dessert.


  Jared commented on the sweet bread pudding. It was the only thing he’d said since speaking to Emerald when they first arrived. “Peaches,” he said. “Peaches would be good with this.”


  The heat of his thumb caressing the inside of her wrist told Erin he hadn’t made an idle comment. Her pulse raced back through the memory of him and peaches and juicy kisses.


  Dr. Batista gave Jared a puzzled look that soon turned to compassion. “Peaches are good, Jared,” she said, as one might to a small child. “You like peaches? I like peaches too.”


  Emerald sputtered her coffee and shook her head. “Nett, both you and Sam are going to be eating a load of crow.


  Erin frowned, then realized Dr. Batista had come to the conclusion that Jared was mentally handicapped. And from the look in the sheriff’s eyes, he was reaching the same conclusion.


  Hell, Erin thought, deciding not to disabuse them of the notion. Having them think Jared was impaired would go a long way to avoid having to explain anything. The silver-bell sound Erin associated with Emerald’s cell phone tinkled, and Emerald quickly rose up to attend to it.


  “I’ll get my stuff ready to go to Bethy’s,” Megan said, jumping up and dashing away with a big smile on her face.


  Sam shook his head as he spoke to Dr. Batista. “Em’s so married to her cell phone that she can’t have a life of her own.”


  Dr. Batista glared at him. “You wouldn’t be saying that if I’d gotten a call for emergency surgery.”


  “That’s different.”


  “No. It’s not.”


  “What good can she do? Tell them to go to page sixty-nine now?”


  “You are impossible. Have you ever even read her book? Do you even know what is on that page?”


  “I don’t have to,” Sam grumbled.


  “What book?” Erin asked.


  “Sexual Synergy” Dr. Batista said. “Emerald is a sex therapist known as Dr. Em in Dublin.”


  “An online sex therapist,” Sam said. “I bet her clients e-mail her from bed. Gives a whole new meaning to ‘you’ve got—’ ”


  “Don’t you dare say it.” Dr. Batista groaned.


  “Male,” said the sheriff.


  Emerald returned, and the meal soon ended on a more congenial note than it had begun. The sheriff returned Erin and Jared to the cabin with an “I’ll see you in the morning” good-bye.


  Erin stood for a moment next to Jared, looking at the soft fingers of moonlight bathing the cabin in a silvery glow. It appeared almost mystical amid the dark shadowy trees and black edge of the rugged earth. Honeysuckle scented the humid air, bringing childhood memories of plucking the nectar from the hearts of the delicate blooms and dipping the droplets onto her tongue. More fireflies than Erin had ever seen at one time flickered like a carpet of fairy dust about them, blanketing the area in beauty and quietly reminding Erin that Twilight was different than other places. Just the fact that Emerald, Dr. Batista, and Jared had all ended up there told her that, even if her sixth sense hadn’t.


  The sound of a wolf howling cut through the magic of the night and made Erin shiver.


  “Hurry,” Jared said, taking her arm and urging her into the cabin. Once inside, she turned to find him stripping his clothes off in the doorway.


  “Jared, we need to talk. We can’t let what almost happened happen.”


  He stood naked in the doorway, powerful and hungry. He breathed deeply, his nostrils flaring. His eyes glittered an eerie blue in the moon’s silver light.


  He walked to her, sending her heart fleeing places her feet didn’t have the sense to run to. Her breath caught, her lips parted, and her insides clenched, already heated with the memory of the pleasure he alone had branded upon her.


  He shoved the clothes into her arms. “I have to run,” he said harshly. “Lock the doors, and whatever you do, do not leave the cabin.” He turned and ran into the dark of the night.


  
    Chapter Fifteen

  


  “You don’t look as if you are feeling well, Manolo,” Cinatas said holding up a bottle of Chateau Petrus merlot to the intense surgical light he kept beside his seat while dining. He examined everything for impurities. Manolo stood subserviently in the doorway, his body shivering from fever, which Cinatas knew would become very painful shortly. Marburg virus, or as Cinatas liked to call it, Marvel virus, for it miraculously wiped any nuisance from his life within a week’s time, purged the host of all impurities before his very painful death.


  Almost as painfully as his dinner was progressing, Cinatas thought. Shashur had decided to join him, and the tedious affair had become a pissing contest. One that Shashur couldn’t even dream of winning.


  Cinatas smiled at the secret progress he’d made in locating Morgan and her not quite mortal friend. Erin had to be traveling with someone not of this world; nothing else could explain Morgan’s ability to evade capture.


  Shashur reached over and snatched the bottle from Cinatas. “If you’re going to fraternize with your idiots, I’m at least going to have a drink.” He sank his dentally altered fangs into the cork and twisted it free of the bottle.


  Cinatas shuddered at the violence of the act. His manicured nails cracked to the quick as he dug them into the arm of his Louis XIV chair, carved by André-Charles Boulle himself. Shards of pain ripped up Cinatas’s arm, and he silently vowed that Shashur would fall subject to the same hemorrhagic fever as Manolo. It would be interesting to see what its purging effects would do for the damned.


  “I’m fine, sir,” Manolo said, answering Cinatas’s query. “Reports are that Sheriff Sheridan ran a check on Erin Morgan today. She’s in Twilight. We’ve ears in his office and a man on his tail. We should know at any minute where Morgan and—”


  “You’ve got a team ready to act, right? Then keep up the excellent work,” Cinatas hissed through his pain, interrupting Manolo before he could say anything more about the man with Morgan.


  Manolo disappeared, and Shashur drained his wineglass then poured another. “You’ve no cause to feel smug,” he said. “The damned found them on that god-forsaken spirit-ridden mountain. It was an easy deduction to know they’d surface in the nearest town.”


  “Of course,” Cinatas said. “I’m sure incompetence had nothing to do with your inability to secure Morgan. What can the damned do when a few Blood Hunters from the spirit world bare their teeth?”


  Shashur stood, shoving his chair back from the table. “I’m bringing your insolence and this whole incident up for review before the Vladarian Order. Pathos found you, and he can replace you.”


  Cinatas only smiled. Shashur would be dead before that meeting in three weeks.


  Jared ran from the cabin into the woods with the Tsara bite burning as if he were being branded anew. The poison in him roiled, scraping the insides of his chest like a beast clawing to be free. When he’d exited the sheriff’s vehicle just minutes ago, something had told him to run as far from Erin as he could. Whether it was the full light of the moon shining on him, pulling the evil in him to the surface, or if the sudden release from the magic of Emerald’s cottage caused an eruption of evil, the bloodlust had reared its head.


  He’d escaped into the forest, moving like the wind across the mountain terrain. The scent of earth mingled with the fertile green of the leaves and the decay of yesterday’s life. Wildlife skulked. He could smell the fear of those hiding, and the hungry power of those lurking to kill smaller prey. He could also sense their awareness of him, and with growing satisfaction, their fear of him. No other predator could match his prowess.


  Too late, he realized the mistake of running into the wild and giving free rein to the poison. The deeper he delved into the recesses of the forest, into the primal heart of savage rule, the darker the night became, and the more his soul fed upon the feral air. His vision sharpened, his hearing heightened, his incisors cut into his lip, and he savored the taste of even his own blood.


  He howled as his blood pumped through his veins so forcefully that every fiber within him throbbed painfully at the pressure. He gasped for air, his body trembling, shivering. He ran harder, forcing himself to the very edge of his abilities. His mind was consumed with the need to give in to the darkness and taste Erin’s Chosen blood. He ran until his lungs could stand no more, and when he came to a stop beneath the light of the moon, he stared in horror at his body.


  His Blood Hunters cloak had appeared, but the pure silver of it was gone, faded to a dirty gray-white, a ghastly, twisted caricature of his once sleek coat. He was no longer pure and true of heart.


  Within him grew a hunger for any blood to temporarily stave his overwhelming desire for Chosen blood. As he crossed over a ridge, the scent of roasting meat on a campfire curled up from the valley. The laughter of mortals grated in his ears even as the scent of humans and of blood filled him with a lust he had to satisfy. He howled as he hurled himself toward them, his primordial cry sending creatures fleeing from their hollows, obliterating all instincts but flight.


  The wolf’s ravenous howl, carried by an evil, icy wind, ripped through the Blood Hunters gathered on the mountainside. Silver moonlight bathed their glittering cloaks that bristled with horror at the torment of one who could no longer be called their own, but whom they couldn’t turn their back upon. The blood-lust in the wolf’s howl ripped at Aragon’s soul.


  “His pain is mine,” Aragon said harshly. “I chose wrongly, and he’s suffering a slow death that no warrior should ever face.”


  Sven paced. “You’re giving up too soon. His soul isn’t damned yet. He hasn’t given in to his lust for Chosen blood.”


  “He’s close,” Aragon whispered, lowering his head. “The Tsara poison is too potent for him to ever redeem himself.”


  “You may be right,” Navarre said angrily. “Other forces are working against Jared as well. The presence of the Vladarian Order and this search for Jared by both mortals and the damned is a grave concern. We have to consider that Pathos is trying to get Jared, to force Jared to join the Vladarians.”


  Aragon raised his head. “The damned are searching as we speak, and Jared is running wild—he can’t even hear me above his bloodlust.”


  “Then we run with him,” Sven said, stepping forward.


  “I will run as well,” said York. “We’ll surround Jared and slay any demon who tries to capture him.”


  Navarre paused. “The plan has merit.”


  Aragon wanted to tear the world apart with his pain. He’d already risked too much on the possibility of Jared’s salvation, and as leader of the Blood Hunters, he didn’t dare risk more. The consequences within the mortal world could be devastating if Jared were to become as Pathos. Having another Blood Hunter in the Vladarian Order as strong or stronger than Pathos would likely bring hell to reign upon the mortal ground. “Let us find Jared and then we’ll see.” The dawn was too far away for Jared to survive the forces of evil, and Aragon knew he would have to be strong enough to kill Jared this time. A human scream echoed through the forest as the Blood Hunters ran, telling them that they might be too late.


  After Jared left, Erin churned, at odds with herself and him. His behavior had been strange. He’d abruptly left, and she felt the void. The television held no interest for her, so she went to the computer, thinking she’d check her personal e-mail; her parents were going to try and let her know how they were by e-mail.


  She froze with her finger on the enter button. When she’d come to work for Cinatas, she’d been astounded at the employee benefits, insurance, discounts on living accommodations and cellular phones, free Internet through the Sno-Med system, and worldwide travel opportunities. When the job offer had been passed to her through her nursing supervisor at the hospital, Erin decided it was time to see more of the world. The Sno-Med Corporation, touted as the leader of bioscience, had been generous to a fault with its benefits. She’d overlooked it those months ago, but she couldn’t ignore it now.


  If she logged in, Sno-Med could trace her IP address. She hit the delete button, then decided to Google Dr. Anthony Cinatas and the Sno-Med clinic. Avoiding the corporations official sites, she looked for anything associated with his name, the clinic, and the name of every patient she recalled helping treat.


  She found noteworthy American Medical Association articles regarding his studies on blood proteins, international interviews, and articles about Dr. Cinatas’s life. She was surprised to learn that he’d been considered a Frankenstein early in his career because of his radical ideas about using large quantities of treated blood to cure disease. He’d had an accident ten years ago. His car had gone off a bridge into icy waters and he’d nearly drowned but been revived. After that his career skyrocketed, and he was now touted as a hero for his fight to preserve the sanctity of life.


  Articles about the Sno-Med Research and Development Center in Arcadia, near the very place his car had gone off the bridge, heralded Dr. Cinatas as the economic savior of the town. Grabbing a pen and paper, Erin started jotting down notes.


  Then she made a list of the men she’d given blood transfusions to over the past few months and the basic facts about them she could gather off the computer. There were eleven, twelve if she counted Shashur’s—all rich, influential, and from different areas of the world.


  But nowhere in any of the material did she find a reference to the word Chosen, or special blood. And she also looked for anything that would label blood as being white or pure. She did find articles about Dr. Batista’s sister Stefanie Batista, who’d simply vanished from the Sacred Stones on Spirit Wind Mountain. Or had she? What if she’d discovered something she shouldn’t have in the lab? Could she have met the same fate as the four people in Manhattan?


  She stared at the page, wondering if there were more people in and around Dr. Cinatas’s world that had “disappeared.”


  The howling of a wolf outside startled her.


  Her scalped tingled, and the hair on the back of her neck rose, just as it had when she’d walked into the Sno-Med clinic Friday morning.


  Jared was out there alone, and her sixth sense told her something was wrong. She glanced at the time on the computer screen. Hours had passed since he’d left.


  Worry itched its way through her. What if he was in trouble? What if the wolves they’d seen last night were after him? What if he needed her?


  Rising, she left the bedroom where the computer was housed and went to the front door. She started to unlock it and call for Jared, but remembered Jared’s words. Lock the doors, and whatever you do, do not leave the cabin.


  What did he know that she didn’t know?


  His behavior all day had been different, as if he’d known there was something wrong. What if those creatures from last night were back? What if Jared had left to protect her? It was the only explanation she could see that fit. He’d practically glued himself to her side for almost forty-eight hours, and then he’d suddenly left.


  Whether she wanted to admit it or not, she felt the yawning void of his absence with every part of her.


  Glancing at the window, she could only see black outside. But the sensation that something was out there, that something predatory was watching her, suddenly screamed at her. She killed the lights and moved to the kitchen, looking for a knife, anything to hold in her hand that would be useful to protect herself.


  Had Cinatas found her? Was he out there?


  Knife in hand, she tiptoed from the kitchen, listening intently to every sound, listening so hard that when a blood-curdling howl cut through the night, she jumped. Chilling fear stabbed right through her.


  Something hit the door hard less than ten feet from where she stood.


  “You were right, Aragon,” Sven yelled from where they stood on the mountainside, not far from Jared. “I failed in my duty, and now many are paying for my misdeed.”


  “We all chose. And I am the leader,” Aragon shouted, his spirit sickened at the violence of Jared’s craze. “The Tsara’s poison is stronger than ever before. I thought there would be more time.” Aragon gritted his teeth in frustration. “He’s tasted mortal blood and is determined to reach Chosen blood. I must end it.”


  “Jared hasn’t taken a soul yet,” Navarre said, placing his hand on Aragon’s shoulder. “He is not wholly damned yet.”


  Aragon shook off Navarre’s hold. “Are you asking me to wait until that happens, damning us all?”


  Navarre stepped back, shaking his head.


  Aragon didn’t ask for unity from them as he swirled from his Blood Hunter’s cloak to his human form and held up his sword. He could tell, read it in their eyes, that the brethren were no longer one. He wasn’t fit to lead.


  “Give him another day,” York shouted.


  Aragon turned his back and ran after Jared. The wind whirled with the force of his blade. Thunder crashed through the heavens at his war cry, and a bright blue bolt of lightning cut across the sky. He landed onto the mortal ground next to Jared.


  Jared turned. The feral gleam lighting his eyes stabbed a fissure of pain deep into Aragon’s gut. Aragon lifted his sword, remembering all that had passed between them. The battles they had fought side by side in. The time when Jared had spent the last of his strength to bring Aragon from certain death.


  Instead of strikingthe killing blow, Aragon flung his sword aside and returned to his Blood Hunter’s cloak. He tackled Jared with his bare claws. Jared’s first full blow knocked Aragon back twenty feet, slamming him into the hard wood of a thick tree trunk. The combined strength of mortal and Fallen shocked Aragon. The oak cracked and splintered in half. Dazed, Aragon stumbled for balance, determined to keep Jared away from mortals. Dawn wasn’t too far away—if they managed not to kill each other, maybe one more day might make the difference.


  
    Chapter Sixteen

  


  Jared arched back in pain as reason and the morning light stabbed his conscience like bolts of lightning. He sucked in gulps of dewy air scented with blood and sweat, hissing at the agony. He opened his eyes to find that he stood in a wide circle of destruction. Churned ground along with twisted and broken trees surrounded him, as if a tornado had touched down there and nowhere else.


  He smelled his own blood and, with heart-stopping realization, that of a mortal. He could smell it on him. Not Chosen blood, but just as damning. Nauseated, he spat until the point of being ill, but had nothing within him but dry heaves.


  Horrific images of people, blood, a campfire, a storm, and a black wolf flashed painfully at him, all too vague in detail to be anything more than a cloudy blur.


  Erin. He had to see her. Finding a cold mountain stream, he stepped into the foot-deep water, which hissed and bubbled at contact with the heat of his body. He went to the center and lay down, letting the water rush over him. He bathed himself three times and still didn’t feel clean, though no traces of blood remained. Had he killed someone? He searched his mind but couldn’t remember anything but a red haze. If he had killed, wouldn’t he know it?


  The darkness was in his soul, and nothing could save him now, but he had to save Erin. And the only way to do that would be to determine if the mortals they were with, Emerald, Sam, and Dr. Batista, had the resources and the will to help Erin. He’d given Erin’s story about the doctor she worked for a lot of thought, and finding the little girl with Chosen blood at the fair had verified his suspicions. Dr. Cinatas was likely connected to the Vladarian Order.


  Rising, he went looking for Erin. He had nothing but darkness and despair to offer her. He was damned. The cabin was locked tight, and Erin didn’t answer his knock. He decided to let her have a few more minutes of innocent sleep before burdening her doorstep. He went to the hammock on the deck and watched the sun crest the misty mountain peaks.


  He longed for Erin. He wanted to take her into his arms and hold her close, as he’d done yesterday, but he couldn’t, for deep in his soul, he knew what he wanted with her could never be. He had to leave her before he killed her. He had to destroy himself before he joined the forces of the damned.


  The bright lights of the lab were blinding, burning her eyes. All she could see was a blur of white ceiling and white walls. Erin tried to move and couldn’t. Pain punctured her chest. Her hands, feet, and head were tied to a stretcher. Squinting, she looked down at her arms and saw blood-filled tubes running from her limbs to the side of the stretcher. She forced herself to writhe against the leather bindings, knowing that every movement she made pumped more of her blood from her body into the blood bags labeled for the king of Kassim. But she didn’t have a choice; she couldn’t just lie there and watch her life ebb a drop at a time as her blood was drained from her.


  Cinatas appeared, his suave smile and gleaming silver eyes cold and dead. “Did you really think that you could run from me, Erin? Did you think that you could bring me down?” He shook his head. “Tisk, tisk. You’re a fool for even trying, and now you’ll die a fool’s death.”


  She struggled against the bindings.


  “You’ve no more second chances, Erin. You’re dead. Life is over. I win.”


  Erin woke from her nightmare and sat up, screaming. The vision of watching her blood being drained had seemed so real that she ran her hands over her body just to assure herself it wasn’t. She sat on the couch in the cabin where she’d fallen asleep waiting for Jared to return. The storm had lashed the night for hours. On the coffee table in front of her lay the knife.


  Erin had decided the slam against the door had been the wind blowing a tree limb against it.


  How long had she slept? Rising, she hurried to the kitchen, then nearly groaned at the clock’s digital reading. Six in the morning.


  What if he’d tried to get in, and she hadn’t heard him? She ran to the front door and unlatched the locks.


  “Jared!” she called into the shadows and swirling mists, still hovering despite the dawn. She moved to the edge of the porch, calling again, and the sensation that something lurked just beyond the mist grew. She went down the steps, thinking she heard a groan, but before she reached the ground, she caught sight of the hammock on the cabin’s deck. There was no mistaking Jared s long, dark hair or the naked contours of his six-ten power punch. Moving closer, she saw with growing dread the bleeding cuts and scratches covering his body. He writhed in the hammock as if he were in pain.


  She ran to him and set her hand on his shoulder. Twigs and leaves were tangled in his long hair, and heat poured from him. Erin was sure he had to be hotter than ever before. Had she been wrong about him needing the medicine Dr. Batista had left? “Jared?”


  He groaned. “Erin?” His voice sounded ragged.


  She sighed in relief. “What happened to you? You’re hurt again.”


  “I’ll heal,” he said in a tone of voice she’d never heard him use before. It held such self-disgust that it almost made her take a step back from him.


  “Come on,” she said, urging him up. “Let’s get you cleaned up. Were you having a nightmare? You looked as if you were in a lot of pain.”


  “It is no less than I deserve,” he said starkly, easing away from her touch. His body trembled as if hit with a stronger wave of pain. The stubble darkening his face made him look dangerous, and the clear iridescent blue of his eyes had dulled to a muddy gray.


  “Jared?” She reached for him, and he stepped away from her touch, leaving her no choice but to close her hand tightly, making her feel as if her own heart lay painfully in her fist.


  “I can shower myself,” he said, and walked away.


  Erin followed slowly. Just before she shut and locked the cabin door, she wondered what Jared had gone through during the night. What had brought him to such a desolate edge that she feared even she couldn’t reach him?


  She had to try. She could hear him in the shower as she paced back and forth at the door. As she listened to his groans of pain, she couldn’t stand it any longer. He needed her now, whether he admitted it or not, and she needed to go to him. Her sixth sense told her that later might just be too late.


  She opened the bathroom door and stepped into the steam swirling through the room. Undressing, she went to the shower door and drew a deep breath before joining him. She had a feeling she was in over her head, and she wasn’t sure if either of them would survive.


  That only forty-eight hours had passed was almost inconceivable. Oddly, she wondered if the true measure of time travel wasn’t in fast-forwarding a clock, but in fast-forwarding the human experience to the point normal barriers no longer existed.


  Jared was no stranger, and her emotions were far beyond what she had ever imagined they could be. She slid open the shower door, and Jared turned to face her.


  “Erin, you mustn’t. You don’t understand.”


  “No. I don’t.” She set her hand over his heart, over the scar branding his chest. The scratches on his body had already healed. “But I know you need me. I must help. I cannot leave you, Jared. Please, let me.” The last came as a whisper she was sure the fearful pounding of her heart had drowned out. “Please.”


  She leaned up to press her lips to his.


  Jared groaned as Erin’s lips met his, as the ease of her touch gripped him. She was too trusting, and that trust would lead to her death. He knew it, but he didn’t have the strength to tell her now. He met her kiss with a punishing kiss of his own, one that devoured the softness of her mouth. He angled his lips to hers and thrust his tongue deeply inside.


  Moaning, she met his angry challenge with a passion he couldn’t turn from.


  He growled deep in his throat and pulled her to him, dragging her against the hard heat of his need.


  Erin had time to draw one clear breath before Jared backed her to the steamy shower wall. His hands were everywhere upon her, slick and hot, like liquid sunshine. He knew just where to stroke to leave her gasping for more. He cupped her breasts, burning them, molding them to his mouth as he claimed each of her nipples, making them dance to the erotic beat of his lashing tongue.


  She arched into his touch, moaning again as his fingers slid over her stomach and the curves of her hips to the aching need of her sex. Waves of hot desire rippled through her, jolting her hips to the rhythm of his touch as he eased his fingers between her legs to the hot pulse of her center.


  She opened her eyes to the need in his.


  He smiled and knelt down. As she watched, he parted the lips of her sex and closed his mouth over the excited nub of her arousal. Her legs trembled, and she grasped his shoulders and held on as he laved her, lapping her sex, driving her to the very edge of an orgasm.


  She gasped and moaned, helpless but to rest her back against the heated wall and arch her sex to the pleasure of his touch. Water pelted her sensitized breasts, driving her pleasure higher. Then he stood.


  “Jared, come inside me. I want you to be a part of me,” She wrapped her hand around the thick heat of his erection, easing her palm along the hard velvet softness of his sex. “Your erection fits inside me. It is how mortals become one.”


  He picked her up in his arms and opened the shower door. Leaving the water running, he stepped from the shower, moving into the bedroom. She wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing him hard. Water spiked his dark lashes, making the blue of his eyes starkly beautiful. The grayness and the shadows of pain in his eyes had disappeared, but she knew they still lurked. Rivulets dripped down his face and along the lush curve of his mouth. She licked the droplets from his lips, running her tongue across the corner of his mouth, so thirsty for everything he could give her.


  She’d been in the desert too long.


  He groaned, turning to kiss her. His tongue thrust and searched deeply, as if he wanted to reach her soul. He lowered her legs to the floor, wrapping his arms around her buttocks, pulling her sex tight against the hard press of his erection. The hot length of him slid between her legs, along the wet heat of her sex.


  “Show me. I want to be inside of you, but you don’t—” His deep voice vibrated the very heart of her.


  “No buts. Tell me later, right now let me love you. Let me make you feel everything there is,” she said, kissing him deeply. Stepping back, she took his hand and led him to the bed, urging him to lie down. Joining him, she traced her fingers over the angles of his face and chest, exploring every nuance of him that had drawn her gaze from the moment she’d seen him.


  He gasped as she followed the erotic trail of dark hair bisecting his stomach to gently grasp the silky heat of his erection. When she brought her lips to his pulsing need and covered him with a kiss, he threw his head back against the bed, arched his spine, and groaned deep.


  He reached for her, and she went to him, kissing his mouth as she slid over him until she straddled his erection. Then she guided him inside her. Having the hot fullness of him deep inside brought her desire surging like a stormy tide. She eased up and slid down, stroking him with waves of pleasure. She wanted to take him on a slow, magical journey to heaven, wanted his first lovemaking to be all that any man could ever fantasize.


  Jared couldn’t take much more of the aching want Erin kept building tighter and tighter inside him. The hot rushing need drove him wild. He had to act, had to take control of the madness before it claimed him.


  “Erin, enough!”


  His body trembling with pleasure he didn’t want to end, Jared grasped Erin’s hips and rolled until she lay beneath him. The warrior in him had to act, had to push this pleasure to its highest level.


  He entered her again in a long, hard stroke, holding his weight on his arms, pinning her hips to the mattress. He kissed her deeply as she wrapped her legs about his hips, urging him closer, deeper.


  Being inside Erin was unlike anything he’d ever known, greater than any hunger he’d ever felt. He thrust into her until she cried out sharply, clutching him and triggering a pleasure so intense that the very center of his being exploded into a million stars of pulsing light. He’d never known a heaven so great, nor a spirit so beautiful.


  He pulled Erin close to his heart, and his spirit soared with hers.


  Jared’s pulse slowed to a hard thud. He rolled on the bed, pulling Erin tighter into his embrace. She pressed herself to him, head to his shoulder, breasts to his chest, thighs entangled between his. She set her hand over his heart, over the burn scar, as if she wanted to take that pain from him as well. Then she reverently touched his amulet, gliding her finger over the ancient markings.


  After making love with Erin, he concluded that being mortal was worth every drawback he’d cursed. In some strange way, he felt alive for the first time ever, even though he’d seen the passing of many millennia.


  When he’d looked into Erin’s eyes, he’d seen her soul. Now he’d touched her soul, and the depths and beauty of it were incomparable to any other being. He now understood the reason behind what he’d spent his whole life battling for. He now fully understood what was at stake in the battle Logos waged against Heldon.


  Sliding his hand up the soft curve of her back, he threaded his fingers through her lush, sun-streaked hair, breathing in all the fragrant nuances of her—her skin, the taste of it, the feel of it, the scent of her arousal, and the aroma of their joining—a heady sweetness he couldn’t seem to breathe enough of. He also breathed in the scent of her Chosen blood, and it was stronger than ever now. Though his hunger for her blood had ebbed, he was still aware of the rush of it through her body, the heat of it pulsing against him, the taste of it in her kiss, and the essence of it in her breath. How long before he had no control over the darkness in him? He needed to tell her what he was, what he was becoming, but he also needed to love her again, to feel the cleansing beauty of her arms. To know again the heat and pulse of her body melding with his. She lay half upon him, half at his side with her head cradled against his shoulder. Her fingers absently tracing the star of his amulet that stood for the unity she had just shown him in a way he’d never imagined—a unity he craved to know again. He’d worn the amulet for many millennia and had never really understood the true essence of what it meant.


  “Erin,” he said roughly, pulling her up to meet his kiss. As he set his lips upon hers, he gazed into the liquid gold of her eyes and lost himself completely.


  Erin heard the deep plea in Jared’s voice. Even though he’d only spoken her name, she heard so much more, his need of her, his want of her, his secret cry to escape the darkness that had sent him running into the forest. And she answered that cry as his kiss delved deeper and his tongue sought hers. It wasn’t the kiss of a man satiated, but one from a man whose desire hungered for fulfillment.


  He rekindled her desire within moments. Her pulse raced as he rolled her beneath him, kissing her deeply and then lightly, sliding his tongue sensually against hers, then nipping the fullness of her lips before tasting her cheek, her brow, her ear, and her throat. She threaded her fingers into his hair, luxuriating in the feel of its silkiness sliding between her fingers. She arched herself up to the heat of his questing mouth, willing to give all of herself over to the pleasure of his touch.


  He slid between her legs as he moved downward and sat on his heels, looking at her splayed before him. He slid his hands gently over her breasts, arousing her nipples to feverish points of exquisite pleasure. Her breath hitched as her back and hips arched for more. Then he spread her legs wide, bending her knees out until the fullness of her sex lay exposed and needy.


  The fire in his gaze as he looked his fill of her sent a deep burn from the tips of her toes to the crests of her breasts. “Jared, touch me, fill me, love me.”


  He smiled, and the light and tenderness in his eyes wrapped around her heart in a way nothing had before. But before she could even grasp the meaning of the feeling, he pressed his hot palm against the ache of her wet sex. “You are so beautifully made. So perfect. Everything that I lack to be whole, you are. I want to fill you with all that I am over and over again,” he whispered as he grasped her hips.


  Rising to his knees, he pulled her up the long length of his thighs to where just her upper back rested upon the bed and drove his velvet hard arousal deep inside of her. Her blood rushed to her head, and she gasped at the fullness of him spreading fire through her body. She clasped her legs about his hips, arching more of herself to him. He slid almost all the way out, then thrust again, harder and deeper, filling her more than ever before, and she cried out from the pleasure of it, needing more and more.


  Her head pressed deeper into the mattress, and she fisted the sheets in her hands, gaining the leverage that she needed to press herself even closer to him. His thrusts came harder and faster, each time spiraling her higher and higher into a world where nothing else mattered but joining the hot core of her body as closely to his as she could. Her heart raced after his, caught up in the power of his passion as he drove her over the edge of reason. Her gaze locked on his, and the dark desire blazing in his eyes consumed her. She cried out as pleasure so deep and intense filled her and sent her mind, body, and spirit soaring. He drove into her one more time and cried out as his body shook hard and fast against her, telling her that his pleasure had been as great as her own.


  Releasing her hips, he slid forward until he could kiss her softly. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled the full weight of his body down upon her. The feel of him against her was just as satisfying as all that they’d just shared.


  She loved him. She knew it with her heart, even though her mind wasn’t able to reason it out just yet. She closed her eyes and had just drifted off to sleep when Jared rolled from her. Lying beside her, he wound his hand into the length of her hair.


  “Erin, we need to talk.”


  The morning had passed with the heaven of making love, and now reality was tearing down the door.


  “Erin—”


  A sharp blaring cut through his words. The phone.


  Erin didn’t need her fledging sixth sense to tell her that what Jared had to say wasn’t something she wanted to hear. She wished with her whole heart that she could wrap both of them in a cocoon, shutting out the world so that they could have the time to grow, to love, and to be all that they could possibly ever become.


  “I have to answer that,” she told him, feeling as if something very special was being snatched from her. “It’s important.”


  “It’s an annoyance that shouldn’t have to be tolerated. Communications should be made spirit to spirit; to do otherwise removes the heart.”


  “Talk later, phone now.” Erin rolled from the bed and crossed to the desk, accidentally bumping the computer keyboard as she reached for the phone. The screen blinked on as she picked up the receiver, displaying the long list of Googled articles about Dr. Cinatas. It was Monday, and somehow she had to get inside the Sno-Med Research and Development Center without him knowing it.


  “Hello,” she said into the receiver.


  “The dragon is coming to arrest you,” Emerald said. “He won’t listen to a word I say. Won’t believe that there’s more to this bloody world than what’s sitting in front of his face. And everything will smack him right between the eyes if he doesn’t wake up. I’m bringing you down to the cottage.”


  “The sheriff is coming? Why? What’s wrong?” Erin asked, dreading that Cinatas had found a way to her jugular.


  “Some bleeding clinic in Manhattan burned to the ground Friday. Four bodies were found in the ashes, and you’re wanted for questioning in connection to their murders. Sam’s going to kill me because I’m to wait for him and his deputy to get here. But I’ll be there in a jiffy to bring you here.”


  Erin felt numb. She’d expected that Cinatas would have eliminated the bodies and all proof of their existence within minutes of her escape. If she had stayed in Manhattan, gone to the police, reported the murders, she had no doubt Cinatas would have not only discredited her story but would have captured her. He had friends in high places. But she never dreamed he would have burned the clinic down with the bodies inside and blame her.


  She shivered at his insane genius.


  “We’ll be ready,” Erin said and hung up the phone.


  Jared joined her at the desk. She didn’t want to let the world intrude, but it was crashing down around her, and she couldn’t stop it. She prayed that somehow she’d be able to keep him from the full repercussions of the trouble she was in, which meant she couldn’t run from the law. Jared would run with her, and she couldn’t stand to have anything happen to him. He stood next to her, totally absorbed in the computer screen.


  “I have a problem.”


  “What is this?” Jared nodded at the screen.


  “A computer. It’s like a mechanical brain that works faster and holds more information than a human’s, or at least my brain can. I was searching for information last night on Dr. Cinatas and the Sno-Med Corporation. This is a search engine that compiles information from the Internet—a network of computer communications that connects the entire world. Put in the right words, and you can find out anything you want if someone has posted it on the Internet. Like this article on Dr. Cinatas.” She pulled up the one about his near drowning.


  Jared glanced at the screen, then frowned back at her. “He too had a near-death experience ten years ago. I would like very much to meet this satanic doctor.”


  Erin gaped at Jared. “You read that article that fast?” Then her mind sputtered, “Satanic? I thought so, but what made you think—”


  Jared pointed at the screen. “Evil relishes to twist things backwards. Live becomes that which causes death, Evil Cinatas backwards is Satanic?


  Erin gasped. “And Sno-Med backwards is Demons? She picked up the list of men she’d made last night. Maybe she had more proof that there was something very wrong with Cinatas than she thought she had. “We have to get dressed and go with Emerald. The sheriff is on his way to arrest me. Dr. Cinatas burned down his clinic in Manhattan and blamed me for it and the murders.”


  Her hand trembled. She had the urge to run, to get as far away as possible before the sheriff appeared, but that would only endanger Jared. As things stood now, if she gave herself over to the sheriff, then Jared would be free. There was no way he could ever be connected to what happened in Manhattan.


  Jared cupped her cheek in his palm, his eyes a clearer blue than they’d been since he woke on the hood of her car. He leaned down to kiss her, but a horn blaring from outside the cabin sent Erin scrambling. She pulled clothes from the closets and drawers, dressing herself and getting clothes on Jared as well—no easy task. The man was a nudist at heart. She dashed out the door with her notepad of names and facts related to Dr. Cinatas in hand. Jared was right behind her.


  “Hurry!” Emerald sat revving the engine of her Mini Cooper. Dr. Batista was in the back seat, looking not at all happy or comfortable. The woman clearly did not approve of what Emerald was doing. Erin winced. She hadn’t been very truthful with them, even though their generosity and goodwill had been unfailing.


  Erin opened the passenger door, frowning. She didn’t see how both she and Jared were going to fit in the Mini. “Uh, I—”


  “I’m not getting in there,” Jared said. “We’ll run.” He scooped Erin off her feet, and before she could say a word, he took off down the road. Erin thought that she must be getting used to Jared’s speed and agility, because she didn’t blink an eye as the forest trees passed in a greenish brown blur and the wind rushed past her race. She was beginning to understand Jared’s need for space and unencumbered movement.


  Once down the long, winding road, Erin could see the white-frosted walls of Emerald’s gingerbread cottage. In front, with blue lights flashing, was the sheriff’s squad car. Erin’s stomach flipped at the thought she would be leaving Jared, trading in the warmth and strength of his arms for the cold back of a squad car and metal handcuffs. Upon their approach, Erin saw that the sheriff was in front of Emerald’s cottage, back to the wall by the door, his gun drawn and held up.


  Jared didn’t make a sound until he set her down and she dropped her notepad.


  The sheriff swung, gun pointed. She raised her hands slowly. “Don’t shoot.”


  “Where’s Em!” he shouted. “Raise your hands!” he said to Jared.


  Jared just fisted his hands, his stance tense. The sheriff might be a mountain, but Jared clearly meant to be the dynamite to bring it down if necessary. He emitted a deep, feral growl that vibrated with threat.


  Erin’s spine shivered with fear for Jared and apprehension for herself as something skirted the edges of her mind, something that connected Jared with the wolves at the cave that first night in the forest and the sharp howling of the wolves she’d heard last night. Did he have some special communication with the beasts? Did he call, and they answer him? As a Blood Hunter from the spirit world, did he have the ability to commune with animals and nature in some way?


  Just then the Mini came into view, flying down the mountain, gravel and dirt scattering as it came to a screeching halt in front of the sheriff’s squad car.


  “Bleedin’ hell, he can fly!” Emerald exclaimed, getting out of the Mini and staring at Jared with appreciative amazement in her green eyes. She didn’t even glance at the sheriff. “Not with wings, mind you, but bloody well close.”


  “What the hell are you and Nett doing, Em? I told to you stay inside and lock the damn door.” The sheriff sounded like thunder and looked like lightning about to strike.


  Emerald turned and set her hands on her hips, her bracelets tinkling like a soft wind chime in the face of his storm. “And I told you that it wasn’t necessary. Now we’re all going to go inside and discuss this problem, and you’re going to listen before it’s too late.”


  “Over my dead body,” Sam said. “They’re coming with me to the station now.”


  “I wouldn’t be saying that if I were you, Samuel T. Sheridan. Your arse is so bloody stubborn you’d tempt a saint to murder.”


  Erin thought the sheriff was going to explode. She barely resisted the urge to run and duck. The air around them was so charged that it was a wonder it wasn’t crackling with lightning.


  Surprisingly, Dr. Batista, wearing her customary lab coat and hair knot, moved from the Mini and set herself between the sheriff and Emerald. “I think we ought to hear what they’ve got to say, Sam.” She turned her dark gaze to Jared, an assessing frown knitting her brow. “There are things you don’t know, and I’ve just seen something that can’t be explained by anything you or I know. If they were of danger to us, Em and I would be dead despite the pistol in my pocket. And if they were of a mind to run, they would have breezed right by you, and I’m not even sure you would have seen them pass.”


  “We need to hear what they have to say before it’s too late,” Emerald said again.


  Erin’s scalp began to tingle. “What do you mean?”


  Emerald shook her head. “The Druids weren’t so kind, so I can’t answer that. I can say we’re all going to be somewhere we don’t want to be.”


  Jared inhaled sharply. Erin glanced at him. His eyes were narrowed, and he seemed to be trying to watch the sheriff and scan the area. Erin had to ease Jared’s apprehension. “I’m going to lower my hand and hold Jared’s hand. He’s in pain, and only I can help.”


  “Pain from what?” the sheriff demanded.


  “Poison from a Tsara,” Erin said.


  “A what?” demanded the sheriff.


  Erin slipped her hand into Jared’s and plunged herself into his world with no going back. “A Tsara. Jared is a Blood Hunter from the spirit world, a Shadowman warrior for the Guardian Forces who fight Heldon’s Fallen Army of the damned. He was poisoned in battle and condemned to our world. If we can sit down and talk, I will tell you all about it and the fact that a doctor is framing me for the murders of four people. Four people from whom he drained blood to transfuse into the king of Kassim, Ashodan ben Shashur. I’m a nurse, and I worked for the Sno-Med Corporation in Manhattan. I’ll tell you everything—then, if you want to take me to the station, I’ll go. But I have one question for you. I don’t know if these four people are the only people Dr. Cinatas has killed or not. How many unexplained deaths or disappearances have there been in this area since Sno-Med moved into Arcadia?”


  “Stef,” Dr. Batista gasped. “She worked there. What if she discovered something—”


  “Erin will not go where I cannot protect her,” Jared said.


  At that moment several black tubes landed at their feet and exploded, emitting a powder keg of blue smoke. Clouds of it encompassed Erin’s face, making the dozen or more gas-masked, black-clad men surrounding them almost seem like a dream. A dream with guns bigger than any Erin had seen outside a movie screen.


  Erin’s eyes immediately watered and burned. The smoke suffocated her, and no matter which way she turned her face, it was there, burning her lungs.


  “Nobody move,” a man yelled as if over a loudspeaker. “Drop the gun!”


  Through the haze, Erin saw the sheriff swing around. But before he could do anything else, a bullet ripped through his arm with enough force to knock him backward and send his gun flying to the ground. The gunshot was deafening to Erin’s ears.


  “Sam!” Emerald screamed, running toward the sheriff, sending dread through Erin’s heart as she waited for a bullet to plow into Emerald.


  The sheriff thought so too, because he threw himself at Emerald, knocking her to the ground beneath him.


  Dr. Batista fell to her knees, her lab coat pulled over her face. Erin didn’t have a chance to see if the doctor was shot or reacting to the debilitating blue gas. Jared scooped Erin up, pulling her crushingly tight against him as he sprinted toward the line of trees to escape capture. But within five steps a net blasted over them, falling like thick lead ropes, blinding Erin with its gnarling mesh. Jared struggled against the weight of the net, dragging them forward with superhuman strength, groaning with the strain.


  His movement only served to bind them tighter into the net. The ropes strained, cutting sharply into Erin’s shoulder, pressing painfully into her scalp and face. The blue smoke rose higher, enveloping them in a thick, choking cloud, as if another canister of it had been shot beneath them.


  Jared roared with frustration, shoving harder and harder against the net, but gaining no ground.


  “No!” he screamed, falling to his knees.


  Tears poured from Erin’s eyes as the gas stole her ability to see or breathe.


  She knew that whoever was behind this attack had known just how to capture Jared, and had been told how he could run. Only someone with a great amount of money and resources could put together such an elaborate setup, and Erin was very afraid that person was Cinatas. She might have been able to protect Jared from the law, but when it came to Cinatas’s evil, she was beginning to think she was powerless against his far-reaching hand.


  She wrapped her arms around Jared and pulled him close, even as the world slipped painfully from her grasp.


  
    Chapter Seventeen

  


  Awareness came slowly in a muddled haze of confusion. Erin tried to move, but couldn’t seem to lift her hand or shift her legs. She thrashed her head, fighting against the bindings, remembering a heavy rope at the fringes of her mind.


  Danger.


  Jared.


  She opened her eyes, blinking against the bright lights of a sterile-looking lab, a white one, one very similar to the Sno-Med lab in Manhattan where she’d found the bodies, only this one was much, much bigger. Cold, an icy, bone-chilling cold surrounded her as if she were lying on a slab of ice. With heart-stopping horror she realized she was strapped to a stretcher, arms, legs, chest, and hips bound tightly down. The IV dripping told her somebody had tapped into a vein in her arm. A monitor beeped the accelerated pace of her heart and flashed her other vital signs, her rapid respiration and elevated blood pressure.


  And she wasn’t alone.


  She shut her eyes, feigning sleep.


  “My patience in waiting for you to rejoin us is wearing thin, Morgan.” Dr. Cinatas said. “I’ve been so looking forward to just a few games before departing the area. You wouldn’t want to disappointment me.”


  Erin snapped her eyes open, catching sight of the dark doctor, who looked more satanic than ever now that she knew what evil lurked behind his polished facade. The gleam in his eyes she had first seen as charismatic intensity revealed itself as feral insanity. The slight smile, a cruel twist rather than guarded affability. He had perfect grooming, his designer suit was an expensive casket for a rotting corpse.


  “Your disappointment isn’t very high on my list of priorities at the moment. Where is Jared?”


  “Tisk, risk,” he said, holding up a syringe, tapping it, and ejecting a drop of fluid. “My disappointment needs to be your greatest concern, Erin. Your every breath should hinge on it. I owe you an injection, Morgan. Ever read about what a man goes through before being executed? What his last moments are like? What he feels? What he thinks about? Ever wonder what those last moments of a condemned’s life are like?”


  Cinatas moved closer to the stretcher.


  “Where’s Jared?” Erin asked again, trying to give Cinatas no reaction to his taunting, but the heart monitor sped to an alarming rate.


  The doctor glanced at it and smiled. “Ever wonder what it would be like to die from a lethal injection? The helplessness of being strapped down as a needle of death came closer and closer? Ever wonderwhat the feel of poison would be like in your arteries and veins as it coursed its way through your body, leaving every cell screaming with pain?”


  As Cinatas came at her with the needle, Erin couldn’t stop herself from fighting, no matter how futile the effort would be. Beside her, the monitor beeped her skyrocketing pulse. Cinatas laughed as he slid the needle into the port on her arm. He pushed the plunger home, and the vein in her arm screamed with pain that rushed up to her chest, freezing her lungs. Her brain fuzzed, and the heart monitor went silent.


  “Erin,” Jared whispered as thoughts wavered through his consciousness like fleeting clouds. His wild run through the woods, the campfire bloodbath, his return to Erin, her touch soothing the ragged horror of what he’d become, the indescribable pleasure of her body, the danger…


  “Erin!” Jared yelled. His eyes sprang open, and he sucked in air, instantly alert to everything about him. The cold dampness, the dank dark oppressiveness of being closed in, bound. He’d split the tape covering his mouth, but chains at his wrists and ankles held him strapped down. He could smell death around him, and the lung-burning scent of acrid chemicals. He could also smell blood—fresh human blood, not Chosen blood, not Erin. He could smell the sheriff, Emerald, and Dr. Batista, but not Erin. He could hear their breathing, but not Erin’s. He had to find her.


  He struggled against the chains for his freedom. He was encased in a metal box that hemmed him in on all sides. He jerked on the chains with bone-fracturing force, but barely felt the solid lengths loosen beneath the full power of his strength. He fell back, chest heaving, body shuddering from the pain of his efforts, the desolate horror that he couldn’t help Erin spreading over him. It was as devastating as the Tsara poison eating away at him.


  He wouldn’t accept that he couldn’t get to Erin. He howled with rage, shaking the metal of the box with the shattering volume of his cry.


  Cinatas turned from the pleasure of watching Erin’s convulsions. A little of this and a little of that had made for a very interesting IV cocktail. The howl coming from the morgue next door had made the glass in the lab vibrate from the force of it. It’d taken one announcement that the lab might have been contaminated with a deadly bio-agent to clear the building of employees and security guards—a problem that would be easily declared as a mistake by his “hazard” team by morning. Besides Manolo, only Shashur, his bodyguard, and his servant were in the building. On the roof he had a gunman and pilot.


  Hopefully Shashur, who languished in the penthouse under the first throes of what would soon become a raging fever, hadn’t heard the cry. Shashur was sure to recognize that howl. Few sounds could match a werewolf s. Cinatas had heard only one wolf before. Pathos’s howl could freeze the heart as effectively as the drug he’d just shoved up Morgan’s vein.


  Before Cinatas could leave the lab, Manolo rushed in, as fast as his diseased body would allow. The man was a brittle skeleton of what he’d been two days ago. His scarlet cheeks were sunken, his cracked lips oozed, and his dark eyes were dull with pain and raging fever.


  “Did you fail to do as directed to secure the man? If Shashur hears him, it will kill my plans!”


  “Sir, I did everything exactly as you ordered. I secured them all in the morgue and set the temperatures very low.”


  “Good. I’d hate for you to make another mistake. Your service these last two days has been exemplary. It was a shame I had to do what I did, but you’re a better man because of it. Stay here. You’ll be of no use to me in the morgue.” Cinatas left, giving Manolo a wide berth. Even though he thought he’d developed a strain of the hemorrhagic virus that was non-communicable, medical science did have its failings.


  Cinatas moved into the morgue where he accepted and transported medical research cadavers in style to the Sno-Med facility. He had to struggle to slide the drawer open to see the beast-man. Cinatas had hoped to see the werewolf in its wereform rather than the body of a man fighting his binds.


  “You are a big one,” Cinatas said, scrutinizing the man. “Even bigger than Pathos. If you can do all the things that Pathos can, then this is going to be so good. You, my friend, are going to help me gain control of the most powerful force for evil on earth. The Vladarian Order will bow to me.”


  “Where is he? Where is Erin?”


  “Pathos is coming, but you won’t be seeing him for a while, not until you’re ready. Three weeks won’t be enough time to assure your takeover of the Vladarian Order. Next year’s Gathering should be just right. And Erin. Well, how she is and where she is will be totally up to you. I get your cooperation, she lives. I don’t, she’ll live in excruciating pain every second that you thwart my authority and plan. And just so you believe I mean what I say, I’m going to give you a little example of what it will be like. Let me tell you just exactly what I’ll be doing to Erin when you hear her scream…”


  Erin heard Jared’s howl, thinking that he was calling her back from the dead again. Only she saw no light, heard no angels, nor was she hovering on the ceiling watching herself on the stretcher. She was on the stretcher; her heart was now beating, her lungs were now breathing, and her mind was working, even if it was a bit fuzzy. What had Cinatas done to her?


  She could only assume Cinatas had injected her with a drug used in the treatment of cardiac arrhythmias, one that stopped the heart for a short interval and then let it beat again. His sheer evil had her palms sweating and her body shuddering with fear. Cinatas didn’t seek to eliminate her. His goal was to torture her.


  She’d heard what Cinatas had said to the man in the room with her. Didn’t the man realize what was happening to him? To her?


  “He’s done something to you,” she whispered. She didn’t know how close Cinatas was. “Didn’t you hear him?”


  Erin heard a shuffling of footsteps, and a man who looked like walking death came into view, his dark eyes so bloodshot that they nearly glowed red, so ill that she feared he wasn’t capable of understanding her. His body trembled badly.


  “Help me,” she said. “I’m a nurse, and I can help you.”


  He shook his head, his fear of Cinatas too great.


  Erin sighed, her heart sinking. “You have to. I was his employee too, but I disappointed him, and now he’s going to torture me and the man that I love. Do you have family? Someone you love? He’s going to hurt them. He’s—”


  “Manolo!” Cinatas’s sharp command cut through the lab as he approached.


  The man turned, his body shuddering horribly, and Erin’s dread grew exponentially with the thudding beats of her heart. That she hadn’t heard Jared cry out again made her insides wrench with pain.


  “Have the pilot on the roof ready to go, should I decide it’s necessary. Then rest a bit. Once I leave here, you can escort Shashur to the airport and then take your family on a vacation for a week or two while you recuperate. Maybe go down to the island and visit your parents and brothers for a few days. I’ll order the private jet to return and take you. You’ve earned it.”


  “Yes, sir,” Manolo said and stumbled from the room. Erin wondered if the man would live that long.


  “What did you do to him?” Erin forced herself to keep her breathing even and calm. She didn’t know how, but she was going to do her very best to disappoint Cinatas every way she could. She had to throw him from his calm, force him to make a mistake.


  “A little virus in the blood can turn a person into a saint,” Cinatas said.


  Erin searched her mind. “Are you playing God with Ebola?”


  “Play God?” He shook his head. “I am a god. Ebola is passé, Morgan. There’s newer, more potent strains. But I can’t have you playing my staff against me. I can’t have you casting doubt into their feeble minds. That could be very painful for them, and for you.”


  Cinatas moved to her side, and the monitor betrayed the increased beating of her heart. He smiled again. “Have you ever studied acupuncture? All the little places on the body mapped out, telling you that if you stick a needle here, then this will happen there?” He brushed his finger up her neck and over her temple. She forced herself not to react, even though her skin crawled.


  He slipped an alcohol packet from his pocket, opened it, and rubbed the finger he’d touched her with clean. Then he rubbed the skin between her thumb and forefinger with the pad, despite her efforts to twist her hand away from him. Pulling another syringe from his breast pocket, he popped the cap.


  Erin steeled herself for what sort of drug he would try next. He stabbed the needle into the muscle of the hand he’d prepped, and the excruciating pain tore a scream from her. Her eyes teared. Her body shuddered and broke out in a cold sweat.


  “That was perfect, Morgan. Not at all disappointing.” He held up a little electronic device, pushed a button, and her scream filled the room. “An hour or two of this, and your big friend will be my little lap-dog.” He laughed as if he’d said the funniest thing in the world.


  “Jared?” Erin gasped, dying to pull the needle from her hand and shove it into Cinatas’s face. “Where is he? What have you done with him?”


  “He’s on ice, learning how to cool his heels to my command. You’re proving extremely useful. Now to get you out of here so if he does break free, he won’t be able to find you. You’re the only thing he will bow to right now. His soul hasn’t quite crossed over yet, but it will soon. Together, we’ll be an unstoppable force.”


  Snapping the brake on the stretcher, Cinatas wheeled her from the room. Erin’s mind scrambled, fighting against the pain every jarring move of her hand sent up her arm. She had to do something, say something that would stop Cinatas’s mad reign. “They are going to come for you,” she said. “The other Blood Hunters, Jared’s brethren from the spirit world. There is no place that you can hide when they do, is there?”


  “Shut up. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  Erin only smiled. “But I do,” she said softly. “I also know the secret to Jared’s power. If anything happens to me or Jared, there are a lot of people who are going to find out all about your cancer-treating scam and what you are really doing with Chosen blood.”


  Something she said had struck a nerve. Cinatas paused before a set of elevators and stared hard at her. Then he smiled. “I look forward to extracting all of that information from you at my leisure. Don’t try and out-psyche me, Morgan. You’ll lose every time.”


  The elevator doors opened, and Cinatas shifted to slide the stretcher in. At the last second Erin screamed at the top of her lungs, “It’s a trick, Jared! Don’t believe anything.”


  Cinatas shoved the stretcher so hard that it bounced against the elevator wall, jarring her hand painfully. She fought for breath as the elevator doors closed.


  Cinatas backhanded her hard, splitting her lip. The acrid taste of blood filled her mouth. He stared down at her as if fascinated, then he swiped her lip with his finger, bringing a drop of her blood to his mouth.


  He acted as if he were sampling a sweet treat. “Your blood doesn’t taste any different than other Chosen blood. It will be interesting to find out why you are so special. Why are you under the protection of the Vladarian Order, Morgan? Why did they request that only you administer their transfusions? Why does only Pathos determine your fate?”


  The elevator ascended, and Erin shut her eyes. Jared. Somehow they were both connected to the same circle of evil, one that was going to destroy them both.


  With the scent of the doctor’s corrupted Chosen blood gnawing at his senses, Jared waited a few minutes after the man left before making his move. Jared’s captor hadn’t been able to shut him back into the metal box completely, and that crack proved to be Jared’s edge. Twisting his foot, Jared eased his toes into the opening and shoved against the side so hard that the steel drawer slid out, bringing him into the garish light.


  He hung out from a row of drawers. Now that he was freed from the tight space, he could sit up, which gave him more leverage against the chains on his wrist. Flinging himself forward, he focused all of his weight and strength on his right wrist and strained to break himself free.


  That was when Erin’s scream rent the air, cutting through him like a knife. Anger and fear coursed through him, rising with a feral need to destroy Cinatas. The chain broke loose, and Jared set to work on his other arm and his legs, visions of tearing the doctor apart with claws and fangs spurring his anger. He heard Erin’s second scream and realized that the quality of the vibrations was different from the first, as if this one had come from the television. Then Erin yelled that it was all a trick. The desperation in her voice had Jared’s heart pumping with bloodlust. Once free, he started to run for Erin, but with his heightened senses, he realized that the sheriff, Emerald, and Dr. Batista’s breathing had slowed.


  Jared jerked open the drawers he smelled them in, pulled off the tape covering their mouths, and broke the plastic binding their wrists before he dragged them off the cold metal slabs to the warmer tile of the floor. The sheriff was starting to stir when Jared ran from the room.


  Jared entered the lab next door and followed Erin’s scent to two metal doors that he had to pry apart. The scent of her Chosen blood lingered more heavily in the air than before. A creaking sound from above gave him the direction he needed to go.


  He ran back down the corridor for the stairs, but had to deflect a blow coming from the doorway of the room he’d escaped from.


  “Son of a bitch,” the sheriff said, shaking his good arm as the metal pole he’d held clattered down the hall. “Why didn’t you say something to let me know it was you? Where’s Erin?”


  Glancing into the room, Jared saw Dr. Batista leaning over Emerald, who moaned groggily. The sheriff had tied a bandage around his arm over his shirt and held his arm close to his side.


  “The satanic doctor has taken Erin up. I need to follow.”


  “Both of you go after Erin,” Dr. Batista said.


  “I’m not leaving you two defenseless,” the sheriff said.


  Dr. Batista stood. “I’m in a morgue, Sam. I’ve got more weapons at my fingertips than you can imagine. Ever had formaldehyde sprayed in your face? And if push comes to shove, my pistol is still in my pocket. But we aren’t going to do anything but pull the fire alarm and slip out the back door just as soon as Emerald can run. It should take the fire department less than five minutes to get here. I think we can manage to stay hidden for that long.”


  “Em is—”


  “Never going toforgive you if you don’t get your arse movin’,” Emerald said as she struggled to sit up, bracelets clinking. “And next time I tell you to bloody listen, you’d better. I don’t want to see a fecking morgue again as long as I live.”


  “I must go.” Jared turned to leave.


  “Wait,” the sheriff said. He ran across the room and broke open a glass case. He tossed Jared an ax, then snatched up a red canister. “I hope you know how to swim. Let’s go.”


  Jared ran to the stairs, taking them four at time to the sheriff’s frustrating two. They reached the top and slid from the stairwell to the roof, where the loud roar of an engine with a steady whopping beat was deafening to his sensitive ears.


  “Shit,” said the sheriff. “There must be a helipad on the roof with a copter ready to go.” He ran to a metal door and tried to open it, but found it locked. “I bet Erin is either on the copter or about to be. If they take off with her, it’ll be hell to find her. We need to stop that bird. Let’s find another door.”


  “Wait.” Jared placed a solid kick right next to the knob, busting the door open. He moved out into the whipping wind, ears on fire with pain from the deafening sound. The sheriff dogged Jared’s steps. A metal building stood between them and the helicopter. He didn’t see Erin, didn’t smell Erin, but he saw an armed man pacing in front of a set of glass doors.


  Jared skirted the shed, keeping out of sight of the guard. The blinding wind from the helicopter blades stung his eyes, and the roar of the engine sent hot, sharp needles of pain through his head. His teeth bit into his lip, drawing blood, and he growled deep in his throat as a darkness inside clawed to the surface. It was as if his anger and fear had unleashed a beast within him. If the satanic doctor had done to Erin what he said he was going to do, then Jared would rip the man to shreds. He had to know the man paid the ultimate price for hurting Erin.


  “We need a back door if this gets ugly,” the sheriff said as he tapped Jared on the shoulder. He pointed to two hoses wound on heavy metal spools anchored to the roof. The sheriff grabbed one hose, dragged it to the edge of the roof, and lowered it to the ground. He motioned for Jared to do the same with the other hose.


  “You mean an escape,” Jared said as he threw the hose over the side.


  “Guess you can swim pretty damn well. We make a damn good team,” the sheriff yelled. “You distract the guard from the left, and I’ll blast him from the right. If we get his gun, we’ll be top dog.”


  Erin could hear the chop of the helicopter blades the second Cinatas wheeled her out of the elevator. She was surprised to see daylight streaming in through the glass windows and doors.


  Outside, the dark silhouette of a black helicopter ready for flight stood in contrast to blue sky and white clouds, a brightness that gave an ironic twist to the hell she was in. A guard with a gun paced in front of the doors.


  Cinatas stopped in the corridor.


  “Why are you doing all of your own dirty work?” Erin said. Considering the way Cinatas lived, she expected an entourage of servants at his beck and call 24/7.


  “The purity of the act, Morgan. I like to personally handle certain interactions. You wouldn’t send a servant or an employee to experience your orgasm and have them report back to you, now would you? I’ll be right back,” he said. “Don’t go anywhere without me.” He walked down the corridor, chuckling to himself.


  How could a man that mad get where he was in the world without someone realizing his insanity?


  Out of the corner of her eye, Erin saw the fevered man she’d spoken to in the lab. He hovered in the shadowed doorway next to her stretcher. If she could get him to help her a little, maybe…


  “Please,” Erin said. “Can you pull the needle out of my hand? It hurts so badly. He won’t ever know. I’ll tell him it fell out.”


  The man looked furtively up and down the hall, then at the guard outside the door. He didn’t pull out the needle, but, falling to his knees and reaching beneath the stretcher, he started loosening the straps, freeing her hands.


  Before she could pull the needle from her hand or the man could undo more of the straps, they both heard Cinatas returning.


  The man slunk back into the room, and Erin slipped her free hand back beneath the binding. Erin swore the first thing Cinatas looked at was her hand, as if finding the needle there told him that nothing had been disturbed since he left.


  With a briefcase and a pistol in hand, he pushed her out to the roof.


  Erin heard Jared howl. Turning her head, she saw him on the roof running toward her. Then another yell from the opposite direction showed the sheriff barreling at her, too. The guard raised his gun at the sheriff, and the sheriff blasted the guard in the face with foam from the fire extinguisher he brandished.


  Cinatas jabbed the gun into Erin’s jaw so hard that tears burned her eyes. The doctor faced Jared, laughing. “Shall I shatter her face for you? Will you obey me then?”


  Jared paused, but the force of his fury still ran strong in him, and he howled his frustration, making even Cinatas jump in fear. Erin used that moment to jerk her hand free and grab Cinatas’s wrist. She wrenched hard, pointing the muzzle of the gun away from her. Cinatas pulled the trigger, and a rapid fire of bullets sprayed the helicopter. Sparks flew.


  Cinatas jerked free of Erin’s hold, pointed the gun at Jared, and fired. Jared moved like lightning, throwing the ax as he ducked. The ax would have hit Cinatas in the chest, but he twisted and it sliced into his cheek and shoulder, knocking him to the ground, blood spurting as he screamed in pain.


  Arms free, Erin pulled the needle from her hand. Then she snatched the IV from her arm before she started grabbing at the straps around her chest and waist.


  The pilot of the helicopter must have decided to leave. The engine roared louder and the helicopter lifted a foot, wobbling above the helipad.


  Cinatas sat up screaming, waving an automatic pistol at the helicopter, then firing a volley of random shots that went wild. Glass shattered in the building behind them, and the ping of bullets ricocheting off the helicopter filled the air.


  Suddenly, a shower of sparks erupted from the rear of the helicopter, and smoke billowed out. The helicopter lurched.


  “Run,” the sheriff yelled, pointing to the rear of the helicopter.


  Erin barely saw fire flare from the back of the helicopter before Jared ripped the straps keeping her prisoner. He lifted her up and ran. She squeezed her eyes shut. They were running for the edge of the building. She knew they were going to jump and the forty-plus-foot drop ahead turned her stomach.


  “Hold on to my neck,” Jared yelled, releasing her legs as he bent and grabbed a fire hose. Then, as she wrapped her arms around his neck, he jumped over the edge of the roof. The sheriff, too, grabbed a hose and leaped from the roof, barely avoiding the fireball on their heels as the helicopter exploded in a flash of searing heat. They slid down fast, making Erin’s stomach wobble. Once they hit the ground, her gaze locked onto Jared’s, finding his gaze on her with a frightening dark intensity. He made her feel as if she was his life-line from hell. He drew her closer, wrapping his arms around her, bringing her flush against him. Then his mouth descended on hers with bruisingforce.


  Jared was on fire with the sweet, intoxicating taste of Erin. The trace of her Chosen blood from her split lip upon his tongue, and the mind-crazing scent of her blood wafting from the puncture wound on her arm, sent him over the edge. He pressed her to the wall.


  The universe could have ended at that moment, and he wouldn’t have cared. To have her in his arms was all he wanted, to touch her, to feel her, to smell her … he had what he craved, and everything else could go to hell. Erin met his kiss with fervor. She moaned, crushing the full softness of her breasts to him.


  All of the pain, the anguish, and the bloodlust that had been building since she’d disappeared from his sight eased, but he had this overwhelming urge to devour her with his whole being, to make himself such a part of her that both of them would cease to exist separately. The kiss came from the dark and light depths of his soul, and he wanted hers in return.


  The sheriff jabbed Jared in the back. “We have to find Em and Annette now!”


  Erin pushed back, seeking release. Jared wanted to tear the sheriff apart, but caught his emerging growl mid-throat. What the hell was wrong with him?


  You’re damned. The darkness is out of control. You tasted human blood last night, and you’ll not stop until you’ve sated yourself on Chosen blood.


  He groaned. How could he have forgotten last night?


  He could no longer stay with Erin. Yet how could he leave her?


  One more day. He wanted, needed, one more day with her.


  A horn beeped and a hearse came bouncing around the corner of the building. Emerald and Dr. Batista waved at them from the cushy interior. Emerald brought the hearse to a jerking stop and called out, “Get in. The fire department is driving up. We need to leave before we’re seen.”


  “The hell we do,” said the sheriff. “If that son of a bitch is still alive, I’m going to take his ass to jail and nail him to the wall.”


  “No.” Emerald shook her head. “They find out who we are before we’re ready to fight them, and we’re all going to be dead. This time you need to have all of the facts before you act, or what happened in Belize will happen again.”


  “Who told you—”


  “The Druids were kind,” Emerald said. “Are you going to listen before you act?”


  “I’m driving,” the sheriff said, cursing as he slid into the driver’s seat. “We’re leaving the scene of a crime. This is so far over the line of the law that—”


  “Evil recognizes no law,” Jared said. “You might have to cross a line to bring them to it.”


  
    Chapter Eighteen

  


  Showered and clean, Erin faced the sheriff across the dining-room table in Emerald’s cottage with a mug of hot Irish coffee warming her hands. Band-Aids were all she needed to cover her physical wounds, but she was sure that emotionally and psychologically, she’d never be the same.


  It was hard to believe that only eight hours had passed since their abduction. “So that’s the whole story, from the time I left early Friday morning after finding the four bodies in the lab with no fire, until Emerald found Jared and me walking down Spirit Wind Mountain from the Sacred Stones.”


  “Then it’s your Tahoe that is torched on State Road Forty-four?” he asked, not looking anywhere near happy with any of the story he’d gotten since returning from the Sno-Med facility. Reports were that the building was still on fire. There were some injured and maybe some dead, but no official report yet.


  The hearse sat out in front of the cottage, a grim connection to it all. And the sheriff hadn’t heard anything yet that made the price of leaving his integrity worth the ticket.


  “The Tahoe must be mine. As I said, I left it in a hayloft. It was not on fire either.” She stared down at her notepad. She’d found it where she’d dropped it outside the cottage this morning.


  “What about the dead man on the side of the road?” the sheriff demanded.


  “I don’t know anything about him. Unless Cinatas left one of his discarded men lying about, the man might not have a connection to any of this.”


  “The Tsara that attacked Erin. The creature that hit her car,” Jared said from where he brooded in the shadows. He hadn’t said much of anything to support her story, not even reaffirming her account of who he said he was. He’d been quiet and withdrawn since returning, as if the evening shadows darkening the sky outside the windows held more interest than Cinatas.


  “What do you mean by that?” the sheriff asked.


  Jared turned to him. “Tsaras are spiritual assassins of such virulent poison that one bite condemns its victim to the damned. Heldon cannot create beings, as Logos can. So Heldon must use what he can reap from the mortal realm to serve his evil. The fingerprints identifying the executed man from South Carolina are likely to be accurate. I would expect Heldon to have used one of your worst for his special assassins.”


  “Are you trying to tell me that some joker from way down under grave-robs executed serial killers? This is just getting too far-fetched to believe. I know Sheriff Slater. All I have to do is call him and tell him what happened, and all of this can get sorted out through the legal channels that it needs to be done through. Do you have any idea of how guilty we look because we didn’t stay and report what happened?”


  Emerald groaned. “Sam, I told you. The Druid—”


  “I don’t want to hear about crystals or druids! I want facts!” The sheriff exploded from his chair to pace the room.


  “Can you tell me that you have knowledge of all things within this world and within the spirit realm?” Jared demanded of the sheriff.


  “Do you?” the sheriff countered.


  “Not all, but more than is known to mortals. With so many things that you cannot explain, there is more logical reason for you to believe in what is being revealed tonight than for you to discount it as false. Are you willing to risk the lives of everyone here because you cannot grasp what you can’t see? Or are you strong enough to accept your limitations and grant that others can have strengths that you do not have? You can’t discredit what I said about Tsaras until you exhume the serial killer’s remains. My guess is his casket will be empty.”


  “Son of a bitch,” the sheriff said. Everyone stared at Jared. It was the most he’d said to them since arriving, and took them all by surprise.


  “Did an autopsy report on the man come through yet?” Dr. Batista asked, quietly.


  The sheriff nodded. “Not a drop of blood in his body. Burn marks at his temples, on his arms and thighs, no other injuries. No decomposition. If his fingerprints are real, it’s as if his body has been on ice for years.”


  “It has,” Jared said. “Hell is a place of burning cold.”


  “Not hot?”


  “Heldon’s lie.”


  “So the man’s injuries could be in line with execution in an electric chair,” Dr. Batista said.


  “This is all supposition, and again, I need facts.”


  Erin shoved her notepad across the table. “You want facts. Each of those men, along with Ashodan ben Shashur, the king of Kassim, have come to Dr. Cinatas for blood transfusions over the past few months. Cinatas backwards is satanic, Sno-Med backwards is demons. I now have reason to suspect these men aren’t as human as you and I and belong to a group called the Vladarian Order. They feed on Chosen blood. At the expo there was a little girl named Tierney. She had on a white Sno-Med sports bracelet because her blood was ‘special.’ The two dead girls in Manhattan had on white bracelets as well.


  “The Vladarians want me. I don’t know why, but until I do, I would like to either disappear or lay low so they can’t find me. Why don’t you check those names out tonight and sleep on it. We can continue this discussion in the morning? We’ll also know more about what the fallout from the Sno-Med facility will be.”


  The sheriff read the names on the list with widening eyes. “You met Luis Vasquez?” His voice was tight with restrained anger.


  Erin blinked, wondering what bone the sheriff had to pick with the Venezuelan oil magnate. “Yes.”


  The sheriff turned his back and walked to the window. “We’ll talk tomorrow. I need to think. Both Annette and I will be staying here tonight. I’ll be checking the grounds just to make sure things are safe.”


  “What do you know about Luis Vasquez?” Erin asked.


  The sheriff’s back stiffened. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”


  Everyone appeared puzzled by his singling out one name on the list.


  Emerald mouthed the word “Belize.”


  Erin wasn’t sure what had happened in Belize, but the list had given the sheriff the facts he needed. She had the feeling they were finally getting through to him. What happened today was bigger than Cinatas. Bigger than anything any of them wanted to face.


  Though the sky stretched a vibrant purple-blue in every direction, and the sun still hovered sweetly on the horizon leaving only the silhouettes of mountains and trees to shadow the peaceful evening, Erin trembled. The storm and the darkness she feared had come—to Jared’s eyes. The stark shadows she’d seen in his eyes this morning were back.


  She saw it before they’d left Emerald’s cottage and now that they were alone at the cabin all pretense had fallen.


  “Erin,” he said roughly the moment the door shut behind them.


  She turned to him. “Shh,” she whispered, pressing her finger to the lush fullness of his lips. “Don’t talk.” She kissed the curved corners of his mouth, sucked softly on the bottom swell of his lip, and dipped her tongue into his heated moistness. She tasted him, reveling in the very fact that he was alive and within her reach. He groaned harshly and met her tongue with the hard thrust of his.


  She threaded her fingers into the thick of his hair and brought his gaze to hers. “I want you,” she whispered, already in her mind making leisurely love to him, trailing kisses over every inch her fingers could explore, seeing his eyes grow dark with the fire of need.


  Groaning, he claimed a hard kiss, one that seemed to unleash the storm in his eyes. The thin straps of her dress broke as he dragged her dress down, freeing her breasts to the cupping heat of his hands. He brought her nipples to hard points of need in just a few hot seconds.


  She slipped her hands inside his shirt, desperate to feel the supple strength of his rippling contours and the pounding reassurance of his heart. He shoved her dress past her hips, taking her underwear to the floor as well. Buttons flew as he ripped off his shirt, and her pulse raced at the immediate intent in his eyes when he kicked free of his shoes and jerked down his jeans.


  He stood hard, rough, and ready. Grabbing her hips, he pulled her to his erection, rocking against her. She met his thrust and pressed her breasts tightly to the hard planes of his chest, wrapping her arms around his neck to kiss him again.


  He backed her to the wall in a rush and hiked her knees to his hips. Then he thrust into her wet softness, his breathing ragged and his muscles trembling as he pinned her to the wall. He was crazed, surging into her with hot sexual power that sparked her every erotic nerve in an explosion of sensations.


  He groaned deeper than ever before, muscles quivering with his efforts as he drove into her, moving so hard and fast that her vision blurred. Shutting her eyes, she gave herself over to the pleasure rocketing her. There was no comfort, no tenderness. This was raw passion, and it swept her away in a shattering release that left her more vulnerable than ever before.


  Jared shuddered in her arms as his climax ripped through him, and he bowed his forehead to hers. The dark curtain of his hair fell around them, shutting out the world, shutting out everything but the intimacy of them together. She wrapped her arms around him, wanting to stay like this forever, even if it was up against the wall. He was inside her, and the world nowhere in sight.


  Suddenly, the howl of a wolf outside cut through the lingering silence, and Jared pulled back from her. Her legs slid unsteadily to the floor as her heart sank.


  He’d turned from her, his gaze riveted on the evening shadows creeping into the room. “We have to talk, Erin. Now.”


  “Okay,” she said, drawing a shaky breath. “Talk.”


  He swung around, looked at her, then began gathering up their clothes. “Get dressed first.” He pressed hers into her arms and started pulling on his jeans as she gaped at him. Jared demanding clothes?


  “Hurry,” he said. “I can’t think when you’re looking like you want me inside you.”


  She would have laughed, but the seriousness in his eyes stole the humor from her heart. She quickly dressed, managing to tie the straps of her dress into a kind of halter top. Jared stood at the large windows, looking out at the fading sun.


  “Do you remember the Sacred Stones on Spirit Wind Mountain?” he asked, surprising her.


  “Yes. Why?”


  He took his amulet off. It was the first time he’d ever removed it. He brought it to her and slipped it over her head. For some reason, tears filled her eyes, and her heart felt as if it would break apart.


  He set his hands on her shoulders. “Listen carefully. The ancient stones are set in a special pattern, just as you see diagrammed on the amulet. You’ve four equilateral triangles, each from the four corners of the universe, entwined to form a twelve-point star with a perfect circle in the middle. They are Logos’s unity—the coming together of all things, fire and water, positive and negative, male and female, heaven and earth, harmony between opposites—and within the eternal circle at the Sacred Stones no evil can survive. I know, because in just the few minutes I stood within the circle, I felt its killing force. Should you ever be threatened again, go there. Promise me.”


  “I promise. But what do you mean, you felt its killing force? You’re not evil!”


  Jared’s eyes burned, and he blinked at the unaccustomed wetness clouding his vision. She didn’t understand. She didn’t know that at this moment he was her greatest threat. He sucked in air, trying to breathe through his teeth so he wouldn’t smell and taste the scent of her Chosen blood so strongly, but the drop of it he’d gotten in their kiss at Sno-Med had sharpened his hunger even more than before. He wanted to consume her.


  Releasing her, he turned and fought for control, fought to strangle the beast trying to rise again inside him. Though the moon had yet to come into view, he could already feel its pull on that beast. Just as the moon moved the tides of the great waters of the mortal world and gave breath to many of the cycles in life, so did it draw the darkness buried within to break free and give into the evil eating his soul.


  “Erin, I was a spiritual warrior, true and pure of heart, duty-bound to protect. When I was bitten by an assassin, its evil poison entered me and began infecting my spirit, ripping everything good from the depths of my heart. Though I have fought desperately to hold on to the remnants of what I was, I am nothing but the fading shadow of the warrior I was. But I will not ever cross into the darkness. I will die before I serve Heldon.”


  “You’re not evil, Jared,” Erin cried. “I’ve seen the face of evil, and you are not it. I couldn’t love evil, and I love you.” She wrapped her arms around him, pressing her cheek to his heart. Tears were streaming down her face. “Can’t you see? You may not be what you once were, but that doesn’t mean you are evil. You are just different now. You are mortal, and both good and bad are within a human’s heart. We’re not perfect, and you can’t expect to be.”


  “Erin,” he whispered and pulled her close to his heart one more time. “You don’t know me. You don’t know what’s inside of me.”


  “I know what’s important. What matters. That’s all I need to know. Hold me, Jared. Please, would you just hold me and make the evil of today go away? Please. I… I need you more than ever before.”


  Any noble intention he had of disappearing into the night before the beast surged through his control died beneath her plea. He couldn’t walk away just yet. He swung her into his arms, bringing her close to his heart, and carried her into the bedroom.


  Laying her carefully on the bed, he slowly shed their clothes. First his lips and tongue and breath whispered their way from her mouth to her breasts, kissing her nipples to sweet points of throbbing need. Then, leaving a solitary kiss upon his amulet nestled between her full breasts, he trailed a path to the fiery heat of her sex, laving the sweet taste of her desire for him. And as he slid the hard need of his erection deep inside of her, he sent his spirit soaring with hers.


  Erin woke to a screaming howl of pain and the distant sound of thunder. Night had fallen, and the shadowy light of the moon cut a spidery path over her naked body. She was alone. Jared. Had he screamed in pain?


  Rolling from the bed, she pulled on clothes and ran through the cabin, coming to a heart-wrenching stop at the front door. It hung half torn from its hinges.


  “Jared!” she yelled, running out onto the porch. Thunder rumbled again. Erin searched the sky, and saw a black shadow nearly obliterating the light of the full moon. She thought about the spirit beings she’d seen before, and the lightning. She moved back to the porch.


  “Jared!” she called again.


  A scream of pain answered her. She couldn’t cower in the house. Not if Jared was hurt and needed her.


  “Where are you?” she shouted, moving toward the shelter of the trees, in the direction she’d heard the scream. The sudden chill wind that slammed into her sent a feeling of icy dread racing down her spine. She ran deep into the woods, the dank scents of pine and forest decay closing in on her. Branches slapped at her, and the sting of pine needles pricked her skin as stones bruised the soles of her feet. She didn’t care; her only concern was for Jared. The pain in his cry still echoed in her heart. “Jared!”


  Rain fell in a sudden gush, pelting her with biting drops of cold and bits of hail. Her skin crawled. Did a spiritual battle wage over her head? Was the rain really iridescent blood falling from the heavens?


  Another cry of pain tore shrilly through the night, suddenly sounding like the howl of an agonized wolf. Erin stopped in her tracks. Had that been what she’d heard all along? A wolf, and not Jared?


  “There is no hope,” Aragon shouted as Jared’s ravenous howl reverberated through the forest. “The Tsara’s poison has claimed him completely.”


  The echoing howl sent a sharp stab of guilt through Aragon. He and the other Blood Hunters had gathered on the mountainside, hopeful that the evil thwarted that day had meant salvation for their lost brother.


  “We’ve no choice! He must die! He runs this way with the demons spurring his bloodlust.”


  “He hasn’t taken Chosen blood, yet,” Navarre said, pacing through the mists, hovering above the mortal ground.


  “He will by morning. I feel it. He must die.” Aragon stabbed his sword into the ground.


  “How do you know?” Sven demanded angrily. “None of us hold Logos’s mind. None of us can see into the future. Anything can change in a moment of time.”


  “No,” Aragon said harshly. He snapped his head up. Jerking his sword from the ground, he shifted into a battle stance. “Jared runs this way!”


  Minions of the Fallen poured into the clearing, their gnashing teeth and feral eyes showing their hunger to destroy.


  York snatched up his sword and swung around as Jared and a host of Fallen converged on them.


  The Blood Hunters fell into circle formation, their backs together, their swords afire.


  Upon seeing them, Jared came to a stop and howled painfully. As the Fallen surged forward to attack, he stood watching.


  Aragon, Sven, York, and Navarre pressed their backs together, a solid calm center, fighting valiantly as Heldon’s minions closed in on them.


  
    Chapter Nineteen

  


  “Where are you?” yelled a deep male voice. “Answer me, damn it!”


  It sounded like the sheriffs voice. Erin hesitated, then hurried his way, wondering if the sheriff had hurt Jared. She broke into a clearing just as lightning streaked across the sky in such a display that the entire forest looked as if it were afire.


  She saw the sheriff across the grassy field and started running his way. He appeared to be waving his hands, shouting as he ran toward her. She couldn’t hear what he yelled, for a sound akin to the thundering roar of a train reverberated around her, causing everything inside her to shake. Shotgun blasts of wind pummeled her and the sheriff. He pointed at the sky above her.


  Before she could look, the screeching howl of a wolf cut above the roar, and Erin screamed as an enormous silver wolf-like man leaped into the clearing. In a blurring flash, it tackled her to the ground and rolled. Feral fangs and the familiar sight of iridescent blue eyes registered as the wolf-man pinned her body beneath it. A second later heavy tree limbs slammed down on top of the creature and her. The blows were so hard, they pounded her into the wet earth, and the creature screamed.


  Erin barely had time to blink before she heard the sheriff digging at the branches and cussing. Forcing her eyes open, she expected to have a dim vision of a silver wolf-like creature on her. Instead, Jared’s chiseled features met her gaze. He appeared unconscious.


  She cried out in shock at the wolf’s transformation. She didn’t want to accept that Jared and the wolf could be one. Yet her arms were still wrapped around this creature, this man whom she loved.


  “Can you hear me? Are you hurt?” the sheriff asked. She couldn’t see him through the pine needles yet.


  “No, but I think he is.”


  “The wolf?”


  Erin swallowed. “No, Jared. The wolf . . . and him … I think are one and the same.”


  Jared groaned. “Erin,” he said. “Hurt.”


  She saw him shake his head.


  “Shh. The sheriff is here. He can help us. I am all right.”


  Jared tensed. His muscles bunched, and energy poured from him as he planted his hands on the ground and reared back against the tree branches.


  The branches cracked loudly as they gave way.


  “Shit. What the hell?” the sheriff yelled.


  Jared rose up from the branches, breaking their thickness like twigs as he stood. Erin felt the rush of cool air and blinked up at the clear, star-filled night sky. The moon shone full and bright above her, and none of the earlier dark shadows or clouds littered the sky. If she hadn’t been soaking wet and covered in pine needles, she would have thought she’d dreamed it all.


  She sat up, then stood with Jared’s help. He pulled her to his side and stared at the sheriff.


  The sheriff looked shaken. “Who are you? What are you? Jesus!” Exhaling harshly, the sheriff turned away. “I suggest we finish this conversation at the cabin. I’d rather not see any more tornados tonight or encounter another sixty-foot pine tree.”


  Once at the cabin, Jared single-handedly lifted the front door, bent the metal of the hinges straight with his fingers, and hung the door back in place.


  Erin left the sheriff gaping at Jared and fetched dry towels for everyone.


  “Let’s go to the kitchen,” she said. Rather than sitting at the table like a guest, the sheriff searched the cabinets as if he’d been there before and knew what he wanted.


  “Em keeps whiskey here somewhere,” he said. “I need a drink.” He found the bottle and held it up. “Anybody else want any?”


  Jared grunted, and Erin shook her head.


  The sheriff drew a long drink right from the bottle, then riveted his eyes on Jared. “How long have you been like this?”


  “My time on the mortal ground began as Erin said, on the hood of her car.”


  “And how many of those nights were like tonight?” the sheriff demanded.


  “Just last night,” Jared whispered, closing his eyes.


  “What?” Erin said, her heart hammering with dread. She’d found Jared in the hammock. He’d been out all night. “What happened last night?”


  “Last night, miles away in the Smoky Mountain National Forest, two men were attacked by a silver creature. They called him Big Foot with fangs. Just about how I might describe what I saw tonight.”


  “Was anyone killed?” Jared asked. His anguished whisper rang like a convicting gavel through Erin’s mind. Her hand froze midair, reaching for him.


  “The opposite, so far. Someone was saved. The men had kidnapped a woman from the University of Tennessee who was camping with her college research team. They told her how she would die and how long it would take. They’d raped her once and were going for round two when a silver creature appeared. The woman said the creature tore into the men, looked at her tied up like a sacrificial lamb, then left. With the kidnappers incapacitated, she was able to wriggle to a knife, free herself, and find help from a passing ranger this morning. They found the men, who will be facing charges if they live. Both are under guard in the hospital. You could have damn well told me about it.”


  “I don’t remember anything at all. The woman just happened to be lucky.”


  “Is that all?” Erin demanded, setting her hand on Jared’s arm. She couldn’t decide who she was angrier with, Jared for maligning himself or herself for hesitating to touch him.


  He turned to face her, pulling away from her touch, his blue eyes burning with self-disgust. No, it was worse than that; self-abhorrence. “A mindless beast roving the forest, craving blood, doesn’t care about anything but satisfying its own bloodlust,” he said, teeth clenched. He zeroed in on the sheriff. “It won’t happen again.”


  Jared’s words curled fingers of dread around Erin’s spine. His eyes were those of a man condemned.


  “You’re wrong,” she said, tears gathering in her eyes.


  “I don’t know about that,” Sam said, shaking his head. “You want somebody to die to prove it?”


  “No, but you two do.” She ran from the room with her heart crying. No matter what she had to do, it wasn’t going to happen that way. She loved him.


  Jared stepped outside the cabin and scanned the horizon as he waited for the sheriff to shut the door.


  He’d asked to speak privately to him, away from any chance of Erin hearing. But considering the depths of her cries, Jared didn’t think she would be hearing much at the moment.


  All remnants of the battle had cleared from the night’s sky, but a swath of destruction from what mortals called a tornado cut along the edge of the forest. The weeping trunks of topless trees dotted the woods like twisted ghosts.


  He felt like howling at the pain throbbing inside him. He wanted to run wildly into the woods again, into the frenzied fold of the Fallen who’d found him earlier. He wanted to end the pain, to stop fighting the spread of the Tsara’s poison inside him.


  More than anything else, he wanted Erin, and he wanted to take the pain in her heart away. But he couldn’t. No matter how much he wanted to. And he couldn’t go to her again, no matter how much his body hungered for her. He dug his teeth into his lip, determined to stave off his want.


  The wolf in him would be back, and he dreaded that.


  “What?” the sheriff asked tersely.


  “She’s going to need protection. And I’m no longer able to do it. I want your vow that you’ll do everything you can to protect her, even if it means going against the law you serve.”


  “You don’t ask for much, do you?”


  “I don’t have a choice.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “You saw what I became tonight. It’ll happen again, and the wolf has one desire.”


  “What’s that?”


  “It wants Erin’s blood. It needs her blood. I don’t know if the wolf meant to save Erin from the tree tonight, or if it was so crazed for her blood it didn’t see anything else. You couldn’t have stopped me from harming her either. You were right there and couldn’t do a thing. I may not have killed yet. But I am a killer. I must kill the wolf,” Jared said, tired of fighting the truth, of fighting the pain inside, of fighting the Tsara’s poison, and fighting his desire for Erin.


  “Jesus. I promise,” the sheriff said. “And you aren’t getting a greenhorn off the turnip truck. I spent a number of years on a special force.”


  “Good. Listen to the council of Emerald. She knows many things you’ve never seen. And keep Dr. Batista close. She has her ghosts, but she’ll be a steady hand of reason,” Jared said, turning away.


  “When?” the sheriff whispered. “How? This just doesn’t seem right.”


  “At sunrise. What’s not right is for evil to walk as freely as it does.” Jared went to the deck, looking out at the night, feeling the call of the fading moon. His body shook with the effort to control the roiling needs inside of him. The sheriff left without another word.


  Jared had to go to Erin. He couldn’t just walk away now. He wasn’t strong enough. He opened the front door, and she blasted him with her pain.


  “Damn it.” Erin glared at Jared, her heart thundering with fear. He looked so far away from her she knew she couldn’t reach him, and that was killing her inside. “You have to listen to me. You’re not what you think you are.”


  He shook his head, eyes bleak with unshed tears. “Forget it, Erin. You’re wrong. You’re not in my mind. You don’t know how far gone I am. I’m telling you what happened last night was just a lucky, random unfolding of events. I likely left the woman untouched because I wanted your blood more than anything else. The little girl at the fair could sense more than you—she wasn’t blinded by her own emotions or pain. She knew in a single look that evil is within me. What is it going to take for you to believe that?”


  “Why?” She swatted angrily at tears she didn’t want to shed. “You can’t judge yourself on a child’s reaction. You might have just resembled a man she knew was bad. Why can’t you at least consider there might be a chance that you’re not as damned as you think? What if the wolf in you instinctively knew those men in the forest were evil, and you hunted them down? What if the wolf knew that woman needed help?”


  “Then he wouldn’t have left her trussed up for another predator, to go after the blood he really wanted. Yours.”


  “I refuse to believe it!”


  He grabbed her shoulders and shook her. “You have to believe, you fool. I am your worst nightmare.” Tears fell from his eyes, tears of pain, of shame.


  “No, no.” Shaking her head, she jerked back, not wanting to see what he was trying to force her to see. It wasn’t true. She couldn’t be that blind. Her vision blurred with pain and tears. She couldn’t love a monster. He couldn’t be one.


  “Erin, I am so sorry,” he said, his voice raw and ragged with a dark despair that scraped her heart. “I should have walked away from you the moment I woke on Earth.” He bowed his head, and she reached out, sliding her fingers into the black velvet softness of his hair. His gaze was so full of regret and pain, so stark with agony, that she finally realized where she’d seen it before.


  “It was you fighting the black creature on my car,” she whispered. “You were the silver wolf who spoke to me, who fought that horrible evil that was after me.


  He sighed. “As a Blood Hunter, I fought against a Tsara. Yes.”


  “It bit you.” She closed her eyes, realizing the full implication of everything that had happened in those few seconds of time.


  “Yes,” he whispered as if he could barely breathe.


  Erin opened her eyes, pinning him with her own pain. “It infected you. That’s why you’re here now, isn’t it? Protecting me is how you were condemned. You sacrificed all that you were for me.” Her voice broke on the sharp edge of her pain. “And now you’re ready to sacrifice what little you have left.”


  He sucked in air. “All I did was my duty. That is who I am. I am a protector. I must do what I have to do to preserve that.” Anguish filled his voice.


  “Duty?” she asked softly. “Duty saved me from lightning? Duty kissed me senseless?” She shook her head. “I think there is more than duty at play, Jared.”


  “You are wrong, Erin.”


  Cupping her face in both hands, he looked deeply into her eyes, as he bent down and kissed her. Then he touched the amulet nestled between her breasts, sending a sharp pain right through her heart. “Don’t forget. The Sacred Stones will protect you. They are their strongest at dawn.”


  Releasing her, he moved to the door, and she nearly fell to her knees from the agony tearing her apart inside.


  “Jared?” she cried. “Where are you going?”


  He didn’t answer. He just kept on walking and opened the door. She ran toward him, reaching for him. “You can’t do this! You can’t just turn into a wolf and walk away from me, damn it. You can’t leave me!”


  She stumbled, clutching onto the door he left hanging open.


  By the time she reached the porch, he was already-running into the woods, the breeze blowing his dark hair back from his face, the moonlight shining upon the silver streak, the power and strength of him, so fluid and free. She ached to hold him, ached to touch him, even if it was only for a moment longer.


  “Jared,” she cried. “I love you!”


  He stopped and looked back at her for a moment, but didn’t answer before he turned and ran, moving faster than she could ever hope to catch as he disappeared into the darkness.


  
    Chapter Twenty

  


  Cinatas felt strange. Different than ever before. Agony burned from every cell in his body. He felt weightless, as if floating.


  A familiar laugh grated his sensitive ears. He opened his eyes and saw nothing but darkness. No light. No dawn. No glory. Only black. Tiny shivers of dread clawed their way through him.


  “Shashur?” The name left a shuddering, bitter taste on his tongue.


  “Yes,” Shashur said, sounding amused.


  Cinatas tried to move, tried to break free of the binds that held him within the piercing cold. “Where am I?” he asked, compelled to ask that which he didn’t want to know.


  Suddenly agony ripped through his eye, as if some unseen needle had stabbed into his flesh and pierced the viscous fluid to penetrate all the way to his brain. He screamed, and his body shuddered from the torturous pain. Then the pain was gone, as if nothing had happened.


  “You’re on a long, fiery cold journey,” Shashur said with a soft, grating chuckle.


  Another needle-like pain tore through his other eye, even stronger and reaching deeper and wider, as if barbs of steel twisted inside of his head.


  “I am so going to enjoy you,” Shashur said, then laughed at Cinatas’s scream.


  Erin forced herself to move, to not give in to the pain that seared her heart. She had to catch Jared. She couldn’t let him go, not as long as she had breath within her.


  She had to stop him. He wasn’t the mindless blood-lusting beast he claimed to be. She ran for her shoes and shoved them on. Her left heel caught on the back of the shoe. As she bent down to jerk the leather free, Jared’s amulet smacked her in the face.


  She clutched the amulet in her fist, feeling the metal warm her palm. More tears filled her eyes, and her heart thumped painfully as she recalled Jared’s words.


  “… fire and water, positive and negative, male and female, heaven and earth, harmony between opposites—and within the eternal circle at the Sacred Stones no evil can survive. I know, because in just the few minutes I stood within the circle, I felt its killing force.”


  Jared had to be there. She had promised him she’d go there if she ever felt threatened, and the thought of anything happening to him threatened her more than anything else. She ran through the cabin and out the door, praying she wouldn’t be too late.


  By going through the forest, Jared would reach the Sacred Stones on Spirit Wind Mountain long before she could. The graying edges of dawn had chased away the deepest shadows of the night, sending a stab of fear through Erin.


  Don’t forget the Sacred Stones. They are their strongest at dawn.


  A spirit wind as powerful as Logos’s right hand moved over the mountain, whipping through the trees and twisting through the misty haze of spirits hovering in the twilight between heaven and earth. Dawn broke across the bleak horizon, its light slicing through the shadow, ferreting out the darkness, seeking to wipe it from the face of the mortal world.


  “You must stop him, Aragon, before it’s too late! He may still have time left for redemption,” Sven said, pain lacing every word.


  Aragon turned from the outcropping of rocks where he watched Jared running up the mountain to the Sacred Stones. “No,” Aragon said harshly. “He is doing what must be done. He cannot become what Pathos is. Jared should be allowed to die a warrior’s death.”


  “What if you’re wrong, Aragon?” Navarre asked. “What if your anger toward Pathos, the betrayal you’ve always felt, and your belief that he disgraced all Blood Hunters has weakened your judgment? What if Sven is right?”


  “Navarre speaks true,” York said. “Your anger against Pathos has burned for an entire millennium. Why? Your compassion should be greater that one once so mighty has fallen so tragically.”


  Aragon turned his back, refusing to let his mind travel back to what was too painful to accept. He shook his head, determined. “Jared cannot become what Pathos is.”


  “We all agree upon that,” said Sven. “But the time to assure Jared’s death is not now. Navarre and York agree. You must act with us, for the Blood Hunters are nothing if they cannot fight together.”


  “A warrior must lead, even though none may follow, or he ceases to be one,” Aragon said harshly.


  “And a leader who cannot see the wisdom of the council of those whom he trusts and fights beside might be leading all the wrong way. Stop Jared from doing this.”


  Was he wrong? Aragon reached deep inside himself, yet could not see any light or truth. Then he heard Jared’s scream echoing in the blinding light of the dawn. It was the scream of a warrior dying, not of one damned beyond hope. In that cry, Aragon saw his error.


  Sven fell to his knees, groaning, as did York and Navarre.


  Aragon planted his sword into the mortal ground before Sven, causing the earth to violently shake. “You must lead now. I am unworthy.”


  Sven looked up, horror on his face. “I cannot lead.”


  “You must.”


  Another cry ripped through the air, and Aragon turned. “Jared!” He turned his back upon his Blood Hunter brethren and ran to the Sacred Stones. Reaching the stone pillars, he found Jared suspended in the air within the center of them, his mortal body convulsing with pain as if every fiber of his being was suffering an unimaginable torture.


  “Jared. No! I was wrong.” But Aragon’s cry didn’t reach Jared. Aragon tried to fling himself against Jared, to force him from the ancient stones, but the spirit wind holding Jared within its power was too great. Aragon fell to his knees, his own guilt and Jared’s agony ripping through him. He’d made a horrible mistake in believing nothing good remained in Jared. He wasn’t fit to lead the Blood Hunters, or to be a true warrior. He tore Logos’s amulet from about his throat and flung it into the air, praying that his spirit would die with Jared’s.


  Turning down the driveway toward Emerald’s cottage, Erin met Emerald flying around a bend in her red Mini. She came to a screeching halt. “Get in,” she yelled.


  “I’ve got to get to Jared,” Erin said, piling into the passenger side. Dr. Batista was in the back seat, wearing sweats. Her hair hung in wild, long waves, making her looking like a gypsy.


  “I know. The fool,” Emerald said, whipping the car around and gunning it down the hill.


  Erin frowned. “Did the Druids tell you what Jared was going to do?”


  “No. Sam just happened to mention it five minutes ago. The idiot tells me it’s not my bloody business that Jared’s bent on departing this world. All that ‘a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do’ is feckcd-up blarney. Where to?”


  “The Sacred Stones, I think.”


  Dr. Batista groaned. “I was afraid of that.”


  Emerald squealed onto the main road, burning rubber. “I’ve been goin’ to the bleedin’ stones at dawn for nine months now. You’d think I’d get a break now that you two were here.”


  “Where’s Megan?” Erin asked.


  “Still at Bethy’s. They were so close to defeating the Dark Lord last night that I didn’t have the heart to make her come home for a reading.”


  Clutching the dash, Erin watched the Mini eat up the mountain road. She had to think about something else besides Jared, or she’d go mad with the worry. “What exactly is a reading?”


  “Meditating until your mind, body, and spirit are so quiet that you can hear your own heart beating like angel wings. If you’re listening, your instincts tell you the dangers darkening your day. Most folks never hear the whispers in their lives. They are too busy blathering nonsense—like Sam.”


  Just as if Erin had listened to her instincts Friday morning, she wouldn’t have been running for her life. Before now, Erin hadn’t quite been able to reconcile Emerald with the whole psychologist persona, not like how Dr. Batista fit so well with hers. But she could see it now. There was a solidness to Emerald that nothing seemed to shake.


  “Is that what you teach your patients to do?” she asked Emerald.


  Emerald glanced over in surprise, and nearly ran off the road. Speeding as fast as they were, they would have flipped if Emerald had jerked the car. Instead she gritted her teeth and eased the car back onto the asphalt. Dirt and gravel left a trail of smoke behind them. The shadows of the night were fleeing from the rising dawn faster than the Mini could move.


  “Yes,” Emerald said. “That’s what I teach couples to do with each other. To listen to their hearts and not the noise of the world.” Suddenly the blare of the siren cut through Erin’s surprise. Lights flashing, the sheriff was hot on their heels.


  “The idiot!” Emerald pressed harder on the gas and shot like a bullet along the winding road. Erin gripped her armrest and the dash, getting a very good idea why Jared hated the feel of being closed in a vehicle.


  Emerald fishtailed and spun in the gravel as she turned onto Spirit Wind Mountain, then churned up the road. The wind moaned, and the mists swirled so thickly that Erin felt they were trying to keep the car from moving forward.


  Now that they were out from the shadow of a neighboring mountain, she could see the sun had already risen. The higher they climbed up the mountain, the harder the wind blew, and she realized that the moaning cries weren’t from its whipping swirls, but from a creature howling with pain.


  Jared.


  By the time Emerald halted at the path to the Sacred Stones, tears were streaming down Erin’s face. She leaped from the car and ran into the force of the wind. “Jared!” she cried, but the wind stole her voice.


  Heart pounding and lungs burning, Erin sprinted with all her might up the trail. The minute she reached the clearing, she saw him, a wolf-like man in the center of the Sacred Stones, howling in agony, body twisting with savage pain.


  “Jared! No!” Erin didn’t care what happened to her. It didn’t matter what they had to do. There had to be another answer besides the one he’d chosen. If he needed Chosen blood, she’d give him Chosen blood, but he had to live.


  As if fighting a hurricane, she forced her way into the circle and threw her body against the wolf, trying to knock him from the center of the stones.


  He roared, and she could see that his mouth bled where his fangs had gnashed in his agony. His iridescent eyes were dull, grayed with a horrible pain. “Leave now!” he shouted, repeating the very first words he’d ever spoken to her.


  “No! Never!” Erin threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck, clinging to him with her whole being as the wind lashed at them.


  Jared fell to his knees, his dark despair made worse by Erin’s pain. He could have handled his own agony and stood like a warrior until his final moments, but the burden of her pain brought him to his knees, wrenching his being apart. He screamed as his body convulsed and his spirit twisted from him.


  He floated up from his body and hovered above the Sacred Stones, seeing the perfection of their design, the harmony of fire and water, heaven and earth, life and death, man and woman, and that which united them all—love.


  A strong bright light reached to him, warming him as it pulled him closer. He heard once again the glorious ecstasy of the angels in song and felt a spirit wind flow over him, freeing his spirit.


  “Jared!” Erin cried.


  The ragged agony in her scream ripped his gaze from the light and he saw her holding his mortal body, her lips pressed to his as she sobbed for him. He reached his hand toward her, wanting one last chance to gaze into her golden eyes, one last chance to feel the pleasure of her spirit soar with his, one last chance to tell her that he loved her.


  “Erin!” he cried. But she didn’t hear him. He dropped his hand, fisting it as the pain of their parting stabbed through his spirit.


  “Jared!” Erin screamed, shaking his lifeless body, refusing to believe she’d lost him forever.


  The wind suddenly died.


  “Oh, God,” Erin cried. She didn’t care if Jared was flawed or different. She loved him. Heart breaking with more pain than her body knew how to bear, she pressed the heel of her joined hands to his chest and pumped hard, then placed her mouth on his, forcing the very breath of her soul into his, calling upon all of her training and love to bring him back to life.


  She loved him, she’d never give up. Again and again, she pumped his heart and breathed for him until finally, his body shuddered. His open eyes were no longer a dull, lifeless gray, but shone with a bright iridescent blue that pierced right through her as he met her gaze.


  “Jared,” she whispered.


  “Erin.” He pulled her into his embrace, against the solid, steady beat of his heart. “I love you,” he said, rolling until she lay under him, and the press of his hard body heated her from the depths of her heart to the tips of her toes.


  She threaded her fingers into his hair as it fell in a curtain about them, shutting out the world. “I love you, too.”


  He kissed her then, long, deep, and hard. What lay in the future didn’t matter right then. There would be time to face it together. What lay in the past didn’t matter either. They’d conquered it. Only this moment in time, only this man, only his kiss, and only his touch were all that mattered.


  
    Epilogue

  


  Erin eased back from Jared’s consuming kiss as the world intruded. They were still within the circle of the Sacred Stones. She wished they were somewhere else, somewhere where she could share the love bursting in her heart, share the joy of holding him in her arms and loving him completely. But the world would not go away.


  “Calm down, Em. It’s not the end of the world,” came the sheriff’s surprisingly amused voice from the direction of the path to the clearing. Though she couldn’t see her friends yet, Erin knew they were almost upon them.


  “Don’t tell me to calm down, Samuel T. Sheridan. You gave me a bloody speeding ticket!”


  “A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do,” the sheriff said.


  “Why don’t both of you can it until we see Erin and Jared. How can you be so sure they’re fine, Em? Finding his amulet on the path is a bad sign to me. The metal is still warm from his skin. People disappear from here. You know that.”


  “She must have seen it in her crystal again. You knew he was going to be fine all along. So what was that argument this morning all about? I am not anything close to a blathering gack,” the sheriff said, grieved.


  “I didn’t see it in my crystal. It’s just a logical deduction,” Emerald replied. “They’re too bloody quiet for anything to be bad. Besides, the wind has calmed.”


  Erin knew the moment her new friends reached the end of the path. There were two shocked gasps and an amused male chuckle at the sight of Jared’s naked body.


  “Hold on, luv. I’ve got a towel in the Mini. It’s not much, but it’ll do.”


  Erin laughed. “It’ll do just fine.” She’d developed quite a fondness for Jared clad in that killer kilt.


  Upon leaving the Sacred Stones, Jared walked as a mortal, with no regrets for anything he’d left behind in the spirit realm. His willing sacrifice and the cleansing power of the ancients had freed him from the Tsara’s poison. He could feel the change within him and the absence of pain. The fire that had been consuming him since he’d awakened on mortal ground was gone. He knew in his heart he was no longer a Shadowman, but he was still a warrior, a protector who would go on to fight for that which was pure, right, and good within the mortal world. His body felt as strong as ever, but different, cleansed.


  Just before they reached the path leading to the road, he turned to scan the line of trees encircling the glittering stone pillars. For a moment, he thought he caught sight of a black wolf in the deep shadows, but before he could even say Aragon’s name, the vision was gone.


  He wondered if this was because of his new life, but feared that it was something more than that. Aragon had lost his amulet, the very symbol that proclaimed him a warrior. Why? Dr. Batista carried the amulet clutched so tightly in her hand that Jared wondered if Logos’s emblem wasn’t permanently etched upon her palm.


  Reaching the road that led from Spirit Wind Mountain, Jared made himself a promise to return to the Sacred Stones soon to look for the black wolf, to use the power of the ancients to help him speak to Aragon. But today his heart was with Erin, as it would be the rest of his mortal days. This woman had gentled his warrior’s spirit with the beauty of her own. She’d reached into his darkest despair and grasped his soul. Without hesitation, she had touched the wolf within him and claimed him as hers.


  Seeing the red Mini and the sheriff’s flashing squad car—bigger, but not big enough—Jared swung Erin up into his arms. He glanced at the sheriff, Emerald, and Dr. Batista. “We’ll meet you back at the cabin. Take your time,” he said, then took off running.


  “Jared!” Erin squealed as he ducked into the concealing foliage of the trees, drinking in the clean fresh scent of the morning air. He sent the mountain mists fleeing from the power of his stride and the passion of his need to be free.


  “Jared! Put me down,” Erin demanded.


  “No,” he said. He was anxious to get Erin alone and naked.


  “Please,” she cried.


  “Why?” he demanded, coming to an exasperated stop near a large boulder that sheltered them from the world.


  “Because I want to kiss you,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck and bringing her lips to his.


  “And I want you,” he said. He met her passion head-on, claiming her kiss and demanding more.


  Leaning forward to kiss him harder, Erin wondered if Adam and Eve had it so good.


  The End
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    Chapter One

  


  Max Porter stood at the door of his new office—old wood with a frosted-glass window; the 319 painted in gold and outlined in black. The keys jingled in his trembling right hand. His left held Sandra’s hand tight. He wanted this job to go well for them. It had to.


  Seven months without work had cleaned out the savings account Sandra’s father started on their wedding day. They had nothing left. The endless job search during a recession had been gut-wrenching. So when an opportunity came along, even one that meant moving to the South, even one as weird as this one, Max grabbed it. Seeing Sandra’s huge smile as he handed her the key made the decision feel right.


  “You’re sure it’s okay for me to come in?” she asked.


  “The note didn’t say anything about you.”


  “I know, but it was so specific about a lot of things. Maybe we should check it again.”


  Max laughed. “Go inside. I’ve got the job.”


  With a girlish shrug, she kissed him quick and unlocked the door. The office dated back to the 1940s, and much of the original work remained—hardwood floors, two built-in bookcases with ornate but not obnoxious molding, a small bathroom on the opposite side, and three large windows giving view to the old Winston-Salem YMCA across the street (the word BOYS carved into the stone above one entrance, the word MEN above the other). Faux-lemon cleaners coated the air, and Max noticed the lack of dust anywhere.


  He stepped closer to the bookshelves. His footsteps echoed around the high ceiling. He saw rows of reference materials—two German-English dictionaries, a full set of encyclopedias, a ten-volume local history, basic biology, geology, and physics textbooks, a few bits of fiction, and even some on divination.


  “Strange,” Max whispered, letting out a long breath he didn’t know he had been holding.


  “Got another note,” Sandra said standing in front of an imposing oak desk with a heavy, leather desk chair and two less impressive guest chairs. He followed her gaze to the desk blotter where he saw a manila envelope with his name written in a fancy script bordering on calligraphy. Beneath his name, in bold block letters read—OPEN IN PRIVATE.


  Sandra hugged Max long and tight. “Told you he didn’t want me here.”


  “What makes you think my boss is a he?”


  “Much too dictatorial for a woman.”


  Max thumbed the envelope’s corner. His failure to deal with a dictatorial boss had led to his firing. It was more than that, he thought but buried those memories as fast as they threatened to emerge.


  “You have your own job to get to, you know.”


  “Danishes and bread can wait.”


  “Honey, oh my, gee whiz, you should’ve told me you became the owner of a bakery. I can quit right now.”


  “Don’t you dare,” she laughed. “And don’t worry. I’m going,” she said with a wink. “Unless you want to play on the desk.”


  Chuckling, Max pointed to the door. “You’re only offering that ’cause you know I can’t accept.”


  “You’ll have to wait until tonight to find out.”


  A man standing in the doorway cleared his throat. He wore a tailored H. Huntsman suit and smelled clean like he had just stepped from a shower. Not a whisker stood on his face nor did a hair dare to stray from its assigned location. “You’re early,” he said.


  Max recognized the voice right away. The same voice that had called to interview him for a job for which he had not applied. The same voice that had hired him and helped negotiate the move to North Carolina. The same voice that had set him up with a used car, a decent apartment, and a signing bonus to get them started. Mr. Modesto.


  “We are early,” Sandra said, extending her hand. “We were too excited to wait.”


  Mr. Modesto looked upon Sandra like an insect. “You were not to bring guests this morning.”


  “I was just leaving,” she said, mouthing Told you so to Max and adding, “Have a great first day. Love you.”


  Sandra patted the door as she exited. He watched her move down the hall to the stairs on the end—her dark hair dancing on her shoulders, her not-too-thin I’m a real woman physique moving with enthusiasm. She made waking each morning worthwhile.


  A hall door opened and an old lady with a coffee mug picked up her morning paper. She scowled at him. Modesto closed the door and said in his deep voice, “This building consists of apartments, some offices, and on the first floor, a small art gallery. Please keep in mind you have neighbors.” With a disapproving glare, he added, “You’ve not opened the envelope?”


  “It says ‘Open In Private’.”


  “Then I’ll wait in the hall,” Modesto said and stepped out.


  A little part of Max, a childish, naïve part, wanted to sprint down the hall, out the building, and head straight back to Michigan. He understood Michigan—Lansing, Alpena, Kalamazoo, it didn’t matter what part of the state—cold, hard, practical with a side of cutting loose. This envelope had none of those qualities. It was a bizarre way to handle business.


  A book clattered to the floor, and Max jumped in his seat, letting out a girlish screech. Then he laughed at himself—hard. Modesto probably thought him mad.


  Careful, Max, the South just might make you nutty.


  Max recomposed himself and opened the envelope. It read:


  MR. PORTER—


  WELCOME TO WINSTON-SALEM AND YOUR NEW OFFICE. IF YOU REQUIRE ANYTHING, DO NOT HESITATE TO CONTACT MR. MODESTO. YOUR FIRST TASK IS TO RESEARCH UNITAS FRATRUM. THE BOOKS PROVIDED HERE SHOULD SUFFICE BUT IF YOU REQUIRE ANY OTHERS, DO NOT HESITATE TO CONTACT MR. MODESTO. AT THE END OF EACH DAY, REPLACE EACH BOOK IN THE EXACT PLACE YOU FOUND IT. MAKE NO MARKS IN THE BOOKS. WITH THE EXCEPTION OF BASIC USAGE OF YOUR CHAIR, DO NOT MOVE ANY FURNITURE IN THIS OFFICE. DO NOT ADD OR REMOVE ANY FURNITURE IN THIS OFFICE. IF ANY LIGHT BULBS NEED TO BE REPLACED OR ANY OTHER SUPPLIES ARE REQUIRED, DO NOT HANDLE IT YOURSELF. PLEASE CONTACT MR. MODESTO INSTEAD.


  No signature. No explanations.


  He pulled open the top-right drawer and found a small ledge with three pens—nice pens, Monte Blanc. He picked one and then tried the drawer beneath. As he leaned down, he noticed some metal screwed into the underside of the desk. He had seen this type of thing before but only in old black-and-white movies. It was a gun tray meant for holding a small caliber weapon that would be pointed towards the door.


  “Wild,” he said.


  In the bottom drawer, he found one plain, spiral notebook—the kind he preferred to work with. Well, the boss does his homework, he thought, smirking at his own use of the male pronoun. Sandra could turn him around on many things with just a few words.


  Mr. Modesto returned with his eyes surveying the office (checking that I haven’t moved anything, Max thought), and said, “I trust everything is clear and to your satisfaction.”


  As much as Mr. Modesto already pushed Max’s desire to spew out sarcasm, he had to focus on keeping the job. Strange orders and a pompous manager should be the last of his concerns. “Um, just one thing,” he said, hating the contrition in his voice.


  “Oh?”


  Gesturing to the empty desk, Max said, “No computer. I’ve got my own laptop. I can—”


  “Our employer wishes for this room not to be altered. A technology such as that would severely alter the room.”


  “Perhaps our employer did not explain to you that you’re to help me out. It says so in this letter.”


  Mr. Modesto’s face tightened. “The contents of that letter are marked ‘private’ and you should not be divulging them to me. As for my duties, I am well aware of what I am to do.”


  “Our employer wants some in-depth research done, and I’m assuming he wants it done in a timely manner. Without a computer, this task will be—”


  “It is a short drive to the Wake Forest campus. You will find an excellent library there which will supplement any research requirements this room does not fulfill. Including a computer.”


  Max held his tongue for a moment and forced a pleasant face. “My apologies. I’m sure the University will be more than enough.”


  “I’ll be checking in this office a few times each week. If you require anything for your research that does not violate my other orders, I’ll be more than willing to help you. Also …” Mr. Modesto’s eyes narrowed on the floor as he walked toward the bookshelves. In one graceful motion, he swiped the book off the floor, snapped it shut and returned it to its rightful place. Without looking at Max, Mr. Modesto said, “Keep your focus on your research. These other matters are none of your concern. Good day.” He walked out of the office, never once glancing back.


  Max rubbed his forehead with his sleeve. A little sweat had broken out—he had to be careful. Mr. Modesto had been working for their boss a lot longer—Max had no leverage.


  He could hear Sandra warning him to keep his cool, and she was right. In this economy, he had been more than lucky to land a good-paying job. Especially considering that right before the market crumbled, Sandra had just started out as a real estate agent in Michigan. She had a few contacts in the Southern real estate world, but upon moving, they all told her the same thing—find a different job. She did, at a bakery, but that didn’t bring in enough on its own. Max needed to keep his job.


  With a stretch, Max stood and checked out the bookshelves. He wasn’t trying to be difficult. He simply couldn’t stand when people purposefully did the wrong thing because they had the power to do so. Like Mr. Modesto and this job—they wanted him to do research. No problem. Let him do the research. Don’t make up all these stupid rules to control him. No computer? Don’t move the furniture? Come on.


  To prove his point, Max lifted the edge of the desk and set it down an inch forward. He waited. “Nope,” he said to the room. “Not struck by lightning.”


  From the corner of his eye, he saw something. Max jumped back and scanned the office. Empty.


  With cautious motions, he turned his head toward the floor. There, curving under his desk, Max saw the edges of colored lines. Something had been drawn on the floor.


  His hand tapped the edge of the desk, wanting to shift it just a tiny bit more, but his heart pounded a warning. “Aw, hell. In for a penny,” he said, grabbed the desk and yanked it to the side.


  A large circle had been painted in red and blue. Zodiac symbols marked compass points on the circle’s inside edge. Two concentric circles were inside the largest one, and each also had symbols on the inside lines, but Max did not recognize them. Painted blood red, a jagged-toothed mouth occupied the center—one of four serpent heads attached to the same body.


  Cocking his head to the side, he read the words cruor and teneo. They meant nothing to him but sent shivers straight through to his hands.


  He slid the desk back in place, covering the circle, and glanced at it from several angles. It appeared to be in the same spot. He checked from his desk chair—only with a flashlight would he have ever found the circle.


  Research, he thought with relief. Get out of the office. Get fresh air. Do what he had been hired to do. Forget about this other nonsense.


  Max gathered his things and headed out. As he walked by the bookshelf, his eyes caught the book that kept falling out. Its cracked spine read—WITCHCRAFT IN WINSTON-SALEM, VOL 7, 1935-1950.


  “Holy crap,” he whispered and hurried his steps.


  
    Chapter Two

  


  Max loved the way the Z. Smith Reynolds Library at Wake Forest University really was two separate structures—the former alleyway had been enclosed long ago to form an exquisite reading space full of light and air. Like any good library, Wake’s was a labyrinth of floors and nooks and dusty corners each promising to hold great discoveries for anybody bold enough to explore. For Max, if he wanted to be honest with himself, he would admit that he loved doing research, and he loved being in this quiet, solitary sanctuary. Teaching had its joys, but the students always made him feel unfulfilled.


  After several minutes on the library computers, Max had a few call numbers to check out. Later, he could use what he learned to validate the accuracy of any websites claiming to have information. This approach took more effort than just using Google, but since he was being paid for quality work, he figured it was worth it. Which meant that for now, books were the place to start.


  He climbed a narrow staircase to the seventh floor. Most of the lights were off and each row of stacks had a separate switch. In the quiet, he worked his way through until he matched the call numbers, popped on the light, and started searching through the old titles.


  Research was a treasure hunt, and as the familiar sensations of discovery flooded into him, he began talking to the texts—a habit that Sandra found amusing, annoying, and sometimes cute. “You look promising,” he muttered to a reddish-brown book.


  Hours passed with Max sitting in a cubicle, his head stuck between book covers. His hand ached from taking notes (he made a mental note to bring his laptop next time), but a picture of Winston-Salem’s early years had formed, one that struck him as both daring and desperate.


  In the 15th Century, in Moravia, a Czech named Jan Hus preached about a church based on moral purity and conduct rather than doctrine and consistency. His disciples, the Brethren, called the new church Unitas Fratrum, and by 1467, they seceded from the Church of Rome.


  Max predicted the backlash would not be pretty. Nobody seceded from the Church without repercussions—often violent repercussions. For the Brethren, he read on, persecution and dispersal rained upon them for hundreds of years.


  “Told ya,” Max said.


  A door squeaked open. Max glanced around, heard a few footsteps, and settled back to his book.


  In the 17th Century, the Brethren hanging on in Germany found a safe haven in Count Nicholas Ludwig von Zinzendorf. He provided them his Saxony estate, an arrangement that lasted many years. In 1722, the Moravians (as they were becoming known) created the Renewed Unitas Fratrum (“Such originality,” Max said) with Zinzendorf as their leader. Shortly after, they began missionary work.


  Max jotted down these key dates. He imagined Zinzendorf angered a lot of Brethren. Many would have accused him of purchasing his leadership role. Others, well, religious politics always had been as bloody as the secular variety.


  Max heard a single beep and whispering. He swore he heard his name. He glanced around, but the stacks and the darkened floor hid just about everything. Again, he heard the whispering followed by the beep.


  “Now,” he said, trying to bury the nervousness growing inside, “America has to come into the picture.”


  Seeking religious freedom, word of America worked its way to the Moravians. In 1741, after a failed attempt to settle in Georgia, they founded the town of Bethlehem in Pennsylvania. A decade later, they bought land in North Carolina and settled Bethabara. Later growth led to Bethania, and in 1765, construction of Salem began.


  Another beep.


  “Hello?” Max said, his voice sounding unnaturally loud in the library’s quiet.


  Several stacks down, a figure darted into the main aisle. Max jumped from his chair to peek down the aisle just in time to see the fire door closing. His skin prickled.


  He shook off the feeling, unwilling to give it much credence. After all, if he voiced the idea that somebody had been watching him, perhaps following him, perhaps checking up on him—he didn’t want to consider what that implied.


  By noon, Max was finished with his initial survey. He met Sandra at a little diner and was surprised at her excitement.


  She bit into her cheeseburger with a strong appetite. “This has been a great day,” she said. Max gnawed on a fry and quivered out a grin. “Everybody’s been so nice.”


  “Nice?” Max said. The word creepy described things far better.


  “I mean it. We have this reputation in the North of being harsh and cold and full of bite. I never felt it I guess because I lived there my whole life. But now, meeting these people down here—it’s weird. Every single person here is nice.”


  “Real nice,” Max said, thinking of the stranger in the library. In Michigan, he didn’t have these kinds of problems. And they said the economy was picking up back there. Something would have come his way. Or he’d have done something online. Lots of people telecommute nowadays. This whole job smelled illegal anyway—but he had known that from the start.


  Sandra continued, “I called to set up DSL today and when the lady found out we’d just moved in, she gave me the warmest welcome. Up North it’s all, ‘What do you want?’ as if you’re imposing on their time to sit on their asses and do nothing. Here, I don’t know, I guess I expected banjo-pickers at the gas station ready to string us up if we looked at them wrong.”


  “It’s definitely not like back home.”


  “And did you notice all the Japanese restaurants? There’s also some Indian places and even Greek. We never had that. They’re more cultured than we’ve ever been.”


  Max looked at Sandra’s beaming face and his stomach dropped. First day of work, less than a week living here, and she already had fallen for the place. And the money—they would never get back on their feet without real money coming in like this.


  She must have picked up something in his body language, she could always read him well, because she stopped talking, clasped his hands, and said, “Did something go wrong at work?”


  Max sniffled and shook his head. “Mr. Modesto. I don’t care for him.”


  “Well, no job is perfect, honey.”


  “I know.”


  “And we need this money. We still owe the credit card company—”


  “I know,” he said with more force than he intended.


  They grew silent, and Max thought about the tension their silences had acquired. There was a time when he would bring her a single rose every day. She would see it, smile, and say nothing—those were the silences he craved. He leaned closer and said, “Hey, hon, guess what? I know my boss is a man.”


  “I told you that,” she said with less bite and more play.


  “When I was talking with Modesto, I referred to the boss as ‘he’ and the guy didn’t say a word. Didn’t even flinch.”


  “You’re quite the detective.”


  “I try,” Max said, a genuine smile opening up.


  Sandra took his hands again. “I want you to help me make this work. This is our best opportunity.”


  “I will.”


  “And we can’t afford not to take it.”


  “I know.”


  “So please, honey, deal with whatever nastiness this Modesto ass sends your way. Please.”


  He looked at those brown eyes and his heart lurched. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll try.”


  “Promise?”


  “I promise.”


  “Then you are definitely getting lucky tonight.”


  Max burst into laughter and that sent Sandra into her own fit of giggles.


  When he returned to his office, he received a surprise. Behind his desk, admiring the woodwork, sat a well-groomed man in his thirties, dressed in an old-style suit. He did not appear embarrassed at being caught messing with the desk nor did he even acknowledge Max’s entrance.


  Max cleared his throat. The man startled at the noise, then looked at Max with a different sense of surprise as if amazed Max could produce such a sound. Finally, he stood (a rather tall, strong body) and said, “You the boss here?”


  “Max Porter. Pleased to meet you,” he said offering his hand.


  The man ignored Max’s hand but said, “Name’s Drummond. Marshall Drummond.”


  “Well, what can I do for you?” Max said as he sat in his chair, forcing Drummond toward the guest side of the desk.


  “Other way around, friend. I’m going to help you.”


  “You are?”


  “Maybe. After you do something for me.”


  “Make up your mind,” Max said, writing a mental note to ask Modesto for some kind of security.


  “What I mean is …” Drummond said, his focus drifting to the bookshelf.


  “Mr. Drummond?”


  “The world is much stranger than I ever thought.”


  Max shifted in his chair. “If I can help you with something, please tell me. Otherwise, I’ve got a lot to do and I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”


  Drummond’s eyes snapped onto Max with a fierceness that dried Max’s throat. “Are you?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’m waiting.”


  “Excuse me.”


  “You said you’d have to ask me to leave. Go ahead. Ask.”


  “Um … will you please leave?”


  “No.”


  Drummond sat in the left guest chair, leaned back, and rested his feet on the desk. Max sighed as he rose to his feet. “Look, I’m not interested in stupid power games. Leave or I’ll call the police.”


  “You need to listen up. I know a heck of a lot more about things around here than you. And I’m willing to help you out because right now, our interests are pretty much the same. After all, don’t you want to know who’s pulling your strings? So, sit.” Drummond waited. Max held still a moment, his brain tumbling to catch up on how fast the tone of this meeting had altered. He sat. “Good.”


  “What do you know about my boss?”


  Drummond chuckled. “Stan Bowman.”


  “That’s his name?”


  “No. That’s the name I want you to find out about. I want to know what happened to that bastard. You find that out, and I’ll tell you all about this office, that book that keeps falling out, and the witch’s spell under your desk.”


  Max’s stomach churned hard. “Witch’s spell?”


  “Stan Bowman. Research him and I’ll tell you.”


  With a shaking hand, Max pulled out a pencil and wrote down the name Stan Bowman. “O-Okay,” he said, “What else?”


  “Don’t do this from here. Got it?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’ll meet you tomorrow.”


  “Okay.”


  “And don’t say a word to Modesto about me, Bowman, or this meeting. You so much as hint about it, you’ll find out how bad things can get.”


  
    Chapter Three

  


  Max tried to keep silent around his wife that night. He told himself that he wanted to find out all about Stan Bowman, find out about Drummond, find out anything, any concrete answer, before he spoke with Sandra. Otherwise, she would be full of questions and he would be full of idiotic silence. She would worry and regret relocating. She would find some way to blame herself.


  But as he searched and googled and combed through the quieter corners of the internet, as he learned more about Stan Bowman and what became of the man, Max knew he had to release the mounting pressure within. He had to tell her so he could blot out the pictures in his mind. He had to tell her so he could sleep. Not all of it—he couldn’t be so cruel, but some … yeah, he had to tell her about that sick monster.


  Around nine, they settled in for a late meal of fried rice, lo mein, and some wine, and he started. “I met this man, Drummond,” he said, keeping his eyes on his food. “He had me look into this horrible story about Stan Bowman.”


  “What?” Sandra said, her voice snapping hard as her face twisted into a you’ve-got-to-be-joking smile.


  “It’s just a little side trip, that’s all. And he said he could give me information about—”


  “Stop it. Right now. I mean it. You can’t go screw this up for us.”


  “Honey, I’m not going to—”


  “You have a job. One that pays you well. And you know if they find out you’re working for somebody else on their dollar, they’ll fire you.” All the harshness fled Sandra as she crossed her arms and fought her tears. “We can’t afford that. We’ll lose everything.”


  “I’m not getting fired.”


  “You said that in Michigan,” Sandra said, her mouth a tight line.


  Max downed his glass of wine and then breathed deep. “I thought that was all behind us. You said you forgave me. We’re supposed to be building a new life down here. Now I’m trying my best. You like it here, right? The people are nice and all, right?”


  Sandra nodded.


  “Okay. Then allow me a little room to find where I fit in. I won’t lose my job. I’m doing this research at home on my own time. I never signed anything, never agreed to anything that says I can’t do this thing at home. Besides, if they try to fire me for the way I use my personal time, we’ll sue them for millions, and then all our money troubles will be gone.”


  Sandra let out a relieved shudder. “I’m not happy about it.”


  “I see that.”


  “But okay.”


  Max kissed her hand. “I love you.”


  “You piss me off lots, but I love you, too.”


  Refilling their glasses, Max said, “So, do you want to hear about Stan Bowman?”


  “No, but you’ll tell me anyway.”


  They both laughed a bit too hard—the wine contributing as much as the tension. “Okay,” Max said, and as he summoned the images and story in his head, his face hardened. Sandra must have seen the change in his demeanor because her laughter died and her concern returned.


  “During World War II,” Max began, “Winston-Salem gave three-hundred-and-one men to the fight. Stan Bowman lucked out, though. He only got shot in the leg. Before he left, he was a decent enough man, I guess. Helped out with the scouts and stuff like that. I don’t know for sure, of course. Online info isn’t that trustworthy. Plus, there’s only so much you can get from newspapers and police statements.”


  “Police? That doesn’t sound good.”


  “It isn’t. He had a girlfriend, but she left while he was in Africa. By the time he returned to the States, she had married and had a kid. But he met a new gal and married her—Annabelle Grier. She told the police that Stan suffered terrible nightmares, waking up drenched in cold sweat, that kind of thing.”


  “Sounds like Post Traumatic Stress.”


  Max nodded. “Everything probably would’ve just settled into your typical nuclear-family, fake-happiness thing, been just fine—except the POWs arrived.”


  “POWs?”


  “R. J. Reynolds just about owned all of Winston-Salem. His tobacco company employed a huge percentage of the city. Heck, he built Wake Forest University.”


  “Well, his money did.”


  “You know what I mean. Anyway, at the time, he was providing the cigarettes for the soldiers. Demand was huge, and he started having trouble keeping up production. So, he managed to get a deal with the government to ship over German POWs and put them to work in his factories.”


  “Are you serious?”


  “It’s all true. Two hundred and fifty soldiers came, all of them from Rommel’s Afrika Korps.”


  “And Stan served in Africa.”


  “Right.”


  “Oh, that can’t be good,” Sandra said, and Max saw that she had become intrigued. He had to admit it—despite his fears, he was intrigued, too. He sipped his wine, making her wait a moment before he continued.


  “About a month after the Germans arrived, Stan goes missing. Annabelle contacts the police, says she hasn’t seen Stan in two days, but apparently, they don’t give her much credence. Stan had been known as a heavy drinker, so the police figured he’d gone on a binge and would turn up sooner or later. Of course, Stan wasn’t drinking.”


  “Of course.”


  “One by one in turn, seven POWs go missing. Each one abducted from the factory floor,” Max said, pausing to let his words sink deep inside.


  “Wait,” Sandra said a moment later. “How’s that possible? I mean, these are POWs. There had to be guards all around. I know our government can do some stupid things, but they wouldn’t let a bunch of German soldiers loose in America. Would they?”


  “No, honey, there were plenty of guards. Best anybody figured out was that the abductions took place during bathroom breaks. But here’s where it gets interesting. In each case, the prisoner was found several days later, gibbering like a madman, completely nuts. Only one thing they said made any sense—each one mentions the name Stan Bowman. The police go on a manhunt, but nobody ever finds Stan. A private detective, however, does locate this little apartment-type room in an old warehouse. The place must have reeked of tobacco. Inside, they find Stan’s workplace. He’d been torturing these men, but not just physically. He messed with their heads. Hours and hours of slow, mind-boggling torture.”


  Sandra stood to clear the table. “And they never found him?”


  “He disappeared.”


  She placed a hand on her hip. “You can’t possibly be serious about following this.”


  “Why not? It’s fascinating.”


  “Hon, you’re talking about crazy people doing crazy things over seventy years ago. Nothing good could ever come from digging this up.”


  “Come with me,” Max said, getting up. “I want to show you one of the crime photos. Relax, it’s not bloody. I just want you to see something that’ll make it clearer to you.”


  With a reluctant stretch, Sandra followed. The bedroom of their apartment doubled as an office for Max, so she settled on the bed while he scooted into the small desk chair in the corner. He pulled up the photo on his laptop and angled it for her to see.


  The black-and-white photo depicted a stool in the middle of an unfinished room. Two buckets had been placed next to the stool, one clearly filled with a dark substance. Gruesome pictures of women and children being shot or tortured had been nailed to some of the wall studs. Straight in front of the stool, Stan had mounted a film screen. Two detectives were shown in the photo—both looked queasy.


  “Stan forced his victims to stay awake the whole time, or I suppose, as long as Stan could handle it himself. Nobody ever found what film he showed them but based on the wall pictures, I’m guessing it ain’t a Disney classic.”


  “Okay, now I’m thinking this Stan guy is super nuts. Why is this going to convince me you should get involved?”


  “Because,” Max said pointing to the detective standing near the stool, “this man here is the spitting image of Drummond. Very strong family resemblance.”


  “It’s still a bunch of crazy people.”


  “You’re missing the point, honey. Drummond is interested in this because of a family matter. This detective had to have been some close relation. The Stan Bowman crazy part of all this is secondary. This guy is just looking for a lost relative.”


  Sandra frowned. “You really believe that?”


  “If that’s all it is, then I might be able to help him out, help him find his family. I do that, and I’m sure he’ll pay well. We need all we can get.” Before Sandra could speak, Max put out his hand. “If it’s something more, I’ll let it go. Don’t worry. I’m not getting fired.”


  Sandra crossed her arms but didn’t protest further. Max smiled.


  The next day, Max bolted down his breakfast and rushed to the office. To his pleasure, he found Drummond waiting for him.


  “I take it you found some things,” Drummond said.


  Max circled his desk, pulled out a hard copy of the photo, and tossed it down. “I’d say I’m getting somewhere.”


  Drummond looked at the photo and grimaced. “Boy, I haven’t seen this in a long time.”


  “So, what’s the relation?”


  “I can still smell the place.”


  “Your grandfather?”


  “What?”


  “Huh?”


  Max sat on the edge of his chair, his knee bumping the gun tray screwed into the desk’s underside. “You’ve been to this place?” he asked.


  “You think this is my grandfather? You did look closely at this picture, right? I’m right there.”


  “Mr. Drummond, that picture is seventy years old.”


  “I know. Last one of me ever taken. Two days later I wound up dead. Shot right here in my office.”


  “Your office?”


  “Are you pretending to be this lost?”


  “No,” Max said, his face locked in total confusion.


  “Let me lay it down for you. In the 1940s, I was a private investigator. The police called in for my help on the Bowman case, and then I was murdered. Pretty clear now?”


  “So … you’re … dead?”


  “Yup, I’m dead.”


  
    Chapter Four

  


  Max let out a nervous laugh as he stood and worked his way from the desk. His chest tightened and his face heated up. Now he understood why rich people had panic rooms or emergency buttons installed.


  “You don’t believe me,” Drummond said.


  “Take it easy. Just stay calm.”


  “I’m completely calm. You’re the one whose voice is rising. I’m sorry to rattle you, but this is the way it is.”


  Max wanted to break for the door, but he would have to pass right by Drummond. He glanced out the window. Three stories high—too far for any kind of escape.


  “Look,” Drummond said, straightening his blazer as he stood. “Let me prove to you that I’m dead. Then, if you can’t handle it, I’ll just go away. Okay? That sound fair?”


  Max nodded, his mind otherwise blank.


  “Good,” Drummond said and stepped forward until he stood in the middle of the desk, the top slicing right through his body.


  Max let out a tight-lipped screech. With his eyes locked on the bizarre sight, blood drained from his head, paling his skin and making him light-headed.


  “Don’t pass out on me,” Drummond said. “I hated it when women did that, I’m really going to be angry if you do it. Just take some deep breaths and sit down.”


  Following instructions, Max breathed deep and eased down to the floor. The room swirled around him as sweat beaded on his forehead. For a second, he thought he was nine and visiting the Fun House for the first time. He motioned for Drummond to step away, and Drummond complied.


  With a smile from one side of his mouth, Drummond said, “You’re going to be fine, kiddo. I see color coming back to your face. Have a drink. That’ll do the trick.”


  “I-I don’t have anything.”


  “Lucky for you this is Marshall Drummond’s old office. Fourth book from the right, bottom shelf—my gift to you.”


  Despite his shaking hands, Max crawled to the bookshelf and found a copy of Beyond This Horizon by Anson MacDonald. Inside the hollowed out book, he found a silver flask. He glanced at Drummond, received a knowing nod, and grabbed the flask. The whiskey it contained slipped down Max’s throat, warming his body, and calming his nerves.


  Without waiting for Max to settle back, Drummond said, “Good. Now that that’s done, let’s talk about Stan Bowman.”


  “B-But you’re a ghost.”


  Like a weary school teacher, Drummond said, “We’ve covered this already. I’m a ghost and you’re in my office. You’re going to help me and I will help you.”


  “But you’re a ghost.”


  “Are we going to have a problem?”


  Max’s gut dropped a bit, but he managed to shake his head. “You need to answer some questions first.”


  “My, aren’t we bold with well-aged whiskey?”


  Perhaps a little whiskey had helped. It certainly relaxed him enough to see that this thing—this ghost—before him could not be denied. It was real. Ghosts were real. Marshall Drummond, dead since the forties, stood in Max’s office.


  And he hadn’t tried to kill Max. Or even scare him. Drummond was asking for his help. With his brain wrapping around this idea, Max felt much better.


  With a slight grunt, Max got to his feet and paced the room. The movement got his circulation running again, and he could feel his thinking process kicking in. “For starters, why did you wait until now to show yourself? I’ve been here for awhile.”


  “I couldn’t. All I could do was drop that book.”


  “That was you?”


  “You know any other dead people?”


  “Okay,” Max said, his pacing getting faster. “Why couldn’t you show yourself?”


  Drummond nodded towards the floor. “That symbol is a curse that was put on me.”


  “A curse?”


  “A witchcraft sort of thing. I’d been investigating the Stan Bowman case when it happened. They attacked me with four guys, and the next thing I know, I’m spread on the floor, bleeding slowly all over, and they’ve drawn this whole mess here. When I finally died, I was stuck.”


  “Stuck?”


  “I can’t leave. Not with that thing here. The curse ties me to this office. And as long as everything in here is in the exact place it was when they finished the curse, I can’t even show myself. If I move something, like the books, it doesn’t matter. I’ve tried. It only works if a living person does it, and whatever was moved has to stay moved for quite a while. Otherwise, I’m locked away.”


  “But I see you now.”


  “That’s right. You moved the desk.”


  “I put it back,” Max said, his eyes darting to the desk’s feet. Looking far closer than ever before, he saw a sliver of a circle marking where the desk had been for many years. “Modesto,” he said.


  “Yeah, I’m pretty sure he noticed,” Drummond said.


  “Wait a second. Modesto knows about the desk, and I was even given orders not to move the desk. Are you telling me my employer did this to you?”


  “What do you know—you’re not so slow after all.”


  Max rubbed his face. “I think I need another drink.”


  “We got a lot of work ahead, so take all the liquid courage you need.”


  “No, no, no. I’m not getting into this any worse. No. I’ll quit the job. Sandra and I, we’ll go back to Michigan. The heck with this.”


  “Sorry, pal. Maybe last week you could’ve gotten away with it. I doubt it, but you could’ve tried. Now that you’ve seen me, now that Modesto knows you moved the desk, Hull’s not going to let you go.”


  “Hull?” Max asked. “Is that my employer’s name?”


  Drummond pulled back. “You went to work for somebody you never met, and you don’t even know his name? Are you insane?”


  “I’m not the one ended up a cursed-ghost, so you better hold off on all the judging.”


  “Whatever.”


  “You speak like somebody from today? I thought you died in the forties.”


  “Back to doubting me, huh? I did die in the forties, kiddo, and I’ve been stuck here ever since. I’ve seen generations come through these doors and I’ve listened to them. I remember in the sixties, this couple squatted here for a while. Used to screw on my desk every day when they weren’t too stoned to do it. I got so sick of the word groovy I wanted to die—if I wasn’t already dead.”


  Despite all the fear and trepidation surging through Max, he chuckled. “Okay, so who’s Hull?”


  “William Hull, and I don’t know much about him other than what everybody knows—very rich, very powerful, very private family. I was just turning my focus onto him when this happened to me.”


  “You think he did this to you?”


  “I’m sure of it. This is his building.”


  “So, he finds out you’re interested in him in connection with Stan Bowman and he kills you?”


  “Strikes hard and fast. He’s a dangerous man, that much should be obvious, and that means you are in a dangerous situation.”


  Max grabbed the flask and swung back a little more whiskey. “What was the connection to Bowman?”


  “I don’t know,” Drummond said. “His company owned the warehouse where Stan took the POWs. That was it. I wanted to talk to him as a matter of routine but his people stonewalled me. That got me heated up. I started looking into court records, newspapers, anything I could find his name on. It all turned up empty, but I must’ve been getting close to something because here I am.”


  “Here you are,” Max said, his brain finally putting pieces together. “Why, though? Why do this whole curse thing to you? Why not just kill you and get rid of the body?”


  “You figure that one out, and we’ll both be a lot happier.”


  Max grew quiet for a moment as he let all the things he had seen and heard settle inside him. In a calm tone that frightened him more than his anger ever had, he said, “He’s going to come after me, isn’t he?”


  “Hull? Maybe. He might play this one a little different. In my case, he was trying to shut me up. For you, though, he hired you. He wants you looking into some things, right?”


  “History of the area. That’s all.”


  “As long as he doesn’t know that we’ve talked, you should be able to stay alive long enough.”


  “For what?”


  “To solve the Stan Bowman case.”


  “No way. No. Not going to happen.”


  “You don’t have a choice, unless you want Sandra to be a widow. Or worse, they might go after her. Threaten you through her. I’ve seen much less men do much worse things.”


  Max blotted away the image of Modesto beating Sandra and focused on Drummond. For the moment, at least, Drummond made sense. What other choice did Max have? Of course, Drummond could be lying, but Max would have to figure that part out later. Whatever the truth, Max knew he stood at the foot of a mountain range of old pain, deceit, and treachery. He just prayed he’d find a way to climb to safety.


  “Okay,” he said, clearing away all the nagging words his conscience wanted to weigh on him, “where do we start?”


  
    Chapter Five

  


  Before Drummond could answer, the office door opened and Mr. Modesto walked in. He nodded at Max, clearly unable to see Drummond, and sat in a guest chair.


  “You and I are to have lunch,” he said, disdain dripping from every word.


  Max tried to look at the desk, to keep his eyes off Drummond, but he caught sight of the ghost disappearing into the bookcase. “It’s a bit early for lunch,” he managed to say while staring at the books.


  Modesto stood, straightening his suit, and stepped between Max and where Drummond had been. “There is no need for rudeness. You and I are to have lunch this afternoon.”


  “I’ve got a lot of work to do. Instead, can we—”


  “What makes you think our employer is any less specific with me in his instructions? Now, please acknowledge that you understand what I’ve said, so I know you will meet me.”


  “Okay, sure.”


  “Twelve-thirty.”


  “I’ll be working on—”


  “I don’t really care.”


  When Modesto left, Max slumped into the desk chair and let out a long sigh. This was how he had lost his job in Michigan—an early morning request to join the boss’s assistant to lunch. False accusations came with that lunch. Before the entrees hit the table, his job had disappeared.


  He should call Sandra. She would ease his mind. She knew what to say. But if he called her, she would also know that something else had happened, and he wasn’t ready to explain about ghosts. Besides, there was no reason to think he had lost this job. He had moved the table, true. But could they really know that?


  “Not unless they’re bugging the office,” Max chuckled. His eyes darted to the dark corners of the room. No, he refused to let paranoia attack. He had no control over this lunch, so best to just go to the library and get some work done. Whatever happens after that would happen regardless.


  At 12:30 exactly, Mr. Modesto arrived and brought Max to the Village Tavern—a small restaurant adjacent to the university campus. Max loved the place the instant he stepped inside. It reminded him of visits to New York City—the dark, cramped restaurant that utilized every last inch of space, the jostle of people all grumpy with hunger, the clatter from the busy kitchen underscoring the delightful aromas drifting throughout. When they had money again, Max wanted to bring Sandra here to celebrate.


  After they were seated, Mr. Modesto folded his hands on the table and said, “Tell me everything you’ve learned.”


  Max frowned. “I’m confused. I assumed I would be writing a report for our employer,” he said, fully conscious that he had just used the phrase Modesto always applied to their boss.


  “You will write a report, too. However, our employer desires a faster reply at the moment. So, tell me what you will eventually write down.”


  “Okay,” Max said, holding back a sarcastic—you asked for it.


  Halfway through their filet mignons, Max entered into the work he had explored in the last few days—the Moravian congregational government. “It’s fascinating stuff,” he said. “They divided their government into three branches just like America would do shortly afterward, but these branches acted very differently.” Modesto appeared to pay attention in a polite manner but showed no surprise as Max explained the system. “The first branch was the Elders Conference. They dealt with the spiritual affairs of the congregation and ensured that all the various officials worked well together. The Congregation Council handled broader issues that affected the long-term—like an overseer. And last was the Aufesher Collegium which dealt with secular matters such as town administration.”


  “And this system worked?” Modesto asked, but something in his voice told Max he could care less. Max didn’t mind, though. He’d babble for a week if it kept his mind off of ghosts.


  “Well, it worked for them. They used their three-branch government to regulate all aspects of life so nobody would profit at somebody else’s expense. They sought harmony for everybody.”


  “But it didn’t always work that way, did it?”


  “Of course not.”


  “And do you have any examples of this not working?”


  Max took a bite of his steak to force a pause. Even as he discussed Winston-Salem’s history with more enthusiasm than he realized he had for the subject, he found Modesto’s attitude disturbing. Perhaps that’s what the man wanted—he clearly did not like Max. Yet something else gnawed at Max.


  “Surely you’ve come across at least one example?” Modesto said. “Our employer would be unhappy if your research was so superficial.”


  “I have examples.”


  Modesto ordered a cup of coffee and said, “I’m waiting. Just one example, please.”


  Like a bull let out of the shoot, Max barreled into a verbal assault. “In 1829, there’s a man with the ironic name of Thomas Christman who decides to become a Baptist. He takes his son with him in this move away from the Moravian beliefs. Christman is ordered to leave town, but he refuses. This is considered a spiritual problem, so the Elders Council is called. They decide not to evict the man—they don’t want to go through the North Carolina legal system. Instead, they buy the house from under Christman. He can still live there, but he owns nothing and has nothing for his son to inherit. They’ve effectively removed him from their world, though he still occupies its space.”


  “I see.”


  “You don’t. It’s not how strict, vengeful, or even creative these people can be, but rather how patient. They wanted a man who had betrayed their beliefs to be driven from their town, and they were willing to wait a lifetime in order for it to occur. Compare that to the Christians or the Muslims—two groups of many that are prone to act now in order to achieve their goals as soon as possible. The kind of patience displayed here is an amazing quality of the Moravians.”


  Modesto let out a sly grin. “You seem to be very excited about our little city in the South.”


  Not sure how to take the comment, Max sat back and spread his hands. “If I can’t get interested, I wouldn’t do a very good job at the research, would I?”


  “That is beyond my expertise. Excuse me a moment,” Modesto said as he stood. He placed his briefcase on his chair and inched by a waiter as he walked toward the restrooms.


  Max looked at the briefcase and wondered at the point of this display. Was Modesto testing Max’s trustworthiness? Was this an order from the boss or just a game from a jealous employee? And Modesto was jealous, Max had no doubt. The condescension oozing from Modesto’s words could not be mistaken. Somehow he felt threatened by Max’s presence. In fact, this entire lunch may not have been ordered by the boss.


  Peeking over his shoulder, Max checked to see that Modesto was not heading back. Could this be some sort of probe into his work by Modesto? Max envisioned the arrogant prick groveling at the boss’s feet, presenting Max’s information as if it were his own.


  As he considered this possibility, Max noticed the tip of a paper poking from the front sleeve of the briefcase like a teasing leg-shot on the cover of an old girlie mag. Checking once more that Modesto was not on his way back, Max leaned closer and made out a logo—the letter H in a blockish style, colored blue, with a white rectangle on the right leg as if it were a door or window.


  When Modesto returned, he said, “I just spoke with our employer. He’s pleased with your work.”


  “Good,” Max said, and then part of what bothered him finally discovered its form. “Everything I’ve told you today was not difficult information to find. Rather basic, actually. Why would our employer want—”


  “Our employer recognizes that you need a little time to catch up on the foundation before you can do the more serious studies. After all, you’re still talking about the Moravians. You haven’t even begun to look into the Reynolds family which made this city noteworthy. So, your immediate job is to catch up. Our employer does not want to waste more than another week, if even that. I’ve hired an assistant for you to help you along. We particularly don’t want you bogged down with the busy work of the reports.”


  “An assistant?”


  “Yes,” Modesto said as he readied to leave. “Once you’re ready, the real work can begin. We’ll be researching various land deals. I must go now. I’ll be in touch next week.”


  As Modesto walked away, Max was surprised his thoughts were not of land deals, the blue H, or even Modesto. Instead, Max thought only of two names—Marshall Drummond and Stan Bowman.


  
    Chapter Six

  


  “I must be crazy,” Max said to his empty car as he drove toward the campus. “No, no. They say if you can think that might be the case, then it’s not. Crazy people think they’re perfectly normal. Then again, I’m talking to myself in a car, so what does that say for me?”


  When his cell phone rang, Max answered it without looking at the name. His mother’s voice screeched in his ear. “Max, I’ve been so worried about you. I’ve been trying to get you for days.”


  “Hi, Mom.”


  “You eating all right?”


  “I’m fine, Mom. The move went fine, Sandra’s fine, and we’re just busy getting settled in.”


  “Oh, that’s wonderful. Listen, I sent you a housewarming gift. Did you get it?”


  “Yes, thank you,” Max said, trying to blot out any memory of the ugliest ashtray ever made in the seventies—something she had lying around her attic.


  “I’m glad it arrived. You never know with the mail. And since I didn’t get a thank you note, I wasn’t sure.”


  “Like I said, it’s been busy.”


  He could hear his mother working herself into a nitpicking froth. “Well, I have to say that it doesn’t take that long to write a thank you note, and it’s very important. I know I taught you better than that. Now, I’m not joking. People will look down upon you in your life if you fail at the little things. It’s that important, and it’s a mark of a civilized person. For me, it’s okay, it doesn’t matter, you understand. You forget me, I don’t mind. You’re my son. I know you love me. But other people, they need to be properly thanked.”


  “Yes, Mom. I’m very sorry. I’ll try to be better,” Max said, not paying attention to his words as he took the Wake exit. By the time he found a parking spot (and hoped he’d avoid a ticket for using the student lot), his mother had wound down and said her good-byes. As annoying as she could be, though, Max wanted to thank her this time. By distracting him from all that had occurred that morning, she had managed to untangle his thoughts enough for him to function.


  He still shuddered at the idea that a real ghost haunted his office, but he no longer feared the thing—especially since Drummond needed his help. His own situation bothered him far greater, yet even that no longer rattled him like earlier. Now, he started to see that Stan, Annabelle, Hull, and Drummond all were just the dots he had to connect. If he could do that, then perhaps he had nothing to worry about. Besides, as odd as his employer had been, it was only Drummond saying that Max was in danger.


  A ghost might say anything to be freed from a curse. And what, exactly, did he do to deserve a curse?


  By the time Max entered the now-familiar library lobby, his curiosity had risen above the tide line of his fear. No matter what else, Max agreed with one thing Drummond had said—he needed to find Annabelle Bowman.


  After an hour had passed, Max admitted that all his research that day on Moravian history did nothing to help him find Annabelle Bowman. It did, however, help Max avoid thinking about ghosts and dangerous bosses. Don’t slow down. Keep pushing ahead. As long as he kept moving forward, logic and common sense would prevail. He hoped.


  Leafing through a pictorial history of Winston-Salem as he climbed a stairwell, Max jolted at the sound of his cell phone ringing. A glance at the phone’s face—Sandra. Max sat on the stairs (cell phone reception only happened in the library’s stairwells) with the book on his lap and answered.


  Sandra’s day had not fared any better than Max’s. She launched into a detailed account of being rear-ended by “some jerk in a jaguar who insisted on pulling over and getting an official police report even though all I got was a scratch on the bumper.” She ended up late to work and had to deal with a lecture from Mrs. McCarthy, the owner, that ended with a reminder, “There’s lots of good people looking for work right now. People who know how to be on time.”


  Max listened and did not interrupt. The more she spoke, the less he wanted to say. What could he tell her? That a ghost hired him on the side and promised him that his new employer, the one that would save them financially, was somehow associated with the spawn of evil, Stan Bowman? But he didn’t want to lie to her either.


  When she finished, still huffing at unspoken thoughts, the dreaded question came out. “So, what happened with Drummond?”


  Turning the page in his book, Max saw a picture of a large building on fire in the middle of a field while numerous, well-dressed people stood at a distance and watched. The caption explained that on November 24, 1892 the Zinzendorf Hotel (named after the beloved former leader) tragically burned to the ground in about two hours. Max looked at the billowing smoke and wondered if he had started his own tragic fire.


  “Honey?” Sandra said.


  “I’m here. Things have gotten a little bit more complicated, but don’t worry.”


  “Just tell Drummond—”


  “Don’t do that.”


  “Do what?”


  “Try to solve my problems and tell me what to do. I’ve got it all being taken care of. And I can decide for my own career if I want to do a little work for Drummond or not. I promise you I won’t be fired from my job. Okay?”


  “I guess I’m just a little worried that—”


  “We’re not in Michigan anymore.”


  “I know,” Sandra said. With forced levity, she changed the subject, and as she chattered on, Max flipped through a few more pages.


  “It can’t be,” he said, staring at a picture from the 1980s. He read the caption twice.


  “What did you say?”


  “She might still be here.”


  “Who?”


  “Annabelle. I’ve got to go. I’ll see you tonight,” Max said, cutting the connection without any further good-bye.


  He went to his cubicle, gathered his things, and rushed to the microtext room. With the aid of a librarian, he found several spools containing all issues of the local paper, The Winston-Salem Journal, for the year 1989. In a short time, he found the story he had sought, and the photos of several Winston-Salem residents, including an older lady attempting to hide behind harsh-looking men—but her spry eyes gave her away. Annabelle Bowman. A quick search online gave him the address.


  As he drove to the South Side home, Max considered calling Drummond. Two thoughts stopped him. First, he saw no reason he should feel obligated to make reports. Second, and far more important, Drummond was dead. How would a ghost answer the phone?


  The house appeared to be nothing special. A beaten Chevy with a layer of dust resided in the driveway and leaves dotted the walk. Fall would arrive soon, but for the moment, the warm air felt just right. As Max waited on the brick porch for the doorbell to be answered, the distinct odor of stale flowers and unwashed blankets drifted from a rocking chair at his side.


  “Yes?” a weak voice asked from behind the door.


  “Annabelle Bowman?”


  “What do you want?”


  “My name’s Max Porter. I was hoping I could talk to you for a few minutes. I have a few questions for an article I’m researching.”


  The door opened a crack. “Article?”


  Max flashed his warmest smile as he peeked in at the elderly woman. “Yes, I’m writing an article for, um, I don’t know yet. It’s kind of a freelance thing.”


  “Freelance?”


  “It means that I don’t have—”


  “I know what it means, you idiot. Sure, what the hell, I ain’t had anything interesting happen in months,” she said, nudging the door open and shuffling toward her living room. “Besides, I don’t think I’ve got to worry about you raping me, and there ain’t anything here worth stealing.”


  Max stepped inside to find a home cramped with books, statuettes, and trinkets of all kinds. Next to a mirror, a framed cross-stitching hung on the wall declaring “Home is life.” Two overstuffed sofas dominated the living room. A coffee table covered with photos of young children, sat between them.


  “My nieces and nephews,” she said.


  “They look lovely.”


  “The one in the green shirt is. The other two are a pain but they’ll outgrow it. And this picture is my sister, Emily. I haven’t heard from her in awhile. Her husband thinks I’m a bit of a bitch, I suppose. Excuse my language. I used to be more refined but at my age, you start to realize all that politeness doesn’t get you very far. Better to be honest and direct, even if it does piss off a few people along the way.”


  Max chuckled as he sat. “I won’t take up too much of your time,” he said.


  “I’m not going anywhere. Would you like some sweet tea?”


  “No, thank you,” he said. Sweet tea was everywhere in North Carolina, but for Max’s northern tastes it was much too sweet, not enough tea.


  “What do you want to talk about?” Annabelle asked.


  “Well, I saw a picture of you in a story about Millionaire’s Row.”


  Annabelle snorted a laugh which fast turned into a rasping cough. “What in Heaven do you care about all that?”


  “I just found it interesting. It’s not everyday that a bunch of people wake up instant millionaires—sort of like winning the lottery.”


  “Loyalty gets rewarded sometimes,” she said, pulling a knitted blanket over her lap. “Even if the reward comes from a bastard.”


  “Would that be F. Ross Johnson?”


  “Those families had all worked for Reynolds Tobacco for most of their lives. They were loyal to the company. They bought stock in it. Reynolds made this town, y’know? Then suddenly the company becomes RJR Nabisco, and that wasn’t so bad at first, but Johnson screwed us all—sent the headquarters off to Atlanta. I swear, if lynching had been legal, I don’t think Johnson would’ve lasted the week.”


  Max nodded. “And then he let the whole thing be taken over in a leveraged buyout.”


  “That’s right. Forced us to sell our shares. We all made a lot of money, sure, but it never was about money. You listen to me. Money’s always been an illusion,” she said, her eyes glancing at her hands with a mournful hesitancy. She cracked a smile and said, “You know, when the reporters all showed up, they thought they’d get pictures of us hicks spending lavishly on new cars and new houses and diamond rings and such. Instead, they got us. We all still live in the same homes—those of us still alive, that is—and we all go on the same way. We just plunked the money into savings and that was that. So, there’s not much of a story here for you.”


  “Actually,” Max said as a nervous throbbing built in his chest, “I did have one little item I hoped you could clear up for me.”


  “Oh?” she said, her smile turning into a sharp, controlled line.


  “It’s about your stock. See, according to the newspapers, all the others had bought their stock in small bits over the years of their employment. You, however, never worked for Reynolds. I was just wondering why you would have followed the same pattern as they did.”


  “My late husband worked for them.”


  “That would be Stan Bowman?”


  “I think you should leave now,” Annabelle said, heading for the front door.


  The chill that blew into the room struck Max hard. He never had been in this type of situation, and he found himself wishing Drummond could have come along. The aid of a real detective appeared quite attractive at the moment.


  “Please, I didn’t mean to upset you. I’m just trying to find out—”


  “I know what you want. Now, I’m very busy today, so please leave or I’ll have to call the police.”


  “Do you know the name Hull?”


  Annabelle stopped. She turned her eyes onto Max with such authority that he half-expected her to demand his hand for a ruler beating. “Whatever you’re doing looking into all of this, you better stop it. This city was built on the backs of old families like Hull, Hanes, and Reynolds. You’ve got to understand that. R. J. Reynolds Tobacco—it’s not just a company or a stock, it’s a religion. And you don’t go messing with somebody’s religion.”


  
    Chapter Seven

  


  Drummond bounced around the office, clapped his hands together, and nodded. “Damn, I wish I could’ve been there,” he said, rubbing his mouth. “And I wish I could have a cigarette.”


  “Sorry, I don’t smoke,” Max said, slumping in his chair. Sweat still dampened his armpits and his fingers still trembled from all the adrenaline pumping through him. He could hear the menace behind the old lady’s voice echoing in his head.


  “I’m dead, remember? I don’t have lungs to smoke with. She really said all that, huh? It’s a religion?”


  “Yeah, she said that.”


  “And you just left?”


  “She obviously wanted me to go.”


  “Of course she did. She knows something. She wanted you out as fast as possible. And that’s important because it means somewhere inside her, she knows that she can be pushed into blabbing her secrets.”


  “It does?”


  “Always. Somebody with nothing to hide or somebody who knows he’ll never crack, people like that will let you hang out and talk for hours. They don’t care. They want to spin you in circles. But the ones that throw you out, those are the gold mines.”


  Max glanced at the book with the hidden flask but shook his head. “Look, this is all getting nutty. I mean, I took the job with Hull because I needed the money. I’m supposed to be looking up land deals and old history. Now I don’t know what you’ve brought me into.”


  Drummond halted and stared hard into Max. “You don’t get to back out of things like this. You better start understanding that. It doesn’t matter what your intentions were or how you ended up here, the fact is that you are here. You do know things now that companies like Hull are not going to be happy about. So shut up and start thinking.”


  “About what?”


  “Our next step, of course. You really have no clue what you’re doing, do you?”


  “Fine,” Max said, crossing his arms and spinning his chair so he could pout toward the window. “Tell me, then, what is our next great step?”


  “Well, we could follow Annabelle. You could, I mean. Whenever you shake up somebody like this, really throw them for a loop, they usually start acting on whatever it is they’re hiding. You follow her and you might learn something.”


  “No.”


  “What?”


  “I’m not a detective. I do research and I teach. I don’t go following people around, taking their pictures, and seeing what they’re up to.”


  Drummond passed through the desk and settled in front of Max. “You must be a great lover or hung like an elephant or something because I can’t see what your wife sees in you.”


  “Thanks,” Max said, plastering a sarcastic grin on his face. “You really know how to speak to my heart.”


  Drummond stared at Max for awhile without saying a word. Max stared back, wondering if this had become a game of chicken or if Drummond actually had started thinking about the case again. With another clap of his hands, Drummond broke the silence and said, “Okay. You say you’re the research man, then let’s do some research.”


  “What now?”


  “Stocks. You said Annabelle made a fortune in Reynolds stock, right?”


  “That’s right.”


  “But she never worked for the company, and after what had occurred with her husband, you’d think she would never want anything from them. Not to mention that unless she had some rich uncle or something, she and Stan did not have much in the way of money.”


  Max spun back to his desk. “So where did the stock come from?”


  “Exactly.”


  “She could’ve bought it in small amounts over the years like the others. Maybe figured RJR owed her something.”


  “True, but she threw you out of her house.”


  With a drum roll on the table, Max said, “I’ll see what I can find out.”


  “Good,” Drummond said. “But before you do all that, you ought to be ready for Modesto.”


  “What about him?”


  “I just saw him walk into the building.”


  “Great,” Max said, took a deep breath, and opened a notebook. “You stay quiet,” he said and attempted to look busy. Drummond exaggerated locking his mouth as he floated toward the ceiling. Max chilled at the display but said nothing. He had to start getting comfortable with ghostly ways.


  A moment later, Modesto opened the door and took a seat without a word. Max lifted a halting finger, pretended to take a few final notes, and then raised his head with a smile. “Mr. Modesto, it’s always good to see you.” Modesto glared at Max but showed no sign of talking. “Something you want? I didn’t think I had to give a report for a few more days. I suppose if you need something now—”


  “I’m not here for a report.”


  Drummond drifted against the bookshelf and squinted as he scrutinized Modesto. “Be careful, Max. He knows something.”


  “I can see that,” Max said, trying to keep his eyes on Modesto, though he kept catching Drummond in his peripheral vision. “Perhaps you could save us some time and tell me why you’re here?”


  “Why were you talking to Annabelle Bowman?” Modesto asked, crossing his legs with calm power.


  “Don’t tell him anything,” Drummond said.


  “I know how to do my job,” Max said.


  Modesto gestured toward the desk corner. “You don’t appear to understand how to follow instructions.”


  Using every ounce of self-control he could muster, Max refused to look at the desk corner. “What do you mean?” he asked, knowing that he sounded guiltier than ever.


  “You were asked to research the early foundations of this town in order to help us acquire important historical pieces of land. Annabelle Bowman has nothing to do with that.”


  Drummond stepped in between the men and faced Modesto. He squatted down and said, “You better come up with something quick, Max, and it better be good. I don’t think he’ll buy much malarkey.”


  Max reached into his pocket and pushed the vibrate button on his cell phone. Acting startled, he pulled the phone out, checked the face, and said, “Excuse me, one moment.”


  “Of course,” Modesto said.


  Max flipped open the phone and said, “Hi, how are you?”


  Drummond looked back at Max. “Is there really a call?”


  “No, no.”


  “I see, buying time, huh?”


  “Not quite.”


  “Then what?”


  “Look, I’m in an important meeting right now, and I’m not trying to be rude or anything but you’re interrupting,” Max said. He covered the phone and said to Modesto, “Just a minute longer. Sorry about this.”


  “I can wait,” Modesto said.


  Drummond pulled up and stomped off to the corner, stepping through Modesto in the process. Modesto shivered. “I’m just trying to help,” Drummond said.


  “I know,” Max said. “I do. It’s just a bit difficult to carry on more than one conversation at a time. I’ll call you after my meeting, okay?”


  “Not okay. You need me. You screwed up with Annabelle, and you’ll screw up here.”


  “I’ve really got to go.”


  “Fine,” Drummond said and turned around showing only his back to Max.


  Max put the cell phone away and said to Modesto, “Sorry about that. Now, you were asking about Annabelle Bowman. I suppose I understand your confusion in the matter. You’re not an expert at research. And, well, I admit I acted a bit too enthusiastically. You had mentioned land deals being our ultimate objective, so I jumped ahead. See, history books will only help us out so much. If I’m to find quality pieces of real estate for our employer then I need to talk to the people who might own such pieces.”


  “And you think Ms. Bowman is such a person?”


  “Well, she did become very wealthy, very quickly. Usually people who win the lottery or inherit a ton of money will buy up some local properties as a place to plunk down all this wealth they don’t know what to do with. That’s why I spoke to her.”


  “Why didn’t you talk to any of the other stockholders who made it big off of Reynolds?”


  “I intend to. Ms. Bowman was merely my first stop. I’m afraid it didn’t go too well, she’s very cranky, so I decided to rethink my approach before I tackled another.”


  Drummond spun around. “I can’t take this. Ask him the crucial question, already!”


  Max continued, “I do have a question for you, though.”


  “Oh? And what is that?”


  Nobody said anything for a moment. Modesto looked at Max expectantly, and then said, “Mr. Porter? Do you have a question or not?”


  “Gee,” Drummond said, striding back to the desk. “I guess you might need my help after all, huh?”


  “Yes,” Max said.


  Modesto opened his arms. “I can’t wait all day.”


  Drummond shook his head. “Ask him how he knew you saw Annabelle Bowman today.”


  Sitting straighter, his heart jumping as the question sunk in, Max said, “I’m curious about something. How is that you know I saw Ms. Bowman today? I never told anybody I was going there. I never even indicated in my reports that I would be taking this approach. How is it that you know where I’ve been? Are you having me followed?”


  For the first time, Max saw Mr. Modesto’s cool exterior falter. It did not last long, but it scared Max. With a patience that added to Max’s growing dread, Modesto stood and leaned on the table. “Yes, I’ve had you followed. The library trips, lunches with your wife, visits to old rich ladies. I’ve had people watching you since before you moved here. And I will continue to have you followed until I am convinced that you do not pose a threat to our employer’s interests. That is what I am an expert at.”


  Max struggled to make his throat open enough for speaking. At length, he said, “I-I’m not trying to pick a fight with you. I just didn’t like the idea. Listen, you have nothing to worry over with me.”


  Drummond walked right through the desk, waving his hands, and said, “Shut up. Don’t say another word.”


  “I came down here because our employer offered me a lot of money,” Max said. Now that he got himself talking, he found it harder to stop. “I don’t have any interest in what he wants with the information I find. I just want my money and that’ll be it. I don’t care about him or anything like that. I won’t go to the police, not that there’s anything to go to the police with anyway.”


  Drummond covered his eyes. “Oh, please, shut up. Please.”


  The calculating expression on Modesto’s face finally got Max quiet. Max tried to speak again but his lips only quivered. Modesto pulled back, donned his coat, and said, “Do your job, Mr. Porter.” He slapped a manila envelope on the desk. “Research these properties, take your money, and move away from here. Anything else would be inadvisable.”


  “Yes, sir,” Max managed as Modesto strolled away.


  Once the stairwell door clanged shut, Drummond faced Max and said, “What the hell is the matter with you? I told you to ask him one simple question, not divulge every little nuance of your thought process, and certainly not to piss all over the man, and most definitely, most certainly, I did not tell you to mention the police.”


  “I didn’t. I said I wouldn’t involve the police.”


  “You mentioned them. That’s enough. It shows that you think there’s something illegal, something worth telling the police about.”


  “I didn’t know.”


  “How could you not know? I’ve been a ghost for decades now, and even I’ve heard enough about modern cinema to know that every bum in this country should be aware of basic procedures in this kind of thing.”


  Max’s shaking hands tightened into fists as his anger grew. “Well, things are a heck of a lot different when you’re actually in the situation.”


  “You’ve got that much right,” Drummond said as he sat down and lifted his legs onto the desk. “You know, I think I’d love a cigarette more right now than life itself.”


  Maybe it was the sudden shift in attitudes or maybe Max had begun to like the gruff detective, he didn’t know. Either way, Max could not resist pointing to Drummond’s feet. “How do you do that? Put your feet on the desk or clap your hands or anything like that?”


  Drummond shrugged. “I just do. When I want to go through something, I do it. When I want to be more substantial, I can do that too.”


  “So, now I guess we look into that stock information?”


  “It’s not too late to stakeout Ms. Annabelle.”


  Max’s cell phone buzzed—Sandra. “Hi, honey,” Max said while scowling at Drummond. “I’m fine … well, today’s been interesting … I’ve still got some research to do … sure, honey, if it’s important, I’ll be there … oh, I see.”


  “Well?” Drummond said to Max’s stunned face.


  “My wife has informed me that we have a date tonight.”


  “A date? With your wife? You’re married to her but you’re still dating? Oh, hell, the 1940s made a lot more sense.”


  
    Chapter Eight

  


  Max disliked low-priced restaurants because all the families with obnoxious kids ate at such places. With their finances strapped, however, he and Sandra had little choice in the matter if they wanted to eat out. So, as Max bit into the dry turkey and over-ripe tomato of his club sandwich, he listened to a four-year-old scream “Mine! Mine! Mine!” while the sweet darling’s adoring parents smacked him across the head.


  Sandra cracked a grin and shrugged. “It could be worse.”


  “Really?” Max said, thinking about the day he had endured and how little of it he dared to share with his wife.


  “Sure. That kid could be ours.”


  This elicited a slight chuckle. A moment later, they settled into silence and ate. Max wanted to relax, to pay attention, to be a good date, but he could not stop thinking about Drummond, Bowman, Modesto, and Hull. Even if he had the courage to divulge a tiny portion of what had happened, Sandra could not possibly believe him—a detective ghost and office witchcraft and a forgotten madman.


  “Come on,” Sandra said, her voice soft yet firm. “Please try to have a good time.”


  “What? Oh, no, I’m fine. Just a bit preoccupied.”


  “Honey, I know you don’t like your job, but you’ve got to deal with it.”


  “I am,” Max said, snapping harder than he had intended. He drank some soda through a straw and continued, “I’ve just had a stressful day, that’s all.”


  “Okay, okay. I’m sorry.”


  The brat screaming “Mine! Mine! Mine!” hit the high-point of his meltdown. He sprawled on the floor and wailed. Two haggard parents scooped him up, dodging his flailing arms, and lugged him outside. Sandra could not hold back her laughter.


  “It’s not funny,” Max said. “Those are horrible parents and they have no consideration for anybody else.”


  Sandra whooped a short laugh and regained her composure. “You could really use a hard drink, couldn’t you?”


  Max sipped his straw again, making a silly face that sent Sandra into more hysterics. “So let me ask you something,” Max said, deciding at that very moment upon a way to lightly dance atop the explosives that had become his life. “Do you believe in ghosts?”


  Wiping her eyes, Sandra said, “Ghosts?”


  “Spirits of the dead. Y’know, ghosts.”


  Sandra took a long drink, giving Max the impression that she was stalling. “Yes, I suppose I do. Why are you even asking?”


  Waving away the question, Max said, “Forget it. How was your day?”


  “Fine,” Sandra said with a touch of relief. “Actually, I’m still having problems with my boss, but it’s nothing to worry about.”


  “We both have boss problems, then.”


  “And we’ll both persevere. Now, let’s talk no more of work and bosses and anything like that.”


  “Okay. What do you want to talk about?”


  Sandra opened her mouth but said nothing. Then, with a shake of her head, she started to laugh again. They enjoyed the rest of their meal, talking about a television show, Max’s mother, and something Sandra heard on the radio. Savoring the weightlessness of the evening, they both relaxed for an hour.


  Max would later recall two sounds as they headed toward their car in the brisk night air. First, he heard the crunching of heavy feet in the gravel—a sound that spoke of urgency and threat. The second sound, however, would be forever chiseled into his being—Sandra’s terror-filled scream as two men wearing ski-masks shoved her aside and assaulted Max.


  They each took one of his arms and threw him against the restaurant’s wall. The cold brick scratched into his back as one of the men, the heavier one, punched Max in the gut. The other one pulled out a handgun that shined its metallic blue under the parking lot lights and pointed it at Sandra. Max gasped for enough air to speak, his lungs burning and his stomach stuck in a tight clench, but he only managed to cough up phlegm.


  The heavy man grabbed Max’s hair and wrenched his head back. Max could see Sandra shaking, her face looking upon him, terrified she might never see him again. He wanted to reach out to her, to give her some assurance they would be fine, but the gun pointed at her head kept him wondering.


  “Stop looking into things that don’t matter anymore,” the heavy man said, his breath reeking of alcohol. Another punch to the gut and a kick in the side capped off the performance. Then the two men dashed off into the darkness. As Max rolled to his side, Sandra raced over and wrapped her arms around him.


  She whispered words he could not decipher, and he knew the words were more for her own comfort than his. After a few minutes, his stomach muscles loosened a little, and he found the strength to stand. Pain shot from his side. He prayed they hadn’t broken his ribs—paying for medical care was not a line item in the Porter budget.


  Later, in their kitchen, Sandra helped Max ease out of his shirt. He winced and groaned but managed.


  “That looks pretty bad,” she said, placing an icepack over the purple/black bruise on his side.


  “Easy,” he said, hissing air as he lowered his arm onto the icepack.


  “Don’t be a baby.”


  “I got kicked in the ribs!”


  “And I had a gun to my head,” Sandra said, slamming a second icepack onto the table. Her hands shook, and her face quivered as tears welled in her eyes. She rubbed them away and returned to checking his wounds.


  “We’re okay now. We can relax. It’s all over.”


  “No, it’s not. You know that. I heard what he said to you. This was just a warning.”


  “They may not even have had the right guy.”


  “Bullshit! They targeted you and you know it,” Sandra said and the two locked eyes like poker players attempting to cover all sense of meaning in their expressions. Breaking away, Sandra fixed a glass of cola for Max and said, “Doesn’t look like you’ve got any broken bones.”


  “At least that much is good.”


  “Sure,” she said, the sarcasm dripping heavy and thick, “real good. Just wonderful, in fact. We ought to get attacked more often.”


  Max sipped his cola and said, “I know it was scary and all, but it’s over.”


  “Stop saying that. I’m not a child and I’m not a fool. This was a warning. To you. This is all because of Drummond, isn’t it? It is. I can see it in your face. So, you tell me right now, what’s going on?”


  Despite her stern mouth, Max saw the fear dancing on her skin. He knew exactly how she felt. He felt it, too. Anger strong enough to tear down walls. Fear powerful enough to keep him frozen.


  “I don’t know if it’s the Drummond thing. I don’t. Honest. I mean it probably is, but I don’t know one hundred percent for sure. But come on, now, this shouldn’t be such a shock.”


  “What?”


  “We both know something’s not right about my employer.”


  “What are you saying?”


  Max gestured to the chair opposite him and waited for her to sit. Sandra glanced at the chair; then leaned against the counter. “It’s truth time,” he said. “Okay? Don’t you think? No more pretending. We’ve both kept quiet about it. We’ve both ignored all the red flags smacking us in the face because we wanted the money, the security. We wanted to get out of the mess in Michigan.”


  “You made that mess.”


  “I’m not trying to dredge up all that. I just—”


  Sandra shook her head as she pulled a beer from the refrigerator. “I see how you want this,” she said. “It’s truth time but only when you’ve got something to say.”


  “No, I just didn’t want us to rehash an old fight.”


  “Well, we’re here, right now, talking about all of this because of that old fight. Maybe we should consider finishing it this time.”


  Never before had Max seen his wife carry such a harsh expression. Disgust and hatred filled him at the sight—not for her but towards himself. He had caused her to look that way. If this was “truth time,” then he had to start with himself. “Okay,” he said. “Michigan was my fault, and I think all of this is my fault, too.”


  Sandra drank her beer as she settled into her chair. Then, with a tired yet still boiling tone, she said, “They accused you of sleeping with a student, and I believe whole-heartedly you didn’t do it. So, let’s start with that. I want to know why you let them fire you. And don’t tell me how you hated your boss and the legal costs were too high and all those other excuses you’ve used before. I want to know the truth. Why didn’t you fight for that job?”


  Max closed his eyes and nodded. “It’s funny, I always tell myself it happened because of the boss thing or that my ideas were stolen or a number of other excuses. Truth is, though, I deserved to be fired. That’s why I didn’t fight. I knew if we fought back, they’d look into my work, my files, everything. They’d poke into everything, and eventually they’d learn that I had done something wrong. Not what they accused me of, I never slept with a student, but something that could’ve landed me in jail.”


  “What did you do?” Sandra asked, her voice quiet and frightened like a girl being told her mommy was being arrested.


  Max swallowed hard. “I found a loophole in their computer accounting system. I was talking with the principal one day and it was just there on her desk and she was nowhere and I don’t know what I was thinking, but I just reached over and made a few checks for CASH.”


  “You embezzled from a school?”


  “We were freezing to death, for crying out loud. I’m sorry I’m not the great provider, but I had to do something. And really, isn’t that why we’re here? We hated how hard our lives were back there. We hated it. All the time, we complained and griped and it was ripping us to pieces. We barely talked about anything else. Then, this job landed in my lap and we saw the dollar signs and that was it, no questions.”


  “It wasn’t like that.”


  “No, no. This is truth time. We both accepted that there was something odd about this job. We both knew it was not on the up-and-up.”


  Indignation flashed in Sandra’s eyes, only to be replaced by calm acceptance. A single tear escaped her tight control, and with a trembling voice, she asked, “How bad is it this time? Are you going to go to jail?”


  “What? No. I’ve done nothing wrong. I’m just researching old history looking for buildings. That’s it. But obviously, there’s more to all this than real estate deals.”


  “Obviously.”


  Max shifted in his chair and fire swelled from his bruises and seared up his side. “It’s all crazy. I’ve actually been thinking how nice Michigan was.”


  “Michigan was a crappy mess.”


  “My point exactly.” Max dropped his hands to his lap. “I’ve just got to get through the job. Just do the research, get my check, and then I’ll quit. I’ll walk away.”


  “Honey, you’re not thinking. When does somebody ever get to walk away from people like this?”


  “But I don’t know anything.”


  “Does that really matter? What you need to do is quit all this Drummond business, do your job, and keep your mouth shut and your ears open. We need to find some way to get out, something to hold over their heads.”


  “Are you crazy? These people sent two men to beat me up. They had a gun to your head.”


  “I haven’t forgotten,” Sandra said, her anger erupting as tears streamed out unchecked. “But we can’t just sit back and wait for you to piss them off enough to kill us. You need to do something. You don’t like my idea, fine. You tell me, then. What can we do?”


  Max sagged in his chair. He knew all along this question was coming, and he knew the answer. “You won’t like it,” he said and finished his drink, the clinking ice cubes underscoring his soft words.


  “I don’t like any of this.”


  “I’m going to help Drummond. I know that seems nuts to you, but there’s more to it than you know, and if I can find out what happened to … what happened, then maybe I’ll have that missing something you want me to find. Something to protect us from my employer.”


  “But all of this started with Drummond. Why help him?”


  “I think his case is connected to everything else. At least, I’m pretty sure it is.”


  “Okay, okay. But, honey, I’m scared.”


  “Me, too,” Max said.


  Sandra took a shaking breath and placed her hand on the table. Max reached out, and they held hands in the kitchen without another word.


  
    Chapter Nine

  


  The next morning, after overcoming the difficulty of taking a shower and driving to work with half his body throbbing in pain, Max opened his office door to discover a tall, blonde man moving papers on his desk. He was young, perhaps still in college, and had a boyish smooth face. He looked up, adjusted his glasses, stood, and offered his hand.


  “Are you Mr. Porter?” the young man asked with a slight drawl. He pushed his thin hair back, but in moments it had swooped down to cover his right eye once again.


  Max shook the hand. “I am. And this is my office, though that doesn’t seem to matter to anybody around here.”


  “I’m sorry. I was told to let myself in. My name’s Taylor. Mr. Modesto hired me to be your assistant.”


  Drummond slipped out of the bookcase and started shouting. “Can you believe this? A damn spy. I tried to get this idiot to leave. I’ve been knocking books to the floor and throwing papers around, but the prick won’t go.”


  Taylor moved around the desk, his hands jittering as he pointed at Drummond. “I think that bookshelf is not flush with the floor. Things keep slipping out of it.”


  Drummond stomped around the room. “I’m sick of him. He’s been here less than an hour and I can’t stand him. If only I could deck him. I know, I know, but that’s it for me—books are the biggest thing I’ve been able to move. Kind of stings, too, but for this clown, I’ll suffer it.”


  Max tried to ignore Drummond for the moment. “You said that Mr. Modesto hired you?”


  “Yes, sir,” Taylor said. “I’m to help you however you need. He said you were doing research.”


  “Um, there’s been a misunderstanding. I don’t require an assistant.”


  Drummond slapped another book to the floor. As Taylor placed it back, he said, “Mr. Modesto said you’d say that. He told me that I had to stay even if you tried to fire me. He said only he could fire me. I’m sorry, sir, but I need this job. It pays really well and college is expensive. And, frankly, there isn’t much else out there. So, if you don’t put me to work, I’m supposed to just sit here.” With that, Taylor took the left guest chair, looking more uncomfortable than before.


  “I see,” Max said. “I guess I’ll work elsewhere today.”


  “Excuse me, sir?”


  “What?” Drummond asked.


  Max stepped to the side so that he could face both Taylor and Drummond while speaking to Taylor. “I don’t mean to offend you. Mr. Modesto can hire you to do whatever he wants. He cannot, however, force me to accept it. I’ll do my work elsewhere. Please leave by five and be sure to lock the door.”


  Drummond walked right through Taylor in his desperate approach to Max. “Don’t do this. It’s bad enough being stuck in this room all day, but don’t leave him here with me.”


  Taylor appeared to be working a complex problem in his head when Max opened the office door. “Goodbye,” he said and walked out.


  The lady living down the hall stepped out for her newspaper. She eyed Max as he said, “Good morning.”


  As Max reached the end of the hall, Taylor exclaimed, “This is a test, ain’t it? Don’t worry, sir, I’ll be right here to five o’clock. You can count on me.”


  The lady cocked an eyebrow. Embarrassed, Max said, “New assistant. He’s a bit overenthusiastic.” With a grunt, the lady closed her door.


  Max had two distinct impressions of Taylor. One—he was like any other college kid and would goof around all day unless Max stayed in the office. And two—Drummond was right. Whether the kid knew it or not, he had been hired to spy. That last idea sent nervous tingling through Max’s skin, but not because he feared its veracity—rather, Max chilled at how easily he accepted the idea of being spied upon. I’m starting to know my enemy.


  By the time he reached Wake (and after seven minutes of searching for a parking space), he had formulated his next few steps. First, when he entered the library, he found a private corner and sent an e-mail to Roddy, his pal in Michigan. They had been college roommates, and Max hoped he could still trust the man. Before moving to Michigan, Roddy had worked on Wall Street, and Max’s e-mail asked Roddy to draw on those old days to get any information about Annabelle Bowman’s stock acquisitions. With the e-mail sent off, Max started his own research on local land deals.


  The work kept Max’s mind from wandering which kept him from worrying. Hours passed by in research bliss until he had to admit that all his work had turned up no results. According to all the records he could find, nobody named Hull ever owned any land in Winston-Salem. While certainly odd, it was not unfathomable. The Hull’s could have numerous dummy corporations set up to hold the land. Such things were done all the time in order to protect family money from litigation damages.


  With a loud gurgle, Max’s stomach protested the long day. His watch read 3:30, so he hurried over to Benson University Center to grab a quick bite among the students. No sooner had he left the library than his cell phone chirped—his mother.


  “Hi, Mom,” Max said as he weaved around students.


  “Hi, dear.”


  “I can’t talk long. I’ve got to get some lunch before I get back to work.”


  “Oh, that’s nice. Your work is going well?”


  Max sighed. “Yes. It’s fine.”


  “And how’s Sandra?”


  “She’s doing well. Loves it down here.”


  “I’m so glad. As long as you two are happy than the rest of it doesn’t matter.”


  Here it was. Max tried to refrain from taking the bait but he had to ask, “The rest of what?”


  “Oh, never mind. I’m just an old woman all by myself waiting for her grandchildren.”


  Bingo! Grandchildren. “I know. But we can barely afford to keep ourselves going. A child is way too expensive.”


  “Your father and I did fine with you, didn’t we?”


  “Yes, Mom.”


  “Times were harder then. So, enough excuses. You talk with that wife of yours and get some children. Why on Earth get married if you didn’t want kids? It’s beyond me.”


  “Okay, I’ll do that,” Max said as he stepped into Benson University Center. “I have to go now. I have to eat.”


  “Are you eating well?”


  “I’m trying.”


  “It’s important. Lucas Hoffmeyer died last week because he stopped eating well. Of course, he was ninety-two but still, you have to take care of your body. Do you know I used to bring Lucas meals and read to him and things like that?”


  Max dumped his things at the nearest available table, resigned to the fact that he would not get to eat until the phone conversation ended, and that would only happen when his mother decided it would happen. “No, Mom, I don’t think I knew that.”


  “Well, I did,” she said, her pride boosting every word. “He would call me ‘one of his gals’ and he’d tell me stories of his youth. Remarkably warm, gracious man. I really enjoyed talking with him. Oh, and his grandfather, you wouldn’t believe the stories about his grandfather. Why the man served during the Civil War! Can you imagine that?”


  But Max had stopped listening. The Civil War. Something about it clicked, and he found no internal resistance to interrupting his mother. “Mom, I have to go. I’ll try to call you later. Bye,” he said and closed the cell phone before she could say another word. Without bothering for food, Max rushed back to the library, his excitement held in check only by the odd looks he received from passing students.


  The Civil War. The Hull family may have covered their tracks with dummy corporations now but back during the Civil War? He doubted they would have been so thorough back then. They would have tried but deleting files is different from hunting down every scrap of paper with the name Hull written upon it.


  In less than an hour, Max had sifted through the entire roster of Civil War participants from the Winston-Salem area. It had been a fascinating experience in itself, but more so because of what he discovered. The name Hull came up several times often accompanied by the phrase “of the prominent family” or “married into the notable family” or even in one case, “proud grandchild of the great family.” In each instance, Max wrote down the name and any particulars provided. He then began researching land deals from the Civil War era. As dinnertime neared, his unappeased hunger rebelled against his enthusiastic curiosity, and he had to admit that he had come up empty. All those “prominent” Hulls, yet not a single one owned any property.


  After shoving down a burger and offering an apologetic call to Sandra, Max shuffled into his office. His watch beeped the arrival of seven o’clock, and thankfully, his new assistant had followed orders. Max dropped into his chair and said, “So, how was your day?”


  Drummond stepped out of the far wall, his shoulders raised and his face scrunched. Through clenched teeth, he said, “You must get rid of that bastard.”


  Max’s body still ached, though not as bad as that morning. But the thought of dealing with a belligerent ghost caused many of his bruises to flare up. “I can’t fire him and he won’t budge.”


  “Do you know what he did all day while you were out? He opened that window and he smoked. He smoked! Oh, if that smell isn’t the most intoxicating, I swear there’s a Devil and it wants to torture me every chance it gets.”


  “I really am sorry. But I have no way.”


  “Yes, you do,” Drummond said, sliding closer with a boyish twinkle. “I’ve been waiting for you to broach the subject, to even suggest it, but you’ve clearly got a lot of other things to worry about. Either that or you’re a thoughtless bastard.”


  “I’m really tired. Whatever you want, can it—”


  “I don’t have to be stuck here.”


  “You don’t?”


  “Not at all,” Drummond said, his eagerness beaming.


  Max had so many little puzzle pieces refusing to fit together that playing a guessing game with Drummond held no appeal. “Just tell me,” he said.


  “I’m here because of a curse. You can change that. You can undo the curse and set me free. Then I can help you with the case, be right by your side the whole time.”


  “Oh, sure. That’d be great,” Max said, picturing how impossible his research days would be with Drummond floating around the library making boisterous comments—I’m bored—I want to smoke—Look at these co-eds.


  “Okay, okay, so I won’t be by your side all day. The point is I can do more out there than I can stuck in here. Besides, if Hull wants me stuck here, shouldn’t that say to you that I present more of a threat to them if I’m unstuck?”


  Max yawned and said, “Hey, I’ve got no problem with the idea of setting you free. I do, however, have the problem of not having a clue how to do it, and while I know there’s a book on that shelf about witchcraft, I find it highly unlikely that they would give me the curse-breaking spell so easily.”


  “You’re right. That book won’t help. In fact, you can’t go to a book on witchcraft to help me. You have to go to a witch.”


  Max started shaking his head before Drummond finished speaking. “No, no, no. A witch? No. I am not going to … no. I’m sorry but that is just … no.”


  “Oh, come on,” Drummond snapped. “I’m not asking you to give her your blood or something. Just find out what we need to do. That’s it. Besides, she’s a beautiful woman.”


  “What? Are you saying you know a witch? A real witch?”


  Drummond gave a sly wink. “I knew her grandmother. Look, I promise it won’t be any trouble. Just go to her house, explain who I am, tell her I need her help, and she’ll help you out.”


  “She isn’t the offspring of your illegitimate love-child or something?”


  “Very funny. Now, come on, help me out.”


  “I wasn’t joking.”


  Drummond stared at Max’s pale face and pointed at him. “You’re scared.”


  “I’m not scared.”


  “You are.”


  “I don’t care about the witch. You want me to talk to her? Fine, I’ll go talk to her. Okay?”


  “No, you’re scared. Maybe not of the witch, but of something. Me, maybe? You’re worried that if you let me loose, I’ll start haunting you.”


  “You already haunt me,” Max said, trying to let the sarcasm ease his wounded nerves. “Really, though, I’m not scared. I’ve just got other things on my mind, that’s all.”


  Drummond clapped his hands. “I see, now. You’re scared that I’ll just leave. Break the curse and your good pal, Marshall Drummond, the detective, will vanish forever.”


  “You highly overestimate yourself.”


  “I think you underestimate how dead-on I can be. Go see the witch, Max. And stop fretting. I’m not going away. Even if I didn’t want revenge, I’d stick around. This is just too much fun.”


  Max tried to look away from Drummond, but the ghost kept floating before him. Drummond’s eyes pleaded and smiled and harbored hope. Worse, Drummond was right. Max feared being alone in all of this. But what right do I have to keep this man imprisoned?


  “Okay,” he said.


  Drummond put his arms out wide. “If I could, I’d hug you right now. Thank you. I promise I’ll stick around. You’ve got my word as a detective and a ghost.”


  “Just tell me her name.”


  “Ashley Connor. You go see her tonight.”


  “Tonight?”


  “Come now, my new partner, you’re not going to make me stay stuck like this another whole day, are you?”


  Like an old cop faced with yet another petty crime, Max donned his coat and said, “Fine, fine. Just give me the address.”


  
    Chapter Ten

  


  Sitting in his car, staring at the two-story office building amongst many clones in the office park, Max shuddered. Across the street, somber brown signs with white lettering pointed to the dwellings of lawyers and dentists. An auto insurance salesmen used the bottom floor of the tan building Max had parked in front of, and just a few blocks over was Hanes Mall and the endless rows of chain stores built up around the shopping Mecca. In this little, tan building, if Drummond had told the truth, Max would find a witch—not somebody playing at being one with nature or hoping to pull off a few sparkly magic tricks, but an authentic witch. He shuddered again.


  His mind kept dragging him back in time to the life of an eleven-year-old stuck in an apartment while the Michigan snows piled ever higher on the ground. School had been closed for two days and though Max’s father risked his life to escape to work, his mother had been just as stuck as Max. At first, she attempted to entertain him, but he acted so moody that she left him alone most of the time. They would, however, sit together in front of the television for lunch—sipping soup and munching on grilled-cheese sandwiches. Max loved that tiny half-hour—the only minutes of the day his mother did not flit around the house cleaning, organizing, rearranging like a nervous animal convinced a predator lay in wait should anything be out of place.


  The strangeness of the memory crept under his skin, jangling his nerves to a higher degree than his fear already had achieved. For now, that predator was a witch. A witch? How can this really be a witch? He never believed in such things. Until last week, I never believed in ghosts, either.


  From his wallet, Max produced a picture of Sandra. He gave it a kiss and said, “I wish I could tell you all this, but even if you believed me, and I know you’d believe me, I don’t want you getting caught up in it.” He could hear her arguing back, saying that they were supposed to be a team, that the whole purpose of marriage was to form that team, and that he could never protect her from bad things by keeping her ignorant of them. “I know,” he said to the picture as he placed it back in his wallet.


  Max clapped his hands in a way that reminded him too much of Drummond, and he got out of the car. Everything looked cold—the empty parking spaces, the quiet night air, the pale parking lot lights. Even the simple, brown door carried a weight of threat.


  Inside, he found a waiting room—one sofa, two chairs, boring coffee table with assorted magazines, jazz playing quietly from ceiling speakers, a few live plants dotting the corners, and framed photographs of deer and elk hung on the walls. A woman behind a counter like that in a doctor’s office smiled at him and said, “Evening. How are ya?”


  “I’m sorry. I think I’m at the wrong place.”


  “This is Dr. Ashley Connor’s office,” the woman said.


  “Doctor?”


  The woman kept her smile strong, but Max saw doubt entering her eyes. “Yes,” she said, “Dr. Connor is an ophthalmologist.”


  “Oh, then I’m at the right place, I guess. Sorry for the confusion. I’ve got a lot of doctor appointments this week. Trying to catch up on the backlog,” he said, hoping to sound convincing.


  “Are you Mr. Porter?”


  “Yes?”


  “She’s got you down for a nine o’clock appointment.”


  “She does?”


  “Yes, dear. Nine o’clock.”


  “Isn’t it a bit late?”


  “Certain appointments are considered of the highest priority.”


  “I see,” he said, knowing he would regret asking the next question. “Except I didn’t make an appointment. I was wondering how—”


  “Everybody does. Now, if you’ll just fill out this paperwork, we’ll get you back there as soon as possible. Thank you.”


  Max took the clipboard the woman offered and sat on the leather sofa feeling like he just stepped out of a boxing ring after being pummeled in the head for ten rounds. How could she have written in an appointment when he hadn’t even decided to go ahead with this until he left the car? How did she even know his name? Confusion painted every motion he made, but he pushed on despite his desire to run. He hated to admit it, but the more he thought over the possibilities, the more he agreed with Drummond—he needed the detective’s help.


  Fifteen minutes later, the receptionist sent him back to Room #4 where he found the traditional mechanical chair—several metal arms poked out of the side, each ending in a different tool. A hefty, attractive woman swept into the room and said with a thick Southern accent, “Good evening, Mr. Porter. I’m Julie.”


  “Good evening.”


  “You’re new here. Where you from?”


  “Michigan.”


  “Oh, that’s much too cold for me,” she said, as she turned down the lights and covered one of his eyes. With pleasant, pointless conversation, Julie tested Max’s vision and finished by putting dilating drops into his eyes. “Dr. Connor will be in here in just a few minutes once those drops have a chance to work.”


  “Do you always stay open this late?”


  “Only when we have special appointments, but then that happens a lot. Dr. Connor is very much in demand. It’s a pleasure meeting you,” Julie said and whisked out the door.


  Max waited. Time crawled.


  This is a stupid idea, he thought. Just taking the smallest step back and examining his recent circumstances, Max would have to admit that everything appeared crazy and dangerous. If he told anybody he was at the eye doctor waiting to talk to a witch about freeing a ghost so he could protect himself and his wife from an obsessive real estate developer—heck, just stating it in his head made him want to be committed.


  As the impulse to leave gained enough momentum to raise Max from his chair, the door opened and in walked Dr. Ashley Connor. She was younger than Max, looked to be straight out of school, and her features reminded Max why college had been such a wonderful experience. Often when confronted with a beautiful woman, Max would half-jokingly say to himself, “Remember, you’re married.” This time, however, he found his mind altering the mantra to “Remember, she’s a witch.”


  “Hello, Mr. Porter,” Dr. Connor said as the light scent of rosemary perfume drifted toward Max. She closed the door and turned on the lights. Max winced—his dilated eyes unable to see her well in the brightness. The blurry image took him by the hand and headed toward the backend of the room. “Do I understand correctly that you wish to see me not as a doctor, but in a different capacity?”


  “That’s right,” Max said, shading his eyes with one free hand. “I want to discuss an old friend of your grandmother.”


  “Just wait, please. We’ll get to it all.”


  Dr. Connor opened a door Max had not noticed earlier and escorted him through a brightly lit passage to a round room covered in items. Max squinted, trying to see what the things hanging on the walls and stacked on the floor might be, but everything was a blurry confusion. Dr. Connor placed him by a stool, asked him to sit, and settled on another stool just far enough away that he only saw the fuzzy outline of her shape.


  “This is about Marshall Drummond,” she said.


  “How did you know that?” Max asked. “And how did you know I was going to be here today?”


  Dr. Connor leaned forward and whispered, “Because I’m the real thing, Mr. Porter.”


  “Then I guess I don’t need to bother telling you the problem, and you can just give me whatever I need to help Drummond get free.”


  Though Max could not make out the doctor’s face, he had no doubt she wore a broad smirk. She said, “You don’t really think this would be that easy, do you? I’m a witch, after all. I don’t just give things away. You have to pay for them.”


  “Something tells me we’re not talking about money.”


  “Now you’re starting to think. I make plenty of money as an eye doctor, and it keeps the IRS off my back. But the witch business—there never seems to be an end to people calling for these talents.”


  “So, what exactly—”


  With a swift stroke, Dr. Connor cut the back of Max’s hand. Before he had time to do more than jump a little, she scraped something across the wound and settled back as if nothing had happened. “That will do for a start,” she said.


  “What did you do to me?”


  “Nothing bad. Not yet. Just a little insurance. After all, your kind have a long history of poorly treating my kind. So I now have a small sample of your blood. If you ever attempt to hurt me, there’s a lot I can do to you with just a few drops.”


  “Don’t you dare threaten me,” Max said as sweat trembled out of his body. He tried to keep a brave outward appearance, tried to think of cool Drummond on a case facing some thugs, and it helped a bit.


  Dr. Connor walked behind Max and stroked his hair. She then plucked out a few strands. “No threats. Just insurance.”


  “Fine. You’ve got your insurance. So, how do I get Drummond out of that office?”


  “We’re not there yet.”


  Max swallowed back his anger and unclenched his jaw. “I am not going to play games.”


  “It’s all games. You can’t even see five feet in front of you. You have no concept of who it is you’re fighting against or what they’re capable of. Because of your dear wife—”


  “You stay away from her.”


  “—you’re in a highly vulnerable position. You have high debt and the only money you’re receiving is from a man you don’t even know, let alone trust. It may just be my opinion, but I think you’d be best off to do whatever I say.”


  Though he hated hearing his weaknesses pointed out, he had to admit their validity. Even without the eye drops, he had been traipsing through his days blind and ignorant. He felt like the tail of a kite being whipped around in a heavy wind, unable to know what direction events would lead, just hanging on tight.


  But it doesn’t have to be this way. Drummond could help him get ahead for a change.


  “Fine,” he said. “What do we do next?”


  “Next, you take off your clothes and make love to me.”


  “What?”


  “Just kidding. Though I should tell you I don’t care about marriage as an institution. If you ever feel like a little variety, I’d be interested.”


  Dr. Connor sat again, this time holding a book in her lap. “Let’s see now,” she said, and her tone told Max that this was going to go on for awhile longer. A loud buzz interrupted his thoughts and Dr. Connor scowled—at least, Max thought she scowled.


  She walked to her wall and pushed a button. “What is it?”


  “Mrs. Seaton is here.”


  “Thank you,” she said, took a breath and sauntered back to her seat. “Okay, Mr. Porter, you might be having some luck tonight. Seems I’m a bit crunched for time. Everybody needs the help of a strong witch. Your friend, Drummond, has been put under a fairly simple binding curse. The markings used to keep him in one place have to be locked into a book or a scroll or something similar by copying the image on your floor into whatever item was chosen. To break the curse, you need to get ahold of the item, bring it to your office, and destroy it in the center of the floor marking. Understand?”


  “I got it. Except how do we know where this copy is?”


  “You just ask me.”


  “Okay, I’m asking. What do I need and where is it?”


  “You go back to work now,” Dr. Connor said with odd precision. “Please inform Mr. Drummond that when he is ready to talk with me, then I will gladly share with him the information you require.”


  “Wait a second.”


  “Good-bye, now,” she said and placed her hand on his head.


  When Max opened his eyes, he was alone and in his car. His head throbbed. His muscles tightened as a rage built, but he clamped it down—no use getting angry just yet. He couldn’t go back to the office, though. The idea of talking with Drummond ticked him off too much. He’d end up saying something he would no doubt regret. Instead, he drove home.


  
    Chapter Eleven

  


  “You had me worried,” Sandra said as she refilled Max’s coffee mug. “I can’t even think of a time you’ve been out so late before. Maybe in college. And when you got home, you just crashed.”


  Max’s head pounded as if he had drunk whiskey all night. The coffee perked him up a little, but his dry mouth and aching bones made him want to crawl back to bed.


  “You better get out of those clothes,” Sandra said.


  “Sorry,” he mumbled.


  “It’s okay. It’s just that with everything that’s happened, I was really worried. I’m just glad you’re okay.”


  “I should’ve called,” Max said as he slipped off his clothes and hunted for something clean to wear. “It all came down real quick. I’m sorry.”


  “I said it was okay.”


  “Thanks for the coffee.”


  “No problem.” She stopped at the bedroom door. Before she spoke, Max’s heart quickened—it knew what she would ask next, and it feared the question. “What exactly were you doing last night?”


  He could hear the tenseness, the worry, the battle between the need to be comforted that all was well in their relationship and the terror that things might be as she suspected. A little assurance was all she sought. However, that required Max to tell her not to worry, that all was well—to lie. He couldn’t tell her that he had been to see a witch. Would she even believe him? And offering anything simply to acknowledge that he wasn’t having an affair would bring up further questions.


  “Just work,” he said, hearing his shallow lie.


  “Oh,” she said, that one utterance carrying far more disturbing depths.


  “I have to go,” he said, rushing downstairs, ignoring the pain in his body, and wishing he could do something to protect Sandra from her false belief.


  By the time he reached his office, his horrible mood soured more. Taylor did his best to make matters worse. He offered an exuberant greeting and a cup of coffee. The coffee smelled delicious but Max had no intention of giving the boy any form of encouragement. He took the coffee, grunted, and plopped down at his desk. Before he could finish the first, sweet sip, Drummond appeared—cranky, as usual.


  “Oh, the King finally decides to show up,” Drummond said, kicking the furniture and acting as if he were destroying it instead have passing right through. “I cannot believe you care so little that you would keep me stuck here all night and tortured by this bastard kid all morning. I swear I’ve got it in me not to help you at all. Then where’d you be? Huh? You’d be a dead man. Your wife, too.”


  Max put the coffee cup down too hard and Taylor glanced up from paper sorting on the floor. “Everything okay, sir?”


  “Fine,” Max said.


  “Not fine,” Drummond went on. “Not fine, not one iota. Get me out of here, Max. Send this cretin packing and get me free.”


  Max crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. With a shocked gasp, Drummond said, “This a joke? You won’t help me? For crying out loud, I’m sorry. Okay? I’m just anxious. Please, pull out your phone, so we can have a conversation.”


  The slim line of Max’s mouth curled just a bit. Listening to Drummond whine had brightened his morning, and despite the pounding in his head, the aches in his muscles, or even the consistent pressure mounting on all sides, Max found the discomfort of a ghost amusing. However, the longer Drummond persisted, the more Max saw the play as cruel rather than simple teasing. “Taylor,” he said. “I’ve got a terrible headache. Do me a favor, please, and get me some ibuprofen or something.”


  “Sure, sir,” Taylor said and stepped into the bathroom. “I don’t see nothing here. Where else would you have them?”


  Snapping his fingers, Max said, “Oh, that’s right, I must be all out. Will you please go downstairs and get me some? There’s a convenience store on the street. I’m sure you’ll find something in there.”


  Taylor hesitated. The tug-o-war between this request and the overriding rules set out by their mutual employer battled on his face. Max sensed that Taylor was going to refuse, so he added, “Taylor, this is not a test. You’re doing a fine job, okay? It’ll only take you a minute, and I promise I won’t tell on you. I just really need to get rid of this headache.”


  “Oh, okay.”


  When Taylor left the office, Drummond clapped his hands. “Well, done. You’re starting to get the knack of some of this job. A few days ago, you’d never have pulled of such an easy lie like that.”


  “I’m not lying. That witch of yours gave me a horrible headache.”


  “You saw her, then. Great! What did she say? What do we have to do?”


  Max got out his laptop and powered up. “Taylor’ll be back pretty fast and we can’t have a non-stop phone conversation while he’s here.”


  “That’s true. You’re not that great a liar, yet.”


  “But I can type out my answers here,” he said, pointing to the laptop.


  “Fine, fine. Now before that dimwit gets back, what did the witch say?”


  “She said that you’re under a binding spell.”


  “Gee, really? I could have told you that.”


  “Then why didn’t you? From what Connor said, I gather you know a lot about witches and voodoo and all that nonsense. Why not just tell me what you need instead of sending me off into the night like that?”


  Drummond stepped closer to Max like a father trying to explain the hard choices of parenting. “I’m sorry about that, but I didn’t think you’d believe me otherwise. Even though you’ve handled this whole ghost business very well, and I’m proud of you about that—heck, most people would’ve packed up and moved home already—but now we’re getting into something a little harder to swallow. Ghosts is one thing. Everybody has a haunting story in their lives—friends, family, or personal experience. There’s enough evidence out there to bring in enough doubt that you can accept such a thing when it’s in front of your eyes. But witches? Magic spells? That’s a whole lot harder to accept.”


  “I suppose. I’m just sick of being everybody’s pawn.”


  “Help me get free from this binding spell and I promise you, I’ll do all I can to get you in a better position.”


  Taylor walked in carrying a paper bag. His eyes burst out at the sight of the laptop. “You-You-You can’t do that in here. Please, Mr. Porter, put that away.”


  “Just give me the bag,” Max said, his headache winding up again at the sight of relief.


  As Taylor handed over the bag, he said, “You know you’re not allowed to use that laptop in here. Please put it away. I promise I won’t tell.”


  Max popped two capsules in his mouth and swallowed them dry. “No,” he said, savoring the moment of defiance. “You can tell Modesto or whoever you want. Go ahead. Tell him I don’t care about his stupid rules anymore.”


  Drummond nodded his approval. “You tell him.”


  With his face tightening, Taylor said in an odd and unnerving quiet, “Okay. If that’s what you want. I’ll just be over here.” He walked to the wall opposite the bookshelf and sat on the floor.


  Drummond laughed. “That’s one troubled kid. Forget about him, Max. He’ll be fine. Now, tell me what we’ve got to do. See there are lots of binding spells and I don’t know this one at all. If I did, I wouldn’t be stuck here still.”


  Max’s attention lingered on Taylor. However, Drummond was right. There were more important things at hand. Max pulled the laptop closer, opened his word processor, and typed: CONNOR SAID THE MARKINGS ON THE FLOOR HAD TO BE COPIED IN A BOOK OR SCROLL OR SOMETHING.


  “It was a book. I remember that.”


  WE HAVE TO FIND THAT BOOK AND DESTROY IT HERE.


  “Okay. Does she have any idea where to find it?”


  SHE MIGHT.


  “But she wouldn’t tell you, would she?”


  SHE WANTS TO SPEAK WITH YOU.


  “Crap.”


  WHAT HAPPENED? WHAT DID YOU DO TO HER?


  “Nothing. Not to her, at least.”


  WHAT DOES THAT MEAN?


  “There’s got to be another way.”


  JUST TELL ME.


  “I don’t want to go into it. You need to find some other way. There’s got to be.”


  The laptop beeped the arrival of an e-mail. Max opened the program and read the e-mail twice. ARE YOU READING THIS?


  “Yeah,” Drummond said. “Looks like Annabelle got all her stock as a gift.”


  LOOK HERE. IT WENT THROUGH FOUR DIFFERENT COMPANY NAMES BEFORE IT REACHES HER.


  “We need to find out who owns those companies.”


  SOMETHING TELLS ME THE NAME HULL MIGHT COME UP.


  “Congratulations. You’ve experienced your first hunch. Now do your book thing you’re so good at and let’s get some answers.”


  WHAT ABOUT YOU?


  Drummond passed through one of Taylor’s paper stacks and watched it fall over. “We’ll do the best we can until you figure out another way to break this spell or where that book might be.”


  Taylor jumped to his feet and said in that same odd tone he had used before, “Gee, sir, I’m so sorry. I forgot to tell you that Mr. Modesto wanted to have breakfast with you at 10:30. I believe he said at Cities. I guess you’ll be late.”


  “That little prick,” Drummond said. Max closed his laptop and glared at Taylor. “Keep it cool, Max. We’ve got a lot of information on our side. Just go meet with Modesto and make him think we don’t know anything.”


  Max nodded, grinned, and with as much control as he could manage, he said, “That’s okay, Taylor. Mistakes happen. Please be more mindful of my appointments in the future. You wouldn’t want me to be late again. Mr. Modesto might ask for an explanation.”


  Without a further glance in Taylor’s direction, Max grabbed his laptop and left the office.


  
    Chapter Twelve

  


  When Max arrived at Cities, a restaurant not too far from Dr. Connor’s office, Mr. Modesto had ordered for them both and offered a curt nod. He snapped his fingers toward the chair opposite him and waited for Max to sit. Though the gesture (too close to being treated like a dog) boiled in Max’s heart, he remained quiet and did as commanded.


  “I do not appreciate being kept waiting,” Modesto said as he typed out a text message on his phone.


  “I’m sorry. My new assistant made a mistake.”


  “So quick to blame others.”


  “No blame, just a mistake.”


  “Of course. In other matters, I trust you are settling in fine since I’ve not heard otherwise. Our employer wishes you to be as comfortable as possible. Also …”


  Modesto droned on, but Max only half-heard anything the man said. The briefcase stole Max’s attention. He noticed it when he had arrived, leaning against the legs of Modesto’s chair as if it could feel casual and relaxed. Inside, Max suspected, would be much of the information he wanted. It had to be there. Modesto handled Max for Hull which meant that Modesto would have all the papers pertaining to Max. Even if his hopes were misplaced and the briefcase did not contain crucial information, it still had to have something of use. All Max had to do was wait until the end of the meal when Modesto would to go to the bathroom like always.


  “… Moravian government proved quite interesting,” Modesto went on. “In fact, you’ve helped us fill in a few blanks we …”


  Even if Modesto went to the bathroom, could Max do it? He stared at that briefcase, trying to hold down the nerves bucking to get out, trying to keep his mind focused. If he got caught, if Modesto returned early—but no, he couldn’t think in those terms. In order to rifle through that briefcase, Max forced himself to ignore all other concerns—one languishing moment of fear would stop him from doing what he now believed to be imperative.


  “Excuse me a moment,” Modesto said and left for the restrooms.


  Just like that, Max’s opportunity landed. He made no motions at first, caught unprepared. How long had he sat at that table while Modesto prattled away for them to reach this point in the meal? If not for the clicking of forks on plates, Max would have remained frozen until Modesto returned; however, he did hear that sound and it brought to mind a ticking clock.


  Swallowing any guilt, Max slid the briefcase toward his chair (it was heavier than it appeared) and pulled a handful of papers out. The top ones carried the Hull corporation header and had been addressed to Modesto. A cursory glance showed they were daily orders with reference to “reports” made by his assistant. No surprises there.


  The next was a letter dated the day before and read:


  Mr. Modesto—


  Your recent account of Max Porter’s activities, particularly his unforeseen visit to Dr. Connor, requires an acceleration of our timetable. While it would have been preferable to wait for Mr. Porter to conclude on his own that the location of Old Salem was most profitable to our interests, we can no longer afford such patience. Therefore, we ask that you steer him toward that locale.


  Max re-read the letter, all the time feeling as if a hidden psychopath stalked his every move. He wanted to rush home and search for bugs, wire-taps, or whatever high-tech surveillance equipment he could find—not that he had a clue how to look for such things, but he could not idle on the idea that he was being watched. He considered reading the letter a third time but instead he pushed the papers back into the briefcase. Modesto would be returning any second. As Max attempted to get the papers to look untouched, the name Drummond flashed from one page, and Max turned his head to read it clearer. Laughter from another table brought him to his senses, yet even as he used his foot to slide the briefcase back into position, he caught the words Broughton and Kirksbride Plan.


  “That’s really all we have to discuss today,” Modesto said as he stepped toward the table. Max put on his best attitude of nonchalance as Modesto lifted his briefcase onto the table and began looking through it. The paper with Drummond’s name on it stuck a little higher than the others, and Max felt sure Modesto had seen it. However, the man did nothing but take out a hundred dollar bill and hand it to the waitress.


  “I’ll be leaving, now,” Modesto said. Then, as if just recalling a little, unimportant thought, he added, “By the way, our employer feels you have proven yourself well. Your historical research was adequate and the initial land deals researched was fine. You have enough background to start seeking out the properties we may wish to acquire.”


  “Okay, great.”


  “Articulate as ever, I see. Regardless, you’ll find it easiest to begin in the historic areas as they have some of the oldest land which I know to be of high value.”


  “The historic areas,” Max said, hoping the sourness he heard in his voice could not be detected by Modesto. “Any suggestions?”


  “If I knew the best way to handle this, your services would not be required, would they? But, if I must hazard my opinion on the matter, then I’d suggest considering Old Salem. It’s the closest in the area. There are others as well, but I suppose that’s a good place to start.”


  “Old Salem? I’ll be sure to look into it.”


  “I’ll let our employer know. I must go now.”


  Max sat alone for several minutes, listening to the restaurant bustle around him and waiting for his heart to stop racing. When he reached the point that he felt he could stand without an embarrassing stumble, he left the building and settled in his car. Again, he waited awhile, just letting the world slow down around him.


  When he finally headed onto the road, his mind juggled one idea after another, trying to make sense of all the insanity that had occurred since his arrival in North Carolina. None of it added up to his liking (though he did admit that some things were coming together). The thought that hit him at least once each day now blared into his brain—I should grab Sandra, sell the house, and leave this town. But he knew he would not do it. First—Sandra loved it here, and he refused to ruin it for her like he had in Michigan. Second, and far more important if he was honest with himself—he wanted to solve these mysteries. A sliver inside him understood what drove men like Drummond, what drove many to read about men like Drummond, and what drove even more to watch television shows about men like Drummond. The puzzles had to have answers, and even though his life careened onward like a drunk driver passed out at the wheel, the puzzles could be solved. That’s the allure. Solving the mystery gave him a little control in this world.


  As he slowed down to pass a parked police car, he decided to put everything into some order. He had a lot of research to do: Old Salem, Hull, and now Broughton and Kirksbride. That alone could take days. The letter in Modesto’s briefcase made it certain that Hull, Drummond, and this missing book to break the curse were all related, so his level of thoroughness would have to be extreme. However, his mind gravitated toward Annabelle Bowman.


  Hers was the oddity in all this. What about her and her husband, Stan, connected to Drummond and Hull? Drummond said his investigation into Stan Bowman led to Hull. Maybe so. But how and why? Annabelle received a gift of R. J. Reynolds stock via dummy corporations that lead back to Hull. This stock made her millions. Why? What did Hull seek to buy with this money?


  “Okay,” Max said out loud. “The truth is I’m sick of the library.” Research was one thing. Research trying to save your butt was another—a far more stressful way to work.


  When his cell phone chirped, Max jumped. He growled at the car, and with shaking hands, he pulled to the roadside before he answered the phone. “Hello,” he said, all civility absent.


  “Mr. Porter?” a muffled voice asked, but it had a clear Southern drawl.


  Max’s nerves tightened even more. “Yes?”


  “Please start driving your car.”


  Any threatening message, any bullying tone, would have angered Max, but he would have managed. This, however, churned his stomach. With as nonchalant a maneuver as he could muster, Max tried to look around the area for a spy.


  “Please, Mr. Porter,” the voice said. “If you want the truth about Stan Bowman, pull onto the road.”


  Unsure what to do, Max did as ordered. “Who are you?”


  “Take Route 40 East to Durham, then take 85 North.”


  “Durham? That’s almost two hours from here.”


  “From 85 North, get off on Exit 189 for Butner. You understand?”


  “Who is this?”


  “Do you understand?”


  Max repeated the directions.


  “That’s correct,” the voice said and hung up.


  Two hours provided Max with plenty of time to think and to worry. Even as the miles droned on and his conscience told him he was crazy to follow these directions blindly, his desire to get some bit of information overwhelmed all other concerns. He banished the idea that he might be in physical danger. Deep inside, he knew that to be true, but to give voice to such fears would only undermine his determination.


  He thought about calling Sandra but decided against it. He didn’t want to risk missing a call from his informant. Informant? Yes, the word fit. After all, the man had contacted him with a promise of “the truth about Stan Bowman.”


  When his cell phone rang, Max answered it before it finished its first chirp. “Hello?”


  “When you come off the exit ramp, you’ll see a red pickup truck. Follow it.”


  As instructed, Max took the exit for Butner and found a red, Toyota pickup waiting. It pulled onto the road and turned west. Max followed.


  They headed into a rural area, taking enough turns that Max felt lost. At length, the pickup headed onto a dirt road, drove another mile, and pulled over. Max parked behind the truck and waited.


  The truck’s door opened and a gray-haired man stepped out. He wore a simple outfit of slacks, an off-white shirt, and black suspenders. A slight bend and a grisly white beard added to his soft image. Any fears Max harbored vanished.


  The old man waved to Max and pointed toward the hill across the road. Then he walked in that direction, shuffling his feet in slow but steady steps. Max got out of his car, stretched, and followed.


  “Mr. Porter,” the man said, offering his hand and a shining smile. “I apologize for the cloak-and-dagger bit. I can get a little paranoid. Then again, when you’re dealing with the Hull family, a little paranoia ain’t such a bad thing. Oh, sorry, my name’s Phillip King.”


  “Pleasure to meet you.”


  King chuckled. “You sound awful wary. That’s good. You should be. This is wary business.”


  “I don’t mean to be rude, Mr. King, but this has turned into a long day already. You said you have information about Stan Bowman. For that matter, how’d you even know I was interested? Who are you?”


  “Calm down,” King said, and Max took a deep breath—he had not been aware of raising his voice and clenching his fists. “Now, let’s see. I know about you because you upset Annabelle Bowman, and while Winston-Salem has become a decent-sized city, many parts of it are still very small town. Word gets around. Especially about old sore spots like Stan. As for me, well I used to work for Reynolds Tobacco. In fact, I worked in the factory where the POWs worked, where Stan Bowman took seven of them and turned them into nutcases.”


  “You were there?”


  “I know all about it.”


  “Then I’m very interested,” Max said, staring at the open grass dotted with sparse trees. “Was it really necessary to come all the way out here?”


  “It starts here. This field was where the POW camp was. One of eighteen in North Carolina. There was even one in the Winston-Salem area, but those fellas that Stan went after, they came from here.”


  “Can I write this down?” Max asked, itching to run back to his car and grab a notebook.


  “You just listen. You’ll remember enough.”


  “I wouldn’t show anybody. I promise.”


  “No, Mr. Porter. We’re going to do this my way.”


  “Okay. Your way.”


  “Now, it’s like this: I first met Stan Bowman in 1944. He came back from the War with a bullet in his leg—made the thing near-useless. They gave him a medal, too. I hadn’t been able to go because I couldn’t pass the physical. I’ve got a bad hip. So, I’ll admit I was jealous of him. I could see the way the ladies gave him an extra few seconds with their eyes, the way they seemed ready to break all their vows just for a night with an acknowledged hero or something like that. Point is, I was jealous, and so I took it upon myself to befriend the man. I suppose I thought that by being close to him, I might get something of what he had, but that’s an old man talking. Truth is, at the time, I just did what I did. Didn’t give it that much thought.


  “Stan took a job driving trucks, so I saw him every week when he hauled tobacco in from the farms for processing. It was hard work for everybody but Reynolds took good care of us. Heck, we’d all have been without jobs if it weren’t for him. The entire town of Winston-Salem owes that family their lives.


  “Anyway, we’d go out every night with a handful of girls and a lot of beer. Every night. It was exhausting fun,” King said, blushing and laughing at the same time. “Went on like that for quite a while. Maybe even a month, though I’m probably bragging. Still, it seemed that long. Until he met Annabelle and the parties stopped.


  “The day comes we get word that a bunch of German POWs were coming. Reynolds had finagled a deal to get free labor from them, and the government hoped if we treated them well, the Germans would treat our boys that were prisoners well, too. There were some awful stories coming back but nothing like what we’d eventually find out. By that time, Stan and Annabelle were full on in love and talking about marriage. I suppose it would have happened all like a fairy tale for them if Hull hadn’t shown up.”


  “You met Hull?”


  “Yup, I met him. William Hull. His boy Terrance probably runs the whole thing now. If not, he will someday soon, but back then, William strutted around like he was the greatest man in the world. I don’t think Reynolds liked him too much. At least, that was the gossip.”


  “When did you meet him? What happened?”


  “I’m getting there. Just let me tell you. Now, I only met the man once. Reynolds was showing him the factory, answering questions about POWs and all that. I suppose Hull was thinking about making his own deal with the government. Reynolds called me over and introduced me. I ain’t nothing special, don’t mistake me. Reynolds called me over so Hull could hear what it was like from the common man. Could’ve been anybody but he called over me.


  “Hull was a tall fellow with the sternest face I’d ever seen. I mean this man stared down at me like I was a threat to his family and he was prepared to kill me with his bare hands if it came to it. I’m not exaggerating. He shook my hand and stared at me and I’ll tell you, I was a bit scared. Never had that happen before or since—that I got scared just from the look in a man’s eyes. It was odd, but not nearly as odd as what happened next.”


  “Wait a minute,” Max said, closing his eyes and painting an image of this moment in his head. He knew he would never remember all the details but hoped that a simple snapshot in his brain might help out more than trying to recall King’s every word. With a nod, he said, “Okay, what happened next that was so odd?”


  “Reynolds calls up some of the POWs and has them line up in front of Hull. Hull paces up and down the line like he’s Patton or something. He looked more like a fool than anything else but I just worked steady and peeked at the goings on from the corner of my eye. Now, here’s the odd part.


  “On his second pass, he’s coming in my direction so I can see his hard face clear as day, and he hesitates for the tiniest moment and I swear his face dropped. I mean, he recognized one of them POWs. I have no doubt in my mind about it. That little pause lasted a long time in my mind and I know what I saw. I’m not saying Hull was in cahoots with the Germans, but he certainly knew something about that one in particular.”


  King stopped speaking and looked upon the empty field that once housed the enemies of the United States with his eyes sparkling in satisfaction. He stood straighter, and Max recognized a man lifted of his burden. For Max, though, the burdens continued to pile on and many could not be seen. Every one of King’s freeing breaths inflated disbelief in Max.


  “That’s it?” Max said. “You brought me all the way out here to tell me that Hull might have, maybe, possibly, known a Nazi or two?”


  With a patronizing pat on the shoulder, King said, “You’re not listening too well. Hull, who never before and never after, steps foot into our factory, sees a prisoner who he is, in some way, knowledgeable of, and then just a few days later, Stan Bowman, a man who has plenty of good going for him, a stable man with a beautiful woman at his side—well, he goes crazy and kidnaps seven of these prisoners. That seems like a big coincidence to me. Not enough for you? The reason I brought you here is because all seven of those men—one of which was the man I saw Hull recognize—all seven of them came from this camp here in Butner. All the rest of the prisoners who labored in our factory came from the Winston-Salem camp. But these seven are driven hours out of the way to come work at a place that ultimately leads to their torture and madness. Is that really just a coincidence?”


  “There was an investigation,” Max said, trying to act more like a detective and not an excited amateur. “Why didn’t you bring any of this up back then?”


  “You think I was going to go up against a man like Hull? I had a life I was building. I didn’t want to throw that away over a bunch of Krauts.”


  “Then why now? You just old enough that you don’t care anymore?”


  “A little bit, perhaps. Or perhaps I’m tired of sleepless nights, knowing that I failed to do the right thing. Perhaps I see a young man and his beautiful wife lured down here to become mired way over their heads in an old Southern bog, and I see a chance for a little redemption. Doesn’t really matter, though, does it? Not to you. You’ve got what I know now, and I don’t ever want to see you again.”


  “But why did—”


  “No more, Mr. Porter. It’s time for you to go,” King said and crouched in the grass.


  Max did not move at first. Too late, the idea dawned that he should have asked if Hull carried a book. He opened his mouth but said nothing. The old man’s determined concentration on the empty hills formed a steel wall against further talk. Max didn’t even bother with saying Thank you.


  Before driving away, he pulled out a pad and pen and jotted down every bit he could recall. Detective work had proven to be more taxing than he had expected. All these threads had to be kept in order so that he remembered the questions at the important times. Already, he could hear Drummond complaining about his missed opportunity regarding the book. At least, he had more on the Bowman case.


  With so much time to get through until he reached home, he planned to think about all he had learned. However, his head pounded and he found a soothing jazz station to clear his mind from any thoughts. Miles drifted by without his awareness. As his headache eased away, two loud snaps startled him and the car swerved off the road.


  Max wrenched the steering wheel to the left but the car barreled forward. The steering wheel shivered in his hands. Gravel peppered the undercarriage like a snare drum. The backend of the car kept turning, turning, and Max had time to think the car might flip if it turned anymore. He let the wheel roll back in the opposite direction, trying not to fishtail. Braking at the same time as he fought the car, he managed to slow down. At length, he stopped. Sweat stung his eyes and his fingers danced on every surface they touched.


  He took several minutes to focus on little more than breathing. Cars passed by with gawking faces peering from inside like caricatures at an amusement park. All of life slowed down until he regained enough sense to move.


  He stepped from the car and inspected the front right wheel. Little of it was left. Max did not bother getting the donut from the trunk—he had no doubt in his mind the tiny emergency tire had no air in it. Instead, he called for a tow truck. Before he heard the second ring on the phone, he saw a small hole in the car’s frame just above the shredded tire—no rust around the hole, and the metal bent toward the wheel as if something had shoved through from the outside.


  “Like a bullet,” he whispered, recalling the snaps right before he lost control of the car.


  After arranging for the tow truck, and being told to wait inside his car, Max paced around, checking for more bullet holes. Somebody had shot at him, and he didn’t know what to feel—it had never happened before. He kicked the car and screamed at the sky and spit on the ground. Huffing and red-faced, he opened the car door and sat facing the road with his head in his hands.


  Too late to go back now. Not that he could ever go back to Michigan. The people up there were always good to him, but he knew them well—they would not forget. Probably true down here, too. That was the real problem. No matter where he could run, Hull would not leave him alone. Besides, Max agreed with Sandra. The only way beyond this was to go straight through.


  “So, where am I?” he said, arching his back and tasting the salty trickles of sweat on his lips. “Okay, the best I can see is that near the end of World War II, R. J. Reynolds makes his POW deal and starts using them in Winston-Salem. For some reason, Hull visits this factory and recognizes seven of them. Why does he want them dead? Does it matter? Anyway, I don’t know, but he gets Stan Bowman to do it and then pays off Annabelle with stock to keep her quiet.”


  Only the whisk of passing cars responded.


  It would take another hour-and-a-half before his car had been towed and a new tire installed. A few more hours drive, and Max made it home. The day had ended.


  Except for the phone call.


  Before Max had removed his coat, the phone rang. He answered it, clamping down on his desire to bark out a few rude remarks, with a simple, “Yes?”


  A deep voice said, “Last warning, Porter. Next time we won’t be shooting at the tires.” The phone went dead.


  Max slammed the phone down and tore off his coat. “Fuckers,” he spat out. Then he grabbed the phone and punched in a number he knew too well.


  “Hello, Mr. Porter,” Modesto said.


  “What the hell is the matter with you people?” Max said, his voice rising as he stormed around his living room.


  “Calm down, please.”


  “Fuck you. You send your muscle to threaten me and my wife, and now you’re shooting at me? I’m doing everything you’ve asked of me. I’m working as fast as I can.”


  “Shooting? Somebody shot at you?”


  “Don’t even start with that crap.”


  “Mr. Porter, I assure you we are not the cause of this. Now calm down and explain to me what happened.”


  “You know what happened,” Max said, but he doubted himself now. Modesto sounded truly surprised by the call.


  “Please, take a moment to think this through. What good could possibly come from our employer attacking you? As you pointed out, you’re doing a fine job for us. Why would he spend all this money and effort to bring you down to North Carolina and put you to work, if he simply wanted to kill you? It makes no sense, does it?”


  Max flopped onto his couch. “No.”


  “Now what happened?”


  In a few minutes, Max laid out the events of the shooting. He avoided any mention of Phillip King, Butner, Bowman, and World War II POWs. The shooting itself was sensational enough to make omissions easy.


  “Thank you,” Modesto said. “I think I understand quite clearly now.”


  “So, what do we do?”


  “You just go back to your job. I’ll handle this.”


  “I want to know who did this. I want them to be put behind bars.”


  “I will find out who is responsible, and you can rest knowing that I will make sure they are taken care of.”


  Max straightened. “Wait a minute. No, no. I’m not saying I want that. Just get them arrested.”


  “I don’t know what you mean by ‘that’ but don’t worry.”


  “You know exactly what I mean. Don’t kill them,” Max said, whispering the last two words.


  “Good-bye, Mr. Porter,” Modesto said and hung up. Max looked at the phone as if he had no clue how it had managed to get in his hand.


  “What was that?” Sandra asked.


  Max dropped the phone as he jumped. His eyes darted toward her. “Honey, I didn’t mean to wake you up.”


  Sandra stood in the bedroom doorway, her arms crossed, all sensuousness missing despite her negligee. “Who were you talking to?”


  “What? Oh, just Modesto.”


  “Just? Are you going to tell me that I misunderstood? That you didn’t talk to him about killing people? Are you?” Angry as she was, Max could see her desperate hope that he would tell her just that—she had misunderstood.


  “Come here. Sit down.”


  Tears welled in her eyes. “What’s happening here? Please, tell me you didn’t … please.”


  Max waited for Sandra to sit next to him on the couch. He held her hands, and said, “I was shot at tonight.”


  “Shot?”


  “I’m fine. I was just angry. That’s all you heard. And I didn’t tell him to kill anybody. I told him not to. I just want them caught and put in jail. Honest.”


  “Honest?”


  “You know me. I wouldn’t try to kill somebody.”


  “I know.”


  “It scares me that you’d think that.”


  Sandra pulled back. “It scares you? What am I supposed to think? You’ve been acting weird ever since that Drummond stuff started. I know there’s a lot of pressure on you, and I know this is a tough situation, but still—you don’t even call to say where you are, when you’ll be home, or anything. I’ve barely seen you the last few days. And these people—I mean, your employer is powerful. I think that much is clear. And powerful people can be very persuasive. Power can be very alluring. I worry.”


  “Honey, look at me. I’m one of the good guys.”


  As Sandra’s tears fell, she wrapped her arms around Max and kissed him. He held her tight, pressing his lips hard against hers, his body acknowledging that they had not made love in far too long. Heat washed between them like water cascading across their limbs. Both struggled for breath but neither let go of the embrace.


  Max’s kissing moved to Sandra’s neck and she let out a soft groan. He pulled back and held her face. “I’m scared,” he said. “I want to run away from here but we can’t.”


  “I know,” she said, kissing him and unbuttoning his shirt. “I know. I’m scared, too. When you don’t call, I worry you might be—”


  “I’m here. I’m fine.” He pressed his body against hers.


  Max kicked off his pants and eased inside Sandra. They both let out moans of pleasure mixed with relief. Then they giggled at their own sounds.


  “See,” Max said, “we’re fine.”


  Sandra rocked her hips back and forth. “That’s because you’re the good guy.”


  “That’s right. Very right.”


  Making love erased the world around them. Max gave in without protest. He felt a bit disoriented when, late in the evening, he sat on the couch flipping through television channels. Sandra’s head rested in his lap, her soft snores a gentle reminder of how pleasant life could be when given the opportunity.


  Max stopped at Channel 12 local news and listened to tomorrow’s forecast (cloudy and sixty-five). The anchor came back on and pictures of four men appeared. Two were tattooed thugs who looked as if a few years in prison would be a vacation. The third man, a crew-cut blonde with a tight face and hateful eyes, looked to be the brains among the four. Either that or he would be playing the girl during his prison stay. The last man, a heavyset man—Max recognized him. Max would never forget him—he could still smell the man’s reek as he punched Max in the gut.


  Max turned up the volume. “… were arrested today on charges of racketeering following an anonymous tip …”


  He hit the MUTE button and gaped at the television. An anonymous tip. Modesto? Could it all be over? And if so, then what does it mean that in a matter of hours, Modesto had managed this? Max felt both filthy and relaxed. He had four men arrested with just a phone call.


  “Am I the good guy?” he asked. Sandra’s soft snores were his only answer.


  
    Chapter Thirteen

  


  After a breakfast of eggs and toast smothered in kisses, cranberry juice with a flash of skin, and a glass of water with dessert upstairs, Max extracted himself from Sandra’s arms and drove to his office. Their morning together helped keep him from reviewing the disturbing events of the previous night. As far as he cared to recall, the night was filled with making love. What had led up to it needed no analysis—at least, not for the moment.


  “Good morning, Mr. Porter,” Taylor said.


  Max strode by the young man and powered up his laptop. Drummond poked his head from the bookcase, winked at Max, and floated closer.


  “Thought I heard you,” he said. “Any developments overnight? Any closer to finding that book?”


  Once the laptop was ready, Max typed out a quick detail of his meeting with Phillip King and then being shot at. As Drummond thought, he passed through Taylor several times. Max suspected this to be more malice than accident but grinned nonetheless. Before Drummond could ask again, Max typed I’VE GOT NO INFORMATION ON THE BOOK YET.


  “As long as you’re trying. I’ve been stuck here for a long time. What’s a few more days?”


  ASSUMING I FIND IT.


  “You’ll find it,” Drummond said, his façade of confidence unable to mask his nerves. “Tell me, did you get a name for the POW?”


  IT WAS YOUR CASE. DON’T YOU KNOW IT?


  “That was over a half-century ago. You expect me to remember every little detail? Check the police report, it should be in there.”


  Max pulled up the file and skimmed over it.


  JOSEPH RICHTER?


  “That’s one of them. Also Günther something. You need to check on those today.”


  I WILL. BUT I ALSO NEED YOU TO TELL ME SOMETHING.


  “What do you want to know?”


  WHY IS YOUR NAME CONNECTED WITH BROUGHTON AND THE KIRKSBRIDE PLAN?


  Drummond halted.


  I CAN DO THE RESEARCH RIGHT HERE, BUT YOU’LL SAVE ME A LOT OF TIME, Max typed. Drummond said nothing, so Max pulled up his internet browser and searched Broughton. As the listing came up, including the heading WEST CAROLINA INSANE ASYLUM, Drummond said, “Stop that thing. Let me tell you before you get it all twisted up in your head. Just shut it off.”


  Max closed the browser, and Drummond sighed in relief. “Thank you,” Drummond said. “Look, this is nothing like it appears there.”


  BROUGHTON ISN’T A MENTAL INSTITUTION?


  “You know it is. You just saw it. But just hear me out, okay? I’m not crazy. Of all the people I’ve ever told this to, what I’m going to tell you, I think you might believe me. After all, you’re sitting here listening to a ghost.”


  I’M WAITING.


  “Okay, okay. Don’t get all snooty with me,” Drummond said. After a slight swipe through Taylor’s head, he settled in front of Max and said, “Well, at first, I was a cop walking the beat, just getting started. I drank a little but not too much and even back then people said I had a knack for solving tough problems. Everybody thought I’d be a full-fledged detective in no time at all.


  “One night, a blistering August night, I was done and on my way home when I heard an odd noise coming from a second-floor window. It had a mournful sound like a kitten crying ’cause its mom had died. I saw right away that it was Ms. Holstein’s apartment—nice old lady who spent much of her time knitting by that window. I wasn’t on duty anymore that night, but when you’re a cop, you’re never really off duty—not for a real cop. So, I went up to take a look.


  “Before I reached the door, I knew Ms. Holstein was dead. That nasty Death-smell had already begun to seep into the hall. And then that sad sound cried out again. I knocked on the door. Said something stupid like ‘Ms. Holstein? Are you okay in there?’ but of course, I got no answer. I tried the door and found it unlocked. Now at this point, I should have—I don’t know anymore, really. Maybe it all was inevitable.”


  Max watched Drummond fidgeting and felt the sudden urge to pat the detective’s shoulder. He couldn’t, of course, but the urge grew anyway. The way Drummond had said inevitable struck Max with a sense of recognition—he, too, felt much of what had been happening to him was beyond his control. Perhaps, even though he loathed the idea of destiny, perhaps inevitable.


  “Well, I went into that apartment,” Drummond continued, “and I found Ms. Holstein face down by the window. No blood or signs of struggle. It looked like she just finally died and that was that. Then I heard that crying again. I turned around and standing by the bedroom door was Ms. Holstein—only she was shimmering. I guess I don’t have to tell you what I’m talking about, do I?”


  “You saw her ghost,” Max said.


  Taylor startled from his book. “What was that, sir?”


  “Nothing. Forget it.”


  Taylor eyed Max for a moment before returning to his book. Drummond tsked. “That boy really should get another job. Anyway, yeah, I saw her ghost and it scared the hell out of me. I probably looked like an imbecile standing there with my mouth open, but I couldn’t move. I just kept thinking that it didn’t make any sense. I don’t know how long I stood there waiting for something to happen, maybe my own death—I don’t really know. Eventually, she vanished but slowly. More like she dissipated. Anyway, she was gone.


  “To prove how much of an idiot I was back then, I opened my big mouth and wrote up the whole incident in my report. The week wasn’t over before I’d been canned.


  “The Depression was on, so losing my job was serious. I was lucky, though—no wife, no kids, nothing but myself to cost me a dime. So I rented out this office and became a private detective. The landlord knew I was using it as an apartment as well, but he was a good man and I paid my rent which was more than many people did, so he let me stay.”


  Drummond took in the little office with a reminiscent gleam. “Anyway,” he said, “I did a few jobs here and there, just enough to keep me afloat, but I couldn’t stop thinking about that ghost. So one night after I had a whiskey or two too many, I went back to that old place. Nobody had moved in—or at least, nobody had stayed long. I walked inside being cautious and sure that nothing would happen, but there she was standing by the door as if no time had gone since she last saw me. This time she pointed to the wall. It took me forever to move my body, but in the end, I found what she wanted. Hidden in the wall was a box full of cash and a note that she had saved it for her niece. I delivered the cash, almost two hundred dollars, and before you even ask, the answer is no, I didn’t take a nickel. Heck, I didn’t dare. And that was it for the ghost. She was gone.


  “I’ll tell you something. If it had ended there, I would’ve been happier than if I had been Marilyn Monroe’s pillow. But a few weeks later, in walks this gorgeous dame, says she needs some help with a delicate situation. I’m thinking it’s adultery but it turns out something else entirely. She says she’s a witch and she’s ticked off some evil spirits. I wanted to think she’d lost it, but I knew about ghosts now, why not witches? And before you ask, yes, she was Connor’s grandmother. After that case, word spread that I was the go-to-guy for the weird and spooky. Four cases later and I started looking for a ‘special’ kind of vacation. When I found out about the whole Kirksbride thing, I checked myself into the asylum.”


  WHAT’S KIRKSBRIDE? Max typed.


  “Well, you know, asylums weren’t the nicest places to be, even back then. It wasn’t the dark ages or anything, and it certainly wasn’t England, but it was an ugly business. Except this Kirksbride character. He had this idea of making a peaceful, open place where one could rest his mind and deal with his troubles. It wasn’t a prison guarded by sadists. They offered real help. And by that point, after all the things I’d seen, I was close to losing my mind. I was desperate for help. And that’s that. Now you know why I was there. This is a bizarre world we live in, and I just needed a little help in finding a way to cope with it.”


  BUT THE ASYLUM DOCTORS DIDN’T BELIEVE YOU, DID THEY?


  “Of course not. But that didn’t matter. Being there, seeing people who had truly lost their minds, helped put everything in perspective. I mean that’s a big part of handling life. You have to maintain perspective. You have to realize that all the decisions you make don’t really add up to all that much. You’re not going to stop the Earth from moving or the Sun from burning. So just relax.”


  Drummond made it sound simple, but Max did not subscribe to the notion with ease. For him, echoes of the previous night bounced in his head. How could he “just relax” when people had shot at him, when a move to the South to fix his troubled life had only made it worse, or when his own actions may have sent men to prison? Granted, they belonged in prison, but nothing he could reason made him feel any better because in the end, it didn’t matter that the thugs were in jail. They were just hired hands. Whoever wanted to hurt Max was still out there.


  The rest of the day, Max buried himself in research. He stole his WiFi access from somebody nearby so he wouldn’t have to leave the office. Twice Taylor asked if Max would be going out, and twice Taylor fumbled his reaction when Max said he would be staying in.


  The research did not go well. He found out the basics about Old Salem—the historic area that comprised some of Salem’s original buildings and had now become an attraction with actors portraying the city’s early settlers. Before long, however, he scoured the local newspaper websites for reports on the arrests. Upon locating two articles, he read them several times. Except for one bit of information, the articles had little to say. That one bit, though, made up for a lot: the names of the four men—Wilson McCoy, Edward Moore, Chad Barrows, and Cole Eckerd.


  The names settled around Max’s head like taunting devils—one on each shoulder, one at each ear. These little pieces of evil did not try to tempt him, however. Instead, they threatened him and Sandra over and over. He could hear them saying he should back away before something bad happened.


  By the time Taylor gave a weak good-bye and left with his head hanging and his hands stuffed in his pockets, Max had not thought of anything else but those men for hours. The sun had set. Drummond watched Taylor leave and then clapped his hands. “Okay, now we can get to work,” he said, settling in the chair opposite Max.


  “And do what? Get my house blown up?”


  “Look, fella, I’m not thrilled to hear you’re seeing the ugly side of this business but that doesn’t change a damn thing. You get shot at sometimes. You learn to live with it.”


  “I don’t want to live with it.”


  Drummond laced his hands behind his head. “Then go.”


  Max didn’t bother with an answer. He delved into more online research and ignored the impatient ghost mulling about the office. He found an article about the POWs that had one interesting point—several politicians were suspected of taking bribes because of the unnecessary and unwanted seven POWs from Butner. No names, though. No pictures.


  About an hour later, a man with white hair ringing a bald head knocked on the door. “Come in,” Max said and gestured to the chair.


  The man stepped in, his eyes surveying the office, and with an astounded smile, he said, “Nothing’s changed.”


  “Can I help you?”


  “I don’t know. My name is Samuel Stevenson and I was good friends with Marshall Drummond.”


  
    Chapter Fourteen

  


  Max narrowed his eyes upon Samuel Stevenson, not out of a desire to intimidate but because Max knew that if he allowed himself one moment to breathe, his eyes would dart to the back corner of the room where Drummond, with his chest puffed in triumph, leaned against the wall. Stevenson gazed at the ceiling, then the bookcase, and finally onto the floor. When he saw the markings, he clicked his tongue.


  “I always said Drummond would go out ’cause of something like this.”


  Drummond laughed. “That’s true. All my weird cases gave Sam the willies.”


  Max gestured to the chair once more. “Mr. Stevenson, please have a seat.”


  Stevenson walked toward the books and began mouthing the titles. Drummond came closer and said, “Don’t take offense. Sam here has had quite a nerve-wracking day.”


  “What did you do?” Max said before he could stop himself.


  Sam faced Max. “For Drummond? Never anything official, but I helped out whenever I could.”


  “He was a cop,” Drummond said.


  “I see,” Max said. “You were with the police?”


  With a hesitant nod, Sam descended to his chair. Max thought the man might just hover an inch above the seat, afraid to commit to the act of sitting, but at length, Sam sat. His eyes jittered around the room.


  “I can’t believe this place,” Sam said.


  “It is rather a bit of time traveling. So, Mr. Stevenson, what can I do for you?”


  Sam shook his head. “I’m here to help you.”


  “Me?” Max said, finally casting his gaze toward Drummond.


  Drummond returned a proud smile and said, “You didn’t think I’d just sit around and do nothing. I spent the last twenty-four hours working at getting my voice through the phone.”


  Max had to focus all his energy not to jump to his feet yelling about the irresponsible nature and uncaring attitude his ghost-partner exhibited. He frowned and said to Sam, “I don’t follow you. How can you help me?”


  “I see that look,” Sam said. “I understand what you see in front of you.”


  “You do?”


  “Sure. I’m an old man whose lost his marbles and is living in days gone by. Something like that I imagine. But you’ve got to trust me. I am sane. I think. It’s just that I’ve seen something, that is, I’ve heard something that … well, I don’t know what to say to you. Good heavens, I sound crazier now than when I walked in here.”


  As Sam rubbed his face, Max looked at Drummond and asked, “What happened?”


  Sam shuddered. “I don’t know if I can explain.”


  “Look, I called the fellow, okay?” Drummond said. “I don’t know how much he heard, but clearly something made it through. Now, listen to him because you need his help.”


  Sam cleared his throat, coughing phlegm into a handkerchief, and took a cleansing breath. “This is not going very well, is it?”


  Max chuckled. “Let me help you out a bit. Did something strange happen to you? A voice, perhaps, or you saw something that might have been ghostlike?”


  Sam’s eyes widened but Max could not tell if this was a reaction of fear or astonishment. Then Sam broke into an old man’s cackle. “I should’ve known,” he said. “Marshall always was involved with the weird cases. Why should I be surprised to hear his dead voice? I mean, after all, I’ve seen some mighty oddball things working with him.” For a few seconds, Sam’s expression grew cold as his gaze drifted into memories. Then he said, “But how are you involved with Marshall?”


  “This was his office.”


  “I guess his weird world stays close to home.”


  “I suppose. So, how exactly are you going to help me?”


  “I don’t really know.”


  Drummond stepped forward. “I figured he might still have access to information you can’t get on your own. Ask him to look into the names you found of those morons who shot at you.”


  Max offered the task, and Sam brightened. “That’s perfect. I still have a few old friends that could help us out. And, well, maybe that’ll ease Marshall’s spirit. Do you think? I mean, I know it’s just Marshall—I hope—but having a dead man whisper to you over the phone … look, at my age, I can’t handle that.”


  “I understand,” Max said. “I’m sure he’ll leave you alone after this.”


  Drummond clapped his hands. “Don’t bet on it,” he said.


  With the eagerness of a young man, Sam left the office, still talking. “I’m on this right now. I’ll call the moment I have anything helpful. Don’t worry about it. You hear that Marshall? I’m helping out your friend.”


  Max pointed at Drummond and said, “How could you do that to a good friend?”


  “Who? Sam? Do you have any idea how many times I saved his job? He’d have been a bum in the streets if it weren’t for me. He owes me.”


  “You could’ve caused the old guy a heart attack.”


  “If having him help you gets me out of this curse, then I’ll risk his ticker. Now, enough of that. Let’s find this book already.”


  “No,” Max said, his cheeks heating up.


  “No?”


  “Before I do anymore of this for you, I want you to promise you won’t pull another thing like that, like what you did to Sam. You promise me that.”


  “You needed help.”


  “I need to know that you’re not going to go haunting people. If Sam had a heart attack, if he died, then we’d have been responsible.”


  “So what? I’m already dead.”


  “I’m not,” Max yelled.


  Drummond rolled his eyes. “Okay, okay. I promise I won’t haunt people to help us out.”


  With two raps on the door, Sandra walked in. “Knock, knock,” she said.


  “Honey?” Max rushed over to greet her, his mind racing for an excuse if she heard any of his argument with Drummond.


  Sandra looked around the room before placing a wonderful smelling bag on the desk. “I brought dinner.”


  “How sweet.”


  “Well, with all you’ve been dealing with, I haven’t seen you much. Besides, last night—”


  Max hugged her. “Thanks, hon.”


  “Hey,” Drummond said. “Don’t stop her. I want to hear about last night.”


  Sandra shot a nasty look in Drummond’s direction. As Max pulled out the fried chicken dinner, Drummond moved closer and said, “Um, I think she can see me, Max.”


  Max and Sandra traded stunned eyes and both said, “What? You can see him?”


  
    Chapter Fifteen

  


  Over the next few hours, Max and Drummond listened as Sandra told them of her long history with the dead. It began at the age of thirteen when she saw the ghost of a neighbor shortly after the neighbor’s wake. From then on, it never stopped. She spoke with the dead sometimes. Mostly she ignored them.


  She glossed over much of her story, and Max did not press her for details. Her unusual shy behavior as she spoke told him to back off. Besides, he had enough imagination to paint in the missing parts—he saw the struggle she endured, the attempt to blot it out through destructive behavior, and finally, the acceptance of her ability. And after awhile, it became a regular part of her life.


  She said that the ghosts never asked for her help or bothered her. Once in awhile they interrupted her during private moments in her life (like her honeymoon night), and she had to learn to live with the intrusions. Sometimes she found ghosts surprised she could talk to them, but usually they were too caught up in their own worlds to notice a living being—which was fine by her.


  She never told anybody about her ability. Once, when visiting a psychic with her girlfriends, she thought she would be exposed. The psychic clearly sensed something odd about her, but he never gave her away—looking back, Sandra often dismissed the whole thing as a coincidence brought on by a clever actor. “The only time I ever truly considered telling somebody was when you asked me to marry you,” she said. “But things were so happy for us and I figured no good could possibly come from it. And I was frightened that you might react badly to the whole thing.”


  “Well, I’m angry. And hurt. You didn’t trust me, and here I am trying to get things back the way they were, but now that’s not even what I thought it was.”


  “I know. I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be. I’m upset, but that’s just a gut, of-the-moment reaction. The fact is I’m just as guilty.”


  He proceeded to explain all about Drummond and the curse and Hull and everything regarding their predicament he had held back before. The words gushed out and relief followed. Even as he spoke, he thought about what her world must have been like—living a duplicitous life like a covert spy only she never saved the world, she only fought for a normal routine.


  When he finished his story, he held her arms and said, “Look at that—we didn’t explode. We told the truth and we’re still here.”


  Drummond yawned. “I’m still here, too.”


  Sandra cracked a grin but stayed focused on Max. “There’s hope for us yet.”


  “You know it,” Max said. “From now on, no more secrets between us, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  “Is there anything else I should know?”


  Sandra steeled her expression before shaking her head. Then she said, “It looks like you boys could use my help.”


  Drummond jumped so fast he flew through his chair. “Wait just a minute here, young lady. You two can be lovebirds, but this part isn’t a game. And it isn’t some club you join. This is serious work.”


  “Marshall, may I call you Marshall?”


  “No.”


  “Call him Drummond,” Max said with a chuckle.


  “Well then, Drummond, this isn’t 1940 anymore.”


  “I’m aware of that,” Drummond said as he flew about the room. “But the people we’re dealing with are dangerous.”


  “Which is why you need me.”


  “I appreciate that you’re Max’s wife and that you can see me. But none of that—”


  “Have you found your book yet?”


  That stopped Drummond. He cast a suspicious eye towards Max. Max shook his head and said, “Calm down. She’s on our side.”


  Sandra stepped closer to Max. “When I started seeing ghosts, especially during my teen years, I spent some time looking into the occult and witchcraft and all of that. I know a lot about what you’re dealing with.”


  “Then enlighten us,” Drummond said.


  “If you agree to let me help.”


  Though a pale ghost, Drummond appeared to redden. Before he said a word, Max intervened. “Of course you can help. Whether Casper here wants to admit it or not, we need you. Now, what do you know about the book?”


  “I know that it’s not something most people would be comfortable keeping. When you bind a ghost, there’s the object bound to and there’s the holder. In this case, the object would be the page the spell was written on. The holder is the book, and holders tend to radiate energy.” As Sandra delved into the finer points of binding spells, Max watched with an awe he had not experienced since he first fell for her. Little lines on her face filled him with excitement. He wanted to kiss her, to let her know that he loved her, to see her understand that all the ups and downs of the past months were coming to an end. Part of him, however, fought back—he feared the worst had yet to happen. It was a dark sensation reminding him of sitting in that witch’s office.


  “The witch,” he blurted out.


  “What?” Sandra asked.


  Drummond swooped down. “Yes, yes. The witch.”


  Max said, “She hates you.”


  “I don’t know if ‘hate’ is the right word.”


  Max said to Sandra, “There’s a witch here in Winston-Salem. Her grandmother knew Drummond. They had a past. Well, not the best of past experiences together.”


  “You think she has the book?”


  “She certainly didn’t want to help him out. She told me only what I already knew and insisted on Drummond’s apology.”


  “It sounds like a good place to start.”


  Max got to his feet, looked out the window as he thought, and then turned back to the others. “Why did you send me to her? No, no, don’t give me that crap you said before. It just hit me now—you knew Connor’s grandmother. Why would you send me to see this witch when you knew she would be angry?”


  “I wasn’t sure whose side she was on. We needed that information and you needed to learn about witches. I figured two birds one stone.”


  Before Max let loose a torrent of cursing, Sandra said, “It doesn’t really matter, does it? You can’t undo it.”


  “Listen to the lady,” Drummond said.


  “And now you know just how little you can trust this ghost.”


  “Don’t listen to that part.”


  “We’ve got to deal with this witch, okay?” she said. Max closed his eyes and nodded.


  “Great,” Drummond said. “So, she works out of an office. Max knows the place. You two could go in after hours.”


  “Break in?” Max said.


  Sandra nodded. “Good idea. We should go tonight.”


  “Are you crazy? We can’t break in.”


  “Why not?”


  “How about jail for starters.”


  Drummond slid behind Sandra and shared a devilish grin. “Max,” he said, “do we really need to put everything in perspective for you?”


  “I know, I know,” Max said.


  “Well, that went easy. You know, Max, even though she doesn’t trust me, I think I like your wife.”


  Sandra looked over her shoulder. “Thank you.”


  “If you two can tone it down, I’d like to know a few important details. For example, how are we going to break-in? Unless you’re going to tell me you were a thief when you were a teen, honey, neither of us knows how to pick locks.”


  “I can do it,” Drummond said, but when the other two stared at him, he added, “Well, I can.”


  “You’ll have to teach me someday. For now, the break-in is off. We’ll just have to think of another way to find that book.” Max tried not to sound too relieved.


  Drummond frowned. He moved his head from side to side, mouthing a debate that only he could hear. A few seconds later, he let out a loud sigh and said, “You won’t have any trouble breaking-in because you won’t have to. The doors will be unlocked. There’s no security system or anything like that to worry about. Okay?”


  “And you didn’t want to mention this because?”


  Drummond turned away and mumbled something. Sandra said, “He wants to come with us, to be useful, but he keeps having to face the fact that he can’t leave here.”


  “Oh,” Max said, searching for something to change the subject with. He brightened as he latched onto the first thing to come to mind. “She knew I was coming before. She’ll know we’re coming again. She must be able to see the future.”


  “See the future? What kind of bozo are you?” Drummond said with a scowl. “Look, she doesn’t live in a vacuum. I’m sure she has all sorts of sources of information spying all over to help her manipulate people.”


  “So, she’s not a real witch?”


  “Of course, she’s real. Look what she did to me. It’s just that no matter how much she tries to make people believe it, she can’t see into the future. As far as I know.”


  “You’re a bundle of confidence,” Max said. A new thought struck, and he snapped his fingers. “Why will the doors be unlocked?”


  Drummond turned back but stared at the floor. “Because Dr. Connor is a witch. Nobody would dare try to break into her office. Even those who don’t know she’s a witch sense she holds a lot of power because in all the years she’s been in that little place, she has never once had any kind of trouble.”


  “Was that supposed to convince me?”


  “You have to go, so just do it,” Drummond said with a harshness that took Max by surprise. Then, in a softer tone, he said, “Please. I need you to do this.”


  Max closed his eyes. “Don’t worry. If she has information that will help us, then I’ll find it. I promise.”


  “Just go do what needs to be done. The rest is nothing to me. I just want a little freedom.”


  “Then we’ll go to the office. We’ll go right now.”


  Sandra winked at Max. “Guess we’re back on,” she said.


  Twenty minutes later, Max sat in his car with Sandra next to him, waiting for the witch to leave her office. They parked in the lot across the street next to a dentist’s office. While rain pelted the car and chilled the night, Max lost himself in the office sign’s colors reflecting upon the pavement puddles. Neither Max nor Sandra said much at first. Then, Sandra made a tentative step by asking, “Are you mad at me?”


  “Not at all. I mean it. I understand why you kept this secret from me. I do. I’m not mad.”


  “Then why are you acting so distant?”


  “I’m just preoccupied.”


  “That’s what I’m talking about. Right there. You’re avoiding an answer by dismissing the whole thing, by being distant. Don’t do that. That’s the way we’ve always dealt with things. Avoid them until it blows up into a fight or a passionate night. Let’s stop that. Tonight. You said no more secrets. I mean you’ve got to be wondering about me, right? So let’s talk about it.”


  “I just want to be quiet and think.” Throwing a charming smile, he added, “And we can still let this blow up into a passionate night later.”


  “No,” Sandra said as she clutched Max’s arm. “If everything is so fine, then I want to know why you’re so far away. What are you thinking about?”


  Max sighed and the sound reminded him of Drummond. He kept his eyes on the puddle, watching as the rain distorted the image thousands of times over. “For one,” Max said, “we’re about to commit a criminal act. That’s not something I’ve had much experience with. For another, I only see Drummond. I don’t know why I thought this, but I had assumed that was it. Not that Drummond was the only ghost but that he was the only one in the area—that ghosts were somehow few and far between. The idea that there are ghosts all over us—it’s unsettling. I mean, are there any here now?”


  Sandra glanced around the parking lot. “Do you see an old man leaning by that No Parking sign?”


  “Nobody’s there.”


  “Then there’s one ghost.”


  Max shifted his weight and said, “That’s just weird. I guess I’m also feeling strange about us. Not because of you or your ability or anything like that.”


  “Then what?”


  “I’m sitting here and thinking about all the years I’ve known you, and I just wonder what our lives might’ve been like, how different, if I had known the real you. We’ve had such a screwy time lately, and maybe none of it had to actually happen. Maybe things could’ve been better. Maybe we never would have come down here and got all caught up with Hull.” Maybe you’d be quietly smiling over a rose every day.


  Sandra stroked Max’s head. “You’ll drive yourself crazy playing out all the What Ifs, and really, when you get to the end, none of that matters. This is the way it happened. This is the life we’ve got to live. Nothing you can say is going to change the fact that we’re sitting here now listening to the rain, getting ready to break into an office,” she said, curling the corner of her mouth which forced a warm smile from Max.


  “No fair,” he said.


  “All’s fair.”


  “Don’t you do that hair flip thing.”


  “What? You mean this?” she said as she tossed her hair over one shoulder and leaned her head to the side, exposing her soft neck.


  Max kissed her from the shoulder up to her ear. “Honey, I’m in love with you. Understand? You don’t have to seduce me all over again.”


  “Maybe I want to.”


  “Then let’s go home and forget about this place for tonight.”


  A moment passed in which Max thought she might agree. Then Sandra sat back, the glimmer in her eye turned icy, and she looked toward the office. “We’ve got to do this. You know—”


  “I do, I do. It was just nice there for a minute to feel like a normal person again—one who doesn’t have to worry about ghosts and curses and Hull.”


  “Is that her?”


  A figure stepped outside, closed the door, and scurried toward a blue car holding a purse over her head. Because of the rain, Max found it difficult to tell if the figure was Dr. Connor—if not the doctor, she had to be an assistant. Once the blue car pulled away, there were no other cars in the parking lot.


  “Guess this is it,” he said.


  Sandra kissed him. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”


  They dashed across the street and toward the office. In just seconds, Max felt soaked through but he kept moving. And because of the cold and wet, Max did not hesitate when he reached the door but rather opened it with brazen abandon.


  Inside the waiting room, they both shook off the rain. Sandra walked around the receptionist’s desk, flicked on her flashlight, and started opening drawers. Max pointed his flashlight at her and said, “Forget about that stuff. It won’t help us. If she has the book, it’ll be back there, in her private … lair.”


  “Lair?” Sandra said with a smile.


  Max shrugged. “She’s a witch, after all.”


  As they headed to the back room, Max listened for any sounds of people. He only heard the rain being blown against the building, their footsteps on the thin carpet, and his own nervous breathing. The air smelled different—partly a lemon-scented cleaner but mostly something stronger and stranger. It had a slight burned odor and a slight sweet aroma as if Dr. Connor had been lighting cinnamon sticks. Max tried not to think about the twisted spells that left such a smell in the air. He could not stop the chills rolling over his body.


  When they reached Dr. Connor’s private office, Max pointed to a bookshelf. “You look there. I’ll check out the desk.”


  The desk was an exquisite, hand-crafted rolltop with fierce animal heads carved on the sides—snarling wolves, roaring bears, and gibbering hyenas. The shadows cast by the flashlight animated the carvings, and Max had to remind himself that it was just a desk. Dr. Connor was a witch and Drummond was a cursed ghost, but he didn’t believe spells to bring wooden carvings to life were real. That seemed to be stretching reality in a way Max refused to accept.


  In the desk, he found three books. Each looked very old and had been covered in thin, tanned hides. Sandra peeked over his shoulder and said, “You don’t want to touch that.”


  “Why?” Max said as he picked one up. The covering felt smooth yet stuck on the book when rubbed.


  “That’s human skin.”


  With a gasp, he dropped it to the desk, the smooth feel of the cover still tingling his fingers like the remnants of an electric jolt. “A little warning next time would be appreciated.”


  “There’s nothing on the bookshelf that fits the bill.”


  “What about these?” he asked, pointing to the rolltop.


  “No. Human skin is used for very sacred texts. This is just a binding spell. From what you and Drummond said, this should be rather ordinary like a notebook or a journal or even a diary. Something easy to overlook.”


  Max glanced at the skin-covered books. Before his flashlight could play with the books shadows, he moved the beam to the floor. “Maybe she has a hiding space,” he said. “A wall safe or a loose floorboard.”


  “I doubt it. Not if she’s as powerful a witch as Drummond says. She has no need to hide a book, especially a minor binding book. If anything, she would have hidden those books you were looking at. No, if that book was here, it would have been in plain sight.”


  “Look here.” Max pointed to a red, hardcover book with black lettering. “Cruor Teneo. That’s on my office floor. Could this be it?”


  “It means ‘Blood Hold’ and it’s not what we want. That’s more of an instruction book on various binding curses.”


  “Damn,” Max said and slouched against the wall. “Without that book, I can’t do anything for Drummond.”


  “Keep looking then.”


  “Why? You’ve made it clear that she doesn’t have it here. It would be in plain sight and it’s not. And for that matter, when I visited her the other night, she was trying to encourage me to find it. Why would she do that if she knew where it was?”


  “If she has it, she obviously doesn’t want you to know.”


  “Then why not dissuade me from even searching? I don’t get it. I don’t get a lot of what’s going on. And you know what else? That book isn’t here. So why should we keep looking?”


  “Because what else can you do?”


  “Leave here, for starters. If we were to get caught—”


  The unmistakable sound of the front door opening echoed through the office. Without a word, Max and Sandra started scouring the room with their flashlights, each looking for a good hiding spot. Snapping his fingers at Sandra, Max indicated a door on the far wall. Light danced across the desk, the chairs, and the books, as they rushed to the door making as little noise as possible. With a gentle touch, Max turned the doorknob. The click it produced screamed in Max’s ears.


  “Kim?” Dr. Connor’s voice called from the lobby. “Are you still here?”


  “Go,” Max whispered, following Sandra down a corridor that turned to the right. At the far end was an emergency door. The closer to the door, the faster they moved until Sandra pushed hard on the press bar, banging the door open. Max halted.


  “What is it?” Sandra asked.


  Max gazed up at her—his face pale, his eyes wide. “Stay here,” he said and closed the door on her, leaving Sandra stuck in the rain.


  As he hurried back up the corridor, he hoped he had not imagined the piece of paper. He had caught sight of it as they left the office. Amongst the books and shadows and odd-shaped statues, he had seen a paper with the Hull letterhead.


  When he reached the door, he opened it with slow, careful motions. He peeked in after turning his flashlight off.


  Nobody.


  Flicking on the flashlight, he scanned the floor. As he moved into the office, the door behind him closed making a clear sound. Max heard approaching footsteps and Dr. Connor calling, “Hello?”


  The flashlight’s beam jittered across the room as the footsteps grew louder. “Whoever is in my office, you’ve made a big mistake.”


  Max edged backward toward the door, but still he searched. Had he just imagined it? The next sound came from right behind the inner door—the witch chanting.


  Spinning around, ready to race toward Sandra, Max saw the paper near the wall just to the left of the exit door. He grabbed it and another and dashed down the corridor. The chanting grew louder, and though he could never prove it, Max felt the air behind him pulling away—not a breeze or a wind but as if the air had a rope tied around it and was forced in a direction it did not wish to go.


  When he burst outside, Sandra let out a yelp. He grabbed her hand and never stopped running. They went straight into the darkness of the night, never looking back, just pumping their legs until they both grew tired and cold in the rain.


  
    Chapter Sixteen

  


  By the time they returned to their car, drove home, and dried off, the clock read quarter-to-three and Max could not think clearly enough to deal with the papers he had stolen. Making sense of the word stolen in relation to himself was another matter entirely. Had he really become a thief? It’s just paper, he thought. However, he dismissed such a weak response as the ramblings of his tired mind. Then he tried to dismiss all responses—clear his cluttered brain so that he might rest. Besides, unless he wanted to be haunted forever and pursued by Hull for-close-to-ever, this appeared to be his best option at the moment.


  Sandra slumped on the couch with one paper in hand while Max looked at the other. With a yawn and a groan, Max leaned to read over Sandra’s shoulder yet again.


  SINGLE


  VOGLER


  SHULTZ


  MIKSH


  WINKLER


  HORTON


  BLUM


  ACRE


  SISTERS


  “Names,” Max said.


  “Of who, though?”


  “None of them stand out to me, but then, we haven’t lived here that long. If the name were Reynolds, Hanes, or Hull, I’d know it, but these don’t mean much of anything.”


  “Those marks can’t be good.”


  Of the nine names, the last five had little dots in red ink. “Probably not,” Max said. “Then again, maybe it’s good to have the mark and bad not to—it could mean anything.”


  “It’s not usually good to have a mark by your name.” Sandra placed the paper into a tan file folder. “We should ask Drummond in the morning.”


  “You’ve done enough. I’ll deal with Drummond.”


  “I’m not stopping now. I want to be a part of this.”


  “Really? I mean this is not a typical day for me. My work is rarely as nerve-wracking as this.”


  “I thought it was exciting.”


  “Most of my time is spent looking up things in books. Exciting is hardly the word for that.”


  With a look both amused and defiant, she said, “Honey, I’m involved now, and I’ll see this thing through. We’re in it together. Okay?”


  “Then you should see this,” he said, handing her the second paper.


  “A letter?”


  “Read it.”


  The paper was old and the penmanship hard to read. Sandra squinted and read aloud, “‘My dearest Eve, I know you find yourself at a most difficult juncture. Two men vie for your heart and to your loving eyes, we must both seem worthy. Indeed, but a short fortnight ago I would have agreed with the sentiment, and though it would have left me heartbroken should you have chosen T—, no unbecoming scene would I have made. But the time has passed, and should this letter turn your adoring gaze from me forever, I feel it unforgivable should I let you embark upon marriage with T—naïve to his true nature. He plans to leave, though you probably know as much, and he claims to seek out a greater church. What you do not know, however, is that he leaves not for love of another theology, not out of outrage toward our own failures, not for any noble or worthy cause, but from a demon’s bargain. Hull (there, I have named him) has begun an exploration in the darkest of magics. His soul is most likely lost. Please, fairest Eve, I beg of you, do not lose your way to this power seeker. He will sacrifice your soul and laugh at your foolishness.’”


  “There’s no date,” Max said, “but it sounds old. Maybe William Hull’s grandfather. Certainly, the Hull family’s been dealing with witches and magic for a long time.”


  “We have to be more careful than we thought,” Sandra said, her eyes wide and frightened.


  “We will be.”


  At six a.m. the telephone rang—a shrill sound that promised nothing good. Max and Sandra had fallen asleep on the couch, and both moved into consciousness with aches and groans. Max considered letting the answering machine take care of it, but Sandra shook her head. They both knew this would not be some early-morning drunk calling the wrong number. With a huff, Max reached across the couch to pick up the phone.


  “Hello?”


  The unmistakable voice of Mr. Modesto said, “Good morning, Mr. Porter. I’d like to have an update report.”


  “Okay,” Max said, running his tongue over the film covering his teeth. “What time?”


  “I’m not available for a meeting with you at the moment. I’d like the report now.”


  “Now?”


  “Is that a problem?”


  “No,” Max said, sitting taller and waving off Sandra’s worried frown. “That’ll be fine.”


  “Well, then, where are we?”


  “Um … I’ve done some preliminary research into the Old Salem area as you requested, and—”


  “Preliminary? I expected you to have some viable properties lined up by now.”


  “I will soon,” Max said, wondering how fast he could push something like this through when he had yet to do the most basic research. “Please understand that historic areas require a great amount of subtlety and patience; otherwise, you’ll end up with people picketing outside your doorstep. There’s always somebody who passionately wants to save every last old building that still stands.”


  “That is not your concern. We will handle such things, if they occur. You only need to come up with the best historical properties for our purchase.”


  “Historical? The papers you gave me stated you wanted high-valued locations. That’s why I was looking near Old Salem. Now you specifically want historical buildings?”


  “You know exactly what we want. Stop wasting my time. Do your job, or I’ll see that our employer ends your association with us. Am I understood?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Modesto hung up. With her hand resting upon Max’s shoulder, Sandra asked what happened. Max leaned back and let out a long breath. “I don’t really know,” he said before detailing the phone call. “Let’s get cleaned up and go into the office. We need to talk with Drummond about that list. See if he knows who any of them are.”


  “We?” Sandra asked.


  “You said it yourself—you’re involved. Besides, I don’t think I can do this on my own, and until Drummond is free, I am on my own.”


  As Sandra headed toward the bathroom, she looked over her shoulder and said, “You silly boy. You’re never on your own.”


  An hour later, they arrived at the office. Taylor wasted time cleaning the already clean desk. Drummond walked behind him, knocking over papers and books, and chuckling as the young man bumbled about in an attempt to pick things up.


  “Take the day off,” Max said.


  “You know I can’t do that, sir,” Taylor said as the book he placed on the desktop unbalanced itself and flipped to the floor. “Mr. Modesto told me—”


  “I’ll make your choice simple. If you stay here, I’m going to hit you.”


  “Sir?”


  Max shoved Taylor. Sandra said, “Young man, you’d best get out of here. Mr. Porter’s had a rough night.”


  Taylor took one clear look at Max and left the office at a brisk clip. Max tried not to laugh, but when Drummond burst into snorting hysterics hard enough to bring tears to his eyes had he been alive, Max let loose his own cackles. “That was fun,” Drummond said.


  “Unfortunately, the phone call I had this morning wasn’t so fun,” Max said, sobering as he explained the events of the previous night that concluded with Mr. Modesto’s phone call.


  Drummond took a seat and listened. His intense focus broke only the two times he glanced at Sandra. When Max had finished, Drummond drifted into the air and said, “This is all good news. Very good, as a matter of fact.”


  “But we didn’t find the book.”


  “True. But we’ve found out enough so that Hull’s people are getting worried. They came here this morning, as well.”


  Sandra perked up. “Really?”


  “Modesto and Connor. She stood before me and spit out some vile words. Somebody ought to talk to her mother about that. I’m serious. If my mother caught me saying any of those nasty things, I wouldn’t have been able to sit for over a week.”


  “Well, that lifts any doubt about Connor working for Hull. What did they do?” Max asked, scanning the office for any obvious signs of tampering.


  “First, they threatened to put a new binding spell on me.”


  Sandra said, “I didn’t think you could put one on top of the other. At least, not of the kind done to you before.”


  “That’s right, and when I reminded them of that pesky little fact, they threatened to burn down the building which, when you consider that the symbols on the floor would become charred ash, would make it very difficult to release me from the binding. They said if you didn’t come up with what they want, they’d destroy us all.”


  “Man, Drummond, I’m sorry.”


  “I don’t really care about it. I mean, nice place and all, always was a good office, but they haven’t got anything I want badly enough to give them what they want.”


  “They’ve got the book.”


  “Not if they’re threatening to burn down this building. They acted coy, but come on, now, what else could they be after but the book? They know I’m after it. They fear what I might do if I were to gain my freedom. So, it’s pretty clear that they don’t have it either.”


  “Then why me?” Max asked. “I’m sick of this. Why go to the expense of moving me down here, setting me up, giving me all this time-wasting research—I mean, they could’ve done all this on their own. It doesn’t make any sense. I didn’t have any connection to them. There’s no logical reason to bring in a stranger. It only opens them up to outside scrutiny.”


  Sandra sat in Max’s desk chair and folded her arms. “It seems to me that there are three key things going on here. First, there’s the book, and I think we’re all crystal clear on that one—we want it to set Drummond free, they want it to keep him in place, and nobody knows where it is. Then there’s this old case regarding Stan Bowman. Obviously, this ties in with Drummond since it’s the reason he’s stuck here. So, perhaps they don’t want us learning whatever you were getting close to finding out way back when.”


  “I’m right with you,” Drummond said with a wink.


  “Last is Max’s employment. The Hull Corporation says it’s buying up properties and wants an expert to research the area.”


  Scoffing, Max said, “I’m no expert. I’m good at research but hardly an expert.”


  “Well, they can’t hire anybody too high profile. So, they hire you. Perhaps they know that the answers to the Bowman case or the book can be found in some land here. Perhaps this is all about attacking the same problem from different angles.”


  “Possibly,” Drummond said. “In fact, that makes quite a bit of sense. After all, Hull is a large company. They can’t go searching for this book or this land quietly—not under their own name. That would draw plenty of attention. But if they hired somebody …”


  Max nodded. “Somebody with no ties to the community. Somebody from the North that has no family or friends in the area. A couple with no children. A couple down on their luck that would dive in without too many questions. Okay, I’m sold. Now what?”


  Drummond thought for a moment, circling the room in a wide arc. “I think Max should go hit the books again. See if you can find more about Hull.”


  “I’ve looked into the Hull family but there’s not much. A Civil War reference but that’s about it. The name doesn’t really kick into use until Reynolds and Hanes become big.”


  “Amuse me. There’s got to be something to find.”


  “They could just be paranoid. Perhaps they think there’s something major hidden in the records, but there really isn’t.”


  “Either way, you’re the one to go find out,” Drummond said and then pointed to Sandra. “You work at a bakery. What can you do?”


  With a patronizing shake of her head, Sandra said, “You boys never talk, do you? Max, tell Drummond what I did right before the recession hit.”


  “You worked in a bar. What’s that got to do with—”


  “After that, honey. Use your brain.”


  Max slapped the desk. “I’m such an idiot.”


  “Yes, you are. I didn’t want to step in your way, especially when we weren’t really talking, but now I can help.”


  “Great,” Drummond said with a scowl. “Now tell me what the heck you’re talking about.”


  “Back in Michigan, I sold real estate.”


  “Wait a minute. You sold real estate?”


  “Not commercial,” Sandra said.


  “That’s not the point. Hull hired your husband as a researcher when they should’ve hired a real estate agent.”


  Max said, “Unless they wanted me to do research on more than just properties.”


  “Keep that in mind. This is getting weird in a way that reminds me too much of the final days in the Bowman case. Everybody needs to be careful.”


  “Perhaps Sandra should look into recent real estate activities under the Hull name. Can you do that?”


  Sandra nodded. “I still have some contacts.”


  “Good,” Drummond said. “And I’ll just float around here and play tricks on Taylor.”


  As Max and Sandra got up to leave, Max had another idea. “What about other ghosts?”


  “What about them?”


  Sandra said, “I don’t see any others in here.”


  “That’s ’cause I’m all alone. I don’t have contact with other ghosts.”


  Max shook his head. “But you were able to make contact with that old guy, Sam. You got him to come here and see me. If you can do that, maybe you can find another ghost.”


  “And do what?”


  “Maybe get a message through to the ghost community. Maybe somebody out there knows something.”


  “The ghost community? What the heck are you talking about? We’re just dead. We don’t have a community.”


  “How do you know? You’ve been stuck in here since you died. Maybe there’s a thriving world of ghosts out there.”


  “Sandra, set your husband straight, please.”


  “I don’t know,” Sandra said. “I’ve seen lots of ghosts, and they always seem to be unaware of each other.”


  “That’s right,” Drummond said, clapping his hands.


  “But then again, communities behave in all sorts of different ways. Max might be right.”


  Max smiled. “Besides, what else are you going to do all day. Picking on Taylor is going to get boring after a while.”


  “You’d be surprised,” Drummond said. “Okay, I’ll try it, but don’t expect too much.”


  “Let’s meet back here tonight for dinner. Hopefully, we’ll all have good news to contribute.”


  “Aren’t you the optimist?”


  Max put his arm around Sandra and left the office. He didn’t bother with a response other than to whistle a meandering tune. He wished he felt half as casual as he behaved, but a brave front helped him keep pressing forward. Having Sandra by his side helped more.


  
    Chapter Seventeen

  


  The morning dragged on for Max as he rummaged through one useless book after another. As lunch approached, he closed the last book in his pile and resigned to the fact that no matter where he looked, he could not find anything helpful on the Hull family.


  “I’ll have to go talk with that old guy in Butner again,” he said to the books. That sparked an idea. A second later he rushed to the nearest computer to search Butner and POWs. Only two books showed in the results but that was two more chances than he had before. Twenty minutes later, he had learned that bringing the POWs caused a bit of controversy and required Reynolds to smooth talk a lot of people.


  “Yeah, but was good ol’ Hull in the picture?”


  Not surprisingly, Max found no references to Hull; however, the entire program smelled of the Hull Corporation. Next, he searched through the newspapers and found several articles about the POWs. One in particular announced the special transfer of seven Germans from Butner to Winston-Salem. All seven names were listed: Dietar Krause, Joseph Richter, Herbert Bauer, Günther Scholz, Stefan König, Fritz Keller, and Walter Huber.


  Max jotted down the names. “It’s a start,” he said.


  In the course of packing away his notes, he glanced at his scribblings from the first day—Moravians and Unitas Fratrum and the founding of Bethabara. The foundation for this little research construction project had proven quite unstable. “Wait just a moment,” he whispered. Why would Modesto have started him out looking into all this old history if all he had wanted was the binding book?


  Even as an idea formed in Max’s head, he rushed toward the Special Collections room of the library. He spent a short time plugging in keyword searches until he found one promising entry. After handing in the request, he paced in front of the doorway as if expecting somebody to stop him at any moment. Then, before Max knew it, he sat in a private cubicle with the 1825 diary of Jeremiah Childress.


  Bound in leather (throwing Max awful recollections of human skin bound books) and written in steep-angled, cursive lines, many of the entries proved to be mundane accounts of the Childress farm. “I know you’ve got something in there,” Max said, turning a page. He learned that Childress was well-respected and that by 1828, he had been invited to become a member of the Elders Conference. Then Max read:


  It is to my great dismay this twenty-first day of our Lord’s year eighteen hundred twenty-nine that I must partake in a most unpleasant meeting of the Elders Conference. Our good man Thomas Christman, though perhaps I must restate his standing, has made it known his intentions to leave the warming fold of Unitas Fratrum. His soul has been poisoned by those who call themselves the Baptists. Indeed, Thomas claims he has stepped into the waters with their so-called holy men. I have known Thomas for many years, and though I cannot claim to be surprised by this development, I am, as I stated previously, dismayed. It is never a joyous occasion when we lose one of our own. Making this saddening situation worse is the indecent act dear Thomas has chosen to lay upon us. After receiving the Elders Conference’s order to depart from Salem, Thomas shocked us all by refusing, such is his disdain for what he once held sacred. I am troubled by what has transpired since that moment of defiance. It was my fullest expectation that the Elders Conference would evict Mr. Christman from his home and send both he and his child away from Salem so as not to pollute the holiness and well-being of our citizens. That has not happened. In this action’s stead, the Elders Conference voted not to evict as that would bring unwanted attention to our actions in the public forums. No, this honorable organization deemed it more appropriate to allow a soul-fouled man to retain ownership of his home until the Elders Conference could purchase the house from under its occupants. I spoke against this course and for my troubles discovered myself much alone.


  Max skimmed through the next few days, discovering little of value. When he turned the page, however, he found more than he could have wished for.


  Only one is willing to stand beside me and for that I thank the Lord for providing and His kindness and His grace. Tucker Hull is a young man in years but wise enough to despise this hypocrisy. We have shared numerous conversations and I believe he may understand our Lord’s will better than any other I have ever conversed with. I consider him a friend. His comprehension of scripture far exceeds my limited fumbling and I do believe wholeheartedly that should he ask me I would willingly follow his leadership in any capacity he wishes. Truthfully spoken, I hold suspicions that he plans to remove himself, and those of us who support his ideas, for there are more than just myself, from the Unitas Fratrum and inaugurate a new Church, one unpolluted by the corruption of power, under his supervision.


  Max stared at the name Tucker Hull for a full minute. He might have spent another five minutes sitting in shock, if not for the two women who walked by murmuring to the tune of their clicking heels. These sounds roused him, and with quiet, determined motions, Max copied down the diary entries. When he finished, he hurried back to the office.


  Sandra and Drummond were waiting. Upon Max’s entrance, Sandra gave him a quick hug and kiss. Drummond, however, burst into a rant that clearly had been rolling in his head for hours.


  “Nothing,” he said. “I tried everything I could, but they won’t talk to me.”


  As Max took off his coat, he winked at Sandra and said, “You mean other ghosts?”


  “What the hell do you think I’ve been doing all day? There’s even one standing outside in front of the Y. I know he can see me. He glanced up here a few times, but he won’t come in. He won’t even shout something my way. And why? I never did anything to him. I don’t even know the guy. Oh, I know the reason he’d give. Same reason I’ve heard ever since I got stuck here. Connor warned me—actually, she taunted me with this but it’s ridiculous.”


  “You’re losing me. What reason?”


  “The binding. Pay attention. Connor said that I’d be forever alone because no ghost would ever talk with me or be around me or anything if I’m bound. They fear they’ll get caught in the binding, too. But this is important. I understand their worried and all, but if I saw some poor muck who had been cursed and I could help him, I’d be there right away. I can’t believe none of these ghosts have any sympathy for me. It’s downright immoral.”


  “I thought you didn’t know about any other ghosts or a community or anything.”


  Drummond whisked over to the window, crossed his arms, and glared toward the street. “I may have misrepresented matters.”


  Max looked at Sandra. “How did it go for you?”


  “Better,” she said with a chuckle. “I found out that witchy-poo doesn’t own her office and she doesn’t lease it. She doesn’t pay anything for it at all.”


  “Do I even need to bother guessing?”


  “Oxsten and Son own it and they, according to your stock trace for Annabelle Bowman, are one of many dummy corporations. So, that’s right, hon. Hull owns it. Owns most of the buildings on that block, actually.”


  “Hull lets Connor use the office for free but then he has access to a witch whenever he wants.”


  “There’s more. This arrangement goes back well before Drummond was even born. Assuming all or most of the various companies named are dummies, and from what I can tell that is the case, then the Hulls have had a witch on retainer for over a hundred years.”


  Drummond said, “Two old family businesses. Figures.”


  “I also looked into this office building,” Sandra said, and Drummond faced her. “It’s also had a rather unorthodox history. Starts off fairly normal, changing hands a few times, but then the last owner disappears—I couldn’t even find a death notice let alone a certificate. The building, however, keeps operating as if it had an owner. Nobody is named on any paperwork, yet no government action is taken. Then, out of nowhere, Hull assumes control. Their name is also missing from legal ownership, but they’re the ones paying taxes, collecting rent—”


  “Keeping this a cursed office for their own use,” Max said.


  “Pretty much.”


  “Good job, hon.”


  “Any time, dear.”


  “Enough,” Drummond said. “You two have got to curb the mushy-mushy.”


  “The what?” Sandra said.


  Before Drummond could take the bait, Max spoke up. “You guys won’t believe what I found.”


  In a few minutes, Max explained how he found the diary and then, to Drummond’s stunned silence, he read the entries. Sandra spoke first. “The Hull family goes all the way back to the seventeen hundreds.”


  “They go back to the foundation of this entire area. It’s no wonder that by the time Bowman is working at R. J. Reynolds, the Hull family has money and power. They’d been at it for almost two centuries.”


  “You think this happened then—what this man wrote—that Tucker Hull defected from the Moravians to start his own church?”


  “Read this,” Max said, showing Eve’s letter.


  “You think this Hull is Tucker Hull?”


  “Don’t you?”


  Drummond nodded. “So Tucker breaks away from the Moravians to start some evil magic religion.”


  Sandra nodded. “It’s all interesting, but how does it help us, exactly?”


  Max said, “I think it might help clear up a lot, but that’s all details. Right now, we’ve got to find that binding book.”


  “What about that list from Connor’s office?”


  “What list?” Drummond asked.


  Max jumped to his feet. “I completely forgot. It’s a list of names with some checked off. And I’ve got names of the Butner POWs. But I don’t think they match. I’ll start looking into them right away.”


  Drummond slid behind Max and read the list. “Those aren’t people,” he said.


  “What are they, then?”


  “Names of buildings in Old Salem.”


  “Old Salem,” Max said. “There’s no putting it off, now. I’ll go right away.”


  “Slow down, there, kiddo. It’s too late in the evening for that. You’ll have to go in the morning.”


  Max checked the window—night. “Oh. Then let’s get some sleep. Tomorrow, honey, see if you can find anything more to help us, and maybe check out the background on some of these buildings. I’ll look into them directly in the morning. Drummond—”


  “I’ll just be floating around.”


  “Help out Sandra. Tell her whatever you know about this.”


  “Will do.”


  Max copied the building names on a yellow legal pad and gave it to Sandra. He surveyed the names once more before putting the paper in his pocket. “I’m wired, so I’m going back to the library ’til they close. I’ll see what else I can learn. Don’t wait up for me. First thing in the morning, I’ll go to Old Salem. We’ll meet here tomorrow night.”


  “Be careful,” Sandra said.


  “It’s just Old Salem. I’m going to a public historical site. There’ll be tons of people there, tourists, schools, and locals. What could possibly happen? Relax.”


  
    Chapter Eighteen

  


  The next morning, Max arrived at Old Salem. There were tourists, but not the thousands he had expected. In fact, if not for the people dressed in historically accurate garb, Old Salem could have been mistaken for any aging, quiet neighborhood. Of the one hundred buildings (so the lady at the Visitor’s Center explained), ninety-seven were original, and for a modest price, he could tour all of them.


  Before he even entered the town proper, Max knew this promised to be harder than he had expected. A detailed, covered bridge crossed the road below, linking the Visitor’s Center to Old Salem’s Main Street. Thick beams and struts crisscrossed to form a charming pattern. The strong, flavorful smell of hickory coated everything. Halfway across the bridge, Max stopped.


  It could be here, he thought, hidden in one of these beams.


  He walked back to the front of the bridge and searched with his eyes, looking at each minute detail. He glanced up and drooped with a sigh. Nailed over the entrance, Max saw an oval plate reading 1998—too new to have an ancient book.


  Main Street inclined a bit as Max walked across the old stone sidewalks. First stop was Vogler’s Gun Shop established 1831. The building consisted of two small rooms. The front room had a wide-planked wood floor, a long work table, planks in the ceiling, several hand-crafted, period precise hunting rifles, and tools everywhere. A man with a white beard and small glasses smiled and said, “Welcome to the Gun Shop.” He then went into his spiel, explaining all about the process of making weapons, the man who originally owned and operated the business, and how he would answer any questions Max had.


  Max peeked into the back room. It was smaller and bore a rich, smoky odor. This was where the metalwork was done. A long wooden arm for pumping the bellows hung overhead. There were several anvils (one mounted on a tree stump), a trough of water, and plenty of ash that left the stone floor gritty.


  As Max moved around the shop, he shifted his weight from one stone to the other, one wooden plank to the other, but too many of them creaked or moved—any one of them could be the cover to a hiding place.


  Stepping back onto Main Street, he pulled out the paper and looked at the names once more. VOGLER did not have a little red dot next to it. Did that mean the witch had checked it out already and came up with nothing, or were the dotted ones the buildings already checked? He decided to ignore the dots since he couldn’t be sure and instead headed up the street to the Shultz Shoe Shop from 1827.


  This building was even smaller than the first—just one room no bigger than his office. A cast iron stove warmed the room from the back and a wooden table took most of the middle. To the right, sitting between two windows, were a man and a woman, each busy in the process of making shoes. “Hello,” the shoemaker said, “and welcome to the Shultz Shoe Shop.” Like the old man before, the shoemaker delivered his presentation from memory (though Max was impressed with how enthusiastic the people were after they gave their required talk). Like the other building, the floors here were made of wide planks and the walls were a solid wide plaster-like substance.


  As Max pushed onward, a sensation he had become all too familiar with washed over his body—he was being followed. He tried to brush away the feeling, but the uneasiness refused to leave. He scanned the area—an old couple strolling hand in hand, a haggard father being dragged by an eager kid, a gaggle of ladies laughing and chatting. Nobody appeared to have the remotest interest in him. Nobody appeared out of place.


  He entered a large house which the lady in the foyer explained was the Vogler House built in 1819 but presented as it was in 1840 (Max wondered if this was the same Vogler that also made guns but decided it didn’t matter). On the left side were two connecting rooms—a parlor and dining room. On the right, Max found Mr. Vogler’s workroom where he repaired watches and did other such detail work, and a kitchen. Each room was completely furnished with as many original pieces as the Historical Society could acquire.


  In the dining room, a grandfather clock towered over him. It must have been near ten-feet tall. The lady in the room said that a man named Everhardt built and signed the clock, but Max could not recall the name from any of his research. It was such a beautiful piece (despite the crack running down the lower front) that even a novice like Max could appreciate it.


  Upstairs, Max discovered four bedrooms—one of them a nursery with a crib and toys. Each bed, each writing desk, each planked floor held the promise of housing the book. However, the more he thought about it, the more he decided none of them could be the answer. These bits of furniture had been handled over the years by various members of the Historical Society. How could the book have remained undiscovered if it had been hidden in the crib or the writing tables?


  The exit from the house was in the back, requiring Max to walk around in order to return to Main Street. As he turned the corner, he saw a figure dash into the house. It happened too fast to tell if the person was a man or woman or even if the incident was merely coincidence. However, the constant pressure forming on Max’s shoulders and tightening his neck reminded him that sometimes being paranoid was warranted.


  As he walked onward, he saw the town square on his right—a lovely, open area of grass and trees with four walkways forming an X. Pines circled the center and several benches lined the walkways. Though attractive and peaceful, Max registered little of the atmosphere around him. He only saw hundreds of places to hide a small item.


  At the end of the block, on his left, stood a large building called Single Brothers. Max checked his list. The word SINGLE had no mark next to it.


  Inside he found a three story home for single men to learn their trades in preparation for getting married. My mother would love this, he thought. To the left of the entrance was a wide room like a mini-church (the attendant informed him the room was called the Sall). A boxy white organ took up the back corner and plain, backless benches had been lined up in the center. Like many of the rooms Max had seen, this one contained what he thought to be an ornate heating stove along the wall. The stove had been painted a rich brown-red color, and like the others, this one could be an excellent place to hide something.


  The options got worse as Max checked out the other end of the house. Here were numerous rooms, each devoted to a specific trade—joiners, potters, tailors, shoemakers. Downstairs, he found more—blue dyers, tin and pewter workers, and a carved door that led to a kitchen and small dining hall.


  Enough, he thought. He was wasting his time with this and unnerving himself with every step that sounded like somebody following him. But if I’m being followed, then perhaps I’m close to something worth keeping an eye on. After all, didn’t Hull order Modesto to get me researching this area?


  Cold air blew across his forehead. Max looked up to find a small vent cooling the room for guests—most certainly not a historically accurate portrayal of colonial times. And, of course, another possible hiding place.


  Max stormed out of the building and stomped his way back to his car. He hoped the others had fared better.


  With a few hours left before he had to meet at the office, Max went back to the library. He didn’t want to show up empty-handed, and he had the research itch attacking the back of his head.


  It was those POWs. Too many questions. But now he had names, and names could be researched.


  The amount of information regarding World War II would have been staggering had he not seen it before. Even in the subset of POWs (and just German ones no less), Max’s searches turned up thousands of hits. Yet when he plugged in the specific names, things became more manageable.


  Krause, Richter, and Bauer had little in their records to suggest anything noteworthy other than all three had visited the States prior to the war. Schulz and König were strong men with families and neither had any contact with the U.S. previously. Fritz Keller was the most educated of the lot and had authored several articles in German newspapers before being called to duty. And Walter Huber proved to be the criminal of the bunch. In less than six months upon returning to Germany, he ended up in prison for armed assault. Nothing singled any of these men out.


  “Not that I even know what I’m looking for,” Max said to the computer screen.


  One odd piece of information did perk up, however. Max found an artist’s website that included dramatic collages made from World War II paperwork. The papers were chosen to match a theme—a picture of a gaunt Jewish prisoner had been made from Auschwitz population lists; a tribute to the fallen soldiers of D-Day came from copies of Eisenhower’s famous orders; and there was even a German POW made from transfer papers.


  Max spent close to an hour magnifying each small section of the collage, looking for any of the names, and to his surprise, he came upon the name Butner. Two sheets from about a week apart. The first showed the release orders for seven POWs to be sent to RJR. The second showed a return order, and though it was difficult to read, Max thought the sheet only showed six POWs returning.


  “We got nothing,” Drummond said before Max could kiss his wife or even sit at his desk.


  “Speak for yourself,” Sandra said.


  “Doll, you were just saying that you didn’t turn up anything else. Now that Max is back here, you going to make up some flimflam so you look good for your lover?”


  “I swear, you act like you were a teenager when you died.”


  Max blotted out their noise as long as he could manage. When he couldn’t take anymore, he raised his voice and said, “Do you have something or don’t you?”


  “Honey, relax.”


  “See,” Drummond said, “You’re making Max all tense.”


  “Be quiet. Now, Max, I found out that the Old Salem area is still active. It’s not just public, historical buildings. Many of them are privately owned residences. The owners have a strict set of rules they have to follow to preserve their buildings, but they do live there.”


  Max nodded. “The lady I got my ticket from mentioned something about people still living there. It just makes matters worse. I went into several of the buildings and walked the streets. That book could be anywhere, and now you’re saying it could be in a private residence.”


  “You’re not letting me finish.”


  “Sorry. Go ahead.”


  “I found out that two of the buildings have been very quietly put on the market.”


  Max leaned forward. “How much are they going for?”


  “Nobody’ll tell me, but I wouldn’t doubt for a second that Hull could buy them if he wanted to.”


  “I think he just might.”


  Drummond brushed by Max, Max’s arm feeling as if it had been dashed with icy water, and said, “Looks like we have a bit of a pickle.”


  “What now?” Sandra said.


  “Easy there, I’m just pointing out the fact that if you intend to find this book before Hull, you’ve got to do it before he buys those homes. Unless you can purchase them.”


  Sandra said, “It might not even be in those homes.”


  “That’s right,” Max said. “All of the building names on the list are buildings open to the public.”


  “But if it is in one of these private houses, you lose. If it isn’t, Hull has a central location from where he can conduct all the searches he wants. Every night, he can check out each one of those old buildings until, voila, he finds his little treasure.”


  “Then we’ve got trouble. I was told there’s a good chance Hull will make an offer in the next day or two. Well, actually it’s that company Oxsten and Son, but of course, that’s Hull.”


  Max glanced out the window. A chubby fellow with a thick mustache hustled up the sidewalk, a blue coffee mug in his hand. Across the street, a woman with her baby in a stroller walked by the YMCA. Normal life.


  “I might be able to stall Hull for an extra day,” Max said. “After all, I’m supposed to be researching this kind of thing for him anyway. Perhaps if we give him some misinformation, he’ll waste a day or two checking it out.”


  “Ah,” Drummond said with a lascivious smile, “we’re finally getting into a little deception here. I like it.”


  Sandra said, “We still have the problem of the book itself. You said it could be anywhere in there.”


  “Well, true,” said Max. Then he paused. An idea popped in his mind, one he knew would work, but he worried about suggesting it. The idea of using his wife, even if in a harmless manner, did not sit well. He could hear Drummond’s reply in his head—Better to use the wife than end up like me. “I have a thought,” he finally said.


  “Congratulations,” Drummond said.


  “Let me meet with Modesto to try to stall Hull. Then, tomorrow night, Sandra and I could go to Old Salem together and you could—” He looked long at his wife. “—well, I’m sure there’s a lot of ghosts around there.”


  Drummond perked up. “Hey, that’s great. You could just ask the locals where this book is. Some of them may have even been there when it was hidden in the first place.”


  Sandra shook her head. “This is not a good idea.”


  “I don’t think we have a better alternative,” Max said as he sat on the desk’s edge.


  “I know, but I haven’t told you everything about ghosts. See, when they’re not bound like cheerful here, they’re a lot different.”


  “How?”


  “More capable.”


  Drummond pouted. “Hey. I’m plenty capable.”


  “What do you mean?” Max asked.


  Sandra stared right into Max’s eyes. “I mean they might not be so friendly, so willing to help. And they might be able to hurt us.”


  
    Chapter Nineteen

  


  When Modesto arrived at Cities restaurant for their regular meeting, he looked haggard—still immaculate to most eyes, but Max knew better. His hair perfect but for a few strands, his clothes sleek but for a subtle wrinkle, Modesto moved toward the table with an urgency that lacked grace. With his face crinkled in worry, he fumbled a greeting. Max tried to put these observations out of his mind. He had one job to do in this meeting—buy some time.


  As Modesto slipped into his seat, he said, “What’s been your progress in Old Salem?”


  “Old Salem?” Max said, tinting his expression with as much innocence as he thought Modesto would swallow.


  Modesto frowned. “You do recall who is paying your bills?”


  “There’s no need to be hostile.”


  “It seems your extra-curricular activities are clouding your judgment. So, let me ask this way: what exactly do you have for me today?”


  “Why did you hire me?”


  Modesto shook his head. “Mr. Porter, if you have failed in your duties, then please stop wasting my time and admit you have nothing to offer me. If you have information, then let me have it. I am extremely tired and our employer has not been pleased with you so far.”


  “I’ve done an excellent job. You asked for research on the Moravians, and I provided. You wanted research on various land deals, and I provided. I’m good at what I do.”


  “Then you have your answer, don’t you? That is why you were hired.”


  “Why is he dissatisfied, then?” Max watched Modesto’s face contort as the man strived for an answer that would not betray anything.


  “I do not claim to understand the ranking system of our employer,” Modesto finally said. “I am merely reporting his concerns to you.”


  Max said nothing for a moment, enjoying every second of Modesto’s squirming. Even in the way they looked at each other through sideways glances and indirect observations, both men were dancing around the facts. “In that case,” Max said, “let our employer know that you’ve informed me of his displeasure. If he desires to fire me—”


  “He does not.”


  “I’m confused. I thought you said he felt my work was unsatisfactory.”


  “Just focus on your report.”


  “No, sir. Not when the quality of my work has been called into question.”


  Modesto glanced upward as if asking for strength. Or perhaps, Max thought, he’s looking at what liquor they have on the wall.


  “I assure you, I have found your work superior to most. I give you my word I shall state my satisfaction in my next report. Beyond that, there is little for us to discuss on the matter because I cannot speak for our employer on the subject. Is that enough for you?”


  “A little appreciation is all I ask. Thank you, sir.”


  “What do you have for me?”


  “There’s one building in Old Salem up for sale.”


  “Just one?” Modesto asked, and Max saw in his eyes he not only knew that there were two, but he knew Max had lied.


  “You’ll find the details and my assessment in the folder,” Max said, pushing a blue folder across the table. “Little company called Oxsten and Son is in position to take it. I can’t find too much about them, but I will eventually. There might be more homes available soon, though. Including one near the Vogler house.” This part was an entire fabrication, but Modesto’s eager ears perked up, and Max knew he had bought a few hours while Modesto wasted time trying to find out anything about the fictitious house.


  “Near the Vogler house.”


  “Yes, not on the market yet, but my wife has a friend in real estate who mentioned it in passing, so I’m doing the same. I hope you don’t mind me using her for a little information. She doesn’t know that I’m giving it to you, so don’t worry about that.”


  “No problem.”


  “Would you like me to keep looking?”


  Modesto stuffed the folder in his briefcase and said, “Yes, that would be fine. I’ll review your work and we’ll decide then what to do.”


  “I did uncover some interesting points concerning the area. Just a few things that might be of use to our employer.”


  “Oh?”


  “For example, the Moravians put in the first waterworks system right here in Old Salem. Pipes and plumbing and such to bring running water into the homes.”


  “Mr. Porter, we are well aware of the basic knowledge available from an Old Salem tour.”


  “You’re missing the point.”


  “And this would be?”


  “Obviously I don’t know anything specific about our employer but it seems clear that he is interested in antiquities of all kinds. Why else the search for old history and old land? I figured if he could acquire some of these ancient pieces, they would be worth a lot of money.”


  “I see.”


  “Another little tidbit I found was that during World War II, the Reynolds family used German POWs to help make cigarettes and such.”


  “Also a widely-known fact,” Modesto said in a way that sounded more like a threat than a statement.


  “My mistake. I just thought there might be old bits of memorabilia and such from the Germans, just something of value for the antiquities trade.”


  Modesto stood, regaining his composure so fast that Max thought he had pushed too far. With a slight bow of the head, Modesto said, “I don’t think you’re a very smart man.”


  “Gee, thanks.”


  “You don’t lie very well and the choices you’ve made seem to be less than logical. I can’t imagine how you manage to survive the rigors of life.”


  “Perhaps I’m not much of a liar, but I don’t need to be one for this kind of work. All I need is for the person I’m talking with to be a liar as well.”


  “Excuse me?”


  For the first time since Modesto had arrived, Max looked straight at him. “When you lie, you make it difficult to expose another’s lies and near impossible to reveal the truth. It’s a case of mutually assured destruction.”


  “Good day, Mr. Porter,” Modesto said and left the restaurant.


  Max waited until his food arrived. As he ate, he kept thinking about the little taunts and jabs he had used against Modesto. He had hoped to get Modesto riled enough to slip up with some information regarding Old Salem. Instead, he got little to help save for one thing—his own words. Max had mentioned the possibility of World War II memorabilia still in existence in the area. Perhaps he was right. Perhaps he should take a visit to Annabelle Bowman.


  “What do you want?” Annabelle asked from behind her screen door. Her stern brow and hard glare invited little opening for reconciliation—not that he had expected a warm welcome.


  “Please, Ms. Bowman, just a few moments of your time.”


  “I’m done talking with you.”


  “It’s important.”


  “Go away. I’ll call the police.”


  “I doubt the Hull family would be too keen on the police poking around why I’m here.”


  That got her. She glanced behind and when she looked back, her troubled eyes undercut her icy face. “If I let you in,” she said a bit softer, “they’ll hurt … I … I don’t want this. Please, just go.”


  “I don’t want you to get hurt. I just need to see a few things of Stan’s—stuff he kept during the war, during his time at Reynolds, that kind of thing.”


  With a bit of the cold returning, she said, “I know what you want, but you can forget all about it. I told them the same thing. I destroyed it all. Hull wanted it gone and it’s gone. So, let an old woman alone.”


  “The longer we argue out here, the more likely it is that somebody is going to see us.”


  “Shit,” she said under her breath, opened the door, and rushed Max inside. “Now, look, I’ll give you five minutes and then I want you out of here. Do you understand? You stick around any longer and I will call the police and I’ll tell them you tried to rape me or murder me or something, but I assure you whatever I come up with will be ugly enough to divert all attention from Hull and me.”


  “Fair enough,” Max said, hoping just to keep the lady talking. His eyes searched the room he sat in the last time he had visited—something had to be here, something from Stan. “I’m just trying to help out a friend. He was involved with Stan back during the whole affair and, well, I just need to clear up a few details. That’s all. I promise.”


  “And what friend is that?”


  “Considering how worried you are, it’s best you don’t know,” he said, more confident about his skills than the last time he interviewed this woman but still knowing Drummond could do far better.


  “Why can’t you all just let that be buried?”


  “I wish I could,” Max said, as he read book titles, noted old pictures, and spied a dying fern in the corner. Nothing useful. This is stupid, he thought. I’m fishing and I don’t even know how to hold the rod. Just before he apologized his way outside, he processed the words she said only a moment earlier—that she knew what he had come for and something about others coming for it as well. He pictured how Drummond would handle the matter, wiped away all the rudeness, and attempted a suave smile. “Listen, you’re a nice lady and I don’t want to cause you any more trouble than I have to.”


  “Then get out of here and leave me alone.”


  “I can’t leave until you give me what I’m here for.”


  “I don’t have it. I never did. Everybody thinks Hull and I were so close, but I’m telling you I never saw any book. After Stan had his troubles and I cleaned out his old footlocker, I did find … but none of it matters anymore. So let it all rest.”


  “Hull came to you for a book of Stan’s?”


  Wiping her hands on her legs, she nodded. “After Stan died. Mr. Hull visited me several times.”


  “Is that when he bought you stock in RJR?”


  “He felt terrible about everything that had happened to Stan and wanted to help me out. At least, that was what he said to me. But he really wanted Stan’s book.”


  “What’s in the book?” Max asked and the second the words left his lips, he knew had made a mistake.


  Annabelle’s posture stiffened and she tapped her watch. “Time for you to go. And I mean it this time. I will call the police. So, please, go.”


  “But—”


  “And don’t ever come back again. You are no longer welcome in my home.”


  Max sipped a mug of hot chocolate at the kitchen table. Sandra stirred her tea from the opposite side. The little wall clock ticked sharp and clear in the otherwise silent room.


  At length, Sandra said, “I’m a little scared.”


  “Me too.”


  “I just wish we could pack up and leave.”


  Max set his mug on the table. “You wouldn’t believe how many times I’ve had that thought. You know what, though? These things never leave you. You can’t outrun them. Isn’t that why we left Michigan—just running away from our problems? But look where we are now.”


  “This is different.”


  “I don’t think so anymore. When I saw Annabelle Bowman today, I saw an old lady with a lot of fear and regret. Whether she knows about all the witchcraft and Hull and ghosts, who knows? But it doesn’t matter. None of that changes anything. No matter how much she pretends the past is over, she can’t outrun this. And in the end, because she won’t deal with it, she’s still just an old lady with a lot of fear and regret.”


  “Is that supposed to comfort me?” Sandra asked. They both shared a quiet smile and held hands across the table.


  Max leaned his head back and said, “Did I ever tell you about Archie Lee?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “He was a guy I knew back in college. I think he was Korean. Well, Asian, anyway. Isn’t that horrible? I should know something like that.”


  Sandra shook his hand. “You got a point to all this?”


  “Just that, I remember sitting with him in this house—it was at a party at somebody’s house, and he was telling me all about his life. I must’ve said something to get him going or maybe he was just so drunk he’d have told anybody but he told me about how he had moved around a lot since he was seven years old. I forget how much but it was as if every other year he had to up and move to a new state or a new country or whatever. And he said that, at the time, he learned to love it because he got to try out new personalities with each new place. I remember him telling me that he knew he was a bit of a nerd, and when he would move, nobody knew anything about him. He could pretend to have been the coolest, most popular kid from his old school. He would wear the cool clothes, get the right haircut, the right book bag, whatever it took. Who could say otherwise?


  “But then he got real silent. I thought it was the beer finally getting him down but he grew very serious and shook his head slowly. He said that it never worked. That no matter what he tried, eventually, the new kids would figure out that he was just a nerd.”


  “You think we’re just nerds?” Sandra said.


  “The reason Archie Lee was still a nerd was because he had focused only on changing the outside. It didn’t matter how many times he moved. Nothing was going to change for him because he kept paying attention to the wrong things.”


  “Still waiting for the comforting thoughts in all this.”


  Max drank some more of his hot chocolate. “If we were to pack up and leave, run off to some other job in some other state, we’d end up stuck in it just like this time.”


  “Nothing is like this time.”


  “Okay, well, maybe not the exact same thing, but the point is we’d still be the same people making the same choices we always make. But if we stay, if we fight our way through all this, then maybe we can improve ourselves enough to make things different. I don’t know, make things better. Besides, aren’t you the one who told me we had to push through?”


  Sandra said nothing for a few minutes, then she looked upon Max and said, “You know something? I love you.”


  Part of Max wanted to talk this out further, but he tried to listen to his own words. The old way was talk and talk and talk until every angle and emotion had been explored. In the end, they would make love, but the next morning, nothing much would change. This time, Max decided, would be different. This time, he would take her love and hold onto it, forget about analyzing it to death, and instead, draw on its strength. After all, they were about to go ghost hunting in Old Salem. He needed all the strength he could get.


  
    Chapter Twenty

  


  They parked on Salt Street, a quiet area dominated by one ancient tree and a wall of younger trees, and in full view of the backyards of the houses lining Main Street. Light drizzle fell, and the midnight moon glossed the wet pavement with a dim, quarter-crescent glow. The sound of water drips hitting fallen leaves peppered the air. Though people lived here, nobody appeared to be up at two in the morning.


  “See anything?” Max whispered.


  Sandra peered around. “There’s a dog sniffing that tree.”


  “You see dead animals, too?”


  “No. There’s a real dog sniffing that tree.”


  Max followed Sandra’s eyes and saw a small, black Dachshund puttering around a maple tree. Stifling a nervous giggle, Max said, “Let’s just get to this.”


  Sandra pecked his cheek and headed up the street. “Honey, relax. We’re just talking to some ghosts.”


  “There’s a sentence I never thought I’d hear.”


  “I mean it. You’ve got nothing to fear.”


  “You’re the one who said they can get all angry and hurt us when they’re not bound.”


  “But you’re with me. I won’t let them harm you.”


  “You know some special handshake or something?”


  “Let’s just get this done,” she said and turned onto West Street at a fast clip.


  Max hurried to catch up. “Where to first?” he asked.


  She gestured toward the town square. “That seems like the best place to start. I’ll be able to see a lot of the area from the center.”


  Together they walked toward the grassy square, a truck passing on a distant street the only sound not of their making. Max listened to their breathing, their footsteps, their nervousness. More than just fear, he thought. If a person’s imagination could have accidentally altered reality, he knew he would be bringing terrible creatures upon them. The idea of abandoning this pursuit, of rushing back to their car’s safety and slipping home, seduced him for a fleeting moment. Then they arrived at the center, ringed by tall evergreens scenting the air with their wet fragrance.


  “Okay, ready?” Sandra asked. Max could only nod. Sandra took a cleansing breath and turned in a slow circle. Her eyes darted about. She squinted at one spot, glossed over another, until she returned to the position where she had started. Another breath, another slow circular turn, another return to the start.


  Max started to speak but Sandra snapped her head to the side. “What is it?” he asked, peering over her shoulder toward the Salem Academy. “What do you see?”


  “I don’t know,” she said. “Not a ghost. At least, not like the ones I’ve always seen. This was more like a wisp of smoke, like black smoke that moved of its own will. But I didn’t see anything solid.”


  “This place is hundreds of years old. Most of these buildings are original. It should be teeming with ghosts. Shouldn’t it?”


  “What are you talking about?” Sandra said, raising her voice enough to sound violent in the still night air. “What do you know about it? You’ve seen one ghost and you think you understand it? I’ve been dealing with this my whole life, and I’ve been doing it on my own—no formal training, no mentor, nothing. So forgive me if I can’t make it all work just the way you want it on cue.”


  Max stepped back. “I didn’t mean it that way. I don’t feel comfortable here. I want this to be over. That’s all.” But that wasn’t all. He didn’t want to tell her that he had caught sight of the black wisp, too, and to him it was not a shadowy spirit at all, but rather a shadow—they were being watched.


  “There,” Sandra said and pointed in the opposite direction of the shadow.


  “What do you see?”


  “I don’t know yet. Something, though. A faint glimmer of something,” she said and headed across the slippery grass.


  Max followed, glancing over his shoulder several times but never catching even a glimpse of the shadow he had seen before. Perhaps it was just an overactive imagination playing on his nerves. The idea made sense, but Max just couldn’t believe it.


  Sandra crossed the street and stepped onto the brick laid sidewalk. Old trees pushed up the bricks with their roots, making the path a series of miniature mountains and valleys. She knelt down and smiled into empty space. “Hello,” she said. Max squatted behind her but he saw nothing. “You’re very pretty … I can’t hear you too well,” she said. Then she jumped to her feet. “Wait! Come back!” Wiping the damp hair out of her face, she turned to Max. “She disappeared. Damn. I don’t think she knew, you know? That she was dead? I must’ve scared her pretty bad.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m sure she runs from ghost-seeing people all the time.”


  Sandra responded with just a hint of a smile—enough to ease them both a little. “This is going to be tricky,” she said. “Don’t worry, though, we’ll get one of them to help us.”


  Together they stood on the sidewalk, each silent, each searching the empty grounds. Max checked every window, every doorway, every nook he thought might harbor an enemy.


  An enemy? The idea that he now had faceless enemies to contend with, had been contending with for some time, eroded any illusion of security he still horded. Come on, ghosts, he thought. Show yourselves already.


  Another five minutes passed before Sandra said, “On the corner.” She waved and approached like a tourist seeking a little friendly information—not too far from the truth, in fact. “Excuse me,” she said, “I’m looking for a book that was placed around here awhile back … a book … no, no, a book.” To Max, she said, “I think we’re supposed to follow.”


  “Then let’s follow.”


  Max kept a few steps back from Sandra so as not to crowd her or her invisible companion—plus, it afforded him a better distance to react from in case somebody moved against them. Not that he had an inkling what to do should anything happen, but some chance was better than none at all. Watching the sway of his wife’s hips sent a jolt through his body—he would rather be at home in bed with her than traipsing in the drizzle, but then he’d rather never have heard of Hull or any of this in the first place.


  “This way,” Sandra said, pointing to the long building Max had toured during daylight—Single Brothers House.


  “How do we get in?” Max asked as he jiggled the locked door handle.


  “I think,” Sandra said and they heard a click from behind the door. “Looks like our ghost is being helpful.”


  “Let’s just keep on his good side.”


  Sandra frowned. “How did you know that?”


  “I assume an angry ghost would not be a good idea.”


  “No, you said his. You said, ‘Let’s just keep on his good side.’ How did you know the ghost was male?”


  Had it been broad daylight, had they not been talking about ghosts of long dead settlers, he might have had a flippant or sarcastic reply. Instead, under the thin moonlight and steady drizzle, his chest grew heavy. “I don’t know,” he whispered, afraid to think the question through. “Just a guess.” Without waiting for a response, he tried the door handle again and this time it opened with ease.


  They stepped into the wide foyer, the hollow sound of their footsteps on old wood echoed throughout the empty building. A musty odor tickled Max’s nose, thicker than when he had visited before, and though rather open in design, Max felt the walls tightening around him in the darkness. He fumbled for his flashlight, and when he flicked it on, the narrow, pale beam made the claustrophobic sensation worse as if only the illuminated sections of the building existed.


  Sandra drew a quick breath. “Wow,” she said.


  “Ghosts?”


  “Just two others, but they’re impressive looking. Their light is so bright.”


  Max moved the flashlight around but saw only an empty foyer. “Can you see our fellow?”


  “It’s hard,” she said, squinting in the dark.


  “Call him. Maybe he can still hear you.”


  “Shh. Please, let me do this.”


  Max waited, wondering what the ghosts were doing, where they stood. Did they see him? Did they feel his presence? Perhaps that’s why he felt so closed in—perhaps he felt them surrounding him.


  Sandra turned right and crept down the trade hall. The joiner’s room on the right looked menacing in the flashlight beam—wooden skeletons of unfinished furniture surrounded by tortuous tools of assorted sizes. They proceeded further down the hall. The potter’s room on the left with its foot-powered spinning wheel turned into a macabre lair where strange experiments of creation occurred under their nighttime gaze. Then, to Max’s dismay, the ghost led them downstairs to the darker, colder basement floor.


  Max struggled to recall the pleasant daytime feel of this building but even the scuffling of their feet against the stone floor transformed into a hideous monster lurking just beyond the flashlight beam. He followed Sandra and the ghost down the hall until they stopped at a door on the left. A placard on a podium explained that this room had once been used for training but later came to be a storage room. Sandra stepped over the rope barring the entrance and pointed to a dusty pile of junk filling up the corner.


  “I think it’s in here,” she said and started sifting through the pile.


  Max entered the room to help. Broken pottery and old wood scraps lay around, haphazardly discarded in the room. A broom, a mop, bits of paper, and other leftovers filled in the numerous nooks of the small room. When Max pulled out a large, metal hook, Sandra said, “Crap.”


  “What?”


  To the empty space, she said, “Book. I said, ‘Book.’ With a B. Damn.”


  Letting the hook clatter to the ground, Max said, “Great.”


  “Don’t go,” she said, stepping toward the outer-wall. Then her shoulders drooped. “He’s gone.”


  “I’m sorry, honey, this was just a bad idea. These ghosts aren’t going to help us.”


  “That’s only the second one. We’ve got to give it more time. It’s not easy. Not all ghosts are as connected with the world like Drummond. Some of them are barely here at all. It’s like trying to get directions during a snowstorm in Siberia and you don’t speak Russian. Get it?”


  “I know. I’m not blaming you. But, really, this could go on all night with no luck.”


  “Or we might hit it big.”


  Max heard wood creaking from above. “Shh,” he snapped and turned out the flashlight. With slow, quiet movements, he edged toward Sandra. He stepped into the corner of something sharp, pain bursting at his hip, and grunted as he wrangled back the urge to yell. He felt around—the podium with the placard. Inching a few steps at a time, he worked around the podium and reached Sandra, put his mouth to her ear and whispered, “I think somebody’s been following us since we got here.”


  “How do we get out?” she asked, her voice steady despite her rigid body.


  “To the left and upstairs there’s a door. It leads out back to the gardens. When we go, I’ll turn the flashlight on and keep it pointed straight at the ground. At the stairs, I’ll turn it off and the rest we have to do in the dark. Move quick but not so fast that you’ll get hurt. And … I don’t know. That’s the best I can come up with.”


  “It’s plenty good.”


  “I love you, you know.”


  “Right back at you,” she said, turned her face and pressed her lips against Max with such force that his chest swelled with an overwhelming sensation—love and dread swirling like two wrestlers forever clenched together.


  When she pulled back, she exhaled slow and deliberate. “Okay. I’m ready.”


  “Okay,” he said, “I’m turning on the flashlight. Get ready to move. Here we go.”


  Max pushed the flashlight’s button, and it blazed light onto the floor. He saw the podium and the various piles of wood and boxes, and in the doorway, he saw the figure of a man lunging toward him.


  
    Chapter Twenty-One

  


  Together, Max and Sandra let out a startled cry. The man leapt atop Max and the flashlight banged to the floor, shutting off, leaving them in darkness. Max shoved hard but could not budge his attacker. Two strong hands gripped his throat, pushing his head back and slicing his ear against the corner of some plywood. Again, Max attempted to push off the man but the struggle for air weakened him.


  “Max? Max?” Sandra called as she fumbled in the dark. He wanted to reach out to her, to hold her hand, and the thought flashed in his mind that, at least, it wasn’t her throat being strangled at the moment. He pictured this man straddling her, choking her, and hoped she had the sense to run now while she could get away.


  The image in his mind brought to the forefront that he should have done what any sensible woman would have attempted from the beginning. Mustering the last of his strength, Max garbled out a yell and rammed his knee upward into the man’s groin. His knee hit something hard and he heard a crack. The man grunted a cry and rolled to the side, curled in a fetal position and whimpering.


  Max wheezed and gasped as he crawled forward, one hand massaging his throat, the other seeking the flashlight. The fight had sent ages of dust into the air, drying out Max’s mouth with its dead taste. Blood dribbled from his ear. He felt a hand grab his wrist, but before he could utter a painful yelp, he heard the welcome voice of his love.


  “It’s me, it’s me,” she said. “I can’t find the flashlight.”


  He pulled her hand towards his chest and breathed in her hair. Together, they stumbled to their feet and groped a path into the hall.


  “This way,” Max said, every syllable searing his throat. He turned left and moved as fast as he dared in the darkness. When he reached a wide door, slants carved into the wood, he searched for a handle or knob.


  The door wouldn’t open. Calm down, he scolded himself. Don’t panic. “I think it’s locked,” he said.


  “Be sure,” Sandra yelled.


  “We’re wasting time. That guy’s not going to be down for long. He was wearing a cup, for crying out loud. A fucking cup. What kind of person wears a cup?”


  “A professional, honey.”


  “That’s what I’m saying. Now, let’s go back the way we came. I can get us out of here.”


  “But the door.”


  “Sandra, trust me.”


  He heard the rustling of her clothing as she nodded. Then he heard something that shot adrenaline through his body—silence. Why didn’t he hear the groans of their enemy?


  “Sandra,” he whispered. Her hands fidgeted about his arm until they found his right hand again where they affixed firm. Without another word, he led her back down the hall, his left hand trailing the rough wall.


  He heard the grunt a second before he felt the man’s fist strike his lower back. Max arched as the man grabbed his head and tossed him into the wall. His left arm blocked much of the impact, but still he saw little blue flashes in the darkness.


  He heard Sandra scream. He heard the man yell. He heard a body smack into something hard and drop. As he forced himself to stand (he only just noticed he had fallen to the floor), Max felt hands grab hold of his arm. He yanked back, flailing in the dark.


  “It’s okay. It’s me,” Sandra said.


  “Where’s—”


  “I don’t know. He grabbed me and I bit his hand. Then I swung my fist and hit him—I think in the head but I’m not sure. I can’t see anything. Can you walk?”


  “I’m okay,” Max said, wrapping his arm around her shoulder and using her as a crutch. His head blazed, and he wanted to vomit but managed to keep setting one foot in front of the other.


  They reached the stairs and clambered up to the main floor. Light from the streets pierced the darkness in sharp slivers—enough to move fast. Max took three deep breaths, let go of Sandra, and focused on walking in a straight line. Each step sent stabs up his side but he pushed on. Knowing the danger just one floor below motivated him plenty.


  Sandra darted ahead, reached the backdoor and rattled the handle until it opened. He could see her triumphant smile. “I got it,” she said.


  She put her arm around his waist for support, and together they stepped into the backyard, light rain dancing on their faces and filling the chill night air with its fresh smell. They hurried along the path leading to the garden and the fenced-in crops. Max expected to hear the man slam open the door and chase after them but nothing came. Not yet. Sandra slipped on the wet ground, causing Max to stumble as well, but they managed to stay standing and rushed to the garden’s end.


  “Can you climb over?” Sandra asked.


  The fence was made of wood and only chest high, but Max knew the climb would hurt. The idea of going back and around the fence did not sit well, though, so he nodded. Wincing and grunting, and with the aid of Sandra, he managed the small feat.


  “The car’s this way,” Sandra said, heading left.


  “No,” Max said. “They might be waiting for us.”


  “They? There’s more than one?”


  “I don’t know, but we’re not risking it. Let’s go around, take the long way, and we’ll circle back. If there’s only one or a whole gang it won’t matter. Either they’ll have left by that time or we’ll be able to see them as we approach. We’ll know then and figure it out from there.”


  “Okay,” she said, scanning the area. “We’re on Old Salem Road.”


  “Follow it to the right. I think it curves a few blocks up and connects with Main Street.”


  As they walked along the glistening street, several cars shot by. Max felt too unsteady for this street. He kept seeing himself weave into the path of an oncoming car. With a nod, he led Sandra back onto Salt Street, heading away from their car and paralleling Old Salem Road.


  He checked over his shoulder for any pursuit. Just empty street. White streetlamps dotted the right side of the road, one with a white street sign—the paint chipping off. The left side had a brick sidewalk and homes. The cracked pavement pooled water. A weird sensation formed in Max’s chest, worked upward until it reached his face, and emerged with a fit of giggles.


  “What are you laughing at?” Sandra asked, smiling at his infectious sound.


  Max tried to suppress the noise, clamping his mouth down, but it only served to strengthen the laughter until it burst from his nose. He shook his head as he laughed, wiped his tearing eyes, and said, “I’m just thinking about that guy. He’s all acting tough and then Wham! You nailed him.” The laughter erupted again.


  Sandra joined in. “I wish it hadn’t been so dark. Can you picture his face? Duh!” she said and crossed her eyes. Max laughed so hard he stopped making sound and clutched his side in pain yet unable to stop smiling. After a few more feet, they had to sit on the wooden steps of a house until all their tension had been released. With a cleansing breath, Max said, “Oh my. We shouldn’t laugh. When we get back we should call the police or somebody. That guy might’ve gotten hurt.”


  “So what? You really care what happens to him? He tried to kill you.”


  “I don’t know if he would’ve gone that far.”


  “They’ve already shot at you.”


  “I just don’t want to become like them. We can be better people. You know?”


  Sandra squeezed his arm. “Okay. We’ll call. But right now, let’s keep moving. Whoever they are, they probably don’t care about being the better people.”


  “Good point,” Max said. They got back to their feet and headed along the street, their steps not filled with as much dread as before. Up ahead, the road ended. The grass rose steeply for just a short step and off to the right they saw a giant, silver coffee pot, at least ten-feet high, probably more, surrounded by flowers. “What the heck?”


  A small plaque explained that the large tin coffee pot had been created in 1858 by the Mickey brothers as an advertisement for their tinsmith business. Max shook his head. “This place is nuts,” he said.


  “I think it’s neat,” Sandra said. “It’s like a touch of the modern day seeping back into history. Granted, advertising isn’t the best aspect of us to have seep back but still it just makes me …”


  “Are you okay?” Max asked. Sandra turned around and stared. Max followed her gaze and saw nothing. “Another ghost?”


  She nodded. Then she whispered, “It’s coming straight at us. It’s beckoning us.”


  “Tell it to go away. We’re done for the night.”


  “I can barely hear him.”


  “There’s nothing worth hearing.”


  “Shush already.”


  Sandra leaned forward and cupped one ear. She looked so ridiculous, appearing to listen to the giant coffee pot, that Max felt another wave of giggles rising. But before he could utter one chuckle, Sandra stepped back with her face drained of color. A few months ago, Max would have said, “What’s the matter? See a ghost?” Of course, now, he knew she had and that something far worse bothered her.


  She turned her gaze toward him and said, “He says he’s been watching us tonight. He says he knows what book we want. We just have to follow him.”


  “So, what’s the matter?”


  “We have to go over there,” she said pointing further along the way they had been traveling.


  “Why’s that scare you? I just see trees and the street. Is there something else?”


  “One more street over—that’s where we’re going.”


  Without offering more, she walked away. Max hurried to her side and attempted to get her to talk, but she behaved in a weird, zombie-like manner. Shock, he thought. But from what?


  They passed a white building with tall columns that once may have been a mansion or a public assembly but now served as apartments. Turning up Bank Street, they saw sleek black statuettes lining the outside of the apartment building—a lion, a retriever, and some other dog Max did not know. The statuettes held relaxed poses that filled Max with more dread than if they had been menacing in appearance—as if their calm lay in knowing they had to exert such little effort to capture their prey.


  “Where’s it taking us?” Max asked, not expecting an answer but needing to hear a voice even if it belonged to him. He tasted blood in his mouth and swallowed it down. Sandra moved on, one hand out as if feeling for the ghost more than seeing the thing.


  Bank Street rose steeply, and when they finally reached the next street over, Max huffed as he stared at the gothic structure. A church, he thought. Then he understood Sandra’s behavior. Before them, stretching off into the distance was a low, brick wall with white fencing completing it. An arched gate led into an enormous field. A sign read:


  SALEM MORAVIAN GRAVEYARD


  “GOD’S ACRE”


  1771


  PLEASE BE REVERENT AND


  RESPECTFUL OF THIS SPECIAL PLACE.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two

  


  When they passed through the archway, everything changed. Until that moment, even as they crossed the street and approached the cemetery, Max would have been glad to call it a night. His body ached, his nerves jangled, nothing felt right. But when they entered the stone fields, though his fear compounded, his mind swelled with awe—never had he seen a cemetery like this one.


  The graves were all the same—flat, white tablets laid in orderly squares; men and women separated; a few American flags the only vertical aspect to the burials. Enormous, ancient trees protected much of the well-manicured area.


  Max figured that in daylight this would be a charming, peaceful place. At night, however, the eerie uniformity and stark whiteness of the tombstones mixed with the thick silence surrounding the cemetery created a stomach-twisting sensation. He felt burdened by the graves as if a giant child had placed them so carefully and now hawked over to make sure he did not disturb a single thing.


  “There’s too many,” Sandra said, squinting in the dark. “I can barely see.”


  Max saw nothing but imagined well that his wife suffered from the many ghosts of a graveyard. He wanted to push her to find the one they had followed but kept silent. She didn’t need him to bug her about the obvious.


  “This way, I think,” Sandra said, picking up her pace while shielding her eyes with her hand.


  As they walked, Max read the name, dates, and epitaphs off several graves. From his research he recognized many of them. Joseph Harris (1821-1883) The Lord is my Shepard. William Whitt (1900-1923) Innocence Taken Early Will Shine In Heaven. Rebecca Burman (1818-1890) A Light in Our Days. Eve Hull (1750-1837) Tucker Loved Her.


  Max paused to read the marker again. So Eve had chosen Tucker after all. Only something must have happened to bring her home. No way would the Moravians bury her here if she was still married to a magic dabbling sinner.


  “Honey? Can you see the ghosts?”


  Max looked up at Sandra, surprised to see the concern on her face. “No. Only Drummond. Why? What are they doing?”


  “The one we’re following—it stopped here.”


  With a nod to the grave, Max said, “That’s why.” He let out a long breath. “I suppose I’ll be digging quite a lot tonight.”


  “Max,” she said, a sudden tremble in her voice that tightened around Max’s neck and shoulders.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Stepping back with her hand gesturing to the air in front of Max, she said, “The ghost. It’s reaching toward you.”


  “Tell it to stop.”


  “Stop it! Please,” she said, her eyes glistening. “It won’t listen.”


  A scraping, shuffling sound rolled in. They both peered back toward the street. A dark figure approached, dragging one foot behind, clearly disoriented but determined.


  “It’s him,” Max said.


  “Run. Go. This ghost looks mean. I think it’s going to do something bad. I think—”


  But Max did not move. He watched the emptiness before him, wondering what it wanted with him. Why bring him all the way out here and show him the grave, if it only had wanted to harm him? Why approach slowly, cautiously, if it only had wanted to attack? “It’s okay, honey,” he said, knowing he sounded weak and unsure. “I think it wants to help us some more.”


  “You can’t see this thing. Run!”


  Max heard the shuffling from behind and felt the air in front of him grow cold. Don’t be an idiot, he thought. He turned away, reached for Sandra’s hand, and pushed off his feet but running away did not occur. Instead, he felt ice break into the back of his skull.


  “Max!”


  He faced Sandra, and before he could wonder what had caused her ghastly countenance, he saw the ghost. It floated next to him, wore a suit, tie, and derby from the late-1800s. Its face had rotted away leaving behind a skull with bits of stringy skin hanging from its jaws like seaweed from an ancient wreck. And it had its hand thrust into Max’s head. The cold spreading throughout Max’s brain brought sharp flashes of pain.


  “Stop it!” Sandra screamed at the ghost, but it did not budge. “Max! Max! What’s it doing to you? Are you okay?”


  Max looked back toward the man that had been pursuing them. As he turned his head, he saw the blinding light of thousands of ghosts. “I can see them,” he said. “This hurts, but I can see them all.”


  As his ear began to freeze, Max tried to focus on the book. The ghost had helped them get this far, maybe this ‘sight’ it had given him was also meant to help. Hurry, his cold brain implored.


  Awestruck by the multitude of transparent figures floating throughout the graveyard, Max could not stop gawking—even as the cold and throbbing pain reached downward toward his chest, even as the man bent on killing them came closer. Like a grand masked ball, there were people of all ages dressed in all forms of clothing from the eighteenth century to present day. A young couple strolled hand in hand as if on a Sunday afternoon. A bent man hugged another man with a loud welcome. They all moved with grace like swans in morning fog.


  “Max!” Sandra said, snapping him back.


  The book. He scanned the nearest ghosts, hoping one of them carried it. The hand stuck in his head pushed him to the ground so that he looked upon Eve Hull’s grave. He started digging around the edges, the stone cold to the touch—or perhaps his fingers had just gone numb, he couldn’t tell.


  “Hurry,” Sandra said, knelling beside him to help dig.


  The ghost that held him tugged and pushed. Max ignored these encouragements—he moved as fast as he could and no amount of pressure from a ghost would change that. He glanced up at the approaching man. “Damnit,” Max said, turning toward the ghost, the pain in his head firing high at the movement. “Instead of hurting me, get your friends to stop that guy.”


  As he turned back, he saw at least ten, maybe twenty, ghosts soar toward the man—arms outstretched. As they prodded the man, slipping their hands into his head, arms, legs, stomach, and chest, the man convulsed with each attack. He fought against this invisible assault, forcing himself several steps forward. More ghosts flew in creating a blinding white light centered on the man. In the end, he turned away and scuttled from the cemetery.


  As Max turned back to the grave, the cold spreading over his stomach, he saw a ghostly outline inside the grave next to Eve Hull’s. It was a glowing rectangle—like a book. He opened his mouth but no sound came out. He pointed but Sandra did not see his shaking hand.


  When he fell to his knees, she looked up. “Enough!” she said. “You’re going to kill him. Let him go. We’ll find the book. Just let him go.”


  The ghost turned its hand more and Max groaned. Sandra stood and with a sound colder than Max’s body felt, she said, “Let go of my husband.” When the ghost did not move, she pulled back a fist and smashed the ghost in the stomach. It fell back and disappeared but not before uttering a shocked cry.


  With a gulp of air as if he had been drowning, Max doubled over. Warmth flushed his body and every nerve tingled as if it had fallen asleep. “How … did you … do that?” he said through gasps.


  Sandra smiled with bewildered excitement. “I figured if they can touch us—”


  Max looked around but now only saw darkness. “Is it still here?”


  “Yes, but it doesn’t seem to be doing much. They’re all just standing around waiting. I think I’ve freaked them out a little.”


  “Come here. This grave. The book is here. That’s what the ghost wanted to show us.”


  Exhausted, but excited as well, Max and Sandra dug around the edges of the stone. Their fingers dirtied with the muddy ground, but they did not stop. Sweat mingled with drizzle, but they did not stop. They had been through too much that night to stop over such minor matters as discomfort.


  When they had dug beneath the stone, Max gripped it with the tips of his fingers and lifted. Straining, he pulled the stone from the sucking ground. Sandra grabbed on from the other side and pulled. The gravestone lifted a little bit, but its weight threatened to bring it right back down. With a low grunt, Max lifted harder, getting one foot underneath him and pushing upward. The ground emitted a loud slurp and the stone broke free, sending a wave of warm air upward. It smelled bad, but bad odors were among their least concerns.


  Sitting in the middle of the mud square that marked where the stone had been was a wrapped package. Neither Max nor Sandra moved at first. Stunned by the simple object that had caused so much trouble, Max felt a wave of guilt rush over him like he had when he was a kid and broke the law by stealing a comic book. He looked around the empty cemetery, half-expecting to see the police come zooming in with flashing reds and blues.


  “Take it,” Sandra said. “Take it and let’s get out of here.”


  Max snatched the package and tucked it under his coat to protect it from the drizzle. Like a child anxious to receive a reward, he hurried his steps, clutching the package close to his stomach, protecting it like a baby. It pressed against his skin with a warm touch and the smell of decay drifted toward his nose as they headed back.


  Though both wanted to get to the car and leave Old Salem, they took a long route around to continue avoiding Main Street. A car drove by—the lonely sound of its motor in the quiet night reached them long after it had passed. When they arrived at the small Salt Street lot and saw their car sitting under the large tree where they had left it, Max felt both relief and worry. Sandra gripped his hand.


  They stood across the street, watching the car, wondering if the man who had assaulted them watched it, too. With water dribbling off of Max’s head, his body cold except for the warmth of a package torn from the grave, his bones aching from the night’s exertions, part of him just wanted to walk home. The hell with this moron. But the idea of walking for miles, of taking hours before he could safely open what rested against his stomach, was more than he could stand.


  “Damn,” he said, walking to the car with a firm step and a defiant scowl. Sandra came behind, de-activated the alarm, and unlocked the doors before they reached the car.


  Once inside, Sandra drove off, not waiting for either of them to settle in, put on a seatbelt, or even open the package. She let out a long sigh dotted with chuckling. Then she reached above, flicked on the interior light, and said, “Well, go on. Let’s see if this was worth it.”


  With careful motions, Max produced the package and unwrapped it. A journal—a leather-covered journal. The smell of old age and forgotten times wafted over him as he opened it to the first page.


  “Oh,” he said.


  “What?”


  “This isn’t Hull’s journal.”


  “What? No. That can’t be,” Sandra said, her eyes welling.


  “It’s okay. Really. Maybe even better. This journal belongs to Stan Bowman.”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three

  


  Max settled into his desk chair like an injured dog—slow, cautious, and whimpering. Every bit of skin, muscle, and bone throbbed. Every motion, every glance, every sound pulsed pain through his head far exceeding the worst hangover of his college life. Wrapped in a blanket while his clothes dried over a chair, he sipped a little of the whiskey Drummond had provided, turning his whimpers into less embarrassing grumbles.


  “Enough of your whining; what’s in the journal?” Drummond asked as he paced the room.


  Sandra eased in the other dry chair, also wrapped in a blanket, also sipping Drummond’s whiskey. She leaned her head back, closed her eyes, and would have fallen asleep if not for her own intense curiosity over the journal.


  Max yawned. It was close to four in the morning, and his body reminded him for the hundredth time that night, he was no longer a young man. All-nighters of any variety were a thing of the past.


  “Let’s see,” he said as he opened the journal. Its distinctive, earthy odor lifted into the air as he turned the pages. “You gotta be joking.”


  “What’s wrong?” Drummond asked.


  “No dates,” Max said, skimming page after page. “Not a single date is recorded. What kind of nitwit writes a journal without dates?”


  Sandra smiled. “The kind that only writes it for himself. I hate it when people date their entries as if expecting that someday when they die, the public will cry out to know about their lives and all that crap. Nobody cares about that stuff. He wrote this for himself. And that’s good for us. It means we’ll get the unvarnished truth as he saw it.”


  Drummond pointed to Sandra. “You are a bright, bright lady. I’m telling you, sweetheart, if you weren’t married and I wasn’t dead—”


  “I’ll keep that in mind.”


  “Here,” Max said. “Yeah, listen to this one—‘It’s been a long time since I’ve written in this thing. Part of me thought I was done with it. I thought I didn’t need this old book anymore. Guess some things never finish. They just hang in the back of your head waiting for a chance to spring alive again. The war was like that. I’m done with it. Served my time, did a good job, and gave up good use of a leg in the process. Damn Krauts took my leg. And I’m thinking I’m finished, it’s over for me, nothing more to do with it. But some things just never die. I don’t think a single one of us will ever be done with this war. We’ll be in our eighties, walking with canes, and we’ll still be living the whole nightmare over and over. And to prove this, I merely have to think about today. Mr. William Hull dropped by with RJR himself. They walked in like two noblemen come to look at the serfs. For the first time in my life I thought I might know what a negro feels like. I think some others felt it too. Especially Artie Thompson. After the two kings left, one of the black boys who tries to pick up a few bit helping with trash and such came in. Artie hollered on and on, spit on the boy, and kicked him a few times until the tike ran off. But that’s not the thing. The thing was Hull.”


  “Skip all this,” Drummond said. “Somewhere in the back there should be papers or drawings or something like this curse on the floor.”


  Max skimmed through the final ten pages. Then he went backward until he reached the spot he had read from. With a gentle shake of his head, he closed the book and said, “Sorry. It’s not here.”


  “It has to be.”


  “This is Stan Bowman’s journal. Your curse must be in Hull’s or the witch’s, if either of them even kept a journal.”


  “Damnit!” Drummond swiped his hand through the clothes drying on the chair, knocking a few to the floor.


  Setting her mug on the desk with a hard thump, Sandra bent over to pick up the fallen clothes. She said, “Read some more. Bowman knew Hull, right? Maybe there’s something in there that will help us find Drummond’s—”


  “That’s right. She’s right. Read more. Come on.”


  Max re-opened the journal, snapping the pages as he found his place. Drummond hovered behind, his eagerness wrapping around Max like a python. “A little space, please,” Max said. Drummond muttered as he drifted toward the door. “Thank you. Now, here it is. ‘The thing was Hull. I’d never met the man before today. I’d heard about him, of course, and like many big names, he did not match his celebrity. He struck me as a priss. To be fair, I didn’t think too highly of him before any of today happened. He used his influence to avoid serving. How can you respect a man like that? Anyway, there he was acting as if he were better than the rest of us and he starts looking over the Krauts. And here’s where today got real weird. I swear he recognized one of them. He doggone knew one of those Krauts for sure. I have no doubt. And the Kraut knew him. They locked eyes for just a second, but I saw it. So, the real question now is what do I do about it?’”


  “Well, well,” Drummond said. “I smell blackmail.”


  “You see the worst in everybody,” Max said.


  “Occupational hazard.”


  “‘I called on Hull today. That must have given his staff a fit or two, crappy little nothing like me just walking up to his gate. They were all ready to throw me out but I told them they’d lose their jobs if they didn’t see that William Hull read my letter. There was just enough conviction in my voice that they weren’t sure what to do. So, they did what any fearful staff does—they hedged their bets. One took the letter to Hull while the other glared at me and waited for the merest sliver of a signal to pound me into the dirt. Less than five minutes later, I was sitting in Hull’s office. The letter said that I saw the look between him and the Kraut. That was it. Simple and direct. I was nervous going in there. Not everyday you try to blackmail a multi-millionaire.’”


  “Told you so.”


  Drummond’s crowing rattled Max’s ears, sending another splitting ache through his head. “Great,” Max said. “You’re gifted at predicting the evils within men’s hearts. Can I continue now? ‘I know it was a bad thing to do but we’re just getting our feet back on the ground, and to give Annabelle more than just getting by money. To be able to buy her a nice coat or even (I can’t believe I can even consider writing this down) to buy her jewelry, it’s just too much to turn away. Besides, Hull don’t need all that money. He can spare a little and still live like a spoiled king.’ He goes on for a few pages ranting and cursing about Hull.”


  Max poured more whiskey in his mug. Drummond said, “Hey, go easy. That’s all I have.”


  “You’re dead, remember?”


  “It’s still mine. I like to have it around.”


  Turning the page, Max read on, “‘Annabelle is asleep and I’m sitting here writing and in my coat pocket is a check for more money than I can even think about and now I’m saying the hell with all of them. I’m going to do what the government paid me to do for the last few years. Not exactly but close enough.’”


  “Man,” Sandra said, “this guy is a piece of work. He can justify anything. Blackmail, torture. What’s next?”


  With a far-off gaze, Drummond said, “Let’s just hope he didn’t write in detail about that. I’ve seen the end result of his handiwork. We can skip those details.”


  Sitting up in his chair, his drying hair matted against his forehead, Max said, “Listen to this: ‘I’ve done it. The bastard Kraut is sitting here in front of me as I write this. I can’t believe it. It was so easy. I rented this place with Hull’s money, and nobody is going to bother us.’ There’s a break and then he writes …”


  “What? What does he write?” Drummond asked.


  Max swallowed against his nausea. “Details,” he said.


  “Skip ahead.”


  “Please,” Sandra added.


  While Max tried to avoid various combinations of words like ‘inserted the rod into his intestines,’ Drummond resumed his pacing. Sandra said, “It’s a good thing you’re a ghost. We’d have no carpet left.”


  Drummond ignored her. “When I was on this case, we never were able to trace the money Bowman used to finance his torture chamber. Mostly he paid in cash, but this says he paid for it all with blackmail money, and that Hull gave the initial payment by check.”


  “So, how come there’s no record?”


  “And why did Bowman take a check at all? He’s not brilliant but he never struck me as a dumb man. Why would he leave any kind of a paper trail?”


  Sandra yawned. “Maybe he knew from the start there wouldn’t be a paper trail.”


  “The bank,” Drummond said. “I’ll bet if we look a little deeper into Bowman’s bank we’ll find it was owned in some large part by William Hull. He could make the trail disappear with relative ease. Whatever was going on with that look, whatever was worth paying off Bowman to keep secret, Hull must have planned to fix the paper trail as well. And it’s got to be far easier fixing it when the paper belongs to your own bank.”


  “He gets pretty nuts near the end,” Max said as he turned another page. “It all becomes jumbled rambling. He thinks Annabelle is cheating on him. ‘All the time I catch her looking away from me, wracked with guilt. And she stares at me too. She stares and stares and stares as if I’m going to jump up and yell that yes I am the man! I am the one! The scourge who has kidnapped and tortured five German POWs. Look on me with disgust, disdain, dis­whatever­the­fuck­you­want! I am all you hate! So go off and fuck whoever you’ve got! But she’ll get no satisfaction from me. And I’ll find out, don’t worry about that, I’ll find out who she’s seeing.’”


  Sandra said, “Sounds pretty out there.”


  Drummond grunted. “You think she really was cheating on him? That’d be great.”


  “It would?”


  “Well, not for him, but for us. Her lover might still be around. It’s a lead.”


  “But we don’t know who he is.”


  “Not yet.”


  “Wow,” Max said. “Listen here: ‘Hull came by tonight. I was chiseling out Günther’s incisors and then there’s Hull standing behind me. He blows on and on about how what I was doing was wrong. But he wasn’t there. He never fought against these bastards. Money kept him from serving a day in the war. I got no money. My leg is worthless. But I got these POWs, so I’m not stopping. It’s the only thing that gets me through the day. Hull said I’d go to Hell for all this. Probably. But I’m doing it anyway.’ That’s it. No more entries.”


  “He must’ve disappeared after that,” Drummond said.


  “Well,” Max said, “at least you know what happened. Or most of it, anyway.”


  Sandra collected their mugs and cleaned them in the bathroom sink. “You know,” she said, “I still don’t understand why all this cursing business happened. So what if Drummond was closing in on Hull? There was no paper trail. Hull bought off Annabelle with a stock option. He covered his tracks except for this journal. Right? Whatever Hull’s big secret was, he had buried it fine. And what does it matter now? I mean why was somebody trying to stop us tonight from finding this thing?”


  “Honey,” Max said as she stepped back into the office. Taylor leaned in the hall doorway, sopping wet, bruised and bleeding, and holding a handgun. “I think we’re about to have an answer.”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four

  


  Sandra edged towards Max. “You?” she said. “You’re the guy that’s been after us?”


  “That just takes it all, don’t it?” Drummond said.


  Taylor ran his tongue over a bloody gap in his teeth. “You really think I was just some idiot lackey? You really think I just sat around all day waiting for orders from you? I’ve been working for Hull this whole time.”


  “Well, we knew that,” said Max. “We just didn’t think you’d be—what are you?”


  “I’m a hitman,” Taylor said, kicking at a chair and spitting out blood.


  “More like a wannabe hitman,” Drummond said as he floated behind Taylor and made goofy faces. The gun in Taylor’s trembling hand persuaded Max not to laugh. Sandra, however, took a less tactful approach.


  “So,” she said, “you’re a hitman? Hull hired you to kill us? I don’t think so. I mean if that were true, we would’ve been dead awhile ago. You’ve been in this office for a long time. You had plenty of opportunities to do away with us.”


  “I was ordered to watch you.”


  “That I believe.”


  Taylor stepped forward, letting the gun lead him. “Shut up, bitch. I’m going to take care of you two and Mr. Hull will know then just who he can count on.”


  Max spoke up. “Hull doesn’t know you’re doing this?”


  “I’m going to solve his problem with you.”


  “On behalf of my wife, I take back everything she said. You are a brave man.” Max looked right at Drummond and tilted his head toward Taylor. Drummond contorted his face into another silly expression. “After all, you know better than us just how terrifying Hull can be. You know how powerful he is. And I’m sure you know how specific he is in his orders. Yet in spite of all of that, you’re still willing to take this matter on yourself. You’re making your own decision regardless of how it may go against Hull’s wishes. That’s seriously brave.”


  “He’ll promote me, he’ll be so happy,” Taylor said, but doubt covered his face. Again, Max tried to signal Drummond, and this time Drummond looked in the direction Max nodded, then shrugged.


  “If he’s happy, you’re absolutely right—probably. Of course, if you’re wrong, if he had you watching us so that he could learn something important or maybe choose a specific moment to hurt us, then you’ve screwed things up for him. That’s a ballsy decision you’ve made. I admire your willingness to take the chance.”


  Spitting more blood, Taylor said, “Stop that. You just shut up. I know what I’m doing. Hull needs good thinkers, good soldiers, and best is those who can do both. That’s what I’m going to show him right now.”


  “You know, ghosts did that to you,” Max said, once more trying to get through to Drummond. “In the cemetery, when you felt all those cold stabs of pain, those came from ghosts.”


  “What the fuck are talking about now? Just shut up.”


  “I’m merely saying that many people don’t realize just how strong ghosts are, just how much they’re able to interact with our world. People may think they can only move a piece of paper or a book, but they can cause real pain.”


  Drummond’s eyes widened and a malicious grin rose from his lips. With a wink, he made a fist, pulled back, and punched Taylor hard in the ribs. Then everything went crazy.


  Taylor squealed in surprise and dropped the gun. Drummond screamed and flew off clutching his hand. Sandra dove for the gun while Taylor looked upon his empty hand in shock. As Sandra picked up the gun, Taylor gained his senses and kicked her in the side. She rolled over seizing her ribs. At the same time, Max launched from his desk to tackle Taylor. The two men tumbled to the ground, grappling and punching while Drummond crouched in the corner wheezing.


  “That hurt,” he managed to say, but nobody bothered to listen. Sandra struggled for her own breaths of air while Taylor had managed to roll behind Max and get an arm around his throat. Max tried wedging his hand between his throat and Taylor’s arm but the boy’s grip was too tight. He tried elbowing Taylor, and though he made contact, the boy did not loosen his arm. Max’s lungs burned at the lack of oxygen.


  “I’m not such a peon now, am I?” Taylor said. “You think you can defy a great man like Hull? You think you can mess with his people? Well, I’m his people, and this is what you get.”


  When Max saw the ceiling light go dark, he figured the end had come. Then he heard a high-pitched cry and he could breathe again. Taylor shoved him over, and as he strained for air, he saw Taylor rolling on the ground clutching his groin. The ceiling light had not gone out—Sandra had blocked it when she stood and kicked Taylor.


  Her sweet hands rubbed Max’s back for a moment. “You okay, honey? Can you talk?”


  “I feel like dirt,” Max managed.


  “Me, too.”


  “Get the gun.”


  “I got it. Don’t worry. Guess Taylor forgot to put on a new cup.”


  The way her sentence drifted off scared Max. He looked up. Mr. Modesto stood at the door, taking in the disheveled room.


  Despite his pain, Taylor rose to his feet and bowed. “Mr. Modesto. I, well, I’m, um, that is—”


  “Please be quiet,” Modesto said in his rich tones.


  “Yes, sir,” Taylor said, looking younger with every second.


  Modesto offered a hand to help Max, and with it came the rich scent of cologne. Max ignored the hand and, with Sandra’s help, stood. “I think,” Max said, “we can agree that Taylor should no longer be here.”


  “I think we are beyond that.” Modesto lifted his right hand, and two men entered to escort Taylor away.


  “Wait. What’s going to happen to him? Don’t hurt him.”


  “He tried to kill you.”


  “He tried to impress your boss.”


  “Your boss as well.”


  “Not anymore. I don’t think that I can continue to work for him,” Max said, and he could feel Sandra’s tension grow.


  “I see. Then I suppose I’ll have to inform our employer. He will be disappointed.”


  “I’m sure.”


  “Of course, you’ll no longer have access to this office.”


  “I only ask for a few days to pack up.”


  “That should be acceptable. And naturally, our files will remain with us, as will the journal you acquired this past evening.”


  “Journal?”


  “You don’t really believe I’ll let you keep it, do you?”


  Max considered his options and saw fairly fast that, unless he planned to attack Modesto, he had none at the moment. Attacking Modesto did not strike Max as a wise move—satisfying but not wise. Modesto stepped over to the desk, lifted the journal, and placed it in his briefcase, his movements always graceful, always controlled. Then he left, saying over his shoulder, “Good day, Mr. Porter.”


  “Why the hell did you do that?” Drummond said once Modesto had exited.


  “What could I do? He knew we had the journal.”


  “Not the journal, you idiot. Why’d you quit working for Hull? Now you’ve lost this office. And that means I’m stuck here—still.”


  “Don’t get mad at me. You didn’t seem to be doing much good either.”


  “I’ve got a damn foot-long blade of fire cutting through my hand right now thanks to you.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “You’re the one who told me to attack Taylor. Do you know how painful it is to hit somebody in the corporal world?”


  “Like a foot-long blade of fire cutting through your hand?”


  “I swear if it didn’t mean more pain, I’d punch you in the jaw right now.”


  Sandra helped Max back into his chair. “Back off,” she said. “Max has gone through a lot to help you out.”


  “Some help.”


  “He could’ve left you from day one. You’d be a bodiless spirit in the bookcase. He didn’t have to do any of it.”


  “But he did do it, and now he’s got my hopes up and what’s going to happen? Nothing. I’m given the short stick again.”


  “Sorry if I don’t cry, but my husband has risked his life for you. Hell, so have I. And by quitting this job, our lives may be in even more danger.”


  “Exactly,” Drummond said as if everything out of Sandra’s mouth had supported his view. “Call Modesto and apologize for talking so rashly. Get your job back. Maybe Hull won’t try to silence you if he thinks he controls you.”


  “Not likely,” Max said.


  “Then why’d you do it? I don’t get it.”


  “Because I’m angry,” Max said, pushing away at Sandra’s fawning. “All that we went through tonight and the moment that ass walked into this office, I knew he’d be taking the journal. It’s not fair. How are we supposed to do anything good in here when everything is stacked against us? It’s like they brought us down here just to play with us, and I’m tired of it. I just want to go home, get some sleep, leave this place, and move on.”


  Drummond let out a defiant laugh. “You’re only saying that ’cause Modesto showed up. Before that, when you’d thought you’d won the day, you were all smiles. I saw it. You like this. I know. I’ve seen that look many times—half of them while looking in the mirror. Let me tell you something, though. You can’t win every day. Sometimes you’ve got to be humbled a little. The important thing is—”


  “Will you shut up already,” Max said.


  “Hey, I don’t deserve that from you.”


  Sandra threw a towel through Drummond. “Just leave him alone, already.”


  “I’m just saying that—”


  To Sandra, Max said, “Please go home … and start packing.”


  “Okay,” she said, her disappointment obvious.


  Max buttoned on his shirt and stormed out of the office. “I’m going for a walk,” he said, ignoring the chill brought on by his shirt—still damp from the evening’s excursion.


  At least an hour passed, Max did not keep track, when he found himself rambling down Fourth Street for the umpteenth time. When he had started his walk, he was fed-up and anxious to go. However, after he had calmed a bit, he remembered the way Sandra had fallen in love with the area when they first arrived. And now he liked it a lot, too. Winston-Salem was more than just Hull, and he had to admit that he would miss some of this place. If only he had enough strength to turn away that carrot from the beginning. Of course, then he would never have come here. He and Sandra would be wandering somewhere in the Mid-West or the Northeast, struggling to build a life.


  “Some life,” he said—ghosts, witches, graveyards, curses, blackmail, and torture. Yet, the morning air smelled fresher than any he had experienced elsewhere. The people (except for those associated with Hull) were genuinely nice.


  No, it’s none of that. I’m just tired of disappointing Sandra. This move to the South was meant to be their fresh start—his new job, his chance to make it all right. And it’s all just crap, now.


  As the road inclined, Max noticed the sound of a car just behind him—not passing but following. He quickened his pace and tried to get a glimpse of the vehicle in the store window reflections. He saw a dented van with no specific markings. When he turned around the van slowed, inching forward with trepidation. The driver wore a mask. With a sudden motion, the van gunned forward, screeched to a stop in front of Max, and the side door slid open. Two masked men jumped out, grabbed Max, and pulled him inside.


  Just got crappier, Max thought as the van drove off.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five

  


  A rich aroma—cinnamon and burnt incense. The odor was strong enough to wake Max. With the back of his head throbbing in time with his pulse, he opened his eyes. Wolves, bears, and hyenas glared back at him. Wood-carvings. He knew them, too. They were on a rolltop desk—the one that belonged to Dr. Connor.


  He sat in a wooden office chair—his wrists and legs tied to its frame. Every muscle in his body complained, and his eyes threatened to close for a long, relaxing sleep. A man crouched nearby and a woman stood a few feet further away. “Modesto?” Max said, a grim, dry taste in his mouth.


  “I apologize for the rather rough way you were handled, but I did not think you would have come here otherwise,” Modesto said. He had removed his tailored jacket and his sleeves were rolled up like a harried newspaper editor from the 1940s. His disarray frightened Max more than anything else at that moment.


  “I already gave you the journal.”


  “And I thank you.”


  Dr. Connor bent closer to him and said, “You were an easy one. We led you a little down the path and you went for the bait. I thought you’d have been tougher to wrangle, but—”


  “That’s enough,” Modesto said. “I apologize for the doctor as well. She’s a little excited. We’ve been searching for this journal for quite some time. I had always suspected it was in the cemetery, but our employer has a lot of strong feelings when it comes to Moravian cemeteries. And then there was no way to find out which grave. Until we had you find it for us.”


  “What made you think I could do it?”


  “We simply hired you to help us out. We figured that your information would aid us in our search. I never really thought you’d be the one to locate the journal. You’ve never shown yourself to be all that bright. So, this was just a bonus.”


  “This whole job was a setup to find that journal?” Max said. He was about to point out that it didn’t contain Drummond’s curse but held back. Instead, he added, “All this just to protect Hull? From what? A little embarrassment. The guy’s dead now, anyway.”


  Modesto brought his face right in front of Max and studied him. Then he backed away and said, “I don’t think he knows much more. We should be fine.”


  “Then …” Dr. Connor said like a girl awaiting her turn for a pony ride.


  “Yes. You may do with him as you like. Just make sure there’s nothing left to find.”


  With a relieved shudder, she said, “Thank you.” She handed Modesto his jacket. “If you need anything else, of course, I’m always here for you.”


  “We appreciate that.”


  “And I will take care of everything here. Don’t worry.”


  “I never do,” Modesto said and walked away.


  Dr. Connor turned towards Max. “Let’s see now. I still have a little of your blood and hair. What shall I do with it?” She took the seat Modesto had occupied and with a giddy laugh, she folded her hands in her lap. With exaggerated surprise, she said, “Oh, I know, I’ll make a little spell you might be familiar with. It’s called a binding spell.”


  Max stayed silent. He guessed that pleading would gain him nothing, and the idea of spending what little time he had left negotiating with this awful person (let alone begging) did not sit well. Instead, while Dr. Connor mashed various plants in a wooden bowl, Max scanned the room for anything that might help.


  She had a number of sharp implements—some obvious like knives, some less so like a hooked item that reminded Max of a dentist’s pick. The remnants of rope from what they had used to tie him had been piled on the floor. Three candles burned in an ornate holder sitting on the desk. However, nothing could be considered useful unless he got out of the chair.


  “Can I ask you something?” Max said, trying to go with his gut like Drummond.


  “You can ask. I don’t guarantee I’ll answer.”


  “Your grandmother—why did she bind Drummond? I know what you said last time, but seeing as I won’t have time to get Drummond to talk with you, I’m just curious. Was it just a lover’s revenge?”


  After placing another ingredient in the bowl and stirring it up, she said, “A little revenge, yes. I don’t think she was too mad at him, though. She was a wise woman and knew what sleeping with a man like Drummond meant.”


  “Then it was something else?”


  Dr. Connor sniffed the bowl and reeled back. “That’s about right. Maybe a little more of your blood just to be safe.” She walked behind him, and for a second Max thought she would slit his throat. She laughed at his tensed body. “Not yet. You don’t die until the end, when your soul gets bound to this chair. Then I suppose I’ll put the chair on the curb. Let whoever wants it, take it. Or perhaps the garbage men will take it away and you can haunt the dump forever. For now, I just need this.” With a hunting knife, she made a thin cut in Max’s bicep and let his blood drain into the wooden bowl. “That’s better.”


  “So, why bind Drummond when killing him off would have worked better?”


  “That was the backup plan.”


  “Backup? Why would she need a backup plan? Unless, you mean, she didn’t know if it would work?”


  “My grandmother was a fantastic witch. Just because Hull didn’t trust her doesn’t mean she would ever have failed. And the proof is haunting your office.”


  “But if—”


  With the back of her hand, Dr. Connor struck Max. “Be quiet now.”


  Using the blood-soaked mixture from the bowl, she drew a circle around the chair. All the time, she chanted. Max could not understand the language she used. The pungent fumes encircling him and the non-stop chanting flamed the pressures mounting inside him. He hated it, but he could feel tears welling.


  Before he could control himself, he blurted out, “Please, don’t do this. I don’t know anything important. This is just a big mistake. Please—”


  With a sadistic grin, Connor gazed up at him. She never stopped chanting. She never stopped drawing her circle.


  Drummond went through this, Max thought. He saw it as if it was a live performance before him—Hull’s witch performing this same spell, binding Drummond to his office; the incessant chanting; the desperation boiling inside. No wonder Drummond’s so pissed off all the time.


  “Okay, then,” Dr. Connor said as she stepped back. Max thought he saw a little sadness, pity perhaps, creep into her eyes as she appreciated her work.


  “Dr. Connor?” a voice called from behind.


  Dr. Connor scowled as she stepped by Max. He heard a door open. “What is it?”


  “Mr. Kenroy’s insurance company is on the phone.”


  “Again?”


  “They’re disputing last May’s charges and they wish to talk with you.”


  “Tell them I’m busy and that—”


  “I’m sorry, Doctor, but they’re insisting. They said this is the fifth time they’ve called, and they threatened if you didn’t talk with them—”


  “Fine, fine. I’ll be right there. Oh, and tell Mrs. Johnson she’ll have to wait until tomorrow for those curses. My schedule got a surprise booking today.”


  Max waited. He could feel her watching him, feel her pondering what to do, and finally, he heard her close and lock the door with a huff.


  He struggled against his restraints with no success. The idea of hopping to the exit came and went—she would hear, and besides, it was a stupid thought. What would he do once he got there? Hop to freedom?


  He fought to move his legs. His right foot had just a tiny bit of mobility. Looking down, he saw the tip of his foot moving right near the edge of the binding circle.


  Perhaps …


  Wiggling his foot back and forth, he inched the chair closer to the circle but still could not reach it. Muffled sounds of Dr. Connor arguing over the phone reached Max’s ears. He took a deep breath and pushed again with his foot. This time the tip of his shoe touched the powdery substance. Again, wiggling his toe, he made a small break in the circle then worked his way back to his original position.


  It would have to do.


  He did not know for sure if breaking the circle would have any effect on the spell, but he now knew magic and spells were real—so why not other things he had heard growing up? Wasn’t that the way magic circles worked? Break the circle and the spell failed. He hoped so, because even if he had come up with another idea, it was too late. He heard the phone slam down, and a moment later, the door opened.


  As Dr. Connor walked by, she slapped Max in the back of the head. She knelt down in front of him and the circle, flustered but regaining her composure. Max used every ounce of will power not to look at the break in the circle. Each motion of her head jangled his nerves.


  After several deep breaths, she began to chant again. She lit a stick of incense and held it above her head, then made small motions with it over the edge of the circle. “Good-bye,” she said, raising her eyes toward Max with a look both seductive and repulsive. Then she dropped the burning incense onto the powdered circle.


  In the fraction of a second before the explosion, Max saw confusion, fear, and resigned understanding pass over Dr. Connor’s face. Then the blast hit. White light splashed from below and intense heat pushed upward. As Max flew backwards, still tied to the chair, he saw Dr. Connor grasping her face and screaming as the powerful waves shoved her flat.


  The chair broke through the thin, office wall and pulled Max with it. When he hit the hard floor of the broom closet, the chair shattered, as did his right wrist. Despite the tumultuous noise of the explosion, he heard his bones breaking. Then a mop clattered on his head.


  A few seconds passed before he could stand. Holding his right hand close to his chest, he checked the rest of his body for injuries. Just scratches. A hesitant knocking came from the office door.


  “Dr. Connor?” the assistant asked. Her meek voice would have been comical if Max had not come close to losing his life only moments before. “Are you okay?”


  Stepping through the wall (an effort of sheer will considering the pain in his legs), Max saw Dr. Connor sprawled on the floor, face down, smoke whirling through her hair. Fine with him. He stumbled toward the back exit (one he thought he had become too familiar with already) and walked into the parking lot. The morning sun blazed in the sky.


  He headed toward the chain stores figuring public places would keep anybody from moving on him for a while. His wrist cried out for the emergency room. With his good hand, he checked his pocket—still had the cell phone.


  Flipping it open, intending to call Sandra for help, he froze. One missed call, the phone displayed. He tried to convince himself that the trepidation he felt worming through him was only a result of the stresses he had endured in the last two days. The phone call could be from anyone about anything. Yet as he pressed the button to play the voicemail, the feeling intensified.


  “Um, Mr. Porter, this here is Sam. I’ve found the names of those hoods that attacked you. That is, their real names.” As Max listened to Sam speak the second name, everything changed.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six

  


  Leaning against his car across the street from the South Side home he had come to know better than he had ever expected, Max finished wrapping his hand. Although he felt the pressure of time upon every moment, the pain in his hand forced him to stop at the nearest drugstore on his way to this house—that and the insistence of his wife. Now, as he looked upon the dusty Chevy in the driveway and smelled stale flowers in the air, he worried he had made a mistake. The fact that Annabelle Bowman was more involved in all this came as no surprise—Max’s alarm grew from not knowing where her loyalties fell.


  “Keep the car running,” he said to Sandra. “I’m not very welcome here.”


  “I’ll add it to the list.”


  “Cute, honey.”


  “Just be careful.”


  Max approached the house, forcing confidence into his unsure demeanor. As he reached the porch, Annabelle opened the front door. She pointed a crooked finger at him, her red face scrunched in anger.


  “I told you not to come back. Now get the hell away,” she said, spit flying from her small mouth.


  “I’m sorry. I don’t want to upset you—”


  “Then go.”


  “—but we have to talk.”


  “I’m going to call the police.”


  “Just a few minutes and I’ll go.”


  “You go,” she said and turned away. “I’ll get Stan’s shotgun.”


  “I know about Stephen.”


  When Annabelle turned back, her face had fallen and her color drained. Part shock, but Max saw fear, too.


  “I just need a few answers. Then I’ll go. Please.”


  For a blistering moment, Max thought she might faint or simply go catatonic. Instead, she walked deeper in her house, pushing the door slightly open as she left. Max took this as an invitation.


  As he entered, he heard Annabelle call from the kitchen in a soft, dead voice, “Sit down, please. You know where.”


  He went to the small living room and settled on the overstuffed couch he had occupied in the past. Annabelle had the heat on, blowing hard from dusty vents. The hot air, thick with perfume, pressed on him. He wished he could open a window, get some of the cool, Fall air blowing inside, but he did not plan to be there too long—he could endure. When Annabelle arrived, she carried a tray with two glasses of scotch. She drained one glass in three gulps, set it down, and nursed the second glass.


  “What do you want to know about my grandson?” she asked.


  “How long were you having an affair with Hull?”


  She choked a little on a sip of scotch. “Affair? I wasn’t having an affair. And certainly not with that bastard. I hate Hull and all of his people.”


  “But Stephen’s father was born several months after Stan’s disappearance, Stan was convinced you were having an affair, and you received a hefty payoff in stock from Hull.”


  “Stephen’s father is Cal, and Cal is Stan’s son.”


  “But why did—”


  “Young man, shut up, please, and let me talk. You’ll get more of what you want that way. Close the mouth and open the ears—my mother often said that and if nothing else, she was right about that one.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Max said, shrinking a bit in his seat.


  After another sip of her drink, Annabelle said, “When Stan came back from the war, he never was the same. Whatever happened over there haunted him every single day. He never talked about it. Not once. But this tension always simmered right beneath the surface.


  “And then came that day at work with Hull. The change in him was instant. He obsessed over those POWs and Hull and though he tried to keep it all away from me, I had figured out he planned to blackmail Hull. Well, things didn’t go quite as he expected but I guess you know a lot about that by now. And if you don’t, well, it doesn’t really matter.


  “I had become pregnant with Stan’s child. Stan, sadly, had lost all sense of reality. The pressure of what he was doing to those POWs and Hull and memories of the war, I suppose they would call it Post Traumatic Stress nowadays. Back then, shellshock, if they bothered to diagnose it at all. For me, he was paranoid. And I knew he thought I was cheating on him, so I didn’t dare tell him about being pregnant. He probably would have killed me. But I swear I was never unfaithful. I loved that man, and that boy is his.”


  “So when he went missing, he didn’t know?”


  “Never. He died not knowing about his son.”


  “Isn’t it possible he’s still alive? The police never found him.”


  Annabelle shot back the rest of her drink, then shook her head. “I watched him die—completely mad. I knew where he was hiding, and I tried to bring him back to me, tried to talk him into reality again, but it was too late. He took a shotgun and killed himself right before my eyes. Another week and I would have been showing enough for him to see. Maybe that would’ve changed his mind. Who knows? Maybe that would have made him turn that gun on me.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  She shrugged. “I cleaned it all up and buried him, and nobody will find him because nobody’s really looking anymore.”


  “You had Stan’s journal,” Max said, the realization hitting him with surprising force. “That’s why Hull bought you off.”


  “With all the police and media attention, he didn’t dare harm me. So, he bought my silence, and I hid the journal. That should have been the end of it all. But my son, Cal, grew up to be a defiant child. Even from an early age he fought every rule I tried to lay down. When he hit his rebellious teen years, he went for the jugular—he started working for Hull.”


  “Shit.”


  “Don’t swear in my house.”


  “Sorry. What happened?”


  The skin below her right eye quivered as she looked into her past. “I tried to stop him, but he was a teenager and very much like his father. When Stan set his mind to something, no matter how insane, he could not be stopped. Cal had more than a touch of that in his blood.


  “At the time I was furious, and though I couldn’t stop him, I demanded he do one thing for me. I can still hear his impatient ‘What?’ but I held firm. He was to change his name, make sure Hull could not find out who he really was. I told him frankly that if Hull knew he was Cal Bowman, he would end up dead. That much got through. He changed his name. Later, he married and had Stephen. That’s the name I’ve always known my grandson by. Stephen Bowman.”


  “And Stephen works for Hull, too?”


  “Like many surrounding Hull, Cal died under questionable circumstances. But nobody bothered to look into it. So, Stephen picked up where his father left off.”


  Half to himself, Max asked, “Why would Hull put his own men in prison? Surely not for me. That makes worse sense than anything I’ve heard yet.”


  “Hull put Stephen in prison to keep an eye on him and to punish him for acting on his own accord.”


  This perked Max’s attention. “He wasn’t supposed to attack me, was he?”


  “No. He did that to protect me and his secret. And it was a stupid thing to do. I can take care of myself. Besides, it sparked Hull’s interest. He still doesn’t know for sure who my grandson is, but I think he’s starting to become concerned.”


  “So he puts him in jail.”


  Putting her glass on the table with a loud clack, she said, “You are a noisy fool. Now, for the last time shut up. Okay, then. See, my son, my darling little Cal, he didn’t want to worry me with what his real motives were. All this time, I had felt betrayed, and it hurt him so bad but he knew he had to do it that way. If Hull ever found out who he was, Hull would come to me and he would see how angry I was and he would think Cal was truly on his side. But he wasn’t. Cal wanted to find Hull’s journal. That’s what he was after the whole time. He wanted to find out what really happened between Hull and Stan.”


  Max’s muscles tensed as he held his breath. “He found it,” he whispered.


  “No. That’s why his son, my grandson, Stephen took over. And bless his heart, he succeeded.”


  “They really were looking for that journal.”


  “Yes. Your finding Stan’s journal was a mistake. How did you find it anyway?”


  A cold, painful thrust of memory spiked the back of Max’s head. “I had some unusual help.”


  “That’s all there is. Now, you know my dirty secret. Please, don’t tell Hull. For my grandson.”


  “I won’t, but I need you to do something for me.”


  Annabelle’s face turned cold. “What is it?”


  “I need you to call Stephen, arrange for him to meet me. I need to talk with him.”


  “You don’t need me to visit the prison.”


  “I doubt he would talk with me. He tried to kill me.”


  “He wouldn’t have really killed you. He just tried to scare you away from me.”


  “Look, I’ve listened to or read so many sides to this story, and I want the last one. Please.”


  Annabelle frowned as she looked out the window. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll do it. But go now.”


  Max checked the window—a green Ford and a grey Honda had pulled up; the Honda in the driveway and the Ford in front of the house.


  “I’m sorry,” Annabelle said. “I called Hull before I opened the door. I didn’t know you were on my side.”


  “Is there a back door?”


  With a nod, she pointed the way. “I’ll call Stephen. He’ll be waiting.”


  As he hurried down the hall, Max wondered how much more abuse his body could take. His hand throbbed non-stop, his muscles complained from the previous night, and his head ached with the feeling of ten hangovers. He moved like an elderly man as he negotiated the stairs to the backyard.


  When he slid to the side of the house, he could hear Annabelle at the front door. “It’s all okay, gentleman. He’s gone now. I’m sorry to have bothered you. I’m just a foolish old lady.”


  The men said something too soft for Max to hear. Then Annabelle continued, “Come in, please. Have a drink. Oh, well, then have a seat. Let me see, he barged in here, very rude, and forced me to sit over there …”


  While she proceeded to fabricate a tale, Max crouched and duckwalked toward the front. He peeked onto the porch. Nobody. Both men were inside. He looked at both cars. No drivers waiting. Finally, he checked out his car. No Sandra.


  Looking up and down the street, he sought her with fear rising in his throat. As his gaze passed over the car again, he saw movement—her hair. She was scrunched down in the driver’s seat.


  Relief swept Max as he rushed down the sidewalk several houses before crossing the street and then working his way back to the car. When he opened the passenger side door, Sandra jolted and stifled a yelp. She motioned him to stay down but get in, and before he could close the door, she hugged him. Wiping at her eyes, she pulled the car out and drove off in a casual manner though Max could see her pulse pounding on her neck. Pride took over and he kissed her cheek.


  “Where to?” she asked.


  “The prison. It’s just a few blocks north.”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven

  


  Max sat in the functional waiting room, his elbows on his knees, trying to ignore the sideways glances he received from the other visitors. Fluorescent lights turned everything pale. He knew he looked awful—dirty, smelly, bruised, and broken. At least he had Sandra sitting next to him—that made him look less crazy. Just a little longer, he promised himself.


  “Samuels,” a guard called out, and a young, overweight lady went to see her boyfriend.


  Each minute that passed by left more questions for Max to plague his weary brain. What if Annabelle was still with Hull’s men? What if she couldn’t get Stephen to agree to see him? What if she had lied and was informing Hull of everything right this moment? What if … But Max knew that worrisome thoughts would not help him now. The time for over-cautious analysis had ended long ago. He had tested Drummond’s way more than once, but now he had entered Drummond’s world in full—a gut-reaction and from-the-hip world.


  “Spanitti,” the guard called out and waited as a woman assisted an old man into the visitor’s room.


  “I’m sorry, you know,” Sandra said.


  “For what?”


  “The only reason we came down was because of me.”


  Despite the pain, Max shook his head. “No, no. Don’t start that. We came down here together. I screwed things up back in Michigan, I’m the one who couldn’t bend a little for my boss to make it work, I’m the one who stole, and—”


  “And I’m the one who found this job.”


  “What?” A chill covered Max, reaching all the way into his wrapped hand.


  With her hands clutching her purse, Sandra said, “I wanted us out of Michigan, out of that mess, and I wanted you to feel better, confident—maybe even a bit arrogant like you were when we first met. So I started checking around on the Internet. I found out about this opportunity with Hull, but they didn’t actually take job applications. You simply recommended somebody and they said they would look into it if they had an opening, and so, I recommended you.”


  Max brushed away the tears dribbling down her face. “I don’t know what to say. I don’t know whether to be mad or flattered or what.”


  “You can be all of those. Obviously, the plan didn’t work out quite the way I had intended.”


  “Obviously.” Max tried to put this new information in place, but it wouldn’t fit. “Why even tell me this? What good is it?”


  “I’m trying to be truthful. All the little secrets we keep hidden to protect each other, it only ever hurts us. You said we can’t lie anymore, and you’re right. I know you’re mad. I can see it building up, but just know, I did it all out of love. And I’m sorry.”


  Sniffling, Sandra lowered her head. Max put his arm around her, and the warmth of her body against him was the first good sensation in quite some time. He squeezed her shoulder and kissed the top of her head.


  “Porter,” the guard called, but Max didn’t want to let go of the moment.


  As if reading his thoughts, Sandra said, “Go ahead. It’s okay. I’ll be right here when you’re done.”


  Max followed the guard to a desk where he filled out some papers. Then he was taken to a large room teeming with inmates in orange jumpers, all seated with their loved ones, all talking in hushed, urgent tones. Near one of the wide, frosted windows, Max saw a man seated alone. The guard pointed and nodded.


  Stephen Bowman shared a few of his grandmother’s attributes—a similar nose and jaw. The eyes were Annabelle’s as well. The rest of him came from Cal and Stan and whoever was his mother—harsh and angular. He had shaved his head, and Max noted the knife tattooed on the back of his hand.


  “I’m letting you know right now,” he said with a force that spoke of more time in prison than just this most recent stay, “I’m only seeing you because my Grandma asked me to. I got no care what happens to you, so long as it don’t come down on me or her.”


  “Fair enough,” Max said, sitting in a plastic, blue chair on the opposite side of a small table.


  “So what do you want?”


  “Your side of this twisted story, and, depending on what you say, maybe we can help each other out.”


  “Yeah, sure. My side. Listen, man, there are no sides, just the one truth.”


  “And what’s that?”


  “The fact is that Hull screwed over my whole family. He took a good, honorable man, a soldier who fought bravely for this country, and he fucked with his head until the guy couldn’t think straight anymore and he did it to protect his own ass. Then when it all went to shit, he bought off my Grandma and walked away as if nothing happened.”


  “That’s not quite the story I’ve heard.”


  “Well, you don’t have what I have, do you?”


  Max tried to stay calm. “You have Hull’s journal?”


  “You know I do. Why else would you be here talking with me? I’m guessing you figured it out the minute you knew who I was. Well, maybe not that fast. You had to check with my Grandma first. Then, you knew.”


  “I had a hunch you had something on Hull, but I never thought you had his journal.”


  “Well, you ain’t getting it.”


  “I didn’t think I would. But I do need to know what’s in it. It’s important to both of us. I mean, if I could find out who you are, then Hull will have no trouble finding it out, too. He just has to decide to look.”


  “That’s the thing, though, he doesn’t want to look. He’s got no reason to doubt me and start looking.”


  Max gestured around them. “He put you in prison for attacking me. You don’t think that’ll get him curious about you? Make him wonder why you’d want to hurt me? Besides which, doesn’t he know his journal is missing?”


  “Of course, he does. He hired you, didn’t he?”


  “I don’t know which journal he wanted me to find.”


  “Fact is, I joined up with Hull so I could get his journal. That’s it. I mean, I didn’t know it at the time. Back then, I just knew I wanted to hurt the bastard who hurt my family, took my father and Grandpa Stan from me. Understand? I figured I’d get in and just keep my eyes and ears open and one day, I’d find my opportunity. That’s what I was waiting for. A gold opportunity.


  “And it happened. Sitting in a bar, listening to college kids playing trivia games, just minding my business. And then I hear this guy boasting loud right next to me about how he knew the Hull family. Good friends, he says. Made a couple of rude comments about the lady Hulls, got himself some laughs. Right then, I decided I’d beat the guy to a pulp. Get myself some points with Hull. I sat there for two hours listening to this jerk go on and on. I swear he just wouldn’t shut up.


  “Around one in the morning, he finally leaves and I follow him to his car. Then I start bashing him and kicking him and he starts pleading with me. He’s crying right there. I say some cool shit about Hull, and he looks at me hard. Like his whole face changed and he became Mister Cool for just a few seconds. And he says to me, ‘You want something to really give you power?’ He tells me about the journal. Turns out this fool was one of Hull’s little gophers awhile back and he saw the journal. Hull found out and fired his ass.


  “I thanked him for the info and then beat him some more,” Stephen said with a grin.


  Max checked the clock—high on the wall, protected by metal bars. He couldn’t recall how long the guard had said he would have but knew time would run out soon enough. “So, you’ve got the journal now?”


  Stephen pushed Max’s chair with his foot. “It wasn’t easy like that. It took planning, cunning, some real smart work. But yeah, I got it.”


  “Have you read it?”


  “Not much else to do around here.”


  “And?”


  “And Hull was a dick just like I thought,” Stephen said, his face reddening as he puffed up his chest. A guard at the door looked over, ready to pounce if Stephen grew any more agitated. Stephen waved at the guard and formed a twisted smile. Then he lowered his voice and said, “When Grandpa Stan went to Hull to blackmail him, do you know what really happened? He refused to pay. He said nobody blackmails a Hull. Then he turned the whole thing around. He offered my dad all the blackmail money plus more if my dad would do a small job.”


  “The POW,” Max said.


  “Damn right. He wanted a specific one, Günther Scholz, and he wanted it covered up well, so he used Grandpa Stan’s nuttiness against him. He paid to have the POWs captured and tortured. Just three of ’em. The one he wanted and two he didn’t even know. But Grandpa Stan still struggled with the war and all, and this whole thing just snapped him. He hurt way more than just three. And, of course, he took his life, too. It’s all laid out in that journal.”


  “Are you sure about that name. Günther Scholz?”


  “Yup. That’s the name. Strange thing, though. Hull gloats about all of this, except he doesn’t say why that one POW made a difference anyway. I mean who was this dude who was so damn important that Hull had to screw Grandpa Stan over, wreck my family’s life, and send me on a path that led here?”


  “I don’t know,” Max said, but he kept trying to recall the names he had seen on that transfer slip. He thought Günther was not on it. An idea had formed that he suspected might be right; however, with the remaining time, he had a more urgent line of thought to pursue. “I’m going to try to help us both out here.”


  “Oh, are you?”


  “Listen to me, please. You are not in a safe position just because you have the journal. But you can be. Together we can guarantee our safety.”


  “Nobody’s safe, man. Nobody,” Stephen said with an all-knowing smirk on his face. “You find some way to get rid of Hull, there’ll be some other bastard taking his place. Fuck, our own government is the worst one of all. At least with Hull, I know who I’m dealing with.”


  “That’s fine, if it’s just you. But your Grandma is involved in all this, too.”


  Stephen’s mouth tightened into a thin line. “You stay away from her.”


  “I’m not trying to bother her, but like you, I’ve got to protect those I love. And right now, you and her are standing in my way. But we can do it all different. The problem for both of us is Hull. So, if we work together, we can solve our problem.”


  “I’m listening.”


  “I need something that’s in that journal. Not the journal, itself. I promise I won’t take that from you. In fact, it’s in both our interest for you to keep hold of that. But I do need a page, a single page.”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight

  


  The green Ford idled just outside the prison. As Max and Sandra exited, its driver straightened and woke the man next to him. Max, however, did not head for his own car. This time, he walked straight toward the Ford. He thought they might drive away, but the closer he came to them, the more he understood that they were no longer trying to hide their interest in him. The driver’s side window rolled down, and Max saw a muscular man who would have looked right at home in the prison Max had just left.


  “Mr. Porter,” the man said as he exhaled cigarette smoke, “we’ve been looking for you.”


  Max peered in the car and saw the other man, this one chubby but strong. “I want you to deliver a message to Modesto,” Max said, impressing himself with his sturdiness of voice.


  “Tell him yourself. We’re here to escort you and your wife to see Mr. Modesto.”


  “No.”


  The chubby one unbuckled his seatbelt. “Looks like I get to do something after all.”


  Max knew he had only a few seconds left before these fools would stuff him in the car. “I have what Modesto wants. You guys try to hurt me or my wife, and he’ll never get it. Tell him now. Call him up. You can see I’m not running. Heck, I’m the one who approached you, right? So, call him. Tell him I want to meet with him.”


  Chubby, his hand on the door, looked to Smoker for guidance. Smoker drummed his fingers on the steering wheel while he strained his gray matter. “Okay. Jack’s going to help you wait, though, just in case you change your mind.”


  With more relish than he should have displayed, Jack, the chubby fellow, opened the car door, walked around the front, and stood behind Max and Sandra with his arms crossed over his chest. Sandra inched closer to Max, and her presence gave Max a slight comfort. He hoped he offered her some peace as well.


  Smoker flipped open a cell phone and made the call. Less than a minute later, he said, “Okay, Porter, what do you want?”


  “Tell him to come to my office in about two hours. We’ll deal then.”


  Smoker relayed the message. “Done. Mr. Modesto wanted me to assure you that if for any reason you fail to deliver what you say you have or you try to run, the order to bring you in unharmed will be rescinded.”


  “I kind of figured that.”


  “And we’re still going to be following you.”


  “I kind of figured that, as well.”


  “Don’t try anything stupid.”


  “No, I won’t. I’m just going to the library to do some last minute research. Then we’re going to the office to meet your boss. That’s it.”


  As Max and Sandra walked back to their car, Max kept calm. Sandra, however, had enough agitation for them both. “What are you doing? You don’t have anything to give him.”


  “Honey, trust me. I’ve got this one covered.”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine

  


  Upon entering the office, Max discovered a thrilled ghost, bubbling and chatty. It was the most frightening experience Max ever had with Drummond.


  “Thank goodness you’re okay,” Drummond said and he flew around the room with nervous energy. “I mean I knew when you called Sandra that you were okay, but after they took you, well, I just started thinking about all of this and how I really got you involved and all that. I’m sorry. Really. I don’t want you getting killed on my account. Oh, crap, look at your hand. They tortured you. I tell you if I wasn’t stuck in this room, I’d be right out there helping you out. I mean it. I think you’re okay, and I’m telling you, you need to have some backup. You can’t go charging into a criminal’s home—”


  “Drummond,” Max said. “Be quiet.”


  “That’s a real nice thing to say. I’m just trying to let you know I was concerned and you’re putting me down.”


  “Modesto’s on his way,” Max said. To Sandra he added, “Help me move this desk.”


  “Modesto?” Drummond said. “Why’s he coming? The bastard already took the journal.”


  The desk scraped the floor, making a grating, high-pitched tone, but they managed to get it pushed toward the back wall. The binding curse marking the floor could now be seen in its entirety. In the center of the circle the four-headed snake bared its bloody mouth. The creature looked in all directions, promising to see all things at all times. It was disturbing, and Max tried to put it out of his mind even as he walked over the image.


  “What’s going on?” Drummond asked.


  “We need to clean up as much as possible. I don’t want anything that could be used as a weapon sitting around.”


  As Sandra picked up a few items, the old Drummond tones returned. He stood in front of Max, and said, “What the hell are you doing cleaning up for Modesto? You’re not making any sense. What happened to you?”


  “I need a lighter,” Max said.


  Sandra looked around in her purse. “I haven’t got one.”


  “Drummond, is there a lighter in here or matches?”


  “You tell me what I want to know, and I’ll tell you what you want to know.”


  With the same strong tone he had used with the men in the green Ford, Max said, “If you want be stuck in this office for all eternity, then keep standing in my way.”


  “Fine,” Drummond said and with a petulant grimace, he pointed to the bookshelf. “The book next to the one with the whiskey—two cigars and matches.”


  “Thank you. Now, relax,” Max said as he retrieved the matchbox and placed it on the desk. “Everything’s going to be fine.”


  “Then tell me—”


  “No. Not you. Not even Sandra. I don’t want Modesto even getting a hint of what I’ve done or what I’m going to do until I tell him.”


  “Son of a bitch, you’ve got something on him, don’t you? You’re going to stick it to him.”


  “Just be here and be ready.”


  “I ain’t going anywhere, and I’m always ready.”


  Max let the comment stand as he wiped down the desktop. “Watch the window. Let us know when he arrives.”


  “Will do,” Drummond said, his excitement palpable.


  Using every last drop of strength, Max attempted to maintain a positive, confident, and winning attitude, though he knew the coming moments might hold the highest risk of anything he would ever do. If Modesto called his bluff, the whole thing would end with their deaths. He had no doubt. But he also believed the bluff was just powerful enough, with just enough proof to give it merit. They had a truly good chance of making it work out.


  “He’s here,” Drummond said.


  “Damn, he’s early.”


  Sandra said nothing as she sped up her cleaning. “You can stop,” Max said. “This’ll have to do. You just stand back there, lean against the wall, and trust me.”


  “I do,” she said. “If I look worried, it’s not because I don’t trust you. It’s because I can see on your face just how dangerous whatever you’re planning is going to be.”


  “I’m only going to talk. Lay out a few facts, and nothing more. Modesto’s a logical man. He can understand basic reasoning.”


  Before any more words could be exchanged, Max saw Modesto’s silhouette grow in the door’s frosted glass. The door opened and in walked Modesto. He looked awful. Wrinkles marked his shirt as being at least a day old, his skin glistened with sweat, and the pressure Hull had placed upon him registered in the deep lines on his face. He also looked determined—this meeting would be the end, his eyes said. That stern gaze, more than anything else, gave Max both hope and fear.


  Max watched Modesto, ready for any threat. At length, Modesto said, “Are we just going to stand here, or do you plan on telling me what you want for the journal?”


  “You found Hull’s journal?” Drummond asked.


  “I don’t want anything for the journal. I’m not giving it to you.”


  Modesto noticed a spot on his shoe, bent down, and rubbed at it. “You really are an idiot. I always thought you were just being blinded by greed or love for your wife or something normal like that, but to stand here and start playing this kind of game with a man like Mr. Hull—you’re a fool.”


  “You don’t think I know him? Let me tell you a few things. See, even after I’d put together most of the pieces of Stan Bowman’s unfortunate final years, it wasn’t until a little bit ago that I finally got it all.”


  “And now you think you know everything.”


  “I know enough. I know all about how Hull was responsible for driving Stan insane, how he pushed Stan to torture those POWs, and how he bought off Annabelle’s silence. That’s nothing new to you, though. But a few things gnawed at me. Why, for example, did you really hire me? How was I connected to all this? And why did you help me get those boys arrested when you had to have known that one of them was Stephen Bowman?”


  Drummond’s mouth formed an O, and he said, “Who the hell is Stephen Bowman?”


  “I can understand,” Max continued, “how Hull might’ve overlooked Bowman—just another cog in his machine. But the idea that you might? There’s no way you would hire anybody for Hull’s company without doing a thorough check. You knew that kid was Stephen Bowman. But I’m getting ahead of myself.”


  “May I sit?” Modesto asked as he noticed Sandra standing in the back.


  “No,” Max said. “The first question that we have to address is why did Hull want those POWs tortured. It’s perhaps the most crucial question because everything else, including me, flows from that. See that’s what I missed at first. I was too busy dealing with the details that I forgot the bigger questions. You’ll have to forgive me, though. I’m new to this side of things.”


  Drummond snorted. “Savor this moment, pal. I can tell the way you’re talking, you’ve got something on him. Savor this. It’s this very moment that always made my job worthwhile.”


  Taking a few steps closer, Max went on. “The bigger questions. That’s what this is about. And that requires a bigger viewpoint—one that stretches across centuries even. When I saw that, it started making more sense.


  “Tucker Hull. The founder of this whole clan. The one who left the Moravians to create his own version of religion—a sort of shadow Unitas Fratrum. Very secretive. You guys have gone to incredible lengths to remove as much mention of you as you could find. Hull never wanted anybody to know anything about him. Especially after he married Eve Hull. Especially after she taught him about witches and magic. Hull never wanted anybody to know that he used evil forces to gain wealth and to destroy those in his way. But, of course, you can’t become as wealthy as the Hull family and leave no trace behind. And there were those pesky journals. Stan’s was out there somewhere, and you needed to get it into your possession. The Hull journal, however—I’m guessing that every patriarch in this family has continued writing in that one. It’s the only real record of your organization and your crimes.”


  Modesto slouched as his face took on a queasy appearance.


  Max continued, “So what about those POWs? Stan said he noticed an odd look of recognition between one of them and Hull. That’s why he tried the blackmail route. And he was right. There was recognition. The POW was a German named Günther Scholz. Now the Moravians, the branch that led to Tucker Hull living in North Carolina, well they’re the German Moravians. William Hull knew of the Schulz family name and when he learned that Günther was being brought over to help make cigarettes, he used his witch to set up a meeting with Günther. He had seven POWs sent to the Reynolds factory in Winston-Salem and arranged to have a tour of the factory the same day. They shared a look, but it told Hull all he needed to know. He had been noticed as more than just a good businessman. Günther saw the leader of the cult who perverted his religion. Of course, Hull couldn’t just kill the man. Too much attention gets wrapped up in a murder. So, he used Stan to eliminate the possibility of being revealed. When Stan lost it, he tried to stop the whole thing, but the kidnappings had drawn too much attention. It was too late. That’s why Hull couldn’t get rid of Annabelle. If she had met up with an accident, the press would’ve really started digging. And protecting your little cult is everything. So, instead, he bought her off.


  “But that was a long time ago, and I suspect William Hull is dead. The Hull in charge now is trying to get back to the world of anonymity that his family has cultured and enjoyed for so long. And that is what this is all about. Secrecy.”


  Modesto shook his head in disbelief, but his hard face told Max the strikes were hitting close to the heart. “This is absurd,” Modesto said. “If the Hull Group wanted secrecy so badly, why on Earth would they hire you to come look into the Moravians? It makes no sense.”


  “Because you needed to find that journal, and you wanted to test how secure your secrets were. You figured that if I couldn’t find out anything about Hull, then the average person not even looking, or maybe some gung-ho reporter, nobody like that would ever find out. And then even if I never found a single thing about Hull, you were planning on doing away with us. Let the witch practice a few spells, perhaps. Get rid of every thread that led to Hull. Isn’t that right? No need to answer. For now, there is one question that still bothers me. Perhaps you’ll help.”


  “To this ridiculous—”


  “I just can’t figure out why you had Stephen Bowman arrested. On the one hand, you were trying to ease my mind, keep me focused, but that’s not enough. You could have killed him, gotten the journal, and made up any story you wanted to satisfy me. Why put him in jail?”


  Anger, or perhaps burned pride, swept across Modesto like an unforeseen squall. “Kill you, kill him—you’re awfully quick with murder, Mr. Porter. We, however, are not. We are not thugs. We are not miscreants. And we are certainly not criminals. We merely appreciate a deep level of privacy, and for that, we are willing to go to great lengths.”


  “Is that what the witchcraft is all about? Great lengths?”


  “There was never the intention of killing Stephen Bowman,” Modesto said, his fists clutched white. “I had him put in jail so you would not get hurt and so you would not find him. You just couldn’t let it lie, though. You had to keep digging.”


  “It’s my job.”


  “How smug you are now. I assure you that even if we don’t kill people with the casualness you suggest, we do know ways to make you pay dearly for threatening us.”


  “I have no doubt.”


  This caused Modesto to pause. “Then why do this? You’ve been running around the city for over a day. You clearly know the kind of trouble you’re in. What do you get out of it?”


  “The only thing that ever matters—my freedom.”


  “Perhaps you don’t understand the true depths of what is going on here.”


  “I do,” Max said, taking one step further. “And now, I’m going to tell you exactly what will happen. First off, you and Mr. Hull are going to call off all threats against me, Sandra, and the Bowmans. You’ll also stop the surveillance. Basically, you’re going to back out of our lives and leave us in peace.”


  From the back corner, Drummond shouted, “Keep the office.”


  “This office stays with me,” Max said.


  “Rent free.”


  “No rent. Consider it part of my severance package. In exchange for all of this, I will see to it that Hull’s journal is returned. Of course, a complete copy of the journal will remain in my possession. Should anything happen to me, Sandra, or the Bowmans, the contents of that journal will be made public, as well as the results of all my research.”


  Modesto tucked in his shirt, straightened his hair, and looked a shade whiter. “All of that would be acceptable, if I believed you actually had Mr. Hull’s journal. However, you don’t. Everything you’ve said has been nothing more than conjecture—well-researched conjecture, I grant you, but conjecture nonetheless.”


  “You might be mistaken,” Max said, holding up a sheet of paper.


  “What’s that?” Modesto asked, a visible tremor rumbling across him.


  “This would be the binding curse written into the back pages of Hull’s journal. I’m afraid when I return the journal, this page will be missing.”


  Drummond zipped across the room. “You got it! I never doubted you, ever. You’re the best friend I could ever have.”


  “Again,” Modesto said, “without seeing the actual journal, I find this all rather unconvincing.”


  “I’m convinced,” Drummond laughed. “Destroy it. Please. Set me free.”


  Max removed a match from the matchbox. “I’m standing in the center of the binding circle. When I light this paper, the ghost of Detective Marshall Drummond will be released. I suspect when he finds out why he was cursed, he’ll be quite displeased.”


  “Now you claim to know that as well?”


  “You’re damn right. Poor Drummond had stumbled too close, and Hull was ready to have him killed.”


  “I told you, we don’t—”


  “Yes, you do. See, I found the little bits of a paper trail you’ve all missed. I found the transfer orders for the POWs, the ones Hull forced to happen. Funny thing about them, though, seven POWs go but only six return. How can that be? This is before Stan Bowman. And then I saw it—Hull had Günther from the start. He just didn’t know what to do with the man. Now, this next part is a lot of conjecture, but I think it’ll probably be close to the truth. Hull had been sleeping with a young woman, a witch. She also had bedded Marshall Drummond. And together, she and Hull came up with an idea of what to do with his POW problem. He would have her put a binding curse on the POW, just to make sure his privacy was maintained. However, she never did one before, so they cursed Drummond as a test and a way to get rid of Hull’s rival.”


  “Entirely false.”


  “You may think so. It doesn’t really matter. If I were you, being the sole representative of Hull standing in this room, I wouldn’t want to be around that angry ghost when he’s released. Of course, since you don’t believe this is the actual paper, you have nothing to fear.”


  When Max lit the match, Modesto inched backward toward the door.


  “Let’s make this simple,” Max said. “I’m going to light this paper. If you remain here, I’ll know you’ve chosen to turn down my demands, and I’ll release the journal to the public. If you leave, that will be considered acceptance and we can continue our lives in this lovely city with our strained but healthy peace.”


  “Look at that bastard sweat. Give him a countdown. They hate that,” Drummond said.


  “I’ll count to three,” Max said, dangling the cursed paper just out of reach of the flame. “One … two …”


  Modesto stormed out, slamming the door behind him.


  “Three,” Max said and let the paper burn. He set it in the circle and stepped back. In seconds, the fire consumed the sheet and there was an audible pop like an enormous light bulb burning out.


  Sandra rushed over to Max. “You did great.”


  “Great?” Drummond said. “Look at me.”


  Max and Sandra could not find him. “Where are you?” Max asked.


  “Behind you.”


  Floating outside the window, Drummond waved and did a gleeful spin. “Congratulations,” Max said. “And thanks.”


  Drummond slid back into the office. “No, no. I’m the one thanking you. I can’t believe you found the journal, and making a copy was a bright idea.”


  “I don’t have a copy. I lied.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “No. When I told Bowman my plan, he refused to help me out. He thought it was too risky giving the journal back.”


  “But he gave you the cursed paper?”


  “I threatened to tell Modesto everything about him. Of course, Modesto already knew but Bowman didn’t know that.”


  Sandra frowned. “But Modesto thinks he’s getting the journal. What happens when he doesn’t get it?”


  “He will get it. I’m going back to the jail tomorrow, and I’ll tell Bowman what I did. He’s got no choice. Either he copies the journal and returns the original to Hull, or his grandmother is in danger and he’ll be dead before the end of the week. My only worry was that Modesto would press the issue before I worked out the details with Bowman.”


  “A good bluff, you rascal,” Drummond said.


  “Tomorrow, I won’t be bluffing.”


  “I tell you, if I were a genie instead of a ghost, I’d gladly grant you a thousand wishes.”


  “Throwing in that bit about this office was enough. Now I’ve got a place to work that won’t cost us anything.”


  “What work?” Sandra asked.


  Max raised an eyebrow before he kissed her with a long, loving embrace.


  
    Chapter Thirty

  


  Four months had passed. Sitting behind his desk, Max still found the whole experience hard to believe. That first week had been the strangest.


  He enjoyed a final visit with Annabelle Bowman in which, for once, she was pleased to see him. He told her the truth about her husband and how she no longer needed to fear Hull. She offered him a bit of vodka and said, “You’re a silly boy. I don’t fear Hull. There’s nothing he could do to me anymore.”


  A few weeks later, he filed all the necessary papers to officially start his own business as a research consultant. “What exactly is that?” Sandra asked.


  Max shrugged. “Whatever somebody wants me to look into, I guess.” They shared a look, one that said she knew what he really wanted to call his new venture but could not do so legally—private investigator.


  “Do you think there’ll be enough work?” she asked.


  “I don’t know, but I’m tired of us living under other people’s rules. It wasn’t just Drummond’s freedom we won. It’s ours, too.”


  “Sounds like there’s going to be a lot of work.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “Sounds to me,” Sandra said with an impish grin, “you’ll be needing a secretary, maybe even an assistant.”


  “Oh, well, now that you mention it—yup, I just might. Maybe a young, hot, buxom little secretary.”


  “That’s the kind of gal Drummond would hire. You need somebody more sophisticated, more reliable, and more sexy.”


  “You have somebody in mind?”


  Sandra playfully slapped his chest. “If you don’t let me work with you, you’ll sleep on this office couch for the rest of your life.”


  “How about we sleep on it together, my new assistant?”


  The next day, Max left a single rose on Sandra’s desk. For a moment, she stared at it and smiled. The silence was wonderful.


  Work trickled in—two cases really. One was finding a lost dog, and the other dealt with an odd fellow who wanted help researching his family tree. Max’s mother called every week, each time showing her great enthusiasm for his endeavor.


  “I don’t understand you. You were a bright kid. You could have been a lawyer or a doctor. Why are you doing this?”


  “I’m happy. Isn’t that enough?”


  “But what do I tell the girls at the bridge club?”


  “You could try the truth.”


  “Don’t get smart with me, young man. I’m still your mother. Now, what about kids? How are you going to have kids when you have to struggle to make ends meet? I’m not one to butt in your life—you never really listened to me anyway—but you’re ruining your life this way.”


  After Stephen Bowman delivered the journal, Max had not heard from Modesto. That was fine by him. In fact, he only harbored sadness for Drummond. About an hour after being freed, Drummond became difficult to see—even to Sandra. A little bit later, he had disappeared entirely. But Max hoped that Drummond was in a peaceful place, wherever spirits go.


  “Wake up, Max,” Drummond barked as he flew through the office walls, looking thicker than ever.


  “Drummond? What are you doing here? Why aren’t you plucking harps or dancing on clouds or something?”


  “It was boring. I can’t even begin to tell you how boring. Besides, I kept peeking in here and I could see you needed my help. You’ve had two cases and you botched them both.”


  “I solved them.”


  “Well, yeah, but you could’ve billed them for far more money and used them to leverage out a few more gigs. You’ve gotta learn about per diem, kiddo.”


  “You came all the way back here to tell me that?”


  Drummond gazed at the second desk in the office. “Well, well, you’ve got the missus with you, huh? Dangerous move.”


  “I thought you said you were watching me. Why didn’t you know Sandra was here until now?”


  “Hey, I can’t be expected to take care of all the details. That’s your job. I’m the guy who steers this ship in the right direction which it ain’t going in at the moment. That’s why I came back. You need me.”


  “Hold on. Stop. You are not a partner in this.”


  “Sure I am. This is my office.”


  “It’s mine, now.”


  “Thanks to me.”


  “You’re dead, for crying out loud. You’re not supposed to be here.”


  Drummond sat in Sandra’s seat and spun it around. “I know, I know, but really that’s a small detail, and one you don’t have to worry anything about. They’re not going to miss me up there anyway. I think most of them think it was a mistake in the first place. Besides, I’m valuable to you.”


  “You are?”


  “I’m going to bring you clients.”


  “You are?”


  “Got one lined up already.”


  “A client?”


  “Sure. The guy’s name is Barney. He made this will, but his wife—who if you ask me may have poisoned the guy, though she’s quite a looker—well, she’s using the old will, the one that gives her all of his estate. So, he wants you—”


  Max raised a hand. “Barney’s dead?”


  “Of course. There’s a whole slew of ghosts who could make great use of a guy like you. And they’ll pay anything. They don’t need money anymore.”


  Max opened his mouth, ready to send Drummond back from where he came. Yes, the bills were stacking up. Yes, he was glad to see his old friend. And yes, the two cases he had were not very interesting because of their mundane nature. But he pointed a finger at Drummond and said, “Look—”


  “Sounds like a great idea,” Sandra said from the doorway. “Just promise us we won’t be dealing with ex-girlfriend witches again, okay?”


  “Done,” Drummond said.


  Both of them looked to Max who shook his head. He opened his mouth, ready to list the infinite reasons this was a bad idea, but said nothing. He glanced at Sandra, smiled, and saw in her eyes something he always trusted whenever he saw it. He just knew she was right.


  The End


  
    Afterword

  


  For those of you wondering about the historical facts, I don’t want to add pages and pages of non-fiction here, so I encourage you to do some research of your own. I will say that this story grew out of learning about the very real POW camps we had in North Carolina. That really happened.


  Also, for those of you wanting to drive around Winston-Salem to see the various places mentioned, I promise you that you’ll never find Max’s office. The only thing that sits across the street from the YMCA is a parking lot. Many other locations do exist, though I sometimes took liberties with the details. This is fiction, after all.
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    Chapter One

  


  It was not the fact that it smelled like smoke, or the fact that dried blood stained it. It was the color, an ugly green that reminded Sarah of the time she ate too much gosha and threw up everywhere. That was long ago before the cages robbed her of her taste and every other sensory experience.


  But she had finally tricked them, and now she had regained her flesh and could taste the bitter sulfur that saturated the air. The air always tasted stale, manufactured and compressed, as if they piped it out of along underground tub stained with grease that clung to it.


  “Come on, Amana. It is cold here. Put it on,” Sarah urged as she gestured the green wool coat toward the mousy haired girl.


  “It is green…” Amana whined, pushing the offending color away.


  “You are being silly. Put the damn thing on before he gets back.”


  “But…”


  “Now! We have to get out of here,” Sarah insisted as she turned to search the sinister gloom for Valek or one of his henchmen. They didn’t have time for pride or foolish superstitions. Not when Valek crept around, waiting to pounce on them and return them to the cages.


  Wrapping the ugly green coat around her, Amana followed Sarah along the dimly lit passage leading from the cages. This cave forced them to crawl on hands and knees. They have barely enough room to rise up and slip their arms into the cloaks. They passed several sacks of skins that had once been human. Where the eyes once were there were now only burnt, empty sockets.


  Sarah shivered, but pressed on. She could barely move her fingers. Cold turned them to stiff sticks. Blowing on them only warmed them for a second before they chilled again. Not that she could complain. She and Amana had not been able to feel, smell or anything else in years before their recent reincarnation back into fresh flesh. Sarah secretly relished the numbness in her hands and the stench of the cages that even as they hurried further away seemed to race after them. These were the only signals she knew to be real—smell, taste, touch. The times when she thought shadows were only shadows, they turned out to be Valek’s henchmen or worse, Valek himself. She could never tell until it was too late.


  “Where are we supposed to meet them?” Amana asked softly for third time that night.


  “At the Circle of Allerton. How many times do I have to tell you?” She pinched Amana’s cheek and winked, alleviating the sting of her words. Her little sister worn down to mere bones, gave her a weary wide grin in return.


  Leaving the soiled cages behind, they could still smell the filth and stench of the closed-in prison. Built beneath Solis’s rocky surface, down under layers upon layers stone, no light reached them. Their eyes had grown used to the dimly lit tunnels and passageways. She saw better that way.


  They scraped and cut their feet as they traveled the rough trail to the Allerton Circle. The pain, something else they were not used to, was welcomed now that they could feel the stinging pain, the sharp points of rock ripping skin. It had been many rotations since they had felt anything at all, so they welcomed the stinging pain of cut toes and bruised feet. Pain was a joy. They did not stop for food or drink as they hurried, as if there were any such things close by to obtain. There was no time. Any moment could be their last, any wrong turn could lead them back to the pits.


  The Allerton Circle was a passageway to other worlds. Sarah did not know who built them, but the older souls of the cages told stories that these circles were gateways to other places far from Solis—far from Valek—from the cages. She wanted to be anywhere but Solis. Anywhere but the cages.


  The murkiness strangled any green vegetation from growing, leaving only fungi and lichens to flourish. By the time they reached the last row of cages, the ground was heavily laced with minerals from the planet’s poisonous surface industries.


  “I think I see the blue light of the circle!” Sarah whispered excitedly; her heart sped up in anticipation.


  Scurrying toward the azure glow, they reached the circle, just as one other arrived.


  Sarah gasped as she yanked on Amana’s sleeve. Fear crept into her stomach and a screamed died as she opened her mouth, no sound escaped.


  “Hello there,” Orono laughed as his bulging ice-blue eyes sparkled in the bleak and dismal night. The wind howled around him like a choir of madmen.


  She became even more aware of the frigid air as she stepped in front of Amana protectively… instinctually.


  “What is he doing here?” Amana stuttered from behind her.


  “I assume we were betrayed.”


  Amana’s breath rasped quickly and she held tight to Sarah’s top. Orono had captured Amana before and the horror of the cages was too near for the young girl to forget.


  The low humming of the mines filtered through the air in a sort of tribal beat. When she had worked in the mines, Sarah had listened to the beat of the same horrible drums. Drums made of human skin. Shaking off the memory, she crouched in an aggressive pose with both arms extended out in a ready-made karate chop. No way were they going back without a fight. Too many had died already.


  Orono smiled. Round and pudgy with a head much too small for such a bulky frame, his cheeks shook as they attempted to lift the heavy amounts of flesh to form his smile. It revealed three razor sharp fangs pointing downward toward a row of yellowing lower teeth. Despite the coolness of the air, his face was wet with sweat, giving his complexion the color of moist clay. The smell of decaying flesh followed him like a cloud of cologne.


  “You know why I am here.” He kept his smile plastered to his face as his chubby paw opened to reveal a tiny blue glass ball.


  Upon seeing the ball, Amana began to scream. Her voice pierced the night sky like an ice pick through the heart, drowning out the sickening call of the drums. Hysterical and screaming wildly, she began to cry as she ran blindly for the Allerton Circle just twenty yards away.


  “No!” Sarah cried out as she reached behind her for the place where Amana should have been.


  But she was too fast and Sarah fell hard as she tried, in vain, to snatch Amana’s coat sleeve.


  Just as Amana leapt for the Circle, Orono threw the glass ball toward her and its blue stream of light suspended her body in mid-air before releasing it to collapse into a lifeless pile of parts, very much like a sack of potatoes, to the dead ground.


  Where Amana’s honey brown eyes used to be were now empty black sockets.


  “For the heavens, no!” Sarah screamed as she raced to the spot where Amana’s body lay. The hated green coat now covered a mound of vacated flesh…emptied of a soul.


  The blue glass ball pulsated with an eerie pink color as it returned to Orono’s sweaty palm through the crisp air.


  “Back to the cages with you.” He laughed as he pointed at the ball where Amana’s soul was now trapped. Gently placing the ball into a velvet red bag, he removed another blue glass ball from the sack.


  Smirking under his giant cheeks and puffy pink lips, he said to Sarah, “Your turn. Back to the soul cages!”


  Just as the blue glass ball warmed to a soft pink, in Orono’s grubby paw, Sarah felt a rough shove in her back and she fell instantly to the unyielding ground.


  A towering, broad man wielding a metallic shield with a raised silver ‘M’ stood over her. The glass ball’s pinkish stream smashed against his shield and reflected back into the blackness of Solis’ night sky.


  “In to the Circle!” he ordered. The commanding voice did not seem to come from the massive man, but rather from the heavens. Indeed the man could have been a young god; his eyes covered by opaque glasses; his head devoid of hair and his skin the color of warm cocoa. As he defended her, his full lips were pulled back into a sneer, revealing clenched white teeth.


  Scrambling to her feet, she slipped on the slick surface, scraping the delicate skin of her knees in her hurry to reach the circle. Orono directed the glass’s stream towards her, not to be outdone, as she hurried and slipped towards the freedom—toward escape.


  The man in the black leather pants threw his shield in front of her and the light’s stream was again deflected. He was saving her again in less than a few moments. He raced over to her and retrieved his shield. She stood up, just as he joined her.


  “MOVE!”


  She did. Running along side her, the mystery man was the only thing between her and the soul cages.


  Cursing, Orono adjusted his bulk and like a slow moving train lumbered towards them. Heaving and huffing, he muttered curses as he hurried towards Sarah and her dark knight. His fangs ready to tear through the stranger’s flesh.


  “Whoever you are, you will surely despise the day you crossed me,” he spat and swung a tight right fist towards the man.


  Orono’s fist landed squarely into the shield, knocking the man awkwardly and hard onto his back. He crawled on top of the man’s shield, crushing the man beneath it with his extremely monstrous bulk, his fangs closing in on the man’s exposed neck.


  “For the heavens, into the Circle!” the dark man ordered once more as he lifted the shield with ease as Orono went flying into a patch of grimy soil.


  With her heart thundering in her ears, Sarah raced to the flickering glow and with one giant leap, was embraced by the tickling, dense feeling of the Allerton Circle’s entranceway. She turned to look behind her and saw the massive mysterious man running towards the Circle.


  Breathing heavily, he lowered his shield as he, too, entered the Allerton Circle.


  Behind him, Orono cursed all the more as he, too, tried to enter the Circle. As soon as his foot slipped across the magical threshold, smoke hissed and curled into the air. His face twisted in pain and mounting anger. He quickly retreated from the circle and growled in fury. The foul smell of burnt flesh floated into the Circle’s ring.


  “Fare thee not so well.” The man smirked as the image of Orono faded. The sheen of sweat glistened from his brawny shoulders and powerful chest. Hairless, his chest rose and fell in a hypnotic rhythm as he tried to regain his breath.


  Sarah tore her eyes away from his torso and moved them up to the face of her rescuer.


  “You had better hold on,” he ordered as the whirling of the Circle began.


  The mournful landscape blurred as the twirling increased, growing faster and making Sarah dizzy. Grasping for something, anything in which to hold on, she tried to stay awake and to keep her bearings. But the accelerated speed of the Circle grew to be too much.


  It spun her into darkness.


  *     *     *


  The crisp, wintry air penetrated Sarah’s lungs, icing the bronchial tubes that limited her breathing. Gagging and clawing for air, she awoke up fighting.


  Motionless and seemingly unaffected by the chilly air, the knight, as Sarah decided to call him, squatted not far from where she had slept. The somber world of Solis had vanished and in its place, a bitterly cold world.


  Goosebumps blanketed her arms and legs. She glanced around her new environment and noticed that in place of Solis’s moons was one full moon tinted the shade of purple. The sky, too, held tones of lavendar in varying degrees, and the vegetation presented a mixture of colors from lush, bold greens to gloomy grays scattered amongst the white, snow covered ground.


  She heard loud chirps and looked above as large winged birds flew over them.


  “Those are Wrangler birds.” The dark man gestured to where the birds once where. In the distance, she could hear other birds squawk amongst the chirping of the wrangler birds.


  No, this was not Solis, but where had the Allerton Circle taken her?


  “You can stand now,” The knight suggested in the same commanding tone in which he had ordered her into the Allerton Circle. He watched her from his crouched spot and he did not remove his glasses.


  “I need to get my bearing.” She drew the terry cloth blanket tighter around her shoulders. “Give me your name.”


  “I am Marion,” Marion smiled. “And this,” with his arms opened wide. “…is Veloris.”


  “Veloris?” Her breath caught as a bubbling started in her stomach. Surely it couldn’t be…but what if it was Veloris?


  Veloris was known throughout the secret circles of the galaxy as the Savior’s Planet. It was the only planet from which Valek could not harvest souls due to Veloris’s location and powerful protectors. The route to Veloris was extremely dangerous; it involved travel through several rocky asteroid belts and past the Pixlis galaxy, which was also known as the Graveyard, the home of many pirates and thieves. If one got past those things, Veloris itself had a legendary navy and defense against any intruder.


  “I am one of the Queen’s Ministers.” He turned and showed Sarah a tattoo on his left bicep. In a scripted “M” with a sword slashed through it, the tattoo labeled Marion as a Minister Knight of Souls.


  She had heard of the Queen’s Ministers of Souls. Everyone in the cages had heard the myths, legends and rumors that abound throughout about who they were and if they even existed. Valek could not be stopped some had declared, but still others believed and spread whispered tales about the battles the Ministers of Souls waged against him.


  And won.


  Marion moved closer to her and squatted down next to her; the leather stretched taut over his shapely, hardened thighs. She could smell a floral scent about him that reminded her of her childhood.


  “It’s freezing here.” He reviewed her short blouse and shorter leg coverings. “Does the blanket not warm you?”


  “Yes, a little,” she stuttered and pulled the blanket closer. She felt awkward with his masked eyes on her. “No, not much.”


  “Come, we will start towards the castle.” Standing, he offered his hand; he lifted her to her feet and she fell in step behind him. His stride took three steps of hers to keep up.


  They walked for a few miles; she could not stand the silence. He marched on without stopping or even talking. It would seem his mind was elsewhere. She wondered several times if he had forgotten that she was even there.


  “I thought you were a myth,” she said as she rushed to catch up with him.


  “I assure you; I am very real.”


  She waited for the dark Minister to continue.


  He did not.


  “My sister, Amana, she was recaptured…back at the Circle…”


  “Yes, I am aware of that,” he interrupted.


  The ground crunched beneath their feet as they walked on towards the northern part of Veloris. If the tales were true, they were currently in the Northern Forest. Once they were through the forest and on the other side, they would reach the Queen’s castle.


  The Northern Forest had been almost completely cleansed of wildlife due to hunting. However, Queen Zoë had forbidden any more hunting some three hundred rotations prior. Now, Marion explained, there were all sorts of wildlife, from the wrangler bird, Sarah heard earlier to the doggets with their packs of pups and den mothers. The forest was alive despite the icy temperatures and frozen lakes.


  To the southeast, in which the Circle of Allerton had delivered them, was the Southern Forest, which had been decaying for years in part to the widening of the Circle. The Circle of Allerton’s widening had begun only a hundred rotations prior but had ate the vegetation and the surrounding wildlife in order to sustain its growth. It drained all life within its grasp. He predicted that once the Circle reached the beginnings of the Northern Circle, Queen Zoë would have the Circle destroyed, which meant no others would be able to arrive via the Circle of Allerton.


  Barefoot, Sarah walked slower than Marion, who wore boots of polished leather. The scrapes on her foot bled and left red footprints on the white, soft snow that peppered the ground. The cold numbed her toes and she could barely wiggle them. Marion’s stride left her far behind, so far in fact that she could no longer hear his voice. Out of breath and tiring, she had to push herself to keep up despite the dizzy spells and her weakened condition.


  “Then you plan to rescue her, too?” Sarah asked wearily, but loudly calling to him, drawing him back to the previous conversation before he changed it to Veloris’s landscape.


  “No.” He stopped abruptly and turned back to look at her. He closed the gap that had sprawled between them.


  “What?” She stared into his blackened glasses. “But, but…”


  He wasn’t going back for her sister?


  Removing the tinted glasses, he revealed his pale gray eyes. The pupils were almost clear except for a shadow of gray. They were disconcerting; out of place among the smooth creaminess of his caramel-colored complexion.


  “No. We are not planning to rescue your sister,” he restated deliberately and firmly.


  “Then take me back!” She pointed to the direction in which they had come. “Take me back right this minute!”


  “No.”


  “I don’t care! Take me back to Solis; I will get her back!” She yelled as tears gathered in her eyes. They did not spill over. She was determined not to let them fall. Life had taught her not to reveal pain. She had learned that lesson well. He was not worth her most precious tears.


  The forest fell quiet as if listening to the debate between the new arrival and the Minister. The sky had flushed to a deep purple, almost black, as night approached leisurely from the West.


  He slapped down his glasses, turned around and marched forward. His pace quickened and Sarah’s slowed. She stopped several times and searched her surroundings. She knew she was too weak to go back on her own, but Amana needed her. And if he was a Minister, he could help her.


  Suddenly, he turned around again and walked back to her. He smirked.


  “You will learn to trust me.” He smiled again for just a moment. Then his face turned serious when he said, “But it was I who rescued you. Do not forget it.”


  “And you can not do the same for Amana?” she pleaded. Her little sister, the only family she had left thanks to the slaving of the soul cages, her soul had been claimed by Valek’s evil.


  He solemnly shook his head no.


  “Then I will do this on my own,” she swore defiantly as she dropped the blanket and took off running towards the south. She had very little strength, but she must try, even if it took her life.


  As she raced south, she passed dense masses of evergreen trees that populated the southeast section of the forest. To the west, more trees of every color: blues, red and several shades of purple.


  She had to get back to the Circle. The frosty air rushed into her lungs as she fled the presence of Marion. Looking up, the sky above had deepened even more as night crept closer.


  A shadow suddenly appeared out of the corner of her eye and she almost collided with Marion who had flickered past her in a blur of black and walnut brown.


  Her eyes grew wide in disbelief as he raised a black tiny glass sphere, no larger than a plum, towards her face and said, “Sleep.”


  
    Chapter Two

  


  “What happened to her?” Valek roared causing the hair on Orono’s back to crawl and slither down his back. This made each and every strand on his fuzzy back ripple in fear.


  “I-I already had the one,” he hissed and sputtered. “Then this enormous dark man emerged from the Circle.”


  Valek slammed his skeletal fist into Orono’s brunt nose, causing an outburst of pain from Orono and producing a splotch of blood.


  “And you let him take her!” Valek slammed another of his pale, bony fists into Orono’s floppy left ear, causing Orono to let out another howling shriek of pain and another shot of blood.


  Valek spun around and went behind his gold desk. Dressed in a burgundy robe, ornate with hand-sewn rows of gold thread and hand-trimmed silver petals, Valek sat down gently in the desk’s matching gold chair. He placed his burgundy leather boots on top of his desk as he watched Orono rub his injured nose and ear.


  “You know I hate violence.” Valek said softly. “I really hate violence.”


  Valek reached into the pocket of his robe and retrieved an orange rectangular box. It was a rare piece in that it was orange, not the slick, black lacquer of Solis.


  No, this box was the last piece of Veloris Three that remained throughout the galaxy. The remaining evidence that there was ever a planet called Veloris Three.


  Valek’s slender fingers racked through the dried herbs gingerly as if cooling down from his anger sphere. Orono began to slink backwards towards the door—Valek’s temper was legendary throughout the galaxy. Like the time Valek beheaded the servant wench on Earth 3012 with his sword because she clumsily stepped on his foot.


  “I am not done.” Valek calmly closed the box and turned to contemplate out the window.


  Orono froze, and then dropped to his blubbery knees.


  “Valek, I am sorry for –”


  Whirling around, Valek’s blonde ponytail slapped him lightly in the mouth. A mouth pulled back into a sneer that exposed two pointy teeth surround by even white teeth.


  “Get up you sniveling maggot!” Valek ordered through clinched teeth. “And find her!”


  Orono slobbered and scurried out of the office.


  Valek sighed then turned his chair to face the window where outside the three moons of Solis were barely visible through the blackening clouds and billowing smoke. He hated Solis. The dreadful stench of the rank atmosphere only reminded him of how very much he hated it. From the dirty slick rocks and stony surface to the bleak, dreary days followed by the bleak dreary nights. Valek really, really hated Solis.


  It was not the fact that Orono had lost an escaped soul. Orono frequently failed to recapture souls on the first try, on the rare occasions when one managed to escape. There had only been one other who had departed and had never been returned. Orono failed to recapture her as well and she, too, disappeared through the Circle of Granda exactly perpendicular to the Allerton Circle.


  At the time, Valek had decided that Orono’s talents and resources could be used in the capturing of more souls, but he probably should have tracked that one down.


  Besides, he destroyed the Circle of Granda right after the soul escaped.


  Perhaps he should have searched harder for the other Circles on Solis. Her escape was an omen and he had foolishly ignored it.


  Now this new girl, too, had been rescued. He would not allow the matter to be unresolved, tempting others to try to escape. That would hurt business and business was the only thing that brought him pleasure.


  And if that sorry sack of danker dung, Orono, was correct, the shield not only reflected the orb’s power, but it also had a raised ‘M’ on it. Rumors from the cages of a group called the Minister Knights of Souls had such shields. The so-called saviors of souls. Rumor. Valek had initially denounced it as just that: rumor. He had now decided this rumor had its roots in fact.


  “Manola, come here.” Valek ordered to the seemingly vacant quarters.


  Manola appeared from behind the shallow divider that separated Valek’s office from his personal quarters.


  “Yes,” she slurred between rich red painted lips.


  Valek smiled greedily as Manola made her way to his desk.


  “Manola.” He opened his arms wide as the heels of her thigh high boots clicked on the stony floor. She strutted over to him slowly at first, but the rhythm increased as she picked up her pace from a strut to a trot.


  She reached his desk and hopped on it, pressing her naked buttocks against the cool, smooth surface of his golden desk. She crossed her legs and flipped back her red hair exposing full breasts partially contained by tight black velvet straps of her mini-dress.


  Uncrossing her legs, she wrapped both around Valek’s slender waist as she licked his face and purred.


  “Why do you bother?” he whispered as he ran his hand through her hair. “I need information.”


  “Yes, my lord.” She pouted when he continued to ignore her laps of affection.


  An androgynous creature, Valek had only two pleasures: money and profit.


  “Orono captured a soul, named Amana…”


  “Yes.” Manola licked her lips as she skillfully pulled him closer to her until her legs tightly locked around him.


  “Her sister Sarah was rescued by a strange man at the Allerton Circle, and I want his name…”


  Uncoiling from Valek, she leapt off the desk and made her way to the office door. The chilliness of the afternoon did not affect the scantily clad vixen, for she was dead. Valek kept her soul in a crystal bowl beside his bed.


  “Quickly!” he demanded.


  As soon as the office door closed behind her, Valek pulled open the desk drawer. The desk only had the one drawer; its purpose was more prop than use. He removed a blue orb, much larger than the orbs that Orono used to capture souls.


  Indeed, this one was the ‘mother’ of the much smaller orbs. Valek was, above all else, a businessman. The violence and chaos surrounding the distribution of the potion Solance to the military groups of both Earth 3012 and Saturn Four was only remedied by the extremely generous amounts of funds donated to his establishment.


  Not that the generals of both armies knew that he was selling the notorious potion to both sides, that was the beauty of commerce. All business deals were private.


  The potion labeled “Solance” was creamy-white and tasted bitter and chalky, but it was not the potion’s taste that sold bottles. It was the results.


  Solance enabled whoever drank it to have the ability to read minds, an invaluable asset on the field of battle. Especially for Earth 3012 and Saturn Four, who had been warring against each other longer than he had been in existence.


  But the Solance only lasted for 24 cycles before wearing off, leaving a bad aftertaste and an illness that caused one to return again and again to the potty house.


  Sighing, Valek replaced the mother sphere into the desk and started towards his chambers. The day had been filled with demanding discussions with General Cullen from Earth 3012. He had used twice the Solance that he had in prior months and accused Valek of diluting the serum.


  Chuckling to himself, he found the accusations humorous. He had done no such thing but the thought had occurred to him.


  Diluting the serum would only ruin his dealings with General Cullen and he emphasized that. The General’s bony face grew red and solemn as Valek informed him that his duty was to strengthen the serum and that he, Valek was doing just that.


  He had said, “General Cullen, if you find Solance to be not what you are looking for, I can revisit our agreement and perhaps come up with a fair settlement.”


  The very mention of the revisiting of the contract meant a possibility that he would revoke the contract. That meant no Solance for General Cullen’s army. If there was no Solance, General Cullen knew that he would lose the war.


  General Cullen quickly said, “Oh, no, Valek, that will not be necessary. Forgive me, Valek.”


  He said, “Then can we discuss your next shipment?”


  General Cullen nodded, “Yes.”


  Laughing at the memory, he opened the connecting door between his office and his private chambers. Pulling aside the wrought iron screen, he removed his leather boots immediately as he crossed the threshold.


  Unlike most wealthy businessmen that he knew, he found guards, servants, and mistresses unnecessary and cumbersome. He had had servants before, but found that when he gave one specific orders, they would perpetually fail at delivering or carrying out those instructions, leaving him to have to go back and complete the orders. He found it more refreshing and satisfying when he carried out and completed his own desires, wishes, and goals.


  But Valek believed it unwise to hold the notion that he could manage all matters himself. That was where Orono and Manola came into some importance. He oversaw each and every action they attempted, and the incident earlier in the day would have been better handled had he paid more attention.


  Unfortunately, he had other duties to which he must attend to, like General Cullen’s unexpected correspondence.


  Sighing again, he passed through his outer quarters without taking a glance at the room or using the assistance of torches, candles or fireplace. Amazingly, he did not collide with the wooden bench made of acaia armata where Manola slept. Nor did he step into the only other furniture in the outer room, his square table of drink and herbs.


  The outer quarters resided on the northern wing of Valek’s castle, a modest, but heavily guarded castle that was built on the rocky plateau just above the soul cages and operating canyons of Solis’s western continent.


  The eastern, southern and most northern continents on Solis, although thriving villages and towns at one time in the planet’s history, were now uninhabitable. The southern continent in particular at one time had an ocean to its western shore and mountains.


  Industries found the tropical temperatures and scenic settings irresistible and before long, as it was with other planets and kingdoms, people populated the area in huge numbers.


  Within several decades the people had abandoned the southern continent and migrated to the eastern continent, and eventually the most northern continents, destroying the environment and carelessly depleting Solis of its limited natural resources.


  The story of Solis’s destruction was as old and as common as the water that ran underground through her canyons and caverns, producing the impenetrable slick, oily rock that Valek called ‘celleac’. He had found the one substance in the Pixlis galaxy that no one or nothing, not even a person’s soul, could escape.


  Leaving his boots in the outer room, he strolled barefoot to his inner bedchamber. Valek’s feet fell silently on the stone floor due to the floor’s coverings of human hair.


  An extracted soul that is deposited immediately into the cages left a pile of lifeless skin, hair and body. Orono suggested that Valek use the hair for his personal floorings. A good idea Valek had responded, a rarity coming from Orono.


  The remainder of the skin and body landed in a pit just outside the cages that was home to other garbage such as the remains of slaughtered fowls, beasts and henckens. The compiled waste of the potty-houses also ended up discarded in the pit.


  Relief washed over Valek as he sat down on his polished wood bed. The bed contained no mattress nor pillow, neither quilt nor blanket. He never slept, his mind a prisoner of ideas and plans that swirled around in a chaos so fierce that his eyes remained open, unable to close and rest.


  The two moons of Solis, full and bright and temporarily free of black clouds, illuminated a rectangular plot of Valek’s quarters. Climbing onto the bed, Valek stared at the swirling patterns of the ceiling.


  His mind returned again and again to the one who had escaped, the one called Sarah. No, the one that was rescued by another that came through the Allerton Circle.


  It was not like him to second guess his decisions, but the nagging, relentless feeling that there were some things he had missed, an omen that he should have caught, would not be silent.


  Whatever it was, it could only mean his destruction unless he identified it. He had learned over the years to pay attention to the details. Each time he had failed to watch the details, he had paid dearly.


  He still remembered the old woman he threw rotting food at as a child. She warned him again and again to leave her alone. He ignored her warnings. He had ignored the wooden dolls she had hanging up in her windows with the knives and daggers stuck in them. He had ignored the details.


  And one day he threw rotten food at her and she cursed him. He stood mesmerized as the old woman ran into her home, grabbed one of her wooden dolls and stabbed it.


  Immediately Valek felt a sharp, burning pain in his stomach. He doubled over as bright red blood began to saturate his shirt. His friends raced for help and the local doctor had him fixed within the hour, but the pain remained.


  He had ignored the details.


  With eyes staring at the ceiling and sleep driven from him once again, Valek folded both hands across his bony chest and sighed.


  *     *     *


  Orono peeked into Valek’s office and breathed a sigh of relief when he found it empty.


  “He must have retired,” he snorted before closing the office door and turning to MaxMion, a shorter, thinner version of Orono. Had MaxMion been taller than the average fig tree, he would be more intimidating.


  His petite size deceived many and they found themselves rushing to the medicine man for herbal relief and balm, if they lived. He had enormous over pronounced teeth, two of which had been known to rip the tough flesh of wrangler birds without the aid of a knife, dagger or sword.


  Legends abound that Valek discovered MaxMion on the home world of Earth 3012. He, with only two hands and a bumpy complexion, was a waif of a man who had the fighters of General Cullen frightened and fleeing when announced they had to face him in the tournaments of the King.


  He had won so frequently in the tournaments that King Garison had decided to retire him to the slave mines on Earth 3012. Valek paid for his release and brought him to Solis to oversee the cages.


  His compensation was neither money nor women, which he had difficulty finding due to his huge teeth. It was the flesh of some of the captured souls. Not all the bodies of the captured souls found their way to the garbage pit; some found their way to MaxMion’s dining table.


  Orono and MaxMion walked along the gloomy hallways towards the dungeons. The torches spaced out every five paces or so had been extinguished due to Valek’s dislike for light. It hurt his eyes and often burned his pale skin when it was exposed to Solis’s sun for too long.


  For every step Orono’s broad foot took, MaxMion, an entire head and shoulder shorter, had to take two. Barely out of breath, MaxMion maintained Orono’s pace as Orono hurried to the dungeons.


  “Are you sure it was her?” Orono asked for the third time that evening.


  “Yes,” MaxMion answered. “She altered herself then entered the cage with the one named Amana.”


  “Not another word.” He placed a pudgy finger to his lips.


  Valek’s castle served one purpose and that was to provide shelter. Valek did not waste his wealth on fine, hand-sewn carpets, tapestries or furnishings. He did not entertain and he did not dance.


  He did, however, believe that due to his growing wealth that others might attempt to take it. Therefore, the castle had been designed with many outlets to protect itself.


  The location, high upon the rocky plateau of Solis’s western continent, made the castle difficult to reach. The castle, called Vanor, rested behind a curtain wall that required the drawbridge be lowered to cross the moat which had been filled with a greenish liquid of questionable origin.


  If an intruder had indeed passed all of these initial defenses, the castle itself was equipped on its roof with platforms that extended out from the castle that allowed for boiling oil, rocks, and other items to be dropped on attackers.


  In addition to the platforms, the walls had parapets—slits on the roof that allowed arrows to be shot through to oncoming attackers.


  As they rounded the final corner and descended the spiraling steps to the dungeon, Orono grabbed the sole torch in the staircase as they descended further and further below the castle.


  The dungeon did not hold prisoners, but were the chambers of Orono, MaxMion and other henchmen who worked for Valek. Only Manola resided inside the official castle walls.


  Entering the first square four paces-by-four paces cell, Orono placed his hefty bulk on the flat mattress on the stony floor.


  “So, he did not trust me to locate the girl and the mystery man?” Orono asked.


  MaxMion squeezed inside the cell that had seemed to grow smaller with Orono taking up more than three-quarters of it.


  “That is the way I see it,” he answered around his teeth.


  “Fine, then I will show him.” Orono patted his stomach. “I have had it up to here with his snide comments!”


  MaxMion only nodded. He had heard these arguments from Orono before.


  “Come, let us rest.” Orono rolled onto his back, tossing the torch onto the cell’s floor.


  The torch sizzled then went out as MaxMion crawled onto Orono’s lumpy stomach and slept.


  
    Chapter Three

  


  “Wake up,” Marion’s voice called. It sounded far away, like it was down in one of the pits of Solis where the echoes of the caverns amplified the moans and groans of the multitude of slaves. Amana was there now, adding her voice to the chorus of lost souls.


  When Sarah opened her eyes, he stood above her with a worried expression that was hastily erased when he saw her eyes focus on him. He grunted as he stepped away. She sat up and rubbed the back of her neck where a purpling bruise had emerged.


  “There is not a great deal of time for me to tell you all, so listen carefully.”


  Sarah stood shakily and held tightly to Marion’s outstretched hand as the dizziness and nausea passed.


  “Do not try to leave again,” he ordered.


  Sarah wondered how her rescuer could turn into a kidnapper with one swoop of her tongue and a simple suggestion.


  “Do you understand?” he asked as he applied pressure to her slender hand.


  “Yes.” She grimaced as she tried to free her hand from his huge hand. It was rough and callused.


  “Good.” His solemn face lit up into a smile and he started again towards the direction of the castle to the north, but Sarah noticed that they were further north then before.


  He went over to where the danker beasts, short and broad hairy creatures that were used as beasts of burden, waited near a small pond. The pond seemed to be partially frozen by Veloris’s bleak climate. The danker beasts were prepared and well adapted to the harshness of Veloris. Their thick hairy hide covered all but their eyes and short pink nostrils. They snorted and passed gas on such a continual basis that it filled the air with the putrid odor of rotting food, yet they were dependable and quick despite their four trunk-like legs.


  “Get on.” Marion tossed a blanket over one of the smaller female danker beasts. “Thanks to you, we are now later than usual. We must use the danker beasts to reach the castle before nightfall.”


  He lifted her on to the smaller danker beast, careful to allow his hands to remain around her waist longer than necessary. She seemed so fragile that he wanted to be careful with her. She was a precious commodity, not to mention a pretty one.


  The moon had sunk further in the sky, and the mountain ranges to the west seemed farther away where earlier they seemed closer. How far had they traveled while she was asleep?


  “As you may not be aware, Solis is the home planet of Valek. He draws his strength from there,” Marion said.


  Sarah sighed. She knew this; she had been a prisoner on Solis.


  “It was not by chance that you and Amana escaped the cages.” Marion continued ignoring her displeasure at his history lesson.


  “What?” she balked. “We distinctly planned for months and months on that escape. We hoarded as many sharp objects and rocks in which to saw through those damn chains…”


  “Yes, yes,” he interrupted impatiently.


  “…The hours spent slowly crushing and destroying the objects.” Sarah continued totally engrossed in the memory of the planning of the escape from the soul cages. There were four of them that dared to attempt an escape: Amana, Suzie, Margaret and Sarah. Margaret’s soul number was called just one week into their plan. Then Amana’s capture at the Allerton Circle. Suzie—well, Sarah did not know what happened to Suzie.


  “The other you were to meet at the Allerton Circle,” he interrupted again louder and more firmly.


  “Was another in my camp, a female from Earth 3341 named Suzie.”


  “No, was I.” Marion laughed. “Suzie was a decoy, a sacrifice if you will…”


  “A sacrifice?” The words felt foreign on Sarah’s tongue. There had been many that sacrificed themselves already for the cages. Did Suzie have to be one more?


  “Many have given their lives for your arrival in this place.” Marion took in a deep breath and secretly cursed Valek and his cages.


  “You are very important, Sarah,” he concluded. He then offered a silent prayer that she was all that they had risked, gambled and died for. She had better be that good.


  *     *     *


  The Northern Forest’s landscape was pathetically beautiful due to its fantastic flowers, evergreens and colorful arrangements and vegetation that flourished amid the white snow. Every once in awhile the electric blue of Wrangler birds could be seen, or the pale whiteness of the owlers could be spooked from the trees. It gave the area the appearance of a detailed painting; the harsh numbing coldness did not give anyone the opportunity to stay around long enough to enjoy the view.


  There were lakes and rivers the color of crystal blue, and then there were others that were as black as tar or as red as blood. It was beyond anything that Earth could produce.


  Fish and other aquatic animals were plentiful in some of the lakes, deep below the icy surface and down into the depths of the lake. Most were poisonous; others had only been seen once or twice and never captured.


  Marion had warned that some of the lakes were poisonous. Sarah was reminded of the legend of the Garden of Eden, where everything was beautiful but that one tree meant death if fruit from it was eaten.


  This was not a pleasure trip and Sarah mentally slapped her hand for allowing herself to become distracted by Marion’s knowledge of Veloris.


  Many questions rolled around in her mind that were not answered by Marion’s educational tale of Veloris’s forest. Why was she chosen to be here? Who exactly was Marion? He said that he was one of the Minister Knights of Souls, but she had never actually met a Minister Knight of Souls, so what if he was a fake? What if it was all a lie?


  What if it was not?


  There was only one way to find out some answers.


  “Why me?” Sarah asked. “What am I really doing here?”


  The stone castle peeked over the lush evergreen and powder blue hues of the thriving Northern Forest. Twilight crept slowly onto the home of the Ministers of Souls.


  “All in good time,” Marion responded. “Behold the palace of Queen Zoë.”


  He pointed to the tips of the castle’s stone towers that seemed to be nestled into the violet purple sky. A few bright specs of distant stars lazily winked in the frigid night sky.


  They moved closer to the castle and Sarah began to relax, as the arrival at the castle meant she could get away from the disgusting danker beasts. Not to mention, perhaps she would meet with Queen Zoë and persuade her to order Marion back to Solis to rescue her sister.


  The snapping of twigs and the rustling of leaves were the only indication that they were not alone in the forest, as Marion had mentioned earlier. Just because they could not see the animals did not mean they were not there and when night completely blanketed the forest, those animals would acquaint themselves in the most violent way.


  The trail snaked and circled upward towards the castle. It was worn despite the unyielding ground. The frozen prints of former danker beasts lined the trail that Marion and Sarah now marched over. She could only see the tip of the full moon above the alpine trees. This section of the Northern Forest was quieter and the snow seemed more recent. Fluffy and dust-like, the snow remained undisturbed.


  The heavy breathing of the danker beasts and their expulsion of gas caused Sarah to choke. Their breath blew frozen clouds into the air; the sound added to the chorus of nocturnal creatures. The smell of decaying flesh spread with every breath of wind.


  Marion snorted and finally allowed himself to observe Sarah. Since the rescue at the Circle, Marion had anticipated the moment when he would get the chance to observe her without the threat of her running away or throwing him one of her fiery looks.


  Sarah had draped another heavy wool blanket over her shoulders. The edges, tattered and frayed, were pulled tightly across her slender shoulders. A thick braid hung to the small of her back and a few tiny spiral curls had escaped and floated along the front of her face.


  Letting his eyes roam over her lovely oval face, Marion found it difficult to pinpoint what made Sarah so alluring. It was not just those green eyes, that when vexed grew large and round then dark like the deepest emerald. Nor was it just her skin, which was the color of honey and demanded that he reach out and run his finger along her cheek and taste her sweetness.


  “What?” Sarah asked as she caught his heated gaze.


  “Nothing,” he gruffly replied with a small playful smile.


  *     *     *


  Sarah remained quiet; the dimly lit forest did nothing to comfort her. The blanket only slightly warmed her and she could no longer feel her feet or toes. It was not the vacant feel that was associated with the soul cages; it was the numb stinging and biting of nerves freezing.


  “The evenings are the worst,” Marion explained as he watched her shudder. He had no idea she would be so poorly dressed for Veloris’s climate. He had only been to Solis once or twice and the slaves never wore clothes. Rags were more like it. Yet he should have been prepared to have more clothes for her. Orono’s appearance at the Circle was a surprise.


  Marion grunted to himself. He hated surprises.


  “I will not be here long enough to find out,” Sarah curtly replied.


  Just the sound of his voice caused Sarah’s teeth to clench. Valek she hated, but Marion she was growing to dislike as well. Not exactly the best way to embrace a rescuer, but he could easily turn into one of Valek’s henchmen.


  Sarah studied the brand on Marion’s left bicep. The brand that had been burned into his flesh, the skin around the burn had scarred horribly. No one would voluntarily submit to such pain. The muscles under the tattoo caused it to appear to move around when they did, this was no magic; the tattoo was real.


  “It is real; I am really a Minister Knight,” Marion replied to Sarah’s critical stare.


  Sarah averted her eyes to the trail ahead, after a few seconds she observed Marion out of the corner of her eye.


  It was now Sarah’s turn to observe him. The danker beast was enormous, but the huge beast did not diminish his size.


  Unaffected by the harsh climate, he only wore the black leather pants and the heavy boots. Around his waist was what Sarah could only call a sword. Indeed it was a sword, at least as long as her arm. On his back was the shield that had saved her from a return trip to the cages.


  His glasses rested on top of his naked head, he had a commanding attitude, one commonly found on those in charge. Stern and unsmiling, Marion could be quite terrifying.


  Sarah remembered his ferociousness during her rescue and shuddered. But at the same time, when he smiled, he lit up the forest. He was more handsome than any prince or king that Sarah had ever saw in the storybooks her mother read her as a child. That too was long before the cages.


  After such a careful evaluation she discovered she was no closer to deciding if he was a knight in shining armor or a nightmare lying in wait.


  “There it is,” Marion sighed in relief as if he did not expect to see it ever again. “Home.”


  “You are anxious to get there?” Marion called as Sarah coaxed her danker beast passed him towards the castle in a quickened trot.


  Tapestries with gold and silver M’s and white backgrounds hung from the outside walls. Shrubs the color of blue, red and orange lined the areas to the left and right of the door. Gray weathered stones stacked together in a pattern of interlocking rocks were cemented together and rose towards the sky, slivers of windows were sparingly scattered across the stony structure.


  The thin air ripped violently through the trees, whistling and moaning as if disturbed by the presence of the two on danker beasts. Sarah shuddered as she waited outside the massive castle that stretched up towards the now full moon draped in darkening purple.


  “This is it?” she asked in disbelief.


  Marion guided the danker beast to the door. There was no need to knock for as soon as Marion approached the door disappeared.


  Just across the threshold, he leapt off the danker beast. Inside the castle, people hurried about towards various duties despite the late hour. A group of young children noisily played a game of marbles; there were several enormous hearths that cast shadows across the walls. The castle was much more capacious inside than what one was lead to believe when standing outside.


  Above the chaos, a shout of joy could be heard. Sarah descended the danker beast and watched as a young man shoved people out of the way as he raced towards them. He jumped over the fruit cart, and then sidestepped one of the bakers and a tray of hot rolls.


  The red leather pants threatened to rip as the man continued to run. He hurdled himself over a row of chairs and did not break a sweat.


  Marion’s face darkened like an approaching thunderstorm as he took off his sword. He watched with mounting displeasure at the young man’s agility.


  “Marion!” The young man yelled as the crowd of servants paid no attention to his yells, except to get out of his way.


  The young man ran directly into him, nearly knocking off Marion’s glasses. He then grabbed the slightly bigger Marion in a bear hug. He, too, was shirtless from the waist up. He was not even breathing hard.


  Marion said, “Let go, Kalah, you are ruining my hardened image.”


  Sarah inched further into the foyer. She studied the young man that stood face to face with Marion.


  He was only an inch or two shorter than Marion, but despite this his chest was just as wide and brawny. Kalah had a few tightly coiled blonde hairs sprinkled across his chest.


  He had the same pale gray eyes, but his nose was skinnier and his lips thinner than Marion’s. He was not unhandsome; he simply paled next to Marion.


  “My apologies, brother,” Kalah’s voice held the hopefulness of youth. It was apparent to Sarah that Kalah had not been exposed to cynics or apathy.


  Or the cages.


  “Been busy in my absence?” Marion slapped Kalah affectionately on the back. “Little brother?”


  He then reached to rub Kalah’s bald head.


  Kalah’s youth reminded Sarah again of Amana. Amana, before the cages, was hopeful and full of life, goals and dreams. Her grief left a lump in her throat.


  The delicious smell of roasted meat made Sarah’s stomach growl loudly. It had been ages since she felt the pang of hunger, due to her life being vacant of a soul while imprisoned in the cages. Marion touched Sarah gently on the shoulder and said, “Come, let us eat, and then find you some warm clothes.”


  “My apology, my lady,” Kalah said as he turned his gray eyes to Sarah.


  “No problem,” she said, as suddenly her feet had begun to thaw and ache from the icy trek through the forest. The day had been lengthy and she longed to rest. Despite Kalah’s warm greetings to both her and Marion, she sensed tension in the air that seemed to come with his arrival.


  Picking one of the torches from the wall, Kalah lead the way to the East Dining Hall. As they walked towards the East Wing, the noise of the main entranceway grew less. The hallway also grew narrower, only Kalah and Marion could fit the width of the hallway together. Sarah walked behind the two, silently watching the various paintings of persons draped in robes of rich colors and jewelry.


  “Was the mission difficult?” Kalah asked in a more serious tone than that of the playful brother he had used earlier in the foyer. The excitement of Marion’s return had died just as abruptly as it began.


  “Orono was surprised!” Marion said proudly. “But Valek has destroyed several of the Circles on Solis. Escape from there will become nearly impossible before long. We will need to act soon.”


  “Impossible!” Kalah stopped short in disbelief. “Surely not…”


  Shaking his head dolefully, Marion said, “It is true.” Taking a deep breath, gradually letting it out, then said, “He grows stronger still.”


  “Queen Zoë must be told at once.” Kalah pounded his fist into his huge palm. Thick fingers curled around into a clenched fist.


  “How is she?” A concerned look wrinkled Marion’s smooth complexion.


  “She asks for you every rotation,” Kalah grudgingly disclosed.


  “What does Octiva say?” Marion turned to look at Kalah. Sarah noted again how much the two looked alike, almost mirror images of the other. Even now the concern for the Queen Zoë was reflected in both faces. But the younger one, Kalah seemed tense…almost angry where just moments…


  Kalah did not answer and Marion searched his brother’s face before turning to go back down the hallway, past Sarah and towards the main entranceway leaving her alone with his little brother.


  Kalah turned to her and said; “I will show you to your room. Food will be brought in for you.”


  “My room?” she questioned as they started again down the hall towards the east.


  “Why, yes,” he remarked surprised at her question.


  “But I thought…”


  “You are not a prisoner; you are a guest,” he answered Sarah’s unasked question.


  They reached the end of the narrow hallway, which led them to the East Wing Dining Hall. It was a sizable open room complete with three wooden dining tables, wooden benches and people cleaning the remaining scraps of meat and meal from the table and floors.


  To the left of the hall was a staircase that led to the second floor. Kalah pointed and the two started up the steps with him slightly ahead.


  The dimly lit staircase curling along to the second floor felt chilly as her bare feet stepped timidly onto each step. Gritty patches were unavoidable and the grimy feeling when Sarah stepped on it would cause her stomach to turn. Candelabras secured tightly to the wall with iron-like brackets in the drafty stairway failed to cast enough light.


  The second floor hallway was short. There were three doors: two on the right and one on the left. A sliver of a window covered with a greenish-white glass was at the end of the Hallway.


  “This is your room.” Kalah stopped at the only door on the left side of the hallway. Turning the knob, he shoved open the heavy wooden door as if it were a feather. Sarah could feel the fear stick in her throat making it hard for her to swallow. She inched into the room behind him, careful not to walk into him.


  The room ran the length of the hallway. A window, identical to the one in the hallway, adorned the far wall.


  Sarah let out a scream as her foot felt something furry and she jumped back from where she was standing. Kalah moved the torch toward her and in the illumination and she discovered a rug. It was furry and made of some animal, which she had never seen. Blushing, she chuckled nervously.


  “It is a danker rug,” Kalah said before moving to the fireplace just across from a huge sleigh bed. The room was soon washed in light once he tossed the diminished torch into the fireplace.


  He said, “The bed is made of a heavy wooden frame and springs made with interlaced strips of leathers that have been overlaid with a feather mattress. You should find this room very comfortable.”


  Sarah sat down cautiously on the bed and touched the thick blanket. She eagerly pulled the blanket back and ran her hand across the crisp white sheets.


  “Danker…as in danker beast?” she asked as she sniffed the air for the animal’s distinct smell.


  “Yes, but this one’s fur has been washed several times and perfumed,” Kalah explained with an amused smile.


  The room held a warm glow as the fire chased the arctic chills away. It was sparsely furnished; the bed was the only major piece of furniture. The room was more long than wide with the fireplace and bed occupying the area closest to the door.


  Further down the length of the room was an abandoned rocking chair with a woven basket beside it filled with balls of yarn and two knitting needles. Light from the nearby window illuminated the chair in a silver glow.


  “This is it.” He wearily waved his hand towards the window and behind him to the fireplace. The smell of rain and smoke stained the room, giving it the drafty smell of a dungeon.


  Sarah crept over to the window and looked out. Whispers of cold air squeezed through the almost invisible spaces between the stone castle and the window’s glass. Directly across from her room, she could make out a cluster of homely cottages, all one level and all constructed in a circular pattern. Some of the cottages had illumination; she could just make out flickering candles. To the left of the cluster of cottages, the beginnings of the Northern Forest stretched its blackening tree limbs towards the small cluster of homes as if reaching out for the light.


  Kalah kneeled over the fireplace and placed a round, ceramic pot over the fire by taking a metal rod and suspending the pot via a metal loop over the fire. The pot was battered and dented…heavily used. She wondered how long it had been sitting there.


  “What’s that?”


  “Evening meal, for you,” he replied as he placed the utensils on the fireplace and around the poker. “Marion or I will come to notify you for meals in the future.”


  He moved closer to the door. “Do not leave the castle. Although you are a guest here, you are too valuable to lose.”


  “Why?” she asked as she squatted in front of the warm fire.


  He sighed noisily before saying, “Later. Now, eat, sleep and rest.”


  He turned to go and she saw the brand on his left biceps.


  “You are a Minister too?”


  “Yes,” Kalah answered before closing the door.


  “But –” she stammered. The door slammed shut as Kalah left, before she could ask any more questions. She could not hear his boots as he walked down the stairs. Nice fellow, she smirked. She wondered if he got that attitude from Marion.


  Two feather pillows and a couple of additional blankets lay on the bed. Beside the blanket a flannel gown and socks seemed to be casually placed. Sarah quickly took off her clothes and put on the much warmer gown and socks, noting the full softness and fuzziness. Her toes wiggled in the soft comfort of the socks and she felt the gown again and again, relishing her ability to feel and touch. The cages stripped her of those feelings and abilities for years. Each new sensation—the smell of the fire, the crackling of the wood as it burned, and the softness of her flannel gown overwhelmed her senses.


  Kalah had started a pot of stew. She used her top to awkwardly remove the hot lid. Directly next to the fire were bowls, wooden spoons and a bunch of blue logs haphazardly piled together.


  Using the spoon, she made herself a small dinner. She rolled the meat and vegetables around in her mouth before swallowing. Morsels of meat flavored with spices Sarah could not identify melted in her mouth and the enticing aroma soon filled the room. She decided the meal was good and greedily ate two more bowls before climbing into bed.


  Her feet ached and had begun to dry. She removed her socks and climbed out of bed. She kneeled next to the cooling pot of stew and dipped her socks. The water was not hot but warm. She wrung the excess liquid from the socks and gently placed her injured feet back into them.


  Yawning loudly, Sarah crawled beneath the blankets and finally slept.


  
    Chapter Four

  


  The sun rose with pale streaming rays of light that illuminated Sarah’s room, forcing her to greet the new day. Blue smoke floated up, spiraling into the crisp morning air from the extinguished fire from last night.


  “Wake up.” Marion shook her gently allowing his fingers to straighten one of her corkscrew curls before releasing it to spring back into its taut spiral. Licking his lips nervously he squatted closer to her bedside.


  “Up,” she mumbled, as she remained buried beneath the blanket, only her curls could be seen.


  “The room, is it to your liking?” Marion asked softly.


  He touched her again, this time on the shoulder, sliding down the blanket with his fingers that seemed to have a mind of their own as they curled themselves around the free strands of her hair, across her parted lips and on to her smooth cheeks.


  With a gasp, she opened her eyes and bolted upright in the bed. “What are you doing?”


  Snatching the blanket towards her chest, she scooted away from Marion with a confused look of shock.


  “Waking you,” he stiffly responded as he turned his attention to the room’s sole window, away from her.


  “Did you sleep well?” he asked again.


  “Yes.” She moved the blanket cautiously down to just below her waist. “I had strange dreams of Amana and Solis.”


  “Yes, well, I am sure you did,” Marion said. “You will meet the Queen today. She has a great deal to tell you, Sarah.”


  “Right,” she mumbled just low enough to avoid being heard.


  “I brought you clothes.” Marion pointed to the rocking chair that now had clothes folded neatly, resting in its seat. “I will be outside while you change.”


  When she finally emerged some several minutes later, dressed in black leather pants, boots and a charcoal gray sweater, Marion felt his knees start to buckle, but he grabbed the wall anxiously to stop himself from collapsing to the floor.


  Her hair, loose and free, only added an aurora of divinity to Sarah. Gone was the desolate woman he rescued from the cages only yesterday, here was a fantastic free woman.


  A beautiful woman.


  Perhaps beautiful wasn’t right word. She was not a stunning princess beauty, but there was that something, just beneath the surface that intrigued him and plowed away at his restraint.


  “Can I eat first?” she asked as she placed her hand over her flat stomach.


  “You will be eating with the Queen this morning,” Marion said.


  “Oh,” she said, which only brought a small smile to Marion’s lips, but no additional commentary as he started down the staircase.


  Following close behind, she asked, “Who is Queen Zoë exactly?”


  She could hear Marion’s surprised intake of air at the question.


  “She is the originator of the Minister Knights of Souls,” he said.


  “Marion, why am I here?”


  “The Queen will explain it,” he said. “Trust me.”


  He had hoped the full night’s rest would have softened her desire for answers, but it would seem it did not. Her innocence and her radiance this morning slowly nibbled away at his resolve to remain silent… and his tight control over his growing lust. He almost told her the true reason for her rescue just to erase the concern and fear that marked her face.


  “Trust you?” She stopped as he turned around.


  “Please, the Queen awaits,” Marion started again down the hallway to the West Wing of the castle. The hallway partially lit by candles and hangings of alternating purple and black helped show the way. Huge banners scripted with the Minister Knight’s crest lined the hallway opposite the windows and drapes.


  “Patience,” he whispered.


  The early morning quietness made the castle seem sinister and surreal. Marion wanted Sarah to be told of her purpose immediately and in detail. He knew that Queen Zoë was very ill and it was she who knew the entire Antiqk scrolls and the predictions. Best Sarah get her answers from the closest source.


  *     *     *


  The open hearths, black and empty, gave the main foyer the feel of being deserted. The night before, the foyer was alive with children and people, but in the wee hours of the new day was vacant. Indeed the entire castle remained quiet and still. The only indication of life was the occasional passing of one of the servants burdened with the early morning chores of carrying the food to the kitchens from the storage cellars for morning meal.


  The sweet aroma of sugary glaze and baked breads faint at first grew stronger as Marion and Sarah made their way to the West Wing Hall. The Great Hall as it was often referred to, was the only Hall in which the Minister Knights ate and celebrated. The Great Hall also had the larger of the two kitchens adjacent to it; the East Wing Hall had the smaller of the kitchens.


  “The Great Hall,” Marion announced softly as to not to wake the remainder of the castle. Strewn about on the floor were branches and various herbs speckled and colorful from the Northern Forest. She recognized some of the plants and flowers from her trip through the forest.


  On the walls were elaborate carpets made from woven threads in charming colors of burgundy and pictures of Veloris landscapes. Dining tables set on trestles were covered with white linen cloths. In the middle of each table sat burned down candles and cooled wax statues. The morning sun streaming through the various windows and into the Hall provided plenty of illumination for the day’s meals.


  Just off to the right of the entranceway, an octagonal fireplace lazily warmed the enormous open room.


  Marion took Sarah’s hand as he led her into the Great Hall. Seated past the wooden benches and tables, up closer to the front of the Hall was a raised dais of stone similar to the stones used to construct the castle. It was away from the drafts and intrusions that came from people seated at the tables and coming and going through the entranceway during meals; it was far enough away from the belching, boisterous partying and celebrating of the Knights that went on each nightly meal.


  Queen Zoë sat seemingly dwarfed by a massive chair with a sheer lilac canopy announcing her royalty.


  Stunning and elegant, her intermingled black ringlets were streaked with silver and cascaded freely to her waist. Around her tiny waist was a golden interwoven cord. The somber purple robe appeared to be made of a heavy fabric that probably served one purpose, to protect the Queen against the wintry nights of Veloris.


  “Good morning, child,” Queen Zoë said calmly as she directed her full attention to Sarah.


  She had thin, almost invisible lips and high cheekbones with pale gray eyes surrounded by wrinkles. Coughing, she held her robe tightly to her chest as Marion raced to her side. The Queen continued to cough and bark; it was a ravaging cough that caused her frail body to shake and shudder.


  “Water! Get some water!” Marion shouted to one of the passing servants.


  Before the servant could move, Kalah appeared from the side entranceway with a cup of water.


  “Here.”


  Draining the cup of its contents, Queen Zoë patted Marion’s head and gave the now empty cup back to Kalah who remained standing behind her chair.


  Straightening her robe and running a hand through her hair, Queen Zoë cleared her throat and offered Sarah a smile.


  “Come, closer.” Hoarse and barely above a whisper, Queen Zoë beckoned Sarah to move closer and gestured for Marion and Kalah to leave. Silently they left the Great Hall through the main entranceway.


  Kneeling before the chair, a fluttering of nervousness danced around in her stomach as the aroma of the morning meal from the kitchen scented the Great Hall.


  “You have many, many questions,” Queen Zoë said for it was hardly a question.


  “Yes, Yes.” Sarah said as she placed a hand over her squirming stomach.


  “I can see them behind your eyes, waiting and moving about, rolling around again and again demanding to be asked.” Queen Zoë smiled. “Go ahead…ask them.”


  “Can we go back to save my sister, Amana?” She held her breath as she waited for an answer.


  “You will return to save her; yes.” Queen Zoë answered.


  “Yes! But Marion said—”


  “Marion did not lie to you,” Queen Zoë interrupted. “Morning meal will wait, no?”


  Confused, Sarah answered quickly, “Yes…”


  Queen Zoë waved off the servant who, unbeknownst to Sarah, had stood behind her and inquired about morning meals.


  “Yes we can rescue her, but no we can not?” Sarah asked.


  “It is best if we start at the beginning,” Queen Zoë said as she took several deep breaths.


  Nodding, Sarah waited for the Queen to gain enough strength to explain.


  “Along time ago, long before the age of frost and cages, the worlds of Saturn Four and Earth 3012 were shared colonies of Earth.”


  “But Earth does not exist any more…” Sarah interrupted.


  “Yes, but this is shortly after the colonizations,” Queen Zoë smiled. “The shared colonies traded freely and were quite friendly towards each other. However, when King Nathaniel of Saturn Four wanted his daughter Amber to marry the son of King Tartan, Malcolm, a disagreement arose. You see, King Tartan’s son was already promised to the daughter of King Ander of Veloris Three.


  “It came to pass that King Nathaniel demanded the unification of Saturn Four and Earth 3012 by the wedding of his daughter to King Tartan’s son or else there would be a levy strapped to the trade of certain merchandise and goods.


  “Well, King Tartan could not break his agreement with King Ander. King Ander’s marriage to his son would unite Veloris Three and Earth 3012, which would give Veloris Three a larger army and outpost in the sector of that galaxy as well as access to more cultured items like ancient scrolls, books and fine carpets.


  “Angered all the more at King Tartan’s repeated rejections, King Nathaniel applied the levy. And for many years the people of Earth 3012 paid the tax to keep the peace, but not without comment.


  “Years went by and eventually the younger people of Earth 3012 stopped paying the levy and soon all trade between Saturn Four and Earth 3012 ceased. Their relations completely broke down. This was not in King Nathaniel’s plan; therefore he tried to take what he could not freely have.


  The annihilation of Veloris Three was simply King Nathaniel getting back at King Tartan.”


  “What happened to Veloris Three?” Sarah asked.


  “King Nathaniel, well, his daughter Manola, practiced magic and she disguised herself as the daughter of King Tartan. She visited Veloris Three and met King Ander’s son. While there it is said she cursed Veloris Three and the young prince. When she left, Veloris Three exploded.”


  “So, King Tartan’s daughter had no prince and Earth 3012 had no army.” Sarah concluded.


  “Yes. But there is no proof that Manola’s alleged curse actually destroyed the planet. Some say it was over-mining.”


  Queen Zoë paused to clear her throat.


  “It did not matter. Tartan was furious and blamed King Nathaniel.”


  “A war?” she asked.


  Nodding slowly, Queen Zoë said, “Yes. They went to war and have been at war ever since.”


  “And Valek?”


  Standing, Queen Zoë crept to the side entranceway, her bare feet stepping cautiously, taking each step gradually. “Come, this is no place to discuss such matters as him.”


  Sarah followed the Queen down the side entranceway that forked one path to the kitchen, the other up a close spiral staircase that lead to the second floor, then they walked down the short hallway and off to the right they arrived at the Queen’s chambers. Three guards stood watch just outside her door.


  “Good morning,” The guards stated in unison.


  “Good morning,” Queen cheerfully responded. “Come, Sarah.”


  The guards did not seem to notice or question Sarah’s presence with the Queen. They made no indication that they saw her at all. As tall as some of the evergreens growing in the forest, with thick tree trunk-like arms and bulky frames, the guards were identical in appearance from their dull brown eyes to their huge bare feet that had four toes on each foot and extended yellowing toenails.


  They carried no weapons, beside their appearance and size; Sarah had no doubt that the three were some trick of magic and wondered where they came from.


  Yet another question to ask the Queen.


  Pulling back the silver wire embellished screen, Sarah entered the Queen’s chambers, which was comprised of two rooms: a small sitting room and a larger bedroom. Sarah expected the Queen’s room to at least have a door, not a screen to protect Veloris’s most prized citizen and royal. Again, Sarah wondered if possible magic and sorcery had any place in Veloris and the Queen’s castle. Was it the Queen that practiced magic or some other which Sarah had yet to meet?


  Decorated in rich, warm tones of copper and brown, the sitting room had a few chairs and one rounded wooden bench. Here too, herbs of rosemary, leaves of evergreens and acacia trees were tossed about on the floor.


  Miniature tapestries hung from the walls; one pictured a reproduction of Marion, although a much younger man in the tapestry and directly across was a mirroring tapestry of Kalah. In the middle, next to Marion’s tapestry rested the Minister Knights of Souls’ banner embroiled with silver thread and made of a finer cloth. It had a far more regal appearance than the one hanging in the castle’s foyer.


  Cattycorner to the entrance was a fireplace, but no windows, the only illumination arriving through several torches that were mounted to the walls. Two shelves filled with jars of herbs, toadstool and other substances occupied a tiny space of the sitting room.


  A petite anteroom adjoined the sitting room and Sarah could only speculate on the cloth, jewels and spices that might be stored there.


  Sarah made her way to one of the elegant, high backed chairs, but Queen Zoë entered into the other room.


  Sarah followed and entered the Queen’s bedchamber, where an enormous bed with four electric blue posters and a soft bluish linen curtain hung. The curtain pulled back in the daytime and closed at night for privacy as well as protection from the bitter cold. The bed took up most of the room. Three fluffy feather pillows in varying shapes rested at the top of the bed and quilts and blankets were folded neatly along the width of the bed.


  Taking a torch from the wall, Queen Zoë placed a few electric blue logs into the boxy fireplace to the right of the bed then tossed in the torch.


  “It chases away the chill,” Queen Zoë explained. “This planet is so cold.”


  Sarah remained standing as she looked over the Queen’s room. To the left of the bed was a makeshift chest, made of the same wood as the bed. Homely, it had scars and dings. Not what one would expect a Queen’s room to be like, although she had never been in a Queen’s room before.


  On the floor were crushed petals of every color and shape giving the room its perfumed smell of forest.


  The two windows with creamy, almost clear glass offered views of the west side of the castle, which showed the rising sun and snippets of the Northern Forest. Sarah thought the view from her room was better.


  “Where was I?” Queen Zoë asked as she climbed into her bed and under the covers. She leaned over, reached for the quilt, and unrolled it.


  “Valek,” Sarah said as she helped the weak Queen place the quilt over the bed.


  “Oh, yes, Valek.” Queen Zoë fingered the quilt’s fringed ends. “Yes, well, Valek had been a smuggler of small shipments of spices, garments and supplies between Earth 3012 and Saturn Four. Although at war, certain people on both worlds had a desire for what the other planet offered. And Valek made a business out of smuggling those items. A big business.”


  Queen Zoë concluded by sighing and lying back against the two fluffy pillows.


  “So, what do the soul cages have to do with his business of smuggling clothes, spices and supplies between Saturn Four and Earth 3012?” Sarah asked.


  Closing her eyes, Queen Zoë did not answer.


  “Queen Zoë!” Sarah touched the Queen’s slender shoulder feeling the bony frame beneath the thick robe.


  “Yes?” Queen Zoë opened her eyes slowly.


  “Valek and the soul cages?” Sarah urged as she stood up from the bed.


  “Valek’s soul cages and kidnapping of souls began about twenty rotations ago. He discovered this potion on a trip to someplace outside the Pixlis galaxy that allows him to read minds.”


  “Impossible!” Sarah gasped. The old Queen must have truly lost grip with reality.


  “But true.” Queen Zoë patted Sarah’s hand. “Please, child, I must rest now.”


  “But.” Sarah started then fell silent as she watched Queen Zoë close her eyes and her body relax into the comforting arms of sleep.


  Bewildered, Sarah glanced outside the window, Veloris’s shallow sun had rose just above the tops of the forest and shined down on the blinding white snow on the ground. The day had just begun, and the Queen was already sound asleep as evident by her snore that tenderly resounded through the bedroom.


  Unsure, Sarah left the Queen’s quarters with her head full of more questions than what she had when she entered.


  
    Chapter Five

  


  Sarah closed the screen and brushed past the three royal guards. They did not acknowledge her as she squeezed by them and walked down the spiral staircase.


  With hopes dashed and engrossed in a whirlwind of questions, Sarah stepped off the bottom step and directly into a woman who happened to be crossing her path, causing the woman to drop the items she was carrying.


  “Oh! I am terribly sorry.” Sarah hurried to assist the woman who smelled of danker beast and forest.


  Holding her nose, Sarah stepped back five paces from the young woman with the woman’s garments extended out to her. “You dropped these.”


  Shorter than Sarah by only a couple of inches and sporting a short blonde wooly-hair Afro, the woman lowered her tinted glasses and smiled at Sarah.


  “Hello,” she said.


  Surprised by the sultriness of the strange woman’s voice, Sarah offered a quick “hello” and stepped back three paces more. The danker beast was strong and awful.


  “Danker beast.” The woman laughed revealing a set of tiny, even teeth that seemed to fit just perfectly in her mouth. Her lips were thin and her skin resembled the slick surface of Solis, midnight blue. Perhaps it was more an indigo color, and as the woman turned to the left, Sarah noticed a short, narrow scar just above her right eye.


  The woman removed her tinted glasses and placed her dagger into a pocket within her velvet boots and said, “My name is Zykeiah.”


  “Sarah.”


  Zykeiah had amazingly bright eyes and as they remained rested on Sarah, Sarah started to squirm under the woman’s intense glare. But Zykeiah did not seem to want to move and Sarah could not go around her due to the hallway’s narrowness. The retched smell of danker beast had killed the remainder of Sarah’s appetite and the only thing she wanted more than to escape to her room was for this woman to move from her path.


  “I see you have met,” Marion said as he appeared from around the corner to Zykeiah. “I did not know you were coming so soon today. I thought I would see you closer to dusk.”


  Zykeiah finally removed her gaze from Sarah and over to Marion whom seemed unabashed by her fierce glare. “There is much to tell.”


  “I am sure.” He patted Zykeiah on the back and added, “But first things are first; your celebration and dubbing ceremony…”


  “…is tomorrow,” Zykeiah finished. “Yes, I know.”


  “Then you must meet with tailors, bathe and then see Queen Zoë.”


  He flicked Zykeiah’s ear playfully, smirking at her.


  “Yes, but first I must talk to the Queen.” She glanced at Sarah then back to Marion.


  “No, first you must bathe!” Marion quipped. “I will help you.”


  He winked at Zykeiah and playfully slapped her bottom.


  Laughing, Zykeiah playfully punched him in the stomach and Sarah noticed her well-sculptured arms. This Zykeiah had little stock on her bones, her build, although not tall, was stout and solid, like a hard, rigid stone wall.


  “Come on, Zykeiah.” Marion teased all the more as the two of them wrestled.


  Sarah watched with growing impatience at how comfortable they were with each other. Marion did not order this woman around or treat her like a child, the way he treated Sarah.


  “Pardon,” Sarah mumbled as she pushed past Zykeiah, who had Marion in a headlock, and rounded the corner leaving the two to discuss whatever ‘celebration’ they needed to. She had not been told of any celebration or dubbing. In fact, neither Marion nor Kalah had mentioned anything of the sort.


  They continued to reiterate that she was not a prisoner, so why did they treat her as such? She could neither leave nor was she informed of news that surely everyone in the castle was aware of. It certainly felt more like she was a prisoner than a guest.


  She passed through the foyer on her journey back toward the East Wing. As she walked through the groups of people, she noticed that one of the foyer’s two hearths was ablaze and bright. Three servants carefully swept the floor then tossed the old herbs into the awaiting flame, while a fourth placed fresh herbs and crushed flowers onto the foyer floor where the old herbs had been removed.


  As Sarah got closer to the East Wing Hall, the delightful smells of sweet cakes, rolls and eggs filled the air within the tight corridor hallway. The smell aroused her hunger and she quickened her pace to reach the Hall before the cook decided to shut down for morning meal. If she hurried she might be able to get a quick bite to eat, then perhaps she could venture outside to those smaller cottages she observed the night prior. Maybe there she could get some answers.


  Servants were often thought of as a part of the castle’s furnishings, often seen but not heard. Contrary to that belief, servants heard many, many things that royalty discussed and would no doubt some have information about the Minister Knights, this Zykeiah person and probably about Sarah herself.


  Fighting down the temptation to run to the Hall, she marveled at the appetite she had developed. Stolen and taken to Solis as a young girl, Sarah could barely remember if she had such a large appetite before her trip to the cages. She enjoyed the meal Kalah made the prior night and that only made her anxious to try the morning portion of meals.


  Finally the overpowering aromas of morning meal condensed at the entranceway to the East Wing Hall, which surprisingly was empty, this late in the morning.


  Sarah entered and sat down at one of the wooden tables, not exactly knowing what to do. A servant girl, perhaps about ten years old carried out a plate, cup and fork. The girl placed the plate in front of Sarah, carefully, and without making eye contact.


  The girl’s hands were scruffy, red and almost covered by her elongated robe’s sleeves; the hood hid most of her face. The robe did not disguise the girl’s hefty frame and pudginess. Her wide body made it difficult to reach over Sarah, so the girl moved to the front of the table to finish setting out the bowls, cups and plates.


  “Good morning,” Sarah said to the girl.


  The girl did not respond, but rather turned and fled to the kitchen, reappearing after several minutes with breads and hard-boiled eggs. The girl sneaked a peek at Sarah as she placed the bread on the table alongside the eggs, before hurrying back to the kitchen.


  Shrugging, Sarah picked up one of the boiled eggs and immediately dropped it.


  “Ouch!” She rubbed the angry red spot on her hand where the hot egg had burned her skin.


  “Careful, those things are hot,” Marion called to her as he entered the East Wing Hall.


  He took a seat across from her and whistled for the servant girl. The young girl reappeared, this time with a small boy that carried a plate and cup.


  Marion placed both elbows on the table as the young girl sat still more bread and eggs onto the table. The smaller boy struggled to place the plate and cup in front of Marion. He seemed caught between his duty and trying to get a good look at the Minister Knight.


  Marion did not speak until the young girl and the smaller boy had returned to the kitchen.


  Sarah cautiously picked up the egg. Feeling the hard cracked shell, she rolled the now slightly cooler egg around in her hand, noting its texture and shape. Rolling the shell away from the actual egg, she grimaced at the gooey slime that separated with the shell, leaving just the pinkish color of the egg’s “flesh”, the yolk was till to come.


  Marion watched with interest as Sarah examined the now shell-less egg before slowly placing it into her mouth and biting.


  “It is good,” he remarked before rapidly removing the three eggs’ shells and placing an entire egg, one at a time into his mouth.


  “No?” he asked around a mouth full of egg before swallowing.


  Sarah swallowed then felt the squishiness of the eggs and hardened yolk inside her mouth. “No.”


  Draining her cup of the bitter ale, Sarah decided she needed something that tasted better than eggs and reached for the sweet bread.


  Glazed with an almost clear substance that was sticky and sugary sweet, the sweet bread lived up to its name. Liking her fingers again and again, Sarah ate three sweet bread rolls before she said another word to Marion.


  Marion did not eat any of the sweet bread; he only ate the eggs and a few pieces of the flatbread. He tried not to stare at her, especially as she licked her lean, elegant fingers to free them of the sweet bread’s stickiness. He should not be eating with her in the East Wing Hall; he should not be this close to her at all, except he could not help himself.


  And if Queen Zoë found out, worse, if Zykeiah found out, his life in the castle might be made more difficult for many lengthy rotations to come.


  “What are you doing here?” Sarah asked as she beckoned to the young servant girl that she was finished.


  “Having morning meal,” he answered before finishing his third cup of drink.


  “You know what I mean. Queen Zoë told you and Kalah to have morning meal more than an hour ago.”


  Sarah stood and brushed the sweet breadcrumbs from her pants.


  The young servant girl blushed beneath her hood and dropped an empty cup to the ground. Marion waited until the servant girl had left before reaching across the table and snatching Sarah’s wrist and nearly dragging her across the table. He stood up.


  “If you ever speak to me in such a tone in front of a servant again, it will be your neck. I do not care who the Queen thinks you are!”


  Thrusting her backwards with a hard shove, Marion stalked out of the East Wing Hall. Cursing himself for coming to this end of the castle, he did not hear Sarah’s calls to him until he reached the door to his chambers.


  “Marion! Marion!” Sarah raced after him down the East Wing hallway towards the foyer. The same hallway, where just yesterday, Marion and Kalah were discussing Valek’s threat and the Queen’s health.


  Out of breath, she stopped in front of a door labeled with a crossbow and a brass door handle. Marion placed his hand on the door handle, and then turned to look at her.


  “What?” His eyes burned into hers. Anger forced his mouth to form a sneer.


  “I-I am sorry,” Sarah whispered.


  Her fear of him returned for the first since she tried to escape from him on their way to the castle. With the fear was also the new fluttering of things that Sarah did not readily understand…an oozy warmth that burned inside her. It was almost pleasant, but she could not linger on that feeling because her fear quickly eroded it.


  Marion’s pale gray eyes continued to stare at her. They seemed to be searching and silently questioning her. Sarah did not flinch; she found herself unable to glance away and unable to speak. Her words were stolen from her before they escaped her lips.


  “Fine,” Marion finally replied as he turned the doorhandle.


  “Wait!” Sarah reached out and placed her foot in the door’s closing pathway. “Please, tell me what you meant in the Hall.”


  Opening the door wider, Marion grabbed her arm and pulled her into the room, slamming the door just as she was in.


  “I should not have said anything,” he mumbled as he wiped his head.


  His chambers had only a bright red sleigh bed, a makeshift rocking chair and a woven basket of greenery. On the wall was one tapestry, an exact replica of the one hanging in Queen Zoë’s chambers. Like her room, this room only had one window that faced the castle’s small courtyard that housed the central baths, the greenery and the supply rooms.


  “Sit,” Marion ordered.


  Sarah slowly looked around the room for some place to sit before deciding to sit on the floor, which was covered with herbs of rosemary and thyme.


  The room smelled of forest and smoke and Sarah noticed that beside the bed were swords, daggers and crossbows all shined and polished. Upon further inspection, she saw that despite their polished gloss, the swords had nicks, dings and outright damage to them as if they had been used heavily.


  “You promised that Queen Zoë would tell me, but today she did not tell me anything of my purpose here.”


  “No?” He paced in front of his bed. “The Queen is quite ill, as you saw this morning with the coughing.”


  Nodding and wrestling with the idea of whether he should tell her or wait for the Queen, he soon fell silent as his pacing increased. Sarah watched, unsure of what to say or do. Should she leave? Stay?


  Finally, he turned to her and said, “You must know before it is too late.”


  Marion sat down on his bed, removed his sword and placed his glasses on the bed. “Where do I begin?”


  “I know of Valek’s smuggling and his potion that allows people to read minds,” she said softly, “but what does that have to do with me?”


  “Then you know almost as much as we,” Marion said as he sat down on his enormous bed. “But there is something that we believe Valek does not know.”


  “And that is?” Sarah inquired.


  “According to the Antiqk scrolls, there would be one to arrive into the galaxy that would possess extraordinary powers of magic and sorcery. Her powers would be so fantastic, that she would free the souls from Solis, destroy Valek and cease the war between Earth 3012 and Saturn Four.”


  Marion glanced quickly at Sarah before continuing. “I know the Queen has waited since she was a child for this person to arrive on Veloris. Queen Zoë had researched, meditated and visited the Oracle of Antiqk for years, most of her life, in search of the signs that would lead us to know when to act.”


  “And let me guess,” Sarah interrupted. “Queen Zoë believes that person is me?”


  Without waiting for his answer, she laughed at the sheer ridiculousness of it. She stood, ready to leave Marion’s close cozy chamber.


  “It is true,” he said as he stood too and walked across to the door.


  “Look, I am grateful for my rescue, but my sister is still trapped on Solis.” Sarah turned to leave. “And I must free her.”


  “You do not believe –” he asked.


  “No! You can’t expect me to just believe some prophesy…” she said.


  Marion placed a hand on her shoulder and said, “Come, I will give you proof.”


  She followed him out of his room and down a hallway toward the West Wing of the castle. Just before they reached the Great Hall, they entered an adjoining hallway that Sarah must have missed earlier that morning.


  It led to the stables.


  Once they arrived at the stables, Marion gave Sarah a heavy woolen coat complete with a hood to protect her from the cold outside. As she wrapped it around her, she thought of Amana and the ugly green coat.


  A servant page saddled the danker beast for her; Marion required no saddle. He simply threw one huge leg over the beast. His size seemed to make the beast erupt in protest followed by a series of moans and onks.


  Marion said to the servant page, “Tell Kalah that Sarah and I have gone for an afternoon ride, we will return before evening meal.”


  The boy nodded and went to lift the doors. They guided the danker beasts closer to the door and watched as the stable doors rose.


  “Where are we going?” she asked as they were now out of earshot of the servants. She gathered that Marion did not like speaking in front of them.


  “To the Antiqk Oracle,” he answered flatly.


  “Where is it?” Sarah felt the icy breeze slip through the hood’s protective layer and into her ears. The weather was so cold, her nose burned. The rawness of the morning had not melted off under the afternoon’s sun.


  “Not far from here in the eastern section of the Northern Forest.”


  Marion, shirtless and wearing only his tinted glasses, black leather pants, and boots, did not acknowledge the frigidness of the weather. Again Sarah wondered about whom exactly were Marion and Kalah.


  She knew they were brothers. Kalah had admitted that the night she and Marion arrived at the castle. They were both Minister Knights of Souls, but how did they arrive on Veloris? How did they become Ministers? Did Queen Zoë recruit them? If so, what planet did she find them? Why was there so few of them?


  They were headed towards the Antiqk Oracle where the scrolls had prophesied her birth and her purpose. But Sarah knew nothing of magic and sorcery. No, she knew little regarding the mythical or the surreal. She only prayed that some how this would lead to Amana’s freedom. She could play along with what they wanted.


  “It is not much farther. See even from here you can see the glow.” Marion pointed straight ahead where an almost orange color lit up an area of the forest in an eerie pulsating hypnotic rhythm. Why they had not seen it from the path last night, she did not know.


  Sarah could feel the nerves in her stomach began to move about in protest to the fear that had crawled there. A sickening feeling also crept into her throat making her cough.


  “Come.” Marion commanded as he whipped his danker beast into a faster trot. “We must hurry, faster.”


  Sarah patted her danker beast and hurried after Marion towards the glimmering glow of the Antiqk Oracle.


  As they hurried, Sarah felt an overwhelming familiarness tugging at her memory, a memory of being here before as she passed the various trails, trees and frozen lakes on the path to the Antiqk Oracle. Even the air held a certain smell: a mixture of rotting logs, crisp snow and dung that somehow felt like home.


  Coaxing her danker beast ahead of Marion’s, she followed the memory right to the opening cavern of the Antiqk Oracle that opened wide, eagerly waiting for its latest visitor. Red flecks of light, weathered stones, intermingled vines of various colors and odors dominated the Oracle’s entranceway.


  As soon as she reached the cavern’s opening mouth, Sarah dismounted from the danker beast and again felt the overwhelming feeling that she had been here before. Her danker beast proceeded to back up from the cavern slowly, than faster, until it reached Marion.


  “I know this place,” she whispered.


  Marion dismounted, too, and walked over to her. “Do you? I thought you had never been to Veloris.”


  “I have not,” she answered before starting up the two stone steps towards the cavern.


  Marion silently followed her, for it seemed Sarah was in a trance, she neither looked at him nor waited for him. She simply plowed ahead as if she had no will of her own. It called to her in soft whispers of promise and knowledge; a key to unlock her trunk of questions. He remained just outside the cavern of the Antiqk Oracle. The wind wrestled in the leaves at the mouth of the Oracle.


  According to legend, the Oracle only admitted one at a time; two would bring immediate death. Not to mention, the oracle prophesies were the business of the one entering the cavern and for no other.


  Sarah entered into the cavern and walked directly to the glowing sphere of the Antiqk Oracle. About the size of a fully-grown melon, the Antiqk oracle resembled the blue spheres that Valek used to capture souls, except this one was six times as large and rested in the huge chiseled open palm of a great hand that rose from the ground. This Oracle was made of an orange glass substance and it hummed a rhythm to its pulsating glow over and over again without pause. It sounded like, “Come, come, come.”


  It seemed to call to her, to beckon her to touch it, to “come” into its atmosphere of unlimited knowledge of the past, the future and the unexplained. Come to know herself.


  Come.


  Sarah placed both her hands on the oracle and the sphere began to blink faster and faster, spinning all the while, spewing answers as instantaneously as she asked them. Some answers came before she even consciously acknowledged the question. Rapid fire like bullets of awareness resounded through her psyche and lodged in the orifice of her mind with such force and impact that after what felt like a few minutes, she physically collapsed to the unyielding floor.


  
    Chapter Six

  


  Zykeiah passed Marion’s room and stopped at the door next to his room. There were three doorways in the hallway. This door, right next to Marion’s, resembled the other two doors except this one had a silver door handle. Sighing, she turned the door handle and entered into her little room.


  She tossed her garment bag onto the floor beside the blackened fireplace. The fireplace occupied the right wall her room that separated her room from Kalah’s. Her room shared the left wall with Marion. Zykeiah often wondered if Queen Zoë found it amusing to have Zykeiah sandwiched between both Marion and Kalah.


  Zykeiah did not find it amusing at all.


  Using two stones of flint, she lit the logs in the fireplace and cautiously placed several more pink logs into the growing flame. The pink logs acted not only as a source of heat, but also as an air freshener, offering the floral scent of the potta trees, which were pink in color, into the air. The clinging scent of danker beast was still attached to her clothing and hair as she sat down on the wooden bench and removed her boots, but at least the smell would not stain the room.


  She removed her clothes and piled all of these items into the garment bag that was already filled with other garments. Putting on a robe made from rough but comfortable tarra, she opened her door and walked down the Hallway between the Great Hall’s kitchen and Marion’s room to the central baths.


  Zykeiah watched as servants rushed to and fro with decorations and supplies. Some children carried their best dress outfits through the Hallway to the servants’ homes, just cleaned from the wash. It was not often that the castle had something to celebrate, not since Kalah’s birth, according to Queen Zoë, had there been much to celebrate on Veloris.


  Smoggy, humid, and thick, the air in the corridor to the central baths always made Zykeiah sweat as if she had run full speed up to the highest point of Stocklah Mountain, the highest mountain point in the Northern Forest and on the entire planet of Veloris. She knew Stocklah and the higher grounds of Veloris better than anyone; the area was ideal for meditation and rides.


  Making a sharp right into the central baths, she breathed a sigh of relief. There were no others at the baths today. Thankful she could be alone with her thoughts, and she had much to think about, she chose the triangular baths in the back of the bathroom itself, closer to the castle than the forest.


  Book-ended by the Great Hall and the East Wing Hall, the central baths satisfied the needs for both kitchens by providing a centralized location for water. The main basin had a projecting trough that allowed servants to carry water to either of the kitchens. The baths themselves were sectioned off from the main basin and the Greenery by stonewalls on three sides with the back wall being the back section of the castle. A small stone courtyard separated the central baths from Kalah’s, Zykeiah’s and Marion’s rooms. The room that housed the central baths was as long as all three rooms put together.


  There were a total of five baths. The largest bath, which was closer to the forest, could hold approximately ten people; it was considered the community tub. The tubs themselves were wooden and most often protected by a canopy, except the Queen’s bath, which resided in an elevated section of the room farthest away from the other wooden tubs and secluded by a heavy, iron screen that was dense with shapes and rosemary flowers. Each tub was lined with cloth to protect the skin from the wood.


  The remainder of the tubs lined the back wall of the bath; three wooden tubs of equal length and depth could each hold two people if necessary. It was the first tub farthest away from the door that Zykeiah chose and often found the best spot for obtaining as much privacy as could be had in such a place.


  The baths room was heated by an enormous open hearth towards the front of the room that was kept ablaze by the bath maid to the point of the room becoming a sauna.


  Upon seeing Zykeiah enter the bath, the bath maid followed her in and went to the built-in basin that resided beside the hearth. Turning the bronze tap, he began to fill the bucket with hot water. As he lifted a full bucket, he quickly placed an empty one under the tap to fill as he hurried and poured the water in to the bathtub.


  “How hot would you like?”


  “The same as always,” Zykeiah answered.


  He continued to fill her tub, running back and forth from the basin to the tub, careful not to slip on the slick flooring with his buckets.


  After several trips back and forth, the tub water waited patiently for Zykeiah. Steam rose into the air as if offering itself to her. Come, come, and cleanse yourself.


  The bath maid waited beside Zykeiah…out of breath and wiping his damp face.


  “Yes?” Zykeiah asked as she held her robe closed.


  “Would you like help with your bath?” The bath maid smiled exposing toothless gums and horrible offending breath.


  “No,” Zykeiah answered and a frown formed on her face.


  Seeing the anger on her face, the bath maid abruptly bowed and offered, “My apologies, my lady.” He raced out of the baths without looking back.


  She thought she heard him mumble “witch” as he exited.


  Digging into her robe’s pocket, Zykeiah removed a sack of salt, hand-chopped by the souls of Solis that she had taken from her latest trip. She dropped a handful into the steaming water and watched them dissolve.


  Next, she needed to regain her spiritual balance. This could be obtained by dropping leaves of clove, lotus, musk and wisteria into the steaming water.


  She removed her robe and lowered herself slowly into the soothing waters of the bath, Zykeiah closed her eyes and thought of the one called Sarah.


  She had more important things to think about, like her knighting in the next cycle, the results of her trip to Solis and much, much more; but for now, she only wanted to relax and think of pleasant things.


  Zykeiah closed her eyes and thought of the woman’s fabulous eyes that were the color of gosha, but still fantastically enchanting. Yes, Queen Zoë was right. She was the one.


  Opening her eyes to stare at the ceiling, Zykeiah knew that that alone would complicate matters.


  *     *     *


  Marion waited patiently in the frigid afternoon at the mouth of the Antiqk Oracle in silence for as soon as the Wrangler birds entered the invisible sphere of the Antiqk realm their screeching fell silent.


  “Come on Sarah,” he whispered as he gazed up to the blushing sky. “It grows later.”


  Sarah appeared shaking and moving sluggishly from the cavern. She stumbled, slipped and fell. Running to her side, he picked up an almost lifeless Sarah. Tossing her over her danker beast, he mounted his danker beast and made his way back to the castle with Sarah in tow. He hoped she would awaken before they reached the castle, Queen Zoë would be furious if she found out that he had jeopardized their plan for this. He could feel the Queen’s disapproving scowl as he entered the castle with Sarah blackened out by the Oracle.


  It was not uncommon for the Oracle to overpower a person, if that person required too much information. The Antiqk Oracle gave only as much as the person touching the oracle required. It required an excellent mastery of one’s mind to query its wisdom and prophecy. Perhaps he should have warned her of that.


  One such woman, who lived in the sphere surrounding the Antiqk Oracle, had scrawled the scrolls and derived wisdom of the Oracle for many rotations before Queen Zoë. She then had given them to Queen Zoë upon her deathbed. It was said that the woman was insane upon her death.


  “I should not have brought you here,” he said to Sarah, as she remained unconscious. “But you are supposed to be our savior.”


  As they moved further from the pulsating glow of the Antiqk, Sarah began to stir and moan, but she did not awaken.


  “Be strong,” Marion urged. “For the heavens, be strong.”


  *     *     *


  “Where is Marion?” Kalah asked as he stalked in to the central baths.


  Groaning softly at the interruption, Zykeiah answered, “I do not know and do not wish to know.”


  He raised one of his eyebrows, but his questioning look was lost on Zykeiah, who eyes remained closed as she relaxed in the tub.


  Leaving the central baths, Kalah knocked on Marion’s room door again, but no one answered. Searching between the two Halls, Kalah tried the baths, then back again.


  Finally he made his way down to the stables, where the overwhelming stench of danker beasts almost made his eyes water.


  “Have you seen Marion?” Kalah asked the servant page who smiled at the visit by the young knight. It was rare that the stables saw Kalah; he hardly left the castle.


  “Yes. He and Sarah left mid-morning for a ride.” The servant page then moved over to feed a handful of dark green leaves to a young danker calf.


  “Thank you,” Kalah responded promptly before fleeing for the sweeter air of the castle.


  Slowly Kalah walked past the royal guards and into Queen Zoë’s bedchamber where Queen Zoë reclined against her pillows. Propped up like a puppet, the Queen ate a bowl of roasted beef with crushed rosemary.


  “Your face gives me the answer I have been looking for; you do not have to speak,” she said firmly.


  Kalah shrugged, “I cannot find him.”


  “He is not in the castle.” Queen Zoë had not asked, but merely stated.


  “No, Mother, he is not.” Kalah answered half-heartedly as he stared out of the window.


  Queen Zoë smiled. Kalah only called her mother within the cozy confines of her bedchamber. Marion did not call her mother at all once he had become a knight; the secret had to be maintained and kept to a small group.


  “You do not approve, Kalah?” Queen Zoë could see her young son wrestle with the looming shadow that was Marion. The shadow was so much larger that it deflected any sunlight of recognition from Kalah.


  “He is your brother.” Queen Zoë pressed. “Not your rival.”


  The words burned into Kalah’s ears, forcing his short temper to fester and boil over. “No, Mother! He is a knight and that woman is Veloris’s and the whole Pixlis Galaxy’s hope of freedom. He can’t just take her from the castle, tell no one but a stable page and…”


  He turned and stalked out of the room.


  “Oh, Kalah.” Queen Zoë collapsed into her pillows and wept.


  *     *     *


  The aroma of fresh bread floated and filled the air of the castle as Kalah waited in the Great Hall for Marion’s arrival. Marion and Sarah had been riding for the better part of the day. Where had he taken her? The weather outside was bitter and cold. How could Marion have taken Sarah for such a long time?


  Zykeiah, refreshed and free of the danker beast smell, arrived at the Great Hall for evening meal in full knight attire, although her official knighting was still one full rotation away. Tight, burning pink leather pants, black leather boots complete with thigh dagger strap and a furry pink sleeveless sweater that exposed her sculpted arms, caused the female servants of the Great Hall to gasp and whisper to each other and overt their eyes when she passed.


  Queen Zoë raised her hand to beckon Zykeiah to the front of the Great Hall. Though evening meal would not be served for another few minutes, the Hall was packed with the Queen’s servants, the knights, and those vying for the knights’ favor.


  “Are you ready?” Queen Zoë asked Zykeiah once she reached her throne.


  “Yes, my Queen,” Zykeiah said.


  Smiling, Queen Zoë slapped her leg lightly and said, “Your are like one of my children now.”


  “Yes, my Queen,” Zykeiah answered, making the Queen roar in laughter and then into fits of coughing as the color quickly drained from her face.


  “Are you all right?” She leaned down as the Queen pulled a spiny green leaf from her pocket, placed it in her mouth and started to chew it. The soothing juice from the leaf calmed the Queen’s coughs, but did not cure them.


  Zykeiah kissed the Queen’s bony hand and went to sit next to Kalah at the table closest to the Queen. The Hall had filled up fast; there were not many more spaces in which to sit.


  “Your concern wrinkles your face, Kalah,” she said as she squeezed in between both of Kalah’s girlfriends, Tate and Mary.


  “He should have returned by now,” Kalah grumbled. “Give us leave, Tate and Mary. Tonight dine in the East.”


  Sighing and pouting, both the twin sisters, Tate and Mary, barely more than sixteen years old, stood and left Kalah without question, but with many longing looks of lust and sadness that tonight he would not be with them.


  Zykeiah laughed at Kalah’s gross indulgences, from the two sisters to his collection of daggers; Kalah lived largely and with extravagance. He had to have the best. Even his red leather pants were derived from the hide of a kowlata, fierce tough creatures that resided primarily in the Southern Forest. Their skin held the coloring ink better than any other, and Kalah would not rest until he had several of their hides. Marion and Zykeiah’s leather came from the kowlettas, which were in the same family as the kowlatas, but had been domesticated and bred for the purpose of using their skins and other things.


  When Marion had suggested Kalah use the kowletta’s hide, Kalah disagreed and left to go capture a few kowlatas, stating that the hides of kowletta were weak and not as protecting to the cold. Marion did not argue with the insistence of youth and even traveled with him to the Southern Forest. They returned with several kowlatas and Kalah returned with a hand that was nearly bitten off by one of the angered beasts.


  Queen Zoë repaired it, and Marion thought his younger brother learned his lesson about appreciating what was available.


  Kalah had not. He boasted in the Great Hall of his experience with the kowlatas and continued for months about his strength and courage displayed there. He even went so far as to challenge Marion’s courage by stating that his brother feared and began to cower at the kowlatas’ roar during their hunt.


  This announcement received a hard punch in the face from Marion, just when Kalah actually thought he was big enough to step from his big brother’s shadow. And what greater situation to defeat Marion than in front of a full audience at the Great Hall! But Marion returned him to second best, cloaking Kalah in his shadow, making sure that Kalah never thought of stepping out again.


  But it did not end there. At every given opportunity, Kalah tried to circumvent Marion’s authority, leadership and even his mother’s affection. Over the years the stress to Queen Zoë wrecked the older woman’s health. The aftermath of the arguments and debates was that the two brothers grew apart, each blaming the other for her sickness.


  Only as of late have the two brothers tried to make amends.


  It was prior to that when a weakened Queen Zoë called upon Zykeiah for help.


  She remembered the day clearly as if it was today.


  Outside a winter storm dropped inch after inch of soft snow onto the Northern Forest. The castle waited for the storm’s fury to pass and prayed it hurry and move on. It continued for several full hours. The coldness entered through cracks, windows and even seeped in from the ground making the floor icy cold. This seemed only to exaggerate the widening gap between Marion and Kalah as the bitterness spread.


  Zykeiah was relaxing in her favorite tub in the baths when Queen Zoë came down the stairs and into the central baths with her advisor and servant, Octiva.


  Zykeiah watched as Octiva prepared the waiting bath water for cleansing. The tiny Queen coughed repeatedly as she crumpled fresh thymus into the bath. She lit several incenses that lay alongside her tub and she inhaled deeply.


  When Octiva departed; the Queen prepared to bathe privately without aid. The thick canopy hid her from view and all Zykeiah could make out was the Queen’s shadow as it moved about the tub, then as it entered the water.


  “I know you have just arrived here,” Queen Zoë said as the two women bathed alone in the central baths. “You are needed here. It is your destiny, child!”


  Zykeiah sloshed lukewarm water into her own face as she struggled to sit upright in her tub. “But, but, I am a slave.”


  “You are the one who escaped from the cages,” Queen Zoë said firmly. “From Valek, no?”


  Zykeiah’s fear increased. She could hear her blood thundering in her ears as she tried to think of a way out of this. “Yes, but—”


  “Then here is what you must do…” Queen Zoë replied. “You must return to Solis.”


  *     *     *


  “Where are you, Zykeiah?” Kalah interrupted Zykeiah’s memory. “Not nervous about tomorrow?”


  “Just thinking.”


  Kalah’s eyes moved from her face to the Great Hall’s entranceway. “He is never this late.”


  “Perhaps it is the girl,” Zykeiah said, neglecting to mention Sarah’s name; the Great Hall was far too crowded.


  “Perhaps,” Kalah grudging agreed. “He was like that with you. Once.”


  Turning away from Kalah’s accusing stare, Zykeiah said, “He was never like that with me.”


  *     *     *


  Marion and an unconscious Sarah reached the stables and by the position of the few stars visible, Marion knew evening meal was to be served within moments.


  “Tell no one of the hour.” Marion ordered as he slid from his danker beast smoothly placing the reigns into the open palm of the servant page. He lifted Sarah from her danker beast and tossed her over his shoulder with equal fluidly as if he had done it hundreds of times before.


  “Yes, sir.” The servant page quickly agreed as he herded the danker beasts into the stables.


  Marion’s heavy footsteps landed squarely as he carried Sarah up the stairs from the stables.


  He peeked around the corner before scurrying down the Hallway to the Greenery. The hot, smoggy air from the central baths caused Marion to cough and sweat. No one heard for all had gathered in the respecting Halls for supper.


  Placing Sarah on the floor, Marion quickly scanned the aisles of potted planted and sprouting herbs, spices, vegetables and fruit. The Greenery housed over sixty herbs and all of the food harvested for the castle; Veloris’s climate demolished any herbs and most spices that grew outside the castle’s walls. Only certain plants native to Veloris had adapted to withstand her arctic temperatures.


  Queen Zoë favored other plants not native to Veloris and had educated both Marion and Kalah extensively and vigorously on the identification and use of herbs and spices.


  “There!” He rushed to a yellow-spotted spiny plant called squalla. Ripping off a leaf he hurried back to Sarah and placed the leaf under her nose.


  “Awake!” Marion commanded and gently blew on the leaf. Its spores flew into the air and into her nostrils.


  “What happened?” Sarah asked as she awoke, her eyes fluttering rapidly as if still buzzing from the experience at the Oracle.


  “Gently,” Marion said. He could feel her trembling beneath the heavy sweater. “You must eat.”


  Almost relying exclusively on Marion’s arm for support, Sarah hoisted herself to a standing position. They walked sluggishly down the Hallway to the Great Hall.


  “Ah, there, see Kalah. I told you he was fine,” Queen Zoë said quietly as she smiled at the sight of Marion and Sarah entering the Great Hall.


  They reached the table closest to Queen Zoë, where Kalah and Zykeiah sat. Marion helped Sarah into the seat next to Zykeiah. She was still groggy, but awake.


  “The ride went much better than expected,” Marion said as he leaned down and kissed Queen Zoë’s cheek bringing a wider smile to her aged face.


  “I am sure,” Queen Zoë said as she playfully swatted Marion’s arm.


  “Where have you been?” Kalah inquired heatedly as soon as Marion sat.


  “We went out.”


  Marion winked at Zykeiah, who smirked then rolled her eyes.


  Kalah grunted as the servants brought out the evening servings of crushed tanger-flavored henckens with tartberries. The meal was accompanied by ale. Sweetened berry juice was also served. Marion ate greedily as oily juices dripped from his chin and he said little despite the questioning stares from Kalah and Zykeiah.


  “So, how was your ride today?” Zykeiah asked Sarah who ate very slowly.


  Sarah shrugged as she chewed slowly.


  “There are some great waterfalls higher up towards Stocklah; I could show you.” Zykeiah offered. “If you are up for another ride.”


  “Sure,” Sarah said anxiously and eager to have Zykeiah’s gaze move to someone else, some place else. She hated the woman’s intense stare. It made her skin crawl.


  “You are a real lovely woman. That must have brought you many favors in the cages.”


  “The cages know no favors,” Sarah curtly responded.


  “Surely, you remembered that Zykeiah,” Marion said. “It has not been so many years ago that you were there.”


  Zykeiah said softly, “No, it has not.”


  “You have been to Solis?” Sarah asked failing to hide her surprise.


  “Yes, I was a slave in the Soul Cages.” Zykeiah answered as she moved the food around her tin plate.


  “You were rescued?” Sarah continued to question. She knew many of the slaves that resided in the cages, but had never seen Zykeiah before.


  “No.” Zykeiah took a deep breath. “I escaped.”


  “That is why she is to be knighted tomorrow,” Kalah announced before guzzling his ale and signaling the servant for a second round.


  “It was not just her escape from the cages,” Marion added, “but her courage and unflinching bravery that she has demonstrated since arriving here.”


  The others at the neighboring tables stomped and clapped in agreement to Marion’s declaration.


  Zykeiah only grinned before saying to Sarah. “You will be there, right?”


  “Yes.” Sarah did not know what she had committed herself to but it did not matter as long as Zykeiah kept her penetrating gaze directed at everyone else.


  As the Great Hall emptied, the Minister Knights, Sarah and Queen Zoë remained. They dismissed the servants and only those few in the kitchen remained to clean.


  “Tomorrow will be crazy; try to sleep tonight,” Queen Zoë suggested to Zykeiah. “The time draws closer still.”


  “Evening all.” Sarah excused herself. Before Marion or Kalah knew it, she was already out of the Great Hall with Zykeiah fast on her heels.


  Just outside the Great Hall’s entrance, Sarah turned and said, “What do you want of me?”


  Tired and mental drained from the trip to the Oracle, Sarah just wanted to go to sleep.


  “I just want to talk to you,” Zykeiah said.


  “I am tired. Can this not wait until tomorrow?” Sarah said softly.


  “Yes. Of course, enjoy your sleep,” Zykeiah smiled and turned back to the Great Hall.


  Sarah started again for her chambers. Once she reached her door, she was out of breath due to the trot up the stairs. She pressed back against the door as if she was trying to blend into the door. She let out a sigh of relief and entered into the safety of her room.


  
    Chapter Seven

  


  Valek brushed his hair briskly with hard, even strokes as he stood naked in his bathing quarters. The tub of cool, dirty water remained stagnant in his wooden tub. Incenses burned lazily as he placed his brush onto his stand and dressed in his favorite soft leather cream-colored suit.


  He quickly braided his hair into a thick plait and hurried from his private quarters through the heavy screen and into his office where General Ogroth waited.


  “My dear General Ogroth.” He extended his skinny hand. “Good to see you.”


  “Sure,” General Ogroth grunted. “Can we get this over with?”


  Just as Valek sat down in his chair, the plump General Ogroth slowly walked over to the gold desk and threw down ten silver coins.


  Valek picked up one of the coins and closely studied it.


  Several seconds passed as General Ogroth’s foot tapped impatiently. Valek continued his close inspection of the coin.


  “Valek, the SOLANCE! I am a busy man!”


  “You idiot!” Valek threw the coin into General Ogroth’s bushy beard. “You demand nothing from me!”


  Valek leapt from his chair and slammed his fist against his desk.


  “Ten silver coins?” Valek whispered angrily through clinched teeth.


  “What you ask is ridiculous!” General Ogroth yelled back. “We will not pay; it is robbery!”


  Sighing noisily, Valek sat back down in his chair. “Then leave and allow Earth 3012 to obliterate and take over your pathetic Saturn Four.”


  Valek slowly extended his hand, but did not get up again. He said, “No more business. No more Solance.”


  General Ogroth said with a sneer, “You little piss.”


  Valek turned his chair so his back faced to General Ogroth before saying, “Good day, General Ogroth.”


  Silence as the General roughly stroked his bushy beard.


  “All right, fine, Valek.” General Ogroth dug deep into the scratchy pockets of his green pants. “Thirty silver coins.”


  The sack made a loud “thwack” as it landed on the desk.


  “As agreed.” Valek turned around to face the General, exposing his pointy teeth with his smile.


  “I am glad to see you have agreed to the new price.” He beckoned to Orono who waited back in the shadows of the room. He came further into the sparsely lit office.


  “Take General Ogroth to the warehouse and allow him to transport back to his pathetic planet. Give him three cases of Solance. One on the house.” Valek smiled with a wink at General Ogroth.


  General Ogroth wiped his sweaty brow with a thick meaty hand and grunted again, this time causing cloudy streams of smoke to spew from his flared nostrils.


  “Tsk, tsk, General Ogroth,” Valek said. “Save your temper for your enemies.”


  Orono led General Ogroth from Valek’s office into the drab hallway.


  Once the two were out of earshot, General Ogroth asked, “Why are you insistent on working for him?” His voice sounded like a low roar. “Valek is obviously mad.”


  Orono hurried through the chilly corridor with urgency only utilized when Valek needed it. He knew the system of corridors and hallways better than anyone else at Valek’s castle. Once he felt they were far enough away, he stopped short and quickly looked around before replying, “Do you not know?”


  General Ogroth snorted and said, “What do you mean?”


  “Do you not use the product you paid so much for?” Orono asked impatiently.


  “No!” General Ogroth patted his head and said, “I do not need it. Intelligence is born, not sold.”


  Growling, Orono snatched away and resumed his pace in the direction of the dungeon. He hurried as fast as his legs could carry him. He wanted to be away from the General and soon. He had other business to take care of.


  “Besides, Valek would kill me if I tried to read his mind. You should know it does not work on him.” General Ogroth mumbled as he, too, sped up his pace. “So what is it? Are you are a coward? A spineless, fat snake?”


  Grabbing the torch from the wall, Orono led General Ogroth down the stairwell to the dungeon without comment. Orono pulled the lever to raise the creaky elevator that led even further down into the warehouse. The warehouse housed crates upon crates of packaged Solance. It occupied the area below the dungeon and the dungeon-quarters. Clients were not permitted to enter the warehouse, but Orono had already stacked Saturn Four’s shipment outside the warehouse door.


  Orono wheezed and sweated profusely as he lifted the boxes of Solance, the bottles clinking and clanking together uneasily inside. General Ogroth watched with fear prying into his stomach.


  “Break them and the silver comes from your hide!” General Ogroth smoothly threatened. The decaying flesh smell that was condensed just outside the cool warehouse caused General Ogroth to place his hand over his mouth and nose. He had to take sips of air to breathe.


  General Ogroth coughed and clawed for sweeter air, but was denied it. Orono put down the crates and opened the warehouse’s door, slamming it quickly as he went in, leaving the General alone in the hallway.


  Moments ticked by as the General continued to cough and gag. The smell was overwhelming, yet he could not leave until Orono came back to escort him to the circles. He would leave if he knew the way back to the circle.


  Finally, Orono came out of the warehouse. He lifted the crates and started off without comment or explanation.


  General Ogroth followed a sweaty Orono to the Circle of Solis, where several of his soldiers waited to transport to Saturn Four.


  General Ogroth asked, “What does he make that stuff with?”


  “I cannot tell you,” Orono quickly replied. He lowered his voice so that only the General could hear and said, “But for a price the mysteries of the galaxy will be opened to you.”


  “It smelled like death in there.” General Ogroth pulled on his too short jacket and wiped his face.


  “There are many, many secrets that I am happy to tell you,” Orono said as he smiled at General Ogroth.


  “Ah, yes, depends on what you know.” General Ogroth lifted a hairy eyebrow.


  “I do not sell junk,” Orono barked before turning away. “You know where to find me.”


  *     *     *


  The cloak held a faint scent of danker beast like most things in the castle; yet, the rank smell also held brief spots of myrrh. It did not matter to Sarah; she only had to go a short distance. She tied the belt securely about her waist. She went to her window and gazed at the moon, then down to the trail that led from the East Wing kitchen to the servants’ homes a short distance away. The moon illuminated the cluster of servant cottages nestled just off the east end of the castle.


  “I must go,” she whispered. It was tonight or never, she thought. Every day that passed put a greater distance between her and Amana. Sarah held her breath as she opened her door and crept quietly down the stairwell. At this late hour she hoped everyone would be in bed resting for the ceremony tomorrow.


  She hurried into the East Wing Hall, past the abandoned tables, and into the kitchen. There was a doorway just past the fireplaces and stoves that led outside. Sarah listened for footsteps or voices. She did not hear any, so quietly she slid back the door’s wooden lock and stepped outside. Silence seemed to encourage her and she turned towards the direction of the servants’ cottages. They seemed to call to her. It was almost like they were begging her to come to them.


  “Come, come,” the cottages seemed to plead.


  The ground crunched beneath her feet. She stepped cautiously, but snow blanketed the ground. The brownish muddy dirt of Veloris could be seen just underneath the layer of snow. Along the trail, Sarah observed discarded bones, seeds, and other objects that failed to make it from the castle to the servants’ homes.


  The howling wind ripped through her cloak, blew it about her face, and temporarily obscured her view. Her ears burned and her feet ached as she hiked on. The distance looked so much shorter when she first saw it from her window. Maybe the distance between the castle and the servants’ cottages was elongated by the biting cold of Veloris at night. It almost caused her to turn back, but the internal yearning to visit, to see what was there, tugged at her. She pressed on.


  “Almost there,” Sarah said quietly as the wind blew another gust of snow and ice into her face.


  Thoughts of Amana came to her as she continued through the wet snowflakes that fell from the sky and the burning lashes of the wind. She thought about how miserable Amana must feel.


  *     *     *


  Amana felt no sleepiness, fatigue or drowsiness as she sat in her cage. The nothingness clung to her like a wet blanket, always following her as she went through the tunnels to the mines where she and dozens of other souls labored. The souls mined the slick, black Solis rocks for Valek’s less than profitable business…rock salt. He sold rock salt to smaller planets that required the substance for fuel, beauty aids, and magic.


  “Hello,” said a young woman with eyes empty like the caves beneath the cages. Her hair was a shallow red color and it flickered as she entered Amana’s cage.


  “Who are you?” Amana asked as she rose from her seat. She tried to see around the new arrival to the place where MaxMion waited. She had seen the new arrival around the cages, and she was even in Amana’s cage last night; however they had not spoken.


  MaxMion rubbed his hands anxiously together and whispered, “New arrival.” He hissed as he retreated into the shadowy blackness and quickly vanished, as the midnight dark tunnels swallowed him up.


  The new girl floated over to the corner of Amana’s cage and started to cry softly. No tears fell for there was no body in which to produce them. They were souls trapped in a cage. She was bodiless, a soul without a home. The body was no more, but habits like eating, sleeping and crying did not immediately fade away.


  The new soul peeked through her balled-up fists at Amana.


  “Do not be afraid,” Amana offered. “The shock will wear off soon. You’ll get used to it here.”


  “I am Amana,” Amana tried again to calm the new arrival.


  Amana got up from her spot on the floor, crouched next to the shivering girl, and tenderly patted her arm. She said, “It will be all right.”


  To her surprise, the girl whimpered and gave her a tentative hug. It was a surprise. She didn’t feel the hug, but the gesture reminded her of her sister, Sarah.


  “I am sure it will,” the new girl said in a hoarse voice. “My name is Katelin.”


  *     *     *


  MaxMion and Orono, partially hid by the shadows of the caverns, watched as the new arrival Katelin embraced Amana.


  “Are you sure?” Orono asked for the third time.


  “Yes, can you not smell her erotic scent?” MaxMion sniffed the air and then greedily rubbed his tummy. “If only she was flesh, I would roast her over the tender licking flame of the berry bushes.”


  “Patience, my dear friend.” Orono pulled a small, opaque ball from his pocket. “Our time will come.”


  “Yes,” MaxMion hissed excitedly. He jumped up and down in a hurried motion that caused Orono to smile…briefly.


  “Come, we have much to do.” Orono melted into the obscurity of the tunnels with MaxMion following close to his heels.


  *     *     *


  The wholesome home at the forefront of the servants’ neighborhood windows was illuminated with candles, as if it was waiting for her to arrive.


  The ground, solid and coarse, had been down trodden and worn by the daily pilgrimages between the servants’ quarters and the Queen’s castle. Although tightly compacted, Sarah stumbled over occasional loose stones and rocks that had been unearthed from the path. Her eyes watered as the sharp wind sliced through her clothes, bring the piercing cold directly in contact with her skin.


  The first house looked just like the others: a small home with a snow covered roof and windows that held curtains and flickering candles. She gravitated to the first house either out of a desire for refuge from the bitter night’s frigid temperature or because the place seemed to call to her. Nevertheless, it attracted her.


  The Antiqk Oracle had revealed much, although she did not remember all of it. She did remember that the information had come at a lightening speed. So quickly she could not match responses with the questions. In some cases, she had not formed the question before the oracle had answered them. The dizzying speed in which her questions were answered only left her head aching and her stomach uneasy. Yet, here she was before this home.


  She stepped on the first narrow, cracked step that led to the door. She stepped up two more steps and reached the door when it opened revealing a woman. Long, straight, ash-blonde hair was scattered across her face, camouflaging her eyes, but it failed to hide the woman’s knowing smile. She stepped back into the house as she beckoned Sarah in.


  “Come in. It’s freezing out,” she said softly. Her voice was warm, inviting, and musical all at once.


  Sarah followed the woman into her home. Once inside the quaint residence, the woman pointed to a makeshift bed on the floor close to the fireplace. It resembled a pile of blankets and quilts on the floor.


  “Warm yourself by the fire,” the woman suggested as she stepped over the makeshift bed to the fireplace. She added a few more logs and turned back to look at Sarah.


  “Please make yourself comfortable,” she said.


  The tiny house seemed to have only one large room, a kitchen and maybe a back room; Sarah was unsure. The little kitchen had shelves stocked with jars of various herbs and other items that Sarah could not make out.


  Eclectic and unusual, Sarah’s heart swelled at the absolute simplistic beauty of it. There was nothing glamorous or divine about the home, but it held a certain charm. This is how she would like her own home to be—silent, comfortable and every available space filled with things that belonged to her. She had never possessed anything or had such a home. Her years on Earth, before the cages—from what she could recall—were spent traveling around to where there was food and safety from the government’s soldiers.


  The woman herself was eclectic and unusual in that her hair was bone straight, and it fell almost to her ankles. Her face seemed to be no older than a young servant girl; yet, her home indicated that only one person resided there. She obviously was old enough to care for herself, but her age remained elusive.


  “I have not seen you at the castle before. Are you new to Veloris?” Sarah asked as she cautiously sat down on the pile of blankets near the fire.


  “I am the Queen’s personal servant. You are not supposed to see me,” the woman said as she took bottles from the kitchen’s shelves and placed them on the table. She then opened one of the bottles and poured a powdery substance into a mug.


  Sarah said nothing. She had met the Queen that morning and did not see any indication of a servant. Although ill, the Queen still struck a powerful figure and a dominant one. She had assumed the Queen did things for herself.


  “I am with her when she is at her weakest and to assist her with her baths, among other things,” the woman said as she poured a blood red-colored fluid into the mug as if reading Sarah’s mind.


  “My name is Octiva,” the woman continued. “I have been expecting you.”


  Octiva brought the mug from the kitchen and handed it to Sarah. “Drink.”


  Hesitantly, Sarah took the mug, peeked inside and then sipped a little. “There is no smell, what is it?”


  “It is a drink mixed with crushed toadstools, thyme and feathers from the henckens, among other things,” Octiva answered as she sat across from Sarah on the blankets. Her legs were long, but she seemed small to Sarah.


  “What does it do?”


  “It will chase the cold away and relax you,” Octiva answered as she removed her sweater revealing thin arms and small breasts. The undershirt was almost transparent, and Sarah looked away.


  Sarah sipped a tiny bit more, but felt no different than she had when she arrived. The mixture, smooth and fruity, tasted far better than the bitter ale from the dining Halls. Lifting the mug to her lips again, she eagerly drained the mug of its remaining contents.


  “You like?” Octiva quipped. “That’s good.”


  Sarah could only smile as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. There was an aftertaste of something metallic, but she could only swallow the taste and grimace.


  “You said you were expecting me,” Sarah started once the aftertaste had passed. “Why?”


  “Yes, well, the scrolls stated the one would come here.” Octiva tilted her head sideways as she watched Sarah. “You are the one. I know you do not believe it,” she continued. “Despite what the Oracle told you today?”


  “How did you know?” Sarah asked, shocked. “I – I don’t remember what the Oracle said.”


  “I know everything that happens in the castle,” she replied. “It is not because I am a servant that I know all. But you are not here to debate the value of servants, are you? And the Oracle, well, just wait a few moments.”


  Octiva folded her legs and placed her hands out in front of her with the palms facing Sarah. The room seemed to slant to the right and suddenly Sarah could see the pores on Octiva’s face. They seemed large and close. Her perception tilted and the room slowly began to fade in and out as it became blurry. Shaking her head hard, she squeezed her eyes shut then opened them.


  The room appeared bloated and much too warm. She took off her cloak and fanned her face. “What did you give me?” she asked Octiva who was now standing with her palms still facing Sarah as if pulling or pushing energy toward her.


  “I have already answered that question,” Octiva said as she helped lay Sarah down on the makeshift bed. “Now, what is it you really want to know?”


  Octiva rubbed her hands together, “Why are you here?”


  Sarah felt sick and the urge to vomit raced up her throat. But instead of throwing up, she coughed out, “I want to know who I am?”


  The ceiling continued to languidly rotate around and around. “Marion said I was the one,” Sarah added weakly.


  Octiva pulled her hair back from her face. Sarah could now see her chestnut brown eyes. They suddenly glazed over and became a creamy white as she spoke in a monotone voice that soundly eerily like the buzzing chant of the Antiqk Oracle. Chills spread over Sarah’s body despite the hot room temperature.


  “You are the one named Sarah, whose birth has been foretold by the Oracle at Antiqk since the time before the Minister Knights and Zoë. You are the savior of the Pixlis Galaxy.”


  Sarah violently shook her head in denial. “No, no, it is not true. I am only a woman. I am only a woman!”


  Octiva continued as if Sarah had said nothing. “You must save the Pixlis Galaxy from Valek or all is lost. All is lost. All is lost!”


  “Stop it!” Sarah screamed. She wiped her damp hair away from her face. The dam inside her memory broke, and a flood of hidden images from the Antiqk Oracle commenced along with memories of her father, a high priest of the Antiqk council on Earth when she had only been a young child and of her sister Amana. The Antiqk Oracle had resurrected the memories, making her remember her father’s violent death at the government soldiers’ hands. It went on to replay how she and Amana were sold to Valek and taken to Solis where their souls were placed into the cages. She was no longer mentally in the room. Her mind had floated back into history and ancient lore.


  Octiva tossed leaves of clove about Sarah’s body as she thrashed about in a fitful sleep and alarming visions.


  Her mother had been murdered as well, and Sarah had suppressed those memories. Instead she had replaced them with false memories of her father and mother being farmers when Valek arrived on Earth. She recalled now how she made the story up to ease her younger sister’s pain, but over the decades, she had come to believe it, too.


  Octiva tossed rose and tulip petals around the place where Sarah slept. Twigs of pine and evergreen had already been stuffed under the makeshift bed. Octiva next took a handful of bay leaves and scattered them over Sarah’s wet face. Her eyes were open but she did not see the room’s surroundings, only the vivid visions of the Oracle.


  “Your destiny has already been written. Embrace it for you can not elude it.” Octiva, now the smiling woman from a few moments before, patted her shoulder.


  The visions had ceased as suddenly as they had begun. Wet with sweat, Sarah uncoiled herself from the tight ball in which she was in and breathed a sigh of relief.


  “You are a very wise and brilliant sorceress,” she said as she blinked repeatedly and stretched. The pale streams of the morning sun streaked through the windows and lit up the large room. The fire had burned down to almost nothing and Sarah shielded her face from the light.


  “How much time has passed?” she asked, no longer seeing the darkness of night.


  “It is morning,” Octiva answered as she folded up her blankets and moved about the room picking up various leaves, twigs and flower petals.


  “Morning!” Sarah shouted as she got up from the floor. She snatched on her cloak. Tying the belt tightly around her waist, she dashed from Octiva’s home, started to sprint back to the castle when she stopped just a few paces from the door, turned and yelled, “Thank you!” before running down the trail. Octiva waved as she watched the savior of the Pixlis Galaxy hurry to the castle.


  Just as Sarah was out of sight, Octiva returned to the large room where the reconciling of Sarah’s memories had finally dissolved into the truth of her existence. Lifting both hands to the ceiling and whispering a spell of unraveling, Octiva’s cute face melted into the very distinct older face of Queen Zoë. The Queen, now back in her own shape and appearance, called to the back room where the real Octiva stepped out and rushed to the ailing Queen’s side.


  “Madam, are you okay?” Octiva held Queen Zoë’s arms as she half carried, half dragged her over to the fireplace.


  “I must get back to the castle, to the central baths. I must replenish my strength,” Queen Zoë whispered.


  “Yes, at once,” Octiva answered as she went to get the Queen’s cloak and danker beast.


  *     *     *


  So concerned about the possibility of Marion or Kalah not finding her in her quarters, Sarah barely took notice of the cold. The sun had already chased the usual coldness of the night away with its morning rays; nevertheless, the temperature of Veloris was still frigid and chilly.


  The early morning servants were already busy in the kitchen and were starting to prepare the morning meals when Sarah reached the backdoor. They pretended to take no notice of her as she hurried through the kitchen, through the empty East Wing Hall, and up the stairwell back to her room.


  She took the stairs two at a time as she anxiously quickened her pace to get to her room before it was discovered she was missing. She reached the top step and let out a sigh of relief that no one was impatiently waiting for her there.


  She slipped into her room, quickly took off her clothes, and crawled into bed, where exhausted, she slept.


  
    Chapter Eight

  


  The morning arrived too quickly for Zykeiah. She snuggled further under her warm blankets; the fireplace had long since died in the wee hours of the morning leaving nothing but the scent of floral petals in the air.


  Heavy, loud knocks beckoned her from her cozy bed and into the brisk, chilly morning air, which did not put her in a good mood.


  “What is it?” she barked as she wiped the remains of sleep from her eyes and opened the door. The refuge she sought in the bottoms of ale mugs last night did not seem a good an idea this morning. The throbbing at the base of her neck complained when she made sudden gestures.


  “Mam, it is time to prepare for your knighting.”


  Groaning, Zykeiah opened the door wider to allow three girls to enter. Each carried an item. The three girls were known as the Ushers; they prepared all knight-aspirants and ushered the knights into the Ministry. No one knew exactly how long they had been around or how old they truly were despite their timeless youth. There was no doubt; they were far older than their looks indicated. Their beauty and sensuality must have been an added joy for the men who were knighted.


  But Zykeiah wasn’t interested in that.


  While still in her favorite robe, Zykeiah was led down to the central baths by the first girl, named Iris. Iris’s ice blue eyes, dark skin and hourglass frame caused a stir with the younger boys of the castle who were hanging banners, lighting candles, and sweeping. None dared to call to the Ushers. Their presence was sacred.


  “Once we enter the central baths,” Iris whispered to Zykeiah, “we must wash your hair and body to show your devotion to Veloris.”


  Zykeiah nodded, still sleepy and hungry. The rituals of the knights were kept secret, and she wished nothing more than to get it over with.


  The two other Ushers set up for the continuing rituals once they entered the central baths.


  Itala, the second young girl, had olive skin, slanted black eyes and straight jet black hair. She went to the trough, turned the tap, and filled two buckets with warm water.


  The third Usher was named Iga, a bronze-colored girl with wooly hair and bright hazel eyes. She held the towels in her arms to dry off Zykeiah when she emerged from her hair washing and bath.


  Iris dropped scented oils of lavender, frankincense and rosemary into one pail of steamy water. “This is for purity.”


  Zykeiah disrobed and climbed into the tub closest to the trough. While Iris used cups of water to wash and rinse Zykeiah’s hair, Iga brought more water to fill the tub. Zykeiah waited for the hair washing to be completed with patience.


  No one spoke as the tub was filled.


  When the tub was filled almost to the point of running over, Iris said, “Zykeiah, this ritual is to cleanse you of illness, immoral habits, and negativity.”


  Iga placed several white candles that smelled of vanilla around Zykeiah’s tub, and then lit each candle. Woody twigs of fresh rosemary were placed in the water, followed by more lavender that was dunked repeatedly before being removed.


  Iris took gauze and filled it with chunks of salt from Earth 4016’s dead seas. She dunked them seven times into the bath and said, “Concentrate on what you wish to be cleansed of. Water is purifying.”


  The three girls waited silently as Zykeiah meditated and tried to purge herself of the bitterness she had acquired while a slave in the soul cages. She lost track of how long she had been meditating when she heard Iris finally say, “Come, mam.”


  Iga and Itala, using white fluffy towels, dried Zykeiah off, taking extra care with each leg and arm, with each finger and toe, and with each breast. It felt very strange to be toweled dried like a Queen, Zykeiah thought. She was a former slave.


  After being dried off, Zykeiah dressed in a white extended-sleeved tunic that fell to just above her tapered ankles. She followed the group to her room where her bed was stripped of its original coverings and replaced with a red covering that symbolized the willingness to shed blood for the Minister Knights of Souls.


  Zykeiah was placed in the bed and covered with black blankets that symbolize her willingness to die for the Minister Knights.


  Iris, Iga and Itala placed charcoal briquettes into the fireplace as Zykeiah rested in her bedchamber. As they finished, Iris sprinkled a pinkish powder made of bay leaves, cinnamon, blood wine and myrrh across the briquettes. Once the fire was lit, the charcoals burned the powder, creating a floral incense that radiated throughout Zykeiah’s room, ridding it of evil and despair.


  “Mam, this is a banishing incense that eliminates all unwelcome spirits and forces them from this room.”


  A drowsy Zykeiah nodded and fell asleep as the three Ushers prayed and meditated around her bed.


  *     *     *


  Sarah did not rest as she sat upright in the soft bed. Her stomach turned flips and rolled over again and again as she mentally replayed the scene in Octiva’s quarters. It still made her nauseous.


  Today was Zykeiah’s knighting and Sarah’s hands trembled despite the low fire and the three blankets that attempted to stave off the cold air. Sarah raised both hands with her palms pointing to the ceiling and focused on an image of a burning, intense fire.


  At first nothing happened.


  She felt foolish. What exactly did she think she was doing? She had seen how Octiva had commanded the elements of magic and earth to do her bidding, but Sarah knew she didn’t have any power like Octiva.


  Or did she?


  She closed her eyes and urged the room to be warmer. She relaxed and soon the flames grew higher and brighter despite the absence of additional wood.


  Satisfied and surprised, Sarah let out a yelp and then studied her hands as the fire continued to burn.


  “Wow!” Sarah shouted to the empty room.


  Strange, Sarah’s hands had tiny markings on them that were not there moments before. A sharp burning sensation would occur, and then another tiny ‘x’ mark would appear, irritated and red. The markings were raised and turned purplish in color after a few moments.


  Although tender, they did not hurt once they had surfaced. She would need to see the Queen today for some ointment to heal her hands. But how would she explain it?


  The Antiqk Oracle had given her the basics of who she was, the rest she had found out last night at Octiva’s home. It seemed like a dream, far away and surreal, as if it had happened to someone else. Sarah picked up her cloak and smelled it. It smelled of the exotic mixture of rosemary, flower petals, and fire.


  If she went to the Queen, she would have to explain the markings. What would she tell Queen Zoë? Should she confess that she had been to the servants’ homes? That she had been experimenting with powers she knew nothing about? Powers that the Oracle had shown her. What would Queen Zoë say?


  Shouts and calls of excitement erupted outside and Sarah went to the window to investigate. A lengthy line of servants was walking from their quarters to the castle on the same trail Sarah had just walked a short time before. The servants laughed and carried supplies, which were mostly decorative items, such as ribbons, banners, and kegs of what could only be wine and ale.


  “Oh, Zykeiah’s knighting is today,” she groaned as she watched the servants enter the East Wing kitchen. “And I promised I would be there.”


  She turned away from the window with a heavy heart. She could not afford to miss the knighting, for Zykeiah would most certainly be looking for her and who knows what Zykeiah would do if she found out Sarah did not attend. Zykeiah did not play by the rules; she was a rogue in a den of gentlemen.


  Fear crept back in and gripped Sarah’s heart at the memory of her meeting of Zykeiah yesterday. Zykeiah’s intense and unnerving stare made her shudder. She pulled her gown closer as the sounds of celebration grew louder outside.


  She knew that sleep would be delayed today as well as she balled her hands into fists and placed them in to her lap.


  *     *     *


  The drums heated to a fiery pace as Amana hurried to the mines. MaxMion rarely said anything harsh to the laboring souls except when they were late. He hated tardiness; they produced more when they were all present and working together.


  The darkened caverns beneath the Solis’s black, slick earth could be confusing and the winding tunnels that lead from this section to that section often were mistaken and souls would arrive late. MaxMion would then send them to the warehouse to be compressed into the Solance pulp, never again to regain life.


  Compression into the Solance pulp was the only way in which a soul could die. Amana heard Orono telling MaxMion how the Solance was made. He said that it was very similar to eating fruit. The flesh was the same as the outside of an orange, with the soul being the meaty inside of the fruit. Valek had devised a way to peel the flesh away, take the fruit’s meaty inside and compress it into a juice. That juice was Solance.


  Amana was not sure exactly what Solance was, but she knew it cost a great deal of coins. The mining the soul did was not as profitable to Valek. MaxMion had asked Orono why Valek kept the souls working the mines.


  Orono did not know.


  “Hurry, Katelin,” Amana whispered as she quickly floated to the mines.


  “Coming,” Katelin called as she hurried behind Amana.


  “We must hurry. Rule number one, don’t make MaxMion angry.” Amana advised the new arrival.


  “I sure hope I don’t.” Katelin grinned. They passed laboring souls who, in silence, worked steadily, pounding the rocky caverns and placing chunks of rock into carts again and again.


  Amana reached her spot and picked up her tool. She gestured to the new girl to follow her. Katelin picked up a tool and following Amana’s example, worked laboriously in the blackness. No sweat, no fatigue, Amana and Katelin worked for hours along with the hundreds of slave souls.


  “I hate this. How can you endure it?” Katelin asked as she dropped her tool to the ground with a clank.


  “I do not know,” Amana said as she continued smashing her tool into the hardened rock. “I think of my sister, Sarah, and feel hopeful that I, too, will be free.”


  “You have a sister?” Katelin inquired.


  Amana glanced around before lowering her voice and saying, “Yes, she escaped.”


  “What!” Katelin’s mouth dropped. “Really?”


  “Shhh!” Amana said. “Well, actually, we had escaped together, but I was recaptured.”


  “No.” Katelin shook her head in disbelief. “Really?”


  “She escaped to another planet.”


  “That really happened,” Katelin asked, “to your sister?”


  “I believe so, yes.”


  Amana’s memory of that night was fuzzy. “There may have been someone else there to help her escape.”


  “Who rescued her?” Katelin asked.


  “I know not.” Amana shook her head and continued chipping away at the rock. “I had been recaptured by the time she escaped.”


  *     *     *


  Zykeiah awoke several rotations later and was led to the Great Hall by the Ushers. Queen Zoë, dressed in a white robe bearing the Minister Knights symbol, sat on her throne. On either side of her stood Marion and Kalah, dressed in matching white robes identical to hers.


  Iris carried a sword; it was almost as big as she. She held it by its silver handle. She gave it to the Queen; her slender shoulders shook under its weight.


  Taking the silver handle in her thin fragile hands, Queen Zoë opened a tiny vile of clear ota oil and poured it over the handle.


  “This sword will guide you through your new life. A life that will be devoted to returning other people to theirs.”


  Zykeiah knelt before Queen Zoë; Sarah held her breath as she watched, amazed at the seriousness and splendor of it. The Great Hall, although filled with people, was quiet like a tomb.


  “Will you give your soul for the souls of others?” Queen Zoë asked.


  “Yes,” Zykeiah answered around the hard lump in her throat. The Great Hall was packed and filled with people, mostly servants. All eyes were on her and she felt the weight of their expectations.


  Queen Zoë lifted the heavy sword with trembling arms and tapped Zykeiah’s shoulder once on the left and then once on the right.


  “In the name of God, of Antiqk and the Lost Souls, I dub thee, knight. Be brave, ready and loyal.” She quickly lowered the sword and then said, “Rise Zykeiah and take your place amongst the Minister Knights of Souls.”


  Zykeiah rose and took the sword from Queen Zoë. As Zykeiah placed her hand on the sword, the Great Hall erupted with outcries of joy and congratulations. She lifted the sword high into the air and cheered.


  Marion was the first to embrace her with hugs and congratulations. While in his arms, Zykeiah searched for the one face she wanted to see. When her eyes landed on Sarah in the far back corner of the Hall, she smiled despite the loathe that seeped into her heart.


  Their eyes met and Sarah quickly turned away.


  “Welcome!” Marion bellowed as he continued to keep her in a tight hug.


  Kalah rushed over and whipped Zykeiah from Marion’s arms into his. “Congratulations!”


  “Tomorrow, you must be ready for the branding!” Marion teased as he stepped back from Zykeiah for others to come and welcome the new knight.


  “Yes,” Zykeiah tossed back at Marion as she shook hands with various servants and received many kisses on the cheek from enthusiastic children. Kalah moved away and laughed at the scene.


  “Come, Sarah! Greet our latest addition,” Marion called to Sarah who had stayed a safe distance back from the crowd of people who meshed around Zykeiah.


  Slowly, she hesitantly crept over to Zykeiah as some of the crowd dispersed to guzzle ale and to celebrate with dance. A trio of musicians had set up in the corner next to the hearth and had begun to play a lively tune.


  As Sarah came closer to Zykeiah, Zykeiah gasped at the sight of her, for Sarah’s hair, free from its confining braid was loose and flowing, each ringlet perfectly curled and springy. Sarah was simply radiant. How can she look that good? Zykeiah thought bitterly.


  Sarah extended her hand to Zykeiah to congratulate the new knight. Zykeiah grabbed Sarah’s hand and pulled her close to her, then kissed Sarah hard on the mouth, while at the same moment locking her arms around Sarah in a hug. The kiss grew whistles, stares and outright cheers from some of the spectators in the Great Hall. Zykeiah wanted everyone to see how much she liked the new arrival.


  Sarah’s eyes grew large in embarrassment. She struggled to pull free from Zykeiah’s iron clad embrace.


  Marion felt a soft punch into his stomach as a sick feeling raced up his neck. He could not believe his own eyes; Zykeiah had just kissed Sarah and from where he stood, Sarah liked it.


  It was customary for a new knight to choose a woman to hold his heart. Kalah, forever greedy, chose two, Tate and Mary. He had chosen Zykeiah.


  And now, Zykeiah had chosen Sarah.


  
    Chapter Nine

  


  “Another Sir?” the wrinkled servant wench asked again.


  “Yes,” Marion slurred and rocked unsteadily on the bench, spilling some of his new ale onto the floor.


  The Great Hall, now empty of boisterous laughs, congratulations, and celebration, waited as Marion continued to indulge his own private party.


  He lifted the mug of ale to his lips and with one toss of his thick wrist; he guzzled the ale and slammed the empty mug to the table, drained.


  His throat burned, his stomach churned, and his heart ached. An educated man, Marion had treated his own injuries since he was ten and even now the only thing he knew to numb heartache was to drown it. The side effects be damned.


  The servant wench had been around since his youth and he knew her well. She would keep his blackened mood a secret from the others. As the oldest and unofficial leader of the Minister Knights of Souls, Marion couldn’t show weakness. Weakness was not an emotion that should be shared or discussed. Marion knew all too well Kalah would enjoy it too much; so hungry was Kalah to replace him.


  His younger brother both loved and despised him. It was no secret. Placing yet another watery mug of ale directly in front of him, the servant wench smiled beneath her aged skin and gooey eyes.


  “Thank you, Chloe,” Marion muttered.


  “I am retiring for tonight,” the servant wench announced without waiting for Marion’s approval. She turned and headed back into the kitchen. “You should do the same, Sir.”


  Marion grunted and drained the mug of its contents yet again. Glancing around, he realized that finally he was alone. Even the kitchen servants and cooks had fled for the comforts of their beds and homes.


  Marion staggered toward the Great Hall’s entranceway where he slipped and fell. Just as he tried to reorient himself, he noticed that he was being watched.


  Kalah leaned against one of the Great Hall’s support columns and eyed his brother carefully.


  “What do you want?” Marion tried to speak clearly but failed as he slurred the last part of the question.


  “Drowning in ale again, brother?” Kalah asked as he walked further into the Great Hall.


  He stopped as Marion jerkily stood up, using one of the tables as a stabilizer. “Tread lightly here, Kalah.”


  “Or what?” Kalah asked as he came closer and punched Marion in the stomach, knocking the breath out of him.


  Marion collapsed to the floor and vomited shortly thereafter the countless mugs of ale.


  Kalah applied a swift, hard kick into Marion’s ribs, knocking him onto his back. He whispered angrily, “I think, Brother, your time has faded.”


  Marion rolled onto his stomach in agony. Kalah placed his palm under Marion’s chin, pushed up and applied pressure causing Marion’s head to be pulled backwards as if his neck was going to snap. “Leave this place, Marion, or name me leader…”


  “Kalah, what are you doing?” Sarah inquired from the Great Hall’s entranceway. The two knights were only three feet away from the Great Hall’s entrance.


  Quickly, Kalah leaned down to Marion and said, “My brother has had too much celebration tonight. I will help him to his quarters.”


  Unsure, Sarah crept into the Great Hall and swiftly smelled the strong, sour mixture of bile and alcohol.


  “Whew!” She held her nose as she stepped over Marion. She studied his eyes that were partially closed and the blood that trickled from his mouth.


  “He will be fine,” Kalah coldly said as he lifted Marion to his feet. “Right, brother?”


  “But he looks ill. Perhaps the Queen should treat him or at least see him.” She suggested as she grabbed his hand. She pulled him closer to her away from Kalah.


  “Leave me, Kalah,” Marion grunted through clenched and bloodied teeth. “We will finish this later.”


  Kalah released him, causing Marion to almost slip back to the floor. He held tight to the table. Holding his ribs with his other hand, Marion wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He watched Kalah stroll from the Great Hall.


  “Do you need help getting back to your room?” Sarah asked as she inched closer to him. He seemed so small to her now. She recalled how at the Allerton Circle he seemed larger than life…a god almost. But now, he looked defeated.


  He could smell the rosemary in her hair and feel the warmth of her body on his naked chest. He remembered how she looked when Zykeiah kissed her and it made him grimace.


  “Does it hurt?” Sarah asked mistaking his grimace for pain.


  “No, no, I am fine.” Marion stepped away from the table and limped toward the entranceway, slow and deliberate.


  “Are you sure?” Sarah asked again as she held his elbow, her soft fingers on his flesh.


  “Yes,” Marion answered stiffly.


  Sarah glanced around the abandoned hall and said, “I saw Kalah strike you. I could see it from the hallway.”


  “Sibling disagreement,” Marion said. “Nothing more.”


  “But he hurt you and had I not been here…” Sarah started.


  “Nothing more!” Marion barked. “What were you doing watching us? Do you not need your beauty rest or something?”


  Marion saw Sarah hesitate. Would she tell him that she came to see him? And when she found him not in his quarters at such a late hour that she was worried? Let this be her response, Marion secretly prayed.


  Instead she said, “I, I came to see if I could get some warm milk.” She pulled away from him. With her hand removed from his elbow, Marion felt as if a cool wind had blown in from the north, leaving him alone and cold.


  “There is a kitchen in the East Wing,” Marion responded as he limped along the hallway to his quarters.


  Sarah smiled and then quickly dropped it.


  “You do not have to tell me why, I know why you were in this part of the castle.” Marion gripped his ribs again as he took an intake of air and he thought about Zykeiah and Sarah nestled in Zykeiah’s quaint and cozy quarters surrounded by a warm fire, bottles of wine and probably the scent of floral logs.


  “Do not flatter yourself,” Sarah quipped, once again mistaking his meaning, before hurrying down the hallway towards her quarters. “Good night!”


  *     *     *


  Marion limped into his room and promptly collapsed onto his bed. He closed his eyes and tried to make the spinning in his head stop. The searing pain in his side made deep breathing difficult and it made taking sips of air equally painful.


  But it was Sarah’s last comment that caused the most pain.


  Where, he asked himself as he disrobed, did he begin to admire her so? Why did it matter if she found favor with Zykeiah or Kalah?


  Groaning, he leaned across his bed and put the sword amongst the many others. His boots plopped to the floor; first one than the other, followed by his pants.


  She had only been here three cycles and already he had ruined any chance he might have had to be in her heart.


  Or had he?


  Zykeiah, too, must have been taken with Sarah, for she pounced on Sarah the very moment she laid eyes on her. He nodded to no one in particular as he mentally noted Zykeiah’s offer last night of taking her riding to Stocklah. She failed to tell Sarah that he was the one who first took her there. How would Sarah feel if his past relationship with Zykeiah was known?


  He couldn’t blame Zykeiah for her interest in Sarah. He rolled onto his back and rubbed his tired and bruised face. His chilly room needed a fire, and he was too distracted to cover himself with any blankets. Inside, the pain still burned.


  *     *     *


  The tapping of Sarah’s foot echoed as her anger escalated. Just who did Marion think he was? A prince? Some fantastic gift from the gods to women? Why was it so hard to say that she had saved him from being beaten to death? Did he think so little of her?


  She roughly removed her sweater and threw it across the room, where it landed somewhere beside the chair. With the same jerky motion, she pulled her gown over her head and placed her arms through the sleeves. She quickly removed her boots and pants before the chilly night air could affect her. This night was unusually warmer despite the cool temperature of her room. Nevertheless, she piled on two additional blankets and crawled under the covers.


  Then almost without thinking, she lifted one of her hands and directed it at the fireplace. The flames burned more intense at her direction. She had simply focused on the fire burning brighter and pointed. The fire willingly obeyed.


  She searched her hands for any changes. Two purple markings now burned bright red and stung. The older markings from the morning had not faded. She had learned she had powers, but how strong? What else could she do?


  What did it all mean?


  *     *     *


  “Yes, Richard, Solance will cost you 350 in silver coins.” Valek smiled at the tella that loomed on his desk. The tella gave a watery image of Richard Agate, the ruler of Earth 4016. With his shrunken head and enormous nose, he bore a strong resemblance to a mouse.


  “That is a lot to ask from a small, unfortunate kingdom like Earth 4016,” Richard squeaked through the tella.


  “Now, Richard, the reason it is such a small, unfortunate kingdom is because of Mars 2012. With Solance, you could change all the damage and pain they caused you. You could take back your family chest, your treasures and… your daughter.”


  Valek watched Richard hesitate. Richard rubbed his hands nervously together then looked about for his advisors. One appeared at his side and whispered eagerly in his ear.


  “Richard, my time is quite precious…” Valek hissed.


  “Yes, yes, Valek. I understand,” Richard said and waved a hand at Valek nonchalantly, as if he did not understand.


  If he were not attempting to expand Solance’s market, Valek would have terminated the transmission and the deal. But he was asking a lot more than he received from either of the other planets combined.


  “Consider it an investment,” Valek offered as he continued to watch Richard’s advisors cluster around him and flood Richard with answers and possible motives.


  “And you are sure it will allow us to read minds?” Richard asked meekly above the head of an older advisor with big floppy ears.


  “Yes,” Valek answered for the third time. His patience was limited and Richard was eroding it.


  “How do you know it works?” Richard inquired again.


  He obviously was not a fool, Valek thought. Either that or he had good advisors. If he answered that he knew for a fact it worked, Richard would ask how he knew it. He didn’t want to tell Richard he sold Solance to others. It would ruin the illusion that Richard was his sole client.


  If Valek answered no, then Richard would demand the price be lowered or he might reject the deal all together. Too much silver was on the line to jeopardize for the sake of information. He would need to be watchful of Richard’s advisors in the future.


  “I know that it works because I have tested it,” Valek answered coyly. His answer sent Richard’s advisors into a frenzy of heated whispers.


  Valek leaned forward in his chair and cooed, “Richard, I would not be offering this to you—believe me there are armies out there, and other kingdoms that would pay twice the amount that I am offering to you—but I believe in Earth 4016’s cause and I feel terrible about the abduction of your daughter.”


  Some advisors were shaking their heads no, but Valek saw right through to Richard’s heart. Advisors, no matter how good, were only advisors.


  Richard was still king.


  “Do we have a deal?” Valek leaned back in his chair.


  Richard nervously looked around before saying, “Yes.”


  “Excellent.” Valek smiled and said, “The details can be worked out later.”


  Valek did not wait for a response from Richard before terminating the tella transmission.


  *     *     *


  An expression of glee spread across Orono’s face quickly as he backed away from the crack in Valek’s door and hurried down the hall. Wait until MaxMion heard the latest news. Valek was expanding the Solance potion to the Earth 4016 planet.


  Orono patted his stomach and grabbed the first torch from the wall before descending to the dungeon. He thought of an evening meal of roasted honey henckens and thick slices of bread.


  Instead when he reached the lower half of the castle, MaxMion was hunched over parts of the latest human slave brought in. Beside him, on a tin plate, were decaying vegetables and plants he had picked out of the pit. That is where he had recovered his meal. The vegetables were for Orono.


  The punch smell of decaying flesh and rubbish made Orono lose his appetite. He had tired of eating the discards from Valek’s table. He longed to eat real, delicious food.


  “MaxMion, you will not believe what I have learned,” he said eagerly as he pushed his massive body into the tight room he shared with MaxMion.


  MaxMion did not answer or even glance up; he was focused on his meal. Whatever news Orono would wait until after dinner.


  Clearing his throat, Orono tried again, “MaxMion, Valek plans to expand Solance sales to Earth 4016.”


  MaxMion shook his head anxiously, but did not stray from his meal as he ripped through the blackening flesh of what looked like an arm.


  “This is extraordinary, MaxMion.” Orono shifted his weight from one leg to the other. “This could be our escape. Our opportunity to leave this dismal existence.”


  MaxMion tore his eyes away from his chunk of meat briefly and gave Orono one final nod of his head, before returning again to his food.


  
    Chapter Ten

  


  The morning sun rose abruptly, or so it felt to Sarah as the rays burst through her window and illuminated the room. The bright room resonated with light.


  Hurrying out of bed, Sarah put on her pants and discarded sweater. She plaited her hair into one single braid and left. She softly walked down the spiral staircase, but this time instead of going to the East Hall, she turned right and headed to the Great Hall.


  She had decided that she was going to eat with the Minister Knights in the Great Hall, not ostracized like a prisoner.


  She was almost to the entranceway, when she sneezed and brought both of her hands to cover her mouth. Seeing the purplish markings on her hands made her gasp. She thought they would have been gone as soon as she woke up. She had completely forgot about them. She could not allow the Ministers to see her markings. She fled back to the East Wing Hall for morning meal.


  *     *     *


  Once she was seated at a table in the East Wing Hall, Sarah laughed at her nervousness. A young girl, perhaps seven years-old, came from the kitchen trailed by a woman who looked like an older version of the girl. The girl set the plate and mug, while her mother put baskets of hot, sweet bread and boiled eggs on the table.


  Sarah scooted the horrid eggs, with their strange mixed smell of danker beast and charcoal, to the end of her table. She picked up two sweet rolls and gingerly took a bite, savoring the sugary sweetness. The older servant retreated to the kitchen, but the girl did not. Instead she watched Sarah from a short distance away with curious eyes and a dirty mouth.


  Around the East Wing Hall were other servants and their families eating morning meals. At the table next to her, a family of six, two adults and four young children ate their morning meals in remarkable silence.


  Sarah noticed that they ate from brown, coarse bowls and fat wooden spoons. She watched, mesmerized, they ate a grayish paste-like substance. The youngest boy, no more than three Sarah would guess, grimaced with each spoonful and he would spit some of it out when his mother was not looking.


  When the servant woman returned to her table, Sarah asked, “Madam, what is it that family there is eating?”


  The servant followed Sarah’s finger to the adjacent table.


  “They are eating gosha, Madam.” The servant woman turned back to her and asked, “Would you like a bowl?”


  Sarah’s stomach turned over and she said, “No, no thank you.”


  Her answer received a weird expression from the servant woman, who made sure this time to grab her daughter’s hand before heading back into the kitchen.


  Sarah sighed before continuing to eat her pieces of bread.


  “I thought I would find you here,” Zykeiah called from the entranceway drawing stares from various people in the hall. Two Minister Knights in the same week coming to the East Wing Hall was highly unusual.


  Sarah looked around to see whom Zykeiah was calling to, and then realized when Zykeiah sat down across from her, that Zykeiah was calling to her.


  “Where else would I be?” Sarah responded as she placed both her hands out of view underneath the table.


  “I am heading up to Stocklah for a short ride. I wanted to know if you were interested in going with me.”


  Zykeiah dropped a sizeable sack to the floor; the sack made a loud crash that once again interrupted the morning meals of those in the East Wing Hall.


  “I – I…” Sarah stammered as she tried to think of a way to politely decline.


  “Do come, Sarah. It is a beautiful place, besides, you and I have a great deal in common,” Zykeiah smiled.


  “Well, this morning, I have—” Sarah began to say.


  “Nothing planned. I am not taking ‘no’ for an answer.” She stood abruptly and said, “I will meet you in the stables in one rotation.”


  With that, she left and the East Wing Hall became extremely busy, buzzing with whispers.


  Sarah stood and left the East Wing Hall shortly after Zykeiah. She headed in the direction toward the Great Hall, but she turned a sharp right toward the central baths.


  Once she reached the central baths, she stopped at the outside trough and rinsed the stickiness of breakfast from her hands. She dried them with a large, coarse towel that hung beside the trough. There were few people about in the hallways. Most were probably sleeping in from last night’s celebration.


  Next, she continued on to the stables. At the early hour, the servant page was still somewhat asleep in the small front section of the stables. His bed consisted of a grassy mat.


  The crisp air did nothing to eliminate the burning and horrid smell of the danker beasts. Sarah held her breath as she waited for Zykeiah. She stretched the sleeves of her sweater until they partial covered her hands. Only the tips of her fingers were visible.


  “I thought you might need this,” Zykeiah piped up from behind her, causing her to jump and yank down her sleeves.


  Zykeiah handed a wooly coat to Sarah. “Put this on.”


  She put it on, making sure to tie the belt tight. The air would be cold—very, very cold—this early in the morning and she wanted to be warm.


  Zykeiah wore a thick, insulated coat made from danker beast fur. It had been dyed a flaming pink that matched her leather pants. On her feet, boots of smooth polished leather and her hair had been picked to a glowing, blonde Afro. Moving her tinted glasses down from her eyes, Zykeiah smiled at Sarah and said, “Let us be on our way.”


  She chose two small female danker beasts and gave one of the reigns to Sarah. “This one is Majaga. She will be kind to you.”


  “How long do you expect us to be away?” Sarah asked as she climbed on to Majaga.


  “The better part of the day,” Zykeiah answered as she secured her sack onto the danker beast before climbing on. “I brought food for us to eat later.”


  Without further comment, Sarah followed Zykeiah out of the stables and into Veloris’s blistering cold morning.


  *     *     *


  General Ogroth’s blurry face failed to stay still on the watery screen of Orono’s tella despite his attempts to correct it. It did not matter; the General’s words came through loud and clear.


  “I have spoken to the committee and the King. We are willing to pay your price of seventy-five silver coins in exchange for what secrets of the Solance you are prepared to sell.”


  Orono smiled, making his flabby cheeks struggle and jiggle in the attempt. “I am glad to hear that.”


  “Do not be misled, Orono. The information had better be worth it or you will pay us with your life,” General Ogroth threatened with a growl.


  “It will be more than worth it,” Orono replied coolly, his smile slipping from his face. He frowned at the watery visual of General Ogroth.


  “We will be the judge of that,” General Ogroth grunted again and terminated the transmission.


  Orono swore as he left the tight dungeon quarters, being sure to pocket the black glass ball in which he had just spoken to General Ogroth. The plan was not going well. General Ogroth was a menace.


  “What did he say?” MaxMion hovered just outside the lower entranceway to the castle.


  “They accepted our price,” Orono disclosed confidently as his eyes scanned the shadows for spies… or worse, Valek.


  *     *     *


  Katelin followed Amana back into their shared cage. The next group of souls floated past them with dreary faces and sagging shoulders as if they bore the entire planet of Solis on their shoulders.


  “Come, sit and rest,” Amana said as she sat down on the sanded smooth, stone bench; the room had little else.


  “I am not tired,” Katelin remarked as she continued to stare as the hundreds of souls humbly floated by in remarkable silence. MaxMion stood at the forefront of the mines picking out those who had to work and those that had to die.


  “I know. We never get physically tired,” Amana replied.


  “So why are we waiting here? Why does he not work us indefinitely?” Katelin asked.


  “I believe it is because Valek needs refreshed souls for his Solance. Even though we do not need physical rest, I think we do need to rest our spirits.”


  Katelin did not respond, but she came over next to Amana and sat down. She laid her head onto Amana’s shoulders and remained still. Amana could not feel Katelin’s presence, but there was pressure from their souls intermingling.


  Amana did not know what the role of being a big sister incurred, because she had always been the little sister to Sarah. She was learning with this new soul, Katelin. The more she learned, the more she realized what a burden she had been to Sarah.


  Katelin demanded so much, many answers, protecting and explaining. Amana did as she remembered that Sarah had done for her when they first arrived at the cages. She found herself returning again and again to those memories as she tried to cushion and support Katelin. Despite this, Amana missed being the little sister and longed for her own big sister.


  *     *     *


  The area just northeast of the castle, some two hundred paces from the servants’ cottages, sloped slightly as Sarah and Zykeiah made their way up the snaking trail, between cuts in the rock, and narrow passageways.


  Neither spoke as the sun continued to rise as the morning melted into mid-day. The trail had been covered with a light, soft layer of snow from the night before. It was quickly melting into water, and the trails of water stretched out like veins across the land.


  “It is warmer than it has been,” Sarah commented as she noticed sprigs of growing plants peeking between slushy piles of melting snow.


  “The spring season is upon us now. Veloris will remain a frigid planet, despite the warming trend that comes with the spring, but it is nice see plants,” Zykeiah answered.


  Zykeiah’s danker beast edged a little farther ahead than Sarah’s did. Obviously, she was leading, for Sarah had no idea where Stocklah lay amongst the forests and mountains.


  Sarah was amazed at how much warmer the day was as she rode beside Zykeiah, who had spoken very little. Odd, she thought, for Zykeiah seemed determined to have her go to Stocklah, but now that she was riding along with her, she behaved as if she was not there or like something was on her mind.


  “How long were you in the cages?” Sarah asked.


  “Too long,” Zykeiah answered quickly. “Look there, a kowletta calf!”


  Sarah looked to the east where some grayish shrubs and dense thicket of trees hid all but the black hooves of a kowletta calf. Its tiny hooves made a bright contrast to the white snow that blanketed the area.


  “The mother is close by, no doubt,” Zykeiah said. “Hidden.”


  The air started to thin as they ascended further north. The danker beasts moaned as they traveled through the dust-like snow. The slope grew steeper as they followed a narrow trail that had been cut through the Northern Forest centuries before.


  “I am originally from Saturn Four,” Zykeiah offered to disturb the silence between them.


  “How did you become a slave?” Sarah asked. She had known Saturn Four to be a free colony.


  “Valek sells Solance to Saturn Four,” Zykeiah explained. “He would steal souls of the poor and sometimes, when Saturn Four could not make the full payment, they would offer the poor to Valek as part of the settlement.”


  “How horrid!” Sarah’s own capture from Earth was an act of terror with traps set along the open, grassy fields. Valek’s henchmen raced into the small towns, driving the people from their makeshift homes of cardboard, metal carts and shacks and into the open fields where the soul cages were set.


  Valek’s true interest was in the children. Their souls were the most pure; therefore, he had most of the adults killed on the spot, including parents.


  “Yes.” Zykeiah turned to look at Sarah. “But no different than any other soul in the cages.”


  “You speak the truth,” Sarah said. She could just make out the green treetops a few paces away. “What is that ahead?”


  Zykeiah peered ahead, then nodded. “Stocklah.”


  As if the mere mention of the name was an indicator, the danker beasts slowed to a crawl and eventually stopped.


  “What is the matter with the dankers?” Sarah patted her danker beast on the head and in return, received a fresh expulsion of gas.


  “They are tired,” Zykeiah said as she glanced around for a spot to rest. She steered her danker beast to a patch of melting snow under a huge oak tree. Its skeletal limbs reached up toward the sky and tiny hints of green indicated a future blossoming of flowers.


  Sarah looked behind her and saw that they had traveled a great distance up the mountain. She could see the entire roof of the castle and some of the surrounding land. The servants traveling from the castle to the quarter seemed tiny, like ants working in the snow.


  Climbing down from her danker, Zykeiah gestured to Sarah to do the same. She led her danker beast to the tree and tied the reigns around the thick trunk. She watched as the animal began to graze on the vegetation hidden beneath the snow.


  Sarah climbed down from her danker beast and led it over to the tree, where she tied it up with the other. The two beasts ate greedily, not stopping to lick the snowy ice from their nostrils.


  The air was definitely warmer, so much warmer that Sarah was damp with perspiration. The sun’s rays beamed down on the rocks and trees and even the snow retreated from the sun’s intensity.


  She loosened the belt and opened her coat. She wiped her face with the back of her hand and took in a deep breath of crisp, cool air. The shallow air did not help cool her off, but she felt somewhat refreshed all the same.


  “Stocklah is an oasis buried between two mountains,” Zykeiah said as she placed the sack onto her back and started hiking forward up the gradual sloping mountain. “We go on foot from here.”


  The two hiked to Stocklah at a brisk pace. Zykeiah led and Sarah followed, albeit further behind. Soon, she was out of breath and wheezing, but Zykeiah did not stop. She was so far ahead that she could not hear Sarah’s complications or moans.


  “Are we there yet?” Sarah panted loudly.


  “Almost!” Zykeiah called back.


  They had been hiking for nearly an hour, when unable to go further without water, Sarah collapsed to her knees. Her hands braced her from falling directly on to her face. Her throat burned and a sharp pain stabbed at her side.


  “Are you all right?” Zykeiah ran back to the spot where Sarah collapsed.


  “No,” Sarah croaked.


  “You maybe too hot. Remove your coat,” Zykeiah suggested as she reached for Sarah’s arm. “I promise it will be worth it.”


  “No!” Sarah snatched her arm away and immediately got to her feet.


  Zykeiah slid her glasses cautiously to the top of her head and peered at Sarah. “Are you sure you are all right?”


  “Yes. I was merely winded; let us continue.” Sarah put both hands onto her hips and took several deep breaths. She couldn’t let Zykeiah see the marks on her hands.


  Without further comment, Zykeiah replaced her glasses and resumed the hike. Sarah followed.


  The snow gradually gave way to healthy, muddy dirt and plants of greens and blues. After they reached the plateau, Zykeiah beckoned to Sarah to come and investigate.


  “Come, you can see the Stocklah Oasis from here.”


  Zykeiah removed a smaller bag filled with water from her sack. She handed it to Sarah; then removed a second bag for herself.


  Sarah guzzled the water, draining the small pouch of its contents with alarming speed. Then she looked around.


  Just below where Zykeiah stood was a drop-off of some several hundred paces downward into a valley. Plush greens, blues and other colors Sarah had no words for grew with free abandon. The screeches, songs, and calls of several birds and animals provided a chorus of wild, untamed animalistic music. It was a tropical paradise surrounded by cold, snow-capped mountain peaks.


  Directly to her left was a thundering waterfall that appeared to pour right into the oasis as it raced down the steep slope of the mountain and over the plateau and into the valley.


  “It is beautiful.” Sarah yelled above the waterfall’s thundering. She finally tore her eyes away, but she found it even more difficult to choose where to look at next. It was fabulous; a totally different world from Solis’s black emptiness and Veloris’s frigid cold.


  Zykeiah watched closely as Sarah stood paralyzed by the splendor and beauty of Stocklah. She recalled how she had the same expression of awe when Marion had brought her there for first time.


  Zykeiah reached out and gently played with Sarah’s hair.


  “What are you doing?” Sarah slapped Zykeiah’s hand away.


  “I wanted to share this place with you.” Zykeiah drew back a little and kissed the stinging spot on her hand. “A beautiful place for a beautiful lady.”


  “That is the second time you have mentioned your interest in my appearance.” Sarah said as she rolled up the sleeves. “Keep your hands to yourself.”


  Zykeiah frowned then said, “When Marion mentions it, it bothers you not. So why can’t I?”


  “Marion is a gentleman and one whom I owe my life. What he says to me is no concern of yours,” Sarah snapped back. Her temper was growing. She was tired of Zykeiah’s games and she wanted to know what the woman wanted from her.


  “No?” Zykeiah said softly. “Then you are as naïve as I would have hoped.” She searched the dirt in front of her as Sarah balled her hands into fists.


  Sarah had expected something deviant from Zykeiah or else why would she demand she come here? The woman must have thought Sarah a fool. “Do not come near me or I will think you are attacking me.”


  “Attack you?” Zykeiah smirked. “You thought I was going to hurt you?”


  “Yes. What was that in the Great Hall last night but an attack?” Sarah placed both fists in front of her, ready to strike.


  “I was not going to attack you,” Zykeiah said as she looked out across the plateau.


  “No?” Sarah gradually put down her fists.


  “No.” Zykeiah shook her head and said, “Come let us go down into the oasis.”


  Zykeiah started off without waiting for Sarah. As quickly as the fight erupted, she had simply dropped it. Sarah wondered what was going on.


  She removed her coat and followed Zykeiah down the narrow trail to the Stocklah oasis.


  *     *     *


  “Sarah?” Marion knocked again on the door. He turned the knob and poked his head into her room. “Sarah?”


  No response and he did not find her in the room. He wondered where she could be. He had searched in the East Wing Hall, the central baths and now her room without success.


  He made his way back down the stairs and back to the East Wing Hall. Deserted except for those that cleaned the kitchen, Marion noted that Sarah still had not returned.


  A servant woman scrubbing the tin plates by the open hearth said, “Sir, you are searching for something?”


  Beside the woman sat a young boy who was playing with two wooden spoons, clanking them together over and over again in glee.


  “I am searching for the woman called Sarah,” Marion said.


  “She left early morning with the knight Zykeiah,” the servant woman said, her eyes cast downward.


  “Thank you, woman for your observation.” Marion smiled at the servant woman who blushed in return, but did not meet his gaze.


  Marion left the East Wing Hall for his room. He knew the way to Stocklah, but thought it would be best to allow the two to be alone. He had made up his mind that if it was Zykeiah Sarah chose, then he must respect her choice.


  He had not offered himself to her. Zykeiah beat him to it.


  Does the kowlata complain when the wrangler bird swoops in and steals his meal? No, the kowlata continues on searching for other prey. Marion resolved himself to do the same.


  
    Chapter Eleven

  


  “This place was once considered holy by the people before,” Zykeiah explained. Tiny handprints painted along the mountain’s shiny orange rock were the only remaining indication of their existence. They walked single file along the thin path to the Stocklah oasis. Zykeiah added, “the people had vanished by the time Queen Zoe’s people arrived.”


  “Vanished?” Sarah asked as she looked over and saw how far down the drop remained despite their extensive trek. One false step and she and Zykeiah could plummet to their deaths.


  “Queen Zoë said that once her people arrived, there were no others here.”


  “Why are there so few Minister Knights?” Sarah asked. “I expected an army of knights…”


  “The Minister Knights are relatively new. Queen Zoe’s father was the first, and he had used the royal army to prepare to fight Valek. But he died before he ever found a way to stop Valek.”


  “So, the Minister Knights have never seen battle?” Sarah stopped abruptly. “There has never been any contact with Valek?” She could not believe it. There were stories and rumors of the furious battles between Valek and the knights.


  Zykeiah looked back at Sarah and smiled. “Marion has been in many battles against Valek’s henchmen. He has always been in disguise.”


  “Disguise? Why?” Sarah answered. “There were rumors in the cages about how the Minister Knights defeated Valek before and…”


  “Slow down, Sarah,” Zykeiah said calmly over her shoulder. “Let me explain.”


  She stopped talking and cautiously turned around to face Sarah. “When King William died, his wife took up the task of developing a group to stop Valek. An uneducated woman when it came to fighting, she journeyed to the Antiqk Oracle to learn what she must do. She never returned from the Oracle, leaving a young three year-old, Zoë, to sit on the throne of Veloris.”


  “But…” Sarah interjected.


  “Wait,” Zykeiah continued, “the advisors raised Queen Zoë and when she reached adulthood, she journeyed to the Antiqk Oracle to find her mother. Search parties had been sent years earlier but no trace was ever found of the woman.”


  “So,” Zykeiah returned to walking the trail. “When Queen Zoë came back some time later, she had the scrolls. She spent many extended rotations reading them, translating them, etc. Her mother, under the direction of the Antiqk Oracle, wrote the scrolls in the ancient tongue. They foretell of a savior coming from another planet that will defeat Valek.”


  “What had become of Queen Zoe’s mother?” Sarah asked.


  “After she wrote the scrolls, she died. Her body was found deep inside the cavern at Antiqk. She was not found before because the search parties were too afraid to enter the Oracle.”


  “And the army of Minister Knights?” Sarah asked. She could smell the floral scents of the blooming flowers of the oasis. They were close to the bottom and she grew hotter the closer they got to the oasis.


  “The original group of knights had died off over time. By the time Queen Zoë was ready to assimilate the knights, there were only boys or married men left on Veloris. The few single men did not constitute an army.”


  “So where did Queen Zoë find Marion and Kalah?” Sarah asked as she followed Zykeiah into the plush opening mouth of the Stocklah oasis. A rich canopy of vegetation hid the thriving ground from the sun’s brilliant light. The waterfalls thundered, making it difficult for Sarah to hear Zykeiah’s response.


  The birds’ screeches were louder and the waterfalls drowned out just about any other sounds that were not louder or shriller.


  Zykeiah gestured to a cavern just to the right of the end of the trail and Sarah followed her in. It was remarkably quieter inside and the walls of the cave were lined with more pictures and handprints of the people before.


  “Queen Zoë did not find Marion and Kalah; she gave birth to them.” Zykeiah pushed her glasses up and smiled at Sarah.


  “She’s their mother?” Sarah’s mouth dropped and she could not believe it. Yet it explained much.


  “Yes.” Zykeiah glanced around then added, “I am not sure you are suppose to know it; so do not disclose it to anyone.”


  Sarah stuck out her hand and said, “Deal.”


  Zykeiah’s eyes grew wide as she leapt back from Sarah, making sure to whip her dagger from her thigh-holster. “What is that on your hands?”


  Groaning Sarah lifted her hands up and noticed that the marking still had not faded. Laughing nervously, she said, “I have discovered I have powers.”


  Zykeiah slipped out of her sack, letting the heavy pack smack to the ground. She was not laughing and she still had her dagger drawn. She moved deliberately crouched as if ready to strike. “Powers?”


  “Yes, powers,” Sarah answered slowly, her eyes staring at the dagger.


  Sarah cupped her hands together and focused on the image of a sphere, like the sun, and fire combined.


  Gradually an orange pale bubble-like sphere grew from her hands. Sarah spread out her hands and shaped the orange glowing substance into a circular sphere and pushed it toward Zykeiah. Sarah could feel the markings on her hands throb the more brilliant the sphere became.


  Zykeiah’s face was covered with sweat and fear as she leapt toward the large sphere and sliced it with her dagger. The sphere did not falter, nor did it burst when Sarah un-cupped her hands. The sphere was not as large as she and twice as wide. It threatened to outgrow the cavern.


  The sphere pressed Zykeiah back against the hard cavern wall, threatening to suffocate her. Zykeiah swung the dagger with thrashing cuts and slices, but it did not falter.


  Sarah closed her eyes and whispered, “Stop.”


  The sphere burst and disappeared leaving not a trace of the gummy like substance.


  “Powers,” Sarah said as Zykeiah wiped her face and replaced her dagger.


  *     *     *


  Amana had been trying to loosen this one section of rock for what seemed like eternity, but the rock would not budge. The drums had started again as Katelin worked along beside her with less enthusiasm.


  “Katelin, if MaxMion finds you working like that, your number may be called soon,” Amana warned.


  “Tell me again about your sister’s rescue,” Katelin said. “It inspires me and takes my mind off this boring task.”


  Amana did not know why Katelin loved hearing of Sarah’s escape. It was the same story over and over again.


  “My sister and I had just arrived at the Allerton Circle when Orono stepped from the shadows…”


  As Amana talked, Katelin’s appearance slowly melted off and in her place Manola stood with a smirk.


  “But I do not know who the rescuer was and there is much I do not remember.” Amana concluded then turned back to look at Katelin.


  “Perhaps I know someone who could help you remember?” She hissed.


  “Who?” Amana asked as she turned back around to the spot where Katelin had been. “Who are you?”


  Amana’s tool fell loudly to the ground as she floated back from Manola and panicked. The stranger blocked her path.


  Manola pulled a green sphere from her bosom and opened it.


  “Come!” she called as Amana’s soul was swept into the jade colored sphere.


  “Thank you,” Manola said, chuckling at her cleverness.


  “What are you doing?” MaxMion grunted from the spot where Amana was moments before.


  “Little man, I do not report to you,” Manola spat as she placed the shiny sphere in between her ripe, full bosom. She started walking through the pitch-black tunnels that led from the caverns to Valek’s castle, leaving MaxMion to ponder.


  MaxMion watched the back and forth swish of her ample butt-cheeks and thought of how delicious they would taste sautéed with fresh berries.


  Laughing as he shuffled down the western cavern and making a left at the fork, he continued on towards the underground entranceway to Valek’s castle.


  Up ahead, he could just make out Manola’s paleness in the bleak tunnel. His eyes squinted as he checked behind him to make sure he was not being followed. Manola could be tricking him with her excellent use of deception and disguise. If she found out Orono’s plans, she would surely tell Valek. He knew he would pay with his life. Orono’s death would follow his, for Valek’s temper knew no limits.


  Shivering at the thought, he waited until he could no longer see Manola’s red hair and white reflection on the mirroring surface of the rock, before hurrying to the castle’s underground entranceway.


  *     *     *


  Orono was busy making Solance when MaxMion burst through the warehouse’s door.


  “What are you doing here?” Orono demanded as the last soul was compressed and deposited into the final batch of Solance.


  MaxMion attempted to lick his stretched lips around his teeth but failed. “Manola kidnapped the soul, Amana, and brought her to the castle.”


  “What!” Orono barked. “Why?”


  “I am not sure,” he replied and braced himself for a whack from Orono. Valek forbade him to be in the Solance warehouse. The smell of flesh and death might be too much for him, Valek warned, and MaxMion might tamper with the inventory.


  “Come, let us see what is going on.” Orono pulled his cloak snuggly around his lumpy body as they made their way to Valek’s office.


  *     *     *


  “Tell me who he is!” Valek roared spraying spittle and venom onto Amana who cowered into a tight ball on the floor of his office.


  Manola chuckled. “She does not know.”


  Ignoring her, Valek demanded, “Now or you will be a part of the latest batch!”


  Smashing his fist to the desk, Valek clinched his teeth in an open growl. Much time had passed since Manola released Amana from the green sphere and still the girl had no information, just the same tired response of ignorance.


  “There were rumors of one called Marion,” Manola offered. “A Minister Knight.”


  “Yes, Orono had mentioned that!” Valek snapped.


  “My Lord, the souls say it was Marion who rescued the soul Sarah,” Manola said unabashed by his anger. What else could he do to her; he had already killed her.


  “How would they know?” Valek reached into his desk and removed the orange box.


  “It is only rumor, but some of the older ones speak of an Oracle and one named Marion.” She uncrossed her legs and walked behind Valek.


  He stroked his dried mushrooms and herbs. She massaged his rail-thin shoulders as she shook her illustrious red hair free from the tangles of being braided.


  “Amana,” Valek called sweetly.


  “Yes.” Amana timidly uncoiled from her spot on the floor and peeked through the hands she held over her face.


  “Stand up, dear child,” he cooed as he, too, stood up from his desk.


  Amana rose from her spot and glanced around her before cautiously turning her empty eyes to Valek.


  It was a good thing that she could not feel for the temperature of the office fell steadily until the breath from Valek’s mouth curled into thin whispers as it escaped his mouth.


  Manola stepped back hesitantly from him until she was pinned against the wall for she knew from experience that a sweet, nice Valek was more terrifying than an enraged one. Sure he had killed her once, but why die twice?


  “May I be dismissed?” Manola stuttered as she inched along the wall as far from him as possible, in her attempt to leave.


  “No.” Valek’s eyes were glued to the frightened Amana, who, too, had inched further away from his desk.


  Silence as his eyes penetrated hers, gauging her fear, feeding upon it, and reveling in it. Amana could not turn away and she dare not run; for where would she go that Valek would not be able to find her?


  *     *     *


  Evening approached and there was still no sight of Sarah and Zykeiah. Marion walked up the stairs and past the royal guards to Queen Zoë’s quarters.


  As he entered he called, “Mother.”


  “Marion?” Queen Zoë’s call was barely above a whisper and her breathing was raspy and ragged. “Come, son.”


  He smiled weakly as his mother moved her legs from the lower section of her bed. She was propped up against her favorite pillows and was surrounded by rolled scrolls and the floral scents of rosemary and jasmine.


  “What troubles you my son?” She put down the scroll she was reading and gently placed it on the floor beside her bed. “Marion?”


  “She is with Zykeiah. Stocklah,” he mumbled as he plopped down on the bed. “Not here with me learning the history of Veloris or tossing balled snow at one another.”


  “Would you like for her to be here with you?” she asked gently. He had been in love before, but this time it felt different.


  “Yes.” Marion glanced at his mother, then back at the coverings on her bed, his finger tracing the thread lines in circles.


  “Why?”


  “Because –” he started then stopped as he observed the smile that tugged at the corners of his mother’s mouth. “Mother.”


  Queen Zoë patted her eldest son’s head and said, “Did you tell her, Marion, how you feel about her?”


  “I cannot; she is with Zykeiah,” he said.


  Queen Zoë sighed and repeated, “Have you not told her?”


  “No!”


  “You need to declare your love, Marion.” Queen Zoë’s voice had grown weaker and more faint. “Soon.”


  Standing he kissed his mother’s cheek. “Good evening, Mother.”


  “Things are not always what they seem, son.” Queen Zoë patted his hand before closing her eyes to rest.


  “Yes, Mother.” He left his mother to rest.


  *     *     *


  “How did you discover this power?” Zykeiah inquired.


  “I was born with this gift,” Sarah answered, “according to the Antiqk Oracle.”


  “You have been to the Oracle?” Zykeiah asked, angrily. “No one but knights are allowed there.”


  “I had a knight with me,” she said sharply.


  Sarah left the cavern and began feeling the soft plush petals of purplish flowers that sprouted next to the cavern’s open mouth. “Tell me more about the knights.”


  Zykeiah swaggered out of the cavern and yelled, “What is it you want to know?”


  “Anything, everything. They are so mysterious,” Sarah said.


  “The two brothers do not feel anything.” Zykeiah hesitated before saying, “They are drones, nothing more.”


  That would explain Marion’s standoffishness, Sarah thought.


  Zykeiah smirked as Sarah continued on the trail toward the waterfalls. She put the sack on her back and followed behind Sarah.


  Sarah, lost in her thoughts of Marion, made her way to the mouth of a large lake that received the volume of water that dumped from the Stocklah mountain’s waterfall. A drone, an unfeeling creature made without emotions was very much like a soul. How do you get close to someone who felt nothing at all? Sarah asked herself as the crystal clear water of Stocklah’s waterfall fed into the lake of Stocklah.


  Why did she want to?


  *     *     *


  Valek was smiling as Amana cowered from his outstretched palm. She fluttered about all the more, because as he smiled he withdrew an oblong glass sphere similar to the one Orono used to capture souls.


  “Please, whatever it is you are about to do, please,” Amana begged as Valek pointed the sphere at her with the same grin of deranged joy etched into his face.


  He uttered a string of untellable words and pointed the sphere at her, she fell silent as her soul turned to flesh and plopped to the castle’s stony floor.


  The olive skin stretched as it wiggled across her body and extended until it covered every inch. Her black hair cascaded to her lower back and the pink color returned to her ashen lips.


  “Amana,” Valek called again.


  “Yes, lord,” Amana answered, her mind no longer hers alone.


  “You will go through the Allerton Circle and you will capture the one called Marion,” he ordered. “Do not return without it.”


  “Yes, my lord,” Amana answered in a flat monotone voice, not at all the comfortable, bubbly voice of Amana.


  “Then return to me with his soul!” Valek extended a turquoise blue sphere that was tiny, almost the size of a silver coin, and placed it in her open hand.


  “Yes, my lord,” Amana repeated. She slipped the sphere into her pocket.


  “Manola, take her to the circle.” He clasped both hands together and collapsed back into his chair…satisfied with his genius.


  Following Manola, Amana felt cold in the icy air of the Solis night. Nestled deep inside the zombie Amana, the true Amana screamed, at the thought of being forced to obey Valek’s every whim. She tried to resist, to run away, but his will was stronger.


  They reached the Allerton Circle and did not look back as she finally left Solis.


  *     *     *


  Zykeiah felt torn between the part of her who still desired Marion and the one that liked Sarah. She knew that lying to Sarah about Marion and Kalah was wrong. She was the one of which the scrolls prophesied, Zykeiah could not deny it any longer. Zykeiah knew it and hated it. The prophecy of the Antiqk scrolls did not hide the signs of the savior; they were well known.


  The markings on Sarah’s hands were undeniable and her power could not be explained away easily. She wondered if she was the only one who had witnessed the growing savior’s new powers.


  Zykeiah called to Sarah, “Come, it is time for the evening meal.”


  Sarah hurried back to the spot where Zykeiah waited.


  “So soon?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  Sarah tilted her head high exposing her elegant neck. She saw the position of the sun, and said, “Yes, you are correct.”


  The two began the slow climb to the plateau and neither spoke. They reached the top and started the rigorous hike back down the trail away from Stocklah. They stopped only to retrieve the danker beasts that napped under the retreating sun. There was certain sadness about leaving the plush, fragrant oasis for the frigid Veloris realm. But now that she knew the way, she could come whenever she wanted.


  The warm day had cooled and soon the hairs on Zykeiah’s neck were standing on end. As they reached the bottom of the mountain, Sarah shuddered and tied her coat tight around her waist.


  Zykeiah was a knight and the low mumbling in her stomach had to do with the lie she had told Sarah; it was an internal protest. She had lied before, but this new pain had to be a result of her knighting and her recent placement amongst the Knights. She would just have to ignore it. Being Marion’s wife would be worth it, she thought. But deep inside, she liked Sarah too.


  “Are you okay?” Sarah’s face wrinkled with concern and for some reason Zykeiah could not explain it pleased her tremendously.


  “Yes,” she said.


  “You are quiet.” Sarah guided her danker beast over to Zykeiah and touched her forehead, then her cheek as she searched for signs of illness.


  Sarah said, “Come, friend, evening meals are being served.”


  Friend. Zykeiah’s heart fluttered with enthusiasm at the very sound of the word. Friend could be the beginning of a relationship; that was more than Zykeiah had at the onset of the hike.


  *     *     *


  Sarah’s peaceful ride down the twisting trail to the castle was not without incident. She had disturbed something inside her that had once been dormant. A knowing of sorts, but that did not accurately describe it. Zykeiah had said that Marion and Kalah were emotionless drones, but she had remembered, during her rescue at the Allerton Circle, Marion’s anger, bravery, and intense desire to escape.


  No emotions?


  Sarah also remembered the morning after her first night in the castle when she woke to find him in her quarters. The expression on his face, she reflected now, could have been nothing but concern.


  If Marion did not feel, than surely he would not have expressed concern for her or attempt to cover feelings he did not have.


  And Kalah. His jealousy and outright disregard for his brother was not an unfeeling emotion.


  She had been ready to accept Zykeiah’s words as truth, but something had stirred inside her when Zykeiah mentioned that the knights were drones. She had lied, Sarah thought.


  Why had Zykeiah lied to her about the Knights?


  *     *     *


  Unconcerned by the late hour, Sarah remained wide-awake as the chilly air filtered into her quarters bringing with it numbing cold and goosebumps.


  She and Zykeiah had returned just in time for evening meals, but Marion did not join them in the Great Hall. When asked, Queen Zoë replied that Marion was ill and taking his evening meals in his quarters. The Queen herself looked terrible and quite sick.


  Sarah stopped at his door on her way to the East Wing after the evening meal. He did not answer her numerous knocks and calls. The door remained locked.


  Troubled, she returned to her quarters and the knowing within her crept around inside whispering into the far corners of her psyche. She tapped into the well of her powers; chilly, she cupped her hands together for the second time and concentrated on the fire that burned lazily and low in her fireplace. The fire grew more intense as she focused on it.


  She needed answers and the beckoning within called for her to seek out those answers. Only one place could be trusted to tell the whole, unbiased truth. She took the steps down to the lower level two at a time before scurrying down the hallway to the stables.


  
    Chapter Twelve

  


  Cold, Sarah picked her now familiar danker beast; Majaga recognized her on sight and passed a chorus of gas in delight. She smiled wearily at Majaga and gave her thick fur a couple of strokes before they set out.


  As they began alone in the wintry night, she noticed that Veloris at night was different than Veloris during the day. The absence of activity was not the only factor that separated the day from evening. Now the shadows seemed to reach out like dry brittle bones, threatening to grab and snatch her from her danker and into the dark, hidden crevices of the forest. The wrangler birds’ screeching seemed eerie and foreign as did the owlers constant questioning of “who, who, who.”


  Once again, she cupped her hands together and concentrated on the sphere. A bubble-like sphere appeared that was full of light although clear. Sarah could feel the markings burn on her hands as she increased the size of the sphere.


  The sphere encased her and Majaga providing warmth and light as they made their way to the Antiqk Oracle. Majaga grunted in surprise for now as they moved forward to the Oracle, the bubble went as well.


  Satisfied, she opened her eyes and took up Majaga’s reigns and encouraged her to accelerate. She had no desire to be out of the castle the entire night. Sarah had only gone a few paces when the shadows stirred, reminding her of Marion’s initial comments on Veloris’ nocturnal creatures and their appetite for humans.


  The growling of a monstrous cat seeped in to the bleak air from a thatch of hairy vegetation growth to Sarah’s right. Skinny with clumps of its coat ripped out along with a chunk of its ear, the cat growled, and then pounced.


  Sarah flinched and closed her eyes tight as she waited for the agonizing pain of sharp teeth ripping through her flesh.


  The animal ran in to the sphere and was catapulted back with as much force as he gave in its attack.


  She opened her eyes and witnessed the cat shaking its head in disbelief and then watched as it whimpered off to the dim corners of the forest.


  *     *     *


  Marion tossed and turned about in his bed, throwing the covering and blankets to the floor. Sleep would not come to relieve his active mind.


  He had deliberately missed evening meal to meditate and to realign his thoughts. The crushing blow to his heart and to his pride had to be repaired or else true sickness may set in.


  He had remained seated on his danker rug, surrounded by the burning incense of spicy tellia and the musk scent of seabroaka for what seemed like hundreds of rotations following his meeting with Queen Zoë. The chaos within must be silenced. He had lost control of himself with Sarah; he must not allow that to happen again. For it was for Sarah to decide who would keep the keys to her heart.


  Groaning, he turned over to his stomach.


  “Bah!”


  He could not allow her to be with another; the meditation had only caused him to focus on her more, her warmth and her smile and his need to possess her love for his own.


  He climbed sluggishly from bed. He needed answers and direction. This usually came from Queen Zoë, but in her weakened condition, she was of little assurance or ideas, for this matter.


  Pulling out his sword and placing it casually on the bed, Marion dressed in the twilight dusk of his quarters. He knew where had to go for answers.


  The Antiqk Oracle.


  *     *     *


  The iciness of Veloris caused Amana to shudder and grimace. Dressed far better than her sister when she arrived rotations earlier, Amana’s cloak and boots still left her ill prepared for the blizzard-like weather.


  Searching around the blanketed white-covered forest, Amana saw glimpses of colorful vegetation, but little indication of a trail, road or anything that would point her in the direction of locating Marion.


  Lifting her eyes toward the north, she squinted in the icy downfall as she made out the outline of what looked like furls of smoke. Where there was smoke, there was something that burned, so she started towards the north. She had to find Marion.


  Amana marched on for what seemed like hours and she grew weaker and weaker. It had been eons since she was alive and in flesh. The numbing cold and her empty stomach did nothing to strengthen her hike up the rolling hills toward the swirls of smoke.


  Her vision blurred and the back of her legs burned with each step she took. The gnawing ache in her back coupled with the tingling in her hands was further indication that she needed to find shelter and food.


  Soon.


  Amana hiked on for a few more miles before fainting into the fresh snowfall of the early morning hours.


  *     *     *


  Queen Zoë woke with a start in the undisturbed hours of the new morning. “Someone is here.”


  Tapped into the entire world network of Veloris, Queen Zoë climbed out of bed and stepped into her slippers. Snatching her robe from the bed, she wrapped her slender frame into the soft comfort of terra as she hurried down the stairs. She even knew that Sarah was on her way to the Antiqk Oracle.


  Taking the steps from her quarters, she rounded the curb and like a blur she hurried on through the Great Hall and on to the cluster of Knights’ quarters.


  She wiped her now sweaty brow and huffing and puffing, knocked hard on Marion’s door. He opened it immediately.


  Surprised, he asked, “Mother?”


  “Marion.”


  Marion quickly snatched his sword from his bed as he heard the fear in his mother’s voice, “What has happened?” Marion searched the worried folds of her face. “Sarah?”


  “No. Someone has come through the circle,” she panted.


  Marion slammed his door and quickly hurried towards the stables. The answers in which he sought would have to wait until he found the stranger that had come through the circle. He reached the stables and took out his danker beast. “Duty before love,” he laughed as he sped off into the night.


  *     *     *


  Sarah clapped her hands together and the sphere dispersed. She gave Majaga a pat on the head, and she walked slowly to the opening mouth of the Antiqk Oracle.


  She had not forgotten about the rapid-fire answers the Oracle gave when one did not have control of her mind. Unsteady, she entered the Antiqk Oracle and immediately the flashing orange glowing begged her to “come.”


  Hesitantly, she placed both hands onto the warm globe and the markings on her hands burned as if she had placed them directly into the flames of her fireplace.


  Screaming she tried to pull her hands free, but they were plastered to the globe.


  “Calm,” the watery voice of the Antiqk Oracle commanded.


  Sarah stopped immediately but looked around hysterically trying to locate the owner of the voice.


  “I am the Antiqk Oracle, Sarah.”


  “What?” Sarah concentrated on cooling the burning sensation on her hands. “You are hurting me!”


  “You can stop the pain; it is your power.” The watery voice seemed amused, Sarah thought as she focused on the cooling water at the bottom of Stocklah waterfalls.


  Sarah, breathing rapidly, felt her hands begin to cool. “Why did you not speak to me the first time I was here?”


  “You were not ready to hear,” the voice again seemed to giggle at her.


  “Tell me the truth of the Minister Knights,” Sarah demanded as she tried in vain to extract her hands from the Oracle. She would not get to leave until the Oracle was ready to release her.


  “The Minister Knights are the descendants of Zolla, whose daughter Zoë now sits on the throne of Veloris.”


  “Are they human?” Sarah gave up on leaving the Oracle; she came here for answers. Instead she focused on preparing to ask her questions.


  “Yes, the Minister Knights are human.”


  “What is my purpose?”


  The Oracle deepened into a rough, rogue color before continuing to speak. “You know of your destiny. Embrace it and listen to it.”


  “Answer me!” Sarah screamed at the Oracle.


  “You have the answer you seek, listen and embrace, Sarah.” the watery voice of the Oracle laughed at her, and it reminded her of Octiva. “Listen and embrace.”


  “Is this what you have beckoned me here for?” Sarah said exasperated, and started to cry. “Give me something; I am alone here.”


  “Here.” The water voice stopped laughing and a vision emerged of a woman, a man and several children scattered about them in front of an open hearth. “You are not alone, Sarah. Remember to embrace and listen.”


  The Antiqk Oracle fell dim and Sarah had to peel her hands from its surface. The markings stung and throbbed in protest to the frying they received from the Oracle.


  *     *     *


  Marion encouraged his danker beast until it bled as he hurried to the circle. The early morning snowfall made it difficult to speed through the mounds of fresh coldness.


  Her black hair was the only indication that something was different in the blanket of whiteness.


  He jumped down from his danker beast, lifted the woman from the thin layer of snow that now covered her body and wrapped her in a blanket. He threw her body over the danker beast and started towards the castle with urgency.


  He once again encouraged his danker beast to a breakneck pace. He had to get the girl to the warmth of the castle and he had to get her to the greenery for healing, for Marion had no idea how long the girl had been in the snowfall and frost. Veloris at night could be brutal.


  He did not know how or why Amana had come through the circle, strange that someone had escaped the cages. It had been done before with Zykeiah’s arrival, but not since. But he could not devote any more thought to the girl’s arrival through the circle. All his attention must be toward reaching the castle as soon as possible. The girl was barely breathing and the tips of her fingers were blue.


  He had to make it, for if she died Marion had no idea what Sarah would do.


  *     *     *


  Sarah wearily climbed onto Majaga and without much concentration summoned the protective sphere. She headed back to the castle, defeated and tired. The Antiqk Oracle had not answered any of her questions. Who was the woman in the vision? Who were the babes? More importantly, embrace and listen, the Oracle had said repeatedly. The instinct within her had to be what the Oracle had referred to.


  The trip back to the castle dragged by as she fought to keep her eyes open. She had so much energy when she left for the Antiqk Oracle, and the Oracle had drained it with fiery precision, leaving her hollow and empty.


  When she finally reached the castle, she tied up Majaga, fed her some grass, and dragged down the hall to the East Wing. She then went up the spiraling steps to the waiting comforts of her quarters.


  Sarah did not remove any of her clothes, but dropped to the bed, exhausted.


  *     *     *


  Sarah had briefly closed her eyes when the pounding on her door made them flap open. Her eyes burned as she cracked the door.


  “You need to come to the queen’s quarters,” Kalah calmly said as Sarah groggily yawned.


  “At this hour?” She glanced at the position of the moon. “Can it not wait until morning?” Late morning, Sarah thought.


  “No,” Kalah said before turning and leaving.


  She shut the door and quickly hurried after Kalah. Kalah’s deadpan expression and attitude indicated that something was going on.


  Tired and still a little sleepy, she dragged as she made her way to the queen’s quarters. Kalah did not ask why she was still fully dressed, but continued on ahead at full pace, until she could no longer see him.


  The quietness of the wee hours was a double-edged sword, for it offered calm quiet, but that calmness also invited the madness that comes with constant thoughts. And Sarah had too many of the latter as of late.


  The queen’s guards were not in their traditional positions and the hallway leading to her quarters was dim and unlit.


  “Hello?” Sarah called as she entered the Queen’s quarters.


  Kalah, Marion, Zykeiah and Queen Zoë were crowded in a tight circle; their conversation stopped as soon as she entered. The queen was not in her bed, but was seated in a chair. The others stood tightly around her in a semi-circle.


  “What has happened?” Sarah asked as she stepped further into the quarters.


  They turned to look at her, then nervously at each other before stepping back, revealing a woman who appeared to be sleeping. The way her head was leaning slightly to the side reminded Sarah of someone she knew, but this could not be her. Queen Zoë said that they could go back for her; the queen was not encouraged by the odds of her escaping.


  On closer inspection, Sarah moved the spiraling black ringlets from the sleeping woman’s face and gasped.


  “Amana!” Sarah leapt forward and hugged her sister close, waking the sleeping woman.


  Amana eyes opened slowly. “Sarah?”


  “Yes, oh, yes!” Sarah gripped Amana tightly.


  “Sarah,” Marion gently called.


  Ignoring him, she lifted her sister to a standing position. “Come, we have much to talk about.”


  Nodding, but not speaking, Amana followed Sarah out of Queen Zoë’s quarters trailed by concerned stares.


  
    Chapter Thirteen

  


  “I cannot believe it!” Sarah gripped Amana’s hand tightly as she led her younger sister through the scented hallways of the castle. She didn’t keep her voice down, and she felt joy unlike she had felt since her escape from the cages.


  Amana’s eyes barely noticed the elaborate rugs and blazing hearths that lazily heated the castle in early morning hours. Her eyes never wavered from Sarah’s as Sarah retold about the times they went about as children prior to their abduction from Earth.


  “Amana, are you okay?” Sarah had reached the East Wing and hesitated before heading up the spiraling stairs to her quarters. She removed some strands of hair plastered to Amana’s hot, moist face.


  “Yes,” Amana answered and gave a half-hearted smile that seemed to wane as soon as it started.


  She tickled Amana behind her ear, but Amana did not smile or grin. Tickling, especially behind the ear, used to cause Amana to erupt in to fits of laughter that usually spilled over to her and the two would collapse to the floor.


  But that was when they were younger and long before the cages. Perhaps now, after the grueling stench and abuse of the cages, the act of laughing and the joys of life might be lost forever in the blue spheres of Solis.


  Shoving those questions aside, Sarah took the stairs two at a time and quickly turned back as she reached the top of the stairs to make sure Amana was behind her. All remnants of weariness had been chased away in light of fresh enthusiasm.


  Amana, her sister, best friend and sole surviving family member was now right here in the flesh, in her quarters and sitting cautiously on her bed.


  “Feel that Amana!” She pulled the blanket up and touched Amana’s cheek. “Soft, Amana, soft. Remember?”


  “Yes,” Amana responded and gave yet another waning smile.


  “Oh, Amana, let us go to sleep.” She quickly pulled the covers back and beckoned for Amana to lie down as well.


  Unsure of just how long Amana had been in her flesh, Sarah had no idea if she was aware that she was tired. Shortly after the soul was reincarnated into its body, the soul sometimes did not readily recognize that the new body grew weary. Sarah had only known one person to escape the cages and that was Zykeiah, but the older souls often told stories of when it suited Valek to do so, he would reincarnate souls back to the flesh.


  At the time, she had dismissed them as the tales of overactive, long-abused imaginations of lost souls. Now, she found herself often referring back to those stories and tales for information and guidance. She wondered how the souls knew such detailed information when none of them had ever been to Veloris.


  Listen… Sarah could hear the watery voice of the Antiqk Oracle warn. It was so compelling she had begun to feel the voice was in the same room with her and she was not alone.


  She dismissed the ambiguous nature of the Antiqk Oracle’s knowing voice. That night at the cottage, she had felt a deep knowing inside that moved and crawled around in her mind. The sharp, crisp images of the dreams had receded in recent hours, and in their place, bits and pieces still remained lost in a grayish fog of Veloris’s early mornings.


  She woke up and focused her attention on Amana sleeping beside her. Effortlessly, a smile came to her face. The cages may have spoiled her sister’s understanding of joy, but it did not spoil her sister’s beauty and youth.


  The voice whispered from the hidden corners within her and she knew something was not right. The gnawing at the corners of her self-conscious mind did not cease as she returned to a fitful slumber. Listen and embrace, the clear watery voice of the Antiqk Oracle resounded as she slept.


  *     *     *


  “How did she come through the circle?” Marion asked as the first lights of the weakening Veloris sun kissed the frozen tundra of the icy planet.


  Queen Zoë huddled beneath several thick blankets. A roaring fire and the three Minister Knights accompanied her. They had been in her private quarters since Sarah gleefully led Amana from the room earlier. The queen sat in her bed, and the knights had followed her into the bedchamber.


  “I came through the circle without aid,” Zykeiah answered from her spot near the fire.


  “Yes, Zykeiah, but you should have seen Amana at the Circle,” Marion began, “she had totally lost control; she was so frightened of Orono. She is not you; she would not have taken the chance to flee the cages alone.”


  Kalah remained silent as he watched Marion and Zykeiah search for an answer to Amana’s miraculous arrival to Veloris, which he cared nothing about. Why complain that another beautiful woman had arrived on Veloris?


  “Maybe her desire to be free eliminated her initial fear and she escaped.”


  Marion ignored Zykeiah as he paced, irritated, back and forth beside the queen’s bed. His face was wrinkled with concern and thought.


  Zykeiah mistook his silence to be an insult and said hotly, “Just because she is a woman does not mean she could not come through the circle on her own!”


  “I know that!” Marion spat back.


  “Stop it!” Queen Zoë said. “I want this to end right this moment. This must be settled, now.”


  The thin, fragile queen struggled to an upright position and pointed her long, elegant finger at Kalah.


  “He is your family. She is your family. Veloris is your family and the caged, slaved souls of Solis are your responsibility. The time for which we have prepared is upon us. I can feel it in the wind. It whispers in the shadows of this castle and demands to be heard.”


  Kalah turned away. He had heard his mother’s words before, and he was not in the mood for another lecture.


  “Hear me, Kalah!” Queen Zoë fell into coughing fits and Zykeiah produced three green leaves of rosemary that the Queen quickly ate to soothe her coughs.


  “You must come into the circle.” Queen Zoë extended her arms to the ceiling and chanted the ancient prophecies of the Antiqk scrolls.


  Kalah clasped both hands over his ears and he fled from the queen’s quarters, producing a different series of fits and cries from her in the foreign tongue of the ancients.


  Marion looked to Zykeiah and the two watched as salty tears fell from his mother’s eyes.


  “Zykeiah, Marion, you must quench Kalah’s jealousy if we are to defeat Valek.”


  “We will. I promise you, Mother,” Marion said gently.


  “Do not be so quick!” Queen Zoë wheezed. “You must settle the trembling within.”


  Marion released her hand and took his leave without further comment.


  Zykeiah also turned to leave, but Queen Zoë was not finished with her demands that morning.


  “You must also purify the aching desire that burns within you. You are knowledgeable of the scrolls; it will not fall favorably for you if you proceed on this course.”


  “I am aware, my queen,” Zykeiah responded abruptly before turning yet again to leave.


  “Zykeiah, she cannot love you. She is the chosen deliverer of the Pixlis Galaxy,” Queen Zoë warned.


  “Can she not?” Zykeiah asked before leaving.


  “By the heavens, the scrolls must hold true.” Queen Zoë snuggled against her pillows and gazed at the retreating clouds.


  *     *     *


  Amana and Sarah ate the afternoon meal of roasted henckens and fresh greens tossed with fruit juice, later than she expected. The rest of the castle went about its chores. The East Wing Hall had long since emptied the servants into the jubilant snow and chilly day.


  Mechanically, Amana lifted the slick piece of henckens to her mouth and chewed in an unmotivated rhythm. Sarah could hear the watery voice of the Antiqk Oracle as it returned, refusing to be silenced. She attempted to enjoy her meal. She truly thought the act of eating was more enjoyable than any other act in which she had engaged since returning to flesh.


  Again and again her eyes returned to Amana’s face and the absence of the familiar brightness that was once frequent behind her eyes.


  “Is it wonderful?” Sarah asked as she thought of her initial breakfast with Marion. The hot egg that she picked up without regard or any clear indication of its temperature burned her. The stinging sensation of the burn seemed to sear itself into her memory.


  “Yes,” Amana replied.


  *     *     *


  “I tell you, Zykeiah, the arrival of Amana is strange. Can you not sense it?” Marion said from the corner of his bed.


  She noted the deep, dark circles underneath his eyes. His lips were white and cracked.


  “Have you not eaten or slept today?” Zykeiah stood and went over to him.


  “No,” Marion grunted. He wiped his naked head and temporarily closed his eyes. They opened within moments and he said, “What if Valek sent her here?”


  Zykeiah snorted. “Impossible. How would he know about you and the Minister Knights?”


  “How did you?” Marion asked.


  “It was rumored through the oldest souls that there were a group of rescuers called the Minister Knights…” she started to explain.


  “That is all?” he asked, knowing there was more.


  “No, the rumors were that the Knights resided on Veloris.”


  “Valek could have found that out. The rumors of the Knights could have reached him.” He lay back onto his bed.


  The afternoon sun’s rays sprawled across his broad and hairless chest. Zykeiah could not take her eyes off it and she leaned over to rest her head against it, as she had done many times before.


  He held his breath as she started to place gentle, soft kisses on the area just above his pants-tie and continued up until she reached his mouth.


  “Zykeiah,” Marion whispered. “This is not right –”


  She leaned in to kiss his lips. But he grabbed her shoulders and slowly pushed her backwards until she was seated upright.


  “It used to be like this, Marion. Say you miss me…” she pleaded softly.


  “No, I do not miss you, Zykeiah,” he said gently as he sat upright. He released her shoulders.


  Zykeiah stood up and returned to her previous spot by the fireplace. “Then it is true, you love her.”


  “Zykeiah, I-I…” Marion stammered. “I cannot explain –”


  “It is of no important matter,” she said as she left his quarters leaving her floral scent behind.


  *     *     *


  Sarah and Amana sat on the hard stone floor of the foyer as the children played marbles and the mothers sat together in a semi-circle and knitted with various shades of yarn. They whispered and giggled amongst themselves, every once in a while casting a nervous glance towards the two new members of the castle.


  Sarah thought that an afternoon relaxing with the children’s laughter and the warm soothing flames of the two open hearths might provoke some emotional response from Amana. Perhaps by watching the children play, hearing their laughter and seeing the women’s closeness would somehow help restore some of Amana’s humanity and spirit.


  “Do you see the children play? Do you remember when mother had given us a small bag of marbles and you placed them directly into your mouth?”


  “Yes,” Amana answered flatly.


  Her eyes stared off into space. They were glassy and not directly focused on the robust environment around them.


  Sarah leaned back against the wall and began to play with Amana’s hair as the afternoon crept slowly into night. Kalah had rounded the corner and Amana’s eyes lit up.


  “Hello!” she said.


  The loud greeting startled him as he had just placed his hand on the door handle to his quarters.


  “Sarah, is that Marion?” she whispered anxiously.


  “Hello, Amana.” Kalah walked over to her and squatted down to her eye level. “My name is Kalah.”


  Amana blushed and giggled in a way that was short, nervous and shrill. But the excitement in her eyes had died.


  Kalah continued to stare at her with growing interest and intensity. “Will you join me in the West Wing for evening meal?”


  “Yes,” she answered quickly as she traced his brand with her finger.


  “We will both be there, Kalah,” Sarah spoke up from beside her, “for evening meal.”


  Kalah flinched at the sound of Sarah’s voice as if startled. He said, “Of course,” before standing and returning to his quarters.


  As if the sun had set into night, Amana fell silent and resumed her former staring into nothing as Kalah left to return to his quarters.


  “Kalah is a Minster Knight like Marion,” Sarah explained. “How did you know about Marion?”


  “I have heard his name around,” Amana said flatly.


  *     *     *


  The children’s game of marbles had ceased and their mothers had taken them down to the East Wing Hall for evening meals. Sarah and Amana washed their hands in the water trough before returning to the Great Hall.


  The Great Hall was significantly quieter than the previous evening, for there were no festive engagements arranged for Amana’s arrival.


  Kalah waited outside the Great Hall entranceway and upon seeing Amana, a wide smile spread across his face. The smile seemed strange, for Kalah was almost always sullen. Offering his hand, he escorted her into the Great Hall, leaving Sarah to enter on her own.


  Sighing heavily, she entered the Great Hall alone as Kalah escorted Amana to the favorite spot of the knights. The smell of the evening meal scented the air and Sarah’s stomach growled in anticipation.


  Queen Zoë watched as Kalah walked the latest Veloris visitor to the table closest to her. The Great Hall fell eerily quiet as some of the servants received their first look at Sarah’s sister.


  As he sat down next to her, the whispers and conversations resumed but not without glances and sneaked peeks at Amana.


  Queen Zoë walked over to the table and smiled at Amana. “Welcome to Veloris, Amana.”


  Sarah noticed Octiva hovering just behind the aging Queen; it was the first time she had seen the woman from the servants’ cottages since her midnight trek there.


  With nothing further, Queen Zoë left the Great Hall with her personal servant, Octiva, trailing behind her, no doubt eating her meal in her quarters.


  The watery voice within spoke again, vibrant and forceful as Sarah turned to the Great Hall entranceway. Marion walked in with Zykeiah.


  When Marion’s eyes met hers, Sarah started trembling as if she had a serious case of the shudders.


  She wasn’t the only one affected by his arrival.


  She ceased listening to Kalah’s tales of bravery when Marion sat down across from her at the table. Her stare did not falter as she watched him smile and say, “Good evening, Amana. I am Marion.”


  She shook uncontrollably as she stumbled to stand.


  Sarah turned to look at her sister, whose shivering was quite visible. “Amana, are you –”


  The watery voice screamed inside her, piercing the balance between a deep knowing and quiet delusion. She placed both hands to her ears as she collapsed to her knees beside Marion’s seat at the table.


  Zykeiah raced over to her, “Sarah are you all right? What is the matter?”


  The vision swirled in front of her as Sarah stared into open space. It obstructed her view of the surroundings inside the Great Hall. The vision showed Marion struggling and howling in agony in some dark cavern alone, dying. With each lash he received in the vision, she felt it.


  “Marion!” Sarah sputtered as she reached out to him while attempting to fight off the vision and pain. She was blind; she could only see the horrific vision swirling in front of her. She had no control over her senses. The oracle was commanding her.


  Marion stood slowly and leaned over to her. He listened to her screams with his back to Amana. He could see the pain etched across Sarah’s face. “Yes, Sarah. What is the matter?”


  Amana removed the small turquoise sphere and lifted it toward Marion’s back.


  Kalah yelled, “Amana, what are you doing?”


  Marion, hearing Kalah’s cries, turned to see what the yelling was about and saw Amana bring the sphere to her eye level.


  Sarah screamed, “Marion!” and waved blindly trying to reach for him, but his attention was split between Amana and her.


  Hearing the heart wrenching pain of Sarah’s screams, Marion, whose interest was in Sarah and her well being, pulled his attention back to her, just as the pale bluish light of the sphere smashed into his back.


  Sarah’s vision ended just in time to watch his soul extraction. There were thundering screams as his soul was snatched from his body, causing a terrifying lump to form in her throat. “NO!”


  His lifeless body fell hard to the ground, the eye sockets blackened and empty.


  Jolted from fear, Kalah fled the Great Hall.


  Zykeiah, instead of fleeing, pulled out her dagger, jumped onto the table and raced to Amana. As she reached the spot where Amana stood, Zykeiah drew back her dagger and without hesitation sliced Amana’s tender cheek, the pain piercing through the foggy cloud-like dream and awaking her from her trance.


  “Oooh…” Amana howled with agony. “What am I…”


  Sarah snatched Zykeiah wrist before she could strike again, “Wait!”


  Zykeiah glanced back at Sarah and growled, “What?”


  Just then Amana, holding her cheek, placed the sphere back into her pocket and disappeared. She vanished into the thin chilly air of the Great Hall, leaving in her wake stunned silence and confusion.


  
    Chapter Fourteen

  


  Zykeiah snatched her dagger and shoved it back into her thigh holster. “Now what Savior?”


  Sarah flinched at her harsh words.


  Zykeiah wiped her mouth and muttered as she paced the length of the table. The Great Hall had emptied except for her and Sarah.


  “Were you brought here to assault Marion?” she demanded as tears welled in her eyes.


  Sarah shook her head in disbelief; numbly she muttered, “I do not know what just happened.”


  Zykeiah balked and stalked over to her, smacked her hard across her cheek and quickly drew her dagger and pointed it at Sarah’s throat. “Marion’s soul has been extracted and it is because of you.”


  The hard knot in Sarah’s throat grew larger as Zykeiah pushed the dagger’s tip into her flesh.


  “Zykeiah, Sarah, what has happened?” Queen Zoë wearily stepped in to the Great Hall followed by Octiva. “I no longer feel Marion’s presence on Veloris.”


  Zykeiah cleared her throat and slowly removed the dagger from Sarah’s exposed neck. She took a deep breath before turning to Queen Zoë.


  “Queen Zoë, Marion’s soul has been stolen,” she announced firmly, keeping her voice from wavering.


  A new wrinkled frown emerged on Queen Zoë’s face as her burning pale gray eyes searched the deserted hall and then Zykeiah’s face.


  “Amana,” Queen Zoë whispered as numerous tears spilled over and streamed down her face. As her eyes landed on Marion’s discarded body, she broke down and wept.


  “No!” she crumbled to the ground and stayed there as her grief escalated. Octiva remained by her side, trying in vain to comfort her. Zykeiah soon grew tired of the scene and left the Great Hall in a fit of frustration and rage. Her curses and cries echoed down the hall.


  “Queen Zoë, surely we can rescue him.” Sarah reached down and patted the Queen’s shoulder. “Send the Knights to Solis.”


  She stopped her moans, briefly, as she looked up at Sarah. “Send the Knights?”


  “Yes, they could rescue Marion’s soul before it is too late.”


  “Sarah, Marion was the Minister Knights!” Queen Zoë gingerly stood. “Kalah has never seen true battle; Zykeiah has only been a knight for a short time,” the queen said angrily.


  Sarah recoiled from the fury in Queen Zoë’s face and voice. She knew it wasn’t her fault, but she felt the anger and hostility directed at her.


  “Sending them to rescue Marion would be sending them to their deaths!” she said.


  “I mean no disrespect my queen, but isn’t that the true purpose of the knights…to rescue souls?” Sarah asked softly.


  She gave Sarah a puzzling look before Octiva guided her out of the Great Hall and to the kitchen. She stopped short and said to Sarah, “Come to see me later; we must talk.”


  Sarah nodded before leaving the Great Hall for the cleansing quiet of her quarters.


  As she walked to her quarters, memories of Marion cropped up wherever she turned. The first night she arrived at the foyer; the morning in his quarters when he divulged her destiny and purpose for Veloris, and the evening when he carried her to the Great Hall after their trip to the Oracle. As she continued up the spiral steps, she recalled the look in his eyes when she awoke to find him in her quarters. She smiled at the memory and her heart was flooded with a warm feeling unlike she had ever felt before. She grabbed her chest and giggled.


  “Where did that come from?” Sarah asked the empty hallway.


  She remembered the look in his eyes, the concern. Sarah slowly realized that tonight in the Great Hall, Marion’s eyes were filled with concern, that day in her bedroom they were not; he was feeling something else.


  She opened the door to her quarters as the watery voice of the oracle whispered into her psyche the true orientation of the look in his eyes. The Antiqk Oracle’s vision too became clear as her eyes were truly opened and the scales of ignorance were removed. She could now identify the people in the vision and she began to weep. “No, oh, no. I have been a fool!”


  Sarah created a fire with the flick of her wrist and an unconscious thought for warmth. Her powers were growing rapidly, but it was little consolation to the emotional pain she was now feeling.


  The echoes of Queen Zoe’s cries filtered into her memory and she felt it was her fault. Amana would not have taken Marion’s soul purposefully. She knew that there had to be more to her sister’s arrival…a reason or a debt. She desperately wanted to believe she had nothing to do with it, but Amana would not have come to Veloris had she not been there.


  Sarah lay on the soft blankets of her bed and continued to cry at the horror. She had lost her sister and her only friend, all in one day.


  *     *     *


  Zykeiah paced the length of her quarters as she twirled her dagger in her right hand, almost as an afterthought. Kalah had been a coward and Sarah an emotional menace. She would have had Amana sliced into chunks and Marion could have been freed had it not been for Sarah’s interruption.


  Savior?


  Only if Amana was out of the way could Sarah be the true savior. But as long as she worked for Valek, Sarah would be useless to them. The stupid girl kept letting her feelings get in the way of doing business.


  Zykeiah stopped pacing as a more sinister thought came to mind.


  What if Sarah was working for Valek?


  Marion had suspected Amana, but why not Sarah as well?


  Sarah could have manufactured the markings on her hands. As for the powers she demonstrated at the Stocklah Oasis, Manola could have conjured those for show. Zykeiah knew of Manola’s powers all to well. She also knew of Manola’s skill at deception.


  She quickly left her quarters and knocked on the neighboring door. “Kalah, open the door. It is Zykeiah.”


  “Leave me!” his strained voice boomed. His voice sounded strange as if it was filled with tears and something else.


  Shame?


  “Open now before I kick it in.”


  Heavy footsteps and then a small crack in the door as Zykeiah entered Kalah’s quarters.


  She had been in Marion’s quarters many times, but she had never been in Kalah’s. The outer room had two broad wooden chairs; both well cushioned by pillows and short stools reserved for the feet. A danker rug lay sprawled across the outer room and leaves had been scattered across the plush fur. A tiny open hearth burned thin logs of evergreens. The outer quarter smelled of fresh open forest and musk.


  The fire provided the only source of illumination. Shadows danced across Kalah’s face as he sat down in front of the fire. He placed his feet on the stool and leaned his head back over the chair.


  Zykeiah rubbed her neck for the position looked awkward and painful. “Kalah, what if Sarah was sent to destroy the Minister Knights?”


  He sat up and searched Zykeiah’s face.


  “I mean Amana obviously was sent here to kidnap Marion,” she explained.


  He groaned and shook his head. “Bah!”


  “Think about it. Ever since her arrival, she has placed a wedge between us,” she went on.


  He rose and went to his bedchambers. He returned with a pitcher of bottled ale. It was warm and he grimaced as he took quick sips.


  “Zykeiah, Queen Zoë said Sarah is the chosen.” Kalah returned to his seat. “You know the scrolls.”


  The fire’s embers danced in the paleness of Kalah’s gray eyes.


  “Yes, but she could be –”


  “…and Marion and I were not exactly close. That had been established since his birth before mine and long before her arrival on Veloris.”


  “Damn you!” Zykeiah spat. “Do you not care for him? Are you merely a coward hiding behind his mother’s skirt?”


  Kalah stared into the fire. “I thought you would be glad to see your rival gone.”


  He turned to her and stared directly into her eyes. “No?”


  “You are not worthy to be his brother,” Zykeiah cursed as she left.


  *     *     *


  Kalah’s ears stung as Zykeiah slammed his door.


  He continued to sip his ale. He swallowed the bitterness with a mixture of pleasure and searing pain. He should be excited and joyous as the sole heir to the Veloris throne and the leader of the Minister Knights.


  Since his youth he had waited for this day. He could almost feel the sunlight on his face as at last he could emerge from Marion’s shadow. His desire for Marion to be gone and for him to be the favorite son had pushed him into doing the most ridiculous things to win his mother’s affections, not to mention the most deceptive.


  Now that the path had been cleared, and Marion was gone, he felt hollow. His victory was empty and his mother’s grief would destroy her health and more than likely her life, making his accession to the throne a thing of the near future.


  He stood groggily as he remembered Marion’s drunken stupor in the Great Hall. He had swooped in to seize the opportunity to humiliate his brother and become the leader of the Minster Knights when Sarah arrived.


  Marion’s savior, Sarah. Did not the scrolls foretell of their love…their place in history already predicted by the ancients?


  Kalah stumbled into his bed, knocking vials of dried herbs to the floor. They smashed into hundreds of tiny pieces of glass and leaves.


  Marion would come for him had his soul been taken.


  But would he do the same? Could he conjure the courage to try to save his brother from the soul cages?


  He did not know.


  *     *     *


  Valek lifted his crystal glass and quickly gulped the wine. Peppery was the word that came to mind as he slowly observed Richard and several of his advisors.


  Few candles were lit during evening meal as they dined in the modest dining hall in Valek’s castle. He had few rooms that were accommodating for entertaining guests, but the client insisted. Orono had prepared a satisfactory meal of baked owlers stolen from Earth 3012 and decorated with orange and served with sweet bread.


  Valek noted the savory meal and made a mental note to add cook to Orono’s growing list of responsibilities.


  “Valek, it is quite dim in here.” One of the advisors leaned forward with his protruding nose and beady eyes. “You are not so poor as to not be able to afford more candles?”


  The other advisors and Richard chuckled at the question.


  A trick question, Valek smiled. Answer “yes” then they would make the comment that his love of money ruled him and they would pass on purchasing the Solance.


  If he answered “no”, they would think his price was too much and that he was trying to get rich from them.


  Valek sipped his wine as several of the advisors held their breath and nervously looked at each other in anticipation of his answer.


  “I am not proud of this, gentlemen, but the light hurts my eyes,” he answered smoothly.


  Yes, the wine was too peppery, he thought as Manola patted his hand like a good, dedicated wife, although she was no such thing.


  Appearances mattered a great deal in the “selling” process and Earth 4016 was a small kingdom that embraced the theories of family and community. A slight amendment in his lifestyle to land the contract was worth the charades.


  “Valek, it is rumored that you keep slaves. Is it true?” the same advisor asked yet another question.


  Valek noted that he would have to get rid of that advisor; perhaps MaxMion would like him as a little after-meal treat.


  “I do occasionally take slaves, but only for additional payment in lieu of silver. I do not make it common practice.”


  Some of the advisors shook their heads and smiled at his deceptiveness. Richard also smiled, nervously.


  Pushing gently back from the table, Valek announced, “Now for some entertainment.” He beckoned to Manola from the doorway.


  Manola walked to the center of the dining hall.


  “MaxMion get in here,” he ordered.


  MaxMion hurried in to the hall from the kitchen with a tambourine and a look of mischief.


  “Play,” he demanded as he sat back down. He watched from the corners of his eyes as the advisors whispered and gasped at MaxMion’s appearance. They would forget all about him once Manola started to dance.


  MaxMion sat on the floor and began to play as Manola danced in her scantily clad black bodysuit. Several sections had been removed to reveal parts of her flesh.


  Her fiery hair spun as she twirled and danced, mesmerizing the men in the makeshift hall and bringing a satisfying grin to one that was neither male nor female.


  *     *     *


  Valek was not the only one watched.


  From the entranceway to the kitchen, Orono watched the evening meal as he ate cold gosha from a stool in the equally dim and filthy place.


  He angrily stuffed yet another cold, gritty spoonful into his mouth as he remembered Valek’s demand that he “take the role of butler.” Reduced to serving Valek’s snotty new clients from Earth 4016 only fueled his desire for revenge. That witch Manola should be the one serving.


  “Get the drinks, Orono,” he mocked as he backed away from the entrance. “Cook the meal, Orono.”


  The bowl clanked as it made contact with the washing tin and gosha splattered against the wall. He picked up the remains of feathers, owler parts and leaves and he tossed them, too, into the washing tin.


  “I will show you,” he continued to mutter as he cleaned the tiny kitchen with the same apathetic attitude in which he performed all of Valek’s commands.


  Manola interrupted his mutterings as she slithered into the kitchen. She was not quiet enough; he quickly turned around to face her.


  “What do you want?”


  “Valek wants the celebratory bottle of wine,” she said.


  Orono blocked her path, “For what reason?”


  Manola lifted her palm and blasted him in the stomach with a ray of green light. “You will have to ask him yourself.”


  Orono was knocked backwards to the washing tin and into the stone kitchen wall. His head tingled and a small cut appeared just above his floppy ears as he crashed to the floor.


  Manola reached into the cupboard, withdrew the bottle and returned to the dining hall without looking back. Roars of laughter grew louder and more boisterous as the evening meal continued without any concern for his safety.


  He unsteadily stood up and blinked repeatedly as he reached for the edge of the sink.


  “Bitch.” He swore again as he slowly made his way back to the entranceway. He knew all about their plans to expand Solance to Earth 4016. Nothing was secret in the castle, except what Orono wanted to keep secret, no matter what Valek believed.


  Valek always overestimated himself.


  Orono continued to watch as Manola began to dance again, this time to the strong musical voice of MaxMion. His voice was fantastic despite the leftover food and bones the advisors threw at him, which only made Valek laugh. The sadness swelled up in MaxMion’s eyes, but he continued his song and play as if they were not there.


  Then a smile so genuine and true spread across his face as he caught Orono’s eyes watching him from the kitchen.


  “Soon,” Orono whispered, “very soon.”


  *     *     *


  Amana’s huge tears burned as they raced down her face and into the open cut on her cheek. She pressed her hand hard against her cheek, but it did not halt the bleeding.


  She had arrived back through the Allerton Circle, yet she did not know how. The throb of the sphere in her pocket heated the spot on her leg as if it was demanding to be returned to Valek.


  *     *     *


  Valek clasped a hand to his ear as the evening meal drew to a close.


  “Are you all right, Valek?” Richard asked. “Too much wine?”


  “Yes,” Valek replied coolly. “Excuse me.”


  But he was not all right. Amana had returned.


  
    Chapter Fifteen

  


  The morning came upon Veloris with the same ignorance and obliviousness to the pain and betrayal that had touched all in the castle the day before. It pulled them from the safe comforts of sleep and into the brilliant light of day to face again the plights that were abandoned the night prior.


  Whispery and cool, the wind blew through the small cracks in the castle’s walls, reducing the amount of warmth that filled each room, making Sarah burrow further under her blankets.


  She finally gave up and sat up in bed. She had dreamed little the night before and slept even worse. Since her arrival on Veloris, she had received little sleep or rest. She thought the long shifts of the soul cages were rigorous, but this new life had proven that wrong.


  Queen Zoë had taken her in, sent her own son to rescue her from the cages, and had fed her. She owed Queen Zoë a huge debt, not to mention it was her sister who stole Marion’s soul and fled.


  Zykeiah was not entirely wrong. Sarah was not sent to Veloris to kill Marion or to destroy the knights, but her presence on Veloris had done just that. Why else would Amana come to Veloris and steal Marion’s soul? It had to do with her.


  Octiva had asked Sarah to come and see her. Perhaps now was the time to go. She crawled out of bed and dressed. She went to the window and noted that the sun shined and the clouds had parted. There was no threat of snow, but she grabbed her coat anyway.


  She was hurrying down the stairs when she met Octiva coming down the hallway.


  “Good morning, Octiva.” She stepped down the last stair and went to meet Octiva.


  “I was on my way to your quarters.” Octiva’s eyes were large with fear and her voice shook. “Come quickly to the Great Hall.”


  Sarah followed Octiva to the Great Hall that was amazingly empty. “Where is everyone?”


  Octiva walked over to the spot where Marion’s body still lay as it had the night before. “The servants are afraid to come in here. Many ate morning meals in the East Wing Hall.”


  She bent down and lifted Marion’s head. “Help me with him.”


  Sarah grabbed Marion’s feet and they lifted him onto the table. His black, empty sockets frightened her. “Now what?”


  She glanced around quickly and said, “You must encase his body into one of your protective spheres.”


  Sarah obeyed and cupped her hands together. The sphere grew and she walked along the length of Marion’s body, pulling the sphere as she walked.


  “Why are we doing this?” she asked.


  “We must protect his body. He is a Minister Knight and he is the son of Queen Zoë. His body is not the same as mine or yours.”


  Finished, Sarah clapped her hands together and the sphere remained intact. “Meaning what?”


  “Meaning that if you and the other knights can save his soul, he must be reincarnated back into this body. You will not be able to recreate one for him. Your sphere will keep him from decomposing.”


  Octiva sprinkled some powders across the sphere as she watched Sarah. “You must save him.”


  “Me?” Sarah asked, disbelieving her own ears.


  “You are the gel, Sarah. You must convince Zykeiah and Kalah to assist you. You will need them both if you wish to save Marion and Amana and stop Valek.”


  “The three of us need more than that to do all that you ask.” Sarah sat down, her pride deflated, on the bench in front of Marion’s body. “Zykeiah believes I am a traitor.”


  Octiva moved from Marion’s body and said, “Round up the knights and meet me back here in this Hall. I have much to tell you and them.”


  Sighing heavily, Sarah left the Great Hall and knocked hard on Zykeiah’s door.


  “Zykeiah, it is Sarah,” she called.


  No response.


  “Come on, Zykeiah,” she sighed. “Octiva wants to gather in the Great Hall.”


  The door to Zykeiah’s quarters gradually opened to a mere crack from which Sarah could barely make out an eye, the rest was pitch black and cold.


  “Go away,” Zykeiah muttered coldly.


  “Octiva said we must get together,” she repeated.


  Silence as the door opened wider. “For what reason?”


  “I do not know,” she concluded before moving over to Kalah’s door. She raised her hand to knock before looking back to Zykeiah.


  “You tell him,” she said disgustedly. She was through with their judgments. Each of them had something to be ashamed of, why be so cold toward her mistake?


  As she stalked into the Great Hall, the soft pulsating light of the sphere made the Hall seem eerily haunted. The Great Hall, totally devoid of people, did not seem so great. Sarah loomed sorrowfully in the entranceway despite the beautiful day springing to life outside the Great Hall. She did not want to go in, but she knew she must.


  Octiva appeared like a pale apparition by the Queen’s throne.


  “Where are the others?” Octiva asked.


  “Coming,” she said although she wasn’t sure they would come. She came into the hall and climbed into the seat across from Marion’s encased body.


  Within minutes, Zyekiah entered the Great Hall and said, “This had better be good.”


  Kalah trailed her and looked as though he had spent the night wrestling with demons and lost.


  “No, Zykeiah, this is not good. This is tragic,” Octiva said boldly.


  Zykeiah halted her steps and frowned as she put her hand on her dagger. “Who are you to speak to me like that?”


  Octiva said, “I am the queen’s servant, as are you.” She went on, “Queen Zoë has fallen into a coma.”


  “You did this!” Zykeiah reached for her dagger and stepped toward Sarah with a look of burning anger.


  “Stop!” Octiva raised her hand. “Allow me to finish.”


  Grudgingly, Zykeiah stepped back.


  “This coma is because of Marion’s soul extraction,” Octiva declared.


  “How?” Zykeiah asked heatedly.


  “What?” Kalah asked, shocked.


  “Quiet,” Octiva pleaded. “This is extremely important.”


  The three remained quiet as Octiva continued. “You three must rescue Marion’s soul and return it here or else both he and Queen Zoë will die.”


  Kalah snorted then laughed. “How do you know what will save them? You are nothing but a servant,” he said.


  “A servant yes, but also Queen Zoë’s advisor and teacher.” Octiva waved her hand across her face revealing an elderly woman.


  “This is my true face.” Octiva smiled beneath her layers of wrinkles and spots of age. “The Northern Forest was only a handful of seedlings when I was your age.”


  Kalah gasped and backed away from her, wildly waving his hand across his face as if trying to make sure his face was his own.


  “You are one of the people from before!” Sarah shouted, unsure of how she knew that Octiva was one of the ancients; she just did.


  With the wave of her hand, Octiva once again showed them her younger face, smooth and free of wrinkles. “Yes, I am the only one left. But all that I knew, I taught the queen.”


  Zykeiah had watched in silence. Sarah could not read her expression.


  “Minister Knights, Veloris needs you.” Octiva gathered her cloak to leave. “Your time is short, waste none of it.”


  *     *     *


  Zykeiah turned to Sarah and said, “I guess that means you have to come with us, but that does not mean I trust you.”


  Sarah sighed. She did not argue. What good would it have done? She would just have to prove to Zykeiah that her devotion was to Veloris.


  “Do we have a plan?” Kalah asked.


  Zykeiah quickly turned her scorn to Kalah. “So does that mean you are coming with us?”


  “Are you sure you want to risk it, being the next king of the castle,” Sarah added.


  Kalah coughed before shrugging. “She is my mother, too.”


  “Then I do have a plan.” Zykeiah smiled for the first time since Marion’s disappearance. “While I was on Solis just a few rotations prior, I learned that Valek is selling Solance to both Saturn Four and Earth 3012.”


  “Your plan, Zykeiah,” Kalah said, bored already. He sat down next to Sarah on the bench. “Is to spread that knowledge to both planets?”


  “Yes.” She rolled her eyes in disgust at Kalah stealing her thunder.


  “But why?” Sarah asked, still not sure about the plan.


  “Because, we are only three. There is no way we are capable of defeating Valek alone. But with the help of both planets’ Generals, we can rescue Marion. They can deal with Valek.”


  “We should rescue Amana, too,” Kalah pitched in.


  Sarah gasped and Zykeiah stared at him in disbelief.


  “Why are you looking at me like that?” Kalah stared back at Zykeiah. “I saw her eyes. She was not in control. Her eyes were blank and dead like the bones in the burial grounds.”


  “I have one question.” Sarah interrupted.


  “You have had more questions than that,” Kalah said.


  She ignored him and asked. “How do we get there?”


  *     *     *


  “Where is that little spineless brat?” Valek spat as he spun around his desk.


  “They are in the guest quarters.” Manola licked her hand and rubbed angrily at the spot that had developed there.


  “We do not have guest quarters,” Valek roared.


  “The group of rooms just before the stairs that led down to the dungeon is where we have placed them.” She alternated between licking the spot on her hand and answering Valek.


  “Those rooms had been used for slaughtering slaves.” Valek placed his forehead onto the cool surface of his desk. “Idiot!”


  She stopped her licking. “Sir?”


  “Get out of here and find Amana!” he barked. “Do something useful for a change!”


  She scurried out of his office faster than the first delivery batch of Solance. He sat back in his chair and turned to watch the slow descent of Solis’s sun.


  The situation with Earth 4016 and Richard was a done deal until Richard’s advisors started coaching the king into requiring more evidence of Valek’s claims.


  “How about a tour?” Richard had asked.


  Valek had drawn the line there. The contract be damned. There were other planets he could sell to. No one saw how Solance was made, no one.


  Richard then asked for a tour of Valek’s castle and evening meals instead. He reluctantly agreed. He had put too much time and money into wooing the kingdom; one more thing would not be so tragic.


  He had been mistaken.


  Richard would not leave until all of his advisors’ questions and curiosities were answered. Now they were holed up in his castle; they threatened they wouldn’t leave for days. He hated spineless men; but the more spineless they were, the easier for him to manipulate, and the fatter his pockets would grow.


  Grimacing, Valek stood up and went to the window. The blackening sky and the cool breeze of Solis swept pass his office with the smell of sulfur and death.


  He had more important things to attend to then Richard’s demands, like Amana’s return with the soul of Marion. Yet, these things gained him no monetary benefit.


  Satisfying Richard’s advisors and appetite for knowledge would net him a nice hefty bag of silver.


  Valek placed his thin fingertips to his temples and gently massaged. It was not that he was unaccustomed to changes or the everyday stress of managing a business. It was the little tiny nuisances that cropped up in droves and wasted resources and funds.


  Those things angered him all the more.


  He untied the top of his cloak and it collapsed to the floor in a hush just as Manola shoved Amana through the door of his office.


  The girl’s face had been sliced open and it was not a small nick, Valek thought as he walked to greet her.


  “Manola, fix the girl’s cheek,” he ordered as he placed his hands on Amana’s shivering shoulders and guided her to his desk.


  Manola cupped her hands together and produced a chunky thatch of green paste in her hands.


  Valek lifted Amana onto his desk, as if she was a child, and smiled.


  Manola dipped two fingers into the paste and with her other hand held the flap of flesh up against Amana’s cheek. Almost like glue, the green paste was applied to her cheek and immediately the skin rejoined and melted into smooth flesh. There was no scar or any indication her cheek was ever damaged.


  “There,” Manola said softly, almost motherly.


  He lifted his hand and said, “You have something for me?”


  The anxiousness within his heart pounded hard and fast, driving the rush through his veins until his entire body felt sensitive and alive.


  Hopping down from Valek’s desk, she dug deep into her pockets and removed the small turquoise sphere. “My Lord.”


  She dropped the sphere into Valek’s outstretched hands without further comment.


  Valek lifted the sphere to his eye level and peered inside. Marion’s gray eyes turned to look at him and screamed what could only be insults and demands, but Valek could not hear it. Only the rapid movements of Marion’s mouth were any indication that the soul was speaking at all.


  “So you are the one who dared to steal one of my souls?” he asked, although it was doubtful that Marion could hear him. He grinned and said, “Get MaxMion in here. Now!”


  Manola sighed and left the office on yet another errand.


  *     *     *


  The day continued, undeterred by the undecided fate of Veloris, as Sarah sat alone in her quarters covered by the blanket Marion had given her on her arrival. It smelled faintly of danker beast, just as it had on her first night on Veloris, but the smell did not matter now.


  Naked except for the blanket, she felt exposed and vulnerable. She imagined this was how Marion felt, nestled in the empty, drab soul cages. But she knew from experience that he probably felt nothing at all, which was all the more frightening.


  She had to stay focused, for cradled in her hands was a tiny sphere the color of the Antiqk Oracle. This sphere was more pale and dimmer than her usual ones. This was how she would transport Marion’s soul back to Veloris.


  If they could rescue him in time.


  Zykeiah’s plan was almost perfect. They needed to find a way to get to Saturn Four. Marion knew Veloris like he seemed to know everything else, flawlessly and with precision. He would know what to do. But they did not have him.


  Instead they had Kalah who did not know anything of his native planet. It would seem Kalah’s attention and interests revolved around clothes, women, and strong drink.


  It was as if Kalah became a Minister Knight by default, because his mother was the queen. She didn’t understand what good his presence would do for them.


  “Tell me, all knowing oracle. How do we reach Saturn Four?”


  The quiet sphere grew more brilliant and the now familiar voice of the oracle spoke and this time Sarah listened.


  “See Queen Zoë,” it said.


  The sphere returned to its unlit and silent state.


  “You must be joking? That is all you have to say?” Sarah asked.


  The Queen lay unconscious in her bed, a prisoner of extreme grief and loss. What could she possibly find there?


  She dissolved the sphere and climbed out of bed. She reached for a bronze colored shirt made of fresh cotta and black leather pants. Her sweater hung over the chair, but she could no longer wear it. A constant reminder of Marion, the sweater must remain behind. She would wear it at his homecoming celebration. She swore to it on the breast of her mother.


  As Sarah made her way down the stairs and through the castle, children and servants moved about in slow motion. Or maybe it was she who moved in slow motion. They all seemed sullen and sad. Grief had truly blanketed the castle.


  On her way to the Queen’s quarters, a toddler boy ran into her as he fled from his older sister’s make-believe monster.


  It took Sarah several more steps before she realized the boy had become tangled in her legs. The sister had partially extracted him when she finally looked down. He had been screaming, yet his cries had fallen on deaf ears.


  “Oh, little boy, I did not see you there,” she said.


  The boy’s huge brown eyes looked up at her before welling up with tears. His mouth trembled, then opened to release a wail that shocked her.


  The sister picked up her brother and ran off to the East Wing without looking back.


  “What was all that about?” Sarah asked.


  “They fear and blame you for Marion’s capture,” Zykeiah said from the opened door of her quarters.


  “You told them lies, Zykeiah,” she snapped.


  “It was not I.” Zykeiah smiled as she squatted to pick up a discarded marble. “Amana was your sister and you paraded around through the castle with her at your side.”


  Sarah resumed her walk to the Great Hall without another word to Zykeiah, whose attitude had changed dramatically since their trip to Stocklah. She wondered if it was the fact that Amana was her sister, or was there something more?


  Then she remembered Marion and Zykeiah’s friendliness in the hallway on her second rotation at the castle. Groaning as she found herself in that very same hallway, she thought that Zykeiah was trying to attack her at Stocklah and she had been right.


  Zykeiah wanted to get rid of her rival.


  As she made her way up the spiraling staircase to the Queen’s quarters, she came face to face with the three royal guards and this time they took notice of her.


  “Halt!” The guard on the right held up his thick, hairy hand.


  “No one is permitted to see the queen,” the third guard on the left finished as the middle guard grunted in affirmation.


  “It is extremely important that I see her,” she said.


  “No one is permitted to see the queen,” the third guard reiterated.


  He reached out and grabbed Sarah’s arm and lifted her into the air.


  She put her hand on the guard’s arm and pictured the fiery heat of an open hearth.


  The pungent smell of burning flesh spiraled into the air as the guard screamed and removed his hand from her arm, causing her to fall to the floor. On fire, the guard screamed and raced past her down the steps.


  Confused and a little exasperated, the middle guard tried to snatch Sarah’s hair, but she had thrown one of her bubble-like spheres at him.


  The sphere went splat against his chest then proceeded to grow and cover the middle guard. It grew until it restrained his every action and limb, causing him to fall to the floor. The more he wrestled with the gooey substance, the more it spread.


  The guard on the right breathed fire at her, but she had already produced a shield that deflected the guard’s fiery breath.


  As the guard continued to assault her with his breath, she used the shield to protect herself with one hand and conjured up another throwing sphere with the other.


  As soon as he heard the first guard take a breath, she lowered her shield and threw the sphere at him. The guard blew his breath of fire onto the sphere, but it did not dissolve.


  Surprised, the first guard stopped for another intake of air when the sphere went splat against his mouth, sealing the guard’s lips and making it difficult for the guard to growl or spit fire.


  Like the middle guard, the more he wrestled, the more the gooey substance grew and soon the guard was covered from his head to his grotesque toes.


  “Why are they attacking me?” Sarah said aloud.


  “Bravo, well done.” Octiva stood just outside the Queen’s quarters. “Your powers are growing by leaps and bounds.”


  Winded, Sarah lowered her shield and stared at Octiva. “How long have you been standing there?”


  “A little while. It was just a little practice. You wish to see the Queen?”


  “Yes,” she said, wiping her brow.


  “Come!” Octiva snapped her fingers and the three royal guards were again in place and seemingly unaffected by Sarah’s attack. There were no traces of her spheres’ gooey film or any burn marks on the third guard’s arm.


  Puzzled, she stepped around them and they seemed not to notice her.


  “So what are they?” she asked.


  Octiva laughed and said, “Royal guards.”


  “But, but –” Sarah stammered.


  “You came to see the Queen; here she is,” Octiva said.


  In the Queen’s bedroom, Queen Zoe’s body laid still and her breathing remained fragile as the sun’s rays sprawled across her bed.


  “Even the sun misses her,” Octiva said.


  Sarah did not hear, for the watery voice of the Oracle spoke once again and she needed to listen. She stepped closer to the Queen and a crunch resonated from her feet.


  Looking down, she noticed several scrolls tossed about the floor.


  “What are these?” she asked, turning to Octiva.


  “Those are the Antiqk crolls. The Queen studies them often for direction.”


  “Direction?” Sarah smiled as she dropped to her knees and began to unroll scrolls. “We need direction.”


  Octiva kneeled down on the other side of the Queen’s bed and started unrolling the scrolls tossed about there. “What are we looking for?”


  “A map,” Sarah answered. The Antiqk scrolls were as old as Veloris; surely there was a map that listed the circles and their destinations.


  
    Chapter Sixteen

  


  The salty air blew across Orono’s nose and caused his eyes to water. The Labbia Ocean on the western coast of Saturn Four housed the most beautiful fish and aquatic animals in the entire Pixlis galaxy. The water held the same temperature through all rotations of fall, summer, and winter.


  The temperature did not change much on Saturn Four; it kept a steady climate of tropical warm days and at night, cool comfortable winds from the oceans provided ideal sleeping weather.


  Orono had never seen such a paradise of bright sunny weather backed against a crisp blue sky. He and MaxMion may retire to Saturn Four upon their departure from Valek.


  “I meant what I said, Orono,” General Ogroth growled as he snapped a pair of handcuffs onto Orono’s wrists. “This had better be worth my time.”


  “What are these for? I have committed no crime,” he said and within moments he had pulled the handcuffs apart.


  General Ogroth’s eyes grew with surprise, but then he muttered, “Bah! Come.”


  Flanked by heavily armed guards on both sides, he followed General Ogroth through the sandy blackened beach surroundings of the Aqua Circle and on to the flat forest that housed an entrance to the King’s castle.


  The area was absent of people, despite the great weather. The king’s castle was nestled back against lush, rolling green hills and on either side was a small grouping of forest trees.


  Saturn Four’s king surely knew how to live, Orono thought. Hunting forest on both sides of the castle, a fantastic ocean as the front yard, and rolling hills perfect for horse or danker beast riding in his back yard.


  As they reached the castle’s gate, it was lowered to allow the General to enter. The gate itself was decorated with vegetation of every color. It glistened with moisture in the strong sunlight.


  Orono secretly cursed himself for not asking for more payment.


  “This way Orono. You are to remain in the guest quarters until further notice. I will come retrieve you when the king is ready to listen to you,” General Ogroth said.


  Orono smiled and patted his stomach. “That is all satisfactory. When will evening meals be served?”


  “As if you had a choice,” General Ogroth threw back his head and roared with laughter.


  Orono remained silent, but he was beginning not to like the General. The sooner he got the business over with, the happier he’d be, he thought.


  They arrived at a fork in the castle’s hallway and took the hallway that veered to the left. Chandeliers of clear sparkling crystal hung every few paces and their thick ivory candles illuminated the hallways.


  On the walls were hand-sewn tapestries depicting various rulers of Saturn Four. The tapestries alternated with heavy gold candelabras that were secured with what Orono could only make out as silver.


  Servants passed by the entourage with cool indifference. He noticed that none of the servants looked up; they all walked about with their eyes downcast at the shiny floor.


  The sweet smell of food filtrated into the hallway as they made their way past the kitchen. Orono’s stomach growled at the thought of eating fresh, delicious foods that were heated and warm, not cold and gritty, like gosha.


  He knew that if Valek discovered his absence, it might mean his life. It was an agreeable risk, for with money from Saturn Four, he and MaxMion could flee.


  Besides, he thought as General Ogroth opened the door to one of the guest quarters, Valek has his hands full with Amana and Richard of Earth 4016.


  “Here is where you’ll rest until I come for you,” said General Ogroth.


  The guest quarter was three times the size of Orono’s dungeon quarters on Solis. There was even a bed in it and the bed had blankets. He could hardly contain his glee. He may never leave this place.


  Across from the bed resided a little wicker basket of fruit and a bottle of ale. On the floor, Orono noted the green leaves of alpine and oalka.


  General Ogroth snorted, “Do not get too comfortable.”


  He sat down on the soft bed and General Ogroth slammed the door shut. He could hear the jiggle of keys in the lock.


  *     *     *


  “MaxMion take this slave down to the cages. Make sure his soul is not with any others.” Valek dropped the sphere to the ground where it shattered to a thousand pieces and Marion’s soul floated out.


  MaxMion reached out and snatched Marion’s soul by the arm. Powerless, he tried in vain to escape. Without a physical body, hitting or striking MaxMion was nearly impossible.


  MaxMion was able to hold onto his souls by the little device planted into his arm that allowed him to cross the plane between physical and spiritual. “Come on now.”


  The tugging caused Marion to flutter to the ground defeated.


  As MaxMion moved the soul out of the office, Valek called, “I want him in the very next batch!”


  According to the moons, the next batch should be processed within one full rotation. By then, he vowed to have Richard and his advisors back on Earth 4016.


  “Valek,” Richard called as he poked his head into his office. “The advisors and I still have more questions, would now be a good time to discuss them?”


  Inside, Valek tried to contain the rage that boiled almost to the point of spilling over. “The hour is late, Richard.”


  “Yes, yes of course, but we need answers.” He entered the office and remained standing there with a look of disappointment on his face.


  “Your answers will have to wait until morning, dear king,” Valek answered, his voice growing colder with each word spoken.


  Richard, feeling the drastic change in temperature, wrapped his coat tighter about him as he took notice of Manola, then Amana whose blood still stained her shirt and pants.


  “I apologize Valek if I interrupted anything.”


  With nothing further the king fled the office for the smelly guest quarters.


  “Wimp!” Valek barked. “Manola, take Amana to the dungeon and place her next to Orono’s quarters. I am not quite ready to make her a slave again. Perhaps Richard or one of his advisors would like some entertainment or even a gift.”


  She yanked Amana’s arm and led her from Valek’s office. Neither of them heard Amana’s whimpering.


  *     *     *


  “I got it!” Sarah whispered excitedly and held up the map for Octiva to see.


  “The map of Veloris?” Octiva inquired from her spot on the opposite side of the Queen’s bed.


  “An old map, perhaps even the first map ever drawn,” Sarah said, amazed.


  “Come let us leave the queen. We have disturbed her long enough.”


  Sarah followed Octiva out of the Queen’s bedchamber and into the hall where they could speak freely. There was no sight of the guards.


  “This will show us how to get to Saturn Four,” Sarah said excitedly, glad to be able to help.


  Octiva nodded in agreement. “How soon before you leave?”


  Sarah shrugged. She didn’t know the time schedule. “Soon.”


  “Be sure not to waste time. Marion and Queen Zoë do not have much longer,” she said, before turning and disappearing around the corner and in to the dark hall.


  Sarah hurried down the stairs and on to Zykeiah’s quarters. Urgency fluttered nervously in her stomach and her tongue felt swollen and heavy as if it was laid with sturdy lead.


  “What is it?” Zykeiah growled at the knock on her door. She was dressed in her robe and her feet were bare.


  “We must leave at once,” Sarah said.


  “How do we get there?” Zykeiah sighed.


  “With this?” She held up the fragile scroll that unrolled into a detailed map of Veloris.


  “And this is?”


  “A map, an ancient map of Veloris. On it are destinations circles to other worlds.”


  “Wow!” she said.


  “So we must leave soon.” Sarah rushed over to Kalah’s door and pounded hard until he opened it.


  “What?” he barked as he opened his door.


  “Get your gear, Kalah, we are leaving. Tonight.”


  Zykeiah’s watched from her doorway, the map still in her hands.


  “Tonight? Evening meals have not been served and the night air will be freezing –” Kalah scoffed and shuddered at the thought.


  Sarah gave Zykeiah a nervous glance.


  “Now!” Zykeiah demanded firmly as she handed the map to Sarah. “We leave within the hour.”


  Groaning, Kalah slammed his door.


  “Come in, you can assist me,” Zykeiah said to Sarah.


  Her quarters were neat and orderly. Nothing was out of place, each dagger, flower and log was settled in its place.


  To Sarah’s surprise, Zykeiah bent down and pulled out a ratty sack made of cloth from beneath her bed. She then pulled out a second sack made of hide. She unrolled the leather one to reveal four glistening daggers similar to the one she wore on her thigh. They glowed in the warm reflection of the hearth. The points were coated in a glimmering, milky white coat that seemed wet.


  She silently counted them with her lips barely moving. When done she rolled them up again and secured the leather belt tightly. She whisked them onto her back and secured them about her waist so that they would not fall or slide down during her ride.


  Next, Zykeiah lifted the ratty, less polished sack to the bed. She piled vials of various herbs and rock salts along with socks and still more vials. She had almost emptied her chest of herbs.


  “Will they not break during our journey?” Sarah asked.


  “No,” Zykeiah muttered before adding, “They are not glass.”


  “What are the vials for?”


  “Valek and his witch, Manola.” Zykeiah pulled the drawstrings tight with sharp, rigid precision. Sarah could hear the zing.


  “Here,” Zykeiah tossed the sack toward her. “You carry this one.”


  Extraordinarily light, Sarah slung the sack over her shoulder and hardly felt it at all.


  She wandered out into the hallway and pondered whether she needed anything from her quarters. She was a guest, but Veloris had become more of a home than she ever had before. She was reluctant to leave it, yet she had to. Marion needed her.


  She followed Zykeiah to the Great Hall, where they were to gather prior to their departure. The pulsating light still generated its eerie orange glow as Sarah dropped the sack to the table.


  “Kalah was right; we must eat well before departing. We may not have another opportunity to do so,” Zykeiah said before disappearing into the kitchen.


  She had changed dramatically since Sarah’s first encounter with her in the hallway. She rarely smelled of danker beast and smelled more often of fresh cut flowers and forest.


  Suddenly, commotion erupted from the kitchen, laughter and a couple of shrieks, then more laughter.


  Zykeiah’s feminine scent was deceiving, for she was as tough as any male. Sarah thought back to the heated moment when Zykeiah sliced Amana’s cheek without fear or hesitation. Kalah, the man of the group, had fled. Suspicious and direct, Zykeiah embodied a sea of contradictions: one, the soft tender woman who landed Marion’s heart and within moments the dagger-slicing, second in command, leader of the Minister Knights.


  And still Queen Zoë knighted her.


  It was only now that Sarah could understand why. As she watched the commanding woman order with vigor the servants, Kalah and her, around with direct, firm commands; it became clear.


  Zykeiah simply knew how to handle herself. She was a natural born warrior.


  With two bowls steaming from heat, Zykeiah returned from the kitchen. “I made the servants serve us a little early.”


  “Good, we need to eat,” Kalah announced just as Sarah bit into her piping hot hencken.


  She quickly spit it out and reached for her ale to cool her searing tongue.


  “Too hot?” Zykeiah gingerly placed a torn piece cautiously in her mouth. “Good.”


  Kalah sat down between them. He peeked in to Zykeiah’s bowl and said, “Good indeed, roasted henckens with peppers.”


  He slammed his fist onto the table causing the bowls to fly in to the air. “Food now!”


  Sarah had to scoop the remainder of her meal from the table where her bowl had crashed, spilling its contents.


  The older servant wench scurried out of the kitchen with a huge bowl in her two tiny hands. She placed it in front of Kalah with speed, just as another servant hurried to the table with a large mug of ale. They both retreated to the kitchen with equally quick speed.


  He ate his meal and hurriedly devoured the small henckens. Sarah was only at the beginning of her hencken when he signaled for another two bowls.


  “You may not want to eat too much, Kalah,” Sarah warned as she recalled the dizzying power of the circles. Too much food on the stomach could make him very ill.


  He briefly stopped chewing to glance at her with a scowl before resuming his meal.


  “You would be wise to listen –” Zykeiah warned.


  “What does she know?” he said hotly with a mouth full of hencken.


  “She has seen a great deal more of Solis and Valek then you,” Zykeiah concluded.


  “You have been acting more and more like you are the commanding knight, Zykeiah. You are only a few days removed from your knighting.” His voice lowered to a deep rumbling and his eyes darkened to a smothering gray, like the angry clouds of an approaching snowstorm.


  Zykeiah’s own electric eyes grew more intense as her hand crept toward her dagger. The air seemed to swell, thicken and then compress.


  “Where were you great, daring Kalah, as Marion’s soul was stripped from his body?” she asked.


  His color drained from his face as if he had been slapped. Zykeiah’s hand crept closer to her dagger.


  The two continued to stare at each other as Sarah got up from the table and moved to the table across from them. They had to work this out themselves. The two servants and the servant wench had come from the kitchen into the Great Hall. They fell silent as the two knights verbally sparred.


  Finally defeated, Kalah grumbled an “okay”, forever scarred by his cowardliness.


  Zykeiah smiled as she returned to her seat and meal. The kitchen servants smiled at each other and returned to the kitchen. The Great Hall itself seemed to breath a sigh of relief as Zykeiah announced, “There will be no more questions as to who is leading this journey. I do not assume this lead out of arrogance or pride, but out of necessity. No one knows Solis better than I. Nor has either of you been to my native planet of Saturn Four.”


  Sarah secretly relished the explanation. Just the fact that she explained it to them demonstrated her growth as a knight in such a short period of time, since Marion’s removal from Veloris.


  “I trust you, Zykeiah. I will follow you until we recover Marion and I can wet his face with my tears of joy,” Sarah declared then blushed as she wondered where such a strong statement had come from.


  Kalah looked up and across to her, and then Zykeiah before agreeing. “Fine, but we go together from here on out. As a team.”


  “So it shall be,” Zykeiah agreed, then fell silent as she finished her evening meal.


  The servants solemnly removed the empty bowls and mugs as Kalah and Zykeiah gathered their belongings without comment. He had only brought two small sacks of goods made of smooth, slick leather that was free of stains or mutations. Somehow Sarah thought he would have brought more. He always wanted more, so she found it odd that he had brought along so few things. Did he not understand that they might not return?


  
    Chapter Seventeen

  


  “Come, it is time,” General Ogroth ordered.


  Orono could hear the hissing release of the heavy lock as it unfastened.


  A frown nestled deep within the bushiness of General Ogroth’s face as he greeted Orono, and the door swung open. He grunted in Orono’s direction and two hefty guards the size of stone pillars cut from the Death Trunk Mountains flanked him.


  General Ogroth disliked him; his every action and articulated speech betrayed his opinion. Yet, his desire to know the secrets of Solance outweighed his desire to strip the hairy, smelly skin from Orono’s deceptive hide.


  “What do you put in the pillows?” Orono grinned. “I slept like the dead.”


  “And yet you still awoke.” General Ogroth pointed at the two guards. “See that this room is searched and cleaned. Double check to make sure all is accounted for.”


  The two walked down the illuminated hallway, Orono struggled to match pace with General Ogroth, who could hear Orono’s wheezing.


  The scent of honeysuckle gradually diminished, as an unidentifiable robust odor grew stronger.


  Orono’s head turned back and forth as he gazed upon the huge pillows of fat, cake candles that winked and at crystal bowls and vases decorated with pressed gold. He did not know what to look at first.


  “Saturn Four has been blessed with not only light and victories, but also wealth.” Orono rubbed his sweaty hands together. “No signs of a war-ravaged kingdom. It has faired well.”


  “Do not look too closely, Orono. You will not be here long enough to steal anything,” General Ogroth said.


  “Why would I steal when I have information to sell?”


  “Your price will remain what we agreed.” General Ogroth placed his hand on his sword.


  “Only if I continue to agree!” Orono spat. “I have the information you seek, General. This information would benefit Valek, no?”


  Orono smirked beneath his sickly folds and fleshy cheeks.


  General Ogroth’s bushy eyebrows rose in question then furrowed together in a furious scowl. He whirled around and pinned Orono against the stone wall. In a matter of seconds, he had unsheathed his sword and now had the glistening blade against Orono’s bulging neck along with his thick, forearm that was pressed hard against Orono’s windpipe.


  “Understand this, you creepy piece of crud. This information you are selling us had better be all that you claim or it will be my extreme pleasure to painfully extract more information from you.”


  Streams of smoky swirls blew from General Ogroth’s nose as he growled. “Agreed?”


  Orono struggled against the slightly larger but surprisingly strong, General Ogroth. “No need for violence. It will be what we agreed,” he sputtered and wheezed, but he dare not swallow the lump in his throat for he feared the lump would not make it over the sharp blade.


  “Good.” General Ogroth pressed the blade in and it bit into Orono’s flesh, forcing a whimper of pain as a single line of blood trickled down and over his rolls of flesh.


  “I do not like you,” General Ogroth snarled. “Give me a reason to rid the Pixlis Galaxy of you and I shall do it.”


  Beads of sweat raced down Orono’s face, mixing with the blood that pooled at the base of his neck.


  “Now, follow me,” said General Ogroth as he stepped back, releasing him. He quickly reached for his neck.


  They turned eastward down a hallway that lacked the sweet scents and elaborate design of the others. The earthy scent of dust and mold scented the hallway and from hidden crevices ants and other small insects escaped into the obscure cracks of the castle walls. Thin, tapered candles were scattered infrequently down the hall, and the noises of the castle could not be heard.


  They came to an old and weathered door. The smell of rotting earth grew stronger. It was the only door in the long hallway of dust and moist earth.


  General Ogroth knocked twice and the door opened from the inside without aid.


  No guards, servants or maids were about in this section of the castle. No music, food or elaborate celebration was being conducted. Orono searched for a sign of feast or life, but he only found eerie silence and emptiness.


  “What is this place?” he asked.


  “Enter,” General Ogroth ordered.


  Orono stepped cautiously into the room; the bare room had only one chair and several candles. Despite the early morning hour, the room remained shadowy and dim except for the candles’ tiny, circular splashes of light. There were no windows.


  Frozen by fear, Orono could not step forward. He had one foot in the room and the other in the hallway.


  “Go on!” General Ogroth smashed his hand into his back, forcing him into the room, before entering in and slamming the door closed behind him.


  A withered man draped in a ratty blanket sat in the room’s sole chair. His bald-head occasionally caught the candlelight and Orono made out very little else. But the smell that filled the room was one that he needed no light to identify. Death.


  “Your highness, Valek’s henchman, Orono, has news hat may be useful to our cause.”


  The king raised his hand and beckoned Orono to come closer.


  “Tell him, now.” General Ogroth stepped back, giving Orono some room to approach the king.


  Orono shuffled forward still holding his neck with one hand. “Good morning, your highness.” He could not believe that this was Saturn Four’s king. He was dressed like a servant.


  “Get to the point,” General Ogroth demanded.


  “Yes, well, it would benefit you to know that Valek makes Solance from souls. For sanctuary on Saturn Four, I will show you how to make it yourselves.”


  “What!” General Ogroth sprung from his position and smacked Orono’s head. “That is not what we agreed.”


  “Does he speak the truth?” The king’s high-pitched voice startled Orono.


  “No,” General Ogroth said.


  “Yes,” Orono whimpered as he stroked his injured head. “I can prove it.”


  “General?” The king turned in General Ogroth’s direction.


  “I do not believe him. Valek is known for deceitful trickery, and this one is no different.”


  “But, I—” Orono stampered.


  “Forgive me, Your Highness, for wasting your time.” General Ogroth snatched Orono by his cloak and dragged him from the tiny room, being sure to slam him into the unyielding wall.


  “Guards!” General Ogroth barked.


  The stone walls on either side of the door slid back, revealing hidden passageways. Three guards emerged and surrounded Orono.


  “You have finally given me a reason to slaughter your pathetic hide!”


  “I would not be so sure, General,” Orono said softly.


  Just as three of the palace guards rushed to tackle Orono, he reached into his pocket and threw a bright orange sphere to the floor where it shattered.


  Billows of heady, thick smoke furrowed up throughout the hallway as one of the guards screamed.


  “What happened? Where’s Orono?” General Ogroth questioned as he fumbled in the smoke infested hallway. He could not see anything.


  “My arm – it’s been bitten off! Something bit –” the guard screamed.


  General Ogroth caught a fleeting glimpse of Orono and a smaller person with large teeth running down the hallway to the north just as the smoke began to dissipate.


  “There! He’s fleeing down the hallway to the north!” General Ogroth shouted.


  Silence.


  “Guards!”


  As the smoke cleared, his breath caught as he found himself standing in the center of three dead and mutilated guards.


  *     *     *


  “Excellent work and just in the nick of time.” Orono patted MaxMion’s head. “Did they miss me?”


  “Doubtful. I told them I was going to eat and that you were covering the cages.”


  “That General Ogroth is an idiot. We will have to try something or someone else.”


  “King Richard is still at the castle,” MaxMion said.


  “How fortunate for us!” Orono laughed as he pulled the pink sphere from his cloak and elongated it to a portal just large enough for he and MaxMion. “Let us go home.”


  *     *     *


  Kalah had been right. Veloris was frigid and terrible at night. The orange glow of Sarah’s protective sphere shielded them from those harsh elements and strange nocturnal dangers.


  Zykeiah said little as they journeyed towards the Southern Forest. She kept the map unrolled as she studied it by moonlight through her tinted glasses.


  “How can you read that without any light?”


  “The moon provides plenty of light, Kalah,” she said.


  Their voices echoed and penetrated the blackness of the night. The sounds of creatures and their own strange noises bounced back at them through the sphere. It caused them to jump and look over their shoulders.


  “How long before we reach the Southern Forest?”


  “Not long if we travel throughout the night. We should reach the forest by mid-morning.”


  Zykeiah coiled the map and placed it into her sack. “This would have been more difficult had it not been for Sarah’s sphere. Let us be grateful for what we have.”


  “How do you do it?” Kalah slowed his danker beast so that Sarah could catch up to him.


  “I do not know. I simply picture and think of what I need.”


  She hastened her danker beast and she passed Kalah. She did not want to talk to him. There were parts of her that did not trust him.


  As Zykeiah and Sarah rode up front, Kalah covered the rear of the sphere.


  “Not natural,” Kalah remarked as he touched the sphere and sniffed.


  “There are many things that are unnatural in the galaxy, Kalah,” Zykeiah said.


  She removed her tinted glasses revealing her glowing eyes to Kalah and Sarah.


  Sarah screamed and for a few moments the sphere flickered and cool streams of the night air filtered in.


  She replaced her tinted glasses, and smiled. “You have never seen my eyes at night, forgive me for startling you.”


  Sarah placed her attention back to the sphere and concentrated on maintaining it while her heart beat wildly I her chest.


  “Speechless?” Zykeiah asked. “They were a gift from a friend.”


  “A gift?”


  Kalah snorted. “You might as well tell her everything. We have more than enough time.”


  “Not everything.” Zykeiah laughed. “It is enough to know this—my sight could not be restored when I was reincarnated back to flesh, so I received new eyes.”


  Sarah now understood her discomfort whenever Zykeiah turned her eyes and attention to her. Her eyes were unnatural, almost mechanical. Strange.


  “I have never heard of such things,” she whispered.


  “They are not of this galaxy,” Zykeiah said with a wink.


  With that, Zykeiah fell silent as she quickened her danker beast slightly ahead of Sarah.


  Removing a piece of leftover sweet bread from her sack, Sarah ate as the night wore on.


  “The circle is called what?” Kalah, eager to disturb the silence, asked again. He was used to the thriving sounds of castle life, not the foreign noises of the forest.


  “For the third time, Kalah, it is called the Circle of Elderon.”


  “The Circle of Elderon will take us to Saturn Four?”


  “Yes!” Sarah and Zykeiah answered in unison.


  *     *     *


  The rank smell of animals, plants and snow seeped into the sphere forcing Sarah awake.


  The sun’s rays plunged through the trees in an attempt to lift up a new day.


  She gazed around at Zykeiah, who was wide awake, too, as they continued to the Elderon Circle. A painful throb at the base of her neck protested to sudden movements and reminded her that sleeping while sitting upright was not a good idea. She longed for her bed back at the castle.


  Kalah had fallen face forward into the coarse mane of his danker beast while still riding.


  “How?”


  “I do not know.” Zykeiah shook her head. “The smell would wake me.”


  “Me too,” Sarah agreed.


  The two giggled as they rounded the bend of the trail that had gradually became more and more rugged. It was less apparent as to what was forest and what was trail.


  The cries of the wrangler birds ceased and Sarah noticed that she did not hear the customary sounds of animals and branches breaking.


  “It is quiet,” she said.


  “We must be getting close to the Circle,” Zykeiah said. Suddenly she shouted, “Look there!”


  Sarah eyes followed her finger to the blackening vegetation to the southwest.


  “The Southern Forest?”


  “Yes,” Zykeiah turned to Kalah. “Wake, Kalah!”


  “See there how the decay spreads and the tangled older trees are warped and gnarled? The Southern Forest is more than just the southern half of Veloris’s Great Forest. It houses all of the major transport circles according to the map. This is both a privilege and a curse for the transport circles use the planet’s energy. The more the circle is used, the more the circle destroys.”


  “How?” Sarah asked, in awe of the circle’s destructive power.


  “The circles use the energy of life around it. That is why the ground is blackened and dead. The more you use the circle, the farther out it has to expand to reach fresh life sources.”


  “Then why did it not kill us when we came through the circle?”


  “I do not know everything.” Zykeiah laughed.


  “Well, how did you know that about the circles?” Sarah asked.


  “It is a Minister Knight’s duty to know Veloris’s history and geology. Marion taught me,” Zykeiah said quietly.


  “History was his favorite,” Kalah replied dryly.


  “The Circle of Elderon should be to the left, just pass those hills.”


  “Great.” Kalah licked his lips and rubbed his head over and over again… nervously.


  Sarah’s stomach knotted into small stones of fear. The slick black earth shimmered, indicating the Circle’s presence, reminding her of Solis.


  Smaller than the Allerton Circle, the Elderon Circle, from its appearance, did not get much use.


  “Smaller than I thought.” Kalah climbed down from his danker beast, pulled off his two sacks and crept closer to the Circle.


  “Yes, but we only need it for this one time,” Zykeiah said.


  Sarah collapsed the sphere and climbed down from her danker beast. She grimaced at the cold air.


  “We will have to leave the dankers!” Zykeiah yelled over the wind as she, too, climbed down from her danker beast. She removed her sack. “Into the Circle.”


  Sarah joined hands with Zykeiah and Kalah as they entered the tickling warmth of the Elderon Circle.


  “Hold on!” Sarah screamed as the Circle began to spin.


  The speed picked up and soon the faces of Zykeiah and Kalah were a blur of colors as she fought the urge to collapse. She was thankful her last meal was so long ago, for her stomach burned in protest to the constant spinning.


  Finally, the spinning stopped and the three were dropped to the ground.


  As Sarah sat up and checked for broken bones, she noticed that Zykeiah, who landed several paces away, did not sit up or move. Neither did Kalah, who had landed perpendicular to Zykeiah.


  The salty air caused Sarah to cough as she made her way over to Zykeiah. Although not from Saturn Four, she knew by the warm gentle breezes and the lush green grass that they were not on Veloris anymore.


  “Wake, Zykeiah. We are here,” Sarah called out.


  Zykeiah woke and sat upright in the grass. She looked around, sniffed the air, and then said, “Home.”


  “Then we are here? Saturn Four?” Kalah asked as he, too, sat upright and rubbed the back of his neck.


  “That there is the Labbia Ocean. We are on the western coast of Saturn Four. The castle should be close by.”


  Sarah stood and dusted her hands to free them from the clinging wet dirt. Kalah joined them and they started towards the castle.


  “There are beaches to the left of us, just before you reach the ocean.” Zykeiah pointed to the west. “These are castle grounds, so be wary of palace guards.”


  “Do we have a plan for getting past them or into the castle?” Kalah asked briskly.


  “No,” she said.


  “No?” he repeated in disbelief. “We’ve come here without a plan? Are we then just going to go to the castle and ask to see the king?” His voice grew hard.


  “I think that will be best,” she said.


  “Kalah, do you have a better plan?” Sarah asked from her spot near the trail’s edge.


  “Well, no, but… are we just going to the castle, knock on the door, tell them who we are and what we want?” He shook his head in disbelief. “They will kill us on the spot.”


  “They can try,” Zykeiah muttered as she pulled out her dagger. “But we have news I think they’ll want to hear.”


  “Like Valek selling Solance to Earth 3012,” Sarah said.


  “Yes, Sarah. Exactly.”


  
    Chapter Eighteen

  


  “Stop!” The gruff voice seemed to come from the dense thicket of trees to the east of Sarah.


  “Raise your hands where we can see them!”


  Sarah raised her hands up to the sky; Kalah did the same as he met her eyes. His eyes reflected the same level of fear that she had seen in the Great Hall. Yet a complete calm had settled over her and she was not afraid.


  Zykeiah’s hands hovered around her faithful dagger. She was perfectly still, waiting, watching for the person behind the voice to emerge. Then she would attack.


  “Now! You in the front!” The bushes rustled as a solid, square-shouldered man dressed in shiny blue armor stood up from the thicket. As he marched closer to them, Sarah could make out the small design of the Circle Clax bird stamped on the upper right of the man’s armor. She had seen one long ago in a picture book. He also had a blue matching cape attached to the back of his armor and it flapped in the gentle ocean breeze.


  Sarah noticed three more guards had emerged from the surrounding forest trees and discovered they all wore tinted glasses similar to Zykeiah’s. They also had the same darkened skin and bushy, tightly coiled hair.


  “Palace guards,” Zykeiah whispered to Sarah and Kalah as she raised her hands to the aqua painted sky. “Do nothing.”


  Sarah could make out the edges of a smile on Zykeiah’s face as the four palace guards made their way to the Minister Knights.


  “Excellent.”


  Kalah exchanged a worried expression with Sarah as one of the Palace guards approached and began to search him. He grimaced as the guard’s hands moved over his thighs and up between his legs.


  “What is this?” The guard pulled Kalah’s sword from its sheathe and held it high for the others to see. “See here, this one carries a sword.”


  The guards gestured for the three Minister Knights to get in a tight circle and then surrounded them. Sarah felt small amongst the four equally massive guards.


  They had armor that gleamed in the mid-day sun. These guards had never seen battle, Sarah surmised as she thought back to Marion’s assortment of swords that despite their polish, still showed signs of heavy use. What would Marion do in this situation, she wondered as she watched the four guards.


  “Search them all!” ordered the palace guard who seemed to be the leader. His armor was different from the others. The others guards obeyed his orders without question.


  Their sacks were taken and Zykeiah’s daggers were seized, as well as Kalah’s smaller one.


  “You are not spies from Earth 3012,” the leader said.


  “No, we are not,” Zykeiah confirmed as her eyes stared straight ahead at the gentle slopes of Saturn Four’s Marria Mountains just behind the palace guard.


  The lead palace guard examined one of the daggers, rotating it over and over again, admiring the craftsmanship as the polished silver caught the sun’s rays. “What does this ‘M’ stand for?”


  Zykeiah did not answer.


  “This piece is not of anything I have ever seen in the Pixlis galaxy.” The lead guard raised his tinted glasses revealing blue eyes that seemed to be scooped from the heavens and dropped into his sockets. “And they belong to a woman.”


  He shook his head in disbelief and chuckled. He called to his fellow guards, “A woman.”


  The other guards joined in the joke that was not entirely lost on Zykeiah. Her own mother had slaved in the silver mines outside the castle grounds and after a sharp kick from one of the overseeing guards, became disabled. She could no longer work at the mines. She spent her remaining days at a brothel house for guards and workers not far from the mines.


  Zykeiah would have met a similar fate, the silver mines or the brothel houses, except for Valek’s raid on the poor camps where she lived, that took her to Solis.


  At first she thought that she had merely traded one slave mine for another. Then she began to meet other women from kingdoms outside Saturn Four that told her stories of women who could do as much as a man and where women ruled alone.


  So intrigued and convinced of their validity, Zykeiah vowed that if she ever escaped the cages, she would never be submissive again. Not to anyone. She would rule her fate.


  “Take them to the dungeons,” the lead palace guard ordered as he placed Zykeiah’s daggers into his open bag.


  Zykeiah met Sarah’s eyes and shook her head, “Do nothing.”


  At her request, Sarah and Kalah obeyed completely, but doubt coupled with fear marked Kalah’s face.


  “To the castle. General Ogroth must be notified at once.”


  Zykeiah turned to Sarah and winked.


  *     *     *


  The day had held much promise for Valek. For it was his favorite day of the month, the third day. On the third day, Valek collected his payments and counted his Solance inventory. The souls learned to hate this day each month, yet he delighted in ordering new batches of Solance and getting paid. But this third of the month was extra fun for the defiant Minister Knight had been captured, Orono and MaxMion were working outside the castle and the temperamental King Richard and his troublesome advisors had announced they would be leaving Solis at first light.


  “Perhaps today things will get back to normal,” Valek hoped as he braided his hair.


  Richard’s arrival had taken his attention from his other businesses, but today he wanted closure and payments. All customers were to have paid him by the third of each month for batches already delivered.


  Amana waited in the corner of his bedchamber dressed only in a sheer ivory gown and bare feet. Her hands were clasped in front of her and her eyes cast downward.


  Her appeal did nothing for him, and her presence in his bedchamber was not for him.


  The telltale click of heels on stone made his smile broaden.


  “Manola.”


  She stopped abruptly as he came toward her with arms wide open and a bright smile on his face.


  Her eyes flickered for an escape path, for a smiling Valek was a dangerous one. She had not expected him to be awake. Realizing she was trapped, she smiled back at him. He could smell her mounting fear.


  “Are you well?”


  “Yes, of course.” He dropped his arms and instead slid back the wire screen to his office. “Today is payment day.” He waited a beat and then said, “Your payment, dear Manola, is in the corner.”


  “The third day of the month. Yes, of course.” Manola smiled and scanned Valek’s partly lit room.


  “Amana.” Manola raced over to Amana and yanked her into the sunlight. “Valek, I am –”


  “I am done with her. Do as you wish.” He said nothing further as the unusual nice gesture had already been forgotten.


  He closed the screen and waltzed to his desk. He collapsed into his chair and removed his orange sphere. He rubbed his hands together vigorously as he pressed sections associated with Earth 3012.


  General Cullen’s watery visual soon filtered in. The General’s harried expression could only mean one thing.


  “General Cullen, where is my payment for shipment 3476?”


  “We are raising the funds as we speak.” General Cullen shifted in his seat and wiped his brow. “It should be there tomorrow.”


  “Did we agree on tomorrow?” Valek asked coolly.


  “Well, no, but we do not have it in full today –”


  “Then not only will you pay the price but a 70% late payment charge.”


  “But, Valek, it is just one day later.”


  “Yes, but we agreed that payment for that shipment would be made by today,” he said.


  “Yes, but –” General Cullen said hotly.


  “And you failed to meet that deadline! I gave you that shipment on ‘credit’ for you did not have the full payment last month—something I never do. Did I not explain that?”


  “Yes, Valek.” General Cullen leaned in closer to the sphere. “You were extremely kind to do that, but you increased the price. It has been difficult to meet the new price. But thanks to you, we whipped Saturn Four yesterday.”


  Valek leaned back further in his chair. He loved it when they tried to flatter him. His ego devoured such comments and suffering.


  “Nevertheless, you failed to pay me,” he said coolly.


  General Cullen’s face, wet with sweat, loomed in a fit of panic. Valek had never seen the General so wrought with fear.


  “Yes.”


  “Good. Then it is agreed that you will pay my fee in full plus the late payment charge tomorrow?”


  “Yes, Valek,” General Cullen said weakly.


  “Tomorrow or I will pay Earth 3012 a personal visit.”


  Valek terminated the transmission.


  Adrenaline surged through his body as he threw back his head and laughed. Profit plus late charges equated to more profit. It was far better than sex, Valek thought as he leapt from his seat, tightened his belt and left the office. As if he knew anything about sex, he headed for the dungeon. Why delay his second most enjoyable part of the day?


  As he made his way down the drafty and dreary hallway, he came to the guestrooms where Richard and his advisors ate fresh fruit conjured by Manola.


  “Valek, come here.” Richard called as soon as he saw Valek’s robe float past the open door.


  All hopes of disappearing without seeing Richard quickly dissolved. Valek resolved himself to smile and applied effort to extinguish the burning anger that threatened to singe through his chest and on through his robe. Today was the third; the warehouse could wait a few more minutes. Especially if it meant he could rid himself of Richard.


  “What may I do for you, Richard?”


  The weasel grinned at his advisors as if Valek had fulfilled a hidden joke.


  He watched the advisors withdraw behind Richard still smiling; only their teeth were visible from the shadows.


  “Valek, we were discussing the foul odor that comes from the hallway by the dungeon –”


  “Go on,” Valek said slowly.


  “We think it would be best if we knew what Solance was made of. A sort of ingredient list.”


  No, what he really wanted to know was how he could make his own version of Solance, Valek mumbled to himself as he turned his slender back to Richard. His mood had become sullen and drab, as he pondered how best to respond.


  He had similar questions before from both Earth 3012 and Saturn Four during their initial purchases. It seemed to be the natural order of business. Once the customers were reassured that Solance worked and they were comfortable the product was worth the price, then the questions would turn to Solance’s composition.


  Idiots! Valek had brushed their inquiries aside with the explanation of business protocols and confidentiality clauses. The two planets’ plights were so severe that they accepted his explanations without argument.


  But Richard and his advisors had already disregarded Valek’s standing rule not to entertain guests. They may not accept a simple ‘no’.


  He would have to risk it.


  Valek turned back to Richard.


  “Speechless Valek?” Richard clasped his hands together and stole a glance back at his advisors. “Just the ingredients is all we ask. Surely you know them.”


  “No, no dear Richard.” Valek secretly clenched his teeth before continuing. “The ingredients in Solance are strictly confidential. Only my staff and I know it. That is how it shall remain.”


  “You cannot expect us to drink it without knowing what is in it,” one of the advisors said coolly as he slithered forward before smoothly melting back behind Richard.


  “It is your decision to make.” Valek shrugged. “I assure you it is safe.”


  Richard twisted his thin lips into a pout before he swirled around to his faithful advisors. “Now what?”


  Valek counted the number of fat bulges protruding from several advisors as he cooled his temper. He was in no mood to have Richard completely ruin his delicious day.


  “I am sure you can see your way out,” Valek called as he faded from the room and met the overbearing smell of flesh as he started down the spiraling stairs to the dungeon.


  He could see the wisps of his breath as the temperature steadily dropped a few degrees in the already chilly castle.


  He passed Orono’s quarters as he continued his trek down past the dungeon cells to the elevator and down to the warehouse, where he knocked hard on the door. He waited three minutes before shoving the door open.


  Candles lapped at the air as Valek sped down the many aisles in the dim warehouse. The death smell, intense and thick, filled the room. Hundreds of bottles filled with the creamy white liquid, Solance stretched back to the rear warehouse wall. Three shelves held thirty bottles. Each row contained 23 shelves.


  In the front of the warehouse were wooden crates filled with bottles, stacked for shipment. A sheet of paper held markings of which kingdom had received a shipment and how many bottles per crate.


  Orono usually kept up with the entire process of packaging the order, charging the order, and delivering the order. Valek usually joined him to take the payments, but as of late, Orono had to go it alone. For the most part, payments were sent to Solis. Orono and Valek rarely left Solis anymore.


  The process for making souls into Solance was confined to a tiny room in the rear of the warehouse.


  The warehouse, despite the early day, remained quiet except for Valek’s footsteps.


  “Orono.”


  No answer as he reached the rear section of the warehouse. The third day was Orono’s only day free of the warehouse.


  From a stained thick crystal jar with a silver plated lid, Marion’s soul gazed back at Valek. Then grimaced as Valek laughed.


  “Left unattended? Were you hoping I was someone else?”


  Valek picked up the jar and peered closer. “Try to impose on my business, steal my souls… tsk… tsk.”


  Carefully, he replaced the jar and announced. “I cannot wait to extinguish your soul in the next series of batches. I may even charge more for that batch.”


  He pondered this new idea as he retreated down the many warehouse rows, counting his prized inventory and reveling in the immense smell of death.


  *     *     *


  Manola’s nails scraped Amana’s skin as they made a trail along her back sending chills racing up to the base of her neck and making her hair stand tall.


  Naked, cold and hungry, Amana kept one hand over her stomach and the other over her private area as Manola kissed and scratched her back in some sort of ceremony.


  With each wet, cool kiss, Amana cringed.


  “How warm your skin feels,” Manola cooed.


  Amana whimpered in return.


  “Do not be afraid of me. I healed you.”


  Amana wanted to run, but it felt as if iron clasps had been attached to the control sections of her mind.


  Valek’s smell lingered in her nostrils and her hair. Amana patted her empty stomach as it rumbled aloud, echoing through Valek’s quarters.


  “Hungry?” Manola asked between kisses and nips.


  Shaking her head “yes”, Amana could not open her mouth to speak for her throat was dry. It felt as if she had swallowed a coarse wool blanket.


  “Here.” Manola lifted her hands before Amana and from them arose a bright red plum. “Eat.”


  Manola sat inches from Amana as she bit into the tangy plum. The first bite was a small one, but with the next one Amana greedily devoured the entire fruit.


  “More?” Manola’s breath was like ice on Amana’s cheek.


  She spread her palms open and a bunch of plums sprouted from them. So many that they spilled over Manola’s outstretched hands.


  The fruit juice, red and sticky, smelled strangely of roses Amana thought as she snatched the plums from her.


  She stuffed as many as she could into her mouth. The juice spilled over and raced down her chin where Manola licked with greed.


  “I enjoyed your company so much when we were in the cages. It made me think of another one such as you.”


  Amana’s ears perked up and her heart increased its beat at Manola’s words. The words were warm and affectionate.


  “A gift from Valek she was.” Manola produced more plums as she spoke, which Amana ate slower than the last. “I do miss her.”


  “What happened to her?” Amana inquired softly around her mouthful of plums.


  “So, you can speak.” Manola’s fingernail traced an invisible path from Amana’s ear to the corner of her mouth. “I thought as much. My other one escaped and is lost to me.”


  She patted her lap; Amana placed her head there. “I will not allow the same fate to befall you, my precious.”


  Amana’s heart sank as her hope of rejoining Sarah floated into despair.


  *     *     *


  “Where did you get this?”


  General Ogroth’s breath, cool and spicy, smelled of pepper-roasted henckens. Zykeiah attempted to twist her face away, but the pain of the ropes cutting into her face forced her to stare straight ahead at the searing light. The chair was hard and she had been tied up for hours.


  The blinding rays of the sun obscured General Ogroth’s face except when he leaned in to ask her questions.


  “I am a Minister Knight sent by Queen Zoë of Veloris.”


  “Yes, yes, you are a knight. A Minister Knight at that!”


  General Ogroth leaned in close to her again. “And a female!”


  The General pounded his fist into the palm. “Do not lie to me. No one could have journeyed here from Veloris, the ice planet.”


  “Our mission is most urgent.” Zykeiah closed her eyes tight and waited for the blow. He had already struck her.


  “What mission?” General Ogroth chuckled.


  “It involves Valek and Solance.”


  “Stop!” General Ogroth walked over to the window and closed the shutters. He pointed to the two palace guards. “Leave me.”


  “Yes, at once,” they uttered in unison and marched from the room. But not before Zykeiah saw the confused expression the two men exchanged.


  She blinked repeatedly and she longed to rub her dry puffy eyes. The salt water they had dropped into her eyes and the blaring sunlight had made Zykeiah’s eyes burn.


  Although he dismissed the guards, he did not untie her.


  Zykeiah sighed but said nothing as the General paced back and forth in front of her.


  “Tell me about your mission.”


  “Untie me.” Zykeiah shot back. “I am a knight, and I deserve to be treated as such.”


  “You are not able to demand things of me, woman,” General Ogroth sneered.


  She waited. Like any male, General Ogroth’s ego needed constant stroking and she had not done that. In fact, she had injured it by demanding to be freed. Her patience had run thin. She could see Marion shaking his head in disappointment at her loss of temper.


  “Tell me!”


  “Yes, General.” Zykeiah struggled to get more comfortable in a chair designed to be uncomfortable. “Our Queen has sent us on a mission to rescue our fellow knight whose soul Valek has stolen.”


  “Stolen? A soul stolen?” General Ogroth’s eyebrows knitted themselves together as he frowned. “Rubbish.”


  “It is truth. He steals souls to make Solance, which he then sells to you.” Zykeiah took in a deep breath before adding, “and Earth 3012.”


  Silence, then an eruption of laughter as General Ogroth stalked over to Zykeiah and began slicing through her ropes with her very own dagger.


  Breathing a sigh of relief, Zykeiah rubbed her injured face and wrists.


  “Come, I will free your friends and send you on your way. Tell Orono that his gag has failed, but nice try.”


  “What?” Zykeiah stood up.


  “Good joke. Valek using souls…” General Ogroth could not continue for he was caught in a fit of laughter. He wiped a tear from his eye. “You almost had me.”


  Zykeiah lowered her voice. “General, this is no joke. Valek is double-crossing you.”


  “Yes, yes.” General Ogroth reached into his pocket and retrieved his keys. He opened Sarah’s and Kalah’s cells and called in the guards. “Now, go back to Veloris. Or wherever Orono hired you from.”


  Sarah looked to Zykeiah. “So he agreed to help us.”


  “No, he believes it is a joke.”


  “And that is what it is for sure.” General Ogroth emerged between them. “Now leave Saturn Four before I change my mind.”


  The three rushed to gather their sacks and reholstered their swords and daggers.


  “General,” Sarah called, “is there no way we can assure you that what we speak is the truth?”


  “No,” General Ogroth barked. “I have more important things to do. Go!”


  *     *     *


  He watched them march single file out of the side door of the lower dungeons.


  “A woman knight,” he said to the fire that burned in his office quarters.


  Saturn Four had won a series of battles in the last week, except yesterday. The idea of Earth 3012 also using Solance would explain some strange happenings he had noticed.


  The soldiers of Earth 3012 had not lost the battles just by Saturn Four’s soldiers being able to read minds; they had lost because Saturn Four had more men. Brute strength had won the last series of battles, nothing more.


  Saturn Four had suffered more deaths yesterday and in the last few weeks than in the history of the battles between the two planets.


  General Ogroth stroked his beard as he recalled how his last son had died, just four days earlier. The solider for Earth 3012 seemed to know exactly what move Ollie was about to make and countered.


  Reaching into his desk, he pulled the orange sphere from its home. He touched the sphere in the sections Orono had noted that would reach him directly.


  “What is it?” Orono barked as he searched over his shoulder. “I have no more to say to you.”


  “Orono, we had a misunderstanding during your last visit. Can we talk now of repairing that?”


  Orono peered into the sphere. “It will cost much more than before and I have other news you could use.”


  “I am willing to pay it. But I want the information now. And no more talk of souls and such.”


  Orono hissed and glanced behind him again before turning back to the sphere. “Valek plans to sell Solance to Earth 4016.”


  “Why do I care about Earth 4016 having Solance?”


  “Because General Ogroth, Earth 4016 could plan to attack Saturn Four. I am only the messenger. Now about the price for this information…” Orono licked his lips and panted.


  “Yes, name your price and we will pay it.” General Ogroth had no intentions on paying Orono. He simply needed to know the truth. Strange, that he had to come to Orono to get it, but if the three strangers were telling the truth, he needed to know for sure. “But not for that information. It is useless to me.”


  Orono peeked quickly over his shoulder. “Curse you General Ogroth. You have received two sensitive pieces of information, yet you do not pay. Do not contact me again. And next we meet it will be your last.”


  “Orono, no need to go away mad. Just tell me this one thing, and I will be happy to pay you three fold.”


  “What!” Orono spat. “Speak quickly you toad!”


  “Does Earth 3012 receive shipments of Solance?”


  “Yes!” Orono shouted back. “Now about my payment.”


  “Can’t talk right now, Orono. Thank you for the information.”


  “I will be in touch about my price…”


  “Yes, of course.”


  General Ogroth terminated the transmission and slammed his fist against the table. They were being double-crossed. Just like those three strangers said. “Guards!”


  Two of the night guards raced into his office. “Sir?”


  “Find me the three strangers that were found in the forest this afternoon and bring them back here. Now!”


  “Yes sir!”


  He replaced the sphere and left his office. The king would be asleep but this information could not wait.


  
    Chapter Nineteen

  


  “So now what do we do?” Kalah asked as soon as they had crossed the small clearing from the castle back to the forest that housed the Elderon Circle.


  “We must try Earth 3012,” Zykeiah answered as she scanned the trees for more palace guards.


  “How do we get to Earth 3012? We don’t have a map for this planet,” he asked.


  Sarah watched as the two Minister Knights debated what steps to take next.


  “How do the soldiers from Earth 3012 and Saturn Four fight?” Sarah asked.


  “That’s it!” Zykeiah smacked her back. “The war is fought just over those mountains in the Marria plateau. There must be a Circle there that leads to Earth 3012!”


  Sarah followed Zykeiah’s finger to the purplish mountain range just beyond the forest. The peaks stretched towards Saturn Four’s magnificent blue sky.


  “We might as well get started, it’s quite a hike.” Zykeiah readjusted her sack, took in a deep breath and started walking.


  Kalah sighed noisily and muttered, “What I wouldn’t give for a danker beast right now.”


  Sarah laughed as she fell in step behind Zykeiah for she knew how long Zykeiah’s stride was from their hike to Stocklah. “You can wish until the sun goes down, Kalah. Let’s go.”


  He grimaced and started behind Sarah. They walked single-file through the thick trees. The crack of twigs and the howls of various animals provided the only sounds as the Minister Knights remained quiet.


  Zykeiah’s pace was quick and consistent as they made their way down the forest trail. The trail had obviously been used for several years, for it was worn down to the earth and alongside the trail were discarded shoes, broken pieces of knives and swords and rotting food.


  Sarah thought back to General Ogroth’s warning. If he found them still on Saturn Four and on their way to the Earth 3012, he would believe them to be spies. She shuddered to think what he would do to them. Zykeiah’s face still bore angry purple bruises where the ropes had rubbed and burned her face.


  The cool breeze from the ocean sliced between the forest trees and blew the smell of salt, earth and feces through the air. Sarah could smell, amongst the other odors, the enticing aroma of baked breads and roasting meat from the castle’s kitchens. Her stomach grumbled to the lack of attention it had received, but Sarah dare not stop hiking to pull out her other half of sweet bread. Instead, she wiped the sweat from her face and focused on the task at hand, getting to the Marria plateau without detection.


  Red maples and golden okas lined the edges of the trails and the dense forest extended far to the east and west as they made their way north. The thickly wooded vegetation blocked much of the sun’s rays from reaching the ground; thus, various fungi and mushrooms had sprouted in abundance as well.


  “Can’t she slow down just a little?” Kalah asked.


  “No.” Sarah puffed, as the incline grew steeper. “This… this is how she does it.”


  They had reached the higher grounds, for the trail sloped upward and Sarah could feel her thighs burn from the brisk pace at which Zykeiah was hiking; yet she understood the need for urgency.


  Zykeiah had remained silent, and Sarah wondered what she was thinking. Could she be thinking of Marion? Or was she thinking of their next move?


  The day receded to dusk and they continued to hike without rest. Sarah noticed that their pace had slowed, but they had not stopped. Kalah no longer asked for rest, for he too must sense the urgency that fluttered around them.


  Twilight crept slowly towards them and Saturn Four’s rings glistened and shimmered, barely visible in the sky. Sarah had never before seen such a thing and she wondered why she had not noticed them during the day. It was as if the twilight kiss made the sky blush.


  The slope continued to grow steeper until it seemed as if Sarah was walking straight up to the sky.


  Her legs wobbled and she could not longer stand.


  “Rest!” she coughed before collapsing to the ground.


  Kalah panted and fell beside her without a word. He greedily reached into his sack and removed his sack of water. Dousing himself with it, he managed to get some into his mouth before draining the sack of its contents.


  Zykeiah had hiked on a few more paces before turning back to them. Puzzlement spread across her face then wrinkled in confusion. She hiked over to them and asked, “Tired?”


  “Must rest.” Sarah coughed and closed her eyes.


  “Why didn’t you say so? Let’s camp for the night.”


  Kalah groaned and Sarah could not believe that Zykeiah was not even breathing hard.


  Zykeiah lay beside them on the trail and closed her eyes. Her snores joined the other nocturnal sounds of the forest and Sarah once again longed for her own bed back on Veloris.


  *     *     *


  The smell of death and the unmistakable aroma of burning flesh snatched Sarah from the cozy warmth of sleep. As she opened her eyes, she heard shouts and screams and immediately sat up.


  “Shhhh.” Zykeiah, who was crouched on her knees, placed her finger to her lips and gestured for Sarah to come over.


  Zykeiah was wide awake and Kalah was as well. He was crouched beside her. “Come.”


  Sarah rolled over on to her knees and felt the hard stones and dirt of the trail grind into her knees. She winced and crawled over to the Minister Knights.


  “I believe a battle has begun. We must be close,” Zykeiah whispered, as the screams grew louder then became silent as the booming crash of some unknown weapon landed.


  The impact smashed close to them, for it sent dirt flying across them, spraying them. “I’d say we were pretty close.”


  They remained low to the ground as the sun’s rays crept closer to the edge of the forest. The light of the new day lit the end of the forest, and Sarah noticed that some of the trees were bent in half while other trees had been demolished as a result of the blasts gone astray.


  There were no sounds of animals or birds as they continued to move closer to the forest’s end. The smell of death and burning flesh grew stronger still.


  “Into the bush, now!” Zykeiah ordered.


  Sarah leapt into the bush and Kalah followed her. Zykeiah rolled over into the bush on the opposite side of the trail. The galloping hooves of what could only be horses, for they smelled of musk and moistened earth, raced past carrying several guards and others who could only be described as prisoners.


  They had barely missed being trampled.


  As the posse retreated, Sarah raised her head and scanned the area before saying to Kalah, who still had his head burrowed beneath his hands, “I think the coast is clear.”


  “Zykeiah?”


  “I think it’s clear again,” Zykeiah said.


  Sarah and Kalah waddled out of the entangled bushes and back to the trail where Zykeiah shrugged. “I heard them coming.”


  “Let’s keep to the edge of the trail so we can move out of the way if necessary.”


  “Those were horses, right?” Sarah had only seen horses as a small child and her memory was foggy in regards to what they looked like, but she would never forget how they smelled.


  “Yes, I believe so. Horses are from Earth 3012. They are not native to Saturn Four. It was one of the things we used to trade when the planets were still friends.”


  They inched along the trail that leveled out the closer the got to the forest end.


  The raging sounds of guns and agonizing screams failed to cease as they finally reached the end of the forest. The sun’s bright rays stung Sarah’s eyes as she blinked repeatedly in the light.


  The forest ended at the mouth of Marria plateau, which dropped several paces down to a wide field or plain that was littered with dead bodies. And where a battle continued on.


  Directly across the field lay the circle. Sarah squinted in the light, but could make out the glowing of the circle and the arrival of more soldiers from Earth 3012.


  Below where the Minister Knights stood were several dead men and women, not to mention horses.


  “We’ve got to cross the battlefield to get to the circle.” Sarah pointed at the illuminated circle that lay on the other side of the battlefield.


  “It looks like that’s our plan.” Zykeiah placed her hands on her daggers.


  Kalah pulled his sword and stretched. “Might as well be ready.”


  It seemed that the soldiers of both planets were too busy to take any interest in them.


  “Ready, we’re going to run across. Hopefully, no one will take notice of us.”


  “Watch out for fire cannons and arrows!” Kalah called as Zykeiah started jogging.


  He followed her and Sarah joined them as they ran onto the blood-soaked battlefield.


  All about them the booming blasts of fire cannons caused the land to tremble. The moans, screams, and shouts of death and those dying were drowned out by the infrequent blasts. The air was saturated with the smell of death and Sarah was reminded of the soul cages.


  She jumped over dead and falling bodies, sidestepped two men engaged in hand to hand combat, and tripped over the head of someone who had lost his.


  “Watch out!” Kalah called as he ran alongside her.


  A horse sped past them and Sarah turned to look. As she turned her attention back to the field, she ran smack into a massive soldier.


  He turned to her and without hesitation lifted his sword and swung it at her. Kalah intercepted the soldier’s blade with his own.


  The soldier struggled to overpower Kalah, but Kalah’s sword didn’t falter. The soldier’s sword reeled backward and snapped into pieces.


  Angered, the soldier reached for Kalah.


  Sarah threw a sphere at the soldier and he became entrapped in the sticky orange substance. The more he fought, the more the sphere expanded until the soldier was wrapped in a tight cocoon.


  “Let’s go! It –” Zykeiah called as she was almost to the Circle.


  The booming roar of the fire cannon drowned the last of her sentence, but the look of displeasure on her face meant she was not happy.


  “Thanks!” Sarah shouted at Kalah. She was unsure he heard; he was a few paces ahead of her as they raced toward the circle. She would thank him later.


  Several other soldiers had taken notice of their fallen comrade and chased them.


  “Hurry!”


  Sarah noticed that Zykeiah had reached the mouth of the Circle, and was at the moment dueling with a soldier, sword to daggers. The soldier appeared to be losing for his cheeks were sliced open and he had cuts sprawled across his chest.


  “Watch out!” Sarah screamed as an arrow whisked past Kalah’s face.


  “Thanks!” he responded.


  Again the fire cannon’s roar announced yet another batch of balled flames as it streaked through the air. It landed to the east of Kalah and the impact sent him flying into the air.


  He landed with a loud thud a few feet ahead of Sarah.


  He did not get up or move.


  A soldier dressed like the palace guards from earlier stepped on Kalah’s chest and lifted his sword to stab him.


  Sarah’s shouts died as fear gripped her heart. She raised her hands and threw an orange sphere at the soldier.


  He plunged the sword downward, but not before the splat of the sphere sent the soldier flying backward onto the ground.


  Sarah’s attention was swept to the mouth of the Circle, where Zykeiah waived for her to hurry. The soldier she had been dueling with had lost with horrible consequences.


  Sarah reached Kalah and lifted him to a sitting position. Blood trickled down from his mouth and he shook his head. A blackening bruise just above his temple darkened as he touched it.


  “Come, me must hurry. We’re almost there.”


  The real enemy had interrupted the soldiers who chased them and they were engaged in hand-to-hand combat that kept them occupied.


  Kalah groggily stood and picked up his sword.


  Together, Kalah and Sarah limped towards the Circle.


  As they reached the blackened land, Zykeiah came to aid Sarah. Kalah relied heavily on the two of them, for he had not regained full use of his legs, and he stumbled in his speech.


  “What took you so long?” Zykeiah asked as they lifted Kalah to the Circle’s entranceway that was evaluated slightly above the battlefield.


  “Oh, fire cannons, soldiers and swinging swords,” Sarah remarked as she struggled to regain her breath.


  She glanced down at the soldier that Zykeiah had dueled with. Hardly more than a heap of parts, the soldier had lost his hands, his ears, nose and cheeks. She could not identify any of the other parts.


  “Shall we?” Zykeiah asked as she wiped her daggers on the soldier’s cape.


  “Okay.”


  “Kalah?”


  “I’m okay, just got this horrible ringing in my head.”


  They entered the warm tickling glow of the circle and the swirling motion soon began.


  Kalah’s eyes were shut tight and his lips were barely more than a thin white line as the circle continued to accelerate.


  Sarah winced at the pain he must be in.


  
    Chapter Twenty

  


  The whirling of the circle stopped and the Minister Knights emptied out onto the dry, barren land of Earth 3012.


  The smell of death had not changed, and Sarah remarked how much hotter the air had become. The intense smell of rotting flesh filled her nostrils and she coughed.


  “Put your hands up!” ordered an angered, feminine voice.


  Sarah opened her eyes and rubbed the spot of her back that had cushioned the brunt of her fall.


  “Now!” the voice demanded.


  She raised her hands and her eyes until they landed on the woman who barked the orders.


  The soldier was definitely female, and her long, straight black hair flapped in the wind. She pointed a gun at Sarah and gestured for her to stand. The female soldier wore little more than a tunic, a scarf that hid most of her face and boots that had been held together with twine.


  Sarah stood up, but kept her hands held high. She searched around and noticed that Kalah and Zykeiah were being herded into a pile of prisoners in the middle of the field. The female soldier snatched Sarah’s sack from her and then rammed the gun into her already sore and bruised back.


  “Go. Now!” the female soldier said and she moved to the center of the field. She joined Zykeiah and Kalah in the outer edges of the group. Most of the people in the field wore Saturn Four uniforms, and some had blue capes indicating they were of higher levels in the army. There were no more than thirty prisoners, and there were fifty or so Earth 3012 soldiers.


  “This looks familiar,” Kalah whispered as the soldiers shouted for them to start walking. The Earth 3012 soldiers’ skin was darker than Zykeiah’s.


  “Here we go again.” Zykeiah smiled.


  “Did they take your sack?” Sarah asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Mine too.”


  They marched across the soft battlefield, a huddled group of banged, bruised and dying people. Sarah noticed that she and Zykeiah were the only women in the group.


  “You there!” The female soldier pointed to Sarah. “Stop.”


  She stopped and two of the male soldiers who had the same straight, black hair and dusty brown skin grabbed Zykeiah and Kalah from the group. The Minister Knights and Sarah had been segregated from the prisoners of war.


  “You are not from Saturn Four.” The male soldier lifted Zykeiah’s sack and shook it.


  “No,” Zykeiah answered.


  The female soldier looked at the male soldier and shrugged.


  “This is not of Earth 3012, either. Where are you from and what are you doing here?”


  “I can only speak of my mission to the General or the King per my orders from my queen.”


  Again the male soldier turned to the female solider for answers, and again the woman simply shrugged. “Follow me, we’ll take you to see General Cullen.”


  The soldiers did not return their belongings.


  *     *     *


  General Cullen rested the bulky bag of silver coins on the table of his study. Valek needed to be paid or else he would cut off their supply of Solance. That simply wouldn’t do, for Saturn Four had seemingly unlimited resources and Earth 3012 did not.


  He had decided to deliver the payment to Valek personally to assure him that he meant to keep good on his promises.


  Hard knocks on his quarter’s door roused the General from his thoughts of how to deal with Valek.


  “Who is it?” he snapped, already tired and weary.


  “Sir, we have returned with more prisoners from Saturn Four.”


  General Cullen swung open his door. “Why are you bothering me with such mundane matters? I am busy.”


  The soldier cowered and stuttered, “B-but sir, three of the prisoners are not from Saturn Four.”


  “What?” General Cullen stepped into the hallway and shut his door. “Where are they from?”


  “T-they refused to say. They asked for you.” The soldier recoiled from the General and scooted back against the wall. Slender, but forceful, General Cullen inspired fear in each of his soldiers. The General’s torture tactics were legendary on Earth 3012.


  “Where are they now?” General Cullen bellowed.


  “In… in the dungeon.”


  General Cullen dismissed the soldier and walked back into his study. He picked up the bag of silver and placed it in his desk.


  Who could be visiting Earth 3012? Valek would have contacted him before coming and the king’s daughter and sons had been killed long ago, so it was not a suitor.


  General Cullen hurried through the drafty hallways of the king’s castle. The smell of moss and fungi saturated the hallway’s stale air. He continued down the hall that led from the General’s quarters to the dungeon, which was south of the kitchen. The king’s quarters and the servant quarters were located there.


  General Cullen did not mind being close to the dungeon. Sometimes to remove the stress of the day, he would visit the dungeon and play with the soldiers of Saturn Four. They provided plenty of entertainment. After which, he’d climb the stairs back to his quarters and fall right to sleep.


  He could smell the urine and decay as it floated up from the dungeon. The cries and screams of the new arrivals as they were branded also greeted him at the top of the stairs.


  Smiling, the General continued on to the dungeons.


  *     *     *


  Kalah sat on the slab of red-colored rock and rubbed his head.


  “Still aching?”


  “Yeah, but it’s waning.”


  “I have some herbs in my sack. If we get it back, I should be able to heal the ailment,” Zykeiah whispered.


  “Thanks, Zykeiah.


  She stood by the cell’s door. It was made of wood, and if necessary, Sarah’s sphere could be used to collapse it. Sarah had suggested it several times already.


  “We need to meet with the General,” Zykeiah said flatly, indicating the end of the discussion.


  “How long does it take to go and get him?” Sarah’s internal voice was alive and muttering that something wasn’t right. “Something isn’t right. I can feel it.”


  “Settle down.” Zykeiah patted Sarah’s shoulder as she paced by the cell’s back wall. “Stop pacing, everything’s alright.”


  “No.” Sarah leaned back against the wall and tried to concentrate on the mutterings inside.


  They heard frequent yelps and shouts of men being tortured. To the left of where Kalah sat was a pool of dried blood and across from their cell was a young man who had been badly beaten and stabbed. He was chained to the wall and his blood pooled beneath him. Fat, hairy rats scurried about across the man’s face and they tracked bloodied footprints across his cell.


  “Which cell are they in?”


  Sarah heard the voice and knew instantly that it belonged to General Cullen.


  “Last one on the right, sir.”


  His boots made little noise on the hard surface floor. His bony face seemed haggard and malnourished as he stopped in front of their cell and smiled.


  “Do we know each other?” he asked.


  “No, but we were sent here by Queen Zoë of Veloris,” Zykeiah answered as she stepped back from the cell’s door.


  She didn’t trust him and neither did Sarah. Kalah had stood up and he remained standing behind Zykeiah.


  “Veloris? The ice planet?” General Cullen’s smile faltered a little. “You are far from home. What does your Queen want with Earth 3012?”


  “It concerns Valek and Solance,” Zykeiah said softly.


  If General Cullen knew what Solance was, he did not show it on his face. He merely glanced down the dungeon’s hallway and called to one of the soldiers, “You are dismissed.”


  “Now tell me, strangers, what it is you want,” he said, directing his attention back to them.


  “Sir, my Queen wants your aid in rescuing our fellow knight from Valek’s prison,” Zykeiah said.


  “Why would I want to do that?” General Cullen sneered.


  “Sir, Valek is selling Solance to both you and Saturn Four.”


  “What? Impossible!” General Cullen spat spittle across the distance between him and their cell.


  All resolve General Cullen had tried to maintain was lost as his face grew red and his tone held a smoldering wrath. “What kind of sham is this?”


  “It is the truth!” Zykeiah spat back. “He is double-crossing you. Now, assist us in defeating him.”


  General Cullen ignored her as he spun around on his heels and stalked away.


  “That did not go well,” Kalah said.


  “We’ve got to get out of here.” Sarah clasped both her hands together, generating a small sphere.


  “I don’t think he believes us either.” Zykeiah moved back against the wall. “Okay Sarah, do your thing.”


  Sarah raised her hand and threw the compact sphere against the wooden door. She then raised her hands and the sphere burst into flames.


  The crackle of the wood as it burned sent small bellows of smoke into the air, forcing Zykeiah and Kalah to place their hands over their mouths. As a hole appeared in the cell’s door, Sarah put out the fire with yet another sphere and kicked the damaged wood until it collapsed.


  As the door crumbled, they raced into the dungeon’s hallway.


  “Now what?” Sarah asked.


  Zykeiah shrugged “I need my daggers. The General went this way.”


  General Cullen had dismissed his soldiers, but he failed to order them back to the dungeon in his haste to leave. Sarah and the Minister Knights quickly moved down the dungeon hallway and reached the stairs that lead up to the castle. They noticed their belongings thrown on top of a huge basket of what looked like trash.


  “Idiots!” Zykeiah smiled as she lifted her sack and felt around inside for her daggers.


  Kalah retrieved his sack as well and his sword that had been carelessly thrown aside.


  Sarah reached down and picked up her sack, too. They were fully armed again thanks to the temper of General Cullen.


  “Someone’s coming!” Zykeiah whispered and they hid to the right of the staircase.


  The female soldier from the field walked past them. Her attention was focused on something else.


  “Shella!” the General’s nasal voice boomed.


  “Sir?”


  “I am going off to Solis. Listen, watch those three strangers from Veloris. They are not to be fed anything until I return.


  “Yes, sir!” she said and departed. The General’s footsteps could be heard climbing the stairs.


  “Guess where we’re going?” Zykeiah announced as soon as the coast was clear.


  “Solis?” Sarah asked.


  “Yes, Sarah. Come on, we’ve got to catch up with the General.”


  They swiftly raced up the stair and stopped short as General Cullen emerged from his study with a bulky sack and two palace guards.


  The shadows of the damp hallways hid them as General Cullen passed by.


  They followed about a mile behind the General, utilizing the shadows and the mournful gloom of the dimly lit castle to disguise their trail. General Cullen was so full of confidence and so sure that they were imprisoned that he didn’t look behind him.


  As General Cullen left the castle, two guards escorted him to the clearing to the west of the castle’s grounds. Earth 3012’s climate was too hot during the day for daylight travel. The earth had been scorched and fires were frequent amongst the little vegetation that grew.


  Across the clearing the land melted from dusky browns and reds to pitch black. The ground became soft and moist despite the dryness of the surrounding area, which indicated the destruction of a transporting Circle.


  Sarah watched from the shadows of the scraggily scrub brush beside Zykeiah and Kalah as General Cullen walked into the Circle and vanished. The two guards argued with each other but stayed outside the Circle with their guns positioned beside them.


  “Aren’t we going too?” Kalah asked.


  “No. We need to prepare and plan.” Zykeiah inched back from the brush. She said softly, “We will stay here for the night.”


  She removed her sack and dug around. She pulled out a tiny vial of brownish-colored leaves. “Here Kalah, this will aid the pain in your head.”


  He took the vial and poured the leaves into his hand. He stuffed them into his mouth and grimaced. “They taste awful.”


  “Yes, but they will help.”


  “Tomorrow we will get rid of the two guards and go to Solis,” Kalah said.


  “Yes.” Zykeiah nodded her head. “Once we get to Solis, follow me through the tunnels to the castle. We’ll try to locate Marion. He might be in the dungeon. Or the warehouse.”


  “Why wouldn’t he be in the cages?” Kalah asked.


  “Because Valek wouldn’t want Marion giving the other souls ideas about escaping. He would be isolated.”


  Sarah watched as the guards, tired of standing, sat down on the ground. The wind howled, blowing sand and black dirt across the clearing. The guards could not hear them.


  “We will need to split up to find Marion. If you find him, leave Solis as quickly as possible.”


  “Leave the others behind?” Kalah shook his head. “No.”


  “Marion and the queen are the most important thing. Marion is strong enough to destroy Valek. Nothing is more important.” Zykeiah’s eyes watered, but no tears fell. “Save him.”


  “The Antiqk Oracle states that the Minister Knights will rid the galaxy of Valek, not the knight,” Sarah said softly. “We will leave together.”


  “Enough. You have your orders, both of you. Let’s get some sleep. Tomorrow will be long.” Zykeiah curled herself around her sack and closed her eyes.


  
    Chapter Twenty-One

  


  “Valek, be a dear and answer a few more questions,” Richard pleaded as Valek again tried to sneak past the king’s guestroom to the warehouse. There was still plenty of inventory that needed to be counted, and Orono had disappeared.


  Valek had hoped this day would be different and somehow make up the loss of time he had wasted on Richard and his advisors.


  He wasn’t any closer to signing a contract with Earth 4016 then he was before the king arrived.


  With that in mind, he sighed and walked into the room. “Yes, Richard?”


  The advisor with the beady eyes and overlapping stomach stepped forward and said, “We want a sample of Solance.”


  Valek could not believe his ears. He did not give out samples and Richard had been advised of that during their initial conversations. Nothing wasted product more than free samples.


  “No, I do not give out samples of Solance,” he said calmly, despite his rising temper.


  “Valek, we insist. We have an opportunity to try it. You refused to give us the ingredients, and now you refuse to give us a sample. How do we know you’re not a magnificent trick master?”


  A trick master? Valek felt his temper boil over and he squinted his eyes at the pudgy advisor. “What did you call me?”


  “Valek, he didn’t call you anything. Arthur is simply saying –” Richard started to explain, but before Richard could finish his sentence, Valek had unsheathed his sword and with a swish had severed Arthur’s head from his body.


  The head made a “thud” sound as it landed on the floor and Arthur’s body collapsed on top of his severed head. The advisors behind Arthur were sprayed with blood and Valek bent over to clean his sword on Arthur’s robe.


  “How’s that for trickery?” he snapped.


  Richard’s mouth remained gaping open, frozen with shock.


  “MaxMion! Get in here!” Valek roared.


  MaxMion, who had been sleeping downstairs in the dungeon, hurried up the stairs and into the guestroom.


  “Here is your breakfast.” He pointed with his sword at the robust advisor.


  MaxMion cackled and pounced on the heap. He ate with big, chopping bites.


  Richard and the remaining advisors drew back in disgust. Several of the advisors had lost their breakfast and were busy wiping their mouths.


  “I suggest, Richard, you make up your mind before the end of the day. I have given you all the information necessary to form an opinion.”


  Valek turned and stalked out of the guestroom leaving Richard to stare in horror.


  *     *     *


  “The mind control should have disappeared, yet you still do not speak,” Manola said as she braided Amana’s hair. “You are mine; do not be afraid.”


  Amana’s heart, already eclipsed by loss and loneliness, burrowed further into despair.


  “My precious little one, you look so sad.” Manola maneuvered Amana’s tear-stained face so that its direction was pointed at her. “Are you not happy with me?”


  Amana stared back at Manola as her lips formed the word ‘no’, but no sound was made.


  Manola’s eyes grew wide and her mouth fell open to a round ‘O’. “Why not? I care for you. I wash and feed you.”


  Tears and gloom filled Amana’s eyes as she simply continued to stare at Manola. Inside she wanted to reach out with both hands and strangle the life out of Manola until she could hear her gurgle. But for now, she merely looked back at Manola and refused to answer.


  Amana knew that Valek’s mind control had vanished, for she could think on her own without pain. The heavy fog that had surrounded her mind had lifted and the world was once again smothered with Solis’s darkness. Yet within that darkness, she had noticed that she could make her own decisions.


  But Manola watched her each and every moment. When Manola was not with her, she was chained, hands and ankles, in Valek’s bedchamber. Manola often stripped her of any clothing and she was left naked and barefoot.


  When they were together, Manola led her around in nothing more than a sheer gown made of worm-spun silk. She seemed to be in a constant state of arousal and insisted that Amana be ready to kiss her and love her whenever she demanded it.


  The first time had been a few nights prior and Amana had scoffed at the idea of loving a woman. But her mind was still partially controlled by Valek, so her will was easily bent to whatever Manola wanted.


  Insatiable, Manola stayed awake for hours, one orgasm after another until sometime near the arrival of the next day’s sun, when she finally allowed Amana to sleep.


  “I know you miss her.” Manola patted Amana’s head. “She is probably dead by now.”


  Amana’s lips started to quiver and the shaking trickled down to her toes. “No! She is NOT dead!”


  Manola recoiled as if slapped. She stepped back quickly from Amana then squinted at her with disdain, despite the smile that tugged at her lips.


  “There is more spirit there than you have led me to believe.”


  The candles flickered as Amana’s ragged breathing tickled the flames. She did not respond to Manola’s taps and caresses. Anger pulsated through her and she fought down the urge to snatch Manola by her lustrous, red hair and smash her face into the rocky floor. Her sister was alive.


  “How much spirit?” Manola questioned as she pulled out the chains to lock her up. “I must think about this more. Come.”


  No response from Amana; she felt low, burden down and resentful. Sarah survived. She knew that no matter the situation, her sister was alive and would come for her. She stretched out her hands and allowed Manola to clasp on the now familiar chains to her wrists.


  Then she remained still as Manola put the chains around her ankles. She could smell the fleshy scent of the cages, for the night’s wind had turned toward the castle. She remembered the cages and how Sarah had watched out for her when they first arrived.


  Amana thought back to how she had once tried to assist a newcomer named Katelin who had been Manola in disguise. Now that same person she had tried to help had her chained to the bedchamber wall of the master, Valek, as her love slave.


  She fought back burning, angry tears, but they spilled over anyway landing silently in Manola’s hair as she struggled to lock the chains to the wall.


  “There, you will be fine until I return.” Manola stood and kissed Amana’s hot wet cheek. “Tears? Again?”


  With nothing further, she left the room leaving Amana standing and chained in the cold, bleak bedchamber.


  *     *     *


  General Cullen arrived in the dusky night of Solis. He emerged from the Circle of Gahana, located almost fifty paces from Valek’s castle. The trail to Valek’s castle was rocky, difficult and filled with traps. General Cullen knew he should have called prior to dropping off Valek’s money, but he did not want to anger the short-tempered businessman any further.


  The war had drained most of Earth 3012’s treasure. Yet, the war had also brought about some seized treasure, which had been used to purchase Solance and materials for weapons. Valek’s decision to raise the price of Solance came at a poor time. It put them in a serious crunch for silver coins.


  The king’s two sons had been killed in the war, so it had been impossible to offer them for a martial arrangement with another kingdom for allies and money.


  The king and the queen had tried to produce more sons, but they had a total of eight daughters. Their looks borrowed heavily from the king, and their tongues had the stinging sharpness of their mother, which made them quite unattractive to men.


  The king of Earth 3012 had pawned each daughter off to various kingdoms over the years, even providing a substantial dowry for the oldest three just to be rid of them.


  In a word, Earth 3012 was close to being poor.


  General Cullen stepped gingerly around the moist, black earth surrounding the circle. The bulky bag of coins felt awkward as he stepped. He could smell the strange scent of death on the air, and he spat for the chalky taste of the flying black dust had landed in his mouth.


  Just as he had cleared the Circle’s boundaries, he heard footsteps behind him. He should have brought the guards, but he could not spare any extras. The last series of battles had left Earth 3012 remarkably short for men. They had been forced to recruit women. It was disgraceful, but it had to be done. It seemed as if Saturn Four knew exactly what they were going to do before they did it on the battlefield.


  Sure, the Solance that Earth 3012 used had notified them of the very moves that Saturn Four soldiers were about to make, but they had suffered heavy causalities.


  General Cullen slid the bag to his left hand and placed his right hand on his sword. Gravel crunched and the sound resonated throughout the valley and echoed.


  With speed and without hesitation, General Cullen withdrew his sword and swung around. “Stop where you are!”


  The soldier shuddered and stood frozen in step. “Sir, I have an urgent message for you.”


  General Cullen let out a slow breath of air before replacing his sword. “Why didn’t you say anything! I almost took off your head!”


  “I-I apologize, sir. The message came from General Ogroth of Saturn Four.”


  General Cullen gasped as if he had been hit in the stomach. “What?” He had only met the General once and that was across the battlefield on Earth 3012’s side of the Circle.


  “Sir, shortly after you left, a message arrived from General Ogroth. It was highly urgent, but you had already left.” The soldier stepped back a few paces from General Cullen. “Are you all right, sir?”


  General Cullen’s mouth had gone dry. Could it be possible that the General had decided to call a truce? Had the great and legendary General Ogroth decided that he had enough of Earth 3012? Could it be?


  “What is the message?” General Cullen licked his lips anxiously.


  “He did not disclose it, but said that he will only discuss it with you and you only at a secure sight neither on Saturn Four or Earth 3012.”


  “Does the king know of this message?” General Cullen asked.


  “No, sir. I am the one who received the message and I brought it straight to you.”


  “And you told no others?” he continued his questioning.


  “No, sir.”


  General Cullen thought it could be a trap. Why would General Ogroth want to meet at an alternate kingdom?


  “General Ogroth stated that the information is quite sensitive.”


  “Fine,” General Cullen grumbled. He hated to be rushed and the more the young soldier spoke, the more he felt hurried. He would simply have to deliver the money to Valek later that evening. General Ogroth had better not take too long. Besides, if it is a surrender that General Ogroth wants to discuss, then it could mean trade between the two kingdoms could resume. Earth 3012’s economy would increase and they would be able to pay Valek his money plus his late fees several fold.


  General Cullen followed the soldier into the warmth of the circle along with the sack of silver coins still firmly lodged in the nook of his left arm.


  *     *     *


  “Something’s happening,” Sarah called to Zykeiah, rousing the sleeping knight from her much needed slumber.


  Zykeiah rubbed her tired eyes and sat up. Then quietly, she crawled over to the spot of parched earth where Sarah sat, partially hidden by brush, to see what she meant.


  “See there, there is only one guard on duty. Another came from the castle’s trail and spoke quickly to the other guard. Then he went into the circle.”


  Zykeiah scanned the area around them and pressed her lips tightly together. “What happened to the other guard?”


  “He ran back down the castle’s path. He seemed happy for he was smiling as he ran.”


  Kalah slept silently a little ways in the tall, brown grass. Sarah and Zykeiah’s discussion fell on his deaf ears as he continued to sleep.


  Zykeiah nodded as if confirming a debate she was having with herself. “This is not right.”


  “Shhh –” Sarah crouched down in the grass. “Someone’s coming.”


  Zykeiah parted the grass as she watched the circle’s glow increase and vibrate.


  The lone guard leapt from his spot. He stood taller with his heels together and quickly wiped the remnants of sleep from his eyes.


  General Cullen stepped through the Circle and handed the sack of coins to the soldier. As he emerged, another soldier stepped out of the Circle and remained standing as General Cullen stalked down the path back to the castle.


  “Hurry up!” General Cullen barked at the soldier holding the sack.


  The soldier quickened his pace as the two made their way down the pathway to the castle.


  Sarah and Zykeiah watched with mounting curiosity.


  “Why is he back so soon?” Sarah wondered aloud after the General and his soldier had passed their hiding spot.


  “Why indeed. It has only been a few hours. He did not look very happy.” Zykeiah confirmed as she crawled back to her spot further away from Sarah.


  Sarah followed, being sure to move slowly as to not arouse suspicion. The dusty earth sent puffs of reddish grit into the air as she crawled. She held her breath to try to minimize how much she inhaled for her mouth seemed full of it.


  “We must take action. Time is running short for both Marion and Queen Zoë.” Sarah could hear the rumblings in her mind. The time was winding down. They had to act. “We cannot wait.”


  “Agreed,” Zykeiah answered and shook Kalah’s shoulder gently. “Wake, Kalah.”


  He coughed as he sat up on his elbows. “Is it light already?”


  “No, we need to move. The air has changed and so have our plans.”


  He balked at the idea, but he did not argue for he noticed the seriousness of Zykeiah’s face in the pale light of the moon. The chorus of the crickets seemed strange amongst the dusty and empty night.


  “We must go through the circle and on to Solis. From there you will follow me through the caverns and tunnels to Valek’s castle. Once there, we need to split up to look for Marion.”


  “And what of Amana?” Kalah asked as he pulled some hard but still sweet bread from his sack.


  Zykeiah watched Sarah before saying, “If there is time and she is not under Valek’s spell, then we shall try for her as well.”


  “Marion is our most important reason for being there,” Sarah said. Her voice caught as she continued. “We must save him for all is lost without him.”


  The three shook hands and patted each other on the back for encouragement silently as they pulled on their sacks and prepared for the trip to Solis.


  Sarah’s stomach was remarkably calm despite the mounting danger and possible death. The thought of going back to Solis when she had worked so hard to leave it almost made her want to run back to Veloris. She knew she could not return without Marion, regardless of the threat that she may be imprisoned in the cages. She owed him one, and she planned to pay him back in full.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two

  


  The moons were round, swollen, and full as the three stumbled out of the circle and into Solis’s narrow valley of rocks and cellac. The air had been cooled as winter had approached and the lack of light gave Solis a sinister atmosphere. The feeling of gloom spread quickly to Sarah.


  She noticed that there were no sounds. No animals remained on Solis, only the ones who lived and were protected behind Valek’s castle walls.


  The castle loomed large and magnificent above the valley on top of the hill, surrounded by rocky sculptures and the heavens knew of what else.


  The stench of flesh and death was faint but still prevalent amongst the Solis air. Her breath rushed out as her eyes adjusted to the low amount of light.


  “I can’t say it’s good to be back,” she said as she stepped through the wet, spongy land around the circle.


  “No, it is not good to be back here,” Zykeiah said, her voice hollow and surprisingly shaky as she followed Sarah across the decaying land surrounding the circle to the hardened surface just a few paces away.


  Kalah stood mesmerized as he stared in wonderment. “This is Solis?”


  “Yes, can’t you smell the scent of death on the air?”


  He sniffed then grimaced as he held his nose with his forefinger and thumb. “Whew! It smells like the carving stations out amongst the servants’ cottages.”


  “That would be death, Kalah,” Sarah remarked coolly.


  “Come, let’s get this over with,” Zykeiah said as she brushed past Sarah and started up the trail through the valley that led to Valek’s castle.


  “You heard her. Let’s go.” Sarah glanced back at Kalah before starting behind Zykeiah.


  Kalah took in a breath of air. “Here goes everything.”


  Sarah glanced back to make sure Kalah was with them. Zykeiah walked at her usual brisk pace as she struggled to keep up. Sarah tried not to think about what lay in wait for them on the other side of the valley’s trail and inside Valek’s castle. Orono would be there as well as MaxMion. A shudder went down her back and she swallowed hard.


  She was not alone. Zykeiah and Kalah were with her and they knew how to handle themselves as was proven by their bravery displayed as they made their way here. Kalah even saved her life on the battlefield.


  Although she was returning to Solis, she knew that she was not the same woman who left the cages. She had changed and her powers had matured.


  “Is it always this dismal?” Kalah asked as he huffed and puffed up the trail.


  “Yes,” Sarah and Zykeiah answered in unison.


  “The trail forks up ahead, we will go to the left,” Zykeiah called over her shoulder.


  “Left?” Sarah asked, for the right fork led directly up around the various hills to Valek’s front door. The left fork veered downward and into what Sarah could barely make out as caves of some sort.


  “Left,” Zykeiah echoed.


  She said nothing further. When they reached the fork, Zykeiah veered left and the two followed.


  *     *     *


  “How can you stand the stench?” Kalah asked.


  “When you are a soul you can not smell, taste, or feel,” Zykeiah answered.


  The moons illuminated the path as it leveled out and then as it started to dip downward. The stench intensified the closer they came to the cave’s entrance.


  “Zykeiah, where are we going?” Kalah asked yet another question.


  She stopped short just a few paces from the cave’s mouth. Its mouth was black and hidden from the moons’ light.


  Zykeiah waited until they caught up and the three came close together in a group.


  Out of breath and sweating profusely despite the chilly night air, Kalah and Sarah placed both hands on their hips and tried not to take deep breaths, for the air was saturated with the smell of flesh.


  “This is one of the tunnels that leads to the soul cages,” Zykeiah explained quietly. “The other trail is filled with traps, pits and other nasty things that would have killed us.”


  She lowered a discerning eye at each of them and said, “This is the true test of character and bravery. I won’t tell you that we will all leave here together, but remember to get Marion out!”


  Sarah nodded and wiped her face.


  Kalah pulled out his sword and nodded at Zykeiah. “Lead on.”


  Zykeiah smiled wearily, removed her dagger and inched into the cave’s open mouth.


  Sarah shuddered as Zykeiah entered the black mouth of the cave; it seemed to devour her.


  Kalah placed his hand on her shoulder, then entered the cave slowly. He glanced back at her and smiled. At that moment she thought, how much he now looks like Marion.


  Sarah searched the area around her and then she, too, entered the cave’s gaping orifice.


  The heavy sullen atmosphere reminded her of the moment of extraction—the last seconds when she could feel, and then that cold, bleak moment when her fingers could not touch anything except nothingness.


  Zykeiah and Kalah waited for her to reach them on the inside of the tunnel. There were torches lit and secured against the solid walls every few paces, just enough to mark the trail. Shadows played on the ceiling and Sarah’s eyes flickered around.


  Kalah appeared to be holding his breath. Indeed the smell was stronger here and the cave’s position kept it from receiving any wind.


  “We must be close to the pit,” Zykeiah said.


  Ahead of them were five tunnels leading various places, but each had the same uninviting blackness and emptiness. In the distance was the clanking of tools on the almost impenetrable cellac.


  “Follow me.” Zykeiah picked the center tunnel and Sarah and Kalah followed. Neither of them spoke.


  Sarah wondered how Zykeiah knew where to go. Zykeiah had made it no secret that she had escaped from the cages. Indeed, it was the primary reason she had been knighted on Veloris. Sarah had wondered even then, how she had done it alone.


  As a soul, Sarah had not smelled the overwhelming stench of the cages. When she had been reincarnated and back in flesh, so urgent was her need to escape that she took no notice of the smell. But now, it threatened to choke the very life from her and reclaim her as its own.


  Their shadows followed them, elongated and skinny. They shimmered against the tunnel’s surface, dark and empty.


  “I know this place like it was the back of my own hand,” Zykeiah said softly. “She brought me back and forth through the tunnels with her.”


  “Who?” Sarah whispered back for she did not want to rouse any suspicion or be overheard.


  “Manola. She is Valek’s right hand. His sorceress, his confidante and his source for power.”


  Sarah remembered seeing Manola, but only on a few occasions when she took over for MaxMion in the cages. She seemed to be dead, for her skin was white like the clouds that used to be on Earth. The only color came from her fiery red hair and her painted lips. Even her eyes, an extremely light blue, appeared to be washed out.


  Sarah remained quiet, for it appeared that the return to the tunnels and Solis inspired Zykeiah to talk about her past.


  “I was her present. A gift from Valek to her for doing whatever evil deed he wanted,” Zykeiah went on.


  Her voice, although soft and low, was filled with fury and bitterness. “Her ‘precious’, she called me. She kept me chained to a wall in Valek’s bedchamber.”


  “In his bedchamber!” Kalah shouted out.


  “Shhh!” Sarah shouted back equally as loud.


  They halted and waited to make sure they were not overheard.


  When nothing but the ever-growing sound of hammering and chiseling could be heard, Zykeiah continued her tale.


  “Yes. When it did not suit her to leave me, she took me with her. I traveled through the tunnels in little more than a gown.”


  “But these tunnels are cold, even during the day,” Sarah remarked. “Were you still a soul or had you been returned to flesh?”


  “Flesh,” Zykeiah answered. “A soul could not satisfy her needs.”


  “Needs? She too is dead.” Sarah shook her head in the dimly lit tunnel, causing her shadow to skip across the ceiling.


  “She is dead, but undead. Her needs are those of a sexual nature,” Zykeiah said flatly.


  Single file, they walked through the tunnel and slowed as it came to an end and emptied out into yet another series of tunnels.


  “What happened, Zykeiah?” Sarah asked softly.


  Zykeiah reviewed the five tunnel openings in front of them. “I stole the key to my chains as she slept and Valek was away. I unlocked my chains and fled to the Allerton Circle. Next thing I knew I was on Veloris.”


  “That is how Marion found you,” Kalah added, “in nothing more than a sheer silk gown and barefoot in the snow. She was close to death from the frost.”


  “Yes,” Zykeiah confirmed.


  *     *     *


  Orono and MaxMion patrolled the cages. Orono grumbled all the more about General Ogroth, Valek, and his missing payment.


  “We should visit General Ogroth and demand payment!”


  MaxMion said nothing. He thought the General would make a meaty evening meal and more than likely a meaty morning meal.


  “How dare he use me for my information but not render payment. He pays Valek without fail and Valek is double-crossing him.”


  Orono paced and MaxMion sat and counted the souls as they passed on their way back to their cages. Their numbers were low, and he would soon need to compress most of them for another batch of Solance, especially if the deal between Earth 4016 and Valek was confirmed.


  “You saw Saturn Four. They are loaded with riches. We could live there like kings!” Orono said.


  MaxMion nodded eagerly, but deep within he held doubts. Orono had bungled the entire plan with General Ogroth, yet he had gone along with him, feeling that Orono had the superior intelligence. After all, he had only been given the post of patrolling the souls. Orono made the Solance and kept the books for Valek. That took brains.


  Or so he originally thought. Now, he had doubts that Orono could pull off their escape and retirement from Valek.


  As the last soul returned to his cage, he entered the code and the doors to the block of cages locked. “We are done for tonight.”


  Orono was supposed to be in the warehouse making Solance. Valek was furious with Earth 4016’s king Richard and even angrier at Earth 3012’s lack of payment.


  His bad mood had paid off in an afternoon treat for MaxMion. The advisor was juicy and fatty. Those were the best. Perhaps staying with Valek wouldn’t be so bad. He may even be promoted if he turned Orono in to him.


  It was something to think about. He removed the torch from the wall, leaving the souls to remain in complete obscurity and followed Orono out of the area containing the cages.


  The two left the cages’ main entry cave and started towards the castle. The tunnel had been drafty the last few nights, but MaxMion made Orono go first. Tonight, he was eager to be rid of the complaining and whining fool. He should have let General Ogroth kill him.


  “…I gave him precious and prized information. I could have easily gone to that other general on Earth 3012,” Orono was saying when he heard a shout.


  “Quiet!” MaxMion grabbed Orono’s wrist and squeezed. “Listen.”


  He fell quiet for half a second before snatching his arm from MaxMion. “I don’t hear any –”


  “Shh!” MaxMion hissed. “I heard a shout.”


  “Manola?”


  “No, she is too occupied with her present to be in the tunnels.”


  “I do not hear anything. Let us go to sleep,” Orono said as he continued on through the tunnel ahead of MaxMion toward the castle.


  MaxMion stood rooted, listening. He sniffed the air, but smelled nothing different. Yet something was strange and he had heard something. With Orono blabbering on, he could not hear clearly, but it sounded like a shout of a male voice.


  “What if one of Richard’s advisors is lurking in the tunnels, trying to find the souls?”


  “Then it is too bad for Valek that his secret is out,” Orono said, making sure to adjust his bulk at the tight corners and narrow spaces.


  They reached the tunnel’s opening and pulled back the screen to the dungeon. From there, they passed the several empty cells and stopped at the first one closest to the stairs.


  Orono yanked the door open and lumbered in. He sat down on the floor and turned to MaxMion. “Are you coming or are you going to chase phantoms tonight?”


  MaxMion shrugged and kept his eyes on the two tunnels that emptied out into the dungeon area. The dungeon, albeit dirty and filled with various odors, had a few scents that he had not smelled before. He could smell the slight, almost nonexistent scent of something or someone that was not of Solis.


  *     *     *


  Zykeiah had not spoken in the last few minutes and Sarah’s stomach had filled with knots that churned around and against each other. They were getting closer and the hairs on the back of her neck remained standing straight.


  Kalah, too, had not spoken as they traveled. They inched ever closer to the scene of their triumph or defeat.


  Sarah thought back to Queen Zoë and Octiva’s teachings and recitals of the Oracle’s predictions. She remembered the vision the Oracle gave her. Then this had to come out for the best.


  Right?


  *     *     *


  MaxMion kept his eyes glued to the tunnels’ entranceways. The smell grew ever stronger, and he was convinced that there was someone in the tunnels that was neither Valek nor Manola. He would definitely win that promotion if he captured the intruder—or intruders; the scents were combined.


  Intruders plus Orono should net him a nice deal or promotion from Valek. He already knew what he wanted, a room in the castle and to be in control of the warehouse, like a normal person.


  Plus, all the human bodies he could eat.


  *     *     *


  Zykeiah could see light ahead. It was dim, but the light at the end of the tunnel held more illumination than what they had inside the tunnel. She slowed her pace and gripped her dagger.


  If she was correct, this tunnel emptied into the dungeon area, right above the warehouse. If the dungeon was empty, she could go to the warehouse and see if Marion was there. If not Sarah could climb into the other tunnel and head for the cages. Kalah could stand watch while she went up into the castle to search. Valek, Manola and Orono should be asleep by now. In and out within moments and little damage was what she was praying to the heavens for.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three

  


  The twinkle and flickering dance of the light ahead made Sarah think of Veloris and the hypnotic flames of her fireplace. She was overcome with a feeling of warmth and fluttering deep within her heart.


  She saw Zykeiah lift her dagger as their pace slowed to a crawl. They must be approaching the tunnel’s end, for Zykeiah had positioned herself flat against the tunnel’s wall.


  She did the same, as Kalah, too, plastered himself against the wall with his sword drawn. His breathing was ragged and quick. His face was covered in sweat.


  Sarah could feel the dampness around the collar of her shirt. The warm feeling still resided inside her heart and for some reason she was not afraid, nervous or scared.


  A calm had settled around her.


  “Stop!” Sarah heard someone shout as Zykeiah climbed out of the tunnel.


  Kalah leapt from the tunnel and she heard more shouts. Running forward behind him, she jumped down from the tunnel’s mouth and saw MaxMion racing toward Zykeiah with his mouth opened wide, ready to devour her.


  Sarah clapped her hands together and quickly pooled together an orange sphere. MaxMion leapt into the air toward Zykeiah, who had her dagger positioned to strike. Sarah threw the sphere with all her might at the chomping teeth of the sinister little man. Zykeiah raised both her arms to protect herself from the smashing teeth.


  The sphere smacked MaxMion directly in the mouth, the force causing him to fly backwards against the wall. The hard impact shattered and cracked various bones and he fell to the floor. Despite the obvious pain, he struggled with both hands to remove the orange gunk of the sphere from his mouth and teeth. The more he pulled, the more the sphere grew and soon his hands were covered in the same material.


  Orono, having heard the commotion awakened. He labored to squeeze his frame through the cell’s door. “What!”


  “Kalah to the castle, up the stairs!” Zykeiah ordered. “Sarah to the warehouse; find him!”


  “You won’t be going anywhere when I’m done,” Orono said as he finally freed himself into the dungeon area. “You!”


  His eyes grew wide as they moved from Zykeiah to Sarah and back again. Quickly, he reached into his pocket for his blue spheres.


  Zykeiah pounced with her dagger slicing the air until it reached Orono. He tried to turn, but she landed on his back. As she attacked, Kalah raced past them and up the stairs to the castle.


  Sarah, who had seen Zykeiah in action before, turned to the elevator and pressed the button. She only knew the one way to the warehouse and that was from the dungeon.


  Orono’s growl and screams carved through the quiet night and Sarah knew that before long, the rest of the castle would be awake. She had to hurry and find Marion and Amana, so that they could get out of here before Valek was awakened.


  *     *     *


  Orono grabbed Zykeiah’s ears and pulled them hard until he thought they would pop off.


  She screamed, but still continued to slice his face with quick, sharp gashes from her dagger.


  Soon the pain grew to be too much, and she could feel the skin of her ears pull away from her head. She punched Orono instead and climbed down from his back.


  Burning, searing pain filled her head, as she struggled to remain standing. His face was filled with blood and sliced folds of flesh hung down and dripped.


  “Is that all you got you silly woman?” Orono spat as he pulled out his blue sphere.


  Zykeiah’s eyes grew wide for she had seen those blue spheres before, in Amana’s hand, in Valek’s hand, and in Orono’s. She knew what they meant if the light caught her.


  “You can do whatever you want. It won’t matter; he will be free and you will be skinned alive.”


  Orono’s face turned red as he put the sphere back into his pocket. “You’re not worth saving for the cages. A slow painful death is what you’re going to get.”


  He adjusted his bulky frame and started toward her with his two-balled up fists positioned in front of him. Woozy and in pain, Zykeiah attempted to sidestep the slow-moving, Orono, but he managed to grab her tunic.


  He wheeled her around with such speed and strength, that she lost her footing and he slammed her into the hardened dungeon wall.


  She collapsed to the floor, unconscious.


  *     *     *


  Orono let go of Zykeiah’s tunic as his attention turned toward the dark one who fled up the stairs to the castle. He had to capture him before Valek woke up.


  Sweating and bleeding, he hurried past MaxMion, who had become covered in the orange material of the sphere and only his eyes could be seen.


  Orono stopped and glanced down at him, but could not help him.


  “I will come back for you. I must catch this dark one.”


  The dark one reminded Orono of the one he had fought at the Circle of Allerton. There was some resemblance between the two men, yet he could not be sure.


  It did not matter. He would have his revenge on the intruders for interrupting his sleep and injuring MaxMion. Oh, yes, they would pay dearly—with their lives.


  *     *     *


  Kalah had stayed at the top of the steps for some time trying to decide which room Marion would be in. He had to hurry, yet the decision was overwhelming.


  The hallways were poorly lit, and there were doors on the left, but nothing on the right. He had no idea of who was behind each door and he did not want to wake up the entire castle.


  He crept down the hallway with one hand stretched out in front of him and the other tightly gripping his sword. He inched along while he wrestled to make a decision.


  “I’ve got you!” Orono’s foul breath added its own fragrance to the already horrid odor.


  Kalah felt the claw-like hand as it yanked him backward to the floor. The force and the sheer strength of the man surprised him. If Orono was here, that meant he must have defeated Zykeiah.


  He could not think about that right then, for Orono had pinned him against the hallway wall.


  “Who are you?” he demanded as he slammed Kalah’s head back against the wall.


  He tried to push against Orono. He needed to get his arms free to wield his sword. He struggled but Orono laughed as his cheeks lifted in effort to a smile.


  “You’re not as strong as the other one,” he mocked.


  Zykeiah had dealt the monster some serious gashes, Kalah noted as he stared at the flaps of flesh that had been severed from his face.


  Orono lifted his huge balled up fist and smashed it into Kalah’s face.


  Kalah heard a crunch and then the darkness came.


  *     *     *


  Sarah had located the warehouse and managed to blow open the door with the use of her spheres.


  The warehouse was not lit and the pitch-blackness made her race back to the narrow hallway and claim a torch. She lit the torch with the flick of her hand and she entered into the warehouse again, this time with light.


  The death room was what the souls called it. The storage chamber was what MaxMion called it. The warehouse was what Valek and Orono called it.


  Sarah wondered if her sister had already been made a part of the latest batch of Solance. The rows were lined with hundreds of bottles. So many souls rested here—their last resting-place was in Valek’s warehouse.


  She hoped Marion hadn’t already been made into Solance.


  Sarah crept along, but the need to hurry threatened to overtake her. She had no idea how Kalah or Zykeiah was doing, but she hoped they had found Marion.


  *     *     *


  Zykeiah rubbed the growing bruise on her forehead as she struggled to stand. She investigated and noted that MaxMion had become wrapped in a bright, orange cocoon.


  She hurried up the stairs as she heard Orono cackling.


  As she took the stairs two at a time, she reached the top step and immediately spotted him with his hand wrapped around Kalah’s neck as he shook it violently.


  Kalah’s skin had a bluish tint. Zykeiah raised her dagger and threw it at Orono with so much force and fury, unlike she had ever managed before. Hate rushed through her body, adrenaline took over her and nothing mattered but winning this fight.


  The dagger landed directly into Orono’s arm and like a stuck kowlata, he howled in pain. He let go of Kalah and tried to maneuver himself to remove the dagger.


  With a running jump, she landed onto his back and began again to beat him on the head with her fists and to pull at the folds of skin, ripping the flesh from his body. She was careful to avoid him getting a grip on her ears.


  Coughing and holding his throat, Kalah came to and sat up, gasping to the sounds of Orono howls and screams. He bucked like a raging danker beast as he tried to dislodge Zykeiah from his back. He turned around and ran backwards smashing her against the wall.


  Kalah stood up and, with his sword, stabbed Orono in the stomach before collapsing to the floor.


  Orono grabbed his stomach and collapsed to the floor not far from Kalah.


  He did not move.


  “Kalah, are you all right?” Zykeiah kneeled down by Orono and shook him gently.


  “Yes,” he croaked as he rolled over on top of Orono.


  Just then the door closest to the stairs opened. Zykeiah quickly removed her dagger from Orono’s arm and held it firmly.


  Kalah tossed his sword from one hand to the other and back again as he tried to swallow the searing pain in his throat.


  Richard stuck his head outside the door. “Please, keep it quiet. We’re trying –”


  “Who are you?” Zykeiah demanded for she did not recognize the man.


  “I am Richard, king of Earth 4016,” he snapped. “Who are you –”


  He got a glimpse of something down by his feet and noticed a bloody Orono. He stifled a scream and tried to slam his door shut, but Kalah was too quick for him.


  He overpowered Richard and the two Minister Knights barged into Valek’s guest quarters. Scattered across the two room quarters, were beds and traveling sacks. Several men were sleeping on the floor on makeshift sleeping mats. One bed had the covers turned down and it was empty.


  “Richard of Earth 4016, what are you doing here?” Zykeiah asked with her dagger pointed at him.


  The advisors bolted upright and some even stood up as they each woke to find two strangers in their room.


  “Who are you?” one advisor asked.


  “Be quiet!” Kalah barked his voice firm and coarse.


  “It is none of your business why we are here,” another advisor declared.


  Without a second thought, Zykeiah’s dagger went singing through the air and directly into the throat of the advisor.


  Richard swallowed hard and quickly answered, “We are here to buy Solance. Please do not kill me.”


  There were no further questions from the remaining advisors. Frozen by fear, they remained in their sleeping mats.


  “I am Zykeiah and this is Kalah. We are Minister Knights from Veloris.”


  “Impossible!” Richard whispered. “No one comes from the ice planet. The Minister Knights died out long ago.”


  The king was obviously stupid; she ignored his comments about Veloris. “It is true. Valek uses souls to make Solance and he is already selling it to both Saturn Four and Earth 3012.”


  Richard’s mouth fell open and his advisors started to whisper fiercely amongst themselves, but none were brave enough to openly challenge her words.


  “We have no issue with you, Richard. But I suggest you leave before this gets worse,” Zykeiah announced and gestured for Kalah to follow her. “Leave before the rest of you end up like him.”


  As she left, she removed another dagger from her sack. Kalah scanned the empty hallway and wondered why no one else had heard Orono’s horrifying screams and howls.


  “Should we move him?” Kalah asked.


  “Where is he?” Zykeiah asked in return.


  Kalah turned back to the spot where Orono was and the hallway was empty. A circular pool of blood stained the floor, but Orono was gone.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four

  


  Orono’s screams and howls had not gone unnoticed. Valek had heard them, for he was not asleep. At first, he thought Orono and MaxMion were playing their games and coupling the way they often did…violently and painfully.


  Yet, these howls were different and he had sent Manola to investigate. He longed to rest tonight, but the peace of slumber eluded him again.


  He felt he had overreacted by killing Richard’s advisor; he hated violence. In a moment of clarity, he had offered his castle to Richard for another week. The king had been so shaken he raced past Valek to the corner, where he promptly lost his lunch.


  Valek erupted into a fit of laughter, and this only made the king shudder more. So, he tried to smooth Richard’s ruffled feathers with kind words of hospitality and cheer.


  Manola had not returned, so she must be having fun with Orono and MaxMion. Either way, she could handle herself amongst those two idiots.


  He rolled over and tried again to capture sleep.


  *     *     *


  Sarah held the torch high above her head as she turned down yet another row of Solance bottles and inventory. Or was it the same one? There was no way to tell. Each row looked like the last. There was complete silence; the warehouse had been built under the dungeon beneath layers of rock. Nothing could penetrate the warehouse’s thick walls. There was no doubt in Sarah’s mind that Valek made the warehouse further underground so he could avoid hearing the wrenching souls’ screams of agony as they were compressed into his high-priced Solance.


  She had completed searching one aisle of bottles. When she turned yet another corner, a flash of bright green light almost blinded her. As she opened her eyes, she bumped into Amana.


  “Amana?” Sarah scanned the shadowy gloom behind her for Valek. Her sister had deceived her before; it was a mistake she did not want to make again.


  “Yes. Sarah?” Amana responded. “What are you doing here?”


  The dullness had faded from her eyes. Sarah wondered if she had escaped Valek’s control…and how?


  “Amana, what are you doing here?” She lowered the torch for a better look. Amana’s honey-colored skin lacked shine, but other than that, it was her.


  “I escaped.” Amana reached out and hugged her.


  She stiffened, and then despite the warning voice that had begun to shout inside her, she gave in to Amana’s hug. Her family reunited again.


  “I’m glad. Now help me find Marion,” Sarah said.


  Her grip tightened around Sarah’s waist, forcing her to drop the torch. It fell hard to the floor, but retained its flame.


  “No, you’re not!” Amana growled.


  Amana squeezed her; crushing her internal organs together and making her cough and gasp for air as she tried to break free. Her sister was never this strong.


  Without warning, her sister released her and with her hands balled into tight fists, punched Sarah in the face with alarming precision.


  She reeled back against one of the shelves and it tipped over backward, sending bottles of Solance crashing to the floor.


  Amana walked over the broken glass and spilled Solance as if nothing had happened at all. Her eyes remained focused on Sarah and her hands clinched and opened in regular intervals.


  Sarah groaned as she felt her cuts and stinging gashes burn as pieces of shard glass lodged further into her back and hands. She struggled to sit up, ripping the palms of her hands on the debris.


  Amana gathered a fistful of Sarah’s hair and yanked her to a standing position. She pulled back her fist and then punched Sarah hard in the stomach, knocking the breath out of her. She collapsed to the floor again, this time slicing her knees on the glass and sliding on the mixture of blood and slick, wet Solance.


  Sarah could feel the blood trickle beneath her shirt and down her legs. Her nose throbbed and her left eye felt puffy. She could still see out of it, but it was closing rapidly.


  If she fought back, she might hurt Amana. Amana had no idea what she was doing. Sarah struggled against the blackness that threatened to over take her. She had to stay conscious and aware.


  “Fight back! That’s right, you don’t want to hurt your sister!” Amana laughed hysterically as she reached for a nearly unconscious Sarah.


  Just then a zinging sound sliced through the air as a dagger slammed into Amana’s shoulder where it lodged itself.


  “Owww!” Amana cried as she tried to snatch the dagger out of her shoulder.


  Before she could free it, Zykeiah had clobbered Amana and the two fell to the floor. They wrestled as Zykeiah proceeded to kick, punch and cut, while receiving blows and bites from Amana.


  “No!” Sarah called and began to crawl to the spot where they fought. “Zykeiah –”


  A flash of bright, green light shocked Zykeiah and sent her flying across the room as Manola fought to stand where Amana had once been. Her face and shoulders had ripped pieces of flesh and deep cuts, yet no blood trickled or flowed from the open wounds.


  Sarah blinked in disbelief as Manola hurried from the warehouse.


  Zykeiah landed against one of the shelves and it, too, crashed to the ground from the force of the blast. Moaning, she stood up and said, “She escaped. But I’m not done with her yet.”


  “Marion,” Sarah picked up her torch and limped down the remaining row of shelves. This row was shorter than the others and Zykeiah hurried along beside her. It ended in a little alcove where a small crystal-stained jar rested on a desk.


  “Zykeiah!” Sarah called and she quickly approached the desk with her two daggers drawn. “Marion!” She picked up the jar and peered inside. “We’ve found him!”


  “Great! Now let’s find Kalah and get out of here,” Zykeiah muttered as she took Sarah’s torch.


  With bloodied hands, Sarah created a sphere and placed the crystal jar inside of it. “This should protect you until we get to Veloris.” This last thing they needed was to lose his soul or smash the jar during a battle.


  She saw his soul smile, but his eyes were tired and weak. He needed to be reincarnated and fast.


  “Let’s go!” Zykeiah ordered as they hurried down the aisle toward the warehouse’s entrance. She led the way, but slowed to a crawl when they reached the front of the warehouse.


  “Manola could be anywhere or anything,” Zykeiah said softly as she opened the door to the warehouse and pressed the button to call for the elevator. “We must be extremely careful.”


  She stepped back from the elevator’s doors and crouched down with both daggers drawn. Sarah held Marion in one hand, leaving the other hand free.


  The elevator’s doors slid open and Zykeiah held her breath, as did Sarah. No one pounced or rushed to attack them, still they entered the elevator cautiously.


  “We lost Orono,” Zykeiah confided. “That means he still lurks about. He is injured, but he remains a threat. We have him, Manola and quite possibly Valek, to contend with.”


  Sarah understood and placed Marion in the sack. She tied the sack tightly and slung it onto her back. She needed at least one hand to throw spheres if she needed to. From what Zykeiah had just said she needed to be ready.


  “He’ll be okay in there?”


  “Yes, the sphere will protect him,” Sarah said.


  “Good.”


  Zykeiah pushed Sarah to the rear of the elevator as it came to a halt at the dungeon. As the doors opened, she bolted out slicing the air with her daggers.


  “Watch it!” Kalah shouted. “I’ve been waiting for you! What took you so long?” Despite his irritation, he seemed relieved that they were together again.


  Zykeiah asked, “Did you not see Manola pass by here?”


  “No, I just came from upstairs where I was searching for that Orono creature. No such luck, but I did find your sister, Sarah.”


  “Are you sure it was her? Manola was disguised as her in the warehouse,” Sarah asked.


  Kalah shrugged and said, “She was chained to the wall in Valek’s bedchamber. I cannot forget her face.”


  Zykeiah swore beneath her breath, and Sarah gasped. “Did you free her?”


  “No, because I heard Valek returning.” He turned to look back to the stairs, as the faint sound of footsteps grew louder.


  “Someone’s coming.” Zykeiah stepped in front of Kalah and Sarah. “Get ready.”


  Kalah whispered, “Why wait for them, let’s get out of here!”


  “What about Amana?” Sarah asked.


  Zykeiah shrugged and said, “Give him your sack.”


  Sarah removed the sack and handed it to him. She looked back to Zykeiah with a look of doubt.


  “Go to Veloris, now, Kalah!” Zykeiah ordered.


  “I don’t know the way to the Circle,” he said as he took the sack and contemplated which path to take.


  “Stay to the east when you come to the fork in the tunnels. The tunnel that is the furthermost east, take that tunnel and follow it to the Circle of Allerton. It will take you directly to it.”


  She patted him on the back. He climbed into the middle tunnel and disappeared into the blackness.


  “It’s just you and me now,” Zykeiah said wearily.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five

  


  Sarah felt her heartbeat increase and her hands were sweaty. Her left eye had completely closed, thus limiting her visibility on that side. She owed Manola. When next they met, she swore to avenge herself without mercy.


  “Get ready,” Zykeiah said as she kept her eyes focused on the dungeon stairs.


  Within moments, Orono’s chubby feet were seen as he lumbered down the stairs.


  She wasted no time. She threw two daggers, one after the other, towards Orono’s feet, striking him in the toes. Each dagger struck their target.


  “Oh! Oww!” Orono growled, lost his balance and fell down the remainder of the steps crashing to a stop at the stairs’ bottom.


  Zykeiah raced over to the twisted Orono and kicked him hard in the face. Next, she lifted her sole remaining dagger and stabbed him several times. Her arm was a blur of slicing jerks and plunges.


  Not that Sarah could stand by and watch. She had her hands full with Valek, who had gingerly come down the steps following Orono’s landing.


  “You!” Valek sneered upon sight of her.


  He leapt from the third step, leaving Zykeiah and Orono to settle their own battle. Once he landed, he removed his sword with fluidity and gestured it toward her.


  “It seems you’ve already had your share of a beating today. Allow me to finish by relieving you of your suffering!”


  He twirled around, swinging his sword and chopped off the top of Sarah’s torch.


  She quickly rid herself of the wood and just like the day in the hallway with Queen Zoë’s guards, she created a shield made of the same orange substance as her spheres. The battle was on. As they fought, their shadows danced alongside them. Their shouts and grunts could be heard echoing throughout the tunnels. Sweat and fear scented the area.


  Sarah’s shield protected her from Valek’s blows, but she was extremely weak. She had lost more blood than she realized. And he knew it.


  “You are weak. I can smell death upon you,” Valek spat as he again smashed his sword against her shield.


  She cowered beneath her shield, but her mind raced about. She had to do something. Without thinking, she lifted her hand and threw one of her sticky spheres at Valek.


  The sphere flew past him as he sidestepped it with the grace of a practiced dancer.


  “I see you have powers, albeit an awful aim,” he mocked.


  Her left eye made it difficult to see him for he kept to her left. She could smell the fresh rosemary in his hair, but if he stayed to her left, he vanished from view.


  His shadow revealed his hiding place, but that was not an exact location.


  “Who the hell are you?” Valek spat.


  Sarah peeked over the edge of her shield to see Kalah emerge from the tunnel’s mouth. He had his sword drawn and immediately swung at Valek, the blade ripping through his upper arm.


  “I’m Kalah, son of Zoë and brother to Marion whom you kidnapped!” Kalah bellowed as he swung at Valek again.


  With Valek and Kalah engaged in a sword battle, she dissolved her shield and turned her attention to Zykeiah and Orono, who were still swapping punches. Zykeiah seemed to be losing strength.


  Sarah lifted her palm to the heavens and called, “Zykeiah! Move!”


  Zykeiah glanced over her shoulder and saw the pulsating sphere in Sarah’s hand. Stepping out of the line of fire, she bowed just as Orono swung a left-handed punch.


  He missed, but Sarah did not. She threw the sphere at Orono, who was completely unaware of her. He was so consumed with defeating Zykeiah that he neglected Sarah’s presence in the room.


  The sphere smashed into his stomach and soon began to spread up his arms and down his lumpy thighs. The more he tried to wipe it away, the faster it spread. Soon, the sphere’s material had covered all but Orono’s neck and face. He struggled all the more as panic threatened to overtake him. He fell to the ground, twisting, and fighting.


  Not too far from the spot where Orono struggled with the sphere’s substance, MaxMion, nothing more than a cocoon of tightly coiled material, lay dead; smothered to death by the thick substance of Sarah’s sphere.


  “Valek, look around you. You are defeated!” Zykeiah called as he took another swing at Kalah.


  Kalah’s arms had been nicked by Valek’s sword more than once. His mouth was drawn into a hard flat line, his face was covered in sweat and his arms decorated in thin streams of blood. He did not stop; he fought on.


  Valek quickly scanned the dungeon and found himself surrounded by Kalah, Zykeiah and Sarah.


  “Surrender!” Zykeiah ordered as she lifted her two blood-covered daggers and aimed at him.


  He lowered his sword and said, “It would seem that would be best.”


  “Hands up, Valek.” Kalah gestured with his sword. “In the air.”


  “Sure.” Valek lifted his hands slowly in to the air, but did not release his sword. His thumb flicked the sword’s hidden button. Several small, secret cannons slid out of hidden panels around the dungeon. The tiny cylinders started spraying a mist-like gas into the dungeon area.


  “So long, idiots!” Valek called as the dungeon filled with smoke and he disappeared.


  “Where did he go?” Sarah coughed as she asked. The room had billows of smoke and she could not see in front of her.


  “I don’t know!” Kalah called through the dense smoke.


  “Upstairs, now!” Zykeiah coughed.


  With their hands extended in front of them, they felt and tried to peer through the white, chalky smoke. They stumbled to the staircase.


  “Ouch!” Orono moaned as Sarah stepped on him accidentally on her way to the stairs.


  She could barely make out Zykeiah’s sack in front of her on the stairs as they climbed up.


  Coughing and hacking, the three gathered at the stop of the stairs. The hallway led into the main part of the castle. The clearer air allowed them to see each other.


  The burning and irritating sting from the smoke in Sarah’s throat appeared not to be easily quenched. She swallowed then coughed and neither alleviated the sensation.


  “He escaped,” she said coarsely.


  “Kalah, what are you doing back here? You should be halfway back to the castle by now,” Zykeiah said angrily.


  “I had to come back to make sure you made it out,” Kalah said and shrugged. “It didn’t seem right to leave my companions behind.”


  Sarah was speechless. Kalah had performed a selfless act.


  “Fine. Right now I’m not worried about Valek or your return. Let’s find Amana and get out of here,” Zykeiah said.


  Kalah raised his hand and the two followed him down the dimly lit hallway to Valek’s bedchamber. As they entered the room, they found it abandoned except for one person.


  Chained and naked against the wall, dressed only in goosebumps that blanketed her body, Amana groggily looked up and smiled. “Sarah!”


  Kalah quickly searched for the keys to the chains, being sure to avert his eyes from her nakedness.


  Sarah hugged her sister, this time for real, and kissed her cheek. As she tickled Amana behind her ear, she erupted into laughter and Sarah knew that this was indeed her sister.


  “Here, I found the keys.” Kalah came back into Valek’s bedchamber and unlocked Amana’s shackles.


  Zykeiah watched, but remained silent.


  He handed Amana a blanket. “I got this from Richard’s advisors.”


  Amana blushed but said nothing as he draped the blanket around her shoulders. She did not look him in the eye, but his eyes never left her face. He smiled softly.


  “Come, we must get out of here before Valek or Manola comes back.”


  The four of them crept out of Valek’s bedchamber and into the hallway. Walking quickly, but not running, they reached the stairwell to the dungeon.


  Kalah led the way after giving Sarah back her sack, and giving his own personal belongings to Amana. He placed both hands on the handle of his sword, ready to strike.


  Zykeiah went next, followed by Amana, and then Sarah who brought up the rear. Somewhere out there, Valek and Manola were waiting to attack.


  They had to be ready.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six

  


  The air had cleared, but smelled strangely of death and burnt wood. Sarah made it to the bottom of the stairs without incident, and the four of them continued on to the tunnel that would guide them to the Allerton Circle and eventually home.


  Kalah turned back to look at them as he climbed into the tunnel. Zykeiah followed shortly after him and Sarah helped Amana, who was barefoot and naked beneath the blanket, into the tunnel.


  The torches and candelabras lazily lapped as the group made their way through the tunnel. None of them spoke, but Sarah could feel the sense of relief and excitement that coursed from one to the other. They had been reunited. Battered and bruised, they would be home soon.


  They reached the end of the tunnel faster than she remembered. As they each hopped down from the tunnel’s mouth, they saw General Cullen climb down from the opposite tunnel.


  “General Cullen,” Zykeiah called to him.


  The General’s eyes met hers. His eyebrows rose in surprise, but he quickly closed him mouth. For just behind him General Ogroth came through the tunnel followed by several of his soldiers and Valek.


  An awkward silence spread and no one spoke as Sarah and the Minister Knights stared back at the two Generals and Valek.


  “General Ogroth, we have no issue with you. Allow us to pass on our way home to Veloris,” Kalah said.


  The hefty General pushed through the soldiers and General Cullen to the front of the group. He walked over to them and inspected each face as he made his way back to his group.


  “It would seem there has been a misunderstanding.”


  “You block our path, General,” Kalah repeated, his patience ebbing away.


  “We have captured Valek, and we plan to extract the money and lives we have lost due to his selling of Solance to both my kingdom and Earth 3012,” General Ogroth said.


  General Cullen stepped forward and said, “We owe you a great deal, but allow us to first start with an apology.”


  “Yes,” General Ogroth chimed in. “We owe you an apology and a thank you.”


  “What do you plan to do with him?” Sarah asked as she watched Valek struggle between the two enormous soldiers from Saturn Four.


  “We plan to execute him once we reach Saturn Four.” General Ogroth smiled, his pride swollen by his capture of Valek.


  “You’re going to kill him?” Zykeiah frowned.


  “Why, yes.” General Cullen smirked. “After I have him for a turn, then we will have an execution during the peace signing.”


  “You can’t kill him,” Kalah said. “You’re no better than he is if you do that.”


  General Ogroth blew a stream of smoke from his nostrils and lowly growled. “He double-crossed us and by doing so managed to have thousands of Saturn Four people killed.”


  “The same is true for Earth 3012,” General Cullen added.


  Valek smirked and said, “It was fine when you were slaughtering each other’s soldiers, citizens, and slaves. Each of you thinking you’d gotten over on the other…”


  “Shut up you sniveling maggot!” General Ogroth barked.


  Valek, unaccustomed to taking orders, continued to speak. “…Then when you find out you were the butt of the joke, you want to quit. It was only business.”


  General Ogroth wheeled around and without blinking, unsheathed his sword and stabbed Valek in the chest. “I asked you to shut up!”


  A flash of green light filled the tunnel briefly blinding everyone. Once it had passed, Valek lay dead between the two soldiers who guarded him.


  “You killed him!” Sarah screamed.


  “I asked him to stay silent!” General Ogroth explained with a shrug. “I have no tolerance for stupidity.”


  “You have robbed our planet. Now we cannot extract our penalty for his actions!” General Cullen roared.


  “There shall be peace between Earth 3012 and Saturn Four,” said General Ogroth, calmly ignoring a furious General Cullen.


  “I am glad to hear it. So shall our Queen,” Sarah answered as she gazed at Valek’s body, collapsed on the ground. She needed to get back to Veloris before it was too late.


  “Now that Valek is dead, what’s to be done with his castle?” General Ogroth asked.


  “There are slaves in the cages below,” Zykeiah said. “I shall remain behind to free them.”


  “You know how to reincarnate them?” Sarah asked.


  “Yes. I will also burn the remaining Solance in the warehouse.”


  General Ogroth and General Cullen turned to look at each other then back at Zykeiah. “There’s more Solance in the warehouse?”


  “Yes, but it shall not be distributed,” she said as she started towards the tunnel that led back to the cages. “Many, many people died to make that stuff.”


  With that she was gone.


  “We will leave, too, and leave the clean up of Valek’s castle to you.” General Ogroth turned his group around and they crawled back through the tunnel in which they had come. The two soldiers carried Valek’s body as one General led the front and the other remained in the rear.


  “We must be on our way, Generals,” Sarah said calmly and she started towards the east tunnel that would take them out to the Allerton Circle.


  *     *     *


  Zykeiah approached the main gate that led to the cages and sniffed the air, for it smelled strongly of the dead. She picked up the heavy lock and with her dagger started to fiddle with it.


  Stabbing and twisting the dagger inside the lock’s opening, she was determined to get it opened. She had picked the lock once before, when she had returned on assignment for Queen Zoë. Now, she needed to open it again.


  With a click and a hiss, the lock opened. She stifled a cry of joy as she raced into the cages and announced, “You’re free! Valek is dead!”


  Souls did not sleep, so the remaining souls floated towards the cages’ gates to see what the screaming was about.


  Zykeiah hurried over to the main controls and with several quick stabs, the cells on the cages slid back setting thousands of souls free. They resembled fog rising in the morning as they spilled out into the cavern.


  “You will all need to be reincarnated. To the warehouse!”


  Solemnly, some were a little hesitant for the warehouse was the place of compression. This could be another of Valek’s sick and perverted games.


  One of the older souls floated to the front of the pack. Her hair was white and her face wrinkled, for she was a great grandmother when Valek abducted her and took her to the cages so many years prior.


  “Zykeiah, is that you?” the older woman asked as she hovered just above the hardened floor.


  “Yes, Madam Quivers. I have returned to free you.” Zykeiah smiled and as tears gathered in her eyes.


  “It is truth that she speaks! To the warehouse for your flesh!” Madam Quivers shouted.


  The souls floated past Zykeiah, who held open the main gate to the soul cages and cried.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven

  


  The spring had come to Veloris and the ice planet’s normally frigid temperatures were kept elevated to a chilly, but amazingly warmer number. Flowers sprouted along the trail that had once brought Zykeiah and later Sarah, to the doorsteps of Queen Zoë’s castle.


  Queen Zoë sat propped up against fluffy pillows in her bed. Her color had returned soon after Marion’s arrival back to Veloris and Octiva had performed the reincarnation of Marion’s soul back into flesh.


  Sarah remained by the Queen’s bedside day and night, leaving for neither food nor water as she waited for the Queen to open her eyes. Octiva started bringing her meals to the room. The Queen had become more of a mother to her than she could remember of her own.


  She stayed with the Queen, for Marion’s quarters had been closed to visitors. Only Octiva could visit him and he was not to see anyone else. Octiva administered his herbs, food, and water to strengthen him.


  Amana had been given a room across from hers and Kalah spent a great deal of his time showing her around Veloris and the castle. They spent much time outside on hikes and danker beast tours. He ate meals with her and took her hunting with him. Sarah was convinced that Kalah had fallen in love with her sister, but she was not exactly sure if Amana knew what love was.


  She had not known. She had watched Marion’s looks and long glances and thought they were the watchful eyes of an overprotective and dominant personality.


  The oracle had peeled the scales back from her eyes and showed her exactly what Marion’s true intentions were. The warm fluttering around her heart was love. It was love for him. It was not until his kidnapping that she felt incomplete, empty, and alone, despite Zykeiah and Kalah’s companionship.


  His presence filled her in ways she had never thought possible for a human to experience. His thoughtfulness, care and love had made her transition to the castle more smooth than it would have been had he not been there. She needed him close to her and she had waited the last few weeks patiently for him to recuperate from his ordeal on Solis.


  Queen Zoë chewed on a piece of fig and laughed at Sarah. “You are here again before the day has reached its midway point.”


  “Yes, but Zykeiah is due back today,” Sarah said. “I wanted to see you before she arrives. She sent word that she had finally finished the last reincarnations and that Valek’s money has been split between each one of the remaining souls. She burned the warehouse, destroyed the remaining Solance supply, and will be returning shortly.”


  Queen Zoë nodded. “Octiva has said that Marion should be able to see visitors today as well. It is a good day.”


  “When will you go down?” Sarah asked.


  “After you, of course,” Queen Zoë said with a grin.


  “Oh, no. You’re his mother. He will want to see you.” She blushed, unsure of the Queen’s intentions for asking her to go first. Surely she could not read thoughts.


  “No, he will want to hear what you have to say,” she insisted.


  Speechless, she did not respond. Her left eye still had some puffiness, but for the most part, her injuries had healed within the past few weeks. She had some scars, but Queen Zoë insisted they would fade with time.


  “Where is Kalah?” Queen Zoë asked to change the subject.


  “With Amana. They left shortly after morning meals.”


  Queen Zoë laughed all the more. It was good to hear her laugh and to watch her smile. It was a welcomed sight.


  *     *     *


  After mid-day meals, Queen Zoë took a nap and Sarah returned to her room. In the past weeks, she had made the room all her own. Her clothes were folded neatly in the rocking chair. Her scent was in the room and she had decorated the floor with coverings from the small garden of fresh flowers near the servants’ cottages.


  On the wall hung a carpet made especially for her by Octiva. It contained a rounded sphere with lights shooting from it, as if it glowed. Beneath the symbol were the words, ‘She who saved Solis glows forever in the light of the galaxy’.


  Sarah read the inscription and wiped her eyes. Next she sniffed the air, for the smell of rain had seeped into the castle. The day had become cloudy and gloomy. In the distance, she heard the rolling of thunder.


  *     *     *


  “You are feeling okay?” Octiva asked Marion as she watched him eat his evening meal of green poppa soup. It smelled like sweet bread, but tasted sour like the pits of the gradda fruit. He ate heartily, forcing spoonful after spoonful into his mouth. It had been weeks since he had warm foods. Octiva had nursed him back to health on the strength of plants, herbs, and drinks.


  “I am fine. Ready to leave this room.” Marion shoved in two more spoonfuls of the lumpy, green stuff. “I loved my quarters before, but now it has become like a prison to me.”


  She raised her eyebrows. “Pardon me.”


  He snickered. “No offense, Octiva. You have done wonders. I feel reborn.” He laughed at his own joke; he had been reborn.


  Octiva smiled back at him as she started to gather her belongings. The pouches of herbs, the wand of healing and other knickknacks that he had never seen before, threatened to overtake her fragile back from the load. He remembered some of the instruments—the wand was used to measure his temperature, and heal the sores in his mouth when coated with herb and a paste mixture. Even now he could not recall the herbs used to make the paste. Only that it was pink and tasted like peppermint.


  “You are healed, great knight. Welcome home.” She kissed his cheek; her dried lips rough and chapped against his skin reminded him what a joy it was to feel.


  “Thank you, old mother,” he grinned.


  He watched as she left his quarters and he rose from the bed. Naked, he realized that Octiva had probably seen him in his bare skin. He quickly dismissed the thought as he felt his stomach clutch. She had healed him and for that he was grateful. The rest was immaterial.


  He hurriedly grabbed and pulled on his pants and belt from the chair. He still felt a little hungry, but he had wiped the bowl clean. The kitchen was still serving. But there was another hunger he wanted to satisfy first.


  *     *     *


  Zykeiah removed her gloves as she made her way up the spiraling staircase. She shook her hair to relive it of the raindrops and leaves. The staircase was filled with the subtle scent of death that trailed her. She was glad to be home. She’d feel even better after a bath.


  The souls had all been reincarnated back to skin and bones. They celebrated in Valek’s office, some even climbing on top of his desk to dance in merriment. Some of the older souls… no, they were people, sat and watched amazed that the day had finally arrived. They could return home to their respective planets, or start a new life on a different one. The choices were endless and their happiness seemed to be as well.


  Zykeiah divided Valek’s money that had been left in his desk drawer, beneath his bed, and other places throughout the castle, between the people. She hoped the little bit of compensation that she spread amongst them would somehow ease their return to a normal life on other planets. She knew no amount would erase the memories or the horror.


  After the celebration, each person took up a chisel, hammer or a tool and they all went down to the dungeon. With pent up anger, they destroyed the cages. It had not been an easy task; several had strained muscles, been nicked, and in some situations broken fingers in their haste. When she left, the cages were no more than several ruins and heaps of rocks.


  She watched from Valek’s office window beneath the moons as they departed with kisses, hugs and many, many tears. As her gaze spread over the office and as she walked into the bedchamber, she rubbed her eyes in disbelief. If she had not been a slave herself, she would not have believed that such horrid things had happened there.


  Picking up the torch, she applied the flame to Valek’s bed and other furnishings. She walked slowly and decisively as she set various objects aflame. Nothing was to remain, but the castle’s shell.


  Nothing.


  Now, she stood in front of Sarah’s door, glad it was over and thrilled to be home once again. Raising her hand to knock, she hesitated as she heard someone coming up the stairs.


  “Oh, I didn’t know you were back,” Marion said as he attempted to mask his surprise.


  Zykeiah, too, tried to cover her surprise with a smile. “Good to see you, Marion.”


  “I can’t say how thankful I am that you came for me, friend,” he said.


  “We all needed you, brother,” she said with a smile that reminded him of their former relationship.


  “Well, uh –” he shrugged. “Guess I’ll be going. I was looking for Kalah.”


  “What would Kalah be doing up here?” She would not let him off the hook that easily.


  “Amana’s room is across from –” He stopped, glanced briefly at Sarah’s door before going on. “He’s usually visiting with her. I think he fancies her.”


  Zykeiah nodded in agreement, although she was distracted. The air between them felt weighed down as if with boulders. They were like strangers, when at one time they had been very close.


  He turned and took the stairs two at a time and headed back down to the main floor.


  Zykeiah knocked on the door. She wanted to see both Sarah and Kalah. But first, she needed to see Sarah.


  *     *     *


  “Good day, brother!” Kalah shouted across the hallway to Marion.


  He turned and waved at Kalah. He noticed that Kalah escorted the latest castle resident, Amana, on his arm. She had the same beauty that he could not place, just like Sarah, yet the two could not have been more opposite.


  From what he had been told by Octiva, Amana lacked Sarah’s spirit and overall good nature. She relied solely on whomever could serve her needs best. At the moment, it was Kalah.


  They were an ideal couple for Kalah had been known to do the same.


  Marion waited while Kalah and Amana caught up to him. He had been told that Amana had been acting on Valek’s orders when she came to Veloris and kidnapped his soul. Still, her very presence upset him, causing cold shivers to race down his spine.


  Kalah slapped him on the back and said, “Good to see you awake, brother.”


  “Where are you off to?” Marion noticed that Kalah smiled a lot. Perhaps Amana made him happy. He had never seen Kalah so taken with just one woman, but many things had changed in the last few weeks.


  Including Kalah.


  “We are off to the Southern Forest. I am looking for a nice, plumb kowlata to make Amana a coat. And you?”


  Marion remembered he still had his satchel in his hand. “To Stocklah. You should be very careful, Kalah. Remember what happened the last time you went there.”


  “Of course,” he laughed, “have fun at Stocklah.”


  Marion stepped back as the two made their way down the hallway, past the central baths and down the stairs to the stables.


  He went into the Great Hall and up the stairs to his mother’s room. The royal guards had been dismissed and the gloom of the afternoon had settled in the hallway, making it bleak and gray.


  Without knocking, he strolled into his mother’s quarters then back to her bedchamber. He came to a halt at the doorway as he watched her sleep. Her breath, slow but consistent, went in and out, making her chest rise and fall in a rhythm all its own.


  Quietness settled upon the land with the approach of the oncoming storm and the birds waited in the trees for the downpour. He could hear the voices and shouts of the servants in the kitchen far away and he felt homesick already.


  Sighing, he left. He would have to see her after his ride to Stocklah. Thoughts and ideas swirled around in his head. His mother had understood when he had ideas and talking them out with her always cleared his head.


  Zykeiah had been going to see Sarah. From the smell of her she had just returned from Solis. If that had been the case, the first person she would want to see would be the person she missed the most.


  Sarah.


  He had been a fool to think that she could love him. Sarah and Zykeiah had fought side by side, spent numerous nights together while he remained an encased slave. There had been plenty of time for a bond to be established between them.


  He had to get out of the castle.


  As he jogged down the stairs to the stables, he found it empty except for the danker beasts. Without waiting for the servant to return, Marion picked his favorite one and left for Stocklah.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight

  


  “Zykeiah, what are you doing here?” Sarah asked, shocked. Reaching out, she grabbed a fistful of Zykeiah’s shirt and pulled her into the room. “I’m so glad to see you!”


  Zykeiah smiled wearily at her and said, “Me, too.”


  They moved to the bed and Sarah sat while Zykeiah paced in front of the fireplace.


  “I have something I need to say to you now that we’re back on Veloris.”


  Sarah didn’t like the way that sounded. Zykeiah’s eyes would not meet hers and for the first time, that troubled her.


  “I wanted to say thank you for saving me back on Solis,” Zykeiah began.


  She waved her off. “We are a team.”


  “There’s more. I wanted to say that I understand and support your decision to be with Marion.”


  Sarah waited for her to go on as she tried to figure out what Zykeiah was talking about. Finally, she decided to ask her.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I know that he’s in love with you. I also know that you are in love with him. I respect that.” Zykeiah stepped back, close to the fireplace with an expression of amusement at Sarah’s confusion.


  Sarah stood up slowly and held Zykeiah by the shoulders. “Did you just say that Marion was in love with me?”


  “Yes, didn’t you know?”


  “Are you sure?” Sarah’s heart started to pound and she could hear the thump-thump-thump speed up the more she thought about Zykeiah’s words. “How do you know?”


  “I know him. I have known it since you first arrived. Plus, I could read it in his eyes. Even just a few moments before in the hallway, his eyes still held love for you.”


  Sarah shook Zykeiah lightly before letting her go. “He was in the hallway?”


  “Yes,” she replied, surprised.


  Sarah stepped back from Zykeiah and opened the door. “Where is he?”


  “He left,” she said calmly.


  Sarah didn’t bother to ask where as she raced into the hallway, down the stairs and down the main hallway to Marion’s quarters. She had no idea that he would be up and about today. Not only that, but if what Zykeiah said was true, he was still in love with her. The urge to talk to him, to sort out his feelings and hers was too great to delay.


  She ran down the hallway, too eager to walk politely. His door had been closed and she knocked hard and waited for him to beckon her in.


  No answer.


  Again and again she pounded on his quarters’ door without success.


  She checked the Great Hall.


  He was not there.


  She checked the queen’s quarters. Octiva told her that Marion had not been to the Queen’s room that day.


  “Are you well, child?” Octiva asked.


  “Yes. I need to find him.” Sarah panted for she had been running around searching for him.


  “Is he in danger? You are out of breath.”


  “No.” Sarah smiled. “He is not in any danger.”


  She left the queen’s quarters disheartened. As she emerged from the Great Hall, Zykeiah came out from her quarters.


  “No luck?”


  “No,” Sarah said sadly.


  Just as the two were talking, Kalah and Amana were coming up the stairs from the stables. Amana trailed behind Kalah and they soon joined them.


  “Zykeiah, good to have you back on Veloris.” Kalah playfully punched her in the arm.


  “Have either of you seen Marion?” Sarah asked heatedly.


  Kalah raised his eyebrows in surprise. He had never heard her tone become so irritated and forceful. “Yes. He said he was going to Stocklah.”


  Stocklah.


  Sarah pushed past them and fled down the stairs to the stables. She picked Majaga, climbed on and hurried out into the residing afternoon day. He could not have gotten far. Zykeiah had only been in her room for a few moments.


  She encouraged her Majaga with hard, stinging shots of the whip. She howled in protest and pain, but sped up.


  Sarah could see him as she approached. His broad back, dark shiny skin and black pants made a stark contrast to the blankets of white, puffy snow. She called out to him.


  “Marion!”


  He turned around. She saw he had on his tinted glasses. She remembered how he looked the first time she saw him with those glasses and her heart pounded hard and fast against her chest.


  She finally reached him at the base of the trail to Stocklah. The wind had picked up and it blew with force and strength, scattering her hair and giving her chills.


  “Kalah said you were headed to Stocklah?” She smiled, as her stomach grew nervous. What would he say to her now?


  “Yes, I need to clear my head. How is Zykeiah?”


  She thought it odd that he would ask about Zykeiah. “She’s fine.”


  He nodded gravely. He had not smiled since seeing her and Sarah began to wonder if Zykeiah had lied to her.


  “I’m glad to see you’re out and about,” she said lightly.


  Marion merely nodded and gave a half-hearted shrug.


  “What’s the matter? Do you need me to go get Octiva?” she asked as she placed her hand on his arm.


  “I am fine,” he replied, as he felt her hand on his arm; it was soft and warm. He was not fine. He fought back the urge to kiss her.


  Sarah gazed up at the heavy cloud coverage and their darkened state. “It looks like a big storm is approaching. Perhaps you should not go to Stocklah alone.”


  “I plan to move to the Southern Forest…alone. I might as well get used to it,” he sighed. “Besides, Stocklah clears my head.”


  “What?” She felt as if the air had been knocked out of her. Fear took its icy fingers and squeezed her heart. “Why? Aren’t you happy here?”


  “I – I,” he faltered and turned away from her. “It is what I want.”


  “Is it?” Sarah muttered. “I love you. Don’t do this.”


  He turned back to her. “What did you say?”


  “I said don’t do this,” Sarah said slowly.


  “No, before that,” he pleaded.


  Sarah tried to remember for it seemed extremely important to him. He had shoved his tinted glasses to the top of his head and his eyes burrowed into hers intently.


  “I think I said, ‘I love you. Don’t do this’.”


  Marion’s face seemed to crack into a smile as he reached for her, bringing her into his embrace and covering her with kisses. “Oh, Sarah. I love you, too!”


  He picked her up and swung her about as if she was a three-year-old child.


  “Did you mean it Sarah?” Marion asked as he let go of her.


  “Yes,” she said with a laugh.


  He joined her and was soon laughing, too. If felt good to laugh, to feel, again. He took her hand and helped her onto her danker beast, making sure to allow his hands to linger about her waist. “I love you, Sarah.”


  He appeared to walk on clouds as he made his way back to his danker beast and climbed on. Joy seeped from him as he smiled and kept his eyes on Sarah.


  They rode back to the castle and arrived just in time for evening meals.


  Queen Zoë sat at her familiar spot at the front of the Great Hall and Octiva stood behind her. The Minister Knights, Sarah and Amana took their customary seats at the table closest to the queen.


  Queen Zoë raised her glass. The Minister Knights did the same. “Dear loyal servants, knights and guests. Valek has been defeated, the enslaved souls set free and the war between Earth 3012 and Saturn Four a thing of history. Raise your glasses, cheers and voices in celebration of the Minister Knights and Sarah.”


  Cheers erupted and the celebration was underway. Sarah danced with Marion throughout many songs. Kalah and Amana drank ale and danced some as well.


  Zykeiah found herself cornered by both Mary and Tate, who wanted to hear the stories of the rescue mission.


  Queen Zoë watched all carefully with joy.


  
    Epilogue

  


  On the moon of Chaka, Manola covered her body with another blanket. The sun never reached the western side of Chaka, so the air was cold and all other life had been cut short or failed to exist at all.


  She cursed the darkened night sky. It could be morning for all she knew; it was always dark on Chaka.


  The abandoned wooden shack had been ideal. There were blankets and several stoves to cook food and warm the room. She didn’t need that, nor was she in danger of starving to death. She had died many centuries ago, but her powers kept her spirit alive.


  Her wounds had closed up shortly after Zykeiah had made them. She could not be killed. She smiled as she thought of how vigorously her precious had fought.


  She got up from the floor and reached into the empty cabinet. She removed the orange-colored box that once belonged to Valek. She placed it on the makeshift table constructed of various discarded parts and garbage.


  She peered inside and winked.


  Valek’s soul spun around to face her and floated closer to the glass.


  “Get me out of here!” he roared.


  Manola licked her painted lips and said, “Soon, my precious.”


  The End
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    Prologue

  


  A Damn Fine Act of Terror


  Seattle burned. The night sky smoldered a hellish red, as flames reflected off dust and steam. The horrible smoke rendered most senses useless. People stumbled over debris on the sidewalk, unable to see through teary eyes. The fumes burned their lungs, and filled their mouths and noses with a sickening chemical stench of burning carpet. There were too many noises. People were screaming, sirens and alarms blared over the waterfall roar of the inferno. Glass shattered and crashed upon the city streets.


  And above it all, explosions. Just when the roar of the last blast fell silent, another would follow, throwing people to the sidewalk. The Earth shook as if a giant were stamping its feet.


  Which, in fact, was exactly what was happening. Those people who through luck, good or bad, had a vantage point above the smoke and destruction were greeted with a disturbing sight this night. Waddling through downtown Seattle, with a swaying, tottering rhythm, was a one-hundred-foot-tall baby doll. Where the doll’s head should have been was a pistol, a gleaming Saturday night special the size of school bus. The doll would toddle forward a few blocks, knocking down walls and shattering glass as it swayed, then, bracing itself, would turn its gun-gaze on a nearby skyscraper and let fly with an enormous bullet.


  The doll had been wandering the streets for half an hour. It seemed to have no plan or purpose other than destruction. It was impossible to say whether it was by chance or design that it arrived at the most famous structure of the Seattle skyline, the Space Needle. For a moment, it waddled past the Needle, seemingly oblivious to its presence. Then it turned its horrible muzzle toward the structure.


  Half a world away, a man with his feet kicked up on the coffee table chuckled with pleasure as the Needle tumbled to the ground. His name was Rex Monday.


  “That, my friend, is a damn fine act of terror if I do say so myself,” said Monday, waving toward the TV.


  His “friend” was an old man, very thin, dressed in clothes so worn and dirty any civilized person would have burned them. The old man watched the carnage playing out on the screen as he crunched on the unpopped kernels he’d dug from the bottom of the bag of popcorn in his hand. “I reckon. Sure. But what’s in it for you? I’m grateful for the job, Mr. Monday. Not much work for a carny geek these days. But, as long as you’re going to be tearing up buildings, shouldn’t you be stealing stuff? Send me in. I bet I can find a bank to chew into or something.”


  “You think small, friend,” said Monday. “What’s in it for me is that he hates it. He hates that he can’t outthink me, that he can’t predict me, that he can’t protect the world from me.”


  “Who?”


  “Dr. Know. Haven’t you been paying attention?”


  “Oh yeah,” said the old man, who held the bag up to make sure he’d finished the contents. Seeing that he had, he wadded up the bag, and ate it in one mouthful. As he chewed, he said, “Your, uh, enemy. Still think it couldn’t hurt to scoop up some jewelry or something.”


  “Petty baubles,” said Monday. “Worthless. Meaningless. There’s a grander prize at stake in this game.”


  “What’s that?” asked the old man.


  “The world.”


  None of this had anything to do with Richard Rogers. Richard would read about the rampage in Seattle on the internet tomorrow, just like the rest of the world. The news these days sometimes seemed like an unending chain of tragedy and despair. But by lunch he’d be firing off e-mail jokes about it to his friends, feeling only a little guilty. He was the first to admit there was nothing funny about it, nothing at all. Richard knew that in the wake of these attacks there were people left homeless, spouses widowed, children orphaned. Only an insensitive clod would be writing jokes before the dust settled. Still, gee whiz, how could you not laugh at the idea of a freakin’ giant doll tearing down the Space Needle? It helped that these things always seemed to happen far away, in cities a lot bigger than his. They didn’t touch his life directly.


  At least, not yet.


  
    Chapter One

  


  Nobody Home


  “Yeah, all my life I’ve been lucky,” Richard said, transitioning from driving jokes into current events jokes. “Lucky I don’t live in D.C., for one thing. You been following this? The Dome?”


  There were maybe twelve people in the audience now. A few were still laughing from the last punch line. A handful nodded their heads at the mention of the Dome.


  “I mean, talk about a waste of money,” said Richard. “Seventeen billion dollars this thing’s costing. Gonna put a big old dome over the entire city. Climate control year round. There’s, what? Two million people living under this thing? Three million? You could buy umbrellas for everybody for a lot less than seventeen billion. Or maybe not, if the Pentagon was in charge of it. Then we’d be buying the XJ-11 combat ready umbrella. Not only rainproof but bulletproof. They’d weigh forty-five pounds each.”


  He wielded the mike-stand like a very heavy umbrella and staggered a few feet across the stage, grunting under its weight. The audience laughed hard. One of the first lessons Richard had learned about stand-up comedy was that he could make anything seem funny if he attached it to a silly walk.


  He straightened up and put the mike back into the stand. “Thanks! You’ve been a great audience! I’m Richard Rogers! I’ll be back here next month!”


  He bounded from the stage and shook a few hands. He felt wired, buzzing, full of the same manic energy that always hit him after a set. The charge was the same with twelve people in the audience as with a hundred. This is why he’d drive four hours on a weeknight to perform at the Stokesville Ramada’s comedy club’s open mike.


  Making his way through the small crowd, he arrived at the bar.


  “Good set,” said Billy the bartender, who was already filling a glass with Richard’s usual beer.


  “Thanks,” said Richard as he took the glass. “Small crowd though.”


  “Eh,” said Billy. “It’s raining. Never a big crowd when it’s nasty out.”


  “Maybe I’ll start driving to D.C.,” said Richard. “Not many nasty nights there anymore.”


  “Thought you didn’t like the Dome,” said Billy.


  “Ah, who cares. It’s too weird to get really worked up about. Every day I watch the news and think, ‘They’re just making this stuff up.’ They’ve got a bunch of ex–comic book writers sitting in the back room cranking out these crazy stories. Probably cheaper than hiring reporters. I mean, right now the government is telling us that the most wanted terrorist in the world is somebody named Rex Monday. Excuse me, but didn’t he fight Dick Tracey?”


  Richard grew aware of a presence behind him stepping a little too much into his personal space. He looked over his shoulder. It was a woman. She’d caught his eye a few times when he was onstage. She was tall, good looking, maybe a few years older than him, but very attractive.


  “You were good up there,” she said, taking the stool next to him. “My name’s Rose.”


  “Thanks,” he said. “I’m Richard.”


  “So what are you doing here on an open mike night?” she asked. “You’re better than most of the pros I’ve seen in here. You should be paid for this.”


  “Thanks again,” said Richard. “I don’t suppose you’d happen to be an agent, would you?”


  “No. I’m the district sales rep for Oxford Financial. I travel a lot. When I’m in town I usually come here. Really, I’ve seen a lot of comedians, and you’re very talented.”


  Richard shrugged. “I’ve thought about turning pro, but it’s not likely to happen.”


  “Why not?”


  “Oh, you know. I didn’t really discover I enjoyed doing this until I was already neck deep in something else. I head a tech support unit at FirstSouth. I can’t afford to quit that and hit the circuits in hope of some big break. For the time being, the Stokesville Ramada’s as far as I travel.”


  “I wish this was as far as I traveled,” said Rose. “My counterpart in the Carolinas quit so I’m covering four states now. But it’s not all bad. Some parts of life on the road I really like.”


  “Such as?”


  “Meeting new people,” said Rose, moving even closer to Richard. “I feel more like who I want to be when I’m talking to someone for the first time.”


  “Hmm,” said Richard.


  “You must understand,” said Rose, lightly touching his arm. “You’re a different person when you’re onstage? On the road, you can be anyone you want to be.”


  Richard nodded. “Yeah. I do feel like a different person up there. Only it’s not really different. It’s like who I really am. It’s everywhere else in my life I feel a bit out of place.”


  She touched his arm again. “So you do understand. Funny people are often the most insightful.”


  Richard looked at her hand which was lingering on his arm. He suddenly felt rather warm.


  “So,” she said. “Do you have a room here?”


  “Um,” said Richard. “No. Actually I have to work in the morning. I’m driving home tonight.”


  “In this weather?” she asked. “Wouldn’t you rather spend the night in a warm bed than out in that mess?”


  Richard placed his left hand on the bar, making sure his wedding ring was visible. “My wife would be worried,” he said.


  “Call her and tell you you’re staying over because of the weather,” said Rose.


  “I’d never hear the end of it. You don’t know my wife,” said Richard.


  “And you don’t know my husband,” said Rose with a sly grin, leaning closer. “Isn’t it marvelous we have so much in common?”


  She was looking directly into his eyes. Richard had a strong sense of déjà vu. This was a fantasy he’d played in his head many times over, being approached by a beautiful woman after he’d finished a set, a woman who found him sexy based purely on his ten minute routine. Now here his fantasy was, in the very attractive flesh.


  He looked down at his wedding ring.


  Out on the interstate, Richard kept thinking he should turn the car around. Maybe Rose would still be at the bar. Maybe she’d find it charming that he’d changed his mind and come back.


  He kept driving. He did have to work tomorrow. And Veronica, well, Veronica already hated his late nights. Affair or no, she would hold it over his head for a month if he didn’t come home. A month if he was lucky.


  When it’s pouring rain and you’re the only car on the interstate, it’s difficult not to feel a little introspective. Was his life so terrible? He had a good job, a nice house, a devoted wife. Why did he feel this craving to throw all that away and live on the road, traveling state to state, bar to bar, just to have people laugh at him?


  As he got off the exit near his house he kept thinking he should turn back. Rose would be gone by now, but what did that matter? He didn’t think he could take another day of watching the clock at work. He knew he would snap if Veronica complained about his being out an hour later than he’d promised.


  He’d made his decision by the time he pulled into his driveway. He would go inside and write Veronica a letter. He’d been composing it in his head for some time now. “I’m sorry,” it would start. “I’m not happy anymore. I’m living the life I wanted five years ago, but five years ago I was an idiot.” He would pack his toothbrush and hit the road.


  “Never look back,” he whispered as he closed the door behind him and stepped into his darkened living room.


  But he knew that 3 in the morning is a terrible time to contemplate such things. He tossed his coat on the couch. Not hanging it up was a minor act of rebellion. He looked around at the carefully groomed living room, with the throw pillows thrown to millimeter accuracy and the single large art magazine sitting on the coffee table at a carefully calculated angle to convey casual intellectualism. He sighed, picked up his coat, and placed it in the closet. He pulled off his shoes and crept into the bedroom. He undressed by the dim LED light of his alarm clock. He could still get four hours sleep. Four and half if he went to work unshaved and slightly rumpled. Or, he could put his clothes back on and—


  But before he could even finish the thought he was in bed and Veronica’s warmth and smell was the only thing he was aware of in the darkness. Would Rose have felt as warm? What would she have smelled like? He closed his eyes and breathed through his nose very, very slowly. He had to put this out of his head. He would be the same person tomorrow that he was tonight. These fantasies of walking out of his life, a life that had grown so comfortable and familiar that it bored him, and into a new, exciting unknown future, would never do him any good.


  Then again, these fantasies also did no harm. Richard knew in his heart he would never act on them. Whether that represented courage or cowardice on his part he could not say. He was too drowsy to think about it anymore. He scooted closer to Veronica, till his back touched hers, and fell into sleep.


  The alarm went off. Richard rolled from his bed groggily, reaching out to click off the alarm. But the alarm clock wasn’t there. It was ringing behind him, on the other side of the bed. He looked over his shoulder. A man’s hairy arm slipped from the covers on the far side of the bed and slapped the snooze button.


  Richard leapt up and spun around. Who the hell…? he thought. There were two strangers in his bed. Only it wasn’t his bed. Veronica and he shared a queen-size bed, and he was now standing at the foot of a king-size one. He froze, afraid even to breath, as he studied the room in the pale morning light.


  The room had a spooky familiarity to it. The closet, the windows, the hall door… in fact, every single architectural element of this room was an exact match of his own bedroom. Except the furniture, the paint, the curtains—those were all different. He was in someone else’s house.


  In the bed was an old man of considerable girth and a skinny old woman, their snores resuming in the aftermath of the alarm.


  OK, he thought. This is plain weird.


  Was this his house, or wasn’t it? Should he be outraged at the intruders, or was he the intruder?


  His head hurt. Rubbing his temples, he realized what was happening. He was dreaming. He had done this before, dreaming that he was awake, growing increasingly confused and panicky before truly waking. There was even a name for this: hypnagogic sleep. His comedian’s mind held onto little bits of trivia like that. But this level of awareness of his dream state gave him a chill. It was almost magical.


  He laughed. Loudly. The sleeping couple didn’t stir.


  “Ain’t this a hoot,” he said. The couple continued to snore. He was very aware of the sound of his own voice. It seemed so real.


  “Am I dreaming?” he said. “I must be dreaming.”


  He turned and looked in the dresser mirror. His hair was messed up from sleep, his eyes baggy and dark. He needed a shave.


  “You can wake up now,” he said.


  He closed his eyes.


  When he opened them, he was still in the strange room.


  So maybe he couldn’t wake up. His heart raced as he swallowed hard. No, no, no, he thought. He was already awake. Which meant he was in some stranger’s house. How?


  The alarm went off again. The man smacked it into silence, and slowly rolled his great bulk into a sitting position. He rose, and lumbered off toward the bathroom, never even looking in Richard’s direction.


  Richard silently let out a long, slow breath and tiptoed toward the hall door. He opened it gently, and stepped out of the bedroom. The hall was exactly like the one in his house. Richard scratched his head.


  He could rule out the dream thing. His senses were fully engaged. His legs were cold, standing in the hallway in only his underwear and socks. With every breath, he could tell that the residents of this house smoked, and weren’t particularly fastidious in cleaning their cat’s litter box. In the bathroom, the old man was making sounds on the toilet that Richard hoped were real, and not emanating from some dark and disgusting part of his subconscious.


  He left the hall and entered the living room, now prepared for the sense of déjà vu. The house, structurally, was a perfect match.


  Weird, but not impossible, he thought. Suburban architecture wasn’t exactly known for individuality. But what were the odds that he had gone sleepwalking and wound up in a different house built on exactly the same plan?


  Then it hit him. This must be Bert’s revenge. About a month ago, he had played a semi-harmless prank on the guy at work. He had loaded a gag font onto Bert’s system, one where all the letters were reversed. Then he’d set that to be the default system font on Bert’s machine. Bert had spent hours trying to discover what kind of killer virus had wrecked his computer before figuring it out. Bert had been to his house before. What if Bert had a friend with a house built to the same plan? Bert could get his friends in on it, could get Veronica to play along, could . . .


  Richard stared at the fireplace. When he and Veronica had moved into the house, they had discovered a small heart carved into the mantelpiece by some previous occupant. Richard took a step closer. The heart was there. This was his house.


  He had seen enough. He stormed back down the hallway and slammed opened the door.


  “Does someone want to tell me what the hell is going on?” he yelled.


  The old woman sat up with a start, staring at the door. She looked as confused as Richard felt.


  “Henry!” she called out.


  “What,” Henry grunted from the bathroom.


  “Did you just hear something?” she asked.


  Richard stared at the woman’s face. She was looking right through him. Was she blind? Being the victim of a bad joke didn’t make him feel good about terrorizing old blind women. His anger fizzled.


  “Look,” he said softly. “I’m sorry I startled you. I’m not a burglar, or—”


  Henry came out of the bathroom, naked. Richard once again hoped that this situation wasn’t a dream. If he was going to be dreaming of a naked person this night, it should be Rose or Veronica, shouldn’t it?


  “What?” said Henry.


  “I said did you hear something? It sounded like the bedroom door slammed.”


  Henry stared at the door, with no acknowledgment of Richard’s presence.


  “I didn’t open it,” said Henry.


  “Neither did I,” said the woman.


  “Huh,” said Henry.


  Richard sighed. “If this is a joke, it’s a great one, except for one tiny detail: it’s not funny!”


  Henry walked over to him, not in a menacing way, but with a speed and trajectory that showed very little respect for Richard’s personal space. Richard held his ground. Henry stepped up to him. And then stepped right through him.


  Richard felt dizzy. He stumbled forward, and leaned against the dresser.


  Henry stood in the hallway, looking around.


  “Maybe it was Pooky,” Henry said.


  “Pooky,” the woman called out. “Where’s my Pooky?”


  With a plaintive meow, a large gray cat ran into the room from the hall and leapt up onto the bed. Then the cat looked at Richard. Its eyes widened, its fur bristled, and it hissed loudly.


  “Pooky!” the woman exclaimed, reaching for her cat. Pooky eluded her grasp and fled the room.


  “What’s gotten into that cat?” she asked.


  “Who knows, Martha?” said Henry, stepping back into the room. “Pointless to try to figure it out.”


  “OK,” Richard said. “This has gone far enough. You’ve taken this gag a long way, but the cat just blew the act. Who are you and who put you up to this?”


  Henry didn’t answer. He went to the dresser and opened his underwear drawer.


  “Answer me, damn it!” Richard yelled, reaching out to grasp the old man’s shoulders. But his hand passed right through Henry as if he were a ghost.


  Or as if Richard was.


  Richard began to laugh. He fell to his knees, tears in his eyes. He’d figured it out. This was his house. This was his house.


  And he was haunting it.


  “I wonder how I died,” he said to Martha.


  Martha kept ironing clothes.


  “I mean, it seems like my death should have been memorable, huh? It’s, you know, one of life’s big events.”


  When Martha finished her ironing, she went into the living room to watch The Price is Right. She lit up a cigarette.


  “You shouldn’t smoke,” Richard said. “It’ll kill you.”


  He sat down next to her on the couch and looked at the television. “So will this crap. I mean, c’mon Martha. Don’t make me spend my afterlife with Bob Barker. You hear me?”


  She didn’t hear him.


  He sighed. “I figure I went in my sleep. That’s why I don’t remember it. But, I was so young! Pretty healthy, too. At least I thought so. Christ, I never even got colds.”


  He crossed his legs on the coffee table and sank back into the couch, making himself comfortable. Bob Barker revealed the correct price of the stainless-steel refrigerator.


  “Twenty-two hundred dollars?” said Richard. “You know why refrigerators cost $2200? Women. Me, I was happy with my $50 dorm fridge. ‘Why do we need a big refrigerator?’ I asked. ‘It just means we’ll have more stuff going bad in it.’ But Veronica had to have the top of the line. Our refrigerator had to make four different kinds of ice and have water on tap. I mean, ice is ice, and the water coming out of the refrigerator was exactly the same stuff coming out of the sink. But did any of that matter to her?”


  Richard looked over at Martha. She didn’t answer.


  “Huh,” said Richard. “Wonder what she spent on my funeral?”


  The funeral. He imagined looking down on himself in the casket. It was almost like a memory. Was it a memory? He wondered where his body was now, moldering away in some grave. Or would Veronica have had him cremated? Was he sitting in perfect feng shui harmony on a mantle-piece in a new living room? The bank had pretty good life insurance. It was probably a very large living room. Maybe with a big screen TV. Just his luck to be stuck here.


  A commercial started playing and Martha got up and went into the kitchen. Richard grabbed the remote control and changed channels the second she was out of the room, clicking through crap until he found CNN. From the kitchen, he heard the beeps of a microwave.


  “The Washington D.C. Dome was the target of another bomb scare today,” the announcer said. “The bomb was discovered and diffused by a UN peacekeeping squad with the assistance of the mysterious adventurer known as Rail Blade.” The screen shifted to stock footage of a woman lifting a tank over her head. This was the kind of stuff that made Richard assume that the line between journalism and fiction had been forever erased. “There were no injuries,” the announcer continued. “The terrorist group Monday’s Revelation claimed credit for the failed attack, and vowed further acts of violence during next week’s completion ceremonies.”


  This news gave Richard pause. He could recall the last day of his life, and he was pretty sure the D.C. Dome celebration was about a week away then. Just how quickly did Veronica sell the house once he’d died?


  The smell of popcorn filled the room as Martha came back from the kitchen. As she neared the couch, Richard’s fingers turned to smoke around the remote, and it fell to the couch, right through his lap.


  Martha looked at the television, confused.


  “Pooky?” she asked, looking around.


  Richard felt more than a little confused himself. His on-again-off-again tangibility was frustrating. And, if he was dead, why was his stomach rumbling now that he smelled the popcorn? He got up and went into the kitchen. He opened the refrigerator (definitely not a $2,200 model). To his relief, he found a pack of bologna and some cheese. To his greater relief, there was also a six-pack of beer. A loaf of bread sat on top of the fridge.


  He finished his second beer by the time he’d assembled a sandwich. He sat down at the kitchen table. The chair made a rasping sound as he scooted it closer to the table.


  A moment later, Martha cautiously peeked around the doorway. Richard waved at her, then returned to his sandwich. He was a little surprised that the sandwich didn’t fall from his fingers. He wondered what Martha saw. Did it look as if the sandwich was just floating in mid air?


  Martha took a step forward. Richard reached for his beer, to wash down his food. His fingers passed right through the can.


  “Well, damn,” he said, spitting crumbs.


  Martha crept toward the table. She reached out and touched the can of beer, then pulled her fingers away. The phone rang, and both of them jumped.


  Martha smoothed down her hair, before answering the phone.


  “Henry! Oh, thank God! No, Henry, listen to me! I think there’s someone in the house!”


  She paced back and forth as she spoke, casting her eyes warily around the room.


  “Well, I was watching channel 6, then went into the kitchen, and when I went back, the remote had moved, and the TV was on channel 32. And then, when I came back into the kitchen, there was a can of beer on the table. And . . . and someone’s moved the bread from the top of the refrigerator to the counter.”


  Martha twisted the phone cord around her fingers until Richard thought she might pull it from the wall. He felt bad about scaring her, but it wasn’t like he meant it. He was just trying to get on with his afterlife.


  “No!” said Martha. “I mean, sure, Pooky could have stepped on the remote. But how did she get a beer out of the refrigerator? No, it isn’t one you left out last night. It’s still cold!”


  Richard finished his sandwich. Since he was unable to touch the beer, he thought he’d try to get some water from the sink. But, for some reason, he couldn’t scoot his chair back. It seemed nailed to the floor. He tried again, pushing harder, and suddenly tumbled to the floor, as the chair became intangible. He sat up quickly, rubbing his right elbow. The floor was still solid enough. And it was filthy. Martha and Henry weren’t the best housekeepers. He got up, brushing away dirt.


  Martha was telling Henry she planned to call the police then go over to Edna’s house. This bugged Richard. Edna Green was his neighbor. She was a sweet little old lady who deserved better neighbors than slobs like Martha and Henry.


  If Martha were going to call the cops, he’d give her something to call about. He went to the dishes in the sink. Martha was looking away, craning her neck to see if anyone was in the living room.


  Richard picked up a plate, and hurled it against the wall by her head. It shattered with a satisfying crash.


  He flinched as Martha shrieked at an octave he didn’t know the human voice could reach before she fled the house through the kitchen door.


  “Martha!” Henry shouted from the phone.


  Richard picked up the phone.


  “Hi,” he said.


  “Martha! What’s happening?” said Henry.


  “Can you hear me?” asked Richard.


  “Martha! Say something!”


  “Sorry,” said Richard, hanging up the phone. “Nobody’s home.”


  
    Chapter Two

  


  Hey! I’m on Tv!


  In retrospect, Richard felt kind of bad about how close the plate had come to Martha’s head. In life he hadn’t been short-tempered. He’d always been able to take consolation in the fact that today’s frustrations could be turned into next week’s stand-up comedy.


  But his current situation didn’t strike him as particularly funny.


  He took a shower to wash away the grime of the kitchen floor, although the grime of the shower tiles prevented him from feeling clean. It made him wonder again just how long he’d been dead. Veronica had been such a neat freak. The shower tiles used to sparkle. How long would it take to build up so many layers of soap scum and mildew?


  He got out of the shower and toweled himself dry. He thought he heard something like footsteps in the hall. Had Martha come back? They sounded too heavy for Martha.


  A voice called out, “Anybody here?”


  “Yes!” said Richard, bounding out of the bathroom with the towel wrapped around him.


  Two police officers stood in the door of the bedroom. The first one, a middle-aged black man, crept into the room cautiously, seemingly oblivious to Richard. He was followed by a young Hispanic woman who seemed much more relaxed.


  “Search the closet,” the man said, pulling out his flashlight and lowering himself to his knees. He clicked the light on and looked under the bed.


  The woman shrugged and went to the open closet door. She half-heartedly pushed the clothes around with her flashlight.


  “Look at the size of these pants,” she said. “Whoever lives here must be a real lard-bucket.”


  “I don’t suppose you can see me,” Richard said, waving his hand in front of the woman’s face. She turned from the closet and walked through him.


  “Just testing,” he said.


  “Why are we wasting our time with this?” the woman asked.


  “It’s our job,” said the man, sounding annoyed.


  From outside, there was the sound of squealing tires, followed quickly by a slamming car door.


  “Martha,” Henry screamed, bursting through the front door.


  The older cop stepped into the hallway, his gun drawn. “Freeze!” he shouted.


  “Don’t shoot!” Henry cried out from the hallway. “I live here! What’s happened to my wife?”


  “She’s OK,” said the woman, cautiously slipping past her partner. “Just stay calm. I believe that you live here, but we’re going to need to see some ID.”


  Richard followed to watch events unfold, toweling his hair dry. No one seemed to see a towel floating in mid-air. He wished he understood the rules of this ghost business a little better. This bit about being able to touch stuff unless someone was looking at it…


  Was that it? Was it as simple as that?


  He stepped back into the bedroom and turned on the light. Then, just for the hell of it, he picked up the lamp on the nightstand and threw it against the wall.


  The cops were in the room in seconds, guns drawn. “Come on out!” the male cop shouted.


  “With your hands up!” the woman added. “We know you’re in here! Give up!”


  “I’m trying, OK?” said Richard.


  They swiveled around, placing their backs together, studying the entire room.


  Richard went to the lamp. He couldn’t budge it. He could feel it, but it seemed made of lead. With a grunt, he tried harder. Once more either he or the lamp seemed no longer solid. His hand passed right through.


  “Curious,” he said.


  Then, just for the heck of it, he threw his towel into the air.


  It fell to the bed. The woman cop jumped, and looked in his direction.


  “You see that?” she said.


  “What?” the guy asked.


  “That towel on the bed. It wasn’t there a second ago.” She reached out and picked it up.


  “It’s damp,” she said.


  “You sure?” the guy asked.


  “Yes, it’s damp,” she said.


  “No. I mean, maybe it was there. I think I saw it there earlier.”


  “I don’t know,” she said. “It . . . I don’t know what I saw. It was like it moved.”


  Suddenly, the male cop relaxed. “OK. OK. Whoever you are, I know you can hear me. So far, you haven’t hurt anybody. I don’t think you want to hurt anybody. I think this is all a joke to you. Come out right now, before I change my mind about how serious this is.”


  “It’s breaking and entering,” said Henry, from the hall.


  “Sir, it’s probably safer if you go next door with your wife,” said the woman.


  Richard stepped through all three of them on his way into the hallway. Martha and Henry could go next door. Could he?


  He opened the back door and stepped into the sunlight, leaving the door open.


  He stretched his arms over his head, luxuriating in the warmth on his naked skin. He walked a little further into the backyard. The lawn had really gone to hell. But it really didn’t matter. Why had he wasted even one Saturday morning mowing it? What did an unmown lawn matter in the grand scheme of things? Then he noticed that his feet itched, and he worried that he might have stepped on something bad in the tall grass. So, OK, maybe his life hadn’t been a complete waste.


  Before he had time to further ruminate on the cosmic significance of his life, the cops followed him out the door.


  “Told you I heard the door open,” the woman said, with a smug tone that indicated she’d won some small argument.


  “Gloat later,” the guy said, sprinting around the edge of the house. The woman raced in the opposite direction. Henry came out onto the back deck, and Martha called out to him from the neighbor’s yard.


  Richard decided to go back inside. He wasn’t used to being barefoot. Maybe Henry had some sandals that would fit.


  A few minutes later, he joined the crowd that had gathered in the front yard. He was dressed in Martha’s pink silk robe with Henry’s neon green flip-flops. No one paid him any attention.


  The lady cop was on the radio, reporting back to the dispatcher. “Whoever it was got away. Ray thinks it might have been a runaway kid hiding out. We’re pretty sure he slipped out the back door and is long gone.”


  “So, you’re not going to do anything?” Henry asked the male cop.


  “We did do something,” the cop answered. “We searched the house. Nobody’s in there. All we can do now is keep an eye on the place.”


  Martha looked wild-eyed, half-afraid, half-angry. “I can’t go back in there,” she said. “What if he’s still inside? Maybe he just opened the door, then went back into hiding.”


  “Ma’am,” said the male cop, “if anyone’s hiding in that house, they’re either the size of a rat or invisible. We searched everywhere.”


  “Well, he must be invisible then,” Martha said. “Because, I swear, there’s someone in that house!”


  “Sorry lady,” said the cop with a shrug. “Invisible people aren’t really a police matter. Maybe you should call a priest.”


  Richard woke up feeling wonderful. He’d had the most awful dream. Then he looked around the room and realized he was still in Henry and Martha’s bed. He owed his good night’s sleep only to exhaustion and the fact that Martha had insisted on sleeping in a hotel.


  “So, you’re not going to wake up from this,” he said. “This is real, Richard, deal with it.”


  First, he wanted to deal with some coffee. He wandered into the kitchen and found a coffeemaker. Unfortunately, he didn’t find any coffee.


  So he grabbed a beer.


  He went into the living room and stretched out on the couch, then clicked on the TV with the remote.


  Somehow, he had imagined the afterlife would provide a sharper contrast with life. Was he really going to spend the rest of eternity wandering around the house in a bathrobe, drinking beer, and watching TV? Was death like a Saturday morning that would never end? If so, was that heaven, or hell?


  “I’m getting real tired of this,” he said, casting his eyes toward the ceiling. “I mean, shouldn’t I be here for a reason? To avenge some injustice or something?”


  It occurred to him that this would probably make for a pretty good Jerry Springer show. “My boyfriend don’t do nothing with his afterlife but keep his ass glued to the couch,” he said in his best redneck woman voice.


  But instead of finding Jerry Springer as he flipped through the channels, he found a local news show with a picture of his house on the screen.


  “Police say the strange occurrences could have been caused by a runaway child. But the owners of the house have another theory.”


  Martha’s wrinkled visage suddenly flashed on screen. “Poltergeist,” she said. “I’ve learned all about haunted houses on the Travel Channel. Our home has been possessed by an unquiet spirit.”


  The camera cut to home video of the crowd gathered in front of the house the day before. And there, plain as day, was Richard in his pink robe.


  “Hey!” he said, sitting up. “I’m on TV!”


  The report ended with the news that Martha and Henry planned to contact a priest.


  “OK,” Richard said. “OK, OK, OK. I was on TV. The camera saw me, even if no one else did. OK. OK. So what does that mean? I mean… I mean… what does this mean? What on earth?”


  He got up and paced around the room, running his fingers through his hair.


  “I can touch things, I can’t touch things. I can’t be seen, but I can be filmed. I can’t be heard on the phone, but…” He noticed something out the living room window. There was a paper on Mrs. Green’s sidewalk. At least now he could know once and for all how long he’d been dead.


  Standing on the sidewalk, he unfurled the front page of the paper. July 9. He’d played the comedy club open mike on July 7.


  He wasn’t dead.


  At least, being dead didn’t add up. There wasn’t enough time for him to be buried, for Veronica to sell the house. There wasn’t enough time for the grime on the kitchen floor. So he wasn’t dead, and he wasn’t dreaming.


  Insanity began to climb pretty high up the list.


  Only, he wasn’t insane, either. He was certain of it. As crazy as his situation was, it was the situation that was screwed up, not him.


  He went back into the house. Maybe Martha had a video camera or at least a tape recorder. Maybe there was some way he could send a message. Especially if a priest really was coming, maybe a priest would have some clue as to Richard’s condition.


  He tore apart the front hall closet.


  He scattered the contents of the kitchen hither and yon. He pulled out all the bedroom drawers and emptied their contents on the floor.


  Nothing. Not even a camera.


  Then he noticed the tube of lipstick on the dresser. He looked at the mirror.


  He uncapped the tube, and wrote as calmly and legibly as he could on the mirror. “My name is Richard Rogers. I’m trapped in this house, like a ghost, but I’m not dead. Help me.”


  Richard liked the priest.


  Father Leibowitz was a young man, but one accustomed to the authority and respect due his position. He took command of the situation from the moment he stepped in the door. Henry and Martha didn’t have time to introduce themselves before Father Leibowitz gave his first order.


  “The mirror,” he said. “Show me.”


  “I apologize that the place is such a mess,” Martha said, leading him down the hall. “What with all—”


  “Unimportant,” Leibowitz said with a dismissive wave. He drew up in front of the mirror, and read its message. He pulled out a cell phone and punched a button.


  “April,” he said. “I’ve got some names for you to do a search on. Our ghost says his name is Richard Rogers, and his wife’s name is Veronica Rogers. If you find her, get her on the phone for me. Also, he says his parents are named Bill and Florence Rogers, and they live in Salem, Virginia. He has even been obliging enough to give us a phone number, but do a search to see what you come up with. I don’t want to call this number until we get a little more information.”


  Richard received this news with a bit of frustration. He had already dialed the number, and had the heartbreaking experience of hearing his mother’s voice but being unable to speak to her. Still, Father Leibowitz seemed confident and professional. Richard took a seat on the bed and decided to be patient.


  “Richard?” asked Father Leibowitz. “Can you hear me?”


  “Sure,” said Richard.


  “Richard, if you can hear me, give me some sign.”


  Richard got up and went to the mirror. He reached for the lipstick. It slipped through his ghostly fingers.


  “Figures,” he said. But, he wasn’t beaten yet. He walked past the priest and went to the kitchen, picked up two pots and banged them together, twice.


  “How ’bout twice for yes, once for no?” Richard called out.


  But then Father Leibowitz stepped into the kitchen and the pots slipped through Richard’s fingers, clattering on the floor. Richard thought this was strange. Normally things he was holding, like the towel, stayed solid to him and invisible to everyone else until he let go of them.


  “April,” Father Leibowitz said into the phone. “I think we can definitely rule out a hoax. I just saw two pots levitating, no doubt in response to my request.”


  Richard realized this was a perfect opportunity to move back into the bedroom and add to his message on the mirror, to let them know that he would cooperate however he could.


  But as he stepped into the hall, he stopped when he heard Father Leibowitz’s words.


  “Right,” said Leibowitz, in response to April. “No record of a Richard and Veronica Rogers in this city. I’m not surprised.”


  Richard decided that April wasn’t very good at her job. He went back to the mirror, smeared away a clean surface with one of Henry’s undershirts, and wrote down his Social Security Number, his work phone number, and his birth date. Then, he had a clever idea. He ran the lipstick along his fingertips and left a perfect set of fingerprints on the mirror.


  “That should make it easier,” he said. “Assuming Father Leibowitz has a fingerprint lab in the trunk of his car. But what the hell.” Then he banged his fist against the wall several times, until Leibowitz came running, and his fist went through the wall without leaving a mark.


  “April,” said Leibowitz. “Let’s try again. I’ve got some more—what? You do have a listing in Salem for Bill Rogers? Yes. Yes, that’s a match. No, don’t call yet. Check out this Social Security Number first.”


  Richard smacked his forehead. “Look, just call my folks, OK?”


  Then he thought about it. Call and say what? Your son is invisible and intangible and we were hoping you might help? What good would a phone call to them do?


  “Maybe April could look up Stephen Hawking’s phone number,” Richard suggested.


  Instead, April was giving Father Leibowitz the results of the Social Security search.


  “Yes. Yes that is a strange coincidence,” said Leibowitz.


  “What,” said Henry.


  “The Social Security Number belongs to an Alan Leibowitz in New Jersey,” Leibowitz said with a shrug. “Could be a cousin.”


  Richard took another look at the mirror. That was his number. He was sure of it.


  The priest addressed Henry and Martha. “This is only a minor setback. This sort of confusion isn’t uncommon among the dead.”


  “Father,” said Martha.


  “Yes?”


  “Can I ask a personal question?”


  “Go.”


  “Isn’t Leibowitz a, um, Jewish name?”


  “I’m asked that all the time,” said Leibowitz. “I think it’s time to call the parents. It’s the only information our ghost has given that April’s been able to get a confirmation on.”


  “Finally,” said Richard. He started to bite his nails, until he realized he had lipstick under them. Just what would Leibowitz say to his parents?


  “Is this Bill Rogers?” Leibowitz asked, as April set up a three-way call.


  “Mr. Rogers, my name is Father Leibowitz, and I’m call—yes. No problem. I’m asked that all the time. But, let me get directly to the point of my call. Do you have a son named Richard? I see. Second question: Does the date March 9, 1969, have any meaning to you? I see. No, not a joke. No. No, you’ve been very helpful. Sorry to have disturbed you. Have a nice day.”


  “Well,” said Henry.


  “They don’t have a son,” Father Leibowitz said.


  “What?” said Richard.


  “We’re left with only one possibility,” said Father Leibowitz.


  Richard’s knees grew weak. He braced his back against the wall and slowly slid down into a crouch. “This can’t be real,” he whispered.


  “The spirit that haunts this house is quite likely a fallen angel,” Father Leibowitz explained. “From time to time, the damned delude themselves into thinking they are something they are not. In this case, the demon has made up elaborate details about a former human life, in an effort to strengthen his delusion. But, as we’ve just determined, all of these details are lies.”


  “Lies,” Richard said. “Oh God, this can’t be. This can’t be. My name is Richard Rogers. I’m real. I have a life. I have a wife. Her name is Veronica. I . . . can’t believe this!”


  “No doubt, the demon is listening even now,” said Father Leibowitz. “It’s important, no matter what happens, that the two of you keep faith. God watches over us. No demon can touch you.”


  “I’m not a demon!” Richard screamed. He wanted to grab the priest by the throat. He stalked from the bedroom, back to the kitchen, flung open the cabinets and started throwing pots and pans around the room. He wasn’t sure why this seemed like a good idea, but his present state left him few options for venting his frustration.


  “Stop this now!” Father Leibowitz shouted as he entered the kitchen.


  “Screw you,” said Richard.


  Martha peeked her head into the kitchen, and shrieked.


  “What?” asked Father Leibowitz.


  “I see it!” she cried.


  Richard raised his eyebrows. Throwing pots and pans might work out for him after all.


  “It’s right there,” said Martha, pointing to where Richard stood. “It’s like… like a pink haze.”


  Richard looked down at his housecoat.


  “You do see me!” he said. “Oh, thank God!”


  Henry stuck his head slowly around the corner and caught his breath.


  “I see it, too,” he whispered.


  “Can you hear me? Can you hear me?”


  Apparently, they couldn’t hear him.


  “Martha, Henry, listen to me,” said Father Leibowitz. “You must not turn away from what you see. You must have faith in God.”


  Father Leibowitz took a step toward Richard. “Demon! Your presence is revealed to us. Show yourself!”


  “I’m freaking trying, OK?”


  “Show yourself!” Father Leibowitz commanded once more.


  Richard’s stomach twisted into a tight knot. His skin suddenly felt hot.


  “Show yourself!” Leibowitz demanded.


  Richard fell to his knees, staring at his hands. His flesh writhed and crawled, twisting his hands into blood-red claws with long black nails.


  “Gah,” he cried, choking, as he felt his face stretching, till it seemed like it would split open.


  He knelt submissively before the priest, too weak to hide his shameful, distorted body, too frightened to even try to speak.


  “Pitiful wretch,” Father Leibowitz said, his voice seething with disdain as orange slime dripped from Richard’s body and slithered about the filthy linoleum.


  “Look at yourself,” Father Leibowitz said. “You’re not the ghost of a man. You never were. You’re a fallen angel. You do not belong here!”


  Richard squealed as he forced his misshapen jaw into action. His forked tongue flicked across his lips. “My… name… is… Richard Rogers.”


  “No,” said Father Leibowitz. “We both know that isn’t the truth. Tell us your true name.”


  Richard didn’t know. Richard didn’t know if anything was true anymore. Acid tears rolled down his cheeks, burning small holes in the floor where they fell.


  “Be… Beelzebub,” he said, unable to think of anything else.


  Before Father Leibowitz could respond, the door from the kitchen to the back porch swung open. A tall, gray-haired man in a white lab coat stepped into the room.


  “You monsters,” he said, contemptuously. “Leave this man alone.”


  “What kind of demonic trick is this?” Father Leibowitz asked angrily.


  The gray-haired man pulled out what looked like a high-capacity water gun from his coat and pointed it in the face of Father Leibowitz.


  “This won’t be painful,” he said, and pulled the trigger. A cloud of green gas engulfed Father Leibowitz who slumped to the floor like a puppet with its strings cut.


  The gray-haired man looked at Henry and Martha.


  “Leave,” he said.


  With hurried footsteps, they left.


  Richard screamed. He was changing once more, his skin and muscles and bones sliding to new configurations. In a dozen heartbeats the transformation was complete. He was himself again.


  The gray-haired man placed a hand upon Richard’s shoulder.


  “Hello, Richard. I’m sorry I didn’t make it here sooner.”


  “You… you see me,” said Richard, still trembling from his ordeal. “You know my name.”


  “Yes. I am Doctor Nicholas Knowbokov. I’m here to help you.”


  “A doctor,” said Richard, placing a hand on a chair to steady himself. “Oh God. Oh God, I’m crazy aren’t I? And you’re going to help me get better. Please help me get better.”


  “Your sanity is quite intact,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “And better is a subjective term. But I’ll do what I can to help you come to terms with your new reality.”


  “Not crazy. My skin was freaking melting into puddles a minute ago, but I’m not crazy? You sure you’re a psychologist?”


  “Actually, I’m a theoretical physicist,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “And I’m responsible for your condition.”


  
    Chapter Three

  


  One Minus One


  They left through the back door, cutting across the neighbor’s yard to the street beyond. A long black limousine waited. A very tall black woman got out as they approached. She was bald, with an elaborate tattoo of a dragon on her scalp. She wore a black uniform with her eyes hidden behind sunglasses.


  She opened the door as Dr. Knowbokov approached.


  “Thank you, Mindo,” the doctor said. He paused, and motioned for Richard to enter. “We have a guest. An invisible man.”


  Mindo nodded, but said nothing.


  Dr. Knowbokov followed Richard into the limousine. Richard slid across the soft leather seats, whistling as he looked around at the trappings of wealth.


  “Theoretical physics must pay better than I thought,” said Richard.


  “I’ve lived a fortunate life,” said Dr. Knowbokov.


  “This thing have a bar?” asked Richard. “I could really use a drink.”


  “Of course,” said the doctor. “Bar, open.”


  With a whir, a minibar unfolded out of the wall separating the passenger compartment from the driver’s cab. Richard quickly accessed the contents. Every kind of juice he could think of (and some blends he’d never imagined, like kiwi-tomato-carrot), four different kinds of bottled water, and not a drop of booze.


  “You wouldn’t be Southern Baptist by any chance?” asked Richard.


  “No. Why do you ask?”


  “Not important,” he said, deciding to sample the banana-celery-cranberry. “You say you’re responsible for my condition. How? What’s happened to me?”


  “It won’t be easy to explain,” said Dr. Knowbokov.


  “Try me.”


  “Two days ago, I made the maiden voyage with my time machine, and—”


  “Stop,” said Richard.


  The doctor stopped, smiling gently.


  “Try again. You can’t expect me to believe any story that starts with a time machine.”


  “Very well,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “And what, pray tell, would you accept as a reasonable explanation for your condition?”


  Richard sipped on the juice. It was hideous. He took another sip, imagining it mixed with vodka. He could get used to it.


  “OK,” he said. “I’ll play along. Time machine.”


  “I built my time machine purely for research. I never intended to interfere with the past. I experimented carefully. My intention was to travel back to a point just after the creation of the universe to search for my enemy before he had time to conceal himself.”


  “Your enemy,” said Richard. “At the creation of the universe. Is God really pissed off at you or something?”


  “I was looking for the terrorist known as Rex Monday. But this detail is unimportant,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “A detail that matters, however, is that my time machine causes a rapid displacement of air when it’s used. It makes, if I may be crude, a sound rather like a loud fart.”


  Richard stared at the doctor, expecting him to crack a smile. The doctor continued.


  “I traveled to July 4, 1968. I chose a remote, rural location to minimize the chance of interacting with people of that time. Unfortunately, a man named William Rogers was out hiking that day, less than two hundred yards from the location I materialized in.”


  “My father,” said Richard.


  “Not at that time. I sensed him instantly. I knew he’d heard the noise that accompanied my arrival and was curious about it. He began to walk in my direction. Due to the roughness of the terrain, I still had several minutes. I conducted the search for the man I sought. I failed to find him. I left, with time to spare before William would have seen me.”


  “Hmm,” said Richard. The insanity theory was rising high on his list of explanations again. “Didn’t even see you, huh?”


  “Still, his search for the source of the sound he had heard delayed him. He returned to his car twelve minutes later than he would have had I not made my trip.”


  “And this is responsible for my present condition how?”


  Dr. Knowbokov shifted in his seat, looking slightly uncomfortable. With a deep breath, he continued. “Your father visited a pharmacy that evening. He purchased a package of prophylactics. A different package than the one he would have purchased had he arrived twelve minutes earlier. And, in this package, all the prophylactics functioned properly.”


  “What are you saying?”


  “You were conceived as a result of a ruptured condom. With my visit to the past, I erased the time line in which you existed. You were never born.”


  “Uh-huh. Right.” Richard took another sip of his juice. “And just what am I then? I’m real. I’m alive. I’m not some figment of your imagination.”


  “True,” said Knowbokov. “It may be more accurate to say that you are a figment of your own imagination. Reality has a certain elasticity in response to consciousness. You were, and still are, aware of your own existence. You are apparently a man of great willpower, to continue believing in your own reality in the face of so much evidence against it. Most people would have succumbed to doubt and faded away.”


  “This is pretty tough to swallow,” said Richard, glancing at the juice box.


  Dr. Knowbokov didn’t catch the double entendre. “You will no doubt discover in the coming days that your own perceptions of reality fail when they conflict with the shared reality of others. This is why you are able to touch and manipulate objects only when no one is observing them.”


  “But… but the priest saw the pots I was holding.”


  “He expected to,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “And when he convinced Martha and Henry they would see a demon, you responded physically to this.”


  “OK. OK,” said Richard. “Fine. Let’s say I believe you. You’ve erased my life with a time machine. When are you going back to fix things?”


  “I’m not,” said Dr. Knowbokov.


  “What? Why?”


  By now they had reached an airfield on the edge of town. The limousine pulled to a stop near a mid-size jet.


  “Come,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “Let’s continue our conversation aboard my plane.”


  “Let’s finish it now. Why won’t you go back and fix things?”


  “I have materials to show you on the plane,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “Photographs that will help me explain our dilemma.”


  “Visual aids, huh?” said Richard. “Fine. I’ll play along.”


  The jet was nothing like the commercial aircraft on which Richard had traveled. Instead of the normal rows of seats, the mid-part of the cabin was laid out like a living room, with two huge leather couches facing an elegant coffee table. Veronica would have loved it. On the table were several manila envelopes.


  “Have a seat,” said Dr. Knowbokov.


  “I feel like standing,” said Richard.


  “That won’t be safe during take off.”


  “Take off? Where exactly are we going?”


  “The Caribbean. My estate is located on a private island.”


  “Ah,” said Richard. “Of course it is. You kin to Bruce Wayne?”


  Dr. Knowbokov looked slightly confused. “The Bruce Wayne that lives at 47 Stanton Street in Tulsa, Oklahoma?”


  “Um. Sure.”


  “No. Why do you ask?”


  Richard sighed, then took a seat on the couch opposite the doctor. The plane’s engines began to roar, and the cabin lurched.


  “The Caribbean, huh? I guess I’m along for the ride. Has to be better than where I was.”


  “Indeed. I think you’ll like my home,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “I hope you’ll be a frequent guest. I’d like to propose a partnership between us.”


  “Partnership?”


  “I would find a man of your talents quite useful. You would be the perfect spy.”


  “And who, may I ask, would I be spying on?”


  “My enemies, of course. Perhaps even, should the need arise, my allies.”


  “That sounds a little paranoid, Doc,” said Richard. “But, maybe not all that paranoid. I guess being rich enough to own your own island does involve a little crooked dealing.”


  “Nothing of the sort,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “My wealth has been obtained through careful investments and numerous patents on my discoveries and inventions.”


  “Oh yeah,” said Richard. “And there’s that time machine. Must make lottery picks a breeze.”


  “I hadn’t contemplated that,” said the doctor. “If the acquisition of wealth were my focus, I suppose I could use the time machines for selfish purposes. But I have lived my life in service to mankind. The wealth that has resulted is quite incidental, and used mostly for philanthropy.”


  “And Caribbean estates.”


  “I provide what comforts I can for my family,” the doctor said, sounding apologetic.


  “I had a family once,” said Richard. “And you screwed that up. Care to take a stab at explaining why you aren’t going to fix it?”


  Dr. Knowbokov handed him a manila envelope.


  “This file contains information about Lisa and Linda Rogers. They are, in a way, your sisters.”


  “Sisters? I was an only child. Dad always joked that I was so much trouble they didn’t want another kid.”


  “Lisa and Linda were born in 1970 and 1972. Your parents were more emotionally and financially secure than they were when you were born.”


  Richard emptied the envelope, and looked through the photos of two bright-looking, happy women. They seemed very familiar, like relatives he should recognize, but couldn’t quite recall.


  “Sisters, huh?”


  “There’s more,” said Dr. Knowbokov, handing him another envelope. “Your former wife, Veronica, married before she finished college. She has two children now, a boy, age seven, and a girl, age eight.”


  “I don’t believe you,” said Richard. “Veronica hated children. She viewed them as little dirt magnets. She would never have found a diaper bag that meshed with her wardrobe.”


  “The girl was unplanned, but is loved,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “Look at the photographs.”


  Richard fumbled with the clasp. His hands were trembling. He left the envelope closed, and said, “I don’t care.”


  “What don’t you care about?”


  “Any of this. Any of these people.”


  “They are real people,” said Dr. Knowbokov, his voice very calm and gentle. “As real as you once were. More real than you are now. If I were to tinker with time again, even if I had the talent and wisdom to make things exactly as they once were, I would be condemning these people to non-existence.”


  “I don’t care!” Richard rose, flinging the envelope across the room. It came open, sending a flurry of photos and papers drifting through the air. “You’re going to put me back!”


  “No,” Dr. Knowbokov said calmly.


  With a feral growl, Richard lunged forward, his hands aimed at the doctor’s throat.


  Still seated, Dr. Knowbokov raised his leg high above his head and delivered a kick to Richard’s chin. Richard crashed to the coffee table, stars before his eyes. He rolled to the floor, tasting blood in his mouth.


  “Any attempt at physical assault is most unwise,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “I have black belts in seven styles of martial arts.”


  “Of course,” Richard said, his hands clutching his throbbing jaw. “Goddamn.”


  “I understand your emotional distress,” said Dr. Knowbokov.


  “Sure,” said Richard, swallowing blood. “Why wouldn’t you understand? This is your fault. You destroy my life. You tell me that my parents really did decide against kids because I was so horrible, and my wife would have welcomed the opportunity to breed, just not with me.”


  He sighed, rubbing his jaw. “Sorry, DNA. Guess I let you down.”


  Dr. Knowbokov laughed. “You possess a sharp wit, Richard. This is evidence of your intelligence. I have faith in your ability to adapt to your condition.”


  Richard ignored him. “And to top it all off, I’ll have to eat through straws for the rest of my life. Man, it feels like my teeth are about to come out.”


  “Unlikely,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “I didn’t kick you that hard.”


  Richard shook his head. He didn’t know what to say. This was just too much to think about, especially with his head throbbing. So he said, “I have a headache.”


  “Perhaps it would be best if you rested. I have sleeping quarters in the rear of the plane. There’s medication in the bathroom. Some anti-inflammatories will help ease your pain.”


  Richard chuckled joylessly. “Any pills in there that will make me real again?”


  “Richard, you are real. It’s vitally important you remember that, and believe it. I have told you these things because I believe that the truth will help you come to terms with your new circumstances, and actually reinforce your identity.”


  “Yeah,” said Richard. “Self-esteem, believe in yourself, blah, blah, blah. You sure you’re not a shrink?”


  “Come,” said Dr. Knowbokov, offering his hand. “Let’s get you to bed. After you rest, we can further discuss my offer of employment.”


  “Spy, huh?” said Richard. “Won’t be as cool as in the movies. I’m unlikely to get the girls, being intangible and all.”


  “There are rewards in life far greater than ‘getting the girl.’”


  “Gee, thanks for the pep talk, Dr. Know-it-all.”


  Richard took the doctor’s hand, and was pulled to his feet. The doctor led him to the next room. The sleeping quarters weren’t the cramped bunk he expected but a plush canopy bed, covered with hand-sewn quilts. The bathroom beyond was spacious, with a full-sized toilet, a bidet, and a claw-footed tub.


  “Swank,” said Richard. “Doc, you may be a time-traveling, life-wrecking scumbag, but you know how to travel.”


  “Here,” said the doctor, handing him some pills. “These will prevent swelling in your jaw and help you sleep.”


  Richard popped the pills and swallowed them without waiting for water. He collapsed onto the bed. It was soft and warm and smelled freshly laundered. He shut his eyes and felt like he was at his grandmother’s house.


  When he opened his eyes, Dr. Knowbokov was gone.


  He closed his eyes again. His head felt full of static. Images flashed across his eyelids, words echoed through his skull.


  Echo. That’s all he was now. An echo of someone who used to be. How long before he faded away to nothingness?


  It was absurd. Everything, the time machine, the photos of sisters he’d never known, the private jet, the island, the seven-foot-tall bald chick driving the limo, all of it was just a joke. Any minute, someone would yell, “Surprise!” He could grin and say, “You got me!” Or maybe he would open his eyes and realize that the soft bed he lay upon was the floor of a padded cell.


  But he had gone too far into this now to question his sanity. Lying in the bed, his jaw still throbbing, he had a very good sense of what was real, and what wasn’t. This wasn’t a joke. He wasn’t real. And, yet, of course, he was.


  He could feel himself drifting. He wondered if something in the pills was putting him to sleep. He felt too full of questions to rest. And yet, little by little, he drew deeper inside himself, floating in memories.


  He remembered sitting on his grandmother’s bed. Her bed had always smelled so wonderful. He was very, very small. She held his hand in hers.


  “And when you add another one you get . . . ?” She folded out a second finger from his fist.


  “Two!” he said.


  “And when you fold it back you have?”


  “One!” he said.


  She folded the remaining finger back into his palm. “And now you have?”


  He looked at his hand. He wasn’t sure what he had. “One minus one is zero,” his grandmother said.


  He stared at his fist, unconvinced. After all, his fingers were still there.


  “Zero,” he said, knowing it would make her happy.


  “Good boy,” she said.


  Drifting to sleep in his memories as well as here and now, Richard felt his grandmother’s kiss upon his brow.


  
    Chapter Four

  


  Strong Genetic Component


  When Richard opened his eyes again his jaw no longer hurt. He touched it carefully, then more firmly. It was like he’d never been kicked. Rich people apparently got better pills than the rest of us.


  He sat up on the most comfortable bed he’d ever slept on, then stepped onto the nicest carpet his feet had ever touched. Piano music drifted into the room, serene and introspective. An eerie red light seeped through the drapes. He went to a window, pushed aside the drapes, and opened the shade.


  They were over an ocean, gleaming with the last sunlight of the day. For as far as he could see, there was only water and sky merging as one on the horizon. The plane seemed to hang in perfect stillness.


  On the window, he could see the faint trace of his reflection.


  “Never born,” he said. “Huh.”


  In the distance he could see a flash of light, a boat perhaps, or a low plane. Whatever he saw, it was moving rapidly, leaving a wake of gleaming silver.


  He focused his attention on the approaching object. Could a boat move that fast? The wake wasn’t dispersing like a boat’s. It remained a perfect, shining, razor-sharp line. It was definitely moving above the water, not across it. A plane? It seemed too small. Whatever the object was, it was keeping low and gaining on them.


  Low, fast, and small. A missile? Suddenly, Richard wondered just how tough Dr. Knowbokov’s enemies were.


  He left the bedroom and found Dr. Knowbokov playing a grand piano in the room where they had held their earlier discussion. The couches and coffee table were gone. Had they changed planes? Richard’s brow furrowed. Somehow this bothered him much more than the thought of an approaching missile.


  “Ah, Richard,” said the doctor. “My playing didn’t disturb you, I hope?”


  “Weren’t there couches in here just a little while ago? Or have you been tinkering with the time machine again?”


  “Nothing so exotic,” said the doctor. “The furniture can be raised and lowered from the holds via hydraulic lifts.”


  “Does Martha Stewart know about this?”


  Dr. Knowbokov’s eyes closed; he seemed briefly lost in thought. He opened his eyes.


  “No,” he said.


  “How about the missile coming our way? She know about that?”


  “Missile?”


  “Maybe. Take a look out the window and tell me my eyes are playing tricks on me.”


  Dr. Knowbokov went to the nearest window and raised the shade. A woman stood outside the plane, only a few yards away. The wind whipped at her hair and clothing as she skated along beside the plane astride a pair of polished steel rails. Her clothes reminded Richard of a drum majorette’s, with a tight red jacket fastened by twin rows of gold buttons, a short skirt, and a tall, flat-topped hat, which fastened with a strap beneath her chin. She smiled and waved.


  Dr. Knowbokov waved back.


  “I don’t see a missile, Richard,” he said.


  Richard pinched himself on his arm. The woman veered off, descending. The steel rails she rode seemed to materialize from the air before her.


  “Oh. My. God,” said Richard, fully grasping what he’d seen. “That was… that’s… that’s the woman who’s always on the news. I mean, she’s always fighting giant robots and… I don’t believe this. I thought she was just a joke! What’s her name? Blade Something? I-I… I mean, she’s real?”


  “Rail Blade,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “She’s not only real, she’s my daughter.”


  Richard slapped his forehead with his palm.


  “Of course,” he said. “Of course she’s your daughter. You have a time machine. You’ve got a private jet, furniture on hydraulic lifts, and a gun that shoots knockout gas. You have a seven-foot-tall bald woman for a chauffeur! Why wouldn’t you have a comic-book hero for a daughter?”


  Dr. Knowbokov smiled. “Two daughters, actually. The media has christened my other daughter ‘the Thrill.’”


  Richard went to the window and stared. Rail Blade was nowhere to be seen now, though the gleaming rail she had ridden remained visible as a shining line across the ocean.


  “OK,” he said. “You’re the physicist. Where does that rail come from? How does it stay up like that? I’m no engineer, but shouldn’t those rails she rides buckle under their own weight? There’s nothing holding them up.”


  “It is curious. By all the known laws of physics, not to mention the laws of biology, the ferrokinesis my daughter exhibits is categorically impossible.”


  “Must have made for interesting family arguments,” said Richard. “Young lady, since you insist on breaking the known laws of physics, there’s no dessert for you tonight.”


  Dr. Knowbokov shrugged. “She had an answer for that.”


  “Oh?”


  “She said it wasn’t her fault I didn’t know all the laws of physics.”


  They arrived at the island moments later. Richard emerged from the plane into a tropical wonderland, with bright flowers and even brighter birds almost everywhere he looked. Reaching the tarmac, he felt as if he were stepping into a scene from a postcard.


  “Having the weirdest time,” he said. “Wish I were here.”


  “Come now,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “Things will look up soon. You’ll find that even in your condition there are still many pleasures to enjoy in this world.”


  “‘In my condition’ makes me sound pregnant.”


  “You’ll feel better once we go to the mansion and have a nice meal. Afterwards, we can discuss your situation further.”


  Suddenly, in utter, eerie silence, a pair of railroad tracks sliced through the air heading straight toward Richard. Richard jumped as the ends of the tracks plunged and bit into the ground mere feet from where he stood. Then, with a whistling roar, Rail Blade shot toward him, leaning back as she approached, sending sparks shooting from her steel boots.


  Richard cupped his hands over his ears and winced at the horrible squeal the rails made as she slid to a halt beside him.


  “Father!” said Rail Blade, in cheerful greeting.


  “Amelia,” said Dr. Knowbokov, somewhat coolly, thought Richard. “How was the mission?”


  “Things went as planned,” she said. “The subject is safe and secure in the bank.”


  Dr. Knowbokov nodded knowingly.


  “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?” Rail Blade asked.


  Dr. Knowbokov’s mouth dropped open. He cleared his throat, and said, “You can—”


  “—see me,” finished Richard. “You can see me!”


  Rail Blade looked more than a little confused. “Yes?” she ventured.


  “And hear me?” asked Richard.


  “I think I may be missing the point of your questions,” she said.


  “This is a wonderful development,” said Dr. Knowbokov.


  “I’m cured!” said Richard.


  “No,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “But I suspect that other descendents from my bloodline may share my ability to see you. After all, consciousness does derive from brain structures, which of course have a strong genetic component.”


  “You make this stuff up as you go along, don’t you?” said Richard.


  “Father never makes anything up,” said Rail Blade, with an oddly humorless tone.


  “Amelia, may I introduce you to my new associate Richard Rogers? Richard, this is my eldest daughter, Amelia.”


  Richard held out his hand. Amelia nearly crushed it with her grip. She stared at him as they shook hands, and he became acutely aware that he was dressed in a pink robe with neon green flip-flops.


  When they ended their handshake, he ran his hand across his uncombed hair, then scratched the three days’ worth of stubble on his cheeks.


  “I’m sorry if I acted a little spaced out,” he said. “It’s just that, thanks to your father, I’ve kind of never been born.”


  “I’m sure Father has his reasons,” said Amelia.


  “Richard’s condition is an unfortunate side effect of one of my experiments,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “While he may not seem extraordinary to you, to almost everyone else in the world, he doesn’t exist.”


  “I see,” said Amelia. “This could have advantages, I suppose.”


  “Advantages?” said Richard. “Have you been reading your father’s script? He was telling me what a wonderful life I have in store for me. But all I want is to be normal again.”


  Amelia shrugged. “Normal is only a state of mind. You can be normal anytime you want.”


  Richard didn’t have a comeback to that.


  “We were just going up to the mansion,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “Richard is in need of a good meal. Go and find your mother and sister, and tell them we’ll be having a guest for dinner. I’ve phoned ahead to Paco. He’ll be ready to serve us in an hour.”


  “I doubt Sarah will come,” said Amelia. “You know her.”


  “Tell her Richard tried to strangle me earlier today,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “She’ll come.”


  Amelia cut her eyes toward Richard, with a brief, dismissive glare. She turned. The rails she’d rode in on crumbled to blood-red dust, swirling in the wind. New rails shot into the air before her. She leapt up onto the rails, and was gone.


  Richard entered the dining room feeling more alive than he had felt in a long time. He’d showered and shaved, and was wearing new clothes. But the thing that really brightened his mood was that he’d brushed his teeth with a toothbrush he could call his own for the first time in days.


  But it wasn’t just his recent ordeal that he felt was improving. He was genuinely intrigued by the events swirling around him. He felt as if he had finally mastered the horrible wave that had been drowning him, and was now surfing atop it.


  Of course, he couldn’t help but remember—eventually all waves crash.


  Dr. Knowbokov rose from his chair as Richard entered the room. The doctor wore a white linen suit and smiled brightly. There was a woman seated next to him.


  “Richard,” he said. “Welcome. This is my wife, Katrina. Katrina, this is the young man I was telling you about, Richard Rogers.”


  Dr. Knowbokov motioned to the woman. She was regal looking, with a strong jaw and dark eyes. Diamonds flashed upon her fingers and ears. She looked in Richard’s direction, then back to her husband.


  “I assure you this is not amusing,” she said.


  “Um, pleased to meet you,” said Richard.


  Richard reached out to take a chair. His hand passed right through it.


  “Mumble grumble gripe,” said Richard.


  “Katrina,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “Would you be so kind as to close your eyes?”


  Katrina sighed, and closed them.


  Richard pulled out the chair and took his seat. “Thanks,” he said.


  “May I open them now?” she asked.


  “Please,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “Our guest is seated.”


  “Hate to be a bother,” said Richard.


  “Nonsense,” said Dr. Knowbokov.


  Katrina scowled at him. “I suppose I’m expected to believe our invisible guest pulled out the chair.”


  “He did. He’s sitting before you right now.”


  “I would have expected something more elaborate from you, Niko.”


  About this time, Amelia entered the dining room. She had changed clothes and now wore a sundress and sandals. Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail. She carried herself with an unnaturally perfect posture.


  “Mr. Rogers,” she said. “I trust you feel refreshed?”


  “Yes, kind of. I think all the stress of the last few days has just sort of numbed me.”


  “Amelia,” said Katrina. “I would expect this from your father. But I would have thought you would be above this sort of petty torment.”


  “Pardon?” said Amelia.


  “She can’t see me,” said Richard.


  “Not yet,” said Dr. Knowbokov.


  “Not yet?” asked Richard.


  “The couple whose house I found you in eventually came to believe in you, and were able to see you, after a fashion.”


  “Don’t remind me.”


  “My hope is that Katrina will also come to accept you as real.”


  “I think this has gone on far enough,” said Katrina, pushing back from the table.


  “What’s gone on far enough?” a woman asked from the next room.


  Richard turned to the sound of the approaching voice. He saw an angel. The Thrill had decided to join them for dinner.


  On television, the Thrill possessed the same trumped up beauty associated with models and actresses. She looked too good to be real. And yet, here she was, tall and slender, with a short tee shirt exposing her midriff and torn jeans that revealed more skin than they concealed. She was barefoot, with toenails painted red. Her feet hovered inches above the ground. She literally floated into the room. Richard tried to remember what the news had said about her. He knew she could fly, and that she had some sort of mind control power; people had to obey her spoken commands.


  “Don’t tell me I’ve missed something,” she said.


  “Have they brought you in on it, too?” asked Katrina.


  “In on what?” she said. “I heard that there was some guy here who wanted to kill Dad.” She looked at Richard. “You him?”


  “Yep,” said Richard.


  “Sarah sees him, dear,” said Dr. Knowbokov to Katrina. “Do you really believe she would play along with any joke of mine?”


  “What joke?” asked Sarah.


  “Mother thinks we’re playing a joke on her,” said Amelia. “She can’t see Mr. Rogers.”


  “You’re Mr. Rogers?” asked Sarah. “Funny, you look older on TV.”


  Richard rose from his chair, and held out his hand. “Richard Rogers,” he said. “And you look… Wow! I mean, I’ve seen you on TV, and…”


  Richard couldn’t think of a clever way to end the sentence. Sarah didn’t reach for his hand.


  “So what did Dad do to you?” she asked.


  “Thanks to his time machine, I was never born,” said Richard. He furrowed his brow. “That doesn’t sound at all crazy, does it?”


  “Around here?” said Sarah. “Wait until Dad tells you the bit about destroying and recreating the universe.”


  Katrina stood up and threw her napkin to the table. “Enough,” she said. “I will not talk around your ‘invisible guest’ any longer. I’m going to the library.”


  “Don’t leave,” said Sarah, turning her gaze toward her mother.


  Katrina stopped dead in her tracks, smiled cheerfully, if a bit glassy eyed, and immediately sat down.


  “Sarah!” shouted Dr. Knowbokov.


  “How dare you!” shouted Amelia.


  “You are not to use your powers on your mother, young lady,” Dr. Knowbokov said firmly.


  “Chill out,” said Sarah. “I just didn’t want her to leave because she thinks we’re joking. Mother, there really is a man sitting across the table from you.”


  “If you insist,” Katrina said wearily.


  Sarah turned to her father. “I could use my powers to make her believe us. She might see him then.”


  “No,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “You gave your word it would never happen again. I won’t condone it for even the most benign reason.”


  “I really feel bad about this,” said Richard. “I would’ve offered to eat alone if I’d known my presence would cause an argument.”


  “Feeling like you’ve caused an argument around here is a little like an Eskimo shaman feeling he’s caused snow,” said Sarah.


  Sarah looked at her mother. “Sorry,” she said. “I did kind of nudge you to stay—but just lightly. It should wear off any second.”


  Katrina rose from her seat once more, looking pale. “We’ll speak further of this tomorrow,” she said to her husband, before stalking from the room.


  “I said I was sorry,” said Sarah.


  “Never do it again,” said Amelia. “Or I may do something we’ll both regret.”


  “Oooh,” said Sarah. “Gonna cut me? Gonna go rail-blading on my ass? Try it.”


  “Sarah,” Dr. Knowbokov said. “Language. Both of you calm down. Neither of you will be using your powers in the house. Period.”


  “She’s flying,” said Amelia, plaintively.


  “Oh, grow up,” said Sarah, stepping down from the air to the floor as if she were stepping from a stair.


  “So,” said Richard. “Flying. Is it like in Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy? Throwing yourself at the ground and missing?”


  “Not really. It’s tough to describe,” Sarah said with a shrug. “Dad didn’t know all the laws of physics.”


  
    Chapter Five

  


  Right Between the Eyes


  A week later, Richard Rogers became Nobody.


  They were standing on the White House lawn, getting ready to fight Baby Gun, and the Thrill said: “Hey, we need to give you a code name. Get you into the spirit of things. How about ‘Ghost Man?”


  “How about ‘Nobody?”’ said Rail Blade.


  “I like it,” said the Thrill.


  “Whatever,” said Nobody. The relaxed mood of the two sisters seemed jarring to him. There were a million people on the Mall for the Dome celebration. Monday’s Revelation had made good on their threats. Over the screaming crowd a giant figure loomed, a hundred feet tall, with a body like a toddler. But where the head should be, the giant sported a gleaming black pistol. To Nobody this seemed more pressing than deciding on a code name. He asked Rail Blade, “You going to stop God’s personal handgun, or what?”


  “You do your job, we’ll do ours,” said Rail Blade. “Ready for armor?”


  “Hit me,” said the Thrill. From thin air, strips of metal slinked and slithered, thickening into plates that covered the Thrill like a second skin. The outfit was completed with a large round shield with a mirrored finish for her right hand, and a long, slender, white-hot sword for her left.


  Ready for battle, the Thrill zoomed above the crowds, shouting, “Keep down! Stay calm!”


  The churning crowd’s screaming changed into a relaxed, upbeat murmur.


  Rail Blade raced off along her tracks, a dozen razor-sharp metal half-moons spinning in rapid orbit around her.


  “It’s not just a job, it’s an adventure,” muttered Nobody. He settled the radio headset that he had been given more firmly onto his head. “How did I get into this mess?”


  “For the last three decades, I have worked to make our world a better place,” Dr. Knowbokov had told him on his second evening at the mansion. They stood on the balcony, overlooking the sea. “Environmental destruction, war, hunger, disease… I view their existence in the world as a personal failure on my part, and dedicated myself to their elimination.”


  “Noble of you,” said Richard. “But wouldn’t giving to the United Way be more practical than building a time machine?”


  “Richard, I’m going to ask you to take a leap of faith. I have unimaginable resources at my disposal. You must trust me. I can eliminate these evils from the world. I have the knowledge. I have the plan. Work for me, and you will work to usher in a Golden Age.”


  “Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out. Why do you need me?”


  “Because there are forces in this world working in opposition to my plan. Have you ever heard of a man known as Rex Monday?”


  Richard nodded. “Terrorist. He’s behind that whole ‘Monday’s Revelation’ thing.”


  “He’s behind far more than that. Over the years he has become an increasingly violent and formidable obstacle to my work. While I fund the research that eliminates disease, he funds labs in rogue nations developing new viral weapons. Where I arrange for diplomatic missions to bring long warring enemies together, he is busily trafficking horrible weapons to those least interested in peace.”


  “He doesn’t seem to like the Domes any either,” said Richard. “There’s been, what, seven bombings at the D.C. Dome?”


  “The Domes are crucial to my plan to protect Earth’s ecosystem without abandoning the technological advances that are the hallmark of civilization. With domes over our cities, we can filter out harmful gasses before they can warm the atmosphere or harm the ozone. With domes over croplands, we can provide year round food production in even the harshest climates, and protect the surrounding environment from agricultural chemicals or genetic pollution from engineered crops. Without the domes, Earth could face ecological collapse in under a century. Rex Monday’s opposition to them is proof of the darkness in his heart.”


  “Actually, I’m not a big fan of the domes either. I mean they’re big, expensive, and ugly. There must be a better way to save the Earth.”


  “Richard, did you know you are under a Dome now?”


  Richard looked up. The sky was bright with stars. “No way,” he said.


  “They are big,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “But not ugly. They are barely even visible under most conditions. As for expense, what price can you put on the health of the Earth?”


  Richard strained his eyes, searching for some evidence to the truth of the doctor’s words. “Maybe the domes aren’t the worst idea I’ve ever heard. OK, I’ll play along. You want an invisible spy, you’ve got an invisible spy. It’s not like I have a life to get back to. What do you want me to do?”


  “Obviously, I want you to find Rex Monday,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “And then, I want you to kill him.”


  After a week witnessing wonders, Richard thought he had seen it all. He was hanging out with a woman who could fly and another who could lift tanks with her thoughts. He was the personal guest of the closest thing to a mad scientist he’d ever met. He kept thinking he should be used to weird stuff by now. But he couldn’t help staring at Baby Gun. He had seen Baby Gun on TV once, and had assumed he was just some kind of special effect. But, there he was, toddling around, bigger than any of the buildings that surrounded him, shooting car-sized bullets from his head. Baby Gun had already shot three gaping holes in the D.C. Dome, and knocked a sizable chunk out of the Washington Monument before Rail Blade reached him. In seconds, the giant’s flesh was marked with a cross-hatching of red slashes as Rail Blade’s weapons tore into him. He turned his bizarre gun-barrel face in her direction and fired. Rail Blade raced away, but the huge bullet shattered her rails, sending her into a spin.


  The Thrill sped in to help her. But before she could reach her sister, there was a blinding flash of light, as a bolt of white-hot plasma struck the Thrill in the center of her back. Following the flash back to its source, Nobody could see a woman, with flaming hair and glowing skin, soaring aloft on enormous wings of flame.


  “Who’s that?” Nobody asked into his radio headset.


  “Sundancer,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “Rex Monday is using his most powerful agents for this attack. But make no mistake—any damage these two do will be inconsequential compared to Rex Monday’s real plan. I’ve found more of his agents on the other side of the mall, near the Air and Space Museum. Get over there quickly. The easiest one to find will be the Panic. Anyone who sees him is instantly overcome with blind fear, but I think you’ll discover his power cannot affect you. He’s accompanied by someone we haven’t encountered before. He looks like a street person, very dirty, ragged clothes. I can’t read him, so he must be under Monday’s influence. Find them and follow them. I’ll make sure my daughters keep their distance. With any luck, they can lead you to Monday.”


  “On it,” said Nobody. He started to make his way across the mall, moving slowly at first, carefully avoiding the thousands of people who were keeping low and staying calm. But after failing to bump into a few people who took unexpected turns into his path, he realized caution wasn’t needed. He began to run, straight through the crowd, often straight through individuals. He wondered if he would ever get used to it.


  Overhead, Rail Blade and the Thrill were making progress. Baby Gun had been brought to his knees near the Washington Monument. Enormous iron chains now bound his limbs and bent his howitzer shaped face low to the ground. He was blasting craters in the Mall, but doing no harm to anyone but the earthworms.


  Sundancer was proving more difficult. The Thrill was effectively deflecting her heat bursts with her mirrored shield, but couldn’t get close enough to her agile opponent to land a blow. Her shouted commands to hold still proved ineffective.


  But Nobody could no longer pay attention to the fight. He had left the area of calm the Thrill had created, and entered into a panicked mob. Around him, people lay trampled and broken on the ground. Others fled headlong into trees, into benches, and into each other. Nobody pressed on, into the eye of the storm.


  The Panic was just a kid, no older than thirteen or fourteen. He wore blue jeans, a black tee shirt, and new white sneakers. Nobody recognized him because he was serenely calm amidst the sea of fear, strolling along, smiling as he chatted with his companion, a gray-haired, snaggle-toothed bum with filthy trousers riding halfway down his skinny, boil-ridden butt.


  “Lovely,” said Nobody, gasping for breath as he pushed to catch up to them and listen in on their conversation. He wasn’t in luck. As he reached them, they ran out of things to say.


  He followed them closely as they left the Mall and wandered down the side streets. People continued to flee before them. A police car appeared, heading in their direction. The streets were closed to traffic for the inaugural celebration of the D.C. Dome’s completion, so the car was creeping forward through the fleeing crowds, with lights flashing and sirens blaring. Suddenly, the last of the crowd dispersed, and the car sped forward for about a dozen yards. Then, with a squeal of brakes, it slid to a stop near the Panic and his companion. The tires whined, leaving rubber streaks as the car shifted into reverse and raced backwards in a swaying, drunken line. The car veered sharply, smashing tail first into the side of a building. It then lurched forward, straight into a fire hydrant. The air bags deployed.


  A pair of cops tumbled, clown-like, from the car. One fled instantly, streaking off after the fleeing crowd. The other had his feet snared in the spent airbag. The more he struggled, the more he tangled himself up in it. As the Panic grew closer, the cop pulled his gun. Tears streaming down his face, he closed his eyes and fired. Two bullets ricocheted from the pavement. The third bullet struck the old bum squarely between the eyes.


  “Ow, goddamn it,” the bum cursed, sticking his dirt-blackened finger into the hole in his head.


  The cop kept pulling his trigger long after his gun was empty. The Panic and the bum walked up to him. The cop began to squeal like a frightened pig as he gazed upon the Panic’s white sneakers.


  The old bum squatted down next to the cop, his pants ripping as he did so. “Right between the eyes is just the goddamn meanest place to shoot a fella,” he said. “I’m gonna go all cross-eyed staring at it. Why would you wanna do somethin’ like that? What’d I ever do to you?”


  The cop vomited and began to claw at the sidewalk in an effort to get away. In seconds, wet red trails were left where his fingers scraped the pavement.


  The Panic picked up the cop’s fallen gun. “Cops are all the same,” he said. “Guns are like penises they wear on the outside of their pants, lording their manliness over everyone else. Why don’t you show him your trick?”


  “Hold his eyes open,” the bum said, taking the gun.


  Nobody uselessly reached out to grab the Panic as he knelt over the frightened man. The Panic dug his nails in just below the cop’s eyebrows and pulled his eyes open.


  “Folks call me Pit Geek,” the bum said. “You know what a Pit Geek is, Cop? We’re carny folk, the meanest of the lot. And you know why folks pay to see us? ’Cause we can eat anything.”


  To prove it, he stuck the barrel of the gun into his mouth and bit down. He gnawed the barrel like it was a particularly tough piece of beef jerky, tearing it off. He chewed twice, then swallowed.


  Nobody felt ashamed. “Yeah,” he said. “I guess I would pay money to see that.”


  Pit Geek finished off the gun. Then he took the cop’s bloody right hand into his own hand, and shoved it, up to the wrist, into his mouth.


  “Jesus God!” shouted Nobody, vainly grabbing at Pit Geek’s hands.


  The cop fainted as the bloody stump of his wrist fell limp upon the pavement.


  Pit Geek tapped him on the forehead. “Wakey, wakey.”


  The Panic dropped the cop’s head. “Forget it,” he said. “We need to hurry. The boss says they’re getting the evacuation ready now. Children first.”


  The two of them moved on. Nobody lingered behind. Now that no one was looking, he ripped long strips from the airbag and made a tourniquet around what was left of the cop’s wrist. Satisfied that the blood loss was abating, he jogged off after his two targets, who were entering a parking garage filled with school buses.


  “Bomb,” said the Panic.


  Pit Geek began to retch. His mouth and throat bulged as he vomited forth a large rectangular package. Richard wondered how someone as thin as Pit Geek could have held such a thing in his body. “Good thing the bullet didn’t hit this,” Pit Geek said, wiping his mouth. “I got blowed up once back in ’83 and it took damn near a year to work all the shrapnel out.” He held the still dripping bomb out to the Panic.


  “I’m not touching that,” the Panic said. He pointed to the nearest bus. “Get under there.”


  Pit Geek dropped to his knees and crawled under the bus.


  “Always gotta do the dirty work,” he grumbled.


  Nobody spoke into his radio once more. “Found out part of their plan,” he said. “They’re going to blow up school buses. Any idea on how to stop them?”


  “Stopping them isn’t your priority,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “Just don’t let them out of your sight.”


  “You’re going to call the cops or something, right?”


  “Of course,” said Dr. Knowbokov.


  By now, Pit Geek had vomited up another bomb, and was crawling toward the next bus.


  “It’s those damn corners that get me,” Pit Geek complained. “Couldn’t the boss have rounded them off or something?”


  “Keep working,” the Panic said, placing a hand to his left ear. “Boss says they’ve gathered the children at the Air and Space Museum auditorium. We’ve got ten minutes, tops, before they start loading the buses.”


  Nobody crawled under the first bus and looked at the bomb, which Pit Geek had jammed between the transmission and the body. The package was about a foot long, eight inches wide, and maybe four inches deep. It was wrapped in what looked like tin foil. The corners did look unnecessarily sharp. There were no dials, wires, or counters.


  He radioed Dr. Knowbokov once more and described the bomb.


  “These are fairly common works for Rex Monday,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “They’ll be motion sensitive, so they won’t need a timer, just a good jolt, like a pothole or a speed bump.”


  The garage had speed bumps everywhere Nobody looked.


  “But the cops can disarm these things, right?”


  “Of course,” said Dr. Knowbokov.


  By now, Pit Geek was flat on his back beneath the tenth bus in the row, groaning. “Goddamn,” he said. “I need a better line of work.”


  “Let’s get going,” said the Panic.


  Pit Geek rolled from under the bus and rose shakily.


  “Hold on,” said the Panic.


  “What now,” said Pit Geek, belching.


  “It’s OK. Kids are on the way. The first group’s just a block from here.”


  “Why are the kids on their way?” asked Nobody into the radio. “You’ve contacted the police, right?”


  “I’ve taken care of everything,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “The police are very busy right now, but they’ve dispatched people to help. Concentrate on following your subjects. Keep them within arm’s length if possible.”


  “Boss,” said the Panic. “I swear, nobody’s in the garage with us. It’s like a ghost town in here.”


  Nobody moved close enough that he could now see the tiny earpiece and microphone the Panic was using. “Sure. It’s stupid, but sure,” said the Panic.


  The Panic looked around, bending to check beneath the buses.


  “Hey,” he called out. “If you’re following us, boss says I should tell you Dr. Knowbokov never called the cops. He was worried we would monitor police bands and get tipped off someone was following us.”


  “This true?” asked Nobody into the microphone.


  “Don’t be absurd, Richard,” said Dr. Knowbokov.


  “They know I’m here. Call the cops.”


  “They’ve already been called. Right now we’re trying to reach the teachers accompanying the children on their cell phones. Follow your targets,” said Dr. Knowbokov.


  The Panic shrugged. “Boss says we’re done. Let’s see if we can help Sundancer.”


  The old man and the kid began to wander back toward the garage entrance. Nobody followed. Then he heard voices around the corner, still a good distance away. Children.


  “Goddamn you,” he said, running to the nearest bus. He slipped underneath, and dislodged the bomb with a grunt. He crawled back out and shouted after Pit Geek and the Panic, “Hey! You dropped something!”


  They didn’t turn around.


  Nobody banged his fist against the cowling of the bus engine, creating a satisfying thump.


  He spiked the bomb like a football in the end zone as Pit Geek and the Panic turned their eyes toward him.


  And then there was fire. It engulfed him, filled him, flowed from him and through him, but it did not touch him. He leapt from the nearest ledge of the parking deck, suddenly feeling the heat as he fell to the ground. Pit Geek seemed tough, but even he couldn’t survive this, Nobody surmised. Debris bounced all around him.


  A red stop sign from one of the buses buried itself into the ground inches from his head.


  He rose and stumbled out to the street. Half a block away, children were shouting and pointing at the smoke. “You’ve lost them,” said Dr. Knowbokov.


  “Actually,” said Nobody, “I have a pretty good idea where to find them. Parts of them, at least.”


  “I assure you, their bodies will never be found. They’ve exited, just as Sundancer and Baby Gun have.”


  “Exited? Like, exited stage left? Escaped?”


  “You had an opportunity to follow them and you squandered it.”


  “I just saved, I dunno, like four hundred kids or something. Also, I kept a cop from bleeding to death. I think I did pretty good for my first time out.”


  “We’ll finish this discussion later,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “Rendezvous with Rail Blade and the Thrill at the Washington Monument.”


  Nobody sighed, contemplating the long walk back to the monument. He looked around. There was an ambulance at the scene of the crashed police car. He could see the officer sitting up, staring at his absent hand, but alive.


  “Humph,” he said. “Pretty damn great.”


  
    Chapter Six

  


  I Love This Place


  The following day, Richard sat on the beach, rubbing the blisters on his feet. He hadn’t noticed how badly his feet hurt during all the excitement. He missed his old sneakers, the high top ones with the busted seams that he’d owned for years. Veronica had always nagged him to throw them away. His continued possession of them was the only fight he’d ever won with her. Now they were lost forever, vanished like everything else he’d valued in life. He looked out over the pale blue waves and the white sand leading to them. This looked like paradise. But his feet hurt, he was lonely, and he had every reason to believe that this was going to be a really bad day.


  He glanced sideways as a shadow moved across the sand. The Thrill floated toward him, walking on air. The slight breeze caused her long blond hair to flow behind her. She wore a very revealing bathing suit with a pack of cigarettes stuck into the waistband. Richard noticed she was barefoot, and her toenails were painted emerald green.


  “Hi,” he said. “I’m guessing you don’t get a lot of blisters, huh?”


  “That’s the strangest conversation starter I’ve ever heard,” she said.


  “I mean, on your feet. Seems like you always fly everywhere.”


  “Wouldn’t you, if you could?”


  “Sure,” said Richard. “I can’t even imagine it, though. It must be a real thrill. No pun intended.”


  “Call me Sarah when I’m not on one of Dad’s missions,” she said. “Give me your hand.”


  Richard reached up. She closed her hand around his. Suddenly, he was weightless, drifting upward to her side.


  “Holy cow!” he said. He twisted in her grasp, trying to orient himself properly. He wound up with his feet over his head as he flailed his free hand around uselessly.


  “You’re trying to use your muscles,” said Sarah. “Go limp. Let your mind move your body.”


  Richard tried to relax, but couldn’t. He felt nauseous, and the sensation of looking at his feet and seeing sky beneath them made him instinctively tense up, preparing for a crash landing. He kicked his feet around, bringing them earthward, but they kept going, twisting him skyward again. His momentum pried him from Sarah’s grasp. He fell with a grunt to the warm sand.


  “I guess I’ll stick to walking,” he said, sitting up and rubbing his neck. “Ow.”


  “In that case, you need better shoes,” said Sarah, glancing at his blistered feet.


  “You’re telling me,” said Richard. “For all the money your dad has, I swear he bought my shoes from Bulgarian Army Surplus.”


  “I’ll call Mindo and tell her to get the helicopter ready,” said Sarah.


  “For what?”


  “Let’s pop over to Miami,” Sarah said. “Time to go shopping!”


  Richard was surprised when the helicopter took them to the Sunshine State Mall off of 1-95. He had figured that Sarah would be heading someplace a little more upscale.


  “I love this place,” Sarah said as they stepped onto the rooftop. “Four hundred and twenty-three stores of pure middle-class kitsch. Thirty-eight of them are shoe stores, so we’ll definitely find something that works for you.”


  “Promise we won’t go to all thirty-eight,” said Richard.


  “Sure,” said Sarah. “Once you’ve been to twenty or so, they all just run together anyway.”


  She held out her hand to him once more. “Wanna try again? This time, just relax. Let me do the driving.”


  “Relax,” he said, letting out a deep breath. “I’ll try.” He mimed relaxation, arms flopping at his sides, his knees bent. He swayed gently.


  “You call that relaxed?” she asked. “You need some yoga lessons.”


  “Nah,” said Richard. “I’ve always had a solution for when I really needed to relax. Medical scientists call this solution tequila.”


  She took his hand. He closed his eyes. Again, he felt weightless, but he didn’t fight it. He peeked. They were floating over the edge of the mall, down to the parking lot. People were pointing at them. He began to feel disoriented, but he tried to shove the feeling from his mind. They landed safely seconds later, before he’d had time to really freak out.


  “Was that so bad?” she asked.


  “Landing was the best part,” he said.


  By now, a dozen people had run up to them.


  “Oh my God!” a teenage girl yelled. “You’re the Thrill!”


  An older man said, “Miss, my brother was in Washington yesterday. You saved his life! Can I have your autograph?”


  “Step back,” the Thrill said.


  Everyone near her smiled and took one step back.


  Sarah paused for a second to take out a cigarette and light it. The crowd stared silently, anticipating her next words. She blew out a stream of smoke, then said, “For the rest of the day you’ll leave me alone. You won’t tell anyone you saw me.”


  The small crowd murmured in cheerful assent.


  “Flying and mind control,” said Richard. “What kind of radioactive insect has to bite you to get that combination of powers?”


  “It’s not mind control,” Sarah said, her eyes narrowing. “People just like to do what I ask them to do.”


  Richard thought it wise not to respond to that. They went into the mall. It was about 11 A.M. on a Sunday, and the stores were just opening.


  “I love getting here first thing in the morning,” said Sarah. “With all the chain gates clattering up and all the different music coming on, it sounds like the warm-up of a symphony.”


  “That’s an interesting way of looking at it,” said Richard.


  “My sister never does stuff like this,” Sarah said. “She has a team of personal shoppers and wardrobe experts who buy her clothes for her. I like to get down into the nitty-gritty. It helps keep me grounded.”


  Richard looked down. Sarah was almost touching the ground, but not quite.


  “Your sister does seem a little… restrained,” said Richard.


  “My sister is fucking crazy, as is my father, and my mother. I might be, too. The life I’ve lived, it warps any sense of perspective, y’know?”


  “I’m not the best person to ask,” said Richard. “I went crazy about ten days ago and still haven’t come to grips with it.”


  “I don’t know,” said Sarah. “You seem OK to me. Kind of admirable, actually, given the crap Dad’s put you through. Oh, hey, let’s get cinnamon buns.”


  “Sure,” said Richard. The cinnamon buns on display at the nearby shop did smell wonderful.


  “Two of the big buns,” said Sarah to the cashier. “And two large lemonades.”


  “That will be $8.70,” said the cashier, a skinny teenage guy who seemed very nervous.


  “No,” said Sarah. “You’ll just give them to me.”


  “With pleasure!” the kid said, smiling broadly.


  “So,” said Richard. “You use your amazing gifts to take food from children.”


  “With pleasure,” said Sarah. “Besides, it’s not like I’m stealing from this geek. I’m stealing from a corporation somewhere. Probably one my father owns, with any luck.”


  The kid gave her a tray with the buns and drinks.


  “Anything else?” he asked.


  “Study hard and do well in school,” Sarah offered. She handed a bun to Richard. Tentatively, Richard tried to grasp it. To his relief, he could.


  “I have a theory about how your powers work,” said Sarah. “I think you’ll do really well here in the mall, because here most people are invisible anyway. Even if people were looking right at me holding out a cinnamon bun to an invisible man, no one would notice because no one really looks at anyone else in the mall.”


  “Maybe,” said Richard. “But you seem to be turning a few heads. I doubt a woman as beautiful as you ever really blends into the crowd.”


  “I don’t know,” said Sarah. “I try to fit in. I sometimes feel like I’m fitting in. But I guess I’ll never know how the rest of the world sees me. That’s Dad’s superpower by the way.”


  “Your dad knows how the rest of the world sees you? That’s a superpower?”


  “He was bitten by a radioactive pollster,” said Sarah. “No, really, Dad’s like this super-telepath, right? He sees what’s going on in everyone’s head.”


  “Everyone? In the whole world? All at once?”


  “Well, not everyone, I guess. His power doesn’t work on Amelia or me. I don’t think it works on you.”


  “Why wouldn’t it work on me?”


  “Well, you didn’t step back earlier. My powers don’t have any effect on you, so you’re probably immune to Dad. Neither of our powers works on Amelia, either.”


  “Are you immune to Amelia’s power?”


  “Not the sharp steel blades part. But she can’t pick me up by my blood.”


  “She what?”


  “She does this thing where she picks people up by grabbing the iron in their blood.”


  “This is just too strange,” said Richard. “You’re pulling my leg.”


  “Nope. Hey, did I tell you Amelia and I have a code name for Dad? Dr. Know. Catchy, huh?”


  “Copyrighted, probably.” Richard realized that this new information about his employer explained a lot of apparent non sequiturs in their conversations. And it meant something else. “So, your dad knows about your stealing cinnamon buns?”


  “I assume so. He hasn’t mentioned it before. But, also, I think his power gets more focused the fewer people he concentrates on. He can get vague impressions from millions of people at once, or concentrate on a hundred and know their every last secret. But that’s not the worst thing Dad can do with his power.”


  “Do tell.”


  “He can take over people’s brains entirely. Use them like memory chips in a computer, to take over some of his thinking for him.”


  “Must come in handy when he’s designing time machines and domed cities.”


  Sarah sat down on a bench and motioned for Richard to follow.


  “You can’t imagine what it’s like,” said Sarah. “Having a father who can watch your every move through the eyes of whomever it is you’re with. When I was seventeen, right? There was this guy named Vance I met at a Nine Inch Nails show. He was like, twenty or something, really cool, with long hair and dark eyes. Just the most awesome guy I’d laid eyes on, really. And Vance starts hitting on me, and I’m digging it, and we go back to his van and smoke some pot, and he, you know, starts doing stuff to me. And I like it. It was my first time even kissing a guy, and already he had my bra undone, and I’m just totally in the flow, no doubts whatsoever. But then the van lurches, like a car’s hit it or something, and the top of the van just peels off like it was tin foil, and there’s Amelia, wearing her nightgown, looking all pissed.


  “Dad sent her. He knew what I was up to because he was inside Vance. My father was inside the head of a guy who had his hands in my panties.”


  “Shit,” said Richard. “I mean, wow, shit. That’s horrible.”


  “You can’t imagine,” said Sarah. “Dad grounded me, of course. But it didn’t matter. I mean, what was I going to do after that? I could never let another guy touch me again.”


  “That’s awful,” said Richard. “What a lousy hand to be dealt.”


  “Have you been with a lot of women, Richard?” asked Sarah.


  “What?”


  “You were married, right?”


  “Yeah. In a different lifetime. Her name was Veronica.”


  “Was she your first?”


  “Um,” said Richard. “No. No, I saw my share of action in college. Look, I don’t want to seem evasive, but I’m trying not to think about my old life. I need to put all those memories as far behind me as I can if I’m going to get through this. Whenever I start remembering things, then realize that those things never happened as far as this world is concerned, it makes me feel like my head might split in two.”


  “The hand you’ve been dealt is as fucked up as mine,” said Sarah. “Do you mind if we do a test? Just to make sure you’re immune to my powers?”


  “Sure.”


  “Take off your clothes,” said Sarah.


  “No,” said Richard.


  “Hmm. How about… you take off my clothes?”


  “Here? In public?”


  “Oh, I guess not,” said Sarah. “You do seem immune to my charms.”


  “Well, immune to your powers at least,” said Richard. “I still find you charming.”


  “One last try: kiss me.”


  She closed her eyes and puckered.


  Richard couldn’t believe this was happening. He decided to fail her test. He moved his lips to hers. They were warm and slightly sticky, with a hint of cinnamon. He could feel her trembling.


  “I’ve dreamed about someone like you,” she whispered as they parted. “Someone my father can’t get inside of. You can’t know what it’s like to look into your eyes and not worry that my father might be looking back.”


  “I’m flattered,” said Richard. “I really am. But, things have been so crazy for me. My life is in such a strange spin. What do you really know about me? What do I know about you? I don’t know if I’m ready for a relationship right now.”


  “Who said anything about a relationship?” asked Sarah. “Let’s just go someplace and make out.”


  Richard stared at her. He didn’t know which was easier to believe, that he’d never been born or that a woman as sexy and powerful as Sarah was coming on to him. He grinned like a man taking a second glance at his winning lottery ticket. He leaned forward and kissed her once more. He drew the kiss out this time, placing his hands in her silky hair.


  He pulled away and they sat in magical silence, savoring the moment.


  Sarah grabbed his hand.


  “Come on,” she said.


  She dragged him into the nearest shoe store, which sold athletic shoes. The clerk stared slack-jawed as she approached.


  “You,” she said. “Go home early.”


  “Hell yes!” said the clerk, jumping over the counter.


  “What size do you wear?” Sarah asked Richard.


  “Nine.”


  She quickly found the section with that size shoe and grabbed the first one that caught her eye.


  “Try these on.”


  He took the shoes and sat down on the bench. She sat down next to him. They were out of view of any passersby in the mall. She kissed him again.


  The shoe fell from his hand.


  She broke off the kiss.


  “So do they fit?” she asked.


  “What?”


  “The shoes.”


  “I haven’t—”


  “Say ‘yes’.”


  “Yes,” he said.


  “Good. Let’s take them. We’re done shopping. There’s a store on the upper floor that sells big, black, overstuffed leather couches. I’ve always wanted to make out on a big, black, overstuffed leather couch.”


  Richard picked the shoes up and stuck them under his arm.


  “Done shopping in thirty seconds and now you want to make out,” said Richard. “My God, Sarah, you’re like my dream woman.”


  “Enough chitchat,” she said, taking him by the hand once more. Once again, they were flying, his feet several inches from the ground. It felt perfectly natural to him, completely sensible. This was turning out to be a really good day.


  
    Chapter Seven

  


  More Elaborate Ways to Break My Sanity


  The following week turned into one of the best of Richard’s life, old or new. He and Sarah had spent the rest of the day hanging around the mall, stealing stuff and making out in full view of an oblivious public. Any qualms he had had about using Sarah’s powers to swindle shopkeepers quickly vanished. It wasn’t like they would accept his credit cards anyway.


  “The world is good,” Sarah had said, “and made for our pleasure.”


  Richard subscribed to her philosophy very quickly. Why shouldn’t he take every pleasure the world offered? Especially when life with Sarah offered so many pleasures. The island offered endless miles of pristine beaches for them to walk upon and talk of life. In the landscaped gardens of her father’s estate, the grass was like soft bedding as they lay together. In the middle of the night they would slip from her bedroom and raid the enormous kitchen and eat delicacies. Even if all the luxury of wealth had been stripped away, Sarah alone would have made his life heaven. She was wonderful to talk to, so open and honest. Her cynical wit matched and often exceeded his. He hung on her every word.


  On those rare moments when he and Sarah weren’t together, Richard would roam the vast mansion. One of the odder things Richard noticed was how few people lived there. As near as he could gather, outside of the Knowbokov family, only two other people inhabited the island, Mindo and the chef, Paco.


  The person he most often ran into was Mindo, Dr. Knowbokov’s seven-foot-tall personal assistant. In fact, Mindo was nearly ubiquitous. Richard would go to the garden, and there would be Mindo practicing martial arts with Amelia. He’d walk to the spa, and find Mindo giving Sarah a massage. Moments later, in the library he would spot Mindo serving Katrina tea.


  He once asked Dr. Knowbokov if he’d cloned Mindo and the Doctor had laughed and complimented him on his imagination. When he asked Sarah if Mindo had a twin sister, she looked at him oddly, dismissing his question. And he never actually saw two Mindos at the same time, so eventually he just stopped worrying about it. He was invisible to Mindo, so it wasn’t like he was ever going to sit down and chat with her.


  As near as Richard could determine, all maintenance work on the island was done by machines. Solar powered, robotic mowers crawled silently over the lawn. Foot-long, crablike robots scuttled through the rooms of the mansion, gathering up discarded laundry and empty plates. He even wandered into a room where a larger robot was repairing the smaller robots. Richard took the presence of the robots in stride. They just seemed a natural fit in Dr. Knowbokov’s little mad scientist universe.


  One thing the robots couldn’t do well, apparently, was cook. Which explained Paco. Paco was Mindo’s exact opposite. Mindo was tall, muscular, and never spoke unless spoken to. Paco was a doughy, squat man who jabbered ceaselessly even when no one was around. While Mindo turned up everywhere in the mansion, Paco was never seen outside the kitchen.


  Richard liked to sit in the kitchen and nibble on snacks as Paco waddled around his domain, giving a running commentary on his every move. It was like a cooking show on the Food Network.


  “Look at this tomato,” Paco would say as he prepared a salad. “Nature’s artwork has never been finer. Look at the red glow, the gentle curves. Smell it.”


  Then Paco would sniff the tomato and sigh before attacking it with his knife, at which point he would deliver an editorial on the virtues of a good knife.


  Richard understood why all of the Knowbokovs were so trim. It was easy to eat right with someone like Paco working round the clock to feed you. That, and there weren’t any fast food joints on the island.


  The other thing that Richard liked about Paco was that while Paco was certainly a little odd, he was well within the acceptable realms of oddness that Richard understood. He didn’t fly or fight crime or build time machines. He just talked to himself while cooking.


  One morning he went into the kitchen and found Katrina there with Paco. Katrina was someone who rarely entered Richard’s thoughts. He had to admit he enjoyed the guilty pleasure of having a girlfriend whose mother didn’t know he existed. Katrina kept to herself, and when he did see her she was usually reading.


  Even this morning, as she sat at the small table in the corner of the kitchen drinking tea, she had a book in front of her. But she was talking to Paco, and Richard deeply wished he hadn’t entered in the middle of the conversation, as the first words he heard from Paco were, “As you say, he would know if you asked me to put poison in his food.”


  “He knows we’re talking about this now,” said Katrina, who looked like she hadn’t slept well. “But he won’t mention it. He’s never mentioned it in the past. I’m no longer of any consequence to him.”


  “Your husband is a good man,” said Paco. “If you would talk with him, I’m sure he would listen.”


  “Why should he listen when he knows every word I’m going to say?”


  “I know this is difficult for you,” said Paco. “But the man saved my life. I love him. I love you, too, and your daughters. And it’s because of this love that I ask we not discuss these morbid daydreams.”


  “Paco, you’re the only normal person I have left in my life. Can’t you understand me at all?”


  “You’ve been stressed by all of this joking by your daughter about her invisible boyfriend,” said Paco. “Let me make you something that will take your mind off your troubles. Something comforting; gnocchi, perhaps.”


  Katrina sighed. “Food isn’t going to make me feel better.”


  “What you are saying,” said Paco, “contradicts my lifetime’s experience.”


  Katrina left the room as Paco silently set to work mixing dough, looking worried. Richard followed Katrina, unsure of what to do. Should he tell Dr. Knowbokov about Katrina’s feelings? On the other hand, if Dr. Knowbokov really was telepathic, didn’t he already know?


  Katrina went to the library, to the furthest wall with its rows of thick, leather bound reference books. After a moment’s study she reached out and tilted one of the books forward. Richard was struck by how much her action reminded him of triggering a secret door in an old movie. Then, the shelf began to slide apart, revealing a passage beyond.


  Richard laughed. Dr. Knowbokov’s at least had a sense of humor. Richard followed Katrina into the enormous room beyond. The first thing he noticed, high overhead, was a rocket ship that looked like it had been lifted from the pages of a 1930s comic strip. It was painted cherry red, and had chrome fins on the tail.


  The room was filled with countless odds and ends, like the attic of a museum. Everything had a label, or a little metal plate describing it. For a moment he forgot about Katrina as he looked around the chamber and whistled. In one corner of the room was a fifty-foot-long construction crane arm tied into a bow. He leaned over to gaze into a microscope on a nearby table. In the petri dish below it, flea-sized dinosaurs grazed among a forest of hair-width trees. Next to this stood a suit of medieval armor, crafted for a warrior ten feet tall with four arms. Richard leaned over the plate, and saw that the armor had once belonged to a “Dr. Alterman” from the “Mirror Dimension.”


  He remembered Katrina, and hurried through the maze of exhibits mentally cataloging things he wanted to examine further when he had the time. Just what did one do with a radioactive skateboard? An anti-sound piano? A warp-monkey?


  Katrina was standing in front of a skeleton of a football field-sized snake with wings. When Richard reached her, he saw she was crying. He felt awkward, even though he knew she couldn’t see him. He wondered if he should leave.


  Then, Katrina took a deep breath, threw her shoulders back, and wiped her tears. She walked past the snake to an exhibit of a crib in an aquarium. Richard didn’t have time to read the plaque in front of it before Katrina rushed it, and pushed it over with a shattering crash that echoed throughout the huge chamber. Water poured across the floor and Richard took a step back, worried this might be mirror dimension water that could turn him into a warp-monkey.


  Katrina moved on to the next exhibit: a petrified baseball bat in a case. She flipped the lid open, grabbed the bat, raised it over her head, and took aim at a globe containing glowing gold fish.


  Before she could swing, Dr. Knowbokov slipped up silently behind her and snatched the bat away. “Katrina,” he said. “We should talk.”


  Katrina spun around and slapped him. Richard winced. The doctor stood stoically, unfazed by the blow.


  “How dare you?” Katrina said. “How dare you tell me we should talk when you know every word I will say?”


  “I knew you would strike me,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “And chose to receive the blow, in hopes you would feel better for having struck me. Whether I anticipate your words or not won’t negate the therapeutic effect of saying them.”


  “Sometimes I think you’ve spent the last thirty years dreaming up ever more elaborate ways to break my sanity,” said Katrina. “How can you stand there so calmly and tell me we should talk?”


  “What other path would you have me follow?” asked Dr. Knowbokov.


  Katrina brushed the hair back from her face and set her jaw as her lower lip trembled.


  “No matter how you feel,” said Dr. Knowbokov, “it’s unwise to start wrecking exhibits. Breathing the fumes of the aqua regia fish could damage your lungs. And there are things you could unleash here that would be even more dangerous to you.”


  “Nothing could be more dangerous to me than you,” said Katrina, slipping past Dr. Know, walking quickly, though gracefully, back toward the library.


  Dr. Know knelt down, sighing. He tilted the overturned crib back onto its rockers. He said, “I’m sorry you had to see that, Richard.”


  “I feel like I should be apologizing,” said Richard. “I didn’t mean to spy on your wife. She just seemed so upset. And in the kitchen, she was… I mean she—”


  “She was talking about killing me,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “I know. I fear we have entered a terrible downward spiral, she and I. The more I know and understand what she is feeling, the more I attempt to react to it, to offer my help. But this only serves to further remind her that I am aware of her thoughts. Sarah didn’t help matters when she used her powers on Katrina the night you first joined us. That hadn’t happened in years. It stirred up unpleasant memories, I fear.”


  “Unpleasant memories?”


  “I can only say that life has not been easy for Katrina. Sarah and Amelia both demonstrated their powers from childhood. Sarah was especially challenging for Katrina. Imagine having your will subverted to the needs and desires of an infant. I attempted to isolate Katrina from Sarah, but this seemed to trigger even greater pain.”


  “I can see how this would lead to marital strife,” said Richard. “But, if I may ask a blunt question, why doesn’t she just leave you? Better still, why don’t you send her away? Set her up in a nice little house someplace far away from your crazy little world and let her get back to a normal life?”


  “She would never be safe from my enemies if she left this island,” said Dr. Knowbokov. “Her situation is difficult, but I continue to have faith that one day she’ll be able to accept my ‘crazy little world.’”


  Later that night, he went back to the museum with Sarah.


  “I don’t even know where to begin asking questions,” said Richard. “What is all this stuff? Heck, let’s start with the winged snake.”


  “Quetzalcoatl,” said Sarah. “It was some kind of god to the ancient Aztecs or Incas or whatever. Rex Monday triggered a spell that brought it back to life. Amelia killed it. When it died, all of its feathers and flesh just turned to dust and blew off, leaving the skeleton. This isn’t even close to the strangest thing I’ve seen in my life.”


  “As long as we’re on the big exhibits, what’s up with the rocket ship?”


  “Is that a joke? Up? Rocket?”


  “Uh, no,” said Richard.


  “It’s not a real rocket,” said Sarah. “It doesn’t have any engines. Amelia just picked it up and moved it around with her mind the only time she had to use it.”


  “OK. How about the dinosaurs in petri dishes?”


  “Some weird side effect of Dad’s earlier attempt at a time machine. I can only say that you’ve never really itched until you’ve had microscopic velociraptors in your pubic hair.”


  “Ew,” said Richard.


  Sarah took out a cigarette. Within five seconds of her lighting it, a silver bumblebee-sized robot swooped down from the ceiling and extinguished it in a puff of lemon-scented mist. It buzzed away before Sarah could swat it.


  “Damn it,” she said. “Dad couldn’t be satisfied with a simple no smoking sign?”


  “Would you obey it?” asked Richard.


  “Don’t give me grief,” said Sarah. “I smoke. It’s a bad habit. It pisses Dad off maybe even more than me using my powers on Mom. But I’ll stop on my timetable, not his.”


  “They say that every cigarette you smoke takes a day off your life,” said Richard.


  “If that were true you wouldn’t be the only person in the room who’d never been born. I’d be, like, negative forty-three by now.”


  Richard laughed, but then was hit by a serious thought. “About your mother,” he said. “Look, I don’t know if I should tell you this, but she seems to really hate your dad.”


  “Duh,” said Sarah. “She hates me, too. She’s been scared of me since before I can remember.”


  “Do you hate her?”


  “No. Of course not. Jeez. She’s my mother. I feel sorry for her more than anything, I guess. When she married Dad he was just a normal guy. A very smart physicist normal guy, but he wasn’t telepathic. When they were planning to have babies, she definitely wasn’t planning on the freak show she got. On the other hand, Amelia and I didn’t exactly get to pick whether or not to have weird powers. I wish Mom had learned to deal with it. I mean, some mothers give birth to babies who are blind, or who have no hands, or who are retarded, but they still love their kids. Is it mean of me to want my mother to display even a tiny fraction of this acceptance?”


  “No,” said Richard. “It’s not mean.”


  “How about this,” she said. “I sometimes wish my parents were dead.”


  “Now you’re veering into mean,” said Richard.


  
    Chapter Eight

  


  Red and Wet


  Mean or no, Richard enjoyed Sarah’s honesty. Sometimes when he was with her, he could completely forget he had ever had another life. Waking up next to her was like waking up in his proper place in the universe. Then, one morning, he woke up in the dark and found only a note by his side.


  “Father called with a mission,” the note said. “Will be gone for a week. Would have woken you but you looked so peaceful. Plus, I think that if you looked at me right I would have told my father to do his own dirty work and spent the day here with you. I don’t know that I’m ready for that confrontation yet. I’ll think of you constantly. Love, Sarah.”


  He couldn’t go back to sleep. It was 4 A.M. Nothing was on television. He decided to spend a little time in the gymnasium he’d spotted on his ramblings around the mansion. Sarah’s energy had really been pushing him to his physical limits, and he felt like perhaps he should start doing a little weight lifting. Comic book heroes always seemed to be packed with muscles no matter what their profession before they gained their powers. Rocket scientists, geeky students, and physicians were revealed to have long ago sent off for the Charles Atlas course the second they ripped away their shirts to reveal their colorful underwear. Richard felt a little cheated. He was the same skinny guy he’d always been. Sarah and Amelia both could probably take him in arm wrestling.


  As he opened the door to the gym, he was greeted with the solid thumping sound of someone murdering a punching bag.


  Amelia stood in the far corner of the gym, in old sweats with her hair pinned atop her head. Her hands were bound with tape, and she was dripping sweat and grunting as she lay into the heavy bag.


  “Kick its ass,” said Richard. “America’s safe if Rex Monday ever attacks with an army of intelligent, radioactive punching bags.”


  Amelia stopped and wiped her brow.


  “Why?” she asked. “You going to talk them to death?”


  “Was that a joke? I don’t think I’ve heard you tell a joke before.”


  “There’s not much in this world I find funny,” she said.


  Looking at her sweaty, stern face, with her hard, steel-gray eyes, Richard believed her.


  “You’re not much like your sister,” he said.


  She leaned over and grabbed her water bottle. “My sister’s going to get herself killed one day. She doesn’t train like she should. She doesn’t push herself.”


  “She seems healthy enough.”


  “Healthy doesn’t count for much in this game. Her powers are useful for certain missions, but when there’s real fighting to be done, the burden falls to me. I have to watch both our backs. Now, I’ll have to watch out for you as well.”


  “I guess,” said Richard. “I didn’t ask for this life, you know.”


  “You signed on voluntarily,” said Amelia. “And you blew your first mission. All you had to do was follow your target.”


  “Am I the only one who thinks that saving those kid’s lives was important?”


  “My sister approves, apparently,” said Amelia. “She seems to have become fond of you.”


  “Fond isn’t quite the word,” Richard said with a grin.


  “You don’t seem to take much seriously,” said Amelia.


  “Why try? I’m some sort of time-ghost, my girlfriend flies, and I’m talking with a woman who can pick up trains with her mind but still feels like she might have to rely on her fists in a fight. It’s easier to just roll with it.”


  Amelia took a drink from her bottle. “Have you ever been in a fight, Richard?”


  “Not really,” he said. “Don’t guess I’m likely to, since no one can touch me.”


  “I can touch you,” said Amelia.


  “You wanna fight?” said Richard. “I don’t. You’d whip me from here to next week.”


  “Worth one shot,” said Amelia.


  Before Richard could even blink, she had crossed the twenty or so feet that separated them and planted a punch squarely on his jaw. Stars flashed before his eyes. When his vision cleared, he was flat on his back. Amelia knelt over him.


  “You’re sleeping with my sister,” she said. “I don’t approve.”


  “Ow,” said Richard, shaking his head to clear it. “I don’t care what you approve.”


  He sat up, looking at Amelia warily. “That’s the second time I’ve been taken out with a shot to the jaw. I don’t like it.”


  “I suspect you’ll grow used to it.”


  “What? You really think threatening me is going to make me stop sleeping with Sarah?”


  “No,” said Amelia. “I’m not threatening you. I’m making you an offer. Right now you’re weak and have zero combat skills. You’re more dangerous to yourself and my family than you are to any of our enemies. You need martial training. I can provide it. Who knows? I might train you well enough that I won’t be able to take you down with one punch.”


  “You must learn your negotiating style from your father. He destroys my world then sells me on what a great opportunity it is to make this world a better place. You knock me out with one punch then want to train me until you can hit me three or four times before I’m down.”


  She held out her hand to help him to his feet. “You went along with father’s plan. You want to sign onto mine?”


  “Let me think about it,” he said taking her hand. “I’m not all that eager to be your full-time punching bag. Why don’t you approve of Sarah and me? She’s a grown woman. Let her live her own life.”


  “As I said, you’re weak. I don’t want Sarah getting killed because she’s looking out for you in battle.”


  “Does your father know about Sarah and me?”


  Amelia shrugged. “I don’t know. For a man who’s close to omniscient he can sometimes be blind to the obvious.”


  “So he didn’t send her off on some solo mission just so you’d have a chance to punch me in the jaw?”


  “Father has sent Sarah to Jerusalem. He’s decided to bring her unique talents into play in his efforts to broker peace.”


  Richard scoffed. “Christ. Your father wasn’t joking about wanting to save the world. But, c’mon, how long do you think a peace she negotiates using her powers is going to last over there? A week, tops.”


  Amelia walked away from him, back toward the punching bag. She placed her hand on it to steady herself as her muscles slackened. She took another swallow of water.


  “You’re right,” she said. “Father hasn’t given up hope, but I’m starting to. I’ve been fighting for my father’s dream of a perfect world all my life. But I’ve been to Jerusalem. I helped bring a riot under control in the Old City. You can see it in people’s eyes. The old grudges there can only be satisfied with blood. But Father thinks Rex Monday is supplying arms to the factions there. He’ll do whatever it takes to stop Monday’s schemes. If my sister fails, it’s only a matter of time before my father sends me there.”


  “What can you do that Sarah can’t? She is the, um, persuasive one.”


  “I can kill people,” said Amelia. “Eventually, it will all boil down to killing people.”


  The door to the gym opened. It was Mindo.


  “Your father sent me for you,” Mindo said. “A situation has developed.”


  “Wow,” said Richard. “You must make the stock holders of Radio Shack very happy, Dr. Know.”


  Monitors and instruments filled the room. Along the far wall, a bank of televisions displayed broadcasts from all over the world. In the center of it all was a large padded chair in which Dr. Know sat.


  “This is the first time you’ve been to my command hub, Richard,” said Dr. Know. “This is also the first time you’ve called me by that irritating nickname Sarah finds so amusing.”


  “Ah, hell. I knew it was only a matter time before I slipped up and said it to your face. I’ll watch out for it.” Richard silently resolved to use the nickname anytime the doctor was in earshot.


  “What’s happening, Father?” asked Amelia.


  “One of our transports has been intercepted. The prisoner is now missing.”


  “When?” asked Amelia.


  “One hour ago in Austin, Texas.”


  “An inside job, obviously,” said Amelia. “How many people will you need to check before you find a lead?”


  “Only three people knew the truth,” said Dr. Know. “I’ve checked them all, and they’re shocked and worried by what has happened. I’ve done a broader search of the area without results. I can’t find anyone who knows about this. Which means—”


  “Monday’s involved,” said Amelia. “I’ll suit up.”


  “Question,” said Richard. “Who was this prisoner? What’s so important about all this?”


  As if in response, one by one the televisions on the far wall tuned to the same broadcast.


  Dr. Know turned pale as he saw the screens.


  In a dark room, three figures stood. One, Richard recognized from the battle in D.C. It was Sundancer, and she was holding the face of a bound man with a shaved head, pointing it toward the camera. The man’s mouth was covered with duct tape, and his eyes darted nervously around the room. The third figure was a man dressed in a nice suit, with a green hood concealing his face.


  “Greetings, Planet Earth,” the hooded man said. “I’m Rex Monday. Welcome to an exciting new episode of Monday’s Revelation. The man my attractive associate is presenting to you is named Anthony Wayne Walters. Two hours ago, he was sitting in an electric chair, sentenced to die for the tragic, pointless deaths of twelve children. Mr. Walters did the prosecution a tremendous favor by videotaping these murders for his own personal viewing pleasure. There is no question of his guilt. There was no last minute pardon. The switch was pulled at the appointed time. But, as you can see, Mr. Walters is very much alive.”


  “He’s made a mistake,” Dr. Know said, swiveling around in his chair to face Amelia. “They’re in a television studio in Austin. They’ve killed two technicians, but a security guard is hiding in a closet, listening to them even now. I know where they are!”


  “Yeah,” said Richard. “They’re in Texas.”


  “On my way!” said Amelia.


  “Take Richard,” said Dr. Know. “There’s no time for your sister to get there.”


  “Whoa,” said Richard. “Even in your jet, Texas is, what, four hours from here? They’ll be long gone when we get there. What’s the hurry?”


  “I’m the hurry,” said Amelia, as shards of metal materialized from thin air around her, wrapping her in armor. She thrust out her hand and grabbed Richard by the shirt. The flowing metal slithered from her hand, engulfing him in seconds.


  There was an astonishing boom, then silence.


  Richard was blind, deaf, and immobile. He couldn’t breathe, and his heart seemed ready to burst. His efforts to scream only led to a terrible pressure in his chest and head. He felt as if he weighed three thousand pounds.


  Then as quickly as it had begun, it was over. The metal that encased him crumbled to dust, and he slumped to his knees, gasping for breath, coughing. He looked up.


  He was in a television studio.


  Rail Blade stood before him, soaked in sweat, the shards of the armor she had created dropping to the floor around her.


  Just beyond her, the hooded man known as Rex Monday grasped at his throat, gurgling, blood pulsing between his fingers with every beat of his heart.


  And just beyond him, a single blade, a foot long and razor sharp, hovered in the air, red and wet.


  
    Chapter Nine

  


  Roller Coaster


  Sundancer looked pissed. She began to glow, and Anthony Wayne Walters screamed as his face started to sizzle. In the second it took for the spinning blade to reach her, Sundancer had turned white hot. The blade liquefied as it touched her, smearing sloppily against her neck before spinning off wildly across the room. Flesh peeled from Anthony Wayne Walters and his scream died abruptly.


  Nobody covered his eyes and crawled away from the terrible scene. Behind him, Rail Blade grunted as she parried Sundancer’s plasma flare attacks with a mirrored shield.


  The desk Nobody was hiding behind burst into flame. Sprinklers opened, drenching Nobody, and filling the air with steam. The desk continued to burn despite the water. He scurried in the most direct route he could manage to put as much space between him and Sundancer as possible. He didn’t know what he could do that would be of any use. The steam was burning his lungs. Running seemed practical. He looked around for doors, and found plenty of them. None were marked with a friendly exit sign. They all seemed to be offices or…


  “Security guard in the closet,” he said, snapping his fingers. On a hunch he grabbed at a drab beige door and jerked it open. The security guard inside yelped.


  “Don’t kill me!”


  “I’m saving you, idiot!” said Nobody. Of course, the guy didn’t hear him.


  Fortunately, the guard took one look at the flame-engulfed room and the two battling women and decided to make a hasty retreat. Nobody followed the fleeing man through a glass door into a hallway, and outran him to reach the exit door in the lobby. He reached for the door bar and stumbled as his hand passed through it. He ghosted through the door, off balance.


  Seconds later, the guard pushed open the door and ran through. Nobody regained his footing and chased after him.


  Now safe, he looked back. A pillar of flame rose high in the sky, turning night into day. A steel rail spiraled into the air around the flame, as Rail Blade chased her fiery foe. Across the flat field that surrounded the studio, blue lights flashed as cops sped toward the scene.


  Nobody looked at his wrist, at the nice stainless steel diver’s watch he’d picked up on one of his shoplifting excursions. Not even three minutes had passed since the broadcast had begun.


  The pillar of flame vanished. The roof of the studio was still ablaze, but the intensity of light dimmed, blending into the night. Looking up, Nobody saw Rail Blade plummeting from the sky, fragments of her red-hot armor sparking away, leaving a glowing comet’s trail. She crashed into the roof, and, from the sound of things, through it.


  Nobody ran back into the burning building. The smoke from the broadcast studio had yet to fill the front hall.


  “Amelia!” he cried out, pushing open doors and staring into darkened rooms, searching for one with a hole in the roof. “Amelia!”


  He found her sprawled on the carpet in some sort of meeting room. Her armor had fallen to red dust around her, and her body was covered with raw, bloody blisters. Though they were far from the center of the fire, the carpet she lay upon smoldered.


  “Amelia,” he said, running to her side. He slid to his knees beside her and turned her face toward him, flinching as he realized it was stupid to move her.


  She groaned as she slowly opened her eyes.


  “Amelia!” Nobody said. “You’re alive. I’ll get some help. Somehow. Just hang on.”


  She grinned feebly, then said, softly, “You’re no good at this, Nobody. You’re supposed to call me ‘Rail Blade’ out here.”


  “I’d rather call you an ambulance,” said Nobody, looking around for a phone. Then he remembered the police cars on their way. Dialing 911 seemed redundant.


  Rail Blade groaned as she grabbed the seat of a nearby chair and pulled herself into a sitting position. “I’ve lived through worse,” she said, her voice quavering. “My training helps me block off the parts of my mind that feel the pain. We should leave before the police arrive.”


  “Are we going to do that metal prison teleporting thing again?” he asked. “I’d rather walk back to the island.”


  She shook her head. “Don’t have the strength. Would have done better against Sundancer if I hadn’t exhausted myself pulling that stunt.”


  “What did you do, anyway?”


  “Earth’s core is one big iron crystal,” she said, gingerly picking carpet fibers from her wounds. “I can tune into it and trigger a magnetic quake, then surf the resulting shockwave. Takes me anywhere on Earth in seconds. I only use it in real emergencies. Father worries that frequent use might cause the magnetic poles to flip, which could be bad.”


  She grimaced as she rose, steadying herself against the seatback. “This chair has a steel frame. Sit.”


  Nobody sat.


  The chair lurched upward, as a single steel rail materialized beneath it.


  “Hold on.”


  The rail snaked upward through the hole in the roof and they began to rise along it. Nobody felt like he was on the front seat of a roller coaster, only there was no bar to hold him down. He clenched the seat edges with white knuckles.


  The studio parking lot was filled with police cars and ambulances. Nobody coughed as Rail Blade steered them into the smoke.


  “Sorry,” she said, coughing. “Don’t want them to see which way we’re going. I can’t make it far.”


  “Explain to me why we’re running away?”


  “I killed Rex Monday on live television,” said Rail Blade. “I guess I should have gone for the cameras first, but I didn’t want to give them time to exit. Monday has some kind of teleportation device. These guys can vanish in a blink. I did what I had to, but it’s still going to be bad PR.”


  The rail slowly slinked into the tops of a nearby grove of trees. They’d barely traveled two hundred yards, Nobody guessed. She sat them down in the middle of the grove. She leaned against a tree, panting.


  “Take the chair,” said Nobody.


  She collapsed into it.


  “Just need a minute to catch my breath,” she said. “Left so fast, I don’t have my radio. Can’t call Father for help.”


  “I don’t have mine, either,” said Nobody. “Maybe we should turn ourselves in. Or you turn yourself in, at least. You need a doctor. You look like you’re about to faint.”


  “No,” she said, jumping out of the chair.


  Then her eyes rolled up into her head.


  He rushed and caught her before she hit the ground. She was surprisingly heavy. He struggled to place her back in the chair, worried about laying her on the ground with her open wounds.


  Before he could decide what to do next, he heard the crunching sound of someone approaching over leaves. He pulled off the sweatshirt he wore and draped it over her. The sweats she had been wearing earlier were mostly burned away, leaving her wearing only a sports bra and tights. The beam of a flashlight glinted across the chair’s metal legs. The crunching grew closer.


  A tall, heavyset man entered the clearing. He looked like a former football player gone to pot but still physically formidable. He was dressed in a cheap blue suit with cowboy boots and a string tie. The guy looked around, then walked over to Rail Blade. He checked her pulse, then he took a small radio from his pocket, the type Dr. Know had given Nobody before his first mission.


  “Dr. Knowbokov says that there’s an invisible man here and that I should put this radio down then turn around if the little lady here couldn’t talk,” the man said and turned away.


  Nobody grabbed the radio and held it to his ear. “Hello?” he said.


  “Richard,” said Dr. Know. “Is my daughter alive?”


  “Yes. I don’t know how badly injured she is. She took a pretty bad beating, but was conscious a minute ago. I think she’s gone into shock.”


  “The man who found you is named John Starkner. He’s the warden at the nearby state prison. Keep close to him. He’ll take Amelia to safety.”


  “OK,” Starkner said. “Guess that’s long enough. I’m going to turn around now.”


  As he did, Nobody feared the radio would slip from his grasp. It didn’t. Apparently, Starkner no longer expected to see it.


  Starkner gently lifted Rail Blade, and carried her through the woods with his flashlight turned off. Nobody followed.


  “How did you find us, Doc?” asked Nobody.


  “There are still several dozen Soviet spy satellites in orbit over the U.S., most with infrared and a detail resolution of six inches. It was good fortune that one was passing over Texas.”


  “Why do you have access to Soviet spy satellites?”


  “I have access to every satellite. The Soviet’s built theirs to last, but their security is so primitive I could have hacked them even without telepathic access to the men who encoded them.”


  Starkner took Rail Blade to a huge SUV, then popped open the rear hatch with his remote. He gently laid her on a sheet he had spread out there, and covered her with a thick blanket. He went to the passenger side door and opened it.


  “Wanna ride, Mr. Invisible?”


  “The name’s Nobody.” He climbed into the seat, pulling in his left foot seconds before Starkner slammed the door.


  Starkner drove to a plywood shack way out in the boondocks. Nobody stood by helplessly as Starkner carried Rail Blade’s still body from the SUV, up the steps, and onto the rickety porch. The door opened on his approach.


  An elderly woman, her hair pulled tight in a bun, stood in the doorway. She wore a white coat, with a stethoscope around her neck. Beyond her, the main room of the shack was brightly lit. As Nobody’s eyes adjusted to the brightness, the interior revealed itself to be a very clean and modern-looking surgical room. The woman wrung her hands and paced as Starkner placed Rail Blade on the table.


  “I knew this would happen,” the woman said, sounding frightened. “Did you see the TV? I saw the TV. It’s out. The whole damn world knows Walters is alive.”


  “Was alive,” said Starkner. “Old news. It’s Knowbokov’s roof to patch. Right now, this little lady needs your help, Summer.”


  “We’re going to prison for this,” said Summer, gently pulling aside the blanket that covered Rail Blade. “Every time we’ve turned a prisoner over to that man, I’ve gone cold in my stomach knowing it could come to this.”


  “But you did it anyway,” said Starkner. “Can’t look back now. We have to trust in the big guy to work things out.”


  “I don’t believe in God,” said Summer, checking Rail Blade’s pulse.


  “I was talking about Knowbokov,” said Starkner.


  “Pulse is good,” said Summer, leaning over Rail Blade and pressing the stethoscope against her ribs. “Breathing is steady. Most of her burns are second degree. The best I can do now is clean and dress them. But she’s going to have some serious pain. I’ll start a morphine drip.” She gently touched a bruised knot on Rail Blade’s temple. “I’m more worried about this more than anything. We need to get her to facilities for a CAT scan or MRI.”


  “Knowbokov’s sending a helicopter,” said Starkner. “She’ll get good medical treatment at home. You’ve been to the island. Do what you can for now.”


  As Summer worked, she continued to talk. “What will my husband say when he learns the truth? My kids?”


  “Maybe it won’t come to that. Knowbokov can pull a lot of strings. It happened so early in the morning, how many people saw it? How many people understood what they saw? I bet Knowbokov will have this buried and the sod patted down by lunch.”


  “Do you know what he does with the prisoners?” asked Summer.


  “No,” said Starkner. “What’s it matter? How much worse can it be than being dead?”


  “I worry about that sometimes,” said Summer. “I went along with this because I wanted to save lives. But what if he’s using them for some horrible experiments? What else would he need them for?”


  “Not our cow to milk,” said Starkner.


  Silence followed, as Starkner slung his hefty frame into a chair and cradled his head in his hands. Summer continued to work, her lips pursed.


  Nobody radioed Dr. Know. “Doc, we need to talk.”


  “Has Amelia’s condition worsened?” asked Dr. Know. “She’s doing OK, I think. A doctor here named Summer is treating her. You know her?”


  “Summer Pagent. Yes. She assists me in certain projects.”


  “These projects involve death-row inmates coming back to life?”


  “No. Their deaths are faked. Summer merely declares them dead afterwards.”


  “Uh-huh. And why, pray tell, would you be doing something like this?”


  “These are men whose lives have legally come to an end. They are society’s waste. I recycle them.”


  “Doc, I doubt you have any idea how sinister that sounds to me. Am I fighting on the right side here? What kind of crazy game are you up to?”


  “Richard, I have no intention or desire to keep you in the dark. There are many levels to this, as you put it, game. When you return to the island, we’ll talk. There’s no reason you shouldn’t know the whole story”


  
    Chapter Ten

  


  The Secret Origin of Dr. Know


  Richard placed his hand against the warm glass. Before him, Amelia was suspended in a tube filled with translucent pink goo. She was awake but couldn’t speak, as her lungs were filled with the fluid. She stared at him, her eyes gray and hard, her lips thin and tight. It wasn’t a look of pain, so much as a look of contempt. Richard wasn’t quite sure what to make of it.


  He left the lab, unsure what to make of anything he’d witnessed earlier that day. He tried imagining what good purpose Dr. Know could have for kidnapping death-row inmates, and was hard-pressed to find an explanation that seemed remotely ethical. What kind of man was he working for?


  He went to the library, and found Katrina there. He didn’t see her much these days, now that she had stopped attending dinners with her husband and daughters. He hadn’t heard her speak to Paco or anyone else since the episode in the museum. She seemed a living ghost, just as he was. On the rare occasions he saw her outside the library, she seemed lost in her own thoughts, somnambulistic as she wandered through the halls. Presently, Katrina was reading a book written in an alphabet Richard didn’t recognize. She stared at the text before her for what seemed an unnaturally long time before her trembling hand turned the page.


  Kneeling before her, Richard said, “I feel so bad about all this. Like it’s my fault. If Dr. Know hadn’t tried to make you see me maybe you could have gone on in whatever passed for normal in your relationship with him. I’m sorry.”


  Of course, she didn’t acknowledge this. With a sigh, Richard turned away, distracted by a noise from the lawn.


  Richard walked out onto the balcony. A helicopter was landing. Something was familiar about it. Then he realized he had seen this chopper in the background of dozens of news broadcasts. He wasn’t surprised in the least when the President of the United States emerged from it.


  He went back to the library.


  “Your husband has powerful friends,” said Richard.


  Katrina continued her reading. Richard left her, curious as to what the President might be doing here. After a brief search, he found not only the President, but also a dozen other men in suits seated around a large table. Some looked vaguely familiar, though no names sprang to mind. He wished he were more up-to-date on world affairs.


  Dr. Know entered the room. The men rose from their seats.


  “Gentlemen,” he said. “Thank you for coming. I know you have many questions about the course of action that we will be taking to deal with recent events. Rest assured, your questions will be answered. Rex Monday’s little stunt last night is far from a disaster for our cause. It is, in fact, a wonderful opportunity. But before we begin our discussion, I ask your patience. I have a brief matter to attend to.”


  As he said this, he looked across the room to Richard.


  “Patience?” asked the President. “You have a lot of gall to ask for our patience. What’s so important about this business of yours?”


  “I merely wish to extend private thanks to someone who provided aid and comfort to my daughter in her time of need,” said Dr. Know, walking toward Richard. “And we both know I have a surplus of gall.”


  He placed a hand on Richard’s shoulder and led him from the room.


  “Who are those people?” Richard asked.


  “Heads of state, captains of industry. What the press might call world leaders.”


  “Might call? That’s the President in there!”


  “Yes. He’s a vital member of my cabinet.”


  “Your cabinet? What’s going on here? Who do you think you are?”


  “Richard, I owe you a debt of gratitude. Amelia says you roused her from unconsciousness in the middle of a burning building. You may have saved her life.”


  “I don’t even understand why her life was in danger. What are you doing kidnapping prisoners? Who was this Rex Monday and why did Amelia murder him? There’s no way to justify that as an act of self-defense.”


  “Perhaps not. But it was a defensive act. It was a blow for the safety and security of the whole world. Alas, it was also a futile blow. The man beneath that hood has been identified. His name was Michael Winston, and he went missing from the campus of the University of North Carolina six months ago. He was far too young to be the true Rex Monday, though I have no doubt he was brainwashed to believe every word he said on television.”


  “So Amelia killed an innocent man? This is supposed to reassure me that she was doing the right thing?”


  “Richard, allow me to show you something.”


  As they spoke, they had walked back into the mansion’s command center. Dr. Know went to his chair in the center of the room and pressed a button concealed under the armrest. The floor around the chair began to lower.


  “You have a real fetish for this hydraulic stuff, huh?” said Richard.


  They descended several hundred yards down a steel tube. Richard began to feel claustrophobic.


  At last the walls of the tube gave way to open space. They were in a vast chamber, filled with the sort of pink goo tubes that Richard had seen in the infirmary. These tubes held dozens, perhaps hundreds, of men, all sleeping.


  “By now,” said Dr. Know, “I imagine Sarah has revealed to you my special ability”


  “She says you can read people’s minds,” said Richard.


  “This is accurate, to a point. On the subtlest level of consciousness, my mind touches the thoughts of nearly every other person in this world. I cannot focus on the direct thoughts of everyone at once, however. So the privacy of the vast majority of the world’s citizens is in no danger. I’ve trained myself to pay attention to subtle anomalies in people’s thoughts, so I’m aware when truly unusual events are occurring, and are being witnessed by someone my mind touches. This is how I found you. Henry and Martha truly believed they were seeing something supernatural. Scanning the area, I saw you on a television broadcast, dressed in your pink robe, and thought it strange that your presence failed to register in the minds of anyone who saw the broadcast. At first I thought you were perhaps one of Rex Monday’s men, as my mind could not touch yours, and he has somehow perfected a way to shield his agents’ thoughts from me. Only through careful analysis was I able to piece together the chain of events that led to your present existence.”


  “And this explains all these people in tubes how?”


  “Richard, what I’m going to tell you next you might find morally objectionable. I ask that you approach this with an open mind.”


  “Sounds like you’re an expert in open minds.”


  “Due to your no longer being fully in phase with our world, your mind is now closed to me, if it makes you feel any better.”


  “What might I find objectionable?” Richard asked.


  “I have the ability to enter a person’s mind so thoroughly, their entire personality is subverted. I control their thoughts.”


  “That isn’t objectionable,” said Richard. “That’s flat out repulsive.”


  “It takes time,” said Dr. Know. “Several weeks often, to suppress someone with a strong ego. But once this occurs, I control all areas of the brain devoted to conscious thought. I can’t control their bodies, as muscular movement and balance requires more than the conscious mind. But, I can use the areas of the brain I do control to work on intellectual projects.”


  “So you take death row prisoners, fake their deaths, slap them into goo tubes, and turn them into external brain packs?”


  “Well summarized,” said Dr. Know.


  “That’s just… monstrous. I mean, I don’t support the death penalty, but death has to be preferable to this. What gives you the right?”


  Dr. Know walked over to the nearest tube. The man within was small, thin, and bald, his skin covered with tattooed swastikas.


  “This is Thomas Weilder. Twelve years ago, in celebration of his twentieth birthday, he took the .38 Special his friends had given him as a gift and tried it out by shooting the first black man he saw. His aim left something to by desired. He fired six shots at his victim, only two of which struck, both in the left thigh. In frustration, he beat the man unconscious with the butt of his pistol. Then, he locked the man in the trunk of his car, and kept him there for seven days. The man had stopped struggling and crying after two. But Thomas waited the extra five days to make sure.”


  “So the guy’s a racist creep,” said Richard. “It doesn’t make what you’re doing to him right.”


  “It’s possible I could have stopped him,” said Dr. Know. “My mind touched his. I also touched Marcus Jefferson, the man who died so horribly. I sensed the hatred, I sensed the pain and fear, and I paid it no attention because I always feel these things. Right now, you can’t imagine all the hate-filled minds I’m in contact with, all the fear and loneliness and despair I’m witness to. I recoil at these emotions. I cannot focus on individuals, to bring peace and comfort to their lives. There is just too much pain in this world to handle on a person-by-person basis.”


  Richard was silent. The tortured tone of Dr. Know’s voice revealed the true depth of his sorrow. But could mere sorrow justify this forest of tubes?


  “All the evil in this world,” said Dr. Know, “rests upon my shoulders.”


  “You aren’t to blame for this guy being a Nazi,” said Richard. “But I guess I can see where you’re coming from. I can see why you want to change the world. But there must be a better way.”


  “Thomas Weilder’s mind, once so filled with hate, now whirls ceaselessly as it processes the information flowing in from the AIDS research centers that I fund. Within his head, I collate and analyze the data.”


  Dr. Know moved to the next tube. “Morgan Mathers. A tragic life, filled with abuse from his earliest childhood. He snapped one day, and seventeen people died before he turned the gun on himself. It was empty by then, to his dismay. He welcomed his death sentence, and fought every appeal on his behalf. Now, his head is filled with numbers. I use his brain to analyze financial data from around the globe. I create wealth with this knowledge, and use it to provide funding for dozens of charitable institutions. Through him, I feed the world.”


  He moved to the next tube. “Tyrone Adams. Rapist and thug. Murderer of a dozen men. Inside his skull I keep track of millions of endangered species and design plans for habitat protection.”


  The next. “Martin Banderas. Hitman for a drug cartel. Thanks to my use of his brain, the cure for most cancers has perhaps already been discovered. Even now, I’m studying the test results he’s receiving via electro-retinal stimulation.”


  “OK,” said Richard. “OK. I get the idea. I still don’t get what gives you the right. So you can’t stand feeling people’s pain and misery. Wouldn’t it be simpler to just get out of everyone’s heads? And what is it with your whole family anyway? How on Earth did you get such powers?”


  Dr. Know faced him. He smiled gently, with the hint of a twinkle in his eye. “Perhaps when I say that I am to blame for evil in this world, you imagine that I speak metaphorically.”


  “You’re not Satan,” said Richard. “Wait. That would explain a lot.”


  “I’m not Satan,” said Dr. Know. “But Satan didn’t create evil.”


  “Then you’re not God.”


  Dr. Know nodded. “I happen to know there is no God.”


  “Really,” said Richard. “I’m not exactly religious, but blanket statements like that get me looking for lightning bolts. How can you be so certain God doesn’t exist?”


  “Because,” said Dr. Know. “I was there when this universe was created. God was nowhere to be seen.”


  Richard studied the doctor, searching his face for some hint of a joke. “You mentioned that universe thing the day I met you. Sarah’s also alluded to it. Does this have something to do with your time machine?”


  “So much would have been different if my grandparents had never left Russia,” said Dr. Know. “Because of my heritage, and because of my groundbreaking research on quantum mechanics, I was closely watched by the American military establishment during the late 1950s. Eventually, I learned to use their paranoia to my advantage. I made it known that the fruits of my research could be used to develop weaponry more powerful than even the H-bomb. This led to a long and intellectually profitable alliance with the American government. I was supplied with nearly limitless funds and equipment as I pursued my research into the energy potential of pure vacuum. The entire space race was concocted to mask the enormous expenditures the United States was making on the V-bomb.”


  “The V-bomb?” said Richard.


  “The vacuum bomb.”


  “I feel inadequate,” said Richard. “I know there’s a joke here using the word ‘suck,’ but for the life of me I can’t think of the punch line.”


  “I was, of course, disturbed by the prospect of the V-bomb actually being used in wartime. I deluded myself into believing that after one display of its potential, the world would shun its awful power and turn toward a path of peace. In truth, I didn’t care about the consequences. All I wanted was proof of my theories.”


  “Which were?”


  “One of the basic conclusions of quantum mechanics is that there is no such thing as a true vacuum. Particles and anti-particles constantly spring forth from pure nothingness, and annihilate each other. In theory, the vacuum is a source of infinite, inexhaustible energy. I felt certain I knew how to tap into this energy. Vacuum had undergone one phase transition shortly after the Big Bang, and still contained the potential for another.”


  “You’re losing me,” said Richard.


  “At the time of the Big Bang, all of creation was confined in an infinitely tiny space. Yet, even then, there was vacuum. But the vacuum was, for all intents and purposes, solid. Only as the universe expanded did it melt.”


  “I’ll take your word for it.”


  “In the summer of 1968, I went into a bunker three miles beneath the Nevada desert and made the worst mistake of my life. I proved my theory correct. With the power of twenty-two carefully focused H-bombs, we were able to shock a tiny, magnetically confined vacuum to reverse its phase transaction, for only a nanosecond. And when the vacuum melted back to its normal state… well, I found out just how ‘infinite’ infinite energy could be. I died instantly, of course. The vacuum phase shift had recreated the conditions present at the Big Bang. There was no stopping it. A new Big Bang was happening, and in far less than a second, Earth, the sun, our entire solar system, were wiped out in the expansion of the new universe I’d given birth to.”


  “Tragic,” said Richard, rapping his knuckles soundly against a nearby tank. “So what’s all this we’re standing in? Your story might be a tiny bit more plausible if the world no longer existed.”


  “I think I was Schrodinger’s cat,” said Dr. Know.


  “Come again?”


  “Surely you have heard of Schrodinger’s cat. It’s the most famous metaphor in all of quantum physics.”


  “Oh!” said Richard, slapping his forehead. “Schrodinger’s cat! I thought you said Schlessinger.”


  “It’s a famous thought experiment. You place a cat in a box along with a vial of poison. There is a fifty percent chance that the vial of poison has broken while the lid is closed. Without opening the box, we can’t know if the cat is dead or alive. So, we must regard it as both alive and dead simultaneously, until an observation is made.”


  “Yeah, but it isn’t,” said Richard. “It’s one or the other.”


  “You can’t know until you open the box.”


  “Whatever. I find it plausible that you’ve actually put cats and poison into boxes to test this out. I accept the premise. Move on.”


  “Your discomfort with the idea isn’t uncommon. The metaphor reveals perhaps the most controversial concept of quantum mechanics, the notion that particles exist in all possible states simultaneously until an observer makes a measurement, collapsing the possible states into one.”


  “Again,” said Richard, “I’ll take your word for it.”


  “Then I ask you to also take my word that I was still alive after the Big Bang I had caused. I don’t know how. I don’t know why. I existed as consciousness unfettered by matter. My condition panicked me. I was trapped in unbroken darkness and silence. I didn’t yet comprehend what had happened. With no lungs to draw a breath, no throat to form sounds, and no tongue to shape syllables, I spoke: ‘Will someone please turn on the lights?’”


  “And there was light?” guessed Richard.


  “And there was everything. I was standing in the observation room, in the presence of the nation’s top military commanders. The room was exactly the same as it was before, except my clothes were gone. I knew this not only from the touch of air on my skin, and from the evidence of my eyes, but from the evidence of the eyes of everyone in the room. Everything they thought, felt, and saw was in my head. The cacophony of sensory input was too much for me to bear. I began to scream, to shriek, to gibber. I was quickly confined and dragged away.


  “I knew what had happened. The old universe truly did die that day. A new one was born. And I was the observer that collapsed the possibilities. There’s no need to open the box to make an observation. There’s already an observer present—the cat. I was the cat in the box. It was my consciousness that snapped the new reality into order. It was my knowledge of physics that gave the new universe its physical rules. But I didn’t know all the rules. I understood the basic physical laws of nature better than any man, but my knowledge was still limited. The world was put together exactly the way I understood it to be. And it included certain ‘improvements.’ I had often fantasized about superhuman powers. I was a child during World War II, and drowned out worries about the war by reading a nearly limitless supply of comic books. The amazing things I read sparked my interest in science. I remember the sense of disappointment I felt as my knowledge of science increased. I understood why men could never fly just by jumping hard, or why no one could ever run faster than a mile in under three minutes, or why I would never be able to read other people’s minds. But I still dreamed that such things might exist.”


  Richard was flabbergasted. “So, you’re saying you and your daughters have superhuman powers because you put the universe back together wrong?”


  “Precisely. And all the evil, all the darkness, all the pain and suffering in the world exist because, in that brief instant of confusion, I wished for a world where such things existed. I had the power to create paradise. If I had understood the truth of what was happening, if I’d had had time to contemplate, imagine the world that could be! A world of peace and love, a world of beauty without flaw or blemish. I could have imagined Heaven. I didn’t. I imagined… I imagined the world we now live in, with its poverty and hunger and violence. The dark brutal soul of a man who builds bombs cannot provide the template for a kind world. Now, if I wish for a world of peace, love, and beauty, I must build it from the materials at hand.”


  Richard shook his head. “This is crazy. You’re crazy. I’m crazy.”


  “I hope that what you’ve learned today will change your mind about me, Richard. I’m not a perfect man, and this is not a perfect world. But I’m working to make a difference. Are you with me?”


  
    Chapter Eleven

  


  Hi, Honey, I’m Home


  Richard wandered from Sarah’s room fumbling absentmindedly with her lighter. His brain felt as blistered and tired as his feet had felt after running all over Washington. How was he supposed to deal with this? How was he supposed to judge right and wrong? A month ago the biggest test of his morality had been whether or not to cheat on his wife. Now he didn’t have a wife, never had a wife, and he had to make decisions about life and death, good and evil. He had to decide if the man he worked for was the creator of the universe or just some mad genius with pitiful delusions. And creator or madman, Dr. Know did have a plan to change the world. Was it a good plan? Could making the world a better place justify the things Richard had seen? Who was he to decide such things? He was Nobody.


  So Nobody sat on the front steps of the mansion, and tapped out a cigarette from the pack. He’d taken the cigarettes from Sarah’s room. He’d never smoked before, but after about twenty seconds of practice he found the whole process surprisingly easy. He used to find the smell repelling. Now, the smell and taste reminded him of Sarah. He closed his eyes and thought of her.


  Dr. Know was mad. The babble of V-bombs and recreated universes and living dead cats was all the proof Richard needed. He didn’t believe a word of it, and consequentially thoroughly disbelieved all talk of time machines and erased realities. There must be some other explanation. Any minute now, it would come to him. Any minute now.


  But, of course, as the mighty and powerful guests of Dr. Know left the mansion, they trod right through him as they descended the steps.


  “You’re Nobody,” he said to himself. But it sounded false. It sounded like a surrender he wasn’t ready to make.


  “I’m Richard Rogers,” he said. And he was. This felt truthful. He was the same man he’d always been.


  “I might be reality impaired,” he said. “But I’m still me.” He watched the visitors heading back to their helicopters.


  “I need to get away from this insanity,” he said, pausing to take another puff of the cigarette. “It’s making me talk to myself. No it isn’t. Yes it is.”


  The President of the United States came down the steps, grumbling to the black-suited Secret Service agent who accompanied him.


  “This is going too far,” the President said, but he didn’t sound convinced. “That pig-headed son-of-a-bitch is going to ruin everything we’ve worked for.”


  The agent nodded.


  Richard followed.


  “You heard the way he talks to us,” said the President. “He’s getting cocky, and the whole thing’s going to come down around our ears if we don’t take steps to stop him.”


  Richard wondered if Dr. Know was listening to the President’s thoughts at the moment. It would explain a lot, assuming it was true. If Dr. Know could be privy to every thought of every world leader, he would be in a position to demand almost anything. There wasn’t a safe secret for anyone anywhere. No wonder Dr. Know acted as if he was king of the world.


  Richard boarded the helicopter with the President and made himself comfortable. He lit another cigarette. He tried his first smoke ring. Sarah made it look so easy.


  “Do you smell smoke?” the President asked as they rose into the air.


  “No sir,” said the Secret Service man.


  The White House kitchen was just amazing. Dr. Know’s mansion had been pretty well stocked, but Dr. Know and his family had unfortunately shown rigorous regard for their health. The White House had fresh fruits and vegetables, but even better, it was stocked with potato chips, cookies, ice cream and soft drinks. No wonder the President looked a little chubby these days. Richard pigged out without qualms. He was invisible. What did it matter if he put on a few pounds?


  He gathered together a great big box of junk food and slinked off to one of the guest bedrooms. He clicked on the TV and kicked back, going through a box of chocolate chip cookies as his mind turned to mush watching cartoons.


  He wondered if he would meet Abe Lincoln. He’d heard that Abe was supposed to haunt the White House. Of course, if Abe didn’t turn up, maybe he could become Abe Lincoln. He could use his new abilities to spook guests at the White House, give them a good show, something to tell the friends back home about. He still had a bit of the show biz bug in him.


  He sighed, and clicked aimlessly through the channels. So it had come to this. Vegging out in the White House with a new career of scaring vacationers as the only things he had to look forward to.


  He ate the last cookie in the box.


  He resolved, then and there, that he would kill himself. The notion gripped him firmly for upward of seventeen seconds.


  He sat up in the bed and cradled his head in his hands. “What am I going to do?” he said.


  Richard hit the road the following morning. During the night, he’d come up with the perfect plan for how to spend the rest of his life. He’d used a computer at the White House to track down Veronica. She was living with her husband in Asheville, North Carolina, where she taught school. He had the printout with a map to her house stuck in his pocket. He would find her, and spend the rest of his life as her guardian angel.


  The notion cheered him. He knew it would be difficult, being near her again, knowing she wouldn’t know him or remember him even if she could see him. But there was something grand in the mission, something bigger than himself. Now that he’d found a purpose in life, the death flirtations he’d entertained the night before vanished.


  It was Sunday morning. He snatched a paper from a newsstand near the Amtrak station. He was a little disappointed to find that Amtrak didn’t go to Asheville. He hopped aboard a train bound for Charlotte, North Carolina, and decided he’d figure out what to do once he got there.


  The train was nearly empty. He took a window seat in one of the nicer cars and turned to his paper while he waited for the train to depart.


  On page four of the world news section, he found a story about Rail Blade and Rex Monday. The broadcast had been seen around the world, apparently, but the spin was that it had all been a hoax, a prank by some kid studying broadcast engineering out in California.


  Of greater interest was an accompanying article entitled, “Who Is Rex Monday?” “Rex Monday,” it turned out, was a pun on Rex Mundi, Latin for “king of the world.” Apparently, U.S. intelligence forces believed Rex Monday to be a wealthy Arab, intent on ending Jewish occupation of Jerusalem and turning the city into his home base for the advancement of a worldwide jihad. Richard read this news with interest, wondering why Dr. Know had seemed unaware of this. Then he realized that this was most likely disinformation designed by Dr. Know to advance his agenda. The notion chilled him. Most people would easily swallow this story and would support whatever steps were needed to put an end to Rex Monday. He’d long suspected that most of the news put out by the media was fiction, but seldom had he realized just how sinister this fiction was. And what could he do to stop it? Write a letter to the editor? He vowed to never read another newspaper. Best to focus on the mission at hand. From now on, his whole world would be Veronica.


  Two trains and three buses later, Richard made it to Asheville. It was before dawn, and very cold. He walked until he found a convenience store and looked over a map while he sipped coffee. The clerk was talking to somebody on the phone and never even looked in his direction.


  It turned out he was very close to her house, less than a mile away. He left the convenience store and climbed up the bank behind it, then made a dash across the highway. It was around 6 A.M., and the traffic wasn’t too bad. He suspected that cars would pass right through him, but why test these things? He descended the bank on the other side of the highway and found himself in an older neighborhood filled with small wooden houses. He went to the nearest street corner, then pulled out the map to orient himself. Asheville’s neighborhoods weren’t exactly laid out on a grid. It was a mountain town, and the roads looped around like a drunken man’s scribbles.


  He resumed walking once he had a good feel for where he was and where he was going. The sun had risen now and people were starting to leave their houses. The neighborhood was a step down from where he had lived with Veronica. The houses were packed together tightly on small lots, and many of them were in poor repair.


  At last, he reached the street she lived on. Heading down it, he could see a school bus at the far end, moving slowly up the street, stopping every few houses.


  He studied the numbers on the doors and mailboxes: 412, 414… 416 Courtland Street. He had arrived. As if in welcome, the door to the house swung open.


  Veronica stood in the doorway shouting, “The bus is here.”


  He stood, glued to the sidewalk, as the bus pulled up behind him.


  Veronica was lovelier than he’d remembered. Her hair was still the same bright red, her face still had the same cute freckles. She was heavier now, curvier, but she carried her weight well. She wore no makeup. She was wearing a robe with fuzzy slippers and seemed very unconcerned that she was standing in an open door where everyone could see her. This was so unlike the fussy, vain woman who used to drive him crazy.


  Her kids ran out the door. The little boy was about seven, the girl about nine, and both had their mother’s freckles and red hair. They ran through him and leapt onto the steps of the bus.


  He took a step forward. Behind Veronica, he could see someone else approaching, a man. Richard looked on with a mix of jealousy, horror, and fascination as the man kissed Veronica. He was a large, rough-looking guy, wearing blue coveralls with his name on a patch. He looked like some kind of mechanic. His hair was thin and poorly cut, and he looked as if he’d skipped shaving for a few days.


  “I don’t believe it,” said Richard.


  The man passed by, heading for the beat-up pickup truck in the tiny driveway. His name-badge said “Earl.”


  Richard went up the front steps as Veronica closed the door. He stepped inside, ghosting through the door while her hand was still on it, and said, “Hi honey, I’m home.”


  She walked across the living room into the kitchen and poured herself a morning cup of coffee. The house smelled of coffee and laundry detergent. It was tiny, half the size of the house they had shared together. Richard leaned against the counter and studied the woman who had once been at the center of his life.


  “I don’t believe it,” he said again. “You look so… domestic. And so broke. Something sure did change your priorities.”


  She picked up the phone and made a call. Richard wandered through the house. There were clothes on the floor. There were dishes in the living room. The only reading material was a TV Guide. It wasn’t as bad as Henry and Martha’s house. When he checked the shower tiles, they were squeaky clean. But this was a far cry from the home he had shared with his former wife.


  No matter where he went in the house, he could hear her phone conversation. She was talking to her mother. It was bizarre to hear her talking, because she sounded happy and relaxed. Veronica hated her mother. But now, even after three minutes of talking, they hadn’t started shouting at each other. Weird.


  “Yeah, we’ve got a bike on layaway down at Kmart for Billy’s birthday,” she was saying. “He’s going to be thrilled.”


  “Sandy’s doing better,” she said, after a pause. “I think that thing on her back has finally healed up.”


  Nobody dropped onto the couch. On the table beside it were a half dozen picture frames. He picked up a family photo, a few years old, of Veronica, Earl, Sandy, and Billy.


  Billy was still a toddler in the photo. He noted that Earl wasn’t wearing a tie.


  One frame held a montage of photos, mostly of the children, many taken at the beach. One showed Veronica holding Sandy. Veronica wore a two-piece bathing suit, and the way she was standing made her her belly look pudgy and lumpy. Her thighs were a little on the lumpy side as well. She wasn’t fat, exactly, but Nobody could tell that Veronica no longer did aerobics. He studied the pictures and noticed that all of the ones of Veronica had something in common. She was smiling. She was smiling like… like nothing he’d ever seen before.


  “Great,” he said. “There it is. Proof. She’s happy. Happier than she ever was with me. All because I’ve never been born.”


  He felt like he was trapped in a horrible parody of It’s a Wonderful Life. He imagined he would find Veronica and her life would be a mess and he’d work invisibly to make it better. Ten minutes into it, his plan to be a guardian angel seemed less clear-cut. His own guardian angel wasn’t proving to be much of a role model.


  Veronica finished her phone call and went into the bathroom. She left the door open as she used the toilet.


  “Well,” he said, sighing. “This has certainly proven to be a mistake.”


  He got up from the couch and headed for the back door. She came out from the bathroom and went back into the kitchen, swinging open some doors to reveal a washer and dryer. He went over and kissed her on the cheek.


  “Bye,” he said.


  He ghosted out the back door.


  That’s when he found out about her dog.


  The dog was a big, black, stocky one, who growled the second Richard’s foot hit the back porch. He froze as the dog lunged toward him. The chain jerked the dog to a rapid, slobber-spattering halt. The dog continued to bark maniacally.


  “Christ,” he said, his heart thumping. “Of course I’d still be real to mean-tempered dogs.”


  Only the dog wasn’t really facing him. It seemed to be barking at something to the side of the house.


  Richard peeked around the corner.


  Inside the house, something crashed.


  Veronica began to scream.


  He ran back to the door. Unfortunately, no one was near enough to it now for him to ghost through it. He turned the knob. Nothing. He slammed his shoulder into it. It popped open. He stumbled into the house, moving in the direction of the screams.


  In the living room, holding Veronica, were the Panic and Pit Geek.


  
    Chapter Twelve

  


  Hall of Mirrors


  Veronica kept screaming. Something in her throat had torn from the force of air, and her screams now ended with wet gurgles as she sucked in air to scream again. Blood dripped from the corners of her mouth.


  The Panic kept hold of her arms, pulling her to him, forcing his face inches from hers. “You here, Nobody?” Panic called into the air, while Nobody grabbed at his shoulders, uselessly.


  Pit Geek sat on the couch, his feet kicked up on the coffee table. He chewed idly on a pencil, working it down to just a nub with an eraser, as he watched the Panic. He flicked away the eraser like the butt of a cigarette.


  “Wonder if we got his attention yet?” said Pit Geek.


  The Panic spun Veronica around and clamped a hand over her mouth to silence her.


  “Hey, Nobody!” the Panic called out. “You hear me?”


  “Yes,” said Nobody, his voice cracking with frustration. “What do you want?”


  The Panic gave no indication that he heard.


  “Maybe you should use the mask,” said Pit Geek.


  “Hold her,” said the Panic, shoving Veronica in the direction of his partner. Pit Geek grabbed Veronica, pulling her into his lap. He began to run his filthy fingers through her hair. She clamped her eyes tight and grew silent, unable to even draw a breath.


  The Panic pulled what looked like a sock knitted from silver thread from his pocket. He tugged it over his head, masking his face, then looked around the room.


  “Well what do you know,” he said, as his gaze fell on Nobody. “There really is an invisible man here.”


  “You see me?” said Nobody.


  “Oh, yeah,” said the Panic.


  Nobody leapt forward. His hands clamped around the Panic’s throat, and he used his momentum to slam the Panic into the wall. The Panic was just a kid, a foot shorter, and a good fifty pounds lighter than Nobody. He struggled, pulling at Nobody’s arms, but Nobody couldn’t be stopped. With sudden clarity, Nobody realized that he was going to kill the Panic. All he needed to do was continue squeezing and keep slamming the Panic’s head against the wall. He gritted his teeth and growled with rage.


  “Nobody!” shouted Pit Geek. “Back off!”


  Nobody looked over his shoulder. Pit Geek had Veronica by the hair, pulling her head back. Pit Geek opened his mouth, preparing to sink his yellow teeth into her exposed throat.


  Nobody jerked the Panic from the wall and threw him toward the coffee table. The Panic toppled over the table, landing on his chin on the carpet.


  “Let her go,” said Nobody.


  Pit Geek paid him no attention, watching the Panic instead as he stumbled back to his feet.


  “Jesus, kid,” said Pit Geek. “You’re getting your ass whipped by a ghost.”


  “Screw the boss,” said the Panic, staggering backwards until he came to rest against the far wall, steadying himself. His right hand slipped into his waistband and came back holding a small black pistol.


  “You’re dead meat, Nobody,” he said, taking aim. He pulled the trigger.


  Nobody closed his eyes as the crack of the shot deafened him. He flinched, expecting the impact. It didn’t come.


  He opened his eyes.


  The bullet hung in mid air before him, a silvery cylinder frozen in time.


  Next to the Panic, the window crashed inward, glass shards flying around the room as a white-clad figure smashed into the scene. It was the Thrill. She spun around in the air, pointing to Pit Geek.


  “Let her go!” she demanded.


  Without the slightest hesitation, Pit Geek closed his mouth around Veronica’s throat. He raised his head, grinning red, as blood spurted into the air.


  The pistol flew from the Panic’s hand and landed near Nobody’s feet. Rail Blade slid through the shattered window, glancing toward the Panic. The silver hood flew from his head as if jerked by an unseen hand and landed near the pistol.


  Nobody dodged around the frozen bullet and reached for the gun, grabbing the hood in the same motion. He fired at Pit Geek. If the bullet struck, Pit Geek didn’t react. Tears in his eyes, Nobody leapt at the grinning bum.


  “Ex—” said the Panic.


  Nobody reached Pit Geek, and watched as his hands passed through him.


  The room vanished.


  Nobody found himself staring into a reflection of his reflection. The world had become an infinite hall of mirrors, twisting and spinning. He found himself staring at the bottom of his feet, the back of his head, into his nostrils.


  Before he could comprehend what he was seeing, he landed on a rubbery, pinkish floor.


  “—it,” said the Panic.


  Pit Geek fell on his ass, flailing around in the same physical space as Nobody. Veronica was gone, as were the Thrill and Rail Blade. Nobody looked around, unable to figure out what was happening. He was in a pink, rubbery chamber, much smaller than Veronica’s living room. The walls were curved and roiling with a wave-like motion. Large phosphorescent patches on the floor and ceiling gave the room a dim, eerie light.


  “Great,” said Pit Geek. “We’re in Baby Gun.”


  “Boss?” said the Panic.


  “Could the two of you have screwed that up any worse?” asked a disembodied voice. For an instant, Nobody thought it was the voice of Dr. Know. But the voice had a harder, rougher edge to it. The unseen speaker continued: “You were supposed to bring me the target, not kill him. What part of this didn’t you get?”


  “He almost killed me,” said the Panic. “Besides, I don’t think the bullet hit him. I think Rail Blade stopped it just before she yanked off my hood. Why aren’t we back at the cabin?”


  “I’ve had a bit of a mood swing. I’m sending Baby Gun to stomp the hell out of Jerusalem. Rail Blade used her magnetic quake to get to you so fast she’ll be too wiped out to bother us now. With her on the other side of the planet, we should have several hours to kick up a real nice war. Your powers will add to the general confusion.”


  “Take over Jerusalem?” said the Panic. “Since when do we care about Jerusalem? That’s the bullshit Knowbokov’s been feeding the media.”


  “That’s part of what makes this sweet. He’ll hate himself when he realizes he gave me the idea.”


  “Let’s get up to the head,” the Panic said to Pit Geek. They moved to a tube at one end of the room and half-crawled, half-climbed into it, ascending its convoluted walls. Nobody followed, shoving the gun and the mask into his pocket. The tube had a peculiar smell, like a hot plastic baby doll, and had the same hard yet yielding solidity of a fully inflated waterbed. At least the dry surface provided easy traction.


  After a very long climb they reached a larger chamber, in the center of which was a sickening sight. A body was suspended from the ceiling by a web of pink, worm-like cords that pulsed and writhed. The body resembled a male fetus, pale and wet, but huge, perhaps three hundred pounds.


  “Yo,” said the Panic, tapping his knuckles against the fetus’s huge, distorted skull. “How ’bout a window?”


  In response to the Panic’s action, the wall near Nobody began to melt and swirl, turning into a thin, smoky, mostly transparent film. Outside this window, and just above it, Baby Gun’s surreal, gun barrel face loomed. Looking down, Nobody at first thought they were still in Asheville. The landscape was mountainous. But he quickly realized the hills were covered with olive trees instead of pines. Instead of the closely packed factory houses, the city below was built of white stone, with boxlike houses stacked on top of one another and narrow streets that twisted and turned like a dusty maze. Wherever he was, the buildings were crunching to rubble beneath Baby Gun’s enormous feet. People fled in panicked streams as his huge doll limbs rose and fell.


  “Jesus,” said Nobody. He was halfway around the world, trapped in the body of an enormous baby doll, and the only thing he could think about was Veronica.


  Was she dead? Everything had happened so fast he couldn’t be sure. He knew she’d been bleeding. He knew there was a terrible wound to her throat. Could Amelia and Sarah save her?


  He looked at Pit Geek. Veronica’s blood still stained his chin, and red smears marked the back of his hands where he had wiped his mouth.


  Nobody pulled the gun from his pocket.


  He had fired at Pit Geek only moments before. Had he missed? Was the gun useless in his ghost state? Or was Pit Geek just impervious to pain, and impossible to kill? He remembered his first encounter with the foul bum, and the bullet that had struck Pit Geek between the eyes. Pit Geek still had a hole there, half concealed by a crusty scab. So, even though Pit Geek was directly responsible for Veronica’s death, attacking him seemed pointless.


  On the other hand, throttling the Panic had been surprisingly easy and effective, at least when he’d been wearing the silver hood.


  Nobody pulled the hood from his pocket and studied it. It was made of a fine silver mesh, with the texture and thickness of nylon. Touching it made his fingers tingle.


  Suddenly, a deafening roar staggered him, and the floor beneath him lurched sideways. Outside the window, a trio of fighter jets sped away from Baby Gun.


  Baby Gun returned fire, with an explosive motion that knocked Nobody from his feet. Pit Geek and the Panic also were thrown to the floor. One of the jets exploded into a fireball.


  “Dammit, ya weird bastard,” grumbled Pit Geek. “Give us a warning, will ya?”


  “Better yet,” said the disembodied voice that Nobody had heard earlier, “Let’s get you into the action.”


  Before Pit Geek and the Panic could rise, holes swirled open beneath them. Pit Geek let out a muffled curse as the floor swallowed him.


  Nobody was now alone with the gigantic fetus that seemed to be the control center of Baby Gun. He wondered, was this the source of the disembodied voice? Was this strange being Rex Monday? No one really knew what the uber-terrorist looked like. Could this thing be the source of so much misery and evil? Was it responsible for Veronica’s possible death?


  The hood seemed very stretchy. Nobody pulled the opening wide and slipped it over the hideous fetal head. The creature opened its eyes—huge, black circles, faintly visible through the thin silver web.


  It cast its gaze upon Nobody and made a soft mewing sound as its slobbery mouth slid open. Its proportionally tiny hands clenched and unclenched, and the pink worm tubes that supported its body began to coil and kink.


  Nobody placed the gun against its head, and pulled the trigger. The silver sock exploded like a paint-filled balloon. The floor began to shift. Very quickly, the floor became the wall, and Nobody was sliding up it, the rubbery surface now slick with blood. Through the window, the buildings of old Jerusalem grew rapidly closer as Baby Gun toppled.


  A shower of brick and stone burst through the thin membrane of the window, smashing into Nobody. He blacked out. He opened his eyes briefly. He could smell smoke somewhere close. He could barely breathe. He seemed caught in a sticky tangle of rubber bands. Dim firelight flickered in the distance. Far away, he heard a series of explosions. Then he lost consciousness once more.


  When nobody woke, his surroundings had once again changed. He was in a soft bed, in a large room. A breeze stirred the white linen curtains by the window. He sat up, his body aching. He sported several clean, white bandages on his left arm and shoulder.


  Sarah sat next to him, dozing peacefully in a large wicker chair. He reached out and touched her thigh gently. Her eyes fluttered open. Her peaceful expression turned into a slight frown.


  “Hey,” he said.


  “Hey yourself,” she said, a bit grumpy.


  “What?”


  “You didn’t even leave a note.”


  “Oh,” he said. “Sorry. I did leave pretty quickly.”


  “And you took my favorite lighter, you bastard.”


  “Sorry. You can have it back.”


  Sarah held up her hand, showing him the lighter. “Found it in your pants. Dad told you about being God, didn’t he?”


  Nobody sank back onto his pillow. “He actively denied the existence of God, as I remember it. He did claim to have created the world. He did admit to body snatching prisoners and turning them into memory banks for his brain. I don’t know, Sarah. These things kind of bother me.”


  “I know. My father’s insane. I don’t believe he really created the world. I think he’s some kind of evolutionary next step or something, some kind of super-telepath, and he’s built this whole God fantasy to cope with it. I can’t explain how or why he has such fantastic powers, or why Amelia and I can do the things we do. But I’ve learned to deal with it, more or less. I think, I hope, that in the balance, my father does more good than harm.”


  “Oh my God,” said Nobody, draping his good arm over his eyes. “Veronica’s dead, isn’t she?”


  “That woman you were with? The one Pit Geek killed?”


  “She is dead.”


  “Yes. Who was she?”


  “She used to be my wife. In another lifetime. Literally. Oh, God. She’s dead because of me.”


  “No. And she’s not dead because I flew through the window and tried to use my powers on someone I suspected was immune. She’s dead because Pit Geek tore her throat out.”


  “But it’s because of—”


  “Don’t,” said Sarah. “Don’t go down this path. We can wonder what would have happened if we’d acted differently, but we’ll never know. Dwelling on it will make you as loony as my father.”


  Nobody felt numb. He said, “She’s not the only blood on my hands. I killed that… thing. I think… I think maybe it was Rex Monday.”


  “Baby Gun? He wasn’t Monday. Baby Gun was some freak who controlled silicon the way Amelia controls iron. Only he was like completely insane, and saw himself as that horrible monster, and his powers made that real. You did him and the world a huge favor by putting him out of his misery.”


  “I don’t feel like I’ve done anyone any favors. Christ, I wish I’d never been born. Oh, wait. That’s right.”


  “I’m glad you were born, at least once upon a time, Richard,” said Sarah.


  “Richard. Richard Rogers. That name’s meaningless now. Who was Richard Rogers? Just some nobody.”


  “Look,” said Sarah, rising from her chair, her voice hinting at anger. “You want to wallow in self pity? Fine. I can’t stop you. I just want to know one thing. You going to run away again?”


  “I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.”


  Sarah turned away. She walked to the window, and said, “I understand. But, for what it’s worth, I liked having you around.”


  Nobody nodded. “I liked being around you. But, please don’t take this wrong, I don’t feel terribly romantic right now. I’ve watched a woman I devoted my whole life to die and I think it’s going to take a while to get my head wrapped around that. I wish I’d met you under different circumstances.”


  “Well, we get what we get. In the end everything is pointless, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have fun along the way.”


  “I like your attitude toward life,” Nobody said. “It’s a kind of happy pessimism.”


  She shrugged, grinned, and headed for the door.


  “I think of it as fatalistic optimism. Look me up if you decide to stick around,” she said, pulling the door shut.


  The curtains flowed inward as a cool sea breeze filled the room with fresh air. Nobody lay back and looked at the streaks of light that played against the ceiling.


  “Fatalistic optimism,” he said. “Maybe things will be better when I’m dead.”


  
    Chapter Thirteen

  


  Trigger of the Apocalypse


  Richard found Amelia in the gym again. Sweat rolled down her bare legs and arms as she ran on a treadmill. The evidence of the terrible burns she had received weeks before had vanished.


  “Looks like that pink goo does pretty good work,” said Richard.


  “My work gives Father frequent opportunities to expand the frontier of medical trauma treatment,” said Amelia, continuing to run.


  “You saved my life, stopping that bullet,” said Richard. “Thanks. But, uh, aren’t bullets lead? How’d you grab it?”


  “I’ve been practicing with bullets since I was eight,” said Amelia. “A lot of bullets these days have steel jackets, which makes it easier. The trick is to wrap all of the lead in a thin shell of iron before stopping them.”


  “Good trick,” said Richard. “You just pull iron out of thin air?”


  “I don’t even need air. My powers worked on the moon. It’s tough to explain, but I sense potential iron atoms in the quantum froth underlying all reality. Coaxing these atoms out where I need them to be is as easy as breathing.”


  “Well, you’re better at breathing than I am, that’s for sure,” he said, watching her run. “You’re barely winded at this pace. I’d be flat on my back after thirty seconds.”


  “Sarah says the woman who died was important to you,” Amelia said. “She says you blame yourself.”


  “Yes.”


  “Sarah probably told you it wasn’t your fault.”


  Richard leaned against the doorway. “Yeah. I don’t know. Maybe she’s right.”


  “Don’t listen to her,” said Amelia.


  “What?”


  “There are a million things you could have done differently that would have produced a different outcome. You’re right to blame yourself.”


  “Christ,” said Richard, walking back toward the door, running his hands through his hair. “Is this some kind of reverse psychology? Or are you just wanting me to kill myself?”


  Amelia smacked the stop button on the treadmill and stepped off, wiping sweat from her face. She walked toward him, locking her eyes on his.


  “Make no mistake. I’m also to blame. Much more than you.”


  “Look, now I know you’re playing head games. Sarah’s right, the one who’s really to blame is Pit Geek.”


  “I could have been quicker to analyze the situation,” said Amelia. “I have a tendency to focus on weapons. I had my attention on the gun and that high-tech mask the Panic was wearing. If I could do it over, I wouldn’t just stop the bullet. I would have kept its momentum but changed its trajectory and put it straight into Pit Geek’s head.”


  “I’m not sure how effective that would have been,” said Nobody. “You know what happened in Washington.”


  “If it had only stunned him for half a second, I could have done something to save the woman. I could have sealed his head inside a steel mask, if I’d thought fast enough.”


  Nobody shook his head. “This is perverse. I know why I feel bad. If I hadn’t found Veronica, Rex Monday would probably never have known she was important to me. She’d still be alive. For you to blame yourself, though, is just plain unhealthy. You did save my life, after all. You can’t focus on everything at once.”


  “Then I’m not trying hard enough,” said Amelia. “Every time I hesitate, people die.”


  “You didn’t hesitate down in Texas. You killed that guy who said he was Monday without blinking an eye. Yet he was just a brainwashed victim. Maybe there’s something to be said for a slow approach.”


  “His death is just one of hundreds I have to live with,” said Amelia. She pressed her lips together into a tight line.


  “You take this stuff seriously,” said Richard.


  “Unlike Sarah, I believe in my father’s mission. We can make the world a better place, if we devote our minds and bodies to the task.”


  “You’re being a little unfair to Sarah,” said Richard. “She’s fighting beside you, putting her life on the line. How can you say she doesn’t take it seriously?”


  “Did she tell you she thinks Father is insane?”


  “Yeah. Not a bad theory.”


  “But she continues to do his bidding.”


  “So do you.”


  “I believe him,” said Amelia. Her gray eyes continued to stare at him.


  Richard turned away. The punching bag was nearby, and he jabbed out at it, not very hard, but enough so that his knuckles stung.


  “Have you considered my offer to train you to fight?” asked Amelia.


  “I don’t know,” he said, tapping the bag again. “I have to admit, you scare me. You might even be scarier than your old man. You’re a very angry person, Amelia.”


  “Anger is a tremendous source of power,” said Amelia. “Anger, fear, guilt, shame… if you embrace these things, they can make you better. They can light a fire within you that burns away your weakness and doubt. If you feel guilty over Veronica’s death, you can push that guilt down and let it haunt you, or you can keep it always in the front of your mind. You can let it drive you to train and prepare to do the right thing the next time you’re in a tough situation.”


  Richard hit the bag again, then once more, harder, making his fist throb. He turned to face Amelia.


  “OK,” he said. “Train me.”


  Amelia punched him in the stomach, dropping him to his knees, barely able to breathe.


  “Rule one. Never let your guard down.”


  “Noted,” he wheezed.


  Dr. Know watched the banks of monitors before him, barely listening to Nobody’s words.


  “Funny,” said Nobody. “I thought you’d be happy I decided to stick around.”


  “These are not cheerful times for me, Richard. My years of hard work seem to be unraveling before my eyes. The Middle East is on the brink of self-destruction. The more effort I place on securing peace, the more the people clamor for war. Baby Gun’s attack on Jerusalem has taken on some sort of prophetic significance, I fear. He’s being seen as an avenging angel, martyred by Israeli jets. There’s no rationale, no logic behind what is happening there. To bring peace, I’ve channeled enormous resources to provide all citizens of the area with a strong economy, with good health and fair laws. Our dome project for Palestine will transform desert into cropland and allow people to live in a modern paradise. Yet everyone seems ready to throw these things away, all in the name of religion. The mention of the word Jerusalem seems to destroy all reason among residents of the area.”


  “It’s been that way forever,” said Nobody. “Don’t blame yourself. Oh, wait, I bet Amelia gets her blame philosophy directly from you. You like blaming yourself for all of this don’t you?”


  “Don’t be absurd,” said Dr. Know. “I don’t like blaming myself. But as long as we are discussing blame, I want to find out how you feel about my role in Veronica’s death.”


  “Your role? What role did you play?”


  “After you left, I placed Veronica and your parents under surveillance, guessing you might attempt to contact them. Rex Monday seems to be aware of your existence, and I feared he might try to use them to manipulate you.”


  “How does he know about me? He seemed aware of me from the very first mission.”


  “I don’t know. I can only speculate he has some method of spying upon my electronic communications.”


  “That was a pretty clever gadget he cooked up to see me, that hood. Why don’t you fix me up with something like that, maybe in reverse? A suit I wear that lets people see me?”


  “The hood’s circuitry was too damaged to reconstruct. But I can work to develop something comparable.”


  “So maybe Rex Monday is another mad scientist with super-telepathy?” Nobody said. “That would explain a lot.”


  “It would,” said Dr. Know. “But while I’m perfectly aware of the many absurdities of my existence, I’m not quite prepared to accept that I have an evil twin.”


  “I guess that is a stretch,” said Nobody. “But here’s what I’m prepared to believe. I believe you want to make things better. So I’m signing on. I know you have projects all around the world. But if you need an invisible man on the ground anywhere, you can put me on a plane tomorrow.”


  “Yes,” said Dr. Know. “Yes, I can make use of you. Get some rest. You’ll accompany Sarah to Jerusalem tomorrow. She is overseeing an important development.”


  “Oh?”


  “I’m taking the Old City of Jerusalem away from Israel. I’m making it a world city, under the protection of the United Nations. It will be ruled by a triumvirate of clerics, one Jew, one Christian, and one Muslim.”


  “I can’t imagine many people are going to be happy about that,” said Nobody.


  “I’m not searching for happiness. Only fairness and peace.”


  “And you think people will go along with this?”


  “Sarah can be very persuasive,” said Dr. Know.


  “True,” said Nobody.


  Jerusalem turned out to be many cities. Nobody wandered the streets, amazed at the contrast between the different cultures and eras. In the space of an hour, he could walk from modern shopping districts almost indistinguishable from an American city to the Old City, where narrow, sunken streets formed labyrinths through stone buildings unchanged for centuries. The whole city, old and new, was a trip back to the stone age. The rocks quarried from the land had a distinctive whiteness, and all buildings, old and new, were built using this stone. Nobody guessed it must be part of the zoning.


  The other continuity was guns. Every shop, every intersection had guards, now wearing the baby blue helmets of UN peacekeepers. Nobody hung out in the restaurants, getting a feel for how people felt about this. Not many people spoke English, although many of the signs and menus sported it. He picked up enough to know that the average citizen, both Jew and Arab, viewed the UN troops with a feeling of dread. It was only a matter of time before the peacekeepers were tested for readiness by a suicide bomber.


  Still, Dr. Know seemed on top of this. Nobody had been run ragged for a month, invisibly thwarting the plans of terrorists Dr. Know found with his telepathy. There had been a lot of bombs that failed to explode lately, and a lot of vehicles prepared for suicide runs that had mysteriously developed slashed radiator hoses and ruptured fuel lines.


  Only this morning he had managed to put a stop to a situation in a hospital on the edge of Jerusalem. This time it had been an Israeli settler that had taken hostages on the third floor of the hospital, saying he would kill one person per hour until the Peacekeepers withdrew from the city and returned it to the sovereign rule of Israel. Nobody had reached the scene before Sarah, who was on the other side of town when the crisis broke out. He had infiltrated the third floor and discovered, to his great relief, that the hostages were already being released as the UN negotiator demanded. Then the gunman threw his guns out the window, and Nobody felt like his work there was done.


  Then he saw the gunman set the timer on the bomb vest he wore under his coat.


  “I’m coming out with my hands in the air,” said the gunman. “Don’t shoot.”


  Nobody studied the bomb. The timer read ninety seconds. Just enough time to ride the elevator to the ground floor and be surrounded by a dozen UN Peacekeepers.


  Nobody walked backwards as the gunman walked toward the elevator. Nobody ran his ghostly fingers along the wiring, searching for some pattern in the multicolored spaghetti. It was possible he might be able to pull a wire while the gunman was distracted, but which one?


  Just then the elevator door slid open, the Thrill stepped out, looked at the gunman, and said, “Sleep.”


  The gunman smiled as his eyes rolled up into his head. He swayed backward on his feet. A sickening hollow formed in Nobody’s stomach as he realized he was suddenly solid again, in the absence of any observers other than Sarah. Worse, he’d materialized in such a way that a green wire from the bomb was actually looped through the buttonhole on the sleeve of his shirt. He tried to keep the gunman from falling backwards, to no avail. The man slipped from his grasp and the wire popped out of the bomb with a barely audible snap. The timer froze at seventy-three.


  The Thrill looked at the timer, then patted Nobody on the back. “Good work on the bomb,” she said. “How’d you know which wire to pull?”


  “I always knew one day I’d sell my soul to the devil,” said Nobody.


  The Israelis had once asked for a week without bombings. Thanks to Nobody, they’d had a month.


  And what a whirlwind month it had been. The agreement had been announced shortly after he arrived. As far as the world knew, the agreement had been hammered out over long weeks of negotiations by the American President, the Israeli Prime Minister, and representatives from several Arab nations. Nobody knew the reality involved very little arm-twisting. The Thrill had just told those concerned what needed to be done, and they did it, with smiles on their faces.


  Sitting in a street café on the edge of the Old City, eating falafel and humus, Nobody listened in on those conversations he could follow. Dr. Know’s scheme was accepted by most people. Or, if not accepted, tolerated. People here were used to the world’s meddling.


  The deployment of United Nations troops in the Old City was almost complete. A ceremony was planned at the square edged by the Wailing Wall. The three ruling clerics were to sign a treaty and take command of the city. Nobody rubbed his tired shins. It had been a long while since he’d had a day off. But he wasn’t complaining. He finally felt he was on the right team, that he could make a difference in the world. It was a good feeling.


  Rail Blade joined the Thrill and Nobody the day before the ceremony.


  “It’s been quiet,” said Nobody. “People seem to have accepted this world city idea.”


  Rail Blade looked at him like he was a foolish child. “Rex Monday has something planned. He’ll do whatever it takes to stop this ceremony.”


  “I can’t imagine how we can be any better prepared,” the Thrill said. “We’ve got UN troops everywhere. Everyone who enters the square to witness the signing will be checked for weapons. And of course, we have you scanning for weapons as well. If there’s going to be trouble, it won’t be coming from the crowd.”


  “I still think something bad will happen,” said Rail Blade.


  “We’ll be careful,” said Nobody. “Trust me, we aren’t complacent about this.”


  “Good,” said Rail Blade. “Because these are the most serious stakes you can imagine. If something does go wrong, it could plunge the whole region into war, and drag the rest of the world with it. One false move, and we could trigger the Apocalypse.”


  Nobody started to tell her to lighten up. But he wasn’t in the mood for another punch in the stomach, so he kept quiet.


  A circular platform was erected in the middle of the square. Nobody stood at the foot of the Wailing Wall, staring at all the slips of paper stuck into the cracks. Studying it, he finally understood something about the sacredness of this place. He was cynical enough to doubt that the world truly held sacred spaces, especially now that he’d met the man who claimed to have assembled the world. But maybe it all came down to what people believed. He believed he was real, and so he lingered on despite the accident. People believed this ground sacred, and that was enough to make it so. He felt once more that he was grappling with things his mind hadn’t been fully prepared for, concepts too large to fit neatly inside his skull. No wonder Dr. Know used spares.


  The signing was scheduled to take place at noon. Blue UN peacekeepers helmets were everywhere. A half dozen television cameras were set up to record the ceremony, with feeds available to all networks and news media. Ten thousand citizens of Jerusalem—Muslim, Jew, and Christian—had won tickets in a lottery to witness the signing, and the square was packed. Nobody walked through the crowd, keeping an eye out for anything that looked suspicious. Too many people were wearing loose clothes for his comfort. He kept imagining dynamite beneath every burqa or plastique in every suit. But Rail Blade would sense anything if there was trouble, and Dr. Know was on the lookout for minds shut to him, a sure sign of Rex Monday’s involvement. For the most part, people seemed excited and happy. Had Sarah talked to every resident of the city individually?


  “Things look good here on the ground,” he said into his radio. “How’s the sky look?”


  “All clear here,” said the Thrill. She was stationed nearly a mile overhead. The sky above the city had been declared a no-fly zone, and the Thrill was there to enforce it. “How you doing, Rail Blade?”


  “I detect no unusual magnetic movement,” Rail Blade answered. She was hidden just outside the walls of the city, spreading her iron awareness to its limits. If anyone other than the UN troops tried to bring in a weapon, she would know it.


  “Looks like the show is getting underway,” said Nobody, moving to the front of the crowd.


  The three clerics solemnly strode onto the stage. The cameras recorded them as they took their seats at the large round table.


  And then, without a noise of warning, the three clerics vanished. Their seats were empty. The crowd murmured in confusion.


  “Something’s wrong,” said Rail Blade.


  “What just happened?” said the Thrill.


  Nobody ran toward the stage.


  With a silent flicker, the three clerics reappeared.


  Only, on second glance, Nobody saw the clerics weren’t the ones who had reappeared. They had been replaced.


  By a skinny, scab-faced old man.


  By a flame-haired woman whose chair was smoldering.


  And by a teenage boy in jeans and a tee shirt, who knocked his chair backwards as he jumped on the table, faced the crowd, and shouted, “Boo!”


  
    Chapter Fourteen

  


  The Great, Big, Final Smackdown!


  “Live from the Apocalypse!” said the Panic, facing the camera. “Citizens of Earth! Rise up! It’s time to riot in the streets! It’s time to take what you deserve! It’s the End Time, Armageddon, the Great, Big, Final Smackdown! Waaaaahoooo!”


  Nobody’s stomach twisted in knots. All around him, panicked people were stampeding, trampling those too young or too old to move out of the way. Sundancer rose into the air, flinging glowing balls of plasma at the United Nation guards, who screamed as their weapons melted in their grasps. Pit Geek belched, bringing up a buckle to his lips. He tugged on the buckle, and dragged out a bandolier of hand grenades.


  “Crap,” said the Thrill, her voice crackling over the radio. “Trouble. A dozen helicopters just popped up from nowhere. They—shit! Missiles fired! Missiles fired!”


  “On it,” said Rail Blade.


  In the distance, loud explosions could be heard. “Sarah, get down here and calm the crowd,” said Nobody. “People are dying.”


  “Oh no,” said the Thrill. “Tanks. We have tanks moving in on the edges of the Old City.”


  “Do what you can with the crowd,” said Rail Blade. “I’ll stop the hardware.”


  High overhead, a glimmer of light, a daytime star, grew brighter and larger. In seconds, the image had resolved itself into the Thrill, clad in mirror armor, wielding her glowing sword.


  The Panic looked up.


  “Ex—” he said, and vanished, just as the Thrill reached him, slashing the air where he had stood. With grim satisfaction, Nobody noted a stream of blood whip from the sword as the Thrill pulled from her dive and shot back into the sky. Apparently, the Panic had been a little slow.


  “Think I got him,” the Thrill said, her voice strained. “Felt like I got a solid hit.”


  “Watch out!” said Nobody.


  Sundancer blazed a trail behind the Thrill, slamming into her back with a hard tackle. The Thrill went into a spin but pulled up before hitting the ground.


  “Monday’s pulled out all the stops,” Rail Blade complained over the radio. “Every tank I tear apart, two more pop up. I’ve never seen him use his teleporter so aggressively.”


  Nobody wasn’t exactly focused on her words. Even with the Panic gone, the crowd was still going crazy. By now, Pit Geek had strapped on the bandolier and stood on the edge of the stage, lobbing grenades into the mob, laughing.


  Nobody raced onto the stage, banging his fists on the treaty table to get Pit Geek’s attention. It didn’t work.


  He noticed the treaty on the table. The formal, gold-rimmed parchment had vanished. In its place was a sheet torn from a notebook, with words written in red marker: “Screw it! Let’s just fight!” Beneath it were three neat signatures.


  “Doc,” said Nobody. “The clerics. When Monday teleported them, could you follow them? Can you track them?”


  “They reappeared beneath the ocean,” said Dr. Know. “They died in seconds.”


  The platform shook as though an earthquake had struck. Nobody was thrown from his feet. The Thrill lay beside him, among shattered boards, shaking her head. She still had her shield, but had lost her sword.


  “I’m so sick of this bitch,” she grumbled.


  Nobody rolled aside as a ball of flame smashed into the Thrill’s shield. The Thrill flew into the air, deflecting another ball of flame, then buzzed over a UN guard who was trying to carry a wounded child to safety.


  “A little help here,” she yelled. “Shoot her.”


  The guard dropped the child and placed his rifle to his shoulder, unleashing a stream of bullets toward Sundancer. Sundancer motioned toward the gun, melting its barrel, causing it to explode in the guard’s hand.


  The Thrill swooped in, using the momentary distraction, screaming her best kung fu yelp as she delivered a powerful kick to Sundancer’s head. The burning woman spun backward, looking surprised and disoriented. The Thrill pressed forward with her attack, continuing to deliver savage kicks with her metal boots. The boots glowed red hot, but if the Thrill felt any pain, she didn’t show it. Instead, her features locked in an angry grimace as she struck Sundancer again and again.


  “Come on, Sunny,” Pit Geek screamed. “Take her! You’re making us look bad.”


  Sundancer didn’t have anything witty to say in response. Instead, she crashed to the ground, hard, rolling to a stop on the pavement stones. The Thrill swooped down, continuing her assault.


  Pit Geek pulled a pin on a grenade and lobbed it toward the fighting women. It bounced on the stones, and burst open in a loud flash. Nobody ducked and covered his eyes as shrapnel ricocheted around him.


  He blinked, trying to make sense of the smoking aftermath. The Thrill had been thrown back, lying still against the pavement, though her armor appeared to be intact. Sundancer was screaming. Her left leg was gone from the knee down, and jets of flame spurted from her wounds with each heartbeat.


  “Oops,” said Pit Geek.


  Nobody spun around, running toward the filthy bum. Pit Geek didn’t notice him. Nobody passed through him, and turned around. There were grenades on the back of the bandolier as well. Gritting his teeth, he pulled one, two, three pins, then ran. He was knocked to the ground by the explosion seconds later. Pit Geek’s head bounced to the ground in front of him, his eyes blinking wide, his lips mouthing words that Nobody couldn’t make out.


  Then, the head vanished.


  Looking back, Sundancer was gone as well.


  Nobody raced over to the Thrill, who had risen to her hands and knees.


  “You all right?” he said. “Are you hurt? Burned?”


  She shook her head. “Amelia makes good armor.”


  He helped her to her feet.


  “No rest for the weary,” she said. She rose into the air, two dozen yards over the platform.


  “Listen up!” she said. “Yo! Look at me!”


  In unison, the hundreds of people within the sound of her voice stopped their panicked flight and looked to her. “We’ve got a lot of wounded people here. I don’t know how long it will be until help arrives. I want everyone who knows anything about first aid to stay and help those too hurt to walk out under their own power. Everyone else, I want you to leave, slowly! Stay calm, don’t step on anyone, and get to safety. Let’s move it, people.”


  A pleased murmur came from the crowd, a chorus of “Great idea,” and, “She’s so clever!”


  “Ground zero’s locked down,” the Thrill said, dropping down to grab Nobody. “Let’s see if Amelia needs a hand.”


  It quickly became evident that things were even more chaotic outside the plaza. Everyone in the streets appeared to be armed, and firefights were blazing from every window and doorway. A millennia’s worth of frustrations and anger had apparently boiled over, and the ancient buildings of the Old City were slowly being chipped to gravel by the relentless spray of bullets.


  “Stop shooting,” the Thrill said, flying low and slow over the streets. “Go home! Be nice!”


  She left a small wake of peace and quiet, but the sound of gunfire was still omnipresent.


  “It’s hopeless,” she said. “We’re never going to put a lid on this.”


  “Don’t say that,” said Nobody. “I signed on as one of the good guys. We don’t give up.”


  Ahead of them, a tank flew into the air and disassembled itself, sending its astonished crew screaming toward the ground.


  The Thrill darted forward, placing a free hand on one of the falling men, and lowered him to the ground. He stood, staring at her, his eyes wide.


  “You’re welcome,” she said.


  Then he pulled a pistol and thrust it into her stomach.


  He pulled the trigger. His hand dissolved into red mist as the gun disintegrated. The bullet flashed backwards with a loud crack, punching a jagged hole through the man’s chest. With a gurgle, he toppled.


  “Don’t show them mercy,” said Rail Blade, sliding up behind them on her gleaming steel beam. “Everyone signed on for this intending to kill or be killed. I say we don’t disappoint them.”


  “How many more tanks?” the Thrill asked.


  “None. I’ve taken apart over fifty of them. All the helicopters are down. I’ve detonated all the missiles.”


  “Then all that’s left are the small weapons,” said Nobody. “It’s down to people shooting people now.”


  Rail Blade’s track crumbled to rust, dropping her to the dusty street. “You have no idea how tired I am,” she said.


  Nobody knelt beside her, placing a hand on her shoulder. “You’ve done good work. You’ve saved a lot of lives. Maybe we should go. The peacekeepers can get all this under control. Eventually.”


  “No,” said Rail Blade. She sucked in a deep, long breath. “No. I’m the only one who can stop it. I just need to catch my breath. Just need to think.”


  “What—” Nobody cut his question short as Rail Blade closed her eyes. Her body trembled, as if about to explode.


  Suddenly, the cacophony of nearby gunfire dimmed.


  “I can feel them,” Rail Blade whispered, opening her eyes. “All around me. The guns. I can feel the atoms, agitated and hot. They’re singing to me. Can’t you hear the singing?”


  “Um,” said Nobody.


  “And I can silence them.”


  She breathed deeply once more.


  “Triggers snap,” she whispered.


  The gunfire lessened further.


  “Barrels snake into knots,” she said, sweat beading on her brow. The gunfire grew even dimmer. Angry and confused shouts could be heard.


  “Bullet jackets rust,” she said. And all the gunfire stopped. But the shouting continued.


  “They… they pull their knives,” she moaned. “So many knives.”


  Nobody placed his arms around her as she tried to sit up. She slumped against him, her eyes focused somewhere he would never be able to see.


  “And the knives crumble to dust,” she whispered.


  Suddenly, even the shouting began to calm. Nobody could see men stepping from their hiding places, looking down at their empty hands, their faces confused.


  Rail Blade went limp, her face falling against his shoulder. “It’s over,” she said, quietly. “That’s all I have. It’s over.”


  He stroked her hair. “You did fine,” he whispered. “You stopped it. You just stopped the Apocalypse.”


  “Wow, Sis,” said the Thrill. “You kicked butt.”


  One by one, the confused men in the streets looked at one another, bewildered. Then, with growls, they lunged at each other, fists flying. They lifted paving stones and hurled them with angry curses.


  “No,” whispered Rail Blade. “No.”


  “Don’t sweat it,” said Nobody. “They can only do so much damage. You’ve stopped the killing.”


  “I haven’t stopped the hate,” said Rail Blade, pushing him away. She rose on wobbling legs. “I’m too tired now. I could slap everyone in handcuffs, I guess, but I’m beaten. I don’t care anymore. Let them kill themselves. I’ve done all I can.”


  Nobody nodded.


  “Don’t beat yourself up,” said the Thrill. “What you did was amazing. You did good.”


  Rail Blade’s shoulders drooped. “I’m so tired.”


  Nobody looked at the fighting in the streets. In a way, it was comical—the flabby, middle-aged men kicking and cursing, slapping each other like children on a playground.


  From the crowd of men, an actual child appeared. He looked to be about ten years old. His features were dark, his eyes red, as if he had been crying. He wore torn, tattered, dirty clothing, and he walked slowly toward them, his eyes focused on the two colorfully garbed women.


  Nobody started to point the boy out to Rail Blade, to let her see that her work had possibly saved this boy’s life. Perhaps that would make her feel better. But something about the boy’s eyes made him think differently. They were too hard, too full of hate. The madness that had infected the adults also seemed to be gripping him, though he was too small and powerless for his anger to find any outlet.


  He kept walking, until he was only a few yards away. He reached into his coat and pulled out a hand grenade.


  Nobody’s mouth dropped open as the boy pulled the pin.


  
    Chapter Fifteen

  


  A White Flash


  The pin fell to the dusty ground. The boy ran forward, passing through Nobody. Nobody swung around, screaming, “Rail Blade!”


  Rail Blade turned her head.


  A white flash cast the boy’s shadow in a long arrow back to Nobody.


  A red spray painted the white cloth of the Thrill’s costume.


  The boy slumped to the ground.


  In the air where the boy had stood, a black cloud of grenade fragments hung motionless, spread out like a dense swarm of flies.


  Rail Blade’s lips were pressed tight, her face white, her eyes narrow, as the swarm condensed and coalesced back into a grenade. The grenade dropped to the ground, landing in the red pool that grew around the boy.


  “Get away,” said Rail Blade.


  “My God,” said Nobody. “He couldn’t have been ten years old.”


  “Get away,” said Rail Blade, through clenched teeth. She dug her fingers into the dust. The air began to smell of ozone. Lightning crackled overhead. Nobody’s watch began to spark. He fumbled to unclasp it, then threw it to the ground. But it didn’t hit the ground. It hung motionless in the air, glowing with static.


  “Amelia,” said the Thrill. “Calm down.”


  Rail Blade grabbed the Thrill by the shoulders and stared into her eyes.


  “Leave this place!” she shouted. “Get far from this place as fast as you can. Don’t. Look. Back.”


  Nobody put his hand on Rail Blade’s shoulder. “Amelia,” he said.


  His hand went numb. He pulled it away. Thin lines of blood bubbled across his palm and fingers. Rail Blade’s uniform shredded as razor sharp spikes grew from her back and shoulders.


  “Go,” said Rail Blade, releasing the Thrill with a backward shove.


  The men who had been fighting nearby began to shriek in agony. Nobody looked at them. One by one, they were rising from the Earth, levitating like his wristwatch. The looks of agony that twisted their faces were nightmarish.


  “Amelia,” said the Thrill. “Stop this now!”


  “What’s she doing?” said Nobody. “What’s going on?”


  “She’s lifting them by their blood,” said the Thrill. “It can kill people, cause strokes, rupture arteries. Stop it Amelia!”


  The screaming men were lifted higher now, moving faster, being carried away from Rail Blade. Rail Blade’s sweat had turned to liquid steel, running down her face like beads of mercury.


  “Amelia, please,” said Nobody, kneeling before her.


  Then he couldn’t breathe. His heart was stopped mid-beat as he was lifted into the air. The pain was indescribable, like being lifted on the points of a billion sharp needles resting against his heart, his lungs, his liver. The pain stopped suddenly as Sarah placed her hands on him.


  “I’m touching Earth’s core,” said Rail Blade, her voice calm and cold. “My power is limitless. Leave… this… place.”


  “We’re going,” said the Thrill.


  They rose into the air, giving Nobody a better view. All over the city countless thousands of people were flying, in a vast dark circle, as Rail Blade evicted every last citizen of Jerusalem.


  “Father,” the Thrill said into her radio. “Amelia’s losing it. Talk to her.”


  Dr. Know didn’t answer.


  Nobody looked down. Rail Blade had risen now. She stood in the eye of an expanding circle of spinning blades, a cloud of dust fleeing their approach. Lightning spiked from the ground around her, passing through her, and the blades whirled faster. The blades reached the wall of the nearest building, and rasped it to gravel in seconds. Rail Blade tilted her face upward, spreading her arms. Her face was angelic and peaceful. The storm of blades continued to build. Within a dozen yards of her, the ground was now flat and featureless, carved smooth by flashing steel.


  The Thrill pulled them higher into the air, still vainly shouting for her father to answer.


  “She’s losing it! She’s losing control!” said the Thrill.


  Nobody didn’t think so. Below him, the blades whirled in perfect symmetry, multiplying and pushing outward like bright shards of a kaleidoscope. There was nothing out of control about it. It was perfect grace, perfect geometry, as wheels of razors rolled within wheels, grinding outward, leaving polished land for a hundred yards in all directions. Where ancient walls once stood, there was now a gleaming white floor of packed dust. Mountains vanished before the dance of the blades.


  “Take us back down,” said Nobody.


  “No,” said the Thrill.


  “We have to talk to her. We have to—”


  “She’ll kill us. She’s snapped. Only Father can stop her now. Why won’t he answer?”


  Nobody knew. Nobody knew why Dr. Know wasn’t going to answer. Rail Blade was fulfilling his wish. She was solving the problem. She was wiping Jerusalem from the face of the Earth.


  He could still see her, though they had now risen half a mile. Rail Blade was a tiny shape, a dark dot in the center of a circle of white. Nobody realized what he was witnessing. Baby Gun had been seen as an angel of prophecy, the spirit of war given shape and substance, a harbinger of the coming Apocalypse.


  Rail Blade was the fulfillment of prophecy.


  Rail Blade was the Angel of Death.


  And she danced, with the pool of the boy’s blood as her pinhead. Her body flowed in fluid arcs, forming the letters of a new language, spelling out her message with every graceful motion of her arms and legs.


  Jerusalem vanished from the face of the Earth as Nobody watched in awe. All of the impossible, horrible, wonderful things he’d witnessed in recent months paled before what he was now seeing. This was like watching the fall of a comet, like witnessing a volcano’s eruption. He’d never seen such power. He’d never seen anything so chilling, so perfectly terrible, and so perfectly beautiful.


  They rode a jet back to the island. They watched what television channels they could tune into in silence. This wasn’t something that could be covered up, like the Texas prisoner incident. Every channel they could find kept showing satellite photos of the area. Jerusalem was gone. In its place was a ten-mile circle, polished and gleaming like a mirror.


  Most of the residents had been safely deposited beyond the range of the destruction. But when the news anchors spoke of casualties, the numbers they used were grim ones. Hundreds of people had died of heart failure. Hundreds of thousands homeless. The religious shrines of three major religions had vanished. Nobody had been to the homes of the people who lived in the city. He’d seen the children’s rooms painted with flowers and smiling clowns. All of those rooms were gone now. All of the restaurants he’d enjoyed, gone. He knew what it felt like to have your world stripped away. He felt he should weep for all that was lost. But he didn’t have any tears left.


  World leaders issued condolences and called for calm. The Pope openly wept as he offered a prayer for the lost souls. Rail Blade was mentioned only in passing, for her role in stopping the tanks. At least in these early reports, no one was pointing fingers at Amelia.


  “Dad could have stopped this,” said Sarah, quietly.


  “No one could have stopped her,” said Nobody. “Your sister was like some force of nature. Stopping her would have been like stopping a hurricane.”


  “My father has worked out the science to stop hurricanes,” said Sarah. “He keeps it secret because he fears environmental damage if nations start shutting down every storm that heads their way.”


  “You’re joking,” said Nobody.


  “I’m in no mood to joke right now. My sister has just killed uncounted innocent people. My father allowed it. It’s possible he put the idea into her head.”


  “Christ,” said Nobody. “Your sister has always seemed so cold. I knew she could kill without blinking an eye. But this…”


  “There’s something you’ve never been told about her,” said Sarah. “It’s a family secret. It’s something that drove her crazy.”


  “Yes?”


  “We used to have a brother.”


  “That is a well-kept secret. There are no photographs or anything around the mansion.”


  “He was the middle child, a year younger than Amelia, a year older than I. His name was Alexander. He also had strange powers. He could breathe water. He would spend hours in the ocean. He loved to swim like I love to fly.”


  “Did something happen to him?”


  Sarah shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Amelia killed him.”


  “Oh,” said Nobody.


  “She was thirteen. Her powers were starting to grow strong. She’d been able to move steel with her mind from birth, but it wasn’t until puberty that she was able to create it from thin air, and make it flow like water. Alex was jealous of her, I think. Dad had always devoted a tremendous amount of attention to him, but as Amelia’s powers started to develop, Dad focused on her. Alex began to torment Amelia, teasing her and stuff. Normal sibling rivalry, I guess, but he really seemed to want to make her look bad in front of Dad. And one day, he just pushed the wrong button. She lashed out, forming a blade with her mind, and cut him very badly. She wasn’t trying to kill him, just scare him by shooting a blade near him, but he moved. He died in her arms.”


  “Holy cow,” said Nobody. “No wonder she’s crazy. That’s quite a burden of guilt for a thirteen year old.”


  “You would think so, yeah. But then Dad used that incident to twist Amelia into his own personal weapon. Amelia didn’t want to use her powers ever again after she killed Alex. Dad insisted that she learn martial arts for discipline, that she hone her powers to insure that the next time she aimed a blade at someone, she would have complete control. Since Alex’s memory seemed to make Amelia afraid of her powers, he was erased from our family history. Father destroyed photos of him. The walls of his bedroom were knocked down and the library was expanded into the space. Alex has a gravestone in the rose garden, but it’s featureless. His name was never carved into it.”


  “That’s awful,” said Nobody.


  “It hurt Mother worst of all. She’s like a shadow of the woman I remember from my childhood. I haven’t seen her smile in over ten years.”


  “How about you? How did his death make you feel? Weren’t you afraid of Amelia?”


  “No. Not really. We fight, but not the way she and Alex did. Our relationship is strange. In some ways, she’s the person I’m closest to in the whole world. In other ways, she’s a complete stranger.”


  “She’s very protective of you,” said Nobody.


  “I think that’s likely to change very soon,” said Sarah.


  “Why?”


  “She’s completely loyal to father. And once she hears what I have to say to him, she’s going to hate me forever.”


  Dr. Know looked pale and weary. The lights in the nerve center were off, save for the illumination from the wall of televisions. The volume was barely audible, forming a background murmur from which words like “destruction” and “death” and “Apocalypse” bubbled forth.


  If he’d heard Sarah’s words, he did not acknowledge them.


  Nobody positioned himself between Dr. Know and the televisions.


  “Well?” asked Nobody.


  Dr. Know looked at Nobody, then glanced at Sarah. He opened his mouth, but no words came out. He lowered his head, shaking it.


  When he finally spoke, his words were quiet and calm. “I have dedicated all of my life to the elimination of such senseless tragedy. It hurts me that you would believe I condoned this, let alone provoked it, Sarah.”


  “Then why didn’t you say anything?”


  “It happened very quickly,” Dr. Know said. “Even now, I cannot imagine what I could have said to her to calm her.”


  “Has she contacted you?” asked Nobody.


  “No. I don’t know where she is. No one whose mind I can touch has seen her. But no one has undertaken a thorough inspection of the zone of destruction. Perhaps the strain of her actions killed her. Perhaps she took her own life. We will learn when we learn.”


  Dr. Know straightened his shoulders and looked at Sarah. “What matters now is our reaction to this. The world is still in shock, but soon the accusations will start. This is a tremendously important moment in the history of mankind. The next twenty-four hours may well decide if the world unites in common cause, or splinters into chaos and war. I will need your help to manage this, Sarah.”


  Sarah turned her back to him. “You won’t have it.”


  “Please don’t allow your grief over what you’ve witnessed to cloud your judgment. You have a responsibility to the world to—”


  “Fuck responsibility,” she said, throwing up her hands. “It’s over. It’s time for you to quit. Every scheme you’ve ever hatched leads to greater and greater grief. The more you try to control the world, the more damage you do. I’m quitting. You should do the same.”


  “Quitting?”


  “I’m leaving. I’m going away, someplace you won’t be able to find me. I’m through being a pawn in your game.”


  “Please consider the ramifications of what you are saying,” said Dr. Know.


  “Goodbye, Father,” she said, floating away.


  Nobody followed her, outside the mansion into the bright sunlight. She hovered a foot in the air, looking back at the mansion, then looking at him.


  “You want to come with me?” she asked.


  “Yes,” said Nobody. “But…”


  “But what?”


  “I’m staying for now. I feel as though I should, I don’t know, keep a watch on your father. Stick around and make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid.”


  “You don’t have to worry about that. He never does anything stupid. He screws things up with every ounce of genius he can muster.”


  “I can meet you later,” said Nobody.


  “I don’t know if you’ll be able to find me. I don’t know where I’m going.” She pulled the small radio from her ear and threw it to the ground. “I envy you, being invisible. All I want right now is to vanish from the planet. I don’t want to be the Thrill anymore. And I don’t want to be Sarah Knowbokov.”


  “I understand,” he said. “Good luck.”


  “I’ll miss you,” she said, swooping down and planting a kiss on his cheek. There were tears in her eyes as she pulled away, and floated off on the wind.


  Nobody wiped his cheek.


  “Take care,” he whispered.


  
    Chapter Sixteen

  


  Perhaps You Do Learn from Your Mistakes


  Katrina sat in the library, lost in the book she held. Nobody sat across from her and studied her face. She looked very old, far older than Dr. Know, too old to be Amelia and Sarah’s mother.


  “I wish we could talk,” said Nobody. “I wish you could tell me how you feel, being caught in these circumstances, with every member of your family so powerful. Do you question your sanity? What parts of yourself have you been forced to put aside just to make it through your day?”


  The questions weren’t that difficult to come up with. They were the same questions he was asking himself.


  Katrina continued reading. Nobody rose, and wandered back to the nerve center. Dr. Know was in animated conversation with a video display showing the President.


  “What caused this disaster is irrelevant,” Dr. Know said. “I think it is best treated as an act of God. Perhaps a meteor struck. If people start laying blame, war could erupt throughout the world.”


  The President shook his head. “The world is demanding answers. I have every intention of throwing my weight behind the UN’s investigation. And if it’s discovered that you’re behind this, so be it. Not everything can be spun away.”


  “Look for all the evidence you wish,” said Dr. Know. “I want to know the truth as much as you. But some truths may be too difficult for the general public to accept. I could mention one you feel the same way about, for example. I say you lay the groundwork now for a story the world can accept that will lead us away from war.”


  The President looked as if he were about to unleash a string of expletives. Instead he said, “I’ll take your advice under consideration. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other calls to take.”


  “Of course,” said Dr. Know. The screen went dark. “Hard-headed fool,” he grumbled.


  “Doc,” said Nobody. “We should talk.”


  “I see you decided to stay,” said Dr. Know. “When Sarah left, I assumed you had gone as well.”


  “Sarah has a lot of reason to mistrust you.”


  “And you don’t?”


  “I think you’re a scheming, manipulative son-of-a-bitch. You’re playing God, and people have died because of it. But I haven’t made up my mind if you’re doing more harm than good. For a while there in Jerusalem, before it all spun out of control, I felt like we might be doing something important. I guess my decision depends on what you do next.”


  “I see. I’m curious. What do you think I’m going to do?”


  “I know what I would do,” said Nobody.


  “Which is?”


  “I’d use my damn time machine. I’d erase this. Shouldn’t be difficult. You just need to stop the boy from pulling that pin. If Rail Blade had seen him five seconds earlier, this wouldn’t have happened.”


  “An interesting theory.”


  “Let’s test it.”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “When I designed my time machine, I did so purely with the intention of gathering information. My plan was to discover Rex Monday’s identity in the past, but I would never have tried to stop him from doing the things he was fated to do. I knew the consequences would be unpredictable and chaotic. As it was, even the act of gathering information changed the world with terrible consequences, for you, at least. If I use my time machine to save Jerusalem, why not use it to stop all tragedies? No plane need ever crash. Every murder could be prevented. But the consequences of such actions are unimaginable. I could do irreparable damage with such meddling.”


  “I think I have a fair understanding of the consequences,” said Nobody. “But this is something you caused. Rail Blade was in Jerusalem because of you.”


  “My decision on this matter is final,” said Dr. Know. “You waste precious time in attempting to persuade me.”


  “Fine,” said Nobody. “And for what it’s worth, I’m a little relieved.”


  “Oh?”


  “Perhaps you do learn from your mistakes.”


  “I try,” said Dr. Know.


  “Then let’s talk about Alex.”


  “My son? Why? What possible purpose could be served?”


  “Sarah told me how you tried to erase all memory of him. I’m wondering, if Amelia is dead, will she also be placed aside? I don’t think your wife could survive it. I think Amelia deserves better.”


  “When did you decide to become my spiritual advisor, Richard? Who are you to tell me how to deal with my grief, or with my wife, or my daughters?”


  “I’m a man who’s lost everything. I’m a man who knows what it’s like to have the memory of his life erased. Crazy as it sounds, I would like to keep you from this fate.”


  “So that your life will have some meaning?” asked Dr. Know. “You get to pass on the precious bit of wisdom you’ve gleaned from your suffering, and hope that gives your experiences some importance? Is that it?”


  “More or less.”


  “Then here’s some of my wisdom: The dead are a waste of time. It is pointless to regret the words never spoken, or the opportunities lost, or the feelings never shared. The past should not be changed. The future is the only time worth any concern or energy. You can take my word for this—after all, I’m the one with the time machine.”


  “You’re one hard-headed, hard-hearted bastard,” said Nobody. “Maybe you don’t learn from your mistakes after all.”


  “If you are finished questioning my emotional capacity, I have a mission for you, should you still desire to work for me.”


  “Go on.”


  “Since Amelia hasn’t returned, I must assume the worst. The UN is sending a team to investigate the ruins of Jerusalem, to try to discover what happened. My greatest fear is that they will find Amelia’s body and link her to what happened. I want to send you along to sabotage such a mission any way you can.”


  Before Nobody could give an answer, there was a clang of metal striking metal from behind him. He looked toward the sound.


  Rail Blade stood near, stepping forward in her heavy steel boots.


  “They won’t find my body,” she said. “Though I signed my work just the same.”


  Dried blood and dust caked Rail Blade’s face. Her clothes were ripped and ragged, her body emaciated but strong. She smelled strongly of stale sweat.


  “Daughter,” said Dr. Know. “You’re still alive.”


  “You say that so coldly,” said Rail Blade. “A simple observation. There’s no joy in your words, Father.”


  “I didn’t think I would see you again,” said Dr. Know.


  “Was that a fear? Or a hope?”


  “You look exhausted,” said Nobody. “Maybe you should sit down.”


  “Your concern is touching. But I’ve passed beyond exhaustion. I’ve discovered resources within me I’ve never imagined. I have no need for food, or rest. I’ve become… something more than I was. I don’t know that I can explain.”


  “There is nothing to explain,” said Dr. Know. His voice was no longer cold and calm. Now, an edge of anger was evident. “There is no explanation possible. You have done something unforgivable.”


  Rail Blade wiped her cheek, and sighed deeply.


  “I have no hope of forgiveness,” she said. “I have no need for it. Does one forgive the hurricane? Does an earthquake ask for grace? You destroyed an entire universe, Father, and created a new one in its place. Who is there to judge you?”


  “Daughter,” said Dr. Know. “I believe you are ill.”


  Rail Blade stared at him. Her lips were quivering. Nobody stepped backward slowly, removing himself from the path that separated Rail Blade and Dr. Know.


  “Ill?” she asked, softly.


  “You killed hundreds of people, perhaps thousands. You’ve done economic damage beyond calculation. You endangered the peace and stability of the world. You’ve done more harm to my plans than Rex Monday could have dreamed.”


  “Oh,” said Rail Blade, her eyes narrowing. “Of course. Your plans. I forgot whose planet I was on.”


  “My work… our work was, is, important. You’ve always been my most trusted ally in my struggle. But this—”


  “Ally?” asked Rail Blade. “What a strange word to use for your own daughter.”


  “You know what I mean,” said Dr. Know.


  “You need not fear for your… our plan, Father. I have learned much from you. There will be no war. Soon, people from all over the Earth will find the message I’ve left at ground zero.”


  “Message?”


  “I signed my work, Father. I forged a plaque on the spot where the boy fell. The iron from his blood, and the shards of the grenade, have been melded together in this work. I give the world a warning. Jerusalem will not be the last city to feel my touch. Any place that men kill other men over ancient, pointless prejudice, wherever the Earth seems cursed with unhealing hatred, I will cast my judgment. In Pakistan, Northern Ireland, throughout Africa, the violence must stop. I’ve given the world one year. Then, in the places where the Earth is still stained by blood, I will scour it clean.”


  “My God,” said Nobody. “You’re serious.”


  Dr. Know stared at Rail Blade. He seemed lost in thought.


  “Very well,” he said.


  “What?” said Nobody.


  “One year,” said Dr. Know. “Who can say what a year will bring? Perhaps I’ve been a fool all along. Perhaps I’ve worked too long behind the scenes at peace, and have been blind to the obvious truth. People respect power. They comprehend violence. And perhaps war can only end if another, more horrible threat forces it to end.”


  “You’re both insane,” said Nobody.


  “Your opinions are duly noted,” said Dr. Know.


  “Your opinions are completely irrelevant,” said Rail Blade.


  “Amelia,” said Dr. Know. “Richard was correct about one thing. You do seem very tired. I don’t pretend to like what you’ve done. But you are still my daughter, and it bothers me to see you in such a state of obvious exhaustion.”


  “I… am weary,” said Amelia. As she said this, her thick steel boots crumbled to dust and she stumbled forward on her bare feet.


  “Let me help you, child,” said Dr. Know, extending his hand toward her.


  She reached out to him, a single tear trickling down her cheek. She placed her hand in his. As he looked into her eyes, he turned her arm forearm up, and stroked it gently. Then, with a smooth, subtle motion that Nobody almost missed, Dr. Know slipped his hand into his pocket. When he pulled it out, he held a syringe.


  Rail Blade gasped as he slid the needle into her vein with a rapid, precise stroke. He pushed the plunger, and released her arm.


  She stumbled backward, then collapsed, motionless.


  “I’m sorry,” said Dr. Know.


  “Oh my God!” said Nobody, dropping to her side. “What did you just do to her?”


  “I gave her an injection of pentobarbital,” said Dr. Know. “She felt no pain. She was dead within a heartbeat.”


  “I can’t believe it! I can’t believe you just murdered your own daughter!”


  “You saw what she had become. You saw what she was capable of. I prepared for this contingency. Perhaps the world will amend its ways in one brief year. But I doubt it. No doubt, in a year, she would have carried out her threats. I couldn’t risk it. Who knows how powerful she would have been in a year? Since puberty, her power has increased at an accelerating rate. I believe this contributed to her mental breakdown.”


  Nobody swallowed hard. Looking down at Rail Blade’s pale, still form, he felt an immense sorrow.


  “She tried so hard to please you,” said Nobody, choking up. “You were the center of everything for her. And you murdered her.”


  “I did what I had to do.” Dr. Know also sounded on the verge of tears.


  Nobody reached out, and placed his hand on Rail Blade’s cheek, and wiped away the tear that still glistened there.


  Her eyes fluttered open.


  
    Chapter Seventeen

  


  Terrify is a Better Word


  Dr. Know pulled his gas gun from his lab coat with one hand, and a small mask for his nose with the other. He turned a dial on the handle as he stepped toward Rail Blade, who was raising herself on her hands, looking groggy.


  “Step back, Richard,” said Dr. Know, placing the barrel of the gun near his daughter’s mouth. “This is Sarin. Not as painless as the pentobarbital, I fear.”


  Richard staggered backward. Dr. Know pulled the trigger before Rail Blade even seemed to realize what was happening. The pistol gave a small click. Dr. Know’s brow wrinkled in bewilderment.


  Rail Blade turned her face toward him, the faintest hint of a smile on her lips. “There’s a small steel spring,” she said, through labored breaths, “just inside the trigger.”


  Dr. Know stepped back as Rail Blade sat up. She nearly toppled backward, like a toddler surprised by the momentum her body possessed. She steadied herself, and brushed her hair back from her face. “You’ll also find the taser in your watch has malfunctioned,” she said. “The syringe in your other pocket—the needle just knotted itself.”


  Dr. Know nodded. Then, fluidly, he flew forward, delivering a savage kick to her throat. She fell, arms flying limp. He leapt into the air, almost faster than Nobody could follow, and thrust his foot down with his full weight aimed at the side of his daughter’s head. Just before he made contact, a crown of gleaming spikes materialized around Rail Blade’s brow. He landed with a cry of pain, as four inches of slender red steel punched through the tops of his fine leather shoes.


  He pulled himself free, hopping backward until he reached his command chair. He leaned against it for support, then cried out once more as the chair came to life. Steel belts snaked out and encircled his waist, pulling him sharply into the seat. Bands of metal snapped from the armrests, pinning his arms. A rake of iron rose from behind the chair and dug into his scalp, forcing his head back.


  Rail Blade placed a hand against the wall, her limbs wobbling as she tried to rise. Instinctively, Nobody reached out to steady her, placing one hand on her arm, another on her waist. He felt cold as he realized how stupidly dangerous this was.


  But Rail Blade ‘didn’t respond with aggression. She leaned her weight into his arms, and pulled herself to her feet, her breath coming in labored, ragged heaves.


  “Thank you,” she whispered, turning to look into his eyes.


  “Um,” he answered.


  “You,” she said, turning her gaze to her father.


  “Finish it,” said Dr. Know, grimacing as he fought against his bonds. “Finish it!”


  “You killed me,” she said softly. “You killed me.”


  “You killed uncounted innocent people! Now you’ll murder me! Finish it!”


  Rail Blade’s weight shifted from Richard’s arms. The air hummed with energy as a second skin of iron seeped from her pores, bringing solidity and strength to her trembling limbs.


  A whining wail like a singing saw pierced the room as a steel rail whipped into the air in front of her. She leapt onto it, wheels springing into existence as she moved.


  She skated toward her father with a gentle kick, gliding slowly and smoothly, her arms stretched to her sides in beautiful balance.


  Dr. Know writhed in the chair, blood streaming down his face as his scalp tore against the metal fingers that held him.


  Rail Blade traced a graceful circle around the chair, then drew to a halt before him. Razor sharp swords as long as she was tall materialized at her sides as she drew her arms upward.


  “Rail Blade,” said Nobody. “Don’t.”


  “Do it,” said Dr. Know. “Finish it.”


  “Please,” said Nobody.


  “Finish it!” said Dr. Know.


  “But,” said Rail Blade, tilting her head to the side, “I haven’t even begun.”


  “Let him go, Amelia,” said Nobody. “There’s been enough death already.” Her “thank you” wasn’t much to go on, but the look in her eyes a second ago hadn’t been the look of someone out to kill him. This wasn’t a hurricane or a volcano before him. This was Amelia, a person, a friend. He could still talk her out of this.


  “Enough death?” Rail Blade said with a coy tilt of her head. “I know that better than you’ll ever understand. My heart stopped beating the second his poison entered my veins.”


  “Doesn’t seem to have slowed you down much,” said Nobody, cautiously moving around her to get within her line of sight.


  “Blood is iron,” she said. “I don’t need a heart to move it through my veins. But I still feel the pain. There’s a cold, dead lump in the center of my chest. How could you, Father?”


  “You’ll never believe me,” said Dr. Know.


  “Try me.”


  “I did it because I love you, Amelia.”


  Amelia snorted with brief laughter.


  “You could have sent flowers, Doc,” said Nobody.


  “You’re in such pain,” said Dr. Know. “Before I ever acted, there was a poison eating at your heart. You’ve fought the evil of the world for too long, been too often witness to violence and hate, and it’s twisted you, corrupted you. You’ve become a mad animal, with pain erasing all reason. You lash out at the guilty and the innocent alike. My needle was an act of mercy.”


  Rail Blade chuckled.


  Nobody ducked as the blades at her side began to carom wildly around the room. Monitors erupted in showers of sparks as the blades smashed through them. Arcs of current zapped through the air as the blades sliced through power cables. The hum of information flowing into the computer bank grew still, replaced by the screech of metal jagging through metal.


  Rail Blade bowed to her father’s face, and kissed him on the forehead. She stood, her chin wet with his blood. “It has only begun,” she said.


  Rail Blade pirouetted about, turning her back to her father. She kicked, moving back along her rail, as blades grew from the axles of the wheels, reaching out to scrape and score the walls.


  Nobody jumped over the whirling blades, running to Dr. Know. He pulled at the bonds that held him, to no avail.


  “Don’t worry about me,” Dr. Know said. “Stop her. Any way you can.”


  By now, Rail Blade had left the lab, her wheel blades tearing through the doorframe. Down the hall she skated, ripping plaster, smashing through wood and wire. The paintings of masters that hung along the walls were cut in twain as she passed. The blade shattered a Ming vase on an elegant ebony table, spilling flowers to the hardwood floor.


  Nobody chased after her, mindful of the torn wires that crackled on the floor. Plaster fell from the ceiling in great chunks. The walls creaked and moaned as their supporting beams were severed.


  Now she was in the front entryway. This was an enormous room, bathed in light from the tall windows. In the center of the room was a huge staircase covered with red carpet. Rail Blade rode her silvery beam down the middle of the stairs, turning her gaze to the crystal chandelier high overhead. The chain that supported it snapped, and it fell before her, covering the floor of the entryway with a million sparkling prisms. She waved her hands before her and a stream of darts sprayed forth, shattering the windows. Nobody hung back, covering his eyes, as shards of glass rained down. She skated through the gleaming storm of glass without harm, the fragments shattering further against her steely skin.


  She passed through the front door, her blades cutting across the entire length of the front of the house. Nobody ran for the door as fast as he could, as the walls began to cave. He passed through to the relative safety of the outside as the entire front wall of the house crumpled and collapsed, revealing rooms in every story of the mansion, like a giant dollhouse, with a cherry red rocket ship in the attic. Katrina Knowbokov, with almost comic calm, looked up from her book to where the wall had been seconds before.


  Nobody followed Rail Blade as she glided along above the stone pathway that led to the garden mazes beside the house. She had withdrawn the wheel blades, and the metal skin that coated her began to melt away. She passed through a corridor of hedges until she reached a large circle of rich green grass, in the center of which was a fountain. Around the circle were dozens of rose bushes supported by trellises. Nobody had seen this garden before, but only from the library balcony.


  The rail he followed crumbled to red dust. Rail Blade walked around the fountain, balanced on the marble lip of the pool. She moved carefully, slowly, her arms held slightly away from her body for balance.


  She reached the far side of the fountain and hopped down onto the grass. Nobody saw she was looking at a granite slab that was set into the ground.


  He walked around the fountain, and noticed a small stone bench. He took a seat, only a few yards from Rail Blade. No, not Rail Blade. From Amelia. He had to be careful how he thought of her. No doubt when Dr. Know had said to stop her any way possible, he’d been envisioning some violent struggle, some surprise sneak attack. Nobody had other plans. The key to stopping Rail Blade was simple. He had to turn her back into Amelia. Forces of nature were beyond his control. But as for the Knowbokov sisters… he had a certain flair for dealing with them.


  Amelia glanced at him, but said nothing. He pulled a cigarette from the case in his front pocket and lit it. She seemed to relax a bit and sat down on the edge of the fountain. She supported herself with her arms, as she still seemed a bit wobbly. She continued to look at him.


  He stared back. All the steel that had covered her was gone. Only the tatters of her uniform remained. He shifted uncomfortably on the bench as he realized that he could see her right nipple through a rip in her jacket.


  “Nobody,” she said.


  “Amelia,” he said. He took another drag on the cigarette, his eyes returning to her nipple, and to the gentle curving shadows that lay near it.


  “Rough day,” he said.


  She nodded, smiling coyly.


  “The way you’re looking at me,” she said. “How strange.”


  “You’re a beautiful woman,” said Nobody. “People are going to look at you.”


  “I’ve never liked people looking at me,” said Amelia. “Not like my sister. She’s the pretty one.”


  “Huh,” said Nobody. “I mean, Sarah is pretty. But you, you know, aren’t exactly hard on the eyes. And there’s something about you… a complexity, shall we say, that Sarah can’t even touch.”


  She smiled, and glanced down at her tattered clothes. “I think you’re looking at my breasts,” she said.


  “Yeah,” he said, sheepishly, but continuing to look. “You’re, uh, kind of hanging out. Sorry.”


  She moved her hand to the strips of cloth that covered her right breast and shifted them, concealing the nipple but revealing more of the breast, with its pale curves. He could see the beads of sweat that rolled across her skin.


  “You find me attractive?” she said.


  “Very,” he said.


  “Have you… ever thought about me?”


  “Sexually?” he asked.


  She blushed, and turned her gaze from him.


  “Yeah,” he said, taking another puff of his cigarette. “Sure. I mean, I wouldn’t have betrayed your sister when she and I were together, but from the moment I first saw you outside the plane window I thought you were amazing. I mean, maybe it’s a guy thing, but you’re flying beside us at 700 miles an hour or something and the main thing my brain is screaming is, hey, she’s hot!”


  She looked back at him, her eyes narrow, but the corners of her lips curved into a smile. “Interesting. Don’t I scare you?”


  “Terrify is a better word.”


  She nodded. Her smile faded. She said, “Terrify is a much better word.”


  “Do I scare you?” he asked.


  “Maybe,” she said.


  “You’ve never even been kissed,” he said.


  “Why do you assume that?” She looked hurt.


  “Your dad can get into the head of anyone you’re interested in. That’s a much harsher deterrent than a chastity belt.”


  “Yeah,” she said, sounding sad. “I figured out early on that I could never love anybody.”


  He got up, flicked his cigarette away, and strolled toward her. He sat next to her. She watched him from the corner of her eye.


  “How about nobody?” he asked.


  He placed his hand on her chin and gently turned her face toward his. He looked at her face, at the sweat, and the dust, the dried blood, the trails of tears. And her lips. Her lips were dry and pale and thin, but possessed an appealing shape. He wiped the blood from her chin. He kissed her, lightly, tenderly. She didn’t close her eyes.


  He pulled back, and stared into her eyes. They were unearthly, with gray irises that seemed to be forged from steel.


  “You have the most extraordinary eyes,” he said. They grew moister.


  “Don’t cry,” he said. “They’ll rust.”


  She closed her eyes. He kissed her once more, and placed his hand around her waist. She kissed him back this time, awkwardly, as if unsure of what to do. He stroked her hair lightly. She placed her hand on his leg.


  He pulled his lips from hers and moved them to her ear. He kissed her softly on the curve of her neck. She gave a just-audible moan of pleasure.


  He whispered, “Keep making that noise when I do something right.”


  She put a hand on his chin and turned his head, looking into his eyes. Her eyes were wet, shedding tears as she blinked.


  “How did you know how badly I’ve wanted this?” she asked.


  He smiled, and pulled her closer to him. He ran his hand beneath the ruins of her clothes, stroking her back as he pulled her closer.


  “Didn’t I tell you my other superpower?” he said, lowering his lips to her neck.


  She groaned once more.


  “Show me,” she said.


  
    Chapter Eighteen

  


  The Woman with the Dead Heart


  He lowered her to the soft green grass, pulling away the remains of her jacket. He dropped his mouth to her breast. She arched her back and gasped.


  He ran his hand along her leg. Her skin was hot and soft, slick with sweat. He reached the edge of her skirt and explored beneath it. Her breathing quickened.


  She smelled so alive. Her odor was intoxicating, full of musk and mystery. Blood, sweat, tears, the dust of Jerusalem, all blended together into some alchemical potion of desire. The perfume of the nearby roses paled in comparison to the rush he got breathing in the air that flowed across her moist skin.


  Her panties were drenched, more with sweat than excitement, he guessed. He ran his finger along the inside of the elastic band. She was burning hot, and trembled at his touch. She shifted her legs wider as her hands clenched into fists in his hair.


  “I didn’t know,” she groaned. “I didn’t know it would feel this good. I don’t want it to stop.”


  He cocked his head to one side, in an echo of her earlier gesture. “It’s only begun,” he said, lowering his mouth to her skin once more.


  The night brought a bright, full moon. They lay together on the granite slab, on his spread out shirt. His jacket was pulled over them. He cradled her as she rested her head against his chest.


  “I understand now,” she said.


  “What?”


  “Why they call it ‘making love.’”


  He ran his fingers lightly across her back.


  “I’ve never been in love before,” she said.


  With his other hand, he traced the gentle arc of her lower lip. She kissed his fingers.


  “Do you love me?” she asked.


  “Hmmm,” he said.


  She tensed, ever so slightly.


  “I don’t want to lie to you,” he whispered. “I don’t know. I don’t know if what I’m feeling is love, or just bliss.”


  Amelia nodded against his chest.


  “It feels wonderful, whatever it is,” he said.


  “Do you love Sarah?” asked Amelia.


  “No. I mean, yeah, as a friend. But we weren’t in love, love. She didn’t take anything seriously. True love is a serious thing.”


  “This from a comedian.”


  “Yeah,” he said. “Point taken. But, I don’t know, there’s a line in wedding vows, ‘in sickness and health, till death do you part.’ I think it means something. If it really is love, you are committing to be with that person when they are at their worst moments. You’re saying, ‘if you break your neck and can’t even use the bathroom, I’ll always be there to change your diapers.’”


  “Well that’s a lovely image,” she said, scrunching up her nose.


  “People go to some dark places in their lives,” said Richard. “If it’s love, you won’t turn and run from that darkness.”


  She nodded, seeming to accept this definition. “No one has ever loved me,” she said, in a matter-of-fact, unemotional tone.


  “Don’t say that.”


  She rolled away from him and sat up.


  “Do you know where we are?” she asked.


  “Um … in your dad’s garden?”


  “This is my brother’s grave.”


  “Oh.” He sat up, looking down at the granite slab they’d been lying on. He felt the hair rise on the back of his neck.


  “This bothers you,” she said.


  “No,” he said. “It’s just… okay, yeah, it’s sort of creepy.”


  “I killed him,” she said.


  “I know. Sarah told me it was an accident.”


  “I don’t remember,” she said. “I’ve heard the story of what happened so many times, it seems like a memory, but I don’t know. I’ve blanked it out. My father weaves so many lies. There are no photos of Alexander. What I remember of him is so hazy, more like imagination than memory. I sometimes wonder if there’s anything under this slab at all.”


  “Sarah remembers him. Your mother does too.”


  “Father did everything to make me forget,” she said.


  “He didn’t want me to feel any guilt when I used my powers.” She clasped her knees with her arms, and rested her chin on them. “Eventually I stopped feeling anything.”


  Her face wrinkled, as she clenched her eyes shut.


  “Oh God,” she said, as tears rolled down her cheeks. “I wish I could stop now.”


  He placed his arms around her, holding her tightly.


  “He said I was a monster,” she sobbed. “But I’m so much worse than that.”


  “No,” he whispered. “No, don’t say this. Don’t think it.


  “I’m evil,” she said. “I’m death. My heart is dead. I kill women and children and men, young and old, and never feel a thing.”


  “You aren’t evil,” he said, rocking her gently in his arms. “You’re just a girl. You’re just a girl who’s made a terrible mistake.”


  “Oh God,” she cried, her voice cracking. She pressed her head to his chest and wept. “Oh God, oh God, oh God!”


  “Shh,” he whispered, his own voice choking. “Shh.”


  “I’ve done… such bad… things,” she gasped. “And I-I… I think it might have been different…”


  “It’s OK,” he said, stroking her hair. “Shh. It’s OK.”


  “If only I could remember him,” she said. “If I could remember what he looked like. If I could remember his voice, or… he’s gone. I’ll never see him again. And all those people in Jerusalem. Gone. The people who loved them will never hear their voices, or see their smiles, and it’s so awful. So awful.”


  “Yes,” he whispered. “It is. But you aren’t. You’ve been carrying the weight of the world. Your father told you the whole damn world was your responsibility. No one is strong enough to carry that. You’ve made a horrible mistake. The worst ever, maybe. I watched you do it. And I saw something beautiful as I watched you. I can’t explain it.”


  “Beautiful? You’re as s-sick as I am.”


  “Maybe. But maybe I’d still like to be with you, in sickness or in health, for better or worse. I’ll stand by you. You’re a complicated woman, Amelia. But you’re not evil. You’re just lost. Maybe I can help you find your way back.”


  “Back to where? Everyone is dead because of me,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. “My heart stops, and I keep moving. There’s no better. There’s no health. There’s no normal for me to go back to.”


  “Sarah ran away,” said Richard. “She felt like your father was to blame for what happened. She wants to go lose herself in the real world, live like a normal person, who doesn’t fly, or mess with minds. Maybe… maybe she has the right idea.”


  “I don’t know what normal is,” said Amelia.


  “You can be normal anytime you want. Normal is only a state of mind.”


  “I don’t know how.”


  “You can learn it. The first step is to get away from your father, with his schemes and plans for the world. You’ve got to stop worrying about the wars that won’t end and the hatreds that won’t die. You’ve got to let it all go, and take care of yourself.”


  “I can’t even imagine it,” she said. “Normal.”


  “Maybe you’ll like it,” he said.


  She ran her fingers across the granite slab.


  “His name,” she said, “was Alexander.”


  The stone seemed to bubble as she spoke, in thin lines spaced closely together. Iron letters formed, spelling his name, and the dates of his death and birth. Beneath this, a rose of black iron formed, its petals delicately and artfully formed.


  “I’m so sorry,” she said, wiping her cheeks. “I’m so sorry I lived and you died.”


  “Amelia,” said Nobody. “You’re a beautiful person. You have a beautiful soul. Please live. For me.”


  She stood up, shaking her head. She turned her gaze toward the moon. “I’ve been there, you know.”


  “Where?”


  “The moon.”


  “Get out.”


  “Three years ago. Rex Monday was building a missile base there, to hold the ultimate upper hand against the world. Father put together a space ship in a little under six hours once he figured out what was happening. I went up and tore the base apart. Mindo went along also.”


  “You’re making this up,” said Richard, though why this was so hard to swallow he couldn’t say, having actually seen the space ship. But, still, the moon?


  “I’ve been there,” she said. “And I’ve seen Earth, all at once, like a little shining Christmas ornament just beyond my grasp.”


  “Wow.”


  “It didn’t look so heavy,” she said. “And I thought, looking up at it, that I could actually save it.”


  “You’ve done what you could,” said Richard. “You just had some bad guidance.”


  “I’m sorry I hit you those times in the gym, Richard.”


  “Eh,” he said. “Don’t sweat it. I’m tougher than I look.”


  “Will you come with me?” she asked.


  “Just did,” he said, grinning.


  “You can help me learn to be normal,” she said.


  “It’s best that I don’t,” he said.


  “What about all that talk of wanting to help me just half a minute ago?” She frowned. “Was all that talk about for better or worse just talk?”


  He shrugged. “Everything I say is just talk. But, I mean what I said about wanting to help you find a normal life. Step one: hop onto one of those rails of yours and get as far away from here as you can.”


  “So, what? You have your way with me and now it’s good-bye forever?”


  “Get out of here,” he said, waving his hand. He could no longer look her directly in the eyes. Then, he sighed. “It’s not good-by forever. There are just… just some things I need to do. Alone. I’ll find you. When it’s time.”


  “Promise?”


  “Promise.”


  “Very well,” she said, leaning down to kiss his cheek. Then she sent a rail toward the moon, and rose along it, nude in the night sky.


  Richard gathered up his clothes and began to dress. Not that it mattered, really, if he ever wore clothes again. He still didn’t exist. A girl who could fly might learn to walk among normal people, and a woman with a dead heart might learn to live like everyone else, but for him there was no ordinary world left for him to go back to. Now and forever, Richard Rogers was Nobody.


  The next day, boats and planes began to arrive and dozens of workers descended on the mansion, beginning the repair work. Nobody slipped aboard one of the outbound planes and a few hours later found himself in Atlanta.


  By now, he was starting to stink. He hadn’t showered since his encounter with Amelia, and the aromas that had been a pleasant reminder of their lovemaking immediately after her departure had now soured. He stole a cab ride with a pair of flight attendants and accompanied them to their hotel room. He engaged in a bit of voyeurism as he shared a shower with one of them.


  “I sure am seeing a lot of naked women lately,” he said, making small talk as she toweled herself off afterward. He sat on the toilet and studied her body in minute detail. It was interesting, her posture, her movements. In the cab Tonya had been talkative, a little too perky for his taste, really, with a face that seemed permanently set to smile. But now she was “off,” her face sagging, her makeup washed away. In the cab she had seemed younger than he was, but now he was pretty certain she was at least ten years older. The lines on her face were deeper now that the make-up was gone, and her stomach had a bit of a middle-aged pooch to it. Her breasts sagged more than most women he’d been with, and her skin looked a little leathery. She looked as if she’d spent a little too much time in tanning beds.


  Curious, how he found himself studying her flaws. He realized that he’d never spent so much time near a naked person whose guard was so completely down. She wasn’t trying to hide anything from him. She used the toilet, oblivious to the fact that he was sitting on it. He found himself sharing her body. He couldn’t feel her, but when he looked down it was her body he saw, her breasts and legs. The tinkle of water in the toilet was curiously arousing.


  Perhaps, he thought, this would be how he spent his life. Instead of being a poltergeist, or a guardian angel, he could become a voyeur ghost, eternally seeking truth and beauty, jerking off when he found it.


  There were worse ways to pass time, he supposed.


  He read in the paper the next morning that the Israelis and Palestinians had formed a joint security alliance to defend themselves against a common enemy. The UN investigation was still under way, and it was cautioned it would be months, possibly years before any conclusions were reached. Less cautious commentators were throwing out theories as diverse as meteor strikes and alien invasions. Now governments of the world were opening lines of communication with one another, sharing information, and watching the skies.


  He assumed this was Dr. Know’s spin on things, and it wasn’t a bad one. He wondered if Amelia had seen the same story, and if it made her feel any better.


  Later that day, in the supermarket, he saw in the Weekly World Star that Rail Blade and the Thrill had been discovered to be aliens. Their photos had been airbrushed to reveal their antennas, and their ears had a definite sinister slant to them.


  He wondered if that was also the work of Dr. Know.


  The following months, he discovered that airbrushing was a more common practice than he realized. He’d decided to haunt famous supermodels. All proved to be disappointments. For a little while, he had stalked Charity, the cute lead singer for the Famous Five. She stayed cute even when the cameras weren’t around. She had an interesting love life, sleeping with two members of her band and her publicist, and she was fun to listen to as she talked. And she talked all the time, more even than Paco had. She talked over breakfast, with whomever she woke up with. She talked in the shower on a cell phone. She continued the conversation on the toilet, often switching between conversations with multiple callers, and texting ten other people at the same time. Then she would talk with a dozen people at once at lunch, then spend all afternoon talking with members of her band, and then spend all night talking with strangers at a club, until she finally was dragged back to the bed of whoever she was sleeping with that night, where, of course, she talked in her sleep. A week of this was enough, and Nobody moved on.


  After months of wandering in and out of the lives of the famous and not-so-famous, he found himself at the Pulpit, Chicago’s most famous comedy club, one he’d always dreamed of playing back in his amateur days. Now, he got to sit in the audience and listen to a string of great comedians while he swiped cigarettes and stole drinks. Eventually, the last comedian left the stage and the bar closed. There were only a handful of people remaining in the joint. He looked around for an attractive woman, and found one quickly. She was a redhead, very nicely put together. He had a sneaking feeling that he recognized her, maybe from the week he’d spent hanging around with Heff. He followed her out. She was a bit tipsy and was hanging on the arm of a middle-aged man, who led her to a shiny new convertible.


  He watched them as they drove off. He’d changed his mind. Following around beautiful women was beginning to lose its charm. He kicked at a piece of gravel in the parking lot, sending it skipping off across the pavement. What to do, what to do?


  He turned around and went back into the club. He felt funny.


  
    Chapter Nineteen

  


  Is This Thing on?


  Long ago, the Pulpit had actually been a church, a smallish one. For decades the old building had stood as the congregation grew. Eventually they’d built a gleaming new church in the suburbs, and the little church at the dead end of the street had been abandoned, put up for sale for years before the present owner had turned it into a bar. Much of the original stained glass and woodwork had been preserved, though the pews had been replaced with tables, and a bar ran the length of one wall.


  The man who stepped before the microphone was dressed in an expensive silk suit. He wore a fedora, and sported gold and diamonds on his fingers, his wrists, and his tiepin. His shoes were Italian leather. Everything revealed him to be a man of success, wealth, and good, if a bit flamboyant, taste.


  The bar before him was nearly empty. The lights were off on the stage, the candles on the tables extinguished, the chairs turned upside down on the tabletops. Far across the room, two men sat. He knew their names. They were Tony and Jake. Tony was the barkeeper, Jake was his friend. It wasn’t unusual for them to hang around the empty bar and watch the little television that hung over it, chatting into the wee hours of the night.


  The man on the stage took the microphone in his hands.


  “Hi,” he said. “I’m Richard Rogers, but my friends call me Nobody.”


  He started to wander around the stage, trailing the mike cord. “There’s kind of a funny story behind that. It involves a time machine and a condom that didn’t break.”


  He looked out over the empty tables and listened to the silence that greeted his opening material.


  “Oh,” he said. “Guess you’ve heard it.”


  He pushed his hat back. He took out a cigarette and placed the tip in the corner of his mouth. “But that’s OK. That’s OK. I’ve got all kinds of material. I mean to tell you, I’ve seen some crazy shit in my time. I’ve slept in the Lincoln Bedroom. I’ve traveled all over the world. I was there when Jerusalem bit the dust. I mean, the stuff I could tell you about, it would make your head explode.”


  He paused to light his cigarette. “Oh, yeah. Yeah. I’ve seen that. I’ve seen heads explode.”


  Across the room, Jake chuckled at something Tony said.


  Encouraged, Nobody pressed on. “So, the long and short of it is, I’m invisible. I mean, really, no one can see me. And this has its advantages. Like, you see my watch? It’s a Rolex. You know what it cost me? Nothing! ’Cause I’m fucking invisible, man!”


  He sat the mike back into its stand. He was starting to feel warmed up.


  “This tie. You know how much they wanted for this tie? Six hundred dollars! I mean, come on! I saw this thing in a shop downtown and I thought, ‘Hey, snazzy!’ Then I saw the price! Yow! I mean, what kind of idiot drops six hundred bucks on a tie? Not me, baby! ’Cause I’m fucking invisible!”


  “Heh,” he said, smoothing his tie back down. “Yeah. And you guys. Come on, guys, tell me what you’d do if you were invisible. Come on, admit it. You’d use your newfound ability to look at naked chicks. Yeah. Yeah, I’ve done that.”


  Tony and Jake continued to chat. They were watching some beer commercial that prominently featured women in bathing suits.


  “Those women in that commercial. I’ve seen ’em naked. Probably. They all sort of run together after a while. I mean, I’ve hung out at the freakin’ Playboy mansion. I’ve seen my share of pussy. Seen ’em and smelled ’em. I just shove my nose into any crotch that catches my fancy and take a big whiff. That’s the invisible life, dudes!”


  He loosened his tie. He felt like he was buzzing. He had no script; he had nothing practiced. He didn’t need it now. He just talked and people thought he was funny. And if he got into trouble, there was always a silly walk.


  “And women, good God, women say the raunchiest things when men aren’t around. I swear, you ever turn invisible, go hang out in a women’s restroom for an hour. You’ll hear shit that’ll make your hair fall out. When men aren’t around, women are just downright crude. I heard these two girls once, they were riding in a car, and this one was talking about her boyfriend’s penis. I’m not kidding. A twenty-minute drive, and the whole way she keeps describing this penis, talking about what kind of veins it has, talking about, I swear, what kind of moods it has. I mean, come on! Men could never carry on a conversation for twenty minutes about the physical attributes of their girlfriends. They need, what, three words, tops,”—he lowered his voice and swaggered into his he-man stance—“Hooters. Big ones.”


  He chuckled deeply, doing his macho man slow laugh.


  He straightened up, wiping his brow. He took a long drag off his cigarette, then blew a perfect smoke ring. How come he could only do this when no one was watching?


  He looked at Jake and Tony, shaking their heads about something on TV. He felt some of the energy drain from him. He tapped the mike with his finger.


  “This thing on?”


  It wasn’t.


  He looked at his watch. Four in the morning. Time to wrap this up.


  “Fuck you all for coming,” he said. “I’m here all week. I’m Nobody.”


  He flicked his cigarette into the huge potted tree at the edge of the stage. He dropped down from the stage and made his way over to the bar. While Tony and Jake watched the television, he snagged a bottle of tequila and a shot glass.


  He did a shot, then took a suck of a bar lime. He shuddered as it took hold.


  “You believe this?” said Jake, pointing at the television.


  It was Rail Blade he was pointing at. Rail Blade was on TV. Nobody perked up. Had it been a year already? Was she back to destroy the imperfect world?


  He realized quickly that this was old footage. They were watching some tabloid TV show about the sinister alien origins of Rail Blade and the Thrill.


  “What’s to believe?” said Tony.


  “That they’re aliens. I mean, come on, look at this woman. She’s not no damn alien.”


  “Jake, she has steel spikes shooting out of her ankles. There’s a clue.”


  “I dunno,” said Jake. “I mean, spikes or no, you gotta admit she’s one hot babe.”


  “Did her,” said Nobody.


  “I just think she’s spooky,” said Tony. “She weirds me out.”


  “Brother, you don’t know the half of it,” said Nobody, doing another shot. He wiped his mouth, then stuck in another cigarette.


  “How ’bout her sister?” said Jake.


  “Who? The Thrill? She’s pretty hot I guess.”


  “Had her,” said Nobody, lighting his cigarette with his diamond studded gold lighter.


  “But,” said Tony, “I hear she’s got some kind of mind control. I mean, you know I don’t like women who mess with my head.”


  “Oh brother, preach it!” said Nobody. “Amen.”


  “I saw them once,” said Jake.


  “Get out.”


  “Really. I was in D.C. for the dome celebration. There was some kind of attack by this huge baby doll—don’t look at me like that, it was a damn ten-story baby doll with a gun for a head—and everyone was panicking when all of a sudden the Thrill flew over our heads and yelled, ‘Stay calm! Keep down!’” Jake looked dreamily into the distance as he spoke of her.


  “So what did you do?” asked Tony.


  “I stayed calm. I kept down. But it didn’t feel like mind control. It was just something that seemed like really good advice. Still does.”


  “Huh,” said Tony. He glanced down to the end of the bar. His eyes locked where Nobody was sitting.


  “What?” said Jake.


  Tony walked toward Nobody. “How’d this bottle of tequila get down here?”


  Nobody grabbed at the bottle as Tony took it, his fingers passing though as if it were made of smoke.


  “Excuse me,” Nobody said. “I’m not done.”


  “Maybe you got mice,” said Jake, chuckling.


  “Damn big mice,” said Tony.


  Nobody leaned back in his stool and blew a perfect smoke ring. He blew a lot of perfect smoke rings these days.


  As Jake and Tony returned their gaze to the television, Nobody ventured behind the bar once more for the tequila. Behind the booze was a large mirror, and he revealed his face as he took the bottle into his grasp.


  He studied himself, in this $300 fedora, with his gold tie clasp. He didn’t look bad, he thought. He needed a haircut, sure. But living on the road had been good to him. He’d aged well over the months, his face growing a little tanner, a little more rugged. He looked like a mature, seasoned man of the world. If only his eyes weren’t so bloodshot and wet.


  “Yeah,” he said. “Kind of a funny story.”


  Nobody swirled the ice in his margarita with the wedge of lime. He scooped the lime across the rim of the glass, gathering up salt, then licked it. He contemplated the lime, with its withered brownish edges. Why did bar limes always look like they’d been cut two weeks before?


  By now, the bar was completely empty. The barkeep and his friend had turned off the television and gone home. It was five-thirty in the morning, and Nobody had sampled a little of everything in the bar. Sadly, the bar didn’t have a jukebox.


  “Strike up the steel guitar, boys,” said Nobody, his voice slurred. “I’ve lost my woman, my house, my car, my job, everything that used to be me has gone and died. All I’ve got left is booze and cheap thrills. I’m living in a goddamn country song.”


  He stared down at the margarita. “OK. So maybe the margarita is more a Jimmy Buffet thing. Gotta have the right props.”


  He rose drunkenly from the stool and crept his way behind the bar, looking for a bottle of whiskey.


  “Whiskey river, take my lime,” he sang softly. “It’s done turned all brown and dry…”


  He returned to his stool with the whiskey. He tilted the bottle up, filling his mouth, then spat out the contents. “Whoa, let’s not do that again,” he giggled.


  Behind him, he heard footsteps.


  He looked over his shoulder. There was a man standing in the shadows, looking at him.


  “Howdy, partner,” said Nobody.


  “Partner,” said the man in the shadows, with a nod of his head.


  “Wait a second… you heard me,” said Nobody, scratching his head.


  “Hear you, see you. Smell you from over here. You drinking that stuff or just wallowing in it?”


  “Wallowing mostly,” said Nobody, sighing. “Wallowing in booze and misery. How come you can hear me? Wait, don’t tell me, I’ve drunk myself dead. You’re the devil, come for me at last.”


  “Good guess,” said the stranger. He stepped forward, into the dim light of the single candle Nobody had lit on the bar.


  “Well, well, well,” said Nobody, recognizing his guest. “If it ain’t my old buddy Dr. Know.”


  “It ain’t,” said Dr. Know, sitting down next to him. He looked different somehow. His hair was longer, his face was thinner, and he was wearing blue jeans and a black leather jacket. But what was really different, Nobody realized, was the way he carried himself, loose and relaxed. He looked as if the weight of the world had been lifted from his shoulders.


  “Doc, I gotta admit, I never thought I’d see you again.”


  “You aren’t seeing me again,” said Doctor Know. “This is our first meeting.”


  “Holy crap,” said Nobody, his eyes widening. “You’ve done messed things up with your time machine again. Jesus Christ. When I go outside, I’m going to find a world run by apes, aren’t I?”


  “The world’s been run by apes for quite a while now,” said Dr. Know.


  “So,” said Nobody. “I guess you’re feeling pretty smug these days, huh? Looks like the world’s starting to get its act together. Everybody rallying together in defense of Earth. And I saw in the paper that Hong Kong’s decided to build one of your dome thingies. Guess everything’s going according to plan.”


  “So it would seem,” said Dr. Know. “But not my plan.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I would never cage in humanity beneath plastic skies. I would never subvert the liberties of people, forcing them to live under an authoritarian scheme managed by a shadow king only a handful of elites even know exists. All my life I’ve fought for free will, free skies, and free love. By the way, I gotta admit I admire you. Boffing both the Thrill and Rail Blade. Sweet.”


  “You sick fuck,” said Nobody. “No wonder they both hate you.”


  “They hate me because they’ve been trained to hate me. But I think you’re trying to imply that they hate their father. You still haven’t figured out who I am, have you?”


  “You’re Dr. Know,” said Nobody. “What, you having an identity crisis or something?”


  “I know exactly who I am,” he answered. “I’m Nikolas Knowbokov.


  “A.K.A. Dr. Know,” said Nobody.


  “A.K.A. Rex Monday.”


  Nobody stared at the man next to him. He reached for the whiskey, and took a sip.


  “I’m a little drunk,” Nobody admitted. “So maybe I’m not catching this. You mean all this time, you’ve been Rex Monday?”


  “Yep. I’ve been Rex Monday. But I haven’t been Dr. Know.”


  Nobody lowered his head and shook it. “Who’s on first,” he mumbled.


  “So I’ve heard,” said Rex Monday.


  “And Dr. Know and Rex Monday are the same person,” said Nobody.


  “No, not really.”


  “You are one mean bastard, messing with me while I’m this drunk.”


  “I’m a mean bastard most of the time. I have a lot of things to feel mean about. Like the fact that the world is presently being run by my goddamn evil twin and I’m starting to think he’s actually going to get away with it.”


  “Evil twin,” said Nobody, chuckling. Why hadn’t he thought of that? It seemed so obvious now. He nodded slowly, and said it again. “Evil twin.”


  “I like to think of him as such, yes.”


  “My head hurts.”


  “Did he tell you he destroyed the universe in 1968?”


  “Yeah.”


  “He lied,” said Monday, tapping his chest. “I destroyed the universe in 1968. I was the one whose mind provided the template for its re-genesis. I imagined myself in the world, and so someone very much like myself filled that role. But I was still outside. I wasn’t the cat in the box, I was still the one who had opened the box. I watched, ghostlike, in horror as someone who looked, sounded, and seemingly thought just like me carried on with what should have been my life. And for years, that was all I could do. Watch, while he gathered up wealth and power, watch while he fucked my wife and fathered her children. I hated him. I despised him. And I swore that one day I would kill him.”


  “I’ve either drunk too much or not nearly enough,” said Nobody. “I believe every word you just said.”


  “On December 16, 1974, I broke back through. It was as if my hatred for him built up to a point that it twisted the very fabric of reality, tearing a hole. I stepped through, and found myself real once more. I was naked, starving, cold, and lost. On one side of the hole I had been watching him play with his baby daughter. When I stepped through the hole to strangle him, I was on a snowy tundra, with no one around. I willed myself to walk for three days before I found a small cabin, inhabited by a wild-eyed, shaggy-bearded recluse. He pulled a shotgun on me and told me to get off his property. I informed him this was my planet, tore the gun from his grasp, and beat him to death with it. I took his clothes. I ate his flesh. I stayed in his cabin for three weeks while I figured out what to do.”


  “You ate his flesh…?”


  “Don’t judge me. You can’t imagine the state of mind I was in, after being trapped so long outside of reality”


  “I can imagine better than you might think.”


  “Perhaps you can. During my stay in the cabin, I realized how much Dr. Know had the upper hand. He was the one with the wealth and the power. He was the one with the ability to read minds. I thought of confronting him directly, but feared the consequences. I think he is the anti-matter to my matter… should we ever meet, I believe it will destroy us both. His life I wouldn’t mourn, but my death would be just one goddamn bummer.”


  “I hear ya.”


  “But, eventually, I learned I had special abilities of my own. I couldn’t read minds, but I could close them off, prevent him from reading them. I began to father children, and was pleased to learn they displayed strange powers and abilities, just as his did.”


  “The Panic and Sundancer I can see,” said Nobody “But Pit Geek was, like, fifty”


  “I can’t explain Pit Geek. I just sort of found him, and worked him into my little army. For years, I’ve worked behind the scenes in opposition to my dark half’s sinister schemes. Where he tried to oppress indigenous people beneath the thumbs of colonial invaders, I provided the arms to fan the flames of revolution. Where he tried to disarm those nations that might oppose him, I worked to keep them one step ahead on chemical and biological weapons. But now, it seems my hard work and dedication are coming to naught. With the destruction of Jerusalem, he seems to have stoked the fears of the world sufficiently to provide the leverage he needs to carry out his mad plans.”


  “Dude,” said Nobody. “You can’t really think you were doing the right thing by starting wars, can you?”


  “I wasn’t starting wars. I was just trying to ensure they run their natural course. Where natural hostilities are repressed by outside forces, the hate festers and grows until the war that finally comes when the outside forces vanish is far worse than what would have come before. The lessons of history are harsh, but irrefutable. True peace only comes when one side becomes powerful enough that the other side is no longer a threat. Then guilt sets in, the side with the power throws the side that lost a few crumbs, and all is right with the world. That’s how the west was won.”


  “Forget the forces of history,” said Nobody, feeling increasingly sober. “You were going to blow up school buses filled with children.”


  “Hard choices must be made when fighting a foe as powerful and nearly omniscient as Dr. Know. I can’t pretend I’m proud of the things I’ve done. But perhaps you can understand a little of the desperation and fear I felt, knowing that every lie on the evening news bore the stamp of his plotting.”


  “Well,” said Nobody. “He’s no saint, that’s for sure.”


  “I want you to help me stop him,” said Monday.


  “How?”


  “I’m thinking a bullet in the head will do the trick. His island is wired. If one of my agents stepped foot on the sand there he would know it. But you’ve been there as his guest. You could still get close enough to deliver a fatal blow.”


  “Rex, if I may call you Rex . . .”


  “Feel free.”


  “Rex, go screw yourself. I’m not a murderer.”


  “You killed Baby Gun, my own flesh and blood. I know you’re capable of murder.”


  “Baby Gun was kind of stomping through Jerusalem at the time, under your orders, and innocent people were getting hurt.”


  “You didn’t kill Rail Blade when she was polishing off Jerusalem.”


  “Because of you,” said Nobody, stabbing a finger toward Monday’s chest, “Veronica’s dead.”


  “An unfortunate misunderstanding. I wanted them to use her to contact you. There was never an order from me to harm her.”


  “Just get away from me,” said Nobody, throwing up his hands. “Jesus, you’re both a couple of sick bastards.”


  “You could still have her back, you know,” said Monday.


  “Who?”


  “Veronica. Once you kill Dr. Know, we’ll have access to his time machine.”


  “You’re freaking crazy.”


  “You could go back in time and kill Dr. Know just before he leaves on the trip that led to your present condition.”


  “Don’t be stupid,” said Nobody. “I’ve watched Star Trek. If I go back in time and kill him, then I would never even meet him, which means I’d never have a reason to kill him. Oh, Jesus, that kind of stuff makes my head hurt. Or maybe it’s mixing all this liquor.”


  Rex Monday grabbed a bar napkin and took out a pen. He drew a line to the midpoint of the napkin, then looped the line into a circle, returning to the line once more, continuing on straight, so that he’d drawn a circle intersecting a line at one point only.


  “This is your time line,” said Monday.


  “And this is your time line on drugs,” said Nobody.


  “Follow me,” said Monday. “This line veers off into a circle, but returns to continue its path. The same would be true of your personal timeline. All the events that would have occurred in your life since the morning you woke up unborn would still exist, here, in this loop. The existence of the line isn’t disturbed by the existence of the loop. You would wake up in bed, next to your wife, with full memory of everything that happened. But your life would be normal again. You’d be free of this strange curse.”


  “But Dr. Know would be alive again.”


  “In your timeline, sure. Not in mine. I’d finally have what I want most.”


  “I think this is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. No. No. I mean, everything would be back? Like it was? Oh, forget it. I’m not going to kill him. You’re more deserving of a bullet in the head than he is.”


  “Maybe you’d give me a chance to change your mind.”


  “I can’t think of a damn thing you could say to change my mind.”


  “There are things I could show you,” said Monday. “Let’s take a little trip.”


  Nobody opened his mouth to speak, but no sound came out. The bar vanished.


  
    Chapter Twenty

  


  Talking About Weather


  Once more, there was no up. Nobody watched with nauseated fascination as his body fractured and folded, smearing out over numerous flat and fragmented dimensions.


  When he snapped back into a cohesive whole, he dropped to his hands and knees on rock-hard frozen ground, and retched.


  “Yeah,” said Rex Monday, watching. “I thought it would be best not to take you directly inside.”


  “Aauugh,” moaned Nobody, drool dripping from his lips. “Oooh, Christ. Give me some warning next time you… you… you do whatever the hell it is you just did.”


  “Dr. Know built a time machine,” said Monday. “I built a space machine.”


  “Space machine?”


  “Some of my less-educated colleagues insist on calling it a teleporter. But a teleporter would imply the transition of matter into information into matter again. Possible I suppose, but only with absurd levels of computing power and raw energy. My machine exploits the fractal math that underlies the fabric of space, allowing the spontaneous transposition of points along a curve. I built it out of a pocket calculator and a microwave oven. Simple and obvious, at least if you were there to watch the Big Bang.”


  “Nothing absurd about that,” said Nobody, wiping his mouth on his sleeve. The cold wind made him aware of the beads of sweat dripping down his face. “Oh, God, I don’t feel so good.”


  “Come inside,” said Monday, motioning toward a small, crude cabin nearby. “I’ll put on some coffee.”


  By his second cup of coffee, the aspirin Rex Monday had given him started to kick in. Nobody still felt like he was going to die, but he no longer craved the relief death would bring the way he had earlier.


  Monday stood by the cabin’s single small window, watching the sunrise. The cabin was lit by oil lamps, and the coffee pot was still simmering on the wood stove. The cabin was one large room, with a single, small cot, a small table made from an upturned barrel, two folding chairs and a very out of place metal and glass office desk, on top of which was a laptop computer.


  “Beautiful morning,” said Monday. “Pink sky. Might be a storm on the way later. Last big storm we had, snow got higher than the roof.”


  “You didn’t bring me here to talk about the weather,” said Nobody.


  “Didn’t I? I like talking about weather. Weather is uncontrollable, unpredictable, something big that gives man a little philosophical perspective.”


  Nobody rubbed his temples. “Sorry, but I’m not really in the mood to discuss philosophy.”


  “We’re not talking philosophy. We’re talking about weather.”


  “My bad.”


  “Dr. Know threatens this, you know.”


  “What? Weather?”


  “You been to D.C. since they finished the dome?”


  “Briefly,” said Nobody.


  “It’s always the same now. It’s always seventy degrees. There’s fake rain three times a week to keep the trees growing, and wind on demand to keep the air fresh. In D.C. now, talk about weather is a thing of the past. They’ve done something about it.”


  “Sure. But, really, is it any different than this cabin? I doubt you like weather enough to keep the door and window open during snowstorms. Just think of the D.C. Dome as a great big cabin.”


  Monday nodded and took a sip of his coffee. After a pause, he said, “He can stop hurricanes, you know.”


  Nobody nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, now that you mention it, I heard that.”


  “He’s trying not to abuse it. But the temptation must always be there. I know how he thinks. He thinks like I used to think. He can save lives and property by stopping hurricanes. Of course, hurricanes play important ecological roles in the grand scheme of things. So, he’ll look for ways to create new hurricanes, ones he’ll control, that stay below dangerous levels, and make landfall where he thinks they’re most needed. He’s already running tests.”


  “How do you know that?”


  Monday sat down at the desk and powered up the laptop. “Remember, I spent years as a ghost, just like you are now. I was able to watch him while he was putting together his laboratory in his mansion. He’s made some significant upgrades to his systems over the years, but underneath it all, he’s still running slapped-together code he jammed out way back when. Getting into his systems is a breeze. That’s how I found out about your existence. I was listening in on your encrypted radio transmissions.”


  Nobody thought of something that struck him as important. “You built that hood the Panic was wearing. The one that let him see me.”


  “Yes. I had worked out the design in my head ages ago when I was trapped outside of reality”


  “You could build more for me.”


  “Don’t need to,” said Monday, pulling open the center desk drawer. He pulled out another hood, and tossed it to Nobody “My compliments.”


  “This will let anyone see me?”


  “Yes.”


  Nobody held the hood, running his fingers across the fine mesh, imagining the possibilities. For the briefest instant, he imagined himself leading a normal life again. But, of course, that was absurd. The hood would only let one person at a time see him. It was unlikely he would be able to convince six billion people to wear hoods all the time just so he’d be real once more. If anything, holding the hood made his situation seem more hopeless than ever.


  “Look at this,” said Monday, tapping the laptop screen. “I can get into all of his files from here. I can pull up information on his weather control experiments. I can pull up live feeds of his agents who are negotiating with cities around the world to put up domes. His goal is to have two-thirds of the Earth’s population under artificial skies by the year 2050. And even that is just the midpoint of his plan. Eventually, he plans to build floating super-cities in the middle of the ocean. He’s designed them to comfortably support ten billion people.”


  “That’s quite a crowd.”


  “Most of the time the citizens will be stacked up like firewood, existing in life-supporting wombs, participating in a virtual reality. This is his ultimate plan to save the Earth. Hitler had a final solution, and so does Dr. Know. By 2150, he intends for the continents to be devoid of permanent human habitation. Then he will begin to reforest and repopulate the vanished species of Earth.”


  He tapped some keys. A list of endangered species began to scroll up, a very, very long list.


  “He’s got a gene bank containing all these species, and is pretty far along in developing the process he’ll need to clone them.”


  “Sounds pretty noble to me,” said Nobody.


  “People with noble intentions do the greatest harm,” said Monday. “And no one has ever had greater intentions.”


  “OK. I won’t deny he’s got some pretty ambitious schemes, and I’ve seen some of the bad things that can result from them. But the stuff you’re talking about is pretty far-fetched. I don’t think the people of the world are likely to go along with it.”


  “He’s working on that.” Again, Monday’s fingers flew across the keyboards, now bringing up a list of names. “He controls the world’s media. Not all of it, of course, not yet, but one by one he’s taking over newspapers, networks, websites. Do you know what this list of names is?”


  “You send them Christmas cards.”


  “These are reporters who’ve stumbled onto parts of his master plan.” He began to scroll through the list. Most of the names were green, some were red, and some were black. “The green ones are dismissed as conspiracy nuts. The information they put out isn’t very well-documented, and they get fed enough disinformation to render them harmless. They’re the lucky ones. The red names are reporters who’ve had the bad luck to stumble onto something more solid.”


  He tapped a name on the screen.


  “This one, Christina Garamond, she’s been to Dr. Know’s island. She was a journalism student working summers with her father’s construction company. She helped install some of those fancy goo tubes Dr. Know keeps his victims in. Most of the workers just put the stuff where they’re told and don’t ask questions. Christina asked lots. She took a lot of pictures and swiped whole reams of documents and blueprints. She wrote a truly devastating book about her discoveries, and mailed it off to publishers. A lot of the editors she sent it to are also on this list as red names. One by one, the manuscripts have been destroyed. Many of these people have lost their homes in fires. A few of these people have landed in jail on trumped up charges. Christina is presently in a hospital, her intelligence reduced to that of an eight-year-old, thanks to a head injury she received in an ‘accident.’”


  Nobody quietly stared at the list. There were a lot of red names. And more than a few black ones.


  “The black ones are dead,” said Monday.


  “You’re saying he killed these people.”


  “Yes.”


  “To keep his secret.”


  “Yes.”


  Nobody rubbed his throbbing temples with his fingers. “I don’t believe you.”


  “I know. It’s tough to swallow. If you’d like, we can visit some of the red names. You can hear their stories directly, judge for yourself. Although, I have to warn you. They talk too much, they wind up a black name.”


  “Doesn’t matter. You could take me to people you’ve planted. They could say anything you want them to.”


  Monday grinned. “Ah. A skeptic. I admire you for maintaining your skepticism after receiving unquestionable first-hand proof of time travel, mind control, and women who aren’t bound by laws of gravity.”


  “Even if I believed, it doesn’t matter. I mean, when it comes right down to it, I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt. Maybe Dr. Know is up to his eyeballs in this conspiracy junk. Maybe you see yourself as some kind of noble freedom fighter in opposing him. But you said it yourself—people with noble intentions do the worst things. And you’ve done some fairly vile things, placing children in danger.”


  “I won’t stand by idly while Dr. Know twists the world to conform to his warped vision.”


  “I will. Because, you know, it just doesn’t matter. Dr. Know and you, you’re like, what, sixty? Sixty-five? He’s making plans for the world in 2050, and 2150, but he’s not going to be around to see them come to fruition. Whatever damage he’s doing will be undone, eventually. One man, even as powerful as he is, only gets so many years to mess things up.”


  “You must not have been paying attention,” said Monday. “Didn’t I mention his cloning program?”


  “Fine. So he clones himself. It’s not like his clones will really be him. They’ll have their own experiences, their own lives.”


  “No. His ability to use other minds to house his consciousness will be greatly enhanced with his clones. He will be able to effect a complete transfer, with total control of a new host body, if his theories are correct. He’ll be able to move from body to body, should such a thing even be needed. His medical research leads him to believe that with proper diet and genetic repair therapy, he may be able to extend his own healthy life to well over one hundred and twenty years. Who knows what meddling he’ll be able to accomplish in another six decades?”


  “And who knows how many busses full of children you’ll blow up, huh?”


  “I do. None. You go back in time and stop Dr. Know and I stop my war against him. You kill him; I’ll take his place and stop his mad schemes. I’ll turn the world free of his grasp, and mine as well. And you, you’ll get to go back to the life you knew. You’ll be happy and free of your curse.”


  Nobody looked at the silver hood he held.


  “It still doesn’t make sense,” he said. “He’ll be alive when I go back.”


  “He’ll be dead in my world. You have your time line, I have mine. There are infinite worlds. It’s only the limitations of our minds that make us think there’s one. In my world, he’ll be dead. You have the power to grant my wish. I have the power to grant yours.”


  Nobody wadded up the hood and shoved it into his pocket. This was too much to think about. But maybe it was time to stop thinking. Maybe it was time to follow his gut instinct. He wanted off this roller coaster.


  “Fine,” he said. “Give me a gun. Send me back to the island. I’ll put a bullet in his head. All I want is to go home.”


  
    Chapter Twenty-One

  


  I’m Not Really Your Friend


  Monday handed him the pistol. Light played over its smooth black surface. It weighed heavily in his hand, the most solid thing Nobody had ever touched.


  “If I use the space machine to take us to the island, he’ll know instantly,” said Monday. “It’s important that you approach in a fashion that he won’t find suspicious.”


  “I guess I could dress as a pizza boy.”


  Monday took a large graphing calculator from his shirt pocket. “How’s your stomach?”


  “Urn… a little better. Not much. Is that your space machine? I thought you weren’t going to use that thing to get to the island.”


  Rex Monday leaned over his laptop, pulling up a scheduling program. “Hmm. Looks like Mindo is at the Miami airport even as we speak. That’ll do.”


  “For—”


  Monday clicked the equal key on the calculator.


  The world twisted as Nobody blinked. His eyelids felt dry as they slipped across his toes.


  “—what,” finished Nobody. There was a blast of heat, and he raised his hands to shield his eyes from the bright sunlight.


  “Welcome to Miami,” said Monday, though he could barely be heard. Overhead, a giant jet was climbing into the sky.


  “You did it again, you bastard,” said Nobody, clutching his stomach.


  “No time to waste,” said Monday. “Mindo is heading for Dr. Know’s jet right now. You need to sneak onto the jet, and get back to the island.”


  “What’s Mindo doing here?”


  “Buying beer and cigarettes? Does it matter? You’ve got about thirty seconds before they close the door. That’s his jet over there.”


  Nobody recognized it.


  “Go,” said Monday.


  Nobody loped across the airfield, reaching the steps and racing up them to get inside just before the door closed.


  He felt the weight of the gun in his pocket, shifting as he took a seat. The plane taxied down the runway. From the window, he watched the ground slip away.


  “Next stop,” he said, “Murderville.”


  He walked slowly from the airstrip to the mansion. Mindo had gone ahead, taking a golf cart, but Nobody felt the need to walk. He had a few stops to make before meeting Dr. Know again.


  He went to the rose garden, to the fountain, and to Alexander’s grave. But the grave was gone. Where the stone slab had stood, there was only a carpet of green grass. He walked around the fountain to be sure. It was true. Dr. Know had either moved the gravestone, or destroyed it.


  “Oh, Doc,” said Nobody, with a sigh. “Why do you have to make this so easy?”


  He walked up to the main house. The repairs had been completed. The house looked as if it had never been chopped in half. The newness of the paint gave it a brighter, happier look than it had the last time he’d seen it. But when he stepped inside, he could sense a change in the atmosphere. The portrait of the family that had once hung above the giant fireplace was gone, replaced by a gilded mirror.


  He walked up the staircase, listening to the silence of the house. Not that the house had ever been the home of raucous parties, but usually it hadn’t been this quiet. Gone were the sounds of Rail Blade exercising in the gym, vanished were the rap songs that the Thrill would play at top volume from her stereo.


  And yet, as he walked down the hall and came to the library, he found one thing unchanged. Katrina Knowbokov still sat in the library reading, in her padded leather chair, her glasses perched at the end of her nose. Nobody approached her.


  He pulled the silver hood from his pocket. He carefully, gently, pulled it over her head. The second it slipped over her eyes, she jumped, sending her glasses falling to the floor.


  “Aah,” she cried, kicking his legs as she scrambled backwards, knocking over her chair.


  “Whoa!” said Nobody. “It’s OK! It’s OK. I won’t hurt you. I won’t hurt you.”


  “Who… who are you?”


  “Remember about a year ago? Dinner with an invisible man? I’m him.”


  “You… you’re real?”


  “Define real,” said Nobody, shrugging. “No, don’t bother. I’m real enough.”


  Katrina cautiously touched the hood. “What’s this thing you’ve pulled over my eyes?”


  “It’s… I don’t know what it’s called. But it lets you see into my reality. Allows you to hear me,” he said, raising his leg and rubbing his shin where she’d kicked him. “And you can touch me, too.”


  “You frightened me,” she said.


  “Sorry. I just wanted to talk.”


  “I don’t know that I want to talk to you,” Katrina said, picking up her chair. “You certainly have approached me rudely.”


  “I guess,” said Nobody. “But, I’ve been wanting to talk to you for a long time. I was there the day you tried to talk Paco into poisoning your husband. I’ve watched you withdraw into yourself ever since then. I wanted to say something, though I still don’t know what I can say that might help.”


  “You’ve spied on me?” she said, taking her seat once more.


  “Occasionally. But I swear to God I don’t follow you into the bathroom or anything sick. Mostly I just see you here in the library. You seem very… studious.”


  “How is it that you are invisible?” she asked.


  “Your husband’s time machine—”


  “Stop,” she said, holding up her hand.


  “Don’t believe in the time machine?” asked Richard.


  “I have a daughter who flies,” said Katrina. “Another destroys cities with a wave of her hands. I can believe in a time machine. But I don’t want to.”


  “It wears you out, doesn’t it,” said Nobody.


  She stared him thoughtfully, then nodded.


  “Wears me out too,” said Nobody. “Why haven’t you ever left?”


  “There is no place on Earth I could go. Were I to leave, Niko would notice, and with but a thought, he would find me and dispatch his emissaries to bring me home. I choose to retain what few shreds of dignity I have left rather than find myself carted home slung over Mindo’s shoulders.”


  “But if you could leave, would you?”


  She looked toward the floor, and sat silent for a moment.


  “I don’t know,” she whispered. “I don’t know if it’s possible to run anywhere untouched by Niko. His handiwork is evident throughout all the world.”


  “Have you ever talked to him about leaving?”


  She looked at him with her eyes wide, as if shocked by the question. “What’s the point of conversation with a man who knows your every thought? The only time my thoughts are safe is when I’m reading. Then the words in my head are not my own. I’m beyond him then. My only hope now is that I’ll outlive him. He’s ten years older than me and seems under great stress. Do you think it horrible of me that I daydream about his funeral?”


  “Not in the least,” said Nobody. Then he realized that Dr. Know was probably reading her thoughts right now. He’d best cut this short before he said anything suspicious. “Thanks for talking to me. If you don’t mind, I’d like the hood back.”


  She pulled it off, and looked where he stood, her eyes straining. With a gasp, she dropped the hood, then stood and walked from the room.


  He took the hood and put it in his pocket once more. “Yeah,” he said, taking out his gun. “Yeah, this will be easier than I imagined.”


  He walked out of the room. Somewhere in the distance was a strange noise, like an elephant farting.


  Nobody found Dr. Know in his command center, facing him as he entered the door.


  “Hello, Richard,” said Dr. Know.


  “Good-bye,” said Nobody, raising the gun to fire.


  Dr. Know crossed the ten-yard gap between them before Nobody even extended his arm. He kicked the gun away, then delivered a tremendous punch to Nobody’s groin. Nobody hit the floor unable to breathe.


  “How decidedly amateurish,” said Dr. Know. “I knew the second you snuck aboard my plane. Sensors detected the gun. Then, when my wife’s thoughts momentarily vanished, I was able to listen in through microphones in the library. Since you’re in possession of one of his thought-blocking hoods, I assume you’ve been brainwashed by Rex Monday.”


  “No,” said Nobody, reaching out and grabbing at the doctor’s legs. The doctor nimbly evaded him. “I pretty well hated you before I ever spoke to Monday.”


  “Hmm,” said Dr. Know. “You admit to speaking with him. Although, given his history, it’s far more likely you spoke with one of his agents.”


  Nobody managed to get on his hands and knees, wincing. “Oooh. No. No, I’m pretty certain it was him.”


  “Really. And what makes you so sure?”


  Nobody swiveled his head around. The gun had fallen back in the hallway.


  “Go for the gun and I’ll paralyze you,” said Dr. Know. “You know I’m not bluffing.”


  “Yeah,” said Nobody, looking at the doctor. “Yeah, I don’t think you’re bluffing.”


  “Get up,” said Dr. Know. “Now that we have quashed any absurd notions of assassination, I think we should have a serious talk.”


  “I’m not very talkative, all of a sudden,” said Nobody. “And I bet that frustrates you. I bet it drives you crazy, not being able to get inside my head.”


  “You think very highly of your thoughts,” said Dr. Know. “I have far better things to go crazy over, believe me.”


  “I see you destroyed Alexander’s grave.”


  “I had him interred elsewhere,” said Dr. Know. “Amelia had defaced the original stone.”


  “Defaced?” said Nobody. “She put his name on it!”


  “Let’s talk about Rex Monday,” said Dr. Know. Nobody noticed something on one of the monitors behind Dr. Know. He stepped past him for a closer look. On a grainy black and white camera, Amelia could be seen in a sandy, stony landscape. It reminded Richard somewhat of the Middle East. She was sitting cross-legged, in a lotus-position meditation, her back to the camera.


  “Oh my God,” he said. “That’s Amelia. Is she working for you again?”


  “My hiring standards aren’t that low,” said Dr. Know, turning toward the monitor. “Amelia returned and stole a vehicle from me shortly after we parted ways. I keep tabs on her now, in case she becomes irrational again. For the time being, she doesn’t seem to be a danger to Earth.”


  “Doc, I’ve got to say that setting up spy-cams on your own daughter seems a little sick,” said Nobody.


  “It’s for the world’s safety,” said Dr. Know, turning toward the monitors. “You heard her threats.”


  “I bet you know where Sarah is, too. She didn’t threaten anyone.”


  “Sarah continues to abuse and waste her powers,” said Dr. Know. “She’s living in Dallas, in a mansion she’s secured with her powers and furnished with theft. She’s a potential threat in that her selfish behavior may make her easy prey for Rex Monday, but, for now, she’s not endangering anyone.”


  “Ah, yes, Rex Monday. I’ve met him. I know who he is. Would you like to learn his true identity?”


  “I believe you know the answer to that.”


  Nobody faced him. Behind him, in the hall, Katrina watched, the silver hood pulled over her face. But if she had the hood, what was this lump wadded up in his pocket?


  Remaining casual as Katrina aimed the pistol she carried, Nobody said, “Rex Monday’s real name is Nicolas Knowbokov.”


  “Is this a joke?” asked Dr. Know.


  Then the shot rang out.


  Dr. Know fell forward, a stunned look in his eyes. Nobody caught him in his arms.


  Katrina dropped the gun and fled, her hands over her mouth.


  For the briefest of seconds, Dr. Know’s eyes locked on Richard’s. They were full of confusion. Then, they lost their focus. His body went limp. Richard lowered him gently to the floor. There was surprisingly little blood. The bullet had entered the Doctor’s back, just behind his heart. It hadn’t come through the other side.


  “Kind of anticlimactic, isn’t it?” said a familiar voice.


  Nobody looked up. Rex Monday walked toward him, slipping the calculator back into his shirt pocket.


  Nobody said, “I told him who you were. I think he was so bewildered he never knew she was behind him.”


  “Pretty clever, giving her that hood. I don’t remember telling you it would block her thoughts.”


  “Pretty lucky. It’s not like I planned it.”


  Then Nobody furrowed his brow. He stuck his hand into his pocket. The hood was still there. Something was wrong here.


  Monday held up a pocket calculator, bigger and more elaborate than the one he used for his space machine. He turned it on.


  “Of course,” he said, after studying it for about thirty seconds. “I can’t believe it. This is so freaking obvious, I can’t believe I didn’t make my own. Then again, it helps if you have your own fusion reactor in the basement to power this thing.”


  From somewhere in the distance, there was another long farting noise.


  “Simplicity,” said Monday, handing him the calculator. “You key in the time, date and year, hit the memory key. Here’s your ticket home, friend.”


  “I’m not really your friend,” said Nobody, watching himself, wet with blood, leaning down to pick up the gun Katrina had dropped. He watched himself stealthily walk up behind Rex Monday.


  Rex Monday’s breath caught in his throat as the gun barrel was placed to the back of his neck. Blood splashed over the front of Nobody’s shirt, drenching him. Nobody’s ears rang from the shot.


  “Guns make us all superheroes,” said the Nobody holding the still smoking weapon. “Here’s the plan: Go to the library and set the time machine coordinates for five minutes ago, then give the hood to Katrina once more. Tell her Dr. Know can’t read her thoughts and show her the gun. She’ll volunteer to pull the trigger. Then pop ahead three minutes and pick up the gun from where she drops it. You know the rest.”


  “OK,” said Nobody, as his duplicate handed him the gun. “Sounds like I’ve got it all figured out.”


  “Go,” said the older, wiser Nobody. He watched himself leave the room and head for the library. He took a seat in Dr. Know’s command chair, the time machine in one hand, the space machine in the other.


  “Nobody, Master of Time and Space,” he said with a deep voice, then giggled nervously. His body slackened as he sank into the chair. His blood-soaked shirt clung to his body. He was too tired to care. It was finally over.


  He looked at the row of monitors, at broadcasts from around the world.


  “You’re free,” he whispered, addressing the whole damn planet.


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two

  


  See, This is Why I Like You


  Nobody found Sarah sunning herself by the pool of the biggest mansion in Dallas. The house made her father’s island residence look quaint and homey. He took a moment to steady himself as his stomach unknotted from the trip. By now he’d used the space machine a dozen times and was getting used to it.


  She was reclining in a lounge chair, looking more relaxed than he’d ever seen her, and Sarah was someone who knew how to relax. She’d dyed her hair black, but somehow this didn’t change her appearance much.


  She still hadn’t seen him. The space machine worked with eerie silence. He tried to figure out how he was going to say what he needed to say. The possible scripts kept getting tangled up in his head. What was the funny, clever way to say, “Hi, I’ve killed your father?”


  So, at last, he just said, “Hi.”


  Sarah tilted her head toward him, raising a hand to adjust her sunglasses.


  “Richard?” she said.


  “How you doing?” said Richard, looking back toward the house. “Pretty nice digs you got here.”


  “Oh my God, it is you,” she said, sitting up.


  “Is this a good ‘oh my God’ or a bad ‘oh my God?’” asked Richard.


  “What are you doing here?” said Sarah.


  “There’s a long story behind that,” said Richard. “But not a funny one.”


  “Come on into the house,” said Sarah. “I’ll have Irwin fix us something to eat.”


  Richard followed her, stealthily staring at her lithe, seductive body as she walked. She seemed more naked now in her bikini than she had when she actually was naked, lying beside him in the huge bed back at her father’s house. Did she ever think about those days, he wondered. It seemed like a lifetime ago.


  They entered through the dining room, a huge open space framed by windows rather than walls. “Irwin!” Sarah yelled out.


  A young man appeared in the doorway, dressed in a white butler’s uniform. Something about the puppy-dog look in his eyes as he looked at Sarah made Richard deeply uncomfortable.


  “We have a visitor, Irwin. Fix us some sandwiches and lemonade,” said Sarah.


  “Yes ma’am!” said Irwin.


  “Oh, and Irwin?” said Sarah. “My guest is standing right next to me. You see him don’t you?”


  “Of course!” said Irwin, who then turned and left.


  “Huh,” said Richard. “I wish I’d known you could do that.”


  “If he’s telling the truth,” said Sarah. “People lie to me to make me happy with astonishing frequency.”


  “No surprise there,” said Richard. “You’re a hot babe. Plenty of men would lie to you even if you didn’t have your mind control powers.”


  “I told you it’s not mind control,” said Sarah. “My power is nothing like Dad’s. I don’t get inside people’s heads.”


  “You’re right. I’ve read your father’s files. He believed that you have a vibration in your voice that stimulates human pleasure centers. Obeying your words is like a dose of heroin to most people.”


  “Great. Now I’m a drug.”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  “Irwin is addicted,” said Sarah. “I caught him trying to steal my Porsche about six months ago. I could have turned him over to the police, but I figured I’d turn him into an honest citizen. Now he hangs on my every word even when I’m not using my powers on him.”


  “That’s funny that you say he was stealing your Porsche,” said Richard, aware he was about to start a fight. “Didn’t you kind of steal it from the guy who used to own this house?”


  “I see that my father’s file on me is complete. No surprise there. Yeah, I had Vincent Kay sign over the titles to his house and cars and boat to me. Why not? The man was the worst sleaze-bag CEO in America. If I hadn’t taken his toys he would have lost them all anyway after his stock bubble burst.”


  “I suppose there’s a sort of Robin Hood justice there,” said Richard. “Taking from the rich to give to the, uh, to you.”


  “Don’t judge me,” Sarah snapped. “I was homeless, OK? I didn’t have anywhere to go. My father has made my life almost as isolated and lonely as yours, Nobody.”


  “That’s all the more reason to judge you,” said Richard. “You really think this is the best way to live your life? Hiding out here in this mansion, with your only companion a toady butler?”


  “I call it my Batman plan,” said Sarah. “Minus the part where I put on a cape and fight crime.”


  Richard grinned. “You’ve got a smart mouth on you, kid. I’ve missed you.”


  “I’ll let you know whether I’ve missed you or not after you tell me why you’re here. You’ve been reading my father’s files. I assume he sent you.”


  “Your father’s dead,” said Richard.


  “Oh,” said Sarah. She sat down at the end of the long dining room table. “Oh,” she said, softly.


  “So you’re free,” said Richard. “He’s not peeking into the thoughts of potential boyfriends anymore. You can make friends with anyone in the whole world. I suggest you start with your mother.”


  As he said this, he dug into his pocket and pulled out two small disks the size of pencil erasers. He sat them on the table in front of Sarah.


  “What are these?” she asked. “Pills?”


  “Hearing aids. Sort of. Hearing blockers, I guess would be more accurate. Rex Monday had whipped them up for his henchmen to wear when they fought you. It blocks the frequency in your voice that activates pleasure centers. I think you should give these to your mother. I think the two of you could really benefit from talking to one another without her being scared of you.”


  “These really block my powers?” she said, picking them up.


  “According to Rex Monday’s notes.”


  “How have you been reading Rex Monday’s notes? What does he have to do with any of this?”


  “Now, see, this is where it turns into a long story. The executive summary is that Rex Monday convinced me to help him kill your father. But I had my own agenda during this, and I managed to kill Rex Monday as well. Oh, and Rex Monday was your father’s evil twin.”


  “You killed my father?”


  “In the broad sense, yes. Your mother pulled the trigger, but it was my plan.”


  “My mother kill… how? Why?”


  “You know what you said about a life of loneliness and isolation? I think it went ever deeper with your mother. She felt trapped in a world she had no control over. When I put the gun into her hands, I think she realized she had a way to take control back.”


  “Oh my God,” said Sarah, placing her elbows on the table, dropping her head into her hands. “Oh my God.”


  “These are not good ‘oh my Gods,” said Richard.


  “How did you expect me to react? Did you want me to be happy? To be grateful? I can’t believe this.”


  “I didn’t know how you’d react. I could have kept it secret. You could have lived your life here and never found out. But that didn’t seem fair.”


  Sarah sagged into her chair. She wasn’t crying. She didn’t look angry. She looked drained, stunned.


  “I know this is a shock,” said Richard. “I hope you can forgive me one day. But, more importantly, I hope you can forgive your mother. She was caught up in something she couldn’t control for a very long time. Please don’t hate her.”


  “I can’t believe it,” said Sarah. “My mother? She was so quiet and harmless. She was just a little statue in the library. How could she have done this? How?”


  “You can ask her,” said Richard. “This might sound crazy, but, with those earplugs, and with your father out of the picture, this is a great time to get back in touch with her.”


  “That does sound crazy,” said Sarah.


  “Look,” said Richard. “I’m more to blame for this than she is. And I think I might have a little insight into this. You have a chance to do something that is forever lost to me. You can still talk with your mother. This is a second chance for you.”


  Sarah toyed with the tiny hearing blockers.


  “You know, it’s funny,” she said. “But I don’t hate you for this. I don’t hate you for killing my father, for coming here and judging me, for telling me how I should treat my mother. But…”


  “But?”


  “But I’ve hated you for a long time now for not coming to find me. I haven’t exactly been keeping myself secret. I’ve been mentioned in news stories as Vincent Kay’s ‘mistress.’ They’ve run photos of me in tabloids. I always thought you’d find me. But it took this to make you come here?”


  “I’ve been a little unfocused for the last year,” said Nobody. “Sorry.”


  “Do you still love me?” asked Sarah.


  “No.”


  “Oh.”


  “Not romantically,” said Richard. “But I hope we’ll be friends. This isn’t some kind of bullshit. I really enjoy your company.”


  “So what changed?”


  “You’ll kill me when I tell you.”


  “How bad can it be compared to your killing my dad?”


  “I might be in love with your sister. I’m hoping you’ll help me find her.”


  Sarah cut him a glance that twisted his stomach worse than the space machine. He knew he’d gone too far in revealing this.


  Then Sarah started to laugh.


  “Wow,” she said. “I mean, wow. You have a lot of nerve, Nobody.”


  “What do I have to lose?” he asked.


  They continued to talk for the next few hours. Richard was relieved to discover he’d done the right thing. With everything out in the open, Sarah seemed more curious than angry about what had happened. He told her about the fight between Rail Blade and Dr. Know, about the mansion being cut in half, what had happened in the garden, about his lost year wandering the country, and everything he knew about Rex Monday up to and including how he died.


  “It makes perfect sense,” said Sarah, after hearing about the time loop that had put the gun back into his hands.


  “See, this is why I like you,” said Richard.


  Later that night, Richard demonstrated his space machine. One moment they were standing on the patio outside the dining room of the mansion, the next they were standing in Dr. Know’s museum and Sarah was throwing up onto the metal toes of a two-story-tall robotic ostrich.


  “Don’t… do that again,” said Sarah. “Jesus, that has to be the worst way to travel ever.”


  “I rode a bus across North Carolina once,” said Richard. “The space machine just takes getting used to.”


  Sarah wiped her mouth as she looked around the museum. “I never thought I’d admit it, but I’ve missed this place.”


  “I guess it’s home again for you, if you want. It’s got to be less lonely than that mansion. Use those earplugs. Talk to your mother.”


  “OK. Is Paco still here?”


  “Paco? The chef?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I think so.”


  “Good. Irwin could barely make toast.”


  “I’m glad you can see the upside to this. Especially so soon after throwing up.”


  “So what’s next for you?” said Sarah.


  “I’ll keep looking for Amelia. She needs to know that the war between your father and Rex Monday is over. And, of course, I want to find out if she ever thinks about me.”


  “That’s it. Rub it in,” said Sarah. “I’m still having a hard time getting my head around this. On my brother’s grave? Ew.”


  “I didn’t pick the spot,” Richard said, apologetically.


  “And you have no clue where she is now? It’s not in my father’s files?”


  “All I have is those weird videos of her in a desert, and a map with an X on it I can’t even begin to figure out.”


  “Let me have a look,” said Sarah.


  As they moved toward the door, Sarah looked overhead.


  Richard looked up to the empty ceiling.


  “Huh,” she said. “I wonder what Dad did with the spaceship?”


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three

  


  Moonslight


  And so it was that Nobody went to Mars.


  It took a little while to piece together. Sarah’s contacts at NASA needed a few weeks to match the map up to satellite photos. Then a generous grant from Katrina Knowbokov set the entire Cambridge University math department working on extrapolating Rex Monday’s coordinate system for the space machine to a number sequence appropriate for another planet. Richard spent the time testing the spacesuit Dr. Know had whipped together for Mindo on her trip to the moon. It was comically large on him, but airtight.


  On Christmas morning, when the air was still and silent, Richard tapped in the coordinates, hit enter, and took the biggest leap of faith he had ever taken.


  On Earth, the transposition of points on the curvature of space felt close to instantaneous. The swap of information occurred at the speed of light, and there were no two points on Earth where this took more than a fraction of a second.


  Given the relative positions of the two planets on that Christmas morning, it took twenty minutes for the transit.


  Richard went insane. There was no way of comprehending the realms he passed through. It was a void of unending darkness where everything glowed with a blinding light. It was a blast furnace that blistered his skin and left his teeth chattering beneath a casing of ice. Only he didn’t always have teeth and skin. Sometimes his skin would just vaporize away, at other times his individual teeth danced before him in a delicate pearly arc. His mind snapped at this, shattering into a thousand jagged shards. Part of him stood, dispassionate, distant, watching his twisting body against the pure white screen of the unspace. He nodded slowly, coolly, contemplating the painful things happening before him, but no longer truly aware of the pain of his head being forced through the loops of his own intestines.


  Even without a mouth, Richard said, “Get your head out of your ass.”


  The world stopped dancing. His teeth flew back into his mouth. His eyes tugged back into their sockets with disgusting wet plops. The blank white screen before him became blowing red sand as he fell to his knees, which were now, thankfully, where they should be, and not glued on backwards.


  And then he went sane, staring at his gloved hand in the red sand. At least he thought he was sane. “I am sane,” he said. It didn’t sound crazy to say this.


  He had fallen down. Immediately before him was the glass of his visor, and beyond this were sand and pebbles and his glove. He had an excellent view of them. His stomach was oddly quiet. The anti-nausea medicine he’d taken had worked.


  He lay there for a moment, fascinated by the sand six inches from his face. This was Mars. He was laying face down on Mars. Why had this seemed like a good idea?


  Then he remembered why he was here. He grew vaguely aware of his arms and legs and managed to move them. He flailed about, unsure which way was up, until finally he realized he had achieved a sitting position. No longer limited to the view six inches from his face, Richard looked around the rocky landscape. He was near a red cliff, with a wall as straight as if it had been measured off with a chalk line. The seamless barricade gleamed like red glass in the feeble sunlight. Perhaps a football field in height, it stretched as far as he could see in both directions. As he looked around, he could see a second wall opposite him, perhaps a mile away, a crisp, dark line running parallel to the wall he was near.


  And above that, shimmering in the sun like a mirage, was a steel dome. He let out a long, slow whistle.


  He began to walk. It was oddly difficult, given how light he felt. The sand beneath him was very fine; it was like walking on talcum powder. He tried jumping. He could launch himself twenty feet across the landscape with little effort, but the many brick-size stones that jutted up from the sand made landings tricky. Only luck kept him from breaking a leg or an ankle the few times he tried.


  He was worried about what would happen when he reached the far wall. He had no idea how he would climb such a smooth, featureless surface. Programming the space machine on an alien planet to use as a shortcut might be rash. And, low-gravity or no, he would never be able to jump such heights.


  Closer to the wall, a particularly odd-shaped boulder caught his attention. It was smooth and polished, tall as a house, and an odd color for the landscape, a brilliant Earth-sky blue. He was struck by how much it resembled a boat lying on its side. It even had a rudder, and on what would have been the deck, there were openings like hatches that revealed a hollow interior.


  Fifty feet away, Richard stopped and blinked. This wasn’t a rock that looked like a boat. This was a boat. He rushed forward, stumbling over stones, slipping in dust, until he reached the deck. He ran his hand along the glazed translucent surface. The boat seemed to have been molded as a single piece; he couldn’t find a seam or a joint anywhere. The deck was tilted too steeply for him to climb to one of the hatches, but he had no doubt now that he was looking at an artificial construction.


  Had Amelia built this? Why would she have built a boat on a desert world? He swallowed, trying to make sense of it.


  He stepped back for a better view. His back ran into something hard. He spun around to find iron bars. In a whirl, iron bars thrust from the soil around him, in seconds joining over his head to trap him in a man-sized birdcage. The bars kicked up dust as they rose, and for a moment the dust cloud blinded him.


  As the dust settled, he could see a shining steel rail arcing through the air from the top of the cliff down toward the boat. Sliding toward him along the rail, Amelia drew nearer. She was encased entirely in a shell of steel that mirrored perfectly her nude body beneath. She raced toward the cage at a speed that made Richard flinch, until she halted, instantly, inches beyond the bars. She reached her hand through the cage and placed her slender steel fingers upon his visor. Her face gave no clue as to what she might be thinking.


  Then the small speaker near his ear buzzed, the noise rising and falling until it formed a robotic, mechanical voice. “Oh,” she said. “It’s you.”


  The cage crumbled to rust. She wrapped her arms around him, not in a hug of greeting, but in the manner one might embrace a particularly bulky rolled up rug. With a lurch of motion the dusty red soil was left behind and they rose into the sky as the rail whipped around, back toward the top of the cliff. For a moment, he could see the landscape clearly, and it seemed to him that thin dusty roads radiated out from the steel dome. The valley he’d landed in was revealed to stretch straight as a mile-wide highway toward both horizons. Then his focus shifted to the steel dome, which was several hundred yards around and dotted with semi-transparent ruby panels. Just before they smacked into the wall of the dome, the metal split open like a giant mouth, and swallowed them.


  Within the dome, the light was brighter than Richard would have guessed, and not as red as the outside windows would have indicated. A fountain bubbled with water in the center, and grass grew across the floor. Flowering plants bloomed everywhere in neat rows, next to blue walls crafted from the same material as the boat. Near the fountain was the husk of the spaceship Richard had seen in the museum, now disassembled into several cylinders that looked like little buildings.


  Rail Blade sat him down, and his helmet speaker said, “You can take off your suit. There’s air in here.”


  Rail Blade moved and the metal flowed away from her face and hair, until she wore only the metal shell from the shoulders down. She watched him intently as he unsnapped the clasps of his helmet and twisted it off with a grunt.


  “Jesus Christ,” Richard said, lowering the helmet to the grass. He gulped in a big lungful of musty air with a scent vaguely reminiscent of a locker room. “I’m on fucking Mars!”


  Amelia grinned. “Welcome to Xanadu.”


  “Xanadu?”


  “You know, like the poem. This is my stately pleasure dome.”


  “Ah,” said Richard. “Hi.”


  “Hi,” she said.


  “Which one of us gets to ask the obvious question first?”


  “I’ll go. What on Earth are you doing on Mars?”


  “I like the way you phrased that,” said Richard. “That’s my first question also.”


  “I’m here to terraform Mars as a gift to the human race,” said Amelia. “You?”


  “Whoa,” said Richard. “My answer isn’t nearly as good as that.”


  “May I assume Father sent you?” said Amelia.


  “No. He’s dead.”


  “Oh,” said Amelia. “Did my mother kill him?”


  “What? Why would you say that?”


  “I could see it in her eyes from time to time. That desperate look. And, no offense, but to my father, she was even more invisible than you. She was merely a vessel that Father used to give birth to us. Once we kids started flying around, Father’s attention was entirely on us. Can you blame her for being resentful?”


  “No,” said Richard, relieved at her reaction. “That’s why I put the gun in her hand.”


  “Bastard,” said Amelia, her eyes flashing to anger. Richard cringed, and threw up his hands, expecting her to hit him.


  “What?” he said, relieved that she didn’t hit him, and that metal blades hadn’t popped out of nowhere and hacked him to bits. “Why are you mad? You almost killed him yourself.”


  “He was still my father,” said Amelia, turning away. “What you said about putting the gun in her hands, your tone… you were making a joke of it.”


  “I swear to God that was the most serious thing I’ve ever done,” said Richard. “I still don’t know if it was the right thing or the wrong thing, but it’s the thing I did. I have to live with it. I didn’t mean to sound insensitive.”


  “So, he’s dead,” said Amelia. “Has Rex Monday taken over the world yet?”


  “In 100 percent seriousness, I killed him, too.”


  Amelia looked back at him, surprised. “How?”


  “With the same gun,” said Richard. “And a time machine.”


  “OK,” she said. “I might need some more details later.”


  “I may have to draw a diagram.”


  “And you came all the way to Mars to tell me?” said Amelia.


  “I captured Rex Monday’s space machine. Getting here was no big deal, except for the part where I went insane. It’s just a hop and a skip back to Earth with this thing,” said Richard. “I’ve come to take you home.”


  “No,” said Amelia.


  “I thought you might say that. Look, your father’s dead. The whole war you’ve fought since childhood is over. You can be free.”


  “I am free,” said Amelia. “Let’s be serious. I can’t imagine I’m popular back on Earth right now. I must be public enemy number one.”


  “Rail Blade is,” said Richard. “But you don’t have to go back and live the life of a superhero. You could retire and live normally, quietly.”


  “Richard, take a look around you,” said Amelia. “You are standing in the ruins of a lost Martian civilization.”


  “Wow, yeah, I kind was wondering about that. I mean, I thought maybe you had done it for decoration, but, wow, this is some kind of news, isn’t it?”


  “Do you know what you were walking in when I found you?”


  “Dust?”


  “A canal. The planet is covered with them. Ancient, empty, bone-dry canals, filled with thousands of ceramic boats.”


  “Oh my God,” said Richard. “This is like some kind of science fiction novel come true. I mean, this is huge.”


  “No,” said Amelia. “This is fiction.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “This is my father’s fiction,” said Amelia. “There are canals on Mars because it was something that captured his imagination as a kid. There are ancient ruins here for the same reason that Sarah could fly and I could pilot that spaceship just by telling the steel frame where to go. There were never any Martians. These things are the evidence that this is my father’s universe. And it’s broken.”


  “Broken?”


  “It’s twisted. Corrupted. A parody of what reality must have been. We’ll never know what Mars would have been like if my father hadn’t triggered that bomb.”


  “I hadn’t considered that,” said Richard. “I guess I see what you’re saying.”


  “Then you have to understand why I can’t go back to Earth. It’s too dangerous.”


  “Ah. Now that’s the leap I’m not making in my head.”


  “Richard, do you know what I’m doing as we’re standing here talking?”


  “Looking good,” said Richard.


  “That’s sweet, but no. Right now, even as we speak, I’m touching the entire planet. There are vast quantities of iron here, that’s why the surface is red. And I’m slowly, steadily, driving the bulk of these iron ores to the core of Mars.”


  “That’s quite a hobby,” said Richard.


  “This isn’t a joke,” said Amelia. “There’s already a small rocky iron core at the heart of Mars, but it’s cold, silent. I’m augmenting it by adding the surface ores, and I’m vibrating it now, warming it. It’s a slow process. But in another decade or so, I’ll have stoked it to a white-hot state. Do you know what this means?”


  “Spell it out for me,” said Richard.


  “Once the core is excited, Mars will have a magnetic field. One reason Mars doesn’t have much atmosphere is that it doesn’t have a magnetic field like Earth’s to protect it from solar winds. The high atmospheric particles can’t be held by Martian gravity and get swept into space. I can put a stop to this.”


  “So what you’re saying is, compasses will work on Mars.”


  “That’s a trivial ramification, but yes.”


  “And it will have an atmosphere?”


  “Within our lifetimes. The heated core will once again drive volcanic action. Subsurface gasses and water will be injected into the atmosphere as volcanoes begin to flow. And I’m stripping the iron in the rusty soil from oxygen atoms. It’s where I got the atmosphere for this room.”


  “Within our lifetimes? What happens when you stop heating the core?”


  “I don’t know,” said Amelia. “It should take thousands of years to cool down to the point where the magnetic field will fail. I figure it will be humanity’s problem by then.”


  “Wow. I guess I shouldn’t have been so flippant with that hobby comment. This is pretty impressive, Amelia. Where did you get the grass and plants?”


  “And bumblebees, and worms, and dozens of other creepy crawlies. Father had made some do-it-yourself ecosystem kits when he was designing his domes. They fit nicely into the spaceship, along with about three years worth of MREs.”


  “Meals Ready to Eat?” said Richard. “I’m surprised your father never invented meals in a pill.”


  “Oh, I have those, too. But in another month or so, I should be able to start harvesting vegetables from the gardens.”


  As she spoke, the room grew darker. The sun dipped ever closer to the horizon, and without a high atmosphere to play against, the light faded away at a surprising pace. In moments, it would be night.


  “Sounds like you’ve got it all planned out,” said Richard. “But, it still doesn’t answer my big question. Why are you on Mars?”


  “I’ve crossed a line, Richard,” said Amelia. “I’ve stretched my powers to a planetary scale. I’m never going to be normal.”


  “But normal is just—”


  “Let me rephrase that. I am normal. This is my normal. I need a world to touch, to play with. And I think Father gave me Mars.”


  “Gave you Mars?”


  “Think about it. It’s a perfect match. It’s a world covered in rust, iron oxides, waiting for someone to come along and free up the oxygen. It’s a world that could support an atmosphere if it had a magnetic field, and I have the power to kick the core into motion. It’s a world where canals that have never held water are already built, as if waiting for me to come along and fill them. On a more symbolic level, Mars is a world symbolizing war and violence. I am a weapon. I was born to be an instrument of death. Mars is the world where I can change from a sword into a plowshare.”


  Amelia sat down by the fountain. It was crafted from the same blue porcelain as the boat in the canal. It bore an eerie resemblance to the fountain on her father’s estate. The look on her face was almost devoid of emotion.


  “This is a broken universe. This is a broken world. And I am my father’s broken child. This is home.”


  “You don’t sound happy about it.”


  “I don’t know what happiness has to do with it,” she said.


  “I know what happiness has to do with it,” said Richard. “That’s why I’m here. I’ve come to Mars to find happiness.”


  “And instead you found me,” said Amelia. By now the light had faded to the point that her face was nearly hidden by the shadows.


  “That’s what I mean,” said Richard. “I came to Mars to find you. Because you make me happy.”


  Richard sat down next to her at the fountain. The feeling of déjà vu grew stronger. “I love you, Amelia.”


  “Huh,” she said. “How desperate are you?”


  “Not as desperate as you might think,” said Richard. “But it’s pretty simple. I like you because you are broken. I like the way you’ve fractured. My God, this is a no-brainer.”


  “Really?”


  “Really. You’re the most serious person I’ve ever met. I’m someone who’s always treated life as a joke. It must be true that opposites attract, because I recognize in you something that I’m missing. You have a certain magnetism, pardon the pun. It pulled me across umpteen million miles to find you.”


  “I can’t believe you’re saying this,” she said. “Are you trying to trick me into going back to Earth?”


  “I’ve a better idea,” he said. “We can stay here. It will be nice to live on a world where everyone can see me. And I like the idea of our kids or grandkids waving at the first spaceships from Earth.”


  “Kids? You’re getting a little ahead of yourself, Richard.”


  “Come on. Admit it. You’ve missed me.”


  “Yes,” she said, softly. “But that still doesn’t give you the right to come in here and start making plans for our children.”


  “Sorry,” said Richard. “You’re right. I should have brought roses. You deserve a real courtship. Although I guess moonlight walks holding hands on the beach aren’t an option here.”


  “There are two moons,” said Amelia. “You’ll be able to see them through the windows in a few more minutes. You’d be surprised how bright they are.”


  “I may be all surprised out for the day, to be honest.”


  “This from a man who’s just stepped across planets in hopes of getting lucky.”


  “Babe,” said Richard, “all my life I’ve been lucky.”


  Above Mars, Phobos and Deimos crept silently through the void, reflecting the light of a distant sun to cast shadows on the undiscovered ruins of the world below.


  In the bright moonslight, to the eerie bow-saw drone of wind whipping over a steel dome, two lovers held hands, and kissed.


  
    Epilogue

  


  Meanwhile


  A woman limped down the steps of the post office onto a nearly empty New York City sidewalk. Few people were out this Christmas morning, as a fierce wind whipped through the streets, blowing snow before it.


  As the woman walked through the snow, a cloud of steam followed her, and a symphony of tiny hisses as the snowflakes vaporized against her skin.


  She took shelter from the wind behind a dumpster in an alley. She dug around in the dumpster, grunting as she pulled out a large cooler, the battered green aluminum casing sporting several bullet holes.


  “That you?” asked the cooler as she dropped it to the ground.


  “No,” she said, taking a seat on the cooler. “Just the rats.”


  “Was there anything waiting?”


  “Nope,” she said, pulling out a pack of cigarettes from her coat.


  “You sure you have the right P.O. box?”


  “The key fit,” she said, lighting the tobacco with a glowing fingertip.


  “Are you smoking?” asked the cooler. “Christ, I’d kill for a smoke.”


  “You just finished regrowing your lungs and the first thing you want to do is smoke?” said the woman, who without any irony took a deep drag from the cancer stick.


  “So what next?” asked the cooler.


  “We check again next year,” said the woman. “Those are the instructions. If the boss disappears, we keep checking until we get further assignments. You in a hurry or something?”


  “If the boss were back in touch, I reckon he’d whip up some kind of ray or something that would make my arms ’n legs grow back faster,” said the cooler.


  “You are the last person who should bitch to me about missing limbs,” said the woman, breathing out a cloud of smoke.


  “Don’t you ever worry that the boss might be dead?” asked the cooler.


  “He probably has a plan for that,” said the woman. “He has a plan for everything. We haven’t heard the last from him.”


  A loud sigh escaped from the cooler.


  “What?” the woman asked.


  “Next time,” said the cooler, “he should plan on robbing some banks.”


  The End
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    Introduction

  


  Welcome to my world. This collection of short stories is from the Deadly Curiosities’ universe, and as odd as it sounds it began with real life. Authors take inspiration from many places and for me, life events took me down a dark and mysterious road. It all began with Buttons, I was asked to participate in the Solaris anthology Magic: The Esoteric and Arcane and had to come up with a new story. I’d written several involving Sorren set in earlier times but I wanted a fresh take and a modern setting, and Cassidy was born.


  At the time I was dealing with the recent death of my father and my husband and I were settling his estate, dealing with auctions and appraisers and sorting through a life-long collection of stuff. Not ordinary stuff, but the kinds of things that provided fodder for ghost stories. Though obviously I took some creative liberties, some everyday items do have unusual providence, and oh, the things they’ve seen!


  Over the course of the short stories and novels, the characters grow and change, as you’d expect if they were real people. When we first meet Cassidy in Buttons and in Deadly Curiosities, she is very new in using her gift of psychometry, and the visions often throw her for a loop. As time goes on, she gains more skill—both in controlling her magic and in using it defensively. Teag also grows in his magical abilities, and Sorren proves that continued growth and change are part of a successful long existence.


  I hope you enjoy these stories and if so, there are more available and more to come, including the full length novels: Deadly Curiosities and Vendetta.


  
    Buttons

  


  “More buttons, Cassidy? I swear, you read those things like a steamy novel.” Teag Logan sailed into the shop and never even slowed his pace.


  Some people read novels. I read objects, especially buttons. I can glimpse the dizzying highs and shadowed lows of a stranger’s life in a single, beautiful button.


  I’m Cassidy Kinkaide, and I own Trifles and Folly, an estate auction and antiques shop in beautiful, historic, haunted Charleston, South Carolina. Truth be told, we were also a high-end pawn shop on the side. I inherited the shop, which has been in the family since Charleston was founded back in 1670. We deal in antiques, valuable oddities, and very discreetly, in supernatural curios. It’s a perfect job for a history geek, and even more perfect for a psychometric. My special type of clairvoyance gives me the ability to ‘read’ objects and pick up strong emotions, sometimes even fragments of images, voices, and memories.


  “Shipment from the weekend auction just came in,” I called to Teag. “I love Mondays.”


  “Let me know if you find any ‘sparklers’ or ‘spookies’,” Teag answered. “I’ll get the ‘mundanes’ out on display.” In our time together, Teag and I developed our own private language. ‘Mundanes’ are items that are lovely but lack any psychic residue whatsoever. ‘Sparklers’ resonate with the psychic imprints of their former owners. I’ll set those aside until I can go through them. ‘Spookies’ reek of malevolence. They go into the back room, until Sorren, my silent partner and patron, can safely dispose of them.


  Most people think Trifles and Folly has stayed in business for over three hundred years because we’re geniuses at offering an amazing selection of antiques and unique collectibles. There is that, but it’s only part of the story, a small part. It’s the back room that keeps us in business. We exist to find the dangerous magical items that make their way onto the market and remove them before anyone gets hurt. Most of the time, we succeed, but there have been a few notable exceptions, like that quake back in 1886 that leveled most of the city. Oops.


  “This is all from the Allendale house south of Broad Street, isn’t it?” Teag asked, coming back in with a steaming hot cup of coffee.


  “The house itself was impressive,” I answered, “but it was packed to the gills. Old man Allendale was a collector and a hoarder.”


  “Bad for the family; good for our business,” Teag replied. “It’s not often we need four full-day auctions to clean a place out, and that was after the family took what they wanted and got rid of the trash.”


  “The crowds came for the Civil War relics,” Teag pointed out, brushing a strand of hair out of his eyes. He’s in his mid twenties, tall and skinny, with a skater-boy mop of dark hair, and a wicked sense of humor. He looks more like a starving artist than an aspiring art history Ph.D. candidate, but he’s ABD (All But Dissertation) at the University of Charleston. Blame Trifles and Folly for derailing his ambitions. One summer’s part-time job working with the amazing antiques and oddities that come through this store, and academia lost its attractiveness. Now he’s my full-time assistant store manager, as well as assistant auctioneer, archivist, and occasional bodyguard.


  “The guy spent a lifetime wandering around battlefields, since he was a kid in the Twenties,” I replied. “If you think the pieces we got for auction were good, imagine what the museum took. They got first pick, for the new Edward Allendale Memorial Exhibit.” I glanced at the pile I was sorting. Mostly small stuff, like musket balls, belt buckles, old postcards, and buttons. A big glass jar of buttons.


  I shifted in my chair, trying to get more of the draft from the air conditioning. Summer in Charleston was brutal between the heat and the humidity, and my strawberry blonde hair was more frizzy than usual. I tucked a lock behind one ear because it refused to stay in a pony tail. One look at me and you could guess my ancestors’ Scots-Irish background, with the green eyes and pale skin that had a tendency to burn the instant I stepped out into the hot South Carolina sun.


  “Be careful, Teag. We’ve got at least one ‘spooky’ in the pile that came today. I can feel it. I’m getting a very strong sense of something… evil. I just haven’t found the damned thing.”


  Teag looked at me and raised an eyebrow. “Dangerous?”


  I frowned. “Dark. Consider it dangerous until proven otherwise.”


  Teag leaned against the doorframe. “Didn’t Sorren say there were stories about old man Allendale? About the house?”


  I nodded. “Yeah, but there are stories about most of the old homes south of Broad, and most involve ghosts. Sorren wanted us to take this auction because he was certain there was more to these particular stories.”


  “Grumpy old man with no close family, hoarder, has a heart attack and dies,” Teag recapped. “Happens every day, somewhere.”


  I tried to split my focus between my inner sense and paying attention to Teag. “Not quite like this. Neighbors complain about a shadow watching from an upstairs window. Reports of strange noises. People say their dogs don’t like to walk near the house.” I let my hands hover a few inches above the large boxes yet to be unpacked.


  “There’s a… residue that clings to everything, like old cigarette smoke, but it’s not physical, it’s spectral. I can feel it. Everything’s tainted.”


  Teag looked at me over his trendy eyeglasses. “If it’s so dark, how come we let it go to auction?”


  “Sorren and I went down to the auction site while you were busy dealing with the rest of the event details. We tagged everything he and I thought had a powerful enough resonance to warrant a second look, and had it taken out of the auction until we could go through it.”


  “So what you’re saying is, we’ve got a whole shipment of ‘spookies’, or at least ‘sparklers’,” he replied dryly. “Wonderful.”


  “Sorren says he’ll be here after sundown to help us go through everything,” I said. “All we need to do is catalog what came in, and let him know if anything in particular gives off a strong vibe.”


  “If anything gives off a vibe strong enough for me to feel it,” Teag replied, “it would probably knock you flat on your behind. You might want to let me open the boxes and have a first look.”


  “Fine by me. I’m going to start on the buttons.” Buttons speak to me more often than most objects. I’ve always thought it was because they were worn for long periods of time, day in and day out, often close to the skin.


  I reached for the large tray I use to sort buttons, and picked up the jar to dump it out. I felt a tingle in my hand, and I knew that I’d be picking up strong images from some of these buttons. Strong… but nothing felt evil. I promised myself I would be careful.


  I watched as a river of old buttons spilled out onto the tray. Mid-Twentieth Century and older, I guessed, watching the array of colors and shapes waterfall out of the jar. Some, made of metal, wood and bone, looked much older.


  I picked up a pencil and used the eraser end to poke the pile of buttons. Using the pencil insulated me from the full strength of the impressions, but didn’t block them altogether. That was helpful when I wanted to keep my wits about me.


  Images flashed through my mind on many of the buttons. The echo of a child’s laugher sounded in the distance when I touched a plastic, heart-shaped button. A round ivory disk yielded a woman’s voice, humming to herself and an image of rolling out dough in a kitchen. My pencil flicked among the buttons, and in my mind I saw the blackboard in a long-ago school room from a shirt button, memories of a heavy winter storm from a coat’s fastener, and the distant strains of an orchestra from a dainty pearl ball. It went on like that for a few minutes, glimpsing fragments of long-ago lives, until my pencil hovered above one particular button.


  An image came to me so clear and strong that it transported me beyond the back room of my shop.


  Tall grass, dry from the summer heat, slapped at my legs. The air smelled of sweet honeysuckle, mixed with the acrid stench of gunpowder. Not far away, I could hear the thunder of cannons. My heart was pounding and my palms were sweaty. I gripped my rifle more tightly, comforted by the smooth wood of the grip, and the cool metal of the barrel. Hoof beats pounded closer, not just a few men on horseback, but a cavalry unit on the move. Men would die today. The fear that I might be among them seemed to freeze my blood.


  “Cassidy! Come on Cassidy! Snap out of it!” Gradually, Teag’s urgent voice intruded and the vision receded. I shook my head, and came to myself. Teag stood over me, worried but not surprised. He’d seen me ‘trance out’ enough times to know what to do.


  “I’m okay,” I said, still reorienting. Teag’s glare meant he knew damn well that I wasn’t all right.


  “Do you know which button sent you day trippin’?” He made an effort to sound flippant, but I could hear genuine concern beneath his words.


  “That’s the one,” I murmured. “I’m certain most of the resonance is coming from this button.”


  Teag frowned as he bent over the tray, then picked up the button and held it between thumb and forefinger. “It’s old. Looks military. Might even be Civil War.”


  “I’m almost certain it’s Civil War,” I replied, remembering the images I had seen. “The question is, why are the impressions from this button so much stronger?”


  Teag sat on the edge of my desk. “Did you pick up on anything when we were at the house? Get any visions?”


  I shook my head. “I never went inside, remember? I was working the Oliver estate, and I left the Allendale house in your hands. Other than a peek in the front door, I never got close.”


  “The crew was uncomfortable working there, particularly after dark,” Teag replied. “The lower floors weren’t a problem, but they really didn’t like the attic.” He paused. “A couple of times, when the men were loading the truck, they said they felt like someone was watching them from an upstairs window, even though no one was in the house. And Jorge, one of my best workers, called off sick the last day. He never gets sick, but the day before, he swore he’d been chased by a shadow. I don’t think he wanted to go back in there.”


  “I don’t think this button is a full ‘spooky’,” I said, daring to let the pencil hover a bit nearer to the worn metal button. ‘Spookies’ were malevolent items or objects with a dark magical history. I knew better than to touch ‘spookies’. I turned them right over to Sorren, and he locked them up, neutralized their magic, or sent them off for further study. Sorren had been at this for a lot longer; I was happy to leave those details to him. “Maybe just a strong ‘sparkler’. He doesn’t feel angry just… terribly sad.”


  “Wandering around for more than one hundred and fifty years without being able to rest would make anyone sad, and a mite cranky, too.” Teag looked around the back room and through the door to the loading dock. “Get readings from anything else we brought back?”


  I got up and began to wander among the boxes, letting my hand trail along their sides. I felt the residue of daily life, hopes, fears, hunger, and exhaustion, but one box made me stop and examine my impressions. “What’s in here?”


  Teag bent to look at the label, since only he could read his scribbled writing. “Antique baby items. Very good condition.”


  “That’s because they were never used,” I said quietly. “There was a christening gown, embroidered linen with eyelet lace?”


  Teag nodded, his eyes widening. “Yes. Very pretty.”


  “Set it aside for Sorren. The child died right after the baptism. I’d hate to think someone might purchase that and carry the resonance forward to a new baby.”


  Teag moved the box away from the others. “Consider it done. How about anything to go with that button?”


  I had moved among all the new boxes, and none drew me in or offered up impressions that matched those of the button. It’s hard to explain, but when I pick up on ‘residue’ from an object, it’s as if that impression has its own special frequency. Nothing else was on the button’s frequency.


  I shook my head. “Nothing.” I paused, thinking. “Of course, I don’t know what I would have picked up from what the museum took. Maybe that button came from a uniform that was in the boxes for the exhibit.”


  “I am not taking you in the museum again. No how, no way,” Teag said, holding up his hands. “Do you remember what happened when we accidentally ended up in the Plagues and Pestilence exhibit?”


  I shuddered. Yellow fever, small pox, malaria, diphtheria, and cholera all wrote their own bloody lines of the city’s history. The impressions from that display were so overwhelming that I passed out and didn’t regain consciousness for a full day. Even then, it had taken some of Sorren’s arcane know-how to bring me out of it. I was happy to donate money to the museum, but there was no way in hell I’d step foot inside again.


  “I remember,” I muttered. “But maybe a family member could provide some details.”


  “Not much family to speak of,” Teag said, consulting the file he accessed on his smart phone. “There’s a niece who drew the short straw, so to speak, on having to clean up after him. No other living relatives.”


  “Got an address?”


  Teag looked at his watch. “What’s it going to be for the rest of the afternoon, until Sorren gets here? Unpack boxes or play button, button, who’s got the button?”


  “Button hunting,” I decided. “I don’t think the resonance is dangerous, but I’d hate to be wrong about that.” I’d learned the hard way to play it cautious after an unfortunate incident with a trunk full of antique porcelain dolls. I shuddered. That was going to show up in my nightmares for a long, long time.


  “Okay then,” Teag said, mustering good spirits for the hunt. He put the button into a plastic box, and he put the box into his pocket. “It’s a pretty day. Let’s head out to see the niece. My notes said she works nights, so if we head over right away, odds are good we’ll find her at home.”


  Teag’s phone had all the contact information, so he handed it over while he drove. It was a glorious day, though hot and humid, something that comes with living in Charleston. If you didn’t grow up here, you either loved the weather, adapted quickly, or packed up and left.


  I called Sullivan Michaels, Mr. Allendale’s niece. She was surprised to hear from me, but agreed to see us, especially when I hinted that we had found something of particular interest among the ‘junk’ she had been happy to sell at auction.


  Teag made a few turns, and pulled into the driveway of a modest, one-story ranch house. Sullivan Michaels’ house dated from the 1950s rather than the 1850s, but it looked neat and well-maintained, a far cry from the run-down state of her elderly uncle’s home. Teag and I walked up to the door and knocked.


  Sullivan Michaels was a plump woman in her middle years. She looked as if she was just getting ready for work, and judging by her clothing, I was guessing something in the hospitality business, maybe the night manager at a hotel or restaurant. She had a broad, intelligent face, but there was no spark that suggested passionate curiosity. “You made good time,” she said, welcoming us into her home. “I set out some sweet tea and cheese straws if you’d like a bite.”


  I left the cheese straws for Teag, and poured two tall glasses of sweet tea. The dark amber liquid crackled as it flowed over the ice, and I knew that if it had been made to true Charleston standards, it would be strong as a hurricane and sweet as a honeycomb.


  “Thank you again for using Trifles and Folly for your uncle’s estate,” I began. “We were going through the boxes, and we came across something interesting. We wondered if you might know more about it.”


  On cue, Teag held out the box with the uniform button. Sullivan examined it, and then shrugged. “I’m sorry, but there was just so much in the house, I don’t remember things like individual buttons.” Despite her words, she kept turning the button this way and that in the light.


  “Did your uncle keep any records of where he found the items in his collections?” I pressed.


  She gave a weary chuckle. “He picked up a lot at flea markets, and he scavenged other people’s estate sales. When he was younger, he walked battlefields, poked through abandoned houses, and meandered through the woods near where the armies had fought.” She paused. “But for all that, he was almost obsessive about noting down what he got and where he got it. Usually he jotted a note on a scrap of paper and put it with the item. I passed everything to the museum that went along with the items they wanted.”


  “Did your uncle leave any journals or diaries, something that might have recorded his ramblings?” I tried to keep my tone light, but my inner sense told me we were onto something, and that Sullivan held the key.


  Sullivan looked uncomfortable. “He kept a journal throughout his adult life,” she said. “Stuffed them full of newspaper clippings, photos, even letters. I haven’t looked through them, and I don’t know if I’ll even try.” She sighed. “We weren’t very close. My uncle kept mostly to himself and had a rather sour disposition. He’d probably come back to haunt me if he knew I’d donated his belongings to a museum rather than holding out for top market price.”


  Her comment sent a chill down my spine. Hoarders and misers were the most likely to retain an otherworldly attachment to their worldly goods. “I know I’m asking a great deal, but would you be willing to lend me the journals, just for a little while? We try to know the provenance of all the pieces we sell at Trifles and Folly, and something as trivial as where a button was found or purchased means so much to our clients.”


  “My uncle’s life revolved around acquiring items for his collections,” Sullivan said. “I’m guessing you’ll find little more than a journal of his shopping trips, but good luck hunting.” Sullivan looked at turns guilty and relieved. I could guess why. She probably felt a bit guilty turning over a man’s private papers to a total stranger. At the same time, I wondered if, subconsciously, Sullivan picked up a disquieting resonance from the old man’s things.


  “I’ll go get the journals,” she offered, and jumped up. Teag went to help, and a few minutes later he emerged with two mid-sized cartons.


  “One more question, Ms. Michaels,” I said. “Would you mind if we went back into the house, just to see if there’s anything we missed, like a button or two?”


  “I can’t imagine that you’ll find anything but you’re welcome to go. Just drop the key off when you’re finished.”


  Teag put the boxes into the trunk of his car, and we started back to the shop. “You’ve got a feeling about those journals, I can see it in your face.”


  “The button is a clue, but by itself, it’s not dark,” I replied. “But the more I think about it, the more I’m sure that something Edward Allendale brought home with him for his collections turned into a nasty surprise.”


  “There are an awful lot of journals. It’s going to take forever to go through them all.”


  “I have a hunch that the button will narrow it down for me.”


  “Which is why I don’t think you should do it alone.” Teag might be a couple years younger than me, but he acts more like the big brother I never had. “Let’s take them back to the shop, order in pizza and a six pack while we wait for Sorren, and work our way through the journals.”


  I tried not to look as relieved as I felt, but I knew Teag was wise to me. “Okay, twist my arm,” I laughed. “But are you sure you don’t have something better to do?”


  “I could footnote my dissertation,” Teag replied dryly. “Other than that, no.”


  Within the hour we had journals spread across my office. Good ol’ Edward had been a compulsive journal writer, and the slim tomes stretched all the way back to the 1930s. We ate, and as the afternoon shadows lengthened, we tackled the stack of books after setting them out in chronological order.


  “Where does your hunch tell you to start?” Teag asked.


  “The early years,” I answered without having to think about it. “I’ll take the oldest ones. He’s got more than seventy years’ worth of books; more than enough for both of us.”


  I cheated, and didn’t start with the oldest volume, but instead I turned my senses inward, and waited to be led. Eyes closed, my hand came to rest on two of the journals. The leather bindings were scuffed and cracked, and the pages had yellowed. Inside, scrawled in a young man’s handwriting, entries had been inked with a fountain pen.


  June 14, 1939 Spent the day down along the river. I know General Beauregard’s troops marched through here, or close to this spot. The man who owns this land says it’s been in his family since the war years, but no one ever did much with it. He thought there were a few skirmishes hereabouts. Wouldn’t I love to find something they left behind!


  I read on, caught up in the old entries. I had braced myself for negative impressions from the journals, but from this volume, I sensed only curiosity and enthusiasm. As soon as I picked up the next journal, the feeling changed. There was a darkness to the journal’s resonance. Something had changed Edward Allendale between 1939 and 1940. I had a feeling our button had something to do with that shift.


  I flipped through it, scanning the dates. Then I realized something. The first half of the book still had the positive feel of the first journal, but toward the middle, a heaviness hung over the pages. I flipped back and forth, trying to find out where the feeling shifted, and this passage caught my attention.


  July 17, 1940. I just don’t seem to be able to leave off walking along the river. I think there’s something here to find, almost like I’m supposed to find it. I can barely sleep at night, thinking about when I can come back and poke around some more.


  On the next page, it felt as if a dark curtain descended. I knew I’d found what I was looking for.


  July 18, 1940. I saw a little cave I’d never noticed before. It was shallow and filled with rocks, but I found bits of an old uniform, mostly gone to mold except for a button, a gold coin, some yellowed bones and a skull. I’m certain one of our boys in gray made this his last resting place. I left the bones, but I took the button, the coin and the skull. I’ll figure out who to tell about it. Maybe they’ll give old Johnny Reb a memorial parade, and pin a medal on me for finding him.


  “But you didn’t tell anyone, did you Edward,” I murmured. I riffled through the pages of the journal, and two yellowed letters fell out. I bent down, curious.


  “That’s odd,” I said. “These letters are much older than the journal.” I looked to where the journal had opened, and read another entry.


  September 5, 1940. I think I may have figured out who the Johnny Reb was in that cave. Mr. Johnson at the Historical Society has been letting me go over the lists of the missing and dead from the battles fought near where I found the skull. I could narrow it down some from the type of button, and today I think I found my man. Some of the dead soldiers’ families bequeathed items to the Historical Society. Mr. Johnson let me go through those, too. When I found the letters, I knew it had to be the man whose bones I found. His name was Jonah Macaulay. I kept the letters for safekeeping, and I’ll give them back to Mr. Johnson along with the skull and other things once I can figure out how to get old Jonah his final rest.


  “Find something?” Teag asked.


  I showed him the entry, glad to get the book out of my hands. The darkness that found Edward Allendale had started closing in around me. “It changed him,” I said. “Before he found those things in the cave, he was just a young guy looking for treasure. But the sense of him shifts from the time he found that grave.”


  “So Edward stole the letters, huh?” Teag said when he finished reading.


  I nodded. “I think he was used to bending the rules, and maybe by this point, the items he found were already getting a hold over him.”


  I fingered the old parchment, but by themselves, the letters had no special resonance. Carefully, I unfolded the yellowed paper. Bold pen strokes told me that the handwriting probably belonged to a man, and the signature confirmed it. “Jonah Macaulay,” I murmured.


  “So what’s in those letters?” Teag’s eyes shone with the love of the hunt.


  I struggled to make out the faded lines. “They were written by Jonah to Elsabeth Bradley, and it appears they were engaged,” I said, working my way through the cramped paragraphs.


  “My dear Elsabeth,” I read aloud. “The sentiment of your gift pleases me, but I am concerned when you speak of its origins. I know that your people come from New Orleans, and many things are done differently there than in Charleston, but I would be a bit more comfortable with the gift of a small cross or even a medallion of one of the saints, like those the Catholic soldiers carry. Nevertheless, I know the intent of your heart, and you may be assured I will carry your token with me into battle, as did the knights of old.”


  “She gave him something as a good luck charm,” Teag said, staring at the button. “And it made old Jonah uncomfortable.”


  I unfolded the second letter, and noticed immediately that the writing was different. Smaller, graceful, meticulous penmanship hinted that the writer of this letter was female. “That’s interesting,” I said. “There’s a note in pencil on the outside of this letter, saying it was found with the kit bag of a missing soldier.”


  I scanned down through the letter. “Here it is,” I said, feeling a thrill of triumph. “Darling Jonah. How I pray for this war to be over, and for you to return safely. I know you sent me back to my parents in New Orleans for my safety, but I now feel doubly parted from you. I cannot sleep for fear that something might befall you. I implored my maid to take me to the French Quarter, where a Creole woman sells amulets that bring good fortune. Please do not think me unchristian, but I fear my prayers alone may not be enough to bring you home again. The Creole promised me that if you keep this gold coin near your heart, you will not die. I beg of you, my love, do this for me. Ever yours, Elsabeth.”


  “I learned long ago that the devil is in the details when it comes to contracts.” Sorren’s voice made me jump. He stood in the doorway, and I realized that we had been at the journals long enough for the sun to have set.


  “You heard?” I asked, clearing journals off a chair for Sorren to have a seat. Sorren looked to be in his late twenties, but I knew he was older. He had dark blond hair, blue eyes flecked with gray, like the sea after a storm, and a slim, wiry build. Once upon a time, he had been a jewel thief in Antwerp, but that was before the Alliance had recruited him. Now, he put his talents to better use, keeping dangerous magical objects from falling into the wrong hands.


  “I heard enough to make me suspect that perhaps Elsabeth should have been more careful with the way she phrased her request,” Sorren said. His gaze rested on the old letters.


  “If you keep this gold coin near your heart, you will not die,” I murmured. I looked up, meeting Teag’s gaze. “Could an amulet keep Jonah’s spirit from crossing over?”


  “Your phone message left a good bit out,” Sorren interrupted. “Perhaps you could recap a bit for me.” After all this time, his voice still held a trace of a Dutch accent.


  Teag and I took turns filling Sorren in, ending with the discovery of the journal and the letters. Sorren listened quietly, but I could see the spark in his eyes that said he was mentally cross-referencing everything we told him against his considerable knowledge of magical lore.


  “So Elsabeth asked a Voudon to make an amulet for her beloved,” Sorren said. “That kind of magic should not be dabbled in. It’s powerful, and the spirits that give the Voudon power, the Loas, do not make simple bargains.”


  I moved around the room, letting my hand hover over the journals, decade by decade. “Something isolated Edward, filled him with despair. I can feel how it grew over the years. By the end, it consumed him.”


  Sorren nodded. “Edward found Jonah’s skull – and the button and coin – in a cave. Caves are liminal space, thresholds between our world and other realities. That would have heightened the power of the spell on the coin, and lying there for more than a century would have strengthened it even further. Then Edward happens upon the bones and takes them home with him, to a home built on land reclaimed from the sea – another sort of liminal space. He brings it into a home that already had a history of haunting, so other spirits had found an easy passage from their world to ours.”


  I shook my head as the horror of the situation became clear. “Jonah, or the coin, fed on Edward’s life energy, until Edward weakened and Jonah grew stronger.”


  “I fear Jonah has been a tool of the coin’s curse for many years now,” Sorren replied. “If anything of Jonah still remains, it’s what left after the coin drew the power it needed to fulfill the spell.”


  “We didn’t see a skull or a gold coin in the house,” Teag said. “But before the house passes on to another owner, we’re going to need to find them, or Edward won’t be the only victim.”


  Sorren nodded. “The coin – or rather, the curse on the coin – is strongest in liminal space. So you’ll have to go in daylight, avoiding the threshold times.”


  “Noon, midnight, dawn, sundown,” I replied. “And nighttime.”


  “Exactly. And my magic makes me liminal space,” Sorren added quietly, meeting my gaze. Magic had kept Sorren alive long beyond a normal lifespan. “So I won’t be able to go with you on this one. My presence will only make the curse stronger.” He paused. “Don’t worry, Cassidy. Teag and I will still get the items to the Alliance. I just need you to find them.”


  “How do we get it out of there?” I asked. “I don’t dare touch it, and I don’t want to put Teag in danger.”


  “Agreed,” Sorren replied. “Give me a couple of hours. I need to pay a visit to an old friend.”


  Sorren left the shop, and Teag and I passed the time cleaning up the pile of journals and unloading a few of the boxes I could assure contained nothing except ‘mundanes’. Before long, we heard a knock on the door and rushed to let Sorren in.


  “I went to see a friend of mine, one who knows something about Voudon. Mama Nadedge,” he said.


  “Why didn’t you take us with you?” I asked, intrigued and a little put out at being left behind.


  Sorren chuckled. “Mama Nadedge died many years ago, Cassidy. Her spirit lingers, if one knows where to look. I asked her guidance, and this is what she gave me.” He withdrew a piece of paper marked with a complicated, stylized pattern of crossed lines, stars and a heart, something I recognized as a veve, a Voudon symbol.


  “I took these to a jeweler I know, someone willing to stay open late for a good cause,” Sorren said. “He made these for you and Teag.” Sorren reached into his pocket and withdrew two silver disks engraved with the same pattern as the paper, each on their own silver chain.


  “I know enough about Voudon to know each spirit, or Loa, has its own veve. Whose is this?”


  Sorren smiled. “Very good, Cassidy. This is the veve for Maman Brigitte. She’s the spirit who reclaims the souls of the dead and helps them cross over. Believers say she’s powerful, and she appears as either a bride or a veiled old woman. She is very near the top of the Loa hierarchy, which means that whatever spirit placed the curse on Jonah’s coin is less powerful than Maman Brigitte.”


  “At least, we hope so,” I muttered under my breath, taking the amulet and slipping it over my head.


  *     *     *


  The next day, when we reached the Allendale house, I let Teag go on ahead to unlock the door and turn on the lights. I lagged behind, turning my senses inward, listening for the button’s owner. There was a presence here. I followed Teag to the attic.


  “Teag, let me hold your jacket, please,” I said.


  I was hoping that having the button close to me would heighten my senses. It did. As soon as I held Teag’s jacket, the connection with the button grew stronger. As Teag began to wander around, looking at the attic walls for hiding places, I let my senses focus on the box, let it draw me toward one particular corner.


  Against one wall was a large, empty armoire. I stood in front of it, wondering why the button had steered me here.


  “I emptied that myself,” Teag said, coming up behind me. “We went through it completely. There aren’t any hidden compartments, no extra drawers.” He shook his head. “We left it here because frankly, no one could figure out how to get it down the stairs.”


  I looked down toward the floor. “Casters,” I said, pointing. “It can be moved. Did you look behind it?”


  Teag shook his head. “It was pretty clear no one had moved it for decades, and it’s flush against the wall. Never occurred to me.”


  I went to one side and put my shoulder against the armoire. “Come on. Let’s see what’s behind it.” Teag joined me, and we started to push. The heavy wooden armoire didn’t want to roll, but finally, the casters creaked and we inched the heavy box down the wall.


  “There!” I said, and pointed. The wall behind the armoire was filthy, covered in dust and a shroud of old cobwebs. Down where the wall met the floor a piece of wood covered a hole in wall, and above it, a thin dark crack separated two wide boards.


  Teag pulled out a pair of work gloves from his messenger bag, along with a screwdriver. He knelt next to the opening, and began to pry at the wood. I could hardly think straight, because the sensations from the button in my pocket had gone off the charts.


  The attic walls melted away, and once again I saw the sunlit battlefield I had glimpsed before through the eyes of the button’s owner.


  Fear coursed through me, making my heart pound. All around me, I heard the sharp crack of rifles and in the distance, the steady, deadly pounding of cannons that shook the ground beneath my feet. The uniform I wore was gray, or had been once. Now, it was faded from the sun, stained where it had been splashed with the blood of other men, brown from the red clay dirt. Just as I raised my rifle to my shoulder, I heard another loud crack, closer this time, and staggered backwards as if someone had shoved me. My own shot went wild, with the rifle barrel pointed toward the sky as I nearly fell. When I put my hand down to my side, my fingers came away stained with blood.


  “It’s open!” Teag shouted in triumph, setting the board to the side. A dark hole gaped in the wall. From that hole, Teag drew out a small bundle wrapped in old rags. He unwound the rags and withdrew a yellowed skull. He jostled it, and the lower jaw fell away, revealing a gold coin that had been placed in the mouth.


  I stared at Teag and the bundle, then my gaze shifted behind him, to the wall. The thin dark crack had grown wider, and from it, a shadow slipped out like smoke.


  “Get back, Teag!”


  Teag followed my gaze, but I could tell from the look on his face he didn’t see what I saw. Still, he acted, scrabbling backward, clutching the skull and coin. The shadow grew larger, briefly taking the form of a man and then shifting, with tendrils that unwound themselves like a black kraken uncoiling. Behind me, one of the light bulbs flared and then burst with a crack like gunfire. I searched with my senses, and knew that the dark crack was a fissure between more than the attic siding. The Allendale house had been rumored to have been a hotbed of paranormal activity for long before Edward brought home his battlefield treasure. Now I knew why. The dark space was no ordinary splintering of old boards, no settling of the foundation. It was a threshold between the world of the living and the place of the dead.


  “Get out of here.” I could barely make words come from my throat. The dark shadow was growing larger.


  “The hell I will,” Teag said. “Maybe it wants the button.”


  But I could feel what the darkness really wanted; it wanted fresh meat, warm blood, and the life that animated our beating hearts.


  My gaze went again to the crack between the boards. I reached for the amulet around my neck for moral support, and pressed the smooth silver disk against my palm.


  An image formed in my mind of a woman in an antique bridal gown. A heavy lace veil covered her face. I could sense an aura of power around her.


  Leave the shadowed one to me, my child. Send the curse where it belongs, and close the rift.


  How? I wondered. How do I close the rift? I looked again at the dark crack, a thin opening, or a small rip. Or a buttonhole.


  “I’ve got an idea,” I said, eyeing the skull Teag still held and the distance between me and the wall. “Can you get the coin out of the skull’s mouth?”


  Teag juggled his macabre charge. “I think so. Dammit! Someone wired it in here.”


  “Try not to handle the coin if you can help it. Put it on the floor, where it’s easy for me to get it,” I instructed, keeping my eyes on that damned shadow.


  A coin in the mouth of a corpse, a penny for the ferryman, I thought. Perhaps at some point, Edward Allendale had tried unsuccessfully to send his unwanted visitor to the great beyond.


  “Got it,” Teag said.


  I reached into the pocket of Teag’s jacket and my hand closed over the plastic box with the button, and I fumbled with the latch to open it. The box gave way, and the button tumbled into my palm.


  For that instant, the contact with the long-dead soldier was complete. Darkness washed over me, drawing the warmth from my blood. Anger and despair filled me, and my gut contracted with the pain of a rifle wound that was more than one hundred and fifty years in the past. Then another presence filled me, and the image of the bride grew brighter and brighter, becoming a light that flared and forced the shadow to retreat.


  Now! The voice shouted in my mind. I dove across the floor, grabbing the coin with my right hand and clenching the button in my left. I skidded toward the wall, and used my momentum to thrust both the coin and the button through the crack.


  Maman Brigitte’s light struck the shadow man, just as I forced the coin and the button into the darkness. I heard a scream, although I could not tell whether it came from the shadow or whether it was my own.


  The darkness vanished, and I slumped to the ground, too spent to move. In my mind, I saw the image of the bride again, bending over the rift, sealing it with her veil. Teag grabbed my wrist, yanking me to my feet, and together we barreled down the stairs and out of the house. We reached the other side of the street and looked back, half expecting the house to disappear into a vortex or tumble to the ground. It did neither, although for an instant, a light flared brilliantly from the attic window, then went dark.


  “Want to bet no one sees a shadow at the window again?” Teag asked. I looked down. He was still holding that damned skull. He caught the direction of my glance, and shrugged. “Poor guy is long overdue for a decent burial. Without the coin, it’s just a skull. I have an old friend who works at the mortuary. I’m betting he can make sure old Jonah gets a proper burial.”


  Teag might have said more, but my head was swimming, and I swayed on my feet. He reached out to steady me as I passed out, but there was someone else as well. In my mind’s eye, I saw the veiled bride standing over me. She bent down, and touched a finger to my amulet and the metal disk felt warm on my skin. As consciousness faded away, so did her image, but I had the feeling she approved.


  I woke on the couch in my temporary apartment over the shop. Consciousness returned slowly, and with it, warmth. I felt a presence, safe, reassuring, and it carried a honeyed compulsion to rest. I opened my eyes, and found Sorren, looking down at me, concern clear in his features. He helped me sit up enough to sip some sweet tea, and then eased me back onto the pillows.


  “Rest,” Sorren said, and his voice felt like balm poured over a throbbing wound. “When you’re feeling better, there’s a new situation to discuss.”


  “Oh, goody,” I murmured, but as I drifted off to sleep, I knew the truth, and so did Sorren. Trifles and Folly was far more than just another antiques store. It helped make the world a little safer, one haunted item at a time. I couldn’t walk away from that, not when my gift could make a difference. Not for all the damned buttons in the world.


  
    The Restless Dead

  


  “What do you make of it, Cassidy?”


  I looked at the piece of metal that lay on the counter, and frowned. “Off-hand, I’d say it looks like the balance wheel off an old Singer sewing machine, probably from the late 1800s,” I replied. The old wheel was dirty and scratched, but on the whole, not in bad shape for something that might have been made that long ago. “Where did you find it?”


  Blair Hunt had been leaning across the counter, intent on the old machine part. He stood up and sighed. “We found a bunch of stuff in the sinkhole that opened up behind the Palmetto View Plaza.”


  I let my hand hover above the old sewing machine part, but I did not touch it. Even at a distance, I could feel tragedy and betrayal, and knew its former owner had come to a bad end.


  I’m Cassidy Kincaide, and I’m a psychometric—which means I can read the history of objects by touching them. I’m the most recent in a long line of my relatives to be the proprietor of Trifles and Folly, and antique and curio store in historic, haunted Charleston, SC. Most people think the store is a great place to pick up a one-of-a-kind vintage gift. Our real business is much darker. For over 350 years, nearly since Charleston was settled, this store has been part of a conspiracy to get dangerous magical objects off the market and out of the wrong hands. When we do our job right, people remain blissfully unaware of the danger that surrounds them. And when we screw up, lots of people die.


  “In a sinkhole?” I mused. “That’s odd.” I examined the wheel more closely. It was steel, made with the kind of graceful design most things today lack. The outer rim was gleaming silver, and the spokes inside were black. Built to last. I’d have bet it came from a Model 15K, circa 1879, a real workhorse of a machine. Rumor had it travelers spotted the old machines still at work in remote areas of China and India. The body of the machine was heavy steel, painted black with gold embellishment, run by a foot pedal so it didn’t need electricity, sturdy enough to sew winter coats, delicate enough to make wedding dresses. Not much could break one, and they almost never wore out on their own.


  “No idea how it got there,” Blair said. “I’m with the architecture firm trying to update the plaza’s look, get it back on its feet again. The sink hole opened up out of nowhere on Friday, swallowed a large part of the loading dock area. We were lucky no one fell in.” Blair ran a hand back through his red hair. From the side, he looked like an older version of Britain’s Prince Harry. Normally, he had the prince’s jovial manner, too. Today, he looked like he hadn’t slept well.


  “Problems on the site?” I asked. “I mean, other than the sinkhole?”


  Blair shrugged like he didn’t want to talk about it. “That plaza has been down on its luck for a while. It’s been standing empty now for several years. Turning that around was already going to be a major challenge without something like this. Now we’ve got to stop work until the engineers can make sure there’s no structural damage.” He shook his head. “Some days, I think it might not be a bad idea if the earth did open up and swallow the whole damn place.”


  I knew where Palmetto View Plaza was. It had been new back in the 1970s, and then lost out to bigger, better, fancier retail centers as the years went by. Charleston is lucky to have a vibrant downtown shopping district, but many of those shops are for tourists. For necessities like everyday clothing and shoes, residents headed for the nearby malls. Palmetto View was a relic of a bygone era, and I figured Blair had his work cut out for him.


  “If you find the rest of the sewing machine, I’d love to take a look of it,” I said. Something about the piece that lay in front of me made me terribly sad, and I wanted to know its story. I didn’t hold out much hope that even a vintage Singer machine found in a sinkhole would be in working order, but stranger things had happened.


  “Sure,” Blair replied. “I’ve given the guys orders that anything antique-y they find needs to be boxed up to come over here for appraisal. But I still don’t know what stuff like this is doing in a hole in the ground.”


  “When you figure it out, let me know,” I said. “You’ve got me curious.” Blair agreed to keep me in the loop, and the bell over the door jangled as he headed out.


  Teag Logan, my assistant store manager, best friend, and occasional bodyguard, sauntered over. “For all your curiosity, I notice you haven’t touched it,” he observed, raising an eyebrow. Teag knows about my psychic gift, and he’s got some gifts of his own. He’s a Weaver, able to weave magic into the warp and woof of fabric, and able to weave data streams together to find information. It makes him an unbeatable researcher and an unstoppable hacker.


  It was the middle of a cloudy autumn afternoon, the day before Halloween. The main tourist season was over, and since clouds threatened rain, walk-in traffic had been sparse. I left Maggie, our part-time assistant in charge of watching the door. Teag picked up the hand wheel and we headed to the break room in the back.


  “I still can’t figure out why a sewing machine piece would be in a sinkhole,” I said. Teag put the steel wheel on the table and poured me a glass of ice-cold sweet tea. The tea was just the way we like it in Charleston, strong as love and sweet as passion. We both knew the tea was there to revive me in case the impressions I read from the wheel were overpowering.


  Teag shrugged. “Maybe it was the basement of an old house that got forgotten and built over top of,” he said. “Maybe they unearthed an old garbage pit.”


  I shook my head. “Nobody just threw out one of those Model 15s,” I said. “Folks back then made use of something until it fell apart, and then figured out how to use the pieces.”


  “Touch it and see,” Teag prompted. We both knew I was stalling. My visions could be intense, depending on the emotions connected to a particular antique. Most people don’t realize that the strong emotions of their lives are recorded in the objects around them. Not every emotion or every old piece, but the resonance is especially strong either in items used every day or things associated with a major life event. When the circumstances are good, the piece gives a happy, calm reading. But when the circumstances were bad—well, like the rhyme about the little girl with the little curl, it can be very, very bad.


  I drew in a deep breath. One hand went to my agate necklace, which is supposed to have protective properties. So many of the readings I had done on objects with an upsetting past had ended with me flat on my butt or passed out cold that Teag and I had a routine. I had the sweet tea near to revive me. I was sitting down, so there wasn’t far to fall, and Teag was there to catch me. It was as good as it was going to get.


  I laid my hand on the cold, dirty steel. Memories flooded my senses—and none of the memories were my own. Green rolling hills, and the crash of the sea on a rocky coast. The stuffy, cramped confines of a ship packed full of hard-scrabble people in Victorian-era clothing. Fear, Loneliness. Courage. Doubt. Resolve. I saw hands—my hands—working the sewing machine with skill. Whatever else happened, whatever hardships came my way, fabric, needle, and thread made me feel safe, confident.


  The scene wavered and changed. I heard a rhythmic click-clack, like a train on the tracks only quieter. I saw the sleek, black and gold body of a Singer Model 15, saw the needle move up and down in a blur, felt the steady pressure of my foot against the treadle. Once again, fabric slid beneath my hands. The rhythm of the needle was comforting as my mother’s heartbeat in this strange and unforgiving place. Outside the dimly lit workroom, the world was beyond my control. Here, I was the master. And soon, I would be free…


  “Come back, Cassidy.” Teag’s voice coaxed me back to the present day, and he pushed the cold glass of ice tea into my hand. As visions went, that wasn’t bad. I hadn’t passed out or thrown up. But the sense of loneliness and longing, of fear and purpose, remained.


  “I saw a woman using the sewing machine,” I recounted when I had recovered. “That machine wasn’t just her livelihood—it was her life. She was afraid of everything, but there was something else—a big dream—and she was determined to make it happen.” I shook my head.


  “I want to find out who she was, Teag,” I said. “She would never have let someone put her sewing machine in a hole. She would have died first. It was her ticket to… something else, something bigger. Freedom.”


  Teag crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back against the table. “Let me see what I can find,” he said. I knew he meant the Internet. Teag can hack any database—even the government, and the sites no one is supposed to know are out there. He knows his way around the Dark Web, the hidden web sites where a lot of unsavory activity goes on, but he’s also right at home on the Darke Web, the ensorcelled-encryption sites used by the supernatural, immortal and magical communities. If it’s out there, no matter who’s trying to hide it, Teag will find it, given enough time.


  “Maybe we ought to put in a call to Sorren,” Teag said.


  Sorren is Trifles and Folly’s other secret. He’s my boss, a nearly six hundred year-old vampire, who’s been the business partner for every one of my relatives who owned the store for the last three hundred and fifty years. Sorren is part of a hidden Alliance of mortals and immortals who try to keep those malicious magical items from hurting anyone. He traveled a lot on Alliance business, but he was due back to Charleston any day now.


  “I’ll leave him a message, and send an email just for good measure.” Yes, my vampire boss uses modern technology. Sorren says that vampires who don’t adapt don’t live long. He’s made it this far, and I suspect he’ll be around for a quite a while to come. “No telling when we’ll hear back from him though.”


  Even without Sorren, I had my own sources. “Since the store isn’t busy, I think I’ll head over to the Historical Archive,” I said. “It’s been a while since I’ve paid a call on Mrs. Morrissey.”


  Mrs. Benjamin Taylor Morrissey was a true Charleston blue-blood, and the director of the Historical Archive. She was a real history buff as well as a patron of many Charleston museums and arts institutions, and it probably didn’t hurt that the Archive occupied one of her ancestor’s former homes. She was one of my go-to people when I needed to dig up information about old objects gone bad.


  I brought Mrs. Morrissey a latte, which I know she loves. Maybe that’s why I got such a big smile when I walked into her office, but I prefer to think she just likes me. She knew my Uncle Evanston, who willed Trifles and Folly to me, and I sometimes wonder if she has her suspicions about what we really do.


  “Cassidy! How nice to see you!” Mrs. Morrissey is in her seventies, with the kind of runway-model slender figure St. Johns suits were made for. She didn’t believe in things like Botox or face-lifts, so she looked her age in the nicest of ways. Understated jewelry—all of it real, and expensive—completed the outfit.


  “And you brought a latte,” she said with a grin. She gave me a broad wink. “Does this mean you’re doing some detective work about one of your new pieces at the store?”


  If Mrs. Morrissey wanted to believe that we were more P.I. than paranormal that was okay with me. “You got it in one,” I said, chuckling. “But it’s really more a question about a part of town, instead of an acquisition.”


  Mrs. Morrissey waved me toward one of the two lovely Queen Anne-style chairs that sat facing the room’s old fireplace. I suspected this was where Mrs. Morrissey chatted up prospective patrons for the Archive.


  “Ask away!” she invited, sipping her latte.


  “What can you tell me about the area over by the old Palmetto View Plaza?”


  Mrs. Morrissey thought for a moment, then frowned. “What time period?”


  “Doesn’t matter. The item’s owner found it in the sinkhole that opened up behind that empty big box store.”


  Mrs. Morrissey motioned for me to follow her into the next room, where several computers were set up for browsing the Archive’s collection. She sat down at one of the stations and her fingers flew across the keys as she searched for what she was looking for in pages of old documents that had been imaged.


  “Here,” she said, pointing at the screen. I saw a photo of the plaza in better days, before its tenants had deserted it. “Is this the place?”


  I nodded. “That’s it.”


  Mrs. Morrissey called up several old newspaper clippings and scanned down through them until she found just what she wanted. “That area’s had more than its share of bad luck,” she said finally. “The plaza was quite the place when it first opened, but one thing after another went wrong. Electrical fires, burst water pipes, a couple of muggings in the parking lot—they just couldn’t seem to get a break.”


  That kind of bad luck didn’t usually happen by accident. Often, some kind of unresolved supernatural power created havoc on that scale, and when the ill-fortune lasted for decades, I started wondering about curses.


  “What about before the plaza was built?” I asked. “Do you have any records about what used to be on that location?”


  Again, Mrs. Morrissey played the computer keyboard like a concert pianist, coaxing details from the Archive’s database. More old newspaper clippings appeared on screen, along with grainy photos from the past. “As I recall, Palmetto View Plaza was an attempt by some of the city’s developers to reclaim that area from decline and turn some of the real estate values around,” she said, tapping a pencil against the desktop as she thought.


  “Lots of areas have their ups and downs,” she said, “but that area never really took off. Back in the 1700s, there were taverns and brothels and barracks for soldiers.” She scrolled down through articles too quickly for me to read them. “In the 1800s, the brothels were there, along with cheap rooming houses and more taverns. Later on, there were piecework shops and cotton mills—deplorable conditions—until it all washed away in the Hurricane of 1885.”


  “Piecework shops?” I questioned. “You mean, places with seamstresses?”


  Mrs. Morrissey nodded. “Nowadays they call it ‘vertical integration’. Some of the big cotton farmers also owned the mills that turned the cotton into thread and the thread into cloth. Then a few enterprising folks went a step further and brought over hundreds of indentured servants from Ireland and England to use the new-fangled sewing machines and turn out off-the-rack clothing working people could afford,” she said.


  Interesting, considering that I had a piece of one of those antique sewing machines back at the shop. “What happened in the Hurricane of 1885?” I asked.


  This time, Mrs. Morrissey called up old photographs. Charleston is near the coast, so it’s been slammed by its share of hurricanes and storms. People still talk about what happened when Hurricane Hugo came to town. New tragedies happen, and old ones slip out of memory. As I looked over Mrs. Morrissey’s shoulder at the images of flattened homes and buildings, I got a chill down the back of my neck.


  “The high winds pushed the flood waters pretty far into the city,” Mrs. Morrissey said. “All the way to the area around where Palmetto View stands now. The land rose a little there, and the flood tide carried all the debris to that part of town, and then dumped them as the water receded.”


  “What did they do about it?” I asked, my skin tingling with the certainty that I was onto something.


  Mrs. Morrissey shook her head. “Not much they could do about it, with how bad the damage was everywhere. Most of the folks in that neighborhood were too poor to rebuild, and a lot of them died in the flooding or just left and didn’t come back. From what I’ve read, the city just covered up the debris with dirt and built over them.”


  “So when the sinkhole opened behind the plaza, it might have exposed some of those debris, if it went deep enough?”


  Mrs. Morrissey nodded. “I guess that’s possible. Assuming anything was left—it’s been more than one hundred years.”


  I acted on a hunch, although I wasn’t entirely sure why. “Do you know if there are any lists of the people who died in that hurricane?”


  “Probably—although they’re likely to be incomplete,” she replied. “There are always folks who don’t get counted when things like that happen—transients, homeless people, you know what I mean.”


  Indentured servants, I mentally added to the list, resolved to find out more. “I realize that,” I said. “But if you can find a list—if it’s not too much trouble—I think it might help with provenance for the piece.”


  Fifteen minutes later, I left with an invitation to the Archive’s next gala and a print-out of the known dead from the Hurricane of 1885.


  *     *     *


  The shop was busier than I would have expected for an autumn afternoon when I got back, so I didn’t get a chance to talk with Teag until we closed up. “Blair dropped off another piece of a sewing machine,” he said, pushing a lock of dark hair out of his eyes. “If you want to take a look at it, I’ve got a fresh pitcher of iced tea in the break room.”


  I mock-glared at him. “Very funny.” Unfortunately, Teag was right. The iced tea helped me recover from strong readings, and I had the feeling that the sinkhole behind Palmetto View Plaza was a supernatural hotspot. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to it than that. I wagered that the ‘debris’ Mrs. Morrissey said were jumbled up and built on top of probably included bodies of flood victims that were never found. If so, that kind of improper burial and restless dead might account for some of the problems the plaza and the surrounding area had experienced over the years. But intuition was telling me to look deeper, although I had the suspicion that I wouldn’t like what I found if I did.


  “Before we get to that,” I said, stalling, “let me fill you in on what I found out at the Archive.” Teag listened as we finished putting things in the front of the store away for the night, and then followed me to the break room.


  “I think you’re onto something,” Teag said, pouring a glass of iced tea for each of us. “I talked to Ryan Alexander—the urban explorer guy you met a while back?”


  I nodded, remembering. Teag and I had gone out with Ryan’s team when we were trying to stop a dangerous ghost, and just for fun a few times since then. Urban explorers like to go through old buildings, abandoned factories and institutions, even old storm drains and forgotten subway tunnels, for the thrill of finding the ruins civilization leaves behind. Teag, Sorren, and I often found ourselves poking around the same kind of places for entirely different purposes. That’s why Teag and I figured that going along with the UrbExers was good exercise, and we might get a look at odd places that could come in handy later on. “What does he have to do with this?” I asked, taking a sip of my tea.


  “That plaza has been abandoned for a while now,” Teag said. “I figured if anyone had been inside lately—anyone who would talk to me—it would be Ryan’s folks. And I was right.”


  “And?” I reached for a couple of cookies, too.


  “Ryan said they did go poking around there about six months ago, and got into the big box store on the end. He said that they cut the exploration short because something didn’t feel right.”


  “Interesting,” I said with a mouthful of Oreos.


  “Interesting enough that Ryan got in touch with his friends at the Southern Paranormal Observation and Outreach Klub—that’s ‘club’ with a ‘k’,” he replied.


  I rolled my eyes. “Seriously? They go by SPOOK?”


  Teag chuckled and nodded. “Yeah. But according to Ryan, they know their stuff, at least the core members do. That’s why we’re meeting him for pizza in an hour.” He reached for a lumpy parcel wrapped in cloth that was in the center of the table and slid it toward me. “So you’d probably better see what you make of this, so you can get your second wind before we connect with the SPOOK guy.”


  I nodded and took a deep breath, preparing myself. Teag unwrapped the bundle, and I saw the battered body of an antique Singer sewing machine. Time and exposure to the elements had badly scratched the black and gold paint. All of the smaller pieces were missing. But considering that the machine had probably been at the bottom of those flood debris for a very long time, it wasn’t in bad shape.


  I rested my hand on its cold, smooth main arm. Time shifted. I saw what the last owner of the sewing machine had seen, rows of tables, all outfitted with similar machines, in a large, stifling room. Women sat at the machines, eyes downcast on their work, guiding fabric beneath the click-clack of the needles and bobbins, feet pumping the treadles in steady rhythm. They were dressed in neat but plain clothing like household staff in a manor or hotel. All of the women looked very young, teens and twenties, and most had a gaunt, underfed appearance.


  “Clara—watch that hem, it’s not straight! Mary, adjust the bobbin. Your thread is puckering. Bess, pick up the pace, girl. You haven’t finished anything all day.” A stern-looking, older woman walked up and down the rows. She stopped now and then to chide the workers. No one looked up at her, and I could feel myself tense with fear as she walked by.


  High overhead, a few windows were cranked open, not enough to combat the heat. One of the other seamstresses collapsed at her machine, slipping bonelessly out of her chair. Two of her co-workers stood to go to her aid.


  “Leave her!” the matron snapped. “She’ll wake up. Stay at your machines.” The others left the girl where she lay, glowering at the matron, who brought the girl a glass of water and helped her back to her seat.


  Outside, the wind had picked up. Now and again, the young women dared to glance up from their work toward the small windows up above. The sky was gunmetal gray, and gusts of wind rattled the doors. “Keep your eyes on your seams!” the matron said, but I could hear an edge of nervousness in her voice. “Storm’ll likely be over by the time the workday’s done.”


  I heard the distant sound of church bells ringing the hour. Another blast of wind shrieked as it tore past the building’s roof, and one of the other girls cried out in alarm. Several of the women bowed their heads, and I heard voices whispering the Hail Mary with a distinct Irish accent. Some of the others quickly crossed themselves without slowing their machines.


  Rain began to fall, loud on the tin roof. It grew louder, hammering like a blacksmith, as the wind slammed against the building’s brick walls, rattling the panes of glass high above. Inside, the temperature fell as cold wind blasted through the open windows overhead. The vision blurred, and time passed. When my sight cleared again, the rain lashed the building so hard it had broken out some of the panes of glass in the windows near the roofline, and water was running down the walls in rivulets.


  I pricked my finger on a pin and drew a bead of blood. “Emily! Be careful. Don’t stain the fabric, or it comes out of your wages!” the matron warned me. I thought her voice was sharper than usual, and I wondered if she was afraid, too.


  The sky outside was dark, and it was too early in the day for the gas lamps to be lit. I blinked, trying to see the stitches in the dim light. My hands were shaking, and my heart skipped a beat every time the wind battered the building. But I knew better than to ask if we could go home. A full day’s work for a day’s wages; that was the contract. I listened to the wind howl, and shivered. Truth be told, the brick-walled factory was sturdier built than the ramshackle rooming house where we all stayed.


  Outside, there was a crash, booming like cannon fire. I jumped, and my fabric veered crazily, but I wasn’t the only one. Another crash, and then another echoed nearby. The matron shouted for order, but it was too late for that. The sewing machines stopped their clicking, but the sounds of the storm filled the large room.


  “Get back to work! It’s just rain,” the matron ordered, but she didn’t sound certain.


  Just then, a sheet of metal from the roof tore loose with the screaming sound of ripping steel. Water poured into the center of the room, soaking us and our machines. The wind snatched at the remaining roof panels, and the huge pieces of metal wobbled and groaned.


  Work was forgotten as we ran screaming toward the far end of the building, and the matron ran with us. The sky was dumping water down so fast that the rain fell like a waterfall. We ran toward the doors, pulling and pushing, but chains on the outside held them fast.


  “The key! Please open it! Use the key!” We shouted, but the matron shook her head, and I read our doom in her face.


  “I don’t have a key, girls. We’ll have to make the best of it.”


  The rear wall had begun to bow, and then as we watched in horror, the bricks gave way and tumbled to the ground, bringing the sagging roof down with it. We screamed, but the wind and rain hid the sound, and the rising water weighed down our heavy dresses until it could take our breath. I flailed, but I never had learned how to swim…


  “Cassidy! Cassidy! Come back.” Teag urged. He was watching me with concern as I came back to myself, shaking my head as the terrified screams of the drowning women faded in my memory.


  I lifted my head to meet his gaze. “They drowned,” I said quietly. “They were locked in, and a hurricane destroyed the building. Indentured servants. No one cared. Her name was Emily.”


  Teag pushed the sweet iced tea toward me, and I sipped it to recover my strength, but I grieved for those long-ago lost women. Locking workers into factories was a common practice until a devastating fire in the 1920s forced changes, almost forty years after the Hurricane of 1885 hit Charleston and killed Emily. My hands stopped shaking, but I knew I would grieve Emily’s death for a long time.


  Teag was already scanning down the list of the hurricane’s victims. “Emily O’Connor. Indentured servant, age twenty-two. Lost, presumed dead,” he said. “There are about fifteen girls, all with Irish surnames, all marked as indentured servants, near the same age,” he added.


  I shook my head. “There were double that many, at least,” I said. “They never found them all, or didn’t think it was important enough to update the records.” I sighed. To the city’s wealthy and powerful, poor immigrant seamstresses were nobodies, far from home and without family nearby to make a fuss. Whoever had owned the sweatshop probably just sent over for more and started again in a different building. I looked at the battered sewing machine. Whatever happened, I wanted to do right by Emily’s memory.


  “Let’s go meet the SPOOK guy,” I said, draining my iced tea. “Maybe dinner will make me feel better.” I doubted it.


  Charleston loves Halloween. We’re not as over-the-top as New Orleans, or as understated as Savannah. Charleston knows how to put on a party with class, even if it’s for All Hallow’s Eve. Pumpkins and decorative pots full of golden mums adorned the more sedate entranceways, peeking from behind wrought iron gates. Door wreaths of colored leaves and rainbow-hued small gourds added a touch of seasonal zing to other homes and businesses. Jack-o-lanterns glowed from windows and porches. Folks from up North might still think it was warm, but for us, the nights had gotten downright chilly.


  Still, I couldn’t avoid a shiver that was more to do with fear than temperature as Teag and I headed for Jocko’s Pizzeria, our favorite place. Something unsettling was in the air, a vibe that felt like discordant music to my magic. Even without touching anything, I felt uneasy, like a storm was brewing.


  Two men were waiting for us when we arrived. One I recognized as Anthony Benton, a young lawyer who was Teag’s long-time steady romantic partner. The other man I didn’t know. Both Anthony and the stranger rose when we approached.


  “Figured you wouldn’t mind us getting a table, since it gets crowded fast,” Anthony said with a grin, greeting me with a hug and Teag with a quick peck on the cheek when he thought no one would notice.


  “Cassidy, this is Kell Winston, founder of SPOOK,” Teag said, introducing the newcomer.


  Kell was as tall as Anthony, with blue eyes, light-brown hair and a tan that looked like he had been out on a sailboat all summer. Anthony was GQ to Teag’s hoodie and jeans, and Kell’s style was somewhere in the middle, not quite the up-and-coming-young-lawyer look that Anthony rocked, or the insouciant grad student look Teag pulled off. Kell wore a tweed jacket in an updated cut over a black t-shirt and jeans over sneakers. Professional, but not stuffy.


  “Hi, Cassidy,” Kell said, as Teag joined Anthony on one side of the booth. “Nice to meet you.” He slid across the booth seat to let me have the outside. “Anthony’s said a lot of nice things about both of you.”


  I glanced from Anthony to Kell. “You know each other?”


  Anthony grinned. “We went to University of South Carolina together. Pledged the same fraternity. I went to law school, and Kell went into TV production.”


  “Gadgets,” Kell confessed. “It’s my weakness. And it’s a passion that crossed over from my day job to all the paranormal investigations we do at SPOOK.” He slid two business cards over to me, one for SPOOK, and one from a local video production company.


  “Let’s order, then talk,” Teag said. “I’m starving.” My stomach growled, and I blamed it on the delicious aroma of the pizzas. Giacomo Rossi—Jocko—is a friend of ours, and he waved from his spot behind the counter as I looked up. Teag and I ate there so often Jocko knew what we wanted without us needing to order, but the server stopped by anyhow.


  “I hear you’re interested in the old Palmetto View Plaza,” Kell said, cutting a glance my way.


  “It keeps coming up,” I replied. “Have you been out there?”


  Kell sat back and took a sip of his Coke. “A couple of times.”


  “No activity?” I probed.


  Kell shook his head. “No. Too much going on. We were just out there a couple of weeks ago, and the whole feel of the place had changed. Juiced up.”


  “How?” Teag asked, leaning across the table.


  Kell paused, as if searching for the right words. “Look, I know that most people think we’re loony for going through old buildings looking for ghosts. Then again, Charleston promises the tourists more ghosts per square foot than just about any city in the US, so if believing in ghosts make you crazy, my team and I have a lot of company.”


  “We don’t think you’re crazy,” I said, with what I hoped was an encouraging smile. “We just want to know what you’ve seen.”


  He gave me a look as if he doubted that, then let out a long breath and ran a hand back through his brown hair. “The first time we went was over a year ago. We walked around the outside, and then Ryan’s folks got us into some of the buildings. We got some low-level EMF readings, nothing spectacular. It was enough to want to go back.”


  He sipped his Coke again as he considered what to say next. “The second time was about six months ago. This time, the readings were a lot higher, and we didn’t just get spikes on the electro-magnetic frequency meter, we got recordings that sounded like garbled voices, and video of movement where there shouldn’t have been anyone around.”


  “So we let a few months go by, and went back a couple of weeks ago. Ryan told me his group had some freaky experiences over there, and we wanted to see if things had gotten more intense.” He let out a rueful chuckle. “Hey,” he said. “Ghost hunters rush in where others fear to tread.”


  “And you got more than you bargained for?” I leaned forward, watching him as he spoke. I’ve always been leery of ghost chasers, since some of them are just in it for the thrills. In our business—our real business of dealing with dangerous magical objects—amateurs can get in the way. But I had the feeling that Kell was on the level.


  Kell nodded. “The front of the property wasn’t too bad, but the closer we got to the back, the more the instruments lit up with readings. Then we got hit with stones, only no one was around. The air got freezing cold, and we started to see shapes in the shadows that were moving toward us. That was freaky enough. But all of a sudden, it just seemed like some kind of power rose up and it didn’t want us around.” He shivered. “I’ve never felt something like that before, and I hope I never feel it again.”


  “You were close to the back, near where the sinkhole opened up?” Teag asked.


  Kell nodded. “Our readings were off the charts, but we didn’t get any photos, nothing that would prove what we saw.” He shook his head. “All I’ve got to say is, I’m not in any hurry to go back there.”


  Jocko sent out our pizzas then, and for a while nobody talked as we chowed down. Jocko serves up real New York pizza from a family recipe. I swear it’s the best in town.


  “When Teag told me about your interest in the Palmetto View property, I took a look at some of the filings about it,” Anthony said when we were down to the last few bites. “That land has changed hands an unusual number of times over the years, always in unfortunate circumstances. Fire, bankruptcy, structural collapse—if I didn’t know better, I’d think the place was cursed or something.”


  I winced, but I don’t think Anthony saw it. Teag did, and he understood. The plaza was literally built atop a tragedy, and the restless dead might not have been able to actively haunt it throughout those years, but their presence would throw off the area’s energy, make it vulnerable to bad things. The sinkhole—or something—had magnified that. Somebody was likely to get hurt.


  “Thanks for looking into it,” I said to Anthony. Then I turned back to Kell. “Is there anything else about the plaza that seemed off?” I asked. “Anything at all?”


  Kell looked as if he were debating with himself over how much to say. Finally, he seemed to come to a decision. “I didn’t realize it until just now, but every time we went out there, the same member of our team put in the request. Danny Thompson.” He shook his head.


  “Danny’s an odd sort. Not very social. I’ve often wondered if our group is the only thing he belongs to. He’s kind of awkward,” Kell said, looking a little embarrassed. “I mean, we’re all geeks, but the rest of us navigate the outside world pretty well—jobs, family, significant others. I have the feeling that Danny doesn’t have anyone else.”


  “Why do you think he was so interested in the plaza?” I asked.


  Kell sighed. “I don’t know for sure. I asked, and he said something about having worked there, but I don’t think he was telling me the truth. He’s too young to have worked there. Ryan told me once that Danny tried to join his group and went out with them a couple of times, but all he was interested in was ghosts, so Ryan steered him over to us.”


  He drank the last of his Coke. “Danny’s interest is—different—from the rest of us. A little on the obsessive side. I got the impression from some of the things he said that he was really into the occult—magic, that kind of thing. He used to talk about doing rituals to call up the spirits. That made everyone a little nervous. We’re about scientifically documenting paranormal phenomena, not pretending to be wizards.”


  “Did Danny go with you the last time?” Teag asked.


  Kell shook his head. “No. He told one of the guys he had to work. But then we saw his car a block away. I’m sure it was his. So I don’t know what game he was playing. I’m not going to go looking for him. We’re a pretty laid-back group, but Danny weirded us out.”


  “Did you get any other impressions of the ghosts over by the plaza?” I asked.


  Kell fiddled with his napkin. “You’re not going to believe me, but the second time we went out, we all heard someone humming a song. We didn’t realize until we got back in the van that none of us had been doing the humming. But we all heard the same song. The Wearing of the Green. It’s an old Irish tune.”


  Teag and I locked gazes, and I knew we were both thinking of Emily and her doomed friends. “Did you know that the plaza was built on top of wreckage from the Hurricane of 1885?” I asked Kell. “Wreckage that probably included more than a few bodies?”


  Kell’s eyes widened. “No. I’d never heard that. But it would make a lot of sense why the area seems so unlucky.” He frowned. “Is there a reason the ghosts would have gotten more active? Like an anniversary of the storm?”


  “No idea,” I replied. “But it would be interesting to find out, wouldn’t it?” Again, Teag and I looked at each other. Kell might think our interest was mere curiosity, but I had the feeling something had stirred up a supernatural hornet’s nest, which made it our business to take care of.


  Anthony had to go back to the office to finish up work on a legal case, so after we said good-night to Kell, Teag and I decided to swing by Danny Thompson’s apartment and see what we could find. Teag got us the address, and we drove down a side street in a low-rent part of town. Danny lived in a walk-up flat in a run-down old home that had been converted to apartments. We rang the bell, but no one answered.


  Sorren had taught us a few tricks about picking locks. Teag had the front door open in a few seconds, and we stood in the depressing entranceway. The paint was faded and stained. The floor sagged, and one dim bulb illuminated the corridor. Teag glanced at the mailboxes and nodded. Room 21 was at the top of the stairs.


  I tried to come up with a good excuse in case someone demanded to know why we were there as we made our way up the creaking steps toward the upstairs hallway. No one seemed to notice or care. I smelled pizza and beer and pot in the air as I climbed the steps. Maybe that accounted for Thompson’s neighbors’ lack of interest. Or maybe they just didn’t get involved.


  We rapped at his door, and waited. No one came, and nothing stirred. Teag knocked again, a little louder this time, but when there was no answer again, he pulled on one of the linen gloves we use in the shop to handle old paper, worked the lock and let the door swing open.


  “Not much of a housekeeper, is he?” Teag muttered as we stepped into a filthy apartment. From the smell, no one had taken the garbage out in quite a while, and without air conditioning, it smelled like a dumpster in the sun. Clothes were strewn across furniture and floors. Dirty dishes wallowed in fetid dishwater in the sink. We moved through the small apartment carefully, trying not to touch anything.


  “There,” I said, pointing. Teag followed my gesture. Next to Thompson’s unmade bed was a stack of books on magic and spiritualism. He had enough candles and cheesy pseudo-magical paraphernalia to have kept an online spellcraft store in business for a year. I knew from experience most of the items were fake.


  “Looks like Kell was right about Danny’s interest in magic,” Teag said.


  I turned to look around the rest of the room. No family pictures, nothing that suggested Thompson had much of a life beyond his work. Even without touching his possessions, the room filled me with a deep, penetrating despair, a hopelessness that verged on madness. And beneath the gloom, I sensed a desire for vengeance.


  “Look,” I said in a whisper as I turned back toward the door. Thumbtacked to the wall were grainy pictures of at least twenty people who looked like they had been photographed by a paparazzi. A large, black ‘X’ had been drawn through each person’s image. It wasn’t hard to get the point. Danny had a hit list. And the longer we stayed in his apartment, the more of the vibe I picked up.


  “He’s angry, and he’s unstable,” I said. “He’s looking for a way to get back at people who’ve hurt him.”


  “We need to get out of here,” Teag said.


  “Wait.” I wanted to get a better idea of who Danny Thompson was. Not the fake magic items, but the man who wanted vengeance so bad he could taste it. Just the contact I had with the floor, stepping around Danny’s clothing, gave me a filtered reading. I saw a selfie Danny had snapped and printed out. He was a gawky, stoop-shouldered young man in his early twenties wearing a t-shirt and Levis. The graphic on the t-shirt was a hand with the middle finger up. Danny had a cocky grin, and he looked like a loser who thought he was on a lucky streak. That worried me.


  Then I saw a cheap plastic obelisk with a stick-on metallic disk that said ‘Best effort’. It was the kind of trophy someone won if the organizers were determined to give something to everyone, no matter how pathetic the level of participation. “Grab the obelisk,” I said, unwilling to touch it myself until we could get somewhere safe. Teag grabbed it and stuck it into the front pouch of his hoodie.


  We pulled the door shut after us and made our way down the stairs without being accosted. I didn’t know whether to be grateful that we didn’t get caught, or appalled at the lack of security. I settled for grateful. Since neither of us had anything better to do, I invited Teag back to my place to see if we could figure out what was going on. On our way, I got a text on my cell phone from Sorren.


  “He says he has information for us, and that he’ll be over in a little while. Oh, and he’s bringing friends.” Sorren’s messages and emails were usually cryptic for security reasons, so I wasn’t surprised that he left me wondering.


  “Friends?”


  I shrugged. “With Sorren? Who knows? Could be a Voudon mambo or a Hoodoo high priest—or something else entirely. I’m past the point of guessing,” I said. We picked up my Mini Cooper at the store and Teag followed me back to my place.


  I live in a Charleston single house, which has the narrow end of the home facing the street and the wide part of the house facing a fenced-in private garden. In fact, the ‘front door’ to the street doesn’t lead into the main house; it leads onto a porch—what Charlestonians call a ‘piazza’. The autumn air was pleasant, and I could smell wood smoke from a neighbor’s fire pit wafting on the cool breeze. A huge moon hung in the sky. It was definitely Halloween season.


  Baxter, my little Maltese dog, barked and yipped as I unlocked the door. He ran in circles around our feet, then danced on his hind legs to greet us, refusing to settle down until he had been duly fussed over by both Teag and me. Teag had brought the pieces of the sewing machine with him, and he headed toward the dining room while I made sure Baxter got his dinner and put the leftover pizza in the fridge.


  “Let’s see what I can get from Danny Thompson’s sorta-trophy,” I said. Teag took out the hard plastic obelisk and set it on my dining room table. I noticed that it was from a couple of years ago. Taking a deep breath, I got myself settled and then reached out to touch the award.


  This time, I saw the scene as an observer, not through Danny’s eyes. A roomful of people in restaurant uniforms were seated in front of a stage as a sales manager gave his rah-rah pitch and started handing out prizes. Members of the audience came up to the stage to accept awards for customer service, attendance, speed, and accuracy. More and more of the audience stepped up to take their awards, and pretty soon it looked as if everyone except Danny would go home with a trophy.


  “Danny Thompson.” The sales manager’s voice faltered, just slightly, and he seemed to struggle to keep a straight face. The audience murmured as Danny lumbered to the stage. “Best effort,” the sales manager said, barely keeping the laughter out of his voice. The audience tittered, but no one laughed out loud. They didn’t have to. Danny slumped back to his seat clutching the award, sinking as deeply as he could, looking as if he wished he could disappear. But the scowl on his face said something more. In that moment, if he had the means, Danny Thompson wished he could make all of his coworkers pay for his humiliation.


  “Snap out of it, Cassidy!” Teag was patting my hand, pressing a cool cloth against my cheek. I came back to myself groggily, and it took a whole glass of sweet tea before I could relate what I had seen.


  “So Danny’s a guy on the verge of snapping,” Teag summarized.


  I nodded. “Big time. I think that’s what he wants the magic for.”


  “Then we’ve got real problems,” Teag said. “Mind if I borrow your computer?” Teag asked. “I want to see what else I can find out about Danny Thompson.”


  “Be my guest. I agree—I think he could be the link in all this,” I replied, and Teag disappeared into my small office.


  A knock at the door brought me back to the entranceway, where Sorren and two other people stood on my piazza. “Sorry for the short notice,” Sorren said. He’s tall and slender, with blond hair and light gray eyes the color of the sea before a storm. He was turned back in the 1400s, but he’ll look like he’s in his twenties forever. Tonight, he had a dark hoodie over a black t-shirt and jeans. His hair was cut in a trendy style, playing up his European features. Before he was turned, Sorren was the best jewel thief in Antwerp. Now, he works through intermediaries to acquire and neutralize weapons of magical destruction.


  “Hi Sorren, Caliel,” I said, with a nod to the other man. Caliel was just a little shorter than Sorren, with short-cropped dark hair, skin the color of night and a broad, gleaming smile. He was dressed in white linen, with several colored strings tied at his left wrist, and a couple of veve charms on leather straps around his neck. Caliel was a Voudon hougan, and the descendant of a very powerful mambo. We had worked together before.


  “Greetings to you!” Caliel said with a broad smile, his accent thick with a Caribbean lilt. “It’s good to see you, but even better if it could be under different circumstances.”


  Baxter heard the newcomers at the door and came running full-speed, barking his fool head off. Sorren bent down and met his gaze, and Baxter dropped to a seat and went silent, his tongue hanging out of his mouth, looking at Sorren with a goofy glazed expression.


  “If you’re going to keep glamoring my dog, I wish you’d teach me how to do it,” I said in mock exasperation. Sorren could use his vampire mojo to become Baxter’s best friend and bring the yipping to a halt. It was a handy trick.


  “Cassidy, I’d like you to meet Alicia Peters,” Sorren said, introducing the third member of their party, a woman I did not recognize. Alicia looked to be in her late thirties, plump and unassuming but dressed in a pulled-together casual style that said she was comfortable with herself. She had a pleasant face and light blue eyes, with black hair that fell in waves to her shoulders. I met her gaze, and felt a frisson of magic. I wasn’t sure what Alicia’s gift was, but I knew that she had power.


  “Very pleased to meet you,” Alicia said in a quiet voice with a strong Lowcountry accent.


  “Come on in and sit down,” I said, standing aside. After I had put out some chips and offered everyone something to drink, I sat down in an armchair in the living room with the others.


  “You got my message?”


  Sorren nodded. “And I may know what’s behind the problem, although I sincerely pray that I’m wrong.” I could hear a hint of a Dutch accent in Sorren’s voice, something that only comes out under stress. That worried me.


  “Did you bring the pieces of the machine with you?” he asked. I gestured toward the dining room table.


  “Alicia is a very powerful medium,” Sorren said. “My hope is that she can connect to the former owner of that machine in the spirit world and provide information on why the spirits have grown restless.”


  “You’ve been involved with Trifles and Folly since the 1670s,” I said. “So you were around for the Hurricane of 1885. I think it has something to do with the problem at Palmetto View.”


  “I’m almost certain of it,” Sorren said. Most people couldn’t meet a vampire’s gaze without being glamored like Baxter, but maybe it was my gift, or perhaps the long family affiliation, but it didn’t affect me. I looked him in the eyes, and saw concern. And when a six hundred year-old vampire is worried, it’s time for mortals to be very afraid.


  “Is Teag here?” Sorren asked.


  “He’s in my office, using the computer, following up on a lead,” I replied.


  “Then let’s start without him,” Sorren said. We moved over to the dining room table, and seated ourselves close to the broken sewing machine.


  Alicia settled herself into her chair and took a few deep breaths. Then she pulled the sewing machine pieces toward her, laid her hands on them, and closed her eyes. For a few moments, nothing happened, and we all stared at Alicia. Gradually, I noticed how rapidly Alicia’s eyes were moving beneath her closed eyelids, and realized that her breathing had grown shallower. A subtle change came over Alicia’s features, making her look less like herself somehow.


  “I couldn’t swim,” she murmured. “Never learned. Made it across on the ship, didn’t like the sea. Hate the water.” All traces of Alicia’s Southern accent were gone, replaced by a thick Irish brogue.


  “Emily?” I asked quietly. Sorren frowned, but followed my lead and gave me an encouraging nod. Caliel’s eyes were closed, and although he was silent, his lips were moving. In the distance, I heard a dog bark. I caught a faint whiff of pipe tobacco. That told me Caliel was calling to Papa Legba, the Voudon Loa who opens the passage between our realm and the other side.


  “I’m Emily,” the voice replied.


  “Do you remember your sewing machine, at work?” I tried to make my voice as gentle as possible.


  “Oh, what a beauty!” Emily said. “An’ I was good with it, too. Fast. Careful. Nearly had my contract paid back early, just a few more months—” So that was the ‘freedom’ I had sensed. Emily was going to buy back her indenture contract, become a free woman, maybe even become an independent seamstress. She had been so close to her goal when she died. Yet another reason her spirit didn’t rest easy.


  “What happened, when the rains came?”


  Alicia didn’t answer right away, “Couldn’t get out. Couldn’t swim. Water kept coming. So high, so cold. The walls fell and the water washed us away.”


  “That was a long time ago, Emily. You slept. What woke you up?”


  “The man,” Emily replied, and I heard both fear and dislike in her tone.


  “What man?”


  “The gray man. He woke us. Then he left us alone for a long time. Now he came back. I don’t like him. Don’t want to do what he says.”


  “What does he say?” I pressed, sure we were close to the key.


  Emily screamed. Alicia’s face contorted in agony, and she grasped her temples with both hands, then fell forward, suddenly limp. Sorren caught her before her face smacked into the table. I held out her glass of sweet tea, and Alicia roused enough to take a few sips.


  “Something cut her off.” The voice and manner was Alicia’s own. “I felt it. Someone didn’t want Emily to talk to us.” Alicia managed a wan smile and Sorren removed his supporting arm from around her shoulders.


  “Did you sense anything else, in the instant the other presence was near?” Sorren asked. His tone was urgent, and my worry-meter ticked up a few more notches.


  “Power,” Alicia said, thinking back. “It felt unclean. Rage. I had the feeling that whoever was using the power might lose control at any second.”


  Just then, Teag burst into the room. “Y’all need to hear this,” he said. “From what I can find on the Darke Web, Danny Thompson is a necromancer wanna-be.”


  We moved back into the living room, and Alicia lay down on the couch, while Sorren, Caliel, and I drew up armchairs. Teag perched on the arm of the couch. “Danny Thompson is the stereotype of the kind of guy who shows up to work one day with a sawed-off shotgun and wipes out everyone in the office,” he said.


  “Twenties, no close friends, barely got out of high school. Worked a bunch of low-paying jobs—food service, janitor, night clerk at convenience stores—none of them for very long. All the company databases I could hack said he had ‘attitude problems’. What I saw on his Facebook page told me has a chip on his shoulder bigger than the Empire State Building.”


  “Where does the necromancy come in?” Caliel asked. I noticed that Sorren was being very quiet.


  “Danny has been hanging around some bad places in the Darke Web,” Teag replied. “Asking questions, trying to meet people. All of it about raising the spirits of the dead.” He flicked a stray lock of hair out of his eyes. “Lots of people are posers, but Danny knew enough to ask the kind of questions that got people talking on the Darke Web, where the real supernaturals hang out.”


  “Why did he want to raise the dead?” Caliel asked, his dark eyes growing worried. “That’s bad stuff. He lose someone?”


  Teag shook his head. “I don’t think Danny’s looking for a family reunion. The people on the Darke Web thought he knew enough to be dangerous, so they refused to talk to him. I was able to hack into his computer—lousy firewall.” He looked like he was going to be sick.


  “What?” I asked.


  “He had pictures from Columbine. From Virginia Tech. From Aurora. All the rampages of the last couple of decades, he had the photos, like a shrine to the shooters. And he had an enemies list that matched the photos we saw. Best I could figure it was his bosses at all the places he’d worked.” He paused, pushing his hair back from his face with both hands in a gesture of desperation. “He’s planning to make them pay, kill dozens of people—and he’s going to use the restless dead to do it.”


  We sat in stunned silence for a moment. Then Sorren spoke. “This is my fault.”


  I stared at him. “How do you figure?”


  Sorren looked worn. “The second Hurricane of 1885 wasn’t an entirely natural phenomenon. That was a bad year for storms. There was a lot of dark energy loose, and if it doesn’t get tapped and used, it builds into storms, earthquakes, that sort of thing. Wild energy like that attracts madmen. Jacob Hitchens was a freed slave who came from the sugar plantations in Haiti. He was a bokor—not a true Voodoo hougan or mambo, but someone who would cast curses for pay.”


  Anger sparked in Caliel’s eyes. “I’ve heard of Jacob Hitchens. We disavow him. He’s bad seed. Not real Voudon.”


  Sorren nodded. “The Alliance knew Hitchens was trouble. We had managed to shut him out of artifacts he tried to get on other occasions. He fancied himself a necromancer, and word reached us he had made a zombie of his own in the old ways. I went to shut him down.”


  “But something went wrong,” I murmured, and Sorren looked stricken.


  “Hitchens was powerful,” Sorren said. “I went up against him with some others from the Alliance. We thought we had destroyed him. Then, many years later, I heard rumors that Hitchens had stored some of his power in a talisman, and that he sent his soul into that talisman when he ‘died’ during the battle. No one knew one way or the other. I tried to learn more, but I hit dead ends.”


  “You think that somehow, Danny Thompson found Hitchens’s talisman?” Caliel asked.


  Sorren nodded. “And that either Thompson was able to take what was stored of Hitchens’s power, or that Hitchens really did hide his soul there.”


  “And if Hitchens was a real necromancer, he might have been able to pour his soul into Danny Thompson, control him, guide him,” Teag finished. “Shit.”


  “How do we stop him?” I asked. “If Teag’s right, Danny is planning to go postal on everyone he had a grudge against. People are going to die.”


  “Gonna be Halloween tomorrow,” Caliel said. “If he’s going to do something with the spirits, likely to be then.”


  “Danny wanted the UrbEx people and SPOOK folks to go out to Palmetto View because he knew about the flood debris,” Teag guessed. “He figured those unclaimed dead could boost his power.” People like Emily, and the young women I had seen in my vision, who died because they took a chance on building a better life.


  Sorren nodded. “I’m afraid you’re right. And if so, we’ve got very little time to prepare.”


  “We can stop him, right?” I said. “I mean, you stopped Hitchens.”


  “I didn’t do it alone,” Sorren said. “I worked with the Alliance. So I believe we can beat Thompson. But we’ve got to hurry. He’s likely to make his move tomorrow, on Halloween.”


  “This Thompson fellow means to do some killin’,” Caliel said. “We’re going to shut him down.”


  Normally, Halloween is one of my favorite holidays. I love the costumes and the parties for kids and grown-ups. Even before I knew that some of the things that go bump in the night are real, I loved the ghost stories and monster movies. Now that my job involves protecting people from dark magic and supernatural bad guys, I still like Halloween because it’s make-believe. The real stuff is a lot scarier.


  *     *     *


  Halloween was going strong when we headed out. Kids were out Trick-or-Treating in the neighborhoods, and lots of houses had put up spooky decorations. Even the stores, restaurants, and bars we passed got into the act. It was just after eight. The real denizens of the dark wouldn’t come out until midnight, when the veil is thin between the world of the living and the places of the dead, and magic is strongest. I’d bet money that Danny Thompson would be out late tonight.


  Teag and I drove over to Palmetto View Plaza together. Caliel and Alicia came in a second car. Sorren said he would meet us there, and I figured he would scout the area. Even so, Teag circled the block looking for cops, vagrants, or loiterers who might cause problems. Maybe it was because people had better things to do, or perhaps it was the uncomfortable vibes the old plaza was giving off, but no one was around.


  We pulled into Palmetto View Plaza’s parking lot. It looked like a lot of 1970s strip malls: uninspired and ugly in a mass-produced way. A long time ago, each end of the strip had a big department store with specialty shops, restaurants and dry cleaners sandwiched in between. Now, the storefronts were boarded up, the asphalt in the parking lot was broken and wavy, and trash blew across the huge, empty lot like tumbleweeds. Only a couple of the parking lot overhead lights still worked, but they were down on the other end of the plaza. Here and there, weeds poked up through the holes in the asphalt. It looked like something straight out of a Hollywood back lot for a zombie movie, so heading out to stop a necromancer didn’t seem too far off.


  “Got everything?” Teag asked, and I checked my gear. I wore an agate necklace and a bracelet with small brass bells, all good for protection. Different types of magic or supernatural bad guys required different weapons or protections, and we were starting to collect quite a variety. I had a smooth chunk of obsidian and a piece of black tourmaline in my pocket, along with a pouch of salt, good for neutralizing a lot of bad magic. And just in case, I had a smooth glass nazar, a flat disk that looked like a blue eye inside a dark blue border. At the last minute, on a hunch, I wrapped a cloth around Danny Thompson’s ‘Best Effort’ award and took it with me.


  Teag had an obsidian ring and his own salt and tourmaline. On a strap around his neck, he had a Philippine agimat charm, and a hamsa to ward off evil magic. His worn birch staff from his martial arts training was in the back. The staff was scarred from use and the top was carved with protective runes, and several short bits of rope with macramé knots were tied to one end. Teag’s Weaver magic let him store power in knots. He had a small backpack with him, and I knew he had brought some other magical weapons, just in case.


  In the backseat, we had the pieces of Emily’s old sewing machine in a sturdy tote bag.


  We parked close to the empty big box store nearest the sinkhole. Odds were high that was where we’d find Danny Thompson, if he really was going to try to raise the spirits of the hurricane’s victims. Teag and I waited in the car until Caliel and Alicia pulled up a few moments later. Sorren walked out of the shadows just as they turned off the engine and cut their headlights. Overhead, the moon was nearly full. Good thing, or we wouldn’t have been able to see at all.


  “Ready?” Sorren asked. I glanced at Caliel, who was dressed in white. He had a backpack with him, and I guessed it had all the items he needed to summon the Loa and fend off a necromancer. He had a small hand drum, and a gourd rattle as well, tools of his calling as a hougan. Alicia wore a small silver crucifix and citrine earrings, but if she carried other protections, they were hidden. I noticed that tonight, Sorren also wore an iron disk with carvings I could not read.


  “Is Danny Thompson here?” I asked.


  Sorren shook his head. “There’s no one around except us. Let’s hurry.” We followed him around to the side of the old department store. Sorren jimmied the lock like an expert, but then again, he was a jewel thief when he was mortal. The store was a public place, so he didn’t need an invitation to enter. We slipped inside quickly and closed the door, leaving it unlocked in case we needed a quick exit.


  You never realize just how big stores are until they’re empty. The old big box store seemed to stretch on forever. Moonlight streamed down through skylights and the unboarded upper windows, making it possible to see at least part of the store. The merchandise was long gone, and so were the best fixtures, but dirty glass display cases and dozens of clothing racks stood where they had been abandoned. The tile floor was littered with old price tags, torn bits of paper and a couple of creepy discarded mannequins. Overhead, faded ‘Clearance Sale’ banners hung askew. The floor was dirty, and in the distance I could hear water dripping from somewhere. The moonlight only reached part of the sales floor, leaving the walls deep in shadow.


  We all knew the plan. Alicia and I found a place in the shadows halfway toward the back wall where we could have a pretty clear view of what was going on. I used the salt to make a circle just large enough for Alicia and me to stand inside, along with the old sewing machine. At the four directional points, I set out the chunk of onyx and the piece of tourmaline, the brass bell bracelet and the nazar to strengthen the protective energies. Outside the circle, I laid the cloth-wrapped plastic obelisk, Danny Thompson’s one award.


  Alicia carefully removed Emily’s sewing machine from the tote bag and set it in the center of the circle. Then we both stepped inside, and waited. I didn’t close the circle yet, because we didn’t want Danny Thompson to sense the magic.


  Teag, Sorren, and Caliel moved cautiously toward the back of the store, alert for traps—supernatural or otherwise. I knew that Caliel would need to make some preparations if he meant to call the Loas, and I wondered how he would hide what he was doing from Thompson—or Hitchens, if the old necromancer’s spirit was present. The wind gusted, and the old building creaked. I wondered how strong the building was, or what kind of strain a magic battle might place on it. We were going to find out soon enough.


  “Cassidy.”


  I let out a quiet yip of surprise as Sorren seemed to appear out of nowhere next to our salt circle. “Thompson’s definitely been here—and it looks like he means to return. He’s got all his ritual artifacts in place, right where the building overhangs the sinkhole. Now all we’ve got to do is wait.”


  “Won’t he notice we’re here?” I asked in a hushed voice.


  Caliel came up from the other side, and this time, I managed not to yelp. “I don’t think so,” he answered. “I’ve laid down some spells of misdirection, low level so he shouldn’t notice the power or what we’re hiding.” He pulled a handful of dried bones from a pouch.


  “Here. One for each of you. Gave one to Teag already. Black cat bones. An’ no, I didn’t kill any cats,” he said before we could ask. “I found one already dead and took the bones a while ago, savin’ them for something important. Keep the bone with you. Makes you hard to see. We’ll be able to see each other, since we all have the bones, but Thompson—he won’t see us unless he looks straight at us and knows we’re there,” Caliel said. I noticed that he also wore a gold coin with a sun seal on a strap around his neck, an amulet supposed to hide its wearer in plain sight.


  “Now, we wait,” Sorren said. “And stay silent. Caliel’s charms will make you hard to notice, but if Thompson hears you or looks right at you, he’ll know we’re here.”


  We sat in the near-darkness, waiting for a long time. Overhead, the moon made its course, changing where its light filtered down through the grimy skylights. Water dripped and the wind outside caught at a loose piece of plywood over one of the broken windows. I feared there would be rats, but their absence was worse—it was a sign that dark magic was present. Somewhere in the distance, church bells rang eleven times.


  Alicia and I sat inside the nearly-closed circle. I tried not to touch much, but the floor tiles themselves held the resonance of disappointment and failure. Alicia wasn’t going to attempt to contact Emily until the time was right, but from the dreamy, half-awake look on her face, I wondered if the spirits were already contacting her. Now and then, I caught glimpses out of the corner of my eye, movement that was there and then gone.


  The scrape of a door on concrete roused me. I wrapped my hand around the cat bone in my pocket, hoping Caliel’s magic worked as promised.


  I saw a shadowy figure enter and look around, then as if he were satisfied that the store was empty, the figure began to haul a large, squirming sack and a duffel bag. The person stood up, and immediately I looked away. I couldn’t afford to accidentally make eye contact and break the veil of misdirection.


  Whatever was in the bag was making a ruckus, and I figured it was a chicken to be sacrificed. Thompson shouldered his burdens and strode toward a place right up against the back wall and directly over where the sinkhole had opened to the depths below. As he busied himself with preparations, I laid a hand on Alicia’s arm. It was time. We couldn’t afford to let Thompson get too far along. I closed the salt circle, and felt the magic activate.


  Alicia touched the sewing machine first, and then I laid my hands on its cool, steel form, amplifying the memories and hopefully, Alicia’s power. Alicia’s head fell back and her eyes closed, but she made no noise. This time, I could manage Emily’s powerful memories without being overwhelmed. I couldn’t touch her spirit the way Alicia could, but Sorren thought my magic would help create an anchor—and a counterbalance to Thompson’s dark magic.


  “Who’s there?” Thompson called out, straightening suddenly and turning to face the dark expanse of empty store. No one breathed. He stared into the darkness for a minute or two, then swore under his breath and went back to his work.


  Thompson picked up the burlap bag with the chicken. It was clawing and fighting, squawking in panic. While Thompson’s attention was on the chicken, I saw a blur of motion as Sorren came at the necromancer at full speed. Thompson dropped the chicken and turned with a snarl, raising one hand, palm out, and growling a word of power.


  Sorren dodged to the side as a ball of fire flamed past, barely missing him despite his speed. Teag came at Thompson from behind, swinging his staff, pulling one of the knots free to increase his magic. In the background, I heard Caliel begin drumming and chanting, and heard the skritch-skritch of his gourd rattle as he called for his Loas to protect us.


  Thompson was tall, and faster than he looked. He wheeled and caught the staff with one hand, turning its momentum against Teag and throwing him free. I stared in disbelief. Teag was a champion in several martial arts forms. I knew how much power he could put into that staff. Thompson’s hand and arm should have been broken to bits, but the necromancer looked no worse for the wear.


  “Sorren! Have you come back for another fight?” Thompson’s mouth was moving, but the voice didn’t seem to belong to him. The voice sounded older, bitter and far more dangerous than what I would have expected from a guy like Thompson.


  “We beat you once, Hitchens. We can do it again.” Sorren rose in the shadows, and came at Thompson again. This time, I saw an iron sword in Sorren’s right hand. Iron grounds magic, and it’s anathema to many supernatural beings—and deadly for mortals, too, if enough of it lands on your head.


  Thompson/Hitchens shrieked in anger, a cry borne of madness, and it echoed through the huge, empty store. He snatched something from inside his shirt and held up an amulet on a long strap, holding it out like a shield toward Sorren and planting his feet to stand his ground.


  Normally, vampire strength and speed not only knocks a mortal across the room, but it breaks some bones doing it. Before Sorren could reach him, a sickly green light arced from the talisman, striking Sorren in the chest. Sorren staggered, fighting the magic, sword raised and ready to strike, moving forward as if against a strong tide. Thompson laughed, enjoying Sorren’s struggle, and he pulled a long, thin knife from a sheath at his belt.


  Caliel’s chanting was louder now. His drumming and the shoosh-shoosh of the gourd had grown faster, and I thought I caught a faint whiff of pipe smoke. Alicia had begun to mutter and cry out as the spirits of the dead heard her call and responded. Alicia’s body twitched and her head lolled back and forth, but she stayed upright, hands tight on the sewing machine. I held on too, pouring my magic into the old black and gold steel, and I felt Alicia drawing on that magic to strengthen her own.


  Teag was back on his feet, limping as if he had twisted an ankle, but determined to come at Thompson again. This time, he had a rope net in his hands, and I knew his magic was woven into every knot. He threw the net when Thompson’s attention was on Sorren, and the tangle of rope and knots settled over the necromancer, who snarled and fought like a wild thing.


  The greenish light faltered, and Sorren charged forward once more. Thompson careened to one side, tearing at the net. Just as Sorren swung his sword, the amulet’s glow flared again, straining against the fibers in the net. The iron blade cut into Thompson’s shoulder, but the necromancer’s power burst the net, sending the bits of rope down in a rain of burning bits that forced Sorren back.


  Thompson pivoted, and I feared he was going after Teag with the knife in his hand, but instead, he drove the blade down into the flopping, squirming burlap bag with its captive chicken. Blood poured in a black river as the bird gave a final struggle and lay still.


  “Did you think I would wait to lay my spells?” Hitchens’s voice roared from Thompson’s throat. “I will be avenged!” A streak of green light flashed from the necromancer’s amulet and struck the fresh, warm blood. A shriek rent the night, coming from everywhere at once, Charleston’s restless dead hearing the summons of a mad master.


  From beneath the building, in the heart of the sink hole, I heard the sound of digging. My stomach lurched. Emily and the other lost dead of the old hurricane were being forced from their grave, bound to the will of a bitter, vengeful dabbler who was no less dangerous for his lack of control.


  Teag gave a sharp cry and ran for Thompson, this time holding his staff as a lance. One hand gripped his agimat, a charm his Filipino martial arts master believed carried protection against evil spirits. A faint golden glow seemed to envelop Teag, radiating from the agimat, and he drove his staff into Thompson’s gut, running at full speed.


  Thompson barely reacted, although the strike should have felled a regular man. He reached up and turned his amulet toward Teag, and the green glow flared blindingly bright. It struck the birch staff and sent it into flames. Teag dropped the burning wood and staggered back, and the sickly green light strove against the golden aura of the agimat.


  Teag stumbled backwards, and before Sorren could regroup, a coruscating wall of green phosphorescence sprang up, cutting Thompson off from them. Outside, the sounds of digging were louder, along with noises that sounded like bodies heaving their way over obstacles.


  “They’re coming,” Thompson gloated. “My magic raised them. And they’re going to make you pay. They’re going to make everyone pay. No one’s going to push me out again.”


  Thompson might be a dabbler, but with Hitchens’s spirit possessing him, he was a formidable foe. Thompson flung the rear doors of the store open, doors that once had opened into a loading dock and now swung forth over a dark abyss. And as I watched, terrified, I saw bony hands reach up and begin to drag the long-ago forgotten dead to answer Thompson’s summons.


  Caliel was behind where Alicia and I stood inside the circle, and his chanting had grown fevered. As I watched, a new form began to take shape—inside the circle, which was supposed to be impervious to magic. The figure was of a tall African man in a black and white checkered shirt. He wore a pair of sunglasses with only one lens, and a straw hat. His work pants had one leg rolled up higher than the other, and he stepped up behind Alicia as if to lay his hand on her shoulder.


  I moved to intervene, but Caliel’s shout stopped me. “Let him be, Cassidy!” he sang in the same cadence as his chant. “Ghede Nibo’s here to help. Go now!” He went back to his chanting, but I took his message. Ghede Nibo placed his hands on Alicia’s shoulders, and she immediately relaxed against his insubstantial form.


  I smudged the circle to let myself out, and at the last minute, I grabbed Danny’s award, still holding onto it through the cloth.


  Thompson’s force shield was keeping Sorren and Teag at bay for the moment, and behind Thompson, a dozen skeletons had climbed from the pit. More followed. I stared at the animated skeletons and as I did, they took on sinew and muscle, then the ragged remnants of old-fashioned clothing. It broke my heart that Emily and her co-workers were being wrested from their grave for this final indignity, and in that grief I found the anger to drive my purpose.


  I ran toward the green glow of Thompson’s shielding. It had to be taking power and concentration to hold that warding, and I wondered just how long he could hold it and raise the dead as well.


  Sorren must have had the same idea. “He can’t hold all of us off, and call the spirits,” Sorren shouted. “Strike!”


  I grabbed a forgotten plastic chair out of the refuse on the floor and ran at the sickly green light. Teag had a plastic pole. Sorren lifted a whole glass display case and threw it against the warding. It bounced back, shattering glass and sending splinters flying. Teag struck just an instant before me, and the field repelled him hard enough to send him sprawling on his back, but it lacked the force Thompson had used before. I hit the shield with my chair, roaring like a deranged lion.


  The warding faltered and failed. I went careening toward Thompson just as he turned from his summoned dead. I caught him in the chest with the chair, hard enough to hear bones break. Apparently, with his warding knocked out, he was a little more vulnerable than before. Or maybe, the pale corpses who were thronging through the door were draining off some of his defensive power.


  Thompson bared his teeth and his hand moved toward his amulet. I figured I was a goner, but I was closer than either Sorren or Teag, and someone had to do something. A crazy plan formed in my mind. Jacob Hitchens’s spirit had possessed Thompson to give him his powers. Danny Thompson’s mediocre self was epitomized in his pitiful award. Maybe I could drive out the interloper, and force Danny back where he belonged. More desperate than brave, I dropped the cloth that covered the “Best Effort” award and grabbed it as a weapon. As I did so, I channeled all my remaining power into the memories that reverberated in the obelisk, the humiliation, the failure. Screaming at the top of my lungs, I drove the pointed tip of the clear plastic obelisk deep into his chest.


  Thompson backhanded me hard enough that I went flying and saw stars. I heard him shouting at the newly-raised dead, and saw the zombies start toward Sorren and Teag. Sorren was strong and fast, and Teag was good in a fight, but the dead never tired and didn’t feel pain. The odds weren’t good.


  I got to my hands and knees, ready to fight to the last. Thompson clutched at the plastic shaft in his chest. Blood covered his shirt and ran down his hands. He fixed me with a hateful glare and struggled to curse me, as blood trickled from the corners of his mouth.


  “Kill!” Thompson managed, sagging to his knees. The zombies started forward.


  “Stay where you are!” The voice came from Alicia’s direction, but the rich baritone was not her voice. I looked over, and the spirit of the man who had joined us in the circle had grown nearly solid. Ghede Nibo, Caliel had called him. He looked formidable, and he was definitely pissed.


  Thompson was dying. I knew it and he knew it, but he wasn’t going down without a fight. “I called you,” he growled at the pitiful forms behind him. “I command you.”


  “We will not serve.” This voice came from Alicia as well, but it was Emily speaking. One after another, strange voices cried out defiantly, and I saw that the zombies had come to a complete halt.


  “Where is your army, little man?” Ghede Nibo spoke again, his deep voice tight with anger. Alicia looked lost in trance, but the cords of her neck strained with the effort. “I am the patron of those lost to disaster, the ghede of the unburied, the unknown dead, and those who drift below the waters. You have no power here, but I have power over you!”


  Thompson’s whole form began to convulse. Blood frothed at his lips, and began to leak from his eyes, nose and ears. With one final scream of frustrated rage, Thompson’s ravaged body fell forward and lay still. And then, as I stared in horror, I saw a gray mist rise from the raw wound where the obelisk’s tip had penetrated Thompson’s back, and then a second tendril of black smoke.


  “I waste no time on you,” Ghede Nibo snarled. “Come to me.” Powerless, the two wispy souls traveled to where the Ghede stood. “You will be no more.” And without another word, Ghede Nibo ate the souls.


  Alicia trembled, but did not cry out. I was frozen in place, too terrified to move, covered in Thompson’s blood. Sorren stayed where he was, and Teag had not moved. All of us watched the ghostly man who spoke through Alicia.


  “My children,” Ghede Nibo said, addressing the pitiful zombies who stood in the entranceway. “Too long you have been denied your rest. I free you—and I will dig your grave. Be at peace.”


  The zombies collapsed where they stood, a jumble of bone and rotted cloth. And as they did, all around us, I heard the creaking and ripping of steel and brick.


  “Run!” Sorren shouted. He grabbed me and dragged me backwards. Teag was limping, but he managed some speed as we ran for the back of the building.


  “Go!” Caliel shouted. “Gotta finish what I started!” Ghede Nibo had released Alicia, and Teag hauled her over one shoulder as he limped toward the door where we had entered. Ceiling tiles were falling down around us, and then parts of the roof, crashing into glass display cases and knocking down the battered mannequins.


  I cast one last glance behind me before Sorren shoved me out the door. I saw Caliel, still drumming and chanting. Two ghostly men stood with him. One was Ghede Nibo, and the other was a bent old man leaning on a cane, accompanied by a scrawny dog.


  We barely made it into the parking lot before the old big box store began to tumble into the sink hole. When we had reached the cars, we stopped and stared in horror. The big box building was disintegrating, coming apart at the seams as the ground beneath it shuddered and the sinkhole spread. A roar of smashing brick and screaming steel, and the whole thing was gone in a thick cloud of dust.


  “Caliel,” I murmured, leaning on Sorren for support.


  Out of the smoke and darkness, I saw something coming. Caliel walked toward us. His white clothing was still untouched, and other than being soaked with sweat from the exertion of calling the loas, he looked unharmed.


  “We had a good night, I think!” Caliel called out to us. “Tonight, we won.”


  I stared at the billowing cloud where the old store had been, and thought about Emily and the other lost girls, and all the unknown flood victims Thompson and Hitchens had tried to enslave. Of how long their restless spirits had sought to escape from their prison. Now, they were at rest. I bet Blair Hunt and the developers would be amazed at how much the plaza’s fortunes changed. But right now, all I wanted was to get out of there before the cops found me covered in blood. I would deal with the reality that I had killed a man later. Right now, I was shaking too much to think.


  “I’ve had enough Halloween for one year,” Teag said exhaustedly. “Time to call it a night.”


  
    Retribution

  


  I should have known, when I saw the silver hip flask, that it was going to be trouble.


  “Hey Cassidy!” Teag Logan called out as we unpacked boxes from our most recent auction adventure. “Take a look. This is a real beauty!”


  I glanced up from the box I was unpacking, and saw Teag hold up an antique flask. It had the clean lines of an Art Deco piece, and I wondered what long-ago bon vivant had tucked it into a coat pocket. “That should sell quickly,” I said. “It looks like something out of a Roaring Twenties bootlegger movie. Can you tell if it’s more than what it seems?”


  For anyone else, a question like that might have referred to a feature that would make the flask more valuable. But not in my world. Teag knew what I really meant was: Does it have any bad juju that’s gonna knock me flat on my butt?


  I’m Cassidy Kincaide, and I own Trifles and Folly, a 350 year-old antique and curio shop in historic, haunted Charleston, South Carolina. The shop has been in my family almost since Charleston was founded back in 1670. And although most people just think of us as a great place to find beautiful and unusual antiques, the truth is a little more complicated. We exist to find dangerous magical and supernatural items and get them off the market before anyone gets hurt. Most of the time, we’ve been successful. On the rare occasions when we weren’t, history chalks the damage up to natural disasters.


  I’m a psychometric, someone who can ‘read’ the history of an object just by touching it. That comes in handy for what we do, but it can also make for unpleasant surprises. My gift is the reason Uncle Evan left me the shop and how I inherited the job of getting magically malicious objects out of circulation. Teag is my assistant store manager, and he’s got some pretty cool magic of his own. Sorren is my business partner, the store’s real founder, and a nearly six hundred year-old vampire. Nothing about Trifles and Folly is business as usual.


  “I think we might have a ‘spooky’,” he replied. “I’m picking up bad vibes, and I’m not nearly as sensitive as you are.”


  “I’ll check it later,” I said. “Do we know anything about it?” I stood up and stretched, slipping a piece of my strawberry-blonde hair behind one ear. With blue eyes, freckles, and pale skin, my Scots-Irish ancestry is apparent to anyone who lays eyes on me. Only thanks to the hot Charleston sun, and a day spent canvassing yard sales, I was decidedly pink from the sun even though it was autumn.


  The boxes had been delivered from the auction at the Legacy Hotel, a long-shuttered landmark that had once been a Prohibition-era speakeasy. “There’s nothing unusual, other than the flask, which obviously belonged to one of the Legacy’s customers,” he remarked.


  I looked down at the half-emptied box I was working on. “Put it aside and I’ll have a look once I finish this box.”


  I turned back to the box and was about to lift out the next bundle when I froze. “Hey Teag, I need your help with this,” I called. “I’ve got another Spooky.”


  A Spooky is what I call an item that gives off a dark psychic resonance. It may have had a tragedy associated with it, or it might possess dangerous power of its own. Those take special handling, and often, I hand them off to Sorren to get rid of. ‘Sparklers’ have a touch of supernatural power, but aren’t usually dangerous. We check them out thoroughly, and decide how to handle them on a case-by-case basis. The truly harmless pieces we’ll sell to discerning buyers, and anything questionable Sorren takes care of. ‘Mundanes’ are non-magical items, and they go on sale in the front showroom.


  “Sure. What do you have?” Teag asked. He eyed the paper-wrapped bundle.


  I checked the packing list. “According to this, it’s a poker chip set. No idea why it would be ‘hot’ but I’d rather deal with it later.” I paused, concentrating on what my gift could read even keeping my hand several inches above the item. “It’s not active right now, and it’s not dangerous to handle, but there’s something dark about it.”


  Teag nodded and bent down to pull out the bundle. He carried it over to the table and unwrapped a beautiful burled birch wooden box that was a smaller version of the kind used to store silver flatware. He sifted through the papers that wrapped the item and a small card fell out.


  “That’s odd,” Teag mused. “It’s a novena card for Our Lady of Lourdes. Not exactly what I’d expect to find packed with a poker set.” Teag touched the box and waited a moment, and when nothing happened, he flipped the lid open. The inside of the box was covered with velvet that was in remarkable condition given its age. Vintage poker chips nestled into six rows of shallow depressions in the lining, and a small square area had room for two yellowed decks of cards.


  “It’s gorgeous,” Teag murmured. He reached in and picked up a couple of the poker chips, weighing them in his hand. “Clay chips. They’re the right age to be from the speakeasy days.”


  Teag turned the chips over and held them up for a better look. “Pretty swanky,” he said with a grin. “There’s a fleur-de-lis stamped in the middle of each chip, and it looks like when they were new, those might have been covered with gold leaf. I’m betting this was a custom-made set.” He glanced more closely at the chips. “Too bad—a couple of them are missing.” He met my gaze. “But the question is—why the bad juju?”


  I shrugged. “If the Legacy lived up to its reputation, I can think of about a million reasons,” I replied. “Gambling debts, desperate high-stakes players, duels, love affairs gone wrong.” I paused, and sniffed the air. “Do you smell that?”


  Teag shook his head. “I don’t smell anything except a little mustiness from all these pieces being closed up in that old hotel for so long.”


  I sniffed again, but the scent was gone. “It was a floral smell, like an old-fashioned perfume. I can’t smell it anymore.”


  Teag grinned and flicked a strand of lank, dark hair out of his eyes. You’d never know it from his skater-boy looks, but before Teag came onboard at Trifles and Folly, he was a doctoral candidate in History at the university. He’s still ABD (All But Dissertation) and likely to stay that way, since I think he’s decided that the store’s secret mission is his true calling.


  “Maybe it’s the memory of a spurned lover or a jealous socialite,” he joked.


  “Actually, that’s very possible,” I replied. Especially in a place like the Legacy Hotel.


  “Once we get everything unpacked, I’ll see what I can turn up,” Teag said. He made it sound casual, but Teag’s got skills at finding data that make the CIA look like beginners. He’s not a hacker, he’s a ‘Weaver’, with a magic talent for gathering pieces together. When he uses yarn or rope, the pieces he weaves have protection and intention woven into them from his magic. But when he weaves data, Teag can find the truth from strands of information flung far and wide and bring them together to tell a story.


  “How’s your basket-weaving apprenticeship going?” I thought to ask.


  Teag grinned. “You know, the next time I hear someone refer to a simple college class as being ‘basket-weaving’, I’m going to set them straight. It’s hard to do it well, and my fingers are all cut up from the sweetgrass.” He held up his hands and I could see where many small cuts were newly healing. “Mrs. Teller says I have talent, but I don’t think I could ever get as good as it as she is, even if I spent two lifetimes doing it!”


  Mrs. Teller was an elderly woman who wove sweetgrass baskets down at the Charleston City Market, the kind of baskets famous throughout the Lowcountry. I also happened to know she was a root worker, which meant she had magical gifts of her own. That’s why I was so excited when she agreed to work with Teag and help him better understand his gift.


  “You know Mrs. Teller has the Sight,” I said. On more than one occasion, Mrs. Teller’s premonitions had been eerily accurate. “She didn’t happen to say anything about the auction, did she?”


  Teag frowned. “Now that you mention it, she told me to keep the women in my life happy, because there was an angry woman who was going to stir up a heap of trouble.” He brightened. “Of course, that may cause me fewer problems than she may have realized,” he added. “And Anthony’s been in a good mood lately.” Anthony, a young lawyer from a Battery-row family, was Teag’s steady partner.


  I chuckled. “Well, I was in a pretty good mood too, until we unearthed two ‘spookies’ in a row.”


  It was late on Friday afternoon, and while Teag and I had been out trolling auctions for finds to sell in the store, our stalwart part-time helper Maggie Snyder had been watching the showroom. Maggie’s a retired teacher who doesn’t look a day over sixty and has the energy of someone in her thirties. With her gray hair cut in a chin-length bob and her fondness for camisoles and broomstick skirts, Maggie looks every bit like the Woodstock-era New Ager that she is.


  Today’s foot traffic had been light, and I wasn’t surprised when Maggie stuck her head in the back room just before five o’clock.


  “If it’s okay with you, I’ll lock up right on the hour,” Maggie said. “Things have been slow all afternoon, and there don’t seem to be a lot of folks out on the street.”


  “It’s the Garden Show,” I sighed. “It always brings a lot of tourists into the city, but they don’t get around to doing the shops until they’ve done all the garden tours. Tomorrow afternoon and Sunday we’ll be slammed.”


  Maggie nodded. “I plan on catching a couple of those tours myself, but if you need a hand, you know where to find me.”


  I waited until I heard the sound of the sleigh bells as the front door shut behind her, then glanced out to make sure that the door was locked and the sign was turned to ‘closed’ before I looked back at the flask and poker set.


  “Are you up to finding out what fine kettle of fish we’ve gotten ourselves into this time?” I asked, knowing that Teag wouldn’t be able to resist the classic movie reference. Old movies were a passion I shared with Teag and Anthony, and the three of us were regulars at the Charleston Film Festival.


  Teag chuckled. “I think the flask and poker chips may be more Bonnie and Clyde than Laurel and Hardy, but I’m up for it if you are.” He gave me a knowing glance. “After all, it goes harder on you than it does me. You get the visions. I just pick you up off the floor.”


  “True,” I admitted. “So let’s do this sitting down. Do you mind carrying the pieces over to the break room table?”


  Trifles and Folly was in a charming (in other words, old) storefront on King Street, Charleston’s main thoroughfare for serious shopping. We were in one of the oldest buildings on the street, and we were the only shop to have had a continuous lease for the building’s entire life. Even so, it wasn’t the shop’s first location. The occasional ‘unexplained’ fire or explosion had made for a few moves over the store’s long life, but that was the price to be paid for trying to keep the world safe from malicious magic.


  In this building, where the store had been for the last hundred and fifty years, we had a storefront along the street, a middle room that had long ago been divided in two to create a small office as well as a cozy break room, and a rear room that was largely for storage. Up above was a space that had been my apartment when I first moved back to Charleston and was now used for storage. Below us was an old, hand-dug cellar where Sorren had a day crypt for emergencies. The building had character, and despite all the Sparklers and Spookies, I felt at home here.


  Teag obligingly carried the flask and the poker chip set to the break room table, and put on water to boil for tea. That was probably wise, because more than once, Teag had needed to revive me after a vision went badly, and a bracing cup of black tea with plenty of sugar or a glass of sweet tea was just the thing for that. I saw that Teag had also brought my laptop out of the office and had it set up on the table as well.


  I sat down in one chair and Teag sat down facing me on the same side of the table. “Ready?” he asked.


  I nodded and drew a deep breath, and then I reached for the flask. As soon as my fingers touched the smooth silver, the room seemed to tilt around me, and I was no longer in Trifles and Folly. The first thing I felt was the emotion; very strong fear and anger.


  “Good to see you again, Mr. Sanderson!” “Glad you’re back, Mr. Sanderson!” “Can I get you a drink, Mr. Sanderson?”


  I did not recognize the room, or the man everyone else obviously knew as ‘Mr. Sanderson’. I’d had enough of these visions to know that when I was an observer like this, I could do nothing to affect the scene in front of me, and the people I was watching could not see or hear me. That’s because I was essentially watching a ‘replay’ of things that had happened long ago, and that history was trapped in the object itself, becoming part of its resonance.


  Mr. Sanderson was a wide man with heavy-lidded eyes and ponderous jowls. His watch, the gold rings on his hands, and his clothing all looked very expensive. From the way he moved through the room, favoring those who greeted him with a regal nod, he was accustomed to wealth and notoriety, and knew how to use it. Sanderson was wearing an old fashioned tuxedo, something that looked like it belonged in the Flapper era. Looking around myself, that’s exactly where we seemed to be, sometime in the late 1920s, judging by the women’s clothing.


  “Set me up with a gin and tonic, how about it, Carl?” Sanderson said with a glance toward the dark-haired young man behind the bar.


  “You got it, Mr. S.” Carl’s tone was chipper, but something in the set of his shoulders told me that Sanderson wasn’t his favorite customer.


  The room was opulent, paneled in dark wood with brass light fixtures and large leather club chairs. The smell of Havana cigars hung heavy in the air, mingling with the scent of bathtub gin. Over to one side, a man in a vest and crisp white shirt poured drinks from unmarked bottles using a tall table as a makeshift bar. I was betting that the panels in the wall behind the bartender opened up to conceal the bottles should the place get raided. A jazz trio played in the corner.


  On the other side of the room, several equally well-heeled gentlemen were engrossed in a poker game while stylishly thin women dressed in the straight, beaded, and fringed dresses that defined the ‘Flapper’ style stood behind them. An empty table and chairs looked set for a second game. Several of the men who greeted Mr. Sanderson looked as if they were waiting for him to get their own game started.


  Sanderson and his crowd drifted over to the empty table. All of the men except Sanderson were accompanied by women who looked tall, thin, and elegant in their fashionable dresses, with their short-cut ‘bob’ hairstyles and headbands and their gin martinis. They seated themselves at the gaming table, and Sanderson raised a hand to signal the lone waitress in the room.


  “Hey Clara! How about another gin and tonic?” Sanderson called. His leer made it obvious that he was as interested in the girl as in the drink. Winks and knowing glances among his friends at the table made that clear as well.


  Clara was a pretty girl in her twenties, with short dark hair and a voluptuous figure that was the complete opposite of the straight-up-and-down Flapper ideal. She had a fresh-faced beauty that stood in direct contrast to the jaded, rouged look of the high-rollers’ women, and in the instant before she schooled her expression into a forced smile, I could see a glimpse of dislike—and fear—when it came to Sanderson.


  “Coming right up, Mr. Sanderson,” Clara said, and moved over to the bar. Sanderson watched her every move, and did not look away until the dealer started shuffling the cards. I was too far away to hear what Clara said to the bartender, but I could read the expression on his face, and it was clear to me—and to Clara—that the bartender noticed and disliked Sanderson’s interest. The exchange was brief: Clara put a hand on Carl’s arm and although I couldn’t hear what she said, her expression seemed beseeching. Carl’s anger came through clearly, no interpretation needed.


  In just a few moments, Clara had the drink and made her way back to the table where Sanderson and his buddies were settling into their game. He took a swig from his hip flask as he waited for Clara to bring him another drink. A ruddy flush spread to his cheeks.


  “You’re a fine girl, Clara,” Sanderson said when she brought the drink, and it had to be obvious to everyone when his hand found its way behind Clara and under her skirt.


  “Thank you, Mr. Sanderson,” Clara managed, although I could see her cheeks growing red. She tried to move away casually, but Sanderson landed an unmistakable open-handed slap to her buttocks. I glanced at the high rollers’ girlfriends, wondering if someone would say something, but the women snickered and elbowed each other. Obviously, this was something they had seen before.


  Just as the scene began to fade out, I heard Teag calling my name. “Cassidy! Come on back!”


  I shook my head to clear it, and the vision vanished. Teag pressed a cup of very sweet, very hot tea into my hands. “Drink some. You look pale—even for you. What did you see?”


  I recounted the vision. Teag wrote down the names as I told the story. “I’m afraid it isn’t very unique,” I said. “That sort of thing happened all the time—and still does. Old rich man likes the look of a young girl and feels entitled to take what he wants.” There was a darkness to the flask that went beyond what I had seen in the vision. I needed to spend some more time with the flask, perhaps have Sorren check it out. Until then, I was considering it to be a Spooky.


  Teag grimaced. “I’d like to say times have changed, but I have enough friends who wait tables and tend bar to know they haven’t changed all that much.” He looked at the names on the list. “Not much to go on, but with the approximate date and the location, I’ll see what I can find.”


  He gave me a questioning glance. “Are you up to doing the poker set?”


  I took a sip of the tea and felt the sugar begin to revive me. “Sure. Let’s get it over with.”


  Teag moved the old poker set closer to me, setting the silver flask to the side. The poker set was a real beauty. The wooden case was burled maple with brass fittings. Inside, sumptuous red velvet cushioned depressions to cradle the poker chips, plus cards and dice. It was obviously the plaything of a wealthy gentleman. I expected to catch the scent of leather and bay rum cologne, the shadow of a former owner, but instead, I got a whiff of the same very sweet perfume I had smelled earlier.


  “Something wrong?” Teag asked.


  I shook my head. “No. Just odd. I keep smelling perfume.”


  Teag looked at me blankly. “I smell tea. That’s all.”


  I shrugged. “Let’s see what I get from the poker set.”


  I reached out to touch the wooden case, and once again, images flooded my mind and I was bombarded with strong emotion: anger, hatred, and vengeance. I saw what looked like a hotel room, decorated in a style that made me think the vision was still from around the 1920s. But instead of the speakeasy, this was a sleeping room. The poker set lay closed on a desk. Next to it was a silver ice bucket and an open bottle of champagne.


  Once again, I was an observer, watching without being seen or heard, unable to participate. I saw a good looking man with slicked-back dark hair raise a toast to himself in the mirror with a glass of champagne. He was alone in the room, and he had loosened the collar of his shirt, but he still wore the burgundy silk vest that had brought him such luck at the gaming tables.


  There was a knock at the door. “Come in,” he shouted.


  A young woman in a maid’s outfit entered, carrying a tray with a steak dinner and another bottle of champagne. “I’ve brought your dinner, sir,” she said. Her accent suggested that she was from the islands, as did the cocoa hue of her skin. Her hair had been straightened and curled into a flapper’s bob, the only nod to fashion. Her uniform marked her as a maid, but it could have been issued at any of the city’s many hotels. It was utilitarian and nearly sexless, designed to make its wearer invisible.


  “And what a good looking dish it is,” the young high-roller said, with a tone that made it very clear he was not remarking on the steak. The maid blushed, but said nothing, keeping her eyes averted as she set down the tray.


  “Enjoy your meal, Mr. Williams,” she said, and turned to head toward the door, but the dark-haired man blocked her path.


  “Now what’s the hurry?” he asked, his drawl lengthened by the bubbly he had consumed from the nearly-empty bottle by the poker set. “We haven’t even gotten acquainted. What’s your name, darlin’?”


  “Elise,” the maid murmured, and moved to sidestep the gambler.


  “That’s a pretty name. Elise.” Once again, he blocked her path.


  “I’m due down at the front desk,” Elise said. I was pretty sure she realized the danger. “I’ve got three more orders to deliver, and my boss said to be quick about it.”


  “Don’t worry about that,” the gambler said, moving closer. Elise stepped back, but there was no exit behind her. The gambler raised a hand to touch her cheek. “I can fix things with the boss. He won’t mind if I borrow you for a little while.”


  Elise let out a little squeal and dodged, making a break for the door. The gambler’s charm darkened into anger, and he grabbed her arm, jerking her back so viciously that she cried out in pain.


  “I just won the biggest jackpot the Legacy Hotel has ever posted,” the gambler growled. “And I’ll be damned if I’ll celebrate alone. Don’t fight me, girl, and I won’t make it bad for you.”


  I came back to myself breathing hard. It was a good thing Teag was trained in capoeira, because he was able to block the punch I threw in his direction and grab my wrists before I could hurt anyone. “Cassidy! It’s me. You’re safe. You’re safe.”


  I drew a ragged breath, and Teag handed me the cup of tea once more. It took longer before I could tell him what I saw. When I finished, I saw that his disgust mirrored my own. Again, he wrote down the names I had heard.


  “So the owner of the flask was a groper, and the poker chip owner was a rapist,” Teag said. “No wonder you picked up bad vibes.”


  The tea steadied me, and I took another deep breath before I spoke. “I think there’s more to it,” I said. “Unfortunately, neither behavior was that uncommon for that time period and for upper class men around women with no power to refuse them. I don’t think we know the whole story.”


  Teag made a show of interlacing his fingers in front of him and cracking his knuckles as if he were about to sit down at a concert piano. I knew he did it to make me laugh, and it worked. He pulled the laptop to him. “Watch a master go to work,” he said with an exaggerated flourish.


  “I didn’t give you much to go on,” I said, holding on to the cup of tea like a shipwreck survivor with a life preserver. I felt chilled and shaky, and my stomach was still clenched with fear.


  “It doesn’t have to be much to find a trail,” Teag murmured, intent on the screen. I’d watched him research like this before, and it always astounded me. Regular people could find amazing things on the Internet with a little skill and luck. Teag’s Weaver magic took that to a whole new level. I wasn’t entirely sure how it worked, and neither was Teag, but he told me once that it was as if each piece of data that he found had ‘threads’ visible to his magic that connected it far beyond what could be accounted for by mere hyperlinks. If he followed those threads and watched how they interwove, he could piece a story together to rival the top intelligence agencies.


  I watched in silence, happy for the chance to regroup. Teag was utterly absorbed in the data that flashed on his screen. His fingers flew across the keyboard, sending him from page to page. Old newspaper articles appeared, and he scanned down through them quickly, then went on to the next bit of information. Finally, he sat back and stared at the computer, deep in thought.


  “Find something?” I asked.


  Teag nodded. “I looked up Sanderson first. It was a little easier than I expected. Hansford Quincy Sanderson was a self-made millionaire and cotton baron. He liked rye whiskey, fast horses, and loose women. Not,” Teag said, arching an eyebrow, “necessarily in that order. He got mentioned a lot in the news of the day for his penchant for throwing opulent parties, much to the chagrin of the old money types. You know how that goes.”


  I did. Charleston had a lot of old money, the kind that preferred to be discreet about their wealth, at least in the public eye. Flamboyance, even now, was considered in poor taste and dreadfully nouveau riche. “What else?”


  “From what I found, Sanderson made a lot of enemies. There was a rumor that he had ties to criminal elements. I suspect there might have been a line of likely suspects when he turned up dead, but the guy they arrested wouldn’t have been in it.”


  “Oh?”


  Teag shook his head. “Hansford Sanderson was found dead in the alley behind the Legacy Hotel with a small caliber bullet in his heart. Clara Raintree, the waitress, was found dead nearby with a broken neck. And guess who pulled the trigger?”


  “Carl,” I said, not sure how I knew, but I was certain. “He and Clara were lovers.”


  Teag nodded. “Yep. Carl didn’t even try to fight the charges. According to the story he told police, he saw Sanderson manhandle Clara and force her into the alley. Carl heard her scream, and went after her, but by the time he got there, he saw Sanderson choking the girl, who was fighting him. Carl says he shot Sanderson with the twenty-two caliber he kept behind the bar in case of robbers, because he was trying to save Clara’s life.”


  “But he was too late,” I finished for him. “What happened to him?”


  “No one was particularly upset that Sanderson was out of the picture, but the plantation class really couldn’t let a bartender get away with killing one of their own, especially for philandering, which was a pretty common pastime,” Teag noted drily. “It might have set a bad precedent.”


  I had a bad feeling about this. “He got convicted?”


  “He was hanged. A couple of ‘witnesses’ turned up who claimed they saw Carl roughing up Clara and that Sanderson tried to intervene, so Carl shot him.” Teag made a sour expression. “Funny thing, but the witnesses disappeared after the trial and were never seen again.”


  “I bet.” I paused, almost afraid to see what Teag would come up with on the poker set. “Do you feel up to finding out what happened to Williams? I’m afraid we already know what happened to Elise.”


  Teag waggled his eyebrows at me, trying to lighten the mood. “Certainly,” he replied, turning back to the computer. I sipped the rapidly-cooling tea, glad that the physical repercussions of the visions were fading, but still troubled by the violence of what I had seen.


  “Bingo!” Teag said after several minutes of silence, turning to face me once more. “And it’s another tie to the Legacy Hotel. Artemis Bennett Williams was our poker player. Where did they dream up those old names?” he wondered aloud.


  “And who was Arty, other than a creep?” I asked.


  “A wealthy creep,” Teag replied. “He was the son of Jefferson Rubel Williams, who made his money in sugar cane and rum down in the islands and returned to Charleston just after the end of the First World War. The Williams family was filthy rich, even by Charleston standards, but there were rumors that they had left St. Croix under a cloud.”


  “Elise had an islands accent,” I interrupted.


  Teag nodded. “Artemis Williams had a bad habit of hitting on other men’s girlfriends, which got him into some dicey situations with the Country Club set.”


  “Like what?”


  Teag shrugged. “One jealous boyfriend got shot in what was rumored to have been a duel, but Williams got off because the judge was a friend of his father’s. In another case, the rival ‘suddenly left town’.”


  “Or got dumped in the ocean at night,” I added. “That is, after all, one way to leave town.”


  Teag nodded. “My thoughts exactly. Williams was trouble. He was briefly engaged to the daughter of a respectable family, but her father forced them to call off the wedding and sent the girl to Europe.”


  “Smart man,” I replied. “But what happened to Williams? And what about Elise?”


  Teag grinned, and I knew he had found something good. “Williams turned up dead in the alley behind the Legacy Hotel—the same alley where Sanderson was shot. Only Williams looked as if he’d been clawed by a wild animal. Official cause of death was heart failure. He was only thirty-five.”


  “And Elise?”


  Teag shrugged. “According to the account in the newspaper at the time, when Williams’s body was found, they questioned everyone at the hotel, including a woman named Elise DuPre, but no charges were ever filed.”


  He gave a dramatic pause. “And get this. The police tried to make a case against Elise because she had been a friend of Clara’s and had once spoken sharply about Sanderson to some of the staff for his bothering Clara. They couldn’t pin Sanderson’s murder on her because Carl was such a convenient patsy, but when Williams died in the same alley, they took a long hard look at Elise, and still came up empty.”


  “Interesting.”


  “It gets better,” he said with relish. “Over the years, I counted at least fifteen questionable deaths in that back alley behind the Legacy Hotel. All men in their twenties and thirties, and all of them with prior arrests for domestic violence, rape, or assault.” He paused. “And at least some of the accounts mention finding a poker chip beside the bodies.”


  Just then, I got another faint whiff of the sweet perfume, and with it, a pungent odor of tobacco. “Elise is part of this. I don’t know how she did it, but I think she arranged for Williams to die… and from what you’ve found, it sounds like after all these years, her spirit still has an ax to grind.”


  “Her granddaughter still lives in Charleston,” Teag said with a grin. “Do you think she’d talk to us?”


  It was tempting, but I couldn’t figure out why the woman would open up such a nasty old family secret for two strangers without a good reason. “Hold onto that contact information,” I said. “I want to ask Sorren about this. After all, he’s been in Charleston all these years—maybe he knows something about the people or the incidents.”


  Teag nodded. “Good idea.” He paused and gave me a careful look. “How are you? Do you need me to see you home?”


  In the time we had worked together, Teag had gone from being my assistant store manager to becoming a friend and a confidant. I was lucky to have him around. My pride made me shake my head. “Thanks, but I’m doing better. And besides, don’t you have a dinner date with Anthony?”


  “Not tonight,” Teag replied with a sigh. “He’s working on another big case, and it’s my night for basket weaving with Mrs. Teller.”


  “Then you’d better get going,” I said, not wanting to keep him from his lesson. “I’m planning on a quiet night at home with Baxter.” Baxter was my little Maltese, who was one of Teag’s biggest fans. The admiration was mutual.


  Despite my protests, Teag insisted on following me home to make sure I got in safely. I waved from the doorway, and heard Baxter yipping himself silly in greeting. When the door was shut and locked, I knelt down and cuddled Bax and took a few deep breaths to let the day—and the visions—slip away.


  I fed Baxter and took him for a walk, deep in thought about what I had seen when I touched the flask and the poker set. Two young women who met trouble or tragedy because of men who had been high rollers at the old Legacy Hotel. And the possibility that fifteen men with sketchy backgrounds had gotten what was coming to them in a dark alley behind an abandoned hotel.


  When I got home, I raided the fridge for left-over Chinese fried rice and poured a glass of white wine to calm my nerves. Then I called Sorren’s cell phone and left a message for him to call me. I don’t know how many other six hundred year-old vampires have cell phones, but my silent partner is a pretty savvy guy. He told me once that vampires who don’t adapt and keep up with the times don’t make it very long. He should know.


  I decided to do a little Internet research of my own, and looked for anything I could find about the Legacy Hotel. There were plenty of pictures and more links than I would have expected for a place that had been out of business for years. As I read through the posts, a picture began to form in my mind.


  The Legacy Hotel had been founded in 1897 and at the time, was a very respectable, upscale venue popular with planter-class men who were in Charleston on business. The pictures from the time showed a building at the height of Victorian opulence, praised in its day for having all the modern conveniences. It was the crowning achievement of Rayford ‘King’ Lanier, who had made his fortune as a hotelier in Europe before coming home to Charleston. But almost from the start, the grand hotel was the site of tragedy.


  A newspaper article from the time commented on an unusual number of deaths and injuries during the construction of the hotel, although no reason appeared to be discovered. The grand opening was marred when one of the older guests at the extravagant reception had a heart attack and died. A year later, a woman fell to her death from one of the upper balconies. Then a carriage ran over a child in front of the main doors. In every case, the hotel was absolved of any responsibility.


  Baxter had been on my lap, but he got restless, and I put him down on the floor so he could run off. I kept searching, intrigued with the tainted history of the hotel. As the years went on, there was at least one tragic incident a year, none of them apparently related except for the location.


  I was beginning to think that the Legacy Hotel itself was a cursed object. The hotel survived the Prohibition years and continued its heyday into the 1960s. But like many grand lodgings of its era, the new chain hotels that sprang up in the 1960s and 1970s were the beginning of the end. The Legacy Hotel staggered on as a dinner theater catering to senior citizen bus tours into the 1980s, when it was sold and turned into condominiums. That lasted for fifteen years, until the developer went bankrupt and the property went into receivership. It closed for good five years ago, and I remembered driving past it and thinking that it was sad that the grand building had fallen on hard times.


  It occurred to me that Baxter had been gone and quiet for too long, so I got up, stretched, and went to look for him. I found him in the kitchen, sitting on Sorren’s lap at the table. Baxter had a curiously bemused look on his face, which meant that Sorren glamored him to keep him from barking.


  “I was in the neighborhood, so I thought I would just stop by,” Sorren said, scratching Baxter behind the ears. I sighed and rolled my eyes. This is what comes from inviting your vampire boss into your home. Especially when, five hundred and some odd years ago, he was the best jewel thief in Belgium.


  “Have you been here long?” I asked, pulling out a chair to sit down across the table. Sorren looks to be in his late twenties, although the reality is closer to six hundred. With his dark blond hair and sea-blue eyes, there’s no mistaking his European background, although after all this time, his accent is whatever he wants it to be. Sitting in my kitchen dressed in a t-shirt and jeans, he fit right in—unless you noticed that he wasn’t breathing.


  “Just long enough to say hello to Baxter,” Sorren said. “I got your message.”


  Sorren listened intently as I recounted the visions I had gotten from the flask and the poker set. His eyes narrowed as I told him about what Teag’s research had turned up, and what I had discovered on my own. “You’ve been in Charleston since long before the 1870s,” I said as I wrapped up my report. “Have you heard anything about the Legacy Hotel?”


  Sorren sat back for a moment and thought. I could imagine that after nearly six hundred years, it might take a while to comb through the memories. Baxter sat on his lap with a goofy look of adoration, his black button eyes slightly glazed.


  “Yes, I know of the place,” he replied. “And I believe that it’s truly haunted. But then again, so are a lot of buildings in Charleston. I can also believe what you’ve told me about the tragedies that happened there, but again, tragedy is linked to nearly any place in this city that has stood for a length of time. This is a beautiful city, but it was built on the toil and misery of slaves, and it has more than its share of bloodshed in its history.”


  That was true, much as the tour books tried to downplay it. Charleston had a fine and proper side, and below that, a darker undercurrent. What we did at Trifles and Folly often tapped into that darkness. “So you aren’t aware of anything special about the Legacy Hotel?”


  Sorren shrugged. “I never went there when it was open. It hasn’t come to my attention since I’ve been working with the Alliance, and your Uncle Evan and his predecessors never seemed to find it noteworthy.” He frowned. “But I agree that the objects you found and the research certainly point us in that direction now.”


  Just then, my cell phone rang. I fished it out of my pocket, and answered. Teag sounded breathless. “Cassidy—you’re not going to believe this. When I was working on the baskets with Mrs. Teller, I happened to mention the Legacy Hotel. After all, she’s up in years and I thought she might have heard something.” I could tell that he had hit pay dirt from the excitement in his voice.


  “She knows Elise’s granddaughter! I should have realized that Mrs. Teller knows everybody in Charleston. She knows the woman we want to talk with, and without me telling her about anything, she said it was about time to put things right at the hotel and lay the spirits to rest.” Teag was so excited, I knew Sorren could hear every word even at a distance.


  “Not only that, but Mrs. Teller said she would go with us to talk with Elise’s granddaughter. She said that between the three of you, you would ‘have the skills’ to do what needed doing,” he added.


  I glanced at Sorren, and he nodded. “Okay,” I replied, still trying to catch up. “When does she want to introduce us?”


  “Tomorrow,” he said. “The sooner the better.”


  Again, Sorren nodded, so I drew a deep breath and said, “That’s fine. If we can get Maggie to close the shop, you and I can go in the early evening.”


  “I already arranged for Maggie to be there by three,” Teag said. “And I told Mrs. Teller we’d pick her up at six.” After another moment’s chit-chat about his latest basket lesson, I hung up feeling like I’d been in a whirlwind.


  “Mrs. Teller is a root worker,” I said. “And she’s got the Sight. She may not know straight out what I can do, but she knows I’ve got a Gift, and I’m pretty certain she can sense Teag’s magic, too.”


  “Ernestine Teller has a powerful magic ability,” Sorren confirmed. “I know you think of her as Niella’s mother and the old woman who weaves baskets at the marketplace, but she was a force of nature when she was younger, and people came from all around for her cures and conjuring. She’s a powerful ally.”


  “What do you think she meant about the granddaughter and how the three of us would have the ‘skills’ to handle things?” That made me nervous, even though Teag seemed plenty happy about it.


  “I think it suggests that Elise’s granddaughter has abilities we’d best learn more about,” Sorren replied. “And it may be that those abilities have been passed down from her grandmother. If so, she’s the key to the deaths in the alley.”


  “You think those are somehow connected to Elise?”


  Sorren nodded. “At this point, I’m nearly certain of it. Be careful, Cassidy. Whatever’s active at the Legacy Hotel has proven it can kill. It may be enjoying its vengeance, and it might not want to stop.”


  To my surprise, Niella insisted on coming along when Teag and I came by to pick up Mrs. Teller. “Mama told me what y’all are doing,” Niella said, in a tone that told me that she didn’t fully approve, but that she knew there was no stopping her mother. “I couldn’t talk her out of it, so I’m here to ride shotgun.” A glance confirmed that there was no actual shotgun, but Niella’s purse was big enough to hide other things just as lethal.


  “My daughter worries too much,” Mrs. Teller said. Niella was thirty, just four years older than me. Mrs. Teller had white hair and an unlined face, and was as spry as people half her age, which I figured must be somewhere in her late sixties, maybe older. I knew Niella was her youngest child, out of eight older siblings.


  “You said that the three of us had the right skills to set the problem to rest,” I said as Teag drove. “What exactly did you mean?”


  Mrs. Teller fixed me with a look like I had suggested she had just fallen off the turnip truck. “Girl, I know you have the Sight. Different from mine, but something special. I can feel it. And you know that I See things, things I shouldn’t know, but I do know.” Niella, always protective, moved to interrupt, but Mrs. Teller laid a hand on her arm.


  “Niella, keep your peace. I’m not talking out of school. Cassidy already had me figured. I saw it in her eyes.” Mrs. Teller had a tart tongue and had no problem speaking her mind.


  “Teag says that you’ve known Elise’s granddaughter for quite a while,” I probed.


  Mrs. Teller rocked back and forth in her seat as we drove. “I have indeed,” she said. “I have known Miss Monette since I was a girl. She must be in her eighties by now.” She shook her head and clucked her tongue. “Time sure does fly.”


  She paused. “Miss Monette has her own skills. We both keep the old ways, but different old ways, if you know what I mean.”


  “I’m not sure that I do,” I said carefully.


  Mrs. Teller chuckled. “I do root work. Miss Monette works Voodoo.”


  I’d gotten the woman’s full name from Niella. Monette Lark was the granddaughter of Elise DuPre, the women I’d seen in my vision. And I had some acquaintance with Voodoo from a few of Sorren’s friends. Everyone thinks that Voodoo, or as many practitioners today prefer, Voudon, is just in New Orleans, but it traveled anywhere Black slaves went, just like root work did. Some of Charleston’s planter aristocrats married off their children to New Orleans high society, and if those couples settled in Charleston, it was likely they brought some of their New Orleans servants with them. Those servants brought their own ways, and practiced as they pleased in secret, even here in Charleston.


  Teag pulled up to a modest house in a tidy neighborhood. Homes up and down the street looked well cared-for, with neat lawns and carefully tended flower gardens. Teag came around and opened the door for Mrs. Teller, offering her his arm with such gallantry that she laughed out loud.


  “Aren’t you the gentleman!” she exclaimed, taking his arm like a starlet on the red carpet. Niella looked at me and rolled her eyes, but she was smiling, and I couldn’t help chuckling. Once we reached the front steps, Mrs. Teller let go of Teag’s arm and paused a moment.


  “I gave Miss Monette a call so she would know what we were about,” Mrs. Teller said. “And she agreed to see us. I told her that I trust you two, and that she can speak her mind.” She peered at us like a schoolteacher over her glasses. “She doesn’t like to talk about what happened, but this is different. It’s about time things got put right.”


  With that, Mrs. Teller rang the doorbell. We waited for a moment before the door opened an inch on its security chain, long enough for the person inside to make certain who was outside. When the door opened again, Monette Lark stood in the doorway. She was tall and sinewy, with hands that looked as if she had done hard work. Her gray hair was shaved close to her head, and while she looked all of her eighty years, her eyes were clear and sharp.


  “Come in,” she said, then turned, expecting us to follow without a backward glance. Her living room was comfortable, a mixture of a few older pieces that looked handmade and a sofa that probably came from Sears. Everything was as neat and orderly as the yard had been, but when I went to sit down, I caught a whiff of the same sweet perfume that I had smelled before.


  “Ernestine tells me you’re asking after my Grandma Elise,” Monette said, with a direct gaze. “She said you have a Gift, both of you.” She closed her eyes for a moment, and hummed a tune I could not catch. Then she opened her eyes and nodded. “That’s true enough.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why do you care about Grandma Elise?”


  I had tried to come up with an explanation in the car that didn’t give too much away, but I hadn’t been successful. “I can read objects when I touch them,” I said, deciding that simpler was better. “I run an antique shop, and I use my gift to make sure that objects that might cause problems don’t get resold.”


  I took a deep breath. “We bought some of the pieces that were auctioned off from the Legacy Hotel. One of them was a poker set, and when I touched it, I had a vision of Elise, and a man who caused her pain.”


  Old anger flashed in Monette’s eyes. “Say on.”


  “I saw what happened to her,” I said, seeing no way to back out now. “And I know that Artemis Williams died under suspicious circumstances in the alley behind the Legacy Hotel, and so have fourteen other men.” I paused. “I won’t say that they didn’t get what they deserved,” I said. “But I have the feeling that your grandmother called on some kind of power in her distress that turned out to be more than she bargained for.”


  I could tell from Monette’s eyes that I had hit close to the mark. For a moment, I thought she might throw us out. Then Mrs. Teller laid a hand on her arm.


  “Miss Monette,” Mrs. Teller said quietly. “It’s time.”


  Monette drew a deep breath and then nodded. “What that man did to my grandmother, it wasn’t right,” she said quietly. “But she had no recourse, ‘least not in the usual way. Police wouldn’t do anything against someone like him. If she could have found a lawyer to take her case, it would never have gone to court. That’s how it was in those days.” It seemed to me that Monette’s heavy drawl grew deeper as her voice became soft, remembering old stories.


  “Grandma Elise came from Haiti,” she said. “She had given up the Old Practice when she came to Charleston, ‘to be a good Christian’, she said.” Her eyes flashed. “They call this the Holy City for its churches, but that man didn’t pay heed to anything he learned there. My grandma wasn’t the first girl he used that way, I’m sure of it. No one was going to stop him.”


  “Your grandma did,” I said softly. “What did she do?”


  “She wrote her problem on a piece of paper and folded it three times, then she stabbed it with a knife and said the words. She called the Loas,” Monette replied. “The Voodoo gods. Papa Legba to open the gates, and Erzulie Dantor to bring her vengeance on the man who used her.” She stood up. “Come with me.”


  We followed Monette down the narrow hallway toward the bedrooms. Family photos hung in frames on the wall, along with department store landscapes. She stopped in front of a room and pushed the door open. I smelled sweet perfume, and tobacco smoke.


  Inside, along one wall, was a shrine. The portrait of a dark-skinned woman holding a baby hung above an altar set in colors of navy, red, and gold. The woman’s face was marked with three long scars. A goblet of red wine was set out as an offering, along with filterless cigarettes, several dolls, and a couple of silver coins. Next to the first portrait was another image I recognized from the novena card we had found at the shop. Our Lady of Lourdes. I knew that many Voodoo worshippers used the images of Catholic saints to symbolize their gods and keep their Christian masters unawares.


  “I keep smelling the same perfume whenever Elise comes up,” I said.


  Monette nodded knowingly. “Reve d’or. Erzulie Dantor’s favorite.” She gestured toward the altar. “Erzulie Dantor protects women and children. She’s a fierce Loa, and she avenges her daughters who have been abused.”


  “Elise opened the gate for the Loa and never closed it, didn’t she?” I asked quietly.


  Monette nodded. “My mother and I begged her to close it. She said that Erzulie Dantor never punished the innocent, and that the men who died wouldn’t come to justice any other way.” She sighed. “Maybe we didn’t push her as hard as we should have because we knew she was right.”


  “Except that I don’t think Elise rests peacefully,” I said. It was an unmistakable impression I had gotten from the visions. “I think that because the gate wasn’t closed right, your grandma’s spirit is still bound up in the tragedy, instead of moving on.”


  Monette nodded. “I think you’re right. That’s why I agreed to meet with you. Ernestine has been trying to get me to go to that place and do what needs to be done, but I have been stubborn—or afraid.” She met my gaze. “I’ll go if the two of you will go with me.”


  “We’ll all go,” Niella said in a voice that did not accept argument. “And there’s no time like the present.”


  “I’ll need a few things,” Monette said. She murmured to herself as she moved around the room, picking up some pieces from the altar and placing them in a bag. Then she said quiet words in front of the painting on the wall and turned to us. She stopped in the kitchen to take several items along with us. “I’m ready,” she said.


  I wasn’t, but we were going anyway.


  The sun was setting as we headed toward the Legacy Hotel. I fingered the agate necklace at my throat. Agate is supposed to be a protective gem, and I hoped the stones were ready for a busy night. No one said anything as we navigated Charleston’s streets. It was late enough that all but the tourist areas of downtown had emptied out. The Legacy Hotel sat a few blocks off King Street. I don’t know what neighboring buildings had been next to it in its heyday, but now it sat, boarded up and forlorn, next to an out-of-business convenience store and a defunct barber shop. We drove around to the back, to the alley that started it all.


  Given the number of deaths, I almost expected to see a police cruiser parked behind the Legacy Hotel, but perhaps the cops felt like Elise did, that whatever was killing lowlifes was making their job easier. As we got out of the car, I felt a shiver of dread. Something with power was waiting down that alley. I couldn’t imagine why anyone in his right mind would go there.


  We went in. Monette went first. The scent of Reve d’or was heavy, underlain with the smell of old tobacco. Monette withdrew a maraca from her bag and began to shake it as she chanted softly. I saw that Mrs. Teller had retrieved a few items from Niella’s large purse, including several small bags that smelled of herbs and flowers.


  Teag and I came last, unsure of our role. The further in to the alley we went, the darker it became, like the street lights couldn’t quite penetrate the darkness. Maybe it was because the narrow street lay between two taller buildings, but I didn’t think that was the only reason. Nor could I explain the fact that the alley was colder than where we had parked. I desperately did not want to touch anything, because even without my gift, every primal instinct warned me of danger and death.


  “Don’t be afraid.” Sorren’s voice nearly scared me witless. He had come up behind us so quietly none of us heard him. Mrs. Teller and Niella nodded their greeting. Monette eyed him for a moment, before returning to chant.


  “We stop here,” Monette said, stopping midway down the alley, just at the edge of the light from the street behind us. From her bag she withdrew a piece of blue cloth, a red candle, a silver ring, and several cigarettes. She laid them out next to one of the buildings where the ground was flat, creating her altar. She added a drawing of the veve for Erzulie Dantor, a complex drawing of a heart pierced with a sword. Then she laid a small silver dagger next to the veve. Next, she pulled out a saucer and several small pieces of pork. She withdrew a flask of what smelled like crème de cacao and poured some of it on the pork. Three times, she let a few drops of the liquor fall to the ground.


  Mrs. Teller and Niella quietly passed small mojo bags of dried plants and roots to Teag and me. Sorren had disappeared. It appeared to me that Mrs. Teller was whispering quietly, and I wondered what she was conjuring, and whether it was to strengthen Monette or to protect us or both. I noticed that she and Niella both pulled necklaces from inside their shirts that looked to be silver dimes on a leather strand.


  Monette began to dance and sing in a language I did not understand. I caught a few words, enough to know that she was calling to Papa Legba to open the gates to the spirit realm. In the distance, I heard a dog bark, and the scent of pipe smoke wafted out of nowhere. Monette smiled, and resumed her dancing, faster than before.


  I heard Monette call Erzulie Dantor’s name, and saw her throw her head back in ecstasy, dancing harder than I would have believed possible for a woman her age. A sheen of sweat glistened on her skin despite how cold the alley had become, and as I watched, three deep scratches appeared on Monette’s cheek though I saw nothing to cause them. She gave a cry of triumph and turned to face us. Blood oozed from the fresh scratches on her face, and a trickle of blood came from a corner of her mouth.


  Her eyes were bright red.


  Monette opened her mouth, but all that came out was a harsh, stuttering noise. The intent was clear. Whatever spirit had taken over was demanding to know why we had come.


  “Tell her, child,” Mrs. Teller urged. “We’ll open the road for you.”


  “Elise called to you,” I said, mustering up my courage to speak to the spirit who was now in possession of Monette’s body. “You took vengeance for her. But that was long ago. Elise is dead, but her spirit can’t rest as long as you remain here. Please, we need to close the gate.”


  “Ke-ke-ke-ke,” Monette stuttered. The syllables meant nothing to me, but the voice was threatening.


  “It’s time to let Elise rest,” I begged. “She’s had her revenge twice seven-fold. For her to rest, you must go through the gate.”


  Monette took a step toward me, and instinctively I moved backwards. I could hear Teag murmuring something and holding his mojo bag tightly in his hands. I touched the agate necklace around my throat, and it cleared my head enough to realize that Sorren had rejoined us.


  “Get the knife from the altar,” Sorren commanded. He held the poker set firmly grasped in both hands and set it on the ground. I realized that he had used his supernatural speed to retrieve it from the shop and return to us. I moved toward the altar and bent to take the knife, never letting Monette out of my sight. She watched me take the blade from the sacred space, and this time, there was no mistaking the anger in her voice.


  Sorren pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and folded it, then placed it on top of the poker set. “Stab it three times,” he ordered. “Don’t let anything stop you.”


  I raised the knife for the first blow, and Monette ran toward me, her stutter now an accusation. “Ke-ke-ke-ke!”


  Before she could reach me, Sorren stepped in front, then Mrs. Teller, Niella, and Teag, holding his mojo bag in front of him like a shield. “Do it, Cassidy!” Sorren shouted.


  I brought the blade down once, digging its tip deep into the burled wood, pinning the paper to the box. I wiggled the blade free, and raised it once again, as Monette’s shouts became more vicious and she launched herself at my line of protectors, fighting with a vigor I would not have believed she was capable of.


  The knife fell, going deeper into the wood this time. Monette’s cries were louder, and I expected the police to show up at any moment. She was bleeding from the mouth, and she spat gobbets of blood at anyone who held her back. It looked like even Sorren, with his enhanced strength, was having difficulty holding her which meant that something supernatural was in possession of her body, using her for its own purposes.


  One last time I raised the knife and brought it down hard, splitting the wooden cover of the poker box. As the wood split, a dog howled, nearer now, somewhere in the alley with us. Pipe smoke filled the air, and Monette let out a shriek of rage before collapsing into Sorren’s arms, limp.


  My hand brushed the top of the poker box, and I saw Elise’s spirit, standing behind where Sorren held Monette. She stood with an old man with a cane and his skin-and-bones dog. None of the figures were solid. I blinked, and they were gone.


  Teag ran to me as I made my way shakily to my feet. “Are you okay?” he asked, worried. I nodded, breathing heavily, still not sure what exactly had transpired.


  Sorren held Monette in his arms. The scratches on her face were gone, and the only trace of blood were a few flecks on her lips.


  “She’ll be fine once she rests,” Sorren said. “The Loa rode her hard. It’s the price of speaking for the gods. I’ll take her home and make sure she’s all right.”


  “What about the poker box?” I asked, looking down at the broken box at my feet. Niella and Mrs. Teller were gathering up the items from Monette’s ritual and putting them into Niella’s big purse. She paused when she came to the poker box, and looked up at Sorren.


  “Whatever resonance it had is gone,” Sorren said. “It’s just an old broken box.” With that, he slipped off into the night.


  Niella picked up the box and handed it to Mrs. Teller. “We need to get you home,” she fussed.


  Mrs. Teller gave Niella a withering look. “I’m just fine. You can see that,” Mrs. Teller snapped at Niella’s protests of concern. “This is what I do, child. You think this is the first time I’ve seen a Loa come on one of its dancers?”


  It was the first time for me, and I was not in a hurry for a repeat performance.


  “It’s warmer,” Teag said, taking my arm to steady me. “Can you feel it? It’s no scarier now than any other dark alley in Charleston. The light even seems brighter.”


  Teag said it in a way to get a smile, but he was right. The feeling in the alley was different. Not quite cleansed, but no longer malevolent. More importantly, I was certain that Elise was finally at rest.


  “Let’s get out of here,” I said. “It’s time to go home.”


  
    Coffin Box

  


  “I don’t know why, but I’ve really got a bad feeling about that house.” I sat in the car parked at the curb near the big house on the Battery.


  “Bad feeling like they won’t pay their bill, or bad feeling like there’s a hungry demon inside?” Teag Logan asked.


  I shook my head. “Not sure, but if I had to put money on it, I’d go with the demon.”


  Most people would be kidding. Teag knew I wasn’t. I’m Cassidy Kincaide, owner of Trifles and Folly, an antique and curio shop in historic, haunted Charleston, SC. Neither Teag nor I are entirely what we seem, and that holds true for the shop as well.


  I’m a psychometric, which means I can often read the history of objects by touching them. Teag has Weaver magic, an ability to weave spells into cloth and to weave data streams—like the Internet—making him an awesome hacker. He’s my best friend, sometime bodyguard and assistant store manager. I’m the latest in a very long line of relatives to manage Trifles and Folly in the 350 years the store has existed, but we’ve all had the same silent partner, a nearly six-hundred year old vampire named Sorren, and the same mission: to get dangerous magical items off the market and out of the wrong hands. Most of the time, we succeed. When we fail, people die and really bad things happen.


  “How do you want to handle this?” Teag asked.


  I drew a deep breath. “We go in, and see what’s what. Then we figure it out from there.” My magic is touch-psychic, not clairvoyance, so I can’t see the future, much as I would sometimes like to.


  The house was large, old, and expensive. Most of the homes on the Battery hailed from before the Civil War. Many of the houses are painted in the muted pastels most people associate with places like Bermuda and Nassau. Some of the families who owned these homes had been here since the mansions were built. The houses are beautiful, and tourists flock to see them. But as much as I admire their beauty, I try not to spend a lot of time down at the Battery for the simple reason that it creeps me out.


  The Battery is a seawall built in the 1700s to keep back the waters of the Charleston Harbor, where the Ashley and Cooper Rivers merge. Nowadays, the beautiful park on the peninsula is called Whitepoint Gardens and it’s where children play and couples stroll. But back in the day, it was the place where the gallows stood and pirates were hanged. Sorren’s told me stories about those days, and my magic can still feel the unsettled vibrations of the long-ago deaths. That didn’t help my mood. I was jittery as hell.


  “Since Anthony got us the referral, we at least need to go in and look around,” Teag prodded. Anthony was Teag’s romantic partner. They had been together for almost a year, and I hoped they’d make it permanent. They were a cute couple. Anthony came from an old Charleston family, and he looked the part. Blond hair, a wardrobe straight off the pages of GQ, and a partnership in the family law firm. Teag, on the other hand, was tall and lanky, with a mop of dark skater boy hair. He had been close to completing his Ph.D. in History when Sorren and I snagged him for a role with the store, given his magic and his love for the past.


  “I know, I know.” I pushed a lock of strawberry blonde hair back behind my ear. It wasn’t even noon yet, but the summer heat was already in the high nineties, and with my pale Scots-Irish coloring, I was red in the face.


  I got out of the car and Teag followed me up the walkway. A dark-haired woman who looked to be in her early forties came to the door. She had a no-fuss chin-length bob haircut, a single strand of pearls around her neck and she was wearing a pale blue twin-set over white slacks with bare feet.


  “Marjorie Stedman?” I asked.


  She nodded. “You must be Cassidy and Teag, from Trifles and Folly. Please, come in.”


  Marjorie ushered us into a graceful old house that certainly deserved being called a mansion. The foyer had an original plank floor and a curved stairway with an elaborately carved balustrade. A large yet tasteful crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling, and it looked like it fit right in. I glimpsed a living room big enough to hold a grand piano and not appear cramped, and oil paintings hung on all the walls. I was willing to bet that all of them were Stedman ancestors.


  “Thank you so much for coming,” Marjorie said. Now that I had a chance to study her features, she looked as if she hadn’t been sleeping well. Not surprising, considering that both her parents had died unexpectedly within a day of each other. The deaths had been the talk of the town when they happened a few weeks earlier, but despite the odd timing, police ruled both to be of natural causes. Still, I was certain Marjorie had her hands full settling the estate. Which was why we were there.


  “When Mama and Daddy passed on so unexpectedly, they left everything to me.” Marjorie’s accent was thick as honey, an old-money Charleston accent that was patrician and gracious. Not as stiff-jawed as a Richmond accent, nor as much of a drawl as folks from Georgia, it was a verbal class distinction that was rapidly fading as more people moved in and out of the city.


  “I’m an only child, the sole heir and the executor,” she said, brushing a strand of hair out of her eyes. I understood why she looked so harried. Wealth on a Stedman scale would be complicated, and even though I was sure she had a team of expensive advisors, there were a lot of decisions to make and deadlines to meet at an emotionally vulnerable time. My heart went out to her.


  “I’m finally getting around to having the antiques appraised,” Marjorie said. “I’ve had someone through already to appraise the run-of-the mill things, so you don’t have to worry about those. But there were some items of daddy’s, and some of mama’s jewelry, that the first appraiser said needed an expert opinion, so here you are.”


  “We appreciate being asked to help,” I said. Marjorie gave us a quick tour of the rooms as she led us to where the items were she wanted us to appraise. As she talked, I tried to ‘listen’ with my magic, hoping to get a feel for what was making me so jittery. The ominous feeling hadn’t gotten any better, and it was strong enough that I was unwilling to chalk it up to my imagination.


  “Mama’s jewelry is in a case on her dressing table, in that room,” Marjorie said, pointing to the double doors to the master bedroom. “Daddy’s smoking room is at the far end of the hall, so he could sit on the balcony and not ‘stink up the house’ as Mama said,” she added with a wistful chuckle. “She always did hate his cigars.”


  “There’s a desk in his smoking room that’s old, and some antique cigar tools that are silver,” Marjorie added. “And a humidor that Mama gave him right before his death. It’s old, and very unusual, and she got it for him for his last birthday.” I remembered from the newscast that Payton Stedman III had died on his sixty-fifth birthday from sudden heart failure.


  “Do you know where your mother purchased it?” I asked.


  Marjorie shook her head. “No. But I want to get rid of it.” She gave me a nervous, embarrassed half-smile, more of a grimace. “I know it’s superstitious, but I can’t help feeling like that damned thing had something to do with Daddy’s death. The sooner it’s gone, the better.”


  I noticed that she wasn’t walking us into the rooms. That seemed odd to me, especially given the fact that Marjorie didn’t look like she was hysterical with grief. She didn’t appear to be the hysterical type. Movie stereotypes aside, Southern women really do have steel beneath the moonlight-and-magnolias exterior, and Marjorie Stedman looked like a very competent woman. But from the way she didn’t quite meet my gaze, I wondered what was going on. She acted like she was afraid of something.


  “This shouldn’t take long,” Teag assured her. I knew he was covering for me to give me a chance to see if I could sense magic nearby. I was beginning to think that Marjorie was a savvy woman. I wasn’t quite sure what my gift was picking up from inside the smoking room, but it was as if a heavy, dull cloud of something a lot fouler than cigar smoke hung over the area. To my senses, it reeked more of ill-intent and evil than of Cohibas or purloined Cuban smokes.


  “You’re welcome to stay with us as we work if you like,” I offered. Somehow, I knew she would decline.


  “That’s all right,” Marjorie said a little too quickly. “I have things to take care of. Please look over the items on this list, and let me know when you’ll be able to give me the official report.” She handed me a hand-written list of ten items, and then padded down the hallway and out of sight.


  I glanced at the list. “There are six pieces of jewelry, and four items in the smoking room,” I said. “Let’s start with the jewelry.” I didn’t want to admit to Teag that the vibes I was getting from the room at the end of the hall made me jumpy.


  I pushed open the double doors and walked into a sumptuous master suite. The house itself might date from the eighteenth century, but inside, its owners had spared no modern luxury. The room was appointed with exquisite—and expensive—good taste. The antique four-poster bed was covered with luxury linens and a beautiful duvet. The Aubusson carpet on top of the polished wooden floors probably cost more than my car. Oil paintings and a large, gold-framed antique mirror hung on the walls. I noticed that the mirror had been draped with black cloth, an old custom long-forgotten, designed to keep spirits from becoming trapped in the reflection. It made me wonder whether Marjorie’s dreams had been dark.


  “Very nice,” Teag said, an understatement if I ever heard one.


  “It’s beautiful,” I agreed. Yet even before I touched anything, there was an aura of sadness that struck me, and an undercurrent of bitterness. It made me wonder if the domestic tranquility wasn’t all it was portrayed to be.


  “There’s the jewelry,” Teag prompted, clearing his throat to let me know I’d been woolgathering again.


  I approached the dressing table where six pieces of beautiful jewelry were laid out atop the mirrored vanity top. Before I touched anything, I stood for a moment, eying the pieces and trying to get a sense of which ones might have bad mojo. I’d learned to be cautious the hard way, after nasty items knocked me flat on my butt, more than once.


  “Picking up anything?” Teag asked.


  I hadn’t lost my sense that something about the house was very wrong, but it didn’t seem to be coming from these pieces. I shook my head. “I don’t think they’re dangerous. But there’s still something off about them.”


  Teag pulled out the fancy dressing table chair for me with an exaggerated sweep of his arm. “Your table is ready,” he said, sounding like a maître d’.


  I chuckled, and sat down, studying the pieces again. There was a sapphire ring rimmed with diamonds that appeared to be from the 1920s, and a diamond necklace. I bet both were Harry Winston. The other pieces were from Tiffany & Co., Van Cleef and Arpels, Chopard and Bulgari. Very nice.


  But as soon as I touched the first piece, a sleek silver and diamond bracelet, any bling-envy disappeared. The piece was beautiful and the gemstones top quality, but an unmistakable sense of loneliness and betrayal clung to the bracelet like old perfume. I touched a pair of diamond pendant earrings with double-digit carats and got the same feeling, with a stab of disappointment and humiliation to go with it. The same was true with every lovely piece.


  “Cassidy,” Teag said quietly. “You’re crying.”


  So I was. I caught my breath, and wiped away the tears from my cheeks with the back of my hand. “He cheated on her,” I said raggedly. “The pieces… they were all gifts to ingratiate himself after he’d gone off on another fling. I could feel how hurt she was, how betrayed. It happened time and time again.”


  “Damn,” Teag replied. “Do you think Marjorie knows? Maybe she’s appraising them to sell them.”


  I shrugged. “She’d have to do it for taxes anyhow. And if you didn’t know the history and couldn’t sense the emotions, they’re beautiful pieces.” Six pieces, six betrayals. Were there more? I wondered. Men who cheated often made a habit of it.


  “They’re all from famous jewelry houses,” I said, feeling heartsick. “We shouldn’t have difficulty assigning value. I don’t have a doubt about the authenticity. He must have screwed up big time to need these to get out of the dog house.”


  Funny thing, but as I touched the other pieces, the emotions changed. The disappointment and pain were as bright and clear as the diamonds on the first items. Somewhere along the way, the feelings shifted. Humiliation, self-doubt and anger crept in as I moved to what were likely newer gifts. The sixth piece was so sharp with bitterness that I recoiled. Caroline Stedman had not been a happy woman, despite her wealth and position.


  Teag took pictures of the pieces and wrote down dimensions as I pulled myself together. “I think we’ve got what we need,” he said. “You’re right—they’ve got all the right markings. They’re genuine. I don’t think Marjorie will have trouble getting rid of them, if she wants to sell them.”


  “Good idea, but I sure wouldn’t want to wear them,” I said. People don’t realize that objects have as much of an emotional provenance as they do a physical one. It would take a lot to wipe the slate clean with these pieces, so that they wouldn’t be a constant drag on the wearer’s happiness, with or without magic.


  That was one of the reasons I was so picky with the jewelry we sold at Trifles and Folly, especially wedding rings. I’d seen my share of well-to-do young lovers who wanted a unique set of rings, and came looking for estate jewelry. Just in the time I’d managed the store, I’d turned down buying many sets because the emotional resonance wasn’t good. No one should start out with a psychic albatross like that in a piece of jewelry that gets worn every day, and on a finger that legend says has a vein that runs straight to the heart.


  “Ready to go?” Teag asked.


  I nodded and we headed back to the hallway, then walked toward the doors to Peyton Stedman’s smoking room. Cigars were having a resurgence, but among Charleston’s upper crust, they had never gone away. During Garden Week, the night air smelled of jasmine, gardenia, and Herreras.


  Teag opened the door to the smoking room, and I cried out in alarm. Even before I touched anything, I felt evil and death roil out toward me like the mist off the ocean. I staggered backward, lost my balance, and fell backwards. Alarmed, Teag positioned himself between me and the room, but there was no visible threat, no tangible enemy. I was already climbing to my feet when he turned around to help me up, and I could feel my cheeks flaming.


  “What was that?” Teag asked, still watching the room with a wary eye.


  I shook my head. “I don’t know. But there’s some definite bad juju in there, and I’m guessing that’s why Marjorie didn’t want to show us around in person.”


  I doubted Marjorie had a psychic ability. But some negative energy is so strong that even people without a clairvoyant bone in their bodies know to stay away. It’s where talk about curses comes from, and often, the rumors are more right than people realize. Something in that room was either cursed or just plain evil, and it was our job to figure out why.


  The room had a decidedly masculine feel to it, with dark paneling, leather chairs and bookshelves filled with antique tomes. A large-screen TV was a nod toward modernity. I saw a mahogany liquor cabinet with Baccarat crystal glasses and Waterford decanters over to one side, and I was betting that nothing in the bar was less than 25 year-old single malt. Peyton Stedman was a man of good taste, but that hadn’t been enough to keep him alive.


  “What’s on the list?” I asked, still scanning the room with my gaze. There was a large teak desk that looked like it had come from Colonial India, probably a hundred years old. On it sat a beautiful humidor made of wood with a rich, dark grain. Oil paintings hung on the walls: fox hunts, grouse hunts, and the obligatory Victorian nude reclining on a velvet couch. On the wall above the massive desk hung a portrait of Mr. Stedman himself. I guessed he was in his early fifties when he sat for the painting, over ten years ago. He looked confident, even arrogant, like a man who knows he has the world by the tail. Stedman was a good-looking man who had all the mannerisms and trappings of old money. I didn’t doubt he had any trouble attracting women, wedding ring or not.


  “The humidor,” Teag replied, inclining his head toward a wooden box on the top of the desk. “A sterling silver cigar cutter, probably in one of the desk drawers,” he continued. “And the desk itself.”


  I didn’t want to get any closer to the dark aura, but I had a job to do. Not only was Marjorie expecting us to do an appraisal; now that we knew there was a dangerous magical object involved, we had a responsibility to Sorren and the Alliance to figure out what was wrong.


  “I don’t think the problem is with the desk itself,” I said finally, letting my hand hover above the hand-rubbed, teak surface. The piece was beautiful, and despite its age, well cared-for. Setting a value on it wouldn’t be difficult. “But I’m getting a second-hand disturbance, like something that’s in or on the desk is causing the problem. Until we know what it is, I don’t want to touch the desk myself.”


  Teag opened the upper right-hand drawer and found the cigar cutter. He brought it over to me, and held it while I passed my hand an inch away, testing the vibes. I shook my head. “Sometimes a cigar cutter is just a cigar cutter,” I said. “No mojo.”


  We both turned to look at the humidor. Good cigars are expensive, and I was betting that Peyton Stedman smoked the best money could buy. Aficionados didn’t want their smokes to dry out, so humidors were storage boxes that kept the humidity just-so to preserve those pricy stogies. They could run from a few hundred bucks to tens of thousands, and looking at the one on Stedman’s desk, I figured it had come in on the high end of the estimate.


  “Brazilian rosewood,” Teag murmured, looking closely at the burled, rich wood. The lid and edges were beautifully inlaid. The hinges were gold-plated. It was a work of art, and as hot as a bookie’s ledger.


  “Strike one,” I replied. “That’s a protected wood species—not supposed to be able to cross international borders. She can’t legally resell it.”


  Teag pulled out a pair of white curator linen gloves from a pocket. He put them on, and carefully opened the lid, standing off to the side just in case something unexpected popped out. We both exhaled when nothing happened.


  “Strike two,” he said quietly. “Cuban cigars.” I peered over his shoulder. Nestled next to the Gurkha Black Dragons—the most expensive cigars on the market—were a tidy number of Montecristo grand coronas. Sure, the Montecristos made in the Dominican Republic were legal in the U.S. But I was pretty certain a connoisseur like Stedman would want the real Havanas, and they were still embargoed. Which made the humidor a double problem for Marjorie.


  I inched closer, and willed myself to stretch out my hand. Teag stood behind me, intent on not letting me fall again. There was no way around this. I had to do it, but I didn’t want to.


  The instant my fingers touched the rosewood, stone-cold evil curled up my skin. The vision hit me like a train wreck. I glimpsed a ritual circle, black candles, blood. A voice chanted words I didn’t understand, but their malice was clear. The accent was thick as gumbo. Power gathered like a thundercloud, dark and vicious. The chanting voice directed that deadly energy, focusing it with will and ritual, twisting it into a curse. I saw a small black box with broken bits of mirror and a bit of parchment with handwriting on it. And next to that black box was the humidor.


  Coils of dark power undulated from the circle. Some of that power drove the curse into the wood of the humidor. Other darkness drifted and pooled around the black box, caressing it like a homicidal lover. I felt power go into that box, too, killing power. The vision went dark.


  I came back to myself sitting in Peyton Stedman’s chair, knowing I had blacked out. Teag was watching me with concern. I half expected Marjorie to have called the EMTs, but no ambulance sirens sounded.


  “He was cursed,” I said. Teag stepped away and brought me a glass of water. He pushed it into my hand, and I drank it, wishing it were something stronger. “Someone Crossed him, but good.”


  “Hoodoo?” Teag asked. I nodded.


  “It would have to be a root worker of real power,” I said. “And questionable integrity.” Crossing, jinxes, and curses are part of the Hoodoo tradition, a very old practice that came to Charleston from Africa with the thousands of slaves who passed through this port. Some folks call it Conjure. Don’t confuse it with Voodoo (or Voudon as practitioners prefer). Hoodoo and Voudon are very different—and both are real and powerful. Teag and I had seen the results up close.


  “You think someone Crossed Mrs. Peyton, too?”


  I shrugged. “Seems likely—especially since she died the next day.”


  Teag let out a low whistle. “So that means we’re looking for a murderer who can kill with a curse.”


  “Not only can kill, but has killed—at least twice,” I replied.


  Just then, I heard Marjorie’s footsteps in the corridor. “Is everything all right in there? I thought I heard something.” She stayed just outside the door, looking in.


  I stood and hoped that I didn’t look as pale as I felt. “The cigar cutter and the desk are fine pieces, and I think they’ll do well for you at auction. We won’t have any trouble setting a value. But there is a problem with the humidor,” I added.


  “Oh dear. I was afraid you were going to say that.”


  I frowned. “Have you opened the humidor?”


  Marjorie shook her head. “At first, I didn’t want to touch anything in case the doctor needed to look at it, and then it just didn’t come to mind, what with all that happened.”


  It frightens her, I thought. “I’m afraid that we can’t put the humidor up for sale—no reputable dealer can.”


  Marjorie looked genuinely confused. “I don’t understand.”


  “The wood is a protected species,” I replied. “And there are illegal Cuban cigars inside. Both are enough to create a lot of trouble.”


  Marjorie’s eyes widened with alarm. “Really? Now what?”


  Teag gave her a reassuring smile that’s so effective, it really should be patented. “Since both the gift giver and the recipient have passed on, it should be easy to resolve. We’ll have to go through the proper authorities, including your estate lawyer, but it should be possible to take care of it quietly.” After we lift the curse, to keep it from killing anyone else, I added silently.


  “Can you just get it out of here and take care of it for me?” Marjorie asked. “If I never see that damned thing again, it would be too soon.”


  She might be reacting to the negative energy unconsciously, but I was guessing there was more to it. “Bad memories?” I asked quietly.


  Marjorie nodded. “Mama gave that to Daddy for his birthday, and he was so happy. An hour later, he was dead. Then she was gone. I know it’s silly to blame the gift, but I can’t help feeling like bad things came with it.”


  She was more right than she would ever know. “Do you happen to know where your mother bought the box?” I asked.


  Marjorie shook her head. “Sorry, no. Mama was so excited about her big surprise!” She frowned. “Would whoever sold it to her be in trouble?”


  Teag shrugged. “Maybe. It would depend on the circumstances. The box is unusual enough, it does open up some questions.”


  And how. “I know you have a lot on your mind right now,” I said gently. “But if you come upon any receipts from purchases your mother made in her last few days, it might help us track this down. Identifying a seller could take the Customs authorities’ attention off your mother.”


  Marjorie gave a quick nod. “I’d like to keep this quiet. There’s been enough sensationalism about their deaths, like things weren’t bad enough already.”


  “We can’t take possession of the box because of the legalities,” I said, and I felt sorry for Marjorie, having to live in the house with that cursed object. “But we’ll try to work with the authorities on your behalf as quickly as possible.” The authorities I was thinking of belonged to the Alliance. Curses trumped contraband. I figured that once we had a game plan, Sorren could easily get into the house to have a look at the humidor if he wanted to. After all, five hundred years ago, he was the best jewel thief in Antwerp.


  I chatted with Marjorie about the jewelry as we walked downstairs, leaving out my knowledge about Peyton Stedman’s infidelities. “Once you have the appraisals, the way should be clear for you to sell it, if that’s what you want,” I added.


  “I’m keeping some of mama’s older pieces, ones I remember from when I was younger,” Marjorie said. “The later pieces don’t mean much to me.” Or maybe, if she had enough latent sensitivity to recoil from the cursed humidor, she also picked up some of the negative vibes from the newer gifts.


  Neither Teag nor I said anything until we were in the car on the way back to the shop. “I think I’ll stroll down to the Charleston City Market and clear my head,” I said.


  He gave me a sidelong look. “You mean, you’re going to see if Niella and Mrs. Teller are there, aren’t you?”


  I chuckled. “Busted. I figure if anyone knows anything about root work in this city, its Ernestine Teller.”


  Teag leaned back in his seat. “Good idea. I’ll work the internet. See what I can find out. I have a suspicion there’s more to this, and that’s dangerous until we know who sent that curse and why.”


  *     *     *


  Our part-time shop assistant, Maggie, was helping a customer when we got back to Trifles and Folly. Maggie is semi-retired, and she wears her gray hair short so it doesn’t interfere with her yoga. Her wardrobe is Woodstock-esque, but her brain is Harvard Business School. And when she laughs, everyone wants to be her friend.


  Maggie waved to us, her signal that we weren’t needed right away up front. Teag headed for the office to start digging on the computer. I returned a few phone calls and emails, and then headed off toward the market. There were some errands I needed to run, too. I had gathered everything into one small plastic bag in an effort to be efficient: a pair of my mother’s favorite citrine earrings to go to the jeweler for new posts and my dog’s old license tag to remind me to get a new one, plus a list of some spices to buy for dinner.


  It was a glorious summer day, and hot even though it was still before lunch. Charleston has beautiful gardens because we also have humidity most people only find in rainforests and hothouses. I had barely stepped outside the shop when I felt sweat bead up on my forehead. By the time I got to the marketplace, I knew my cheeks would be red and I’d need to stop in the shade. I promised myself a nice tall glass of sweet tea, served up over ice and made the Charleston way, with enough sugar to frost a cake.


  There’s a reason Charleston is a favorite with tourists. It’s a pretty place, with pastel-colored buildings, wrought-iron railings and gates, hidden little secret gardens, and cobblestones everywhere. Down on Market Street is the Charleston City Market, the heart of the historic district. Barring a hurricane, it’s open almost every day, and the sides of the big building open up to let in the sun and breeze. Vendors sell everything from jewelry to fresh vegetables to original photography and art. Bakers offer up their Charleston tea cookies and homemade peach jam. Jars of pickled okra and watermelon sit next to bags of fresh, hot boiled peanuts or cans of she-crab soup. It’s a shopper’s paradise, and there’s always something new. I picked up some sage and basil for the pasta I wanted to cook, and couldn’t resist a couple of small sample bags of flavored coffee.


  “Hello there, Cassidy!” Niella sang out a greeting as soon as she laid eyes on me. Her mother, Mrs. Teller, looked up and flashed a grin that lit up her wrinkled face.


  “Good morning!” I enjoyed chatting with Niella and her mother whenever I went to the market, even if I didn’t have a cursed object to tame. “You’ve got some new baskets out.”


  Niella nodded. “Sure do. Been working on a couple of new handles and shapes. You like?”


  “You know I do!” Niella and Mrs. Teller weave sweetgrass baskets. Mrs. Teller is very proud of her Gullah heritage, and in the Lowcountry, sweetgrass basket-making is a true art form. Baskets like hers sell for hundreds of dollars, with their complicated twists and fine workmanship. Ernestine Teller has been making baskets for most of her seventy-some years, and her hands keep moving even when she looks up. She makes it look easy, but it takes a lifetime for that kind of skill.


  “Shadows touched you.” Mrs. Teller’s voice was quiet, but she gave me an appraising glance. She had the Sight, and I didn’t doubt that she could pick up on the evil from the box we had seen today.


  “I need your help,” I said.


  Mrs. Teller nodded. “I know. You’ve got a heap of trouble. Someone near you been Crossed real good.”


  Niella glanced around us to make sure no one else heard. She’s very protective of her mother. At the same time, Mrs. Teller has skills of her own that I was pretty sure could help her take care of herself when it came to magic.


  “I don’t know how to ask this without giving offense—” I started.


  Mrs. Teller’s fingers never stopped their weaving. “You want to know if I know anyone who would put a jinx on someone. Throw a Hoodoo so strong, might even kill somebody.”


  I nodded. “I’m certainly not saying that you do—”


  “’Course I do,” Mrs. Teller said, looking back down at her basket. “Can’t do what I do for as long as I been doing it in this city without knowing who else has power, good and bad.” She paused, and the thin strips of sweetgrass ran through her fingers. I knew how easy it was for a novice to get cut on those sharp strips, but Mrs. Teller never slipped.


  “Not many Hoodoo folks could do something like that, thank the Lord,” she said. “Most who can know better. You reap what you sow. Bad comes from bad.” She shook her head. “Uh huh. But there are some, for sure.”


  “One person—maybe two—have already died,” I said quietly with a quick glance over my shoulder. “I need to know how to lift the curse.”


  Mrs. Teller shrugged. “If the Crossing is set right, it can’t be lifted until it’s done, except by the one who put it on the person.” She looked up at me again, peering at me with a gaze that seemed to see right through into my soul. “The kind of conjure doctors who would do such a Crossing are dangerous to know.”


  Despite the heat, I shivered. “That’s why I’ve got to find out who did this. Other people could be in danger.”


  She had already looked back to her weaving. “High John.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Doctor High John. Be my bet. He’d do Crossings, jinxes, most anything if you paid enough,” she replied, never taking her gaze from her basket as she worked. “Don’t go alone. You won’t need to tell him I sent you. He’ll know I know. That won’t keep you safe, but it might make him think twice.”


  “Where do I find him?”


  She named a part of the city that doesn’t make it onto the garden tours. It was an older area with modest homes that had been new after World War II, and lately the area had fallen into disrepair. “Blue shotgun house, with dark blue trim,” Mrs. Teller said. “You’ll know it by the garden in front, full of plants for spell work. He might have a sign out, might not.”


  She leaned forward. “This is important, child. Don’t leave anything of yours behind. Brush out your hair good so you don’t leave strands. Don’t take anything of his to eat or drink. Try not to touch anything, and sure as the Lord is true, don’t step anywhere you’ll leave a footprint. You don’t want to give High John any way to have power over you.”


  “Thank you,” I said, although I was full of misgivings.


  Mrs. Teller made a dismissive gesture with one hand. “You might think otherwise, after you go there. Be careful, you hear?” She paused, then reached down and took a small sweetgrass basket with a lid.


  “Take this with you,” she said, thrusting it into my hands. “’Til you find out what’s what, you keep it with you all the time.”


  I knew how much her baskets cost, because I had bought one for my mother’s birthday. “I couldn’t—”


  “Oh yes you could,” she said, and her dark eyes met mine with a no-nonsense look. “It pleases me for you to have it,” she said, lifting her chin. “So. Take it.”


  Niella rolled her eyes, used to her mother’s whims. I thanked Mrs. Teller profusely, and then headed back to the shop with the basket on my arm. It was about the size of a small purse, and I decided that was how I would use it, if I had to keep it with me. When I touched the basket, I felt the lingering aura of Mrs. Teller’s presence, calm and steady. I put my purchases into the basket along with the small bag of items from my pocket and headed back, figuring I would run errands another day.


  The store was busy when I got back, so I put the basket near me behind the counter and joined Teag and Maggie taking care of customers. Summer tourists love the unusual items Trifles and Folly has to offer, and since we keep any of the spooky stuff in the back until we can deal with it, no one’s the wiser to what we really do. There must have been bus tours or a convention in town, because we were slammed. It was closing time before I ever got a chance to even talk to Teag.


  After we had flipped the sign on the door to ‘closed’ and said goodnight to Maggie, I caught Teag up on what I learned from Mrs. Teller. He glanced at the basket on my lap.


  “She’s been helping me with my Weaving magic,” he said. “You know there’s a bit of her magic in everything she makes. That’s one reason her baskets attract so many buyers—and such high prices.”


  I could believe it. I realized that I was unconsciously stroking the smooth twists, taking in the faint, pleasant smell of the sweetgrass. “So what did you find out?” I asked.


  “Peyton Stedman had expensive tastes,” Teag said. “He liked the good life. The only problem was, he was running out of money.”


  I looked at Teag as if he might have hit his head. “Hello? Did you see that house?”


  He nodded. “Uh huh. I didn’t say they were going broke. Yet. But the way he liked to spend cash, between gambling and companions, it went out faster than it came in. Plus, Stedman kept collecting pretty young honeys and buying them pricy presents.”


  “This doesn’t sound good.”


  “It isn’t. Caroline might have given him a luxury humidor for his birthday, but if Peyton hadn’t fallen over dead, she was going to serve him with divorce papers a few days later,” Teag said. “I hacked their bank records, and followed the money. Large payment to one of the nastier high-end divorce lawyers in town.”


  I frowned as I thought it through. “Do you think Caroline was behind the curse?”


  Teag shrugged. “Why bother? She was probably going to take him to the cleaners. Some of the other tidbits I found were emails from a private investigator. She had Peyton dead to rights.”


  “Why pay a conjure doctor and a lawyer too?”


  “Beats me,” he replied. “And maybe it wasn’t Caroline. A guy like Peyton Stedman is bound to have made plenty of enemies. Bad debts, angry mistresses, business deals that went sour. His wife might have had to stand in line to get a swing at him.”


  I was going to have to think about what Teag had discovered. In the meantime, we had a Hoodoo man to see. “Let’s go. I don’t think I want to face Doctor High John after dark.”


  We drove Teag’s old Volvo instead of my Mini Cooper, since his is more forgettable. Just in case, he splashed enough mud on the license plate to make it impossible to read. Teag and I had changed into jeans and t-shirts to fit in better, but I didn’t think we were going to fool anyone. High John lived in a rough neighborhood, as Charleston goes. Someday, developers would probably gentrify the area, if there was anything left. The houses managed to be the wrong kind of ‘old’ in a city that loves old houses. Some of the homes were boarded up. Others had been vandalized, with broken windows and graffiti. People loitered in odd places on a few of the side streets, and I figured they were lookouts. I really didn’t want to linger.


  We drove past High John’s place, and I got a good look. The house was just as Mrs. Teller had described it, only shabbier. It was a one-story ‘shotgun’ house with a tin roof that was in need of repair. The lawn was overgrown, and some of the grass was as tall as the hand-lettered wooden sign out front. “Conjure Doctor. Consultations. Remedies. Reasonable Rates.”


  “Doesn’t look like anyone’s home,” I observed. “No lights on.”


  “I saw an alley around back,” Teag said. “I’d rather not have the whole neighborhood wondering what we’re up to. Let’s park there.”


  A lot of High John’s neighbors were sitting out on porches and stoops trying to catch a cool breeze. They spoke to the few passers-by, and eyed the cars that drove past warily. I didn’t think anyone would necessarily call the cops on us, since I had the distinct impression that might be bad for some neighborhood businesses, but I also didn’t want to meet the welcoming committee.


  I was wearing my agate necklace, for protection, and I had Mrs. Teller’s basket on my left arm. Even so, I felt skittish. Teag had learned to store magic in knotted rope, and I saw that he had a couple of charms that looked like macramé knots hanging from his belt, where he could get to them easily. We weren’t exactly going in unprotected. Teag’s a black belt in a couple of martial arts styles, and I’ve taken enough classes to put up a good fight. Still, I’d rather not need to use what I’d learned, and I sincerely hoped we were going to have an uneventful evening.


  Like that ever happens.


  We let ourselves in the back gate, and walked toward the back door, avoiding any patches of bare ground where we might leave a footprint. I guessed that High John might have booby-trapped his place, Hoodoo style, so Teag had brought along a broom and odd as it sounds, swept the back walkway up to the door, just in case there was jinx dust around. To be safe, we each carried an Indian head penny in our pockets, and slipped a Mercury silver dime into one shoe. Most people might think that kind of thing was superstitious, but legend often has a basis in fact and charms, amulets, and talismans have more power than modern folks like to believe. We weren’t taking any chances.


  A strong, unpleasant smell stopped me in my tracks. “Gad. Did someone leave the garbage out in the sun?” I muttered. We moved on, trying not to breathe.


  The house was long and narrow, with four rooms each right in front of the other so that you had to go through one to get to the others. That’s why the style is called ‘shotgun’, since you if all the doors were open, you could shoot a shotgun from the front door out the back without hitting anything. Legend has it that spirits like shotgun-style houses, since they can easily pass through them. Maybe that’s why High John picked it, or maybe the rent was cheap. High John’s back yard was even more of a mess than the front yard, and I began to wonder if he had picked up and left town. It didn’t look like anyone had been around for a while.


  Teag rapped at the door. No one answered. He put his hand under the bottom of his t-shirt and used the cloth to try the doorknob. It was old and cheap, and it turned with a snap. He pushed it open, and we both almost lost our lunch. The stench was overwhelming. I had a feeling that High John had bigger problems than his garbage. I was right.


  We found his body in the hallway. Charleston heat doesn’t do good things for a corpse. It was bloated and covered with flies, and from the maggots I glimpsed, I knew he hadn’t died recently. The body was surrounded with ritual paraphernalia. There was a t-shaped black candle with writing carved into what was left of its half-burned trunk. I saw opened bags of powders and an overturned bottle of something that looked like vinegar. Bits of broken mirror glinted in the dying light. I wanted to throw up, but when I tightened my grip on the sweetgrass basket, it calmed me and helped me to not toss my cookies.


  “Watch where you step,” I said, remembering Mrs. Teller’s warning. Not to mention that we didn’t need to leave footprints where there was a dead body.


  “Let’s get out of here,” Teag said, and we backed out. I was expecting to find the police waiting at our car, or at least nosy neighbors, but to my relief, no one tried to stop us.


  When we were well clear of the area, Teag pulled into a parking lot and we both sat and shivered for a moment. “Yikes,” I said, still queasy from the smell and what we’d seen.


  “That doesn’t begin to cover it,” Teag replied. “Off-hand, I’d say High John could have died not long after the Stedmans.”


  “That doesn’t make any sense,” I countered. “If he’s dead, and she’s dead, and Stedman is dead, who cast the curse?”


  “Do you think Marjorie did it?” he asked, putting the car into gear and heading onto the road again.


  I grimaced. “I don’t want to think so,” I replied, thinking back over our meeting. I shook my head. “No. I really don’t. Even though she inherits. I don’t think she’s the one.”


  Teag glanced my way. “Then who? And why kill the conjure doctor? Unless someone didn’t want there to be a witness for murdering the Stedmans.”


  My head hurt. “We need to pull Sorren in on this. Maybe Mrs. Teller, too. We’re no closer to un-cursing the humidor, and there are three dead people. Let’s go back to my place, and I’ll call Sorren again. I left a message for him earlier, but he hasn’t returned my call.”


  The sun set on our way back from High John’s house. As it turned out, Sorren was waiting for us. I own what Charlestonians call a ‘single house’, which has the narrow end facing the street so that the front door comes onto my porch (we call it a ‘piazza’) instead of into the house. The piazza faces a small walled garden. I bought the house at a steep discount from my parents when they moved, or I could never have afforded it. Sorren and Mrs. Teller were sitting on the porch swing, chatting and laughing like old friends.


  “How did it go?” Sorren asked, rising as we entered the porch.


  I shook my head. “I’ll tell you once we’re inside and I’ve poured us all some bourbon.”


  Baxter, my little Maltese dog, began barking up a storm when I put the key in the lock. But when he saw Sorren, he immediately sat down and stared at us with a befuddled look of goofy admiration.


  “You glamored him again, didn’t you?” I said drily. Sorren bent over to scratch Baxter behind the ears.


  “I keep telling you it won’t hurt him,” Sorren replied. My boss may be a nearly six hundred year-old vampire, but he keeps up with the times. His blond hair was cut in the latest style, and his t-shirt and jeans had a trendy-gothic vibe that was rather ironic on him. He says that vampires who can’t change with the times don’t survive long. At this rate, he might make it to one thousand.


  I flicked on the lights and led us into the living room, where I sloshed some bourbon into two rocks glasses, then turned to see if my guests wanted any. Sorren and Mrs. Teller shook their heads, although I had a feeling Mrs. Teller noticed that my hand was shaking as I poured.


  “He’s dead,” Teag said as he took his glass and sat down. “High John. Been that way for a while. Looked like he died in the middle of doing a spell.”


  “Tell me exactly what you saw,” Mrs. Teller said, leaning forward. “It’s important.” She listened intently as we told her everything we could remember about the house and grounds. When we were finished, she looked at Sorren and shook her head.


  “We got trouble,” Mrs. Teller said.


  “I know,” I replied, trying not to sound testy as I sipped the bourbon and leaned back into the couch, trying to un-see that awful scene. “Three dead people and no idea whodunit.”


  Mrs. Teller gave a soft, mirthless laugh. “Oh no, child. We know. The problem is, the killing isn’t over yet because it wasn’t done right.”


  I didn’t like the sound of that. “Meaning what?”


  “I did a little asking around, after you left the market house,” Mrs. Teller said. “I know people. And they said that High John had let slip he had a big job comin’, so he could pay his bills and his poker debts, too. Someone saw him in the dark down near Whitepoint Gardens, talking with a high-class lady. Now, they’re all dead.” She shook her head. “He got careless.”


  “I’m totally lost,” Teag said.


  “When I got Cassidy’s voice mail, I put some Alliance resources to work looking into that humidor and the cigars,” Sorren said. “The trail leads right to Caroline Stedman. But the humidor was magically neutral. Illegal, yes, but not dangerous. And before you ask, the cigars weren’t poisoned—at least not when they left Havana.”


  He paused. “What’s especially damning is the fact that the day before Peyton Stedman’s birthday, the day before he received the Humidor—which was cursed by then—Caroline Stedman made a visit to Magnolia Cemetery.”


  I arched an eyebrow. “Premonition? Buying a plot for hubby?”


  Sorren shook his head. “Neither. She went in, walked to a remote corner of the cemetery, appeared to bury something small, and left.”


  “How did you know to have someone following Caroline Stedman before there was a murder?” Teag asked.


  Sorren chuckled. “I didn’t. The Alliance has watchers on all the cemeteries. As it turns out, he didn’t contact me about Mrs. Stedman. He wanted to let me know we have a wraith on the loose.”


  “There have always been stories about Magnolia Cemetery being haunted,” I said. “Confederate soldiers and little ghost girls, that sort of thing. What’s so special about a wraith?”


  “Wraiths aren’t just ghosts,” Sorren said. “They’re malicious spirits that have been brought back for a purpose, bound to the will of someone good with dark magic. They aren’t as strong as a demon, but they can cause some real trouble—especially if whoever called them loses control.”


  “Or dies without banishing them?” Teag asked.


  Sorren nodded. “From what you’ve said, it’s likely High John got careless, and the wraith got past his protections. Wraiths don’t like being forced to a mortal’s will. I’m not surprised that it killed him.”


  “Now that High John’s dead, won’t the wraith just go back to where it came from?” I asked.


  Mrs. Teller shook her head. “It’s not that simple. This wraith was called to do killing, and killing is what it does. Cut loose, it needs energy to continue on in our world, and it gets that energy from death.”


  “So more killing, unless we stop it,” I replied. Something I’d heard didn’t quite connect. “Why did Caroline Stedman go to visit a wraith?”


  Mrs. Teller laughed. “She didn’t. High John, he would have given her a coffin box to bury. That was part of the spell, along with that black cross candle you saw.”


  “Coffin box?” Teag asked.


  “Coffin boxes are conjure tools,” Mrs. Teller replied. “Black box with broken mirrors inside and a piece of paper with a curse written on it by the root worker, cursing someone to the grave. Person who wants someone dead takes that box to the cemetery, and buries it so the spirits take hold and make it so.”


  “In order to banish the wraith, we’ve got to get rid of the coffin box, and work some conjure of our own,” Sorren said. “Wraiths are stubborn. It’s not going to go away without a fight.”


  “What about all the paraphernalia we saw at High John’s house?” Teag asked, taking a sip of his bourbon. “Won’t that need to be destroyed, too?”


  “Leave that to me,” Sorren replied. “I’ll have it taken care of.”


  “What’s the plan?” I asked, finding that the bourbon had gone a long way toward steadying my hands and calming my fears. Good thing, because I had the feeling things were going to get worse before they got better.


  “I need to gather some supplies,” Sorren said, standing. “I’ll be back in an hour, and then we’ll head over to the cemetery to settle things.” He headed out the door.


  “I came prepared,” Mrs. Teller said. “I brought my hand with me, and things to make you all something for protection, too.”


  “Hand?” I asked, totally lost.


  She chuckled and drew out a small pouch of worn silk from inside the neckline of her shirt. “For one thing, I got my toby, my mojo bag. A hand is a spirit that agrees to keep company with a root worker, help out. Gives me guidance, helps me discern.” She patted the bag affectionately and slipped it back into its place. “And I got my demon bowl. We’ll need that, going against a wraith strong enough to do what this one’s done.”


  She drew a sweetgrass basket out of her bag. It didn’t look like any of the pieces she sold at the market. This basket was more like a shallow bowl with a dark line woven in a spiral from the outer rim to the very center. “Help us hold and trap that thing,” she said, noticing my attention.


  Mrs. Teller put the basket into her bag and drew out a ball of red yarn, a large needle and a packet of wax. “Before we go out, we’re gonna make both of you jack balls.” She looked up before we could ask. “Protection. Mojo bags are a commitment; gotta keep that spirit happy forever. Jack balls work different, but good.” She glanced at Teag. “With your Weaving, yours will be real strong.” Her gaze traveled to me. “Your magic’s in your touch, don’t deny it. That will make your ball strong, too.”


  “First, I need a piece of hair from each of you, and some nail clippings.” I went to get the clippers from the bathroom. Then she held out the packet of wax. “Take a piece the size of a big marble. Roll it around in your hand until it gets warm and soft, then put your hair and clippings in it, and roll it some more.”


  Next, she cut us each a long piece of red yarn and a shorter piece. “Now you wrap the ball up good, and leave a tail about a foot long.” She watched approvingly as we did as she told us. “Now you take this needle, and poke it through the middle of the ball, and out the other side. Then make a pass through the yarn with the short piece, so you have three tails. Then braid them together.”


  “Like this?” Teag held his up after a few moments, and I was done a minute later.


  “Good. Now it’s not ready yet,” Mrs. Teller said, fixing us with a serious look. “First, hold it up to your mouth and breathe on it. Just like that,” she said as I complied. “Then, spit on it, and rub it in. Now make the sign of the cross over it, and then add a drop of that bourbon you’re drinking. That’ll seal it.”


  “What do we do with it?” Teag asked.


  Mrs. Teller withdrew a blue-yarn jack ball from her pocket. She let it hang from the braided tail. “Twirl it clockwise to attract, counter-clockwise to repel. State your intent like a chant as you do it.”


  “Like ‘wraith be gone’?” Teag asked.


  Mrs. Teller fixed him with a glare. “This isn’t a joke. The stronger your intent, and the better you say it, the better the jack ball works.” She eyed our work one more time and nodded approvingly. “Keep those on you, in easy reach. And Cassidy? You keep that basket of mine with you, you hear?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Teag replied, chastened. I nodded. I knew humor was his way of handling nervousness. Going after a killer wraith in an old cemetery at night didn’t sound like a smart thing to do. Was that going to stop us? Not on your life.


  We were done making and activating our jack balls by the time Sorren returned. “Ready?”


  We weren’t, but we headed out anyway. Mrs. Teller drove with us in Teag’s Volvo, and Sorren said he would meet us there. I had a suspicion that with his vampire speed, he was planning to go on ahead and scout the area.


  Magnolia Cemetery is a beautiful place in the daytime. Live oak trees, grown tall and gnarled over nearly two hundred years, spread their branches above the tombs, heavy with Spanish moss. The grounds used to be part of a big plantation, and the old house sits on the property. We wound our way around large Victorian monuments and elaborate tombstones. Some I recognized, like the Egyptian pyramid and the reclining figure of ‘Little Annie’, a child from a prominent family who had died very young. Lots of famous people are buried here. Some like it well enough that they don’t leave.


  Before dark, Magnolia Cemetery was full of tourists, history buffs, and folks out for a stroll. While I knew we weren’t entirely alone, I knew we were the only living beings inside the cemetery walls. Inside the gates, it was quieter than it should have been. Summer in Charleston is full of the singing of tree frogs, the buzz of cicadas, and the hoots of owls. Now, all I could hear was the wind rustling in the leaves. I made sure not to touch any of the grave stones. I didn’t need to know more tragic stories than the three deaths we were trying to avenge.


  “Over there,” Sorren said in a low voice, pointing to a corner of the graveyard. I knew that we were being watched, and I was equally certain that the spirits were wondering why we had come. Mrs. Teller had briefed us in the car on the way over, so I knew the plan, but in my experience, plans went out the window as soon as the fighting started. I had the jack ball handy in a pocket, and I was wearing my agate necklace. The basket Mrs. Teller had given me was nestled in my arm, although I would have gladly traded it for one of those ghost-vacuums like in the movies. No such luck. It appeared we were going to do this the hard way.


  We followed Sorren to a lonely corner of the grounds. Magnolia Cemetery has been around long enough to be full of monuments and tomb stones, but this corner was mostly empty. I saw Mrs. Teller close her eyes and begin to murmur as she let her jack ball swing back and forth like a divination pendant. It seemed to pull her, and she followed it like a dowsing rod until she stood over a place where the ground had been turned up not long ago.


  “Here,” she said, and took out a container of salt from her bag. She walked counter-clockwise around the disturbed dirt, and then placed two black candles and two white candles at the four quarters of the circle. Then she drew out a bottle of Four Thieves vinegar and sprinkled it around within the circle. Finally, she took out a mixture of herbs, roots, and other ingredients she had put together and sifted it over the grass and dirt. She was chanting quietly the whole time, one hand stroking her mojo bag, the other moving her jack ball in slow, counter-clockwise circles. She had her demon bowl ready.


  Mrs. Teller swore that her magic could defeat the wraith, if we could keep the wraith from attacking her before she finished. Sorren, Teag, and I took up places on the outside of the salt circle, our backs to Mrs. Teller, facing the dark and quiet cemetery.


  We were armed. Sorren had an iron sword—not great against corporeal foes, but a powerful weapon against evil spirits, and something a vampire could wield without harm. He and Teag both had mirrors, good for driving back or trapping certain types of spirits. Aside from that, Sorren had the strength and speed of an immortal, and he was hard to kill. Teag had one of his martial arts staffs, and old birch rod that was almost as tall as he was. It was scarred from battle and covered with protective carvings. Tonight, he wore an obsidian ring and an agimat, a Philippine amulet that was a gift from one of his teachers.


  Both Teag and I had filled our pockets with salt, and we each had black tourmaline stones with us to keep negative energy at bay. I had an obsidian knife that Sorren had given me, smooth and old and sharp. Around my left wrist, I wore a bracelet of brass bells, and I had an unbreakable metal mirror on a leather strap around my neck. And I had Mrs. Teller’s basket that still jiggled with the things I had put in it on my way back from market and never took out. It didn’t seem like much, out here in the quiet dark.


  I felt like I was in one of those stand-offs in the old Westerns, like the shootout at the OK Corral. Sorren had told me that wraiths fed on energy, even the energy of other ghosts, so maybe that explained why the spirits that usually made themselves known were holding back. Crap. We were going up against something that even scared ghosts.


  And then I saw it. I was expecting something in a black hooded robe with no face, like in the movies. The real thing is a lot worse. The shape was the same, but it rippled like maggots on roadkill, opaque like thick smoke, an absence of light instead of a solid form. It stank like a corpse left out in the sun. Tendrils descended from a hood-like ‘head’, twitching like ghostly tentacles. I had faced a vampire’s ghost, and it drew life energy from the living, but the wraith was like its own life-sucking black hole, withering the grass around it, blotting out the stars behind it, and I swear it made the air harder to breathe.


  I gripped the obsidian knife warily and fell into a defensive stance. With my left hand, I took out my jack ball and started twirling it to repel spirits, muttering ‘stay away’ over and over again. Teag was doing the same. I hoped it worked. I wasn’t close to Teag’s level of martial arts mastery, but I had trained enough to hold my own in a fight—at least with the living. The difference between the wraith and the vampire ghost, Sorren had told us, was that the wraith ate away at the soul, not just life energy. That meant even Sorren had something to worry about.


  The wraith stalked us, keeping its distance. Maybe it sensed the jack balls, maybe it didn’t like the salt. Or maybe it was just deciding which of us to kill first.


  The wraith blinked out of sight, and suddenly reappeared in front of Teag. Teag pivoted and shouted a war cry, stabbing his staff into the wraith. The runes along the wooden rod glowed, and the wraith shrieked and drew back. Again the wraith roiled forward, and Teag reached down with one hand to loosen one of the knot-balls on his belt as he held his staff like a lance. Energy crackled at the tip of the rod, spraying embers like a giant sparkler. Teag was new with his magic, so his control wasn’t great, but any weapon is better than nothing.


  I wanted to go after the wraith to help Teag, but we had agreed to hold our places unless things got dire. Behind us in the circle, Mrs. Teller was chanting, digging in the recently-disturbed ground to bring up the coffin box. We had to protect her, give her time to dispel the Crossing and lay the wraith to rest, or more people would die—starting with the four of us.


  The wraith came at Sorren, and it was a toss-up who was faster. Sorren brought his iron sword down in a diagonal slash that would have split a mortal body in two. The wraith’s outline wavered, and it let out an unholy screech that nearly deafened me. If I hadn’t been sure the spirits around us had already fled, that scream would have woken them for sure. The wraith’s tendrils snapped at Sorren like a whip, leaving red welts where they struck his skin.


  I knew it would come for me next. I braced myself, but even so I wasn’t ready for the aura of cold dread that surrounded the wraith. It felt as if the moon and stars had all gone out, as if everyone I loved had died. I fought despair, and found anger. The wraith’s tendrils flicked toward me, and I tried to evade them, keeping the jack ball twirling. That seemed to keep the wraith’s body at a little more than arm’s distance, but its tendrils kept moving. One of them caught me on the wrist and thigh. Like dry ice, they burned and froze at the same time, and I slashed at the tendril with the obsidian knife as I raised my wounded arm to shield myself. The brass bells jangled, and the knife stabbed down into the black mist. If the tendrils had been flesh, I would have cut them off.


  Once more, the wraith fell back with a god-awful caterwaul, and I staggered back a step, feeling pain sear down my arm and leg. The wraith came at me again, faster than I could blink, and I stabbed and struck at it, channeling my rage as if I were fighting a carjacker for my keys and wallet. I knew it was trying to draw Teag and Sorren off so it could get a better strike at Mrs. Teller, and I wasn’t going to let that happen.


  I lunged forward, bellowing for all I was worth, bells clattering. I threw a handful of salt from my pocket into the place where a heart should have been, and the wraith froze, just for an instant. Enough for me to dive forward, slash it again, and drop back, getting the jack ball back in motion to keep the wraith from getting any closer.


  I thought the wraith would go after me again, but it veered at the last minute and caught Teag by surprise. Three of its tendrils slapped at his skin, and everywhere they touched, a red welt blossomed. Teag screamed, and plunged his staff into the belly of the wraith, but the tendrils caught him again, leaving no chance for Teag to unknot one of his ropes. The jack ball dropped from his hand as he staggered.


  Teag tried to hold his stance against the wraith, but I could see him trembling with the strain. “Stay where you are!” Teag shouted before either Sorren or I could move. Teag’s left hand went to the agimat charm on his necklace, and for just a second, it looked as if his entire body crackled with electricity, throwing the wraith away. Angry, raw, circles marred his face and arms, and he swayed on his feet, but he remained standing. He snatched up the jack ball he had dropped, circling it as he kept a wary gaze on the wraith.


  Once more, the wraith surged toward us, flowing like filthy water across the grass. “Mirrors!” Sorren yelled, and the three of us held up our reflecting glass as the wraith drew itself up from the ground to its full height, tendrils swirling like the tattered hem of a shroud.


  The wraith hissed its displeasure, then blinked out of sight. A heartbeat later, as Mrs. Teller’s chant rose to a keen, the wraith materialized behind me and its inky tendrils closed around my chest and belly in a freezing, burning grip. The sudden, blinding pain made me gasp for air, and the obsidian knife fell from my hand as my muscles spasmed.


  Each welt was a bit of my soul stripped away. How many pieces could be torn from a soul? How long would it take to die like this? And if I lived, soul-wounded, what would I be?


  Everything seemed to happen at once. Sorren and Teag came running, weapons at the ready. But I knew that with the wraith pressed close to me, they couldn’t attack the wraith without hitting me, since the wraith was mere shadow and mist. I fell to my knees, dropping my jack ball and my knife, and my hands gripped the dirt like claws.


  There’s a reason a psychometric doesn’t like to touch things in a graveyard. Things touch back. Magic, fueled by primal fear, seared down my arms, into my hands, into the ground. Terrified almost beyond reason, my conscious mind turned my magic loose, and it shot through the cemetery dirt with a cry for help.


  The restless dead answered. I could feel spirits massing beneath where I knelt, adding the weight of their souls to my own, counter balancing the pull of the wraith, giving me what remained of their tattered strength. I felt their cold hands clasp my own through the dirt, and the meager energy that remained to them, they offered to me against a foe the dead feared as much as I did.


  Just as quickly, the spirits left me, but I had new strength to go on despite the pain. Sorren and Teag were striking at the wraith, trying to draw him off. Blood seeped from welts across Teag’s arms and chest where the wraith had torn through his shirt. Sorren’s shirt was ruined, and blood ran from open wounds on his forearms and face.


  The spirits were gone, but anger took their place, cold and pure. It gave me the strength to rise from my knees. With a half-mad cry of rage, I gripped the black tourmaline stone in my right hand, plunging it into the wraith from behind to pull him off Teag, who was staggering like a boxer going down for the count. The wraith gave a banshee wail and turned toward me. In that instant, I shoved the only thing I could reach between us—Mrs. Teller’s basket.


  A flash of light nearly blinded me, and when my vision cleared, I saw an iridescent barrier between me and the wraith.


  The glowing film glimmered like a soap bubble, but it was strong enough to send the wraith screeching back, temporarily out of reach.


  “Get behind me!” I shouted, angling to keep the protective, glowing field between us and the wraith, trying to position myself as a barrier to keep the wraith away from Mrs. Teller. Visions filled me from the sweetgrass beneath my palms. Images blurred together, of Mrs. Teller wreathed in candle smoke and lit by firelight, of lowcountry marshes and ancient drumming, of my mother’s love and Baxter’s protective growls. I could smell the distinctive scent of sage and basil.


  I didn’t know how long I could maintain the iridescent scrim, but I was prepared to hold it until the white light burned me up, if need be. Anything was better than being lashed by deathly cold, dying one soul-splinter at a time.


  Mrs. Teller’s chanting reached a crescendo behind us. I heard her shout in a language I did not understand, then heard the crunch of glass and wood.


  The wraith froze mid-attack, and its death-cry will haunt my nightmares for the rest of my life. It began to spin, slowly at first then faster and faster until it became a vortex, and then popped out of existence.


  I hadn’t realized I was holding my breath. My shaking arms fell to my sides, although I still had a death-grip on the basket. Sorren and Teag rushed toward me, amazed that we were all still alive.


  Behind us, Mrs. Teller’s voice had fallen to a quiet drawl. Even without being able to catch the words, I knew she was thanking the powers that had answered her summons. After a moment, she stood, and released the salt circle. On the edges of my raw nerves, I felt a rush of invisible power, called and dismissed.


  “That’s done,” Mrs. Teller said, as matter-of-factly as if she had just put biscuits in the oven instead of dispelling a killer revenant. She looked down at the shattered remains of black wood and splintered mirrors lying atop the demon bowl-basket, all that remained of the coffin box that had summoned the wraith. “I’ll gather these up and burn them with sage and rosemary, just in case.”


  I looked down at the bloody welts that marred my hands and arms. “What did it do to us?”


  Mrs. Teller looked the three of us up and down with a practiced gaze. “You all sure do look sorry,” she said. “Each place that thing touched you, it took a thread of your soul. You’ll feel it. Gonna feel weary, heartsick, hopeless.”


  “Can it heal?” Teag’s voice carried a note of desperation I had never heard before. Even Sorren looked concerned.


  Mrs. Teller nodded. “Takes time. You’ve got to be still, meditate a while. Pray if it suits you. Think on goodness. Go out of your way to do good for someone. Gotta heal from the inside out. There’s no potion for it. It’s on you to fix.”


  She gave a sharp nod of her head. “Wraith’s gone. Curse is done. Best we be moving on.”


  *     *     *


  Maggie ran the store for us the next day. Teag and I looked like something the cat dragged in. I didn’t want to answer questions, and I was anxious to do what I could to speed the healing. On the news, they said that a house had burned to the ground the day before, likely a gas explosion. It was High John’s place. I never asked Sorren if he did it, and he never brought it up.


  Marjorie called me that evening. She said a man from the government had come by with official paperwork to take the humidor, and she gave it to him with her blessing after he assured her she would not be held responsible. All she could tell me, when I asked her to describe him, was that he was tall and blond.


  Sorren’s skin healed overnight. Vampires regenerate. Teag and I took longer. But soul wounds, Sorren said, take just as long, human or vampire. I had the feeling he knew from experience. Then again, time is on his side. I’m just mortal. So I figured I’d better get working on it. Tempus fugit.


  
    Wicked Dreams

  


  “Where did you get this?” My voice sounded sharp, even to my ears. I was looking at a man’s ring, made of heavy silver with a raised decorative seal in the middle. And without even touching it, I knew it had drawn blood and caused pain.


  “I picked it up at the police auction day before yesterday,” my would-be customer replied. They said it belonged to ‘Diamond Dan’ Hanahan, the businessman they indicted for racketeering a while back.”


  My customer didn’t have any psychic abilities, I was sure of it. You wouldn’t have to be a psychometric—someone like me who can read objects’ history by touching them—to feel the malevolence that seemed to be forged into the ring. I was pretty certain that any flavor of clairvoyance would send a big, mental neon warning sign to someone with the faintest trace of a sixth sense. Mine was screaming.


  “It’s a very nice piece,” I said, still refusing to handle it. And I named a price I thought was better than fair.


  “Sold,” the man said, and waited while I wrote up the paperwork and got him his money. When he left, I sat down in my chair behind the counter and sighed, watching the ring warily.


  “We’ve got a hot one,” I called out. “And we need to make sure it stays out of circulation.”


  I’m Cassidy Kincaide, owner of Trifles and Folly, an antiques and curio shop with more than its share of secrets. We’ve been in Charleston for over three hundred and fifty years, and in that time, few people outside our inner circle have ever suspected the shop’s real purpose: to get dangerous magical items off the market and out of the wrong hands. I’m just the most recent in a long line of my relatives to run the shop, and many of them were psychometrics like me, or clairvoyants of some kind. Given what we do, that kind of talent helps.


  “Make sure you let Sorren know,” Teag said walking over to see what I had. Teag Logan is my assistant store manager, best friend, and occasional bodyguard. He’s got his own magic. He’s a Weaver, able to weave spells and magic into cloth with the warp and woof of the fabric, and also able to draw threads of data together to find out information that’s hidden or secret, making him one hell of a hacker.


  “I will. Sorren can get it over to the Alliance to take care of,” I replied. Sorren and the Alliance are some of our other secrets. The Alliance is a coalition of mortals and immortals who work together to destroy or secure the dangerous magical items we find. Sorren is one of the Alliance leaders. He’s also been the silent business partner behind Trifles and Folly from the beginning, and he’s a nearly six-hundred year old vampire.


  Teag used a set of antique chopsticks to pick up the ring without touching it, and drop it into a lead-lined box, which he walked back to put in the office safe. When he came back up to the front of the store, he brought me a hot cup of tea, loaded with sugar.


  “Thanks,” I said. “I didn’t have to touch that thing to get some pretty bad vibes from it. Diamond Dan liked to get his hands dirty. He used that ring when he beat people up, and he enjoyed it.” I shivered. If the images were that strong just from being close to the ring, I really didn’t want to think about what I would have seen if I had touched it.


  “That was in the news when his case went to trial,” Teag said. “Real nice guy,” he said sarcastically. “If the ring was used in his crimes, why did the police put it up for auction?”


  I shrugged. “It wasn’t a murder weapon, and it probably wasn’t stolen. Just because he was wearing it at the time he did illegal things wouldn’t have mattered to the police.”


  “I hate when they do their auction,” Teag said. “We always get a flood of ‘spookies’ and we end up paying money for things we can’t turn around and sell.”


  “Which means Trifles and Folly is doing its real job,” I replied. “Much as it pains the sales figures for the month. That’s one more nasty item that won’t be out in circulation.”


  Most people don’t realize that even when an object isn’t actually magical or haunted it can be so fouled with bad, negative, or just downright evil resonance that it can have an impact on an unsuspecting purchaser. It’s not too different from people who move into a house where a murder or an awful crime was committed and then report trouble sleeping, depression, even behavior changes. The unseen world affects us far more than the average person realizes. That’s why the Alliance has been doing its best to keep people safe for the last five hundred years or so. When we do it right, no one notices. When we screw up, people die.


  “Looks like it’s going to be quiet in the shop today,” Teag noted, glancing around the empty store. “We must be in between bus tours.” Charleston merchants depend on tourists, and we can tell a difference on the days when one group of conventioneers or visitors are moving out and the new group is moving in. Odds are, we would be slammed tomorrow, as the next batch of sightseers started exploring the city.


  “If that’s the case, I’m going to seize the moment and head over to Honeysuckle Café to grab a bite for lunch,” I said. “Want me to bring something back for you?”


  “The usual,” Teag said, and I knew that was the rosemary chicken salad on ciabatta with aoili.


  “You got it,” I said, “and a sweet tea to go?”


  “Definitely.”


  I was more in a latte mood as I walked over to Honeysuckle Café. It’s one of Teag’s and my favorite lunch spots, and it’s popular with the entire King Street merchant group because the food and coffee are so good. I consider Trina, the owner, to be a good friend of mine, and Rick, her best barista, makes the most awesome latte in Charleston. So despite the freaky ring, my mood was pretty high as I headed over for lunch.


  The universe has a way of making you pay for that kind of optimism.


  I knew something was wrong when the patrons at Honeysuckle Café were talking in a hushed buzz. Usually, it’s a caffeine-fueled dull roar. It wouldn’t take a psychic to sense the tension in the air, and it was so unusual, I checked the news sites on my phone as I waited in line in case there had been some kind of national tragedy and I hadn’t heard.


  “Hey Rick,” I said as I got the front of the line. “Skinny vanilla latte please—and what’s going on?”


  Rick looks like he should be working in the kind of gin joint where world-weary men go to relieve their sorrows. I suspect that he’s done more than one tour of duty in such a place, both behind the bar and in front of it. Now, he slings coffee instead of martinis, but he has a ‘been there, done that’ manner that would put Bogart to shame. I’m not the first to make that comparison. There’s a sign over the latte bar that reads, ‘Rick’s Place’.


  “Anything for you, sweetheart,” he said in his best Bogie voice. He pulled the double shots of espresso like a pro and steamed the milk. “As for the vibe, everyone’s talking about the murder.”


  “Murder?” I echoed. On the whole, Charleston is a pretty safe city, as cities go. Yes, bad things happen as they do everywhere, but not as much as they do elsewhere. I credit the Alliance with some of that, since we tend to shut down the worst of the bad things before they get started. Still, one tragedy is too many, and from the look of things, something had hit close to home.


  “It’s Kristie McMillan, from over at the Charleston City Market,” Rick said, and I gasped.


  “She was murdered?”


  Rick shook his head and I could see the sorrow in his eyes. “That’s the hell of it,” he said. “From what the police say, she’s the killer.”


  “There’s got to be a mistake,” I said.


  I’d known Kristie for years. She had a stall down in the Charleston City Market, a wonderful place full of art, jewelry, fresh-made baked goods, and farm-raised produce right in the center of downtown Charleston. Kristie made jewelry, and her stand was always busy with locals and tourists alike. Often, Kristie crafted her jewelry from old items she bought from Trifles and Folly, as well as garage sales and estate auctions. Old silverware became bracelets; gears from broken watches became pendants, pieces of shattered glass got new life set into necklaces and rings.


  “I wish there were,” Rick said, sliding my latte across the counter to me. “But from what they said on the news, witnesses saw the attack, and they found her with the murder weapon, covered in blood.”


  “Oh my god,” I murmured. “Who did she kill?”


  Rick dumped out the coffee grounds and wiped down the milk steamer. “That’s just it,” he replied. “It doesn’t make any sense. News reporter said she got into a fight with her roommate and up and stabbed her.”


  “Are they talking about drugs? Alcohol? Some kind of sudden mental illness?” I asked. “That really doesn’t sound like Kristie.”


  Rick nodded. “I know, right? That’s what’s got everyone spooked, I think. Some folks, you see it coming, you know? Like they’re a loose cannon and you wonder who the unlucky guy is who’ll be in the wrong place at the wrong time when they finally blow. But Kristie? Just didn’t see it in her.” He set the machine up for the next customer. “Then again, they say it’s the quiet ones you have to watch out for.”


  I thanked Rick, left my usual generous tip, and took my latte as I moved down the line to order sandwiches. Now that I knew what to listen for, I could catch bits of conversation all around me as people who had known Kristie tried to make sense of the unimaginable.


  “Rick told you about Kristie?” Trina, the owner of Honeysuckle Café, was behind the counter taking lunch orders.


  I nodded, still in shock. “I’m having a lot of trouble believing it,” I said numbly. “Are the police sure?”


  Trina nodded. “Unfortunately, it looks like a slam dunk.” Her voice dropped. “People saw her do it, Cassidy. There’s no getting around that.”


  My mind spun as I put in my order and Trina made the sandwiches. Kristie was the last person I would expect to kill anyone in a fit of rage, even if the person deserved it. She had always struck me as easy-going, almost the stereotypical artist unconcerned by the ups and downs of the rest of the world.


  “Was there something going on no one knew about—a bad breakup, some drug problems, something in the family?” I asked.


  Kristie shrugged. “Not that they’ve said on the news, and not that anyone who thought they were close to her had heard about. You’d think if she was struggling with something, she would have told somebody, wouldn’t you? I didn’t figure her for the stoic type.” She shook her head. “I guess you never know.”


  The news put a damper on my mood, but I wasn’t ready to head back to the shop just yet. I took my coffee and found a seat, but it was more to overhear conversation than because I was in a hurry to drink my latte.


  “I just saw her yesterday, and nothing seemed wrong,” one woman said, as her companion nodded, wide-eyed.


  “Talked to her on Friday, and she was real excited about this whole new line of jewelry she had coming out,” another told a friend. “That doesn’t sound like someone who’s planning to kill somebody.”


  “She’d shared an apartment with Becca for four years,” I heard a man say. “Never any trouble. Everyone thought they were good friends. Now, this.”


  My mind reeled. I knew both Kristie and Becca, her roommate. Becca was a graphic designer who also sold some of her art at the Market. She was a lively girl, mid-twenties like Kristie, and I remembered thinking that the two of them probably got on well, with so much in common.


  I sipped my latte, as the comments around me repeated the same sense of shock and grief. The merchants at the City Market and those of us who have been on King Street for a while are a pretty tight bunch. It’s not uncommon for folks to hold baby showers or engagement parties, or to take up a collection and bring casseroles if there’s a death in someone’s family. Kristie and Becca were two of our own. It was a double loss made all the more tragic because it seemed too random and incomprehensible.


  The mood in the cafe was too much to bear, so I grabbed our take-out order and headed back for the shop. But I made a detour on the way, to the Market.


  Charleston City Market is the heart of Market Street, and it’s a huge draw for tourists and locals alike. Plenty of out-of-towners shop the market for a unique memento of Charleston, and lots us who live here pick up fresh produce and gifts from the vendors. I’ll admit that a stroll though the Market is one of my guilty pleasures, especially on my lunch hour when I need to clear my head. I know most of the regular vendors, either from the Merchant Association or from being a regular customer. And today, I had a certain someone in mind.


  “Hello, Cassidy,” Niella said. “Mama said we’d see you today.”


  “I knew you’d come.” Mrs. Ernestine Teller and her daughter, Niella, were in their usual spot by the East entrance, where they had a display of their beautiful sweetgrass baskets. Mrs. Teller is descended from the Gullah people, who live in the Lowcountry and have forged a unique culture from their history as freed and escaped African slaves long ago. Among the crafts Gullah folks are known for are their elaborate sweetgrass woven baskets. Collectors and museums prize their baskets, which sell for hundreds and sometimes thousands of dollars.


  Mrs. Teller is probably in her seventies. Decades of practice show in the way her fingers fly when they weave the baskets, making something complex look easy. But like us, she’s got secrets of her own, and I happened to know one of them. Mrs. Teller is a root worker, someone who can do Conjure and Hoodoo, powerful traditions that blend African and island magic.


  “What have you heard about Kristie?” I asked. “I really can’t believe she did it.”


  Mrs. Teller wove a few more strands before she answered me. “She did—and she didn’t.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Mrs. Teller never looked up from her weaving. “I mean that Kristie did the deed, but she wasn’t herself when it happened.”


  “Mental illness?” I asked, wondering how I had missed the signs, how Kristie had managed to keep something so serious hidden.


  Mrs. Teller shook her head. “That’s what they’ll call it,” she said quietly. “But I think there’s something ‘Other’ afoot.”


  ‘Other’ as in magic, or something supernatural. Mrs. Teller doesn’t know about the Alliance—as far as I’m aware—but she does know about my gift, and she’s been mentoring Teag with his. She’s got some powerful magic of her own, and she’s saved my bacon on more than one occasion. I trust her instincts.


  “I never picked up any hint that Kristie had the power,” I said, keeping my voice low so others wouldn’t hear.


  “She didn’t,” Mrs. Teller replied. “I’d have known. All the same, I think something influenced her,” she added, and then she looked up and met my gaze. “There’s something out there that made that poor girl kill her roommate. Someone needs to do so something about that.”


  It was pretty clear who Mrs. Teller thought ‘someone’ should be, and it included Teag and me. “Even if I could prove that,” I said very quietly, “the police would never believe me.”


  “No, but Kristie might,” Niella said. “I went down to visit her this morning, see if she needed anything, if there was anyone she needed me to call, since she doesn’t have family around here. That poor girl is just sick about what happened, and she’s afraid she’s going crazy.”


  “Is she?” I asked. “I mean, do you think she just… I don’t know, snapped?”


  Niella shook her head. “No, I don’t. You didn’t see how broken up she was about it. They’ve got her on suicide watch. She’s telling anyone who will listen—and even those who won’t—that ‘something came over her’ and made her do it.”


  “Wow,” I said. “Did she say anything else?”


  “She sure did. Told me that something had been sending her wicked dreams, and that when the murder happened, she thought she was in one of those dreams, then she woke up covered with blood.”


  My heart went out to Kristie. As much as I grieved for Becca, if there was something supernatural involved that had used Kristie to commit a crime, then she was a victim as well.


  “There’ll be more killing,” Mrs. Teller said without altering the rhythm of her weaving. “Mark my words. There’s something bad out there, and it won’t stop now that it’s started.” She looked up at me. “Unless someone puts a stop to it.”


  “Let me see what I can find out,” I said. “If there’s any way I can help, I will.”


  Mrs. Teller gave a curt nod. “Good enough. And if you need my help, you know where to find me. Best you be careful, child.”


  I thanked her, and headed on my way, deep in thought. In the distance, I heard the wail of sirens, and it just sent my mood lower. If it weren’t for the chance that the supernatural played a role in the murder, it would be a matter for the police to sort out. But if Mrs. Teller was right and magic or a haunting was involved, then the Alliance had a responsibility to get to the bottom of it, before more people died.


  Just then, my cell phone buzzed. I glanced down, expecting a text from Teag wondering why I was taking so long. Instead, the text was from Sorren, just a short sentence letting me know he would come by the store after dark.


  Yes, my boss the nearly six hundred year-old vampire uses a cell phone—and email, too. He says that vampires that don’t adjust with the times don’t survive long. I was just glad he was heading our way. I wanted to talk about the murder with him and see what he thought might be behind it.


  Teag was preoccupied with something on his phone when I got back to the shop with the sandwiches. “Did you hear about the murder?” he asked.


  “Rick told me,” I replied. “I can’t believe Kristie would ever hurt Becca.”


  Teag gave me a stunned look. “What are you talking about? What do Kristie and Becca have to do with anything? I meant this—it’s all over the local news. Just happened.”


  Teag turned his phone around so that I could see the website on the screen. ‘Local Executive Stabs Boss in Workplace Rampage’, the headline announced. I remembered the sirens I had heard on the way home.


  “I know her,” I said in a horrified whisper, looking at the picture of the woman in the blood-soaked business suit being led away in handcuffs. “That’s Karen Hahn. She’s in the Merchant’s Association, and I see her all the time downtown and at the Market.”


  “What were you saying about Kristie and Becca?” Teag asked, frowning with concern. I saw my own worries and questions reflected in his eyes as I told him what I had learned at Honeysuckle Café, and about the warning Mrs. Teller had passed along at the Market.


  “This is bad, Cassidy,” Teag said. “Two murders within two days, with very unlikely perpetrators. There’s got to be something supernatural involved.”


  “Which makes me really glad Sorren’s coming by tonight,” I said. “Because we need to get him involved in this.”


  It was late Fall, and darkness fell early. Most of King Street closed up around six o’clock except for the restaurants and nightspots and a few coffeehouses for the evening crowd. Sometimes Sorren meets us at my house, but he had said he wanted to come by the store, and I figured it was to see a couple of new items with bad vibes we had bought recently and locked up in the back room—including the ring I purchased that morning. So we closed up on time and got take-out Chinese food for dinner, then brought the food back to the store and went into the break room in the back to wait.


  “He’s late,” Teag said when we had finished our dinners and cleaned up. I glanced at my watch. Sorren was punctual, and when he told us to expect him at the store, he meant soon after closing time.


  “Should we worry?” I know that sounds silly, worrying about a centuries-old vampire, but Sorren is a good friend. Vampires may be immortal undead, but they can be destroyed and some of our work on behalf of the Alliance has come closer than I like to remember to killing all of us.


  “Can’t stop you from worrying,” Teag said, “but unless we know where he was coming from, there’s no way to go looking for him.”


  Just then, we heard a loud thump against the back door of the shop. Teag and I exchanged glances, and he reached for his combat knife and the sturdy martial arts staff he keeps in the office. He’s got a blackbelt in several styles of combat, and while I haven’t won tournaments like Teag has, we can both hold our own in a fight.


  I peered out the security peep hole, and recognized Sorren. Even through the distortion of the fish-eye lens, something didn’t look right. I signaled for Teag to keep his staff handy, while I opened the door.


  Sorren stumbled in, covered in blood, and collapsed on the floor at my feet.


  I closed and locked the door, then dropped my knees beside Sorren. Teag did the same. Sorren moaned, looking even paler than usual.


  “He’s been stabbed—multiple times,” Teag said, examining Sorren as I went to get water and cloths from the store’s small kitchen to help with cleanup. “If he were mortal, he’d be dead.”


  Sorren was wearing a sport coat over jeans and a collared shirt. The jeans were soaked with blood, and the coat and shirt had been cut to ribbons with the vicious blows that had gone deep into Sorren’s back and side.


  “Did he get hit in the heart?” I asked, barely breathing. Vampires can heal grievous wounds, but a strike through the heart or decapitation and their long existence is over.


  “No,” Teag said, and together we gentled Sorren out of his ruined shirt and blood-stained jacket. “But his back’s a mess.”


  I winced at the jagged cuts down Sorren’s back. One of the strikes had taken him below the ribs, and another one went through the ribs but low enough to hit a lung instead of his heart.


  I grabbed our First Aid kit from under the counter. It’s not meant for life-threatening wounds, but given our penchant for dangerous investigations, the kit does feature a lot more than bandages. I went for all the gauze rolls and pads I could find, hesitated over the antibiotic, not knowing how it would work with vampire body chemistry, and grabbed some butterfly bandages as well, though Sorren’s injuries went far beyond a split lip. Already, the slashes were beginning to heal, but I knew that posed a new problem.


  “He’s going to need to feed, and soon,” I said. “Healing himself will use all his energy, with damage that bad.”


  I glanced at the wound on Sorren’s upper back, and saw that the bleeding had slowed enough that I covered it with a light layer of gauze. The side wound didn’t seem bad from the back, but when we turned him over, I could see a deep tear across Sorren’s abdomen.


  I layered the gauze and leaned on it, compressing the belly wound, and was distressed to feel the cold blood seeping through the gauze. Vampires don’t have body heat of their own except for what they borrow from blood taken in a recent feeding. And while fresh mortal blood is bright red, what circulates in a vampire’s system is much darker. Most of the blood staining Sorren’s clothing was his own. I’d seen him bloodied from battle before, but mostly with the blood of his opponents.


  Teag was already rolling up his shirt sleeve, baring his left arm. “Already thought of that,” he said.


  “What are you doing?” I asked.


  Teag met my gaze. “He’s hurt. We can hardly take him to the hospital. He can’t—or won’t—feed from you because of his bond to your family. So that leaves me.” He gave me a wan smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Relax. I’ve done this before.”


  I had gotten rid of most of the blood, except from the worst of the slashes that were still trickling thin red streams as they healed from the inside out. Sorren’s wounds were healing, but I could still see evidence that he had tried to fight off his attacker, since his knuckles were scraped and bruised and there were gashes on his forearms. He hadn’t moved since he had fallen, or tried to speak other than a groan.


  “Sorren’s a vampire,” I said quietly. “He’s faster and stronger than mortals, and he’s had almost six hundred years of experience outwitting people trying to kill him. How in hell did anything catch him to do this?”


  Teag sat back on his heels. “I was wondering the same thing. It has to be a supernatural attacker—but where’s the common thread?”


  I was wiping off the blood from Sorren’s left arm when I realized that his hand was closed in a fist. I tried to pry his fingers open, but even unconscious, he was stronger than I was. I’d have to wait for him to come around.


  “The healing is slowing down,” Teag said. “The upper wound was open and fresh when he came in, and it’s largely closed. The lower wound is still raw—and bleeding.”


  Sorren’s skin was colder than usual, almost corpse-cold, and his color had gone ashen. Blue tinged his lips. I’d never seen him look so dead before.


  “I was hoping he’d come around,” Teag said, shifting his position to get closer to Sorren’s mouth. “I’d like him conscious when we do this, so he knows when to stop. But I’m afraid to wait any longer.”


  I was afraid for both of them, but I just nodded. “It’s got to be your call,” I said. “It’s dangerous.” We both knew that under normal circumstances, Sorren would not hurt either of us. More than once, he had nearly been destroyed trying to protect us. He had told us that he could feed without killing, and preferred to do so except in actual battle. But unconscious and badly injured, there was a chance he might not realize who his ‘donor’ was, might drink too deeply.


  “He’s not in danger of the final death,” I added. “You could wait.”


  Teag looked down at Sorren. Despite his real age, Sorren looks like he’s in his late twenties, because that’s how old he was when he was turned. He has blond hair, European features, and eyes the color of the sea before a storm. We were both used to him seeming nearly impervious to danger, and I could tell it shook Teag as much as it did me.


  “There’s something out there strong enough to do this to Sorren,” Teag said quietly. “It’s already killed twice, and it tried to kill again. Without my blood, it could take Sorren days or longer to recover. Do you really want to face whatever did this to him on our own?”


  I didn’t speak, but Teag must have seen my answer in my eyes. He used his knife to cut a shallow groove in his arm and start the blood flowing, then pressed his forearm against Sorren’s mouth, gentling Sorren’s lips open around the wound.


  Reflexively, Sorren’s fangs closed onto the skin, and Teag cursed under his breath. Sorren had told me that a vampire could bite gently enough not to leave a bruise, that with enough finesse that the donor felt no pain and lost no extra blood.


  That exquisite control wasn’t operational given Sorren’s current condition. Teag tried not to show it, but I could tell the hard bite hurt, and a little bit of blood trickled from the punctures.


  “Bad?” I asked.


  “Not fun,” Teag said tautly. “Like getting a phlebotomy intern on the first day of class.”


  He tried to make a joke of it, but I was worried for both of them. I kept pressure on the gut wound, which had torn through skin and muscle, nearly eviscerating Sorren. It had been a savage blow, something more likely on a battlefield than a back-alley mugging. And here we were, just the three of us on the bloodstained floor of the shop’s back room, with no one to call for help. I’d never felt so isolated and helpless in my life.


  “Whoa there,” Teag said. He was looking a little pale. “Slow it down, Sorren.”


  I leaned forward. “Sorren! It’s Cassidy. You’re hurt badly. Teag’s giving you blood to help you heal, but you’ve got to take it easy. Take what you need and stop before you hurt him.”


  I had no idea whether or not Sorren could hear us. Teag looked like he might pass out, but I didn’t dare leave up on the pressure I was keeping on the gut wound. Teag managed to shift position to lie down, which was better than falling over.


  The flow of blood from Sorren’s belly wound had slowed, and it might have been my imagination, but it seemed a little warmer than before. I knew that with fresh blood, Sorren would be all right, but now I was worried about Teag.


  “Sorren!” I said again. “You’re safe. It’s Cassidy and Teag. You’ve got to feed gently. Please—wake up before you hurt Teag.”


  A moment later, Sorren’s jaw relaxed, releasing Teag’s arm. I was ready with the last of the gauze and some ointment, and got Teag’s arm bound up quickly, keeping my knee gently over the gut wound to keep up the pressure. By the time I had finished Teag’s bandage, Sorren’s wound had stopped bleeding. When I removed the gauze, I could see that the deep viscera had already closed.


  “We look like we were on the wrong side of a war,” I said, glancing down at our bloodstained skin and clothing.


  “I… was.” Sorren’s voice was faint, and he didn’t open his eyes, but I was just glad to hear his voice.


  “Are you okay, Teag?” I asked.


  Teag nodded, looking shaky but determined. “I’ll be fine.”


  “If you’re up for it, let’s get Sorren into the safe room downstairs, and clean up before the cops come calling,” I said. Sorren keeps a windowless locked room in the basement of Trifles and Folly for emergencies. I figured this definitely counted.


  “I can walk,” Sorren murmured. “But I’ll need help.” Usually, Sorren doesn’t speak with an accent, but when he’s under stress or very tired, I’ve heard a hint of one from his native Belgium. Now, the accent was unmistakable. Before I could try to talk him out of it, he struggled to his feet, swearing under his breath in what sounded like French. Teag and I each got under one shoulder. The narrow stairs to the basement were a challenge, but we got down them.


  I opened the hidden door to the safe room, and turned on the lights. I’d never been inside before. There was a bed, a chair and a writing table, without any decoration. We gentled Sorren into the bed, and I checked his bandage, but the gut wound was nearly closed.


  “Thank you,” he said, his voice a bit stronger. “I’ll tell you all about it… later.”


  “You’ve got something in your hand,” I said. Sorren’s fist had never unclenched.


  “Too dangerous to give you just now,” he replied, sounding like he was on the edge of sleep. “Tomorrow… I’ll explain everything.”


  We left him then, knowing that he would take care of bolting the door from the inside when he felt up to it. Teag helped me clean up the floor, and we changed into the spare outfits we kept in the shop. Our work gets messy. I took the bloody rags and our blood-stained clothing to burn in my garden fire pit.


  “Mrs. Teller was right—she said there’d be more blood,” I said, washing my hands in the sink.


  Teag nodded. “The problem is, it’s not over yet.”


  *     *     *


  By the next evening, Sorren was sitting in my living room, looking remarkably healthy for a dead man. He had gotten a shower and clean clothing, and the attack of the night before seemed like a bad dream. Except we all knew it had been terrifyingly real.


  “Nothing mortal should be able to sneak up on me like that,” Sorren said. My little Maltese dog, Baxter, sat on his lap. Sorren had glamored the pup to keep him from barking at him, and now Baxter gave Sorren a look of goofy admiration usually seen on star-struck pre-teen girls at a concert.


  “What makes you think it was mortal?” I asked.


  “Because when I hit back, the damage was regrettably severe,” Sorren replied. “I fought like I had been attacked by another vampire, or a demon minion. It turned out to be a mortal, possessed or influenced by something that increased its strength and speed but not its invulnerability.”


  “I hacked into the police blotter,” Teag added. His color had come back and he was wearing a long-sleeved shirt to hide the bruises and wounds on his arm. “They found a dead man covered in blood with a snapped neck, down by Whiteside Gardens. The report said he had a bloody machete. They’re checking hospitals to find the victim.”


  That victim was sitting on my couch, petting my dog. “Did they identify who it was?” Sorren asked.


  “Steve Alderman, a local real estate agent,” Teag said, checking his notes. “No prior record, no history of violence or mental illness—just like the other attacks. Everyone’s stunned.”


  “I think I met him once or twice, at the Merchant’s Association,” I said. “Not the kind you’d expect to find in a dark alley.”


  Teag frowned. “That’s the third time the Merchant’s Association has come up,” Teag said. “Think it’s significant?”


  I shrugged. “Kristie, Becca, Karen Hahn, and her boss, and Steve Alderman all worked downtown, on King or Market Streets. It’s not surprising that they would be members.” I thought about it for a moment. “I can ask around.”


  “You asked me what was in my hand last night,” Sorren said, and reached into his pocket. “I’ve got it here, but Cassidy mustn’t touch it without preparation. Even without her gift, I’m fairly certain it’s got nasty resonance.” He withdrew a small piece of cloth and opened it up to reveal a handful of the keypads from a vintage typewriter, then set them out on the coffee table that sat between us.


  “I don’t get it,” Teag said, peering at the keypads. They were made of glass with a letter reverse-stamped in gold on a black background, and rimmed in chrome. I’d seen plenty of Underwood and Smith-Corona typewriters from the early 1900’s with keys like that. The old machines were solid workhorses, usually still functional if you could find ribbons for them, and prized by collectors for their film noir look.


  “He was wearing a bracelet of them when I grabbed his wrist,” Sorren said. “It broke. I knew they might be a clue, so I held onto them.” He shook his head ruefully. “I didn’t stick around, after I got him to stop stabbing me. As you saw, I wasn’t in much shape to even take a look at his body.”


  A glass of iced sweet tea sat on the coffee table in front of me. Here in Charleston, we like our tea sweeter than honey and strong as a hurricane. Using my psychic gift takes a lot out of me, but I’ve found that having some sweet tea handy speeds my recovery.


  “I helped you two get back on your feet last night,” I said with a nervous chuckle. “Don’t be surprised if you get to return the favor now.” I drew a deep breath, and grabbed one of the keypads, folding it into my fist.


  Confusion threatened to overwhelm me. The lights seemed too bright, the noises too loud, all of it crowding into my head, making me feel as if I were drowning in some horrible dream. I was seeing, feeling what the owner of the keypad bracelet had experienced, and it seemed like the verge of madness.


  Rage seethed through my blood. I wanted the satisfaction of making someone else pay, making everyone pay. The litany of grievances that had led to this point was too large to dwell on, but it had nurtured cold anger and a thirst for vengeance that could only be sated with blood.


  He knew that killing would make him feel better. It had before. Watching through the eyes of whoever had possessed the keypads, I knew that he wasn’t new to doing murder. He had enjoyed it, refined it, learned to savor the anticipation of a kill and bask in its memory. He had killed in the past, and he would keep on killing, because it felt so good to kill—


  “Cassidy!” Teag was calling my name in a tone that told me I hadn’t responded. Baxter gave a low growl, like he could see something behind me that he didn’t like. Sorren had gently pried open my hand to remove the keypads.


  I let out a long breath and collapsed back into the couch cushions, shaking. “He was a killer, a stone cold killer,” I said when I found my voice again. Teag pressed a glass of iced tea into my hand, and I paused to take a long drink.


  “Who? Steve Alderman?” Teag asked. “I told you—police database says no priors, no fingerprint matches, no parking tickets.”


  I shook my head. “I know what I felt. Those keypads belonged to someone who had killed more than once—someone who enjoyed killing.”


  “Maybe it wasn’t Steve’s memories you saw,” Sorren said. “Maybe it’s whoever used to own those keypads, and the typewriter they came from.”


  As soon as the words were out of Sorren’s mouth, I knew the truth of them. “Oh my god,” I said. “Kristie loves to make jewelry out of found objects. She’s bought a lot of things from the shop over the years and turned bits and pieces into gorgeous stuff. What if she got her hands on a typewriter that had belonged to a psychopath, and made jewelry out of it?”


  “And that jewelry carried the bad mojo of the psychopath,” Sorren mused. “It would have to be extremely strong to force a normal person to start hacking people down with a knife.”


  I nodded. “Maybe whatever it is also possessed the psychopath,” I speculated. “You said it made Steve Alderman fast enough and strong enough to attack you without warning.”


  “There was another object you wanted me to see, one that came in yesterday,” Sorren said. “What was it?”


  “A ring,” I replied. “One that was used quite a lot by a very bad man. The guy who sold it had bought it—”


  “At the police auction,” Teag finished my sentence. We both looked at each other in stunned silence.


  “Can you see what items were sold at the auction?” I asked Teag. “See if there was an old typewriter?” I frowned. “Would the auction site say which person or crime the item was associated with?”


  Teag shook his head. “No, although they’d probably make more money that way. There was a post on a blog about it a while back. Said the police didn’t want to sensationalize the auction, or inspire copycats.”


  “We have trouble every year with stuff from there,” I told Sorren. “Only it’s never been this bad before.”


  Teag got busy typing on his laptop, and in a few minutes, he looked up with a sad smile. “Got it,” he said. He turned the screen around so Sorren and I could see.


  On the screen was a picture of an old Underwood typewriter, circa 1920. It was a beauty, in good shape with all its original gold paint scrollwork, just the way collectors like. There was a second photo looking down on the keyboard, and I could see that the keypads Sorren had grabbed from his would-be killer matched exactly.


  “Who owned it?” Sorren asked. His voice carried a hint of an accent, and I knew he was still feeling the effects of the previous night.


  Teag went back to hacking, and had an answer in a few minutes. “Oscar Anderson Kenworth,” he replied, scanning down through the information he had found online.


  My eyes widened. “The Slitter?”


  Teag nodded. “Yeah. It fits. He attacked his victims with knives, had a very aggressive style, and seemed to enjoy every minute of it. Serial killer. Psychopath. Shot himself while sitting at the typewriter that he used to type the taunting notes he wrote to his victims and to the police.”


  I eyed the keypads. “The typewriter Kristie bought at auction,” I said quietly.


  “I thought you said there had been three killings,” Sorren broke in. “I can understand the effect the typewriter might have had on Kristie who bought it and worked with the keys, and on Steve Alderman, who was wearing the bracelet. What about the other victim?”


  “If there’s so much bad mojo associated with the typewriter, why didn’t it make the police start killing each other while it was locked away in the evidence room, or wherever they keep stuff like that?” I asked.


  Teag dug in again. “Uh oh. Police report lists the personal property surrendered by Karen Hahn when she was taken into custody. It mentions earrings made from old-fashioned typewriter keys.” He searched a little longer. “Kristie was wearing the keypads in a necklace.”


  He looked up. “As for why it didn’t affect the cops while they had it, I’m guessing it’s because items that are held for high-profile crimes or long-running cases gets packed up and shipped off to a warehouse in a salt mine somewhere in big crates, like at the end of that Indiana Jones movie. It’s not in a place where there are a lot of people around day-to-day.”


  “And I suspect that, if you were to identify the storage site, you’d find higher-than-average suicides, domestic violence problems, and substance abuse,” Sorren said. “That kind of psychic stain lingers, and it taints whatever it touches.”


  Teag sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. “Do you think the cops have connected Kristie’s jewelry with the other deaths? They know about the earrings and the necklace. And if they find any of the links from Steve’s bracelet—”


  “If the victims were all wearing the same thing, maybe,” I said. “But the killers? How likely are the cops to decide that the devil made them do it because of their jewelry?”


  “I’m more worried about what will happen if the police seize that typewriter and bring it back into a heavily populated police station,” Sorren said. “As I recall, back when The Slitter was on a rampage, there were a lot of unsolved or suspicious deaths around the same time, until the Alliance could shut him down.”


  “You were involved in that?” Teag asked. Sorren nodded.


  “Then maybe it wasn’t an accident that you were attacked,” I said. “Maybe Oscar’s spirit was headed for Trifles and Folly, looking to even old scores. And it found you on the way.” I shivered, thinking of how bad it would have been if Teag and I had been caught unawares.


  “Possible, although I don’t like the sound of that,” Sorren admitted. “It means we’ll have to be extra careful, since we don’t know how many of those keypad-jewelry pieces are already out in the marketplace.”


  “We can get the answer to that pretty easily,” I said. Both men turned to look at me. “Kristie didn’t work in her apartment. She had a studio-workshop on the outskirts of town.”


  “Think the police have already gone there to look for the typewriter?” Teag asked.


  “There’s only one way to find out,” Sorren replied. “But we need to do some preparing before we go. We already know how dangerous this spirit can be.”


  Two hours later, we had regrouped. Teag had his martial arts staff, and he was wearing a short rope with several macramé knots in it on his belt, a way for a Weaver like him to store magic power to use later. He also wore a vest he had woven himself, incorporating his magic to give it a strong positive resonance. I saw that he was wearing both his agimat and hamsa protective charms. I was wearing my agate necklace, along with an obsidian ring and a bracelet of small brass spirit bells, all of them good for protection against evil. Just in case, I had an obsidian knife.


  All three of us had specially-made faceted mirror pendants, called hexenspiegel. It’s a type of mirror that can trap a spirit, and we had agreed that whatever was haunting Kristie’s typewriter needed to be bottled up as quickly as possible. Sorren also provided a lead-lined chest, something he hoped would shut down the Slitter’s ghost until we could destroy the typewriter for good. And as always, Teag and I came prepared with plenty of salt and charcoal for protection.


  There was a knock at my door, and I jumped up to answer it, expecting the fourth member of our group. There in the doorway stood a woman dressed all in black, with short auburn hair in a pompadour, understated makeup, and colorful tattoos on her left arm, just beneath her short sleeves. The Reverend Anne Burgett—known to her flock as Father Anne—assistant rector of St. Hildegard’s Episcopal Church, was ready for action.


  “You’ve got your kick-ass shoes on,” I noted with a glance at the Doc Martens she wore beneath her black jeans.


  Father Anne grinned. “Heck, yeah. And Father Conroy’s knife, just in case.” She patted a scabbard on her belt. We had worked with Father Anne before, the many-times great-granddaughter of a priest who had known Sorren—and supported the Alliance—centuries ago.


  Like her ancestor, Father Anne was part of the Expeditus Society, a secret group of Anglican priests who fought demons and supernatural monsters. The colorful, custom tattoo on her arm included the symbols of three obscure saints known for their protection against evil. Father Anne wasn’t taking any chances tonight. She also wore a simple cross made of iron on a chain around her neck, and a pair of small agate pierced earrings, as well as an onyx ring.


  We drove out to Kristie’s workshop, and left it up to Sorren to get us in. Before he became a vampire, Sorren had been the best jewel thief in Antwerp. Centuries had past, but he hadn’t lost the touch. We found Kristie’s studio locked tight and roped off with police tape, and Sorren had the door open before I even noticed he was working the lock. Since Sorren could see in the dark, he made sure the blinds were drawn before we cautiously turned on our flashlights.


  “Cute little place,” I said, as we entered, looking around. The building had been a small carriage house long ago, when the big home on the other end of a long driveway had been the residence of plantation nobility. I remembered Kristie being excited about finding the old building for rent, and while I knew about Kristie’s workshop, I’d never been inside before. There was one main room where Kristie had all of her equipment and several worktables. Off to the side was a small closet and a bathroom.


  We didn’t dare turn on the overhead lights, but enough moonlight filtered through the blinds that with our flashlights we could navigate. The walls were made of thick stone, with a brick floor. Strewn across tables and counters, I saw lots of works-in-progress, jewelry projects that Kristie would probably never return to complete.


  One set of jewelry in particular caught my eye when it reflected from my light, and my breath caught. I had heard Kristie talking about the project down at the Market. It was a commission, her biggest ever, from someone who had purchased many of her smaller items and came back for a special present.


  Designed as a gift for a fiftieth wedding anniversary, the piece was a silver candlestick embellished with custom-made charms that incorporated themes—and even old jewelry—from the couple’s life. I stared at the completed piece, and felt sad both for Kristie and for the couple who would not get their special present. Even at a distance, I could feel the strong positive energy from the candlestick.


  “Look for the typewriter,” Sorren instructed. He laid the lead-lined box on the worktable. It was heavy, and I was certain that even with his supernatural strength, he didn’t enjoy carrying it. “Just don’t touch it with bare hands.” He set a pair of insulated gloves next to the box, the kind that could protect against a nasty electrical charge.


  We spread out, figuring that such a small room shouldn’t be difficult for four people to search. But all of a sudden, a wave of stifling, negative energy washed over me, making it difficult to breathe. I felt as if someone had sucked all of the oxygen from the room, depriving it of life and light. And just behind the first wave of energy came the second: evil, cruel, and hungry for blood.


  The door crashed open. I felt a rush of air. Someone screamed, a wild, keening wail. Shadows blurred with motion, and the next thing I knew, a man had grabbed me by the arm and was brandishing a knife. His eyes were wide and not altogether sane. I reacted, bringing my foot down on his instep and my elbow back to his gut. It was enough to break free.


  In the dim light, I saw that a second assailant had gone after Teag and Father Anne. Sorren launched himself at the man who had attacked me, and they crashed to the floor, overturning one of the smaller worktables and sending Kristie’s precious jewelry scattering.


  “Get the typewriter!” Sorren shouted.


  Teag was using his staff to block the second attacker, while Father Anne swung into a graceful high Karate kick that had to have taken years to perfect. Teag was competition-level at mixed martial arts, and his moves should have stopped any normal assailant. Then I remembered that the man who had attacked Sorren had moved with vampire strength and speed, thanks to the spirit possessing him.


  Sorren was struggling with the man, and I grabbed the silver candlestick, silently apologizing to Kristie for destroying her handiwork. I remembered what the last person possessed by the Slitter had done to Sorren, even with his vampire defenses, and I intended to stop the spirit from hurting anyone else if I could help it.


  “Grab the jewelry if they’re wearing it!” I shouted. “If you can pull it free, the spirit might lose power.”


  I raised the candlestick, hoping for a clear shot at the man’s head as he and Sorren wrestled on the floor. But as I gripped the silver with both hands, the memories of the charms and jewelry Kristie had embedded hit me full force, flooding my senses, a clean, pure stream of power like concentrated sunlight.


  The blast of light struck the man in the back, not with fire but with a force of energy strong enough to rip him loose from Sorren’s hold and send him half-way across the room. Before I could figure out what had happened, Sorren was in motion, tackling the man and ripping open the cuffs of his shirt, popping the cufflinks made from the cursed typewriter of a serial killer. Without the spirit’s tokens, the man collapsed in a bruised and battered heap.


  The second attacker fought like a wildcat, but as I shakily raised the candlestick toward where Teag and Father Anne battled their assailant, I saw Father Anne grab something from around the person’s neck and jerk it free. The attacker dropped like a puppet with cut strings.


  With the attack stopped, I turned back to the rest of Kristie’s workshop, looking for the typewriter. The Slitter was still here, lurking in the shadows, sullen at having his victory denied. I knew he wasn’t going to go down without a fight.


  I moved through the half-darkness with every sense on high alert. I wasn’t quite sure how I had managed that blast of light from the candlestick, but I kept it raised and ready in my right hand, while I hefted the obsidian knife in my left hand, just in case. I figured I would find the typewriter, and then figure out how to get it into the lead chest. I knew I couldn’t carry the chest far, and there was no way in hell I was going to touch that typewriter, or any stray keys.


  “I think it’s the landlord and his wife,” I heard Teag say behind me. “They’re going to have nasty headaches when this is all over.”


  “Any luck, Cassidy?” Father Anne asked.


  Normally, when I sense something with vile psychic energy, I run the other way. Now, I was using my gift to help me hone in on the one thing in the room I really didn’t want to be near. “I think I’m getting closer,” I called back.


  One more worktable sat against the back wall, where the shadows were deeper. I could make out the outline of several old typewriters. A shaft of pale light streamed through the windows, and I saw how the vintage machines had been torn apart, keys split off, pried loose from the mechanism that had held them in place. But one typewriter in particular resented its dissection, I knew it just as I knew that the seething spirit that had melded itself with the machine was not going to go down without a fight.


  The shadows themselves lurched toward me, sweeping together from the walls, floor, and ceiling into a huge, hulking presence. The Slitter was no stranger to creating terror. Alive, he had been the stranger in the dark parking lot, the shape in the bedroom window, the footsteps in the deserted alleyway. Terror was his foreplay, and blood his release. The people he had possessed had been mere poppets. Whatever the Slitter had done, whoever he had sold his soul to, I knew that the shadow man who loomed over me was the long-dead killer, and he had me in his sights.


  Darkness fell. Someone screamed. I felt all hope drain from my soul. And then I got mad. I’ve never taken well to feeling helpless. It pisses me off, big time. And I came out swinging, bellowing at the top of my lungs to give myself courage, as the ice cold blackness swept toward me.


  I slashed with the obsidian knife, and felt it tug at the shadows as if they had substance. The next thing I knew, Father Anne was beside me, and she had Father Conroy’s demon knife in her hand, a knife that could destroy a vampire’s soul. Did it work on serial killers? I didn’t know, but together, Father Anne and I stabbed and ripped with our knives, while the darkness did its best to press forward and overtake us.


  Sorren and Teag had subdued our mortal attackers, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Teag playing wingman with his staff as Sorren grabbed the lead lined chest and headed for the typewriter.


  Beside me, Father Anne had begun to chant. “From all evil, deliver us, oh Lord—”


  The Slittter surged forward, and I struck again with my knife, struggling to hold back the darkness.


  “From sudden and unprovided death, from wrath and the lust to shed blood…” Father Anne continued, not even out of breath, although I was shaking like a leaf with every knife stroke.


  Our knives had forced the Slitter back, but he wasn’t giving up. He surged forward, and I brought the candlestick down, letting my fear flood through it, meeting the hope, love, and commitment of the trinkets melded into its being. Blindingly white light shot from the end of the candlestick, punching through the darkness.


  “From the snares of the devil, from the claws of the Evil One, and the traps of the Fallen—” Father Anne was chanting the rite of exorcism, and fighting the shadow man at the same time. Damn, they grow them tough in seminary. The tattoos on her arm glowed with inner light, patron saints against evil. She and I were standing shoulder to shoulder, forcing the Slitter back toward the wall.


  “I command you, unclean spirit, along with all your minions, depart! Be gone from this place, unclean spirit, along with every dark power of the enemy, and all your fell companions,” Father Anne chanted, her voice rising and strong. For a moment, I glimpsed the shimmering images of the patron saints from her tattoo, and others, a glowing cloud of witnesses, standing with us, and I saw the long-departed Father Conroy among them.


  “Depart, transgressor! Depart, seducer, thief of lives and eater of souls, drinker of the blood of the innocent. I adjure you, depart!” Father Anne’s voice had reached a crescendo, and the white light that flared from the candlestick was too blinding to watch, shredding the shadow being’s darkness and driving it back.


  The Slitter gave a howl of utter rage. The white light flared once more, and this time, Sorren, Teag, and I raised our mirrors, the hexenspiegel, to capture the spirit in its faceted reflections. Father Anne’s spirit knife had weakened it, and as the light from the candlestick blazed, and the shadow grew less opaque, shrinking before our eyes, pulled inexorably into the endless reflections of the hexenspiegel.


  In the blink of an eye, the shadow of the Slitter vanished and with him, the piercing light from the candlestick. The feeling in the room lightened, as if a deadly thunderstorm had just passed us by. Sorren took the hexenspiegel from us, dropped them into the lead-lined chest and then used the insulated gloves to put the typewriter in on top of them. Teag swept up the keys that had been knocked to the floor along with our attackers’ discarded jewelry and used a dustpan to put them into the chest without touching the items. Sorren slammed the lid down, and Teag wrapped a knotted cord around it, imbuing the binding with his magic.


  Only when Father Anne gently pushed my arm down and pried the candlestick from my fingers did I realize I had been rooted to the spot, shaking from head to toe.


  “How—did the candlestick do that?” I asked in a faltering voice.


  Sorren gave a tired chuckle. “The candlestick didn’t. You did. It must have had very strong positive energy, and your gift was desperate for a weapon. The candlestick itself acted like an athame to focus your power, and you channeled all that Light energy against the darkness.”


  My knees felt shaky, and I might have fallen if Teag hadn’t pushed a chair under me.


  “What are we going to do about the mess?” Teag asked, eying the trashed workroom critically. “The cops are going to know they didn’t leave it like this, and with all the fighting, we’re bound to have left enough DNA for the forensics folks to have a field day.”


  “One step at a time,” Sorren said, running a hand back through his hair. This time, it didn’t look as if he had taken any damage, although Teag was sporting a black eye and Father Anne’s arm was beginning to bruise where the attacker had struck her.


  “As for the landlord and his wife, I can glamor them, change their memories,” Sorren said. “If Teag can help me get them outside, they’ll remember that they heard noises coming from the workshop, right before the explosion.”


  Father Anne raised an eyebrow, but said nothing, sheathing her knife.


  “Explosion?” I managed.


  Sorren shrugged. “Necessary, both to remove any trace of our presence, and to melt down the typewriter. A magical pyre, if you like.”


  My heart ached for all of Kristie’s lost jewelry, but there was no way to know what might have been tainted by the Slitter. I looked down at the candlestick in my hand. “If there’s a way to get my prints off it, do you think this could ‘survive’ the fire?” I asked. “It was a commission for someone’s fiftieth wedding anniversary, and the energy I’m getting from some of the trinkets tells me one of the people doesn’t have much longer to live.”


  Sorren nodded. “I think that can be arranged.”


  Father Anne drove me home. Teag and Sorren stayed to clean up. Late that night, I heard sirens, and saw the news report about the fire. A week later, Trina called to tell me that an anonymous benefactor had created a legal fund for Kristie and Karen, enough to get them both the best lawyers in Charleston, and that it looked as if the court would bargain down to temporary insanity.


  I was pretty sure who the ‘anonymous benefactor’ was, and I knew it was the best that could be done. Two people had been murdered, and although the Slitter had possessed Karen and Kristie to do it, there was no getting around the fact that their bodies did the crime. Two people dead, two ruined lives. It was cold comfort that what was left of the Slitter’s spirit after Father Anne’s demon knife was through with it had been destroyed along with his anchor object.


  I went by to see Kristie after the trial, before they transferred her to the penitentiary at Ridgeville. It was heartbreaking to see how resigned she was to her fate, and there wasn’t a damned thing I could do about it. I promised to visit her. I will. And I will mourn the future she might have had.


  We’re the Alliance. We protect people from the bad stuff in the shadows. But we can’t protect everyone, all the time. I know that, dammit. But this time, it was personal.


  It’s over now, but it’s going to be a long, long time before I take in another old typewriter at Trifles and Folly.


  
    Collector

  


  “I’d like Trifles and Folly to handle the auction for my Aunt Dorothy’s estate,” the caller said. “I’ve heard you’re very good at specialized collections.”


  My gut screamed at me to hang up the phone right then. I somehow knew it would save me a world of trouble, death, and new nightmares. But that’s what I do.


  So, of course I said yes.


  “I’ll be happy to take a look at your aunt’s collections,” I replied. “Once I know what we’re dealing with, I can give you an estimate for the auction and appraisal services.” I wrote down the address as the woman on the phone repeated it.


  “How soon can you be here?” Her voice had an odd urgency to it.


  I checked my watch. It was the middle of the afternoon, and the store was quiet. My assistant store manager, Teag Logan, could come along since Maggie, our part-time helper, was working today. She’d worked at Trifles and Follies longer than I had. “I can be there in about half an hour.”


  “And if you agree to handle the auction, how quickly could you have the items out of the house?” the woman pressed. That was definitely unusual.


  “I should be able to give you an idea of timing once I see what you have,” I replied. “Oh, and you haven’t told me your name!” This was definitely one of my stranger phone calls.


  “Abby Sondergran,” the woman replied. “I’ll be watching for you.” She hung up, leaving me staring at my phone, perplexed. All my instincts told me that this phone call was the beginning of big problems.


  I’m Cassidy Kincaide, owner of Trifles and Folly, an antique and curio shop in beautiful, haunted Charleston, SC. Since the store has been around since the city was founded over 350 years ago, lots of people think of us first for estate sales, antique auctions and selling the family silver. We’re good at all those things, but we’ve also got our secrets. The big one is that we’re not what we seem to be. Sure, we sell fancy trinkets, but our real purpose is to get dangerous magical items off the market and out of the wrong hands. When we succeed, life goes on as usual. And when we screw up, the death toll usually gets blamed on a natural disaster.


  I’m the second secret. I’m a psychometric—someone who can read the history of objects by touching them. Not every object, or I’d go stark, raving mad. But if there’s a lot of emotion connected to an object, or it’s just downright evil, haunted, or demon-possessed, I can tell by touching it. My business partner, Sorren, is a nearly six hundred year-old vampire who runs the Alliance, an effort by mortals and immortals to get dangerous magical items out of the wrong hands. Needless to say, my vampire boss and our ties to the Alliance are just a few more of our secrets.


  Teag walked into the office and tilted his head to one side like a beagle listening for a dog whistle. “Trouble?” he asked.


  I sighed. “Probably. Got a call from a lady who is so sure she wants us to handle her ‘special collection’ that she forgot to ask for a price or give me her name.”


  Teag chuckled. “Yep, she’s got her hands full of haunted, and she wants to dump the whole kit-and-caboodle off on us.”


  Teag and I are an odd pair. He’s my assistant store manager, best friend, and occasional body guard. We’re both in our mid-twenties, but that’s where the resemblance ends. He’s tall and slender, whip-cord strong, with a skater-boy mop of dark hair and trendy glasses. I’m tall, slim but curvy, with my Scots-Irish heritage written large in my milk-white skin that burns in the South Carolina sun and my strawberry-blonde hair that frizzes in the Lowcountry humidity. He’s an expert at mixed martial arts. I can hold my own in a sparring match, but I’ll never win championships like Teag does. Teag’s in a serious romantic relationship with Anthony, a lawyer and Charleston blue-blood. My love life has been on hold for a while, though I’m sure one of these days that will change.


  Even our magic is different. I read objects. Teag is a Weaver. He can weave spells into cloth and rope, and he can also bring together threads of information, even when they’re hidden or hard to find. That makes him a supernaturally-gifted hacker, and it’s saved our bacon more than once, given what we do around here.


  “I told Abby I would go over right now,” I said. “Want to come with me?”


  It was two hours until closing on a rainy afternoon, so the shop had been pretty quiet all day. “Sure,” he replied. “Let me make sure Maggie can close up, and I’ll ride along. Just in case.”


  Abby’s Aunt Dorothy lived in one of the homes on the Battery facing the seawall and Charleston Harbor. Most of these houses dated from before the Civil War, and were solid enough to have survived both war and multiple hurricanes. Like the people whose families handed down the homes generation to generation, the houses were stately on the outside and sturdy on the inside.


  “Thank you for coming so quickly.” Abby Sondergran greeted Teag and me at the front door. The house was a cheery yellow on the outside, painted in pastel stucco that took its cue from the Caribbean. Bright white paint accentuated shutters, window, and door frames, porch rails, and trim.


  This particular house had three wide porches—’piazzas’ as we call them in Charleston, one for every floor on the front of the home, and wrought-iron railings for each side window that faced the street. A cupola graced the top of the house. Inside the walled private garden, a profusion of oleander and bougainvillea vied with daylilies and crepe myrtles heavy with blossoms. Along the side, three stately palmetto trees separated the house from the sidewalk. Just beyond the seawall, the Cooper and Ashley rivers flowed into Charleston Harbor, lapping against the bulwark of the old battery fortifications.


  “Your aunt’s home is beautiful,” I said as Abby ushered us inside. Whoever Aunt Dorothy had been, she was an avid traveler and collector. Everywhere I looked, trinkets from around the world filled curio cabinets and competed with leather-bound books for shelf space on tall bookshelves. The walls were filled with paintings, framed photographs, carved masks, hand-hammered sconces, and other treasures. Old Oriental carpets and kilim rugs covered the hardwood floors. The furniture was just as eclectic, with lacquered pieces from Asia, heavy carved mahogany from colonial Africa, elegant birch chairs in the Scandinavian style, and big, brass-bound leather trunks.


  Yet underneath the world-traveler appearance, I felt the shift and shadow of something dark and powerful. At the moment, the presence was distant, but when I watched how twitchy and nervous Abby was, I figured I knew at least part of the reason.


  “My aunt traveled for business and pleasure,” Abby said. “She was married to a diplomat, and she was an author and a cultural anthropologist who spoke a dozen languages.” A sad smile came to her face. “When Aunt Dorothy passed away, you wouldn’t believe the people who sent condolences! Artists, writers, ambassadors, even heads of state.” She shook her head. “Aunt Dorothy was a real pistol.”


  “Dorothy Lunden was your aunt?” Teag had Googled the address on his phone while we drove over. I recognized the name from the Charleston Social Pages in the local magazines. A brilliant and successful woman who had, at the ripe old age of eighty, inexplicably shot herself while alone in her Battery Park mansion. Her death had made headlines and been the talk of the King Street merchants who congregated at the Honeysuckle Café, my favorite spot for lattes.


  Abby nodded, and the preoccupied look returned to her face, making her seem furtive, or maybe just a little scared. “Yes. I’m sure you read the news coverage. It was quite a shock. Not only was Aunt Dorothy in good health, but she had trips planned and was looking forward to giving several speeches about her travels.” She sighed. “I guess it’s true. You never think someone is going to commit suicide until they up and do it.”


  I murmured condolences, but the dark undertow of negative energy in the home tugged at my mind. “Did your aunt live here by herself?” I asked.


  “When she wasn’t riding a camel across the Sahara or an elephant across India, yes,” Abby replied with a chuckle. “Aunt Dorothy didn’t sit still much. She said she would spend more time at home once she got old. Meaning a lot older than she was when… well, you know.” The humor fled her eyes.


  I nodded sympathetically. “Will you be living in the house once the auction is held?” I turned around again, taking in the magnificent architecture. Although Dorothy’s souvenirs cluttered the rooms and filled in the spaces, once they were gone the old home would feel spacious.


  “Maybe,” Abby answered. “I’d love to move back to Charleston but I haven’t decided yet. I don’t feel quite… at home here.” Her eyes slid to the side, telling me that on some level, Abby probably felt at least a hint of the bad juju that seemed to waft through the house like candle smoke.


  “I’d love for you to show us around,” I said, raising my voice just a bit to get Teag’s attention. He had wandered off to examine the antique rugs and finger the exquisite old linens in the dining room. To others, it might appear to be professional curiosity, but I knew his Weaver magic was busy trying to get a bead on the energy in the house and determine its source.


  I intentionally kept my hands clasped behind my back. Something had charged the house with seriously bad vibes, and until I had a better idea of what we were dealing with, I did not want to get a full-blown vision, certainly not in front of a client. My intuition tingled as I passed through the crowded hallways, nearly brushing against mementos from all over the world. Some of the pieces radiated good cheer. Others were flat and neutral. A surprising number of pieces were at least slightly negative in their energy, giving a cumulative effect like walking past a long row of frowning people.


  “Your aunt’s collection has quite a large scope,” I said, eyeing a suit of armor from England, a Samurai helmet from Japan, and a tapestry that I guessed was Medieval Belgian. I wished Sorren could have come with us. Given his vampire immortality, he’s lived through so much of history. Though, it makes it difficult sometimes for him to accord antiques and museum pieces proper respect when as he puts it, ‘they’re just like old stuff I used to own’.


  One wall had entire glass cases of beautiful Native American pieces, including several shelves of Kachina dolls. I glanced back to check on Teag. We’d had a close call the last time we dealt with Native American artifacts… bad enough to trigger Teag’s gift and almost put him in the hospital.


  Teag caught the glance and gave me a nervous but affirming smile.


  Abby seemed more comfortable falling into the role of tour guide. She walked us through the house, pointing out unusual pieces or items that had been gifts from notable people. Throughout it, she peppered her conversation with anecdotes about her aunt, someone she clearly admired.


  “Have you given any thought to pieces you might like to keep?” I asked. Even if Abby decided not to stay in the house, just a few of the decorations and furnishings would transform any home into a showplace.


  A shadow seemed to fall across Abby’s face. “I don’t think so,” she said, avoiding eye contact again. “I have my memories and photographs of Aunt Dorothy. The things in the house just seem to have so much ‘weight’ to them, if you know what I mean.”


  I did know, probably in a clearer sense than Abby could imagine. There’s a reason most people find themselves whispering in museums. It’s not just the dour docents or the stern tour guides. On some primal level, even people without a clairvoyant bone in their bodies sense the memories stored in items that have been present at pivotal times in history. The things that get collected or put in museums usually witnessed significant events or catastrophes, juicing them up with strong emotions. It’s why I do my best to stay out of museums, even though I’m a huge history buff. I like to look at old things, but I don’t want to experience what they’ve seen and done.


  As we moved through the big home, the supernatural energy waxed and waned. I was willing to bet that a number of Aunt Dorothy’s souvenirs actually packed a magical wallop, while others were resonant with strong emotions. It would be difficult for anyone with even a bit of intuition to be present around this collection day-in and day-out. I wondered if Aunt Dorothy realized that her constant traveling might have been a way to avoid spending too much time with her treasures.


  “What a view!” Teag stared out of the cupola window over the harbor. I came to stand beside him, taking in the panoramic vista.


  “This was one of Aunt Dorothy’s favorite places,” Abby said, and pointed to a small chair and ottoman. They barely fit in the tiny room, but I could just imagine someone curled up with a book and a cup of tea, looking out over the water.


  “It’s going to take my team some time to catalogue and pack all the items for a sale,” I said. “And for a collection like this, we would want to advertise and reach out to some of the collectors and institutions on our list, in order to get you the best price.” I named a figure for the appraisal, rounding it up somewhat because I anticipated trouble, as well as the percentage and advance for auction. To my surprise, Abby didn’t blink.


  “Not unreasonable, given how much stuff there is,” she said. “How soon can you get started?”


  “Have we seen everything?” I asked. It just slipped out, prompted by an inner voice that suspected there was more to the story.


  For an instant, before she covered it, Abby looked scared. Then she composed herself, and her polished manner slipped back into place. “Everything but the cellar,” she replied. “More of the same, but much of it still in packing crates, since there just wasn’t room for everything.”


  “Let’s go take a quick look,” I urged, “just so I know what we’re dealing with.” I had set a price expecting something like this, so my curiosity lay more with the supernatural flavor of what lay in the basement. I glanced at Teag, and he nodded, so I knew we were on the same wavelength.


  On our way downstairs, we passed the glass cabinets full of Native American artifacts again. Beautifully beaded dresses, leggings, and moccasins that filled one display case. Bows and arrows, tomahawks, and war axes, clubs, and knives were presented in another cabinet. The third case held a beautiful array of pottery in the bottom and then four shelves filled with colorful Hopi Kachina dolls. One look told me all of the items were old enough to be quite valuable, without adding the large, loom-woven Navaho blankets that were neatly folded on a nearby set of shelves.


  I stopped to take a better look. Something in the case was supernaturally active, but the energy was slippery, as if it did not want me to fix on it. “How did your aunt come to have this collection?” I asked, bending closer without touching anything.


  “Kinda creepy, aren’t they?” Abby said, and stepped back with a shudder. “I like a lot of my aunt’s stuff, but those give me the willies. They look like something out of an alien movie.”


  I didn’t know much about Kachinas—yet—but I had to agree. The fanciful carvings were brightly colored, depicting figures that represented the gods upon whom tribes depended for rain fall and good harvests, fertility, and successful hunts. Each figure wore an elaborate headdress, mask, and costume. They were teaching tools, not idols, and the ability to carve them was a prized skill handed down from generation to generation.


  Yet as I peered at the figures in the case, I felt a shiver run down my spine. Some of the Kachinas gave off a positive energy. Others were neutral, nothing more than carved wood, from a supernatural perspective. A few hummed with pent-up malice. I shied away from those figures, but I forced myself to take note. The Kachinas that raised my hackles were painted in dark hues. Their faces were covered with what looked to me like tentacles, a long, solid fringe that completely shrouded their features. In their hands were knives or whips. Even the posture of the dolls was menacing. Teag gave a nod when I looked his way. He’d be researching this as soon as we got into the car.


  “This way,” Abby said, although I could hear reluctance in her voice. She led us to a door in the kitchen and opened it wide for us. A basement smell wafted up musty and a little damp, the scent of old cardboard boxes and paint cans due to be discarded.


  My psychic senses went on high alert as we descended wooden stairs that trembled under our every step. Whatever remained packed away in the boxes and crates I could glimpse by the naked bulbs in the ceiling fixtures had some powerful juju, and not the good kind. I wondered if Aunt Dorothy had left those treasures boxed because she sensed their energy and decided to keep it at arm’s length.


  The basement was filled with neat rows of wooden crates and heavy packing boxes, each row stacked on concrete blocks about waist high. I could see packing and postage labels that came from every corner of the globe. I couldn’t get a fix on where the bad mojo was coming from, but once we started moving things around it wouldn’t be hard to spot.


  “Do you know how long the boxes have been stored here?” I asked.


  “Not too long,” Abby replied. “Most came in a few weeks before Aunt Dorothy died. She had just come back from a trip out West, and her friend shipped back the crates. She tried not to have anything stored in here… in case of flooding. But she ran out of room and had to make do. She had been so excited about her new finds…”


  “We can get started in the morning,” I told Abby after she had signed our appraisal agreement.


  “I’ll be here,” she said, and something in her voice told me she would rather be elsewhere. “I live in Louisiana, and it’s too expensive for me to keep going back and forth while I get things settled. I’ll be staying in the house, at least until I’ve got more of a handle on the estate.”


  Personally, I wouldn’t have wanted to stay in the house with the strange supernatural vibes I was getting. “Great. See you bright and early!” Abby saw us to the door, but she was already looking worried and preoccupied when she gave us a half-hearted wave good-bye.


  Neither Teag nor I said anything until we were in the car and headed back to the shop. “I don’t think I’d want to spend the night there by myself,” Teag ventured.


  I shook my head. “Not on a bet. I’m wondering if there’s a connection between that last shipment Aunt Dorothy got and her sudden personality change.”


  “It would be good to get Abby out of the house for a while so you can get a read on which items are dangerous without an audience,” Teag added. “Once we’ve cleared the ‘sparklers’ and ‘spookies’, we can have the auction team in to inventory and photograph the remaining items.”


  I grimaced. That involved touching pieces and getting visions, and if the item had a sordid or tragic history—or was downright evil—it was no fun. “Yeah. Drea owes me a couple of favors. I thought I’d see if she would invite Abby to join in on some of her carriage tours, see if we can get her busy for a few hours. You doing okay? This is the first time we’ve run into Native American artifacts since…”


  “Yeah. All good. I’ve actually been working a lot with Native American weaving as part of my training. So in some ways it feels ‘familiar’. I’ll see what I can dig up on those spooky dolls,” Teag promised as I dropped him off at the shop to pick up his car.


  “And I’ll leave a voice mail for Sorren and let him know about the new job,” I replied. Yes, my vampire boss uses cell phones, as well as text messages and email. He says that vampires who can’t adapt don’t survive.


  “How about if you go straight over to Abby’s house, and I’ll stop by the shop and make sure Maggie opens ok, then come over to join you?” Teag suggested.


  “Sounds like a plan,” I agreed.


  *     *     *


  The next day, I showed up at the house at nine a.m. Abby’s car was parked at the curb. I knocked, and waited. The house had a large, brass door knocker and the minute I touched it, I felt the world spin out around me.


  Faces flashed past me, some famous, some not. All had come with a sense of excitement and anticipation, looking forward to meeting the exceptional woman who lived there. A sense of harmony and satisfaction filled me. Dorothy’s house had been a real home at one time, filled with friends and laughter. A very different feeling from the shadowed and uncomfortable atmosphere I had experienced yesterday.


  The vision dissipated, leaving me to wonder why Abby hadn’t answered my knock. I knocked again, louder this time. No response. I called her cell and got no response so I called the house phone, and heard it ring inside the house, but no one answered.


  I paced the porch, debating what to do. Abby hadn’t called me to cancel, and if she had left a message at the shop, Teag would have let me know. The longer I waited on the porch, the more certain I became that Abby was in trouble, although I had no idea why. Reminding myself I had a perfectly legitimate reason to be at the house, I walked slowly around, peering into windows to see if I could spot Abby.


  By the time I had circled the house, I was certain something was wrong. I glanced over my shoulder, sizing up how well any of the neighbors could see the front door. Sorren had once been the best jewel thief in Antwerp, and since getting into and out of places was part of handling supernatural threats, he had passed those skills along to Teag and me. I had the door open in just a few seconds, and reeled as the psychic force of the house hit me.


  The air smelled like rotting meat and a gust of winter-cold air blasted me, far too cold for any air conditioner. For a moment, it looked to me as if the entire foyer was layered in shadow, as if the walls and furnishings were darkened by a supernatural soot that turned the vibrant colors to a dull gray. Every instinct I had screamed for me to turn and run the other direction. And if Abby hadn’t been inside, I might have. But I had the awful feeling that something about the house had been involved in Dorothy’s suicide, and now, I was afraid that it had tried to harm Abby.


  I’m not the martial arts expert Teag is, but I have a few tricks up my sleeve when it comes to protecting myself. My hand closed over the agate necklace at my throat, drawing on the protective qualities of the gemstone. I had packets of salt in my pocket, as well as some polished bits of black onyx and tourmaline—good for dispelling malicious energy.


  My magic is touch magic, so objects with a strong emotional connection are powerful for me, and they help me channel my magic. That’s why I had a worn and dirty dog collar wound around my left wrist, a reminder—and psychic connection—to Bo, the golden retriever who had shared my life for many years. And in my bag, I had an old wooden spoon that had belonged to my grandmother. It didn’t look like much, but I had seen what that powerful emotional bond could do to channel my magic when the chips were down.


  I shook the dog collar, hearing the faint jingle of the tags, and the ghostly form of a large, beautiful dog appeared to my left. Then I let go of my necklace and reached into my bag for the wooden spoon athame, wondering how on earth I would explain myself if it turned out Abby had been slow coming to the door because she was in the shower.


  Bo’s ghost headed into the foyer, and the shadows shrank back but did not disappear. “Abby?” I called. No response. The blast of cold air was gone, and I could hear the old house’s air conditioning straining against the Charleston heat. I walked toward the kitchen with the definite feeling that the shadows were watching, waiting for a chance to strike.


  “Abby?” My voice echoed in the big, empty house. I thought about going back outside to wait for Teag, but my worry for Abby kept me moving. I thought I caught a glimpse of a figure near the display cases in the hallway, but when I looked again, I saw no one.


  I could hear Bo’s warning growl in my mind. In life, Bo had been a good-natured goofball who didn’t even get upset about thunderstorms. But once, when someone tried to attack me, he had gone Rottweiler on the man, winning my eternal gratitude. As a ghost, Bo had saved my hide several times. I took his warning seriously.


  Even though I wasn’t handling any of Dorothy’s objects, my magic was flashing danger signals. I started to run, shouting Abby’s name, looking into each room and finding nothing. But at the top of the steps, I found Abby sitting in a chair in the bedroom, unmoving.


  “Abby!” I ran to her and searched for a pulse. She was breathing shallowly and unresponsive. “Come on, Abby,” I coaxed, trying to get a response.


  Bo’s ghost was barking frantically in my mind, running toward the door and back again. I had no idea how I was going to get Abby down the stairs. Again I saw a blur of shadows in the hallway, and this time I made out a shape. It looked like a man, but with a huge, bulbous head and it made a swish-clatter noise as it moved, like it was moving through a beaded curtain.


  Something tumbled from Abby’s hands and I grabbed it without looking, then felt the psychic wallop like a sledgehammer. I stared down at the Kachina doll in my hands, one of the ones I had seen before in the glass case. It was a hunched figure dressed mostly in a brown tunic and leggings. One hand gripped a bloody knife, and the other held a long, curved wooden crook. The head was out of proportion to the body, covered front and back with long, coarse black hair that fell to mid-chest and mid-back, curling and swinging as if it had a life of its own like Medusa’s locks. The figure’s face was horrible, wide yellow eyes with black pupils and a toothy maw that stretched ear to ear and a bright red tongue that protruded past the chin. A large reed basket was strapped to the figure’s back.


  Guilt and self-loathing washed over me like a drowning sea current. Everything I had ever failed to do, every promise not kept, every obligation not met came back to me in crushing force. Every secret unworthy thought, each petty jealousy or word spoken in anger crashed down on me in a torrent of blame. I gasped for breath, feeling my chest constrict. I knew that I had betrayed everyone’s trust in me with my mistakes, that I was so flawed and broken that I did not deserve a second chance. Accusing voices howled in my head, unearthing every secret shame. I did not deserve to live. I did not deserve—


  Bo’s ghost sprang at me, and hit with the power of the ninety-pound dog he had been in his life. His eyes were wild and his teeth bared, and I drew back in shock at the attack. Bo lunged forward, mouth open to bite, pinning me to the floor. But before I could react, his teeth closed on the Kachina and flung it across the room and into the hallway.


  Abruptly, my thoughts cleared. I could still feel the despair and merciless accusations like a mental stain, but they no longer paralyzed me. I gasped, filling my lungs with air, trying to get my balance, both mentally and physically. The Kachina spirit’s attack had been so sudden and unexpected that I had nearly been taken down by it. I was shaking all over and it took all my willpower not to throw up.


  I couldn’t afford to wait for Teag. It felt to me like the shadows were closing in on us as more silhouettes joined the first. They were in the hallway, and I could hear the distant hum of voices conferring in language I didn’t recognize. Overwhelming sadness and despair rolled over me, smothering and bleak. I closed my hand over my agate necklace again, and the dark feelings dissipated. Was that what drove Dorothy to suicide? I wondered. And had the same thing happened to Abby?


  Bo’s ghost was standing guard at the bedroom doorway once more, hackles raised and teeth bared. I grabbed one of the salt packets from my pocket and sprinkled it in a circle that enclosed Abby and me. Salt is a powerful for protection, and I hoped it would keep the shadows away until I could figure something out.


  Shadow figures surged at the doorway, things with bulbous heads and long arms, clicking their teeth and hissing. I leveled my spoon-athame at the shadows, going high as Bo’s ghost went low.


  White, cold light streamed from the tip of the wooden spoon’s handle, hitting the top of the figures while Bo sprang with a growl, going for the legs. I wasn’t sure how solid these spirits were to humans, but they were real enough to Bo, and his attack combined with the pure energy that flared from my athame was enough to drive the shadows back, away from the door and out of sight. For now.


  I pulled out my cell phone to call for an ambulance, and although we were in downtown Charleston, I could not get a signal. Magic and supernatural energies can play havoc with electronics, and ghosts have been known to jam signals and interfere with reception. I was just about to try to lift Abby onto my shoulder and make our way down the stairs when I heard Teag shouting my name.


  “We’re in here!” I yelled. “Watch out—there’s something in the hallway!”


  “I see it,” Teag called back, and before I could answer, a cloaked creature swooped into the room. I yelped before I realized that it was Teag with one of the Navajo blankets thrown over his head and shoulders.


  “Take this!” he said, tossing one of the folded blankets to me. “The blankets have positive energy; they’ve been woven with protection. They’ll help keep the shadows at bay.”


  As soon as I touched the woven blanket, the dark magic’s hold on me loosened. Not coincidentally, my cell phone got signal again. I put in a call to 911, glad that I had a copy of the paperwork we signed in my purse because there would be questions about how we happened to find Abby.


  Teag was careful not to touch anything in the room, but with one of the blankets still around his shoulders like a cape, he took a look around. “Sleeping pills,” he said with a nod toward a container on the nightstand. “Want to bet she was having bad dreams, and she either forgot or was misled into taking too many?”


  I shuddered, remembering the soul-numbing hopelessness the shadows had inflicted. Magic had helped me drive it back. Abby didn’t have that protection. Maybe it wasn’t an accident, I thought. Maybe whatever we’re up against wanted her to die.


  The ambulance came quickly, and the EMTs loaded up Abby and the bottle of sleeping pills and headed for the hospital, making sure to get our names in case there were questions later. I followed the ambulance, since Abby didn’t seem to have anyone else in the area. Teag locked up the house and went back to his research, since neither one of us thought being there alone was a good idea.


  Several hours later, I dragged into Trifles and Folly. Maggie took one look at me and offered to run out to Honeysuckle Café for a latte, and I was exhausted enough to take her up on it. Teag was with a customer, so I headed for the back office, too wrung out to be much good until I got my second wind.


  Teag brought the latte back to me while Maggie took over up front. “How’s Abby?” he asked.


  I took a sip of the latte and let out a long breath. “She’ll be okay. They said it was good we found her when we did. They’re keeping her overnight.”


  “Any trouble?”


  I shrugged. “A cop came and took my statement. Wanted to know why we were in the house, how we found her, that sort of thing.” I raised an eyebrow. “Good thing we folded up the blankets and put them on the bed before the EMTs came in, or they’d have had a few more questions.”


  I thought to check my phone, and saw there was a message from Sorren, so I put it on speaker. “Got your call,” he said. “I think I know someone who can help. I’ll come by your house after sundown and we can make plans.” The message clicked off.


  “I never got to tell you what I found out about those carved dolls,” Teag said, sitting down in the chair facing my desk. “They’re meant to represent the sacred Hopi spirits. Most of them are helpful, or at least forces of nature. But there are some that get pretty dark.”


  He grimaced. “That black Kachina doll with the mop-like head, the one that looked like it either had hair or tentacles covering its face?” I shivered and nodded. “It’s one of the ogres, maybe even Soyok Wuhti herself.”


  “Who?”


  “Monster Woman. She and the ogres were stories told to frighten children into obeying their elders,” Teag recapped. “During certain festivals, people would dress up like Soyok Wuhti and the ogres and reprimand disobedient children. Some of the ogres carry yucca flails—they’re the whippers—and they go after adults and children who break the rules.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “But Monster Woman is hard-core. She has a bloody knife and a long wooden crook, and she carries a basket on her back,” he said. “Parents told their children that if they didn’t obey, Soyok Wuhti would carry them away in her basket and eat them.”


  “Yikes,” I said, taking another long pull of my latte. “And I thought it was bad that Santa had a naughty-or-nice list.”


  “Yeah,” Teag agreed. “Kinda puts the bogeyman-in-the-woods stories into perspective.”


  I frowned as I thought about what Teag had discovered. “No one in her right mind would try to attract spirits like those,” I replied. “So I’m wondering whether there’s some other artifact that’s juicing up the doll’s mojo, turning pieces with just a bit of sparkle into full-blown spookies.” We had run into that before, discovering otherwise mundane objects suddenly taking on a whole new, terrifying magical aspect because someone or something evil and powerful was close enough to power them up.


  Teag nodded. “If the Kachina dolls were on display in a cabinet, then Dorothy had probably had them for a while. Maybe they didn’t cause any problems, or whatever juju they had was low-level enough not to notice.” He paused. “Abby told you that Dorothy got a bunch of boxes not long before she died, things she bought on her last trip, right?”


  “Uh huh. Still in the basement,” I replied. “And I’m guessing whatever amped up the dolls is in a crate down there.” Which meant we needed to go down after it. Damn. Then again, it wasn’t in our job description to leave well enough alone.


  We waited until closing time, then Teag and I picked up a pizza and headed for my house. I inherited Trifles and Folly from my Uncle Evan, and my parents sold me their house for a pittance when they moved from Charleston to Charlotte. It’s what Charlestonians call a ‘single house’, long and narrow with the front door on the side of the house facing the sidewalk, so that visitors enter onto a wide porch or piazza. I love the old house, and I especially love my little Maltese dog, Baxter, who was waiting inside, yipping his fool head off when he heard us park at the curb.


  I opened the door and Baxter pounced. He’s six pounds of white, fluffy attitude. Heart of a grizzly bear; body of a guinea pig. I set my purse aside while Teag carried the pizza into the dining room, and bent down to give Baxter the attention he was demanding, then handed him over to greet Teag when he came back to the foyer.


  “He wants pepperoni,” Teag said, letting Baxter lick his chin. “You know that’s what he’s after.”


  I sighed. “Of course—unless there’s any other kind of meat, or broccoli.” Baxter loves broccoli. Go figure.


  I took Baxter for a quick walk in the garden, then got his dinner. Teag and I sat down to chow through one of Jocko’s Pizzeria’s two-topping masterpieces. We kept the conversation light, knowing there was enough darkness to come. I figured we were both plenty nervous, but there was no point in talking about it.


  The sun was barely below the horizon when my doorbell rang. Baxter zipped out from between my feet in a bouncing bundle of territorial protectiveness that would have done a Doberman proud. But when I opened the door, Baxter sat down immediately with a slightly glazed look on his face, tongue lolling from one side of his mouth.


  “Do you really have to glamor him every time you visit?” I asked Sorren with a sigh of mock exasperation. Secretly, I had often envied Sorren’s ability to use a little vampire mind trick on the pup. It would have come in handy whenever Baxter got worked up over deliverymen.


  “It spares all of us our hearing,” Sorren replied with a half-smile that told me he enjoyed the running joke. Sorren appears to be in his late twenties, with blond hair and eyes the color of the sea after a storm. High cheekbones hint at his Belgian heritage, but I’ve only heard his accent when he’s hurt or badly upset. Dressed in a hoodie, jeans, and sneakers, Sorren looks like a graduate student instead of a powerful centuries-old vampire.


  Sorren stepped inside, and I got my first glimpse of his companion.


  The man who followed Sorren into the foyer was probably in his early sixties, with coppery skin lined from the sun, chocolate-colored eyes and white hair tied back in a braid that fell to the middle of his back. He wore a white shirt tucked into faded blue jeans that hung from his spare frame, and he had a canvas rucksack thrown over one shoulder. On his belt was a pouch made of skin and fur. Even from a distance, I caught a frission of power. But the magic felt strange, and something about it reminded me of the energy in the woven blankets that Teag had used to hold the shadow ogres at bay.


  “Cassidy, Teag—I’d like you to meet Daniel Mohe Traverner. Daniel, these are my associates with the shop.”


  Daniel looked Teag and me up and down, then nodded. I got the feeling he wasn’t the talkative type. “They’ll do,” he said. He met my gaze, and his eyes narrowed a bit. “She’s Evan’s kin, isn’t she?”


  Sorren chuckled. “The latest in a long line.”


  I led the way into the living room and got everyone seated, then offered Daniel sweet tea, which he accepted with taciturn politeness. Sorren didn’t need regular food or drink, and from the color in his complexion, I figured that he had eaten recently although I did not want to know the details.


  Once everyone was settled, Teag and I looked to Sorren to kick off the conversation. “When I heard your voice message about the Kachina dolls, I figured we would need a specialist,” Sorren said. “Daniel is a Didanawisgi, a Cherokee medicine man.” Sorren knew a lot of people in the magical community, from Voudon mambos and houngans to root workers and renegade priests. I was amazed, but not entirely surprised, to see him show up with a Native American shaman.


  “But the dolls are Hopi, from out West,” I said, glancing from Sorren to Daniel. “Does that matter?”


  Daniel chuckled. “We’re different tribes, certainly. But let’s just say that we talk to many of the same spirits by other names, and those spirits that differ talk to each other.”


  At Sorren’s urging, Teag and I recounted what we had seen and experienced at Dorothy’s house, ending with the attack on Abby. “We think something that came in the last shipment of boxes juiced up the Kachina dolls,” I finished. “And from the despair those shadow-ogres were able to create, I wonder if they weren’t behind Dorothy’s suicide and Abby’s sleeping pill overdose.”


  “I fear you’re right,” Daniel said. “The Nataska—the spirit ogres—are nothing to be taken lightly, and certainly not Soyok Wuhti.”


  “Have you ever faced them?” I asked. “Do you have something similar in the Cherokee tradition?”


  “Frightening as Soyok Wuhti is, I would place my bet on Raven Mocker in a fight,” Daniel said. I looked for a glimmer of humor in his eyes, but he was serious. “Raven Mocker is a spirit like your Grim Reaper, only nastier. It attacks the frail and dying, kills them brutally, and steals their remaining lifespan.”


  “Okay then, I guess that’s something to be grateful for,” Teag muttered.


  “One must take fortune as it comes,” Daniel replied. “Or to put it another way, be grateful for small favors.”


  “I don’t get it,” Teag replied. “I see Kachina dolls for sale on the Internet. Hell, the gift shop at the Phoenix airport has them. Are they all juiced up?”


  Daniel shook his head. “Of course not. Just like the amulets and rabbits’ feet in tourist traps don’t really bring good luck. The object is only part of the power. To activate an object, something supernatural must happen. A blessing. A curse. Consecration. Use in a ritual. Or contamination. And from what you have told me, I believe that is the source of our problem. Something has contaminated the Kachinas, enabling the spirits they represent to break through into this reality.”


  “Why didn’t it affect the nice spirits?” Teag asked. From his moodiness, I knew that our earlier battle had seriously spooked him.


  Daniel shrugged. “Nice spirits—like nice people—have no desire to force themselves onto others.” He gave a sad smile. “This is the problem when people consider the sacred items of one culture to be mere art. I don’t fault collectors. Items like the Kachinas are beautiful, and our people have made all kinds of crafts for sale outside the tribes. But those pieces—like your airport Kachinas—were never consecrated. It would seem that Abby’s aunt managed to purchase relics that were actually used in rituals. Their power might have been latent, but present even so.”


  “If those dolls become portals for the spirits, why don’t they cause problems for the tribe?” I asked.


  Daniel met my gaze. “I believe both of you know something of magic. When you make a salt circle, you create a boundary for power. So it is within a tribe. For the Hopi, the Kachina dolls do not exist by themselves. They are part of a web of power and belief woven and renewed every day within a larger context.”


  “So… take the magical item out of the salt circle, or the ogres out of the culture, and ka-blooy,” Teag summarized.


  Daniel’s chuckle was deep and low. “Exactly. Ka-blooy.”


  “Why would the Nataska prompt Dorothy and Abby to commit suicide?” I asked.


  Daniel looked thoughtful. “The ogres and the ‘whippers’ enforce the tribe’s beliefs of right and wrong. They’re like a collective conscience, only given physical form. In the legends and ceremonies, they confront people who haven’t done what they ought to do and threaten to punish them.”


  I met his gaze. “But take them out of context, away from the rest of the culture, and they get out of control, like having your worst critic screaming in your ear all the time.”


  Daniel nodded. “Yes. I believe that is what happened. Dorothy and Abby were unprepared, and the relentless judgment drove them to try to kill themselves.”


  “Can you get rid of the Nataska and keep Soyok Wuhti from coming back?” I asked. The idea of facing that dark power again made me shiver.


  “Something has opened a door,” Daniel replied. “We must close it. To do that, we have to find the door.”


  Teag and I were ready for a fight. Over the time we’ve been dealing with malicious magic, we’ve both acquired our own personal arsenal of magic weapons and defenses. Not every item worked for every situation, but it was nice to have a choice.


  I had my wooden spoon-athame as well as Bo’s collar and my agate necklace. On one wrist, I had an onyx and silver bracelet, and I had refreshed my supply of salt packets. I left the Voudon, Norse, and Conjure amulets in my drawer since I didn’t know whether Hopi spirits would heed them, and figured that my fire-spewing magic walking stick would just make things worse.


  Teag wore a vest into which he had woven protective spells. Several macramé knots dangled from his belt loops, something he used to store power for later use. He carried his martial arts staff carved with runes, and an onyx ring for protection. Around his throat he wore a Filipino agimat talisman.


  Sorren was an undead immortal. A lot of magic couldn’t touch him, and the kinds that could weren’t easily turned aside by amulets. Still, I glimpsed a ring of black tourmaline on his left hand and a mirror set in bronze hanging from a chain around his neck. Although we were going up against shadows and spirits, Sorren wore a sword. Teag and I had knives as well. They didn’t do much against specters, but they worked just fine on nasty minions.


  Daniel, I was sure, had his own protections. I guessed that the skin and fur bag on his belt was his medicine pouch, sacred and made just for him. I glimpsed talismans of bone and wood on a long chain that ran beneath the neckline of his shirt, and to my senses, the intricate braiding in the leather wristlet shimmered with power. He had a long knife in a leather scabbard on one hip.


  Daniel looked at each of us in turn as if he had X-ray vision, and I was sure his shaman-senses saw our protections. “You’ve chosen well,” he said finally. “But I can give you an additional defense, if you will accept it.”


  “I’m all for anything that saves my skin,” Teag replied. I nodded and so did Sorren.


  Daniel withdrew three small paint pots from his rucksack. “Hold out your right arm,” he said to me. He daubed a black mixture onto his hand and then pressed it against my skin, leaving a complete hand mark. Beneath the hand print, he drew a symbol in red paint and another in green. As he drew the symbols, he chanted quietly under his breath. Then he made the same marks on Teag and Sorren.


  When he was done, he took out an aerosol can and sprayed the symbols. The air smelled of drugstore hairspray. “Ancient tribal secret,” Daniel said with a smirk. “Keeps war paint from smearing.”


  “How do we keep the Nataska out of our heads?” That question had been bothering me all evening.


  Daniel looked at each of us in turn. “You are aware, so you can resist. The ‘war paint’ will help, as will your magic. But you must guard your thoughts. After all, the Nataska have been doing their jobs for millennia.”


  “What’s the game plan?” Teag asked.


  “Whatever triggered the problem is likely in the basement, so we start there,” Sorren said. “Daniel raises wards to hold off the spirits, and asks for the help of the friendly ones. If we’re lucky, we find the problem pieces and either destroy or neutralize them. Then we go home.”


  He made it sound so simple, so straightforward, so clear. I knew from experience that it was not likely to be any of those. We were headed into a storm, and we would be lucky to get out in one piece.


  Just another day at the office.


  “Let’s go,” Sorren said. “Tonight’s our best shot. Time’s a’wasting.”


  I was afraid that someone might have roped off Dorothy’s house with police tape, but there was none in sight when we pulled up. To avoid attracting attention, we parked a couple of blocks away and approached from different directions.


  We gathered in the walled garden, and even before we entered the house, I noticed a heavy feeling of despair, the same leaden sense I remembered from being called to the principal’s office as a child. A new threat occurred to me. I wondered whether the Nataska had found fertile hunting grounds in the neighbors around the Battery. The thought of primal ogres and whippers stalking the citizens of Charleston made my blood run cold.


  Inside the old home, the air felt colder than normal air conditioning. I remembered what Daniel had said about Raven Mocker stealing years of life from its prey. The disquieting energies seemed stronger than they had the day before, making me wonder if the Nataska had taken power from Dorothy’s death and Abby’s torment. I felt cold anger strengthen me. This had to stop.


  “This way,” I said, using the moonlight from the windows and our own muted flashlights to lead them toward the basement door. When we came to the case of Kachina dolls, Daniel paused. He reached into his rucksack and drew out a cornmeal cake and an apple, and laid it as an offering in front of the case. Then he began to chant in Cherokee, clapping to keep time, and the mixtures of vowels and consonants were utterly foreign to me, strange and beautiful. He drew out a clay pipe from his sack and lit it. The smell of sweet tobacco and sage filled the air.


  After a moment, Daniel turned to us. “I have asked the spirits for their protection, and petitioned Soyok Wuhti and the Nataska to turn away.”


  “Do you expect Monster Woman and the whippers to listen?” Teag asked. Put that way, it sounded like a bad name for a metal band.


  “The spirits may hear what I say. Soyok Wuhti and the Nataska will do as they do, but I have observed courtesies. Now, if we meet aggression, we are blameless in defending ourselves,” Daniel replied.


  He kept his pipe in his mouth as we headed for the basement door. Then he put down his rucksack and withdrew a turtle shell rattle on a leather wrist strap and a hand drum made of stretched hide over a wooden frame. “My medicine is strong in conjuring,” Daniel said. “But not strong enough to overpower Soyok Wuhti. So I must call to the spirits and the ancestors for help, and send a warning to the Nataska that we are not ignorant of the ways of the Old Ones.”


  “If you don’t mind, a little flash-bang-pow never hurts,” Teag said. “In case that’s in your bag of tricks.”


  “If the spirits will it. I will not be able to help you fight physically. But I will be with you as I walk the spirt paths.”


  I knew that Daniel was giving assurance but I also knew what Teag meant. We had gone up against nasty supernatural beings and vicious ghosts with the help of demon hunters and root workers, mediums, and vampire killers, and so while I wasn’t opposed to chants and ceremony, I was hoping Daniel had firepower in his magical arsenal, or we could be in real trouble.


  “Cassidy—I’m counting on you to identify the source of the disruption,” Sorren said. “Teag and I will back you up. Daniel will gather protective spirits, and use his medicine power to shut down the gateway that’s been opened.”


  Yeah, that’s all we had to do. Piece of cake.


  Sorren headed down the stairs ahead of me. We turned on the lights, figuring passers-by would be hard-pressed to see. Bare bulbs lit the unfinished basement. It still smelled of damp and disuse, but I could feel magic fairly crackling in the air.


  I jangled the dog collar on my left wrist, and Bo’s ghost appeared as a translucent shadow of his furry self, padding down weightlessly beside me. My grandmother’s spoon was in my right hand, the bowl of it pressed into my palm, handle pointing out with my fist clutched around it. It might not look like something a movie wizard would use, but just holding it tightly connected me with the powerful light energy of my late grandmother’s love.


  Teag was right behind me. I saw him grab one of the Navajo blankets on the way past the shelf in the other room, but much as I wanted its protection, I knew that I had to risk opening myself to sense the magic in this room in order to find what was bringing the Nataska and Monster Woman through with a vengeance.


  “How about you check crates for mojo, and then I open the crates and you hold your hand over them?” Teag said. I saw him pull a small crowbar and a pair of heavy leather gloves from beneath his jacket. Handy to have for a lot of reasons, though I wasn’t sure how good the crowbar would be in a fight with shadow-things.


  Daniel moved down the stairs slowly, chanting and drumming, and the tobacco-sage scent of his pipe smoke drifted across the basement. Power was stirring all around me, old and strong. As I had seen on my brief visit with Abby, there were more than a dozen crates and boxes in the basement. I wondered how we could ever go through them all. Then I remembered something.


  “Abby said the boxes from out West came just a few weeks ago,” I said. “That probably means they’re in the front and on top.”


  Sorren circled the room slowly, sword drawn. He was faster and stronger because of his immortality, with heightened senses. I tried not to think about what might be waiting to strike, and concentrated my attention on the stack of boxes where Teag had stopped.


  “These all have recent shipping marks,” Teag said, pointing to a stack of small crates. “What do you pick up from them?”


  I frowned, concentrating, and ran my hands just above the surface of the top box. “There’s something of power in there, but I’m not sure what it is.” Teag put on the gloves and obligingly pried off the top of the wooden box, and then carefully separated the contents piece by piece. Bracelets, moccasins, necklaces, and pipes, all beautifully made, gave me no shiver of magic at all. Then Teag lifted up a short embellished cedar stick about a foot long, and my senses buzzed.


  “Set that aside,” I said. “It’s not dangerous. Maybe it’ll help.” I didn’t have a deep background in Native American items, but I recognized that piece as a Lakota spirit stick. It was wound with red, white, and black colored twine and a turkey feather was attached to the top. The spirit stick radiated balanced, positive energy. It wouldn’t hurt to keep it handy.


  Nothing else in that box resonated with me, so we moved on. Sorren moved the box aside as Teag opened the next crate. My senses felt jangly, as if I’d had too much caffeine. So much latent magic hummed around me that trying to sense the key pieces was like listening for whispers after leaving a rock concert: my magical ‘hearing’ was still intact but buzzing and overloaded.


  I picked up flashes of magic from a couple of old tomahawks and a parfleche bag, but nothing to account for the attacks. Teag handed the box to Sorren and started on the one below it.


  “Take that piece,” I said, more on instinct than anything else. It was a round shield made of wood, marked with a hand print like Daniel had placed on us, along with other symbols I did not recognize. I felt a strong protective energy from the shield, and when Teag lifted it, I could tell that its magic spoke to him from the look on his face.


  Two more boxes to go. Teag pried off the lid of the next box, and we both fell back a step. Inside was a ceremonial mask in the shape of a bird’s head. Dark feathers and paint covered its face, with pitiless black glass eyes above a sharp, vicious beak. Raven Mocker, I knew and shuddered.


  “Not what we’re looking for,” I said. The old mask held power, but to my surprise, it felt ambivalent, as if it had not played a part in the awakening of the Nataska and Soyok Wuhti.


  “One box left.” Teag gingerly put the crate with the Raven Mocker mask aside, and cracked open the lid of the bottom crate.


  As soon as the wood splintered, I felt the push of power. It was old, angry, and very strong. Unlike the Monster Woman and her ogres, this power did not feel dark or vengeful, but it was agitated, and to my inner sight, it looked like hurricane clouds, brooding and dangerous.


  The temperature in the basement plummeted, and above Daniel’s chanting, I heard the swish of yucca whips and the clack-clack of teeth gnashing. “It’s in there,” I said, falling to my knees with Teag as he rummaged through the crate.


  “No, no, no,” I said as he pushed one thing after another out of the way. Knives, wrist bands, shell capes, and bone breastplates filled the box, but none of them were what we were looking for.


  “There!” I shouted, although Teag was right next to me. A metal lozenge tin lay at the bottom of the crate. Small as it was, the surge of power coming off of it was tremendous. “That’s it!”


  Teag wrapped a rag around his gloved hand before reaching for the metal box, and then the storm broke loose.


  Soyok Wuhti and her bully boys didn’t bother fighting their way past Daniel. They materialized right in the center of the basement, large as life, terrifyingly real. Monster Woman looked just like her Kachina. The two ogres with her had the same heavy fringe covering their features, but one of them had curled horns growing out of the sides of its head, and the other had a headdress with wide, black paddle-shaped pieces fanning out behind his oversized skull.


  The nearest ogre brought its yucca flail down hard. Teag shoved me out of the way, taking the blow on his shoulder and I heard him grunt with pain. I flung out my right arm and concentrated my will on the wooden athame in my hand, sending a blast of cold white light at the ogre, driving it back a few steps.


  Bo’s ghost sprang at the second ogre, going for the throat, and I heard the snick of snapping teeth as he hit his target. Sorren’s sword glinted in the light of the bare bulbs, slashing down at Soyok Wuhti herself, a powerful strike that cut from shoulder to hip. His blade passed through the specter without effect.


  “Don’t let them get what’s in that tin!” I wasn’t sure how I knew it, but I was certain that if Soyok Wuhti and her ogres possessed the tin box, they would be too powerful to stop. The thought of killer nightmares and ghostly whippers stalking the streets of Charleston hardened my resolve.


  The Kachina spirits vanished in the blink of an eye, then reappeared just as quickly a few paces away. Monster Woman wasn’t playing fair. The ogre nearest Sorren caught him across the face with his yucca whip, opening bloody stripes and narrowly missing his eyes. Sorren pivoted, striking again with his sword, a slash that should have disemboweled a mortal opponent, but the sword made no mark, passing cleanly through.


  Teag sprang from a crouch, slamming into the second ogre with his sparring staff. It had served him well in martial arts tournaments, and Teag had added magic to its strength with the runes he had carved and the spelled braids that twined around its top. The staff thudded against something solid when it struck the ogre, and the shadow creature fell back a pace, surprised.


  I sent another blast of white light toward Monster Woman, but this time she dodged with an ear-splitting cry, bringing her crook down on my arm and throwing me off balance as my athame fell from my hand. Her flail hit me hard across the shoulders, cutting through my shirt. I felt warm blood on my back.


  The smell of blood sent the ogres into a frenzy. They blinked in and out, pausing just long enough to strike with their flails. Soyok Wuhti lashed out with her crook, hitting Sorren in the head hard enough to fell a mortal, then disappearing before he could strike back. We were getting our butts whupped.


  Soyok Wuhti kept after Sorren, while one of the ogres started for me. With one mighty sweep of his flail, he swept Bo’s ghost out of the way and came after me.


  I hurled a packet of salt at him. He never slowed his pace. His steps were heavy and deliberate, almost like a stomping dance, and he moved with the grace of a predator despite the bulky headdress. I didn’t dare take my eyes of him to look for my athame, so I grabbed the next closest thing, the spirit stick.


  I could feel the mental assault of the Nataska even as the ogres struck at my physically. Despair threatened to overwhelm me. I focused on the power of the war paint drawings, using the handprint like a psychic stop sign to halt the tide of bleak thoughts from making me lose my will. It was like fighting a two-front war, mentally and physically exhausting, and I knew I couldn’t keep it up for long.


  Spectral beings were all around us, drawn by Daniel’s chanting and the crates we had opened. Some were ghosts, attached to whatever was in the metal tin Teag fought to protect. Others, like Monster Woman and her ogres, were far older. They were beings that had never been human, and whether we thought of them as gods or demons, spirit-guides or something alien and other, they were far more than mere humans, living or dead.


  Daniel’s chanting and drumming took on a new intensity, and as I opened my senses to it, I felt new spirits join the fray. I recognized them from the Kachina case. These were warriors and seers, spirits of rain, and new life. The spirit stick tingled in my hand, and in a rush I felt one of the Kachina beings envelop me as if I had dropped a costume over my head.


  I was me, and not-me. The Kachina seer spirit didn’t possess me from the inside, but it overlaid me on the outside, like an exoskeleton, making me stronger, faster, sharper. I felt the spirit stick’s magic slide across my body, felt it connect with the handprint and the painted symbols where Daniel had marked me, and felt the power settle in as if taking the marks as acceptance. This time, when I concentrated my will into the spirit stick, a relic from an old and proud native people, the blast of light was a wide cone, and it not only hit the ogre, it drove him back, over a pile of boxes, and into a wall.


  “Daniel’s spirits are helping us!” I shouted to Teag and Sorren. “Use the relics!”


  I was bleeding from several strikes of the ogre’s flail. Teag’s shirt was sliced open, and I saw blood on the torn cloth and down the deep cuts on his arm. Sorren had gone after Soyok Wuhti one immortal to another, and while the Monster Woman was moving a little more slowly, Sorren was bloodied with deep gashes from her flail and bruised from her staff.


  Teag grabbed the nearest relic of power, the round shield. I don’t know whether he felt the same transformation I did, but from the outside, I saw a fierce warrior’s form overlay Teag’s own, one of the brightly-colored Kachina fighters. Teag had his staff in one hand, and he snatched up the Navajo blanket, throwing it across his shoulders so that his Weaver magic could draw from the power invested in its warp and woof. This time when he swung his staff, it connected against the ogre’s solid form with much more force, and I saw a slow, triumphant smile spread across Teag’s features.


  Sorren had taken more damage than a mortal could have withstood. His sword was of no use against Soyok Wuhti, and his vampire teeth, strength, and speed gave him little advantage against such an ancient and powerful being. He fell to his knees under Monster Woman’s flail, and as he did, the crate with the Raven Mocker mask tumbled to the floor beside him.


  “Put it on!” I shouted as Soyok Wuhti closed with her staff upraised to strike again.


  Sorren grabbed the headpiece, put it over his head and rolled to evade the blow. When he got to his feet, Sorren the vampire was gone, overlaid by Raven Mocker in the flesh.


  Sorren, rose off the basement floor and hurtled into Soyok Wuhti. This time, his sword hit flesh with a sickening thud, and Monster Woman shrieked as the blade bit bone deep across the arm holding the crook. She struck with the flail, but Raven Mocker was faster, and the sword sliced through the stiff reeds, cutting their length by half.


  Arm dangling, bone protruding from her flesh, Soyok Wuhti gave a banshee scream, jabbing at Sorren with the spiky remainders of the reeds and swinging her crook like a baseball bat to crush his skull.


  I felt like I had a front-row seat at a monster-vs-monster smackdown match. Raven Mocker and Soyok Wuhti seemed pretty evenly matched, but beneath the spirit’s overlay, Sorren had the speed and cunning of an ancient vampire going for him as well. He launched himself at Monster Woman, blade angled at her head. The tip slit the black fringe that covered Soyok Wuhti’s face, cutting her from eye to chin.


  Her crook caught Sorren across the back and I heard bones break. Sorren sank toward the ground, then sprang up suddenly, ignoring his injuries, driving his blade deep into Monster Woman’s belly.


  “Yikes!” I yelped, then got in a shot from my spirit stick against the ogre Teag was fighting, while my opponent was still peeling himself off the basement wall. Now that we could do real damage, I grabbed my knife, switching the spirit stick to my left hand, as I saw that my ogre enemy was coming back for a rematch.


  Meanwhile, my thoughts spun. Daniel’s Kachina spirits had evened the playing field, but they hadn’t won the war for us, at least, not yet. I didn’t understand spirit politics, and now wasn’t the time to try to figure it out, but I hoped their intervention meant that we had some kind of shot at success. Daniel’s chants and the steady beat of his drum and rattle echoed from the basement’s stone walls, heartbeat and war chant. His pipe smoke sent a haze over the room.


  My ogre lumbered toward me, but taking my cue from Sorren, I didn’t wait for him to reach me. I used a move I had learned from Teag in martial arts, slamming the Nataska in the chest with a high kick, and swinging around to slice my knife across his chest.


  His flail hit me hard, driving me back, opening up new deep cuts with reeds sharp as razors. I countered, lunging forward with my knife, shoving it deep into the ogre’s abdomen as I sent most of my remaining will into the spirit stick. The cone-shape blast of power threw the ogre tumbling into Teag’s opponent, then onto the floor.


  Teag seized the moment, spinning around and slamming his staff into the head of the ogre he fought. The staff connected with a thick, skull-crushing thud. His shield caught the worst of the ogre’s flail, sparing him worse injury as the ogre fell to its knees.


  We were scoring points, but could we actually destroy immortal Kachina spirits, beings that native peoples had revered as elemental forces of nature if not outright gods? Were the spirits Daniel called interested in finishing the fight, or just in seeing how valiantly we could pursue a losing cause? I ached in every bone and muscle. Blood was running down my arms and back. I was bruised and battered. If the fight went on much longer like this, odds were good that Teag, Sorren, and I would die of our wounds when the spirits who overlaid us with their power departed.


  Teag’s ogre was climbing back to its feet, though it was hideously wounded. The back of its skull was crushed, and dark ichor seeped from the wounds. Still, it rose, ready to continue the fight. Despite the spirit that enveloped Teag’s form, I could see that Teag was hurt badly. One eye was swelling shut, and the side of his face was already bruising. His shirt hung in bloody shreds, and even his jeans were slashed and wet with blood.


  It was harder to see Sorren’s injuries beneath Raven Mocker’s overlay, but watching the suicidal ferocity with which he and Soyok Wuhti attacked each other, I wondered if either of them would survive the fight.


  Teag’s ogre landed a series of brutal blows with the flail that sent Teag reeling. The metal box slipped from his pocket, and I dove for it without thinking. Only as my hands closed around it did I realize what I was doing.


  Oh shit.


  Blinding light flared in my mind as my touch magic connected with the ground zero epicenter of our haunted house disturbance. I saw a vision of a barren stretch of land, something that looked like the Western desert. Dead men lay everywhere I looked, felled in battle. The fighting was done, but the burying had just begun. Images flashed by like a movie set on fast-forward. Bodies were wept over and prepared for their final rest, dressed in beaded finery with weapons befitting their bravery. Something about the beads caught my attention, even as the back of my brain warned that at any minute, the ogre Kachina was going to return for revenge.


  The metal tin shook in my hand, and I heard the rattle and slide of a lot of tiny somethings inside. Whatever was in there, it had a hold over the warriors that streamed through my mind, storming forth to do battle one final time.


  I had no idea whether the warriors from the vision were real or imagined, but I took a chance that my magic made them tangible. Gathering the last of my strength, I held tightly to the metal tin and ran toward Daniel.


  “It’s in here!” I shouted. “Pull the plug on this, and it all goes down.”


  Beaten, battered, bleeding, I stumbled my way toward Daniel. He didn’t stop chanting or puffing on his pipe, but he managed to set aside his drum and take the box from my hands. I collapsed at his feet, too exhausted to get back up.


  When Daniel’s hands closed around the metal box, brilliant white light flared. It limned his entire figure, giving the medicine man an otherworldly appearance. He spoke words of power and words of blessing, and although I could not understand the language, I felt relief and release in the warrior spirits who were bound, somehow, to that small metal tin.


  Daniel raised his arms wide in a gesture of benediction. One by one, the warrior spirits walked up to Daniel’s luminous figure, stepped through his body and into the light—and vanished.


  Daniel was holding open a portal to the afterlife, shimmering and shining with the cold moon glow. Most of the warrior spirits had passed through the portal, and I felt the balance of magic shift. The pent-up energy of the trapped warrior spirits had been the catalyst to bring Monster Woman and her bully boys into the mortal realm. As those ancient warriors went to their eternal rest, the long-denied anger and vengeance that fueled their rage and fed Soyok Wuhti’s power dissipated.


  Soyok Wuhti gave a banshee screech, hurling herself in a desperate attack at Sorren, but the Raven Mocker spirit countered by driving Sorren’s blade into the Monster Woman’s chest with one hand while the other hand thrust itself inside the shattered rib cage to yank free the blackened, shriveled heart. She gave one final shriek, and disappeared.


  Teag was fighting off both ogres, but their movements had become sluggish and slow. He smashed the butt of his staff into one ogre’s face, slamming him to the ground, then hit the other ogre hard with his shield. He straightened for the next blow, and the ogres were gone.


  As the last few warrior ghosts passed through Daniel’s portal, I felt the Kachina spirits that had overlain Teag, Sorren, and me with their power begin to flicker and wane. Another heartbeat, and they vanished, leaving me merely mortal once more, bleeding and spent on the cold stone floor.


  Daniel murmured a few words of gratitude, and lowered his arms. Only then, as the otherworldly light of the nimbus faded did I see the cost of the evening’s fight in his face. Though he had taken no physical damage that I could see, Daniel looked worn out and on the verge of collapse.


  “Some fight,” I said, feeling like breath was more effort than it was worth.


  “That,” Daniel said with exhausted pride, “was one for the legends.”


  *     *     *


  Later, back at my house, after Sorren’s private physician left, Teag, Sorren, and I were all stitched and bandaged. We sat in my living room and looked at each other with sheer amazement that we had survived.


  “What was in the box?” I took a sip of the bourbon I had poured for Teag, Daniel, and myself.


  “Grave beads,” Daniel answered. Teag and I must have looked puzzled. “Our ancestors buried their dead all across these lands. Out West, where the dry climate preserves the dead longer, it’s common for huge ant hills to rise in the desert,” Daniel explained.


  “The ants dig tunnels far underground, and often, they run through the graves of the long-dead,” he continued. “To the ants, the remains are in the way, and they carry what they can to the surface to clear a path. Find one of those ant hills, sift through what they’ve brought topside, and you’re likely to find old beads that were originally part of clothing worn by the dead.”


  “Is that legal?” I asked, staring at the little metal box that had caused one death and nearly four more.


  Daniel shrugged. “So long as the graves themselves aren’t disturbed, what the ants bring to the surface has been fair game for collectors for a long time. For some reason, the beads that Abby’s aunt purchased came with some supernatural baggage. Those dead warriors weren’t able to go to their rest on their own, and there was enough energy trapped in the beads that it made it possible for the dormant Kachina spirits to awaken.”


  I shivered. “You’re sure the passageway to the other side is closed now?”


  “It’s closed. I don’t think Soyok Wuhti and her ogres will be back this way again,” Daniel reassured me. He glanced at Sorren. “And I’ll be just as glad if Raven Mocker stays away as well.”


  Sorren actually looked a little shaken by the fight. Teag and I had compared notes about the Kachina spirits that had overshadowed us, but Sorren had been unusually quiet. “I will be grateful as well,” he said. His wounds were nearly healed, but something in his eyes made me think that the price of being overtaken by Raven Mocker’s sprit had left their own, invisible scars.


  “So it’s over?” I asked, sipping my bourbon and relishing the burn of the liquor that reminded me I was still alive and so were my friends.


  “The Kachina spirits are quiet. The monsters are gone. All those boxes of artifacts are just interesting souvenirs, supernaturally speaking,” Daniel said. “Abby should be able to go back without danger.” He tossed off the rest of his bourbon. “Yeah. It’s over.”


  Teag and I would take a while to heal, even with Daniel’s medicine magic to speed our recovery and assure that our wounds were cleansed of any magical residue. I was pretty sure that the memory of the fight would be part of my dreams—and nightmares—for a long time. And we still had a big job ahead of us, finishing the appraisal and auctioning off the collections.


  But sitting in my house, with Baxter curled up on my lap, surrounded by friends, I was willing to deal with the work and the dreams. That was the price to be paid for fighting monsters in the dark. We deal with the nightmares, so everyone else can rest easy, never knowing how close they came to a terrible fate.


  We know. And that’s enough.


  
    Bad Memories

  


  “I’ve got a problem, and I’m hoping you can help me.”


  I recognized Kell Winston’s voice on the phone, but the tone sent a shiver down my back. Because I figured that anything Kell needed my help on was going to be trouble.


  “What’s going on?” I asked. I played with a pencil, trying to contain the nervousness I felt.


  “We got called in because there was a situation over at the new World War I exhibit near the Navy Yard,” Kell said. “And we’ve documented the sighting, but we can’t figure out the anchor.”


  Oh, joy. Two sentences spelled a heap of problems. Kell was a professional ghost hunter, and unlike some of the folks you see on TV, he was the real thing. He and his team didn’t just go looking for spirits; they were pretty good at laying bothersome ghosts to rest. So if he was calling me, that mean a couple of things, neither of them good.


  First, that someone had been bothered by a haunting enough to get over their skepticism about the supernatural world and hire a ghost hunter. And second, that Kell’s folks hadn’t been able to handle the problem, so he thought I could help.


  Like I said, trouble.


  I’m Cassidy Kincaide, owner of Trifles and Folly, an antique and curio shop in historic, haunted, Charleston, SC. The store has been around for three hundred and fifty years, always run by someone in my family and our silent business partner. We’re a great place to sell off grandma’s silver tea set or buy a few pieces with vintage charm. But the store’s real business is getting dangerous magical and supernatural items off the market and out of the wrong hands. When we succeed, no one notices. And on the rare occasions we slip up, lots of people die.


  Most people don’t know about my magic. I’m a psychometric, someone who can read the history of objects by touch. Not every object, thank goodness, but pieces that have been touched by magic or strong emotion. I work with Teag Logan, my assistant store manager, who has Weaver magic. That’s the ability to weave supernatural power into fabric as well as to weave data strands together to find hidden information, meaning he’s a hell of a good hacker. Our silent partner is Sorren, a nearly six-hundred year-old vampire. We don’t advertise the ‘special’ side to our business, but a few people have figured out my abilities, and Kell is one of them.


  “What do you need?” I asked. I had picked up the call while I was up front in the store, and Teag was giving me a curious look, hearing only one side of the conversation.


  “Can you come over and take a look for yourself?” Kell asked. I had been afraid of that, but Kell sounded really worried, and he’d helped us out before, so I wanted to return the favor.


  “Sure,” I said, trying not to let him hear me sigh. “When?”


  “Five o’clock?” Kell asked, and he sounded relieved that I had agreed. “That way, you can be in position to see what’s been going on. Things start to get interesting between six and seven.”


  “All right,” I said, although the old Navy Yard is definitely not one of my favorite places, especially at night. It’s had a bloody history, and I’ve personally had some bad experiences out there. But I owed Kell, and he sounded pretty freaked out, which wasn’t like him. “Where?”


  Kell gave me an address, and I wrote it down. “Mind if I bring Teag with me?” I asked.


  “Sure,” Kell replied. “The more the merrier.”


  When I was off the phone, Teag raised an eyebrow, his question unspoken. “Kell’s got a ‘situation’ out at the old Navy Yard and he wants me to see if I can pinpoint the source.”


  “Sounds like fun,” Teag said, with a tone that made clear it wouldn’t be. “I figured it was something like that. I’ve already checked, and Maggie can close up for us.”


  Maggie is our wonderful part-time helper, a retired teacher with a great smile. She dresses like Woodstock and thinks like Wall Street, and she often covers for us when Teag and I have to go save the world.


  “Think we should tell Sorren?” Teag asked.


  I shook my head. “We don’t even know what we’re dealing with yet,” I replied. “Let’s see what’s going on, and then we can figure out whether it’s a matter for the Alliance.”


  Sorren is part of the Alliance, a coalition of mortals and immortals who work together to neutralize or destroy dangerous supernatural objects. If we can’t handle a situation on our own, Sorren’s got a network of colleagues with a variety of powerful—and lethal—magical talents he can call for back up. I really hoped we wouldn’t need the Alliance’s help. That usually meant really big trouble.


  “Whatever you say,” Teag replied skeptically. “Are we going in armed?”


  Teag didn’t mean guns. He meant magical protections. “Damn straight,” I replied. “If something scares Kell, we already know we’ve got a problem.”


  *     *     *


  Five o’clock rolls around a lot sooner when the evening isn’t likely to be fun than it does when you’re looking forward to a night on the town. Teag and I drove over to the old Navy Yard in my blue Mini Cooper, and I felt like someone had dropped an ice cube down my back as soon as we passed the defunct guard booth at the gate.


  “Not too late to change your mind,” Teag said with a nervous grin. But we both knew it was. Kell was counting on us.


  “Have I mentioned how much I don’t like this place?” I asked. Teag and Sorren and I had nearly gotten killed by some seriously evil magic out here a little while ago. That’s not the kind of thing you forget.


  The old Navy Yard had been many things over the centuries. Pirates had claimed it as their safe haven. Smugglers and sleazy businessmen had taken up where they left off. The grounds had housed a Confederate hospital and holding area for captured soldiers during the Civil War, and plenty of war equipment had moved through here for several conflicts when the Navy owned the land. Since the area was decommissioned, it had fallen into disrepair. The effort to renovate the place and make it into a business park was just getting started, more of a dream than a reality, although a few start-ups were making a valiant effort.


  Abandoned buildings hulked all around us, boarded up and falling into ruin. Lots of bad things had happened on this land, and the blood seemed to have soaked into the ground itself, giving it some bad mojo that probably contributed to the faltering efforts to revitalize the area. It set my magic on edge, warning me to get out while I could.


  I should listen better when my instincts tell me to turn around and go home. But it’s our business to get rid of dangerous stuff so it doesn’t hurt anyone, which means rushing in where sane people fear to go.


  “This is it,” Teag said as we drove up to an old three-story brick building. The new museum was in one of the blocks where the renovated businesses were located. I pulled into a spot near the other cars in the lot, and took a moment to look the place over.


  From the brick, I’d guess the building was more than century old. It had been built with solid walls and stone under the windows and around the door. Outside, banks of red poppies swayed in the breeze, the symbol of the First World War. An inscription over the entrance made my heart sink.


  “Base Hospital,” I read with a groan. Next to the door, a much newer sign proclaimed ‘Charleston and the Great War—a World War I Retrospective’.


  “Just your kind of place,” Teag joked. I sighed. Military hospitals had a higher than average death toll, which probably explained why Kell and his people had been brought in for the ghost issue. More dead people meant more ghosts, usually. And a museum display of items associated with war was likely to set off my abilities in uncomfortable ways. Exhibits from a World War were unlikely to have a happy history. But we had made a promise to Kell.


  “Let’s try to make this quick,” I replied, although I doubted it was going to work that way.


  Kell was waiting for us at the door. “Thank you for coming on short notice,” he said, looking so relieved I felt a little guilty for not being more enthusiastic.


  Kell was tall, with light-brown hair, blue eyes, and a boater’s tan. He wore a trendy tweed jacket over a dark t-shirt and jeans, professional but functional for setting up cameras and microphones to catch the ghosts in action. Kell was the founder of SPOOK—the Southern Paranormal Observation and Outreach Klub. What began as a hobby had turned into a full-time paying business, with talk of a TV show. More importantly, Kell was a friend of Teag’s long-time romantic partner, Anthony, so we were doubly obligated to try to help Kell out of a jam.


  “So, what’s in the bag?” Kell asked, looking at the beat-up canvas backpack Teag had slung over one shoulder.


  “Just some tools of the trade,” I said off-handedly. Actually, they were weapons of the supernatural sort. The bag held Teag’s blades, salt and his weaving cords as well as a walking stick that I used to channel my magic defensively. And depending on what kind of big nasty we were going up against, Teag and I had collected a variety of magical odds and ends that might not look like much but could pack a supernatural wallop. On top of that, Teag was a championship martial arts kind of guy, and while I hadn’t won trophies like Teag, I could hold my own pretty well.


  “Have you seen the exhibit yet?” Kell asked. “It hasn’t opened to the public, but you know Alistair over at the Lowcountry Museum pretty well. I figured he might have given you an early pass.”


  I shook my head. “No, but I heard that the exhibit was in the works,” I replied. Kell led us through the partially-completed displays. I saw glass cases with soldiers’ uniforms from the First World War, military gear and weapons, and medical equipment that would have been used when the building was a hospital. In other displays, I glimpsed letters, official documents, photos, and journals, and off to one side in an alcove was a small movie screen for video.


  Near the entrance, a large plaque held the text of a famous poem about the war’s casualties lying beneath fields of poppies. And in every room, artists had brought their own interpretation to the theme, with paintings, sculpture, and textiles of red poppies.


  It looked like a great exhibit, except for the warning prickle that raised the hair on the back of my neck. I glanced at Teag, and he gave a nod, showing that he felt the power, too.


  “There have always been rumors about the old hospital being haunted,” Kell said, comfortable in his role as tour guide. Elsewhere in the building, I could hear carpenters and the sound of power tools as the workmen finished up for the evening. A few museum employees locked up the display cases they had been working on and gathered their things.


  “I’ll close up,” Kell said as the construction workers came downstairs. They nodded and headed out, and suddenly the old building seemed too quiet.


  “As I was saying,” Kell began, and just then, we heard someone coming down the stairs from the second floor. Teag and I turned, expecting another workman, but no one emerged from the stairwell. When we turned back, Kell gave us a knowing smile.


  “Spooky, huh?” he said. “This kind of thing has been going on since the museum decided to renovate the building for the exhibit. Footsteps. Cold spots. Glowing orbs. Lights that turn on and off by themselves, and doors that open and close. Oh, and at least two different ghosts that look real enough people have tried to talk to them,” Kell added.


  “Was that why they called you in?” Teag asked.


  Kell shook his head. “Nope. Museum folks are used to a fair amount of ghost stuff. Comes with the territory. But then, things escalated.”


  I peered up the empty stairwell when we passed, but no one was in sight, and I repressed a shiver. My right hand went to the agate necklace I wore, grounding myself by touching the protective gemstone. Around my left wrist, I wore a stained and worn old dog collar, wrapped a couple of times and buckled. It belonged to Bo, a golden retriever of mine who passed beyond the veil a couple of years ago, but whose spirit remained close as a loyal protector.


  Kell led us into one of the small rooms toward the back of the building. It had exposed brick walls that still showed the wear of more than a century. On one side, a World War I-era metal hospital bed had been set up with a mannequin dressed like a wounded soldier lying beneath a military-issue blanket and sheet.


  In the middle of one wall hung a display of old-time photos, and when I looked more closely, I saw that they were all doctors who had served at the Navy hospital. A similar photo display showcased the nurses assigned to the hospital during the First World War. And on the far wall, a somber document listed the names of all the soldiers known to have died in the hospital during World War I.


  A glass case stood over to one side, shattered as if someone had given it a good kick.


  “Your ghost did that?” I asked.


  Kell nodded. “My folks are pretty sure it’s a different spirit than people have reported before. There’ve been sightings of a woman in an old-fashioned nurse’s uniform walking down the hall. She disappears halfway down the corridor, always in the same place. Then there’s an older man in a long jacket who walks from room to room. We think he’s a doctor, still making his rounds. Those two have never hurt anyone or bothered the exhibits.”


  “What about the patients?” Teag asked. “Did any of them… stay behind?”


  As if on cue, we heard the clatter of a metal pan hitting the wooden floor. A moan sounded from somewhere upstairs.


  “Yeah,” Kell said. “A few of them hang around. They don’t seem to do more than make noise. Sometimes, you’ll get a whiff of rubbing alcohol, or smell cigarette smoke when no one’s around. So the whole building is a hot spot, but the rest all seem pretty harmless.”


  “Are they ghosts, or stone tapes?” I asked. ‘Stone tape’ was the phrase ghost hunters used to mean memories that were impressed upon a physical location, replaying themselves in an endless loop, like an old-fashioned cassette tape.


  “Some of both,” Kell replied. “Then the new one showed up and started turning things upside down.”


  I noticed there were remote cameras trained on the four sides of the room, and an odd sensor with an array of blinking lights that were aimed at the far corner. A couple of tiny microphones dangled from the ceiling. Kell had the room under surveillance.


  He led us into another room, where two of his ghost hunting team watched a bank of computer monitors. One was a girl in her mid-twenties with goth-black hair and a gray hoodie over black jeans. The other was a guy about the same age sporting a brown ponytail and a t-shirt with one of Shakespeare’s bawdier quotes on it. “Kendra and Tom,” Kell introduced, and the ghost hunters acknowledged us with a nod.


  “We’ve been recording since the first night,” Kell said. “I was afraid it would be hard to narrow in on just this one ghost’s manifestation, since there’s a lot going on here, but whoever is kicking up a fuss in the next room pegs the meters. The energy is really strong, and he’s pissed off about something.”


  “And the damage only started when people began working in that room?” I asked.


  Kell nodded. “Yeah. I did a little digging. Before the museum bought the building, a couple of different owners tried to use it for other things. One company leased out office space. Nobody would stay because of the ghosts, so that didn’t work. A pest exterminator company bought it next and only used the bottom floor, but they had so many problems with their electrical equipment that it wasn’t worth it, plus their receptionists kept quitting because of the ghosts.”


  “Are the exhibits going to be on all four floors?” I asked.


  Kell shook his head. “No. The museum didn’t need that much room, and the upper floors haven’t been modernized. They’re blocked off and locked up.”


  “What kind of readings have you gotten?” I asked, looking at all of Kell’s equipment. It looked he had enough stuff to launch a mission to Mars.


  Kell typed on one of the keyboards, and a graph came onscreen. “The flat areas are where there’s no ghostly activity in the back room,” Kell said, pointing. “Then you can see, the readings go way up here,” he said, noting the spike, “and here.”


  “What kind of activity caused the spike?” Teag asked.


  Kell shook his head. “You name it, it happened. The motion sensors went off, but no one was around. The electro-magnetic frequency recorder triggered with strange sounds, but there was no one in the room. The temperature dropped.”


  “Okay, that’s definitely strange,” I said, leaning in to get a better look at the screen. “Is it the same set of occurrences each time there’s a spike?”


  “Not necessarily,” Kell said. “A few people say they’ve seen a shadow by that back wall, but there’s no one to cast it. When furniture has been placed up against the wall, it’s been moved by morning, with no one around. And listen to this,” he said, pivoting to grab a hand-held recorder from one of the tables.


  Kell thumbed a button, and the recorder blinked on. We heard a lot of white noise, hissing, and popping, turned up to high volume. Then out of the background hum, what sounded like a man’s voice, and two syllables: “Sa-rah.”


  I looked up. “A woman’s name? Sarah?”


  Kell played the recording again, and we listened closely. The ghostly voice was low and muffled, but to my ears, it sounded like ‘Sarah’. Teag nodded in agreement.


  “So, who’s the ghost? And who is Sarah?” I asked.


  Kell put the recorder back on the table and turned to me. “I was hoping you could help us figure that out.”


  In the distance, I heard the bells from one of Charleston’s many churches ring six times. “Things tend to happen back here between six and seven,” Kell said. I followed him back to the corner, and it seemed to grow colder the closer I got.


  “I’m still not sure how I can help,” I said, looking around. “I’m not a medium. I don’t talk to ghosts. I read objects.”


  “And I think I know which object may have triggered this new haunting,” Kell replied. He went to the display with the cracked glass and carefully withdrew a worn and stained bundle of canvas.


  “This was a soldier’s shaving kit,” Kell said. “The museum had it in their storage area for quite a while, and it never seemed to have caused any trouble. When they sent it over to us for the display, all hell started to break loose.”


  He turned the small bundle over in his hands. “It looks as if someone inked a name on here,” he said, tracing a dark, smudged area. “But part of the cloth is torn, and after a lot of use, the marking isn’t readable.”


  Kell held out the bundle to me. “I was hoping that maybe you could find out who this belonged to, and why he’s raising a fuss after all this time.”


  “All right,” I replied. “But I’d like to sit down,” I said, knowing from experience that sitting was better than falling. “And since the ghost likes that corner, let’s put the chair over there.”


  Teag moved the chair, and Kell carried the shaving kit. I sat down in the chair, took a deep breath, and held out my hands. Kell placed the old kit across my palms, and I closed my eyes.


  Cold, dark clouds hung over the blue-gray ocean. From the deck of the ship, I saw a rocky coastline far in the distance. Smoke filled the sky, and the sound of gunfire carried across the water, even this far out from shore.


  The wind was laced with salt-spray, and I felt chilled to the bone, though it was only autumn.


  Our look-out shouted a warning. I could just make out a strange object in the waves before the men on deck scrambled for combat positions. The big guns fired, then fired again. The shells hit the ocean, sending a wall of water skyward. There was a muted thud, then bubbles and oil percolated to the top. A cheer went up. We’d hit a sub.


  The cheering died as another shout came. Torpedo sighted—oh God. I felt the ship turn hard, but the torpedo caught it midships with a sickening thud. Metal squealed and the ship jerked, sending men flying.


  Seeing the action through the eyes of the man who had owned the shaving kit, I felt his terror, saw him thrown off his feet and into a bulkhead. The whole ship shook, and smoke rose, making it hard to see and harder to breathe. The ship listed, and I glimpsed something large and heavy coming straight at me…


  The scene shifted. I lay in a bed, staring at a hospital ceiling, drifting in and out of consciousness. I looked over at the brick wall, eyeing the place I had stored my treasure, knowing it was still safe. Fever and chills wracked my body, and a never-ending thirst. I could taste blood on my lips. Not much longer—


  “Cassidy!” Teag was calling my name, kneeling next to my chair. He took the shaving kit out of my hands, and Kell held out a glass of cold water for me. My hands were nearly shaking too badly to accept it, but I managed to take a drink without spilling too much.


  “He was on a war ship. It got hit by a torpedo,” I said when I found my voice. “He was hurt. They probably sent him home to recover.” I paused. “Except—I think he got worse here. He was very sick, dying. Fever.”


  Kell sat back on his haunches, studying the shaving kit thoughtfully. “That might explain some things,” he said.


  I sipped my water. The visions I see when I handle potent objects really send me for a loop. As reactions go, this wasn’t the worst I’d had. Still, it would take me a while to be back to my old self.


  “Explain what?” Teag asked.


  Kell stood. “Charleston had a big military base here for a long time. Back in World War I, a lot of fellows were just getting ready to ship out when the Spanish Flu came through town. Some of them never left port. Others, sent here to recuperate, ended up dying from the epidemic.”


  He nodded in the direction of the old hospital’s back parking lot. “The museum just found the site plan for the building and grounds as it was back then. It had been misplaced for a long time. There was a graveyard behind the hospital—pretty common back in the day, but people had forgotten all about it. I bet this poor fellow never made it home.”


  Something about the vision stayed in my mind. I stood, and Teag followed me over to the corner, where I got down on my knees and stared at the wall.


  “What are you doing, Cassidy?” Teag asked.


  “In the vision, the man kept looking at the wall, as if he were checking on something,” I said, beginning to let my hands slide over the rough bricks, testing them as I moved down the wall. “What if—”


  I found two loose bricks, and jiggled them out of their place. Inside was a small hollow, and in it, a small, round object lay wrapped in a stained kerchief.


  “I’ll get it,” Teag said before I could reach for the cloth. He reached into the hiding place and withdrew the bundle. Carefully, Teag peeled back the covering to reveal a tarnished pocket watch.


  Everything happened at once. The lights went out, and the temperature dropped like a miniature blast of winter. Something shoved Teag, hard. Footsteps sounded nearby, though none of us were moving. The door to the hallway slammed shut.


  “Hey!” Teag yelled at the darkness, protesting the shove.


  Kell, Teag, and I stood with our backs to each other. I heard Kell snapping the switch on his flashlight, to no avail. Teag held up the light on his phone. It shone for a moment, before the light died away. Ghosts are hell on electrical objects and batteries.


  Nearby, glass shattered. We heard pounding on the hallway door and shouts from Kell’s worried team, but the door stayed closed.


  “Sa-rah.” The voice was muffled and distant, but there was no mistaking what it said.


  As abruptly as the lights went out, they struggled back on. The hallway door burst open, spilling Kell’s team members into the room with the sudden release. Kell’s flashlight and Teag’s phone gleamed brightly.


  The glass case holding the shaving kit was completely smashed.


  “What happened?” Tom asked.


  Kendra focused on the broken glass. “Damn! The museum isn’t going to charge us for that case, are they?”


  Teag moved forward, holding the watch out for them to see. “There’s an inscription—JCS,” he said, pointing to the back of the case. He pressed the release gently, and the two sides swung out.


  “Look,” Kell said. “Want to bet that’s Sarah?” Inside the watch cover was a picture of a dark-haired young woman.


  Kendra had already gone over to the roster of names showing the servicemen who died during the First World War. “JCS,” she mused, scanning the columns. “Geez, there are a lot of names here.”


  “Odds are, this is what the ghost was trying to protect,” I said. “I know a medium who’s pretty good at convincing spirits to pass over. If you’d like, we can bring her out tomorrow night,” I offered.


  Kell nodded. “That would be great. If the ghost has hung around here since 1918, he’s overdue for his eternal rest, and once he’s at peace, we can get on with the rest of the exhibit.”


  “James Carl Sturdevant.” We all turned toward Kendra, who was pointing to a name on the list. “He’s the only one with those initials—assuming all of the dead made it onto the list.” She glanced nervously at her phone.


  “Don’t you think we should get out of here?” she asked, looking from Kell to Tom. “You know… before?”


  “Before what?” I asked.


  I couldn’t read the expression on Kell’s face. He might have been annoyed at Kendra, or he might have been worried. He seemed to be trying not to show whatever emotion he was feeling at the minute, but he was definitely uncomfortable.


  “I should have told you,” he said. “We’ve had some problems in the parking lot. No one’s harmed the cars, but someone’s out there, watching when we leave the building.”


  “Or something,” Kendra muttered. “It’s freaky. Tom and I have both caught a glimpse of something moving, but when you look, it’s gone. We all go out to the cars together, and we park together.” She paused. “It’s worse the later in the evening it gets.”


  “Have you called the cops?” Teag asked.


  Kell sighed. “The museum doesn’t want any bad publicity—it will be enough of a stretch to get people to come out to the old Navy Yard to see the exhibit in daylight. It’s probably just some vagrants.”


  I knew from experience that vagrants were the least of the dangers to be worried about in the sprawling old Navy Yard. Bad things and dark magic gravitate to abandoned and decaying places, especially when those places have a bloody history. Teag, Sorren, and I had seen some really scary stuff go down out here, so Kendra’s concern worried me.


  “Well, here’s another item for the exhibit,” I said as Teag handed over the watch. “I’d like to come back in daylight and try to get a reading on the watch, if you’re interested,” I said. “James and Sarah might give the museum a nice human interest story.”


  Kell nodded. “If you’re up for it, I would love to record their story, although we may have to fudge the source a little unless we want to explain things to the museum.”


  “Did you show them the thing in the wall?” Tom’s expression was somewhere between worried and defiant. “You said she might know what it was.”


  Teag and I looked at Kell. “Was there something else?” I asked.


  Kell looked uncomfortable, but nodded. “Yeah, but we’re not sure what to make of it.” He placed the pocket watch in a drawer for safekeeping, and gestured for us to follow him from the room and down the hallway.


  “The museum isn’t doing a huge renovation, but it’s got to make some updates for wiring, air conditioning, and modern plumbing,” Kell said as we walked. “So they’ve had to bust open some walls, take down some plaster, that sort of thing. And yesterday, when they opened up a wall, they found something kind of strange inside.”


  “Something hidden in the wall?” I asked.


  Kell shook his head. “No. More like something actually embedded into the wall—cemented in with mortar.” He flicked on the lights and led us into a large, plain room. Crates and cases were stored against the inside wall, some covered with moving blankets or sheets to keep out dust.


  On the far side of the room, looking out over the back parking lot, were a bank of large windows. I could see where the old asphalt in the lot had been torn up, waiting for a fresh base and resurfacing before the museum opened. Beneath the windows, the old plaster had been torn away in a long stretch to allow for new lines to be run. Right in the center, a larger square had been cleared, and set into the bricks was an odd-shaped hole. Sitting on a nearby desk was a black stone carving of a menacing-looking figure.


  “Wow,” I said, moving a little closer for a good look. Even from here, I knew I didn’t want to touch that thing without some serious preparation. It was magical—and it radiated a prickly energy I didn’t like.


  “What is it?” Kell asked, leaning over my shoulder on one side as Teag crowded in on for a better view on the other side.


  “I’m not sure,” I said carefully. “But can we make sure no one touches it until we do some research? I don’t know why it’s there—but even from here, I know it’s got a lot of mojo.”


  Kell sighed. “We’re just the ghost busters. We don’t have any clout with the construction guys, but I can put in a word with the foreman, maybe make it sound antique and valuable…”


  “Sounds like a plan,” I replied, snapping a photo with my phone and texting it to Sorren. “I’ll get back to you with something tomorrow.”


  *     *     *


  Teag and I hadn’t eaten yet, so we picked up a pizza and headed to my house. I have what locals call a ‘Charleston single house’, meaning that the narrow side of the house faces the street while the front porch looks into a walled garden. My front door leads onto the wide, covered porch, not into the house itself.


  It probably says something about my life that I was not in the least surprised to find a vampire sitting on my porch swing.


  “Hi Sorren.” Yes, my nearly six-hundred year-old vampire business partner texts and emails. Then again, he looks like he’s still in grad school, forever in his late twenties, and tonight in a black t-shirt and jeans with sneakers, he might have even been able to pass for younger.


  “I got your text,” Sorren said as we crossed the porch. “Figured I might as well meet you here.”


  I put my key in the lock, and my little Maltese, Baxter, went ballistic, yipping and prancing like a maniac. He took one look at Sorren, and sat down with a goofy, adoring look on his face.


  “You glamoured him again, didn’t you?”


  Sorren grinned and leaned down to pet Baxter. “Who, me? Maybe he just wants your pizza.”


  Sorren had fed recently. I could tell because he wasn’t as pale as when he’s hungry. I didn’t want to know the details, but he had assured me he had learned long ago to feed from donors without needing to kill. And he had sworn an oath more than three hundred years ago to protect my family and those who worked with us, so I had never had cause for fear. Still, I felt a little guilty sitting down to eat the pizza without offering him some.


  “Go ahead,” he replied, shaking his head. “Fill me in on what you saw at the museum exhibit.”


  Teag and I took turns munching on pizza and talking with our mouths full. When we were finished, Sorren was quiet, his eyes pensive.


  “The flu was bad that year,” he said softly. “So many died. I hadn’t seen death on that scale since smallpox, back in Belgium. The cemeteries were full. That’s when they started to take the dead outside of town, to potters’ fields, anywhere to bury them.” His voice was distant, remembering.


  “We buried some of them in the land where part of the old Navy Yard sits,” he continued, finally looking up. “Quite a few were buried behind the military hospital.”


  “Kell said there’s a parking lot over that land now,” I replied. “And Kendra thinks something scary is out there in the shadows.”


  “Kendra’s right,” Sorren said. “Did you have any trouble getting out to your cars?”


  I shook my head. “No. But we all went together, the cars were parked close to each other at the front, and we stayed under a street light. I wouldn’t have wanted to be out there by myself—even with some of the weapons we’ve collected.”


  “I have a suspicion, but we need to go over there to test it out,” Sorren said.


  “What about a medium, to help set the ghosts at rest?” I asked.


  “If I’m right,” Sorren replied, pulling out his cell phone. “What we really need is a witch.” He paused. “Finish up your food—we’re heading back to the museum.”


  Half an hour later, a woman in her early forties rang my doorbell. She wore a cute twinset over dark jeans and boat shoes, and her blond hair was smoothed back in a high ponytail with a headband. She was carrying a designer handbag that was large enough to be a shopping tote. Just what I don’t need—a real estate agent.


  “Sorry, I’m not interested in selling the house,” I said impatiently. “Just leave me your card, and I’ll let you know if I change my mind.”


  She tugged on a silver chain around her neck and pulled out a pentacle. “Not a real estate agent. Not Avon calling. Not trying to convert you. I’m Liz Mitchell. Is Sorren here?”


  “Oh, you’re the witch!” I said with a sigh of relief, then realized just how strange that sounded. Her laugh let me know she did not take it the wrong way.


  “Yeah, I get that a lot,” she said. “And before you ask, no, I’m not related to the housewife witch in the old TV show, although people say there’s a resemblance.”


  Bewitched, bothered and bewildered… “Come on in,” I said.


  But before we could get farther than the front hall, Sorren and Teag were coming toward us. “I don’t think we should wait,” Sorren said. “If I’m right, we’ve got a big problem.” He nodded in greeting.


  “We’ll fill you in on the way,” Sorren said. We piled into Teag’s old Volvo, since it was a more comfortable ride for four than my little Mini Cooper. As we drove, Teag and I caught up on Liz what we knew.


  “Old graveyard full of war dead and plague victims that’s been sealed under a parking lot for a long time, and now everything’s being ripped up,” she summarized.


  “Yep,” Sorren replied.


  “All right then,” Liz said matter-of-factly. “Ghouls.”


  “Ghouls?” Teag echoed.


  Sorren nodded. “Unless good wardings have been put down and refreshed frequently, old cemeteries draw ghouls like roadkill draws flies. One or two at first, then more if the feeding is good.”


  He looked at me. “That’s probably what the ghost hunters saw lurking in the shadows. When there aren’t many of them, they’ll hold off on attacking the living unless they can get an easy kill. Once there are enough to swarm, all bets are off.”


  I shivered, despite myself. “All right,” I said. “Go ahead and hand me the duffle bag. I don’t think we want to fight those guys bare-handed.”


  I was already wearing plenty of magically protective gear. Besides my agate necklace, I had an onyx ring and tourmaline earrings, all good protective stones. In one pocket of my jeans, I had a very old stone disk with a hole in the middle, a protective charm Sorren had given me that had some serious mojo. Packets of salt were stuffed into my other pockets, and I was wearing the dog collar wrapped around my left wrist. In the duffle bag, I had a walking stick that had belonged to Sorren’s maker, something I used like an athame to channel my touch magic into defensive energy. I learned the hard way that I could tap into the strength of a memory and sometimes into the magic of an object’s former owner, and use both for a power boost. Since ghouls were physical as well as magical, I also had a long knife in a sheath I could clip to my belt.


  Teag wore a vest beneath his hoodie into which he had woven protective magic, and he stored extra energy in some knotted rope that hung from his belt. He also had his share of salt packets. Teag wore an agimat charm and a hamsa on a chain around his neck, and he had a wicked looking knife with a blade even longer than mine. Teag’s fighting staff was in the back, along with Sorren’s sword.


  Sorren didn’t need much beyond the supernatural speed and strength that came with being a vampire. But he did have a sword, and I’d seen him fight with it. A couple of hundred years of practice makes perfect. I had no idea what Liz had in that huge designer bag of hers, but I now suspected it was more than lipstick.


  “What about the ghosts?” I asked. “Don’t we need a medium to get them to rest?”


  Liz shook her head. “I’m pretty good with ghosts, so I can handle that if we can’t resolve things any other way, but I don’t think that’s our problem. The construction people disturbed the graves when they tore up the parking lot. That stirred up the ghosts, and the ghost activity was like an ‘Eat at Joe’s’ sign for the ghouls.”


  “And ghouls put the ghosts into a frenzy,” Sorren finished. “So, let’s take things in order. Ghouls first.”


  “And the strange carving? The thing that was in the wall?” Teag asked, keeping his eyes on the road.


  Liz studied the photo on my phone. “Once we deal with the ghouls, I’ll take a look at it. My bet is, there’s been a ghoul problem before, and that totem was how the last witch smoothed things over.”


  The last witch. Before I had inherited Trifles and Folly, I had no idea what a supernatural hot bed Charleston was. Now, it seemed like the city was teeming with all kinds of magic, good and bad. And we were always right in the middle of it.


  The old Navy Yard was deserted when we drove up. Teag shut off the lights when we were a block away, and we relied on the streetlights overhead. I knew from experience that even the cops didn’t like to spend a lot of time in the abandoned military campus, although they made an effort to patrol the sections where new businesses had moved in. Even the police stayed well clear of the boarded up old buildings. That was okay, because for the most part, criminals didn’t like this place, either.


  We coasted to a stop in front of the hospital-museum. A few security lights glowed dimly through the windows. Staring up at the light, I thought I saw a shadow or two take shape and then disappear.


  “Oh yeah, you’ve got ghosts all right,” Liz murmured. “We’ll take care of them later.”


  Teag pulled into the old hospital’s driveway, moving slowly so we could see what we were up against as he pulled around and parked the car facing the temporary fence. Most of what had been the back parking lot had been scraped down to the bare, sandy soil. I guessed that work had halted when the construction teams discovered what was underneath the asphalt. A temporary plastic mesh fence sagged on its supports, cordoning off the area.


  I couldn’t see the ghouls, but I could feel them watching us. Many of the streetlights in the area no longer functioned, so it was darker than usual. Teag switched the headlights back on, since none of us wanted to take on the ghouls in the dark. The flash of light caught a half dozen hunched, disfigured shapes loping into the shadows. Game on.


  We opened our car doors together, and no one wasted time getting out. Weapons drawn, we moved carefully along what remained of the asphalt around the lot’s edges. Now and then, I caught a whisp-like shape floating above the torn-up ground, only to have it vanish when I turned to look.


  “The ghouls have been digging.” Teag pointed toward the sandy soil. The entire area was marred by deep pits that looked like they had been dug by hyperactive dogs. In a few places, I glimpsed a yellowed bone or a bit of old cloth. “They’re feeding on the corpses.”


  Liz bent down and chalked a circle around herself, chanting as she drew the line that would help her summon and control her power. She added candles and lit them, then sprinkled salt and bits of broken mirror between the candles.


  “I’ll handle the ghosts,” Liz said. “And I’ll work up some energy to help you with the ghouls. But that will take time. For the first while, the fight’s all yours. Don’t worry about me—the circle will keep them out.”


  Liz closed the circle and stood, murmuring an incantation as she turned to face each direction in turn. Sorren, Teag and I advanced warily, weapons in hand.


  I knew the ghouls were out there, and they still scared the hell out of me when they attacked.


  Ghouls are every bit as ugly as the stories say. Their bodies are twisted and emaciated, like dried-up corpses that won’t stay dead. Long-fingered hands with nails broken back to the quick. Lantern jaws filled with sharp, blackened teeth. Naked, sexless bodies and oversized feet with claws where toes should be.


  And they’re fast.


  One minute, the parking lot was empty. The next, a dozen ghouls were coming at us, teeth bared and hands outstretched to tear us apart.


  People think ghouls only eat the dead. They prefer an easy meal, but if they can get fresh meat, they’re just as happy.


  Ghouls are fast, but vampires are faster. Sorren moved in a blur, setting about himself with his sword. He hacked down two or three of the monsters before they realized what was happening. More ghouls emerged from the shadows, and the closest ones went after Teag and me.


  I had my knife in one hand, and the walking stick in the other, held out like a sword. I gave the dog collar on my left wrist a shake, and the ghostly form of a solidly built Golden Retriever materialized beside me. Goldens have a reputation for being mellow, but when one of their family is in danger, they can turn into ninety pounds of snarly fury.


  Two of the ghouls launched themselves at me, while three more went after Teag. Sorren had his hands busy with at least four of the things, and more of them were emerging from the shadows every minute.


  My ghost dog Bo lunged, and his spectral canine teeth worked just fine on the ghoul he knocked to the ground. Bo snapped and snarled, seizing onto the ghoul’s forearm and worrying it back and forth, tearing the arm from the shoulder.


  I sliced at the other ghoul with the knife, getting in a hit that slashed across its face. The ghoul hissed, trying to reach me with its sharp claws, but I brought up the walking stick and focused my magic.


  A streak of fire burst from the tip of the walking stick, hitting the ghoul square in the chest. The monster screeched as the flames caught its straggly hair and parchment-dry skin, flapping and shrieking as it went up like a torch.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Teag bash in the skull of one of the ghouls with his staff, then slam the end of the staff into the belly of the other ghoul, knocking it off balance and right into his waiting blade. On the other side, Sorren was spattered with black blood, setting to with his sword with single-minded focus. Three of the ghouls were out of the fight, dismembered on the ground in a pool of ichor. The fourth ghoul lunged at Sorren with crazed frenzy until Sorren thrust his sword through the ghoul’s chest where the heart should have been.


  Before I could celebrate, two more ghouls came at me, and half a dozen more followed, intent on Teag and Sorren. I forced the two closest ghouls back with a fiery blast from my walking stick. Bo’s ghost sailed through the air, tackling a ghoul that tried to circle around behind me, pinning the squealing, thrashing creature to the ground as Teag swung his staff and smashed the ghoul’s head.


  The body parts strewn around the blood-spattered lot didn’t deter the ghouls; in fact, it put them into a frenzy. Some stopped to eat the carcasses of their fallen comrades, while others were focused on fresh meat—us.


  “Any time now, Liz!” I shouted.


  Liz had raised an iridescent cylinder of power along the chalk circle of her warding. Five or six ghouls hunched along the outside, taking care to stay well clear of the scintillating curtain of energy, stalking the woman inside. Meanwhile, we were getting our butts whipped.


  Liz shouted a command, and flung the wall of energy outward. The stalker-ghouls were the first to fry, going up like dry tinder. Sorren hurled his attacker into the consuming power, and got out of the way. Teag and I followed his lead, but we were too far into the center of the lot to get out of the way of the roiling wave of light.


  Wondering what kind of ally sends out a blast to cook the rest of the team, I braced myself for flames—and felt the power sweep right over me like a warm wind, leaving me untouched. Teag looked up at me in astonishment a few seconds later, even as the power incinerated most of the ghouls.


  We were still alive—for now. There were more ghouls headed our way.


  “Where the hell did these things come from?” I muttered, sending a few more to oblivion with a stream of fire as I concentrated my will on the walking stick-athame. No one answered me, but I figured ‘hell’ was as good a reply as I was going to get.


  I glanced back at Liz, to see if she had another fiery curtain coming our way. No such luck. She was still inside her protective circle, but now she had her hands raised and spread wide, palms open and outward, and her eyes were fixed on the torn up parking lot behind us. Liz’s lips were moving, but her eyes looked glazed, as if her attention was fixed on something I couldn’t see.


  Another ghoul came at me, and I brought my knife down across his forearms, cutting bone deep. Then I gave a martial arts kick that sent him flying. Bo’s ghost tackled a second ghoul. A third monster almost got me from the other side, raking my shoulder with its claws, but before I could bring up my walking stick, Sorren had the ghoul by the neck, which he snapped with a flick of his wrist.


  The torn up parking lot was covered with ghoul corpses, and still they came. Sorren might have immortal strength, and Liz was protected in her circle for as long as her power held out, but I knew that Teag and I had mortal limits, and we were tiring quickly.


  “Cassidy—the ghosts!” Teag shouted from where he still battled two of the ghouls.


  I glanced over to the area of the old graveyard, and saw dozens of ghosts hovering over the dug-up parking lot. They were fully-formed, wearing clothing that spanned a century or more, hollow-eyed and gaunt. They were dead—and angry.


  A cold wind swept toward the ghouls from the old cemetery. Once again, it passed over Teag and me without damage, and this time, Sorren did not stop fighting to get out of its way. We didn’t need to be afraid. The ghosts weren’t after us.


  Behind us, I could hear the ghosts in the old hospital going berserk, rattling the glass and pounding on the doors. The graveyard ghosts were focused with lethal intensity on the ghouls, and whatever magic Liz had worked to power up the ghosts, they were making the most of it.


  Some of the ghosts hurled fist-sized rocks and clumps of asphalt, energized into murderous poltergeists. Others slipped their icy forms through the ghouls—and stayed inside the ghouls until the monsters began to spasm and shudder, freezing from the inside out. The strongest spirits tore at the ghouls ferociously, ripping away strips of skin, clawing at hair and eyes, a foe that was everywhere and nowhere, impossible to fight.


  Sorren, Teag, and I waded into the fray, although the ghosts left few ghouls for us to handle. Between the fire and the ghosts and some good old-fashioned smiting, we seemed to have run out of ghouls. Good thing. I was covered in ghoul-guts, dripping with sweat, heaving for breath, and aching everywhere. Teag looked just as tired, and even Sorren was moving more slowly. Bo’s ghost gave me a wag and disappeared.


  Liz hadn’t dropped her circle of light yet. She brought her hands in close to her body and clasped them in front of her chest with a slight bow of thanks to the ghosts. Then she spoke words I couldn’t quite catch, and one by one, the ghosts dissipated, some wafting away on the night breeze and others slipping back beneath the sandy ground to their resting places. That’s when I realized that the racket from the ghosts inside the museum had quieted, and when I turned, the faces in the windows were gone.


  “What a mess.” Teag looked out over the spread of ghoul-parts and black blood. “How the hell are we going to clean this up before the cops see it?”


  Liz lowered the iridescent curtain of light and smudged her circle open. “Allow me,” she said as she approached us. We stepped back, and she sent a wave of blue, cold energy in a horizontal sheet across the asphalt, turning the ghoul corpses to ash. A gust of perfectly-timed wind scattered the cinders into the next parking lot.


  “What about the totem in the building?” Teag asked.


  “I drew on its power, there at the end,” Liz said.


  I turned to look up at the hulking form of the old military hospital. “Was it the construction that triggered everything? Or removing the totem?”


  “Probably a mixture of both,” Liz said with a sigh. Her twinset and hair were still perfectly in place, but I could see exhaustion around her eyes and in the set of her mouth. “Disturbing the building would have riled the ghosts inside, and digging up the parking lot would have troubled the ghosts from the cemetery. And I suspect that when the totem was moved and the ghouls showed up, that upset both groups of ghosts further.”


  “So what now?” I asked. “Won’t the ghouls just come back?”


  Liz chuckled. “Not for a while. They prefer food that doesn’t fight back.” She looked up at the old hospital. “I would suggest finding a place in the new construction where the totem can be sealed away where no one will bother it for another hundred years.”


  “I’ll take care of it,” Sorren said, and he and Teag headed off toward the building. Less than an hour later, they were back.


  “We found a place inside the basement walls,” Teag said as he and Sorren dusted themselves off. “Doesn’t look like anyone will have a reason to renovate there, so with luck, it can just go on doing its job for a long, long time.”


  “Let’s get out of there,” Sorren said, listening to the night sounds. “We’ve overstayed our welcome.”


  *     *     *


  The next evening, I got a phone call from Kell. “Hey Cassidy—guess what? We figured out whose picture was in the old watch. Name was Sarah Cooper. Kendra found her listed among the flu casualties.” He sounded surprised. “Maybe she was even buried in the lot behind the hospital where her boyfriend died.”


  Two ghosts, trapped within sight of each other, held apart for over a century by what anchored their spirits to this world. And if we were right about the ghouls, then James’s worry over the monsters desecrating his beloved’s body fueled the poltergeist’s rage.


  “Oh, and I thought you’d want to know,” Kell went on. “The Lowcountry Museum is going to work with the city to relocate the graves underneath the parking lot. Turns out the paperwork on those graves had been lost for a long time, which is why they weren’t moved before this. So maybe those folks will finally get to rest in peace.”


  “Kell, can you do me a favor?” I asked, reaching down to scratch Baxter on the head as I sat on my porch and sipped a tall glass of sweet tea.


  “Sure,” he agreed. “Whatever you did, the ghosts have stopped acting up and the museum can go on with its renovation, so the exhibit will open on time. I’ll put a check in the mail for your consulting fee. What did you need?”


  “That pocket watch—can you ask the museum to bury it with Sarah Cooper’s remains? After all this time, Sarah and James deserve to be together, and it might keep their spirits quiet.”


  “I think I’ve got enough pull to make that happen,” he said, and I could hear him smiling. “You’re a hopeless romantic, you know that?”


  I chuckled. “Not usually, but I’ll make an exception in this case. Thanks.”


  Kell paused. “Something else we documented, but I didn’t tell the people at the museum. This morning, when we went out there, we found something strange. One fresh red poppy, lying in the middle of the dug-out parking lot. Weird, huh?”


  A chill went down my spine, and I hugged Baxter a little tighter. I had the feeling that when the graves were exhumed, Sarah Cooper would be right under where that poppy lay.


  “Yeah,” I said, hoping my tone sounded convincing. “Weird.”


  
    Shadow Garden

  


  “Why is your garden gnome in a cage?” I frowned as a plump middle-aged woman deposited a stone statue locked in what looked like a large ‘live trap’ steel mesh box.


  “Because this thing ate my cat,” the woman declared. “And I want rid of it before it goes after the dog, too.”


  We see all kinds of things at Trifles and Folly, but even for us, this was a first.


  “Are you sure about the cat?” I asked, warily eyeing the gnome. It looked much older than the brightly-painted resin figures on sale at the big national-chain garden supply stores. The statue was weathered, with some bits of lichen stuck to its body, and I wondered if it had been custom-made. Now that she mentioned it, the gnome did look a little creepy. The features looked sly instead of welcoming, and the set of the mouth seemed to hide sharp teeth behind the carved stone lips.


  “I’m sure,” the woman said, slapping her palm against the wooden counter. “Fuddles never did like the statue. Always hissed at it when he walked by it. I should have taken that as a sign.”


  “Where did it come from?” I asked, looking away from the creepy gnome and returning my attention to the lady who had brought in the caged decoration.


  “My mother said she bought it from one of those architectural salvage places,” the woman replied.


  “Have you had other problems with it, before the… um… cat incident?” I’m sure she was embarrassed and believed I was secretly laughing at her, but I had seen much stranger things.


  I’m Cassidy Kincaide, and I own Trifles and Folly, an antique and curio shop in historic, haunted Charleston, SC that is a lot more than it seems. The store has been in my family for over three hundred years, and we’ve got a secret. While we’re a great place to find beautiful old heirlooms and estate jewelry, our real job is getting dangerous magical and supernatural items off the market and keeping them out of the wrong hands. That means we see more than our share of cursed, unlucky, or possessed objects, so I was taking my hapless customer’s tale seriously. Her murderous gnome sounded exactly like the kind of problem we deal with every day.


  She pushed a lock of bottle-blonde hair off of her perspiring forehead. “When it started moving around, I should have known. I wish I’d have gotten rid of it sooner.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “The garden gnome moved by itself?”


  The woman hesitated, then nodded. “I thought someone was funnin’ with me, at first,” she said. Her bright pink lipstick made the rush of blood to her cheeks all the more noticeable. “And it’s not as if it moves across the yard. Just a bit, but it doesn’t stay put, and the man who does the yard says he hasn’t touched it.” She glared at the statue. “In fact, I don’t think he even likes to go near it. It doesn’t look like he weeds or trims close to the statue, now that I think about it.”


  “Do you know if your mother ever witnessed anything unusual about the statue?” I asked, taking a closer look, though I kept well back from the cage itself. I was glad it came with a handle on the top. There was no way I would stick my fingers through that wire mesh.


  The blonde belle shook her head. “No. Mama never said a word about it, and she used to spend a lot of time out in the garden. Always loved to watch the birds and the squirrels, but now that I think about it, I haven’t seen any of them in the yard since I came back to settle up her house.”


  “Your mother passed away?” I asked gently.


  She swallowed hard, blinked back tears, and nodded. “Yes. A month ago. So I came back from Richmond to see that everything was closed up properly, and start taking care of her estate.” She extended her hand. “I’m sorry. I haven’t introduced myself. I’m Beverly Callahan, but my friends call me Binky.”


  I recognized the last name. Binky’s parents had been movers and shakers in Charleston society until their deaths. I was pretty sure their names were on every museum and historical association’s donor lists, plus the patron listings for the hospitals, the Junior League, and the university. That made it doubly odd that someone like Binky would risk ridicule with a story like this if the gnome hadn’t seriously weirded her out. And to my eye, Binky looked scared right out of her Lilly Pulitzer pink pants.


  “Mrs. Callahan—”


  “Please, Binky.”


  I nodded. “Binky. Of course we’re happy to buy the statue from you. But out of curiosity, is there anything else you can tell me about the gnome’s… behavior? Was there anything that seemed to trigger it becoming dangerous?”


  Binky looked at me as if she was trying to decide whether or not I was mocking her, then finally realized I was taking her seriously. She reached out and grabbed my hand. “Oh, thank heavens. You believe me, don’t you? I have been scared out of my ever-lovin’ wits since Fuddles disappeared. I mean, if it can eat a cat, who knows whether or not it could get into the house when I’m sleeping?”


  Across the store, Teag Logan, my assistant store manager, was keeping his head down, studiously polishing the estate silverware for the front case. I knew he would take Binky’s dilemma seriously, but I also knew her delivery, which was dead-on Paula Deen-esque, was making it hard for him to keep a straight face. “I can completely understand your concern,” I replied.


  Binky smoothed her hair. “Thank you,” she said, lifting her chin as she regained her composure. “As for what mama saw, I’m not sure. She said some strange things near the end, but I chalked it all up to the Alzheimer’s. Now, I wonder.”


  “So the gnome was a relatively recent addition to the garden?” I probed. I kept an eye on the caged statue. It gave me the willies. And since my gift is psychometry—the ability to read the history or emotional memories or magic—of an object by touch, I decided someone else could take the cage into the back room. That’s where we keep the potentially dangerous acquisitions until my business partner, Sorren, figures out how to dispose of them.


  Binky shook her head. “That’s just it. He’d been there for a little while, I’m sure of it. Mama was always picking up odds and ends from one of those restoration places, or antique stores, or yard sales—you get the idea.” I did. Many older people filled their time shopping for cast-off treasures, and when they passed on, their harried children often brought those impulse purchases by the truckload to shops like ours.


  “And there wasn’t anything that might have happened—anything at all—that might have ‘activated’ the gnome?” I pressed. There was just no way to ask Binky if her mother had suddenly taken up practicing black magic or had someone put a root on her.


  Again a shake of the head. “No. Mama spent most of her time going on garden tours and helping out at the Historical Archive or the Shady Ladies’ Garden Club. She knew every garden in this city, and all about the old gardens that aren’t around anymore, too.”


  It was pretty clear that Binky couldn’t tell me more about the cat-eating gnome, so I paid her a fair price for the ‘acquisition’ and waited until she glanced around our front showroom and departed before I looked to Teag.


  “If you’re wondering, it’s a ‘hell no’ about me carrying this to the back,” I said drily.


  He chuckled. “I figured as much. And I already sent Sorren a text that we had something potentially dangerous. He said he’d be back in town tomorrow.” Teag walked over and peered through the wire cage. “Do you think she was telling the truth?”


  I shrugged. “I think she believed what she told us was the truth,” I replied. “And I’m getting creeped out just standing next to that thing. So whether or not it ate her cat, I suspect that the gnome has some kind of bad mojo.”


  Teag gingerly carried the caged gnome back to the office. The bell over the door rang, and I looked up, wondering if Binky had returned, to see a svelte gray-haired woman in a St. John suit wave a cheery greeting.


  “Cassidy! I’m so glad I caught you. I was on my way back from lunch, and I wanted to remind you about the Archive fundraiser. You know, to restore the Bethany Plantation? I can count on you and Teag to attend and help us out, can’t I?”


  Mrs. Benjamin Morrissey was a true doyenne of Charleston society, and the Director of the Historical Archive. She had the trifecta of wealth, family history, and social connections to be a rainmaker for the Archive’s preservation projects, and she was often a big help to Teag and me when we were researching local history. She had been a good friend of my Uncle Evan, who ran Trifles and Folly before I inherited it, so I was never quite sure how much she knew about the family magic or about the store’s real purpose. I suspected it was more than she let on, just as I wondered whether or not she and my late uncle had at one time been an ‘item’ after her husband died.


  I grinned, in spite of the spooky gnome problem. “It’s always good to see you,” I said, and meant it. I enjoy Mrs. Morrissey’s wit and although she’s in her seventies, her energy usually leaves me feeling like a slacker. “And yes, I’m planning to attend.”


  “Count me in!” Teag called from the back.


  “I’ve heard stories about the Bethany place for a long time,” I said. “I think it’s wonderful the Archive is taking on the restoration project.”


  Mrs. Morrissey adjusted the pearl necklace at her throat. “I agree,” she said. “It’s something I’ve been advocating for years, and I’m so thrilled that we’re finally making progress. In fact, the initial donations have been enough to have the house and grounds professionally appraised, hire an architecture firm that specializes in old homes, and remove some of the trash from the site.” She wrinkled her nose. “We also identified pieces that just weren’t up to the quality of the original plantation, and sold them off to raise more money.”


  Preservation was the lifeblood of a city like Charleston, and at any given moment, there seemed to be dozens of worthy causes raising funds to rebuild, renovate, repair or safeguard pieces of the city’s past. I couldn’t support every one, but I had a soft spot for Mrs. Morrissey, so her pet causes usually got priority.


  “I can’t stay,” Mrs. Morrissey said. “Just poked my head in to say hello. Give my best to Teag. Ta-ta!” And with that, she was gone.


  My cell phone rang, and when I answered it, Kell Winston, our favorite ghost-hunter, was on the line. “Hi Cassidy! Are you and Teag doing anything tomorrow night?”


  I hesitated, and Kell barreled on ahead. “SPOOK is going out to look at a house you might find interesting,” he said. “No one said it was haunted until the place was renovated, and now they seem to be having a lot of problems.” SPOOK stood for ‘Southern Paranormal Observation and Outreach Klub’. Kell was the leader of the group, which had started to make a name for itself in ghost-hunting circles.


  “I can ask Teag,” I said. “You need an antiques consult?” Kell knows a little bit about my ability to read objects, but he doesn’t know about Trifles and Folly’s secret mission, or about other things best kept under wraps, like Teag’s magic and the fact that our patron, Sorren, is a six hundred year-old vampire. Family secrets aren’t for sharing.


  “Got it in one,” he said with a laugh. “It’s the old Hoffman house, south of Broad. Know the place?”


  For obvious reasons, Teag and I were pretty well connected to Charleston’s historical renovation circles. Teag’s partner, Anthony, did pro bono legal work for several preservation societies. And since I’m a history buff on top of what we do at the shop, I’ve been on house tours of nearly every old house that opens its doors to the public, and a few that don’t. But I couldn’t place the Hoffman house. “Remind me. Which one is that?”


  Kell chuckled. “I know—there are so many old houses in Charleston, right? It’s the one with the wrought iron gate, the pineapple finials and the double stairway to the front door.”


  “Yeah, that really narrows it down,” I remarked. He had just described more than half of the historic homes in the city.


  “The plum-colored mansion that isn’t on the Battery.”


  “Gotcha.” I frowned, thinking. “I remember going through it a couple of years ago, when the Preservation Society first purchased it to fix up. They were trying to raise the money for the renovation. I don’t recall hearing anything about ghosts then.” I also didn’t remember getting bad vibes, which is something I never forget.


  “That’s what makes it interesting,” Kell said. “Apparently, the ghosts came with the renovation—or something they brought in to do the remodel,” he added. “We haven’t been inside yet, but even the garden pegged our meters—and that was from the other side of the wall.”


  Now he had my attention. I wondered if the Hoffman house had any cat-eating gnomes. “Sure,” I said. “I can go. I have to check on Teag’s calendar.”


  “Tell him I’m going,” Teag said as he walked out from the back. “If you’re ghost-hunting, someone needs to be along to watch your back.” Actually, Teag and I watch each other’s backs pretty well, but I appreciated the sentiment. My touch magic can be pretty intense, and when I’m wrapped up in a vision from a supernaturally-charged object, I’m vulnerable if something spooky and nasty attacks. Teag makes a great wing-man.


  Kell gave me the details, and we agreed to meet up after dinner. Teag was watching me as I ended the call. “Okay,” he said. “Give.”


  I leaned against the display case. “Two places with haunted gardens that didn’t used to be haunted. Seems like more than a coincidence. Especially since Binky’s mother liked to buy from architectural salvage shops and I’ll bet anything the preservation people who fixed up Hoffman House also bought from those stores.”


  Teag nodded. “Seems like a reasonable guess. But this is Charleston. Architectural salvage shops are almost as common as antique stores, and that’s not counting the swap meets, estate sales, and other places you can buy old stuff.”


  “There’s got to be a reason the gnome suddenly turned dangerous and the Hoffman ghosts got riled up,” I said. “Want to bet they won’t be the only places that start having problems?”


  Teag sighed. “You’re probably right. So the sooner we figure out what triggered the reaction, the faster we can shut down other problems.”


  “That’s the plan,” I replied. But I should have remembered that plans change.


  *     *     *


  The next evening, Teag and I stood with Kell and the rest of his SPOOK group outside the gate to the Hoffman house. In some ways, the old mansion was just like its more sedate neighbors—including being haunted. An old, custom-designed wrought-iron gate guarded the entrance. Dual staircases curled toward the wide front porch with its pillars, dating from a time when women and men entered by separate stairs to avoid an unseemly glimpse of ankle. Carved wooden pineapples, a symbol of welcome from the days of sailing ships, adorned the gateposts. But beyond the fence, the Hoffman house was painted a deep plum color, unlike its more discreet white clapboard or brick neighbors. On the Battery, with its rainbow of houses reminiscent of the Caribbean, a plum-colored house might not be unique. But in this neighborhood, it had always made the Hoffman residence a one-of-a-kind treasure.


  “We’ve got the key,” Kell said, holding it up. “The Preservation Society actually called us, if you can believe it. They started running into situations they couldn’t explain, and it got strange enough they figured we could take a stab at figuring it out.”


  That alone spoke volumes. While Charlestonians believe in haunts, it’s one thing to quietly co-exist with the ghost of an ancestor, and it’s another to call in the ghost-hunters. “What kind of things have been happening?” I asked. I preferred to get my briefing now, on the outside of the wall, rather than later, when we might be running for our lives.


  “The Hoffman family trust sold the house to the Preservation Society last year, when the last of the Hoffmans died,” Kell said. “Until that point, the only ghost stories involved sightings of an old man on the stairs and a lady in a rocking chair—standard stuff, very quiet, no danger to anyone. So the Society bought the house and raised funds to renovate, and did their best to make sure everything they used was period-authentic.” Charlestonians are sticklers for their history. They prefer real old stuff to reproductions, even if the real stuff isn’t original to the house.


  “The remodeling went well at first,” Kell went on. “Then in the last few months, there started to be problems. Voices. Footsteps. Sounds of things sliding around on the floor or chairs rocking—that kind of stuff. Out in the garden, a couple of the gardeners had a bad enough experience with something—they wouldn’t say what—that they walked away and didn’t even come back for their paycheck.”


  “Did the problems stop the renovation?” I asked.


  Kell shook his head. “No. They managed to finish. But there have been enough problems—escalating incidents—that the Society is privately afraid to hold an Open House. And of course, they don’t want to tell all their donors it’s because of ghosts.”


  While Kell briefed us, his team spread out along the wall. Calista, who always rocked a goth vibe, already had her tablet computer out and was recording from a variety of sensors. Drew, tall and dark-haired like a skinny raven, was getting readings on an EMF monitor. Pete, the sound guy, had a small action cam like extreme sports athletes wear attached to his hat, and he was gathering audio readings down toward the end of the fence.


  “From what I’ve been told, the ghosts got worse little by little, probably as new items were brought into the house. But when the contractors finished up the landscaping, things got bad,” Kell said. “The ghosts had been noisy before or mischievous—hiding objects, moving things—but at the end they were more aggressive.”


  We had been out with Kell and his team on some pretty wild situations, so Teag and I could picture too well just what Kell was talking about. “All right,” I said. “Let’s get started.”


  Teag and I did not come unprepared. My touch magic enables me to pull from the memories and emotions associated with an object in order to defend myself. I had an old dog collar on my left wrist, which connected me to the protective spirit of my beloved golden retriever, Bo. As a ghost, Bo was one hell of a watch dog. I also carried an old wooden spoon that had been my grandmother’s. When I connected to its emotional resonance, I could send out a cold blast of energy that could knock most things right on their asses. I have other weapons, too, but they tended to be a bit extreme for tonight’s situation.


  Teag has Weaver magic, which means he can weave spells and magical protections into cloth, and he can also weave data streams, making him one hell of a hacker. Tonight, Teag and I both wore vests beneath our clothing into which he had woven protective spells. Teag is also a champion martial arts competitor, and he’s been making sure I do enough training to protect myself. He carries a tall wooden staff, which is both a weapon and a way to channel his magic. I suspected he had some other weapons hidden in his bag as well, and both of us wore an assortment of protective charms and amulets. We were ready for trouble.


  Kell unlocked the gate. The lights in the house were already on, likely a security measure. We stuck together, walking in pairs, heading up the stairs to the wide front porch. Kell brought out a second key and unlocked the gate, then disarmed the security system.


  The house had a huge foyer with parquet floors, a large circular table with an empty vase that was ready for a big bouquet of fresh flowers, and a tasteful, tiered brass chandelier. A huge mirror in a gilt frame hung against one wall, above a Hepplewhite table. The house was cold, a rarity in Charleston except in mid-winter. I doubted the chill could be attributed to the air conditioning.


  A thump upstairs made us all jump. “Readings are off the meter,” Drew said, watching as the needles jumped on his EMF instruments.


  “Picking up some audio,” Pete said. “Nothing I can make out—like voices in the distance.”


  “Damn, they’re starting up early,” Calista observed, watching the graphs jump on her tablet. “Cold spots all over the place. I’m live-streaming the video from Pete’s hat. Picking up a couple of orbs at ten o’clock,” she indicated. We looked up, and sure enough, two silvery orbs drifted like soap bubbles near the chandelier, only to wink out an instant later.


  “After what happened last time, I’m going to advise that we stay downstairs,” Kell said.


  “What happened?” Teag asked.


  “I was pushed,” Calista muttered, and her hand went to a newly-healed scar above one eyebrow.


  “I think you’ll get the idea from what happens down here and in the garden,” Kell said.


  As hauntings go, this was one that should have been on reality TV. I glimpsed a bluish, transparent figure in the parlor that wasn’t there when I looked again. Teag pointed to a shadow that had taken the shape of a person on the upstairs landing, only no one was around to have cast the image. The crystal in the chandelier began to rattle as if there was an earthquake, but the floor beneath our feet remained still. Upstairs, we heard doors slam, one after another.


  “You’re certain no one’s here,” Teag said. “Someone could be pranking us.”


  Kell shook his head. “No. The Society is really worried. You can imagine the idea of bringing donors into this—”


  From up ahead of us, we heard the sound of shattering glass, as if someone had overturned an entire cabinet of tableware. At the same time, I saw a reflection in the mirror of a woman in a long, gray dress. She seemed far away, but as I watched she grew ever-closer.


  No one in our group was wearing gray.


  “I think we’d better keep moving,” I said, with a glance toward the mirror. Kell followed my gaze and paled, then nodded curtly and led us forward.


  The Hoffman house’s renovation had been beautifully done. I knew antiques, and I was impressed that the Society had spent a pretty penny to furnish the house with pieces appropriate to its time-period. Where there had been nods to modern life, like with electric lights, the fixtures were old pieces that had been retrofitted. Even the hardware for the doorknobs and latches was old.


  The thud of footsteps overhead reminded me that the house’s ghostly inhabitants were unimpressed by the remodeling efforts.


  I staggered into Kell, shoved off-balance by an invisible force. Teag reached for me, but I shook my head. I was all right, but someone—something—had made its displeasure clear. A moment later, a small bit of gravel pinged me in the forehead. I heard the gravel fall on the hardwood floor as more pieces pelted us. Calista protected her tablet and cursed the ghosts. Pete protected his eyes with one arm even as he turned face-forward so that his action cam could record the assault.


  “The voices are louder,” Drew reported, deflecting the hail of gravel with his arm while he studied his read-outs. He turned the audio on so we could all hear what he was listening to on his headset. The low babble sounded like what you’d expect from a party held in the apartment next door, except the tone made me think the ghosts weren’t having a good time.


  “Anything?” Teag asked me quietly. I shook my head. We hadn’t lingered long enough for me to zero in on any single object that called to my magic.


  “Nothing in particular,” I murmured. “We’ve passed several things that had a resonance, but nothing that screamed at me. I don’t think any of the pieces we’ve seen are causing this.”


  The pebbles stopped as quickly as they started. I heard heavy footsteps coming down the steps in the foyer, and hoped Kell meant to take us out the back door. The lights flickered, but we all had heavy-duty flashlights, just in case. It was cold enough that gooseflesh rose on my arms, and I almost expected to see my breath mist.


  “Keep moving,” Kell said quietly. “I think you see the problem.”


  I winced as another crash sounded overhead like a huge plate glass window shattering. “What about the damage?” I asked.


  Kell shook his head. “This happened before. They’ll come back in daylight and nothing’s broken, doors that ‘slammed’ are open, no evidence of anything—maybe a few bits of gravel. This is all supernatural phenomena.”


  He sounded pretty calm about it. I was jumpy as hell.


  I took a deep breath and tried to shut out the house’s attempt to frighten us. Hoffman House was beautiful, and had been lovingly redone. Ghosts often dislike being disturbed by remodeling, but I remembered how distressed the house had looked in the declining days of its last owner, and to see it restored to its glory was truly amazing. I couldn’t imagine what its ghosts might dislike, other than the unexpected buzz of activity, and the constant parade of strangers. Ghosts are funny like that.


  I concentrated on what I felt from our surroundings. I wasn’t a medium or a clairvoyant, but when a location has this much pent-up mojo, it comes through the walls and the floor, too much to overlook. I could feel the Hoffman house’s age. Blurred images like a movie on fast-forward crossed my mind’s eye. So much life had filled this home over generations, love and loss and hope and pain. I felt the resonance of the Hoffmans’ lives in the walls and floorboards, but while it was bittersweet it was… very normal. No deep secrets or dark tragedies loomed in the house’s memories.


  But something was wrong. I picked up a jarring buzz, and whatever its source, it upset the longstanding equilibrium. The house had adapted to the rhythm of its residents’ lives, and that rhythm had been disturbed. That was not surprising, since the last Hoffman had died, the house was sold to strangers, and a parade of newcomers invaded its hallways. And yet… the more I tuned into the house’s resonance, the more clearly I sensed points of turbulence within its walls. I struggled and failed to hone in on those points, but I came away with the distinct impression that items new to the house had brought the supernatural unrest with them, and that the house itself was as much of victim of the bad mojo as the people who bore the brunt of the negative psychic energy.


  “Let’s keep moving.” Teag’s voice made me look behind us. The shadows had grown dark in the foyer, and they were stretching in our direction. I don’t like to tempt fate. Maybe they would just be shadows if they reached us—but maybe they wouldn’t.


  “Yeah,” Kell said, glancing toward the foyer. “This way.”


  We all picked up the pace, though no one had said to hurry. “Still pegging the meter,” Drew reported.


  “I hope this all records,” Calista said, watching her tablet as she walked.


  “I’m making out words now,” Drew said, and I noticed that he had paled. “They’re not friendly. They keep saying ‘get out’ and ‘go away’.”


  All of a sudden, the lights went out.


  Something cold touched my arm. A cold wind blew from the foyer to the back of the house with enough force to nearly knock me off my feet. Pebbles pelted like hail, larger and thrown with more force. Calista screamed, and Drew gave a yelp of pain and surprise. A crunch sounded as something hit the floor, hard.


  Kell’s people had flashlights at the ready, flooding our little circle with light. Calista’s cracked tablet lay on the floor. Drew cradled his left arm. His sleeve had been shredded, as if a clawed hand had taken a swipe at him. Pete cried out and ripped his earbud away as his instruments screeched.


  “Keep going,” Teag urged. Kell hurried his crew on down the hall, while Teag and I turned to face what was coming from the foyer. Shadows stretched toward us in way that weren’t explained by the light of our flashlights, and a gray female form had stepped out of the mirror and was heading our direction. Neither Teag nor I were looking for a fight; we just wanted to give the SPOOK people enough time to make it to the kitchen exit.


  I shook the dog collar on my left wrist, and the glowing ghostly form of a large, really angry dog manifested by my side. Bo’s ghost gave a low-throated growl and advanced a step in the direction of whatever had grabbed at me. Teag’s staff glowed at the top from a dozen woven rope strands into which he had poured stored power. I let my wooden spoon athame fall drop into my right hand.


  The gray woman swept toward us, arms outstretched, hands formed into claws, mouth unnaturally wide and toothsome. The too-dark shadows were right behind her. Teag and I moved in unison. I leveled my athame at the gray lady and let out a wide fan of cold-white force and Teag muttered words of power, pointed his staff toward the shadows, releasing a wave of energy. The gray lady’s image stopped as if frozen, and then dissipated, while the shadows were forced back. Bo’s ghost snapped and snarled, driving the shadows even further toward the foyer.


  “Let’s get out of here,” Teag murmured. Neither of us were about to turn our backs on where the apparitions had been, but we managed to catch up to where Kell and the others waited in the kitchen, with Bo’s ghost fading as we rejoined the group.


  “We’re almost out,” Kell said, but I could hear in his voice that the supernatural show had rattled him. Teag and Pete turned their flashlights behind us. Drew and Calista sent their beams ahead. “We’ve just got to get through the garden.”


  He unlocked the back door and sent the rest of us through, then paused long enough to lock up behind us. Tiny walkway lights illuminated the small garden, which had been groomed and landscaped to make the most of the small walled area. Boxwood hedges, crepe myrtles and a riot of perennial blooms would make for a beautiful setting in daylight. Now, they looked gray and ominous.


  “Something bad is out here,” I murmured. “Can you feel it?”


  Kell and Teag nodded. Calista was still swearing at her broken tablet, trying to coax it to turn on, while Pete and Drew were dealing with equipment that continued to register readings in the red zone. “Yeah,” Kell said. “Maybe we need to come back during the daytime.”


  We moved together in a close knot toward the gate. I kept my athame in hand, hidden by my sleeve, and Teag made sure his staff was ready if we were attacked. Although I was careful not to touch anything in the garden, the bad vibes were unmistakable. I felt as if we were moving through enemy territory, or maybe a jungle full of hungry, dangerous predators staying the shadows and ready to pounce.


  As we headed through the center of the garden, the feeling of being watched grew stronger. I focused my gift, trying to get some sense of where the danger was located. Two areas of the garden seemed to light up in my mind, and I got the image of a large cat and a winged fairy.


  “Hey!” Pete yelled, and began beating at the air around him. “Something just bit me!”


  From my left, I heard the growl of a cat.


  “Get out now!” Teag shouted, and while the others were focused on opening the gate, Teag leveled his staff again and sent out a warning blast of energy. The cat yowled in protest. Something buzzed past me, and Bo’s ghost leaped into the air, snapping its ghostly teeth at the apparition, which moved in a blur.


  A moment later we were all outside the gate, breathing hard and shaken by what we had seen. Kell locked the entrance, and in the glow of the streetlight, I could see that he was pale. “Now do you see why the Preservation Society is worried about doing tours?”


  “Oh my god. I’m bleeding,” Pete said. He withdrew his hand from his neck, and I could see a bloody wound that looked a lot like the scrape of small, sharp teeth.


  “I’ve got a first aid kit,” Teag said, and pulled a few items from his messenger bag. “I never leave home without it,” he said, forcing a smile. I knew that the ointment he put on the wound was a poultice from a friendly root worker, and that the bit of cloth gauze he placed on the wound beneath the Band-Aid was enhanced by his magic.


  “This is going to sound really strange, but are there sculptures in the garden?” I asked as we all tried to get our breath back.


  Kell gave me a sidelong look. “Yes, several. Brought in from various sources, and one or two original to the site.”


  “What are the new ones?” I asked.


  “There’s a fountain, which was part of the Hoffmans’ garden but needed to be repaired. Then there is a stone bench purchased new by the family trust in honor of the family. And then there’s a stalking leopard and a pixie, which were old pieces from elsewhere. Why?”


  I didn’t have the heart to tell Pete he had been bitten by a pixie, and I was glad we hadn’t had to tangle with the leopard. “I don’t know what your meters show, but my… sensitivity… cued in on the pixie and the leopard,” I said. “Can you ask your contacts at the Society where they got those?”


  Kell nodded. “Sure. They’re pretty desperate to get things to settle down. Do you think those pieces are what’s haunting the place?”


  I had a theory, but no proof. “I think it’s more than just those items,” I said slowly, “but I do believe they’re involved. It might not be a bad idea to see if any of the materials used to remodel the house were also purchased from whatever source supplied the two statues,” I added. “It might be that the salvage store got a bad batch from a place that’s got a malicious haunting, and the pieces carried the taint with them.”


  “I’ve heard about that kind of thing,” Calista said. “But more with furniture and knick-knacks.”


  “I’ll let you know what I find out as soon as I can,” Kell promised. “If you two can help un-haunt the Hoffman house, the Society would be really grateful.”


  “We’ll do everything we can,” I said. Just then, Teag’s phone rang. He stepped away to answer, and returned looking grim.


  “That was from Alistair McKinnon,” Teag said. That got my attention right away. Alistair runs the Lowcountry Museum. It was very unusual to get a personal call from him, especially this late in the evening. “Mrs. Morrissey is in the hospital. She was attacked out at the Bethany Plantation.”


  Teag and I went straight to the hospital. Alistair met us in the lobby. “Thank you for coming,” he said. He looked haggard. “Betsy—Mrs. Morrison—was adamant about needing to talk to you, even though I assured her I would handle the Committee and any fundraiser issues while she recovers.”


  “What happened?” Teag asked as we walked with Alistair to the elevator.


  “The Bethany restoration is a pet project of Betsy’s. She’s been talking about it for years. So she’s been more hands-on than usual,” Alistair said. “She stopped in this afternoon to meet with one of the contractors, and he left her walking the garden while he went to get something from his truck. When he came back, she was on the ground.” He frowned, and I could see the worry in his eyes. Alistair and Mrs. Morrissey had been friends as well as colleagues for a long time, and moved in the same circles.


  “The contractor called me, and I notified the Archive and came here to meet the ambulance,” he continued as the elevator arrived and we stepped out. “She’s conscious, seems to be doing well, and is increasingly impatient with all the tests the doctors want to run.” He sighed. “I’ll let her tell you the rest.”


  “It’s after visiting hours,” I said. “Will the staff let us in?”


  Alistair gave a snort. “Who is going to say ‘no’ to Mrs. Benjamin Morrissey—at the hospital that is home to the Morrissey Outpatient Center?


  “Cassidy! Teag! Thank you for coming.” Mrs. Morrissey was sitting up in bed. She looked drawn, and there was an angry red bump on her forehead, but her hair was perfect and she was as dignified as if we were holding the meeting at her office.


  “How are you feeling?” I asked, genuinely worried.


  Mrs. Morrissey reached out a thin, veined hand to take mine and gave a squeeze. “I’m tougher than I look,” she whispered. “As the Board of Directors well knows!” She gestured for us to sit down.


  “Now before that pesky doctor comes back, I need you to do something for me,” she said, directing Alistair to watch the door with a nod of her head. “I need the two of you to figure out what’s going on at the Bethany Plantation. Because what attacked me out on the grounds wasn’t natural,” she added. She leaned closer and dropped her voice. “It was supernatural.”


  I started to protest, and she fixed me with a gimlet glare. “Don’t even try to deny it, Cassidy. You have a gift. And a responsibility,” she added with a knowing look. “I was a very good friend of your Uncle Evan. He trusted me with his secrets.”


  “What happened?” Teag asked.


  Mrs. Morrissey clasped her hands together in her lap. “The landscape architect went to get the plans for the lawn layout from his truck,” she said. “The house and grounds have been neglected for so long, that the beautiful formal gardens and lawns have all gotten badly overgrown, and the house is a wreck.”


  She sighed. “I’ve loved that old ruin for a long time. Always thought it was so romantic, hidden behind trees and vines, like something out of a novel. The reality is less glamorous. The project has had unexpected problems and hold-ups from the beginning, and higher expenses. That’s why a few months ago, when we did the initial clean-up, we tried to sell off anything that wasn’t historically important to raise some extra money.”


  “Let me guess—that’s when the spooky problems started,” Teag said.


  Mrs. Morrissey nodded. “Yes. Just little things at first, and to be honest, there isn’t a renovation project in Charleston that doesn’t chalk up some strange things to ghosts. But the more the work progressed, the bigger the problems, to the point where the crew chief today told me some of the equipment was sabotaged. And then, this happened,” she said, spreading her hands to indicate her situation.


  “The Bethany place had some scandals associated with it, didn’t it?” I asked, searching my memories. Scandals were nearly as common as ghosts when it came to old homes.


  “Plenty,” Mrs. Morrissey said. “That added to the glamour.” She reached up to rub her forehead with a rueful expression. “Now I’m beginning to think the scandals were more than rumor.”


  “Out of curiosity,” Teag said, “Did the Archive keep a list of who purchased the items that were sold off?”


  “I can tell you that without a list,” Mrs. Morrissey said. “Henderson Architectural Salvage.”


  Teag and I exchanged a glance. I was pretty sure we were on the same wavelength. Mrs. Morrissey didn’t seem to notice. “I think all the construction stirred something up that was resting uneasily,” she continued. “And if there’s a way to set it right, I’d like to see that happen so that no one else gets hurt.”


  I managed a smile. “I’ll see what we can do,” I said, unsure of what that would be. “Now we need to let you rest so you can get better.”


  Mrs. Morrissey waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine with a good night’s sleep.”


  My phone went off as we walked to the car. “That’s Sorren,” I said, after a glance. “He’s waiting for us at the store—and he brought in some back-up on the gnome problem.”


  *     *     *


  Sorren was waiting for us when we drove back to Trifles and Folly. He looks like he’s in his mid-twenties, though he’s really centuries older than that. Before he was turned, he was the best jewel thief in Belgium. For the last several hundred years, he’s been part of the Alliance, a coalition of mortals and immortals that get dangerous magical items off the market and out of the wrong hands. Trifles and Folly is just one of his locations around the world, which is why he’s often out of town.


  “I’m glad you messaged me about the gnome. This kind of magic is nothing to fool with,” Sorren said. I realized he wasn’t alone. Father Anne—Reverend Anne Burgett—was with him. She was wearing her usual black shirt with clerical collar, black jeans, and Doc Martens boots. The short-sleeved shirt revealed the elaborate color tattoo on her left arm of the patron saints of the St. Expeditius Society, a group of Anglican and Episcopalian priests dedicated to fighting malicious magic and supernatural threats.


  The vicious garden gnome was still in its cage, which sat on the break room table. There were several new dents and bulges in the steel wire, as if the gnome had lunged against its restraints. Some of the wires were dark with what looked like blood. But when I looked more closely, the statue’s appearance had changed. Its gray stone had lost its internal luster, and the expression was petulant, no longer scheming.


  “We found an old rite that warded off Fey,” Father Anne said, and the liquid in the glass she held looked more like bourbon than sweet tea. “The gnome statue imprisoned a Redcap, and whatever magic is afoot let the Redcap bring the gnome to life.” She shook her head. “That’s over now.”


  “I just got an email back from Kell,” Teag said. “The two problem garden pieces were purchased from Henderson Architectural Salvage, and so were a lot of other pieces in the Hoffman House.”


  I grimaced. “Want to bet at least some of those pieces were purchased from the Bethany Plantation sale?” We caught Sorren and Father Anne up on what had happened on our tour with of the Hoffman House with Kell, and our visit to Mrs. Morrissey. Sorren’s expression darkened as we spoke.


  “The Bethany Plantation has had a history of trouble since the early days of Charleston,” he said. He would know, since he was present shortly after the city was founded, and started Trifles and Folly with my ancestor. “Rumor had it that either Charles Bethany or his wife, Matilda, were witches but they were wealthy and powerful enough no one dared move against them, even back then,” Sorren added.


  “If the gnome statue came from the plantation’s garden, then someone had considerable magic to do what was done,” Father Anne observed. “Redcaps are notoriously tough to beat.”


  “If the Bethanys were so bad, how did they avoid the Alliance all these years?” I asked.


  Sorren sat forward and clasped his hands in front of him on the table. “The Alliance doesn’t go looking for fights,” he said. “There’s too much evil in the world for us to take it all on. We go after the big threats, the most imminent danger, the situations likely to hurt the greatest number of people.” He looked down at his hands. “We can’t save them all, and we can’t stop all the dark magic,” he added softly, and I could hear in his voice the admission came at a price.


  “Charles Bethany and his descendants were smarter than most dark witches,” Sorren continued after a moment. “They didn’t get greedy. They never had grandiose dreams of taking over the city or destroying the world. They used their power to enrich and protect themselves, and kept the death and destruction to a minimum. We had bigger fish and more dire situations to deal with.”


  “What now?” Teag asked.


  Sorren raised his head and looked up at us. I could see the steel come into his sea-blue eyes. “Now, we go lay to rest whatever evil Charles Bethany raised.”


  Teag and I added a few more magical weapons to the large duffle bag we carried for times like these. Father Anne had a black motorcycle jacket reinforced with Kevlar and blessed with prayer and Holy Water. Sorren had his supernatural speed and strength. He made a call to Lucinda, a Voudon mambo, and she agreed to go with us. We headed out, just after midnight, and I could have sworn the caged gnome watched us leave with a malicious look in his eyes, as if he knew something we didn’t.


  Bethany Plantation had been deserted for decades. I had seen pictures of the old place, a huge brick mansion that looked like something out of a Civil War movie, long past its glory days, overgrown with kudzu and vegetation. The wooden pillars of its front porch were cracked and streaked with dirt, and its roof sagged in places from neglect. No one seemed to know why the place had been abandoned or where the last Bethanys went, but the years went by, and no one returned to take possession of the old property. People gave it a wide berth and said the place was evil. Even vandals left the old plantation alone, or never emerged from their attempt to deface it.


  The long driveway had once been shadowed by an alle of live oak trees, but many of those had fallen to storms over the years. I could see tracks where the construction trucks had been through recently.


  “If the family trust decided to sell the plantation, do you think it means the last of the Bethanys are really dead?” I asked, breaking the silence as we approached.


  “Maybe,” Sorren replied. “Or perhaps they finally chose to move on to somewhere else. There were rumors of a family curse. I never heard details.”


  Lucinda raised her face to the wind, as if she could smell magic, and maybe she could. “What’s been worked here still has power,” she said. “Old, strong spells linger. People may have left this place, but the magic is still here, and it’s bad stuff.”


  Once we got closer, it was clear that the restoration project had begun clearing away brush and refuse. The old mansion was still standing, built to last from red brick though its porch sagged and looked like it would collapse at any moment. Still, the trees, vines, and bushes that had overgrown it were gone, and as we carefully circled the grounds in the moonlight, we could see that the rear garden area had also been cleared.


  “There were stories about the Bethanys burying their slaves in sight of the house, so Mistress Matilda could control their spirits with her magic,” Father Anne observed.


  “I wouldn’t be surprised,” Sorren said. “I was told on good authority that she sacrificed and buried a slave at each of the four corners of the garden, to protect the house and give more power to the plants she grew for her spells.”


  Teag glared at them. “Aren’t you two both little rays of sunshine,” he grumbled. “I vote we keep a sharp eye out for trouble. I tapped into the police database before we drove over. This area’s had more than its share of disappearances over the years. So maybe Matilda’s descendants kept her garden—or its occupants—well fed.” I thought about the garden gnome in its cage, and shivered.


  Teag had his staff in one hand, and a fighting net made of magically-woven, silver-infused fibers in the other. I had my athame ready in my right hand, and an old walking stick that had belonged to Sorren’s mentor, Alard, in my left. I could reach through the walking stick’s memories to channel old power, and that made it a formidable weapon. Bo’s ghost materialized next to me when we got out of the car. People don’t think of golden retrievers as guard dogs, but Bo was ninety-five pounds of muscle when he was alive, and fiercely protective. We also each wore charms and protective amulets, to help dispel harmful power. I had the feeling we were going to need all the help we could get.


  Sorren wore two swords, and Father Anne had a couple of deadly, blessed silver-plated knives as well as plenty of other weapons that packed a religious whammy. Lucinda always carried powders and items she needed to call to the Loa, the Voudon gods. We were as ready as we were going to get. I just hoped it was enough.


  “House or garden?” Teag murmured.


  I concentrated, opening myself to my magic. Tonight, I had worn shoes whose heavy rubber tread blunted my power’s connection to the ground. I wanted to control that link myself. So I bent down when we neared the tumbled remains of the garden wall, and sank my fingers into the dirt, ready for what the visions showed me.


  Screams echoed in my mind. Images forced themselves through my defenses, of flame and blood and pain. Sacrifices had been made here, human and animal. Restless spirits remained bound to the sullied ground. Dark intent tainted the foundations of the great house, the mortar in the walls, the plants that thrived in the blood-soaked earth. And over it all were faintly glowing lines of old power, sparking and crackling like a bad electrical connection, but still full of enough juice for a deadly jolt. Most of all, there was something present, something that sensed my power and turned its attention on me with a malicious force of will. In my mind, I saw what I searched for, glowing points of light that showed me where the dark magic was anchored in the garden.


  I must have cried out from the intensity of the vision, because Teag and Sorren pulled my hands away the dirt, breaking the connection, and Father Anne was chanting a litany as they helped me stand. After a moment, the hellish images receded and I caught my breath.


  “It knows we’re here,” I said breathlessly. “And it’s not afraid of us.”


  “What did you see?” Teag asked as I stopped shaking.


  “The magic is anchored at each corner, like we thought,” I said. “There’s a section toward the back that feels jumpy and restless. Maybe the slave cemetery. They’re not resting quietly. And there are five other points of power inside the garden. I’m betting they’re statuary.”


  “And I’d bet the five anchors are points of a pentacle,” Teag added.


  “Well, that gives us something to go on,” Father Anne said. “I’m in the mood to be disagreeable. Let’s get started.”


  The closer we got to the brick garden wall, the more my magic prickled a warning. “Do you feel that?” Teag asked quietly. I nodded. Father Anne was still chanting under her breath. Sorren had the stubborn set to his jaw he gets when there’s bad business to be seen to its conclusion. I suspect he figured this reckoning was long overdue.


  The garden wall was little more than rubble, reduced to mounds of broken bricks after years of storms. Lucinda walked a circle counterclockwise around the wall, chanting and singing and sprinkling a generous amount of salt in a large, protective ring around the area. At each corner, she pushed a piece of a broken mirror into the ground and sprinkled more salt.


  Father Anne walked the same circle clockwise, with her own chants and prayers, reinforcing Lucinda’s warding with a mixture of rosemary, garlic, and juniper that she had blessed. She stood back and looked at the garden, which seemed to have grown darker. “Somewhere in the garden is a focus for the spells Charles and Matilda set long ago. It could be anything, anywhere. Find it, and we find their weak point.”


  We crossed over the protective barrier, being careful not to smudge the line of salt and protective powder. I felt a ripple of energy as I did so, but the power was clean and pure. A few steps later, we climbed over the broken bricks of the wall, and a new wave of energy hit me full force. It felt foul, unclean and although the night air outside had smelled of gardenia and green grass, in here, the sluggish wind carried the tang of an abattoir. I had no idea how workmen had ever stood the negative energy long enough to clear away overgrowth, and decided they must have been psychically blind and deaf not to have noticed.


  A quick glance around the flower beds at the plants that had grown untended showed me nightshade, monkshood, Jimson weed, oleander, and angel’s trumpet, all deadly poisons. Elder trees and weeping willows loomed over the garden, along with a variety of thorned bushes. Down the slope from the garden was a cypress swamp, with dark trees and black water. Over our heads, the branches of the trees rattled like dry bones, although there was no wind.


  Statues and stone decorations dotted the old garden. Angels, animal figures, fountains, and decorative shapes occupied each of the flower beds and hunched in the shadows beneath the trees. They looked old and weathered, but even at a distance, the objects raised my hackles. I saw a few empty pedestals, and wondered if one had once held a garden gnome or a pixie statue. One look at the arrangement of the paths told me Teag’s guess has been right. The Bethany garden was a large pentacle inside a warded brick walled area. Charles, Matilda, and their descendants might be gone, but the dark power anchored here was as strong as ever, and it didn’t like us being here.


  The garden hit us with everything it had.


  Strands of bougainvillea curled toward me, moving fast as a snake across the ground, covered with inch-long thorns thirsty for blood. Bo’s ghost lunged and snapped at the tendrils, then dove out of the way as I leveled Alard’s walking stick and tapped into his memories and the magic of the stick’s maker. Fire burst from the tip, and the thorny tendrils shrieked as they drew back, their leaves singed, blooms cindered.


  A manchineel tree, better known as a ‘death apple’, shook loose its poisonous fruits, and where they hit us, the caustic sap raised red, blistering welts. Sharp-edged tall grasses swept like scythes, whipping out into the walkways on the still air, slicing at us and opening bloody cuts on unprotected skin. The weeping willows lashed their thin, flexible branches like flails, trying to drive us off the pathway.


  I focused on the image my gift had shown me of the key points on the pentacle. The four corners were likely the graves of the unfortunate slaves. I turned in a slow circle, trying to match what I saw with my eyes to what I had ‘seen’ with my magic. One was a little girl, but this child was holding the body of a headless rabbit, and smiling a nasty smile. Another statue, farther away, looked like a large, crouching lizard. I saw a third monument, and thought it was an angel before I realized it was a winged skeleton. The fourth statue was the Grim Reaper, a faceless robed figure with a scythe. And the fifth monument I couldn’t quite make out, since it was in the shadow of the manchineel tree.


  “There,” I shouted, pointing out the important anchor statues. “Destroy those, and we break the focus of the power.”


  Lucinda was already chanting, laying down a circle of salt to surround her as she focused her Voudon magic on the sacrificed victims buried at the four corners. That left the rest of us to take on the malicious monuments, and fight off the plants that stirred and rustled, looking for a chance to slash with their sharp edges and tear at us with their thorns. The manchineel tree flung its poisoned apples harder, pelting us, causing more burns.


  “That’s enough of that.” Teag brought his staff down in the dirt and channeled his power. He’s a Weaver, and I realized immediately that he was reaching for the mat of roots beneath the ground, tangled and woven together over the years. He sent his magic down into the ground, and after a moment, I watched as he began to shiver. His lips turned blue, and his breath misted although the night was warm.


  The plants around us darkened and turned brown as a killing frost chilled their roots. Teag was panting with the effort, and a thin skin of ice formed on his wooden staff. The trees and grasses stopped moving, shrinking back on themselves away from the deadly cold. With a start, Teag broke out of his trance and looked at me. “Did it work?”


  All around Teag in a ten-foot circle, the plants and trees were blackened, frozen and dead. “Yeah,” I said. “That worked.” He grinned, and I reached out to him. His skin was ice cold.


  The sound of stone grating on stone jarred me to attention. The statues had begun to move. They lizard shuddered, as if waking from a long sleep, and then took one, lumbering step toward us. I heard a giggle, and realized the murderous child had jumped down from her pedestal, still smiling her serial-killer smile. The wings on the skeleton trembled, and the skeleton turned to fix its hollow gaze on us, as the Grim Reaper swept forward, moving fluidly, as if he had wheels beneath his concrete robes. Bo’s ghost growled and barked, hackles raised, staring down the enemy.


  “Take them down!” Sorren yelled.


  Sorren ran at the Reaper, our fastest-moving foe. Teag gripped his staff in both hands, and squared off with the lizard and the skeleton. That left the killer kid for me and Father Anne.


  Teag swung his staff with his full strength, cracking the skeleton statue across the wings, its most fragile feature. The thud of wood on stone reverberated in the night air, along with the crack of old concrete snapping away as part of one wing crumbled. A hiss sounded, and the lizard struggled forward, as the skeleton turned, grasping at Teag with one bony hand that caught at his jacket.


  Plenty of martial arts competitions had taught Teag how to take on multiple opponents. He slammed the butt of his staff into the lizard’s snout, and gave a grim smile as the concrete broke. Then he wheeled, ramming the other end of his staff into the skeleton, knocking its carved arm off at the elbow, and shaking off the hand and forearm that still clung to his jacket.


  The Reaper moved more quickly than the other statues, but not as fast as a vampire. Sorren tackled the statue from behind, staying well away from its scythe, and gave the hooded head one vicious, powerful twist, breaking it from the body.


  From where Lucinda danced in her salt circle, I could hear her chants growing louder, and the air stirred, heavy with magic. Blue-green lights, like foxfire, shimmered at the corners of the broken brick walls, and I thought I glimpsed figures in the lights, moving toward us from far away.


  A creepy giggle brought my attention back to the killer child’s statue. She still gripped the headless rabbit in one hand, but I saw a stone knife now in one hand, and murderous intent in her sightless eyes. I pointed my athame at her, reached into the well of power created by the emotions and memories I associated with the old wooden spoon, and blasted her with a cone of cold force. I hit her point-blank, right in the chest, and the statue blew apart, sending rock shrapnel into the air. Immediately, I felt one of the five anchors of power wink out.


  “Destroy the statues!” I shouted. “It breaks some of the garden’s power.”


  Teag was already swinging his staff at the skeleton, taking off chunks with every blow. Father Anne had grabbed a piece of rebar from where the construction crew had piled their materials, and she swung the heavy iron rod with both hands like a major league batter, crunching it down through the lizard’s thick stone body while making sure to stay well back from the creature’s long, clawed feet. Sorren used his supernatural strength to lift the headless Reaper statue. I saw the carved figure writhe in Sorren’s grasp, and then he hurled it against the brick wall, breaking the statue into pieces and bringing down a hail of bricks on top of it.


  Four statues attacked, but there was a fifth, somewhere. I steeled myself, picked up a piece of the child’s statue, and felt old malice like the smell of spoiled meat. I forced the fading remnants of the statue’s trapped spirit away and felt for the other anchor points I had sensed before. Four of their lights vanished in my mind as I stretched out with my gift. That meant one more anchor point we hadn’t found, one that was keeping itself hidden. It still glowed brightly as I pulled impressions from the concrete in my hand, stone that was crumbling as I held it. But not before I heard one final, evil laugh from whatever had animated the child’s statue, the promise of worse to come.


  A moment later, the ground beneath our feet began to tremble. All across the garden, the dirt split open, and things began to wriggle up from the depths. Toward the rear of the garden, I saw corpses drag themselves out of the ground. Some looked very old, the Bethany’s slaves, pressed once more into service against their will. Others wore the remnants of more modern clothing, and I figured they were the people who had gone missing near the plantation grounds over the years. At least a dozen of the zombies had already crawled from their graves, and more were struggling up through the ground.


  Sorren brushed the concrete dust from his hands and drew both swords. Father Anne was chanting the Episcopalian burial rite, but she had a long silvery blade in one hand and a blessed boline knife in the other. I knew from prior experience that knife could vanquish even a vampire’s ghost. Teag still gripped his staff, but he held his daga, a martial arts fighting dagger, in his left hand. I still had my athame and Alard’s walking stick, and I was pissed off.


  “Watch out!” I shouted, and channeled my frustration and fear into the old cane, tapping into its power and memories. Fire shot from the cane’s tip, incinerating the front row of zombies that lumbered toward us. I knew it wasn’t their fault, that they were being misused in death as they had been abused in life, but I also knew that the curse controlling them would not be gentle with us if they reached us. So I poured my magic through the cane, amplifying it with the power its long-ago maker had infused into the wood, until the torrent of fire had forced the animated corpses back a pace, stumbling over the charred bodies of the front line.


  Sorren waded into the fray now that the fire was gone, moving at superhuman speed, swords glinting in the moonlight in a blur as he cut through the dead figures. Father Anne was right beside him, knives flashing as she stabbed and slashed, murmuring prayers for the dead as she sent the corpses back to their eternal unrest. Bo’s ghost lunged at the zombies, teeth snapping, and from the damage he inflicted, his spectral defense was real enough against them to make a difference. I plunged my hand once more into the disturbed ground of the garden bed, and I knew what I needed to do.


  “Teag!” I shouted. “This way!”


  Lucinda’s chanting and dancing had reached a fever pitch. I could feel strong power in the air, her magic and the power of the Bethany curse, fighting an unseen battle. The curse had sent out its foot soldiers against us: plants, statues, and zombies. But the real power anchoring the curse lay at the four corners, where Lucinda was gathering her magic, and in the fifth and most important anchor statue, the one hidden in the shadow of the poison acid tree.


  I knew a little about manchineel trees, enough to know that I couldn’t just barge in beneath its canopy to find the fifth statue, even if this particular tree wasn’t animated by malicious magic. The manchineel’s leaves, sap, bark, and fruit weren’t just poisonous to eat; touching them was enough to burn skin. Setting fire to the tree was out of the question, because its smoke could blind. But the tree was native to the islands, used to the heat of the tropics. And that gave me an idea.


  “Can you do that deep freeze thing again?” I asked. Teag grinned and nodded. I could see where the skin on one side of his face was blistered from an apple the tree had thrown. It was payback time.


  Teag thrust his wooden staff into the ground among the manchineel’s spreading roots and closed his eyes. Even the air around him grew colder as he focused his magic. I kept my eyes wide open and my athame leveled at the tree. It rustled in the still air, sensing an attack, and as it drew back to hurl more of its poisoned fruit and lash us with its acid-tipped limbs, I let loose with a blast of white, cold power, trained on the trunk of the tree.


  The old tree groaned, or maybe that was a roar of anger. Teag was shaking, his lips tinted blue, as a heavy white frost gathered on the ground, spreading rapidly along the tree’s roots, freezing into the heartwood. The manchineel shuddered and drew back, and that’s when I saw the fifth statue, the key to the Bethany curse. It was a tarnished metallic ball on a pedestal, protected by the hateful tree that had grown around it, and it glowed with a sickly, greenish light.


  I hit the tree with another blast of cold force, and Teag sent a push of magic through the roots, so that a thin, sparkling coating of ice covered the trunk and the lowest branches. Then he sheathed the knife he held in his left hand, and in one fluid movement pulled the silvery rope net from his pack and swung it so that the net draped over the glowing ball.


  A piercing scream rose from the garden itself. The ball pulsed wildly, trapped inside a magically-woven net threaded with strands of silver, soaked with colloidal silver and holy water. The ball blinked like a strobe light, and behind us, I could hear the battle with the zombies reaching a fever pitch as Lucinda’s chant rose to its climax.


  I sent all of my remaining magic channeled through the athame as Teag dove forward, holding his staff like a lance. My magic hit the ball at the same time as the butt of his lance, and the cursed sphere shattered into pieces with an unholy shriek.


  Everything went suddenly still. The air fairly vibrated with old power, and when I looked up, four figures stood at the corners of the garden. One was a tall man, skeletally thin, wearing a tuxedo, a top hat, and sunglasses missing the lens over one eye. Another was a flamboyantly dressed young man with the ashen skin of a corpse, who was wearing a black riding coat and smoking a cigar. The third was the wizened figure of a short old man who carried a cane and wore an old-fashioned black hat. And the fourth was a rakish young man in a black tie and tails, taking a swig from a bottle of rum. I inclined my head in respect to Baron Samedi, Ghede Linto, Ghede Nibo and Baron Cimitere, powerful Voudon spirits, protectors of the dead.


  The four sacrificial victims whose deaths had helped set the garden’s curse and anchor its power now stood in spirit above their graves, one with each of the ghedes. The two Barons and the ghedes lifted their arms, spreading their hands wide, then brought their palms together in a clap like thunder.


  The victims’ ghosts vanished. The curse fell away, unraveling as its final anchors lost their power. Lucinda gave a deep bow to the other-worldly figures in the four corners, and they each raised a hand in greeting, then faded into darkness.


  The Bethany plantation garden, scene of so much death and pain and horror over the years, was just a ruined lawn covered with chunks of broken statuary and scarred by burned or frost-bitten plants. It was as dead as its owners now, no longer able to hurt anyone.


  Behind me, I saw Father Anne standing over the fallen bodies of the zombies, hands raised in blessing, chanting prayers of her own. For an instant, I thought I saw the glowing figure of a man with a head of thick white hair and a full white beard wrapped in a cloak covered with purple crosses. I blinked my eyes, and the vision was gone. Father Anne lowered her hands and turned toward me. She was covered with concrete dust and splattered with zombie ichor, but she managed a faint smile.


  “Saint Cyprian,” she said, answering my unspoken question. “He has been known to help out on occasion, with the restless dead.”


  Lucinda released the warded circle and walked toward us. She looked tired, but her eyes were bright from the power of the working she had raised. “The Barons and the ghedes take a dim view of imprisoning the dead,” she said as she rejoined us. “They’ll see the spirits get where they’re going.”


  Sorren was the last to rejoin us. His skin was already healing where the manchineel had burned him with its fruit and sap. His clothing was torn from the fight with the statues and the zombies, but the wounds were closing quickly. “Nice work,” he said.


  “What about the gnome and the other pieces that were sold off from here?” I asked.


  Sorren nodded at the devastated garden around us. “They lost their power when the curse was broken. They’re just ugly old stone statues that can’t hurt anyone anymore.”


  I still repressed a shudder. Maybe so, but I wouldn’t want one of them in my yard. After this, I was going to take a dim view of any garden statues, for a long, long time.


  “I’ll come back tomorrow and leave an offering for the Barons and the ghedes,” Lucinda said.


  “And I’ll talk with Mrs. Morrissey about having a proper grave marker installed to honor the slaves who were buried here,” Father Anne added.


  I looked across the ruined garden, then up at the bright, full moon. The wronged dead had been avenged. The Bethany’s dark magic was banished. And the restoration project could move on, without endangering anyone, although no one would ever know what we had really done here. Although I was happy we had lifted the curse, I felt the exhaustion of the fight hit me. “Let’s head out,” I said. “It’s way past bedtime.”


  Maybe so, but I tired as I was, I didn’t count on sweet dreams. Not tonight. Maybe never again.


  
    Spook House

  


  “What do you make of it?” Kell Winston gestured to the partially furnished bedroom. The four-poster bed was swagged with tattered cloth curtains, and the formerly white linens were splashed and soaked with crimson. A partially dismembered body lay among the tangled bedclothes, and every five minutes, the ‘corpse’ sat up and screamed.


  “I’d be able to tell you better if you can get that thing to shut up,” I replied.


  Kell grinned and flicked a hidden switch on the side of the bed. The screaming corpse flopped back onto the pillows.


  “Tell me again – why, when Charleston is bursting with real haunted houses, someone needs to create a fake one?” I looked over to Kell. He was tall and lean, with light brown hair and blue eyes, and a perpetual tan that made me think he spent all his spare time out on a boat.


  “Because most of those real haunted houses are historic mansions, and they don’t take kindly to having a few thousand screaming teenagers tramping over their carpets and past their antiques,” he replied. He shot me a grin. “Not to mention what they’d say if we tried to spread some fake blood and plastic body parts around, just for atmosphere.”


  The house was an old two-story white clapboard from before World War II. The neighborhood around the house was now commercial, and it didn’t look like anyone had lived in the place for a long time. Maybe that was part of its spooky charm. A big sign out in front read, ‘Are you ready for… The Evil Neighbors? Coming this Halloween. A Thrill Night Production.’ The lettering was designed to look like it had been painted in blood.


  “So what makes you think there’s something here that requires… my attention?” I asked. I had been scanning the house since the moment we parked in the driveway, trying to sense any hint of a supernatural threat. I had spotted plenty of theatrical menaces, from looming monster figures to ghosts that dropped from trap doors in the ceiling, but so far I hadn’t picked up any strong indication that real magic or dark energies were in play.


  I made a slow circle of the room. Kell had brought me right upstairs, past the rooms that were decked out with terrifying tableaus on the first floor, so I figured there was a reason he wanted me to focus here.


  “I don’t want to prejudice you,” he replied. “But we’ve had some creepy situations, and I immediately thought of you.”


  Some people might take that the wrong way, but I knew what Kell meant. I’m Cassidy Kincaide, and I own Trifles and Folly, an antique and curio shop in historic, haunted Charleston, SC. Sure, Trifles and Folly is a great place to pick up the perfect one-of-a-kind item to decorate your home or a unique piece of estate jewelry for a gift, but we have some big secrets. I’m a psychometric—I can read the history, emotions, and sometimes, magic—of an item by touching it. Teag Logan, my assistant store manager, has Weaver magic, meaning he can weave power into fabric and weave data strands together—making him one hell of a hacker.


  My business partner, Sorren, is the biggest secret. He’s a nearly six hundred year-old vampire and for over three hundred years, he and my family have watched over Charleston—and the world—getting dangerous magical items off the market and out of the wrong hands. When we succeed, no one notices. When we miss something, it gets chalked up as a ‘natural disaster’. Kell knows a little bit about my magic, but nothing about the store, Teag’s magic, or Sorren.


  “The problems have all been here on the second floor,” Kell said. “Several of the crew have reported seeing shadows or hearing noises they couldn’t trace back to our equipment. These folks have been doing haunted attractions for years, so they didn’t just let their imaginations get the best of them.”


  I glanced around at the fake blood, realistic-looking plastic body parts, and the wires that I could see with the lights on, but that would be invisible in the dark. “Someone playing a prank?” I asked. “I mean, there are so many props and gadgets someone could rig up the mother of all pranks.”


  Kell shook his head. “Rennie—the guy who owns Thrill Night—doesn’t think so. You’re right about them having all the cool toys. But these folks are professionals, and the equipment is expensive. Putting on a rubber mask and jumping out of a closet? Yes. Rigging some elaborate gadget and cutting into productivity?” He shook his head. “I don’t think so. The people who work on these attractions like what they do. That kind of thing could get someone hurt and get the perpetrator fired.”


  “How did you get involved?” I asked. “You usually have enough to do, dealing with the real thing.” Kell was the head of Southern Paranormal Observation and Outreach Klub (SPOOK), a well-equipped group of ghost hunters who specialized in Charleston-area hauntings. There were enough of those to keep them busy for a lifetime. Teag and I have helped out a few times when Kell’s group ran into something really strange, and I think he’s figuring out there’s more to both of us than meets the eye. That didn’t stop him from asking me out, and so we’re seeing each other, but taking things slow.


  “The guy running the haunted house, Rennie Montague, is an old college friend of mine,” Kell replied. The last name struck a bell. If he was part of those Montagues, they were an old, wealthy, and influential Charleston family. “So when he asked for some ‘technical assistance’, I said yes.” He raised an eyebrow. “And when he offered to donate a portion of the house’s proceeds to SPOOK, I was totally in.”


  “Did anyone get hurt—or anything get damaged—when the strange things happened?” As I walked, I held my right hand a few inches over the bed, side table, and armoire. There wasn’t much furniture in the room, but then again, it wasn’t a real bedroom, just a set for the live-action spook show. I was careful not to touch anything until I knew more about what I was getting into.


  “No—at least, not yet,” Kell said.


  I paused as I came to a dressing table. It was the kind I’d seen in old movies, with a three-part mirror where a lady could do her make-up. I thought I caught a glimpse of motion in the mirror, but when I looked back, there was nothing unusual. “Do you know anything about this piece?” I asked. Although it was old and had some wear, it looked like it was originally expensive.


  Kell nodded. “Just another one of Rennie’s finds. His crew is donating their time, and the other charity that gets part of the proceeds has sponsors for a lot of the equipment. I’d heard Rennie got a local estate auctioneer to donate some of the furniture from inventory that didn’t sell.”


  I wasn’t ready to touch anything yet, mostly because Kell didn’t know how to back me up if I ran into something truly nasty. The dressing table set off my internal warnings, but I couldn’t figure out why. When I ran my hand just above the surface of the mirror’s frame, I had the oddest feeling that the ‘memories’ of the piece had somehow been erased.


  “I can’t say for certain this piece is causing the trouble,” I said. “But it feels… strange. I’m not picking up actual danger, but there’s something about it that makes me uneasy.”


  “It was close to where we picked up a few readings when we brought our crew in and ran our usual tests.” I knew Kell’s folks. They were good at what they did, and they had good equipment. If there were temperature fluctuations, strange sounds, and the EMF changes that tend to accompany ghostly activity, his group would find them. “We didn’t find anything conclusive, either.”


  “So you picked up something—just not much?” I asked because I was getting the same kind of ‘readings’ from my psychometry. The pieces of furniture gave off a jumble of impressions, probably from multiple owners and hard use. Not all of the energy was happy, but nothing seemed dangerous or dark. The dressing table was the only thing that felt odd. I kept looking back at it, but nothing strange appeared in the mirror. Just in case, I snapped a photo with my phone.


  “Yeah,” Kell said. “We picked up snippets of conversations, a few temperature changes, a couple of EMF flutters, but nothing to indicate a ghost—or ghosts—with enough power to manifest in a way that would send seasoned people running like scared kids.” Kell paused and watched as I completed my circuit. “How about you?”


  “This isn’t a new house. I figure it’s about a hundred years old, give or take,” I said. “It would be unusual in a house that age if someone hadn’t died here of old age or illness, or left some kind of psychic impression. I’m not getting a happy vibe off the stuff that’s here, but it’s more weary than bad.” I paused. “Was any of this furniture original to the house?”


  He shook his head. “Sometimes there’s a piece or two left behind in a house, but Rennie told me they mostly buy from yard sales, get stuff cheap since they’re going to beat it up.”


  The four-poster bed was not only splashed with fake blood, but someone had cut into the posts to make it look like they had been hacked with the machete that was sticking out of the sit-up corpse. I could see why they wouldn’t want real antiques.


  “Let’s see what else is up here,” I said. “Maybe it’s something in one of the other rooms.”


  I followed Kell out into the hallway. Down on the first floor, workers bustled like backstage on opening night, which it sorta was, since Halloween was coming up soon. Carpenters, electricians, and painters moved around each other carrying lumber, tools, ladders, and cans of paint. Other people had bolts of fabric, naked mannequins, and plastic body parts; decorations to turn a tired old home into a house of horrors.


  “This is the nursery,” Kell said, leading me into the next room. “It’s not as far along. Rennie’s waiting for a new shipment for this room and a couple of the others.” An old-fashioned bassinette had been rigged up with a motor underneath so that the monster baby inside could pop up. Wind-up toys on the dresser and bookshelves had wires coming out of the bottom so they would turn on and off by themselves. I could see the switch that made a rocking chair move on its own.


  “The bassinette has some negative energy attached to it,” I said. “Sadness. Loss. I’m betting there was a real death connected to it.”


  “Dangerous?” he asked.


  I shook my head. “No. Just sad. If you were sensitive and you spent much time in here, I think it would rub off on you.” I picked up on enough of the emotion without touching the bassinette. I had no desire to be plunged into a long-ago tragedy.


  “Do you know anything about the history of the house?”


  “Rennie didn’t seem to think it was anything out of the ordinary. Just a good house in a good location.”


  I figured I’d get Teag to do research when I got back to the shop, and ask Sorren some questions too. Between the two of them, we’d be able to figure out the house’s secrets. Then we walked into the next room, and I stopped at the doorway so sharply that Kell almost ran into me.


  “What?” he asked.


  “Someone died in this room,” I said. “There’s a deep sadness and darkness. I’m guessing the person committed suicide.”


  “You can tell all that without stepping into the room?”


  I gave him a look. “That’s why I’m not stepping into the room.” I searched my feelings and stretched out my magic. “It was a young person, consumed by problems that seemed too big to handle. Now, there’s regret.” Unfortunately, people find out too late that some decisions can’t be undone.


  We headed back downstairs just as another man was coming up. He brightened when he saw us. “Kell! Thanks for coming. Is this Cassidy?” A man I assumed was Rennie bounded up to shake hands. He was in his mid-twenties, with reddish blond hair and green eyes that were not too different from my own Scots-Irish coloring. Rennie was dressed in a t-shirt and jeans and looked like he was working right alongside his crew.


  “Rennie, meet Cassidy Kincaide. Cassidy, this is my old friend, Rennie,” Kell said.


  “We’ve got some all-new thrills and chills for this year that we’ve never done before,” Rennie said. I had to give him credit for enthusiasm. He sounded like a kid on Christmas. “It’s a really competitive industry,” he continued, “even for charity houses like this one. The guests don’t want to see the same thing they saw last year. So we’re always trying to dream up new scares and tread that fine line between really cool and totally tasteless.”


  Kell gave him a good-natured punch in the arm. “You crossed that line years ago, bro.”


  A woman snickered behind me. “He’s got you dead to rights on that, Rennie,” she laughed. I turned to see a slim, brown-eyed woman with her dark hair caught up in a ponytail. She was wearing a t-shirt that read ‘I’m your Evil Neighbor’, advertising for the spook house.


  Rennie grinned and rolled his eyes. “Thanks, Briana,” he replied. She headed over to the lighting crew. “That’s Briana Foster, who heads up our special effects. This would be a pretty dull place without all the high tech stuff she and her crew make happen.”


  Rennie turned to me. “We make most of our own props, just like a theater company. Many of the people who work for me are theater majors—plus a bunch of computer geeks, electrical and robotic engineers, and some lighting and special effects folks who are probably going to leave me behind and go make it big in Hollywood.”


  I was taking in the half-finished tableaus in each of the downstairs rooms. “You like these?” Rennie said. “Let me give you the tour.” He pointed toward the kitchen. “On this side, you have a typical dinner scene—if your family were psychotic cannibals.” By daylight, the scene looked overly dramatic. A mannequin of a screaming man lay partially dismembered on the kitchen table. ‘Steam’ rose from stewpots on the kitchen stove with disquietingly realistic arms and legs partially protruding. On another table, a cook dressed like a mortician was ‘stuffing’ a corpse on an autopsy table. Except for all the blood and body parts, the kitchen looked like a set from a 1960s sit-com.


  “What do you think?” Rennie asked, clearly bursting with pride.


  “I’m not sure whether to be fascinated or sick to my stomach,” I replied honestly.


  Rennie clapped his hands. “Eureka! Just the reaction we’re working to get.” He led us across the hall. “And here’s the dining room.”


  A dozen ghouls and unbalanced-looking figures sat around a table heaped with platters that held arms, legs, fingers, and hands in various sauces or as ingredients in familiar holiday dishes. Some of the fingers were wiggling, and the figures were realistic enough that in dim light, they would have looked scarily real. I noticed there were two empty seats at the table. “Are those for the actors?”


  Rennie nodded. “We mix our people in with the figures and change it up every night, so even if you come back two or three times, it’s never the same.” We walked back into the hallway, and I glanced to the side and saw extra alcoves had been added, like small closets.


  “And those?”


  Rennie grinned. “We call them ‘scare pockets’. Our people can jump out and seem to appear from nowhere.”


  We passed rooms with names like the ‘Den of Despair’ and the ‘Library of Lucifer’. I couldn’t resist looking into the ‘Bathroom of Beelzebub’. A bloody shower splashed gore on the white tile and tub, and the ‘body’ of a man lay on the floor. Blood bubbled up from a toilet and a message was written in blood on the mirror over the sink. A crazy looking old woman with a butcher knife wheeled to face me and raised the knife as if to strike. Even though I knew it was fake, I gasped and jumped back.


  “Pretty good, huh?” Rennie asked. “We call her ‘Bathroom Bertha’. Some of the nights, that old lady will be one of our actors. I guarantee that’ll get a lot of screams.”


  With the lights on, the rooms looked like something out of a gory wax museum or the backstage of a theater. But with the lights out, good special effects and creepy background music, Rennie’s guests were going to get their money’s worth of scares.


  We thanked Rennie for the tour and Kell offered to drive me back to the store. “Can I bribe you with dinner?”


  “I’m hungry, and the company is good, so I’m pretty bribe-able,” I joked. “Want to pick me up after we close the store?”


  “Sure thing.”


  It was a beautiful day to drive anywhere, for any reason, one of those gorgeous Fall afternoons that draws so many tourists to Charleston. The sun was shining, the sky was blue, and the leaves hadn’t really started to turn yet. Still, the temperatures had cooled off, and there was a hint of autumn in the air.


  Secretly, I was relieved that we hadn’t found anything significant at the house. Kell hadn’t seen me do much with tainted objects. Things could go really wrong really quickly, especially if there was dark magic involved, or very strong negative emotions. More than once, a tainted supernatural object had knocked me flat on my ass. Teag was used to that, and had a lot of experience helping me recover, or protecting me if things got bad.


  It was early October, so Halloween was still a couple of weeks away. That meant the haunted house people still had time to set up their attraction. My problem was that I’d seen too much of the real thing to consider any funhouse amusing.


  But I couldn’t tell Kell that. “How did Rennie get into the haunted house business?” I asked.


  “Rennie was the kind of kid who started a lawn service in seventh grade and ended up running an afterschool business that paid for his college education,” Kell replied. “He’s got a knack for making money. One fall, a friend of a friend asked him to help out on a haunted attraction.” He shrugged. “That was it. Rennie was hooked.”


  “Really? I would have thought a guy like him would have headed for Wall Street,” I replied.


  “Cassidy, Rennie says haunted attractions are a five-hundred million dollar a year business,” Kell said, awe coloring his tone. “Rennie started out doing funhouses for charities—like this one—and eventually figured out a winning pattern and started his own company.”


  Kell dropped me off and I headed in to Trifles and Folly. Teag was working with a customer, but he waved as I came in. Maggie, our part-time assistant, gave me a big grin.


  “Hi, Boss! How was the spook house?” Maggie is a retired teacher who decided that bus tours and yoga just weren’t keeping her busy enough, so she decided to get a job doing something completely different. Except of course, she’s a history fiend who manages to teach customers more than they ever expected about a piece while making it all sound like juicy gossip. Her fashion sense is more hippy than hipster, and Teag and I both utterly love her.


  “It’s pretty interesting seeing the inside with the lights on,” I admitted, putting my purse in the office and grabbing a cup of coffee on the way back. “I know this particular site isn’t as big or elaborate as some of the haunted houses, but they sure go all out.”


  “They’re popular on date night,” Maggie replied. “Nothing like a good scare to make you grab your sweetie tight!”


  We were busy in the store for a fall afternoon, which was great for the month’s bottom line but didn’t make it easy for me to tell Teag what I had seen at the haunted house. Right before we were ready to close, it finally got quiet enough for Maggie to cover the front on her own while Teag and I went back to the office for a quick consultation.


  “I can look up the history on the house,” Teag said after I filled him in. “And see if I can find any matches on the furniture pictures you texted me. Sometimes, estate auctions post photos of items for sale.”


  “I’m not sure anything Rennie would buy would be valuable enough for that kind of thing,” I said.


  Teag shrugged. “You never know. Sometimes ‘valuable’ furnishings don’t sell because they’ve fallen out of style. It won’t hurt to check.” That meant Teag was on the hunt. He took it as a personal challenge to find details that no one should be able to find, even if that meant a little magical hacking.


  “Do you and Anthony have plans for dinner?” I asked. Teag and Anthony had been seeing each other for more than a year and had finally moved in together. “Kell’s picking me up to grab a bite after the store closes. He could tell you more about the spook house then.” Anthony had a little more knowledge about what Teag and I really did at the store, but even he didn’t know everything. Kell and Anthony had been friends for a long time, so it would be a fun group even if Teag and I couldn’t say everything on our minds.


  “Wouldn’t you rather have some alone-time with Kell?” Teag asked, raising an eyebrow.


  “Sure, but it won’t be tonight,” I replied. “After dinner, he’s going back to help Rennie on the spook house.” I paused. “Have you heard anything from Sorren? I wanted to see if he knew anything about the house, too. I texted him, but I haven’t heard back. Come to think of it, I’m not even sure he’s in town.”


  Yes, my business partner is a vampire who texts and uses both a cell phone and email. He says that immortals who don’t keep up with the times don’t survive. He must be planning to live forever, because he’s very up on everything, from technology to clothing styles.


  “I knew he was going up to the new Boston location for something,” Teag said. “And he mentioned Chicago and Philadelphia but I don’t know any details.”


  Sorren has partnered with my family for over three hundred years with Trifles and Folly, but we’re not the only store he has like this. There are other locations, and other long-time mortal partners. Sorren doesn’t give us a lot of details because it’s a dangerous business. He’s been working with the Alliance—a group of mortals and immortals who protect the world from dangerous magical objects—since the Middle Ages. Unfortunately, there are some bad guys who have been working the other side of the street for just as long, and they play rough. That means that Sorren comes and goes without telling us a lot about where he’s heading or when he’ll be back. It might be for our own protection, but sometimes it’s inconvenient as hell, and after some bad stuff happened not long ago, he’d been traveling more than ever.


  “I texted him a picture of the house and the address, just in case,” I said with a sigh. “He’s been in Charleston long enough, he might remember something about the original builders—if there’s anything worth remembering.”


  Dinner was fun and relaxing. We went to Forbidden City, our favorite Chinese restaurant. Teag and Anthony and I eat there often enough the staff know our usual orders. Kell seemed happy not to talk much about the spook house, so we chatted about other things and the time passed quickly.


  Around nine, Kell’s phone buzzed. “Oops,” he said, glancing at the screen. “That’s Rennie, asking if I’m coming back to work tonight.” He sighed. “I promised him I’d help out.”


  “Go ahead,” I encouraged him. “Halloween isn’t too far off, and there’s a lot more left to do.” I caught his gaze. “But let me know if anything else strange happens, okay?”


  Kell gave me a peck on the cheek. “Will do.”


  Anthony finished off his sweet tea and exchanged a glance with Teag. “Unfortunately, I have to head home early, too,” he said. “I’ve got to argue a big case tomorrow, and I need to prepare my notes.” Anthony’s a lawyer with his family’s firm, and he’s done well for himself. He looks the part of a Charleston scion—blond, tall, and well-dressed even when he’s casual. Teag, on the other hand, is more likely to be in a t-shirt and jeans. His dark hair usually hangs in his eyes with his skater-boy cut. He and Anthony make a great pair, but they look like complete opposites.


  Teag volunteered to drop me off back at the shop, where I had left my car. We headed to my house from there. I was disappointed that Sorren had not responded to my text, but sometimes we don’t hear from him for days at a time. Teag parked and followed me in through the piazza. I could already hear Baxter, my little Maltese, barking up a storm.


  I opened the door and Teag was ready to scoop Baxter up in his hands. Bax is six pounds of pure attitude, doomed to not be reckoned a great watch dog because he resembles a marshmallow. Baxter settled down quickly as soon as we properly greeted him, which involved nuzzling and treats. I put kibble in his dish for dinner, and Teag went to get the laptop from my office so we could do a little more research on the spook house.


  “You were right about the suicide,” Teag said after a little while. He turned the screen and showed me the scan of an old newspaper article. “Susan Mayfair, the daughter of one of the house’s owners, killed herself back in 1955. No one ever seemed to figure out why.”


  “That’s sad. I hate when I’m right about things like that,” I said. “Anything else?”


  “If you were hoping for old burying grounds beneath the cellar or an owner who was a serial killer, you’re out of luck,” Teag said. “At least, I haven’t found anything like that. And I figure if it the house had a really bad history, you’d have picked up on it right away.”


  I had poured us some wine, and I took a sip, then nodded. “Most of the time, yes. Except for that uneasiness I felt upstairs and knowing a death happened in that poor girl’s room, I didn’t feel much at all from the house—certainly nothing evil.” I paused. “Except—”


  Teag raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”


  “I wouldn’t have said the dressing table was ‘evil’ exactly, but I didn’t like the way it made me feel. Go ahead, pull up the photo—let’s see if we can find anything out about it.”


  Teag brought up the photo of the dressing table and mirror. I gasped. We both just stared.


  There was a very clear image of a woman staring back at us—a woman who hadn’t been in the room when Kell and I took the picture.


  “Wow,” I said after a moment. “What is that?”


  “That,” Teag said, “is probably what was making you feel uncomfortable.” He glanced at me. “You didn’t actually touch the mirror or table, did you?”


  I shook my head. “I didn’t touch anything. Kell wouldn’t know what to do if I had a full-blown reaction to one of the pieces. I figured that if I picked up bad vibes, you and I could go back out tomorrow and poke around, and let Maggie mind the store.”


  “I think that might be a good idea,” Teag said. “Because whoever she is, she doesn’t look very friendly.”


  Teag and I searched for more information for another hour or so, but found nothing more about the house. We hadn’t given up looking for details about the dressing table, but we seemed to strike out on that, too. Teag headed home, and I took Baxter out to the walled garden in my backyard for a little walk. My mind kept replaying what I had seen in the spook house, feeling as if I had missed something and not knowing what. Baxter was his insufferably cute self, and cuddling him always makes me feel better, but tonight even that only partly lifted my mood.


  *     *     *


  By the time I went to bed that night, I still hadn’t heard from Sorren, although I’d left him a voice message to catch him up on what was going on. Technically, he might not consider it to be Trifles and Folly business, since none of the objects had come through the store. But the Alliance was usually on the lookout for magically dangerous items no matter what the source, and I figured he would want to know.


  My dreams were dark. I was in a shadowy hallway that was lined with mirrors. Reflections flitted in the mirrors ahead of me, just enough for me to notice they were present, but gone by the time I reached them. It felt like a game of cat and mouse, and I was definitely the mouse. In my dreams, I didn’t know exactly what I was running from or what would happen if I got caught, only that it wouldn’t be good to find out.


  I ran down the hallway, and it seemed to stretch on forever. The doors to other rooms slammed shut as I passed them. I could hear footsteps behind me, and they were getting closer. My imagination showed me the spook house as it might have looked when someone lived in it—maybe something my magic had picked up without me realizing it. But it was an odd mish-mash of real life and the gory theatrical scenes. Some rooms were normal, others filled with monsters—but in my dream, the monsters were real.


  I rounded a corner and found myself in the suicide bedroom. All the furniture was covered with sheets and the windowsills and mantle were thick with dust. But there was one piece of furniture left uncovered, and oddly enough, it didn’t seem to have any dust on it at all. It was a large oval mirror on a stand. I was drawn to it, just like in the movies, when Sleeping Beauty can’t seem to wake from the trance that pulls her toward the poisoned spinning wheel.


  My dream self didn’t stop until I was in front of the mirror. Two faces looked back at me; neither was my own. One was the dead girl. I recognized her from her obituary. The other was a thin old woman I had seen in my cell phone photo. Her gaze was piercing and malicious. She had one hand around the throat of the dead girl. And the other bony hand reached out, protruding from the mirror’s surface, reaching for me—


  I woke up, shaking. It took a few deep breaths to calm down and realize that I was safe at home. Baxter was at the foot of the bed, looking at me quizzically. I got out of bed and picked up Baxter, then went to make myself a cup of hot chocolate. It was just after six in the morning. Earlier than I usually ate breakfast, but I knew I wouldn’t get back to sleep after those dreams.


  Bax pranced and bounced as if he could read my mood and was trying to cheer me up. I fed him breakfast, then settled him into my lap as I drank a cup of coffee. On impulse, I reached for my computer.


  Teag had gotten me a software program that worked like a police sketch artist, to help me draw the faces I saw when I read objects. Since I’m not much of an artist, my attempts to show Teag and others what I saw was frustrating, because everything had come out looking like Charlie Brown. With the software, I could easily play with features, face shape and details until I got something close to being right.


  I fiddled with the program settings, taking time every few minutes to sit back and sip my coffee. I made the face a little thinner, a little longer. The eyes more deep set. She had good bone structure, high cheekbones. Probably a stunner when she was young. I wondered if she looked so haggard from an illness, or if she had just gotten mean in her old age. The choices we make catch up to us as we get older, and so does our world view. Believe the worst about everyone and everything, and that’s what you’ll find—and it’ll make you bitter and angry. I saw some of that in the mirror lady, and wondered what her story was.


  When the image gave me the creeps, I knew I had it right. I didn’t want to look at it anymore, but I couldn’t seem to look away. Except this time, I didn’t feel compelled like I did in the dream. I was curious—and worried. The ghost of the dead girl—or at least, her energy—made sense to be in the house. But why was the old lady in the mirror? Who put her there? And maybe more importantly—could she get out?


  I was on my second cup of coffee and had a biscuit with jam to go with it when my cell phone went off. I glanced at the time and frowned. It was barely seven—much too early for a social call. It wasn’t Sorren, since he sleeps during the day—unless he was in a different time zone. Then I realized the number belonged to Kell.


  “Cassidy? Did I wake you?” Kell sounded a little freaked out.


  “No,” I assured him. “I was up. What’s wrong?”


  “A bunch of us worked all night over at the spook house,” Kell said. “It was fun—like a work-party. Most of the people were Rennie’s core crew, plus me and a couple others. After midnight, we finished cleaning up our materials outside and came in so we didn’t bother the neighbors. Rennie insisted we lock the doors. No one was supposed to go back out. But sometime between midnight and six, Briana disappeared.”


  A chill went down my spine. “What do you mean, ‘disappeared’?” I asked carefully. “Maybe she left without telling anyone—perhaps because Rennie didn’t want anyone to go?” It’s always best to start with the most normal possibilities and then get progressively weirder than to immediately assume something supernatural.


  Kell really sounded upset. “No one saw her, and we were all up and moving around. There were people downstairs, going back and forth—it would be hard to slip out with all that going on.”


  “Is her car missing?”


  “No one remembers whether she drove or not. We haven’t been able to get her to answer her cell phone, although I thought I heard it ring—she has a really unique ring tone—but it seemed very far away. Then I couldn’t hear it anymore.”


  I took another sip of my coffee, and wracked my brain for normal explanations. “Did she have a fight with anyone? Maybe a disagreement with Rennie? Could she have had a personal problem that came up and she didn’t want anyone to know?” I told myself there could be a hundred different, perfectly normal, reasons Briana might have quietly let herself out the back door without wanting anyone to see her go.


  “No—at least, not that anyone is saying. Rennie swears they didn’t argue. No one overheard her on the phone, so if she got an emergency call, she didn’t tell anyone.”


  “Did you check the accident reports? Maybe she was out of cigarettes and desperate for a smoke and figured she could get to the all-night drugstore and back again before anyone noticed.” It was a slim chance, but possible.


  “Briana didn’t smoke,” Kell said. “And even though Rennie seems pretty easy-going, none of his crew would go against his direct order for something stupid like cigarettes. He runs a tight ship, and he expects people to do as he says.”


  “Did you call the police?”


  “How can I call the police when we aren’t even sure she’s really missing?” Kell sounded like he was pacing. “Everyone’s worried, and they’ll be pissed if it turns out she just went AWOL. Rennie won’t be thrilled, either. That’s just it—I don’t think she’d risk her job to go off without a really, really good reason.”


  “Did anything else change since I was there?” I had finished my coffee, but I toyed with the empty cup as I spoke.


  “No. Well, one thing but I can’t imagine how it would be related.”


  “What?” I asked.


  “We got another shipment of furniture from Rennie’s supplier. Some of it’s kind of weird stuff—not so surprising. But there were also two more pieces to that mirrored vanity table you said gave you the creeps. I was going to show you the next time you came over.”


  “I don’t know how—or if—it has anything to do with Briana’s disappearance,” I said. “But I’d like to bring Teag and come over as soon as I can get Maggie in to cover the store.”


  “I was hoping you’d say that,” Kell said, sounding relieved. “See you soon.”


  Maggie agreed to open the store, so Teag and I met Kell at the spook house by nine. He looked haggard. Part of that, I chalked up to working all night. But Kell was definitely worried, and something that was very unusual for him—he was scared.


  “Thanks so much for coming,” he said when we parked. I noticed he had been waiting for us by the driveway, not inside the house.


  “Where is everyone?” I asked. I assumed people would still be around, since they spent the night working.


  “Rennie sent everyone home,” Kell said, and ran a hand back through his hair. I had thought to bring him a travel mug of fresh coffee and a donut. He accepted both gratefully.


  “What about Briana?” I asked.


  “No one’s seen her,” Kell replied. “Her car is at her apartment. Turns out she rode over here with a friend—who hasn’t seen her since then. No one else took her home. She isn’t picking up on her cell phone. It’s not like her.”


  “Let’s go through the house, and see if we can pick up on anything,” I said, with a glance back at Teag, who nodded. I knew he had my back, but heading into the spook house still made me nervous, even though the lights were on and it was broad daylight.


  I could tell the team had gotten a lot done overnight. Outside, the house was done up like something out of a monster movie—the perfect abandoned, ramshackle haunted house. The team had added a lot of decorations in the yard like tombstones and zombies that looked like they were clawing their way out of the lawn. I saw speakers in the eaves to serenade the people waiting in the queue with creepy music. In fact, the path for the line wound through a corn maze where guests could get a head start on being scared to death by actors jumping around dark corners.


  Not much seemed to have changed on the first floor, but those decorations had been well-along when I had visited the first time. Heading upstairs, I could see more evidence of how hard Rennie’s team had worked to get ready for the crowds. Ghoulish paintings hung on the wall. Lots of fake spider webs stretched artfully from the balustrade to the chandelier and between furnishings. I almost leaped out of my skin when I stepped on the carpet and the sound of a chain saw roared to life right beside my ear.


  “Pretty cool, huh?” Kell said, and I knew that despite his worry for Briana, he was still in love with the haunted house. I hoped nothing we found spoiled that fun for him.


  “Yeah,” I replied, slightly less enthusiastically. “Cool. That was just the word I was looking for,” I added, trying to get the hearing back in my right ear.


  This time, we started at the ‘suicide’ room. “This was where Briana was working right before she disappeared,” Kell said.


  I willed myself to walk into the room. The impressions I had picked up of the unfortunate former occupant were not so strong this time, perhaps because it was daylight. Teag moved around the room slowly, paying special attention to the draperies and bedclothes. His magic is different from mine, but he can pick up if fabrics have any supernatural power. He touched the curtains and recoiled as if he had burned his hand.


  “These are original to the room, aren’t they?” he asked, looking at the draperies warily.


  Kell nodded. “We think so.”


  “They were here when Susan killed herself,” Teag said quietly. “She used the drapery rod and one of the curtain tie-backs to hang herself. That kind of thing leaves an imprint—a magical mark.”


  “What does that mean?” Kell asked. He looked a little surprised at Teag’s comment, and I knew that at some point, I’d have to figure out how to explain at least part of it to Kell, especially if I wanted to keep going out with him.


  “It’s not dangerous,” Teag explained. “But it stained the energy of the room, and since the curtains were here—and a part of what happened—they hold that stained energy more than the room itself did. That’s what’s amplifying the negative energy.”


  Kell nodded. “All right. We can see about replacing them. I want people to have fake scares that are fun, not real scares that aren’t.” He paused. “Anything about Briana?”


  Neither Teag nor I are psychics. We can’t tell the future or read minds. But doing appraisals at the shop has given both of us a good eye for detail, and so we made a slow walk around Susan Mayfair’s bedroom, looking for any sign of Briana that Kell and the others might have missed.


  “Was the house remodeled?” I asked, eyeing the uneven wallpaper and a closet in the corner of the room, near the hallway wall, that seemed to be in an awkward location.


  Kell nodded. “Yeah. Probably several times. It’s not in the historic district, so people made modifications whenever they needed more space. We never got the original blueprints, but we think the original owners used this as a maid’s bedroom.”


  Nothing else in the suicide bedroom made us pause, so we worked our way back to the nursery. I stopped in the doorway so fast that Teag actually ran into me.


  “Whoa!” I said. “Where did they come from?”


  At least two dozen old fashioned dolls sat or stood at various places throughout the nursery. Many of the dolls were broken, which added to the creepiness. Some of the porcelain faces were cracked. Others were missing an eye or a limb. The dolls’ hair was original and many had bald spots or places where the hair had been cut lopsidedly. Their clothing was stained and torn, faded and discolored. Most were missing one or both shoes.


  “Rennie got them from a junk dealer who said they’d been in a box in his basement for years,” Kell replied. “The guy thought his father might have bought them cheap from the thrift store since they were damaged.” And the thrift store would have taken the broken dolls in with donations, cast-offs from people who didn’t want them anymore.


  “No one’s actually going into that room, right?” I asked.


  Kell looked at me oddly. “Why?”


  Even without touching the dolls, I felt an overpowering sense of loneliness and abandonment—and anger. The dolls held onto the strong childhood emotions of the ones who had given them up. They were not a cheery, welcoming crowd. “Anyone with even a low-level psychic sensitivity is going to be weirded out by them,” I replied. Then again, I suspected that people who had some level of sensitivity avoided spook houses, whether or not they knew exactly why.


  The last room was the master bedroom. It still had the four-poster bed with the dead mannequin in it, but I was prepared this time when the ‘body’ sat up and screamed. Even so, I flinched away and found myself staring into the mirror.


  For just a heartbeat, Briana stared back at me, then vanished.


  “There! Did you see her?” I pointed at the vanity table mirror, heart thudding.


  Teag and Kell shook their heads. “I saw Briana in the mirror—just for a second,” I said.


  Teag met my gaze. “Are you certain?” I knew Teag didn’t doubt me. What he was really trying to figure out, without discussing magic in front of Kell, was how that was possible.


  “I’m sure it was Briana,” I said. “But she looked different from the way the old lady seemed that I saw before.”


  “In what way?” Kell asked. It encouraged me that he was intrigued instead of frightened. That boded well for the future.


  I thought, trying to put my thoughts into words. “The old lady I saw seemed to be inside the mirror. With Briana, I felt like I was looking through a window to somewhere else.” I sighed. “I know that doesn’t make any sense, but it’s the best I can do.”


  Kell took a piece of paper out of his pocket and unfolded it to show me a sketch of a woman’s face. “One of the lighting techs drew this. He says he saw this woman looking back at him from the mirror. He won’t come in the room, after that.”


  Teag looked over my shoulder. “That’s Susan Mayfair, the one who hanged herself. I saw her obituary in an online database. It had a picture.”


  I glanced down at the dressing table, mostly to keep from staring in that damned mirror. That’s when I noticed the two new mirrors. One was a tray, made to hold a fancy brush and comb set, and the other was a hand mirror. The three pieces had matching frames, so it was clear they were a set. “That’s new,” I said, pointing.


  Kell nodded. “Yeah. They were in the same shipment as the dolls. Rennie said the three pieces went together, so we put them together.”


  Teag and I exchanged a glance. I was certain he was thinking what I was thinking. “Do you have Briana’s phone number?” I asked.


  Kell pulled out his phone and dialed it. “Yeah. I’ve been trying it on and off. No answer.” Yet I could hear distant music—a song I recognized from the Rocky Horror Picture Show.


  “Did you hear that?” Teag asked. I motioned for him to be quiet, and closed my eyes, moving toward the sound. It was faint, and just as I thought I had gotten a lock on it, the sound stopped. I opened my eyes and found myself up against the dressing table.


  “I swear it was louder near the mirror,” I said, and dared to stare at the silver surface, but I saw just my own reflection.


  “Are you saying that… something… took Briana and Susan Mayfair inside a mirror?” Kell asked incredulously.


  Actually, I had wondered about that, but I hadn’t said it out loud. “I’ve heard of spirits being trapped in a mirror,” I said carefully. “There are particular circumstances that apply. I think we need to do more research.”


  “Kell,” I said, “are the crews going to be working on the house tonight?”


  He shook his head. “No. Rennie thought we had gotten enough done, everyone needed a break. I think he’s hoping we find Briana and then we can all get our heads back in the game.”


  “Do you think he would allow us to come back tonight to see if we can deal with whatever’s in the mirror before it hurts someone—and see if we can get Briana back?”


  Kell frowned. “Why do you have to come back at night? Can’t you do whatever it is you need to do now?”


  I paused. Kell had trusted us enough to ask for our help. Now I needed to trust him with a little more of the truth. Briana’s life might depend on it. “I think that the old woman whose face I saw the first time in the mirror was a witch.”


  “Wiccan?”


  I shook my head. “No. I mean someone who seeks out supernatural power in order to hurt or control other people.”


  Kell raised an eyebrow. “Those are real?”


  Teag and I both nodded. “Yeah. And we need some people with special skills to deal with it.”


  I could see Kell struggling. “All right,” he said. “But I want to come with you.” He had a stubborn set to his jaw. “Either I come, or it’s no deal. For one thing, Rennie trusts me with access to the house, so I have a responsibility to manage that. And secondly, Briana is a friend. If we can get her back, I want to help.” He met my gaze. “Do I need to remind you that I have all kinds of special equipment that might help?” That was true. SPOOK was pretty well outfitted on ghost hunting gadgets. “So what do you say?”


  I glanced at Teag. He shrugged, telling me it was my call. “Okay,” I said. “But follow our lead. We run into this kind of thing more than you’d think.”


  Kell didn’t look like he liked the terms, but he finally nodded. “All right. Anything to get Briana back and keep anyone else from getting hurt.”


  We agreed to meet back at the spook house after eleven that night. Teag turned to look at me when we drove away. “I don’t know how Sorren is going to feel about having Kell along.”


  “I’ll text him, while you do some more research,” I replied. “He hasn’t been here, so he doesn’t get to decide. Kell’s got a point about being responsible to Rennie. I don’t want to put him in a bad spot.”


  “And if it gets too wild, Sorren can always glamour him and make him forget?”


  That really wasn’t a path I wanted to go down with Kell, especially if we were going to think about being a couple. It wasn’t fair to erase his memories, and it wasn’t honest. But sometimes, it couldn’t be helped. “Hopefully not,” I replied. “He’s a ghost hunter. We can explain a lot of strange things to him that other people don’t understand.”


  “What else?”


  “I’m going to call Father Anne as soon as we get to my place,” I replied. “And leave a voice mail for Sorren to bring him up to speed. Let’s just hope Father Anne is free for some exorcising tonight.”


  Back at my house, I fed Baxter while Teag pulled his laptop out of his messenger bag and set up on my dining room table. “Hexenspiegel,” he said, after a few minutes.


  “Witch mirrors,” I replied. I had run into them before, and wondered if Teag had followed the same train of thought I had when we saw the faces in the reflections.


  Teag nodded. “Yeah. It’s a way to trap an evil witch in a mirror like one of those fun houses that have so many reflections, you can’t find your way out.”


  I pulled up the sketch program I had used to draw the face from my dreams. “Can you do anything from this?” I asked.


  While Teag searched the deepest recesses of the internet, I paced, checking my cell phone every few minutes for phone calls even though the ringer was on high. When it did ring, I jumped.


  “What’s up?” Father Anne asked, getting right down to business. She’s not what most people picture as an Episcopalian priest, with spiky short black hair, tattoos of several saints on her arms, and a penchant for wearing Doc Martens when we need to go ghost whupping. She’s also a member of the St. Expeditus Society, a secret group of priests who help out with setting supernatural threats to rest. We’ve worked with Father Anne on several occasions, and she’s good in a fight. I hoped it wouldn’t come to that.


  Father Anne listened as I explained what was going on, and what we suspected about the witch mirror. “Sounds like my kind of fun,” she said when I finished. “Give me the address of the spook house. I’ll meet you there.”


  “Well, that’s something,” I said as I put my phone back in my pocket. I called Sorren again, left an updated voice mail, and tried not to grind my teeth in frustration.


  “I think I’ve found a couple things that might be useful,” Teag said. “Quit pacing and come over to look.”


  I pulled up a chair where I could see his screen. “First off, what do you think—is this the woman from your dream, the one you saw in the mirror?” He brought up an old photograph. The woman’s hair was slightly different and she looked a little younger, but the hard set to her jaw and the cold eyes were unmistakable.


  “That’s her.”


  “Her name was Wilomena Patten,” Teag said. “The photo is from her obituary, so it’s of her when she was younger. At one time, she lived in the spook house. That was about five years ago. Wilomena died without any heirs and the property was foreclosed for back taxes.”


  “So whatever magic she had didn’t make her wealthy,” I observed.


  Teag shrugged. “A lot of people aren’t into magic for money—they want control. Reading between the lines, I don’t get the impression very many people liked Wilomena. Maybe that’s why.”


  “What else?” I glanced at my phone again. Sorren hadn’t called, so I checked the time instead.


  “I found this,” Teag said, and another photo came up on the screen. I recognized the vanity table and mirror sets immediately. “Where did you find that?” I asked.


  He grinned and waggled his fingers. “My Google-fu is strong,” he intoned. “Actually, it was at the public auction on the house. And from what I can see, the three pieces didn’t sell. Someone bid on them, but they backed out at the last minute. So the best I can figure out is that the auctioneer has had them in a back room all this time.”


  That would figure, especially if the pieces had bad juju. Pretty as they were—and maybe even valuable—buyers would shy away. I wondered why the auctioneer hadn’t just junked the pieces. Maybe Wilomena was still able to exert some control from beyond the grave.


  “You’re sure it’s the same auctioneer Rennie used to source the pieces for the spook house?”


  Teag nodded. “Yeah. I wonder if the auctioneer has noticed a difference with the mirrors gone. Like his health improving or more money coming in. I wouldn’t be surprised.”


  I went to the fridge and poured glasses of iced tea for both of us. There isn’t much in life that can’t be made better by a glass of ice cold tea with enough sugar to make you vibrate. “They’d had the vanity table for a little while at the spook house. It just caused some minor paranormal activity. What made it suddenly get so dangerous?”


  Teag brought up another photo. “I think the mirror pieces were separated for a while,” he said. “Look—in this auction photo, it’s just the table with the larger mirror in back and the hand mirror. No tray. But all three pieces are in the spook house—the house that Wilomena used to own until she died and outsiders ‘stole’ it from her.”


  “So the tray went missing for a while,” I speculated. “Maybe it got mixed in with other stuff from the house, off in another crate somewhere. They auctioneer finds it and just so happens to get a call from Rennie for props—for the house that Wilomena used to live in.” I’ll chalk one or two things up to coincidence, but not this many. It sounded to me like Wilomena was using her power to orchestrate the situation.


  “But what does she want with Susan Mayfair’s ghost—and Briana?” I asked.


  Teag leaned back in his chair and sipped his tea. “We don’t know whether Wilomena was forced into the mirror by someone else, or chose to send her spirit in there because she knew she was dying,” he said. “If it was the second situation, perhaps she was growing weaker. If she needed an energy boost, she might have been able to get one from trapping Susan’s spirit in with her.”


  “And Briana?” I asked, feeling a shiver go down my spine.


  “I’m not sure she’s dead,” Teag replied. “But I don’t know where she is. And I think that whatever occurred, Wilomena made it happen.”


  I drained my glass and poured myself another one. I couldn’t be more jumpy with caffeine and sugar than I already was. “I wish Sorren was here.”


  “Maybe he’ll get your message,” Teag said. “Stranger things have happened.”


  *     *     *


  Eleven o’clock rolled around faster than I expected, and Teag and I found ourselves back at the spook house with Father Anne and Kell. Father Anne was wearing a clerical collar over a black t-shirt, black jeans and her Doc Martens. Teag and I brought some of the magical items we use to protect ourselves and fend off supernatural bad nasties. Kell had enough ghost hunter gear that it made me want to start humming the theme to Ghostbusters.


  By night, the spook house looked much more intimidating than in the daytime. Rennie and his special effects crew knew what they were doing. I’d been in plenty of genuinely scary abandoned houses, most of which did a good job of hiding just how dangerous they were until you were inside.


  This house had been designed to prey on every Hollywood horror trope, from the boarded up windows to the shutters that were rigged to ‘flap’ against the siding, to the creepy, lit-from-below lighting that gave me the shivers.


  “Just remember, it’s all fake, except for the mirror and the ghost,” Kell said from behind me.


  “It’s the ‘except’ part that might be the sticking point,” Teag replied. He and I had come with plenty of gear to take on paranormal threats. I still hadn’t figured out how I would explain that part to Kell yet. I knew that Teag had a net made of knotted rope soaked in colloidal silver, and another fine metal net with a powdered silver coating. He also had his fighting staff, carved with runes and juiced up with rope knots that stored magic power, which made him a formidable opponent. Just for luck, he wore a hamsa charm and an agimat, both talismans to ward against evil.


  I had an old dog collar on my left wrist that could summon a ghostly dog protector, my wooden athame up my right sleeve, and an old Norse spindle whorl in my pocket to amp up my magic. For protection, I wore an agate necklace and had rings and bracelets made of onyx and tourmaline.


  Father Anne had her faith, a potent weapon in itself, and in case that wasn’t enough, an old boline knife from a long-dead priest that had its own potent magic. If Sorren got here in time, we’d have his vampire strength and speed, always an advantage. I checked my phone, but there were no new texts. I swore under my breath, then sighed and squared my shoulders. We’d have to handle this without him.


  Kell had his ghost hunter equipment—EMF readers and audio recorders and temperature detectors. None of that would protect him. Those gadgets were all about proving the existence of ghosts. If the spirit in the mirror was really behind Briana’s disappearance, I was afraid that our problem wouldn’t be getting a ghost to manifest—it would be making the ghost disappear. Then I noticed Kell had also brought a Louisville Slugger. Maybe he was going to be all right after all.


  “Everybody ready?” Kell asked as we stood on the sidewalk.


  “I really think you should let us handle this and stay here, on watch,” I said.


  Kell shook his head. “That wouldn’t be right. Rennie trusts me with access. I’m responsible if anything goes wrong—or if anyone gets hurt. I should be there.” I couldn’t argue with him. Based on what he knew, we were all a bunch of amateurs doing our best to find Briana. And knowing how stubborn Kell was, he might not agree to back off even if we did tell him that Teag and I had the supernatural vigilante gig down to a science.


  “Let’s go,” I said, and Teag gave a curt nod.


  I tuned in to my gift, listening hard with all of my senses. When a place is deeply haunted, sometimes I can’t help picking up on the resonance just by walking across the ground. I hadn’t sensed such a strong, malicious presence either of the times I had visited before, but now, my sixth sense was screaming for me to get out of there. I kept on walking, forcing myself to pay attention to what my ability was telling me. Out here, the images were distant, but still disturbing. I sensed Susan Mayfair’s distress, and the dislocation her spirit felt after her suicide, along with a new and panicked desperation. I sensed another, darker entity, and knew that it was the ghost of the woman I had seen in the mirror. What I couldn’t pick up was any sign of Briana. I took that as a good sign—maybe she was still alive.


  “She knows we’re here,” I murmured.


  Teag glanced at me. “Dangerous?”


  I nodded. “Until proven otherwise.”


  “I just want to find Briana—alive,” Kell said. He looked pale and nervous, but I knew from the set of his jaw that he was going to see this thing through.


  My sense of foreboding grew stronger as we walked up to the house. I wish psychic gifts came with an on/off switch, but they don’t. Kell unlocked the door and switched on the lights.


  “Wow.” Teag and Father Anne spoke at the same instant. The downstairs tableaus were as I remembered them from my previous visit, garish and theatrical in the electric light. Still, they were done well enough to send a chill down my spine. Not real, but real enough to evoke a level of primal fear.


  “This is fake. The real work is upstairs,” I said.


  Teag led the way. Kell insisted on going next. Father Anne was third, which put me in the rear. I turned back frequently to make certain nothing was following us, but the stairs were empty. The feeling of dread grew stronger as we climbed, and I wondered if the others felt any of the psychic energy that was the equivalent of a ‘no trespassing’ sign in neon.


  Every step felt leaden. I wondered what the others were feeling. They looked scared and nervous. But beneath it all, I felt something else. Wilomena’s ghost knew we were coming. So did Susan. We were too far away for me to gather much from the resonance. But I did pick up that one ghost was hoping for rescue, and the other was bent on vengeance.


  Just before we reached the landing, Teag paused. “Did you hear that?” he whispered.


  “I heard something,” Kell replied. “Just not sure what.” Teag slipped up the last few steps, his staff raised to strike, and Kell was right behind him. Kell had his EMF monitor in one hand, and his baseball bat in the other. He flipped the switch for the hallway lights, but they didn’t work.


  “Damn,” Kell muttered. We had come prepared with flashlights, but I didn’t like the fact that something was tampering with the electrical system. Wilomena was getting stronger, and that meant trouble.


  “Listen!” I hissed. A distant banging sounded through the old house. I couldn’t place where it was coming from. “What’s that?”


  “Pretty sure we’re going to find out,” Father Anne muttered. She had an iron cross in one hand and her blessed boline knife in the other. Both were formidable weapons.


  One by one, we emerged onto the second floor. Our lights drove back the shadows, but could not dispel them completely. Wan moonlight filtered from the bedrooms into the hallway. We dared to step toward the master bedroom, where Wilomena’s mirrors were located. That’s when we saw them.


  The dolls were waiting for us. They emerged from the shadows with shambling steps, their wooden and porcelain feet thumping against the floorboards. Their faces were expressionless, but their arms were outstretched in unmistakable threat. How they had managed to get from the nursery to where they stood, blocking the hall, I did not want to know, but I could guess. Wilomena had gotten strong enough to make them move, and she was using them to defend herself.


  Teag went first, swinging his staff to clear a path. Kell followed with his baseball bat, knocking the wooden bodies out of the way and sending them tumbling down the hallway. The dolls slammed against the walls and crashed into the shadows, but they came crawling back, dragging their damaged bodies along the floor, intent on stopping us.


  Father Anne muttered a prayer against evil as she landed a martial arts kick that threw four of the dolls out of the way. I let the old dog collar on my left arm jangle down around my wrist, and the glowing, ghostly figure of a large dog materialized beside me, my old Golden Retriever, Bo. Bo’s head was down and his teeth were bared. He leaped, and took down five of the dolls. They flailed at him but could not do him any damage.


  Father Anne dodged to the right, and I dove left, letting the wooden athame beneath my right sleeve fall down into my hand. I drew on the strong emotions and memories invested in that old wooden spoon and sent a blast of cold, white power down the hallway that swept a dozen of the dolls out of our way.


  My cell phone buzzed in my pocket with a text message, but there was no time to look at it now. The thumping was louder, though I still couldn’t figure out where it was coming from. The dolls weren’t giving us time to think. Bo’s ghost swung his blocky head, knocking the dolls out of the way, but they got back up and kept on coming. My athame’s blast sent the dolls reeling, but didn’t destroy them.


  Kell was swearing under his breath as he used his bat like a croquet hammer, knocking dolls this way and that. Teag was fighting off a dozen dolls that were grabbing at his legs and clinging to his staff with their arms and legs. I didn’t want to ruin Rennie’s decorations, but I drew the line on handling them with care when they attacked.


  Even without touching the dolls or the walls of the house, I could sense dark energy all around us. That creepy feeling the mirror had given me when I first visited was now much, much stronger, and every primal instinct warned me to run. Something had juiced up Wilomena’s energy, and now that she had a taste of power, she wanted more.


  I heard something on the steps behind us, and turned, hoping Sorren had been able to join us. Instead, I saw the glint of light on a knife blade just in time to dodge out of the way as the mannequin from the bathroom tableau lurched toward me. Bathroom Bertha’s face was a maniacal grimace, and her jointed body moved stiffly. I yelped and dove out of the way, bringing my heavy metal flashlight down hard enough to shatter the mannequin’s plastic cheek. It only made her more horrific as she kept on going, unharmed. I leveled my athame and sent a blast toward her, knocking her down the stairs, but I was certain she would be back—unless we could stop Wilomena.


  “Kell and I will hold the hallway,” Teag said. He and Kell stood shoulder to shoulder, blocking the dolls from getting closer to the entrance of the master bedroom. “Cassidy, Father Anne—get to that mirror!”


  I managed to avoid stepping on the hidden button that would make the corpse on the bed shriek and move, but it sat up anyhow with a bloodcurdling scream that made both Father Anne and me jump. “Over there!” I said, pointing toward the vanity table, while I held the light on the bed to make sure the figure wasn’t going to come after us. The pounding had grown louder, and it seemed to come from everywhere at once. I watched the door, having no desire for Bathroom Bertha to sneak up on us. A scrabbling noise from the direction of the stairs made me suspect she was already dragging her way back for a rematch.


  “I see them!” Father Anne said, and I spared a glance toward the mirrors. Poor, doomed Susan Mayfair’s ghost was pressed against the mirror, screaming soundlessly as she tried to escape. Wilomena tore her away from the glass and as Father Anne moved closer, Wilomena’s ghostly arm stretched beyond the mirrored surface, and grabbed at Father Anne’s shirt, pulling her off balance.


  I dove to help Father Anne, grabbing her with my left hand and pulling her back from the mirror while with my right hand, I sent a blast of cold white power from my athame down the connection from me to Father Anne and through Wilomena’s grasp beyond the surface of the mirror.


  Wilomena gave a shriek of rage. Father Anne wrested her arm free of Wilomena’s grasp. Outside in the hallway, I heard Teag and Kell slamming wooden dolls out of the way like a demented bowling tournament. The pounding continued, rattling through the whole house. My phone kept buzzing in my pocket. Behind me, I caught a glimpse of Bathroom Bertha with her prop knife clearing the stairs and lurching through the doorway.


  Bo’s ghost gave a deep, dangerous growl and leaped at the homicidal mannequin, hitting Bathroom Bertha at chest level and taking them both to the ground. The mannequin’s prop knife looked sharp enough to be a hazard, but it couldn’t hurt Bo. His spirit, empowered by my magic, was strong enough to make him solid enough to do some damage. He bit at the figure’s mechanical arm, grabbing the wrist between his strong jaws and refusing to let go as Bathroom Bertha flopped from side to side trying to shake him off.


  Father Anne raised the boline knife to shatter the mirrors. “Wait!” I yelled. “If you do that, we’ll never free Susan’s spirit!”


  I knew what I had to do, even though I didn’t like it. “Anchor me!” I shouted to Father Anne. Then I dove toward the mirror and felt my arm sink through the glass as if it were water instead of solid.


  “Susan!” I shouted. Susan Mayfair’s ghost grabbed for my hand as Wilomena surged forward. I closed my grip on Susan’s cold hand, solid here behind the mirror. I hurled her past me, toward the mirror’s surface, out of this place between life and death that had imprisoned her. Father Anne had a hold of me by the waist, anchoring me in the world of the living.


  Susan’s ghost fled the mirror-world through my body, and I shivered uncontrollably. Wilomena screamed in rage, and grabbed my shoulders with her bony hands.


  “She was nearly used up,” Wilomena’s voice grated as she pulled me toward her. “You’ll do nicely instead.”


  Bo was barking in a frenzy, but he couldn’t get through the mirror to help me. I had slipped my athame back up my sleeve to grab Susan, and now I let it slide back and drew on the stored memories of the old wooden spoon, as my fear and anger juiced up my power. The blast caught Wilomena square in the chest but the old witch hung on, trying to grab my athame away from me.


  Father Anne pulled hard. I felt like I might be torn in two. Suddenly, the cold metal mesh of Teag’s net fell over my head and shoulders, enveloping me and the vanity table’s mirror in its silver knots. Wilomena’s grasp faltered, and Father Anne jerked me back out of the mirror. I stumbled backward, but my head came up just in time to see Father Anne bring her boline knife down into the hand mirror.


  Wilomena screamed, throwing herself at the mirror to grab Father Anne and drag her into the shadow world, but the silver net kept her back. The knife hit the small mirror and shattered the glass an instant before Teag slammed his staff into the mirrored tray and then pivoted to splinter the larger vanity table mirror. Father Anne had been chanting all along, and as I got to my feet, I realized it was the Rite of Exorcism which she finished in one final shout as the mirrors cracked.


  Wilomena’s apparition was gone. I was breathing hard, and so were Teag and Father Anne. But before I could say anything, Father Anne turned toward the far corner of the room where Susan Mayfair’s sad ghost hovered in the shadows.


  “Would you be free?” Father Anne asked gently. Susan nodded. Father Anne spoke in Latin, a phrase I had heard her use before—a blessing to speed the dead safely on their way. Susan’s spirit faded, as if she had been waiting all these years for permission to move on. I blinked my eyes, and she was gone.


  That’s when I realized someone was missing. “Where’s Kell?”


  “Out here,” Kell said, poking his head into the bedroom. “Whatever you did took the juice right out of the dolls,” he said. “Did it work?”


  I glanced at the ruined, shattered mirrors and shuddered. “Yeah,” I replied. “It worked.” Just then, the pounding started again.


  “Wilomena’s spirit is gone,” Father Anne said. “She can’t be doing that.”


  In the moment that Wilomena had grabbed me on the other side of the mirror, my touch magic took in a lot of information, but since I was fighting for my life, I didn’t have time to think about it just then. Now, a few of the pieces fell into place.


  “I think I know what’s going on,” I said, trying hard to make sense of the jumble of impressions I had gained. The others followed me warily past the limp, motionless bodies of the dolls that littered the hallway, back to the suicide room, Susan’s room. The pounding grew louder and more desperate.


  I walked toward the far wall and began knocking. Immediately, the pounding stopped. Someone on the other side of the wall echoed the pattern of my knocks. “Here,” I said, pointing. In the dim light, it was just possible to make out something I’d missed before—a thin line where a door was hidden by the pattern in the wallpaper. I slid my hands down the wall until I found a clasp and pushed. The door clicked and sprang open.


  Briana staggered out. “Oh thank god!” she said, looking frazzled and wild-eyed. “I didn’t think anyone was ever going to find me.”


  Kell looked at me. “How did you know?”


  I hesitated. Kell is a good friend, and maybe more, but he still didn’t know much about my magic and I wasn’t quite ready to let him in on all the secrets, at least not just yet. “Wilomena’s ghost trapped Susan’s spirit to feed off her energy,” I explained. “I had a feeling that Wilomena might have found a way to imprison Briana to draw from her, too.”


  Briana looked shaken and wan. “I don’t know anyone named Wilomena,” she said. “But I found that hidden door and went inside to see what was what. It’s an old servants’ staircase, but the bottom exit has been covered over. The door slammed, and I couldn’t get out. Then I fell down the stairs and must have got knocked out for a while.” She shivered, and I could see the bruise on her forehead. “Let me tell you, being trapped in this spook house is going to give me nightmares for the rest of my life.” She glared at Kell. “Rennie owes me a bonus.”


  “I’ll drive her home,” Father Anne offered. “I think my job here is done.” I thanked her, while Teag and Kell walked out to the hall and found that the lights now worked fine.


  “Rennie’s going to be glad we found Briana, but he’s not going to like the mess,” Kell said, taking in the broken dolls and Bathroom Bertha’s mangled form. He sighed. “It could have been worse. I’ll get my team to come out tomorrow and help me put things right.”


  Teag recovered his net from the vanity table. I watched the shattered mirrors closely, but no sign of Wilomena remained. “Thank you,” Kell said, glancing from Teag to me. “I’m not exactly sure how you did some of the things I thought I saw you do, but I don’t need to know,” he said. “At least, not right now,” he added with a smile intended for me. I smiled back.


  Kell walked us back to Teag’s car. “I’ve got a call in to Rennie,” he said. “I’d better wait here for him. He said he’d be over to see the damage.” He managed a wan grin. “I owe you both a good dinner. Let me get Halloween and the spook house over with, and we’ll go celebrate.”


  I got in Teag’s car and my phone buzzed again. I pulled it out of my pocket and saw a message from Sorren. “Got caught up with some bad business in Philadelphia that’s going to take more time,” I read aloud. “Can you handle problem on your own?”


  Teag and I both laughed. “What are you going to tell him?” Teag asked.


  I was already busy texting a reply. “Problem handled,” I read aloud. “All in a night’s work.”


  The End


  
    Excerpt from:

    Vendetta: A Deadly Curiosities Novel

  


  “Watch out, Cassidy!” Teag’s warning was a heartbeat too late. The dark wraith screeched in fury and his clawed hand raked across my shoulder, opening four bloody cuts. I ducked out of reach and flung up my left hand with its protective bracelet. The ghostly figure of a large, angry dog appeared by my side, teeth bared, snarling at the wraith.


  The ghost dog sprang at the wraith, striking it square on, driving it back so I could get out of the way. It wasn’t the first time a soul-sucking creature of death showed up in the break room of my store, but it also wasn’t something I had planned on when I opened the velvet jewelry box.


  “Cover me!” I shouted to Teag, trying to figure out how fast I could get to a weapon that I could use against the billowing, monstrous shape.


  “Go!” Teag said to me. He turned to the wraith with a wicked grin and snatched down a fishing net made of clothesline rope from a hook on the wall. “See how you like this!” he yelled, throwing the net over the wraith.


  Normal rope would have gone right through the wraith’s dark form. Wraiths are like that – solid when they want to be, insubstantial when you want to hit them. But the magic woven into the net meant it stuck, catching the wraith in a web of power. It wouldn’t hold forever, but it could buy us precious seconds, and that delay might be the difference between life and death.


  If I’d expected a fight to the death, I would have made sure my weapons were closer. I had to dive for the door to my office and grab my athame from atop my desk. The athame focused my magic, and I opened myself to the powerful memories and emotions that I connected with it, drawing strength. The wraith surged forward, straining at the energy of the rope net that glowed like silver. The ghost dog harried the wraith, snapping at its heels, keeping it occupied.


  I swung back into the room and leveled the athame at the wraith, channeling my magic. A cone of blinding white light surged from the athame, and when the cold power struck the wraith, it shrieked and twisted, forced back toward the wall. It looked as if the white light was burning through the wraith, like fire on paper, and with one last ear-piercing scream, the deadly apparition vanished.


  The ghost dog looked back at me, wagged its tail, and winked out. I slumped back against the wall, feeling suddenly drained. Magic takes energy, and I was still pretty new at learning to channel mine for big stuff, like fighting off monsters. Then again, with the amount of practice we’d been getting lately, I figured I’d be up to speed in no time.


  “Nice net,” I said, managing a grin.


  Teag returned a tired smile. “Good shooting.” His expression grew serious. “You’re bleeding.”


  I sighed and sat down in one of the chairs at the small table, eying the overturned jewelry box mistrustfully. For now, at least, the box seemed harmless. “I didn’t move fast enough,” I said.


  “You weren’t expecting an attack,” Teag replied.


  “I’m beginning to think I should always expect an attack, and be pleasantly surprised when an antique is just an antique, instead of a demon portal to the realms of the dead.” The wraith’s claws must have taken a swipe at my energy as well as my shoulder, and I hoped that didn’t include shreds of my soul as well. Teag retrieved the souped-up first aid kit we keep in one of the cupboards. Unfortunately, we need it a lot. It’s not your average office supply store kit. It’s got surgical needles and sutures, sterile bandages, prescription painkillers and antibiotics, plus healing herbs and potions supplied by our friendly neighborhood Voodoo mambo and root workers.


  Then again, Trifles and Folly wasn’t your average antique store, and Teag and I had a few extra abilities they don’t teach in business school.


  I’m Cassidy Kincaide, the current owner of Trifles and Folly, an antique and curio store in beautiful, historic, haunted Charleston, South Carolina. The store has been in my family almost since Charleston was founded, close to three hundred and fifty years ago, and we have a big secret to go with that success. We do much more than sell interesting, expensive, old stuff. Our real job is getting dangerous magical items off the market and out of the wrong hands. When we succeed, nobody notices. When we fail, lots of people die.


  I inherited Trifles and Folly from my Uncle Evan. Teag is my assistant store manager, best friend and occasional bodyguard, and Sorren is my silent partner – a nearly six-hundred-year-old vampire who is part of a secret collaboration of mortals and immortals called the Alliance, dedicated to getting rid of items with dark magic before they can hurt anyone. The antiques that don’t have any magical juice, Trifles and Folly resells. Those that are just unsettling but not dangerous, we neutralize so that they won’t cause a problem. Items that are magically malicious or so tainted with bad emotions that they will hurt people, we lock up or destroy.


  I shrugged out of the shoulder of my shirt and winced as Teag cleaned the deep scratches. “Do you think it’ll come back?” Teag asked as he daubed carefully at the damage the wraith had done.


  I sighed. “No way to tell until we know more about what it was and why it came in the first place. And that means taking a look at what’s in that jewelry box.”


  Magic runs in my family, and the person chosen to run Trifles and Folly needs all the magic he or she can summon, because we keep Charleston – and the world – safe from things that go bump in the night. My magic is psychometry, the ability to read the history of an object by touching it. Not every object, thank goodness, just those that have been touched by strong emotion or powerful energy. Heartfelt emotion is one of the strongest sources of power. That’s why a tattered old dog collar is my protective bracelet – summoning the ghost of my golden retriever, Bo – and my grandmother’s mixing spoon is my athame, used handle-side out. Both items have a strong emotional connection for me, and in both cases, the protection of the beings associated with the items resonates enough to fend off some seriously nasty creatures.


  The salve Teag smoothed on my cuts included plantain, comfrey, and rose to prevent infection and slow the bleeding. The herbs had been mixed by Mrs. Teller, a powerful root worker, so they carried a supernatural level of healing and protection. Teag covered the scratches with gauze and then pulled out a small woven patch of cloth imbued with his magic, which he taped down over the gauze to keep it in place. Teag is a Weaver, someone who can send energy and intent into woven and knotted fabric. He’s also able to weave together strands of information that would elude a regular person, making him an awesome researcher and an amazing hacker.


  “Is that one of the patches you made?” I asked, slipping my shoulder back into my shirt.


  Teag grinned. “Yeah, you’ll have to let me know how that works. The patches are a bit of an experiment right now.”


  I paused for a moment, focusing on my wounded shoulder. “There’s a tingle of magic from the salve and from the patch,” I said, paying close attention to what I was feeling. “The cuts don’t hurt as much as they did before, and where you bandaged it feels warm… like sunlight on a summer day.”


  Teag nodded. “That means that the poultice and the patch I wove are speeding the healing and driving out infection.” Supernatural predators often had bad stuff on their claws, either poison or a taint that could be as deadly as the cuts themselves.


  I went over to the fridge and poured us both glasses of iced tea, made the Charleston way, so sweet the fillings in your teeth stand up and wave. I needed a moment before I took on handling that antique jewelry box, and I figured that Teag wouldn’t mind a break either in case something else tried to kill us. Fortunately, the shop was closed, so we didn’t have to worry about the safety of customers or our part-time assistant, Maggie.


  We drank the iced tea in silence, stealing glances toward the little velvet box on the table. Both of us knew we had to deal with it, and given what we had just survived, neither of us were looking forward to the prospect.


  I finished my sweet tea, and couldn’t postpone the inevitable. “Okay,” I said. “Let’s see what was so special about this little jewelry box.”


  “You feel up to it?” Teag asked.


  I gave him a look that didn’t need words. “As ready as I’m going to be. And you’re supposed to be having dinner with Anthony tonight. That gives us about an hour and a half for me to read the mojo on the jewelry box, get knocked flat on my ass, and come back to my senses without making you late for your date.” I was being intentionally flippant, but the reality was much more dangerous, and we both knew it.


  “Do you think we should wait for Sorren?” Teag asked.


  I thought about it for a moment, then shook my head. “Kinda late now, don’t ya think?” I asked with a wry half-smile. “Besides, he’s in Boston, taking care of whatever-it-was that made him up and leave on a moment’s notice. I think I’ll be okay. Let’s get it over with.” I moved my chair closer to the box on the table.


  The velvet was worn and faded. It was too big for a ring box, and I wondered if it had originally held a pair of earrings, or maybe a dainty bracelet. The wraith had shown up a few seconds after I opened the box, but as I thought back over what had happened, I realized that the wraith hadn’t come from the box. That was important, because it meant the wraith hadn’t been trapped inside. But why had it shown up at all?


  Hard experience taught me to look before I touched. I was also learning to see what I could learn without making contact with an item. Practice was sharpening my ability to use the magic I was born with but had only recently begun trying to control. I held out my hand, palm down, over the faded blue velvet and closed my eyes, concentrating.


  The sense of overwhelming loss made me sway in my chair. Second-hand grief welled up in my throat, as tears stung my eyes. Beneath those darker emotions, I felt the remnants of something joyful, sullied now by whatever had been taken away. Dimly, as if in a faded photograph, I saw an image of a couple in their twenties, hand in hand. Then, as I watched, the young man’s image faded away to nothing, leaving the woman all alone.


  Magical seeing – things like psychometry, clairvoyance, and being a psychic – requires a lot of reading between the lines. I wish it were as clear-cut as it seems on television, where ghosts speak in complete sentences and visions are in high-definition with the volume turned up. In real life, images are distorted, murky, and incomplete. Spirits move their mouths, but often no sound emerges. The little snip of stone tape memory we see leaves a lot of room for interpretation. And that’s the problem. When we don’t have full information, we have to guess. Sometimes, we’re right and the problem gets solved. Other times, we guess wrong, and someone gets dead.


  Then I realized what was causing the extra buzz that my magic had picked up from the velvet-flocked box; this item came with its very own ghost.


  In general, my psychic gift of reading the history of objects doesn’t give me any special power to see ghosts. Oh, I’ve seen more than a few ghosts – then again, I live in Charleston, which is one of the most haunted cities in North America. I think it’s written somewhere that every house built before 1950 has to be haunted, and every native-born Charlestonian has a yearly quota of ghostly sightings. Given the nature of what we do at Trifles and Folly, seeing ghosts comes with the territory. Some of the spirits have been helpful. Others have been lost, not even sure that they are really dead. And some of those ghosts have been downright pissed off and dangerous.


  In this case, the ghost was terrified out of its everlovin’ mind.


  As I reached toward the box again, my fingers hovering over the velvet, the ghost welled up at me in a rush, so fast that I rocked onto the back legs of the chair, and might have gone over backward if Teag hadn’t been standing behind me. Most of the time, ghosts hang back, but this one got right in my face, so to speak, screaming soundlessly, eyes wide with fear.


  “Are you okay?” Teag was worried. I gestured to him that I was fine. So far, this ghost wasn’t trying to hurt me. It just really wanted to get my attention. Maybe I had been the first living person it had ever had a chance to contact. Or maybe the wraith that had come after Teag and me wasn’t really looking for us at all. Perhaps it had a different kind of prey in mind.


  That left me stuck between two bad options. I really didn’t want to make the level of connection that would happen if I touched or held the jewelry box. It was already clear that the box had a history of tragedy, and if I made contact, I would feel that sad background as forcefully as if I had lived it myself. On the other hand, whoever’s spirit was still connected to the jewelry box was in torment, and might suffer forever if I didn’t do something about it.


  I reached out and picked up the box.


  The first image I saw was of pearl earrings; dainty round balls with a lustrous glow, classy and always in style. Judging from the box, and the name of a local jewelry store I knew had gone out of business before 1900, I figured that the gift had been given back in the Victorian period. Then I looked into the box, and I knew for certain. Inside was a dark round circle, braided from brown, human hair.


  Gotta love the Victorians; they knew how to make mourning a life-long, high-art spectacle. By modern standards, the old customs seem mawkish, even macabre. But in a time when most families buried as many of their children as they saw live to adulthood, when few people lived past their forties and a lot of folks died young from cholera, smallpox, and other terrors we’ve since vanquished, and when the Civil War killed half a million young husbands, lovers, fathers, sons, and brothers, our great-great grandparents had a lot to mourn.


  They mourned in style, with whole wardrobes of black crepe clothing, elaborate social rituals and an entire etiquette for grief. On the other hand, these were real people and their loss was just as real as it is for modern folks. They tried to hang on to the memory of their departed beloveds. Sometimes, they took pictures of the corpse, dressed up in its Sunday best, perhaps the only picture of the person they would ever have. And other times, they clipped a lock or two of hair and plaited it into jewelry, something to remember the person by, or something they could keep with them all the time. These were memento mori in the full, original meaning of the word, ‘to remember death’.


  The beautiful, ghastly wreath of hair was a piece of Victorian death jewelry.


  The vision was sudden and overwhelming.


  I was cold, so cold. One moment I had been sweating on a battlefield in Virginia, and the next… the next there was nothing. They say you never hear the bullet that gets you. How could you, when all around you the sound of hundreds of rifles crashes like thunder? I remembered a loud noise, a sharp, sudden pain and then falling into darkness.


  And waking up. Only, not really. When I emerged from the darkness, my body didn’t come with me. Women sobbed. Men pretended that they weren’t crying. My little sister fainted and had to be carried from the room. I wanted to tell them I was still there, wanted to tell them how much I loved them, but ‘I’ wasn’t ‘me’ anymore. I was up here, and the rest of me was down there, not moving, gray with death.


  I thought I had been frightened on the battlefield. That fear paled in comparison to how terrified I was now. I thought that the Almighty would have gathered me to his bosom by now, if I were worthy. I’d heard tell all my life about bright lights and a land of milk and honey. Since I was still here, maybe that bright light wasn’t going to come for me. I didn’t have words for how afraid I was of what that meant for my immortal soul, so I just stayed where I was, looking for Amelia, my beloved. She always knew how to make sense of things.


  Then I saw her. Oh dear Lord, had grief for me done that to her? My pretty Amelia, so young and happy, looked gaunt and frail, hollow-eyed. Her father walked her to the casket, as if she could barely stand. She nearly collapsed, sagging almost to her knees, before he collected her and helped her stand next to me to say good-bye.


  I wanted to touch her, to tell her I was near, but I couldn’t. And then she leaned over and kissed my forehead, and carefully snipped some of my hair where it was the longest. Hot tears fell on my cold skin, but somehow, I felt them. No one faulted her for weeping. We were going to marry in the spring.


  I couldn’t go back and I couldn’t go on, so I followed my Amelia home. And since the Almighty didn’t seem to want me, I did the best I could, watching over my girl. I had nowhere else to be. She plaited my hair into a memorial wreath, and she wore it on a chain around her neck. And if, when she touched it, she thought she imagined my presence, I was closer than she knew.


  Abruptly, I was Cassidy again. I saw time flow by like an old movie. The scene changed, years passed. Amelia died, still grieving her lost love. The hair wreath went into the velvet box that had once held a gift that gave great joy. The young man’s ghost remained, too afraid to move on. And then, the shadows came.


  This time, I didn’t enter the ghost’s thoughts as fully as before, except to feel terror in every cell and sinew of my body. After a hundred years of quiet darkness, not exactly heaven but far removed from hell, something appeared in the everlasting night. It was not the Father Almighty.


  Like watching a movie with the sound turned off, something I could see but not influence, I saw the wraith stalk the young man’s ghost. Tad. His name had been Tad. Thaddeus, maybe, but no one called him that. Just Tad. Lonely, afraid, desperate for company, he had gotten too close the first time, only to lose part of what little he had left to the wraith’s hunger. After that, there was terror. Hiding. Fear of being found, of having the last little bit of self destroyed after all these long years. The darkness was so vast. Suddenly, the everlasting night that had seemed to be the enemy became an ally, a place to play a deadly game of hide-and-seek. And finally, the young man’s spirit got the answer it had been seeking. There are some things worse than death. Being consumed is one of them.


  When I came back to myself, I was screaming. Teag held me by the shoulders, shaking me gently, calling my name. We’ve done this a lot, unfortunately.


  “Come back, Cassidy!” His eyes were worried. I guessed that I’d been pretty far gone. I’ve never gone so deep into a vision that I haven’t been able to find my way back, but there’s always a first time. And if there was a first time, it was likely to be the last time.


  I nodded groggily, like a drunk sobering up on coffee. The terror and loss of the young man from the vision stayed with me, frightening and sad. “I’m okay,” I managed. Teag’s look told me that he sincerely doubted that.


  Instead of arguing, he pushed another glass of sweet tea into my hand, and waited while I gulped it down. The icy cold liquid shocked me back to myself, and the sugar rushed through my veins like elixir. Only then did I realize I was shaking and sobbing, grieving for two lovers who had been dead for more than a hundred and fifty years.


  I dragged the back of my hand over my eyes and took a deep breath to steady myself. Teag waited patiently. “I saw the story behind the memorial jewelry,” I said, carefully laying the velvet box aside. “Young lovers. Civil War.” Unfortunately, that story was a common refrain with the pieces we often saw at Trifles and Folly, although rarely had the past made such an impact. “I’d expect a piece like that to have a lot of mojo,” I added, trying to get my voice to stop quailing. “But there’s a ghost attached to it, and the thing we fought off tried to destroy him.”


  Teag frowned, alarmed. “That monster attacks ghosts?”


  I nodded. “Yeah. It took a bite out of him. And I have the feeling that whatever that thing was, it went away, but it’s not really gone.”


  “Then we’ve got a big problem,” Teag said. “Because Charleston is a spookfest, and that monster is going to have an all-you-can-eat buffet if we don’t do something about it.”


  
    Note from the Author

  


  Charleston, South Carolina is a real place. Some of the landmarks and a few of the historical figures in this book do exist, and some (but not all) of the historical events were real. But the characters and their shops are all a work of fiction. So for example, if you go to Charleston (and I hope you do, because it’s a lovely place to visit), you can see the real Charleston City Market and walk down King Street, but you won’t find any of the businesses or restaurants I’ve mentioned by name. Any resemblance to real people or actual businesses is completely coincidental.
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  I hope you enjoyed the adventures with Cassidy, Teag, and Sorren. If you want more, check out Sorren’s early years in the other Deadly Curiosities Adventures, as well as the two full-length novels, Deadly Curiosities and Vendetta available in paperback and e-book. Cassidy has more short stories and novellas are coming! Check out my website: www.DeadlyCuriosities.com for the latest news.
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    Chapter One

  


  Within the silent halls of the Boston Antiquities Museum the shadows were in motion. Red alarm sensors shone brightly but recorded nothing out of the ordinary. Only the nearly somnambulant passing of security guards disturbed the dust that eddied up on currents of air. Hidden cameras revealed only exhibits and artifacts in otherwise empty rooms.


  Yet there was one room that was not empty.


  The exhibit was Egyptian, devoted almost wholly to the Twelfth Dynasty. Though its collection of stone fragments, papyrus, masks, and sarcophagi might impress schoolchildren, to those educated in the area of antiquities the exhibit would have been wholly unremarkable. Or nearly so. Those who noticed anything at all out of place would likely have attributed it to simple human error, a curator who had made an honest mistake.


  In one corner of the room Mr. Doyle thoughtfully stroked his thick mustache and admired a small sphinx. The piece had been unearthed at Katna millennia before and bore the name of a daughter of Ammenemes II, but the curators of the museum had badly mislabeled it. He shook his head and his heavy gray brows knitted with disapproval. If he had them there he would have given them a tongue-lashing for being so careless. Of course, on this night their carelessness had worked in his favor.


  The moment he tore his attention away from the priceless sphinx, Doyle caught sight of the object that had drawn him here. With a grunt of satisfaction he crossed the room to a marble pedestal and peered through the thick glass enclosure atop it at the artifact inside. It was a crystal spider set inside a gold frame, perhaps five inches in length and four at the widest legspan. A small placard rested atop the enclosure.


  Crystal Spider, circa 1995 B.C., discovered at Lisht, believed to have been a gift to the illegitimate pharaoh Nebtawyre Menthotope III during the “seven kingless years” preceding the Twelfth Dynasty.


  “Well, well. Hello my little friend,” Mr. Doyle rasped, standing a bit straighter and smoothing his greatcoat as though he was in the presence of respectable company. Which was not at all the case.


  “So?” came a voice from a shadowy corner of the exhibit. “How did I do?”


  He glanced in the direction of that voice. There was a large, ornate sarcophagus on display, and beside it several lighted glass enclosures that contained burial jars apparently associated with whomever had been put to rest within the sarcophagus. Eve stepped from amidst this tableau of death with grace and nonchalance, the same way she would walk into a bar or step onto a subway train. She wore crisply new blue jeans and a tight green turtleneck beneath a stylishly long brown suede coat. With her silken black hair and exotic features she was beautiful in a way only cruel things are. A tragedy, to be sure, for though Eve could be cruel she had so many other facets, so many better qualities.


  They were old friends, these two, but it had been quite some time since they had seen one another. Doyle understood. He was just as guilty as Eve of letting their acquaintance grow fallow. With lives as busy—and as long—as they both led, the years could go by with the deceptive speed of clouds in the sky. When each one was so much like the last, it was easy to lose count.


  As always, they were becoming reacquainted in a time of crisis. It was the nature of their friendship. He had contacted Eve for assistance and her efforts had produced results in less than a day. He had located her on the island of Mykonos. Fourteen hours later she had knocked on the door of his sprawling townhouse on Beacon Hill with the news that led them here.


  Doyle smiled indulgently at her, as he would have at a daughter of whom he was particularly proud. “How did you do? Remarkably well, Eve. I’ve inquired all over the world in search of a Lemurian Spider.” He turned his focus back upon his prize. “Bangladesh, Cyprus, Istanbul, Minsk. I confess to feeling more than a little foolish that you located one right here beneath my nose. And so quickly. How did you manage it?”


  Eve strode across the room to join him, leather heels scuffing the floor. “We all have our specialties, Doyle. For instance, how did you get us in here without setting off any alarms? Without the guards noticing?”


  A rare tremor of amusement passed through him. There had been so little humor or camaraderie in his life of late. Too many times in the past he had been betrayed by colleagues and friends, so that he had come to count on his enemies as far more reliable. Eve was one exception. There were others, but he had not seen most of them for a very, very long time.


  With a mischievous smile he touched the enclosure around the spider and whispered a minor incantation. The glass turned to damp mist that fogged the air around their heads and warped the thin beam of red light that should have triggered an alarm the moment the enclosure had been removed. It did not. When the mist had dissipated, Mr. Doyle picked up the crystal spider and examined it more closely.


  “As you say,” he mused, “we all have our specialties.”


  Eve allowed herself an appreciative nod and then began to stride impatiently around the exhibit hall. It was typical of her.


  “Relax, Eve. We’re not leaving just yet.” He shot her an admonishing glance. “If the whispers Dr. Graves has been hearing are correct, we don’t have time for certain niceties. I’m not going to be able to take my new toy home to play with it.”


  He began to pry the crystal spider out of its golden frame.


  “Hold on,” Eve protested, hurrying to his side with a rasp of suede and denim. “Do you have to do that? You know how much I love the sparkly things. The spider would look nice on my mantel next to that Buddha with the clock in his belly.”


  He ignored her. It had grown warm in the museum in spite of the cool air blowing out of the vents, but Mr. Doyle had been a magician long enough to know the heat had nothing to do with the actual temperature. His face felt flush and the gold softened in his fingers, peeling away like hot wax.


  “Fine,” Eve sighed. “This thing wasn’t easy to find. Just doesn’t seem right to ruin it. How many bits and pieces of flea market junk do you think survived from Lemuria?”


  Doyle sniffed in contempt. “More than you realize. I doubt there’s a major museum in the world that doesn’t have at least one Lemurian piece misclassified as Egyptian or Greek or Etruscan, even Japanese. It’s one of the great failings of the human mind. One of our primary irrationalities. We see the improbable and call it impossible, and would rather accept convenient untruths than seek out unpopular solutions.”


  “Do you have to be such an elitist asshole about everything?”


  The man flinched and, crystal spider in his hands, turned to glare at her. They were allies and sometimes friends and he was fond of Eve, but there were times when her behavior puzzled him. Other times it reminded him that though he had put a great deal of distance between himself and the odd primness of the era of his birth, he had not entirely escaped it.


  “No,” he replied at last, “just about some things. And most certainly about history and archaeology. I would think you of all people would understand.”


  Her eyes narrowed and a hint of fury glimmered in them a moment, and then passed. She sighed. “You are the most aggravating man.”


  Mr. Doyle cleared his throat, back rigid, and nodded once. “Yes. I believe I am.” Then he bent to his task once more. The job was nearly done and it took him only another minute or so before he had removed the gold entirely from the elegantly designed crystal spider. It was a marvel from an age far more distant than anyone would have guessed.


  “So are you going to tell me how this is going to help us find your dead sorcerer friend?”


  The edges of Doyle’s mouth tugged upward, his mustache twitching in the smallest of smiles. He stared at the Lemurian Spider in his hand, felt its edges sharp against the callused flesh of his palm.


  “Our quarry is not precisely dead, lovely Eve. And this? With the proper incantations, it will weave us an answer.”


  Eve arched an eyebrow. “What the hell does that mean?”


  He felt the words rising from deep within his chest, as though they had been born not of his mind but of his heart. When he spoke them his voice was higher and lilting, the way he had sung the melodies his mother had taught him as a boy in Edinburgh.


  “Atti mannu kashshaptu sha tuyub ta enni.”


  Mr. Doyle turned from her, raised the spider, and hurled it with all his might at the wall. Eve shouted and lunged to stop him but for all her uncanny speed she was too late. Her eyes were wide and her gaze ticked toward the wall. It was clear she expected the spider to shatter.


  Instead, it stuck to the wall.


  For several long moments nothing happened. The only sounds in the room was the hum of electricity in the walls and the shush of the air filtration system, and Doyle’s own breathing. The illumination cast by the display lighting in the otherwise darkened room only lent to the gathering and shifting of shadows in every corner and they seemed to darken, to cluster more closely, as Doyle and Eve stared at the crystal spider.


  “All right,” Eve said, “what the hell is—”


  She never finished the sentence.


  With a grating, clicking sound, the spider began to move. Its legs scratched at the wall as it crept upward and Mr. Doyle narrowed his gaze, peering more closely until he could make out the thin strand of crystalline webbing it was leaving behind.


  Eve slid her hands into her pockets and gave her hair an insouciant toss. “You know, with all I’ve seen—which is pretty much everything—you’d think I couldn’t be surprised any more. What is it doing?”


  “Watch,” he chided her.


  And so they stood in silence in the midst of the Egyptian exhibit and watched as the spider spun its crystal web, clicking up the wall and then to the left, moving back down to diagonally cross its original line. Soon enough a pattern began to take form.


  “It’s a map,” Eve said. She stepped closer and looked up, head tilted back as she studied the circumference of the web pattern and the shape it had taken, the grid that was forming along the length of it and the large open rectangle in the center.


  Brows knitted, Eve turned to stare at Doyle. “It’s a map of Manhattan.”


  The spider paused for several long seconds at a spot upon its web that corresponded to where Greenwich Village would have been on the map. When it at last moved on, it had left something behind. Amidst that crystalline web, at one particular junction of gleaming thread, a tiny crystal stood out from the pattern of the map.


  A chill passed through Mr. Doyle like ice sliding down his back and he stared at the map. Slowly he nodded. He had wondered for so long what had happened to the Mage, what had become of Lorenzo Sanguedolce, that it seemed unreal to him, looking at that crystal and knowing that it symbolized an end to his search.


  He nodded gruffly and glanced at Eve. “All right, then. To New York.”


  Shortly before dawn, with heavy storm clouds aiding the night in its quest to keep morning at bay, the limousine swept through midtown Manhattan. Its tires shushed through pools of rainwater and the windshield wipers hissed as they beat their hypnotic rhythm upon the glass. New York had its reputation as the city that never slept, but on that Sunday morning it seemed, at least, to be dozing. The limousine was not the only vehicle about—they passed several taxis and police cars and a handful of automobiles whose drivers were likely about on business of questionable intent—but the streets were lonely nevertheless. With the storm hanging so low over the city and the rain driving down upon the limousine, the city seemed very inhospitable indeed.


  In the back of the limo, Eve rested her head against the tinted window and gazed up at the cityscape that unfolded with each block. Twenty-four hour neon storefronts, digital billboards, and the glass and steel faces of thousands of corporations. In her life she had seen the rise and fall of cities more glorious than this one, and yet there was something about New York—with its old-fashioned personality and its vast ambition for the future—that she admired.


  Her long legs were stretched out and she had slid down in the seat. From time to time her mind drifted so that she was in a sort of trance state in which ghosts of the past haunted her memory, but she did not sleep. Eve never slept during the night.


  In the driver’s seat, Squire yawned, revealing teeth as jagged and numerous as a shark’s. The gnarled, ugly little man glanced into the rearview mirror and saw her watching him. His grin was hideous.


  “Hey, babe. Good morning. You were zoning out back there so I didn’t want to interrupt.”


  Eve stretched languidly against the leather upholstery, aware of the goblin’s hungry eyes but unconcerned. She twisted her neck, muscles popping. Across from her, behind the driver’s seat, Doyle slept in a sitting position with his hands clasped, corpselike, over his chest. He snored lightly, head bobbing from time to time.


  She glanced at the driver again. “Usually you can’t keep your mouth shut, Squire. I appreciate it.”


  “My pleasure,” he said.


  The goblin returned his attention to the road. They had passed through Times Square and were now rolling south on Seventh Avenue. Squire was a cautious driver. Doyle had paid to have the limo customized so that Squire could see through the windshield and still reach the accelerator and brake, mainly because the goblin liked to drive. Of all the services the creature performed for his employer, chauffeuring was the one at which he had the least amount of skill. Eve would not deny that Squire had his uses, but there were times when they were outweighed by his more annoying attributes.


  “So, what’s this about, babe?” the goblin asked, casting a quick glance over his shoulder, his gnarled features silhouetted by the greenish light from the limo’s dashboard. “I mean, I need my beauty sleep and the boss rousted me without telling me much. What’s the hurry?”


  Eve closed her eyes and sighed. “If I explain it to you, will you stop calling me ‘babe?’”


  “I can try.”


  She nodded, opening her eyes and sitting up straighter in her seat. Her black hair fell in a tumble across her face and she swept it back again. “That’s good. Doyle would be unhappy if I ripped your throat out.”


  The rain pelted the limousine’s roof and sluiced down the windows. The engine purred and Squire kept both hands on the wheel as they slid through another intersection. Once again he caught her eye in the rearview mirror.


  “Don’t be that way, darlin’. I don’t mean anything by it. And I’d have to be blind not to notice what a looker you are.”


  Eve’s upper lip curled back in a hiss that revealed her fangs. “That could be arranged.”


  “Okay, okay,” Squire protested, shrugging. “Just making conversation. You don’t wanna talk, we won’t talk.”


  Eve turned her gaze out the window again as they passed closed shops and newsstands with their metal rolling doors locked down tight. A tall, thin man in a hooded rain slicker hunched over as he walked his dog, the little beast leading him along by its leash, creating confusion as to which of them was the pet. Given the hour, Eve was tempted to believe the dog was in charge.


  “I know very little,” she began, still peering out into the rain.


  “That’s more than I know,” Squire noted. He fished around the front seat and then held up a pack of cigarettes in triumph. The limo slowed as he tapped one out and used his lips to draw it from the pack.


  “I’ve forgotten more than you’ll ever know,” Eve said, and her voice sounded hollow even to her, tinged with a melancholy she rarely allowed in herself. It was the rain. The damned rain. For some reason it always put her in mind of a simpler time, long ago.


  Squire either missed her tone or ignored it entirely. “All right, you know so much, then spill it.” The goblin pushed in the dashboard lighter, the unlit cigarette rolling like a toothpick between his lips.


  “You’re not going to smoke in here,” she said.


  His wiry eyebrows went up and he glanced at her in the mirror. “I’m not? No, I guess I’m not.”


  Eve glanced over at Doyle. He grumbled in his sleep now, brow knitted in consternation. She was not surprised. He was not the sort of man she would ever expect to have sweet dreams.


  “It’s pretty simple, actually. You know the story of Lorenzo Sanguedolce?”


  “Sure. Sweetblood. That’s what all the arcane books call him. Sweetblood the Mage.”


  Eve nodded once. She had expected Squire to know the story. Anyone even tangentially involved with the magical community would have. Tales of Sanguedolce could be traced back as early as the eleventh century and though he seemed to have changed his name several times the stories about him cropped up in journals from a dozen countries over the course of hundreds of years. He was called Sweetblood, but it was unclear whether this was a literal translation of his Italian surname, or if the surname was simply another variation on that descriptive appellation.


  By all accounts Sanguedolce had been the most powerful sorcerer who had ever lived. Yet early in the twentieth century, he had simply disappeared. None of the dark powers in the world had laid claim to having destroyed him and though there were rumors and whispers, no mage was ever proven to have knowledge of his whereabouts, or his possible demise.


  “You know your boss has been looking for the mage for a very long time?” Eve asked.


  Squire chuckled without humor. “That’s an understatement. Never thought it was a great idea, myself. You know what they say about searching for Sweetblood.”


  “We may have found him.”


  The goblin jerked the steering wheel so hard to the right as he spun to stare at Eve that he nearly plowed the limousine into a squat blue mailbox on the sidewalk. In a panic, Squire hit the brakes and got the limo’s nose headed in the right direction again.


  Eve watched him in the mirror. Several times the annoying little creature opened his mouth and closed it again, as though for the first time in his life he had no clever or boorish remark to make. She knew it would pass, though. With Squire, it always did.


  “Hell,” the goblin said, the word coming out in a harsh grunt. “All the stories say . . . ah, hell, Eve, all the stories say that would be a bad idea.”


  Squire kept his hands on the wheel and his eyes on the road. A taxi cut in front of the limousine despite that there were only a handful of cars on Seventh Avenue. Ahead a light turned red and the goblin began to slow the limo.


  “True.”


  The word came from Doyle. Eve glanced over at him and saw that his eyes were red and his face somewhat flushed. He had not slept nearly enough, but that was not unusual. Magic had suspended the aging process in him, had even partially reversed it, but there was no escaping that the man was still human. An alchemist and magician, a brilliant writer and scholar, a believer in both the goodness of the world and the darkness that tainted it, Mr. Doyle was among the most powerful magicians on Earth, but he was also just a man. Human.


  Eve envied him that. She could not even remember what it meant to be human.


  “Boss, you’re awake,” Squire said, turning to glance back at Doyle now that he was stopped at the red light.


  Tiredly, Mr. Doyle smoothed his jacket and ran his fingers through his silver hair to straighten it. “And you, my small friend, have a gift for stating the obvious.”


  “What can I say?” Squire muttered happily. “I’m blessed.”


  The light turned green but Squire was careful to look in both directions before the limousine picked up speed again. Behind him, his employer tugged out a pocket watch and clicked it open. He checked the time and then slid the watch back into his vest pocket.


  Doyle cleared his throat and glanced at Eve, then turned his attention to Squire again.


  “The warnings about what would happen to anyone who searched for Sweetblood are dire,” the magician absently admitted as he began searching the inner pockets of his jacket for something. “But I suspect they were spread by Lorenzo himself in an effort to dissuade the curious.”


  Eve stared at him. “And if you’re wrong?”


  Doyle raised an eyebrow and stared at her, his eyes as silver as his hair. “If I’m wrong, then we handle it.”


  “That’s your plan?” Squire asked. “That’s not much of a plan.”


  “There isn’t time for subtlety,” Doyle replied. “My search has always been a casual one, rarely the focus of my efforts. But Dr. Graves has word that someone—someone with malevolent intentions—has indeed located Sweetblood.”


  “And we need to get to him first,” Squire said, nodding to himself as he turned the limousine down a side street, the rear tire bumping up over the curb.


  “Precisely.”


  The goblin turned south again at the next corner and soon enough the city was changing around them. The skyscrapers had given way to brownstones and rowhouses and there were trees growing up out of the sidewalk. They passed a park that seemed remarkably free of litter and graffiti.


  “All right,” Squire said. “I get it. But I was still half-asleep when you got me out of bed to drive you, so there’s still one thing I’m not understanding.”


  “Only one?” Eve taunted.


  Doyle frowned at her. “What’s that, Squire?”


  “Where do the glass spiders come in? You said something about glass spiders, didn’t you? Or was that in my dream?”


  Before the dapper magician could answer, Eve spied their destination, the address plainly exhibited on the front door of the brownstone. The sky had begun to lighten but the drenching rain and the heavy cloud cover would shield her from the sun.


  “Stop here. This is it.”


  The goblin pulled the limo to the curb. Doyle leaned across the back seat to peer through Eve’s rain-streaked window, eyebrows raised. Then he popped his own door open and slipped out. Eve stripped off her suede coat, folded it and left it on the seat, then followed suit. The rain began to dampen her hair immediately, streaming like tears upon her cheeks. Thunder rolled across the sky, echoing off the faces of the buildings. Lightning blinked and flickered up inside the clouds as though behind that veil the gods were at war.


  Doyle slammed his door without another word to Squire. His gaze was locked upon the brownstone and he stared up at its darkened windows as he strode around the limousine to join Eve on the sidewalk.


  Her nostrils flared and she sniffed at the air. “Does this seem too easy to you?”


  “I’m not certain that’s a word I would choose,” Doyle replied, wiping rain from his eyes.


  Eve pushed her hair back from her face and rapped on the limo’s passenger window. When Squire rolled it down she bent to peer in at him. The goblin’s eyes went to her chest, where the tight cotton of her turtleneck stretched across her breasts.


  “Up here, you little shit.”


  A dreamy smile spread across his features. “Sorry. What can I do for you?”


  “Open the trunk.”


  He reached for the release and there was a small pop, then the trunk lid rose. The sound of the rain pelting the metal altered at this new angle. Eve went to the rear of the limo and reached into the trunk to retrieve a parcel wrapped in soft leather. She unfolded the leather and folded her fingers around the stock of the sawed-off shotgun, and she smiled as she dropped the leather wrap into the trunk and slammed it shut.


  Turning to Doyle she cocked the shotgun. “Too easy.”


  “Perhaps,” he replied. Then he nodded toward the brick steps in front of the brownstone. “Would you like to get the door?”


  Eve strode purposefully up the short walkway, not even bothering to check the windows of the surrounding homes for prying eyes. That sort of thing was Doyle’s problem, and he dealt with it often enough. She went up the four steps and paused on the landing, then shot a kick at the front door. The blow cracked it in half and tore it from its hinges. The bottom part of the door flew across the building’s foyer and shattered the legs of a small table; the top half swung like a guillotine from the security chain that still connected it to the door frame.


  With preternatural swiftness she darted inside the brownstone, swinging the gaping double barrels of the shotgun around as she scanned the parlor on her left, and then the formal living room on her right. Nothing moved. Nothing breathed.


  Doyle stepped in behind her. Eve glanced at him and saw the corona of pale blue light that encircled his eyes, the aura of that same glow surrounding his fingers. The illusion of the kindly, aging gentleman had disappeared. This was the magician. This was who Doyle was.


  “Anything?” he asked.


  Eve’s eyelids fluttered as she inhaled. She glanced at the stairs that led up into darkness. “Nothing that way.” Then she narrowed her eyes as she stared into the shadowed corridor that led toward the back of the brownstone. “But that way . . .”


  “Magic. Yes. I feel it.”


  Doyle went past her, heedless of any danger. The blue light around his fingers and leaking from his eyes grew brighter and he was a beacon in the darkened corridor. Eve tried to make sense of the layout of the place in her head. Living room and parlor in front. Probably a back staircase somewhere, a pantry, big kitchen, and the sort of sprawling dining room that had been popular in the first half of the twentieth century.


  There were framed photographs on the walls that had obviously hung there for decades and wallpaper that had gone out of style before John F. Kennedy was President. Yet there was no dust. No cobwebs. No sign that time had continued to pass within that home while it went by on the outside.


  The corridor ended at a door that was likely either a closet or bathroom, but there were rooms to either side, elegant woodwork framing their entrances. Doyle did not even glance to his left, but turned into the room on the right. Eve was right behind him and nearly jammed the shotgun into his spine when he came to a sudden stop.


  She moved up beside him, staring into the dining room.


  Six figures sat in a circle around the elegant dining room table, all of them clasping hands as if joining in prayer—or a séance. There were candlesticks on the table and several on a sideboard; Doyle waved his hand and each of the wicks flickered to life, those tiny flames illuminating the room. Perhaps the old magician needed the light to see by, but Eve did not. She saw better in the dark.


  Of the six, five were very clearly dead, and had been so for a very long time. Though their skeletal fingers were still clasped they were withered, eyes sunken to dark sockets, only wisps of hair left upon their heads. In many places all that remained of their flesh were tattered bits clinging to bone, like parchment paper. Eve peered more closely. She had not smelled death in this place and so she wondered if it was some sort of illusion. But no. There was an earthy, rot odor that lingered in the air. It was simply that, like dust and other sediment of time, the stink of putrefying flesh seemed to have been suspended somehow.


  The five withered corpses were of indeterminate age and race but at least one of them had been female. And then there was the sixth member of this chain, a woman in a blue dress, her brown hair up in a tight bun, with small-framed glasses resting on the bridge of her nose. Her eyes were closed and her face peaceful, as though she might well have been in the midst of a natural slumber rather than eternal repose.


  “Yvette Darnall,” Doyle observed.


  Eve glanced at him, saw the puzzlement on his face and knew that it matched her own. “You know her?”


  “A mystic and psychic. She disappeared in 1943.”


  “Or maybe she didn’t,” Eve said, her gaze once more surveying the hideous gathering, the sunken faces waxy and yellow in the candlelight. “Maybe it was just that nobody knew where to look.”


  Doyle frowned thoughtfully and stepped further into the room. Eve followed but her nostrils flared and the hair rose on the back of her neck. Her fingers hooked into talons. She sensed something in the room and she knew that Doyle had felt it too.


  Yvette Darnall opened her eyes.


  Eve and Doyle froze. For just a moment there was a kind of terrible awareness in the psychic woman’s gaze and then her eyes rolled upward so that they seemed completely white. Her head lolled back and her jaw went slack, mouth falling open.


  One by one, the five cadavers did the same. Some of their jawbones cracked. When the most desiccated among them lay his head back it simply tore off above the jaw with a sound like snapping kindling. Upon hitting the hardwood floor his skull shattered into dust and bone fragments.


  Yvette Darnall began to moan, and so did the chorus of the dead.


  She choked as a stream of milky, opalescent mist issued from her throat, and a moment later thinner tendrils of the same substance flowed from the gaping mouths of the dead. Eve recognized the material. Ectoplasm. Malleable spirit-flesh. But she did not think it was the ghosts of these dead summoners or even of the medium herself who was manipulating the ectoplasm here.


  It coalesced in the midst of the table and as it did, Eve saw that Yvette Darnall had begun to decay. Whatever this power was, it was drawing on whatever essence remained in her; it had kept her here for more than sixty years as a spiritual battery, and now it was using her up.


  The ectoplasm churned like thick, heavy storm clouds and began to take shape. In a moment Eve could see human features forming there, a face, a man with a long, hawk nose and thin lips, with wild unkempt hair and a shaggy beard.


  The face in the pooling ectoplasm narrowed its eyes as though it had seen them and it sneered imperiously, gaze rife with disapproval. When it spoke, its lips moved without sound, yet its voice issued from the wide, gaping mouth of Yvette Darnall.


  “Doyle,” the voice rasped scornfully. “You damned fool.”


  
    Chapter Two

  


  The ectoplasmic head of Sweetblood the Mage drifted in the air above the circular table. Tendrils of supernatural matter extended from the manifestation to anchor itself to the ceiling, the walls and the table below it. The ghost flesh moved, its lips forming words, but the voice of the world’s most powerful sorcerer growled at him not from the ectoplasm but from the grotesquely open maw of the withering spiritualist, Yvette Darnall.


  “And to think I once called you ‘apprentice.’”


  “I always respected you, Lorenzo,” Doyle said, attempting to conceal the exhilaration he felt at moving so much closer to actually locating the arch mage. “But I never understood your decision to retreat, to hide yourself away. The world has need of you.”


  Doyle recalled his first meeting with Lorenzo Sanguedolce, in Prague, during the spring of 1891, and their immediate dislike for one another. Even after the relationship shifted to that of teacher and student, their animosity stood firm. There wasn’t anyone, on this plane of existence anyway, that he disliked as much, but the ways of the weird did not take into account one’s personal feelings. Sweetblood was needed; it was as simple as that.


  “Do you have any idea the risk you have taken in searching for me?” the undulating spiritual mass asked, the power of its voice causing the psychic’s body to visibly quake. “Do you think I have stayed away from the world all this time on a whim?”


  Eve stood beside Doyle, tensed for a fight. He could feel the aggression emanating from her lithe form, millennia of experience having taught her always to expect a fight. “I could be wrong,” she said, “but I’m going to guess he isn’t all that pleased to see you.”


  Doyle shot her a hard look. “Your enhanced senses are absolutely uncanny,” he said dryly. Then he turned his focus to Sweetblood again.


  “You must listen, Lorenzo. Damn me if you will, but others are on your scent as well. One way or another, you’ve been found. But the others who track you have grave intentions.”


  “And you, fool that you are, you think I need your help?” Sweetblood rasped. “You may have done their work for them, Arthur.”


  The disembodied head gazed down upon the grotesque gathering at the table beneath him, at the rapidly degenerating form of Yvette Darnall and the circle of desiccated corpses clutching hands, with a look of utter disdain forming upon his spectral features.


  “You’re no better than this damnable woman and her band of psychics. They too attempted to locate me. Their curiosity cost them their lives,” the spectral head went on, showing not the slightest hint of compassion. “Fortunately, I was able to use their folly for my own ends.”


  Eve sniffed. “Nice guy.”


  Doyle ignored her, focusing on Sweetblood, trying to gauge by the rate of Darnall’s deterioration how much longer their connection would remain active. “Obviously,” he said, gesturing toward the circle of cadavers. “You used them as an alarm to warn you when someone, or possibly something, was coming too close. The psychic residue of their search led us here, drawing us away from your true location.”


  The acrid aroma of burning flesh permeated the room and Doyle frowned and glanced away from the ectoplasmic face to find that the body of Yvette Darnall had begun to smolder, the tight bun of her hair emitting a gray, oily smoke.


  “Indeed. And in this pocket of frozen time, I might work my power through these decaying idiots and destroy the interloper, the next fool. I never expected the next fool to be you.”


  Doyle could not help but smile. “You have always underestimated me, Lorenzo.”


  The entity appeared to seethe. Flames burst from the bodies of the other mystics, as if the very fire of its anger, their clothes and parchment-dry flesh consumed by fire. “You’re a careless fool, Arthur, and this latest misstep only proves it.”


  Eve stifled a laugh with a perfectly manicured hand, refusing to make eye contact with him. It was moments like this when he remembered why it was that he so often chose to work alone.


  “Cast all the aspersions you like, but they will not alter the truth. Dark powers descend upon you,” Doyle declared, fingertips crackling with magickal energy leaking. “Better that I should find you than some malevolent—”


  “Imbecile!” Sweetblood bellowed, enraged, his voice erupting from the gaping lips of the medium who had become his conduit. The ectoplasmic features that loomed above the fire-engulfed cadaver contorted, and the ghostly tendrils that connected it to the dead woman writhed and pulled away to flail whip like above them. “Persist, and you may doom the world.”


  The burning corpse of Yvette Darnall stood up abruptly, knocking over the flaming chair in which it had sat for the last sixty-one years. Like some fiery marionette, embers of flesh falling from her form, the dead woman leaned across the table to point an accusatory finger at them.


  “Go home, apprentice,” said Lorenzo Sanguedolce, through the charred and smoking remains of the medium. “You meddle in matters beyond your comprehension.”


  And with those final words, the instrument of the mage’s admonition exploded, spewing fiery chunks of flesh and bone. Doyle and Eve watched as the room was consumed by fire, the ectoplasmic manifestation of the arch mage evaporating with a sizzling hiss. The spell that had kept the room in a timeless stasis had collapsed, age rushing forward, drying the wood, speeding the fire. Time and flame sapped the moisture from the dark mahogany, reducing it to kindling. The heat seared his face, yet Doyle stared into the flames until he felt Eve’s powerful grip close upon his arm.


  “I wouldn’t count on the last word,” she snarled over the roar of the fire as she began to pull him toward the exit.


  Doyle roughly removed her hand and ventured further into the room.


  “Have you lost your mind?” she shouted after him.


  “Go,” he told her. “There’s still a chance I can salvage what we came for.”


  It was becoming ever more difficult to see, as well as breathe, and Doyle quickly scanned the floor for the precious item he sought. Silently he prayed to the Ancient Kings that it had remained intact.


  “Arthur, let’s go!” Eve called from the doorway, as his tearing eyes fell upon his prize: Darnall’s blackened, jawless skull lying upon the smoking wood floor.


  Removing a handkerchief from his pocket, Doyle folded the white silk and used it as a buffer to protect the soft flesh of his hand from the searing heat emanating from the charred skull. There was only the slimmest chance that what he was about to attempt would work, but there was far too much at stake not to at least try. He inserted his index and middle fingers into the hollow eye sockets of the medium’s skull, searching for the soft gray matter of the brain beyond the missing eyes. The tips of his fingers sank into the gelatinous muscle of thought. He let slip an exultant sigh; the flames had not yet melted the woman’s brain. There were still things to be learned from her.


  The beams and walls of the burning room moaned and creaked. It would not be long before the ceiling caved in, the upper floors of the brownstone coming down as the entire building was consumed by the supernatural conflagration. Beneath his breath, Doyle uttered an incantation of retrieval, letting the ancient magick travel through his body, coursing down the length of his arm, through his fingers and into what remained of the dead psychic’s brain. Images of Yvette’s past—of heartbreak and ecstasy and quiet contentment—flooded his mind, making themselves at home, as if eager not to be forgotten with the passing of their host. The deluge of memories was overwhelming, and he nearly stumbled into the fire as he magickally ransacked the recollections of a lifetime.


  Behind the remembrance of a torrid lesbian affair with a beautiful dark-haired girl nearly half her age, and beyond an exceptionally awful production of La Boheme, Doyle found the elusive bit of information that he had been searching for, and claimed it as his own.


  He plucked his fingers from the skull, tossed the now-empty shell back into the flames, and wiped the viscous, hideously warm gray matter from his fingers upon his scorched handkerchief. The fire raged all around him, attempting to block his path and consume him, but the mage knew the language of fire, speaking to the conflagration politely and with respect, and it allowed him to pass unharmed through the doorway and into the smoke-filled hall.


  In the corridor, where smoke billowed and flames had already begun to lick across the ceiling and ripple up the walls, Eve waited. Her face was covered in dark patches of soot that resembled war paint. Her eyes darted about like those of a desperate animal. Her kind did not do well with fire.


  “I can’t believe you’re not burned to a crisp.”


  Doyle moved past her silently on his way toward the exit.


  “At least tell me that you got whatever it was you risked being burned alive for,” she said, following close on his heels.


  “I did indeed,” he said as they hurried across the entryway and out into the damp night air. “Time is short, now. We must act swiftly. He’s far closer than I would have guessed.”


  Squire awaited them on the sidewalk in front of the burning brownstone. The goblin held an open umbrella, rain sluicing over the edges, and he wore a nervous expression upon his grotesque features.


  “A real gentleman’s gentleman,” Eve muttered as she reached him.


  Sirens wailed in the distance, but they would be far too late to save this building. As they moved toward the car, Eve cursed loudly. Doyle turned to face her, only to flinch as something wet and heavy struck his shoulder, slippery on his neck. Suddenly the pre-dawn was alive with the staccato thunder of one damp impact after another. In the midst of the rain, something else was falling from the sky.


  “What the Hell?” Eve snapped, shielding her head as the toads continued to fall, bouncing off the brick steps, the streets, and the cars below them. Multiple car alarms wailed, partially drowning the rather offensive sound of soft flesh striking hard pavement.


  Doyle stared about in alarm. Things are far worse than I thought. Squire scrambled up the steps to shield them both from the pummeling rain with the large, black umbrella.


  “This can’t be good,” Eve snarled, pushing bloody, ruptured amphibian corpses out of her way with the tip of her designer boot.


  “Be thankful it ain’t cats and dogs,” Squire said, as the rain of toads continued to fall all around them.


  Far worse.


  Julia Ferrick turned off the engine of her Volvo wagon in the underground parking garage on Boston’s Boylston Street and wondered, as she so often did, what had happened to her real son.


  “I was listening to that,” the imposter growled from the passenger seat. He had insisted on listening to one of his homemade music mixes on the drive to their family appointment, and when she had turned off the engine, it cut off a headache-inducing grind in mid-verse.


  “And you’ll hear the rest of it on the way home,” she said with exasperation, placing her keys and the parking garage receipt into her handbag. His name went unsaid. More and more, of late, she had trouble calling him Daniel, or even Dan. She didn’t know him anymore. Jesus, she craved a cigarette.


  “I wanted to hear it now,” he said curtly, refusing to make eye contact with her.


  Julia looked at him, avoiding her gaze as if he would turn to stone if their eyes met, and wondered when exactly the aliens or the goblins or maybe even the Gypsies had come and taken away her real son and replaced him with this grim doppelganger. She ran her thumb over the tips of her fingers, where the nails were short and ragged. It was a nervous habit born out of quitting smoking. Any time she looked at her nails, she thought maybe lung cancer was preferable to the complaints she got when she tried to get her manicurist to fix them.


  “C’mon,” she told him, opening her door. “We’re going to be late.”


  She slammed the driver side door closed but the sixteen-year old did not move. Dan just sat there, sweatshirt hood pulled up over his head, arms folded across his chest. His skateboard was on the floor in the back and her eyes flickered to it. The skate punk thing was just the latest identity he’d tried on, and she wondered how long it would be before he shed this one. Every time she saw him in those baggy pants she shivered. To her eyes, he looked like a criminal. That was a terrible thought, but there was no escaping it. It was difficult for her to conceive that these kids looked at one another—or at each other—and thought that they looked good.


  The one thing that never changed was the music. Whether it was Taking Back Sunday or Rancid—and wasn’t that band name apropos?—it was much the same as the clothes he wore. Julia simply could not understand the attraction. She wasn’t a fool. She didn’t expect him to listen to things she liked, old Peter Gabriel and David Bowie, or Genesis. Music was a personal thing. It spoke to your heart, or it didn’t. But with a couple of exceptions, the sort of thing Danny listened to was just . . . it was awful. Ugly. How could he not see that?


  Julia knew that he’d had a rough year—his father walking out on them, the condition that gave his skin a weathered, leathery texture—and she wished she could make it all go away, give him the perfect life she’d hoped for since he was a baby. But life threw you curves. No way could she have predicted his medical problem. Trying to balance her sympathy for him with her frustration at his behavior was enough to drive her to drink . . . or at least to run back to her cigarette habit and beg a pack of Winston Lights to forgive her.


  Things were bound to get better. That’s what she told herself while she was biting her nails. Things had to get better. She was determined to help Dan in any way she could and had begun home schooling him with the finest tutors and making appointments with the best dermatologists and psychologists. Julia still remembered the loving little boy he had been. He had filled her with so much happiness. She wanted that boy back.


  No matter what it cost.


  “Daniel Ferrick, get out of that car right now,” she yelled, her voice reverberating against the low concrete ceiling of the garage. There was a quaver in it, but she promised herself she would not break down.


  Slowly, he turned to look at her through the glass and scowled. His skin was getting worse right along with his attitude. They had first diagnosed it as a unique form of eczema, but she soon came to realize that none of them really had the first clue what it was. They kept going for tests and various special medications, and pills were prescribed, but nothing seemed to help. When the two pronounced bumps appeared just above his temples last week, he had nearly had a breakdown. And in private, in her bathroom with the shower running, Julia had wept for him. She’d snuck a cigarette and blown the smoke out her bedroom window, hoping he wouldn’t smell it. Whatever else might be done for him, Julia knew they both needed to see the family psychologist.


  “Doctor Sundin is going to be really ticked if we’re late again,” she said, tapping the glass with the knuckle of her hand. “Let’s go.”


  She couldn’t even remember the last time she’d heard him laugh or seen him smile. It tore her up inside, but at the same time, it was becoming increasingly difficult to live with.


  The passenger door popped open and Dan slunk from the vehicle. The hood of his sweatshirt was pulled so far down over his head that it completely hid his face in shadows. Over the last week or so he had begun wearing gloves in public to conceal his skin condition, and the way his fingernails had started to grow tough and jagged. The way other kids dressed these days, nobody had seemed to notice.


  Julia reached out to her son and rubbed his head through the heavy cotton hood. She remembered her teenage bout with acne but could not even begin to imagine what it must be like for the boy. He roughly jerked away from her affections.


  “Don’t do that,” he spat at her. “It hurts me.”


  The boy’s mother bit her tongue and walked toward the garage’s Boylston Street exit. She glanced at her watch. If they hurried they would only be a few minutes late. Julia hoped Daniel would speak to Doctor Sundin about his self-image problems, and how they affected his relationship with her and his father. She planned to avoid any mention of his clothes or his music. Those things got under her skin, but they were superficial. The real problems were so much deeper.


  As she glanced back to confirm that Daniel was indeed following, she wondered how much of his personality change could be attributed to Roger walking out on them. Irreconcilable differences, he’d told his lawyer. The son of a bitch took the coward’s exit, she thought, remembering all the sleepless nights as her son yowled in his bed, the skin condition so irritating that he scratched himself bloody trying to stop the itch. Then there were the violent mood swings, and the complete change in the boy’s personality. Yeah, she thought. Roger got off easy. There was a small part of her that envied him. The bastard.


  Julia Ferrick pushed the disturbing thoughts from her mind and turned to wait for her son to catch up. She was standing in front of a high, wrought iron fence and beyond it she could see children at play in the yard of the daycare facility headquartered there. The kids squealed and laughed as they ran about under the supervision of their minders. It was a nice sound, one that she hadn’t heard in a very long time.


  “I’m coming,” Dan mumbled, head down, gloved hands shoved deep into his sweatshirt pockets.


  “I know,” she told him, trying her best to keep her temper in check. “I just thought I’d wait for you.”


  Dan kicked at a piece of gum, crushed flat upon the sidewalk. “Don’t do me any favors,” he mumbled as he scuffed at the pink refuse with the toe of his sneaker.


  Julia Ferrick was about to say something she was sure to regret when she noticed that a little girl, no older than five, now stood on the other side of the metal gate watching them. The child sniffled, her hand slowly rising to her face to rub at her eyes. The little girl began to cry.


  “What’s the matter, sweetie?” Julia asked.


  “Don’t feel good,” the small child whined, beginning to cry all the harder. Julia moved closer to the gate, wanting to get the attention of one of the daycare workers, when the child in front of her began to retch. Thick streams of milky white vomit poured from her mouth to splash upon the sidewalk, spattering her shiny, black patent leather shoes.


  Julia was about to comfort the little girl through the thick bars of the metal gate when motion at the periphery of her vision caught her attention. She glanced down upon the puddle of vomit at the child’s feet.


  It was moving.


  Now matter how badly she wanted to, Julia Ferrick could not pull her eyes away from the horrific sight. The child had regurgitated maggots; not just one or five or even twenty, but hundreds of them.


  “I trew up bugs,” the child whined over and over again in a dazed chorus. “I trew up bugs. I trew up bugs. I trew up bugs.”


  Julia felt that she might be sick as well, and finally tore her gaze away to look upon the playground for help.


  “Could somebody—anybody—help here please!” she cried out, on the verge of panic. Then she saw that the staff was in a panic of activity, the other children sick as well, all of them throwing up as the little girl at the fence had done.


  One of the staff members fainted, hitting the ground dangerously close to an undulating pile of maggot infested sick.


  “Got to call 911,” she mumbled, reaching into her bag for her cell phone. “This isn’t right. It isn’t right at all.”


  Julia hit the emergency button that would immediately dial for help and brought the phone up to her ear, gazing into the playground at the children all in the grip of sickness. They were all crying, some curled into convulsing balls on the ground. Even the little girl at the fence now lay at the base of the gate, trembling as if freezing.


  This was a nightmare, she thought as the voice on the other end of the phone asked her to state her emergency.


  The worlds were about to leave her mouth when she noticed that her son now gripped the black iron bars of the gate in his gloved hands. His hood had fallen away to reveal his closely cropped hair and the condition that had changed his face and the skin of his entire body. The bumps upon his forehead seemed more pronounced, red and angry as though ready to burst.


  As he stared intensely through the bars at the children overcome with illness, Daniel Ferrick made a sound the likes of which his mother had not heard for number of years. In any other circumstance, she would have paid a great deal of money for a chance to hear it again.


  Her son was laughing.


  Eve could smell the prominent stink of fear upon the commuters milling around the main terminal of New York’s Grand Central Station. The city was freaked, but given the circumstances, could she blame them?


  The toad rain ended around thirty minutes after it had begun, followed by random incidents of bizarreness that they had heard about on the radio in the limousine on their way to the station: spontaneous human combustion, stigmata, spectral rape, and myriad other claims that were coming in seemingly by the minute. And if what Doyle was hinting about was even remotely true, this was just the tip of a really nasty iceberg.


  Now, perhaps ninety minutes after sunup, she followed the mage as they wound their way through the early morning commuters that seemed paralyzed by the turn of events. Eve was careful to avoid any patches of daylight coming in through Grand Central’s high, ornate windows. Fortunately, though the rain of toads had stopped, the more conventional showers continued and the clouds outside meant she didn’t have work on it that hard. She had slipped her suede jacket back on, but been careful not to let it get wet.


  Announcements were made over the stations PA system, departures and arrivals, but nobody seemed to be going anywhere. The crowd teemed with people unsure of what they ought to be doing. Should they go on with their day-to-day lives? Go to work and ignore the fact that toads had rained down from the sky? Exposure to the preternatural had that effect on some people. When they had gone to bed the night before their perceptions of the world had been solid and clear, but now all that had changed. They had been shown just a hint of the truth that she, Doyle and certain other unsavory types in the paranormal circles had known for most of their lives.


  The world was anything but “normal.”


  Some tried to laugh it off. She could hear them among the crowds that milled about. But beneath their levity she could sense the tension, smell the fear as it took root and prepared to blossom.


  Eve sympathized. They were in Manhattan, and thanks to all the nasty shit going down she just knew she was not going to be able to stop at Barney’s for a little shopping expedition. It pissed her off. A visit to New York always meant a Barney’s trip for her. The last time she had picked up a spectacular silk top and Prada boots that were totally out of fashion now. Doyle dressed well, for a man, but this was because he was a product of his era and not because he had any real appreciation for clothes.


  It was a weakness for Eve. She might even have gone so far as to call it an obsession. There was no sin in wanting to dress well, she always said. So few people caught the irony. After all, without her own sins, clothes might never have been invented.


  Doyle stopped at the top of the marble staircase that would take them underground, into the subway system.


  “We’re going down?” she asked, still fascinated by the weird vibe she was picking up from most people within the station.


  “Yes,” he said, taking hold of the brass railing and beginning to descend. She followed. “Despite Sweetblood’s best intentions, a link had been established between the medium, her psychics, and the mage.”


  Doyle went around a random commuter who stood frozen on the stairs, clutching the handrail as if for dear life. He had been very brief in the car, giving to Squire only their destination, as if he had needed time to process the information that he had obtained at the brownstone. Eve found it particularly nasty that Doyle had to stick his fingers into somebody’s brain to find what he was looking for. Better him then her.


  Not that she hadn’t rooted through her share of viscera in her time. It was only that brains were so grotesquely unpleasant to the touch.


  “So you got Sweetblood’s location out of the medium’s brain?” Eve asked.


  “With some minor difficulty, yes,” Doyle confirmed.


  “Don’t you think that was kind of sloppy on your old pal Lorenzo’s part?” she asked him curiously. “Leaving that kind of information lying around in somebody’s head when he’s supposedly all hot and bothered about not being found?”


  They reached the bottom of the stairs and proceeded through a pair of double doors into the underground system.


  “That is where Sanguedolce’s arrogance worked against him,” Doyle said.


  Eve thought he sounded more than a little arrogant himself. She didn’t know what it was with mages, all of them so full of themselves that she was surprised they could fit their swollen heads through their front doors.


  “He never believed that another mage would demonstrate the skill necessary to actually track him,” Doyle said, grim satisfaction etched upon his face. “And, Heaven forbid that they did, he left a warning that should have successfully ended the trail.”


  She looked about the platform. There were people waiting, but not half as many as there should have been at this time of the morning. “But Sweetblood wasn’t counting on you being the one doing the looking, was he?” she asked, playing with the man’s cockiness.


  Doyle’s smile was fleeting. “He never recognized my talents,” the sorcerer said, walking to the end of the platform. A homeless man surrounded with shopping bags full of empty cans snoozed against a wall and Doyle was careful not to wake him as he peered down the tunnel into the inky darkness beyond. “He thought me incapable of mastering the weirdling ways.”


  “I guess you showed him,” Eve muttered, standing by his side. She noticed that some of the commuters had begun watch then with interest. “If you’re thinking of continuing this little expedition down into the tunnel you might want to use some of that mojo you’re so good at so nobody calls the transit police in to arrest our asses.”


  Doyle looked away from the tunnel and toward the small crowd waiting for the next train. “Ah yes, prying eyes,” he said, his own eyes sparking with mystical blue energies. “Perhaps I’ll make them see us as workers from one of the utility companies,” he said, a strange, lilting spell upon his lips as he raised a hand, barely visible wisps of supernatural manipulation streaming from his fingertips to work their magick upon nosey commuters.


  Eve heard the rustling of plastic bags and turned to see that the homeless man had awakened from his slumber and was staring at them.


  “You don’t want to go down there,” the man said, his voice gravely and rough, as if not used to speaking. He hooked a dirty thumb toward the tunnel entrance behind where he sat. “Some nasty shit goin’ on down there.” The poor soul was covered in grime and was dressed in multiple layers of clothing, the shoes upon his feet held together with wrappings of electrical tape. A foul odor of misery wafted up from him, an aroma he seemed perfectly content to wallow in.


  Doyle had turned from the subway crowd. “A friend of yours, Eve?”


  “Just a concerned citizen,” she told the mage.


  The man brought his legs up to his chest. “Stuff not meant to be seen by the likes of us,” he said, beginning to rock from side to side. “Somethin’ bad’s comin’, I know,” he said, his pale, green eyes glazing over as he rocked. “And it ain’t ridin’ the train, oh no. It’s comin’ in real style. That’s it. Real style.”


  Doyle stared at the rambling man, then reached into the pocket of his coat and drew out a small billfold. She wasn’t exactly sure how much money it was, but Doyle didn’t even glance down to count it as he leaned forward to present it to the homeless man. “Thank you so much for your assessment,” he said. “We’ll keep it in mind.”


  The homeless man took the money from Doyle and looked at it briefly, before stashing it amongst the layers of his clothing.


  “Coming, Eve?” Doyle asked as he stepped down off the platform into space. There was a good seven feet to the tracks below, but that didn’t seem to hinder the mage’s progress. It was if the air beneath him had thickened and he drifted unharmed to the tunnel floor.


  “Don’t spend that all in one place,” she told the man as she followed the mage off the platform. Eve leaped down into the darkness and landed in a graceful crouch, careful to avoid the electrical bite of the third rail. Electrocution wouldn’t kill her, but she doubted it would be a very pleasant experience.


  Able to see as well in the darkness as in the light, she spotted Doyle waiting against the tunnel wall. He gestured for her to follow.


  “Quickly now,” he urged.


  The subway was filthy and she made a conscious effort to keep from making any contact with the walls. “Damn. This is not a place for suede. I should have left my jacket back in the car.” She had purchased the coat only recently in Milan and did not want it ruined.


  “Your clothing should be the least of your worries, my dear,” Doyle said as he held his hand out before him, a sphere of light glowing from a space just above his palm, lighting his way.


  “Are you trying to scare me?” she asked, watching the rats scurrying about in the shadows, bothered by their presence. “Me?”


  He stopped before an ancient metal door, its surface caked with ages of dust, dirt and corrosion. It was also padlocked. “You mean after all you’ve seen thus far you’re not scared already?” He placed one of his hands against its rusted surface.


  A subway train squealed somewhere close by and she wondered if it was coming their way. “I’ve faced the wrath of God,” she said, watching him at the door. “I’ve had more terrifying dates than this.”


  A tiny smile played at the edges of Doyle’s mouth. “Ah, yes. Sometimes I forget.” Doyle took his hand away from the door. “We’ll need to get through here,” he said, pointing to the rusted padlock. “Do the honors?”


  Eve reached over and tore the lock free with a single tug, rust smearing her palm and fingers.


  “I don’t suppose you have anything that I could use to wipe my hand?” she asked the mage as he went through the door. With a sigh, she resigned herself to the fact that her wardrobe was going to be ruined.


  Eve wiped her hands upon her denim-clad legs and joined Doyle in the tiny entryway. There was a metal staircase leading down into further darkness, which her companion had already begun to descend, his eerily glowing hand lighting the way. That staircase ended at another door, which led to a cramped hallway that took them to another even older-looking door that had been sealed shut with planks of wood nailed to the frame.


  “Let me guess,” Eve said as she grabbed hold of the first piece of wood and ripped it from its moorings. “You want these removed as well.”


  Doyle stepped back, giving her room to work. “Astute as well as beautiful,” he observed. “Traits not commonly found together these days, I’m sorry to say.”


  Eve smiled. “When He made me He broke the mold.”


  The last board came away from the frame with a metallic shriek as the old nails were torn from the wood, and the door stood revealed.


  “Allow me,” Doyle said, sliding back a corroded deadbolt on the door with some minor difficulty. The rusted joints squealed as he yanked the door open, a damp, ancient smell wafting out to greet them.


  “Smells old,” Eve observed, following the mage through the doorway and out onto what appeared to be another, far more antiquated version of a subway platform. “Even by my standards.”


  “It should,” he replied, raising his arm to shed further light upon the forgotten chamber. “It’s been sealed up tight since 1899 when the major construction was begun on the subway tunnels above us. This was part of the old Grand Central Depot.”


  There was definitely something to this place, Eve thought, something in the air that hinted of a power as old as Creation. Whatever was going on here, there was more to it than rains of toads or some antisocial sorcerer hiding out. She walked the platform, her footfalls leaving prints in the inch-thick dust that had settled there since the close of the nineteenth century.


  “Very good, Lorenzo,” she heard Doyle say to himself, his voice as sibilant whisper in the lost station. “But not good enough.”


  She sensed movement close by, the stale air rushing around her, and turned to see a shape shambling out of the darkness of the tunnel they had just journeyed through. Eve tensed for a fight, but it was the homeless man who had tried to warn them off before. She frowned. Doyle had cast a spell before to blind people back on the platform to their presence. But this filthy creature had seen them.


  He leaped up from the tracks to the platform, where he landed without making a sound.


  “It appears there is more to our poor soul than meets the eye,” Doyle said. “I’d thought madness responsible for his resistance to magick. Now it seems not.”


  The man strode toward them, his duct-taped shoes making a strange scuffing sound upon the concrete-and-dust-covered surface of the platform.


  “What gave him away?” Eve asked, watching the figure with a predator’s gaze. “It was the seven-foot jump that clinched it for me.”


  “I’ll leave you to deal with this complication,” Doyle said, his voice reaching her from somewhere on the platform behind her, “while I endeavor to bring our search to an end.”


  Eve didn’t respond to Doyle, choosing instead to keep her eyes upon her would be attacker. “Don’t want any trouble,” she told the man.


  The homeless man stopped his advance, glaring at her with eyes that now seemed to glow with an eerie inner power. “The Mage must not be disturbed,” he roared, in a new and terrible voice.


  She wondered if he was possessed.


  But then the man began to grow and his clothes tore as his musculature was altered, bones twisting grotesquely along with his flesh. As she watched the transformation, she doubted that this thing had ever really been human at all. Spiny protrusions erupted from the new flesh beneath the old. The creature reared back, stretching to its full height, and she saw that it had more than doubled in size, torn skin hanging from its body in tatters.


  “For nigh upon a century have I guarded this place,” its voice rumbled through a mouth filled with jagged, razor teeth. “I shall not fail in my duty now.”


  It came at her then with speed belying its size. She dodged from its path, leaping onto the wall and clinging there, insectlike.


  The demon fixed her in its gaze, head cocked, yellow eyes glinting with surprise. It tilted its head back and sniffed the air as she hissed. Eve sprang at it from her purchase upon the wall.


  “Vampire,” it growled in disgust, slapping her viciously away, the sharp protrusions that adorned its body shredding the soft suede of her Italian coat as well as the delicate pale flesh beneath.


  Eve rolled across the filthy floor and came up quickly, coiled upon her haunches. She felt the bestial side of her nature awaken, the canines elongating within her mouth, fingernails curling to talons.


  “Did I forget to mention how much I hate that fucking word,” she spat, and she lunged at her foe, a thirst for the blood of her enemy taking her to the brink of madness.


  It was a place she had been so many times before.


  
    Chapter Three

  


  A stray cat with fur the color of copper and one white ear trotted along Rue Dauphine, darting out of the paths of tourists strolling the New Orleans streets and sniffing at air redolent with the aromas of the city’s famous cuisine. Most people did not even notice the stray. Despite the glitter of its later development, in its heart it was still an old city at heart, home to countless rats, and stray cats were not only inevitable in such an environment, but welcome. An old Cajun man sat on the stoop in front of a barbershop whose window frames were badly in need of a new coat of paint. He called out to the cat as it passed, almost as though the two were old friends. Otherwise the stray went on without interruption.


  If anyone had taken enough interest they might have observed that the cat seemed far more single-minded than most of its species. Rather than wandering, lured by tempting smells or idle curiosity, it seemed to have purpose.


  Most of the traffic in the French Quarter was on foot. Quickly, though, the stray was moving away from the core of the Quarter, and there were more cars rumbling by and fewer people on the sidewalks. There were children searching for summertime diversions, but none of the street performers who livened up the cobblestones of the Quarter.


  Soon the stray left Rue Dauphine and began a winding journey that took it past buildings that had been beautiful once, their balconies and facades elegant and proud. Now they were falling apart, paint faded and cracked, and where there might once have been flower pots upon the balconies or outside of windows there were now cases of empty beer bottles and washing hung out to dry.


  On a corner, the cat paused and perched on its haunches, staring first into the air above it at something visible only to its eyes, then across the street at a barroom called Charmaigne’s. Only the first half of its neon sign was glowing, and even that was dim in the sunlight. A pair of police cars were parked askew in front of the place and across the street was a third car, this one with no police markings but with a blue light spinning behind the rear windshield.


  No spectators had gathered on the sidewalk outside the barroom. It wasn’t that kind of neighborhood.


  The cat stared for a long minute at the grimy plate glass windows of Charmaigne’s. The barroom door was propped open with a cinderblock but with the sunshine so bright it was only darkness inside. At length the stray set of across the street. It paused beside one of the New Orleans P.D. squad cars, then slipped beneath the vehicle. The cars had been there long enough that the engine was not even warm above the stray.


  With a practiced, feline nonchalance, the cat went up onto the sidewalk and slipped into the steamy, fan-swirled gloom inside Charmaigne’s. Two uniformed police officers stood just inside the door on either side, as though they were concerned someone might try to escape the stale beer and bad cigar stink of the place. A third officer stood in the center of the barroom with a man in a white shirt with rolled-up cuffs and a loosened black tie. His hair had been cut with a military severity and he wore a gun on one hip, a badge clipped to the other.


  At their feet was the corpse of a boy, perhaps fifteen years of age, who lay on his belly in a pool of his own blood. His face was sideways, one cheek on the floor in the coagulating crimson, the other turned upward, the diffuse sunlight in the darkened barroom creating an otherworldly sheen upon his ebony skin. He was not the only corpse in Charmaigne’s. Behind the bar there was a second dead man, a wiry former fighter named Calvin Traviligni, known to most as Trav. Trav had tended bar at Charmaigne’s for seventeen years and had taken a bullet to the face, crashed into a rack of bottles and died in a puddle of broken glass and a potpourri of spilled whiskey, vodka, rum and gin. No liqeuers. Nobody in this part of town drank that shit.


  At the back of the room a fourth uniformed officer sat with a young black girl who wore too much make up. Old before her time, Jaalisa had been on her way home after a long night on the only job she’d ever known, a job her father had first given her, and heard the shots. Saw a car tearing off down the street. She insisted to the officer that she had seen nothing more.


  The stray took all of this in immediately and it darted across the room and slide along the base of the bar beneath the lazily whirling fans. The beer and cigar smells were ingrained in the wood, but the new scent of fresh blood hung in the air like a fresh coat of hell’s own paint. The cat was skittish at the smell of blood but did not let its instincts turn it away. The plainclothes cop, a detective, noticed it, and the cat noticed him noticing, but they ignored one another.


  At the back of the bar the cat went to a corner booth that was draped in shadows, not far at all from where Jaalisa was being interviewed, squeezed for some vital detail that might make this crime more than a statistic. The stray leaped up onto the bench of that booth and sat down.


  And then it changed.


  The only sound was a low rush of air, like a man inhaling suddenly. Flesh rippled and bone stretched with impossibly fluidity. Where the cat had been, Clay Smith now sat staring at Sergeant John Brodsky, the uniformed cop who had called him down here in the first place.


  Déjà vu. Clay had first been in Charmaigne’s forty-seven minutes earlier. He and Brodsky had a passing acquaintance based almost entirely upon Clay’s reputation. He wasn’t a private investigator, but for a wealthy resident of the Quarter he had found himself in the midst of enough murder investigations in recent years—and was invaluable in solving nearly all of them—that some of the members of the N.O.P.D. had come to rely upon him. Other cops, however, detectives in particular, despised him.


  Clay didn’t mind. It was never about being liked.


  A call on his mobile phone from Brodsky had brought him to Charmaigne’s before the department had sent a homicide detective down. That was better for everyone, politics-wise. He had talked to Brodsky, heard about Jaalisa’s 911 call, the deaths of Trav and the kid on the floor, and nodded once.


  Then he had gone to work.


  Someone had gunned the kid in the doorway while Trav was getting the place cleaned up for business. The bartender always came in early to wash the floor, wipe down the tables, all the things that nobody wanted to do when they were closing up at 3 a.m. The kid—whom no one had identified yet—had obviously run in through the door and then been shot in the back. Trav had been a witness, and witnesses have a very short life expectancy.


  Clay had examined both bodies without touching them. He had made a show of considering the crime scene. But that was just for the sake of the cops who were watching him, trying to figure out how he did it.


  They couldn’t see the tether.


  The souls of murder victims never passed on to the afterworld immediately. Always, they clung to their victims for a time, crying out for vengeance, perhaps hoping someone will hear their anguish. If Clay reached the victim within the first few hours after their murder he could still see the tether, an ethereal trail of ectoplasm that stretched from the hollow shell that had been the victim’s flesh all the way to the current location of the soul.


  The soul that was attached like a lamprey to its killer.


  Clay had followed the tether out the door of Charmaigne’s and then on a twisting path through the French Quarter. Eventually, it had led him back here.


  The voices of the policemen and the tired, hard-edged words of the prostitute seemed like church whispers as they drifted through the bar. Clay slid from the rear booth and stood up, black shoes scuffing the floor. He wore tan chinos and a simple, v-necked navy blue t-shirt and his hair was freshly cut. In this neighborhood he would have stood out, been noticed by everyone he passed. But nobody had noticed a stray cat with copper fur and one white ear.


  Clay started toward the front of the bar.


  Sergeant Brodsky looked up sharply from questioning Jaalisa, notepad and pen in his hands, and he frowned deeply, then stood up and moved to block Clay’s path.


  “I didn’t even see you come in,” Brodsky said.


  The man had a round little keg of a beer gut and his slumped even when standing, but his eyes were bright and intelligent. He only looked the part of the fool. Even now there was something in his voice that suggested that he knew there was something unusual, even unnatural, about Clay Smith, but he would say no more about it.


  “You weren’t supposed to,” Clay told him with a smile.


  Brodsky processed that a moment, eyes narrowing. Then he nodded. “You find anything?”


  “Yes. Your perp.”


  Closer to the front door, the plainclothes detective cleared his throat. “Sergeant, what the hell is this?” He strode toward them, shoes rapping the pitted wood floor. “Where the hell did this guy come from?”


  The detective was pale, with dark circles beneath his eyes. He had probably not been drinking yet today, but the stale smell of alcohol exuded from his pores. There were sweat rings forming under his arms and the white shirt looked rumpled as though he might have slept in it.


  “Lieutenant Pete Landry, meet Clay Smith,” Brodsky said. “He’s here to help.”


  The Lieutenant’s nostrils flared and he stared at Clay. “You’re him.”


  “Yes.”


  “He’s got a lead on the perp,” Brodsky offered, making a game attempt to defuse the tension.


  “Oh, he does, huh?” The Lieutenant rolled his eyes and reached into his shirt pocket to pull out a pack of cigarettes. He tapped one out, dragging the moment, and fished into his pants for a lighter. When he snapped it open and set fire to the end of the cigarette, he gazed at Clay through the flame, then clicked the lighter shut.


  “So, give, genius. Who killed Travaligni and the kid?”


  Clay did not smile. Instead, he stared at the wretched, silently screaming ghosts that clung to Pete Landry, tearing at him with insubstantial fingers. Trav the bartender was there. And the kid. But there were others as well. An attractive, middle-aged woman, a thug with cruel eyes, an old man whose spectral body seemed contorted somehow.


  “Come on, Lieutenant,” Clay said. “You did. You killed them.”


  The hand holding the cigarette to Landry’s lips shook and dropped away from his mouth.


  “Christ, Clay!” Brodsky snapped. “What the hell are you—”


  “The kid had something on you, saw you do something else you shouldn’t have been doing. Or maybe he was a runner for you. What are you supplying on this block, Pete? Crack? Heroin? He pissed you off, this kid. And the fool bartender, he should’ve slept in, just this once, but his work ethic wouldn’t let him.”


  The other uniformed officers had begun to slide toward them now, drawn by the words and by the way the air in the bar had grown suddenly heavier.


  The Lieutenant hesitated only another moment, then put the cigarette to his lips again and took a long drag as his colleagues watched him in confusion and doubt. He let a plume of smoke out the side of his mouth and then glanced around at the uniforms.


  “Who the fuck does this guy think he is? Come in here, making accusations like that.”


  Clay glanced at Brodsky again. “I doubt he used his police issue. But I also figure he’s arrogant enough not to have dumped the gun he did use. Check under the seats of his car, maybe the trunk, I think you’ll find it. I also think if you check his hands you’ll find residue.”


  Lieutenant Landry snorted and shook his head, tendrils of smoke rising up to the fan spinning above them. “You got some balls, you. But you watch too many movies.”


  Brodsky wasn’t gaping anymore. The look on his face had gone from incredulous to darkly inquisitive.


  “Then you won’t mind if Gage and Caleb over there take a look in your car, right Lieutenant?” the Sergeant asked.


  The man laughed. “Damn, boys, y’all can do whatever you want.” He nodded toward the two uniforms in question, gestured toward the door. “Go on, boys. Have yourselves a time.”


  They hesitated only a moment, then glanced at Brodsky, who nodded once. Then the two cops went out the door at a run.


  “Jaalisa,” Brodsky said, “you want to take a look out the door at the car across the street?”


  The prostitute did not seem at all tired anymore. Her eyes were wide and her chest rose and fell as though she were breathing for two. She stared at Pete Landry for a long moment and he took a long drag on his cigarette, its tip burning red in the darkened bar. Jaalisa shook her head.


  “No, sir. I don’t think I do.”


  The Lieutenant cleared his throat again, drawing Brodsky’s attention. Clay watched as he took a step nearer the sergeant.


  “Things ain’t never gonna be the same for you after this, Johnny,” Landry said, the words a grim promise. “Not ever. And this asshole’s not going to find the Quarter real hospitable either. You embarrass me like this? Make a fool out of me? You’re the damn fool.”


  Brodsky’s partner, the only other cop still in the bar, had moved toward the door to watch Caleb and Gage. When he spoke it was so low as to be barely audible, and yet the words resounded through the bar.


  “Son of a bitch, John. You might want to look at this.”


  The moment Brodsky glanced over at him, the Lieutenant snapped the strap off of his gun and slid it out of the holster with swiftness borne of years of practice. He brought it up, taking aim at Brodsky’s temple. The sergeant was the nearest armed man. It only made sense that Landry would take him down first, Clay second, the cop at the door third. The hooker likely didn’t even enter into his homicidal logic.


  Clay moved with stunning speed, putting himself between Brodsky and that gun. The Lieutenant fired, the report echoing through Charmaigne’s. The bullet tore through Clay’s chest and lodged in his vertebrae, trapped there. He winced at the pain but already he was changing again. This time, however, there was no cat. Not even the human face of the man the people of New Orleans knew as Clay Smith. He could have taken the face of any man in the bar just by touching one of them.


  Instead, he showed Lieutenant Pete Landry his own face. His real face. His clothes were gone, save for a scarlet ceremonial drape around his waist that hung nearly to his knees. Clay towered over Landry, nearly nine feet tall and as broad as two men across the chest. His red-brown flesh, from hairless scalp to bare feet, was damp and soft and run through with cracks.


  “Go on, asshole,” Clay rumbled, “shoot me again.”


  Wide-eyed and hyperventilating, the asshole did.


  Clay ripped the gun out of his hand, breaking three fingers, and grabbed Landry by the throat, trying his best to avoid meeting the grateful gaze of the murderer’s ghosts. He did it for them, but he could not withstand the sadness in those eyes.


  He squeezed the Lieutenant by the throat until the man’s eyes rolled up to white.


  “Step away from him,” Brodsky demanded.


  Clay glanced over, saw that the sergeant had drawn his own weapon. He let Landry drop, gasping, to the floor and looked down at Brodsky. He smiled, and he knew it was a grotesque smile.


  “John, my friend, you want to know how I track killers? I’ll tell you over a beer some time. If you want other answers about me . . .” Clay paused and took a long, calming breath, staring into Brodsky’s eyes. “Trust me when I tell you, you’re not alone.”


  With that small, gasping noise he changed again, from towering clay figure to copper-furred cat. Brodsky shouted after him. The uniforms were all cursing, wondering what the hell was going on. Caleb and Gage had just stepped back inside with a small pistol in an evidence bag. One of them stooped and tried to stop the stray as it ran out the door, but he was too slow, too clumsy.


  The cat darted into an alley, past a Dumpster, then along other streets until it came once again to Rue Dauphine. As it passed beneath the shading branches of a tree that grew up from the sidewalk, the cat disappeared and was replaced by Clay Smith once more. He had no bullet wound. Not even a tear in his crisply clean navy blue T-shirt.


  He cut through to Bourbon Street and fell in amidst the swirl of tourists, the loud shouts of hucksters, the jazz band playing “When the Saints Go Marching In” on the corner. Clay hated Bourbon Street, hated the cheap, carnival atmosphere of it, but he had walked that street at least once every day since he had come to live here. It was alive and vibrant and filled with color and at least for a handful of minutes it could make him forget the things he could not remember.


  As he passed by a restaurant that was serving breakfast he heard people hushing one another inside. There was something urgent about their manner and so he ducked his head into the restaurant and saw that everyone waiting for tables had stopped to watch the newscaster on the television above the bar.


  The visual cut away to a scene of the New York skyline.


  Blood was raining from the sky.


  Though the subway tunnel was abandoned, the roar of nearby trains thundered throughout the underground. The air was dry and chalky and there on a platform unused for decades, Doyle felt the shimmer of magic, as though their every breath disrupted cobwebs of time. This was a sensation he had felt recently, in the foyer of the brownstone where Yvette Darnall and her fellow mediums had died to keep Sweetblood’s secret. This place had been frozen in time, had been hidden away from untrained eyes.


  Until now.


  “Doyle! Why don’t you get what we came for?” Eve snapped.


  His gray brows knitted together as he turned to glare at her. Her jacket was torn: the demon’s claws had ripped through suede and cotton at her shoulder and blood was seeping into the fabric. The thing towered above her on the platform, its footfalls cracking the tile floor with every step. Even as Doyle glanced at Eve, the thing Sweetblood had set here to guard his hiding place bent once more and lunged for her. Distracted in that moment by her ire at Doyle, Eve could not avoid its ridiculously long arms and the demon snatched her by the throat, one of the sharp protrusions on its arm cutting a gash in her face that flayed her cheek to the bone.


  She snarled in pain, latched onto its wrist with both hands, swung her legs up and braced them against its body, and then used that leverage to break its arm. The grinding snap of bone echoed across the platform. Eve dropped to the tile and rolled away from the guardian, then turned to glare at him.


  “What the fuck are you just standing there for?”


  Doyle smoothed his coat. His own wardrobe had thus far suffered only the veil of dust that hung in the air and covered every surface.


  “Merely wondering if you might be bleeding less if you concentrated on what you were doing rather than policing my own actions.”


  He raised an eyebrow as the demon raced at her again, roaring, cradling its shattered arm. Then he turned away, leaving her to the battle. Eve’s face would heal, as it always had. All of her wounds would disappear. That was the gift and curse of her immortality. In comparison, his own extended life was merely a parlor trick.


  Since the moment they had left Yvette Darnall’s brownstone he had been trying to sense the power of Sweetblood. When they had entered Grand Central Station he had known they were on the right track. Had anyone but Sweetblood cast the glamour that hid the guardian’s true nature, Doyle would have seen right through it. Not that it mattered now. The trail had led him here, to this platform, to the door that now stood before him.


  Or perhaps not.


  Though to Eve it seemed he was merely standing there, Doyle was searching for the emanations of the magic Lorenzo Sanguedolce had used to hide himself away. At first it had seemed to lead through that door, but now he frowned deeply, knitting those eyebrows once again, and turned to focus upon the tiled wall to his right. A tremor went through him and he felt something tug him, as though he were a fish who had just taken the bait. Quickly he strode across the platform.


  Eve hissed loudly and Doyle glanced over to see her on the demon’s back, her legs wrapped around it from behind. Its protective spines stabbed into her but she held on tightly as she tried to reach around to claw out its eyes. For just a flicker of a moment her gaze caught his but he ignored the continued accusation in her eyes as he approached the far wall.


  Doyle felt his skin prickle and the hair rise on the back of his neck. His stomach clenched and he was forced to pause a moment to avoid spraying vomit all over the floor. With a flourish he crossed his wrists and then spread his arms in front of him and some of the magical seepage that had infected the air around him dispersed. Sweetblood did not want any visitors. It was too late for that.


  “You must not disturb the mage!” the demon bellowed in its hellish, grinding voice.


  Doyle whipped around to see it lunging for him, but in that same instant Eve plunged two long talons into its right eye. The sound was sickening and a spray of viscous gray fluid spurted across the cracked tiles.


  “You’re missing the point, Fido. Someone’s gonna wake the old bastard up. Better us than the alternative,” Eve snarled.


  The demon shrieked and tried to reach for her, then threw itself backward, crushing her between its own body and the floor, impaling her on those terrible spines. Eve screamed.


  Doyle ignored her.


  He reached out toward the tiled wall. His fingers traced lines in the decades of dust and grime that had accumulated there. Despite Sweetblood’s magic, this place had not been entirely untouched by time; not like the brownstone. Doyle thought this was all part of the ruse, part of the cover, in case another sorcerer should have gotten this far. He saw through the glamour as others might have, but he was skilled enough also to see past the diversion.


  With a glance over his shoulder he saw that Eve was choking the guardian, though her own blood pooled on the subway platform. He saw the door that he had been about to enter and wondered what lay beyond it, what peril Sweetblood might have placed there to dispatch seekers who came too close to discovering his location.


  With a blink of his eyes and a flick of his wrist, Doyle cast a spell that shattered the tiles on the wall. They showered down in fragments, revealing a stone wall behind them that he doubted had been part of the original plans for this location. A tiny smile passed over Doyle’s features and he laid his palm upon the stone.


  “Lorenzo,” he whispered. “Can you hear me? Some choices are not yours to make. Your power can’t be allowed to fall into the wrong hands.” Doyle closed his eyes and summoned magic from a well of power he had accumulated within him over the years. Images like shards of broken mirror glass tumbled through his mind, of family dead and friends left behind, of grief and the wonder of discovery, of a man he once had been, and the trifle his meager efforts at entertainment seemed to him now.


  This work, laboring in the shadows between the darkness and the light, was what mattered.


  “Tempus accelerare,” Doyle whispered, and his fingers went rigid as power surged up his arm. It ached to the marrow and he gritted his teeth. Friction heated the palm of his hand where it lay against the stone wall.


  And the stone crumbled away to nothing in front of him.


  There was an alcove behind it, a space in the wall perhaps ten feet high and equally broad. Within that recess was a block of amber, like a massive slab of rock candy. It was honey-gold with hints of red, and through it, Doyle could see a distorted view of the man encased within. Sweetblood’s eyes were closed, his expression peaceful, as though he lay in a casket rather than frozen in a trap of his own creation. Though dulled by whatever substance encased him, Sweetblood’s magic crackled like electricity in the air within that recessed chamber.


  “Time to wake up, now, Lorenzo,” Doyle whispered. “No matter how reluctant you may be.”


  The ground shook beneath his feet. He heard the sounds of Eve and the guardian in combat, the snorting, rasping of their breathing. He smelled Eve’s blood and the fetid ichor of the demon. Trains rumbled elsewhere along the New York subway system, their growling echoing in the tunnels. But Doyle had stopped registering any of these things as he stared through that amber slab at the features of his former mentor, the man for whom he had searched for decades. A mage with enough power to scar the face of the world.


  It was only when Eve screamed his name that Doyle realized something had gone terribly wrong. On instinct, he manifested a magical energy charge from his fingers as he spun around to see what had alarmed her. Even as he did so, they were already leaping up onto the subway platform.


  Corca Duibhne. The Night People.


  They were lean creatures with taut, ropy musculature and skin the color of rust, shaped like humans but no larger than a girl in her early teens. The Corca Duibhne were stealthy and swift, able to merge with shadows and creep along seemingly sheer walls. All of them, male and female, had black and spiky hair and eyes so oily-dark that they seemed nothing but pits of shadow in their heads. They had been called The Night People in a time when the only stories about them were told in a fearful huddle around the village fire. Yet now they had adapted to the modern world. They wore human clothing and sported bits of silver in their ears and noses where ordinary people might have piercings.


  But the Corca Duibhne were not ordinary. They were not human.


  Doyle began to shout for Eve but his voice faltered as he saw the Night People overrun her and the demon guardian Sweetblood had chosen to protect his hiding place. Both had been weakened by their combat. The guardian had a shattered arm and had been blinded in one eye. Eve was bleeding from multiple wounds, her clothes sodden with sticky scarlet, and the Corca Duibhne were strong and fast and far too many. She was ferocious and nearly impossible to kill, but Eve would not be of any help to him at the moment.


  “Damn you, Lorenzo,” Doyle muttered. “This is your fault.”


  The Night People lunged for him, first three, then seven swarming over Eve and the guardian to rush at Doyle. But he knew they weren’t really racing at him. Their goal was behind him. Doyle placed himself in their path and he could feel the hole in the wall behind him, the magic that pulsed from the amber slab in which Sweetblood was encased. The Corca Duibhne gnashed their jaws, baring teeth that were jagged and cruel, and their oily eyes focused on him.


  “Don’t be an idiot,” snarled the one in the front, its voice low and insinuating.


  Doyle had waited long enough. He raised both hands, palms outward, and azure light flashed from his fingers throwing blue shadows on the high walls and a cerulean glow out into the tunnel. A wave of magic traveled with this light and the force of it slammed into the Corca Duibhne, cracking bone and ripping flesh, throwing the nearest of them sprawling across the floor in a tangled heap. But there were too many of them still swarming up from the subway tunnel.


  The guardian demon was dead. Doyle saw one of the Night People greedily dragging its head away from the others as a keepsake. Eve fought alone, but she was not quite so buried as she had been in those rust-colored bodies. Her talons flashed and throats were torn and skulls crushed.


  Still, there were too many.


  Doyle inhaled deeply and rose to his full height, glaring down at the creatures that began to gather in a hesitant circle. They were wary of him now and he tried to adopt his most imposing air. Sparks still danced from his hands and his vision was tinted with blue as some of the magic contained within him leaked out his eyes. He focused his will and sensed the power of Sweetblood emanating from the amber slab behind him. I can feel it, Doyle thought. Perhaps I can siphon some of it.


  He clawed the air in front of him, leaving shimmering streaks of light hanging there. The Night People hesitated once more, but only for a moment before they began slowly edging toward him again, closing in.


  “Corca Duibhne. You have no idea who you’re dealing with,” he thundered, voice booming across the platform, echoing off the walls. “I am the only student Lorenzo Sanguedolce ever taught.”


  One of them, a female whose form was almost elegant in comparison to the others, shuffled several cautious inches nearer. Doyle tried to count them. There were dozens.


  “We’re not here for the student, but the master,” she said, upper lip curling back, nostrils flaring.


  Doyle raised his hands again, quivering as he began to draw on the magical energies within and around him. “You’ll have neither!”


  But even as he summoned the power to attack again he heard a click-clack from far above him. Doyle glanced upward in alarm, but too late. Corca Duibhne had skittered up the walls and along the ceiling and now they leaped down at him, limbs flailing so that he could not judge their number.


  He released a wave of destructive magic from his hands and it burst upward, destroying those shadow-crawlers who had thought to surprise him. But the distraction was enough. The others on the platform leaped at him, talons tearing his clothing and his skin, preternaturally strong arms driving him down to the platform so that he struck the back of his head on the tile. For a moment he was disoriented and in that moment one of them pounced upon him. Its fetid breath was in his nostrils and its mouth gaped wide, jagged teeth dropping toward his throat.


  “Ferratus,” Doyle muttered.


  The sound that filled his ears was a keening, static buzz, a nighttime field full of crickets, but it accompanied a crimson glow that enveloped his entire body. The creature attempting to tear at his throat was burned where it touched him. All of them were. And yet the Night People did not stop. Doyle was protected within the magical shield he had woven around himself but they continued to attack him, those behind forcing the others to pile onto him, though it burned their flesh. The Corca Duibhne attacking him began to scream and though his magic protected him from harm, it did not keep out the acrid stench of their burning flesh.


  Doyle slowly focused his will, steadying himself, healing the gashes he had received. He caught a glimpse past his attackers and saw that Eve was up on her feet now, hair and eyes as wild as he had ever seen her, covered not in her own blood but in that of her enemies. She was snarling, having sloughed off any pretense at humanity, and when one of the Night People came near enough she tore its head from its shoulders.


  Then the melee of ancient horrors attempting to kill him shifted and he could see her no more.


  “That is enough!” Doyle shouted.


  The burst of magic that erupted from him then incinerated all of the Corca Duibhne that had surrounded him. Shaken and weak, he staggered to his feet amidst a shower of rusty ash that had once been the flesh of the Night People. For just a moment he looked to Eve, but she was already regaining some of her composure. The handful of Corca Duibhne who remained was fleeing back into the shadows of the tunnels, slipping along the walls with impossible speed. Eve looked in disgust at her ruined clothes.


  Doyle shivered as he saw the last of the Night People creep away across the ceiling of the subway tunnel. But it was not this sight that caused him to shiver. Rather, it was the absence of the tremor in the air he had felt before, the electric presence of the barely contained power of Sweetblood the Mage.


  Even before he turned, Doyle knew what he would find.


  The recess in the wall where the amber encasement had been was now empty. In the handful of moments in which he and Eve had both been overcome, the Night People had made off with the inert form of the most powerful sorcerer in the history of the world.


  Outside the rain of toads had become a bloody drizzle.


  
    Chapter Four

  


  Leonard Graves sat on the metal bench in the small, oval park in the center of the affluent Louisburg Square section of Boston’s Beacon Hill. Its bow-front 1840’s townhouses faced each other across a private oasis of green amongst the brick and still functioning gaslights.


  He had been there since early morning, surrounded by the first signs of spring in New England. The recently mowed grass was a healthy, dark green from April’s cool rains. Forsythia buds were just starting to bloom and crocuses forced yellow heads up from the dark soil at the enclosure’s far end. Graves had always loved spring time. It brought a sense of renewal he had always considered poetic; the cycle of life beginning again after a season of death.


  If only that was the case with all things.


  Dr. Graves gazed through the wrought iron fence at his current residence. The corner townhouse, which belonged to Mr. Doyle, had been built in 1846, one of the last homes to be constructed in this privileged neighborhood, or at least that was what he had been told by the original architect. With its brick, brownstone lintels, and granite steps, it resembled the other houses on either side of the square, but there was also something that gave it an air of difference. At times the townhouse felt alive, as if imbued with a spirit all its own by the powerful magicks wrought within its walls. Graves often thought of it as a great, monolithic animal, its windows open eyes gazing out upon a world in which it believed itself supreme.


  Doyle’s was the first of a row of seven homes in front of him, and another six stood opposite them, all of the residents holding partial ownership to the beautiful park in which he sat. Graves doubted that Doyle had ever noticed the beauty just outside the front of his home.


  The magician and Eve had gone away late the previous evening, and he pondered the success of their mission. It had been this concern that drove him outside to the peace of the park in bloom. There had been no calls, no attempts at communication; even the spirit realm had been strangely quiet, and it made him anxious. In the old days, this would have been a call to action, a chance to strap on his guns and throw himself full bore into the thick of things, but now . . . There was no use worrying about it, he would know their accomplishments, or lack thereof, soon enough.


  He turned his face up toward the murky sunshine. The clouds were thick today with the slightest hint of gray, as if soiled, but the sun’s beams did manage to break through in places. What he wouldn’t give to be able to feel the sun upon his flesh again. He recalled how dark his already chocolate brown skin used to become when exposed to long doses of the sun’s rays. What was it that Gabriella used to say to him? From mocha to mahogany.


  He smiled with the memory of his fiancée; she had loved this time of year as well. Graves looked down at the translucence of his hands, his smile fading. There were always so many reminders of the things he missed, simple things that he had once taken for granted. The touch of a cool breeze that prickled the flesh, the smell of a garden in bloom, the love of a good woman. The list was infinite.


  Irony there. He had eternity to miss infinity.


  Graves rose from his seat and strolled through the garden. Why do I insist on torturing myself? But he knew full well the answer. He liked the pain and what it did for him.


  It made him feel alive.


  The sound of a key turning in a lock distracted him from his ruminations, and he gazed over to see an older woman, toy poodle cradled in her arms, letting herself into the park. She was from old money, her family having lived in Number Ten Louisburg Square since the 1830’s. Not long ago he’d had a conversation with one of the bricklayers who had worked on the Number Ten’s construction and didn’t have very flattering things to say about the family then, or the generations that followed. Greedy bastards and bloodless crones, Graves believed the laborer had called them. He watched as the woman put the fluffy white dog—Taffy—down in the grass, and in a baby talk, urged the animal to relieve itself. Taffy looked in his direction, sensing his presence, and began to growl menacingly, or at least as menacingly as an eight-pound poodle could. The woman chastised the dog with more baby talk.


  Graves looked away from the pet and smiled. What had Eve called the animal when she saw it from the window of Doyle’s parlor the previous night? A ratdog?


  Thoughts of Eve returned his mind to the task that had drawn her and Doyle out of the house. Graves wished he could have accompanied them, but they had little need of a ghost. After sixty-odd years, it still irked him that he had been taken out of action. The great Leonard Graves, explorer, scientist, adventurer extraordinaire, put out to pasture by an unknown assassin’s bullet.


  Stay and monitor the murmurings in the ether, Doyle had told him as he and Eve departed. Those same murmurings had alerted Graves to the potentially catastrophic situation in the first place, but since his comrades’ departure, the voices had grown strangely silent, as if too frightened to speak.


  A sudden chill went through him. Graves wasn’t sure how it was possible, for he had no real sense of feeling, but he knew, even before looking up at the sky, that something had happened to the sun.


  An unusual cloud of solid black, miles wide and thick, was moving across the sky, blotting out the burning orb. He studied the dark, undulating mass and determined that it wasn’t an atmospheric condition, but something altogether horrible. A droning hum grew in intensity, caused by the beating of millions of insect wings. Flies blotted out the sun, more flies than he had ever seen. His concerns went to his compatriots, and their mission, when a screech cut through the air like a surgeon’s knife through flesh, diverting his attentions yet again.


  The woman at Number Ten Louisburg Square was screaming, her hands clawing at her face as she looked down upon the grass in the grip of terror, her feet stamping the freshly cut blades as if in the midst of some wild, ceremonial dance.


  Graves drifted closer, and arrived just in time to see the last of the Taffy’s fluffy, white fur disappear beneath a sea of glistening, black-haired bodies and pink, fleshy tails. Rats, many of them the size of housecats, had swarmed the dog, the sounds of tearing flesh and the crunching of bone perverse evidence of an unnatural hunger.


  The sky sun blotted out by flies, a dog attacked and consumed by rats. Graves again thought of Doyle and Eve, suspecting that he already knew the level of their success.


  It was enough to fill him with fear.


  Enough to frighten even a ghost.


  All shadows were connected.


  A twisting maze work of cold black passages entering into realms of further shadow, or worlds of light.


  Squire had parked the limousine, after their five-hour drive back from the Big Apple, inside the townhouse’s private garage. Parking was at a premium on the narrow streets of Beacon Hill, and he thanked the Dark Gods that Doyle had the foresight to purchase the property behind his residence and eventually convert it from storage to garage space.


  Eve wasn’t doing too well. She seemed better than she had when Doyle first helped her into the back of the car after their little scuffle at Grand Central, but still looked pretty much like a stretch of bad road.


  “I’ll take her up into the house,” Doyle told him as he helped the injured woman from the backseat of the limousine.


  She had been unusually quiet for most of the drive, telling Squire to shut his trap only once. He figured she must have been hurt pretty badly. There was quite a bit of blood on the back seat’s upholstery, and he had made a mental note to have it cleaned when things settled down. If things settle down, he cautioned himself.


  “Go to the freezer in the cellar and bring her back a little something to help pick her up,” Doyle told him.


  Leaving the two to make their way up into the residence, Squire found the nearest patch of shadow and disappeared within it. Hobgoblins traveled the shadowpaths. It was their gift and their greatest defense. This day he used them to reach the basement beneath the Louisburg Square townhouse. Squire had his pick of places to emerge, the cellar ripe with huge areas of gloom. It didn’t matter the size or shape, a hobgoblin could bend and fold himself into just about any position.


  The drive had been exhausting, and he welcomed the ease with which he was able to enter the cellar. In Doyle’s employ, things were rarely so easy. He emerged into the basement from a patch of darkness beside a shelving unit that held the burial urns of some of Mr. Doyle’s closest friends and business acquaintances. You never know when you’re going to need to talk to one of them again, the magician had told the goblin once, shortly after acquiring another urn for his collection.


  “Hey, guys,” he said to the urns. “Got another bad one whipping up, you should be thankful that you’re all dirt.”


  The goblin did not need light. His eyes were used to navigating the pitch-black hallways of the shadowpaths. He slipped across the crowded storage room to the refrigeration unit humming in the corner. He tugged open the door, a cloud of frigid air escaping into the mustiness of the cellar. Multiple packets of blood hung within the unit, recently stocked by the boss for just such an emergency. That’s the boss, always thinking ahead, Squire mused, taking what he needed. He wondered how far ahead Doyle had thought about the current situation.


  He also wondered when it was going to be his turn to grab a snack. Sure, Eve was injured. Her health had to come first. But his stomach had been growling since Hartford. A burger and a milk shake would be nice. Even just a bag of fries. Hell, he’d settle for a donut.


  Squire sighed. First things first.


  The goblin made sure that the door was shut tight and quickly turned away. Squire recalled the problems of storing blood in the past. Dry ice had been what they used way back when, but it didn’t offer much of a shelf life. He painfully remembered how much Eve would complain when she was forced to drink a batch that had spoiled. He again praised the Dark Gods for advances in technology as he plunged head-on into the nearest patch of shadow.


  “What do you mean he was taken?” Graves asked, hovering above the oriental carpet in the formal sitting room of Doyle’s townhouse.


  The sorcerer had placed pages of the newspaper on the sofa and was gently lowering the bloody and beaten form of Eve down atop them. “We were attacked and Sweetblood was taken.” The mage sighed, looking worn and weary. He removed his coat, walking through the spectral form of Graves as if he wasn’t there.


  Graves spun around, watching as Doyle hung his jacket on a wooden coat rack outside the parlor. “You’re one of the most powerful magicians on the planet, at least that’s what you tell us. Who could have managed to do that to you?”


  Doyle came back into the room rolling the sleeves of his starched, white dress shirt. “The Night People. The Corca Duibhne.”


  The squat, misshapen goblin, Squire, suddenly appeared from the shadows of the fireplace, stepping out into the room with multiple, fluid-filled plastic bags clutched in his arms. “And we shoulda let ’em all get wiped from existence way back after the first Twilight War, that’s what I say.” Squire took care not to track soot from the fireplace onto the priceless Oriental rug. He gnawed on the corner of one of the blood packs to open it.


  “They attacked in surprising numbers,” Doyle said. He gestured toward Eve, who lay unconscious upon the sofa, bleeding onto yesterday’s news. “Eve was occupied with an antagonist of her own. The beasts overpowered us and made off with the arch mage’s chrysalis. There was nothing we could do.” The magician shook his head, gazing off into space.


  “There’s silence in the ether,” Graves told them, crossing his arms. “That can’t be good.”


  Doyle walked to a liquor cabinet in the corner of the elegant room and removed a crystal decanter of scotch, and a tumbler. He filled half the glass with the golden brown liquid, placed the stopper back into the bottle and put the decanter away. “Not good at all,” he agreed, helping himself to a large gulp of the alcohol. It was yet another sensory experience that Graves had come to miss since joining the ranks of the dead. He envied the magician’s ability to enjoy the twelve-year-old, Glenlivet single malt, spirits of a different kind altogether.


  A low moan interrupted his thoughts, and Graves saw that Eve was awake. She sat up, wincing in pain, blood-soaked newspaper squelching beneath her. Her hand came up to rub at the back of her head, and came away stained with scarlet.


  “Shit,” she muttered beneath her breath. A clot of thick, coagulated blood dropped from the corner of her mouth to land upon the front of her sweater, torn and stained from her conflict earlier that morning. “What’s a girl got to do for a drink around here?”


  Everything hurt. Eve turned her somewhat blurred gaze to Squire, who appeared to be having some difficulty opening a blood pack. The goblin gnawed on the pouch’s corner, but the plastic was proving too tough for the creature.


  “Give it to me,” she demanded, reaching for the bag.


  Insulted, Squire handed it to her. “I was only trying to help,” he grumbled. But he set the remaining packs in her lap where she could reach them. “All this drinkin’ has made me a tad parched,” the goblin said, ambling from the room. “I’m going to get a beer.”


  Eve brought the pouch of blood to her mouth, careful to avoid the side that the hobgoblin had chewed. She felt her canines elongate with the promise of feeding, and she tore into the thick plastic container. The blood flowed into her mouth and her entire body began to tingle. Greedily Eve sucked upon the pouch, draining it in seconds, and tossed the empty container to the floor to start another.


  “Carefully, Eve,” Doyle barked. “Do you know the expense of removing blood stains from such a delicate carpet?”


  She finished another of the blood packs, placing the wilted plastic beside her on the stained newspaper. “I think we have a bigger problem right now than soiling your rug. My coat? Remember that coat? I bought it in Milan. My clothes are ruined. Do you hear me bitching about it?”


  “Well, now that you mention it—” Squire began.


  She stilled him with a dark glance.


  Eve could feel the blood working its magick upon her; the cuts and gashes closing, foreign objects trapped beneath her flesh being pushed out from within by the healing process, bruises and abrasions beginning to fade. If it weren’t for the fact that the world could very well be going to shit, she’d have been downright giddy.


  “These Corca Duibhne,” asked Graves, a cool vapor drifting from his mouth as he spoke. “You’ve encountered them before?”


  Doyle finished his scotch, placing the empty glass on a silver tray that rested upon a wheeled cart beside the liquor cabinet. He glanced around at his allies.


  “I’ve crossed paths with the loathsome breed from time to time.” The mage crossed the parlor to wearily lower himself into a high backed leather chair by a curtained window. “Since the Twilight Wars, the species had been functioning more as individuals, hiring themselves out to the highest bidder. It’s been quite some time since I’ve seen them this organized and working with such purpose.” He laid his head back in the chair and closed his eyes. “It does not bode well.”


  Eve sipped slowly from another of the blood packs, feeling almost one hundred percent. “Something’s pulled them together again,” she said, a thrum of warmth cascading through her. “Could be the threat that the spirit realm’s so agitated about.”


  Graves furrowed his ghostly brow as he regarded her. Eve smiled.


  “Where are we on that?” she asked him. “Any closer to defining what exactly this threat is?”


  The specter shook his head. “The restless souls have retreated even further into the spirit realms than usual. I sense that they are afraid of what is coming.”


  “And we don’t have a clue as to what that is?” she asked him, making sure that she hadn’t missed anything while she had been unconscious.


  “I’m sorry to say, no,” answered Graves, a winter’s chill from his mere presence spreading throughout the room.


  All was silent except for the rhythmic ticking of the large grandfather clock located in the hall just outside the room. Eve shifted her weight upon the newspaper, the sudden lack of activity making her antsy. For days the spirit worlds had been in a tizzy over some impending supernatural threat, and the most powerful magician in the world had just been stolen; things were not looking too good for the home team. Eve looked about the fancy sitting room of the Beacon Hill home, at the wispy form of the ghost Leonard Graves hovering in the air, at Doyle seemingly nodding off in his chair. She had another drink from the packet of blood, for if she didn’t she was surely going to scream.


  At last, when she couldn’t stand it anymore, she rose and glared at them. “So, what now? I’m going to get bored if we sit around here much longer.” She gave Doyle a meaningful glance. “And you know what I’m like when I get bored.”


  Eyes still closed, Doyle slowly raised a hand to silence her rant. “Patience, Eve,” he said. “The wheels of fate are in motion.”


  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” she snarled. Far off in the house she heard the trill of the phone ringing, and then the voice of Squire as he answered.


  Doyle smiled. “The wheels turn slowly at times, but they do turn.” The mage made a spinning motion with his hand even as Squire entered the room holding a piece of notepaper in one hand and a bottle of Samuel Adams in the other.


  “Hey, boss, you just got a call from a Julia Ferrick,” he read from the paper. “Said she needs to talk to you right away about her son.” Squire looked up from the message. “The broad’s on a tear. If you ask me I don’t think she’s wound too tight.”


  Doyle’s eyes snapped open, a crackle of magick dancing on his lashes. “The Ferrick boy,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else in the room. “How interesting.”


  A nasty chill spread through her body and Eve looked to see that Graves had drifted closer.


  “You were expecting that call,” the ghost said. It was not a question. “Will this woman and her boy play some part in the scheme of things?”


  Doyle gazed toward the shuttered windows. “We all play a part in the greater scheme of things, Leonard. Each and every one.”


  The doorbell rang, echoing through the townhouse, and they all looked at one another and then to Doyle.


  “Somebody call for pizza?” Squire asked, taking a swig from his bottle of beer. “God, I could use a pizza. Or two.”


  “I’m sorry, my friend. I don’t think that’s the pizza man,” Doyle replied.


  “Let me guess,” Eve said. “At the door now? Another player.”


  Doyle stood, checking the crease in his pant’s legs. “Precisely. And the part you will play at this moment, Eve, is to answer the door. Our latest player will be in need of some refreshment before the two of you go to see Mrs. Ferrick and her son.” He pulled down his rolled shirt sleeves, buttoning the cuffs.


  “Where do you think I’m going, exactly?” Eve asked. “Nightfall’s still a ways off.”


  There was nothing humorous about the wan smile that appeared on Doyle’s face just then. “Check the windows, my dear. The darkness comes early today.”


  Frowning, Eve glanced at the tall windows at the front of the room. They had heavy drapes that Doyle often pulled to shield the room from sunlight for her protection. She had presumed those drapes were responsible for the gloom in the room but now Eve saw that they were tied back properly and that while the world outside those windows was not pitch black, it was a dusky gray. She went to the window and glanced up at the sky. A cloud of blue-black mist, like the smoke from a chemical fire, hung above the city of Boston, churning and widening. There were streaks of red in that cloud as well, and even as she glanced at them, they seemed to spread.


  “That damned New England weather,” Eve muttered darkly. “Guess I’m going out after all.”


  Again the doorbell buzzed and then there came the distant echo of a fist pounding upon the front door.


  “I’ll throw together some sandwiches,” Squire said, “maybe make some of those Ore Ida fries.” He slipped into a patch of shadow thrown by a massive oak bookcase. No matter how many times Eve saw the goblin do that, it never ceased to amaze her.


  “And my part, Arthur?” asked Graves. “You have some assignment for me as well?”


  Doyle wore an expression of regret. “I do. You must go deeper into the land of the dead, Leonard. Whatever is frightening the wandering spirits, we need to know what it is. It may be our best clue as to what threat we face.”


  Eve wasn’t sure, but she could’ve sworn she saw the ghost swallow hard. It would be difficult for him. From what she understood of the spirit realms, the deeper one traveled, the harder it was to return to the realms of the living. Leonard Graves still had some serious business to finish here and didn’t want to put that in jeopardy.


  Then Doyle left the room and Eve followed after him. They went together into the foyer. Doyle started up the stairs and Eve paused a moment to watch him.


  “What about you?” she asked on her way to the door. The bell rang again and she scowled. “Going to finish up that nap?”


  The magician paused on the stairs. There were so many rooms up there. One of them belonged to Eve, though she rarely stayed here. Doyle glanced at her, and the sadness in his eyes was so dreadful she was forced to look away.


  “Sometimes fate requires us to do the most painful things,” he said, then continued upward, walking as though he bore some terrible, invisible burden.


  Then it dawned on her what he was doing—where he was going—and for the briefest of moments, Eve actually felt sorry for the old man.


  Their visitor gave up on the bell and began pounding on the door. Eve scowled as she marched toward it, picking at the bloodstains on her sweater, wondering if there was anything worth wearing in the closet in her room. “Keep your fucking shirt on.”


  Throwing back the bolt and twisting the lock, she pulled the door open. Clay stood just outside in the gloom. Eve raised an eyebrow.


  “Well, well. Look what the apocalypse dragged in.”


  At the end of the hall on the second floor was a locked door that no one had passed through in many years. Doyle found it sadly amusing that after all he had been through in his extended years, he could still remember the exact moment when he had locked it, sealing away a part of his life that he hadn’t been sure he could live without.


  It was the hardest thing he had ever done, almost as difficult as what he was about to attempt now.


  Doyle unbuttoned the top button of his white shirt, reaching for the chain that he always wore around his neck. At the end of the chain hung an old fashioned skeleton key, familiar to all houses of this age. There was a tremble to his hand as he brought the key to the lock. A spark of supernatural release was followed by just the slightest whiff of a scent foreign to this house, the smell of some primeval forest after a drenching rain. He savored the heady smell, taken aback by the powerful emotions it evoked. He turned the key, gripped the glass, diamond-cut knob and turned it.


  The door opened with a creak, the light from the hallway eagerly spilling onto an ascending, wooden staircase, illuminating another door at the top of stairs. The door was of solid iron, made for him in 1932 by a smith by the name of Hendrickson who hailed from Eerie, Pennsylvania. Doyle had helped the metal worker make contact with his long dead mother in lieu of payment for his metal work.


  He never imagined that he would look upon that door again. It had been put there as a precaution, to keep things where they belonged. Now, Doyle began to climb, gripping the wooden banister as he ascended. It seemed to take an eternity. On the final step he stopped. There were no keyholes, no sliding bolts or crystal knobs to turn, just cold and unyielding iron. He placed the flat of his hand upon the metal, sensing contact with the magicks he had placed within it so long ago. His palm began to tingle as dormant spell came sluggishly awake.


  “Open,” he whispered.


  The door shimmered, a tremor passing through it. A tiny hole appeared and began to grow, the metal now malleable, as if returning to its molten state. The opening expanded, the substance of the door peeling back upon itself as it created an entryway large enough for him to pass through.


  A warm, humid breeze flowed out from the expanding portal, and Doyle could hear the gentle patter of a falling rain upon the vast forest beyond the confines of the hallway and door.


  It was just as wild and frighteningly beautiful as he remembered it, the lush vegetation every conceivable shade of green that could possibly be imagined. The place was older than recorded time, stirring musings about origins of the mythical Garden of Eden, but he had not returned here for intellectual stimulation. Only reasons most dire would have forced him into this place again.


  The sorcerer stepped through the doorway. He let the place wash over him, turning his face up to the thick canopy of trees that blotted out the sky. The rain dropped from the leaves upon his upturned face. He opened his mouth, tasting the purity of the world he had entered.


  The moss writhed beneath his feet, and he glanced down to see that blades of grass bent to touch the soft leather of his shoes. What a wondrous place, he thought, so very sorry that he had ever left it.


  The patch of ground before him began to roil, turning over upon itself, and in the blink of an eye, two pale-skinned creatures erupted from the earth and crouched before him. Adorned in armor made from the bark of trees and flat polished stone, the warriors thrust their spears toward him.


  Doyle let his hands fall at his sides, tendrils of mystical energy leaking from his fingertips, showing the pair that he was far from defenseless.


  “I have come on a matter of grave importance,” he spoke in the lilting tongue of the Fey. “The fate of my world is at stake, and yours as well. Yes, both our worlds . . . and all of the others besides.”


  
    Chapter Five

  


  Clay piloted a silver Cadillac through the streets of Boston, holding the steering wheel as though it was fragile and might shatter in his hands. There were very few other cars out on the street, but still he drove slowly, his speed dictated not by traffic but by his fascination with the terrible phenomena that were unfolding in the city. The Cadillac feeling like some protective bubble out of which he and Eve could observe the horrors around them.


  The sky was tinted the dark crimson of drying blood and swarms of mosquitoes traveled like terrible storm clouds. Clay had been forced to detour away from the entrance to the Massachusetts Turnpike because manhole covers had blown out of the pavement surrounding it and raw sewage flooded the street. Eve had suggested Route Nine to drive out to Newton and he’d headed that way onto to pause at a place where the road was overrun by rats. But he’d paused only a moment before rolling the Caddy right over them, hearing them pop beneath its tires.


  It wasn’t going to get any better. The rats weren’t going to clear off of their own free will. Whatever this storm was, it wasn’t going to pass without someone doing something about it.


  “Pretty unsettling, isn’t it?” he said, breaking a long silence in the car.


  “I’ve seen worse,” Eve replied.


  Clay shot her a hard look. “You’re not the only one, Eve. But I’m not talking about this.” He waved a hand to indicate the bizarre goings on in the city around him. They passed a Humvee that was pulled over to the side of the road. The driver had his face pressed against his window, staring up at the sky. “I’m talking about what it means.”


  She arched an eyebrow and Clay felt his throat go dry. By God she was beautiful. He was the last person to be taken in by surface appearance; he knew better than anyone that it rarely reflected what was within. Yet there was something so exotic, so ancient about her that she took his breath away. She had taken the time to change out of the blood-soaked clothes in which she had met him at the door and now wore black trousers and a chiffon, embroidered top that was looked both expensive and—with its spaghetti straps baring her arms, throat and shoulders—more revealing than what Eve normally wore. There was a silk jacket in the back seat that had clearly come from the closet of one designer or another. Clothing was Eve’s other weakness, second only to blood.


  “What does it mean, then?” Eve prodded him.


  “That’s what’s so unsettling,” he explained. “This sort of thing is happening all over the northeast, but it’s concentrated here. I’ve lived as long as you have—”


  “And how many can say that?” she whispered.


  He ignored her and went on. “—and normally there’s some kind of prophecy, isn’t there? You’ll get the clairvoyants with their visions and maybe some ancient writings, omens and portents—”


  Eve turned sideways in her seat. “What do you call all this shit, then? Last I heard showers of blood and rains of toads were considered pretty ominous. And as for portents, there aren’t many that can beat red clouds blotting out the sun.”


  Clay took a long breath and shook his head, but he kept his eyes on the road. “No argument, but normally there’s some warning, enough so that people like Doyle, the kind of people who watch for these things, know they’re coming much earlier.”


  A streak of black darted across the road in front of them and he had to jerk the wheel to the left to swerve around it. As the Cadillac shifted lanes he caught a glimpse of that black streak, but it was not a streak any longer. It was a dog, maybe a German Shepherd but he could not be at all certain. Whatever sort of dog it was, it was not the beast’s fur that was black. It was the crows.


  The dog had stopped now in the middle of Route Nine and they had a clear view. Clay slowed down even further and stared. The dog’s body was covered by crows, their wings madly beating the air as their beaks plunged again and again at the dog, pecking it and tearing its flesh so that some of the black-feathered birds were splashed with its blood.


  “You’re right,” Eve said softly. “It’s unsettling.”


  Clay found no satisfaction in this admission. His foot felt suddenly heavy on the accelerator and the Cadillac sped up. He had had enough, now, of the signs and portents, had seen far too many people huddled inside their homes and looking out the windows in panic and wonder. Phone lines were out. Cellular communication was no better. Television and radio and cable signals were warped static.


  From what Eve had told him, Doyle clearly had some idea what was going on. And if Clay knew Doyle, there would already be some kind of plan in motion. He wanted to know what it was and what his place in it would be. The time for watching it through the windows was over.


  “Eve?”


  “Yeah?”


  Clay glanced at her. “Why are you always snapping at me? I’m not exactly Mr. Sensitive, but I’d like to know what I did to piss you off.”


  “Nothing,” she said. “You didn’t do anything.”


  They drove in silence for several minutes. Clay consulted the paper in his hand upon which directions to the Ferrick house were written in Squire’s cramped scrawl. He left Route Nine and took them deeper into Newton, up narrow, tree-lined streets and past wealthy neighborhoods. In time he turned into a more conventional suburban street and peered at house numbers as they passed colonials and ranch homes. Many of the houses were dark and looked empty, their occupants having remained at the office or stuck somewhere else. But there were lights on in some houses and the sound of the Cadillac’s engine brought faces to the windows.


  Clay hated to ignore them, but he had no choice. If they tried to soothe the fears of every person who was afraid, they would lose focus on the larger picture, and the peril would only grow more dire.


  At number seventy-two, a sand-colored split level with dark blue shutters, he turned into the driveway. The garage door was open and a Volvo wagon was inside. That was good. Mrs. Ferrick had called Doyle, but the phones had gone out shortly thereafter and there was no way to be sure she would stay put when the chaos had worsened.


  “This should be interesting,” Clay murmured, mostly to himself, as he put the car in park and killed the engine. He opened the door but paused when he felt Eve’s hand on his arm.


  “Hang on.”


  Clay turned to her and was surprised to see pain in her gaze. Eve was usually all hard edges and slick smiles.


  “It’s really nothing you did,” she said. “It’s me.”


  One leg already out the door, he held it open and studied her more closely. “How, exactly? How is it you, I mean? We’ve worked together before, Eve. I’ve got you and Doyle to thank for setting me straight when my life was a mess. But it’s obvious I get under your skin. Why is that?”


  Eve nodded slowly, then pushed her hair out of her face and met his gaze. She could be fierce, but at the moment there was vulnerability he had never seen in her before.


  “Think about it. Think about what you are.”


  “What I am?”


  She gave him a look that made him feel incredibly stupid, and then pointed upward. “You’re His clay. You’re connected to Him in a way that nothing else on Earth is. After the suffering he’s put me through, you have to ask why being around you hurts me?”


  His heart went cold. Clay stared at her but Eve looked away, opened her door and stepped out, the soles of her boots clicking on the pavement. She shut the door and started toward the house. After a moment Clay followed her, pocketing his keys. He wore the same face, the same form, he had worn in New Orleans, a persona had adopted many years before to make himself feel more human. But he had never been human. Sometimes, when he was particularly fortunate, he forgot that.


  Eve rang the doorbell. With the buzz of mosquito swarms and the blood-red sky the utter normality of that sound seemed grotesquely incongruous, and yet for some reason it set him at ease.


  They stood side by side on the doorstep.


  “You’re not the only one He has made suffer,” Clay said, his voice low, unwilling to look at her now. “Perverse as it might be, I’d rather be suffering because I was the subject of His vengeance, as you’ve been, than because He couldn’t spare a moment’s thought to my fate.”


  There were noises inside the house, voices and the staccato noise of rushing footsteps on wooden floors. Clay’s attention was drawn to the curtains in the bay window upstairs and he saw the face of a woman appear amidst the bone-white, lace-trimmed fabric. She was perhaps forty and might have been attractive without the fear that was engraved upon her features. Mrs. Ferrick, he assumed. She stared at her two visitors for a moment and then gestured to him to be patient, that she’d be right down, almost as if they were ordinary callers at her door and that the city was not being besieged by hellish occurrences fit for the Biblical book of Revelations.


  Once more Eve gripped his arm, but this time her touch was gentle.


  “You remind me,” she said. “But maybe that’s not so terrible. Hard as it is, you also remind me that I’m not alone.”


  Clay smiled and then there were footsteps on the stairs inside and the sound of the chain being slid off the lock, and the door was pulled open from within. In the woman’s hands was a white business card that had once been crisp and new but had now been bent and had its edges made ragged by Mrs. Ferrick’s anxiety. According to Squire, Doyle had given her the card years earlier. She had lent him little credence then, but Clay figured recent events had made her more open-minded.


  “He sent you? Mr. Doyle?” she asked hopefully.


  “Yes. You’re Mrs. Ferrick?” Eve asked.


  She nodded. “Can you . . . can you help Daniel?”


  Clay felt for her. This woman’s world had started to fall apart long before the sun had disappeared from the sky. “We can try. But it might be better if we talked about it inside.”


  Mrs. Ferrick glanced upward and then looked around her neighborhood, the landscape cast in a crimson gloom, and she nodded. “Of course, I’m sorry.” She stepped away from the door. “Please, come in.”


  Danny Ferrick lay on his bed, staring at his ceiling with headphones on. His MP3 player wasn’t working for some reason and so he had to resort to old CDs. He had a mix on at the moment that he’d burned himself, with The Misfits, Primus, Taking Back Sunday . . . all kinds of stuff, including some old school Zeppelin. If he could have gotten away with it with his mother just down the hall he would have dug through his closet to get the small bag of weed he’d scored the previous week and lit one up. He wasn’t as into weed as a lot of the guys he knew—he couldn’t call any of them friends, really—but the times he had smoked, it had taken away some of the weight that he felt pressing on him all the time. Right now, he would have liked to smoke some weed because he thought it might kill the urge to itch at his skull, just above his temples. He tried desperately to ignore the feeling, to ignore the way his sickly yellow skin had reddened around the hard protrusions on his head.


  Not just reddened. He was just pretending to himself, being a pussy about it. The redness and swelling around those bumps had been just the beginning. Now the skin had begun to split.


  His heart beat wildly in his chest and, though he tried to force himself to pay attention to the music, to listen to something, anything else, he could not. He was terrified and excited in equal measure. What the hell did it mean? The sky was turning red. Mosquitoes had eaten the neighbors’ cat. Those kids he’d seen throwing up maggots. And it had rained blood. Blood. He knew it was because he had tasted it, just thrust out his tongue and let it drizzle into his mouth.


  He shuddered now, there on his bed, the back of his head cradled upon his pillow. Why had he done that? It was disgusting. Completely.


  Yet not completely. Not really. His shades were drawn but he didn’t need to be able to see out the windows to know what was happening. He had seen enough. The world was going to Hell. Or Hell was coming to Earth. It wasn’t really a long stretch for him to begin imagining that what was going on outside and what was happening with his own body were connected. If that was Hell out there, then maybe Hell was coming out in him as well.


  Chillax, he told himself. Just derail that thought train. But he could not.


  How else to explain the way his skin continued to harden to rough leather, or the way his fingernails had become thick and sharp. Even now he reached up to idly scratch at the dry, cracking skin around the protuberance at his right temple. Before he even realized he was doing it he had peeled a strip of parchment-like skin away and his nail—his claw—had struck something beneath that was hard and marble-smooth, like a tooth.


  Danny froze.


  Shit.


  It was one thing to think it. Another to discover the truth.


  He sat up in bed and stripped off his headphones in the middle of a Blink-182 tune. Danny swung his legs over the side, hitched up his baggy black pants and went to the mirror above his dresser. There was a small light on the bureau and he clicked it on, then plucked off the shade for better illumination. He bent over and stared at himself in the mirror. Sure enough, where the bump protruded from his skull above his right temple the dry skin was gone. Beneath it, something else had been revealed. Something sharp and enamel-hard, black as oil.


  A horn.


  Oh my God, he thought. Then he gave a laugh that sounded weak and trembly, even to him. Maybe not my God after all.


  Danny reached up to scratch away the dry skin that encased the horn on the left side of his head and it was like tearing at a scab. It came away with little resistance. His upper lip curled back in disgust and he saw his teeth, which seemed longer and sharper than ever to him.


  “Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck me,” he snarled. “This just so completely sucks.”


  In the mirror he saw motion behind him and he turned and stared at the woman who had just stepped into his room. She had mocha skin and long, raven-black hair, dressed like a fashion model, and wore the most playful smile he’d ever seen.


  “I don’t know,” she said. “I think they’re kind of cute.”


  Storm clouds roil above the city of New York, a thunderstorm pregnant with the promise of heavy rain. It’s All Hallow’s Eve and the year is Nineteen Hundred and Thirty-Eight. Far, far below, the city is alive with teeming life, hidden within cars and beneath umbrellas, New Yorkers determined to enjoy the night in spite of the storm.


  Dr. Graves grits his teeth and his breath comes too fast. His heart hammers in his chest and the torn muscles in his shoulder burn. With one hand he grips the railing of the observation deck, the rest of him dangling over the side, rain sluicing off his coat. The wind buffets the face of the Empire State Building, helping him to cling there. But if it should shift direction, Graves knows he will be dead.


  Since birth he has worked to hone his body and his mind, urged on by his widower father, who raised his son to be an example of what their people could accomplish if only they set their minds to it. Anyone else would have let go already. The pain that sears up each finger and along his arm is unimaginable. But Graves refuses to let go. Too many lives are depending on him. He’s not going to give Zarin the satisfaction of taking his life.


  Dr. Graves feels his fingers slipping. The rain has made the railing even slicker. The air itself is moist and it is hard to breathe. He closes his eyes and slows his breath, forces his pulse to match it. Then, with a grunt, he hauls himself up and shoots his free hand upward, latching onto the railing. With both hands secured, he struggles to pull himself up.


  His eyes are squinted against the rain and the wind whips against his back. Exhaustion seeps into his bones. He is stronger than an average man, with ten times the ordinary human stamina. He has worked to make his body the pinnacle of human physical achievement, yet Dr. Graves is not superhuman. He draws a long breath, knowing that should he lose his grip he will be little more than a smear on the pavement far below, washed into the sewers by the punishing rain.


  Thunder shatters the heavens, rolling through the storm clouds above. Lightning strikes the needle atop the Empire State Building, followed by booming thunder even closer than before. He thinks of Zarin and the storm, the pure rain falling upon Manhattan, and he knows that he has no choice but to live. He must live.


  Dr. Graves seethes, muscles popping as he drags himself upward until he can get an elbow on the railing. A sudden gust of wind nearly dislodges him, and then he is able to throw his upper body over the edge, and he is sliding over the railing and onto the observation deck. He tumbles into a wet and heaving ball upon the floor of the deck, rain still soaking him, but it takes him only a moment to catch his breath before he is up once again. Graves stands in a crouch, expecting an attack, but apparently Zarin has already presumed Graves has been dealt with, for he is nowhere to be seen.


  Alarm stabs his heart. If Zarin is gone, then it may be too late to stop him from seeding the storm clouds with his poison, from having a deadly, toxic rain fall all over the city. Cradling his right arm, the torn shoulder muscles throbbing in agony, he rises and begins to run along the outer edges of the observation deck.


  Graves rounds the corner and Zarin is there, a short, ugly little man bent over a tray of small canisters, each tied in a net and attached to a large balloon. Zarin is filling a balloon with gas from a portable tank, and Graves knows at once that it is helium. And now he knows how the madman plans his attack. The poison canisters must have timers. The balloons will carry them into the storm where they will spray toxins into the air, and the rain will become fatal.


  Wiping the water from his eyes, Dr. Graves shouts Zarin’s name and races at the killer.


  Fog encroaches at the edges of his vision, enshrouding him, and for a moment Graves is lost. Then from out of the fog he sees a figure emerge . . . it must be Zarin!


  But it is not.


  Gabriella is wearing a dress he bought for her that falls upon her curves in such a way as to make his heart and lips both stutter. She smiles at him, her chestnut eyes brightening, and the fog begins to thin. There is an electric hum around him and Dr. Graves feels as though he is awakening from a terrible dream. He glances about and finds himself in the familiar setting of his Washington Heights laboratory. To many he is an unwelcome neighbor, but the prestige of his reputation balances out their concerns about the color of his skin, and the fact that Gabriella’s does not match his own.


  “Leonard,” she says, her voice still thick with the sultry accent of the little fishing village on the northwest coast of Italy where they had met. “We were supposed to meet your friends at Birdland an hour ago.” There is no chastisement in her voice, only that playful, loving patience. “Come, now. Enough of science for tonight.”


  Graves glances down at the beakers on the table in front of him, at his notebook and the thick black pencil he has been writing with. A warmth spreads through him that has been rare in his life and he leans forward to shut off the burners beneath the beakers, snuffing those small flames.


  When he looks up expectantly, she is gone.


  The lab is gone.


  The air is thick with humidity and the buzzing of flies and the heat is oppressive. Sweat drips down his back and stains his shirt at the armpits, his body so warm that the droplets of it are a cooling relief where they trace their paths on his skin.


  Tangled jungle stretches as far as he can see in every direction. Things chitter and rustle in the trees but he pays them no mind. He did not hike all this way to let the wildlife drive him off. This is the Yucatan, where his next step could be into any one of a hundred agonizing deaths. There were far more ways to dive here than there were ways to live. But Dr. Graves was not returning to New York without the object of his quest.


  And now he had found it. He held his breath and stared at a cluster of strange, spiny-barked trees in front of him. They twisted in upon themselves, branches intertwining as though in a dance. The Xuithla tree was dismissed by most botanists as tribal myth. Yet here it is. The rarest tree in the world, and if its legendary healing properties are more than legend . . .


  Voices erupt around him, echoing through the trees and Dr. Graves spins in search of their origin. He blinks as the branches seem to reach for him, closes his eyes and lifts his arm to knock them away, and then the sounds of the jungle disappear.


  The voices remain.


  When he opens his eyes he is in a movie palace on the Boulevard St. Germain in Paris. All is dark around him save for the constant flicker of light upon the screen. The voices are speaking French, of course, and he strains to keep up with the translation, trying to make sense of the plot of the film. Even so, he can only lend a portion of his attention to it, for his focus is elsewhere.


  His contact is supposed to meet him here, in the theater. The French government has suffered a terrible loss, a theft from the Louvre that seems impossible, with the only clue left behind three single drops of blood tainted with liquid mercury. His investigation has begun to point back at members of the government himself, and so this meeting must be clandestine.


  “Excuse me,” a voice says, and he is startled to hear the words in English.


  Dr. Graves glances over and sees an unfamiliar woman making her way into his aisle, people standing or shifting aside to let her move down the row toward the empty seat beside him. He frowns. If she is his contact, the woman knows little about remaining inconspicuous. Speaking English like that had been foolish.


  She is too pale, this woman, and her hair is pulled back from her face so tightly that it lends a cruel severity to features that might otherwise have been attractive.


  She slips into the seat beside him and makes no attempt to focus on the movie screen. Dr. Graves attempts to keep some semblance of secrecy but it quickly becomes obvious she has no intention of being subtle.


  “You’re Leonard Graves,” she says, as though this should be news to him.


  He nods.


  “Look at me, Dr. Graves.”


  Exasperated, he glances around to be sure he has not been followed, but in the darkened theater he can see only phantom faces, flickering silver in the light from the screen. At length he turns to her.


  “You might be a bit more—”


  “You’re dead, Dr. Graves.”


  Anger rises in him. His whisper is a harsh rasp. “Are you threatening me, ma’am?”


  The woman’s eyelids flutter with frustration and she sighs. “Simply stating a fact. Trying to remind you. You’ve been dead half a century. Think. Remember the bullet. You’re here for a reason.”


  Graves begins to shudder and he feels a terrible pain in his heart.


  Phantom pain.


  For he has no heart.


  Grief swells within him and he turns away from her, only to see the faces of the other theater goers again. The flickering light upon the screen is not what has made them look spectral. Rather, it is the fact that they are specters. Ghosts of the dead.


  The silver light from the screen passes through them, their bodies having little more substance than dust motes swirling in shafts of sunlight. Their faces are etched with fear.


  He turns back to the woman and sees that she too is transparent. Dr. Graves does not look down at his own body, at his hands. He does not like to look at his hands.


  “Who are you?” he asks, the illusion of the Parisian movie palace becoming wispy around them, a ghost all its own.


  “My name is Yvette Darnall. I am . . . I was a medium.”


  And he watches her blue eyes, ghosts in and of themselves, as she tells the tale of her own death, of her efforts to locate Sweetblood the Mage, of the trap that he laid for any who would dare to search for him.


  “The bastard,” Graves whispers, trying not to see that the theatre is gone now, completely disappeared, and there is only a kind of river flowing at their feet, a rushing, turbulent stream of souls. Some of them fly past above and around him, but all of them in the same direction, with a fierce momentum, as though drawn on by some inexorable force.


  “Oh, yes, he always was,” Miss Darnall says. “But I see it now. I understand.”


  For a moment Graves does not hear her. He is distracted by a tugging at his arms and the current that drags at his ankles, the stream trying to pull him in, to pull him on . . . and he will not look to see what has such power over him. He frowns as her words finally settle into his mind.


  “Understand what? Why he murdered you?”


  She shudders and glances away in shame, and now she does not seem quite so severe. “I cannot see it all, of course. Only the silhouette of what may be, not the fine details. But this is why I came to find you the moment I sensed you had moved further into the river of souls. Someone has located Sanguedolce.”


  “We know,” Graves says, nodding, feeling the tug of the soulstream on his body now, and shuddering at its touch. It has been so long since anyone has been able to touch him. He feels the urge to sink into the river, to flow with it. “Doyle was there. One of the Old Races, the Night People, have Sweetblood. He’s in some sort of protective—”


  “They’re trying to open it,” whispers the ghost of Yvette Darnall, her face thinning strangely. Her hair begins to come undone and her long tresses flutter in the invisible breeze of the soulstream, reaching away from her as though it yearns to join the others.


  But her eyes are firm and dark. “Sanguedolce has hidden within a magical shell. It must not be opened.”


  Dr. Graves stands a bit straighter, drags his feet toward her in the soulstream, fighting its pull upon him. “Why? You know something. I don’t spend a lot of time here, in the otherworld, but enough to know that a lot of the spirits who linger around the area where all of these omens and strange phenomena are occurring . . . they’ve retreated. They’re hiding deeper here, or slipping into the soulstream and letting go. Why? Is this what they’re afraid of? What will happen if Sweetblood is freed? What is he going to do? Why do they want to break him out in the first place?”


  Miss Darnall looks terribly sad, now. She reaches out toward him but her form is blurring. Her body is succumbing to the pull of the soulstream, streaks of ectoplasm stretching off her, fluttering just as the tendrils of her hair are doing. Bits of her slipping away. Her face grows thinner, becomes warped.


  “I don’t know what they want him for. Nor what this cataclysm is that will result from his being freed. But when I searched for him, when I found him I touched his mind and for just a moment before his spell froze my heart I saw inside him and I realized that he was frightened. Sweetblood felt utter dread and sheer terror at the thought of being released. Beyond that, I know nothing. Only that if it can frighten the world’s most powerful sorcerer, it must be terrifying indeed. But that is not what the ghosts are retreating from.”


  “Then what—” Graves begins, reaching out to touch her as the soulstream is touching him, thinking perhaps he might hold her here with him a little longer. But his fingers pass through her as though he is solid and she nothing but spectral mist. “What are they running from?”


  “Another power,” says Miss Darnall, her body tearing itself apart, pieces of her whipping away into the stream, or streaking the air, her face pulled taut, warped, mouth twisted. “Something calls to them, trying to drag them back.”


  “Back to what?”


  With a flap like a flag furling in the breeze the rest of her gives way, the ghost surrendering to the river of souls, carried away from him. But as she sails along the stream Yvette Darnall looks back at him.


  “To their bodies,” she calls, a thin, reedy voice that disappears after a moment, swallowed in the stream.


  For long moments Graves stares after her. There are lights swirling in the stream and flashing past him in the air. The theatre has disappeared, the Parisian movie palace had never been there, unless it had been constructed of ectoplasm, or whatever the substance of this realm is. Now, as he narrows his gaze, he sees in the distance two towering objects that thrust themselves up from the stream. To Graves they seem like the tusks of some impossibly huge elephant, ivory spires a hundred feet high.


  But he knows what they were.


  The gate.


  Though he hates to do it he glances down at his fingers. They blur and stretch and he sees that his own form has begun to run, to streak, tugged along the soulstream, toward the gate.


  He grits his teeth.


  Leonard Graves is not ready to let the river of souls take him. Not yet. Not until he knows who took his life, who destroyed him. And if that means he must haunt the world for all eternity, so be it. Though he feels the bliss of the soulstream, the peace of surrender a temptation, he turns his back on the gate and begins to trudge back upstream.


  
    Chapter Six

  


  Doyle followed the sentries through the impossibly lush forest. At first glance it appeared to be too dense and overgrown for passage, but the primordial wood obliged their needs and parted to let them through. The people of Faerie existed in a symbiotic relationship with their environment, bonded to the land where they had lived forever.


  The sentries quickened their pace, one of them turning to give Doyle a cruel smile as they began to run through the wood. The sorcerer kept up with them as best he could, his heart hammering in his chest as if to escape. He knew they did not appreciate his presence, and would do everything short of killing him to make sure he was aware of that fact. But there was no time to concern himself with the hurt feelings of the Fey. They were all in danger; this world, as well as worlds beyond it.


  The guards came to an abrupt stop in front of a downed tree. It was enormous, easily dwarfing the mighty Redwoods of Earth. Doyle welcomed the brief respite, reaching into his back pocket for a handkerchief to wipe his sweating brow. The wood was eerily quiet and he did not recognize this path to the city of Faerie, but that was far from unusual, for the forest often changed its configuration to keep the great home of the Fey safe from danger. It had done this since the Twilight War. Many enemy troops, having found their way into the Faerie realm, never reached their destination, eventually succumbing to the elements of the forest world.


  One of the sentries rapped three times on the trunk of the felled tree with his spear. Figures and shadows shifted in Doyle’s peripheral vision, and then the forest was alive with movement. Fey warriors emerged from their places of concealment around and atop the enormous fallen tree. They had been there all along, but had not allowed themselves to be seen. A chill ran up Doyle’s spine as more and more of the armored soldiers made their presence known. Their pale faces were tattooed with magickal wards of protection, the symbols adding to the ferocity of their appearance. Doyle was familiar with the Lhiannan-shee, the elite fighting force of the Faerie army, but he had thought their ranks disbanded after the Twilight conflict. Something was definitely amiss, and he began to wonder if he had made the journey to Faerie too late.


  A Lhiannan-shee wearing the markings of a commander crouched atop the fallen tree and glared at the sentries, and at Doyle.


  “Why have left your post at the gate to the world of Blight?” The normally pleasant tone of the Faerie tongue sounded harsh coming from the commander.


  The world of Blight, Doyle thought with sadness as he wiped his brow. How the people of this magickal realm had learned to hate the world of his birth. At one time, the doorways between the two places had been gossamer-thin, but humanity’s blatant disregard for the environment had disgusted the Fey, and they ceased interaction with man.


  “The doorway was opened from the other side,” one of the sentries, apparently their captain, explained. He pointed to Doyle. “And from the world of Blight, he did come.”


  The commander of the Lhiannan-shee gazed upon them, his eyes lingering on Doyle, and a ripple of disgust went across his face. With a feline grace, the commander leapt almost delicately down from the tree, but Doyle had seen the ferocity of the Lhiannan-shee in battle, and knew they were far from delicate. The commander strode toward him, uncomfortably close, his dark Fey eyes shiny and black like polished lake stones.


  “You stink of the filth that is humanity, but there is also something of Faerie about you. How can this be?” the commander asked, his long, spidery fingers caressing the hilt of the short sword hanging at his side.


  These warriors were young, perhaps unborn when the Twilight Wars were fought. They did not know him, and that served to further drive the point home that he no longer belonged here. Doyle felt an intense wave of sadness wash over him, but quickly cast it aside and looked deep into the commander’s dark eyes.


  “Lhiannan-shee, what was your father’s name?” Doyle demanded in the language of the Fey, his pronunciation and intonation perfect.


  The commander was taken aback and gripped his sword hilt all the tighter.


  “What was your father’s name?” Doyle repeated.


  “Niamh-sidhel,” the commander replied with an air of pride.


  Doyle nodded, raising a hand to stroke his beard. “A brave one indeed. He fell during the battle of the Wryneck, but not before one hundred Fenodyree sampled the point of his sword.” Doyle paused, remembering a Fey warrior with an unquenchable thirst for human beer. “He is remembered in both tale and song.”


  Doyle sang a bit of a remembrance song, the first verse telling of Niamh-sidhel’s love of his people and his mistrust of the Night Kind. It had been quite some time since Doyle had sung, and he felt mildly foolish.


  The commander’s hand left his weapon, his ferocity turning to melancholy. “Who are you to sing of my father with such reverence?” His voice was now just a whisper in the woods.


  “I am Arthur Conan Doyle, and once I called this wondrous place my home.”


  The Lhiannan-shee’s eyes widened with the revelation, and Conan Doyle dared to think that perhaps he had not been entirely forgotten in the land of the Fey.


  “I have heard this name. It is spoken in whispers here,” the commander said. “There is much anger and sadness associated with your name, Conan Doyle from the Blight.”


  The memory of the day he had departed Faerie was fresh in Conan Doyle’s mind, as crisp as if that particular recollection had been minted only the day before. His grief had been like a gaping wound as he sealed the private doorway from his home to the land of Faerie, believing he would never again look upon its abundant wonders. Now he felt that old wound tear open again, and begin to bleed freely.


  “Believe me, commander, I am aware that I may not be welcome here. And I would never have entered Faerie unless circumstances were dire,” Conan Doyle explained. “Allow me to pass into your great city so that I may warn your King and his Seelie Court of the impending danger.”


  The son of Niamh-sidhel narrowed his gaze, his gleaming black eyes studying Conan Doyle. At length, the commander turned to his soldiers and raised his long, pale arm, bracelets of rock and wood clattering against one another. The Lhiannan-shee tensed, ready to respond to their commander’s signal. He showed them a balled fist, and then opened his hand, his incredibly long fingers splayed wide.


  They responded immediately, the melodious sounds of Faerie spell-casting filling the air. Conan Doyle watched as their hands weaved intricate shapes, each an integral piece of the magick that was being cast. It took but seconds for one of the gnarled knots in the bark of the great tree to begin to grow larger, and larger still. The thick bark moaned and popped as it was magickally reconfigured, and soon they were looking at a tunnel through to the other side.


  “My thanks,” Conan Doyle said with a bow of his head.


  The commander of the Lhianna-shee responded in kind. “The sentries will escort you the remainder of the way where you will speak with the Lady Ceridwen.”


  The mere mention of her name gave Conan Doyle a spasm of pain. He had hoped to avoid any contact with Ceridwen. He had hurt her more than enough and did not want to cause her any further grief.


  “I mean no disrespect to the great lady, but my errand here is most dire. It should be brought to the attention of King Finvarra.”


  The commander gazed longingly through the opening in the tree. “I am afraid that is impossible, Conan Doyle from the Blight.”


  Conan Doyle felt another spark of panic. The Lhiannan-shee again deployed, the king unable to speak with him; something was very wrong here.


  “Then at the least allow me to speak with the one who leads the Seelie Court,” he asked, struggling to hide his frustration.


  “And you shall,” the warrior agreed, signaling to the sentries.


  “Many thanks to you, son of Niamh-sidhel,” Conan Doyle said as he followed his escorts into the tunnel’s entrance. It was damp inside the great tree, the ceiling dripping with sweetly scented moisture. Conan Doyle paused and turned to glance back at the commander. The other Lhiannan-shee were curiously watching Conan Doyle, this stranger to their worlds, as he moved through the dripping darkness. “And who now leads the Seelie Court?”


  “Why, the Lady Ceridwen, of course,” the commander replied.


  Conan Doyle felt his pulse quicken and his throat go dry. Something fluttered in his gut.


  “Oh my,” he said aloud as his escorts took him firmly by his shoulders and he was urged deeper into the tunnel.


  From the darkness of the tunnel they emerged into the light, and Conan Doyle had to shield his eyes, for the sun of this world shone brightly upon the splendor that was the kingdom of Faerie. He heard the snap and creak of their tunnel passage closing behind them, but could not pull his eyes from the fabulous view that lay before him. Though he had seen the forest citadel of King Finvarra many times, and even lived within its abundant halls, he still marveled at its magnificence.


  Nudged from his reverie by his escorts, Conan Doyle left the shadows of the great tree and proceeded down an open hillock to an elaborate suspension bridge that would allow access to the fabulous settlement nestled in the breathtaking valley before them.


  Faerie legend claimed that the kingdom, and all its intricate structures, had been made from the desiccated remains of a long, forgotten god. As Conan Doyle and his Fey companions crossed the great bridge and the buildings loomed closer, Conan Doyle could think of no reason to doubt this ancient tale. The citadel of the royal family rose up from the center of the kingdom, its high, pointed spires the color of polished bone. There was an organic look to the place, all straight lines and rounded curves. His memories did not do it justice.


  The trio came to an abrupt stop at the end of the bridge, before an intimidating gate that very well could have been made from the ribs of some gigantic deity. Conan Doyle gazed between the slats of the gate to the courtyard beyond, and saw that there was no sign of life. If his memory served him correctly, this was highly unusual, for the courtyard served as a marketplace for the citizens of the kingdom, and usually thrived with activity.


  Conan Doyle turned to his escorts. “Why is it so quiet? Where are the Fey?”


  They ignored his question. “Our responsibility is fulfilled,” the more talkative of the pair said with little emotion, and they both turned back down the length of the bridge, leaving him alone.


  “How will I get inside?” Conan Doyle asked their departing forms.


  “That is not our concern,” the sneering sentry said over his shoulder.


  The sound of a bolt sliding home distracted Conan Doyle, and he turned back to the gate. To its right was a door of thick, light-colored wood, its pale surface marbled with streaks of a darker grain. The door began to slowly open outward, and he watched as a hooded figure, clad in robes of rich, dark blue, with golden brocade about the sleeves and hem, emerged.


  “I am here to speak with she who leads the Seelie Court,” Conan Doyle said formally, squinting his eyes in an attempt to discern the features of the one whose identity remained hidden within the darkness of the hood.


  “We know why you have come, Arthur Conan Doyle.” The mysterious figure reached up with pale, gnarled hands to pull back his hood. “The land has warned us of your return, and the grim tidings you bring.”


  From a copse of nearby trees a murder of crows rose into the air, screaming their panicked caws. Nothing remained secret for long in the realm of Faerie. Even before he had removed the hood, Conan Doyle had recognized the voice of the king’s grand vizier, Tylwyth Teg.


  “Greetings, Tylwyth Teg, it has been a long time.” Conan Doyle bowed his head.


  The vizier’s hair was long, wisp-thin and white, like the delicate webs of a spider upon his ancient skull. It drifted about his head and face, caressed by the gentle breezes that rose up from the valley. As always, Tylwyth wore a scowl of distaste. He had never approved of Conan Doyle’s presence in Faerie, and vehemently opposed any attempt to teach a human the powerful magicks of the Fey.


  “The wound has not yet healed from when last you were among us,” Tylwyth snarled, his cadaverous features giving him the appearance of an animated corpse.


  “I would not have returned, but for the danger that threatens both our realms,” Conan Doyle summoned as much reverence as he was able. “Please, I must be allowed to speak with your mistress.”


  Tylwyth Teg again raised his hood, then turned and passed through the doorway from which he came. “You come too late, son of man,” he hissed cryptically as Conan Doyle followed. “For catastrophe has already struck our kingdom.”


  The vizier shuffled across the empty courtyard and Conan Doyle shuddered with the sense of foreboding that permeated the air. Carts that would normally be overflowing with produce lay abandoned in the corner. Booths used to display the finest wares of Fey craftsmen were empty.


  “What has happened here, Tylwyth?” he dared ask as they entered one of the outer structures of Finvarra’s citadel. “Where are the merchants, and the people?”


  “They are in mourning,” the vizier croaked, stopping in the high-ceilinged hallway to remove a ring of keys from within his robes. Even the citadel itself, which normally bustled with life, was deathly still.


  “Who, Tylwyth?” Conan Doyle asked, as the vizier produced a key that resembled the petrified branch of some primeval tree and unlocked a heavy wooden gate. “Who do they mourn? Has King Finvarra—?”


  The Faerie advisor gestured for Conan Doyle to proceed through the gate, which led into the king’s private garden. “Who do they mourn?” he echoed, shaking his head sadly. “The future, perhaps? Perhaps they mourn the future. But it is not my place to explain.”


  After Conan Doyle had stepped through, Tylwyth Teg pulled the gate closed behind him with a resounding clatter. Conan Doyle frowned and glanced back through the bars of the gate at the vizier.


  “Step into the garden and all will be made clear, Conan Doyle.”


  Knowing he would get little else from Twylyth Teg, Conan Doyle turned and strode into the garden. Either side of the stone path was adorned with the largest red roses he had ever seen. The faint sound of gurgling water reached him and he knew that he was near his destination. A moment later he caught sight of the top of the fountain in the garden’s center. Though he could not see more than its apex, he recalled an intricate ebony sculpture of a great fish, water jetting from its open maw to rain down into the pool that surrounded it.


  He passed beneath an archway woven from a flowering vine known only to the world of Faerie, its blossoms welcoming him to the garden of kings with voices like those of tiny children. And then his feet froze and he could not move. Even his breath was stilled in his chest. It seemed to him that his heart paused as well. Laid out upon the ground around the stone fountain were the unmistakable shapes of bodies, covered by sheets of ivory silk.


  “Dear Lord,” Conan Doyle whispered. Everywhere his eyes fell was a body, their coverings rippling as the breeze caressed their silken shrouds, tormenting him with glimpses of the corpses beneath. There must be fifty of them.


  A tremor went through Conan Doyle. He sensed movement behind him and whirled to face the object of his dread, the reason why he had expected never to return to Faerie. He had tried to fashion a ward, some sort of magickal defense that would protect his heart from the devastation he knew he would feel, but there was nothing to save him from this.


  Ceridwen was dressed in flowing robes of soft, sheer linen, dyed a deep forest green. Her pale skin was accentuated by the dark hue of her garb. When her eyes met his, she drew a gauzy scarf tight about her shoulders as if experiencing a sudden chill.


  “My lady,” Conan Doyle whispered, his breath taken away. The ache caused by simply being within her presence was bone deep.


  “You said that I would never see you again,” the Fey sorceress said, her voice the lilt of a gentle spring breeze, still carrying the melancholy of a long winter. “And I had come to accept that.”


  When she walked across the stone floor, her dark robes billowing about her, it was with such elegance that she seemed to float, carried by the wind.


  “You once told me you would never trust the word of a human. Even one that you loved,” Conan Doyle said. He tried to search her eyes but there was only ice there. Never had he felt so torn. Part of him would rather have been experiencing the fires of damnation in that moment, and yet another side of his heart felt utter joy merely to be in Ceridwen’s presence once more.


  She knelt beside one of the bodies, her long, delicate hand reaching to draw back the sheet that covered it. A dead face was revealed to them, a twisted look of pain permanently frozen upon it.


  “Why have you come, Arthur?” she asked, her thumb tracing arcane sigils upon the corpse’s forehead. It was a ritual he had seen before, during the Twilight War, when an ally had been stuck down by infernal magicks. It freed what life energies remained within the confines of the body.


  “To seek answers, and to warn you of a great evil on the rise,” he said, tentatively kneeling beside her. To be this close to her again was almost more than he could bear. “But I fear I have come too late.”


  Ceridwen covered the twisted features of the fallen Fey, raising her head to look into Conan Doyle’s eyes. He would drown in those eyes, and there was nothing that could be done to save him.


  “Who did this, my lady?” he asked, ignoring the urge to reach out and touch her face, to caress her alabaster skin.


  She tore her gaze away and moved to another of the covered corpses. “I am your lady no longer, Arthur Conan Doyle. As to the hand behind this tragedy, that is a tale almost too sad to tell.” She drew down another sheet of silk to reveal the dead beneath. The countenance of this corpse was even more disturbing than the first. “This evil of which you speak has touched our world as well.”


  “Who is it? Whose hand has done this?”


  Ceridwen glanced up from her ministrations, her dark, soulful eyes again touching his. “It was one of our own,” she said, a tremble in her voice, and his heart nearly broke as he watched tears like liquid crystal run down her cheeks, to land upon the upturned face of a dead Fey warrior.


  “Two hundred and fifty channels and not a damn thing on,” Squire muttered as he aimed the remote control at a thirty-five inch television monitor in a hard wood cabinet. The goblin flipped past countless images, each of them dishearteningly similar—another apocalyptic vision of the northeast United States, or static. Whatever the hell was going on outside was interfering with the digital cable signals.


  He reached a stubby hand into the bag of greasy potato chips and brought a handful to his mouth. Squire lived for junk food: candy and chips, burgers and fries, cookies and donuts. Especially donuts. He loved food of all kinds, in fact. It was his greatest pleasure. But the sweetest and saltiest were his favorites.


  Stopping at one of the all-news channels, the goblin watched a live feed from Virginia Beach, where the ocean had begun to boil and the fish were leaping up out of the water in a frantic attempt to escape death. Somewhere off-camera people had begun to scream.


  “That’ll help,” he said, taking a swig from his bottle of beer to wash down his snack. “Nothing like a good shriek to calm everybody’s nerves.” Squire belched mightily, flecks of unchewed potato chip speckling his shirt and pants. Bored with watching fish die, he changed the station. Maybe a nice game show, he thought, flipping past channel after channel of the world in turmoil. He tried not to think about what was happening outside. Conan Doyle’s agents were in the field, and it was only a matter of time before things were wrestled back under control. That was how it always was. If there was anything Squire had learned in his many years working for Mr. Doyle, it wasn’t over until the fat lady shit in the woods.


  On a pay station that hadn’t gone to static, he finally found a movie. A large grin spread across his face. A nice piece of Hollywood escapist fluff was exactly what he needed. His smile quickly turned to a frown when he realized the station was showing the abysmal Keanu science fiction flick that the actor had done before The Matrix.


  As if Keanu wasn’t torture enough, Squire thought, continuing his search for something to amuse him.


  He had clicked all the way to the end and was about to start over again when something on one of the local stations caught his eye. He leaned forward on the sofa, crumbs of potato chip raining to the floor. The handheld footage was shaky and made his eyes hurt, but he recognized the area. The camera was pointed toward a bunker-like structure in the midst of a sea of orange brick. It was the exit from the Government Center subway station, not too far away, and there were things not usually associated with public transit pouring from the underground and spilling onto the plaza.


  “Corca-fuckin-Duibhne,” he growled, turning up the volume. There had to be hundreds of the coppery-skinned bastards. It was like watching a swarm of bugs emerging from their nest. Whoever was manning the camera was hiding behind a newspaper kiosk, peeking out from time to time for the disturbing footage. For some reason there was no audio, and Squire imagined that it was probably for the best.


  Slowly, he brought a potato chip to his mouth, eyes riveted to the television. One of the Night People had seen the cameraman, its mouth opening incredibly wide in a silent roar. The gnarled, twisted, leathery thing sprang across the brick as though in a dance, needle teeth bared for attack. The picture turned to static, and an anchorwoman who usually looked too damn cool for the room came on as the broadcast returned to the studio. Her face was pasty, and she was sweating to beat the band.


  “How long ago was that?” Squire asked the set, listening to the woman’s trembling voice. The goblin rose from his chair and went to the window. The red, billowing fog seemed to have grown thicker in the square below, practically hiding the park from view. There was a kind of glow about it now that reminded him of weird creatures that lived so far below the ocean’s surface that they had developed their own luminescence.


  “No more than a fifteen minute walk from Government Center to here,” the hobgoblin grumbled, though his words trailed off as he noticed dark things moving in the blood red mist. “Shit!” Squire pressed his face against the glass for a better look. Corca Duibhne darted about the unearthly fog with an uncanny swiftness, converging upon the townhouse.


  Conan Doyle’s valet stepped away from the window. There was no way that the Night People could get inside the townhouse. Conan Doyle had set up all kinds of magickal wards and barriers so that nothing that didn’t belong could find its way into the place. The image on the television screen again caught his attention. The anchorwoman was crying now, mascara running down her face in oily streaks. She was in the process of confessing her sins to the camera.


  “I’ve got my own problems, sweetheart,” he said, reaching for the remote and clicking off the set.


  A thunderous clamor came to him from the first floor, as if something were pounding on the door to get in, but of course Squire knew that was impossible. Isn’t it? Son of a bitch, it had better be.


  He jumped feet first into a square of shadow thrown by the entertainment center, becoming immersed in a world of perpetual darkness.


  The goblin scrambled through the shadowpaths toward an exit that would take him closest to the front door. Again came the pounding, the violent sound muffled within the realm of shadow. Squire drew himself out of a patch of black behind the refrigerator in the kitchen, the hot coils at the back of the unit pressing against his face as he hauled his body from the shadow, and squeezed out from behind the appliance.


  Two Corca Duibhne scouts crouched in the center of the kitchen. He knew they were scouts because the symbol of their rank was carved into the dark flesh of their faces. No stars or stripes on lapels for these guys. Heads tilted back, eyes closed, their noses twitched as they sniffed the air in search of potential danger.


  It wasn’t an instant before they got a nose full of him.


  I knew I should have showered this week, the hobgoblin thought, scrambling across the tile floor to pull open one of the counter drawers.


  The scouts began to shriek, a high-pitched, ululating sound that warned others of their stinking kind that there was trouble present.


  Squire spun around, glinting metal cleaver in hand, meeting the first of his attackers with relish. It had been a long time since he had killed a Corca Duibhne, and as he buried the blade in the skull of his adversary he realized he was long overdue.


  “Look at that, a perfect fit,” Squire growled, as the creature continued to fight. “What’s that? You’d like seconds?” He drove a stubby knee savagely up into the Corca Duibhne’s midsection, yanked the cleaver from its head, and brought it down again. “What a greedy little piggy.”


  The scout went rigid as the metal blade again shattered its skull, sinking deep. Finally hitting the tiny piece of fruit these shitbags call a brain.


  The second of the scouts was across the room. It had been jockeying around, looking for space to attack. Now it pulled back its leathery lips in a ferocious snarl that revealed nasty black gums and needle sharp teeth. “He was my brother,” the creature snarled, its oily eyes shifting from the corpse of its sibling back to Squire.


  “Sorry,” the hobgoblin apologized, bracing the heel of his foot against the corpse’s shoulder, and pulling the cleaver from its head with a slight grunt of exertion. “Did you like ’im much?”


  The Corca Duibhne shrugged, its long clawed fingers messaging the air. “Not especially,” it hissed. “But blood is the strongest bond. I will take your life in exchange for his.”


  “Is that so?” Squire asked, hefting his weapon, stained with stinking black blood. “I guess it’s good to have goals, even if they are fucking ridiculous.”


  How is this possible? the goblin wondered. Conan Doyle’s magick was some serious mojo, but these bastards had breached the house’s supposedly unbreakable defenses. Not good. Not good at all.


  The scout began to move and Squire prepared to counter its attack, but it lunged away from him and bolted through the doorway with a hiss, fleeing the kitchen. The goblin swore beneath his breath. Night People. Buncha pussies, he thought, hopping over the body of the dead scout in pursuit.


  “Wait up,” he called, careful not to slip in the blood pooling upon the tile floor. “I’ve got something special for you.”


  Squire did not have far to run. The scout had only fled as far as the corridor that led out toward the foyer. It stood, its back against the wall, holding in its spidery hand the crystal knob from Conan Doyle’s front door. The Corca Duibhne looked at him, and smiled an awful smile. Tendrils of crimson fog drifted into the corridor from the foyer. For the first time, Squire felt the draft, the breeze.


  The door was open.


  He could not see it from his vantage point, but it was clear these two scouts were not alone. Squire brandished his cleaver, ready to do combat with whatever else had invaded his employer’s home. From the foyer came the sound of splintering wood, and then the heavy, plodding tread of many feet. There was a solid thump and a muttered, feral curse, and in his mind he could picture a cluster of Corca Duibhne carrying something massive and heavy.


  Squire was not going to let this happen.


  Cleaver clutched tightly in his grip he started down the corridor toward that single Corca Duibhne, who now tossed the crystal knob idly into the air and caught it as though it were a lucky coin. Squire wanted to tear its heart out. But a moment later he came within sight of the foyer.


  “Son of a monkey’s uncle,” he whispered.


  Eight Corca Duibhne emerged from the red fog, grunting with exertion as they hauled what looked to be a large chunk of jagged rock between them. They looked like pallbearers carrying a coffin at a funeral. The failing light from outside glinted off the object’s surface, and Squire saw that it wasn’t rock at all, but a kind of amber, for he could see the shape of a man imprisoned within. At that moment, he knew how his enemies had gained access to the townhouse. It was all so frighteningly clear.


  “Sweetblood,” he said aloud as the Night People let their load drop to the hardwood floor of the foyer.


  A part of him wanted to stay, to defend the homestead from invaders, but another part of him, one far more intelligent than that stupid half, suggested that it might just be wiser to get the hell out of there. He began to search for an exit, a patch of shadow through which to make his escape.


  “What, leaving us so soon?” came a voice as smooth as silk, speaking the tongue of the Fey.


  Squire turned to see a statuesque female emerge from the scarlet fog. The Corca Duibhne cowered as she passed them, as if afraid she would slap them, or worse. The woman was dressed from head to toe in black leather, her hair covered in a stylish kerchief of red silk, as if to match the fog. Even though her eyes were hidden behind sunglasses, Squire knew her at once.


  “Morrigan,” he whispered.


  “You’re going nowhere,” she said, a cruel smile gracing her colorless features. “The fun is just beginning.”


  Fun like a heart attack, Squire thought as the Corca Duibhne rushed him, and he raised his cleaver in defense. Fun like a heart attack.


  
    Chapter Seven

  


  Finvarra’s kingdom seemed deserted, yet Conan Doyle knew it was not. The scents of a bounty of ripened fruit reached him as he strode amongst the trees and past a burbling stream along which dryads swam. But there were copses of trees that had been burned black, their charred remains a scar upon the land. The Fey were not gone, however, nor were they hiding.


  They were in mourning.


  There was no music in Faerie this day, only the sighing of the wind in the trees and the flapping of war banners adorned with Finvarra’s crest. From time to time as he followed Ceridwen on a winding walk through the forest, he could hear cries of bereavement. She carried in one hand a staff of oak, with finger-branches at the top that clutched within them a sphere that appeared to be crystal. Conan Doyle knew better. This was no crystal ball, but a ball of ice. At the center of that frozen orb there burned a flame, flickering as though atop a candle’s wick. This was Ceridwen’s elemental staff, a mark of her office and her skill.


  Within Conan Doyle there were many emotions at war. He felt sharp regret and giddy excitement at seeing Ceridwen, and the urge to help the Fey was strong. And yet he was aware that he was needed at home even more than he was needed here. In Faerie, death had come and gone, taking many souls with it. But in Conan Doyle’s world—the Blight—the reaper still walked.


  Even simply being in Faerie brought conflicting emotions into play. This was the place he dreamed when he went to sleep, it was the paradise of his heart, and yet there had been much bitterness upon his departure so many years ago, and to return to it now when such grim events were at hand was dark irony.


  Ceridwen paused at a door built of three massive standing stones, two upright and one laid across the top. There was no gate to bar it, but no one would pass through that gate without an invitation from a member of the royal family. He had lived beyond that gate, for a time. The memory made him hesitate.


  “What is it, Arthur?” Ceridwen asked.


  Conan Doyle gazed at her a moment, then glanced away. “Only echoes, Lady. Please go on.”


  When he looked up again she was still watching him. Ceridwen frowned deeply and turned to stride between the standing stones. Conan Doyle followed and as he walked through that door his breath caught in his chest just as it had done that first time he had trodden upon this ground.


  The year had been Nineteen Hundred and Twenty. The London theosophist Edward Gardner had accompanied him to Cottingley, a tiny hamlet in Yorkshire, to visit the home of the Wright family. Polly Wright had approached Gardner at one of his lectures with the most extraordinary story. The woman claimed that her young daughter Elsie and the girl’s cousin, Frances Griffiths, had befriended a community of fairies in a glen near their homes. Not merely befriended, but photographed the fairies.


  The girls’ claims, and more especially their photographs, had brewed a storm of controversy, but by the time it had begun, and the world was scrutinizing the two girls, Arthur Conan Doyle had already found his proof in the glen at Cottingley. For in the glen he had seen the fairies himself, firsthand. Gardner had accompanied the girls and their parents home and Conan Doyle—who had already been a student of magic and spiritualism for some time—cast a spell of revelation.


  The fairies had been wondrous, gossamer things, like lithe, flimsy women with wings like butterflies. Wherever they flew they left a sparkle, streaking the air with all the hues of sunrise. Never in his life had he seen anything so delicate, so ephemeral, and so beautiful. They had made no sound at all but their motion was music.


  Then one of them had hesitated, hovering a moment, and darted across the glen to beat its wings furiously just inches from his face. Its tiny, golden eyes had widened in shock as it realized that its suspicions were correct. He could see them. He had been watching them.


  The vicious little thing had clawed his cheek, drawing blood. As Conan Doyle hissed and clapped one hand to his face, they had all darted toward across the glen to a large tree that lay on its side next to a brook, its roots torn from the ground and jutting like the antlers of a monstrous stag. The fairies had disappeared amongst those roots and Conan Doyle had taken a closer look, still pressing his fingers against the scratch on his cheek.


  The spell of revelation had uncovered more than the presence of the fairies. The crown of jagged roots that circled the felled tree hid a secret. The tree was impossibly hollow.


  Conan Doyle had dropped to his knees and bent low to look inside. Deep within that tree he had seen a glimmer of light. And he had crawled inside.


  “Arthur!”


  Fingers snapped in front of his face. He blinked several times and found himself gazing into Ceridwen’s violet eyes. His breath caught in his throat again and he breathed in the aroma of lilacs, the scent that came off her so powerfully it weakened him. She looked as though she wanted to strike him down with her elemental staff. It took him several seconds before he could glance away.


  “You are not the magician I thought you were if you cannot enter the House of the King without it beguiling your senses,” she chided him.


  Yet wasn’t there a hint of amusement, even affection in her gaze and her tone?


  Conan Doyle dared a soft smile. “It has been a very long time. Even such sweet marvels as are to be found in Faerie fade when time and distance intervene. I confess I was so overwhelmed, simply being back here, that I did not steel myself for the way in which just breathing the air can spin one into flights of fancy . . . or memory.”


  For a moment there seemed to be a twinkle in her eye, but then Ceridwen’s expression hardened, a veil of sadness drawn across her face.


  “Yes, well, do not let it happen again. Flights of fancy can prove very costly, of late. If Morrigan returns, such reckless whimsy could cost your life.”


  Conan Doyle stood straighter and nodded once, matching the severity of his expression to hers. Yet his eyes hid the memories he had, of Ceridwen coming to him as he neared death, of her bringing him back to Faerie, showing him the herbs that would return vigor and youth to him, the same herbs that still kept him young. He had known enough magic by then to cast the illusion of his own death. Anything else would have horrified and astonished the world. He could not have continued to live the life he had before and begin to grow younger, like Oscar Wilde’s fancy. And in the end there was nothing he wanted so much as to disappear into Faerie, to see the world of the Fey through Ceridwen’s eyes.


  There were so many things that he wanted to say to her, but none of them would be appropriate. He had given up his right to say them long ago. So when Ceridwen turned to continue on, her long linen gown and robe clinging to her lithe form, he followed.


  Though he forced himself to focus, to avoid being swept away with the magic of the place, the way the air itself seemed to sparkle, he could not help glancing around several times. Ahead the hill rose up and up and the House of the King had been carved from its face. Spires of rock shot from the ground and there were barrows bulging up from the earth. Elegant arched windows seemed out of place in rocky ledge. Flowers bloomed atop the hill in such abundance that they seemed to spill down its sides.


  Amongst the flowers there were fairies. Not people of Faerie, like the warriors, scholars and magicians of The Fey, but the little people, the ferociously beautiful winged creatures he had first met in Cottingley well over eight decades before. Their colors put the flowers to shame and they flitted about the House of the King as though it were their own home. And in essence it was, for Finvarra had extended his protection to all the races of Faerie who would show their faces to the sun.


  Streams flowed down the hill, from trickle to brook to torrent, and the sound of the water joined with the perfume of the flowers to lend Conan Doyle a peace he had not known since the last time he had stepped inside the King’s Door.


  Surrounding the hill, the House of the King, were seven clusters of large trees, four to a cluster. In each small copse, the branches of the trees reached out to one another, twining together with such design that Conan Doyle could only ever think of them as braided. The braided branches created a basket in each small copse, sometimes twenty, sometimes thirty, sometimes forty feet in the air. And in its midst, gripped in the same way that the head of her staff gripped the sphere of ice, was a dwelling formed of woven leaves and branches and vines, with flowers sprayed across their roofs.


  For nearly ten years they had lived in one of those treetop homes, called Kula-keaine by the Fey. Conan Doyle could still remember Ceridwen’s caresses and the way her violet eyes gave off the slightest glow in the darkness when only the rustling of leaves and the songs of the night birds kept them company. As they progressed, Ceridwen resolutely refused to look up at the Kula-keaine where they had made their home, where they shared all of themselves, heart and soul.


  They strode along a western path and up a winding set of stairs made from thick roots that protruded from the earth to form steps.


  “We’re not going to see the King?” Conan Doyle ventured.


  Ceridwen did not turn to him when she spoke. “Yes, we are.”


  He said no more after that, only followed along beside her as she led him around to the western edge of the hill, where the water that came from the bowels of the earth fountained out of a hole in the green and gentle slope and became a rushing river that ran for several hundred yards before disappearing into a cavernous hole in the ground.


  A black-cloaked figure knelt at the river’s edge beside a pile of cut flowers. He wore a hood to cover his face and the daylight seemed repelled by him, as though a pool of night gathered around him. One by one, with a ritual bow of the head, he dropped the flowers in the rushing water and watched them borne away. Conan Doyle’s heart ached to see him, for despite the black mourning clothes and the gathered shadows, he recognized the figure by his stature and carriage and the dignity with which he held his head and moved his hands.


  Together Conan Doyle and Ceridwen approached.


  “Uncle,” the Fey sorceress said.


  As though he had not heard, he picked up another flower and dropped it into the river, repeating the motion of his head and muttering quiet words. Only after the flower had disappeared into the gullet of that underground river cavern did he turn. His face was pale and gaunt, but behind a curtain of his long silver hair were eyes alive with fury and grief.


  “We have a visitor,” Ceridwen said, and there was a softness in her tone that both pleased Conan Doyle and pained him as well.


  Conan Doyle sank to one knee. “King Finvarra. Time has passed, but I hope I am still welcome in your Home.”


  As though floating, the king rose from his spot by the riverside. He drew back his hood and a fond smile creased his face, yet somehow without dismissing the sadness there.


  “You have come at a difficult time, Arthur. But I am pleased to see you, nonetheless. There was great disappointment, even bitterness, in the wake of your departure when last we met, yet you are still and always will be welcome in my Home. I only wish you had returned at a time when a celebration would not seem so grotesque.”


  Still kneeling, Conan Doyle lowered his gaze. “I understand, My Lord. I could not have hoped for such a welcome for a prodigal. You shame me.”


  A small sound came from Ceridwen, but Conan Doyle ignored it and she said nothing.


  “There is no shame in heartbreak, Arthur,” King Finvarra said. “It happens with the best of us. You yearned for the world of your birth and my niece would not leave hers. Hearts have been torn asunder by far less. Have you returned under the guidance of your heart?”


  Conan Doyle felt his face flush. He looked up, trying not to see the way that Ceridwen turned away at the very same moment.


  “My heart has been here since the day I left, My Lord. It has remained among the Fey, in Faerie, and may well be here until I die. But, no, that is not what brings me. I have come with a warning. And, I confess, hoping for some help. Dark power is at work in my world. Terrible omens. Unnatural magic. I don’t know what malign intelligence is behind these events, but they have enlisted one of the night tribes to—”


  Finvarra stiffened and glanced at Ceridwen, whose eyes narrowed. So taken aback was he by their reaction that he stopped speaking and only studied them expectantly.


  The king stared at his niece. “There, perhaps, is our answer.”


  “What?” Conan Doyle asked. “What is it? What answer?”


  Ceridwen’s gaze was cold. There were many unformed thoughts and hopes in the back of his mind about his return to Faerie, about Ceridwen herself, but they were extinguished by that one look. There was only war in her eyes now.


  “One of the night tribes, you said. Which one?” Ceridwen asked.


  “The Corca Duibhne. They have straddled our two worlds for a very long time, but they have never been more than an annoyance. I’ve never seen them so organized, so focused on—”


  “You have my sister to thank,” Finvarra said, his gaunt face now cruel and brutal. “For ’tis Morrigan whom the Corca Duibhne now serve.”


  Conan Doyle pictured the corpses of the Fey where they lay in the King’s Garden. One of our own, Ceridwen had said. But even when she had explained that it had been her aunt, Morrigan, he had not put the pieces together.


  “But why?” Conan Doyle asked, genuinely mystified. He searched Finvarra’s eyes and then looked to Ceridwen. “If Morrigan wanted to rule Faerie, what does she want with my world? What is she planning?”


  “You presume that her ambitions are so small as to extend only to ruling in my place,” King Finvarra said. “But my sister has danced in shadows for too long. She knows all the secrets of the darkness. You can be certain that whatever she has planned it is not nearly so mundane.”


  His brows knitted as he turned to Ceridwen. “Arthur has come for help, and he needs it, no question. You will go with him—”


  Ceridwen gripped her elemental staff more tightly and shook her head. The flame that burned within the ice sphere at its head blazed brighter and a mist of steam rose from its frozen surface. “Uncle, no!”


  A deathly stillness fell over the king. Finvarra stared at her. “We have lived for eons with the philosophy that what happens beyond Faerie is not our concern. But we took Arthur into our Home, and he has requested our aid. Even had he not, we can not allow Morrigan to interfere with the human world. Faerie must be protected. Ritual must be observed. I cannot leave, nor can I send an army into the Blight. The veil between worlds might be forever torn asunder by such an incursion. But you, niece, you shall go as my emissary.”


  She lowered her head. “Yes, My Lord King.”


  Finvarra regarded them both. “It appears the fates have conspired to break the stalemate the two of you entered into long ago. Let neither sweetness nor bitterness distract you. If you are not watchful, Morrigan will end up with both your hearts, and she will feed them to her wolves.”


  The king turned his back on them, then and knelt by the river once more. He raised his hood and in the full light of day the shadows of grief gathered round him. Falling again into the rhythm of ritual, he dropped his hand to the array of cut flowers, lifted one and dropped it into the river, inclining his head as it went along its way. One flower for each of the Fey who had died at Morrigan’s hand.


  Dismissed, Conan Doyle turned to Ceridwen. “Shall we go, then, Lady?” he asked, and he held out his hand for hers.


  “It seems I have no choice.” She turned away from him and led the way back along the path toward the King’s Gate.


  The cleaver wasn’t going to do Squire a damn bit of good.


  In a fraction of a second a hundred bits of memory and realization came together in Squire’s mind. He stood in the foyer of Conan Doyle’s enormous, elegant home and stared at Morrigan. It had been a very, very long time since he had seen her last, but even that had not been nearly long enough. There wasn’t a word in any language nasty enough to describe this bitch. She was sexy as hell if you were into that Goth look, not to mention chicks with claws instead of ordinary fingernails. But in his entire existence he had never met anyone who could make him feel so small with just a glance. He was a hobgoblin, and his kind was small enough as it was. Morrigan might be a queen of the Fey with all of the cruelty in her heart that her people were capable of, but she had none of their nobility, none of their honor. She was a sour, charmless, vicious cunt.


  And he had used those precise words to describe her, to her face, the last time they had met.


  Now she stood just inside the door, not far from the portrait of Conan Doyle’s son that hung on the wall, with a pair of sunglasses dangling from one finger and a smile that could have sliced him open. Her eyes gleamed red and her nails, teeth, and spiked hair all seemed sharper than he remembered.


  “Oh, yes,” Morrigan hissed, running her tongue across her upper lip. “I remember you, hobgoblin.”


  Squire felt his knees turn to jelly. He offered a flickering smile that died instantly. He glanced at the Night People carrying Sanguedolce’s amber sarcophagus like a bunch of ugly fucking pall bearers.


  “Crap.”


  He turned and ran back the way he’d come, cleaver at his side. Hobgoblins were faster on their feet than most people presumed at first glance, but that was not saying very much. There was a limit to how swift anyone could be with legs that short. The veins at his temples pulsed and his boots shook the floor. Behind him Morrigan released a stream of derisive laughter and Squire could hear the grunting of the Corca Duibhne as they gave chase. Some of them were barefoot and their claws clicked and scraped on the wood floor.


  “Son of a bitch, son of a bitch, son of a bitch,” Squire whispered under his breath as he ran, knuckles white where he gripped the cleaver in his hand.


  He was going to have to leave the house. Conan Doyle’s house. The mage’s own wards had not held Morrigan out and there was no way that Squire himself could defend the place. Conan Doyle was going to be more than a little upset, but somehow Squire had the feeling that paintings and antiques and even a little breaking-and-entering were the least of Conan Doyle’s concerns at the moment. The big question was going to be what Morrigan was up to. Squire couldn’t answer that question right now. He had other obligations.


  The first was to survive.


  The second was to do his job.


  Barreling into the kitchen he leaped over a dead Corca Duibhne. There was a grunt of triumph behind him and he felt claws snag the back of his shirt. Squire spun and buried the cleaver in the creature’s chest. It squealed and dark blood sprayed from the wound. The blade stayed buried in its flesh as it backpedaled, slapping at the cleaver as though it were a wasp instead of a cutting tool. For several, precious seconds, it prevented the others of its kind from reaching him.


  Squire dove across the kitchen, toward the sink. He grabbed the handles of the two small doors under the sink and yanked them open. Even with what light there was in the kitchen the patch of shadow was deep and black. He ducked his head inside the cabinet and his shoulders were too broad to fit.


  “Shit,” he whispered, glancing back.


  The Corca Duibhne had thrown their injured brother to the ground and were trampling over him. Even as he looked, Squire saw one of them stomp on the cleaver buried in the creature’s chest, driving it deeper. Putrid blood ran in rivulets across the floor. The nearest one laughed as it spotted him.


  “Where do you think you go, now, ugly turnip?”


  Squire sneered. This guy was calling him ugly?


  And then he pushed. His bones popped out of their joints, his arms folding in upon his body, and he drove himself inside the cabinet and into the patch of shadows within. One of them snagged at his foot and he kicked its claws away and with one last, solid plant of his boot on the interior of the cabinet, thrust himself into the shadows.


  The shadow-paths opened before him. He could feel them, sense each walkway around him. His eyes were open but there was no color, only levels of its absence. Squire felt at home here, much more so than he ever did in the other world. This was where he belonged. He was not small here, not ugly or freakish. He was not a monster. Here in the shadows he was agile, graceful, and strong.


  There was no time for him to pause and reflect now upon Morrigan’s attack and what it might mean. There was time only to move, to walk the shadows. He had survived. Now it was on to his second priority.


  The darkness rushed past him, caressed him, as Squire hurried along the shadow-path to his first stop. He could feel Conan Doyle’s house around him, navigated by instinctual awareness of the ways in which the real world entwined with the shadow world. Moments after he had disappeared inside the kitchen cabinet he reappeared inside another, much larger enclosure on the second floor of the house.


  The weapons closet.


  Hobgoblins could see better in the dark. Squire looked around and felt a surge of grim pleasure as he surveyed the swords and daggers, the bows and battleaxes, the maces and morningstars, and the more arcane weapons, his favorite bits and bobbles. Poison dueling pistols. Ectoplasm garrotes.


  Beyond the doors of the weapons closet, which allowed only a sliver of light to enter, he could hear the thumping of the Corca Duibhne’s incursion. Glass shattered and doors slammed. Morrigan must have been aware that he was a shadow-walker, but still they were searching for him, or trying to find out if anyone else was in the house. There were animal growls that went along with the Night People’s movements through the house, but Squire was no longer listening. He was in a hurry now.


  He began with his favorites, unbreakable blades and enchanted arrows, others that he had relied on over the ages. As quietly as he was able, Squire filled his arms with weapons and slipped back into darkness, stepped into the shadow-paths, and made his way into Conan Doyle’s garage. Nothing was darker than the trunk of the limousine.


  Emerging inside the trunk, he paused to listen but heard neither grunts nor footfalls nor clattering of vandalism that would have accompanied the Night People into the garage. Still he was careful to be quiet as he laid the first stash of weapons down at the back of the spacious trunk.


  Then he went back.


  Quiet. Careful. Swift.


  Squire made jaunt after jaunt from weapons closet to trunk, slipping along the shadow paths and retrieving blades and poisons and blunts. He was many things to Arthur Conan Doyle—valet and chauffeur and confidante—but the most vital part of his service was as armorer . . . as squire. It was his duty to care for the weapons, to supply them when needed, to see that Conan Doyle and his comrades were never unarmed. It would have been simple for him to escape the house, to leave Morrigan behind, but he was not going to leave the weapons.


  On his seventh trip into the weapons closet, he heard voices.


  Squire froze with his hand upon the grip of a scimitar whose blade was engraved with ancient symbols even Conan Doyle didn’t understand. He quieted himself, holding his breath, and he listened. They were speaking Danaaini, the language of the Fey. One of the voices belonged to Morrigan and the other, a male voice, to another of her kind.


  So the Corca-dweebs aren’t the only ones taking orders from her, Squire thought. He wasn’t fluent in Danaaini, but he understood enough to get at least part of the conversation.


  “Prepare,” Morrigan said.


  The other Fey muttered some sort of subservient bootlick response that Squire didn’t bother working too hard to translate.


  “We must be very careful if we are going to open—” Several words he did not understand followed this. And then: “Tell the skulkers to keep an eye out for Conan Doyle. I want to make certain he receives a proper welcome when he . . .


  “What is that smell?”


  Squire grunted in annoyance. Like humans, like the Fey, hobgoblins had their own scent. He couldn’t smell it himself, of course, but Eve had often told him he smelled like rotten apples. And who would know better?


  Silence had fallen in the room outside the weapons closet. The Fey could walk without any noise at all if they wished to, but Morrigan did not bother. Squire had an image in his mind of her sniffing at the air, of her pausing to glare at the doors to the closet. He heard her footfalls on the hardwood as she marched toward him.


  With deep regret Squire glanced around at the weapons that remained, trying to choose what he would rescue for his final trip. There really was no question, however. There was a longbow on the wall that had belonged to Ceridwen, a gift she had given to Conan Doyle before he had left Faerie. Squire snatched the bow off the wall just as the closet doors flew open and Morrigan stood silhouetted in the light from the room beyond.


  “You should have run further than this, wretched thing,” she snarled, the red scarf that had covered her hair now down around her neck. Her nostrils flared. “Go on, hobgoblin. Choose whatever weapon you like.” With a flourish she gestured to the armaments that remained in the closet.


  The light from the outer room reached deep inside the closet. Morrigan had him trapped. Or so she thought. For the wicked bitch had barely noticed that she cast her own shadow, and it was as black as her heart.


  “Sorry, babe,” Squire said, taking a single step toward her. “I’m a lover, not a fighter.”


  And he dropped away into the shadow on the floor, her scream of rage following him down into the darkness.


  In the living room at the Ferrick house, Clay stood behind a high-backed chair with his arms crossed. Eve sat at the edge of the chair, resting her hands on her knees, and when she spoke she sounded more earnest than Clay had ever heard her. On the sofa, Danny Ferrick stared at her, brows knitted beneath the little nubs of his horns. He was slouched down as though he might sink into the cushions, baggy black pants hanging on his legs like curtains. The boy’s mother was so pale Clay thought she would either vomit or faint within the next few seconds.


  She surprised him. The woman was stronger than she looked.


  “You’re lying!” Julia Ferrick said, her chest rising and falling quickly as though she was trying to keep from hyperventilating.


  Clay put both hands on the back of Eve’s chair. “No, Mrs. Ferrick. I can assure you that she’s not.”


  Beside her, on the couch, the boy she had always thought of as her son began to laugh softly. Clay was unsure what to make of that laugh and he narrowed his eyes as he studied the boy, who kept rubbing the soles of his red Converse high-tops on the carpet. Danny Ferrick shook his head and reached up to run his fingers over his small horns again. He sighed, glanced at Clay, and then focused on Eve. He was a teenaged boy and Eve was every teenaged boy’s dream of a woman, and so he trusted her.


  “Seriously. You’re not just messing with me?”


  Eve shook her head. “No, Danny. No way.”


  The kid frowned again, narrowing his eyes. “So who is this Doyle guy again?” He turned to his mother. “How did you meet him?”


  Mrs. Ferrick gazed at her son as though another word from him would shatter her like a china doll. She fidgeted with her hands again, and for the first time, Clay noticed how short her fingernails were. A couple of them were ragged. The woman had clearly been stressed even before all this lunacy had come into her life. Danny’s mother gnawed her lower lip.


  “I don’t suppose either of you has a cigarette?”


  No one responded. Mrs. Ferrick shook her head. “Just as well. I quit.” Then she lowered her eyes. “Mr. Doyle came to see me a few years ago. Just showed up on the doorstep one day while you were at school. Your . . . your condition had already started to show up. Your skin. But only just. I . . . I’m not even sure you had noticed it yet, but I had, just at the back of your neck one morning at breakfast.


  “Mr. Doyle rang the bell. He was so polite, and so well-dressed, I thought he must be selling something or . . . or trying to convert me or something.” She uttered a tiny laugh of disbelief that sounded very much as though she were choking on unshed tears. “He said—”


  The woman shook her head. Clay wanted to go to her, to sit with her and comfort her, but he knew there would be another time for that. For now, the truth was what mattered, and he did not want to interrupt the telling of it.


  “What did he say, Mom?” Danny asked, trying to get his mother to look up at him. “Did he tell you . . . what Eve just said?”


  “No,” Mrs. Ferrick said, catching her breath. “All he said was that . . . that someday I would want to ask him some questions about you, and that when the day came I should call. And he gave me his card and he . . . he just left. I thought he was some nut. Some . . . some asshole, thinking he knows something about my son that I don’t.”


  Eve sat back in her chair and lifted her chin, appraising Mrs. Ferrick. “But you kept his card.”


  The look the woman shot at Eve was full of venom. “Yes. Yes, I kept the card. He’s my son. I brought him up myself. Everything I’ve ever done has been for him. I’d do anything for Danny. So, yes, I kept the card. Now you come telling me he’s some . . . some demon child, some changeling baby, whatever the hell that even means.”


  “I explained what it—” Eve began.


  “I don’t want your explanations!” Mrs. Ferrick said, her voice on the edge of hysteria. She brought one hand up to her mouth, gnawing a bit on her thumbnail, oblivious to their attentions.


  “Mom,” Danny said, his eyes revealing his pain, and he touched her arm to try to calm her. She grabbed his hand and held on tight.


  “Now you come telling me that he isn’t my son? That Danny isn’t my boy at all? To hell with both of you and your Mr. Doyle, too.” Mrs. Ferrick glanced at Danny. “He’s all I’ve got.”


  Eve began to say something more but now Clay leaned down and touched her on the shoulder and she closed her mouth. For a long moment the Ferricks, mother and son, just sat there holding hands, both of them staring at their unwelcome visitors. They were a strange sight, the woman in her suburban mother uniform of khaki trousers and white blouse, and the boy in his baggy, unbuttoned shirt with the bright orange surfing tee underneath. Clay focused on Danny. The boy seemed not to want to look at him, but at last he did. Clay nodded gently. Danny swallowed and licked his lips, baring his needle teeth, if only for a moment. He took a deep breath and turned to his mother.


  “Hey. Mom. Look at me.”


  Mrs. Ferrick studied his eyes.


  “No. I mean look at me.”


  Defiantly, she continued to stare into his eyes.


  “It’s killing me, what I see in the mirror, y’know?” Danny said, and the anguish in his tough-guy voice was enough to force Clay to glance away a moment. “But, well, what they say makes sense. Sucks, but it makes sense. And if it’s true . . . God, if it’s true I’m sorry, ’cause that means the kid you had in the hospital . . . he’s somewhere else. I don’t know where. But you’re my mother. And you’re the best. Seriously. You are.


  “But if it’s true . . . and I can’t lie to you, it feels true. If it is, it means I’m not a freak. I’m not some fucked-up kid who doesn’t fit in anywhere, ’cause I don’t have to. I’m not one of them. One of the nasty little pukes I go to school with. If it’s true . . . and I think I want it to be. That would be better, I think. Better than the way things have been.”


  Mrs. Ferrick recoiled from her son, stood up and turned her back on the sofa, on her guests. She was quivering and hugging herself, and when she turned again, there were tears streaming down her face and she had bitten her lip hard enough that a small trickle of blood went down her chin.


  “How can you . . . how can you say that?” she whispered, sniffling, wiping away tears and blood. Then she shook her head again, with finality, and stared at Eve and Clay. “I don’t believe it. I won’t believe in it. I’ve never believed in angels and demons, no heaven or Hell. That’s all bullshit. None of it is real.”


  Eve began to stand, but Clay was faster. He moved around the chair and strode toward Mrs. Ferrick. She flinched as though afraid he might attack her. Clay passed her and went to the window, then quickly drew back the curtain.


  “Have a look, Mrs. Ferrick. You’ve seen what’s going on out there. Are you telling me none of that is real?”


  She hesitated a moment, then joined him at the window. Clay looked with her, and together they gazed out at her neighborhood, overrun with a crimson fog, at the sun blacked out by an eclipse, at a swarm of mosquitoes that clung to a car as it careened down the street, tires squealing, only to bump up over the sidewalk and crash into a minivan parked in a driveway just a few houses away. The shattering of glass and crump of metal upon metal made the woman flinch.


  “There are . . .” she began weakly, “there are explanations for it. All of it.”


  Clay sighed. He stepped in front of her, forcing the woman to look at him. “All right. All right. Give me an explanation, then, for this.”


  He reached out and touched her hand and in an instant of painfully shifting bones and flesh that flowed like mercury, he became Julia Ferrick, right down to her gnawed fingernails and her white peasant blouse. The woman blinked and gasped for air, breath hitching in her throat as she stared at the mirror image of herself that he had become.


  And then she fainted, tumbling so quickly toward the floor that Clay did not have a chance to catch her. He was only grateful that the living room was carpeted.


  “Mom!” Danny called, running to her, kneeling beside her. The kid twisted his face up into a terrible grimace and when he spoke again it was in a rasping whisper. “I’m sorry. Sorry I’m not what you wanted.”


  Clay decided to give the boy a moment to collect himself. He stepped back, then looked over to where Eve was unfolding from her chair.


  “That went well,” she said.


  Before Clay could respond to her sarcasm he heard the squeal of tires yet again from outside the window. He turned, peering through the glass into the darkness beyond, and saw the limousine barreling through the suburban neighborhood. Its brakes screamed as it skidded to a halt in front of the Ferrick home, and then slowly turned into the driveway.


  “Eve,” Clay said. “Trouble.”


  
    Chapter Eight

  


  Tom Stanley stood above the grave of his recently departed mother and wept, hot scalding tears streaking his round, cherubic features. It was this way every time he visited, a deluge of sorrow for the woman who had meant the world to him.


  He crouched upon his mother’s grave and used the elbow of his jacket to rub imaginary fingerprints from her gray marble headstone. It had been set in place earlier that week by the groundskeepers of the Mount Auburn Cemetery, and Tom could not escape the certainty that they had marred it somehow. He paused, studied the gleaming marble, and then shook his head, buffing the stone again. His mother had been gone for a little more than two weeks, and already it felt like forever.


  Strange shadows moved across the ground and Tom gazed up from his routine of sorrow, troubled by something he could not put a name to. The cemetery was strangely deserted this day, perhaps because the weather was so odd. Far off in the distance he heard what could have been the faint rumble of thunder. He wished that he had bothered to listen to a weather report before leaving the house. The sun was partially obscured by weird, shifting, gray clouds and a strange, reddish fog drifted just above the gravesites.


  Like the red tide in the ocean, he thought. What the hell is this? Biologicial warfare in the city of Cambridge? He chuckled to himself, a bit giddy, a razor edge of hysteria bubbling just under the surface, as it had since his mother’s death.


  His gaze shifted back to the headstone. Loving Mother, he read through teary eyes, and couldn’t have agreed more with the simple inscription. He doubted there had ever been a mother more dedicated to her child’s happiness than Patricia Stanley.


  Tom removed a silver flask from his coat pocket and had another jolt of whiskey. He had been indulging more since his mother’s passing, to help ease the pain of her loss, and was beginning to worry that a problem was developing. That’s all I need, he thought, helping himself to another large swig before screwing the cap back on and returning the flask to his pocket, another problem.


  Widowed not long after his birth, she had always been there for him, playing the role of both mother and father. He could still hear her voice as she defended her only son from accusations that he had been responsible for the deaths of some neighborhood cats and dogs. These were echoes of a past that seemed only yesterday, but in truth was so very long ago. That was the nature of time, though.


  Time was a teasing bitch, and he wished that he could treat it like all the other teasing bitches who thought they were better than him.


  How dare you accuse my Tommy! his mother had wailed. To think my little boy could be responsible for such a thing is a sin!


  He was sure she had always known that he had killed the pets. But she wasn’t about to let them ruin her son’s good name. And besides, they were only stupid animals, what harm had he really done?


  Tom wished that she had been as understanding about the other killings.


  Once again tears filled his eyes and he wondered if he would ever feel happy again, or if there would only be grief for him now, forevermore. He had been coming here every day since her burial, hoping to experience some sense of closure, but all he felt was the gaping hole left by his loss.


  He stared at the ground beneath his feet, imagining the fine mahogany coffin nestled in the grave below, and the peaceful countenance of the elderly woman at eternal rest within. How he hated to think of her down there, alone, without him to take care of her. She had been rather fragile in her final years, and had needed more of his attention, but it had been the least he could do after the years she had devoted to him.


  “Why did she have to die?” he asked aloud, dropping to his knees, the moisture from the dewy grass seeping through his pants. But it was a foolish question. He knew the answer. Tom leaned in and pressed his forehead against the cool marble of the gravestone.


  She had to die, because she was going to tell.


  Animals were one thing, but people were another all together. He wasn’t exactly sure how she had found out about his nasty little avocation. Maybe she’d discovered the trophies he kept hidden in the footlocker beneath his bed, or even watched one of the special videos he’d made. He didn’t know for sure, which was why it came as such a surprise when she ordered to him to stop or she’d inform the police.


  “You made me so angry, Mom,” he said, bringing a beefy fist up to gently pound the marble. He fished in his pocket for his flask again, and had himself another drink.


  Tom had been doing his thing for years. The pets had been nothing but a warm-up to bigger and better things. He’d developed a real knack for zeroing in on the losers of the world, ones who would never be missed. Over time, he’d actually begun to think of himself as a kind of public servant, making the world a better place to live, one loser at a time.


  How did she think he could just stop? Or that he would want to stop, for that matter?


  The flask was empty, and he let it fall to the ground. “Why couldn’t you understand?” he slurred, alcohol making his mouth a bit numb. He recalled her horror as he tried to explain why he did what he did, the immeasurable joy he received when he watched the light of life go out of their miserable eyes. But his mother didn’t understand. She had begged him to stop, begged him to be the good boy that she always imagined him to be. But what his mother had asked of him was impossible.


  Why? he asked again.


  Tom pushed the troubling recollections from his mind and replaced them with thoughts of happier times—his memories of each murder—and immediately he felt soothed.


  It was darker now, as if the sun had decided to pack it in early. The red mist continued to swirl about him. He wasn’t sure he’d ever seen a fog so unusual. It was kind of creepy. Gripping the tombstone, he pulled his powerful bulk up, the bones in his knees popping in protest. It was times like these that reminded him there might come a day when he wouldn’t be able to do what his mother so desperately wanted him to stop, that he would be too old. Just thinking it was enough to stoke the fires of his urge. It was as if a switch had been flicked inside his head, and he knew what he wanted to do—what he had to do.


  It had been a little over two weeks since the desire was last satisfied. The memory of it flashed before his mind’s eye. His mother was crying and carrying on, telling him that what he was doing was wrong, that he would go to jail, and who would take care of her then? She had been upstairs in the house they had shared since forever, changing the sheets on his bed, as she had every Tuesday for as long as he could remember. Dirty bedclothes in her arms, she had pushed past him, saying that he had left her no choice. She had to tell someone what he was doing, that it was all for his own good.


  Tom had never thought of her as one of them—the losers that wanted to hurt him, to keep him down, but for a brief moment she had become the enemy. As she prepared to descend the winding staircase, he had thought about how dangerous it could be for an old woman to be performing the duties of a household. One terrible fall, and that would be that.


  His left hand tingled with the memory of the act, and he brought it slowly up to his face, flexing his fingers. It had been the gentlest of pushes that sent the woman he had loved most in all the world tumbling down the wooden steps. She had landed in a twisted heap, her face covered with his dirty laundry.


  She had still been alive. He’d gently pulled back the sheet that covered her face and found her wide-eyed and gasping, her neck bent in a most unnatural way. But the look in her eyes told him that death would soon claim her. He had seen that look many times before, and when it finally did come, the first tears of mourning had fallen from his eyes.


  A horrible accident, the neighbors had whispered, and he had almost started to believe it was true.


  Almost.


  Tom wiped his eyes on the sleeve of his sports jacket and reached out to retrieve his empty flask. He slid it into a pocket, and told his mother that he would be back again tomorrow. The urge to kill was growing stronger. He placed a kiss upon his fingertips, and touched his mother’s headstone.


  As he turned away from the grave he noticed movement in the fog. It was a woman, slowly walking amongst the graves. Tom squelched the murderous hunger that began to urge him on. This is not the time or place, yet he continued to watch the woman who moved stiffly toward him.


  And then he noticed the others. They were all heading toward him, walking through the strange, red mist. It was a strange sort of exodus from the cemetery and he wondered if there was anything was wrong. Puzzled, Tom fished through his pockets for the keys to his car and turned down the winding path that would take him to the parking lot.


  A grave at the left of the path exploded, and Tom stumbled backward, reeling, as cold muddy earth and pieces of rotten wood pelted his face. The heel of his shoe caught the edge of a marker, and he went down on the grass.


  The crowd was closer now and he prepared to yell to them, to ask for help. The words had almost left his mouth when he became distracted by motion in the darkness of the now open grave.


  There was something, somebody crawling up out of the dirt. He guessed that it had been a woman, but only because it wore the tattered remains of a navy blue dress, and he could see a string of pearls still adorning the dry, leathery-brown skin of her throat. The woman hauled herself up out of the hole, rose stiffly to her feet, and shambled toward him with a gaseous gurgle.


  He knew, then, of course. Knew exactly what he was looking at. But that did not stop his mind from attempting to rationalize. The poor woman had somehow been buried alive and had managed to free herself. That was the only explanation he would allow.


  “Are you all right?” he asked, as she lurched closer.


  The mist cleared. And he saw her.


  Her hands were covered in loose flesh like gloves two sizes too big. She had no eyes, just two empty sockets that squirmed with life uncomfortable being above the ground.


  Tom Stanley began to scream, just as his victims had done.


  All around him graves exploded and he scrambled to his feet, lashing out at the decaying woman who blocked his path. The animated remains of the woman fell sideways, her skull striking a stone marker and shattering. He did not want to see what was inside the corpse’s head and was thankful that the red mist obscured it from his view.


  He screamed for help into the fog. There had to be other mourners nearby. From the corner of his eye he saw movement upon the ground. Hissing things clawed their way up from other graves and dragged what remained of them across the grass toward him.


  A powerful hand came down upon his shoulder, skeletal fingers digging into his flesh. He spun out of its grasp and turned to see that it was the woman he had first noticed in the red mist. He tried to flee, hopping over the things crawling on the ground in the swirling fog. But she grabbed him again and he was forced to push her away, to touch her.


  Her flesh was like wet clay.


  “Bitch,” he snapped, stepping back as she reached for him. Savagely, he slapped her hand away as the others slowly emerged from the crimson fog, all of them decayed and covered with grave dirt.


  Part of him wanted to cry, to lie down upon the ground and curl up into a ball, begging for his mother’s protection. But he knew he couldn’t. He had to get away or they would get him for sure. It had to be the mist, something in the weird fog that made them come back from the dead.


  They surged toward him, the noises they made horrible. He turned to run, but the ground erupted beneath his feet and he felt his ankle clutched in a powerful grip. He fell hard to the ground, the wind knocked from his lungs in an explosive wheeze. Tom rolled over, gasping for air, trying to free himself from the grasp of the pale hand that had reached up through the dirt and grass.


  The dead were closer now. He could see their horrible faces and knew them all. They had come for him—all the losers he had killed over the years—and they had brought along friends. They shuffled closer, smiling, mocking him as they always had done.


  Tom lay back upon the moist earth, overwhelmed by their number, throwing his hands over his face, curling himself into a tight little ball. “Mommy!” he shrieked, his eyes clamped shut against the horrors bearing down on him, and he felt a cold, gentle caress upon his cheek. Opening his eyes, he saw that they still loomed above him. He knew them all, each and every one.


  But one he knew better than all the rest.


  She knelt at his side, her head bent oddly to the left as she smiled at him.


  “Mommy?” he asked, certain that his prayers had been answered and she had come to save him from the monsters that wanted to make him feel so small. He reached up and pulled her into his arms. “I missed you so much, Mommy,” he said. He felt the cold flesh of her face press tightly against his cheek, and she moved her head to plant an affectionate kiss upon his lips.


  He tried to pull away but her lips pressed firmly against his, and her teeth, so incredibly sharp, had found his tongue. She tore it from his mouth. Tom could no longer speak.


  He couldn’t even scream.


  Dr. Graves fought his way back into the world of the living, his spectral energies forcing through the membranous covering that separated the physical plain from the realm of the dead. Like being born again, he thought as he materialized in the room designated for him on the second floor of Conan Doyle’s Beacon Hill townhouse. The insistent tug of the afterlife was severed by his manifestation in the material world.


  The room was filled with mementos of the many adventures he had undertaken during his life. Souvenirs were displayed about the room, multiple framed newspaper headlines a reminder of what he had been to the world. His ghostly eyes scanned the objects and headlines, remembering the details of his achievements. It had been a good life—a full life—and a familiar, bitter question rose in his mind. Would it be so bad to let go? To finally succumb to the pull of the stream? Each time he visited the afterworld, it was harder to return, to fight against the current of the gate, and the reality of what lay beyond it. The ultimate mystery awaited him there, one that had baffled the human species since they had first walked erect, and one that he hungered to solve.


  But there was another more personal mystery that required his attentions first, before he could even think about giving himself to the stream. Graves’ eyes fell upon a particular headline, and he felt the same insatiable rage, the same desire for justice that filled him each time he read it. “Dr. Graves Dead! Famed Adventurer Shot! Identity of Killer Still Unknown!”


  It was a comfort, surrounding himself with memories, and a tether to his past, but it also served to fuel the rage and frustration he still felt at his inability to solve the mystery of own murder. He would find the one who killed him, the one who stole away his life. But until that time came, Dr. Leonard Graves would do what he had always done: fight to keep the world safe from harm.


  The ghost returned his attentions to the case at hand. He had to speak to Conan Doyle. In his mind’s eye, he again saw Yvette Darnell as she was pulled away by the soulstream. What was it she said about the fears of the dead, just before the gate drew her in?


  “Something calls to them, trying to drag them back . . . to their bodies.”


  Graves was startled from his musings by a clamorous din. He presumed it was only Squire beginning yet another of his frequent home improvement projects, but this was hardly the best time for such endeavors. Walking was an affectation for a specter, of course, but still Graves preferred it when inside the house. He found it unsettling to simply propel his ectoplasmic form along by the force of his will, and he was certain others did as well. So though he did not bother with the door, passing instead right through the wall, he did so by striding from his room into the corridor as though he were an ordinary flesh-and-blood man.


  At the last moment, the oddness of the clamor he had heard troubled him further. What if that noise was not Squire’s doing? As he emerged into the hall, he willed himself to be unseen.


  And then he froze. What he saw there in the corridor filled the ghost with dread.


  The enemy had invaded their headquarters.


  Coppery-skinned creatures moved about the hall, excitedly speaking to one another in a harsh, guttural tongue as they kicked open doors in a search for the townhouse’s occupants. Corca Duibhne, he thought. Based upon Eve and Conan Doyle’s description, these could only be the Night People. Graves watched as four of the leather-clad Night People emerged from the bedroom Conan Doyle always kept ready for Eve. The creatures had an article of her clothing, a silk blouse he’d seen her wear on more than one occasion, and were tearing into pieces, each taking a swatch, bringing it to their upturned, piggish noses and inhaling her scent.


  How is this possible? Graves wondered. The protective wards Conan Doyle had placed around the house should have been more than sufficient to prevent the infestation of these lowly creatures. But here they were, moving freely about the premises.


  The Corca Duibhne finished with Eve’s scent, and began cautiously moving toward the door to Dr. Graves’ own bedroom. They could neither see nor scent him, and so would pass right by him. He debated whether or not he should confront them, and decided that it would be wiser, for the moment, merely to observe. He had no idea, after all, how many of them there were, and whether or not his comrades were in the house, or if any of his friends had been injured.


  The obvious leader of the quartet motioned for his brethren to step back, preparing to kick open the door to his room.


  Bastards, Graves seethed. They don’t even have the common courtesy to see if it’s locked.


  Since meeting his death, Dr. Leonard Graves had grown more cautious, but it didn’t mean that the reckless instincts of the adventurer were completely gone. He couldn’t help himself. Still invisible to the creatures, he drifted up behind the Corca Duibhne and slid his spectral hand into the back of their leader, ghostly fingers plunging into the thing’s flesh.


  The creature froze, a violent shudder passing through its thin body. Then the Corca Duibhne whipped around with a ferocious snarl, lashing out at its startled teammates, and they began to fight amongst themselves.


  Graves smiled, but his amusement was disrupted by the oddest sensation, like a tremor passing through the very fabric of the world.


  Magick.


  The heavy wooden door at the end of the hall, which hid the entrance to Faerie, exploded violently open, crashing into the wall behind it. Graves floated back, his spirit pummeled by powerful, magickal emanations flowing from the open door. The Corca Duibhne cowered.


  A woman of obvious Fey descent stepped from the doorway, supernatural discharge crackling about her statuesque form. She was dressed in black leather and moved with a casual predatory grace that informed Graves that here was the real enemy. Two men, also bearing the physical characteristics of Faerie, flanked her, listening intently to her every word.


  “That is the last of the passages to Faerie. With that path sealed, there will be no interference from the Fey,” she announced, a smile slashing across her severe countenance. “I do so get a thrill when a plan comes together.”


  Though he had no flesh to feel with, a chill went through Graves. He had no idea if this witch knew it, but Conan Doyle was in Faerie even now. If she’d closed all the doors between the worlds, Conan Doyle would be trapped there. This is not good, not good at all. He was debating what to do next when he noticed that the woman was staring in his direction. The Night People, still cowering in front of his bedroom door, dropped to their knees under her withering gaze.


  “What is that behind you?” she asked, eyes sparking with menace as she pointed a clawed finger in his direction.


  The Corca Duibhne leaped to their feet and spun around, unsuccessfully searching the air for his presence.


  Is it possible? Graves wondered. Can she see me?


  With a sound like grease on a hot pan, thick strings of magickal energy erupted from the woman’s fingertips and Graves knew that the answer was yes. The putrid yellow tendrils tore through the Corca Duibhne in their path, leaving them squealing and writhing upon the floor.


  With the speed of thought, Graves shot up toward the ceiling, avoiding the attack. Though he was dead, ectoplasm did exude a kind of spirit energy. Somehow, this sorceress could see that energy. He made a mental note to ask Conan Doyle about the visual range of the Fey for future reference.


  “Come to Morrigan, little spirit,” the Fey sorceress whispered, manipulating the tendrils of magickal power as an extension of her grasp.


  Morrigan. Graves was certain he had heard the name before, but he didn’t have time to search his vast memory for all the facts. Best to simply get out of there, and try to find out what had happened to the others. He floated upward even further, beginning to pass through the ceiling. One of the mystic tendrils snagged his ankle, and pain the likes of which he had not imagined possible in the afterlife engulfed his lower leg and began to spread. The air around his captured limb began to shimmer and wave and he saw that where he had been touched by the witch’s magick, he was becoming visible.


  “There you are,” Morrigan hissed, manipulating more of the energies to take hold of him.


  Ghosts were insubstantial, often unable to influence the physical world at all. But the supernatural was something else entirely. Graves sometimes had trouble touching a human being, or anything of the human world, but monsters and magick . . . he could combat them. Unfortunately, this meant that he was vulnerable to their touch as well.


  Graves tried to block the pain, a trick he had mastered in life and never expected to need in death. He was tugged toward the floor. More tendrils converged upon him, sensing the air for his whereabouts, using his gradually materializing foot for reference. He didn’t have much time. For a moment, he ceased his struggles. The string of magick that gripped his ankle loosened, just slightly. With every ounce of his will, he tore himself away from its grasp, and darted down through the floor to the level below.


  The foyer swarmed with invading Corca Duibhne, and they began to panic as Morrigan shrieked from the floor above them. Graves flowed through the amassed Night People, who stumbled about the townhouse lobby, banging into one another in alarm. Then he was through the battered front door and out into the freedom of the night.


  The neighborhood was deathly quiet except for the wails of a dog howling in the distance. The animal was afraid, and Graves did not blame him in the least. Things had grown worse since his departure to the spirit realms. A thick, rolling fog, the color of dried blood, covered the ground and blotted out any light from the sky.


  The ghost rose above Louisburg Square, the pain pulsing through his leg just starting to fade. He hovered above the rooftops and gazed in awe at the city below him. The unnatural mist seemed to hold it captive, and shapes that even at this distance he could tell were not human, shambled upon the streets. He dove down toward them for a closer look and recoiled at the sight. Corpses in various stages of decomposition were making their way through the streets, all moving in the same direction, as if being drawn to something.


  Graves could sense the turmoil of the souls trapped within the moldering remains, and then he understood the final words of the psychic Yvette Darnall. Something had dragged the spirits back to their putrefying bodies, intent on using them for some insidious purpose that he had yet to fathom.


  Graves rose again into the air, watching the dead march down Beacon Street through the blood-red fog. Conan Doyle was gone. He knew he had to find his other allies, but first he needed to learn more about what was drawing the dead back from the afterworld. At the very least, he thought, as he watched them all streaming in the same direction, I want to find out where they’re headed.


  “Blast!” Conan Doyle bellowed above the shrieking winds that had abruptly torn through the quiet of the forest. He planted his feet firmly upon the moss-covered ground, fighting the sucking void that attempted to pull him in. He had been trying to re-open the doorway from Faerie to his home, but it was no longer there. In its place was a swirling vortex, a churning vacuum that tugged at him, a magickal trap that would consume him and anything else within the reaches of its voracious hunger.


  Fighting the pull of the maelstrom, he threw himself backward, landing hard on the forest floor.


  “Arthur!” Ceridwen screamed, her voice barely audible over the mournful wail of the vortex.


  Struggling against the pull of the current, Conan Doyle turned onto his stomach and sunk his fingers into the soft earth, trying to drag himself away from that sucking hole in the fabric of Faerie. He saw Ceridwen now, anchored to a nearby tree with one hand. In the other, she still held her elemental staff. The flame within the sphere of ice that capped that length of wood glowed like a miniature sun, aroused by the presence of dangerous magicks.


  The strength of the maelstrom increased, and for every inch of progress he made toward Ceridwen, he felt himself pulled back by three. The two sentries that had escorted him earlier cowered nearby, holding onto one another for dear life. One had managed to grab hold of an ancient vine beneath a cover of loose dirt and leaves, and was using it to secure them against the inexorable pull.


  It had happened so quickly. They had decided to return to his townhouse in the world of Blight, and had used the magick of the ancients to open the door. He had not even considered the possibility that a threat might be present, not even taken basic precautions. Arrogant fool! Bloody amateur, he fumed, even as the screaming void dragged him closer. Walked right into that one like some novice.


  The sentries cried out in fear and Conan Doyle lifted his gaze to see them sail above his head, still clinging to one another, broken vine trailing behind them like the tail of a kite, as they were consumed by the hungry whirlpool. Spells and incantations flooded Conan Doyle’s mind, but he could not concentrate long enough to cast one. Then, as if some powerful beast had grabbed hold of him, he was violently torn from his purchase upon the ground, and he knew that his time was up.


  He thought he heard the voice of Sanguedolce mocking him for his arrogance, but realized that it wasn’t the voice of the arch mage that he heard at all, but that of his former lover.


  “Is being sucked into the abyss part of your plan, good sir?” Ceridwen called to him over the din that filled the wood.


  A tether of magickal force engulfed his body, suspending him in the air before the hungry void. His body crackled with an icy blue corona of supernatural energy.


  “If it be so, I question the soundness of your judgment,” the Fey sorceress yelled, as she emerged from her place of safety behind the great tree, her staff extended. She had changed clothes for traveling to the human world and now wore a hooded blue-green cloak and hand-woven trousers the color of sand. In the swirl of the vortex, her cloak fluttered and the effect created in her attire the illusion of the ocean crashing on the shore. The sphere of power at the staff’s end glowed once more, ice and flame combined by Faerie magic into a cold blue fire, providing him his lifeline. She fought the pull of the trap, struggling to keep her footing.


  The maelstrom increased its pull upon the forest, and he listened to the creaking moans of the trees as their tenacity was tested. Ceridwen fell to her knees, sliding across the forest floor, but still she held her elemental staff high, maintaining her concentration and preventing him from being drawn into the spiraling hole.


  Conan Doyle cleared his head and found the invocation that would suit his needs. He spun around to face the insatiable gyre and uttered a string of powerful words. The mage extended his arms and felt the might of the ancients flow through him. The countering magick streamed from the tips of his fingers, and his spell began to knit closed the rip that had been torn in time and space.


  The portal to chaos fought him, screaming and howling, but his magick was stronger. Sensing imminent victory, he roared the last of the incantation. The swirling maelstrom imploded with a thunderous clap of sound that knocked him and Ceridwen through the air, back across the ravaged clearing.


  An eerie stillness came over the forest and Conan Doyle slowly rose, checking for breaks and injuries. He glanced up to find Ceridwen standing where the vortex had been, passing her staff through the air, verifying that the rift had indeed been closed completely.


  “I’m fine,” he said.


  She turned and narrowed her gaze, looking at him coldly. “Plead your pardon?” she asked, confused.


  “I said I’m fine.” Conan Doyle brushed dirt and debris from his clothing. “Just in case you were concerned with my well-being.” He knew he was being curt, but at the moment, her total disregard for his welfare was maddening.


  “I see,” she said, expressionless. Emotionless. She turned her attentions back to the spot where the maelstrom had been. “All trace of the entryway to your home, to your world, is gone. The last of the known gateways between Faerie and the world of Blight is no more.”


  Conan Doyle felt a tremor of something akin to fear in his heart. If Morrigan had been inside his home, the situation in his world had become most dire indeed.


  “We shall have to build a new one,” he said. The process was time-consuming, but there was simply no choice. “We’ll return to the kingdom immediately and—”


  “No,” Ceridwen interrupted. “There is no time for that.”


  Conan Doyle glared at her. “What else do you suggest? If that was the last entryway, then we have to conjure another.”


  Ceridwen turned her back to him and began to walk away. “It was the last of the known entrances,” she said, striding deeper into the dark wood.


  “But I know of another.”


  
    Chapter Nine

  


  Graves needed perspective.


  Insubstantial, he nevertheless felt some resistance as he floated high above the city of Boston. The unnatural darkness caught at his ectoplasmic form with a million tiny claws, and the red fog seemed to slow him. From high above he tried to peer through the mist and he knew he had to get closer to the ground.


  It took a moment for him to make sense of the city’s topography, only the shapes of the buildings visible to him from this height. He had fled from Conan Doyle’s Beacon Hill home, but not gone very far. As he descended he could make out Boston Common below and, turning, he saw the Massachusetts State House, a grand old building capped by a massive golden dome; the beacon of Beacon Hill. Graves chose that as his destination.


  In a handful of seconds, no time at all for the dead, he alighted upon the State House’s golden dome and steadied himself. All of that was illusion, of course, solidity imagined into reality by his own desire, but it was comforting to him to hold onto the tangibility of the world that had been lost to him for more than half a century. Others could not feel his presence, but he could touch them.


  Leonard Graves could still feel.


  Atop the golden dome he paused to collect his thoughts and he gazed at the city that spread out from the base of Beacon Hill. In the decades since his death he had been witness to three other uprisings of the dead, none of them on a scale even close to this one. Dr. Graves was an analytical man. His mind had made the connections between Morrigan, the strange red mist, and the resurrected dead immediately.


  Now, as he peered through nightmare of darkness and bloody fog, he could see a number of forms shambling across Boston Common and others on Tremont Street. Though it was impossible to know for sure in the fog and the dark, logic dictated that they must be the dead. No sane, living human being would be out on the streets now.


  The dead were walking south.


  Graves frowned, wondering why, and then he pushed the question aside. He was not going to have an answer quickly, and there were other priorities. He had to locate Conan Doyle and the others. Eve and Clay had been sent off on some errand or another, but he did not know to where. That was his only lead.


  Another question lingered in his mind.


  Why not me?


  The spirits of the dead were being drawn back into their bodies, but Dr. Graves was a specter himself. A ghost. Some terrible power was dragging those souls who were still floating in the ether back to their rotting corpses, even to their moldering bones. He had seen some torn from the river of souls itself. And yet he did not feel the slightest tug upon his spirit.


  Why? The red mist is expanding, ballooning outward. Perhaps only those who died here, upon the grounds touched by the mist, are affected. Or perhaps wandering ghosts, the restless dead, those like me who refuse to be drawn into the soulstream, are not affected. Or perhaps there is simply not enough left of my body, now, for even magick to put into motion.


  Graves did not know what, precisely, was going on. He did not have answers to these questions. But he would find them. And to begin, he knew there were places he might investigate that might lead him further along both of his lines of inquiry.


  He pushed himself off the State House dome, its golden surface a dark, hellish orange as it took what little light was available and reflected the red mist. As he passed over Boston Common, drifting just above the trees now, he confirmed one of his suspicions. He was not the only ghost unaffected. The lonely shades of several homeless men wandered the park, resting on park benches and picking imaginary garbage out of trash cans, acting out the routines of their lives.


  They had died there on the Common, these men. Unless they had been cremated, it had been recently enough that there would certainly have been enough left of their remains to make an effective zombie. That was possible, but the more he considered, the more he began to think that one of his other theories was more likely. These homeless men had been lost souls long before they were dead. As ghosts, they walked the paths that had been familiar in life and seemed not to feel the pull of the river of souls at all. They were kept here by the infirmity of their minds, even as Graves himself was anchored to the mortal plane by his obsession with the mystery of his own murder. He felt certain his theory was correct, that ghosts who still haunted this world were immune to this magick as long as they remained here and did not slip into the soulstream.


  Dr. Graves left the Common and propelled his spectral form along Tremont Street past the Park Street Church. Tucked in amongst buildings to the left and right, and abutting it to the rear was the Old Granary Burial Ground. It was a strange cemetery, located in what some might have taken to be an empty building lot left behind by a demolition crew if not for the low wrought iron fence. The burial ground was a tiny plot of land where eighteenth century headstones thrust from the ground, and a recitation of their names read like a litany of American history.


  Paul Revere was buried there. A short way further along a narrow path that weaved beneath shade trees was the grave of John Hancock. Samuel Adams had been interred at the Old Granary as well, along with all of the victims of the Boston Massacre and the parents of Benjamin Franklin. It was a quiet place of reflection in the center of the city, a piece of its history. Graves always thought it shameful that it was the edifices left behind by the great hearts and minds of any generation that were visited by throngs of admirers, and rarely their graves.


  It was no wonder that none of their ghosts had lingered on this plane.


  That did not mean the Old Granary Burial Ground was devoid of ghosts, however.


  Dr. Graves passed through the black wrought-iron fence and alighted upon the ragged lawn, pretending to himself that he could feel the ground beneath his shoes. The walls of the buildings that rose up to block in the other three sides of the burial ground were imposing, but with the red-black sky and the scarlet fog, they lent a sense of security as well. He glanced up, and then over his shoulder, but he was alone.


  “Christopher?” Graves ventured, his voice drifting amongst the headstones with the fog.


  “Hello, Leonard.”


  The voice was close by, almost in his ear, and Graves darted away even as he spun around in surprise. Decades of phantom life ought to have made him immune to being startled in such fashion, but clearly they had not. And the ghost of Christopher Snider knew it.


  “This is hardly the time for games, Chris,” Dr. Graves chided him.


  The spectral boy was lanky, yet handsome, his appearance precisely the same as it had been on that day in late February of 1770, when he had been shot by a British soldier, just eleven days before the Boston Massacre. The wry grin on the ghost’s face, though, revealed that though his shade mimicked the body he’d had in life, his mind had continued to grow. He was no boy. He was a specter. Centuries old. And yet there was still something of the child in him. An enigma, then, this phantom boy. Graves had never been able to discover just what anchored Christopher Snider to the mortal plane. Perhaps one day, he thought, the boy would feel enough at ease with him to tell him. For now, if not friends, they were at least allies in the battle against the despair that threatened all the lingering, wandering dead.


  “My apologies, sir,” Christopher said, giving Dr. Graves a small bow. The ghostly boy was grimly serious now. “You are right, of course. It was only that I was pleased to see you. I know of your penchant for involving yourself in calamitous situations. I was certain you would be at the center of whatever is causing this horror.”


  Graves nodded, glancing toward the street. “I plan to be. But to do that, I need to find Eve. And to find Eve, I need your help.”


  A ripple went through the ectoplasm that made up the shade of Christopher Snider. His upper lip curled back in distaste. The ghostly boy seemed to withdraw but he did not actually retreat from Graves. Rather, his spirit thinned and became less defined, so that the red mist flowed through him and nearly obscured his features.


  “You know my feelings about the Children of Eve,” Christopher said.


  “I do,” Graves confirmed. “That’s why I ask. You hate them. But you always know when there are vampires in the city. You’ve got some sort of ethereal grapevine going, tracking them. I know you’ve helped Eve with her hunt in the past.


  “Look around, Chris,” Graves said, gesturing with translucent hands toward the city around and above them. “It’s safe to say there’s no time to waste. I need to know if there are any of them in the city right now. And where.”


  The ghost drifted away, toward the wrought-iron fence where he could look down upon Tremont Street. Graves followed him and lingered just at his side. A car was parked up on the sidewalk, locked and abandoned in a hurry. Along the road were others in the same condition. Graves thought he saw silhouettes inside one of them, people who had simply pulled over when the chaos had begun and now were likely too afraid to venture on, no matter how badly they wished to be home.


  “Christopher?” Dr. Graves whispered, his voice a ghost itself.


  “I know,” the spectral young man replied, nodding. He glanced at Graves. “I apologize. To search for any of Eve’s Children without intending to kill them is difficult for me to grasp.”


  Dr. Graves had always suspected that vampires had something to do with the boy’s death, despite the story about the British soldier. Either that or he had seen loved ones murdered by the monsters. But now was not the time to pry.


  “If it helps, I can assure you the creature will come to no good end.”


  “Of course it helps,” replied the ghostly boy with a hollow laugh. “As much as anything will.”


  Graves waited for more, for an answer to the question he had posed, doing his best to feign patience he did not feel. When he felt he could not wait any longer, he spoke the ghost’s name. “Christopher . . .”


  “Do you know what my favorite memory is, Leonard? It was in 1831, right here. Or, rather, there in the Evangelical Church. The children’s choir sang beautifully in those days, but on that particular day they sang a new song, freshly written. The song had never been sung before, not publicly. It was ‘My Country, ’tis of Thee.’ Do you know it?”


  Startled by this turn in the conversation, Graves frowned and stared at him. “Of course I do.”


  Christopher smiled in remembrance. “Yes, yes. Of course you do.” Then he turned to Graves and there was nothing at all of the child in his spectral features any longer. “That is my most precious memory, Leonard. And it happened more than sixty years after my death. The irony is painful sometimes.”


  He sighed and looked around the fog enshrouded cemetery before glancing back at Dr. Graves.


  “I’m told that one of Eve’s Children has made its nest in the Regency Theatre on Charles Street. There was a fire there last year, you know. The owners have promised to rebuild, but so far nothing has been done.”


  “You know so much about this city, but I’ve never seen you further from your grave than this gate.”


  “I listen,” the ghostly boy said. “They walk by, the living, and they don’t know anyone’s here. They talk. And I listen.”


  Dr. Graves was reluctant to leave. Christopher had never been so open with him, never seemed so willing to talk about his haunting of the burial ground. But the red mist churned around them and the sky was dark and the dead were walking out on the streets of Boston.


  “Thank you, Chris. I’m sorry I have to go. Maybe—”


  “Go,” the other ghost said, waving him off. “Perhaps you and your friends can stop all of this. Come back when you can. I’m not going anywhere.”


  With nothing more to say Graves began to rise, floating away from the burial ground. He traveled quickly now, the buildings little more than a blur around him. There were several churches nearby and it occurred to him that the people who had abandoned their vehicles might well have fled to those edifices of faith. Hopeful voices would be raised within. Prayers would be sung or spoken.


  Dr. Graves had wondered all his life—and thereafter—whether anyone was listening.


  He drifted through the scarlet fog, following Tremont Street for a while and then climbing above the buildings. Graves did not like to pass through structures unless they were his destination. There was something unsettling about it, but also it felt to him as though he were intruding upon the privacy of whoever might live or work within them.


  Charles Street had a string of old theatres and playhouses, some still used for traditional theatre and others as comedy stages. The Regency had once had a beautiful façade, but it had faded over time as such things did. Then at the twilight of the twentieth century it had been restored, not only outside, but within. The stage and the curtains and the beautiful art on the domed ceiling inside the theatre had all been brought back to their original beauty and luster.


  And then the blaze had ruined it all.


  Firefighters had been able to stop the flames before they had completely gutted the building, but the elegance of the place had been eradicated, charred beyond recognition. As the weeks and months had gone by, the hope that insurance would allow the owners to start anew began to dwindle. A police cordon still blocked the entrance to the Regency Theatre, but such things do not keep out homeless people searching for a place to shield them from the elements, willing to risk the dilapidated architecture crumbling on them.


  Nor did such cautionary postings keep out vampires.


  Insubstantial as the red mist—perhaps even more so—Dr. Graves passed through a boarded-up window and was inside the shadowy skeleton of the theatre. The place still reeked of burnt wood. Graves drifted above the balcony and looked around at blackened remnants of a once grand structure and he thought how fortunate it was that the place had been empty when the fire had started.


  The vampire had made its nest in the orchestra pit.


  For the most part, ghosts were intangible. But Graves had quickly learned that while it took phenomenal effort to touch a human being, he had no difficulty laying hands on supernatural creatures.


  It was a male vampire, a thin, filthy thing in stolen clothes with long, greasy blond hair.


  “Child of Eve,” Graves said, floating down toward it.


  The vampire looked up quickly, startled, its jaundice yellow eyes glowing in the dark. It tried to fight him.


  Tried, and failed.


  For perhaps the hundredth time since the sky had gone dark, Katherine Matthews picked up the phone and listened to the hiss of dead air. There was no dial tone, nor any of the other signals the phone company sent when there was trouble on the line. No fast busy signal. Not even that annoying beeping it made if she left it off the hook. The first few times she had picked up the phone she had spoken up, asked if there was anyone else on the line. But there was no one there. Just that hiss.


  Yet if she listened for half a minute or so, couldn’t she make out something inside that hiss? A kind of pattern, like the gusting of the wind. The hiss seemed tremulous, as though the dead air on her phone line was laughing at her.


  Katie Matthews had owned Lost and Found Books for seventeen years. It was not merely her business, however. It was her home. The shop was on the first floor of her house in Cambridge, just north of Boston, and she lived alone in a quartet of rooms in the second story. But for now she sat behind the checkout counter near the front door of the bookshop, where she had been ever since the darkness had fallen and the bloody mist had rolled in.


  She was used to being by herself in the store. As silly as it sounded, she always told people she could never really be alone there, not with all the books. Lost and Found was overflowing with hardcovers and paperbacks, new and used, of all types of genres. In the back there was even a section of antiquarian books. The typical customer never bothered to even wander into the rear of the shop, but there were always those discerning clients who knew precisely what they were looking for and would peruse those shelves.


  Katie had been tempted at first to retreat to the antiquarian section, but the only windows were at the front of the shop and the idea of being unable to see what was going on outside terrified her even more than the view beyond the windows. If anything worse happened, she would be trapped back there. From here she could at least run up the stairs to her apartment.


  Only to be trapped there.


  She didn’t want to think about it any more, but there was no one to call, no one to talk to. The only escape she could think of was the one she had been using her entire life. Once she had hung the phone up, she picked up the copy of Cold Sassy Tree she had been delving into. It wasn’t the sort of thing she usually read, but it was the first book she had laid her hand upon when she had reached for something to hang onto, somewhere to escape.


  Outside the mosquitoes were gone. All of them, as far as she could tell. And that was something, at least. But now . . . there were figures moving through the red mist. At first she had thought about unlocking a window and calling out to them, asking what was going on. The radio did not work and neither did the small TV behind the counter.


  But there was something off, something more than a little odd, about the way those figures were walking. They moved in a kind of rhythmic stagger that felt like a warning to Katie. So she kept the windows closed and locked, for all the good the glass would do if someone really wanted in. And she kept quiet, and she read, and after every few pages she glanced up and hoped the mist would be gone and the sun returned, and she picked up the phone and prayed for a dial tone.


  Only to have the dead air laugh at her again.


  Her skin prickled with awareness that all was not right and her pulse raced, but she forced herself back into the book. She was past the halfway mark but knew she had only registered a fraction of what she had read. Much as she wished to get completely lost in those pages, she knew she was fooling herself. There might not be a book in the world that was powerful enough to help her escape from this.


  Katie read a few pages further and there was a creak in the old boards of her house. It was a familiar sound and late at night it gave her comfort. And old house moved with the wind. But there was no comfort in it this day. She glanced up at the sound and her eyes were drawn to the window once more. The bloody fog rolled past the glass, thick and damp, leaving a red film on each pane.


  With a sigh she reached out and lifted up the phone again, cursing herself for doing it even as she raised it to her ear. It was foolish to keep doing this. Obsessive-compulsive idiocy. But she could not help herself, though she knew what she would hear.


  Nothing.


  She told herself it was nothing.


  Another creak drew her attention, but this one was followed by a thump and a rustling noise, from deeper inside the shop.


  Katie could not breathe. Her lungs were frozen. Her eyes were open almost too wide as she hung up the phone and moved around the counter. There were only dim overhead lights at the back of the store, in the antiquarian section, but now a brighter light pulsed there, a blue-green glow that cast the entire section in its oceanic hue.


  Soft thumps issued from the antiquarian section.


  Katie’s chest hurt from holding her breath but she felt as though she could draw no air. Her shoes scuffed the wooden floor as she shuffled past shelves overflowing with books. The musty smell of old paper filled her nostrils. That aqua glow pulsed, turning her clothes and her hands that same color, even as she moved deeper into the store.


  She paused a moment and closed her eyes. With all the concentration she could muster she focused on taking a breath, and soon she was shuddering as she inhaled sharply. She kept her eyes closed, trying to steady her breathing. When she opened them she glanced at the front of the shop again, saw that the view from her windows had not changed, and nodded to herself.


  Once again she began to move toward that glow, that rustle and thump.


  Katie felt a soft breeze caress her face and she gasped again, blinking in surprise. There was a scent on that breeze, the smell of earth and flowers and trees ripe with fruit. She shook her head and reached up to touch her face where the breeze had whispered past her.


  She was just at the arch that led into the antiquarian section when there came another small thump. Her gaze was drawn instantly to the left, to the third shelf from the top, to a leather-bound book that seemed almost not to belong here. Most of the books in this section had bindings that were dried and cracked and faded, but the leather covering this tome was fresh and supple so that it seemed almost new. It gleamed in that blue-green light, and the way it sat on the shelf, it jutted from its place, as though someone had pulled it out several inches.


  And it moved. Ever so slightly, it moved.


  The book seemed to jump in its slot, there on the shelf, edging further out from the other volumes.


  It tilted, and then it tumbled, end over end, and struck the floorboards, falling open with a ruffle of pages. Katie let out a small cry and put a hand over her heart as if to warn it to slow down.


  That blue-green light flashed more brightly than ever and she had to shield her eyes. In that moment the breeze that had caressed her swirled around her again, tousling her hair, and the scents it carried were so delicious she thought she had been carried away, finally given the escape that she had longed for.


  Then the light retreated and she blinked away the shadows behind her eyelids.


  Two figures stood with her in the antiquarian section of Lost and Found Books. Once again Katie Matthews felt as though she could not breathe. One of them was a dignified looking man with a graying mustache and a wrinkled suit. Katie thought she recognized the man from century-old photographs.


  The other was a stunningly beautiful woman of imposing height, clad in a cloak the color of the sea. She clutched in her hand an oaken staff, topped by a sphere of ice with a flicker of flame inside. An elemental staff. Her eyes were a bright violet.


  Katie’s hands fluttered as though she had forgotten what to do with them, and a lightness came over her heart that nearly made her faint. Almost giddy, she went down on one knee and lowered her head. Once upon a time, years before, she had read the wrong book and opened the wrong door, and it had been Ceridwen who had closed it for her. She had pledged her loyalty to the Fey on that day, like a handful of others she had met in the ages since. But she had never seen Ceridwen in the flesh again.


  Until today.


  “My Lady Ceridwen,” she said, her voice cracking, shaking with emotion.


  Ceridwen touched her head.


  “You’ve done well, Katherine. You are our loyal friend.”


  Katie took a deep breath and looked up at Ceridwen, at the razor cut of her hair and the power in those eyes. This woman was everything she had ever wished to be, and yet rather than making Katie feel small, somehow Ceridwen lifted her up, gave her pride in herself.


  “Something terrible is happening outside,” Katie said, forcing her voice not to tremble.


  “We know,” Ceridwen replied, already striding toward the front of the shop, her companion hard on her heels. “Do not worry yourself, Katherine. You have done just as we asked, for so very long, kept that book safe and our secret in your own heart. I can do no less than keep you safe in return.”


  At the door, Ceridwen turned and stared at her, and Katie felt blessed.


  “We will weave protections around the house. Do not step outside this door until the sun returns to the sky.”


  Then Ceridwen and her companion went out the door, closing it tightly behind them, leaving Katie with only the delightful scents of Faerie floating in the air to mark their passing. After a moment she sighed happily and picked up the book from the floor. Its leather was not scuffed at all from the fall. She held it in her hands and then allowed herself a bittersweet smile before sliding it back onto the shelf.


  She would have given anything to reverse Ceridwen’s trip, to travel through the pages of that book through to the other side, to Faerie. One day, she prayed that Ceridwen would grant her that wish. And she knew that if that day ever came, she would never want to come back.


  
    Chapter Ten

  


  A tiny ember of fury burned in Morrigan’s black heart. She had not expected to find an errant phantom in Conan Doyle’s home, but even had she known she would not have wasted a moment thinking on it. What was a ghost, after all, to her power? They were fragments, figments, the echo of a spirit. But whoever this ghost was, he had knowledge that he should not have, and Conan Doyle might well have other allies. The damned specter had escaped her, thwarted her, and Morrigan was not pleased.


  She was not concerned about it raising opposition to her. Nothing could stand in her way now. But just the idea that a damnable figment had escaped her was infuriating.


  No, she told herself. Enough. With great effort, she forced thoughts of the ghost from her mind. Triumph was at hand. Elation. Divinity. She was not about to allow a minor annoyance to spoil that. She had other, far more thrilling matters to attend to.


  Several of the Corca Duibhne vermin under her thrall scattered from her path as she strode down the corridor of Conan Doyle’s home to a room whose broad double doors stood open to receive her. Morrigan swept into the high-ceilinged chamber and surveyed the room. It had once been used as a ballroom but now appeared to be a storage place for pieces of mechanical equipment that she imagined Conan Doyle and his lackeys used to keep their fragile forms physically fit. The exercise equipment had been pushed out of the way, up against the mirrored walls, to make room for the amber-encased body of Sweetblood the Mage.


  The chrysalis rested in the center of the room, and though that strange magickal sarcophagus stifled the mage’s power, Morrigan could still feel it emanating from within. She had stationed several Corca Duibhne around the chrysalis as guards, but they kept their distance from Sanguedolce. Inert or no, he was so powerful a mage that their entire race feared him.


  Morrigan laughed softly, amused by their furtive glances toward the chrysalis. Their nearly primitive brains were incapable of realizing the potential that lay before them, the power that could be drawn from the ancient fool. But, of course, this was best. Such power was never to be wielded by the likes of these twisted little barbarians.


  Fearful eyes upon her, she approached Sweetblood’s cocoon and stared through the amber encasement at the still features of the mage. The energy that radiated from Sanguedolce was intoxicating, and she fell to her knees beside him, a collective gasp going out from the Corca Duibhne around the room. His magick, the wards around this chrysalis, were trying to repel her, but she held her ground, letting it wash over her, becoming almost drunk with its potency.


  Morrigan laid her hands upon the imperfect surface of the chrysalis and was jolted by a surge of magick that struck her, coursing through with the burning power of a lightning strike. She shuddered and moaned aloud, but did not remove her hands. Her teeth gnashed, pain spiked through her flesh, pushing up into her head. She bit her lip and blood dripped down her chin. Through the amber surface of the cocoon she stared down into Sanguedolce’s frozen visage.


  She remembered the first time that she had ever laid eyes upon the magician, ages past, in Faerie. During the Twilight War the forces of the righteous had fought valiantly to stem the flow of darkness into the world of the Fey, and the worlds beyond it. She and her brother, Finvarra, had stood together at their father’s side. The daughter of the king, she had been his trusted advisor and his personal bodyguard. In the midst of battle, Sweetblood had appeared, hovering above the battlefield, observing the conflict with a cold, unwavering eye, as if attempting to determine whether he should bother to become involved.


  This memory awakened others in Morrigan. Clearly, now, she remembered her physical response to the sight of Sweetblood on that day, the warmth that had tingled in her belly, the pulse of arousal that had begun to throb inside her. Now, as then, she felt a ferocious heat thawing the deep chill that normally enveloped any such urges within her. She had felt his potential for power then, as she did now, and it inflamed her lust.


  Sweetblood had not taken part in the Twilight Wars. Upon discovering the presence of Conan Doyle among the ranks of the virtuous, he had returned to the world of Blight in a flash of magickal exhibitionism. There were those among the Fey who thought Sweetblood had a rivalry with Conan Doyle, and would not fight at his side. Morrigan, however, had felt certain that Sanguedolce had simply deemed the conflict to be beneath him. She had never forgotten him, or the power he wielded; it had haunted her always. Here was the key to everything that she desired. With that power, her darkest dreams could be made real. She had sworn to have it for her own, at any cost.


  Now here was the power, beneath her very hands. Morrigan brought her face closer to the surface of the chrysalis.


  “You can’t keep me out forever, my sweet,” she whispered, running her fingers sensually across the jagged surface of the amber encasement, pressing her supple, leather-clad body against it, as if attempting to arouse the sleeping figure within.


  She began to mutter beneath her breath, words that were ancient before man had dropped from the trees to walk erect.


  “Moggotu sandrathar,” Morrigan hissed. “Memaritus gosov iknetar shokkar-dos fhinn.”


  Arcane power snaked from her clawed fingertips, flowing across the surface of the chrysalis, attempting to find a weakness to exploit upon its unyielding exterior.


  “Tann-dissarvar, Bottus, Nava-si, Tiridus valkinsu!”


  Morrigan spread herself across the cocoon. There was a flaw. She knew it. She sensed it. The chrysalis was damaged; otherwise, she would not have been able to feel Sweetblood’s power leaking out. Already she had been able to use some of the magickal radiant thrown off by the chrysalis to strengthen her own sorceries, to shatter the wards Conan Doyle had set up around his home. Ironic, that the power of the master should be used to destroy the sanctum of the student. Morrigan had a taste of Sanguedolce’s magick. But it wasn’t enough, for she knew the full extent of what awaited her once the enchanted shell was breached, and she wanted it all. She lay atop the cocoon, letting her own magick flow outward, sensing, probing, searching for the flaw so that she might permeate the chrysalis.


  She writhed atop Sweetblood’s amber sarcophagus, ancient incantations issuing from her mouth as she rubbed her body against its unyielding skin. Her magick slipped across its surface, hungrily searching for a way inside, and for a moment, she thought she had succeeded.


  The chyrsalis shuddered, and Morrigan exerted even more of herself, eagerly grinding her sex against her prize in an attempt to coax the magick from the entrapped sorcerer within. If she searched for the flaw from without, and she could cause Sweetblood’s own power to search for an exit from within . . . she sensed the power building within the amber and called to it sweetly in the voice of the ancients, urging it to burst forth from its confinement.


  The chrysalis shook yet again and she cried out with passion. Morrigan was riding the crest of everything she had ever hoped for. The renegade Fey sorceress could see it all before her mind’s eye as it came over the rise, glorious to behold. Her enemies vanquished, the world of Blight and then Faerie bowing to her every whim, with so many others to follow.


  And all in the name of her true love. Her true passion. All that I do and all that I am, I dedicate to you, she thought. For though she had desires of her own, they existed solely for the glory of another. She would have all that she craved, but what she craved the most was the glint of loving approval in the eyes of The Nimble Man.


  It is all so close, and coming closer. Close enough to touch.


  Morrigan suddenly cried out, not in pleasure, but in excruciating pain. The chrysalis lashed out at her defensively, a pulse of arcane energy that repelled her, sent her sprawling across the room with such force that she struck the wall, cracking the mirrored glass, and fell limply to the floor.


  The Corca Duibhne were terrified, but for the moment their fear of the mage was overwhelmed by their loyalty to their Mistress. Or, perhaps, their fear of Morrigan was simply greater. They swarmed around her, concerned for her safety, but none daring to put a hand upon her.


  She lay upon the wood floor, her body smoldering. Morrigan had known that it was unlikely she would be able to breach the chrysalis so simply, even with its flaw, but still her blood burned with rage and humiliation. She wanted Sweetblood’s power now.


  Fury consumed her, and she gave herself over to it willingly. Morrigan sprang to her feet, lashing out at the Night People that huddled about, concerned for her. Her claws tore into their dark flesh and stinking blood spattered off the ballroom’s mirrored walls. Rage contorted her features, surged through her veins, and magick would not satisfy her. She used her hands to tear at them, to break their bones, to eviscerate them. It had been some time since she had let herself go, giving into the bloodlust that had been with her since birth. It was ecstasy.


  Dead Corca Duibhne lay at her feet, their blood collecting in shimmering dark puddles as Morrigan wrestled the rage back under control. The stink of new death around her, she took several long breaths before she felt capable of looking once more upon the object of her desire and her fury. The chrysalis stood unchanged, untouched, in the center of the room. But not for long. She would have the power she desired.


  “Mistress.”


  The word was spoken by two voices in concert, and Morrigan turned toward the broad double doors of the ballroom. There stood Fenris and Dagris, the twin Fey warriors who served as her lieutenants. Each of the brothers held in his arms a struggling human child. The twins were freaks amongst their own kind, psychically bonded, one unable to exist without the other. They had some skill with magick, and great skill in battle, and their loyalty to her was the only emotion either of them felt that was not clouded with insanity.


  The twins entered the room with proud smiles upon their gaunt faces. They had done precisely what had been asked of them, as always. As she had many times before, Morrigan congratulated herself on the decision she had made to free them from their imprisonment in Finvarra’s citadel. She could not have found dogs more loyal.


  The children wailed in terror, beating at their captors. Morrigan motioned for Fenris and Dagris to approach. The twins stepped forward, each of them holding out their terrified package. The babes were young, a boy and girl each no more than four years of age. Perfect, Morrigan thought, reaching out with a single claw to prick each of the children’s mottled cheeks, drawing beads of blood. The babes screeched all the louder, and she brought the taste of them to her mouth.


  “Yes,” she said, satisfied with what she had sampled in the blood. “They should do nicely.”


  Morrigan smiled, her pleasure gradually returning. She had been impatient. Attempting to breach the chrysalis with only her own power had been vain and self-indulgent. Now, though, her hopes and dreams were only a blood ritual away.


  “Do you have any sour cream?” the twisted little man with the strangely pointed ears asked her, even as he helped himself, yanking open the refrigerator to peruse its contents.


  Julia Ferrick couldn’t bring herself to answer. It was as if she were trapped in some bizarre fever dream, aimlessly walking around familiar dreamscape locations as the horrors continued to unfold. The odd, dwarfish man was but the latest addition to an equally strange cast of characters that had taken up residence in her home. Sitting at the marble-topped kitchen island, she gazed toward the window above the sink and saw the thick red fog swirl ominously about outside. The usual view of the trees in her backyard was completely obscured by the bizarre weather that had supposedly engulfed the city and its suburbs, at least that was what her visitors told her.


  “You got some old milk in here . . . Christ, it’s got the Lindbergh baby on the carton!” Squire turned toward her, wide-eyed. Then he gave her a terrifying smile, something out of Grimm’s Fairy Tales. “Just kiddin’. Heh. But seriously, the sour cream gives it that little bit of extra somethin’,” the man . . . she thought he was a man . . . said as he pulled himself out of her refrigerator, arms filled with ingredients.


  Julia went over to the oven and opened the cabinet above it. She pulled down a bag of Oreos and set it on the cooktop, then fished behind a jar of peanut butter to grab an unopened box of Winston Lights. Her fingers quivered as they retrieved the cigarettes. Then, quickly, she dug through a drawer for matches. It was her emergency pack. Her fallback, held for a time when it wouldn’t matter anymore what Danny’s reaction would be to her smoking again. She imagined it stenciled with the words In Case of Apocalypse, Tear Plastic.


  There were no matches so she turned on one of the gas stove’s burners and bent, shaking, to light the cigarette. The first intake of carcinogens was harsh relief. Her fingers stopped quivering. She gnawed her lower lip, then took another puff before blowing out a plume of smoke. Her back was to Squire.


  “Feel better now? You needed a smoke, huh? I know the feeling. Not that I smoke but . . . Oh, hey, Oreos!”


  When Julia spun to look at him again, Squire had already picked up the bag of Oreos and was helping himself. The package crinkled as he drew out a pair of cookies and popped them in his mouth like they were dog biscuits. She expected him to throw back his head and gulp them down, but instead he stared at her and then spoke up once more, talking with his mouth full.


  “So. Sour cream?”


  “What?” Julia asked him. “The sour cream . . . for what?”


  Squire rolled his eyes, snatching another Oreo from the pack and then going back to the open fridge. He retrieved a couple of items from within and then closed the door with a bump from his hip. “For the omelets we’re making for the hungry troops? Remember?”


  She smiled nervously. “Right. Sorry.” Eyes darting away, she took another long drag on the cigarette, no longer caring if the house smelled like smoke. She leaned back to look through the doorway into the living room, where the others had gathered. “My head is spinning.”


  “That’s all right,” Squire said, returning to the refrigerator. He yanked open the door again and helped himself to some eggs. “Gotta admit, this business has even got me seeing stars, and that’s sayin’ somethin’.”


  He asked her for a large frying pan from the rack that hung over the kitchen’s center island. She doubted that he could have reached it even with the added help of a stepping stool. Julia retrieved it for him.


  “Best thing to do is keep your head and keep thinkin’ the good thoughts.” He looked at her as he doused the pan with no-stick cooking spray. “That’s what I do, and it hasn’t failed me yet, except for that business with the Beast of Gevaudan. That shit was just bad news from the start.”


  He rattled on a bit more and she nodded her head and smiled politely, but deep inside she could feel it building, the urge to scream and throw them all out of her house, her son included. If at the very moment she had been given the choice to crawl back inside her mother’s womb, Julia Ferrick would have done so without so much as a second thought. She felt as though there was an electric current passing through her seat and into her body.


  She found herself gnawing on the nail of her left index finger, even as she tapped the ash from her cigarette into the stainless steel sink. Great. She’d given into temptation, and now she had two habits to kick instead of one. But, God, the cigarette was a comfort. Just holding helped to steady her.


  Squire was using a whisk to beat the eggs inside a bowl, humming busily to himself, seemingly content to ignore the fact that the world was falling apart all around them.


  “That’s quality,” Danny said as he came into the kitchen.


  Julia thought for a moment about trying to hide her cigarette, but it was too late. He looked disappointed for a moment and then just sighed. She gave him a small shrug. What could she say? In a situation like this, the kid should understand. She thought about putting it out, but he’d already seen her anyway, and she needed that cigarette.


  Averting her eyes from his gaze, she took another drag and let the smoke trail from her mouth. Then she did her best to smile. She put on a brave face for her son—and he would always be her son, no matter if she had given birth to him or not, no matter if he was even human. The tiny black horns that had burst through his skin and now protruded, just above his temples, made her shudder, but she did her best to hide her revulsion.


  “What’s up, kid?” she asked him.


  “I wanted to know more about this Doyle guy. Dude took an interest in me, but how does he know all the stuff he knows? I asked Eve what his story was, but she said to ask Squire.” Danny focused on the ugly little man and Julia was grateful he wasn’t going to fight her about her smoking. “Says you’ve worked for him the longest.”


  Squire abandoned his cooking for a moment to snatch a few Oreos from the package. He popped one into his mouth and went back to whisking eggs. “You want the short version or the long version?”


  Danny sat on the edge of the table and crossed his arms. “Let’s start with the CliffsNotes. Mom says I have a short attention span.”


  “Mr. Doyle. The boss. A.K.A. Arthur Conan Doyle. Learned a bunch of magick. Tries to keep the nasty shit from bothering normal people. End of story.”


  “Come on. There’s got to be more to it than that.”


  Squire shrugged. “Lots more. But you wanted the short version.”


  “Hold on,” Julia said. “Just . . . just hold on.” The cigarette dangled from her fingers, nearly forgotten. Her brows knitted as she stared at Squire. “Arthur Conan Doyle. His parents gave him the same name as the creator of Sherlock Holmes?”


  Danny shot them a confused look, his Converse Chucks squeaking on the linoleum. “What, you mean that cartoon? Sherlock Holmes in the Thirtysomething Century?”


  Squire snorted, but it wasn’t derisive. Danny amused him. “Kid. Sherlock Holmes is one of the greatest fictional creations ever. People around the world know who he is. Like Mickey Mouse and Superman. He was created in the 1800s.”


  Then the leather-skinned, ugly little creature turned on a burner and started to heat a pan in which to cook omelets. He didn’t even look up as he responded to Julia’s question. “And, no, the boss ain’t named after Sir Arthur. He’s the real deal. The one and only. You see the way he dresses? He’s not old-fashioned. He’s just real old school.”


  “No shit?” Danny asked, a strange grin spreading across his badly scarred features. “That’s just so fucking cool.”


  “Watch your mouth,” Julia snapped, glaring at her son. It was such a maternal thing to do that she had a moment of dislocation, as though none of this was happening. It was all impossible. This latest news was only the latest in a string of impossibilities. But the tip of her cigarette burned and the smoke warmed her throat. She was awake and alive. Julia knew the difference between a dream and a nightmare.


  Everything that was happening to them was real and true. Danny was . . . what he was. But just with those few words, with the rush of instinct she had to chide him for his foul language, snapped part of her mind back into place. He was her little boy, still. No matter what. She had raised him, put band-aids on his scrapes and cuts, comforted him when he had a nightmare. How could she possibly think of him in any other way?


  “Sorry, Mom,” he mumbled, averting his eyes.


  She reached out and ruffled his thick, curly hair, and gasped when a handful of it came away in her fingers, floating to the floor. “Dear God,” she muttered, staring at the bald spot that she had created.


  “It’s okay,” he reassured her. “It’s been falling out pretty steadily for the last few days.” He moved the hair on the floor around with the toe of his sneaker.


  She felt the tears well up in her eyes. It took every ounce of her self-control not to break down sobbing.


  Clay and Eve entered the kitchen, their focus on Squire.


  “How are those eggs coming?” Clay asked.


  Julia gazed sadly at her son and slid down into a chair at the kitchen table. Danny kicked at her chair lightly, playing with her, being a brat, but only to remind her of who they were, to let her know he was still there and still himself. She nodded, smiling weakly.


  “Eggs?” Squire barked at Clay, flipping a golden brown omelet with a spatula in the frying pan. “When have I ever merely prepared eggs, compadre?”


  Clay laughed pleasantly, and Julia trembled again as she recalled how the handsome man had somehow changed himself into a mirror image of her, her exact doppelganger. How such things were possible she did not know. All she did know was that she was not going to be getting used to them at any time soon. She took another drag of her cigarette, now smoked almost down to the filter, and chose to focus on the kitchen conversation. She was becoming fairly adept at preventing herself from losing her mind. It seemed she had no other choice. What was that old saying? Adapt or die. Her version was a little different. Adapt or lose your marbles.


  “A repast fit for a king,” Squire said, flipping another omelet on the burner beside the first.


  “If it’s anything like that goulash you tried to pawn off on us last fall . . .” Eve chimed in, drawing a glass of water from the tap.


  “That was no fault of mine,” Squire protested. “I was assured by the butcher that the meat was of the finest quality.” He broke one of the omelets in half with the spatula, flipped it onto a plate and handed it to Clay. “How was I to know that dog meat was considered a delicacy in his particular dimension?”


  Clay sniffed the food on his plate suspiciously and wrinkled his nose as if smelling something foul. Danny burst out laughing beside his mother and she jumped. Laughter had become a foreign sound in this household of late, and she had almost forgotten it existed.


  “Are you partaking?” Squire asked, turning to offer Eve a fresh omelet on a plate.


  The woman threw up her hands to ward him off. “I’ll pass.” She leaned her head forward and sniffed around the offering. “Is that . . . is that garlic I smell?” She asked him.


  The ugly little man smiled mischievously. “Chopped up nice and fine, just how you like it.”


  “Asshole,” Eve spat, and Squire cackled.


  Julia didn’t understand the joke, unless it was simply that Eve didn’t care for garlic. After she’d stubbed out her cigarette in a coffee mug, Squire brought plates for her and Danny and she thanked him, but could not bring herself to eat. Her son on the other hand, ate his own portion and then helped himself to hers as well.


  “How long do we give Conan Doyle to find us?” Clay asked as he brought his empty plate to the sink for Squire to wash. The little man now stood atop a chair and was cleaning up, the sink full of hot soapy water.


  Eve leaned in the doorway between the kitchen and living room, drinking her water. Danny could not take his eyes from the attractive woman, Julia noticed, and in a way, she could not blame her son. Eve was one of the most strikingly beautiful women she had ever seen, with the body and the fashion sense of a supermodel. In an ordinary woman, it might’ve made Julia envious. Yet there was something about Eve that made the hair on the back of Julia’s neck stand on end. She wondered what her story was, what bizarre secret she kept in order to be associated with the likes of Squire, Clay, and Mr. Doyle.


  “We give him as long as it takes,” Eve said, a dangerous edge in her voice. It was clear in her tone that she neither expected, nor would accept, an argument. “I’m sure he’s figured out what’s going on by now. We wait for him. Then we’ll make a plan.”


  Clay stood on the other side of the island across from her and folded his muscular arms. “And if he doesn’t come back? If this Morrigan woman who’s taken over the house gets the better of him?”


  “I forgot what a bundle of joy you could be.” Eve scowled at him.


  “Conan Doyle will come back, don’t you worry,” Squire said as he scrubbed a plate clean with a sponge and placed in the strainer to dry. “It’ll take more than that nasty Faerie bitch to put him down for the count.” He turned atop the chair at the sink to look at Julia. “Pardon my French.”


  She was about to tell him that it was all right when there was a thump on the front door. Julia jumped, placing a hand against her chest. She could feel her heart racing.


  Eve was the first to react, moving into living room and toward the door.


  “Could it be Mr. Doyle?” Julia asked, hoping it was. She had met the man, and whether or not she had to think about their claims about his true age and identity, his presence would be welcome. At least he seemed human enough. But she wasn’t sure if she could stand another bizarre stranger the likes of her current guests.


  “It’s possible,” Squire said, jumping down off the chair, drying his hands with a dishtowel.


  Clay remained very quiet and still, positioning himself so that he could watch Eve as she went to the door. None of them moved out of the kitchen, however. Not yet. It took Julia only a moment to realize that Clay and Squire had remained where they were as protection for her and Danny. Yet for some reason, this made her even more frightened.


  There came another thump, only this one was much more violent, as if someone or. Heaven forbid, something was trying to get inside.


  “If it’s the Jehovahs, tell ’em to screw!” Squire yelled, and Eve slowly turned to fix him in a menacing stare.


  “She doesn’t like you very much, does she?” Danny said to the little man.


  “It’s all a show,” Squire told him. “She’d be lost without me.”


  They all watched as Eve took hold of the knob, slowly turned it, and pulled open the door. Something growled at her from within the shifting red mist outside.


  Then it erupted from the bloodstained night, bursting through the doorway.


  The vampire lurched into the Ferrick house, arms pinwheeling, trying to regain its balance. It seemed more like the leech had been thrown into the house than any focused attack. Not that Eve cared. The thing was filth. She grabbed hold of the slavering, mad-eyed bloodbag and threw it to the floor, then dropped upon it, placing one knee in the small of its back. She grabbed a handful of filthy hair, yanking its head back toward her.


  “Hey Julia, ever seen this asshole before?” she asked as the leech screamed and thrashed beneath her.


  The Ferrick woman emerged from the kitchen practically hiding behind Clay. Squire and the demon boy came out after them. Julia shook her head, staring wide-eyed at the vampire. She kept shaking, like at any minute she was going to lose it completely.


  “Watch her,” Eve said, eyes narrowed, gesturing to Clay. He nodded.


  Eve focused on the leech again. Its stink filled her nostrils.


  “Goddamned vermin,” she muttered as she twisted its head around so she could look it in the eye. “So nobody invited you inside. Must be hurting you pretty bad to be in here,” she whispered in its ear, leaning in close. “Breaking the rules and all.” Eve felt the bone structure within her hand begin to shift and change, fingers lengthening, nails elongating. She didn’t need a wooden stake to slay the vampires of the world. Everything she required was at her fingertips.


  Her fingers became long talons, their tips like razors. With a flick of her wrist her claws could end a vampire’s existence with dreadful swiftness. Just one of the perks of being mother to them all.


  Eve sliced a single talon across the leech’s parchment-white throat, slitting the skin and teasing out a slowly descending curtain of blood that slid down its neck. She was careful not to get it on her clothes. This whole crisis had already ruined one outfit, and though she didn’t care much about her pants, the top was nice. Expensive. And she’d never be able to get bloodstains out of it.


  “Mother’s going to put you out of your misery,” she whispered.


  The vampire shrieked and bucked with such force that Eve was thrown from its back. She rolled to her feet, snarling and cussing, but it was already up and fleeing toward the still open door. Eve started after it. Its speed was unnatural, but she was faster. Impossibly fast.


  She stopped three feet from the door.


  The filthy leech was trapped on the threshold of the house. It was lifted off the ground by invisible hands and dangled there, hissing and lashing out. But Eve could see the terror in its eyes. She arched an eyebrow in curiosity, for it was not her that the leech was afraid of.


  Beyond the door there was only the crimson fog, yet the vampire hung there, several inches off of the floor, feet kicking as though it actually needed to breathe. Slowly, a figure began to coalesce on the front stoop of the Ferrick house. The eyes were first, dark and mysterious, like tarnished copper pennies. Then handsome, angular features, and muscular arms. A hand, clutching the vampire’s throat.


  “Eve,” said the new arrival, “let’s not have this pathetic animal running loose, all right? But make it fast. I owe it that much, at least, for being my hound, for leading me to you.”


  The voice was warm and low, and yet a blast of frigid air churned up from the place where the ghost of Dr. Leonard Graves appeared.


  Eve smiled. “Of course, Leonard. A pleasure to see you, as always.”


  She tore the vampire from his grasp and raked her claws across its throat, nearly severing its head from its neck. There was a moment where the thing’s flesh crackled like damp wood in a fire, and then it exploded in a blast of cinder and ash, its dying embers drifting down to the carpeted entryway like gray snow.


  “That rocked!” Danny Ferrick said, only to have his mother shush him, her tension obvious even in that simple utterance. A package of cigarettes had appeared in her hands and she was tapping one out.


  “So how is it out there?” Eve asked, as Dr. Graves drifted into the house. “As bad as we think?”


  The ghost glanced around the living room, frowned as he noted Julia and Danny, and then paused just inside the doorway, apparently not wishing to cause the woman even more of a fright. “I wish I could put your fears at ease,” he said, turning to gaze out into the night of swirling red fog. “But I’ve never been much of a liar.”


  “Oh, Jesus. I’m in Hell,” Julia Ferrick muttered to herself. The pack of Winston Lights seemed to explode, showering cigarettes onto the floor. She started to shake, as though she was going to fall apart entirely.


  “No, hey. Julia, listen. Listen to me. It’s all right,” Clay said.


  Eve turned to find him shooting her a dark look and at first she did not understand. Then she became aware of her talons. She nodded slowly, willing her hands to resume their normal shape, their elegant human form. She strode across the room to Julia and held up both hands. The woman stared at her, shaking her head, mouthing some denial or other.


  “Mom, didn’t you hear him? It’s okay,” Danny said, trying to reassure her.


  Eve felt sorry for the kid. But none of them could afford to have the mother fall apart. They didn’t have the luxury of looking out for her at the moment. “Julia. Hey, Julia!” Eve snapped.


  The woman’s eyes went wide, her nostrils flaring, and she glared at Eve.


  “We’re a motley crew, aren’t we?” Eve said, almost succeeding in keeping the amusement out of her voice. Almost, but not quite. “Yeah. A motley crew. You’ve picked up enough already that none of this is a surprise to you. Conan Doyle’s a sorcerer. A mage, we say. Clay’s a shapeshifter, but that’s only the easy explanation for that. The same way ‘vampire’ is a convenient way to describe me. You won’t believe me, but trust me when I tell you the rest of my story would fuck you up much worse than that one word. Dr. Graves, here,” she said, hooking a thumb to point out the new arrival, the tasty-looking man with dark bronze skin that seemed translucent at times. “He’s a ghost. But he’s a friend. May be hard for you to take, but we’re the good guys. We’re on your side. Deal with reality, or don’t. Up to you.”


  Julia did not look up at first, and Danny was at her side. “Mom?”


  Then the woman actually laughed. It was a dry, sort of unhinged little chuckle, but it was something. “A ghost,” she said. “He’d have to be. I remember my father telling me stories about Dr. Graves when I was a little girl.” Her gaze shifted toward Graves. “You were his hero.”


  The specter nodded once. “I’m honored.”


  “Honored,” Julia said. She closed her eyes and shook her head. Then she dropped to her knees and began to collect her cigarettes. Danny got down and helped her, concern and regret in his eyes. When he handed her several of them, Julia sat back on her legs and looked up at Graves again, her hands full of cigarettes. Her eyes seemed somehow clearer than before.


  “You’re honored,” she said, gazing at Dr. Graves. Then she looked around at the rest of them and dropped all the cigarettes but one, which she tapped nervously against her thigh. “What a circus. I should have rented a tent. You’re all monsters, then, right? All of you, monsters of one kind or another. My son . . . my son is a demon. Or something like that. But whatever you are . . . I know you don’t mean me any harm. I know you’re trying to stop this . . .” she gestured toward the window, where the crimson fog had begun to glow, just slightly.


  “Just tell me what I can do to help.” Julia climbed to her feet, taking a long breath. She put a hand on Danny’s shoulder and then glanced at the others again, holding up her lone salvaged cigarette. “And please, for God’s sake, somebody get me a light.”


  Eve had to hand it to the woman. She’d seen stronger people reduced to dribbling idiots over lesser things than this.


  Pleased that they weren’t going to have to deal with Julia Ferrick losing her mind, Eve turned to the ghost. “All right, Leonard. Tell us something we don’t know.”


  Dr. Graves had a quiet dignity that seemed to make them all stand a bit straighter. “The townhouse has been overrun with—”


  “Know it,” Eve interrupted.


  The ghost scowled. “A sorceress of unimaginable power—”


  “Know that, too. Her name is Morrigan and she’s blood kin to our own Ceridwen.”


  The air around the ghost became increasingly colder as his annoyance grew. “Perhaps you should be filling me in as to what’s going on.”


  “Is that all you have?” Eve asked him.


  “Are you aware that the souls of the dead are being pulled back to their remains, that they’re being driven from their graves, and all of them seem to be drawn toward the same location in the city?”


  “Finally,” she said. “Something I didn’t already know.”


  “Nor did I,” said a voice from the depths of the night, from the folds of the bloody mist.


  “Jesus Christ, what now?” Julia whispered.


  Two figures emerged from the fog, stepping in through the door. Arthur Conan Doyle glanced around the room approvingly. Lady Ceridwen, elemental sorceress of the Fey, gave them each an icy stare. Eve admired her cloak, but the pants were completely without style. Ethereally beautiful she might have been, but her fashion sense was for shit. Earth tones, blues and greens, no patterns, nothing especially bright. No sophistication at all. But what pissed Eve off was that Ceridwen was still stunning, no matter what.


  “Excellent, you’re all accounted for,” Conan Doyle said.


  “Nice to see you’re still amongst the living,” Eve replied. She shot an amused glance at Graves. “No offense.”


  “None taken.”


  Conan Doyle stepped further into the living room, the stoic Ceridwen at his side. “It appears that the situation is most dire,” he said gravely, making eye contact with them each in turn.


  “Now let us set the wheels in motion to effect a remedy, as swiftly as we’re able.”


  The lights were out, now. The fog had stolen them.


  The Ferrick woman had been kind enough to allow him the use of her home office for his ruminations. Conan Doyle sat in the darkness upon her black leather chair and attempted to relax, letting his mind wander. It was times such as this, when the tensions were high, that Arthur Conan Doyle felt the effects of his nearly century and a half of life. His back ached, and his bones creaked with only the slightest of movements, and he wondered quite seriously if he still had the inner strength to deal with problems of this magnitude.


  His agents—his menagerie as he liked to call them—had seemed to breathe a sigh of relief upon his arrival, so he kept his doubts and fears to himself. He would do as he had always done. In the midst of chaos, he would find the skeins of order, and attempt to weave them together once more.


  This was the first time since early that morning that he’d had a chance to sit and collect his thoughts. In his mind he catalogued the date he and his agents had gathered. Nothing was too small or inconsequential. He analyzed the events of the previous days, considered the entire history of Sweetblood the Mage, and how Conan Doyle himself had come to dedicate himself to a search for his former mentor. The incident in New York, when he had failed to procure the amber-encased body of the mage, was a moment he examined thoroughly. Conan Doyle replayed every conversation, reviewed every action, but no matter how he tried, a discernable pattern had yet to emerge.


  Frustrated, he rose from the chair and began to pace. Is this the time? he wondered. The time when all of my resources will prove not enough, when my own ingenuity would result only in failure? Will this be Reichenbach Falls, for me? How many years can one man fight the darkness before the universe demands an accounting, before the pendulum must swung in the other direction?


  Conan Doyle pushed the thoughts from his mind; he was tired, not having slept since the brief catnap he’d managed on the recent drive to New York in pursuit of Sweetblood. He needed to sleep, but time was of the essence. Rest could wait; he needed to think. He might not yet have a plan of action that would halt the horrors going on in the streets. But that was because there were still too many questions in his mind. He was going to need to find some answers. His menagerie was depending on him. The world was depending on him.


  “Think, blast you,” he muttered beneath his breath as he stared through the slats of the office window. Outside he could see nothing, the world totally obscured by that red mist. His thoughts had become like the whirling maelstrom left by Morrigan in place of the entrance from Faerie to the world of his birth, fragments of information swirling furiously about inside his mind.


  There came a knock upon the door.


  “Yes?” Conan Doyle called, turning his attention from the red-tinted night.


  The door came slowly open, a beam of light from outside cutting through the darkness to partially illuminate the room. “Didn’t know if you’d still be awake,” Squire said sheepishly as he entered.


  “And now you do,” Conan Doyle said, turning his attentions back to the window and the unnatural conditions beyond it. “What can I do for you, Squire?” he asked, annoyed that he had been disturbed, but at the same time grateful for the distraction.


  “Before leaving the townhouse, after I loaded up the weapons and shit, I made a stop in your study.”


  Conan Doyle paused, raised one eyebrow, and turned toward the hobgoblin again. Squire stood at the center of the office holding something in his hands, a familiar red velvet case.


  “It was the last thing I thought of before I flew the coop. Thought you might need it,” he said, holding it out to Conan Doyle. “Y’know, to help you think and all.”


  Squire placed velvet case on the desk in front of the leather chair.


  “Thank you, Squire,” Conan Doyle said warmly, touched by the gesture, and by the loyalty of his faithful valet. “That was most considerate of you.”


  “Don’t mention it, boss,” the hobgoblin said, making his way to the door. “Least I could do, considering you’re the one that’s gonna be responsible for saving our asses.” Squire grinned as he went out into the corridor. “Goodnight, Mr. Doyle,” he said, closing the door gently behind him, plunging the room again into red-hued shadow.


  “Goodnight, Squire,” Conan Doyle said under his breath, leaving his place at the window to approach the case left for him on the desktop. Conan Doyle reached down and took the velvet case in hand, slowly opening it to reveal its contents. He removed the Briar pipe, its rounded, ivory bowl giving off the faintest aromatic hint from the last time he had smoked, and a pouch of his favorite tobacco blend. Many a problem had been hashed out over a smoldering pipe.


  Conan Doyle lowered himself back down into the leather chair and began to fill the pipe, stuffing the tobacco into the bowl with his index finger. Finished, he brought the stem of the pipe to his mouth as he uttered a simple spell of conflagration to ignite the Briar’s contents.


  The mage puffed upon the pipe, filling the room with the rich scent of the burning tobacco. He leaned back in the chair, a halo of smoke drifting about his head, already beginning to feel the soothing effects of his pipe, and attempted again to make sense of the swirling maelstrom that his thoughts had become.


  You’re the one that’s gonna be responsible for saving our asses, Squire had said. Crude, but not entirely inaccurate.


  Conan Doyle only prayed that after all this time, he was still up to the challenge.


  
    Chapter Eleven

  


  The air inside the study was thick and redolent with the aroma of Conan Doyle’s tobacco. He drew it through his nostrils in long, slow breaths, lips holding his pipe tightly. His eyes fluttered slightly as he sketched in the air with his fingers. Yet these were not sigils or runes, not symbols of power he was using to draw hexes. His hands were not spellcasting, they were choreographing. There was much to be done, and all of his Menagerie would be called upon. It was up to him to determine how best to utilize them.


  Conan Doyle opened his eyes. The study—he was amused by the modern fashion of calling such a room a home office, as if it were some new invention—was dark, and beyond the windows the crimson fog drifted along the streets. The sky was still black above the fog, but it was no longer merely that the sun had been eclipsed. Real night had long since fallen.


  And what of the morning? Will dawn come at all?


  He wished he could tell himself that the question was rhetorical. If he had spoken the words aloud and been overheard that was precisely what he would have said. But these were his secret thoughts, and he could not lie to himself. Ceridwen was powerful, and the forces she had brought to bear showed him he had underestimated her. The Corca Duibhne, the Dead, some of the Fey, and who knew what else had joined her cause. And Conan Doyle still had not a single clue as to what that cause was.


  Power, you fool, he thought. Of course, it’s power. Ceridwen tires of being the sister of the King. She wants something of her own to rule, to control.


  Conan Doyle frowned, taking another breath of pipe smoke. Could it really have been that simple? Perhaps. History was riddled with those whose only lust was for power. Yet something about that did not ring true for him. Ceridwen had never been so bold, never acted out her malice in so conspicuous a manner. For her to take such a risk, to close the door on ever returning to Faerie as anything but a captive, he was certain she must have some other motivation. But no amount of rumination would provide him with a reasonable solution to that problem.


  More information was required.


  He exhaled a plume of smoke and as it clouded in front of him a flash of self-recrimination went through him. Yes, he had needed time to deliberate the next step, but undead horrors still marched across the city and he had no doubt that bizarre, apocalyptic phenomena continued to erupt throughout the region.


  The time for thinking was over.


  Mr. Conan Doyle rose from the armchair in Mrs. Ferrick’s study and plucked his pipe from his lips. He inclined his head and blew a breath across it, a breath that contained the tiniest of spells, and the ember glow within the pipe died. He returned it to its case and left the study.


  The hall was dark, but a glow of candles flickered upon its walls. The power had been unreliable at best and so Julia Ferrick had unearthed quite a collection of wax substitutes for electricity. Whatever Squire and Danny’s mother had gotten up to in the kitchen, it had been the last time they’d depended on the electrical power in the house. Conan Doyle started toward the living room, where he had left most of his comrades, his agents, only to realize that the candle light now illuminated both the living room and dining room, and that the low voices he heard were coming from the latter.


  Curious, he stepped into the living room. There in the silence, in the dim, flickering glow of burning wicks, Julia Ferrick lay sideways on the sofa, legs drawn up beneath her, sleeping fitfully. She muttered something and shifted, her anxious heart afflicting her dreams, but she slept on. Several feet away, Danny sat on the floor with his knees drawn up under his chin, watching over his mother. He still dressed the part of the rebellious child, but circumstances had brought them closer, it seemed, than they had been for some time. Danny’s eyes glowed orange in the candle light.


  Conan Doyle and the demon child watched one another for several moments. Danny made no sign that he had seen the old mage, but Conan Doyle knew the boy was aware of his presence. At length he beckoned with an outstretched finger.


  “Come,” he said. “We have a great deal to discuss.”


  Danny frowned at him and glanced at his mother again.


  “She will be all right,” Conan Doyle assured him.


  Then he turned and went into the dining room, knowing that the boy would follow. The room was a surprise. Though the house was pleasant enough, it was decorated with the casual laissez-faire attitude of most modern American homes. The dining room, however, was all dark wood and silver behind glass, and the small chandelier was black iron. It had the atmosphere of another age, and Conan Doyle immediately felt more at home here.


  The others were all gathered there. Squire had opened a liquor cabinet and discovered a bottle of Talisker scotch, which Conan Doyle presumed had been there since the house had a Mister Ferrick within it. The goblin presided, now, over a pair of shot glasses that were set upon the dining room table. One was his own, and the other belonged to Eve, who had tilted her high-backed chair away from the table and propped her boots upon its surface. Conan Doyle frowned, displeased by her lack of courtesy, but this was typical of her. Eve was long past taking lessons in propriety from anyone. He also chose not to mention his distaste at the idea of the pair of them doing shots of finely aged scotch.


  Ceridwen was seated across from them. She held her elemental staff across her lap, cradling it as though it was her child, and she gazed into the ice sphere atop it, watching the dancing flame therein with the manner of a scrier. Conan Doyle knew this was not far from the truth. There were things she had seen in the ice there that had come to pass. For now, though, the ice was clear save that flame.


  At the far end of the room, Clay stood with his arms crossed, speaking with Graves. The apparition of the dead man was as solid as Conan Doyle had ever seen it, and he thought perhaps it was the setting that inspired Graves to such focus. He was in the ordinary house of a more or less ordinary woman, and in such close quarters he felt awkward about appearing as what he was . . . a ghost.


  Clay wore the face that had become his most common visage, and he was the first to glance up when Conan Doyle entered the room.


  “Well, well,” Eve said, taking her boots from the table and reaching for her newly filled shot glass. She stood and raised it as though in a toast. “I’m going to guess we’ve got a plan.”


  “We do indeed,” Conan Doyle replied.


  Eve threw back the shot of Talisker and knocked the glass loudly onto the table. “About time,” she said. “I’m so bored I’ve got spiders in my brain. The goblin was starting to seem like a scintillating conversationalist.”


  “Hey!” Squire protested. “I’ve got oodles of personality. I’m a catch!”


  Eve laughed. “If I spend enough time with you, I’m sure to catch something.”


  Conan Doyle appreciated the fact that Clay and Graves, at least, seemed appropriately grim. He glared at Eve, but Ceridwen spoke up first.


  “That will be enough,” the Fey sorceress commanded.


  Eve flinched, eyes narrowing at the presumption in Ceridwen’s tone, but that was all right. The women were equally formidable. Ceridwen was royalty, but Eve was royalty of a sort herself. A matriarch in her own right. Still, there were times when angering her was the only way to remind her of what her priorities ought to be.


  “I apologize for the wait,” Conan Doyle said, “but it is time, now, to get to work.” He gestured around the table. “Please, all of you, be seated.” The old mage turned toward Danny Ferrick, who waited behind him in the arched entry of the dining room.


  “Danny, come in. Join us. This is your house. You have a right to hear what we plan to do.”


  The teenager nodded, the nubs of his horns gleaming sharp and black in the candlelight. He passed Conan Doyle and took a seat beside Ceridwen, though he fidgeted and glanced at her several times, distracted either by her beauty or her power, both of which were palpable. Conan Doyle took note of this, and of the way the boy stole glances at Eve as well. A teenaged boy amidst these two women . . . Danny was unlikely to hear a word he said.


  Conan Doyle sat at one end of the table and Clay at the other. Squire and Eve pulled their chairs in closer. Graves did not sit at all. Ever. Regardless of how solid he might appear, he was, after all, merely a shade.


  “Now, then,” Conan Doyle said, surveying his Menagerie, “let us be clear about this. Thus far, our efforts have been less than useless. We have learned little of value. The first order of business is to improve our position in that regard.”


  He turned the plan over in his mind, wishing there was more to be done. Conan Doyle opened the case for his pipe, finding comfort in it. Once more he blew lightly on its bowl and it was rekindled. He took a long pull upon it, let out the smoke, and then merely held it in his hand.


  “Ceridwen will infiltrate my home. Morrigan has the Corca Duibhne at her disposal, as well as a handful of Fey warriors. In order to discover what her intentions are, subtlety will be more effective than force. For now. Morrigan wants access to Sweetblood’s power, and we must know why. It cannot be to release him, for Lorenzo Sanguedolce could easily destroy the tainted sorceress. The only way she could have breached the magickal defenses around my home is if Sweetblood’s chrysalis is already leaking. But he has not been released, or the world would know it. If we rush to battle without answers, it might cost more than our lives. It might lead to catastrophe.”


  Conan Doyle nodded at Ceridwen. He was aware of the magnitude of what he was asking, sending her alone into the lair of their enemy. But such was his faith in her. And if anyone was to combat Morrigan alone, her niece had the best chance of surviving such a conflict.


  “For my part, I will remain here. I hope that Mrs. Ferrick will be kind enough to watch over me whilst I meditate and attempt to reach Lorenzo. Our minds touched once before, when I first discovered his strange sarcophagus, and now I must try to communicate with him again. We must know why he hid himself away. From our brief contact, it is clear that Sweetblood believes that there will be cataclysmic consequences if his chrysalis is opened. The signs and portents might not all be Morrigan’s doing. Some of them could be a result of the natural and supernatural worlds reacting to the prospect of Sweetblood’s release . . . or whatever Morrigan plans to do with him. There are too many questions. I hope Sweetblood can be made to provide some answers.”


  A strong wind had begun to blow and the storm windows rattled in their frames. The red fog seemed to undulate as they swept past outside. Conan Doyle took his pipe firmly between his lips and drew a long puff into his lungs. Outside, the wind screamed. Danny Ferrick muttered under his breath and even Squire glanced uneasily out into the bleeding night.


  “Yes. It is almost as if the malign powers of the universe sense us here, within these walls, plotting against them,” Conan Doyle said, sitting back in his chair and regarding them.


  Ceridwen gazed at him, her eyes so clear and bright that he could not help but recall the days in which he had lost himself within them. Conan Doyle’s heart ached. He wished for all of this to be over so that he might have just a handful of moments to speak with her in peace, to let her know that his time with her was so cherished that its memory alone had given him the strength to endure terror and hardship. But, if ever, that was for later, when this parade of horrors had come to an end.


  “That may be truer than you know.”


  Conan Doyle turned his gaze upon Eve. Her tone was often so cavalier that it was easy to forget her age, her significance to the worlds of men and monsters. Now her voice had altered, however. Her words were weighted with knowledge as ancient as human thought.


  “Speak your mind, Eve,” he said.


  Squire turned to look at her, the look on his face reflecting a kind of disappointment, perhaps because the woman who had been his drinking companion moments earlier had now been subsumed by her true self. Eve pushed her raven hair away from her face and stared at Conan Doyle.


  “There are those of you who dislike any discussion of true evil, of Heaven and Hell as anything other than random dimensions, worlds folded upon worlds not unlike this land of men or Faerie, Lemuria, or Asgard. You don’t want to hear about God, about angels and demons.”


  Dr. Graves floated behind her chair, his arms crossed. “With all we have experienced, the Judeo-Christian myth is a bit too exclusive to be believed. One thing negates most of the others.”


  “No,” Eve said, glancing at him. “No, it doesn’t. I’m not talking about the doctrine of any one church. I’m talking about the reality. The truth. The beginning. Out there in the universe, there are powers beyond your imagining, and powers beyond their imagining, and one power beyond them all.”


  Clay had been silent during this but now he sat up a bit straighter in his chair and gazed first at Graves and then at Conan Doyle. “Eve is correct, of course. You know my story, Doyle. You’re the one who helped me discover it. Yet you doubt it? There are things that are evil in form and thought, in blood and flesh, not merely by intent.”


  Danny Ferrick bared his shark-like teeth in a dubious grin. “Hold up, you guys. Seriously. All of you.”


  The Menagerie turned, as one, and stared at the boy. Conan Doyle was surprised that their scrutiny did not deter Danny from continuing. It boded well for the boy. Clearly he had begun to accept what he was, and that the world held the darkest of secrets.


  “Go on, Danny,” Conan Doyle said.


  The teenager drummed clawed fingertips upon the table, saw what he was doing and stopped. “Okay, look, no offense, but you guys need to shut the fuck up and get this posse in motion. Yeah, there’s evil. I mean, duh. Sorry, but, any asshole can look out the window. This Morrigan, is she powerful enough to be doing all of this, making it rain toads and blood, resurrecting an army of Resident Evil rejects, blotting out the sun, making little kids puke up maggots?”


  Conan Doyle raised an eyebrow and turned to Ceridwen. As one, they both shook their heads firmly.


  “No,” Ceridwen said. “My aunt has never had that kind of power.”


  “So, other options, then?” Danny asked. “I’d come up with a few, but if you can’t play it on GameCube, I’m guessing none of my thoughts are gonna help out.”


  None of them responded. At length, Conan Doyle cleared his throat. “Simply this,” he said. “Either the dark powers in the world are being exacerbated by Morrigan’s actions, and all of this is merely a byproduct . . . such phenomena are not uncommon, though the scale of this outbreak is tremendous and—”


  “Or?” Graves interrupted. The ghost still had his arms crossed, a forbidding expression on his face. “You said there were two options.”


  “Or Morrigan is not our true enemy, and is merely serving a greater darkness, something powerful enough to cause all of this to happen.”


  Squire snorted derisively. “Oh, wonderful. What’s the bad news?”


  Conan Doyle shot him a withering glance and the goblin fell silent, looking appropriately penitent.


  “The boy’s right,” Clay said. “We’re wasting time. We know what you and Ceridwen are going to be doing, Doyle. What of the rest of us?”


  The glow of candles flickered across Clay’s face and for a moment Conan Doyle could not focus on his features. It was as though he could see, in that moment, every face Clay had ever worn. He hesitated a moment before turning his attention to Dr. Graves.


  “The time has come for us to speak of the dead,” Conan Doyle began. “I do not believe that Morrigan is directly responsible for this mass resurrection. It is likely yet another supernatural portent. However, given what Dr. Graves has told us about the walking dead he observed in Boston—that some of them seem to be traveling toward a single destination with a great deal of purpose—the only logical conclusion is that Morrigan is attempting to use them to her advantage, as her servants. Given their direction, I believe they are being directed toward the Museum of Fine Arts, and that they are being sent to retrieve something for Morrigan that she cannot retrieve for herself.


  “That object would be the Eye of Eogain.”


  They all stared at him. Squire threw up his hands. “All right. I give. How the hell do you know that?”


  Conan Doyle smiled. “Why, it’s—”


  “If you say ‘elementary,’ I quit,” the goblin cut in.


  The old mage puffed on his pipe once more. “Very well,” he replied. “Let me tell you a story.” He watched them all over the bowl of his pipe. “Before the Romans laid claim to the British Isles, magick roamed there unchecked. Chief among its practitioners were the druids, sorcerer priests who performed the correct rituals and sacrifices, and made certain that the hungry dead, the mischievous spirits, and the peoples of Faerie kept away from their tribes.


  “This was no simple task. There are powerful demons that saw this is a challenge, and some of the dead are vengeful if their mischief is disrupted. But worst of all for the druids were the arrogant Fey. There were those in Faerie who were not at all appeased by the druids’ offerings, and though the King forbade them from interfering with the human world, still they looked for opportunities to bedevil the druids. The worst of these, a trickster sorceress, cast her cruel eye upon Eogain, perhaps the most powerful druid in all the isles. He was an arch mage with skill unmatched in that age.


  “Eogain had tapped the magick of the universe, but he feared that his will would not be sufficient to control it, to focus such power. So he turned to a different skill, and from silver he fashioned an orb, etched with runes that would channel magick. His left eye had been lost in battle with a child-stealing goblin—”


  Squire cleared his throat. “No relation.”


  Conan Doyle ignored him and went on. “Eogain replaced his left eye with that silver orb. From that moment on, every black-hearted beast and dark spirit feared the Eye of Eogain, for with only a look he could destroy them.


  “His mere existence, however, was an affront to that Fey trickster, and she came upon him as he slept and murdered him, dumping his body in a peat bog, silver eye and all.”


  He saw confusion upon the faces of the Menagerie and would have liked to lead them to his conclusions, to show them the logic through which he had arrived there. Conan Doyle felt it was more instructive to cause others to think than to do their thinking for them. But the time for such indulgences was over.


  “This tale is more than legend, my friends. Seven months ago, outside the English village of Windling, workers cutting blocks of peat from a local bog discovered a human skull, mummified by the peculiar conditions of having been put to rest in the bog. There was some skin left upon the skull, and wisps of hair, and in the scored left orbital cavity, a silver sphere marked with runes.”


  Even the wind had quieted outside the house. It was Clay who spoke.


  “The Eye of Eogain,” he said.


  “Indeed,” Conan Doyle replied, taking a long breath. “I have been following the progress of this story since I first learned of it. Those who are studying the skull have been unable to remove the Eye without damaging the skull, and are reluctant to do so. For now, they have chosen to leave it intact, and for the last several months, Windling Man, as they refer to the skull, has been touring America with an exhibit bearing the crude title ‘The Bog People.’”


  One by one, Conan Doyle watched as understanding lit their faces. They all seemed intrigued, but Ceridwen looked genuinely surprised, even a bit angry. Conan Doyle had dealt with such reactions from her before. Even when they had loved one another beyond reason, she had felt that he kept his thoughts too much to himself.


  “And you think that Morrigan is also aware of the Eye,” Dr. Graves ventured, his spectral form shimmering in the candle light.


  “I’m certain of it. All of her actions of late have been timed to coincide with the arrival of Eogain’s skull in Boston, at which time she would have access both to a power locus, the Eye, and a place where the walls between worlds has been worn thin. Namely, my home. All she needed then was Sweetblood, and, of course, she’s found him.”


  Ceridwen lifted her chin, and when she spoke it was with the regal bearing she had learned as the niece of King Finvarra. “Why have you not mentioned this to us before?”


  Conan Doyle frowned. “Until Dr. Graves gave me his report a scant hour ago, I was not aware that Morrigan had an interest in the Eye. I admit I ought to have at least suspected she might desire it, but we have had several other things to keep us occupied.”


  “Okay,” Squire said, “but how did Ceridwen’s bitchy aunt know about the Eye in the first place? Far as I know, she hasn’t set foot in this world since the Twilight Wars. And even before that, she always talked about ‘the Blight,’ didn’t like hanging around here much.”


  “Ah, but once upon a time she liked it very much,” Conan Doyle said. “This was two thousand years ago, Squire. And Morrigan knows very well the tale of Eogain and the power of his Eye, for she was the one who murdered him, who left him to rot in that bog in Windling.”


  “Why didn’t she just take it?” Eve asked. “I mean, she’s an evil twat, but she isn’t stupid. An item like that is exactly the kind of thing you magicians collect, just in case. Why leave the Eye in his head, at the bottom of some bog?”


  “The Fey hate silver,” Clay noted, “but still . . .”


  “I told you Eogain was powerful. The runes he etched into the silver eye were not only to absorb and channel magick. There were others as well. Defensive marks. He enchanted the eye so that if it is touched by hands not human, it will simply destroy itself, disintegrate.”


  Danny slapped the table enthusiastically. “I get it! She’s controlling some of those zombies, sending them to the museum to get the Eye for her because she can’t touch it.”


  “Precisely,” Conan Doyle agreed.


  Clay stood up quickly, troubled. “Which means we’ve got to get to the museum right away. We have to get the Eye before the undead can retrieve it.”


  “Or, at least, before they can return it to Morrigan,” Conan Doyle said.


  Eve scowled as she rose. “What are we waiting for?”


  Conan Doyle frowned. “You were waiting for our few clues to be evaluated, and for a plan to be set in motion. And now they have, and now it is. By all means, don’t let me keep you, Eve.”


  He shot a glance at the goblin, who had his glass of fine scotch slightly tilted, pressed against his lips, but paused now as Conan Doyle spoke his name.


  “Squire. Take Eve, Clay, and Dr. Graves to the Museum of Fine Arts. Provide them with weapons. After you have obtained the Eye, we shall all regroup here. By then, I am quite certain we will know exactly what it is that we face.”


  They all began to rise, heavy with the weight of purpose. For too long they had simply been reacting to the horrors that were unfolding in the city. At last they were going on the offensive. Conan Doyle sensed that each of them shared his satisfaction that the time had come. All save one.


  “Wait,” Danny Ferrick said, idly stroking one of his small horns. “Wait a second.”


  Everyone paused and regarded him curiously.


  “What about me?” he asked.


  Conan Doyle stiffened, nostrils flaring, and his eyes narrowed as he studied the boy who was not a boy at all. He had felt the boy deserved to know what was happening, and that it might help him to accept the truth about himself to know what other sorts of creatures existed in the world. But his intentions ended there.


  “You’re to remain here with your mother and myself,” Conan Doyle said.


  “Bullshit,” Danny snapped. “What’s that about? I can fight. Look, obviously I’m not just some kid. I’m strong, and nearly fucking impossible to hurt. I want to help.”


  “Admirable,” Conan Doyle said. “But there is something I want you to understand. Ever since I learned of your existence, I have kept watch over your development, checking in from time to time. I did this, Danny, not because I hoped to recruit you to fight on my side of this war, but to make absolutely certain you did not fight for the other side.”


  The boy’s mouth hung open in astonishment, little rows of fangs glinting in the candlelight. He looked as if he had just been slapped.


  “That’s so . . . that’s totally unfair. You don’t even know me. Where the hell do you get off saying shit like that?”


  “I think I’ve been more than fair,” Conan Doyle replied, giving him a hard look. “There are those who would have killed you in infancy, just to be safe. We shall see what your destiny holds, Danny Ferrick. But not tonight. Not tonight.”


  He turned and left the room, and the Menagerie followed.


  In the hall they were met by Julia Ferrick, who had overheard at the very least the last few moments of their conversation. She had woken from her sleep and wrapped herself in a blanket. Her face was etched with sadness and she held one hand to her mouth as if to block a scream. When Danny emerged from the living room, his mother went to him. Though he tried at first to push her away, a moment later he relented, and she held him in her arms and whispered a mother’s love into his ears and kissed his hair, careful to avoid scratching herself upon the points of his horns.


  The crimson mist churned, a sea of red clouds that drifted across streets and lawns and swayed trees, a dread wind rustling branches and killing leaves, which fell and were carried away in the fog. The night sky above was obscured by the blood mist, swirls of scarlet against the black heavens. Somewhere in the night, not far off at all, dogs snarled and let out unnatural cries as they tore at one another.


  All along the street where the Ferricks lived, doors and windows were closed. Some homes had electricity still, though it flickered unreliably. Others glowed with the light of candles. But most of them were dark, and things shifted in the shadows behind the windows. It might have been people that moved within those homes, or it might have been something else.


  Conan Doyle smoothed his jacket, then raised one hand to brush down his mustache. His fingers crackled with static, and with magick, for though his hands performed these idle tasks, his eyes were alert and he scanned the red fog around the Ferrick house for any sign of attack. The way that supernatural events were rippling across the area, there were certain to be other enemies than Morrigan out there in the dark.


  He spared a glance to his right. Ceridwen clutched her elemental staff and stood at attention, the breeze ruffling her gossamer robe. A soft blue glow emanated from the ice sphere at the top of the staff, and a cold mist seemed to furl up from it, untouched by the bloody fog that swept around them.


  The two of them stood guard while Clay and Eve checked the interior of the limousine, and Squire looked beneath it. There was no sign of anything sinister, and so the goblin hitched up his pants and slid into the driver’s seat. Graves’s ectoplasmic essence rippled as he passed through the door and took the passenger’s seat.


  Clay held the door for Eve, who slipped on a long leather coat she had retrieved from the trunk of the limo and then climbed into the back seat. Hesitating a moment, Clay looked across the roof of the limo and locked eyes with Conan Doyle. The two men nodded at one another, and then Clay got into the car beside Eve.


  Conan Doyle and Ceridwen waited silently as the limousine pulled away. When its red taillights blended with the mist they retreated together to the door of the Ferricks’ home.


  “I’ll take the living room,” she said. “You’ll take the dining room, I assume?”


  “Fine,” he agreed.


  Danny and his mother were waiting in the living room. When Conan Doyle and Ceridwen entered, Julia Ferrick drew in a quick breath, as though she had to summon her courage or her self-control, or perhaps both. When she spoke to him, her tone made it clear that her opinion of him had suffered greatly these past few minutes.


  “I understand you need my help,” she said.


  “I’m not sure I need it,” Conan Doyle answered truthfully. “But it is always wise to have someone watching over me when I place myself in a meditative state. If there is an attack here, you could wake me, and the same if I seem unduly troubled in my trance, if I convulse or wounds begin to spontaneously appear upon my flesh.”


  Ceridwen sighed and the two females exchanged a meaningful look. “In other words, he does need your help. He simply wouldn’t choose to phrase it that way.”


  “He must be loads of fun on a date,” Julia muttered.


  Neither Conan Doyle nor Ceridwen responded to that. After an awkward moment, Conan Doyle simply nodded to Ceridwen and then gestured toward the Ferricks to proceed with him toward the dining room.


  But he found he could not leave Ceridwen to her work without pausing. He stood at the arched entry that led to the house’s main corridor and looked back at her. Her fingers had begun to scratch at the air, to dart and weave and paint sigils. The ground rumbled and shifted slightly beneath the foundations of the house and the temperature in the living room dropped twenty degrees in a matter of seconds, and continued to go down.


  The ice sphere upon her staff glowed more brightly, and the blue mist that wreathed it began to spin around it in a pulsing ring.


  “Ceri,” Conan Doyle whispered.


  She started at the sound of his voice. Slowly, she turned to face him, her features sharp as shattered glass, eyes bright with magick and pain.


  “Don’t call me that,” she said.


  Conan Doyle nodded in apology and regret. “I just wanted to tell you to be careful.”


  “I don’t need you to worry for me, Arthur,” Ceridwen said coldly, snapping off each word. Instantly, she seemed to regret it. She went back to preparing her spell, lips moving soundlessly, fingers sketching at nothing. Then, without looking at him, she half-turned and she spoke again, and this time her voice was intimate with the memories they shared.


  “But I . . . I am glad that you do.”


  Julia Ferrick had stepped into a dream.


  That was untrue, of course, and she knew it. Even so, that thought ran through her mind time and time again. “It was like a dream.” How many times had she heard that expressiona? Hundreds? Thousands? It was funny in a nauseating way, because there was nothing remotely dream-like about the things she had experienced in the previous twelve hours.


  There were monsters in her house. A vampire woman whose name and comments implied she might be so much more. A man who could be anyone or anything, wear any face. A goblin with a foul mouth, crass and yet somehow comforting. An elf, or fairy or—and here an insane little giggle threatened to bubble out between her lips—whatever Ceridwen was. Conan Doyle . . . a magician. A real magician, who also claimed to be Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, a man who had been dead as long as Julia’s grandmother had been alive.


  And her son. Her own son.


  Daniel. Oh, sweet God, Danny.


  According to Conan Doyle, he wasn’t even remotely human. And yet he was. He was her son, damn it.


  Again that mad giggle tried to escape her lips and she raised a hand to cover the smile it brought, not wanting it to be misinterpreted. This wasn’t a dream or a nightmare; it wasn’t Julia through the looking glass. She was wide awake, and there was no doubt in her mind that her senses were reporting accurately. The things she saw and heard and smelled and touched were real. All of her assumptions about the world—taught to her by generations of human society—were wrong. Were lies.


  Her mind wanted to reject it all, wanted to retreat to the protection of ignorance. But the contents of Pandora’s Box could never be returned to their place. The truth could not be undone.


  Julia blamed Conan Doyle for that. She knew it was absurd, knew that the man was trying to combat the dark forces that were at work upon the world. But he was also aloof and distant and had known the truth about her son for years yet kept it secret from her. And the way he had spoken to Danny in the dining room . . . Julia was glad Conan Doyle wouldn’t allow Danny to accompany the others; he was safer here. But Conan Doyle didn’t know her boy. As tormented as he had been in recent years, dealing with the physical changes they had initially thought of as some kind of affliction, Danny was a good kid. Conan Doyle’s suggestion that Danny was not to be trusted because of what he was infuriated her. What mattered wasn’t what he was, but who he was.


  Conan Doyle sat at the far end of the dining room table. He had done away with the filthy pipe he had been smoking and now simply steepled his fingers beneath his chin, leaning back in his chair. He almost seemed not to notice her, his eyes closing, his chest rising and falling in a rhythm that gradually slowed.


  “Mrs. Ferrick?” he said, sounding disoriented.


  “Yes?”


  “I wish things could have been different for you,” he said, barely above a whisper, so that she was not at all certain if she had heard him correctly.


  And then, “Wake me at any sign of trouble.”


  Julia stared at Conan Doyle as his breathing slowed further. His face seemed almost jaundiced in the candlelight. Soon he inhaled only once or twice a minute, and his eyes were partway open, revealing only the whites beneath.


  He was gone. And Julia found herself feeling more charitable toward Conan Doyle than she had previously. For though his body was here, his mind was clearly elsewhere, and without him the walls seemed closer and the crimson mist more ominous. She was more aware than before that out there on the streets of her city the dead were walking. Without Conan Doyle’s reassuring presence, she felt afraid.


  It made her hate him all the more.


  “Mom?”


  Startled, Julia turned to see Danny standing in the corridor, just outside the room. He had been silent since they had joined Conan Doyle for this meditation, or whatever it really was. She smiled wanly at her son, wanting to believe his assertion that the truth had made him happy. Plainly there was more to it than that. To know that she and her bastard ex were not his biological parents had to have hurt Danny, but she could understand that it helped him to know that he was different for a reason. That he might have a purpose beyond being the freak the other kids stared at in the high school hallways.


  “You look tired, honey,” Julia said. “Why don’t you get some rest? Nothing else is going to happen until they come back.”


  “That’s what I was going to say,” Danny told her. “Yell if you need anything, or if anything, y’know, happens.” He gestured at Conan Doyle.


  “I will,” she promised.


  Then Danny was gone from the doorway and she was left alone with the hollow husk of Arthur Conan Doyle and the flickering glow of candles.


  
    Chapter Twelve

  


  Ceridwen was taken aback by how much it still pained her.


  Standing in the center of the Ferricks’ living room while attempting to establish communications with the elemental forces of this withered world, the sorceress was forced to deal with emotions she had thought to be callused over long, long ago. They were feelings buried so deeply that she had underestimated their devastating strength, believing that after all this time, she had surely grown stronger than they, the overwhelming sadness and fiery anger that had come as a result of Arthur Conan Doyle leaving her life.


  But she knew she had been wrong, feeling the effects of seeing him again as if the decades that separated them were but the passing of a season. Ceridwen had hoped she would be stronger than this, and at that moment, wished in hindsight that she’d had the wisdom to partake of some spell or magickal elixir that would have dulled the painful memories of what she and Arthur Conan Doyle once shared.


  The hurt of their lost love was a distraction, and that was something she could ill afford at this time.


  Ceridwen hissed aloud, suppressing the rabid emotion that now bled from the newly ravaged wound of feelings, and forced her attentions fully to the chore at hand. There would time later to deal with the trivial pains of her failed relationship, when the fate of worlds did not hang so precariously in the balance. Right now, she had to concentrate every facet of her consciousness upon communicating with the elemental spirits that composed the world of man—the world that the Fey had come to call the Blight.


  With her staff, upon the parchment of open air, the Faerie sorceress wrote the intricate spells of elemental calling that had been passed down from generation to generation, as far back as the Fey could remember. The forces of nature had always been at their beck and call, a symbiotic relationship built upon a strong mutual respect.


  The air grew steadily colder, her breath clouding from her mouth as she uttered the names of the primordial spirits that comprised the world. As she spoke the last of their names, she felt the frigid air around her become charged with an eldritch energy that had existed since the explosion that was the birth cry of creation. The floor beneath her feet thrummed as the chilled air began to swirl. The flames of the candles, strategically placed about the room for illumination, stretched, growing taller, leaning toward the coursing air. She could feel the presence of those whom she had called, weaker than the last time they had communed upon the world of man, but still a force to be reckoned with none the less. Sadly Ceridwen wondered if there would ever come a time when the elemental spirits would be too weak here to answer her call, but that was a concern for another time.


  “You have summoned and we have answered, child of the Fey,” said the elements, their wispy voices speaking in unison. “What task would you ask of us?”


  Ceridwen bowed her head in reverence to the forces that bound the universe. “Great and wise elemental spirits, this world in which you reside is in grave danger, and I ask of you only one thing, to transport me quickly, and stealthily to my chosen location so that I may deal with this threat.” She raised her head to see that a vortex composed of the elements swirled about her: earth, wind, fire, and water. “Will you aid me?” she asked of them.


  The spirits did not answer and Ceridwen began to wonder if the distraction of her feelings for Arthur Conan Doyle had affected her far worse than she had first imagined.


  “Spirits?” she questioned. “Have you heard my plea?”


  They were still silent, whirling about her, and she was about to ask them again when at last they spoke.


  “Perhaps it would be best if this world were to die,” they said in unison, and Ceridwen found herself stunned by the response.


  Long had the forces of nature on this world been under constant assault, the dominant species of the planet having no respect for the heavenly body on which they thrived. Mankind’s arrogance and blatant disregard for its environment was maddening, and she could not help but entertain the thought that perhaps the spirits were right. Every time that she had set foot upon this accursed world, she found it in worse condition than the last. Humanity was killing this place that had once been second only to Faerie in its lush beauty.


  The outcome was surely inevitable. Did it really matter if this place were to die now or later? she pondered. Ceridwen could not even begin to understand how Arthur could have left the world of the Fey for such a tainted place, but he loved this world of his birth, and had made himself its protector. It was not her place to encourage its demise.


  “No,” Ceridwen said forcefully to the elemental manifestation that surrounded her. “This is not the time or place for such discussions. There is much life still left in this world and I—as well as others who share the same thoughts, are not yet ready to allow it to pass.”


  The elements were quiet, dwelling upon her words.


  “Perhaps we were too rash,” the spirits hissed. “Your faith momentarily restores our hope. We shall watch further before this world’s fate is decided upon.”


  “A wise decision,” Ceridwen answered, again bowing her head in respect. “Will you then grant my request?”


  The whirlwind began to swirl all the faster around her, the elements blurring together as one powerful force. “Take us into yourself, and in your thoughts, show your destination.”


  Her former lover’s home took shape within her mind as she inhaled, allowing spirits of nature access to her body.


  “Yesssssss,” they whispered all around her. “We know this place.”


  And the winds spun all the faster, shrieking and moaning as the forces of nature readied to do the sorceress’ bidding.


  “A traveling wind,” Ceridwen said, clutching her staff of power to her chest, the icy ball adorning it pulsing with a cold, blue light, the combination of the frozen water and the fire within. “That is what I ask of you. A traveling wind to take me to the home of Conan Doyle.”


  “It is but the least we can do for you, child of the Fey,” the elements said as they took her within their embrace, lifting her up from the ground.


  “The least we can do.”


  Danny Ferrick stared with awe into the living room.


  The boy had had every intention of going up to bed, to lie down and attempt to understand what he had learned about himself, as well as the world in which he lived. In his mind he saw his life, and the world in which he lived represented as a gigantic rock, its dark, jagged surface covered in patches of lichen and moss, undisturbed and untouched for perhaps hundreds of years. But then that rock was flipped over, and something else entirely was exposed—something terrifying, and yet absolutely fascinating. That was the real world for him now—the world in which he belonged.


  His foot had just touched the first step that would take him up to his room when he’d felt it. It was like a gentle tug, as if there were an invisible rope wrapped around his waist and somebody at the other end, pulling—drawing him toward the living room.


  Danny turned. He knew that Ceridwen was in the living room performing some kind of magickal spell that would take her to Conan Doyle’s house. Is that what’s pulling me? he wondered as he moved quietly down the hallway, clinging to the shadows. Is Ceridwen’s magick somehow calling to me?


  He heard voices coming from the room, and by the sound of it, the woman was not alone. Danny pressed himself against the wall before the doorway and listened. Ceridwen’s voice was beautiful, like the singing of a song every time she spoke, but the other voice—multiple voices really, speaking as one, it made the dry skin around his new horns itch like mad and the hair at the back of his neck stand on end.


  Danny carefully peeked around the doorframe, not wanting to be seen. He was going to have his look, and with his curiosity satisfied, go right up to bed.


  At least that was what he had intended.


  All that he had seen recently, all he had experienced, it paled in comparison to what he was seeing at that moment.


  “A traveling wind,” the Faerie sorceress said aloud, her voice filled with authority. The air in the room, seeming to have become almost solid, spun around her incredibly fast, but she remained calm in the center of the maelstrom. “That is what I ask of you. A traveling wind to take me to the home of Conan Doyle.”


  The unnatural wind conjured within the living room of Danny’s home screamed and moaned like twenty cats in heat, and it became more difficult to see the Faerie sorceress at its core.


  “It is but the least we can do, child of the Fey,” came the voice that set his nerves on edge, and Danny realized that it was coming from the body of the storm itself, that somehow the whirlwind was alive.


  “Awesome,” he whispered, transfixed by the sight. His body shook with the wind, his pants so baggy that they fluttered behind his legs.


  “The least we can do.”


  And with those final words, the traveling wind spun all the faster. Furniture and knick-knacks, anything not nailed down, were tossed about the living room by the powerful winds. Then the woman was lifted up from the center of the room and carried within the belly of the unnatural storm toward the ceiling.


  Danny could not take his eyes from the sight, watching in awe as the manifestation of the sorceress’ magick began to grow smaller, collapsing in upon itself. Ceridwen was leaving, being taken away by what she had called a traveling wind, and he felt the unnatural pull again—the tug, that had brought him to this room grow all the stronger. He gripped the doorframe, his clawed fingernails digging into the hard wood as he fought to keep himself from entering the room. There was a part of him that wanted to go, to throw himself into the whirling vortex and accompany Ceridwen on her mission, but that was not his place. According to Conan Doyle, it was not his time.


  The pull upon him was incredible as he watched the twister compress in size, Ceridwen nothing more than a dark stain at its core. It would be gone soon, transporting the woman to Conan Doyle’s house where she would gather information to help them take down those responsible for what was currently happening to the world. And where would he be? Daniel asked of himself. He would here, doing absolutely nothing, even though he knew that he was more than capable of helping.


  The boy heard Mr. Doyle’s hurtful words again echo within his skull. “We shall see what your destiny holds, Danny Ferrick. But not tonight. Not tonight.”


  “Then when?” he asked aloud, knowing very well if Conan Doyle’s people—his agents, were not successful, things would be getting mighty hairy for mankind, and he might never be given the opportunity to show them what he knew he was capable of. This was his chance to truly belong, to prove that he was one of them.


  Danny let go of the doorframe and allowed himself to be drawn into the room. He felt the drastic change in temperature, and he could see his breath. He stared up at the dissipating whirlwind, now less than half its original size, and still he struggled with the idea of what he should do.


  “Not tonight,” the voice of Conan Doyle said again, warning him away from the thoughts of what Danny knew he should not be doing. And in his mind he saw himself leaving the room, climbing up the stairs to his bedroom where he would wait for the others to return from their chosen missions. This was what he should have done.


  “Fuck that shit,” the boy growled, tensing the muscles in his legs and leaping up into the air, at the magickal maelstrom. And he was pulled inside the final vestiges of the diminishing vortex; carried away from his home upon a traveling wind, eager to confront his destiny.


  In the dream, the world of man was hers to command.


  Wearing robes of elegant silk, she walked amongst the garden of bones; the remains of those who challenged her, as far as the eye could see. They were arranged in the most beautiful of patterns, sticking up from the poisoned earth, and hanging from barren trees, twirling amusingly in the fetid winds. The artisans of the Corca Duibhne had outdone themselves, she thought, admiring the artistry of the Night People’s work, creating sculptures both pleasing to her eyes and filled with meaning. This place would serve as a reminder to any who would dare to challenge her supremacy. A place to show them that any hopes of insurrection would be met with punishment swift and terrible.


  The mournful winds shifted ever so slightly, carrying the plaintive wails of the humans left alive to her ears. They were used as cattle now, a food source for her voracious army. A fate they most assuredly deserved.


  And beneath the now eternally nocturnal sky, the sun forever blotted out by the undulating mist of scarlet red, Morrigan leaned back her head and basked in the misery that she had wrought. It is only a matter of time now, she thought, her body beginning to tingle with anticipation, only a matter of time before the world of Faerie fell prostrate before her, and she began to cry tears of thanks for what her master had given her.


  “It is all I’ve ever dreamed of and more,” Morrigan said, her voice trembling in emotion, as she gazed up into the sky. And something moved there above her, something great and terrible that glided through the mist filled air, the pounding of its mighty wings like the heartbeat of a world in peril.


  Morrigan lay upon the king-sized bed of Arthur Conan Doyle, her naked body still covered with the sticky aftermath of the recently performed blood ritual, still gripped within the fantasy of dream. The spell that she had woven had been extremely taxing, and she often found that a brief nap was exactly what was needed for her to retain that much needed edge, and what better place to rest after the exhausting job of sacrificing two innocent children, she thought, then upon the bed of your vanquished enemy.


  Her eyes came suddenly open, awakened from her blissful respite by disturbance in the ether. It was like the vibrations felt within the silken threads of a spider’s web; an alarm of sorts, warning that something could very well be amiss. Morrigan raised herself up on her elbows, gazing about the darkness of the master bedroom.


  The two boggarts, large dog-like beasts lying curled and content at the foot of the bed until that moment, raised their blocky, black fleshed heads and sniffed at the air. The animals growled, a horrible gurgling sound, the loose flesh around their mouths rippling back to reveal angry red gums filled with razor-sharp teeth.


  “What is it?” she asked the demonic beasts, conjured as a precautionary measure to watch over her while she slept. The two unnatural animals tilted back their large, square heads, sucking whistling lungfuls of air into their eager nostrils. They sensed it the same as she, the faintest hint of a magickal disturbance in the air.


  “Come,” Morrigan beckoned the animals to her as she left the bed, and they slunk from atop the mattress to the floor, their short, triangular ears flat against their skulls in submissiveness as they stood on either side of her naked form, licking the dried blood of children from her hands.


  She concentrated upon the ripple in the ether, attempting to discern its purpose, but much to her frustration, could not read it.


  “Who would dare such a thing?” she asked aloud, padding naked across the bedroom to the door, taking some satisfaction with the knowledge that the two who could challenge her were not present upon this world, she had seen to that.


  Morrigan flung the door wide, startling a band of Night People who had set up a kind of encampment outside the bedroom door. The creatures quickly averted their eyes, not wanting to incur the wrath of their mistress.


  “Did you feel it?” she asked them. “A spell has breached our defenses.”


  The boggarts started to whine, eager to track the scent of the invasive magick.


  “Go,” she commanded them with a wave of her taloned hand, and the beasts bounded down the upstairs hall, powerful muscles rippling beneath jet-black flesh, scattering Corca Duibhne and their belongings in their fury to hunt that which did not belong.


  Morrigan followed close behind, fearing the worst as the eager boggarts descended the stairs, their claws scrabbling across the hard wood floors for purchase as they made their way toward the ballroom, and her most treasured possession.


  Disturbing images flashed through her mind; scenarios that rendered all that she had planned moot. She first imagined finding the chrysalis of Sweetblood shattered upon the ballroom floor, the powerful mage now free and filled with fury, and then the equally horrific imagining that the chrysalis was gone, stolen, not a piece to be found. She quickened her pace, catching up to the dog-like creatures sniffing and digging eagerly at the bottom of the closed ballroom doors.


  Filled with anticipation, she gripped the knobs in her eager hands, turning them and pushing the doors open. The boggarts bounded into the room, howling and snapping at the air as if it were filled with prey.


  A deadly spell of defense danced upon Morrigan’s lips, crackling arcane energies ready to lash out at any enemy present, but the room was as she left it.


  The twins, Fenris and Dagris, looked startled as they stood above the sarcophagus of solidified magick that held the body of Sweetblood the mage.


  “Mistress?” Fenris asked, his voice filled with concern.


  They were still doing as they had been instructed, maintaining the spell that would hopefully allow them greater access to the magickal forces imbued within Sanguedolce’s cocoon.


  The boggarts continued to pace about the room, howling and carrying on. Something had been there; of this she was certain. Morrigan strode naked toward the chrysalis, wanting to see with her own two eyes that her means to victory was still very much within her grasp.


  She felt the twins’ questioning eyes upon her bare flesh, but she paid them no mind as she reached down to wipe away the blood of the sacrifice that covered the mage’s containment vessel, hoping to gaze upon the visage of the one whose power she had so come to desire. The blood had partially coagulated, and it sloughed off, plopping to the floor as she ran her hand across the cocoon’s chiseled surface.


  Morrigan actually breathed a sigh of relief as she caught sight of the form of the mage, still trapped within, but that relief quickly changed to concern as her eyes studied the frozen countenance of the arch mage all the closer. Something was different. If she was not mistaken, Sweetblood’s expression had somehow changed.


  And he appeared very angry.


  The sleek, black limousine cut through the billowing red fog like a surgeon’s knife through diseased flesh. In the driver’s seat, the hobgoblin Squire sat quietly, piloting the vehicle through the impenetrable mist with an expertise that Clay found uncanny.


  The shapeshifter gazed out his side window. Though morning, he could see practically nothing other than the undulating clouds of crimson. Even with the structure of his eyes changed, giving him the best possible vision, he could still not make heads or tails of where they were, or where they going.


  “How do you do it?” Clay asked Squire from the backseat.


  The goblin started, grabbing hold of the rearview mirror and manipulating it so that he could see into the back seat. “You talking to me?”


  Eve shifted in the seat beside him, hugging herself as if cold, leaning her head against the glass of her window. “No, the other little twisted freak driving this car,” she growled sarcastically. “Of course he’s talking to you.”


  Clay shook his head. Squire and Eve certainly shared an interesting relationship. He was never quite sure if the two actually despised one another, or it was all some kind of act to deflect attention from the fact that they truly cared for each other.


  “Hey, Eve, got a box of native earth in the trunk, why don’t you lay in it?” barked Squire.


  “Miserable shit,” she grumbled, slumping lower and closing her eyes.


  But then again . . .


  “The driving,” Clay said before Squire could launch his second, venom-filled volley. He moved forward in his seat to speak with the hobgoblin. “How do you manage to actually navigate through this stuff?”


  Squire shrugged. “It’s really instinctual,” he said. “Kind of like traveling the darkness of the shadow paths.” The goblin explained further. “I can feel where I need to go inside my head. It’s weird, and hard to explain.”


  The vehicle suddenly banked to the left to avoid something in the middle of the road. Clay got a quick glimpse through the side window as the car sped past. If he wasn’t mistaken, it looked to be nothing more than a rotting human torso and head, writhing maggot-like across the center of the road. Yet another of the pathetic things responding to the siren song that drew the dead to the Museum of Fine Arts. Their destination as well.


  “You see that?” Squire asked him as he expertly steered the car back to the center of the road.


  “Yeah,” Clay answered. He could now see the shapes of other animated corpses shambling through the thick fog of crimson within the road and on either side. Squire managed to avoid them with ease.


  We must be getting closer, Clay thought.


  “Hey, you know what that guy in the road would be named if he were hung on a wall?” the hobgoblin asked.


  Clay wasn’t quite sure what the diminutive chauffeur was talking about. “What?” he asked. “I’m not sure I . . .”


  “Art,” Squire answered, stifling back a guffaw. “Get it? His name would be Art. He would be hanging on a wall? Art? It loses a lot if I gotta explain it.”


  Graves was sitting in the front seat and now the ghostly figure turned to look at the driver. “Maybe it would be wise if you just concentrated on your driving and ceased all attempts at humor,” the ghost said coldly, the first words he had spoken since pulling away from the Ferricks’ home in Newton.


  Squire shook his gourd like head in disgust. “Jeez, try and lighten the mood a bit, and suddenly I’m treated like the friggin’ bastard child of Carrot Top.”


  Clay leaned back in his seat, letting the uneasy silence again hold sway over the inside of the car. It was obvious that Graves did not appreciate Squire’s attempts at levity, preferring the somber silence. Over years, Clay had seen the different ways in which soldiers prepared themselves for battle; no two warriors doing it in quite the same the way. He’d always preferred a little quiet reflection before the war, reviewing the multitude of shapes that he could possibly manifest in order to combat and defeat the threat he was about to face.


  Clay gazed at the back of Graves’s head, able to see right through it to the windshield in front of him. He didn’t know the adventurer all that well, having worked with him only a handful of times, but he had been a man of science in the days when he was still amongst the living. Clay could only imagine how disconcerting it must have been for the man to be confronted with the existence of the supernatural. How do you prepare for something that you spent your entire living existence believing didn’t exist? Clay understood why the spirit would have no patience for Squire’s stupid jokes.


  “I’m just pulling onto Huntington Ave,” the hobgoblin said from the driver’s seat. “It’s only a matter of time now.”


  The road had become dense with the reanimated dead, and the chauffeur continued to do as well as could be expected to avoid hitting them, but the closer they got, the harder it was becoming. Clay flinched as the front of the vehicle struck the body of a woman, the impact spraying a shower of a thick, milky fluid across the expanse of windshield.


  “Whoa, that’s gonna leave a mark,” Squire said beneath his breath, hitting the button to cover the windshield with cleaning fluid before turning on the wiper blades.


  Squire dealt with his tensions of the coming conflict with humor. It was something that Clay was familiar with. In an age he now recalled only through the veil of time, he had known a great Sumerian warrior called Atalluk, who would gather his fellow soldiers the night before they were to wage war against their enemies and tell humorous stories about his childhood and his ribald adventures with members of the opposite sex. Clay smiled with the ancient memory. The men loved those tales; the stories helping them to relax, and to relieve the tensions they were most likely experiencing in regard to the approaching combat.


  Atalluk had been a gifted warrior, but gifted with wit as well. Clay still carried a certain amount of guilt for killing the Sumerian upon the battlefield, but there had been no choice. It was what he had been paid by the opposing forces to do.


  The limousine hit a slow moving cluster of ambling dead, their dried flesh and bones scattering like dusty tenpins. “Strike!” Squire roared, shaking a gnarled fist in the air under the disapproving gaze of Leonard Graves.


  Clay glanced at Eve, who still appeared to be resting. Here was someone that he had fought beside on numerous occasions, who understood and embraced the meaning of calm before the storm. She was a creature of infinite patience, Eve was, and there wasn’t another warrior that he would rather have fighting by his side. When it was time to fight, she would be ready. He had no doubts about that.


  The dead had become even more numerous. Their horrible faces crowded around to peer into the limousine as it began to slow.


  “We’re almost there,” Squire said, gunning the engine, plowing through the mass of decaying flesh and bones. “I want to get you close enough so you’re not bogged down. They can be a real pain in the ass, these dead guys.”


  The goblin leaned on the horn, as if that would make a difference. “Outta the way, you stinkin’ bags of bones! Can’t you see we’re trying to get through here?”


  Clay felt his respiration gradually begin to increase, the beating of his heart quicken. It was as it always was for him, the response of his body to the battle that was sure to come.


  “Are we ready?” he asked.


  Graves turned in his seat to look at Clay, his death pale features nearly transparent. “As set as I’ll ever be when dealing with things of this nature,” the ghost said, apparently perturbed that he was again forced to face the facts that he had so vehemently denied in life. Graves drifted up and out of his seat toward the limo ceiling, his head passing through the roof.


  “I got your backs,” Squire said, his large, dewy eyes reflected in the surface of the rearview mirror, and he cracked the door on the passenger side, ready to exit.


  Clay looked to Eve, the woman scrunched down in her seat, seemingly still in the embrace of sleep.


  “This is it, Eve,” he said, reaching to shake her awake.


  The woman responded in an instant, gripping his wrist in her powerful grasp before his hand could fall upon her.


  “I’m awake,” she told him, and he could see by the look in her deep, dark eyes that she was more than ready for what they were about to face.


  “Then let’s do what we came here for,” he said, letting go of her wrist and preparing to open his passenger door.


  As he did this, he heard the surprising sound of laughter, a pleasant sound, and one that he did not remember hearing too many times before. Clay looked across the back seat to see that Eve was giggling as she too prepared to exit the car.


  She must have felt his eyes upon him and turned her head to meet his gaze.


  “What’s so funny?” he asked, completely in the dark as to what could have tickled her funny bone at that particular moment.


  “Yeah,” Squire reiterated, a breathless tension in his voice. Even he did not see any signs of the humorous at the moment. “What’s the joke?”


  “Art,” she said and again began to laugh. “The guy with no arms or legs hanging on the wall. His name would be Art.”


  Eve opened her door, stepping out into the billowing crimson mist that hid an army of the dead. “That’s pretty fucking funny,” she said, just before slamming the door closed behind her.


  And as Clay also left the vehicle, his body pulsing with the potential for violence that was to follow, he was forced to admit that the woman was right; it was funny.


  When you looked at it from a certain way, it was all funny.


  
    Chapter Thirteen

  


  Kingsley is dead.


  Conan Doyle, for that is how he is known to all and sundry, sits in the foyer of the Grosvenor Hotel with an unlit pipe propped between his lips. His eyes glaze as he gazes across the elegant foyer at ladies and their gentlemen, bustling to and fro. It is the middle of November, yet already the spirit of Christmas is in the air. Conan Doyle spies a small boy, perhaps five, running circles round his Ma’am’s legs as his Da has an angry word with a bellman.


  The father often loses patience with the boy. Conan Doyle can see bruises on the child’s inner arms, dark purple marks where his father’s thumb and fingers have gripped too tightly. The mother loves her husband, but she holds her breath, hoping his temper is satisfied by berating the bellman, and quietly trying to calm her boy so that he does not draw his father’s attention.


  The bellman is new to the job. Conan Doyle can see this from his shoes. The uniform is new, the buttons polished, but the shoes are badly scuffed, heels worn. The man had not been working at the Grosvenor long enough to have saved money for new shoes.


  And Kingsley is dead.


  The bellman has no money. The boy’s father is far too rough with him. But Conan Doyle’s own son, the pride of his heart, had been taken by the influenza. The wounds that Kingsley had received at the Somme had not killed him, but they had weakened him.


  Kingsley is dead, and now a fortnight later Conan Doyle sits in the foyer of the Grosvenor Hotel and frowns as he glances up at the woman who has just entered through the revolving door. She is a large woman, stern-featured and well-dressed, and she carries in each hand a tiny Union Jack, the flag of Britain. As if in a dream, she waltzes silently and alone, waving these small banners, and then she disappears through the revolving door once more, returning to the street.


  Moments later, a roar begins to build. Voices. Tears. Dancing feet.


  Armistice. The war is over.


  Kingsley is dead.


  “Peace,” a voice says, dry and cold. It is not a greeting, but an observation, and even then it is more cynical than celebratory.


  Conan Doyle taps his pipe on his knee and glances up into a the face of Lorenzo Sanguedolce, his olive skin, fancy mustache, and Italian accent marking him as a suspicious character in these times of war.


  “Kingsley is dead,” Conan Doyle tells him.


  Sanguedolce nods. “Yes. But he has not gone far, Arthur. Not yet. You may still be able to speak with him for a time yet.”


  Ice forms around Conan Doyle’s heart and he cannot meet Sanguedolce’s eyes. “I think not.”


  “No?”


  “No. If I speak with him, I may become too fond of the idea of joining him.”


  When he looks up, they are no longer in the Grosvenor Hotel, these two men. Conan Doyle stands on Wandsworth Road, looking up at the face of the Three Goats’ Heads pub. The name of the place is repeated on three signs, two on the building itself and one on a post in front of it, along with a faded reminder that one might also find Watney & Company’s inside. The windows are filthy. Gathered in a small circle is a quartet of rough looking men in dark Derby hats.


  The war has not yet begun, will not begin for years yet.


  Conan Doyle enters the Three Goats’ Heads. Ale spills from glasses as the barkeep slides them along a table. The air is choked with smoke, a fog that obscures his vision.


  In the center of the pub there is a table that is clean, save for a single pint of ale. Despite the crowd, no one goes near. Impossibly, there is a circle of clear air around and above the table, as though the wafting smoke is kept out by some invisible wall. Conan Doyle has come to the Wandsworth Road this evening in response to a note, a summons signed by Lorenzo Sanguedolce. He has heard of the man, of course, the one they call Sweetblood the Mage. He has dismissed much of this talk as merely that. Talk.


  One glimpse of Sanguedolce’s eyes, like bright pennies, and the way he seems to exist separate from the world, even in the din and dirt of a public house, and he knows there is more to the man than talk.


  Conan Doyle sits across from Sanguedolce. He says nothing by way of introduction. They have never met, but still they know one another.


  “You’re a fool,” Sanguedolce says, voice dripping with venom.


  “What?” Conan Doyle demands, taken aback.


  “Languishing in memories, in the comfort of the past,” Sanguedolce explains. “You can’t afford the luxury.”


  All other sound in the Three Goats’ Heads is abruptly silenced. The smoke thickens, becomes a wall of gray, and their small table is nearly in darkness. Beyond the table, things move in the smoke, and Conan Doyle is certain that they are not the patrons of the bar, not thick-necked men in dark Derbys, but others. Things that move in shadow, thrive in it, even consume it.


  He has been drifting inside himself. Lost. Sanguedolce is right. He is a fool. But somehow, despite it all, he has found the arch mage’s mind, touched him. Even now Lorenzo’s face shimmers and blurs. Morrigan’s power interferes, as do the spells Sanguedolce used to hide himself, so long ago. Conan Doyle brushes a hand through the air, clearing some of the strange ash that hangs there, and he can see Sanguedolce more clearly.


  For the moment.


  “Quickly, then,” Conan Doyle snaps, angry at himself, angry at Sweetblood. “Talk. What is Morrigan’s plan? What does she want you for?”


  “Idiot,” Sanguedolce says. “I was hidden for a reason.”


  The arch mage draws back his hand to strike, but it never touches Conan Doyle. The smoke and ash coalesce around them and Sanguedolce seems a part of it, now, gray shadows enveloping him, erasing him.


  “No!” Conan Doyle cries. “Wait!”


  “This is not my doing. There is too much darkness between us, too much power.”


  But his voice sounds distant, muffled, and diminishing with each word. Then . . .


  “Here.” And a hand thrusts out of the smoke gray shadow, a fingertip touching Conan Doyle’s forehead, a light tap just between the eyes.


  Slivers of pain lance through his head. His eyes burn. Bile rises in the back of his throat. Images erupt in his mind. Flashes of color, accompanied by the shrieking of children and the agonized wail of mothers. A city on fire. A highway lined with the dead. A barricade built of rotting, festering corpses. Charred flesh falling like snow from a dead black sky. Holes in the world, craters where entire nations had once been. A small, grinning girl with a bloody mouth and sharp teeth, looking up at her father with a knife in one hand and her mother’s eyes in the other.


  Armies, marching.


  Disease on the wind. Red welts and yellow blisters, a crowd dropping one by one, like wheat beneath the scythe.


  And from the darkest corners of the world, hideous beasts begin to emerge. Demons. And worse.


  “My Lord,” Conan Doyle whispers. “Morrigan doesn’t have this kind of power. What does she call?”


  Now he feels himself choking on the smoke, the gray shadows sheathing his eyes, smothering him, crawling up his nostrils. Conan Doyle passes a hand before him and the gray withdraws only enough that he can see the outline of a face in the smoke. The lips move, but Sanguedolce’s voice is in his head, not in the smoke.


  “You don’t listen. This isn’t Morrigan’s plan. But she has already corrupted the sorcery of my chrysalis. My power is already seeping, drawing attention. It must be sealed again. The things you have seen . . . they are inevitable unless you can stop her . . . if I am freed, this is the fate of the world.”


  Conan Doyle is cloaked in gray smoke again. Once more, furiously, he waves it away, but this time when it clears he is at his table at the Three Goats’ Heads, and he is alone.


  And he awakens.


  The wind whipped Danny Ferrick’s face with such ferocity that tears stung his eyes. It tugged at his clothing like ghost fingers and he felt himself spun around, feet dangling uselessly beneath him, a scarecrow in a hurricane. It was all blackness and wind, save for brief glimpses through the dark, eyeblink windows on the world, none of which offered the same view as the last. He squeezed his eyes closed.


  A hard gust blew him upward, and as he floated downward again he felt solid ground beneath his feet. A spiral breeze kept him from stumbling. He opened his eyes upon a dark room. The curtains fluttered in the traveling wind and his hair was ruffled a moment longer, and then the breeze died, and all was silence in the room save for the settling of dust upon the wooden floor.


  The canopy of the four-poster bed was the same ivory as the curtains. The carved wood of those posts was bone-white. A long bureau was against the far wall and a fireplace, dark and cold, was set into another. Other than these, the room was featureless, with no sign of any occupant. There were no lamps, no mirrors, no books or brushes, and only a single pillow on the bed.


  Unless something had gone wrong, this was Mr. Doyle’s house. Danny figured it was a spare bedroom, because it certainly did not seem as though anyone lived here. But . . . He frowned, glancing around the room. The door was firmly closed. He had followed Ceridwen here, let himself be swept along in the wake of her magic. So where the hell was she?


  The darkness of the room felt comfortable to him, as though it was a robe he had slipped on. His eyes had always adjusted well to the dark. Danny moved soundlessly across the room and opened the door just wide enough to peer through, and pressed an eye to the crack. The room he was in was at the end of the hall, and the corridor outside the door only a wing. There were five other doors, two on the left and three on the right, and then a left turn. It was dark, but where the corridor turned there was a glimmer of distant light, perhaps from a room around the corner.


  Ceridwen’s shadow was on the wall at the end of the corridor, thrown by the glow of that dim light.


  With no sign of anyone else, Danny slipped out of the room and pulled the door softly shut behind him. His nostrils flared and he smelled blood in the house. Somewhere. And it wasn’t human blood. His forked tongue slid over sharp rows of teeth and he felt his lips pull up into a kind of smile, as if he had no control over his response to that scent at all. Then he realized that it wasn’t a smile. It was a snarl.


  Danny moved in silence through the dark corridor, still wrapped in shadows. He felt invisible. He had always been good at hide and seek as a child, always had an uncanny ability to sneak up on others unawares. For the first time he realized this was not an ordinary thing. He cloaked himself in darkness and slipped quietly down the hall, and this time when he smiled to himself it was genuine.


  At the end of the hall he peeked around the corner, remaining out of sight, and when he saw Ceridwen he caught his breath.


  This new corridor was far longer and halfway down its length was a balustrade, and a stairwell that came down from above and continued on toward the first floor. Danny had no idea what floor they were on now. The dim light upon the walls was from somewhere below. At the landing, just beside the stairs, were two creatures unlike anything Danny had seen before. They were stooped, hands twisted into claws, long talons dangling by their knees. Their skin was leathery brown and rutted with lines that might have been scars or wrinkles or grooves in tree bark. And yet he had the idea that if they stood up straight and hid their faces, they might have been able to walk the daylight world and pass as human.


  Just the way Danny did.


  But he would have seen them for what they were. He would have smelled them. They had the stink of raw meat and sewer on them, these things. Danny had heard enough from Conan Doyle and the others to know they had to be the Night People. The Corca Duibhne. Seeing them made him tremble, but not with fear. He shook with the urge to kill them.


  Ceridwen was in the hall as well, only ten or twelve feet from the Night People. The ice blue sphere atop her staff glowed softly. Danny could not help but notice the way her long limbs moved beneath the sheer fabric of her dress. She was breathtaking. Her whole self seemed illuminated by the same ice blue light that glowed within that sphere.


  Magic, he thought. For even as he watched she moved nearer the two hideous creatures, and neither noticed her.


  With an elegant flourish, Ceridwen spread her arms and glided toward the Corca Duibhne; to Danny it almost seemed as though she were dancing. It was a strange moment of ballet, that ended with Ceridwen reaching out to touch the nearest of the two Night People. A blue light blossomed from her fingertips, blue-white mist leaked from her eyes in streams that floated on the air, and the sphere atop her staff flared with a moment of brilliance.


  The monstrous creature froze, leathery skin turning that same ice-blue. A wave of chilling cold swept up the corridor and Danny shivered, staring at the scene that played out before him.


  The second Corca Duibhne turned, shivering at the blast of frozen air, and its eyes widened. It opened its mouth, flashing yellow razor teeth, but before it could sound an alarm Ceridwen’s free hand flashed out and gripped it by the throat. Her muscles were taut, but even in profile Danny could see her face was expressionless. Her eyes were as cold as the ice of her magic. The creature let out a single groan, but no cry of alarm came.


  The ice formed first upon its yellow fangs. Then its eyes froze in its head. Moments later it was little more than an ice sculpture, just like the other.


  “Holy shit,” Danny whispered from the shadows.


  Ceridwen swept her staff around in an arc that shattered them both. Thousands of shards of ice cascaded along the floor of the corridor. Then she stood still once more, as though she had not even moved, and she held her staff before her in both hands.


  Danny felt a warm breeze begin to ruffle his hair. A wind sprang up in the corridor. One moment it was gentle, even pleasant, and the next it whistled in his ears and nearly knocked him off of his feet, a tropical blast of heat that seared his lungs when he inhaled. His claws dug into the wall and he clung to the corner, knowing if he fell he would give himself away. He watched in awe as the frozen remains of the two Corca Duibhne swirled and eddied in the hot wind.


  They melted away to nothing, leaving not a drop of condensation on the floor.


  Gone.


  The wind died and Danny held his breath, staring at Ceridwen. The Fey sorceress went to the stairs and glanced upward, and then leaned over the balustrade, getting her bearings.


  Then she turned her icy eyes upon him.


  Danny shuddered. He had cloaked himself in darkness, had felt sure that his stealth was part of what he was, one of the few benefits of his supernatural genesis. If this was to be his life—the life of a monster—he’d thought at least there might be something good to come of it.


  “Come here,” Ceridwen said, and though she spoke in a whisper her words carried to him.


  Abandoning any effort to hide himself, Danny hurried down the corridor to her. He glanced around at the many doors along the hall and at the stairs, worried that at any moment more of Morrigan’s followers might discover them.


  As he approached, Ceridwen grabbed his wrist and drew him up to her. Her fingers were ice upon his skin and that frozen mist still leaked from her eyes. She towered over him and he had not realized before just how tall she was. A shiver went up and down his spine but it was not the cold that made him tremble. Ceridwen was indeed beautiful, but it could be a terrible beauty, a cruel flawlessness.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” she demanded in a terse whisper.


  “Helping,” he said. “I wanted to help.”


  “Arthur told you to stay behind.”


  Danny had no response to that and so he said nothing. He felt his brows knit, felt his upper lip curl into another snarl, but could not prevent these reactions. They were instinctual. As much as he feared her, if Ceridwen did not let go of his wrist, he thought he might try to hurt her.


  His ears twitched. Voices reached them from the stairwell. Someone was coming up from below. Ceridwen turned toward the stairs and raised her staff, but this time it was Danny who grabbed hold of her wrist.


  “No,” he whispered. “We’re here to learn. To do that, we listen.”


  She glared at him a moment, and then she nodded. Danny moved swiftly and silently to the nearest door. It was unlocked, and he led Ceridwen inside. He left the door open several inches and knelt to put his eye to the crack. The room was dark, and once more he gathered the shadows around himself, hoping Morrigan’s followers wouldn’t be as perceptive as Ceridwen, hoping the darkness would keep them from noticing him spying.


  He knew Ceridwen was behind him. Even now she would be standing above him, trying to peer into the hall. Danny could feel her there, could feel the cold. And that was the two of them. Ice and shadows.


  Together they waited, and they listened, in the cold and the dark.


  The glass was shattered in the doors of the Museum of Fine Arts. The broad stone stairs in front of the building’s grand façade were swarming with the dead. Corpses crawled over one another, trying to get to the doors. The red mist that enveloped the entire city churned and rolled in clouds that obscured the horror surrounding the museum for a few seconds before thinning once more. Flags beat the air, jutting from the brow of the building, and banners advertising their latest exhibitions covered part of its face.


  There were walking dead who were crumbling with every step, who were clothed in tatters. Some of them had lost arms or hands, even lower jaws, and what skin remained was parchment stretched across their cheeks or sunken eye sockets. Muscle tore as they walked, but the magic that propelled them was merciless. Some of them were brittle and withered.


  Eve moved through the dead with her long sword like the reaper with his scythe. Yet this was a bloodless harvest. Her blade hacked into them with the pop and dry cracking noise of snapping kindling. Her coat flowed around her like a toreador’s cape, but she did not need any red flag to draw their attention. The restless dead had been sent to the museum for a reason, but presented with targets, with vibrant, alive creatures to kill, they deviated from their mission.


  She felt the blood race through her, her mind descending into a primitive rage that often enveloped her in combat. Her mouth opened and she howled a cry of battle that echoed out across the empty street. Her heightened senses brought to her the scent of Clay nearby, but he and the specter, Dr. Graves, were lost in the mist and the sea of staggering dead.


  Cold fingers clutched at her jacket and snagged in her hair. Eve spun, bringing the sword around with both hands upon its grip. This time, however, the blade met more resistance. Some of the walkers were freshly dead, their flesh and muscle more substantial, their bones harder. Two hands grabbed her head and a pale, fat man in a three piece suit dipped his jaws as though he might tear out her throat.


  Eve gave a cruel, rasping laugh as she thrust her sword point through his mid-section. With her preternatural strength she hoisted the fat cadaver off the ground and dumped him on top of several others. A dead woman, her face painted in the garish makeup of morticians the world over, seemed to grin as she reached out and twisted her fingers in the fabric of Eve’s blouse, tugging at the spaghetti straps as though intent on tearing it off. Eve hacked her hands from her wrists.


  It was a perverse death dance, a black-tie event, every corpse dressed in its Sunday best. But Eve wasn’t getting anywhere. The limousine was back at the curb and she had made some progress, but not enough. She was at the bottom of the museum steps and cutting through the dead was taking too long. There were just too many of them. The sword was too slow.


  “Squire!” she roared into the sky, into the red mist.


  Off to her right was a statue of a man on horseback. She heard the goblin replying even as she spotted him, emerging from the dark shadow beneath the statue.


  “What can I do ya for, darlin’?” he called.


  Eve sheathed her sword. A pair of dead walkers, one only days dead and one rattling with every step, tried to take advantage of the moment. She lashed out at the fresh one, grabbed it by the face and yanked it toward her. With her left hand she dug her talons into the flesh at the back of its neck, plunged her fingers in around bone and gristle, and tore out its spinal column. The other, the crumbling, brittle one, she shattered with a single kick of a designer boot.


  “This is taking too long!” she called to the goblin. “I need something that’s going to clear a bigger path.”


  Even through the mist she could see Squire grin. The goblin slipped back beneath the statue and disappeared in the darkness there. Squire could fight when necessary, but that was not his purpose among Conan Doyle’s agents. He drove, yes, but only because he enjoyed it. Squire was the armorer, the weapons master. As long as there were shadows for him to pass through, Eve knew she would never be without a weapon when she needed one.


  The dead continued to grab at her but now Eve was less concerned with fighting them. Destroying each one would take forever and was a waste of time. Getting through them, past them, that was the priority. She felt her rage begin to subside. Had these been living enemies, bodies humming with fresh blood, she would have found it much more difficult to sublimate her fury and her bloodlust.


  But they were dead, hollow things.


  Obstacles.


  Eve tore through them, picking up one dead walker and tossing it at the others. With a single swipe of her hand she tore the head off of the corpse of a teenaged girl. Her gaze swept the crowding dead and she saw a skull-faced cadaver, a man who had been extremely tall. She pulled the arms from the withered corpse and drove it down in front of her. It fell across several others and they scrambled to get up, to get free, to get at Eve. Planting a boot solidly on the dead man’s chest she launched herself over the heads of a dozen of the staggering zombies.


  Eve landed in the midst of another horde and began to fight them as well. She was halfway up the stairs when she heard Squire call her name. She turned to see him slip from the darker shadows up against the wall of the museum.


  “How about this?” Squire asked.


  He raised a pump shotgun in one hand. Eve grinned and raised her own hand and Squire threw the weapon to her. She snatched it from the air.


  “I could kiss you.”


  “Don’t flatter yourself, babe,” Squire replied, and then he was gone again, lost in shadows.


  Eve turned the shotgun and aimed in the general direction of the museum’s front door.


  “All right, numbskulls. Now the fun starts.”


  She pumped the shotgun and fired. The blast tore the torso out of a corpse right in front of her, ripping through two others behind it, and knocking down several others that were clustered with them in a tangle of clawing arms and twitching legs. Tiny bits of human gristle spattered her shirt, but at last she was beyond caring about her clothes. There were always more shops, always something pretty to wear. But she didn’t get an evening like this very often.


  Again she pumped and fired, racing forward, leaping up stairs. She found her footing where she could, crushing bones under her boots, darting in amongst the dead. The shotgun boomed in her hands and she neared the top of the stairs.


  Then the shells were spent, the shotgun smoking. Eve dropped it to clatter on the stone steps and drew her sword once more. The museum doors had been torn open and they hung off kilter in their frames.


  “In,” she snarled.


  Clay could be anyone. He had met warriors in his long, long life who were terrifying in every aspect. Some of them were unnaturally strong, some large enough that ordinary men would have called them giants. Some were like gods to the simple people who worshipped them. But he could also be anything. A tiger. A grizzly. A snake. Even some things that had only existed in the imagination of the Creator, things that had never walked the Earth but that He had considered.


  The dead were quicker than they looked, jerking and lunging and clawing. But Clay did not need swiftness or skill, did not need agility to deal with these mindless abominations. All he needed was power and an appetite for destruction, and he had both in quantity today.


  Once outside the limousine, and away from the eyes of his comrades, he changed. There were times when he felt awkward about his nature, about the malleability of his body. He wanted them to see him as Clay, to have an identity in their minds, and experience had shown them that anyone who saw his flesh run like mercury and his bones reshape often enough could lose track of who he was.


  He hated that, for there were times when the only way he could know himself was to see how he was reflected in the eyes of others. That was the fundamental truth of what he was.


  He was Clay.


  Now his hot breath snorted from his nostrils and he felt his muscles ripple in his chest. Black fur stood up on the back of his neck and he felt the crimson mist caressing the tip of each hair. He was a five hundred pound mountain gorilla, a silverback. Clay marched forward, trampling the walking dead beneath him, feeling their bones crushed to dust under his feet. Seconds passed as he cleared the area around him of zombies. His massive hands closed on the heads of the corpses. Some of their skulls shattered in his grip. Others he tore away from their shoulders.


  “Having fun, big boy?” a voice asked.


  With a grunt, the massive gorilla turned and stared as a slit appeared in the undulating darkness beside him. Like some grotesque birth, Squire slipped through the womb of shadows and stood before him, holding out a huge Turkish battle axe, a weapon almost as large as the goblin himself.


  “Fun,” Clay replied.


  He snatched the axe from Squire in one enormous gorilla hand. The goblin took two steps backward into darkness and was gone, even as the walking corpses tried to grab at him. Clay swung it with such power that he cleaved the heads from two of the dead and in the same blow cut a freshly dead man completely in half, the divided portions of his corpse striking the paved sidewalk with moist weight.


  He threw back his head, free hand pounding his chest, and let out a gorilla roar that echoed back from the enveloping mist. The dead surrounded him and Clay began to trample them again. The axe swung out, clearing a path, and with his free hand he slapped others down to the ground. He reached the stairs, huge feet cracking the stone beneath him. The dead fell before him. His progress was slow, but inexorable.


  Then, with another snort of hot air, the mountain gorilla paused. There were times when Clay transformed that he lost himself in his new shape. It took him a second to clear his mind, to make sense of what he was seeing.


  Just ahead, the ghost of Leonard Graves walked toward him down the stairs. The dead sensed the phantom of the dead adventurer. They could feel Graves’s presence. But they could not touch him. Their fingers, sometimes little more than bones, snatched at the spectral form of Dr. Graves, tried to tear his flesh, to grab hold of his clothes. But there was nothing there. It maddened them, and some of the mindless dead seemed somewhat less mindless now, their faces etched with a vicious frustration.


  “Clay,” Dr. Graves said calmly as the decaying corpse of a woman in military uniform reached through his ghostly flesh and grabbed hold of another of the dead.


  With a shudder and a grunt, Clay twitched and transformed back into the human form he most often wore. There was something in Graves’s tone and bearing that made him feel foolish. And now that he no longer wore the body of an animal, he thought he knew what it was.


  “There are too many to fight,” Clay said.


  He swung his axe, not to cut but to batter, and knocked away three of the dead who were clutching at him.


  Graves could not be touched, but his expression revealed his frustration. Abruptly he tore his gaze from Clay and reached out to the two zombies nearest him. His hands, pure ectoplasm, reached inside the rotting corpses, disappearing within. Their spirits had been forcibly pulled from the afterlife, restored to dead flesh, to rotting brains and madness. Now, with a single tug, Dr. Graves ripped those souls back out of their bodies.


  The ghosts screamed in torment, eyes wide with unspeakable agony. But in the moment before they shimmered and dissipated like smoke on the breeze, they gazed at Dr. Graves with profound gratitude.


  “You’re wasting time out here.” Graves told him.


  Clay frowned. “Eve?”


  “Already inside,” said the specter.


  “Shit,” Clay said, kicking a zombie in the chest as he started toward the stairs to the museum. “It’s just second nature. Something like this happens . . . you know once they’re done here these deadheads are going to look for more populated areas. That’s what they do, zombies. They kill. I’ve never understood if they’re hungry or just angry, but that’s what they do. It doesn’t feel right, leaving them walking around.”


  Graves floated beside Clay, ignoring the carnage as the shapeshifter tore and hacked through more of the dead. “There are already too many of them for us to stop them. It would take hours. Maybe days. We don’t have that kind of time. It’s not why we’re here. And if we do the job—”


  “There may be another way to stop them,” Clay finished.


  Even as his lips formed the last of these words, they were not lips anymore. He opened his beak and cawed loudly, and he spread his falcon wings wide and thrust himself up into the air.


  Dr. Graves kept pace. The ghost flew beside him. Clay stretched out his wings and glided in through the front doors of the museum. The huge foyer echoed with the shuffling footsteps of the dead. There were shattered corpses on the floor, unmoving, and it was easy to follow the path that Eve had taken. She had blazed the trail for them.


  Up through the main hall Clay flew, the ghost of Dr. Graves keeping pace with him. They turned and passed through arched passages and soon they were moving through the collection of the Art of Ancient Africa. An exhibition of Egyptian burial jars, sarcophagi, bracelets and necklaces, and many other objects was ahead. Though the museum held some of the most beautiful and most celebrated paintings in the world, it was these wings that had always fascinated Clay. Paintings were only that. Art, yes, and some of it breathtaking. But the objects that people held in their hands and lived with thousands of years ago . . . those were memories.


  The European collection was ahead. Signs announced an exhibit called Life in the Middle Ages. The skull would be there, kept behind glass so that spectators could view the oddity that was the Eye of Eogain, the silver false orb with ancient words scrawled in the metal.


  An artifact. Nothing more than that, or so the curators thought.


  Clay reveled in the form of the falcon, in the interplay of air and wings, in the feeling of flight. He zipped lower across a vast hall, through another arch, and then dipped his right wing to turn again.


  Around that corner, none of the dead were still walking.


  Eve marched toward him across a floor strewn with fallen cadavers and the still-twitching parts of the resurrected. She had cleared herself a path, but now she was retracing her steps.


  “This doesn’t bode well,” Dr. Graves whispered, his words reaching Clay as though the ghost had whispered in his ear.


  Clay beat his wings, stretched out his talons, and even as he alighted upon the tiled floor he transformed once more. Any reticence he had to do so in front of his comrades was gone, sacrificed to the needs of the moment. Bones creaked and shifted and his flesh undulated and pulsed as it expanded. It happened with such speed that Eve took a step back and brandished her sword toward him.


  “Watch where you point that thing,” Clay said.


  Eve rolled her eyes and lowered the blade. Her gaze lingered on Clay a moment, even as Dr. Graves’ ectoplasmic form coalesced alongside them.


  “What happened, Eve?” Graves asked. “You couldn’t find it?”


  She snarled, baring her fangs at the specter. “I found where it’s supposed to be, Casper. They got there first. These fuckers are brainless. Morrigan’s got to be controlling one of them directly enough to make it her puppet. One of the dead took Eogain’s skull, and the Eye along with it.”


  “Damn it!” Clay snapped. “We’ve got to get it back! We’ve got to find the one that took it!”


  At this, Dr. Graves raised an eyebrow. Eve stared at him in disbelief.


  “Look around, Clay,” the vampire said, gesturing toward either end of the hall, where the dead had begun to gather again, staggering toward them. There were dozens, just in this hall alone. There must have been hundreds in the museum and in the streets around it. “How are you going to figure out which one took the Eye?”


  “Split up,” Clay said, already moving away from them. “You find the one that moves with purpose, the one that’s moving away faster and more directly than the others, you’ll find the Eye.”


  “Where are you going?” Dr. Graves demanded.


  Clay gave them one final, grim look. “There might be another way.”


  
    Chapter Fourteen

  


  Morrigan ascended the staircase, her voice as she called to her acolytes like the shrill cry of a carrion bird drifting over the fields of war. Hidden in the darkness of that side room, it took every ounce of restraint Ceridwen could muster not to explode into the corridor to attack. Her mind was filled with images of what Morrigan and her followers had done to the Fey as they attempted to topple the ruling house, and her blood was afire with rage and hatred. The ice sphere atop her elemental staff glowed more brightly, responding to her fury.


  Daniel Ferrick squatted before her, peering into the hall through the narrow gap they had left between door and frame. He glanced up at Ceridwen, his demonic features illuminated in the icy blue light of her staff. The voices of their enemies drew closer and it was clear that Danny was worried that the glow from her staff might give them away. Before she could respond to his concerns, the boy acted, reaching a clawed hand toward the pulsing orb.


  Ceridwen watched with wonder as the substance of shadow within the room responded to some unspoken command from the boy. Strips of writhing umbra flowed from the gloom, wrapping themselves around the body of the orb, diminishing the light, like storm clouds blotting out the sun.


  And suddenly she understood why Conan Doyle had shown such interest in the young man. There is enormous potential here, she thought, watching as the boy, satisfied that his action had guaranteed their safety, turned back to the crack in the door. Potential for good, but it not properly nurtured, could be used for great evil instead. If they survived this current threat, they would need to be vigilant, for while Daniel Ferrick and his place in the greater scheme of things was currently undetermined, it would be up to them to prevent him straying into the embrace of shadows. But that was a worry for another time.


  Morrigan passed by their hiding place with nary a glance. She was clothed only in a cloak of scarlet, her lieutenants—Fenris and Dagris—nipping at her heels. Ceridwen recalled the council meeting where the fate of the twins was to be decided, and how it had been her merciful vote that had prevented the insane brothers from being put to death for their murderous actions against the citizens of Faerie. Seeing them here, serving the likes of Morrigan, was enough to ossify what remained of her once compassionate heart.


  At the end of the hallway, Morrigan and her lieutenants stood before the door so familiar to Ceridwen. Painfully, she remembered the numerous times she had used the passage from Faerie to earth and back again. She found the memory of that final pass through it, her lover sealing it up behind her for what was supposed to be forever, particularly unpleasant.


  “I have to be certain,” she heard Morrigan say, motioning for one of the twins to open the door. “I have to be sure that Conan Doyle has not somehow found a way to reestablish a passage between Faerie and the Blight.”


  Obediently, Fenris pulled open the door, filling the upstairs with the screaming wails of the yawing abyss.


  Ceridwen could feel Daniel’s eyes upon her, as if he were looking for someone to validate what he was seeing. She had to remind herself that despite the boy’s appearance and blossoming talents, he still perceived the world as a human would, and sights such as this were still far from the norm. She reached down and squeezed his shoulder reassuringly.


  The shrieking void pulled hungrily at Morrigan and her lackeys. Fenris and Dagris used the open door as a kind of shield, hiding behind it to avoid being sucked inside. Morrigan, however, stood defiantly before the doorway, staring into the maelstrom. Seemingly satisfied that her hex was still intact, she gestured for her lieutenants to seal it up again.


  The mournful cries of the maelstrom ended abruptly, the hallway plunged into silence as the twins succeeded in closing the door.


  “Do you see, Mistress?” Fenris asked, breathing heavily from his exertion. “Your fears are unfounded.”


  Dagris nodded. “Your magnificent agenda proceeds as planned.”


  Morrigan drifted away from the door and her lieutenants, pulling the cloak of scarlet around her. “And so it does,” she agreed, looking about as if searching for something to satisfy her suspicions. “But I did sense something, and when things as important as this are in motion, one cannot afford to be complacent.”


  Ceridwen drew Daniel further back into the darkness.


  Fenris and Dagris left their place, moving to eagerly stand beside their mistress.


  “He’ll be here soon, won’t he?” Dagris asked, an idiot’s grin forming on his pale, angular features.


  Morrigan smiled dreamily, reaching out to stroke his cheek. “Yes, he will.”


  Daniel turned to Ceridwen, confusion in his eyes. He was looking to her for some kind of explanation, but she had no more idea what they were talking about than he did.


  Then, as if in answer to her silent question, Fenris spoke again.


  “The Nimble Man,” the madman whispered in reverence. “The Nimble Man is coming.” And he then began to giggle, clapping a pale hand over his mouth.


  Ceridwen felt a searing pain in her lungs and realized that she had stopped breathing. She and Conan Doyle had known the situation to be dire, but this . . .


  Danny flinched away from her, tugging his shoulder from her grasp. Ceridwen realized that in her shock she had tightened her grip enough to hurt him. She cast an apologetic glance toward him in the darkness, but all the while her real focus was on the conversation that continued in the corridor.


  Morrigan spoke about the Nimble Man with a passion that barely fell short of arousal. “Trapped between Heaven and Hell,” the witch said. “But now I have the power to set him free. And when he is delivered into this world, he will build a kingdom of his own, and make war upon all of those who betrayed him, angel and demon alike.”


  The twins bowed their heads and then dropped to their knees before her. “And you will be his bride,” Fenris whispered, his grin hideous.


  “No,” Morrigan snarled, a cruel smile snaking across her face as she shook her head. “Not his bride,” she corrected her lieutenants with a waggle of a clawed index finger. “I shall be his queen.”


  Razor sharp fragments of the puzzle floated about inside Ceridwen’s troubled thoughts, beginning to come together. She shuddered. The Fey sorceress left Daniel by the door, and moved deeper into the shadows of the room to stand before a window, its shade drawn against the darkness. There was more to learn, but first they had to escape this room undetected.


  Daniel watched her curiously, but did not dare break the silence to ask what she was doing.


  Ceridwen brought the head of her staff near her lips, whispering to the darkness that still enshrouded the orb. The shadow Danny had summoned dissipated. The sphere pulsed with restrained power and then a single tongue of flame emerged from its icy surface to dance in the air before her. Ceridwen asked of it a favor. The fire obliged her, sensing the severity of the situation, flowing between window and sill, out into the crimson mist.


  She closed her eyes, concentrating on the world beyond the house, guiding the fiery elemental spirit upon its mission. And through the bond she shared with it, the sorceress found the distraction that was needed.


  The car was parked haphazardly on the side of the street, its driver lost to the evils of the bloody fog. Ceridwen directed the flame, urging it to crawl up inside the vehicle’s belly, to seek out the fuel that powered its internal mechanisms. Finding what it sought, the fire bit into the fuel tank, puncturing the metal.


  The explosion was a clap of thunder, the flash and flames cutting through the scarlet fog to briefly illuminate the unnatural darkness.


  Ceridwen silently thanked the fire elemental for its assistance, and returned to Daniel at the door.


  Morrigan and the twins were already on the move, bounding down the hallway toward the staircase.


  “It came from outside,” Fenris snarled, drawing a curved dagger from a scabbard at his side.


  Dagris’s fingers crackled with a spell of defense as he looked about nervously.


  Morrigan remained eerily calm, pulling the red cloak tighter about her as they rushed to investigate this disturbance.


  “Quickly now,” Ceridwen whispered in Danny’s ear, pulling open the door and stepping stealthily out into the hall. “We’ll need a cloak of shadow,” she told him, peering over the banister. “Otherwise we might be discovered before we can reach him.”


  “Reach who?” Danny asked, even as he did as she asked, drawing the darkness around them. “Shouldn’t we be thinking about getting the hell out of here?”


  Ceridwen ignored the question. She ushered him into the hall, the shadows coalescing around them. It was dark in the townhouse and they merged with the gray gloom as they went quickly along the hall and then down the stairs into the foyer. There was pandemonium in the house, Corca Duibhne responding in panic to the explosion outside. Ceridwen and the boy waited at the bottom of the steps, a shroud of darkness concealing them from their enemies. The front door was open and the red mist swirled eagerly over the threshold as the Night People swarmed out to investigate.


  Unnoticed, Ceridwen led Danny down the corridor toward what had been a ballroom in long ago days. She could feel the pulse of the magick of Sweetblood in the air. It beckoned to her.


  The doors to the ballroom were open, but once they were inside, Ceridwen closed them quietly.


  “We won’t be needing this anymore,” she said, using her elemental staff to burn away their cover of shadow.


  “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Danny asked.


  But she was no longer listening. Her focus had been captured entirely by the crystalline sarcophagus lying in the center of the room. That, and the fact that they were not as alone as she had thought.


  “Oh, shit,” Danny whispered.


  A trio of Corca Duibhne sentries dropped from the ceiling and two large boggart beasts emerged from behind the sarcophagus, Sweetblood’s magickal chrysalis, and charged toward them.


  “Morrigan cannot be allowed to tap into Sweetblood’s power. No matter what the cost,” Ceridwen said.


  There was no time for prolonged conflict, and again she called upon the elementals, summoning the spirit of the air for assistance. The atmosphere grew very still and then a primordial roar filled the room. The Night People and their fearsome pets were tossed away by screaming gusts of wind like so much chaff, their bodies striking the walls with a chorus of snapping bones.


  “Remind me never to make you mad,” Danny said, staring awestruck at the broken and twitching bodies of their enemies scattered about the room.


  Ceridwen rushed to the chrysalis and knelt beside it. Already there was a breach in it, a tiny crack, yet enough that Sweetblood’s magick was seeping out, emanating from that bizarre shell. Yet there was other magick here as well. Ceridwen waved her fingers, dragging ripples in the air, and she could feel what had been done. A spell had been cast—by Morrigan, she presumed—a hex that utilized the blood of an innocent. Morrigan had tried to break the chrysalis open. Ceridwen felt her stomach roil with disgust. The atrocities Morrigan would perform in the name of her dark faith knew no boundaries.


  I shall have to move him, Ceridwen thought, glancing around. If she had the time, she might be able to remove Sweetblood from the townhouse, to bring him to Conan Doyle. If she could manage it, they would have the advantage over Morrigan. First, though, she would have to try to seal the breach in the chrysalis. She did not have the power to permanently restore the encasement created by Sweetblood’s magick, but she could perform a temporary repair.


  Ceridwen raised her staff. The orb glowed with the ferocity of a white-hot star and the sorceress began the process of undoing what her aunt had begun.


  “Can I help?” Danny asked, standing nervously by her side.


  Ceridwen felt the magick build, flowing from the center of her being up through her arms to be channeled through her staff.


  “Just watch the door,” she whispered. Then she bent closer to the strange chrysalis, peering at the figure frozen within. “But if you can hear me, mage, I could use your assistance.”


  Sparks of magick leaped from the ice sphere atop her staff, fingers of power that caressed the blood-stained chrysalis, seeking out imperfections—cracks upon its surface. The scent of the spilled blood permeated the room as it the chrysalis was cleansed.


  “Aid me in repairing that which contains your power, which prevents your might from being used for ill. Time is short and—”


  A crackling sound filled the air. Ceridwen glanced up just in time to see Danny tumble through the air and crash on the floor, clothes smoldering. She spun to see Morrigan framed in the doorway, elegant features made ugly by a hideous sneer. One of the doors had been torn nearly from its hinges.


  “Time?” her aunt asked. “You have run out, I’m afraid.”


  Arcs of power erupted from her fingers and struck the surface of the chrysalis, creating a backlash of magick that whipped at Ceridwen. She cried out in pain as her connection to Sweetblood’s magick was violently severed.


  “Ceridwen?” Danny called as he began to rise.


  Morrigan paid no attention to the demon boy, and that was best. Ceridwen did not want Danny hurt more than he already had been. The taste of her own blood filled her mouth, mixing with the bitterness and rage that she felt as she stared at Morrigan, and at the twin Fey warriors who now stepped with her into the ballroom.


  “You won’t believe this, but I’m actually quite happy to see you,” Morrigan told her.


  Ceridwen shot a glance at Danny. “Prepare yourself,” she said, though she doubted that he understood the full meaning of her words.


  The boy crouched down, a fierce gleam in his eyes. “Ready when you are.” His voice was a rumbling growl, in tune with his bestial nature.


  Morrigan and the twins moved further into the room, proceeding with caution. “I knew that something wasn’t right. I could feel it in my bones, so to speak, but I just couldn’t put my finger on it.” She smiled, and Ceridwen wasn’t sure if she had ever seen Morrigan’s teeth look quite so sharp. “I thought that I might actually be going mad.”


  “Too late for that,” Ceridwen spat.


  With her free hand she wove a spell and a wall of fire blazed up from the floor, with Ceridwen, Danny and the chrysalis on one side, and Morrigan and her lackeys on the other.


  Danny was at her side, then, nostrils flaring as he tried to see through the flames. “Nice!” he said. “But I don’t think that’s going to stop them.”


  “It’s not meant to,” Ceridwen said, and she bowed her head, holding her elemental staff before her. A wind began to swirl around them and her cloak billowed behind her like the surge of an ocean swell.


  “What are you doing?” the boy asked, as the whirlwind buffeted him. “Hey, you can’t—”


  “A traveling wind. Go to Conan Doyle,” she interrupted. “Tell him what we’ve learned.”


  He started to protest, but his words were drowned out by the roar of the flames Ceridwen had summoned. The two of them glanced at the blaze, only to see that Morrigan was stepping through the fire. Her mouth was open wide and she was consuming it, eating the flames.


  The traveling wind wailed around the boy, taking him back to where he had come from, and not a moment too soon.


  Morrigan and the twins crossed the charred floor.


  “All right, then. It’s time, now. Time for us to settle family business. I promise you, it’s going to hurt,” Ceridwen said, extending her arms, the sphere atop her staff beginning to glow with menace.


  Her aunt grinned, black smoke drifting from her mouth.


  “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” she growled.


  And the twins began to giggle.


  Conan Doyle came awake with a gasp, as if during his trance he had been holding his breath. His lungs burned, and his heart beat against his ribcage like a caged bird. It was like awakening from a deep winter’s sleep, his thoughts a jumble. He breathed deeply in and out, attempting to calm himself, to gather his wits.


  His face felt strangely damp and he reached up to touch his cheeks. There were tears running from his eyes, and he recalled the dream he’d had of his son. Conan Doyle took a handkerchief from his jacket pocket and dabbed at his eyes. He couldn’t remember the last time that he had dreamt of Kingsley, or the last that he had cried for that matter.


  Images from his psychic communication with Sweetblood flashed through his mind. The pictures in his head of what the future held in store if Morrigan succeeded were nearly more than he could bear.


  “Dear God,” he whispered, returning his handkerchief to his pocket with a trembling hand.


  Yet amongst that jumble of images, certain facts surfaced. If he had understood correctly, some of the horrors he had been shown were not Morrigan’s scheme, but a secondary result of her actions, unforeseen even by the Fey witch herself.


  Footsteps marching across the floor above distracted him from his ruminations, and Conan Doyle realized that during his trance, Julia Ferrick had taken her leave.


  He listened to her footfalls on the staircase. All that he had asked was for her to stand watch over his body while he was within his trance. “Blasted woman,” he growled, indignant that she had left her post.


  Julia raced around the corner into the dining room, a look of absolute terror upon her wan features.


  “Was it too much to ask that you adhere to my wishes, or is that—”


  “He’s gone,” she said, ignoring his reproach. “Danny’s gone.”


  Conan Doyle stood, wincing as the bones in his spine and popped. It wouldn’t be long before he had to partake again of the Fey elixir that staved off time’s ravages. “Are you certain? Where would he have gone? I forbade him from involving himself with my operatives’ assignments.”


  Julia laughed, a disdainful barking sound. “You forbade him,” she said with a shake of her head. “Like that’s going to mean anything to a fifteen year old boy. You forbid him. Give me a break.”


  Conan Doyle recoiled as if slapped. “Madame, please.” He knew that he now lived in an age far different from that in which he had been born, but was still taken aback when such language was unleashed by a member of the fairer sex. “Get hold of yourself.”


  “You get hold of yourself!?” she screamed, starting to pace. “My son is missing, Mr. Doyle, and if you can’t understand why I’m upset, I suggest you take a look outside the window.”


  He considered a spell of tranquility, but decided against it, choosing instead to steady the woman’s nerves with words. “Losing your wits will not help you find your son, Mrs. Ferrick.”


  Conan Doyle reached out a comforting hand, and the moment he laid it upon her shoulder she seemed to collapse into him. All her fury disappeared, leaving only her fear for her son. She shuddered and began to cry.


  “When was the last time you saw Daniel?” he asked.


  Julia wiped at her leaking eyes, stifling the sobs, trying to compose herself. “It was right before you went into your trance. He said he was going up to bed.”


  Conan Doyle pulled thoughtfully at his gray beard. At that point, Clay and Eve had already departed on their mission. That left only Ceridwen, but he could not imagine that she would even consider allowing an inexperienced youth to accompany her.


  “I . . . I know he’s . . . different,” Julia Ferrick stammered, “but he’s still just a kid . . .” Her eyes began to tear again, and she pressed a fist to her mouth to as if she might stifle the emotions that threatened to overwhelm her.


  Conan Doyle wanted to tell her otherwise, to explain what little he knew about the creature that she had raised as her son, but he erred on the side of sensitivity. He could be a callous man, at times. He knew that. But he never meant to be.


  “Mrs. Ferrick. Julia,” he began. But his words were interrupted by a sudden roar that rattled the windows in their frames, and caused the pressure in the house to change so dramatically that his ears painfully popped.


  “What the hell was that?” Julia asked, blinking, wincing as she opened and closed her mouth to relieve her own discomfort.


  Conan Doyle was already in motion. The sound was familiar to him, and he knew that it signified answers. A traveling wind had arrived, but it would never have created such a thunderous roar unless it had been conjured quickly and carelessly.


  “What was that?” Julia demanded as she pursued him from the dining room. “Doyle, answer me!”


  He did not want to get her hopes up, choosing instead to lead her to the answer, and hopefully the relief of her distress.


  Danny Ferrick knelt in the center of the living room, a puddle of vomit on the carpet before him. Conan Doyle glanced around the room, but to his dismay, Danny was alone. Ceridwen had not returned with him.


  “Danny,” his mother cried, kneeling at his side, throwing her arms around him. “I was so worried! Are you all right?”


  The boy struggled from her embrace, pushing his mother away as he climbed to his feet. He lunged at Conan Doyle, gripping the man by the lapels of his jacket, starring wildly into his eyes.


  “Danny?” Julia said, her voice hollow, crushed by his rejection.


  “Ceridwen,” the boy croaked, his breath stinking of spoiled milk. “She sent me away to tell you.” The boy’s legs were trembling, barely able to hold his weight.


  “Then tell me,” Conan Doyle urged, icy dread running along his spine. “What have you learned?”


  “The Nimble Man,” Danny said, wavering on his feet, a shudder passing through him. “She wanted me to tell you that Morrigan is trying to free the Nimble Man. I wanted to stay—to help her—but she made me come back to warn you.”


  Conan Doyle nodded wordlessly. The boy was about to fall down, so he steered Danny to the sofa and helped him to sit.


  “Is it bad, Mr. Doyle?” Julia asked as she settled on the arm of the sofa, fussing over her son. She glanced up at him expectantly, waiting for an answer. “Is it bad?”


  He wondered what he should tell them, just how much of the truth this woman in particular could stand. But Arthur Conan Doyle was not a man who minced words.


  “Worse than you could imagine.”


  The smell of decaying flesh made her angry.


  Eve wasn’t sure why exactly, other than the fact that once the smell got on her clothes, it was hell to get out.


  A rotting, undead executive type in a navy blue suit hissed at her, baring jagged Jack O’Lantern teeth that jutted from blackened gums. She and Graves had cornered four of the walking dead in the museum’s gift shop, but this asshole was the feistiest.


  “You can hiss all you like, Gomer,” Eve snarled. “None of you are going anywhere until you tell me something useful.”


  A chill washed over her as Dr. Graves moved closer. He stood with his arms crossed and she imagined how formidable he must have been when he had been a man of flesh and bone.


  “You don’t think they’ll just volunteer the information, do you?” Graves asked, hovering weightlessly in front of the gift shop doors.


  “Sure,” Eve said with a shrug. “They look like a reasonable bunch of dead guys. Why not?”


  The executive lunged with a gurgling scream, hands hooked into claws and mouth open to bite.


  “Then again,” she said, driving her fist into the cadaver’s face. It felt as though she had punched through a rotting melon. The corpse danced horribly at the end of her arm, its face and skull collapsed around her hand.


  “That’s just fucking gross,” she spat, yanking her fist free with a wet, sucking pop. Further disgusted, she snapped a savage kick to the dead man’s chest, hurling him backward into a T-shirt display. The corpse seemed to break upon impact, what was left of its head lolling obscenely to one side as it crumpled to the floor in a twisted heap.


  “Quite effective,” Graves said, slowly nodding his head. “Perhaps if you were to break them up into smaller pieces.”


  Eve flicked her hand at the ground, spattering the Linoleum with rotting brain as she tried to shake off the gray matter on her fist and arm. “Look, I didn’t say I was an expert. I said that I’ve been known to be pretty good at getting information out of guys who didn’t feel like talking. Obviously my technique doesn’t work so well on dead folks.”


  The three remaining corpses began to circle around them, as though they had gained courage—or at least motivation—from the destruction of the fourth.


  “If you’d like to give it a try, be my guest,” Eve said, turning toward the shambling corpse of a woman so withered she seemed almost a scarecrow. Eve snatched her up by the front of her dress and hurled her into the others, knocking them all to the floor.


  “Perhaps I will.” Graves drifted from his place at the door to levitate above the undead that thrashed upon the floor, trying to stand. “I doubt I could do any worse.”


  One of the corpses untangled himself from the others. He had been a middle-aged man, obviously cut down in the prime of his life, his white shirt soiled from the grave. In his recent activity, the buttons had been lost, revealing the pale flesh of his chest and stomach. Eve noticed the serpentine stitching that writhed vertically from esophagus to navel.


  The zombie leapt up at Graves with a hungry snarl, but his fingers passed harmlessly through the substance of the ghost.


  “You’ll do,” Dr. Graves said.


  The specter plunged one of his hands into the corpse like a magician reaching into his magic hat. The zombie froze, its decaying form snapping rigid. Graves pulled his hand free, withdrawing a white, writhing shape from inside the dead man’s remains.


  Eve watched, fascinated. “What is that, its soul?”


  “Near enough,” Graves replied, holding onto the squirming ectoplasm as its rotting shell collapsed like a marionette whose strings had been cut. The two other corpses grew still, staring at the ghost, as though they understood what he had done.


  Eve was not sure if they were frightened, or envious.


  The amorphous thing in the spirit’s grasp writhed, vaguely taking on the shape of the man it had once been.


  “Listen to me,” Graves said.


  Eve smiled. The man’s voice just oozed control. It was damned impressive that even dead, the guy could still exude that much authority. She remembered how the world had been captivated by this man when he was still amongst the living, never really understanding the attraction. But as Eve watched him now, she began to see what she had not taken the time to notice before.


  The ectoplasm retained the shape of a man, reaching up to the ceiling, but Graves prevented it from flowing to where it yearned to go. The soul moaned, not so much a sound that was heard, but one that could be felt, a low bass vibration the she could feel in the center of her chest.


  “You will talk to me,” Graves told it. “What was it that you sought here?”


  “The Eye,” said the soul, what passed for its head staring toward the ceiling.


  “Did you find it?”


  The spirit made another futile attempt to escape Graves, but the ghost held fast. “Want to go,” it pleaded. “Need to be away from this place.”


  Graves yanked it down further toward him. “I asked you a question,” he roared. “Did you find it?”


  “Please,” the soul begged, stretching toward the ceiling.


  With a grunt of frustration, Dr. Graves drifted to the floor, pulling the ectoplasmic remains of the dead man behind like a child holding a balloon. The soul fought him, but to no avail.


  “I will put you back in here,” Graves growled, forcing the soul toward the rotting husk that it had been extracted from.


  “No!” it shrieked, the intensity of its psychic cries causing Eve to wince.


  Graves would hear none of it, pushing the panicking soul stuff closer to where it had been imprisoned. “Did you find it?”


  “I searched,” the man’s soul answered pathetically. “But I did not find the Eye.”


  Graves floated toward the ceiling, letting his prisoner have a taste of where it wanted to go. But just a taste.


  “Do you know who did?”


  “One of the others,” it responded. “One of the others found the Eye.”


  Graves yanked the soul down again, pointing to the restless corpses who lay on the floor below.


  “Was it one of these?” he asked.


  “No, it was not,” it answered immediately, afraid of what Graves could do to it. “One of the others has the eye . . . one of the others out there.”


  With one of its willowy appendages, the soul pointed outside the gift shop, out into the museum.


  Graves turned his attention to Eve.


  “Oooh, scary,” she said. “But what the hell. It worked better than my approach.”


  The ghost released that tormented soul and they both watched as it hungrily swam toward the ceiling, passing through the white tiles, and then disappeared into the ether.


  “Not really,” the ghost replied despondently, drifting down toward their remaining zombie captives. “We don’t know any more than we did before.”


  Eve watched as the ghost tore the imprisoned souls from their cages of decaying flesh, releasing them to the ether as well.


  “We can only hope that Clay has been more successful,” Graves said, drifting closer.


  “So what do you think?” she asked him. “Should we grab a couple more and hope we hit the jackpot?”


  Graves folded his arms across his chest. “I suppose it couldn’t hurt,” he said.


  “So many dead guys,” Eve sighed, moving toward the glass doors, looking out into the museum at the straggling corpses that still meandered about outside. “So little time.”


  
    Chapter Fifteen

  


  The red mist that swirled outside the Ferrick house had its own strange luminescence. A crimson glow came in through the windows and though they were closed, from time to time the house whispered with a breeze, a draft from nowhere, and the candles in the living room flickered and threatened to go out.


  Danny did not want the candles to go out. There were very few things he was certain of this night, but that was one of them. Without the candles there would be only that red glow, and he would have to wonder a little harder what was causing it.


  He sat on the sofa in the living room with his mother beside him. She clutched his hands for comfort, but he wasn’t sure which of them was comforted the most by this contact. It was weird to him. All the shit that he normally cared about—his skateboard, his tunes, his room, the latest video games, even the way he looked in the mirror—it all seemed so small now. What good was that new shirt from Atticus he’d wanted now? Little things had always been part of his mother’s stress, too, but she’d always seemed to know the difference. Danny guessed they were both learning more about the big picture now than they ever wanted to.


  Together they watched Arthur Conan Doyle pacing the length of the room. The man—the mage, Danny had heard him called—barely seemed to notice them.


  From the moment Danny had returned to the house, magically transported here by Ceridwen, Mr. Doyle had been lost to them. Danny had been impressed by the guy in general, but he had not thought very much about the magic he supposedly wielded. Mr. Doyle seemed grim and courageous, but not really very intimidating.


  That had changed.


  Conan Doyle paced the room with his teeth ferociously clenched, prowling back and forth as though each step was some small victory. His eyes gleamed with dark purple light that coalesced into tears and then evaporated, trailing tendrils of lavender smoke behind him. The jacket Conan Doyle had been wearing was draped over a chair and his sleeves were rolled up. In the moments when he paused at one end of the room to turn and pace the other way, he reached up to run his fingers over his thick mustache. It was a pensive action, the unthinking gesture of a man readying himself for a fight. His whole demeanor, the marching, the rolled-up sleeves, contributed to that image.


  He looked mean.


  They weren’t friends, the Ferricks and Mr. Doyle. They had not known each other long enough to be friends. But they were allies. Even so, Danny would not have interrupted him, even if the hordes of hell were crashing down the door. In the reddish glow from the mist outside and the flicker of the candles, Conan Doyle looked like a demon himself.


  But he’s not the demon, is he? That’d be me. His pulse quickened.


  His mother leaned on him a little. He could sense her fear, practically taste it, and he understood. All she wanted to do was curl up with her baby boy, close her eyes, and pretend that the nightmare world that was seeping in through her windows and under the door, the monsters she had invited into her home, would just go away. But they weren’t going to. And her baby boy was one of them.


  No matter how she yearned to shut her eyes to what was happening, however, Danny knew she would not. Julia Ferrick was not that kind of woman. The world had thrown some real shit in her path in the last few years, and she had never let it stop her.


  His fingers gripped her hand and he gave her a squeeze. “It’s going to be all right,” he whispered, his voice a rasp, almost menacing, even to his own ears. With the grotesque and malevolent atmosphere that had enveloped the city, he was becoming more of what he was. He knew he should be frightened, but it felt right to him. Even his thoughts were changing. His mind . . . he felt more adult, in a weird way. Smarter, even. It was more than a little fucked up.


  When she glanced at him, there was a storm in her eyes almost as intimidating as the fury in Mr. Doyle’s.


  “You shouldn’t have gone, Danny. You should have stayed here. When I think about where you were . . . the danger . . .”


  Again his fingers tightened on hers. He narrowed his gaze and cocked his head, wanting to make sure their eyes were locked, that she would not turn away.


  “No, Mom. It was the right thing to do. No matter what . . .” he glanced nervously at Conan Doyle, who had instructed him not to go. “It was the right thing. If I hadn’t gone, Ceridwen might never have been able to tell us what Morrigan was up to. And besides . . .”


  He took a breath, then closed his mouth. His tongue brushed against the backs of his jagged teeth. The skin his horns had torn through still itched and flaked, but he resisted the urge to scratch it.


  “Besides what?” his mother asked warily.


  Danny let out a breath through his nostrils, plumes of hot air as though from a furnace. “It felt good. For the first time, it felt like I was part of something.”


  Her expression was crestfallen, as though he had just broken her heart. But Danny could not run away from what he was, and neither could his mother.


  Mr. Doyle stopped his pacing in the precise center of the room.


  Danny and Julia Ferrick stared at him.


  “Mrs. Ferrick, I am sorry to have taken advantage of your hospitality in this way. Rest assured, Squire will make an appearance shortly, after which I and my agents will no longer be a burden to you.”


  The words were simple enough, but Danny didn’t like the sound of it. It sounded as though Conan Doyle was going to shut him out of it again. A flutter of anger went through him and another blast of hot air came from his nostrils. It burned coming out, as though he was some dragon-boy, but he doubted that fire-breathing was going to be one of the abilities his demonic nature was going to give him.


  “Where are you going?” Danny asked. His mother said nothing. He figured she was just relieved to be quit of Conan Doyle and all of his friends.


  Mr. Doyle rolled his sleeves back down and began to button them. He did this as though there were nothing at all in the world that ought to be worrying him at the moment. There was a fussiness about him as he smoothed the fabric and then took his jacket and slid it on again. He truly was a man of another age.


  When he glanced up again, that purple glow steamed from the corners of his eyes and another glimpse of his fury flickered across his face.


  “Where? To war, of course. To battle. There’s nothing to be done for it now. If Eve, Clay, and Dr. Graves succeed, it will be helpful, but even if they do not, we must do our best. No matter the consequences. The alternative is unthinkable.”


  “The alternative?” Julia Ferrick asked.


  Danny glanced at her, squeezed her hand, and nodded at Conan Doyle. “Come on, Mr. Doyle. We’ve been through enough of this with you. I think we’ve earned the right to know. Who is The Nimble Man? What’s this all about?”


  For a long moment, Arthur Conan Doyle peered down his nose at the Ferricks, frustratingly aloof. Danny wanted to hit him, but then he remembered the rage burning just inside the man, and knew he shouldn’t push. At length, Conan Doyle’s expression faltered and now Danny saw tragedy in his eyes, catastrophe in the twist of his lips.


  “I made a mistake,” Mr. Doyle said roughly. He cleared his throat and raised his head a bit, meeting their gazes with more assurance. “I made assumptions, you see.”


  “No. We really don’t,” Danny told him.


  Conan Doyle nodded. “All right. Plain as can be. Morrigan has always been cruel and calculating. She rejoiced at the pain of others and schemed to get what she wanted. This was her nature. Arrogant cruelty, deceit, betrayal.


  “When I learned from Ceridwen and her father Finvarra that Morrigan had turned upon her own people, had made a gambit for control of Faerie, I assumed she had simply reached the inevitable point where her spite and jealousy and her lust for power had eliminated what little caution and patience she might have had. Upon her defeat, she came into this world, and I thought all of this was about power, for her. About destruction and bloodlust and the pleasure she receives from others’ pain, yes, but mainly about power. Having someone to rule. To subjugate.


  “But it wasn’t about that at all.


  “It’s about faith for her. She’s a religious fanatic, not a dictator. And that is oh, so much worse.”


  Danny had been following him, at least for the most part, up until now. He shook his head. “I don’t understand. What do you mean?”


  Julia Ferrick sat a bit forward on the sofa, peering at Mr. Doyle with keen interest. “This Nimble Man. She worships him? He’s . . . some kind of god?”


  Mr. Doyle smiled at her as though he had seen her in a new light, and his expression revealed a newfound respect. Danny found himself oddly proud of his mother.


  “Precisely,” Conan Doyle said. “Or near enough. The myths of heaven and hell speak of the Fir Chlis, the angels who rose up against the Creator. They were defeated and banished, cast out of heaven and forced to build a new order for themselves in damnation.


  “All but one. None of the myths record the name of this once-angel. They refer to him only as The Nimble Man. Somehow he escaped the full brunt of the Creator’s wrath, but though he avoided hell, he could not return to heaven. He became trapped in stasis in the ether between those realms. Neither of heaven nor hell, he nevertheless could see both, could hear and sense them. He had the gifts of the Creator, and the fires of hell at his command, but also the desires of the damned, and the guilt of the sinful. Emotion shredded his mind.


  “I’ve been misreading this situation all along. The omens and portents we’ve seen have been happening as harbingers his arrival. The Nimble Man has the powers of heaven and hell at his command, but he is utterly and completely insane. And Morrigan is trying to bring him to Earth.”


  Red mist had started to gather inside the museum, seeping in through broken windows and shattered doors. Clay raced through the museum with an ancient battle axe in his hand, hopes and suppositions coalescing in his mind. The dead had not deviated much from their purpose here, and so most of the exhibits and corridors were untouched. He ignored those undisturbed places. But where there were broken display cases or other traces of the passing of the dead, he paused to look around.


  But he did not pause for long. He had an idea that he would find what he searched for back in the grand entry hall of the museum. Behind him, he heard Eve and Graves coming along. There were still some of the walking dead in the gift shop, of all places. Clay thought that perhaps they had gotten themselves stuck in the aisles or in a corner and were confused, like rats in a maze.


  The dead could not think clearly. Their minds were muddled, their souls numbed by being forced back into flesh that was rotting. They were able to understand Morrigan’s commands—go to the museum, retrieve the Eye of Eogain, and return to her—but little more than that. And some of them could not even retain that much thought.


  As he raced into the grand hall he heard shouting.


  “No! Get away from me!”


  Beneath the final few steps of a circular stairwell that went up to the second floor, a night watchman had tucked himself away, hiding from the dead. Six or seven of the shambling dead, these so rotten that bits of flesh flaked off of them as they moved, had begun to encircle him. Their bodies were too far gone, their minds too desiccated, for Morrigan to continue to control them. Now they fell into the instinct of the walking dead, the hatred of the living, the hunger for supple flesh and hot blood, for life.


  Even as Clay raised his battle axe and rushed across the room, one of the dead fell to its knees and tried to reach beneath the steps. Its skeletal fingers clawed the watchman’s navy blue uniform pants and the man began to shriek, kicking out with both feet. Black shoes cracked dead fingers, and when the watchman saw this, he began to curse loudly again, fear replaced by fury. He slid out a little, landing a solid kick in the zombie’s face that collapsed its skull like papier mache. But now that the man had moved, the others were able to get hold of his legs, and they began to drag him out.


  “This is becoming tiresome,” Clay muttered to himself.


  With all of the zombies on the ground, trying to grab at the watchman, he waded into them, kicking and stomping. The axe was idle in his hand as he crushed the spine of the nearest creature. He swung his heavy boot and kicked the head off of a second. Clay stomped another skull to powder, but by then they were rising and he stood back, brandishing the axe.


  “Oh, my Lord,” the watchman whispered as Clay went at the withered corpse of a woman in a blue cocktail dress, hacking off her head. “Is this real? Is it the End Times? I . . . I thought I’d be saved. I’ve been faithful.”


  The axe fell, cleaving a skull in two, then Clay swung it low and cut the corpse of a uniformed soldier in half at the midsection.


  “Good for you,” Clay said.


  He finished off the last of the zombies in the museum, their moldering corpses sliding to the ground with the thunk of bone and the rustle of autumn leaves. One of them continued to moan, its voice like storm winds raging outside a lonely cottage. Clay stamped a foot upon its head, cutting off the eerie sound, and freeing the soul within.


  The watchman flinched when he looked up.


  Clay raised both hands, including the one with the axe. “I just saved your life, friend. A little gratitude.”


  The man’s jaw dropped and he nodded quickly. “Yeah. Yeah, of course. Thank you. Th-thank you so much. But . . . you didn’t answer me. Is this it? The End Times?”


  The shapeshifter studied the man for a moment and then shook his head. “Not if I have anything to say about it. Look, you couldn’t have been the only one on duty.”


  The watchman shook his head. He pulled himself out of his hiding place and stood. With a shaky hand he pointed into the darkness on the far side of the massive hall. Clay frowned as he followed the man’s trembling finger. Sprawled on the floor beside a statue of a man and a woman locked in a romantic embrace, with a child seated at their feet, was another figure. This one was as unmoving as those in the statue, but it was flesh, not stone.


  “Hank, you idiot,” the watchman whispered, grief in his voice. “You idiot.”


  “What happened?” Clay asked, studying the man intently. “Tell me exactly what happened.”


  The watchman was not a small man, but he trembled as he spoke, and he shook his head, still not quite believing what he had just survived.


  “We . . . we were trapped in here. With that fog and the power out and, well, we were arguing. He didn’t want to leave his post. I wanted to go home, be with my wife, if this was really it. When we saw . . . when we saw them coming . . .” His eyes went wide and he laughed, more than a little hysterical. “Zombies! When we saw them coming, we hid behind the counter.”


  Clay glanced over. It was a long marble counter where visitors could get information and buy tickets. He had passed it on his way in. The watchmen must have been hiding behind it even then. If he had known . . .


  “It got quiet for a bit, but I made Hank sit tight. Then . . . we heard them coming out. The moaning, the sounds they made, I felt like I couldn’t breathe just listening to them. But Hank, he had to look, had to raise his head, see what they were up to. Idiot.


  “‘Dave,’ he says, ‘I think they’re stealing something.’ And he starts to get up! Can you believe that? He starts to get up. I drag him back down, practically wetting myself. I’m a good Christian. I never thought I’d still be here when the Beast took hold of the Earth. ‘Who cares?’ I say. ‘Let ’em take whatever they want! These are the Last Days.’ But Hank’s not going for that. His eyes got all crazy. He always took the job too seriously, like it was an honor, working here, like the exhibits were the Shroud of Turin. He loved all this stuff. He started shaking, just out of control, and then he was gone before I could stop him. At first there were only five or six of them, and maybe he thought he could take them, they didn’t look real fast. He grabbed the nightstick off his belt and went in swinging.


  “The fool.”


  Clay nodded, putting it all together. Time was wasting. He couldn’t spare another minute with the watchman. Not if he was going to stop Morrigan from getting the Eye. He grabbed the watchman by the wrist and pulled him toward his friend’s corpse, but when the man held back, not wanting to see what had become of his friend, Clay relented and continued on his own.


  Hank had been torn apart. His nightstick was fifteen feet away, droplets of blood all around it. The dead man had been eviscerated. He was so badly damaged that he would not be coming back from the dead. If Clay looked closely enough he knew he would find that there were things, organs, missing. Eaten by the dead. But he did not care to investigate. He turned quickly back to the survivor.


  “The thing that the dead were taking. What was it?”


  The man looked as though he might collapse at any moment. His flesh was as pale as that of the dead. “That’s the thing. It was a head. This preserved thing, from a bog. I don’t . . . I don’t know more than that. Hank could have told you. He knew every piece in every exhibit. Lord, he loved this place.”


  “Yes,” Clay whispered, and he knelt by the ravaged corpse and put his hand on the man’s chest. He twitched several times and his eyes fluttered and for just a moment his features might have blurred.


  “Hey!” the watchman called. “Hey, what are you doing to him? He’s dead! He’s—”


  His words stopped short. Clay assumed it was because he had just remembered the battle axe, and what it was capable of.


  When Clay stood, he could see a trail of ectoplasm, a pale stream of spirit energy, a tendril of smoke that extruded from the body of the dead man, off into the darkness on the far side of the museum. The zombies who had killed this man were also the ones who had the Eye of Eogain. And the trail of ectoplasm that linked a corpse to its killer would lead Clay right to them.


  “Stay here,” Clay told the watchman. “I doubt they’ll be back, but it’s not safe outside. Stay until the mist is gone.”


  “Or until the devil calls my name,” the watchman muttered.


  Clay shook his head. “It’s not the end, my friend. Just a taste of it. A sneak preview. You just stay here until it’s over.”


  “How long do you think that’ll be?” the man ventured, his moment of swagger gone and his horror and grief returning.


  “Hours. A day. If not by then, then maybe never.”


  The watchman stared at him. Obviously the man had been expecting some words of comfort. But Clay had none to give.


  Axe gripped tightly in his hand he plunged into the shadows of that grand entry hall, heading off into the far corner, away from the front doors, following the tendril of ectoplasm as though it were a leash at the end of which he would find his goal. At a wall the trail turned left, and ahead he saw damp, luminescent crimson mist clouding inside, rising up toward the high ceiling. There were tall windows there. Shattered.


  Shattered outward. The soul-tether led him out through the broken windows, glass crunching under his boots.


  An instant later, there were no boots. In the space between one footfall and another, he dropped to all fours and his hands and feet had become massive paws. His flesh flowed, bones shifted, and now his head was heavy and he shook his lion’s mane as he raced after Morrigan’s undead servants.


  Clay threw back his head, felt his chest expand, and he roared, the sound echoing off the faces of buildings and sliding through the bloody fog. He roared a second time and a third, and then he paused to glance back at the museum.


  The ghost of Dr. Graves appeared in the red mist beside him as though grown from the darkness. Graves stared at him, nodding in approval.


  “Remarkable,” the ghost said.


  Clay swung his massive head toward Graves. “Eve?” he growled.


  “Coming,” Clay replied, pointing to a second floor window.


  It exploded outward in a shower of jagged glass and Eve dropped through the air in a neat somersault, legs tucked beneath her. She landed in a crouch beside him.


  “You roared?”


  “Follow me,” Clay growled.


  He set off at a run, retaining the lion form. The others did not ask questions. They could not see the soul trail that led him on, but the three of them were allies, now. Amongst them was a sense of purpose. They all knew what was at stake.


  “Where did Squire get off to?” Eve asked.


  Neither Graves nor Clay responded. The goblin would have to take care of himself, for now. Mr. Doyle had given them an assignment. It was time to fulfill it.


  Claws scraping pavement, Clay followed the tendril of ectoplasm around a corner and saw their prey. There might only have been a small number that had left the museum through that shattered window after killing the watchman, Hank, but now there were dozens of them spread out across the road, shambling at different speeds. Some dragged a leg behind them, injured. Others crawled on their bellies, responding to Morrigan’s command and unable to stop.


  Through the crimson fog they moved, and when the wind blew, Clay could hear their moaning.


  In their midst, right at the center of the road, four of the dead were clustered close together. One among them held something in its arms. From behind, Clay could not see what it was, but he could guess.


  “Destroy as many as you can. I’ll get the Eye.”


  Eve was preternaturally quick. Faster, even, than a lion. She raced ahead of them, leaped onto the back of a gleaming new BMW, and launched herself into the air. From the scabbard slung across her back she drew her sword, and even as she landed in the midst of a crowd of the dead, she swung the blade. It whistled through the air and the carnage began.


  A ghost could move with unreal quickness, stepping through space instead of across it. Dr. Graves appeared instantly amongst the dead. A man in a gray suit walked between a woman in a dark green dress and a small boy, all three of them holding hands. A family.


  Graves plunged his fists into their rotting flesh and tore their souls loose, set them free. It was a mercy.


  The lion, the shapeshifter whose name sometimes was Clay, bounded toward the quartet of walking dead who were escort to the Eye of Eogain. He drove the first down beneath his weight, cracking its bones. One massive paw lashed out and with a single swipe of his claws he tore away part of the second shambling corpse’s spine.


  He began to change. But this time he slowed that metamorphosis. It was painful, letting the flesh pause in between forms, bones not set correctly, muscles half-formed. Clay grasped a dead woman by the shoulders and opened huge leonine jaws, then snapped them closed upon her head.


  The lion-man spat bits of skull and desiccated brain onto the pavement.


  Then he morphed again, and now he was just Clay. Just Joe. Just a piece of the connective tissue of the world, touched by the Creator and attached to the heart of every living thing.


  The zombie holding the skull of Eogain continued shambling in the general direction of Beacon Hill, toward Morrigan, as though the carnage around it had not happened at all. Clay reached for its head, clutched it around the neck with one hand, shoved his right hand into its mouth and tore off the top of its head.


  Eogain’s skull—silver eye glittering in its socket—tumbled toward the ground. Clay caught it before it struck the road. He raised it up and stared at it, saw the symbols engraved in the silver, and wondered what Morrigan would do without it.


  “Eve!” he shouted, turning toward her. “I’ve got it.”


  But the raven-haired beauty was otherwise engaged. More dead had appeared. They came along the side streets. A manhole burst open and clanged onto the road and several cadaverous figures dragged themselves up from the sewer. Clay stared at them, wondering where they were all coming from.


  Morrigan, he thought. She’s sensed what we’re up to. And she’s not giving Eogain’s Eye up without a fight.


  Dr. Graves and Eve were surrounded, but holding their own. Eve was tearing out their throats, and Graves their souls. But Clay shook his head. There was no way to know how many walking dead Morrigan could bring against them, and he had the Eye. There was no reason to fight.


  “Forget them!” Clay called. “Let’s go!”


  “Good idea!” Eve shouted back at him, tearing open the torso of a dead man. “Where are we going? You’ve got somewhere there aren’t any dead guys?”


  Clay looked around, searching for the best route of escape. Even as he did, he saw that he was a target again. At least a dozen of the dead were beginning to encircle him, slowly, as though ruled by one mind. And perhaps they were.


  “Hey, big boy!” a familiar voice called.


  Squire crawled out from the darkness beneath the BMW fifteen feet away. The goblin looked tired.


  “Where the hell have you been, munchkin?” Eve snapped at him.


  Squire shot her the middle finger. “Busy. Now, listen. I just shadow-walked back to the Ferricks’. Conan Doyle wants us all to meet up with him in front of the State House, as soon as we can get there.”


  “Glad to hear it,” Clay called, turning round and round, ready to tear into the zombies that surrounded him. “How did you plan to get us there?”


  The goblin put his hands on his hips, the ugly, twisted little beast looking almost comical. “The limo’s right around the corner, smartass,” he said, pointing just up the street. “I’ve got to get back to Conan Doyle.”


  And then Squire dove back into the darkest of shadows beneath the BMW, barely avoiding the grasp of a dead girl who could not have been more than eighteen when she breathed her last.


  Clay glanced around at the zombies that were closing in on him, clutching the skull of Eogain in one hand.


  “Wonderful.”


  Mr. Doyle buttoned his jacket, smoothed his mustache with fingers crackling with magic, and gazed down his ample nose at Danny Ferrick.


  “I think not, Daniel.”


  Anger flared in the demon-boy’s features. His chapped, leathery skin flushed with color and tiny embers burned in eyes turned to charcoal. Then he shook his head and despite his devilish features, Conan Doyle could see the boy in that face again.


  “Listen, Mr. Doyle, I know what you’re worried about. I know what you think. My mother . . .” Danny glanced over at Julia, at the woman he had always thought of as his mother, and there was sadness and apology in his gaze. “My mother doesn’t want to accept it, but I know what I am. You’re not wrong about that.


  “But you’re wrong about me.


  “Maybe my blood is a demon’s blood. Maybe I’m not human. But this is my world. This is my house. I’m still Dan Ferrick. I still . . . I still love my mother, and my friends.” He glanced at Julia again, but then he turned his tumultuous eyes upon Conan Doyle.


  “I can feel the darkness in me. It’s in my head sometimes. And it’s in my heart. I laugh at things I shouldn’t. Sometimes I want to . . . hurt people. But I know it, Mr. Doyle. And I keep it reined in. The darkness. That’s got to count for something. I’m not going to let it control me. And if I’m going to be able to fight it, you have to give me the chance to do it for real, not just on the inside. You don’t have a clue what it’s like to be me. To live now. Yeah, you’re alive, but you grew up so long ago you might as well be from Mars for all you know. You know all this stuff about magic and other worlds. Whatever. You don’t know much about this one. So you can’t know me, or what I’ve got going on in here.” He pounded a fist against his chest.


  “I’m not gonna let the darkness win. Not inside, or out. So I need to be part of this. To remind me, all the time, what I’m fighting against.”


  Mr. Doyle took a long breath and let it out slowly. He pulled his pocket watch out by its chain, glanced at the time, and then slipped it back in. They had to go. There was no more time for discussion.


  Julia must have seen it in his face, for she began to shake her head, her breath coming faster, in sharp hitches. “No. Not my boy,” she said. Then she turned to her son. “You’re wrong, Danny. Maybe part of you is what he says. But there isn’t . . . I won’t believe there’s some kind of evil in you.”


  “That’s just your mouth talking, Mom,” Danny said softly. “You know what’s true. I know you do.”


  The two of them were gazing at one another, Julia’s heart breaking, when there was a soft whisper of noise, like the ocean in the distance. It ceased as abruptly as it had begun, but Conan Doyle glanced around, recognizing the sound.


  Squire emerged from the shadows beneath the coffee table into the flickering candlelight.


  “Brought them the limo, and the message,” he reported.


  “Thank you, Squire,” Conan Doyle said. Then he nodded toward Julia. “Now, if you’ll keep Mrs. Ferrick company, young Daniel and I have an appointment to keep.”


  
    Chapter Sixteen

  


  Eve drove wildly down Beacon Street; wielding the limousine like a weapon of war, running down the bothersome dead, crushing them beneath its wheels. She couldn’t have even begun to describe the satisfaction she felt.


  “Tell me again why we let you drive?” Clay asked from the backseat, as the corpulent body of a naked man suddenly covered the windshield, pale rolls of decaying flesh pressed against the glass, obscuring what little they could see of the road ahead.


  “Think of it as a reward for the good job you did in finding the Eye,” Eve said, swerving the car in an attempt to dislodge their passenger. The zombie held on, its nubby, yellow teeth scraping the glass as it attempted to bite its prey.


  “Fat son of a bitch,” she growled. “How am I supposed to see what I’m hitting?”


  Graves did not precisely sit, but rather lingered in the passenger seat beside her. Now the ghost leaned forward and reached through the windshield, his ectoplasmic arm easily passing through the glass and then through the chest of the obese man on the hood of the car. The animated corpse went rigid as Graves tore out its imprisoned soul, the spiritual essence writhing and wailing in his grasp. Graves let the soul swim free, but the corpse remained on the windshield.


  “Great,” Eve barked. “First I had a living dead guy blocking my view and now it’s just a dead guy. That’s such an improvement.” Steering the car with one hand, she fumbled for her seatbelt. “This calls for drastic measures,” she said, as she snapped her restraints into place. She shot Clay a glance in the rearview mirror. “Buckle up.”


  “What are you going to do?” He knitted his brows, clutched the mummified head of Eogain protectively beneath his arm, and struggled to strap himself in.


  Eve pressed down on the accelerator, rocketing down Beacon through the blood-red mist. She watched the speedometer climb past eighty, feeling the car shimmy and shake, listening to the bumps and thumps, as it obliterated the obstacles in its path.


  “Eve?” Clay asked again.


  “That oughta do it,” she hissed, squeezing the steering wheel in both hands.


  She could feel Graves’ cold, spectral stare upon her. “Perhaps you should slow down before—”


  Eve stomped on the brake. The abrupt stop at that speed threw her forward. In the back, Clay grunted as he, too, was caught by his seatbelt. Graves was entirely unaffected. He studied her with cold detachment as the brakes screamed and the car fishtailed, spinning them completely around. But Eve had accomplished what she’d set out to do. The fat corpse flew off the hood of the limo, a missile of decaying flesh that collided with other shambling dead walkers, clearing a path through them.


  “Extreme, but effective,” Graves said, unruffled, floating just above the passenger seat.


  Eve grinned as she banged a U-turn in the center of Beacon Street, crushing more of the dead beneath the wheels. “That’s me in a nutshell.”


  The dead staggered through the blood-red fog. Some of them sensed the presence of the living and began to move toward the State House. On the steps of that grand structure, Conan Doyle tugged out his pocket watch and checked the time, wanting nothing more than to begin their attack, to get back into his home and discover whether or not Ceridwen still lived. He cursed under his breath and clicked the watch cover shut, then glanced out across Boston Common, ignoring the dead.


  Danny Ferrick stood beside him on the stone steps. “Holy shit. Zombies,” the boy said. “Real zombies. I mean, you did notice the zombies, right?”


  The boy’s voice cracked fearfully, but he held his ground as the walking dead began to ascend the steps toward them.


  “Yes. I noticed them,” Conan Doyle replied. He allowed himself a small smile. Danny was a brave boy. The rotting carcasses of these decrepit creatures had been returned to life against their will. Conan Doyle thought that perhaps when his own time came, at last, when the herbs and magicks of Faerie would no longer keep him alive, it might be best to be cremated.


  The scent of the dead, the stink of grave rot, assailed his nostrils as they moved closer. Close enough that Conan Doyle could see the maggots that squirmed in their decaying flesh.


  “Stand close to me, boy,” he told Danny, and he extended his arms, pointing his open palms toward the advancing cadavers.


  The spell flowed from his lips in guttural Arabic. Symbols etched in purple fire swirled up from his hands, increasing in number and size, flowing in a crackling wave toward the dead things upon the stairs.


  One moment they were ascending and the next, as the fiery sigils touched them, they were no more, their decaying flesh and bone turned to trails of oily black smoke that became lost in the churning, scarlet mist.


  “Damn, Mr. Doyle. That is wicked cool. Do you think I could ever learn to do something like that?” Daniel asked with admiration.


  “Could you learn?” Conan Doyle repeated, “Yes. Will I ever teach you? I seriously doubt it.”


  “Why not?” the demon boy asked. “Afraid I’m going to use my super powers for evil or something?”


  Conan Doyle simply stared at the boy. He could feel the arcane energies still coursing through his body, leaking from his eyes. And within Daniel Ferrick, he could sense an altogether different brand of Arcanum. “There is nothing at all amusing about that, young man. Do not make me doubt my decision to include you in this endeavor. We’ll discuss your place in the greater scheme of things another time.”


  The boy avoided eye contact, choosing to look everywhere but at him. Conan Doyle watched at Danny’s gaze grew wide and he pointed down the steps at the sidewalk below.


  “There’re more of them,” the boy said.


  Conan Doyle saw that he was right. More of the dead were appearing out of the mist, approaching the steps.


  “Lots more,” Danny added, his voice a rasp.


  The corpses ambled out of the concealing fog, up onto the sidewalk and through the open gate that encircled the statehouse steps. One of the dead, little more than dirt-covered bones, tilted back its eyeless head and opened its mouth in a silent scream. Rich black earth, rife with squirming life, spilled from its gaping maw, and Conan Doyle prepared to summon another incantation to defend against this latest incursion.


  He never released the spell. Just as he was about to raise his hands again, there came the shriek of rubber on pavement and the roar of an engine, and his limousine erupted from the bloodstained night, riding up over the curb onto the sidewalk, colliding with the zombie horde, splintering bones and scattering bits of their decaying corpses.


  “Sweet,” Danny said as the limo came to screeching halt in front of the gate.


  The driver’s door swung open and Eve emerged. Clay exited the back seat and Dr. Graves floated out through the roof.


  Conan Doyle clasped his hands together behind his back. “I was beginning to worry.”


  “We would have been here sooner,” Eve said, slamming her door. “But traffic’s a bitch.”


  “Where’s Ceridwen?” Clay asked, shifting the mummified skull of Eogain from one arm to the other as he came around the car.


  Conan Doyle studied the faces of those who had gathered beneath the banner of his cause, his Menagerie. Denizens of the weird, but warriors, each and every one, sharing the common goal of staving back the encroaching darkness. It was a precarious battle, one that might as easily tip the scales toward shadowy oblivion as to the embrace of light. But it was a war that he had sworn to continue, one that he believed was worth fighting, even if it meant the deaths of those loyal to his mission.


  No sacrifice was too large, for it served a greater good.


  “Ceridwen, I’m afraid to say, has been captured.”


  The words hurt him, each of them barbed, sticking painfully in his throat as he struggled to speak. The others appeared taken aback, knowing only too well the level of power the Fey sorceress was capable of wielding as well as his emotional involvement.


  “Here’s an idea,” Eve said, sweeping her raven black hair away from her exotic features. “How about we go get Ceridwen and kick Morrigan’s Faerie ass? That sound like a plan?”


  Conan Doyle looked out over the heads of his comrades. The dead were still out there, but now they seemed loathe to come closer—some primitive survival mechanism had been stirred to life in them, though he did not know if it stemmed from his own magick, or from the arrival of his Menagerie.


  “If only it were that simple,” Conan Doyle replied. “We now know why Morrigan has sought the power of Sweetblood. She wishes to free the Nimble Man.”


  He waited a moment, allowing them to digest the severity of the situation.


  “Which, from your tone, I guess should have me shaking in my boots. And maybe I will when you tell me why,” Eve said, obviously unfamiliar with the legends.


  It always amazed him how a creature as ancient as Eve could sometimes be so oblivious.


  Clay stepped closer to the rest of the group, red mist swirling around his malleable features. “A fallen angel,” he said, his expression grim. “But not like Lucifer and the others. He escaped the Almighty’s wrath but was trapped between Heaven and Hell. In my wanderings, I’ve encountered entire religions based upon him, with the ultimate goal of freeing him, but no one has ever had the level of power needed to accomplish this . . .”


  “Until now,” Eve finished, the situation becoming clearer.


  Conan Doyle nodded. “With her own witchery and Sanguedolce’s power, Morrigan has enough magick now to tear a hole in reality. If she knows what she is doing, she could free the Nimble Man.”


  Dr. Graves was a strange sight in that fog. His own ethereal form was a mist of its own, churning in upon itself, but a breeze blew the red fog so that it caressed him. He was a cloud standing still in a tempestuous sky as the rest of the storm moved on.


  The ghost was troubled, and his form solidified a bit as he moved toward Conan Doyle. “You said that Morrigan needed the Eye of Eogain to focus Sweetblood’s magick if she was going to try to leech it, to use it. And as you can see, we did not return empty handed. How can she release The Nimble Man now? Haven’t we already won?”


  “A fair assumption, Dr. Graves,” Conan Doyle agreed, “but another wrinkle has been added to the cloth.” The mage rubbed at his eyes, the continued exposure to the unnatural fog causing them to itch and burn. “Without the Eye, Morrigan will most certainly decide to forge ahead with a physical locus to channel Sweetblood’s magickal energies. An ordinary human would wither almost instantly with such power coursing through them. We have kept the Eye from Morrigan. And because we have, I believe she will have no choice but to attempt to use Ceridwen herself to channel that power.”


  “Could that be done?” Graves asked.


  Conan Doyle sighed, the consequences of this act of desperation on Morrigan’s part too horrible for him to bear.


  No sacrifice is too large, for it serves a greater good. The words reverberated through his thoughts.


  “It will most likely kill Ceridwen, as well as release Sweetblood from his self-imposed imprisonment,” Conan Doyle said. “But the answer is yes. With Ceridwen as the . . . well, as the circuit breaker if you will, Morrigan will be able to free the Nimble Man.”


  Ceridwen was back in Faerie, and her mind was at peace.


  The warm winds caressed her face as she walked hand and hand with Arthur through the royal gardens. She noticed her mother sitting on a stone bench in the distance, and Ceridwen could not help but smile. Everything was as it should be, not a detail out of place.


  Upon seeing them, her mother stood, waving in greeting. But Ceridwen’s smile faltered when she saw that her mother’s clothes were tattered and stained with blood. It was then that she remembered that her mother had been taken from her long, long ago. A shiver of grief went through her and she turned to Conan Doyle for comfort, for some explanation of the dread she now felt.


  But it was no longer Arthur who held her hand, and the grip on her fingers had turned cold and constricting.


  Morrigan smiled and pulled her close, teeth as sharp as a boggart’s. “Fight all you like,” she snarled, “but it will not alter the outcome.”


  Her fantasy shredded, Ceridwen returned to reality. Pain suffused every inch of her flesh and her eyes burned with unshed tears. And now she remembered what had happened, the confrontation in Conan Doyle’s ballroom with her aunt, the savage Morrigan. She had sent Danny away on a traveling wind and turned to face Morrigan and her lackeys alone. The battle with had been swift and brutal, and she had been defeated.


  Now she lay draped upon Sweetblood’s chrysalis. A surge of the ancient mage’s power rushed through her, and she cried out in excruciating pain. They had bound her atop that strange encasement, the sorcerous energies leaking from the cracks in its surface filtering through her body to be collected by the eagerly waiting Morrigan. Her cloak was in tatters, burned through, almost nothing left of it, and her tunic and trousers were smoldering.


  “Do you see how wonderfully it comes together?” her aunt asked, manipulating the distilled power of the arch mage and sending it back into the sarcophagus, causing the size of cracks in its surface to increase. With each splinter of that amber glass, more of Sanguedolce’s magickal potency tore through Ceridwen, more power at Morrigan’s disposal.


  “Fortune smiles upon me this day. It is unlikely that you will live long enough to witness my triumph, but let me assure you, it will be glorious.”


  The magick coursed through her, the pain continuing to grow. The mage’s power was overwhelming. Ceridwen had heard tales of Sanguedolce’s prowess, but never imagined a mortal might be able to wield such might.


  Morrigan droned on and on about her plans, but Ceridwen was no longer listening. To escape the pain, she fled to the past, remembering what it was that defined her, what had shaped her. There was pain in the past as well, but it was that pain that had forged her, as though in a blacksmith’s forge.


  From her earliest days, sadness had been her companion. She could barely remember a day when it had not walked by her side. Her mother had been slain in the early days of the Twilight Wars, the victim of a Troll raid upon their forest home. She had been but a mere child, forced to watch her mother’s fate from a hiding place within the draping bows of an ancient willow tree. In that moment, she had sworn never to be helpless again.


  There were times when the night was deathly silent, and in those quiet snatches of darkness she could still hear her mother’s screams. She would awaken filled with righteous fury only to find that there was absolutely nothing that she could do.


  Ceridwen cried out now, agony wrenching her back to the present. Pain assaulted her as more fissures formed in the mage’s sarcophagus, allowing the flow of magick through her to intensify.


  Morrigan laughed, amused by Ceridwen’s suffering, but this was nothing new; her aunt had always reveled in the torment of others.


  Once more, to escape her anguish, she allowed her mind to drift into the past. Ceridwen recalled with perfect clarity that day, fifteen seasons after the murder of her mother, when the sorcerers of Faerie had taken her into their care, training her in the ways of elemental magick. They had sensed within her a certain fire, unaware that it was an inferno of rage and an unquenchable thirst for revenge. What an excellent pupil she had been, absorbing the intricate teachings as the forest drank the rain.


  She saw the battlefield in her mind as it had been so very long ago, littered with the bodies of both friend and foe. The Twilight Wars were in full swing and a battalion of Corca Duibhne was continuing to advance on their position. That was when they had first set her loose, allowing her to use her fury over her mother’s murder to conjure up the forces to destroy the enemies of the Fey.


  Her magick had been fearsome.


  Ceridwen had reveled in their suffering, as the spirits of the wind tossed the enemy about the battlefield like children’s toys, stealing the breath from their lungs before the earth swelled up to swallow them whole. Those who did not meet their fate from earth or air were washed away on angry torrents of torrential rain, or burnt to cinders by lapping tongues of hungry fire.


  Morrigan had laughed that day as well. Gazing out at the carnage that Ceridwen had wrought, her aunt had found the level of devastation and death absolutely joyous. There was no doubt that she would find the fate of the world beneath the ministrations of the Nimble Man amusing as well.


  Ceridwen could feel the surface of the chrysalis splintering beneath her, the magick burning up into her body. She began to convulse, the sorcery too much for her weakened body to contain, and at last she found solace in a memory that brought bliss that was the equal of its pain.


  She would never have imagined herself capable of the love she felt for Arthur Conan Doyle, a mere human. Their lives had become entwined, their love for one another blossoming soon after the closing horrors of the war. For a while, with him, she had almost been capable of forgetting the trauma of her mother’s murder—of the many lives she had taken in wartime. It had been as though she had been given another chance at life, an opportunity to wipe the past away and begin anew.


  How foolish she had been to think that the fates would ever allow her to be truly happy. Happiness, she had learned, was the most fragile and ephemeral of things.


  Sweetblood’s magick roiled inside her. Ceridwen opened her mouth in a silent scream, sparks of magick leaping from her mouth to dance about with dust motes in the air of the ballroom. She did not think that she had ever experienced pain so intense, but her sorrow when Arthur had abandoned her had been near enough. If pressed, Ceridwen would have had difficulty deciding which torment had hurt her more deeply.


  She had wanted him to stay in Faerie with her forever, but that was not to be the case. He had tried to explain why he had to return to the world of man, that he was needed there, to protect it from harm. Ceridwen had pleaded with her lover, telling him that she needed him far more than those of the Blight, but her pleas had fallen upon ears made deaf by his commitment to the world of his birth.


  Ceridwen felt her anger surge. Only her fury at Arthur had given her the strength to move past her sorrow. Her sadness had turned to bitter rage, and it had made her all the stronger.


  But evidently not strong enough.


  The sound was like the cracking of glacial ice. Shards of the chrysalis fell away to shatter upon the ballroom floor.


  Eve guided the limousine through the tight, winding streets of Beacon Hill with a reckless skill, and Conan Doyle breathed sigh of relief when they arrived at their destination without plowing into something in the damnable red fog.


  “This is close enough, Eve,” he told her, from his place in the rear of the limousine, where he sat opposite Daniel and Clay.


  Eve immediately brought the limo to a shuddering stop, driving up onto the curb to keep from completely blocking the road. Conan Doyle silently applauded. Despite the supernatural horrors out on the streets this damnable, impossible night, he was sure there were police and fire emergency crews out and about. They might need to pass.


  “As good a spot as any,” Eve said as she put the car in park. “Don’t forget to lock your doors, gentlemen. This neighborhood has gone to Hell.”


  They exited the vehicle. Louisburg Square was down the street a ways, on the left. Up ahead, an SUV was burning, the flames and black smoke billowing from the wreckage starkly visible through the shifting crimson fog.


  “We’ll approach on foot,” Conan Doyle told them, leading the way.


  They slowed their pace as they passed the burning vehicle, all of them casually glancing inside the blackened wreck to see if there had been anybody inside.


  “Ceridwen did that,” Danny said, motioning with his chin. “We needed a distraction to get Morrigan and her freaky henchmen off the floor we were on so we could get downstairs. She summoned some kind of fire spirit to blow it up.”


  Conan Doyle said nothing, sublimating his fear for her, concentrating on the task that lay before them. When they reached the edge of the square, just outside the fenced park in its center, they all paused.


  “So, how are we doing this?” Eve asked, casually picking the lint from the arm of her jacket, as if what they were about to attempt was no more important than choosing a restaurant.


  “The time for subtlety has come and gone,” Conan Doyle said, searching the fog for a glimpse of his home. There had been a dramatic change in the sinister energies in the atmosphere just in the minutes that had passed since they had left the State House. If they had any hope of stopping Morrigan, it had to be now. “We hit them from every side, and all at once.”


  “Clay and Dr. Graves,” he said, turning his attention to the shapeshifter and his spectral houseguest, “the two of you shall enter the house from below, through the basement, and ascend accordingly.”


  He felt a hand grip his arm and turned to face the demon boy.


  “What about me?” Danny asked. “You’re going to let me help—aren’t you?”


  Conan Doyle knew that the boy’s mother would not approve, but there came a time when the concerns of doting parents had to be set aside and matters of the world taken into account. This was such a moment.


  “Daniel and Eve shall enter from above,” the mage instructed. “The rooftop door should provide you with access.”


  The boy smiled, glancing toward Eve. “It’s you and me,” he said, clenching and unclenching his hands. “We got the roof.”


  “You don’t say,” she teased.


  “What about you, Conan Doyle?” Graves asked, his voice like the whisper of the wind through the dead leaves of autumn trees. “Will you be going inside?”


  Conan Doyle was taken aback by the question. His home had been invaded and Ceridwen held captive inside. The fate of his world was in the balance.


  “Of course I’m going inside, old friend,” he answered incredulously, stepping from the street to the cobblestones of the square. “But I shall enter just as I always have. Through the front door.”


  Clay watched as Eve whispered something to Danny that he could not hear. Then she led the demon boy off into the thick fog. Just before it would have obscured his view of her completely, she glanced back at him.


  “Meet you on the inside,” she said.


  He nodded. The two of them had certainly had their share of conflict, but it was always reassuring to have her around. She was the only thing on the face of the Earth that was as old as he was. Or nearly so, at least.


  Now he glanced at Dr. Graves. The ghost hovered above the street, and he was strangely reminded of the balloons of cartoon characters that were pulled down the streets of New York on Thanksgiving Day. For all of his eternity spent on this world, Clay loved the little things, the odd little details that had become such a part of humanity. Parades, for instance. He loved parades. He hoped the world survived so that he could see more of them.


  Graves started toward Conan Doyle’s townhouse, and Clay set off after him, swift and sure, his boots all but silent on the cobblestones. The ghost paused beside the old house.


  “So, we start from the bottom and work our way up,” Clay said.


  The ghost nodded and began to sink into the street.


  “Hey, what are you . . .”


  “I’ll meet you there,” he said, just before his head disappeared into the ground. Then the ghost was gone, leaving him alone in the street.


  “Son of a bitch,” Clay muttered, closing his eyes and thinking of a form he would need to take in order to get into the basement. He hated to be the last one into a fight, and he wondered, as he began to change, if the ghost somehow was aware of that.


  Clay doubled in size, his body becoming powerful and squat. He was now covered in a fine, shiny fur, his domed head nestled firmly between brawny shoulders. Lifting his short, muscular arms, he looked down upon the four railroad-spike claws that adorned each paw.


  The creature he mimicked was not a mole and not a bear. It was not anything human eyes had ever seen. For though the Creator had put upon the Earth a great many wondrous things, there were beasts he had imagined with his Clay, but then abandoned. Things no one in the world had ever seen. Unless they had seen Clay in action.


  Happy with the shape, he dropped to his bony knees and began to dig, the claws making short work of the cobblestoned street and layers of heavy stone beneath. It took him no time at all to burrow a tunnel down under Louisburg Square, through a wall of brick, and into one of the sewers that ran below the townhouses.


  The air in the sewer was thick with gases other than oxygen—most likely a mixture of nitrogen, natural gas and methane—and he altered his lungs so that he could breathe down there. His vision in this shape was poor, but his sense of smell was heightened to the extreme. Clay could smell the distinctive scent of the Night People.


  He loped down the partially flooded passage, splashing through the filth until the aroma of the enemy was so strong that he knew he must be just beneath them. Clay dug into the wall, beginning a new passage that would take him into the basement of Conan Doyle’s townhouse.


  Moments later he exploded up through the concrete floor into the room. His poor eyes located the drifting, translucent shape of Dr. Graves floating in the air.


  “Thanks for waiting,” Clay rasped as he shifted back to his human form.


  Now that his vision had returned to normal, he saw that Graves was focused on one particular corner of the room. At the same time, he noticed the stink in the basement, a smell he had become all too familiar with of late. He had been so focused on the Corca Duibhne, he had all but completely overlooked it. But in the cellar, it was overpowering. Choking.


  The smell of blood.


  “Good God,” Clay whispered as he looked upon the bodies stacked up against the wall like cordwood, and others hanging by their ankles from hooks on the ceiling. “What is going on here?”


  “Isn’t it obvious?” Graves asked him. “They’re storing food. Using the basement as a larder.”


  Danny’s eyes had become accustomed to the fog.


  Bizarro, he thought, following close behind Eve as she made her way down one of the small alleys between the homes on Beacon Hill. It unnerved him, in a way, that he could make out the shapes of things through the thick, roiling mist. His vision was changing along with the rest of him, adapting to his environment. Which made him wonder what other surprises his body had in store for him.


  He could make out a small wooden fence at the end of the alley ahead of them and was about to point it out, when Eve quickened her pace, vaulting over the obstruction with ease and grace. Danny clambered over the fence as quickly as he could, fearful that his companion would leave him behind. He landed in the small yard on the other side in a crouch, his new eyes scanning the fog.


  “Keep up, slowpoke,” he heard her say, her voice carried on the breeze and swirling with the mist. He caught sight of her fluttering coattails as she went over another fence across the yard. It was sort of a shame that she’d put the coat on at all. The top she had on was nicely clingy and he liked to watch her move. Even with the coat, he could appreciate her . . . but without it . . .


  Chill. Keep your mind on staying alive. Danny bounded across the small patch of grass, tensing the muscles in his legs as prepared to scale the next obstacle. The power in his jump took him by surprise and his arms pinwheeled as he tried to keep his balance while hurtling through the air. He cleared the fence with feet to spare and landed on all fours, unable to prevent the smile from blossoming across his face. Danny immediately thought of Mr. Davis, the track and field coach at his high school, and how the man would have shit his pants if he’d ever seen any of his track team make a jump like that.


  “Decent,” Eve said, leaning against a brick building.


  “Where are we now?” he asked, rising to join her. They appeared to be in another small yard.


  “We’re at the back of Conan Doyle’s place. Figured we’d get less attention if we got to the roof from the back.”


  Danny stepped back, looking skyward, up the rear wall of building. Though no taller than four stories, the top of the townhouse disappeared into the crimson mist.


  “And we get up there how, exactly?”


  Eve pressed herself flat against the building, sinking her long fingernails into the mortar between the bricks. “Silly rabbit,” she chided, beginning to climb. “As if there was any other way.”


  The way she crawled up the wall, Eve reminded him of some kind of lizard, barely making a sound other than the faint scrape of claw upon brick.


  “Wait,” he hissed, on the verge of panic. He didn’t want to be left alone. Danny desperately wanted to be included, to belong. For the first time in oh so very long he felt as though he were part of something; that he truly mattered. He did not want that feeling to end.


  Eve stopped midway, and maneuvered her body around so she could look down at him.


  Not a lizard, he thought. A spider. She reminded him of a really big spider.


  “What are you waiting for?” she asked.


  He couldn’t believe she was asking the question. “I can’t do that,” he told her, growing angry.


  Eve righted herself and began to climb again. “Bet you didn’t think you could make a six foot leap over a fence either,” she said as she disappeared into the mist.


  She was right about that, he decided, approaching the wall and doing as he had watched her do. Danny placed his hands against cool brick, digging his fingernails—no, they were claws; his fingernails had fallen out months ago—between the bricks, as Eve had done. He attempted to pull his weight upward.


  And succeeded.


  Much to his shock and surprise, Danny was climbing the wall. Would you look at this, he wanted to scream, increasing his pace to catch up with Eve.


  Fucking Spider-Man ain’t got nothing on me.


  Conan Doyle stood at the bottom of the stairs that led up to his front door and cleared his throat. He knew they were there, crouching in the shadows, waiting for the opportunity to strike. He removed the pocket watch from his coat and saw that more than enough time had passed for his operatives to get themselves into position.


  Taking the first step, he placed one of his hands upon the wrought iron railing.


  “Who is this, my brothers?” came a hissing voice from somewhere in the shadows.


  Conan Doyle stood perfectly still, gathering his inner strength.


  “A fool, I’d wager,” responded an equally sibilant voice. “For who else but a fool would dare approach our mistress’s lair.”


  The Corca Duibhne sentries emerged from their hiding places on either side of the steps, weapons crusted with the blood of their victims.


  “Poor little fool,” said one of the advancing Night People. “Does he even know whose dwelling this is?”


  Conan Doyle stepped back from the stairs, letting his hands dangle by his sides. There were eight, all of them wearing variations of black leather. Their faces appeared oily, shining in what little light was available. He was reminded of how much he despised this species, and how the Twilight Wars never should have been declared over until each and every one of the foul creatures had been exterminated like the vermin they were.


  One of the Corca Duibhne came forward, waving a fierce looking knife before him. “Do you know, foolish little man?” it asked, a cruel, humorless smile upon its oily, black features. Conan Doyle noticed that one of its eyes was missing. “Do you know whose house this is?”


  Conan Doyle casually adjusted his shirt cuffs, matching them to the sleeves of his jacket. “Of course I do,” he said, returning his hands to his side. His fingers twitched eagerly.


  The Night People began to laugh, converging, forming a circle around him.


  “Do you hear, brothers?” asked the creature with the missing eye. “He knows full well whose house this is.”


  “Tell us then,” hissed another, this one wielding a kind of axe. Again they all laughed.


  Conan Doyle raised one hand, sparks of blue fire dancing from the tips of his fingers.


  “Why, it’s mine,” he told them, and then those cerulean flames arced out from his hand, engulfing them. The Corca Duibhne cried out in a pathetic mixture of surprise and agony as the magick took hold of them, the smell of their burning flesh filling the air.


  Conan Doyle closed his eyes and breathed deeply, taking the heavy aroma of charred flesh into his lungs. Just like the good old days, he thought, images of the war cascading through his thoughts, and the mage slowly climbed the steps to his front door.


  “And now I’ve come home.”


  
    Chapter Seventeen

  


  It would have been wiser, perhaps, for Dr. Graves to lead. He might have gone right through the basement door and into the main house, done a bit of reconnaissance, and returned to give Clay the lay of the land. But Clay was not the sort of man—not the sort of creature—to wait while others put themselves at risk. Graves admired that about him. It might not be the wisest course of action for the two of them to rush headlong up those stairs, but Graves did not feel it appropriate to judge Clay by the standards of human wisdom. He was unique in all the world. Touched by the creator. Immortal. It was obvious that to Clay, strategy was necessary only when the lives of others were in peril. When it was his own life at stake, it was full steam ahead, and the consequences be damned.


  And Dr. Graves, well, he was already dead, so what the hell did he care?


  “Do we have any plan at all?” Graves whispered.


  Clay had adopted his fundamental form, the one Graves assumed was his true self. He was a formidable figure, at least seven feet tall, with dried cracks in his flesh as though he were made of arid, hard-packed desert. The Clay of God. Someday, Graves would like to have heard the story of this remarkable being’s life.


  But that was for another day.


  “A plan? Of course we have a plan,” Clay said, hurrying up the stairs, which creaked beneath his bulk. “We kill or incapacitate everything that tries to stop us from freeing Ceridwen, and we make sure Morrigan doesn’t set either Sweetblood or the Nimble Man free.”


  Graves did not bother to pretend to walk. He drifted up the stairs behind Clay. He had willed his appearance to change, somewhat. Now he was the younger Leonard Graves, in the early days of his adventuring. Heavy boots covered his feet and suspenders crisscrossed his back. His sleeves were rolled up, his huge fists prepared for a fight.


  “It lacks a certain finesse,” Graves told his ally.


  Clay laughed as he reached the top of the basement stairs. He glanced back at Graves, eyes twinkling in the gloom. “Leave the finesse to Conan Doyle. It’s going to come down to magick. You know it, and I know it. I resent being the muscle as much as you do. In our time, we’ve both led armies, you and I. But this isn’t about who can outsmart Morrigan. It’s about who can destroy her.”


  The words struck close to home. Graves had been a man of science as well as a man of action during his life. It was with a certain reluctance that he took the role of foot soldier. Yet with myriad worlds hanging in the balance and time of the essence, he knew that all that remained was to fight. And so fight he would. With all that remained of his soul.


  “Let’s get to it,” he told Clay.


  The shapeshifter turned toward the door. He reached for the knob, but his hand paused an inch away from it. Clay sniffed the air.


  “What is it?” Graves asked.


  The door rattled and the stairs trembled with the pounding of footfalls beyond that door.


  “Boggarts,” Clay said.


  Graves hissed under his breath. “Son of a bitch.”


  Then the door exploded inward. Two enormous, hideously ugly boggarts crashed through the splintering wood and leaped upon Clay, jaws gnashing and claws tearing flesh even as the trio tumbled down the stairs in a tangle of limbs.


  Graves darted into the air, soaring near the ceiling of the basement. Boggarts. He shivered. The Night People could not hurt him, nor could the walking dead. Morrigan had been able to do so with magick. But Boggarts were different. Boggarts ate ectoplasm. They could tear him apart, gulp down bits of his spectral body as if he were still flesh and blood. They could tear his soul apart, and eat it, and then there would be no eternal rest for Leonard Graves.


  The things attacked Clay, but already one of them had scented him. It must have been how their presence was noticed in the first place. One of the creatures raised its heavy head and turned burning yellow eyes upward. Graves could have fled, but he would never have left Clay there alone. For the boggarts were not the only threat to come through that shattered door.


  The first Corca Duibhne poked its head through the doorway, and it grinned, exposing razor fangs. It scrambled down the stairs after the boggarts, and then another appeared, and another, until there were six, no eight of them.


  And at the last, behind them came another figure, so tall it had to stoop to get through the shattered doorway. It was a woman. Or a nightmare contortion of what a woman might have been. Nine feet tall, the hag had only opalescent orbs where her eyes ought to have been. Her hair was filthy, stringy, and hung over the shoulders of the rags she wore, belted with a chain of infant human skulls. Her teeth were long and yellow, her lips crusted with dried blood.


  “What the hell is it?” Dr. Graves asked aloud.


  On the concrete floor, Clay hurled a boggart across the basement to crash into the burner. The other was still focused on Graves himself. But both ghost and shapeshifter stared at the new arrival.


  “Black Annis,” Clay said. “It’s a Black Annis.”


  Eve had spent eternity paying for her sins, both those she had committed, and those to which she had given birth. Vampires. Her children. The bastard offspring of an Archduke of Hell and the castoff queen of Eden. The Lord might have made her, but the demon had remade her. Many times she had thought of giving herself over to the sun, letting its light purify her, end her damnation. But she would not.


  She would not stop fighting the darkness until she had expunged her sins. And she would not know when that time had come until the Lord Himself whispered the words in her ear.


  Come home.


  Until then, she would fight, and she would fear nothing. The Lord would not allow her to die until she had done her penance.


  Her knees scraped the house as she scaled the back wall. Another pair of pants ruined. Her talons dug into brick, and she raised herself up quickly, her body as light to her as if her bones were hollow. Such was the strength damnation had given her. Eve could have quickened her ascent by using window frames, but she avoided them, not wishing to be seen until a time of her own choosing.


  A glance downward told her the boy was keeping up. She smiled, and as she did, her fangs slid downward, extending themselves. The crimson mist swirled around her, the breeze rustling her hair. Eve ran her tongue over the tips of her fangs as she watched Danny Ferrick climb.


  If he lived to see another morning, the kid might actually turn out to be worth having around.


  Eyes narrowed, she began to climb again. Talons split mortar. Her knees and the toes of her shoes gained purchase against the brick. She was nearly there now, just a few more feet. Despite her speed, Danny was catching up. She sensed him, just below her.


  Eve reached up to grasp the edge of the flat roof of Conan Doyle’s brownstone. With a single thrust, she pulled herself up with such force that she sprang into the air and landed on the roof in a crouch.


  The red mist rolled across the roof, pushed along by the breeze. It eddied and swirled around chimneys and vents and the tall box-like structure that contained the door that led into the building. Eve took several steps toward it, and then froze.


  From the mist, from the shadows, from the night they came. Of course they did. Morrigan would not have been so foolish as to leave the roof unguarded. The Corca Duibhne moved slowly, slinking across the roof, taking their time to circle around her, like hyenas stalking prey. She counted at least nine, but there might have been more, deeper in the bloody fog, or in the shadows.


  “You don’t want to do this,” Eve warned them.


  “Oh, yessss we do,” one of them hissed. “You’re the traitor. The hateful mother of darkness. There isn’t one among us who wouldn’t give his life for a change at tearing out your throat.”


  “It’s been done.” Eve grinned, baring her fangs. “I got better.”


  Danny scrambled up over the edge of the roof behind her.


  The Corca Duibhne hesitated.


  “You ready, kid?” Eve asked.


  She did not have to see the smile on his face. She could hear it in the tone of his voice.


  “Oh, yeah,” Danny Ferrick told her. “I was born for this.”


  The strangest thing happened, then. The Corca Duibhne began to laugh. It was an eerie susurrus of giddy whispers that carried to her on the mist. Slowly, they began to pull back. Eve narrowed her eyes, trying to figure out what they were up to.


  And something moved atop the nearest tall chimney. Something large that crawled, lizard-like, up the brick and perched on top. Its wings spread, just a shadow in the scarlet night.


  Then it burst into flames.


  Spread its wings, its entire body consumed by the blaze.


  A plume of fire jetted from its snout.


  “What is it?” Danny asked, a tremor of fear in his voice.


  Still, Eve did not look at him. Her gaze was on the creature, this thing that could incinerate her, could end her life. “A fire drake,” she told him. “And it’s all yours, kid.”


  “Get the fuck out of here,” Danny snapped.


  “Sorry. I’ve got the dweebs. The big burning motherfucker belongs to you.”


  Morrigan threw her arms upward, the power coursing through her, and she shook in ecstasy. It was like the caress of a thousand lovers. Her nipples hardened and her sex burned with the heat of her passion, wet as though to welcome a lover. And nothing was ever more true, for the only lover she would ever accept would arrive at any moment.


  “Yes!” she wailed, tears of joy streaking her face. “Come to me!”


  The ballroom was blindingly bright. The magick spilling out through the cracks in Sweetblood’s chrysalis flashed orange and yellow and red, an inferno of color that played off of the mirrored walls and off of the chandeliers above. And upon that chrysalis, seared by the power as though by scalding steam, Ceridwen arched her back and screamed as she had not done since the day of her mother’s slaughter, that day when Morrigan had held the girl in her arms and pretended to care.


  The younger sorceress screamed again, eyes wide with the madness of her agony. Welts had risen on her blue-white flesh, and then blisters, which had burst. Pus ran from her legs and back where the magick seared her. Her mouth opened again but nothing came from it now but magick, power that spilled from her in a torrent of sparks and embers and a silver mist wholly unlike the red fog that had enveloped the city.


  Morrigan danced across the room, twirling, stepping over the human sacrifices that her Corca Duibhne had brought. Their bodies were flayed, their chest cavities opened, their viscera strewn about the floor and shaped into the patterns and sigils that focused the magick she now siphoned from Sweetblood. Ceridwen was the key, though. The filter. Without her Morrigan might have died calling up the Nimble Man. Now Ceridwen would die instead.


  The Fey witch reached her niece.


  “Ah, sweet girl,” she said. “You with your elemental magick. Your heart was with nature. You never understood that the true power is in the unnatural.”


  Morrigan ran her hands over Ceridwen’s body, even as her niece bucked upward again, shrieking, crying tears that fell as water but struck the ground as crystals of ice. Her violet eyes misted. Her suffering was exquisite.


  Then, abruptly, Ceridwen’s eyes focused, and shifted to Morrigan. “You’ll die.”


  “Yes, darling. But, first, I’ll live.”


  Morrigan bent over her and brought her lips to Ceridwen’s. They tasted of mint. Her tongue slid into Ceridwen’s mouth and when the young sorceress bucked again, the magick spilling from the mage erupted into Morrigan’s mouth. The Fey witch felt her knees weaken with the pleasure of it and she staggered back. Just a taste of Sweetblood’s power was intoxicating, arousing. But soon, she would have that and so much more.


  She wiped a bit of spittle from her mouth. “Oooh, that’s nice.”


  “Mistress!”


  The Corca Duibhne hated the bright light. It hurt them. They were terrified enough of Sweetblood, but with his magick coalescing in the room and the glaring illumination, they had fled to the corridor. Morrigan did not care. They were useless to her now except as a shield. All she needed them to do was see that she was undisturbed.


  Yet now here was one, a pitiful thing it was, too. A runt. A lackey’s lackey. It had called to her, and now it was pointing into the room, pointing at something behind her. Morrigan’s instinct was to break it, to shatter the Corca Duibhne. But then she saw the wonder in its cruel eyes and she turned, holding her breath.


  Ceridwen screamed her throat ragged, choking on her own blood. She whimpered, and cried for her dead mother.


  Behind her, on the other side of the chrysalis, a slit had opened in the fabric of the world. The magick that Morrigan had leeched from the mage had begun to seep into that hole as if carried by some unseen current. It was a wound in the heart of the universe, and its edges were peeling back like curtains torn aside, or the folds of a new mother’s offering.


  Within that slit all was gray and cold and still. It was a limbo place, a nothing, a flat and lifeless void.


  Yet in the gray, Morrigan could see a shimmering figure, a silhouette gilded with red. And it was growing more distinct, moving nearer to the passageway between worlds.


  Morrigan could barely breathe. She could not speak. For here at last were all of her dreams. Here, at last, was her salvation, her happiness, and now she would drive all the souls of creation to their knees even as all of those who had thwarted her were forced to bear witness.


  All of the worlds in existence would now be as they were meant to be. To Morrigan, her deeds were not cruel, but a mercy. She was not destroying benevolence and beauty, but shattering the illusion that they existed at all. She was setting things right.


  The Nimble Man had once been denied. Now her destiny was entwined with his, and all would be as it should be. The Nimble Man would be free.


  All strength left her and she collapsed to her knees, her heart near to bursting with bliss.


  And inside that portal, The Nimble Man moved closer to this world.


  Conan Doyle straightened his jacket and brushed ashes from his sleeve, then stepped over the charred corpses of a trio of Corca Duibhne. He closed the heavy oak door behind him and then glanced around the foyer of the brownstone.


  He was home.


  The Night People came from the parlor, several of them trying to squeeze through the door at once, clambering over one another to get at him like dogs on a fox hunt. Others appeared in the corridor that led to the kitchen, their clothes and faces smeared with blood, one of them holding a chunk of meat in his hand, two bones jutting from its end. Conan Doyle recognized them as the ulna and radius, splintered. It was the lower arm of a human being.


  Others appeared on the grand staircase. Two, then a third. A fourth hung from the light fixture above.


  There were eleven of twelve of them, all told.


  Conan Doyle lifted his chin, nostrils flaring, and stood waiting for them to come. He narrowed his gaze and thought again of war. Not merely the Twilight Wars, but others as well, the conflicts that devastated Europe, that took his brother and his son, that crushed the hearts of so many mothers and fathers and young brides. So much of his early life had been spent in the exercise of his imagination and of his intellect. He respected the mind and the heart, the use of reason. But even then, he had known that there came a time when the basest nature of his enemies would prevail, and the time for reason was over.


  “This is my home,” he said, biting off each word with grinding teeth. “And I want you out!”


  The Corca Duibhne raced at him, their claws scoring the wood floor. Some of them capered like beasts, others swaggered in their leather, modeling themselves after the darker impulses of mankind. Yet they were all nothing more than cruel, stupid animals.


  Conan Doyle threw his head back, summoned the magick up inside himself and felt it surge into him as though he had been struck by lightning. A blue mist spilled from his eyes like tears of azure steam. The Corca Duibhne from the parlor were almost upon him. With a twist of his wrist, he laid his hand out toward him, palm upward, and a spell rolled off of his fingers. He barked a phrase in Macedonian, and the floor erupted beneath them. The slats of the wood floor became roots that reached up and twined around their ankles. Shoots split off from the roots and sunk into the Night People’s flesh, and their bodies began to change. To harden. Bark formed upon their skin, and they screamed as tiny branches grew out from their flesh, sprouting leaves.


  They made ugly trees, those four, rooted there in the foyer.


  “Caedo tui frater,” Conan Doyle sneered as he turner toward the trio rushing in from the kitchen. He drew a gob of phlegm up from his throat and spat it at them. It hit the ground not far from the nearest of them and a red line snaked from that yellow spittle across the floor, touching the creature’s foot.


  It turned on the others with obscene savagery, claws raking another Corca Duibhne’s face, slashing its eyes, which burst with a splash of acidic fluid that scored the floor. The red lines on the floor touched the other two as well, and soon they were ripping one another apart, fang and claw, shredding flesh and clothing in a widening spatter of their own blood.


  The trio on the stairs paused, hesitating now. They were capable of speech, but in battle and in fear, they rarely spoke. Now the rearmost among them took a step backward, and the others noticed and began to retreat as well.


  “To haptikos Medusa,” Conan Doyle muttered.


  He widened his eyes and felt the blue mist that swirled there pour from within him. It furrowed the air and shot toward them, enveloped them, and when it dissipated, they were only statues. Frozen stone.


  Only the one hanging from the light fixture remained. He stared up at it with disdain. It clung there, eyes closed, praying he did not see it. Conan Doyle ignored it, starting for the stairs.


  On the second floor landing he saw the mad Fey twins, Fenris and Dagris, waiting for him.


  Conan Doyle started up toward them.


  The twins drew swords from scabbards that hung at their sides, mirror images of one another. Conan Doyle held his palms together in front of him as he walked up the stairs. When he opened them, a shaft of razor-sharp, shimmering blue magick grew from the palm of his right hand. This would be his sword. But he would not need it for long.


  Dagris moved first, stepping delicately down the stairs to meet him. Fenris came after, more cautiously. They had some skill with magick, these two, but Conan Doyle was pleased they had not chosen to attack him as sorcerers. It would have taken more time than he wished to waste with them.


  “There are those who would argue that madmen cannot be held responsible for their actions,” Conan Doyle said as he continued up toward them. “Perhaps. Perhaps.”


  With a lunatic gleam in his eyes and a sickening smile, Dagris swung his sword. “For Morrigan! For The Nimble Man!”


  Conan Doyle parried his attack. Dagris deftly maneuvered his weapon again and again, and each time Conan Doyle turned it away. The azure blade crackled, the air redolent with the scent of cinnamon and other spices, the smell of magick.


  Dagris thrust his sword. Conan Doyle knocked it away and slammed the Fey warrior into the banister, knocking him over the rail. He fell to the floor with a crack of bone, and did not move again. Seeing his brother killed, Fenris rushed in, but Conan Doyle was ready. He had choreographed this bit in his mind. Dagris was the madder and more dangerous of the twins. Fenris swept his blade down. Conan Doyle tried to dodge, but was only partly successful. The tip of the sword cut his arm and he felt the sting and the flow of hot blood.


  But his own azure blade was buried deep within Fenris’s abdomen.


  Yet there was no Fey blood spilt. Fenris fell to his knees. His eyes were wide as he stared up at Conan Doyle, and his face lost its mask of lunacy. His features grew younger. His body smaller.


  “This is the Sword of Years,” Conan Doyle told him. “It is not a weapon, but a spell. It is the magick of second chances. Without the cruelty of your brother, we shall see what becomes of you.”


  The blade had drawn from Fenris nearly all of the years of his life, and so when Conan Doyle withdrew it from his flesh he was only an infant. The Fey child opened his mouth and wailed, a baby’s cry. There was a thin line seared upon his belly where the sword had been, but he was otherwise unharmed.


  “We shall see,” Doyle repeated.


  He carried the infant to the second floor landing and left it there, knowing the Corca Duibhne would catch the scent of the Fey upon it and leave it alone.


  And he moved on.


  The tea kettle began to whistle. Julia twitched, startled by the noise. For a moment she felt frozen to her seat, as though even the simple act of making tea was beyond her. She gazed across her kitchen table at Squire, who sat with a gallon of chocolate chip ice cream in front of him, eating right from the container with a soup spoon. When he wasn’t talking, or following the instructions of his employer, he was eating. It ought to have been repulsive, but there was something oddly charming about it.


  From the first moment she had seen him she had avoided looking directly at him, or allowing her eyes to linger. He was ugly. His nose too long and too pointed. His face was long and angular as well, and his mouth was too wide, as though its corners had been slit, so that when he spoke or smiled it seemed his head was about to split in two. His teeth were jagged and yellow. An animal’s teeth. His hair was brittle and unkempt.


  But his eyes were kind. It had taken her this long to notice that. The little man—she refused to think of him as a goblin or hobgoblin or whatever Danny had said he was—watched her with the gentlest, most expressive eyes. Squire cussed like a sailor and obviously enjoyed his verbal sparring with the others. And yet despite his appearance and despite his cutting wit, there was something tender about him.


  “Want me to get that?” he asked, licking the ice cream from his spoon and nodding toward the tea kettle. Its whistle had become a shriek.


  “No.” She stood up. “No, I’m sorry. I was just . . . I feel a little numb. Just . . . preoccupied.”


  “Can’t say I blame you,” Squire said.


  Julia went to the stove and took the kettle off. The whistle died to a low hiss, like air leaking from a balloon. The kitchen was lit only by the tiny flames that flickered atop a half dozen candles she had set about the room. There were other places in the house that would have been more comfortable, but she felt the safest in the kitchen. How odd was that? She did not want to think about the answer. She only knew that it felt like a refuge. Like sanctuary. Like a place she might be busily toiling when her little boy came home to her.


  Her lips pressed together in a tight line and she squeezed her eyes shut, refusing to cry. As she gripped the kettle and began to pour the steaming water into the two cups she had taken from the cabinet for herself and Squire, her hand trembled. She set the kettle down. In her mind she saw the next steps that were necessary. Get the tea bags from the cupboard. Milk from the fridge. Some cookies to go with the tea. Anyone else would have been happy with a gallon of ice cream, but she doubted Squire would say no to the cookies.


  She leaned against the stove to keep from collapsing.


  “Mrs. Ferrick,” Squire said, his voice a harsh rasp in the flickering shadows. This little man . . . this little monster in her kitchen.


  Her shoulders shook.


  “Julia.”


  Slowly, she turned to face him. His eyes were wide and she saw such caring and intelligence there that she immediately regretted having thought of him as a monster, not to mention dozens of other uncharitable thoughts that had crossed her mind.


  “He’s going to be all right,” Squire said, planting his spoon back in the ice cream container. It jutted upward like a flagpole.


  Julia stared at him, slowly shook her head. “How . . . how can you be so sure?”


  His gaze was intense. “I’m not sure. But you believe me, don’t you?”


  Her pulse slowed. She took a deep breath and let it out. A strange peace came over her. Amazed at herself, she began to nod.


  “Yes. Yes, I do.”


  Squire grinned and leaned back in his chair, throwing up his hands. “See that! I’ve just got one of those faces, y’know! My work here is done.”


  Julia could not help but laugh. It lasted only a moment, but Squire had lightened her heart, and she was grateful for that. Also, the truth was that she did believe him. He seemed so certain of it. The little man believed with his whole heart that things were going to turn out all right. She knew she had to do the same, that she had to have faith.


  Without it, she would never survive the night.


  The Black Annis caught Clay by the throat as he was defending himself from the Corca Duibhne. He had one of the Night People in his own hands, its chest crushed, its eyes bulging as it breathed its last. But then the hag appeared, far swifter than he would have expected. She was a thing of legend, one of the dark creatures that prowled the shadows of Faerie. It was no surprise that Morrigan had enlisted her aid, and now the corpses in the basement made more sense. The Black Annis fed on human children. Morrigan had promised her a lifetime’s supply.


  The hag lifted Clay by the throat, sickening glee in her eyes. She stank like vulture’s breath, a fetid carrion stench that billowed off of her with every move. Her claws could carve stone or bone, and she was only one of a family of sisters. Clay hoped there were no others in Morrigan’s employ.


  One, though . . . one he could handle.


  With a single swipe of her free hand, she tore his stomach open. In the same moment, Clay changed. He shifted. Now the Black Annis saw not a seven foot earthen man, but a mirror image of herself. One of her sisters. Just as hideous, just as rank. The simple creature’s eyes went wide and she threw Clay to the ground and knelt by his side, holding her hands over the wound in his gut.


  Even as he retained the shape of a Black Annis, he felt his abdomen knitting together, healing. He was not flesh and blood after all. Not really. He could only mimic it.


  He was Clay.


  With one Black Annis hand, he reached up and grabbed the hag by her filthy, matted hair. He flexed his right hand; claws that could carve stone or bone. With a single swipe, he tore her throat out, all the way back to the spinal column.


  Shifting once more to himself, to the face he knew as his own—not the human one who wore so often but the earthen body that had spawned the legend of the golem—he stood to fight the Corca Duibhne. The boggarts were after Graves, now, howling and snarling as they tried to reach the ghost. Only a few Corca Duibhne remained. Clay did not bother to alter his form again. One leaped at him and he drove it down to the concrete floor and crushed its skull with his fist.


  The other two paused. They were staring upward, at Dr. Graves.


  Clay followed their gaze. The boggarts were snarling, gnashing their teeth.


  Dr. Graves floated in the air above them, a look of utter disdain upon his face. He wore suspenders and a heavy shirt with the sleeves rolled up. But now something else had been added to his attire. The specter now wore a pair of pistol holsters, one under each arm. They had not been there before.


  Clay stared in amazement as Graves crossed his arms over his chest and drew the guns from those holsters. Phantom guns. Ectoplasmic manifestations of Graves’s own soul, his own spirit energy. Ghosts had control over their appearance when their souls remained anchored to this world. Many times they could change their appearance, not the way Clay could, but in age or attire.


  Yet Clay had never seen anything like this.


  “Boggarts are a damned nuisance,” Dr. Graves snapped. “You want a taste of me, dogs? I don’t think so. You soul-eaters may be able to hurt me, even kill a man who’s already dead. But it works both ways. If you want little shreds of my soul inside you, all right. But it’s going to be my way, not yours.”


  Graves pulled both triggers again and again, spectral bullets tearing into the boggarts. The impact made their bodies shudder and jerk and drove them back, and then fell over dead, gray blood oozing from their wounds. The bits of soulstuff that had comprised the bullets lost their shape and became streaks of ectoplasm that shot back across the room and coalesced around Dr. Graves, reattaching themselves to him.


  “It works both ways,” Graves said again, holstering his guns.


  Clay gave him a quiet round of applause.


  The two remaining Corca Duibhne stared back and forth between the ghost and the shapeshifter, and then ran for the stairs.


  Clay and Dr. Graves raced after them.


  Before Danny could argue, Eve had abandoned him. She rushed off to attack the Corca Duibhne and he was left alone on Conan Doyle’s roof, four stories above Beacon Hill. The crimson mist blanketed the building, blotted out the night, and it seemed as though the brownstone was all that remained of the city of Boston.


  Atop the chimney, the fire drake spread its blazing wings and rose up into the mist, into the blood-stained night. Danny had no idea what to do. The thing was like some bizarre combination of dragon and phoenix. He could not fly after it, could not defend himself from it. Eve was smart to get out of its way. She was a vampire. The thing would incinerate her in an instant.


  Now it dipped one wing and started down toward him.


  Danny wanted to run. He wanted to cry. He didn’t have time to do either.


  The fire drake opened its mouth and a stream of liquid fire erupted from its gullet, engulfing Danny Ferrick. The flames licked at him, roaring in his ears. It burned. God, how it burned. He threw his head back and screamed, thinking of his mother, thinking what it would do to her to know that he was dead.


  The stink of burning skin and hair was in his nostrils.


  Danny blinked. His skin was hot and it stung as though he had a terrible sunburn. But the flames were subsiding and he was still alive. The red fog caressed him, cool and moist. When he glanced down at himself he noticed his feet, first. His clothes were gone, nothing but black ash now, eddying in the breeze. His toes had black claws instead of nails. Unable to breathe, Danny looked at his legs, at his chest, looked at his outstretched arms, and saw skin tough as leather but soft as silk, the color of burgundy wine.


  He reached up with both hands and felt his head. His hair had been falling out, his skin flaking. Now his scalp was smooth, save for the viciously sharp horns above his temples.


  The fire drake let out a grunt and he looked up to see it circling, ready to attack him again. The flames that comprised its body fluttered in the mist and the dark. Danny smiled up at it.


  “Bring it on.”


  The monster attacked again. This time, when the fire engulfed him Danny did not even close his eyes. As the fire drake flew by he crouched and leapt upward a dozen feet to snatch it by the throat with both hands. The demon boy dragged the fire drake from the sky, fell to the roof on top of it, and roared with pleasure as its flames licked at his legs and arms and torso.


  He slid his hands into its gullet and broke its jaws, tearing its head in two. It felt incredible. It felt good.


  In fact, Danny was terrified to discover exactly how good it felt to kill.


  
    Chapter Eighteen

  


  Ceridwen burns with fever. There is a cool breeze in the trees above, but it offers no comfort. The water diverted from the river into the stone bath is icy cold, flowing down from the mountain, and she can feel it sting her skin, yet her blue-tinted flesh is now flushed with a rich pink, so that her naked body seems painted with the colors of sunset.


  That is not right. No, not at all. Her skin should not look like that. She is ill. So very ill.


  Her eyelids flutter and she lolls back into the stone basin, the water flowing over her bare flesh. Her nakedness concerns her not at all. She is still young. It will be some time before she has blossomed enough for the men of the Fey to notice her. She is old enough that she has begun to notice the boys, but even so, there will be no intruders here. This is the citadel of her uncle, King Finvarra. Ceridwen’s room is nearby. And her mother—


  Mother, she thinks.


  As if summoned, her mother leans into her view, her smile, her concerned eyes, blotting out the sky. The woman’s features are severe, her hair cropped closely to her scalp, but there is a gentleness in her as she gazes down upon her daughter that most others will never see.


  “Ceridwen. The fever has touched you. But do not fear. I will remain with you, here at your side, until it has passed.”


  A calm passes through her. The fever still burns. Her bones ache, her eyes are seared, her throat is swollen near to closing, her breath rattles in her chest. But her mother is with her. Ceridwen lets her eyes flutter closed as a soothing hand begins to brush her damp hair away from her face. Her mother’s touch caresses her cheek and the agony of the fever recedes just slightly. For the first time, Ceridwen feels as though the icy water in the stone bath is cooling her, its chill sinking into her flesh, and the blazing fever abating.


  Her chest rises and falls in steady rhythm and she searches for a peaceful place within . . . only to discover that she is already there. She can hear the breeze in the trees, the rush of the river, and the song of birds, and yet they are all distant compared to the beat of her heart, the sound of her breathing. She is deep within herself.


  The stone bath is rough against her back. The water envelops her, flowing over her, and its sting disappears.


  “Impressive.”


  Alarmed, Ceridwen opens her eyes and stares incredulously at the man standing over her. He has dark skin and hair as black as raven’s feathers. His chin is covered by a short beard, and he peers down at her with eyes the blue of the deepest, most tumultuous river.


  Confusion takes hold of her. Where is her mother? Who is this stranger, this intruder into the King’s citadel? She glances down at herself, at her body, and sees that she had is in full blossom, her body ripened to an age where men might do more than appreciate her. In her shame she tries to cover herself, and the pain sears through her again. Her skin is blistering with the fever, her breathing ragged.


  Ceridwen frowns. There is no fever. Somehow she knows this.


  “I was not speaking of your charms, Lady, significant as they are,” the dark man says, gesturing toward her bare breasts. “I refer to your endurance. I always admired you, Ceridwen. Now I see my interest was well placed.”


  “Who are you?” she manages to rasp.


  The water in the stone bath is no longer cold. It seems, in fact, near to boiling.


  “Don’t you know?” His smile is thin, a surface thing, so fleeting, hurried away by the grimness of his nature.


  And she does know. “Sanguedolce. Sweetblood.”


  He executes a courtly bow. “Indeed.” The twinkle in his eye lasts only a moment. “The damage is done, now. The evil, the darkness . . . it will come no matter what you do. I should let you all die for your part in this foolishness. But there may come a time when I need you. So a word of advice, sorceress.


  “You are a channel, a conduit. She’s using you to tap my power. Your pain is that you are fighting it. Stop fighting. Take some for yourself.”


  Sanguedolce crouches at her side. He bends to kiss her. His lips are soft, but hers are dry and cracked and they burn.


  Not with fever, but magick.


  “Wake up,” he whispers.


  Ceridwen woke hissing air in through her teeth, filling her lungs hungrily, and a part of her knew that she had momentarily ceased to breathe. Her eyes opened wide and though the light inside Conan Doyle’s defunct ballroom was brilliant, she did not turn from it. Her teeth gritted, the pain in her back and neck and down her legs excruciating. Blisters burst as she moved. Shards of the chrysalis beneath her cut her skin.


  It was striped with cracks, fissures through which the mage’s magick spilled. Morrigan’s ritual had locked the two together, married Ceridwen’s flesh to Sanguedolce’s crystal sarcophagus. The agony had blinded her, shut down her mind. But now there was the pinpoint spark of knowledge in Ceridwen’s head. She could feel more than pain. In the magick that seared her, that burst from her flesh and raced through her veins, she could feel power.


  She could taste it.


  Like bile, it rose in her throat again. Previously she had let her jaws gape and vomited up that power, that magick.


  This time she clamped her mouth shut with a clack of teeth. Her lips curled back and she sneered. The magick surged up within her.


  But Ceridwen did not let it go. She caught it. Take some for yourself, Sanguedolce had said in her fever dream. And so she did.


  The face of her mother was clear in her mind. The sound of the river that rushed down from the mountain citadel of her uncle, King Finvarra, in the heart of Faerie, was in her ears. She brought both memories into her heart. Words in the ancient tongue of the Kings of Faerie formed silently upon her lips and her pain receded. Her flesh healed. The magick of Sweetblood the Mage spilled into her, just as it had before. But Ceridwen was no longer the conduit.


  She was the vessel.


  With a sneer, she broke her bonds and sprang up from the chrysalis. It popped with the sound of ice breaking on the lake in springtime, and the fissures deepened and widened. She could see Sanguedolce’s face deep within the amber encasement. His eyes were still, and yet she was sure he was watching her.


  Tensed to defend herself, she found that Morrigan had not even noticed her. The cunning bitch was on her knees in front of a shimmering portal, a slit in reality. Even as Ceridwen took it all in, realizing what it was, she saw a tall, lithe silhouette reach the dimensional doorway from the other side. Cloaked in clouds of gray, it put one foot through, into this world.


  The Nimble Man, Ceridwen thought, her heart racing with panic, her mind whispering the doom of all creation. But she would not have it. With Sweetblood’s power coursing through her, she held out a hand and in an instant, a sphere of ice coalesced in her palm. A finger pointed at the floor, she summoned the spirits of the wood, and in the space between heartbeats a new staff grew up and into her free hand. Its tip spread into fingers to receive the ice sphere, she set it into place and blue-white mist began to swirl around the orb. Then a tiny spark ignited within, becoming an ember, becoming a flame. It started to glow.


  Morrigan had taken or destroyed her elemental staff. Ceridwen had created another.


  As the elemental magick pulsed from the staff, Morrigan seemed to sense it. She twitched, obviously reluctant to turn away from the spectacle of The Nimble Man’s arrival. Then she did turn, and Ceridwen was pleased to see the look of fury and wretched hatred on her aunt’s face.


  “Your brother, my uncle, always underestimated you, Morrigan,” Ceridwen said, her words clipped, her magick steaming from her every pore, spilling off of her just as Sweetblood’s had from the chrysalis. “But you, aunt, always underestimated me.”


  Morrigan laughed. “Perhaps. Perhaps, Ceridwen. But no matter. The time has passed for your presence to be of consequence.” She smiled and for the first time Ceridwen understood the full extent of her madness. “The Nimble Man is here.”


  Ceridwen had been about to attack, to destroy Morrigan and attempt to disrupt the flow of magick from the chrysalis to the doorway. But Morrigan was correct. It was too late.


  The Nimble Man had come.


  Ceridwen had never seen a being more beautiful, nor anything more terrible. His skin was golden and smooth as glass, but shot through with scarlet traces as though his body was tainted. Infected. His form was flawless, and yet unsettling. His hands were too long, and tipped with curling claws. Jutting from his back were the tattered remnants of black-feathered wings, only strips of muscle and cartilage now. They had been torn from him, and as he stepped into the ballroom, into the world, three black feathers fell from the vestiges of his wings and drifted to the floor.


  His hair was as black as those feathers, and fell around his shoulders, and his face was breathtaking. Simply stunning. Angelic, of course.


  Until he noticed Ceridwen. Then his lips parted and he smiled, revealing hooked black fangs and a mass of coiling serpentine stingers where his tongue should have been.


  The Nimble Man did not speak to her. Instead, he simply hissed.


  Morrigan stood and clung to him and he gazed at her with inhuman, slitted eyes and caressed her.


  All the strength Ceridwen had felt restored to her now seemed to slip away.


  “Well, it appears I’m just in time for the festivities to begin.”


  Ceridwen’s heart leaped at the familiar voice and she glanced over her shoulder to see Conan Doyle stride into the ballroom, long coat unwrinkled, every hair in place, as gallant as ever. Tendrils of magickal energy streamed from his eyes and his fingers and he paused, ten feet inside the door, prepared to fight.


  A moment later, one of the windows on the far wall shattered and Eve leaped into the room, landing in a crouch. Behind her, outlined within the window frame, was a wiry, powerful-looking demon hybrid that must have been Danny Ferrick. The air beside Ceridwen shimmered and the ghost of Dr. Graves formed itself from nothing. One of the mirrored walls exploded inward, and in the dust rising from the rubble, she saw the massive form of Clay.


  The Menagerie had arrived.


  “Yes, come!” Morrigan cried, turning to face them as she rose to her feet. “You have all saved me the trouble of finding you.”


  Her face was filled with rapture. Behind her the Nimble Man stretched as if waking from a heavy sleep. His ravaged wings caressed the open edges of the dimensional doorway behind him. He surveyed the room, the individuals arrayed there, and he smiled. But when his gaze touched upon Sweetblood’s chrysalis—shot through with cracks from which magick issued in radiant waves—he flinched.


  “Now, my friends, keep him still!” Conan Doyle shouted, pointing at the Nimble Man.


  They reacted immediately. Eve leaped at the Nimble Man, more feral than Ceridwen had ever seen her, fangs and claws extended. She landed upon him, clung to his back, and raked her talons across his throat, barely scratching his flesh. Clay was upon him in almost the same instant, but in between one step and the next, he made a transformation that was breathtaking. His arid, fissured flesh shifted, smoothed itself, and began to glow. Wings sprouted from his back, but his were perfect, with feathers of pure white. His skin was alabaster, and his face glowed with such warm light that it was difficult to look at, and yet almost impossible to look away from.


  An angel, Ceridwen thought. Arthur had told her about such things. This is what an angel looks like.


  The ghost of Dr. Graves flitted across the room, taking up a defensive position at the door. Most of the Corca Duibhne were likely destroyed or had fled in terror, but this had obviously been Conan Doyle’s preventive measure, in case any of them should muster the courage to return.


  Morrigan uttered a mad little laugh. “Are you all that stupid? Or has Conan Doyle mesmerized you? Are you really that anxious to die? Why don’t you run?”


  “Run from you?” Ceridwen asked. “I think not.”


  With both hands she held her elemental staff before her. With a single, guttural sound she called a frigid wind that churned across the space separating her from her aunt. Ice formed in Morrigan’s hair and over her eyes and for just a moment she stiffened. Ceridwen still felt some of the power of Sweetblood inside her. It did not give her power she had never had, but it amplified her own magick tenfold. With a grunt she banged the base of the staff on the floor and sketched the air with her forefinger.


  Lightning crackled from the ballroom ceiling and struck Morrigan. The Fey witch trembled as it raced through her and then she fell to her knees again, but this time it was in pain rather than supplication. She raised her hand to retaliate, but quickly spun to her left and barely succeeded in throwing up a ward before Conan Doyle’s spell struck her. It dissipated harmlessly, but she was off balance.


  “I’ll leave the family squabble to you, shall I?” he called across the ballroom.


  Ceridwen nodded grimly and advanced upon her aunt, blue-white mist spilling from the sphere atop her staff.


  Conan Doyle left Ceridwen to deal with her aunt. Even as he passed them, Morrigan was struck by a spell that seared the air between the two Fey sorceresses, and she stumbled backward. So much of her power had been used to summon The Nimble Man, Conan Doyle hoped that it would give Ceridwen the edge.


  The Nimble Man as also not at his full strength. The process of being born into this world, of escaping the pull of his limbo prison, had drained him. Conan Doyle had no idea how long it would take for the damned one to recover, but while he was weakened, there was a chance the Menagerie could stop him. If he was given a moment’s respite, time enough to muster his strength anew, the world would pay the price.


  Clay and Eve grappled with the Nimble Man. Despite his sluggishness, he seemed almost amused at their attack. A low, chuffing laughter came from deep within his chest as he struggled against them, but his lips peeled back and that mass of serpentine things in his mouth danced and writhed there, and Conan Doyle thought that his patience had worn thin.


  Some of his strength returning, The Nimble Man began to grow. With a sound like a field full of crickets, the damned one stretched, sprouting in seconds to a height of nine feet, then twelve, with no sign of stopping.


  No, Conan Doyle thought. I need more time. Just a few moments. It was up to his comrades to buy him that time.


  “What the fuck is this?” Eve snarled, trying to hold on to her prey. As if she thought she might shrink him again, she opened her mouth, jaws distending, and tore at The Nimble Man’s throat. She slashed her talons down and tore at one of The Nimble Man’s vestigial wings, and for the first time, he cried out in pain.


  Clay was at him as well, but The Nimble Man knocked the shapeshifter away and then, as if she were no more than a bothersome mosquito, reached up and snatched Eve from her perch upon his back and shoulders. He held her out in front of him by her arms, gazing at her as though she were some child’s play thing. Eve struggled but to no avail.


  “Keep growing, asshole. You’re just a bigger target. You don’t know who the hell you’re dealing with he—”


  The Nimble Man snapped both of her arms, the echo of cracking bone ricocheting around the room. Eve’s words were cut off by her own scream. Then the damned creature held her by her head as she hung limply in his grasp, and reached up to run one long claw across her throat. Blood spilled from the gash like a scarlet curtain down her chest. The Nimble Man threw her across the room.


  Eve collided with the splintered chrysalis, its magick cascading now throughout the room and across the floor. The collision cracked it open further, so that in several places it had fallen apart completely. Sweetblood’s legs jutted out from the base of the thing. Eve lay in a tumble of broken limbs like some forgotten marionette.


  “No!” Danny Ferrick screamed, as he raced at the gigantic Nimble Man.


  Clay had recovered. Retaining his gleaming angelic form he darted at The Nimble Man, arriving before Danny. Clay placed one long-fingered, angelic hand over The Nimble Man’s face, and divine light seared his golden flesh. Conan Doyle could have helped them, but only if he had been willing to sacrifice the world. Instead—with the sounds of the combat between Morrigan and Ceridwen behind him—he rushed toward the shattered chrysalis and turned to face The Nimble Man, and the dimensional doorway that had been slit through the fabric of the universe. He could feel Sweetblood’s power coalescing around him. It caressed him as though it were a breeze that blew only for him.


  The Nimble Man clutched Clay by the throat and tore one of his angel wings off, flesh and bone and cartilage ripping. Clay roared in agony and even as he did he began to change again, now a white tiger with black stripes slashing its fur. The Nimble Man crushed his jaws in one massive hand, and then slammed Clay into the floor with enough force to crack the woodwork. The shapeshifter returned to his arid, earthen form and did not move again.


  In the strobing light from the magick erupting from the cracks on the chrysalis, Conan Doyle watched Danny Ferrick attack. When he saw the demon boy, the Nimble Man paused, a troubled expression on his face.


  “You are horrors,” he said, in a voice wet with the moisture of the things writhing in his mouth. Though he was growing, and beginning to recover from his transition to this world, he staggered slightly, unsteady on his feet. “Why would you fight my coming?”


  “Why?” Danny shouted, snarling the word. “’Cause this is our world! It’s got its problems, but it’s home. And you don’t belong here!”


  Danny leaped up at The Nimble Man, driving his small demon horns into the damned creature’s abdomen. Once more The Nimble Man cried out. He glared down at the boy, opened his black-fanged jaws, and the mass of squirming serpent-things that filled his mouth spiked out, stretching to impossible length, and punctured Danny’s chest, punching out through the demon-boy’s back.


  “Danny!” Conan Doyle roared, and for the first time he nearly lost his composure, nearly surrendered the calm that his next move required. The boy’s mother had entrusted her son to him, and Conan Doyle was afraid for him. If Danny was dead, he did not think he could face Julia Ferrick.


  He bared his teeth, grinding them together. The magickal energy that trailed from his fingertips and spilled from his eyes seemed to dance with the power leaking from Sweetblood’s chrysalis. Conan Doyle felt the two embrace. The fissures in the amber encasement widened. With a loud crack, more pieces of the chrysalis began to fall away. Within that shell, Conan Doyle could see Sweetblood’s hand, twitching, fingers stretching.


  “The boy was right,” Conan Doyle said, starting toward The Nimble Man. “You don’t belong here. You don’t belong anywhere save that gray limbo. And if you wanted to leave it behind, you should never have left the door open.”


  Then, unable to resist a dramatic flourish, Conan Doyle passed one hand across his face, disrupting the glamour that had hidden his true countenance.


  A spell struck Ceridwen on her left side, her face taking the brunt of the magick. Instantly her flesh began to soften, to melt. She felt her cheek droop, strings of skin dangling from her jawbone like tree sap. Morrigan had the advantage, and now her eyes blazed with malice. All of her fanaticism pulsed just beneath her features, but for the moment it had been usurped by her disdain for her family, for her people, for her land. The Fey witch rose off the ground, floating several inches from the wood floor, and she threw her arms wide. Streaks of oily black energy darted back and forth in front of her, dancing from finger to finger, from hand to hand, as though she were knitting some web of darkness.


  “Stupid little girl,” Morrigan sneered.


  The sensation of her flesh sliding from her skull was the most dreadful thing Ceridwen had ever experienced. She wanted to scream, but could not control the muscles in her jaw. Panic set in, her gaze locked on Morrigan, and she watched as her aunt raised her hands and prepared to hurl that web of black magick at her, to entangle her, to destroy her.


  Morrigan attacked. With the crack of a bullwhip, the black net whistled toward Ceridwen. She had expended the power she had borrowed from Sweetblood and knew that if Morrigan meant to kill her now, she would not be able to defend herself.


  With a grunt, Ceridwen clacked the base of her elemental staff against the floor. A mystical breeze gusted around her, a traveling wind that lifted her in half an eyeblink from the path of Morrigan’s attack, and set her down again just behind her mad aunt.


  Fear gave way to rage. Ceridwen pressed the ice sphere at the top of her elemental staff against her face and felt the warmth of its energies spread through her. This was her magick, a simple object to channel her own innate power and to help her focus her rapport with the elements. Morrigan was Fey. She was family. Ceridwen easily countered the spell her aunt had cast, restoring her flesh, healing her face.


  “You think you can run away from me?” Morrigan asked. Still floating, she spun in the air, glaring down at her niece. “From me?”


  And for the first time, Ceridwen really saw the familial resemblance between herself and her aunt. The nose, the eyes, the lips . . . it made her feel sick.


  “I have never run from you,” Ceridwen replied.


  With a flutter of her eyelids and a tugging deep inside her, an ache in her loins, she reached into the wood floor and drew it to life again. Vines burst from the floor and twined around Morrigan’s legs, reaching up to encircle her arms, trapping them against her body. Thorns pushed out from the vines, slicing her flesh. It would not hold her for long.


  Ceridwen heard Conan Doyle scream Danny’s name. She turned her gaze for just a moment from her conflict with Morrigan. In horror, she watched the demon boy impaled and then cast aside. She saw Arthur, grimly determined, bathe himself in the magicks spilling from Sweetblood’s chrysalis. As Morrigan struggled to be free of her bonds, Ceridwen saw Conan Doyle passed a hand across his face.


  His features shimmered, a glamour dissipating, and Ceridwen felt a stab of despair in her heart as she saw what he had done. Gore streaked the left side of Conan Doyle’s face, dried and crusted there. Where his left eye had been there was now a small silver orb that crackled with magick.


  The Eye of Eogain.


  Conan Doyle had torn out his left eye and replaced it with a magickal construct, with the weapon he would need. Had he brought it into the house in his pocket, or in Eogain’s yellowed skull, Morrigan might have gotten hold of it. But now it was his, rooted into his mind, into his brain.


  He threw his arms out, let the power of Sweetblood wash over him, and the light around that magickal eye began to pulse, to churn.


  “Noooo!” Morrigan screamed.


  Ceridwen turned in time to see the Fey witch tear herself loose from those mystical vines, their thorns cutting her flesh to the bone. Morrigan seemed not to notice the pain of those wounds, nor even to remember that she had been fighting Ceridwen moments before.


  Conan Doyle had said something about the door still being open. Ceridwen understood. He meant to send The Nimble Man back to his limbo world, and the possibility drove Morrigan to utter madness. She shrieked like the ancient sidhe and thrust herself across the room, staggering into the air, buoyed by a rush of magick so powerful it seemed to give her flight.


  Ceridwen would not allow it. Conan Doyle had left her to deal with family business, and so she would.


  As she raised her elemental staff, the sphere at its apex lengthened and thinned, wooden fingers closed on its new shape, and now it was a blade, sharp as diamond. Ceridwen screamed as she lunged at her aunt and drove the spear into her side, burying it deep. She thought about how many of her people had died because of Morrigan, about the grief that hung so heavily upon her uncle, her king. She thought about her mother’s death in the Twilight Wars and all of the heartache that Morrigan had ever brought to Faerie.


  Her aunt screamed and fell to the floor, writhing, struck to her core with the purity of elemental magick. Her black heart was poisoned by it. Ceridwen pulled the spear out of her and thrust it into her again, stabbing her chest and belly again and again. There was no honor in it, but there was so much pain.


  Dr. Graves appeared beside her. In her peripheral vision, Ceridwen saw him, took in the look of concern and dismay upon his spectral features, and raised the spear to impale Morrigan again. Graves reached out and his ghostly fingers encircled her wrist.


  He was a phantom, nothing more. He could not have forced her to stop. Yet somehow the next blow did not fall. Ceridwen looked down at her aunt, Fey blood bleeding out across the ravaged floor, tiny animal mewling noises coming from Morrigan’s mouth, and she felt nothing. Yet she wished that Dr. Graves was more than a wandering soul, that in that moment he could have had flesh so that she could have touched his arm, leaned on him, just to feel something warm.


  “Conan Doyle,” Graves began.


  Ceridwen spun to go to Arthur’s aid, but even as she did the remnants of Sweetblood’s chrysalis exploded in a blast of magickal light that blinded her and knocked her back. It passed through her and she had to catch her breath, her every sense excited beyond reason by the touch of this power. She blinked, tried to see through the brilliance, but could not make out even the silhouette of The Nimble Man and the man she had once loved.


  The pain in Conan Doyle’s head was sheer agony, like nothing he had ever felt before. It was as though someone were hammering a railroad spike through his skull, a shattering bit of trepanning. He screamed even as the chrysalis burst, and he clapped his hands to the side of his head. In the orbit where his left eye had been, he felt the Eye of Eogain move and pulse of its own accord. It seemed to swell, pressing against the bones of his skull, expanding. He knew his head would crack wide open at any moment.


  “Good God, no!” Conan Doyle cried, and he fell to his knees.


  Another wave of power from the disintegrated chrysalis passed through him. The pulse of it nearly killed him. The Eye of Eogain gathered up all of Sweetblood’s magick, and siphoned all of Conan Doyle’s own magick as well.


  “You are nothing!” The Nimble Man roared above the blaze of light and sound. “You are only a man.”


  Conan Doyle forced himself to look up at the damned one. The Nimble Man had grown so large that his head and shoulders had crashed through the ceiling above, debris raining down around him. His mane of raven black hair was swept back by some unearthly wind and several black feathers swirled and eddied on the floor. His ruined wings were still dying.


  What will he be like when he has regained his full power?


  Behind him, Conan Doyle could see the slit in reality, the door into that limbo world where he had been an eternal prisoner until now. Morrigan had cast the spells, performed the ritual, spilled the blood and the power to open it, but she had not had a chance to close it. And now Ceridwen was dealing with her.


  Gray mist still clung to The Nimble Man, residue of that limbo, detritus from nowhere. And Conan Doyle saw that the wind that ruffled the damned one’s ravaged wings and jet black hair did not originate in this room, or even from this world. It was a vacuum, the void of limbo, tugging at The Nimble Man, trying to draw him back to where he belonged, back to the place where the Creator and all the devils in Hell had abandoned him.


  “Only a man?” Conan Doyle screamed into the maelstrom that now began to whip around the room, Sweetblood’s power and the pull of that doorway merging, twisting together. “There is no such thing as only a man! And you, pitiful thing, will never be free until the Lord himself wills it!”


  All of the magick churning in the ballroom began to stream into Conan Doyle’s body and he absorbed it, twitching, wracked with pain. He thrust it outward in a burst of magick that required no spell, only thought. His own magick enhanced with Sweetblood’s power, Conan Doyle reached toward The Nimble Man, not with his own hands, but with fingers of glistening energy the hue of a forest’s heart. Those tendrils of power lashed out, snatching at The Nimble Man.


  But that was merely a distraction. For Conan Doyle’s magick touched more than the damned one. Shimmering emerald energy whipped at the gray web of strands coming from that limbo realm. The Nimble Man had, all along, been in the process of extricating himself from its hold, as though dragging himself up from quicksand. Its grasp was still upon him, but it was weakening.


  “Can you feel it, abomination? Can you feel your prison calling you back?” Conan Doyle snarled between gritted teeth.


  He used his magick to strengthen limbo’s grasp on The Nimble Man. The emerald energy that he wielded wrapped itself more tightly around the damned one and Conan Doyle tried to force The Nimble Man back into the dimensional doorway.


  The Nimble Man began to laugh. He glared at Conan Doyle with savage eyes and bared his hooked, ebony fangs.


  “Arrogant speck. You will exhaust your power soon enough. Mine only grows. When the one outweighs the other, we will have a reckoning, you and I.”


  Even with Conan Doyle’s assistance, the gray clutch of limbo was not enough to draw The Nimble Man back through the portal. It seemed he would need a bit of a push.


  “I think not,” Conan Doyle whispered.


  Surrendering to the pain that threatened to crack his skull, he sank to his knees. Swathed in the power of the greatest mage in the history of the world, with that mystic strength surging through him, he threw back his head and muttered a string of words in Gaelic. The Eye of Eogain burned in his face, as though his skull was on fire, and he released all the churning magicks within him in a torrent of warring colors, a stream of boiling energy that struck The Nimble Man in the center of his chest.


  The damned one screamed in rage and pain and staggered backward. He glanced down at the magick that pounded into him over and over. Gray wisps of limbo encircled him, constricted him, binding his arms and wings. Conan Doyle screamed as the magick scraped the inside of his skull, scouring his eye socket. It pulsed as it jetted from the Eye of Eogain, pummeling The Nimble Man, knocking him back further. Closer to the doorway, to that slit in the fabric of reality.


  The Nimble Man was smaller now. Shrinking.


  It seemed to happen almost in an instant, then. Gray matter erupted from the doorway, sliding over The Nimble Man like a shroud, or a birth-caul. One of his arms broke free and those long, terrible claws grasped at the air, found purchase in the wood floor, and then scored long gashes in the wood as limbo swallowed whole this creature who had been cursed and damned by Heaven and by Hell.


  There was a sound like paper tearing, and then The Nimble Man was gone, lost inside that limbo realm, gray clouds gathering at the doorway, obscuring any view within.


  Some of his pain had subsided, but not all. The magick erupting from the Eye of Eogain ceased, but Conan Doyle could not rise from his knees. He barely managed to lift his hands and whisper. “Goddef yr brath iachu,” he said in Welsh, exhausted. And then, as he crumbled to the floor, he added a Gaelic curse. “Go n-ithe an cat thú is go n-ithe an diabhal an cat.”


  The doorway closed.


  
    Epilogue

  


  The roiling energies in that room began to subside. Brilliant colors faded to nothing, and the room was enveloped in darkness. Conan Doyle blinked several times and then through his one good eye he found he could see light.


  Moonlight, coming in through the windows.


  Beyond the glass the crimson fog had departed.


  Wincing with every movement, he glanced around. Morrigan was dead. The ghost of Dr. Graves hovered above her corpse, and Ceridwen knelt there, beside the remains of her aunt. When Conan Doyle looked at her, she smiled.


  Clay sat against the splintered mirror glass of the far wall, recovering. He held in his hands the wing The Nimble Man had torn off, but even as Conan Doyle watched, it merged into his malleable flesh and he was whole again.


  Eve lay on the floor, blood in a pool around her. Conan Doyle had seen her take terrible punishment before, and it always left him heartsick. Her arms were broken and her throat had been torn out. But even as he watched her, she twitched. An hour or so and she would be mostly whole. A handful of hours, and she would be herself again.


  The one that concerned Conan Doyle was Danny. A demon he might be, but there was no telling what The Nimble Man’s attack had done to him, what might have been damaged within him. He lay crumpled against a wall, and though the moonlight was dim, Conan Doyle thought the boy’s chest rose and fell with new breath. He would need their attention, and quickly, but he was a demon. Conan Doyle did not think Danny could be killed that easily.


  One hand fluttered up to his bloody eye socket, where that silver ball rested now. None of them had emerged from this conflict unscathed. But they had survived.


  “You ridiculous, stupid little man,” a voice whispered in the gloom behind him.


  Weakly, Conan Doyle turned.


  Lorenzo Sanguedolce stood above him, newly emerged from the shattered remnants of the amber chrysalis that had hidden him away from the world for more than half a century. Sweetblood had not aged a day in that time. His swarthy features were made sinister by the thin beard he wore, a style gone out of fashion long ago. His eyes were heavy with disdain.


  “Hello, Lorenzo,” Conan Doyle whispered.


  No one else said a word. With a quick glance around, Conan Doyle saw that the rest of the room had been frozen, as though Sweetblood had pulled the two of them out of time, or trapped them in a stolen moment.


  His former mentor crouched in front of him. Sweetblood reached out to grasp his head and Conan Doyle was too weak to resist. The arch mage bent to whisper in his ear.


  “You little fool. You could never surrender yourself to mystery, Arthur,” he said, in a hiss accented with centuries of European influence. “You could never leave well enough alone. This is why I severed our relationship, why I refused to continue to be your teacher. It may be that I would have been found without your interference. But neither of us will ever know the truth of that.


  “So let me tell you what you and the Fey bitch Morrigan have been a part of, both of you unwittingly.”


  Conan Doyle shivered, the dread in his former master’s words too much for him to bear. Sanguedolce was afraid, and that was something Conan Doyle did not think possible.


  “I first felt it in the year Sixteen Hundred and Twenty Seven,” the mage went on, whispering, sharing these secrets only with Conan Doyle, as he had done when they were teacher and student. “It was more powerful than anything I had ever encountered. Have you heard of the Demogorgon?”


  Conan Doyle nodded, dazed, heart thundering, throat dry. The Demogorgon was a demon of legend, one of the oldest such references in ancient texts, but even so references to it were scarce. Lactantius in the fourth century. Milton. Dryden. Several others.


  “Every myth has a source, Arthur. As you’ve come to know so well. The Demogorgon is a god-eater, a thing of power even beyond my imagining. Your Nimble Man would be a mote in its eye, that is the extent of its power. It dwells in the terrible abyss, or so the stories say. But they do not define this place.


  “Well, I have found it. Or, rather, it has found me. For more than three centuries, I searched for answers. When I discovered them . . . The Demogorgon had been here before. That is the source of the myth. But it left this place long, long ago. When I touched it, when I sensed it, out there in that terrible abyss, in a place at the farthest reaches of the universe . . . it felt me. Just as I sensed its power, so it sensed mine. God-eater, yes. And magick-eater as well.


  “From the moment its mind first touched my own, on that long ago seventeeth century night, it has been coming this way, making its slow but certain progress across eternity. It is coming here, Arthur. And if it reaches the Earth, no force in all of Creation will stop it. The world will not be overrun with monsters, it will not be cast into darkness, or its civilizations crushed. It will be over, you understand? Over.


  “For my own protection, and for the sake of this entire damnable world, I hid myself away, shielded my magick and my presence, so that the Demogorgon could not sense me anymore. It had lost interest once before. I hoped I could make it lose interest again.


  “But now . . . well, you’ve made a mess of it, haven’t you? You and your friends and your enemies alike. Not only have you woken me, but you have done so with such flagrant use of my power that it can be nothing but a beacon, a homing flare that will draw the attention of the Demogorgon and bring it here. It has pinpointed us now.”


  And with this, Lorenzo Sanguedolce at last hesitated. His eyelids fluttered and a look of pain and sorrow became etched upon his face. He shook his head. “I can feel it even now. It may take years, decades, perhaps a century or more. I do not know. But the Demogorgon is on its way.


  “I will try to fight it. Just as I know you will. But I fear that the end is inevitable. The clock is ticking toward the fate of the world.”


  Sweetblood turned Conan Doyle’s head in his hands, gazed intently at him. “And I’m afraid that I’ll be needing this more than you will,” he said, and then he plunged slender fingers into Conan Doyle’s face and plucked the Eye of Eogain from his skull.


  Conan Doyle screamed, and darkness swallowed him.


  He blinked. But only one eye moved. The other was so swollen and crusted with gore that it only ached. There was nothing there. Not his own eye, nor the Eye of Eogain.


  He lay on his back on the floor. In the moonlight he could see Ceridwen above him, her exquisite face drawn with concern. The ghost of Dr. Graves hovered beyond her, standing sentinel over him.


  “Arthur?” she ventured.


  At the sound of her voice, other figures moved into the circle around him. Conan Doyle could see the silhouette of Eve, though the dark was merciful in not revealing her wounds. Clay was beside her, stoic and strong. The shadowy form of Danny Ferrick shuffled nearer, the outline of his horns almost elegant in the moonlight.


  “My love?” Ceridwen whispered.


  “I’m alive, dear Lady,” he rasped. “I’m alive.”


  They all were. It was nothing short of a miracle. But Sweetblood’s words had kindled a terrible dread in Conan Doyle’s heart. He knew that his allies, his agents . . . his friends . . . all had lives of their own. Even the restless spirit of Dr. Graves had business to accomplish before he would go peacefully into the soulstream, past the gate that separated this world from the hereafter. They would want to return to those lives, to those plans, now that the threat had been averted.


  And, for a while, perhaps, he would let them.


  But eventually . . . probably quite soon . . . he would reveal to them the words that Lorenzo Sanguedolce had whispered to him. And then they would realize that they must stay together. Even if the Demogorgon was years away, they would have to prepare, to gather others like them, to combat the darkness so that when the time came, they would be ready.


  The clock is ticking toward the fate of the world, Sweetblood had said. Yet Conan Doyle did not believe that fate had already been written. Destiny, he knew, could be decided by those who were willing to grasp it in their hands and build their own fate from it.


  The great darkness was coming. But he and his Menagerie would be there to greet it.


  Until then . . .


  “Arthur,” Ceridwen said, bending low over him, blotting out his view of the others, of his friends gathered round him. He caught her scent, of spice and vanilla, saw the blue-white hue of her skin glisten in the moonlight. She kissed him gently, their lips barely grazing one another.


  “Rest now.”


  Yes, he thought. He would rest.


  But not for long.


  The End
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