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  Chapter One

  
  




The sultry sounds of street corner jazz and the spicy scent of crawfish boils hung heavy in the Louisiana air. Despite the cool evening and malfunctioning heater, Erin couldn’t help rolling down her window to take in the sights. This was as far south as Erin had ever chased any bounty. She wondered what took her so long to visit the city. 

Night fell over the old station wagon while Erin navigated the mounting congestion. The clunker crawled along with the other cars and trucks packing the narrow turn-of-the-century roads. Tourists and revelers spilled into the streets, unperturbed by the traffic. It looked like Mardi Gras in February, and the energy was intoxicating. It was almost enough for Erin to shake off the twenty-six-hour drive and let the good times roll, but she forced herself to focus on the task at hand. 

Erin ran her fingers through thick, wavy blonde hair before double-checking the slip of paper in her pocket. The note, scrawled in her own rushed hand, showed her target was just ahead. Her heart raced in double time as she checked her location. She had done this a thousand times before, but never so far from home, and never with so much money on the line. Every bounty hunter in the country was looking for Paul Aloro, and Erin was sure she’d found him. 

Old cobblestone made for a bumpy ride until the station wagon slowed to a stop in front of a grand French Colonial hotel taking up most of the city block. Nice Digs, Erin thought while scanning the ornate fourteen story building. The painted white brick was only interrupted by intricate carvings and sculptures adorning the building like a multilayer wedding cake. 

Erin’s gawking was interrupted by a man in a dark gray suit. “Good evening ma’am,” the doorman greeted her while opening the car’s door. The wagon’s metal hinges creaked loudly triggering Erin’s fair skin to flush dark red and brightening the green in her eyes. The young man’s easy smile and soft brown eyes oozed Southern charm, and he regarded Erin as if she had driven up in a Rolls Royce.

“May I help you with your bags?” the doorman asked when Erin stepped out of the car, her joints cracking as obscenely as the car door. She pushed wild strands of wavy hair out of her face, trying her best to compose herself. 

“No, thanks.” She smiled as warmly as she could, an arctic blast compared to the man’s welcome. “I have a meeting with the hotel manager,” she explained as she snatched her messenger bag from the back seat. The man tipped his hat in understanding. If he found it odd that she’d attend a meeting in faded jeans at the end of an evidently lengthy road trip, he didn’t let it show. Instead, he instructed a kid in a red vest to park Erin’s car while he escorted her inside. 

As she followed the man, in his extravagant tails and top hat, Erin felt herself slipping into an entirely different time. She half expected the revolving door to open up on a smokey salon where the ghost of Marlene Dietrich would be taking a drag from a cigarette holder while listening to Oscar Wilde recite poetry. Erin was more than a little disappointed to find the lobby inhabited by fancy furniture and people in modern day dress. 

The doorman called to an older woman behind a white antique reception desk. “She can help you,” he said, turning to Erin and smiling before tipping his hat once more. She ignored the strange and overwhelming urge to curtsy, opting instead for a grateful thank you and a shake of his hand. Crap, she cursed to herself, embarrassed when the young man disappeared out the door. You’re supposed to tip.

“May I help you?” The clerk smiled as her eyes scanned Erin from black mid- calf boots to wild mane. 

“I’m here to see your manager, Mr. Aloro,” Erin replied with an encouraging smile. She tugged at the bottom of her black leather jacket to hide the gun holstered on her hip. 

“I’m sorry, miss, but our manager’s name is Williams,” the clerk responded amiably. 

Erin tilted her head as she considered the information. Fugitives often use fake names and create new lives while on the run.

“Right, of course.” Erin pulled out a worn, leather-bound notebook from her bag. “I’m sorry,” she continued, reading the blank sheet. “Williams, right? I was thinking of my next meeting.” She explained without missing a beat, but the clerk narrowed her eyes. 

“Have a seat. He’ll be right with you.” She gestured with a nod to a seating area. 

Erin held her breath until she heard her call Williams on the phone. A few minutes later, a handsome dark-skinned man in a suit emerged from a door behind the front desk.

“May I help you?” he asked, his southern accent firmly in place.

“You’re the hotel manager?” Erin couldn’t disguise her confusion. The good looking, six-foot-tall man in his late thirties was not the five-and-a-half-foot-tall, old, bald, overweight, pale New Yorker she was chasing.

“I am,” he responded pleasantly despite Erin’s unintentionally rude tone.

Her eyes darted uselessly around the room. “Is there another manager?”

“No, ma’am. Is there a problem?” he asked, dropping his smile and straightening his posture.

“Well, I’m trying to find my long lost father, and he’s supposed to be the manager here.” Erin summoned her gentlest voice and tried to make her tired, sea-green eyes widen. The long drive had dampened her acting chops.

Williams adjusted his pink tie unnecessarily. “Miss, I have no children, and certainly none I fathered when I was ten years old.”

“Oh, no, I mean, that’s why I asked if there was another manager,” Erin faltered, her face turning bright red. “Here,” she groped through her bag, “this is his picture.” She offered him a blown up eight-by-ten mugshot of her mark.

Williams scanned the photo for several seconds before shaking his head. “I’m sorry, but he doesn’t work at this hotel.” 

“I have it on good authority he does,” she responded more seriously. She was no stranger to people covering for her targets.

“Ma’am, I am the hotel manager. I know everyone who works here or who has worked here over the last eight years.” Williams’ tightened his jaw. “He doesn’t work here in any capacity.” His words were sharp and aimed at cutting the conversation short.

“Listen, I’ll level with you.” Erin rested her hands on her hips, the gun holster peeking out from under the bottom of her jacket. “I’m looking for a fugitive, and if you’re harboring him, you’re looking at criminal charges. That means real prison time, buddy.” The blood pulsed through Erin’s body as she struggled to keep her composure. The situation was slipping out of her control, and if he asked her to leave, she would have no power to refuse, which would spell the end of this lead. Aloro would likely get wind she was on his trail and vanish.

“Lady, I don’t know what your problem is, but you have no right to come here making threats. This man is not here, and I think it’s time you left.” A small crowd had gathered to watch the escalating drama as the pressure mounted at the base of Erin’s skull. She had to salvage this.

“Is there a problem here, Teddy?” another man in a suit asked as he approached them.

“No, Mr. Sanders. This lady was just leaving,” Williams snapped.

“Actually, Mr. Sanders, there is a problem.” Erin earned a sideways glance from the irritated manager.

“Why don’t we step over here?” The man extended his hand toward a closed door at the end of the lobby. Erin guessed it was a conference room outside of earshot from the main part of the hotel. 

“I don’t think so,” she said defiantly, not willing to be corralled into a back room and give up the tiny advantage she had. The pressure of onlookers might have produced much needed answers. “I’m here looking for a wanted criminal employed by this hotel,” she said louder than necessary. 

A curious hotel patron gasped in shock at the assertion. Erin could almost hear the sound of the lady clutching her pearls, and it spurred her on. She stiffened her back and crossed her arms over her chest, her eyebrows raised expectantly. Your move.

“Keep your voice down, please,” Sanders pleaded in a hushed tone. “What is she talking about?” he asked, turning to the manager for answers.

“I’ve told her several times that the man she’s looking for isn’t here,” Williams answered through gritted teeth, exasperation oozing from his pores.

“He is here,” Erin insisted. As much as Erin’s well-trained gut told her these men weren’t lying, she trusted her source and the weeks of work that lead her here. Maybe they weren’t lying, but Erin was sure they were hiding something. There was no way she could have gotten it completely wrong. 

“All right, please, everyone calm down.” Sanders glanced back at the pair he had been escorting through the hotel. The woman in the white pantsuit was staring in their direction. Erin pushed aside her guilt at the panic rising in his face. “I’m the general manager for the Southeastern United States, and I can assure you that we would never let a fugitive work for us. We do thorough background checks. No one slips through the cracks,” he explained, beads of sweat forming at his temples.

“He could be laboring under an alias. Do you recognize this man?” Erin flashed the mug shot in a last-ditch effort to salvage her investigation. 

“I’m sorry, no,” the general manager replied after a critical evaluation of the photo.

“Problem, Mr. Sanders?” the woman in the white suit asked. The husky melody of her voice sent heads snapping in her direction. Erin hadn’t sensed her approach until she was already upon them. Her brain struggled to make sense of the woman in front of her. It was like catching a glimpse of a foreign movie star. Erin had no idea who she was, but it was obvious she was somebody. The woman’s silky black hair, cut into a short bob, framed an elegant face, Grecian nose, and pointed chin. Her tanned skin was flawless, and Erin was positive it would be soft to the touch. But her eyes where the most captivating part. Erin couldn’t stop staring at the almond shape and dark honey tone. 

Sander’s voice shattered Erin’s enthrallment and forced her back to the present. “No,” he replied, mouth contorted into a pained smile. Erin had to work to remember what he was talking about, and then she remembered the bounty. “We’ve sorted it all out,” he continued, perspiration soaking through his expensive looking shirt. “Let’s continue, shall we?” he added after an audible gulp. 

The woman gave no hint she entertained Sanders’ idea of resuming with business as usual, and her dark eyes regarded the trio with open skepticism. She glanced at the photo in Erin’s tight grasp. Erin could do little but silently stare while the woman observed the upside-down photo. Through her periphery vision, Erin saw hotel patrons being moved along and away from the main lobby, but she barely processed anything other than the woman patiently waiting for her to hand over the photo.

“May I see that?” she asked more directly, meeting Erin’s gaze as she made her request.

“It’s okay,” she responded weakly, her words barely audible. She’d never been in the presence of a more attractive person in her life. The effect was devastating. Erin couldn’t feel her legs below the knee, as if her entire body was turning slowly to stone. This woman was literally stunning.

“You say this man is a criminal?” she asked, her fingertips grazed Erin’s hand lightly as she took the photograph in spite of her objection. The sensation sent an electric current pulsating through Erin’s body, the jolt restarted her brain.

“Yes, but don’t worry. He’s not here. You have nothing to fear. This is a great hotel. You’re in safe hands. And anyway, he’s an embezzler, not like a murderer or anything,” Erin rambled nervously. Get your shit together, she willed herself to focus. 

The woman smiled in response, causing the managers to exchange terrified glances. “No. He’s not here,” she replied lifting her eyes from the mugshot and letting them fall on Erin once more. The weight of her gaze sent the temperature in the room soaring. Erin suddenly understood all the sweating. Interacting with this woman was like trying to hug the sun. “You have the right hotel, but the wrong city.” 

Erin’s eyebrows knitted together in confusion. “I don’t understand, the manager—”

“No disrespect intended toward these capable gentlemen.” Even the kindness she extended towards Sanders and Williams was intimidating. They dropped their eyes to the floor at her words. “But I can assure you I’m better suited to provide information on the persons I employ.” A small, icy smile, the kind that appeared only in obligatory settings, graced the woman’s full red lips. “My name is Lucía Guerra. I own this hotel,” she explained what would have been more obvious if Erin’s mind were functioning at full capacity.

“You own this Noctis?” she asked redundantly for lack of a better response.

“She owns every Noctis,” the man that had been by Lucía’s side at the stairs clarified when he joined the group. His bright brown eyes complimented the bronze tint of his flawless olive skin. From his having guided people out of the lobby, Erin guessed this guy was Lucía’s fixer. He probably didn’t want to risk any tarnish on the hotel’s reputation if the wealthy clientele found out they were employing known felons. 

Well, that’s unexpected. Erin had no idea pursuing this target would lead her to so many firsts. A first time in New Orleans, a first time in such a fancy hotel, and her first drop dead gorgeous probable millionaire acquaintance. Not that Erin had ever met an ugly tycoon either. 

“I’m so sorry to have troubled you.” Erin began bowing out slowly. The embarrassment sent a flight response surging through her system. All she wanted to do was leave. She spun on her heels, eyes trained on the front door. 

“Miss,” Lucía called, obviously expecting Erin to turn around and supply her name.

“Lewis,” she responded before turning to leave once more. “But you can call me Erin. Miss Lewis is my dad’s name.” Erin cringed as soon as she heard herself. She had lost all control of the words evacuating her mouth.

“Miss Lewis.” Lucía’s voice was warm and soothing like drinking hot chocolate in front of a roaring fire. Erin stopped in her tracks. When Lucía didn’t speak right away, she got the hint and rejoined the group. There would be no swift end to her mortification. 

“As I was saying, you have the correct hotel but have arrived in the wrong city,” Lucía repeats, something like amusement playing on her lips. “He’s not in the New Orleans Noctis. He managed the property in Orleans.” Erin’s confusion at the information must have been plastered her face. “Orleans,” Lucía repeated. “France,” she finished, and Erin’s eyes widened for real.

“France?” she mimicked like a slow parrot. “Oh.” Erin’s shoulders dropped at the news. “I will alert the authorities there, I suppose,” she said, attempting to hide her disappointment. 

“Is there a problem? You can apprehend him, can you not? I don’t want a criminal in my employ.” Lucía’s sculpted eyebrow lifted just slightly at the end, sending another wave of heat through Erin’s poorly equipped body.

“Unfortunately, I can’t arrest him there, and I couldn’t afford the trip anyway,” Erin admitted from under a metric ton of embarrassment.

“That has a simple enough solution.” Lucía returned the photo to Erin’s clammy hands. “We will leave for Orleans tomorrow. You will join us. I can’t have this matter going public. I would rather he went quietly with you than be dragged out by government agents with his face plastered all over the news. I cannot risk being associated with this,” Lucía explained as if her need for Erin should be apparent. 

“Ms. Guerra, thank you for your offer, but I—”

“You will be compensated for your services, and discretion, of course,” Lucía interrupted confidently. 

Erin laughed to expend some nervous energy. This must be a joke. “I can’t go to France tomorrow,” she explained. “I don’t even have a passport,” she added in total bewilderment. “And anyway, like I said, I can’t make him come with me. He might run and no one will ever see him again.” She hoped Lucía was of the understanding sort who took kindly to hearing the word no.

“I understand, Miss Lewis,” Lucía cooed, her voice luxurious and velvety.

Erin breathed a heavy sigh of relief. The end is near. 

“Samael,” Lucía called to the man on her right. “Please see that Miss Lewis obtains whatever authorization she needs to travel. Notify the crew of our change in itinerary.” The man nodded in response before striding away with a cellphone to his ear. “I give you my word, Miss Lewis, you will have no trouble from the man you seek. He will come with you willingly,” Lucía promised, the hint of a half smile curling on her lips.

Erin was stunned into silence by her smile. For a moment she wondered if she fell asleep at the wheel somewhere and was having a vivid dream during her coma.

“Very well,” Lucía responded, signaling her interpretation of Erin’s silence as acceptance. “Where are you staying?” Lucía’s dark honied eyes gave Erin a quick once over.

“Oh, well, nowhere. I hadn’t planned on staying,” Erin admitted. 

Lucía nodded curtly and turned to the two men standing off to the side. “I’m sure they’ll see you to suitable accommodations,” she stated matter-of-factly, sending Williams and Sanders springing to life and shuffling to the computer at the front desk.

“Thank you,” Erin managed when she was left alone with Lucía. “You’re like a guardian angel,” she joked to ease her own awkwardness.

Lucía grinned devilishly, and the tip of her tongue peeked out of her mouth for just a second to moisten her bottom lip. Erin was overcome with the intense and primal desire to know what those lips tasted like. Lucía leaned in a few inches, close enough for Erin to smell the subtle sweetness of her perfume. The proximity caused her pulse to race as heat flooded her body. It was all Erin could do to keep herself from pushing Lucía up against a Venetian plastered wall and devour her.

“I can promise you, Miss Lewis”— Lucía’s low, sultry whisper made Erin’s heart pound harder in her chest— “I am no angel.” The words flowed from Lucía’s mouth and wrapped themselves around Erin’s body, it left her feeling like she was being enveloped in silk sheets and ravished.

Erin closed her eyes briefly, but when she opened them, Lucía was already floating away.

“Be here at six o’clock sharp tomorrow night.” Samael’s voice was jarring, and forced Erin’s gapping mouth shut. “Fill this out.” He handed her a sheet of paper with handwritten questions. “Then seal it in an envelope and give it to Williams,” he instructed. “You need to do that tonight.”

Erin nodded but couldn’t find any words to say. Samael rolled his eyes before disappearing out the revolving doors. 

“Right this way, Miss Lewis.” Williams forced a smile. 

Erin couldn’t care less that Williams didn’t look too stoked with the task he’d been assigned. She was desperately trying to process what the hell just happened. Did I even say yes? As she followed Williams to her room, Erin tried to think back at how she had ended up apparently agreeing to go to France tomorrow.

“Holy crap.” Erin gasped upon discovering she had been given a suite with a balcony overlooking Bourbon Street.

“Laissez les bons temps rouler!” she shouted like a predictable tourist. Revelers met her call with raucous cheers and more than one set of naked boobs. Erin found a bucket of complementary beads on the tiny balcony and flung them in the customary fashion. It may not have been Fat Tuesday, but it certainly looked that way to Erin. She found a second wind and decided to enjoy her only night in New Orleans. After a quick shower, she got back into the same outfit - minus the underwear she’d left drying in the shower. 

Erin glanced at her Swatch watch knock-off and decided to call her dad before it got any later in Boston. 

“Hey kiddo!” her dad answered excitedly as he always did when she called. Erin listened for any signs of slurred speech. 

“Hi Pops,” she greeted. “How’s it going?” 

“Fine, fine. Just sitting here practicing my wood whittling skills like a fine old man,” he said trying to take on a Southern drawl to cover his heavy New England accent. 

“Oh please, you’re not even old enough to retire,” she laughed. 

“Well, I guess I’ll be pretty good at it by then.”

“You’ll never guess where I’m going tomorrow,” Erin said excitedly. 

“Oh, are you going on one of those bayou boat tours? I know you weren’t planning on staying, but you’ve got to rest and you might as well take in some sights.” 

“Oh I’ll be taking in some sights, I’m going to France,” Erin said with renewed laughter, it still sounded unbelievable. 

Erin filled her dad in on the details, though she failed to mention how gorgeous Lucía was. Pete listened to the tale without interruption. 

“Erin, you don’t think this is some kind of scam do you? I mean, if they ask you to carry a bag for them you say no, no matter how much cash they offer. No matter what, we don’t need the money that badly. It’s not worth you getting locked up abroad,” Pete’s tone was more serious than Erin was used to, usually she was the one handing out words of caution. 

“What kind of crappy bounty hunter do you think I am? Don’t answer that,” she added before he could respond. “Listen I checked her out online, she is who she say she is.” Erin glanced at her phone, the article she was reading, Hotelier Opens Hotspot in Hong Kong, was still open. The picture of Lucía stepping out of the high rise, her face stoic and impassible, drove Erin to distraction. 

“Honey?” Pete asked, forcing Erin back to the present. 

“Yeah, so anyway,” Erin cleared her throat, “I’m going to be away for a couple of days but I’ll check in just as soon as I can. My phone won’t work outside the country, so I’ll call when you’re home from work.” 

“Okay, but don’t you be worrying about your old man, I’m fine. My utilities were paid in advance agains this month though I’m sure you wouldn’t anything about that,” he said with a knowing chuckle. “You just be careful, and don’t get used to eating snails and frog legs,” he teased. 

“No chance of that,” Erin laughed. 

When they hung up, Erin stayed on the bed for another minute. He really does sound fine, she told herself. 

* * *

“If you wanted her, it would have been a lot cheaper to just invite her to your bed,” Samael commented as he slipped his phone into his suit pocket and made himself comfortable in the back of the limousine. 

Lucía crossed her legs and leaned over to reach for a wine glass. She hated drinking in the car, but she was parched.

“Sometimes,” Lucía began, pouring herself a drink from an intricately decorated glass decanter. “A lioness in captivity tires of being served the most exquisite cuts of meat.” She set the heavy decanter back onto the small bar built into the car door. “From time to time a predator needs to hunt or her fangs will grow dull and her nights pointless,” she finished before taking a sip of the rich, red beverage. “And anyway, that bastard Aloro is stealing from me. Allowing him to turn himself in will be a lot less messy.” 

Samael smirked, the sharp white points flashing in his mouth. He combed his fingers through the soft raven curls of the handsome young man sitting at his side. He muttered something like if you say so, before baring his teeth and sinking them into his favorite lover. Lucía watched for a moment in measured amusement before taking another long sip of her drink. Her tongue, warm and tingly, swiped across her lips to pick up any errant drops. Even after her fangs retracted when her hunger was sated, her lips held on to the bright red stain.

Lucía leaned back in the leather seat and let her body relax, considering the girl she just met. What a strange combination of grit and awkward youth. It had been so long since she chased anyone so outside her orbit. Perhaps it would be a much-needed diversion in what had become a monotonous existence. 

“Hello,” Lucía answered her phone. 

“My Queen,” the voice on the other end wavered. “There has been an attack,” he continued with rushed details. Lucía sat up straight, earning a concerned look from Samael. He left his lover’s neck as soon as Lucía’s breathing pattern changed. 

“What is it?” Samael asked, his face reflecting his concern. 

“An attack,” she responded without elaborating. “Another one.”








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




The mid-morning light streamed in through open plantation shutters, but it wasn’t the uninvited sunshine that stirred Erin from a deep sleep. 

“Room service,” a disembodied voice called through the door. 

Erin grumbled loudly but failed to move from the bed. Her head crept under the pillow to keep the brightness at bay. Even the sound of her room door opening was not enough to rouse her. She hauled the sheets up a little higher to cover her naked body. She didn’t exactly recall getting naked, or even getting back to her room, for that matter. The last thing she remembered was knocking back deceptively sweet hurricanes and singing karaoke at some dive bar. Oh God, I was singing, she thought in horror. Loudly, judging by the soreness in her throat.

“Miss Lewis, I brought you breakfast,” a plump, middle-aged woman with a slight Spanish accent announced like they were previously acquainted. 

Erin lifted the pillow from her face, barely revealing one squinting eye. Nope, Erin confirmed, I don’t know you. “Thank you,” she mumbled through down feathers and plush cotton. “My credit card is in the back pocket of my jeans,” she added, pulling the pillow back down over her face.

“It’s been taken care of. Now it’s time for you to get up,” the entirely too familiar woman said while wheeling the food cart to the round wooden dining table.

There was no way she was getting up this early. Not when she had all day to get her stuff together for the impromptu trip. How long could it take to buy some underwear and a shirt? Maybe I should get some sweatpants, she made a mental note to find the nearest Target.

The other woman didn’t say another word as she began setting the table with fruit, eggs, bacon, juice, coffee, oatmeal, and just about anything else anyone had ever eaten for breakfast.

“Hey!” Erin screamed when the covers were snatched off her body.

“Up,” the woman, her hair an unnatural shade of burgundy tied up in a bun, repeated with authority.

“What the hell, lady? I’m naked!” Erin screeched, though she wasn’t really bothered by her own nudity; it was the principle of the matter.

“Oh, calm down.” The woman stared at the wall as she threw the robe she’d been holding onto the bed. “I didn’t look. Plus, you’ve seen one skinny behind, you’ve seen them all.” She laughed, giving Erin her back so she could finish covering herself.

“What’s your name?” Erin asked as she double knotted the thick terrycloth robe.

“Caridad,” she responded warmly. “You can call me Cari if you like.”

“Well Cari, please call me Erin, and thanks for the spread. It looks like you’re gonna have to join me though,” she said, surveying the feast. The table, which could easily fit six adults comfortably, was packed with plates, bowls, platters, and jars. They were unlikely to make a dent.

“Buen Provecho then,” Caridad offered in Spanish before pouring herself some coffee. 

After half an hour of voracious eating and enjoyable small talk, Erin pushed her plate back in a signal of surrender. She didn’t comment on Cari having only nursed a cup of coffee without taking anything else. Erin figured she probably wasn’t supposed to have sat down with her at all, but Erin wasn’t well-versed in the rules of being waited on. She couldn’t imagine how weird it would have been to stuff her face while Cari just watched. “It’s a shame to waste all this food.” She scanned the mostly untouched plates, her lips turning into a frown. 

“Oh, it won’t be wasted,” Caridad assured her as she started placing metal covers over white china. Erin stood to help but was instantly reprimanded by the woman’s swatting hand. “No, no, no. There is a very specific order that must be followed to get all the plates to fit back on the cart.”  

“Jeez alright!” Erin held up her hands in surrender and backed away slowly. 

“Go take a bath. You smell like an ashtray floating in gin.” Caridad stifled a smile. 

Erin dipped her chin to surreptitiously take a whiff of herself and found that she was rather ripe. “Fine,” she said, slumping her shoulders forward. She skulked toward the bathroom, ready to don the same clothes she’d been living in for two days. At least she had the presence of mind to hand wash the undies the night before. Before she could mentally pat herself on the back, she realized her clothes were nowhere to be found. “What the hell?” she mumbled to herself while searching the room.

“They’re being cleaned,” Caridad called out as Erin started searching on her hands and knees. 

“What?” Her head popped out from under the bed like a Whack-a-Mole rodent. “What do you mean, they’re being cleaned?” She jumped to her feet before checking the nightstand to make sure her gun was where she’d left it. 

“Ms. Guerra’s instructions were very specific,” Caridad stated as if already bored with Erin’s outrage.

“What the hell am I supposed to wear?” Erin crossed her arms over her chest.

“How about something from the closet?” she suggested flatly. 

Erin rolled her eyes and took cautious steps forward as if a legion of vipers might attack when she slid open the heavy door. “This is ridiculous,” Erin commented to herself when she Saw the interior of the closet. 

There were jeans in every shade ranging from washed out light blue to pitch black. There were at least two-dozen shirts of varying styles, mostly t-shirts, but some button downs and even a red and purple flannel, too. A satiny sort of strapless pink dress was nestled in the back hovering over a pair of nude stiletto pumps. It was next to a black pantsuit with a beige silk shell. Erin gave those outfits a dubious look and continued scanning the wardrobe. She counted five leather jackets, none black. She couldn’t stop her fingers from reaching out and feeling the cool, supple material. Even her dusty old boots had been exchanged for four new pairs, each a different shade of black or brown. She would never spend money on those kinds of things, even if she could, and that was the most infuriating part about their presence in her room. Not to mention the fact that someone waltzed in and stuck all those things in there. Did they come in while I was sleeping? Erin turned on her heels, nose flared and cheeks crimson.

“I need to speak to Lucía.”

“Well, it’s not like I’ve got her number,” Cari shrugged. “Go shower and pick something out. You have fresh undergarments in the drawer there.” She said, seemingly unmoved by Erin’s demand.

“I’m not a child. I don’t need to be told what to do,” Erin grouched but had no choice other than to do what Caridad instructed. She couldn’t very well storm out of the room naked, although she had half a mind to do it. Would serve them right for taking my stuff.

* * *




“What do you mean you can’t call her?” Erin asked the hotel manager in fervent aggravation.

“I gave you the number to her office. That is the best I can do. My apologies that she was not accessible there, I have no other way to contact her,” Williams said through tightly gritted teeth. 

Erin groaned as she put her head down on the front desk’s granite top. I give up. She didn’t want to spend the day in clothes that weren’t hers. Who knows what kind of Fifty Shades of Gray bullshit Lucía expected in return?

“Miss Lewis, are you ill?” Williams asked when Erin didn’t lift her head off the counter for several seconds. His eyes darted nervously around Erin, then to the floor beneath her.

“Just a little hung over,” she muttered to herself before standing up straight. “Thanks.” Erin offered a sloppy military salute before meandering out to the valet. Williams picked up the phone as Erin departed the front desk.

“Good morning,” Erin said as she smiled at the young man in the red vest. “I don’t have a ticket, but I left my car here last night, and—”

“Miss Lewis,” Caridad came bounding out of the revolving door, her keys in hand and purse firmly affixed to her shoulder. “Where are you off to?” 

Erin hesitated. Would it be rude to admit she was going to buy travel items and clothes when they’d already been provided? “I’m running to the store for a few things.” She hedged her bets with ambiguity. 

Caridad said something to the valet in Spanish too fast for Erin to comprehend. He halted his quest for Erin’s keys. “Come on.” She gestured for Erin to follow. “I’ll take you wherever you want to go.” 

“Oh, no, you don’t have to do that. I’ve got my car. No need to trouble yourself.” Erin waved her hands in front of her body. 

“You are Ms. Guerra’s guest. It would be my pleasure,” she insisted. “Plus, I can show you around town a little if you’d like. Maybe a few places off the beaten path?” Cari’s grin was huge and infectious. Erin got the impression this lady wasn’t one for gratuitous smiles.

“I hate to be a burden,” she declined again, though not firmly enough, her Catholic guilt pulled at her guts. 

“Nonsense.” Caridad looped her arm through Erin’s. “I am more than happy to do it.” 

If Erin physically resisted, she would make a spectacle of herself. She’s just trying to be nice, Erin told herself. Southern hospitality and all that. 

“Well, if you really don’t mind,” Erin relented. “I was planning to go to Target.” 

“Wonderful. I know a nice scenic route.” Caridad nodded before leading Erin to the employee parking lot near the riverfront. 

* * *




The afternoon flew by while the pair ran circles around the city. Caridad put off going to the store so long that once she’d finished showing Erin the sights, there was only enough time to get back to the hotel. The day began with Frenchman Street to watch the street performers, artists, and musicians doing their thing for the sound of change in a cup. It ended in a tiny hole in the wall for a sampling of the city’s signature shrimp étoufféee and fried catfish. 

All of Erin’s polite protestations had been met with assurances that they were heading in the direction of the store. But invariably, Cari would stop to show Erin some other cool part of the city. Near the end, Erin gave up hope and realized she had been duped. If she had to guess, she would say that Cari had been assigned to babysit her, although Erin could not puzzle out why. What would some ridiculously rich business woman care if Erin rejected her gifts and bought her own things? Erin resigned herself to her fate, and decided to wear her own laundered clothes she was hoping to get back on her return to the hotel.

“Where are you from?” Caridad asked as they headed back to the hotel. 

“I grew up around Boston mostly,” Erin answered, her eyes glued to the slowly moving scenery. 

“How about your parents?” 

Erin knew she was being grilled. “My dad is a proud New Englander. Ten generations back, so he says.” 

“And your mom?” After a long pause, Cari glanced at her passenger expectantly.  

Erin rubbed her palms against her borrowed jeans. Her gut told her Cari was digging for something. “She died just after I was born.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry to—”

“It’s fine,” Erin responded before Caridad could finish. “I’m not sure about her family. She was adopted and my grandparents passed away a long time ago.” Erin’s tone signaled the end of her willingness to answer questions. 

The rest of the short ride went on in comfortable silence. An extremely stuffed Erin crossed the threshold into the hotel with only ten minutes to spare before she had to meet Lucía. Just enough time for a shower.

“Take care of yourself,” Cari said before biding Erin farewell in the lobby. “Here, take this.” She pulled out a small, black, satin bag no bigger than a silver dollar. “Don’t open it but keep it in your pocket.” 

“What is it?” Erin looked quizzically at the thing Caridad pressed into her palm. “It’s not illegal, is it?” she joked. 

“It’s like a good luck charm. It will keep you safe while you travel.” Caridad left a world of information locked away behind her thin lips. “Just keep it with you, but don’t be messing with it. Return it one day,” she warned sternly. Erin took the weird gift in an act of requisite politeness even though she was certain the woman wanted to say more. Everything about Cari gave Erin the impression that there were a lot of secrets kept here. “Now go, you can’t be late,” Caridad added, waving her arms until Erin got moving. 

* * *




“Miss Lewis?” a man called through the door before poking his nose through the crack. The latched top lock kept him from any further incursion. 

“Coming!” Erin yelled, pulling on her own freshly cleaned clothes. She knew she should have been downstairs five minutes ago. Erin grinned triumphantly at the suitcase, packed with the stuff from the closet, she deliberately stashed under the bed. She shoved her wallet and phone into the back pocket of her dark blue jeans and grabbed her messenger bag.

“Sorry!” Erin apologized as she bolted out of the room, still adjusting the holster on her hip, and pulling down her flannel shirt to conceal it, Better to ask for forgiveness than permission.  

“Your bags?” the bellman asked in confusion. 

“No, I’m fine. Thanks.” Erin took long strides toward the elevator. 

The young man stared at Erin in a panic before pushing open the door to her room and emerging with the suitcase. He sprinted back to Erin, who was still waiting for the elevator. She glared at the bag and faked a polite smile at the bellman. It wasn’t his fault these nice clothes were chasing her like the Candyman. 

As the elevator descended, Erin’s heartbeat quickened. Her mind raced, searching for a witty line to throw at Lucía when she saw her. Damn, are you a parking ticket? Because you look fine to me. Ugh, no that’s so lame, Erin winced. Before she could strike gold, the elevator opened to several suited men turning in her direction.

“Finally,” Samael said, glancing at his watch. “Let’s go,” he barked at the two men in black suits were standing with him. “We’re late,” he added as if everyone weren’t already keenly aware of that fact.

For a moment Erin wondered if the men were secret service. They even had those little clear devices in their ears. She hardly had enough time to thank the hotel staff before being whisked away and hurried into a black town car.

“Where’s Lucía?”

“Ms. Guerra will join us at the airport,” Samael responded harshly without bothering to look up from his phone.

“Why didn’t she come herself?” Erin knew the question was absurd before she asked it. Why would a hotel tycoon play taxi driver?

The question caused Samael to stop reading. He raised a salt-and-pepper eyebrow before shifting his gaze to Erin. “She wanted to grab a bite before takeoff.” 

He smirked as if selling a joke, but something in his expression gave her the chills. She left the small talk alone, and they rode the rest of the way in icy silence.

As the city zoomed by in a blur of lights, Erin wondered what the next couple of days will be like. Her heart thumped hard at the prospect of being near Lucía again. The woman had an allure that went far beyond her physical beauty. Just the thought of her made Erin’s pulse pound in her ears.

“We’re here,” the driver announced when they arrived at the small airport hangar. Erin tried to maintain her poker face, but she’d never seen a private plane before. The sleek black jet had no windows apart from the two windshields in the cockpit. It looked like something out of a spy movie.

As soon as she neared the plane, Erin looked down at her regrettably casual attire. The half dozen others milling about the hangar were in suits, and there she stood in denim, leather, and flannel. Erin reflexively jammed her hands in her front pockets for lack of anything else to do. She couldn’t even busy herself with carrying that damn bag she didn’t want because it was already being loaded onto the plane.

“Right this way,” a beautiful young man with the most angelic brown eyes greeted Erin as she walked toward the small set of stairs leading into the plane. He reminded Erin of her dead grandma’s Precious Moments figurines. 

“Thanks,” Erin smiled, giving him a glimpse of her single dimple.

She expected the windowless jet cabin to be dark, but the interior was almost all white. There were four leather chairs up front, each one twice the size of a standard first-class seat. A sitting area and bolted down glass coffee table stretched across the back. A closed door went to some other room.

“Bubbly?” Angel Eyes asked, handing Erin a glass flute with the sparkling beverage.

“Sure,” Erin replied with a smile.

“We’ll be taking off soon,” Angel Eyes informed. “In the meantime, can I get you something to eat?” he asked, gesturing for Erin to take a seat wherever she liked. Erin opted for the curving white leather sofa in the rear of the cabin.

“I’m fine, thanks.” Caridad had been feeding her all day. 

“My name is Ivan. If you need anything, please call,” he said with another warm smile before disappearing behind a drawn curtain on the other side of the cabin.

In her solitude, Erin had no idea how to busy herself. She leafed through a magazine and tried to look less like a fish out of water. After what seemed like hours, the two secret service lookalikes, she was positive were actually twin brothers, entered the jet. One of them sat and stared straight ahead as if Erin were invisible. The other entered the cockpit to talk to the pilot. He spoke so softly she couldn’t hear a single word despite her straining. He then joined his twin and the pair sat wordlessly. Erin studied them in unabashed curiosity. They didn’t move a muscle, just sat there like matching stone monuments.

Samael joined them a moment later. Lucía must be showing up soon, Erin thought, but confusion settled over her face when Angel Eyes pressed a button to bring up the stairs and close the aircraft door.

She probably doesn’t ride with the help, Erin guessed. It was only when her body deflated that she realized just how much she had been looking forward to spending ten hours in a confined space with Lucía. She had indeed entertained the fantasy of joining the mile-high club. She was into me, right? Erin recalled their meeting in the hotel lobby.

Erin shook off the disappointment and popped in her earbuds. She let her mind relax and tried to put the thoughts of Lucía out of her head. She dozed off around the time she realized she’d probably never see her again.

After a quick nap cleared any vestiges of her hangover, Erin picked up another magazine. She went to the bathroom at the end of the galley twice before Angel Eyes provided her with a remote control for the flat screen TV. A little device let her listen through headphones without disturbing anyone else. She nodded off again at the end of the first movie.

Erin’s eyes opened slowly. When she became fully awake, she jumped at the sight of a blonde woman in a tight black dress with a colorful green and blue ascot wrapped around her neck.

“Something to drink?” she repeated, setting Erin’s left earbud down on her shoulder. 

Normally Erin would protest someone pulling her headphones out of her ears, but she forgave the hot flight attendant instantly. “Sure,” she replied sleepily, not specifying what kind of beverage she wanted. Her eyes followed the woman’s hourglass form as she sauntered toward the galley. It took Erin more than a few seconds to realize the flight attendant hadn’t been on board when they took off, and she hadn’t seen her in all the hours she spent roaming about the cabin.

“She is rather beautiful,” Lucía said matter-of-factly as she emerged from the previously closed door and sat on the opposite side on the couch. 

Erin’s irritated eyes widened and her jaw slackened. She stared blankly at a composed Lucía until Blonde Bombshell returned with two champagne flutes filled with a sparkling red drink served on a silver tray. She offered the first to Lucía, which she accepted with the hint of a smile, before presenting the other to Erin.

Erin snapped herself out of it and took the drink with a fumbling thank you. The flight attendant flashed a megawatt smile before excusing herself and joining Angel Eyes behind the curtain. Thank God I didn’t wear sweatpants. Erin took a long sip of what looked like carbonated blood.

“I hope everything has been to your liking,” Lucía said after taking a sip of her blood orange mimosa. “I trust you didn’t think me presumptuous in providing you with some items for this trip.” Her red lips curled into the loveliest smile Erin had ever seen. “You were kind enough to agree with such little notice. The least I could do was afford you provisions,” she finished, her voice velvety and sweet. 

“Well, I’ll be honest…” Erin searched for the words that conveyed her displeasure without being rude but hesitated too long. Lucía’s dark eyes flashed over Erin’s body still covered in yesterday’s outfit. 

Lucía set down her glass. “I have offended you.” 

“No, it’s not—” Erin failed to find her words. Lucía was in such a different league it was unnerving. “You don’t have to apologize, but you have to let me pay you back for the stuff I used.” She forced herself to make eye contact with Lucía. The dark gaze penetrated her soul. 

“Very well.” Lucía acquiesced after a few moments of unwavering eye contact with Erin. “Now, let’s talk about something else.” Lucía crossed one leg over the other, her smooth muscular thigh exposed when her black pencil skirt hiked up just enough. “I find conversations about money to be so tacky. Where are you from?” Lucía asked, causing Erin to unglue her eyes from Lucía’s exposed thigh. 

“Um,” Erin struggled to remember her residential history. There was no part of Lucía that wasn’t dripping with confidence and sex appeal. Erin gawked at Lucía’s dark lips while trying to speak. Terrible idea. All she could conjure was the desire to lunge forward and kiss her. Erin’s  mouth shifted into autopilot. “All over, I guess,” she offered without explaining. Why was it so damn hard to think around this woman?

“Were your parents nomads?” Lucía asked without a hint of sarcasm. 

“No,” Erin chuckled. She closed her mouth and swallowed hard, trying to return moisture to her mouth. “My dad changed jobs a lot.” 

Erin could not will her eyes away from Lucía’s lips, which were painted dark red to match her silk red blouse. Even her manicure bore the same crimson tone. Erin thought about her own unpolished nails and chewed cuticles, wishing she had asked Cari to take her to a salon or something, a thought she had never entertained before. 

When Lucía’s eyes shifted focus off to the front of the plane, Erin reflexively followed her line of sight. Samael was openly watching them, and didn’t even have the decency to look away when he was caught. 

“Where do you live now?” Lucía asked, returning her sultry gaze to Erin and resting her arm along the back of the couch. This new position cured Erin’s dry mouth by bringing her close to drooling. She wondered whether Lucía knew she was having this effect on her. Of course she does, Erin decided and tried her best to regain her bearings. 

“New York for now, but I’ve been thinking about going back to Boston to be closer to my dad,” Erin answered, her eyes drawn to Lucía’s mouth again. If she could just taste her lips maybe she could focus on something else.

Lucía glanced away from Erin again. “Miss Lewis, would you like to talk somewhere more private?” Lucía asked but didn’t wait for an answer before standing.

“Sure.” Erin set her glass down too hard and scrambled to her feet. “Oh, and please, call me Erin.” 

Lucía offered her hand like a proper English gentleman without comment. “This way.” She gave a chuckling Samael a sideways glance before leading Erin to her personal quarters. 

As soon as her skin made contact with Lucía, Erin recognized that she wouldn’t survive this. Her heart hammered in her chest, and her head spun. If this was what lightly grasping Lucía’s fingers did to her, she couldn’t imagine what kissing might do. Kill me, most likely, Erin decided. But what a way to go. 

Crossing into the private room, Erin recalled that Lucía and the flight attended must have been in the room when everyone else got onboard. She thought back to Samael’s comment about Lucía getting something to eat before takeoff. What a douche, Erin decided. What kind of joke would he make about me? What would the flight attendant think? Erin was never the jealous type, but knew she probably should care if Lucía had been in there banging someone else. But she didn’t. In fact, she was only really jealous that she had missed it. 

The room was divided like a studio apartment with a wet bar rather than a kitchen. A large bed with a contemporary wooden headboard was situated along one side beside a matching armoire. A small sitting area with a flat screen TV and a door lead to a bathroom. Soft classical music floated in from tiny speakers built into the ceiling. The music was all Erin could hear despite their proximity to the turbines.

“Drink?” Lucía asked, sauntering toward the small glass bar at the end of the room. Erin’s eyes scanned the various bottles and crystal decanters.

“Sure,” she answered, unsure of whether to follow Lucía or continue to linger awkwardly by the door.

“What would you like?” she asked without turning.

“I’ll have whatever you’re having,” Erin replied, her eyeballs glued to Lucía’s form as she hopped for something nonalcoholic. It may well be the afternoon wherever they were, but Erin’s stomach was still set to east-coast time.

“Are you certain?” Lucía asked, spinning around and forcing Erin’s gaze to shoot up in surprise. Lucía’s dark brown eyes were even more enthralling than the rest of her. Erin couldn’t help but be transfixed by their depth. She wanted to drown in them. The closer Lucía got the harder it was for her to breathe.

“Yes.” Her words barely made it out of her throat. 

“I’m not one for pretense, Miss Lewis.” Lucía inched closer until there was little room left between them. The energy vibrating from her body drew Erin in like a lamb to the slaughter. 

“Neither am I, Lucía.” Erin confidently met Lucía’s penetrating gaze. Dark eyes flashed with an animalistic desire, and for a moment, she expected Lucía to snarl.

Erin’s pulse danced wildly in her neck while they played the most unnerving game of chicken. She couldn’t resist the impulse any longer and had to close the gap between them. She needed Lucía’s lips on hers more than she needed her next breath.

Heat radiated from Erin’s body like a furnace. Every muscle in her body tensed, ready to spring into action at the tiniest movement. She switched between Lucía’s eyes and her lips while waiting for the green light. The warmth of Lucía’s breath on her skin and the excruciating proximity of her body was just too much. To hell with it. Erin’s eyes slipped closed, but before she could make her move, Lucía’s hand gripped the base of Erin’s neck and her fingers tangled in her hair. Erin’s eyes shut tighter as Lucía pulled her head back, her elegant fingers tightening into a fist. A sharp gasp forced its way out of Erin’s mouth. 

“Lucía,” Samael called through the locked door.

“What?” Lucía snapped after a beat.

“We’ve landed. There’s a problem that requires your immediate attention,” he explained, a slight but noticeable tremble in his voice.

Erin’s eyes sprung open, the hazy reverie evaporating like steam off of hot asphalt. Her pride kept her from pulling Lucía into a kiss despite the moment having been shattered by a disembodied voice. 

Lucía let her head hang forward, her silky black hair cascading against Erin’s cheek. “Duty calls.” Her words were a throaty whisper that landed softly against the nape of Erin’s neck. She lingered another moment before extracting herself from the warmth of her body.

Erin hadn’t noticed that her hands had gripped Lucía’s waist of their own volition, but she found herself unwilling to release her. The unrelieved tension, and intense desire to taste Lucía’s lips, kept her feet glued in place. 

“Do you have plans tonight?” Erin asked in as casual a tone as she could muster given the circumstances. She forced her grip to loosen but didn’t stop the smirk that appeared on her face when Lucía hesitated before finally stepping back and away from her. 

“Tonight?” Lucía’s face was back to its stoic setting, but her voice was still raspy and oozing with desire. Erin grinned internally, yeah she wants me. Lucía cleared her throat before continuing. “I am quite certain that I do,” she responded coolly as she ran her fingers through her hair to make sure the short bob was back to perfectly composed. 

Erin watched through hooded eyes as Lucía reached into the armoire for a blazer that matched her skirt. What she wouldn’t give to see this woman in a significantly more disheveled state. 

“Well, if you aren’t too busy doing whatever fancy hotel people do, you want to grab a bite?” Erin jammed her hands in her back pockets for lack of anything better to do with them. 

“A what?” Lucía turned her gaze from the mirror to Erin.

“A bite,” Erin repeated. “You know, like dinner or something?” She could not decipher the expression on Lucía’s face, but the lack of effervescent acceptance made her instantly regret asking.

Lucía made a noncommittal sound with her throat before opening the door. Samael and the Doublemint Twins were waiting for her on the other side, their faces hard and impassible. In a moment, Lucía was whisked away in a flurry of hushed tones. Erin wondered what kind of emergency would befit such a dramatic display. Did they run out of swan-shaped towels? She knew they shaped the damn swans out of regular towels, but still. 

Once alone, Erin plopped herself onto Lucía’s bed and waited for the feeling to return to her extremities. The room still smelled like Lucía’s perfume. It didn’t help ease the spinning in her head. What the hell are you doing, she asked herself. Why did you ask her out on a date like a rook. 

“Miss Lewis?” Blonde Bombshell called cheerfully from the open doorway. “We’re here.” 

Erin nodded and put herself back together. Her saturated underwear clung rather uncomfortably to her body, but she couldn’t adjust herself without being crude, so she toughed it out until she could sneak into the bathroom.

“Here are your travel documents.” Blonde Bombshell handed Erin a tiny blue book. 

Erin stared at it quizzically. It was a passport with her picture issued by the U.S. Department of State. She studied the photo before recognizing it from her permit to carry a concealed firearm. She couldn’t help being impressed. 

“That’s Charlie Hendrix. She’ll assist you the rest of the way.” Blonde Bombshell pointed at the tall, long-haired brunette waiting near a black Range Rover at the front of the hangar. The girl waved, and Erin smiled in return.

She thanked the rest of the crew before disembarking from the jet. She couldn’t help scanning the open space to see if Lucía was still around, but it was obvious no one was left but the crew, Charlie, and what looked like a customs agent inspecting the plane. Erin provided him with her passport and tried not to look nervous about the undeclared handgun. He hardly spared her a glance before stamping her passport. 

* * *




The afternoon was dreary as heavy gray clouds littered the sky, but Erin pulled on her sunglasses anyway. Her internal clock was all out of whack. She wasn’t sure whether she wanted to sleep for fifteen hours or have breakfast.

“Hello, Miss Lewis. My name is Charlie,” the woman introduced herself and extended her hand in greeting. Erin was grateful that Charlie spoke English because she sure didn’t parle-vous Français. It also put her at ease that Charlie looked like she was in her early twenties; she could use a break from intense older women. 

“Hi, just call me Erin,” she responded for what felt like the tenth time in two days.

“Erin, I’ll be taking you to the hotel where you can either settle in, or we can drop off your luggage and I can take you to see the sights,” Charlie explained while taking a seat next to her in the SUV.

“I didn’t know Orleans was so big,” Erin commented as they drove towards the city. In the quick research she had done on her phone, it didn’t seem like it would be such a huge sprawling city as the one visible on the horizon. 

“Oh, you’re not in Orleans,” Charlie responded with a chuckle. “We’re in Paris. You’ll travel to Orleans tomorrow to handle the matter for which your services have been retained,” she explained. “But don’t worry, it’s my job to show you around while you’re here,” Charlie finished pleasantly.

“Oh,” Erin replied in clear surprise. “All right.” She smiled and settled into her seat. A free day in Paris wasn’t exactly something to complain about. Erin’s mind drifted to Lucía. She didn’t exactly say no to dinner, she told herself, replaying the moment over and over in her head.

* * *




“It looks like no one was mortally wounded,” Samael explained as he stared down at his tablet. “I have dispatched Clyde and his team to help the injured.” 

“Why is this happening, Samael?” Lucía asked through gritted teeth. “What is the point of these terrorist acts if they have no attachment to some organization or ideology.” Frustration forced the vein in Lucía’s forehead to visibly pump. “There must be an end goal. Why not announce it?” 

“Anarchists,” Samael guessed with a shrug. 

Lucía let her weight fall against the backrest. Her mind zoomed through possibilities with inhuman speed. She had never enjoyed perfect support from her subjects, but she had always tried to be fair, had earned loyalty. She glanced at the thin gold watch on her wrist. 

“Let us leave for Cologne.” Lucía announced the change in their itinerary. If she could see things for herself, she could understand what the hell was going on. She could feel it in her bones that there was nothing random about the recent acts of violence, and there was no way humans were the architects. 

Samael offered a single silent nod, and his thumbs moved furiously to reschedule their afternoon plans in Paris.








  
  
  Chapter Three

  
  




The rain clouds moved in again, forcing Charlie and Erin to duck into the Notre Dame Cathedral. It was grand, ornate, and impressive, just like the other tremendous works of art and architecture she had been dragged to today. Erin’s feet ached from walking, and they had yet to visit the Louvre, which Charlie enthusiastically announced was next.

“You might recognize this place from Victor Hugo’s famous work, The Hunchback of Notre Dame,” Charlie explained as they walked further into the building. 

Erin looked up at the incredible Gothic architecture. It’s not that she didn’t find the historical structures worthy of her attention, but with only one day in Paris she was hoping to do something less touristy.

“Amazing,” she commented. Her eyes scanned the stunning statues adorning the massive altar. The sheer size of the church made Erin feel microscopic, she imagined how it must have looked to a fourteenth century parishioner.

“There is a point in the square outside the cathedral from which all distances in Paris are measured. It’s a ground zero for the city, so to speak. They say if a visitor stands there, she will come back to Paris during her lifetime,” Charlie notes as they continue touring the church. 

“We better check it out once the rain stops,” Erin responded with a genuine, albeit tired, smile.

“Are you okay?” Charlie asked.

“Yeah, I’m great,” Erin replied as the balls of her feet throbbed. Her boots were clearly not made for walking.

“What’s wrong?” Charlie turned her body to face Erin more fully. 

“No nothing, really.” Erin straightened as if that would sell her story. Charlie stared at Erin, waiting for her charge to fess up, and she couldn’t deny the huge, blue, accusatory eyes. “All right, I don’t want you to think I’m ungrateful.”

“I won’t,” Charlie promised.

“I wonder if maybe we can do something that involves a little less walking? Something that won’t require us to wait in lines and wade through a sea of tourists?” Erin asked, wincing. She expected Charlie to call her an unappreciative brat and leave her to roam the streets of Paris alone.

Charlie regarded Erin for a moment. She searched her face, squinting as if waiting for a secret signal or password. “So you want to do something a little less educational?” she finally asked with a genuine laugh that bounced off the high arched ceiling and echoed throughout the centuries old building. The scores of visitors in the cathedral turned toward the pair in judgment. Charlie covered her mouth and donned an apologetic expression. 

“Yeah, I mean, this is fun, but can we have a different kind of fun?” Erin’s voice went up at the end, forcing a childlike innocence in her expression.

“All right.” Charlie grinned with a mischievous glint in her eye.

Before the pair exited the building, Charlie signaled for Erin to hang back while she poked her head out the door. It wasn’t an easy task with the number of bodies crammed in the space.

“We have to give him the slip first,” Charlie whispered in Erin’s ear, her eyes gesturing to the driver sitting in the Range Rover outside the church. 

“Why?” Erin asked, unsure of why they, two grown ass women, would need to sneak around anywhere. She sure as hell had no intention of asking anyone for permission, even if she was here on a job. 

“He will insist on escorting us,” Charlie explained. “And I for one, would prefer maximum privacy,” she finished with a wink that made Erin smirk. Her earlier professional tour guide voice had been traded for a more relaxed tone. “You don’t have anything a bit subtler, do you?” she asked, glancing down at Erin’s red flannel shirt. Erin shook her head, experiencing embarrassment with her fashion choice for the second time in this extra long day. “Are you wearing anything underneath?”

“A tank top, but it’s like forty degrees outside,” Erin responded in a low voice. She could almost see the gears in Charlie’s head turning. 

“That’s okay.” Charlie looked around the packed entryway and found the tallest men she could reach with her long wingspan. Erin watched in confusion as she said something to each of them in French, and one by one they moved toward Erin and turned their backs to her.

“What are you doing?” 

“Take off your shirt,” Charlie instructed without answering her question. “Fast.” 

Erin pulled off her leather jacket, which Charlie grabbed, and started unbuttoning. She said a silent prayer asking for forgiveness if her undressing here was a sin, because it most certainly felt wrong. Charlie took Erin’s shirt before returning her jacket, which Erin quickly put back on and zipped to her neck.

Charlie poked a lithe young man on the shoulder and said something in French. The boy, who couldn’t be over sixteen by Erin’s estimates, responded in Italian. Charlie said something back in Italian without missing a beat, and after a few more moments of conversation, Charlie traded Erin’s shirt for the kid’s thick gray scarf and dark green army cap. She also slipped him something from her back pocket, which Erin imagined was some cash.

“Put this on and tie your hair up in a bun,” Charlie instructed with a grin.

“Not that I don’t love doing some weird shit in a foreign city for absolutely no reason, but is all of this really necessary?” Erin whispered. 

“Where is your sense of adventure?” Charlie countered. “Oh, I’m sorry, are you scared?” she asked in exaggerated alarm. 

Erin narrowed her eyes at Charlie, indicating she had accepted the challenge, before working fast to coax her thick, wavy blonde mane into the hair tie Charlie pulled out of her own pony tail. She secured the hat and pulled the visor down over her forehead. The thick scarf covered her neck and part of her chin. The boy’s scent was pleasant, at least. Erin couldn’t imagine having to smell like Axe Body Spray the rest of the day. 

“One last thing,” Charlie muttered, before taking Erin by the wrist and pulling her along as she pushed through the throng of people. Erin slammed into her back when Charlie stopped abruptly. “Even better.” Charlie released Erin’s arm to pull money out of a different pocket. She said something to an old man in French and then exchanged the cash for two cheap black umbrellas. “Now, when you step out, put your head down and walk fast. You will go straight until you get to the main road.”

“Got it,” she responded with a nod.

“You’re going to make a left there. Then you will continue on that street until you cross over a river,” Charlie continued.

“Left, right after crossing the river, then left on the first little side street to the Metro. Got it.” Erin rattled off the instructions, closing her eyes to visualize the path. 

“You sure you’ve got it?” Charlie asked again, laughing at Erin’s serious expression.

“Hell yeah,” she confirmed. “Oh!” Erin covered her mouth when she remembered she was in a house of worship. “See you on the other side!” she whispered before opening the umbrella and venturing out with purpose. From the corner of her eye, she could see her red flannel walking away without her. 

Erin trotted to join a clump of people just ahead of her. To a casual observer the group looked like any other family making a run for it before the rains returned. Erin kept her eye trained on the black SUV, but didn’t see any movement. She figured Charlie’s evasiveness as to why the subterfuge was necessary had more to do with Charlie not getting in trouble with her boss than it did with creating some kind of thrill for Erin. 

Nice plan, Erin thought as she glanced back to see if Charlie had departed the church yet. All she could see was a sea of black umbrellas. She chuckled, and decided to save this trick in her rolodex for future use on one of her own investigations. 

The faux family Erin had adopted as a disguise made a turn in the opposite direction after they all crossed the river. She looked behind her again, but there was still no sign of Charlie or the SUV. A little dread started to crawl up Erin’s throat. Damn, I hope I don’t get her in trouble, Erin’s guilt bubbled up quickly. 

The path Erin followed led her to the subway station just as Charlie described. After several minutes spent anxiously staring at the stairwell, Erin checked her watch. What’s taking so damn long. The guilt grew exponentially until merciful relief came with the sound of footfalls on steps and Charlie’s grinning face. 

“Jeez, what took you so long?” Erin asked when Charlie joined her near the automated ticket vendor. “I was freaking out!” she added as if that fact weren’t immediately apparent.

“You don’t say,” Charlie responded sarcastically, earning an eye roll from Erin. “Come on.” Charlie laughed as she purchased passes from the machine. The Parisian Metro was not unlike the subway Erin took every day in New York, although she would give it kudos for smelling a little less like urine than the one back home. Charlie and Erin ran across the platform to get on the train before the doors shut.

“Where are we going?” Erin asked when she caught her breath.

“Rue de Buci,” Charlie answered, already preparing to get off the Metro. “That’s where I live,” she pointed out before getting off the train and grabbing Erin by the wrist once more. 

Erin and Charlie exited the subterranean station and spilled out onto the bustling picturesque street. There were small shops, markets with their produce on display, and cramped little tables lining the sidewalk outside cafes and restaurants. It reminded Erin of those little towns people put out as Christmas decorations, only life-sized. 

As they walked into a lovely five-story building, Charlie greeted an old man in the lobby and continued to a tiny elevator. Erin eyed the narrow, ancient looking thing suspiciously before being unceremoniously shoved into the death trap by a forceful Charlie. 

“Home sweet home,” Charlie announced with her key in the door. “After you,” she instructed when the front door swung open. 

“Merci,” Erin said with a smile. Charlie’s apartment was small but magnificent. Tall white walls were covered with colorful art pieces, but the focal point was definitely the view. The entire back wall was practically one huge open window, and the city below was nothing short of breathtaking.

“Be right back,” Charlie said before disappearing down a tight hallway. 

Erin looked around the small room, which was probably the same size as her place, but the way Charlie had it set up made it appear so much more spacious. Erin took in the worn sketch framed near Charlie’s entryway. The faded drawing on thin yellow paper depicted a massive wolf with his jaws open. A tiny gold plate on the frame read Fenrir, 1874. Something about it made Erin uneasy, and she wandered away. 

“Why is your washing machine in your kitchen?” Erin asked when Charlie returned. She had been staring at the thing for several minutes until deciding it was weird to bring your dirty underwear to the same place you stored food. 

“You know, I’ve always wondered that too,” Charlie admitted with a laugh. “I’ve just been too embarrassed to ask anyone.” She tossed Erin a warm, long-sleeved shirt with the tags still on it. “Put this on so you don’t freeze, and let’s get moving. We have little time left.”

The duo ventured out onto the street once more. Erin decided she was in love with this place. If she ever returned to Paris, she hoped to come back with more time. She didn’t let her logical mind ruin the fantasy with thoughts of affordability or the reality of taking time off work. If she didn’t work she didn’t eat, and more importantly she couldn’t keep her dad’s lights on either. 

They entered a wine shop through a tall but exquisitely narrow door and tried reds paired with deliciously stinky cheeses that Erin would have never tasted but for Charlie’s peer pressure. They sampled and nibbled until both were light headed and Charlie noticed the time. 

“Crap,” Charlie muttered. 

“What?” Erin asked, before shoveling a piece of bread covered in Roquefort into her mouth. 

“We need to haul it,” Charlie announced, standing from the table. As soon as Erin stood, she realized she was cruising well passed buzzed and into tipsy from all the wine. The sommelier offered them a kiss on each cheek before seeing them out.

They were a block away before Erin noticed they hadn’t gotten a bill. Between the wine induced haze and Charlie’s insistence that they leave immediately, Erin had been distracted. “That was all free?” Erin asked in shock. She couldn’t fathom that two bottles of wine and an ungodly amount of cheese would be complimentary. 

“No,” Charlie said through a heavy blush on her cheeks. “I have a tab.” 

“How much do I owe you?” Erin asked, reaching for the cash in her pocket. It’s not much, but at least she could give Charlie something now and settle up later.

“Don’t worry,” Charlie said, resting her hand on Erin’s wrist. “You’ll get it next time.” A shadow crossed Charlie’s face, and her smile faltered.

“Deal,” Erin nodded before shoving her money back in her pocket.

* * *




The pair sprinted down to the Metro just in time to see their train leave without them. 

“Damn, I’m sorry,” Erin panted. “I had too much wine,” she explained regretfully, no matter how fast she ran she just couldn’t keep up with Charlie’s much longer strides. Erin considered herself pretty fit, and blamed the full stomach for her sluggishness. 

“It’s all right. The next train will be here soon enough,” Charlie said, evidently trying to mask her concern, but Erin could see the regret on her face.

Erin glanced around the almost empty platform awkwardly while they waited. If the booze hadn’t dulled her senses in the most delightful way and if the surroundings weren’t so foreign, Erin would have noticed the lanky guy making himself small between abandoned phone booths much sooner. She would have noticed that he was lingering outside Charlie’s building and that he had been near them at the cathedral.

“Yes,” Charlie picked up her phone almost before it rang. “I understand.” 

Her eyes shot over to Erin before walking away toward the track to continue her conversation in hurried whispered. Erin turned away to afford her some privacy. She could hear the person on the other end screaming. Second-hand embarrassment and too much wine painted a deep blush on her cheeks.

A knot formed in Erin’s throat. She wished she’d been content with the sightseeing. Charlie was so easy to hang out with, Erin had forgotten she was working, not just spending the day with a new friend. Remorse twisted her guts into knots. 

“Charlie.” Erin turned back, determined to talk to whoever was yelling at Charlie and explain that this was her fault. The sound of the incoming train obscured her voice. “Charlie!” Erin’s second attempt to get her attention was a blood-curdling scream, but the incoming train was loud, and Charlie had stuck her finger in her ear to better hear the person on the phone. 

A second ticked by, and the scene unfolded in slow motion before Erin’s eyes. She registered the man, moving like hellfire toward Charlie and closing in fast. His face and body were a blur, but the shiny point of his blade was in high definition. 

Erin considered her options as her brain played catch up. The man’s eyes were fixed on Charlie, his feet working fast to close the gap. Erin reached for the gun tucked into her waistband, but doubted she would hit a laterally moving target, not with so much alcohol in her system and such little sleep. She couldn’t risk hitting a bystander. She scrapped that option and rushed toward him full-force. Her shoulder dipped low like a linebacker getting ready to make a tackle. 

Charlie turned at the sound of the commotion behind her. She let go of her phone before crouching, her open palms hitting the ground just as Erin’s body connected with the man’s knees. His knife stabbed the empty air above Charlie’s head. 

The momentum from his own running and Erin’s tackle sent the man sprawling past the yellow safety line at the end of the platform. Had the collision occurred just a moment sooner, he would have fallen past the platform and been hit by the train. Instead, he went head first through the parting doors and landed in the crowd of exiting passengers. 

Erin and Charlie scrambled to their feet with every intention of following their attacker onto the train, but the force of the fall left Erin winded and unable to stand upright. Charlie hesitated, her eyes darting between Erin and the man pushing himself into the train. The indecision robbed her of the precious few moments, and the train shut its doors, deciding for them. 

“Are you okay?” Charlie put her arms around the gasping Erin.

“I’m fine,” she assured between gulps of air. But it took another moment for the adrenaline to take hold completely and cause her to return the lovely red wine to its French origins over the side of the platform.

Charlie turned away from Erin to make a call. “Feel better?” she asked when Erin stopped puking.

“Right as rain,” Erin lied, her hands still on her knees. She tried and failed not to get sick again. When the wave seemed to have passed, Erin wiped the cold sweat off her face with the inside of her jacket.

“Did you call the police,” Erin asked as soon as her world stopped spinning. “What’s the name of this line,” she pointed to the tracks. “What direction does it go in?” 

“I’ll take care of it. Let’s get you out of here. I called for the car.” Charlie looped her arm around Erin’s waist and together they walked out of the station where the SUV was waiting. They left the murmuring crowd growing behind them.

“Are you sure you’re alright?” Charlie looked Erin over while they sat in traffic.

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” Erin assured her. “You know I can usually hold my drinks better, but I landed flat on my stomach,” she explained, still embarrassed to have vomited so violently in front of Charlie. 

“Are you sure you didn’t hit your head or anything?” Charlie’s eyes reflected her concern. 

“Yeah, honestly, nothing happened to me,” she replied after taking inventory of her body. “Are you okay?” Erin asked after a moment. 

“A little freaked out, I guess,” she admitted with a tight smile. “Thanks for saving my skin.”

“Anytime.” Erin patted Charlie’s arm warmly. “Hopefully when you come visit me in Brooklyn our evening won’t be so eventful.” She laughed and they fell into a comfortable silence. The fading rush drained what remained of Erin’s energy.

“Listen, I don’t know how policing works in France, but can you take down what I remember while its fresh in my mind?” Erin suggested with her hand pressed against her temples to stop the throbbing. 

“Go ahead,” she replied with her phone open and ready to record an audio file. 

“He had a round tattoo on his right wrist. It looked kind of like a blob the size of a quarter. It was black. And he was holding a switchblade. Six inches. Bright blue handle,” Erin rattled off all the details she could remember. “He was tall with a slim build and wearing all black. Very fair complexion, I would say extremely pale really. Probably on drugs, his face was kind of emaciated. If I’m 5’6 and you’re like, what, 5’10, then I would say he was easily six feet. I’m fairly sure that his hair and eyes were brown.” Erin wracked her brain for anything else. “He smelled really musty, like almost moldy.” 

“Are you drunk?” Charlie asked after a long pause. “You’re pretty cool for someone that just tackled a stranger with a knife,” she explained with a quizzical look on her face. 

“Definitely,” Erin decided after a beat. “And my head is killing me.” 

When Erin leaned back in the seat to make herself more comfortable, Charlie set to making phone calls. Erin didn’t remember much from the French she learned in high school, but she guessed Charlie was using Lucia’s connections to bypass whatever the Parisian equivalent of an emergency dispatcher might be, and get directly to someone of consequence. 

“Are you okay with giving a statement tonight?” Charlie asked with her phone still glued to her ear. 

Erin nodded and then nodded off. 

* * *




“Bonsoir mademoiselle,” a man in a black suit greeted as he held the door open for Erin.

The Paris Noctis had the unmistakable opulence of a palace. It was a pre-war building sitting only eight stories tall but had the presence of a much larger hotel. The ceilings were high and ornate, creating a grandeur Erin could never have imagined.

A bearded man in a sharp black suit was waiting for them as soon as they walked into the lobby. Charlie kept Erin company and acted as a translator while she regurgitated all the details she could recall, and then Charlie played the audio recording to ensure nothing was left out. 

“I’m sure I’ll see you again,” Charlie said before pulling Erin into an unexpected hug. “And thank you for having my back, literally.” She laughed. 

“No problem,” she replied while returning the embrace. “Don’t forget to let me know next time fancy hotel business takes you to New York,” Erin reminded her before giving Charlie her number and receiving a scrap of paper with Charlie’s information. 

They said goodbye before a bellman showed Erin up to her room. Well, to call it a room would more than an understatement. Erin marveled when she pushed open the door to her suite. It made her room in New Orleans look like an outhouse. The penthouse had multiple terraces, giving her an unbelievable view of the city. A bistro table sat at the end of the main terrace off the living room. They’d dressed it with a huge bouquet of purple and yellow irises. 

Despite the many luxuries, it was the Eiffel Tower that captivated Erin. The tower was radiant against the burgeoning evening sky. She remained enthralled by the view until the cold became bothersome. Erin understood why they say Paris was a city for lovers. There was an undeniable romance filtering through the air and penetrating her heart. She wasn’t even a romantic, but the evening was right for a little companionship. 

After the cold kicked Erin off the sprawling balcony, she explored the rest of the suite. There was a sitting room, guest room, dining room, and master bedroom with a lush king-sized bed. But it was the bathroom that nearly made Erin weep. The perfume of roses permeated the air. There were lavender and white roses everywhere. Beautiful bouquets lined the marbled walls and the huge vanity. Petals waited at the bottom of a claw foot tub, so she filled it with hot water. 

Erin striped off her clothes and succumbed to the temptation. Her aching muscles unclenched as soon as she lowered herself into the tub. The warmth felt wonderful on her sore abdomen. She’d hit the ground even harder than she thought. 

Good thing you’ll never be bought. Erin’s conscience nagged when she closed her eyes and leaned her head against the edge of the tub. The thought was so intrusive it almost forced her out of the water. There are no free lunches, she reminded herself. She owns the hotel, though. It’s not like this is costing her anything. Plus, I saved her employee from being stabbed in the face by a lunatic, Erin thought rationally. But that doesn’t mean I had to stay in this extravagant suite. I could have stayed in a regular room. 

Erin convinced herself to take advantage of the room. Just the room. As soon as the bath had soothed her tired, throbbing muscles and another inadvertent nap cleared the rest of the wine from her system, she climbed out of the bath. She ignored the impossible-to-shake stalker of a suitcase, putting her own clothes, and Charlie’s shirt, back on, rainy and sweaty as they were.

* * *




Erin pulled the crumpled slip of paper with Charlie’s numbers out of her back pocket. She eyed the first number and gave the phone in her room a dubious glance. It took a few tries, but she dialed the number scribbled on top, leaving the other for when she returned to the States. 

“Oh, um, hey,” Erin began, her voicemail-leaving skills had grown rusty in the text message age. “It’s Erin, I wanted to check on you and see if you’re all right. That was crazy today,” she decided, taking stock of the day. “Yeah, and I guess I wanted to see if you wanted to get something to eat or something later? My treat! My cell doesn’t work here, but hit me up at the hotel if you want to eat or talk or something.” 

She slammed the phone back into the base before she could ramble any further. So awkward. She milled about the room waiting for the phone to ring. She wandered out to the balcony trying to memorize the beauty of the nearly full moon hanging behind the Eiffel Tower in a brilliant display. After flipping through channels on the TV for a while, she checked the gold-plated clock on the mantel. It’s late, she realized, but her jet-lag didn’t care. Disappointment settled over her. She hadn’t heard from either Charlie or Lucía. She refused to acknowledge that she was much more disappointed at being ghosted by the latter. The grumble in Erin’s stomach lead her downstairs in search of food.

* * *




Erin had never been happier to pay for her own check, even if it was for an overpriced salad. She headed out of the hotel’s restaurant in search of somewhere to put her pent-up, anxious energy. 

“So what can I do without leaving the hotel?” Erin asked the concierge, who looked a little like the Pink Panther. 

“We have a beautiful bar—” he began, but Erin cut him off. 

“Non-alcoholic, please,” she said with a laugh. 

The man dipped his head in understanding before looking around to see if anyone was listening to them. “How about a swim?” he whispered with a playful grin that made his mustache stand up at a weird angle. 

“Okay,” Erin responded with a mix of interest and suspicion. The Pink Panther nodded once before taking a small black radio out of his pocket and muttering in French. There was a brief conversation before a massive, middle-aged Swedish woman in a white button down uniform arrived. 

“Come with me,” the large woman instructed in a forceful tone. 

Erin scanned the woman from blonde head to white-shoed toe. She reminded her of a villainous headmaster of a school for wayward children, but she followed her after thanking Inspector Clouseau. The pair walked along several corridors without exchanging a word. 

“Bathing suit?” the woman barked before opening a huge set of double glass doors under a sign that said NOCTIS SPA in thin modern letters. 

“I don’t have one.” Erin shrugged. 

The woman turned on her white cushioned heels and disappeared through a side door. Erin’s discomfort funneled into her fidgeting hands. She tried to peer through the frosted glass, but it was impossible to see anything. 

“You wear this,” the lady instructed, handing Erin a black, one-piece bathing suit with the hotel insignia etched on the single shoulder strap. 

“Thank you,” Erin said with a smile. The woman kept her lips pressed together tightly. “Tough crowd,” she added, deciding to abandon any more attempts at friendly interaction. 

“Inside,” the woman ordered without changing her stern expression. 

Erin walked into the dark room while the woman stomped away, presumably to turn on the lights. 

“Jesus,” Erin muttered when the lights warmed up and the room came into full relief. The pool looked fit for a Roman deity. The large open room was decorated with intricate murals of exotic landscapes. Several chaise lounges were placed around the huge indoor pool, which was crowned with a raised hot tub. Every inch of the floor was covered in beautiful, cream-colored marble. 

“When you finish you call me. Press here. 108,” she instructed abruptly, pointing to the phone near the doors they walked in through. “Yes?” she asked, forcing Erin to stop staring at her surroundings. 

“Okay,” Erin nodded at the woman who was markedly more intimidating than half the felons she had tracked down over the years. 

“Change and shower there,” she explained, pointing at an archway on the other side of the room with a French sign on the top. When Erin nodded again, the woman locked the front door from within and left through the door connecting to the spa. 

Well this is nothing like the plot of a scary movie. Woman swimming alone in an indoor pool after dark. What could go wrong? She entered the locker room to change. When she took off her shoes, she discovered the floors were heated. In fact, the entire room was heated, making it much more comfortable than the atmosphere outside. 

The bathing suit was smaller than Erin would like, and it rode up while she walked. The single strap dug into her left shoulder while the material at the bottom cut off circulation to her thighs. She left her towel hanging on a lounger and dipped her toe in the water to test the temperature before diving in head first. 

The water zoomed along Erin’s body as she swam. She stretched her arms out as far as she could with each stroke. Her mind went blank as she completed the first lap. It was the most peaceful she had been in a long time. When her back and arms were finally screaming from the exertion, Erin stopped and turned to float on her back. Her limbs hung weightlessly as she let herself drift in the water. There was nothing in that moment. No worries. No stress about money or stretching every cent. No building panic about whether her dad had a bad day, and whether it would be the thing to push him off the wagon again. There was only the weightlessness. 

“I’ve been looking for you.” Lucía’s silky voice slipped through the silence. 

“Jesus, you scared the hell out of me.” Erin scrambled to get out of the water. There was no graceful art to her spastic movements. She hadn’t been expecting anyone to intrude on her solitude, much less Lucía and all of the irritating sex appeal oozing from her gorgeous face. 

“I didn’t say you had to get out.” Lucía smirked. Her stilettos created a rhythmic echo as she sauntered toward the pool. Erin couldn’t help but stare as she gripped the edge, her body returning to its submerged state. Lucía was a vision in a long black evening gown. Her neck dripped with diamonds that matched the cuff on her wrist. When she walked, Erin could see her right thigh peeking out of the high slit in her elegant dress. She slipped off the silver wrap covering her arms and let it fall alongside Erin’s towel. She stopped in front of her, and Erin couldn’t stop gawking at her plunging neckline. Lucía crouched by the ledge. 

Erin’s heart galloped so hard it robbed her of her voice. Her entire body was a confusing mess of heat and energy.

“I would have guessed you would be tucked away in your room in the middle of the night,” Lucía said, her tone sounding more like a question than a statement. 

“Then I supposed you would have guessed wrong,” Erin replied with a shrug as if she could care less what Lucía expected from her. 

Lucía’s eyes flashed with what Erin guessed was amusement. “I heard about what happened today. You were quite useful.” Her comment was so matter-of-fact that it took Erin a moment to place what she was talking about. 

“Oh,” she registered after a beat. “Well, I’m very useful.”

“Is that so?” Lucía let out a throaty laugh. The sound set Erin’s heart pounding painfully hard. 

“Yes,” she confirmed with a nod. She willed herself not to be so shaken by Lucía’s beauty. At the end of the day they were both just people, right? “Care for a swim?” Erin asked, pushing off from the ledge to swim backwards near the middle of the pool. Erin knew Lucía would say no. Her hair and makeup must have taken hours, but she couldn’t help laying down the challenge. She needed to recover the copious amounts of cool she’d lost around Lucía since meeting her. 

“Now?” Lucía asked coyly.

“Why not?” Erin asked, knowing she looked pretty sexy with her hair wet. The tight bathing suit was uncomfortable, but it was acting like a push-up bra, making her goods look phenomenal. “Do you have something else to do in the middle of the night?” If this woman went traipsing around the hotel looking for her at this hour, it was pretty clear she was interested, maybe even as much as Erin was. 

Lucía didn’t say another word as she stood, her hands reaching around the back of her dress. Her dark stare fixed on Erin. Lucía unzipped her dress in a long, fluid motion. Erin’s wide green eyes darkened with desire. Her pulse jumped in her neck. Lucía pulled one arm out of the dress and then the other. 

The Earth spun in slow motion. Erin watched Lucía’s dress ripple as it fell to the floor. Her eyes inched up Lucía’s legs, and she forgot how to breathe. Lucía was wearing a minuscule pair of black underwear to match a strapless black bra. She stepped out of her dress with her heels still on. Erin willed the moisture to return to her mouth. 

“There are bathing suits,” Erin announced casually like she couldn’t care less if Lucía chose to disrobe. 

“I think I can manage.” Lucía’s words were husky and coated with promises. She moved at a glacial pace as her hands disappeared behind her back. Erin could hardly believe her eyes when Lucía’s bra landed on the floor like a feather falling from the sky. 

Even in the water, Erin could feel her desire growing. She had seen plenty of beautiful bodies in her life, but nothing could have prepared her for the real life, photoshopped product that was Lucía. Her entire body was a work of art. Erin was almost ashamed to be in her presence. Decency would dictate that Erin avert her eyes, but they remained trained on Lucía’s body like magnets. 

Lucía’s fingertips passed lightly and deliberately over her own abdomen before her thumbs hooked into her underwear. Erin swallowed hard. Lucía pushed the fabric down a millimeter at a time until her final piece of clothing hit the floor. 

Lucía parted her legs slightly and stood before Erin like a goddess waiting to be adored. Erin’s eyes paid homage to her beauty. She could stare at her forever, sexual frustration be damned. Lucía slipped off her shoes and walked slowly to the steps. Erin guessed that she was strutting on purpose to get a reaction, so she relaxed into the water as if she wasn’t mesmerized by Lucía’s slow decent down the steps. 

Erin maintained her position in the middle of the pool despite her desire to swim up to Lucia and end the cat-and-mouse games. 

“I have to admit, I didn’t think you would do it,” Erin admitted when Lucía finally made her way to within striking distance. 

“Are you in over your head?” Lucía’s eyes flashed with the same mischievous look Erin had seen on the plane. 

“You just didn’t strike me as the kind of woman who would ruin her hair.” 

“You have no idea what kind of woman I am.” Lucía’s tongue peeked out to moisten her own bottom lip, and it proved to be the last straw. Erin stood up straight, finding herself a couple of inches taller than a barefooted Lucía, and leaned in to finally satisfy her curiosity. 

The softness of Lucía’s lips made Erin forget how to kiss. She was too eager, and the urgency caught her by surprise as she pushed past painted red lips with the tip of her tongue. Instead of pulling back, Lucía’s arms encircled Erin’s body to bring her in closer. 

Erin nearly fainted in Lucía’s tight embrace. It was too much. Lucía was naked. Naked and holding her. Naked and kissing her. Naked and wet. Naked and fucking naked. All the blood rushed to Erin’s feet. She circled her arms around Lucía’s neck to keep steady. The heavy diamond necklace dug into Erin’s forearm, but she took the pain without complaint. Lucía’s tongue was so warm when it slipped into her mouth that Erin groaned involuntarily. 

Without leaving the heat of Erin’s mouth, Lucía grabbed hold of Erin’s bathing suit and pulled down hard on the shoulder strap. It took another long tug of the material to get it down to her hips. It landed on the far side of the pool with a splash, the discarded material floating away like a patch of seaweed. 

Lucía grabbed the bottoms of Erin’s thighs and lifted her up. Erin’s legs wrapped around Lucía’s waist as if she had been in this position a thousand times before. 

“God,” Erin sighed as her body pressed against Lucía’s abdomen. 

Lucía smirked into Erin’s mouth. “Not exactly,” she whispered, sliding her full red lips over the shell of Erin’s ear. The sensation sent unbearable heat coursing through Erin’s body. The tip of Lucía’s tongue moved lightly down Erin’s neck until stopping at her throat. She moaned as Lucía created the most amazing pressure with her mouth. Erin was sure she hadn’t had a hickey since high school, but damn if the sensation wasn’t worth the need for cover up later. 

Erin’s groans reverberated throughout the cavernous room. She tangled her fingers in Lucía’s silky raven locks and pulled her in closer. Lucía’s mouth closed tightly over Erin’s darkening skin. 

“Harder,” Erin urged, her voice deep and desperate. Lucía was more than willing to oblige. She was starving and Erin already tasted so good. But instead of increasing the pressure, Lucía released Erin’s darkening skin and returned her mouth to Erin’s lips. The kiss was hungrier and more desperate than before. They were like two lovers meeting after a long a painful separation, the fact that they were still practically strangers had no bearing on them. Erin felt Lucía’s hunger, as if she needed to drown in her and forget the rest of the world outside. For a moment, she wondered where Lucía had been tonight, and what prompted her need for company. 

The water broke around them as Lucía walked toward the side of the pool without leaving Erin’s kiss. Erin gasped when her back came up against the wall and Lucía pushed harder against her. Lucía gave Erin’s bottom lip a sensuous soft bite and traced a line of kisses down her flushed chest. The teasing sent Erin’s need to a painful high. 

“Please,” she whispered through gritted teeth. 

Lucía released her sensitive skin her before picking her up and lifting her out of the pool. The marble was cold against the heat of Erin’s body. Just as she was about to ask Lucía how the hell she did that without showing the slightest sign of exertion, or maybe formulating a cross-fit joke, Lucía used her tongue to catch the drops of water dripping down her inner thigh. Erin threw her head back while slamming her eyes shut tight. Her hand found the back of Lucía’s head once more and made a fist in her hair. 

Erin’s blood pumped quickly through her femoral artery. Lucía licked her lips and swallowed hard. The desire was too great, and Lucía couldn’t stop her canines from elongating into sharp points. She covered her teeth with her lips and let her tongue leave a long wet trail all the way to Erin’s waiting heat. 

“Fuck!” Erin tightened her grip in Lucía’s hair as she screamed. Lucía’s lips were soft as they kissed and teased and drove her insane. Lucía pulled back just enough for Erin to squirm in her absence.

“Lucía, please,” Erin begged in a throaty whisper that Lucía couldn’t resist. She gripped the sides of Erin’s thighs tight and began a targeted onslaught. It took only a moment for Erin’s body to stiffen in her hands. Erin’s pelvis jerked hard into her mouth unexpectedly, banging against Lucía’s pointed teeth. 

“Ah!” Erin groaned at the sharp, momentary pain, but she looses track of it when it mixes with the surge of heat in her body. The tiny trickle of blood dripped into Lucía’s mouth. Her pupils exploded, making her honey brown eyes appear black. Lucía sucked a little harder, but the tiny scratch had already sealed. 

Erin whimpered as she pressed her palm against Lucía’s forehead, signaling her surrender. She laid flat on the marble, trying to catch her breath. Her body shook and trembled despite her best efforts to keep herself still. 

“Where are you going?” Erin’s eyes widened as she caught Lucía drying off with her towel and beginning to dress. She hadn’t even heard her get out of the pool. 

“I have to go,” she responded in a muffled tone as if she were hiding medicine under her tongue. 

“Did I do something wrong?” Erin tried to stand but her legs were no sturdier than jelly. 

“No, my lovely, you were wonderful.” She didn’t look at Erin while she spoke. 

“So why are you running off? I mean, I didn’t think we were done.” She blushed fiercely as the words left her mouth. 

“It’s not you,” she repeated without sparing Erin a glance. 

The door to the spa slipped closed without another word from Lucía. She was gone so suddenly Erin was left dumbstruck, wondering if she imagined the whole thing.

* * *




“My room. Now,” Lucía demanded as she marched into her suite. The flight attendant casually closed the book she was reading and stood. 

“As you wish, my Queen.” Blonde Bombshell pulled the red scarf from her neck, exposing her mistress’ many markings.

“And you as well,” Lucía called across the room. Angel Eyes looked at her with clear surprise. She rarely brought men into her room, but he didn’t ask any questions as he stood and followed the two women into Lucía’s bedroom.

Samael watched the scene and shook his head. He wasn’t at all sure what Lucía was doing with the bounty hunter. She was attractive enough to bed, certainly. But why all the pretense and courting? He saw no point to it. Are you purposely trying to distract yourself from more urgent matters? We could have left any number of people in charge of this task, you did not have to see to Aloro’s apprehension personally. He mused as if Lucía could hear his thoughts. Or are you on a self-righteous kick again? Didn’t we just go over this a century ago? You can’t change your nature. He screamed internally. Samael knocked back the whisky still left in his glass and glanced at the heavy watch on his wrist. There were a couple of hours left before sunrise. He would make the most of them out on the lively Parisian streets. He had sorrows to drown too. 








  
  
  Chapter Four

  
  




Two days passed in unexpected and unexplained silence. Erin paced what was becoming more of a fancy-ass prison than a hotel room. Her brain churned for a way to contact someone who knew what the hell was going on. So far, all of her calls had either gone unanswered, or been met with assurances that there had been an unrelated emergency and someone would get back to her, but no one ever did. 

“Hello?” Erin answered the phone suspiciously when it rang. It wasn’t time for dinner yet, and room service were the only ones who ever called. She declined graciously every time, but they tried three times a day nonetheless. 

“Erin?” a hoarse voice asked. 

“Charlie?” Erin guessed. 

“Yeah, listen, I’m sorry I’ve been a little M.I.A. I’ve been sick,” she explained, sounding a hair away from death. 

“Are you okay?” Her voice was laced with concern and guilt over having bombarded her with phone calls. 

“I’m better, thanks,” Charlie replied quickly. “So, Lucía has to attend to something, but she asked me to take you to Orleans tomorrow.” She paused for a second. “Then we’ll come back to Paris and you’ll return to New Orleans from here.” Her voice faded in and out as she spoke. 

“All right.” Erin tried to conceal her displeasure. She wanted to ask Charlie more questions but held her tongue. She pressed her lips together to keep herself quiet. The irritation boiling in her blood was not Charlie’s fault. She couldn’t imagine Charlie would jeopardize her job by speaking out of turn about Lucía, and Erin would never want that anyway.

* * *




When Charlie alighted from the Range Rover the next morning, Erin gasped at the sight.

“Are you okay?” she blurted despite herself. The circles under Charlie’s eyes were so dark they almost looked painted on. They stood in shocking contrast to her pale skin and eyes blue like acid-washed jeans. Charlie pulled on dark sunglasses in response to her gawking.

“Yeah, no worries,” she offered with a tight smile. “It was a twenty-four-hour bug or something. I’m okay,” Charlie continued after loading Erin into the car and coming around the other side.

Erin didn’t argue but was unconvinced that Charlie just had some little bug. She wondered whether she got her in trouble with Lucía for what happened in the subway. But why would that make her look like crap? she wondered as the driver set off toward Orleans. 

Getting out of Paris took forever. Even just after dawn, the traffic was unbearable. 

“Manhattan’s got nothing on this place,” Erin commented, trying to ease the awkwardness hanging between them. Charlie responded with a smile and a nod but didn’t speak. The two-hour ride continued in near total silence. 

Orleans was nothing like Erin expected. There were far more castles than she imagined, and the whole city had the most amazing old-world charm. When they entered the seventeenth century hotel nestled on the banks of the Loire River, Erin marveled at its beauty. But there was little time to admire the surroundings before Charlie whisked her away to where Aloro was waiting. The stout, pale little man looked comical wedged between two huge guards wearing black suits and stern expressions. 

“Mr. Aloro, I’m here to bring you back to the U.S.” Erin announced for lack of a stronger opening. If she didn’t know better, she would think the pudgy absconder looked relieved to see her. 

“I understand,” he croaked as he stood. She glanced at his crooked tie and partially untucked shirt. He swayed slightly as he remained between the two large men. 

“I have no authority to force you to return and face prosecution,” Erin warned, her eyebrows scrunching together, revealing a crease down the middle of her forehead.

“I understand,” he snapped, sweat forming at his temples despite the chill in the air. “I’ll come with you willingly and comply with whatever is necessary to turn myself in,” he continued, glassy eyes darting between the guards flanking him. 

Erin narrowed her eyes. She didn’t understand why he wasn’t fighting this and forcing a lengthy extradition process.

“Can you give us a moment?” Erin asked. 

The guards exchanged confused glances, but their feet remained glued to the stone floor.

“Charlie? Can you please translate?” she asked, glancing back at the woman standing in the doorway. 

“Uh, okay,” Charlie hesitated before unleashing a tirade of French phrases. More words than Erin would think necessary to convey her simple sentiment. An exchange ensued between Charlie and the guards, with Charlie’s words becoming sharper by the second. The men eventually moved out of the room, but not before glaring at Erin as if she had insulted their honor. 

Erin waited for Charlie to give them some privacy too. There was a long awkward silence before she finally spun around and closed the door, leaving Erin alone with Aloro. 

“So what’s the deal?” Erin asked, putting her hands on her hips. “Did they threaten you?” 

“No, no. I know what I did was wrong and I’m ready to face the consequences,” he slurred his words as he spoke.

“Listen, you don’t have to give me some rehearsed spiel, just give it to me straight. Why are you coming so easily? I mean, I don’t have to tell an educated man like yourself that you could fight extradition and who knows if you’d ever get prosecuted.” She raised a critical eyebrow. 

Aloro’s eyes darted around the room. He wiped the sweat from his face with both hands and rubbed them over his bald head repeatedly. Erin could tell he was debating saying something. 

“Come on, out with it, what do you have to lose?” she asked. 

“My life, for one,” he grumbled. 

Erin rolled her eyes. “Oh come on.”

“Listen lady, I don’t know you, but you seam normal,” he said, a frenzy rising in his glassy eyes. “Just get me out of here, all right?”

“What are you scared of?” Erin leaned in to search his face. The stench of booze oozed from him like sewage leak, and it sent her recoiling.

“Listen, I made a mistake,” he slurred. “I didn’t realize who I was dealing with. This isn’t some faceless conglomerate. Do you know who these people are?”

“What are you talking about?” Erin stared quizzically at the rambling man. He had obviously taken some liquid courage before meeting her.

“They’re not like us,” he lunged at her and grabbed the lapel of her jacket. Almost in the same moment as Aloro made contact with Erin, the doors flung open and the guards came flying in with Charlie at the helm. 

In a flash, Erin was pushed to the side and Aloro was muscled out of the room. 

“What the hell was that,” Erin asked Charlie as soon as the commotion had settled. 

Charlie pointed at the security camera in the corner of the ceiling. “We were watching, just in case. When he went for you, we came in,” she explained. “Are you okay?” she asked after giving Erin the once over. 

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Erin said, annoyed at having been interrupted. “Listen Charlie, I want to ask you something, and I need you to be honest with me. Okay?” 

“All right, what is it?” 

“Is Lucía in the mob?” Erin crossed her arms across her chest. If she was suddenly going to have ties to the underworld she wanted to know about it. 

“No,” she said, barely stifling something that looked like momentary amusement. “She’s not in the mob.” 

“Then what the hell was this guy talking about?” 

“What did he say? The cam doesn’t pick up audio.” 

“He was saying something about these people not being like us,” Erin said, recalling the gist of what Aloro said. 

“I don’t mean to be dismissive,” Charlie said seriously. “But that guy is a criminal looking at a world of trouble. He would say anything if he thought it would give him the chance to weasel away. He moved halfway across the world to avoid the consequences of his actions, and then still couldn’t stop running cons even when he was trying to lay low. What’s a little lie to someone like him?” 

Erin nodded. It was true, wouldn’t he say anything to get out of going to prison? He was also stupendously drunk. 

“Are you ready to go?” Charlie asked after giving Erin time to ruminate. “They’ll take him to get his belongings,” she explained gesturing to the security waiting somewhere on the other side of the door. “You can meet them at them airport once you’ve got your things together.” 

“Bring him back first, I need to get some papers signed,” Erin instructed, swinging her messenger bag to the front of her body. 

* * *




The dull winter sun was sinking beyond the Parisian skyline by the time Erin was back in the hotel. 

“Have a safe trip,” Charlie offered with a genuine but fatigued smile. 

“Thanks. I hope you feel better.” Erin’s guilt ate away at the sides of her stomach. Poor Charlie looked like shit, and she imagined she’d rather be in bed than running all over town with her.

The goodbye was short and lacked the effervescence of their first day together. 

As she made her way up to her hotel room, Erin wished she understood exactly what was going on. It was like watching a foreign movie without subtitles. She could pick up on the major external plot points, but the nuance escaped her. Erin replayed the conversation with Aloro, and then her interactions with Lucía. Is Lucía really in the fucking mob? And what if she is? Erin quirked an eyebrow. What would that mean, and what did that have to do with Lucía’s hot and cold behavior? 

Erin separated out the few things she’d worn out of necessity and would be paying someone for, leaving everything else in the closet. Her black leather jacket clung to her like a shadow as she turned her back on the Eiffel Tower. An hour later, the bellman appeared at her door. 

The clerk at the front desk smiled as Erin approached. “It was wonderful having you. I have this for you,” she said, pulling a thick envelope out from under the desk. 

Erin tried to pretend she wasn’t relieved that she didn’t have to pay for the room. She could max out all her credit cards and probably still come up short. “Thanks,” Erin responded as she took the envelope.

“The car will be here for you soon,” the clerk informed. 

“Thanks,” she repeated before meandering over to the lavish sitting area near the entrance. She sat on a sofa fit for royalty and opened the small parcel. Her eyes nearly popped out of her skull when she got a load of the neat stack of hundred-dollar bills. She slammed the envelope closed and glanced around the room to see if anyone was watching her. She would never hold this amount of cash in public. It was like having a huge neon sign over her head that screamed MUG ME.

After ensuring no one was paying attention to her, Erin took another peek. “Jesus,” she whispered in disbelief. There must have been at least ten thousand dollars in the envelope, maybe more. Erin’s palms started sweating and she didn’t know whether to laugh or panic. 

I have to give it back, she thought as the anxiety began to build in her chest. I haven’t done enough to deserve this. Erin’s mind turned to her dad, and her moral compass wavered. This is enough money to cover his mortgage and other bills for several months. What Erin wouldn’t give to take that stress off of his shoulders. Maybe if he wasn’t existing paycheck to paycheck he might feel more stable and go back to doing something more meaningful than working a menial minimum wage job. Money means nothing to people like this, she decided, thinking of Lucía as if she were a species alien to her own.

As Erin considered her options, she opened the envelope once more and pulled out the folded white paper at the front. The letter was typed on the hotel’s letterhead with Lucía’s stamped signature at the bottom. It was a general thank-you-for-your-services note that stoked Erin’s irritation and damaged her ego. She jammed the thick envelope into her jacket, deciding she would keep the money but donate a portion to the youth shelter near her apartment. That set her conscience at ease, but her self-esteem remained somewhat battered. Whatever, her loss. Erin didn’t believe herself, but she repeated the sentiment with conviction. 

“Madame Lewis,” the doorman called as he reached for Erin’s luggage. It was apparently much lighter than he expected, causing him to jerk the bag too hard. “Your car is here,” he continued, despite the blush on his cheeks. His voice forced Erin out of her own head. 

She followed him out of the hotel, this time armed with a tip, but stopped short of the long black limo. 

“This is for me?” she asked in the face of such a ridiculous vehicle. 

The bellman nodded before accepting her tip and sincere thanks. Erin gave the hotel one last look before getting in the car. It had been a once in a lifetime experience, of that she was sure. A strange longing snuck into her eyes, and she knew it wasn’t about Paris at all.

As soon as she entered the car, Erin’s heart stopped. 

“Good evening, Miss Lewis,” Lucía cooed from the opposite side of the limo. 

The surprise rendered Erin mute. She stared at Lucía as if trying to distinguish between fantasy and reality. Lucía, her long smooth legs crossed like a goddess, was a vision. The deep plum colored dress complemented her complexion and highlighted her matching plum lips. 

Erin swallowed hard and fought to settle herself. “Hello,” she responded after a beat, as if she didn’t give a single shit that Lucía was there. The jumping pulse in her neck said differently.

“Has everything been to your satisfaction?” Lucía asked, leaning back in her seat, the exasperating picture of confidence.

Erin hesitated. She’d been trying to talk to this woman for days. To give her a piece of her mind. To ask her what kind of twisted Pretty Woman scenario she thought she was cultivating. To call her out on her hot-and-cold behavior as if Erin weren’t a person with her own thoughts and feelings. Not to mention her newer concern that she was dealing with some kind of organized crime situation. But the words were a frustrated jumble in her head.

The money burning a hole in her pocket was an easy enough place to start. “Listen, I can’t accept this,” Erin said, yanking the envelope out and returning it to its rightful owner. “I did nothing to earn it. As it is, I’m in your debt,” Erin said, thinking about the long list of expenses she’d accrued since New Orleans, not to mention the huge payday she would get when she turned Aloro in. Lucía listened without a word. 

Emboldened by the lack of interruption, Erin picked up steam. “I left the clothing and shoes I didn’t use in the closet of the hotel. I hope you can return them or donate them or whatever, but I’m not taking them.” Erin sat up straighter and owned the fire of her voice. “I’ll send your office a check for what I used as soon as I get back,” she concluded, feeling more like herself despite the imposing force sitting across from her. Erin hesitated when the thought of asking her about mob ties entered her mind. Would she even admit such a thing? It’s not like Erin was afraid of her, but what if she was wrong? What if Aloro was grasping at straws to try and get himself out of trouble. He had proven himself very capable of deceit, and if she were him, she would be terrified of going to prison too, he was not going to fare well. 

“Please,” Lucía leaned forward and placed her hand over Erin’s. The contact sent a thousand watts of electricity coursing through her body. She didn’t want Lucía to have this effect on her, but that didn’t stop her cheeks from reddening. “I know that perhaps this wasn’t what you expected.” Erin guessed she was referring to more than just the trip. “But I would appreciate it if you allow me to compensate you for your time.” Lucía’s honey eyes flashed up at Erin and ripped a hole through her soul. 

Erin clung desperately to her righteous anger. “I will be compensated when I turn Aloro in, and your generous hospitality has been more than enough to cover my time.” She shoved the envelope back at Lucía, who searched Erin’s face before capitulating and moving the offending cash out of view. “Thank you,” Erin said before turning her gaze to the view beyond the dark tinted window. There was nothing to see, but she needed to break the intense connection with Lucía. She took deep regular breaths to steady herself after the adrenaline spike.

* * *




Lucía studied Erin without a word. It was hard to pinpoint what she found so intriguing. Erin was attractive with her long, wavy blonde hair and youthful athletic body, but it wasn’t like Lucía hadn’t known many beautiful women. Maybe Samael was right, she thought, recalling their conversation earlier this evening. 

“Have you lost all sense of yourself?” Samael asked his Queen with anger dancing in his dark eyes. “Have you forgotten who you are?” he continued, full of indignant fire. 

“No Samael, I have not forgotten, but it seems you have.” Lucía bared her teeth in response to remind him of his place. That had calmed him, but only on the surface. She knew him well enough to know what lurked in his slowly beating heart. 

 “All I’m trying to say is that this is beneath you.” Samael’s tone sounded calmer than before, but Lucía could still sense the insolence in his words. “How will it look? The Queen playing escort to some insignificant woman?” Samael almost choked on his own disgust, but Lucía was never one to burden herself with the perceptions of others. 

“I will accompany her, and that is all I’ll hear on the matter.” Lucía only told him of her plan so he could attend to things in her absence. She didn’t need to justify herself to him or anyone else. He wouldn’t understand even if she tried to explain. She and Samael had always had disparate views of the world and its inhabitants. 

“At least take Adrian and Nicholas with you,” Samael implored after pausing to steady himself. “It’s not safe, Lucía.” He reminded her as if she could forget the risks for even a moment. 

Lucía had sighed then. For all his blustering, Samael was only ever worried for her safety. 

“Fine,” she said as she prepared to leave, walking toward Samael first. Her hand cupped the hard line of his jaw. “But they can follow in a separate car. And they are not to interrupt me for any reason.” They were her last words on the issue, and her light kiss on Samael’s cheek signaled as much. 

“I don’t care for the effect this girl is having on you,” he admitted, pressing his face against Lucía’s hand. 

Samael’s words lingered in Lucía’s mind and made her question her judgment. Something about Erin made her feel a trifle reckless, but she also brought out something else in her. Something that had lain dormant for an awfully long time. Perhaps she was a port in the storm. And then there was the physical attraction. The gravitational pull of her lips. The intoxicating perfume of her skin. Lucía wasn’t ready to say goodbye just yet, even though she should. 

Lucía considered Erin’s strong rejection of her gifts. She had learned that people never turned down money. Not people with debt like Erin’s anyway. They may feign refusal, but they were invariably empty gestures. Whether for appearances or their own ego, it made no difference. But Erin wasn’t feigning. 

“I must apologize to you for the other night,” Lucía announced unexpectedly. 

“It’s fine,” Erin snapped.

“No,” Lucía said, leaning forward in her seat, the swell of her cleavage exposed. Erin forced her eyes away from her skin and onto her gleaming amber eyes. “My behavior was rude and unacceptable.” The taste of her body returned to Lucía’s mouth like a memory. She shifted in her seat. “Would you allow me to make it up to you?” she asked with honey-coated words. 

“You’ve already been very generous. There’s nothing for you to make up for.” Erin softened her tone before continuing. “I’m honestly just ready to get home, you know what I mean?”

“I promise to get you to the airport tonight.” Lucía addressed Erin’s concern. “But I would like the opportunity to show you something rather special.” Lucía moved as gracefully as a sprinting gazelle. Her body lithe and purposeful as she crossed the small space. By the time Lucía took her new seat, Erin had lost the desperate desire to leave Paris. The sweetness of her fragrance filled the surrounding air. 

“What, like a date?” Erin meant to sound sarcastic, but her words were too soft. 

 A smile creeped up slowly on the side of Lucía’s mouth, exposing only a hint of her perfectly white teeth. Her gaze slipped over Erin’s glossy lips before responding. “Yes, Miss Lewis, I suppose I am asking you on a date.” She rested her hand against Erin’s face and leaned toward her lips. Erin’s heart pounded wildly in her chest at the contact. 

“I will except but,” Erin moved back thwarting Lucía’s attempt at a kiss. Lucía’s jaw tightened and her eyes remained trained on Erin’s mouth waiting for the rest of whatever she wanted to say. “You better not bolt on me again. I’m not something you can just use.” Her words were sudden, harsh, and full of truth. 

Lucía’s eyes glistened like a kid on Christmas morning. “I promise,” she swore before finding the softness of Erin’s lips with her own. 

After a lingering kiss, Lucía pulled a cell phone from her pocket, presses a few numbers, and the driver’s cell phone rang behind the black privacy glass. Lucía’s French was fast and unintelligible.








  
  
  Chapter Five

  
  




The evening air was crisp but pleasant as Lucía stepped out of the sleek black limousine and turned to take Erin’s hand. She grasped the tips of her fingers as she helped her out of the car. The anonymity of a foreign country allowed Erin drop her guard and enjoy the moment, like a living a vivid dream. Or fantasy. The skin-to-skin contact was as exhilarating as if they’d never touched before. As if they hadn’t just been tangled up in each other in the back of the car.

Once out of the car, Erin took in her surroundings. The impending emergence of spring charged the air with promises of color in the place of nascent flower bulbs and burgeoning light green foliage, as though they were witnessing Mother Nature awaken from her winter nap. All hope and new beginnings. The buzz of adventure quickened Erin’s pulse.

“Where are we?” she asked when she didn’t know what to make of the vacant old space before her. 

“You’ll see,” Lucía responded with a playful grin.

“I didn’t know the life of a hotelier was so dangerous,” she commented as she noticed the massive twin guards who were on the private jet pull up in a black town car. “Are they always with you?” she inquired more directly, tilting her head toward Lucía’s ever-present security entourage. 

“One can never be too careful,” Lucía offered with minimal thought.

“But seriously,” Erin continued through her waning smile. She wished she could just forget her worries for just a night, but Aloro’s words when mixed with her own doubt, refused to let her. “Why do you need body guards?” Her eyes darted around, trying to detect anything unusual. More unusual than them standing near an empty amphitheater with no clear purpose anyway. 

“Not to worry, we’re perfectly safe.” Lucía apparently missed the root of Erin’s concern. “I promise no harm will ever come to you while you’re with me,” she added, her hand grazing Erin’s chin to show her sincerity.

Erin’s scrunched up eyebrows gave away her skepticism at Lucía’s extreme guarantee. Although as tonight was their final night together, she didn’t expect the promise was quite as extravagant as it first appeared. She also didn’t miss that Lucía dodged her question on why she needed a full security detail along when she went out.

“Ready?” Lucía asked, reaching for her hand to start down the stairs.

“No.” Erin’s feet remained planted. 

“What is it?” she asked as if she had no idea why Erin wasn’t moving. 

“I need you to be honest with me,” Erin said seriously. “I’m not a cop, I don’t actually care what your business is, but I don’t like being mislead.” She wasn’t sure how true that was, but Erin was surprised to find it wasn’t an automatic dealbreaker, depending on what Lucía was involved in. “Why do you need so much security?” she asked again more sternly. “What did you say to Aloro to make him so scared that he would willingly surrender himself?”

Lucía spun on her heels to return to Erin’s side. 

“I am the sole owner of one of the top ten largest privately held corporations in the world. I am one of the top five richest women in the world. There are countless people who would be willing to do anything to get a piece of what I have, and there are a great many more who are threatened by me because I do not owe a single cent or favor to anyone alive or dead. I take precautions, but I can assure you, you have nothing to worry about.” Lucía explained with no trace of insincerity in her words. 

Erin nodded, accepting the logical response. “And Aloro?” 

Lucía’s eyes flashed with something dark and dangerous. “I will admit that I do not trust or forgive easily. When you appeared at my hotel in New Orleans, I had only just learned of Mr. Aloro’s transgressions and deceptions against me. I was coming to France to deal with it, but then you showed up in my lobby, and I decided to be very generous and let justice take its course.”

“What did you threaten him with?” Erin asked, already assuming the worst. 

“I gave him two options. Go with you and face the consequences of his actions, without fear of retribution for the money he took from me,” she paused and donned something of a mischievous grin.  

“Or?” she asked impatiently. 

“Or, he would never see the light of day again,” she said casually. 

“So you threatened to kill him because he stole from you?” It was what she expected given the terror in Aloro’s face, but the information did not sit well with her.

“No,” Lucía laughed. “But there are a great many old castles in this country. I gambled that the prospect of a dungeon was less attractive than an American prison.”

Wrongful imprisonment, not nearly as bad as murder, Erin decided.  

“In the end, it would be a lot less effort for the criminal justice system to mete out a fair punishment.” 

Erin considered Lucía’s words. She supposed it made sense, but she didn’t linger on what Lucía had said at the beginning about being so wealthy. The idea of so much money made her incredibly uncomfortable. She couldn’t fathom what it must be like to not worry about making ends meet. Lucía could probably relieve most of the stress in Erin’s life with less than she spent on shoes in a month. 

“Do you have any more questions?” Lucía asked, sounding sincere about her willingness to answer whatever Erin asked. 

“No,” she decided.

“Then, Miss Lewis, would you do me the honor?” Lucía asked with her hand extended yet again. 

Erin eyed the new environment. There appeared to be only one entrance to the sunken in seating of the open-air amphitheater. While buildings lined the horizon, they were obstructed from view by the dozens of black poplar trees facing the circular stone benches cut into the ground. Even leafless, the trees hid the amphitheater from sight. If Lucía hadn’t walked them in, Erin could have walked right by this place and not noticed it. The canopy of bare branches kept much of the wind out, so when they walked down three steps and took a seat just two rows back from the makeshift stage in the middle of the semi-circle, the cool air didn’t bother Erin. 

Erin followed Lucía’s lead and sat down, but as she looked around the space, she couldn’t help wondering what the hell she had planned. The only other people present were the guards stationed at the entrance with their backs to the pair sitting on the hard, stone surface. Erin wondered when this place was built. She could sense its age, just like everything else she had seen in Paris, and wondered about its history and original purpose. She opened her mouth to ask the silent woman on her left, but in the same moment a creaking sound hauled her attention to the tiny stage. 

Four women dressed in black leather and lace crossed the stage, each holding a dark metal folding chair already open. Erin watched in rapt curiosity as each one set down her chair and took a seat. They moved almost as a unit when they placed dark wooden string instruments in the ready position. The juxtaposition of the modern attire and antique instruments was striking. 

“What if I had said no?” Erin asked with a raised eyebrow. This had obviously taken more than a moment’s planning, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about Lucía’s confidence that she would accept the invitation. 

Lucía turned her head toward Erin, amber eyes bright despite the low light provided by the scattered lanterns. She studied her face before answering. Erin felt like she was trying to memorize it. 

“I suppose I would have come here to drown in my sorrow,” Lucía whispered close to Erin’s ear. Her warm breath tickled her skin. “But I’m glad you agreed to accompany me.” Lucía’s words caused a spike in her body temperature. 

“Well, you’re welcome,” Erin croaked. She hated how Lucía could defuse her misgivings so easily. It’s the last night, Erin reminded herself as her eyes slipped closed when Lucía’s lips pressed against her neck. The heat of her mouth reignited the fire she started in the car. Erin should have been embarrassed that they had an audience, but in that moment, she couldn’t seem to care. Her desire for Lucía was intense and woefully unfulfilled. 

“Have you ever heard Schubert’s string quartet Number Fourteen?” Lucía asked when she pulled herself away from Erin’s nape. 

She shook her head. “I don’t think it’s come up on my Pandora station.”

Lucía gave a small nod to the women on stage. The violins started first and were quickly joined by the viola and the cello. The sound exploded into the quiet evening. Erin flinched in slight alarm. Who knew so much sound could come from acoustic instruments? 

“It’s also known as Death and the Maiden.” Lucía leaned forward so Erin could hear while she spoke softly over the music. 

The melody pulled her in. The sadness bled through the notes despite a lack of context. She watched with wide eyes as the violinist’s light brown hair thrashed as she played with unabashed passion, her entire body engaged in the act. Erin’s heart raced with the fervent climb to crescendo. The violinist in the first chair stood, unable to contain the force of her body as she drew her bow over the strings. Erin gasped as the notes washed over her like a crushing waterfall. Just when she was sure she couldn’t breathe from the raw emotion, the woman took a seat, the quartet playing so softly it was difficult to hear. Erin’s chest was heaving as she leaned forward to drown in the music. 

“Now for the second movement,” Lucía explained. Her dark eyes watched Erin intently. The excitement radiated off her body like a thumping current.

Erin relaxed when the music slowed like a melancholy sigh. The grief reverberated in the melody. It was a sorrowful lament. Erin’s hand fell to the side and clutched Lucía’s fingers, entangling them in hers. Lucía froze. Her eyes shot down to the entangled fingers, but she didn’t retract her hand. 

The quartet began the second movement in earnest, and Lucía spoke once more. “This is why this piece is called Death and the Maiden,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. Erin moved closer to listen more carefully. Her body pressed against Lucía’s chest as she spoke into her ear. Lucía’s eyes closed as she allowed the music to flow through her. 

“The first movement was the Maiden. She was asking death to pass her over. To let her live because life is so sweet, and she is still so young.” Lucía explained. 

Erin’s grip tightened as she watched the women on the stage pour themselves into the second movement. “This is Death’s answer,” she explained, color rushing to her face. 

The music softened to convey the Maiden’s decision to relent. Erin’s heart broke for the girl as she was ushered away by the Grim Reaper. The strings play long gentle notes as life left the Maiden. Tears welled up in Erin’s eyes without her consent. 

“Now in the third,” Lucía said in the silence before the music started again. Erin nearly jumped out of her skin when the musicians played with renewed gusto. “Death is a demon fiddler, perhaps gleeful that he could take the Maiden so easily.” She smiled against Erin’s warming cheek. 

Erin didn’t know what to think of Death’s easy victory. It made her almost irrationally angry. The minutes passed without words as she listened to the story unfold. She watched the cellist bare down, her fingers flying over the strings as she plays. Lucía’s reassuring touch pushed away the anger until Erin accepted the girl’s fate. 

“Close your eyes,” Lucía instructed, and Erin obliged. “You can hear it better this way,” she explained, her lips moving lightly over the shell of Erin’s ear and fluttering down her jugular. 

Erin’s blood was pumping fast as emotions coursed through her. Lucía pressed her mouth harder against the sensitive spot, causing Erin to inhale sharply. Her eyes shut more tightly as she concentrated on Lucía’s inexorable mouth. The music continued to play into the fourth movement, but she could barely hear it now. Lucía flooded her senses.

Erin’s fingers were numb when Lucía released her hand. Time faded away and nothing existed but that moment. Before she understood what was happening, Lucía was on top of her and Erin was laying on the bench. Lucía’s body was light, but the stone bench against Erin’s back was unforgiving as she pressed her into it. Lucía parted Erin’s thighs and settled her hips between them. She balanced herself easily over Erin despite the meager space she had to maneuver. 

The quartet played forcefully as the piece commenced its end. The melody was inside Erin, pushing the blood through her arteries. Lucía’s mouth was the instrument extracting the notes. 

Erin’s short, unpolished nails dig into Lucía’s back as she ground against her to the fevered tempo of the strings. She pushed against her as if they weren’t completely clothed. Through Erin’s clenched jaw came strained moans as each roll of Lucía’s hips caused the seam of her skinny jeans to rub against her. 

When Lucía’s lips finally found hers, Erin was sure she’d explode. The music was gone, and she forced her eyes open. The stage was empty as was the rest of the amphitheater. Erin closed her eyes once more and pushed her tongue into Lucía’s warm and waiting mouth. 

Lucía’s palms laid flat on the stone next to Erin’s head while the other pushed up her borrowed shirt. She would make a joke about Lucía having done the Demi Moore GI Jane training regimen to execute this position, but her mind was only working on the most rudimentary level.

The cool night air on Erin’s exposed torso gave her goosebumps, but she had no complaints. Lucía’s lips remained insistent as they devoured her mouth, and her fingers left a blazing trail down Erin’s pelvis. 

Lucía inhaled sharply when she discovered the absence of underwear. Erin groaned as she tilted her hips to coax her hand into traveling lower. It was an invitation Lucía couldn’t resist. She was too distracted watching Erin squirm to notice the hand pushing up her skirt. Only when Erin’s warm palm finds her bare thigh does Lucía react to the incursion.

The thin silky material of Lucía’s underwear was soaked against Erin’s fingertips. The discovery sent Erin’s desire surging to the brink. Lucía let Erin touch her over the material briefly before shifting her body away from Erin’s reach. 

Lucía broke their kiss and rested her forehead against Erin’s shoulder. Her fangs were too ready to spring forth and slice through the soft supple skin of her neck. It would be so easy and so satisfying. The blood would be much richer when combined with Erin’s lust.

“Lucía,” Erin moaned before clenching her jaw to keep quiet. The guards may not be watching, but she didn’t want to provide them with the soundtrack. 

Her name uttered in a wanton whisper broke Lucía’s will. Her canines extended into sharp points as her pupils exploded, extinguishing any hint of brown from her eyes. The hunger searched desperately for another outlet. She plunged deep inside Erin, pushing until her knuckles prohibited her from going any further. 

Lucía kept her lips pressed together tightly and her forehead buried in Erin’s neck. Her ministrations took on a frantic rhythm until Erin’s body trembled.

Erin couldn’t contain the scream that ripped from her chest and echoed in the night. Her body tightened and became motionless. Her dull fingernails found the soft flesh of Lucía’s back. 

Lucía bit down with all her strength as she let go. Her body stiffened and her muscles shook. Something of a low growl rumbled in her chest. The blood flooded Lucía’s mouth, but it had an acrid sting. 

“Hey, are you okay?” Erin shrieked with sudden concern. Her hands, still trembling, flew up to hold Lucía’s face. 

“Just bit my tongue, I suppose.” She tried to smile, wincing from the pain in her mouth. 

“That must have been one hell of a bite.” Erin wiped away the red substance flowing from the corner of Lucía’s mouth.

It only took a moment for Lucía to start healing. In a few seconds it was gone, but the moment was ruined. “I promised to get you to the airport tonight,” Lucía said, climbing off Erin and straightening out her dress.

“Yeah, I guess it’s already gotten late.” Erin zipped up her pants and stood. Her back screamed in pain when she did, but she concealed her discomfort. “Thank you for this,” she added before they left the stone steps. “I’ve never experienced anything like it,” she said thinking of more than just the live performance. 

“It has been my distinct pleasure,” Lucía said with a tight smile.

Before they can exit the amphitheater, Erin pulled Lucía by the hand, turning her around and into her arms. She laid a chaste kiss on Lucía’s lips before walking out in front of her and toward the limo.

* * *




“I have a proposition for you,” Lucía announced abruptly as they neared the airport. Erin’s thoughts had been a thousand miles away before Lucía’s velvet voice called her back to Earth. 

“Oh yeah?” Erin laughed. “And what’s that, Don Corleone?” 

“Come work for me,” Lucía replied without addressing her accusation that she was a member of an organized crime family.

“Me?” Erin scoffed at the idea and laughed. “You don’t need me. I’m sure you have, like, a million employees.”

“I don’t have, like, a million employees,” she corrected, and her imitation made Erin chuckle. “I wouldn’t have to be your employer in the traditional sense. You would be a private contractor, or I could be your client.” 

“My client? For what?” Erin wore her skepticism openly. 

“Well, you are adept at finding people. That talent could be easily adapted to function as a private investigator. Or perhaps you could revamp our employee vetting system,” she suggested. 

“I don’t know.” Erin’s voice trailed off. It was hard to think in Lucía’s presence. Her dazzling eyes made her want to say yes and never look back, but she had a life and responsibilities. She couldn’t just blow that off. 

Lucía inched forward in her seat as the car came to a halt inside the private hangar. “You know the pay will be excellent,” she promised as if Erin had any doubt. “I need someone I can trust.”

“How do you know you can trust me?” Erin’s eyes searched Lucía for more than she was saying. 

“Because you don’t want my money,” she replied simply. “People usually betray you out of greed or jealousy. Neither of those would be a problem for you.” She leaned back in the seat, her confidence beaming. 

Erin was stunned by her candor, but she questioned how true that was. She accepted the fancy hotel rooms and other benefits she didn’t earn. “Let me think about it,” Erin said after a beat. “I have to go home to finish this job and check on my dad.” As an afterthought, she asked, “What are your terms?” 

“Whatever you want. I’ll be retaining your services. You decide whether you can accept a given project. The only thing I ask is that you keep our business strictly confidential.”

“Let me think about it,” she repeated. “I’ll call you in a couple of days.” 

Erin was unwilling to commit in the heat of the moment. Her life had been a whirlwind, and she needed some distance to see the offer clearly. As exciting and enthralling as Lucía was, there were the ever-present security guards and days without a word from her. There was plenty to set Erin’s guard up to high alert. She could see the secrets blanketing every facet of Lucía’s life. She didn’t want to decide out of lust or financial desperation. 

“When you’ve decided, call me.” Lucía pulled out a black business card with small dark numbers printed in the lower right-hand corner. There was no other mark on the heavy stock card. No name or logo. “That’s my private line,” she clarified.

* * *




“You did what!” Erin kept the expletives glued to the roof of her mouth. 

“I’m sorry, Miss Lewis, I only did as they asked me,” the porter explained. His pale face gave the impression that the boy might faint at any moment. 

“This is not my car!” Erin screamed at the top of her lungs, not caring who heard her. 

“Miss Lewis, lovely to have you back.” Williams came bounding out of the hotel, apparently unsurprised that Erin was causing an uproar.

“I don’t need your sarcasm. Where is my car?” she asked through gritted teeth. The last thing she expected when she asked the valet to lead her to her classic, only mildly oxidized Volvo was for him to return with a brand new black Mercedes-Benz. “Where’s my stuff?” She referred to all the crap she had in her mobile office. 

“I can assure you that your things were all safely transferred and handled with the upmost care,” Williams explained calmly despite the large vein throbbing in his forehead. 

“Oh you can assure me? You are an accessory to vehicle theft. That is a felony, sir! All of you are accomplices and conspirators!” Erin’s hysterical screams sent a flock of birds flying out of a nearby magnolia tree. 

“Miss Lewis, please cal—”

“If you tell me to calm down, I swear I will rip out your throat!” Erin was apoplectic. She had never felt more violated in her life. How could Lucía think this was a good idea? “Where is my car?” Erin demanded for the tenth time. 

“If you give me some time, I’m sure I can recover it.” Heavy beads of sweat formed at Williams’ temples before rolling down his face. Erin wasn’t sure if the drops were perspiration or tears. 

“Recover! So, what? You fucking sold it!” Erin was sure she was about to have an aneurism from her sky rocketing blood pressure. “Do me a favor,” she said, pulling the huge suitcase filled with her Volvo’s contents from the trunk of the imposter car. “You call your boss and you tell her to take this car and shove it right up her ass!” Erin called for a ride while still ranting. 

When the car arrived, Erin instructed Aloro to get in. The wide-eyed, pale man hustled to take a seat. Erin glowered, muttering a string of obscenities as she heaved their things into the trunk. No one dared offered to help her with the bags.  

Erin fumed the entire ride to the airport and was still pissed when they touched down in New York where police officers were waiting to accept Aloro into their custody. She called her father from the airport to explain that she had car trouble but would take the train to see him in the next couple of days. She didn’t tell him what’s going on despite his questions. In truth, Erin didn’t know how to even begin to explain it. 

The rage coursed through Erin’s veins long after she made it to her apartment and only subsided after her fifth winter ale.

* * *




“Yes, thank you for calling,” Lucía said before putting down the phone in her office. 

“What is it?” Samael asked, looking up from his computer screen. 

“Add New York to the itinerary,” she ordered without elaboration. 








  
  
  Chapter Six

  
  




“Ah! What the hell, Lewis?” the lanky man complained after Erin’s fist connected with his bearded face. “We’re only supposed to be practicing form, not sparring.” 

“Sorry Max, my bad,” Erin apologized as her face contorted into a grimace. “I guess my mind was somewhere else,” she admitted to the man rubbing his jaw. 

“Front hair grabs,” the instructor yelled from the other side of the small studio. The dozen sweaty bodies changed positions. 

“You can go first,” Erin offered. Her partner stood in front of her, and when the whistle blew, she grabbed a fistful of his short hair, mimicking an attack from behind. They performed the well-rehearsed dance, and he twisted his body before gripping her wrist and miming several punches that would presumably make a real attacker let go of the hair and flee. 

“Switch.” The instructor blew another whistle and it was Erin’s turn to respond to the scenario. When her ponytail was yanked, she went for her partner’s arm and mimed several punches until he yielded. Erin always wondered whether this move would really make an attacker let go. She added a pretend knee to the groin for good measure. 

“Is everything alright?” Max asked when Erin missed a step and tripped over the edge of the mat. 

“Fine,” she snapped. 

“Palm strikes!” the instructor called. 

Erin dropped to one knee in front of a rectangular black bag. When the whistle blew, her hands moved so fast they were almost inhuman. The heel of her hand struck the same small circle in the middle of the bag. The perspiration pouring from her body didn’t detract from her precision. Her biceps burned from the repetitive exercise, but she channeled the pain into harder strikes against the bag. She yelled as her blows came faster and faster. Her back ached from the tension and her right thigh shook hard under her weight. 

The whistle blew and Erin collapsed forward onto her elbows. Her chest heaved and her core muscles ached after being released. 

“Hey, you wanna get coffee or something?” Max asked when Erin remained a crumpled mess of a human even after the rest of the class had begun picking up their belongings and leaving. 

Erin hesitated for a moment, unsure of her ability to speak. “Okay,” she managed through ragged breaths, her forehead still pressed against the black vinyl bag that just absorbed the deluge of her frustration.  


* * *




The hazy morning greeted Erin as she stepped out of the rec center. She zipped her windbreaker up to her neck, but it didn’t stop the icy drizzle from landing like little needles all over her face. She welcomed the cold on her overheated skin and sweat-soaked hair. 

“So, is it a girl or your old man?” Max asked while pulling his hoodie over his head. After nearly a decade of being work-out buddies and then friends, Max knew how to narrow down the sources of Erin’s problems.  

Erin didn’t respond. She jammed her hands into her sweatpants and braced herself against the wind as they turned the corner toward the coffee shop.

“By the silence, I’m gonna guess girl trouble,” Max decided as the bell above his head jingled when they pushed into the nicely heated shop. 

“Kind of,” Erin admitted without offering any details. 

The pair got in the long line of suited bodies. When they reached the front, Max stuck out his hand, signaling Erin not to speak. “I got your complicated ass order, Lewis. Why don’t you grab us a table?” He winked. “Coffee is my treat.” 

Erin shrugged and decided to let him buy her the coffee. She’d covered him enough times that it didn’t feel like charity. “A large quad half-caf bone dry two pump caramel mochaccino with a straw, and a small black coffee,” he ordered with confidence. 

“Nice,” Max approved of the tiny booth Erin managed to nab. “Here you go, coffee connoisseur.” He set the cup of simple black coffee on the table. 

“Thanks,” Erin forced a smile. 

“Alright, so spill it. What’s up? Is it that hot public defender? Did she give you another chance after you freaked out because you accidentally told her you loved her when you were getting down?” Max licked the whipped cream off his mustache and wiggled his bushy eyebrows. 

“No,” Erin snapped, a rush of color flooding her face.

“You should really give that lady another chance. She totally had that MILF thing going.” 

“Max!” Erin cut him off. 

“What? It’s true, and I don’t mean any disrespect. It’s a compliment,” he said before sticking his straw in his coffee after having eaten all the cream on top. 

“Alright, then just tell me or I’m going to keep guessing. Oh, is that accountant back in the picture?” Max pushed up his round, metal-rimmed glasses as he talked. 

“Stop guessing, please,” Erin pleaded. “I met this woman while I was on a job.” 

“Oh, a bail jumper! What’s she in for? No, wait! Let me guess. Bank robbery?” Max cut her off. “No?” He scratched his beard in an exaggerated fashion while he thought. “Oh, is she the black widow type?” he asked excitedly. 

“No, she wasn’t the target.” Erin couldn’t help but chuckle. “It’s kind of a long story.” She recounted the last week of her life to a slack-jawed Max. 

“Wait a second, so you’re telling me that she took you on an all-expenses-paid trip to France, paid you for your time, gave you mind-blowing sex, and then straight up gifted you a car, but you’re pissed? I don’t understand why you’re upset. Shit, if any of my ungrateful tutoring clients even said thank you, I’d be pumped.” 

“It’s not how you make it sound. You should see how people react to her. It’s like everyone bows down to her. Plus, all that money and over-the-top gifts weird me out, you know? It’s like I’m more of a goal than a person.” Erin didn’t know how to put into words the complex tangle of discomfort rolling around in her gut. 

“Do you mind if I put my psychologist-in-training hat on?” Max ditched his playful expression. 

Erin rolled her eyes. “I guess if you want to do more with your PhD candidacy than just collect student loan debt, go ahead.” 

“Assuming you accept my opinion that the early loss of your mother has left you searching for that strong figure in your life, which is why you’re attracted to very dominant women, conflicts with your lifelong role of caregiver, oh and add the fact that you’re a type A control—” 

“Are you just going to criticize me or is there going to be some advice buried in there?” Erin couldn’t stand being placed under a microscope. 

“Listen,” Max softened his tone. “It’s okay to want to be treated nicely sometimes, and yes even spoiled,” he added as if reading Erin’s thoughts. “I mean, look at your life, and this isn’t meant as a dig, just objective fact. You splurge on absolutely nothing.” He pointed to her cup of black coffee. “Even when you know I’m buying, you don’t even get milk and sugar in there, and it’s free! But forget the coffee. When do you do anything for yourself that’s not purely utilitarian? You spend every spare penny on making sure your dad is okay. You work a thankless job chasing criminals all over the place. You make your life as inhospitable for another person as possible. And you still get plenty of dates with great girls who are interested in a future, but you find all kinds of things wrong with them. Do you think maybe that’s an intentional barrier? You want my advice? I say, take the hot affair with someone who wants to spoil you. Take the happiness, even if it’s fleeting. You don’t have to grasp at straws to come up with the contrived narrative that this woman is some mob boss to justify your fear-based desire to flee.” 

Erin sipped her coffee, unsure what to do with the barrage of truth Max had unleashed on her. 

“You know, it’s not a crime to want to be happy. To let loose and let someone make you happy. It doesn’t make you weak.” 

“Maybe,” Erin grumbled into her mug. “I want my damn car back, though.” 

Max laughed before taking a long sip from his straw. 

* * *




The late afternoon was as ugly as the morning was and just as depressing. Erin blamed the gross and rainy close-of-winter day for her sour mood. She stood from her small round dining table with the paperwork to complete Aloro’s case. 

Erin’s fingers tightened around the manila folder. She hesitated to take it downtown for filing. Tomorrow. Tomorrow I’ll do it and one part of this will be over. Tonight, she would call Lucía and deal with the car situation. The thought of her station wagon being taken and probably trashed without her consent stoked the flames of her anger. It was already old and used when her father gave it to her as a graduation present. A little over ten years later, it wasn’t the prettiest girl at the dance, but damn it, it was hers and no one had the right to take it from her. She tried to remember Max’s words, but they do little to calm her. 

“Ugh,” Erin groaned as she tossed the packet onto her kitchen counter. The stack of papers, neatly ordered inside the light brown package, seemed to be glaring at her. Her conscience urged her to get this over with. After an ill-fated staring contest with an envelope, Erin glanced at her watch. She could make it into the city if she hurried.

The fictional conversation Erin started with Lucía sent her mind racing as she pulled on her boots. By the time her scarf was covering her mouth and her coat was zipped up, Erin had threatened to sue and prosecute Lucía along with her entire hotel staff. 

Erin grabbed her bag and opened the front door, startled to find someone standing in her doorway. “What the hell are you doing here?” Erin found words despite her surprise. 

“Good evening, Miss Lewis,” Lucía responded to Erin’s nonexistent greeting. “I came to apologize in person, and to correct the grievous error I committed.” Her words were measured and disarming. “My actions were out of line and disrespectful of your feelings.” Lucía’s sculpted eyebrows knitted together as evidence of her sincerity. 

Erin crossed her arms over her chest and glared at the polished woman in her doorway. “You had no right to take my car, Lucía,” she finally said through gritted teeth. Even Lucía’s gorgeous face was not enough to assuage her anger.

“I am very sorry,” Lucía replied softly. “I meant it as a pleasant surprise. A bonus I put together before our final evening in Paris. I shouldn’t have taken such a liberty,” she said from her place in the hallway that always reeked of cat urine. Erin didn’t mind her five-story Flatbush walk up. It was rent controlled, and she had kept her car in the empty lot across the street. 

“This isn’t a neighborhood someone like you should stroll alone.” Erin kept her arms crossed despite the resistant puffiness of her winter coat. “Where is the Get Along Gang?” she asked, inquiring about Lucía’s ever-present bodyguards.

“Will you forgive me, Erin?” Lucía asked so tenderly it was almost impossible to hear her over the music playing down the hall. 

“I don’t know, Lucía. That was really beyond…” She stopped to center herself. “I mean, what did you think I would do?” Her exasperation poured out of her. “Did you think I would be grateful that you swooped in and rescued me from an old car? Do I seem like the kind of person who would drive something like that even if I could afford it?” Erin’s voice was steady despite her frustration. She couldn’t wrap her head around the woman’s audacity. The more she considered it, the less sense it made.  

“I acted hastily and before we had spent enough time together,” she admitted. “I thought it as a bonus. My intention was only to provide you with a means of transportation that was more reliable,” Lucía finished after searching for the right word. “To be frank, I had forgotten about it.” 

Erin narrowed her eyes. She imagined being able to shoot laser beams out of them and reducing Lucía to a pile of ash on top of designer heels. 

“Well, I’m sorry that we don’t all get chauffeured around town in limousines and private jets. And who the hell forgets they bought someone a car?” 

Several neighbors opened their front doors in response to Erin’s booming voice. One elderly woman reprimanded them in a bohemian dialect of the Czech language. 

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Kmecova!” Erin blushed as she apologized over the octogenarian’s tirade of angry complaints. “Alright, come inside.” She stepped back so Lucía can enter the small six hundred square foot apartment. “But this doesn’t mean you’re off the hook. I just don’t want to get evicted,” Erin explained dramatically as Lucía crossed the threshold. 

“I don’t believe they can dispossess you of your property merely for raising your voice,” Lucía commented as her eyes scanned the room. The only window in the apartment was draped with thin curtains. Dusk was almost upon them, but not much sunlight could filter through the two-foot space between Erin’s window and the exposed brick wall of the building next door. 

“No,” Erin gave Lucía a sideways glance as she closed the front door. “But she can tell the landlord I’m not Estella Sanchez’s granddaughter, and I will lose my nine hundred dollar a month deal. Although I guess I don’t need my parking spot anymore.” 

Lucía looked even more elegant inside the messy little apartment. Erin had to force herself to remember why she was so angry. 

“So, I’ll ask you again.” Erin pulled off her scarf and unzipped her jacket, tiny beads of sweat forming near the base of her spine. “What did you think would happen when I got to New Orleans? Did you think I would jump for joy? Are you the handsome rich businesswoman and I’m the hooker with a heart of gold?” Erin’s words were far sharper than she intended them. They betrayed the true root of her anger. 

“Erin, no,” Lucía cried, taking two long strides to cross the living room back to the doorway where she was still standing near the coat hook. “I don’t think of you that way. Not at all.” Lucía’s dark brown eyes appeared wounded, but not nearly as badly as Erin’s. “Listen, I’m not good at this. I don’t know how to. . .” Lucía’s words floated away into nothing.

“How to what?” she pressed, her heart thumping in her neck thanks to Lucía’s proximity. But it wasn’t just her perfume making her nervous; it was the words still trapped in Lucía’s beautiful throat. 

“When I spend time with someone…” Lucía’s full lips trembled and Erin struggled to stop looking at them. She reminded herself to be angry, but it was getting hard to focus on anything but Lucía’s mouth as she spoke. “I typically discontinue any entanglement after an evening, but with you I wanted something different. I suppose I did a terrible job of conveying that sentiment. I did what was comfortable for me without thinking of your needs.”

“So, you have one night stands?” Erin asked snapping out of the daze inspired by Lucía’s mouth. 

Lucía took a step back from Erin, her face dressed up in insult. “I do not have one night stands,” she spit indignantly. 

“Yeah, okay,” Erin laughed, feeling the tension ease from her shoulders. “You might be a billionaire or whatever, but you’ve just described a one night stand in fancier words. And the fact that your inclination was to pay me for it?” Erin held her hands up in front of her chest. “No judgment,” she offered with a wry grin. 

Erin could see Lucía’s brain working. No witty come back. Yup. One night stands. She couldn’t conceal her smirk. 

Despite the affront, Lucia’s lips curled into a reserved smile. “My apologies. It’s entirely my fault that I didn’t want you to meet your demise in that periled disaster you call a car.” 

Erin’s jaw dropped open in shock. “Did you call my classic 1996 Volvo 850 a deathtrap?” She couldn’t conceal her outrage. 

“Have you seen it?” Lucía cracked a full smile, which was chased by a throaty chuckle. “How else would one classify it?” Her eyebrows flew up her forehead as she asked.

“That’s it! Get out of my house!” Erin ordered, a stifled smile making her lips twitch.

“Good evening, then,” she said, striding toward the door. 

“Where is it?” Erin asked before Lucía could take more than a step. “If I get it back, I’ll forgive you. And I’m warning you, this is the last time for any of these shenanigans, and my car better not be a crunchy metal pancake.” She set her terms firmly.

Lucía reached into the pocket of her long, black, double-breasted Burberry trench coat. “It’s outside.” She held the key out for Erin to take. 

“Thanks.” Erin breathed a sigh of relief. “Listen, I want to make something clear,” she began after putting her key on the hook. “I don’t want your money or your cars or any of that.” Erin’s words brought back a more serious tone to the exchange. “I don’t know what this is,” she continued cautiously to avoid putting the wrong name on whatever they might be. “But whatever it is, no more extravagant gifts. Or any gifts.” 

“I understand,” Lucía said, nodding in agreement. “Will you still consider working with me?” 

“I haven’t decided yet. Until about an hour ago I was ready to threaten you with legal action,” Erin said with a chuckle. “And like I said before, I can’t just leave my family behind. You travel a hell of a lot.” 

“I understand not wanting to be away from your parents, but I would be happy to accommodate your needs. I’m in New York for the next two days. How about we spend a little time together? Maybe I can earn your trust.” Lucía inched closer to Erin, trying to return levity to the conversation. 

“Okay,” Erin’s clear eyes met Lucía’s dark gaze. “But it’s my turn to show you around,” she said with a smirk.

* * *




The dark clouds hung heavy in the early evening sky, but at least the rain had subsided. 

“Where are we going?” Lucía asked when Erin left the Volvo in its spot after a thorough inspection. It took all of Erin’s willpower to limit her complaints about the car having been cleaned.

“You’ll see,” Erin replied with a smirk as she led her down the street to the subway stop. It surprised Erin at how comfortable she appeared. She expected someone with Lucía’s wealth to be appalled by how working-class people lived. When they pass a bodega, Erin popped in for a bottle of Malbec that she stashed in her jacket. It might not be a thousand dollars a glass, but it was her favorite. 

“Why do you have a car if you live in this city?” Lucía asked as they took the steps up to the raised platform. She kept her hands in her pockets to avoid touching anything. “It seems more a hindrance than a convenience,” she continued before taking the yellow metro card Erin handed her from the other side of the turnstile. 

“I didn’t always live here,” Erin explained, fixing her scarf to cover her mouth. The open-air platform was windy, and now that rush hour had subsided, there weren’t enough bodies to block the cold. “When people jump bail, they sometimes leave the city, and it’s a pain to get a car and track them down. So I have my own.”

Lucía nodded before standing closer to Erin to block the wind with her back. 

“Aren’t you cold?” Erin asked, wondering how Lucía wasn’t freezing with just a trench coat to keep out the chill. 

“The cold doesn’t bother me,” she answered matter-of-factly. 

They jumped on a train when Erin gave the word and stood near the back. The car was loud and fairly populated, so they rode in silence. People piled in and out, but Erin’s feet stayed firmly planted. Lucía casted curious glances but didn’t ask about their destination. 

“I believe this is the end of the line,” Lucía said when the subway stopped and opened its doors, letting everyone off but them. 

“You must be patient, Ms. Guerra,” Erin replied with a sly grin. Lucía gave her a sideways glance but remained in place. Eventually the train started again, clicking along through dark tunnels. 

“Okay, you have to be quick,” Erin warned as she moved closer to the subway door. Lucía nodded and stepped closer to Erin’s back. Lucia’s perfume was intoxicating, and Erin found herself leaning back to press against her. 

The train came to a stop, but the doors didn’t open. Erin sprang into action, pulling apart the subway doors. Lucía caught on and helps. Once the doors slid apart, Erin jumped off with Lucía right behind her. They ran through the dark station in silence before going through a heavy black door. Lucía followed Erin in the darkness until they came to a huge abandoned part of the station. 

“Wait here,” Erin instructed before stealing off in the dark. After a few moments, the sounds of massive switches being pulled echoed through the space and dim lights flooded the room. Lucía inhaled sharply in surprise. 

“It’s the abandoned subway under City Hall,” Erin explained as she met Lucía, who was staring up at the ceiling. “This used to be like Grand Central Station, but they had to close it down in the ’40’s.” Erin didn’t know much else about this place, but the feeling it evoked was magical. It was the closest thing to a time machine she could imagine. 

Lucía didn’t speak as they walked further into the station. Her hands danced across tall tile arches and beautiful brass fixtures. Her eyes moved slowly over every inch of pre-war design. Erin watched her gasp when she got to the glass skylight dome. 

“Do you like it?” Erin asked, unsure what to make of Lucía’s silent reaction. 

“I can’t remember the last time something surprised me like this,” she whispered.

“Well, I’m glad you like it,” she responded as the blood rushed to her face. 

“I do. I truly do.” Lucía walked to a bronze plaque set into the wall. She ran her fingertips over the lettering. Her gaze revealed that her mind was a million miles away.  

“Wine?” Erin asked after uncorking the bottle with her pocketknife. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think to bring glasses,” she added trying to conceal her embarrassment. Lucía would have remembered to get wine glasses. “I hope you like red,” Erin said, wishing she had asked Lucía what she wanted. 

“It’s my favorite.” Lucía could sell anything with that smile. She swirled the wine around in the bottle and sniffed its aroma. “Argentina,” she identified. After another swirl in the bottle, Lucía took a sip. “Black cherry, plum, blackberry.” She closed her eyes to better focus on her taste buds. “Violet flowers and a sweet tobacco finish.” She took another drink before passing a stunned Erin the bottle. Watching Lucía taste the wine was almost a religious experience. She’d never seen anyone so immersed in a bottle of supermarket wine. 

Erin took a sip trying to taste everything Lucía said was in there, but wine just tasted like fermented grapes to her. “Delicious,” Erin added before passing the bottle back. Lucía took another swig like a teenager sneaking booze in the parking lot of her high school dance. 

They strolled through the eerily beautiful station taking regular sips from the bottle until Erin found them a little ledge to sit on. They talked for hours about Lucía’s travels and Erin’s moving around the country. In substance, they were not much different from the hundreds of other couples around the city having first dates tonight. 

“Pat Benatar?” Erin asked incredulously. 

“What’s wrong with Pat Benatar?” Lucía quirked an eyebrow. 

“Nothing!” Erin laughed. “But for an all-time favorite? The only music you can listen to for the rest of your life? That’s such a weird choice.” She tried to stop giggling, but the wine had gone to her head. 

“Well then, pray tell, if you were on a deserted island—”

“What the hell was that?” Erin jumped at the sounds of footfalls at the end of the platform. Lucía stood at once and listens. The running was heading away from them. Erin missed the compact revolver she usually kept on her. Damn Lucía and her superhuman powers of distraction. 

“Let’s go see.” Lucía grinned, adventure igniting the fire in her eyes. 

“All right.” Erin gave Lucía the last of the wine to finish. She was tipsy enough.

They followed the sounds until they left the old station behind and came to a massive black door guarded by a young boy. Even standing on his skateboard he was a full foot shorter than Erin. 

“Are you cops?” he asked, eyes bugging out of his skull. 

“That depends on what you’re doing here,” Erin asked, trying to sound authoritative despite the alcohol in her brain. 

“Aww man, come on, we’re not doing anything wrong,” he whined.

“We’ll be the judges of that,” Lucía said dryly from over Erin’s shoulder. 

“Fine. But be cool okay?” He slid over to allow them passage. “They’ll kill me if you’re cops,” he muttered to himself as they pass. 

When they pushed through the heavy door, neither expected to find a full-blown art exhibition underway. Some artists sprayed aerosol cans, littering the dank gray walls with an explosion of color, while others put up posters or engaged in performances. They were a world away from the majestic beauty of the city hall station, but the converted space had its own appeal. 

“Well, I know you’re not cops because we’d be in cuffs by now,” a girl with purple hair and facial piercing stopped her work to address Erin and Lucía. “What are you then? Concerned lesbian mommies looking for your runaway son?”

“No!” Erin protested too loudly, as if that were the most absurd proposition ever posited. She didn’t consider herself old enough to have a runaway son.

“We’re patrons of the arts,” Lucía comments while Erin recovered from her short circuit. “What are you doing here?” she asked, scanning the almost finished piece on the wall. 

“We’re the Fracture Project. We work all night. Leave our mark. Then move on,” she 

explained, knowing full well they weren’t part of the underground art scene. The metal barbell in her lip shone as she spoke. The camping lanterns scattered all over the place provided an unexpected amount of light, but it couldn’t be nearly enough for an artist to work.

“And what do you call this?” Lucía asked, gliding toward a large mural taking shape along the stained subway tunnel wall. 

“It’s a commentary on the hyper-sexualization of women, vis-à-vis the use of female nudes in art,” the artist explained with her arms crossed over her chest. 

“A little heavy handed, don’t you think?” Lucía asked as she examined the take on Botticelli’s Venus with black tape obscuring her face. 

When Lucía and the artist started discussing someone named Louise Bourgeois and her use of spiders, Erin meandered away to look at the other works. She was captivated by a spray-painted image of a huge American flag. When she stepped forward to get a better look under the flickering lights, she could see the red stripes were comprised of bloody images of indigenous people being killed. The imagery was shocking and it sent Erin reeling backward into Lucía.

“Are you all right?” she asked immediately, keeping her hands on Erin’s biceps to steady her. 

“Yeah,” Erin blushed fiercely. “I didn’t expect that.” She was unable to get the images of faces so pained they were almost disfigured out of her head.

“It’s an atrocity,” Lucía said, staring at the flag. The agony in the image was jarring. 

Erin couldn’t help but notice how Lucía’s face had changed while observing the piece. “It was.”  

“It is,” Lucía corrected. “It never stops being a crime. A betrayal of most basic sense of decency,” she continued, her jaw tight and eyes sparking with flames of rage. 

Erin didn’t know what to say; all she could do was stand there, her hand over Lucía’s to keep her from drifting away.

“Cops!” the purple haired woman screamed at the top of her lungs. Scores of artists and fans previously milling about the space stampeded toward a door in the back.

In a moment, the tunnel was flooded with harsh bright lights and the sound of men screaming on megaphones telling everyone to stay put. Lucía grabbed Erin’s arm and pulled her along as she bolted away from the obvious exit. The chaos was so loud it was deafening. 

“Go!” Lucía whispered harshly as she pushed Erin up a ladder leading out of the tunnel. 

The narrow bars were cold and slimy, but Erin hustled fast, Lucía hot on her heels. Erin remembered being fourteen and running from the cops after she and her new friends were caught in the community swimming pool after hours. Before tonight, it was the only time Erin ever needed to flee law enforcement. 

They could still hear muffled shouting and barking dogs as they sprinted down an empty corridor. The tunnel was pitch black and Erin was sure they’d slam into a wall at any moment, but Lucía took the lead and kept them from hitting anything despite the darkness. They pushed open a door whose lock had all but rusted off and discovered a stairwell. Erin spotted the fire door, and they ran through it, landing at the foot of the Brooklyn Bridge.

Cold fresh air met them in a welcomed rush. Erin’s heart pounded against the walls of her chest, and her body shook from the adrenaline. “Well,” Erin’s chest heaved as she tried to catch her breath. “That was unexpected.” She laughed hysterically from the surge of nerves. 

“It was wonderful,” Lucía said with a perfectly composed smile. 

“So, have you ever walked across the Brooklyn Bridge?” Erin asked, still struggling to even out her breathing. 

“I don’t believe I have,” Lucía replied.

“Well then, would you like to? It’s only about a mile, and my apartment isn’t too much further from that.” Erin hoped for a romantic stroll overlooking the city. “We could watch the sun come up,” she added, looking at her watch. “The sky is already lightening.”

“I think that’s a lot of excitement for one evening.” Lucía chuckled. “You took me on quite a date.”  

“Oh, a date, huh?” Erin wiggled her eyebrows in the smuggest manner. She earned an eye roll from Lucía and blushed. “I guess we can take a cab to my place and I can drive you back to your hotel.” 

“Or,” Lucía closed the distance between herself and Erin. “We could take a taxi back to my hotel together.” Her honeyed eyes were full of unspoken promise. She leaned forward, placing a gentle kiss on Erin’s unsuspecting lips. 

Erin lost her resolve to play hard to get. “All right.” She fell into a kiss charged with all the drama of the evening. Lucía pushed her backward until the cold steel of the bridge stopped her progress. The heat between them forced the chill out of Erin’s body.

“Then we should get going.” Lucía groaned while leaving a trail of kisses down Erin’s neck. 

By the time they made it out onto a main street, the sky was turning a lovely shade of pink. Lucía couldn’t help hesitating before getting into the cab Erin flagged down. Her eyes were transfixed on the burgeoning colors.

* * *




Lucía rushed into the Central Park South hotel as nonchalantly as possible. The sun was truly up by they time they arrive.

“Good morning, Ms. Guerra,” a young lady greeted as they crossed the lobby. Lucía nodded amiably in her direction before using a key fob to access a private elevator just off the concierge desk. 

Erin tried to look unimpressed when the private elevator opened to a sprawling penthouse suite. It was bigger than all the places Erin had ever lived in combined. 

“Would you like something?” Lucía asked, motioning to the kitchen. 

“Just you.” Erin smirked as she slid her arms around Lucía’s waist. 

“I suppose I can oblige,” she whispered coyly before taking Erin’s bottom lip between her teeth. 

Lucía turned to lead Erin down a narrow hallway but not before taking her hand. The intimacy of the gesture caused Erin’s heart to pound. Lucía led them to a master bedroom complete with four-poster bed and drawn, heavy silk curtains. Erin didn’t have much time to look around before Lucía pushed her on the bed and pounced on her like a starving panther. 

Erin eagerly accepted her kisses. After several minutes of kissing and panting and writhing while still fully clothed, Lucía pulled back, leaving Erin gasping for air. 

“I need to go check on something,” she announced with a face full of regret. 

“What? Now?” Erin shrieked despite herself. The desire was stronger than her pride.

“Yes, but I won’t be long,” she assured her in the sultriest tone. 

“Alright,” she begrudgingly agreed, but not before giving Lucía her best sad puppy pout, earning her another kiss and whispered promises of future pleasure. 

Erin propped herself on her elbows as she watched Lucía leave the room and close the door behind her. Erin threw herself back in the bed, still unsure whether any of this was actually happening.

* * *




Lucía moved down the hall to the opposite side of the suite. She turned into the reading room, where she pushed against a built-in bookshelf leading to a hidden room. 

“Call it off,” Samael spoke into a cell phone as soon as Lucía slipped into her private office. “She’s back,” he added before hanging up. “Where the hell have you been?” Samael stalked toward Lucía. “We’ve been looking for you all night!” His face bore his obvious relief, but fear and anger were present too. “There was an attack on an established colony in lower Manhattan and no one could find you!” he explained in a completely hysterical state. “I thought they had killed you!” His deep voice boomed as he paced the floor. “You weren’t at the bounty hunter’s apartment. You weren’t answering your phone!” he continued as Lucía sauntered to her high back leather chair behind a heavy wooden desk. “Why did you leave without Adrian and Nicholas? I thought we agreed that you wouldn’t travel without them? You know we’re exposed here!” Samael was nearly foaming at the mouth as he ranted. “Someone is looking to exterminate us!” 

“Samael.” Lucía’s voice was a low and steady growl. A warning that Samael should regain his composure immediately. “There will always be people looking to kill us. For centuries we have been hunted by one group or another. We have survived the Conquistadors, the blood born plague, other vampires.” Lucía’s voice trailed off. She didn’t have the time or desire to go over the full list of enemies. The names and ideology may have changed over time, but it made no difference. “We endured those threats. We shall endure this one too. Whatever it may be,” she said, reaching for the notepad on the desk. “How many were killed?”

“None.”

“And you don’t know who delivered the attack?” Lucía knew the answer. It was the same as before. 

Samael shook his head. “It was a trio of masked assailants. They made no demanded. The witnesses say they appeared as if from thin air and delivered a blitz attack before disappearing into the night. They used some kind of airborne agent this time, rendering almost everyone in the house incapacitated. It only lasted a few moments, but it was enough to facilitate their escape.” He dropped his shoulders. “It doesn’t even make sense, Lucía. They took nothing. I don’t know what their motivation is. We should get back home. We aren’t safe here,” he pleaded. 

Lucía knew Samael was right, but she wasn’t ready to leave. Not just yet. “I will not be forced to run.” Lucía’s voice was strong and unwavering. 

“But my Queen—” Samael began but shuts his mouth when Lucía held up her hand to show that she had not finished speaking. 

“Bring in the top teams from Romania and Brazil. Have them investigate these attacks until they find the source. They should spare no expense, but they are to work discretely. When Erin has made a decision on whether to join us, then we will return.” Lucía laid out her orders with clarity and authority. 

“So you will turn her,” Samael said, misunderstanding what Lucía meant. 

“No,” Lucía snapped. 

“Fine, so she’ll come as your pet,” he said with a shrug. 

“No,” Lucía repeated sternly. 

The exacerbation vibrated from Samael’s being like an earthquake. “Surely you’ll at least make her one of your mated pairs so no one can use her against you.” 

Lucía narrowed her eyes. “If she chooses, she’ll join us as a private consultant and work on matters as needed. She’s not my thrall and you will treat her with respect.” She stood, giving Samael the message that their conversation had come to a close. 

“I don’t understand what has come over you,” he spat. “Gallivanting with this person as if you don’t remember your station. What’s so special about her that you’re acting so besotted?” Rage radiated off Samael’s body. 

“I won’t remind you again not to overstep, Samael,” Lucía snapped angrily without raising her voice.

Samael swallowed the rest of his objections and excused himself. Lucia heard him muttering something about lesbians moving too quickly as he stomped down the hall. 

Lucía sat back down in her chair. She wondered whether she was making a mistake. Whether she was putting them all at risk, her subjects and Erin included. But the more she considered it, the more she realized that the only way to keep Erin safe now was to keep her close. If the as yet unknown enemy was watching her, they may already know about Erin. 

The sun had moved much higher in the sky by the time Lucía broke her thoughts and returned to her room. She eyed Erin, her body strewn sideways across the bed. The lightest snores filled the room with life. She approached Erin and covered her with the comforter before ducking back out of the room quietly. Yes, Erin sleeping under her roof made her feel much better. Now all she had to do was convince Erin to accept her offer. 

Lucía returned to her private office with Samael’s words still swirling in her head. Was it insane to reveal her true nature to Erin? Something told Lucía that Erin didn’t frighten easily. 








  
  
  Chapter Seven

  
  




“Good morning.” Lucía regarded Erin’s rustling body in the bed as she entered the room. 

“More like good afternoon,” she grumbled after opening one eye to glance at the clock, shocked she slept so long. She blamed the absurd comfort of Lucía’s bed. 

“I’ve never been much of a morning person myself,” Lucía commented as she sauntered toward her, the soft fabric of her grey dress swishing as she moved. Erin’s pulse quickened as her eyes ravished her form.

“Could have fooled me,” Erin said with a raised eyebrow as she propped herself up on her elbows. She was sure Lucía never came back to bed like she promised.

“Sometimes, my dear Erin, duty calls,” Lucía explained with a smirk. The deep red of her lips combined with the velvet of her voice rendered Erin incapable of devising a quick quip. She remained silent, sleepy green eyes widening as she watched Lucía climb onto the bed. 

She moved nimbly across the thick down comforter covering the savannah that was her bed. Her darkening eyes focused on her target. Erin’s pulse jumped from a trot to a gallop in two seconds flat. She’d never understood why some people were so turned on by the sight of a woman on her hands and knees until this moment. She’d always found it sort of degrading, but as she watched Lucía crawl toward her looking ready to devour her, she got it. The woman was all strength and power, and Erin could not be more excited. 

The sensation of Lucía’s torso gliding across her lower body sent Erin reeling. She struggled between closing her eyes to drown in the sensation and keeping them open to watch Lucía continue the trek up to her mouth. 

Lucía’s tongue peeked out to moisten her lips. Her eyes remained fixed on Erin as she pulled up the corner of her shirt and left a kiss on her hipbone. The kiss was so light she would question its existence if the small patch of skin hadn’t been left tingling from the attention. Lucía continued her ascent up her body, letting her full weight rest against the woman beneath her. She can’t help but squirm, her desire growing with each passing moment. 

When Lucía finally made it up to Erin’s face, she hesitated over her soft lips. She relished the moment. Tried to prolong it. But Erin was impatient and tangled her fingers in Lucía’s hair, bringing her down into a hurried kiss.

Erin kissed Lucía deeply, revealing the magnitude of her pent-up desire, and Lucía’s kiss was just as desperate. They clashed in a blazing exchange of lips and teeth. Erin didn’t give a shit about being smooth. She wanted more. She wanted it all. Her hands rushed down Lucía’s back. She grabbed her firm flesh before continuing over her thigh and up the front of her skirt. Lucía let her see how excited she was over the thin material of her French lingerie for just a moment before removing Erin’s hand. 

“Do you not like being touched?” Erin gasped for air after the long passionate kiss. Despite the twinge of disappointment in her voice, her question was sincere. She couldn’t help but notice that Lucía had shut down all of her attempts; even in Paris, she’d barely allowed her to touch her over her underwear.

“There are so many kinds of touch,” Lucía whispered against her mouth as she straddled her hips. “We get so caught up in the more obvious forms, don’t we?” she asked rhetorically, her nimble fingers unbuttoning the front of Erin’s shirt. 

“I guess,” Erin replied, not understanding what the hell she was talking about. 

“Have you ever wanted something so much that you fantasized about it?” she asked, sitting back on Erin’s hips to unfasten the rest of her buttons. 

Erin nodded as she watched Lucía undress her. Her long elegant fingers reached the last button and the fabric fell open, revealing Erin’s dark blue bra and soft pale skin. 

“And have you ever been so caught up in that fantasy you can practically feel your imaginary lover’s touch?” She slid cool hands over Erin’s warm skin, stopping just below the under wire of Erin’s bra before continuing down to her waist, her fingernails raking Erin’s flesh as she went. 

“Yes,” she sighed. 

Lucía undoing the button on her jeans was the most excruciatingly erotic sensation she had ever experienced. She watched her sit up on her knees and slide off the skinny jeans with an ease that Erin didn’t understand. The painted-on denim was usually unwilling to leave her legs, but Lucía made everything effortless. Even her clothing was happy to yield to her whims. 

“The heat of her body threatening to consume you.” Lucía’s voice was hoarse as she straddled Erin once more. The warmth of her bare thighs sent a rush of fire bursting through Erin’s body. 

Erin groaned and her eyes roll into the back of her head. Lucía’s scorching heat pressed against her pelvis. She rocked her hips to gain friction, and gripped the bottom of the headboard with both hands as if it were keeping her tethered to the surface of the earth. 

“Have you thought of me?” Lucía asked with confidence.

“Yes,” Erin managed before biting on her bottom lip to maintain some semblance of self-control. Most of her wanted to rip off Lucía’s clothes, but a small part of her was captivated by the teasing. 
 “Have you thought of touching me?” Lucía asked coyly, her hips bearing down on Erin as she moved. 

“Yes,” she answered after a beat giving herself over to the fantasy. Her eyes followed each purposeful swing of Lucía’s hips and her strong trembling thighs. 

“As have I,” Lucía admitted, breaking Erin’s trance, her eyes flew up to Lucía’s face. Lucía’s skin was flushed, and desire was etched in her face. Erin gripped the headboard tighter to keep from reaching out. Lucía looked almost embarrassed by her admission, but Erin doubted a woman like her had ever been shy about anything. 

“Tell me.” Erin surprised herself with the demand.

“I have imagined what you would feel like inside me,” Lucía admitted, her movements and growing arousal making her dress uncomfortable. In a single, coordinated motion she pulled it up over her head. It landed on the floor before Erin could register its absence. “Much like this,” Lucía continued, her hands moving over her own chest as she stared down at a slack-jawed Erin. 

Erin groaned, no longer able to keep her hands away. She grabbed Lucía hard over her bra and pulled her down toward her. Lucía didn’t fight the new position, grinding harder and faster against Erin. 

“Close your eyes,” Lucía instructed in a breathless moan, and Erin obliged. It was too hard to keep them open. “You feel so good inside of me,” she cooed. Erin’s body responded as if it were happening. As if she were moving inside her although she knew she wasn’t 

Lucía groaned as her lower back muscles tightened and a thin layer of perspiration developed over her skin. Erin gripped her hips harder to guide her quickening motions. Her muscles strained with the force of her exertion, but she didn’t dare slow down. Lucía’s body was slick and trembling. The sensation reverberated throughout Erin’s entire being. She groaned, giving in completely to the fantasy. 

“Don’t stop,” Erin begged breathlessly into Lucía’s ear. She was so close, but she needed more. Lucía’s hand slipped between them to give her the direct contact they both needed to go careening off the edge. Erin’s body stiffened under Lucía’s practiced touch. 

Lucía cursed as she bore down hard. Erin felt how close she was and moved against her with as much force as she could generate. They both succumbed to the game, and Lucía landed on her like a sweaty heap. 

“Well that was intense.” Erin smiled as she rolled Lucía onto her side. 

“I told you there were less obvious forms of touch. They simply require more patience and concentration.” Lucía grinned mischievously. Erin rolled her eyes before settling into the crook of her neck. Instinctively, Lucía wrapped her arm around her body and absentmindedly strokes the soft skin of Erin’s side. 

They lay in bed together embracing and enjoying the comfort of each other’s bodies until the sun fell away, leaving the room too dark to see anything. 

“Will you come back with me?” Lucía asked after the sun had set. “I only need to be abroad for a few weeks, and then we can come back to New York for a time,” she offered, ready to rearrange her schedule. 

“I have to visit my dad this weekend,” Erin responded, remembering her promise. 

“Are you very close?” Lucía asked. 

“Yeah, we’ve always been kind of a duo,” she explained. My mother died,” she added abruptly.  

“I’m so very sorry.” Lucía held Erin tighter.

“I was only a baby. I never knew her,” she said, her body stiffening with discomfort. She hated talking about her life but was almost compelled to trust Lucía with her secrets. 

“That doesn’t make your loss any less painful. It’s unbearable to mourn the relationships that have been stolen from you.” Lucía placed a soft kiss on the top of Erin’s head. 

“It’s worse for my dad,” Erin continued, trying to divert the attention from herself. “I don’t think he’s ever gotten over it. For the last twenty-eight years, it’s just been me and him, you know?” The emotions welled up in her chest and threatened to spill from the well-secured box she kept them in. 

“It can’t be easy to raise a child on one’s own,” Lucía said in credit to Erin’s father. “It appears as though he has done a remarkable job.” 

“Yeah well, he was a cop until I was in high school,” Erin said with a nervous laugh. “It’s easy to stay out of trouble that way. Plus, I was always the new kid. I think that was his strategy. He didn’t give me enough time in any town to make friends.” The words spilled from her mouth in jest, but the pain of their truth was clear. 

“What does he do now?” 

“He works mostly odd jobs in security,” Erin explained. “It’s hard to find something steady.” 

“I can always use a trustworthy person in security. I have a lovely boutique hotel in Boston,” Lucía offered without hesitation. 

“Thanks.” Erin considered lying. “But he’s not always the most dependable person,” she struggled to explain. “Sometimes he drinks.” She didn’t want to disparage her father or tarnish Lucía’s opinion of him. He didn’t drink every day, he could go months without touching a drop, but when he did, he spiraled out of control until some disaster forced him back on the wagon. 

“We all find ways to shore up the fissures in our hearts,” Lucía assured without an ounce of judgment. 

“I’ve never told anyone that before,” she admitted, the weight of a lifetime secret easing off her chest. 

“There is no shame in that, Erin. We all struggle with something. Not everyone’s demons are written on their sleeves,” she explained in a faraway voice. “My offer remains, and I wouldn’t discharge him for needing personal time. I would pay him well for his experience in law enforcement.” 

Erin hadn’t expected someone as put together as Lucía to understand her father’s plight. She expected her to be judgmental or demanding that he pick himself up by his bootstraps and shake it off.

“I don’t think he’d agree,” Erin admitted. “He would see it as a handout. As it is, I have to sneak money around his house and pay his bills behind his back. I don’t know if he has a bad memory or just pretends to, but he wouldn’t go for something as overt as a well-paying job with that kind of leniency.” Erin knew she got her pride from her dad. She’d never seen him do anything but work hard and manage the darkness that always seemed so ready to consume him. 

“Perhaps you can persuade him.” Lucía ran her open palm against Erin’s bare back. 

They laid in silence while Erin contemplated her generous offer. How would she even bring it up? If he interpreted it as charity, it might send him into a relapse. She knew he’d been doing well and didn’t want to jeopardize that, but she also knew he was capable of more than guarding an empty parking lot. 

“He’s all I have,” Erin confessed out of nowhere. She was horrified at the revelation and how weak it made her seem. Lucía held her more tightly and pressed her lips into Erin’s messy blonde hair. “What about you?” Erin asked trying to recover from the exposure. 

“My parents passed away long ago.” Lucía’s voice shed some of its warmth.

Erin fought the urge to break the seriousness of the moment with a joke about Lucía being a real-life Batman. “Were you close?” She ran her fingertips over Lucía’s expanding and collapsing abdomen. 

“Yes,” Lucía admitted instead of changing the topic. “We were very close.” 

“What were they like?” Erin wondered if she’d ever see baby pictures of Lucía. She couldn’t even imagine what the little tycoon must have been like as a kid. 

“They were beautiful people,” she said sadly. 

“I’m sorry,” Erin whispered into her chest.

“It was a long time ago.” Lucía shook off the stormy sky of grief threatening to spoil the tender day spent in bed. They settled into a comfortable silence, finding contentment in each other’s arms. 

“Tell me, have you decided yet?” Lucía asked abruptly. 

Erin flipped over onto her stomach so she could look at her face. “Are you going to give up?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. 

“I can be very persistent,” Lucía admitted with a mischievous smirk. 

Erin stared at her for a long while as she mulled over her options. She wanted to spend more time with Lucía, and this opportunity was a lot more interesting than chasing dirt bags all over the Mid-Atlantic. Was it really u-hauling if she didn’t bring more than a duffle bag? 

“All right,” Erin decided with a determined nod. “We can work together,” she continued firmly. “But you listen to me, Lucía. I don’t work for you. And no more of that bullshit you pulled with the car or the money or any of that. You tell me what the job is and I’ll tell you what it costs.” Erin’s voice was authoritative and sure. 

“I accept your terms,” Lucía said, pouncing on her and flipping her onto her back. 

“You’re so proud of yourself, aren’t you?” Erin could see the glint in Lucía’s eyes and the pleased air of success in her face. 

“Only a modest amount, I assure you.” Lucía smiled brightly before sinking into Erin’s mouth to seal their deal.








  
  
  Chapter Eight

  
  




“Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes!” Max called as Erin walked into the rec center, her gym bag strapped to her back. 

“Oh, come on,” she laughed. “It’s been like a week.” 

“It’s actually been six weeks,” Max corrected, bending to tie his shoes. “And do you know how I know that?” he asked rhetorically. “Because in your absence I have been forced to pair up with Stan. Three times a week. For six weeks,” he added dramatically without a hint of a smile.

Erin covered her mouth when her laugh came out much louder than intended. “Oh no!” She lowered her voice to a whisper and looked around the half-full studio. “Stinky Stan? Was it bad? Did he smell like Sauerkraut every time?” 

“Yes,” Max responded seriously. “And after class so did I. I haven’t been able to eat hot dogs for more than a month!” 

“My sincerest apologies.” Erin tried to stop cackling. 

“Well, tell me it was worth it. How have your trips with the Grande Dame been?” he asked, standing in front of a heavy punching bag suspended from the ceiling. 

“It’s been kind of exhausting really,” she admitted as she started her warm up too. “A ton of day trips and nonstop flying.” 

“But, what about the heiress?” he asked with a wiggle in his eyebrows.

“She’s not an heiress,” Erin chuckled. “I don’t think she’s an heiress,” she muttered to herself between punches. “I’ve seen her a few times a week.”  

“Oh yeah? Just a few times a week?” Max laughed. “You can tell me the truth. How many cats have you already rescued? Did you give up your apartment, or are you taking turns between staying at her mans and your place?”

“We, uh, actually haven’t slept together,” Erin admitted. “I mean, not in the literal sense.” 

“Oh.” Max scrunched up his eyebrows. 

“We work all day in one of her hotels, then fly back here, and I go home.” Erin left out the part where they usually spent the flight secluded in Lucia’s private room.

“Did you get to see your dad?” Max asked after they finished a round of jumping jacks. 

“Yeah, I spent a week at his house when I was doing a bunch of deep dive background checks,” Erin paused to drink from her water bottle before joining Max in doing push-ups. “He’s doing good.”  

“Pair up!” the instructor called signaling the start of class. 

* * *




Erin wore the wet spring day all over her clothes when she arrived in Lucía’s Manhattan penthouse. She pulled her hot pink rain boots off at the entrance to keep from leaving puddles everywhere she walked. 

“Is that all you’re bringing with you?” Lucía tried her best not to side-eye Erin’s small black carry-on, but her eyebrow lifted slightly of its own accord.

“It’s only a three-day trip, Lucía. I don’t need my entire wardrobe.” Erin gestured toward the five pieces of Louis Vuitton luggage assembled in the foyer. In the many day trips they had taken over the last month and a half, this would be the first true overnight stay. 

“Well dearest, we can’t all be fortunate enough to wear denim for every occasion.” Lucía’s lip curled at the end in amusement. 

“Gosh, Ms. Guerra,” Erin started in an exaggeratedly innocent tone, “I’m afraid that if I change my clothes, your eyes might meander away from my denim for longer than ten seconds,” she finished with a victorious smirk. 

Instead of escalating the battle of smart remarks, Lucía pulled her into her arms. “I’m very pleased you’re coming with me,” she confessed into Erin’s lips. It’s another uncontrollable bit of honesty that tumbled forth from her mouth without her consent, it had been happening with increasing frequency in the last several weeks. 

“When will you be back?” Erin’s words came out in a rush. Her attempt at sounding nonchalant failed, but Lucía left the weakness untouched as she returned to her preparations. 

 “I have to go to Prague, but I’ll only be another couple of days.” Lucía stored her tablet in a black leather pouch as she spoke. “Samael will handle the additional matters in Beijing and Osaka on his own.”

“It’s nothing you have to see to personally?” Erin walked toward Lucía, who had stopped to examine the contents of her bag. She couldn’t help worrying that Lucía had been delegating far too much responsibility to Samael in favor of staying on the east coast with her. Samael might be Lucía’s right-hand man, but Erin didn’t trust him as far as she could throw him. Something about him set off her bullshit meter in a big way. 

Lucía’s hands found the curve of Erin’s hips and grasped them tightly. “They’re routine trips to ensure things are running uniformly across all markets. It’s nothing more than glorified quality control.” She punctuated her statement with a soulful kiss. “Have you ever been to Costa Rica?” Lucía asked after the tension coiled in Erin’s muscles failed to subside.

“Can’t say I have.” She shrugged. 

“Perhaps we can find time for a small excursion and take in the sights.” Her lips softened into an easy smile. 

“I thought we were going there to work.” Erin smirked, her previously scrunched together eyebrows rising in question. 

“We are.” Lucía raised her chin in the air to add an aura of authority to her words. “I told you I need you to meet with the head of Latin American security and go over some existing protocols for background checks,” she added seriously. “But that won’t take three full days,” she admitted before kissing Erin’s cheek and continuing slowly downward.

 “Um huh.” She didn’t buy that her presence on this trip was crucial. She could easily have met with whoever the hell Lucía wanted her to over video chat, but truth be told, she wanted to go. “So I presume we’ll have separate rooms since this is a business trip.” Her voice was far breathier than she intended. It was a wonder she could speak at all with Lucía draped around her. 

“If that would make you more comfortable.” Lucía called Erin’s bluff while whispering against the shell of her ear. 

“Well…” Erin’s eyes slipped closed to drown in the warmth of Lucía’s mouth on her sensitive skin. “It might be unseemly to have us staying in the same room. What will people think?” she continued, her fingers finding their way to Lucía’s silky raven locks. 

“People will think what I tell them to think and nothing more,” Lucía explained obnoxiously. Her mouth slid down the nape of Erin’s neck. “But if you wish, I can arrange for you to have separate accommodations.”

Each syllable Lucía uttered sent a warm current cascading over Erin’s body. She instantly regretted the power play because she had no hope of winning this game. 

“I’ll defer to your judgment,” Erin responded noncommittally, hoping to stave off looking weak. This isn’t like any first overnight trip away she’d ever experienced. 

 “Very well,” Lucía whispered with a nod, her lips forged a scorching trail down to her chest. 

Erin wanted to ask Lucía what she’d choose, but her deft fingers had already started pulling at the buttons on Erin’s jeans, shifting her focus away from sleeping arrangements. 

“Ms. Guerra,” a small voice called from the other side of a heavy door. “I’m so sorry to intrude,” the shaky disembodied voice continued. 

“Then don’t,” Lucía growled without leaving Erin’s body. 

“Mr. Villalobos has arrived,” the woman continued, oblivious to Lucía’s objection. “He has indicated he’s on a tight schedule but would like a word with you before departing.” 

Lucía stole another kiss before resigning herself to her fate. 

* * *




“What?” Lucía demanded flatly when she entered the room, irritation prominent on her face. Samael turned from the window overlooking the park.

“We have received a note,” Samael responded dryly. “I know you have grown weary of the tedious—”

“Spare me,” Lucía sneered. “What has grown tedious are your constant protestations,” she snapped, uninterested in Samael’s kvetching. 

“Well,” Samael took her acrimony in stride. “If you spent less time chasing your girlfriend’s skirt and more time focused on what’s happening right under your nose, then I wouldn’t be forced to constantly—”

“Enough.” Lucía’s tone marked the end of the topic. Samael bit his tongue at the command. “And she doesn’t wear skirts,” Lucía added for good measure. “What is this about a note?” she asked, moving on to the topic of actual importance. 

Samael’s handsome face remained hard as marble while he handed Lucía a small white envelope. He had already taken the liberty of opening it. 

“A red crown?” Lucía muttered to herself as her fingertips traced the outline of the hand-drawn image. She lifted the paper to her nose. Too many hands had touched this to sort out any individual scent. She pulled out the folded over paper to reveal its message: Abdicate. 

“What is this?” Lucía asked, pointing to the symbol at the bottom of the note. 

“I believe it to be an Ouroboros,” he responded, glancing down at the minimalist take on the ancient image of a serpent eating its own tale. “I don’t know what the dot in the center of the circle represents.” He shrugged, giving away the fact that he stared at this for some time before turning it over. 

“It’s rather brief for a demand letter,” Lucía commented when she had tired of staring at the sparse piece of paper. 

“Perhaps because the demand seems rather simple. Either you give these anarchists what they want, or they will continue their scattershot campaign of violence and intimidation.” Samael’s tone was distant. Even for him. Lucía searched his motionless face. 

“We should be going.” Lucía didn’t address Samael’s commented, but her mind lingered on them as they walked out together.

* * *




Erin kept in step as she followed the gentlemen whisking her group through the beautiful lobby. Of all the places she’d seen so far, this was the most unbelievable. The four-story building was made entirely of natural materials harvested from the lush tropical valley below. The exposed wooden beams, serving as the structure’s frame, create the illusion that the resort was part of the surrounding jungle-like landscape. The whole first floor of the resort seemed to be essentially devoid of exterior doors and in some places even walls. Everything was open, inviting the warm breeze and sweet tropical smells inside.

“Miss Lewis,” Samael called sharply when Erin lagged behind. The rest of the group was waiting in the elevator, but she couldn’t stop staring at the wild toucan that had flown in and perched on the limb of a tree. She would be impressed with the tree itself, growing half indoors and half out, but the bird was magnificent. The only wild birds she’d ever seen were pigeons and some seagulls on the wharf.

“They like fruit.” Lucía’s voice was velvet as she handed Erin a handful of huge purple grapes from one of the canisters set out for tourists to feed the birds.

She glanced at Lucía with surprise before returning her attention to the bird hopping forward on the branch to see what Erin had in her hand. 

“He won’t bite.” Lucía’s voice was warm and husky against her ear. 

Slowly, Erin extended her arm toward the toucan. His huge colorful beak moved nimbly as he took the food from Erin’s palm, threw it up in the air, and swallowed it. He repeated his theatrical ritual until there was no more fruit left.

“Sorry buddy,” Erin offered with a sympathetic shrug when the bird continued to blink at her expectantly. “I’m all out,” she explained as if it could understand her regret at not having anything else to offer. 

“I think you’ve made a friend.” Lucía smiled as they walked to the elevator. The bird, still perched on the limb, watched Erin as she walked away.

“At least the wildlife likes me,” she muttered quietly to herself when she observed the elevator full of suited men staring at her with irritation. When they reached the top floor, Lucía sent Erin to the suite at the end of the hall while she stayed behind to have a word with Samael.

“Gracias.” Erin smiled as she thanked the young man bringing up the luggage to the room. She stifled a grin when she noted Lucía’s luggage had been brought in as well. 

“You should take in the sunrise here tomorrow, Miss Lewis,” the bellman explained, through his thick accent as he returned from depositing the bags in the master bedroom. Erin walked toward the balcony where the man was pointing. “The sun will rise from there,” he indicated, “over the Arenal Volcano.”

Erin gasped when she stepped out onto the covered terrace nestled on the tops of tall tropical trees. Even in the darkening early evening sky, the horizon was breathtaking. She couldn’t imagine what the view would look like in the morning.

“There are also many natural hot springs on the property,” he continued while Erin stood speechless. She’d never even been to Yellowstone. This amount of natural beauty was almost overwhelming. “If you like, I can show you in the morning while Ms. Guerra is resting,” he added as a light pink hue attacks his cheeks.

“Thanks, but she never sleeps in,” Erin said with a chuckle. She was pretty sure Lucía hardly slept at all.

“Of course.” The young man dipped his head politely. 

“Stunning, isn’t it?” Lucía’s voice broke the silence, causing Erin to spin around. She had no idea how long she’d been standing alone staring at the volcano and daydreaming.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” she responded honestly.

“Yet it pales compared to you.” Lucía’s red lips parted in a mischievous grin.

“Oh please,” she said with a playful roll of her eyes. She’d never get used to such over-the-top compliments. “Everything all right with Samael?” she asked, remembering that Lucía had stayed behind to talk to him.

“Everything is fine. No need to worry.” She wrapped her arms around Erin before laying a gentle kiss on her cheek. “It’s such a beautiful evening.” She took a deep breath. “I wish I could stay here with you rather than attend this dreadful gala.” Her dark chestnut eyes floated off toward the horizon. 

“It won’t be so bad.” Erin smiled to aid in delivering her line, but she didn’t really know. She’d never been to a ball or gala. Before yesterday, she didn’t even know there was a dress code fancier than black-tie.

“Easy for you to say. You don’t have to make small talk with politicians and dignitaries all trying to squeeze political contributions from you.” Lucía sounded tired, as if exhausted in advance.

“So don’t go,” Erin whispered into the nape of her neck, knowing full well her attendance wasn’t optional.

“How I wish I could stay.” Lucía pulled her in closer, languishing in the warmth of their embrace. “But I should get myself ready. We’re behind schedule as it is.” Lucía reluctantly released her and returned indoors.

* * *




“You should wear that pink one,” Erin spoke up so Lucía could hear her through the bathroom door as she surveyed the ball gowns hanging on the dress forms. There were two other ball gowns beside the pink one. Both black. Both boring. 

Lucía strode in from the bathroom in a nude strapless slip, her hair and makeup perfectly done. “That was not meant to come with us.”

“Damn!” Erin exclaimed shamelessly. She hadn’t been allowed in the bathroom while Lucía was getting ready, and now she could see why. She wouldn’t have been able to keep her hands off of her. “Maybe you should just wear this!” Erin howled as she ran her palms along Lucía’s sides. The smokiness of her eyes and nude gloss on her lips were devastating. 

“No time for that, Miss Lewis,” Lucía scolded. “I’m late as it is.” 

“Fine,” Erin groaned, leaving a kiss on Lucía’s neck and taking a step back.

“I’ll wear this one,” Lucía nodded toward a satiny black gown.

“I don’t know. The pink one is so different. I really like it.” Erin couldn’t help feeling drawn to the unusual shape and details on the rose-pink gown.

“You have good taste.” Lucía smirked as she watched Erin carefully. “It’s vintage, a Balenciaga original from 1948.” She ran her fingers through the fabric gingerly, as if it might shatter with a heavier touch.

“You should wear it,” she urged. Lucía rarely wore anything colorful, and Erin knew this would be stunning on her. She could imagine how the bright color would look against Lucía’s tanned skin. 

Lucía hesitated for just a moment, but it was long enough for Erin to pounce. She swung around the back of the dress, unfastening it and taking it from the mannequin. When Lucía didn’t object, Erin lifted it over her head to allow Lucía to step under it. The soft fabric slid easily over Lucía’s body as Erin guided it down. It adapted to her shape as if it had been created specifically for her.

“You’re so beautiful,” Erin whispered softly as if overcome by the realization. Lucía looked so regal. In these moments she didn’t understand what someone like Lucía wanted with a nobody like her. Lucía was radiant in her gown, and Erin was just Erin.

Lucía inched forward toward Erin, who had taken several steps back to behold the breathtaking view. “Erin…” Her voice was soft and unpretentious, it sent Erin’s stomach plummeting. “There is something I want to tell you.” Lucía’s words almost faded in her throat, but Erin heard them. They made her mouth go dry and her head light. This is it. The brush off. 

“Ms. Guerra,” a voice at the door interrupted them. 

“I need a moment,” Lucía snapped, giving away a nervousness Erin had never seen before. 

“I do apologize, but the ball began half an hour ago,” the quivering voice replied.

Lucía’s eyes darted around Erin’s face. “Will you wait up for me?” she asked, her face awash with childlike concern.

“Of course,” Erin answered, her pounding heart tripping up her words. She wouldn’t break this off on the first night here, would she? Do we have something to break off? Erin’s mind raced. Maybe Samael talked Lucía out of seeing me, she considered bitterly. Erin thought of his forever scowling face and rolling eyes. Well, fuck him. Even if they hadn’t discussed it or put a name to it, Erin knew they’d been cultivating something special and mutual. 

 Lucía placed a soft kiss on Erin’s trembling lips. “I won’t keep you waiting all night.”

Erin was mesmerized as she watched her clasp a diamond cuff on her wrist and grab a small rectangular evening bag. She vanished through the door where her entourage was anxiously waiting. 

With Lucía gone, Erin fell back into the armchair by the door. Her mind raced with possibilities, most of which were negative.

* * *




Samael was an expert at disguising his frustration, but Lucía knew him too well. She felt his sour mood oozing from him like a ruptured blister.

“I won’t discuss this again, Samael,” Lucía warned as they took a seat in the limousine. 

“I would just like to finish saying my piece, please.” Samael lowered his voice to a more respectful tone. Lucía rolled her eyes before pressing the button to raise the privacy glass in the limo. 

“This is the last time I will entertain this topic Samael. Have I made myself clear?” The sharp edges of her words conveyed the lack of patience she had left for the subject.

“I understand, my Queen.” Samael bowed his head again in reverence. 

“Then speak. But I caution you to choose your words carefully.” Lucía’s jaw tightened as she prepared for Samael’s plea. 

“I realize that your connection to this girl—”

“Erin,” Lucía interrupted. 

“Your connection to Erin,” he corrected, “is very important to you.” Samael paused to find the right way to convey his concern. “I fear, my Queen, that this connection is so powerful that it may cloud your ability to make dispassionate decisions.” Lucía’s lips formed a hard line. “I would be remiss if I didn’t urge you once more to either disentangle yourself from her or bring her into the fold. It’s a waste of valuable energy to continue to conceal not only your nature, but the nature of our world and the dangers we face. At some point the truth will be exposed. What do you suppose will happen then?” he asked rhetorically. “Keeping things as they are makes you far too weak. It’s not just that you haven’t been attending to the business in the usual manner, that I can handle, but we need you to focus your attention on whoever is trying to destroy us. To destroy you. If your attentions are diverted, we won’t survive this, Lucía.” Samael paused. “Perhaps if Erin is one of us, she can be useful in our fight,” he added. “Turn her, my Queen. Let her go, or include her. There is no other way. You can’t go on masquerading like this. It won’t bring back a life long gone. It isn’t sustainable.” 

Samael was all but begging, but Lucía barely registered a reaction. The moments ticked on in uncomfortable silence until Lucía finally turned her gaze from the car window and looked Samael dead in the eye, her expression indecipherable. 

“Do you remember the Inquisition?” Lucía asked calmly with a tilt of her head.

“Of course, my Queen,” he responded in confusion.  

“We were so young then. Little more than infants.” Lucía’s eyes widened with nostalgia. “Do you remember what your plan was when word came of the Spaniards and their violence?” She could barely contain her smirk. 

Samael diverted his eyes. “Not exactly.” 

“Then I shall refresh your memory,” she offered, knowing he did indeed remember. “You wanted to travel north. North until the world ended in ice as was told in legend.” She gave Samael time to recall the details of his plan. “Samael, you wanted to hide in a fucking glacier until the threat was over.” She chuckled, leaving Samael red faced and suppressing his own smile.

“It would have worked,” he said after a moment. 

“Oh, that would have been quite a sight. You, me, and the rest of our fledging little tribe hiding in an ice cube. How would we have learned the danger had passed?” Lucía asked, her sides aching. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d laughed so hard, if ever. 

“We could have sent a scout after a century or so,” Samael suggested with a shrug. At the time the threat had seemed so tangible. Their kind was so fractured and scattered then. Few of them lived together. It was everyone for themselves. Lucía knew they couldn’t survive that way, but change was slow and hard won. 

“But we didn’t run and hide, Samael. We banded together. We fought. We outlived what should have been the end, and we will do the same now.” Lucía prepared to step out of the car and leave the mirth behind. 

“We only survived because of you, my Queen,” Samael admitted, his head hanging low. 

“And we will endure once more,” Lucía promised. “Trust me, Samael. I have never failed you, and that will not change.” She didn’t tell him she’d already decided to tell Erin everything as soon as she returned to the hotel. Not out of fear, but out of the honest desire to share herself.

* * *




“You’re back.” Erin lifted her head off the armrest. Her sleepy eyes betrayed her accidental nap. 

“I am.” Lucía closed the door softly behind her, but not before Erin spotted the suited sentries posted on the door. At least they’re outside the room this time. She was grateful to be as alone with Lucía as she was likely to be. 

“How was it?” Erin asked, sitting up on the couch. 

“Tedious,” she responded honestly while slipping out of her heels and leaving them by the door. 

Erin jumped to her feet. “Let me help you out of that.”

Erin unfastened her gown carefully and got it back on the dress form without damaging it. In the morning someone would come for the dresses and pack them away. Those things always seemed to happen magically. Lucía’s employees were masters at working without being seen. Stealth must have been part of the job description. 

By the time Erin wrestled the gown onto the mannequin, Lucía had emerged from the bathroom wrapped in a thick white robe, her short hair in soft waves after being released from the intricate updo. Erin swallowed hard. She was even more stunning without makeup. 

“Better?” Erin asked, her nerves stirring to life. 

“Much.” Lucía offered a tight smile. “Shall we retire to the bedroom?” she asked dramatically, taking Erin’s hand in hers. 

The mattress squeaked when Erin sat at the edge of the bed in her underwear. How could I have forgotten to pack something to sleep in? 

Lucía lingered near the door before sauntering towards her. Erin’s legs spread to accommodate Lucía between them. With a flourish of her wrist, Lucía pulled the band out of her messy bun. Long wavy blonde hair tumbled down her shoulders. Elegant fingers slipped through her hair to ease the strain of ponytailed hair. 

Erin’s eyes closed at her touch, the sweetness of Lucía’s perfume and warmth of her body made her head spin. Her hands traveled over Lucía’s back and down to her hips. With a quick pull, she unfastened the knot holding Lucía’s robe closed. The material parted, revealing Lucía’s smooth skin. Erin’s palms slipped under the lush fabric to find she wasn’t wearing some fancy nightgown. She wasn’t wearing anything at all.

The heavy garment fell to the floor, and in a moment Lucía was straddling Erin’s hips and sitting on her lap, her mouth set on devouring Erin’s lips. Each pull of Erin’s bottom lip and swipe of Lucía’s tongue fueled their desire. The heat surged through Erin’s body, and in an unstoppable rush of adrenaline, she flipped Lucía onto her back. The bed creaked, and Lucía’s body bounced when she landed. Erin situated herself on top of Lucía. 

“Are you afraid to say it?” Erin asked into the silence, her chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath.

“Yes,” Lucía admitted despite herself. 

“I already know,” she whispered, her heart thumping so hard it threatened to come out of her mouth. 

“How could you possibly know?” She searched Erin’s eyes.

“It’s kind of obvious isn’t it?” She smiled nervously. 

“And you’re not afraid?” Lucía asked quizzically. Even on her back, Lucía was a hunter at the very top of the food chain. She could kill her before Erin even saw her coming. 

“A little,” she hesitated. “Okay, a lot,” she admitted casting her eyes downward. 

Erin took a deep breath to gather strength before locking eyes with Lucía, her fingers traced the shape of her mouth. Erin continued down to the scar underneath her chin. She hoped Lucía would tell her about it one day. Erin leaned in closer. With her forehead pressed against Lucía’s, she gave voice to the secret between them. 

“I love you.” Erin’s entire body shook from the force of her admission. 

Lucía’s eyes widened in shock, and she began to tremble. “I…” Lucía’s mouth had forgotten how to shape the words. “I love you.” Her voice was small, but the declaration boomed from within her soul. 

A wide grin spread across Erin’s face. For a moment she was afraid she’d misread what Lucía had wanted to say. Erin found Lucía’s lips and released all her pent-up fervor. Merely kissing her was not enough. She needed more. She needed all of her.

* * *




Lucía’s eyes slipped closed as Erin kissed a trail down her chest. Her arms extended to grip the edge of the bed. She gave Erin control over her body. Over her heart. She tried to remember what this would have been like before. If they were both the same. If she didn’t have the hunger. 

“Is this okay?” Erin mumbled from between Lucía’s thighs. Lucía glanced down at her, her desperate yearning so painfully obvious. The expression sent a new flood of heat coursing through Lucía’s body. 

Instead of a verbal go-ahead, she reached down to wild blonde tresses and grabbed a fistful. She pulled Erin in hard. The contact with Erin’s mouth sent Lucía’s eyes rolling in the back of her head. Her need to cling so desperately for control had deprived her of so much. Lucía couldn’t stop her hips from rising, from forcing Erin to grip her hard to keep her in place. 

“Erin!” Lucía screamed as she writhed, her body shaking with incredible force until the pleasure overwhelmed her. Her eyes went black, and despite exposing her pointed teeth, Lucía couldn’t close her mouth as she screamed an unbelievable string of obscenities. Erin barely managed to hold on. 

Lucía ran her fingers through Erin’s sweaty blonde hair to signal she couldn’t take anymore. Her heart pounded with unfamiliar speed while Erin took her time kissing the insides of her thighs and making her way back to her mouth. She crawled up Lucía’s body, her muscles shaking and unsteady, only to crumble into a sweaty heap at her side. Lucía tasted herself on Erin’s tongue. When Lucía released her from the kiss, her head flopped back onto the pillow. Her lips curled in a satisfied grin, and her eyes a shiny light brown again. 

“That was wonderful,” Lucía whispered, but Erin was already breathing deeply. Lucía cradled her close against her body as she stared out into the pre-dawn sky.

She loves me. Lucía repeated it to herself until the words all but lost their meaning. I love her. She let herself bask in that for a while. She didn’t get the impression that Erin loved easily; perhaps this boded well for her. Perhaps she will accept what I am. The warmth of Erin’s body convinced her not to risk this yet. 

Tomorrow, she swore, before getting to her feet, a strand of small purple flowers taking her place on Erin’s pillow. 








  
  
  Chapter Nine

  
  




“She’s pretty pissed at you, you know.” Charlie kicked her feet up on the coffee table off to the side of Lucía’s desk. 

“I know,” Lucía admitted, leaning back in her elegant leather chair. She didn’t have the energy to reprimand Charlie or make a snide remark about getting her filthy paws off the furniture. 

“She didn’t tell me why,” she said with a questioning smirk. “Though I’m sure it’s big if you had me call her and fly all the way here in the middle of the night.”

“The details aren’t of immediate concern.” Lucía slid her chair back to look out the tinted window as she spoke. The dark film obscured her view of the daytime paradise. She knew Erin would be upset at having been left alone in bed again. After tonight, she’d no longer have to wonder why Lucía never woke at her side. 

“What will you have me do?” Charlie sat up.

“She trusts you.” Lucía’s tone was hard to read. “Does she not?” 

“We’re friends. I haven’t given her a reason to doubt me,” she answered. “I like her.” 

“Does she suspect your duality?” Lucía rested her chin atop her knuckles, watching her.

Charlie’s eyebrows came together in clear confusion. “I don’t see why she would. If I may ask, why do you think Erin knows about me? Did she say something?” 

“No.” Lucía forced her attention away from the window to engage with Charlie more fully. “I want her to turn to you should the need arise,” Lucía added cryptically. 

“My Queen,” Charlie dropped her head respectfully as was the custom when questioning the pack leader. “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand what you want of me,” she admitted without making direct eye contact. 

“I’ll tell her of my nature tonight. If she takes it well, I may need to explain additional details about the world around us, including the existence of werewolves, shape shifters, and the rest. But if she has difficultly with my personal revelation, then I would like her to have someone to talk to that isn’t me. Samael is abrasive, and the others would be far too inhibited to speak openly with her.” Lucía paused for a moment. “I don’t expect you to share your conversations with me.” 

“So you want me to be her friend in case she freaks out because you’re a vampire?” Charlie smiled affectionately. 

Lucía gave a curt nod. “Precisely.” 

There was no one better for this task than Charlie. Lucía could see why she and Erin had taken so well to each other. They had a similar fire in their eyes. Perhaps it was the intoxicating combination of youth and ignorance. Lucía wished a small part of her didn’t envy their freedom. She reminded herself that thousands count on her leadership, and that peace exists among their kind because of her rule. Heavy hangs the head. Lucía forced herself back to the present. 

“All right, but she might not want to have anything to do with me,” Charlie warned. “If I were in Erin’s place, I’d want to get the heck out of Dodge. At least until I could make sense of what was going on. Get some distance and perspective.” 

Lucía remained silent for a long time. “I’m taking a tremendous risk,” she said as much to herself as to Charlie. Doubt bubbled in her belly, but she couldn’t entertain it. She wouldn’t allow it a foothold. Though she wouldn’t admit it to him, Samael had been right. She should have done this long ago and would not continue to feed her selfishness or her fear. 

“Erin seems worth it,” Charlie offered.

“She is,” Lucía confirmed before standing. Charlie jumped to her feet in response. “I expect to have concluded my business by sunset, but Erin’s meeting will be over before then. Will you accompany her until I’m finished?” Lucía posed a question in place of a command.

“Of course,” Charlie nodded. “Maybe we can go BASE jumping or zip lining or something,” she thought aloud. 

“Just come back in one piece.” Lucía couldn’t stifle her smile. “Both of you,” she added before dispatching Charlie to her task.

* * *




Erin returned to the suite covered in equal parts sweat and mud. When she met Charlie in the hotel lobby, after completing an exceptionally boring review of the hotel’s security protocols, she thought the offer of an afternoon adventure would be fun. Little did she know Charlie’s idea of sightseeing would mean traipsing through the jungle using hanging rope bridges suspended hundreds of feet in the air. If that hadn’t been exhilarating enough, they navigated a course of zip lines to get back. The rains had come out of nowhere, drenching them and making a muddy disaster of the return trail to the hotel. Every inch of Erin’s body screamed as she moved. Tomorrow she wouldn’t be able to walk, but it was worth it. She wasn’t even that angry with Lucía anymore. It was childish to think that trading an I love you would somehow change Lucía overnight. Part of her wasn’t entirely sure last night had even happened. 

“What happened to you?” Lucía asked in evident alarm as she followed Erin into the hotel room. 

“Charlie,” Erin answered simply as if that shed light on the matter. “I’m going to shower,” she added quickly when Lucía scanned her body in disbelief. “Care to join me?” she asked, raising a dirt-caked eyebrow. 

“Absolutely not,” Lucía let out an honest-to-god shriek when Erin came near her. “And try to get all the filth out of your hair. We have a date tonight,” she called as Erin peeled off her clothes in the powder room leading to the bathroom. 

“Who said I was going out with you?” Erin asked playfully. She may have forgiven her for leaving without saying goodbye this morning, but that didn’t mean she was going to be her bitch. 

“Miss Lewis.” Lucía only entered the bathroom once Erin was safely in the large door-less shower, and the water was running mostly clear down the drain. “Would you do me the honor of having dinner with me this evening?” 

“I suppose I can make room in my schedule,” Erin said casually while rinsing the shampoo out of her hair. “On one condition,” she added after reappearing from under the stream of hot water. Her body was free of dirt, and Lucía could see where the sun kissed her skin, leaving it pink. She stared sadly at the sun-tanned skin. 

“Lucía?” Erin asked when Lucía appeared to have drifted away from her. 

“Yes,” Lucía corrected her expression. “What is your condition?”

“In the morning…” Erin’s voice dropped an octave as she walked toward the shower opening. 

Lucía uncrossed her arms, letting them fall to her side. She didn’t protest that Erin’s hands were wet when she stripped off Lucía’s black, pinstripe blazer. She didn’t complain that the water dripping from Erin’s body was creating a puddle at her feet and soaking the bottom of her trousers. 

“I want the first thing I see to be your naked body next to mine.” Erin’s green eyes stared intently into Lucía’s as she spoke. Neither one of them wavered as Erin peeled off Lucía’s button down blouse. “No meetings.” Her bra hit the floor. “No emergencies.” The metallic buckle of her thin belt clanged when it connected with the heated tile beneath their feet. “No excuses.” Erin nearly growled when she pulled her into the shower.

“As you wish,” Lucía agreed, her mouth crashing into Erin’s with unexpected fervor. 

Erin’s mouth slipped down the column of Lucía’s throat. “I have one more condition.”

“Anything,” Lucía groaned when she ran her skillful tongue down the center of her chest. 

“I want to be alone with you.” She returned to Lucía’s ear to make her request. “No staff or guards or anything. Just you and me on a regular date.” Erin left the cradle of Lucía’s neck to look her in the eye. 

Erin could see the gears turning in Lucía’s head as she hesitated. “Then a regular date we shall have.”

* * *




The surrounding jungle was alive with the songs of various wildlife as they walked hand-in-hand down the torch lit footpath. The quarter full moon, already high in the sky, offered silvery light to stroll by. 

“I don’t think we’ve ever had dinner together.” Erin scrunched up her face as she thought. “How weird, right?” 

“Then I’m glad to be atoning for such a grievous error.” Lucía smiled as she lifted Erin’s hand to kiss her knuckles. 

Erin grinned despite herself. “You look beautiful tonight.” Her eyes bounced reflexively down to the plunging neckline of Lucía’s black dress. If cleavage could kill.

“Not nearly as lovely as you,” Lucía responded warmly. Erin rolled her eyes and shook her head.

A rustic gazebo surrounded by lit torches and scores of candles arranged in clear glass hurricane vases came into view at the end of the trail. Erin nearly gasped at the sight. It looked like a thousand sprites might come flying out of the wilderness to wait on them. 

“You don’t do anything simply do you?” Erin stopped to stare at Lucía.

“I’m not simple, Erin,” Lucía smiled as she took her into her arms. “And neither are you,” she finished with a soft kiss, leaving a light pink smudge on Erin’s lips. The cheesy line forced a chuckle and eye-roll out of Erin.

“What’s wrong?” Erin asked when Lucía’s back straightened and her neck craned as if listening to the wind. But she didn’t explain. 

By the time Lucía realized that the loud symphony of crickets had silenced, it was already too late. Her pupils exploded, turning her eyes black. She lunged to her left, toward the noise. Toward the lurking threat she should have detected earlier. And then Lucía vanished. The sounds of twigs cracking were followed by muffled groans. 

Seconds moved like hours while Erin clawed at the hem of her pants. The handle of the compact revolver, warm from being pressed against her ankle, was small in her hand. Muscle memory forced her to check the gun. Five .38 caliber bullets packed a hefty punch in a small package. 

“Lucía!” Erin screamed as she sprinted for the break in the leafy vegetation. She pushed palm fronds out of her way as she bolted toward the noise. Her heart pumped hard in her chest. How did Lucía move so fast? Panic blurred her vision as she ran.

In the clearing, Erin found Lucía surrounded by three men. A fourth was laying on the ground in a motionless heap, a spear sticking out from underneath him. They spoke in a language Erin didn’t understand. The images turned slowly like stills in a gory slideshow. Dread and terror bubbled up in Erin’s stomach. Painful pressure formed at the base of her skull. She raised her gun, unsure where to aim. She couldn’t align the thoughts in her head, but guilt seeped through anyway. This was her fault. She knew it in the depths of her soul. It was her idea to do something without guards at their heels. Erin misjudged her ability to keep Lucía safe. She had opened her up to the possibility of being kidnapped or worse. 

The men yelled in accusatory tones, but Lucía said nothing. She stood in the middle of their semi-circle in complete stillness, her eyes black, her flawless cheek stained with a swath of dirt or blood. 

 The tallest of the trio spotted Erin at the edge of the clearing. Her shaking hands found their target. He turned to her, and Erin squeezed the trigger. He hissed at Erin like something wild and terrible when her bullet found his shoulder, but he was undeterred. 

She prepared to fire another shot, but Lucía sprung toward him, her dress swirling around her as she moved. They were so fast Erin could only make them out in streaks of color and sound. The end of her barrel vacillated between unfocused targets. There was no way she could shoot without risking hitting Lucía. 

The swirls halted abruptly. With a single decisive blow, Lucía crushed the tall assailant’s windpipe with her bare hand. Erin watched in mute horror as Lucía opened her mouth impossibly wide, revealing nightmarish fangs where her canines were. A gruesome spray of blood shot from the man’s neck in long streams. He was dead before his body hit the ground.

Instead of retreating in fear, the other two men leaped toward Lucía to avenge their fallen comrade. Erin couldn’t believe that having watched Lucía tear their friend’s throat out with her teeth hadn’t deterred them. She couldn’t believe anything she was witnessing. 

Lucía capitalized on the momentum of their lunging bodies to push them away. One of her attackers tumbled to the ground and scrambled toward the spear several feet away. Erin unloaded her revolver into his back. She continued squeezing the trigger even when the bullets were spent.

The other man kept his balance and went for Lucía again. With little effort, Lucía jammed her hand inside his chest and ripped out his still beating heart and crushed it under her pointy black Jimmy Choo pumps. 

Lucía turned her attention to the last man. He had gotten to his feet, despite several well-aimed shots clustered in the middle of his back, and finally found the sense to flee. Lucía gave him no quarter. She bounded toward him, spinning him around when she reached him. With a terrible, animalistic sound, Lucía closed her mouth around his larynx and pulled. The act nearly severed his head from his shoulders.

The corpse slumped to the ground, and then Lucía had Erin in her sights. Blood stained her face. It dripped down the front of her body. The body that had loved Erin so well, that she was sure she could draw from memory, but it had turned unrecognizable covered in the red stains. Lucía’s eyes were black and inhuman. For a moment, it was as if she couldn’t see Erin at all, but her gaze narrowed and her eyes partially returned to their normal shade of amber.

“Erin!” Lucía called, running toward her petrified and trembling lover.

Lucía’s voice was so deep and distorted Erin didn’t recognize it. She recoiled in fear, but her knees are too weak to carry her weight and she stumbled. Lucía extended her arm, but she was moving slower than before and couldn’t make it in time to break Erin’s fall.

“Erin!” Lucía screamed as she watched her falter and trip. Her head bounced once as it crashed against a jagged rock. The sound of Erin’s skull cracking as it came down on the hard surface made Lucía’s heart plummet into her stomach.

In an instant, Erin’s world went black. The monstrous image of Lucía soaked in blood burned onto the back of her eyelids.








  
  
  Chapter Ten

  
  




The makeshift emergency room, fashioned out of little more than a first aid kit and an empty office, was silent but for Erin’s occasional groaning.

The hotel’s two nurses took constant measure of her heartbeat and blood pressure while anxiously awaiting the arrival of actual medical equipment. In the meantime, the small team, headed by a vacationing Welsh doctor, made do to keep Erin breathing. They were used to handling small injuries, but not a comatose woman with a four-inch gash in her head. Serious injuries were rare and were usually transported by helicopter to the nearest hospital, but Lucía had refused such a transfer for fear of further strikes.

Erin woke gradually. Her initial attempt to open her eyes was met with blinding pain. The dimly lit room might as well have been the surface of the sun.

“Doctora,” the young nurse with a stethoscope against Erin’s chest whispered as loudly as he could without using his full speaking voice. The doctor, clad in khaki shorts and Hawaiian shirt, rushed to Erin’s side.

“Take it easy, Miss Lewis,” she said, placing a hand on Erin’s shoulder to comfort her. “You’ve had a fall. Please try to move as little as possible,” she spoke quietly and checked the strap holding Erin’s head in place. “My name is Nicola Thomas. I’m a doctor and I’m going to fix you up, all right?” she said deliberately and clearly. “I’m a plastic surgeon, but don’t you worry. I had plenty of emergency training.” 

The agonizing pain in Erin’s head made it difficult to think, but she was aware of the people milling about her outstretched body. She heard the woman’s words but couldn’t affix any meaning to them. Everything was searing pain shooting from her brain and down her spine.

“It’s here, Doctora,” a woman announced as she burst into the room with the first round of supplies. Lucía’s security team followed closely behind her with the rest. Machines and plastic containers flooded the room.

“I need to scan your head and neck,” the doctor explained while setting up the machine around the rollaway cot. She placed Erin in a neck brace as she spoke. “Any chance you might be pregnant?” she bent forward to ask quietly. Erin responded in unintelligible moans.

“No,” a woman in the corner responded to her question. “She’s not pregnant.”

“Miss Lewis, I’m going to place a protective lead vest over your body so I can take the x-ray,” she explained as she laid the heavy grey frock on Erin’s torso. Everyone left the room while she took the scans and pulled them up on a tablet.

“Leave them off,” the doctor instructed when a nurse tried to turn the lights back on. “I need to check your eyes, okay? The light may be uncomfortable. I’m sorry.”  

Erin tried to understand, but it was like conversing underwater. The penlight assaulted her vision once and then again. It was the most horrific thing she’d ever felt. It was like being burned alive from the inside out. She could no longer imagine a life without this kind of pain. It had invaded her every sense and poisoned her memories.

“You have a compound linear fracture along your occipital bone,” she explained while reviewing the X-ray and CT scans on her tablet. “I don’t think you’ll be needing surgery to correct it.” She studied the colorful images of Erin’s head pensively. “But I have to close that laceration on your scalp. I’ll give you something to relax and something to numb the area, okay?” she asked without expecting an answer from a grimacing Erin. “When you wake up, you’ll be a whole lot better. I’ll give you something for the pain too.” 

The doctor filled a syringe and neared the IV a nurse had just set up. Erin let herself give in to the grogginess. 

“Lucía!” Erin screamed through her veil of morphine and sedatives. She couldn’t seem to open her eyes and her mouth felt like it was full of cotton, but she yelled with all her might through the fog.

“It’s okay, I’m here,” she heard a woman holding her hand respond, but it sounded so far away. “Relax Erin, you’re okay. You’re safe.”

Safe? Something about that word rang false. Even in her semiconscious state she knew she wasn’t not safe. Lucía. Lucía wasn’t safe.

“Safe,” Erin mumbled. “Lucía!” She remembered the men. Angry and violent. Did she save Lucía? She tried to fight, but the medicine was too strong and she lost her hold on the present. She slipped into a forced slumber despite her resistance.

* * *




“Miss Lewis?” Dr. Thomas’ gentle voice brought Erin back to the world of the living. “Erin? Can you hear me?” she asked, placing a cool hand on her forehead.

The continued urging awakened Erin against her will. The pain in her head was still present, but it had been muted considerably. Erin tried opening her eyes and found that the images were blurry but gradually coming into focus. She could see Dr. Thomas’ salt and pepper hair and the frames of her tortoise shell eyeglasses. Another person was in the room: a brunette standing motionless in the corner. 

“Miss Lewis, what is the last thing you recall?” Dr. Thomas asked, reaching for a pad she’d been using in place of a proper chart.

“I was in the trees,” Erin explained. It hurt to move her jaw, so she paused.

“Take your time.”

“We were zip lining.” Erin said. That didn’t sound right, but dark green foliage was the only thing coming to mind. “Did I fall?” she asked in confusion. She was still groggy, and her voice had a distant gravely quality.

“Is that the last thing you remember?” the doctor asked, scribbling in her pad.

Erin reached for her head. The bandage was so itchy and uncomfortable. “No,” Erin said after a long thoughtful pause. “I came back to the hotel. We showered.” The images of Lucía flooded her mind. “Dinner.” Her eyebrows came together as she tried to piece it all together.

“You had dinner?” Dr. Thomas asked, looking up at Erin over the top of her glasses.

A pit the size of Montana grew in Erin’s gut. Her body lived the memory before her brain could process it. “No, we didn’t make it. Where is Lucía?” Erin screamed as she tried to pull the IV from her arm and rip the neck brace off simultaneously, but she got tangled up by the leads and wires from a monitor.

“Miss Lewis! Please! You’ll hurt yourself!” The nurses materialized in a heartbeat to restrain her.

“Where is she? Is she alive?” Erin cried, her eyes searching the strange faces surrounding her. Blood. So much blood. And the men. So angry. So savage. There was no way she wouldn’t be here by her side. She was dead and no one would tell her the truth. Erin’s memories were as fractured as her head. Nothing made sense. Alarms blared from the machine measuring her vitals. 

“Miss Lewis, you must control yourself! You can—”

Charlie rushed from where she had stood nearly motionless for hours. “Go Doctor, please. Let me talk to Erin.”

“Thank God, Charlie, tell me what’s going on!” Erin pleaded, fat tears streaking down her face.

“I will,” Charlie promised, taking Erin’s hand in hers. “Please leave us,” Charlie repeated, but there was no hint of request in her voice. Dr. Thomas and the others filtered out of the room. Charlie didn’t speak again until they were gone and the door closed tightly behind them. “Erin, what do you remember?” 

“I just remember walking outside. We were going to dinner. But then we were in this clearing and these men came from nowhere and…” Erin’s emotion robbed her of her voice. “Just tell me if she’s alive, Charlie. Please,” Erin begged. Her brain couldn’t piece together the rest.

Charlie hesitated. “She’ll be fine.”

“What aren’t you telling me? What the hell is going on?” Erin’s head throbbed and nausea rose to her throat.

“I need you to remember the rest. What did you do when you were attacked?” Charlie asked gently.

 Erin forced her drug addled mind to focus. “One of them saw me. I shot him, but he didn’t go down.” She searched for the next puzzle piece. “Then Lucía…” Erin gasped when it all came rushing back in HD quality. It wasn’t Lucía’s blood. It was theirs. She’d turned into something else. She’d transformed into a monster and slaughtered those men. Her teeth and her eyes were inhuman. Erin dropped Charlie’s hand and scooted back in her cot. She tugged at her IV and pulled it out before Charlie could stop her.

“Erin please, calm down!” she begged, but it was of no use; Erin was frantic.

“What is she? What the hell are you?” Erin screeched, causing one of the guards posted on the other side of her door to barrel into her room chasing danger.

“We’re fine Nicholas. Get out of here,” Charlie snapped when Erin nearly seized at the sight of the huge man. His eyes were black instead of their usual blue. Her fight-or-flight instincts were on overload. Everything was a mortal threat and nothing made sense. “Erin, I need you to take a deep breath. No one would hurt you here. I swear it.”

Erin fought the urge to yell at Charlie for such an outrageous suggestion. “I want to leave,” she said in as measured a tone as she could muster. Maybe if she pretended she was cool with whatever the hell this was they’d let her go. In the months she had spent with Lucía, Charlie and the others, she had never witnessed anything that clued her into this. Even her concerns about potential mob involvement had been eased. 

“I understand that you’re scared, Erin. I do. What you went through was horrible and I’m so sorry this happened. But you know that Lucía would never ever hurt you, right?” Charlie’s impassioned words brought Erin’s heart rate down a little. She knew it was true. Her mind didn’t believe it, but the rest of her knew Lucía wouldn’t harm her. “She was going to tell you tonight, Erin,” Charlie continued, sitting at the foot of Erin’s bed. She took it as progress that Erin didn’t jump out the window to escape her.

“Tell me what?” Erin asked after a long pause. She couldn’t accept what she already knew was true.

Charlie looked away. It wasn’t her truth to confess.

“Are you one of them?” Erin asked before Charlie could answer her previous question.

“No,” Charlie replied after a deep breath. 

Erin could sense the honesty in Charlie’s words, and it calmed her. They sat in silence for a long time, emotions washing over Erin’s face, each having a turn to distort her countenance.

“Erin, I promise it’s not as bad as you think. There’s so much you don’t know. Don’t you want to ask me any questions? I know this is so much to understand and to process. Please let me help.” Charlie’s huge blue eyes grew wider and more watery. 

“Has she killed before?” Erin kept her eyes trained on the floor. Just a few hours ago this place had been paradise. Now it was a hell marred with blood and violence.

“No one that didn’t deserve it,” Charlie decided.

Erin winced at the response. Part of her was still hoping this was all some kind of misunderstanding. The more she tried to make sense of it the more she freaked herself out. She laid her throbbing head back on the bed. “Please, Charlie, I want to go home.” She surrendered to numbness and exhaustion, unable to distinguish between what was real and what was a dream. “I just need time to figure this out.” She turned her head to look Charlie in the eye.

“I understand. I’ll find out from the doctor when you can be moved.” Charlie told her, her hands jammed in her pockets. She slipped out of the room, leaving Erin alone with her thoughts and beeping machines.

“She wasn’t going to tell me she loved me,” Erin whispered to herself, shutting her eyes to find refuge from the light. From the agonizing truth. 

Her mind flashed back to last night. It was so far removed it could easily have been a lifetime ago. She interpreted Lucía’s body language with new eyes. She could see it now. The hesitation. The fear. Lucía wasn’t going to tell me she loved me. Erin’s realization sent a wave of embarrassment crashing down on her so violently it made her stomach flip. It was almost more painful than the blow to the head that cracked her skull.

She was going to tell me she’s a fucking vampire.

* * *




Charlie pushed past Lucía’s squawking second-in-command. “I need to see her, so move, Samael.”

“I told her you’re resting—”

“That’s enough Samael,” Lucía interrupted him with a wave of her hand. She knew he meant well, but Samael could be so suffocating. “Leave us,” she ordered when Charlie approached the center of her bedroom. Charlie had never seen Lucía lying in bed, and it made her blush when Lucía motioned for her to come even closer. Charlie opted for a seat near the open window.

“How are you?” Charlie asked once Samael had left in a huff.

“I’ll be fine. One of them nicked me with a blade coated in some kind of poison.” Lucía hid her pain expertly. The toxin had nearly stopped her body’s ability to heal and regenerate. The gaping wound under her breast hurt constantly, but her body burned off pain killers too fast for them to have any effect. “It’s nothing to be concerned about. I’m confident we’ll have an antidote soon.” Lucía stayed steady through the pain like a consummate professional.

Charlie bowed her head a little when she nodded. 

“How is she?” Lucía asked after a beat.

“She’s shocked,” Charlie admitted after struggling to find the right words. “It’s a lot to take in,” she added to soften the blow.

“How much does she know?” Lucía failed to mask her disappointment.

“She didn’t call it by name,” Charlie explained. “But I think she knows what you are. She asked me if I was like you, and I said no without elaborating. I didn’t think it was the right time to tell her about me.” 

“That was wise,” Lucía agreed.

Charlie cast her eyes down at the teak floors. Failure pushed her shoulders to droop. “She wants to go home, my Queen.”

“I see,” Lucía said after swallowing hard. “I suppose I would find me revolting as well if I were in her position.” She injured her own heart with the words. The old vestiges of scars reemerged so easily, as if laying in wait below the surface ready to leap at the slightest provocation.

“No, she isn’t revolted. She needs time to process this.” Charlie leaned forward to put her hand over Lucía’s arm but retracted it almost immediately. “I’m sorry,” she apologized for the familiarity.

“Should I see her?” Lucía asked, ignoring the act of kindness. Accepting it.

Charlie’s huge blue eyes widened. Lucía’s request for advice left her stunned. “Maybe Samael would be a better person to ask for—”

“I’m asking you,” Lucía stated the obvious.

“No,” Charlie answered definitively. “I think you should let her go. If you give her some time to mull this over and get used to the idea, I think she’ll come back to you when she’s ready to learn the rest of the story.”

Lucía gazed at her for what seemed like an eternity.

“I agree with you.” Lucía nodded in Charlie’s direction. “Crowding her now will make her feel pressured and unsafe. It’s best if she regains control over this situation.” Lucía resigned herself to the truth of that. She hated the thought of Erin being afraid and isolated.

Charlie nodded again and waited to be dismissed from the awkward silence.

“I hope she doesn’t seek the dreadful internet for answers,” Lucía said with a sigh.

* * *




“Dad,” Erin ignored the flight attendant’s admonishment to put her phone away. “Can you pick me up at the airport around ten? I’m coming home to see you.” 

The pilot’s voice announcing imminent departure forced her off the phone without explanation. Erin could sense the old lady in the window seat next to her giving her a sideways glance. She ignored her and shifts her weight toward the large man in the aisle seat already snoring. 

Erin tried not to scream when she realized she’d left her headphones behind. She folded her arms across her chest and found a position that didn’t involve pressing her wound against the headrest.








  
  
  Chapter Eleven

  
  




“You know I don’t tolerate your deviant interests.” Pete’s lips formed a sharp line on his haggard face. “You could at least have the decency to hide it in my presence,” he added, turning his head away from Erin to check for oncoming traffic before driving out of the airport, his old blue pickup truck rattling as it went.

“Dad, it’s not a big deal. I thought you’d be over this by now,” Erin said with a roll of her eyes.

“Not a big deal?” Pete repeated in shock. “Tradition and values mean so little to you, Erin? I don’t even understand how you’re my daughter. I really thought I’d raised you better than this.” His baby blue eyes welled up with emotion as he shook his head in disapproval. “My own daughter breaking my heart.” 

“Seriously? It’s just a game!” Erin swatted at him. She hadn’t even realized she’d pulled on a Yankees cap until she’d seen his reaction at the airport. Pete still picked her up in a huge embrace and told her how much he’d missed her, but since then he’d been going on and on about how she was a traitor to the Red Sox.

“Just a game?” Pete gasped, his hand clutching his heart as if he’s been mortally wounded. “What has New York done to you?” Pete did the sign of the cross over his chest and pretended to say a silent prayer for Erin’s Yankee-loving immortal soul.

Erin can’t help but chuckle. She tosses the baseball cap in the back and fishes out a light grey slouchy beanie from her bag. “Better?” she asked after she situated the hat and brought out her long side bangs to frame her face.

Pete stopped reciting Our Fathers long enough to take a look. “There’s my girl!” he exclaimed excitedly as if just seeing Erin for the first time. Pete’s rugged stubble-covered face eased into a wide smile. It was the face of a proud papa and brought much needed warmth to Erin’s heart.

The pair sat in comfortable silence as they left the city behind and drove north on the interstate toward Pete’s home. It was a nice little town, close enough to the city for work, but far enough away that everyone knew each other.

“Not that I mind the surprise visit, kiddo, but are you gonna tell me what’s going on?” Pete kept his eyes on the winding road, but Erin knew he was worried.

“I don’t want you getting upset. Everything is fine,” Erin started in the worst way possible. Pete sat up in his seat and gripped the steering wheel tighter. “I had an accident and I’m not supposed to be alone for the next forty-eight hours or so.” She winced as she delivered the news.

Pete immediately pulled off to the shoulder and turned to Erin, panic streaking his face. “What do you mean you had an accident? Are you okay? What kind of accident?” Pete scanned Erin’s face and body for signs of injury. 

“Dad, I’m okay, I promise.” Erin placed her hands on his shoulders and made direct eye contact to bring him out of his panic. “I just took a bad spill in Costa Rica and hit my head on a rock. It was raining, and I lost my footing while hiking,” she explained her rehearsed line with wide eyes, but she’d always been a horrible liar.

“Let me see,” he insisted. 

Erin hesitated. Luckily her gash had been treated by a plastic surgeon, but she used thick, black, self-dissolving stitches that made her wound look even worse than it was.

“Erin, let me see,” Pete repeated, his face devoid of its usual levity and good humor.

Her eyebrows scrunched together the way they did when she was little and knew she was about to get an earful. She turned in her seat slowly, thankful that it was dark and the truck’s cabin lights truck were dim. Carefully, Erin pulled off the beanie and lifted her hair so her father could see her mangled scalp and shaved patch of hair. 

“Oh Erin.” Pete gasped for real this time and placed a hand softly on Erin’s back. “Are you in pain?” he asked once she had turned back around. “Why didn’t you call me? I would have come to get you.” His voice broke just a little, and Erin knew he was trying not to cry.

“In Costa Rica, Dad? You don’t even have a passport,” Erin joked, trying to change the mood.

“I would go anywhere to get you,” he said softly, and Erin had to fight the desire to cry herself.

“I know,” she replied and melted into his warm embrace. It was good to be home.

* * *




“Morning kiddo. You hungry?” Pete poked his head into the den doubling as a guest room.

Erin sat up in the futon, her hair ruffled and her eyes still sleepy. Pete tried to give her his bed last night, but she flat out refused. Her sore back cast doubt on the wisdom of that decision. “Not really.”

“The label on your medicine says you have to take it with food, so how about some eggs?” he asked, ignoring Erin’s objection. 

“Sure,” she smiled, knowing resistance was futile. He had spent the last ten years since Erin moved out on her own convinced she didn’t eat enough. Pete smiled as he turned on his heels. Erin couldn’t help but notice he was still wearing yesterday’s clothes. 

Erin dressed slowly, her body aching with every movement. Sweatpants and a baseball T-shirt would have to do. The soreness in her muscles made it impossible to forget about Lucía for more than a few seconds. Each painful motion put her back in that clearing watching Lucía tear out throats with her teeth and stomp on a heart with her foot. The more she thought about it, the more insane it all seemed. 

Can vampires really exist? Part of her wanted to take Charlie up on her offer to answer questions, but the thought alone was exhausting. Erin shut her eyes tight while leaning against the closet door. If only she didn’t miss Lucía so much. She thought about their last evening together. Crippling sadness squeezed her heart, and the tears started again. Her memories of kisses and passionate embraces were stained with blood. Every thought ended with the image of Lucía’s fangs ripping into flesh. Her delicate hands tearing out a man’s beating heart. Erin shook her head to discard the image. She wiped her eyes with her sleeve and struggled to pull herself together. 

When Erin made it out to the kitchen, she spotted her father outside happily grilling breakfast sausages in the hazy spring sun. Her lips parted into a weak smile, and she pushed aside the gloom for a moment. 

A knock at the door riled Erin out of her quiet reverie. Her head pounded at the loud bang. The pain brought thoughts of a blood-soaked Lucía back to the forefront.

“Oh, hi. I’m sorry. Maybe I came at a bad time,” the woman at the door stammered and nearly tripped over herself trying to descend the porch steps. She didn’t give Erin a chance to say hello before backing away from the open door.

“No, that’s okay. Are you looking for my dad?” Erin raised her voice so that it would reach the woman scurrying past the driveway.

“Oh! You’re Erin! Of course!” She smiled, her face changing from horror to pleasant surprise. “I’m sorry. I should have recognized you from your pictures!” she explained crossing the yard in long strides.

Erin smiled in return. Her dad easily had twenty pictures of her all over the house. She couldn’t blame the woman for not recognizing her; the mess who opened the door looked nothing like her pictures. 

“Would you like to come in while I go get him for you, Ms…” Erin waited for a name.

“Oh, just call me Gail,” she responded, extending the hand that wasn’t carrying a glass Tupperware container.

“Nice to meet you.” Erin shook her hand and smiled again. Gail followed Erin into the house but remained awkwardly by the front door while Erin went out to the backyard.

“Dad,” Erin said with a giggle. “I think you have a lady caller.” 

Pete’s fair skin blushed fiercely. He had never once introduced Erin to any lady friend. “Oh! No, she’s just a friend. Not even a friend. An acquaintance.” He was a worse liar than Erin. “From church.” 

Erin knew full well that her father hadn’t been to church in twelve years, not since they moved his AA meetings to the community center in the next town over. She crossed her arms over her chest and tapped her foot, waiting for the truth, but Pete didn’t speak. He stared at her like a deer caught in the headlights of a tractor trailer.

“Dad,” Erin brought down her arms and took Pete’s hands. “I’m happy for you. You should be happy! You’re a handsome, sweet, wonderful man. There’s no reason for you to be alone.” She rested her hands on his weathered face. 

After a moment, Pete brought her in for a crushing hug. The tight embrace made her stitches throb, but she didn’t care. She was grateful that her dad might not be alone anymore.

“When you’ve made as many mistakes as I have, you forget which way is up,” he said as much to himself as to Erin. 

“Okay, okay.” Erin patted her dad on the back before breaking the hug. She grinned. “Let’s go attend to your lady friend.” 

“Gail.” Pete’s pupils dilated, and his eyes shinned when they meet with hers. “It’s so good to see you,” he added, jamming his hands into the pockets of his jeans.

“I’m so sorry to have barged in,” Gail began to apologize but was quickly cut off by both Erin and Pete.

Erin convinced Gail to stay for breakfast, and the trio enjoyed Pete’s cooking complemented by Gail’s apple brown Betty. Erin learned that Gail worked at the town’s only bank and had been bringing Pete baked goods twice a week for months. She made a mental note to push her dad into formally asking her out before she got away.

After two pots of coffee and lots of chatting, Pete walked Gail to her car. Erin ignored her aching muscles to sweep through the house to check his usual hiding spots. There wasn’t a trace of alcohol to be found in the small New England home. A sense of peace filled Erin’s heart, and she retired to the lumpy futon for a post-breakfast nap.

* * *




“How ya feelin’, kiddo?” Pete asked, bringing Erin a mug of hot chamomile tea brimming with honey and lemon.

“Better,” she lied, and sat up on the couch to take the mug. Pete squeezed in next to her.

“Erin, if you’re upset because of Gail, I completely understand. I’m not trying to replace your mom—”

“Dad, I know that,” Erin cut him off. “I’m thrilled that you found Gail. She seems like a nice lady. I promise.” Erin made direct eye contact to convey the truth of her sentiment. “There isn’t anything to replace.” The words sounded far harsher than she intended, and Pete flinched at their bluntness. “I mean, all I want is for you to be happy. She seems like a lovely woman and you’ve been alone too long,” she added, trying to salvage her statement. 

“Then what is it?” He couldn’t hide the confusion in his eyes. “Is it a girl?” Pete kept his voice low as if afraid Erin might shatter under the weight of his words. “I know you’ve got something going with that boss-not-boss of yours.” Pete ran his thumb over Erin’s arm to soothe her. 

Erin wanted to tell him about her broken heart, about how her relationship was with Lucía before it all went to hell. She wanted to tell him that she finally felt safe for the first time in her life. That she felt stable, and like she could be herself. That she had met her equal. 

The words tangled in her throat and tears poured out instead. She let her upper body fall toward her dad, wishing she could curl up in his lap like when she was little. He had always been two strong arms to hold her and protect her from the world. He couldn’t do anything about her current situation. She didn’t even know what she’s mourning. The death of a future she hadn’t realized she’d been picturing with Lucía?

“You don’t always have to carry everything alone, kiddo.” Pete’s voice trembled as he rocked her. “Please let me help.” 

The tears subsided and left Erin exhausted. Between her head injury and the pain killers she could hardly stay awake more than a few hours at a time, and that was without a sobbing session. After a while her breathing grew heavy and her body lax. Pete held his daughter against his chest and kept his arms wrapped tightly around her. 

“I’m so sorry,” Pete whispered despite Erin’s snoring.

* * *




“Are you sure you’re ready to be on your own? What if you sleep too long and no one’s there to notice?” Pete’s laid-back demeanor gave way to full on panic mode. “Why don’t you stay a few more days? We can go out to the lake and do some bass fishing,” he added following Erin around as she packed her meager belongings into her bag. She even packed the Red Sox cap he snuck in under her hoodie.

Erin looked up at him and offered a genuine smile “Thanks Dad, but I have to get back. I only meant to stay a few days, and it’s been two weeks. I promise I’ll be fine. My stitches have fallen out. I’m in the clear,” she continued, trying to assuage Pete’s concerns. “The hair has even grown back.” Her fingers ran over the prickly growth at the base of her skull. Even if the broken pieces of her soul were being held together by duct tape, Erin was strong enough to emerge from her cocoon.

Worry bled through Pete’s uncertain eyes. “Do you want me to come to New York for a few days?” 

“Dad.” Erin narrowed her eyes. “You hate the city. I promise I’ll be fine, okay? You don’t need to worry. How about I check in twice a day? That way you can be sure I’m okay.”

Pete stared at her for a moment before letting out a deep sigh. “Make it three,” he added, conceding to Erin’s departure.








  
  
  Chapter Twelve

  
  




The car stopped in front of a bright yellow house with a red door and black wrought iron fence closing in the small lawn at the front. Erin lifted the latch on the short gate and walked up the stone path to the porch. She admired the flower boxes hanging from red windows before checking the text from Cari. 

Erin confirmed she was in the right place and then used the heavy bronze knocker on the front door.

“Who is it?” a young man’s voice asked from the other side of the door.

“Uh. . .” Erin hesitated. “Erin Lewis,” she called out,

The door opened just a crack, just enough for the person to poke his head out slightly. “Who?”

“Erin Lewis,” she repeated futilely. The pair stared awkwardly at each other for a while. “Caridad Martinez, from the New Orleans Noctis Hotel told me to meet her here,” she explained.

“Well why didn’t you just say so,” he said stepping back to allow Erin entry into the house. “Come in,” he added when Erin’s feet didn’t move.

Once inside, Erin could see the young man was only a teenager given the blue Jesuit High School hoodie he was wearing along with the khaki pants Erin figured were part of a uniform.

“Would you like some coffee or something?” he asked, scratching his face for lack of anything better to do with his hands. “My mom will be home from work in a couple of hours.” 

“No, I’m okay.” Erin shifted her weight between the balls of her feet. “What’s your name?” she asked after a long pause.

“Osvaldo, but you can call me Ozzy.” Another silence settles in. “Would you like to sit down?” he asked. If Erin was a sixteen-year-old boy, he’d just ask if she wanted to play Halo, but he didn’t know what to do with a strange old lady. So he asked her if she wanted to play Halo. 

“Oh, please you totally cheated!” Erin screamed when Ozzy beat her headshot record for the third time in a row.

“It’s not my fault you’re slow! They say your reflexes start to go after thirty,” he joked as he brought Erin a Mountain Dew from the fridge.

“I’m not thirty yet, kid!” She feigned insult before challenging Ozzy to another round of play. Before Ozzy could beat Erin yet again, the front door opened to an unsurprised Caridad.

“Cari.” Erin stood from the couch to greet her.

“I knew you weren’t done causing trouble.” She gave Erin a subtle once over to make sure she was intact. 

Erin glanced back at Ozzy before speaking, waiting for Caridad to give her a signal on whether she could speak in front of him or not.

"Mijo, why don’t you bring the groceries in from the car?” Caridad’s request was nonnegotiable. Ozzy quickly put away the game console before going out to the car. “Have you ever had arroz imperial?" 

Erin shook her head as she followed Caridad into the kitchen. She bit her tongue to keep from asking the questions heavy on her mind. She was still so unsure of whether Caridad was even willing or able to help her. 

Ozzy brought in several bags from the car in just a single trip before disappearing up a narrow set of stairs. Erin sat at the kitchen table and watched Caridad cook after being warned to stay out of the way.

“Did she bite you?” The bluntness of Caridad’s question made Erin’s stomach drop and her skin pale.

“So you know?” Erin asked stupidly, her heart thumping so hard it was difficult to speak without becoming tongue-tied.

“That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?” Caridad asked with a hand on her hip. Erin swallowed hard before nodding in the affirmative. “Did she bite you?” She repeated the question.

“No,” Erin croaked before looking down at the table.

“Hmm.” Cari returned to her dinner prep.

“Is she really a—” Erin glanced out to the living room to see if Ozzy was there, but there was no sign of him. “Vampire?” The word sounded so insane coming out of her mouth that Erin was sure Caridad was going to laugh right in her face. But she didn’t call her crazy. She didn’t even flinch.

“Obviously,” Caridad confirmed. 

Erin was grateful to be sitting down. Suddenly the place where she fractured her skull ached and she felt faint. “I don’t. . .” Her words trialed off.

“You don’t what?” Cari turned from the stovetop to face her. “Believe it?” She let out a throaty laugh that caught her completely off guard. “Yes, you do.” Cari’s face lost its smile in a heartbeat. She crossed the small kitchen and stared directly into Erin’s startled sea green eyes. “You see the falsehood in people’s eyes, the lies in their hearts. You know when you hear the truth. Some of us are just born with a little extra something. It’s not a big deal.” She shrugged one shoulder. 

Erin wanted to know what Caridad’s special something was, but she didn’t dare ask. Cari hesitated, and Erin could see her mind working quickly to evaluate her options. As if afraid to change her mind, she disappeared out of the kitchen without a word. Erin nervously tapped her fingers on the table until Caridad returned. The sudden stillness was unsettling. 

“Alright,” Caridad said to herself. Erin watched in confusion as Caridad placed glasses of water on the table before taking the seat across from her. The small square table felt even smaller than before. Cari closed her eyes as she whispered to herself. It reminded Erin of this Buddhist temple she went to once. She couldn’t make out the words but recognized that the chants were a series of repeated phrases. Caridad’s muttering had the same kind of rhythm, like the chorus of a song she couldn’t quite make out. 

Caridad tossed shiny, dark metallic pebbles in the water. Her eyes closed and her mouth moved. Erin felt every nerve in her body buzz with energy. Her stomach heaved hard, but it wasn’t fear coursing through her body. It was something just as familiar and instinctual. Like a baby swimming before being able to walk, but she had no name for the sensation. As Caridad’s lips moved faster, the tiny hairs on the back of Erin’s neck stood on end. She sensed colors and sounds as if she were spinning in an out-of-control carousel. 

“Close your eyes and lay out your hands,” Caridad commanded, her voice deeper than before. Erin placed her hands palms up on the bright purple scarf Caridad spread over the table. 

The muttered chants continued almost silently as Caridad focused intently on Erin’s hands. The energy poured out of her like a river bursting through a dam. Erin didn’t realize she was sweating until the sting hits her eyes. The tension broke only after Caridad picked Erin’s right hand up and traced a long-splintered line. 

“Well damn.” Caridad leaned back in the chair, letting out a long sigh and fanning herself with a napkin. The heat from the simmering pots added to the stuffiness in the room. 

“What?” Concern mixed with the sweat on Erin’s face. 

“Don’t feign skepticism,” Caridad responded flatly, her eyes fixed on Erin with unnerving intensity. 

Her mouth fell open, but when the words remained comfortably lodged in her throat, she snapped it shut again. 

“You have a good sense of people. You know it’s better than most.” Caridad hardly blinked as she talked. “Your gut talks to you. And loudly. Dreams too sometimes. You have a great deal of ancestral protection.” Caridad’s bottom lip pouted while she considered Erin’s being. 

Erin couldn’t deny that her intuition had always been pretty good, and she didn’t fall for lies easily. I sure didn’t intuit that I was fucking a vampire, though. 

“You have gifts,” Caridad decided with a curt nod. “They are old but shamefully underdeveloped.” She continued to herself. “But that’s not why you came here.”

The dizziness bent Erin’s brain as if she were still on that psychotic carousel. Her hammering heart kept her lips glued together. Caridad cleared the table before returning to her stove as if nothing unusual had happened. 

“If you repeat any of this you will live to regret it.” Cari threw the warning over her shoulder as if giving Erin a tip on how not to burn white rice. 

“I understand.” Erin put Cari’s profession of her gifts and guts away for later. 

“You came here to learn about her.” She stated the obvious while stirring rice. “I have worked for Ms. Guerra since I was a young girl, and so has every member of my family going back many generations. She aided my ancestors, and the fidelity of our line was the only thing we could offer in return.” 

 Caridad’s words sent chills up Erin’s spine, though she seemed un-phased as she mixed a powder into the rice to make it yellow. 

“I respect Ms. Guerra. It’s an honor to do as she asked of me, which isn’t much considering I owe her my life and that of my son.” Cari turned to Erin after a pause. “Since I moved here from Miami, I also provide her special guests with whatever they desire while they stay at the hotel.” 

Erin knew that Caridad was leaving out some important details but didn’t question what else she did for Lucía. 

“In twenty years, she’s never allowed her guest to stay longer than one evening.” Caridad drew out her words so Erin can hear their significance. “Never once,” she repeats. “Once they leave, they’re never allowed back into the hotel and are certainly not gifted expensive cars.” Cari delivered the line with a solemn expression, but Erin got that it was meant to lighten the mood.

“I didn’t accept that stupid car.” Erin remembered how angry she had been when Lucía traded her station wagon for a Mercedes-Benz.

“And that’s another way in which you are different.” Caridad returned to the table. “I’m surprised she didn’t feed from you, though,” she mused aloud, painting a vivid picture in Erin’s mind. She imagined Lucía in a Count Dracula-type outfit, biting her neck before turning into a bat and flying into the night. “When did she tell you of her nature?” 

“She didn’t exactly tell me. We were attacked by these men, and . . .” Erin took a deep breath. “She changed into a…” –she dropped her eyes to the floor— “you know” –her voice lowered to a whisper of its own volition— “and killed them.”

Caridad didn’t react to the information, but Erin could see she was thinking. “Are you afraid of her?” Cari asked after a long silence. Erin couldn’t answer. The truth was that part of her did fear Lucía. “You shouldn’t,” she added, taking Erin’s silence as a yes.

“But what if—”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you anymore about this. As it is, I shouldn’t have said anything to you at all.” Caridad got up from the table to check on her food. 

“But I have so many questions,” Erin pleaded.

“I’m sure you do, but I can’t answer them. You’ll need to talk to someone else.” There was a coldness in Caridad’s voice that she’s never heard before.

“Who?” 

“Have you tried going directly to the source?” she asked rhetorically, leaving Erin speechless.

Erin didn’t push the topic again. She enjoyed the delicious meal and accepted a ride from Caridad to the airport.

“When you’re ready, come back. But not for her, for yourself.” Caridad’s hand gripped Erin’s forearm. “You have much to learn, child, but I’ll leave you with a little advice. Don’t run away just because you’re afraid of the unknown. You came to this world for a reason.” Caridad gave Erin one of her well-guarded smiles before driving away. It took being honked at by a shuttle bus for Erin to move out of the street and onto the airport sidewalk.

As Erin boarded her flight bound back to New York, she repeated Caridad’s vague words over and over again. She needed more answers. Erin pulled out her phone as soon as she got to her seat, the last one available on the flight, a coveted middle seat all the way at the back. Lordy do I miss that jet right now, Erin thought as she maneuvered to make a call while smashed between two large men. Damn it, Erin thought when she got the answering machine.

“Hey Charlie, it’s me. . . Erin. I was wondering when you might be in New York again. I want to talk. . . Okay, well, call me when you get this. Please.” Erin needed more information before she could confront Lucía, and if there was anyone that might be upfront, it was Charlie.

* * *




Charlie checked her voicemail just after landing in Paris and was relieved to hear Erin’s voice. After a tense two weeks in Costa Rica waiting for Lucía to recover, and then a long flight to France, traveling to New York was less than appealing. Charlie wouldn’t have done it for anyone else.

“Great news,” Charlie turned to the flight crew disembarking from the jet. “We’re going to New York.” 

“I’ll need a few hours to make the preparations. File the new manifest, refuel and restock the aircraft—” the pilot continued his checklist.

“What are you doing?” Samael asked after circling back from depositing Lucía in the black Range Rover waiting at the front of the hangar.

“Don’t tell her yet,” Charlie said, motioning with her head to Lucía’s car. “Erin called me. She wants to talk,” she explained to an eternally scowling Samael. She wouldn’t tell him anything at all, but she knew he would find out anyhow. He always seemed privy to everything no matter how hard Charlie tried to exclude him.

“Keeping secrets from your Queen?” Samael accused with an arrogantly raised eyebrow.

“Do you always have to be such a pain in the ass?” Charlie eyes flashed with irritation. Begrudgingly, she explained, “I don’t know how it will go, and if it goes south, I rather her not know, okay?” 

Samael made a strange face that Charlie interpreted as agreement with her plan. He’s such a little weasel. she thought to herself as she walked back to the jet.

* * *




“Where is Charlie?” Lucía asked when Samael instructed the driver to take them home.

“She suddenly remembered a previous engagement.” Samael didn’t put much effort into his lie. 

“What previous engagement?” Lucía asked skeptically. She hadn’t even decided to leave Costa Rica until last night.

“I don’t know.” Samael already sounded bored with the conversation. “Something canine related, I’m sure.” he added with mild disgust, but Lucía was unconvinced. Charlie mentioned nothing to her.

“What are you not telling me, Samael?” Lucía asked, turning her head to face him more fully. Instead of meeting Lucía’s gaze, Samael leaned his head against the car door and pretended to rest his eyes.

His body was relaxed, his face emotionless. “I harbor no secrets from you my Queen.”

Lucía eyed him suspiciously but didn’t insist. If Charlie needed to do something, Lucía trusted her to the task. An herbal concoction may have closed Lucía’s wound, but she was still healing. Her fingers found the place where the gash was. There were no visible signs of damage, but Lucía could feel it there. It had left a coldness, like a sheet of ice trapped under her skin.

The thoughts swirled in Lucía’s mind as they began their drive toward Le Perche. She thought about every enemy she had ever made in her long life. 

Gentler memories took over Lucía’s thoughts. She thought of Erin. Of her lips. Of her skin. Her voice. Her beautiful green eyes peering into hers. But the image of Erin became jumbled until it morphed into an entirely different scene. Erin’s eyes weren’t shining with love; they were dripping with fear. Fear of Lucía, and then she was falling. Lucía was too slow. She couldn’t reach her before she struck her head. She hadn’t been too slow in over five hundred years. Pain ripped through the center of her chest. Guilt and regret filled the void it left. Lucía shut her eyes tighter as if she could will her broken heart away.

“Lucía?” Samael placed a hand over her arm to get her attention. “We’ve arrived,” he explained when Lucía seemed disoriented after opening her eyes. He couldn’t conceal the worry etched in his face. Lucía had been motionless for the near two-hour car ride from Paris.

Lucía remained silent as she walked into her lavish home and straight to her bedroom.

* * *




Charlie rushed down the subway platform stairs. The midmorning sun was blinding. Even with her dark sunglasses, the light stung her sleep-starved eyes. She turned down Erin’s street and picked up the pace. 

Another turn and Charlie confirmed she was definitely being followed. Amateurs, she thought before making a sharp right down an alley. If they followed her now, they’d expose themselves. Charlie could take on two men without batting an eye, even without sleep. Adrenaline pushed through her system as she readied herself for conflict. 

Dumpsters and garbage bags were the only thing in the alley other than Charlie, but she didn’t drop her guard. As she darted between the slim space, she listened carefully for the sound of footsteps behind her. It was this hyper-focus that blinded her to the looming threat ahead.

A grizzly man holding a wooden bat materialized just a few feet ahead of Charlie. “Hello bitch.” He laughed at his own joke, exposing a plethora of cracked teeth. Charlie wondered how many hits to the face this winner had endured.

“Dude, you really don’t want to fuck with me,” Charlie warned. She cracked her knuckles and dropped her bag next to her feet.

“Oh, but I do.” He licked his chops and took a step forward. In the same instance a white van screeched to a halt behind him. Three more thugs jumped out of the side and left the driver waiting as the getaway. 

Fuck. Charlie thought as the mob approached. She turned on her heels to run.

“Ah, don’t go yet. We’ve not even had a chance to play,” the guy with the mangled face taunted as two more men appeared behind Charlie to cut off her exit point, the pair that had been following her. She was surrounded on all sides by assailants and brick walls too tall to scale.

“What do you want?” Charlie shifted gears from attack mode to negotiator. “Money?” she asked. “I can get you plenty of that.”

“Oh, I want something much more valuable than that,” he answered, closing in on Charlie.

Double fuck.

“Are you sure? Look in here.” Charlie threw her bag into the ringleader’s face and leapt toward him boots first. A solid kick landed in his gut and sent him sprawling. Charlie dodged a clumsy fist and picked up the dropped bat.

“Bitch has teeth,” she heard someone say. That’s enough of that, Charlie thought, bringing the bat down on the smart mouth. Won’t be spouting any more jokes out of there, she thought when she heard the sweet sound of his mandible shattering. But there was no time to revel in the triumph. There were four more jerks left standing.

“Get her legs!” she heard the ringleader bark breathlessly from the floor, and she responded by smashing the bat against his skull.

Dammit, Charlie thought when she was left with just a handle and wooden shards. At least he won’t be barking anymore orders, she decided as she drove the pointed remains of the splintered bat through the eye socket of an oncoming attacker.

That’s three down, Charlie thought, gaining momentum as she swung her fist, connecting with someone’s temple. He went down, but without the bat, she lost too much time and the last two men overpowered her from behind, sending her tumbling to the ground. Pain flooded her chest, and she knew it was bad.

“Gimme the bag!” the man sitting on her back screamed to the guy holding down Charlie’s feet. The taste of cement and blood flooded her mouth. No good. If they get her to the van, she would have little chance of escape. Charlie squirmed and fought with all her might, but the man on top of her was so heavy, his knee in her back was making it hard to breathe.

You fucked up, Charlie decided when her legs were free. She waited for the younger of the two to come back with whatever the hell they planned to transport her in. She listened to his footsteps approach and when he was close enough, she kicked back with all her might. He won’t be able to procreate. Hell, he might not even be able to pee, and Charlie decided that was alright with her.

When the Neanderthal on top of her glanced back to see what that awful sound was, Charlie tried to throw him off balance and get to her feet.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked with a laugh. All her strength wasn’t enough to make him budge an inch, and now she was even more sure she had a cracked sternum. “I know how to take care of you,” he said, lifting one hand off Charlie’s back. The pain she had attributed to being held down didn’t abate, and Charlie knew her ribs are broken too. Charlie heard his fist sailing though the air before she felt it crash against her skull.

“Ayo! The fuck you doin’ back there!” a young man’s voice rang through the air, and Charlie stopped struggling. The weight lifted from her back, leaving excruciating pain in its absence. The van peeled out, and the smell of burnt rubber stung her nose. 

“Call 911!” the passerby shouted as he ran down the alley toward Charlie. “Don’t move, lady,” he warned as he looked down at her mangled body. The pain overwhelmed her, but she held on until the sound of sirens echoed down the street.








  
  
  Chapter Thirteen

  
  




Erin flipped on a light after looking up from her laptop to discover the sunset had left her apartment in the dark. She stretched her back and sauntered over to the fridge for a beer, checking her phone as she went. It had become a habit, and at this point she was sure that Charlie wouldn’t be returning her call.

“This looks edible,” Erin muttered before pulling out a microwavable meal from the freezer. A knock at the door interrupted her dinner preparation. “Who is it?” she asked after a moment of hesitation. She wasn’t expecting visitors.

“It’s me,” a familiar voice drifted through the door.

“What do you want?” Erin asked, opening the door just a crack.

“I can leave if you don’t wish to see me.”

Fear and uncertainty clouded Erin’s judgment. “Come in, I guess.” She stepped back to allow her visitor to step over the threshold.

“Very kind of you, Miss Lewis,” he replied as if Erin had greeted him with the warmest welcome. 

“What do you want, Samael?” Erin asked, crossing her arms over her chest and leaning against her kitchen counter.

“I believe you were to meet with Charlie Hendrix,” he said, removing his dark grey newsboy cap to reveal his salt and pepper curls. He pulled off his wet raincoat before hanging it on the coat hook without invitation. 

Erin moved back to create more distance between herself and Samael. “I don’t think so. I called her, but she never got back to me,” she explained from the far side of the kitchen.

“She came here to see you three days ago.” Samael sat down at Erin’s table and motioned for her to have a seat across from him. Erin didn’t move a muscle. He was not going to tell her what to do in her own home. “Someone attacked her,” he continued with no hint of emotion.

“What?” Erin jumped forward as her heart leapt into her throat. “Is she okay? Where is she?” 

“She’s recovering,” he answered as if bored with the conversation. 

“What the hell does that mean? Where is she?” Erin asked impatiently.

“Miss Lewis, I have little time. I can tell you she is recovering from her injuries. You may be able to see her at some other time, but that’s not why I’m here.” Samael’s words were measured, as if even breathing the same air as Erin was beneath him.

“Can’t I revoke your license to be here, or un-invite you or something?” Erin asked, walking over to Samael but leaning against the wall instead of sitting down.

“That’s a myth, as is probably everything else you believe about us.” He couldn’t help but roll his eyes. “People can be so gullible.” 

“How about garlic, do you like that?” Erin snapped. She hated having this conversation with Samael.

“Also a myth, and one of the more inane ones,” he responded.

“How about turning into bats, having no reflection, or aversion to silver?” Erin rattled off the well-known list of vampire traits to annoy him.

“Miss Lewis.” Samael took a deep breath as if reminding himself why he was there. “Your people have come up with many beliefs about our kind. Few of them are accurate. We’re not allergic to silver, we appear on reflective surfaces, and we can’t shape shift into any creatures. At least your ancestors had far more interesting ideas about us eating babies or stealing virgins in the night,” he said impatiently. “Bats,” he muttered.

“Well if I drive a stake through your heart will you die?” Erin’s words sounded more like a threat than a question.

“Wouldn’t you?” he countered.

Fair point. Erin sat down to hear what Samael had to say. “Why are you here?” 

“I’m here to have whatever conversation you were meant to have with Charlie,” he explained, seemingly trying to sound less unsympathetic to Erin’s concerns.

“Why should I trust you to be honest with me?” she asked directly.

“Because I don’t care enough about you to lie,” he responded with a raised eyebrow. 

“If you don’t care about me, then why come all the way out here?” she asked, trying to keep her tone free of cynicism but failing.

“Because Miss Lewis, I may not care about you, but my Queen does,” he said, giving Erin direct eye contact.

Queen? Erin remained quiet for a moment while she tried to straighten out her thoughts. “How old are you?” 

“Older than you,” he snapped. “And your parents. And your great-great-grandparents.” He avoided giving an exact number. “But I’m not older than Lucía.” He anticipated her next question. “Your kind is so obsessed with age,” he added as an offhand comment.

“So, what? Are you undead or something?” Erin asked, wondering in horror if perhaps she was a necrophiliac.

“No,” he responded curtly. “We can bleed, Miss Lewis. If we can bleed, then we can die and therefore are not already dead. Our hearts merely beat slower than yours, and that is one of the many reasons we last longer on this terrestrial plane. Although there are some that believe we can live indefinitely unless something hastens our end, but I don’t subscribe to that school of thought.”

“That makes sense,” Erin muttered to herself, thankful she hadn’t been having sex with a zombie.

“Unlike your kind, we value age. We don’t obsess over our mortality as you do,” Samael continued unprompted. Erin wondered how long he’d wanted to deliver this speech to an insignificant human like her, but she let him go on. “Do you know why?” 

She refused to give him the satisfaction of a response, but Samael just continued on as if she had. 

“Because after your embarrassingly short peek between your late teens and late thirties, you only grow feebler with each passing year. You revert to infants. Mindless and in diapers.” Samael laughed, but there was no joy in his eyes.

Erin’s cheeks flushed with heat. What she wouldn’t give to see that wooden stake theory play out.

“Age for us brings increased knowledge and strength. We only become better and more lethal with the passage of time.” He jutted his chin in the air, tempting Erin to wipe the smug look off his face.

“So that’s why Lucía is your leader? Because she’s older than you?” Erin asked, trying to keep her temper under control.

“Lucía’s age is only one factor for her role.” Samael’s tone changed when he spoke of her.

“What are the others?” Erin asked, needing to know more about her.

“When a person evolves from human to vampire, her human traits and genetics carry on and become amplified. Therefore, a human monarch will already be at an advantage when she takes on her new form.” Erin detected the reverence in Samael’s voice as he spoke.

“Lucía was a queen?” Erin tried to wrap her head around what Samael was saying. She could sense Lucía’s effortless power before, but figured it came with money and influence.

“She was,” he confirmed with a long nod. “And she still is.” 

“Will you tell me about it?” Erin dropped her antagonistic tone. “About her, I mean.” 

“Very well.” Samael shifted in his seat, ready to oblige. “Lucía hasn’t always been her name. Neither has mine been Samael, but I’m sure you may have suspected that already,” he said with a fairly good-natured smirk, at least for him. “She was the Cacique of her people. A chieftain,” he explained. “A title she inherited from her father when she was only fifteen, but she was a competent ruler from the start.” Samael’s chest inflated with pride. “She brokered peace with the rival tribe and brought tranquility and security to her subjects, which totaled over ten thousand.” He let that number sink in. “In that time such a massive grouping of Taino people under one ruler was rare.”

Erin’s eyes widened in rapt attention. She couldn’t imagine what Lucía must have been like then. She pictured her softer and full of hope. The way most people were at that age. Though she couldn’t imagine that she’d ever been like most people.

“Then the Spaniards came.” 

Samael’s face darkened, and Erin’s heart dropped. There could be no happy ending. Lucía didn’t live out her reign in peace while turning wrinkled and gray and then laying down to meet a quiet end to her days. 

“Word traveled slowly then, and by the time it arrived, it came stamped on the pointed ends of blood-soaked blades.” Samael snarled as he closed his eyes as if to watch the scene in his mind. Erin’s eyes filled with emotion and a chill tore down her spine. 

“Lucía put up a fierce resistance. She led her skilled warriors, and they smashed like a violent tide against silver and steel. They took down almost a hundred would-be conquerors in a single morning with nothing but arrows and spears.” Samael paused in a way that made Erin’s heart pound in her ears. “But the Spaniards slaughtered thousands. Women. Children. Old ones. Young ones. The invading mob was indiscriminate in their murderous advance. They left the principle village soaked in blood and continued on to the outlying settlements.” Samael hung his head, and Erin couldn’t stop the tears from coming.

“Lucía had no choice but to gather the couple hundred that remained and prepare to flee into the woods. But first they buried each one of their fallen tribesmen in a large stone tomb.” Erin could see a fierce rage rise in Samael’s face. “They wasted precious time preparing them for the afterlife. They brought food and water for their souls to take on their journey,” he spit with disdain. 

“Were you there?” Erin asked, her voice raspy and trembling.

Samael shook his head. “If only I had been,” he replied. “Maybe I would have convinced her to run and regroup without stopping to perform meaningless rituals for corpses.” He tightened his jaw. 

“What happened next?” she asked, needing to know how Lucía survived. How she became what she was now.

“The conquering horde returned, of course. There were still many riches they hadn’t plundered in the main city. Oh, what civilized men will do to women and children. How they stole the relics of ancestors for the shiny gems they contained.” Samael seethed at the memory. “Another onslaught came down on Lucía and the other survivors of the first attack.” He took a deep breath. “This time, only Lucía was left standing. The bodies of her brothers and sisters in arms littered the ground around her. But they left the skilled warrior queen unscathed.” Samael swallowed hard. “She was to be the prize, you see.” 

She couldn’t fathom the fear Lucía felt if she was now shaking in the safety of her apartment. “But she survived,” Erin said, hoping that Lucía made it through without suffering the unimaginable.

“She did,” Samael nodded. “Someone was watching over her. A specter in the shadows. It came for her in the night while she was bound and left to wait for the conqueror to claim her. But while the savages became drunk on victory and cassava wine, Lucía was transforming. No one has ever done it faster. It took mere minutes for her to break the ropes tying her wrists and ankles together. And then the thirst was upon her.” Samael’s gaze lifted from the floor to meet Erin’s stare. There was a gleam in them that told Erin how this part ended. “And she drank until there wasn’t a beating heart left in her wake.” He puffed out his chest in pride.

Erin should have been terrified, but she wasn’t. She was satisfied that the murderers met a just end and hoped it wasn’t at all quick and painless.

“How did she get here? What happened next?” Erin asked, her body leaning forward of its own accord.

Samael made a sound that Erin interpreted as a chuckle. “If you want to know, you’ll have to ask her yourself.” He stood and started toward the door.

“Wait.” Erin rushed to his side. “I want to see her.” The words flew out of her mouth before she could process them.

“Then gather your things,” he instructed, glancing at his heavy gold watch.

* * *




The flight to France was long enough for Erin to exhaust herself with anxiety. She even slept despite being surrounded by people she knew were vampires. She wondered if any had considered attacking her but didn’t dare ask. Lucía had probably staked some kind of claim on her or something. Erin wanted to ask Samael but was sure he would laugh at her naivety about the inner workings of vampire culture. She refused to look like some kind of rube.

The pilot announced their descent, and Erin’s mind raced with possibilities. Will Lucía want to feed from me? Will it hurt? Has she been wanting to drink me blood? Does she have to control herself constantly? Does she lose control? The questions abounded and multiplied even as she sat in the SUV speeding toward the French countryside.

Erin chewed on the inside of her lip to release her nerves until she thought better of it. What if I make it bleed? Samael might not be able to resist. She fidgeted with her phone instead.

“Here we are,” Samael announced when the car turned down a gravel road lined with trees on each side. The branches extended above them and intertwined, creating a magical green tunnel. A blanket of colorful wild flowers spread over large swaths of land and beyond. The sight must be incredible during the day, but even at night it seemed otherworldly.

They continue up the long road until meeting with a massive iron gate. Light floods the car while guards verify their identity. The heavy gates parted and they continue along the long driveway. Erin peered through the window in awe at what she could only describe as a castle. 

The sprawling landscape was breathtaking, and now Erin couldn’t wait to see this place during the day. It was something out of a history book and striking enough to make her forget her nerves for a few moments.

“Miss Lewis,” Samael called from the exterior of the car, breaking Erin out of her daze.

“Yeah,” she mumbled before stepping out onto the cobblestone. She zipped her leather jacket up to keep out the unexpected chill. “Those are some big ass guard dogs,” Erin commented on the canines in the distance. She focused on her surroundings to keep from thinking about the woman waiting inside. 

“Welcome, Miss Lewis,” a portly, grey haired American woman with a low-country southern accent greeted her with southern hospitality. “Would you like to freshen up?” she asked without judging Erin’s messy hair and haphazardly thrown together outfit.

“Sure, that’d be great,” Erin answered in a strangled tone, wondering if this sweet grandma was a vampire too.

“Follow me,” she said with a smile and gestured for the young man holding Erin’s bag to follow them too. Erin didn’t want to offend the nice old lady, so she didn’t insist that she could carry her own bag.

“My name is Adelaide. You can call me Addy, and if you need anything at all, day or night, you come to me.” She led Erin down a maze of fancy sitting rooms and corridors.

“Nice to meet you. And thank you,” Erin added, remembering her manners. They took a small set of stairs instead of the colossal ones near the foyer, and Erin wondered where the hell they were going. It felt like they’ve been hiking for miles.

“This is your room,” Addy said, pointing to a large ornate door. “These are Ms. Guerra’s private rooms, so unless called, no one else is supposed to be here during your stay.” She motioned for the young man to deposit Erin’s bag in the room. “No harm will come to you here, child,” Addy whispered.

Erin fidgeted in place of a response. 

“I can promise you have nothing to fear from inside or out,” she said. “But if you feel insecure at any moment you call for me.” Addy slipped a tiny black device in Erin’s hand.

“Thank you.” Erin squeezed her hand, and with a nod Addy was gone.

Erin slipped into the large room. The massive black stone and marble hearth and its smoldering fire caught her eye. She continued to the bedroom where a huge fourposter bed looked miniature in the open room. It was like walking through the set of Downton Abbey.

A loud screeching sound broke the silence, and Erin nearly jumped out of her skin. She returned to the sitting room and heard it again. What the hell. It sounded again, and Erin went out to the hall in pursuit of the sound, her finger hovering over the button of the device Adelaide gave her.

Erin followed the high-pitched scream to a room at the end of the hall. This is how people die in scary movies.

The door opened to a room much like the one Erin had been given, only larger. She found the culprit with the blood-curdling scream. In fact, they spotted each other at the same time, and a pair of black wings spread and flew toward a stunned Erin. The toucan changed from screaming to a loud purring as he sat on Erin’s shoulder and nipped at her thin gold necklace.

It took Erin a second to realize it was her little buddy from Costa Rica.

“I told you he liked you,” Lucía said as she appeared from what Erin guessed was her bedroom.

She couldn’t find a single word to say. She just stood there, dead silent in the middle of the room being nibbled on by a wild jungle bird.

“Come,” Lucía commanded, and the toucan flew to her outstretched hand. Erin watched as Lucía walked him over to a large perch and opened a container of fresh fruit. “That will keep him busy for a time.” She turned to Erin as she spoke, and it felt like the first time they had laid eyes on each other.

The silence grew between them as Erin searched for the right words to say. For any words. She hadn’t considered exactly what she would say when she saw Lucía.

“How are you?” Lucía’s voice trembled. 

“I’m okay,” Erin stuttered, failing to return the question even though she wanted to know how Lucía had been.

“I’ve missed you,” she confessed without taking a step toward her.

“I’ve missed you too,” Erin managed through her pounding heart and dry mouth.

Lucía took a deep breath. “I suppose you have questions.”

Erin searched her face. This was a new woman standing in front of her. Even though she knew what Lucía was, she looked more vulnerable now. More human.

“Are you going to bite me?” Erin’s voice shook, but it wasn’t with fear. She longed to be near Lucía again. Her feet inched forward of their own accord. 

“It’s been many years since I’ve taken someone’s blood without their consent.” Lucía paused when Erin stopped walking. “And I would never do such a thing to you.” 

“One more question.” Erin reached Lucía and cradled her face in her palm. For the first time, she actually felt the few inches she had over Lucía. She tipped her head down to press their foreheads together. “Will you kiss me before we talk about this?” Erin yearned for one last moment of the life she knew.

Lucía pressed a soft kiss against Erin’s trembling mouth. She ran her fingers along the base of her skull, exploring the freshly formed scar and short re-growing hair. “I’m so sorry.”








  
  
  Chapter Fourteen

  
  




“I missed you so much,” Erin whispered against Lucía’s lips. She could kiss her forever, but the reality of their situation pushed in on them from all sides. They must address the fanged elephant in the room.

“As did I,” Lucía responded, moving a wayward strand of long blonde hair back behind Erin’s ear. She studied her face and looked at her expectantly. 

“If you were to bite me,” Erin asked hesitantly, “would I become like you?” 

Lucía pulled back to meet her uncertain gaze. “No, it takes much more than that.”

Erin shifted her weight. “Okay.” She swallowed hard. “Do you want me to be like you?”

“My love.” Lucía pulled her into a tighter embrace. “This isn’t something we need to discuss now. I promise that nothing will change between us, except that now you know a different part of me.” 

“But it has changed, Lucía,” Erin responded without breaking away from her. “You drink blood. Human blood.” She stopped herself as a thought struck her. “Whose blood do you drink?” She stepped back to get a good look at Lucía’s face.

“I have several reliable and well-vetted sources,” she confirmed without detail.

“What sources?” Erin narrowed her eyes. 

“The kind that keep me fed,” she answered as she tried unsuccessfully to pull Erin back into her embrace. 

“Oh, no. We’re not playing that game.” Erin’s words were sharp and left no room for misinterpretation. The moment hung between them in cold stillness until Lucía relented. 

“Very well.” She dipped her head to the side in agreement. “You know the flight crew.” Lucía lifted an eyebrow.

“I figured as much, I guess.” Erin’s mind jumped back to the beautiful blonde and the sweet dark-haired young man. “Just them?”

“No,” Lucía admitted. “There are other donors, but I’ve only taken from them since we met.”

Erin understood all the words Lucía used in the abstract, but strung together, they lost all meaning.

“I can either drink from a person, or I can drink from a glass,” Lucía explained after deciphering Erin’s quizzical expression.

“Oh,” Erin offered for lack of anything better to say. “Do you have to drink every day?” Erin’s nerves messed with the dexterity of her tongue as she spoke.

“No,” Lucía admitted, closing the gap created by Erin’s creeping feet. “About once a month, but it depends on several factors. At my age I can fast for quite a long time.” She cocked her head to the side. “Darling, are all of your questions food related? I can promise you, I’m no more defined by my dietary requirements than you are.” A sideways grin played on Lucía’s lips.

After a weighted silence, a roar of laughter ripped from Erin’s chest and bounced against the centuries old plaster walls.

“Are you all right?” Lucía asked when she doubled over, her eyes filled with tears and her chest aching from the release.

“You know, I once dated a vegan,” Erin commented once she’d calmed, well aware that Lucía was looking at her like she’d cracked.

“And which do you find more distasteful?” Lucía’s eyebrow rose with her tone. They laughed together as if their worlds weren’t transforming beyond recognition. Erin’s lips found Lucía’s waiting mouth with the force of unspoken hunger and the fear of future loss. “Any more questions?” Lucía asked, pulling away from Erin’s lips and blazing a trail down her neck.

“Thousands,” Erin admitted. 

“Would you like to stay with me?” Lucía’s voice was husky and dripping with sultry promises.

“Maybe,” she said with a smirk. “Will you be with me in the morning?” she asked, her eyes betraying her hope. The anxiety had burned away, leaving her exposed and tired. 

“You have my word,” Lucía promised before closing the small gap between her mouth and Erin’s lips. 

As soon as they opened the door to Lucía’s room, the toucan came flying toward them and landed on Erin’s shoulder. 

“Even the birds find you irresistible,” Lucía said with exaggerated jealousy. 

Erin ignored her as she pet the soft feathers on his back. “What’s his name?”

“I don’t believe he has one,” Lucía responded before walking away.

“What’s your name, little guy?” Erin asked the bird, who was snuggling into the nape of her neck, making a loud chattering sound with his throat. “You kinda look like a Steven.” 

“Erin,” Lucía called from the bathroom.

“Yeah,” she responded, still cuddling the bird while she walked toward Lucía’s voice. “Oh.” She could see Lucía’s naked silhouette in the steamy shower glass. “See you later, Steven,” Erin said as she deposited the bird hastily on his perch and closed the door to Lucía’s bedroom so he couldn’t mistake her eyeballs for grapes while she slept. “Coming!” Erin called as she struggled to pull off her boots while hopping toward the voice. 

Clothing formed a messy trail behind Erin as she headed for the bathroom, but when she reached the shower, she stoped in awe of Lucía once more. She was a tribute to Aphrodite. Her raven hair wet and slicked back exposed the flawless beauty of her face. But there were scars, Erin noticed as she saw Lucía with new eyes. She wanted to ask about the one on her chin, the one that made her smile even more precious and hard-won. She wanted to know about the indentation on the back of her left calf. Was it from something piercing her skin during a battle? 

“The water will get cold,” Lucía warned as Erin gawked at her naked body.

Erin pulled off the last of her clothes before throwing them behind her. She stepped into the warm water. Every inch of her that touched Lucía felt electrified. Her hands ran down Lucía’s back as she pulled her in closer. There was no such thing as close enough. 

New emotions mixed with love and desire. Safety. Home. This was where they belonged. The centuries had risen and fallen to give them this. The weight of the realization was strong, and Erin had to pull away to breathe. Lucía’s eyes were heavy with unshed tears. They collided into each other again. There were no words. They transcended language and time. All they could do was cling to each other and hope to express themselves in some other way. To share the burden of old wounds and find refuge from new ones.

* * *




“So, what side of the bed do you sleep on?” Erin asked, never having actually gone to bed with Lucía. It differed from ending up in bed for want of a comfortable place to have sex. 

“I don’t lay in bed often. Not like this anyway.” Lucía’s eyes smoldered. “You choose,” she added in an uncharacteristic relinquishment of control.

Erin shrugged. “I like to be close to the door.” 

Lucía nodded before sliding to the side farthest from the door and closer to the windows.

It was difficult for someone of Lucía’s age to say anything was new, but the fact remained that Lucía had never gone to bed with anyone before. The ritual was intimate but not unpleasant. A flutter grew in her stomach, but her expression remained stoic and calm. She pulled back the covers on Erin’s side of the bed as a silent invitation. 

The room was quiet but for the distant sounds of insects chirping and the wind howling. They lay together, faces inches apart. Instead of reigniting the passions stoked during their shower, Lucía stroked Erin’s face and scalp. The intimacy of the moment strangled her heart.

Erin nestled in closer and tangled her legs with Lucía’s as her hands found her waist. She let herself bask in Lucía’s affection. Her muscles relaxed as the tips of her fingers found her bare arm. By the time Erin had snuggled in and under Lucía’s chin, she had drifted off to sleep.

A strange fullness filled Lucía’s chest as she ran her palm along Erin’s back. She pulled the plush comforter up and over Erin’s shoulders while counting the seconds between Erin’s exhales. She loved the warmth of Erin’s breath on her chest. What a strange thing, Lucía thought, to love the way someone takes oxygen into their lungs. Lucía would be skeptical of such a thing if it weren’t happening to her.

The rhythmic pattern of Erin’s breathing and the warmth of her body caused Lucía to close her eyes for just a moment. She’d been so tired of late and hoped these moments were what she needed to regain her full strength. Perhaps Erin had taken a part of her soul with her, and now that she’d returned Lucía could be whole again. Lucía’s mind floated away into a dream as her arms slackened while still holding Erin’s slumbering body.

* * *




“Can I come with you, mother?” young Lucía asked the woman who was only slightly taller than her.

“You have more important things to do, my child,” she replied. Her mother’s eyes were dark and loving. The lines etched in her skin revealed how often her face creased from laughing. From singing. From greeting every stranger with kindness. “You will be a great cacique soon,” she reminded her, as if Lucía weren’t well aware.

“Why should I learn to fight?” Lucía asked for the third time. She would much rather be gathering herbs with her mother than practice wielding her bow and arrows. “It’s just as important to be a healer.”

“Yes,” her mother nodded, accepting her point. “But when the enemies come, you must lead your warriors. How can you command that which you cannot do yourself?” she asked, taking a basket and the other items she needed.

“Can’t I come with you? Just today?” Lucía asked with wide mahogany eyes, evoking a sigh from her mother.

“Just today then,” her mother acquiesced without further debate. When Lucía set her mind to something, there was no use in trying to dissuade her.

“You’ll be late for your lesson,” Lucía’s father said as he joined his family.

Lucía regarded her father with respect. Even if he weren’t their chief, his tall stature and muscled frame was imposing and would compel reverence just the same. There was nothing to hide the marks of battle littered on his body, save for a swath of fabric around his waist. The feathers and beads laced around his raven hair further denoted his position amongst the others. All together it would be impossible to think him an ordinary villager.

“Yes, Father.” Lucía nodded and wasted no more time in pulling her long wooden bow from its place behind the door.

“Or,” his deep voice stopped Lucía in her tracks, “we could both accompany your mother on her task.” His full lips parted into a smile, and Lucía dropped her bow so she could wrap her arms around his neck in loving gratitude.

“Let’s go. You two are already slowing me down,” her mother said in jest as she pulled a colorful blanket over her back before walking out into the hot Caribbean sun. Her sensitive skin would have otherwise scorched if not guarded from the direct sunlight. Lucía and her father followed, but their skin was better accustomed to regular exposure. The sun didn’t bother them when it gave a mid-afternoon greeting.

Together, the three walked from their large hut on the hill down to the wooded area below. Villagers stopped and bowed as they come upon their chief. Lucía watched her parents greet most by name and wish all blessings onto their families and harvest.

Once they were alone in the patch of land Lucía’s mother used to plant her medicinal herbs and roots, she regaled them with stories of Lucía’s father as a youth. Of his many failed attempts to court her. They laughed until the sun melted away. On their way home, they delivered their haul to the many healers scattered around the main stretch of the village.

As Lucía relived the happiest day of her first life, the sun rose through large open windows. The curtains remained open as Lucía forbade anyone from coming near her room once Erin arrived. And so, the sun’s soft pink light peeked over the French countryside and seeped into the expanse of Lucía’s bedroom while the vampire queen slept.
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The sunrise shifted from pink to orange as Lucía slept, her arms still wrapped around Erin’s body.

Erin rolled to her other side after her subconscious registered that her hand had gone numb under the weight of her own body. Her flesh tingled with the rush of blood flow. The discomfort awakened her enough to remember that it was Lucía’s body at her back. Those were Lucía’s soft exhales on her shoulder blade. Contentment filled her heart as the hazy morning light kissed Erin’s eyelids. 

She kept her promise, Erin thought, still mostly asleep as she flipped around to face Lucía. She nestled into Lucía’s neck, seeking refuge from the ever intrusive sunlight.

Sunlight. The word bounced around in the back of Erin’s mind like a maddened bull trying to escape its enclosure. Sunlight. The thought refused to let her drift back to sleep.

“Fuck!” Erin screeched as her eyes snapped open and she scrambled to get free of the sheets tangled around her extremities. “Lucía!” Erin yelled as she willed her body out of the bed. Everything was moving in slow motion like she were trying to sprint along the deep sea floor. It was hard to focus on anything, but she could see the long, angry red marks forming on Lucía’s exposed forearm.

She’ll burst into flames! Erin panicked while her brain struggled to give her body the right commands. “Wake up!” Erin shook Lucía’s body before leaping out of the bed and pulling closed the heavy drapes mounted on either side of three huge windows. 

“Lucía, please!” Erin screamed as she tried to rile the other woman awake. Fear split her like a lightning bolt hitting a tree. Am I too late? Erin thought in abject horror when Lucía didn’t respond to her frenzied calls. She remembered the button the older woman gave her the night before and dashed to her bag to find the jeans she’d arrived in.

“Erin?” Lucía jolted up in bed. Her keen eyesight spotted Erin squatting in the corner pulling clothing out of her bag like a deranged chimpanzee in the pitch-black room.

“Jesus,” Erin said, clutching her chest. She vaulted over the footboard and clamored up the huge king-sized bed. “Are you okay? The sun! And you wouldn’t wake up! And you were going to explode from the exposure!” Erin’s words trembled on her lips. Her heart beat so fast she could hardly breathe.

“I’m fine,” Lucía promised, her head woozy and her skin awash in painful burns that were healing too slowly. “I will not immolate before your eyes.”

“Oh God,” Erin gasped with both hands over her mouth, her eyes wide with terror. “Are you going to glitter?” 

“What?” Lucía pushed the covers back and away from her body so she could sit up with her legs folded beneath her. “Why would I glitter?” She narrowed her eyes. “I have a kind of porphyria. It’s an allergy to the sun, so to speak,” Lucía explained as the last vestiges of pain eased from her body.

“Can you die from it? Do you have an EpiPen or something?” she asked, ready to run out for whatever Lucía needed.

“No,” Lucía said with a small laugh. “It’s already passed.” She leaned over to turn on the lamp on the nightstand. “See?” She held out her unblemished arm for Erin to inspect in the new light. “The exposure would have to be prolonged for quite a while to outlast cell regeneration” 

Erin ran her fingertips over the area where the burns had been. Not a sign of them remained. “Does it hurt?” she asked, her brow furrowed with clear concern.

“Yes,” Lucía admitted. “This is why I try to avoid the sun altogether. Though it is possible for me to venture out if I cover myself completely with the appropriate materials. It’s hardly worth the trouble.”

“But what happens if you stay out?” 

“My skin will burn. It will form blisters and become very painful,” she replied. “But as soon as I can find shade, I will heal.” Lucía’s lips formed a tight smile, but her eyes revealed her fear. “Feeding also accelerates the healing process,” she added for the sake of full disclosure.

Erin recalled the way Lucía looked dripping with blood and spitting out the throat of the man she’d killed. She shifted uncomfortably on the bed. “Is it always so…” she swallowed hard, “violent? The feeding, I mean. Is it like what you did to those men?” Her gaze dropped to her own lap. The adrenaline that had dissipated once she knew Lucía was safe was back with a vengeance.

“No.” Lucía took Erin’s hand in hers. “It’s nothing like that. What you saw was a fight, not a feeding.” 

A flood of relief swept over Erin. “All right, so what is it like then?” 

“Well, for one, feeding will never end in any injury to the human unless something goes wrong, which is rare.”

“Wrong like what?” Erin asked.

“If the person is a hemophiliac, for instance, or has some other physical ailment that would impede the body’s natural ability to heal, then things could become dangerous,” she explained. “An experienced individual would avoid persons with these maladies.”

Erin braced herself for the rest of the story. “So assuming the person is healthy, then what’s it like?”

Lucía’s eyebrow rose suggestively before responding. “Do you remember our last evening in Paris?” she asked, not expecting an answer. “How it felt to have the music run through you and connect to the very fiber of your being?” Her voice dropped an octave and became husky as she spoke. Erin nodded, the heat in her body rising. “And when the music was inside you, and you felt my mouth against your skin and your body ached for me. When you yearn for more than just the touch of my lips? Do you remember that?” Lucía asked, leaning forward, sex dripping out of every pore.

Erin nodded again. Her eyes slipped closed, and she remembered the open-air amphitheater, the string quartet playing furiously, and Lucía whispering in her ear explaining the piece and igniting Erin’s body with painful desire. She found herself on her back with Lucía crawling over her body, her lips coming to rest against Erin’s neck.

“That’s what it’s like,” Lucía purred. “It’s being driven to the edge over and over until you beg for release. And when it comes…” Lucía stopped to flick her tongue over her parted lips. “It’s pleasure like no other. Pure white heat coursing through your veins.” She took Erin’s bottom lip between her teeth and pulled hard, eliciting a moan and causing Erin’s hips to writhe.

“Does it hurt?” she groaned. Her hands found the soft flesh of Lucía’s back underneath her silky nightgown.

Lucía parted Erin’s thighs and took her place between them. “Only if you want it to.”

Her eyes rolled to the back of her skull when Lucía pressed against her. Her brain tried to formulate thought, but all she could produce was visceral lust. “Do you want to bite me?” She moaned as Lucía’s tongue passed over her carotid artery. It pulsated harder with each passing second.

“Yes,” Lucía admitted, her eyes darkening as her pupils enlarged.

“Okay. On one condition.” Erin broke through the wanton haze by pulling Lucía’s hair. Lucía waited for the terms she would certainly agree to. “I don’t want you to drink, or whatever, from anyone but me,” she said with a narrowed gaze, unsure what that meant in practical terms but needing the exclusivity. 

Amber disappeared into black when Lucía’s eyes completed their change. Her mouth curved into a dangerous grin, and Erin could see the sharp points at the end of her teeth. Lucía lunged forward, and she braced herself for the pain. But instead of a bite, there was the warmth of Lucía’s tongue and the passionate kiss of her lips. Erin untangled her fingers from her hair but was stopped before she could remove her hand. Lucía placed her fingers over hers and curled them once more. Erin made a tighter fist in Lucía’s hair and pulled her in hard against her neck.

Lucía left a dark mark behind Erin’s ear as she continued down her chest. The cotton material of Erin’s camisole fell away easily when Lucía ripped it from her body. She gasped at her sudden nudity. The power Lucía possessed was nothing short of exhilarating. Erin stared at her with ever heightening desire.

Blunt fingernails ran over Erin’s flesh, goosebumps formed everywhere they passed. She couldn’t stop the guttural sound that exploded from her chest. She sucked in her breath as Lucía descends past her collarbone, fangs bared and terrifying. She only exhaled when Lucía’s tongue made contact with her skin instead of her teeth. The anticipation grew low in Erin’s abdomen as she awaited the bite that had yet to come. Lucía continued her languid assault, as if unaware of her desperation. Her fingers fluttered over Erin’s belly button.

She groaned when Lucía’s hand wedged between their bodies and pressed against her. “Please,” she begged. Lucía’s mouth relented, but not without leaving the most exquisitely painful soreness.

“So eager,” Lucía said, her dark eyes and husky tone giving away her excitement at Erin’s impatience. Erin couldn’t find it in her to respond. She didn’t want to need this as badly as she did. She didn’t even protest when Lucía ripped off her underwear and tossed them across the room. 

Lucía moistened her lips before diving into Erin’s mouth once more. Erin hungrily devoured her kiss, slipping her tongue beyond Lucía’s parted lips. Lucía moaned when Erin ran her tongue over the sharp points of her fangs.

“Please,” she begged again, noticing that her lips and tongue were a little numb. Erin’s fist in Lucía’s hair tightened and pulled to get her attention. “No more teasing,” she growled. She couldn’t stand Lucía’s tepid pace a moment longer.

Lucía’s answer was a wry grin. She left a soulful kiss on her lips before starting her decent down Erin’s tense, trembling body. Lucía capitulated and eased her pain. Almost immediately, Erin’s body shuddered, forcing Lucía to pull back to prolong the experience. Erin cried at the loss. This is going to kill me. 

“Don’t move,” Lucía warned as her tongue ran the length of Erin’s inner thigh. 

Erin nodded hastily, her eyes shut as tightly as possible. Lucía’s oral ministrations slowed when she found what she was looking for: Erin’s pulse through the long vein where her inner thigh began. The beat grew stronger against Lucía’s tongue, luring her in with its melodic rhythm, like a tribal drum chanting her name.

“Shit!” Erin screamed when Lucía’s razor-sharp fangs plunged deep into her flesh, but she was careful not to jerk away. The pain turned to a throbbing heat as Lucía took long draws from her. An inhuman scream ripped from Erin’s chest as her body contorted, unable to keep still a moment longer. Her senses were flooded with pleasure and excitement until she was sure she might really be dead.

“Kiss me,” Lucía demanded of a semi-unconscious Erin. Through hooded green eyes, she looked into Lucía’s soft brown ones and offered her lips up like a prize. Lucía’s mouth was hot and had a metallic taste that was not entirely unpleasant. The kiss reduced Erin to a sleeping puddle in her arms.

* * *




Lucía couldn’t help but laugh at the light snores filling the room. She considered sneaking away to get some work done. She was sure Erin wouldn’t wake any time soon, but her promise held her back. Instead, she removed her silk nightgown, her body far too hot for clothing. Most of her body was, anyway; the patch over her ribs maintained its icy temperature no matter what she did.

The morning blended into the afternoon as Lucía cradled Erin in her arms and wondered how she could ever deserve such a blessing. How she could ever be so content to just be in Erin’s presence. She thought of the dream she had last night, of the sleep she hadn’t experienced in quite some time. She let the joyous memories play in her mind until Erin rejoined the land of the living.

* * *




“Here.” Lucía strode into the bathroom bearing a small glass jar.

“What’s that?” Erin asked, looking up from the task of shaving her legs.

“For your wounds,” she responded softly, her eyes on the floor as she talked. “It will help you heal faster and is an antiseptic as well, I believe. Apply it twice a day and allow it to dry before dressing.” Lucía set what looked like a regular jar of face cream on the bathroom counter.

“Oh babe, I bet you say that to all the girls,” Erin said exaggeratedly as if her high school sweetheart had just waltzed in with a heart-shaped box of chocolates. She never envisioned a world where her lady was giving her care instructions for injuries inflicted from drinking her blood.

“I’m serious, Erin,” she replied sternly.

“Fine.” She rolled her eyes before completing the task and rinsing the excess shaving cream off her legs. She took the thick white towel Lucía offered and wrapped it around her body before stepping out of the tub. “Oh good Lord!” Erin’s face twisted with disgust as a putrid smell exploded from the container when she opened it. 

“It’s not that bad.” Lucía stifled a smirk.

“You knew it would stink like that, didn’t you?” Erin shot her an accusatory glare. “Hell no, I’m not using this!” She closed the sulfuric nightmare in a bottle and shoved it back at her. 

“I know,” Lucía stepped toward her with the offending substance cradled in her hands. “Let me help you,” she insisted. “Open.” Lucía dropped to her knees before urging Erin to place her foot on the edge of the tub so she could access the two puncture wounds on her inner thigh.

“Okay.” Her words were barely a whisper as her eyes slipped closed and her fingers instinctively found themselves tangled in Lucía’s soft silky hair. 

The caustic odor blended into the surrounding air, easing the stench. The dark green paste stuck to Lucía’s fingers as she pulled a small amount from the jar. “Ready?” Lucía asked before applying the homemade concoction. Erin nodded slowly without looking down. The cool salve hit her skin, numbing the soreness she’d already grown accustomed to. 

“That’s not so bad, is it?” Lucía asked, ensuring the salve was packed into the small wounds tightly.

“Not too bad.” Erin grinned, her head light and eyes shining. “How about you come lay in bed with me while it dries?” 

Lucía bent forward to take her hand and kiss her knuckles. “Happy to oblige.”

* * *




“Please Charlie. You should be here recovering.” Addy implored her granddaughter to see reason.

“I’ll be fine, I promise.” Charlie’s wavering tone made her sound much weaker than she was. She knew her grandmother wasn’t going to be easy to convince. 

“You nearly died Charlie. Is that fact lost on you?” Adelaide fidgeted with her apron.

“I know, but I swear that I’ll be recovered in less than a week. There’s no sense making the trip there and all the way back to New York,” she added, hoping her grams would see it her way.

“Back to New York?” Adelaide shouted before she remembered herself and brought her voice down. “What business do you have in New York?” 

“Grams, someone tried to kidnap me. You don’t think we should find out who and for what purpose?” Charlie seethed. “We’re all in danger until we figure this out.”

“But the Queen has not—”

“Given the order?” Charlie interjected. She was waiting for her grandmother to bring up the chain of command. “I know, but she’s not going to. Not soon enough. I don’t know if she’s too distracted or overconfident or what, but we can’t just wait around for her to do something. Plus, I’m not breaking any rules. I’m just going to find out who’s at the bottom of this. Once I know, I’ll bring the information to her, okay? I promise I won’t get into any trouble I can’t get myself out of,” Charlie said, hoping she’d persuaded her risk averse grandmother.

Adelaide sighed after a long pause. “Fine, but you listen here, Charlotte Anne. If you so much as jaywalk, I’m coming to get you and you will not leave my side ever again. Do you understand? If you fail to check in every day, I’ll alert the Queen at once of your activities. Do I make myself clear?” Addy’s tone made her sincerity unquestionable.

“I promise to be safe,” Charlie vowed. She knew her grandmother wasn’t one to make empty threats.

“Then you have my blessing. Please call for help at the first sign of danger. And use your head, not just your gut,” she added.

“I will,” she promised before the line went dead.








  
  
  Chapter Sixteen

  
  




Lucía’s hand was cool against Erin’s hot skin. The thin layer of sweat on her chest vanished into the Egyptian cotton sheets after Lucía pushed her face down on the bed. The strong muscles of Erin’s thighs twitched and trembled in relief. Supporting the weight of two was a challenge even for her athletic build. Maybe if it were someone other than Lucía she was banging against a wall, she would give in, but her sex ego was too strong to show weakness in her presence. 

“Tired?” Lucía asked as she ran her hand casually over the back of Erin’s thigh. 

“Are you?” She glanced over her shoulder wearing a devilish grin. It was a challenge she knew Lucía would accept. Without missing a beat, Lucía climbed atop her and straddled her naked backside. 

“Me?” Lucía’s grin was murderous. “Why, I’m just getting started dearest,” she said, her smudged red smile curling at one end. 

 Erin groaned, burying her face in the mattress. Lucía started grinding slowly and purposefully against Erin’s body, leaving the area above her coccyx slick with her arousal. 

Each unhurried swing of Lucía’s hips made Erin’s heart stop beating for a moment and then forced it to pound double time to catch up. Her breath quickened as she struggled to decide whether to moan or scream or maybe cry. The mattress filled Erin’s mouth as she bit down on the edge to keep herself hinged. Lucía’s manicured nails dug into the soft flesh of Erin’s lower back to allow her core to produce even more pressure at the end of Erin’s spine.

The heat rocketed through Lucía’s body. She let the hunger rise, too, despite already having fed yesterday. She knew it was too much, yet her fangs sharpened to deadly points nonetheless. 

Lucía’s dark hair spilled over her shoulder blades as she threw her head back and closed her eyes. She loved the way the energy built in Erin’s body. It was almost as exciting as its release.

“Turn over,” Lucía demanded in the low-pitched voice that let Erin know she had changed. The realization sent a pulse of desire coursing through her body, even if the two wounds on her thigh were still healing. 

“I thought you only needed to feed once a month?” Erin asked halfheartedly, her body and mind consumed by the moment. 

Instead of straddling Erin’s hips, Lucía lifted her leg, roughly bringing her calf to rest on her shoulder. The oxygen was ripped from Erin’s lungs when the heat of Lucía’s center pressed into her own. Lucía leaned back, her strong abdominal muscles contracting with each quick thrust of her hips.

Erin couldn’t speak. She couldn’t breathe. She had never imagined that anything could be as good as this. There was little room for teasing left, and Lucía set an increasingly frantic pace. She gripped the oak bedpost behind her to steady herself and push harder into Erin.

Erin forced her eyes open. She loved to watch Lucía like this. So primal and out of control. She loved her messy hair and flushed cheeks, her running mascara and skin glistening with hard earned perspiration.

Obsidian eyes returned Erin’s gaze, her pointed canines gleaming in the candlelight. Lucía dragged the tip of her tongue over the deadly instruments in a way she knew drove Erin insane. The moans and curses that tumbled from Erin’s lips proved her right.

Erin propped herself up on one elbow and wrapped her free hand around Lucía’s waist. She needed Lucía’s thrusts to come more quickly and with significantly more force. Lucía responded to her guiding hand and pushed harder and faster. The centuries old wood of Lucía’s bedpost split under her palm, but she didn’t ease up for a second.

“Lucía,” Erin’s voice was little more than a strangled groan, but Lucía knew what she was trying to tell her. She could feel Erin’s release against her own. The muscles in her lower back and thighs pulled painfully in warning that she couldn’t continue like this indefinitely. 

Erin’s throat was raw from screaming. Her body shook as she lost any sense of control. Lucía knew Erin couldn’t take much more of this, and as her thirst grew, neither could she. She let the growing heat claim her and lurched forward. Erin’s leg fell to the side and hooked onto Lucía’s thigh as she brought her in closer. 

“Do it,” Erin whispered as she exposed her long smooth neck to her.

Lucía hesitated for a moment. The lustful haze and imposing thirst made it hard to reason. She hadn’t wanted to mark Erin in any visible way, but she could see the veins throbbing under her soft, pale skin and the temptation was impossible to resist.

“Please,” Erin moaned, eviscerating any resolve Lucía could ever hope to muster.

When her mouth filled with life, Lucía’s body succumbed. The candles burned away, leaving them in the still darkness of their oasis.

* * *




“Who was the first of you?” Erin asked as she ran her fingers lazily through Lucía’s soft, silky hair, the base of which was still humid from sweat.

“There, my dearest, is a question that has been asked for ages,” Lucía responded with a laugh.

“Why? Don’t you know?” she asked with evident surprise.

“Do your people not squabble endlessly over creation versus evolution? And even within those schools of thought, there are scores of theories that purport to have the answer,” she reminded her, still amused by the notion that any being could account for its existence. 

“All right. I get it. Don’t be a pain in the ass,” Erin answered, playfully poking the top of Lucía’s head. “What theory do you subscribe to then?” 

“I don’t know,” Lucía confessed as she ran her fingertips down Erin’s exposed abdomen and around her navel. “I suppose I believe the same hand that brought everything into being contemporaneously created my kind,” she finished thoughtfully. It had been many years since Lucía contemplated the genesis of life on the planet.

“So you’re a creationist?” Erin asked with a giggle. “I kind of thought you were the original vampire based on what Samael told me and all.”

“Oh, some believe that.” Lucía’s tone gave away her position on the matter. “I’m the oldest known vampire in this modern age, but even I was created by someone else.” Lucía shifted to lay her head on Erin’s chest. She didn’t like recalling the night she turned. Of the darkness that steeled itself to her side. Of how the thirst claimed her. She had taken to this form so effortlessly that it occasionally caused her to question her nature as compared to others of her kind.

“There is a legend,” Lucía explained in a faraway voice. “More of a myth, I suppose, that the first of us still live in a mountain somewhere. All powerful and reclusive.” She rolled her eyes reflexively. 

“Why do you all stay hidden from the rest of the world? Why not come out?” Erin asked as she ran her fingers through Lucía’s hair.

“I lived openly at first, when I was young and foolish.” Lucía explained with a laugh as she recalled her own naivety.

Erin traced the shell of her ear with her fingertip. “What happened?”

“No matter how well my interactions with people may have started, regardless of how I helped them or protected them, once they saw how I nourished myself, they feared me. Suddenly I was a monster, or worse, a demon sent from hell itself. As if I hadn’t already seen enough of it the day I lost thousands of my people, as a vampire I was forced to recognize the sadistic cruelty of man. The intolerance. The hatred. I have seen your people inflict wholesale slaughter on their own kind. On their brothers and sisters. Atrocities you could never imagine.” Lucía took a long pause as the memories flashed in her mind. “What do you suppose they would do to us? No” she said, shaking her head. “I learned all too quickly that going underground was our only option if we wanted to survive. To thrive.” The pain in Lucía’s voice spoke of dark days and unspeakable horrors.

“But not everyone is bad,” Erin said, her voice cracking. “I accept you, and I’m sure most people would too.”

The innocence in Erin’s words put a smile on Lucía’s darkened countenance. “A person is not bad,” Lucía corrected. “People en mass are prone to hysteria and blind indiscriminate rage,” she explained, leaving them both to ponder the weight of Lucía’s words.

The silence stretched as dawn approached, but the heavy black curtains kept out any trace of sunlight. Lucía concentrated on the soft rise and fall of Erin’s chest, the marred, twisted ghosts of her past trying to break through to the forefront of her mind.

“So how do vampires make baby vampires?” Erin asked to bring Lucía out of the heavy gloom that had settled over them. Lucía’s laughter in response to the silly phrasing of Erin’s question was unexpected but welcomed.

“Not entirely unlike how you were brought into this world, actually.” Lucía turned onto her stomach so she could look at her as they speak. “Only the females can create new life,” she explained to a very confused Erin. “I have always considered this was Mother Nature’s way of keeping our numbers in check just like most other animals.” She smirked and added, “A woman is more judicious in her procreation habits.” 

“How does it work though?” She turned onto her side to hold her head in her hand as she listened to Lucía explain vampire reproduction.

“It’s just as painful for us as it is for a female of your kind,” Lucía explained. “We must first drain the blood from our prospective progeny, bringing them to the brink of death. Sometimes they cross over and can’t be brought back. Not everyone survives the transition. There are those who just can’t change or it will kill them.” Lucía paused and glanced down at the bed for a moment, a flash of pain in her eyes. “The mother, so to speak, then replaces the spilled blood with her own, leaving just enough to stave off her own death. It takes at least a full day for the mother to recover. Sometimes longer. During that time, both are weak, and the child is virtually helpless,” she finished matter-of-factly.

 “Oh my God, that’s crazy.”

Lucía smiled despite the exhaustion of memory lane. “You can see why we aren’t in a rush to start the next baby boom.”

“So if only females can make more vampires, then why turn any males at all?” Erin asked after a few moments of processing the new information.

“You sound like one of the Amazons. They attempted an all-female society,” Lucía added with a grin. “There are some who share that viewpoint, but I’m not among them. Everything needs a balance. Ying and Yang. Life would be rather boring if we were all the same. Plus some are nice to look at.” Lucía’s eyebrow rose suggestively as she considered some of her male lovers. 

“Oh, is that so?” Erin asked, lunging toward her and climbing on top of her. 

“Get off me,” Lucía demanded as Erin’s hands found the most ticklish place under her arms and wiggled her fingers. “I am a queen!” she protested between fits of laughter. 

“Yes, your majesty,” Erin responded in reverence, removing her hands from Lucía’s sides.

“I didn’t tell you to leave.” She pulled Erin back on top of her and kissed her until the sadness was excised from her heart.

* * *




“I didn’t expect you to bring him with you.” Lucía glanced toward the large wire cage as they approached the jet.

“Oh, come on Lucía. I couldn’t leave poor Steven by himself. Who knows when I’ll be back. I don’t want him to get lonely,” she explained as the toucan chattered happily in his cage.

“The house remains fully staffed in my absence.” Lucía reminded her for the third time.

“I know, but it’s not the same. He loves me,” she said, gesturing toward the bird. “Who else will cuddle with him, hm?” Erin asked, positive she had stumped Lucía this time. Lucía waved dismissively signaling her surrender, and she smiled at Steven triumphantly. Wait ’til she finds out you have to stay in the penthouse. There were technically no pets allowed in her building and he was far too loud to hide. 

Angel Eyes greeted them as they stepped into the jet. The Doublemint Twins didn’t greet Erin nearly as warmly.

“So why do they hate me?” Erin asked once they’re alone.

“Who, my love?” Lucía inquired as she typed on her smart phone.

“Your twin assassins over there,” Erin whispered now that the dynamic duo had returned to the plane. 

“Why do you assume they hate you?” Lucía chuckled without looking up from her phone.

“Um…” Erin side-eyed Lucía like she was crazy. “How could you think anything else?” she asked, genuinely surprised at the question. “They never speak to me. Like ever. And they always look at me like they’re waiting for me to steal the silverware.” 

“Just like people are different, so are we.” Lucía laughed. “I admit not everyone is open minded, and well, would you talk to something you consider a meal?” she asked while trying to suppress her amusement at Erin’s horrified expression. “There’s nothing to worry about,” she added after Erin had paled to a ghost white color. “They would never harm you,” she promised much more seriously. 

“How do you know?” Erin whispered, her eyes trained on the back of matching shiny bald heads.

“Because any injury caused to you is an injury to me.” Lucía sounded genuine, but Erin’s expression showed she wasn’t buying it.

“Yeah right. I probably look like some kind of juicy cheeseburger for vampires.” A hint of panic crept into her hushed tone.

“I promised you that no harm would ever come to you while you’re with me. Adrian and Nicholas are my most loyal sons. They’ll protect your life as they protect mine,” Lucía promised, leaning over to give a stunned Erin a kiss on the cheek.

“Sons?” Erin whispered, her eyes wide. 

“I believe we’re waiting for Samael,” Lucía said as she placed her hand over Angel Eyes’ arm when he passed them while preparing for takeoff. 

“Not to worry, Ms. Guerra. He informed us he has made alternate travel plans while in Paris,” the young man explained. 

Lucía nodded in agreement, but her expression was evidence of her surprise.

“What’s wrong?” Erin asked when the flight attendant leaves. 

“Nothing, my love,” Lucía smiled and sat back in her chair, the calm air of confidence surrounding her like an expensive perfume. 

Erin and Steven both dozed off within minutes of reaching the cruising altitude, but Lucía’s mind could not find rest. Lucía always had to pry Samael off her back. She reached into the pocket of her royal blue blazer for her phone. Lucía’s text message was immediately met with an alert showing that the message failed to send.

* * *




Charlie squeezed into the crowded lower Manhattan bar. Each glancing contact with a stranger’s body sent pain shooting from her sore chest and ribs and reverberating through her body. She held her arms out in front of her to minimize the contact as she pushed through the crowd. Her boots stuck the floor, the layers of old beer spilled on it like a tacky varnish, but Charlie didn’t mind. 

“Hey Tucker,” Charlie called to the bartender over the loud music. A tall, grizzly man with a severe face and unkempt beard turned towards the call. His stoic expression broke into a smile when he saw Charlie waiving at him. 

“Charlie,” he exclaimed happily. “I didn’t know you were in town.” He pulled up the waistband of his jeans over his belly and flattened out his leather vest. 

“I’m not really,” she said as she winked. 

Tucker nodded in understanding and motioned to the back room with his eyes. Charlie hurried around to where Tucker was signaling. Once in the back room, she sighed with relief that the 80’s hair metal was muffled by the egg crates stapled to the walls. She stood in the tiny room for a moment before Tucker joined her. 

“How are you, champ?” Tucker asked, his dark eyes scanning Charlie from top to bottom. “I heard you got jacked up pretty good. That a group of pointers nearly killed you,” he said in a heavy southern drawl. 

“I’m fine, Tuck.” Charlie gave the huge man a hug. “And it wasn’t vampires,” she corrected after stepping out of the embrace. “It happened in the middle of the day and I didn’t see any fangs.”

“It couldn’t have been no regular ass dudes to get the best of you,” he said confidently.

“It was a group,” Charlie said, her arms wrapping around her chest as if to protect herself from the memory. “It’s why I’m here. I’m trying to figure out what’s going on. I was almost attacked in Paris too.” 

Tucker’s hand disappeared into his thick, light brown beard as he scratched it. Charlie wondered if it helped him activate a memory with the way he’d scrunched up his face. “You don’t think it was wolves, do you?” he asked, and Charlie could hear the trace of defensiveness in his tone. 

“No way,” Charlie said, shaking her head. “I know you run this pack like a tight ship,” she added to diffuse any possibility of an accusation. “But I thought you might be able to help me figure out who has it out for me.”

“I’ve heard about them weird goings on among the vamps,” he admitted after relaxing his posture and sinking into his office chair, offering Charlie a seat on top of a stack of beer cases. “You know I mind my own business and encourage my kin to do the same.” 

“I thought maybe you’d heard something,” Charlie explained. “All kinds of people come in here. There aren’t very many true sanctuaries left in the world.” 

Tucker nodded before opening a drawer in his old creaky desk. Charlie was sure he was going to pull out some paper with helpful information, but instead he pulled out a dusty bottle of bourbon and two glasses. Charlie knew the cleanliness of the glasses was questionable, but she took one partially filled with the dark alcohol without complaint. 

“Cheers,” Tucker said before raising his glass and draining it in a single gulp. Charlie raised her glass but opted for a sip of the fiery liquid instead. 

“So, you think what happened to me is related to what’s going on with the vampires,” Charlie asked for clarification. 

Tucker poured himself another drink before responding. “You know, I’ve known you since you were in diapers.” He sucked his drink down. The hairs on the back of Charlie’s neck stood on end. Tucker wasn’t one to beat around the bush usually. 

“Tuck, what the hell is going on,” Charlie demanded as she got to her feet. “If you know something—”

“Calm down, champ,” he said quietly. “There ain’t no need to get riled.” He took a deep breath. “Listen, I wasn’t gonna tell you nothin’ because I just don’t think it’s my place to be getting involved in vamp business. I sure as shit wouldn’t want them sticking their pointy noses in ours.”

Charlie’s mind raced. “Tuck, please,” she said softly. “Tell me what you know.”

Tucker’s dark eyes looked up at Charlie from under bushy eyebrows. “You never heard this from me, you hear? If you tell someone I told you anything, I’ll put my hand on a stack of bibles and denounce you as a liar.” 

Charlie swallowed hard as if that might get her heart out of her throat. She nodded. 

“There is some faction. They call themselves the insurgents or the illuminated. I don’t know, some pretentious ass name. They want out with the vampire queen and in with whoever the hell is in charge of them. I found out they were using my bar to find new recruits and tossed them out on their asses. I told them to stay the hell out of here with their weird cult shit, and they have.”

Charlie sat back down on the beer case slowly. She had hoped for information, but her pounding heart led to the realization that she wasn’t expecting any. “Why didn’t you—”

“Tell anybody?” he finished her question. “Your boss’ people have come in here a few times sniffing around,” he acknowledged. “I told them I hadn’t seen or heard squat. And I’d tell them the same again if they asked me,” he confirmed. “I’m only telling you because I feel real bad that you got hurt. I can’t stand the thought that your association with their queen could kill you. So, since you come here and ask me, I think it’s only right I tell you to take your grandma and get the hell out of there. Let the vampires settle their shit. It ain’t got nothing to do with you and it sure as hell isn’t worth your life.” 

The information dripped into Charlie’s brain slowly. “Do you know where they’re based out of?” 

“Do you have cotton in your ears, kid?” Tucker asked. “I just told you they mean to overthrow their queen and would be happy to kidnap you or kill you for political gain, and you’re asking me if know where their HQ is? Are you nuts?”

“Tuck, I can’t just stand by and do nothing.” 

“You can do something, kid. You can get away from a fight you have no stake in,” Tucker implored. 

“She saved my life, Tuck. I can’t just abandon her,” Charlie said softly. “Will you help me find out more about these people, please?” 

Tucker exhaled long and hard. His chair squeaked as he threw his weight backward. The anxiety twisted in Charlie’s stomach as she stared at Tucker, waiting for his verdict. 

“I can’t do it champ,” Tucker said with regret in his eyes. “I just can’t.”

Charlie deflated. “I understand.” 

“I’m real sorry,” he said. “And you’re a grown woman, and you ain’t my kid or technically part of my pack, but I care about you. Please don’t go looking for trouble when trouble is already hellbent on finding you.” 

Charlie smiled softly. “Thanks Tuck, I appreciate that,” she said before giving him another hug and turning toward the door. 

“Are you gonna keep looking for these people?” Tuck asked over the music that flooded the room when she opened the door. 

Charlie hesitated. For a moment, she considers lying. “Yes,” she admitted after a long pause. 

Tucker’s shoulders dropped at the news. “I figured as much,” he said with a shake of his head. He pulled a scrap of paper from his desk and scribbled something down. “Take this,” he said with a sigh. “He might be able to tell you more. Don’t you dare say I sent you there. He’s got his ear to the ground better than me when it comes to vamps.” 

Charlie jammed the note in her back pocket before giving him another hug. 

“You come back and visit more often, alright. You know you always have a home here when you want it.” Tucker gripped her arm and gave it a tight squeeze. 








  
  
  Chapter Seventeen

  
  




“Hello?” Charlie walked cautiously through the narrow doorway into the cramped teashop. She hadn’t expected this when Tucker told her he had a contact that might help.  

“Take a seat!” a disembodied voice called from somewhere. 

Charlie jumped and spun toward the noise. She peeked over a tower of tea boxes stacked high on a table in the middle of the tightly packed space. The hundreds of little drawers lining every inch of the walls made her feel like a shrunken Alice surrounded by a library card catalogue. 

“Sit!” the voice cried again, and Charlie wasn’t sure where she might be expected to sit. She searched the room, but there was hardly anywhere to move much less sit. 

“For heaven’s sake, in the corner!” 

Charlie’s baby blues darted around the shop. Under a pile of new tea cups and boxes of varying sizes, she eyed a bistro table wrapped from top to bottom in multicolored pieces of fabric. She moved toward it slowly, careful to avoid the stacks of boxes on the floor. 

“Sit.” A small man with pale gray skin and muddy lavender eyes appeared seemingly from out of nowhere, his dusty old beige suit a strange complement to his stranger complexion. 

“Uh, hello. Are you Ezekiel?” Charlie asked, trying to find her manners after being startled. 

“Yes, Charlotte,” he hissed. 

“Nice to meet you,” she said, extending a hand. “Please call me Charlie.” 

The man, easily two feet shorter than Charlie, didn’t take her hand. Instead, he threw the tray he was carrying full of teapots down on top of a box at chest height and peered up into Charlie’s face. 

“No,” he said, his eyes disappearing behind a squint. “Charlotte.” 

“Okay then.” Charlie forced a smile. She didn’t ask how he knew her name. 

“Tea?” he asked, pouring something dark into a delicate porcelain teacup. 

“Thank you.” She dipped her head before sitting at the edge of the chair. A box occupying most of the seat dug into her back. 

Ezekiel plopped down on the floor, and Charlie corrected her placement and found an empty section of hardwood to sit on. They sipped in silence until Charlie decided that the rules of etiquette allowed for her to get to business. 

“I was hoping you might help me,” Charlie began. 

“Fix your problem?” Ezekiel guessed. He took a long sip of his tea while searching her with quickly moving eyes. “I could do that. How attached are you to your legs?” 

It took all of Charlie’s will not to spit out her spicy drink. “My legs?” she asked with horror vibrating in her voice. “Why would I need to give up my legs for information?” 

“Information?” Ezekiel cocked his head to the right. “Don’t you want to fix your wolf? It’s broken. You must know that.” 

Charlie choked on her own saliva. “I’m not here for treatment.” 

Ezekiel shrugged. “Too bad,” he said while sipping his tea. “I’d only need from the knee down. I know a guy who could set you up with a nice set of metal prosthetics.”

Charlie tried to get the image of amputation out of her head. “I just need some information,” she repeated when her stomach had stopped churning. 

“Tell me what you want and I’ll tell you what it costs,” he said, pouring more tea from a different pot. 

Charlie considered her options. Tucker hadn’t told her his friend was an imp. They never offered anything for free, and she wondered what Ezekiel’s predilections leaned toward. She wasn’t willing to suffer permanent disfigurement for good intel. 

“The identity and location of the group looking to throw over the vampire queen by violence, specifically the group who tried to kill me,” Charlie explained. 

Ezekiel rubbed his pointy chin while pondering the request. “Are you a righty or a lefty?” 

Charlie swallowed hard. “I’m left-handed.” 

“Then the right hand. From the elbow,” he decided. 

“Just the location of their leader,” Charlie countered. 

“From the wrist down then,” he said with another sip. 

“What can I get without being maimed?” she asked in an effort to cut the negotiations short. She was very ready to get out of this place intact. 

Ezekiel sprung to his feet more quickly than Charlie could react. He jumped toward her like a springing cat, but she remained perfectly still. His fingers ran through her hair like a comb. “You’ve got lovely hair,” he said, inspecting Charlie’s luscious, long black hair. Ezekiel palmed the top of his bald head, crouching down to look at himself in a mirror on the floor. He gathered Charlie’s hair in a ponytail and covered his head with it. A toothy grin grew wider as he arranged the ends of Charlie’s shiny black hair around his face.  

Charlie winced. “What would you trade for it?” 

“It’s very fine, very fine” he commented, admiring himself. “And there’s so much of it. This could net me a nice chunk of change indeed.” The imp dropped Charlie’s hair and moved away from the mirror to look her in the eye. “I’m feeling rather generous today,” he said with a smile that turned her stomach. “For that whole head of hair…” He tapped his fingers against his thin lips while he thought. “I’ll tell you where they moved on to do their recruiting after Tucker kicked them out after that big brawl.” 

Charlie didn’t react to the mention of Tuck’s name, though Ezekiel must have known who sent her. She didn’t ask what brawl he was talking about for fear it might cost her pinky toes. Charlie ran her fingers through her own hair. It grows back, she told herself. 

“No scalp, just the hair,” she warned before accepting. 

Ezekiel frowned. “Fine,” he grumbled. “This way,” he ordered, and Charlie followed him down a crowded path to the back of the shop. 

Minutes later, she walked fast through the small store and out onto the city street. The evening air was too cold against Charlie’s head, and she pulled on the warm hat Ezekiel had so graciously gifted her after gleefully shaving her head with a straight razor. 

* * *




“Lewis?” Max rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. “What are you doing here?” he asked of the blonde in his doorway. “It’s so early.”

“Too early for a surprise visit from your favorite friend?” Erin asked with a smile. “A friend who brought you your favorite caffeinated concoction?” she added, holding out Max’s signature drink. 

“Can’t say no to either one of you,” he grinned. “Come in. Are you okay? I haven’t heard from you in forever. I was beginning to think maybe you and the Grande Dame eloped and decided to stay in France forever.” 

“I’m great,” she said with a smile. “And I promise, if I were ever to get married, you would be on the guest list.” 

“Holy shit, you didn’t even flinch at the prospect of ’til death do you part! Are you sure you’re alright, Lewis? Have you been invaded by body snatchers?” Max laughed too loudly for Erin’s taste. 

“Shut up,” she said, shoving Max lightly and plopping down on his overstuffed couch. 

“So, don’t leave us hanging. What have you been up to? And why have you appeared at my doorstop unannounced for the first time in all the years we’ve known each other?” Max took a sip of his coffee through a straw. 

“Well…” Erin cleared her throat. 

“Are you knocked up?” Max yelled in a scandalized tone.

“No.” She laughed nervously. “I don’t mean to sound pathetic here, but I’m not awesome at friendships, and so, um, you’re kind of my only friend,” she admitted with a wince. Erin hadn’t ever gotten into the habit of cultivating relationships outside of the one with her dad. She just never seemed to find the time for it. 

Max didn’t laugh; he leaned forward and ditched the smile on his face. “What’s up, Lewis? Are you in trouble?” 

“No, no. I just, um, I want to tell you something, and I need you to promise me two things before I do, okay?” Max nodded. “First, you have to promise not to think I’m crazy. And second, even if you think I’m crazy, I need you to swear you won’t repeat what I tell you to anyone. Can you promise me that?” 

“Of course, but you better tell me quick because you’re kind of freaking me out.”  

“It’s about Lucía,” she started. “About what she is.”

“An heiress?” he asked with confusion prominently displayed on his face. “Is she secret British royalty?” he whispered. “A hidden love child?” 

“No,” Erin said as she wiped the cold sweat from her forehead. “She isn’t like us.”

“Like what? Is she communist? An alien? Just spit it out, Smalls, you’re killing me!” 

Erin swallowed hard. This was a mistake. She wanted to talk to someone about her new life, and between her dad and Max, the choice was obvious. She didn’t expect it would be so hard to say the words aloud.  

“She’s a vampire,” she blurted before the nerve left her altogether. “A real one, like a four-hundred-year-old woman with fangs,” she said to eliminate the possibility for misinterpretation.

Max put his coffee down slowly. “Erin,” he said in a voice gentler than Erin had ever heard him use. 

“No, no, no,” Erin said as she stood. “Don’t give me the therapist voice.” Max had never once called her by her first name.

“Wait, okay, sit down,” he said, urging Erin back to the couch. 

“If I hear that tone one more time, I’m out. You promised not to think I was crazy,” she said sternly. 

“Okay, you’re right, I’m sorry. Tell me more about this,” he said, rubbing his face hard. 

Erin wondered if Max thought he was having a vivid dream. She knew the feeling well. She told Max about Costa Rica and the attack and what she learned from Cari and Samael, but she left out Lucía’s status in vampire society. 

“I’m not calling you crazy,” Max said in a way that signaled he was treading lightly. “But you do realize this is difficult to believe without seeing, right?” 

“When you see it for yourself, it’s honestly impossible to deny,” Erin admitted. “But I know how it sounds.” 

“And you’re not playing some jacked-up prank?” 

“No.” She shook her head slowly.

“Well…” He exhaled hard. “Does she make you happy?” 

“Yes,” Erin said, the corner of her lip curling of its own volition. 

“I’m going to make an assumption here. Are you cool with being a walking talking snack machine?” he asked with a laugh. 

“It’s not as bad as you’d think,” Erin’s face flushed dark red. 

“Alright,” Max said before picking up his coffee. “Spill the real tea. What’s the sex like with a vampire goddess?” 

* * *




Charlie’s ears perked up as soon as she stepped onto the gravel driveway leading up to the warehouse Ezekiel identified. She strained to hear any sounds, but the dilapidated building was stone silent. The wind picked up enough to carry the sent from the river and past the lone building on the docks. It dispelled her concerns that this would be a dead end. There were vampires in there, weres, shifters, humans and others too. She swallowed hard and calmed her nerves. Magic, Charlie stopped to sniff the air. So much  magic. Her heart raced at what could possibly require that much energy. She considered the possibility that the building might be cloaked in something, but spells were not her forte. 

At the door, she was surprised to find no gatekeeper. She pushed in, unsure what she might find and questioning the wisdom of her choices. The soundproofed warehouse was cavernous and teeming with life. Charlie slid to a dark corner, hoping to watch without being too conspicuous. She left her hat on to obscure her face in the low light. 

“Hello sister.” A strange woman came bounding toward Charlie. 

Damnit. Charlie forced a smile to match the woman’s cheerful expression. 

“Welcome,” she said. “We are so happy you could join us. We want you to know you’re safe here.” The woman threw her arms around a speechless Charlie before disappearing toward another body walking through the door. 

Charlie exhaled and released the tightness in her shoulders. 

“First time?” a man shuffled to a spot next to Charlie. She smelled his bear before he opened his mouth. 

“Yeah.” She attempted an ingenue vibe. “I’m a little nervous.” 

“Not sure what to expect, huh?” Charlie nodded. “No need to be nervous. These folks are really nice. Everyone here has the same goal, you know.”

Charlie nodded again, even though she didn’t know what the hell he meant. 

“Why not all work together, I say. Try a coalition instead of being split up and weaker,” he explained. 

“All us weres, you mean?” Charlie was sure that if she could smell him, he could smell her. 

“We have to think even bigger than that,” he replied excitedly. “Can you imagine if all the supes got together? None of this my sleuth, my pack, my herd bullshit.”

Charlie’s mind raced. What the hell did this have to do with the attacks on them and the other vampire colonies. 

The were-bear went on a rant about unity that Charlie didn’t comprehend. He gesticulated wildly as he talked, and she spotted a circular tattoo on his wrist that sent a chill down her spine. It looked like what Erin described seeing on the attacker in Paris. 

“Thank you all for coming,” a voice boomed through the speakers. Every person in the room was drawn to the center of the warehouse. 

Charlie was stunned and alone. Her eyes darted all over the room and over the scores of faces filing in from everywhere. She spotted a dozen or so legs hanging from rafters and continued searching trying to memorize everything. She was desperate to find anything meaningful while her gut screamed at her to bolt. 

“These are not easy times,” the voice started dramatically. Charlie looked around for the source of the voice but didn’t see a single mouth moving. “It’s no secret that we’re under attack.” 

The crowd cheered at the proclamation of victim status. 

“We are vilified and hunted like animals for having the audacity to disagree with how the self-appointed vampire queen runs everything and everyone.” The voice, too distorted to give away a hint of gender, growled. The room erupted in angry hisses and jeers. 

Charlie’s heart pounded hard. She could see the fists raised in the air, it was a sea of branded wrists. Self-control kept her face expressionless, but fear crept up and took hold of her heart. Her feet inched toward the door.

“Our ideas of freedom and self-governance are so dangerous that she has waged a campaign of lies against us! We are called monsters by her cronies, and I ask you, brothers and sisters, who is the real monster?” 

The front door was a long distance away when Charlie saw the busted up face that had been in her nightmares. The sighting ripped her from the present and threw her back into the alley. She was on the floor broken and bleeding. 

Charlie pulled the hat off her head. It was suddenly so hot she feared she might pass out. The room spun around her, but she forced herself to focus on the door. There were a surprising number of other bald heads around the room, so the shiny dome didn’t make her stand out any more than she already might if she had been identified. I shouldn’t have come here.

“She kills and terrorizes her own people and then frames us! Why? Because she’s afraid of us and losing her precious power! But we’ve got news for her, don’t we? We want peace and freedom, and she cannot smear and control us anymore!” 

The room exploded with raucous screams and Charlie picked up the pace as she darted toward the door. The group chanted variations of down with the queen and freedom or death. Charlie couldn’t help glancing back at where her attacker had been standing. The spot was empty, and she knew in the depths of her soul she’d been spotted. She dropped the subtly and ran headlong for the door. 








  
  
  Chapter Eighten

  
  




“She lives!” Erin exclaimed in gleeful surprise as Charlie let herself into Lucía’s New York penthouse suite, the heat of the summer sun still clinging to her sweaty body. “And with a new look,” she added, eyeing Charlie’s bald head. 

Charlie palmed her stubbly head. “I donated it,” she claimed, setting her black motorcycle helmet on the large round table in the foyer. “Have you and the Queen come up for air then?” 

“Well, every now and again I give her a break,” Erin joked, coughing to hide the blush rushing over her cheeks. “It’s so good to see you. How are you?” she asked after greeting her friend with a long warm hug. She had talked to Charlie over the phone regularly but hadn’t seen her in person since before her attack. Until this moment, Erin worried that perhaps Charlie was hiding permanent injuries. 

“All healed up,” Charlie promised. She stepped back and pulled open her black leather jacket so Erin could see she really was in one piece.

A deafening screech preceded a mess of black feathers flying like a targeted missile aimed at Charlie’s head. “What the … ah!” she yelled as she dove to avoid the aerial attack. 

“Steven!” Erin squealed, chasing after the squawking bird. “I’m so sorry. He’s never done this,” she swore, trying to get her hands on the toucan. 

“Jesus!” Charlie covered her head when Steven took another stab at decapitating her with his multi-colored beak. 

“Miss Lewis?” Two staff-members materialized to aid Erin in capturing Steven. 

“It’s fine! I’ve got him,” she shouted from behind the curtains where the bird had become ensnared. The pair ran over to help anyway while Charlie remained behind the couch, sneering. Between the three of them, they wrangled the bird into his cage and avoided any fatalities 

“I’m so sorry, Charlie. He never acts like that. He’s usually so friendly!” Erin fixed her hair into a ponytail as she hurried to Charlie.

“Well,” She took off her jacket. “I can have that effect on animals sometimes,” she said with a nervous laugh. 

“What? Why?” 

“Lucía didn’t…” Charlie swallowed hard to move the lump forming in her throat. “She didn’t tell you?” Charlie pushed through the immovable mass, but it was more of a realization than a question. 

“Tell me what?” Erin asked, half annoyed that there was yet another thing she didn’t know, and half concerned about what the new information might be.

Charlie gestured toward the couch, her red lips quirked in an uneasy smile. “Why don’t we sit?” 

“Charlie, you’re scarring me,” Erin admitted before sitting on the edge of the sofa. 

“I’m different,” Charlie stated the obvious. 

“But you said you weren’t like Lucía.” Erin sifted through shattered memories from the night in Costa Rica. 

“I’m not.” She sat on the farthest end of the couch. “But I’m not like you either,” she continued, picking at the cuticle around her fingernails. 

The words landed like a sucker punch to Erin’s gut, and the uncomfortable silence stretched on between them. “What are you then?” Erin’s heart raced as she waited for everything she knew about Charlie to evaporate.

“I don’t want you to be afraid of me,” she admitted quietly.

“I won’t be.” Erin scooted forward until she landed next to her fidgeting friend. “I could never fear you,” she promised, taking Charlie’s hand in hers. “So come on. Out with it.” Erin forced a smile and waited for Charlie to make eye contact. 

“I’m a werewolf,” she admitted with her eyes shut. She only opened them when she realized Erin hadn’t jerked away from her. 

“A werewolf?” she repeated to herself after a few moments of mulling it over. “Seriously?

“Yep,” Charlie answered, her uncomfortable smile hanging lopsided on her face. 

“What are we talking here?” Erin took a thoughtful pause. “Like Michael J. Fox circa 1985 werewolf or Underworld: Rise of the Lycans werewolf?” 

“Neither,” Charlie decided. “More like human to big ass wolf.”

Erin stared at Charlie for a moment. It didn’t take long to decide that if she could be in love with a vampire, she could sure as hell be friends with a werewolf. She pulled Charlie’s tense body into a hug. 

“Aren’t vampires and werewolves supposed to hate each other?” Erin asked as she released Charlie. 

“No,” Charlie waves a hand dismissively. “That’s Hollywood bullshit. We do usually live independently of each other, but there’s no natural animosity. We don’t compete over food sources or territory, so there’s no real reason to fight. Sure, wolves and vamps are prone to pissing contests, but that’s an old school mentality. They tend to stick to populated cities, and wolves usually prefer wide open, sparsely occupied spaces.” 

Erin shrugged with a nod. Sounded logical enough. “What do you eat?” 

“Um.” Charlie scratched the back of her head. “Wild game usually. But sometimes just raw steak or something if I can’t hunt.” She looked down as she answered.

“Do you eat people?” Erin relaxed against the sofa. 

“No!” She nearly jumped to her feet at the suggestion, and her face soured. “Gross.” 

“Then why the hell would I be afraid of you?” she asked, like an old hand at the supernatural spectacle that was her life. “I wish you would have told me sooner though.” Erin’s eyes flash down to her interlaced fingers. “That you would have trusted me to understand.” 

“I’m sorry, Erin. It’s not that I didn’t want to tell you, but I guess I was worried it would change our friendship.” 

“All right, enough of that!” Erin shook her out of her emotional state. “So why doesn’t Steven like you?” 

“He senses my wolf,” she explained. “He probably thought I was a threat to you. He’s a brave little guy, I’ll give him that. All it would take is one snap of my jaws and—”

“Charlie, don’t you dare!” Erin shrieked in horror. “Don’t you dare eat my bird!” she continued frantically, her body flooding with adrenaline. 

“Not to worry. I wouldn’t hurt him.” She chuckled. 

“Seriously, Charlie.” She glared intently. “Don’t fuck with my bird.” 

“I promise!” She mimicked a scout’s honor before standing to serve herself a drink.

“So how come you’re working for Lucía?” Erin asked as they took a seat on the balcony to enjoy the burgeoning sunset. She hadn’t really wondered about it before but knowing about Charlie’s nature sparked her curiosity. 

“It’s kind of a long story,” she said after a deep sigh. 

Erin could almost sense the energy drain out of Charlie’s body. “I’m sorry,” she offered apologetically. “I didn’t mean to pry.” 

“No, no. It’s fine.” Charlie placed her hand over her arm and gave it a squeeze. “It was just such an ordeal.” She took a cleansing breath before beginning. “I was taken as a teenager by a vampire hell-bent on fusing vampire and werewolf DNA. He thought it would cure their allergy to the sun and gain them some more strength as a nice bonus.” 

“I’m so sorry, Charlie,” Erin said after noticing the sadness on her face. “You don’t have to—”

“No, it’s okay. I’m okay.” She straightened her spine. “It wouldn’t have been all that bad, I guess, if he just took blood samples, but he had a scientific curiosity.” 

Those words weren’t Charlie’s, and Erin’s stomach dropped. She couldn’t imagine what Charlie had lived through. 

“So he injected me with vampire stem cells or something. He wanted to see what would happen.” 

“Oh Charlie,” was all Erin could say as her heart broke for her friend. 

“My mother sold me to him,” Charlie continued. “My grandmother went to Lucía for help after she couldn’t find me herself. Lucía could have easily turned her away. She could have told her to seek out our pack leader. We weren’t under her protection then. She had no obligation.” Charlie looked up at Erin, exposing her wounded eyes. Her spirit grew strong as she described her rescue rather than her internment. “But she came for me. She saved me. When my grandmother and I pledged ourselves to Lucía’s service as tokens of gratitude, some other wolves did too. And here we are.” Charlie smiled more genuinely this time. 

“Are you okay? After what he did to you.” Erin couldn’t find the right words. Perhaps there was just no way to ask someone how they came out of something like that. 

“I’m okay,” Charlie assured more firmly. “But there are some lasting effects. I can’t change at will anymore. Now it happens on the full moon whether I want it to or not. It’s not a natural, seamless process anymore. It’s painful to change back, and it takes days to recover.” Her gaze found her boots once more. “And I lose myself when my wolf rises.”

The pair sat quietly as they watched the red-orange sun disappear behind the skyscrapers on the other side of Central Park. There was nothing Erin could say to ease the gouges in the fabric of Charlie’s soul. So instead she refilled Charlie’s drink when she heard the ice clanking around the empty glass.

* * *




“What did you find during your unauthorized investigation?” Lucía asked as soon as Charlie entered her office. 

Charlie shifted her weight uncomfortably but didn’t immediately produce words. 

“I trust you implicitly. This is why I did not reprimand you for your rogue mission, nor did I keep you from it.” The way the words left Lucía’s crimson lips clarified she knew of Charlie’s actions from the start. “Tell me what you risked your life and a gorgeous head of hair for.” 

“I found a meeting place,” Charlie explained. 

Lucía stood from her desk. “Where are they?” she asked, picking up her phone to call Samael. “A team must be assembled immediately.”

“They have fled, my Queen,” Charlie admitted with her eyes on the floor. “I found them a week ago and went to a gathering. I’m afraid I was spotted.”

Charlie recounted what she saw and heard in the warehouse. She explained that her return to the place, only a few hours later, resulted in her discovery that every trace of them was gone. For the last week Charlie had all but searched the sewers for the group but couldn’t find a single hint at their new location. Tucker had been unwilling or unable to help her any further, and she didn’t have any more body parts she was willing to part with to satisfy Ezekiel. 

“What kind of magic did you sense?” Lucía asked when she got to the part about what she felt when she arrived. 

“I really don’t know,” Charlie admitted. “It wasn’t like anything I had felt before, but I’m not well-versed in those arts. If I had to guess, I would say it was some kind of concealment charm. Maybe for humans? Or uninvited vampires?” 

Lucía considered the information in lengthy silence. “So they murder and maim to spread fear, and then denounce me as the perpetrator of attacks against my own innocent people?” Lucía asked rhetorically. “Impressive,” she admitted. “Why did you not alert me immediately?” Lucía’s jaw tightened. 

“I thought I could get more,” she said. “It was stupid.” 

“Yes, it was,” Lucía said coldly. “You exposed yourself, and now they’ll be even more careful. At it is, it’s been impossible to learn anything of this group. They operate like ghosts and you squandered the single misstep they may have made to date.”

“I’m sorry for—”

“I am not interested in an apology,” Lucía interrupted. “I’ll always respect your fire, but do not defy me or deceive me like this again.” 

This was the only warning Charlie would get. She nodded at her mistress, grateful that Lucía would not banish her from her inner circle or worse. 

“Before your revelation I was going to task you with something important. Can I count on you to follow through without taking matters into your own hands?” Lucía asked as she sat and returned her phone to the desk. 

“Yes, my Queen. What will you have me do?” Charlie asked, her head tilted downward in reverence. 

“I need you to stay with Erin when I cannot,” she stated without further explanation. 

“You can count on me,” Charlie said standing from her seat.

* * *




“What the hell is going on?” Erin asked, putting down the brown leather boots in her hand. 

“Nothing you need to concern yourself with. I give you my word.” Lucía approached Erin, who had stopped packing her duffle bag. 

“So I shouldn’t care that you’re bailing on meeting my dad?” Erin’s tone was sharp and her gaze sharper.

“I am not bailing.” Lucía took a step back and out of Erin’s personal space. She could feel the anger coming off her body like steam from a boiling pot. “I have to attend to something urgent.” Lucía knitted her eyebrows together, giving her face a pained expression. 

“Oh yeah? And what is that something? Oh wait, let me guess, secret vampire queen business and you can’t tell me,” Erin snapped. 

Lucía took a deep breath and gritted her teeth to avoid snapping back at an understandably frustrated Erin. She reminded herself that she was her paramour and not her subject. There was no rule of decorum that required Erin to hold her tongue.

She stepped toward Erin once more. She ran her fingers through soft yellow hair and hoped that Erin could hear the sincerity in her words. “I swear that I will make this up to you. I do want to meet your family, and I think you know that, but right now I have to do this, and I cannot risk something happening to you.” 

“Listen, I may not be a vampire, but I’m not frail either.” Erin’s eyes shimmered with emotion. “You don’t have to keep things from me. I can handle it. Charlie told me she was a werewolf today, and I didn’t bat an eye. I can deal with shit, and maybe I can help.” She allowed Lucía to wrap her arms around her waist.

“I know that you’re strong, Erin. I do. It’s what I love about you,” Lucía confessed and laid a kiss on Erin’s jaw line. “But I could never live with myself for knowingly putting you in harm’s way.” She held Erin close to her. She hated being half a world away from Erin, especially during such turbulent times. But it was that instability that forced her away. She must take more direct action, and it was not something she could do while also keeping Erin safe. “I’ll only need a few days.” Lucía’s kiss concealed the newest notes to arrive. All containing a single word. Abdicate. The last one written in blood.

Erin stayed quiet for a long time. “I suppose I could use a vacation and some quality time with my dad,” she relented with a sigh. “I wouldn’t mind the break from the parade of video conferences, protocol reviews, and background checks.” 

“Will you allow Charlie to accompany you?” Lucía asked, straightening. She knew Erin would be none too happy to have her regular security detail and hoped she’d accept Charlie’s presence. “I’ll conclude my business before the turn of the moon,” she added, thinking ahead to Erin’s concerns. 

“Fine,” she replied with a huff. “But only because I was thinking of inviting her anyhow,” she asserted with her finger pointed at Lucía. 

“Thank you.” Lucía moved Erin toward the bed. Each step was punctuated with a kiss. Each kiss was placed lower on Erin’s neck than the last.

* * *




“I will not ask you again,” Lucía threatened, blood staining her lips and dripping over the collar of her otherwise crisp white blouse. 

“My Queen, I swear,” the wounded man groveled as he clung to life. “I don’t know anything.” He cried out after the pain shot up his spine and caused a momentary black out. 

“I am not your queen.” Lucía sneered inches from the man’s sniveling face. “You expect me to believe you were the only one left unscathed, yet you recognized no one, nor were you at all involved?” Her measured words were venomous.

“I swear, I swear,” he cried, but Lucía could read the lie in his eyes. He knew death was imminent, yet he refused to yield. Lucía would get no more out of him. He wouldn’t identify who killed the three other members of his clan.

“You’re a traitor.” Lucía threw him hard against the ground, her face contorted in disgust. “Take him away,” she ordered the twins standing at either side of the door.

“You’ll never stop us!” The man exposed his fangs as he was dragged out of the room. “You can’t even hope to understand us,” he cried. “We will be the end of you!” His body jerked in an attempt to free himself, but the twins hold on like vice grips. “Your greedy reign is over! You are already dead and you don’t even know it,” he spit. “We are growing, and the Mistress has her hands around your throat.” 

Lucía didn’t act on the impulse to kill him, which was very clearly what he wanted. “You will suffer, as you have made your people suffer,” she said before turning her back on bloodcurdling screams. 








  
  
  Chapter Ninteen

  
  




“So Charlie, you and Erin have really hit it off, huh?” Pete asked, turning over the full rack of ribs cooking on the barbecue, the mid-summer sun stinging the back of his neck. 

“Sure have.” Charlie smiled.

“So then tell me,” he said, closing the grill. “What do you make of this girlfriend of hers?” He ambled to take a seat in the lawn chair next to Charlie. 

“Oh!” Charlie stopped herself from spitting out homemade lemonade. “Well,” she looked for the right words. 

“Does she treat her right?” Pete tried to pry the words out of her mouth. 

“Definitely.” She nodded emphatically. “She’d do anything for her.” 

“Anything but meet her old man.” He laughed, creases forming around his eyes. 

“I know she wants to, but she’s—”

“Very busy. I know,” he said, taking a sip of his Arnold Palmer. 

“What are you two talking about?” Erin asked as she stepped out of the house with a handful of napkins and plates. 

“Nothing, just interrogating Charlie, but she won’t crack,” he answered with a good-natured smile. 

“Baked beans are ready!” Gail announced as she hustled toward the group with the hot dish. 

“That smells amazing.” Charlie’s mouth watered.

“Just a few more minutes on the ribs. Can’t rush perfection!” Pete warned with his tongs in the air as he returned to the grill to baste the ribs with his secret sauce. 

“I’m sorry about my dad,” Erin whispered as she took a seat next to Charlie on the picnic table. Her gun jammed into her hip as she maneuvers her way in.

“Oh please, he’s great. You’re lucky to have a parent like him. Someone who cares about you.” Her words were heavy with sadness, but Erin didn’t have time to comfort her before Pete and Gail arrived with the rest of dinner. 

“I’m not big on prayers or speeches or anything,” Pete started as he lifted his glass. “But I want to say I’m glad to have my baby home for a few days and to welcome a new member of the family.” He glanced over at Charlie and gave her a smile. Erin didn’t miss the more meaningful glance he gave Gail and the blush that formed on her cheeks. “Cheers!” he shouted and the rest of them chanted back while clinking their glasses. 

* * *




“Sure you girls can’t stay another day?” Pete asked as he stopped his old truck in front of the hangar for charter planes. 

“I’m sorry, Dad,” Erin said with huge sad eyes. “I wish I could,” she swore, reaching for the bag Pete pulled from the back of the truck. 

“I know you gotta work, kiddo,” he said, blushing a little. “And listen, Charlie, you come by anytime, all right. This is your home, too.” His strong arms pulled Charlie into a hug. Erin could see the emotion on her face as she returned the embrace. Nothing builds bonds like a week of sitting in kayaks waiting for the fish to bite. 

“Thanks,” she responded with a soft smile. “I will,” she promised before rolling her bag toward the jet. 

“I’m so proud of you,” Erin whispered as she hugged her dad hard. Tears form just behind her eyes and emotion stuck in her throat.

“I’m so proud of you, Erin. I love you,” he affirmed with another hug. “Don’t take so long to visit, okay?” 

“I won’t,” she promised. 

Erin let the tears fall as they may until she got close to the jet. She decided to revisit her dad’s employment with Lucía. Pete was one of the most accepting people Erin knew. Maybe it was her emotions talking, but she was sure he could handle the whole supernatural thing. Maybe. All she knew for certain was that she was sick of always saying goodbye to someone. 

* * *




“I’ve never asked how much you spend on your one hundred and one apartments,” Erin joked as she walked through the door of the two-story Sao Paulo penthouse. This was one she had never visited. 

“Too much,” Lucía admitted as she strode toward Erin and greeted her with a long lingering kiss. “I’ve missed you,” Lucía whispered when she released Erin’s lips. She’d craved Erin for days and had to refrain from taking her in the doorway. 

“I’ve missed you like you wouldn’t believe.” Erin dropped her bags before wrapping her arms around Lucía’s neck. “But first, I need to get the airplane stink out of my hair.” She smiled before heading to the bathroom. 

When Erin returned, Lucía was still staring at the blinking lights of the city below. 

“Hey,” Erin said gently. “What’s wrong?” She could tell Lucía was a thousand miles away. “Did you make any progress?” she asked, remembering that business called her away. Guilt pulled at her stomach. She should have insisted on staying by Lucía’s side, but she needed a break from the cloaks and daggers. She needed to recharge.

“No,” Lucía admitted with a soft shake of her head. “But I don’t want to talk about that now.” She moved away from the window as if willing to leave her dark mood behind. “Tell me about your trip.” She cleared the shadows from her face, but Erin could see them lurking beneath the surface.

“Well, my dad was grilling Charlie about you.” She forced a smile, bringing brightness back to Lucía’s chestnut eyes. 

“Is that so?” she asked with a quirked eyebrow. “And what information did my dear Charlie provide?” 

“All good things,” Erin promised. “He wants to meet you.” 

“How about we get together for dinner when I’m in Boston next month? I had intended to surprise you,” Lucía divulged. 

“Oh, and how is that gonna go?” Erin laughed at the absurd scene in her mind. “We all order our steaks medium rare and you order your blood O positive?” she asked, still cackling. “You can’t eat food!” she spelled out as if Lucía needed to be informed about her own gastrointestinal capabilities. 

“I can eat.” Lucía gave Erin a very serious stink eye. “There’s no nutritional value, and too much nauseates me. It would be like you drinking blood. You could, but why would you?” 

Erin felt like an idiot. The heat rushed to her face, and there was nothing she can do to stop it. She turned on her heels ready to disappear into the bathroom, but Lucía’s elegant fingers around her wrist kept her feet planted. 

“There is something I just can’t seem to get enough of.” Lucía sighed along the column of Erin’s neck as she pulled her toward the bed. 

“What’s that?” Arousal and embarrassment struggled for control of Erin’s emotions. 

“I’ve been so hungry.” Lucía pulled off Erin’s towel with one tug and sent it tumbling to the ground. She ran her open palms over her body, touching the firmness of her flesh and softness of her skin. 

Erin’s body was so warm from the shower. Lucía pulled her closer. Her natural scent mixed with the crushed rose petals in the bath soap. The sweet fragrance lingered in the air. Lucía pulled her even closer as they moved backward toward the bed. But Erin had no intention of laying on her back. Not just yet. 

Lucía’s spine collided with the wall, and Erin’s body pressed against her to ensure she was properly pinned to her spot. 

“Miss Lewis,” Lucía warned in her stern authoritative tone, but Erin was intent on her mission. She moved with fluid grace down Lucía’s body. Her blazer and blouse fell to the floor, and then there was nothing but Erin’s tongue blazing a trail down Lucía’s taut torso.

“Should I stop?” Erin asked, her faux innocence making her eyes huge as she unbuckled the thin belt around Lucía’s trousers. Lucía glanced down, instantly falling victim to her unspoken purpose. Erin couldn’t stop the devilish grin that formed on her lips when her efforts produced a low rumble in Lucía’s throat, but by then Lucía had already thrown her head back against the wall and laced her fingers in her wet blonde locks.

The material of Lucía’s pants made a slinking sound as they slipped from her hips. Erin’s heart raced as she placed the tiniest kisses along Lucía’s upper thigh, just below where the black silkiness of her underwear ended. She shifted her weight, growing impatient with the game.

“Erin,” Lucía growled, pushing her mouth harder against her. The drop in Lucía’s tone told Erin that she had changed, and the knowledge sent a surge of excitement pulsing through her body.

In one swift movement Lucía pulled Erin up off her knees and into her arms. Her body bounced as she hit the bed, and they both worked quickly to get her clothes off.

“I told you I’d missed you.” Erin moaned when Lucía’s fingers found her dripping with arousal.

“I love you,” Lucía whispered into her lips. She pressed her face against her, always willing herself to get closer despite full body contact. 

“I love you,” she responded with a grin and soft kiss. “Are you hungry?” she asked with a smirk, already knowing the answer.

“Ravenous,” Lucía admitted with a mischievous grin that exposed her extended fangs.

“I thought so,” Erin whispered before pushing her onto her back. 

A deep rumble formed in Lucía’s chest as Erin climbed on top of her and placed a knee on either side of Lucía’s head. She dipped down to let Lucía taste her before she shifted to one side, exposing her inner thigh. Lucía couldn’t stop herself from biting into the soft flesh. Her black eyes rolled in her head as Erin’s warm blood filled her mouth. 

A loud sound at the door forced them out of their steamy bliss. In less than a millisecond, Lucía covered Erin’s naked body with the bedspread and appeared at the door in a blur of movement. Blood stained her lips and formed two ghoulish lines across her cheeks and down her back, but she didn’t waste time wiping it away or covering herself. She swung open the ornate teak door ready to exsanguinate whoever had decided to interrupt them. 

“My Queen,” the guard said as he cast his eyes to the floor.

“This better be worth the price of your heart beating in my hand after I rip it from your body,” Lucía threatened, her fangs bared in a display of power and position. Her face changed immediately as she scanned him.

“Stay here.” Lucía barked at Erin as she pulled on a silk robe. The door slammed hard behind her.

* * *




The library buzzed with energy. Lucía could sense six of her own guards, Charlie, four unknown vampires, and a human child? Lucía was sure she must be mistaken but was horrified to find she wasn’t when she stormed into the room.

All the clamoring in the room halted as soon as Lucía arrived. Four guards were restraining two struggling vampires while the others stood on either side of another pair. The latter two she recognized as locals. They were loyal as far as she knew, but she could not be sure where anyone’s allegiance lay. 

“O que aconteceu?” Lucía asked the female vampire bowing in due reverence for answers. She approached the young girl clinging to life in Charlie’s arms.

“Minha Rainha,” the woman began in Portuguese before switching to the common tongue.

Lucía motioned for the woman to come closer. She didn’t look up from the human girl, who couldn’t be older than twelve.

“My daughters and I were crossing through the favela when we smelled much blood,” she explained, sneering at the pair still trying to free themselves of Lucía’s guards, albeit silently. Lucía detected the blood on them too, and it didn’t belong to the young girl alone. Lucía could see the girl’s pulse slowing despite Charlie’s pressure on the gaping wound on her neck. “The two of them had already drained the child’s parents and brother when we arrived.” Disgust marred the woman’s face. “They were toying with the young one,” she explained as darkness clouded her face. “My eldest daughter stopped them, but she traded her life in exchange.” The tears welled up in her auburn eyes. 

Lucía could feel the rage reverberating from the woman’s body, and could not understand how she was managing her composure. 

“We brought the monsters here, Minha Rainha, but did not know what to do with the child.” She finished and stepped back to stand near her only remaining daughter.

Erin moved down the hallway toward the sound of an unknown woman speaking with a heavy accent. She knew Lucía would be none to happy with her for leaving the room, but there had obviously been some emergency and she couldn’t just stand idly by without offering to help. The voice was loudest behind a closed door, and Erin took a deep breath before pushing her way inside. 

“This is what you do all day?” Erin screeched as she stumbled upon the bloody scene. This was the side of Lucía’s business she had never been privy to, and now she understood why. Several pairs of eyes turned to glare at her as she slid through the tension in the air. Erin caught foreign insults from a captive duo, but Lucía herself barely managed a glance in her direction.

“What shall we do, Lucía?” Samael appeared out of nowhere but apparently needed no clarification from anyone about what was going on. Erin wondered when the hell he came back from whatever corner of the world he’d been hiding in. “This is a direct assault on your authority,” he explained unnecessarily. 

“We are already inside your hive,” one of the captured vampires hissed. “You are as good as gone.” 

“For fuck’s sakes!” Erin screamed in horror when her mind finally registered that Charlie and Lucía were holding a little girl. She ran to her side and took the girl’s wrist to check for a pulse. It was so faint she could barely feel it. “Do something! She’s dying!”

“Deal with them,” Lucía nodded toward the murderous vampires, signaling the guards to pick them up and take them out of the room. Samael followed behind without a word. The rest of the room emptied on Lucía’s order, leaving Erin, Charlie, Lucía, and the unconscious girl alone. 

“I know what you’re considering, my Queen, and she is too far gone,” Charlie warned.

“You can’t let her die,” Erin cried, not understanding the hesitation. All she could see was a little girl on the brink of death.

“Go, both of you,” Lucía commanded. 

“Come on.” Charlie scrambled to her feet and reached out a hand to help Erin up. 

The numbness in Erin’s legs spread to the rest of her body. “Please,” she pleaded, her eyes trained on Lucía and the little girl she was holding against her chest. Without a word, Lucía’s eyes turned black and her fangs extend into deadly points. 








  
  
  Chapter Twenty

  
  




Erin was sitting on the bed with her knees pressed against her chest when Lucía came stumbling into the room. 

“Oh Jesus,” Erin cried when she saw Lucía, her bloody robe clinging to her body. “What happened.” She wiped the blood from her face, managing only to smear it and make it look even more horrific. 

“I couldn’t save her,” Lucía said so weakly that Erin was sure she’d collapse. Erin noticed the self-inflicted wound on Lucía’s arm and the unusual paleness in her skin. “She couldn’t take my blood,” she said with a cracking voice. 

“I’m so sorry.” Erin held Lucía in a tight embrace. “I’m so so sorry.” She cried with Lucía’s head buried under her chin. Her biceps burned, and she realized she was holding Lucía up more than her own legs were. “Come on, let’s get you washed up.” 

There was no resistance from Lucía as Erin peeled off the blood stained robe. She stood motionless like a wax figure until Erin guided her toward the bathroom. Erin was sure Lucía hadn’t even blinked while she turned the shower on and placed her under the hot water. 

“Lucía?” Erin asked tentatively after the bathroom had filled with steam, but Lucía made no attempts to wash the blood off. 

Lucía didn’t answer. She pushed open the frosted glass shower door and pulled her inside, clothing and all. “I need to drink.” Her face was a pale question mark. 

“Okay,” Erin said slowly. 

Before she could utter another word Lucía’s fangs buried themselves deep inside her neck, and she drank with ferocious desperation. Erin focused on a point on the wall and worked hard to suppress her fear. She repeatedly reminded herself that Lucía wouldn’t hurt her. The mantra kept her alarm from turning to panic. She’d never bitten her like this before. There was no passion or desire, only true, animalistic hunger.

The water ran down Erin’s jeans and dripped into her shoes. She tried to stay focused as her head got woozy and her body became too heavy to support. Lucía pulled back just before the room turned black. 

“I’m sorry I took so much,” she said, holding Erin tightly against her. Her eyes regained their usual brown hue. “I’ll call for some food,” she continued, her voice returning to normal and fangs retracting to dull points. 

Erin stripped the rest of her clothes from her body to bathe, trying to hide her unsteadiness. “Do you want to talk about it?” Erin searched Lucía’s face, noting the turmoil hiding just beneath the surface. 

“I couldn’t turn her,” Lucía said as she closed her eyes. 

“You tried,” Erin insisted, having no point of reference for this. “She was already so far gone. You did what you could, my love.” 

Lucía ignored Erin’s cheerleading. “You don’t understand. I should have been able to save her,” she said shaking her head. 

“Listen,” Erin said, bringing Lucía’s chin up with her finger. “I think you’re so unbelievable. You are so brave and selfless.” Her voice cracked under the weight of her emotion. “Charlie told me about the risk in turning children, and you could have died trying to save a strange child. You’re incredible,” she added, pressing her cheek against Lucía’s forehead. 

“I’m not well,” Lucía admitted. “In Costa Rica I was poisoned with some toxin. Even if that girl wasn’t so young and badly injured,” Lucía’s voice quivered, “I don’t believe I could have turned her. I wouldn’t have survived it.” 

The news slammed into Erin hard. “I’m so sorry I pushed you to do it. I didn’t know.” Guilt and regret flooded her chest. My thoughtless impulse could have killed her. “I never want you to take this risk again, my love, not for me or for anyone else.” 

The water running over their bodies was the only sound for a long time. 

“There’s no need to talk about this now,” Lucía said, the exhaustion still heavy in her words. “We have a lifetime to figure it out.” 

“I love you,” Erin whispered. 

“I know.” 

* * *




“I’ve called you all here for a very important announcement,” Lucía said after Charlie entered the study and sat near the fireplace as far from the others as she could manage.

Lucía’s eyes scanned the room before she continued. Samael, the twins, Erin, and Charlie. These were the people who needed to understand this first. 

“We all know these attacks are getting more violent and more frequent with each passing day. Anything we do is twisted to fit some narrative we can’t control. I won’t risk anymore senseless violence against innocents.” Lucía was strong and authoritative. No one would guess that just a couple of hours ago she hardly had the strength to stand. 

“We may not know the identities of the group that works against us, but what they want is to eject me from my position,” she continued in a tone even more commanding and resolute than before. “I intend to give them exactly that.” 

“No!” Charlie protested loudly. “You can’t!” 

“My Queen!” The twins stood together in protest. “We can fight them!” 

Samael and Erin remained silent while the others begged and pleaded with Lucía to change her mind.

“It will only be for a short time,” Lucía promised. “To everyone except those in this room, it will appear as though I have stepped down,” she explained, hoping to calm them. “Or,” she added after a pause, “it may appear I’ve been forced out from the inside.” She gave Samael an indiscernible look.

“Where will you go?” Charlie asked with wide eyes. 

“Into hiding. If you, your grandmother, Adrian, and Nicholas want to come, you’re most welcome to, but you can’t tell anyone where we’re going and you can’t change your mind once we’ve gone.” 

“We will never leave you.” Adrian spoke for himself and his brother. 

Lucía nodded deeply in gratitude and faces her paramour. “Erin, I know you have a lot of questions. We can discuss it privately.”

“And what about me my Queen?” Samael stood from his chair. “What shall you have me do?” he asked, his tone uncharacteristically uncertain. 

“You, my dear Samael” –her lips curled into a wicked grin— “will crush the dissidents.” 

Lucía vested Samael with the full authority to act as her regent. They prepared the basic template of what the official story would be, and she watched as Samael sold it with confidence to the many concerned faces jammed in small squares on a computer screen.

Erin waited in the corner of the room, either she had been forgotten or maybe Lucía had decided that Erin had finally seen enough such that shielding her was no longer be necessary. As soon as Samael was done lying with conviction to the important people on the screen, Erin took Lucía’s hand and together they walked toward the bedroom. 

“You could have warned me, you know,” Erin commented as they made their way down a long hallway.

“There was no time. I hope you can forgive me.” 

“So where do you plan on going? Will I be able to see my dad? How do we know it’s safe to come back? How long will this go on?” Erin unloaded her barrage of questions in rapid succession. 

“Well…” Lucía laid on her freshly changed bedsheets and pulled Erin in close. “There’s a small town in Nova Scotia,” she said as she remembering Samael’s plan to hide in the ice. “It will hide us well.” Her eyes slipped closed against her will.

* * *




Lucía sat amongst old tomes and dusty volumes. This was the last of her libraries left unchecked. She looked at the same pages she’d reviewed half a dozen times. No matter how many anthologies she read, how many old ledgers and journals, she couldn’t piece together who might have such a vendetta against her. Perhaps it no longer mattered, but so many years of power had left Lucía unaccustomed to feelings of ignorance or impotence. 

She pushed away the decades old diary with a huff. Her past seemed much duller than she remembered it. She stared at the hand drawn symbol marking every note she’d received from the terrorist. Her finger traced the circular serpent. 

“My Queen,” Samael peeked his head in the door.

“You have to stop calling me that,” Lucía admonished as she waved him in. She intended a light tone, but her words had hard edges that betrayed her true emotions. 

“You will always be my Queen,” he replied. Lucía could sense his discomfort, as if he had been holding his breath for hours. 

“Something wrong?” she asked, pushing a dark swath of hair away from her face. The moments passed in an inexplicably tense silence as Lucía’s question hung in the air. “This is a new side of you.” Lucía smirked regally. “I don’t believe I’ve ever known you to be so meek, Samael,” she added, leaning back in her chair. 

“Where will you go?” he asked. 

She got the sense that wasn’t what he really wanted to ask. “It’s better if no one knows exactly where. Minimizes the risk,” she said coldly. “I said too much already.” She thought about her comment about Canada the night before.

“You can trust me, my Queen,” Samael protested, and Lucía watched the vein in his forehead bulge and pulsate. “What if you need help?”

“Then I shall make contact as needed.” Lucía stood and leaned over her desk to display her dominance. Samael nodded once as Lucía’s sharp tone carved a hole is his chest. He stood and took his leave without another word. 

Lucía sat back in her heavy leather chair, her mind in quiet contemplation. She closed her eyes and let her head rest against her own shoulder. 








  
  
  Chapter Twenty One

  
  




Lucía was hardly visible behind the stacks of books piled high on her desk. “I think I’ve packed up just about everything for this super secret hideaway,” Erin announced as she entered the dimly lit room. Autumn had only just begun, but the days were already growing shorter. 

Lucía nodded and pushed her chair back so Erin could lean against her desk as they spoke. 

Erin scanned the mess on the desk. “Is everything ready for the transition?”

Lucía exhaled deeply. “One would presume that a month was long enough to hand over temporary control of the community and the businesses…”

“But one would be wrong, huh,” she joked, overwhelmed on Lucía’s behalf. 

“One would,” she responded. “Now, I’m sure you didn’t come in here to discuss the minutia of a political handover.” She stood and pressed her body against Erin. 

“So, I know you were thinking about going to Canada,” she divulged immediately. Lucía leaned forward and ran her lips along Erin’s rounded cheek bone. 

“It was more than a passing thought, Miss Lewis,” Lucía said in a throaty whisper, and suddenly Erin lost her feet from underneath her. Lucía had lifted her onto the desk. 

A violent rush of heat rose to Erin’s face. “What if” –she brushed her lips against Lucía’s as she spoke— maybe we can go to New England. Perhaps a couple hours outside Boston?” Her lips continued down the column of Lucía’s throat. 

“Do you mean your father’s house?” Lucía’s eyes slipped closed.

“Not in his house.” She grinned when Lucía released the tiniest moan. She loved upsetting the power balance between them. “There’s a farm for sale not that far from him. Out in the middle of nowhere. No one around for miles and miles.” The tip of her tongue ran up Lucía’s neck so she could whisper her words right in her ear. 

“How resourceful of you to have found it,” Lucía teased. 

Erin threw her head back and groaned when she felt her fangs cross her clavicle. “I get that you have to keep a low profile. I thought maybe I can still see my dad even if we can’t be traveling.” The words leaked out in unbalanced increments.

“I will look into it,” she replied. Lucía’s fingers tangled in messy blonde hair and pulled to expose Erin’s neck. She placed warm kisses along the column before reaching her trembling lips. “What if we brought your father with us?”

“What?” Erin forced her eyes open. She’d almost forgotten what they were discussing. “Bring him?” she repeated, still struggling to catch her breath. “How? What will I say?”

“Say what you must,” she shrugged, her hands gripping the tops of Erin’s thighs tightly.

“Okay.”

A growl rumbled deep in Lucía’s chest. Her hands moved more quickly than Erin’s mind could process. Before she knew it, she was against the desk, her chest pressed hard against the antique wood.

* * *




“You can skulk behind the door all night or you can come in,” Lucía called after listening to Charlie’s footsteps burning a hole in the floor outside her office. After a moment, the heavy wooden door creaked open, revealing a distraught Charlie. “Shouldn’t you be sleeping? We have a long day of traveling ahead,” Lucía said as she glanced at the time. The pre-dawn hours meant little to Lucía, but werewolves need rest. 

“I can’t sleep,” she admitted.

“What troubles you?” she asked, closing her laptop and putting aside her search for properties in rural New England. 

“Why do you want to go into hiding? This isn’t you.” Charlie blurted out hastily.

Lucía was only surprised that she waited this long to ask. “I recognize that this is difficult to understand.” Her words were laced with the patience usually only reserved for Erin. “But you know better than anyone that what we’re dealing with can’t be combated with conventional means.”

“Yes, but why should we hide like cowards?” Charlie demanded. “Let’s play into their game. Let’s prepare an ambush. They’re getting closer to you, right? So we open right up, let them think they got you, and then we hit them with everything we’ve got!” Charlie grew frantic as she explained her plan. 

“Charlie, how many more will die in the process?” Lucía asked, maintaining her low, even tone. “How many more evil deeds will be falsely attributed to me?”

“We’re soldiers, Lucía! If we die fighting, then so be it!” Charlie pleaded as she leaned forward in her chair. 

“And what of the innocents caught in between?” Lucía asked calmly. “How many more children will there be before they make their direct attack on me? Do you have any idea?” Her question was rhetorical, and it brought her point into focus. “They don’t just want to hurt me, Charlie. They want to destroy us by any means necessary. Are you willing to hold that weight on your shoulders?” 

 “I’m willing to fight,” Charlie declared as she stood. 

“Will you not join us then?” 

“I cannot hide,” she admitted quietly. 

Lucía stood to lend some level of formality to the moment. “Then you will be second in command. You’ll have worked in concert with Samael and some others to oust me.” She walked around the front of her desk and extended her arm only to be attacked by a hug. 

“Take care of my grandma, okay?” Charlie’s eyes filled with tears, but she disappeared into the hallway before they fell to her cheeks. 

Lucía leaned back against the front of her desk. She had expected Charlie would resist going into hiding, but she hadn’t realized it would hurt quite so much. 

* * *




“What do you mean, they weren’t there?” the angry voice boomed through the hall so loudly the bricks and mortar seem to shift. This was supposed to be the day that Lucía Guerra finally answered for her crimes. 

“I-I don’t know. They were supposed to be there for three more days.” The young man wiped the sweat from his brow using his palm, exposing the rounded black brand on his wrist. He tried to explain in rambling sentences that when he led his team of twenty through the vampire queen’s estate, there wasn’t a soul to be found. Even the full-time staff had disappeared. 

“Stop your sniveling,” the voice exploded, causing three trained assassins to stand a little closer as if hoping for safety in numbers. “Where have they gone?”

The three men looked at each other, and the one standing slightly forward swallowed hard before answering. “We haven’t figured that out yet,” he admitted with a heavy tremble in his voice and a violent shaking in his knees. 

There was a long pause. The seething rage was tangible like billowing smoke from an uncontrolled fire filling the room. The men stood together, awaiting their fates. 

“Find her.” The deep growl made the threat clear. The punishment for failure would be their lives.








  
  
  Chapter Twenty Two

  
  




“Dad?” Erin poked her head through the unlocked gate as her nose led her to the fire pit warming up the cool, fall evening.

“Erin?” Pete dropped his conversation with Gail and made a beeline for his daughter. “What are you doing here? What’s wrong?” His eyes darted all over Erin to see what physical harm there might be. 

“Nice to see you too,” she said, forcing a laugh before hugging her dad.

“You know it’s nice to see you, honey, but I wasn’t expecting you,” Pete said, worry clear on his face. 

“I’m okay, I promise. I came to say hello. Hi Gail!” Erin called to the woman loitering near the barbecue. She was suddenly very interested in greeting her dad’s girlfriend. Pete’s skeptical eyes followed Erin as she walked. 

“Was it a long trip? Are you hungry?” Gail offered after they exchanged pleasantries. 

“No, I’m okay, thanks,” Erin said with a smile despite her father’s intense glares, as if staring at her hard enough would allow him to read her mind. Under the weight of his stare, she admitted, “Listen, I, um, I came here for something.”  

“What is it, kiddo?”

“I brought Lucía. I want you to meet her,” she explained, changing her mind on how to approach this. 

“Is that why you’re shaking like a leaf!” Pete howled in relief with his hand to his chest. “Jesus Christ, honey, you almost killed me. I don’t even know what the hell I thought you were gonna say,” he said, pulling Erin into a hug. “Where is she?”

“In the car. Can we go inside?”

The trio walked into the house through the backdoor, and Erin continued on her own through the front. She took deep breaths as she crossed the long driveway and out to the street where the SUV waited.

“That was fast,” Lucía said, looking up from her phone.

“Change of plans,” Erin blurted. “I didn’t tell him. His girlfriend is there, and he was all freaked out,” she admitted, her face vacillating between bright pink and pale. “So, I, um…” Erin hesitated. Maybe one day this will make a hilarious story. Lucía’s eyes searched her expectantly. “So I told him we came to visit so he could meet you.” Her tone turned up at the end as if she were asking a question. 

The forever unshakable Lucía slipped her phone into her trouser pocket. “It would be rude to keep him waiting,” she announced before stepping out into the evening. 

Silence followed them on their walk up the driveway. Erin had never brought anyone home to meet her dad before, which on its own would be plenty reason for racing nerves. She hadn’t even noticed Lucía take her hand until they stepped onto the porch. 

“Do you need him to invite you in?” Erin asked in a panicked whisper, wondering how she could get her dad to do that. It would be weird for them to knock; the door was open and they would be expected to walk in. 

The question, and the absurd terror in Erin’s eyes, produced a chuckle from the depths of Lucía’s chest. 

“Lucía!” Pete swung the door open wide, a huge grin plastered on his face. “Welcome, please come in!” he continued much to Erin’s relief.

Lucía extended her hand as she crossed the threshold. “Thank you, Mr. Lewis. It’s lovely to finally meet you.”

“Call me Pete,” he insisted, pulling Lucía in for a hug.

“You must be Gail.” Lucía smiled and put on her politician’s charm. “Erin has told me so much about you.” The way Lucía gave Gail her undivided attention turned her face into a blushing red mess. 

“Ha, well, she’s a sweet girl,” Gail said with a smile but didn’t spare Erin a glance.

“She certainly is,” Lucía echoed, sending a wink in Erin’s direction. 

Pete stared quizzically back and forth between Erin and Lucía while his girlfriend engaged his guest in polite small talk. 

“Dad?” Erin interrupted Pete’s gawking. 

“Yes honey?” Pete snapped back to the present. 

“Are you hungry? We’re just finishing up a brisket.” Gail looked only at Lucía. 

“Yes,” Lucía responded with a sugary smile before Erin could decline. “I’m famished. Thank you very much.” 

Erin turned to Lucía in open skepticism, but neither Pete nor Gail seemed to notice. They were too busy hurrying outside to check on the food. “Make yourselves comfortable!” Pete called as he left. 

“So what the hell was that?” Erin asked, realizing she had never seen Lucía interact with any human that didn’t work for her. 

“What was what, my sweet?” Lucía asked innocently, leaning forward to kiss her cheek, but she backed away before she could make contact. 

“Did you hypnotize her with your powers of seduction?” she asked with a scrunched-up face. She gasped in shock and asked, “Have you hypnotized me?”

“Hypnotize?” Lucía chuckled. “Dearest this is just me. I should really better inform you about my kind.”

“Well then, how do you explain a straight fifty-year-old woman being absolutely smitten with you?” she demanded incredulously.

“What can I say?” Lucía’s pearly white smile beamed. “I’m a delight,” she explained with a shrug. 

“You are the absolute worst.” Erin rolled her eyes.

* * *




Erin did her best not to look at Lucía while the four of them sat around the small square table enjoying friendly conversation. She never expected Lucía to seem so earthly and normal. She laughed at her dad’s terrible jokes and complimented Gail’s homemade green bean casserole as if it reminded her of the way her mom used to make it. Erin knew it was impossible, yet there was no trace of dishonesty in her enjoyment. Erin thought of how Lucía described what it was like for her to eat food and couldn’t imagine that she could feign such happiness at a bloody banquet. Oh this is delicious. Please pass the AB Negative. I can’t get enough! Erin put down her fork after successfully grossing herself out. 

“So how long are you visiting?” Gail asked, steering the conversation away from more embarrassing stories about Erin’s teenage years. 

“Just for dinner,” Erin piped up almost before Gail could finish her question. 

“Why don’t you stay the night?” Pete asked, looking at his watch. “I can make up the guest room.” 

“Thanks Dad, but we have to get going soon,” she said. Even if the guest room weren’t an old futon, it would be much too complicated and strange to accommodate for Lucía’s need to avoid direct sunlight. Not to mention the security detail standing outside without Pete’s knowledge. 

“Oh, okay, well, let me pack you some food to go,” he said, clearing the empty plate from in front of Lucía. 

“No—” Erin started, but Lucía’s hand on her arm interrupts her. 

“That would be lovely, thank you.” 

Lucía beamed a smile so wide Erin wondered if someone had switched her out for a Stepford Wife. Pete was on the verge of bursting as he bolted to the kitchen, with Gail trailing just behind him. 

Erin mouthed her confusion at Lucía, but she responded with a useless wink. Since when does she wink so damn much?

“Anybody want dessert? Coffee?” Pete asked after clearing the rest of the table. “Gail made a pumpkin pie,” he said, wiggling his eyebrows at Erin, who couldn’t help but laugh and accept. 

Before Pete could turn back to the kitchen to help Gail, Lucía stood and insisted on helping her so Pete and Erin could have a little time together. 

“That gal of yours is really something.” He gave Erin a good-natured slap on the back while watching Lucía walk in to his humble little kitchen like the Queen of England. 

“Yeah,” Erin said, shaking her head at the sight of the vampire queen in the kitchen talking about a pie recipe. “Listen Dad.” Erin cut to the chase, knowing Lucía could only feign interest in homemade dough for so long. “Lucía is sick and needs special medical treatment.” Erin wove her lie as it came out of her mouth. 

“What?” Pete leaned in with an alarmed whisper. “What’s wrong with her?” He glanced at the healthy woman spooning coffee into the machine. 

“It’s a rare condition,” Erin said, unable to think of a single illness on the fly. “But the treatment will knock out her immune system, so once she starts we can’t leave where we are.” She grasped at straws. “But we’ll be nearby. I wanted to know if you wanted to come with us.” Erin knew her story sounded strange and unbelievable. She should have rehearsed in the car. 

“Go with you?” Pete was stunned by too much rather vague information at once. “Why? Kiddo, are you in some kind of trouble?”

“No,” she lied. “Listen, I’ll leave you the address.” She asked her dad for paper, ignoring his skeptical expression. “If you need me, that’s where I’ll be.” She jotted down the address she memorized on the drive here. 

Pete looked down at the name of the town scrawled on the page. “This is the middle of nowhere, all woods and mountains. If she needs a doctor, why aren’t you going to New York or Boston or something?” His eyebrows knitted together in confusion.

Erin placed a finger over her mouth to signal her dad to lower his voice. “Please, Dad, she doesn’t want anyone to know she’s sick. She can afford to have her treatments done there,” she explained, her mind buzzing with possibilities. “The most important thing she needs is rest, so we have to get far away from the city and her work.” She hoped her father would just accept what she was saying and stop asking logical questions. 

“Are you sure you’re not in some kind of trouble?” 

“I promise,” she lied again. “Just please don’t share the address with anyone, okay? Lucía is crazy private, and—”

“Why do I need the address?” he blurted before Erin could spin anymore tangles into her web. “Can’t I just call you?” 

“Service might be bad,” Erin rushed to explain. “I want you to know where I am,” she finally admitted with the first honest words she’d uttered during the peculiar conversation. 

“Okay, but—”

“There might be guards when you get there. Just make sure you tell them right away you’re my dad.” Erin tried to think of anything else she might warn him about. Wolves? 

“Guards?” Pete asked, but Gail and Lucía arrived with happy interruption. 

Erin questioned the wisdom of having said anything. She hated that a gloom had settled over his previously chipper disposition. I should have let it be, Erin decided. If she wasn’t going to explain the whole story and beg him to go, she shouldn’t have said anything at all. She excused herself to use the restroom and hid a stack of cash in his closet.

* * *




A few hours after the sad goodbye, Erin and Lucía sat in a jeep making their way through dirt roads near the front of a long caravan. Erin forced herself to think of anything but her dad as they rumbled to the piece of land Lucía found. It was even more remote than the farmhouse Erin suggested, though still just a few hours’ hard drive from her father’s house. Erin decided that once they got settled, she’d visit her dad again and better explain the situation. 

“It’s kind of crazy to think there are still uninhabited places here. Like actually empty,” Erin mused as the heavy jeep bounced over a dirt trail. Its huge tires found traction even after the path evaporated into tangles of tree roots and low, gnarled shrubs.

“There are always things to find if you know where to look,” Lucía commented with a half smile. “Or have all the time in the world to search for them.” Her voice sounded almost haggard. 

Erin turned her gaze from the wilderness. “Are you okay?” she asked, her eyebrows pushing together and forming creases in her forehead. 

“Fine.” Lucía cleared the dark clouds from her auburn eyes. 

The magnanimous effervescence that dazzled Pete and Gail was gone. Exhaustion took its place. Erin hesitated to ask what was wrong. What was wrong was clear. There was nothing she could say to ease the strain caused by Lucía’s world crashing down around her. She couldn’t say anything to ease her own sadness either. The truck lights went out and they continued down the rough terrain in darkness. 

“I’m sorry,” Erin whispered as she inched closer to Lucía. The synthetic upholstery squeaked under her shifting weight. She didn’t let the twins in the front seat inhibit her display. Neither spared a glance at the movement behind them. Erin hooked her arm behind Lucía’s head and around her shoulders. Lucía’s body relaxed after a while. Raven hair fell softly against Erin’s cheek, and in a few minutes grogginess took hold of Lucía’s exhausted mind.

A thick forest loomed on the horizon, but it was too dark for Erin to see anything. She marveled at how the jeep bounced and swerved but stayed upright in the dark. She wondered if Steven was squawking his head off and driving Adelaide nuts in one of the other vehicles just behind them. Time slipped away while the caravan continued its treacherous path through an endless pine forest and climbed steep hills. Erin reminded herself that just because she couldn’t see a thing out the windows didn’t mean the twins couldn’t. Or so she prayed. 

“Approaching,” Nicholas spoke into a massive satellite phone. 

Erin wondered who he was calling if the entirety of Lucía’s inner circle was here. Except for Charlie and Samael. Erin missed Charlie already. Her being left alone with that creep made Erin’s stomach churn. Her mind turned to everything and everyone she was leaving behind. She wondered what Max would think if he were here, and the tendrils of sadness curled deeper into her heart. 

The jeep rolled up the steepest hill yet as the trees thinned. Erin held her breath as gravity forced her against the seat. She got a sick feeling of anticipation in her stomach as if any second they’d slide backwards to their deaths or plummet forward like they were riding a shitty roller coaster. 

When Erin’s pulse jumped, Lucía’s eyes flew open. She gripped her hand to comfort her. “We’re almost there,” she whispered, and a moment later they breached the summit. Erin could see the large log cabin hidden amongst the trees. It was the only source of light in the moonless night. She couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief, after her heart climbed out of her throat. 

“Home sweet home,” Lucía announced. 

The twins got out of the car first and met with a small group that appeared from around the side of the cabin. Erin squinted to make out who they are. All she could tell was that they were holding tools and are all armed. She instinctively put her hand on the gun hanging from her hip. Within a moment she realized they were part of their group and relaxed her hand. As her eyes adjusted to the low light, Erin could see the frames of what looked like a bunch of unfinished tiny houses near the cabin. She wondered how many refused to leave Lucía’s side. 

After the twins inspected every inch of the place to their satisfaction, they gave the signal for the others to join them. A dozen identical black jeeps, equipped with massive tires that reminded Erin of the time she went mudding with her cousin in Florida, lined up to deliver their passengers and cargo. The sudden explosion of activity was dizzying to a mildly carsick Erin.

“Caridad?” Erin could hardly believe her eyes when she saw the woman climb out of one of the jeeps. Lucía continued inside without her. 

“Hello mija,” she said with a grin. “Can you give me a hand?” she called to a huge hulking man Erin had never seen before. 

“What are you doing here?” Erin asked abruptly.

“Keeping you alive,” she explained matter-of-factly. “Be gentle!” Caridad called to the man struggling with something in the truck. After a moment he stood up straight, a tiny old woman sitting in his arms. “That’s my grandmother,” Caridad explained. “She’ll keep us all safe.”

Erin regarded the ancient woman who hardly seemed able to hold herself up. With confusion in her voice, she reminded her, “These people are vampires.”

“It’s not always about brute force,” Cari replied before taking the wheelchair someone else had pulled out of the trunk for her. The huge man placed the old woman so gently on the seat that Erin wondered if she was made of glass. Her wisps of white hair fluttered in the cold night air. 

She watched as Caridad wheeled the old woman away after being joined by three other young women. The group made their way from the house in a golf cart. 

“What are they doing?” Erin muttered to herself when she lost sight of them in the darkness. 

“Fortifications,” Lucía responded from behind her.








  
  
  Chapter Twenty Three

  
  




The first sunrise at the strangest summer camp Erin had ever visited arrived too fast. Her cold fingers were stiff as she laced up her boots. They hadn’t thawed by the time she buttoned up a thick, blue corduroy jacket. The wool lining was soft as it ran over her thin, long-sleeved T-shirt. Erin searched her bag for her warmest hat before wrapping a thick gray scarf around her neck.

“This will have to do,” she muttered aloud, abandoning her search for the winter hat. The faded blue cap with its embroidered red B kept her head warm enough and her untamed hair out of her face. Erin tiptoed out of the room without disrupting Lucía’s phone call. 

The cavernous expanse of the cabin was filled with actively moving bodies. A pair of guards, dressed in all black, kept watch at each of the three entrances. If Erin didn’t know better, she would feel like they were there to keep them in rather than threats out.

Adelaide burst out of the sprawling kitchen taking up the center of the cabin. “Good morning little dove. Want some coffee?” 

“Thanks, Addy.” Erin took the steaming mug and offered a smile in exchange. “Getting used to the cold?” she asked, eyes scanning the several articles of clothing covering the old woman’s full-figured body. 

“Like hell,” she grimaced before sending Erin on her way with a few bites of a banana nut muffin and a belly full of coffee. 

Erin pushed on to the front door, passing a pair unpacking supplies from huge footlockers. She wondered how many of the people here are vampires, human, or something else. Her mind ventured to the math of keeping all these beings fed. She brushed the uncomfortable thought aside that some people were here as a food supply. 

The cold wind whipped Erin’s face, freezing the oxygen in her lungs. An intense cold snap had hit hard overnight and brought a thick layer of snow with it. She spotted a snowmobile and went back inside. 

“Does that thing have keys?” The scarf covering Erin’s mouth muffled her voice, but the guard’s keen sense could have heard a whisper. 

The tall dark-skinned man didn’t spare her a glance before tossing her the keys in his pocket. 

It took Erin a few minutes to figure out how to move the strange little vehicle sitting on tracks rather than tires. As soon as she got it in the right gear, it cruised over the snow.

The icy winds burned her eyes and exposed skin as she made her way toward the clump of tiny houses. The altitude made it so much colder than she could have expected, but her northerner ego kept her from turning back to the main house. What I wouldn’t give for a skyscraper shield, Erin thought before becoming distracted by the amazing progress the builders made over night despite the weather. Three almost identical small houses stood completed. Another handful remained blanketed in blue tarps awaiting sundown. 

Erin stopped in front of the easternmost house, the only one with smoke billowing out of the chimney. She jammed her hands in her pockets after knocking on the painted lilac door. She wondered who went through the catalogue of small houses picking colors and floor plans. The dark wood structures had tall pointed roofs and matching solar panels hanging off the side. The tall windows originating from the roof line showcased the vaulted, exposed wooden beams in the ceiling, giving the place a modern feel. 

“Erin!” Ozzy, Caridad’s son, offered her an enthusiastic high five and moved aside so she can get out of the cold. 

“I didn’t know you were here,” Erin beamed while peeling off her layers. The small house was a sweltering ninety degrees. 

“Close the door!” a woman scolded from the other room. 

“Sorry!” Erin moved fast to shut the door against the wind.

Ozzy took her coat and scarf and disappeared down a narrow hallway, leaving Erin to marvel at how much space there was in the deceptively small house. 

“Mom’s this way,” he said upon his return. “Unless” –he stopped dead in his tracks and turned back at Erin— “you came here to lose. Again.” He grinned, wiggling his eyebrows toward the set up at the corner of the house’s entrance area. A bean bag, a small flat screen TV, gaming console, and various empty soda bottles made out his sanctuary in the modest space. 

“Ha!” Erin responded exaggeratedly. “I don’t want to embarrass you, kid.” She laughed knowing full well she needed practice to make good on her boasting. “Maybe after I talk with your mom, I’ll let you beat me.” 

Erin got the grand tour, which beyond a joint open living and kitchen area, was comprised of two lofts perched on a second floor and two more rooms downstairs. As they neared the back bedroom, the sweet scent of burning cigars filtered through the air joined by a rhythmic drumming muffled by a closed door. 

“My great-grandma and my aunts are in there.” He nodded to the door on their right. “Mom’s in here,” he announced when they stopped at another closed door.

Beyond the door, Caridad sat on the floor, her head wrapped in a white turban as stark as the long flowing skirts covering her crossed legs. Her eyes were trained on broken coconut shells. The smoke from the cigar balanced over a glass full of clear liquid filled the small room and stung Erin’s eyes. 

Caridad waved her in, the colorful beads on her wrist clicking musically as she moved, but she didn’t look up from her shells. Ozzy slipped away, leaving Erin to fidget while awaiting Caridad’s attention. She’d never seen so many statutes of various sizes packed in a single room. Their sainted eyes stared at her while she waited. A rainbow of colorful candles burned in tall glass vessels all around the room. Erin wondered whether they disabled the smoke detectors or just never installed them. 

“Sit,” Caridad commanded. “I’m glad to see you’re in one piece,” she commented after scanning Erin from head-to-toe. “Take these and cut them in three,” she instructed without giving Erin time to respond. 

The well-worn playing cards landed in Erin’s hand with a thud. She couldn’t help but flip the ornate cards over to get a look at their substantive side. She’d never seen anything like them. Instead of clubs and hearts, they contain coins and cups. 

“Which one do you want first?” Caridad referred to the three stacks she placed on the purple square of cloth on the floor. Erin made her selection, unsure of what the hell was going on. 

Caridad’s fingers moved nimbly over the cards. She placed one card over the next in a row. She began another row beneath the first until the first stack of cards was exhausted. She continued the ritual silently with the second stack until halting and glancing up at Erin’s wide green eyes. 

“Is it bad?” she asked, trying to make sense of what Caridad was looking at in the cards. All she could see was a long line of cards with a variety of swords, a king holding a gold coin, another card representing a single sword, and a light-haired figure on a horse holding a barbaric club. Erin didn’t understand what had made Caridad stop. 

“What do you know of your mother?” she asked, reading her lineage in the cards. 

Erin’s stomach twisted in knots. “Nothing. She didn’t really have any family. She was adopted, and her adoptive parents died before I was born.”

“Do you still have the little bag I gave you?” Caridad asked. 

She could picture it sitting at the bottom of her duffle bag. “Yeah, in my room.” 

Caridad’s response was a pensive groan as she considered the cards she’d already laid out on the floor. She continued the process with the rest of the deck.

Erin’s stomach knotted in response to the unspoken message. Caridad glanced at the few cards that remained in her hand, her deliberation creating an unnerving stillness.

Caridad stood, tucking the unused cards in the hidden pocket of her skirt. Erin could tell that the unshakable stoicism usually present in the woman had been compromised. “I’ll give you something to wear. You must not take it off.” 

“What’s wrong?” she asked, feeling the tendrils of inexplicable fear wrapping around her heart and pulling hard. She might not even be sure of what she believed, but Caridad was no fool, of that she was sure. 

“You must be careful,” Caridad warned with her back turned. Her hands were busy twisting herbs and mixing them in a large stone mortar. The pestle, made of the same material, made quick work of what she threw in. Caridad’s chants sounded like a painful song. Erin released her grip on her own thighs after a cramp alerted her to the tightness of her grasp. “I’ll bring you something to bathe with soon. I’ll write down the instructions for you.” 

“Cari, what the hell is going on. You’re freaking me out,” Erin croaked as she stood, her legs struggling for blood flow. 

Caridad sung in a language she didn’t recognize, but it made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. There was a desperate urgency in her voice which was palpable in any language. Her hands moved as if of their own volition, pouring things into the rough bowl and rolling a small shell or something Erin couldn’t quite make out through the green mush of aromatic herbs. 

“Many lifetimes ago…” 

Erin jumped when the strongly accented voice of a man came through Caridad’s lips. The dryness in Erin’s mouth suggested that she should close her gaping maw. 

“You decided.” 

Erin took deep breaths to calm herself so she could listen. She tightened her hands into fists to keep them from shaking. 

“You asked to have love, experience it, but never keep it. You are strong.” The thing inside Caridad changed her expression as if she were looking at a brand new picture. “The spirits of your ancestors keep and protect you.” Caridad’s face changed to an exaggerated frown. “You should leave this place. Leave this place.” The deep voice cried and raged at once. “Leave!” It screamed, and Erin jumped back as Caridad’s vacant eyes turned to her with an unfocused gaze. 

The door swung open to reveal one of Caridad’s sisters. She called to Erin in Spanish, but her words were garbled and unintelligible. Caridad’s hands reached out to her, pulling at her shirt as if she couldn’t see her but needed to find her. 

The young woman leapt over the scattered items on the floor and pushed Erin out of the way. She talked fast as she shoved her out the door and into the other room. The door to Caridad’s room slammed hard behind them. 

Erin was so stunned, she hardly noticed the hands all over her body as the girl and her other sisters worked fast to undress her. 

“What the hell!” She screamed when a bowl of cold water was dumped on her head. “What are you doing!” She crashed into the present to find herself naked in the middle of the cramped room. Caridad’s grandmother rattled off foreign instructions to the women rubbing what smelled like candy all over Erin’s hair and the rest of her body. “Stop!” Erin covered her face with her arms when another tidal wave of cold water hit her upper torso.

“Holy water!” one of them explained apologetically. “Please, think good thoughts.” 

Erin wrapped her arms around her shivering body. The goose bumps appeared despite the warmth of the room. 

“The spirit wanted to be inside you,” she explained as the other women pray over her body. “You have a magnet?” The girl tried to explain as if unsure she had found the correct word in English. “A, um, a magnet for the dead.” The confusion on Erin’s face remained. “Cari will explain.” The girl gave up her attempts and finished her work of throwing flower petals into a bowl before filling it with more holy water and dumping it over Erin’s head. 

* * *




“Come in,” Erin replied to the knock at her door. Her finger slipped between the pages of her book to keep her place. 

“Are you all right?” Caridad asked as she poked her head in the room. Her all white garments had been replaced with regular clothes. 

“I don’t know.” Erin sat up on the window seat. “Is the Ghost of Christmas Past going to attempt to steal my soul again?” She moved her feet over the side to make room for Caridad to sit. 

The comment earned a chuckle from Caridad. “I’m sorry if that was frightening.” The darkness from the wilderness on the other side of the window cast a shadow over part of her face.

“That is one hell of an understatement,” Erin laughed. She’d had all day to recover from the experience, but her nerves were still a little frayed. “What the hell was that?” 

“I suppose the easiest way to explain him,” Caridad chose her words carefully, “is a guide. He’s an old spirit that’s been with me since I was a child.” 

Erin’s mind couldn’t wrap itself around the information. “Like an invisible friend?” 

“No,” Caridad laughed. “I want to teach you so much. You carry this tradition in your blood. I know it must be overwhelming, but with time and training you will understand the power of the other side, of the ancestors, and the spirits. And you can harness it for protection and so much more.” The softness in Caridad’s tone caught Erin off guard. It made her wonder what the hell she could have inherited from her father. She wasn’t in the habit of thinking of her mother. “You have gifts,” Caridad acknowledged with a nod. “But I have to keep you safe first,” she continued pulling a clear package of drying herbs from a small bag. “Bathe with these.” 

“In hot water this time?” Erin asked with a grin. 

“Ay, don’t be such a baby.” Caridad rolled her eyes. “But, yes just a regular bath. Sit in the water for a while. Light candles, relax, and ask your spirit guides and ancestors for protection,” she continued as if Erin had any idea what that meant.

She accepted the herbs without a word. She didn’t even make a remark about how bad they smelled. “What’s that?” Erin asked, pointing at the clear jar filled with some gnarly looking black stuff. 

“A healing salve,” Caridad replied, looking for something else. “It’s not for you,” she added sharply. She pulled out a long thin gold chain with the tiny shell Caridad was rolling in the herbs before, but it was wrapped in strings of colorful red beads. “You must wear this all the time. Never take it off,” she warned sternly. “Never,” she repeated as she affixed the necklace around Erin’s bent neck. 

“What is it?” Erin asked, her fingers exploring the strange beaded shell and little black ball hanging next to it. 

Caridad swatted at her hand hard. “Don’t touch it.” 

“Ah! Damn.” She pulled her hand away in exaggerated offense. Caridad glared at her with terrifying intensity. “I won’t touch it,” she promised after a long pause.

“I need you to listen to your gut,” Caridad warned. “If you have dreams, bad feelings, weird intuition, whatever, you listen to it. Okay?”

“Okay.” She made no more jokes in the face of her trembling words. 

“Is the bird still with you?” Caridad asked, glancing around the room until spotting an empty cage hanging from the rafters. 

Erin followed Caridad’s line of sight. “Steven? Why would—”

“Keep him near you,” she warned again with no explanation despite Erin’s confounded expression. “Bathe with that tonight,” she ordered again as she stood. “I’ll bring you more tomorrow.” 

There was no goodbye before Caridad slipped past the open pocket door and into Lucía’s office.

* * *




Lucía walked in on a soaking Erin, her hooded eyes drowsy and her body happily relaxed in the piping hot water. “I heard you had quite the day.” 

“You don’t know the half of it.” She grinned into Lucía’s kiss.

“Do you want to talk about it?” 

“No,” Erin said, willing her to change the subject. 

“I suppose it’s fortuitous that we have no neighbors,” she commented on Erin’s decision to leave the curtain open on the large picture window. She couldn’t blame her for wanting such an incredible view of the stars. 

“You know,” Erin ignored the comment as Lucía sat on the edge of the modern oval tub standing freely in the middle of the bathroom, “I think there’s a bunch of shit you haven’t told me,” she continued, the empty glass of wine working its way to her mouth. “Like about vampires.” Erin’s mind worked hard to come up with a list. “And witches and werewolves.” She couldn’t conjure what else she didn’t know existed. 

“My love,” Lucía grinned, her fingertips playfully swirling in the hot water. She reached out to touch the new pendant floating above Erin’s sternum. “There’s an entire world of things to show you,” she promised, leaning forward again to find the softness of Erin’s lips. Her white silk blouse clung to her skin as she dipped her arm up to the elbow, much to Erin’s surprised delight. 

“Are you going to tutor me, Professor Guerra?” Erin was a little too drunk to pull off a convincing school girl. Lucía’s response was the extension of her fangs.








  
  
  Chapter Twenty Four

  
  




Winter in the high altitude was far colder than any winter Erin had ever experienced. Even with the snowmobiles, she didn’t venture outside the main cabin unless absolutely necessary. Caridad and her family refused to leave the balmy confines of their own house, making their visits infrequent.

“Out for more wood?” Erin asked the obvious of Nicholas, one of Lucía’s enormous twins. He hardly spared her glance before braving the snowy winds with little more than a sweater and jeans. “Okay then, have fun!” she called sarcastically as the glass door shuts on her face. Nicholas’ figure disappeared into the early evening, a huge axe hanging on his hip. “Great guy, going out there just so us Lunchables can have heat.” Erin beamed at the pair of sentinels by the door. They ignored her, as do most of the other guards. “One day, I will make you laugh.” No response.

She looked around as Adelaide popped up from behind the oven built into the kitchen island. “Goooooood Evening Addy!” 

“Well, you’re in a good mood,” Adelaide noted with a smile.

“And why wouldn’t I be? I’m trapped in a wintery paradise surrounded by my natural predators,” she boomed.

“I can guess why you’re so happy.” Addy offered her a knowing smile. 

The mirth all but melts off Erin’s face. Oh no. Did they hear us? She paled, thinking of her earlier escapades with Lucía. “Um, I can, I mean, I’m sorry—”

“It’s your birthday!” Addy explained, throwing her arms around Erin’s neck.

“Oh!” She blushed hard. “It’s not for a week.” She laughed into Addy’s curly hair, grateful that it concealed her mortification. “And it’s not a big deal.” 

“It’s your birthday and New Year’s Eve!” she gushed as if it were news to Erin. 

“Yep, but listen, we don’t have to make a whole—”

“Nonsense.” Addy shook Erin while gripping her shoulders hard. “We must celebrate!” she exclaimed, spinning toward the fridge. “Now, I will make a list.” Erin wondered if Adelaide was talking to herself as she rattled off items. “When Nicholas returns, I’ll send him out for what we need.” 

“I don’t want to put you out,” Erin started, unsure how to get out of this forced celebration.

“What kind of cake do you like?” Addy ignored the protestations as she fished for a pen from the drawer. “I can make just about anything, but that store only carries the basics,” she said regretfully. “I make a killer vanilla orange peel three-layer cake, but we probably can’t find oranges,” Addy continued as she scribbled on a notepad. “Do you like chocolate?” Dull blue eyes jumped up from the page and landed on Erin.

She smiled, resigning herself to her fate. “Sure.” 

“Excellent. I’ll get thirty candles too,” Addy muttered, guessing Erin’s age too quickly for her liking. “How about beef Wellington? Does that sound like a nice birthday and New Year’s meal? We’ll need champagne too.” 

Adelaide’s desperate need for normalcy smacked Erin in the face. Hard. For the first time she stopped to consider that there were a little over a dozen non-vampires on the mini-compound. This had ripped everyone from their lives, and Addy didn’t even have her only family here with her to keep her company.

“Addy,” Erin said, coming around the island, “Charlie can take good care of herself.” 

“I know,” Addy replied, taking a deep breath to let some frantic energy dissipate from her coiled muscles. “But she doesn’t have her full strength.” She shook her head to loosen her worry. “Did she tell you what happened to her?”

“She told me someone took her and now she can’t call her wolf anymore?” Erin was unsure of the terminology. “And that she has to turn on the full moon whether or not she wants to. And the transition is super hard on her body.”

“Yes, all of that is true, but her wolf is not what she should be.” A lifetime of pain flashed on Addy’s face. “I’m afraid,” she admitted, as if the words had been begging to escape her lips and sadness crept into her eyes. “I’m afraid that she won’t be able to defend herself if she needs to.” 

Erin pressed her lips together in a thin frown. There was nothing she can say to comfort her. The truth of the danger they lived in, and especially the ones left exposed beyond the confines of their impromptu compound, hung like a dark specter over them all the time. Sometimes there was no way to escape the truth. 

“All right enough of that!” Addy swatted the air in front of her as if that could clear her emotions. “What kind of cake did you say you wanted?” She wiped her face with her apron and returns to her list.

“How about ice cream cake?” Erin forced a smile. “If the Doublemint twins can find it.”

* * *




“This is quite the party!” Pete exclaimed as he accepted a glass of sparkling grape juice in a long glass flute. His eyes traveled the expanse of vaulted ceiling and exposed wood paneling on every inch of the large open living area.

“Yeah, you could say that.” Erin smiled before gulping champagne in a single go and taking another glass from the cluster arranged on the kitchen counter. 

“And all these people live here?” he asked, gesturing at the score of bodies roaming about or talking together in small groups.

“Not in the main house, but in those little houses you saw on the way up,” Erin explained after emptying a second glass. 

Gail smiled as she sipped her bubbly juice. “It’s just beautiful.” 

“Thank you.” Lucía floated in behind Erin, her hand landing on her lower back. “We’re so delighted you could make it,” she added in her most charming tone.

“I bet you were surprised, huh kiddo!” Pete offered his still stunned daughter a playful nudge to her arm.

“Um huh.” Erin glanced at Lucía from the corner of her eye. At least she sent most of the vamps somewhere else. The remaining guards were mercifully camouflaged in regular clothes rather than their typical all black garb. Masking their jobs by having them stand near the doors while pretending to make small talk was a clever touch. Even the twins looked incognito as bartenders. 

“You didn’t think I’d miss your birthday party, did you?” he asked, clinking her glass with his. “Even if it involved a trip into the mountains on some kind of snow tractor,” Pete added with a chuckle, crushing his daughter in a hug. “Hell, I would have taken a dog sled to see ya!” 

“Thanks, Dad,” Erin managed despite her limited ability to breathe.

“Hey, I don’t remember you having those chickenpox scars there,” Pete said, poking at the two healed marks on her neck. 

“So, how do you feel about being the big three zero?” Gail interrupted with a happy burst of energy.

Erin shrugged one shoulder, grateful for the change of focus. “Not much different, I guess.” 

“Well, just wait,” Pete warned. “Not to scare you, kiddo, but everything goes downhill after thirty, amiright, Lucía?” 

“Who even remembers thirty?” Lucía asked, toasting her glass against Pete’s and eliciting an eruption of laughter.

“Oh please,” Gail chimed in with a laugh, “just wait until forty!”

“Forty? Ha! Wait ’til sixty!” Addy laughed loudly as she offered hors d’oeuvres on a silver tray. “Every morning I wake up with a brand-new ailment and pain I can’t even identify.” The chorus of laughter was loud, and it filled Erin’s heart with joy against her will. 

The strangeness of the moment was not lost on Erin, but she did her best to enjoy it, even if it was the weirdest birthday she’d ever had.

* * *




“Are you sure you can’t stay ’til midnight?” Erin asked, a little too tipsy to think through Lucía’s suggestion that her dad and Gail leave before it got any later. They had migrated to the foyer before Erin processed that they were heading out. 

“Ah, we wish we could honey, but it’s a long way back. I just wanted to come wish ya a happy birthday.” Pete’s face wrinkled under the force of his wide smile.

“Oh, and we got you this!” Gail pulled a small box, wrapped in metallic orange paper and curly blue ribbon, out of her purse. Erin couldn’t help but smile at the we. 

She embraced them both at once. “This has been a great birthday. Are you sure you don’t want to stay the night and head back tomorrow?” Erin knew the logistics would be nearly impossible, but maybe she could convince them to stay until the early evening. Visiting hadn’t been as easy a proposition as she expected, and she wasn’t ready to say goodbye.  

“Nah, you know I like to sleep in my own bed. No offense, this place is real nice.” Pete lowered his voice and leaned in closer to Erin. “So is Lucía all right? With her health and all? You know, when she called me I thought maybe something was wrong.” His eyes darted from side-to-side, ensuring no one apart from Erin and Gail was listening. 

“She’s okay.” She glanced at Lucía, who had already said her goodbyes and was busy chatting with Caridad so that Erin could have privacy. “Oh, I mean, she still needs her treatments,” Erin whispered, remembering the ruse. 

“Huh.” Pete looked over at Lucía. Her beauty was just as mesmerizing as the first time he met her. “Well, she looks great,” he smiled, earning a purse slap from Gail. 

“Dad,” Erin groaned, mortified at her father’s commentary. 

“What? I’m just saying, geez.” He robbed his arm as if the light contact with Gail’s bag left it aching. “Listen, we have to get going.” He was still laughing as he checked his watch. “These fine gentlemen don’t have all night to take us back to our truck down near the road. I love you and be careful out here. There are tons of bears and all kinds of things that will maul you to death,” he warned after giving Erin another crushing hug. 

“Don’t I know it,” she muttered through the tight embrace. 

* * *




Lucía pulled her earrings off and slipped out of high heels. Her black dress landed in a puddle next to the pointy black shoes. “Well, that was quite the evening.” 

“That was one hell of a surprise,” Erin replied, still shocked Lucía would go through all the trouble of bringing her dad and Gail there. 

“It was nothing,” Lucía assured her. “Did you enjoy it?” she asked, coming around the side of the bed to help the tipsy woman pull off her boots and tight jeans. 

“I did. Thank you.” She smiled softly before pulling Lucía down to lay next to her on the fluffy white comforter. Her fingers traced the line of her jaw. For a moment she wondered if she could just drown in her auburn eyes.

“Why don’t you open your present,” Lucía suggested, breaking the intensity of the moment. 

“Oh yeah!” Erin jumped up in nothing but her underwear and searched the pockets of her pants for the wrapped box. She folded her legs under herself on the bed while Lucía propped herself up on one elbow to watch. 

“Oh, a real card,” Erin laughed. “I’ve been lucky to get a scrap of paper with my name on it.” The small plain note card slid out of the envelope. “Happy Birthday, kiddo. I love you and I’m so proud of you. Dad.” She fought the tears as she read his words out loud. 

Lucía placed her hand on her arm. “That’s lovely.” 

“I bet Gail wrote it,” she joked before tearing the shiny orange paper. “Oh,” Erin whispered as she uncovered a massive gold watch. She couldn’t imagine how long he had saved afford it.

“Try it on,” Lucía encouraged a stunned Erin, who was stuck on gawking.

The metal was cold against Erin’s fingertips. She picked it up as if she were handling a Rolex. The numberless face was wide with nothing but a golden dot at the top to serve as a marker for noon and midnight. 

“It’s exquisite,” Lucía said. 

Erin’s fingers ran over the metallic mesh band. She couldn’t picture her dad spending hours at the mall searching for the right gift. “It really is.” 

“I don’t know if I can surpass that,” Lucía said with a smirk once she finished admiring her gift. 

“Welp, let’s see what you got.” Erin’s smile hid her dread. If it’s a fucking car, I swear… Lucía’s eyes disappeared when she smiled bigger than Erin had ever seen. Oh God, I hope it’s not a small island. Lucía walked to the closet without a word. 

“What’s this?” Erin asked when Lucía returned and handed her a small, perfectly wrapped parcel. The plain brown paper accented the deep scarlet wildflower bound to the box with twine.

“Perhaps you should open it and find out.” Her words were barely audible. Erin wondered if she was holding her breath.

The fragrance from the single flower filled the room. Erin’s eyes slipped closed of their own accord as she held the bloom to her nose. Lucía didn’t speak as she took the flower and tucked it behind Erin’s ear to free her hands.

The box revealed a strange little stone Erin didn’t recognize. Carefully, she picked up the figurine she realized was some kind of dog. A hole in the ear showed it may have been hung from a cord at some point. 

“My father made that for me when I was a girl,” Lucía explained with a distant look in her eyes. Erin studied the light sandstone dog, his mouth open and tongue wagging in perpetuity. The hard lines conveyed a jovial puppy crafted for a beloved child. Erin’s mind couldn’t contemplate Lucía’s childhood. 

“I can’t accept this,” she said with eyes full of emotion. 

“Please.” Lucía’s fingers curled over hers, forcing her hand closed, the figure pressing into her palm. “There’s nothing else I want to give you more. It is the most valuable thing I possess.” Lucía’s words stuck in her throat.

“Lucía,” she whispered, unsure what to say next.

“When I was around ten, near the end of the summer, my father gave me this statue. It was not a birthday present, exactly, though I was born near the end of the hottest month.” 

Erin listened in rapt attention, feeling every syllable Lucía uttered as an explosion of emotion in her heart. The stone warmed in her hand as Lucía told her the story. 

“He spent quite some time shaping it.” Her lips melted into a warm smile as she looked at the figure. “He wasn’t a very skilled craftsman.” She laughed joyfully, as if transported to another place and a happier time. “But my dog had just passed. He’d been my companion since before I could walk. I was inconsolable.”

“You had a dog?” 

“I did.” Lucía looked up from the figurine. “We had a pack of hunting dogs. My dog was the runt and not suitable for hunting, but he was fiercely loyal and protective.” Lucía’s eyes were soft when they met Erin’s gaze.

“What happened?”

“What always happens eventually.” Lucía glanced at the figure once more. “He died of old age, I think,” she responded, almost as a child would. “My father gave me this token afterwards. He said that as long as I remembered him, he would live in my heart and never be lost to me.” Lucía’s tears fell in quick succession. Some wounds never closed no matter how many lifetimes they survived. 

“Lucía, this means so much to you. I would never want you to part with it.” Erin’s hands trembled lightly as she tried once again to return the gift. She couldn’t accept something so precious. 

“Oh, my love.” Lucía’s hand cradled her face. “I have no intention of parting with you. Therefore, I have no intention of ever parting with it.” Her eyes conveyed so much more than her words ever could.

“Thank you so much. It’s an unbelievable present.” Erin leaned forward to find Lucía’s lips. They kissed with the force of emotions impossible to name. The longing was sad and desperate. Erin whispered between kisses. “I’ve been giving it more thought.” 

Lucía’s palms landed on either side of Erin’s head as she held herself above her squirming body. “Giving what more thought?” she panted, her hunger on the verge of taking over. 

“About turning into a vampire. When all of this is over and you’re safe again, I want you to turn me.” The revelation took them both by surprise. “I want to be with you. Forever,” she added. “I mean, I know I sound like I’m proposing marriage, but I just couldn’t—”

“No,” Lucía answered softly. “I don’t want to turn you.” She closed her eyes to shield her heart from Erin’s wounded expression. “I love you very much as you are. We will spend our lives together, but I will not curse you.”

“Curse me?” Erin pulled her body out from under Lucía. “I’ve never heard you call it that.” She sat up on the bed to better have this conversation. “This isn’t at all how I thought you’d react.” 

“My dearest,” Lucía’s voice was gentle with understanding. “I have experienced a great deal of wonderful things. I have known love, family, friendship, wealth, and success. That is all true. But,” Lucía’s exhale was heavy and pained, “I have also known an eternity of grief. It’s much too much for any sentient being to carry. I don’t want you to know this pain. To know the agony of always losing loved ones. To suffer those losses for centuries on end. To either never get close to another person, or to resign yourself to always losing the ones you love. No, my love.” Lucía shook her head softly. “I can’t do this to you merely because I want to spend my life with you. I will be content to spend your life with you. I wouldn’t hold on to you out of selfishness so you can watch the world whither with me. I wouldn’t sentence you to a life of hiding in the shadows.”

“I understand what you’re saying,” Erin scooted closer to Lucía and took her hand. “But this is not your decision to make, it’s mine.” She looked at her with watery green eyes. 

Lucía dropped her shoulders and squeezed Erin’s hands. “You cannot make an informed decision, you haven’t had enough time or seen enough. There is still so much for you to learn.” 

“So, then teach me.” Erin pulled Lucía into her arms and wraps herself around her body. She tried to physically hold her together as if she might split apart. Her grief was so strong Erin could almost see it. It was palpable and beat hard against Erin’s flesh. “I love you,” Erin cried into the top of Lucía’s head as she cradled her face against her chest. “I love you more than I ever thought possible.” She squeezed her tighter. She knew Lucía could easily push her off, but she allowed herself to be confined against Erin’s body. They hardly moved in aching silence until Erin eventually succumbed to her drowsiness and slipped into slumber. 

“I can’t,” Lucía whispered regretfully into the darkness.

* * *




Caridad tied her thick rainbow-colored robe tightly around herself to keep out the chill. “I assumed you weren’t coming tonight.” 

“I apologize for being late,” Lucía offered in a low voice so as not to wake up the rest of the household. 

Cari waved the apology away as unnecessary. “How are you feeling?” She pulled on her glasses instead of wasting another pair of contact lenses. 

“Some feeling has returned, but it’s still ice cold.” Lucía held her ribcage as she followed Caridad to the back of the tiny house. 

“Well,” Cari exhaled loudly. “I guess that’s better than nothing. At least it stopped spreading.” 

Lucía stripped from the waist up and laid on the floor as she did every night. She watched Cari at her mortar and pestle, mixing herbs and powders as she chanted. Lucía didn’t begrudge the occasional sip of rum she took while she worked. For the spirits, Cari would sometimes say, but Lucía knew better. 

“Ready?” Cari asked when she turned to the half-naked woman on the floor. 

Lucía took a deep breath and held it when Cari produced a sharp blade. “Yes.” 

The rum was cold when it splashed against Lucía’s skin. “Okay,” she warned before running the tip of the knife in a crescent shape along Lucía’s ribs. Lucía stayed still through the pain. Caridad’s fingers worked fast to pack the open wound with her herbal concoction. It hardened and turned black as it absorbed Lucía’s blood and the toxins still living inside. 

“That healed faster than the last time,” she said, her fingers moving over the closing incision. 

“Yes, but not by much.” Caridad sealed the spent herbs in a bag for Lucía to take with her and burn far away from the compound. “At least we found the right combination.” 

“Thank you,” she said as she dressed. No trace of the wound left when she buttoned her blouse.








  
  
  Chapter Twenty Five

  
  




“Cari?” Erin poked her head into Caridad’s sanctuary.

“Come on, I was waiting for you.” She pointed to the empty chair across from her. The incense and cigar smoke wafted around the room. “Here.” She offered her the kind of glass she’d only seen used for brandy. 

“Jesus, what is this, battery acid?” Erin wore her disgust on her face. She put the glass to her lips and knocked it back before she could change her mind. 

“You don’t drink it!” Cari’s dark brown eyes widened, and the wayward strands of unnaturally burgundy hair swung around her face. Erin held the liquified fire in her mouth like a deranged chipmunk. Her eyebrows knitted together in confusion. “Spit it out!” 

The command was even stranger than Erin’s assumption that the contents of the glass was for drinking. She looked around for where she was supposed to spit it out. The burning in her mouth pushed tears from her eyes. She couldn’t hold it in any longer and spit it back into the glass. 

“I meant,” Caridad said, suppressing the urge to laugh. “Forget it.” She took the glass from Erin. “Spray this all over yourself.” She handed her a plastic bottle full of perfume and flowers. The puffs of smoke from the cigar nearly obscured Erin’s view for a moment. “Since you have a penchant for picking up spirits, it’s important you cover yourself with strong smells,” she explained. “It will help.”

“I wanted to talk to you,” Erin said once she had drowned herself in the sickly-sweet perfume. 

“I know.” Cari closed her eyes. “You want to know your future. You want to know what to do.” She smiled wryly.

“Well, some guidance would be nice,” she admitted, convinced each word she spoke would be punctuated with a plume of fire shooting straight from her chest.

“Hmmm.” Caridad took a swig from an unlabeled bottle stored in a cupboard behind her. Erin could tell the liquid was just as potent as what she held briefly in her mouth. Cari spit it from between her lips as if she were trying to suppress a sneeze but failed. Erin watched in confusion as she did it over and over, stopping at points in between to chant in a foreign tongue. The silence came suddenly and stretched on so long Erin wondered if she should leave.

Cari returned to her, holding a beautifully carved box. “Choose one.” The top flipped open to reveal half a dozen long brown cigars. When Erin pulled one out at random, Caridad turned on her heels to extinguish all the other sources of smoke in the small room. 

“Take strong drags while I light it. And since I guess I have to warn you, don’t eat it and don’t inhale.” 

Erin narrowed her eyes as she struck three long matches at once and held them out in front of her. She tried not to cough when billowing white smoke filled her face. Caridad watched her pensively, her eyes studying both the smoke and the ash as if reading a particularly engrossing novel.

“Mija.” Cari’s voice was strangely high pitched and sent a chill up Erin’s spine. “She will not turn you,” she continued, sounding like a different person with an accent so thick it was hard to understand. Her eyes worked fast to capture the changes caused by the burning cigar. Erin could read the pain on Cari’s face. “She can’t turn you,” she corrected. “It would kill her.” 

The inch of ash at the end of the cigar broke, sending a clump of bright red embers tumbling to the floor. In a moment the cigar was gone, and so was the change that came over Caridad.

Erin sat with a cold heaviness in her gut, and then rage landed on her like a thunderstorm sending her to her feet. 

“Erin!” Caridad called after the fleeing woman, her voice back to normal. 

She didn’t stop. She was on the snowmobile and heading for the cabin before Caridad could even reach the front door. Her fury kept her warm in place of the heavy jacket she left behind. What the fuck would a cigar know about my life. Some witch will not tell me what my future is. I decide. She pushed the accelerator as far is it would go as if she could outrun her racing thoughts. I decide. 

* * *




“Where have you been?” Lucia asked an unhinged Erin stomping in, her usually wild, wavy hair half plastered to her head with sweat. 

Erin didn’t answer. Instead, she dropped her helmet and ripped off her snow-covered boots before slamming the bedroom door closed behind her. Lucia’s pulse jumped in her neck, she leapt to her feet, preparing for an attack. Erin barreled forward, unconcerned with consequence. 

Lucia let herself be knocked back onto the bed, Erin’s weight concentrated on her lap, her mouth crashing into hers with such force that Lucia was sure she’d torn the inside of her lips. 

“Erin.” Lucia pulled her bottom lip out from between Erin’s teeth. “What’s going on?” she asked, the frantic energy and aggression sending a flashing red sign that something was definitely wrong. 

“Nothing,” she growled, pushing Lucia’s back against the bed once more. “Take this off,” she demanded, pulling at the thin material of Lucia’s blouse. Erin ripped off her sweater, long underwear, and tank top all in one pull. Lucia didn’t oblige. She watched her love unravel while sitting in uncharacteristic shock. 

The fact that Lucia remained completely dressed and unmoving did not deter Erin from her goal. She lunged forward, the soft skin of Lucia’s neck falling victim to her mouth. She was all teeth and tongue and lips in a hot barrage of need. 

“Erin,” Lucia whispered, her eyes slipping closed. “What’s going on?” she asked again, fingers tangling reflexively in damp blonde hair. 

The only response Lucia got was Erin’s hand pushing through the fabric of her underwear. The contact was rough with no sensual preamble. A low groan erupted from low in Lucia’s chest, and the blood rushed to the surface of her skin. Erin’s onslaught was targeted to a single point and had no reprieve.

Lucía tilted her head back to give Erin even better access to the base of her neck. “Bite me,” she begged between moans. 

The demand shook Erin out of her trance. She lifted her head to look at her. “What?” 

“Bite me,” Lucia repeated, pulling Erin back to her tortured skin. “Do it!” she demanded again, knowing Erin couldn’t bite hard enough to break her skin. Lucia groaned when Erin’s dull incisors sunk into her fortified skin. “Don’t stop,” she begged when the tightness in Erin’s jaw grew painful and forced her to loosen her grip.

The breathy words caused Erin’s head to spin. She clamped down harder than before, wanting nothing more than to taste Lucia. The pain she delivered was matched by Lucia’s fingernails digging into the soft flesh of her shoulder blade. The muscles in Erin’s upper arm strained with the sustained force and frenzied tempo she maintained. Her bicep burned and her back ached from holding herself above Lucia’s writhing body. 

“Don’t stop,” Lucia warned again as her entire body tensed and her grip on Erin’s shoulder tightened. The blood trickled in tiny droplets down Erin’s back, but she was too engaged in the full body work out to care. She bit down as hard as she could, sure that blood would soon explode in her mouth, but it never did. 

When Lucia’s back arched almost entirely off the bed, Erin released the darkening skin from between her teeth, and Lucía was too far gone to protest. 

“Bite me,” Erin demanded, and Lucia was in no place to resist. “Bite me or I’ll stop.” Her razor-sharp fangs gave away Erin’s superior bargaining power. 

There was no communication between Lucia’s rational brain and her primal instincts. As soon her body started to spill over the edge, her fangs ripped into the largest artery in Erin’s neck. Lucia could taste the anger and pain pouring out along with her blood. It was sour in place of Erin’s usual sweetness. She took hard pulls until the darkness of her eyes faded back to honey. 

“Hold this here, hard,” Lucía instructed as she covered the wound on Erin’s neck with a torn pillow case. She rushed off the bed and toward the bathroom, but was back at Erin’s side in less than a few seconds. She moved Erin’s hand away, slapped on some kind of ointment and covered the puncture marks with gauze. 

“Shit, that stings,” Erin winced. 

“I’m sorry,” she replied regretfully while applying pressure to her neck. “It will significantly speed up the clotting. I should have never bitten you there. It’s too dangerous.” Lucía closed her eyes, afraid to look at the torn flesh.

“I wanted you too,” Erin admitted, feeling less woozy as the minutes passed. 

“And yet the fact remains that I should have maintained control over myself.” She swallowed hard. “I could have hurt you, or worse,” she added sadly. 

“I’m sorry,” Erin’s eyes filled with unshed tears. 

“What was that about?” Lucia asked, wiping the blood from her face before laying down next to Erin. She kept her palm pressed against Erin’s neck to be safe. 

Erin stared into Lucía’s still shaken face. “Don’t ever leave me.”

“My love.” Lucia moved closer and entangled her legs with Erin’s. “I would never leave you. What’s going on? What is this about?” She searched Erin’s face for clues. 

“I just- I love you so much.” Erin’s chest heaved. “I don’t ever want to be apart from you.” She cried, unable to form the words.

“Darling, I’m not going anywhere,” she promised. “Nothing could ever take me from you,” she swore, still confused by what had prompted Erin’s suddenly erratic behavior.

“I’ve never loved anyone like this,” Erin admitted. 

“Neither have I,” she replied. 

They clung to each other like survivors of a capsized ship desperately gripping a single life vest. As the sun went down, Erin’s body had grown heavy in Lucía’s arms. 

“Are you feeling better?” Lucia asked when Erin’s eyes fluttered open. 

“Mmhmm,” Erin muttered, allowing the coolness of the stinky solution Lucia applied on her neck to soothe her. 

“Is this because I don’t wish to turn you?” 

“No,” Erin lied. Her ability to express her feelings on the matter was still tangled in knots. In her heart she knew Cari was right. Lucia would never turn her, but that didn’t mean someone else couldn’t, or that she wasn’t perfectly capable of making the choice for herself. “I just love you. Too much, I think,” she explained, feeling Lucia’s gaze hanging heavily over her.

“There is never too much.” Lucia’s lips were soft and warm against her jaw line. “Stay in bed with me.” She laid down behind Erin after tending to her wounds.

“Okay.” Erin snuggled backward to get closer, Lucia’s arms tucking in under hers for maximum proximity.

“I love you,” Lucia whispered against the nape of her neck. 

“I know,” she managed before drifting back to sleep. 








  
  
  Chapter Twenty Six

  
  




Erin walked in on a faraway Lucía. The black of her hair and clothing created a stunning contrast against the light wood walls. “How are you holding up?”

“Oh, I’m fine, just catching up on some reading.” Lucía closed her book before setting it down next to her. 

“Stir crazy?” Erin guessed with a grin, her smile sitting brightly on her sun-kissed face. 

 “No,” Lucía boomed sarcastically. “I adore reading Pride and Prejudice for the twentieth time.”

“I guess we should have packed more stuff with entertainment value.” Erin laughed and sat next to Lucía in the window seat. The waning sun took the fresh bright green colors of spring with it as it disappeared beyond the horizon. There was hardly enough time to plan an escape; no one considered what they would do when they finally reached their refuge. Hurry up and wait, Erin thought.

“You are entertainment enough,” Lucía said, dropping her voice to the seduction level that Erin was still convinced carries some kind of magical power. Despite several months in log cabin captivity, she still melted at the sound like the dwindling piles of snow outside. It took all of her will not to forget why she came in here when Lucía pulled her in close. 

“Charlie called,” she informed her before Lucía’s mouth could venture any further south than her clavicle. 

“What did she say?” Lucía snapped to attention but kept her arms around her waist. 

“Everything’s quiet,” Erin reported as she had every week for the last couple of months since Lucía asked her to take over the updates from home. “No attacks anywhere.” Her heart was heavy in her chest. With each report of peace came the confirmation that lives were lost out of sheer hatred for Lucía. 

Lucía nodded, her expression hard as stone. Erin pushed back her hair to clear her face. Her fingers traced the line of Lucía’s brow bone, her eyes scoured the groves of her face. She wanted, more than anything, to tell Lucía that it would be okay. That they’d see their way out of this. Each day that passed, she was less sure there was a plan. She couldn’t stand the idea that Samael was in charge of making things right for Lucía while they just sat there and waited. As if he had any urgency to give up his turn on the throne. 

“Are you hungry?” Erin chased the darkness from her mind. Her fingers found the top buttons of her navy-blue shirt. It had been weeks since Lucía last drank, and despite her insistence that she could fast at least a year with no consequence, Erin missed the connection of the ritual. 

“Always.” 

* * *




“Mistress,” he said with dark eyes trained on the wet concrete floor. 

“What?” Her tone was sharp and coated in acid. The man made himself physically smaller in her presence, wishing only that he could disintegrate into the cold hard ground. “I hope you have a good reason for the disruption.”  

“Yes, Mistress.” Saliva collected in the back of his mouth, making it hard to speak. “We have news from the team you sent to the Northeast quadrant of the United States,” he explained, wondering if he should give credit to the exact ones who brought the good news. 

“Get to the point,” she warned. The pulsating vein in her neck thumped hard with ever present rage. 

“Yes, Mistress. We found her,” he said, completely ignorant as to how she would receive the news. “We managed to regain communication with our person on the inside.”

“I knew she wasn’t dead.” The Mistress ran a hand through cropped blonde hair. Anticipation rushed around her body and mixed with the hatred settled deeply inside her heart. 

“Yes, Mistress,” the voice shook, unsure she was speaking to him. 

“I knew those rumors were not to be believed,” she continued without regard for the man still awkwardly dithering and praying to be dismissed. “The Queen.” Disdain oozed from her like poisonous fumes at the thought of Lucía. “I knew she wouldn’t slink back to hell so easily.” Her lip curled into a snarl. “Where is she?” 

“Th- th- that’s the thing.” His body physically shook with the force of his fear. “We know where she is, but they can’t get to her.” He swallowed hard, wishing he was anywhere but here. “She’s in Massachusetts. In the woods, but she’s protected by some kind of barrier.” His mind struggled hard against the terror casting a fog over his memory. 

“What do you mean?” She moved so fast the man didn’t see her coming before she picked him up by the throat. 

“I don’t know,” he cried uselessly. The Mistress slammed him to the ground hard as if he were no bigger than a rag doll.

“Gather the witches,” she demanded. “I’m sure she has her minions casting spells,” she spits. “We have our own magical firepower.” 

* * *




“Samael?” Lucía’s surprise was evident as she spoke into the satellite phone. They had agreed not to speak directly until it was safe for Lucía to return, and although the last few months had passed in peace, her enemies still lingered. “What is it?” 

“My Queen,” Samael began too softly. “I have a situation.”

“What’s happened?” The hard edge that had been missing returned to her tone. 

“The community is breaking apart in your absence,” he admitted quietly. “I,” Samael took a long pause to weigh his word choices. “They won’t stay bound for me,” he finished, unprepared to further explain how the cooperative social structure Lucía built over centuries was tearing apart at the seams within five months of her absence. 

Samael had believed they would follow him, that they would stay together for the benefit of the society, but as word of Lucía’s absence spread, people disengaged by the masses. Samael did all he could to dispel the rumors of Lucía’s death, but after just a couple of months, fewer and fewer trusted his word that their queen was alive and well. They simply resigned. Samael’s unification efforts weren’t helped by the rumors that he had a hand in the Queen’s demise. He never expected to be loved as Lucía was, but he gravely misjudged just how reviled he could be. 

“I don’t know how to mend this,” he admitted with uncharacteristic humility. He didn’t explain that new factions had risen, calling for an end to their anonymity from the greater population, or how a fringe group had gained momentum touting full scale anarchy and abandonment of any social order. He didn’t say that many were heeding the call for a return to primal rules. 

“And what would you have me do?” Lucía’s words were harsh and laced with frustration. If Samael couldn’t keep the community together, the sacrifice of isolation would have been for naught. 

“Will you return? Speak to some of the most trusted commanders. The ones we are sure won’t divulge that they’ve seen you but will keep their clans together and with us.” 

“Perhaps we can arrange a video conference,” she suggested after a long uncomfortable silence. 

“I’m afraid they won’t believe me,” he admitted. “Perhaps a few months ago that may have worked, but I believe we are well beyond that.”

“Very well,” Lucía agreed after consideration. “Set something up in Boston. I’ll meet with a small congregation briefly, but Samael, I don’t need to tell you to choose these guests with the utmost care. If this unravels, all of this sacrifice will have been for nothing.” Lucía couldn’t help but sound exhausted. 

“Yes, my Queen,” Samael could hardly mask his overwhelming relief. He ended the call without a goodbye. 

“Who was that?” Erin sauntered into the room to find Lucía putting the phone down on their bed.

“Samael,” she explained. “I need to go to Boston for a very quick trip.”

“No. No way.” Erin shook her head and waved her arms in front of her. “No fucking way are we taking that risk. No.”

“Erin.” Lucía stood and pulled her in close. “It’s all falling apart.” She couldn’t find the words to paint the picture quickly enough.

“So what!” Erin stepped away from her, needing to make room for her anger. “You can’t risk it!” she repeated, a flood of panic surging through her body. “What about those people trying to kill you? They haven’t been found.”

“I’ll be extremely careful,” Lucía promised, making it clear that this wasn’t up for discussion.

“Then I’m coming with you.” Erin crossed her arms over her chest. Lucía shook her head quietly before attempting to pull her in close once more. 

“You’re safer here.”

“Yeah? Well, so are you.” Erin stood resolute in her objection. “If something is going to happen to us, it’s going to happen to us together.”

“Erin,” Lucía began. 

“No! What if it’s a trap, huh? Have you considered that Samael is setting you up? I don’t even know how you trust that guy!” Erin seethed. Every inch of her body vibrated with rage. The hidden truth of her feelings about Lucia’s second-in-command tore from her like an unfettered cannon. 

“There are a great many things you don’t understand, my love. My relationship with Samael being chef among them.” She didn’t intend the condescending tone that slapped Erin clear across the face. 

“You know what?” She threw her hands up in the air. “If you’re so sure that he won’t betray you, or that it’s worth the tremendous risk you’re taking by leaving here, then go for it. I’m glad you can be so sure of something that you’re willing to pay with your life if you’re wrong.” 

The door slammed hard behind Erin. The mattress whined under Lucia’s weight. The silence choked her with grief and doubt. 

* * *




“Have you been here all night?” Lucia asked an impassive Erin perched in the loft used for storage. The stars were no longer visible in the lightening, early morning light. Steven slept bunched up in a ball near his favorite human, his colorful beak nestled strangely in his back. 

“Yeah,” Erin responded after the silence became uncomfortable. 

“My love.” Lucia finished climbing the ladder to reach her. She stayed crouched as she walked to avoid cracking her head on a beam. “I promise I’ll return by sunset.” The cold, hard expression on Erin’s face made her almost unrecognizable. 

“You’re traveling during the day?” Erin’s concern burned a hole in her righteous anger. “Isn’t that dangerous?” 

“It will minimize the possibility for attack,” Lucia responded quietly. Her heart lifted as Erin allowed their fingers to interlock. She had prepared herself for rejection. 

“I really don’t think you should go, Lucia.” Erin’s said resolutely. “I can’t help the nagging feeling in my gut that this is a truly terrible idea.” 

“This entire venture has been a mistake,” she admitted with a heavy sigh. The admission bounced off the sloped ceiling and reverberated throughout the small, cramped space until it slammed back into her chest. “When I return tomorrow, we’re leaving,” she decided with her eyes closed.

“But what about the people who want to hurt you? Everything has stopped since you’ve been gone.” Erin’s eyebrows knitted together in concern and confusion. 

“And the price of that has been a complete unraveling of our way of life.” Lucia swallowed hard. It was never easy when one realized she’d made the wrong choice. “I was wrong to try and handle this in this manner. To give in to threats. I see that far too clearly now.” Her silky black hair fell forward as she bowed her head in shame and regret. “Instead of acting with honesty and transparency, as I always have, I lied and hid, hoping others would be able to do what I couldn’t in rooting out those who would try and destroy us.” A fire flashed in Lucia’s eyes when she looked up from the floor. 

“I can’t pretend I understand anything about how your world works,” she admitted. In the time she’d been with Lucia she’d seen little and understood even less. 

“I know.” Lucia nodded. “And I intend on correcting that as well,” she added with conviction. “I want you to be part of my world. All of it. As I want to be part of yours.” Lucia’s auburn eyes turned into huge pools of hope. 

“Okay,” Erin whispered, her kiss against Lucia’s trembling lips sealing the promise of a new life. “You come back to me in one piece,” she begged through the salty tears streaming down her cheeks. 

“I promise, nothing could keep me from coming back to you,” she swore.








  
  
  Chapter Twenty Seven

  
  




“It’s good to see you Lucia.” Samael bent his body forward in respect. “You look well,” he added after quickly scanning her from head-to-toe. 

“It’s good to see you as well.” Lucia took his hand to alight the heavily tinted SUV. Her heels clicked against the parking garage floor, causing a rhythmic echo. She didn’t comment on the shock of white hair that had spread beyond his temple and taken over a large portion of his head. 

“Samael,” Lucia began, looping her hand through his offered arm. “I want to tell you something, and I hope the news will be well received.” 

Adrian, looking lost without his twin, who stayed behind, led them down a long series of service hallways. The dozen other guards formed a physical barrier around them as they moved. 

“Yes, my Queen,” Samael replied robotically. 

“I’m coming back,” she announced without much explanation. The color fled from Samael’s face. 

The corridor boomed with the sounds of so many footsteps, but not much else for some time. 

“When?” Samael asked, his words almost sticking in his throat. 

“Effective immediately. I’ll officially return tomorrow, but we can tell the congregation you’ve gathered now. I’ve a lot to do and such little time to do it in.” Lucia’s words were steady and decisive. 

“But, Lucia, I don’t believe this is wise. You’ve been gone so long. What would you say? How would you explain your absence?” Samael’s flustered response stopped Lucia in her tracks. The entire caravan of bodies came to a sudden halt just short of the door. 

“Do we have a problem?” She turned to face him more fully. 

Adrian appeared at Lucia’s side so quickly any passerby would think he teleported. His hulking size added an air of physical intimidation to her presence, but the vampire queen was terrifying enough on her own. Samael reflexively stepped back and diverted his gaze from her eyes. 

“Will you not step down from your position?” she asked, her voice dropping to a growl. 

“Of course, my Queen. I am but a humble servant who serves at your pleasure,” he said. 

For a moment Lucia couldn’t decipher the sincerity of his words, but she allowed the moment to pass. She lifted her chin as she spoke. “As for what we will tell the world, we will tell them the truth. We’ll mount a full scale public investigation into the source of our deadly opposition. We will expose them for the murderous fiends they are. And we shall know peace once more,” she proclaimed with full confidence. 

“Yes, my Queen,” he said flatly. 

“Is Charlie here?” she asked, resuming the procession. “I would like to inform her before the others.” 

“Yes, my Queen. Upstairs.”

The elevator ride to the penthouse suite was long and completely silent. Lucia observed Samael from the corner of her eye. There’s something you’re not telling me, she decided as she watched him. 

* * *




“You’re so dead!” Erin screamed her threat of revenge at Ozzy’s smug face. 

“It’s not my fault you’re so slow!” He laughed before dodging the throw pillow launched at his head. 

“You know, I’m starting to regret inviting you over here to play on the big TV.” Erin exaggerated a scowl. “I should have left you playing on that tiny thing! So ungrateful,” she muttered as she got ready to lose yet another round of play on Ozzy’s video game. 

“Don’t be a sore loser.” He laughed while adjusting his cushion on the floor. 

“Well, don’t be such a sore winner,” she groaned. 

Addy smiled at the pair from the kitchen. In a few minutes she’d call them to the table for an early lunch. But for now, she relished the moment of normalcy. She couldn’t stop the grin that crept up on her face from Ozzy’s loud infectious laugh. That boy loved to torment Erin about her age. She wondered if maybe he had a little crush on her. The smile widened. Cari really has raised a sweet boy. Addy thought of how he always offered to throw out the garbage and volunteered to help anytime he could make himself useful. If he were a few years older she would consider playing matchmaker between him and Charlie. She needs a good-hearted mate like that, she thought sadly. Thoughts of Charlie were always drowned in equal parts worry and sadness. I should never have come here. She shook the thought loose and busied her hands. 

* * *




The bones in Caridad’s knees crashed into each other painfully as she ran. The cartilage that should cushion the contact having long vanished under her weight and overuse. Her heart raced so high in her throat she was sure it would escape through her mouth. She heard her sisters screaming behind her, but there was no time to stop. There was hardly time to think. 

The cabin loomed large in the horizon. The sun, at its highest point in the sky, shone brightly on her efforts. Cari pushed harder, willing her legs to move faster, bur compliance was sketchy. She saw them as she crested a small hill. Like spiders crawling together all aiming for the same place. Cari was aiming there too. 

“Eight, nine, ten.” She counted the figures running toward the cabin, the ones the spirits warned her about only moments ago. But it’s the middle of the day? Cari contemplated that fact as she ran, her body slowing despite her best efforts to bolt with inhuman speed. 

The invaders were fast as they descended upon the house. She had no doubt of their nature. The barriers had failed. They were unprotected. 

Her lungs burned as they struggled for air. She wheezed as she went, regretting the cigar she had smoking that morning. Her thighs threatened to tear down the middle, but she pushed harder despite the pain. When she made it to a side door leading to the cabin’s utility room, she collapsed forward to catch her breath. The stitch in her side made inhaling nearly impossible. Coño. She worked hard to steady herself as quietly and quickly as possible. 

Her vision cleared just in time to see Lucia’s vampire crew drop like flies as if they were taking turns passing out in slow motion, though no source of danger was immediately apparent. Then she smelled it. The strangely sweet vapors in the air. It was misplaced among the usual aromas.

“Osvaldo!” she called to her son, who sat on the floor playing video games with Erin, neither one aware of the horror show about to begin. 

“Mami?” Ozzy turned his head toward the sound of his mom’s voice, confusion etched on his face. “What are you— what’s wrong!” He scrambled to his feet. 

“Come here!” she called out between painful gasps for oxygen. Ozzy got as far as the edge of the couch before the windows around them exploded. A dozen vampires crashed in through the shattering glass. The sharp rain ushered in thunderous noise and death.

The living room erupted in gushing streams of blood from the fallen guards, painting the walls with angry red splatters. Their unconscious bodies never stood a chance. Caridad’s human eyes struggled to see everything at once. Her eyes narrowed in on attacking vampire. She focused on a single face covered in some kind of clear jelly. Her mouth moved quickly as she mutters ancient chants passed down from generations. The wind blew hard in response to Cari’s speeding lips, taking some of the toxic air with it. 

“Erin!” Nicholas called, the only one of Lucia’s vampires still standing. His white V-neck sweater was drenched in blood. Three strange bodies were piled at his feet like rumpled jeans discarded after a long night out. 

How long has he known my name? The thought percolated in Erin’s mind as the carnage came into full relief. 

A black blur lunged toward her from the nothing. She had no place to go. Nothing to protect herself with. Her brain moved too slowly for the unfolding danger. She managed only to shove Ozzy’s body behind herself and prepared to use her attacker’s body weight against them. 

Nicholas moved faster than the pair barreling toward Erin. He sprung towards them, fangs first, and connected with a bare neck covered in something foul. The pressure from his bite crushed a spine, causing irreparable damage. But the limp body landed against him, knocking his balance backwards, and giving the second intruder enough room to extend toward Erin, his fist finding her hip in place of her face. He hadn’t counted on being dragged back by an enraged Nicholas struggling to his feet. 

“You weren’t supposed to hurt anyone! This wasn’t the deal!” Addy screamed as her face ripped open. Her mouth transforming into a horrible maw. Her clothes tore at the seams and fell away from breaking bones. Before Erin could produce a scream from her grimacing mouth, the massive gray wolf that had been Addy was in the air, teeth chomping and heinous growls, whizzing toward the next vampire making his advance on Erin and Ozzy. Addy’s wolf nearly severs the vampire’s head as her jaw clamped down around his neck. The way the wolf shook the lifeless vampire reminded Erin of a German Shepherd with a toy. 

The two women who had been standing with Addy in the kitchen transformed in less dramatic fashion. The hulking obsidian wolves followed the gray one. The remaining vampires piled on Nicholas and the three werewolves. They became a tangled mess of gnashing teeth and hideous screams. The invading vampires struggled to reach Erin, who kicked and punched at the arms that tried to get her. Her body acted as a shield for the boy who was frozen in place by fear despite Erin’s desperate screams that he run. This was nothing like the fights she and Max spent so much time training to defend themselves against.

Caridad reached for what she can find that was sharp and deadly. She found a box cutter carelessly left near the pile of boxed goods delivered last night. She pushed the black button up the track. The clicks came in quick succession, revealing another centimeter of blade with each sound. 

“Leave them alone!” Cari screeched with the force of a mother in full defensive mode, her voice deep and alien. Her calls to the ancestors had been answered, but they were not enough. The monstrous demons that made their way toward her kids wouldn’t be distracted much longer. Cari could sense the life leaving one of the black wolves, with the other not far behind. They wouldn’t survive this, and she couldn’t risk getting trapped.

The blood ran from Cari’s arm in dark red currents, the blade sinking in deep and ripping her flesh as she screamed. The pain sent her to her knees. Her vision blurred as the blood poured from her wound. For what she needed, the spirits must be paid in advance. 

“Cari!” Caridad’s youngest sister was the first to burst into the cabin behind her, the other two right behind her. The four sisters crammed together in the small utility room, a front row seat to the gruesome scene. 

There was no time to explain the plan, but they understood to follow Cari’s lead. The sisters fell to their knees and called to the spirits for power and protection. Caridad focused her calls on a single otherworldly entity. The Mother of Water would save them. The sisters chanted together, making a desperate soulful song of their prayers. Ozzy grabbed his stomach, the pain pulling him toward the utility room.

As soon as the boy was out of harm’s way, Erin bolted to the kitchen for a knife. Now that she no longer had to act as a human shield she could join the fight in earnest. She turned back to the living room in time to see a vampire pick up Addy with both hands and break her back over his knee. 

Erin’s heart stopped at the sight of her friend howling in pain and landing limply on the ground. She cried out from the anguish ripping through her chest like a wildfire. 

“You fucking bastard!” Erin raged, black handle firmly in hand. She lunged, with tears burning in her eyes, at the vampire squaring off against her. The way he crossed over Addy’s lifeless body as if she were nothing sent a flood of heat coursing through her veins. She heard the chants from Cari and her sisters and tried to repeat them even if she didn’t know what they meant. Time slowed to a crawl. The blood pumped hard to her muscles. She screamed again as the chef’s knife found the soft tissue of the vampire’s right eye. His anguished scream only emboldened the abject hatred burning a hole straight through Erin’s soul. The knife nearly moved of its own accord five times before the vampire could even raise his hands. 

Sweat and blood pour from Caridad in equal measure. Her face paled and the nausea rose in her stomach, but having her son safely sheltered behind her with her sisters didn’t complete the task. She prayed harder. She willed the spirits to move around Erin, to move inside of her, to guide and protect her. 

Nicholas staggered toward Erin as she stabbed her would-be assailant to death, her blade moving at a blinding inhuman speed. The back of Nicholas’ head blistered under the deadly sunlight draining his strength, but the mountain of a man slogged forward, his broken bones healing far too slowly. Toxins were growing and multiplying in his system with every second, but the power of his promise to his queen kept him moving. He willed his legs to carry him even as he lost feeling below the knee.

“Nicholas!” Erin ran to the massive man. His face was starting to droop with paralysis. By the time she closed the small distance between them, his legs gave out from under him. “Just hold on!” Erin cried. Her body shook from shock and pain and terror. Hold on to what, she had no idea.

“I saved you,” he mumbled. 

Erin had never noticed his Greek accent before. She could hardly remember saying more than two words to him or his brother. “Yes, you did.” The tears rolled in hot streams down her face. “Just stay with me.” She sat down cross-legged on the floor with him, placing his massive head on her lap. They sat in a semicircle of death, surrounded by bodies of friend and foe alike. “Stay with me!” Erin’s scream was high-pitched and frantic. 

The foam bubbled up in his mouth while convulsions claimed his body. Nicholas’ body fell perfectly still before the two remaining vampires descended from the rafters. He’d never know he failed. 

Caridad pulled what she could from the spirits, but the she’d already taken so much and paid so much. There was nothing left. She offered Erin what she could. The protection of her ancestors.

“Well, you’re a fuck of a lot of trouble.” The two vampires stood over Erin as she struggled to get out from under Nicholas’ dead weight. “Why don’t you just stop fighting, bitch?” 

The male vampire, his hair as black as night and his eyes a ghostly blue, offered her a lopsided grin. The female, smaller, paler with a white shock of hair in the middle of her red-orange mane, didn’t speak. She merely stared at Erin as if trying to determine which cut of her flesh might be the juiciest. 

“Eat shit.” Erin lunged as soon as she scrambled to her feet, the knife still tightly held in her hand. The last bit of help pushed onward, took hold of her arm as she sent the blade plunging into the vampire’s neck. She dragged the blade hard across his throat, hoping to sever as many life sustaining body parts as possible. The foul, clear jelly smeared all over the vampire left Erin’s arm sticky and smelling like hot garbage left out on the street. 

The small female, standing at least six inches shorter than Erin, didn’t move a muscle. She watched her comrade collapse to the floor without so much as a wince. “He was a dick,” she said with a shrug. 

Erin spun around and slashed wildly at the woman, but the vampire dodged the clumsy stabs with ease. There was no gas left in Erin’s tank. She tumbled to her knees, her legs shaking under her own weight as she willed herself back to an upright position. 

“Don’t make this so hard on yourself,” the vampire said as if growing bored with Erin’s fight for her life. 

“Go to hell,” Erin said with a sneer. She lunged forward again, aiming at her eye, but she didn’t make it anywhere near her target. 

“Suit yourself,” the woman said with a shrug before delivering a single punch to Erin’s face that turned her world black. 








  
  
  Chapter Twenty Eight

  
  




The fortified jeep ambled up the path. It climbed over fallen trees and thick brush as it made its way toward the secluded cabin in the woods. 

“I think we need a re-branding,” Samael offered as they planned the announcement for Lucía’s return. 

“Absolutely.” Lucía nodded. It had been far too long since she considered any changes. Complacency had blinded her to the discontentment growing among her people. “Perhaps we can establish a counsel made up of the clan leaders, or leaders elected from the community,” she posited options aloud as the jeep bumped along. 

“My Queen.” Adrian’s back stiffened. The minor change in his posture rings the alarm to the backseat passengers. 

“What is it?” Lucía asked reflexively but unnecessarily. Even in the waning daylight she could see what it was. She didn’t waste another moment sitting still. She was gone before Samael reacted, the car door swinging back and forth as the jeep climbs. 

The sun stung Lucía’s exposed skin, but she didn’t register the pain. Her other senses were on overdrive, and her body a blue blur. The odor of unknown intruders was faint and grows fainter as she ran toward the cabin. Dread willed her to move faster still. The overwhelming stink of blood obscured anything else that might be present. 

Blood and death, but no Erin, of that Lucía was sure before she even burst through the front doors as if they were constructed from tissue paper. The sight stopped Lucía and forced her to her knees. She clutched her chest as if that might keep her heart from exploding.

Tears flowed from a place so remote within her she had long believed it lost to time. A sickly cold sweat formed a stinging film over her slowly healing burns. She surveyed the carnage. Long streaky trails of blood led out the door, revealing that several bodies had been dragged and taken.

Thick dark, blood covered Lucía’s expensive black suit as she crawled to Nicholas’ lifeless body. A mournful wail escaped from her chest. She was more animal than person in her expression of grief, the anguish of her loss too much to contain. Her hands looked so small wrapped around Nicholas’ chest. 

The gold from Erin’s watch glistened in the dying light streaming in through the broken windows. Lucía was outside her own body as she picked it up. It was cold without Erin’s body heat, its face smashed on one side and caked with blood. She ran her thumb over the shattered glass. 

“My God,” Samael whispered through a wave of nausea. 

Adrian pushed him aside to join Lucía at his brother’s side. He clawed desperately at his brother’s chest with the fury of a broken heart until Lucía pulled him in to her arms. The sight of such a huge man sobbing forced Samael to avert his eyes. 

Lucía moved amongst the corpses of her loved ones, taking stock and carving new scars on her mangled heart with each identification. She shut her eyes when she came across the hulking gray wolf, her body bent and broken, the fur dyed red in places where it used to be white. Lucía laid her hand over Addy’s eyes to close them. She didn’t know how she was going to tell Charlie what happened. How she failed to keep her grandmother safe as promised. How would she tell Pete that she hadn’t keep his daughter safe either? 

“Lucía.” Samael came up behind her leaving Adrian to mourn his brother alone. “I don’t see Erin amongst them.” 

The world stopped spinning for a moment as Lucía turned her head toward the sound of his voice. “You have betrayed me,” Lucía decided as she rose to her feet. All the rage and blame her body could produce found its target in Samael. 

“What?” Samael’s face flashed with shock and confusion. “Sister,” he went to the safety valve of their relationship to release the pressure. “How could I ever,” he started but was not allowed to plead his case. Samael was on his back before he realized there would be no time to talk. 

“Do not dare play that card, Brother!” The word was laced with venom and contempt. “You begged me to leave this place! You convinced me to leave them alone and defenseless!” Spit flew from Lucía’s mouth as she seethed. Her fists pressed into Samael’s chest, pinning him down. “Am I to believe this was a coincidence? You wanted this!” she screeched. “You planned this! You conspired against me!” 

“I have been loyal to you since the beginning!” he raged in return but didn’t escape Lucía’s grasp. “Why would I ever betray you?” 

“That is the simplest question to answer.” Lucía pressed harder against him. “Power of your own. People have done more for less.” She sneered at him as if he were lower than dirt. 

“I swear to you, my Queen, I have no hand in this.” Emotion rattled his words, but it was too late; Lucía had decided. 

“Your word means nothing. You have always been the jealous little brother, but my love for you made me blind.” She stood, disgust painted on her face. “If I ever so much as see you again, I will kill you.” Her warning was heavy with grief and fury. 

“Please, Lucía, I had nothing to do with this!” he begged. “I would never act against you. This is your grief talking!” Samael took a small step forward. 

He was barely an inch closer to Lucía when she leapt toward him once again, her fangs exposed and a hair away from the main artery in his neck. “Get out and disappear off the face of the Earth, or I will end your miserable life. You will not have another chance.”

The darkness in Samael’s eyes faded. He was out from under Lucía and running into the early evening without so much as a glance over his shoulder. Samael picked up the trail left by the foreign tracks leading away from the cabin. 

Adrian appeared at Lucía’s side without a word. They stood together in the stillness of death and allowed the grief to consume them. Lucía gripped the gold watch as if it were her only remaining connection to Erin. “I will find you.” Her vow was carried away into the night. 

* * *




“Lucía!” Cari’s sister screamed as she ran from the tiny house with the lilac door, her arms waving wildly as she went. “Lucía! Lucía!” she called frantically at the figures outlined in the open window. 

The two grief-stricken vampires emerged from the shambles to meet the woman outside. 

“Gracias a Dios you’re here!” She trembled under the weight of the ordeal she had lived through. 

“Elena, it’s good to see you in one piece.” Relief washed over Lucía at the prospect of survivors. “Where is Erin? Is she with you?” Lucía knew hope was probably futile.

“Please come to the house,” she urged, already prepared to run back. Lucía and Nicholas beat her there by several minutes. The sounds of rhythmic prayer and a beating drum guided Lucía to the back room. 

Lucía neared Caridad’s grandmother asking for information. Caridad’s barely breathing body sprawled in the middle of the room told her much, but it didn’t explain the ritual the other women were performing. Lucía’s heart tore a little further when she spotted Caridad’s son huddled up in the corner, eyes wide with terror.

The old woman didn’t halt her frantic ministrations. She blew powders and prayed in tongues over her eldest granddaughter’s nearly lifeless body. Cari’s other sister didn’t look up either. She called madly to the ancestors, to the spirits, to the gods. She cried into the air for something to spare her sister’s life. 

“Cari is dying,” her youngest sister explained when she finally made it back. “Can you turn her?” 

“What?” Lucía spun around to regard the young woman. 

“Please, it’s her only chance,” she explained, tears streaming down her face. “She will die,” Elena repeated as if Lucía couldn’t see the pulse in her neck fading. 

“I don’t know if I can,” Lucía admitted. The coldness in her torso was an ever-present reminder of the poison that refused to leave her system. 

“No.” Cari’s grandmother raised a single hand in the air. She called her family to her side. They obeyed without hesitation. Lucía and Adrian stepped out of the room to afford the grieving family some privacy. 

“No!” The scream was blood curdling. Lucía and Adrian sprang back into the room, eyes black as pitch and searching for enemies. Cari’s grandmother’s frail thin body hung limply in her granddaughter’s, a ceremonial knife, its handle covered in a pattern of colorful beads, embedded in her stomach. 

Adrian lunged forward ready to pull the blade out of the old woman and save her life, but Lucía stretched out her arm to block him. She shook her head, her honey brown eyes silently explaining that the woman made a choice. 

“We must help her.” His thick brown eyebrows knitted together in confusion. “She’s our friend.” He’d had enough death for one day, and his memories of the old lady as a child were his fondest. 

“It’s not our place,” Lucía explained. “Only life can pay for life, and she made her choice. It’s not for us to question.” The vampires showed solemn restraint as the shattered family mourned.

“Mom!” Ozzy cried as Cari stirred. “Don’t move!” 

Cari tried to roll onto her side, but her injured arm covered in a thick paste hurt too much to move. She looked around the room, her head spinning from the tremendous loss of blood. The sight of her grandmother’s body caused tears to stream down her face.

Lucía stood aside until Caridad’s half-open eyes found her and signaled for her to come closer. “I failed,” she cried. “I should have kept us better protected.” The guilt surged through Cari’s body, taking what little energy she had left.

“You did not fail,” Lucía cried against her will. “Where is she?” 

“Someone took her,” Cari admitted what Lucía already guessed. “A single monster survived. Hidden in the rafters like a rat. Everyone fought so bravely.” The images flashed in her mind, but they were choppy and clouded by pain. “They walked in the day, covered in something horrible. They had chemicals and poisons.” 

Lucía placed a cool hand on Cari’s anguished face. “There will be time for that.” 

“I swear to you, Lucía, I will find her, and I will make these animals pay.” Caridad’s threat mirrored the hate in Lucía’s own fractured heart. 

“Yes.” Lucía’s eyes were black as midnight. “We will.”

* * *




“The trail disappears over the water,” Adrian informed upon his return. “It was a heavy vehicle. I suspect it was armored,” he explained. Lucía accepted the information with an exhausted nod.

“There are no other survivors,” Lucía confirmed, her face devoid of emotion.

“What shall we do?” Adrian asked as they walked around the property together.

“I’ll call Charlie and inform her of what has happened. She may be vulnerable now.” Lucía’s mind raced. If only it were just the tragic news of her grandmother she were delivering. “We have to go after them now. Time is not on our side. But we must be smart about it. They’ll expect us to act impulsively.” Lucía eyes darted wildly as she gave voice to her racing thoughts. She glanced at the cracked watch on her wrist, Erin’s watch, that stopped upon breaking. With eight hours of lead time, Erin could have been taken anywhere by now. The thought settled like a rock at the bottom of her stomach.

Adrian nodded. “Yes, my Queen.”

Lucía took his arm and squeezes it. She could hardly imagine his grief. “Let us get cleaned up and gather Caridad and her family. If the boy is old enough to drive, we should be able to take most of the jeeps. Fill them with what we absolutely need.” Lucía hesitated to cross the threshold of the cabin. What was once a home was now a waking nightmare. “And then we will set fire to this place,” she decided. When she noticed Steven’s empty cage, she added, “see if you can find the bird.” 

“What of the fallen?” Adrian asked after a moment. 

“We bury them.”

* * *




The large, modified, all-terrain, military-grade vehicle made easy work of the unpaved trail. The red-headed driver, with the shock of white in her hair, stayed attentive as she climbed over some things and dodged others. 

It would be a boring day and a half drive. The trip to Massachusetts had been a lively affair. There were eleven others with her then, all stuffed tightly into the small space. Everyone had been buzzing with the excitement of the mission. Just one more task and they would have what the Mistress promised. Freedom from the curse.

Eloise checked the rearview mirror. The heap of dead vampires should make her sad, but she’d been empty of feelings for quite some time. Since she took the mark on her skin, actually. The round black tattoo peeked out of her sleeve to greet her. Her eyes zeroed in on the top of the pile. The blonde mess of a human was still knocked out but breathing well enough. She squinted her eyes, for a moment she thought she’d seen a collection of black feathers, but discounted the hallucination as hunger. 

A huge grin crept along her face of its own accord. Freedom. It was so close she could almost taste the sunlight. She hardly remembered what it was like to enjoy the day without some kind of gimmick to save her skin. The thought of her new life carried her happily past another state line. The Mistress will be so pleased.
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