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CHAPTER 1
 
"You're fifty-one?"
Victoria laughed and smiled graciously, with an air of flirtation that disarmed most mortals.
"Actually, closer to four-hundred and fifty-one."
The middle-aged man staring at her driver's license rubbed his eyes to make sure he was seeing things clearly.  The name plate sitting on his desk identified him as Gary.  Gary glanced up and down from the license to Victoria, before his eyes traveled along her curvy figure.  His cheeks turned red from embarrassment and attraction, and she detected a slight change in his scent.  Lust, no matter how small, had a distinct smell.
"Uh," he stuttered, doing everything he could to keep his gaze locked on her license.  "I have to ask, what's your secret?"
"Plastic surgery.  Lots and lots of plastic surgery."
"Your doctor deserves a medal."  He pushed his chair back and looked past the walls separating his desk, his tiny world, from his fellow employees on both sides.  "Hey, Danielle, check this out.  We've found the Fountain of Youth over here."
Victoria crossed her legs, uncomfortable with the attention and unprofessional behavior, yet keeping the smile on her face.  She could fake being mortal with the best of them.  She laughed shortly and thanked Danielle graciously as the praise poured in.  Every compliment centered around the thought of you look so good for your age.
They had no idea.
Four centuries of life.  She'd spent most of that time working from the shadows, but still accomplished much.  Challenges came and went.  She'd saved lives, sometimes entire countries, possibly even the world here and there.  She'd come to terms with what she was, and the never-ending thirst that was a constant companion.
Still, as far as challenges went, she'd rather spend twenty minutes going fang-to-claw with a werewolf than waiting in line at the Department of Motor Vehicles.
The DMV was crowded, as she imagined it typically was.  Miserable men and women from all walks of life fidgeted in place, stared at their mobile phones, frowned at the clock on the wall.  Gary and Danielle should have been tending to the people waiting their turn, but instead would rather fawn over the shape of a woman they thought to be five decades old.  Victoria sensed some of the glares she was getting.  Her keen ears picked up conversations, quickening heartbeats.  Some rolled their eyes at the sight of employees wasting their time talking with Victoria.  Others envied her.
"My ex, when we were dating—I'm single now," Gary added.  "She has the same last name as yours."
"Is that so?  Maybe we're related."
"Oooh, I don't think so.  I think I'd remember you at any family dinners."
Gary maintained eye contact, trying to gauge if Victoria was interested in the least.  As flattered as she was, she simply wanted to renew her driver's license and leave.  She didn't have a boyfriend, liked to go on the occasional date, but had the feeling Gary wasn't her type.
He processed her renewal with agonizing slowness, no doubt in an attempt to keep her at his mercy a while longer.  Victoria remembered when automobiles slowly gained traction in the world.  She remembered when the first laws were put into place to regulate their use.  She remembered her first speeding ticket, given to her by a handsome policeman named Roger.  They'd spent the evening together and she fed from him that same night.
There was the first time she renewed her license, so long ago.  Special arrangements had to be made due to the fact that vampires and the sun didn't mix very well.  Surprisingly, with the technological advancements humans had made, going to the DMV was still painful.
"I'm sorry this is taking so long," Gary said.
"No trouble at all."
"What do you have planned for the day?  Where are you heading after here?"
Victoria smiled, glad to finally have the chance to say something honest, at least partially.  She had a task looming before her, but not until later.
"I think today I'm just going to enjoy being outside."
"Oh man, tell me about it.  I've been cooped up in here all morning.  Is it nice out?"
"Overcast, and it looks like it might rain."
"That doesn't sound like a nice day."
"Believe me, any day outside is nice."
It was another ten minutes of one-sided flirting before she was finally able to sit up straight in the chair and stare into the camera.  Being a vampire had its drawbacks.  She often wondered what it was like to taste a pepperoni pizza, or a spoonful of ice cream, without getting sick.  However, being photogenic was one of the many perks.  Her figure was enhanced by the supernatural.  She would always have a tone body, beautiful skin, bright red hair.  Her complexion was fair; her skin would never tan.  But that was a minor quibble.  The mortals she lured away into the darkness for a quick sip certainly didn't complain about her pale skin.
Her lip curled into a smile as she looked over her license, at features that would never change.  Five and a half feet tall.  One-hundred twenty pounds.  The woman staring back at her easily passed for thirty years old.  Her smile faded as she sensed Gary continuing to stare at her.  She had to get moving before he dropped to one knee and proposed.  Gary and Danielle's amazement at how good she looked for her age reinforced a sad thought.  A change in identity was inevitable, and it drew closer than she would have liked.  She couldn't remain Victoria forever.
"Okay, wonderful," she said, gathering her purse.  "So we're done here?"
"I'm afraid we are," he said, sadness in his voice.  "But it was a pleasure.  Next time, though, you can always renew your license online."
Victoria flinched at this new information.  She suddenly felt very old, which she was.  When did this happen?  She could have skipped the tantalizing trip to the DMV completely?  She made a mental note to yell at Kevin Mishnar, one of her dear friends.  Kevin was a full-blooded witch, and enjoyed technology as much as he did cats and brewing mysterious potions.  It was his job to keep her updated on all the latest happenings in the tech world, and avoiding the DMV should have been high on that list.
She managed to smile once again, so she wouldn't frown as she walked away.  Leaving Gary and Danielle behind, her sense of smell thanked her as she stepped into the morning air.  The scents of unwashed underarms and dirty clothes vanished as the daylight greeted her.  She closed her eyes and enjoyed the moment, reaching out with her nose and ears, her favorite two senses.  A dog urinated on a tree not far away, the scent of urine mixing with a rosebush.  A man and woman argued in a parked car about a boyfriend the woman had on the side.  A mother quickly crossed the street, holding her daughter's hand, while they talked about what they were going to eat for breakfast.  Victoria laughed when the daughter suggested cookie dough ice cream.  
A man bumped into her harshly as he made his way inside.  He didn't apologize, didn't slow down.  He simply pushed past Victoria rudely, reminding her that not everyone shared her love of the morning.
"Get out of the way," he hissed.
"And good morning to you, too," she said.
Through the glimpses into the lives of the couples, families, and assholes around her, she remained aware of one thing.
The sun felt wonderful on her face.
The clouds parted momentarily, and the light that most mortals took for granted caught her eye.  She raised her hand, blinded, before fishing in her purse for her cheap sunglasses.  A grin took hold as she allowed herself another moment of reflection.  A vampire with sunglasses.  She hoped there would never be a time when she reached for them and didn't appreciate the unique position she was in.
She'd spent centuries away from the day, living her life constantly keeping sunrise and sunset in the back of her mind.  The last time she saw the sun with mortal eyes was the day her family was slaughtered by the vampire that changed her.  She helped her father in the fields, helped her mother cook dinner, and then went to bed.  She woke up to screams and blood, before being brutalized herself.  Never once did she see their attacker, or even hear him make a noise.  She wasn't sure what consumed her the most those first hundred years.  Trying to find the vampire that killed her family, or never seeing the sun again.
Then the witch popped into her life.
When Victoria met Kevin Mishnar she broke his neck and buried him in a coffin.  The supernatural world didn't agree on much, but they all agreed that a witch was too powerful to be left alive.  Magic had no place in the mortal or supernatural world.  It didn't matter if the witch was a frail old woman, a young child, or a lively teenager.  But Kevin wasn't easy to kill, and somehow, some way, the two became friends.
It was Kevin's magic that let her walk in the day.  Victoria was the only vampire that could.
She crossed the parking lot and headed toward her Porsche, the favorite of the vehicles she owned.  Despite the clouds threatening overhead, she rolled the top back as she settled behind the wheel.  A little rain never hurt anyone.  Armed with her new license, she had some time to herself, a rare thing.  She'd made her millions a long time ago, and hadn't worked a real job in quite a while.  Ownership of several large companies kept her coffers full.  Still, it seemed her time was always in demand for one reason or another.
Starting her car, she leaned back in the seat and thought of something fun to do.  Despite her age, Victoria wasn't a complicated woman.  She liked to go out, watch movies, enjoy Baltimore, spend time with friends.  The local movie theater was five minutes away, and she had several bottles of blood on ice in the trunk to get by.  There was her upcoming chore, but she had plenty of time to catch a movie or two.  Perhaps there would be a delicious man or woman sitting in the dark who wouldn't mind a vampire slipping a pair of fangs into their neck.
She turned to glance behind her, and was a second away from putting the car in reverse when the smartphone inside her purse rang.  Victoria froze instantly.  Not many people had her number, and the ones that did had it for a reason.  She cherished her close group of friends, and did her best not to let them go to voicemail.
Her eyes narrowed in confusion as she glanced at the caller ID.  It was Tony, a mortal friend of hers.  He owned several clubs throughout Baltimore, of which Victoria owned a small percentage.  She'd known his family for several generations.
"Tony?" she greeted.
"Hey, Victoria."  His voice was deep and authoritative.  She often joked with him about becoming a voice actor.  "It's been a while."
A while was a matter of perspective.  It had been six months, a half of a year.  A year was a very important measurement of time for a mortal.  To Victoria, six months was nothing.
"Yeah.  How are you?"
"Pretty good, but actually, I could use a little help," he said, pausing.  She could sense his confusion on the other end.  "Are you talking outside?"
Victoria laughed as she flipped her long hair over her shoulder and settled in her seat.  Tony was one of the few mortals that knew what she was.  But he didn't know the secret she kept close, that the sun no longer threatened her.
"Of course not," she said.  "What's going on?  Is everything okay?  There's no problem with sending my check out this month, is there?"
It was Tony's turn to chuckle.  They never discussed finances.  He didn't know much about Victoria's personal life, but knew she certainly didn't depend on the money he sent her.
"No, money is okay.  At least for now.  Look, I don't want to talk about this over the phone."
She leaned forward.  "Tony?  You're freaking me out a little here."
"I'm sorry, just…can you come to the club tonight?"
"Which one?" she said, smiling slightly.  "You have a few."
"You know the one.  Gentlemen's.  Russell Street.  Don't worry, I'll have you home before bedtime."
Victoria hesitated.  She did have plans.
"Is this important?" she asked directly.  "I've got something I have to do, and there's a trip coming up I need to pack for."
"I promise.  It's not a waste of time."
She let out a sigh.  The truth was she was being selfish.  She could squeeze Tony into her night.  But that would mean the me time she thought she had was gone.  It surprised her how much she was looking forward to taking in a movie during the day, possibly nursing from a juicy vein in the back row.  But Tony was a good man, and didn't ask for help often.  Another benefit of being a vampire was that as long as Victoria avoided fire she had many more days to come.
"Okay," she said.  "I'll see you tonight."
"Thanks.  I owe you one."
Victoria hung up and shook her head.  Not only did existing in the sunlight open a whole new world for her, it let her do more chores for people.
Still, life was good, and with what was on her plate, it looked to be an interesting day.
*****
Victoria drove past the movie theater, casting it a sad glance, and continued on to downtown Baltimore.  She drove past Camden Yards, bringing back some rather interesting memories, and navigated the maze of one-way streets that made up most of the city.  The mortals that knew of the existence of the supernatural always found it hard to believe that Baltimore had a vampire underworld.  But the truth was quite simple.
Vampires were everywhere.
Mortals would always have the sheer numbers.  It was humanity's world, as it should have been.  Vampires and werewolves, despite a smaller population, had a presence in every large city.  Even the suburbs and rural areas had their share.  The witches came last, and for good reason.  The supernatural balance was always at work.  Witches wielded the most power, and were fewer in number.  Victoria had only met a handful in her lifetime, and killed all of them except one.
She drove fast, enjoying the wind in her hair, until she reached Baltimore's outskirts.  Her destination finally appeared ahead on the right.  A Holiday Inn Express.  Nothing fancy or exotic about it.
The parking lot was half full, and Victoria parked near the back, away from everyone else.  A sigh escaped as she opened the glove compartment and reached for pages of notes.  Some had been taken by investigators she'd hired, but most were written by her own hand over the past week.  She wished she had more time to properly plan her little chore.  But she was telling Tony the truth when she said she had to pack for a trip.  She was leaving the country for a while, and didn't want to leave any loose ends.
Pushing her sunglasses to the top of her head, she briefly flipped through the pages.  Her chore for the day was Thomas Sanders.  Whether that was his real name or not, Victoria could only guess.  His routine was simple.  He went out at night, and stayed in during the day.  His favorite places were the bars and clubs throughout Fells Point.  Thomas must have fancied himself a real lady's man.  A new woman every night, although he did take a break one evening to enjoy a soccer game at a sports bar.
Victoria took a deep breath, and gathered several photos as she slid out of the car.  Quick and easy, that's what she was hoping for.  Maybe a simple ten minute conversation, some humility and an apology.  She'd be on her way, and Thomas could resume whatever life he'd carved out for himself.
She tried to hold onto her optimism, but the problem was she'd lived too long.  Quick and easy never seemed to be an option for her.
The lobby was mostly empty, with only a man vacuuming the floor and a young woman with a look of boredom behind the front desk.  Victoria flashed both of them a smile as she headed toward the elevator.  It was a fast trip to the fourth floor, but never fast enough.  For reasons Victoria would never fathom, she didn't like elevators.  The sensation of rising and falling, and that stop, always made her feel queasy.  She laughed to herself at the thought.  She drank blood to stay alive, and seen and done horrific, terrible things.  But she didn't like elevators.  She'd take the stairs, but always seemed to forget until just before the elevator moved.
The halls of the fourth floor were empty except for a woman pushing a cart full of towels and cleaning supplies, moving door to door.  Victoria read the markers to orient herself.  She'd spent an entire afternoon watching over Thomas two days ago, but from the comfort of her Porsche.  She wasn't familiar with the layout of the inside.
His door had a Do Not Disturb sign hanging from the knob.  It didn't surprise her.  The last thing Thomas would want was someone poking through his room during the day.
She closed her eyes and reached out with her ears, listening for a heartbeat.  Sure enough, there it was.  Slow and steady, along with a slight snore.  Victoria adjusted her blouse and shifted her purse on her shoulder.  She'd dressed casual for the day, an old pair of blue jeans and a gray blouse, with closed-toed sandals.  Good enough for a driver's license photo and a quick meeting with Thomas Sanders.
Or whatever the meeting turned in to.
Her fist was an instant away from knocking on the door when she heard something that caught her by surprise.  A feminine moan, followed by what sounded like another heartbeat.  Victoria frowned and leaned closer, nearly putting her ear to the door.  Her senses weren't as strong as that of a werewolf, but she was sure there was another person in Thomas' room.
She shook her head.  No doubt another of Thomas' conquests.  That didn't deter her.  Victoria's message didn't change, regardless of whether he had company or not.
But the door opening a few rooms down stayed her hand once again.
Out walked a little girl, no more than five years old.  She waited patiently in the hallway as her mother, with several bags over each shoulder, emerged behind her, pushing a stroller.  The mother struggled as she went to close the door, with one bag slipping to the ground.  Her daughter sprang into action, anxious to help, while the baby in the stroller cried.
Victoria picked apart the scene with ease.  The bruises on her cheek, the way she favored her left arm, the raw look of hopelessness.  Checking in at a nearby hotel was probably the only escape available to the abused family.  Seeing the family reminded Victoria there were real people in the rooms around Thomas Sanders.  People that could be affected by their upcoming conversation.
"Mommy," the girl said.  "I'll help you."
"It's okay, honey."  The mother paused to catch her breath.  "Just watch your brother for a second."
"I got it," Victoria said.
The mother jumped.  She didn't even hear Victoria approach.  If a vampire wanted to be quiet there wasn't a human ear that could hear them.
"Oh, God, you scared me."
"Yeah.  I get that a lot."
The mother placed a hand over her heart as Victoria picked up the loose bag.  The daughter was laughing, despite flinching herself at Victoria's sudden appearance.  The only one that wasn't laughing was the baby, maybe six months old, in the stroller.  Victoria raised an eyebrow at the adorable tiny human.  The baby was completely quiet, which was odd.  Most babies could sense the supernatural around them, and cried in response.
"Thank you so much.  You wouldn't believe how much stuff you need with two children."
"I'll bet."  She winked at the five-year-old, who giggled in response.  "Where are you headed?  The elevator?"
"Yeah.  We just need…to get out of here for a little while.  Get some fresh air."
Victoria understood completely, but for her own reasons.  There were times she went stir crazy, hiding from the sun.  She could only imagine what hiding from the world was like when it involved an abusive husband and caring for two children.
She helped the family to the elevator and nodded politely as she stepped back into the hallway.
"Are you going down?" the mother asked.
"Ah, yeah, but I really need to hit the stairs."
The mother and daughter waved and smiled as the doors closed.  Victoria glanced once again at Thomas' room before heading to the stairwell.
The woman sitting behind the lobby desk looked up from her smartphone as the vampire approached.  She quickly tucked the phone away and shifted in her seat.  Victoria tried to stifle a laugh.  Her eyes were sharp as well, and picked up some rather suggestive sexual talk in her text message.
"Can I help you?"
"I hope so—"  Victoria took note of her name tag.  "Rhonda.  I need to see the manager, please."
Rhonda blinked.  Victoria wasn't sure if Rhonda was new, or simply never dealt with a woman that exuded such confidence.  Whichever it was, Rhonda froze.
"Uh, is there a problem with your room?  Maybe I can help you with something?"
"Yes, you can.  You can help me speak with the manager.  Please."
Rhonda's cheeks flared as she spun in her chair and reached for a phone at the desk behind her.  She lowered her voice, not that it did any good, and spoke to a man named Richard.  She spoke of an angry woman, demanding his attention.  The myths of vampires having hypnotic powers were very much fictional.  But there was something about a centuries-old being giving orders that mortals tended to notice.  She'd learned how to deal with people.  Some required kindness, compassion, nurturing.  Others required a kick in the ass.
A door opened behind Rhonda, and a man with dark hair, graying at the temples, leaned out.  He glanced at Rhonda, who gestured with her head.  Richard looked to Victoria and smiled.
"Yes, ma'am?" he said.  "What can we do for you?"
Victoria wasn't sure how she felt about being called ma'am.
She didn't wait for Richard to approach her.  She walked around the desk, hand outstretched, and joined the pair.
"I just need a few minutes of your time."  She softened her voice, just a touch.  "Could we speak in private?"
Richard stuttered and stammered for a moment before leading Victoria into his office.  Among the many things Victoria was, above all else, she was a skilled liar.  She was hundreds of years old, masquerading in the body of a thirty-year-old.  She could mimic many accents, speak several foreign languages fluently.  Sixty years ago, she convinced a German soldier she was the sister of a high-ranking Nazi official, saving three Jewish families in the process.
"Can I offer you something to drink?" Richard asked, sitting behind his desk.
Victoria let out a giggle, unable to help herself.  Somehow, a sip from your neck didn't seem like the right response.
"No, thank you."
Her imagination ran wild.  She had many lifetimes of experience, of fiction to draw upon.  A radical idea popped in her mind, something she couldn't remember trying before.
The truth.
"I won't waste your time, and get right to the point.  I need you to clear out the fourth floor.  Not the whole floor, just the rooms around four-seventeen."
It took five seconds for a reaction.  Richard laughed and shook his head, his brow furrowing in frustration.
"I'm sorry, but…what?!"
"Maybe ten rooms total.  There's someone dangerous in there.  I would have pulled the fire alarm, but I'm trying to be quiet."
"Uh…who the hell, exactly, are you?"
She leaned forward, holding his gaze.  "You need to do what I say.  I don't want anyone to get hurt."
"Are you a cop or something?"
"Not at all.  Just a concerned citizen.  Look, you knock on a few doors, tell them there's a problem with the plumbing.  That'll get them moving fast.  I'm in and out in ten minutes.  You can go to sleep knowing you helped save some lives."
He rubbed his hands through his hair.  "Oh, wow.  Well, I can say this is a first.  I'm sorry, but no.  You come back here with a police officer, and we'll do whatever you want."
Victoria smiled.  There was a reason she never went to the truth.  It was like she always told one of her best friends.  He happened to be able to fly, and was always so terrified of being caught on camera.
Mortals never wanted to believe the truth, even when it was right in front of them.
"Okay, let's see if you believe this," she said, fishing through her purse.
She rummaged past her phone and various collection of hair-ties to find a stack of hundred-dollar bills.  It was one of several stacks she carried with her, kept together by a rubber band.  She grabbed it and tossed it on Richard's desk.
"That's ten thousand dollars.  For you.  You can put it in your pocket.  All you have to do is knock on a few doors and make up whatever story you want."
Richard glanced back and forth between Victoria and the small band of money in front of him.  She brushed her hair behind her shoulder and smiled, waiting for the inevitable.
*****
Victoria leaned against the wall in the hallway as Richard ushered the last guest from his room.  The guest was irritated and angry as he struggled to slip into his coat.  Richard gently pushed him from behind, steering him toward the elevator.
"You want to wait until I get my coat on there, buddy?" the frustrated guest said.
"I'm so sorry, sir," Richard said.  "We're just looking out for your best interests."
Victoria lowered her head to hide the smile.  With ten grand in his pocket, Richard couldn't get the guests out fast enough.  The prior room was an old couple in their seventies.  She thought Richard was going to throw their walkers into the hall.
"Yeah, yeah.  How long will it take to fix the pipes?"
"Not long at all.  No more than two hours."
"Fine.  I expect to be comped for this."
"You will, sir."
The guest disappeared into the elevator.  Richard took a breath as he joined Victoria.  She cast him a glance as she kept her focus on the room ahead of her.
"Is there really someone dangerous in there?" Richard asked.  "Or are you just a rich, crazy ex-wife trying to get back at a cheating husband?"
She laughed quietly.  "Go to sleep tonight knowing you did a good thing, and was paid well for it."
Richard hesitated, unsure of himself, but decided the payoff was worth whatever reason Victoria had for visiting his hotel.  He nodded in farewell before leaving through the stairwell.
Finally, with every precaution in place for the nearby mortals, she approached the door once again.  Dropping to her hands and knees, she inhaled deeply at the gap under the door.  There were definitely two people, a man and a woman.  The room smelled of sex and alcohol.
She gave the door a stern knock.
"Thomas," she called.  "Thomas Sanders.  We need to talk."
Her sensitive ears were answered by a quiet snore.  The fact that she couldn't hear his companion concerned her.
"Come to the door, please."
"Go the fuck away!" he shouted, his voice groggy.  "I already told you people.  If I need something, I'll come to you.  Do you see the sign?  Stop disturbing!"
Victoria stared at the carpet and clenched her fists.  She'd learned long ago that patience was a virtue.
But even as old as she was, she wasn't perfect.  There were times she had a temper.
She'd spent enough of her own time and resources on Thomas Sanders.  Whether he knew it or not, it was for his own good.
"Thomas, please—"
"I said go the fuck—!"
The first blow didn't knock the door off its hinges, but it came close.  The entire upper-right portion caved inward, sending shards flying.  There was a chair wedged under the knob, braced against the floor.  Thomas was definitely paranoid, which was smart, considering what he was.
"What the hell—?"
Victoria stepped back and thrust her right foot forward.  The hinges popped, and the door collapsed, falling to the floor alongside the chair.
The first thing she noticed was how dark the room was.  Layer upon layer of black trash bags were taped over the windows.  Victoria's lip twitched in a half-smile at the memories.  She'd employed many unusual and creative ways of hiding from the sun during her lifetime.  Many times involved trash bags.  Once, she even hid under a pile of men mere moments removed from killing them.
She blinked away the darkness.  Seeing in the dark was never an issue for a vampire.  The supernatural decided that vampires shouldn't exist during the day.  The least it could do was let them see in the dark.
Thomas fumbled and stumbled about as he tried to slip on a pair of underwear.  He nearly fell once, tripping over his own feet.  Catching himself on the dresser was the only thing that saved him.  Victoria had her suspicions before, but she was convinced now that he wasn't very old.  He didn't smell or hear Victoria at all, and he lacked all sense of grace.
Her eyes fell on a woman laying half across the bed, naked.  A bottle of liquor Victoria was unfamiliar with lay on the floor, just out of reach.  The woman didn't move or stir, even with all the noise Victoria had caused.
She pushed her way inside, her gaze locked on Thomas' companion.  She thought she heard a heartbeat, but couldn't be sure.  Thomas rushed to intercept her as she approached the bed.
"Just what the fuck do you think you're—?"
Victoria shoved him hard with one hand to his chest.  He stumbled back, and she could tell by his expression that her strength was a complete surprise.  Still, after watching her destroy a door with ease, he didn't know he was looking at his superior.  She scowled for a moment, hoping her point was clear, and turned her attention back to the woman.  She was in the middle of pulling the woman completely onto the bed when she noticed Thomas, out of the corner of her eye, reaching for the lamp on the nightstand.
With blinding speed, Victoria closed the distance between them.  Her hands were claws in an instant.  She raked him once across his bare torso, and another across the face.  Blood sprayed everywhere, over the walls and both Victoria and Thomas.  He howled in agony as he collapsed against the dresser.
She pointed at him with a now normal finger.
"Stay," she commanded.
She hated talking down to him.  It wasn't Victoria's way.  But it seemed to be the only thing that got his attention.
She kept one eye on him as she moved toward the woman.
"Did you kill her?" she asked.
Thomas didn't realize it, but his next response would go far in determining the course of their relationship.
"Ah, shit, I don't know.  Does it really matter?"  He lowered his voice, speaking to himself.  "What was her name?  Joan?  Jane?  Jen!  Her name's Jen!  Is she breathing?"
Jen stirred and moaned as Victoria approached, drawing a sigh of relief.  She suddenly shot upright and coughed violently, before leaning over the edge of the bed and vomiting.  Victoria gently rubbed her shoulders and neck while holding her hair back as she unloaded last night's liquid dinner all over the hotel room floor.
"She had a little too much to drink last night," Thomas said, unleashing a smile.  "I guess we both did."
Victoria finally noticed the dried blood that ran from Jen's neck down her breasts onto her stomach.  Jen's eyes lit up in panic as she examined her naked body.
"What did you do?" she screamed, staring at Thomas.  "What did you do to me?!"
"Oh, please.  You enjoyed every minute of it."
Jen jumped from the bed and raced forward, only to be caught by Victoria.  The sudden movement caused a collision in her stomach, and she bent over again.  Too much alcohol and a lack of blood took its toll.  If Victoria wasn't holding onto her she would have toppled over.
Victoria ripped the sheet from the bed and wrapped it around Jen.
"Jen, listen to me, you're going to be okay."
"Oh my God!" she said, looking about like a caged animal.  Her gaze settled on Thomas, still sitting against the dresser.  "He…bit me!  We were…together, and…."
She trailed off as her lip quivered.  The tears started, and Victoria could see there was therapy in Jen's future.  When a vampire fed the right way it left the human in a state of euphoria, even without the sexual side-effects.  Feeding could be a wonderful experience for all parties involved.  But when done improperly, it was nothing more than assault.
"Can you walk?  I want you to go downstairs to the front desk and ask for Richard.  Have him call an ambulance.  They'll take care of you, clean you up.  You might have to lie, say you don't remember anything of what happened, or they'll think you're crazy."
"Yeah, right," Thomas said.  "Bitch is already crazy."
Victoria ignored him.
"Downstairs.  Richard.  Ambulance," she said, keeping things simple.  "Go ahead."
Her knees buckled, but Jen managed to leave the room on her own.  The sheet she pulled around herself was open in the back, and Thomas stared after her until she vanished around the corner.  Victoria grabbed her purse that she nimbly tossed on the refrigerator when she entered the room.  She positioned herself against the wall by the covered windows, in between him and the door, to block any chance at escape.
"Okay," she said.  "We don't have long until this place is crawling with police and paramedics, so let's talk."
Thomas touched one of the parallel slices on his face and pulled his hand back to examine the blood.  His wounds were already slowly healing.  Touching the blood on his chest, he stuck a crimson-covered finger in his mouth.
"Who are you?" he asked coarsely.  "Another vampire?"
"I am.  How old are you, Thomas?"
"Call me Tom," he said, with a wink.  "Why?  You want to go out on a date?"
"How old?"
"Twenty-eight.  Old enough to know my way around a gorgeous woman like you."  He winced.  "Man, I haven't felt pain like that in a while.  What's your name?"
"That's not important.  What is important is that I'm here to explain the rules to you."
"Rules," he said, laughing.  "Our kind doesn't have any rules."
"When you come to Baltimore, you do."
She searched through her purse for several pictures.  Tossing them at his feet, she looked carefully into his eyes, trying to read the emotions.  Curiosity, vague remembrance, but nothing resembling compassion.
"The first one is Gwen.  You fed from her too long and put her in a coma.  The second is Tracy.  You nearly killed her.  And there's Jen, hopefully you remember her.  She just left the room.  I think I already know the answer.  But were these accidents, Tom?  Carelessness?  Because we can fix accidents and carelessness."
He let the pictures drop at his feet and shrugged.
"I'm not out to kill anyone, but really, does it matter if I did?  We're vampires.  We're better than humans.  If we kill one, just find another."
Victoria sighed and sadly shook her head.
"Now that, I'm not sure I can fix.  But I'll try."
She squatted down to look him in the eye.  Tom's thoughts weren't where they should have been.  He admired Victoria's figure, her breasts, the way her jeans stretched taut against her thighs.  But that was about to change.
"Tom, I don't know how long you plan on being in Maryland, but while you're here—and that includes Annapolis, Westminster, Ocean City, even the city dump down the street—you're going to be on your best behavior.  You'll treat mortals with the utmost respect.  Okay?"
She thought she was kind, but direct.  Tom merely laughed and lowered his gaze.  Victoria knew there was trouble brewing on the horizon.  Newborn vampires were always pushing boundaries, testing their new powers, seeing what they could get away with.  They were like mortal toddlers, looking over their shoulder while they reached in the cookie jar.
"I'm sorry, but I have to ask.  What's going to happen if I don't treat humans with the utmost respect?  What if I crack one open and drink her up like she's a light beer?"
Her smile met his own.
"Then I am going to kill you."
Playfulness danced in his eyes.
"You've got a mean hook there, Red.  I didn't even know we had claws.  But sorry, you don't look like a killer.  I will say, you look fine as fuck in those jeans—"
Victoria reached up and grabbed a handful of trash bag taped to the windows.  With one motion, she ripped half of them down, bathing the room in daylight.  Tom screamed as the light attacked him.  His nearly naked body blistered before his skin caught fire.  The flames started at the top of his shoulders and spread quickly, like he was covered in kerosene.  He ran across the room, heading for the bathroom, the first shade he saw.  He stumbled into the shower, cracking the fiberglass on the way in.  His breaths were labored and difficult as he turned on the cold water.
She casually followed, crossing the hotel room.  In the distance, she could hear sirens wailing.  Their time was running short.  Tom heard nothing, as he was too busy whimpering and listening to his flesh sizzle.
He lay in the fetal position in the tub.  His arms were crossed over his chest as he shivered.  Victoria stood in the doorway, blocking the sun.  She made sure to grab the pictures left on the floor.
"How…?"  It was all he could say.  "How?  How…?"
"You're going to be watched," she said.  "You're going to be graded.  Please, try to study and pass.  The rules really are very simple.  Behave.  That's all.  Now, I have to get going.  You'd better hide before this place turns into a circus."
She settled the purse on her shoulder and left the room, leaving Tom behind to cry.  She walked calmly and confidently down the stairwell and through the side exit she spotted earlier.  Three police cars were pulling into the hotel parking lot as she was pulling out.  An ambulance wasn't far behind.
It wasn't exactly spending an afternoon at the movie theater, but at least she could cross another item off her to-do list.
The next time she saw Tom his attitude will have changed, or she would have to drive a wooden stake through his heart and leave him for the sunlight.
She was prepared either way.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 2
 
Victoria parked in the crowded lot of Tony's exotic club just before midnight.  Tony always hated the term strip club, as he felt it was demeaning to his employees.  A pink sign hung over the door that read Gentlemen's.  A limousine cruised in just behind her Porsche, and she could hear the occupants laughing and cheering inside.
She was checking her hair in the mirror when the limousine's driver stopped and circled around to open the door.  Six men piled out, in various degrees of inebriation.  Two of them looked like they'd fall over at any time.  She didn't mean to eavesdrop on their conversation, but that would have been impossible even for a human, given the noise they were making.
The obvious bachelor party was in full swing.  They laughed and reminisced about the previous club they just left.  They talked about which dancers were hot, which ones they were interested in, which ones were interested in them, a detailed comparison of various breast sizes.  Victoria couldn't say she completely understood the appeal of the exotic club.  They were just at a club, and left to go to another.  Did the breasts and vagina get stale at the previous one, and the group of men had to seek out fresh female body parts?
She caught up to the group, despite her best intentions otherwise.  Her eyes teared up from the different scents attacking her nose.  As they waited in line outside, one of the men noticed her.  She'd made a quick stop at home after the hotel, to change out of her bloody clothes into something more appropriate for a thirty-year-old.  It wasn't her intention to seduce, but if she happened to catch the eye of a lone mortal wandering Baltimore, she had no problem whatsoever leading him to the shadows and partaking a quick sip.
Of course, being an attractive woman by herself, she drew the attention of the bachelor party ahead of her.  One of them stopped laughing as his eyes fell on her, admiring her.  Victoria tried to follow the fashion of the times as best she could, and leggings were the flavor of the moment.  A clever way for a woman to show off her figure without trying to seem like she was showing off her figure, and also insanely comfortable at the same time.  Her friend Leese also called them yoga pants, although never once did Victoria observe Alex Teague's little sister perform yoga.
She'd decided on a black pair, stopping mid-calf, with a pair of purple shorts.  A black V-neck blouse completed the look, which was enough to get the men whispering.  Some admired her brazenly, empowered by liquid courage.  The more shy men glanced quickly before their eyes darted elsewhere.  The hushed enthusiasm was amusing.
"Holy shit!  Look at the chick behind us."
"Do you think she works here?"
"I think she's checking me out."
"Eh, I don't know.  A little pale for me."
"Oh man.  I'd lose my shit if she was grinding on my lap."
Victoria shifted her personality into that of a young, human woman.  She lost the serious expression and smiled playfully.  She flirted with body language, popping her hips slightly.  The men giggled and swooned.  One of them nearly summoned the courage to approach her, but the large man watching the front entrance gestured them forward.  He gave them a quick pep talk about minding their manners and having a good time, and promised the groom-to-be some extra attention.  They vanished inside, but not before several of them drank in Victoria one more time.
The door-man's eyes lit up when he turned around.
"Victoria," he said, a huge grin spreading across his face.  "My night just got one thousand times better."
"And mine, a thousand and one.  How you doing, Dave?"
She disappeared in Dave's arms as the two hugged.  Dave was six and a half feet tall, and had to lean over slightly just to rest his chin on top of Victoria's head.  She gave him a tight squeeze, just a little too tight, forcing the air out of him.  His reaction always made her laugh.
"Shit, Victoria," he said, backing away a step.  "Damn.  You always were a strong one."
"It's all those steroids I take with breakfast.  How's the family?"
"Pretty good.  Could be worse, right?  Terry's getting a divorce.  Again."
"Ah, really?"  It was difficult to contain her sarcasm.  "I thought this last one was the one."
"Victoria, please.  He met her while she was sneaking out the window of her boss's house, when the boss's wife pulled into the driveway."  He gestured over his shoulder.  "You here to see Tony?"
"Yeah.  How is the little scrap-ball doing?"
"He's good, but stressed.  A lot of new ladies he's dealing with.  Tell him I need a break soon.  And you…you need to come by more often."
She punched him lightly in the shoulder.  "Will do.  You take it easy."
"Always do."
Victoria stepped inside the club.  The place looked the same since the last time she'd stopped in, although the two brass poles on the stage were new.  Two women slithered and spun about while music played.  She found herself fighting jealousy as she watched them.  She had the strength and dexterity of a supernatural being, and couldn't perform a single move they did.  One time she tried, and nearly ripped the ceiling down in one of her spare rooms.
The stage was off to one side, where dancers took turns entertaining the crowd.  In the middle was the bar, square-shaped, where men and women drank as dancers gyrated above them.  Victoria found an empty stool and squeezed her way through.  She smiled at one of the bartenders, a young, busty brunette who dressed liked she was auditioning for the stage.
Spinning on her stool, Victoria turned her attention to the club, taking it in.  She wasn't sure what was more prevalent, clothes or skin.  The changing area was actually viewable to the public, off to the side of the stage.  Other dancers changed clothes and applied makeup in mirrors.  Private booths were in the back, where men and women could pay for personal dances.
Smiling, she let the memories wrap around her, like a cozy blanket.  The club held special meaning for her.  Her first feeding in Baltimore was with a woman in the very same building, so long ago.  Although it wasn't an exotic club back then, but a speak-easy.  She fed in the back corner, away from prying eyes, where the private booths were now.  In the same spot where she first tasted blood in Baltimore, Victoria's ears picked up a lap dance turning into something more.
"Excuse me," a voice said behind her.  "Excuse me, miss?"
She turned back to see the busty bartender staring at her.  The bartender offered a smile that quickly turned apologetic.
"I'm so sorry, but we don't charge a cover to get in here.  So you have to buy a drink."  She lowered her voice.  "The owner freaks out if he sees someone without a drink, or not throwing tips around."
"Oh, okay."  She unzipped her purse and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill.  "Just give me a water, please.  Keep the change."
The bartender smiled, truly grateful.  "Thank you so much."
She extended the bottle of water, but pulled her arm back.  A pair of tan legs strutting by interrupted the transaction.  The bartender looked up at the dancer, and seemed to shrink within herself when the dancer glared back.  The dancer stopped several patrons away and squatted down to shove her private areas in a man's face, who was only too happy to visually inspect them.
Victoria watched the interaction, fascinated.  She accepted her water, which she had no intention of drinking.
"I'm Victoria," she offered.
The bartender was surprised for a moment, looking left and right, before realizing Victoria was speaking to her.  The vampire laughed and nodded.
"Yeah, I'm speaking to you.  I'm Victoria.  What's your name?"
"Bree."
"Hi, Bree.  What was all that about?"
Bree kept her gaze low as she poured a drink for a man behind her.
"Nothing, really."
"It didn't look like nothing."
"It's okay.  That was just Michelle, marking her territory.  They're the ones the people come to see.  My job?  Keep the drinks flowing."
"I hear a little sadness in there."
"No.  I love my job.  I do.  It's just…sometimes I feel real small, next to the ladies here."
"There's more to life than having men admire you."  Victoria smiled.  "I hear there's also chocolate."
"I know.  Let's drink to that."
Bree poured herself a drink.  Victoria wouldn't have cared if she didn't pay, but was impressed when she watched Bree open the register and slide money in for her own drink.
"To chocolate."
They clinked their alcohol and water together, and Bree downed her shot.  The pair talked for another ten minutes, trading stories and laughing.  Bree shared her dreams and goals, which didn't involve pouring drinks behind a bar.  She wanted to study nursing.  Victoria offered altered versions of her own tales, omitting that they took place over four centuries.
They were in the middle of watching the members of the bachelor party, nearly falling over themselves.  They shoved the groom-to-be on stage, where he received his own personal, public lap dance.  The crowed clapped and applauded, and Victoria found herself laughing at the embarrassment on his face.  Bree gestured to the unopened bottle, still in Victoria's hand.
"You haven't touched your water."
A voice cut in behind her.
"That doesn't surprise me.  Victoria needs something a little stronger than water."
She spun to see Tony, walking toward her.  He laughed heartily, shaking his head at the sight of her.  Tony was a tiny man, a complete physical mismatch for his voice.  He stood slightly shorter than Victoria.  His hair was nearly gone, and he'd decided to beat nature to the punch by shaving his head.  Victoria almost reached out for a hug, but then remembered who she was dealing with.  Tony didn't hug.  Instead, she extended her hand, which he gladly took.  He kissed her gently beneath her knuckles, bringing back a time long gone.  They drew a few amused glances from the people around them, but those glances quickly returned to the world of flesh.  She used to think it was creepy, but she now found it adorable.  He first kissed her hand when he was five years old.
"How are you doing, Victoria?  You changed your hair.  I like the bangs."
"Why thank you.  A new look every now and then suits a girl."
He sidled up in the seat next to her and smiled at Bree.
"Bree, could I get a shot of Bourbon?  Thanks."
Her eyes told a bit of anxiety as she poured the drink.
"You two…know each other?"
"We should.  She's my partner in this hell-hole."
Victoria thought Bree was going to pass out.
"You own the place?"
"Just a small piece."  Victoria held her thumb and index finger an inch apart.  "At least it feels small, the way those checks are looking."
"Ha.  Funny.  Is Bree treating you okay?"
"Great," she said, giving Bree a wink.  "You hired smart with this one."
Tony chuckled.  "I get one right every now and then."  He smiled as Victoria stifled a yawn.  "Aww, sleepy?  I thought you were supposed to be a night owl.  Is the club not entertaining enough?"
He didn't realize Victoria had changed her sleep cycle.  She wasn't only a creature of the night anymore.  She chose to sleep with the mortals.  But she wouldn't tell Tony that.
"I've been busy," she offered instead.  "I have to go to India in a few days."
"India?  Why?"
She lowered her gaze.  "A friend died, and I'm tying up some loose ends for him.  It's the least I can do."
"Victoria, I'm so sorry."  He reached for her hand, which she gently squeezed.  She managed a small smile, but the thought of Bradley always brought about a wealth of memories.
Vampires tended to maintain strong, long relationships with the chosen few other immortals they called friends.  Humans came and went, and the world was always changing.  But if a vampire was lucky enough to find kinship in another of their kind's company, something special happened.  An anchor was formed, a safe harbor.  Bradley was Victoria's safe harbor, especially in the ninety years the closest person to her, Jack Kursed, decided to hold a grudge and play the silent game.
She missed Bradley so much.
"If there's anything I can do," Tony said.  "Please, let me know."
Leaning forward, she kissed him gently on the cheek.  A warm, rather unusual moment, considering not far away an exotic dancer was engaging in the oldest profession, threatening to burst Victoria's ears.
"Thank you, Tony."
"I won't waste any more of your time—"
"You are never a waste of time."
He nodded and smiled.  "Let's go talk in my office."
The pair rose, but Tony leaned across the bar and gestured for Bree to draw closer.
"You're doing wonderful," he whispered.  "Don't worry about Michelle."
Victoria smiled.  Tony's working life had been an uphill battle.  He fought constant stereotypes about the nature of his business.  Everyone automatically assumed he was a sleaze-ball.  He was always getting pulled in different directions.  Managing the bars, settling fights between the women, making people happy.  He didn't see everything.  But he did care.  He treated every single person who worked for him with respect.
She waved goodbye to Bree and followed Tony across the club.  In the distance, she could hear the lap dance with benefits wrapping up in the private booth.
"I bought this place for your great-grandfather, as a favor to him," Victoria said.  "Mortals used to have to say a password, to get to where the alcohol was.  You've turned it into this."
"Hey, give me a break.  I can't help it if sex sells."
She wasn't condemning him, just observing the passage of time and its sense of humor.  Although she did laugh shortly at his timing and choice of words.  She wondered if he was aware of sex literally selling twenty feet away.
Tony held the door open for her and closed it behind him.  The sounds of the club muffled and dulled.  Victoria froze in place and frowned in confusion at the sight before her.
Tony's office was typical enough.  An old, beat-up desk that had been in the family for decades.  A computer, a tiny fridge against the back wall.  A monstrous file cabinet was behind the desk.  Several personal pictures lined the walls, with friends and family, along with group photos of the dancers.  A picture of Tony and Victoria was among them, from ten years ago, when he actually had hair.
The only thing out of place in the office was the mortal woman, sleeping on a cot in the corner.
She was young, in her early twenties, with pixie-cut blond hair.  She slept covered with only a sheet, her clothes wadded in a ball on the floor.  Her skin was pale, paler than it should have been.  If it weren't for the scent of mortal Victoria would have mistaken her for a vampire.
She stirred quietly, moaning from a dream.  The sheet fell somewhat, revealing a breast with a pierced nipple.  Victoria reached down and covered the young woman up.  It was a simple motion, one that made her feel like a grandmother.  Rather, at her age, a grandmother with several greats proceeding it.
While an unusual sight to Victoria, she imagined it wasn't for Tony.  He probably kept a cot for the many late days and nights on the job.  She also knew he was a caring man, always looking out for others.  The occasional mortal so drunk they couldn't walk, or the dancer with the home life they were escaping.  She guessed the cot supported many sleeping bodies over time.
Victoria stood up straight and looked at Tony, waiting for him to get down to business.  He said nothing, simply watching the woman sadly.  Reading his eyes, Victoria realized the woman on the cot was why she was there.
"This is Emma," he said.  "One of my girls."
Coming from anyone else, one of my girls might have sounded awkward, but from him it was anything but.  There was compassion in his voice, concern in his gaze.
Victoria said nothing.  She approached Emma once again and pulled the shirt down to her waist.  Emma had a tattoo of a hummingbird on her hip, and a navel piercing to go with the ones through her nipples.  Victoria leaned in close, her nose only inches away from Emma's skin.  She sniffed quickly, short and succinct, as she moved up and down Emma's body.  The missing sheet brought goosebumps to her skin.  Vanilla body lotion.  Lavender shampoo.  The fading scent of a man.  She'd had sex recently.  No drugs, no alcohol.
Victoria nearly stood back up until she noticed something small on her neck.  She gently tilted Emma's head to the side to get a closer look.  Her heart sank when she realized what it was.
Very faint scar tissue.
"Oh, Emma," she said sadly.
She covered Emma with the sheet.  Emma let out a contented sigh and turned on her side.  Victoria assumed her full height and stood next to Tony.  He waited patiently for an explanation.
"She's weak, probably missing a lot of blood," she said.  "She's addicted."
"Addicted?"
"We secrete an enzyme when we feed.  It toys with the pleasure center of the brain.  Makes our job a lot easier in keeping a mortal still, and makes the orgasm pretty strong too, if we go that far."  She scowled.  "Not like the shit I dealt with earlier."  Casting him a sideways glance, she gave him a half-smile.  "I've fed from you before.  You enjoyed it, right?"
His cheeks turned red at the memory, and his scent changed slightly.
"Uh, well, yeah.  I mean…it was okay.  I was a little younger back then and everything.  So, you know…."
Victoria said nothing, simply enjoying watching Tony squirm.  He met her gaze, then looked away, staring at an imaginary spot on the floor.
She pointed out the scar tissue on Emma's neck.  
"Our saliva heals the puncture wounds.  We shouldn't leave any evidence behind we were even there.  But that scarring…someone's feeding from her too much.  And she's craving it."  
She didn't want to jump to conclusions and assume a vampire was taking advantage of Emma.  Mortals and vampires both sometimes took things too far.
"I don't have time to hunt anyone down right now, Tony," she said.  "But I can make some calls, get Emma the help she needs.  You treat it just like any other addiction…."
She trailed off as she watched Tony's face.  The concern was still there, his jaw tense.  But there was one element that seemed to be lacking.
Surprise.
"Tony?  What aren't you telling me?"
He sighed.  "Let's put it this way.  There's not really any hunting involved."
She said nothing while he paced, gathering his thoughts.
"You know the dance club down the street?  Right after the 7-11?"
She nodded, but frowned.  "Do I really need to be involved in this?"
"Trust me, you're going to want to see this."
"Damn."  She could tolerate a night club.  She often went out with her friends, even met Alex in one.  But they weren't her favorite.  "Those places kill my ears."
"Wear some earmuffs," he said, smiling.  "Go to the back of the place, near the stairs.  Tell them you're there to see the Vermilion.  And do not tell them you got all of this from me."
Victoria wasn't sure she wanted to get dragged into whatever was happening, but another look at Emma convinced her otherwise.  She'd always felt responsible for the supernatural underworld of Baltimore, and at least wanted to be aware of what was going on, even if she wasn't involved.
She turned to leave, but stopped when Tony called her name.
"And Victoria, look, no more bi-annual visits.  Stop by more often."
She nodded.  "You got it."  She remembered one more thing before opening the door.  "Ah, Tony.  You might want to have a talk with Claire."
"Claire?" he said, confused.  "How the hell do you know Claire?  She's only been here a week."
"I only heard her name about fifty times, in booth two.  Let's just say she has a funny way of dancing on someone's lap."
His cheeks flared in anger.
"Goddamnit.  This is a gentlemen's club.  Not a brothel."
"Yeah, well, you'd better tell her that."
"Believe me, I will.  Thanks, Victoria.  And remember.  More visits.  Not all of us live forever."
She laughed and winked at Tony before leaving the office.
*****
Victoria didn't bother driving the Porsche.  The nightclub in question was a five-minute walk down the street.  The nightlife was still going strong.  Groups of men and women littered the sidewalk, laughing and having a good time.  The street was also packed with cars.  Her nose and ears picked up a couple making out deep in the bowels of one alley, while a man vomited in another.  In the next alley a homeless man was searching through a dumpster.
Her spirits sank as she approached the nightclub.  Her ears started to hurt even as she waited in line outside.  She passed the time talking with a group of twenty-somethings ahead of her.  They invited her to join them for a night of fun, which she politely declined.  One of the couples in the group continued to drop hints about getting together, how gorgeous she was, if she had a boyfriend.  The hints of a threesome-in-waiting were there.  She continued to dodge the subject, all the way up until it was time to pay and get a ridiculous-looking stamp on her hand.
She closed her eyes as she stepped inside, trying to adjust to the sensations.  The entire building felt like it was shaking.  The music was so loud mortals had to shout to talk to each other.  Those shouts found their way to Victoria's ears, along with the music.  Conversations about the music, how hot the DJ was, why did Angelique break up with Brian, was Mindy ever going to get over Chuck, all those words assaulted her.  Then there were the drum beats, the electric guitars, the singers she could barely understand.
Victoria breathed slowly, focusing on each breath.  It had taken a long time to learn how to control her senses.  After nearly a minute, the sounds started fading.  They didn't go away completely, but she managed to move them to the back of her head.
A tap on the shoulder brought her back to the club.  She opened her eyes to see the couple from the line.  They had one more pass at a threesome in them.  Before the girlfriend could say anything Victoria leaned in and kissed the boyfriend quickly on the lips.  She gently caressed the girlfriend's hair, offering a sad smile.
"I'm really sorry," Victoria said.  "But you both couldn't handle me."
She left them behind to retrieve their jaws from the floor.  Nimbly and gracefully, she moved and even danced her way through the crowd.  She was headed for the rear of the place, not far from the bar, where a large man leaned against the wall next to a set of stairs leading down.
"Oh, wow," she said, approaching the guard.  She reached out and playfully squeezed his bicep.  "You are a big one.  I have to ask.  Is everything proportional?"
The flirtation had a simple purpose.  Throw the man off-guard.  Take his thoughts elsewhere, even if just for a moment.
There was no such luck, which impressed Victoria.  She wasn't lying when she called him big.  He easily rivaled Dave from Gentlemen's.
"Can I help with you something?" he asked curtly.  "Are you lost?"
"I'm here to see the Vermilion."
She suddenly felt foolish.  She didn't have a clue what the Vermilion was.  A person?  Place?  Name of a cocker spaniel?
He blinked and held up a finger.  "Just one second."
With curiosity, she watched as he turned and bent his head low, talking into a radio.  She tried to focus on his words, but could only hear his voice, muttering low.  He turned once, eying Victoria up and down, before giving her his back again and continuing his conversation.
Finally, he turned and offered an apologetic, although fake, smile.
"I'm very sorry," he said.  "But they're telling me there aren't any appointments scheduled for tonight.  You'll have to leave."
His tone took a rough, almost bully-like air near the end.  He crossed his arms, trying to show off his muscles.  She opened her purse and stared deeply at its contents, so he wouldn't see her laughing.
"I'd really like to see the Vermilion," she said, keeping her voice even and sweet.  She pulled out another of her stacks of money.  "Maybe a little extra allowance?"
She grabbed his hand gently and set the stack in his palm.  With a smile, she closed his fingers around the money and gave his hand a gentle squeeze.  His eyes grew large for a few seconds, but he reached out and deposited the stack back into her purse.
"Sorry, but the Vermilion is closed this evening."  He put a hand on her shoulder, trying to force her to turn around.  "You're going to have to leave—"
He didn't even see Victoria move, but he certainly felt her.  She snatched his hand and twisted it violently.  Ligaments popped as his expression took on a look of pain.  Before he could scream Victoria's free hand covered his mouth.  She forced him to his knees, her eyes never leaving his.  The thirty-year-old illusion was gone.
"I'll be going downstairs now," she said.
Her manhandling of the security guard went unnoticed, with the dancing and drinking around them.  She gently applied more pressure to his wrist, sending him lower to the ground.  He nodded vigorously.  He would have agreed to anything she said.
Leaving the man to nurse his wrist, Victoria descended a flight of stairs.  At the bottom was a set of double-doors, with red lighting on both sides.  A professionally-made sign hung above the door.  The Vermilion, in fancy, cursive lettering.
She expected the doors to be locked, and was surprised when the handles turned without resistance.  She stepped into what reminded her of a doctor's office waiting area, although with much less light.
Chairs were lined up against the walls.  A water-cooler was in the corner.   The lighting was low, like that of a fancy restaurant.  She wasn't sure of the intended mood.  Relaxing?  Seductive?
A desk with a computer sat adjacent to another set of double-doors.  Leaning over the desk was a young Asian woman, wearing a short black dress.  She was tidying and cleaning as she hummed a tune.  Her jaw hung open when she saw Victoria.
"Uh, ma'am," she said.  "I don't think you're supposed to be here."
The doors shut behind Victoria, and silence replaced the chaos of the club upstairs.  Sound-proof doors and walls.  She was definitely curious, and her ears were thankful for the reprieve.
"What is this place?"
The woman stood upright and straightened her dress.  She tried to appear confident, stern.
"This is a private business," she said.  "I'm sure you paid for the club, upstairs.  Ma'am, really—" Her voice cracked a bit.  "This place is off-limits, without an appointment."
Victoria nodded, continuing to take in the waiting area.  There were empty picture frames hanging on the walls, serving as placeholders.  She wondered what art they had in mind.
"I've heard that twice now.  An appointment for what?  How do I make one?"  Her gaze fell on the second set of double-doors.  "What's back there?"
She walked past the desk and gripped the handle.  A delicate hand fell on her shoulder from the side.  Victoria could feel the young woman trembling.
"Ma'am—"
"Stop," Victoria said.  "First of all, please, stop calling me ma'am.  I'm old enough as it is without you adding years.  Now, what's your name?"
"K-Kate."
Victoria was tiring of people thinking they could touch her, bully the petite, tiny redhead.  Unlike her brother, Jack Kursed, she liked to be touched.  But on her own terms, in her own bedroom.
"It's nice to meet you, Kate.  I can tell you're a sweet person, a little out of your depth here.  Please, take your hand off my shoulder."
It took everything Kate had not to break down crying.
"But…I'll lose my job."
"No you won't.  Don't worry.  I don't want to ruin your beautiful dress, Kate."
Kate removed her hand, and Victoria pressed forward, past another mortal obstacle.
She stepped into a long hallway.  It had the same low-lighting theme as the lobby.  On both sides of the hallway were rooms, half the doors closed.  She peered inside one of the open rooms and saw what resembled a hotel room, but not quite.  There was a bed, freshly made, with a couch against the wall.  A dresser with a mirror.  No television, no refrigerator.  She inhaled deeply, and was surprised to pick up the faint scent of blood, along with generic air freshener.
A door directly at the end of the hall opened.  Out walked two men, one human, one vampire.  The mortal had a radio similar to the door-man.  He whispered a quick thank you.  The man upstairs had done his job, and warned them.
"Lady," the mortal shouted.  Victoria preferred lady to ma'am.  "Turn around right now, and walk away."
"I tried to stop her," Kate said, standing in the doorway.
"She did," Victoria said.  "So, don't get mad at her.  Who's in charge?  I just want to talk."
The mortal leaned closed to the vampire.  His voice was low, but Victoria heard clearly.
"Consider this an audition."
The vampire stalked forward, a smile on his face.
Victoria sighed.  She was getting tired of beating people up.
"Talk," she said, her sarcasm obvious.  "With words.  C'mon.  We can accomplish so much more by talking."
The vampire said nothing.  He clenched his fists in an attempt to be imposing.  Victoria lowered her head in an attempt to hide laughter.  She didn't know how old he was, but he didn't move like a newborn, like Thomas Sanders.  They were both aware they were vampires, but the toddler moving toward her insisted on using his fists.
"Kate, go back in the lobby.  Shut the door."
Kate didn't need to be told twice.
Victoria tried one more stab at diplomacy.
"Let's not do this," she said.  "We both know fights between our kind can get messy.  Look, I'm Victoria.  What's your name?"
The vampire said nothing, with the mortal watching intently.
"Stop with the silent, brooding crap.  It doesn't help you.  Listen to me—"
He drew into striking range, still saying nothing.  His right shoulder twitched, and there might as well have been a huge blinking light, telling Victoria when to move.  She ducked the punch easily.
A punch.  She smiled while dodging to the side.  A vampire punching a human could go a long way.  A vampire balling up a fist at any other supernatural creature was just plain silly.
They had more effective weapons.
"Last warning—"
Another punch.  Another miss.
Victoria dropped low and raked a claw across his knee.  Then his thigh, ripping through jeans and flesh.  Her other hand went down his torso, starting at the top of his chest down to his stomach.  He grimaced, showing surprising control of his pain, and tried to bring his fists down on her.  She nimbly rolled behind him and raked across his calf, working her way up with blinding speed.  The back and shoulders, and when he finally fell to his knees, the back of his neck.
"Stop!" the mortal shouted.  He ran toward them, waving his hands frantically.  "For fuck's sake, stop!"
Victoria stood over the quivering vampire, who lay in a growing pool of his own blood.  She didn't leave any damage a delicious drink wouldn't cure, except maybe psychological.  He took slow, deep breaths.  His eyes were wide as he felt the various wounds all over him.
"Ahhh, son of a bitch," the mortal complained.  "This is brand new carpet."
She glanced at the spots of crimson on the walls, dripping slow streaks, but decided to say nothing.  She also ruined another nice shirt, but her pants made it through unscathed.
"Just…who the hell are you?" he asked.
"I'm Victoria.  I actually said that, before your friend took a swing at me.  Are you ready to talk now?"
"Yes."  His patience was barely under control.  He looked at the vampire on the floor.  "Back in my office, that tiny fridge in the corner.  It's full.  Knock yourself out."
The wounded creature of the night pulled himself to his feet and limped away.  Blood continued to drip on the brand new carpet.  The human waited until they were alone before speaking.
"I'm Frank.  Now that that's out of the way.  What do you want?  I wasn't telling my people to feed you lies.  We really have nothing scheduled for the night.  And busting up my place isn't the best way to get an appointment."
"An appointment for what?  What is this place?"
"If you don't know what we are, then what are you…?"  Understanding flashed through his eyes.  "Ah.  You've heard about us from someone else.  I knew you'd show up eventually."
She raised an eyebrow.  "Oh, did you, now?"
"Of course.  Every city has someone like you.  A vampire that thinks they control everything, that everything has to go through them.  Okay, what number are you thinking?  Three percent?  Just to leave me the fuck alone?"
"I don't want any of your business.  But I would like to know what you're business is."
Frank gestured for her to follow.  He grimaced at the carpet, and opened the first door he came to.  Inside was another room set up identically to the one Victoria had seen before.
"The Vermilion provides a service to vampires and humans both."  With that one sentence, everything clicked.  Frank didn't need to say another word, but he did anyway, going into full-blown salesman mode.  "Believe it or not, I know a thing or two about vampires.  They need blood.  It so happens there's a small culture of people out there more than willing to give it.  For their own perks, of course.  We're kind of like a matchmaking site.  The vampires don't have to hunt.  There's no risk of getting caught.  The regular people, well…I'm sure you know what your fangs do to us common folk."
Indeed, Victoria did.
"Everybody wins," Frank went on.  "And, I won't lie, we do too.  We charge humans and vampires both.  We've only been up and running a few weeks, but it's definitely been a hit."
Of that, she was quite sure.  She wondered how many bodies crossed the beds in the Vermilion already.  Emma had obviously graced the sheets more times than was healthy.  The entire concept set her on edge.  It was essentially an underground site for the supernatural.  But she'd done many questionable things in her life.  She wasn't one to throw moral darts at others.
The idea also was an old one.  A consensual, social feeding ground.  She'd seen them before.  Some worked out rather well, for a time, while others devolved into mere animalistic orgies.
In the end, they all failed.
The secret to a long life for a vampire was quite simple.  Keep a low profile.  It was also good advice for a witch, and she'd been trying to constantly beat the message into Kevin's head since they first became friends.  Social feeding was many things, many of which were pleasurable.  But low profile was not one of them.
Still, it was not her place to tell Frank or anyone else how to live their life.  If they wanted to rent a room in the basement of a dance club, feed, and have sex, that was their right.
Victoria had her own blood supply, and still enjoyed the hunt.  But if she were ever in a bind, maybe she'd schedule an appointment at the Vermilion.
"You have a place we can sit down and talk?"
"You're not going to beat me up, are you?"
"Not unless you try to beat me up first."
"And, you're…not going to put your fangs in me?  I'm sure I'd enjoy it and everything.  But my heart isn't like it used to be."
She smiled.  "I'll keep my fangs to myself."
Frank nodded.  "Yeah, in my office."
She followed him to the room at the end of the hall.  As they approached, the vampire opened the door, nearly bumping into Frank.  He nursed slowly from a dark bottle of blood.  His wounds had already healed, with only his ruined clothes serving as a reminder of his encounter with Victoria.
"You okay?" Frank asked.
He nodded, avoiding eye contact with Victoria.  Old mortal hang-ups could work their way into the psyche of a young vampire.  Whether he was embarrassed by being humbled by a woman, his own lack of life experience, or looking foolish in front of Frank, she didn't know.
He gently touched her by the shoulder to get her attention.
"Hey, uh…I'm Michael."
She smiled.  "Pleased to meet you, Michael."
He gestured to her hands.  "Would you show me that one day?"
"Certainly."
"Would you check on Kate?" Frank asked.  "Make sure she's not shitting herself up there?"
Michael nodded and left them alone.  Frank led her inside his office.  He sat at a desk identical to Kate's and gestured to the seat across from him.  He put a hand on the tiny fridge behind him.
"Drink?"
Her first instinct was to decline, but she was thirsty.
"Please."
He pulled out a dark bottle, about the size of a water bottle, and handed it over.  She unscrewed the cap and closed her eyes as she put her nose to the top.  She never used to accept blood from strangers, but she'd learned every fragrance of the tasty nectar, every nuance.  She could smell any blood that had been tainted or tampered with.
She took a deep drink, savoring the taste.  Feeling it course inside her.  Making her stronger.
Opening her eyes, Frank sat silent, frowning.
"It's still a little weird for me," he said.  "Watching someone drink blood."
She crossed her arms on the desk and leaned forward.  It wasn't her intention to draw attention to her breasts, but Frank glanced down momentarily anyway.
"Let's talk business."
He leaned back and twirled a pen through his fingers.
"Okay.  I'm always willing to talk to a possible investor."
She laughed.  "Nice try.  I'm going to replace your carpet out in the hall.  Since I had a hand in ruining it."
"Uh, had a hand?"
"Yeah.  And I don't want any percentage of your business.  I'm not a mob boss."
"Seriously?"
"Yeah.  But—"
"Ah.  Here it comes."
"If you want to do business in my city, you're going to have to change a few things."
"Like what?"
"Safety.  There's a woman that's been coming here a little too much.  Her name's Emma."
He didn't flinch.
"I can neither confirm nor deny.  Our customers' privacy is something I take very seriously."
She nodded, impressed.  "Fair enough.  Let's just say you have a customer that needs to take a break from this place for a while."
"She's an adult, isn't she?  Responsible for her own decisions?  I'm not a babysitter.  I'm not going to turn away a customer.  If someone goes to a liquor store, the guy behind the counter's job is to sell liquor.  Not debate the customer on the perils of drinking."
Victoria frowned.  In the minutes she'd known Frank, it was amazing how he could say the right thing one sentence, and make her bristle the next.  Besides, he was dead wrong.  Part of a bartender's job was to know when to cut off an inebriated patron.
"Well, guess what?" she said.  "It's part of your job now.  Keep an eye on your human customers, send them away if they need it."
"Hmmm," he said, stroking his chin.  "Kate said there was a young girl that worried her.  Room two is her favorite.  A little bit more daring than the rest, always wants two vamps at the same time."
The fact that Emma passed through the Vermilion multiple times, was noticed, but ignored, infuriated Victoria.  But it was a mistake that could be corrected.
"No more, okay?"
"Yeah," Frank said, having a change of heart.  "It wouldn't be good for business if word gets out that we're letting people get really fucked up here.  Vamps wouldn't care too much, but we'd lose a lot of humans."
She didn't like being lumped in with vampires that didn't care.  There were plenty of vampires out there like Thomas Sanders, that viewed humans as a McDonald's.  Victoria liked to believe she was on the opposite end.
"That's part of everyone's job now," she said.  "I like Kate.  She'll be a good fit up front.  But let's talk security.  You're going to need more than a pretty lady in a dress and a guy watching the stairs to keep people from just walking in here."  She smiled and playfully lifted her chin, pretending to be a model.  "Like I did."
Frank sighed.  Obviously the topic had been on his mind.
"The guy at the stairs doesn't work for me.  He works for the club, and I just kind of borrow him."
"Tell him I'm sorry I broke his wrist."
"Shit.  I was wondering why he was huffing and puffing on the radio."  He shook his head in frustration.  "Well, before you came busting in here, I was in the middle of a job interview with Michael.  For security.  I guess I have to lose his resume."
"No.  He'll do fine, but you'll need a few more of him.  Don't worry.  You're not going to have any other vampires wandering in like me."
"Of that, I have no doubt."
Frank hovered in between flirty and obnoxious, neither of which was a good fit for him.
"I have a feeling I could get a team of ninja assassins to guard this place, and you'd still get in."
She finished off the bottle of blood.
"And you'd be right."
He laughed shortly and grabbed a notepad.  Victoria was surprised once again when he started scribbling notes of their conversation.  He was taking Victoria seriously, which was his best course of action.
"So," he said.  "You're the queen bee of Baltimore?"
"That's a little strong.  I just watch over things."
"Well, you're a lot prettier than the last vampire boss I dealt with.  And nicer, too, although Michael might say otherwise.  I tried to set a place like this up in St. Louis.  Not only did the bloodsucking asshole take five percent, but he wanted a list of all the clients.  I refused, so it was time to leave."
"Wow.  I have to say.  I'm impressed."
He laughed shortly.  "Thanks.  While we're here talking, is there anything else?  The last thing I want to do is piss off the queen bee."
Victoria was amazed Frank was so receptive.  She wished she had more input, more ideas.  But it was Frank's business.  She was certain more would come, but all she could think about at that moment was getting home and packing for her trip.
"I don't think so.  I'll be in India for two weeks or so—"
"Wow, no shit.  India.  Business or pleasure?"
The thought of Bradley and the upcoming trip made her frown.  She was interrupting her life and going across the world for him, no other reason.  She would tie up the loose ends caused by his death, and go home as fast as she could.
"Definitely business.  I'm not trying to sound menacing or anything, but I'll be checking up on you when I get back.  Thank you for the blood."
She rose to leave, but stopped short of turning when he gestured for her attention.
"Uh, Victoria.  One more thing.  I hate to ask this, and I have the feeling I'm going to regret it.  But let's be honest with each other.  The whole time you've been here, I'm sure you've been sizing me up.  I'm trying to do the same.  If I were to ignore everything you said, what would you do?"
She treated him to her full smile.
"Frank, I almost like you.  So I really don't want to think about that.  But let's see…I'd shut down the Vermilion."
"Really?  That's…that's all?"
"And if people got hurt because you ignored me…I'd break every bone in your body.  Twice.  Don't let the pretty face fool you."
He swallowed hard.  "I, uh, think we understand each other."
"Glad to hear it.  I'll see you in a few weeks."





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 3
 
The last time Victoria had flown in an airplane was over fifty years ago.
She hated it then, too.
Commercial aviation and vampires were a bad combination.  Flying during the day was impossible.  A delayed flight, unexpected layover, engine trouble, any of these things were annoyances for a mortal.  For a vampire, it was death.  A short flight in the same time zone could be done, with a lot of planning and precaution.  But anything beyond that was a risk not worth taking.
Only the wealthy could afford the special care required for extended flight.  A private plane, crew, arrangements at the take-off and landing site.  Victoria could afford the expense, although she simply didn't enjoy flying.
The fact that taking off and landing felt like being in an elevator didn't help.  How Alex did it, she would never know.
Her immunity to sunlight allowed for far more convenient flight, but she still needed to keep up appearances.  The only other vampire that knew of her condition was Bradley, and she knew he didn't share that information.  Only the very few in her inner circle knew the sun wouldn't harm her, and it was going to stay that way.  So she arranged for the private flight.
It was amazing what having money could accomplish.
She awoke from yet another nap somewhere in the middle of hour fourteen of the seventeen-hour journey.  She hadn't exactly slept during the flight.  That was simply impossible.  Frequent naps were the best she could do.  Anxiety was a major factor.  Even beyond the terrible sensation of flying, there was the simple fact that she wasn't looking forward to being in New Delhi.  She supposed it was an honor, being invited to fill in for Bradley, engaging with such influential members of their race.  Still, she'd rather be in Baltimore wearing her sweatpants.
Another reason she couldn't sleep was the sheer absurdity of the travel conditions.  It was a strange atmosphere, being the only passenger aboard a 747.
Opening one eye, she saw the two flight attendants, standing near the bathrooms.  They were sharing stories about their families.  Denise, the older of the two, laughed as she rested her hands on her knees.  Liz was animated, her hands waving, as she discussed her dog running through the house after a bath.
Victoria had gotten to know the two women quite well over the past fourteen hours.  Two flight attendants were perhaps two too many for a flight with one person, but that's what her money bought.  She imagined it was simply for the buyer's sanity.  Being completely alone, with only two pilots locked away in the cockpit, didn't sound like something that would read well on a brochure.
The words were never spoken, but Denise and Liz knew exactly what Victoria was.  Everyone involved in the flight did.  People that were in the business of private airline travel knew their clientele.  Neither attendant batted an eyelash when Victoria asked for an empty wine glass, and poured a bottle of blood from the cooler she kept on the floor next to her.
The airplane shook slightly, a normal occurrence the entire flight.  It was a sensation she would never get used to.  She must have let out a tiny squeal as she gripped the armrests with both hands.  Denise stayed behind as Liz approached the vampire, concerned.
"Victoria?" she said, putting a hand on her shoulder.  "Hey, sweetie, are you okay?"
She laughed at the term of endearment.  A woman centuries younger was trying to console her, like she was a child.  She was glad every window on the plane was covered.  The sky was the last thing she needed to see.
"I'm fine.  We're surrounded by the ocean, ten thousand feet in the air, where people aren't supposed to be.  But I'm okay."
Liz laughed and sat in the seat next to her.  They both had plenty of room, since it was first class.  Liz frowned at the movie playing on the screen in front of them.
"This is terrible," she said.  "Want me to switch it to something else?"
"No, thank you.  I'm not really watching it.  But please, leave it on.  I like something moving in the background."
"Uh, Victoria?"
"Yeah?"
"You're breaking the armrest."
She looked down to see she'd loosened the armrest, nearly ripping it from the seat.  It was nothing that couldn't be fixed, but she was embarrassed regardless.
"Shit.  I'm so sorry."
She waved away her concern.  "Don't worry about it.  We'll just say it was like that."
Victoria laughed.  Having Liz nearby definitely helped, which was no doubt a part of her job.
"So, is this a big business?" Victoria asked.  "Flying around people like me?"
Liz kicked off her shoes and got comfortable.  Leaning into the aisle, she saw Denise was content alone up front, sipping on water.
"It's bigger than you'd think.  Mostly just private party type stuff.  And of course the eccentric, snobby rich guy, and whoever he's trying to show off for."
"How do you know I'm not snobby?"
"Please.  You've treated us better than our last five clients.  Our last client was a billionaire's son, on a trip to Australia.  He kept trying to get me to the back of the plane, away from his friends.  You can guess why."
"Yeah, I can take a wild guess."
"Of course, not every client requests a nighttime departure, with every shade drawn, and the plane completely to herself.  You see a lot with this job."
"I'm sure you do.  Have you seen enough to know we're going to land fine?"
She squeezed her knee.  "We'll be fine."
Victoria drifted in and out of consciousness over the next few hours, twenty-minute naps here and there.  Liz stayed with her the entire time, helping to keep her mind occupied.
Finally, she was pulled from a dream by an unintelligible voice over the intercom.
"What did he say?"
"It's about time to land," Liz said, buckling her seatbelt.  "You okay up there, Denise?"
"No!" Denise shouted back.  "Will you hold me?"
"Smartass," Liz muttered.
"It's about fucking time," Victoria said, glancing at Liz.  "No offense to you.  You've been wonderful."
"It's okay.  I'm getting a little cabin fever myself.  I would let you hold my hand, but I'm afraid you'd crush it."
Victoria smiled.  That was a real possibility.
She felt several of her organs waging an internal war as the plane started to descend.  The wheels touched the ground and the plane slowed down, all without incident.  A much smoother landing than she remembered five decades ago.
"Okay."  Victoria unbuckled her seatbelt.  "Let's get off this thing."
"Whoa," Liz said.  "Not just yet."
"Are you serious?"
"Well, yeah," she said sheepishly.  "It's three in the afternoon here.  We can't use the terminal, and special arrangements have to be made for you.  The sun…will hurt you, right?"
"We've been known to have our disagreements."
"So, just a little longer.  We want to make sure your ride is here, too.  Don't worry, leave everything to us."
Victoria wanted to scream.  It was very tempting to cast aside the illusion she was maintaining and jump out the nearest window into the day.
"I knew I should have had Kevin draw one of his damn portals."
"Huh?" Liz said.
"Nothing."
Several minutes after the plane came to a halt the door to the cockpit opened.  Out walked the two pilots.  Denise opened the door leading outside, letting the outside light spill in.  The pilots left without a word.  Denise leaned on a seat as she looked at Victoria and Liz.
"I've got to get out and get some sun."  Her face turned red when she realized her words.  "Oh, God, I'm so sorry, Victoria."
"It's quite alright."
"It won't be long now," Denise said.  "The stairs are already here.  The crew just has to get the awning up.  Liz, you want to come out with me?"
Liz shifted in her seat, tempted, but remained still.
"No, thanks.  I'll catch up with you later."
Denise waved goodbye before vanishing.  Victoria stood up and stretched her legs before settling in her seat.
"You don't have to stay here and keep a very old, sun-allergic woman company," she said.
"It's no problem at all.  So…are you old?"
Victoria turned and smiled at the question.  She sensed apprehension in Liz's tone, but the young flight attendant obviously felt more comfortable with the vampire than when they'd first boarded at BWI Airport.
"I'm sorry," Liz said quickly.  "It's just a little bet Denise and I have."
"Let's just put it this way.  I'm definitely up there."  Victoria opened the cooler and pulled out another bottle, forgoing the wine glass.  "I'd offer you a drink, but I have the feeling you wouldn't like what I'm having."
"I heard it was always better warm."
She glanced at Liz and recognized the small smile, of what she was hinting.
"I'm offering you a drink," she said.
Victoria didn't believe that was part of the flight attendant's job, and she didn't care.  Liz was right.  There was nothing like warm blood from a mortal's vein.  With the gathering of the world's most powerful vampires in New Delhi, she didn't know when she'd next get to enjoy warm blood.
She moved in slowly, giving Liz a chance to change her mind.  Liz only nodded and shifted in her seat, leaning her head back to expose her neck.  Victoria would have been just as happy feeding from her arm, but if Liz was offering her neck, she wouldn't refuse.  That was the prime spot for feeding.
Victoria ran her tongue along her fangs as she enjoyed Liz's scent.  She slowly penetrated the flesh between the neck and shoulder.  Liz winced and let out a tiny cry as she flinched, but then whatever pain and discomfort she felt vanished as just the opposite took hold.
Victoria's eyes dilated and turned red as the warm nectar coursed through her.  She fed slowly, enjoying the moment and the sensation.  Liz, despite her best efforts, began to whimper and moan.  She didn't know what to do with her hands, so she settled on gripping Victoria's shoulder and hip.
As always, the vampire was in complete control.  Never once in her four centuries did she ever harm a mortal from feeding.  Not every vampire could say that.  She was acutely aware of Liz beneath her.  Her quickened breaths, frenzied pulse, even the sweat beading on her forehead.  It was entirely possible to enjoy a feeding, enjoy the mortal companionship, and not hurt them.
Liz squeezed Victoria's shoulder tightly and bit her lip.  It wouldn't be long before Liz climaxed.  Victoria considered pushing further, a show of gratitude for Liz taking care of her the past seventeen hours.  She doubted Liz would mind at all.  But there were probably a million reasons why she shouldn't turn the comely flight attendant into a quivering pile of mush in the middle of the empty airplane.
She withdrew her fangs and held the back of Liz's neck.  Liz sighed, a mix of contentment and disappointment, as Victoria ran her tongue over the tiny wounds.  The gesture made Liz shiver, but there was nothing sexual in Victoria's movements.  The vampire's saliva healed the punctures, not even leaving a scar.  The only trace that Victoria was even there was a tiny bit of blood, which she quickly licked away.
Liz couldn't speak for nearly a minute.  Finally, her breathing returned somewhat to normal as she opened her eyes and smiled at Victoria.
"You didn't have to stop."
It was Victoria's turn to console.
"If I didn't, you'd be proposing to me right now."  She smiled.  "First time?"
"No, I just…forgot how good that felt.  Thank you."
"No, thank you.  I'm not sure how much warm blood I'll be getting in New Delhi."
Liz was in the middle of straightening her clothes when the sunlight spilling in from the open doorway vanished.  Victoria carefully peered around the corner to see the stairs pressed against the plane were covered by a large plastic tunnel, blocking out the sun.
Denise was halfway up the stairs.  She stopped when she saw Victoria staring back at her.
"Oh!" she said, flinching and putting a hand over her heart.  "We're ready for you."
Victoria gathered her cooler and smiled at Liz.
"It's been a pleasure."
"It has," Liz said.  "I guess we'll be seeing you again in a few weeks."
Victoria tried to contain her frown.  Weeks.  She was going to be away from home for weeks.
The humid afternoon air struck her as she moved down the stairs, carrying the cooler at her side.  A limousine waited at the bottom with the rear door open, as close to the protective tunnel as possible.  An Indian man, dressed in a suit, stood in between the limousine and tunnel, holding an umbrella over his head.  Low tech, but certainly effective.  Some sunlight was still visible, not that it concerned Victoria.  But she had to act like it did.
"Don't worry," Liz said behind her.
Victoria laughed.  "I'm not.  I'm not as fragile as I look."
"Oh, you don't look fragile."
The Indian man held out his hand as Victoria neared the bottom, gesturing for her to wait.  She stayed within the safety of the darkness, just out of the light's reach.
"Miss Victoria?" he said.
"Please, just Victoria."
"Welcome to New Delhi," he said with a nod.  No smile, no warmth.  Just a firm handshake.  "We've already packed all your luggage."
Victoria smiled in approval, but she wasn't happy at all.  She wanted to see her luggage getting moved from the plane.  Powerful circle of vampires or not, she wanted to move her own luggage.  But she didn't have much choice.
"I'm Amit," he said, then turned toward the limousine.  "As you can see, no windows at all in the back.  You'll be completely safe.  Are you ready to go?"
A hand grabbed her gently from behind.  The hugs from both Liz and Denise caught her by surprise, but it was a nice gesture.  She squeezed them both and flashed a goodbye smile.
"Okay," Amit said, shifting position.  "Uh, I'm sorry about this.  I know this isn't exactly…elegant.  But I'm going to block the sun with my umbrella here.  If you can just…you know, jump into…."
Victoria laughed as Amit showed some personality for the first time.  She simply held up her hand.
"It's okay, Amit," she said, making sure to say his name correctly.  A person's name was important, and should always be treated with respect.  A lesson her brother Jack could stand to learn.  "Don't worry.  You wouldn't believe some of the crazy things I've done to avoid the sun."
She moved quickly, pushing through the remaining three feet to the door and landing on the seat.  The last thing she saw before Amit closed the door was Liz and Denise waving.
The limousine was more than she expected, and certainly nice, custom-designed for her kind.  Instead of alcohol and ice, there was a single bottle of champagne, with a decorative label, that did not contain champagne.  Victoria was still riding high from the warm feeding with Liz, and passed on the offer.
A divider separated the back of the limousine from the driver.  Not long after they began moving, a tiny window in the middle of the divider slid open.  Amit glanced at her over his shoulder as he drove.
"Comfortable?" he asked.
"Very.  I have to admit, this is much more than I expected.  Do you work for the hotel?"
The question surprised him.
"Of course.  Is this your first meeting?"
"It is," she admitted.  "I'm just filling in for an old friend."
"Ah," he said, nodding.  "Your kind has been very good to our hotel.  You've held your meetings there since I was a little boy.  The entire top floor is yours, for your business.  I think you'll find it very pleasant."  He reached into his coat pocket and handed her a card.  "I also live two blocks from the hotel.  My address is on there, and so is my cell phone.  For your stay, I'll be your personal assistant."
"Oh, wow.  Amit, really, I appreciate it.  But I don't need a personal assistant."
"Maybe not," he said, laughing shortly.  "But I'll be available if you need me."  He reached for the sliding window.  "We're entering a little of a sunny zone here.  So, for your protection—"
"Wait," she said.  "Leave it open a little.  I'll be careful.  I've never seen New Delhi before."
"Certainly."
She took in the sights as best she could as Amit navigated the streets.  New Delhi was beautiful.  Ironically, it reminded her of Baltimore in some regards.  It had the potential to change every block.  A rough neighborhood one moment shifted into a tourist attraction the next.
"What do you think?" Amit asked, as he waited at a light for several bicyclists to pass.
"It's beautiful.  I wish I could really take it in during the day."
That wasn't a lie.  For her stay, she was a normal vampire, hiding from the sun.
"We've come a long way," he said.  "We have roads, running water, and something they put in recently, I forget the name…I think it's called the Internet?"
Victoria frowned at Amit, confused, before he let out a hearty laugh.  At that moment, she decided she liked him.
"I joke," he said.  "I'm sorry.  I have to get at least one good one on you newcomers, mortal or not."
"I'll remember that, Amit.  Payback's a bitch."
"Indeed, it is."
They drove for nearly another forty-five minutes until Amit entered the underground parking lot of a very large hotel.  He grabbed a phone hooked to the dashboard and made a call in a language Victoria didn't understand, and she understood many.  After parking near an elevator, the doors opened to reveal two young men in matching uniforms, a cart in between them.
Amit circled around to the back of the limousine and opened the door for Victoria.  He offered his hand, a gentleman's gesture.  She certainly wasn't a frail, old woman, but she accepted, allowing him to help her.
The look on the hotel employees' faces were priceless when Amit popped the trunk to reveal six large sets of luggage.
"Sorry," Victoria said.  "A girl's gotta have her clothes."
Amit laughed and gestured toward the elevator.  The two employees started loading her luggage onto a cart.
"They'll take your things to your room.  I'll get you checked in.  We already have a more…window friendly path for you."
"Actually, if it's all the same, I'd like to keep my luggage with me.  I don't mean to offend.  But I've had a few problems with my luggage before."
Amit nodded graciously, and said something to the two men.  They nodded in return and vanished into a nearby stairwell.  Amit pushed the cart into the elevator.
"Please," Victoria said.  "Amit, you don't have to.  I can push my own luggage."
"I'm sure you can, but I won't let you."
It took Victoria a moment to realize she hadn't yet stepped into the elevator.
"Victoria?  Are you okay?"
"I am.  Just…getting my courage up."
Amit said nothing.  He simply waited patiently, smiling.
The ride seemed to go on forever.  She gripped the guards on the walls, her legs completely frigid.
"Uh, does this thing ever stop?"
"Well, you are on the top floor."
Finally, after what seemed like years, Amit was swiping a card through an electronic lock and pushing the door to Victoria's room open.  She trailed behind, helping to guide the cart of luggage in a straight path.
Like everything else to that point, the room was beyond her expectations.
There were windows, but they were completely covered by shutters.  A king-sized bed, refrigerator, living area, large flat-screen television, hot tub.  It was more of a high-class condo than a hotel room.
"Hopefully, this will suffice," Amit said.
"Uh, yeah.  Suffice, it will."
"The shutters are electronic, with full control in this room."  He gestured to a panel near the bed. "All controlled over there.  You are completely safe.  They will not open unless you want them to.  The refrigerator is well-stocked."
Victoria toured the room as he gave the tour.  A piece of paper sat on the bed.  She quickly skimmed it as Amit bragged about the entertainment system.  It was an itinerary, written in several languages.
It wasn't difficult to follow at all, but still made her heart sink.  Meetings.  Meetings from six in the evening until midnight.  Every day.
"Holy shit," Victoria muttered.
"Is something wrong?" Amit asked.
"No.  Just…how much is there to talk about?"
Amit smiled.
"The conference room is one hall over.  Like I said before, this entire floor belongs to your party.  We will not enter these rooms unless you call for us.  So, please don't worry about your privacy.  You have my number?"
"Yes," she said, gesturing to her purse.  "I have it right here."
"Is there anything else you need?"
There was nothing.  She found herself wondering if she was supposed to tip Amit.  As old as she was, and all she'd done, she was in completely unfamiliar territory.  Amit wasn't exactly just someone dropping off her luggage.
He read her mind.
"Don't worry about gratuity, Victoria.  I'm more than well-compensated."
"I appreciate everything you've done."
He bid her farewell, with yet another reminder to call if needed.
Five minutes later, Victoria had every suitcase opened, spread about the floor.  She looked through her blouses, dresses, shoes, underwear, bras, everything.  Satisfied nothing had been tampered with, the next item on her list would have made anyone, mortal or vampire, pause and stare.
She found the largest, barest wall, and took a picture with her phone.
Smiling, she emailed it to Kevin.  Everything about Kevin amazed her.  But his ability to create portals was breathtaking.  With just a printed picture, the witch could literally travel the world.  Kevin used them to save gas, visit his girlfriend, even go on vacation.
They were also the perfect escape route.
Victoria didn't think she'd need to escape New Delhi, but nothing bad ever happened from being prepared.
The first gathering of the vampires wasn't scheduled until the next day.  She had another day to kill.  The hot tub was speaking to her from across the room.  In no time at all, she was naked and enjoying the steaming water, sipping on a glass of blood.  Classical music, Mozart, blasted through the entertainment system, echoing through the room.  She'd met Mozart once.  He tried to seduce her.
"I guess things could definitely be worse," she said aloud.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 4
 
The first hour of the first meeting was fascinating.
There were somewhere between twenty to thirty vampires total.  Victoria had seen some of them before.  Slowly, they trickled into the conference room.  She was one of the earlier arrivals, conducting business on her laptop while waiting.  The conference room itself was large, with a round table and projector mounted overhead.  Like everything about the top floor of the hotel, it had been customized for them.  There were large windows, protected by shutters, that wouldn't be opened until much later in the evening.  A refrigerator in the back was filled to the brim with bottles of blood.
Vampirism had the ability to reach across all walks of life.  The supernatural beings surrounding her were a mix of young and old.  She herself was four centuries old, in the body of a thirty-year-old.  A vampire she recognized across from her was merely one hundred years old, but in the body of a sixty-year-old man.  She stared longer than she meant to at another member of her race that resembled a fifteen-year-old girl, yet moved with the confidence and grace of a being much older.
The appearances would have also provided a provoking character study.  Everyone was beautiful, of course.  But some vampires chose to embrace their appearance, their pale skin, while others wore spray-tans.  Was it to blend in with the young mortals around them that worshiped the sun and a darker complexion?  Or were they truly unhappy with their skin?
Victoria loved herself exactly how she was.
Not long into the meeting, a vampire several seats away made his way to the phone in the back of the room.  After a quick, hushed call, a young mortal woman arrived to the conference room.  He excused himself, and fed from the woman right out in the hallway, complete with the muffled sounds of sex and an orgasm.  Every ear in the room belonged to that of a vampire.  Victoria knew she wasn't the only one who heard, yet no one else even flinched.
After the first hour, the fascination began to wear off.
Victoria waited for something interesting to be said.  And she waited.  And then she waited some more.  They talked about issues that she knew were important on some level, but she simply didn't care.  A pack of werewolves destroying a small town in Australia.  A vampire claiming to be a God to a tribe in Africa.  A psychic who lived in Wyoming that could apparently project his consciousness out into the world.  A mind-reader in Brazil that had accidentally discovered the existence of the supernatural, and was threatening to go public.
The talking went on and on, and the hours passed.  No one addressed Victoria, asked for her input on any matter.  How did Bradley survive this, year after year?  How did he not fight his way across the room, open the shutters, and burn away every last ounce of boredom?  The only thing worth paying attention to was the beautiful New Delhi skyline, and the delicious blood from the back.
Finally, midnight came, and the meeting ended.  Victoria watched in amazement as the other vampires gathered their laptops and bags, slowly making their way out of the conference room.  She realized that was six hours they were never going to get back.
"Bradley," she muttered under her breath.  "If you were still alive, I'd kill you."
*****
Things didn't get interesting until night number six.  Victoria had settled into a nice routine.  During the meetings, she honed her solitaire skills, flying through game after game.  She would stop occasionally to send emails, surf the Internet, watch cat videos with the volume muted.  Afterward she toured New Delhi, taking in the sights and culture, with the occasional sip from a mortal in a back alley.  The hot tub was also a frequent stop, helping her keep her sanity.  She called Amit very rarely, only for advice for a new tourist.  The only unusual break she had in the proceedings was a quick witch-sponsored trip back to Baltimore, for a Halloween party at Alex and Cindy's house.
She was in the middle of browsing through a website for Alex's new business, Demons LLC.  She wished Alex and Cindy had come to her about starting a business.  There were so many things she could have helped with, so much knowledge she could have given.  She would have even helped them fund it.  Alex and Cindy were more than capable, Victoria knew, but she wanted to be involved.
The vampires continued to speak, almost talking over each other at times.  There were some heated moments over the past few days.
"I don't think that's the best way to handle the riots."
"How would you know how to handle a riot?  The closest you've ever been to conflict was Watergate."
Victoria snickered.  Vampires had unusual ways of insulting each other.  Their age, wealth, even their creator, nothing was off-limits.
"At least I could afford to fly here.  You rode for four months in a cargo ship."
She continued to browse through DemonsLLC.com.  Kevin had designed the site, and did an adequate job.  But it needed more spice.  She would look into hiring a professional when she returned.
The fighting continued for another five minutes, until it finally died down.  There was awkward silence.  Only the sounds of various laptops, Victoria's included, were heard.
"Are we ready to talk about something serious?"
Victoria sent a picture of her hotel room to Tiffany, Jack's adopted daughter.  The young child was emailing now, under Jack's careful supervision.
"Please, Mr. Dougherty, if you have something to say, just say it."
"Okay.  I'm still waiting for my people to get back to me.  So, I can't really be certain—"
"Mr. Dougherty—"
"Alright.  I think…I've found a witch."
The entire room went completely silent, including the laptops.  Vampires turned and looked at each other, apprehension in their eyes.  Victoria did the same, just to follow the crowd, but deep down, perhaps felt more fear than anyone in the room.
"Where?"
"In the United States."
"The United States is a big place.  Can you be more specific?"
Dougherty checked his notes.
"Uh…my sources say Portland, Oregon."
Victoria kept her emotions in check, but internally breathed a huge sigh of relief.  Kevin was safe.
"Is it a half-blood?  Or…Heaven forbid, a full-blood?"
Another vampire spoke up.
"Don't be foolish.  Full-bloods are extinct.  We haven't even heard of one in a century."
"All it takes is two witches to have a child."
"There are better odds with the American lottery."
"Make no mistake, ladies and gentlemen.  This is urgent, and must be dealt with immediately."
"Agreed," Dougherty said.  "The stories I've heard…I'm afraid to even think what one could do, mixing their magic with modern items."
The room was quiet a moment, to contemplate that terrible thought.
"Do any of us even have experience with a witch?"
Everyone glanced at each other, until a few sets of eyes fell on Victoria.  Several more followed, until everyone at the table stared at her.  She was aware of the sudden attention, and wished she could shrink into her seat.
"Victoria.  What would you recommend?"
She took a drink of blood, to clear her throat, and pushed her laptop aside.  She'd opened her mouth to speak when a vampire rose to his feet, cutting her off.
"I'm sorry," he said.  "Are we interrupting your card game?"
Victoria raised an eyebrow, surprised at the venom in his tone.  It was Walter Mars, from New Zealand.  He'd been a heavy instigator over the past week, combative and condescending.  When there was conflict, he was often at the center of it.
"What is she doing here?" he asked.  "The only reason she's here is because Bradley isn't, God rest his soul.  She's contributed nothing at all, offered nothing.  And now we want her advice?  Because she killed a witch a century ago?  Am I the only one who thinks that's insane?"
"Bring up something worth my attention, and I'll gladly speak."
Walter's eyes shot open.  "How dare you speak to me that way."
Victoria was ready to retort once again, but didn't need to.  A stern, steady voice spoke.
"Do you even know who you're talking to?"
The room focused their gaze on Terry Miser, an older vampire who kept quiet himself over the past week.  He stared directly at Walter, his eyes full of contempt.
"Victoria has accomplished more in the past five years than you have your entire, miserable life," he said.  "The vampire virus, created by mortals?  The one that caused that brief, but terrible destruction in the eastern United States?  Victoria stopped that."
"Vampire virus?" Walter said.  "I thought that was an act of terrorism—"
"Shut up, and learn something.  Victoria also killed Anatol Grigori."
The room filled with hushed whispers and eye raising.  The vampires taking notes with laptops and phones started new files.  The group still afraid of technology turned the page in their notebooks and pads.
"Victoria, please, enlighten us," another said.  "Anatol, from what we're told, was the first vampire-witch hybrid.  Terrifying, obviously, I don't need to say it.  Did you find out how he came to be?"
"No.  I was too busy killing him."
"How did you kill him?"
"Anatol was powerful," Victoria offered.  "But he still had to follow the rules, except for sunlight.  I drove a stake through his heart and set him on fire."
"A vampire that can walk in the day.  Now that's also a frightening thought."
"But how did you get close enough?  Getting through a witch and their magic.  Did you work alone?"
She hesitated, not liking where this was going.
"No."
They waited for elaboration that didn't come.
"Well, what about your team?  We'd love to meet them.  Many of the situations we deal with could use good people."
"I'm sorry, but I'm afraid I can't."
Walter spoke up once again.
"There are no secrets in this room—"
She leaned back and laughed, interrupting him.  The vampires stared at her in confusion.  It was the first laugh they'd heard all week.
"Please!  I may be the new chick here, but I know most of you.  No secrets.  Yeah, right.  Let's not lie to each other, now."
Terry dismissed Walter with a wave.
"Ignore that fool," he said, then addressed the room.  "My point I was trying to make is simple.  Treat Victoria with respect.  Every single one of you is in her debt."
Walter stared at the table, thoroughly humbled, his voice a whisper.
"My apologies."
Victoria nodded at Walter, and also at Terry, for defending her.
She listened in dismay as they discussed the witch in Portland.  They didn't discuss anything personal about him, or her.  Not whether the witch was good or bad, young or old, had any kind of family or friends.  The only thing discussed was the best methods to kill it.  The witch could have saved thousands of lives while taking care of the elderly on the weekends.  That didn't matter.  The only thing that was important was the witch had to die.  They were too powerful to be left to their own devices.
Victoria thought the same thing, not too long ago.
But even a person four centuries old could change.
*****
On night number eight, Victoria had arrived early to the meeting, as usual.  Some of the other vampires began to show up later and later.  One even showed up with blood still dribbling down his chin, from an encounter in his room.  She didn't blame them.  The meetings were mind-numbing.
Victoria never wavered.  Always early, always dressed well.
Staring at her laptop, she was engrossed in a video of a bear destroying an electronic tablet at a zoo when a vampire sat next to her.  She'd recognized him from earlier meetings.  Very attractive, even more so than the others.  Blond hair, blue eyes, strong jaw.  He always sat across the room, taking diligent notes until he mentally zoned out himself.  She greeted him with a smile before returning to her video.
"Ah, another beautiful night," he said, in a thick Irish accent.  "How many brain cells do you think you've lost this week so far?"
She laughed, still watching the video.  "I lost track somewhere on the second night."
He returned her laugh and held out his hand.  "You're Victoria, right?  I'm Patrick.  Patrick O'Donnall."
She shook his hand briefly.  The corner of her mouth lifted in a smile at the pure Irish name.
"I take it you're from Ireland?"
"Born and raised, and bitten.  It's true about the drinking there, too.  Only difference for me is I wait outside the pub, in the alley for my selection."
Another laugh.  That was two laughs in a very short time.  Victoria closed the laptop, giving Patrick her attention.
"And you?" he said, his eyes gleaming with curiosity.  "I can't place your accent."
"Not many people can."
Silence.  Patrick waited for a reveal which never came.
"Ah," he said.  "The mysterious type."
He opened his laptop and logged on with a name and password.  His fingers moved with blinding speed, opening a file and typing possibly faster than Kevin.  And the witch could type fast.
"I know it's getting late, but there's still time," he said.  "It's a thousand dollars, but those heels alone look like they cost five hundred, so I'm guessing it's not a big deal to you."
"Uh," Victoria said.  She filed away the fact that Patrick was looking at her legs and shoes.  "I'm afraid I'm lost?"
"You don't know?"
"No, I don't know."
He leaned in close, his voice dropping to a whisper.  A rather useless gesture, considering everyone in the room could hear everything, if they wanted to.  An attempt at flirting?  She wasn't sure, but found herself leaning in as well.
"Every year a few of us have a pool," he explained.  "The number is getting pretty high this year.  Which one here is going to suggest taking over the world first?"
"That's…ridiculous!" she said, but couldn't stop the smile from crossing her face.
"Which part?  The bet, or the fact that, sadly, someone always wins?"
"Both.  There's just no way someone here would suggest that."
He looked up toward the doors as they opened.
"Not even Walter?"
She followed his eyes to see the angry vampire Walter entering the room.  A young woman was on his arm.  He gave her a peck on the cheek before sending her away.  Never once did his eyes leave Victoria as he made his way to his seat.  Once settled, he glared at her one final time before diving into the world of his smartphone.
"He really doesn't like me," Victoria said.
"He's just mad because you're the oldest," Patrick said.  "Everyone values your opinion.  No one bothers to ask his."
She blinked in surprise.  "Me?" she said.  "I'm the oldest here?"
"You didn't know?"  He took the chance to look her up and down.  She found herself enjoying the attention.  "You do look good for your age."
"Well, you know…."  She tilted her head playfully.  "A lot of moisturizer, and the blood of virgins."
Patrick laughed before glancing around the room.
"Seriously, though, most of us here are pushing two centuries.  Maybe three.  But four centuries?  It's not easy to make it that far, as I'm sure you know.  Especially now.  The technology the mortals have come up with is terrifying.  And more of them know about us than ever before."  He could still see the doubt in her eyes.  "Tell me, do you know of anyone older?"
Victoria did not.  Even Bradley, before he'd died, was younger than her.
"Shit," she said.  "Now I feel like the old grandmother here."
"Oh, dear me.  I hope I didn't ruin these riveting meetings for you."
They laughed together.
Perhaps it was Patrick telling her things she didn't know before, but Victoria did notice a shift in the meetings.  She tried to keep quiet, but the others wouldn't let her.  They actively engaged her, asked her questions, took notes as she spoke.  They involved her on everything from a vampire wanting to run for political office to the never-before-case of a vampire and werewolf wanting to get married.
Despite the shift, several hours into the meeting, another argument broke out.  Of course, one of the participants was Walter.  The issue was whether vampire society should actively kill one of their kind if their body was a certain age.  It was rare, but in the past, she did know of vampires that were physically ten years old.
She got the sense that the issue was an old one, and one they couldn't come to consensus on.  Walter argued with Raquel, the vampire that resembled a fifteen-year-old girl.  Raquel, who was closer to one-hundred fifty than fifteen, argued that vampires simply shouldn't kill one another over something as arbitrary as when they were bitten.  Walter felt that they would be doing a favor for an immortal being trapped in the body of a five-year-old by ending its life.
"Listen," Walter said.  "I don't even think this would be an issue we'd need to fight about, if we just took a more…active role in mortal affairs."
For the first time all night Patrick leaned forward in his seat.  He'd barely paid any attention during the entire meeting, only when Victoria spoke.  But with Walter's words, he took an interest.
"What are you saying?" someone asked Walter.
"If we just gave the mortals a little more…."  He searched for the right word.  "Supervision."
Patrick made a sound of disgust, and closed the notes on his laptop.  Victoria watched in amusement as the scene unfolded, a small layer underneath the meeting.  He opened another file, a spreadsheet, with two columns of names written out.  His own name was written next to someone named Maury.  Victoria had a question mark next to her name.
Written next to Walter's name was Terry.
Patrick tilted the laptop toward Victoria for her viewing pleasure, and sadly shook his head.  She was still in awe that their bet was real, and not a joke.  He glanced at several of his friends with a knowing smile.
Everyone in the room was in shock when someone spoke up, seven seats over from Patrick.
"No, no, no," he said.  "That doesn't count.  He didn't go all the way with it."
All eyes went to the interruption.  Patrick kept his voice low and even, knowing he could be heard.
"Sorry, Sebastian.  But that counts.  You know it does."
"What is going on here?" Walter bellowed.  "Is this some kind of joke?  Are you children getting restless?  This is a very important…you know what?  I'm done.  I think I've had enough."
Terry rose to his feet as Walter stormed out.  Terry cleared his throat and tapped the table to get everyone's attention.
"Ladies and gentlemen," he said.  "I think we're all starting to feel a little loopy.  Perhaps a ten minute break, something wet to course the throat.  Then maybe we can all give these very important matters the attention they deserve."  He met the eyes of several vampires, Patrick included.  "And you all know damn well that counted.  The bet's over, I won."  He pointed at Patrick.  "I told you that other bet was a good idea."
Patrick simply laughed and highlighted Terry's row on the spreadsheet.  He typed a star next to Terry's name, saved the file, and closed the laptop.  Victoria leaned close.
"What other bet?"
"Terry wanted to start a pool on how long it took Walter to storm out in a huff.  Oh, well.  Maybe next year."
Victoria couldn't stop the laugh that escaped.
Some vampires stood up and stretched their legs.  Others left the room.  Victoria stood and stretched her arms over her head.  She caught Patrick admiring her figure, and may or may not have extended her stretch for his enjoyment.  Her eyes fell on the refrigerator.  A sip of crimson was exactly what she needed.
"That's a good idea," Patrick said, reading her mind.  "I'll join you."
They both retrieved a bottle and took long, slow drinks, standing on the side of the room.
"So, Victoria," Patrick said.  "Every night after these meetings a few of us get together.  Go out, see the sights, hit a restaurant.  Would you like to join us?"
"A restaurant?" she said, smiling.  "How's that work?"
"Believe it or not, there are a few here that are…friendly to our kind."
"I don't know.  Honestly, I didn't know I was the oldest here.  Would that be like your grandmother tagging along?"
"Trust me, you're nothing like my grandmother."
"Well, that sounds like a lot of fun."
He gestured around them.
"The way these things go, it's the only way we stay sane."
*****
Patrick was right.  If it weren't for him and the group of vampires she'd spent the late night hours with, she'd question the direction of her sanity.  The company of the others, especially Patrick, and the hot tub in her hotel room were the comforts that kept her mind from rotting.
Being with other vampires in a social setting was something she hadn't done in a long time.  Vampires simply didn't hang out.  They weren't pack animals, like werewolves.  It was fun to be with people that simply understood each other.  Her inner circle, as supernatural as most of them were, couldn't relate to drinking blood, or having to retreat from the day.  Only Jack understood her, due to spending a century together.  But time was a luxury the others wouldn't have.
The last meeting had finally arrived.  Victoria had an extra spring to her step when she entered the conference room.  Soon she would be home in her mansion once again.  There was no doubt a ton of work waiting for her when she got back.  But she was actually looking forward to it.
Patrick was already there.  He typed furiously at his laptop, a scowl across his face.  She circled the table and sat next to him, opening her own laptop.  They'd sat next to each other since their introduction, and she wanted to believe they were perhaps becoming friends.
"Good evening," she said.  "Is everything okay?"
"Oh, yeah.  Just business," he said.  "I own a beer company."
She shook her head and laughed.  "I should have known."
"Hey, if it's one thing Irish people know, it's beer.  Or at least the mortal Irish."  He pushed his laptop away and turned to give her his full attention.  "What do you do?"
"A lot of things, actually."
"You know, we've been talking for a week, and I still don't really know much about you."
"Well, how else am I going to keep you coming back for more?" she said, batting her eyelashes.  She meant the remark as exaggerated flirtation, but there was a hint of truth in her words.
He laughed as their eyes met, perhaps a moment longer than necessary.
"The last day," he said.  "Are you excited?"
"Ecstatic.  I'm not looking forward to the flight back, but I am looking forward to the landing.  Curling up on my couch, watching sports with a warm glass.  Can't wait."
His eyes lit up.  "You like sports."
"Eh, not really," she admitted.  "But a friend of mine recently turned me on to baseball.  I do watch that.  Are you looking forward to escaping?"
"Mostly," he said, his meaning clear as he admired her.  "I live in a vineyard.  The scents there are like music for the nose.  I wouldn't trade it for anything."
Victoria nodded, understanding completely.  She couldn't eat pizza, but the scent of it was intoxicating.
Terry stepped into the room, and they knew the meeting would begin shortly.  There hadn't been an official leader in the past two weeks, but it was obvious if there was one, Terry would be it.
"Ah, six more glorious hours," Patrick said.
She took a deep breath, feeling the relief wash over her.  One more meeting, and then a bit of fun before she had to fly out.  One more night out with others of her kind.  One more soak in the hot tub.
Patrick scooted closer in his chair.
"Hey, listen, there's this restaurant I've been wanting to check out.  What do you say?"
"Whatever the group decides, I'm fine with."
He glanced at the table, struggling to find words.  She sensed what was coming, but enjoyed the delicious awkwardness.  Patrick was even more attractive when he was nervous, which came out every now and then over the past week.  An odd mix of charm, confidence, and nerves.
"Uh, actually, the group doesn't know about this.  I was thinking…you know, maybe this last time, it could just be you and I."
Victoria smiled.  Patrick didn't realize he was on a timer.  If he didn't ask in the next hour she was going to take matters into her own hands.  She was glad he finally worked up the courage, even if he was a few days late.
"What took you so long?"
"You know what's funny?" he said.  "I've been asking myself that same question."
*****
"Hello?"
Victoria closed her eyes in relief at the sound of Amit's voice.  The phone had rang nearly ten times, and she thought at any moment it would go to voicemail.  The last time she saw him in person was the day he showed her the hotel room.  They spoke on the phone rarely.  She simply didn't have need of his services as her personal assistant.
Until now.
"Amit, it's me."
It took him a moment.  "Victoria?  I'm surprised to hear from you.  I was told your last meeting was tonight."
"It was, but I'm not leaving until tomorrow.  So, you can say no to this.  I completely understand.  Are you still working?  Still in the hotel?"
"I am.  And I'm at your service until you leave.  What can I do for you?"
"Oh, thank you so much.  Please, just come up to my room."
"I'll be there in five minutes."
She hung up and tossed the phone on the bed.  Every bag was packed, with the exception of one.  She would hide from the sun, out of habit, and catch her scheduled flight back to the United States.  Another seventeen hours with bad movies, Liz and Denise.
But she had one more night of fun to go.
Victoria wasn't one to get the jitters, but found herself more flustered than she would have thought.  She was quite aware of how it would sound to a mortal, but she'd dated thousands of men.  Politicians, executives, bus drivers, trash collectors.  Even vampire hunters.  What was it about Patrick that was different?  Was it even a date?
It dawned on her as she paced next to the bed.  Patrick was a vampire.  She'd never dated a vampire before.
"It's not a date," she said aloud.  "You've only known him a week."
She forced herself to stop pacing and smile.  It was good to know after so long, her heart was still capable of fluttering.
Even a vampire didn't know what the future held.  Victoria and Patrick would go their own separate ways, an ocean between them.  But until then, she'd have a good time.
A knock came at the door.  Victoria crossed the room, looking through the peephole first, before undoing the latch and throwing the door open.
"Hello…."  Amit's eyes went wide in shock.  "Victoria!"
It was only when he covered his face and looked away did she realize she was still naked.  Modesty was a trait she'd lost long ago.  It was a character flaw, she was aware.  She reached for a robe and covered up, for his sake more than hers.  Amit stood with his knees shaking outside the door.
"Victoria," he said.  "I'm a married man."
"Relax, Amit."  She couldn't help but laugh.  "I'm not trying to seduce you.  I need some help picking out a dress."
"That's…not exactly my area."
He refused to uncover his eyes.  She gently grabbed his hand and pulled him inside, shutting the door behind him.
"You're a man, and I trust you.  You'll be able to tell me what looks good on me.  I'm usually pretty good at it, but I'm having trouble tonight."
"I haven't seen anything not look good on you."
"Aww.  Thank you so much.  But believe me, catch me in the morning.  You should see my hair."
He frowned.  "The morning?  I thought vampires woke in the afternoon?"
She brushed aside his keen observation with a wave of her hand.
"It's an expression, Amit.  Now c'mon, help a girl out."
She led him to the bed, where she had an entire suitcase worth of clothes spread out.  Picking up a random dress, one of her favorites, she held it against her curvy frame.
"What do you think?"
Frowning, he brought a hand to his chin, deep in thought.
"Ironically, the robe is kind of in the way now."
"Easily fixable."
"No!  I didn't mean…Oh, goodness gracious…."
"It's a naked female body, Amit.  I know you've seen one before."
Victoria cast aside the robe, tossing it to the floor.  She held the dress up to her body once again.  Bits of hip and thigh stuck out here and there.  Amit's eyes didn't know where to look first.  Finally, he regained his composure, taking all of the vampire in.
"Too much red," he said.  "Red dress, red hair.  Overpowering."
She smiled.  "You can never have too much red."
He glanced over the contents of the bed.  "Is the goal seduction?  Or is this another business meeting?"
She was taken back by the personal question, and the ease in which he asked it.  She liked it.
"Personal meeting.  The clothes will be staying on.  At least, I think so.  But…I do want to turn his head."
Amit nodded.  "The sleeveless black Lela Rose," he said, then turned his attention to the ten pairs of shoes on the floor, several of which were heels.  "I take it you're comfortable walking on your toes?"
"I won't twist my ankle, if that's what you mean."
"Hmm…the Valentino's on the end.   And I'm sorry, but I won't be able to help you with the undergarments."
"That's okay.  Won't need any tonight."
She kept an eye on him as she dressed.  He watched her, but not with the gaze of a man admiring a naked woman.  She was now a project he was involved in.
"So, not your area?" she teased.
The corner of his mouth lifted in an amused half-smile.
"There!" he said.  "Perfection!"
"I look good?"
"You look…."  He couldn't find the word, so simply flashed an a-okay sign.
It took her a moment to find her footing in heels.  It had been a while.  Walking to the full-length mirror, she was very pleased with Amit's selection.  She owned extravagant, expensive clothes, but seldom wore them.
"Thank you so much."
"Of course," he said.  "It really has been a joy to have you here, Victoria.  I hope you come back next year."
"Don't hold your breath," she said, laughing.
"So, where are you going tonight?"
"He wants to meet at this restaurant on the other side of town."
"Are you ready?  We'll leave whenever you want."
"Amit, no.  I didn't mean…you're off the hook.  I was going to catch a cab."
"Nonsense.  I'll be in the limo outside.  Just come down when you're ready."
Amit didn't have time to turn around before she surprised the Renaissance man with a hug.  Victoria squeezed the air out of him, drawing a laugh, before he hugged her in return.
"Thank you for everything."
"You're very welcome."





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 5
 
Patrick was already at the restaurant when Victoria arrived.  He sat near the back, dressed in a suit, which fit him very well.  A bucket of ice on a cart was next to him, with a single champagne bottle inside.  He held a physical book in his hands, a seemingly rare sight in the technology-driven twenty-first century.
At the sight of her, he rose to his feet.  She wasn't sure whether it was anxiety, or old-fashioned manners, but she smiled all the same.
It dawned on her as she made her way between the dining mortals that it would be their first time alone together.
They were both attracted to one another, and they were both aware.  Attraction was an easy thing to detect after four centuries.  Patrick may have been younger, but could certainly sense it as well.
"I think every mortal's neck in here just snapped trying to look at you."
Victoria turned in place, and did catch a few of them staring, men and women both, along with dirty glares from their significant others.
"Wow," she said, sitting across from Patrick.  "I guess it's good that after so long, my red hair still pulls them in."
"Yeah, it's just the red hair," he joked.
A waiter stopped by and grabbed the bottle from the ice.  He popped the bottle open and poured two small glasses.  She stole peeks at the mortals as they ate and laughed around her.  How would they feel if they knew two supernatural beings were drinking blood mere feet away?  It was somehow exciting, to be doing something they weren't supposed to do, in full view of everyone.
"Did you have this planned?" she asked, taking a sip.
"No.  Actually, I was coming here whether you joined me or not.  I'm just glad you did."
"Me, too.  I'll be honest, I was about at the end of my rope at those meetings.  Spending time with you and everyone else was the true highlight of this trip."
"Time for some honesty myself.  I'd been trying to figure out how to approach you since day one.  But it's always fun, battling the nerves.  I mean…what does someone say to impress a woman like you?"  He hung his head low as he took his own drink.  "Holy shit, did I just really say that out loud?"
"I believe you did.  Well, old or not, I am still a woman.  You could tell me I look good in this dress."
He smiled.  "Good," he repeated.  "I don't quite think that word covers it."
Victoria had such a good time that she lost track of it.  The mortals slowly trickled away, leaving only the two vampires and handful of others behind.  They sipped on blood all night, so much that the waiter brought another bottle.  She wasn't sure when it happened, but sometime in the middle of the night they ended up sitting next to each other, instead of across the table.  Laughing quietly, flirting, playful touching.  It was good to know that while so very different, mortals and vampires could enjoy the same things.
Something was happening.  She couldn't say exactly what it was, but it was tangible.  She was certainly familiar with the possibilities.  A one-night-stand, a long term relationship, an endearing friendship, maybe just heavy petting and making out in the back of a limousine.  She wasn't sure which.
Victoria had finished telling Patrick the story, minus a few key details, of when she dropped her first iPhone in a river.  He laughed quietly, shaking his head.  He had such a sexy laugh.
"You know what we should do?" he said.  "We should go back to my room and watch a movie."
She shared in the laughter.  Out of all the possibilities, a movie was one she didn't foresee.
"Sure.  That's what they all say."
"I'm serious.  I'm not trying anything nutty, promise.  Did you see the TV in our rooms?  We could soak in the hot tub and put on anything we like."
She enjoyed the thought of Patrick in a hot tub.
He finished his glass of blood.  The smile he gave her was bright and warm.  She sometimes forgot their kind was still capable of such warmth.
She leaned forward and kissed him.
The kiss caught him by surprise.  He threw his hands up in self-defense, drawing an amused smile from Victoria as their lips touched.  It didn't take him long to get lost in the moment as well.  He held her shoulder tenderly as the kiss deepened.  They could still taste the blood in each other's mouths.  
She pulled away to catch her breath, and could see Patrick was just as excited as she was.
"Or, well…you know.  We could not watch a movie."
She laughed.  Before they could move on with their night, his eyes fell on something behind her shoulder.  The little color left in his face vanished, and the smile was gone in an instant.
"Oh, you've got to be kidding."
She looked over her shoulder.  Her nose picked up the scent before her eyes saw.
The restaurant was mostly empty.  In between the two or three tables still occupied stood three vampires.  Their eyes were already on Victoria and Patrick, having spotted them across the room.
Terry led the way, with Walter and Evelyn, another vampire from the meeting, trailing behind him.  Terry smiled and bowed his head as he approached the table.
"Victoria.  Patrick," he said.  "I didn't realize you were a couple."
"Well.  I wouldn't exactly call us a couple," Patrick said.  "We were just…enjoying our last night out."
"Ah.  A get out of jail drink," Terry said.  "May we join you?"
Victoria flashed her brightest smile and scooted closer to Patrick.
"Please."
She put a hand on his knee, making him stiffen.  Walter pulled a chair out for Evelyn, an act Victoria didn't know he was capable of.  Evelyn was bitten later in life, somewhere in her sixties.  She was relatively quiet in the meetings, but had an air of authority and grace about her.
Victoria smiled at the sight of Terry and Walter sitting next to each other.
"I didn't think you two were friends."
"Friends might be a strong word," Evelyn offered.  "Like oil and water.  Walter is…moody."
Walter laughed at the word, something he never once did the past two weeks.
"I'll take that over some of the other things you've called me.  Believe it or not, we need people to go at it like Terry and I do.  Different viewpoints, ways of seeing the world."
"It's just a shame you view the world as terrible," Terry said.
"I love the world," Walter said.  He sniffed the air, and glanced over his shoulder in disdain at the dining parties behind him.  "I just don't like the humans inhabiting it too much.  My apologies again for our…misunderstanding before."
Victoria waved away his concern.
"You speak your mind, don't hide behind whatever vampire politics you engage in.  I respect that."
He nodded and almost smiled.
"I'm not sure if I believe in fate, but this has to be a good example," Terry said.  "I was going to contact you after you went back to the states, after the taste of the meeting had died down.  But here we are."
Victoria pressed closer to Patrick, their shoulders touching.  She wanted him to know there was somewhere else she'd rather be.
"Contact me?" Victoria said.
"Terry, is this really the time?" Evelyn said.  "Can't you see they're trying to enjoy each other?"
"I'm sorry, I'll try not to be too long."  He settled in his seat, getting comfortable, which suggested everything but a short talk.  "I know you're only here for Bradley, to tidy up the few issues he was involved in.  I'm very sorry about him.  I know you both were close.  His loss is going to affect all of us.  It's a shame the mortals in this very country don't realize how many times he saved their lives."
She tried not to choke up at the thought of her old friend.  They had their differences, their arguments, but were always there for one another when needed.
"Thank you," she said, keeping it simple.
"As you can imagine, he made our yearly get-togethers very…let's just say different.  A little more organized, maybe even fun.  He was the one everyone looked to.  A lot less fighting."
Terry and Evelyn both glanced at Walter, who just arched his eyebrows and shrugged.
"Like you said," he continued.  "It's a lot of ridiculous politics.  Our kind fighting over a course of action, just to improve their standing.  Worse than mortals.  But I'm hoping you'd be willing to come back next year."
Victoria noticed the tension in Walter's shoulders, the way he shifted uncomfortably in his seat.
"But you don't?" she asked him.
"I don't feel the same as Terry," he said.  "You didn't want to be there.  That much is obvious.  And only contributed when pressed."
"It was her first meeting," Terry said.  "Your presence is definitely welcome.  Patrick here would certainly agree."
"We're just using each other for sex," Victoria joked, just to see the looks on their faces.  Only Evelyn laughed.
"So, what do you think?" Terry asked.  "Can we expect you back next year?"
She wasn't sure what to say.  As boring as it was at times, there was value in gathering to discuss the state of the world.  Bradley obviously agreed, and everyone looked up to him, including Victoria.  But the politics and fighting, she could do without.
"I don't know," she said, being honest.  "Bradley used to try to drag me here.  But we decided I best served behind the scenes."
"And it could still work that way," Terry said.  "But come next year.  Your age alone is a huge asset."
Walter coughed and chuckled at the same time.  Evelyn grimaced, placing a hand on Terry's shoulder.
"Dear," she said.  "I don't think that was quite the compliment you meant it to be."
"Sorry," he said, smiling.
They shared a quick laugh before all eyes fell on Victoria.  They expected an answer.  More specifically, they expected a yes.
She squeezed Patrick's knee.
"What do you think?" she asked.  "Could New Delhi handle us painting the town red once again?"
He placed his hand on hers.
"I know I certainly could."
Sparks continued to fly between the two of them.  Everyone at the table sensed it.  Even Walter finally let out an amused smile.
A voice that didn't belong to anyone present cut through the air.  It was as clear as a physical presence.
"I need you to get back to the hotel."
The voice was young, stressed, and familiar.  It came from her purse, slung over the back of the chair.  Her heart caught in her throat as the company present searched nearby for the source.  Victoria knew they wouldn't find it.
"What was that?" Evelyn asked.
"I don't know," Terry said.  "I wasn't the only one who heard it?  Was that a cell phone?"
Walter shook his head.  "I wouldn't know.  I don't have one.  I don't trust mortals and their technology."
"I think it came from Victoria's purse," Patrick said.
Attractive or not, she wanted nothing more than to slap him across the face.  Instead, she tossed her hair over her shoulder and smiled.
"Oh, God, yeah.  I'm sorry.  I should probably take this."
"That was a phone?  Cell phones talk now?"
She had the perfect idea for a distraction.  As she stood and grabbed her purse, she bent down and kissed Patrick once again on the lips.  A little more forceful this time, more passionate.  To give them all something to discuss.
"I'll be right back," she said, giving Patrick a wink.
Victoria walked away without looking back.  Her thoughts were so jumbled she couldn't focus her hearing, couldn't hear what the four vampires were saying.  It took willpower not to look over her shoulder, see if they were watching her walk away.  She did nothing but keep her cool.  She even gave their waiter a smile when she passed him.
As she rounded the corner to the bathrooms she risked a quick glance.  The vampires paid her no mind.  Evelyn was deep into one of her own stories, enthralling the men around her.
Victoria pushed open the bathroom door and sniffed the air quickly.  Satisfied she was alone, she took the extra precaution of turning on the sink faucet for extra noise.
She reached into her purse and grabbed the magical artifact Kevin had given her.  It was capable of voice communication anywhere in the world.  It didn't operate on land lines or cell towers, but on magical power only a witch could tap into.
A rock.
"Kevin?" she said.  "I'm in the middle of dinner with some very important people."
The voice almost echoed in the bathroom.
"The hotel.  I need some help."
Victoria didn't need to ask any questions.  Kevin was a dear friend, and would never use his magic to contact her for a broken washing machine.  He was in trouble.
"Okay.  Give me two minutes."
She left the bathroom and crossed the lobby.  She stopped for three seconds at the front door to look across the restaurant at Patrick and the others.  Their conversation, and whatever was possibly waiting for her with the sexy Irishman, would have to be put on hold.  Her inner circle was far more important than any of them.
The air was still warm, despite the late hour.  She walked slowly, calmly, even smiling at a couple enjoying a late night stroll before she turned down a dark alley.
It was only in the comfort of the shadows did she quicken her pace.
She pulled her heels off and ran.  Her sense of direction wasn't great, but she paid enough attention during their evening jaunts the past few weeks to know the general direction of the hotel.  The dress she wore made sprinting difficult, but she managed.  As she ran in her bare feet she struggled to pull the phone out of her purse.
She moved with blinding speed.  Through the darkness, leaping over garbage cans and a fence that got in her way.  She crossed a nearly empty street, an uncomfortable blur to the human eye.  With her night vision, she could see a dead-end approaching in the next alley, a building blocking her path.  She nimbly ran along the wall to her left, just enough to gain height, before jumping onto the building to her right.  All the while she held the phone to her ear, listening to it ring.
Finally, a tired and slow voice answered.
"Hello?"
"Amit?"  She walked on the roof of a laundromat, studying her surroundings.  "I need you.  I know it's late.  I'm so sorry."
"Victoria?  Just…give me a second."  There was a muffled conversation with a woman, assuredly his wife.  When his voice returned he was a little more awake.  "What can I do for you?"
"I just left some of my…colleagues at a restaurant.  It's an emergency, and I had to leave."
"Are you okay?"
"Yes.  But…it was definitely rude.  I'll do more later, but I need you to go apologize to them for me.  I know it's a lot to ask."
"Of course."
She breathed a sigh of relief.  She thanked Amit as she continued to run.  Talking and running were difficult tasks to do simultaneously for a mortal, but for a vampire they were trivial.  She continued through the alleys and rooftops of New Delhi.
Two minutes might have been a tall promise, but she wasn't far off.
Victoria quickly slipped into the lobby bathroom after entering the hotel.  She looked over her appearance in the mirror, making sure she was still presentable.  There were still vampires in the hotel, and she didn't want to raise any questions.  Her bare feet had a cut or two, and her right calf had a nasty scratch from a bad landing, but she would heal quickly.  At least she didn't tear her dress.
Slipping back into her heels, she made her way to her room, nearly forgetting she didn't like elevators.  Kevin had made no other contact, and she fought panic.  He was a full-blooded witch, and could certainly handle himself with anyone or anything meaning to do him harm.  But he was also young, and she was a bit of an overprotective den mother.
She barely had the door open to her room when she pulled out her magical rock.
"Kevin?" she said.  "I'm ready.  Is everything okay?"
"Shhh!"  His voice was a whisper.  "Keep your voice down.  Just give me a second."
A second turned into thirty seconds.  Thirty seconds turned into a minute.  And the minutes stretched.
Victoria folded her arms and paced.  She continued to glance at the bare wall she'd taken a picture of on her first day in New Delhi.  The photo was meant as a possible escape route for her, with Kevin's assistance.  She never dreamed he would need it.  But now she waited.  And waited.  Several times, she lifted the magical rock to her mouth, ready to say something.  She just wanted confirmation Kevin was okay.  But he told her to be quiet, so that was what she would do.
Kevin was babysitting for Tiffany.  Her father, Jack, was in Montana, investigating the murder of his ex-girlfriend.  Did Jack involve Kevin in more of his insanity?  Her mind raced as the minutes felt like hours.  Jack wouldn't willingly put Kevin in danger.  Jack was more protective of Kevin than anyone.  The witch was the only one who could possibly lift the curse that plagued Jack for two centuries.
At long last, there was a low hum.  A roughly-drawn circle appeared on the wall, and then it vanished.  The witch's portal came into being.  She peered through into another part of the world.
She wasn't sure what she'd see, or what delayed Kevin, but was certainly surprised to see Tiffany.
The nine-year-old girl stood a step behind Kevin, covering her mouth with her palm.  Her eyes were saucers.  Victoria noticed her wrists were red, sore.  She'd been bound somehow.  It took everything Victoria had to keep her rage and fangs in place.
Kevin was unharmed, but looked exhausted.  He wore the long coat she'd bought for him, to house the disgusting potions and trinkets he created.  He smiled and looked her up and down.  Not out of lust, but more curiosity.  He'd never seen her in a dress and heels.
Fifty feet behind him were rough-looking mortal men.  They were in a warehouse of some kind, and in various degrees of disorientation.  Some were on their knees, while another leaned against a shelf.  They all rubbed their eyes, and she recognized the signs of temporary blindness.  A rather easy task for a witch.  Her nose twitched as the scent of a burning vehicle reached her through the portal.  Was Kevin in the middle of a war?
She stepped forward, just shy of the portal.
"What's going on?"
Tiffany's eyes lit up with joy.
"Aunt Victoria!"
Victoria smiled at the young one.  She'd been through so much in her short life, and apparently was still going through so much.  Yet she had a spirit that couldn't be contained.  That same spirit also brought a spark of life into the darkest soul Victoria had ever known.
"Hey, sweetie.  Is everything okay?"
Tiffany was only more than happy to catch Victoria up to date.
"Some guys kidnapped me!  But now Kevin's here and smacking them all around.  He's like a magician or something!  How did you get here?  This is weird—"
Kevin cut off the rambling child with a wave of his hand.
"Just take Tiffany."
She didn't hesitate in reaching through the portal and grabbing her niece.  The child wrapped her arms around her aunt, squeezing her tight.  Victoria lowered Tiffany beside her and gave Kevin her attention.
"Do you need help?"
A swelling sense of pride washed over her at his reaction.  Kevin simply shook his head.  His expression was calm, completely in control.  There wasn't an ounce of arrogance in him.  The worst thing he ever did was make potions for college students, which Victoria could handle.  He was growing into a fine young man, and respected the powers he wielded.  She wanted to believe she had something to do with that.
"Nope.  It's just five guys."
Her eyes grew wide as one of the men behind him regained his vision.  He held up a rifle that almost looked too big for him.
"Kevin!" she shouted, pointing over his shoulder.
He turned and frowned, more annoyed than afraid.
"Oh, come on—"
The shot rang out, hurting Victoria's sensitive ears.  Kevin fell, but there was no blood.  Only a quick intake of air as he clenched his eyes in discomfort.  The slug fell at his feet after striking his magical barrier.
Victoria was a second away from stepping through the portal to assist.  But Tiffany needed her more than Kevin did.
"I'll see you guys soon."
He reached up and placed his hand near the edge of the portal.  It followed his touch, slowly collapsing on itself.
"Be careful, Kevin!" Tiffany shouted.
Kevin was gone.  Victoria and Tiffany both stared at a blank wall.  It took a moment for Victoria to realize she was trembling.
"Where are we?" Tiffany asked, her eyes moving all about the room.  "This place is awesome!  Is that a hot tub?  Where did Kevin go?  How did he do that?"
Victoria blinked twice, trying to pull herself together.  The scent of a raging fire was still in her nose.  Kevin was half a world away, fighting a battle without her.  She had to get used to that.  She wouldn't always be there.
Her focus now needed to be on Tiffany.
Kicking her heels off, she dropped to her knees and brushed a strand of hair away from Tiffany's face.
"Aunt Victoria," Tiffany said.  "You're beautiful."
The simple compliment nearly brought her to tears.  Jack had once said that Tiffany was the strongest person he'd ever met.  Victoria had to agree.
"Tiffany…about what you just saw—"
"Don't worry.  I won't tell anyone."
Victoria just smiled, and waited for the girl to continue.
"I know who you are," she said, lowering her voice for a confidential discussion.  "You're a hero, just like Dad.  And Alex, and Kevin.  Kevin is the young one.  He's the sidekick."
"The sidekick," Victoria repeated, laughing.  "I'll bet he loves that."
"I haven't told Dad I know.  I probably won't.  I don't want him to worry."
Sadness gripped Victoria.  Jack and her had a few challenges ahead.
"What happened back there?  Why did those men take you?"
"I don't know.  I wasn't worried, though.  I knew Kevin would come."  Her face scrunched up.  "Oh, wow.  If Kevin doesn't beat them up, think about what Jack will do."
A terrifying thought, indeed.
Victoria kissed her on the forehead and scooped up her heels with two fingers.
"What do you say we watch some TV?  Maybe get some—"
She froze when she saw movement near the door.  Her eyes narrowed in anger and frustration.  She didn't smell him, didn't even hear him come in.  Even a vampire could be distracted, especially while staring into a magical portal.  Only now, looking at him, did she pick up his scent and heartbeat.
"Amit."
His knees shook as he stood still with his mouth hanging open.  His eyes moved back and forth between Victoria and Tiffany.  He held a single red rose between his fingers, keeping it close to his chest.
"Come on in," she said.  Her tone hovered between sweet and furious.  "We need to talk."  She patted Tiffany on the shoulder.  "Go ahead and turn on the TV.  I'll be over in a minute."
"Okay."  Tiffany looked out the window, confused, as she made her way to the couch.  "Why is it dark out?  Where are we?"
Amit didn't move.  Victoria moved away, close to the refrigerator.  She could see him running through options in his mind.  Scream?  Run?
"Amit," she said again, signaling him with her finger.  "Please.  I won't bite."
He took slow, cautious steps across the hotel room.  His gaze fell on Tiffany.  Victoria didn't know how much he'd seen.  Did he see the portal?  The quick exchange with Kevin?  The last five seconds?
"Correct me if I'm wrong, but on my first day here, you said I didn't have to worry about my privacy.  You wouldn't enter the room unless called on.  You did say that, right?"
His mouth opened and closed as he struggled to find words.  Sweat beaded on his forehead, despite the room being cool.
Victoria reached out and gently grabbed his arm.  He looked about ready to fall unconscious at any moment.
"Relax," she said, trying to smooth the edge in her voice.  "I won't lie.  I'm upset.  I'm angry."  She lowered her voice.  "But I'm not going to hurt you."
"I'm…I'm sorry," he said.  "I did what you asked.  I went to the restaurant.  Your party was upset, especially the one named Patrick, but they understood."  He held up the rose.  "He wanted me to give this to you."
She smiled as she accepted the rose.  The sweet gesture was almost enough to take her mind off the subject at hand.
"Awww," Tiffany said.  "Aunt Victoria has a boyfriend."
She was eavesdropping like a pro.  The television was on, but she wasn't watching.  Only her eyes were visible from behind the top of the couch.
"Hey," Victoria said, pointing.  "TV."
Tiffany quickly turned around, but Victoria took no chances.  She grabbed her purse from where she left it and dragged Amit into the bathroom.
"I wasn't thinking," Amit continued.  "I'm just…I'm tired, and I thought I heard voices at the door.  I was going to drop the rose off, just inside, and then…."
Victoria arched an eyebrow.
"You saw some weird shit?" she finished for him.
"I…don't know what I saw."
She smiled warmly.  "That's a good answer to hold onto."  Opening her purse, she counted through the money she kept with her.  "Can you keep a secret?"
"Yes," he said, without hesitation.  "It's part of my job.  I wouldn't be where I am today if I gossiped about every little thing I saw, especially on this floor."
Victoria laughed.  She imagined the depraved acts he'd seen on the top floor.  Vampires could have crazy imaginations, especially where sex and blood were concerned.
Still, she doubted he ever saw magic before.
"Victoria," he said, watching her leaf through bill after bill.  "I hope you don't plan on paying me to keep me quiet."
"Why is that?"
"I admit…I made a mistake.  But it would be an insult to—"
She opened his hand and set fifty thousand dollars in his palm, then kissed him on the cheek.
"This isn't to keep you quiet," she said, which was true.  It was her intention to reward Amit.  She was simply doing it earlier than expected.  "I have other ways of keeping people quiet.  This is for being at my beck and call for the past two weeks.  It's for waking up, taking time away from your family, to do stupid errands for me.  And for making this horrific trip halfway bearable.  Thank you."
He accepted the money, shoving it into his pants pocket."
"It's certainly been…interesting.  I think I'll go home.  Maybe take a vacation day tomorrow."
She smiled.  "You and me both."
She collapsed on the couch after showing Amit out.  Tiffany had found a cartoon channel and was engrossed in the television.  She looked at Victoria as she swayed her legs back and forth.
"Bad day?" she asked.
"A weird one, for sure.  But how about you?  Are you okay?"
"Oh, yeah.  I'm fine."  She scooted closer and gave Victoria a squeeze.  "Jack always gives me a hug when I feel bad.  I'll give you one.  Hey, do you have any ice cream?"
Victoria laughed and returned Tiffany's hug.  She adjusted her dress as she rose to her feet.
"Let's see if we can make that happen."





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 6
 
Victoria was pulled from her dream by the sun greeting her through the window.  She turned over once or twice, but finally sat up in her own bed, in her own home.  She was three weeks removed from New Delhi.  Kevin had survived his ordeal with the men that kidnapped Tiffany, rather easily.  Tiffany was where she belonged, with her father.  Victoria was where she belonged.  On the outskirts of Baltimore, in the mansion she bought so long ago.
No one from her trip to New Delhi had contacted her.  She'd hoped Patrick would have at least sent an email by now, but her inbox was full of spam and videos forwarded from Tiffany.  At least Terry gave her space.  She didn't receive any communication begging her to be a part of the vampire community.
She tossed the sheets aside and let the sun touch her naked body.  Her skin would never be tan, but that simply wasn't important to her.  Enjoying the sun, feeling its warm rays, that was almost on par with tapping into a pulsing mortal vein.
Before stepping into the shower she turned on her music.  Most of the rooms in the mansion were connected, allowing her to enjoy music anywhere, even in the backyard.  After a relaxing, lazy thirty minutes under the hot water she slipped into a pair of sweatpants and an old tee shirt.  She didn't bother putting on socks or shoes.  It wasn't going to be a shoe day, if she could help it.
Her kitchen was as large as some apartments.  She kept an unusual layout, with a regular refrigerator for guests, as well as one that was locked, for her.  A large safe sat in between them, but not for her own use.  In the center was a dining table, with plenty of room for twelve guests.
She sat alone, her legs crossed, enjoying a glass of microwave-heated blood and her laptop.  Her music cut out, only for a second, as the security system chimed a single time.  There was someone at the front gate, buzzing to be let in.
She glanced at the time.
"Thirty minutes early," she said.
The security panel was near the front door.  She checked the video feed before opening the gate, to make sure there were no surprises.  Five cleaning vans made their way up the long driveway, parking in a long line.  Opening the front door, she watched as a small army of men and women stretched their legs.  Their weapons were buckets, brooms, vacuums, an array of cleaning materials.
Chaz stepped out of the lead van.  He'd been cleaning Victoria's home for many years.  He didn't fit the mold of what she thought the owner of a janitorial service would look like.  Covered in tattoos, a muscular build, shaved head.  He looked like he'd be more at home on a motorcycle than on his hands and knees with a sponge and a bottle of Windex in his hand.
His eyes met hers as he approached with a wave and a smile.  Victoria returned the gesture and met him by the front door.  He frowned playfully, tapping an invisible watch on his wrist.
"I know, I know," Victoria said.  "I'm two months early."
"Hey, it's fine by me."  He shook her hand.  "More money for me.  Although, like we talked about on the phone, I can save you some money, since we can finally clean in the day.  You know, I don't think I've ever seen this place during the day."
She held up a finger.  "Don't start giving out discounts just yet."  She was almost afraid of her next admission.  "I, uh…do have maybe a few more rooms to clean than last time."
"I don't like the way you said that."
"Oh, don't worry.  It'll be fine.  You did bring a few extra people?"
"Victoria—"
"Say, are you thirsty?  I've got some beer in the fridge."
"No, but thank you, though."
"Are you serious?  Last time you drank enough beer for your entire crew."
He laughed.  "It was ten thirty at night, and I wasn't driving."
"Okay, well, you know where it is.  Tell everyone they can help themselves.  Let's talk while everyone gets started."
Chaz signaled his team, and mortals started flooding into Victoria's home.  She watched each of them.  There were a few new faces in the crowd, but most had been in her home before.
Victoria and Chaz sat at the dining table while two women cleaned the kitchen.  It was fairly routine, but Chaz still had plenty of paperwork for Victoria to sign.  She answered emails and signed her name at the same time.
"So, why so early this time?" Chaz asked.  "I'm not complaining.  I could always use the business.  But seriously, Victoria, this place isn't really all that dirty."
"That's because you did so great last time," she said.  "I'll be having a guest for a while, and just wanted the place to be spotless when they got here."
"Eight thousand square feet," he said, admiring the kitchen.  "It's an awfully big place for one person."
"I throw wild parties.  Naked men and woman, running around.  Sex, drugs, porn.  Hair-pulling, hot wax, animals, leather.  And toys, too.  Can't forget the toys."
He ran a hand over his bald head.
"So, uh…when were you going to invite me over?"
They shared a laugh.  Victoria felt a twinge of guilt as she regarded Chaz.  Like nearly every relationship she ever had, there was one underlying problem.  Chaz was getting older, while she was not.  It was an urban legend that redheads aged more gracefully, but there would eventually come a point where Chaz would question why his client's skin was still perfect, her figure still flawless.  She would have to fire him, and get another crew that didn't know her.
And the cycle would start again.
"Really, Victoria," he said.  "I can't believe you're single.  Are they all too scared to step up to you?  Is that it?"
She smiled as she signed the last form.
"Yeah.  I can be pretty scary."
"Well, look, I know this sweet guy.  I know he's sweet, because he's my brother—"
"You tried to set me up with your brother last time."
"That was the other brother.  This is another one.  Much sweeter.  And good looking, too.  Like me."
She handed over the forms and took a deep breath.  Paperwork could be more stressful than battling the supernatural.
"Okay," she said.  "Is that it?  Make sure everyone knows I got pizza coming at lunchtime."
"Aww, Victoria.  You know you don't have to do that."
"I know.  But you came here, again, on short notice.  You're always early, never late, and you do a great job."
He eyed her suspiciously.
"Are you buttering me up for something?"
"Uh, yeah.  I am.  Let me show you these rooms you've never cleaned before.  It's only two of them."
"Just two?  That doesn't sound bad."
Victoria said nothing.
She led him out the kitchen, through the hallway, past six people carefully dusting the artwork on the walls.  On the other side of the mansion, near the dance hall, was a single door, far away from the front, or any windows.  There was a single keypad on the adjacent wall, not wired into the main security system.  Its sole purpose was to control the nearby door.
Chaz sucked in a surprised breath as she punched in the first two numbers.  She turned to face him, amused.
"Is everything okay?"
"Uh, yeah.  It's just…this is the basement, right?  You said the basement was always off-limits.  I'll be honest.  A lot of the crew gossip about what's down there."
"Most of the sex toys I was telling you about."
"You're…not serious, right?"
"No," she said, smiling.  "I'm not."
The door buzzed after she finished the code.  She pulled it open and peered down the dark set of stairs.  Flipping a single light switch bathed the stairs in light.  At the bottom of the stairs was another row of switches, which she turned on, one after another.
Chaz gasped behind her.
"Holy fuck," he said.  "Talk about your open concept…."
Victoria laughed and put her hands on her hips as she admired her basement.  At one time, her basement was her sanctuary from the sun.  With her wealth, she decided it might as well have been a well-equipped sanctuary.
There were no walls separating the huge space, no windows of any kind.  The only exception was the bathroom in the corner.  The living space consisted of a television mounted on the wall and two reclining couches, as well as a chair.  A king-sized bed, with racks to hold clothes.  The racks were now empty.  She had long since migrated to the upper levels of the house.  What once served as her office was against the outside wall, complete with desk and computer.  The kitchen and dining area were new additions.  She had no need for them, but the occasional mortal guest could certainly put them to good use.  The pool table was also new.
"See?" Victoria said.  "Two rooms.  The bathroom, and…the rest."
"Two rooms, my ass.  This is a whole new floor."
She turned to see a genuine look of worry on his face.  His eyes traveled along the basement, growing darker as they fell on each new area.
"Chaz?  Are you okay?"
"Yeah, I'm fine.  It's really not that bad down here.  It's not like it's filthy or anything."
"Great.  There is one more thing."
"Victoria, I think you're about out of things."
"No, no.  This isn't for you.  Does your cousin still work with pools and hot tubs?"
"Yeah."
"Well, I need two Jacuzzis.  One for down here, and another on the back deck."
"I'll tell him to give you a call."  A smile slowly took hold.  "You know, he's single, too."
"Nice try."
They were ready to walk back upstairs when her security system chimed once again.  Frowning, she glanced at Chaz over her shoulder as they made their way across the basement to the computer.
"Is all your crew here?" she asked.  "Expecting anyone else?"
"Nah.  All my guys are here."
She quickly logged into the security system and switched to the camera at the gate.  There was a Toyota Yaris, waiting with the driver's window rolled halfway down.  She couldn't see the driver.  A sleeved arm reached out and pushed the call button again, sending another chime throughout the house.
Victoria leaned forward and hit the call button on the keyboard.
"Hello?" she said.
The window rolled down, and a familiar head poked out.  He leaned closer to the intercom and peered into the camera.
"Uh, Victoria?  Are you in there?"
"Hi, Amit."
She opened the front gate with a smile.  However, her smile quickly faded into a frown as her mind raced.  Amit was at her home in Baltimore.  During the day.  There were mortals scattered about cleaning her home that didn't know she was a vampire.  Amit himself didn't know she was immune to the sun.  It was a potential disaster in the making.
She looked at Chaz.  Her thirty-year-old disguise started to fade.  Her voice and mannerisms, even her posture, changed as a being much older began to show.
"May I ask a favor of you?"
"Uh, yeah?  Sure.  Is that your guest?"
"He's a guest, for sure.  But not the guest.  Please, greet him at the door.  Bring him to me here.  Do not talk with him, and don't let your crew talk to him.  Give us two, maybe three hours alone down here.  No interruptions.  After he leaves, this place will be open to clean."
"No problem.  Victoria, is everything okay?"
She smiled brightly, changing once again.  She shifted her hips and tugged at her tee shirt, all calculated actions to draw attention to her breasts.  Nothing distracted a man more so than a pair of breasts.
"Oh, yeah, everything's fine.  Thank you, Chaz."
He nodded and turned to leave, casting one last curious glance behind him.
Five minutes later, there was a quiet set of footsteps making their way to the basement.  Victoria wasn't dressed in the least to entertain, but she didn't care.  Waiting patiently at the dining table, she smiled when Amit finally appeared.  He returned her smile, and she rose to her feet to embrace him.  Even away from his duties in New Delhi, he was dressed immaculately.
"Amit," she said.  "It's so good to see you."
"Are you sure?  I wasn't sure I should just drop by, especially during the day.  I thought you might be asleep."
She wagged her finger at him.  "Just because we hide from the sun, doesn't mean we sleep all day."
He looked her up and down.  "Whether a lovely dress, or sweatpants, you are still beautiful."
"Aww.  You're so sweet."
He eyed her basement.  "And what a place to sleep.  Wow.  I thought the upstairs was impressive."
Victoria followed his gaze, very conscious of the fact that she hadn't slept in the basement in months.  She could only hope he didn't pick up on that detail and turn it into a conversation.
"Do you want something to drink?  Or eat?  I can have something brought in."
"Oh, no, thank you.  I can't stay long.  I'm actually waiting for my next flight.  I'm on my way to California for some business."
She smiled at his butchering of the word California.  Her accent also tended to add humor to some words.
"Ah, the old layover," she said.  "How long?"
He checked his phone.  "I'll be flying again in four hours."
"Perfect.  Stay here for two.  Get a quick bite to eat.  We'll watch a movie, maybe play some pool."
He laughed.  "I didn't realize how lucky I was when I was assigned to you."
"I'm the lucky one.  You really pulled me out of the fire on my last night.  You didn't happen to…see Patrick after that, did you?  Did he say anything?"
"I'm afraid not.  He left the next day."
She shoved aside her girl crush.
"Ah, got it.  Well, let's put on a movie and kick our feet up."
Victoria truly enjoyed Amit's company.  She put on a random Blu-ray she had laying around, but neither of them watched it.  It served as mere background noise as they chose instead to talk to each other.
The conversation was trite at first, meaningless.  But as time passed the talk changed to something more personal.  Amit spoke of his family.  He had a wife, daughter, and son.  He reached over from the couch to show her pictures.
She would never share too much of her past, or her secrets, with many others, but found herself comfortable around him.  It was a surprise even to herself that she answered some of his questions honestly.
"Were you ever married?" Amit asked.
"No, not me."
"Really?  Such a long life.  I thought you'd have been married several times."
"I've been close a few times, but that's all.  Attachments don't always come easy for our kind."
"Such a shame.  Well, just so you know, you're still the talk of my hotel."
"Yeah.  We sometimes have the tendency to draw a crowd."
"No.  I mean you."
She turned to face him.  "What?"
He leaned toward her and lowered his voice, even though they were alone.
"I wasn't completely honest when we first met.  Your kind is good to us, mostly.  Financially, there is no doubt.  And there's certainly civility.  But some of your kind look at us like we're…walking hamburgers."
Victoria leaned her head back and laughed, loving the comparison.
"Well, I hate to say it, but that's not far from the truth."
"There also have been…let's just say incidents.  Some of the female employees have quit over them."
She wasn't sure wanted to know any more.
"Anyway," he went on.  "You were a breath of fresh air.  Kind, respectful, considerate.  Everyone envied me before your stay was over."  He smiled.  "You should have heard some of the requests Walter had.  Although, I'm bound to secrecy, of course."
"Of course."
"That's why I'm hoping you'll join us again next year.  I'd be honored to serve you again."
She cringed at his use of serve, and also wondered if the others had asked him to help recruit her.
"You're starting to sound like Terry.  I don't know, Amit.  Look at me.  I'm just a homebody girl.  I like my dull little life."
"I somehow doubt your life is dull."
"Well," she said, smiling.  "It has its moments."
Two hours came and went quickly.  Before she even realized what time it was Amit was rising to his feet, announcing that he had to leave.  Victoria walked him to the bottom of the stairs, claiming that she couldn't accompany him to the front door.  A lie she wished she didn't have to tell.  Amit hugged her goodbye and asked to use the restroom.  She offered up any of the six her home had to offer.
Not once did the magical incident in her hotel room come up.
*****
The tea-maker slowly popped and hissed on the kitchen counter as Victoria stocked her refrigerator with more blood.  It was eight o'clock at night.  From the window above the sink she watched the full moon light up the sky.  She wondered how many werewolves were out there now, howling in delight.  Vampires would also be on the move, enjoying the night.  She always found it fascinating that vampires and werewolves were both tied to the night, but for different reasons.
The doorbell rang.  Not the intercom at the front gate protecting the mansion, but the actual doorbell on the porch.  Victoria smiled.  Only a handful of people knew the code to the gate.  Her guest had finally arrived.
She'd changed clothes since earlier in the day.  Strictly for comfort reasons, her hair was pulled in a ponytail, to keep it off her neck.  Jean shorts and a blouse rounded out the simple look.  She didn't want to overwhelm her guest with exotic clothes.  She walked to the door and pulled it open, still holding a glass of blood.
"Alex," she scolded.  "How many times do I have to say it?  You don't have to ring the doorbell.  Just come in."
"The last time I did that, you were vacuuming naked."
"Well, maybe I did that on purpose."
Alex Teague reached out for a hug, which Victoria obliged.
"If Cindy caught you saying that—"
"Yeah, yeah," she interrupted before he could finish.  "She'd drive a stake through my heart.  How is she doing?"
"She's great, even though she's still married to me."
Victoria noticed an elbow peering out behind Alex.  Before she could ask the question, he stepped aside.
"Victoria, this is Zoey.  Zoey Gallner."
The girl couldn't have been more than eighteen.  Zoey shriveled at having the spotlight thrust on her.  She stood behind Alex with a single travel bag over her shoulder.  Her figure was frail and bony.  Her shirt stopped short of her navel, showing off her midriff, and her jeans hung loose on her hips.  Her jeans were full of holes and tears, revealing thin legs.  Victoria wasn't sure if the jeans were simply old, or if the holes were a conscious design choice.
She could see that at one time Zoey was very beautiful.  Light brown hair, amazing blue eyes.  But besides her figure, there was something missing in her expression as well.  She was hurting.
Alex brought her to the right place to heal.
She took in her friend for a moment.  Every member of her inner circle was amazing, and Alex Teague was no exception.  Besides his demonic powers, he had a heart like none other.  Only he could travel to Florida on his first official case, to bring closure to a murder, and end up helping a newborn vampire at the same time.
"Zoey, this is Victoria," Alex said, pushing her forward slightly.  "You've been talking on the phone with her the past few weeks.  Don't get shy now."
Zoey held out her hand, which Victoria shook.  Her grip was strong, at least.
"Thank you," she said.  "For the blood.  And for letting me come here."
Victoria returned her gratitude with a smile and friendly nod.  She stepped aside and held the door open.
"Come on inside."
Alex led the way, and Victoria watched as Zoey's jaw dropped upon crossing the threshold.  Her eyes moved about, taking in Victoria's home.
"Shit," she muttered.  "It's even bigger on the inside."
"Hold on, hold on," Alex said, rummaging through his back pocket.  "Before we get too far ahead of ourselves.  In case you ever need to get a hold of me or anything."  His hand flashed from his pocket.  "Pow!"
It took Victoria a moment to realize he was holding a business card in front of her face.  Smiling, she took it from him and looked it over.
Demons LLC.  Alex Teague.  President.  There was even a logo in the upper corner.
"Wings.  Cute."
"He's been waiting to do that all day," Zoey said.  "That's all he talked about on the drive over.  'Watch me when I pull out my card.'"
"Can you believe it?" Alex said.  "Business cards!"
"It's very good," she said, meeting his eyes.  "Is Kevin still mad that I hired someone to spice up the website?"
Alex shrugged.  "He was mad for about five seconds, then Alicia took him away.  He came back happy."
She could tell from Zoey's confusion she didn't know who they were talking about.  She didn't know Alex's sister or Kevin, which was perhaps good.  One thing at a time.
Alex lifted his nose.
"Is that tea?"
With that, he walked ahead into Victoria's home.  She laughed quietly as she gestured for Zoey to follow.  Without a word, Victoria took Zoey's bag and deposited it near the archway to the living room.  The bag alone was another conversation.
"Why do you have tea?" Zoey asked.  "Can we drink tea?"
The first lesson she would impart to Zoey wasn't exactly deep or profound, but hopefully she would take it to heart.
"No, we can't.  It's for my friends," she said, nodding to Alex.  "And also…I just love the smell of brewing tea."
"Really?"
She nodded.  "We're different now, for sure.  Not completely a part of the mortal world.  But we were mortals once."
"Yeah," Zoey said, hanging her head.  "I was normal a month ago."
"I'm just saying, we can still enjoy certain things.  Like the scent of a fresh pitcher of tea."  She stopped Zoey in the hallway.  "Go ahead.  Smell."
Zoey closed her eyes and lifted her nose, inhaling deeply.  Victoria was more curious as to how she was adjusting to her newly-enhanced senses.  Like she said, she'd only been a vampire a month.  Not all newborns could make the transition.  She remembered her first conversation with her on the phone.  Zoey was lost, afraid, unsure of what to do.  She didn't even know she could drink blood cold.
"I smell it," Zoey said.  "Real strong.  I think I even smell Alex.  I can hear him, pouring a glass.  He almost smells like…fire, a little.  I like it."  She trailed off for a moment.  "But sorry, the tea smells horrible."
Victoria laughed and squeezed her shoulder.  "To each their own."
Alex was in the middle of a gulp when Victoria and Zoey joined him.  He finished the glass in seconds.  Sliding open the dishwasher, he hesitated when he saw Victoria's used glasses, all stained with blood.  He gingerly found an empty spot and closed the appliance.
"Okay, guys," he said.  "I think my duty is done.  If we're all good, I think I'm going to go home."
"Thank you," Zoey said, approaching him.  "For everything."
"No problem.  Kylie?  Nate?  Are you ready to go?"
Victoria arched an eyebrow at the names.  She wasn't aware they had other company.  Alex could see ghosts, a detail he sometimes forgot could create an odd experience for others in his presence.  She met Kylie and Nate one time before, at his Halloween party.
"Wait," Zoey said.  "Can I say goodbye?"
"Sure."
Alex took Zoey's hand, which let her see the two ghosts in the kitchen.  Victoria watched as Zoey shared a tearful goodbye with a presence she couldn't see.  Zoey nearly rambled, apologizing to Kylie, telling her she loved her, missed her, all while begging for forgiveness.  Victoria didn't know the history between the two, but could tell they were close.  Zoey concluded by telling Nate to look after her best friend.
Victoria walked Alex, and presumably Kylie and Nate, to the door.  They shared a quick hug on the porch.
"We have to make plans," she said.  "Get everyone together sometime."
"I'm all for that.  But Cindy wants to have a girls' night out, too.  Alicia, you, and her."
"That sounds like fun."
Alex and Zoey shared another quick hug before he trotted off the porch toward his truck.  Both vampires heard him speaking to Kylie and Nate as he climbed behind the wheel.  Victoria waved at the most unique supernatural creature as he drove down the driveway and turned right, disappearing out of sight.
There was a moment of awkward silence as Victoria and Zoey shared their first private moment.  Victoria had no doubt there would be many awkward moments, until the two got to know one another.  Awkwardness didn't bother her at all.  Perhaps it was her age.
"So," she said.  "Are you thirsty?"
She already knew the answer.
"Yes, very much."
Zoey followed Victoria into the kitchen.  She unlocked the refrigerator and pulled out two bottles of blood.
"Uh," Zoey said.  "Why do you have a safe in the kitchen?"
Victoria smiled.  "To lock up my ketchup and mustard."
"There's not even a dial on the thing.  Does it open?"
She ignored the questions.  They weren't important.
"Go ahead and have a seat."
"Holy shit," Zoey said.  "Your blood comes in a plastic bottle?"
Victoria laughed quietly as she poured two glasses.
"Warm or cold?"
"You can microwave blood?"
"Or stovetop.  Whichever you prefer."
"Uhhh, warm is always better, right?"
"That depends.  From a soft, silky neck, you won't get any better than warm.  But in a glass, it depends on my mood."
"Warm, please."
"Coming right up."
She heated both their glasses and sat across from Zoey at the table.  Victoria took a quick sip, whereas Zoey could barely contain herself.  She drank nearly half the glass in one gulp, and only stopped because she was embarrassed.  She set the glass down and pushed it away slightly.
"How long has it been since you had a drink?" Victoria asked.
Zoey lowered her gaze, afraid to make eye contact for a moment.  She realized Victoria saw right through her.
"It's been about a week.  I drank everything a little too fast."
"Why didn't you call me for more blood?"
"Because you've done so much.  Sending me blood, flying me out here.  I couldn't ask for any more."
Victoria went back to the refrigerator and retrieved the previously opened bottle.  She set it on the table next to her half-empty glass.
"Drink up."
Zoey sighed, but didn't object.  She finished her glass and started on the bottle.
"You saved my life," Zoey said.  "You and Alex.  I could say thank you a million times, and I don't think that would be enough."
The remark was heartfelt and unexpected.  It revealed a bit more into Zoey's character, and Victoria smiled.
"I, uh, was attacked," Zoey continued, her eyes darting across the table.  "Said his name was Steven.  He, uh…."  A tear rolled down her cheek.  "We met at a club, and he was cute.  That's about as far as I thought things through.  We left out the back door.  I wanted to have sex with him.  He attacked me.  Kylie tried to stop him, but he—"  The one tear was now several.  "He killed her.  And I came back as this."  She gestured to herself.
Zoey struggled to keep her composure.  Victoria said nothing, just waited patiently.  She reached out and took Zoey's hand.
"I stayed in my basement, trying to figure out if I should just go out in the sun and end it all.  Then Alex came.  If it weren't for you both, I think I'd be dead now."
"And Steven?"
"He said he'd watch out for me, but I told him to fuck off."  The last admission was the hardest.  "I…helped him get rid of Kylie's body."
Zoey cried for a moment, unable to speak.  She took deep, sobbing breaths.
"You and Alex.  You showed me there were still good people in the world."
"You should meet my brother."
"You have a brother?  That's possible?"
"A brother by bond, not blood.  It's a long story."
At that moment, Victoria knew what kind of young woman Zoey was, and whatever fear she had of taking her in vanished.
She didn't have tissues nearby, but ripped off a paper towel from the kitchen counter.  Zoey accepted it with a small smile.
"Sorry.  I don't mean to be crying my eyes out ten minutes after we finally meet."
"It's quite alright.  I'll be honest, this all started as a favor for Alex.  He said you needed help, that you were a good person, and I'd do anything for him."
"Alex is amazing."
Victoria recognized more than a compliment in her words.  Zoey had fallen under Alex's spell, just like Cindy.
"It's the wings, isn't it?" Victoria said.  "Just something about a man with wings.  I'll admit, when we first met, I might have flirted with him.  Just a little bit.  But he was already in love with Cindy.  I didn't have a chance."
Zoey laughed.  "I don't think there's a guy out there you don't have a chance with."
"Have you met Cindy?  I can't compete with her."
Zoey took another sip of blood.  Finally, her drinking was slow and controlled.
"I don't know about the wings.  I just think he's cute."
They shared a laugh, and more tension in the room faded away.
"So, what now?" Zoey asked.  "What do we do now?"
"I have no idea," Victoria said, smiling.  "Believe it or not, this is all new to me, too.  How do you feel right now?  Be honest."
The younger vampire took a deep breath.
"Excited.  Terrified.  Confused.  Happy.  Sad.  I think I'm feeling pretty much everything right now."  She looked at the kitchen around her.  "Definitely in awe."
"In awe?  Why?"
"Alex told me the house was big.  The jerk.  Does he always play things down like that?"
"He definitely has a different view."
"And there's you.  I hope you don't freak out, but he didn't tell me you were so pretty.  And…it's a little intimidating."
Victoria took the compliment in stride.  Zoey was going to be in awe herself when she discovered what a normal, steady diet of blood would accomplish.
"Thank you.  But don't be intimidated.  I watch TV and surf the Internet, just like everyone else.  Sometimes I even dance on occasion.  My life can be just as normal and boring as anyone's."
"I doubt that."
She shook her head.  Modern-day media had created a certain image when one thought of the word vampire.  Everyone always assumed she lived an exotic lifestyle.  Wild sex, underground raves, vampires feeding off one another, loud music and parties.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  Sometimes it was exciting to simply share a bottle of blood with a handsome Irishman at a restaurant.
"Okay, well, we've been talking off and on for a few weeks.  I'm sure you have a lot of questions."
"Damn right.  I should have written them down."
"Good.  Fire away."
"Oh God.  Where to start?"  She thought for a moment.  "Can I cut my hair?"
"What?" Victoria said, confused.
"Can I cut my hair?  Are we like…frozen in time?  If I cut my hair, will it just magically grow back to the length it is now?"
She couldn't help but laugh.
"You can cut your hair.  Your body will never age, but your hair and fingernails will grow.  So I actually recommend visiting the salon every now and then.  You'll still have to shave…whatever it is you shave."
"How about dying it?  Or getting a tattoo?  I've been thinking about getting a tattoo."
"You can dye your hair.  A tattoo, I'm afraid not."
"Okay, good to know.  Will I ever be able to have sex again?"
Victoria was surprised that question wasn't number one.
"Vampires, male and female, can definitely have sex."
There was more to it than that.  But the combination of feeding and sex wasn't a lesson Zoey was ready for.
"I'll never be able to go to the beach again, will I?"  She glanced at her arms.  "I used to have such a good tan."
Victoria could feel her patience ebbing.  She wasn't sure what she expected, but Zoey's questions weren't what she had in mind.
"You can certainly go to the beach, just not during the day."
She left out the part about a witch's magic.
"What about clubs?  My hearing—"
"Zoey," Victoria said, rubbing her temples.  "I don't mean to be rude, but do you have questions about anything other than sex, beaches, tans, twerking, or whatever it is you kids do now?"
Zoey smiled.  "You sound like an old woman."
"I am an old woman.  Very old.  And guess what?  In one-hundred years, you're going to sound exactly like me.  You're going to look just like you do now, but you won't be able to completely relate to others in their late teens, early twenties.  Your posture, speech, everything will be different.  You'll have to learn to blend in, act like someone else.  You probably won't even be able to twerk, assuming it still exists in a century."
Zoey chewed on her words, and only had one thing to say.
"I don't twerk."
Victoria laughed.  "Not in those jeans, you're not.  Do you have any other real questions?"
Zoey was afraid to speak, taking several false starts, but finally opened her mouth.
"Are you lonely?"
She nearly scolded her again, but held her tongue.  Despite the simplicity of the question, it was a very good one.
"I mean…how do you handle knowing you're going to outlive your friends?"
Victoria thought very carefully on how to answer.
"A month ago, you thought you were going to outlive your parents.  Did that bother you at all?  Or did you not think about it much?  Be honest."
"I didn't really think about it a whole lot."
"Of course.  It's something that's with you, but you don't let it define you.  Alex, Cindy, Leese, all my friends, they are going to die one day."  She shook her head at the thought of Jack.  "Well, most of them.  But we could also all die tomorrow.  The important thing is to live.  Enjoy yourself, enjoy your friends.  Being a vampire, at times, can be lonely, in a way mortals will never understand.  We're cut off from half the world.  While they're out basking in the sun's love, we're hiding in our coffins."
"You have a coffin?" Zoey joked.
Victoria rolled her eyes and smiled.  "Shut up.  There will be times when you're sad, lonely.  We can feel these things, too, like any mortal.  But I choose to surround myself with wonderful people.  My friends are everything to me."
"I don't have any friends," Zoey said, glancing down.  "None that are alive, at least."
"You do now.  I'll teach you everything you need to know."
"Can we braid each other's hair, too?"
At that moment, Victoria knew she liked her.
"Smartass."  She rose from the table, certain there would be many more questions later.  "Let's get you settled.  I'll show you your room."
"Okay."  Zoey peered out into the hallway.  "How many rooms do you have here?"
"Oh, a lot.  Follow me."
Victoria led the way to the basement.  They stopped for a moment so Zoey could grab her bag.  The older vampire recited the security code for the door, which Zoey took note of in her smartphone.  She had no way of knowing what an honor it was simply to know the code.  Very few people did.
Zoey had the reaction Victoria expected when they reached the bottom of the stairs.
"What the fuck?"
Victoria laughed and leaned against the wall.  Chaz and his crew did a wonderful job, not only with the basement, but the entire house.  She couldn't imagine Zoey having a single complaint.
"Welcome to your coffin."
Zoey was awestruck.  She said nothing, just glanced around the basement.  Victoria gave her the thirty-second tour.
"The bathroom's over there.  TV way over there.  King-sized bed, so you should be comfortable.  No windows, as you can see."  Victoria strolled to the refrigerator and opened the door.  "Plenty of blood.  Bottles on top, bags on bottom."
Zoey eyed the many shelves of nectar.
"The bags," she said.  "They're so we can pretend it's a neck, isn't it?  Bite into it?"
Victoria nodded.  "It does help with the…aggression that pops up."
"Yeah.  I figured that one out on my own."
Victoria eyed her bag, and then the empty racks near the king-sized bed.  Whatever she brought with her wouldn't fill half a rack.
"What do you got in there?"
"Not much."  Zoey set her bag on the dining table and emptied its contents.  "Just a few pair of jeans.  Some PJs to lounge around in.  My makeup.  Not a whole lot."
Victoria noticed a sketchpad peeking out.  Zoey was working on a portrait of an unknown man.  It was stunning work, and she'd seen a large amount of art over four centuries.
"You're an artist?" she asked.
Zoey was embarrassed as she closed the bag just enough to hide the work.
"I draw.  I wouldn't say an artist."
"Well, I would.  That's incredible."
Victoria moved to open the bag, only to be stopped by Zoey.  The teenager moved in the way, keeping her head low.
"It's…it's not done yet."
Surprised at the resistance, all Victoria could do was shrug.
"Okay.  Fair enough."  She gestured to her clothes.  "You're going to need more to wear than that.  Tomorrow night we'll head to the mall."
Zoey frowned.  "Victoria, I'm not going shopping with you."
"Why not?  Vampire or not, you're a woman, right?  I love shopping."
"No, I mean…I'm not going to let you buy me clothes."
"Good luck trying to stop me.  Ah, I forgot to ask.  How are your parents?  They seemed a little tense when I talked to them on the phone.  I know their world is being wrecked, too."
Zoey collapsed into a dining chair.
"Yeah, they're tense.  Their daughter isn't human anymore.  That causes tension.  And…I think they'll be getting a divorce soon.  I think that might be the big reason why they let me come up here.  They need some time to themselves right now.  They had their problems, even before all of this."
Victoria was wise enough to know that sometimes there were no words of comfort.  The only thing to do was a simple pat on the back.  Victoria wrapped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed.
"Let me get something to drink, and I'll show you how to use all this tech."
"Where do you sleep?"
"I have a master bedroom on the top floor.  We won't be seeing each other much during the day, for obvious reasons."
Victoria and Zoey spent most of the night together in the basement.  It was two in the morning when they finally settled down in the living area and watched television.  Sleepiness was starting to take a hold of Victoria.  She was used to sleeping in the late hours.  Zoey was still going strong until about four.  Victoria jumped from the couch, one of many cat naps, to see Zoey curled up in the recliner.
She smiled at the sight.  The power of the recliner was difficult to resist.  She wasn't completely sure if Kevin didn't sneak into the basement from time to time, to sprinkle the recliner with one of his magical potions.
Victoria stretched her arms over her head as she rose to her feet.  She crossed the fifty feet to the bed and grabbed the light blanket.  She covered Zoey gently, who sighed from within her dream and pulled the blanket to her chin.
The future was always a mystery, but Victoria felt it could only be a good thing, having another vampire in the house.
*****
It was mid-morning as Victoria stood on her back deck.  Leaning against the wooden railing, she poked at her smartphone as Chaz's cousin and his crew worked on installing the first of two hot tubs.  Some of them weren't happy with the client watching over their shoulders.  Others couldn't get enough of the shapely redhead, nearly straining their necks every few minutes to get a look at her.
"If you don't mind me asking," Chaz's cousin, Paulie, asked.  "Why install the other tub at night?"
"I have a house-guest on the night shift, sleeps all day.  I don't want to wake her."  She looked up from her phone and flashed a smile.  "Is that okay?"
"With the money you're paying, it's quite okay."
There was a thud, from deep in the house.  Victoria's ear twitched as the sound reached her.  Paulie's men didn't hear it.  The basement was well-insulated, but a big enough noise would definitely leave the walls.
"I'll be right back," she said.  "Don't forget what I said.  Order breakfast, lunch, whatever, and give me the receipt."
Victoria punched in the code and descended the stairs.
"Zoey?" she called.  "Is everything okay down here?"
She wasn't prepared for what she saw.
Zoey was sitting on the floor next to the refrigerator, her back against the wall.  The refrigerator was wide open.  She was on several white towels, wearing nothing but a pair of underwear and a long tee shirt.  Her eyes glowed more amber than red, a rarity for a vampire.  Blood ran down her chin and neck, soaking onto her shirt.  She cried as she held an empty bag of blood in her hand.
She looked up at Victoria.
"Look at me."  Her fangs altered her voice.  "Drinking blood.  In my head, I know it's supposed to be disgusting.  But I can't get enough of it.  It's delicious.  I'm a monster."
"You're not a monster, Zoey."
"I killed my best friend!"
"That's not how I understand it.  Alex was there, too.  Or at least he saw it in his head.  He told me what happened."
"I should have helped Kylie.  But I didn't.  I was right there, next to her, when she was dying.  Bleeding to death.  And I didn't do anything.  Nothing!"
She hugged her knees and buried her head, getting more blood on her.  The towels were obviously meant for a clean bag feeding, but that didn't work out.  Victoria found a clean spot next to her and sat down, close enough to put an arm around her.
"Don't," Zoey said.  "You'll get blood all over you."
"It wouldn't be the first time," Victoria said, laughing.
It was an odd sight, watching an exposed vampire, fangs and all, breaking down in tears.  Victoria wasn't sure if it was the first, but she was certain it wouldn't be the last of many breakdowns.  Of that she understood only too well.  It took a long time for her to come to terms with what she was.  She also understood guilt.  Even after four centuries, she occasionally lost a night of sleep concerning the death of her own family.  She was typically a light sleeper.  So why didn't she wake that night?  When a vampire invaded her home, killed her entire family.
"I'm sorry," Zoey said.  "I know I look like an idiot."
"You look fine."
"How do you deal with all of this?" she asked, looking at her blood-covered hands.
"A lot of time," Victoria said, smiling.  "Which, luckily, you have.  And a great support system."
"Did you have a good support system when you first became a vampire?"
She hesitated a moment.
"No.  That just meant I needed a little more time.  Trust me when I say this, Zoey, I truly believe you're going to be okay.  Time really does heal all wounds, as cliché as that is.  And, in our case, a little blood as well."
Zoey laughed at the joke.  To Victoria's surprise, the young vampire rested her head on her shoulder.  Victoria responded in kind.  Two vampires, sitting in blood, leaning on each other.  She didn't think the scene would make it onto a Hallmark card.
"If I ever find Steven, I'll kill him."
The ice in her tone brought chills to Victoria.  She leaned back slightly and reached out, tilting Zoey's chin toward her gently.
"That might never happen.  And you can't let those thoughts consume you."
"But—"
"I wasted a lot of time and energy trying to find the vampire that killed my family."  The words sounded odd.  She'd never spoken them aloud before.  "It wasn't a healthy state of mind to be in."
She wasn't sure she was getting through.  Zoey said nothing, mystery behind her eyes.  Finally, she nodded, and again drew her knees to her chest.
"I appreciate you trying not to get blood on the carpet," Victoria said, trying to lighten the mood.
Zoey managed a short smile.  Her tears finally subsided.
"At least I did one thing right."  She turned to look at Victoria, resting her cheek on her knees.  "I feel horrible."
"That's a good thing."
"It is?"
"Definitely.  You feel.  The vampires I worry about are the ones who feel nothing.  Not everyone is cut out to become us.  Some go dead inside.  Being a vampire, it can bring out the best in some, the worst in others."
Zoey nodded thoughtfully and sat upright.  She glanced down at herself once again.  Blood was on her bare legs and underwear.
"What a mess."  Her fangs had vanished, her voice normal once again.
"You should have seen some of the messes I've made over the years.  It's nothing some new clothes and a nice hot shower won't fix."
Confusion took hold of Zoey as a new thought struck her.
"How did you get down here?" she asked.  "In the daylight?  There's not really a lot of shade upstairs."
"Very careful footsteps."
"You're going to have to teach me that."
Victoria smiled.
"Maybe one day."





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 7
 
Zoey still wasn't exactly sure how she got where she was.  She was in the middle of a whirlwind and the end wasn't yet in sight.  All she wanted to do was relax under the hot spray of the shower in Victoria's basement, but even that was proving to be a challenge.
One day ago, she was in her hometown of Stewardtown, Florida.  A month before that, her best friend Kylie was still alive.  Her biggest problem would be scratching enough money together for senior prom.  She wasn't even worried about a date, as guys would line up to go with her.
Senior prom was but a distant memory.
Her life had been hell since that night in the alley.  Hiding in her basement, slowly starving herself.  Unable to share her misery with anyone.  With each day that passed, she found less and less excuses not to walk out into the sun.
Kylie had saved her, even from beyond the grave, whether she realized it or not.
Her best friend had hired Alex Teague to find her murderer.  It was during that investigation that Alex first walked into her basement, changing her life forever.  He put her in touch with Victoria.  He even allowed her to speak to Kylie once again.
Kylie had forgiven Zoey, in her biggest moment of weakness.  Now she had to work on forgiving herself.
"Zoey," Victoria called from across the basement.  "What are you doing in there?  It's been sixteen hours."
Zoey smiled as she rolled her eyes.  Victoria sounded like her mother.
"No, it hasn't.  I'll be out in a minute."
Zoey's hearing was a sensation she hadn't adjusted to yet.  She could hear the water running off her body, as well as the documentary Victoria watched on TV.  The springs in the recliner whined and squeaked as she kicked her legs up.  Every now and then, Zoey heard a heartbeat and an impatient sigh.
She turned off the water and stepped out into the steam.  Cracking the door open a bit, the steam escaped as she wiped a washcloth on the mirror.
Zoey didn't like what she saw, for multiple reasons.
The reflection looking back at her seemed to be ten years older.  Her figure was gone, her skin pale.  Her hair was a mess, in dire need of some tender loving care.  Where she used to have curves were now only pointy bone.  She couldn't help but think she was staring into the eyes of someone addicted to drugs.
"You're weak," she told herself.  "You don't deserve Victoria's help."
Her eyes widened at the simple thought that she was talking aloud.  A vampire like her, except older, wiser, and prettier, was sitting within earshot.  There was a good chance she heard her.  Zoey didn't really know how far a vampire could hear or smell.
She toweled off and looked on the back of the toilet at her pitiful selection of clothes.  She didn't own much in the way of wardrobe.  Most of her jeans and shorts had holes in them, and she didn't buy them that way.  Luckily for her, the look was somewhat fashionable.  The boys around town especially liked to get a sneak peek at her skin.
She picked out a pair of jeans and a plain tee shirt.  Poking her head out the door, she saw Victoria lounging on the other side of the basement.
"Victoria," she said.  "You mind if I wash my clothes tonight?"
"That won't be necessary."
"Why not?"
"We're going to build a bonfire in the backyard and burn them all."
"Very funny."
Victoria turned in the recliner.  "Speaking of which.  Fire.  Come here a second."
Zoey opened the door and stepped out with one leg, only for Victoria's eyes to light up as she pointed behind her.
"Whoa, wait.  Are you dressed?"
She turned to see six men carrying parts of what looked like a hot tub down the stairs.  The fickle nature of her newly enhanced senses made her frown.  A simple distraction was enough for her to not even hear them at the top of the stairs.  Now that she saw them, a collection of scents attacked her.  Ham and cheese, iced tea, chocolate milk, caffeine-free Coke.  She couldn't believe there was an actual difference in smell between regular and caffeine-free Coke.
"I'm dressed," she said.
She walked barefoot across the basement and joined Victoria on the adjacent couch.  She watched the men drop off equipment and gear before leaving once again.
"You're putting a hot tub down here?"
"Yeah.  You know, it's funny.  As old as I am, I've never owned a hot tub.  Feel free to use it whenever you want."
Zoey fought off guilt as her eyes traveled the basement for the hundredth time in the past day.  It was almost like she was at a luxury resort, which she'd done nothing to earn.
"If you want me to clean up or anything down here, just let me know."
Victoria simply flashed her a look as if she were out of her mind, then shook away her concern.
"Fire," she said again.  "Has anyone talked to you about what will kill us?"
Zoey was embarrassed, but shook her head.  She didn't speak to Steven about it, and it wasn't something she imagined would return many accurate results on Google.
"Forget anything you've read or seen in a movie.  Fire and daylight.  That's it."
"Really?  Not a stake through the heart?"
"That hurts for damn sure," Victoria said, rubbing her chest.  "But it won't kill us.  It puts us out, in a coma."
"What about holy water or crosses?"
Victoria leaned her head back and laughed.
"Ah, the old religious standby.  No, I'm afraid not."
Zoey visualized ramming a stake through Steven's heart, and setting him on fire.
"Okay.  I won't forget."
Victoria rose to her feet, and Zoey realized she had changed clothes as well.  Victoria was very friendly and down-to-earth, but Zoey wasn't joking the day before when she told her that her looks were intimidating.  If there was doubt that her figure was perfect, the jeans that hugged her told otherwise.  Her blue blouse stopped at the top of her waist, and showed off a slim stomach whenever she shifted.
"Okay," Victoria said, grabbing her purse.  "Are you ready to go?"
"Sure.  Where the hell are we going?"
"I told you.  The mall.  You need new clothes."
She lowered her head.  "I'm not really comfortable with this."
Victoria put a hand on her shoulder.
"Zoey, there's a lot of work ahead of us.  A lot of things you'll need to know about yourself.  And there's going to be some fun, too.  Please, just relax.  You're worried about paying me back?  About being in my debt, or something like that?"
"Yeah.  I guess that's it."
"You can pay me back by listening to me, and being a good vampire.  There's too many bad ones out there."
Zoey was silent, which Victoria took as acceptance.  She squeezed her shoulder and gestured to the stairs.
"Okay, let's get out of here."
"What are we?" Zoey asked.  "Are we friends?  Sisters?  I don't think we can pass as sisters."
"What do you mean?"
"If we're out together, and let's say two hot guys walk up to us.  What do we say?  Are we sisters?"
Victoria laughed.  "Sure.  We're half-sisters.  We have the same mother, different father.  You're in town visiting while Mom and Dad are in the Caribbean."
"I don't think I can remember all that."
Zoey followed Victoria out of the basement, and nearly bumped into the men as they again hauled more equipment downstairs.
"Paulie," Victoria said, pulling one of them aside.  "We're getting ready to leave."
"Got it.  Don't worry, we won't make a mess."
"Please don't forget to lock up on your way out."
"Sure thing.  I'll be back tomorrow to make sure everything meets your satisfaction."
"No need.  I have complete faith in you."
"Well, I'll be back anyway."
Victoria shook Paulie's hand and they left them to their work.  Zoey kept looking behind her toward the basement as she followed Victoria through the house.
"Whoa, wait," she said.  "Aren't you afraid they might break something?"
"If they do, they'll replace it."
"Well…."  Zoey's eyes fell on a beautiful painting.  She wondered how much one tiny vase in Victoria's home cost.  "What if they steal something?"
Victoria laughed, as if the thought was totally asinine.  Her response was simple.
"People don't steal from me."
In the short time Zoey had known her, she got the impression Victoria was a warm and caring person.  It was nothing short of amazing that she had taken in a total stranger and was willing to help them adjust to the world she was now a part of.
But every now and then, something would slip out, and she had the feeling Victoria was not a woman to make an enemy.
Victoria opened a side door in the house to a garage.  Several cars sat before them.  Were they all hers?  She put her hands on her hips and surveyed her collection.
"What do you think?" she asked.  "The Jeep?  The Lexus?  It's probably getting a little cool for the Porsche, although the cold doesn't sting for us like it does mortals."
Zoey said nothing, and after the extended silence, realized Victoria was looking for her input.
"Uh, the Porsche."
"Excellent choice."
"Can I drive?"
"Nope."
The ride to the mall was more fun than it had the right to be.  It was a new, unusual experience by itself.  Victoria drove with the top down, the nighttime wind playing war with both of their hair.  She went forty miles-per-hour above the speed limit on the beltway.  Despite the speed and rush of the wind, Zoey found she didn't have to raise her voice to be heard.  They both spoke in a normal tone, their hearing able to cut through the noise.
Zoey had shopped at the mall before, many times, with Kylie.  Those experiences were nothing like shopping with Victoria.
She was quite certain that within a few hours they had visited every shop in the mall that sold clothes of any kind.  Victoria was more interested in Zoey than herself, but couldn't resist the urge when she saw a few outfits that called to her.  Zoey was still reluctant, at first, but found herself bending to Victoria's will, and her generosity.  Victoria even went as far as giving advice, telling her what flattered her frame, her hairstyle, her freshly acquired complexion.  The elder vampire had a very keen eye, and even on wardrobe Zoey had her doubts about, every glimpse in the mirror proved Victoria was spot on.
The only thing that drove Zoey was crazy was every article of clothing, even down to undergarments, Victoria insisted on one size too large.
"It doesn't fit!" Zoey said, for the tenth time, as she stared into the full-length mirror.  "I don't mind baggy clothes, Victoria, but damn!"
Victoria had joined her in the changing booth, drawing a few looks from an employee or two.  She leaned in the corner with her arms crossed, eying Zoey up and down.
"Just trust me.  We're on the right track."
Zoey sighed as she looked at the simple black dress.  It stopped just above the knees, with spaghetti straps.
"I don't know about this one."
"Every woman needs a black dress."
"I could kill someone with my bony shoulders."
"You look great."
"I look about twenty years older."
"Not necessarily a bad thing.  You're going to want that every now and then."
She slid out of the dress and reached for her jeans.
"I look like a crack-whore."
"Zoey."
Victoria didn't say another word until Zoey looked up at her.
"You look beautiful."
She wanted to hug Victoria, but thought that might be awkward, considering she was half-naked in a dressing booth with her.
Kylie used to complain about boys looking past her to see Zoey.  As they carried their collection of bags to the food court, Zoey had a taste of what that was like.  All eyes went to Victoria.  With her keen hearing, Zoey even heard the whispered comments and quiet giggling as men and women alike argued which parts of their bodies they'd give up to have sex with her.  Whether Victoria heard it or not, she didn't say.
The food court was an attack on the senses.  Countless conversations, laughing, food smacking lips, belching and even farting.  A menagerie of scents that at one time made her mouth water now combined to nearly make her nauseous.  She didn't even know vampires could feel nausea.  Or was it all in her head?
Zoey sat across from Victoria and stared at the table, trying to focus on anything but her surroundings.
"It gets easier," Victoria said, reading Zoey's face.  "You learn to tune most of it out."
"It's so weird."  Zoey inhaled deeply.  "Someone's eating pizza.  God, I miss pizza.  I tried to eat a piece not long after the alley.  I got so sick."
Victoria laughed.  "Yeah.  Water is the only other thing we can even sip at, and not much.  I'll never tell him this.  His ego is big enough as it is.  But my brother cooks some of the most delicious smelling food.  And I have to sit there and watch him eat it.  I wonder what mortal food tastes like."  She held up a finger as she set her purse on the table.  "But I have the next best thing."
Zoey's eyes lit up when Victoria set two small bottles on the table.  Blood.  Victoria carried them with her.  In her purse.
"Is that what I think—?"
"It is.  Thirsty?"
She unscrewed the top and stole a long drink.
"Victoria!" Zoey said, glancing nervously at the surrounding tables.  "We can't just drink here!"
"Why not?"
Three men rose from a nearby table and threw their trash away, their eyes on Victoria the entire time.  She took another long drink and flirted without a word, as if to make a point.  It was incredible to watch her personality transform.  Returning the men's gaze, she recrossed her legs and somehow made the act of drinking blood from a bottle sexy.  She carefully licked the tip, holding her tongue out for their enjoyment, all while not spilling a drop.  One of the men walked directly into a wall, drawing huge laughter and a round of applause from his friends.
Victoria smiled as she returned her attention to Zoey.
"Mortals don't care," she said.  "It looks like fruit juice."
Zoey hesitated, but watching Victoria take another drink of the wonderful nectar nudged her forward.  She opened her own bottle and tilted her head back.  All the sounds and distractions around her vanished.  For a moment, there was only the blood, and her own heartbeat.  Not satisfied with one drink, she took another.
"Uh, Zoey," Victoria said, touching her lip with a finger.
She felt the blood threatening to drip from her lip.
"Oh, sorry."  She dabbed at it with a loose napkin from the next table over.
Victoria finished her bottle and tossed it away, along with the other mortal trash.
"Okay," she said.  "I think shopping is done?"
Zoey truly looked at their collection of shopping bags for the first time.  Embarrassment settled in, and she would have turned red if she was able.  Apparently vampires didn't blush, which was a good thing at that moment.  She had way too many clothes, more than she ever had in her life.  She even had a few pairs of shoes.  The only saving grace was Victoria had just as many.
"I think shopping is done for many years."
Victoria laughed and gathered the bags around her.  Zoey did the same, and they began the long trek out of the mall.  It was a relief as the crowd faded into the background.  No more noises and scents filled her head.
Other sounds of the world greeted her as the pair moved through the parking lot.  Cars and trucks on the road nearby.  Squirrels in the trees.  She even heard pieces of conversations.  One in particular caught her attention.
"I want to fuck you right here."
It was a female voice.  Zoey giggled at the rawness, the tone.  Her eyes searched the lot, out of curiosity.  Apparently a couple nearby was going to mistake their car for a bedroom.
She noticed Victoria searching as well.  Victoria continued scanning the lot as she popped the trunk of the Porsche.  Their bags barely fit inside the tiny space.
"You heard it, too?" Zoey asked.
"Yeah.  Do you see them?"
Her interest took Zoey by surprise.
"Uh, no.  And I'm not sure I want to."
"Keep listening.  Help me look for them."
"Victoria?  Do you really want to see two people having sex in a car?"
"No, but you should never pass up easy blood."
"Easy blood?"
She gestured around her.  "We're in the middle of a parking lot.  No one is around.  It's dark.  If they really are going to have sex, hell, they'll probably thank us.  When you feed from a mortal—"
"I know what it does," Zoey said quickly.
"They'll never see us coming.  We slip in, feed very quickly, and slip out.  Their memories are hazy for a short time.  All they'll remember is the sex.  They won't even know we were there."
"Shit!  That sounds like assault!"
Victoria glared at her as she closed the trunk.
"What Steven did to you, that was assault.  What I'm talking about is the right way to do it.  No one gets hurt.  The mortals even get an extra-intense orgasm out of the deal.  Everyone wins."
"I don't know."
"Zoey, this is what we do.  This is who we are.  There isn't always going to be a refrigerator full of blood around the corner."
Zoey had no argument.  She countered Victoria only with silence.  Victoria grabbed her hand and pulled her along, leading her in between the cars.  The older vampire lifted her nose to the air and sniffed several times.
"This way."
"Victoria," Zoey said, her voice a bit whiny.  "The last time I tried this, it didn't go so well.  If it wasn't for Alex showing up, I might have killed somebody."
"You're not going to kill anyone."
She logically knew Victoria was right.  They were vampires.  Feeding from humans was what vampires did.  It was how they stayed alive and lived forever.
But emotions slowly pushed away whatever logic was floating in her head.
As Victoria guided their way, weaving in and out of cars, Zoey heard the beginning of sex.  She could almost visualize the act.  Two clothed bodies rubbing up against each other, whispered compliments, kissing and groping.  A shirt was removed, and a belt undone.
Zoey could only think of Steven, and what he did to her in that alley.  Images of the attack flashed through her head, her last memories as a mortal.  Kissing and flirting turned into him pinning her against the brick wall, forcing himself on her.  There was nothing she could do.  She was powerless.  Kylie had followed her, tried to help, and paid for it with her life.
Not long after, in one of her lower, thirstier moments, Zoey had tried the same thing.  Use flirting and seduction to feed.  She'd nearly killed the man.  She didn't even remember his name.  All she remembered were his sounds of ecstasy as she forcefully drank his blood.
The mystery couple not far away made similar noises.
Victoria squatted near the hood of a car.  She pulled Zoey down next to her.
"There they are."
Zoey blinked away the darkness.  Night vision was one of the few things she'd actually mastered about being a vampire.
She saw the young couple, in the back seat of the car.  The primal sight of it took her breath away.  Having sex in a car, in a mall parking lot, she thought that type of thing only happened in the movies.
The way the woman moved up and down, the moans and hitched breathing, Zoey could see they'd already moved past foreplay.  The man leaned back and held her breasts, matching her movements as best he could in the uncomfortable back seat.  Zoey was embarrassed to admit it, but the sight was arousing, and she didn't think of herself as a voyeur.  Vampire or not, she was still a teenager.  Did a teenage vampire's hormones respond the same way as that of a human?
"Wow," she said, turning her head.  "They're, uh, really going at it."
"Do you want the man or woman?"
She couldn't wrap her mind around the question.
"What?"
"The man," Victoria said slowly.  "Or the woman?"
"I'm not really into women."
"It doesn't matter who you're in to.  This has nothing to do with sex."
"Well…it looks like it kind of does.  You're the one talking about orgasms."
"You take the woman.  She's on top, so she'll be easier to feed from.  I'll take the guy."
"What if the door is locked?"
"As hot and heavy as they are, I doubt they remembered.  But locked car doors aren't a problem.  Here's a trick.  Take your claws and work them into the crack of the door.  We're strong enough to force them open."
Zoey had never used her claws on purpose before.  Only by accident, when she wasn't in control.
"We just drank inside the mall."
"And you're still thirsty.  We always are, to some level."
She had nothing else to stall for time.  Her eyes were locked on the couple, in the shadows in their own vehicle.  They were embracing now as they rocked up and down, their moans intensifying.  They were unaware that two predators lurked outside, preparing to strike like rattlesnakes.  Fangs and all.
"Okay, you ready?" Victoria asked.  Her eyes glowed ever so slightly red.
Steven flashed through Zoey's mind one more time.
"No.  Victoria, I can't do this."
"You'll be fine."
Victoria kept low and grabbed Zoey's hand.  She pulled, but Zoey didn't budge.  All Zoey could think about was Steven, imposing his will on her.
One more tug, and Zoey resisted once again.  She shook free and stood upright.
"No!"
The couple heard her outburst.  The sex stopped immediately, and the rear window rolled down.  When they saw Zoey standing several cars away they laughed and panicked at the same time.  They dressed as they climbed over each other, trying to get to the front seat.  The car sped away.
Victoria stood up and sighed, putting her hands on her hips.  Zoey was afraid of what might come next.  But Victoria didn't yell, didn't scream.  She simply shook her head sadly.
"Now I know how a hunter feels when a deer runs away from the deer-stand."
"I'm sorry," Zoey said.  "I didn't mean…."
She didn't know what to say.  Victoria turned around and grabbed her gently by the shoulders.  Her eyes were filled with compassion and understanding.
"It's okay.  I shouldn't have pushed.  I know this is all just so very new.  Hell, this is all new for me, too.  It's been a while since I've had a roommate."  She flashed Zoey a smile.  "But, this is something you're going to have to get.  Okay?"
Zoey nodded.  "Yeah."
"Let's get back to the house.  We'll enjoy that new Jacuzzi.  When it's time, we'll figure out the feeding part with a plan."
"That sounds good to me."
*****
The time arrived sooner than Zoey would have liked.  It was only a few days later, at dusk on Friday, when Victoria bounced down into the basement, dressed like she was ready for a night on the town in a short skirt and wide-necked blouse.  Zoey could barely wake up, and pulled the sheets over her head.  She'd slept in shorts and a tee shirt.  A bare leg dangled off the bed.  Victoria grabbed her ankle and shook it.
"Wake up," she said.  "You're supposed to be the young one here."
"I don't wanna," Zoey joked.  The scene reminded her of mornings at home, with her mother, during much happier times.
"C'mon.  Shower and get dressed.  We're going to go out and have some fun.  Maybe we'll even learn a thing or two."
When Victoria first made the offer to bring Zoey to Baltimore, she drooled at the thought of Baltimore nightlife.  Dancing, parties, guys, fun.  Part of her still looked forward to going out, but Victoria had been going over the nuances of feeding over the past few days.  There were so many details.  Listening for pulses and breathing, drink slowly, keep a firm hold on the subject, be constantly aware of the surroundings.  Zoey wasn't sure she'd be able to have fun with so much swimming through her head.
She'd gotten to know Victoria even more, and found herself enjoying her company.  Whenever Victoria decided it was time for her to leave she hoped they would remain friends.  Zoey liked to needle Victoria about her age, although she had no idea how old the vampire was.  Victoria took the humor in stride, and unleashed her own sharp barbs.  The past few nights they relaxed in the hot tub while they fought over music to listen to.  Victoria listened to music Zoey never even heard of.  The only thing about Victoria that drove Zoey crazy was her seeming love of nudity.  She had no problem stripping down without a warning, and preferred her time in the hot tub to be swimsuit-free.
"I don't wanna," she said again.
"You lazy-ass.  Alex is supposed to join us."
Zoey threw the sheets off.  A dagger of excitement that she wasn't proud of poked at her.
"Seriously?"
"Not at all.  Now get in the shower.  Shit, I feel like you're the daughter I never had."
She swung her legs over the side of the bed and sat up.  A yawn escaped as she stretched and ran a hand through her hair.  The thought of the bed-head she currently suffered terrified her.  The alarm clock next to the bed read six o'clock.
Zoey crossed the basement as Victoria settled on the couch.  They continued their conversation in a normal tone, something that was still odd to her.  Vampires could engage with each other across a crowded room.
"Did you ever have any children?" Zoey asked.
Victoria didn't answer right away.  Zoey thought her curiosity might have stepped too far, and was ready to apologize when Victoria spoke.
"No.  Vampires can't have children, and I didn't have any before I became one.  I can only imagine the hell that would be.  Watching your children grow up and die before your eyes."
Zoey agreed completely.
Something felt different as she made her way to the bathroom.  She couldn't quite place her finger on it.  Closing the bathroom door behind her, she let the shower turn hot before sliding back the curtain.  After stripping her clothes off, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror as she dipped her foot into the steaming water.
"Holy shit."
"Zoey?" Victoria said.  "Are you okay?"
She didn't answer as she approached the mirror.  It almost felt as if she were looking at another person.
While her complexion was still a ghostly shade of pale, her shoulders no longer looked like the bones would poke through the skin.  Her cheeks were no longer sunken.  Her hair, while still a mess, was full of body and color.  Her breasts and hips had returned, more so than ever.  The curves she loved showing off in hole-covered jeans and short tee shirts were hers again.
How did that happen?  How did she miss it?  She didn't make a habit of staring into every mirror she saw.  Her figure had been returning to her ever since arriving to Baltimore, and she'd missed it.
The bathroom door slowly opened.  Zoey reached out with blinding speed and grabbed the knob before Victoria could get an eyeful.
"Whoa," she said.  "I'm a little naked in here."
"What's wrong?"
"Uh, nothing, actually."  She smiled, and even her teeth seemed brighter.  "I'm just a little…perkier than normal."
"Your breasts?" Victoria asked directly.  "Your ass?"
"Yeah.  I know how this is going to sound, but I don't think I've ever looked this good."
"Blood," Victoria said.  "It does a body good."
Zoey didn't understand the reference.
"Huh?"
"Never mind.  It's what being a vampire is all about, Zoey.  Take care of yourself, keep yourself well-fed.  And you'll live quite a while, and look good doing it."
"How old are you?  Like one-hundred?"
"I'm thirty-five."
"Bullshit."
"Just get in the shower, young one.  The city is out there waiting for us."
Zoey sighed, but found herself not as terrified of what lay ahead compared to the day before.
"Can't wait."
After her shower, Zoey stepped out into the basement wrapped in only a towel.  Victoria waited patiently with a hand on her hip.  Dangling from her other hand was the black dress she bought for her at the mall the other night.  Zoey let out a tiny smile when it dawned on her why Victoria insisted on everything one size up.
"Are you ready to impress all those boys you keep talking about?"
Zoey laughed.  The truth was she wanted to wear a tee shirt and a tight pair of jeans, but maybe Victoria had the right idea.  It felt as if her old life had ended, but her new life hadn't begun just yet.  There wasn't a better time to try something new.
"You know," Zoey said, lifting her towel a bit.  "My legs might be better than yours now."
"You wish."
*****
The music hurt, like Zoey knew it would.  She closed her eyes, trying to tune everything out.  Her head pounded inside her skull.  Music.  Laughing.  Dancing.  Fighting.  Drinking.  She smelled and heard everything.  The sensations were almost too much.  Even Victoria seemed uncomfortable when they first stepped foot inside the club, but seemed to have a handle on it now.
They were touching shoulder to shoulder as they leaned against the second floor railing, staring at the dance floor below.  Victoria said very little, her eyes darting everywhere.  Zoey decided to dance in place a while, if only to distract herself.  She did feel good, sexy even.  The dress fit her perfectly, showing off curves she didn't know she had.  In fact, she possibly didn't have some of them when she was human.
As she danced, moving her hips and stretching her arms over her head, she glimpsed the stamp on her wrist informing employees at the club she wasn't old enough to drink.  The irony wasn't lost on her.  Technically, she would never be old enough to drink alcohol.
She caught a few young men staring and smiling at her.  It was amazing what just a tiny amount of confidence could do.  More men ogled Victoria, but she certainly didn't feel bad about the attention she was getting.
"We couldn't do our thing at a library, could we?" Zoey joked.
"Have you ever been to an actual library?"
"No," she admitted.  "But I hear they're quiet."
Victoria frowned, studying Zoey, and the teen enjoyed the fact that Victoria couldn't tell if she was joking or not.
"Victoria, you're freaking me out," Zoey said.  It was nice not to have to shout.  "You look like a lion getting ready to jump on its prey."
Victoria smiled.  "That's actually pretty close."  She gestured to the dance floor below.  "Tell me what you think.  You tell me who would be a good choice."
Zoey didn't want to, but knew there was no sense fighting it.  She rolled her eyes as she assumed a position against the railing, their shoulders touching once again.
"There," she said, pointing.  "And him, too."
She proceeded to point out five different men.  The last one spotted her, and smiled as he admired her.  Zoey blew him a kiss.  The simple flirtation felt good.
"Interesting choices," Victoria said.  "I can't help but notice they're all young, attractive men."
"I'm only looking out for them," Zoey said, smiling mischievously.  "I don't want to give some old guy a heart attack.  Right?"
"For your own selfish reasons aside, you're not wrong.  You want to feed from healthy mortals, for their own sake."
"Well, that settles it, then.  Let's get to sucking."
"Not so fast.  That second guy you pointed out.  He's stone-cold drunk."
"And that's bad?  We shouldn't drink from him?"  Zoey took a guess.  "We can't handle the alcohol in the blood?"
"That's not it.  Actually, a little tipsy is okay.  It helps with them forgetting the experience.  But drunk people, it just doesn't always work out for the best."
"Okay, got it.  If everything does work out like it should, are one-night-stands okay?"
Victoria laughed when she realized Zoey was joking.  Zoey hoped humor would ease her mind with what was to come.  So far, it was working.
"All are good choices, except for the drunkard," Victoria said.  "But remember, tonight is not about sex.  Ignore everything your body tells you when you feed, at least until you get more practice.  Do not go inside yourself, and don't forget that you are dealing with a living, breathing mortal, whose life is in your hands."
"Wow.  Okay.  At least there's no pressure or anything."
"You're going to do fine," Victoria said, with a reassuring smile.  She read Zoey's eyes, saw that she was a bundle of nerves.  "But first, fun.  I like this song."
Not only did Victoria start dancing, but she started dancing well.  The elder vampire shifted once again, and Zoey nearly forgot she was watching a woman that she'd been drinking blood with on a daily basis.  Victoria signaled Zoey to join her, and she happily agreed.  They danced as they moved, all the way to the stairs to the first floor.  They wiggled onto the floor and joined the rest of the mortals.  Zoey still heard things she didn't want to.  An argument on the other side of the club.  A woman suffering from diarrhea in the bathroom.  A bartender sneaking money out of the register and slipping it into his own pocket.  She closed her eyes and did her best to tune everything out, focusing only on the music.
She could sense eyes admiring them from all directions.  Not just Victoria, but them.  She even heard someone across the club tell his friend to check out the sexy jar of mayonnaise in the black dress dancing with the nice rack.  While the jar of mayonnaise line didn't appeal to her, the rest of it did.
The song changed several times, and the pair continued to dance, even talking briefly and smiling at the people around them.  For a short time, Zoey forgot she was a vampire.  She was just a young woman spending time with her friend in the city.
She leaned close to talk with Victoria.  She didn't need to, but old habits were difficult to break, and she did have something for Victoria, and not the space between them.
"I actually feel…hot."
"We can feel temperature, just like everyone else.  It just doesn't affect us quite as much."
"No.  I mean hot.  Like sexy."
"You are very gorgeous, Zoey."
Somehow, coming from her, the words had more meaning.
"I also feel normal.  It's been a while since I felt that."
Victoria grabbed her shoulder and stopped dancing, giving Zoey her full attention.
"You are normal.  This may be a mortal world, but we belong in it just as much as they do."  Victoria gave Zoey a nod and returned back to her seductive dancing.  "And I hate to admit this, but I might have to steal some of your moves."
"It's okay," she said, dancing as well.  "Youth wins out."
"But, I hate to burst your bubble," Victoria said, laughing.  "But my legs are still better.  They've seen a lot more action."
Zoey wasn't going to argue.  Victoria certainly knew how to move them.
They danced another song before a man carrying a beer convulsed as he made his way to Zoey.  It took her a moment to realize he was attempting to dance.  She backed away, not liking the vibe he gave off.  His smile was a little sleazy for her tastes.
Victoria moved in and danced with the man.  Zoey watched as she expertly danced ever so close, touching his chest slightly.  She turned and pressed her back to him, swaying her hips back and forth across his pelvis.  Arching her neck back, she moved her lips close to the stranger's.  He laid a hand across her stomach, under her shirt.  Zoey was shocked at first, but wondered if she found the man attractive.  She didn't really know what got Victoria's engine running.  All the guy talk so far mostly revolved around Zoey.
The man followed Victoria's movements, under her spell.  He tried to move his hand up further when Victoria spun around, wrapping her arms around his neck.  She pressed her hips against him and hooked her foot behind his knee, drawing him in further.  He held her in return, the beer bottle against her back.  He was several inches taller than Victoria, and leaned down for a kiss.  Zoey was amazed and repulsed by the display.  She wondered if there was a hotel room in her future.  Victoria's lips were less than an inch from the stranger's.
They never touched.
Victoria slid underneath his jaw and pressed her lips to his neck.  There was no violence, no sudden, jerky movements.  Only subtlety and grace.
Zoey didn't even have an idea of what was going on until his eyes shot open, the supernatural sensations nipping at his alcoholic buzz.  She glanced at the mortals around them, wondering if any of them were suspicious.  Not many even gave Victoria much thought, except to admire her figure through her tight skirt, and to gawk at what they thought was a public make-out session.
The stranger's knees buckled, and Zoey thought he'd collapse at any moment.  Victoria wrapped an arm around his waist and held him up easily.  Without even looking, she nimbly grabbed the beer bottle from his hand just as he dropped it.  The look on his face told her he was in another realm of pleasure.
She didn't know how much time had passed before Victoria loosened her fangs from his neck.  All she knew was she'd stopped dancing, mesmerized by the display.  Victoria's tongue lashed out quickly, like a serpent's, licking the tiny wounds.  She returned the beer bottle to his grip.  In one smooth motion, she backed away and took Zoey's hand.  Victoria spun her friend like a professional dancer before dragging her through the crowd.
"Let's go shoot some pool," Victoria said.
Zoey nearly stumbled trying to look behind them.
"Shit!  Victoria?  Did you just…?"  She couldn't finish.
"I did.  Tell me, does he look hurt?  Traumatized?"
The stranger looked anything but.  It was difficult not to notice the erection in his jeans.
"It looks like he's going to cream in his pants."
"Then I stopped just in time.  No sense ruining his night by giving him a wet spot."
"I'm not sure he'd agree with you."
Zoey and Victoria found an empty pool table and started a game.  It wasn't long before a group of young men and women joined them, wanting to take turns on the winner.  Victoria was still thirty-years-old, her smile big and bright as she beamed.
"Sure!" she said.  "Although I'm not very good at pool.  My cousin here shoots me under the table.  My name's Sherry.  My cousin over there is Jaima.  She's from out of town."
"Really?" one of the cuter guys said.  "Never been to Baltimore?"
Zoey smiled and immediately played along.
"No.  This is my first trip.  It's a little scary, to be honest."
It didn't take long before the flirting began.  Another guy stepped up.
"Don't worry.  We're not all bad here."
Zoey felt a touch of guilt at giving out a fake name.  But it was also exciting.  It was almost like she was on an adventure, that anything could happen.  The group introduced themselves, but Zoey's mind was running all over the place.  Most of the names didn't even hit her short-term memory.
They played pool with the group, taking turns and having fun.  As Zoey was leaning over the table, lining up a shot, she overheard two of them behind her whisper about her pleasant shape.  She stretched just a little further, held her pose a little longer for their enjoyment.
Victoria was shooting a game with one of the women as Zoey leaned against the wall.  A guy whose name she actually remembered slowly approached her.  They hadn't talked much until that point, only the occasional comment over their only pool game, which she won.  His name was Shawn.
"Hi," he said.  "I'm Shawn."
Zoey laughed at the reintroduction, and formally shook his hand.  It took her a second to remember her alias.
"Jaima.  Nice to meet you."
"You shoot a mean game of pool."
"I thought you were just letting me win."
"No.  Believe it or not, I was trying to beat your ass."
They shared a laugh.
"You've been my only challenge so far."  He gestured to his friends.  "It's not hard to beat these clowns.  They're all half-drunk."
Zoey noticed for the first time he was the only one in his group without a bottle.
"You don't drink?"
"Can't.  I'm the chauffeur."  He showed off his wrist stamp.  "And a little too young.  Old enough to vote.  But not drink.  Does that make sense?"
"Not at all."  She held up her own wrist alongside his.  "And look at that.  We match."
"You know what they should really serve in clubs?"
"You mean besides beer?"
"Yeah.  Pizza.  Pizza and beer."
The thought of pizza took Zoey to a happy place.  One of her favorite pictures of Kylie and her was when they had a pizza party to celebrate Kylie's thirteenth birthday.  Kylie's grip on her slice had slipped, and the perfect moment was captured in time as cheese and sauce fell down her shirt.  Zoey laughed at the top of her lungs while pointing.
"Mmmm," Zoey said.  "Pizza."
"Pepperoni and sausage."
"No."  She tried to hide the sadness in her voice.  "Mushrooms and green peppers."
"You want to go get some?  There's a good place a few blocks over."
The invitation came out of nowhere.  Zoey regarded with curiosity, a half-smile tugging at her lips.  A look of horror took hold of Shawn as his cheeks turned red.
"Oh, God," he said.  "Did I just say that?  That probably sounds like the worst pick-up line ever."
"I don't know," Zoey said.  "I thought it was pretty good."
"I swear, that was not a line.  I just really am hungry.  But…really?  You want to grab some pizza?  We could zip out for a half hour and swing right on back."
Zoey opened her mouth, but said nothing.  What was she supposed to do?  Victoria didn't prepare her for this at all.  Glancing quickly at her mentor, she was focusing on a shot, showing off a fair portion of pale skin.  She met Zoey's eyes for an instant and whispered, knowing she was the only who could possibly hear her.
"And sometimes," she said.  "The prey comes to you."
"Sure," Zoey said, smiling.  "I'd love to."
"Cool.  I promise, I won't keep you out long."
"I trust you."
Shawn raised his hand to signal his friends.
"Hey, guys," he said.  "We'll be right back.  We're going out to grab some food while you all get drunk."
"Oooh," one of his friends teased.  "I bet you are."
"Dude, c'mon.  Shut up."
"Relax, Jaima," one of the ladies said.  "Shawn's harmless."
"Awww," Victoria said, trotting forward to give Zoey a tight, exaggerated hug.  "My little cousin is all grown up."
"Stop," Zoey said, genuinely embarrassed.  "What are you?  Ten years old?"
Victoria smirked, and the vampire Zoey had gotten to know was visible just for a moment.
Zoey and Shawn side-stepped and shuffled their way through the crowded dance floor to the front door.  Zoey's emotions danced just as much as the mortals around her.  She was excited.  Terrified.  Nervous.  Apprehensive.
She was also thirsty.
Was Shawn being true?  Were they really going out for pizza?  They'd known each other for thirty minutes.  Maybe he was going to lead her to a back alley with bad intentions?
She shoved those thoughts aside.  The only one with different intentions was her.
"Oh, wow," he said as they stepped outside.  "You don't realize how hot it is in there until you feel that nice breeze hit you."
"Yeah, for sure," Zoey said.  She wiped sweat from her forehead, but it had little to do with the temperature.
"My minivan's back here."
Zoey giggled.  "Your minivan?"
"Well, my mom's," he admitted.  "Not the coolest ride.  But it's the only thing big enough to pack all those drunks into."
"Hey, no shade here," she said, raising her hands.  "I don't even have a car."
She studied where Shawn pointed.  He was parked in the back of the lot.  No lights.  No people around at all.  Only a fence was behind him, no street or sidewalk.
It was perfect.
But where was Victoria?  Was she going to help her?  Was she still inside?  What was the plan?  Could Zoey do this on her own?
The memory of Steven forcing her against the alley wall in Stewardtown haunted her once again.
Shawn unlocked the door and even opened it for her.  He was making it very hard for her to do what she needed to do.
Zoey steeled herself as she watched him circle around front.  Her knees bounced up and down nervously.  He opened the driver's side door and settled behind the wheel.
"Okay.  Pepperoni, here we come—"
Zoey closed the distance between them, faster than she meant to.  She was sitting still, her hands on her knees, and the next second she was on Shawn's lap.  She'd lost her shoes in the movement.  Shawn managed to let out a startled gasp before his voice caught in his throat.
She didn't know where she was biting.  Would any part of the neck do?  Did it matter?  She simply buried her fangs wherever they landed.  They penetrated his flesh and he cried out quietly.  The blood gushed in her mouth, her eyes dilating at the sensation.
Cold blood was tasty.  Warm blood was delicious.  Blood with life pulsing from a mortal's neck was indescribable.
Shawn shifted underneath her, his hands resting on her hips and gripping them.  He was enjoying himself as much as Zoey.  She loosened her hold just enough to flip her hair behind her shoulder.  It was getting in the way.
"Good," a voice said.  "Go slow.  You didn't have to straddle him.  And you could have fed from his arm.  But this will work."
Zoey darted her eyes to the left to see Victoria, facing toward them from the passenger's seat.  Where did she come from?  Zoey didn't hear footsteps, or a door open and close.
She didn't even realize she'd straddled Shawn.  Her dress was hiked up to her hips, her thighs against his.  His breathing quickly grew more erratic, and she felt the growing erection underneath her.  She smiled as he moaned.  She wasn't an expert at sex, but knew when a guy was having a good time.  Jay Byer, her old boyfriend, certainly didn't complain after her parents left the house and he sneaked in through the window.
"You have to slow down."
Zoey thought she heard words, but quickly dismissed them.  Shawn's hands drifted to the back of her bare thighs, which felt good.  She sighed in response as she bucked her hips.  If only their clothes weren't in the way.
The steering wheel pressed into her back.  With her right hand, and without missing a drop of blood, she fumbled for the lever on the side of the seat.  They dropped a few inches.  Much more comfortable.
Her body tingled as she slid back and forth.  It wouldn't be long now.
"Zoey…."
More words.  Were they saying something important?  It didn't matter.
Shawn's body arched and stiffened as he climaxed.  Zoey groaned along with him, gripping his hair so her fangs wouldn't slip away from his flesh.  The air in the minivan changed scent.  She continued to slide back and forth across Shawn's erection.  She was in another world.  Her own climax wouldn't be far behind.
A hand grabbed her arm.  She realized it wasn't Shawn's and annoyingly swatted it away.  The grip returned, much stronger, and a set of fingers laced through her hair.  She screamed in pain as her head was forcibly removed from Shawn's neck.
"Hey!" Zoey shouted.
Victoria manhandled her with ease, shoving her across the van into the passenger's seat.  Zoey's head bounced off the rolled-up window.  She rubbed the sore spot and eyed Victoria angrily.  Victoria's body obstructed her view of Shawn.  Her mane of red hair hovered near his neck.  Zoey assumed she wanted to slip in for her own drink.
"What the fuck is your problem?"
Zoey adjusted herself and sat upright.  Her hand was halfway to Victoria's shoulder when the older vampire whirled around.  With some strength, Victoria placed her hand on Zoey's chest, preventing her from moving forward.  Victoria's gaze was serious, concerned.
"Stay back."
It wasn't a request.
Zoey's eyes fell on Shawn, and her jaw dropped.  Every emotion she felt a second earlier was replaced by another.  The power she felt over making him climax had vanished.  The lust, joy, strength, intimacy.  All gone.  Only horror and fear remained.
Shawn shook in the seat, but not in the way that involved the aftermath of a wonderful sexual experience.  His eyes were rolled back into his head, leaving only white globes.  His complexion was pale on a level that rivaled Zoey's.  Drool slowly leaked from his mouth onto his shirt.  Victoria had been near his neck, but not to feed.  She licked the wounds Zoey had left behind to heal them.
"Shawn?" Zoey said.  "Shawn!  Ohmygod!  Shawn!"
She leaned forward, only for Victoria to shove her back again.  There were no words.  Only a non-verbal warning.
Victoria leaned her head against Shawn's chest and felt his wrist.  The seconds seemed to stretch on forever.  Shawn finally stopped shaking and appeared to fall into a deep sleep.  Victoria still didn't pull away, continuing to listen.
Zoey couldn't help.  She was useless.  Tears streamed down her face as she stared at him.  All he wanted to do was take her out for pizza.
"Is he going to be okay?"
Victoria said nothing.  Zoey felt like she'd vomit.  She opened her mouth to say something.  The silence was threatening to drive her insane.  Victoria raised her head and sighed.  Zoey couldn't tell whether it was a sigh of relief or sadness.
Before Zoey could say anything, Victoria reached into Shawn's pocket and pulled out his phone.  Zoey didn't need to see which numbers she was dialing.
"Hi," Victoria said.  "I'm at the club at the corner of West Avenue and Fifth Street.  I just walked through the parking lot and think I saw a young man having a seizure.  It's a gray minivan, parked in the very back."
Victoria hung up, offering no other input.  She wiped the phone on Shawn's shirt and shoved it back in his pocket.  Zoey was suddenly very conscious of everything she'd touched in the minivan.  Should they wipe the entire minivan for fingerprints?
"Straighten your dress and get out."
Zoey did as instructed.  Her body trembled as she struggled to stand on her own two feet.  Victoria was right behind her.  Zoey's eyes never left Shawn as Victoria straightened her own skirt, even taking the time to double-check her appearance in the passenger's side mirror.
"We're just going to leave him here?" Zoey asked.  "This feels so wrong.  He doesn't even know my real name.  He just wanted to be nice, and he thinks I'm Jaima."
"Do you want to stay behind and explain what happened?  Maybe give out your real name?"
"No," she said sheepishly.
Every instinct told Zoey to run.  She stepped forward with her right foot when Victoria grabbed her shoulder from behind.
"Aren't you forgetting something?"
Dangling from her finger were Zoey's wedges.  She was still barefoot, standing on the pavement.  She grabbed them quickly and slipped them on.
"Walk, do not run," Victoria said tersely.
Zoey craned her neck to look behind her.
"Will he be okay?"
"Yeah.  He'll be fine."
Zoey felt the weight lessen from her shoulders.  The weight still hovered nearby, but it was a little lighter.  She still couldn't stop crying.
"Why did you leave the door open?"
"So the medics will have an easier time spotting him."
"Ohmygod.  Our fingerprints, our DNA, it's all over that van!"
Victoria laughed.  "You watch too much TV.  I wiped the phone because I could.  But stop worrying."
"I'm serious!"
"So am I.  There are countless fingerprints in that van.  And just in the past few days, there's been a lot of sex in there.  You would have smelled it, if you weren't so distracted.  And is your DNA on file from a previous arrest?"
"Uh, no."
"He'll barely remember what you look like, and the others are drunk.  They're unreliable.  Shawn has no wounds.  He wasn't attacked."
"He was attacked!" Zoey said, her voice breaking.  "By me!"
"That's not how they'll see it."
She tried to turn around again.
"Shawn, I'm so sorry—"
Victoria gently grabbed her neck and forced her to look forward.
"Stop looking back.  Just keep walking straight.  One foot in front of the other."
Neither of them said another word.  Victoria was gracious enough to help Zoey settle into the Porsche.  Zoey was too afraid to look her in the eye.  Victoria buckled Zoey's seatbelt and gave her hand a squeeze.  In another minute they were leaving the club.
The night started out with the promise of fun and education.  Zoey was surprised to discover she could still have a good time, still be social.  The essence of who she was wasn't robbed from her in that alley.  She liked to dance, smile at the guys, laugh, play pool, make jokes.
But the nature of what she was still loomed over her.
She was a vampire, and she was following her maker's path.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 8
 
It had been nearly a week before Victoria said more than two words to Zoey.  She could hear the young vampire, moving about in the basement.  The television, hot tub, shower, washer and dryer, the refrigerator opening and closing.  But Zoey didn't leave, didn't even poke her head out to say hello.
Victoria wanted to talk to her, make sure everything was okay.  But the truth was she didn't know what to say.  There wasn't actually anything to say.  There were no words that would make Zoey feel better, magically pull her out of whatever rut she was in.  Whatever she was going through, at least for the time being, she had to go through it alone.  Zoey had to understand her own feelings before Victoria went poking at them.
But Victoria would wait.  She was a patient woman.  Whether Zoey realized it or not, Victoria was watching over her.
An interesting thought crossed her mind.  Perhaps Zoey's growing pains was a perfect reason to visit a place such as the Vermilion.  She didn't like the idea of Zoey possibly having sex with a stranger, but the mutual feeding aspect could work.  With a willing partner, and Victoria's supervision, Zoey would be fine.
Maybe a call to Frank was in the immediate future.
Soft music played over the speakers in her living room.  The television was on, but muted, a bad habit she picked up from some of her mortal friends.  There was no sense watching television without sound, but she did it anyway.  Her legs were curled up on the couch, a wineglass of blood in her hand.  She was in the middle of an email frenzy, mostly business.  Her laptop sat on a folding table in front of her.  She'd answer one, two more would come in.
Her ears perked up as a familiar sound reached through the music.  The basement door opened and closed, followed by tiny footsteps.  Zoey walked into the living room.  She wore sweatpants and a tee shirt with no socks or shoes.  Her hair was wet, having just gotten out of the shower.
No words were exchanged.  Victoria eyed her quickly, as inconspicuously as possible.  Zoey didn't glance in her direction.  She carried her sketchpad under her arm and sat in the chair across the room.  Victoria caught a glimpse of the portrait she was still working on.  She wasn't joking when she told Zoey her work was amazing.  When things settled down she would perhaps look into art school for Zoey.
Zoey tucked her legs under her like Victoria, drawing a smile from the elder vampire.  She worked on her portrait, but did more fiddling with her pencil than actual work.  Victoria continued to wait patiently, answering emails and moving money between different accounts.  She also investigated some land she was thinking of buying in Maine, assuming the werewolf population died down somewhat.
"I'm sorry I let you down."
Victoria glanced up from her laptop.  Her eyes met Zoey's briefly before the young teen looked back to her sketchpad.
"What?  Let me down?"
"Yeah.  I'm, uh, I'm sorry."
"Zoey, you didn't let me down.  Did I make you feel that way?"
"No, it wasn't you.  But it's the truth.  I'm not…doing good.  I keep screwing up."
Victoria closed her laptop and crossed the room.  She dropped to her knees and placed her hands on Zoey's.
"You're not screwing up.  You're young.  And I know none of this is easy."
"You make it look so easy."
"I'm over four centuries old.  I've had a lot of practice."
"Four centuries?"  Zoey cleared her thoughts of this new information, returning to the subject at hand.  "I'm going to kill someone.  And I don't want to.  You believe that, right?  I didn't mean for that happen to Shawn."
"If it makes you feel any better, he's okay.  They gave him some blood, and he's already back at work."
"You checked up on him?"
She nodded with a smile.  "I know people.  And I know you didn't mean it.  I'm not worried at all."
"How can you say that?  I'm worried.  I'm terrified.  I can't go to sleep now without seeing Shawn's face."
"And that's why I'm not worried."
Zoey frowned.  "What do you mean?"
"Not all of us turn out good, Zoey.  Even the ones who were good mortals, don't always turn out to be good vampires.  They change, thinking vampires are better than mortals.  I've seen a vampire kill a mortal and say 'Well, there are billions more'.  But not you.  What happened to Shawn, that affected you.  I could see it in your eyes.  Not only were you a good mortal, but you're a good vampire, too.  And I know you'll get it.  You won't let what happened to Shawn happen again."
Doubt flickered across Zoey's eyes, but Victoria also saw a touch of confidence.  Of defiance.
"It won't."
"You didn't let me down," Victoria said again.  "And I'm very happy I brought you here.  It's been a lot of fun.  Challenging, too."  Zoey couldn't fully appreciate the challenge.  Victoria still had a few secrets to hold onto.  "But fun.  Even if you do dance better than me.  And you'll never repeat that."
Zoey laughed, and for the first time, Victoria realized how much she missed Zoey's laugh over the past week.
"Maybe in another four centuries."
"You can only hope to look this good," Victoria joked, tossing her hair over her shoulder.  "Are we cool?"
"We were never uncool," Zoey said.  "I just needed to get my shit together."
"Well, gather your shit, and let's do something.  The night is still young.  Catch a movie?  Inner Harbor?  Annapolis?"
Zoey gestured to her clothes.  "I'm not exactly dressed for a night out."
"Hey, we can relax here and soak in the hot tub."
"Will you keep your clothes on this time?"
"No.  But I'll warn you so you can close your eyes."
Victoria had barely made it to her feet when the doorbell rang.  Zoey jumped at the sound, and Victoria turned her head and frowned.  She received company so rarely, especially company that knew the code to the gate.
"Expecting someone?" Zoey asked.  "Alex?"
"I wouldn't mind at all, but no.  He always lets me know before he stops over."
Victoria lifted her nose to the air and sniffed.  The scent didn't strike her at first.  The door wasn't exactly close.
Finally, it hit her, and she couldn't believe it.
"Holy shit," she said.  "You've got to be kidding me."
Zoey tilted her head to the side, not sure if Victoria was ecstatic or angry.  Victoria left the living room and approached the front door.  Zoey stayed back and leaned her head from behind the archway, watching down the hall into the foyer.
Victoria opened the door and rested a hand on her hip.
"Well, well.  Look what the cat dragged in."
"I hate cats.  Ever since Glinda, that silly son of a bitch, has been working in my town, he's been eating dinner at my house.  How the hell did this happen?  It seems like we have dinner every six hours, he's over there so damned much.  And guess who he brings?  That fleabag he calls a cat.  So don't talk to me about cats."
Victoria opened her mouth to offer a greeting, but decided against it.  The oldest member of her inner circle was on a roll.
"And now because of all that shit, guess who wants a cat?  I'll give you a hint.  She's nine-years-old, and shaped like a thorn that fits perfectly in my ass.  The little crumb-snatcher thinks just because she flashes a cute-face, she's going to get what she wants.  Where the hell did she learn how to do a cute-face?"
Victoria brought a hand to her chin.
"I was wondering why Tiffany was sending me so many cat videos."
"Did you have something to do with this?"
She raised her palms in self-defense.
"No, no!"  She smiled as she shook her head.  "Ah, Jack.  I've missed you."
Jack Kursed bowed his head in greeting.  He didn't smile.  It was more of a twitch of the lip, an almost-smile.  Warm welcomes and teeth-filled grins weren't a big part of Jack's personality.  Victoria moved aside to let him in.  He straightened his shirt and stepped into the foyer.
He was immaculately dressed, like always.  A white dress shirt and tie, although the tie was loosened.  Black slacks and shoes.  He'd be at home in a board meeting, but that would imply he was a people person.
Jack was a large man, over six foot tall with wide shoulders.  His eyes were dark, intense.  No doubt they were a product of being awake, until recently, for nearly two centuries.  His eyes only brightened on a few occasions, such as when he was in the company of the few people he cared about.  But that list was very small.
Another occasion was when he was causing chaos.
"Ah, Victoria.  I see your house is still the same size."
"And I see you still drive the same piece-of-shit truck."
"Sounds like jealousy."
Victoria laughed as they walked down the hall.
"So, what brings you to Baltimore?"
Jack turned past Zoey without giving her a second look, or even a first.  Zoey glanced at Victoria, confused.  Victoria stood near her by the archway as Jack got comfortable on the couch.
"Just a quick stop, really.  I'm on my way back from Montana.  Had to check in on my bar up there.  Check out this goofy shit.  My werewolf friend and I were going at it.  I'm talking some really impressive sex.  And all of a sudden, in the middle of it, she asks me if I want her to change into a wolf.  You believe that?"
Victoria shook her head in disgust and dismay as she joined him in the living room.  Zoey followed suit, sitting next to her, across from Jack.
A disturbing thought struck her that she couldn't keep to herself.
"You…said no, right?"
"Of course I said no.  What the hell is wrong with you?"
"Hey, just checking.  I thought maybe you two did it doggy-style."
Zoey tried to hold in a chuckle, but didn't quite manage.  She lowered her head and kept her eyes to herself.
"How long have you been waiting to use that joke?"
"Oh, a long time.  Her name's Marie, right?  When are you bringing her over here?"
"Over here?  To Baltimore?  I don't think so.  She'd probably catch mange as soon as she stepped off the plane.  On the way over here, a hooker tried to hit me up for a hundred bucks.  Said it would be the night of my life.  I talked her down to seventy-five.  Then I told her I was just kidding, to go get a real job.  Damn, I love Baltimore.  The look on her face was a work of art."  He reached for his phone.  "I took a picture, if you want to see."
"No, Jack," Victoria said, holding her head in her hands.  "I don't want to see."  She put a hand on Zoey's shoulder.  "I'm not sure if you noticed my house-guest.  This is Zoey."
He still wouldn't look at her.
"Oh yeah, I noticed.  I've just been ignoring her.  Since when did you start taking in strays?"
Zoey's eyes lit up with raw emotion.  She glanced at Victoria in shock before casting an evil glare to Jack.
"Who the fuck are you calling a stray?"
"Ah, another genius."  He gave her his attention for the first time.  "There are three people here.  I'm not talking about myself or Victoria.  Can you work the rest out for yourself?"
Zoey frowned at Victoria.
"Who is this?"
"Zoey, this is Jack.  I've known him a long time, and consider him my brother."
"Is he always an asshole?"
Victoria didn't want to lie, so instead chose to say nothing.  Jack's lip merely twitched in a semblance of a smile.
"So, a fourteen-year-old vampire," Jack mused.  "I bet that has to be rough."
"I just turned eighteen.  I'll bet it's rough for you to look into a mirror."
He raised his eyebrows at Victoria.  "How exactly do you take her for a walk?  She probably chews through the leash."
Zoey rose to her feet, balling her fists.
"Let's see how jokey you are when I break your nose."
"Enough!" Victoria said, rising to her feet.  "Jack, will you behave?"
Despite her irritated exterior, Victoria struggled to hold in laughter.  Jack suffered from a curse that prevented him from dying or sleeping.  It was only recently that he was able to enjoy a night's sleep, thanks to a magical artifact from Kevin.  Another seeming side effect of his curse was the uncanny ability to crawl under a person's skin.
That was perhaps exactly what Zoey needed.  There was no other person alive that was able to take Zoey's mind off her troubles than Jack Kursed.  Maybe a dose of him would change her outlook.
"Are you hungry?" Victoria said, more to diffuse the tension in the living room than any concern about Jack's appetite.  "I can cook you up something."
He waved her offer aside.  "Not a bad idea, but I'll cook my own food.  You can't even walk in the daylight.  Like I'm going to trust you around a stove."
Victoria let out a tiny smile.  Jack's powers of perception never ceased to amaze her.  In the few minutes since he'd arrived, he picked out that Zoey was a vampire.  He also determined that Victoria hadn't shared the world of magic with Zoey, and that Victoria still had her own secrets.
Jack led the way to the kitchen.  Zoey lagged behind, and grabbed Victoria's arm for a private conversation.
"Victoria, seriously," Zoey said.  "Who is this dickhead?"
"Jack can be a pain, I know.  But once you get on his good side…."  She couldn't follow that thought to its logical conclusion.  "Actually, it doesn't get much better."
"And how do you get on his good side?"
"I really don't know."
Victoria continued on to the kitchen, with Zoey sighing behind her.  Jack already had a chicken breast in olive oil on the stove.  He was cutting broccoli as he prepared the steamer, making himself right at home.
"It's a shame the only thing you two can choke down is blood," Jack said.  "You haven't lived until you've had food prepared by my hand."
Victoria rolled her eyes at Zoey.  "Oh, if only we had the honor."
"Remember when you actually tried chicken that one time?  Winnipeg, in 1898.  I thought you would be sick forever.  You threw up some shit scientists are still trying to figure out."
"Don't remind me."  She shivered at the memory.
"You were in Winnipeg in 1898?" Zoey asked.  "And you ate chicken?"
"I'd lost a bet," Victoria said.  "Another life lesson for you.  Don't make bets involving mortal food."
"Wait a sec."  Zoey looked back and forth between the older beings.  "Jack, are you old?  You were alive in 1898?"
"I was.  And your thoughts on old will change sooner than you think."
"But you're not a vampire?"  She looked at Victoria.  "What is he?"
Jack didn't bother turning around.
"What I am is my business."
"Okay, jeez.  Sorry."
Jack grabbed the spare key in the drawer to the refrigerator of blood.  He poured two glasses and set them on the table.
"Here you ladies go," he said.  "I'm not eating alone.  A little baby glass for you, Stray.  We can't have you pissing in the crib."
Zoey scowled, but accepted the glass.  "Thanks, asshole.  My name is Zoey."
Jack sat across from them and tore into his chicken and broccoli.  He was quiet as he ate, not feeling the need to fill the room with idle chatter.  Zoey drank her blood in peace, only casting Jack the occasional irritated glance.
"I do have some bad news," Jack said, near the end of his meal.
"What's that?"
"Tiffany wants to come for a visit."
"That's great news.  I miss her."
Jack laughed.  "Ah, you think so?  Wait until the visit is over.  She'll fall in love with this place and invite all her friends."
"She has friends?  I was a little worried about her there, for a while."
He shook his head sadly.  "Everyone loves Tiffany.  Which means everyone loves coming over to my damn house."
Zoey leaned closer to Victoria.  "People actually let him watch their kids?"
Jack didn't snap back, and that could only be progress in Victoria's mind.  His lip simply curled into a half-smile as he nodded.
"Believe me, I wonder the same thing," he said.  "Mortal parents aren't the brightest, that's for sure."
Victoria's phone rang.  Jack took his empty plate to the sink as she checked the caller ID.  She was surprised to see it was Tony.  She hadn't spoken to him since she visited before her trip to India.
"Tony?" she said. "How are—?"
"Victoria.  I need you to get to the club.  Now."
The call went dead.
She stared at the phone in disbelief, and slowly began to worry.  The urgency, the panic in Tony's voice was obvious.
"What's up?" Jack asked.
"I have to go."
"Ah, and I was just getting comfortable."
"Is everything okay?" Zoey asked.
"I don't know.  That was a friend of mine.  He needs my help."
"I'm almost done washing up," Jack said.  "And I'll be on my way."
"You should come with me.  It's been a while since we've spent time together."
"Can't.  My plane's all ready to go, and my pilot's waiting."
"Your pilot?" Zoey said.  "You own a plane?"
Jack ignored her.
"I shouldn't have even stopped here, but couldn't pass through without visiting family."
"I'm going to a strip club."
"Hmmm.  Maybe I can the delay the flight a little longer."
Zoey rolled her eyes and scoffed.  "Typical guy.  Pig."
"I can see female body parts whenever I want," Jack explained.  "I just like to remind the dancers what shitty career paths they've chosen."
"I'll bet you do."
"Let's go," Victoria said.  "Tony didn't sound right.  Zoey—"
"I'll pass," she said.  "I don't want to go to a strip club."
"You'd probably die from jealousy," Jack said.  "You should make a stop soon, though, to see what your future holds.  Maybe take some notes."
"Screw you."
Victoria wasn't going to invite her, so the result was the same regardless.  She nodded while grabbing her phone and purse.
"Okay.  Ready, Jack?"
"Yeah.  Stray can tuck herself in without you, right?"
"Goodbye, Jack," Zoey said.  Her voice dripped with ice and sarcasm.  "I just can't wait to meet you again.  Next time, bring…what's her name?  Tiffany?  Bring her down.  I could use a little snack."
Victoria froze in place and clenched her eyes shut.  She was already in the hallway, half way to the front door.  Jack was behind her in the kitchen doorway.  She turned and saw that look.  She pleaded with her eyes for Jack to let it go.
But Jack simply wasn't capable.
He turned and leaned in the doorway.  Crossing his arms, he did nothing but stare at Zoey.  He didn't utter a word.  Victoria was afraid to imagine the dark thoughts swimming through his mind.
"Oh, you can dish it out, but not take it?" Zoey said.
Jack said nothing.  Thirty seconds passed before she began squirming in her chair.
"What's your problem?" she asked.  "You think I'm cute?  Like what you see?  I'm a little young for you."
Still nothing.  All it took was those dark eyes of his and another two minutes before Zoey's tone had changed.
"Y-You know I'm not serious, right?" she said, her voice shaking.  "I didn't mean anything by it.  I was just trying to piss you off."
Finally, he spoke.
"What a strange goal.  Well, congratulations.  You've succeeded.  Now, let's talk about your reward."
Zoey flinched as Jack simply stepped back into the kitchen.  He sat next to her and turned her chair toward him.  Zoey couldn't look away, her face etched with fear.
"I'm actually going to give you some advice," he said.  "On how to stay alive.  First thing, always listen to Victoria.  She won't steer you wrong."
"I…like Victoria," Zoey said.
Jack's tone grew darker.
"Now, here's another thing.  Don't ever talk about my daughter.  Ever.  If you do—"
"I swear—"
"Don't.  Interrupt me.  You're going to meet her one day, I'm sure.  If you even look at her like she's a lollipop, I'm going to mount your head on a pike, as a warning for any future strays Victoria takes in.  You understand?"
Zoey was afraid to speak.  She'd brought her legs onto the chair and was hugging her knees without even realizing.  All she could do was nod her head.
Jack left without another word.  He joined Victoria in the hallway, and the pair left the house together.  She shook her head in frustration as she pressed the remote for the garage door.
"Are you proud of yourself?"
"Always," he said, without hesitation.  "But which of my many accomplishments are you talking about?"
"You scared the shit out of a teenage girl."
"If being scared is her biggest problem, I'd say she's doing okay for herself."
"Nice," she said.  "Now I'm going to have to fix that."
"Fix?" Jack slid into the passenger's seat of the Porsche and flashed Victoria a confused look.  She left her property and pulled onto the freeway.  "Did I break something?  Is she that fragile?"
"She's been through a lot, Jack.  Give her a break."
"Stray shouldn't go around threatening little girls.  Especially my daughter."
"Would it kill you to call her by her real name?"
She immediately regretted the phrasing of the question.  He arched an eyebrow at her.
"Sorry," she said.  "But no one was threatening Tiffany.  Zoey was just running her mouth, like teens do."
"Well, she won't do it again.  Or I'll kill her."
"You won't be killing anyone."
Her intent was clear.  Their eyes locked for a moment, and he simply nodded in understanding.  Close friends or not.  Family, or not.  He would not harm someone under her care.
"Besides, don't you think you're being overprotective?"
"Tiffany's mother died, her father left her.  She was only four years old," Jack said.  "I think she can handle overprotection for a few more years."
"How is she?"
"She's good.  She's getting mostly B's and A's.  The teachers love her.  She's the most incredible girl I've ever met.  And, sorry to say, that includes your little stray back there.  But, as you can guess, there are moments."
Victoria smiled and waited for him to continue.
"I've seen Frozen more times than any living creature should.  She sings that ridiculous song, and runs and jumps all over the house.  I've actually skipped a few nights' sleep, because I'm afraid I'm going to dream about that shit.  And that's not the worst part."
"There's more?"
He nodded.  "Glinda…encourages her.  He likes that shit as much as she does.  And they'll play games.  I want to kill him, Victoria.  So much.  But I can't.  Not if I want peace one day."
"Yeah.  That might not be a good idea, considering he saved her life and everything."
Jack was quiet.  Victoria had never pressed him about Tiffany, after India.  But they were together now.  There wasn't a better time.
"Is Tiffany okay?  With what happened?"
"She knows something," he said.  "She can't put it into words.  But she draws pictures of the four of us.  Glinda, Batboy, you and I, with capes and costumes on.  She knows we're different."
"So you never really talked about it?"
"You mean did I tell her she walked through a witch's portal into another country, on the other side of the world?  Nope.  Didn't talk about it.  It was easier to just put Frozen on."
Victoria laughed.
"Enough about me and my problems," he said.  "Were you getting lonely in the big, empty mansion?  Decided on adopting a stray?"
"I'm just helping Zoey get on her feet.  She was in rough shape for a while.  All skin and bones.  She's a good kid."
"If you say so.  You're sure she won't screw you over?"
"What do you mean?"
"Well, kids are stupid.  It doesn't matter if they're mortal or not.  What if she steals your car?  Or your money?  What if, right now, she's calling up one-hundred of her boyfriends, and they're having wild sex on your bed?  Just kinky, sticky vampire jizz all over your sheets.  And that's before she starts sucking blood."
"My bedroom's locked, for one thing."
"Eh, well, don't say I didn't warn you.  Now hurry up and drive.  I want to see this strip club."
Victoria shook her head.  Jack didn't ask about the reason for their trip, or who called.  She'd known him ever since he was cursed by a full-blooded witch, nearly two-hundred years ago.  There was a period of about ninety years when they gave each other the silent treatment.  But families were allowed to fight.  She knew him better than anyone.  He didn't ask any questions about their destination for one simple reason.
Jack didn't care.
But Victoria did.  Her mind went back to Tony on the phone, and she drove a little faster.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 9
 
Zoey would never admit it to Victoria, but there was something definitely freeing about lounging naked in a hot tub.
She sat in the hot, vibrant water, as it bubbled and bounced all around her.  The hour was late, at least according to mortal standards, at several minutes past midnight.  Every light and electronic device was active in the basement.  The TV was on, but either due to the late hour, or her own pickiness, nothing was worth watching.  She'd browsed through Victoria's music collection, and while most of it Zoey had never heard of, there was the occasional good song.  She even took a chance in listening to the obscure stuff, and was surprised that she liked it.
Another thing she would never admit.
She leaned back with her eyes closed, the remote to the entertainment system in one hand, a glass of blood in the other.  The past few days were nothing but tears and guilt.  She'd hurt a mortal, a good one, and that image haunted her every time she laid her head on the pillow.  Her figure was back, and just when she started to develop a bit of confidence, she nearly threw everything away in some bloody sex craze.  Her sleep schedule was all over the place because of the incident with Shawn, but the blood in the refrigerator helped.  It seemed blood could make her forget everything, at least for a while.
Several tear-filled conversations with her parents also eased her mind.  Despite everything, becoming a vampire, her parents growing apart, the entire family dynamic changing, they would always be there for her.
"I knew you'd leave someday," her father had joked.  "I just thought it would be because you got tired of us."
Her parents could always make her laugh.
More than anything else, Victoria's kind words and friendship helped keep her sane.
Zoey didn't want to disappoint her.  She'd disappointed enough people in her life.  The teachers in her school, her parents, Kylie.  She never wanted to be in a situation where Victoria had to pry her away from a mortal again.
It had been an eventful night, one she was still trying to understand.  Werewolves were real.  She laughed quietly to herself and dipped lower into the hot water.  It had taken her weeks of moping in her basement to accept the fact that vampires were real, and she was one of them.  But the thought of werewolves never crossed her mind.  Did they change during a full moon?  Did silver hurt them?
What else was out there?
Not only were werewolves real, but Victoria had a friend that liked to have sex with them.
Zoey shook her head in disgust at the thought of Jack Kursed.  Victoria and Jack seemed like complete opposites.  They were so close that they claimed each other as brother and sister.  She understood that could happen.  She'd always thought of Kylie as a sister, even though they were very different.
But Victoria and Jack, Zoey didn't see how it was possible.
As infuriating as Jack was, she was intrigued.  It had taken her a week of spending time with Victoria to realize that vampires had a different scent than humans.  Jack smelled human, yet obviously wasn't.  What was his story?
She would ask Victoria.  There was no way she would ask Jack.
Another song from Victoria's collection played softly over the speakers.  Zoey tossed the remote a short distance onto the carpet, so it wouldn't get wet.  She took another moment to appreciate where she was.  She felt like a celebrity.  A relaxing hot tub, clothes optional.  A drink in one hand, luxuries on all sides.
"I guess it could definitely be worse," she said, to no one in particular.
There was a noise on the floor above her.  Zoey closed her eyes and sniffed the air, something she'd seen Victoria do many times.  The basement was too isolated for her to pick up anything.  Hopefully it was only Victoria arriving home, but she still didn't like the idea of the older vampire seeing her nude.  Victoria didn't mind the entire world seeing her without clothes.  Zoey wondered if she'd be like that in a few more decades.
The thought of Jack seeing her nude was out of the question.
She turned the hot tub off and stood up in the water.  Reaching over the edge, she grabbed a white towel from the floor and quickly dried off.  She stepped on the mat near the stairs and worked on her legs and feet.
Another thud upstairs made her jump.  They weren't footsteps, more like someone bumping into something.
Zoey stared at the ceiling with curiosity.  Something didn't feel right.  Victoria simply didn't make much noise.  It was one of her creepier traits.  Maybe it was Jack, fumbling around in the dark.  Zoey turned the lights out when she came to the basement.
But Victoria would just turn them back on when she walked in the door.
Zoey wrapped the towel around herself and knotted it on the side.  She approached the computer on the desk across the basement.  During her self-imposed exile she learned how to browse through the security system for the mansion.  
Her breath caught in her chest as she browsed through the cameras.
Victoria's Porsche wasn't in the garage, nor was it in front of the mansion.  Only what looked like a relic from a junkyard, presumably Jack's truck, was parked in front.
Victoria and Jack weren't home, yet there was someone above her.
Zoey fought panic.  There were no cameras inside the mansion, only outside.  She was blind.  The worst thoughts rolled through her mind.  Victoria was wealthy, with a large house.  Of course there would be attempts to rob it.  Thieves probably stayed just beyond the gates, out of camera range, waiting for Victoria to leave.
She jogged quickly across the basement.  Peering over the back of the couch, she cursed when her smartphone wasn't on the cushion.  She'd left it up in the kitchen, along with her sketchpad.
The computer.  She could use it to call for help.
Her fingers were over the keyboard when she paused.  Who would she call for help?  The police were out of the question.  Victoria wouldn't want human police investigating her home.  What would they even be investigating?  She didn't have any idea of what was going on.
It dawned on her how silly she was acting.  She heard two noises.  She also happened to be a vampire.  She was a creature of myth, capable of instilling fear into mortal hearts, and she was shaking at the thought of an intruder.
Gathering her courage, and laughing at her own stupidity, she walked up the basement stairs.  She swung open the basement door, expecting to see nothing but darkness.  It was dark, but some light did spill out into the hallway, coming from the kitchen.
The fear returned in a hurry, and sharpened her senses to a level she rarely experienced.  She could hear a steady thumping, the heartbeat of a single person.  A curious scent touched her nose, one she'd never smelled before.
She walked on the tips of her toes in the dark.  The light wavered and moved in the kitchen.  Was it a candle?  A flashlight?
She didn't make a sound as she made her way down the hall.  Were vampires naturally quiet?  She'd nearly made it to the kitchen doorway when she realized she was barely breathing.
She heard and smelled the uninvited guest, but still let out a quiet gasp when she leaned one eye into the kitchen and saw him.  It was a him.  He stood with his back to the doorway, rummaging through the kitchen drawers.  The refrigerator was wide open.  She couldn't make out many features in the dark, and didn't want to cast light over the kitchen with a pair of glowing eyes.
Zoey took one step forward, then another.  She half-expected the thief to turn around at any moment.  He didn't.  He had no idea she was even behind him, which gave her a feeling of power she never felt before.  He was only a mortal.  There was nothing he could do to stop her.
He was going to regret trying to rob Victoria's house.
She was three steps behind him.  Still, she didn't make a sound.  She was holding her breath completely now.  The intruder side-stepped to the next kitchen drawer, rummaging through its contents.  He hummed a tune to himself.
She cocked her arm next to her head.  It was only at that moment she realized she was still wearing only a towel.  Her other hand was entwined in its folds, making sure it didn't drop to the floor.  It was too late to turn back to get dressed now.
The intruder either finally heard something, or just sensed a pair of eyes on him.  He let out a startled huh as he turned around.
Zoey swung her fist as wildly as she could.
The intruder managed to get his arm up, but it did very little to soften the blow.  There was a loud cracking sound as she connected, and he sailed across the kitchen.  He completely left his feet and crashed into the wall, buckling the drywall.  Zoey ran to the lights, her movements a blur, and flipped all of them on.  She knew she could move fast, had done it before, but it was still a sensation that nearly made her sick.
She turned to see the intruder on the floor on his side, cradling his arm.  He winced and writhed back and forth in pain.  Zoey marched across the kitchen with purpose, still holding up her towel.  She grabbed a chair and gripped it like a bat.
"Whoa!" he shouted, through gritted teeth.  "What the hell?  Hold on!  Who are you?"
"Who am I?" Zoey said, amazed.  She held the chair over her head without effort.  Sometimes it was easy to forget how strong she was.  "You break into a house and ask who am I?"
"Shit, would you stop?  Would you please put down the chair!"
She cocked it back, threatening him with it.
"Not until you tell me your name."
"Okay, just relax.  I'm Kevin."
Zoey didn't back down.
"And that's supposed to mean something to me?  I don't know you."
"Well, I don't know you, and I'm not beating you up and poking a chair at you."
"This isn't your house!"
"I know!  It's Victoria's!  I'm a friend of hers."
She backed up a step at the sound of Victoria's name.  Victoria didn't talk about her friends, not in great detail.  Was it possible she just attacked someone close to her?
She was still wary.
"I don't think I believe you," she said.  "You're a burglar."
Kevin had pulled himself into a sitting position against the wall, his arm still limp.  He looked at her in disbelief.
"Oh, really?  What am I stealing?"  He gestured to the refrigerator.  "A ham and cheese sandwich?"
Following his gaze, there was indeed a loaf of bread on the counter.  Beside it was a pack of ham and mustard.  A single slice of cheese was still in plastic.
"Shit," he said, his face scrunched in pain.  "I think you broke my arm."
"I didn't hit you that hard."
"Oh, yeah?"
Kevin unveiled his arm, and Zoey gasped.  It was broken, between the wrist and elbow.  The forearm was bent at an odd angle, with bone jutting through the skin.
Zoey felt sick.  She'd only seen a broken bone once before, when Kylie fell out of a tree when they were younger.
"Oh my God," she said.  "I'm so sorry.  I didn't mean…shit.  God, what do we do?  I can call a doctor.  I'll call Victoria.  I can drive you to the hospital."
He shook his head.
"Can I just have some water?"
"Water?  Okay, one second.  Then we'll figure out what to do."
Her hand shook as she grabbed a plastic cup out of the cabinet.  Kevin moaned in discomfort behind her.  She fought off the guilt as best she could.  It wasn't entirely her fault.  She didn't know who he was.  What was he even doing in the house?
"Here," she said, squatting down to hand him the cup.  "I'm really sorry."
"Don't worry about it."
Zoey wasn't expecting what happened next.
Instead of taking a sip, Kevin set the cup on the floor.  He dipped his finger in the water and gave it a stir.
She didn't have time to ask what he was doing before the water turned a light shade of blue.  It reminded her of a fruit drink, but one that actually glowed.
Then, as quickly as it started, the glow was gone.
Kevin took a deep drink and leaned his head against the wall.  He kept his injured arm in his lap, perfectly still.
His arm suddenly popped, moving on its own.  Zoey jumped.  Kevin let out a groan and took a deep breath.  His arm shifted one more time, the bone moving back where it belonged.
He held his arm up and examined it.  He wiggled every finger.  Twisting it back and forth, there were no signs of the injury, no scar.  Only a little dried blood.
"Ahh," Kevin said.  "Much better."
Zoey had no words.  Her mouth hung open.
He finished what was left in the cup.
"What's your name?" he asked.
"Z-Zoey.  Zoey Gallner."
His cheeks turned red as his eyes danced.
"Uh, well, Zoey, you might want to get some clothes on.  Your towel is a little, uh…open."
She glanced down.  She'd lost most of the grip on the towel, which just hung loosely over her frame.  Parts of her pale body peeked out.  A breast, sliver of leg, her bare shoulder.  Without another word, she turned and left the kitchen.  She was too awestruck to be embarrassed.  She made a beeline for the basement, her mind a blur.
Zoey had never dressed so fast in her life, not even when her boyfriend was leaving through the window when her parents returned home.
She wasn't completely conscious of what she was putting on.  A pair of cutoff jeans.  A white Baltimore Orioles tee shirt Victoria bought for her.  At least she thought it was the Orioles.  It had a bird on it.  She didn't bother with socks or shoes.  They would only delay her getting back to the kitchen for the barrage of questions she had for Kevin.
She almost expected him to be gone, although she could hear and smell him.  When she went back to the kitchen Kevin was sitting at the dining table.  He was a few chairs away from her sketchpad and phone.
He greeted her with a smile.  He'd replaced his strange water with a can of soda.  His ham and cheese sandwich sat on a plate in front of him.  A bite was already missing.
"Hello, again," he said, taking a drink.
The hundred questions in Zoey's mind vanished.  Her mind was a blank slate.  She said nothing as she crossed the kitchen and sat across from him.  He was uncomfortably close to her sketchpad, so she slid it further down the table.
Only one question popped in her head.
"Who are you?"
"I already told you.  I'm Kevin.  Victoria didn't talk about me at all?"
She shook her head.  Kevin paused chewing for a moment to frown.
"That hurts a little," he said.  "Well, sorry, I didn't mean to scare you.  I knew she had someone in town staying over.  I thought you'd both be out on the town, so I stopped over."
"She got a call.  Some kind of emergency.  She ran out with Jack."
His eyes shot open.
"Ah, Jack's in town?  I hope he doesn't kill anyone."
"Jack…has really killed people?"
Kevin said nothing.  His only response was to shove more ham and cheese in his mouth.
"How did you do that?" she asked, pointing to his arm.
"I'm a witch."
She laughed for a moment, waiting for him to continue.  He didn't.
"A witch?"
"Yeah.  Pointy hats, broomsticks, cauldrons.  You know, a witch."
A witch.  Such simple words, with powerful meaning.
"Seriously?"
"Yup."  He finished his sandwich.  "That's why I'm here, actually.  I keep some of my best stuff here.  I was looking for a key when you ambushed me."
"I didn't ambush you.  I thought you were breaking in."
He laughed and shook his head.  "A witch, breaking in.  That's funny."  He rose to his feet.  "Victoria keeps a key in one of these drawers."
Zoey nodded.  "Yeah, to the blood fridge here.  You don't drink blood, do you?"
"No.  I just need to get in the safe."
Her eyes fell on the great mystery of the kitchen.  The safe only with a handle.
"The safe is yours?"
"Victoria got it for me.  Specially made.  You know where that key is?"
Zoey retrieved it from the right drawer and handed it over.  She didn't ask any questions, just watched.  Did the safe have a keyhole, hidden from view?
Kevin studied the key and simply held it in his hand.
"Perfect."
With his other hand, he simply pulled open the safe.  Zoey looked back and forth between Kevin and the safe.  It didn't make any sense.
"How did you do that?"
"Magic."  He returned the key and rubbed his hands together with a smile as he stared into the safe.  Zoey peered over his shoulder.  "Now let's see what we got here."
The smell attacked her nose and nearly made her gag.  Her eyes watered as she had to look away for a moment.
"Shit," she said.  "What is that?"
Kevin pointed at different jars and bags, all lined up neatly on shelves.
"Frog's tongue.  Ground-up bone of a sparrow.  One-year-old graveyard dirt.  Salamander eyes."
She stepped back, unable to take the attack on her senses.
"Gross.  What do you do with it?"
"Potions."
"Are you serious?  Like love potions?"
He laughed as he took out several bags.
"Jack always makes fun of me about a love potion.  He says it's the only way I snagged my girlfriend.  Really, I can make a lot of stuff.  But a love potion's never popped in my head."
Zoey looked him up and down.  He was a little taller than her.  Well-defined physique, but he had a goofy smile.  He wasn't unattractive, but definitely not her type.  She wondered what a witch's girlfriend was like.
He set the bags on the table and noticed the sketchpad.  Drifting over, Zoey's heart caught in her chest as her body stiffened.
"Wow, you draw?"
"Yeah," she said, her lips pursed.  "I draw."
"This looks awesome."
He grabbed the sketchpad to hold it closer.  Zoey nearly raised a hand in protest, but kept quiet.  The portrait was very personal to her.  She didn't like people just grabbing it, even Victoria.
"Is this a real person?" he asked.  "Or just something from your head?"
"Oh, he's real, definitely," Zoey said, feeling the anger build inside all over again.  She thought drawing him would help with closure, but it wasn't working.  "We can just call him the one that got away."
"Ah, an old boyfriend?"
"Something like that."
"And you're looking for him?  Hmm…."  He talked to himself for a moment.  "That potion only works on pictures.  But this drawing, it's so real.  And usually it's the emotion behind the picture that makes the potion work."
"What are you talking about?"
He grabbed her phone and held it up, along with the sketchpad.
"Is it okay if I try something?"
Zoey didn't know what to say, so she only shrugged and nodded.
Kevin spent the next several minutes looking like he was preparing a meal.  He started a pot of water on the stove for a boil.  Moving from cabinet to cabinet, he grabbed different herbs and spices.  Garlic, sugar, pepper, parsley, a sliver of an orange.  He also grabbed a tiny jar from the safe.
"This stuff is rare," he said.  "I hope this works."
She didn't want to know what it was.
He continued to dance in the kitchen, almost reminding her of a chef on TV.  The water finally came to a boil, and he dumped the odd collection he'd gathered into the pot.  He pulled out a baking sheet and set it on the stove.
Zoey wasn't prepared for the next step in whatever ritual he was performing.
Kevin tore the portrait out of the sketchpad.
She covered her mouth in horror.  She'd been working on the portrait since the day after the attack.  It helped her stay sane during those long hours in the basement.  It helped her heal.  She wasn't finished, and she never removed a drawing from the sketchpad until it was done.
He set the portrait in the baking sheet, with her phone on top.  Before she could even ponder what was going on, he poured the boiling mixture into the baking sheet, just enough to cover.
Her phone and portrait were sitting in strange goop.
"What the hell are you doing?" she finally said.  "What is the matter with you?"
He didn't answer.  He simply reached out for the baking sheet.
"Don't!  That's boiling water!"
Kevin wasn't deterred.  He set his hand on top of the portrait, into the steaming water.  It didn't bother him in the least.
The water began to sparkle, like it contained glitter.  The smartphone came to life.
"Wow, neat," Kevin said.  "I think it worked."
"What?" Zoey said.  "What worked?"
He grabbed the smartphone and glanced at the screen.  Water still dripped onto the baking sheet.  She was surprised it even turned on.  Smiling, he turned the screen toward her to show what resembled a Google map of the United States.
"There he is.  Looks like somewhere in Illinois?"
She took the phone.  Coherent thought struggled to form in her mind.  A red dot blinked in the state of Illinois.  She touched the screen, pressing the home button, but nothing happened.  The dot continued to glow.
"Damn, sorry," Kevin said, frowning.  "I should have thought about that some more.  Your phone, it's kind of…broke."
"What?"
"That's all it will do now.  If you get closer to that dot, it will zoom in.  It's a pretty cool little tracking potion.  I thought it only worked on real pictures.  But I guess not.  After a few days, though, the phone will die, and won't come on again.  Maybe I should have used a cheap Kindle or something."
"A few days?  How many?"
"Uh, three or four?  I don't really know."
Emotions pushed any attempt at thought aside.  Excitement.  Terror.  Awe.  Rage.
"You're telling me I can find him?" she asked, pointing at the portrait.  "I just have to go towards Illinois?"
"Yeah.  Cool, right?"
"Ohmygod," she said, pacing.  "Oh, shit!  This is real?  Does it run over 4G?"
To her, the question sounded ridiculous and brilliant at the same time.
Kevin laughed.  "No, not 4G.  Magic."
"Okay.  Illinois.  Can I fly there?  Can I drive?  Will Victoria help me?  I'm not sure she would, and I can't blame her.  Not for what I'm going to do.  I should do this by myself.  I'll drive.  Not safe to fly, not with the sun.  She told me that."
"Whoa, whoa," Kevin said.  "What are you saying?"
"Even if Victoria drove with me," she continued.  "We'd still have to hide during the day.  Driving time really is cut in half."
He nodded slowly in thought.
"Yeah, I'm afraid so.  I couldn't put a daylight potion together in just a few days.  Not easy-to-get stuff in that one."
"Wait," Zoey said, grabbing his shoulder.  "What did you just say?  A daylight potion?"
Kevin's eyes went wide as his expression froze.
"You…don't know?  About Victoria?"
"No.  What do you mean?"
He said nothing for nearly thirty seconds before plastering a fake smile on his face.  He pulled a small vial out of his front pocket with a brownish liquid inside.
"Well, it was nice meeting you," he said.  "Good luck with finding your boyfriend."
"Are you serious?  You're leaving now?  Tell me about Victoria."
"I can't.  I'm not even supposed to be here.  My girlfriend's waiting for me back at her apartment."
Zoey frowned when he popped the cork on the vial and capped it with his index finger.  He traced the outline of a large circle on the kitchen wall, leaving behind a brownish trail.
"What the hell are you doing?"
"Tell Victoria I'll call her," he said, ignoring everything she said.  He pulled a picture of what looked like a bedroom wall out of his back pocket.
She grabbed his wrist and held tight.
"Tell me," she said.  "Or I'll break your arm again."
"No you won't," he said, smiling.  "You really didn't mean to the first time.  And you're a nice person."
He saw right through her and her empty threat.  Desperate, she grabbed the picture from his hand with blinding speed.  She took a step back and held it up.  She had no idea what its purpose was, but Kevin no longer smiled.  Panic took hold as he stepped toward her.
"Give that back!  I only brought one, and Victoria's printer is broken."
"No.  Not until you tell me about this daylight potion."
"Zoey, c'mon.  Stop it."
The two engaged in one of oldest games alive.  A game of keep-away.  She felt like she was five years old all over again.  Kevin reached for the photo, only for Zoey to switch hands behind her back.  She easily held him back with her strength, a strange feeling, considering he was bigger.
Kevin was a gentleman, and also shy.  He refused to grab or try to manhandle her.  The boys in her school would have taken the opportunity to touch and flirt.  He simply wanted his picture.
"I need that!" Kevin said.  "I have to leave!"
She was confused as to what the picture had to do with him leaving, but that was a question for another time.  She held the photo in both hands between her fingers, threating to tear it in half.
"No!" he said, reaching out.  "Okay, stop."
"Start talking."  She waved it back and forth.  "And I'll give this back."
He took a deep breath and ran his hands through his hair.
"You'd better sit down."





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 10
 
Victoria wasn't sure what she expected, but the parking lot at Tony's club was exactly like it should have been on a weeknight.  There were a decent amount of cars, and a couple walking hand-in-hand approached Dave, who watched the front door as always.  With the window rolled down she could hear their conversation.  Dave gave them the simple rules of behaving themselves and tipping if they were having a good time.  The couple then pushed the conversation into the possibility of a threesome, which Dave politely declined.
"I love strip clubs," Jack said as they parked.  "Broken dreams, disappointed fathers, breasts everywhere, alcohol, women playing stick-it-in-quietly in the back rooms for extra money.  You know the people that run these places have a fucked up dark side.  I wish I owned one."
"I own this place, or at least a part of it."
"I don't think I've ever been prouder of anyone in my life."
"Shut up, Jack."
Dave let out a big grin as the pair approached.
"Victoria," he said.  "Good, good.  You're coming by more often."
"Hi, Dave."
She squeezed the air out of him, like she always did.  Dave laughed and turned serious when he looked at Jack.
"Is he with you?"
"Yeah."
"No hugs for me, Tarzan," Jack said.  "So keep your hands to yourself."
Victoria touched Dave's arm before Jack could create his typical tension.
"Is everything okay?" she asked.
"Yeah.  Why wouldn't it be?"
"Tony called.  It seemed pretty important on the phone.  He told me to rush down."
"It's been quiet out here," he said.  "I'm a little insulted.  If there's a security problem, he should be bugging me.  Not you.  But I haven't seen Tony all night.  You can go in there and look for him, if you want."
"Thanks, Dave."
Victoria and Jack stepped inside and saw more of the same.  Nothing was amiss.  Women dancing, mortals drinking, music, low light.
"Nice," Jack said approvingly.  He scanned the room.  "A good collection of ladies.  Different ethnicities, personality types, body types.  Look at that blonde in the middle, becoming one with the pole.  That's impressive.  She must have graduated with honors.  Good, good whores."
"Have some respect.  They're dancers, not whores."
"Not the Goth chick on the end.  She had sex ten, maybe fifteen minutes ago.  And call me jaded, but I doubt it was for free in the comfort of her own home."
Victoria found the woman Jack referred to.  Heavy, dark eye makeup and pale skin, wearing nothing but a spiked collar and wrist-straps.  A few tattoos and strategically-placed piercings completed her look.
"How can you tell?"
"Just the way she moves.  And the semen on her foot is a bit of a giveaway, too."
She shook her head in disgust, remembering the incident in the private booth during her last visit.  "Goddamnit, Tony."
"Ah, what a crime."
"What now?"
"Check out the bartender.  She's got the best body in here, and she's slinging drinks.  Not a single bionic in her.  She'd be handing out heart attacks if she spun on a pole.  You wouldn't think politics would exist inside a strip club, but there's your proof."
Jack was referring to Bree, the bartender Victoria bonded with before.  Bree was as friendly as ever, laughing and talking with the customers, hiding whatever insecurities she had concerning the other dancers behind a smile.  
Bree looked up and noticed Victoria.  Victoria took a step to approach, but stopped when Bree's expression changed from a smile to grim seriousness.  She waved frantically, and pointed to the office in the back.
"Let's go," Victoria said.
They were halfway across the club when Jack spoke.  He was still eying up the dancers around them.
"Victoria, seriously," he said.  "How much would it cost to get that white skin of yours up on stage?  I'll pull out the charge card right now."
She didn't want to, but laughed anyway.  As they approached the office door she tried to focus her senses on what was just beyond.  She thought she heard mumbling, maybe even an uncomfortable moan.  Several voices and heartbeats.  Three, maybe.
She turned the knob to find it locked, then gave the door a gentle rap.
"Go away!" Tony barked.  "I'll be out soon!"
"It's me.  Victoria."
There was a click as the door was unlocked, followed by it opening.  Tony grabbed Victoria by her sleeve and yanked her inside.
"What the fuck took you so long?" he said.  He nearly shut the door when he noticed Jack.  "Who is this?"
"It's okay.  He's with me."
Tony went to reach for Jack, but instead had his own wrist snatched.  Jack held tight, his gaze narrow.
"Touch me, mortal, and I'll break you into pieces."
Tony pulled free and threw his hands in the air.  "Fine, fine.  Just get in here."
Victoria gasped as the door closed behind them.
"What the hell happened here?"
The first thing Victoria noticed was the blood.  It was difficult not to.  A young woman was curled up on Tony's cot with nothing but a sheet around her.  The sheet and cot were soaked with red.  Another woman in jeans and a white bra sat on the floor in the corner, rocking back and forth.  Her eyes were wide and her mouth moved, but no words came out.  The woman in the corner wasn't injured, but had speckles of blood on her stomach and bra.
A third woman tended to the injured on the cot.  Victoria recognized her as one of Tony's dancers, Heather.  Heather wasn't dressed to perform, wearing jeans and a tank-top.  She was trying her best to hold the injured woman still while pressing a towel to her neck.
"I don't really know," Tony said.  "Heather and I were out back, just talking before she got ready for work.  They ran up to us.  The one hurt here is Olivia.  She works for me.  I thought she was going to die right in the lot.  The other one I don't know, she hasn't said a word.  We brought them in through the back door."
Victoria bent over and slowly moved Heather aside.  She was as gentle as she could be with the towel.
"Shit, Tony!  Why didn't you call 911?"
"And tell them what?  That two women ran to the back lot of my gentlemen's club after they'd been attacked by a vampire?  That's what we're talking about here, right?  Take a look."
Victoria gently pulled away the towel.  Olivia's neck and both shoulders had been turned into hamburger.  The injuries were very severe.  It was difficult to see through the blood, but she thought there were two fang wounds on her neck.
"Maybe.  I don't know.  It's hard to say.  But still, why call me?"
"You can heal her, right?  I've seen it before.  You lick where you bite, and it heals them."
She rolled her eyes.  "Does this look like just a bite to you?  I'm not licking this to recovery.  Shit.  She is bleeding to death."
Victoria stood up, her eyes never leaving Olivia.  The closest hospital was twenty minutes away.  The human doctors might have been able to save her.  But questions would be asked.  Complications would rear their ugly head.
There was one guaranteed way to save her life.
"I'm going to bring the car around back.  Tony, you and Jack carry her out."
Jack, who had been silent up to that point, laughed.  The hair on the back of every mortal's neck stood up.  Olivia was dying, and Jack thought it amusing.
"No," he said.  "I'm not touching the naked, bleeding woman."
"Jack—"
"Throw her over your shoulder.  You're stronger than any of us here."
"I'm not carrying a woman with her injuries over my shoulder."  Jack, as always, was testing her patience.  She tossed him her keys.  "Fine, get the car.  Heather, hold the back door open.  Tony, you grab her feet."
The four of them sprang into action, or in Jack's case, strolled calmly.  Tony's office had a back door that led directly outside near the garbage bins, avoiding the main room itself.  The back seat in Victoria's Porsche didn't have much room at all, but it would have to do.  As carefully as they could, they set Olivia in the space behind the front seats.  She was still wrapped in a bloody sheet.
"Move over," Victoria ordered Jack.
"Damn," he said, obeying.  "I was hoping to drive this thing."
Victoria sped out of the parking lot.
Despite the urgency, she kept her composure as she wound through the streets.  She didn't want Olivia to die, but panicking would do nothing to help.  Jack remained quiet in the passenger's seat.  Victoria reached into her purse, past her phone, and felt for something that would provide much better communication.
She held the rock to her lips.
"Kevin," she said.  "Kevin, answer, please."
Victoria and her inner circle did not use Kevin's gifts to talk about the weather.  Whenever a voice echoed over one of his magical rocks, everyone knew it was important.  It took less than thirty seconds to hear his voice.
"Victoria, I'm here.  What's up?"
"I need you to get to my house immediately.  Have water ready."
"Really?" he said.  "I was just over there a few minutes ago."
Her body stiffened at his words.
"You…what?"
"I was just there."
She clenched her eyes shut, nearly running a stop sign.
"Kevin, I told you to stay away from my place for a while.  I have a house-guest, and I want her to meet you.  But later, when the time is right."
"I didn't think you guys would be home.  I just needed some stuff from the safe."
"I don't remember saying that was the only exception.  Did you meet Zoey?  How much did you tell her?"
She didn't like the silence that followed.
"Kevin—"
"Not much," he said.  "Only a little."
She didn't believe him.  But whatever damage he caused would have to be fixed later.
"Get to my place," she said again.  "With water."
"Is it really important?" he said.  "I just got here, and I'm…you know, a little busy."
His strained breathing and delicate choice of words provided all the information she needed.
"Pull yourself out of Leese, and, please," she remembered to add.  "Do what I say."
"Okay, okay."
The rock went dead.
Her mind began to race.  Zoey entered her thoughts.  The teen was still struggling with the world she was now a part of, struggling with everything around her, and now she knew about the world of magic.  Victoria knew an uncomfortable conversation was coming.
She forced those thoughts aside.  One thing at a time.  There was a young woman dying in her back seat.
"Leave it to Glinda to fuck shit up," Jack said.  "He took out Tiffany once for ice cream.  She wanted vanilla, he gave her chocolate.  Dumb bastard.  The idiot can't tell the difference between chocolate and vanilla."
"He saved her life.  Admit it, you like him."
"I'd really like him if he cured my curse."  Jack shifted in the seat to check on Olivia behind them.  "Oh, Victoria, I'm so sorry."
"What?" she said.  She'd been so distracted she wasn't listening for a heartbeat or breathing.  "Is she…dead?"
"No, worse.  The pole technician is bleeding all over your beautiful car."
Victoria sighed desperately.  "Jack—"
"Hey, lady!" he said.  He glanced at Victoria.  "What's Stripilicious's name again?"
"Olivia."
"Olivia!  Would you mind maybe leaning your head out?  Try bleeding outside for a while?"
"It's okay—"
"The hell it is.  This car is far sexier than Olivia here.  She might be cute.  It's hard to say, especially now that she looks like a used tampon."
"Put pressure on her neck.  Help slow the bleeding."
"You're serious, aren't you?"
"Yes, I'm serious!  For shit's sake, Jack, she's going to die!"
"Oh, no.  Poor Olivia, she's going to die?  How will the back alleys and lonely poles in the city survive?  Who will keep them warm at night?"
"Jack—"
"Alright, alright.  Just hold on."
Victoria nearly swerved the car off the road when Jack grabbed her shirt under the arm and pulled with all his strength.  It took several attempts, but he finally ripped the shirt away from her body.  She tried to focus on the road, sitting only in her bra, exposed to the night air.
"What the fuck are you doing?!"
"You think I'm touching her with my bare hands?" Jack said, wrapping his palms in what was left of her shirt.  "You're out of your mind."
Victoria wanted to kick him out of the moving car.  It was a shame such an action wouldn't harm him at all.
It took breaking every speed limit, but soon she was parking in front of her house.  The car hadn't even come to a stop when Kevin and Zoey sprinted out of the front door.  Both of them were concerned, with Kevin anxiously clutching a bottle of water.
"What's going on?" Kevin asked.  "Is everything okay?  And, uh…why are you wearing only your bra?"
Victoria didn't bother opening the car door.  She stood on the seat and jumped out.
"Hurry," was all she could say.
Kevin and Zoey ran to the car, and both stopped when they peered into the back.  Zoey gasped and backed up a step, covering her mouth.  Kevin stood with his jaw hanging.
Victoria took matters in her own hands.  She grabbed the water and leaned into the back.  She didn't want to move Olivia at all.  Pouring the water into her open mouth, Victoria's heart raced as Olivia made no effort to drink.  Her head fell to the side, spilling the magic onto the Porsche's carpet.
"Olivia, please," Victoria said.  "Just a sip.  Please."
Victoria didn't know if Olivia actually took a drink, or if the magical water somehow just leaked down her throat.  Regardless, she let out a healthy cough.  Victoria smiled as she gently put the bottle to her lips.
"That's it," she encouraged.  "Just a little more."
The injuries on her neck started to heal.  Victoria couldn't see the injuries on her shoulders and back, but knew they were healing as well.  Whatever blood was missing, the magical water was taking care of that as well.
Olivia shot upright, making everyone, even Victoria, jump.  She clutched the bloody sheet to her chest and eyed everyone around her wildly.  She resembled a murder victim, covered in her own gore.
"What?" Olivia said, her voice a whisper.  "Where am I?"
Jack responded by clasping his hands together.
"Well, we did a good deed here," he said.  "Yay, team.  We should all be so proud of ourselves.  We saved a wonderful pair of breasts and a vagina.  Now, if you all don't mind, I'm going to get a glass of orange juice and be on my way."  He eyed Kevin and nodded in greeting as he walked past.  "Glinda."
"Jack."
Kevin took a deep breath and walked toward the front of the house.  He pulled a potion from his pocket and used it to trace an outline of a portal directly on the brick exterior.
"Victoria," he said, pulling out a picture.  "We're good?  You don't need me?"
She really wanted to scold him.  She could tell just from the way Kevin and Zoey interacted that they at least talked.  What did he say?  What mess did he create?  How many secrets did he give up?
But she couldn't.  For one thing, she lacked the energy.  Kevin also, like he always did, came through when she needed him.
Still, part of her wanted to smack around two of her inner circle, Kevin and Jack.
"We're good," she said.  "Thank you."
He nodded and slapped the picture against the wall, like he would slap an old pal on the back.  The portal came into being, revealing Leese's bedroom.  Leese was lying in bed, covered up to her neck with a blanket, watching television.  It didn't take Jack's powers of perception to know she was patiently waiting to resume whatever activities they were engaged in earlier, most likely with no clothes on under her blanket.
"It was nice seeing you again, Kevin," Zoey said.
Kevin smiled at Victoria and Zoey before stepping through the portal.  Leese smiled as well, happy her boyfriend was home.  He stepped into Leese's bedroom and closed the portal behind him.
"That's the third time I've seen that," Zoey said, more to herself than anyone else.  "And it freaks the shit out of me."
Victoria spun to see Olivia watching in awe.  She wasn't too concerned with Olivia witnessing magic.  In her confused state, Victoria could spin any tale she wanted.
"Zoey, would you mind helping Olivia to the shower?  She can borrow some of my clothes."
"Yeah, sure.  Whatever."  The venom wasn't hard to detect.  Zoey eyed her with narrow, angry eyes.  "Me and you, we have to talk."
Victoria arched an eyebrow, matching Zoey's contempt with a touch of her own.
"And we will.  But would you mind if we talk after we help the poor woman who's standing naked in my driveway, covered in blood?"
Zoey let out what almost sounded like a growl, but walked over to Olivia.  She took her hand and guided her toward the house.
Just like that, Victoria was alone.  Only the insects and squirrels leaping from tree to tree kept her company.
She headed for the front door.  Each step felt like she was dragging a pair of anchors.  Walking straight for the refrigerator in the kitchen, she nearly downed a cold, delicious bottle in two gulps.  She gripped the counter and leaned forward, trying to gather herself.
"I haven't seen you drink like that in a while."
Turning in place, she saw Jack leaning in the doorway.  There was no orange juice, so he'd fetched a cold bottle of water from the second kitchen.
"You might want to put a shirt on."
"Maybe you shouldn't have ripped mine off.  Besides, it's my house.  If I want to walk around naked, that's what I'll do."
He laughed.  "Always a girl scout.  That woman, Olivia, I would have let her die."
"Yeah, well, I couldn't.  It's just not in me."
"I know.  That's why I've always been drawn to you."
The rare, honest compliment took her by surprise.
"We both have so much darkness," he went on.  "But you don't let it rule you."  He let out a happy smile.  "Me, not so much."
"You're not as bad as you think, Jack.  I've seen you with Tiffany."
"You're right.  I'm not bad.  I'm worse."
Victoria laughed quietly, but turned solemn when Zoey stepped into the kitchen.
"How is Olivia?" Victoria asked.
Zoey sighed.  "A little scared.  Crying.  She doesn't remember anything about what happened.  She's in the shower, and I got some clothes for her."
"Good, good."
"Were you ever going to tell me?"  Zoey's eyes were angry.  "About Kevin, about magic?"
"Oooh," Jack said.  "The rookie comes out swinging, connects with a solid left.  How will the aged, cagey veteran respond?"
Victoria eyed Jack with disdain.  "Do you mind?"
"Not at all.  I'll just be sitting at the table here, filming everything.  You're already in your bra, so we're halfway there on the cat-fight."
"Goodnight, Jack."
He nodded with a smile as he left the kitchen.
"What happened to my wall?" Victoria asked, gesturing to the dents next to her.
"It was an accident," Zoey said.  "I thought Kevin was robbing the place.  Your fault, really."
"Mine?"
"Yeah.  If you would have told me you knew a guy that could make portals, I wouldn't have smacked him."
"What else did he tell you?"
"He told me everything.  He told me you can walk in the sunlight, because of a magic potion he made."
Victoria huffed and lowered her eyes.  She loved Kevin dearly.  However, she made a mental note to resist strangling him the next time she saw him.
Still, she laughed to herself over Zoey's concept of everything.  If she knew what else Kevin was capable of she would probably be in catatonic shock.
But Victoria kept Kevin's secrets for a reason, and was angry he didn't always feel the same way.
"Is it true?" she said.  "I just want to hear you say it.  While I've been locked in that basement, have you been bouncing up here in the sun?"
Victoria kept her composure, but didn't like the fact that their conversation was turning more into an interrogation.
"Locked in the basement?" she said.  "Does the basement feel like a prison?  Does it lack the comforts of where you were before?"
"You know what I'm trying to say.  Don't turn this around.  Were you going to tell me?"
"I believe so, eventually.  I told you before, this is all new to me, too."
"When?  In, like, one-hundred years?  Two-hundred?"
Victoria didn't mean for the laugh to come out.  Just the ridiculousness of the situation overwhelmed her.  One day, Zoey was going to be an old, wise woman.  But at the moment, Victoria was still arguing with a teenager, even if she was one that would never age.
"You don't even know how to properly drink from a mortal, but you think you're ready for the greatest gift of our kind?"
"Ah, nice.  How long how are you going to hold Shawn against me?"
"I'm not holding anything against you.  But you're not ready yet.  It's that simple.  You haven't paid your dues."
"Paid my dues?  What is this, a college sorority?  I have to go through a little hazing first?"
"I'm trying to use words you'll understand."
"Well, stop.  Stop trying to connect with me, to relate.  You're not my mother.  I thought we were friends, but I guess I was wrong there, too."
"We are friends.  But my friends don't know all my secrets."
"It wasn't really your secret, not all of it.  Kevin just does whatever you say?  Do you think you're his master?  Do you think you're my master?  Why don't you give me a command, then?"
"You want a command?  Get Olivia, and take her to the hospital.  Take any car but the Porsche.  Don't sign in or answer any questions, just drop her off.  I don't think that's too much to ask, considering I've taken you in, fed you, tried to make you as comfortable as possible."
Zoey's expression turned from angry to hurt.  Her mouth opened as her eyes teared over.  She turned and left without another word.
Victoria wanted to call out and apologize before Zoey was even ten feet away, but she couldn't manage the words.
"Shit," she said, finishing off her blood.
She felt terrible.  Four centuries old, and she let a teenager push her to the point of losing her temper.  What was the definition of immature for such an old being?
Grabbing another bottle of blood, she slipped on a shirt and went back outside to check the condition of her car.  She was surprised to see Jack sitting on the front step, in the middle of a Skype video call on his phone.  Peering over his shoulder, she saw Tiffany with her eyes half open.  Her hair was a mess.
"I miss you," she said.  "When are you coming home?"
"I'll be there soon.  Are you getting along with the babysitter?"
"She's not a babysitter, because I'm not a baby.  But everything's okay.  I like Naomi.  How much money did you have to spend to make her stay overnight?"
"Don't worry about that."
"Is that Aunt Victoria behind you?  Hi, Aunt Victoria!"
"Hey, sweetie," Victoria said, waving and sitting next to Jack.
"When can I come down and see Aunt Victoria?"
"We'll talk about that later.  You'd better get back to bed.  You have school soon.  You should be asleep."
"Jack, I was asleep.  You called and woke me up."
"Oh, that's right, I did.  Well, sleep is overrated.  Actually, no it isn't.  Forget I said that."
Tiffany giggled and rolled her eyes.  "I'm going to hang up now."
"Okay.  Good night, Tiff.  Love you."
"Love you, too."
"I thought you'd be gone," Victoria said as he shoved his phone away.
"Not before checking on you.  You alright?  Did you kick that stray brat right in her private parts?"
"No, no.  We're just having a disagreement.  She thinks I should have told her about magic."
"You should have."
She looked at him, surprised.  "What?"
"Well, why didn't you?"
"Because she isn't ready.  She hasn't learned to respect yet what she is.  If I have Kevin take away her biggest weakness, and she goes out and murders someone in broad daylight, then that's on me.  I'm responsible for her."
"Actually, she's responsible for her own actions.  That would be like me blaming Glinda for every nightmare I've had since he gave me that magical watch.  And, believe me, I've had a few.  Mostly about Frozen."
"You're way off base, Jack."
"Am I?  I don't remember Glinda asking permission to use magic on you, or me, for that matter.  But you want him to clear everything with you first regarding Stray?  That sounds like a control thing to me.  And if that's the relationship you have with Stray, hey, fine by me."
"That's not our relationship."
"Lesbian, vampire sex then?  You know, we could really make some money—"
"Shut up," she said, but laughed.  "Look, there's a lot of things I didn't tell Zoey.  I didn't tell her the vampire politics that are out there, or demons.  But I was, just not after a few weeks."
"Sounds like you're trying to convince yourself more than me."
"Stop it with that psychoanalyzing bullshit.  I'm going to prepare Zoey for the world in any way I have to.  She hates me right now, I'm sure.  But we'll get through it."
The garage door opened, and a Jeep Wrangler slowly pulled out.  Zoey was behind the wheel, with Olivia in the passenger's seat.  Olivia wore one of Victoria's old sweaters.  She was leaning back with her eyes closed, fast asleep.  Zoey gave a small wave as she dabbed at her eyes.  Victoria felt her heart breaking as she waved back.  She didn't mean to make Zoey cry.
But the truth was Victoria didn't have to explain herself.  She knew what she was doing.  She didn't have to justify her actions to Zoey.  Not even to Jack, despite the bond between them.
"Let's talk about something else," she said.  "Did you see the wounds on Olivia?"
"No.  She was naked, and that was all my male brain could handle."
"Jack—"
"I'm joking.  Of course I saw them.  Puncture wounds on the neck.  Ten evenly-spaced lacerations starting from the shoulders, running down her back and stretching to her waist.  Obviously a vampire got her, or a very good impersonator.  You should have asked her some questions, if you're so interested."
"I don't have to," she said, sighing.  "I know where to go.  I want to look into this.  Care to tag along?"
"Ah," he said.  "That depends.  How much money are you getting paid?"
"Zero."
"So, then, this Olivia woman.  You're close with her?  You want to find out what happened because you care so much about her?"
"Never met her before tonight."  She smiled.  "How many times have we had this exact conversation?"
"I've lost count.  And I'll keep kicking you in the ovaries until you see my point."
"You can do the right thing even when there's nothing to gain."
"I guess you're right.  But, you kind of proved my point.  I want to gain something."
"Something doesn't feel right about this."
"They were attacked by at least one vampire.  Not much right about that."
"They weren't attacked.  They were willing partners."
"Wow.  It's been a long time since I've spied on you enjoying the sex thing, but that's not how I remember vampires doing it."
"Aren't you at least curious?"
"No," he said, rising to his feet.  "But you're going to need me to pull you out of whatever trouble you'll get in to.  Tiffany has school, so let's make it fast."
"Don't worry.  It'll be just like old times."





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 11
 
"I can never get enough of strip clubs," Jack said.  "You should have let me know we were coming back here.  I would have stopped at the ATM."
"Just relax, and behave."
Victoria scanned the club quickly.  The hour was getting late, but there was still a crowd going strong.  Bree remained behind the bar, serving drinks.  There was no sign of Tony or Heather.  The mortals gathering for fun and a show had no idea that not long ago a woman nearly died in the back office.
"I won't be long," she said.  "Stay out here and enjoy the sights.  I just need to talk to Tony."
Jack drifted toward the bar while Victoria headed straight for the office.  As she drew closer she heard quiet whispers, along with a woman crying.  She knocked on the door gently.
"Tony, it's me."
He opened the door as quickly as he could to let her in.  Locking it behind him, he gave her an appreciative smile as he turned his attention back to Heather.
Heather sat in Tony's chair, crying, while the mystery woman still sat on the floor in the corner, her gaze far away.  There was a mop and bucket, and Victoria could see the scene in her head.  Tony drifted from checking on the mystery woman, to Heather, to mopping the floor.  He suddenly looked far older than he actually was.  He gave Heather a quick hug around the shoulders as she cried, before grabbing the mop once again.
"Olivia?" he said, his voice strained.
Victoria nodded.  "She's going to be okay."
"Oh, thank God," he said, leaning against the wall.
"I'm sorry I threw an attitude earlier."
He shook his head.  "No, I'm sorry.  I just didn't know who else to call."
Victoria looked at Heather with concern.
"Heather?  You okay?"
She let out an uneasy laugh.  Her hands trembled as she gripped the desk.  She wasn't wearing much in the way of clothing.  Heather had wanted to perform, like she was scheduled to, but simply wasn't up to it.
"I'm okay.  I'll be fine."
Victoria gestured toward the mystery woman.
"Still nothing?  Has she said anything?"
"Not a word."
"Is she a friend of Olivia's?"
"I'm not sure.  I've never seen them together."
She knelt down to inspect the mystery woman.  The woman still wore only a bra, but Tony had wrapped his jacket around her.  Her eyes met Victoria's, still in a state of shock.  What did she see?
Victoria spent twenty minutes looking over the woman for injuries, and reviewing the story with Tony and Heather.  She didn't learn anything knew, but didn't expect to.  At least not at Tony's club.
The woman was fine, except for whatever memories she would carry with her forever.  The small droplets of blood on her weren't her own.
Victoria saved her final question for last.  It was simple, but she had the feeling it would get results.  She gently cupped the woman's chin and tilted her head, so they could look into each other's eyes.
"The Vermilion?"
The woman said nothing, but she didn't need to.  Her reaction was enough.  Her eyes shot open in fear as she pressed further into the corner.
"It's okay," Victoria said, stroking her hair to relax her.  "You're safe here."
She turned to see Tony shaking his head at the mention of the latest business in town.  A place where vampires and humans willingly shared themselves with each other.
"I knew that place was bad news," he said.  "Emma got clean.  She's doing a lot better, but I know she's shown others."
Victoria nodded and rose to her feet.
"I'm going to give them a visit.  We took Olivia to the hospital.  I'd do the same with her.  They'll take care of her."
"Shit.  What do I tell them?"
"Anything you want.  Try the truth.  A woman ran up to your club and she's been like this the whole time.  Don't mention the Vermilion, please.  We don't need police sniffing around my kind."
"Okay, will do.  You be careful.  I don't like that place."
"Don't worry, I'll be fine."  She smiled.  "I have my brother with me."
He didn't ask any questions, just frowned in confusion.  Victoria left the office, not expecting what she saw.
Jack was not at the bar, and Bree was not serving drinks.  The pair were laughing and talking at a table off to the side.  The sight was a strange one, as it typically took a long time for Jack to laugh around anyone, unless it was a young girl named Tiffany.  The two were drinking what appeared to be chocolate milk.  The more attention Jack gave Bree, the more angry looks they received from the dancers around them.
Victoria approached the duo, amused.  Bree's smile vanished when she noticed the minority owner heading her way.
"I'd better get back to work," she said, and went to stand.
"No, no," Jack said, grabbing her hand.  "You're on your break.  Don't go standing and saluting just because the old redhead shows up."
"I see you've met Jack," Victoria said.  "Are you ready to go?"
Jack downed the rest of his milk.  "Sure thing, just one sec."  He stood up, and Bree stood with him.  He reached into his pocket and counted out money.  "Bree, it is very rare that I say this, but it was a pleasure to meet you.  We'll get together next time I'm in town.  This should cover everything."
Bree's jaw dropped when Jack handed over a stack of cash.
"Jack…this is a thousand dollars!"
"Hooray, public school.  You might want to put that away."
Instead, she tried to hand it back.  "I can't take this."
"Sure, you can."
"I didn't do that to get paid."
"Just call it a tip, then."
Victoria watched with curiosity.  What exactly did she miss the twenty minutes she was gone?  Neither Jack or Bree were the type to enjoy a sexual experience in one of the back rooms.  She certainly didn't smell sex on them.
Jack nodded at Victoria.
"Ready to—?"
He couldn't finish the sentence before Bree threw her arms around him.  A pained scowl crossed his face as he reluctantly held her.  They had the attention of nearly half the room, despite the other sights to see.
"Okay, you can let go now," he said.  "Bree?  Anytime."
"Thank you," she said, nearly crying.  "Thank you so much."
"Anytime.  You can really thank me by letting go."
"Oh, sorry."
She pulled away while Jack straightened his shirt.  He gave her one last genuine smile before nodding toward the door.  Victoria and Jack walked side by side out of the club.  She could sense the eyes on them.
"What the hell was that about?" she asked as they passed her car.
"She asked me what I wanted to drink.  I told her chocolate milk.  She said she was getting ready to go on break, that she'd go to the store around the corner and get us some.  Now that's service, right there."
Victoria waited for the story to continue, and laughed when it didn't.
"That's it?"
"Yeah.  Well, that and the talk.  You know, she's actually not an idiot.  Who would have thought that?  A very intelligent, funny young woman, that just happens to show off her bits in a strip club while pouring drinks down mortals' throats."
Victoria shook her head in disbelief.
"There are women in there working their asses off, some of them doing things they're not proud of, for dollar bills.  You gave a bartender a grand for getting you chocolate milk."
"I might have gone to two for a candy bar.  Where the hell are we walking?"
She stopped and sighed as the flashing lights caught her eye.  The club that housed the Vermilion had four police cars parked in front.  The club hadn't been shut down or evacuated, but there was a crowd of people gathering to watch the scene.  She could still hear music and people inside.  The police were talking with a well-dressed man.  She couldn't yet hear the conversation, but saw money exchange hands.  She recognized a cover-up in the making when she saw one.
"There," she said.
She led the way inside the club.  Jack stayed one step back, absorbing the surroundings, like he always did.  Most of the mortals dancing were unaware of the police outside, but a few made mention of seeing two bloody women running through a side door.
Victoria smiled as she approached the stairs to the Vermilion and saw a familiar man wearing a black shirt with Security across his chest.  His wrist was in a cast.
"Well, well.  We meet again," she said.
He didn't look happy to see her, but managed a small smile.
"It's Victoria, right?"
"It is.  You know, I never did catch your name."
"It's Eric."
"Hi, Eric.  I'm very sorry I broke your wrist last time.  I'm sure Frank's talked to you by now.  I'm here to see him."
She went to move past him, and was shocked when he grabbed her shoulder.  Jack let out a short laugh behind her.
"I'm sorry," he said.  "Frank did say you were welcome.  But…not tonight."
His tone told her he was honest.  She backed up a step and casually removed his hand.
"Do you want to tell me what's going on?"
"I don't know.  Really.  Frank just said he was dealing with some problems.  Not to let anyone down."
"I'm sure that doesn't include me."
"He said anyone."
"Eric, be reasonable.  Please, just step aside, don't cause trouble.  If I really want to walk past you, do you think you'll be able to stop me?"
He smiled slightly.
"It's a little more than just me this time."
Jack laughed and took a step forward.
"That's a joke.  You are a joke.  Are you talking about the man in the Ravens shirt on the second level, watching us?  Or the guy over there acting like he's playing pool, but is really private security?  Or the asshole dancing badly out there with the gun strapped to his leg?  Is that your more?  One vampire, three mortals.  We'd kill all of them.  And you'd be first."  He rubbed his hands together gleefully.  "I knew I did the right thing stopping by."
"Jack, stop.  No one's killing anyone," she said, flashing him a look.  "Eric, listen to me.  I know something happened.  That's why I'm here, to see if I can help.  We're going to go down now.  Okay?"
She wanted to believe it was her calm, reasonable demeanor, but knew it was most likely Jack throwing the kill word around.  Eric wasn't going to protect the Vermilion with his life.  He nodded nervously and leaned his head to talk into a radio, telling his secret partners to stand down.
"You can't ever go a day without threatening to kill someone, can you?" Victoria asked as they descended the stairs.
"We're down here, aren't we?  What is this place?"
Victoria said nothing, thinking it wise to let him piece it together for himself.
The lobby of the Vermilion had changed since Victoria last visited.  Kate had moved her desk off to the side.  There were beautiful paintings on the walls.  The lighting still had the same soft, seductive touch.  The water cooler had been replaced by a refrigerator, full of soft drinks and waters.  She actually liked the look.
The lobby was empty.  She heard bits and pieces of a conversation behind the main doors.  The roar of a vacuum cleaner mixed with panicked, concerned voices.
Victoria opened the doors leading to the suites.  Frank was in the middle of an animated talk with Michael, the vampire security guard, while another employee was vacuuming the new carpet Victoria had installed.  She gave the hallway a cursory glance as she approached.  The walls were clean, no blood.  Everything seemed to be in order.
"No shit," Jack said behind her.  "This is genius."
The vacuum went dead as the employee stopped his chore.  The hallway turned silent, drawing the attention of the mortals.  The employee drank in Victoria's loveliness as Frank and Michael marched forward with purpose.
"A whorehouse for vampires," Jack went on.  "I love it.  This reminds me of that cave we stumbled on down in Mexico.  Remember that?  In 1903, if I remember right."
"1904," she corrected, remembering quite well.  Some vampires and mortals tried to set up a social feeding circle in a cave, away from prying eyes.  Another group of vampires tried to claim the territory, and the mortals, for themselves.  It didn't end well for them when Victoria and Jack got involved.  "How many did we have to kill that night?"
"A lot.  It was beautiful."
The talk of a number of kills slowed Frank for a moment, but he resumed his stride.  He pointed to the doors behind her.
"Victoria, you have to go," he said.  "This is really not the best night for a surprise inspection.  I'm sorry, but I don't have the time."
"What happened here, Frank?"
"Nothing.  Nothing happened here, okay?"
"Lie number one," Jack announced.  He'd already opened the first two rooms they passed.  "The mattress and sheets in this room have been replaced just recently.  The door frame is way too clean, it's been scrubbed.  The room across from it, it's not as bad, but there was definitely a couple in here earlier."
"Who the fuck are you?" Frank asked.  "Get out of my rooms!  Who do you think you are?"
Frank passed Victoria to reach for Jack, which was a mistake.  Jack slapped Frank's hand away, and then gave Frank an openhanded slap of his own, right across the face.  The echo reverberated through the quiet hallway, even making Victoria wince.  He kicked Frank in the back of the knee, dropping him to the floor.  Michael took a step forward, but Victoria stopped him just with the tone in her voice.
"Michael," she said.
He turned his head to glance at her, and she saw the apprehension.  The beating she gave him last time they met circled in his mind, which took a mere four seconds of her time.
"It's admirable you want to protect your boss.  It really is.  But trust me, you don't want to do anything stupid."
Michael agreed, and settled on helping Frank to his feet while Jack continued his tour.  He opened each door, sticking his head in for a moment, as he made his way down the hallway.
"We know something happened here," she said.  "Two young ladies ran into a club I own down the street.  One was covered in blood, the other in shock.  We know they came from here."
"Ladies might not be the right word," Jack called.  "I can think of a few other names."
Victoria ignored him.  "We need to see the security footage."
"We've only got the lobby," Frank said.  "We haven't had time to install any cameras back here yet."
"Lie number two," Jack said.  "The rooms on this side of the hallway all have hidden cameras.  At least two, maybe more.  One in the headboard, and one in the top of the dresser mirror.  The other side is clear.  And the picture above his office has a camera hidden behind it, so there should be a pretty good shot of the hallway."
"Frank," Victoria said.  "I'm getting tired of being lied to.  You record what goes on inside the rooms?  Didn't you say something about respecting privacy?"
"It's not what it sounds like," he said, rubbing his cheek.  "We only record if they want us to.  The paperwork is all proper.  Some of the couples…or groups, that come in, want to be recorded.  We give them a room on this side of the hall, and give them the files.  We keep none of it.  We're not an adult film company."
"Do you have any footage from there?" she asked, pointing out the room Jack mentioned.
"Well, yeah, but I swear to God, not on purpose.  We didn't have time to erase it.  You're right, okay?  Something weird happened.  We're still trying to figure it out."
"That's why we're here."  She put an arm around him and headed toward his office.  "We'll need to see the cameras, and please, feel free to fill me in at any time."
"Shit, I don't know.  A lot of screaming, a lot of yelling.  Kate was in the lobby.  I was in my office, and by the time I got to her…."  He trailed off at the memory, and Victoria could see he was truly disturbed.  "You'd better just watch the tape.  I saw them running out, and I guess someone called the cops.  But, the owner here has my back, at least for now.  It's actually good that you came here.  If you can figure out what the hell happened, I'd really appreciate it."
Victoria and Jack walked into his office.  It didn't take long to spot the security system.  Frank had a regular computer at his desk, but against the side wall was a tiny table with another computer.  The monitor displayed multiple live feeds, with the option to pull an older recording via calendar.
She took a moment to get used to the controls while Jack grabbed a chair and sidled up next to her.  He kicked his feet up on the table, inches away from the keyboard.  She glared at him, but he made no attempt to move.
It took some effort.  Arranging camera feeds, rewinding and fast-forwarding, but she thought she had a clearer picture of what happened.
Olivia was the first one to enter the Vermilion.  Kate was sitting behind her desk, working at the computer.  Olivia sat in one of the lobby chairs and waited patiently.  There was no audio on the footage, but Victoria could tell the two women were engaging in small talk.
"Can you see what they're saying?" Victoria asked Jack.
He leaned forward and stared at the monitor.  He'd learned to read lips during his long life, but had to shake his head.
"No.  Not quite clear enough."
Ten minutes passed before a man stepped into the lobby.  Victoria nor Jack needed to be told that Olivia and he were total strangers.  Kate introduced them, and they shared a quick hug.  Another couple entered the lobby, two females, holding hands.  They already knew each other.  Victoria recognized one of them as the mystery woman from Tony's club.  The five shared a few quick words and laughs, then Kate led Olivia and her partner to their suite.  The other couple waited in the lobby, and even took the time to kiss and feel each other.
"And we have hunky vampire number one and gorgeous vampire number two," Jack said, pointing at each of them on the screen.  "Do you know them?"
"No, never seen them before."
Olivia and her partner didn't waste any time.  No sooner did Kate shut the door than clothes were stripped and dropped.  Victoria glanced at Jack in surprise.  No words were exchanged.  Did they even give each other their names?  Apparently they simply found each other attractive, and engaged in what the Vermilion promised.
Because of the two cameras in the suite, Victoria saw more than she expected.
The vampire forced Olivia against the dresser.  She faced the camera above the mirror, and it captured their performance in every detail.  Olivia knew she was being recorded, like Frank said, as her eyes searched for the lens.  The vampire took position behind her and thrust into her.  Olivia arched her back as her hands pressed against the mirror.
They'd only bucked their hips for a few seconds before the biting started.
He bit her on the neck, and Olivia's eyes glazed over.  Victoria thought at any moment they would witness the vampire taking things too far, turning the mutual sharing into an attack.  Instead, he picked up and carried her to the bed, where the camera inside the headboard provided another angle.
They locked in an embrace, with Olivia sitting on the vampire's lap.  Her back was toward the headboard camera.  They moved up and down in a steady rhythm, with his fangs buried in her neck the entire time.
"So," Jack said.  "This is what it looks like when you have sex."
"No.  It's what it looks like when they have sex.  Don't lump us together."
Several more minutes passed of the couple enjoying each other.  On the lobby and hallway cameras, Kate led the other couple to their suite, directly across from Olivia's.
The distraction almost made her miss it.
The vampire gripped Olivia tightly, and their rhythm became disjointed.  He gripped her hair for a moment before his hands roamed across her back, to her hips, and back again.  At first glance, it seemed to just be passionate sex.
"Look," she told Jack.
He laughed.  "What you're seeing, Victoria, is the end result of the sexual experience.  Unless they're terrible at it.  You see, when a man loves a woman very much, he gets hard, and she gets wet—"
"Shut up, and look."
Olivia thrashed about, and it had nothing to do with sex.  She tried to get away, but was unable to.  Her partner seemed to be in the middle of a seizure.  He couldn't control himself, and his fangs ripped through her neck.  He grabbed her shoulders with claws instead of hands, and raked downed her back, causing the injuries Victoria and Jack had seen in person.
She finally pulled away while her partner convulsed on the bed.  She didn't give him a second glance as she stumbled her way to the door.  On the hallway camera, the other couple were leaving their room, concern on their faces.  They hadn't gotten quite as far as Olivia and her partner, and were still half dressed.  As Olivia burst into the hallway, bumping into the other couple, her partner died.
The vampire, whom she'd been having sex with seconds before, died.
There was no sunlight or fire, but the end result was the same.  Olivia's partner was curled up in pain one moment, the next he was dust across the sheets.  He was facing toward the headboard camera.  Victoria saw the terror and agony on his face mere moments before he ceased to exist.
The three women were animated in the hallway.  Olivia pushed her way to the doors, and that's when the female vampire doubled over in pain.  Her human partner went to check on her, and the vampire tried to grab her with a claw.  She pulled free and followed Olivia out the main doors in the lobby.
Ten seconds later, the second vampire died, turning into a pile of dust on the carpet.  Frank had nearly made it to her when she passed on.  Kate pushed the doors open to see Frank, and cried as he tried to console her.
Jack laughed quietly as Victoria paused the footage.
"Holy shit," he said.  "They vacuumed the two of them up like they were dust-bunnies."
"Jack, this is serious," Victoria said.  "Did you see that?  I've never seen anything like that."
"Me neither."
She sped through the rest of the evening, but nothing else grabbed her attention.  Frank spoke to the man she saw with the police outside, either the owner or a manager.  He also sent Kate home, and Michael joined him to begin the cleanup.  They scrubbed the floors as best they could and replaced the mattress.
Victoria rewound the footage to watch them die again.
"Shit, what the hell happened?" she asked.  "Did they touch each other in the lobby?"
"No," Jack said.  "They all talked, that was it.  But the very nature of this place…they probably share mortals like needles.  Maybe they're passing something to each other."
"But what?  A disease, maybe?  A virus?"
"There hasn't been a virus yet that's made a dent in vampires.  You bloodsuckers can drink from an AIDS patient without a problem."
"So what, then?"
"I don't know, but we're getting ahead of ourselves.  It could be the lighting in this place, for all we know."
Jack had a point, and Victoria squirmed in discomfort as she stared up at the lights.  Never before in her long life did she see one of her kind simply die spontaneously.  Underground mortal science labs had worked for decades trying to find a new way to kill them, but never succeeded.  Was there now something out there she needed to be afraid of?
She had the sudden urge to go home, her safe haven.  Her body was starting to feel the effects of staying up nearly all night.  She needed rest, to clear her head.
Frank poked his head into the office.
"Is everything okay in here?" he asked.  "The club's emptying out upstairs.  We'll have to close up soon."
Victoria regained her composure and rose to her feet.
"Yeah, we're good.  Frank, I'm going to need unrestricted access to this place, and all of your records.  You do keep track of who comes and goes, who gets paired up with who?"
Jack chuckled quietly next to her.
"Who comes and goes," he said.  "How accurate."
"We do," Frank said.  "We don't keep track of addresses.  Quite frankly, we don't care where people live.  But some do pay by check.  We don't take charge cards, obviously."
"Names will do.  I need to see who's been in and out, mortal and vampire.  And, I hate to say it, but this place is going to have to close its doors for a while."
Frank took the news as she expected.  He frowned and cursed as he placed a hand on the wall.
"Are you serious?  You think something here is responsible?  It could have been something upstairs in the club, or out in the parking lot.  Hell, what do I know?  Maybe vampires just get sick sometimes.  You don't know anything."
He had a point.  They could be looking at an isolated incident, with no rhyme or reason, that would never happen again.
Or they could be looking at the end of vampires.
"Exactly, I don't.  And until I do, this place stays closed."
"Fuck."
He rested his hands on his knees, staring at the floor.  Victoria felt bad for him, sympathized.  Frank had his faults, but he was simply a businessman trying to make a living.
"You're right," he said.  "I know you're right, but still…fuck!"
"Don't worry there, mortal," Jack said.  "This place is solid, and I want in.  Some good money to be made.  When Victoria solves all this shit, you'll be getting a call from me.  You'd be smart to answer the phone."
Only Jack could turn a scene of death into a business opportunity.
Victoria stood up.  She knew she'd be back, but still had an image to maintain.  Dawn wasn't too far away.  Frank expected her to return to shelter, and that's what she would do.
"I'll be in touch," Victoria said.  "We've got some work to do."
Frank nodded.  "I'll help however I can."





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 12
 
Victoria didn't say a word as they drove away from the club.  She was lost in her own thoughts, trying to absorb what they'd seen.  Truth be told, she was unnerved, even a little afraid.  For four centuries, she lived her life knowing that only fire and the sun could kill their kind.  Apparently that was no longer the case.
For his part, Jack was quiet.  No needling, no sarcasm.  The pair knew each other too well.  He could see Victoria was worried.  Despite the fact he said nothing, she knew he was concerned for her, and appreciated him for it.
It wasn't until she turned onto her street that he finally spoke.
"So," he said.  "What's the plan?"
She laughed quietly.  A very simple question with a complicated answer.
"A lot of phone calls.  And a lot of research.  I can't let this go.  This is something I have to figure out."
"I know."
"Can I count on you?"
"Whatever you need.  But you have to let me be a father for a while, too."  Jack leaned out the window to admire the scenery as the day began to slowly push away the night.  "I have a daughter at home that I happen to miss.  I won't be dropping her off at school today, and I hate that."
"Sorry everything ran so long.  We do have a witch, you know.  Just use a portal."
"I just might."
She didn't bother parking in the garage.  She parked in front of the house, behind Jack's truck.  Her shirt was nearly half off before they even walked in the door.  Jack reached out and grabbed her hand before she could strip.
"Whoa, you want to take it easy there?"
"I need to sleep," she said.  "I'm exhausted.  Some of us still need to sleep, ya know."
"Well, wait until I'm gone.  Then you can pull all the clothes off you want."
"Such a prude."
Victoria stayed her hand when her eyes fell on the basement door.  There was one thing she needed to take care of before she fell unconscious in her bed.
"I'll be right back," she said.  "I'm going to check on Zoey."
Jogging down the basement stairs, she expected to see a lump of teenager in the king-sized bed.  Confusion set in when there was nothing.  The bed was only a collection of bundled-up sheets.
She steered toward the bathroom, reaching out with her senses.  No water ran.  There was no familiar scent of the young girl she'd spent so much time with.  The hot tub was also empty and silent.
"Zoey?" she called, hoping she'd somehow get a response.  Only silence answered her.
Worry began to settle in.  Victoria opened the bathroom door anyway, although she knew Zoey wasn't there.  She wanted to believe her nose and ears were lying to her, and her eyes would save the day.
Victoria had a big house.  Zoey was in another room.  That was the only explanation that made sense.  But that didn't help soothe her.  The mansion wasn't designed to keep out the sun.  That's what the basement was for.
She was calling Jack's name as she went back upstairs.  It was terribly difficult to resist the temptation to run, but she somehow managed.
"Jack!  Jack!"
He leaned out the kitchen, watching for her as she left the basement.
"What?  What's the problem?"
"Is Zoey up here?"
"I have no idea."
"Well, would you look for her?"
"No."
He wasn't joking.  Jack disappeared back into the kitchen to enjoy a glass of water at the table.  Victoria paid him no mind.  She made her way to the side door to the garage and threw it open.
The Jeep was missing.
Zoey had never come back after leaving with Olivia.
Her mind went blank.  She didn't bother to shut the door.  She wasn't even aware she was walking back to the kitchen until she was nearly there.  Slowly, the questions and thoughts trickled in.
Where did Zoey go?  Was she hurt?  Did she drop off Olivia off at the hospital?  Did she go to visit Alex?  Why would she leave?  What was going on?
As she turned into the kitchen, the questions changed, moving in a darker direction.
Was Zoey dead?  Did the sunlight get her?  Maybe Olivia was responsible for the deaths at the Vermilion, and Zoey tried to feed from her.
Jack knew something was wrong immediately.  He was at her side in a second, nearly knocking over a dining chair.  He grabbed her hand and guided her toward the counter.  Victoria nearly lost her balance and fell.
"Victoria?" he said, his eyes never leaving hers.  "What's wrong?"
"Zoey…she's gone."
The concern left his face instantly, a scowl taking its place.
"Is that all?"
"What if she's dead?  What if she's hurt?  We got in a fight.  Maybe she ran away."
"No big deal if she did."
She wasn't listening, and paced without realizing.
"No, she wouldn't do that.  She wouldn't run away.  It wasn't that bad of a fight.  I was going to fix it.  Goddamnit, Kevin, why couldn't you just be quiet?"
Jack grabbed her by the shoulders and slapped her across the face.  It didn't hurt at all, but got her attention.  She clutched his arms in return, steadying herself.
"Are you done panicking?" he asked.
"I…don't think so.  Not yet."
"Well, stop, and follow me."
He led the way back to the basement.  She took the phone from her purse as they left the kitchen.
"Voicemail," she said, staring at the phone in disbelief.  "It's not even ringing."
Jack said nothing.  He went down the stairs and straight for the refrigerator, opening the door.  There was more blood missing than normal.
"A planned trip."
"She took bottles with her," Victoria said, noticing the bare racks for the first time.  "And her clothes.  But why?  If she hated it here, I would have put her on a plane back to Florida."
It dawned on her there was the good possibility Zoey took more than blood.
She left the basement once again, all the way up to the second floor.  Jack had difficulty keeping up, even with his ability not to tire.  Victoria simply moved too fast.
She only stopped in the middle of the hallway when she noticed her bedroom door, which was always locked, wide open.
Her suspicions were confirmed.
Zoey had forced the door open easily, breaking the wood around the lock.  Victoria had never reinforced it for vampires, only mortals.  She searched through her dresser drawers.
"Some of my credit cards are missing."
Jack shook his head as he leaned in the doorway.
"That little ho."
"I don't get it.  What's happening?"
"Is she banging someone?"
Victoria glared at him, surprised herself at how protective she felt regarding Zoey.
"What?"
"Does she have a boyfriend?"
"What does that have to do with anything?"
"She's either out to kill someone, or she's introducing her vagina to someone's penis.  Now, third time, Victoria.  Boyfriend?"
"No.  She had one, but they broke up at the end of the summer.  That's why she started going to clubs."
"A simple no would have worked.  I don't need her life story."
He signaled with his finger for Victoria to follow.  She frowned at the back of his head, curious as to what he knew.  Jack's brain didn't work like any other.  An insignificant detail to everyone else was a clue to him.  She had him beaten out on life experience, and most certainly compassion, but she would never match his ability to observe.
Leading her straight to the kitchen, he walked to the stove and pulled out a single piece of paper from a baking sheet.
"She's on her way to show this guy here some murder."
Everything finally clicked into place when she saw the portrait Zoey had been working on.  Victoria saw the pot with a mysterious liquid on the back burner, permeating some odd smell.  The baking sheet and portrait were still soaked in it.
Victoria and Jack didn't need to discuss their theories.  They both arrived at the same conclusion.  She summed it up with a single name.
"Kevin."
"Like I said.  Glinda always finds a way to fuck things up."
She sighed as she stared at the handsome man Zoey had captured on paper.
"I thought it was just a drawing."
Jack flipped it around to look.
"No.  Look at the detail, the strokes, the care she put into this.  This isn't random bum number two on Pratt Street, Victoria.  This is someone she's sexually slurping, or someone she wants to kill."
Victoria remembered Zoey's eyes when she expressed her desire to kill the vampire Steven, if she ever found him.
"This is my fault," she said.  "I didn't think anything about this.  I didn't pay attention."
"Eh, no big deal, really.  Stray's not worth paying attention to."
"Zoey's going to hurt someone, or maybe get hurt herself.  I'm responsible for her."
"She's responsible for herself.  Whatever reckless, idiotic thing she does is on her."
"She's out there.  Right now.  In the daylight somewhere.  I don't even know where she's going."
"Hopefully she found a shady tree.  Just ask Glinda, he knows.  Anyway, if you really want Stray back so much, just cancel the credit cards.  That'll bring her ass back real quick."
"I can't do that.  That could strand her somewhere.  If she needs gas, or a hotel, or even a toll, and can't get it, she'll die."
"Would that be such a bad thing?"
Her face twisted in confusion and anger as she glared at the man she thought of as family.
"Are you…serious?"
"Am I ever not?"
She leaned against the counter and crossed her arms.
"I would have thought having Tiffany in your life, and a good night's sleep, would have mellowed you out somewhat."
Jack's anger matched her own, and his voice reached a dangerous tone.
"You leave Tiffany out of this," he said.  "Stray is eighteen, Victoria.  An eighteen-year-old vampire.  She's going to be that way.  Forever.  Is that any kind of life?  What is she going to accomplish?  Is she going to follow boy-bands for the rest of her life?  Wear the same dress for prom twenty years in a row?  She was dealt a bad hand, and that sucks.  But maybe she shouldn't be alive.  I know vampires have discussed before about the age line for immortality."
"Yes, and that line isn't eighteen!  She'll be able to go to college six times over.  Start her own business.  Fall in love.  Get married.  There are no limits as to what she'll be able to do."
"How, though?  Are you going to pay for six colleges?  Going to take care of her forever?  You are the best person I know, and even you had to do ruthless things to get where you are.  Do you want that for Stray?"
She shook her head.  "This isn't even a discussion.  Are you talking about killing Zoey?  Letting her die?  Ridiculous.  This conversation stops now.  But damn it, why now, Zoey?  Why did you have to do this now?  There are vampires dying."
She held her temples in frustration.  The answer suddenly came to her, and she looked up to meet Jack's gaze.
No words needed to be said between them.  His eyes took on a look of fear and frustration.
"No, Victoria," he said.  "No fucking way."
"Jack—"
"No!"
"You said you'd help me however I needed."
"About the vampire shit.  Not with missing strays."
"I can't let this go.  I have to find out what killed those vampires.  But I need Zoey here, too.  You can find her, easily, and bring her back."
"I could, but there's a problem."
"What's that?"
"I don't care.  I don't care about Stray.  I know that's hard to believe, but in the twenty minutes we talked, we just didn't form a bond.  And believe me, I tried.  I'm trying now.  Do you see this face?  Do you see the strain?  That's me trying to care.  But it's not working.  It probably looks more like I'm trying to take a shit."
"Listen to me—"
"Did you miss the part about me missing my daughter?  I owe the babysitter and my pilot a small fortune right now, because I hung out all night partying in strip clubs with you.  Sometimes strays run away, and you don't get them back."
Her face softened a touch as she locked eyes with him.  She knew exactly what she was doing.  He held a palm up and backed up a step.
"Don't you dare," he said.  "Don't say it."
"Please, Jack."
He let out a scream as he held his ears.  "You redheaded, bloodsucking bitch!"
Holding in a laugh was terribly difficult.  It would have ruined her pitiful, sorrowful expression, the one she pulled out rarely to temporarily weaken Jack's armor.  The cute-face, as he called it before.  The two fought, sometimes with anger and bitterness.  They were nearly opposites in every way.
But they loved each other, and they would do anything for each other.  He was a part of her inner circle.
Jack forced his anger at Victoria's obvious manipulation aside, his eyes turning dark and serious.
"You do know what you're asking?"
She nodded.  "I do."
"Are you sure?  You know how I do things.  People might get hurt, and I don't want your whiny voice in my ear—"
"I know what I'm asking."  Victoria was completely aware she was opening a different version of Pandora's Box.  Instead of the evils of the world and hope inside, there was only Jack and death.  "Just bring her home."
"Home?  As in your home, or her home?  That's a weird choice of words—"
"Stop."
He smiled, having made his point.  "I'll do this.  For you, not for her."
Victoria rolled her eyes as she nodded.  Jack was always quite clear in the fact that he cared for very little people.
"I know.  I get it."
"And this isn't just a favor out of the goodness of my heart.  You're going to owe me on this one."
"Again, noted."
"Well, then," he said, undoing his tie and slinging it over his shoulder.  "I'm off, then.  I'm going to call Glinda and go home.  Then I'm going to wind my stopwatch for a few hours, and get some beautiful sleep.  Then it's Stray hunting."
She stepped forward for a hug.  Jack wasn't fond of people touching him, but Victoria was one of a handful that could get away with it.  She embraced him tightly, with him returning the gesture.
"Thank you."
"Yeah, yeah."
"I need some sleep, too, before I pass out."
"Yes, you do.  Something tells me you're in for a long day."
*****
Zoey awoke with a start from another short, restless nap.  She'd lost track of how many times she'd fallen asleep.  She didn't have any idea of what time it was.  Her only guess was sometime mid-morning, due to the heavy traffic she could barely see through the trees on I-70.
The idea was simple enough, so simple it could only possibly work.  But now she had doubts.  The GPS in Victoria's Jeep told her Illinois was an eleven-hour drive away.  She nearly felt sick as she plucked several of Victoria's credit cards from her dresser, but she would pay her back somehow.  After dropping Olivia off at the hospital Zoey had filled the Jeep with gas.  She would drive until the sun came up, hide during the day, and then drive again.
So simple.
The hiding part was something she hadn't completely thought through, along with other elements of her plan.  She'd never been accused in school of thinking things through.
The thicket of trees on the side of I-70 was sufficient, but the sun still poked through here and there.  Zoey thought she could sleep behind the wheel, but a single ray of sunlight found her and burnt her arm.  She'd felt the sun more than enough after her transformation, notably during a home invasion back when she was in Florida.  Alex had saved her life again then as well.  The burning of her own flesh was a smell she never wanted to experience again.  Now she was stuck under the Jeep, sleeping away the day in the grass.
She had everything she thought she'd need.  Clothes, blood, a vehicle, gas.  More than anything, she had determination.  It was fate that brought Kevin into her life, if only for an hour.  She now had the means to find the vampire that attacked her and murdered Kylie.  Kylie had hired Alex to find who was responsible for her death.  They'd identified Steven, the vampire, but stopped short of pursuing.
Zoey would not stop short.  She owed Kylie that, and she owed herself.  There was also every other person Steven had certainly hurt.
She kept her mind focused on the task, even as she shifted in the grass to get more comfortable.  She was two hours into the drive.  For whatever magic Kevin graced her phone with, it still had only a flashing red light in the state of Illinois.  When the sun set she would drive as long and fast as she could.  If Kevin wasn't lying, or if he wasn't wrong, the phone would change.
Could Zoey drive nine hours or more nonstop?  She didn't know.  Victoria had taught her many things, but endurance was something that never came up.  Zoey used to get tired on family vacations, the long, boring drive to Disneyland, and she was only a passenger in the back seat.  Could she handle such a long trip?
She was going to find out.
If not, she could always find another hiding spot, or stay at a hotel.  The idea of a hotel left as quickly as it came.  Victoria had no doubt already discovered Zoey was missing, and canceled her credit cards.  Zoey thought she was clever enough to fill the Jeep with gas first, but it would be a short-lived victory.  She was on her own.  No cash, with only what was in the Jeep to get by.  Hopefully she brought enough blood.
If not, she would have to feed.
She pushed the thought aside.  Feeding was the last thing she wanted to think about.
A police car sped by, making her heart jump in her chest.  Some of the more ridiculous parts of her plan sprang to mind, even though the police weren't looking for her.  What if someone saw the Jeep from the road and came to investigate?  How would she explain why she was hiding underneath in the grass?  How would she explain the bottles of blood in the back?
Zoey examined her phone, before her thoughts could unravel.  Kevin was right when he said the phone was useless.  She couldn't even play any games, much less make a phone call.  It was just her and the space underneath the Jeep, as well as the noisy interstate, to keep her company.
She shook her head as she watched the flashing light, still not quite able to fully understand what she held.
"Magic," she whispered.
It had taken her some time to fully accept that she was a vampire, something she thought only existed in movies and books.  Then she heard Victoria and Jack talk about werewolves as if it were an everyday conversation to enjoy over dinner.  It was strange at first, and difficult to digest, but being near Victoria simply made things easier.
But then a young man, not much older than her, threw a bunch of things into a pot, and changed her phone into something magical.  Then he drew a circle on the wall and walked through it.
Vampires.  Werewolves.  Witches.  A man with wings.  Another man that was apparently none of the above, but spoke as if he were old.  What else was out there?
"Damn it, Victoria," she said.  "You should have told me."
More than anything, she wanted to talk to Victoria.  She wanted to apologize for borrowing the Jeep and running away, and also for the fight they had.  Zoey was truly hurt that Victoria didn't tell her about magic, or walking in the daylight, but she understood.  She didn't tell her own parents that she was attacked and turned into a vampire.  She knew she had no right to hold any kind of grudge against Victoria.
But knowing something, and feeling something, were different.  She knew Victoria was only looking out for her, but that didn't ease the sting.
She nearly dropped the phone as she dozed off.  The sensation of her arm falling jostled her awake.  There were many more hours to go before the sun set.  A long drive was ahead of her.  She needed her rest.
Drinking the last gulp from the bottle next to her, she rested her head on her shoulder and closed her eyes.  Hopefully her dreams wouldn't be plagued with nightmares.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 13
 
Victoria didn't sleep very well.  She tossed and turned as thoughts of Zoey being in trouble kept her from fully settling in.  After a few hours, with the sun pouring in through her window, she finally threw the covers aside.  She didn't even bother slipping into any clothes.  Reaching for her phone on the nightstand, she paced naked in her bedroom as she called Zoey's phone.  After going immediately to voicemail once again, she hung up and tried another of her speed-dials, waiting for him to answer.
"What?" Jack said.
She had always prided herself on her composure.  She was well-aware she had a temper, but in the face of true danger, of real evil, Victoria didn't rattle.  She didn't come apart at the seams, unable to think and plan.  That was why she'd lived to be over four centuries old.
For whatever reason, that was all out the window.  She had the energy of a nervous newborn.
"Zoey's still not answering her phone.  Have you started looking for her?  Have you called Kevin?  What have you found out?"
"Actually, I've done nothing.  I did have a nice breakfast with Tiffany, though.  I'm teaching her how to make pancakes."
She clenched her eyes shut in frustration.
"Jack—"
"Oh, wait, that's not true.  I did talk to Glinda, since he made a portal for me to get home."
"What did he say?"
"We didn't talk about Stray.  We talked about work, mostly, and I told him not to bring his cat over anymore."
"Goddamnit—"
"Victoria, you've asked me for a favor, and I'll do it.  But, please, don't question me, and don't nag me.  Let me deal with the Stray, and you deal with whatever the hell it is you're worried about.  Vampires croaking, or whatever."
She seethed, but held her tongue.  Not many alive could tell Victoria not to question them, but Jack was one of them.
"Just find her."
"I will.  Now, leave me alone."
Victoria showered and quickly dressed before sitting at the computer in the basement.  It wasn't the best of ideas, as everything surrounding her reminded her of Zoey.  She'd gotten attached to the young teenager, and didn't truly realize how much until she walked down the stairs and saw her missing.  But the computer in the basement was faster than her laptop, and the desk also provided a place to work.
Jack was right.  It was going to be a long day.
Her first call went to Frank.  She needed remote access to the Vermilion's security system and whatever records they kept.  He told her he needed to get back to her, as Kate had all that information.  Despite Frank's tendency to bend the truth at times, she believed him.
The next several hours were spent calling various contacts, playing phone-tag with some, to eliminate possibilities and narrow her search.  Her contact in the military told her there were no secret experiments going on in Baltimore, and an old friend from the CIA confirmed as such.  The United States government had been known to experiment on vampires in the past, and it wouldn't surprise her if they used Baltimore as a testing ground once again.
Victoria may have been one of the oldest of her kind, but there were still many things she didn't know.  She called some other vampires she knew across the world, relaying the symptoms of what she'd seen.  Several of them thought whatever killed the vampires in the Vermilion had to have been man-made.  Mortals were always trying to find new ways to kill vampires, and Victoria couldn't deny that.  However, several others thought it could possibly be natural.  There were several theories about vampire evolution, especially about their weaknesses.  It was even theorized that long ago, vampires were very allergic to garlic, but had developed an immunity.  If that were true, it would certainly be feasible for the opposite to happen, to develop another weakness, perhaps going so far as to being unable to digest a certain blood type.
As fascinating as the discussions were, they didn't help Victoria in eliminating possibilities.
It wasn't until mid-afternoon when Kate finally called her.  Victoria checked on her condition, making sure she was okay.  Kate's voice was still emotional, but she insisted she was fine.  She gave instructions for how to access their network and check the security cameras, as well as taking down one of Victoria's email addresses for the records she wanted to send.
Victoria spent nearly an hour simply combing through data.  Finally, she found what she wanted, the appointment log.  At long last, she knew the identity of the second mortal, the one who followed Olivia to Tony's club.  Trish.  Trish had filled out a personality profile for the Vermilion, along with every other mortal and vampire that wanted to use its services.  Victoria frowned at the collection of nearly two-hundred profiles.  Did someone really have to fill out their hobbies and interests in order to feed, or have a desire to be fed from?  Did Frank do any kind of personality matching before scheduling a suite?  The idea seemed ludicrous, but she had to appreciate his thoroughness if it were true.
The appointment log for the day prior confirmed what she'd already seen.  A slow evening, which looked to be the case for weeknights in general.  Olivia was paired with a vampire named Matthew, their first time together.  In fact, it was Matthew's first trip to the Vermilion.  Victoria felt sorry for him, more than for anyone else.  His first visit to the Vermilion was his last.
Trish was paired with a woman named Molly.  Victoria double-checked the personality profiles, and sure enough, they'd requested to be matched with women only.  Frank really did do his homework.  Victoria noticed that Trish and Molly had been together before, several times.  If they were familiar with each other, why use the Vermilion at all?  Perhaps it was the same reason married couples rented hotel rooms, even though their bed was perfectly fine at home.  Or maybe it was out of loyalty to the place.
The appointment logs mostly followed the same format, although oddities stuck out every so often.  Most appointments were for an hour, with several stretching to two.  Most pairings were one on one, but Victoria raised an eyebrow at some of the exceptions.  The exceptions went beyond pairings, and dipped into exotic territory.  Groups of three, four, and five, with differing amounts of men and women.  She wouldn't want to be the one responsible for the cleanup after those appointments.
Victoria nearly missed it, as the names were starting to run together in her mind.  But she noticed that Olivia and Trish's last visit to the Vermilion also happened to be at the same time, three days ago.  They were with different partners in different suites, like before.
The two women used the Vermilion's services, and then three nights later, the vampires that fed from them died.  Victoria didn't believe that was a coincidence.  She also felt a stab of anger and shook her head in frustration when she saw the name of the vampire Olivia was paired up with.
Thomas Sanders.  The vampire she tracked and politely lectured before her trip to New Delhi.
"Son of a bitch," she muttered.
She followed Kate's instructions, and within ten minutes was browsing the Vermilion's security system.  The footage wasn't as fluid, running over the Internet through a VPN connection, but it was still serviceable.  She went back three days, to the hallway camera.  Sure enough, she watched Kate lead Thomas and Olivia to their suite.  Ten minutes later, Trish and a vampire named Elisha, according to the log, were led to another.  Several more suites were filled, one with a threesome, nearly filling up the Vermilion.  It was no wonder Frank didn't want to close down.
After a five minute lull, the real fun began.
Victoria was reminded of some of the episodes of Scooby-Doo she watched in the seventies.  Vampires and mortals alike moved from room to room.  Some were half dressed, while others didn't care and braved the hallway sans any clothing at all.  She couldn't keep track of all the body parts bouncing around, but in the end, Thomas, Trish, Olivia, and another female vampire were in a suite together.
Where was security during the swapping?  She doubted the cost of a pairing was the same as a foursome.  Where were Frank and Michael?
The answer lay within the lobby camera.  Kate was alone for most of the night, with Frank only making an appearance occasionally before leaving through the main doors to the club.  Michael spent more time in the lobby, but it seemed he flirted with Kate more than anything else.  The body language said it all.  He leaned against her desk, bright smile, and hovered over her shoulder while they watched videos on the computer.
It was in the middle of those videos, only an hour after opening the doors, that a man stepped into the lobby.
At first Victoria thought he was only a customer.  He sat in the lobby and browsed his smartphone, his attention far away from Michael and Kate.  Victoria waited for his partner or partners to show up, but none of the mortals or vampires that passed through the Vermilion were there for him.
He did, however, take an active interest in everyone that arrived.
While Kate checked the customers in the mystery guest chatted up mortals and vampires alike.  He spent an extra amount of time with Thomas, which she made a mental note of.
It was his conversation with the first mortal that arrived, Olivia, that grabbed Victoria's attention.
The talk was simple enough.  A few laughs, a touch on the shoulder.  Finally, Thomas arrived, and Kate moved from behind her desk to whisk them away.
But before the couple left the lobby, the guest gave something to Olivia.  Victoria had to freeze the footage to make it out.  It appeared to be a plastic bag, its contents unknown.
As the vampires and mortals showed up for their appointments, he gave a plastic bag to every human.  He attempted to do so with the vampires as well, but they refused him.
Victoria watched the footage three times.
Each hand-off went the same way.  Casual conversation, sometimes cupped whispering, almost flirting with the ladies.  Handshakes and pats on the shoulders with the guys.  Then he would hand them a plastic bag.  They made sure neither Kate or Michael saw the exchange.
It was only after everyone arrived and the suites were filled that Michael seemed to notice the stranger.  He had a brief talk with Kate before approaching the stranger and asking him to leave.
Victoria was very interested in meeting that person.
She watched the footage four more times, studying every nuance, every flinch, every footstep.  She guessed the man was mortal, although she couldn't be sure.  His movements seemed to match his physical appearance.  He didn't move with the balance and grace of an older being, even when unwatched.  But that could simply be knowledge of the camera that dictated his behavior.
Victoria reached for her phone and called Greg Walters, the private investigator, one of many employed by her, responsible for keeping an eye on Thomas Sanders.  She hadn't talked to him in a few weeks, and hoped that her silence didn't give the impression that she didn't wanted Thomas tracked.
"Hello?"
"Greg, it's Victoria."
"Ah, my favorite client.  It's been a while."
"Yeah, listen…."  She wanted to skip the small talk.  "Tell me you're still keeping track of that little worm Thomas Sanders."
"Yeah, I have people on it.  And look, about that.  That whole job has already bought me a new motor home.  We're still going because you haven't given the red light, but when are we stopping on him?"
"Not anytime soon.  Where is he now?"
"Hold on.  Let me send a quick text."  Greg's phone shifted to speaker while he typed away.  "Hey, while I've got you on the phone, tell me.  Uh, how do I phrase this?  Is there something going on with your…uh, race?"
"What do you mean?"
"You guys aren't planning a takeover or anything?  I've had a few missing persons cases tossed my way this week.  All of them involving vampires."
Victoria sighed.  An uneasiness settled over her.
"We're definitely not taking over."
"Okay.  That's all I want to know.  I wouldn't make it as some kind of bloody sex slave.  I just got the text.  The last few nights he's been staying at an abandoned parking garage.  I'll send you the address.  Partying, feeding, whatever else you all do.  The bottom level is underground.  Pretty clever."
"Yeah, that Thomas is a wily one.  Thanks, Greg.  Keep sending those bills."
"Oh, don't worry about that."
Victoria hung up and left the basement.  She was surprised to see the night was slowly beginning to take hold.  She'd been in front of the computer and on the phone all day.  If she confronted Thomas she wouldn't have the sun as an ally.
Not that she needed it.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 14
 
Zoey let out a deep breath as she slowly pulled up next to the gas pump.  She was somewhere in the middle of Indiana, having turned off the interstate to find a convenience store or gas station.  Her goal was approaching ever so slowly, after a night of driving.  She tried to hold onto that, let it strengthen her.  She was going to confront Steven, make him pay for what he did.
She was going to kill him.  The how of the matter was still unknown, but the end result of her trip was clear in her mind.  She was standing over him, watching him bleed to death, with a wooden stake sticking out of his chest as his body burned.
The anger, the strength that she felt threatened to leave.
She'd never been so scared in her life.
The true depths of the mess she was in, that she created for herself, struck her two hours before.  She'd ran over something on the interstate, giving her a flat tire.  It was the first flat she'd experienced in her short life.  She'd never even held a tire-iron before.
It took her ten minutes of searching the Jeep, three of which were spent crying, to even find the jack, secured under the hood.  She spent another ten trying to figure out how to remove the spare mounted on the back.  No one pulled over to check on her. 
Her newfound strength did help her.  After lifting the Jeep she went to work on the lug-nuts.  She didn't know what they used to tighten them, but it took more effort than she would have thought to loosen them.  A regular human wouldn't have been able to do it.
Zoey managed to swap the tire, but the inconvenience slapped her awake, forced her to face the truth.  She was alone.  She was alone in a state she wouldn't have been able to point out on a map a week ago.  She had no working phone, didn't even know the phone numbers of anyone to call.  That was what contact lists and smartphones were for.  Even if she wanted to call Victoria and beg for help, she didn't have the means to do so.
Not that Victoria even wanted to talk to her.
As she sat miserable in her own world in the Jeep, her eyes caught the gas gauge, the reason she was detouring in the first place.  The needle barely hovered over empty.  Not only was she alone in the middle of nowhere, but she was also nearly out of gas.
A tapping at the window made her jump.  A middle—aged man peered at her, concerned.  Zoey rolled down the window.  He smelled of coffee and tobacco.
"Hey, miss," he said.  "Are you okay?"
Zoey eyed her surroundings.  The gas station was nearly empty, with only a few scattered cars spread about the pumps.  The hour was late.  A truck with a trailer sat behind the station, away from everything else.  She assumed the big rig was his.
"Oh, yeah, I'm fine," she said, forcing a smile.  "Just tired."
"Well, alright.  Listen, be careful out here.  Pretty young thing like you shouldn't be out so late."
The line sounded creepy, but he meant nothing by it.  She thanked the man, and he nodded a farewell.  Opening the glove compartment, she wondered how she would pay for gas.  Victoria's credit cards sat there, mocking her.
"You should have taken a damn airplane," she scolded herself.  "It would have been two hours.  No sun at all."
The idea sounded so clever, so good, but totally impractical.  She left Victoria's house in a hurry, with only a sliver of night remaining.  She didn't have the time to browse for a flight, buy a ticket, or drive to the airport.
Her mind reached beyond the problem currently staring at her.  It was nearly four in the morning.  She didn't have much darkness left.  After somehow getting gas, she would have to find shelter.  She wasn't going to make it to Illinois before the sun came up.  Not even close.
"Relax, Zoey," she told herself.  "One thing at a time."
She stared at the phone to help ease her spirits.  Despite everything that had happened, everything that had gone wrong, from sleeping under the Jeep to being without gas at a gas station, the phone was doing exactly what Kevin said it would.  Slowly, with each passing hour of travel, the map on the phone was changing.  It no longer showed a map of the country, but instead resembled something she'd find on the Internet.  A map of Indiana and Illinois, with routes and streets, and the now-familiar flashing light.
Zoey was getting closer.  She would find Steven.  She just needed gas.
Opening the driver's door, she glanced at the few others filling their own vehicles.  Given the hour, she wasn't surprised many of them didn't look like they wanted to socialize.  She wasn't above asking for help, begging for gas money.  It was only two short years ago, three months removed from their sixteenth birthdays, that Kylie and Zoey were stranded in another town, on their way home from a Halloween party.  Zoey approached anyone she could, asking for help getting home.  She tried a mix of being adorable and upset, which wasn't far from the truth.  She always wanted to believe it was the goodness in people's hearts, and not her skills at flirting, which helped them get home.
She'd been driving all night, and was sure she looked it.  A glance in the rear-view mirror held a surprise.  She actually still had a glow to her.  Her cheeks were flush, her hair bouncy.  At least she wouldn't look like zombie, shuffling slowly to the first person she saw.
"You go, you vampire," she whispered.
She reached across the seat to close the glove compartment, and saw the credit cards once again.  Plucking one at random with her fingers, she glanced between the card and the gas pump.  What was the worst that could happen if she tried it?  Irrational thoughts attacked her.  Police could swarm out of nowhere.  Helicopters might fly overhead, or loud sirens would go off.
"Stop being stupid," she told herself.
The worst thing that would happen is the card wouldn't go through, and she'd be back to her original plan.
She swiped the card and hoped for the best.  The declined or try again message she was expecting didn't greet her.  The pump told her to wait, and then prompted her to select her gas.
Zoey broke into a small smile.  It was a minor win, but a win all the same.
It simply wasn't possible that, in nearly twenty-four hours, Victoria hadn't noticed Zoey was gone.  It was possible she didn't notice her credit cards were gone, and didn't cancel them.
But Zoey didn't believe that.  Victoria was too smart.
"Thank you," she said.
She had new life in her stride after she filled the Jeep and headed for the store.  If the cards were still working she figured it would be okay to spend the day in a hotel.  She had to remember to make a list of the few things she bought.  Somehow, someway, she would pay Victoria back.
The man behind the counter poked at a smartphone, and didn't look up even when Zoey approached.
"Excuse me?" she said.
He looked up, and then she had his attention.  Zoey was no longer frail, no longer hid in her basement crying and moping.  She could turn heads once again, even more so than before.
"Hi," she said, flashing her brightest smile.  "Is there a hotel I can stay at around here?"
She felt silly as soon as she asked the question.  There was a GPS in the Jeep, capable of leading her anywhere.
The attendant gave her directions to a hotel a few blocks away, adding some flirting for good measure.  She found the hotel without incident, and shoved everything in the back of the Jeep into her bag.  She was down to two bottles of blood.  Two bottles of blood to last her another day.
Then she'd be without a drop.
The hotel lobby was empty.  She hoped checking in would be as easy as buying gas.  Paranoia hovered nearby as she approached the desk.  She made sure she knew every exit, in case she had to run.  A camera was in the corner, down the hall leading to the bathrooms and snack machines.  She kept her head low, as if she were an international criminal.
Zoey checked in with no issues.  She even signed her own name while using Victoria's card.  The woman behind the desk seemed to be more interested in Zoey herself than any forms she was filling out.  She guessed not many teenagers checked into their hotel carrying a single bag over their shoulder.
Her eyes lit up when she opened the door to her room on the second floor and saw the bed.  It was only a single, nothing special, but she was so tired.  Vampire or not, she ached.  She'd found herself nodding off at the wheel several times on the tail end of the drive, one of the most dangerous things to do.  Tossing her bag onto the chair in the corner, she kicked her shoes off and stepped inside.  She didn't bother to unpack, or even remove her clothes.  She was going to enjoy beautiful sleep.
Zoey stopped as her knee touched the mattress.  There were two large windows overlooking the street below.  She sighed as she put her hands on her hips, taking in the view.
There was still work to be done.
Studying the room, she searched for anything and everything she could use.  Sheets covering the windows were useless.  Sunlight would flood in and fry her to a crisp.  What she needed was thick, heavy trash bags, and plenty of tape, of which she had none.
In the end, she went with a solution that made her laugh aloud.  She made a tent with the mattress and box-spring, using the large heating and cooling unit in front of the window as a support.  The mattress was flat on the floor, with the box-spring serving as an angled roof.  The triangle shape cut into her sleeping room a bit, but it provided all the darkness she needed.
She was a teenage vampire that had built a childhood fort to survive.
"Victoria would be so proud."
Zoey was ready to turn in for the day when something caught her eye through the window.  Across the street from the hotel were cookie-cutter single family homes, each with their own fence and yard.  One house was in the middle of a party.  A small crowd of people not much older than her laughed and drank on the lawn, while others moved in and out through the door.  With her keen eyes, she could see dancing through the window.
When she was mortal, she would have been the first one to dance through the crowd and flirt with a cute boy.  She would have dragged Kylie along, because Kylie would insist on not going.  Zoey would pretend to drink, to fit in.  A fact she was not proud of.  Kylie wouldn't dance, at first, until Zoey worked on her for a while.  Then she'd loosen up, and the mismatched best friends would be the talk of school the next day.
Now, as she watched the young crowd, all she could think of was something Victoria said.
Never pass up easy blood.
She sighed as emotions wrestled.  As an out-of-town traveler, blood would never get any easier than a house party.  She could slip in, find a tasty mortal and a dark corner, and slip out.  Victoria could feed in a crowded club.  Certainly a house party with young people drinking and stumbling about would be easier.
The problem was Zoey was not Victoria.  She had never once successfully drank from a human without hurting them.
Turning in place, she stared at her bag, still sitting in the chair.  She could visualize the two bottles of blood sitting inside.  Would they be enough for the rest of the trip?  She honestly didn't know how much longer the rest of the trip was.  Stretching out the blood wasn't a problem, but she didn't want to go back to starving, like she did in her hometown.
She knew she was delaying the inevitable.  There was absolutely no reason not to drink from a human, except her own fears.  Like Victoria said, there wouldn't always be bottles of blood waiting for her.  It was possible Victoria herself had washed her hands from the troublesome teen.
Zoey steeled herself.  There would never be a better opportunity.  Eventually she would have to conquer her issues.
"Okay," she said.  "Let's go."
Before leaving the room she gave herself a quick glance in the dresser mirror.  There were no bags under her eyes.  She practiced a quick, flirty smile, and was satisfied with the results.  Her figure never looked better, enhanced even further by Victoria's fashion choices.  If she couldn't find a guy to give her a second look and reel him in, then she deserved to go thirsty for a few days.
She left the hotel and circled the building to cross the street, but stopped when she hit the sidewalk.  It would not be smart to simply go straight for the house, and then straight back to the hotel.  She walked around the block first, used the crosswalk, and then headed for the house.
Zoey closed her eyes as she approached.  She inhaled deeply, treasuring every scent, and listened intently.  Victoria had always told her to use all of her senses, take everything in.  The sensations reminded her that although she looked like the young crowd around her, she was not one of them.  She could hear laughter deep in the house, smell the beer and marijuana.  Two young women consoled another as she complained about her boyfriend cheating on her.  A man tried to show another how to take a hit from a bong.  An argument brewed, fueled by alcohol, as two men argued over the affections of a woman they were both interested in.
Not long ago, Zoey would have fit in perfectly.  Now it almost felt like an alien world.  She actually longed for the smell of brewing tea in Victoria's kitchen.
Cutting across the lawn, she flashed a smile to the group of young men drinking outside.  She didn't need her eyes to know they gawked at her as she passed by.  The quickening heartbeats, the whispered compliments, the scent of what could only be arousal in the air.  She sensed it all.
Someone handed her a beer on the way inside.  She tried to calm her nerves as she surveyed the party scene in a way she never did before.  She wasn't searching for a cute guy to talk to, or a fun song to dance along with, or gossip to spread.  She was looking for a man or woman not too drunk so she could drink their blood.
Ten minutes passed as she weaved her way in and out of the crowd.  She took a small tour of the house, to get a layout of her surroundings.  People slowly started to trickle out the door, the night nearly coming to an end.  Zoey knew she had to hurry, or else she'd miss her opportunity.
Her eyes fell on a young man, maybe a year older than her, sitting on the couch.  A smile crossed her face, as the sight reminded her of Kylie.  He stared into his smartphone, and not in a good way.  There was an art to using a smartphone at a party, one that the young man obviously hadn't mastered.  A quick check for messages and missed calls was all it took.  But there were the ones that struggled socially.  The phones helped them pass the time, instead of engaging with the fun around them.  Kylie had the same problem.
Zoey sidled up next to him.  Their shoulders touched, which was her intent.  He was cute.  She leaned her head toward him and glanced at his phone.
"What are you checking out?"
He was so absorbed in the world of mobile Internet that he jumped.  He blanked his phone and put it away, almost embarrassed.
"You know, just guy stuff," he said.
"Ah," Zoey said, smiling.  "Porn."
"No.  Fantasy football."
"Almost as bad."  She extended her hand.  "I'm…Kylie."
He returned her smile and shook her hand.  "Travis."
That was it.  Ten seconds passed.  It was obvious Zoey would be the one to carry the conversation.
"So, you're not much into…."  She frowned as she watched the others around them.  Three women took turns kissing and groping while two men recorded them with their phones.  Zoey might have laughed before, but since becoming a vampire and spending time with Victoria, she saw everything in a new light.  All she could think about was exposure, and how vampires were supposed to live in the shadows.  "Beer and…whatever else is going on here."
His smile was warm, catching her by surprise.  It didn't go with the already shy impression she had of him.
"Every party needs one, right?" he said.  "That guy who comes, but doesn't do anything and looks like an idiot.  My sister always drags me to these things."  He searched around them.  "She's around here somewhere."
"You don't look like an idiot.  Actually, you look like the only smart one here."
"If I was smart, I'd be home sleeping.  I have to go to work in five hours."
"Oh, wow.  You really like challenging yourself, don't you?"
They laughed together.  She drank up his scent.  It was very pleasant, not an ounce of beer on him.
A drunk woman with an unsteady gait stumbled past and bumped into the couch, sending her beer flying.  Travis barely missed being doused, and that was only because of Zoey's speed.  She grabbed his shoulder and pulled him against her.  The beer soaked into the cushion, drawing laughter from most and ire from one particular woman, who either owned the house or whose parents did.
"Damn," Travis said.  "Thanks."
"That would not have been a good end to your night.  Do you want to go somewhere?"
The shy side, the one that would rather stare into a smartphone, came out quickly.
"Uh, where?"
"Anywhere.  Out back.  For a walk.  It doesn't matter."
"Sure."
They made their way through the house, pushed through the crowded kitchen, and into the backyard.  A simple seat hung from two pieces of rope from a tree.  Zoey sat down first, patting the spot next to her.  Travis was adorably awkward, unlike any other guy she'd met.  It made what she intended to do that much more difficult, but she'd be careful.
She would never hurt anyone else ever again.
They talked and laughed for ten minutes as the party went on behind them.  It was much more relaxing and quiet outside, away from the scents and sounds.  Zoey flirted, only a little, and Travis responded in kind.  She was very aware that she was stalling.  She was not supposed to be getting to know Travis.  Ultimately, even his name was unimportant.  The only thing that mattered was the nectar in his veins.
With each passing second, the window of opportunity was closing.  It would not get easier.  Even the tree above cast them in shadow.  They couldn't be seen from the house.
"Is everything okay?" he asked, sensing her mood.  They sat so close their legs touched.
"Oh, yeah.  Just a lot on my mind."
"Listen.  I…uh, don't really want to go.  But I have to.  I really do have to work in a few hours."  Zoey smiled as his scent changed.  It was amazing how emotions could sometimes affect smell.  He stared at the ground as he stuttered.  "This might be a long shot, but can I get your number?  Or…maybe you can get mine.  Whichever one works."
"I'm so sorry, Travis, but I can't."
"Ah," he said, nodding.  "You have a boyfriend."
Zoey couldn't hide the sadness in her voice.  She wouldn't have a boyfriend for a long time.
"No, it's not that.  It's just…."
She couldn't finish her thought, so she leaned forward and kissed him.  Travis let out a startled sound, but it didn't take long for him to kiss her back.  For a shy guy, he was certainly a great kisser.  Zoey had the feeling she wouldn't be kissing all of her victims.  
She wished she could spend more time with Travis.  If only.  In a different life.  These were snippets of thoughts she was sure would follow her for the rest of her life.
Zoey pulled away, but didn't drift too far.  She could hear both their heartbeats, quick and excited.  She kissed Travis on the cheek, and let her lips hover near his ear.  His hand rested on the back of her neck, a wonderful feeling.
"I promise I won't hurt you," she whispered, as much for herself as for Travis.
"What—?"
She sank her fangs into his neck, more forcefully than she meant to.  Travis cried out and resisted for a moment.  A tear ran down her cheek as she held tight, wrapping her fingers in his hair.  She wondered if those first few seconds would ever get easier, if she would ever not feel like a monster.
It didn't take long for Travis to stop struggling as his body tensed.  His hand fell on her thigh, sending tingly shocks all throughout her body.  He did everything in his limited power to draw her in closer, nearly pulling her on top of him in the swinging seat.  Zoey didn't resist, and sat in his lap.  The beautiful crimson oozed down her throat, and she could sense Travis begging her to continue.  She closed her eyes as the backyard, the tree, the swing, all faded away.  It was only Zoey and Travis.  Erotic thoughts invaded.  She imagined taking Travis back to her hotel room and having their way with each other.
Her eyes shot open as an image of Steven assaulting her popped in her mind.  After that was the memory of Shawn's face, nearly dead in his minivan.  A vampire had nearly killed her, and she responded by nearly killing someone else.
Her willpower returned, violently shoving aside every pleasure.  One day, maybe willpower and pleasure could exist together.
Zoey withdrew her fangs and quickly licked at the puncture wounds, drawing the skin together.  The sensation made Travis shiver. She could only assume she was doing it correctly, but he did stop bleeding.  He held on as tight as he could, and she made no effort to move from his lap.  She wanted to stay with him all day, but knew that was impossible.
"Oh, shit," he whispered.  "What did you do to me?"
"Are you okay?"
He wiggled in place, fighting the erection Zoey felt underneath her.
"Yeah, I'm definitely okay.  Could you do it again?" he joked.
They laughed together, and Zoey felt infinitely better than the last time she tried to feed.  Travis suddenly couldn't keep his eyes open, and his hands fell from Zoey's body.
"I'm so tired," he said.  "Did I drink something?  I don't remember drinking anything."
Zoey was alarmed for a moment, but realized exhaustion was settling in, as well as a vampire stealing a bit of blood.  His head fell forward, which she caught on her shoulder.  She gently lowered him onto the seat, wishing she could nap with him.  His heartbeat was still steady and strong.  She felt great herself, like she could lift a car over her head.
"I'm Zoey," she whispered in his ear.  He wouldn't remember, but she felt she owed him an ounce of truth.  "Thank you."
"You're welcome, Kylie.  Or Zoey.  You're beautiful."
Travis drifted off into a deep sleep.  Zoey kissed him one more time, gently on the lips.  She'd make an announcement to the party, for Travis' sister, that he was asleep in the backyard, so he wouldn't be late for work.
Zoey didn't know how she felt.  Excited, relieved, apprehensive, empowered, terrified.  For the first time, she'd successfully drank from a mortal without harming them.
Maybe, if she ever talked to Victoria again, she'd be proud of her.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 15
 
The neighborhood surrounding the address Greg gave Victoria was a rough one.  The mortals on the streets eyed her Porsche like it was candy as she wound through the streets.  The parking garage had been abandoned for some time.  Graffiti lined the structure, and tattered police tape served as a crime scene long forgotten.  Victoria drove through the tape and headed down.
It was dark, but only for a moment.  The sounds and scents flowed into her senses.  Music, laughter, food, drugs, sex, fire.  At first she only saw shapes and shadows, moving ahead of her.  She parked the car, even taking the time to stay in between the faded lines, and approached the gathering.
Conflicted emotions ran through her as she took in the setting.  There was somewhere around fifty people.  It was close to an even split between vampires and mortals, and they were coexisting like she'd never seen before.  Dancing, singing, kissing, talking.  There were empty drums full of burning wood for light, which the vampires stayed away from.  The music was even at an acceptable level, out of respect for the vampires' sensitive hearing.
However, she couldn't approve of all the behavior.
A couple was having sex against the concrete wall.  A male vampire fed from a mortal woman, easily holding her up while she wrapped her legs around his hips.  A group of mortals snorted lines of cocaine off each other.  A newborn vampire joined in, wanting to see how it affected her.  The vampires and mortals both gave Victoria an awkward glare as she passed through.  She was so obviously out of place.
Seeing the sights around her only made her want to call Jack.  She wanted Zoey home as fast as possible.
She didn't see Thomas, but could smell him.  Trying to find the center of the party, she stood next to a couple making out in a sleeping bag on the ground.  She was ready to call out when a familiar voice beat her to it.
"Who let that bitch in here?"
The party quieted down as Thomas pushed his way forward.  He passed a woman feeding from a man, and Victoria had the displeasure of watching him climax as his knees buckled.
"Thomas," she said, trying to keep her tone polite and even.  "A word, please."
"Oh, you want to talk to me?  You hear that, everybody?  The hot little redhead suddenly thinks she gets to talk to me.  Look around.  You don't exactly belong here."
"Please, this is important—"
"Fuck!  Did you hear that?  Did I hear a please in there?"
"Listen—"
"No, you listen."  He spoke with the power of someone surrounded by their fellow kin.  It was a shame it was an illusion.  "One word, and my people here will tear you apart.  This is your only warning.  None of us have anything to say to you.  Get the fuck out."
Victoria resisted the urge to issue her own warning.  She didn't come to the parking garage to fight.  Her own kind was dying, and she didn't want to play a part in hurting anyone else.
"Don't be a fool—"
"I can't believe this."  Thomas glared at several of his friends, and slowly a circle of bodies formed around Victoria.  They each tried to look menacing, opening and closing their fists.  "They say we have good hearing, but you could have fooled the fuck out of me.  She can't hear worth shit."
Thomas had interrupted her three times.  She wasn't sure if she could take a fourth.  She didn't have Jack's ability for perception, but it wasn't a problem to break down who was a vampire and who wasn't.  She'd need to be careful in the upcoming fight.  The appropriate strength and skill needed to be applied.
"I'm trying to help—"
"Whoa!  You hear that?  She's only trying to—"
It was Victoria's turn to interrupt.  She charged forward and sliced Thomas across the face, and the battle was on.
It was a shame Jack wasn't with her.  It wasn't that she needed his help.  He simply would have enjoyed himself.
Victoria could handle herself very well.
Thomas and his friends attacked, slowly and without precision.  One of the nearby vampires occasionally managed to land a lucky strike here and there, but they barely slowed her down.  She shifted her hands constantly, from claw to hand and back again, depending on the target.  Most of the party-goers only wanted to do just that, to party.  But a few of Thomas' mortal friends decided they'd test Victoria with a weapon, and shoved broken brooms and mops into the nearby drums of fire.
That only further enraged her.
One wielded the fiery weapon.  Victoria expertly snatched it from his grasp and slammed the broken end into the chest of a vampire attempting to sneak up behind her.
In between beatings, Thomas tried to slip in to strike at Victoria.  He failed each time, with every encounter ending with another lacerated body part.
The fight ended when a mortal tried to attack her from behind, only to be tossed into a drum of fire.  The drum spilled over, catching several old mattresses on fire.  Vampires and mortals alike backed away in fear.
Victoria surveyed the chaos around her.  Several mortals with broken bones lay about.  Bleeding vampires limped away to lick their wounds.  Victoria herself was a mess.  Her stomach had five equally deep gashes, and her calf was cut as well.
Thomas had received the worst of anyone.
His face was more blood than flesh.  His shirt was nearly torn away.  He lay in an ever-widening pool of his own blood.  Another mortal stepped forward.  Victoria wasn't sure if he wanted to fight or check on his fallen friend.
Victoria took no chances.
Her eyes turned crimson as she let out a feral hiss, her fangs exposed.  Her claw was at the ready on her side, ready to bleed anyone that approached.  The party-goers that were still upright backed up, and Victoria could see in their eyes there would be no more fighting.
She leaned over Thomas and lightly tapped him on the cheek with a finger.  Everything from her elbow down ached.  So many changes from claw to hand had taken its toll.  Without blood, it would be a day or so before she gripped a pencil.
"Thomas.  A word, please," she said again.
"Fuck you."
She pulled out a photo she printed of the Vermilion lobby.  She made sure to get a shot that included both Thomas and the mysterious visitor.
"I need to know who this is.  You met him three days ago."
He said nothing, only grimaced in pain.  She grabbed his shirt and pulled him forward.
"For the love of fuck," Thomas complained.  "I haven't hurt any humans.  I swear.  I've been behaving, like you said."
Before she could press the photo to his face again, there were frightened yelps in the gathered crowd.  They parted and backed away in all directions, leaving only a single male vampire lying on the ground.  He writhed and convulsed as he begged for help.
Victoria knew what was coming, and could do nothing.  She'd never felt so helpless.
Seeing the utter pain on a silent camera was not the same as witnessing it in person.  His screams filled the parking garage.  He actually lost control over his body, as his eyes changed from red to normal, and his hands to claws, and back again.
She grabbed Thomas' hair and lifted his head for him to see.
"This," she said.  "Is why I'm here."
"Billy?" he said, recognizing the vampire.  Finally, something else was in his voice besides disdain.  Concern for someone he called a friend.  "Billy, man?  What's wrong?"
Thomas flipped over and crawled toward Billy.  He only made it halfway when the inevitable happened.
His skin started to flare, as if the sun had reached him.  With one final outburst, he turned to dust, falling in place exactly as he laid, like some bizarre crime scene police outline.
The crowd broke out in panic.  Vampires and mortals alike ran for the exit.  Some didn't even bother with their clothes and drugs, leaving them behind.
Thomas remained on his hands and knees, still in shock.
Victoria knelt beside him and again brandished the photo.
"Do you see?" she said, her voice compassionate.  "We're dying.  Something is killing us.  Look at this picture.  I think this man has something to do with all of this."
He said nothing.  His eyes fell on the picture, but he couldn't form words.  Victoria could see he was somewhere else, far away.
She hoisted him to his feet and nearly dragged him behind her.  They went with the crowd, which still moved almost as a single being.  Thomas nearly fell as he walked, but Victoria kept him up.  She opened the passenger's door to her car and shoved him inside.
It took five minutes just to leave the garage.  She had to drive slowly, carefully, to avoid hitting vampires and mortal alike.  Finally, she found a quiet, empty spot in an industrial park not far away.  She parked in the shadows to make Thomas more comfortable.
The arrogant, obnoxious toddler was gone.  Thomas looked about like a caged animal, his eyes wide.  Victoria leaned over and opened the glove compartment to reveal several bottles of blood.
"Drink," she said.
He reacted like a thirsty man in the desert, downing the bottle in seconds.  His wounds slowly started to heal.  He gestured to a second bottle, asking permission with his eyes.  She nodded, and he drank much slower.
"Three nights ago, at the Vermilion," she said.  "What happened?"
"At that place under the club?  Shit, I don't know.  A lot of sucking.  A lot of fucking.  What do you want me to tell you?"
She showed him the photo again.
"Who is this?"
Thomas barely paid attention.
"What the fuck happened back there?  Billy, he just…shit.  Am I going to die?  What's going on?"
Victoria couldn't answer him.  It bothered her how much she didn't know.  Her only lead was the mystery man in the photo, and there was always the possibility he had nothing to do with whatever was happening.
"I don't know," she said honestly.  "All I know is three days ago, this man—"  She gave him the picture.  "Gave something to every human in the Vermilion.  Last night, two of the women went back, and the vampires that fed from them died, like you just saw."
"Are you shitting me?  Who?"
"Their names were Olivia and Trish."
"What?!  I fucked both of them!  I drank from them, too!"
She rolled her eyes, feeling like they were going in circles.  "I know, Thomas.  Now, think.  This man, what did he give them?  Did they take whatever it was while you were together?"
"I don't know.  We kind of did a lot of stuff at once, if you know what I mean."  His eyes went wide at the memory.  "Shit!  I know Olivia took something, right before I tore her clothes off.  I thought it was just oxy, or E.  Man, I miss that shit.  I am going to die, ain't I?"  She thought he was going to cry.  "I haven't even been a vampire a year."
"You're still alive, so that means something.  I think Olivia and Trish, and maybe the other mortals there that night, are infected.  With what, I'm not sure.  Maybe it didn't affect them yet, maybe it was just dumb luck you're still here."  She left out her last thought, that perhaps his time hadn't yet arrived.  With a nod, she gestured to the photo in his hand.  "Do you know him?  He spoke with you more than anyone."
"Yeah," he said, nodding.  "This clown was there.  I thought he was there to screw and suck.  Or get sucked.  He was friendly with everybody."
"Tell me everything.  What did he smell like?  Was he mortal?  A vampire?  Did he give his name?"
Thomas grimaced.  "I didn't smell the fucker.  Human or vampire?  How should I know?"
She closed her eyes in frustration.  Besides the fact that he had fangs, she would barely call him a vampire.
"He did give me a phone number, though."
Victoria's eyes lit up.  "What?"
"Yeah.  It's in my phone, back at the parking garage.  We talked about how I used to deal, too.  He said if I ever wanted to make a little extra money, to give him a call."
Breathing a sigh of relief, she allowed herself a moment to relax and lean back in the seat.  A simple plan formed.
"You know, Thomas," she said.  "I honestly thought I would have killed you by now.  But it looks like we're actually going to be partners."
He leered at her while nodding approvingly.
"I think I like the sound of that.  And I said before, call me Tom."
*****
Victoria held the door open for Thomas, whose jaw dropped as he stepped foot inside one of the many safe-houses she had scattered throughout the city.  It had been several months since she'd last inspected her properties.  Ever since she could step into the day without harm she had little use for her safe-houses.  Still, it was good to see the scheduled cleaning hadn't subsided.  The place was spotless.
"Holy shit," Thomas said.  "This place is fucking crazy.  No windows?  How did you manage that?"
She smiled at where the windows should have been.  It was a typical condo, but the windows had been dry-walled over long ago.  There was no television, only a couch and chair.  The bedroom was sparse, the kitchen bare.  The only connection to the outside world was a laptop on a desk in the corner.  Thomas spun around like a child, then opened the refrigerator door to see a stash of cold blood.
"Oh, man," he said.  "I don't believe this.  I'd love to have a place like this."
"You should see my other one."
She checked her phone to see if Jack had called.  Nothing.  She was trying to be patient, but if he didn't reach out to her soon, he'd get an earful.  Despite everything on her mind, she was worried about Zoey.
"Is it okay if I take a shower?" Thomas said, looking down at his blood-covered clothes and skin.  "I'm just a little messy, thanks to you."
"Go ahead.  There's clothes, not much, in the bedroom.  Tee shirts, sweatpants."
Thomas started to remove his shirt, but stopped when Victoria called his name.
"Thomas, I have no desire to see you without clothes.  Undress in the bathroom."
"You got it.  I'll save you some hot water."  He looked her up and down.  "When it's your turn, I'll wash your back."
She nearly snarled.  He laughed as he headed for the bathroom, narrating his own personal tour of her condo along the way.
"Damn, you don't have windows in any room.  And look at that bed.  I could do a lot of good in a bed like that."
After her own shower Victoria dressed in a pair of sweatpants and a tank top.  Thomas was lying on the couch, his hands laced behind his head.  He didn't bother putting on a shirt.  He whistled cheerfully, his feet moving back and forth.
"Shit," he said as she leaned in the kitchen doorway.  She thought he was going to drool.  "You really know how to fill out a shirt.  And that wet hair is hot."
"Shut up.  You'll be okay here.  No sunlight can get in, and there's plenty of blood."
"How is it that the sun doesn't bother you?  I'd love to know."
"I bet you would."
"Ah, c'mon.  It can be our little secret.  If you don't tell me, I might have to tell all my friends.  And I have a lot of friends."
Victoria laughed.  If nothing else, Thomas was amusing.
"Blackmail.  Funny."
"Don't call it that.  Just call it forceful curiosity."
She leaned on the arm of the couch, over his feet.
"Do you think you're safe?"
"You won't hurt me.  We're past all that now.  You need me."
She smiled and raised a finger.  "You're right there.  I do need you.  So, let's get to business.  You're going to call that number and arrange a meeting, the sooner the better.  I don't care what you do or talk about.  You want to work for him, buy him dinner, it's your call.  That's all.  The rest, I'll worry about."
"Oh, is that all?" he said, sitting up.  "I'm not just doing this for those nice tits of yours.  I want a little satisfaction, too."
"Of course.  For your efforts, you'll be paid fifty thousand…no, I'm feeling generous.  One-hundred thousand dollars.  Is that satisfying?"
The shock flashed through his eyes, but he tried to hide it.  He looked at the carpet and laughed, wagging his finger.
"It's a nice start, let's put it that way.  But I'm thinking…more like…two-hundred thousand."
He rose to his feet and stepped close to Victoria, invading her personal space.  They were inches apart.  She didn't back away.  Whether he was trying to intimidate or seduce her, she wasn't sure.  Neither was successful.
"Okay, I get it," she said, toying with him.  "We're negotiating now."
"Yeah.  We're negotiating."
"Alright, well, let's see.  I'm in a negotiating mood.  How about…actually, no.  Let's stick with one-hundred thousand.  And that number will down go in one second if you don't back the fuck up."
Thomas' tough-guy act vanished as he stepped back.  He threw his hands up and nodded.
"Okay, okay.  A hundred is more than fair."
She gestured to his phone, which he set on the coffee table.  Without another word, he picked it up and dialed a number, pacing in the living room.  Victoria heard the conversation clearly.
"Hello?"
"Hey, man.  I'm not sure if you remember me.  It's Thomas.  We met at the Vermilion the other night."
"I remember.  Have you thought about what I said?"
"I have.  The truth is…I'm in a bit of a bind.  Owe some money to some different people, that kind of shit.  And like you said.  There's nothing wrong with a little extra money."
"There never is."
"You know it.  So, yeah, if you need a little help, I'm your guy.  I know people, and I can really move some shit around town.  I was hoping we'd could meet up tonight.  Not during the day, obviously."
"Obviously."
Silence, as Thomas waited for more.  Victoria gave him an encouraging nod.  For all his faults, Thomas was definitely a convincing liar.
"Midnight," the mystery man finally said.  "The corner of Taylor and Fifth.  We'll talk."
"Ah, great.  You're saving my life, man."
"Don't be late."
The phone went dead.  Thomas took a deep breath as he tossed it on the couch.
"He said tonight at—"
"I heard what he said," Victoria said.  "I'm impressed."
He leered at her.  "How impressed?  Impressed enough to take your clothes off?"
"No.  The sun is coming up, and we both need to rest.  You take the couch.  Do I need to warn you about what will happen if I wake up and you're hovering over me?"
"You've made it very clear."
Victoria turned toward the bedroom.  Her body ached, despite the hot shower, and she could feel sleep pulling at her.  The hot shower helped, but she needed to lay down and close her eyes, after she enjoyed some blood.
"Oh, one more thing," she said, giving Thomas her attention.  "If I thought you could hurt me, I wouldn't have even bothered showing up at your hotel room during the day.  You can tell everyone you know my secret.  No one will believe you.  That's the funny thing about people.  But, think about it."  Her eyes turned dark.  "If our positions were reversed, and if someone threatened to make trouble for you, would you kill to protect that secret?"
Thomas said nothing, but the fear was visible in his eyes.  After all the times Victoria threatened to kill him, he was finally understanding, taking her seriously.
"I'd like to think I'm a nice, reasonable woman," she continued.  "Murder is never my first response to anything.  But, really, when it all comes down to it, you mean nothing to me.  I doubt anyone would miss you if you were gone."  She smiled, but there wasn't a hint of joy in it.  Jack would have been proud.  "Pleasant dreams."
His expression told her he wouldn't be getting much sleep.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 16
 
It was fifteen minutes shy of midnight when Victoria turned into one of the many parking garages throughout Baltimore.  She called and had a car dropped off earlier for her, so she didn't have to drive through the city in a bloody Porsche.  After grabbing a ticket from the automated machine, she made her way to the empty top level.  Thomas was quiet in the passenger's seat, a minor miracle.  She sensed him admiring her every so often, but as long as he was silent about it, she could manage.  She'd changed clothes before they left, something more appropriate for what the night called for.  Her body was covered in all black, with the exception of her hair.  She'd never cover her hair.
"Why are we parking here?  We're four blocks away from Taylor Street."
"Then you'd better get moving."
"What are you going to do?"
"I already told you.  You don't need to worry about that."
She slid out of the car, Thomas a step behind.  She circled around to the passenger's side and grabbed her purse from the glove compartment, along with the smallest backpack she owned.  She transferred several items she always tried to keep with her.  Her phone, and a magical trinket or two.
"What the fuck?" Thomas said as he watched.  "You don't have a gun or anything?"
"Don't need one."
"Okay, seriously, what do you want me to do?" he asked.  "Am I supposed to keep him still?  Out in the open?  Are you going to pick his pocket?"
Silly questions, but she was glad he was asking them.  Thomas was thinking about the task at hand, and not how much damage he could cause with so much money coming to him.
"I just need to see the guy."
"Where will you be?"
"Not important.  Just forget all about me.  Have your meeting with him like you would if I wasn't involved."
"Do you really think this guy has something to do with us dropping into dust?"
"I have no idea.  But I'm not a big believer in coincidences."
"Shit, Victoria, what if he wants to kill me?  I was there when he was handing out his little drug or whatever.  Maybe he wants me dead."
"I doubt that.  I don't think he knows you're a vampire.  I'm thinking he's a pawn, but a pawn with answers."
"And who are you?  Some kind of detective?"
"He tried to give everyone a bag, mortals and vampires.  I don't think he could tell the difference."
"I can't tell the difference.  And I'm a vampire."
"Yeah, but not a very good one.  Anyway, it's just a hunch.  I think he's mortal."
"A hunch.  Great.  I feel so much better."
"You will feel better when I hand you a briefcase full of money."
That caught his attention, helped bring him back to the moment.  Victoria tried not to laugh in disgust as she slung her backpack over her shoulders.  Thomas wasn't helping her for the benefit of his own kind, or for the mortals caught in the middle.  He was in it to get paid.
"Get moving," she said again.  "You've only got ten minutes."
"Let me guess.  You couldn't park any closer."
She said nothing, only watched him leave through the stairwell.  After he was gone she prepared herself for a jump she'd performed countless times.  The top level of the parking garage was open, exposed to the night.  The neighboring building was an advertising company, only one floor higher than the garage.  With a running start, she leapt from the garage toward the building.  She didn't land directly on the roof, but on a windowsill one level below.  Her toes caught the edge while she braced herself in the window with her arms.  A vampire's strength went a long way.  One thing she forgot to do was check inside the place.  A man was working late in his office, his head resting on a desk.  Victoria's arrival outside his window startled him awake.  He looked up, but she'd already leapt once again, grabbing the ledge above her.  By the time the man managed to open his window Victoria was already jogging across the roof.
The rooftops of Baltimore were another home for her.  She'd watched the city evolve from above for decades.  There were even safe-zones scattered about, complete with shade and shelter, for times when she was out working and needed to hide from the sun.
The meeting location was a short distance away, with only one jump over an alley that provided not even the tiniest problem.  She took a short break once, to check on Thomas, and wasn't surprised to see that despite his head start she was ahead of him.
A string of take-out restaurants and a liquor store lined the block along Taylor Avenue.  Even with the late hour some were still open.  She crouched on the edge of the roof, looking over the intersection below.  There were still plenty of mortals moving about.  Couples, groups, the occasional homeless man.
Thomas made his way to the corner, leaning against a bench.  His eyes darted about nervously.  Whether he was looking for Victoria or the mystery man, she wasn't sure.
Victoria saw him before Thomas did.  The security footage from the Vermilion wasn't the best, but she recognized him all the same.
Finally seeing him with her own eyes, the information started pouring in.  He stood on the opposite side of the street, searching for Thomas as well.  He spotted him and waited for the traffic light to change.  The way he stood, the way he moved, there was no question he was mortal.  He looked like he might have been impaired in some way, with alcohol or drugs.
The light changed, and he slowly walked across the street.  Thomas waited patiently, still looking about nervously.
Despite Thomas being a vampire, only Victoria heard the gunshot.
She'd heard enough silenced rifles in her life to know exactly what it was.  Blood sprayed from the man's head and he collapsed in the middle of the intersection.  A red pool spread out from his skull.  Cars trying to turn onto Fifth Avenue stopped, and several horns sounded at once.  It was only when three drivers left their cars and inspected closer did the startled screams and shouts begin.
Thomas was long gone before then.  He took two steps toward the dead man in the crosswalk, then ran.  Victoria didn't blame him.
She kept her composure as she dropped lower on the roof, nearly cat-like in posture.  Her eyes went to the other rooftops nearby.  The shooter had fired a single shot, accurately hitting her target in the head.  Victoria knew the shooter wasn't another drug dealer settling a score, but a professional.  A professional would take the shot from an elevated position.
With her night vision, it didn't take long to find him.  A figure, built like a man, had retreated to the center of a rooftop across the street.  Like Victoria, he was dressed in all black.  He was in the middle of disassembling his weapon, storing it carefully in a case.
Victoria didn't hesitate.  She stepped off the building, falling to the ground below.  A drop that would have broken a mortal's legs only slowed her for a second.  She sprinted across the street, drawing confused expressions from the others nearby.  She didn't exactly move like a blur, but the mortal mind had trouble keeping up with a vampire running at full speed.
A car stopped in front of her, blocking her path.  She slid across the hood and launched forward.  Landing on the cab of a truck, she jumped again, this time onto the roof of her destination.  She didn't climb up immediately, choosing instead to pull herself up with one arm, just enough to peek over the edge.
The assassin walked away from her, toward the back alleys behind Fifth Avenue.  He didn't have a care in the world, unaware that one woman had spotted him.
Victoria waited until he was winding his way down a fire escape before completing her pull-up and rolling onto the roof.  She moved on the tips of her toes.  Not full speed, but still faster than the average mortal.  She didn't make a sound, but could hear him ahead.  His steady, calm breathing.  The rattling of the fire escape.  There was also the sound of a car below, its engine running.
Reaching the edge of the roof, she peered down.  She glanced ahead of her to study the layouts of the nearby rooftops, in case she had to pursue the car on foot.  It turned out that wasn't necessary.  The assassin handed the case to someone in the car, and it drove down the alley, leaving him behind.  She watched as he casually walked in the opposite direction, his hands in his pockets.
She kept to the rooftops, shadowing his every move.  He walked the streets of Baltimore for nearly a half hour, even stopping at a late-night deli for a sandwich.  She locked away every detail about him that she could.  Medium build and height, dark hair, fair complexion.  Certainly mortal.  She wanted to get close enough to investigate his scent.  With his scent, she'd be able to sense his presence in a crowded room, but she didn't dare take the risk.
He eventually took a path away from the busy city streets, and she had to leave the rooftops to follow him.  She kept a respectable distance, staying in the shadows, a comfortable place for her.  He left the city behind and made his way to a trucking company.  Trucks and trailers were lined up in a parking lot, but there wasn't a worker in sight.  Victoria hid in a nearby tree as she watched him enter the yard and approach the empty dock.  He knocked on the large door, and a moment later two men inside lifted it open.
Before moving forward, she studied everything she could see, hear, and smell.  She looked for cameras, listened for watchdogs or patrolling security.  The place smelled like a trucking company should.  Gas, oil, dirt.
She jumped over the fence, not bothering at all with the gate.  Halfway across the yard, another dock door opened.  Light spilled out from the inside, nearly illuminating her for all to see.  She jumped once again, this time onto the top of a big-rig truck next to her.  Then she scurried onto the trailer, moving on her hands and feet with speed and grace.
Truck after truck left the yard.  Moving vans and pickup trucks.  Each vehicle had at least two people.  Whatever was going on, of which Victoria still had no clue, involved a lot of manpower.
The last truck to leave paused on the way out.  The driver went back inside to close the dock door, and then left through a smaller office door.  Victoria waited several minutes, lying still on top of the trailer, before stepping off the side.  She could hear insects, leaves rustling, trees swaying in the wind, a helicopter overhead.  But nothing inside the trucking company.
She gripped the bottom of the dock door and lifted.  It didn't budge, as it was locked from the inside.  Victoria readjusted her grip, took a deep breath, and lifted again.  She gritted her teeth as her muscles strained.  The sound of metal straining against metal touched her ears.  She wasn't sure if it was a padlock, or a chain through a hook in the floor.  Ultimately, it didn't matter.  She didn't have the ability to walk through walls, like Alex.  Nor could she create portals, like a witch.  But there was something to be said for old-fashioned, raw strength.
Whatever secured the dock door finally broke.  Victoria eased the door up and went to her night vision.  She wasn't sure what she expected to see.  It had been a while since she'd seen the inside of a trucking company.  But she knew what greeted her wasn't typical.
She flipped the switches on near the door, bathing the floor in light.  Instead of palettes and forklifts, tables and desks were lined up in rows.  There were power cables, monitors, and keyboards hooked to nothing.  Outlines were on the floor of where computers once sat.  She had the feeling she'd just witnessed the beginning of an evacuation.
White-boards on stands were spread out, covered with numbers and scribbled notes.  Victoria fished her phone from her backpack and took several pictures.
"He told us you would never find this place," a voice said.  "And not only did you find it, but in record time."
Victoria glanced up at the man stepping out of the shadows.  She had been aware of him ever since she'd arrived, and wondered when he'd make his move.  He wore a long coat and twirled an ax at his side.
"He?" she said.  "Care to elaborate?"
He shook his head.  Victoria smiled.
"Yeah.  Didn't think so."
A second voice chimed in.
"And her accent.  Very mysterious."
She raised her eyebrows as another man stepped out of an open office across the floor.  She didn't notice him.  He was just out of earshot.  The new arrival carried a sword.
"Oh, wow," she said.  "Speaking of mysterious.  Hi, guys.  I'm Victoria.  May I ask your names?"
"Don't worry about our names."
"This goes beyond you now."
Another clue.  The two new men in her life were full of information.
"Ah.  So, all of this—"  She gestured to the empty desks and chairs, the white-boards surrounding them.  "This is all about me?"
The newcomer glared at his partner, casting him a silent look of disapproval.  If only she could keep them talking.
"Listen, guys.  The weapons, you don't need them.  We can talk about this.  No one needs to get hurt.  We have plenty of space here to sit down, relax, figure out what's going on—"
She didn't get to finish her proposal.  The man armed with the sword ran across the floor, holding the weapon carefully behind him.  He was skilled, of that Victoria knew.
Still, it didn't matter if the mortal had been training all his life.  Victoria had been defending herself for centuries.
He used an empty table as a launching pad.  His sword was cocked behind his head, ready to strike.  She grabbed a nearby chair and held it up, as if she were battling a lion in a circus.  One of the legs caught him under the chin, sending him to the floor.
She howled in pain as an ax was buried into her shoulder from behind.  The distraction was just enough for the partner to move in.  He ripped the ax away, and Victoria spun to confront him.  The man on the floor took the opportunity to stab her in the calf.  He twisted the blade before pulling it out.
Victoria rolled across a table to put space between them.  Ax tended to Sword, helping him to his feet.  The pair each took a combat stance, eying her like a wounded animal.  She staggered back a step, putting a hand behind her calf.  She could feel the blood running down her back.
Despite the pain, and the anger surfacing, she would give them one more chance.
"You have family?" she asked.  "Think about that before we go any further here."
Apparently they were already done thinking.
Sword swung first.  His movements were crisp and fast, but still mortal.  She dodged easily.  The problem came when Ax followed up his partner's attack with his own.  He targeted a different body part, making Victoria twist at an odd angle.  Every movement also caused intense agony from her wounds.  They worked amazingly well together, forcing Victoria back with each attack.  She swiped at Ax, catching him across the chest with a claw, but that only allowed Sword to slice her across the forearm.  Wincing, she grabbed another weapon sitting loose on a desk next to her.  A phone.
Victoria struck Sword in the hand with the phone, and the weapon bounced on the ground.  One claw strike across the face brought him to one knee.  Ax swung wildly, but she'd backed up just enough to only suffer a minor cut over her breasts, and not the crippling shot he'd hoped for.  She moved back in and struck as she dropped the phone, punching with her left hand and swiping with her right.  Ax stumbled, and she pressed the advantage.  Victoria pinned him to the ground and exposed her fangs.  She would drink him till near death, healing in the process.
She'd nearly clamped down onto his shoulder when she saw his expression.
Arrogance.
Ax wore a smug, confident arrogance.  She hesitated, staring into his eyes.
"Go ahead," he whispered.
That's when it clicked in her mind.
Whatever it was that had killed the vampires at the Vermilion, it was flowing through his veins.  If she drank from him, she would die.
It was the perfect defense for mortals against her kind.
The sword moved through her back and impaled her, exiting just below her ribcage.  Her back arched at the sensation.  It hurt to breathe as blood bubbled out of her mouth.  Sword had recovered and attacked.  Ax grabbed his weapon and pressed the handle against her throat.
"Hurry!" Ax said, searching nearby.  A smile took hold.  "Use one of the chair legs!"
Victoria wasn't sure what finally sent her over the edge.  The arrogance, the smile, the pain racking her body.  Her intent was to go easy on them, with hopes of interrogating them.  That desire was completely gone.
She snarled as she gripped the blade of the sword at her stomach with one hand.  Sword struggled behind her, trying to retrieve his weapon, but Victoria wouldn't let him.  She grabbed Ax's hand and twisted, breaking his wrist.  He grimaced and dropped his weapon, leaving him completely exposed.  Her fingers bled from gripping the blade, but that didn't stop her.  She leaned forward, taking the blade and Sword with her, and stabbed Ax in the throat.  She made sure the blade sank good and deep before leaning back up.
Snapping the blade off, she jumped to her feet and whirled in place.  Sword had lost his grip and stumbled backwards.  Victoria closed the distance between them in an instant, jamming the broken blade in his shoulder.  As furious as she was, she still had the sense not to deliver a fatal strike.  She ripped the blade out and thrust it in his thigh, sending him to the ground.
Victoria surveyed the damage.  One dead mortal, another wounded, and a very angry and injured vampire.  She reached behind her and slowly pulled the broken sword from her back.  It hurt to move.  Her hand bled from grabbing the sword.  Her body was sliced, diced, and punctured.
But she would live.
She threw the broken weapon on the ground and dropped to her knees next to Sword.  He stared up at her in defiance, trying his best to scoot away on his back.  She placed a hand on his injured shoulder and stuck her thumb inside his wound.
"We're going to talk," she said.  "Or I'm going to rip you to pieces."
She squeezed tightly, trying to make her point.  Sword tried to keep quiet, another act of defiance, but eventually let out a scream of pain.
"Okay, we understand each other.  What is this place?  What are you doing here?"
She didn't notice Sword digging in his pocket until it was too late.  Grabbing his wrist, she pulled his hand free, expecting to see a tiny gun or dagger.  Instead, he held what looked like a garage door opener.  He'd already pressed the button.
A new smell touched her nose.  More gasoline, and something vampires hated.  Fire.  She could guess what would happen next.
She gripped his head and snapped violently.  Not caring about subtlety or keeping her strength in check, Sword's head was turned nearly backwards as the cracking sound filled her ears.  She jumped to her feet and ran.  Full speed eluded her.  The mortals had really hurt her, but she pushed on.  The small, controlled explosions started.  She could feel the heat at her back, and she shoved the fear aside.  Fire was the one thing that would definitely kill her.
She'd cleared the building, but the final explosion threw her forward.  Her body slammed into the back of a trailer, and she fell to her hands and knees.  She didn't bother risking a glance to the burning building before crawling away.  Her eyes weren't necessary to know the trucking company was engulfed in flame.
It was a struggle to pull herself to her feet.  Pressing a hand to her stomach, she limped out of the yard.  It'd been some time since she was in so much pain.
But a little blood, and she'd be fine.





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 17
 
Zoey sat motionless behind the wheel of the Jeep.  She didn't even bother turning off the engine.  Her mind was numb as she watched the small groups of men and women making their way inside the nightclub, flirting and touching.
Another nightclub.  Somehow, she wasn't surprised.  She didn't know Steven very well, but he was obviously a creature of habit.
Her journey was nearly over.  The phone that Kevin had touched with his magic had done its job.  The map was zoomed in as far as it would go, finally settling on the nightclub she observed in the town of Highland, Illinois.  The red light continued to blink at her, but she no longer needed it.
She'd checked into a hotel around the corner an hour ago and simply stared into the mirror, gathering her courage.  Finally, her chance had arrived.  She was going to kill the man responsible for upending her life.
Or he was going to kill her.
She hadn't thought much outside of five-minute windows for the two past days.  Where to hide from the sun, to get blood.  Would the Jeep hold up?  These were the only questions she thought about.  But now that she sat five-hundred feet away from her target, thoughts of the future took hold.  There was the chance that she had no future.  In thirty minutes, she could be dead.  Or she could be back at the hotel, washing blood from her hands.
A tear ran down her cheek as she turned off the engine.  She retrieved the notepad she'd taken from the hotel dresser and started composing a note.  The words had been dancing in her head, but not coherently.  She gave it her best effort to string them together while the single tear turned into several.
She thanked her parents, and wrote how much she loved them.  She hoped that whatever the future held, they would be happy, even if they weren't together.  She regretted if she had anything to do with the current marital problems they were experiencing.
Thoughts of Kylie were the most jumbled.  Zoey apologized for everything that had happened, and how much she loved and missed her.  They were best friends, and Kylie made her life a joy to endure during their time together.  Zoey managed to smile at the thought that maybe Kylie was in the back seat behind her, holding hands with Nate.
She paused the pen as Victoria crossed her mind.
I'm very sorry, but I had to do this.  I hope you understand.  Thank you for giving me a chance when I thought I'd never see another.  I don't deserve the kindness and friendship you've given me.  I love you.  Also, I'm sorry I took your credit cards and the Jeep.
Taking a deep breath, she shoved the note in the glove compartment.  She wasn't happy with the words, and could probably spend another hour getting her thoughts together, but wasn't sure she had the time.  The man she was going to kill wasn't going to wait while she wrote her goodbyes.
She left the Jeep and glanced at her reflection in the window.  Her outfit, as simple as it was, had occupied her thoughts more than when she ever wanted to impress a guy.  She wore a pair of black yoga pants and a turquoise shirt.  It wasn't her goal to show off her figure, although she drew a few second looks from the passersby.  All she was thinking about was movement.  Whatever was going to happen with Steven, she didn't want loose clothes getting snagged on anything, distracting her.
Zoey paid her way at the door using Victoria's credit card.  It still hadn't been canceled yet.  Her nerves were frayed as she stepped into the club.  Not only because of what she intended to do, but also the typical attack on her senses.  She made a promise to herself that if she was successful, she was never going to another club again.
She skulked and moved about the club for nearly thirty minutes.  She even took the time to flirt a little with the guys nearby, and enjoy a dance or two, simply to blend in.  All the while she kept her eyes moving about, searching.  She tried to think of how Victoria would handle things.
Doubt started to creep in, the most terrible feeling.  What if Kevin was wrong?  What if whatever magic he'd used on her phone didn't work?  He said himself it was his first attempt at that particular potion, that it was supposed to be a photo, and not a drawing.  What if she drove through several states and betrayed Victoria's trust for nothing?
Just as she was battling her turmoil, she spotted him.  Steven.  Zoey didn't know his last name.  She didn't know his likes or dislikes, how old he was, where he called home, what his favorite color was.  She didn't care about anything when she'd first met him, other than he was attractive and charming.  None of it mattered now, either.  The only thing that mattered was she was going to kill him.
Steven was using the same charm on another young woman.  A rage Zoey didn't expect burned, and she stopped dancing in the middle of the floor.  She stood out, something she was trying to avoid.  She wanted nothing more than to rush at Steven, claw at his eyes, ruin his life, the way he ruined hers.
Her senses returned.  She excused herself from her partner, turning down a phone number in the process, and made her way to the side near the bar.  She moved behind people, never staying in the open, keeping out of sight.  A power swept over her.  She could see Steven, but he couldn't see her.  It was her turn to be the hunter, the predator, unlike before.
She squeezed her way to the bar, where she ordered a water she wouldn't consume.  Steven was still on the other side of the club.  The noise wouldn't let her hear them, but she could imagine the conversation, having lived through it herself.  He was complimenting her, telling her she was beautiful, how sexy her laugh was.  Zoey watched as he ran a hand through her hair and let it rest on her hip.  The woman with him was completely in the palm of his hand, at his mercy.
Zoey knew the feeling.
A frightening thought struck her as she pretended to drink.  Could Steven smell her?  Victoria could identify people by their scent, something Zoey hadn't mastered.  Could Steven do the same?
She chose to believe he couldn't.  Steven was nowhere in Victoria's league.  Perhaps with the distractions the nightclub provided, his nose was thrown off as much as hers.  Zoey could smell so many different things, but had no idea in which direction they were.
A horrible sense of Déjà vu attacked her as she watched Steven approach the end of his plan.  During the past two days, Zoey never thought she'd relive the night her life changed, but that's exactly what she was witnessing.  He leaned in close to the woman, gently massaging her neck, and whispered something in her ear.  Whatever it was, she smiled and nodded, keeping a finger hooked in a belt loop of his jeans.  He kissed her hungrily, which she responded to in kind.  Zoey watched as he led her to a side exit and left the club.  She wiped a tear away.  Now she was in Kylie's position, having to follow someone from a nightclub to protect another making a mistake.
She crossed the floor toward the door, but stopped short of leaving.  In the open night her scent may carry.  Steven may figure out she was approaching.  Time was running out, and she had to do something quickly.  She glanced at the couple next to her, enjoying an intimate conversation while drinking beer.
"I'm so sorry," she said, and reached out, taking their drinks.
"Whoa!" the man said.  "What—?"
Zoey held the two beers over her head and doused herself.  Her hair, shirt, pants, were soaked.  A few people nearby laughed, while others frowned in confusion.  The woman of the couple laughed and stared at her boyfriend.
"That's…kinda hot," she said.
Zoey ignored them and threw the bottles away before leaving the club.
Her breathing hitched when she stepped into the alley.  She eased the door closed behind her, not wanting to make any more noise than necessary.  Steven and his woman were already well ahead, nearly turning a corner.  She knew exactly what was he doing, which unnerved her.  He would lead her far away, with the promise of a fun night in his arms, and drink her blood.  He would not show compassion or gentleness, like Victoria or herself.  There was the chance he would kill her.  He simply didn't care.
Zoey didn't rush.  She moved carefully and quietly.  They turned the corner, but she didn't panic.  Victoria taught her that there was more in processing the world than her eyes.  She could hear them.  Their quiet whispers, throaty laughs.  She couldn't tell their scents apart, but she could smell them.
She'd made it halfway down the alley when her ears picked up a barely audible gasp.  In her mind, Zoey could picture exactly what was happening.
Silence was quickly forgotten.  She ran to the corner, and although she knew what she'd see, was still shocked.
Steven had the woman pinned against the wall.  Zoey had expected him to walk further, take the woman deeper into the alleys, like he'd done with her.  But he already had his fangs in her neck.  His hand covered her face, to keep her still and her neck exposed.  With his other hand he held her by her jeans, to prevent her sliding down the wall.  The woman enjoyed the sensation as her body quivered, but Steven didn't care about her pleasure.  He drank far too fast.  It wouldn't be long before she was dead.
Zoey ran as fast as she could.  She lowered her shoulder just before impact, connecting with Steven's side.  Reckless and primal, but effective.  The trio fell to the ground, knocking over a garbage can on the way down.
The woman held her neck, confusion and panic in her eyes.  Blood seeped between her fingers as she glanced between Zoey and Steven.  Steven was on one knee, gathering his senses.
"Are you okay?" Zoey asked.
The woman said nothing.  Her gaze finally locked on Steven.  Zoey could see the emotions playing out.  Confusion, fear, anger, and finally betrayal.
"What did you do to me?" she shouted.
She tried to stand up, but only succeeded in rolling over and vomiting.  Zoey crawled toward her and tried to pull her hand away.  She resisted at first.
"Please," Zoey said.  "I can help you."
The woman lowered her hand, giving Zoey access to her neck.  She licked quickly.  The blood was delicious, but a quick sip wasn't her goal.  The woman shivered involuntarily as Zoey lapped up the remaining nectar.
"Go."  Zoey pushed her away by the shoulder.  "Run!"
Her first few steps were a stumble, but the woman finally managed to pick up speed.  Zoey tried to stand as the woman ran away.
Her eyes shot open as a hand grabbed her by the hair.  She was lifted off her feet, twisting and flailing about, like a puppet.  Steven frowned at her as he looked her in the eyes.
"You look familiar."
Zoey didn't get a chance to respond before he rammed her head into the wall.  She couldn't even scream in pain.  He forcefully dragged her face across the brick, tearing at her skin.  She tried to reach behind her, but her enhanced strength could do nothing if she couldn't grab him.  She had no leverage, no range.
Steven flung her aside, as if she were nothing.  She landed on the ground and slumped against the fence.  Pulling herself to her hands and knees, Steven landed the first of many kicks to her ribs and stomach.  The air rushed out of her from the powerful blows.  His strength was at its highest peak, a minute removing from feeding.
"I know you," he said.  "We've met before?"
She didn't know what was more insulting.  The beating, or the fact that he didn't remember her.
"Zoey," she hissed, clutching her side.  "You're the one that made me a vampire."
Memory flashed through his eyes.
"Yes!  I remember."  His eyes traveled along her, making her feel unclean.  "Florida, right?  You're much paler now than then.  It suits you, I like it.  It was you, and one other young woman.  I just remember she tasted delicious.  What was her name?"
Anger pushed her forward.
"Her name is Kylie!"
Another kick sent her down once again.
"Yeah, that was her.  You helped me get rid of her body."
Despair, grief, and guilt overwhelmed her once again.  She was familiar with the feelings, good friends with them.  They were her companions for weeks in her parents' basement.  She would have given anything to have that night of her life back.
"And then you told me to fuck myself," he said, laughing.  "Now you're here for revenge, I guess."  He shook his head sadly.  "Zoey, did you even put thought into any of this?"
She hadn't.  The furthest she took her thoughts was that she wanted to kill Steven.  The parade of should haves teased her as she winced in pain.  She should have tracked Steven longer, learned his habits and hangouts.  She should have drank blood before coming to the club, to keep her strength high.  She should have begged Victoria to help her.
Instead, she'd lost the element of surprise.  Steven loomed over her, every advantage his.  She was going to die.
She allowed herself a small smile.  At least she would die saving someone else, which was more than she could do for Kylie.
"Do you even know how to kill one of us?" he asked.  He walked to a nearby dumpster and pulled out a broken curtain rod.  "So many people think it has to be a wooden stake through the heart, but it doesn't have to be wood.  This would do, for example."  He brandished the rod.  "And it won't kill you.  But I'll let the sun finish that."
"Fuck you," Zoey said.  "I'm not scared of you."
"It didn't have to be this way.  I would have taken care of you."
"And go from town to town, killing people?  No."
"I don't kill everyone.  That wouldn't be smart.  But sometimes, I have to let off some steam.  I'll admit, though, your friend, Kylie.  I just couldn't stop drinking."
"You—"
She leaned forward.  He jabbed her in the chest with the broken rod.  Not enough to penetrate her skin, but to get her attention.
"So beautiful," he said.  "It's such a waste.  We could have done so much—"
His regrets were cut short when a cylinder jutted through the front of his chest.  Splattered blood landed on Zoey's legs and stomach.  Steven winced and stared down at the strange weapon stuck in his body.  He spun and struck his attacker, sending him crashing into the wall.  The attacker crumpled to the ground.  Everything was happening so fast.  Zoey didn't recognize him, didn't even smell him.
All she could see was a smile, so out of place.
"Vampire hunters," Steven said.  "They don't even know where the heart is."
He stepped forward, not even bothering with the cylinder still inside him.  The attacker was holding a remote of some kind, and pressed a button.  Steven stumbled back, grasping at his chest, the pain obvious in his face.  He looked at Zoey and the new arrival, stunned at the agony.  With the press of another button, Steven fell and curled awkwardly, hugging his knees.  He shook and convulsed before finally falling unconscious.
Zoey looked up as the last man she ever expected to see rose to his feet.  Jack straightened his clothes and looked down at Steven with contempt, shaking his head.  The collision with the brick wall didn't bother him in the least.
"Let this be a lesson," he told Zoey.  "It doesn't matter what you are.  Vampire, werewolf, witch.  You can still be stupid."
He extended a hand to help her.  Zoey did nothing at first, still in shock.  Her body ached, and if it wasn't for the fact that she was a vampire, she thought her ribs might have been broken.
"Any day now," he said, shaking his hand.  "My hand's getting tired.  It won't stay out there forever."
Zoey accepted his offer, and Jack pulled her to her feet.  She winced and took deep breaths as she found her footing.  Bringing a hand to her face, she was relieved to see only minimal blood.
She regarded Jack, unable to process question after question that popped in her mind.  Steven still lay at their feet, unmoving.  She couldn't tell what the weapon was Jack had stabbed him with.  It looked plastic, and was sharp on both ends.  It almost seemed high-tech, with several tiny LEDs scattered about its surface.
"Wow, Stray," Jack said, looking her up and down.  "You look…."
Jack eying her brought a different feeling than Steven.  She would never admit it aloud, but she enjoyed Jack admiring her.  To impress such a critical eye wasn't an easy feat.
"Utterly ridiculous.  Are you supposed to be a vampire ninja?  Were you going to karate-chop him to death?"
She sighed, looking down at her tight clothes.  "I didn't want to get snagged on anything."
He leaned in and sniffed her, his nose wrinkling.  "Why are you covered in beer?"
"I was trying to hide my scent."
Jack said nothing for a moment, his face unreadable.
"I'm not sure if you're an idiot, or a genius."
It wasn't exactly a compliment, but Zoey smiled nonetheless.  Now it was her turn for questions, before he could find other ways to insult her.
"What are you doing here?"
"Victoria sent me.  She's doing more important shit, so here I am."
"Is she…mad?"
"Of course not.  She's worried sick.  I don't know why, but I can't say I've ever completely understood her."
"How did you find me?"  The answer came to her before he could answer.  "The credit cards."
He wagged a finger at her.  "You got it.  I would have canceled them in a second, you little thief."
"I didn't smell you."  She pointed at Steven.  "He didn't, either."
"A little potion Glinda gave me.  It doesn't last long, but enough to scramble a nose.  Look, you're so fascinating to talk to, but we have to get moving."  He looked her up and down again.  "You're not getting on my plane looking like that, or meeting my daughter.  So we'll have to hose you off, clean you up.  But I get why you're here."  Leaning against the wall, he tossed her the remote he held.  There was only a single button and a dial.  "So, have at it.  There's always time for a little revenge."
Zoey turned the remote over in her palm.
"What is this?  Is this magical?"
"Shit, sorry," Jack said, standing next to her.  "I'm getting ahead of myself.  No, this is a prototype from a contact of mine in the military.  I love technology.  They've been trying to find a more efficient way to interrogate vampires since World War I.  You can't just drag them out in the sunlight.  Vampire blood is different, and this remote controls the stake I stabbed him with.  It secretes some chemical mix they came up with.  It literally cooks them from the inside, setting the organs on fire.  A wooden stake for the twenty-first century, I guess."  He leaned over her shoulder, pointing to the dial.  "It's already on and—"  He glanced at Steven and laughed.  "Administered.  All you have to do is turn that dial.  Turn it a little, and it'll ruin his night.  Turn it all the way, and he dies."  He patted her on the shoulder before leaning against the wall again.  "Now, I don't ever want to hear you say I never gave you anything."
She glanced between the remote and Steven.
"This will kill him?"
"I believe I just said that."
Her finger hovered over the dial.  Finally, the moment she'd been dreaming of had arrived.  She never thought she'd be sharing the moment with anyone else, especially someone she could barely tolerate.  But it was a small price to pay.
She touched the dial, but didn't move it.  Her hand trembled.  Something didn't feel right.  She looked back over her shoulder to Jack.
"Did Victoria put you up to this?"
"What?"
"Is this a test of some kind?  A test of my character?"
Jack leaned his head back and laughed.  "You think I give a shit about your character?  I'm here to see a vampire barbecue."  He rubbed his hands together.  "So, let's fire it up."
Zoey stared at Steven.  She'd fantasized about killing him.  Dreamed about it.  Now she had the power in the palm of her hand, literally.
She couldn't do it.
"I…can't."
"Sure you can.  Even you can turn that little dial.  Just do it real slow, until you get the feel for it."
The tears started as she let the remote rest at her side.  She turned and faced Jack.
"If I kill Steven, nothing changes.  I know that's cliché as shit, but it's true.  I won't get my life back.  Kylie will still be gone."
Jack nodded as he pushed himself away from the wall.  He joined her as they loomed over Steven.
"You do have a point there.  But I'm going to tell you something.  Listen closely, as I'm only going to say it once, and only one other person knows this."
She leaned closer, listening intently.
"I didn't choose to leave mortality behind.  The choice was taken from me.  She was misguided, not all there in the head.  But she was kind and gentle, and had a body even you vamps would be jealous of.  Angela, the witch who cursed me, didn't deserve to die."
"You're…cursed?"
He ignored the question.
"So when my town banded together, and strung her up by the neck—"  He smiled.  "I killed them back.  Every last one of them.  And you're right.  It didn't change anything, it certainly didn't bring her back.  But, oh man, did it feel good.  Revenge doesn't have to change the world to feel good."
Zoey was quiet.  She wasn't sure what life lesson he was trying to impart, or if that was even his goal.  But they weren't on the same page.
"Is that supposed to make me want to kill him?  Because all it does is make you sound like a psychopath."
"Okay, let's see if you understand it this way.  If you let him live, he will kill someone else.  It's that simple.  And you'll be partially responsible.  You can actually save lives, right here, right now, by spinning that dial.  You and Glinda, both of you are so blind.  Sometimes not killing someone is not the right thing to do."
Her shoulders slumped as she clenched her eyes shut.  She could think of a million reasons to kill Steven.  Her own selfish reasons, as well as saving people, like Jack said.
"No."  She no longer fought the tears.  "I'm not a killer.  I'm just…not."
Zoey leaned into Jack, resting her head against his arm.  He squeezed her shoulder tenderly, but awkwardly, and gently took the remote from her hand.
"Okay, that's enough," he said, stepping back.  "I don't want beer on my clothes.  So you're saying you're going to let this vampire live?  You're going to leave whatever happens to him up to fate?"
She nodded.  "Yeah."
"Well, I guess that's it, then."  Jack admired the remote.  "It's a shame fate's out to get him.  You might want to stand back."
Jack turned the dial as far as it would go.  Steven's eyes shot open.  He convulsed and let out a cry that would haunt Zoey for the rest of her life.  His death was painful, pure horror, and she would relive it in her dreams.
It took only ten seconds for his body to engulf completely in flame, but it felt like much longer.  His screams died down as the fire consumed the oxygen in his lungs.  Different parts of his body burst into flame.  Hands, shoulders, cheeks.  Finally, his body turned to ash, leaving only the military weapon behind.
Zoey's lips trembled as she stood motionless.  She couldn't take her eyes off what was left of Steven.  The ash was still shaped like a body, although the wind played with it, threatening to take the ashes away.  The thought saddened her.  There was nothing left to bury of a vampire when they died.
"That was everything advertised," Jack said.  He picked up the weapon and tucked away the remote.  "I'll cry when I have to give this back.  Are you ready to go?"
"You…killed him."
"You're just nailing it tonight."
Anger slowly pushed away the shock.
"You were going to kill him anyway," she said, glaring.  "No matter what I did."
"Yeah.  I thought I was doing you a favor, giving you the chance."  He laughed.  "That will teach me for trying to be nice."
"Why?  Why did you kill him?"
"He'd seen my face.  He was an enemy.  I don't let my enemies live.  Pretty simple, really.  Let's get going.  My daughter's probably bouncing around the plane like a pogo stick."
The way Jack could murder someone, then talk about seeing his daughter, set Zoey on edge.
"How does Victoria…even look at you?"
"That's funny, coming from the stray covered in beer.  Let's go."





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 18
 
Victoria went straight to the refrigerator after arriving at her safe-house.  Her shirt and shoes were off before she even reached the handle.  Half a bottle was gone, and then she slipped her socks off.  She tucked two bottles under her arm before heading to the bathroom.  Her limp was already gone, and the wounds on her stomach were starting to close.
She stepped into the hot shower, not bothering to remove her pants.  Tossing her red hair behind her, she clenched her eyes shut as the steam surrounded her.  Another bottle was drained, which she dropped at her feet.  She shed the remainder of her wet clothes.  Her strength returned, and with each drop, her dulled senses as well.  The toll her body took was already a memory.
Her mind, however, was another matter.
She paced in the living room, wearing only a towel.  Despite the night's events, she only knew fractionally more than she did several hours ago.  The man who was certainly involved in the vampires' deaths at the Vermilion was dead.  Murdered by mortals trained to kill, working out of a central location.  But they'd fled and destroyed the evidence of their shelter behind.  A simple slip of the tongue revealed Victoria was involved, somehow, but she didn't understand how.
She didn't dare make any more guesses.  Her backpack was still on the couch, where she'd flung it when she arrived.  She pulled out her phone and glanced through the images she took of the scribbled notes.
The biggest challenge was interpreting the writing more than anything else.  The notes were written in a hurry, with no regards for penmanship.  She sat at the desk and spent fifteen minutes interpreting.
The notes were times and coordinates, along with the current date.  A schedule for a single day.  Were they tracking Victoria?  Or perhaps vampires and places they were targeting, like the Vermilion?
She entered the coordinates in the computer, letting the Internet do the rest.  At first glance, the locations returned seemed random.  A driving school.  A deli.  A clothes shop.  But the town they were located in caught her attention.  It wasn't Baltimore, like she'd assumed.
Parkville, Delaware.
Jack's town.
Victoria frowned as she continued to enter coordinates.  More shops and stores came up.  She finally recognized them as Jack's property, businesses he owned.  Were they interested in Jack?  She knew the pair of them had made many enemies over the decades.
Each location had a length of time set aside for it.  Sometimes only a half hour, others an hour.
Her body froze when it finally hit her.
She slid her chair back and leaned forward, the towel falling away.  Ideas and theories clashed and meshed together.  Not all of it made sense.  A few whys were missing, as well as details in the middle.  But suspects started to form, and one thought more than anything else.
One of her inner circle was in danger.
Victoria grabbed her phone, but only gave it a disappointed frown before tossing it aside.  She moved to her backpack and reached for the magical rock sitting at the bottom.
"Kevin," she said, picturing him in her mind.  "Are you there?"
Silence.  She squeezed the rock tighter.
"Kevin, answer me."
He didn't respond.  She clenched her eyes shut as she thought of another.
"Jack."
Ten seconds passed, and she was about to entertain other options when a voice returned.
"Victoria.  You know, I have a perfectly good phone sitting next to me.  It does all kinds of cool shit."
She sighed in relief at the sound of his voice.  As much as she was worried about Kevin, one other person sprang to mind as well.
"I don't think my phone is safe.  Did you find Zoey?"
"I did.  We're on the plane now, about forty-five minutes away.  I've made arrangements for your Jeep, too."
She was afraid to ask her next question, but had to know.
"Did she…kill him?"
"No.  I had to do it.  She didn't have the ovaries."
Victoria smiled, but also wanted to cry in relief.  She shoved her feelings aside.
"She didn't do it because she's stronger than any of us."
"We'll just have to agree to disagree there.  Like most things in our life."
She sighed.  Zoey was alive and fine.  Jack came through, like he always did.
Hopefully he'd be able to come through again.
"Kevin's in trouble."
"Glinda?  What did he do now?"
"Is he working at…."  She checked the last set of coordinates noted, the last time they recorded his location.  "Some kind of metal tubing warehouse?"
"How should I know?  I'm not his keeper.  He's lucky I even let him in my front door.  Wait a sec…Yeah.  He did say something about working late tonight to run cable and hook up some computers."
"He's not answering me.  I think whoever is killing vampires here is also after him in Delaware."
"Got it.  Fill me in."
Victoria didn't want to.  Time was running short, and she was worried about Kevin.  But Jack was her partner, and although she was nearly twice his age, he had a mind she would never completely understand.  In order for him to be at his best, he needed all the information she had.  She told him her theories, and what she'd planned to do.
The plan was greeted with the worst possible response.  Extended silence.
"Victoria," he said.  "Do you realize how insane your plan is?"
She smiled.  "Which part?"
"The whole thing.  You're putting yourself in danger.  And if you're wrong—"
"Yeah, but I'm right.  What about your end?  Can you get it done?"
"I'm kind of in the middle of the sky right now."
"Is that a no?"
"I didn't say that."
"Jack, please.  Yes or no?  Right now, Kevin could be—"
"He's not.  I've said it before.  Glinda's an idiot.  And he can't cook like me.  But he's tougher than he looks.  You're the one always talking about how powerful he is."
"I know.  But…I'm worried.  They've been watching him all day, keeping track of his schedule.  They didn't bother to check tomorrow.  They're going after him tonight.  Now."
"Don't worry about Glinda.  I'll take care of all that.  You just worry about whatever stupidity you're trying to do."
"Okay.  I have to call Tony.  Wish me luck."
"No."
The magical connection went dead.  She allowed herself only one sigh, one chance to doubt herself, and come up with another plan.  She was old and wise, but not perfect.  Hopefully she wasn't making a mistake.  She'd made plenty before.
Worry slowly shifted to anger as she got dressed.  Victoria had tried her best, but after failing to kill Kevin the first time they'd met she didn't try again.  After such a long life she had a change of heart.  It was wrong to simply kill something because of what they were.
Now she protected Kevin for another reason.  He was a good friend.
The thought of harm coming to him, or anyone close to her, made her see red.
It took nearly thirty minutes to cross the city toward her destination.  Jack would be landing soon, and again she thought of Kevin.  He always kept his magic close to him.  For him not to answer was rare, but it did happen on occasion.  That didn't stop her concern.
She dialed a number as she drove.  It didn't take long for Tony to answer, the busy life of the gentleman's club in the background.
"Tony, it's me."
"Victoria?  Is everything okay?"
"No.  Listen, I know what happened to Olivia.  And the girl she was with, Trish.  I know everything."  It was a slight lie, but she knew she sounded convincing.
"You do?  What's going on?  Look…I've heard a few other vampires have gone missing."
"I know.  It's ugly, Tony.  I just killed two people who tried to kill me.  I'm on my way to the club now."
Another slight lie.  She was already at the club, crossing the parking lot.  She flashed Dave a bright smile before stepping inside.  Tony was sitting at a table alone, doing paperwork out on the floor instead of in his office.  The club was less crowded than usual, but still had a sizable audience.  Two dancers worked together on the stage.  Tony looked up at her, then back at his phone, confused.
"I'll talk to you as soon as I get there," Victoria said, and hung up.  "Everyone!  Can I have your attention?"
Only Tony rose to his feet.  Her voice didn't carry over the music.  The dancers also did an excellent job at attracting attention.  She stood on a chair near the front and waved her arms.
"Everybody!" she shouted.  "Turn off the music!"
It took effort for the patrons to turn their heads, but they finally managed.  The dancers stopping their hypnotic movements, as well as the music, helped.
"I'm very sorry, but we have to close early," she said.  "There's been a shooting down the block, and I want to close up and get everyone home.  For their own safety, and before the street turns into a zoo."
It wasn't the best lie she could invent, but it did no harm to all the hard work Tony had done with his club.  Sadly, the mention of a shooting didn't get the Baltimore natives running.  Eventually there was movement, but also accompanied by long faces and grumbling.  Victoria ran through the dressing room, rallying the dancers to get dressed quickly.
Tony and Bree were the last to leave.  Victoria smiled and gave Bree a reassuring hug.  Tony stayed behind another moment, apprehension in his eyes.
"What the hell is going on?" he asked.
"I need your phone," she said, holding out her hand.  "And don't worry.  I'll cover all the damage."
He handed over his phone, but his worry had turned to panic.
"Shit, Victoria, what are you going to do?"
She patted him on the shoulder and nodded toward the door.
"You'd better get going.  Make sure no one stays behind.  No one.  I need this place empty."
"That won't be a problem.  You've already scared everyone half to death."
Victoria locked the door behind Tony.  Closing her eyes, she took a moment to enjoy the silence.  It'd been a while since she was at a club with no one around.  The place was perfect for the fight she knew was coming.  The lighting was still low, with only the stage brightly lit.  There were plenty of tables and chairs, makeshift weapons and obstacles.  The bar was also perfect.  She took a few minutes to clean up the alcohol left on the tables.  She didn't know what kind of battle awaited her, but any kind of gunfire could set the place ablaze.  
Sitting and kicking her feet up, she used Tony's phone to call a few very important contacts, get other pieces of her plan in motion.  Another thirty minutes passed.  She didn't bother watching the front door, but instead kept her ears focused on the back.  That was where they'd come in.  After her third call she glanced at her clothes and laughed to herself.  Already during the night she'd ruined one set of clothes and been covered in blood.  She shouldn't have even bothered showering.
Vehicles pulled up outside.  Victoria closed her eyes, focusing on her hearing.  Heavy vehicles, either trucks or vans, two or three of them.  She couldn't tell how many men there were.  They moved in pairs after silently removing the back door to Tony's office.  Professional and organized.
The door to Tony's office opened, and instead of the barrel of a gun pointing out, or a flamethrower, the tip of a crossbow led the way.  They wanted to take her alive, with minimal damage.
Victoria had been waiting patiently, next to the door.
She attacked the first man she saw, who wore all black with a protective mask.  Grabbing him by the vest, she tossed him across the room, sending him crashing into a table and chairs.  She turned to see a pile of men, all caught by surprise in Tony's office.  The one in front had a crossbow aimed at her chest.  She twisted just in time, allowing the bolt to pass harmlessly and strike the floor behind her.
Dropping to one knee, she let out swipe after swipe.  She avoided the mask, but his pants offered minimal protection.  Her claws ripped through the material.  Then, his flesh.  His partner behind him stepped forward, aiming through the lead man's arm and waist, and thrust out a handheld Taser.  He caught Victoria on the cheek, sending fifty-thousand volts into her.  She stumbled back and fell on her side.  Her body felt numb for a moment as a pair of men stepped over their fallen partner into the club.
One of the assailants hovered over her and aimed his crossbow.  Another mistake.  He should have fired from the safety of the doorway, but wasted the two seconds to approach her.  She kicked his knee, bending it backwards with a crack.  He shouted in pain and fired a bolt into the ceiling as he fell.  The next man up did the right thing, aiming carefully from behind the doorway.  But Victoria had already pulled the screaming man with the broken leg on top of her.  Holding him up with one hand, the bolt ripped through his chest, the tip stopping in front of her nose.  His body went limp.  Victoria placed her feet on his back and launched him like a missile.  He collided into three of his partners.
She rolled away and slid across the floor behind the bar.  A bolt barely missed her shoulder, lodging in the wall behind her.  The men didn't pursue, choosing instead to stay behind in the office and rethink their strategy.
A moment later the front door flew open.  She could smell the flash grenade being arched back, hoisted into the air.  A rather effective weapon against vampires.  The noise hurt their sensitive ears even more than mortals.
She emerged from behind the bar, eying the grenade.  It didn't take much effort to catch it in mid-air and redirect it into Tony's office instead.  The detonation stung her ears, but disoriented the mortals far worse.  
Victoria charged the line of mortals coming in through the front.  She could have dragged the battle out as long as she wanted, even won it.  But she didn't think Kevin had that kind of time.  She took down two men with ease, turning their crossbows and knives on each other.  A third man caught her with a blade to her thigh, making her stumble.  A bolt finally struck her, piercing her stomach.
Falling to her knees, she looked down at her wound.  Every movement brought pain and discomfort.  The men continued to work their way inside.  One took careful, deliberate aim at her chest with his crossbow, and pulled the trigger.
The world stopped around her, along with her beating heart.
*****
Jack held the magical rock in his hand as he leaned back in one of the many seats available in his customized 717 airplane.  He turned Victoria's words over and over in his mind, only pausing to take a quick drink of water.  Several rows ahead sat Zoey and his daughter, Tiffany.  Most of the regular seats had been removed, replaced by items found in any normal house.  A couch, recliner, television, and most recently, a bed.  The two laughed and talked as they passed a tablet back and forth.  Tiffany was showing off her photography collection, and Zoey, also interested in the arts, was eating up the conversation.  They seemed to be getting along, and Jack wasn't sure if he liked it.  Given the late hour, Tiffany should have been asleep, but instead had traveled with him the past two days.  It would be difficult getting her on a regular schedule once again.
He'd nearly stood up to parent his daughter, tell her to get some sleep, but decided against it.  Victoria still ate at him.  He didn't have all the details, hadn't been through what she had.  He wanted to take her at her word when she said she knew what she was doing.  But he knew her, better than anyone.  Someone she cared about was in danger.  That sometimes led to her putting herself in situations where she didn't have the advantage.  She would take risks, be vulnerable.
Jack didn't have that problem.
He stared at the magic trinket Kevin had given him.  The thought of the witch nearly made him smirk.  Silly and stupid, at times.  Sometimes an amazing lack of awareness for the power he wielded.  But Jack had no doubt Kevin was capable of handling anyone that came to harm him.  He'd seen it before.
Still, concern ate at him.  Kevin was still young, and he wasn't immortal.  He also lacked a certain killer instinct.
He stood up and headed for the cockpit, passing the bed.  Zoey quieted down as he neared, but Tiffany rambled on.  He leaned into the open cockpit and nodded at his pilot.
"A slight change of plans," he said.  "Land at BWI, but then I need you to get immediately back to Delaware."  He lowered his voice as he glanced at Tiffany.  "And call my driver and babysitter."
"Sure thing."
He turned and eyed the two young ladies.  Tiffany was lost in her own world, but he had Zoey's attention.  He gave her a curt nod.
"A word," he said.
"Dad," Tiffany said.  "Can Zoey spend the night at our house when we get home?"
"Nope.  Not tonight.  Not ever."
Tiffany wasn't deterred.  She leaned close to Zoey to whisper, and sadly, thought she was being discrete.
"Don't worry.  I'll talk him into it."
The one mortal who made him laugh consistently did so once again.  He kissed his daughter on the forehead before leading Zoey to the back of the plane, near his office.  They sat in one of the remaining rows of seats.  Zoey had changed clothes and cleaned up before leaving Illinois, looking very pretty and much more her age, and not the assassin she was trying to emulate earlier.
"Tiffany is amazing."
Jack knew Zoey was trying to appeal to him, get on his good side.  That didn't mean she was wrong.  He'd take any chance to dote on his daughter.
"She is.  I've been alive two centuries.  There's never been another like her."
"You said you had an airplane," she said, admiring her surroundings.  "Not a flying house."
"It has wings.  It flies.  It's an airplane.  How much did you hear?"
"Hear?"
"Of my conversation with Victoria."
Zoey glanced at her legs, refusing to make eye contact.
"Nothing.  I was talking with Tiffany.  And the noise on the plane—"
"Stop lying.  How much?"
She looked up, meeting his gaze as she fidgeted in her seat.
"I couldn't hear her, but I heard you.  You don't think much of me, do you?"
"No.  But don't take offense.  I don't think much of anyone."
"Well, I think you're an asshole."
He almost let out a smile.  "But I do love honesty."
"Victoria isn't going to kill me, is she?"
"No.  Victoria is a very special woman.  And she thinks you're special.  But she has been wrong before.  After all, I'm the closest person to her."
Zoey smiled playfully.  "Yeah, I see what you mean."
"So, I'll be keeping an eye on you.  Don't disappoint her."
She nodded.  "I'll try my best not to."
He liked that answer.  No grand, sweeping promises.
"Listen," she said.  "I know you did it for Victoria.  But if you didn't show up when you did, I'm pretty sure Steven would have killed me.  I don't like what you did, but you saved my life.  So, thank you."
He nearly responded with indifference, but noticed Tiffany watching the pair over the back of the couch.  The young girl hung on every word Jack said, his every action.  She was the reason, the only reason, he tried to be a better person in his life, even if he didn't always succeed.  Tiffany would not respond to gratitude with indifference.
What would Tiffany do?
"You're welcome."
Zoey smiled, and for a brief moment, Jack almost liked the young woman.  At the very least, he sympathized.  Being a young person could be tough.  Not only did Zoey have to find herself and direction in her life, but she had to do it with the rules of being a vampire hanging over her head.  He decided to pass along some wisdom.
It would be nothing like the wisdom he shared with Tiffany.
"One day, Stray, you will have to kill someone."
"Uh, no.  I won't."
"Yes, you will.  And it won't mean you're a bad person.  You're going to be alive a long time, and during that time, some vampire hunter will trap you in a corner.  You're going to have to make a choice.  Them or you.  You might have to kill sooner than you think."
"What do you mean?"
"Glinda's in trouble."
"Who?"
"Kevin.  The witch.  Shit, doesn't anyone watch The Wizard of Oz anymore?"
"What's wrong with Kevin?"
"I'll be honest, I don't know all the details myself.  Victoria's behind the wheel on this one.  But she thinks people are out to kill him."
Zoey's face wrinkled with confusion at the thought of someone wanting to kill the friendly witch.
"Why?"
"For the same reason people hunt vampires and werewolves.  Because they exist.  Would you help?  Victoria wouldn't let you, if she knew I was asking.  But if you want to eat at the big table, you have to grow up.  I won't lie, it might be dangerous."
She hesitated and took a deep breath.
"Are you serious?  This isn't just you being fucking weird?"
"Very serious."
He watched her think it over, reading the emotions.  Fear, uncertainty, doubt.  But at the tail end, strength.  He would never tell her, but he was impressed.  Zoey was only hours removed from confronting the vampire who'd changed her and killed her friend.  Now she was ready for her next challenge.  Jack already knew her answer.
"Okay.  I'll help."
Jack smiled.
"Welcome to our club," he said.  "Here's what you need to do."





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 19
 
Kevin cast another glance to Leese as he stepped into his jeans.  His beautiful girlfriend slept soundly, a small smile still on her face.  He was as quiet as possible as he finished dressing, slipping a shirt over his head, tying his shoes.  Stumbling once in the dark, he stared at Leese, but she only responded by turning on her side and letting out a snore.  Tracy, her roommate, was moving about in the hallway, using the bathroom.  He waited until the hall light went out before reaching for his coat on the back of the chair.
He already had his night of work planned out.  The picture of the warehouse server room and a glass vial sat on the desk.  He grabbed both and nearly approached the wall, but admired Leese one more time.  If he didn't say goodbye she would not be happy the next time they were together.
"Leese," he said, leaning over the bed.  "I'm heading out."
She was barely conscious as she reached out for a hug.  They embraced, and she kissed his neck.  He laughed quietly, and then she found his mouth.  Leese turned their goodbye into a brief make-out session.  He responded in kind, smiling at her as he pulled away.  She stared back with sleepy eyes.
"I'll see you after work," she said.
Another kiss.  He approached the bedroom wall and went through the motions.  To him, the procedure was routine, but Leese still watched with fascination behind him.  A drop of the potion on his finger.  A trace of a portal on the picture.  A trace of a portal on the bedroom wall.  Place the picture on the wall.  A portal appears, the picture vanishes.  The server room of one of the companies he worked for lay before him, a state away.  Only red and green LEDs cut through the darkness.  He slipped on a pair of five-dollar reading glasses.  With his touch, they let him see in the dark, as well as through walls.  He leaned through the portal.
"Is anyone here?"
Silence.  He didn't like working at such a late hour, but it would guarantee solitude.  No night shift, no supervisors working late.  Stepping through the portal, he turned and gave Leese another wave.  She waved in return, then pulled the blankets down to flash him as he closed the portal.
"Oooh," he said, shaking his head.  "I'll get you for that."
Kevin turned on the office lights as he headed for the alarm panel.  He punched in his code and called the alarm company to let them know he was working.  Returning to the server room, he sighed as he took in the work ahead of him.  Six lines needed to be pulled through the open ceiling in the warehouse.  The dirty, dusty, nasty ceiling.  He could set up the computers and printers during the day, but running cable always went better at night.
He laid his coat along the workbench and removed the necklace from around his neck.  He took his magic with him, wherever he went.  But he only needed one trinket for the task at hand.
He plucked the magic feather from his coat, and grabbed two boxes of cable.  He passed through the offices and cubicles to the warehouse.  The warehouse was huge, full of life and light during the day, but eerily quiet at night.  He flipped the switches on the wall, waiting for the lights to turn on.  Machinery that he would never fully understand stared back at him.  There were only a few computers spread about the large space, a task he was assigned to correct.  A sense of loneliness hit him as he carried the boxes of cable to the wiring panel in the center of the warehouse.  He should have brought Oscar, his cat.  It would have been fun to watch him run about.
Kevin let out a quiet laugh as he noticed the scissor-lift against the wall, the proper tool to use when running cable through a high space.  Witches didn't care much about the proper use for anything.
He clutched his feather with two fingers.  Any more than that would have sent him crashing into the ceiling.  Grabbing the cable from both boxes, he leapt upward.  The feather propelled him forward, defying gravity.  He held one hand out to stop his ascent, hovering two feet below the ductwork and hanging lights.
He smiled at the absurdity.  A being that could control magic, using that power to ease the burden of pulling cable through a warehouse ceiling.  Jack had told him once that witches were all about shortcuts.  He couldn't agree more.
It took nearly forty minutes to run the cable.  He bounced along the ceiling, the feather never leaving his fingers.  Even with gravity leaving him alone, the task wasn't easy.  He fished cable under ducts and over beams, trying to stay as far away from the lights as possible.  The ceiling was not a clean place.  By the time he was done he was covered in dirt.  Still, it was much faster, and more fun, than using the scissor-lift.
He dropped the lines along the wall where two new employees would be sitting.  Taking a breath, he admired his work while enjoying a short break.  Already he couldn't wait to take a shower.
"Okay," he said.  "Two down.  Four more to go."
He'd only taken a single step back to the main aisle when the lights went out.
"Shit.  Are you kidding me?"
Putting his hands on his hips, he stood in the darkness, waiting to see if they'd come back on.  Did the power go out?  The weather was fine outside.  The wiring panel was ahead down the aisle, and the network switches were dark there as well.
His glasses, along with the rest of his magic, were back in the office.  If only he had a simple mothball he could create his own light.  He felt his way in the dark, trying to find the center of the aisle.  Taking slow, careful steps, he'd passed the wiring panel when his shin smacked into something.  A ladder, hand-truck, shelf, he had no idea.  He winced in pain and bent over to rub his leg.
A noise caught his attention.  Even in the dark, he could see movement coming from the office.  The glass door reflected the bit of light, and he could tell the door was open.  He was told he'd be alone, but occasionally an engineer or someone from marketing would come in during the early morning hours.  They would always claim it was due to work load, but he suspected it was to get away from family.
Kevin nearly called out, until he realized they were not engineers.
He watched as the door moved multiple times.  It looked like a line of people were making their way into the warehouse.  They tried to be silent, but their footsteps echoed in the quiet dark.
Something wasn't right.
A hand clamped down on his mouth as an arm snaked around his waist.  His eyes shot open.  Someone dragged him away from the aisle, deeper into the darkness.  He resisted, tried to pull the hand away, but the person's strength was incredible.
"Shhh!" a familiar voice hissed.  "It's me.  Zoey."
*****
Zoey waited until Kevin stopped resisting before removing her hand.  She wasn't sure what he'd gotten into, but he smelled terrible, covered in dirt and grime.  Her clothes and arms were now covered with filth.  Even her cheek had a smudge.  She tried to push all that aside.  There were much more important things happening.
They were safe for the moment, tucked away behind two large crates.  She kept her voice low as she whispered in his ear.
"I slipped in through a window," she said.  "There's like ten guys here.  Jack said they're here to kill you.  He sent me to help."
"Kill me?  Why?"
"I don't know.  He just said that's what they do."
"Shit.  What has he gotten me into now?"
They were quiet for a moment.  Zoey slid on her stomach, poking her head out from behind the crate.  The men searched, in constant communication.  They wore goggles, so she assumed they could see in the dark.  Every single one carried a gun, with another strapped to their backs.
She pulled back behind the crate, leaning against Kevin.
"Okay, so, what do we do now?"
He looked in her direction with confusion.
"You're asking me?"
"Jack said you'd know what to do.  He said you could handle all of this."
"He really said that?"
"Yes!  Now, what do we do?"
"I can't do a thing.  I left my coat in the office."
"Your coat?"
"It has all my potions in it.  And I don't even know where the office is.  I can't see."
"Don't worry.  I can."
She gripped Kevin's hand and peered around the corner.  Two of the men were approaching slowly.  In another moment, they would be on top of them.  Zoey pulled her head back quickly, squeezing his hand.  Kevin understood the message.  He didn't make a sound.
"Ramses says he saw a girl outside, watching us."
"You think there's two of them?"
"I hope not."
"Actually, we'd get paid twice."
"But that guy in Baltimore didn't say anything about two.  Killing one is hard enough."
Their voices were close.  Another step, and they'd be right next to them.  Zoey couldn't let that happen.
She stood and ran, dragging Kevin behind her.  He let out a surprised gasp as he stumbled behind her.  A shot rang out, cutting through the darkness, sending sparks flying from a metal cabinet next to Zoey's head.  She didn't know where she was running, had no sense of the layout of the warehouse.  For now, the direction of away would have to do.
"We've got them," the voice said calmly behind them.  "All to me.  Two targets."
Zoey could sense them closing in.  She pulled Kevin down a narrow aisle, with workbenches on one side and shelves on another.  The heartbeats, the scents, the excited chatter, all rang through her senses.  It wouldn't be long before they were surrounded.
She stopped halfway down the aisle.  Someone ahead of them bumped into a toolbox as he made his approach around the corner.  He was seconds away from turning and seeing them.
"We're trapped," she whispered.
Kevin's response was one she didn't expect.  He grabbed her shoulders, turning her toward him, and started feeling her.  His hands ran down her cheeks, her arms, and finally to her hips.  He left trails of dirt behind.  She gasped and put her hands on his shoulders as he pulled her close, invading her personal space.
"This isn't what it looks like," he said.  "Hold on."
He scooped her up, forcing her legs around him, and jumped.  Zoey's body went rigid when the jump didn't end.  She wrapped her arms around Kevin's head and pulled him into her neck, holding on for all she was worth.  He struggled for a moment, and she realized he couldn't breathe.  She pulled away, allowing him to take deep breaths.
"Sorry," she whispered.
"Shhh."  They continued to float upward.  "Watch the ceiling."
Zoey stuck her hand out and stopped their trajectory.  The men below converged where Zoey and Kevin were, only four seconds ago.  They argued for a moment on who lost sight of them.  They kicked nearby desks and benches.  The one thing they didn't do was look above them.
"Am I heavy?" she asked quietly.  "Are you okay?"
The question seemed ridiculous.  They were being pursued by men with guns, and floating in the air.  Things were far from okay.
"Yeah, I'm fine.  My magic feather cancels your weight.  But…it is a little weird holding you like this."
She smiled, if only to not think about the men below.  "I won't tell if you won't."
"Grab the ceiling and turn us flat.  You can lay on me and look around."
Zoey did as he said.  It wasn't easy, but his grip was strong.  They faced each other, as if lying in bed.  Her back bounced against a beam in the ceiling.  He kept his arms locked around her while she peered over his shoulder to the floor below.
The men were scattered all over the warehouse, their search turning violent and frustrated.  One man thought he saw the pair and fired his weapon.  It turned out to only be a chair with a jacket draped over the back.  Still, Zoey was frightened.  One errant shot could easily find them.  Victoria said only fire and sunlight could kill a vampire, but she knew she wasn't bulletproof, and didn't think Kevin was either.
"They're everywhere," she said.  "What do we do?"
A voice called out below.
"Hello!  My name is Eugene Ramses.  I'm speaking to the young woman that was outside watching us.  One of my men saw you inside with us now.  I don't think you know what you've gotten yourself into."
With that, Zoey had to agree.
"The creature you're trying to help right now is a witch.  And that's all we want.  We're here for him.  I promise, come out now, and we'll let you walk right out of here.  We have absolutely no reason to harm you.  We're not being paid to."
She looked into Kevin's eyes to see concern, fear.  Hugging him in return, she pressed her head against his chest to keep them from swaying back and forth.
"Maybe he's right," Kevin whispered.  "This is my fight.  Maybe you should leave."
"No.  I'm not leaving you.  And they wouldn't let me just walk away to get help."
"I have no idea of the relationship between you two," Ramses continued.  "I'm not sure if you know about witches.  They're the ones behind the Black Death in the fourteenth century.  Nearly the entire Dark Ages was plagued with witches doing bad things.  Let's not forget Salem.  Hitler nearly conquered Europe with the aid of a witch.  Do you really think that was a terrorist attack in Baltimore, a few years back?  More witch magic, gotten out of control and covered up."
"Bullshit," Kevin hissed.  "We had nothing to do with Baltimore."
Zoey's eyes went wide.  "But the others?"
He said nothing.
"So, you're not coming out?" Ramses called.  "I can only imagine how this looks, but we're not heartless killers.  I wanted to at least give you the chance."
The search continued.  Zoey watched them, moving about like ants below.  They wouldn't be able to stay above them forever.
Kevin agreed.
"You're…still on my side?"
"Yeah."
"Okay," he said, relief in his voice.  "We have to get to the office.  Can you pull us along the ceiling?"
"I can, but I don't know this place.  What office?"
"There's a door leading to the office area up front.  But I'm so turned around, and I can't see.  Do you see any doors?"
"Shit, Kevin," she said, looking everywhere.  "I see a lot of doors."  Her eyes fell on one in particular.  "Wait.  There's a guy guarding one.  I think I see a bulletin board next to it."
"That's it.  We need to go there."
"Okay.  Hold on, don't let me fall."
Zoey reached up and grabbed a beam as Kevin squeezed her.  Her movement nearly made her lose balance.  Floating weightless was a sensation she never thought she'd experience.  One leg drifted in between Kevin's knees, and she nearly slid downward.  He readjusted his grip, locking his legs around her, and for the first time, she felt the feather he talked about tickling her neck.
As they drifted along the ceiling, she kept an eye below.  The chatter began to pick up.  The men moved with purpose, some even jogging.  Something was going on.  She wanted to listen, but it was difficult enough not falling from Kevin's grasp.
In her lack of focus, his head bumped into a beam.  She covered his mouth before he let out a cry.  She kept them still for ten seconds, making sure no one below heard.  It was during that time Ramses spoke again.
"Witch, I think he said your name is Kevin.  Please know this isn't personal.  You were dealt a bad hand.  One of your parents just happened to be a witch.  You might not even know what you are.  I'm really sorry about this."
Zoey noticed a flickering light coming from behind the door leading to the offices.  Kevin turned his head carefully, also seeing the glow.
"What is that?" he asked.
She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, channeling Victoria.  Her nose twitched at the familiar scent that she now hated.
"Fire.  They're burning this place down."
"Oh, no.  No, no.  Hurry."
She grunted as she propelled them forward.  "I'm going as fast as I can."
The men filed out of a side exit.  Zoey pushed away from the ceiling, heading down.  They were halfway to the ground when Kevin's grip loosened.  She rolled off to his side, but he held tight.  Her feet touched the ground first.  Kevin ran past her, the fire behind the door guiding him.  Zoey was embarrassed she didn't smell the fuel before.
"The sprinklers aren't going off," he said, reaching for the door.  "Why not?"
She shrugged, not caring at all about the sprinklers.  They needed to leave immediately.
"They broke them or something.  C'mon!  We can't stay here."
"Wait.  We have to get to the server room."
Reluctantly, she followed Kevin through the door, even though every vampire instinct inside told her it was a terrible idea.  Flames leapt and licked at the chairs, desks, walls.  She hesitated for a moment, afraid to go any further, but Kevin grabbed her hand and pulled her along.
Zoey didn't feel pain the same way since becoming a vampire.  Clumsily banging a shin, stubbing her toe in the shower, even a knick while shaving her legs, none of it carried the same sensation.  The pain was lessened, dulled.
But fire was the same.  She could feel the heat around her, and knew that the flames would hurt just as badly as when she was a mortal.
"Kevin, this isn't smart," she said.  "They're probably setting up by the doors right now, waiting for us to come out.  We have to get out now before they're ready."
"We don't have a chance without my magic.  I need my coat."
He led her through the halls, twisting and turning.  The fire was spreading, and it wouldn't be long until they were trapped.  Fire from a break room nipped at her, catching her arm.  She pulled away in panic as Kevin continued to push forward.
He stopped when they turned another corner.  Zoey watched his shoulders sink in defeat.
The office marked Server Room was engulfed in flame, like all the others.  There was no way to safely go inside.  Safety was a feeling that was already gone.  The route behind them was blocked as part of the tile ceiling came crashing down.
"All that time," Kevin said, sadness in his voice.  "All that magic."
She tried to pull him, although she didn't know where to go.
"If we don't get out of here, you'll never do magic again."
Kevin blinked and nodded, snapping out of whatever spell he was under.  He led her to another office.  She threw her hands up in disgust when she saw there was no other door, no way out.
"What the hell are we doing here?"
He said nothing as he eyed the room around him.  Rummaging through the desk, he muttered to himself.  Zoey had no idea what he was looking for.
"Damn it, Mindy, " he said.  "I always thought you were useless."
"Kevin!" she said, losing her patience.  In a matter of moments the flame would trap them inside a dead-end office.  "What are you doing?"
"Just looking.  There has to be something to use."  A look of relief came over him as noticed the white-board on the side wall.  "Like that."
Zoey's frustration only grew when he grabbed a blue marker.  What was he going to do with a marker?
He drew a large circle on the wall.
"Okay," he said, grabbing her shoulder.  "Outside here is a grass field.  Past that is the woods."
"Where do they go?"
"I have no idea.  I only work here."
She rolled her eyes.  "Great."
"I'm going to make this wall disappear.  We'll run to the woods."
"Run to the woods?  Are you serious?  That's your plan?"
"Yeah."
"Shit, Kevin, you're supposed to be a witch!  Can't you make a fireball or something like that?"
He smiled, which was unnerving, considering the fire had now spread inside the office.
"Sure.  Do you have any sugar?  Maybe some Jell-O?  Goat urine also works."
"No."
"Then running, it is.  The side door to the offices is along this wall, too.  So watch out for people trying to shoot us."
She drew closer to him as she felt the heat at her back.
"Okay, okay.  Let's just go."
He placed his hand on the wall, similar to how he did when they were both at Victoria's house.  The wall vanished, revealing the field he spoke of.  She didn't have time to be amazed before he grabbed her hand and started running.
The night air felt wonderful, much better than the inferno behind them.  Risking a glance to her right, she saw a van parked near the door.  Several men with guns used it as cover.  She was right about their plan.
Zoey picked up speed, and was surprised when she began to pass Kevin.  Guilt poked at her, as she'd forgotten that she wasn't just stronger, but faster.  She could have made it to the woods easily, before they even saw her.  But she couldn't leave Kevin behind.
That mistake would cost her.
"There!" someone from the group shouted.
They turned and fired.  She could hear the bullets flying around them.  Some chipped away at the trees ahead.  What felt like a bee sting smacked the back of her calf.  She stumbled for only a moment.  Kevin held onto her hand, keeping her from hitting the ground.  They disappeared into the trees, as another bullet barely missed Zoey.
"Are you okay?" Kevin asked.
"Yeah.  It's just…my leg."
He knelt down to examine while she leaned against a tree.
"Shit!  You've been shot!"
"What?!"
She bent her knee and twisted her head.  The pain had already dulled, but sure enough, blood poured out of a wound, soaking her jeans.
"If only I had a magnet.  Do you have one?"
What he was going to do with a magnet was a mystery.  It didn't matter, as she shook her head.  
"Can you walk?"
She flexed her leg and took a step.  There was some discomfort.  She could feel the slug lodged inside her.  But she'd manage.
"Yeah."
Fear reflected in Kevin's eyes as he reached for her hand.  The men were running toward the woods to pursue.
"Zoey, we have to go."
She resisted.  She had another idea.
With as much steadiness as she could muster, she reached for Kevin and tossed him over her shoulder.  He was light, much like carrying a backpack.  She jumped straight up, landing on a sturdy branch of a nearby tree.  For his part, Kevin was quiet, only letting out a rush of air as she landed.  After bracing herself, she jumped again.  Another jump, and they were near the top.  The fall season had claimed some of the leaves, but not all.  The men rushed past below and spread out.
Zoey set Kevin down as slowly as she could.  He held onto her arm while she balanced the both of them using the trunk.  She could hear his heart hammering in his chest.
"Shit," he whispered.  "Warn me next time."
"Sorry."
She wanted to use the respite to think, but her mind refused to obey her.  No conscious thoughts came, only feelings.  Terror, anxiety, anger, even a bit of excitement.  Kevin squatted, using Zoey for balance, to examine her leg further.  It was an unnecessary action, but still very sweet.  She smiled as she regarded him.  It was easy to see what his girlfriend saw in him.
"I don't have any water," he said.
"Don't worry.  I'll be okay."  A scent touched her nose through the trees.  "I smell saltwater."
"This is a beach town."
"People hang out at the beach," she said.  "We should go near people."
"Not this late, though.  And I'm not sure these guys care."
"Do you have a phone?  We could call for help."
"No, I didn't bring it.  How about you?"
"You broke mine."
"Oh, that's right.  Sorry."
A branch not far away splintered and fell as a bullet sawed through it.  They looked down to see one of the witch hunters, aiming up at them.
"I found them!" he shouted.  "They're in the trees!"
"Shit," Zoey said.  She was strong and agile, but she wasn't sure if she could leap through the treetops carrying Kevin, especially with an injured leg.  But she had to try.  Pulling him close, she hugged him with one arm.  "Hold on tight."
He shook his head.  "No, it's okay.  Go.  I'll be right behind you."  He pulled a feather from his pocket.  "Don't worry."
Zoey nodded and moved past Kevin.  She leapt from one tree to the other.  The men gathered below, trying to track them from the ground.  Looking over her shoulder, she saw Kevin move with amazing dexterity.  He ran across a thin branch, one that actually shouldn't have supported his weight, and jumped to a limb above her.  He moved across the trees as if they were solid ground.  Zoey struggled to keep pace with him.
The men moved below them, barking at each other and taking aim.  Zoey yelped when the shooting began.  She'd already been shot once.
They continued to move through the trees.  Kevin fell behind, as he couldn't see in the dark.  Despite him telling her not to, she paused between jumps, waiting for him.  She could see the trees opening up ahead, and heard the sounds of the ocean.
The shooting slowed as the men fanned out.  She realized they'd lost track of them, at least for the moment.  Hopping to one final tree, she stared out at the beach and ocean ahead.  She couldn't appreciate the beauty, the waves gently pushing against the sand.  There were people in the distance, but not many.  A man walked a dog, and a couple lay together on a blanket.
A hand grabbed her from above.  She'd jumped and nearly slipped before steadying herself.
"It's me," Kevin said.  "I don't hear them.  Are they still here?"
"I can hear them, and smell them.  They're not far.  Where are we?"
"I don't know.  I didn't know the beach was this close."
"Well, that means stores, right?  A phone we could use?  We can get help."
"I don't see any stores.  Damn, I don't see any houses.  I guess that's good.  No one will get hurt."
Zoey couldn't believe her ears.  "We might get hurt, Kevin.  We have to do—"
The shot rang out.  Her shoulder felt like it was torn apart.  She didn't see the hunter settle in beneath them and take aim.  Kevin called out her name as she fell.  Her head slammed against one branch, which spun her stomach-first into another.  Vampire or not, her body throbbed when she hit the ground.  Her lungs refused to work as she gasped for air.
The man stepped on her wounded shoulder, sending spikes of discomfort down her arm and side.  She opened her eyes to see the barrel of a rifle pointing at her forehead.  Supposedly, a point-blank range gunshot to the head wouldn't kill her, but she panicked all the same.
"You should have given up the witch," he said.  "I'm sorry."
Zoey gasped when Kevin landed on the man from above, having jumped from the tree.  They struggled, with Kevin on the man's back.  He snaked an arm around the hunter's neck, but he wasn't a match for him physically.  The hunter flipped him aside easily and raised his fist to strike.
He never got the chance.  The pain made every movement difficult, but Zoey jumped to her feet.  She wasn't even aware the fangs had grown in her mouth.  Spinning the hunter by the shoulder, she lashed out with her good arm, connecting with a hand that was no longer human.  Her fingers were elongated, curved, and sharp.  They ripped through the hunter's face, leaving a bloody mess behind.  He fell to the dirt, the fight all but gone.  He tried to crawl away, flesh hanging from his cheek.
She stared at her hand, amazed.  Only once before did she remember turning her hand into a claw, without even realizing.  It was the night she attacked Alex in the alley.  At least this time she'd actually helped someone.
Kevin winced when he noticed her shoulder.  He nearly touched it, but drew his hand back.
"Are you okay?"
"Y-Yeah," she said, not sure that was true.  She willed her wand to turn normal, but her fangs were another matter.  Her speech was slurred.  "I just need a second."
"I'm not sure if we have one.  They have to be close by."
He moved to her non-injured side and put an arm around her waist.  She nearly pushed him away, her pride getting the better of her, but her legs wobbled.  Using his shoulders for support, they stepped foot onto the beach.
A minute nearly passed.  They moved as quickly as possible, wanting to put as much distance between them and the witch hunters as they could.  The sand and saltwater filled her nose.  Kevin angled them toward the water, the waves nipping at their feet.
Dread took over as her gaze fell on the horizon.
"Kevin," she said.  "Look."
Dawn was approaching, doing its best to push aside the night.
"I see it."
"I'm going to die."  The thought came calmly, which surprised her.  She even smiled slightly at the irony.  "I thought I was going to die earlier tonight.  But I guess I was just a few hours off.  At least I'll get to die on the beach."
"No, you're not.  No one's dying while I'm around."
It almost didn't sound like Kevin.  The strength in his voice, the confidence, wasn't something she expected.  She glanced at him, admiring him.  Jack had sent her to help him, but it was he that was helping her.
A new scent cut into the wonderful beach.  She could almost see them in her head, leaving the woods.
"Fuck."  She didn't dare look over shoulder.  "They're behind us."
She tried to pick up speed, her leg feeling good enough to run.  Kevin didn't budge, keeping his arm tight around her waist.
"It's okay.  Don't run.  If we run, we stand out.  We're just a couple walking on the beach."  He gestured to the young couple on a towel near the fence.  "Like those two packing up over there."
To her astonishment, Kevin stopped to pick up a seashell in the sand.  He bent over to collect saltwater as a small wave came in.  Only then did Zoey risk a look behind them.  Like she thought, the men had all left the woods.  They jogged along the beach, like a scene out of a war movie.  Two of them pointed in their direction, but kept their weapons lowered.
"Kevin!" she hissed, her fangs finally gone.  "What are you doing?!"
"It's okay.  Grab a handful of dry sand, please.  Make sure it's dry."
She did so, not asking any questions.  They walked together once again, their arms around each other.  She no longer needed his help to walk, but they kept up the illusion of a couple.
"How are you so calm?" she asked.
"I'm not.  I'm scared out of my mind.  But, believe it or not, this isn't really new for me.  I've done this before."
The scent of the hunters behind them grew stronger.  She could hear them.  Whispering, trying to figure out if the young couple walking ahead of them were their targets, or if they were still back in the woods.
"The sun will be up soon."
He patted her side, gesturing to an empty parking lot with a brick building behind the beach.
"That's where we're going."
"What is that place?"
"I don't know.  But it'll keep you out of the light."
"We'll be trapped."
"One thing at a time.  Give me some of that sand.  And get ready to run."
"What are you doing?"
He said nothing as he poured sand into the seashell, mixing with the saltwater.  After shoving his feather inside, he stuck a finger inside the shell.  Zoey watched as the water inside glowed bright green.  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw several hunters had broken from the group to investigate the couple on the towel, while the rest headed in their direction.
They'd finally recognized them, and raised their weapons.
Kevin tossed the shell in their direction.
Zoey's jaw dropped as the seashell exploded, knocking the hunters down.  The sand stopped and swirled around them, like a sandstorm that would have been more at home in a desert.  They tried to cover up and protect themselves as she lost sight of them in the walls of sand.
The sight was so odd she'd forgotten to follow Kevin's simple instructions.  Run.  He was already halfway to the building when he stopped to face her.
"Zoey!" he shouted.  "Let's go!  That spell won't last long!"
She caught up to him as they reached the back of the building.  There were no doors or windows.
"Go around," she said.
He grabbed her arm.  "No.  No time."  He felt the pockets of his jeans.  "Shit, I lost the marker."
His eyes fell on her shoulder, as if noticing her injuries for the first time.  She stepped back and looked down at herself.  Her entire body was covered in dirt, with the bottom of her jeans and the front of her shirt soaked in blood.
"What?"
"Don't freak out," he said, and reached for her.
He gingerly poked at her shoulder wound with his finger.  Snatching his hand, she squeezed harder than she meant to, drawing a wince from him.
"Hey!  What are you doing?"
"Just trust me."
It was strange to watch someone deliberately soak their fingers in her blood.  Kevin was gentle, although he moved with urgency.  He drew a medium circle on the wall, going back to her shoulder several times.  He only looked up from his task once.
"The sandstorm is fading."
Zoey felt the heat on the back of her neck.  She didn't need to ask about the status of their second problem.
After the circle was complete Kevin placed his hand in the center.  The brick wall faded, revealing an office.  A startled woman spun in her chair.  The portal wasn't large enough to walk though.  Kevin climbed through first, one leg at a time.  He reached out to help Zoey.  She took his hand and pushed her injured leg in first.
The sun rising over the horizon found her.
The back of her neck seared, and she felt her skin blister and ripple.  Pulling with all his might, Kevin yanked her through the portal.  She fell on top of him on the floor.  He quickly turned her over and dove for the portal, closing it shut.
Zoey couldn't help the tears.  She held the back of her neck as she struggled to sit on one knee.  There was no fire, but smoke did rise from her neck and scalp.  Kevin hugged her gingerly with care and concern as he looked up at the speechless woman trembling in her office chair.
"There-There's no one else here," she stuttered, letting out her own tears.  "P-Please, don't hurt me.  Take whatever you want."
"You need to leave," Kevin said firmly.  "It's not safe here."
The woman didn't budge.  It took Zoey lunging forward, fangs and amber eyes exposed, to loosen the woman from her chair.  She screamed as she left the office.
Zoey regretted her decision to send the employee fleeing.  She could have used a quick sip of blood.  Using the desk for leverage, she slowly pulled herself to her feet.
"Where are we?"
Kevin glanced around the tiny office.  "No idea."
A phone was on the corner of the desk.  Zoey nearly couldn't contain her laughter as she reached for it.  The dial tone was the sweetest sound she'd heard in a long time.
Her joy was short-lived as she glanced at the numbers.  Who was she going to call?  Who would come help them?
There were voices outside, just beyond the wall.  The hunters had caught up and argued about what they saw a moment ago.
"We're trapped here.  They're going to be in here any minute."
Kevin moved to the doorway and peered outside the office.  His eyes lit up as he broke into a huge smile.  Rubbing his hands together with glee, he leaned to the side and gestured for Zoey to approach.
"Check it out."
She joined him and peered out.  Nothing unusual that deserved such a reaction leapt out at her.  Shopping carts, shelves, food, cash registers.
"What is this place?" Zoey asked.  "It looks like a dollar store."
"Nope."
"No?  What is it?"
"This—"  He waved his hand.  "Is a witch's armory."





 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 20
 
Victoria let out a rush of air as consciousness returned and the bolt was removed from her chest.  Coughing and gasping, she tried to lean forward, but her arms were restrained behind the chair she was in.  Blood ran from her open wound down her stomach.
A cup was pressed to her lips, and despite her scattered senses, she could smell the delicious blood.  She refused to drink, keeping her mouth clenched shut.
"Drink," a familiar voice said.  "I wouldn't go through all of this just to give you tainted blood."
The logic was sound, and the blood smelled clean.  She took a deep drink as her captor tilted the cup back.  Her heart resumed its normal beating, the wound in her chest healed.  She was still weak, tired, but she would live.
She took in her surroundings as her senses slowly regained their edge.  She was in a room with a single heavy door.  There was only one light, covering the room in wild shadows.  Her captor moved to a desk against the wall, where a laptop and two-way radio, along with various blades and tools, sat.  She had a reasonable guess as to the tools' purpose.
Testing her restraints, it wasn't merely handcuffs securing her to the chair.  She could easily break handcuffs.  Whatever held her arms in place went all the way to her elbow, and was part of the chair.  The chair itself was bolted to the floor.
The scent touched her nose, and brought overwhelming sadness.  Her captor sat with his back to her, working at the laptop, but she didn't need to see to know who it was.
"Patrick," she said.  "I'm so—"  She searched for the word.  "Disappointed to see you here."
"Disappointed."  The handsome Irishman turned in his chair.  "Victoria, I'm sorry, but you don't get to talk to me about disappointment."
They weren't merely words.  She could see the hurt, the pain in his eyes.  His shoulders slumped, his body language telling.
"I jumped at this assignment, to get the chance to see you again.  But you…you disappointed me."
"What assignment?"
"To test you," he said.  "Your resolve, behavior, the resources at your disposal.  All of it."
A tear ran down her cheek as the terrible truth she'd been chasing finally arrived in its entirety.
"Our kind, dying from tainted mortal blood.  You're behind it."
"Not me, personally.  Believe it or not, it actually started right here in Baltimore.  When those wild vampires were loose a few years back, we knew we needed some form of population control.  Scientists that work for Terry came up with it.  It does no harm to mortals, but will kill any vampire that feeds from an infected mortal.  It looks like any old pill.  You know how mortals love their pills.  We've actually made a bit of money selling it, too, to people that want protection from us."
She shook her head.  "You killed young, innocent vampires, just to see what I would do."
"I didn't want to," he said.  "But I understand why.  Terry, Walter, Evelyn, they want you at the table, Victoria, every year.  Me, too.  Some are saying it should have always been you, and not Bradley.  But they wanted to see what you were all about.  You know how they think.  A few dead vampires now is nothing compared to the good you can do for the next century."
"And the man at the Vermilion, the mortal handing out the pills.  He went into business for himself, so you had him killed."
He smiled, but then the sadness once again took over.
"So smart," he said.  "One of the reasons I'm so attracted to you.  To be honest, this assignment wasn't that important to me.  I just wanted to see you again.  I knew you'd pass whatever test they were looking for, and I wanted to get to know you better."  His sadness turned to frustration.  "But then you called a witch.  A witch, Victoria."
"Kevin," she said.  "This is all about Kevin."
"Of course it is.  How can it not be?  The minute you called him, everything changed.  The most dangerous creature alive.  You used to kill them, Victoria.  What happened?"
"I changed.  It's wrong to kill someone just because of what they are.  It's no different than vampire hunters killing us just because we're vampires.  Kevin isn't evil, Patrick.  He's done so much good, helped so many people."
"The Black Death started out with good intentions, and look how that ended up."  He shook his head sadly.  "You're older and smarter than all of us, and I have to explain this to you.  I can't believe it."
"Do the others know?" she asked.  "Do they know about Kevin?"
"Of course.  They know everything.  They know about him, and they know you can walk in the daylight.  I'm sorry, but I had to tell them.  I can't believe you kept all of this a secret.  Did Bradley know?"
She nodded.  "He did."
"Oh, God.  What a mess.  I wish I never would have agreed to this.  But I did.  And it's up to me to set it right."
"So," she said.  "What do we do now?"
"I have to kill the witch.  You know this."
"No, you don't.  Please, listen to me, Patrick."
"It's happening."  He stared at the floor, unable to look her in the eye.  "I know you found the warehouse, but it's too late.  Everything is already in motion.  Forgive me, Victoria.  I didn't want this.  I don't enjoy killing.  I don't enjoy any of this.  Believe me, I've had sleepless days over this.  I look at the young man, and see he has a girlfriend, a job.  He doesn't spend his time coming up with plans to take over the world.  But his mere existence…."  His eyes filled with resolve.  "He's dangerous.  I'm sorry, but it's true."
"Then what am I doing here?  Why bring me here?"
"I need more information.  About Kevin.  I need to know everything.  His family.  His parents.  Does he have any brothers or sisters?"
"I'm sorry, too.  But you're not going to get much cooperation out of me."
Patrick's eyes fell on the blades and tools on the table, a torturer's arsenal.  Glancing away quickly, he finally managed to look Victoria in the eye, but said nothing.
"You would do that?" she asked.  "To me?"
"If I have to.  So, please, don't make me.  Just talk to me."
She said nothing.  He stood and walked to the table, grabbing a blade at random.
"Patrick, talk to me," she said.  "Do you really think this is the only way?  Killing a young man and cutting me to pieces?  Please, don't do this.  You're a good man.  You won't be able to live with yourself."
"I might not.  But the world will be safer."
He took a step closer, holding the blade up.  Tears ran down his face, and Victoria felt more for him than herself.  He eyed her carefully, trying to figure out what to cut first.
A voice crackled from the radio behind him.
"Hey, boss."
Patrick turned his back to her and grabbed the radio, still holding the blade in his hand.
"What is it?"
"The side door is open, and we haven't been able to find Travis or Jones."
Victoria raised an eyebrow, then the realization came.
"You have security here?" she asked.  "The men from that shipping dock.  Are they here now?"
He ignored her.
"Do a sweep and report back.  If they're sleeping again, you tell me."
"Bring that radio over here," Victoria said.  "Hurry.  Let me stop this before it gets out of hand."
Setting the radio back on the table, Patrick turned, but didn't expect what he saw.
Victoria rubbed her arms from where the shackles held her.  Stretching her hands over her head, she pulled her hair behind her, away from her face, and crossed her legs.  She sat in the restraining chair as if it were a throne.
"Damnit," she complained.  "It's probably too late now, anyway."
"How?" he said.
It was Victoria's turn to be silent.  Slipping out of the old restraints took no effort, but she'd let him wonder.
She held his gaze as his own realization struck him.
"You…let us catch you, didn't you?"
She smiled.  "And you are also smart.  One of the reasons I was attracted to you.  You might want to put that sharp thing down."
A hint of amusement danced in his eyes, and maybe also relief.  He dropped the blade on the table and sat on the desk, giving Victoria his attention.
"I didn't think it would be you," she said.  "I wanted to talk to whoever wanted to kill my friend.  But you would rather just kill blindly and cut me open."
"There's not much to talk about.  Not where a witch is concerned."
"Patrick, of all the vampires at New Delhi, you were the one I believed wasn't like the others.  I thought you had your own path, thought for yourself."
"And you're the oldest of us.  You should recognize that witches are dangerous, and they need to be put down."
"Put down," she said, shaking her head.  "Like they're dogs, and not people."
"Okay, I'm sorry.  Wrong term.  Anyway, it doesn't matter, Victoria.  He's dead now.  We've been tracking him, and I hired a team of witch hunters to kill him."
Victoria laughed.  She was as confident in her inner circle as Patrick was in his.
A slow, steady pounding came at the door.
"Knock, knock."
Patrick stood up, his calm demeanor disappearing.  He sniffed the air as he tried to place who was beyond the door.
"You might want to get that."
He hesitated, but opened the door slowly.  Victoria wasn't surprised to see Jack standing on the other side.  His hands were covered in blood.  An odd-looking weapon was strapped to his back.  An unconscious man with a horrific scent lay on the floor behind him.
Jack nodded in greeting, looking past Patrick to see Victoria.
"Ah, there she is."
He pushed Patrick aside and dragged the man behind him by the foot.  Dropping him in place, Jack let out a whistle as he admired the cart of tools.
"Wow.  Impressive.  All you're missing is a copy of Frozen."
"You're supposed to be in Delaware," Victoria said.
"I didn't like your plan, so I changed it a little.  Don't worry, I sent a substitute.  I pulled up at Tony's place just in time, saw them taking you away."
"I'm a big girl," she said, although as always, was touched at his concern.  "I can take care of myself."
"I know, but using yourself as bait…I'm not a fan.  Is this the fuck-head in charge?"
"Yeah."
"You going to kill him?"
"Always in a rush to kill.  Did you kill everyone here?"
"Yeah."
"Damnit, Jack.  I didn't want to kill, if I didn't have to.  Killing is expensive."
"Send me a bill.  It was worth it."
Patrick nearly stumbled at the news.  He leaned his weight against the desk.
"My men?  You killed…all of them?"
"For a vampire, you have lousy hearing."
"Those men…they worked for me for years.  They had wives.  Families."
Jack pointed at him.
"Hey, I think that's what a few of them were trying to say when I cut their throats.  Can't be too sure, though, I didn't let them finish.  Maybe they should have picked a different career path.  Don't worry.  I actually own a flower shop.  I'll give you a discount on all the boo-hoo cards and flowers you want."
"Jack," Victoria said.  "Please."
He smiled and crossed his arms.  Victoria should have known he was going to show up, take matters in his own hands.  She wasn't sure if he was making a tenuous situation worse, or simplifying it.  Regardless, whether she was truly in danger or faking it, if Jack thought she was in trouble, nothing alive would stop him from getting to her.
"All those good men," Patrick said.  "Gone."
"You might not want to climb on the moral scale with us," Victoria said.  "You killed vampires that were trying to live their lives.  We killed armed men that knew what they were hired for."
"Is this…Jack Kursed?" Patrick asked.  "I thought you two had a falling out."
"We kissed and made up," Jack said.
Patrick scoffed in disgust.
"First a witch.  And now this madman.  Who else do you associate with?"
Victoria turned serious, matching Patrick's tone.  The tenderness between the two of them was gone.
"Well, I would have liked that to have been you.  But that's over with.  You don't have to worry about who I associate with.  No one else in New Delhi has to be concerned.  All they have to do is leave me alone.  Leave Kevin alone."
"I don't know if that's possible."
"They'd better make it possible."
Jack scowled.  "You're going to let him live.  Terrible."
"Quiet."
The unconscious man at Jack's feet stirred, letting out a moan of discomfort.  Jack stepped over him, almost forgetting he was there.
"Oh yeah, this guy," he said.  "He said he knew you, begged me not to kill him.  Try not to gag on the smell.  He shit himself."
Victoria squatted at the man's side and turned him over gently.  His features were almost unrecognizable.  His face was swollen, one eye couldn't open.  Two teeth were missing.  Through the stench of excrement, she recognized a scent.
"Amit," she said, tenderly touching his cheek.  "You…are a part of all this?"
"Victoria," he said, his voice barely audible.  "They said it was so you'd come back.  Come back to us next year."
"You bugged my house when you visited, didn't you?  Maybe even my phone?"
"I…did.  Then they told me you were friends with horrible people."  He looked up at Jack.  "They were right."
"You know what's horrible?" Jack said.  "A grown man shitting in his pants."
A voice spoke from Jack's pocket.
"Jack?  Hey, Jack?  Are you there?"
He retrieved the magical rock, holding it between Victoria and himself.  Patrick watched, astonished, as Amit slumped back to the floor.
"Glinda."
"Is Victoria with you?  I can't get a hold of her."
"I'm here," she said, leaning closer.  "Are you okay?"
"Oh, yeah.  Everything's fine.  I just have a million questions."
"Can you make a portal?" Victoria asked.
"Sure.  I've got a computer here, and a printer.  Just take a picture and send it to my email.  You know what to do."
Jack stepped away to photograph the wall as Victoria approached Patrick.  She almost felt pity for him.  All his planning, all the work he'd done, was collapsing around him.  He truly believed he was doing the right thing for the good of the world.
"They won't stop coming after the witch," Patrick said.  "And I don't know what they'll do about you.  They'll come with everything they've got."
"That will be hard with no money."
He didn't expect Victoria's confidence.
"What…do you mean?"
"I knew it was either Walter, Terry, or Evelyn.  So, I've got a few friends of mine working.  It's amazing what you can do behind a computer now.  All their accounts, property, everything, will be mine soon."
Patrick's mouth hung open.  She could see it in his eyes.  It finally dawned on him that he'd taken on too much, tackled an opponent he couldn't hope to handle.
"Victoria, let's talk about this."
She couldn't stop the laugh that escaped.
"Now you want to talk?  I wanted to talk, remember?  You wanted to kill my friend and cut me up."
The familiar hum of an active portal emerged behind her.  She looked over her shoulder to see Kevin standing in an office, waiting patiently.
"You guys coming?" he asked, then threw up a palm.  "But I have to warn you.  You're going to see some weird shit."
Coming from the mouth of a witch, those words carried meaning.
"Jack," Victoria said.  "Would you bring Amit, please?"
"Sure.  I love dragging shitty people around."
He grabbed Amit by the foot and again pulled him, this time through the portal.  Patrick took careful steps, approaching the magical gateway.
"What is this?"
"This is just a little of what Kevin can do."
"Yeah," Jack said sarcastically.  "Can't make a cure to a curse to save his ass, though."
"Are you both going to kill me?" Patrick asked.  "Speaking of cures, that wouldn't be smart.  Only I have the cure to what we gave the mortals."
She smiled.  "You really don't know the resources I have.  And we don't want to kill you.  I want you to see what I see."
Victoria took the hand of the man that at one time she thought would somehow be a part of her life.  They stepped through the portal together.  She could relate to the awe and wonder in his eyes, having experienced it herself many times before when it came to dealing with Kevin and his magic.
Kevin laughed as he hugged her.  He regarded Patrick, but said nothing.  The witch looked like he'd been through a war.  Dirt, blood, ripped clothes.  Still, he wore a smile, and gave Jack a nod.
For as bad as Kevin looked, Zoey was worse.  Victoria's eyes lit up at the sight of her.
"You sent Zoey?" she said, glaring at Jack.  She could barely contain her anger.  "That's your substitute?"
"Yeah.  And check it out, they're both alive.  Maybe you won't baby her like you do Glinda."
Zoey sat in a chair in the corner, her arms folded tightly across her chest.  Victoria took note of her injuries, the blood, and fought her protective instincts.  She could smell the mortals outside the office, and knew they were responsible.  She wanted to kill every one of them.
Their eyes met, and Zoey's face went through a range of emotions.  Elation, fear, apprehension.  Tears streamed down her face.  Victoria went through the same range, but managed to hold the tears inside.
Finally, Zoey stood and crossed the room.  Victoria didn't expect the hug, but welcomed it all the same.  The teen trembled in her arms as she pressed her head against her shoulder.
"I'm so sorry," Victoria said, glaring at Jack once again.  "You shouldn't be here.  Are you hurt?"
"No, I'm fine.  And it's okay, I wanted to help Kevin.  And I'm the one who's sorry.  I'm sorry for running away, for taking your stuff.  I left to go…kill someone.  And I couldn't do it."
"I know.  It's okay."  She squeezed Zoey and kissed her forehead.  "Don't worry."
Jack laughed from the doorway.  He was peering out beyond the office and shaking his head.
"Shit, Glinda," he said.  "Just when I thought you couldn't outdo yourself."
Victoria released Zoey and joined Jack in the doorway, with Patrick a step behind.  The aisles of the tiny store were a mess.  Several shelves had been knocked over like dominoes.  Men and weapons were scattered about.  When a witch was involved, the scattering wasn't normal.  It took a moment for her mind to catch up.
Some rifles and men were pinned to the wall, held in place by whatever magic potion Kevin came up with.  Others were on the ceiling.  Most were unconscious, but there was a man upside-down against the wall who waved frantically.  His mouth moved, but he literally couldn't make a sound.  A silence potion.  Victoria thought Kevin was joking when he mentioned it before, during a fight he was having with Leese.  Several men were encased in ice.  Two others were trapped in the mirror that lined the corners between wall and ceiling.
"Don't worry, no one's hurt," Kevin said.  "And it's not what I'm used to, but the break room has a microwave.  I'm using it to cook up some memory potions.  Nothing too crazy, maybe a year or two."
Patrick eyed the witch, addressing him for the first time.
"You didn't kill anyone?"
Kevin laughed, not having any idea that the man he was smiling at was responsible for the chaos around him.
"Of course not.  I don't kill people."
Victoria studied Patrick, to see if there was anything behind his eyes at all.  Second doubts, remorse, anything.
He was a mystery.
Patrick left the group, walking down the main aisle of the store.  Victoria joined him, leaving the others behind.  They watched from the doorway.  Zoey didn't bother listening, content to simply lean her head against Kevin's shoulder.
"Unbelievable," he said.  "That young boy did all of this."
She kept to herself that he was capable of so much more.
"Kevin is special."
"Where are we?  Are we in Delaware?"
"You should know.  You're the one that hired these men and tracked Kevin down."
The pair were quiet.  Victoria hoped Patrick was absorbing everything.  Kevin was a good soul, and didn't deserve to be hunted and killed.
He was also very capable of defending himself.
"Such power," Patrick said.
Turning in place, he stared into the office with confusion and curiosity.  Victoria merely smiled.  Kevin was at Amit's side, gingerly helping him drink a cup of water.  Jack still leaned in the doorway, scolding the two of them.
"What's he doing?"
"Helping him.  Healing magic.  That's the kind of person Kevin is.  Doesn't even know Amit, but it doesn't matter.  Caring, kind."
"Kind…or naive."
Patrick continued to stare.  He took a deep breath, sighing.  Victoria didn't like his body language.
"It's amazing how two people can look at the same thing, but see something completely different.  You see a young man with a good heart.  I see someone who disarmed trained men with the items in a grocery store.  He has a girlfriend.  What happens when she breaks up with him?  Will he lash out, unleash magic on the world?"
Victoria had to laugh at the ridiculous idea.
"No.  He won't."
"Okay, let's assume he doesn't.  What happens if someone threatens someone he cares about?  Makes him do something terrible with his spells?  Victoria, I'm so sorry.  But we're never going to see eye-to-eye on this."
Their eyes met, and he offered a sad, knowing smile.  They both realized what the next few seconds held for them.
"I guess we're not."
Her eyes met with Jack's.
Patrick raced forward, his claws and fangs exposed.  He moved at such a speed that the young witch would have no chance to defend himself, not without a potion ready.
Victoria saw the attack coming, and moved just as fast.
She squatted and raked the back of Patrick's leg with a claw of her own.  He stumbled and fell, taking half of an aisle with him.  She pressed a knee into his lower back as she caught the weapon that Jack had already tossed.
Without hesitation, she thrust it into his back, piercing his heart.
She fell on her side, resting her weight on her hip.  Her breaths were long and deep, more from nerves than any physical exertion.  She finally crossed the fine line she'd been dancing around the last several years.  No longer did she simply refuse to kill a witch outright, a general rule all of their kind followed.  Now she actively defended Kevin, and would kill to protect him, if necessary.
A hand grabbed her shoulder tenderly.  She didn't even realize Kevin was at her side, with Zoey kneeling in front of her.  Their lips were moving, but her mind was far away.  Jack hovered nearby, his face passive, arms crossed.
"What?" she asked.  "What did you say?"
"Are you okay?" Kevin asked.  He touched the hi-tech stake protruding from Patrick's back, but she slapped his hand.
"Fuck!" Zoey said.  "What the hell was that all about?"
Jack extended a hand.  He helped Victoria to her feet, but refused to let go right away.  She gave him a nod, reassuring him that she was fine.  He released his hold and looked down at Patrick's prone body.
"Was he not on our side?" Zoey asked.  "Was he a bad guy?"
"No," Victoria said, choking up.  "He was definitely not a bad guy."
Jack offered a tiny remote, which Victoria guessed went with the weapon he carried.  He offered no sarcasm, no cold-hearted remarks.
"Spin the dial," he said.  "The tech will do the rest."
"No.  He doesn't deserve to be killed by someone playing with their thumb.  Wait here."
Victoria lifted Patrick with ease and slung him over her shoulder.  She carried him to the front of the store, where the sun poured in through the windows.  There were early-morning commuters on the road beyond.  They needed to get moving quickly.
Patrick started to combust in her arms.  She dropped him quickly near the cash register, jumping back to avoid the flames herself.  Her heart ached as the tears came.  She didn't bother to fight them.  Everything Patrick was went up in flame.  His skin, clothes, all turned to ash.
Grabbing the weapon, she headed back to the group.  Her gaze fell on Amit, who was standing in the doorway, alarm and terror in his eyes.  His clothes were a mess, but his face was his own once again.  His teeth were even back in place.
Victoria tossed the weapon to Jack without slowing down.  She moved with purpose, walking past everyone.  Kevin and Zoey were wise in not getting in her way.
Amit recoiled as she approached.  She stood a foot away, not taking her eyes off him.
"Damnit, Amit," she said.  "I really like you."
"I like you, too, Victoria.  That's why I did this.  I wanted you to come back.  But then they told me you were a bad person."
"And you believed them."
"Please, don't kill me.  I swear, I won't tell them what I saw here."
"No, that's exactly what you'll do.  They're going to ask what happened here today.  Tell them everything.  Tell them to stay away.  If they don't cause any trouble for me, I won't cause any trouble for them.  It's not hard to follow, really."
Amit nodded, but didn't move.  Victoria turned and gestured to the front door.
"The airport's that way, Amit.  Get moving."
He nodded and half-walked, half-ran out of the grocery store.  Victoria watched him, her thoughts racing.  She didn't know what the future held, but at the very least, it would be eventful.  The vampires at the table in New Delhi wouldn't be happy to hear one of their own was killed over protecting a witch.  Maybe she'd give some of the money she'd taken back, as a peace offering.  Maybe she wouldn't.
Victoria took a breath, returning her attention to the still-unresolved situation surrounding her.
"Kevin," she said, turning in place.  "Memory potions?"
He nodded.  "In the break room."
"Okay, let's get started.  We need to wrap this up.  Make sure you have enough for everyone."  Kevin turned and left.  She glanced around at the various men trapped in magic around her.  "Jack, help me gather everyone on the ground, at least.  Make it easier for him.  We'll let him worry about the ones on the ceiling and in the mirror."
"Not killing these men," Jack said.  "It's a mistake."
"It's Kevin's call.  He's happy wiping their memories."
"Fucking idiot.  He'll never learn."
Zoey eyes went from Jack to Victoria.  "What do you guys want me to do?"
"Nothing," Jack said first.  "Stay in the office, out of the sun.  Have a seat and rest."  He nodded at her, which Victoria knew was a good sign.  "You've earned it.  Good job, Stray."
Zoey glanced at Victoria, her eyes filled with joy.  The older vampire smiled.  A good job from Jack was definitely high praise.
Victoria and Jack went to work.





 
 
 
 
 
EPILOGUE
 
Victoria paced with her hands laced behind her back and her head low outside room number three.  The grand reopening of the Vermilion was in full swing.  Every room was occupied, some with more than two people.  The lobby had several waiting patiently for their partners.  Through the closed doors, she could hear Kate laughing and engaging with the waiting customers.  Kate did her job, and did it well.
At that moment, Victoria only cared about one thing, and that was room number three.  She understood the need for soundproof rooms, but the silence drove her crazy.  Several times, she nearly stretched out a closed fist, ready to knock on the door.  Each time she pulled back.  Her trust won over her anxiety, but she didn't know how much longer that would last.
"Victoria?"
She turned at the sound of her name.  Michael was at the end of the hallway, at the door to Frank's office.  He motioned for her, disappearing inside.  She glanced back and forth between the door to room number three and Frank's office, nearly knocking once again.  Sighing, she jogged quickly down the hall and poked her head into the office.  Frank typed quickly at a computer.  She never realized he could type.
"What?" she said, her impatience on display.  "What is it?"
"You're scaring the customers," he said, not bothering to look up.  "Victoria, you've got to calm down.  This was your idea."
She stepped inside, walking past Michael and gesturing to the security station.
"Can you look inside room number three?"
"No.  There aren't any cameras in there," he said, finally looking up.  "And even if there were, no.  I wouldn't let you."
Victoria arched an eyebrow.  Over the past few days she'd come to admire Frank more.  Like might have been too strong a word.  There were moments when his sleazy salesman persona took over.  But somewhere behind that persona was conviction.
"They've been in there for ten minutes."
"You booked the room for thirty."
"But it shouldn't take that long."
Frank laughed.  "Maybe they're having a good time in there, taking things slow."
She scowled at him, not liking the direction he was going.  He laughed and waved away her concern.
"Would you lighten up?  You've been tense the past two nights.  And it's making me tense.  Just stop.  I'm the one that had vampires die in here."
"Yeah, and I'm the one fixing the problem."
"To which I'm eternally grateful," he said, smiling and gesturing to the refrigerator behind him.  "Something to drink?"
Victoria was amused at his attempt to steer the conversation.  She politely declined, and was ready to leave the office when Kate called his phone.
"Frank," she said.  "You and Victoria better get up here.  They're fighting again."
"Shit."  He eyed Victoria angrily.  In his opinion, the disruptions over the past several nights were her fault.  "Are the people up there upset?"
"Actually, they're laughing.  But, still, I wanted you to know."
"Thanks."  He hung up and pointed to the door.  "Let's go.  Your two friends—"
"I heard."
She led the way, casting one final glance at room number three before opening the doors to the lobby.  Kate had moved past trying to act like she was working, and not watching.  The customers in the lobby, a mortal and a vampire, whispered with amused smiles as Jack and Kevin argued.
Jack leaned against the wall, his arms crossed, his voice calm.  But through the calmness, Victoria sensed the danger.
"I don't give a shit what you say.  You're not watching Frozen at my house ever again."
Kevin sat in a chair across the room near the lobby's refrigerator.  The area had become his workstation, where he'd spent his past two nights.  Cups of water were spread across a table, which he constantly kept humming with healing magic.
"I don't care, Jack.  It's Tiffany's favorite movie, not mine.  I'm just saying she will want to watch it this weekend."
"Don't act like you don't dance around like a princess when no one's watching."
Kevin's cheeks turned red as he glanced at the people watching and smiling.
"That was one time, and only because Tiffany wanted me to dance with her.  I did it for her."
"Whatever helps you sleep at night."
"Anyway, you know you'll put it on.  Just to make her happy."
"Nope.  She's had enough happiness.  It's about time she learned about the Marx Brothers.  Now that's good shit, right there."
"Guys," Victoria said.  "You know, we do have customers here."
"Customers," Jack said.  "Do you really think I give a—?"
"Jack, please," she said, using the magic word.
Luckily, his attention was redirected at the sight of Frank.  Jack and Frank had been talking often.  Jack was fully on board with Frank's business, willing to invest and help it grow.  For his own purposes, of course.
"Frank," he said.  "We need to talk."
The pair vanished through the doors, leaving Kevin to take a much-needed breath.  Victoria sat next to him, trying to unwind herself.  The past few days had been stressful, but more so for Kevin than anyone else.  She rubbed his shoulders, hoping he was fully aware how appreciative she was of his efforts.
"How are you holding up?"
He pulled a cup of water out for himself.
"Okay.  Just tired.  Do you think this is the last night?"
Kevin not only spent the past two nights at the Vermilion, but also moving about the clubs nearby.  He spread his healing magic however he could.  Offering water to thirsty mortals was the easiest way.  But ice carried the magic as well.  Victoria wanted to help, but Kevin truly didn't need it.  An invisibility potion, followed by tampering with the ice machines, made every drink handed out a healing potion.  But the healing only lasted so long, hence the dark circles under his eyes.  He'd been running rampant.
They'd also made special stops to every mortal in the Vermilion's records.  It took some effort to track down addresses, but luckily the regulars of the Vermilion were getting to know one another.  Once one address was known, typically they could direct Victoria and Kevin to another.
Vampires had made a drug to kill other vampires, using mortals as the conduit.  But Victoria had the cure, sitting next to her.
She hesitated in answering his question.  There hadn't been any further word of vampires dying mysteriously.  Between the Vermilion, and the surrounding area, she was confident they'd eradicated most of Patrick's attempts to test her.
But she knew she was paranoid, and overly cautious.
"Yeah, we can be done," she said.  "But could you handle being on call, in case I need you?  Just for another day or so?"
"Yeah, I can handle that."
"What's the matter?" she teased.  "You don't like staying at my house?"
"Your house is great."  A smile touched his lips.  "Except maybe for you running around naked."
"I'm insulted."
His cheeks turned red once again.  "I didn't mean it that way.  You look great.  It's just…you know what I mean."
She squeezed his shoulders and kissed him on the cheek.
"Yeah, I know what you mean."
"Anyway, are you okay?  I could tell.  You cared about that vampire.  His name was Patrick?"
She would always be amazed by Kevin's compassion.
"I'll be fine.  After four centuries, you learn how to handle loss."
It was a lie, and they both knew it.  Later they would talk in greater detail, just the two of them.
Kevin went quiet, his thoughts far away.  Victoria noticed him going into his own world the past few days.  She had a guess as to why.
"Is everything okay?" she asked.
"They've come for me twice now.  Witch hunters.  I thought I was ready this time.  And…I wasn't."
"Don't worry.  I'll get you a new coat."
"The coat's fine.  It's fireproof.  I just have to come up with something else.  I have to be ready.  For anything, anywhere.  But, still…is Jack right?  Am I taking it too easy on people who only want to kill me?"
She never got to answer.  Jack emerged from the back, poking at his smartphone.
"Victoria, it's about time I take my leave.  Things are smooth here, and I want to get home to see Tiffany off to school."
"Thank you," she said.  "For helping me.  For everything."
"Yeah, yeah."  He lowered his head and opened his arms.  "Bring it in."
They embraced in the lobby of the Vermilion.  Behind them, the doors opened, and Zoey finally emerged from room number three with her partner, Sarah.  Sarah gave Zoey a friendly hug and helped herself to a cup of water before leaving.
"How did it go?" Victoria asked.
"Did you have lesbian vampire sex?" Jack added.
"Hey!" Zoey hissed, embarrassed.  She glanced at the bystanders in the lobby.  "You want to be a little louder?"
"What?  These people here?  You think they care?  They're here to do their own freaky shit.  They don't care about you."
"It went fine.  I told you, I know what I'm doing now.  Stop worrying.  And no, there wasn't any sex.  Damn, just shut up."
"Yeah, but mortals get off on that," Jack said, smiling deviously.  "How many times did she—?"
"Jack!" Victoria said.  "Weren't you just leaving?"
"Yeah.  Glinda, take a break.  There's this strip club I want you to see before I head back.  They got a bartender that will make you forget all about blonde what's-her-name."
"Her name's Leese.  And, uh, I'm not sure I want to go—"
"Sure you do."
"But I'm not twenty-one.  Would they even let me in?"
"You're twenty-one when you're with me.  Let's go."
Kevin stood up, unsure of himself.  Victoria shrugged and gave him a smile.  She probably should have helped him out, but it was fun to watch him squirm.  Zoey tried to give Jack a farewell hug, which he blocked with his forearm.
"No, no," he said.  "Maybe one day.  But I don't hug strays."
She rolled her eyes and moved past to hug Kevin.  The pair were on their way to becoming close friends, bonding over the battle they had.  Combat could temper friendships.  It was one of the backbones to Victoria and Jack's relationship.
"Thanks for saving my life," Kevin whispered.
"You saved mine," Zoey said.  "I want to meet your girlfriend and sister.  We need to hang out."
"We will.  It'll be fun."
"Yippee, life is precious," Jack said.  "Strip club.  Bartender.  Let's go."
Victoria and Kevin shared a knowing glance that Zoey didn't pick up on.  Kevin and Jack left, the sounds of the club above filling the lobby for only a moment.
The two vampires were finally alone.  They sat next to each other near Kevin's workstation.  One of the mortal men smiled at Zoey across the room, flirting with his eyes.  Zoey waved back and returned the smile.
"You're done for the night," Victoria said.
"I know, I know.  But…he's cute.  Thank you for setting all this up, for practice.  I know it probably wasn't cheap."
"Don't worry about cost.  Listen, now, don't get too excited about this.  He said it will take a while to gather everything.  But…Kevin's working on a potion for you."
"A potion?  A daylight potion?"
"Yeah."
Zoey didn't take the news like Victoria thought she would.  There was no jumping for joy, no teenage squeal.  There was a small smile, then she went deep in thought.
"But, Victoria…you were right.  I'm not ready."
Victoria arched an eyebrow at words she thought she'd never hear.
"I need to learn how to live like I am first.  Hiding from the sun, it's not fun.  But it's going to make me stronger, smarter.  It's going to make me appreciate even more when I can walk in the day with you.  Maybe you said it right."  She laughed.  "I have to pay my dues."
For a moment, Zoey's smile had a wisdom beyond her years.  It was a look Victoria knew she'd have to get used to.
She smiled as well, and nodded toward the door.
"Let's go have fun," she said.  "Then we'll head home."
"Yeah," Zoey said, rising to her feet.  "Home sounds good."





 
 
 
 
 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
I like to write. I also like to be very mysterious. One day I'll hire someone to say a bunch of cool things about me to put on this page.
 
Visit my website at http://www.glennbullion.com
 
Total works by Glenn Bullion:
 
Demonspawn
Dead Living
Mind Slide
A Witch To Live
Jack Kursed
Soul Insurance
Demon's Doorway
Witch's Kurse
Broken Home
Demons LLC
Four Centuries



Table of Contents
Contents
Title
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Epilogue
About The Author


cover.jpeg
Four Cotiries

GLENN
BULLION





