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CHAPTER 1







“A TABLE FOR one, please.”


The young man working the front of the restaurant paused as he studied Victoria. Subtlety was a skill he lacked. The twenty-something made no effort to disguise his appreciation of Victoria’s shape. A confused, goofy smile spread across his face.


“Really?” he asked.


Victoria arched an eyebrow.


“Is there something wrong?”


Finally, the young man’s senses came back to him. He remembered he was working, and should be professional with all customers, even the ones he found attractive. His cheeks turned crimson as a look of panic settled in.


“N-No, not at all,” he stuttered. “It’s just … you’re not waiting for anyone?”


She let out a genuine laugh. The boy was cute. With an exaggerated sigh, she gestured to the laptop case she carried at her side.


“Not tonight. This is something of a working dinner. A few web meetings.” She couldn’t help teasing him, just a little. “But thank you for asking.”


“Oh, no! That’s not what I … ” He cleared his throat, regaining his composure. “Let’s find you a table.”


Her eyes drifted across the restaurant as they weaved their way around booths and tables. Human life in one of its purest forms was on display. Conversation, laughing, dinner. While she couldn’t eat human food, the scent was always alluring. Humanity had come up with fascinating ways to prepare food over the centuries. The aroma in the restaurant blended with the delicious nectar the humans carried in their veins. Victoria could feel her thirst building. Perhaps the young man leading her to a booth would get more of her than he expected by the end of the evening.


He turned to face her, eyeing her one last time. Her thoughts drifted to her choice of clothes. A pair of jeans, a loose turquoise blouse, open-toed sandals. Nothing too exotic or revealing. She looked like any other red-headed, thirty-year-old woman that needed more time in the sun. It wasn’t her goal to stand out, but for a vampire, that wasn’t always easy.


“Is this okay?” he said, gesturing to an empty booth by the window.


“It’s fine. Thank you.”


Her targets sat on the other side of the restaurant, but that didn’t matter. She gave the man one last smile as she shimmied across the bench. The setting sun was over her shoulder in the window, bathing her in warm light.


“Your server will be right with you.”


Victoria nodded. The young man walked away, his heart still pounding in his chest. She could hear the enticing rhythm, the steady beating of his life. Too many nights had gone by with cold blood from a bag. That would have to change soon.


She opened her laptop, for appearance, and laughed quietly as she took in the scene. Her latest case had taken her to some unusual places. A late-night stakeout at a morgue. An abandoned amusement park, where two of her persons of interest merely ended up having sex in an old roller coaster car. She somehow didn’t think when she first made the trip to Wyoming that she’d end up at a restaurant.


Her laptop chimed, surprising her. A message hovered in the corner from Zoey, the teenage vampire living with her. She had seen that Victoria was online and reached out to say hello.


The message was simple.


What are you up to?


Victoria reached for the keyboard, her fingers flying.


Can’t talk now.


A few moments of silence, but it didn’t last. Victoria sighed in both amusement and frustration when the laptop chimed once again.


Kevin and Leese got back together.


Victoria laced her fingers together and leaned her elbows on the table, reading the message several times. Her thoughts went to the young couple, the witch and the human. 


A satisfied smile escaped.


Of course, they got back together. She’d wondered how long it would it take.


She liked to think she was above the simple romantic issues humans faced. Do I look pretty? Does he like me? What does he think of these shorts? Relationships were so fleeting, temporary. She’d been alive long enough to know they never lasted. Time made sure of that. Even among supernatural beings.


But connection made the world go around. Seeing her young friends, Alex and Cindy, Kevin and Leese, grow and care for one another, warmed her unbeating heart.


Victoria responded with a simple smiley face and went offline. She scolded herself as she typed the colon and closing parenthesis. It wasn’t long ago that keyboard slang first crept into human consciousness. She swore she’d never type symbols that disguised themselves as expressions, or LOL.


However, like all things humanity, she got sucked in.


A laugh off in the distance pulled her back to the restaurant. She took a deep breath, focusing on why she was alone at a booth in the first place. She’d been away from home too long. One case after another, it felt like. An insane doctor killing werewolves in Oregon. An angry werewolf running loose in Idaho. Now, more madness in Wyoming. She couldn’t wait to go home to her mansion, see her friends once again. Enjoy the luxuries that only a four-hundred-year-old vampire could earn.


But not yet. There was one more case to tie up. More humans, doing inhuman things.


Leaning forward, she closed her eyes, and just listened.


It had taken decades for Victoria to hone her enhanced senses. Hearing things she didn’t want to, not hearing things that she did. It was a mess. Any vampire could hear better than a human, but it took training and control to gain anything from it.


She started as she always did, by doing something that others thought of as surprising. She let everything in, didn’t block anything out. A server dropped a tray of dishes in the back. Another gently flirted with a diner. An exhausted, frustrated couple tried to keep their toddler under control. A woman moaned in discomfort as she sat in the bathroom, dinner not agreeing with her.


Victoria cut through the sounds, forced aside the clanging silverware and clinking glasses. She pulled out the conversations, the words. One couple argued about their in-laws. Two couples were in the middle of laying down the rules for swapping partners. One family debated on what movie they would see after dinner.


“I’m not sure I can be a part of this anymore.”


She recognized the voice. A woman in her early forties. Victoria had been watching her for the past few weeks, taking notes, learning her habits. There were still so many things Victoria didn’t know. The case started out simple enough. The vampire population in a fifty-mile radius around Buck, Wyoming, was dwindling. She thought it was petty warfare, at first. Newborn vampires fighting over territory. But in her investigation and research, she noticed two of the missing vampires had a common contact between them.


“Karen,” her male companion said. “You know I can’t talk too much about it. But … we finally made a breakthrough. It’ll all be over soon.”


“I don’t think I can do it.”


“We just need you to lure in one, maybe two more. They trust you. We can’t do this without you.”


“I won’t let another one of those monsters drink from me, Adam.”


“Why? What happened? You hated them a month ago. Now, you’re feeling sorry for them? Did you forget what they—?”


“I didn’t forget.” Karen’s tone turned dangerous. “I’ll never forget. But … I don’t know. I thought I’d feel better. I thought I’d be making a difference.”


“You are.”


“It doesn’t feel like it. I feel horrible.”


“Karen—”


Adam reached for her hand. How Victoria knew that, with only her ears, she didn’t know herself. It was something that came with the senses. When she focused, it was almost as if she were right there with them.


“Listen to me, I’m not sure if the others … will just let you walk away now.”


“Are … you threatening me?”


“No. God, no. Karen, I’m trying to protect you. I don’t want anything to happen to you. Just get us one more. I’ll talk to them, let them know you’ve done your part, and you’re out. But one more.”


Silence, as Karen thought it over.


“Okay. One more. But then that’s it. I can’t start over if I’m always doing this.”


“Great. I’m glad—”


“Ma’am? Are you okay?”


The fresh voice cut in, very close to Victoria. It was the server, hovering over her. She tried not to get angry. He was merely showing concern for a woman who seemed in pain, leaning over the table with her eyes shut. But he distracted her, almost pulling her senses back.


“I’m fine,” she whispered. “Just some water, please.”


“Are you sure? You look—”


“Water.”


“S-Sure.”


The server walked away. Victoria’s ears went with his footsteps, marching across the restaurant. She tried to focus once again. She reached out, listening.


Karen and Adam were gone.


Standing at her booth, she saw the pair leaving, already near the front door. It was her first glimpse of Adam. Younger than Karen, sandy blond hair, a deep tan. He looked like he belonged at a beach playing volleyball, but obviously the human had many secrets. He had a hand on Karen’s lower back. Were they intimate? What was their relationship?


Victoria dropped a fifty-dollar bill on the table and gathered her laptop. She passed her amusing companion working the front. He smiled at first, then frowned in confusion, noticing her quick meal. She returned the smile and gave him a wink.


Karen and Adam stood in the parking lot. He held both her hands in his. Her gaze wandered as he talked. She seemed embarrassed, peering at the ground as much as looking at him.


Victoria pulled her phone from her laptop bag and held it to her ear. She didn’t bother dialing a number, but shifted her hearing, reaching out across the lot. Not being inside the noisy restaurant, it was much easier to eavesdrop. A family of four smiled as they passed and went inside. The youngest, an energetic boy, pointed a plastic gun at her and made shooting noises. Victoria played along, throwing a hand over her heart and pretending he shot her. She blended in perfectly with the small crowd outside waiting to eat.


“—will be fine. Just trust me.”


“I do trust you, Adam.”


“None of this would have been possible without you. You know that, right?”


Karen turned red.


“Thank you.”


“After this is over, maybe you and I could go out to dinner.”


“We just did,” she said, laughing.


“No. I mean like a real dinner.”


“I’d like that.”


Adam leaned in for a quick peck on the cheek. They went their separate ways, with Karen stealing a peek over her shoulder. It wasn’t the most riveting of stakeouts, but Victoria finally had a new lead, and new information. After weeks of watching Karen lead a rather unassuming life, Victoria now knew she was luring vampires. What she was luring them into, that was still a mystery.


But Adam could answer those questions.


Victoria headed for her rental car, on the other side of the restaurant. Karen was already driving away. Victoria glared at her as she passed. Karen’s motives were another mystery, but the typical human reaction to discovering a vampire was hate and fear. It sometimes took a lot of effort to change that.


She’d just opened the car door when she heard a voice.


“Yeah, it’s me. I hate to say it, but Karen … we won’t be needing her anymore.”


Victoria peered over the parked cars. She could barely see Adam, standing next to his own car. He held a phone to his ear as he leaned across the hood, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. She couldn’t hear the other end of the conversation.


“No, no. I don’t want to do that. Look, just get a couple of the guys, and take care of it. Tonight. And Mike … make it quick, okay? She’s a good woman. She doesn’t need to suffer any more than she already has.”


Adam hung up. He sighed as he played with his phone, turning it over in his hands. His expression was thoughtful, his eyes full of remorse.


He slid behind the wheel.


Victoria nearly growled. Adam was her new lead, and it was her intention to follow him.


But Karen’s life was in danger.


Conflicting thoughts swirled in her mind. She considered herself a good person, but wasn’t above doing the occasional bad thing to achieve a good deed. She’d killed, many times before. Was Karen worth saving? Who knew how many vampire disappearances she was responsible for?


But Victoria had gotten to know the woman.


Karen liked romantic comedies and was a sucker for feta cheese. She was quiet, kept to herself. After working as a receptionist at a doctor’s office, she enjoyed curling up on the couch with her two dogs. She liked to go biking, and was debating on starting an online dating account. Victoria laughed to herself as she watched through the window, as Karen made several attempts at creating a profile, and taking ridiculous selfies.


Victoria had been wrong before. Even after four centuries, she still made mistakes. But she didn’t get a sense that Karen was truly a bad person.


Adam started his car. If Victoria wanted to follow him, she’d have to hurry.


He stopped at the exit to the restaurant. She had to make a choice.


“Shit,” she muttered.


Adam turned right, while Victoria turned left. She watched his car disappear in the rear-view mirror, still wondering if she was making a mistake. The small town of Buck’s roads were still unfamiliar to her, but she could navigate to Karen’s house fast enough.


She picked up speed and ran two red lights. Hopefully, she wasn’t too late.



*****


Victoria made two passes down Karen’s street. Karen lived in a rancher. A trimmed lawn, driveway, a basketball hoop on the side of the house. Victoria was nervous, having seen no sign of Karen. Then she saw her silhouette in the living room, stretching her arms over her head. Another silhouette of a dog jumped in her arms. Everything seemed to be okay. No one unusual was nearby, no one was watching her.


Except Victoria.


She parked in a random spot, like she did every time she invaded Karen’s privacy. Sometimes, she parked near the house and simply watched Karen from the comfort of the rental car. Other times, she parked a distance away and settled into the abandoned house across the street. Grabbing a bag of blood, she made her way toward that house, walking in between two yards. She walked through the busted back door. The stench of decay struck her enhanced nose, like it always did. The house had been used for drugs, sex, the local homeless. It had even been a bathroom. Her nose twitched involuntarily as she passed through the kitchen, stepped over a mound of garbage, and walked into the living room. She was thankful she wasn’t a werewolf.


Victoria sat carefully on the arm of the decaying couch, careful not to touch anything she didn’t need to. She wasn’t afraid to get her hands dirty, had done many sick and disgusting things. But if she could keep her jeans clean, she would do just that.


She’d only been watching the house a minute when she heard a creak.


Standing upright, she whirled in place and looked behind her. Standing at the top of the stairs was an old man. He wore black plastic bags and an old hat. His pants were torn, his shoes had seen better days. His white hair was peppered with black, in dire need of a trim. He was just as surprised to see Victoria as she was to see him. He threw his hands up, his eyes growing large.


“Whoa, there!” he said. “Calm down, pretty lady! I thought I heard someone down here.”


She let out a breath. She didn’t even smell him. His scent blended in with the ugly stench around them. The thought was a sad one. If nothing else, the man could use a shower.


Victoria observed him as he made his way downstairs. He ambled, dealing with a severe limp in his right leg. As he neared the halfway point, the railing broke. He let out a squeal, and nearly fell into the living room, but Victoria was there. She moved, faster than was comfortable for the human eye to follow. Vampires were capable of great speed, in quick bursts, and that prevented the homeless man from taking a nasty fall. She held him up by the chest, pushing him back onto the stairs.


“You’re, uh … mighty nimble there.”


She flashed half a smile before resuming her position on the arm of the couch.


“I jog a lot.”


“Yeah. You look like you do. My name’s Harold. Harold Linderman. Nice to meet you.”


Victoria didn’t bother looking in his direction, keeping her attention on Karen’s house.


“I’m Victoria.”


“Victoria. Lovely name. Do you have a last name?”


“I do.”


Harold waited to hear it, but Victoria offered nothing. He didn’t push.


“Hey, what you got to drink there? Do you mind if I have a taste?”


She glanced at the blood-bag, next to her foot, and snickered quietly.


“I don’t think you’d want to sample that.”


“Oh, I’ll sample anything.”


“Trust me. That wouldn’t agree with you.”


“So stingy.” He nearly collapsed on the couch next to her, throwing up dust and dirt. Victoria fanned the air with her hand. “That’s okay. I’ve got my own liquid strength, right here.”


He pulled out a bottle of whiskey and took a deep drink.


“If you don’t mind me asking, what are you doing here?” He waved around them. “This place doesn’t attract someone with the looks of you.”


“I could ask you the same question.”


“Oh, I come here from time to time. To catch a quick nap, get out of the rain. Found a dead body here once. Oh, four … maybe five years ago. The cops thought I did it, for the longest time.”


Victoria frowned.


“Yeah. Not the best of smells, is it?”


“You ain’t wrong there.” He leaned forward on the couch, peering over the TV stand and through the living room window. “So, what are we doing? Watching the world go by?”


The smile she gave him was genuine. She liked Harold. He had a simple, easygoing nature. There was a look in his eye, a look that said he’d been through much in his life, and didn’t let it get him down. She reached for the blood at her feet, deciding to join him for a drink.


“Uh,” he said. “Why is your alcohol in a bag?”


“I guess the same reason I’ve seen wine in a box.”


His face twisted as he shook his head and stuck out his tongue in disgust.


“Oh, no, Vic. I won’t drink that stuff.”


Victoria, after so long, had finally met the one person she’d let call her a nickname.


She discretely turned the bag away from him and punctured it with her fangs. Taking two long drinks, she closed her eyes as she felt the blood rush down her throat. The world exploded around her. The stench in the house grew stronger, the noises outside louder, as her senses sharpened. She could hear Harold’s heart beating, and was so tempted to add some delicious warmth to the mix.


“I take it you’re looking for someone,” Harold said. “This is a nice little spot to … well, spy, if you know what I mean.”


She didn’t ask him to explain further. She didn’t want to know what Harold did in the shadows, watching people from the dark. But she would admit the truth.


“I am,” she said. “I’m watching that woman across the street. Don’t ask questions, but I think she might be in trouble.”


“Oh. That woman.”


Victoria turned toward him.


“You know her?”


He nodded.


“Yeah. I know the neighborhood, really. That’s the beauty of my … living situation. I see everyone, no one sees me. She must have a hard time keeping a boyfriend. I can’t figure why. Very lovely, sweet. But a lot of guys come and go. She can’t seem to keep any of them around. Ever since she lost her family, she’s been a little wild.”


“Her family?”


“Yeah. I think maybe a year ago. Her mother, father, her sister. It was terrible.”


She felt a quick stab of pain in her stomach. Memories rushed back that she pushed away.


Victoria could relate to losing family.


A van slowed and parked outside her house. It took the time to parallel park. Three men climbed out, all wearing white work uniforms. The logo on the side of the van advertised a carpeting company.


“Oh, wow,” Harold said. “I guess she needs some new rugs.”


“I somehow doubt it.”


She listened through the broken living room window. The work crew didn’t talk to each other. There was no banter, no discussion of the late hour, no talk of plans after work. They were all business, ready to perform a task.


She knew that task didn’t involve carpet.


“Cliche,” she said, watching them pull a roll of material from the back. She spoke to herself more than Harold. “But still effective, I guess. I haven’t seen a body rolled up in carpet in quite some time.”


“Huh?” Harold said.


The three men walked down the sidewalk, carrying the roll. Victoria drained the rest of her blood and turned to put a hand on Harold’s shoulder.


“Harold. I need you to do me a favor.”


“Call the police?”


“No. Don’t call the police.”


“Wasn’t planning on it. They don’t like me. What are you going to do?”


“Going to see if they need a hand moving furniture.”


Harold grinned. He was missing several front teeth.


“I get the feeling you can take care of yourself.”


“And you would be right.”


She tossed the empty bag aside and left through the front door. The men were already at Karen’s porch. One was knocking on the door.


Karen opened it.


They forced their way inside. There was a quick squeal of surprise that only Victoria could hear. They quickly pulled the carpet in behind them and slammed the door shut.


Victoria was already on the sidewalk. She wasn’t quite running, but walking at an unnatural speed. There was a flash of movement by the window, a tug at the curtains.


She gave the door a stern kick. Locked or not, it didn’t matter. The door jamb splintered and flew open. She surveyed the scene.


One man had Karen pinned to the floor, on her stomach. He was trying to wrap duct tape around her wrists, but Karen struggled. The other two were on their knees, trying to unroll the carpet. Her dogs were in the backyard, barking and scratching at the door, unable to help their master.


Every surprised eye turned to Victoria.


She’d learned over the centuries never to underestimate anyone, even a lowly human. With proper training and weaponry, a human was a formidable foe. She had several close encounters, nearly lost her life.


The men who wanted to kill Karen knew of vampires, had something to do with the disappearing local population. But Victoria had caught them off guard. They didn’t have a chance.


She was on top of one before he could even reach for the gun under his shirt. He cried out as she raked one claw, and then the other, across his chest. Blood sprayed upward, dotting her face. Karen screamed.


The man pinning Karen managed to retrieve his weapon, but that was all. He didn’t get to pull the trigger. He didn’t even get to aim. Victoria’s fangs were in his bicep. The blood was exquisite. It shot into her mouth, in rhythm with his beating heart. The gun twitched as it trembled in his hand. She calmly removed it from his grip and dropped it to the floor.


The third man tried to run, the smartest course of action. Victoria was too fast. She crouched down, a human limb still in her mouth, and grabbed his foot. The air rushed out of his lungs as she yanked, and he crashed to the floor. He tried to crawl away, but Victoria wouldn’t let him. She squeezed his leg, crushing it. She grabbed the throat of the man she fed from as she leaned over and clutched the hair of the other. Both hands went to work. She slammed a face into the floor as she choked the other. Their struggle didn’t last long.


The entire fight only lasted seconds, but left quite the impact. Blood on Karen’s couch, on the carpet, on Victoria. She walked to the front door and closed it. It didn’t stay shut, because of the splintered jamb, but it would suit her fine.


Karen was still screaming.


Victoria turned to see her pushing herself along the floor, toward her neatly kept dining room. Her hands were bound behind her. She searched frantically for anything that could help her.


“Get away from me! You monster!”


The corner of Victoria’s mouth lifted in amusement. She’d been called worse.


“I’m not going to hurt you.”


She squatted down, trying to appear non-threatening. Her eyes turned their normal shade of green. Her talons shifted to normal fingers, fangs retracted. Still, she wasn’t sure how inviting she appeared, with blood all over her.


“Karen,” she said. The woman flinched at hearing her name. “I know a lot just happened. Your mind is going in crazy directions. But try to absorb this. Me, a vampire, just saved your life from these men.” She motioned toward the beaten-down imitation carpeting crew. “Three humans. Adam sent them, to kill you.”


Karen’s eyes lit up. She sat up, no longer trying to flee, and stared at the three motionless men. Something was getting through.


“No,” she said. “Adam … he wouldn’t do that.”


“He would. He did. I was at the restaurant. When you went your separate ways, he made the call. To them.”


“But why?”


Victoria sighed. She approached Karen carefully, her palms raised in peace. Karen shied away for a moment, but then went still. Victoria made sure every movement was slow, deliberate. Turning her index finger into a claw, she reached behind Karen and tore the tape binding her wrists. Karen rubbed them, not taking an eye off Victoria.


“Who are you?”


“One thing at a time.”


Victoria offered a hand. Karen didn’t accept it, choosing instead to climb to her feet herself. Her knees wobbled as she stood upright. Victoria steadied her by the shoulder.


“Whoa. You’d better have a seat.” She walked Karen to the couch. “Sit. I’ll get you some water.”


The thought entered Victoria’s mind that Karen might run. She kept her ears tuned as she walked into the kitchen. She listened as she retrieved a glass from the cabinet and turned on the faucet. Karen didn’t move a muscle. She panted, her heart racing.


Victoria rejoined Karen in the living room and handed her the glass. They said nothing as Karen sipped. The silence stretched for almost three minutes. Victoria was patient. There was no need to bombard Karen was questions. In fact, Karen certainly had some of her own. Whatever she had to do with missing vampires, they were now allies.


A look of confusion crossed Karen’s face. She peered outside, through the living room window. The sun had set, but darkness hadn’t yet claimed the night. Victoria could see her working the math in her head.


“You were out? In the day? How?”


It was tempting to tell Karen the truth. A small penance for luring vampires into Adam’s clutches. She wanted to tell Karen about witches, and the magic potion that let her walk in the day. She wanted to tell her about werewolves, and all the other monsters out there. But Adam had said it best earlier. She’d already suffered enough.


“Not all of us are the same,” she said simply.


Karen’s confusion turned to barely controlled rage.


“You all deserve to die.”


“Some of us do,” Victoria said. “I’d like to think I don’t. Some humans do, too. How about them?” She gestured to the carpet. “Do they deserve to die? Are you going to judge all vampires? All humans?”


“Are they dead?” Karen asked, pointing at the men.


“No. Killing isn’t ever the first thing on my list.” She laughed to herself, thinking of Jack. His list was far different. “But, I’ll be honest. They might not live through the night.”


“Adam,” Karen said. “I thought … he cared about me. Why did he—?” She couldn’t finish the question.


“I don’t know. But we might answer that together. You’re going to have to start. What are you involved in?”


Karen exhaled. A tear ran down her cheek as she lifted her shirt, exposing a black bra. Victoria winced at the scars. They were everywhere, across her stomach and back. She looked like an animal had attacked her.


“This isn’t all, either,” she said. “I can’t wear shorts anymore. Let’s just put it that way.”


“What happened?”


“It was my sister’s birthday. We were out celebrating with our parents. It was late. We were at a red light. We were just talking, laughing.” The tears flowed as she relived the event. “They came out of nowhere. I’m not even sure how many. I just remember their fangs and eyes. I remember my mother’s screams … ”


She cried for a moment, unable to speak. It took an effort to find her voice.


“I woke up in a hospital room. My family … didn’t make it. I remember one of those things biting me, drinking me. I still have nightmares.”


Victoria risked putting a hand on her shoulder. Karen stiffened, but didn’t recoil.


“That’s when Adam showed up. He visited me in the hospital. He told me all about you.” Her use of the word carried venom. “He told me about vampires. He said he belonged to a group of vampire hunters. That I was attacked by newborns, thirsty and out for blood.”


Karen went silent, and Victoria didn’t push for more, giving her some space. She turned the story over in her mind, and the questions that came along with it.


“So,” Victoria said, after a moment. “What did you do for him?”


“I helped him catch them. He set it all up. I went to bars, places he sent me. I pretended I was open to them, offered myself for … feeding. Sometimes, it was here. Others, it was the dirty, back alleyways. Adam came with his team and took them.”


“Took them?” Victoria perked up. She’d guessed at most of Karen’s story, but finally she’d thrown her a curveball. “He didn’t kill them?”


“No. He never told me what he did with them. And I didn’t ask. I don’t care what he did with you fucking monsters. Or at least … I didn’t.”


Victoria knew there was more. Something must have happened for Karen, in her own words at the restaurant, to feel like she couldn’t do it anymore.


“What happened?”


“The last one. Travis. He wasn’t like the others. He … I … ” She almost seemed embarrassed. “I liked him. He was kind, gentle. Never pressured me, always made sure I was okay.”


“Not quite the monster you thought we all were?”


Karen said nothing. She’d need years of therapy to help work through her grief, untangle her conflicting emotions. Victoria sympathized. There was help out there, but counselors that helped humans when the supernatural invaded their world didn’t advertise on the Internet.


“So,” she said. “You told Adam you were done helping him, and he decided you weren’t worth keeping around. What I want to know is what is he doing with these vampires, if he’s not killing them?”


Karen shrugged and stared at the carpet. Victoria stood and dropped to a knee beside one of the unconscious men. She plucked out his wallet.


“What are you doing?” Karen asked.


She thought back to Adam’s phone call.


“I’m looking for someone named Mike. I’d like to have a word.” She smiled as she moved to the second man and checked his wallet. “And here we are.”


She turned Mike over. His nose was broken, his face covered in gore. One tooth was chipped, while another lay on the floor in front of him. She held out her hand to Karen, gesturing for the glass of water. Victoria took it and gave Mike a few light slaps as she poured water on him.


His eyes opened as he coughed. Victoria covered his mouth, and that took him from groggy to completely awake.


“Hi,” Victoria said, smiling sweetly. “I’d like to ask you a few questions. I’m going to remove my hand. Please, don’t scream, or I’ll get mad. Do you understand?”


He nodded weakly. Victoria kept her free hand locked on his wrist. He glared at her as she uncovered his mouth.


“Okay. Why are you kidnapping vampires?”


Mike spit at her, pelting her with another tooth. He turned toward Karen, shooting her a look of pure hate.


“You’re working with them, now? You fucking disgusting traitor—”


Victoria squeezed Mike’s wrist, ever so gently. Blood vessels burst. Bones popped. That recaptured his attention as he grunted in pain.


“Mike. Ignore Karen. Try to pretend she’s not even there, and you didn’t just burst into her home to kill her. Do I have to repeat the question?”


“I don’t fucking know! I’m just the help, lady. Adam’s working with a bunch of nerds. Doing experiments on them or something. He doesn’t let us back there.”


“Back where? Where is Adam, exactly?”


Stubborn silence. Mike stared straight ahead, not looking at her. Another squeeze, and his wrist snapped. Karen jumped to her feet as he cried out.


“Come on now, Mike. Start talking, pretty please. Where have you been taking these vampires?”


An approaching smell touched her nose. She looked up to see Harold slowing pushing open the front door. He carefully poked his head inside, with a look of wild-eyed concern.


“Uh, Vic?” he said. “Is everything okay in here?”


“Harold. Come on in.” She turned to face Karen. “Do you mind?”


Karen shook her head no. Harold took the invitation, his footsteps cautious.


“Shut the door behind you,” Victoria said, then regarded Mike. “Where? And Mike … I will not ask again.”


“Eleventh Avenue,” he muttered through gritted teeth. “Just before you hit downtown. There’s an old metal shop there. Been shut down for years.”


She looked up at Harold.


“You know the place?”


It took him a moment to collect himself.


“Y-Yeah. Me and some of my friends sleep there sometimes. But there’s nothing besides old mattresses and broken equipment.”


“It’s not out in the open, you piece of trash.”


Victoria slapped him.


“Hey. You’re talking to a friend of mine. Be nice.”


Awkward silence followed. Victoria was done with Mike and his two associates. The typical next course of action was very clear. Jack would have already done it.


But it wasn’t her decision.


“Karen,” she said. “These men broken into your house. Adam, whether he’s the only one responsible, or if there are more, they’re after you. What do you want me to do?”


She didn’t understand what Victoria was referring to.


“What do you mean?”


“Do you want me to kill them?”


Her hand trembled as she brought it to her mouth.


“W-What?”


“Kill. Do you want me to kill them?”


“Do it,” Mike hissed, his gaze locked on Karen. “You bitch.”


Grabbing his hair, Victoria gave his head a slam on the floor. Not enough to kill him, but enough to send him back to unconsciousness.


“Hush.”


Victoria stood up, stretching her lean legs, and waited for Karen. The attention made her uncomfortable.


“I … don’t want to hurt anyone else. Not human. Not a vampire.”


“Huh? What?” Harold said. “Vampire?”


Victoria ignored him.


“Of course, you don’t, because you’re a good person. Karen, I’m going to deal with this the best way I can. I’ll find Adam, have a talk with him. But these men, they may come for you again. I might not be able to stop them forever.”


Karen stared at the men, and Victoria admired her. Victoria didn’t see an evil human as she watched her the past few weeks. She didn’t see a woman consumed with murder. Her life was ripped apart, and she made some wrong choices trying to recover. An opportunist had taken advantage, and wanted to throw her away as soon as her conscience emerged once again.


“Don’t kill them. Please.”


“Okay. But you’re going to need to keep out of sight for a while. You can’t stay here. Harold, can you help her? Do you have any hiding places?”


He smiled.


“Plenty.”


Victoria reached into her jeans and pulled out a stack of cash. It took her a moment to count out the amount. She folded the money into Karen’s palm.


“That’s five thousand dollars. It’s not much, but hopefully will get you both through until I’m done.”


“What are you going to do?”


The to-do list swirled through her mind. She didn’t have the clean-up resources that Jack had. She tried her best not to leave as much of a mess as he did. But she knew people. A few calls would need to be made. Karen’s attempted murderers needed to be moved, dropped off in another town somewhere. There was plenty to do, but she wanted to get to Eleventh Avenue.


The first task was an easy one. She looked Karen up and down, studying her figure. 


“Can I borrow some clothes? Maybe your shower?”










CHAPTER 2







THE TOWN OF Boyd was quiet as Victoria circled Eleventh Avenue three times. The old metal workshop was exactly as Harold described. She could smell the stench from the street. Rusted metal, used clothes and urine. She parked a block away and smiled at a passerby as he walked his dog.


Karen’s clothes weren’t her size, but at least she was clean. A pair of tan shorts, a tee shirt that didn’t cover her navel. She squeezed into a pair of panties, but had to forgo a bra. Her shoes had a spot or two of blood on them, but there was no way she was slipping into Karen’s footwear. 


Victoria continued using her nose as she approached the old metal shop. More scents came into focus. Oil, wood, rotten food. Quiet whispers touched her ears, and she froze in place. She could only pick out a word or two, but it wasn’t the conversation she expected vampire hunters to have. A man and woman talked about the weather, and how someone named Phil owed the woman two dollars.


The fence surrounding the metal shop had seen better days. There were plenty of gaps and sections missing. She chose a hole and stepped into the yard where workers once parked their cars. Stepping over a dog’s bowel movement, she crossed the lot and headed for the first door she saw.


The conversation grew louder as she approached.


“You have to be joking. Phil? You got a thing for Phil?”


“What’s wrong with Phil?”


“He’s an asshole.”


“He’s a sweetheart. You’re just jealous.”


“Have you smelled him lately?”


“You don’t smell so great yourself.”


Victoria pushed open the door marked Receiving. A cloud of dust and a cobweb attacked her as she stepped inside. Her vision shifted, pushing the darkness away with gray. A fire crackled in the distance, behind some old machinery, as the man and woman arguing about Phil held sticks with unknown food to an open flame. She couldn’t identify the food, and that frightened her. There were ruined desks littered about. Wires were strung about the open floor with sheets hanging from them, creating separation or rooms. The scents of blood and sex were also in the air, two scents vampires were very familiar with. They often went hand in hand.


“Hey, I think someone’s coming.”


“What? Are you hearing shit again?”


“No. Over there.”


She willed her vision to return to normal. She didn’t want to terrify two humans by approaching with glowing red eyes. Flashing a bright smile, she pushed her way through the makeshift bedrooms and stepped over several old computers from twenty years ago.


“Hi,” she greeted.


The two squatters drew back, defensive. They weren’t like Harold, smiling and easygoing. Suspicion flashed through their eyes. They looked to be about Harold’s age. Despite arguing over Phil, they stepped closer to one another and held hands, as if protecting one another.


“What do you want?” the man said sharply.


“Nothing at all. I’m just looking for something. Is this place occupied often?”


“What do you care?”


Victoria clenched her fists, frustration finally seeping in. Obstacles, every step of the way. Was it so difficult to answer a simple question without resistance?


Her disarming disguise of a thirty-year-old human cracked. Her smile faded. The four-hundred-old vampire bubbled to the surface.


“Have you or any of your friends ever seen anything suspicious here? Maybe multiple vans? Armed men? Please, answer with a yes or no.”


They recoiled slightly, the fear apparent in their eyes. The change was subtle, but they could see Victoria was not just a woman that had gotten lost on the streets of Boyd.


“Yes.”


“Go on, please.”


“Sometimes people come here. Dressed like you, to be honest. All nice and pretty.”


Victoria smiled. If she saw Karen again, she’d compliment her choice in clothing.


“What do they do?”


“Nothing. When they see us, they leave. We don’t talk to them, they don’t talk to us.”


“They. Describe they.”


“Oh God, I don’t know. Just men. Some are rough looking. I’m pretty sure a few of them had guns. Others were more geeky, like they’d never touched a woman in their lives.”


“Hmm. I’m going to have a look around, if you don’t mind. Thank you for your help.”


“Uh, sure.”


She searched for an hour. The two residents left after twenty minutes, giving the place to herself. The feeling of foolishness crept over her as she searched. Perhaps she should have broken Mike’s other wrist, squeezed more information out of him. But she guessed he didn’t know much, only what Adam told him.


She made her way to an old supervisor’s office. Her red eyes cast a soft glow through the room. Shattered picture-frames were spread across the carpet. An old monitor sat busted in the corner. She nearly left when something caught her ear.


A quiet, short cough.


Freezing every muscle, she reached out with her senses. The only scent was the decay of the metal shop. She heard nothing.


But it wasn’t her imagination.


Victoria turned the office inside-out. She threw the desk out through where the glass window used to be. Turned over an old file cabinet. Grabbing a corner of the carpet, she ripped it from the floor.


There it was.


A wooden door was built into the floor. The door was new, as were the metal hinges holding it in place. Normally, Victoria would have smelled the fresh scent of lumber with no issues, but the surrounding stench interfered. It was a shame she’d made no werewolf companions over the centuries.


She gave the door a light tug, but it wouldn’t budge. A latch held it in place from the other side. Gripping it tighter, she pulled firmly, but quietly. The metal creaked as it bent. The wood splintered, revealing a ladder leading into a mass of darkness.


She moved cautiously, keeping her senses sharp and her eyes moving. The ladder groaned as she descended. There was a light switch off to the side, but she didn’t dare flip it.


It was more of a hallway than a room or basement. There were shelves on both sides, with nothing but dust and cobwebs. A string of lights ran along the ceiling. A closed door waited for her at the end, almost beckoning. Light spilled from underneath.


A shadow moved across the gap. Victoria wasn’t alone.


Another quiet cough, and she heard two voices talking. She couldn’t make out the words. A quick laugh. Two men.


She approached the door and listened. To her surprise, the doorknob turned without a fuss. She pushed it open.


Her eyes traveled across the room. It was a lab of some sort, a jarring sight. It was unlike the mess she had to walk through to get there. Bright white lights. Microscopes and exam tables everywhere, all organized. A collection of guns and crossbows hung in the back. Desks and computers were lined up along one wall.


On various exam tables, there were piles of dust. Victoria felt her heart sink. She knew what those piles were. On another table, a man wearing only underwear lay prone, a wooden stake protruding from his chest.


Two men leering at pornography over a computer looked up at her, their conversation and laughter stopping. One man sat at the desk, wearing a white lab coat. He frowned in confusion at the sight of Victoria.


“What are you doing here?” he asked.


His companion hovering over his shoulder asked no such questions. He reached behind him into his waistband.


Victoria moved, but wasn’t quite fast enough.


He shot her three times, as she closed the distance. Once in the shoulder, and twice in the stomach. The agony gripped her. She’d been shot many times, by every type of firearm. It was never fun, but she’d live. There were only a few ways to kill a vampire, and gunfire wasn’t one of them.


Her pace slowed, but didn’t stop. The fourth shot went into the ceiling as Victoria gripped his arm and pointed it upward. Wounded or not, she was stronger than any single human. The man in the coat tried to sprint past to safety, heading for the door, but Victoria kicked him hard. He tumbled and fell, crashing into one of the exam tables. Vampire remains fell all over him as he collapsed to the floor.


The distraction was enough for the henchman to strike. Victoria turned just in time to see a flash of metal, then felt a sharp pain as he jammed a blade into the side of her neck. Her eyes went wide, feeling the cool knife touching her windpipe. She pushed back, almost wildly, shoving the henchman over a desk. Victoria collapsed to her knees, feeling her strength leaving her. She watched the blood pour from her throat into her hands.


The henchman recovered. He stepped forward, having unsheathed another blade. He aimed his gun and shot Victoria in the thigh. His movements spoke of experience. He’d fought vampires before. She tried to cry out, but it came out more of a gargle as more blood sprayed. Falling on her back, she stared up at the white lights. Everything hurt.


Her attacker grabbed a wooden stake and a mallet from a nearby table. He sneered as he dropped and pinned Victoria’s right arm under his knees.


“Just more dust for the pile,” he said.


She reached up with her free hand and grabbed his throat. With one twist, she violently ripped it out. Her plan to lure him closer worked, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t hurt. Every movement was hard, and she could feel consciousness slipping away.


Some delicious nectar would fix all that.


She ripped the knife from her neck and pounced on him. Locking her fangs into his fatal wound, she drank all she could. Her latch wasn’t as tight as she’d prefer. Some blood escaped here and there. It wasn’t elegant and graceful like she was used to, but any feeding was a good one. His body shook. She wasn’t sure whether it was from his approaching death, or whether he was trying to escape. She locked her legs around him and gripped tighter.


The bullets popped from her flesh. Wounds knitted, her throat closed. Although he was dying, the henchman’s body reacted like any other from a vampire feeding. He let out a grunt as he ejaculated.


Victoria didn’t release him. His heartbeat and pulse slowed, until it stopped.


Only then did Victoria roll onto her back.


She nearly jumped to her feet, feeling like a new woman. Blood dripped from her fangs to her shirt. The soaked fabric stuck to her skin. Every nerve ending in her body was awake, charged.


Looking at her hands, she smiled. Crimson covered her once again.


“I should have just stayed naked,” she said.


The tech was nearly to the door, pulling himself along the floor. Victoria stalked him. She grabbed him by the ankle and pulled him back. He begged and cried, but she paid him no mind. She dragged him to the exam table where the lone vampire lay, comatose from the wooden stake.


With one easy heave, she gripped his shirt and hauled him to his feet.


“What’s your name?” she asked.


The human could barely speak. His lips shook, and Victoria knew it was only a matter of time before the urine came.


“R-Rian.”


“Rian. Look at your friend on the floor over there.”


“He’s not my friend.”


“Whatever. Do you see him? Do you want to end up like him?”


“No.”


“Then stay perfectly still. Okay? Don’t move.”


Rian trembled as Victoria released her hold. She turned her attention to the vampire. Physically young, somewhere in his thirties, but his true age was a mystery. Dark hair, medium build, the typical pale complexion all vampires shared. It took two pulls to free the stake from his chest.


His eyes shot open.


Victoria grabbed Rian’s arm and offered it to her fellow vampire.


“No—!” Rian shouted.


The vampire lashed out, nearly in a state of bloodlust. He gripped Rian’s arm and pulled him up onto the table. Fangs exposed, he reared his head back and clamped down. Rian struggled at first, but then the fight left him. His body slid from the table. The vampire held on at an awkward angle.


“Stop,” Rian protested weakly. “You have no right … ”


“Slowly,” Victoria encouraged. “I need him alive.”


The vampire released him. Rian slumped to the floor. Victoria held up the vampire by the shoulder, but it wasn’t necessary. His strength was returning. He took a few deep breaths as he licked a drop of blood from his fangs.


“Are you okay?”


“Yeah, thank you. I’m feeling better.” He looked up, and drew back at seeing Victoria covered in red. “Holy fuck. Are you okay?”


“I’m feeling quite awesome. I’m Victoria. Who are you?”


“Travis.”


She took a step back.


“Really? You’re Travis?” She smiled. “I know a lady who’d probably like to talk to you.”


He sat upright, regaining his posture. He flashed a confused look.


“Karen,” she said.


His confusion turned to anger, sadness, disappointment.


“Karen. She’s the reason I’m here to begin with.”


“Yeah, well, she’s the reason you’re getting out, too. She had a change of heart, because of you. Did you two have something special?”


“I thought so. Until those men broke into her house. I thought they were burglars, at first, until I saw the look on her face.” Travis’ eyes darted around the room, and fear took over. “We can’t be here. We need to get out. Now.”


Victoria shook her head.


“I have to know what this place is—”


He gripped her shoulders.


“No. You don’t understand. They’ve made some kind—”


The lights in the room changed. A quiet hum emitted from somewhere. Travis stopped mid-sentence, and his body froze.


Rian spoke from the floor.


“There,” he hissed. “How do you like that? You blood-sucking motherfuckers.”


He held something in his hand. It took a moment for Victoria to realize it was a simple smartphone. The latest model from Samsung. Confused, she took a step back from Travis. His hands were still outstretched from when he held her shoulders. Everything was still. Eyes, cheeks, muscles.


He couldn’t move.


She recognized the light that bathed them. Ultra-violet. His flesh should have been blistering, but it wasn’t.


Rian’s smile faded when he flipped onto his back and saw Victoria moving.


“How?” he said.


She wondered the same thing, along with other questions that began with the letter w. Snarling, she reached for him. He tried to crawl away, but didn’t get far. She grabbed the back of his coat and hoisted him to his feet.


“What is this?”


“F-Fuck you.”


Slamming him against the wall, she lifted him as far as her arm would allow. His feet dangled off the ground. He tried to grab her arm, to break her grip, but he’d find that was impossible. Victoria assumed her most menacing look. Full fangs and red eyes. The anger helped, as she was losing her composure.


“I’ll ask one more time. What is going on here?”


“It’s called science. Have you ever heard of it? Or are you too busy feasting on us?”


Victoria popped a claw on one finger. She moved it toward his right eye. He tried to pull away, turn his head, but he had nowhere to go. Ever so slowly, she moved it closer and closer.


“It’s a weapon!” he shouted. Victoria’s hand stayed. “Ultra-violet, with harmonics. Do you hear that noise?”


It sounded like it came from within the wall.


“I do.”


“It took us years to get the mix right. It won’t burn a vampire, but freeze them. Locks every muscle.” He looked at her with curiosity and concern. “We’ve brought dozens of vamps in here. To study, gather info—”


“To torture and experiment on.”


“Whatever. How come you aren’t affected?”


A good question. Victoria assumed it was Kevin’s magic, protecting her from the day. That same protection extended to ultra-violet.


“You don’t get to ask questions.” She retrieved his phone with her free hand and shoved it in his chest. “Turn it off.”


She watched him carefully, to make sure he did nothing but follow instructions. He launched a smartphone app, and with a few presses, the light returned to normal. The hum vanished. The sight terrified her. Humans had come so far. The implications of such a weapon were staggering. In the past, humans only had stakes and hammers. Then firearms came. Now, they were moving toward disabling their kind with phones, technology.


Travis gasped as his body returned to him. Victoria didn’t dare take her attention from Rian. She spoke without turning her head.


“You okay back there?”


“Yeah.” His speech warped as his fangs grew. “I’m going to kill him.”


She didn’t argue.


“Yes, you are. But, first … ” She looked around the lab and took a breath. It was almost overwhelming, a rare feeling for her. So many questions. “Who is funding this?”


“I don’t know. I’m just one of the brains. Adam is always on the phone. Pulling strings, talking to people more important than me.”


The list of possibilities was long. The government, the military, a private investor.


“Everything here. It needs to be destroyed. Every computer, every hard drive.”


Rian rolled his eyes.


“This isn’t the seventies. You think this room isn’t backed up every twenty minutes? Wipe out everything here. They’ll just have a new one up and running in weeks.”


Victoria sighed.


“Oh, well. Weeks will have to do.”


With a simple shove, Rian went sprawling across the floor. She grabbed a desktop computer and almost had the side ripped off when she paused.


Something touched her ears.


Glancing at Travis, he too had his ear tilted toward the ceiling. Quiet shuffling, creaking floorboards.


Victoria glared at Rian. He wore a smug smile.


“The second you walked in, alarms went off. Automated text messages.” He shook his head, feigning sadness. “Vampires. Still living in the fifteenth century. Adam is up there with twenty men. You’ll be dead in ten.”


She returned his smile.


“Good, good. They can help me destroy this place.”


She moved quickly, reaching for him. One hand under his chin, the other on the back of his head. A violent twist, and his body went limp. Travis jumped at the sudden ferocity.


“Sorry,” she said. “I know you wanted to kill him.”


“It’s … quite alright.”


“Have you ever had to fight for your life before, Travis?”


“Uh, until this … not really. And as you can tell, I didn’t do a good job. I’m only fifty years old. And you’re … not, are you?”


“Just a little older. We need to move. Now, before they get in position and pin us in.”


With that, Victoria ran. She wasn’t sure if Travis followed or not. The dark hallway moved past in a blur. She didn’t bother using the ladder. With one leap, she jumped upward, through the open door, and into the old supervisor’s office. Three men were in the corners, not ready for her at all. They wore masks, night-vision goggles, dark combat gear, carried what looked to be rather large guns. One gasped in shock. Victoria attacked, slashing him twice. Once across the thigh, and another across the face. Blood flew onto his companions.


They opened fire. For the second time that night, she was shot several times. Shoving aside the pain, she ran into the open warehouse.


Rian wasn’t lying. Men were everywhere.


More gunfire. With blinding speed, she moved in between rusted, dead equipment. A bullet penetrated her calf, and something that felt much larger found the flesh above her hip. She stumbled, but didn’t fall. She moved into the shadows and scurried up toward the ceiling, using whatever she could find. Gripping a metal beam, she kicked off the wall and grabbed the bottom of a rafter with one hand. Victoria positioned herself on top of the crisscrossing steel, hidden from eyes below.


The vampire hunters shouted in confusion. The one Victoria attacked cried in pain as his partner tended to him. Flashlights whirled about the corners and the ceiling. She made no movement, gave them nothing to see. Peering up at the ceiling just above her, she took stock of her injuries. Her side hurt the worst. The slug inside caused major discomfort. She couldn’t afford to take many more shots like that.


There was commotion beneath her. She turned on the rafter to see Travis running from the supervisor’s office. He attacked several on the way out before sprinting into another office. His form was sloppy, his instincts dull, but she’d seen worse.


A familiar voice spoke. It was calm, collected, as he gave direction.


“There’s two of them. Cover that office. Do not engage. Guard the exits.”


Adam pulled off his mask. He pointed his light above him, searching for Victoria. She didn’t risk seeing in the dark. The glow might reveal her. She remained perfectly still, making sure her wounds didn’t drip blood.


“I know you can hear me.” He didn’t bother raising his voice, well aware of the senses of his intended audience. “Whoever you are, it’s over. And not just for you, here, tonight. Your kind is over. You’ve terrorized us enough.”


Victoria smiled.


She didn’t have magic. She didn’t have demonic powers, with an army of demons at her disposal.


But she was a vampire.


She had the darkness. She had space to work, claws, and fangs.


That was all she needed.


Go to work, she did.


Victoria rolled over and fell to the floor below. The landing wasn’t without pain. She landed on her hands and knees, the stinging sensation reverberating through her joints. Her side ached. She needed more blood.


There was plenty of that to go around.


The first five or six hunters went down quickly and quietly. She struck from the shadows, broke a neck or two, took what blood she needed.


After that, a random hunter spotted her, and the gunfire started.


Victoria took her share of punishment. She always did. A shot to the leg, another to the shoulder. Her pace of attack slowed, but it didn’t stop. She continued to feed as she went, healing as the seconds allowed. The wound above her hip was still there. She’d need a lot of blood for her body to reject the massive slug inside her.


There was one moment they had her at a disadvantage. Three of them had her pinned behind a mass of ruined cubicle walls. She reached out, taking a round to the wrist, and pulled two mattresses onto the pile for extra protection. Waiting patiently, she listened to them reload.


Finally, some welcome help arrived.


Travis disarmed two of them, and the third ran. Victoria peered out from behind the mattresses and allowed herself a small smile. It was an amusing sight to see a man wearing only underwear in battle. They didn’t say a word. Victoria gave him a nod of appreciation before moving once again.


As it always did, the numbers advantage eventually ran out for the humans. The gunfire slowed, instead replaced by terrified breathing and hiding. Instead of guarding the exits, they were running for them. Victoria let a few of them escape. Two or three vampire hunters didn’t concern her.


Only their leader did.


She’d left Adam alive, taken down during the middle of the fray. Travis joined her as she grabbed Adam by the ankle and dragged him across the floor. To his credit, Adam was still defiant. He cursed at Victoria and spit at her along the way.


She threw him into a raggedy office chair, covered in old urine and semen. A trail of blood ran down his face. One eye was swollen shut.


Victoria got right to the point. No greetings, no pleasantries.


“Who do you work for?”


The response was a middle finger.


Victoria snatched him and snapped it. Travis winced.


Adam cried in pain and let out a few curses. Victoria gave him a moment, just a small one, to collect himself. She grabbed him by the throat.


“Who?”


“I actually never met them,” he said, his breathing labored. Despite the agony, he smiled. “That’s the beauty of the Internet, of the world we live in. There are so many people who want to kill you, and have the power and money to do it. What you saw down there. That’s not a work in progress. We’re done. Pretty soon, we’ll be able to kill you with just a flashlight. Think about that.”


Victoria did think about it. It terrified her.


She gestured to Travis.


“Get one of those flamethrowers,” she said, pointing at a nearby corpse.


“Torching the place—” Adam shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Killing me, same thing. We’ve won.”


“Yeah. Rian told us.”


Victoria braced herself for the upcoming pain. Taking a deep breath, she dug into her side, pushing through flesh. It felt like it took a year to find the bullet. She pulled out what appeared to be the largest slug she’d ever seen. Blood ran down her shorts, onto her bare leg, the floor.


“So,” Adam said. “What now—?”


She pounced. Travis was approaching with the flamethrower, and stopped. Victoria drained him completely, then let his corpse fall to the floor, erection and all. She wiped at her mouth, getting blood on the back of her arm. Travis watched as she tentatively retrieved her own flamethrower. She was slow, very cautious. Fire was something vampires weren’t fond of.


“Who the fuck are you?” he asked.


“Help me,” she said. “We’ll burn it all.”


“But you heard him. They’ve already—”


“I know, I know.” She tried to latch onto something, anything, positive. “But maybe this will slow them down. Either way, this particular group of assholes won’t be kidnapping and tormenting any more of us.”


Making their way back to the lab, Travis pointed his weapon and almost squeezed the trigger. Victoria stopped him. She approached the dust on the examination tables, and some on the floor. Her eyes teared up as she looked up at Travis.


“Did you know them?”


“No,” he said sadly. “I … saw them, kind of. It’s weird. When that light hits you, it’s like time stops. But there are moments you’re aware.”


She nodded grimly. Standing at his side, they unleashed a spray of flame.


In mere minutes, the room was falling apart. The floor above collapsed on the lab, taking the bodies of Rian and his henchman companion with it. Victoria and Travis watched, neither saying a word. She was the one to break the silence.


“Thank you for the help.”


“Sure. I’m not sure you really needed it, though. You were amazing.”


She laughed.


“What’s next for you?”


“I’m not sure how smart this is, but I … want to see Karen.”


“I had some doubts about her, too. But I think she is okay.”


Travis nodded.


“And you? Where do you go from here?”


Victoria sighed. She didn’t feel victorious. An ominous feeling haunted her, as if the status quo in the supernatural world was about to shift dramatically.


But, besides some cleanup, her case was technically closed. No more vampires would go missing. At least not in Buck, Wyoming.


“I’m going home.”










CHAPTER 3







SOME PASSENGERS APPLAUDED and cheered as they touched down at BWI Airport. Victoria had only recently begun flying with the general populace, thanks to the wonderful gift from Kevin. In the past, her flights involved so much preparation and security. Flying at night, hiding from the sun. Taking every precaution to guarantee nothing went wrong, that she wouldn’t get stranded at a hangar with the sun eating away at the shadows. That was no longer an issue. The first time she heard applause at landing, the practice amused her.


But after leaving Wyoming, flying back to Baltimore, she understood it. She clapped herself, thrilled at leaving the company of the married man seated next to her, constantly flirting.


“Time to see how much of our luggage they lost,” the man, named Scott, quipped.


Victoria laughed politely and stretched the truth somewhat.


“Goodbye, Scott. It was nice meeting you.”


She rose to leave, and Scott grabbed her arm. She had to bite her lip, to prevent from biting him.


“Listen, Victoria—” She regretted giving him her actual name. “I don’t have to be home for a few hours. Would you like to get a drink?”


“As tempting as a drink is, I’ll have to pass. I don’t think your wife would like that very much.”


“She’s probably out having her own drink right now.”


“Ah,” Victoria said, smiling. “Then you should find her, join her.”


With that, she escaped. She sent a text message to Zoey as she left the tunnel. By the time she picked up her luggage, made her way through the throngs of people, and reached the outside, Zoey would be there. Having a ride ready to go felt much better than leaving her precious Porsche alone and scared, surrounded by unfamiliar cars at airport parking.


Victoria sat on a bench outside, enjoying the cool breeze. It was nine at night. The sun had set, and darkness claimed the sky. Victoria’s favorite time. Feeling the sun was amazing, and she would never take that for granted as she joined humanity during their waking hours. But there was something about the night. The way cities lit up, yet the shadows took over.


Twenty minutes passed. Checking her phone again, she frowned when she saw Zoey hadn’t responded. She grumbled as a single complaint escaped her lips.


“Teenagers.”


One more simple text message.


Come get me.


She concluded it with a smiley face.


Victoria tried to think of anything that could have gone wrong. The Jeep she was letting Zoey drive was in excellent condition. Zoey didn’t throw wild parties, hadn’t made many friends yet in Baltimore. She assured Victoria that all she had to do was let her know when she landed. They’d traded texts earlier in the day. Victoria sent Zoey her flight information, so she was aware of her plans.


Another concerned text went by with no response. She called her, but there was no answer. Worry pushed aside frustration. Was she okay?


Her phone rang. Victoria answered without looking at the caller ID, surprised at her own protective feelings.


“Zoey?” she said. “Where the hell are you?”


A male voice spoke instead.


“Victoria. It’s me.”


It had been almost a month since they last spoke.


“Frank?”


Frank was the proprietor of the Vermilion, what he described as Tinder for vampires and humans. Humans offered blood, vampires accepted, Frank made money, and the exchange benefited all parties involved. Sometimes, that was all there was, but Frank, as sleazy as he could be, had put much thought into his business. There were soundproof rooms, comfortable beds, a recording option for later viewing. Clients could take their kink to another level, if they wanted.


Victoria helped Frank when needed, for her own reasons. The paltry one percent she collected for her guidance was nothing. But the Vermilion was becoming a must be place for vampires in Baltimore. It helped her keep the local vampire population in line. Careless murders happened much less when, for a small fee, a vampire could simply buy the blood and companionship they desired.


“Yeah.” Frank was tired, his voice stressed. His faults aside, she never questioned his work ethic or dedication. He sometimes spent nights at his business. “Listen, I need you to get down here.”


“Even if I wanted to after a four-hour flight, I can’t. I’m stuck at the airport, waiting for Zoey.”


“She’s here.”


She gripped the phone tighter. 


“Is she okay? Did someone hurt her?” An equally terrible thought came. Zoey was learning quickly. She used the Vermilion and a willing partner to practice feeding without hurting a human. She’d gotten quite good, and Victoria was very proud. But the girl was young. “Did she hurt someone else?”


“She’s fine. I think. Just a little rattled.”


There was a commotion in the background. People shouting and arguing, what sounded like a fight.


“I’m sorry. But I have to go. Please, though, can you stop by? I’ll send Michael to the airport to get you.”


Michael was a newborn vampire, worked security. Victoria and he had their rough moments in the beginning. While the thought of riding with someone she’d beaten to a pulp was amusing, she couldn’t wait that long. Her nerves were frayed.


“Don’t bother. I’ll catch an Uber. Be there soon.”


“Thank you.”


“Just take care of Zoey.”


“Oh, I’m quite sure she can take care of herself.”


Victoria frowned. That answered her question. Zoey had hurt someone else.



*****


The nightclub that operated above the Vermilion was obnoxiously loud. As hurried as Victoria was, she had to pause a moment upon entering. Resting a hand on the wall, she closed her eyes and focused. It was difficult to push out the noise, and her head throbbed. It was then she knew she needed to rest. Too many cases in quick succession, too much time away from home. Conversations she didn’t want to hear flooded her brain. The sound of pool tables, dancing, drinking, humans grinding on one another. A couple was even having sex in the bathroom. The flashing lights and noises were getting to her.


She could use one of the Vermilion’s soundproof bedrooms.


Pushing her way through humans, and even one or two vampires, she made her way to the basement stairs on the far side. Eric, the doorman, sat on a stool, enjoying the sights of the club. Victoria had beaten him before, too. He gave a curt nod as she approached, managed something that resembled a smile.


“Hi,” she greeted. “Is everything okay?”


“We’re turning appointments away right now,” he informed her. “Frank said we should be good in an hour or so.”


She took a deep breath. After having been alive four centuries, Victoria thought she’d felt everything there was to feel. Sorrow, joy, remorse, guilt, love, despair. Life still found a way to surprise. She never thought she’d be tied in knots over an eighteen-year-old girl.


“Thanks, Eric. I’m going to see what’s up.”


He let her pass. She pushed on the double doors, and was shocked when she felt resistance. Someone was holding them shut. They creaked open slowly, and a pair of eyes moved back and forth, peering through the crack.


“Oh, thank God, it’s you,” Kate, Vermilion’s receptionist, said. She pulled open the doors. “Come in.”


Kate yanked her inside. She looked lovely, as always. Perhaps dressed more provocatively than when Victoria lasted visited. No doubt a suggestion from Frank.


Victoria expected the worst. She thought the walls would be covered in blood and gore. Human bodies strewn about. But the place looked as it always did, maybe even better. Frank had taken her advice and hired a decorator. The artwork adorning the lobby was beautiful. The lighting was perfect. The water cooler had been moved to the opposite wall, with a refrigerator containing free samples for the not-so-human clients.


She had to admit, it was a joy to simply get away from the sensory assault above.


“Where’s Zoey?” she asked.


Before Kate could answer, the second set of double doors leading to the heart of the Vermilion, the bedrooms, swung open. Frank poked his head out. His face melted with relief as he ran a hand through his thinning hair.


“Victoria. Finally.”


He gestured for her to follow. Victoria smelled blood, heard crying. She couldn’t tell if the sobbing belonged to a man or woman. Her pace picked up, and she nearly raced around Frank. He stopped her before they reached the first bedroom.


“Whoa, hold on.”


“Frank, I’m not in a good mood.”


“I know, I know. Just wait a sec.”


He grabbed her shoulder. A dangerous move, but Victoria allowed it. Barely. He spun her around and took a breath.


“I’m still trying to put it together,” he said. “We’ve got two stories. Zoey says he attacked her first. He says the complete opposite.”


“He?”


“His name’s Cole. He’s been here before, never had a problem with him. And Zoey gave the thumbs-up, so you can’t blame this on me.”


A voice called out from bedroom number four. She turned and saw Michael, standing guard.


“Hey, Frank,” the voice said. “That bitch is fucking crazy! If I see her again, I’ll kill her!”


Victoria clenched her fists. The moment she left town, everything went to hell.


“I told you someone needed to supervise,” she said. “I’m fine with her being here without me. But I told you to have someone watch her.”


Frank shrugged, and the nonchalant gesture almost made her rage.


“Victoria, come on. She asked us not to.”


“And you listened?”


“Yeah. Zoey’s eighteen. She’s a good kid. She’s a smart girl, got a good head on her shoulders.”


“Indeed. But when did you listen to her over me? We’re not talking about giving her space so she can learn to drive, Frank. This is a little bigger than that.”


“Okay. We all made some mistakes here. It won’t happen again.”


She took a deep breath, still trying to calm down. She was glad Zoey wasn’t hurt, but peace hadn’t found her yet.


“You need better security here. I’ve been telling you this. Did you get the ultra-violet lights set up?”


He frowned, and she knew the answer.


“Business is booming, but that’s a lot of money I’m not sure I can swing right now.”


“Have Jack pay for it.” She rolled her eyes at the thought of her brother-by-choice and his business ventures. Jack had been investing in the Vermilion. “He’ll cover it.”


“Look, don’t take offense. But … I’m not really sure how much I want to work with him. The dude scares the fucking shit out of me.”


“Then I’ll pay for it. But get it done.”


“It’s not just the money.”


“What, then?”


He took a breath.


“There’s a certain level of trust you expect when you walk in this place,” he said, gesturing around him. “If clients find out I’m installing UV lights, that might scare customers off.”


“Not the good ones.”


“I don’t know—”


“We’ll talk about this later. Where’s Zoey?”


“Room two.”


She left Frank behind and gave the door a gentle knock. Pushing it open slowly, she flashed Zoey a gentle smile as she entered the room.


Victoria’s teenage roommate sat on the end of the queen-sized bed. She hugged her bare knees to her chest, giving the illusion of Zoey having much more leg than she had. Her complexion seemed paler than was typical. The shoulders of her shirt had a few tears, but Victoria knew that was a fashion choice. She looked up at Victoria’s entrance, revealing streaky mascara. She’d been crying. Zoey rarely wore much makeup, a fact Victoria filed away. She knew it was only a matter of time, but she hoped Zoey wasn’t trying to mix seduction or sex into feeding. She wasn’t quite ready for that.


“Hi,” Victoria said gently.


Zoey said nothing. She offered the best smile she could, a weak one, and waved. Victoria shut the door behind them.


“Can I sit here?” she said, patting the spot next to her.


“Sure.”


Victoria joined her, and the obvious reared its head. She would have laughed, if the situation were different.


She was completely out of her element.


Mentoring a vampire wasn’t new to her. She’d done it many times, with many people. Even Alex Teague owed his beginnings into the supernatural world at large to her. But she’d never mentored someone so young. Zoey wasn’t even out of high school yet. In fact, instead of being at the Vermilion, she should have been at the mansion, sipping a cold bottle of blood, studying. But that was a conversation for another time.


Victoria felt sympathy for Zoey, for what she was going through. Hollywood had glamorized vampires ever since movies first came to be. But nothing could be further from the truth. Hiding from the sun, living in the shadows. To become the complete opposite of human. It was a tough change for anyone, much less a teenager.


At least a werewolf could eat steak. A vampire gave up so much.


“Are you okay?” Victoria asked. That was the most important question.


Zoey laughed, a good sign.


“Oh, yeah.” Her eyes turned dark as she peered at the wall separating Cole and her. “There’s nothing that bastard could do to me.”


“What happened?”


“Everything was going okay. But he wanted to … take it further.” She looked up at Victoria. “I’ve only had sex a few times. It was awkward enough without having fangs. I told him I wasn’t ready for that, and he wasn’t happy. He, uh, got a little forceful.”


Victoria could feel her lip twitch.


“I kicked him off me, and he flew into the wall.”


She pointed, and Victoria looked up. She hadn’t noticed when she walked in. There was a huge dent in the wall next to the door. Chunks of drywall littered the carpet.


“He ran out, started shouting. Acted like I was the one who attacked him.”


The two sat in silence a moment. Victoria tried to calm down. No one was hurt, only a wall. Things could have been much worse.


“You believe me, right?” Zoey asked.


Victoria did. Zoey had lost control before, almost killed a young man. Victoria saw the effect that had on her. Zoey vowed to be a better vampire, even turning down Kevin’s offer of magical daylight immunity. Frank was right. Zoey was a good young woman. Life wouldn’t be easy. She’d have challenges, even setbacks along the way. But after so much progress, she didn’t believe Zoey had lost control.


Victoria trusted her.


“Yes. Of course.”


“I know there’s supposed to be someone in here,” Zoey said. “I’m sorry about that. But I just, I don’t know. It’s kind of creepy drinking from someone with a babysitter watching over you.”


She nodded in agreement. It was creepy, but necessary.


“Let’s compromise. How about this? When I’m not here, use one of the rooms with the hidden cameras.”


Zoey laughed awkwardly, frowning.


“Uh, that might be just as creepy.”


“Here’s another idea. I can ask Jack to watch over you.”


“Okay, okay. I get it. No problem. Secret recordings, it is.”


They laughed together, and Victoria squeezed her shoulders.


“Let’s go home. You know we have blood at home, right?”


“I know. It’s just, warm blood from a vein … ”


Zoey couldn’t finish her thought, but she didn’t need to. The sensation was indescribable. Victoria nodded and rose to her feet.


Zoey sighed and stood up, gesturing to the wall.


“How pissed off is Frank?”


“Don’t worry about him. Drywall is easy to fix. Human casualties aren’t. You did good, Zoey. None of this is easy, I know. I’m proud of you.”


The teen beamed. If her cheeks could turn red, they would have. Zoey gathered her sandals from the side of the bed and slipped them on. There was a conversation in progress as they left the room. Frank and Cole stood just outside room number four.


“—place are you running here?”


“Relax. I already told you. You’ll get your money back.”


“I want that bitch on the end of a piece of wood.”


Cole stopped talking when he saw the two vampires. His face took on a look of pure hate. Victoria had seen him before, in the club above. A large young man, much larger than Zoey. Muscular build, shaved head. His body tensed at the sight of Zoey.


“You,” he said.


“Cole, don’t,” Frank warned.


Frank reached out to grab Cole’s shoulder, but Cole was already moving. He marched down the short hall, balling his fists. Zoey took a step back, ready to defend herself. Victoria never doubted Zoey’s story, but it was clear as he approached who the aggressor was. However, she questioned Cole’s sanity. He was surrounded by vampires. Michael was near the end of the hall and moved to intercept. Frank also was right behind him.


None of them were fast enough.


“You fucking whore,” Cole hissed.


He pulled back his fist, seemingly unaware of Victoria’s existence.


Victoria reached out and caught his arm. Zoey jumped behind her. It dawned on Victoria that Zoey had never seen her ugly side before.


“Let go of me!”


She twisted his forearm, and down he went. He had no choice. He tried to put up a fight, tried to act tough, but it was useless.


“Follow me, please,” she said, her temper barely under control. It was only knowing Zoey watched that kept her rage at bay. The thought of Cole trying to force himself on her, whether or not she was a supernatural being, nearly sent her over the edge.


“Fuck you.”


“Manners.”


She dragged him down the hall. Frank did nothing but shake his head. Michael reached out, as if to intervene, but a mere glare from Victoria backed him down.


“Victoria?” Zoey said.


“It’s okay. Just give us a minute.”


She turned into room four. Cole tried to get away, but she grabbed him by the back of his shirt and slung him inside. She closed the door behind her.


“Who the fuck are—?”


Cole never finished his question. Victoria was on him. She wrapped both hands around his throat and squeezed. He gasped and cough, his face turning red. He grabbed her wrists to loosen her grip. She squeezed tighter and threw him against the wall. 


“No words,” she said. “I’ll do all the talking. If you say one word, I’ll kill you with my bare hands. Understand? Nod, if you do.”


He barely managed the gesture. She released him, and he fell to one knee, gasping for breath. She dropped to look him in the eye.


“You’ll never come here again. Not to the Vermilion, not to the club above. Okay? No words,” she reminded. “Just shake your head up and down.”


He did so.


“Now, I hope this goes without saying, but you will never get near Zoey again.”


He opened his mouth. She hastened to cover it, for his own safety. If she heard his voice again, she wasn’t sure what she’d do.


“No, no. Just nod. Nod your tiny head.”


Another nod.


“Good. I’m glad we understand each other. Leave. Quickly.”


Cole nearly ran. He didn’t bother shutting the door behind him. He pushed past Frank, and Victoria heard the double doors open and shut. Frank poked his head into the room.


“Victoria?” he said.


She took a deep breath. She wanted nothing more than to pour a glass of blood and run a bubble bath. After giving Frank a gentle pat on the shoulder, she smiled at Zoey, who stood outside room two. A range of emotions went through Zoey’s eyes. Apprehension, fear, but also a touch of admiration, even gratefulness.


“Now, let’s go home.”










CHAPTER 4







VICTORIA WASN’T USED to driving the Jeep. It had been a while. Every bump, every pebble, made her feel like she was on a roller-coaster. Zoey was silent as they made their way through the streets of Baltimore. Plenty of traffic, plenty of people. Two men hanging from the windows of a limousine, enjoying a bachelor party, whistled and leered at Victoria and Zoey at a red light.


Victoria tried to gauge Zoey’s mood through body language. Fidgety, moving her legs around a lot. She seemed to be in her own world, staring out the window. Victoria wouldn’t interrupt. They were halfway home when the conversation started.


“So,” Zoey said. “How was Wyoming?”


She sighed, not wanting to relive the trip. She wasn’t successful in every case. Sometimes murderers did escape. The wicked men and women in the world weren’t always punished.


She stopped a vampire research lab, saved at least one life. Hopefully, she put a dent into whatever dark project humanity was working on next. But it didn’t feel like a victory.


That wasn’t something for Zoey to worry about.


“It was okay,” she said. “The hotel wasn’t much. The rental car even worse.”


Zoey laughed.


“That Porsche spoils you.”


“Yes, it does. Very much. My mid-life crisis car. How about here? How are things going?”


The response surprised her. Zoey leaned her head against the window.


“Lonely. Boring.”


Victoria turned to look at her. Those were two words she never expected to hear. Her mansion was well equipped with anything Zoey could possibly want.


“What do you mean?”


“Well, you’ve been gone … what? Two months, off and on? Then Kevin up and vanishes.”


“I thought you said he got back together with Leese.”


“He did, but I haven’t seen them. He just sent me a text. That’s why I went to the Vermilion tonight. I just needed to see some people.”


“You know, you’re not locked in, Zoey. You can do whatever you want.”


“I know. I’m not blaming you. But it’s just, since I moved here, I really haven’t made any friends.” She looked down. “I miss Kylie.”


Victoria laid a comforting hand on her shoulder. That was all she could do. A vampire had attacked Zoey and her best friend Kylie. It was only luck, or unluck, that Zoey could handle the change from human to vampire, and there was enough of her left.


Despite everything, Zoey finding the vampire, making peace with Kylie with Alex’s help, Victoria knew she blamed herself.


“What about Leese? I thought you two were okay?”


“Yeah, we are. But I wouldn’t call us friends. She’s twenty-one, out clubbing with her own group. And then Kevin and she broke up, and he’s the reason I met her. It’s just weird talking after that.”


Victoria realized just how out of touch she was. She couldn’t wait to get home, relax, stay in for a few nights, see her own friends. Maybe she could help Zoey get out of the social rut she was in.


“Well, I’m home now. We’ll get everyone over the house, have a party. Watch some movies, drink some blood.”


Zoey managed a small smile.


“It’s good to have you back. I’ve missed you.”


“It’s good to be back.”


Victoria made the familiar trip up the long driveway. Zoey opened the gate with her own remote key-chain. The mansion was a welcome sight. She’d traveled all over the world, but there was nothing like returning to her own bed. Zoey fumbled for a moment before opening the garage. Victoria smiled as the door raised, and her Porsche sat waiting.


“Ah,” she said. “There it is.”


“You okay?” Zoey joked. “You want me to leave you two alone a minute?”


“I might need ten.”


She parked in the garage. As they left the Jeep, she trailed a finger along the Porsche’s exterior. The gesture brought out a laugh from Zoey. Her luggage was still in the back of the Jeep, but unpacking could wait until tomorrow.


Victoria opened the door leading inside, and that’s when the smell hit her.


A smile crossed her face.


“Hold on,” she said, blocking Zoey from entering.


“What?” Zoey asked.


“Do you smell that?”


Zoey lifted her nose and sniffed. Victoria watched her. She would never pass up a chance to teach Zoey, let her experience her senses. The nose for a vampire was just as powerful as the eyes and ears. It took a moment, but her eyes lit up with recognition.


“Is that … ?” She sniffed again. “Oh, wow. Let’s go say hi.”


Victoria didn’t budge just yet. Wearing a mischievous smile, she held a finger to her lips and lowered her voice.


“Shhh,” she said. “Let’s sneak.”


Another teachable moment. She gestured to her feet and removed her shoes. Zoey followed suit, sliding off her sandals and setting them aside. Victoria blinked, and her eyes turned red. The darkness in the mansion faded. Zoey did the same. A vampire could be very quiet. They had all the tools necessary to be invisible in a crowded room. She wanted Zoey to practice seeing in the dark, trusting her nose, using a vampire’s natural grace.


Also, it was fun.


She led the way down the halls at first, but then drew back and eased Zoey forward. Zoey took over, stopping occasionally to listen and smell. She was cautious, absorbing every detail. Victoria watched with pride.


They heard tidbits of a discussion from the kitchen. A male and female voice.


“Baking soda, sugar, salt—”


“A lot of powders.”


“Yeah, I know. Weird, isn’t it?”


“What else do you need?”


“Let’s see … whoa. Bone dust from a sparrow.”


“That’s disgusting.”


“The good stuff always is.”


Zoey’s eyes reverted to normal as they approached the kitchen, and Victoria followed her example. The light was on, casting the large dining room beyond in a soft glow. Zoey wanted to walk in the kitchen, but Victoria stopped her.


“You actually have sparrow dust?”


“Yeah. In the safe, second shelf.”


“Shit. You know, normal couples are out right now. Getting drunk, dancing, partying.”


“Where’s the fun in that?”


A quick kiss.


“Yeah, I know.”


Victoria and Zoey leaned in the doorway. Victoria folded her arms and smiled, watching the conversation unfold.


Kevin Mishnar had the kitchen in a state she’d never seen. The dining table was to the side, giving him plenty of space to work. Three pots sat on the stove, with unknown magic boiling inside. A plastic storage container sat in the middle of the floor, large enough to store a small wardrobe. Leese Teague was busy at the counter, retrieving various spices from the cabinet.


It was great to see them together again.


“Okay,” Leese said. “What’s next?”


Kevin read from a sheet of paper.


“Hmm. Some milk.”


Leese froze as she opened the refrigerator.


“Whole? Two percent?”


“Uh, my brain didn’t quite go that far. Just whatever is there.”


She handed the milk over. Kevin poured some into another pot and jabbed his finger into the mixture. The rising steam turned purple. He began dumping different mixtures into the storage container. It turned various colors along the way, and a nasty scent filled the air. Even Leese, the only human present, pinched her nose.


“What the hell?” she said. “Oh my God, that is so gross. What is all this crap supposed to do?”


Kevin smiled.


“You’ll see.”


Victoria stepped forward.


“What are you doing in my kitchen!” she shouted.


Kevin and Leese jumped and whirled in place. Their expressions were priceless. Surprise, fear, awe. Victoria laughed, getting the reaction she wanted.


Hugs and hellos were handed out. The last time she’d seen Kevin, he was packing a car and leaving his life and friends behind. Kevin and Leese were both miserable, but now they were whole again. There was color in Leese’s cheeks, a spring in Kevin’s step.


Kevin had a hug for Zoey. The pair had fought together before. She’d saved his life.


Victoria held him at arm’s length, looking him up and down. He looked happy, refreshed, but she could see a darkness in his eyes. He’d been through something.


“God, I’ve missed you guys so much,” she said, giving him another hug. “Are you back for good now? No more disappearing for months at a time?”


“Hey,” Leese said, wagging a finger. “You can’t talk. You haven’t been around, either.”


Zoey laughed.


“This place is like a haunted castle when Victoria’s not here.”


Leese seemed surprised, maybe even hurt.


“You’ve been here by yourself?”


Zoey nodded sheepishly.


“What the hell? Why didn’t you call me? We could have hung out.” She went to the table and pulled her phone from her purse. “What’s your number?”


The two young women paired off, disappearing into the corner. Victoria watched carefully, without trying to look like she was watching. Age gap, human, vampire, it didn’t matter. She could see that if Zoey wanted it, a new friendship was right in front of her.


Closing her ears to their conversation, she focused on Kevin. The witch was the youngest, and strongest, of her inner circle.


“How have you been?” she asked. “What have you been up to?”


He smiled mysteriously.


“You know. Just surviving.”


“Sounds like you might have an interesting story.”


“Maybe. How about you?”


She nodded.


“We’ll swap tales later,” she said, putting an arm around him. “Leese looks good, doesn’t she?”


Kevin smiled at her steering of the subject. They both eyed Leese, who was busy discussing phone apps with Zoey. Watching the women talk was almost jarring for the eyes. They were both beautiful, but opposite in nearly every regard. Blonde versus brunette. Leese’s skin looked as if she’d spent weeks at the beach. Zoey’s complexion resembled that of a vampire. While Zoey’s figure had filled out some since Victoria first met her, she still needed to drink more blood.


“She looks great,” Kevin agreed.


“So,” Victoria said. “You finally came to your senses.”


He scowled at her.


“That’s not what you said before. You said maybe I was doing the right thing leaving.”


“True, but I also said I couldn’t tell you what to do. It’s not fun, but sometimes you have to watch a friend make a mistake, so they can learn.”


“I’m going to smack you.”


She laughed, and turned her attention to the plastic container at their feet.


“I’m almost afraid to ask, but what exactly are you doing?”


His eyes lit up.


“Ah! A new potion! You guys got here just in time.”


His excitement caught Leese’s eye. She stepped forward. Zoey watched with interest behind them.


“Is it ready?”


“Yeah.”


He moved across the kitchen and retrieved his coat, a custom-made gift from Victoria. She didn’t even realize he’d brought it. Something felt off as he ran a hand along the back. It took a moment to realize what it was.


It actually smelled like a normal coat. All the magic that Kevin carried, the potions, trinkets, the parts of dead animals, they were gone.


Victoria would never admit it to him, but a slight pain needled her. She’d bought that coat specifically for him, to keep magic, and it seemed he’d moved on to something else.


She nearly gasped when he held it over the plastic container.


“Uh, Kevin? What are you doing?”


“Don’t worry. Trust me.”


He set the coat inside the container, making sure every inch was soaked. The liquid changed colors whenever his fingers submerged.


Nothing else happened. Leese spoke, so Victoria didn’t have to.


“Uh, Kevin? We’ve spent hours gathering crap. Please tell me there’s more than that.”


Victoria hid a laugh at Leese’s behavior. Something had changed for her as well. She’d always been accepting of Kevin’s magic, but now she seemed more involved than before.


Kevin said nothing. With a smile, he pulled a trinket from his back pocket.


His magical feather, capable of granting weightlessness. The trinket had been with him a long time, was a regular part of his arsenal. It had saved his life many times.


A look of sadness crossed his face.


“Goodbye,” he said.


“You need to use that?” Leese asked.


He nodded.


Zoey said nothing, but flashed Victoria a look, not understanding the emotional attachment. The elder vampire merely smiled.


Kevin dropped to a knee and placed the feather in the magical bath. The potion changed colors several times, and steam rose. When the color finally faded, the feather was gone.


Leese clapped her hands, excited.


“Okay, what does it do?”


“Well, it’s not done yet. It has to soak for eight hours.”


Victoria arched an eyebrow.


“You were going to leave this in my kitchen all night?”


“No, no. I was going to take it to the war room. We wouldn’t leave your kitchen like this.”


“War room?”


“I’ll tell you later.”


She didn’t press further. She wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to know.


“How’s Alex and Cindy been?” she asked, wondering about the rest of her circle. “Is business booming?”


Kevin and Leese looked at each other, a serious air passing between them. Victoria watched the silent exchange, a knot forming in her chest.


“Are they okay? What’s wrong?”


“We didn’t just come here to use the safe,” he said, pointing behind him. “Can we talk?”


Victoria wanted nothing more than to sleep, but that could wait. She’d always be there for her friends, as they were always there for her.


“Of course. Let’s go to the living room.”


Everyone retrieved various refreshments, the humans soda, the vampires blood. Kevin shoved the plastic container aside and moved the table back to the center. Leese and Zoey walked ahead, but Kevin held Victoria back. As they trailed behind, he handed over a magical stone. Victoria recognized it as her own.


“It saved us,” he said.


Alex had requested Victoria send it, during one of her cases. She’d assumed Leese simply wanted to talk to Kevin, as Zoey had lost hers, and had no other way of doing so. Apparently, she was very wrong, and they’d piqued her curiosity.


“Shit, Kevin,” she said. “Is everything okay? You’ve got me worried here.”


“Yeah. I mean, at least I think so.”


Everyone grabbed a seat in the living room. Kevin sat next to Leese on the loveseat, their knees touching. It was wonderful to see them affectionate again. Victoria and Zoey settled on the couch.


It was quiet as Leese gave Kevin a shrug.


“Where do we even start?” she asked.


Kevin gave it an attempt.


“Someone tried to kill Alex.”


Victoria was apprehensive, but that passed in a second. Alex, like all of her inner circle, was more than capable of defending himself.


“No,” Leese said. “That’s not quite it. He wanted to steal his powers.”


“Holy shit,” Zoey said.


“Yeah,” Victoria agreed. “Holy shit. I assume he wasn’t successful?”


Leese shook her head.


“Kevin saved him.”


It was Kevin’s turn to correct the narrative.


“No. We did.” He held her hand. “But, I’m not sure if everything is done yet.”


“What do you mean?”


“He was using magic. A human, with magic I’d never even read about. I’m hoping you can help me figure out where it came from.”


“I’m guessing you can’t ask him.”


“Uh, no, we can’t.”


Victoria rose to her feet. She was sure there was more to hear, but she could get more details as she needed them.


“Okay. Well, let’s see what we can find.”


The four moved toward the basement. Victoria cast a quick glance to Zoey. She was quiet, simply watching and listening, absorbing everything around her. An excellent trait for her to have.


Victoria leaned closer to Kevin as they descended the stairs.


“I see that whatever happened, you didn’t show up on the news. I’m proud of you.”


“Low profile,” he said, smiling. “My favorite words.”


She wasn’t merely teasing. She was proud of him. The vampire and witch had come a long way since that first battle in a graveyard. He himself had come a long way from selling potions in the mall. Worry still gnawed at her, at times. Kevin was powerful, with a conscience and a pure heart, but young. Everyone made mistakes, but young people seemed to make more of them.


Victoria’s large, extravagant basement had become Zoey’s domain. Protected from the sun, with every creature-comfort one could imagine. She didn’t use the basement much anymore, but still kept her computer in the corner. Pulling up a chair, she hovered her hands over the keyboard. Everyone gathered behind her.


“Name?”


“Michael Tavers. This is the guy that kidnapped Leese. He was using her to get to Alex.”


Victoria absorbed that for a moment. There were so many bad people in the word. Some wanted power. Others wanted weapons. It was exhausting.


She narrated the results as they came.


“Hmm. Wow. Very wealthy. Owns his own company in Philadelphia. Interesting.” She found a picture of him. “Handsome guy.”


“He tried to kill us, Victoria.”


“Well, still. That doesn’t mean he doesn’t look good in a suit.”


A heartbeat quickened behind her. She turned in her chair to see Leese, her face pale. Her eyes were locked onto Tavers. Whatever Kevin and Leese had gone through, it left a mark on her. Kevin squeezed her hand.


“Looks like he’s considered missing.”


“Yeah. Well, they won’t find him.”


She eyed Kevin. Knowing his skills with technology, she couldn’t resist the joke.


“You know, it wasn’t that hard to type his name into Google.”


His cheeks turned red.


“I didn’t know the guy was rich, would just pop up. Does Google say how he got a hold of magic?”


“No.”


“Then see? We need your help.”


She smiled.


“Yes, you do. Let me make some calls. We’ll dig a little deeper. Stay the night. Just use your normal bedroom. We’ll talk about this more in the morning.”


“Why don’t you guys stay down here?” Zoey offered. “I could use the company. We’ll watch a movie.”


Kevin nodded as he looked at his girlfriend.


“Sounds fun. What do you think?”


“It’s more normal than cooking magic in Victoria’s kitchen.”


Victoria laughed. Everyone else moved to the couch on the other side of the basement as she reached for one of her greatest weapons of the past few decades. Her smartphone. She would adjourn to her own room, her own king-sized bed, to relax while calling several of her contacts.


It was good to be home.










CHAPTER 5







IT WAS SEVEN in the morning when Victoria stepped out of the shower. The everyday routine felt wonderful. Her own bathroom, her own shampoo, her own towels. After drying off, she stepped into the walk-in closet to browse her wardrobe. The chore ahead would require more than simple sweatpants or a comfortable pair of jeans. She rummaged through her business ware, settling on a charcoal skirt and white blouse. She walked through the mansion barefoot. There was no reason to wear shoes until absolutely necessary.


She paused as she opened the door to the basement, a smile touching her lips. Perhaps she should shout out first, maybe even call one of their phones. Who knew what kind of bizarre, human-vampire-witch threesome they had engaged in the previous night? Keeping her ears alert, she descended the stairs.


The television was still on. Victoria only saw two heads from behind the couch, Kevin and Zoey’s. They sat on opposite sides. Kevin’s head was slumped to the side, his arms spread across the top. Everything seemed normal. There was no scent of sex in the air. Zoey heard Victoria approaching, with her sensitive ears, and waved without looking. Victoria circled the couch to see Kevin and Leese, fast asleep. The sight was amusing and adorable.


Leese was stretched out, her head in Kevin’s lap. She hugged his leg like a pillow, a look of peaceful contentment on her face. Her feet rested on Zoey’s bare legs. Kevin’s hand fell from the couch and landed on Leese’s hip. Zoey held a finger to her lips as she saw Victoria, signaling for quiet. Various glasses were spread about the coffee table. No blood was wasted, something Victoria appreciated.


“They’re sleepy,” she whispered.


Victoria laughed quietly. Zoey was the only one present who slept during the day.


“You look nice,” Zoey said. “What’s going on?”


“In a minute.” She looked over at the sleeping couple. “I want to scare them so badly.”


“Don’t. They might lash out and hit me.” She stretched her arms over her head. “I’m getting tired, too.”


Victoria nodded. It would be time for Zoey to sleep soon. She leaned from behind the couch, next to Kevin’s ear.


“Boo,” she whispered.


He stirred slightly, lifting his head. His movement woke Leese, who struggled to sit up. Zoey laughed and tickled Leese’s feet. She fell off the couch.


Kevin smiled and stood up. He helped his girlfriend stand, giving her a quick kiss, before facing Victoria. They both looked her up and down.


“Oh, wow,” Leese said. “Red Hot has returned.”


Victoria frowned at the old nickname, given to her by Cindy. She hadn’t heard it in a while.


“Man,” Kevin said, stretching. He looked at Zoey. “How much of the movie did we miss?”


“About half. Don’t worry, we’ll finish it next time.”


He took a sip of warm soda as he gestured to Victoria.


“What’s with the nice clothes?”


“I spoke with some of my people last night. It turns out Michael Tavers actually lived in his office building, had the whole top floor all to himself.”


“Sounds nice.”


“I’ll bet it is. I’m going to check it out.”


Leese adjusted her shirt as she searched for her shoes, spread about the living space.


“Well, guys, I’d love to see the home of the guy who pointed a gun at Cindy and me, but I do have to work today. So, my dear boyfriend. Would you mind?”


Kevin smiled, and his hands moved quickly. He prepared a portal as Leese slipped on her shoes. A photo from the back pocket, a small vial from the front. He drew a circle on the wall next to the television. The portal shimmered into being, and on the other side, Leese’s bedroom.


Zoey shook her head in amazement.


Leese hugged Kevin, and the pair displayed some public affection. Before stepping through, Leese turned and looked at Victoria.


“You all are just checking out the guy’s apartment, right? No crazy stuff?”


“No crazy stuff.”


One last kiss. Leese took a step through the portal.


“Text me later.”


Kevin closed the portal. He took a breath as he regarded Victoria and Zoey.


“I don’t have to work. So, I’ll join you.”


Victoria noted his tone. His not having to work had nothing to do with it being Saturday. She filed the point away for later.


“I’ve never been to Philadelphia,” Zoey said.


“Shit,” Kevin said. “Me, neither.”


Victoria put a hand on her shoulder.


“We shouldn’t be long.”


Zoey stifled a yawn, eyeing up the bed behind her.


“Let me know what’s going on. I’m curious, now,” she said. “But I need some sleep.”


Victoria turned to leave, crossing the basement. Kevin followed closely.


“Good day, Zoey. I’ll see you later.”


They went upstairs. Victoria heard Zoey settling in behind them, removing her clothes, climbing into bed.


“Okay, so,” Kevin said. “What are we doing?”


“The first thing you are doing is taking a shower. Get cleaned up. Do you have something nice to wear?”


“Uh, I have a suit?”


“A little too much. Just a shirt and tie will do.”


Victoria turned toward the stairs, to retrieve her flats from the bedroom. Kevin didn’t follow, instead moving toward the kitchen. Curious, she trailed behind him.


“Ah,” he said, approaching the plastic container. “I think it’s done.”


She stood in the doorway as Kevin held up his coat. His boyish smile was contagious, and she found herself laughing at his enthusiasm.


The coat was completely dry. The magical soaking bath was gone. Only a single feather was left behind.


Kevin spoke to the coat.


“Better than ever,” he said. “I knew it wasn’t your time yet.”


“So,” Victoria said, gesturing to the gift. “What’s the deal?”


He slipped it on and adjusted his shoulders.


“I’m not using this to store magic anymore. Maybe just a few portals, but that’s all.”


“Oh? Then what’s with the weird bath?”


Kevin walked to a drawer next to the sink and pulled out a knife. Holding the bottom of the coat in front of him, he ran the blade through the fabric. As soon as he withdrew the blade, the fabric knitted, pulled itself together.


“Impressive.”


“It’s also fireproof,” he said, beaming with pride. “And a few other cool things.”


Victoria took stock of her kitchen. It was still a mess from the night before. The safe, where Kevin kept some of his more unusual ingredients, was open. Various spices littered the counter.


“Do you think maybe you’re obsessing about this too much? About magic? You know, it’s okay for a saltshaker to just be a saltshaker.”


His demeanor changed.


“How … can you say that? After everything we’ve been though? And not just us, but Leese? Cindy? Sometimes, I don’t think I obsess about it enough.”


“Okay. Sorry I brought it up. Now, go take a shower.”


“Do I smell that bad? Or is it the coat?”


“The coat is fine. And I’m sure Leese thinks you smell like a Greek god, but this old nose is telling me you need a shower. Use the one up in my room.”


“It’s okay,” he said, pulling a photo from his pocket. “I’ll head home real fast. I have to get my clothes, anyway.”


She smiled.


“Kevin, I have no desire to see you naked.”


“I know, I know. But all that time I spent at Martha’s, there’s just something about your own stuff, you know?”


“Yes, I do.”



*****


Thirty minutes later, the portal opened on Victoria’s kitchen wall. She sat at the table with her legs crossed, a glass of blood in one hand, a tablet in the other. Her eyes lit up at the sight of Kevin.


The witch looked good.


Black slacks, a white shirt and tie. He even had a pair of dress shoes. The coat completed the look. He wouldn’t seem out of place in a boardroom.


“Wow,” she said. “You clean up nice.”


“Shut up,” he joked.


“I haven’t seen you dressed up since high school.”


“I feel like an idiot.”


“Well, you look amazing. And in this day and age, we all know how you look is all that truly matters.”


He laughed at the joke. He hooked his thumbs in his pockets and held out his coat, looking down at himself.


“Now, why am I dressed like a salesman again?”


She reached for a picture she’d printed and held it up.


“We need to go here.”


Kevin took it and looked it over.


“Is this Tavers’ place?”


“Yes. That’s his office building.”


“Do you have any photos of inside? Like his actual floor, or whatever?”


“No.”


“This won’t work. I mean, there are walls here. But … it’s outside. If I make a portal, and a guy is strolling past with his dog, that won’t be good.” Inspiration struck as the corner of his mouth lifted. “Come with me.”


Victoria hid a laugh. The tie must have added to his confidence. Kevin was capable of leading, but seldom chose to. He preferred to be a soldier, not a general, and always deferred to the elder supernatural beings in the inner circle. It was nice to see him taking charge for a change.


“And where exactly are we going?”


“Downstairs.”


They took care to be quiet as they descended. The lights were out, and Kevin stumbled once. Victoria caught him and held his hand, guiding him. She didn’t need to see in the dark. She was so familiar with the layout of the basement, light wasn’t necessary.


Zoey slept soundly in bed. It looked like a car had hit her. Sheets were scattered everywhere. Her pillow was already on the floor. A leg stuck out at an odd angle, an arm hung over the side. Victoria took a moment and gently covered her with a sheet.


Kevin was already at the computer, waking it from sleep. He’d found what he was looking for by the time Victoria put a hand on his shoulder.


“What’s going on?” she asked.


He printed another photo.


“I Googled the address. Google isn’t that hard to use.”


She laughed.


“So I’ve heard.”


“Anyway,” he said, holding up the picture. “This here is like two blocks away. Much safer to use.”


She examined the photo, taken from what looked like an alley. It had a view of the city street, with steam rising from a street grate.


“I will trust in your judgment.”


Smiling, he moved to the wall, and hesitated.


“You ready?”


“Certainly.”


They stepped through the portal, into the alleyway beyond. Kevin quickly closed it behind them. He took a step forward, out of the shadows, toward the street, but Victoria didn’t follow.


“Victoria?” he said. “Are you okay?”


“Yeah. Just … give me a second.”


With all the practice Kevin had, he sometimes forgot that traveling via magical portal was always jarring, even to someone as old as Victoria.


The quiet comfort of her basement was gone. Zoey was now a state away. The morning sun was overhead, and her skin instantly felt hot. She placed a palm on the brick wall next to her, to get her bearings. That brick only a moment ago was drywall.


The sounds and scents of the city assaulted her, like she had just stepped into a nightclub or restaurant. Conversations, traffic, people living their lives. It took a moment to focus.


“Okay,” she said. “Let’s go.”


Kevin waited patiently, concern in his eyes. Victoria smiled, touched at his sweetness. She squeezed his shoulder and forged ahead.


“Philadelphia,” Victoria said, with a sweeping gesture. “I haven’t been here in a long time.”


“Is it like they say? Are the cheese steaks really crazy here?”


“How would I know? Next time you go on a date, you should bring Leese here.”


“We did go to Athens once.”


She laughed.


“Then Philadelphia should be nothing.”


The pair walked in silence, with Kevin absorbing the surrounding scenery. She stopped a moment to poke at her phone, check the nearby street markers, to make sure they were going the right way.


“We’re okay,” she said. “One more block over.”


“Why are we dressed like this?”


“So we can get inside.”


“Why didn’t we just come at night? Sneak into the place?”


“We could have. But I’d rather not deal with alarms and security.”


They rounded the corner ahead and approached Michael Tavers’ office building. The parking lot was full, surprising Kevin.


“People are working today? That sucks.”


“My contacts tell me Tavers was very hard working. Treated his employees very well.”


“What happens to this place? I mean, he’s not around to run it anymore.”


“That depends on his will, his family situation.”


“Family situation.” He laughed, but it was more sarcastic than joyful. “I don’t think childhood demons count as family.”


“What?”


“Nothing, nothing.”


“Speaking of working, why aren’t you?”


“Why am I not working? It’s Saturday.”


“Yes, it is. Now, why are you really not working?”


He stopped in the middle of the lot, next to a pickup truck. Victoria turned to face him, a small smile on her face. Kevin was embarrassed for a moment, then took a breath. He walked to catch up, and they resumed their pace.


“It turns out you can’t take months off from your job, even if your girlfriend was kidnapped, and still be employed.”


“You got fired?”


“Yes, I did.”


“Did you go to Jack?”


“Hell, no. I’m sure he’s the one who said to fire me.”


“What’s the plan, then?”


“I don’t know. Maybe I’ll start my own business, like Alex? I can sell potions.”


She cast him a sideways glance. He watched for it, laughing when it came.


“Just kidding.”


They approached the front door. Victoria stopped, turning Kevin to face her. She straightened his tie, smoothed out his coat. Giving him a look from head to toe, she caught him completely by surprise when she snapped a photo with her phone.


“Hey!” he said. “What are you doing?”


“I just want to document this. For Leese. She’d never believe it. So yummy,” she teased.


“Stop,” he said, nodding toward the building. “What are we doing in here?”


“Just leave everything to me.”


Victoria pushed opened the glass door. The cold air in the lobby greeted her, bringing a chill to her legs. A young woman sat behind a desk not far away. She typed with fervor, looking up only briefly at their arrival.


Victoria didn’t move to the desk right away. She wandered with her hands clasped behind her, pretending to admire the layout of the lobby. She stopped to stare at a painting on the wall, then a model ship encased in glass. There wasn’t much to the lobby otherwise, just one door leading deeper into the building, an elevator and stairs, and some restrooms.


“Can I help you?” the receptionist finally called.


She flashed her brightest smile. Kevin did the same, staying near her side.


“Hi. I’m Mr. Tavers’ eight-a-m.”


“You have an appointment with Mr. Tavers?”


“Yes.”


“I’m sorry, but he doesn’t make appointments on Saturday.”


“He did with me.”


“Uh, no. That’s impossible.”


Part of Victoria’s plan included pretending to be annoyed. It turned out acting wasn’t necessary. The receptionist—her desk plaque identifying her as Tonya—annoyed Victoria without trying. With her arrogance, smugness.


“Why don’t you try checking that little computer sitting in front of you?”


Tonya huffed, and her fingers flew.


“You must have made a mistake,” she said. “Mr. Tavers, he wouldn’t … ”


She trailed off as her expression changed. Panic took hold as her cheeks turned red.


“Uh, I’m so sorry. He does … I’m sorry. You’re Victoria … Smith?”


“I am. Would you mind calling him? Let him know we’re here?”


Tonya floundered for words.


“I … uh, would you mind if I made a phone call really quick?”


Victoria flashed a mock look of confusion.


“Certainly, especially since I just asked you to.”


She left the desk, giving Tonya privacy. Kevin stayed at her side, leaning in to whisper.


“Smith? Is that really your last name?”


Victoria smiled.


“How did you get an—?”


“Shhh.”


She focused her ears. Being in the same room, with no distractions, she could hear both sides of the conversation. Tonya spoke with another woman.


“An appointment? Today? Are you kidding?”


“No! They’re right here waiting for him now. What do you want me to do?”


“Just … hold on. I’ll be right down.”


Tonya hung up. She made no effort to talk to Victoria, tell her someone was coming. She was content to hide behind her monitor.


The elevator door opened. Out came a woman, mid-thirties. It was casual day at the office on Saturday. She wore jeans, a Philadelphia Eagles tee-shirt, flip-flops. Her dark hair was pulled in a ponytail. She flashed a smile, trying to exude friendliness and confidence.


“Hi!” she said, extending her hand. “I’m Jamie. I’m Mr. Tavers’ personal assistant.”


Victoria returned the warmth, shaking her hand.


“Hi, Jamie. I’m Victoria, this is my partner, Kevin. We really appreciate Michael fitting us in on a Saturday. I know he’s a busy man.”


“Yeah, he definitely is. I know this is terrible. I’m so sorry, but something very important came up for Michael. I’m afraid he’s not here.”


“Not here? That can’t be. We just talked on the phone last night.”


Jamie’s eyes lit up, and she forgot herself for a moment.


“You did? You talked to Michael? What did he say?”


“It was a private conversation, Jamie. Is something wrong?”


“Not at all. I don’t want this trip to be a waste of your time. Would you want to talk in my office a moment?”


“Sure.”


They joined Jamie on the elevator. Victoria filed information away. There were no cameras, six floors and a basement. The sixth floor wasn’t locked at all, no special key to get there. The ride was quiet, with Jamie only flashing Victoria and Kevin an awkward smile. The door opened, revealing the fifth floor. Employees worked in various offices and cubicles. A man pushed a cleaning cart down the aisles, picking up garbage. Various sets of eyes took in the supernatural pair.


Jamie led them to her office, closing the door behind her. The room was spotless. Only a picture of a dog gave a hint as to any personal life. There was a refrigerator in the corner, which she opened.


“Would either of you like something to drink?”


“No, thank you.”


Kevin reached out.


“I’ll take a water, thanks.”


Victoria flashed him a look, amused.


Jamie’s pleasant, friendly demeanor changed as she peered out through a window, searching the office floor for prying eyes.


“Listen,” she said. “I probably shouldn’t be saying this. I could get in a lot of trouble. But we don’t know where Michael is.”


“You don’t know?”


“No. No one’s seen him for weeks.”


“But I spoke to him. We have a meeting scheduled, for right now.”


“I know. I’m sorry. But, is he okay? Do you know where he is?”


Victoria glanced over at Kevin, who was in the middle of a drink.


“Hmm. Interesting.”


He nearly choked at being addressed. He quickly put the bottle down.


“Yes,” he said. “Yes, it is.”


“Maybe we should pull out?”


He brought a hand to his chin, deep in fake thought.


“Maybe. Pulling out might be best.”


“Victoria?” Jamie said, confused. She took a seat across from them.


“Okay, now I shouldn’t be the one telling you this. We talked last night about a potential sale of the company. To me.”


Jamie’s eyes went wide, her jaw dropping.


“What?!”


“And now, he’s suddenly gone. Either you are toying with me, or he is.”


“I don’t know what you—”


“True. You don’t know. So much effort went into setting up this meeting.” That wasn’t a lie. “I guess it’s good to find out, now, that I’m wasting my time. We’ll show ourselves out.”


Victoria stood and left the office, leaving Jamie behind her desk. Kevin awkwardly jumped to his feet and followed.


“Uh,” he said behind her. “Thanks for the water.”


She tried not to laugh.


They crossed the floor and headed toward the elevator. She heard the whispered gossip around them, talking about her looks, her identity, her motivation. Without a word, she stepped into the elevator. Kevin joined her, and she waited for the doors to close.


She pressed the button for the sixth floor.


“Damn, Victoria,” Kevin said. “What was all that about?”


“Just checking the place out. The people he hires, cameras, layout. And to get into this elevator alone.”


“I could have put the whole building to sleep. Much easier.”


“Then they would have woken up and asked questions.”


“We could have just turned invisible.”


“But technology sees through that.” She rubbed his shoulder. “Right now, Jamie is running around the office like a crazy woman. Making phone calls, talking to the others. Just a little distracted.”


The elevator door opened. Kevin stepped forward, but Victoria stopped him. She poked her head out, searching for cameras. Like she suspected, there were none. Tavers wouldn’t record his own living room.


Victoria took the lead, and was impressed.


Tavers’ home reminded her of her own basement, with a much better view. Large windows revealed the skyline to downtown Philadelphia. There was an office in the corner, a living space, a beautiful bedroom. One corner had plenty of seating and two walls of books. A reader’s dream.


“Damn,” Kevin said. “Nice place.”


“I’m almost jealous.”


Kevin took in the surroundings and shrugged. He admired the television and entertainment center before speaking.


“The place looks normal enough. I don’t see any cauldrons anywhere. I’m going to check out the books.”


“You do that.”


Victoria took a cautious step into the office. There were no pictures of family or friends, no personal touches. A stack of paper sat on the desk. She turned on the computer, but it was password protected. Kevin would have to assist with that later.


She looked at the printer. A few pages sat uncollected on top. Nothing of interested jumped at her. A flyer for a fundraiser, a parking pass to a baseball game.


She heard a cry.


Every muscle froze. She listened for it again. There was only silence. Inhaling deeply, she processed the scents. Some dust, dirty clothes, rotten trash in a garbage bin.


She approached the office door. Kevin was still in the corner, poking through various books. He wore a look of disappointment.


“Kevin,” she said. “Did you hear something?”


He shook his head.


The cry came again. Barely audible. Feminine. Victoria left the office and stood in the middle of the living space, near a couch. Kevin tossed the book he held aside and joined her.


“Victoria? What’s up?”


“I hear something.”


“On this floor?”


“Yeah. Like a woman crying.”


Kevin reached inside his coat and pulled out a pair of reading glasses. Sliding them on, his cheeks turned red at catching sight of Victoria without clothes.


“Sorry.”


Victoria smiled. The accident of seeing through her clothes had happened before. She had to wonder how much of an accident it was.


“It’s okay. I won’t tell Leese.”


He searched around them. His expression was one of confusion, curiosity.


Then his gaze settled on the corner, near the two walls of books, and he froze.


“What the hell?” he said.


“What? What do you see?”


“Holy shit. Let’s go.”


Grabbing her hand, he pulled her across the living space. Kevin surprised Victoria when he leapt over the couch. Whatever he’d seen had spooked him.


He ran his hands along the bookshelf.


“There’s another room behind here.”


Victoria swept an entire shelf of books to the floor. She pressed her ear against the wall and listened carefully.


A woman moaned in discomfort and pain. There was a faint, slow heartbeat.


“I hear her.”


Kevin had already pulled the marker from his coat. He drew a circle on the wall and placed his hand in the center. The wall vanished as a standard magical portal formed.


Victoria took the lead. There was so much to see in the hidden room, but her eyes only traveled to one place.


A naked woman lay on the floor, locked in a prison cell. The cell only had a mattress, a garbage bin, and a toilet. There wasn’t even a sink. Torn, ruined clothes sat in a pile near the wall. The garbage bin was on its side, picked through. The woman was perfectly still. Her hand was in the toilet, her head pressed against the side.


“Oh my God,” Kevin said.


They moved together. They passed a table full of keys, locks, and straps. Kevin yanked on the locked door. It popped open immediately, with help from a random key in his pocket. Victoria reached her first and pulled the woman into her lap. It was shocking how light she was, how malnourished. Bones threatened to push through skin.


Dried blood covered her body. Her legs, breasts, and thighs.


Victoria didn’t need her nose, nor see the blue toilet water, to know what she was.


The walls of the cell were also caked in blood. There were markings everywhere, symbols.


Kevin dropped next to Victoria and held the woman’s hand.


“What happened to her?” Victoria asked.


It was a rhetorical question. She didn’t expect Kevin to have an answer.


To her surprise, he did.


“She’s going crazy,” he said. He stood and approached a wall, careful not to touch. “Witches need to practice magic. Or, at least, write it down, get it out. If we can’t, we lose our minds. She’s been hurting herself, using her own blood as ink.”


As old as Victoria was, as many witches as she’d fought and killed, that was something she’d never known.


“She’s been using the water from the toilet,” Victoria said.


Kevin nodded.


“To drink, and heal her own injuries.”


The woman stirred slightly. She looked up at Victoria, only for a moment, before closing her eyes again.


“She needs to eat.”


“On it.”


He shrugged out of his coat, pulling a photo from a pocket as he did so. Using a bare spot near the bars, he created a portal. The room on the other side was a place Victoria had never seen before.


As Kevin always did, he assaulted every sense of the word normal. Her jaw dropped.


She couldn’t see the entire room through the portal, but what she saw took her breath away. Shelf after shelf of magic. Boxes, trinkets, vials. What looked like combat vests or ammo belts hung from the wall. There was a conference table and a computer.


To add to the sight, Kevin’s coat floated where he’d left it, as if invisible hands kept it from falling.


He opened a small refrigerator.


“A cold-cut sub, a soda, a candy bar. Is that a good place to start?”


It took a moment to speak.


“Uh, yeah. Sure.”


Kevin rejoined her, not bothering to close the portal. He passed his floating coat and dropped to his knees.


“Healing water only goes so far,” he said. “The body still needs food.”


Victoria pulled the woman into a sitting position, leaning her back into her chest. Kevin started with healing water, to rouse her, then broke off some of his sub. She took a few sips, with water dripping onto her skin.


“Here,” Kevin said. “Eat slow.”


Kevin’s tenderness impressed Victoria. His voice was calm, soothing. The woman nibbled at a piece of ham. Her eyes shot open, and she nearly ripped the sub from Kevin’s hand. The water was next. She made a mess, drinking as it poured all over her.


“What’s your name?” he asked.


She said nothing.


The woman sank back into Victoria’s arms, content to eat. Her eyes darted around the cell. She reached for the soda at Kevin’s feet and opened it. Half of it went in one gulp.


“I’m Victoria. This is Kevin.”


She nodded, as if she understood, but again, no words.


“Let’s get her out of here,” Victoria said. “Move to the couch. Get her cleaned up and find some clothes to wear.”


Kevin nodded and took her hand, which she accepted. He gently helped her to her feet. She stood a few inches taller than Kevin. She continued to eat, a soda in one hand, sub in the other. He guided her by the shoulder. Her expression was one of confusion, but relief peeked through.


Victoria walked ahead, and was near the gate when she heard a cry behind them. The food and soda dropped.


She turned to see the woman behind Kevin, an arm around his throat. There was wildness in the woman’s eyes now, rage. She choked Kevin with his tie while locking his wrist behind him. His face turned red as she pulled him to the ground.


Victoria called his name and took a step forward. He held a hand up, signaling for her to stay.


“Don’t,” he said, barely able to talk. He touched the woman’s shoulder gently. “It’s okay. We won’t hurt you.”


Victoria relaxed. She could see that if Kevin wanted to, he could fight back, break her hold. But he restrained. She admired him. She wasn’t sure she’d show the same restraint if she was in his position.


“Kevin. I don’t like this.”


“She’s … just scared.”


To make an already tense situation worse, the magic keeping the portal open faded. The wall took its place, making the woman jump. She gripped Kevin tighter.


Following the woman’s gaze, Victoria saw Kevin wasn’t the focus of her anger. There was a metal reclining chair close to the cell, near the center of the room. It had restraints, with straps and handcuffs attached to the sides. Bolts secured it to the floor.


Victoria didn’t want to think about what it was used for.


She approached the chair and gave it a stern kick. The bolts strained to do their job. Another kick, and two of them broke. The third sent the chair crashing to the floor.


The woman released Kevin. Victoria stood aside as she left the cell. Kevin coughed as Victoria grabbed his shoulder.


“Are you okay?”


He nodded and took his own sip of water.


“Yeah. What the hell was that about?”


“Some very terrible things happened to her in this room.”


They stood back as the woman approached the chair. She circled it, like a predator eyeing prey. Tears ran down her face as her lips twitched. Darkness took over her eyes.


Victoria knew what was next, and the woman didn’t disappoint.


She gripped the top of the chair and threw it across the room. She clawed the seat with her bare hands, ripping it open. A refrigerator in the corner was next on the list. She yanked it open, throwing about the rancid smell of rotten food, and pushed it on its side. There was a TV mounted in the corner. She tried to rip it from the mount, but when it wouldn’t budge, settled for destroying it with parts of the broken chair.


Satisfied with her work, she retrieved the sub from where she dropped it. Passing Kevin’s floating coat, she ran a hand along the sleeve, a look of wonder touching her eyes.


“You can wear that, if you want,” Kevin said.


She made no such motion, leaving it alone as she left the cell. She slammed the door shut after her.


“Or not.”


She approached Kevin, catching him by surprise. He took a step back, uncomfortable with the invasion of personal space. She ate another bite of her sub.


“Hi,” he said, smiling. He glanced at Victoria. “Looks like she’s feeling better—”


She reached out and grabbed his hand. She pulled it toward her, angling for her chest.


“Oh, no,” he said. “I don’t really want to feel your—”


She placed his hand between her breasts.


“Okay,” Kevin said. His head and eyes moved about, trying to look at anything other than the woman’s naked body. “And now, this is happening.”


She set her hand on his chest in return and gave him a smile.


“Victoria? What’s happening here?”


The vampire let out her own smile.


“It could be a thank you. But I think she knows you’re a witch, too.”


“I’ve met other witches. I didn’t feel them up.”


“Yeah, well, it’s obvious she’s very different.”



*****


Everything was calmer twenty minutes later. Kevin tried to give the woman a robe from Michael’s bathroom, but she only wore it for a second before tossing it aside. Victoria could finally look at the woman, study her.


Her skin was dark. Victoria guessed she was from the Middle East. Long, dark hair. Her body was completely hairless. Either Michael kept her shaved, or there was magic at work. Her smile was bright, if awkward. She probably hadn’t let out a genuine smile in a long time.


Dried blood still speckled her body. They tried to lead her to the bathroom, to bathe her, but she refused to leave Michael’s secret room. They settled for bringing in a chair from the living space for her. A shower would have to wait.


They were content to leave her be, roaming and naked, while they took stock of the room.


The secret space that Michael Tavers had put together was so many things. Disturbing. Creative. Amazing. Besides the restraining chair and cell that housed his prisoner, there was also a witch’s cauldron, a collection of books that dwarfed his fake library, in the living space. There were potions and trinkets scattered about, but thankfully not anything on Kevin’s scale. A laptop sat on a tiny corner desk.


Victoria stood near the cauldron as Kevin studied a bookshelf. He flipped through various books, his expression a mix of awe and fear. What Michael had done to the poor witch weighed on her. He went to great lengths, held a woman against her will, used her for her magic. All in the name of stealing demonic powers. Michael wasn’t satisfied with having the most powerful supernatural creature under his thumb. He wanted more power. Humans always wanted more power.


Kevin approached, shaking his head in disbelief. He waved a book, its pages yellow and torn. Holding the book out, he blew across the cover. Dust still managed to touch Victoria’s arm.


“Sorry,” he said. He gestured around them. “This place. It’s … ” He couldn’t finish.


“I know.”


“There’s so much I could learn here. This is a spell-book. From another line of witches. There are books on demons, ghosts. Some have writing I can’t even read. It looks like a witch’s words, but, not quite.”


“Maybe I’ll buy the company after all, just to keep this place around.”


His eyes lit up.


“Really?”


“Or maybe … we should destroy this place.”


He didn’t object, but was clearly disappointed. She could almost see him drooling as he eyed the shelves.


“You think I obsess over magic? Micheal Tavers had me beat, and he wasn’t even a witch.”


“Yes, and you see what danger it can cause? Look at that witch. He made her a slave.”


He glanced at her, sitting on the chair. She crossed her legs, her foot bouncing. She flashed them both a smile, and Kevin looked away, his cheeks turning red at her lack of modesty. 


“I won’t tell Leese you grabbed her boob.”


“I did not grab her … !” He struggled to compose himself, drawing a laugh from Victoria. “What do you think her story is?”


“That’s a tough one. If I have to guess … ” Victoria looked her over. “She’s probably been property since she was a kid. Sold from rich asshole to rich asshole.”


“So, she’s been like a … magic battery all her life?”


“I don’t think so. Hell, no one would sell a witch. I’m thinking Michael found out what she was, and bought her. In the past, she was probably used for … ”


She didn’t want to say. She didn’t need to. Kevin understood.


“He strapped her to this chair. He had her touch everything he needed. Used her to make his own potions.”


“Fucking asshole.”


Victoria leaned back, surprised at the outburst. She watched the woman, her heart breaking for her. She didn’t want to imagine what her life had been like.


Kevin frowned as he looked back and forth between them.


“You’re not going to kill her, are you?”


Her annoyance was real.


“No, Kevin. I’m not going to kill her.”


“Well, you know. She is a witch. And you used to have that rule—”


“I’m not sure she truly knows what she is. She knows she’s different. Knows you are different. But, really, if you were locked in a room, and you didn’t have your gear, could you get out?”


He brought a hand to his chin, the thought running through his mind.


“Probably. Nick my finger for some blood, make a portal. Can she talk, or no?”


“I don’t know. I don’t know what she can or can’t do.”


“Well, we did a good thing here, right? We saved her life, figured out how Michael got his magic. What’s next?”


Victoria sighed, her gaze falling on the laptop in the corner.


“I doubt Michael left anything behind. But, can you unlock that for me? Maybe we can figure out where she came from. If she has any family.”


“Yeah, sure. You know the deal. I just need some stuff from Michael. Nail clippings, hair.”


She rolled her eyes, knowing she would not enjoy the next few minutes.


“Oh bathroom, here we come.”


They approached the doorway leading to the living space. Kevin grabbed a potion from his floating coat on the way. He stopped and turned to look at the witch. She’d eaten her sub, but nursed at the can of soda.


“Is it okay to leave her here?”


Victoria nodded.


“I can hear her. We’ll be fine.”


They crossed the living space to the bathroom. It smelled clean, and Victoria realized Michael must have had someone maintain it, regardless if he was there or not. The towels on the rack were fresh, the shower spotless. She felt her hopes sink. Finding hair in a scrubbed bathroom wouldn’t be easy.


She opened the vanity and found his toothbrush.


“Will this work?”


Kevin frowned as he peered into the shower.


“I don’t think so. I need something off him.”


Victoria leaned near the sink when she heard something. Freezing in place, she shifted her ears. What she heard surprised her.


Soft, quiet footsteps. Bare feet, heading in their direction.


She put a hand on Kevin’s shoulder, silently telling him to stop searching. He was confused, until the woman stood in the doorway.


She glanced around the bathroom, almost as if she didn’t know what one was. Just when Victoria entertained the real possibility that she’d never seen a modern bathroom, she stepped inside. Smiling, she squeezed between them, heading for the shower. Kevin was again uncomfortably close to the woman’s breasts, as she pressed against him. Victoria wondered if she was now doing it on purpose.


She turned on the hot water and closed her eyes as the stream massaged her. A deep sigh escaped. She didn’t bother closing the curtain. Victoria and Kevin looked at each other, not saying a word. With a shrug, Kevin grabbed a bottle of shampoo and a bar of soap from the sink. He handed them over, and the woman accepted. He was ready to close the curtain, give her privacy, when she let out a cry, and put her hands on the tile. Every muscle froze.


The witch broke down.


She collapsed in the shower, with the water still running. Sobbing, she curled into a fetal position. Her body shook and shivered, and goosebumps ripped across her flesh.


“Oh, God,” Kevin said. “What’s wrong?”


Victoria didn’t cry much. She’d seen much suffering in her lifetime. She’d become almost immune to it. But watching the nameless woman let out years of emotion almost made her eyes water.


If Alex hadn’t dispatched Michael Tavers, Victoria would have done it herself.


“She knows. She knows she’s free.”


“What do we do?”


“I’ll go search the bedroom. There has to be something there. You stay with her. Help her get cleaned up. Let her know she’s not alone.”


“Victoria. I’m like … not qualified for this.”


She squeezed his shoulders, giving him a light hug. As he sometimes did, Kevin wasn’t giving himself enough credit. Besides sharing a common magical background, the woman was drawn to Kevin’s compassion.


“You’ll be fine. Let me find something, and I’ll be right back.”


Victoria searched the bedroom, keeping her ears open. Michael kept his room organized, almost to an obsessive level. His shirts were divided by color, and also by sleeve length. Jeans had their own drawer. His business-ware hung in a closet that rivaled her own.


In the bathroom, the cries of the woman died down. Kevin spoke softly to her. The cadence of the water changed. Victoria knew she was standing, cleaning up.


In a comb in the nightstand, she found her needle in the haystack. A simple strand of hair. She returned to the bathroom, where she froze at the sight before her.


Kevin was in the shower with his fellow witch. The curtain was still open. He’d removed his shoes and tie, but nothing else. In his slacks and dress shirt, he huddled in the corner behind her, his arms crossed. His clothes were soaking wet. The woman had run shampoo through her hair, letting it set, and worked on soaping her body. She played with the water as she bathed, holding her hand under the faucet and watching it turn blue.


If it weren’t inappropriate, she would have taken a photo.


“Wow,” she said. “This might be the most erotic thing I’ve ever seen.”


Kevin was not amused.


“She wouldn’t shower until I climbed in. This is ridiculous.”


“You look good wet.”


“Shut up.”


She held up the hair.


“Potion, please.”


He pointed to the vial on the sink. She handed it over, along with the hair. He combined everything and capped the vial with his thumb.


“Pour this on the keyboard.”


“I remember. When you’re done doing … whatever it is you’re doing, come join me.”


The woman turned to face Kevin, who glanced away. She handed him the bar of soap and began pointing.


“What does she want?”


Victoria knew Kevin and Leese were intimate, had done a lot together. But he clearly needed more experience showering with a woman.


“She wants you to wash her back.”


“Oh, joy.”


Victoria left them to get more acquainted and returned to Michael’s prison. Kevin’s potion worked exactly as it should have. She began poking through his personal files and emails.


As she feared, there was nothing on his prisoner.


Most of Michael’s data related to his business. There were presentations, meeting notes, schedules. She found some interesting online auctions he browsed through. Haunted objects, cursed furniture, alleged magical artifacts. These auctions weren’t mainstream, for the public. They were underground, hidden away from prying eyes. Michael truly was obsessed with the supernatural.


His email was just as boring. Correspondence with employees, demands for more results, instructions for his personal assistant Jamie.


A single email caught her attention, and she moved her hand away from the mouse.


She couldn’t look away.


Victoria didn’t know how much time passed. She didn’t hear Kevin and the woman climb out of the shower and dry off. She didn’t even hear them cross the floor and step back inside the secret room. The only reason she knew Kevin was behind her was because he touched her shoulder. They both jumped for different reasons. Kevin had startled Victoria, and it startled him that he startled her.


She spun in the chair. Kevin stood with his shirt open, his slacks still wet, his tie slung around his neck. The female witch had finally put on a cotton robe, but didn’t bother tying it. Like Kevin earlier, she wandered from bookshelf to bookshelf.


“Damn,” Kevin said, putting a hand over his heart. “Are you okay?”


“I’m honestly not sure yet.”


“What’s wrong? Did you find something?”


“Nothing on her. But yeah. I found something.”


He peered over her shoulder. She didn’t bother speaking, deciding to let the email speak for itself.


The sender was a meaningless series of letters and numbers, not a person’s name. There was no subject. The body comprised merely two sentences, with no signature.


Success. Will buy more when needed.


The email contained an attachment. It was a picture of a vampire. A young man, early twenties. Blond hair, with glowing, red eyes. He was shackled to a chair, and the chair secured to a brick wall. The picture was taken mid-scream. His fangs were exposed, his eyes full of hate.


Victoria couldn’t shake the feeling of dread.


“Whoa,” Kevin said.


“Yeah. Whoa.”


“What is happening here?”


“I don’t know. But I don’t like it.”


They were quiet, lost in their own thoughts. The only sound came from the witch behind them, rummaging through books.


Why was a vampire strapped in a chair? What exactly was success? Was humanity at it again, making weapons? Only this time, using magic?


She couldn’t get too far ahead of herself. But she made one easy conclusion. The email said as such.


“Michael was selling magic. Like you.”


It didn’t come out like she intended. Kevin frowned.


“Hey,” he said. “Stop. I’m nothing like that guy.”


“I know. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”


“This email address—”


“Already ahead of you. It’s closed. He, or she, or they, probably uses a new one for each sale.”


He put his hands on his hips.


“So, what do you want to do?”


“I want to look into this.”


He frowned.


“Really?”


“Well, no. Not really. I want to relax. Lay on my couch. Enjoy some blood. Find a delicious stranger and feel his pulse. Maybe go to Ocean City. But—” She gestured to the laptop. “This just feels important. We need to check this out.”


“We?”


There was a time Victoria wanted to keep Kevin far away from the supernatural. Not only because of her mantra of low profile, but because she wanted to protect him. She actively tried to keep him from Anatol Grigori, a unique hybrid intent on unleashing demons on the world. She wanted a normal life for him, at least as much of normal as a witch could have. There was no reason for a high schooler to bounce around the world, helping with supernatural cases.


But they were past high school. However it happened, Kevin always seemed to get involved, and he always contributed. He was part of her inner circle.


“Yeah. We. Me and you.”


He surprised her with a frown.


“I don’t know, Victoria.”


“Really?” It was her turn for the word. “Not long ago, you would have jumped at the chance to show off your potions.”


“I know, but … I need to get things together. I have to find a job, and keep it.”


“I’ll happily pay for your time.” She couldn’t believe the next words on the tip of her tongue. “And your magic.”


“You really want my help?”


“Please.”


It didn’t quite have the magical effect it had on Jack, but a please from Victoria was still a powerful thing. It wasn’t the thought of money that swayed Kevin, but their friendship. She could see him turning it over in his mind, and knew what he’d say.


She truly loved her friends.


“Of course, I’ll help you.”


Leaning forward, she gave him a quick kiss on the cheek.


“Thank you.”


Before they said another word, he received a second kiss on the opposite cheek from the woman. She smiled, then walked back to the bookshelves. Apparently, Kevin was getting sole credit for rescuing her.


“What do we do with her?”


“I don’t think taking her with us is the best idea.”


“Yeah. So, what—?”


He stopped when he met Victoria’s eyes. Her expression said it all, her sheepish, almost-apologetic smile. Kevin read her mind.


“Victoria,” he said, with a disapproving frown. “No way.”


“Can you think of a better idea? You want her to stay with your sister?”


“How about Alex and Cindy?”


“They don’t have the resources. And they’ve been through a lot lately. They need a break.”


“How about at the mansion with Zoey?”


“I don’t want to put this on her. What are you so worried about? It’s not like she can hurt him.”


“I’m worried about what he will do to her.”


She waved away his concern.


“Oh, stop. Don’t worry at all. Everything will be okay.”


He sighed.


“When this is all over, she’ll be begging to go back in the cage.”










CHAPTER 6







THE HAND SLAMMING on the desk jolted Brandon Shaeffer from sleep. He shot upright in his chair, suddenly wide awake. His phone and notebook crashed to the floor. It took him a moment to realize where he was. His classmates snickered and giggled. His vision cleared up just in time to see Heather Meeks, one of many girls he’d leave his girlfriend for, rolling her eyes at him. If he cared about high school, cared about the surrounding people, maybe he would have been embarrassed. The only thing he felt was irritation at his phone possibly getting damaged. It was a good thing he had a protective case, or Mr. Perkins’ car would have suffered an unfortunate, random keyeing.


“Brandon, come on,” Mr. Perkins said. “I’m not really that boring, am I?”


“Fuck you,” Brandon muttered, just soft enough not to be heard.


He picked up his phone and set it on the corner of the desk. Not one word of Mr. Perkins’ history lesson found its way to Brandon’s brain. Instead of listening, he peered out the window at the afternoon sun, watching the gym class play soccer. He eyed up which girls were attractive, which ones he’d get to do his homework. It was a pleasant distraction from class, and much better than listening about the rise of Hitler.


The bell rang, signaling the end of the last class of the day. It was finally time to go home. Brandon couldn’t get his things together fast enough. Mr. Perkins tried to call his name, hold him back for what was certainly an overdue talk. But Brandon ignored him and kept walking. The school day was officially over. Teachers couldn’t make him do anything he didn’t want to.


He made a quick stop at his locker. A moment later, Nina, the gorgeous exchange student from Ireland, opened her locker several away from his. Brandon’s heart fluttered. Nina’s skin was smooth and pale, her eyes like emeralds. The redhead’s accent was music to his ears. She gave him a smile and a hello, and he tried to work up the nerve. Something more than a simple hello.


He’d taken one step toward her, when a goofy, lopsided smile got in the way. Tina smacked into the locker between them, yelling out a loud boo.


The boo worked. Brandon jumped, the second time in five minutes. Irritated, he backed up to his locker, and tried to peer around the shoulder of his onetime best friend. Tina was oblivious to the fact that she was in the way. She continued to roar with laughter. By the time he saw past her, Nina was gone.


“Did I scare you?” she asked, adjusting her glasses.


“Yeah, you got me. Are you proud of yourself?”


“Always. Hey!” She pulled out her phone. “Did you see the video of Ronnie Taylor getting attacked?”


Before he could say a word, she was shoving her phone in his face. His eyes moved about the hallway, almost guiltily. It felt like everyone was watching, listening, throwing accusations for watching the video.


The video of Ronnie Taylor’s beating had gone viral, and he heard someone mention it was making national news. The beating was savage, inhumane. It was filmed at night, and the goal posts from the football field could be seen in the background. The camera work wasn’t great, with too much movement at different times. But the way the four teens wearing masks beat him, kicked him, tied his hands behind his back, was quite clear.


Tina’s glee faded, and she tried to grab Brandon’s arm for comfort. He pulled away.


“Yeah,” he said. “I already saw it.”


“Terrible. I heard whoever did it just drove by and dumped him on his front lawn. His mother found him. Who would do that? Ronnie … he would never hurt anyone.”


“Well, everyone pisses off somebody, right?”


Tina shrugged and put her phone away.


“How are you and Bobbi doing?”


He held in a sigh. Everything was going great with his girlfriend, except like normal girlfriends, she wouldn’t have sex with him. There was always some excuse. The closest they’d ever got was in the back seat of his car, their clothes off, when she stopped him. She wasn’t comfortable. It didn’t feel right. Their entire relationship was beginning to feel like a joke. He wasn’t the high school quarterback, but he’d have more of a chance with any other girl. If things didn’t happen soon, he’d seriously consider moving on.


“We’re just fine,” he said, his tone gruff.


“Are you okay?” Tina asked. “What’s wrong?”


That was a question she didn’t want the answer to. What was wrong was her. Tina was his best friend, back in middle school. But middle school was long gone. He’d been trying to keep her at arm’s length for over a year. People simply grew up, grew apart. She was nice to have around just before a test. Tina was extremely smart, and could explain things to Brandon so he could understand. But her constant high energy, always-chipper personality had finally grated on him. Her braces-filled smile and pigtails were charming in sixth grade. Now, there were moments he could barely tolerate her.


“I’m fine. Why does anything have to be wrong?”


“Oh, wow. Grumpy, much?”


He rolled his eyes and shut his locker. Before he could leave, Tina grabbed him by the shoulder.


“Wait, Brandon. Just a sec.” Her smile disappeared. “I know we haven’t talked as much as we used to. And I know you got a girlfriend now and everything, so you probably share everything with her. But if something is bothering you, you can talk to me about it. Okay? I’d listen.”


Her offer was honest, sincere. He nearly dumped everything on her, just to annoy her, to see if she could handle it. He almost told her how much he hated their town, their school, his family. He hated his parents, hated his sister. He hated that his father worked a lousy job selling insurance, with his mother answering phones at a doctor’s office. The only thing he didn’t hate was their dog, Winston.


Ever since his uncle, whom he often thought of as a father-figure, went missing, hate was so much easier to feel.


He spared her his emotional garbage.


“Thanks, Tina,” he said. “I appreciate—”


“Brandon.”


He turned at the sound of his name. Dave stood at the end of the row of lockers. He didn’t bother approaching. He gave a curt nod and walked away. Dave wasn’t even an acquaintance, just a guy who sold things. Brandon understood the code. It was time to meet at their normal spot.


“I have to go,” he told Tina.


“Okay,” Tina said. “I’ll see you—”


Brandon walked away before she could finish.


He left school, carrying only his backpack. He would have left it in his locker, but had a feeling he’d need it after talking with Dave. Crossing the football field, he noticed the glances from the team warming up. His pace slowed as he took notice of the goal posts. The track was next. He circled behind the storage room, where they kept the hurdles and starting blocks. Dave waited for him.


“Shit. Took you long enough.”


“Fuck off. I had to get rid of Tina.”


“Ah. Tina. The things I would do—”


“Hey, shut your mouth. Don’t screw with Tina.”


“Whatever, man. Calm—”


“I want to go home. You got something for me, or what?”


“Hold on.”


Dave searched nearby, making sure no one watched. He dropped his backpack and pulled out the biggest knife Brandon had ever seen. Dave handed it over. Brandon tested the weight before playfully pointing it at Dave’s chest.


“Hey! Watch that shit!”


Brandon was impressed, but there was a slight problem.


“Ah, man. It’s a knife. I said I wanted a fucking gun.”


“It’s a start, right? Fifty bucks.”


Brandon thought about his new friends, the crowd he’d fallen in with. They ran at night, drank a few beers now and then, had a little fun. They’d never stop giving him a hard time if he showed up to party with a knife.


“Goddamnit.” He pulled out a fifty-dollar bill. Before handing it over, he gave Dave a light slap across the face. Not hard enough to hurt. He’d claim he was playing, but hoped the meaning was clear. “I need a gun.”


“Relax. I’m on it. It’ll just take a few days.”


Dave slid the weapon away and left. He climbed into his piece-of-junk, hand-me-down loaner from his father and headed home. He’d have the house all to himself. His father had to work late, and his mother had a ladies-night-out scheduled. Maybe he’d order a pizza, take Winston for a walk. He could watch some porn, see if he could convince Bobbi to come over. Maybe she’d finally step out of her panties.


All his hopes were dashed when he pulled up to the house and saw a familiar car sitting in the driveway.


“Ah, Christ.”


She slid out from behind the wheel as he killed the engine. His sister Gina tossed her hair over her shoulder, her typical annoyed expression. The feeling was mutual. He shut the car door behind him and settled his backpack on his shoulder. Gina had her own collection of books in her arms. She looked ridiculous, as always. Gina always prided herself on not caring what others thought, even bragged about it. Her clothes didn’t flatter her at all. Her shoes were falling apart. She waited for him as he walked up the driveway.


“What are you doing here? Don’t you have a campus to haunt?”


“Mom invited me over to dinner.”


“You’re an idiot. She’s not even going to be home tonight.”


They walked together toward the door.


“I’d rather be an idiot than an asshole, like you. Mom texted me. Said she was making a casserole. You probably got your days mixed up.”


“Whatever. Hang out all you want and starve.”


Gina unlocked the door with her own key.


“How’s school?” she asked. “How’s Bobbi?”


“Don’t act like you care.”


“Jesus, Brandon. Can we talk normal for just a single time?”


“Probably not.” He closed the door behind them. “Winston! Come here, boy! I’m home.”


Strangely, the dog didn’t come. Winston typically spent his days sleeping on Brandon’s bed. He’d be halfway downstairs before his key even touched the lock.


“Winston?” Gina called. “Where you at?”


“Like he’s going to come for you.”


“Shut up.”


Gina dropped her books on the couch. Brandon kept his bag on his shoulder, not letting it out of his sight until he had a moment alone. Gina turned and walked backwards, facing him, as they aimed toward the kitchen. That habit of hers always annoyed him, and he took great pleasure whenever she tripped and fell.


“Hey!” she said. “Did you see that video online? Someone got the shit kicked out of them at your school!”


“Yeah. I fucking saw the video.”


“Do you know who it was? I can’t believe—”


She went quiet as they turned into the kitchen. The look on Brandon’s face wasn’t one of shock, but of surprise. Gina noticed, and turned to see what had caught his attention.


A man they didn’t know stood behind the center island. He was tall, with broad shoulders. He wore a white dress shirt, with the top button open. The sleeves were rolled up to his elbows as he prepared a simple sandwich. The refrigerator door was open behind him.


He looked up, an irritated scowl on his face. His eyes were dark, almost as if the man didn’t get enough sleep.


“Which one of you dick-heads left an empty bottle of mustard in the fridge?” He held up the mustard. “It’s not that hard to handle. You use the mustard. It runs out. Now, here’s the important part. You throw it away. Then you tell Mommy or Daddy to get new mustard. See how that works?” He grabbed the counter, visibly frustrated. “A turkey and cheese without mustard. For the love of shit.”


Gina grabbed Brandon’s hand in fear, her palm cold and sweaty. They had shown no affection toward each other for years. The gesture surprised him.


The stranger didn’t frighten Brandon, only anger him.


“L-Look,” she stammered. “We don’t have any money here.”


The stranger laughed.


“Yeah. Trust me, I see that. This place would be right at home on Sanford and Son.” His eyes narrowed, almost accusingly, as he pointed a butter knife at each of them. “I’ll bet you don’t even know what that is, do you?”


The backpack on Brandon’s shoulder felt like a lifeline. Whoever the stranger was, whatever he wanted, he would not get it. He’d stab him a hundred times if he had to.


“Who the hell are you?” Brandon asked.


“Ah, yes. Introductions. Manners. Not one of my strengths. I would offer to make you both a sandwich. But, you know, no mustard.” He nodded at each of them. “Gina, Brandon, I’m Jack.”










CHAPTER 7







JACK KURSED TOOK a bite out of his turkey and cheese sandwich. Even without mustard, it was tasty. He’d been running all day, never even got the chance to eat. So much to do, so many preparations to make. Even without the need for sleep, time sometimes worked against him. He took the moment to enjoy his sandwich. The best place for a cold-cut was his old convenience store. He missed that place. One day, he’d have to dive back into that little ma and pa shop, get it running again. If for nothing else, the subs and sandwiches.


He wasn’t in a good mood. The trip he’d made—he’d already forgotten the name of the town—was long overdue. He’d been putting it off, simply enjoying life with his daughter Tiffany. They worked together on schoolwork, ran on the beach, watched TV, and played games. Tiffany would have her little mortal obnoxious friends over. They’d spend the night, and Jack had gotten much better at actually not wanting to kill them.


Life was good. Tiffany was making him a better person, even if she had quite a long way to go with the violin.


But there were times he had to shove the better part of him away, and get to work.


His brain dissected and analyzed Brandon and Gina Shaeffer, almost without him even wanting to. It was instinct, an old habit, a product of having a mind free from rest. He didn’t have the enhanced senses of a vampire or a werewolf, but his senses were far more tuned to detail.


He plucked out facts that files and surveillance lacked.


Brandon’s scowl was almost laughable. He was the typical tough teen. He cared about his sister, perhaps a few others, but he buried those feelings deep down. Caring about anyone simply wasn’t cool. He was lost, without direction. He’d been in a fight recently. The knuckles on his right hand were bruised, swollen. He needed glasses, but that was another thing his ego wouldn’t allow him to entertain.


Gina had a little more sense, but not much more. She was mortal, after all. Her sense of style needed some help. She fancied herself above the scrutiny of others, but the truth was she was dying inside. She longed to be recognized, appreciated, and her purposeful choice in eclectic clothing was designed to get more eyes on her, not drive them away. Gina had some intelligence, and not just because her grade point average was high during her first year of college.


She feared Jack. That, above all else, told him she was smart.


“Okay,” he said, setting his sandwich aside. “Let’s get down to business.” He almost forgot something. “Ah! Wait, one sec.”


He turned his back and searched for something to drink from the open refrigerator. Nothing jumped out at him. He settled for a bottle of water. Behind him, Brandon had lowered his backpack to the floor.


“Anybody thirsty? Water? Anybody?” 


Nothing. Gina’s lip quivered. Brandon bore a hole through him with his eyes. If stares could kill, maybe Brandon would have a chance.


“Alright, then. Let’s get started. First off, do me a favor and put your phones on the counter here. There’s no calling Mommy and Daddy for help.”


Gina complied immediately. Brandon hesitated, instead choosing to cross his arms.


“Brandon,” Jack said, holding out his hand. 


Despite his mood, he’d actually learned much about patience over the past few years. He thought he knew patience, being a cursed, two-hundred-year-old being. But having a young daughter taught him things about patience he’d never dreamed of.


Brandon held out his hand, offering the phone. Before Jack could take it, Brandon dropped it on the counter.


“Listen,” Gina said. “Our parents will be home soon.”


“No, they won’t. Your father’s working late. And your mommy, well, she’s, uh … busy.”


“Bullshit,” Brandon said. “Our Mom is going out tonight. She’ll be coming here to take a shower, get dressed. You’d better leave. Now.”


Jack laughed. He didn’t want to tell the Shaeffers the truth about their mother, but if that would help get them focused on his message, then he was more than willing.


“She’s way ahead of you. Took a half day off, already showered, got dressed, and some other grooming choices. She’s five blocks away, spending some quality time with one of the doctors from the office. I’ll tell you this. Your mom puts on a good show.”


“You’re a fucking liar.”


Jack’s patience held true. He was proud of himself.


“What do you want with us?” Gina asked.


“Just to talk. That’s all. Just some words. Words are powerful. They can accomplish a lot. Could you both have a seat for me?”


They both sat on stools across from him. Jack reached down for his briefcase and pulled out several manila folders.


“Some ground rules,” he said. “Don’t run. If you do, our talk is over, and I’ll kill you both. Understand?”


A tear ran down Gina’s face. He took that as a yes. Brandon didn’t react.


“Let’s see what my little spies found out.” He opened one folder, glancing through the highlights. “Gina Shaeffer. Nineteen years old. Attending Bircham University. Spends most nights either studying or masturbating in her dorm room. Just recently broke up with boyfriend, Paul, when she found him cheating on her.” He put a hand over his mouth in mock concern. “Oh, the scandal! What else? Majoring in mechanical engineering. Wow, sounds fun. If I didn’t need a magical trinket to fall asleep, I think reading this shit just might do it.”


Gina’s lip quivered. He could see the humiliation, the sense of violation in her eyes. She was coming to the slow, painful realization that she’d been watched, stalked. Not knowing for how long only made it worse.


“Why? Why are you—?”


“And now, you,” he said, nodding at Brandon. He revealed a much bigger folder. “This is some good stuff, here. Action-packed, reads like a damn screenplay. Failing three classes, been picked up by police five times, has a girlfriend that won’t give up any of that sweet, sweet skin. Has almost alienated everyone that ever cared about him in the past. Just a big, tremendous disappointment to your parents. Probably to your sister here, too, if we’re all being honest with each other. And apparently, you have absolutely no game in the back seat of a car.” He held up a finger. “I don’t entirely blame you for that. Seducing a woman in a car, it’s not a simple thing. But, I’d say overall, you’re a miserable little pile of adolescent shit.”


Brandon tensed up.


“You—”


“But all is not lost. I’m here to help.” He looked at Gina, not wanting her to feel excluded. “The both of you. I know all the things you’ve been going through, all the acting out. It hasn’t been easy since your uncle died—”


“Kurt? Uncle Kurt? He’s dead?”


Jack smirked at the memory. The tiny mortal thought he could kidnap his girlfriend at the time, rattle Jack enough to kill him.


He was wrong.


“Yeah. It was really tragic. Sad. He died in my arms. I almost cried. Anyway—”


“What happened to him?”


Slowly, Jack’s patience slipped.


“Please, don’t interrupt me—”


“Look, you’d better tell me what happened. Or I’ll—”


Brandon stood up, balling his fists. Jack would have laughed, if he wasn’t so furious. His patience vanished. He slammed his fist on the marble counter-top, drawing a squeal from Gina.


“I said don’t interrupt me!”


Finally, silence, and Jack took the moment to relish it. The fear was thick in the air as the teens said nothing. Gina turned pale, and her eyes searched the kitchen for something, anything, to help them. A weapon of any kind. She wanted to run, desperately. Brandon stood motionless, heaving and pouting.


“Actually, go ahead and finish,” Jack said, trying to hide a smile. “What will you do?”


He said nothing.


“That’s what I thought.” Jack pointed back to the chair. “Sit.”


It took coaxing from Gina. She grabbed her brother’s wrist.


“Brandon,” she said. “Sit down.”


He finally did so.


“Your uncle’s been missing over a year,” Jack said. “What the fuck do you think happened to him? Do you think he’s been shoving his fist into some prostitute on a beach in Tahiti?”


Gina cried. She barely kept it together. It was all she could do not to sob. Her fists clenched in front of her. Her knuckles were turning white, she was squeezing so hard. Brandon was perfectly still, a faraway look in his eye. Unlike his sister, only a single tear leaked.


“I’m sorry,” Jack said. “I shouldn’t have said those things. I’m getting ahead of myself. I’ve been watching you for a while, but I forget you’re still teenagers … kids. Your brains, they haven’t fully developed yet. Truly, it’s amazing you both can shit and wipe your own ass. So, let’s try this again. I’ll go slow. Your Uncle Kurt, he’s dead. He’s not breathing anymore. He has gone to sleep, and he’s never going to wake up. He’s shuffled off this mortal coil. Do you understand? Any questions?”


Nothing but silence and tears.


“Perfect. I’m glad we have that straight. Now, before he died a terrible death, I promised your uncle I’d look after you. Check in on you from time to time. Think of me as your fairy godfather. But not the good kind. There won’t be any pumpkins, no late-night balls. Our little princess here won’t be losing her slippers and nailing the man of her dreams.” He looked Gina up and down, frowning. “Especially dressed like that.”


Jack spread the data in front of him, so everyone could see. Written reports, photographs, some not-so-flattering. He had it all.


“Think of this as an early life progress report. Unless, of course, you piss me off.” He laughed at his own silly humor. “Then it’s a late life progress report.” He took in the Shaeffer data. “Now Gina, your life, so far, has been about as exciting as watching two sloths screwing each other. But this is still important. I want you to pay attention. Okay?”


She nodded weakly.


“Okay.”


“Brandon. You are the reason I’m here.”


“Fuck you.”


His arms fell at his sides.


“The grades, the lifestyle, the attitude. Your clumsiness in a back seat. It concerns me.”


His shoulder slumped. He reached down to either tie his shoe or scratch his leg.


“Brandon.”


The teen froze, looking up to meet Jack’s gaze. It was a good thing he did. His hesitance may have saved his life.


Jack’s tone changed, taking on a grave, serious demeanor.


“If you try to take that knife out of your pack, then our conversation is over. I will kill you. Understand? Maybe I’ll leave you outside, so your mother can come home and find your corpse after she’s done fucking her boyfriend. Does that sound familiar?” He leaned forward. “Look into my eyes. Tell me if you think I’m joking.”


Finally, Brandon’s tough-guy face faded away. He was terrified. His hands shook as he placed them on the counter in front of him. It was possibly the first smart thing he’d done all day.


“So, grades,” Jack said. “Bring them up. School is oh-so important, and all the wonderful bullshit you’ll learn will be with you every day throughout your adult life.” He rolled his eyes. “Anything else? Gina, you’re pretty much in good shape. Brandon, just stop being a fuck-up. Is that it?” He snapped his fingers. “Oh, wait, there was one more thing I wanted to talk about.”


He pulled out his phone and set it on the counter. The video was ready to go. Jack pressed play, and the sounds of violence filled the kitchen.


“Oh, God,” Gina said, recognizing the video. “Why are you showing us this?”


Jack said nothing, letting the video of Ronnie Taylor’s assault speak for itself. The beating lasted five minutes. Screaming, kicking, punching, cries for mercy, all sounds Jack had heard before. Brandon wouldn’t watch the video, and almost had a look of guilt in his eye.


“That little shit can really take a punch, can’t he?” Jack said. “Four broken teeth. A broken wrist. Three cracked ribs. Almost lost his right eye. Damn. He must have pissed somebody off.”


He let his words hang out there. Gina looked back and forth between the two of them, slowly putting the pieces together.


“Brandon,” she said. “You had something to do with that?”


“No. I’m not on that video.”


“Now you’re just playing with words. Sure, you’re not in the video. You’re the idiot who filmed it.”


Gina’s eyes went wide.


“What?!”


“You can’t prove anything,” Brandon said.


Jack smiled.


“You think I give a shit about proof?” He waved the phone. “So, what did little Ronnie do to deserve his fifteen minutes of fame?”


Brandon sighed as his shoulders fell. His eyes lowered to the floor. Jack could see the emotion he’d buried finally clawing its way to the surface.


“He hit on my girlfriend. He asked Bobbi out on a date.”


“Jesus Christ, Brandon!” Gina shouted. “That’s all?”


“I didn’t want to do that! My friends did. They set everything up. Followed him when he left his house. I … ” He cried. “Just did nothing to stop it. I wasn’t going to hurt him. So, they shoved the phone at me, made me record it.”


Jack said nothing as he studied him. Did he believe him? Not entirely. There was remorse there. But Brandon was still young. He didn’t understand his own feelings from one moment to the next.


That Jack was even granting Brandon a second chance wasn’t lost on him. Not long ago, he’d have already killed him. There was a possibility he may end up doing so. But that was entirely up to Brandon.


“Don’t worry about Ronnie. He’s receiving the best care money can buy, with doctors I flew in personally.” Jack stared at Brandon. “It sounds to me like you need new friends. Did you even know Tina is in love with you?”


“She is?”


Jack shook his head.


“So stupid.”


The silence and tension still hung in the air. Brandon was hopefully reevaluating his life. Gina was reassessing her opinion of her brother. Jack checked the time on his phone. He’d already wasted more oxygen than necessary addressing the Shaeffer children. He had a long flight ahead of him. It was time to go home, back to the beach and his family.


His gaze drifted to Gina. He wasn’t going to address the issue, but he couldn’t ignore it any longer.


“Gina.”


She jumped at her name. He had to choose his words very carefully. It wasn’t his intention to destroy the young woman.


“You look absolutely horrible.”


She swallowed a lump in her throat as she tried to speak.


“I … don’t really care what people think—”


“Yes, you do. That’s why you dress and act the way you do. Because you care. Keeping people at a distance, because you want to be close. It’s the most ridiculous logic I’ve ever seen, but it’s not the first time. I can’t help with your broken personality, but the style, maybe. And hopefully that will get the ball rolling.” He retrieved his phone to sort through his contacts, finding the one he was looking for. “Ah, there she is. I’m going to give you the info of one of the most successful makeover stylists in the world. I was thinking about siccing her on an acquaintance. He’s in dire need of help, along with cooking lessons.” He took her in again. “But you need help far more than he does. Give me your phone.”


Her hand shook as she reached for it.


“I don’t think … my phone—”


He took it from her and frowned. It was like holding history in the palm of his hand.


“What the hell is this?”


“It’s … just a phone. It doesn’t store contacts. It just makes calls.”


He shook his head.


“Just … wow. Do you have a paper and pen? Some ink and a feather? Maybe some smoke signals?”


She pulled a notepad and pencil from a drawer. Her cheeks had gone from white to green. Leaning over a toilet was probably in Gina’s future.


He scribbled the info, trying to be neat. It had been some time since he’d written anything by hand.


“It’s like I’m in the nineteenth century all over again.” He tore the page and handed it to her. “I’ll tell her to expect your call. Don’t worry about cost or anything.” He cast a sideways glance at Brandon, who was taking everything in. “Just maybe, I’ll have her give a thought to you, too.”


He clapped his hands together. Gina jumped, again. She was so panicky. He could feel his mood improving. The visit was almost over.


“I wish I could say it was a pleasure meeting both of you. But I’d be lying. Tell me, what did we learn here today?”


The Shaeffers looked at each other with blank expressions. That fast, Jack felt his mood slip. Was the entire trip a waste? Despite his best efforts, would he have to kill them?


Brandon spoke, to Jack’s surprise.


“That we … I need to be a better person.”


“Exactly! You got it! I’m so proud, I could almost hug you. But I’ll leave that to your mother. Just tell her to wash her hands first.” Jack let out a relaxed sigh. He could think of nothing else. “I feel pretty good about this. With some common sense, and a little luck, you both should live long, happy, useless lives. No one got hurt today. And your dog is perfectly fine, outside taking a dump. Do you feel as good as me?”


Gina lurched forward, then angled toward the side of the kitchen island. She vomited once, with only a short lull before her stomach failed her again. Jack winced in disgust as Brandon patted her back for comfort.


“I guess not.”










CHAPTER 8







JACK TOOK A moment for himself when he stepped off his private plane onto the mobile staircase. A single worker hustled below, getting his luggage from the bowels of the aircraft. His simple trip to the Shaeffers was only a day, but he still brought more than he needed. He’d have to tip the worker well.


It was a beautiful late afternoon. The nap he forcefully took on the flight was heaven. The rest of the airport at large was full of life, off in the distance. Machines and mortals moved about, working in near harmony all with two goals. Moving people through the sky and making money. Jack could relate to making money. Maybe he’d buy a small airport one day. It could cater to a unique clientele.


The wealthy who wanted to fly, but hated people. He knew such businesses existed. Victoria had told him stories. She used them occasionally, before her gift of sunlight immunity. Now she chose to fly with mortals, for reasons he would never understand.


He felt a presence next to him. DeSoto, the pilot he’d worked with for almost ten years, smiled and nodded. He knew better than to attempt a handshake. Jack returned the gestures.


“As always, Mr. Kursed. A pleasure.”


“Same.” Jack reached into his pocket for some extra money, counting out a thousand dollars. The bill was already paid in full, but there was wisdom in keeping his pilot happy. “Take your girlfriend out to dinner tonight.”


“Actually, she’s my wife now.”


Jack frowned and shook his head.


“Ah. I’m so sorry.”


DeSoto laughed. Jack did not.


“Thanks for everything,” Jack said.


“You got it. I’m just glad you gave me some notice this time.”


Jack did laugh at that. He’d put DeSoto through the ringer over the years, calling at all hours of the night, with strange requests and destinations.


“Don’t get used to it.”


“Oh, believe me, I won’t. I’ll make sure the plane’s taken care of.”


“Thank you.”


His plane was paradise in the sky, but it was great to be back on the ground. His limousine service was right on time. The vehicle approached as the worker finished organizing his luggage outside the plane. Jack couldn’t be happier. Maybe he’d cook some steaks for Tiffany and himself when he got home. Some green beans, baked potatoes. Ice cream for dessert. They could rent a movie, or if Tiffany wanted her minions to come over, he’d work in his garden. Work was over. It was finally time to relax.


The ride was brief. The first sign something was amiss was when the limousine slowed to a stop outside his house. Normally, after a business trip, Tiffany would sprint through the front door, rushing to greet him. It was strangely quiet at the Kursed household as he gathered his luggage from the trunk. Moving up the sidewalk, he scanned his house. The inside front door was open, not an uncommon sight with the warm weather. There were no unusual cars nearby. His truck was still outside the house. Andee, the babysitter, had parked behind him.


His hand touched the door handle, and the only clue he needed fueled his hyper senses.


The smell of a pre-heating oven touched his nose. Taking a deep breath, Jack hung his head and froze in place, suddenly apprehensive about entering his own home.


Only one person would dare touch his oven.


He shook his head, trying to compose himself. It had been over three months since he’d last seen him. He could have easily gone three more.


But they had unfinished business.


Jack opened the door, wheeling his luggage behind him.


He took in his living room. There was one surprise he wasn’t expecting. Victoria sat on the couch, swiping through a tablet. She’d crossed her legs, with her bare foot mindlessly tapping the air. She dressed like she’d been at the beach all day, wearing cut-off jean shorts and a bikini top. He imagined it must be nice for her, not having to wear sunscreen. She treated him to her full smile when she looked up to greet him. He did the same. He could honestly say he missed the woman he called a sister. It was a delightful treat to see her.


The other uninvited guest, not so much.


Kevin Mishnar stood at the breakfast bar. He too had the look of a day at the beach, wearing swim trunks and no shirt. At long last, the young witch had some color, a good look for him. The oven was still heating behind him as he had an assortment of ingredients laid out. He was chatting and laughing with Andee, the babysitter whom he paid a small fortune to watch his daughter, but yet, was watching Kevin.


“Please,” Jack said. “Don’t get up. Make yourselves at home.”


Victoria laughed and rose to her feet. He wondered how many mortals tripped over themselves when she sauntered by in the sand. She approached and gave him a hug and kiss on the cheek. Jack returned the affection, minus the kiss.


“Welcome home,” she said.


Jack nodded and eyed Andee. The teen waved shyly as she left the kitchen area and joined him in the living room. Victoria moved to give them privacy, joining Kevin at the counter. Jack got right to the point, asking the only question that mattered in that moment.


“Where’s Tiffany?”


“She’s out back. In the garden.”


“Anything I should know? Did everything go okay? Well, except for the surprise visit.”


She smiled sheepishly.


“I’m sorry. I wasn’t going to let them in. But then Tiffany saw them. She blew up, went crazy. She hugged Kevin, called him her brother. So, I figured everything was okay. Is Kevin your son?”


His eyes went wide.


“Andee, please, never say anything like that again.” He watched the supernatural pair, the vampire and witch. “I’ve always thought babysitters made shit money. I know Tiffany can be a handful. Hopefully, I paid you enough to deal with him.”


“I think I should pay you.”


Jack regarded her, noticed her smitten gaze. Kevin chatted with Victoria while working at the counter. Andee couldn’t take her eyes off him.


“Oh, Andee,” Jack said, giving her his deepest frown. “No.”


Andee shrank, her neck vanishing into her shoulders, as she turned red. Her freckles seemed to multiply.


“What?”


“Please don’t tell me Glinda, of all people, is the one that’s got your fallopian tubes throbbing.”


“Well, look at him. That will tell you why.”


“I’d rather not.”


“Why do you call him Glinda?”


“Because I don’t like him.”


“Then why is he here?”


Jack let out a sigh. That was a good question. Much to his grief, Kevin had been stopping by more, at least until his self-imposed exile. Tiffany loved him, and he put a smile on her face. That was sometimes barely enough to keep Jack’s temper at bay when dealing with the witch.


But to get a visit from both Kevin and Victoria couldn’t be a good thing. He didn’t see happiness in his immediate future. They wouldn’t be playing Twister while Jazz music filled the living room. To come home after a long trip, and see Kevin desecrating his kitchen, got his immortal blood pumping.


“I guess I’d better find out.” Jack pulled out two hundred-dollar bills and folded them into Andee’s palm. “Thank you for watching my daughter.”


“Jack, you already paid me. Before you left—”


“We’ll just call that a tip. I’ll take it from here.”


Andee smiled as she stole a peek back at Kevin. The witch was sprinkling cheese over marinara sauce, making a pizza.


“Actually, I can stay a while longer, if you want—”


“Leave, Andee.”


“Okay, okay. Just let me say bye to Tiffany.”


Andee gathered her backpack and purse and aimed for the kitchen door, to the garden. She drank as much of Kevin in as she could on the way. Jack hadn’t been physically ill since he drank that fateful potion. One of the few joys of immortality was never getting sick. But watching Andee nearly float away on teenage lust, he thought there was a chance he’d vomit.


“You’re leaving, Andee?” Kevin said. “You’re not staying for some pizza?”


“Ah, I can’t. But maybe I’ll stop by later—”


“Andee,” Jack warned.


She waved goodbye as she disappeared.


Jack settled his luggage in the corner and approached the bar. Kevin was in the middle of unleashing his goofy smile as Jack pulled up a stool.


“Where are the mushrooms?” Jack asked.


Kevin looked up.


“Mushrooms?”


“You’re making a pizza without mushrooms?”


“Well, I didn’t want to go raiding through your cabinets.”


“You’ve already done that. Might as well go all the way now. The second cabinet, second shelf. Get the damn mushrooms.”


“Okay, okay.”


He didn’t take his eyes off Kevin as he glided through the kitchen. Kevin was so comfortable in Jack’s home, and he wasn’t sure how much that bothered him.


Victoria and Jack locked eyes, and she saw the look on his face. Wisely, she scooted away a few inches.


“So,” Jack said, watching Kevin fan out the mushrooms. “How was your little vacation?”


“I wouldn’t call it a vacation, but I survived. How did you know where I was, anyway? Marie said—” Kevin dismissed the train of thought. “Never mind. Leese and I, we’re back together. We—”


“Oh, thank God. That kept me up at night, wondering if you were going to give the blonde your witch-dick again.”


Kevin wisely said nothing. Surprise and shock spread across his face. Everyone present knew it wasn’t merely a case of Jack being Jack.


He was angry.


The two had communicated during his exile, very little, about that project of Kevin’s, his workshop. A text here and there, an email or two. But what Jack had to say, he wanted to wait in person.


That time was now.


“Do you remember when those wolf hunters took Tiffany to leverage Marie and me? I’m assuming you didn’t forget.”


Kevin cleared his throat and looked to Victoria for help. She said nothing. She knew when to stay silent.


“Don’t look at her,” Jack said. “I’m the one talking. Do you remember?”


“Yeah.”


“You saved Tiffany. And after it was all said and done, I … confided in you. I doubted everything, with her living here. You gave her a wrist-rock, which I very much appreciate. You told me not to worry, that we were friends. And you were going to come up with something to help with our enemies. Then we shook hands.” He glared at Victoria. “You’ll tell no one this.”


Victoria simply raised her palms in self-defense, acknowledging him.


“Jack—”


“But the same thing happened to you. Your little girlfriend became a target, and what did you do? You kicked her to the curb and ran, like a coward. You did everything you told me not to do.”


The air in the kitchen was thick with tension. Victoria leaned forward, holding a finger up to get a word in.


“Maybe we—”


“My daughter cried because of you. I’ve killed people for making her cry. Almost every day, she’d ask me when you were stopping by. I told her the truth, that I didn’t know.”


“I’m sorry, Jack. But if you’re so pissed at me, why help me with the war room? Why pay for custom storage in New Zealand?”


“Because I want your mind swimming in magic, so you can get me a cure. It’s that simple.”


Kevin lowered his gaze.


“So much for friendship.”


“Yeah. I said the same thing, when you ran away with your tail tucked.”


Silence. Kevin waited for more, but Jack was done. He said his piece. Victoria watched the both of them, cautious.


“I am sorry,” Kevin said. “It won’t happen again.”


“Good.” He took a breath, unhappy with what he was about to say. “Next weekend. Come over for dinner. I’ll cook. And you owe Tiffany thirty movies. Anything but Frozen.”


Kevin almost smiled, but his mood was still dark.


“Will do. Is there anything else you want to get off your chest?”


“Yeah. Put the pizza in the oven. I’m starving.”


Kevin did so without saying a word. He moved to his coat, hanging on the back of the living room chair. The thought of the witch wearing swim trunks and a knee-length coat made Jack laugh inside. Kevin pulled out a trinket.


“What is that?” Jack asked.


“I told you I’d come up with something. And I did.”


He set another bracelet on the bar. This one had multiple stones, each a different color. Jack picked it up and studied it. It was beautiful.


Oddly, two of the stones glowed. One was a bright red, the other a deep blue.


“Wow. Another wrist-rock.”


“Most trinkets need me to touch them. But this will work without me.”


“What’s with the glow?”


“It’s just an opal bracelet. If the red one glows, it means a vampire is nearby. Within a hundred feet or so.”


They both glanced at Victoria. She batted her eyes playfully and smiled.


“At least red is my favorite color.”


“The blue one is for witches. The brown one, werewolves. And since they’re magical stones, I’ll always be able to find her. We’ll be able to talk to each other.”


“Can I talk to her?”


“No. The stones all point back to the source. To me.”


“What about mortal threats?”


“I’m … still working on that. I don’t really have anything for picking up humans. They’re kind of everywhere.”


“Sadly, yes they are.”


“But the black one, here—” He pointed at it. “It will counter some magic. Not all. But a sleep potion, a memory potion. She’s safe from that.”


“Nice,” Victoria said. “But will her bracelet glow whenever she’s with you or me? Not exactly subtle.”


Jack nodded in agreement.


“This is going to take some very careful explaining.”


Kevin looked back and forth between them. His own demeanor had changed.


“So, you want me to protect our people, but you want me to do it in a quiet, invisible way? I’m never done with this stuff, but this is the start. It’s all I got right now. Tiffany has seen portals, demons. I think she can handle a glowing bracelet.” He rose to his feet, checking the timer on the oven. “I’ll be out back.” He opened the door, but had one last thing to say. “Oh, Jack. Don’t ever call me a coward.”


Jack smiled. That was the witch he’d seen glimpses of before. The one with attitude, capable of mass destruction.


Turning the bracelet over in his fingers, he admired the simple, powerful trinket. He’d never tell Kevin, but it was impressive. Victoria was quiet, resting her elbows on the bar.


“I think you hurt his feelings,” she said.


“I don’t care about Glinda’s little feelings. He hurt Tiffany’s feelings. He’s lucky I don’t beat him beyond anything his toilet water can heal.”


“Did he hurt your feelings?”


Jack laughed, not even willing to address such a ridiculous question.


“How was the beach?” he asked.


“Hot. And beautiful.”


“I’m sure many of the mortals were saying the same about you.”


“Aww. You flatter me.” She listened for a moment, making sure Kevin was out of earshot. “You helped Kevin put together that room of his?”


“My workshop.”


“He’s been calling it his war room.”


“I’m paying for it. It’s mine. How’s it looking?”


“I only caught a glimpse. But I think even you would be impressed.”


“I’ll take your word for it, for now. Now, tell me, what’s bothering you?”


She squirmed.


“Nothing.”


“Victoria. Do I have to point out every nervous tell you’re tossing out right now?”


Crossing her legs, another tell of hers, she let out a sigh.


“I’ve just been so busy. Running all over the country, trying to put out little fires. I could use some relax time. Maybe you’ve got the right idea. Sell the mansion, buy a few small houses. Maybe even right here on the beach.”


“Always trying to save the world.”


“Well, I do what I can.”


“That’s great. Now, tell me what’s really going on.”


She smiled, knowing she couldn’t hide from Jack.


“Just … humans.”


His eyes lit up at the one subject he never lacked an opinion on.


“I know. Humans. Fucking mortals, right? I hate them so much. If I had to pick what I hated the most about them … it would be everything. I hate everything about mortals.”


Victoria laughed at his enthusiasm for hate.


“They came up with another weapon.”


“What is it this time?”


“Ultra-violet blended with some sound. It freezes vampires, can’t even move a muscle. Except for me. This one makes me nervous.”


“Why?”


“Did you not hear me? Soon, they’ll be able to kill us with a tape recorder.”


“I don’t think they use tape recorders anymore.”


She rolled her eyes.


“You know what I mean.”


“Do you remember when mortals first put together UV bulbs?”


Victoria nodded and looked down at the bar. The pair knew each other too well. Jack was certain she already knew where he was going.


“I do.”


“You probably thought it was the end of vampire life.”


She smiled.


“I did.”


Jack and Victoria weren’t on good terms when humans first created the ultraviolet bulb. They were still in the middle of a century-long fight.


“You know, I almost reached out to you on that.”


“Really?” she said, looking up.


“Yeah. I might have missed you, a little. Wanted to see if you were okay.”


“Why didn’t you?”


“I was still mad.”


She laughed and held his hand.


“Never change, Jack.”


“I don’t plan on it.”


“Anyway, that’s not all. Kevin and I stumbled onto something. I think a human out there is buying magic—”


An unfamiliar female voice interrupted Victoria. A laugh. Jack frowned. It came from the garden, and certainly wasn’t his daughter or Andee. He rose to his feet.


“Jack, hold on,” Victoria said.


He didn’t. Marching across the kitchen, he threw open the door and stepped onto the deck, looking over his garden. Victoria caught up, standing beside him.


The scene was simple, but still odd.


Tiffany sat in the dirt. He’d carved out a small area for her, so she could grow whatever she wanted. Her crops were a sad story. They could use some work, maybe even a minor miracle. Kevin was on one knee behind her, watching as she dug a hole.


In front of Tiffany was a woman he’d never seen before. Jack picked her apart. Dark skin, dark hair. A disarming, almost child-like smile. Very jumpy, cautious. Every noise about the neighborhood seemed to catch her attention. There was intelligence behind her eyes, but something missing. She wore a tiny bikini, that after a few meals, perhaps she would fill out.


“Victoria.”


“Yes?”


“Why is there a half-naked whore playing with my daughter?”


“Christ, Jack, stop. She’s not a whore.”


“Jack!”


Tiffany shouted his name. At least, for a moment, everything was forgotten. Kevin’s antics, Victoria’s mysterious guest, all gone. Tiffany stood and ran. Jack bent his knees, a huge smile on his face. Tiffany was much too big to be picked up and held, carried. He imagined the toddler age was when that was supposed to end. Neither one of them cared. She jumped in his arms, as if he’d been gone for a month. He’d only been away two days. She put her head on his shoulder. Garden dirt covered his shirt, but that was okay.


“I missed you.”


“I missed you, too.”


“How was your business trip?”


Jack smiled. Her first thoughts always went to others. She was the opposite of him. A victim of foster care abuse that had nothing, yet gave to the world. Jack had everything, and continued to take.


“It was good. I think I can call it a success.”


She pointed to the garden.


“Do you see? Kevin’s back.”


He lowered her next to him, in between himself and Victoria.


“Unfortunately, I do see.”


“He says he’s going to start coming over again. We’ll watch movies.”


“Oh, joy.”


Victoria winked at Jack. Tiffany took both their hands and dragged them forward.


“So,” Jack said. “Who’s your new friend?”


She lowered her voice.


“Did Kevin and Leese break up? I think that’s his new girlfriend. She keeps trying to touch him.”


“What’s her name?”


“She doesn’t talk.”


He looked at Victoria.


“No name?”


“She hasn’t said a word.”


Jack approached and hovered over her. She was in the middle of destroying what was left of one of Tiffany’s tomatoes.


“Great, I’ll name her. I’m going to call you … Fido.”


Fido smiled.


“Jack, no,” Victoria said.


Tiffany sat next to her.


“You’re doing very well,” she said, grabbing Fido’s hand. “But you don’t have to make the hole so deep. I did the same thing, at first.”


Jack smiled, but not at their gardening. They were both doing terrible in that area. He smiled at Tiffany’s language. It had taken some time to conquer good versus well. 


Fido let Tiffany help with the hole. They smiled at each other. Jack saw Fido had already formed a bond with his daughter.


The mystery woman reached behind her, trying to undo her bikini.


“No!” Kevin shouted, lunging forward. He stopped her and retied the loose strings, his hands trembling the entire time. 


“Uh, why does she keep doing that?” Tiffany asked.


“My daughter is smart, with good questions,” Jack said. He glanced between Victoria and Kevin. “Any good answers? If she wants to yank her clothes off, maybe she should hang out with Victoria in Baltimore?”


Kevin said nothing, merely shaking his head. Victoria drew closer to whisper.


“It seems she hates clothes. The bikini was helping, for a while.”


“I hate mortals,” he whispered back. “But there are things I have to control. She can’t control herself?”


“We’d better talk.”


“It’s pretty, isn’t it?” Tiffany said.


Jack peered down at Tiffany and Fido. Fido was looking upward, smiling at the clouds passing by. It was a beautiful, sunny day. Jack had the feeling that Fido didn’t have many opportunities to lounge and enjoy her surroundings.


“I love watching the sky,” Tiffany said. “Sometimes at night, Jack and I will lie on the roof and watch the stars.”


Fido pointed.


“Sky. Pretty.”


Kevin’s jaw dropped as he stared at Victoria.


“Holy shit!”


She smiled again.


“Sky,” she said, then pointed at Tiffany, circling around to Victoria and Kevin. “Pretty.”


Jack laughed to himself, having not made the pretty list.


“So,” Victoria said. “She can talk.”


“Hell, let’s just call her Skye,” Kevin suggested.


“What’s wrong with Fido?” Jack asked.


Victoria tapped Jack on the shoulder.


“The oven just beeped.”


“Pizza!” Tiffany shouted. She grabbed both Kevin and Skye by the hand. “Let’s go!”


Jack and Victoria remained in the group's rear. He strolled, with Victoria matching his pace. The hair stood on the back of his neck, his sense of danger. Different supernatural beings were in tune with different aspects of life. Vampires were all about blood, able to smell it, taste it. They could hear heartbeats. Some could even tell when a mortal was sick. Werewolves were all about nature, the woods, and the thrill of the hunt.


Jack was adept at knowing when something was going to annoy him. He could sense it coming, tried to brace for it.


“Victoria,” he whispered. “Are you going to ruin my day?”


“What? No, why would you say that? I’m hurt.”


“You did almost ruin eighty percent of my twentieth century.”


She looped her arm through his and put her head on his shoulder.


“Well, it’s a new century. We’re just getting started. New beginnings. New adventures to have.”


“Bah, shit,” he said, holding his forehead. “You’re going to ruin my day.”


They entered the kitchen to see pure movement had taken over. Kevin had already removed the pizza from the oven, having set it on the bar. He searched for a pizza-cutter from the drawer. Tiffany was in front of the couch, searching for something to watch on television. She moved back and forth, pacing, as if that would help. The only one not moving was Skye, standing off to the side. She observed everything, taking it all in.


As soon as Kevin cut the first slice, Tiffany leapt across the back of the couch, landing a foot away from the bar. Skye jumped, then laughed. Tiffany tried to move back to the living room.


“Tiff,” Jack said. “Eat at the bar. Or at least, get a plate. You’re going to make a mess.”


“No, I won’t.”


He pointed at the trail of dirt leading from the back door.


“What the hell do you call this?”


She shrugged.


“I don’t know,” she said, then pointed. “Skye did it.”


Skye’s eyes went wide, and she shook her head vehemently. She almost shrank, backing against the wall and putting her hands behind her.


She understood.


“Hey,” Victoria said, touching her shoulder. “It’s okay. It was a joke. Ha ha.”


Skye mimicked Victoria’s laugh, and nodded.


“Jack,” Tiffany said. “Is that bracelet for me?”


He took the trinket from the bar and approached his daughter. Carefully, he removed the old one and slid the enhanced magical protection over her wrist. Her face lit up and her mouth opened.


“It’s awesome,” she said. “It glows!”


“Yeah. We’ll talk about that later.”


She gave him a bear-hug around the neck.


“Thank you thank you thank you.”


“You’re welcome.” He turned his head, looking back to the bar. “You should actually thank Glinda, too.”


“Thank you, Kevin. I love it.”


Kevin nodded and gave Jack a wink.


Jack reached for a slice of pizza. Skye reached out and grabbed his wrist. He eyed her dangerously. Few people could get away with touching him, and she certainly hadn’t made the list. Victoria and Kevin tensed, but Jack didn’t react violently. As gently as his personality would allow, he pulled his wrist free.


She pointed at herself, then at the pizza. Her mouth was practically watering.


“Please,” he said, handing it over. “Eat two slices. You could use the calories.”


“What do you guys want to watch?” Tiffany called. “Do you want to rent a movie?”


“Actually, I have to talk with your father a moment. Kevin, could you watch Skye? Be the life of the party?”


“Sure. Good luck.”


Jack didn’t like the sound of that.


Victoria grabbed Jack’s hand and led him outside to the deck. She peered back through the window to see the three of them on the couch. Tiffany was offering the remote to Skye, trying to show her how to use it.


“God, where do I begin?” she said. “It’s a long story.”


“I’m not sure I want to hear it.”


“Kevin and I stumbled onto her. She was locked in a cage.” She took a breath. “She’s a witch.”


Jack froze for a moment.


“A full-blooded witch?”


Victoria expected the question, and was already shaking her head.


“No. Kevin did a test, some simple potion he said any full-blood could do. She couldn’t.”


“And you didn’t kill her? Wow. You’ve definitely changed.”


She bristled at the one topic capable of causing tension between them. Her jaw tightened as she ignored him.


Jack watched Skye in the living room.


“It’s not easy to get a read on her. Human trafficking, obviously. Or … witch trafficking. Whatever.”


“Yes. Someone was forcing her to do magic.”


“Hell, does she even know she’s a witch?”


“I don’t know. She hasn’t said a word until she got here.”


“Aren’t we special?”


“Anyway, I think a human bought some magic. And I don’t think they’re using it for good. Kevin and I are going to check it out.” She sighed, and the hairs on Jack’s neck stood. “I was hoping you—”


“No.”


“You haven’t even heard—”


“No.”


“Jack, come—”


“No.”


“Would you stop saying—?”


“No.”


Victoria crossed her arms and tapped her foot, waiting impatiently. She shifted her hip as she eyed Jack. She was a beautiful woman, even more so when she was annoyed.


“Are you five years old?”


“No.”


“I’m in a bind here.”


“I can see that. Maybe you should stop picking up strays. Speaking of strays, why don’t you just let her stay with Stray, at your place?”


“A vampire-still-learning and a child-witch. They would burn my place to the ground before I got back.”


Jack peered at Skye again through the window.


“She’s not a child.”


“Ah. Find her attractive, now, do you?”


“That’s not it. I mean … there’s something else there.”


“See? You’re already invested.”


“No, I’m not. Anyway, let Stray watch her. Your problems would be solved. Your place burns down, no more strays.”


“Jack—”


“Okay, okay. Just hold on a second.” He tried to wrap his mind around what she was asking. “You want her to stay here for a few days?”


“Yeah. That’s all. You have the space. Tiffany and her already have something going. I’ll knock this thing out with Kevin, and take her off your hands. Figure out what to do with her.”


“This is important to you?”


“It is. Please.”


The magic word. Jack put his hands on his hips and looked up at the sky. How did Victoria always rope him into insane situations?


“You owe me. Our friendship is great and all, but on this, you owe me. I’m actually losing track of how many you owe me.”


“Understood.”


They walked back inside.


Chaos had erupted.


Tiffany stood on the couch, laughing and pointing. Skye ran all throughout the open first floor. She was topless, her breasts bouncing with every stride. She circled the breakfast bar, the couch, then back again. Kevin, the witch with enough magical power to destroy a small country, gave chase. He couldn’t catch her. She easily avoided him, making him fall and slip several times. With every clumsy tumble, Skye and Tiffany would laugh even more.


“Stop!” he shouted. “Would you stop! Hold still!”


She waved her bikini top like a lure. Kevin’s face was red from anger and humiliation.


“Skye,” Jack said.


She froze, looking at Jack with eager eyes. The room fell silent. Only the television made a sound. Kevin bent over with his hands on his knees, catching his breath. Jack pointed to the bikini top dangling from her finger.


“Put it on. Now.”


They locked eyes. Jack wasn’t sure what was going through her mind. Maybe she respected him. Maybe she thought he owned her, similar to how she’d been owned by others. Regardless, the crisis was averted. Still smiling, she slipped on her top and tied it behind her.


Jack glared at Victoria.


“I hate you.”


“No, you don’t. You love me. Just like I love you.”


He let out a deep, soulful sigh.


“I know.”










CHAPTER 9







IT WAS NINE o’clock at night, and the questions from his wonderful daughter kept coming.


“How long is she staying?”


“Can she come to school with me?”


“Can I introduce her to my friends?”


“Is she going to be your girlfriend?”


“Why does she keeping taking off her clothes?”


“Is she okay? She looks so thin.”


Victoria and Kevin were long gone. Jack had finished unpacking and worked in the kitchen. Tiffany and Skye were on the couch, mindlessly browsing channels. For the past few hours, Skye wouldn’t leave Tiffany’s side. So far, it was a great friendship. Tiffany loved to talk, and Skye loved to listen.


He opened the freezer door.


“Anyone want ice cream?”


Tiffany couldn’t move fast enough, and immediately went into assistant mode. Jack and Tiffany moved with the precision of two people who served ice cream together many times. She retrieved the bowls and spoons, and the chocolate syrup and walnuts. Jack set two scoops of vanilla in each bowl, then slid it along to Tiffany. The assembly line was rolling. She sprinkled walnuts and poured the syrup.


Skye reached out and grabbed his wrist. That was a gesture that was going to get very tiring, very quickly.


“What?”


She pointed at herself, then at the third bowl.


“Yeah, we’re making you ice cream. You can count, right? Three bowls, three people.”


She tried to sit next to Jack at the bar. He refused, instead pointing to the other side.


“No, no. You sit over there.”


“Jack,” Tiffany said, sitting next to her father. “Maybe she can’t count.”


He watched her. His mind went to work, pulling out details, making logical leaps. She held a spoon perfectly. She’d used one before. Ice cream wasn’t a new thing, but it was never offered to her. She had to beg, steal, seek permission. Her looks and figure, what was left of it, were her keys to survival, her currency. Jack could see it when she looked at Kevin. She flirted with him, using body language, her smile, her hips. He was just too stupid to see it.


“Where is Skye going to sleep? Can she sleep in my room?”


Jack pondered while enjoying his ice cream. They had spare rooms, but they were empty. He’d need to buy furniture, definitely some clothes.


“On the couch. Tomorrow, we’ll go out, get some stuff.”


“We can get her Spongebob sheets!”


He laughed quietly. There were two supernatural beings in his house, and a young girl. Somehow, Spongebob had weaseled into the conversation.


“Sure, why not?”


He pointed at Skye, then the couch.


“You’re sleeping on the couch tonight. Understand?”


Skye nodded and smiled.


“Thank … ”


Both Jack and Tiffany paused, watching her closely. Her mouth moved, and they waited for her to finish. The finish didn’t quite make it.


“Thank. Thank.”


Jack looked back to his bowl, with every intention to ignore her. But that wasn’t what Tiffany would do.


“You’re welcome.”


Tiffany reached out and took her hand.


“Thank you. You.”


“Oooo.”


“Close enough.”


Tiffany nudged Jack’s shoulder.


“What kind of music do you think she likes?”


“I don’t think she’s had a lot of time to really enjoy music. But we’ll try some Hendrix. Mix a little Elvis in there.”


Tiffany’s nose wrinkled.


“That’s all old stuff.”


“Old stuff is the best.”


“Old stuff is just … old.”


They laughed, and Skye joined them.


“How come my bracelet stopped glowing?” Tiffany asked. “Well, it still is. But it’s not red anymore. Only blue.”


“Maybe it’s broken.”


“You can’t break a bracelet.”


“You can break anything, if you try hard enough.”


Jack finished his dessert. Skye was already done, as was Tiffany, who was simply playing with her bowl. Skye sat with her hands neatly on the table, unmoving. A line of ice cream dribbled down her chin. Tiffany laughed and dabbed it with a napkin.


“You’re so messy.”


He gathered their bowls, then hesitated. As long as the witch was going to stay with them, he might as well get use out of her.


“Hey,” he said, sliding the bowls toward her. “Put these in the sink.”


She didn’t move, only looking between the bowls and Jack.


“Bowls. Sink,” he said, pointing.


She finally got it, unleashing that smile. She grabbed their dishes and crossed the kitchen. Jack was distracted a moment, keeping his back to her. He didn’t think he needed to be on full alert for putting away dirty dishes. He didn’t even realize what was happening until Tiffany gasped.


“Wow!”


He spun on the stool to see Skye at the sink, with the water running. She held her fingers under the faucet. The water turned blue as it left her skin, swirling down the drain.


He leapt up. Moving her aside, he turned off the sink and grabbed a nearby towel to dry her hands. Skye was confused, hurt, as she stared at him.


“Hey, Tiff,” Jack said. “Could you grab a spare blanket and pillow from upstairs? And some of my old clothes. Some sweatpants or something. Then you have to get ready for bed.”


Tiffany nodded. Jack watched her face. His daughter wasn’t surprised at what she’d seen, wasn’t shocked. There was a slight hint of a smile as she moved up the steps.


He turned to face Skye. She appeared on the verge of tears.


“Listen to me,” he said, grabbing her hands. “No. Don’t do that, okay? No magic.”


She backed up, turning her head. Her knees tried to wobble. He held her steady by the arms. He wouldn’t let her cower.


“Tiffany doesn’t know,” he said, not sure entirely how true that was. “She doesn’t know about magic. Secret. Keep it a secret.”


He wasn’t sure whether or not she understood, but Skye nodded regardless. He backed up when he heard Tiffany on the stairs behind them.


“Skye,” she called. “Come try out this blanket and pillow. It’s not Spongebob, but it’s comfortable.”


Jack watched with pride as Tiffany made up the couch. The girl was full of caring and compassion, more than he was ever capable. He hoped she never changed.


Skye didn’t approach. Tiffany rolled her eyes as she crossed the space and grabbed Skye by the hand. She led the witch to the couch and ran her palm along the blanket.


“You like it?”


“Soft,” Skye said. “Thank.”


“Sure.”


“Okay, Tiff. Bedtime.”


Tiffany smiled.


“You like her, don’t you?”


“No.”


“You want to spend time alone with her, don’t you?”


“No.”


“She is really pretty, isn’t she?”


“If you’re attracted to stick figures, maybe.”


“We probably shouldn’t talk about her. She’s right there.”


“You started it.”


“I’ll go upstairs and get cleaned up. Brush my teeth.”


“You do that.”


“I love you.”


“Love you, too. Give me a hug.”


He hugged his daughter, then nearly protested when she turned and approached Skye, her arms wide. He wasn’t fond of her handing out hugs and affection to those who hadn’t earned it. It took everything he had to keep quiet when she hugged Kevin from time to time.


“Goodnight, Skye. It was nice to meet you.”


She hugged Skye around the waist. Skye looked up to Jack for approval, which was a good sign. Jack nodded, although he imagined his eyes spoke otherwise. Skye returned the hug gently, patting her on the shoulder. Tiffany bounced up the stairs like she always did, full of life and energy.


Jack took a breath and poured himself a glass of water. Skye stood still by the couch, watching his every move. He retrieved his phone from the bar.


“Come here,” he said.


Skye didn’t move.


“Come over here a second,” he repeated. “I need to take some pictures.”


Jack was preparing his phone, launching the photo-taking app. He didn’t watch her approach, but saw her moving out of the corner of his eye.


He didn’t know she was nude until he looked up.


Her top was on the floor, next to the couch. She’d taken her last step out of the bottom half of her bikini.


“Shit, Skye, what the hell?” he said. “Would you stop with the exhibitionist thing? This isn’t a nude beach.”


Before he could grab her wrist, she’d already struck a pose against the bar. She tried to appear sexy, a hand on her hip as one foot rubbed the back of her leg. Her eyes told a different story.


She’d associated Jack’s camera with nude photos. How many had been taken of her over her lifetime?


“No,” he said. “I’m not taking pictures like that. Would you put your shit back on?”


She posed again. Her head arched back, exposing her breasts.


“Stop. For the love of all erections everywhere, just stop. These pictures, they’re … ” He decided it wasn’t worth it.


Sighing, he browsed through the clothes Tiffany had gathered. He decided on a pair of sweatpants and a pink shirt of Tiffany’s that she’d picked out. The sweatpants would be too big, but sadly, the shirt would probably fit. He gathered both items and handed them to a confused Skye.


“Put these on,” he said.


She took the clothing. Slowly, she put the pieces together, and stepped into the sweatpants. The shirt was next. It was too small for her frame, but that was the current style, it seemed. It hugged her torso, hid the unsightly bones, showed off her midsection. She’d fit in at any dance club or party.


“It’ll do,” he said, holding up the camera. “I still need pictures.”


Skye again attempted a pose. She leaned over a stool at the bar, standing on the tips of her toes. Jack approached and maneuvered her like a puppet. He set her on the stool, placed her hands on her knees.


“Finally,” he said, backing up. “Just pretend it’s picture day at school.”


He took several shots at different angles. There was no need to search for unusual marks. He’d seen enough of her naked.


He emailed the photos to one of his many contacts. Hopefully, he’d have information soon.


“Damn, I love technology,” he said.


She touched his wrist.


“Would you stop touching me? Just keep your hands to yourself.”


Skye pointed at her mouth, then her tongue.


“What? You need a cough drop or something?”


She made a motion with her hand, sweeping along her body and out her mouth. Was she sick? Did she need to vomit?


“I don’t know what you’re trying to say. And, to be honest, I don’t really care.”


She did the same gesture, more forcefully. Jack laughed.


“Doing your little hand-wave harder doesn’t make the meaning clearer.”


Her eyes fell on the bar. She retrieved a pad and pen that Tiffany had left behind, for schoolwork. She wrote quickly and turned the pad for Jack.


There was nothing but a series of symbols, the language of the witch. Jack was curious. Could she read or write in any other language? The witch’s tongue came naturally. There was no study involved.


“I can’t read that. And I’ve seen too much of Glinda for one day to call him and ask. So, this is a mystery that we’ll just have to lose sleep on. And, speaking of sleep … ”


It had been over a week since Jack had slept a full night. He could use a solid eight hours. Was he comfortable sleeping with Skye in his home? Would he wake up to find she wasn’t house-trained, and made a mess all over his beautiful floor?


He thought of the magical timepiece, just waiting for him, calling his name, teasing him like an old lover.


“Okay, I’m off to bed. The bathroom’s just right there, if you have to puke or piss or whatever. Don’t break any of my—”


Skye wasn’t listening.


She moved about the kitchen, opening cabinets and drawers. She was searching, gathering items. A bowl, some salt, flour, brown sugar. She turned on the sink, letting the water run. Her eyes darted everywhere before fixing on the living room. She approached the small bookshelf in the corner and ran a finger along his collection. Her hand stayed over a biography of the Marx Brothers.


“Ah, so you actually have taste,” Jack said.


She pulled the book and set it on the bar on the way back to the kitchen. Jack sighed as he witnessed a scene he’d experienced many times, but this time by another’s hands. A witch was making magic under his roof.


Whatever she’d mixed in the bowl glowed orange after she stirred it with a finger. Placing her entire hand in the mixture, she swiped whatever magical concoction she’d made across the cover of his book.


“What the hell? You’d better hope that dries.”


Skye said nothing, didn’t even look at him. She opened the book to chapter one. If Jack had to guess, he’d say she was reading.


“Whatever. Get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a fun day.”



*****


Confusion. Fatigue. Darkness. These things pulled at Jack, tried to move him from sleep. His familiar blanket shifted on top of him. His hyper senses tried to function, but the magical trinket that gifted him sleep fought against him. Was he dreaming? Where was he? Was he still in his bed? What century was it? The wonderful, ridiculous thoughts of the barely awake mind struggled with a body that didn’t want to move.


He was in bed. His bed. That made sense, as it was his house. The blanket shifted again. Why? The windows were closed. There was no breeze. Was it a ghost? He’d certainly killed enough mortals in his lifetime. Did he need to call Demons LLC, and purchase the services of Alex Teague?


His senses slowly returned. He wasn’t alone. A hint of a feminine scent, rather pleasant. A leg brushed up against his. A tender hand wrapped around his most personal of body parts, under his boxer shorts. He was already aroused, an unusual side effect of mortal sleep.


The hand moved.


“That’s it. Just relax.”


Jack shot up in bed, his eyes wide open. The silhouette was to his right. Still expertly massaging him, she tried to throw her leg over his hips. He grabbed her thigh, holding her in place. She finally released her grip on him.


“What’s wrong?” Skye asked.


Her voice was light, full of air, with a hint of an accent. Exotic.


“What’s wrong,” he repeated. “That’s a loaded question. Gee, where do I start? How about … why are you in my fucking bed, holding my dick?”


“You don’t like it? Want me to use mouth instead?”


“Christ. What the hell is wrong with you?”


“You have wife? Girlfriend?”


The magical trinket pulled at him once again, threatening to put him to sleep. He reached over and set the time to twelve o’clock, the method for quelling the magic. Then he turned on the lamp, throwing a soft glow across his bedroom.


Skye lay on her side seductively. She’d removed her clothes once again. Jack rubbed his head in frustration, not even bothering to get out of bed. Skye rested a hand on his hip, which he didn’t move. Thoughts swirled through his mind regarding Victoria’s payment. A simple favor owed wasn’t good enough. Maybe he’d make her babysit the next time Tiffany invited her minions to sleepover.


“So, you speak English.”


“Always know a few words. Never needed to speak. No one wanted me to. Not truly.”


“And I have a very scary feeling that now, you’re never going to shut up.”


“Masters, men who buy me. They don’t buy for words. They buy for skin. Status. Pleasure. For the rest of words, I use sorcery.”


“Sorcery.”


“Yes. Downstairs. I use things. I mix with book. It gives me words. I am a sorceress. Your friend. Kevin. He is a sorcerer.”


“Yeah, tell me about it. And not a very good one.”


She slid up on her knees, running her hands along her sides. Her smile was bright, and despite the influx of vocabulary, still inviting.


“Masters always take body. I give to you. Freely.”


“No, thanks.”


“You don’t want?” she asked, frowning. “You help me. It is a gift.”


“I’d rather you gift me a cheese steak sub.”


“I … don’t understand.”


“Are you going to slide your gift on over to Kevin, too?”


“Maybe. And Victoria.”


He laughed.


“Now we’re getting somewhere. At the same time? If so, make sure you film it.”


She stared down at his boxers.


“You’re getting soft. Too many words. I’ll help.”


She reached for him once again. At long last, it was his turn to snatch her wrist, an inch before she made physical contact. She met his eyes.


“I love me a good one-nighter,” he said. “But I’ll pass. My daughter is just down the hall.”


She rested a hand on his knee, still persistent.


“She’s not your daughter. Eyes, nose, cheeks. Everything different.”


“Oh, then that just makes this perfectly okay. Let’s get this show started.”


Skye smiled and shifted her leg to straddle him before hesitating.


“Truly?”


“No! Skye, look, just go downstairs and get some sleep.”


“But I have to thank. Let me thank.”


“You don’t have to fuck me to thank me.”


He slid out of bed and circled to her side. He took her hand and helped her stand. She was confused, upset, disappointed. Jack had to wonder how her life was shaped, to think her body was her only method of gratitude.


“Skye, it’s okay. Our deep friendship means more to me than a bed romp ever could.”


Her eyes lit up.


“Friends?”


“Oh, no,” he said, regretting his sarcasm. “It was a joke. I didn’t mean it. You’re an acquaintance at best, an inconvenient chore at worst.”


“Too many words.”


“Yeah. I’m just a chatterbox. Well, let’s fix that. Go downstairs and go to bed.”


He opened the door for her, easing her with a hand on her back. Peering down the hallway, he was glad to see Skye’s antics didn’t wake Tiffany. Her bedroom light was still off, her door closed.


“And would you get some damn clothes on—”


She turned in place and threw her body against his. Her arms went around his neck. He thought it was another move of hers, an attempt at gratitude. But she didn’t jump into his arms, didn’t wrap her legs around his hips.


“Just a hug,” he said, sighing in relief and frustration. Her breasts pressed against his chest. He could feel her ribs. “I’m not sure what Victoria and Glinda told you about me. But I’m not a hugger.”


“You are a good man.”


“And I know they didn’t say that.”


“I owe you. I’ll find a way to thank.”


“All you owe me is three hours sleep.”


“I will go downstairs. Sleep on the couch.”


“That’s a great place to start.”


Skye left toward the stairs. Jack allowed himself the small pleasure of watching her leave. She gave him one last glance over her shoulder before descending. Her smile was warm, genuine.


He climbed back into bed and once again fell under a magic-induced cocoon of sleep.










CHAPTER 10







THE MAGICAL TIMEPIECE struck its last minute, and Jack awoke from a wonderful dream. It tried to slip away, and he nearly lunged for his journal he kept on the nightstand. The dream was sexual, no doubt fueled from Skye’s visit to his bedroom only a few hours ago. The location was in a warped version of his house. He couldn’t remember with who. Was it Marie? The dream faded before he could scribble the rest of the details.


It was seven in the morning. Wide awake, he threw open the bedroom door and scanned the hallway. Tiffany’s door was already open, her bed made. He headed for the bathroom, stopping at the top of the stairs first.


“Tiffany? Are you alive?”


“Yeah. I’m watching a movie.”


“Is Skye down there?”


“In the kitchen. She’s talking now. But a little weird.”


“So I heard. Is she wearing clothes?”


“Uh, kind of. She’s wearing my shirt. I didn’t know I brought it down.”


“How about pants?”


“Yeah. They’re too big.”


“I’m hitting the shower. Can you make sure she doesn’t blow our house up?”


“Okay.”


Another normal conversation in the life of Jack Kursed.


He enjoyed the hot water as it rained over him. He enjoyed the routine. For so long, there wasn’t one. Without sleep, time had no meaning. The day came, then gave way to night. But Jack didn’t feel it. His body never felt different from one moment to the next, from one year to the next. Tiffany had changed all that. School, summer vacation plans, violin classes, sleepovers, breakfast, lunch, dinner. There was always something to do.


His daughter had given him meaning.


If he had to admit it, the magical timepiece was also a nice addition to his life.


He was only halfway done when he heard his name.


“Jack? Dad?”


He stopped the water for a moment. He answered, but Tiffany didn’t hear. Leaving the shower, he wrapped a towel around his waist and poked his head into the hallway.


“Tiff? What’s up?”


“You’d better come downstairs.”


“Why? What’s going on?”


“Uh … come downstairs.”


Grumbling, he dried and slid on underwear and a pair of shorts. He didn’t bother with a shirt. Marching to the stairs, his temper flared when he heard the familiar sounds of cooking in the kitchen. His kitchen. Grease spitting, pans being shuffled. Was Kevin back, violating his home once again?


He rounded the bottom of the stairs and froze.


Only Skye was in the kitchen. She’d spaced out three plates on the counter next to the stove, and was working. The oven was on, two burners on the stove rolling. Her shyness had faded, at least for the moment. She had a youthful, energetic appearance.


“Jack!” she said, waving her hands at the plates. “Breakfast!”


Skye’s idea of breakfast brought a smile.


One pan contained onions and green peppers, the other chopped steak. Two subs were already made, and she was working on the third. For a side, fries were baking in the oven.


“Cheese steak!” Skye called.


“This is weird,” Tiffany said.


“Yes, it is. And it also smells delicious.”


“We’re going to eat cheese steak subs for breakfast?”


“Why the hell not?”


“Can … I have ice cream after?”


“You’re goddamn right you can.”


Tiffany smiled.


The three ate at the bar. Johnny Cash echoed through the living room. Jack and Tiffany ate and relaxed, laughed and talked. Skye was quiet. She ate fast, as if the food would be yanked away at any moment. The sight bothered Jack, almost ruining his own meal. He grabbed her wrist as she tried to eat a fry.


“Would you cool it? This isn’t a race. You’re freaking me out.”


She willed herself to slow down, moving a strand of hair from her eyes.


“Sorry. I eat quick. Don’t eat fast, and might not have food.”


“Where did you learn to make a cheese steak?”


Skye glanced at Tiffany. Jack could see her choosing her words carefully.


“Some want woman who cook. Others want … more.”


“Well, this is good. It isn’t great. I could do better. But it’s better than anything Glinda could come up with.”


“Glinda?”


“Kevin.”


“Dad calls Kevin Glinda,” Tiffany explained. “Like how you give a special name to a friend.”


“We’re not friends.”


“So,” Skye said. “After breakfast, what do you want me to do?”


“Maybe clean the house. Wash our laundry.”


“Jack,” Tiffany said. “She’s a guest. She can’t do that.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes, I’m sure.”


“Shit. Eh, whatever. But we do need to get you some clothes. Some things for your bedroom.”


Tiffany’s eyes lit up.


“We’re going out?”


Jack felt his spirit wane. He loved being with Tiffany, but unleashing her at a store was sometimes worse than any supernatural threat.


“Yeah.”


“Awesome! Can I get some clothes, too? I’m going to check out my dresser. I’ll be right back. Don’t eat my sub.”


Off Tiffany went. Jack was content to eat in silence, but Skye had other ideas. She lowered her head and whispered.


“Tiffany doesn’t know? About sorcery?”


“She knows parts,” he said. “But I’ve never sat down with her, explained everything. So, keep your sorcery to yourself.”


She nodded and frowned in anger.


“My old master. He knew. The only one that knew. He … stole my sorcery.”


“Victoria and Glinda told me.”


Silence passed. The only sounds were of Tiffany rummaging through clothes upstairs. Skye was lost in her thoughts. Jack was lost in his breakfast.


“Am I truly free?”


“You can walk out that door right now, for all I care. I’m just watching you as a favor for Victoria. What is your real name, anyway?”


“Skye.”


Jack shook his head.


“Victoria and you. You two are friends?”


“She’s my best friend.”


“What do I do now? Being free is new.”


“I think you should start a band.”


“You joke. I don’t know—”


“Skye, let’s take one thing at a time. Let’s start with finishing breakfast. Then we’ll shower. Can you shower? You know, soap, shampoo, towels, the real challenging stuff. Then we’ll shop.”


“We’ll shower? You and me? Together?”


He rubbed his forehead in frustration.



*****


Jack locked the door behind him as the trio left the house. Tiffany was more than ready to go. She had her phone prepared, with ideas for clothes she wanted stored in website favorites, and a list of general items she needed. Jack chopped up an old pair of jeans for Skye, and she wore another of Tiffany’s old shirts. The look suited her. They walked ahead, heading for the truck. Tiffany had already appointed herself Skye’s guide, and promised her she wouldn’t steer her wrong regarding fashion.


“I’ll ride in the back!” Tiffany called.


“Tiff, you can’t ride in the truck's bed.”


“But there’s no room for three people.”


“There’s plenty of room. We’ve fit three people plenty of times.”


“But I’ve grown since then.”


“Well, we’re lucky Skye is the size of a shadow. We’ll be fine.”


“I call shotgun.”


Skye waited patiently on the sidewalk. She frowned as Jack approached and circled the truck.


“You have a shotgun?” she asked.


He ignored her.


Skye slid next to him, uncomfortably close. Their thighs touched, a feeling Jack didn’t like. Thoughts of a newer, roomier truck flashed through his mind. The engine was running for two seconds before the change of plans started. It was one of the many joys of having a young daughter.


“Where are we going?”


“To the mall.”


“Let’s go the boardwalk. Then we can hit the beach.”


“I don’t think the clothes we need for Skye we’ll find at the boardwalk.”


“What do you mean? There are tons of clothes there.”


“Yeah. Bikinis, swimwear, shirts four sizes too small. It’s a body-shaming paradise.”


“We could get hot dogs and fries.” She nudged Skye on the shoulder. “Do you like hot dogs?”


“You just had a cheese steak and fries. And ice cream.”


“I know. But by the time we get done shopping, it’ll be lunch.”


“Shit, I hope not.”


“Dad, come on. When was the last time we went to the boardwalk?”


“Not long enough ago. We need more crap than clothes. We also need a bed. A frame and mattress.”


“We can go to the boardwalk and the mall. We’ll make a day out of it.”


Jack’s long life flashed before his eyes. An entire day of shopping. With two women.


Out came the puppy-dog face.


“Please!”


He gripped the wheel tighter.


“How?” he said. “How does this keep happening?”


Tiffany laughed.


“I love you, Jack.”


“Yeah, yeah. Whatever. Buckle up.”


The drive was a short one. Even in the morning, the boardwalk had its share of people. Tourist season was around the corner. Mortals were already setting up on the beach. Volleyball, sunbathers, swimmers, the ridiculous treasure-hunters. Jack’s mood started off sour, as always, but just the same, Tiffany lifted him out of it. Her mood and energy always affected him. The very first shop they stopped at, she grabbed Skye’s hand and whisked her away.


The poor witch didn’t know what hit her.


Jack kept his distance, both enjoying the time alone and studying Skye. He realized she’d never been to a beach before. As soon as they parked, her eyes were saucers. She gasped at the sight of the ocean, the waves rolling in. The heat didn’t bother her at all. It was a safe guess with the life forced on her, the sun was nothing. Her face was pure confusion as she struggled to keep up with Tiffany. They browsed shirts, shorts, various accessories he knew nothing about. Tiffany held various garments up to Skye’s frame, discarding ones she didn’t like. Jack read their lips from across the store.


“This one is no good.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yeah. The colors. Blah.”


“How do you know?”


“I just do. I’m smart.”


Jack laughed.


“This looks good. Keep this. We’ll get you a few shirts, then some for me.” Tiffany lowered her voice. “Maybe we’ll get a few for Jack, too. We’ll take some pictures later. You’ll look great. Just trust me.”


“I … trust you.”


He wondered how difficult that was to say.


“We’ll paint your nails, maybe get some sandals. We’re going to have so much fun.”


Skye’s body language said it all. She wanted to vanish, disappear.


“So many people here.”


“This is nothing. Wait until later. The beach will be full of people. Maybe we’ll go for a swim.”


“I can’t swim.”


“Really? Why not?”


“Never needed to.”


“You showed up at the house yesterday in a swimsuit. But you can’t swim?”


“The feeling of clothes. I don’t like.”


“That’s because you didn’t have someone like me picking them out.”


Jack shook his head. His daughter was too much.


“Okay, this is a good start. Let’s buy these. Then we’ll check out the next store.”


“How many stores are here?”


“A lot.”


Jack sighed. He had a feeling they’d be visiting quite a few of them.


The morning stretched. Jack was content to kill time, watch the sights, as they shopped. They had relegated him to the role of bag carrier. True to her word, Tiffany’s choices for Skye’s wardrobe were spot-on. The witch could finally walk around in something other than a bikini. He stood near the entrance to another store, watching a group of mortals clumsily playing football in the sand, when Tiffany and Skye tried to drag him into their mess.


“Jack!” Tiffany called.


He turned to see them approaching, carrying several swimsuits. The hairs on the back of his neck went up.


“Skye has never been swimming. We need to get her a new swimsuit.”


“That doesn’t involve me.”


“We need to know which one looks better. From a boy’s point of view.”


“I don’t really care.”


“Come on. Skye is going to try these on. You can say which is your favorite.”


“They’ll all look terrible on her.”


They both frowned.


“Dad—”


His phone rang, saving him a slice of sanity.


“Ah, sorry. Work calls. Ask the cashier there. I’m sure he’d love to stare at Skye for ten minutes.”


The two turned to walk away, disappointed. Jack answered his phone, but hesitated before speaking. He rolled his eyes.


“Skye.”


She spun in place.


“That dark green one there, that Tiffany’s holding,” he said, pointing. “The one-piece. That’s the one you want. Stay away from showing off your skeleton for now.”


That was enough for a pair of smiles. They disappeared back into the store as Jack approached the beach, keeping the storefront within sight. He didn’t need to ask who was on the phone. He was only expecting one call.


“Mattie,” he said, knowing he hated being called that. “What do you have for me?”


“Hey, Jack. I hate to say it, but I got nothing.”


Surprise took hold. He paused a moment, almost thinking it was a joke.


“Seriously?”


“I’m afraid so.”


“I sent you fifty photos, from every angle. You’ve found more with less. You found Jimmy Hoffa, twice, after they moved the body. There’s a reason I go to you first, pay you a lot of money.”


“I know.”


“So, what are you saying? You can’t find anything out there on her at all?”


“We’ve got no birthmarks, no scars of any kind. You don’t even know what language she speaks?”


“Well, she’s talking now. But trust me, she’s not saying anything useful. Or even interesting.”


“I’ve never seen anyone plainer in my life.”


Jack watched Skye in the store. She danced with Tiffany in front of a mirror, acting like a complete idiot.


“There’s nothing plain about her.”


“Look, I can give you guesses. That’s about it.”


“I’m listening.”


“The complete lack of anything makes me think this has been her entire life. You said you think she’s a part of some trafficking thing? I’d say she was sold as a child. Maybe even a baby. Probably never learned to speak at all. Never been inside a school. But something about that bugs me.”


“What’s that?”


“This is going to sound bad. I hope you’re not squeamish.”


“I’ll try to compose myself.”


“There’s no scarring. Not a mark on her. A lifetime of abuse, there’d be some scars.”


A witch never had to worry about scarring, at least not physically.


Mentally was another story.


“Keep working on it,” he said. “I’ll send more pictures when I can.”


“Sure. But I can’t promise anything. You’ve got a real mystery on your hands.”


He crossed the boardwalk and reentered the store just in time to see Tiffany and Skye slapping another pile of clothes in front of the cashier. Skye almost looked embarrassed as she surveyed the selection of shorts and tops, with a pair of sandals rounding out the trip.


“Too many clothes,” she said.


“Not enough clothes,” Tiffany countered. “Okay, Dad, we’re ready to go.”


“Are you sure? I think you missed a shelf somewhere you didn’t scavenge.”


She placed her hands on her hips, sticking out her jaw.


“Dad,” she said, stretching the word.


“Okay, okay.”


Jack paid the cashier and turned to leave. He didn’t know what the next stop was, but soon they’d have to go to the truck. Their haul was almost too much to carry.


He frowned when he realized Tiffany and Skye weren’t following. Turning back to the store, he watched Skye carry an armful of items to the back and disappear into a changing booth.


“What’s going on?”


Tiffany stood at his side, looking much older than her ten years of mortal life.


“She’s going to try on some things.”


“Aren’t you supposed to do that before you spend a small fortune?”


“She didn’t really want to pick anything out. I had to help her with everything.”


“Choice is new to her.”


“What does that mean?”


Jack always wanted to be honest with her, but there were still many things he kept from her. He had a standard response that Tiffany knew not to question.


“When you’re older.”


She tugged on his arm, wanting to look into his eyes.


“Look down. This is important.”


It was difficult to hide a smile. He dropped to one knee.


“Okay. Are you listening? She’s going to look beautiful, because I picked all her stuff out.”


“Wow. Confident, are we?”


“I might have to change some things. Maybe the sandals. And maybe some makeup. But you can’t say that.”


“I can’t?”


“No. Tell her she looks amazing. That she’s beautiful.”


“Nope. Can’t do it.”


“Dad—”


“Sorry. I just don’t have it in me. It’s almost noon. Can’t we just go get some hot dogs and call it a trip? We still have to go to the mall.”


“Just don’t be mean. Okay? Skye’s definitely … weird.”


“I’ve noticed.”


Several minutes passed, with nothing from the changing booth. Jack and Tiffany both glanced at each other, confused. She took a few cautious steps toward the curtain, carefully grabbing a corner.


“Skye?” she said. “Are you in there?”


Slowly, she pulled back the curtain.


Skye stood still. She stared at the mirror, her arms hanging at her sides. She’d changed into a pair of white shorts with a stylish belt and a pink shirt that, while still short enough to reveal her navel, didn’t squeeze her torso. The sandals Tiffany had picked out were nice. Skye looked lovely, although Jack would never tell her.


Tears ran down her cheeks.


She couldn’t look away from herself. Her right hand trembled. More tears came, and she leaned forward against the mirror to hold herself up.


“Skye?” Tiffany asked. She joined her in the booth and took her hand. “Skye, are you okay?”


Skye pulled free and leaned her arms against the mirror. She dropped to her knees, her skin leaving behind a screeching noise as she went. Tiffany turned to look at Jack, despair and heartbreak in her eyes.


“Did I do something wrong?” she asked. “I don’t think she likes it.”


He put a hand on his daughter’s shoulder.


“No, Tiff. I think she actually loves it.”


“Then why is she crying?”


Another question he couldn’t explain to her. The truth was simple. For the first time possibly in her life, Skye was her own person. Tiffany was offering friendship and fashion advice, with nothing to gain for herself. The sensations going through her mind were jarring.


The cashier approached from behind.


“Uh, hello?” he asked. “Is everything okay over here?”


“Of course. Don’t you cry when you buy new clothes?”


“No. No, I don’t.”


“Yeah, probably not. You save your tears for the webcam and the right hand.” He approached Skye and gently touched her shoulder. “Come on, Fido. It’s hot dog time. Hot dogs cure everything.”


“And fries,” Tiffany added. “Don’t forget fries.”


Skye turned on her knees and embraced Tiffany. The gesture caught her by surprise, but she returned the hug. Tiffany glanced up at Jack and shrugged. She moved her lips, mouthing the words, yet not making a sound.


“Weird.”


Jack nodded. 


After ten minutes and a few more tears, the trio sat at a table under an umbrella on the boardwalk. Hot dogs and fries, along with drinks, were scattered between them. Skye was fine for the moment, but Jack knew her emotional journey was only beginning. Tiffany talked enough for everyone. With an army of clothes at their feet, she’d moved on to how they were going to arrange Skye’s bedroom. Skye was feeling more comfortable, but Jack often caught her studying her shirt, her shorts. Tiffany had done a good job, if the men passing by stealing second looks were any sign.


“Maybe we could get a bunk-bed,” Tiffany suggested. “Maybe we could get two. That way we can sleep in each other’s rooms.”


“Nope,” Jack said. “Not happening.”


“Hot dog good,” Skye said.


“I told you so,” Tiffany said. “You don’t like ketchup and mustard?”


Skye didn’t understand. Tiffany did the work for her, taking what was left of her food and applying the condiments. Skye hesitated, but her eyes shot open after taking a bite.


“You’ve never had ketchup and mustard?”


“No. Very good.”


“There’s more, too. There’s chili, cheese, relish, onions—”


“Let’s stick with simple,” Jack said. “We don’t want to kill the poor woman.”


“Dad makes the best hot dogs.”


“Damn right I do.”


Skye looked at both Jack and Tiffany.


“Thank,” she said. “Thank both.”


“You’re welcome,” Tiffany said.


“Why? Why do this?”


Tiffany spoke before Jack could offer sarcasm.


“Not that long ago, I was alone. I had nothing, had a very mean lady watching me. Jack saved me. Now, we’ll save you.”


Jack admired his daughter. He was too narcissistic to ever wish to be like anyone else, but if that weren’t the case, he wished he had a sliver of Tiffany’s spirit.


Skye leaned next to her and kissed Tiffany on the head. She tried to kiss Jack’s cheek, but he blocked her with a forearm.


“No, thanks. I’m all kissed up.”


He took a breath as lunch winded down. The day was half over, and that thought scared him. They’d spent half the day on the boardwalk, buying clothes. A trip to the mall suddenly felt like a huge undertaking.


“Okay, gang,” he said. “Let’s wrap it up. We’ve still got another stop ahead of us.”


Jack gathered trash, but Skye jumped up, enthusiastic.


“I do. I help.”


She gathered the used napkins and paper plates. Jack shrugged.


“Fine with me. It’s about time you did something.”


Jack and Tiffany gathered the bags as Skye crossed the boardwalk. After depositing the trash, she turned to rejoin them. The man speeding past on his bike didn’t see her. He was too busy changing play-lists on his phone, riding with one hand. The collision was brutal, sending both mortal and witch to the ground. The man toppled over his bike as Skye collapsed, holding her leg.


Tiffany dropped the bags and ran toward Skye. Jack was in no hurry. His pace was slow and steady.


“Skye!” Tiffany shouted. “Are you okay?”


“Sorry,” Skye said, rolling in pain. “So, so sorry.”


The mortal in the other half of the accident was not sorry.


“What the fuck is wrong with you? Why don’t you watch where you’re fucking walking?”


He shot to his feet, surveyeing the surrounding damage. Glaring at Skye, he loomed over her, casting a shadow over her slight frame, as he clenched his fists. Skye offered no resistance of any kind. She covered her face with her hands, refusing to make eye contact. Jack could only imagine how many times she’d been in that position in her life.


“My fault. Forgive me.”


“It was your fault!” Tiffany shouted. “You were staring at your phone!”


He ignored her. He picked his bike up and leaned it against the storefront. His cheeks flared when he saw his phone in the middle of the boardwalk.


“My phone! You broke my phone!”


Tiffany took his picture with her own phone. It stunned the man. 


“Did you just—?”


“I filmed you. For when we call the police.”


“You—”


He reached for Tiffany’s wrist. Until that moment, Jack wasn’t sure what he was going to do. He didn’t care about Skye. He certainly wouldn’t fight for her. He wasn’t her knight in shining armor. Her leg was hurt, with a trail of blood running down her calf. But she was a witch. Some water from a faucet, and she’d be fine.


All coherent thought vanished when the mortal reached for his daughter.


Jack intercepted his arm and twisted violently. There was a snap and a cry of pain. With a single kick to the back of the knee, the mortal was on the ground in an uncomfortable position. Jack didn’t release his hold.


Rage threatened to consume him. He shoved it deep down, perhaps with the aid of some supernatural force. Every instinct in his body said to kill the mortal, find his address, bury him in his backyard. But that wasn’t what Tiffany would do.


Still, a lesson needed to be taught, and not to the mortal. Tiffany would guide Skye with compassion, kindness.


Jack would take the opposite approach.


“Tiffany,” he said, his voice even, almost sweet. “Just stay by our bags for a minute. Okay? Right over there, where I can see you.”


“Okay.”


“Hey! What the fuck is your—?”


Another twist. The mortal winced and went silent.


“Skye. Come with me.”


Jack dragged the mortal between the storefronts, away from prying eyes. Skye was a step behind, using the wall next to her for balance.


“Let go of me! I’m going to kick your—”


Jack reared his free hand back and slapped the man across the face. The echo reverberated through the buildings. A group of seagulls perched above flew away at the disturbance.


“Another word,” he said. “And I’ll break your ribs.”


The mortal’s bravado faded. He was silly and stupid, like all mortals. But he recognized the danger in Jack’s eyes, the deadly seriousness.


He dropped him to the concrete, next to a bag of trash. The sight was fitting, somehow. Skye watched with intensity, apprehension in her eyes.


“The accident was his fault,” Jack began. “He wasn’t paying attention, ran into you. But you apologized. Why?”


“Hey!” he said. “It wasn’t—”


Jack pulled his foot back and drove it into his ribs. Then again. He looked up to make sure Tiffany couldn’t see the violence. Skye’s body, while narrow and frail, helped block the assault from his daughter’s eyes.


“This man isn’t important. He’s nothing. We’ll call him Example. Why did you apologize to the Example here?”


Skye said nothing, staring at Example at her feet. Emotions played across her face. Anger, confusion, fear, doubt.


“You are no longer who you were,” Jack said. “No one owns you anymore. You don’t have to be afraid of pieces of shit like the Example. You don’t have to cower. Don’t apologize for something you didn’t do. Hell, don’t apologize for something you did do.” He took a breath, hoping he was getting through. “Stay in your lane. Enjoy all life has to offer. Enjoy being a sorceress.”


“What the hell—?” Example said.


Jack glared at him, silencing him.


“But whenever anyone threatens you, or someone you care about, pulls you out of your lane. You beat them so hard they never dream of looking at you again. When words fail—” He rolled his eyes, thinking of Victoria and her love of words. “You maim them. Cripple them. Make them regret ever giving you a negative thought.”


“Fuck, man, I’m sorr—”


“Shut up!”


Jack went silent. If he had more time, and his blood wasn’t boiling, perhaps he could have made his point more clearly. He watched Skye. She chewed on his words, turned them over in her mind. She’d suffered so much abuse, so much horror. It would take more than Jack could offer to even begin with the healing process.


“You hit me,” she finally said, staring at Example. “You apologize.”


“I’m sorry!” He looked at both of them, panic in his eyes. “Shit, I’m so sorry! It was my fault!”


Jack reached down and grabbed Example’s phone. He had it in his hand before dropping it during Jack’s assault.


“Actually, it’s not completely broken,” he said. “It still works. The screen is just cracked. But they can swap that out.”


“Ah, man. Thank—”


Jack slammed the phone against the wall. He didn’t stop until the mobile tech was nothing more than a lump of ruined glass and plastic. Not even Kevin’s magical and technical skills could save it.


“Now it’s broken.”


He dropped to a knee and reached for Example. Example leaned away, but not far enough. Jack grabbed his shirt and tore it away from his chest. It took two attempts to remote it.


“You can go.”


Example scurried to his feet and ran. Jack heard him gather his bike and pedal away as fast as his legs would allow.


Gently, he grabbed Skye by the wrist.


“Sit down.”


She did so. He grabbed her leg and flexed it. She winced in pain, her body tensing up. Using Example’s shirt, he dabbed at the blood on her leg, wiping it away. It wasn’t bad at all, looking much worse than it was. Just a skinned shin.


“You’re a good man.”


A rare, complete sentence, even if it wasn’t true. Jack shook his head.


“No, I’m not. I’m the worst.”


Skye also shook her head.


“No. I’ve met the worst.”


Jack almost retorted, but stayed quiet. There was a chance she actually had met people that could rival his darkness.


“How are you feeling? Can you walk?”


He helped her to her feet. She stretched her leg, taking a few practice steps.


“Think so.”


“Good. I’m not carrying your ass back to the truck. Let’s go.”


Tiffany was waiting patiently near their bags as they approached. She took Skye’s hand, looking up at her.


“Are you okay?”


Skye nodded.


“Yes. Jack helped me.”


“He always helps everyone.”


Jack grabbed several bags, uncomfortable with the amount of love being thrown his way.


“Let’s not get crazy,” he said. “Let’s get going. We still have a bedroom to buy.”



*****


As it always did, a sense of time eluded Jack. The sun was setting as they drove home. They’d only been out a day, but it felt like a month. Every time they came close to anything resembling a decision, whether it be the choice of mattress, bed frame, dresser, even sheets, something would derail that decision. Usually, it was Tiffany. They spent an hour browsing various stores looking for Spongebob sheets, only to discover there were none in stock. It took bartering, unnecessary conversation, and a lot of frustration. But finally, they had everything in place to put together a simple bedroom. Despite the late hour, a truck wasn’t far away to deliver and set up everything. Another slight advantage of being wealthy.


His patience was being put to the test as Tiffany and Skye sang. Tiffany sang words to a song he’d never heard in his life, while Skye tried to hum along. When Skye made a mistake, Tiffany insisted they start over. To add to the torture, every traffic light in town worked against them.


He wanted to sleep for as long as his magical trinket would allow. He’d set the timer for twelve hours, then reset it for another twelve. At their fifth red light, Jack rubbed his forehead.


“Guys,” he said. “I don’t know any other way to say this. Please, you’re killing me. Stop singing.”


“What’s for dinner?” Tiffany asked. “Skye’s hungry.”


“Oh? And you’re not?”


“You don’t hear her stomach growling?”


“I thought that was her ass.”


A quick, shared laugh, before the singing started again. It didn’t last long before they were a street away from the house.


“Hey!” Tiffany said. “Look at this!”


She held up her bracelet for all to see.


Jack took notice.


“It’s not just blue anymore,” she said, pointing out the obvious. “Check out that brown color.”


He slowed the truck, looking at the street and sidewalks. He wondered if they had company, and let out a smile as the house came into view.


“Well, would you look at that?” He elbowed Skye in the arm. “Check out that woman. One day, when you’ve drunk plenty of milk, taken all your vitamins, and with a little luck, you might look half as beautiful as that creature there.”


Jack parked by the curb, leaving plenty of room for the upcoming delivery truck. He watched his uninvited visitor.


She sat on the porch sideways, her legs stretched from step to step, as she swiped her smartphone. It had been some time since he last saw her. Plenty of phone calls and texts, but they didn’t get to see each other often. He did not try to hide his admiration of her curves as he stepped out onto the street. She wore no shoes, only a pair of shorts and a loose shirt. She wasn’t dressed for the beach. Jack knew her intention was to shed her clothes later and run through whatever wooded area she could find.


“Who is that?” Tiffany asked, gathering several bags.


She stood up and surveyed Jack and his group. He could see her nose twitching, taking in fresh scents and locking them in her memory. Tucking her phone away, she met them halfway on the sidewalk.


“Here,” she said, offering her hand to Tiffany. “Do you need a hand with that?”


Skye smiled shyly and waved, also offering her a bag.


“Who let you off your leash?” Jack asked.


“Funny,” Marie said. “That will just never get old. Hi, Jack.”










CHAPTER 11







AS OFTEN AS Victoria was away, she had a standard list of chores for her property in her absence. That list had changed since Zoey came to stay, but it was a list, regardless. The lawn needed to be maintained, the inside of the mansion cleaned, and food put in the refrigerator. Her cars needed washing, except for her Porsche. No one washed that except her. The basement was off-limits for the cleaning crew since Zoey’s arrival. A few new items had been added, such as blood delivery for her young guest.


Victoria sat in the kitchen, nursing a wine glass of blood. She stared at her list, a password-protected note file on her phone. Most items were already taken care of, but confusion and awe still swam in her mind.


She worked with Kevin many times, but his powers had grown. Did she even need to worry about being away from home with a witch at her side?


She hadn’t even packed a bag yet.


The wall separating the kitchen from the dining hall was missing. In its place was a large portal, taking up almost the entire space. Kevin moved about his workshop in New Zealand, with Victoria able to see everything he was doing. He browsed through shelves, gathered a few vials. The portal gave the illusion of one large continuous space. It was an odd sight, but Kevin worked as if it were normal. Breaking natural laws, wielding the forces of magic, it was all normal to him.


“Are you almost done?” Victoria called.


“Yeah. Just getting a few more things together.”


Victoria looked at the photo again, the one they’d taken from Tavers’ chamber. It was the only clue they had, but told them nothing. She studied the vampire restrained in the chair. His expression was dark, full of rage. Had he been newly turned? Was he starving, near bloodlust?


“Hey, Victoria?” It was Zoey, calling from another room. “Are you in the kitchen?”


“Yeah.”


Footsteps. Victoria could see Zoey approaching in her mind. Leaving from the basement, wearing flip-flops. She almost knocked over a vase in the hallway. Always improving, willing to learn, a wonderful student. But still clumsy. Victoria turned the photo over. She hadn’t shown it to Zoey. There was no need.


“Hey,” Zoey said, entering the kitchen. “Can we talk for a … whoa.”


Zoey caught sight of the portal. Kevin waved and smiled, returning to his shelves. Victoria and Zoey felt the same wonder, but Zoey didn’t hide it so well.


“Holy shit,” she said. “That always freaks me out.”


“I haven’t got used to it yet, myself.”


“Where is he now?”


“Hey,” Kevin said, laughing. “I can hear you, you know. I’m right here.”


“His new play-house,” Victoria said. “What’s up? Is everything okay?”


Zoey sighed. She cast one last glance at the portal before sitting at the table across from Victoria. She folded her arms and leaned forward. Whatever was going on, Victoria knew it was serious. She took another sip of blood before giving Zoey her attention.


“Are you getting ready to leave?” Zoey asked.


“Just about. There’s a few more things I have to do. Kevin, too. I have to make sure blood gets delivered here. I know you like the Vermilion, but you can’t drink out every night.”


“Well, maybe it won’t be a problem. I’m hoping you’ll take me with you.”


Victoria let the question hang out there a moment. There was only one right answer.


“I’m not sure that’s such a good idea, Zoey.”


“Please. This last trip, it was rough. I know it sounds pathetic, but I was lonely. I’m not sure I can do that again.”


Victoria tried not to smile.


“You mean you can’t stay in this luxurious, spacious mansion?”


“Locked away half the day, with no one to talk to? It’s rougher than it sounds. This could be a learning experience for me. Watching you do your thing.”


She turned over the photo and slid it across the table. What color was left in Zoey’s cheeks vanished as she picked it up.


“This is my thing. Someone out there is doing something bad. Maybe using magic. We found this in the den of a human involved in trafficking.”


“Trafficking? People?”


“Well, not Volkswagens.”


The resolve hadn’t left Zoey’s eyes.


“I won’t be stupid and say I can help. I probably can’t. But I promise, I’ll stay out of your way. Do you remember when Kevin was in trouble? Jack sent me to help. I’m not completely useless.”


“I didn’t say you were. But Zoey, I don’t know what we’re getting into.”


“I won’t be a burden.”


“It’s not that.” She took the picture and held it up. “This is our only lead. Kevin is going to take this, and make a portal. We don’t even know where this portal will take us. It might lead right into a sunlight-filled dungeon.”


“I’ll bring an umbrella.”


“Zoey—”


“Victoria, I’m so grateful for everything you’ve done for me. I’d be dead five times by now if not for you. But I won’t become a better vampire … a better person, by hiding away all the time.”


She let out a sigh.


“This is important to you?”


“Yeah.”


There were so many reasons Zoey’s request was a bad one. It’d be impossible to count them all. The goal was to protect Zoey, not lead her into possible danger. There was her own safety to consider, and Kevin’s. Her mental health was also an issue. Victoria had seen things that would haunt her dreams forever, and didn’t want that so early in life for Zoey.


But there was such a thing as overprotection. Where did she draw the line?


“Go pack a bag,” Victoria said, already feeling doubt nibble at the back of her neck. “Pack light. Maybe a day for starters.”


“Pack? We’re not coming back? Even though Kevin can make portals?”


“Like I said, I don’t know what happens next. Maybe we stay there.”


Zoey jumped to her feet.


“Okay. I’ll go right now.”


She nearly ran from the kitchen. Victoria finished her blood and set her glass in the sink. Kevin approached, stepping through the portal and closing it behind him. He slipped out of his coat and let it float near the wall. She shook her head, almost afraid to ask what else it could do.


“What’s going on?” he asked.


She felt guilty for not consulting with Kevin. He was a partner, an equal. He was always content to let Victoria lead, but she should have asked for his input.


“Zoey is coming with us.”


Kevin nodded, as easy-going as always.


“Cool.”


“How does Leese feel? Is she okay with you working with me?”


“She was upset at first. She probably still is. But she came around, just told me to be extra careful.”


She watched him as he went to the refrigerator to retrieve a soda. He’d been quiet the past few days, distant.


“Is everything okay?” she asked, already knowing the answer.


“Sure. Just, you know, focusing on getting ready, magic, all that fun stuff.”


She tapped her fingers on the table.


“Kevin.”


He sighed, his back to her. She smiled as he shook his head, irritated that she read him so easily. He turned and leaned against the counter.


“Jack pisses me off.”


“Just recently? Or ever since you first met him?”


He didn’t laugh at her joke.


“Why does he have to be an asshole all the time?”


“You’ve only known him a few years. Try a few centuries.”


“He called me a coward,” he said, his voice trembling with anger. “A fucking coward. He doesn’t talk to Zoey like that. Or Alex.”


“He only says these things because he cares. He missed you.”


Kevin finally laughed.


“You’re crazy, Victoria.”


She let it drop. Rising to her feet, she crossed the kitchen and grabbed Kevin by the shoulders. He had trouble meeting her eyes.


“You’re many things, but a coward isn’t one of them. I know it’s easy to say, but don’t let Jack get to you.”


“I’m working on it.”


Victoria heard footsteps in the distance. Zoey was pulling a bag behind her. The left wheel was squeaky. She stepped back into the kitchen, her excitement barely under control.


“Okay, I’m ready,” she announced.


“A bag?” Kevin said. “Are we staying overnight?”


“I have no idea,” Victoria said, shrugging. “It all depends on what we find here.” She held up the photo.


Kevin took a deep breath as he took it from her.


“Just so you know,” he said. “If this place doesn’t exist anymore, there isn’t a wall or a surface for a portal to latch on to, this photo just disappears. Our case is over before it even starts.”


“You’re just always so positive,” Victoria said.


Zoey laughed.


“Okay, Zoey,” Kevin said. “Stand to the side, out of sight. It’s night here, but could be morning there. I don’t want sun scorching you.”


She smiled and nodded, appreciating his concern. Zoey took up a position near the kitchen doorway, far from Kevin’s portal site. He pulled a potion from his coat.


“Here we go.”


He was slow, apprehensive, as he drew on the wall. Victoria understood his hesitance. She was asking him to create a doorway to what was possibly a murder scene. He kept the portal small, only big enough to reach a hand through.


Kevin placed the photo on the wall, and it vanished.


No sunlight poured into Victoria’s kitchen. Only cold air, and a musty smell, greeted them. Kevin peered through, arching his neck at all angles to see.


“It looks safe,” Kevin said, stepping aside. “But I can’t tell where this is. Victoria?”


She approached the porthole-sized gateway and inhaled. There was moonlight coming from somewhere she couldn’t see. She smelled steel, rust. Old, soiled clothes. She heard rats, scurrying not far away.


“Okay,” Victoria said, satisfied Zoey would be fine. “Let’s take a look.”


Kevin widened the portal with his palm. The motion disturbed the rats. They squeaked and scattered in the darkness.


“What is that I’m hearing?” Zoey asked.


“Uh.” Victoria couldn’t think of a soothing lie. “Rodents. Rats.”


Zoey hesitated, staring at the mouth of the portal separating Victoria’s kitchen from the dark unknown.


“Still want to come?”


“Yes,” Zoey said. “But, is it okay if I leave my bag here?”


Victoria laughed and nodded.


She stepped through first, with the witch and young vampire trailing behind. There was a broken desk in the corner. An overturned file cabinet blocked a doorway leading out. The door held to the frame only by a single hinge. There were shattered picture frames on the carpet. A quick burst of headlights lit up the room as a car passed beyond them.


“What is this?” Zoey asked. “An office?”


Victoria walked around the desk to the doorway. There were old washing machines and dryers, which hadn’t seen life in years. Discarded clothes littered the floor. Graffiti graced the walls, and there were scorch marks from an old fire.


“It looks like an old laundromat.”


Zoey squealed as something ran over her foot.


“Old is right.”


Victoria turned back to the office and studied carefully. There were two metal anchors in the wall, where she was certain a chair was secured at one time. There was no blood on the floor, nor the scent in the air. Ruts in the carpet suggested the chair sat in one spot for a while.


“So, that picture,” Zoey said. “It leads here?”


“Yeah,” Kevin said, glancing at Victoria. “What do you think? Can you hear anything? Smell anything?” He looked at Zoey. “Either of you?”


“It smells disgusting,” Zoey said.


Victoria agreed. Besides the anchors, nothing jumped out about the scene that suggested a next step. There was no trail of blood, no corpse. There wasn’t even a pile of ash.


“That email was sent weeks ago. Whatever happened here is long done.”


Kevin frowned as he stepped from the office into the open.


“Probably. But let’s just see.”


He opened another portal to his workshop. Zoey stepped around shattered glass to join Victoria. The two vampires watched Kevin move from the dark, dank laundromat to his well-lit storage room. He grabbed a single potion from his shelves, along with an old video camera.


“He’s useful to have around,” Zoey said.


“Yeah. It’s a good thing I didn’t kill him.”


“You … tried to kill Kevin?”


“I did. When we first met.”


“Holy shit. What happened?”


She smiled at the memory.


“He almost killed me instead.”


He rejoined them, rubbing his thumb over the viewfinder of the camera. Zoey watched with confusion. He waved the camera about, as if he were filming.


“What are you doing?” Zoey asked.


“Looking into the past.”


“You … what?!”


“Just six hours,” he said, as if that wasn’t impressive. “I can’t go back any further than that.”


Victoria and Zoey both moved behind Kevin, peering over his shoulder. As amazing as it was to peer back in time, his magical camera offered nothing new. Six hours ago, the laundromat did not differ from the present, except for the sun being high in the sky.


“It was worth a shot,” Kevin said.


“What do we do now?” Zoey asked.


Victoria said nothing. She offered no course of action, simply enjoying watching Kevin work. It was Zoey who had another idea.


“Oh!” she said. “Kevin! How about that phone trick you did for me? When you helped me find that vampire.”


“I thought about that,” he said. “I don’t think it will work.”


“Why not?”


“Because the picture has to have some emotion, something behind it. Taking a picture of a raging vampire, chained to a wall, I just don’t think that’s enough.” He moved to his workshop once again. “But, it can’t hurt to try.”


He printed another copy of the photo from Tavers’ email. Victoria was truly impressed with his workshop. He seemed to have something of everything. He gathered more magic. A potion and a baking sheet. He filled the baking sheet with water from a tiny refrigerator.


After crossing back to the laundromat, he set everything on a nearby cart.


“Okay. Let’s see if this does it.”


He set the picture on the sheet and pressed his finger to the water.


Nothing happened.


“Damn,” he said. “Like I thought. Just not enough emotion. Or … the guy is dead.”


“Sorry,” Zoey said.


“Don’t be,” Kevin said. “It was a good idea.”


Victoria smiled as she regarded the two of them. They made an excellent team. She never thought she’d be involved in an investigation with two supernatural creatures not yet old enough to legally drink.


Zoey shrugged her shoulders.


“So, what now?”


Victoria laughed.


“First, we figure out where the hell we are. Let’s go.”


The three of them moved toward the front. Several windows were cracked, with web-like strands running through the glass. Pushing open the unlocked door, she took in the sights and scents around her.


The street wasn’t very busy. A couple passing by gave them an odd look as they emerged from the rundown former business. A car idling at the end of the block direly needed a tune-up. The sun had set, but recently. They were possibly on the west coast. Thick clouds moved overhead, threatening rain. She could smell the moisture in the air.


Her eye caught a newspaper vending machine not far away. She approached, but Kevin already had his phone out.


“It looks like we’re in Washington,” he said. “Sumerset, Washington.”


“Really?” Zoey said. “I’ve never been to Washington.”


“Me, neither.” Even wearing his coat, Kevin folded his arms. “It’s cold.”


Victoria followed Kevin’s lead, bypassing the newspaper and pulling out her own phone.


“We need a car. There’s a rental place two blocks away. We’ll find a hotel.”


“A hotel?” Zoey said. “We’re staying here?”


“You can leave anytime you want.”


“No, that’s not what I … ” She touched Kevin’s arm. “We have him. Why don’t we just stay at your house?”


The thought was a tempting one. Having the convenience of magic at her side was new to Victoria. But there was a process, and too many shortcuts might ruin centuries of habits Victoria had developed.


“No,” she said. “We need to be here. Experience this place, see it with our own eyes.”


“Sleep in its nasty hotels,” Zoey muttered.


Kevin stifled a laugh.


It didn’t take long to reach the car rental business. They just made it before closing. The crew working inside were winding down, straightening up the office and joking around, when Victoria pushed open the doors. The lobby was nothing but frowns and moans of frustration at first. That attitude changed when Victoria flashed her smile. The next ten minutes were full of warm laughter and subtle flirting as Victoria took the lead.


Victoria used those minutes to gather information. What was the town like? How was the weather? Where was a good place to stay? A good place to eat? What was there to do for fun?


Zoey claimed the passenger’s side first. Kevin pushed her playfully as he climbed into the back of the rented Yaris. Zoey reclined her seat, invading Kevin’s space.


Victoria appreciated the antics. The time to get serious was approaching. But she had one last joke to contribute.


“You two behave,” she said. “Or I’ll turn this car around.”


“Okay, Mom,” Zoey said, then let out a thoughtful sigh as Victoria left the lot. “Do you think that’s what people think?”


“What?” Kevin said.


“Like those guys, back at the car place. What do they think we are? Like, are we brother and sister, and Victoria is our mother?”


“Whoa,” Victoria said. “There is no way I look like a mother. And you both look nothing alike. They probably think you’re dating.”


“Ooh, Kevin,” Zoey joked. “Let me come back there and sit on your lap.”


“Don’t make me pull out my mirror.”


“Why? What’s that?”


“It burns vampires.”


“You’re no fun.”


Victoria smiled, and reflected on the question. It was one she’d never entertained. What did mortals think of Jack and her when they came barging into their lives?


She parked outside the closest hotel they could find. The lobby was empty, except for a lone young man in desperate need of coffee slouching behind the front desk. He perked up when they walked in, pulling his shirt down and tidying the area. A baseball game played on the TV under the counter. He regarded the three supernatural creatures, his gaze on Zoey more than the others.


“Hi,” he said awkwardly. “Checking in?”


“I hope so,” Victoria said. “We don’t have a reservation. Just hoping to get lucky. Do you have three rooms?”


The employee’s tag on his shirt identified him as Ray. Ray tapped at a computer for a moment, his eyes darting up to admire Zoey once again.


“We have two,” he said. “Both doubles.”


“Perfect,” she said.


Victoria led the way to the elevator. Kevin waited for the doors to close before speaking.


“I call my own room,” he said.


“That’s fine by me,” Zoey said. “Us girls should stick together.”


“Actually,” she said. “I’m calling seniority on this one. Just for tonight, at least. I’m getting my own room.”


She smiled as she watched the emotions play out across Kevin and Zoey. Confusion, awkwardness, apprehension. Kevin was more bothered by the decision than Zoey.


“Unless,” Victoria said. “You two don’t think you can behave around each other?”


The reaction was exactly as she expected. The two were becoming close, but not that close. Kevin only had eyes for Leese. Zoey thought Kevin was cute. Even Victoria thought Kevin was cute. But there was no romantic attraction there.


“I, uh, have a girlfriend,” Kevin said. “In case you both forgot.”


“I don’t know, Victoria,” Zoey joked. “It’s going to be tough. But I think I’ll be okay.”


They made their way across the top floor to their rooms. Kevin opened the door, using magic instead of his keycard. The room was cozy enough, no different from any average hotel room. Two double-sized beds, a dresser, small refrigerator, television, small desk in the corner. The smell in a hotel room always gave Victoria pause. The cleaning crew only spent the bare minimum required between guests.


“Oh, God,” Zoey said. “What is that smell?”


“I don’t smell anything,” Kevin said.


“Of course, you don’t,” Zoey said, tapping her nose.


“Do you really want to know?” Victoria said.


They glanced at her, waiting.


“A couple had sex in here last night. They cleaned the room, but, you know, love sometimes lasts a while. And there was some drug use, too.”


Zoey looked about to be sick.


“Shit! Which bed?”


“I’ll let you both figure that out.”


Zoey stood with her hands on her hips as she studied each bed. She let out a quiet, frustrated sigh that Victoria understood all too well. Victoria could almost read the teenager’s mind. She was plotting her plan of defense from the sun, trying to figure out the best way to block the windows.


“What do you think?” she asked. “Use the sheets? Maybe prop up a mattress, like a tent? I’ve done it before.”


Victoria gently wrapped an arm around her shoulders, sharing her sadness. She’d gone through it herself, so many times. The strength, speed, agility, all the perks that came with being a vampire, were amazing. But staying in the shadows, hiding from the day, had an emotional toll, was a constant reminder that humanity had left her behind. 


But this was the path Zoey had chosen. They’d argued before about having Kevin take away her weakness to the sun. Zoey herself decided she wasn’t ready for that. Part of that path was getting used to day, how to live away from it.


“That will work,” Victoria said. “Sheets, trash bags, whatever you can find. If you want to keep it simple, just sleep in the bathroom. Put something under the door, so the light doesn’t seep in.”


“Sleep in the bathroom,” Zoey mused. “That’s disgusting.”


Victoria laughed.


“Try sleeping under a pile of corpses. I’ve done worse. It’s good practice, though. Good training. After all, there won’t always be a witch around to make things easy. To use—” Kevin wiped his hand across a window, which he’d soaked in a sweet-smelling liquid. Victoria closed her eyes as she sighed. “Magic.”


They both stared at the witch. He froze in place, glancing over his shoulder, like they caught stealing a cookie. His cheeks turned red.


“Oops,” he said. “Was I not supposed to do that?”


“That depends,” Victoria said, cocking her hip and arching an eyebrow. “What did you do?”


“Uh, Zoey’s safe,” he said. “I just have to hit this other window. They won’t let in light.”


“What?”


“They’ll look normal from the outside. But when the sun comes up, they’ll block the sun.”


“Hooray,” Zoey joked. “Now I can sleep in that nasty bed.”


Victoria rolled her eyes.


“Kevin,” she said. “I’m going to take a shower. Would you mind getting my bags for me? They’re in my bedroom. Just leave them here until the morning. I’ll come get them then.”


Kevin frowned at the odd request, but nodded. He pulled a potion from his coat.


“Sure. You don’t want some underwear or pajamas or anything?”


“I’ll be fine, thank you.” She walked to the door to leave and stopped to cast one last smile. “Behave, you two.”


“You’re so funny,” Zoey said.


“I try my best.”


Victoria closed the door behind her. Her room was further along the walkway. She imagined it was identical to theirs, hopefully without the interesting scents. As she left Kevin and Zoey behind, she heard them already arguing over who would sleep in which bed.


She passed her room, not even bothering to look inside. There were other things she needed to do first.










CHAPTER 12







VICTORIA SMILED AS she once again approached the front desk. Ray straightened up in his seat and returned the gesture. As subtly as a young mortal man could, he admired her as she crossed the lobby. His eyes drifted, taking in various features. His smile faded as he realized Victoria was alone. She laughed quietly to herself. Perhaps the centuries were finally catching up to her, as Zoey was stealing her thunder.


“Hi, again,” she said.


“Hello,” he said, leaning forward. “Is everything okay? Is the room alright?”


“Oh, the room’s perfect, thanks. I’m actually just looking for some help. I need to get drunk. Desperately. Driving in a car for hours with my family—” She shook her head. “It gets a little crazy.”


“I’m sure it does. So, that’s your family? I thought your friends might have been a couple.”


“Oh, no. Brother and sister, and they’re my cousins.”


Ray perked up.


“Really? Well, make sure they know to call me if they need anything.”


“Thanks. So listen, where’s a good place to have some fun around here? Maybe, you know, meet some guys.”


“Don’t go to the bar down the block,” he said, almost wincing. “Rough crowd, and the liquor is terrible.”


“Okay,” she said. “No bar down the block.”


“Yeah. Two streets over, almost right behind us, is a good place. A fun little club I go to now and then. You can almost see it from some of the rooms. Called The Eighth.”


“The Eighth? Really?”


“Yeah. Well, it’s on Eighth Avenue. You can’t miss the place. I guess the owner thought he was being clever.”


She smiled and nodded.


“Thank you. Let’s see what trouble I can get into.” She held out her arms. “Do I look okay?”


Ray went through a spectrum of confidence and unease in a matter of seconds.


“You look gorgeous … beautiful. I mean, nice. You look very nice.”


“Wish me luck!”


Victoria left the lobby, leaving Ray behind to shake his head in frustration.


She rounded the hotel and passed the back, near the rear lot and dumpsters. Stopping in place, she noted her surroundings. No one was nearby, but that didn’t matter. The mortal world was constantly changing. Surveillance seemed to be the latest craze. Cameras were everywhere. On every street corner, in every phone. She often told Alex not to worry about modern day cameras, but there was no need to get recorded if she didn’t have to.


Satisfied she was alone, with no technology watching her, she started her climb up the hotel. With her agility, the task was effortless. She used windowsills, balconies, whatever she could get her hands and feet on. She leapt from one handhold to the next. The mortals sleeping in their beds never even knew she was there. Only a couple engaged in a late-night sexual encounter caught sight of her, and that was only her foot as it moved past the window. By the time the woman climbed off her partner and sprinted to the window, Victoria was already on the roof.


Victoria took a breath as she enjoyed the view. She typically had time to study a town before arriving. The sight of Sumerset from a tall building brought back memories of working early cases with Jack. There was no technology, and they spent many hours plotting on rooftops.


The nightlife in Sumerset was nothing like Baltimore. The town seemed to already be asleep. She saw The Eighth. Like Ray said, it wasn’t difficult to find. It was the only place on the block with any activity. Even from two streets away, she could hear the dull music. People flowed in and out of the club, laughing and drinking. A security guard flirted with a group of women as they entered. Another woman rested her hands on her knees in the corner as she vomited. Two of her girlfriends tried to help her up, support her, while others laughed.


“Ah,” Victoria said. “To be young again.”


She scaled down the hotel, using a rain gutter to slide until leaping to a nearby balcony. She missed running across the rooftops. Victoria and Alex would often engage in a race, which he often won. She never considered the contest fair, considering he had wings.


The music grew louder as she approached The Eighth. Everything grew louder. She heard conversations, laughter, crying, drinking, drugs. She tried to steel her senses, prepare for the upcoming assault.


As it always did, her body tensed as she stepped inside the dance club. Closing her eyes, she let it all in, discarding the sounds and scents she didn’t want.


It wasn’t thirty seconds before she sensed the eyes on her. She still stood near the entrance, getting acclimated to the noise, when the young man approached.


“Well, hi,” he said. “I haven’t seen you around here before. Can I buy you a drink?”


Victoria opened her eyes and smiled. The man was halfway drunk. His expression was nothing more than a creepy leer.


“A drink,” she mused. “Actually, that would be very nice.”


She pounced with expert precision.


It only took a second to move him to the corner, near a pool table. Her fangs were already in his neck as they hit the wall. Reaching her arm around him, she held him up easily by the waistband of his jeans. They held hands tenderly, completing the illusion of a normal, aroused couple making out in the darkness of a club. A man passing by even let out a shrill call of congratulations. 


His erection pressed against her. His breathing quickened, as did his pulse. The sweet nectar rolled across her fangs, over her tongue, down her throat. She could feel her body growing stronger. The nameless blood donor let out a cry, and his hand trembled. It was tempting to push him further, let him come to the natural conclusion from a vampire’s feeding. After regaining his senses, he’d cross the dance floor, embarrassed, as he tried to conceal wet jeans on the way to the bathroom.


She spared him that humiliation, and pleasure, as she withdrew her fangs. He almost collapsed in her arms. She held him up, preventing another potential embarrassment with a tumble to the floor.


“Whoa, baby,” she said gently. “Are you okay?”


She helped him walk to a nearby chair. Two concerned strangers and a nearby friend gathered around.


“Dan? You alright?”


“I think he drank a little too much,” Victoria said. “Either that, or he couldn’t quite handle me.”


Dan’s friend looked her up and down.


“Yeah, I can imagine that.”


“Let me get him a drink.”


With that, Victoria vanished into the dancing crowd, feeling like a new vampire. Closing her eyes, she let the music flow over her, and danced. She hated loud music, but did like to dance. The energy of the place was a pleasant change of pace from her cold, empty mansion. Heartbeats filled her ears. People talked around her, some in intimate whispers in each other’s ears, over the roaring music. Others shouted across the room or from the other end of the bar.


Through the mass of mortality, a familiar voice touched her ears.


“Uh, I … actually have a girlfriend.”


Victoria opened her eyes and searched. She shook her head when she spotted him. Surprise settled over her, but she realized surprise should have been the last thing she felt.


Kevin awkwardly stood against the wall, near the bar. Despite the heat rolling through the club, he wore his coat. A young woman in a revealing dress flirted with him.


“Lucky her,” she said. “Still, you won’t share one drink with me? I promise, I’ll behave.”


Movement from the side caught Victoria’s attention. Zoey pushed her way through a sea of bodies, coming to Kevin’s rescue. She took his hand.


“Hey, finally found you.” Zoey looked the woman up and down. “Who’s this?”


The women engaged in a battle of wills, which Zoey won. Kevin’s admirer walked away, giving him one last wink.


“Thanks,” Kevin said.


“No problem. Do you see her anywhere?”


As soon as the question left her lips, she looked up and locked eyes with Victoria. They weren’t even old enough to be inside a nightclub, but that meant nothing to a being that could bend space, wield magic. Victoria frowned at the thought that she couldn’t even smell them. It was no doubt another potion from Kevin.


Zoey smiled sheepishly and waved. Victoria didn’t return the smile, instead signaling for her to approach. Kevin and Zoey talked for a moment, wondering if Victoria wanted one over the other. Finally, Zoey moved, as Kevin stayed behind.


Victoria continued to dance amongst the crowd. Zoey joined her, a look of apprehension on her face.


“You followed me,” Victoria said.


“Yeah. Kevin said you probably weren’t going to your room. He was right.”


“That’s … not cool, Zoey.”


“You came here without us. That’s not cool. You didn’t think we’d like to come here and dance, have some fun?”


“I’m not here to dance.”


“It doesn’t look that way to me.” She let out a small smile, deciding for an attempt at humor. “Looks like you’ve still got some moves, for an old lady.”


“I’m working,” she said. “I’m trying to find a vampire.”


Zoey stopped dancing and searched the floor.


“There’s a vampire here?”


“I’m guessing so.”


Zoey frowned.


“Then you definitely should have brought us along. We can’t help you if you won’t let us.”


“I don’t need any help for this part.”


She put her hands on her hips.


“Victoria, come on. Teach me.”


Victoria stopped dancing as well, looking over her young ward. Frustration settled in at the fact that Zoey was going to slow her down. There was no other way around it. But she was earnest, with a good heart, and wanted to learn.


“Okay,” she said, taking her by the hand. “Come here.”


The pair crossed the dance floor and stood near the edge of mortals. A young man slipped and spilled beer on Zoey. She held him up and helped him on his way, wincing at the scent of alcohol on his breath.


“If there’s a vampire presence in this town,” Victoria said. “Then this place is the buffet.” She gestured with her hand, encompassing the dancing mortals. “Look at them all. Every mortal here is an easy meal, a potential sexual encounter. Vampires enjoy life just as much as mortals. And this place is full of it.”


“It smells bad and it’s loud.”


Victoria laughed.


“Yeah. The drawbacks. How are you doing with that?”


“It’s not my first time at a club since … changing. But that doesn’t make it easy.”


“It’ll get easier over time, and with practice. If another of our kind is out browsing the store tonight, I want to talk to him. Or her.”


“How do we find them?”


“I drank from a man not long ago. Our kind will notice. And—” She took her hand and smiled. “We attract attention.”


They moved to the floor and danced once again. Victoria moved seductively, although doubts crept in. She never had trouble attracting the mortal eye. But times changed. The definition of sexy evolved over the decades, and it wasn’t always easy to keep up.


Zoey had no such issue.


She moved easily, gracefully. The surrounding eyes shifted to her, admired her, as Victoria picked up whispered conversations. Even Kevin watched in awe from his corner.


“Victoria,” Zoey said. “Someone’s watching us.”


“Yeah. Many people are. Well, you, I think. Maybe I’m losing my touch.”


“No, I mean, that guy, right there.”


She followed Zoey’s gaze to see she was correct. A man stood in the shadows, talking to an attractive young woman. She rubbed his arm and whispered in his ear, an eager smile on her face. Despite the attention his companion gave him, the man stared at Victoria and Zoey. He studied the both of them, not with lust or desire, but with curiosity.


“That’s him,” Victoria said.


“How can you tell?” Zoey asked, trying her best to discretely stare.


Victoria couldn’t answer that. There were no outright signs. It was instinct, almost, just the way he stood and moved. If there weren’t so many distractions, his scent would give it away.


“Just a lot of practice,” she said. “I need to talk to him.”


“I’ll go stay with Kevin,” Zoey said.


Victoria noted the disappointment in her voice.


“No,” she said. “You’re a part of this, too. Kevin will be okay. I think.”


Victoria took the lead. She flashed a warm smile as they approached, to let the vampire know they weren’t enemies. He leaned toward his companion and whispered. She nodded and gave him a kiss on the lips before walking away.


He didn’t return Victoria’s smile as they neared. His posture was guarded, defensive.


“Hi,” Victoria said. She kept her voice low and even, knowing he could hear.


He continued to eye them.


“New in town?” he asked.


“We are. Just passing through.”


“I take it you’re the reason one of the humans is missing a pint?”


Victoria smiled.


“A lady gets thirsty.”


“Don’t get cute.”


She turned serious. The vampire wasn’t a newborn. He wasn’t centuries old, like her, but had some age behind him. He considered Sumerset his territory, a behavior Victoria was familiar with. She thought of Baltimore as hers, her responsibility to watch and protect.


“Fair enough. I’m Victoria. This is Zoey. And you are?”


He looked Zoey up and down.


“How old are you?”


Victoria spoke first.


“Her age isn’t any of your concern. We’ve given you our names. What do I call you?”


“I’ve had several names.”


“Don’t get cute,” she said, mirroring his words. “I’m here to show you respect. You consider Sumerset yours?”


“Yes. For the last twenty years or so. I wish I could retire here. But, as you know, that’s probably not going to happen.”


She could relate. Eventually, anonymity would fade away. Mortals would recognize him, compliment how well he looked for his age. Innocent bewilderment would turn to long, hard stares. He’d have to move, learn to call another place home. Victoria had been through it before herself, many times.


“I’m from Baltimore,” she said. “Identity is a little easier there. Maybe you should move to a big city.”


“Or maybe I’ll just stay. I like it here. And maybe you should go back to the big city.”


Victoria was counting the strikes against him. She understood caution, apprehension. Fights between mortals led to broken chairs, maybe some shattered glasses and some stitches. When vampires were involved, stakes were much higher.


She didn’t want to fight. But his attitude was wearing on her.


“Could we talk for a moment? The three of us? In private?”


He nodded, and motioned for her to follow. They pushed through the mortals, brushing past gyrating body parts, toward a door at the back. Two men stood on opposite sides. The nameless vampire didn’t say a word to either of them. They exchanged a few curt nods, and one moved aside to open the door.


Relief took hold as they stepped into the smaller room. It wasn’t quite soundproof, but close. The private room was a smaller clone of the club. A single pool table, one bartender, the ball game played on a television mounted in the corner. There were fewer people enjoying themselves, close to twenty, divided into several groups. Victoria liked the atmosphere.


She couldn’t pinpoint who was who, but there was a blend of vampire and mortal scents.


“Sorry if I seem rude,” he said. “This is a small town. People don’t normally pass through, unless they want to cause problems.”


“We’re actually here to solve a problem,” Victoria said. “We never did get your name.”


“It’s Zeke.”


They approached an empty couch. Zeke sat, but prevented Victoria and Zoey from doing so with a gesture. He nodded to the bartender, who nodded to someone else. Two men broke from their groups and approached. 


“Is there a problem?” Victoria asked. She eyed the men, knowing she could disable them easily.


“No. They’re just going to search you for weapons.”


Victoria laughed openly at the thought. She couldn’t remember the last time she even held a gun.


“Be gentle.”


The men were not. The man that patted down Victoria let his hands roam a little too long. She could hear his heartbeat quicken.


“That’s enough there, friend,” she warned.


Zeke motioned them away, then gestured for them to sit. She checked on Zoey with a quick glance. The girl was overwhelmed, out of her element, but holding it together well.


“What can I do for you?”


“I’m just looking for some information. Is anything unusual happening in this town?”


He laughed. A woman approached and silently handed him a flask of blood.


“That’s a loaded question. Could you be more specific?”


Victoria wasn’t sure she could. Not without going into a long history of witches and magic.


“Vampires acting strangely. Meeting at odd hours. Perhaps with humans they wouldn’t usually deal with. Any weird sales going on? Large amounts of money changing hands?”


Zeke shook his head.


“The only thing unusual happening here is you.” He regarded Zoey. “And that your friend is young enough to be my great granddaughter.”


“I think something is happening here.” Victoria pulled out a photo of the nameless vampire. “Do you know who this is?”


“I can’t say I do. I know of people, but I don’t know everyone.”


She studied him, trying to determine how much trust to place in him.


“We’re going to stay here. I’m not sure how long yet. I just want you to know. We’re not enemies, and we won’t cause you any problems.”


He sighed.


“I’m sorry, but … no. You’ll be leaving. Tonight.”


She arched an eyebrow.


“Was it something I said?”


“I’m old enough to know what trouble smells like. And the both of you, you stink very badly.”


“But I showered four days ago.”


“Enough. I’m not sure I like your attitude, either.”


“Relax. I was joking.” Victoria shook her head sadly. Zeke wasn’t easily charmed. She noticed several vampires in the groups, their eyes on them. They were mentally preparing for a fight. “Look, Zeke, no one wants a battle, here. I’m not here to fight. We’ll happily pay for however long we’re here.”


“You’re not hearing me,” he said, rising to his feet. “You have an hour to leave my town.”


Victoria stood as well. Zoey followed suit, and the atmosphere in the room changed. The idle social chatter stopped. Several vampires stepped forward, clenching their fists. One human reached under the bar and pulled out a shotgun. Another unveiled a handgun.


“Victoria,” Zoey said, her first words in some time. Her tone was strained, worried.


Victoria agreed. Her experience could only take her so far. A mob was still a difficult thing to handle.


“Hey!” she said. “Would you stop? Zeke, I’m on your side, here.”


“I said—”


His words died when something caught his attention. Victoria saw it, too.


A vial, heading toward the ceiling.


The glass shattered. There wasn’t even enough time for confused glances before every human in the room lost consciousness. They collapsed and landed on top of each other. Some took the tumble harder than others. Arm and legs wove and entwined like puzzle pieces. A gun skidded across the floor.


The vampires looked about, stunned, before one head turned toward the corner of the room. All other eyes followed, including Victoria and Zoey’s. Kevin stood there, leaning against the wall as if he didn’t have a care in the world.


At his side, he held a mirror.


One vampire raced forward, toward him. Victoria moved to intercept, but knew she didn’t have the angle.


It didn’t matter. Kevin had prepared.


He lifted the mirror and pointed it at his attacker. The light struck home, catching the vampire in the face. He crumbled in agony. The scent of burning flesh filled the room as a pool of blood formed under him. Smoke rose from his skin. Zoey recoiled and clutched Victoria’s arm.


Three other vampires inched forward, including Zeke, but fell still when Kevin raised his weapon. His words were simple.


“No one move.”


They listened.


Zeke spoke, his words equally simple.


“What the fuck?”


Seconds of silence passed as Zeke’s group tried to figure out what was happening. One risked moving closer to their fallen companion and checked on him. Kevin allowed it. He shrugged out of his coat and looked at Zoey. He tossed it at her from across the room, but the toss wasn’t natural. The coat floated over the carpet, as if an invisible rope pulled it along. Zoey caught it as it approached.


“Put that on,” Kevin said. “If things get bad, cover your head.”


Frustration gnawed at Victoria, along with a sense of pride. Kevin would protect anyone, especially those close to him. When the time called for it, he had no problem taking control of any situation.


“Who are you?” Zeke asked.


“The three of us are going to walk out of here,” Kevin said. “You won’t try to stop us.” He showed off another vial in his free hand. “Do you see this? If I smash it against this mirror here—” He held up both items. “Every vampire in this room turns to dust, except for them.” He pointed at Victoria and Zoey. “Do you understand?”


Victoria motioned for Kevin to join them. The vampires made no move. Zeke kept his gaze locked on the trio. Victoria met his hard stare with one of her own.


“Just leave us alone,” she said. “And we’ll be gone before you know it. I’m sure we’ll be in touch. If anything does cross your mind that you want to talk about, call me.”


She set a business card on a chair near the door.


They left the private room and returned to the premier club. Victoria led the way. Pride waned as the frustration grew. Kevin and Zoey spoke behind her.


“Kevin!” Zoey said. “That was amazing!”


“Thanks. Are you both alright?”


“Yeah. Could you really have killed everyone in there?”


“No,” he said sheepishly. “But hurt them, yes. I exaggerated a little.”


“Oh, here,” Zoey said, removing and handing over his coat. “Would this have protected me? I hope you weren’t lying about that.”


Kevin laughed.


“You’d have been safe. Same with Victoria. The coat protects—”


He didn’t get to finish. They’d stepped onto the sidewalk outside the club, into the cool night air. Victoria quickly turned to face him. Her stern expression was enough to silence him.


“Kevin,” she said, searching for words. “That … wasn’t smart.”


“Huh? What?”


“No one in that room knew about witches. Now, they all know.”


“I was trying to help. If I didn’t, they would have beaten the shit out of you both.”


“Yeah, maybe you’re right. But we would have survived. Zeke’s not a killer. But now, who knows what he and his friends will do? Maybe hunt you down? Try to figure out what you are?”


Zoey meekly raised her hand.


“Uh, I, for one, am glad we didn’t get beat up.”


“I know, I know,” Kevin said. “Low profile.”


Victoria nodded.


“And that wasn’t it. Those mortals, they’re going to wake up and ask questions. You just exposed everyone there to witchcraft, and you didn’t have to.”


“I’m not letting a bunch of thugs, whether they’re human or not, beat on my friends.”


“Your safety, your anonymity, is much more important than—”


“No,” he interrupted, surprising her. “To whatever you’re about to say. No, it’s not.”


Victoria was speechless for the first time in decades. Kevin turned and walked away, toward the hotel. Zoey followed him slowly for a moment, then turned to face Victoria. She shrugged, almost apologetically, before sprinting to catch up to her friend. Victoria didn’t want to think in terms of taking sides, but apparently, Zoey agreed with Kevin.


She smiled to herself as she trailed behind. Kevin was powerful, passionate, and kind. He wanted to use his powers only for good. He was amazing, and sometimes, she wanted to slap him silly.


While unproductive, the night wasn’t a total loss. She’d learned a few things, even if Zeke had nothing to offer. He was in control of his town, and might be useful later. He wasn’t trustful of outsiders, meaning he was honest when he said he didn’t know of anything unusual happening under his nose.


Victoria brushed her hair away from her eyes with a sigh. She didn’t want to admit it, but maybe Jack was right. Not everything led to a neatly closed case.


Still, she had to wonder what secrets Sumerset held.










CHAPTER 13







THE SCENTS WERE an unusual medley as they danced through Marie’s nose. She immediately recognized Jack’s delicious chocolate aroma. There were other scents, not nearly as pleasant. She almost winced as a hint of something horrible assaulted her, and her eyes fell on the woman at Jack’s side. Frail, exotic, with copper skin. Her expression gave away that she was overwhelmed. Her scent gave away that she was a witch, lately an additional element to Marie’s life. All witches smelled terrible to her, except for Kevin. It was an odd mix of rotten garbage and moldy towels. She wished she could forget the scent, but that wasn’t a simple task for a werewolf.


The young child smelled far better. An appealing blend of coffee and pine. Her scent told Marie what she already knew. Jack and Tiffany weren’t biologically related. Their scents weren’t alike in any way. 


There was the scent of hot dogs, from an earlier meal. Marie’s own stomach growled. The smell made her hungry.


“Hi,” Marie said, after Jack’s tired leash joke. She shifted the shopping bags she collected to her left hand and extended her right. “I’m Marie.”


“You’re also uninvited,” Jack said. “What are you doing here?”


The child who could only be Tiffany ignored her adopted father and stepped forward, holding out her hand.


“Hi! I’m Tiffany. Are you Jack’s girlfriend?”


Marie was taken back, her jaw dropping. She didn’t expect that question at all, much less the very first asked of her.


“Uh, no?” she said, her own tone sounding silly to her. “No, we’re not a couple.”


Jack wore that smirk, saying nothing. She was still getting to know him, but knew enough to realize that he was enjoying watching her squirm.


“Oh?” Tiffany said. “You’re just friends?”


Marie let out her own smirk.


“I wonder about that myself, sometimes.”


Tiffany rolled her eyes and nodded, and Marie almost burst out laughing.


“Are you hungry? We have to fix up a bedroom, but you should eat with us.”


With that, Tiffany moved past and unlocked the front door. The woman next to Jack said nothing. No hello, no introduction. She merely smiled as she followed Tiffany into the house. Marie still held her shopping bag. She would have thought the woman rude, but she came across as more awkward and odd.


Jack took a step toward her.


“You should have told me you were coming.” A playful twinkle danced in his eye. “I would have cleaned up the yard. Filled up the water bowl. Made up a bed for you.”


“Get all the little jokes out now, please. So we can move on.”


He took another step, far closer than friends would allow. His scent was intoxicating, but she’d already told him that once. She didn’t plan on telling him again.


“You look good,” he said.


Marie smiled. She was beginning to understand Jack’s language. That translated to I’ve missed you.


“Thank you. So do you.”


She squeezed his arm, and he didn’t back away. She had the feeling there would be more touching in their future.


“What brings you to my town? You picked a hell of a first time to drop on by.”


They walked shoulder to shoulder to his porch. He was a full head taller than Marie.


“You owe me,” she said simply. “I’m here to collect.”


“Owe you? For what?”


She laughed at his brief memory.


“You asked me to watch your friend. Kevin. Not only did I do that, but I saved his life. You’re lucky I don’t charge double.”


“Whoa, whoa. I call bullshit. There is no way I called him my friend.”


“He’s a good kid,” she said, smiling. “I like him.”


“We’ll just have to agree to disagree on that one.”


“Anyway, we decided on new TVs for the bar. Renovating my office area.” She gave him a flirty smile. “And some other things.”


“Are you sure? That doesn’t sound like me. That’s an awful lot of business mixed with pleasure.”


“We do it all the time.”


“Hmm. I don’t know.”


She took his hand as they approached the front door. Tilting her head back, she pulled him in for a kiss. The world faded away for a moment. His hands drifted to her hips. Her animal instincts crept from the shadows, and she let out a quiet growl. Jack was the only man she’d ever been with that knew what she was.


“Wait,” he said, holding her close. “I’m remembering something.”


“I bet you are.”


A noise pounded Marie’s ears. Loud music blared. Her ears filtered it, reducing it to a more comfortable level. Wincing, she turned toward the house. Through the living room window, she could see Tiffany dancing in the kitchen. Her companion sat on the couch, watching and laughing.


“And the fun begins,” Jack said. “I thought you said you didn’t want to meet my daughter?”


“I’m just here to get my payment,” she said, rubbing the back of his thigh. “Not propose.” Her gaze fell on the woman. “Who’s the witch?”


He arched an eyebrow, surprised.


“You can tell?”


“Yeah. They, uh—” She couldn’t find the right words. “Don’t smell very good.”


“She’s just an irritation I’m babysitting until Victoria can figure out how to put her up for adoption.”


“She seems … off.”


“Tell me about it. She tried to climb in my bed last night, thank me.” He nudged her playfully. “Jealous?”


“I don’t get jealous,” she said, laughing.


He nodded toward the house.


“Let’s go inside. There’s work to do.”


Marie had no intention to do work, but would relax a bit. She went to move past Jack, but he stopped her with an arm, barring her way. His eyes took on a dark, serious nature. Darker than usual.


“Listen,” he said. “A warning. If you walk through this door, there is no turning back. You’re going to step into a world you might not survive.”


“What the hell are you talking about?”


“That mortal girl. She’s unlike anyone you’ve ever met. She’s … Tiffany.”


“Jack, please,” she said, crossing her arms. “I’m eighty years old. I’ve seen my share of—”


The inside door swung open.


“What are you both doing out there?” Tiffany asked. “The delivery people will be here any minute. Dad, come on. Me and Skye are hungry. Let’s eat. Marie, are you eating? Do you like pizza?”


“Skye and I,” Jack corrected. “Are hungry.”


She rolled her eyes and grabbed them both by the wrist.


“Fine! We’re starving! Let’s go!”


The little girl’s strength and tenacity caught Marie by surprise. She almost stumbled over the threshold as Tiffany yanked her. Jack caught her, giving her a playful wink, before closing the door behind them.


She’d never been inside Jack’s home before.


His luscious scent was all over the place, and his daughter’s. There were other scents, much weaker. She recognized Kevin, and that of another woman. Her mouth twitched, and the hair stood on the back of her neck, as she picked up the stench of Kevin’s cat, Oscar.


There was the smell of vegetables, no doubt from the garden he always bragged about. The house was clean, tidy. There were no walls, only supports spread throughout the space, giving the house an open feel. Her gaze fell on a row of pictures on a shelf. They were all of Jack and Tiffany, giving glimpses into their lives. Tiffany holding a violin, with Jack behind her with an actual, genuine smile. Tiffany stood with a group of girls, probably her school friends, while Jack scowled off to the side. Some included Kevin, and a beautiful redhead that could only be Victoria.


More noise interrupted Marie’s tour. She turned to see that not only was Tiffany blasting music, but had turned the television on. She had pulled Skye to her feet and was trying to teach her how to dance. Skye watched in silence a moment, before unleashing dance moves that were definitely inappropriate for Tiffany. The woman twitched her hips, running her hands along her sides seductively.


Jack called from the kitchen. He stood near the open refrigerator, holding a glass of water.


“Oh, wow,” he said. “Damn, Fido, I didn’t know you had that in you. But we don’t hand out dollar-bills here. You want to stop that?”


Skye didn’t. Marie made her way across the room, mesmerized. Tiffany laughed and tried to grab Marie’s hand, pull her in to all the fun.


“Oh, no,” she said. “My dancing days are all but done. Except for special occasions.”


Tiffany dismissed her with a wave.


“You’re no fun. You sound like an old woman.”


“I am an old woman.”


“Skye!” Jack said, his voice climbing. “I said stop! Stop shaking your ass!”


She did so, looking confused, embarrassed, almost ashamed. Like a scolded dog. She meekly sat on the couch. Marie almost felt bad for her.


Jack pointed his smartphone at Tiffany.


“You will never dance like that.”


“I might. When I get older.”


“No. Never. Not happening.”


“I just won’t tell you.”


“Don’t make me come over there.”


She put her hands on her hips, standing almost protectively near Skye. Her jaw poked out in defiance.


“Order us food.”


“Okay, okay.”


Jack shook his head as he poked at his phone. He eyed Marie as she approached.


“You like subs?” he asked.


“I do. But I didn’t plan on eating.”


“Plans change.”


She decided she wouldn’t argue, and motioned to Tiffany and Skye. Tiffany was showing Skye a website on her tablet.


“Is it always so … loud here?”


“You should see it when Tiffany’s minions come over.”


Marie laughed and regarded Jack as he pulled up a menu on his phone. They owned a bar together, had killed together. But there was still so much she didn’t know about him.


“How in the world did you end up adopting her?”


“Now, that is a funny story. And I’ll tell you all about it over dinner. Just the two of us, not this mass feeding that’s about to happen. Are you in town long? There’s this great Italian place right on the boardwalk. We can watch the beach, the waves rolling in. I know you like pissing on trees and eating squirrels, but you can’t beat the food and the view.”


“Wow. That almost sounds like you’re asking me out on a date.”


“Hmmm. Well, we can’t have that. We’ll talk about the bar for a minute. Then we can call it a working dinner.”


She nudged his shoulder.


“I’ll think about it.”


“That means yes. We’ll figure out a day later. Skye here can babysit.”


Marie knew Tiffany and Skye all of five minutes, and somehow, that didn’t sound like a good idea.


“Uh, I don’t know—”


“Yeah!” Tiffany interrupted. She didn’t hear the entire conversation, but heard the words Skye and babysit. “We can give Andee the night off. We’ll invite all my friends over.”


“No,” Jack said. “We can’t.”


“Yeah! It’ll be great.”


“What do you want on your sub?”


Tiffany scowled.


“Sub? We just had cheese steak subs for breakfast. I want a pizza.”


“Fine. What do you want on your pizza?”


“Everything!”


Jack shook his head and tapped at his phone.


“Okay, everything for her.” He gave her a wink. “A meat-lovers for me and you. Skye, what do you want?”


Skye’s eyes grew large. Her shoulders stiffened as she turned to glance behind her, surprised she was being addressed.


“Me?”


“Yes. You. What do you want on your pizza?”


More awkward silence. Marie watched with fascination. Where did she come from?


“I … can pick?”


“Oh, for shit’s sake,” Jack said, his patience slipping. “Yes. I am going to order us food. And a magical food fairy is going to come, wave a little wand, and pizza is going to fall out of the sky. Now, what do you want on that pizza?”


“Cheese. Only cheese.”


“A cheese pizza,” he repeated. “Plain, dull, and boring. That’s great.”


“Food fairy,” Tiffany said, laughing at the phrase.


Marie inhaled deeply, trying to press through the various distractions and pluck out more details regarding Skye. She was an experienced werewolf, and her nose was sharp and well-tuned. But witches were unique, as she’d learned when dealing with Kevin and the coven of witches out to kill him. Skye’s clothes were new, hours old with no history besides sitting in a salty boardwalk shop. She was a blank slate, a mystery. If she was curious about that mystery, and she wasn’t sure about that, she’d have to endure a dinner with Jack.


She wasn’t sure about a dinner with Jack, either.


She’d only seen a few sides of him. Most of them were bad. He was arrogant, rude, had an incredible darkness to him. He had no issue declaring his dislike of mortals, thought he was better than them.


Yet, he cared deeply for a young girl. Thought of her as his daughter.


He’d saved lives before, even Marie’s own. She wasn’t sure his motivation was in the right place, but there were glimpses of something more to him.


She had her own darkness, and as simple as it was, enjoyed being with him.


Marie didn’t know what they were. At a minimum, business partners. She wasn’t naïve enough to think they were dating, a couple. They enjoyed each other physically. Neither of them was looking for anything more.


“Do you guys want to watch a movie?” Tiffany asked.


“Tiff, relax,” Jack said. “The furniture will be here any minute.”


“So? We can watch a movie until they get here.”


Jack shook his head. Marie leaned close.


“Do you always have cheese steak subs for breakfast?”


“Ah, now you’re jealous?”


“Actually, yeah.”


“I can’t make any promises,” he said. “But skip that hotel breakfast, come over here. We’ll see what we can come up with.”


“Maybe I will. And then we can talk about payment.”


He frowned as he surveyed Tiffany and Skye, still on the couch.


“We’re going to need to be alone for that.”


“I’m talking about the bar. The TVs, and my office.”


“What about dinner?”


She touched his shoulder. They both knew there would be clothes missing in their future. But the journey was just as fun as the destination.


“Patience.”


“I’m almost two-hundred years old,” he muttered under his breath. “And she wants to talk about patience.”


She stood on her toes to whisper in his ear. He put a hand on her back, to help her keep balance. Not that she needed it.


“I’ve packed a suitcase full of fun things to wear,” she said. “You tell me your favorite.”


They locked eyes briefly before Tiffany shouted.


“Jack! The Internet isn’t working! We can’t watch a movie.”


He smiled slightly.


“Never a dull moment as a father. Hold that thought.” He took a step forward to approach his daughter. “Didn’t I just say the furniture jockeys would be here any minute?”


“Just five minutes,” she said, holding up her fingers. “Please? Skye has never seen Frozen. Can you believe that?”


“Then she’s still pure. Don’t screw her up now.”


“Should I call Kevin? Maybe he can come and fix it?”


“We don’t need that dick-stain to reboot a router.”


Marie stifled a laugh as father and daughter argued. It was amazing to watch two people not related by blood show such similar qualities. Both were strong, stubborn. Both loved each other very much. Marie had met Jack when he came to her town, determined to kill anyone and everyone that had anything to do with his ex-girlfriend’s murder.


What would he do for Tiffany?


In the middle of their light-hearted argument, there was a knock at the door. Skye jumped, drawing a few laughs. As if there weren’t enough chaos, the furniture that Jack was expecting had arrived. Jack was in the middle of signing papers and giving direction when more company arrived in the form of pizza.


“Food is here!” Tiffany announced. “I’ll pour drinks!”


Marie was used to chaos. Every weekend night at the bar was an adventure. But she hadn’t gotten close to many during her life. Unlike other werewolves, she was not a pack animal. To see such wildness in a home was new to her. Two men marched back and forth, moving a bed and dresser upstairs. Tiffany was running through the house, handing everyone a slice of pizza, while barking directions on where to set the bed. She offered the delivery men food, and Marie thought Jack’s face would catch fire. Sharing was not one of his strengths.


But Tiffany insisted, so the delivery men thanked her as they accepted their cheese pizza.


Lost in the whirlwind of the Kursed home was Skye. The witch stood near the end of the hall upstairs, by the bathroom, as everyone worked on her guest room. She had finished a slice of pizza and was starting a second slice at Tiffany’s insistence. She didn’t talk to anyone, kept to the corners. Marie drifted in her direction as Jack and Tiffany argued over room decor. It was difficult not to wrinkle her nose at the scent, but she managed.


Skye eyed her with guarded curiosity, leaning away.


“Hey,” Marie said. “We never really were introduced.”


“You’re Marie. I’m Skye.”


Marie laughed at her simplicity.


“True, true. Nice to meet you.”


“Nice.”


Marie extended her hand. Skye hesitated a moment, almost surprised, before reaching out and shaking it. Her grip was delicate, soft.


“Are you okay? You seem a little … tense.”


“No. This is too much.”


She laughed.


“Yeah. Which part?”


“All of it.”


“I hear you. Jack isn’t one to do something small, is he?”


“Are you and Jack … ?”


She left the question open, but Marie understood.


“Sometimes.”


“I join you?”


Her laugh almost turned into a cough.


“Uh, no. That’s not really my thing.”


Skye sighed as her attention drifted back to the guest room. The delivery men were at a standstill while Jack and Tiffany debated. Marie empathized with the witch, the lost, overwhelmed expression on her face. Marie could have used any friendly words at all when she was turned into a werewolf, so long ago. Instead, she was alone, and had to adjust to her new life alone.


“Listen,” she said. “Maybe tomorrow sometime, when all this settles, you and I will go out. Get away from everything. Just us girls.”


“Tiffany, too?”


“Just us adult girls.”


“I … okay.”


Marie laughed and smacked her on the shoulder.


“Don’t worry. It’ll be fun.”


Jack’s voice rose above the others.


“Why are we even fighting about this? Even though I’m right, it’s not up to me.” He searched down the hallway. “Skye, where the hell do you want the shit in your room?”


“You can do this,” Marie said, urging her forward.



*****


Marie sat outside on the front steps. It was midnight. The sounds of the Kursed home were growing quiet behind her. The delivery men were long gone. Skye had since fallen sleep, exhausted from the day. Tiffany was in her bed, although not yet asleep. With her sensitive ears, Marie could hear Jack tucking her in, sharing a few laughs.


The neighborhood was mostly quiet. A beach town never went to sleep, not completely. A group of young women in jean shorts and bikini tops walked on the sidewalk across the street. They goofed with each other, winding their way between cars, taking random selfies. One came close to bumping Jack’s truck, and Marie almost spoke up, to warn them. Luck was on their side, as they made it away from his home without touching his property.


The door opened behind her. The scent of chocolate filled her nose.


“Ah, man, what a fun night,” Jack said. “I just can’t wait to do it again. You want another slice of pizza?”


She turned to face him. He stood in the doorway, holding the box in his hand.


“No, thanks. If I eat another bite, I won’t be able to run tonight.”


“Well, I’m having one.” He pulled out a slice and set the pizza on the porch. “Finally, some quiet.”


She laughed.


“Yeah, finally.”


He joined her, an enormous smile on his face. Eagerly, he took a bite of his late-night snack. Kicking off his shoes, he let out a relaxed breath as their knees touched.


“So,” he said, gesturing toward the house. “What do you think of her? She’s great, isn’t she?”


“Who? Skye?”


“No, not Skye. What the hell is the matter with you? Tiffany, my damn daughter.”


Marie wasn’t sure what she thought. She wasn’t sure a few hours was enough to form a complete opinion. Tiffany was sharp-tongued, head strong. She was compassionate, friendly. She certainly had an appetite. Her protective demeanor with Skye was fascinating.


She was Jack’s equal, and opposite, at the same time.


“She’s definitely something. You two make quite the pair.”


“She drives me absolutely crazy.”


“And you love her.”


He sighed, and she couldn’t decipher the emotion behind it, which amused her.


“Yeah, I do.”


Marie gestured to the house.


“What’s up with Skye? It looks like she’s settling in for the long haul.”


“Long haul, my ass.”


Marie giggled, and Jack’s lip twitched. He’d never admit it, but she could tell he liked her laugh.


“Well, then what’s the plan?”


He took another bite of pizza.


“Victoria and I talked about it when she dropped her off. Tossed some ideas around, put our heads together. And we both came to the conclusion that I don’t care.”


“Wow. Still so tender.”


“Hey. I’m feeding her, and she has a place to stay while Victoria figures everything out. She can’t ask for much more.”


“She has My Little Pony bed sheets.”


“She’s lucky she didn’t end up with Spongebob.” Jack shivered. “Or Frozen.”


“So,” Marie said. “Trafficking?”


“That’s my guess. Who knows if the mortals even knew what they had.”


“Poor woman.”


“Yeah,” Jack said.


Marie eyed him. There was no sarcasm, no darkness behind his gaze. His concern, at least for a moment, was genuine.


“Anyway, I don’t want to talk about Fido anymore.”


“What do you want to talk about?”


He gently moved her as he spoke. Shifting closer, he lifted her leg and turned her toward him. Marie followed his meaning, and straddled him, grinding ever so slightly, as she wrapped her arms around his neck.


“Let’s talk about what positions we’re going to try next. We haven’t done it outside in a long time. And I don’t see anyone around, except for Ms. Beaty across the street, watching us through her bedroom window. But I figure her heart has a few more years left in it. Let’s give her a show.”


Jack pulled her close and kissed her neck. Marie’s senses went into overdrive. The hairs stood up across her skin, and the goosebumps followed. More chocolate swam through the air. The thought was tempting. She could see herself ripping his clothes off, followed by her own. It wouldn’t have been the first time.


“Slow down, there,” she said. “As much as I’d like to give Ms. Beaty a heart attack, I’m going to have to decline.”


“Why?”


“Because meeting your family and playing home decorator doesn’t exactly get me all revved up.”


“Really?” He slipped a hand under her shirt. “You feel like you’re at least idling.”


With a laugh, she slid off his lap.


“We’re going to do this right,” she said. “We’ll go to dinner—”


“Ah! I knew dinner was in the cards.”


“And then, maybe we’ll go back to my hotel. Have a little private time.”


He scowled.


“Not that place on Wilson? That’s a dump. Not sure I’d feel okay dropping my jeans over there. I’m not trying to talk to bedbugs while we’re mating away.”


“Ever the charmer, Jack.”


He adjusted his pants to accommodate his arousal. Marie smiled and did her best to shove his scent away.


“So,” he said. “What are the plans tonight?”


She rose to her feet and gathered her shoes. If she stayed much longer, his scent alone would drive her to resume their earlier position.


“I’m going for a run. Know any nice spots?”


“It’s a beach. And I avoid the woods.”


“You’re no help.”


He stood to join her. She smiled as he again shifted his clothes. Pressing against him, she nibbled on his ear as he held her waist.


“You figure out dinner. I’ll figure out what I’m going to wear.”


“I can work with that.”


She lifted her nose to the air. Weaving between the ocean water and sand were the woods. They called to her. There were still a few hours left in the night.


“Breakfast tomorrow?” she asked. “Seriously? You don’t mind?”


“I like my house packed with a lot of women,” he said. “If you can handle it, stop by.”


“I can handle it.”


He approached and kissed her on the lips, surprising her.


“Then I’ll see you in a few.”


Marie turned and left, almost reluctantly. She looked forward to her mini vacation, to the next few days.










CHAPTER 14







THE PAST FEW weeks, perhaps even months, had been a blur. In that time, Kevin had broken up with Leese, got back together, lost his job, moved away from home temporarily, built the largest magical workshop ever known, and fought demons and witches. He was sure there were other life moments in there, but as the scalding water ran over his body, nothing came to mind. That was a blessing. He could use a few quick moments to turn off his brain.


It didn’t last long.


A single question echoed through his mind, over and over, as he showered.


How did I get here?


He reached for the shampoo, then paused, his hand hovering. His gaze fell on the invisibility potion he’d brought into the shower with him. He’d already taken one drink, and had a few minutes of magic left to go. Still, knowing he was being paranoid and overly cautious, he took another sip.


There were so many other things he needed to do. At the top of that list was finding a job, getting his life back in order. He’d done his share of good deeds, maybe even pulled ahead a little. He had a hand in saving Skye’s life, and put to rest the mystery of how Michael Tavers got his magic.


But Victoria needed his help. That was the simple answer to the question of How did I get here?


There was a noise outside the bathroom. It sounded like movement, maybe blankets shuffling around. He almost reached for his glasses beyond the curtain, resting on the sink, but decided against it. It wasn’t an issue to see through any wall. But he wasn’t the only one that deserved privacy.


“Zoey?” he called. “Are you awake out there?”


A deep sigh, followed by more movement.


“I’ve been awake for the last three hours,” she said. “I’ve slept on floors softer than this bed. And the time change is screwing with me.”


Kevin laughed.


“I told you. I could send you right back to the mansion.”


“No. Thanks, Kevin. But … no. That’s a shortcut. I’m never going to be a better vampire if I keep taking shortcuts.”


He admired her determination, even if he didn’t understand where she was coming from. He liked Zoey. She’d saved his life before.


“The last three hours,” he repeated, thinking to himself. Kevin had been in and out of the room since then. He’d toured the town, checked out some sights, ate lunch. He checked on Zoey before coming and going, making sure he didn’t let any sunlight into the room. She appeared to be asleep, with various body parts sticking out from under the blankets. “What have you been doing this whole time?”


“Being bored out of my mind. God, when is the sun going down?”


“Not much longer now,” Kevin said. He didn’t normally shower so late in the day, but figured it would help keep him refreshed for the night ahead. “I’m almost done. Then it’s your turn.”


“Thanks. Hey, I have to ask.” There was amusement in her tone. “Do you always take invisible showers?”


He froze for a moment. Checking his vial, he let out a quiet sigh of relief when he saw he had more magic left.


“I, uh, never stayed in a hotel room with anyone besides Leese before. And my sister, but I don’t count her.”


“What’s the problem? Afraid I’m going to spy on you?”


Kevin stuttered for a moment.


“Well, I mean … How did you know I’m invisible in here, anyway?”


Silence followed. Zoey had her own moment of awkward stuttering.


“Hey, a peek is not a spy. Okay? Give me a break.”


Underneath his invisibility potion, Kevin was sure he’d turned red.


“So, fill me in,” Zoey said, changing the subject. “I’ve been out of it all day. What are we doing tonight?”


“Victoria’s been researching in her room. I think she wants to check out a few places.”


“She hasn’t left?”


“No. Doesn’t want anyone here to see her out in the day. So, make sure you keep that a secret.”


“Like I’m going to tell anyone? Please. Are you almost done in there? I feel disgusting.”


“Yeah. Just relax.”


“Hurry up. Oh, hey, Kevin? Will you wash my back?”


“Uh, no.”


“I’m joking! Wow. You’re no fun.”


Kevin turned the water off. Stepping onto the mat, he cracked the door open. He couldn’t see beyond the corner, but noticed there was no sun. Dusk had arrived. Zoey must have been overjoyed. His magic stopped the dangerous light at the windows, but the room probably still felt like a prison.


“Okay, the bathroom’s all yours,” he announced. “I’m going to check on Victoria. See where we’re going.” An unpleasant thought crossed his mind. “Do you … need to drink tonight? Let me know. I really don’t want to see that.”


More silence. He slid on his boxers, followed by a pair of jeans.


“Zoey?” he said, lowering his voice. “Did you fall asleep out there?”


Another noise. Movement. Something didn’t sound right. A thud. A stumble into the nightstand? Kevin stiffened. That wasn’t Zoey. Whoever moved was big, their footsteps heavy. Were there multiple footsteps?


He dropped to one knee and reached for his glasses on the sink. The walls vanished as he slid them on.


Zoey wasn’t alone.


There were five other people in their hotel room. Four men and one woman. Two of them held her down on the bed, covering her mouth. She struggled to break their grip, but even her supernatural strength wasn’t enough.


Vampires.


His breath hitched as panic took hold. He fought to remain calm. He didn’t have the experience of Victoria, or even Alex or Jack, but it wasn’t his first fight.


As two of them held Zoey in place, the others searched the room. What they were looking for, Kevin didn’t know. They hurried, with unnerving quiet. They searched through his suitcase, the dresser drawers. One overturned Zoey’s bag on the floor, spilling clothes and undergarments about.


He tried to think. Like Victoria constantly reminded him, he was powerful. But he wasn’t invulnerable. One vampire could easily kill him. Several could tear him in half with no trouble at all.


But after so many battles, after so many had threatened his loved ones, he swore he’d never be unprepared again.


His coat wasn’t an option. It hung, useless, on the back of the chair in the corner. But his coat was only one piece of his arsenal now.


“Zoey?” he called innocently, to fill the dead air. There was no reason to let the invaders know he saw them. “I’m getting ready to come out. Don’t try to look me up and down, now.”


He moved as he spoke, opening the cabinet under the sink.


Leese had laughed at him when he told her his plans. Even she, as much trauma as she’d went through, told him he was taking things too far. Leese had been kidnapped, drugged with a magical potion, threatened with her life, a gun pointed at her face. Still, she told Kevin he was being a little crazy.


His preparation didn’t seem like a bad idea now.


He grabbed the photo of his workshop, or War Room, as Martha had called it. The glass vial was taped to the side, where he left it, next to the wrapped toilet paper. He drew the portal on the photo with his finger, over the hooks where he stored his vast array of magic-storing vests. Glancing around the bathroom, the closest surface was the side of the sink cabinet. That was all he needed.


He drew the connecting portal and placed his palm in the center. Most of the cabinet vanished as the portal hummed into being. The cool air from across the world smacked him in the face. The air conditioners in the War Room were finally working. Gripping the toilet so he wouldn’t fall through, he reached through the portal and felt along the wall. He didn’t need to see. He knew exactly what he was searching for. His fingers brushed along a metal rod, over the combat belts he’d put together for human threats. It was a long stretch, but he slipped off a belt from the metal rod on the far end, the one he reserved for vampires. A few vials bumped into each other. Kevin peered through the wall again, making sure he wasn’t heard. The vampires continued to search. The sole woman in the group had swapped with one of her partners, helping to restrain Zoey.


As quickly and quietly as he could, he slipped the combat belt around his waist and secured the shoulder straps. Maybe it was overkill. Maybe it was silly. Like Leese had said, maybe it was a little crazy. But his new system had already saved his life once.


A sense of comfort washed over him as he felt the weight of the vials and trinkets. He knew where every potion was, every raw ingredient.


The first thing he reached for was his silence potion. He drank the whole thing, knowing it would give him a few minutes. A simple magic, the immediate area around him was a dead zone, muffling all noise.


He held his stone to his lips and thought of Victoria.


“Hey,” he whispered. “We need help.”


Kevin wanted to give details, but went silent. One vampire turned their head toward the bathroom. Kevin stiffened. Somehow, did the vampire hear? Did his potion not work against a vampire’s powerful hearing? Or maybe he decided Kevin had been in the bathroom too long?


The vampire moved. It was only six or seven steps to reach the bathroom. He threw the door open.


“Come on out of there, Houdini,” he said. “We need to have a word—”


The vampire went quiet at what he saw.


Kevin’s magic chose that moment to fade. The vampire gasped as Kevin appeared. He was still on one knee, wearing his glasses.


He already had a potion in his hand. The vampire rushed forward.


Kevin unleashed the vial, striking the vampire across the nose. The glass shattered as the liquid soaked his face and eyes. He stumbled back a step, but something wasn’t right. Kevin watched in confusion as the vampire rubbed at his eyes in frustration. There should have been contact burns and singed flesh. The potion sat in the sun for a day, absorbing its light, but yet did nothing.


His heart sank as the vampire reacted with only mere annoyance.


“Oh, goddamnit,” Kevin said. “You’re not a—”


The human charged, rage in his eyes. Kevin stopped the first kick, but he wasn’t a fighter. The second and third slipped through, and the air rushed out of his lungs. Several vials broke as he fell on his back. The human raised his boot and stopped hard on Kevin’s stomach. The saliva he spit up wasn’t voluntary, and sprayed into his attacker’s face. That only enraged him more, and Kevin took a punch for the inadvertent insult.


“What is this?” he shouted, wiping at the potion on his face. “What is this shit?”


He hauled Kevin to his feet and wrapped an arm around his neck. Half squeezing, half dragging, he moved Kevin away from the bathroom. The rest of the invaders had paused their search and watched. Zoey continued to struggle on the bed.


“What the hell is going on here?” one of them asked. He gestured to Kevin. “Is this little Rambo?”


“He threw something on me. Do I look okay?”


The group looked at each other. Kevin knew what was happening. They couldn’t hear their friend. The silence potion was still working.


“Dude, what did you say—?”


He never got to answer.


Kevin slammed the enchanted blade he’d unsheathed straight back, into the man’s thigh. There was a quick howl of pain for only a second before the magic took hold. The block of ice formed fast, starting from the entry wound and enveloping the human. Kevin moved away as to not get caught in its effects. The ice prison almost touched the ceiling before stopping.


The invaders watched in stunned awe. Kevin pulled another vial and readied his stone. But the man helping to restrain Zoey moved faster. He broke the nightstand next to the bed and held the splintered table leg over her chest.


“Drop that fucking thing!” he shouted. “Or I’m going to drive this right through her into the fucking floor!”


Kevin frowned as he searched the faces in the room. How many were human? How many vampires? He recognized a few from the club the night before. What did they want?


He tried not to laugh. That wouldn’t help the situation. Also, his ribs were on fire, making laughing difficult. But the silliness of the threat wasn’t lost on him.


He spoke, but they didn’t hear. More confused glances, adding to the humor. He gulped a counter-magic potion, removing the silence from around him.


“I said, you know that won’t kill her. Right?”


More quizzical looks. He tried to figure out which one was the leader. He settled on the one threatening Zoey.


The truth revealed itself.


“You guys … didn’t think this all the way through, did you?” He gestured to the empty drawers on the floor. “What are you even looking for?”


A man wearing ripped jeans and many piercings pointed to the ice prison.


“More bullshit like that.”


“Shut up, Jay,” the leader said. He repositioned over Zoey. She went still. “Listen, you little shit. Both of you—” He ran a finger down Zoey’s cheek. She tried to bite him. “You’re coming with us. This might not kill her, but it’s going to hurt. And who is to say we don’t throw her in a fire pit when we’re done? Do you understand?”


The remaining three drew closer. Kevin backed up and raised his vial. They hesitated.


“Put that thing down. And all that shit you’re wearing. Take it off and put it on the floor.”


“Kevin,” Zoey said. “Would you just deal with these assholes? I’ll be fine—”


“Shut up!”


He pressed the broken table leg into her skin. Just enough to draw blood. Kevin clenched a fist and stepped forward, but the three blocked his path.


“Back up there, soldier,” the one named Jay said. “Just do what he says. Or people will get hurt.”


The door to the room behind them flew open. The mix of vampires and humans turned toward the interruption.


Whatever humor was left in the room vanished.










CHAPTER 15







“YOU LOOK TERRIBLE.”


Victoria unleashed her smile, shaking her head at Jack’s blunt observation. She kicked her legs up on the corner of the desk, still watching Jack through the tablet. They were only seconds into their video call, and he was already scowling at her.


“Thanks, Jack.”


“No, I’m serious. What’s going on? Are you getting enough sleep? Wow, you just look like utter shit.”


“Okay, okay. I get it. I slept fine. Although, yeah, I admit it, I might have gotten a little spoiled. I’ve been hiding out in this hotel room all day, digging into this town. Other vampires are here, and I don’t really want to let my wonderful secret out of the bag. I miss the sun already.”


Jack leaned back in his chair and smirked.


“There’s more.”


She rolled her eyes, silently cursing him.


“Kevin and I might be bumping heads a little.”


“Glinda? What did he do now?”


“Just, you know, being himself.”


Jack shook his head sadly.


“Ah, that’s enough to piss anyone off.”


“He played hero last night, but threw his magic around for all to see. Just another complication I didn’t need.”


“So, he’s not listening to what you say.”


Victoria noted the tone in his voice.


“No, that’s not what—”


“I remember some of the early jobs we did together. How you always tried to control me.”


She stiffened in her chair.


“I never tried to control—”


“Oh, Jack,” he mocked, mimicking her accent. “Don’t kill that person. Life is so precious and fragile. Oh, Jack, stop injuring so many previous mortals. Oh, Jack, be a little nicer. Oh, Jack, we need to save everyone, and do it my way.”


Victoria wasn’t sure if she was offended or amused.


“Wow. Do I really sound like that?”


“Glinda is doing what has to be done. You can’t always do what has to be done, and not draw attention.”


“You’re on his side? I thought I’d never see the day.”


“Whoa, now. Watch that tongue. I’m not on anyone’s side here except my own.”


“Well, that’s good to know.”


“All I’m saying is sometimes, you need to pull that stick out of your ass.”


“Such helpful advice.”


“You’ve got some backup. Use it, and stop complaining.”


“I know you’re right. But Kevin and Zoey, they’re just young, and—”


“You brought the Stray along? Oh, man, forget everything I just said. You’re fucked.”


“I’m glad you have such confidence in us.”


“Yeah, anytime.”


She smiled.


“Well, enough about me. How are things there? How is Skye?”


He shrugged.


“I don’t know. I haven’t seen her in twenty minutes.”


Victoria leaned forward.


“What?”


“She’s digging holes with Tiff in the backyard. Working on the garden. She’s fine.”


Clenching her eyes shut, she tried to bury the frustration.


“Jack, would you please, you know, just watch her? She’s an emotionally damaged witch. Do I really need to say—?”


“There’s that control thing again.”


She nearly growled.


“Jack.”


“Alright, alright. Hold on.”


He disappeared from his tablet. She could hear him yelling.


“Hey, ladies! Are you both alive out there? Aunt Victoria is afraid you’ll destroy something.”


There was Tiffany’s faint voice, confirming all was okay. Jack reappeared at his breakfast bar.


“They’re getting dangerously close to my tomatoes, but they’re alive. Happy now?”


“Thrilled. What else is going on? Is everything okay?”


“Well, let’s see. She tried to screw me the other night. She’s taken over a room in my house. She speaks like a toddler.”


“Speaks? She talks?”


“Yeah, but believe me, you’re not missing much. I liked it better when she was quiet. But she did cook me a cheese steak. So, not all bad.”


“Sounds like quite a party.”


“Oh, you wouldn’t believe it. Just wolf and witch sex every night.”


“Wolf?”


“Marie’s in town. I didn’t invite her, but hell, why not? The more the merrier, right?”


“And I miss her again. I’m starting to think you’re hiding—”


A voice interrupted their conversation.


“Hey. We need help.”


Victoria glanced at her stone necklace, still sitting where she’d left it on the dresser. She rose to her feet quickly, waiting to hear more, but nothing came. The hotel room went silent, as Jack had heard Kevin as well. Crossing the room, Victoria retrieved the necklace and raised it to her mouth to speak, but hesitated. Kevin offered nothing, and there had to be a reason for that.


“I have to go,” she said.


Jack was quiet, merely offering a nod.


She ended the call and left the room. The sun had set on Sumerset. The walkway overlooked the parking lot below, which was nearly empty. There was a slight chill to the air. Victoria didn’t bother changing her clothes or putting on shoes. She marched quickly in plain shorts and a tee shirt to Kevin and Zoey’s room. She stopped short of entering or knocking, choosing instead to place her ear to the door. She closed her eyes, letting her other, more powerful senses go to work.


There were several voices. Heightened emotions. Quickened heartbeats. She thought she heard Zoey speaking, but then nothing. Another raised voice, threatening.


Dropping to one knee, she tried to peer through the window. The curtain was drawn shut, but there was a gap in the corner she could see past.


Kevin and Zoey weren’t alone.


She tried to move from side to side, adjust her angle. There were multiple people. A pair of jeans. A ripped shirt. Kevin stood near the rear of the room.


There was a flash of a familiar pair of legs on the bed. They strained and tried to swing over the side, but someone held her down.


Victoria nearly bared her teeth.


Standing upright, she approached the door and kicked it open. Her eyes darted around the room, confirming some of the glimpses she’d seen. Kevin stood in a defensive stance, next to what was certainly one of his magical traps. Several men approached him, while a man and woman pinned Zoey to the bed.


It was the blood on her chest that nudged Victoria over the edge.


Victoria attacked. She knew she only had a moment before the element of surprise was lost, and she made great use of that moment. She went for the human female first, raking a claw across her arm, then another swipe across the knee. Grabbing Zoey, she pulled the teen toward her, only to feel resistance. The vampire holding her arm engaged in a tug of war.


Zoey could fight her own battles.


Pushing away from Victoria, Zoey leapt at the vampire holding her. They collapsed in a heap next to the bed. Victoria jumped over the mattress, intending to help, but was met in mid-air with a violent tackle around her waist. She let out a gasp as she fell with her attacker in the corner. Her head slammed into the wall, bending at an awkward angle. Her vision cleared enough to see the man with ripped jeans straddling her, a twisted smile on his face.


“Oooh,” he hissed. “You’re pretty—”


She reacted before he could let out whatever ridiculous taunt he had in mind. The man’s eyes shot open as she dug a claw into his throat. He tried to grip her wrist with one hand, while attacking with the other. She stopped him easily. To injure the newborn further, she bit into his forearm, ripping away muscle and flesh.


One of his companions tried to help, leaning over to reach for Victoria. But a beam of light struck him from across the room. He fell to his knees and covered his face as smoke poured between his fingers.


Two of them decided it wasn’t a battle worth fighting, and nearly fell over themselves trying to escape. They ran through the open door.


Victoria nimbly brought her legs to her chest and kicked her attacker back. He slammed into the wall, sliding halfway down. The look on his face told her the fight had left him, too. He didn’t know what wound to cover first, the hole in his neck or arm. He followed his companions out the door.


Victoria rose to her feet. The only one left fighting was Zoey, who raked and clawed the vampire under her. He raised his arms to protect himself, and managed to slip in a strike here and there.


But she’d never seen Zoey so angry.


She was covered in blood, with streaks running through her hair and clothes. Her fangs were exposed, her eyes red. She attacked as if her life depended on it.


Victoria moved closer, to stop her, but Kevin was closer. He grabbed her arm as she reared back for another strike. Zoey nearly pulled him with her strength, but she restrained.


“Hey,” he said gently. “It’s okay. They’re done.”


Zoey listened, stopping to check her surroundings. The room was a mess. The human female still lay next to the bed, writhing in pain in her own blood. Kevin’s ice pillar remained standing, with its victim inside. The vampire Zoey had decimated lay perfectly still, terror in his eyes. The others had left.


Victoria carefully approached and touched her shoulder. She wasn’t sure what bothered her most. Seeing her threatened by others, or the rage etched in her face.


“Are you okay?”


Zoey slowly calmed down, her breathing returning to normal. Her eyes changed to their natural color, and Victoria saw the girl she had grown to care about. Familiar emotions played across her features. Confidence, anger, surprise, fear. These were all good things. A vampire’s power was a difficult line to walk. Sometimes claws and fangs were necessary. But bloodlust was never a good thing.


“I … don’t know,” she said honestly. “That was … ” Her eyes narrowed as she looked over Victoria’s shoulder. “One second.”


The human female had risen to her feet. Zoey stepped over the bed and was on her without hesitation. She buried her fangs in the woman’s neck, holding her up with ease. There was a cry of pain before it turned to something more sexual. Kevin quickly rushed to close the door, although the jamb was broken. A look of embarrassment crossed his face as the woman let out a whimper.


Victoria nearly intervened, but kept her place. Despite everything happening, a swell of pride formed in her chest. Zoey was in control, her feeding slow and steady. The woman was in no danger, even though Victoria was certain there was a part of Zoey that wanted to drain her dry.


Zoey eased the woman on the floor gently. Turning in place, she wiped blood away from her lips. Kevin continued to avert his gaze, uncomfortable.


“Are you okay?” Zoey asked him.


“Oh yeah, fine,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Just, you know. People breaking into our room, blood, orgasms, violence. Just a normal night.”


“Is that really necessary?” Victoria said, gesturing to his combat gear. Her tone was annoyed, frustrated, and that surprised even her.


It took a moment for Kevin to understand her meaning. He looked down at his vest, running a hand across a few potions. He still held his magic mirror. Crossing the room, he grabbed his coat from the back of the chair and gave it a gentle shake. It floated in place when he released it, defying gravity. He shoved the mirror into one of the pockets.


“I think maybe, yeah. I mean, they were trying to kill us.”


“Kill you? I don’t think so.”


She shook her head as she moved toward the only other conscious person in the room. The vampire that Zoey had mangled was in worst shape than her. Torn clothes, ripped flesh. Zoey had grabbed one of the piercings in his ears and ripped it away, leaving a twisted hunk of flesh on the side of his head. Victoria snatched him and hoisted him to his feet.


“I’m sorry!” he shouted. “Look, no one was supposed to get hurt. We don’t want to hurt anyone!”


Victoria shoved him into the chair. For the first time, she looked him over, taking in more details. She couldn’t guess his age, but he was definitely a newborn. Maybe thirty years old, at least when he was human. He lacked wisdom in his gaze. He had multiple piercings, an undertaking that truly impressed Victoria. A vampire constantly healed, which meant their uninvited quest constantly re-pierced himself.


“What’s your name?”


“Dylan.”


“Hello, Dylan. Did Zeke send you?” Victoria asked.


His face wrinkled in confusion.


“No. He doesn’t know we’re here. Why would Zeke send us?”


“I got the impression he didn’t like us much.”


“Oh, please. We all look up to Zeke, but, what do you think he is? Like some vampire gang leader or something? We just wanted to come talk to him.”


He pointed at Kevin, who sunk his shoulders sheepishly.


“Me?”


“Yeah. Dude, like, what the fuck are you? Last night, and just now. We’ve never seen anyone that can do the shit you’re doing.”


“Oh, really?” Victoria said, arching an eyebrow at her magical friend. “Imagine that.”


Kevin scowled.


“I get it. All my fault. Okay? Now, can we move on?”


His anger surprised her.


“That’s not what I—” She sighed, taking a deep breath, before returning her attention to Dylan. “Continue.”


“Missy,” he said, pointing to the nearly unconscious woman behind them. “She said she heard of witches. We all thought it was bullshit. But, is that what you are?”


“You didn’t need to start all this,” Victoria said, motioning to the chaos around them. “To ask that.”


“Yeah, well, you don’t seem like nice people.”


“Are you kidding me?” Zoey said, stepping forward. “Look at us! At me! Look at what you did—!”


“Zoey,” Victoria said. The teen growled and backed up.


“Look, I’m sorry,” Dylan said. “We’re all sorry. But, we wanted to ask—” He looked at Kevin. “Can you cure us?”


The question was a surprise to them all.


“W-What?” Kevin said.


“Whatever it is you do. If you do know magic. Can you cure vampires?”


Victoria and Kevin locked eyes. He was searching for direction, and Victoria hoped her expression offered some.


“No,” he said. Victoria took a relaxed breath. “For werewolves, yeah. But vampires—”


Dylan’s eyes widened.


“Werewolves?”


“No,” Victoria repeated, more forcefully, before Kevin could say more than necessary. “There isn’t a cure for us. And a cure implies disease, or sickness. We are neither.”


“Are … you shitting me?”


“There’s nothing wrong with what we are.”


His laugh was a sarcastic one.


“I haven’t seen the sun in twenty years. I haven’t tasted a soda, or eaten a hamburger. I watched all my friends and family grow old and die.”


“You could always kill yourself,” Zoey said.


Victoria shot her a look.


“Yeah, I could do that,” Dylan said. “And then the next day, some scientist comes out of the shadows with a cure. I’m not ready to give up hope yet.”


“Well, it sucks that there’s nothing we can do,” Zoey said, pointing to Kevin. “Not even him.”


Dylan hung his head and stared at the bloodied carpet. Victoria approached and put a hand on his shoulder. There was more to be said, but not now. Not with Kevin and Zoey present. Maybe she’d look Dylan up again sometime.


She approached the window and peered through the curtain.


“Do you live around here?” she asked, gesturing to the dusk outside. “The sun’s barely down. How did you get here so fast?”


“The sewers. We’d all go crazy if we had to stay home all day. It’s a bit of a maze, but we use them to get around town. Some of us even live down there.”


“Really?” Victoria said, her suspicions growing. “Would you mind taking me on a tour?”


“Seriously?” Dylan waved around them. “Don’t you think we’ve got other problems?”


Victoria took in their surroundings, almost resembling a murder scene.


“Kevin, can you … undo, some of this?”


He sighed as he plucked a vial from his vest.


“Yeah, give me a minute.” He pointed to the ice prison. “I’ll free him, heal Missy. Do you … ?” He hesitated before asking the question. “Want their memories wiped?”


“Holy shit—” Dylan said.


“No. Not necessary.”


He nodded.


“The mess, well, I can’t do much about that.”


“I’ll take care of that,” Victoria said, already thinking of the crew she’d call. She looked at the biggest mess in the room, Zoey, up and down.


“Zoey, you should probably—”


“I’m taking a shower,” she announced. “I’ll be out soon.”










CHAPTER 16







JACK BARELY KNEW where he was as he stumbled down the hall. His motions were more from habit than any cognitive thought. The carpet under his feet, the stairs leading to the living room, the railing. The faint sound of movement in the kitchen muddied his senses. Wakefulness pulled at him, but not fast enough. He was a tired, bumbling mess.


It was glorious. He wasn’t sure if the sensation would ever get old.


Skye danced about in the kitchen, rummaging through cabinets. She still wore a bikini, but now covered herself with a bathrobe. Jack wondered how long that would last.


She smiled as he surveyed his kitchen.


“Morning.”


He grunted, looking at the various bowls scattered across the bar.


“What is this?”


“I make breakfast. Cereal.”


“No. Marie is stopping over, and I’m not shoving a bowl of cereal in her face.”


“Ah,” Skye said, tilting her chin back as if to get a better view of him. “You like her.”


He rolled his eyes.


“This isn’t grade school. Now, step aside, and watch how a professional handles a kitchen.”


Jack went to work. Marie, like he imagined all werewolves to be, was a meat-lover. He didn’t skimp there. Plenty of bacon and sausage. Scrambled eggs, with two over-easy set aside for Tiffany. Skye was constantly in the way, almost magically, as Jack moved about. In front of the fridge when he needed eggs, near the cabinet when he needed a bowl. A scowl from him finally sent her to the other side of the bar, out of harm’s way.


“French toast? Pancakes?” he asked.


Skye blinked in confusion, and Jack stiffened. It took everything he had not to clench his fist. Marie was probably on her way, and Tiffany would be up any moment.


“What?”


“Do you want to eat pancakes for breakfast? Mmm, yum yum,” he mocked, holding up a box of Bisquick. “Or, would you like French toast? Look, we really have to move past this bullshit.”


She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Her silence lasted just a moment too long for Jack’s liking.


“Pancakes it is,” he said. “But don’t touch the honey. That’s mine. You have the syrup. Tiffany’s a fiend with syrup, so there’s more in the cabinet if you want some.”


“Thank,” Skye said.


“Yeah, yeah. Thank me after you’ve eaten. Trust me, you’ve never eaten anything like this.”


Jack poured himself a glass of tea and chocolate milk for Tiffany. He prepared nothing for Skye. She was an adult, who could get her own beverage.


He was so busy admiring his own work that he didn’t notice Skye move to the counter. The sweet scent caught his attention first. He turned to see her performing her own work. She stirred her finger in some magical concoction, using one of his glasses. The liquid was a subtle green, with a slight fog emanating from the cup to match. Sitting in a row was syrup, sugar, salt, some nutmeg.


“Hey!” Jack shouted. He lunged forward to grab her wrist. “What did I tell you about that shit?”


Skye was stunned for a moment, then met his stare with a defiant eye.


“Not sorcery,” she said. “Just flavor.” She gestured to her ingredients. “Make it taste better.”


He poured the potion down the drain and gathered everything.


“Damnit, Fido. If it’s green, glowing, and has smoke, it’s probably magic. And make my food taste better? My cooking? What the hell is the matter with you?”


“What’s going on?”


The fresh voice froze Jack in place. He glanced at the counter as he put everything away, for any spills, and evidence.


He turned to face Tiffany. Her hair was a mess, her pajamas twisted and disheveled. One leg was rolled up to her knee, while the other nearly over her foot. She let out a yawn as she took in the adults.


“Just Skye, ruining my kitchen,” Jack said. “You know how I feel about people going through our kitchen, like they own it.”


“Kevin does it all the time.”


“Not anymore. Glinda will be lucky to even get a pizza delivered here when I’m done with him.”


Her eyes lit up. “Pizza! Can we have—!


“No. We just had it for dinner last night.”


Tiffany’s jaw dropped when she saw the feast laid out behind Skye.


“Breakfast!”


She moved like a hurricane. Her plate could barely handle the load of food she dropped on it. She only paused near the end of the journey, as she settled at the bar. She looked back and forth between Jack and Skye.


“Is everything okay?” she asked, then gave Skye her complete attention. “Did he yell at you? What’s happening?”


“Nothing,” Skye said.


Crisis averted. Jack let out a slow breath as he gathered his own meal. Tiffany hadn’t seen the glowing magic in the kitchen, suspected nothing. Tired, hungry children didn’t notice anything further than four feet in front of them.


“Save some sausage for Marie,” Jack said. “And some bacon.” He lowered his voice, so no one could hear. “And some fucking squirrel.”


“Oh, God,” Tiffany said. “This is so good!”


“Of course it is.”


Jack settled in across from his daughter, next to Skye. He’d have preferred it the other way around. Skye bumped his elbow as she ate, pushing the limits of his patience.


He’d only finished a strip of bacon when someone knocked at the door.


“Want me to get it?” Tiffany asked.


“No,” Jack said, rising. “You eat your breakfast.”


“How about me?” Skye asked. “I get?”


“No. You just … ” He was too irritated to finish. “Ugh.”


He could already see her through the window as he approached the door. Marie’s back was turned as he opened it, and he took a moment to admire her. Tan shorts, a sleeveless shirt, sunglasses. She wore shoes and socks, even in a beach town. He wondered if that was the werewolf in her. She had a runner’s instincts, never wore open-toed shoes. She didn’t have a purse. It amazed Jack at how rarely she carried one.


She turned to face him, lit up his porch with a smile.


“I can smell it all the way from the street. Did you save some for me?”


He smirked in return.


“We’d better hurry.”


Jack squeezed her shoulder as she entered the house, a rare demonstration of affection. Marie reached and squeezed his hand. Tiffany waved enthusiastically, with Skye following suit. Marie laughed and waved in return.


“Marie!” Tiffany called. “Are you going to eat with us?”


“If it’s okay with you.”


“Yeah! I’ll get some food for you.”


“Tiff,” Jack said. “You don’t have … ”


He didn’t finish, deciding it wasn’t worth it. It was difficult to stop Tiffany when she started moving.


“Let’s eat,” he said. “I’m hungry.” He pointed at Skye. “Move. Sit over there.”



*****


Marie couldn’t remember the last time she ate so much. Despite her recent good fortune, she still lived in her tiny apartment, with the kitchen that, as Jack had put it, wasn’t capable of seducing a whore with a thousand-dollar bill. She lived alone and worked often. Rarely did she have time to put together a well-cooked meal. Even if she did, the thrill of the hunt, and the tasty meat of a succulent, freshly killed deer, was more than enough to keep her going.


But the breakfast Jack had assembled was delicious. Far better than anything the hotel would offer.


She ate in relative silence, politely answering the occasional question from Tiffany. The young girl asked about Marie’s hair, which had changed color from brunette to strawberry blond overnight. She lied, of course, drawing an amused snicker from Jack. Tiffany didn’t need to know about a werewolf’s ability to control the color and length of their hair.


Skye was also quiet, with her shortened speech. But there was still plenty of conversation, and laughter, to go around. Jack and Tiffany spoke more than enough for everyone. Fake, meaningless arguments filled with love. An in-depth discussion on why Elvis Presley was a far better singer than Katy Perry. A comparison on why sausage links were much better than sausage patties.


Marie didn’t mind either. Sausage was delicious in any form.


“So,” Tiffany announced, as they neared the end of their meal. “What are we all doing today?”


Marie looked up. Was she included in we? She hadn’t thought about that. The beautiful thing about a vacation was not making any plans, and she had none. Her simple rough outline was to run the woods during the day, enjoy the town, spend time with Jack at night, followed by more woods.


“Yeah,” Skye echoed. “What are we doing?”


Jack rubbed his temples in frustration.


“Let’s see. Yesterday, we spent the entire day at the beach, shopping, and eating junk food. But somehow, I don’t think nothing or relaxing at home is the right answer.”


“Come on, Dad. We have guests! I never have people over.”


Marie thought Jack’s eyes would pop from his skull.


“Is that a joke? Those little idiots you call friends are over here all the time. Eating my food, watching my TV, spending the night. They’re over here so much I think their parents hate them. And I couldn’t blame them if they did.”


“No. I mean adults.” Tiffany gestured to Marie and Skye. “Your friends.”


“Whoa, whoa. Let’s not go tossing out titles—”


“Marie, you want to go to the beach? I’ll hang out with Skye. And you and Jack can … you know … ”


Tiffany concluded her plan with an exaggerated wink. Marie burst out laughing. Jack’s expression was unreadable. Angry, irritated, amused, perhaps even considering of Tiffany’s idea. She wasn’t sure.


He let out a defeated breath.


“Do you have any plans for the day?”


“I, uh, didn’t really bring any swim-ware.”


“That’s okay!” Tiffany said, already having the answer. “We bought a ton of stuff for Skye yesterday. You can borrow some of hers. Or, you don’t even have to swim. Just stay on the beach.”


Her hopeful eyes convinced Marie.


“Well, then I guess I’m going to the beach.”


“Yes!” Tiffany said, jumping to her feet. “Let’s get ready.”


“Hey,” Jack said, holding up a finger. “Hold on.” He pointed at Skye, and then Tiffany. “You, get in the shower. You, help me clean up all this. Then, we get ready.”


“Why does Skye have to take a shower?” Tiffany asked. “She’s just going to get wet, anyway.”


“Because she smells. Badly.”


Marie couldn’t argue that point. The stench of a half blood witch amazed her. She’d lived eighty years without ever knowing they existed. After meeting Jack, she’d met three, and an entire coven.


“I’ll take shower,” Skye said.


She stood up and headed to the first-floor bathroom. Marie watched as the bathrobe came off first, falling to the floor. Then, the bikini top, all before she even made it to the door.


“Skye!” Jack shouted. “What did I say about stripping—?”


The door shut, ending Jack’s tirade.


He muttered under his breath as he picked up his dishes. Tiffany couldn’t hear, but Marie had no issues.


“I swear, Victoria, you owe me. You don’t realize how much you owe me. That’s what I get for being nice. That’s it, no more nice. The nice shit stops now.”


Marie tried not to laugh.


She didn’t imagine she’d be cleaning up dishes on vacation, but that’s what happened. The three worked as a team, with Tiffany a bundle of energy as she loaded the dishwasher. Jack moved slowly on purpose, even dropping a fork or knife in the sink as he rinsed them off.


“Oh, damn,” he said. “I’ve really got the dropsies today.”


“Jack, stop! You’re doing that on purpose!”


“What? No! Why would you say that?”


A spoon dropped.


“Dad!”


Jack almost laughed, a rare treat.


After cleanup, Tiffany sprinted upstairs to prepare for the day out. Marie could hear Skye showering. Marie sat at the bar, with Jack sitting across from her a moment later. She had the strength of a werewolf, a supernatural being. She could run for miles at high speed, and didn’t do too badly in human form either.


But she was tired, just a little. Jack’s house was so full of movement, so full of Tiffany.


“Wow,” was all she said.


Jack read her perfectly.


“Yeah, tell me about it. Imagine that, all the time. Imagine when she brings her little creeps over here. Seven or eight of them, just scattering around like roaches.”


“I’ll pass. I’ll stick with my alcoholic regulars, thanks.”


“So,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “Do I get to pick the bikini?”


“Nice try. No, you don’t,” she said, then frowned. “Does Skye really only have bikinis?”


“Yes.” The corner of his mouth lifted. “Such fortune. It’s like I can see the future.”


“Oh, can you?” She leaned forward, almost enough to kiss him. Teasing him, teasing both of them. “And what’s in the future for tonight?”


“That depends on how much Andee charges for last minute babysitting.”


Marie smiled.


The next twenty minutes were a blur. Tiffany and Skye sprinting through the house. Jack shouting at them. A small pile of items formed in the corner. Towels, a cooler, an umbrella, chairs. Marie watched in fascination. She thought of her own parents, gone for so long. She’d never attempted a family of any kind after becoming a werewolf. Friendships were quick and fleeting, and she never ran with a pack, unlike other werewolves. To see the life Jack had built for himself amazed her.


Jack and Tiffany argued near the front door, over which snacks to bring. Skye stood in the kitchen, appearing lost and confused. Marie approached and touched her shoulder.


“Hey,” she said. “Is everything okay?”


Skye nodded.


“Yes. It’s just … why?”


“Why what?”


“Victoria and Kevin. And now Jack. Why are they nice to me?”


Marie hesitated a moment. She didn’t know Skye’s history, her life. She didn’t know what trauma she’d been through and wanted to choose her words.


“I, uh, guess a lot of bad things have happened to you?”


Skye’s eyes changed. Sadness, anger, fear, pain, nothing pleasant. Her lip quivered as she tried to speak. She settled for a simple nod instead.


“Well, maybe it’s time for some good now,” Marie said.


Skye looked Marie in the eye.


“You and me? Friends?”


Marie smiled.


“Sure. Friends.”



*****


Jack didn’t want to be at the beach.


But, if he were cornered, he’d have to admit that it was a fun trip.


Watching Tiffany laugh and smile was enough to make dragging half his house to the sand worth it. His daughter brought out the best in everyone. As Jack and Marie lounged near the water, Tiffany somehow organized a pick-up volleyball game. Even Skye joined in, and the witch was nothing but joy. The beach was packed, and Tiffany had made three new friends her age before the day ended. Jack watched, wary and concerned, as she traded emails and social media accounts with them. Tiffany had enough friends raiding their house. He wasn’t sure how many more he could take.


“Now that is the face of a concerned father,” Marie said.


He turned to his left to take in the other half of his great day, Marie. The sides of their chairs touched, putting them close together. They had every outward appearance of a couple, although he didn’t know what they were. Friends with benefits, business partners, pack members. They had killed together. There weren’t many titles he could think of where that applied.


Her choice of a simple black bikini was solid. She was awkward at first, nervous, but his own brand of encouragement along with simple time put her at ease. She sat with her legs crossed, a glass of iced tea resting against her thigh. 


“I am concerned,” he said. “I’m concerned there will be more annoying children in my home.”


“Soon, she’ll be a teenager. Then it’s boyfriends, drugs, sex in cars.”


“Do you think this is funny?”


“Do you see me laughing? It’s just life, Jack.” She shook her head. “I still don’t see how the hell you, of all people, end up adopting a young girl.”


Jack never told her the whole story. Only pieces, here and there. He saw an opportunity.


“I’ll tell you over dinner tonight. I’ll line up a babysitter—” He gestured toward Skye, who sat not far away, just far enough into the water to let it lap up to her waist. “And a witch-sitter. What do you say? Can you take a night off from frolicking in the woods?”


She turned to face him, her leg touching his. Her movements had flirtatious purpose.


“I don’t know.” She nodded toward Skye and Tiffany. “Can you take a night off from being a hero?”


Jack laughed at the outrageous thought.


“Yeah, sure. I think I can somehow manage.”


Marie smiled and sipped at her tea. She leaned back and looked out to the ocean, her posture relaxed. She was a beautiful woman, intelligent and strong. Marie hadn’t learned to hide her age like Victoria, or himself, but there was a youthful energy to her, a spark that defied her eighty years. She had her own tragedies, like they all did, but somehow, it didn’t darken her like it did him.


“Why are you here, Marie?” he asked. “A million other places to vacation, and you pick here.”


She stiffened, shifting as her guard went up. Jack thought he might have ruined the evening’s plans with the question. It wouldn’t have been the first time.


“It’s been a long time since I’ve seen the beach.”


“Bullshit.”


She eyed him seriously.


“You won’t like the answer.”


It was Jack’s turn to raise his guard. His thoughts wandered. Did she need help? Was the bar in trouble? Was she in trouble? Did another group of werewolf hunters have her on their radar? How many people would he need to kill?


He braced himself.


“I’m listening.”


She ran a finger along his arm.


“I missed you.”


Jack waited for more. Her answer seemed almost alien to him.


“Really? That’s it?”


She smiled.


“That’s it. Believe me, I don’t like it. But there it is. I missed you, and wanted to see you.”


“No way,” he said. “You don’t want to talk business? About the bar?”


“We can, if that makes you feel better. Or, we can have dinner tonight, and do some things that don’t need talking.”


She leaned in, ever so slightly. Jack would not miss the chance to kiss those lips of hers.


“I like that idea. I hate talking.”


Their lips had barely touched when an annoying voice interrupted.


“Jack.”


Fighting anger, he gritted his teeth as he turned away from Marie. She covered her mouth, trying not to smile.


“Yeah, Fido. What is it? What is oh-so-important?”


Skye dropped to her knees in front of them. She looked back and forth between them, then turned to make sure Tiffany was out of earshot.


“You both go out tonight,” she said. “I’ll watch Tiffany.”


“Ah, you like to spy on people? That hurts my feelings.”


“My way to thank,” she said, undeterred by his attitude. “I’ll watch Tiffany.”


“No. That’s insane.”


She grabbed his arm.


“Please,” she whispered.


Jack shook free.


“Don’t touch me.”


Marie put a hand on his shoulder to calm him. Her touch was one of the few he could tolerate.


Skye’s expression changed. Defiant, almost angry.


“I’m not helpless,” she said. “Nor am I stupid.”


The statement shocked him. Rarely had Skye ever spoken a full sentence. For a moment, she wasn’t the quiet, broken woman Victoria had dumped on him.


He turned to Marie to get her thoughts. She said nothing, but he read her easily. He gave Skye a slight smirk.


“You really want to watch my daughter? You think you can handle it?”


She nodded.


“I can handle it.”


“You don’t cook in the kitchen. You’ll order food out.”


“And we’ll watch movies.”


“Okay, Skye. You’re on. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”



*****


Jack didn’t grow tired. He didn’t need to take a breath to gather his energy. He didn’t need to stop and rest, or recharge his battery. Physical chores didn’t slow him.


Still, his patience had limits. He was ready to lash out at anyone as they neared their home. The cooler at his side and folded chairs under his arm weren’t heavy, didn’t strain his muscles, but carrying them irritated him.


“Why did we do this again?” he muttered.


Marie walked ahead of him, and he enjoyed the view. But Marie couldn’t be quiet. She couldn’t let him complain to himself, whisper to no one. She had to answer every question, every complaint.


“I told you I’d carry the cooler, if it’s too heavy.”


“Shut up, wolf. It’s not the weight, I told you. It’s just pissing me off.”


“A cooler pisses you off?”


“We didn’t need to bring this much shit. You drank an iced tea. Skye, some water. Tiffany, nothing. This is ridiculous.”


“Damn, you cry a lot.”


“What did you say?”


“Nothing.”


“Dad!” Tiffany called, who led the entourage. “What are you and Marie doing on your date?”


“Nothing, if he keeps his shit up,” Marie said.


“Can I have some friends over?” Tiffany asked. “Skye hasn’t met my friends.”


“And she never will. No, no one over. You’re lucky I’m letting Skye watch you. Don’t push it.”


Relief was in sight as they rounded the corner to their street. His truck was just ahead, as well as Marie’s rental. His couch and shower were calling his name.


Marie stopped on the sidewalk. Jack went to move past her, but she stopped him with her arm.


“Wait,” she said. Her nose twitched. “Tiffany, Skye! Wait!”


Tiffany was already halfway on the front walk. Skye stopped behind her. Jack watched Marie, watched her work. She sniffed the air, her brow furrowing as she locked away scents.


“Someone is in your house.”


Jack dropped the cooler.


“Who?”


Marie sniffed again.


“A human. Male. Rosemary and daffodil. Maybe a little garlic. His aftershave needs some work.”


“Is there anyone else?”


“No.”


She listened.


“He’s using a smartphone, I think. Maybe a tablet. He’s drinking a soda.”


Jack’s eyes narrowed.


“He’s raiding my fridge?”


“I think so.”


He groaned and moved past Marie. The front door was unlocked. Taking the lead, he stepped into the living room and surveyed the kitchen. As Marie had said, a man sat at the breakfast bar, browsing his phone. A glass of diet Coke sat in front of him. He sat with his legs crossed, his foot bouncing, as he hummed a tune, without a care in the world. With khakis and a dress shirt, his clothes rivaled Jack’s. Sandy blond hair, steel-blue eyes. No doubt he had no issues finding a date.


Jack dug deeper.


Wealthy, ruthless, used to getting what he wanted. He favored his left leg, from an old injury. He’d seen battle before. The man flashed a bright smile, which was genuine. He was a businessman, liked to use words to manipulate and control.


Jack set the cooler and chairs down in the corner. Marie stayed close. The stranger looked past Jack and Marie, his gaze settling on Skye. Skye still wore her bikini, with a pair of jean shorts, but the display of skin was not what caught the stranger’s attention.


Finally, he looked at Jack.


“Jack! Jack Kursed! Look, I’m sorry for just busting in like this. But, you are a hard man to get a hold of.”


“Skye, Tiffany,” Jack said, never taking an eye away from his uninvited guest. “Would you go upstairs for a few minutes? I won’t be long.”


“Is everything okay?” Skye asked.


“Yeah, it’s all good.”


Tiffany grabbed Skye’s hand and led her away. The stranger watched Skye the entire time, until she vanished. Jack nodded at Marie, silently asking for privacy. She nodded in return and touched his arm.


“Let me know if you need me,” she said.


Marie went upstairs as Jack opened the fridge. He poured himself a glass of water.


“So,” he said, sitting across from the intruder. “Who are you, and why did you break into my home?”


“Again, I’m really sorry about that. But trust me, it’s all for a good reason. You’re going to be thrilled by the time I leave. I’m Harry. Harry Tillman.”


A simple, unassuming name. An obvious alias.


Harry extended his hand. Jack refused to shake it.


“Harry, you’re running out of time,” Jack said. “And I’m running out of patience.”


Harry leaned back, undeterred.


“I know you’re a rich guy, Jack. Can I call you Jack? I know you run with some dangerous folks. So, believe me, I’m not trying to get on your bad side.”


“You’re already there, Harry.”


“Well, let me see if I can change your—”


“Why the fuck are you in my house?”


Jack’s tone froze Harry. His expression changed. His salesman-smile disappeared.


“I want to buy the woman,” Harry said.


“The woman?” Jack looked over his shoulder, toward the stairs. “The ones that came in with me? Which one?”


“Don’t play stupid. You know which one.”


Jack smiled. Progress was being made. Harry’s mask lifted a bit, revealing his true self.


“I’m listening,” Jack said. “Tell me more.”


Harry paused, and Jack could see the hesitation in his eyes. But Harry knew the best way to get what he wanted was to be honest.


“I barely lost her a few years back, in an auction. I just didn’t have the funds. Michael Tavers took her right out from under my nose. I’ve kept an eye on him ever since. I know he … expired, a while back. I’ve been watching him, and her, for so long. Your friends cleaned her up, brought her here, bless their hearts. And I’m glad they did, and you should be, too. Because we’re businessmen, and we can both get what we want.”


“Wow. I’ve been involved in a lot of shady shit in my lifetime, but trafficking, that’s new to me. How does that work? An auction? Is it like on TV? Where some clown stands behind a podium with a microphone and does that crazy-fast talking? Or maybe it’s like those storage shows? You get to look at her, but no-no on the touching, for ten seconds, then decide if you want to buy her?”


Harry was quiet for a moment, and not amused.


“Don’t fuck with me, Jack. Please. I’m being respectful. Show me the same.”


“Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt your little feelings. Tell me, why do you think she’s for sale?”


Harry laughed, a bit of that salesman persona slipping through once again.


“Come on. We both know, with the checkbooks we wield, everything is for sale. I will give you five million dollars for a simple one-word answer. Yes.”


Jack leaned back in his chair, thinking it over.


“Ten million.”


Harry almost choked. He had to take a sip of soda.


“That’s a little steep.”


“Is it? Let’s not fuck with each other. We both know what she is, what she’s capable of. You won’t lock her in a basement so you can rape her whenever you want. You’ll make that money back in three weeks, with the magic she’ll give you.”


“Seven million.”


Jack laughed.


“Ah, yeah. That part where we go back and forth, trying to find a middle price. Let’s try this again. Ten. Million.” He gestured to Harry’s glass. “And I won’t even charge you for the soda.”


Harry tried to pretend the amount bothered him, but Jack knew better. He wouldn’t let the mortal short-change him.


“Ten million it is,” Harry said.


“Great! We have a deal. But, I have one condition.”


“What’s that?”


“Give me a few days with her. Three days. Just through the weekend.”


“Why?” Harry said, confused. “You want to fuck her? From the looks of it, I thought you and the other lady—”


“Let’s leave the other lady out of this.” Jack lowered his voice and leaned forward. “It’s for my daughter. She’s grown attached. I don’t want to just rip her away, and our business, I don’t want to do in front of her.”


Harry sighed and relented.


“I’ve waited a long time. Three more days won’t kill me.”


“Wonderful. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Harry, I have a date to get ready for—”


Harry reached out and snatched Jack’s arm.


“Jack, listen to me,” he said, his tone menacing. “In three days, I’ll be back here at nine in the morning. I’ll have five million in cash. The other five, we’ll wire it. You’ll get your money, and you’ll hand over the woman. We’ll go our separate ways and never see each other again. That’s how it’s going to go. Do you understand me?”


“If you don’t let go of my arm, now, I will kill you. I’ll bury you in my backyard, to keep you close. You’ll be fertilizer for my garden. I’ll piss on your grave every morning. That’s how it’s going to go. Do you understand me?”


Harry released Jack, but wasn’t intimidated. His smile returned.


“Sorry. It’s just, I’ve been wanting this a long time. And I want nothing to go wrong. People have tried to fuck with me on business before.”


“You don’t get to where I am by fucking others over on business.” He held up his fingers. “Three days. I’ll see you then. And you bring breakfast.”


“I will.” Harry finished his drink and was kind enough to put the glass in the sink. “It’s been a pleasure. I’ll see you soon.”


Harry left through the front door. He cast a longing look toward the upstairs as he left, as if dreaming about Skye. A car emerged from around the corner to pick him up.


A minute later, Marie walked downstairs. Her posture was apprehensive.


“Hey!” Jack greeted. “We should start getting ready. You want to shower here? There’s a steak out there calling for me.”


“Jack,” she said. “You’re not really going to … ” She couldn’t finish.


“Ten million dollars. That’s a lot of money.”


“You’re not serious.”


He rolled his eyes.


“Selling Skye. That would go over well with Victoria. I’ve bought some time. I’ll put her in a safe house, hide her away, then deal with Harry. Probably give him five million just to forget her.”


Marie breathed a sigh of relief. She kissed Jack, a preview of their evening to come.


“I just never know with you.”


He held her close around the waist.


“You still have a lot to learn about me.”


“Yes. I definitely do.”










CHAPTER 17







“I KNOW LIFE can be crazy with Victoria,” Zoey said. “But I didn’t think I’d be partying it up in the sewers.”


Victoria chuckled. She skipped a rat as it darted in front of her. Zoey squealed and stumbled behind her, almost falling to her knees. Kevin shouted in surprise as Zoey clutched his shoulder, a little too tight.


“Hey!” he said. “Don’t kill me.”


“Sorry. I don’t like rats.”


Dylan chuckled as they rounded a corner. He’d been leading them through the sewers underneath Sumerset for the past twenty minutes.


“Keep that rat close by,” he said. “You never know when you need a snack.”


“That’s just gross.”


Dylan stopped and turned to face Zoey, taking her in.


“You’re new, aren’t you? A newborn.”


Zoey looked to Victoria for guidance. Victoria simply nodded, suggesting it was okay to tell the truth.


“I am. Victoria’s been teaching me.”


“I see. I was that way, once. You might find out one day that a rat is your best friend, when starvation is holding your hand. And these nasty sewers? They’re a four-star hotel when the sun is poking over the horizon.”


“You drink from rats?” Zoey asked, wincing.


Dylan smiled and continued to lead.


“This is a small town,” he said. “There’s a vampire community, but we can’t just feed at the club every night. Sometimes, a rat, a stray dog, whatever, just has to do. A friend of mine, Lonnie, he lives down here. He’s been having trouble holding a job, and of course, he can only work at night. So, rats are nothing new to him.”


“And what’s your story?” Victoria asked.


“I’m luckier than most. I live across town, got a night watch security job. Doesn’t pay much, but just enough to keep the apartment lights on. One of the women you kicked the shit out of back at the hotel is nice enough to give me blood when I’m low.” He turned to smile at the two vampires. He studied them, just like Victoria studied him. “It’s not like the movies. Glamour, sex, skin, parties, money. No, being a vampire is fucking hard. And most of the time, I hate it.” He looked Victoria up and down. “Although you look like you’re doing pretty well for yourself.”


“It took me a long time to get where I am.”


Dylan shrugged.


“Eh, good for you. But I miss pizza.”


“Aww, man,” Zoey said. “Pizza.”


They passed a ladder leading to an access hole. Dylan recited what street they were passing as they continued on. Victoria fell back in pace a bit, letting Zoey pass her, to meet with Kevin, who was bringing up the rear. She frowned as she glanced behind them. Kevin had left a trail of mothballs. He’d imbued them with his magical touch, all floating in the air, a rainbow of colors that marked their path.


“What?” he said, meeting her gaze, as he left another floating over his shoulder. “I can’t see, Victoria. I can’t see in the dark, like you.”


“Do you need help?” Zoey called. “Do you want me to hold your hand?”


Kevin shook his head and kept walking. Victoria stopped him with a hand to his chest. She didn’t utter a word, as she knew Dylan could hear. She delivered her message with her eyes and a subtle head nod toward their vampire guide. The meaning was clear, and Kevin understood. She didn’t entirely trust Dylan, and Kevin needed to be ready for anything.


“Well, we just passed the police station,” Dylan said, pointing up. “The hospital is another ten minutes away.” He paused, seeing a map in his head. “That’s like a right, two lefts, another right. We’re there a lot, for obvious reasons. Is there anything else you want to see?”


“I’m just trying to get a lay of the land,” Victoria said. “I appreciate your time.”


“Look, Victoria, right? Why don’t you tell me what you’re really looking for down here? Maybe I can help.”


Victoria froze and glanced at Kevin and Zoey, searching for advice. She loved her companions, but her silent search went unanswered. Kevin squinted to see in the darkness ahead of them. Zoey’s expression was blank, lost.


Zoey finally shrugged.


“Can it hurt to ask?” she said. “We outnumber him, and already kicked his ass once.”


Dylan laughed.


“Cute, real cute. Look, if the magic man doesn’t have a vampire cure, and you don’t need me, then can I go? I should probably check on my friends, the ones whose asses you kicked.”


Victoria pulled the printed photo from her pocket.


“Do you know him?”


Dylan studied the photo near one of Kevin’s mothballs.


“Nope. Sorry. He’s from here?”


“Yeah. This picture was taken at an old laundromat, a few blocks over.”


“Ah, I know the place.” Dylan frowned. “Something is off about this. This … isn’t bloodlust. It’s like he’s in pain.”


“I know. It’s got something to do with magic.”


“More magic? From him?” He gestured to Kevin. “Like black magic?”


Kevin sighed and adjusted his coat.


“There’s really no such thing as—”


“Yeah. Look, I can’t go into details. But Zeke said he’s clueless. And I think he’s telling the truth. So, whatever is happening, with magic and vampires, I thought might be happening down here. I’ve seen my own share of underneath the streets. Enough to know there are plenty of corners to do bad things.”


He handed over the photo.


“Well, I don’t know the guy. I can’t help you.” He held up a finger. “But maybe … ”


He resumed the walk again, moving down the open tunnel. Victoria followed, with Kevin and Zoey behind. Kevin continued to deposit magical mothballs in the air.


“Yes?” Victoria pressed.


“Like I said, Lonnie never leaves. Let’s go see if he can help. He knows way more about down here than I do.”


Dylan led for another five minutes before a sound touched Victoria’s ears. She stopped and motioned for Kevin and Zoey to do the same. She focused on the sound, reached out, ignoring the dripping water and cars driving above them.


“Guys?” Kevin said. “Is everything okay?”


“What is that?” Zoey asked.


“What’s what?”


“That sound. Ah, forgot. Your ears suck.”


“Shh,” Victoria said.


Victoria held in a laugh as she recognized the sounds of sex. A man and woman. Panting, moaning, sweating. It amazed her at the surprises her long life still threw her way. She’d been in many relationships, made love in many unusual and exotic locations. A sewer was never one of them.


“Jesus, Lonnie,” Dylan muttered. “Seriously?”


Zoey wrinkled her nose in disgust.


“This day just keeps getting better and better.”


“What?” Kevin asked. “What’s going on?”


The tunnel opened up to a larger intersection connecting three other tunnels. The intersection had been converted into a crude living space. Several beat-up sofas, a refrigerator, a bookshelf against the concrete wall. A clothes rack stood off to the side, reminding Victoria of the one she kept in her basement. Extension cords hanging from above powered several lamps.


Victoria’s ears were wrong about the sexual encounter. There were three people, a man and two women. One vampire, two mortals. Zoey turned away at the sight. One woman straddled a man on the couch, facing away from him, while he fondled her breasts, his fangs buried in her neck. The second woman was silent, her face between the first woman’s legs.


“Lonnie!” Dylan shouted. “Come on, man! We all sit on that couch!”


All three jumped at the interruption. One woman sprinted across the living space, aiming for a pile of clothes near a table. The other didn’t care about the intrusion, inviting the attention, and stared at Kevin with hungry eyes. Victoria moved in front of him, almost without realizing.


Lonnie stood and slipped on a pair of boxer shorts. Zoey’s attention had moved from the threesome to the living space.


“Victoria,” she said. “If I ever complain about your house again, please, kick me out.”


“Hey, Dylan,” Lonnie said. “I didn’t hear you coming.”


“Yeah, well, we heard you.”


“Funny, funny. You remember Dana, right? And Traci?”


“Uh, yeah,” Dylan lied, and waved. “How are you doing?”


Traci was quiet, still getting dressed. Dana sauntered to the refrigerator, still nude, to retrieve a bottle of water.


“Are you all here for some fun?” she asked. “The more, the merrier?”


“Uh, no,” Dylan said. He gestured behind him. “This is Victoria. That’s Kevin, and Zoey. And with that, I’m going to sit down, and let you take it from here.”


Lonnie moved toward Victoria, wearing an awkward smile. Despite the living arrangement, he wasn’t an unattractive man. Clean, well-kept, piercing eyes. He extended a hand to shake, which as politely as she could, she refused.


“Pleased to meet you,” he said. He flashed Victoria and Zoey a smile before his attention turned to Kevin. “Uh, what’s with Styles?”


Kevin looked down at his coat, barely covering the magical arsenal underneath. He cinched it tighter.


“Have you seen anything strange happening down here?”


He laughed.


“A lot of strange shit happens here in the sludge. Define strange.”


Zoey snickered.


“Like three people fucking—”


Victoria shot her a look to silence her.


“You think that’s strange?” Lonnie said. “Just get two more shots in Dana. Then you’ll see strange.”


“Do you know this man?”


Lonnie accepted the photo and stared at it while moving to the fridge. He pulled out a bottle of blood and took a deep drink. He offered the bottle to Victoria and Zoey, who declined. A look of curiosity flashed across his face before extending the nectar to Kevin.


“You’re … not a vampire,” he said. “What are you?”


“Hey, you wouldn’t believe it,” Dylan called. “He’s a—”


“Kevin isn’t important in all of this. Let’s just pretend you don’t see him.”


“You hear that, Kevin?” Zoey teased. “You’re not important.”


The comment didn’t offend the witch.


“That’s fine by me.”


“Hey,” Lonnie said, pointing. “Are you the freak that tore up the club last night?”


Zoey moved defensively toward Kevin, their shoulders almost touching. Victoria noticed the gesture of affection. The vampire and witch had become good friends. She was proud of her charges.


“You’re calling Kevin a freak?” she said, motioning around them. “And you live here?”


Muted kissing interrupted their discussion. They turned to see Dana and Traci had turned their attention to each other, making out on the couch.


“Sorry you don’t approve,” Lonnie said, showing real irritation for the first time. “The job market in this town isn’t exactly booming for a guy who—”


“Hey,” Victoria interrupted. “Enough.” She pointed to the photo. “Do you know him, or not?”


“Yeah. I know him. His name’s Alan. Good guy.”


“He lives down here?”


“No. Believe it or not, I do know people topside. I do go out.” He flashed Zoey an angry glare. “But what’s funny is, Alan isn’t one of us. He’s human.”


“He is?”


“Yeah.” Lonnie approached Victoria and lowered his voice. “There’s this woman I get with … ” He looked over his shoulder, at his companions. Traci and Dana had stopped their public display. They talked while browsing their phones. “That I, uh, used to get with. Alan’s her brother.”


Victoria took the photo and studied it again. She almost had every pixel memorized.


“Well, recently turned, I guess.”


Lonnie shrugged.


“I guess.”


“Do you know where Alan lives?”


“Afraid not. But, Alyson, his sister, my uh … old friend, I know where she lives. I can give her a call—”


Everything happened so fast.


The surroundings had already thrown off Victoria’s sense of smell. The sewage, the sex, the echoes bouncing off the concrete. She didn’t smell it until it was too late.


A strong sense of something rotten touched her nose, only for a moment.


Then the screaming started.


They turned to see the vampire with its fangs in Traci’s cheek. Wild hair, ripped clothes, no shoes. Dana fell from the couch and shouted as she tried to push herself away. Dylan jumped back, startled.


The vampire wrapped his claws around Traci’s waist and pulled her down, like an animal with prey. Blood sprayed from her face onto the nearby wall.


He tried to drag her down the nearby tunnel, knocking over a lamp.


Victoria shook her surprise and moved. Dylan was closer and reached Traci first. He tried to shove the vampire away, pull Traci to safety. The vampire reacted fast, slashing Dylan across the face. He jumped on Dylan next, pinning him near the couch and attacking.


Victoria moved to Traci first, pulling her to her feet. Her face was a mess. Puncture wounds straight through the skin, blood pouring onto her clothes. She could barely stand, and fell into Victoria’s arms.


Lonnie decided he wanted nothing to do with the attack, or help the woman who only minutes ago was nude on his couch. He backed up, watching the scene unfold like he was a bystander.


Victoria locked eyes with Zoey, and they spoke without words. Zoey rushed to her side, taking Traci from her, and gently lowered her to the ground.


Dylan was trying to defend himself, but failing. The wild vampire was too much, too fast. He bit and clawed, letting out a sound that almost sounded bestial.


She’d seen bloodlust before, felt it herself over the centuries. The rage on display wasn’t bloodlust.


A vial flew across the room, striking the wild vampire in the head. The glass shattered, throwing a sweet-smelling liquid over Dylan and his attacker. They both screamed in agony, but Dylan took less of Kevin’s magic.


The vampire leapt behind the refrigerator, knocking it over, and crouched behind it. Part of his face and one eyeball had melted away. His remaining eye glowed red.


Terrible memories flooded back to Victoria. Vampires in cages, experiments, the near decimation of Baltimore. Human science, in search for a cure for vampires, had done the exact opposite, turning innocent mortals into feral monsters.


She knew that virus was in a lab somewhere, locked away from the world. But her instincts told her that wasn’t what was in front of her.


Victoria and Kevin moved in step together, from opposite sides of the living space. The vampire eyed them up, baring his teeth. Kevin pulled a vial from under his coat.


She held up a hand.


“No,” she whispered. “Hold on.”


She took the moment to study him.


She put his age somewhere in the mid-twenties. It wasn’t the person in the photograph, but the rage, the wild look, she knew they were connected. Blond hair, with streaks of crimson and gore from Dylan and Traci. Blood dripped from his fangs to the floor. His ripped jeans were old, caked in dried blood and dirt.


Something green was on his neck, like a streak of dripping paint.


The vampire took advantage of Victoria’s hesitance, and attacked. He chose Kevin as the target, deciding he was the weaker of the two. Victoria intercepted. She summoned her speed and tackled the vampire. They fell awkwardly across a table, with Victoria ending up on the bottom. Wood and glass shattered under their weight. Victoria was stunned, and that was just enough time for the vampire to grab a shard of broken wood. Her senses came back just in time to see the makeshift stake descend.


She raised her arm as the pain shot across her chest. The weapon struck home, piercing her blouse and flesh, but stopping short of the heart. The vampire was strong, intelligent. Victoria snarled and attacked with her free hand, striking his missing eye and shoulder.


The vampire fell at her side as one of Kevin’s vials struck him. A scream of rage and pain, along with smoke. Kevin jumped over her, putting his body between the two vampires. He dropped to one knee, placing a protective hand on Victoria’s shoulder, as he grabbed another vial. Deciding they outmatched him, the vampire scurried away, down a dark tunnel.


Kevin offered his hand. Victoria took it, using him to steady herself, before giving chase.


The chase didn’t last.


She stopped at the first intersection, trying to determine the path. Her nose was useless. There was no trail to follow.


Frustrated, she turned back to Lonnie’s living space.


Lonnie was still in the same position. He hadn’t moved an inch, standing in shock with his mouth hanging open. Dylan was on one knee, examining his own injuries. Kevin, Zoey, and Dana were at Traci’s side. Traci lay on the floor, weeping, with a hand pressed to her face. Zoey had ripped away part of her shirt and pressed it to Traci’s cheek. Kevin’s coat floated in mid-air next to him. He pulled a vial from his combat vest and leaned over the injured mortal.


“No!” Victoria shouted, startling everyone. She ran to Kevin and grabbed his wrist.


“Relax,” Kevin said. “It’s just water. To heal her.”


“I know. Not yet.”


“Not yet?” Zoey said, still putting pressure on Traci’s wound. “Victoria, she’s hurt pretty bad.”


Victoria knelt down for her own look, gently moving Traci’s face. Traci stiffened and sucked in a breath. Besides the puncture wounds, there weren’t any other major injuries.


“What’s going on?” Kevin asked. He lowered his voice. “Look, I don’t think this is the time for the no magic speech.”


She put a hand on his shoulder and offered a warm smile.


“You did good,” she said, running a hand across her own open wound. “Thanks.”


She pointed to Lonnie and Dylan.


“You both just became their guardians,” she said, pointing to Traci and Dana. “Get her to a hospital. Do whatever you have to do. But do not let Traci out of your sight.”


“Why not?”


“Because she needs to be watched. Kevin, stone,” she said, holding out her palm. Kevin dug into his vest and handed over a rock. “If she changes at all, shows any sign of becoming a vampire, you talk into this. Kevin will know.”


Dana stood up and approached.


“Look, I don’t want to be crude, but we’ve had pretty much every vampire body part in us at one time, including teeth. We’ve been bit many times. She won’t change.”


“I … hope you’re right.”


Everyone exchanged concerned glances. Traci sat up with the help of Zoey.


“What did that vampire do to her?” Dana asked.


Traci cried as her voice choked up.


“He put two fucking holes in my face,” she said.


Victoria squatted and stroked her hair. They needed to get moving, but she wanted to be compassionate.


“You’re going to be fine,” she said, not completely sure that was true. “You just stay with your friends here. They’ll take care of you.”


“Man,” Lonnie muttered under his breath. “She wasn’t that good a fuck.”


“Hey!” Zoey shouted, angrily pointing at him. “Shut your mouth and do the right thing, you piece of shit!”


Dylan approached Victoria.


“It’s okay,” he said. “I can handle him. We’ll be okay. But … what the fuck was that thing?”


Victoria sighed and looked at Kevin. She held up her finger, where there was a trace of the green substance from the vampire’s neck. It had the consistency of blood, smelled like honey.


“What is this?”


“Shit, I don’t know. Where did you get it?”


“From the vampire, when we were fighting.”


“Well, we’re in the sewers,” he said, leaning away. “It could be sewage.”


“Or magic.”


“Damnit, Victoria!” he said, pulling out an empty vial. “Then maybe you shouldn’t be touching it.”


He collected the sample. Zoey stood by his side, and they studied the vial together.


“I need to know what it is.”


He shook his head.


“You know how this works,” he said. “I mean, I just don’t know. I can keep this with me, and maybe it will come.”


“That’s why I want you to go back to Michael Taver’s place.” She looked at Zoey. “Both of you. That witch dungeon of his, and the magical library. If that is magic, then it came from there. Search the books, search everything. Even if you don’t find anything, maybe being there will trigger what it is. That’s how it works, right?”


He nodded.


“Sometimes. Being around magic to create magic. But listen, I can get a camcorder right now. It won’t be easy. This place is a maze. But we might be able to track that vampire. At least up to six hours ago.”


The thought was a good one, and tempting. Maybe it was a plan they followed later. But Victoria wanted to know more about what they were dealing with first.


“Not yet, but keep that in mind. I want to know all about that—” She pointed to the vial. “Before we go hunting.” She managed a smile and leaned in to hug Kevin, but he took a step back, gesturing to the blood on her chest she’d already forgotten about. “Oh, sorry. Thanks for helping me.”


Kevin nodded. The tension was gone between them. Victoria knew they’d have more issues in the future. That was how friendship worked. Jack and she hadn’t spoken in almost a century before finding their way back to each other’s lives.


He looked toward Traci.


“You think she’s going to turn into a crazy vampire. Like back in Baltimore, don’t you?”


“Huh?” Zoey asked, never hearing that story. “What?”


“I hope not. And I know it sounds cruel, not curing her with your magic. But if she changes, we need to know.”


“But I might not be able to cure her then. I might not be able to cure her now. With another witch’s magic, I can’t always just undo everything.”


“I know. There are a lot of unknowns. But we have a little more now. They’ll watch Traci. You figure out what that green crap is. Then we’ll move together.”


“What are you going to do?”


“Lonnie still owes me an address.” She held up the photograph. “I’m going to find our mystery man.”










CHAPTER 18







JACK DIDN’T HEAR the knock at the door. His attention was elsewhere.


He stood at the bottom of the stairs, his arms crossed. Tiffany and Skye sat on the couch. What Tiffany called music played on the speaker on the end table, while they watched a movie. They also talked to each other. Where was their focus? The music, movie, or each other? Was it everywhere and nowhere? Jack wasn’t sure.


The scene looked innocent enough. Tiffany in her pajamas, Skye with a swimsuit and robe. But he couldn’t fight the dread in the pit of his stomach. There were times Andee had trouble handling Tiffany, and she was a professional babysitter. Would Skye crack under the pressure? Would she fall apart? Would they truly sit and relax all night long, and have no problems?


“Dad!” Tiffany said, her tone sharp.


Jack jumped, and realized she’d been calling his name several times.


“What! What?”


“Someone’s at the door. I think it’s Marie.”


“Alright. Don’t scream at me.”


“And stop staring at us. It’s freaking us out.”


“Don’t tell me what to do.”


“Answer the door.”


Marie greeted him with a smile as he followed Tiffany’s orders. Seeing her relaxed him, helped ease the hurricane that was his nerves, and he wasn’t sure why. She looked lovely, wearing a yellow flower dress and matching flats. His brain was scrambled, but he couldn’t remember ever seeing her in a dress before.


“Wow,” she said. “You clean up real nice.”


“I actually used soap this time. You look rather okay yourself.”


She laughed as she stepped into the living room.


“I went for a jog earlier. Always perks me up.”


“A jog. Sure.”


“Hi, Marie,” Tiffany said, waving from the couch. Skye copied the wave, the exact movement and cadence. “You look beautiful.”


“Thank you very much.”


“Hey Jack, can I have a dress like that?”


Jack didn’t respond. He’d went back to his staring station, leaning against the upstairs railing. He knew Tiffany was more than capable of taking care of herself. His daughter could deal with anything, including Skye. But the dread in his bones didn’t want to slither away.


“Would you stop staring? Marie, could you make him stop?”


Marie laughed quietly and put a hand on Jack’s shoulder. Again, there was that strange mix of horror and comfort at Marie’s touch. His mind drifted to what he hoped was the future. Jack and Marie, without clothes, in a hotel room bed, or a patch of grass in the woods. He wasn’t picky.


“Hey,” Marie whispered. “Are you alive in there?”


“Yeah. For a long, long time.” He took a breath. They needed to get moving, before he let his silly worries consume him. He pointed to the stove. “The casserole will be done in a half hour. When it is—”


“I know, I know. Oven mitts. Take the food out.”


“Turn stove off,” Skye finished, waving him away. “Go. We’ll be fine.”


“You’ve got my number in your phone. The restaurant number is on the fridge. If you need me—”


“We won’t, Dad. God, just go. You worry too much. Go, and have fun. Maybe give Marie a little kiss.”


“Okay, smartass,” he said, pointing at her. “We won’t be out too long.”


Jack motioned to the door. He held it open for Marie. She had one foot out before Tiffany spoke again.


“Hey!”


She ran across the living room and surprised him with a tackle hug. He returned the gesture, giving his daughter a tight squeeze.


“I love you.”


“Love you, too, Tiff. I’ll see you soon.”


Skye again tried to emulate her new best friend. She left the couch and approached Jack, arms wide.


“No,” he said. “Don’t touch me. Sit down.”


Jack and Marie left the house. The shutting of the door behind them felt like a moment somehow. The dread was still there, but had lessened a little. He finally realized what bothered him. He’d left Tiffany in the care of others before. Andee had made a small fortune at his expense. But now, Tiffany could get by with a witch that could barely speak. Soon, she wouldn’t need a babysitter at all.


“Are you okay?” Marie asked.


“Oh, yeah. I just haven’t done this in a while. This is like, you know, a date. And usually Andee is here. Just a little new.”


Marie leaned in closely, as they walked. Jack stopped while she stood on the tips of her toes and ran her nose along his cheek, neck, his shoulder, all while inhaling.


“Ahh,” she whispered, her breath tickling his neck. “I’ve been wanting to do that since this morning. It’s hard to enjoy your scent with Skye in there.”


“What a coincidence,” he said, holding her close. “I’ve got some things I’ve been wanting to do to you, too.”


She smiled, and they kissed, longer than they meant. Marie’s hands started roaming, and Jack followed suit. The dress she wore was very fun. It was only the piercing stare his neighbor shot their way that brought Jack back to reality.


“Hey, Fairbanks!” Jack called. “Why you don’t take a shower? Change your clothes. Then, maybe one day you’ll touch a woman, too.”


“Relax,” Marie said, adjusting her dress. “We are making a little show out here.”


He cast an angry glare at Fairbanks as they neared the sidewalk.


“You want to take my rental?” she asked.


“No, we’re walking. I told you. The place we’re going is right around the corner.”


She looped her arm around his.


“I’m up for a walk.”



*****


The evening couldn’t get much better. Wonderful view, great food, pleasant company. The beach was twenty feet away. The cool breeze danced through Jack’s shirt. He was mesmerized watching Marie eat. Her dress moved with the wind, occasionally exposing more leg than she was comfortable with. She laughed as her cheeks turned red, and shifted in her seat to keep her dress in check.


“I see why you wanted to sit outside,” she joked.


Jack took a bite of lasagna and managed a smile himself.


“You can’t say I don’t plan ahead.”


Marie gave him a flirty smile as she twirled her fork in her shrimp scampi. The choice of meal surprised Jack. She noticed his stare and leaned back in her seat, letting out a relaxed breath.


“You’re surprised I didn’t order squirrel?”


“Funny. No, I just wasn’t sure if you’d like Italian.”


“Well, that just goes to show you. We still have a lot to learn about each other.” She took a sip of wine. “Tell me something, Jack.”


“What?”


“Anything. Anything at all. Tell me something I don’t know.”


He thought for a moment. That wouldn’t be a difficult chore. He’d lived a long life, had plenty of secrets. How many of those was he willing to share with Marie?


He held his thumb and index finger an inch apart.


“Just a little,” he said. “I missed you, too.”


“Oh, wow,” she joked. “I’d better write this down.”


“No. You have to keep that to yourself. No one would believe you, anyway.”


They shared a small laugh. For an instant, an image of Skye flashed through his mind, ruining his kitchen, his wonderful home. He focused on Marie’s smile and forced the bad thoughts aside.


“I never thought I’d say this,” she said. “Wait, this is going to come out wrong.”


“Just go ahead. I don’t think you’ll hurt my feelings.”


“You have a wonderful daughter. She is … a total surprise.”


He smiled.


“Because I’m raising her?”


“Well … yeah.”


“I’m keeping her sheltered and fed, that’s about it, I think. Believe me, she is amazing, but it’s despite me, not because of it.”


She looked into his eyes, holding his gaze.


“I’m not sure if that’s true.”


He took his glass of water and toasted her.


“Well, I won’t turn down the compliment. Thanks very much.”


They clinked glasses.


“I can say,” Jack added. “Tiffany definitely likes you.”


“Do you think so? Maybe next time, you both can visit my neck of the woods.”


“Interesting idea. But, we’ll stay away from the woods.”


Marie laughed.


Another hour passed. Jack wasn’t sure what was happening between Marie and himself, but he liked it. He knew she was equally in the dark. They were many things. Business partners, friends with benefits, even plain friends. He wondered what else they could be.


Marie checked the time. Activity was winding down on the beach.


“What would you like to do now? It seems like Skye and Tiffany are doing just fine.”


Jack breathed a sigh of relief.


“Go for a walk? Get some sand on our feet?”


“How about a walk in the woods instead?”


He smiled at the mischievous look in her eye.


“You’ve already picked out a spot, haven’t you?”


“Hey, you said not in the hotel. So, I went for the next best place.”


Jack wouldn’t argue. They’d enjoyed each other in many places. The woods was becoming a common place for them. The feel of nature always got Marie excited.


He’d paid for their meal, thanking Tony, the manager, for the extra attention. They had only taken one step onto the boardwalk when Marie stopped. He said nothing, just watched her. Her expression changed as she sniffed the air. Curiosity, confusion, concern.


“What’s the problem?”


“Wait,” she said sharply.


She tilted her nose up one more time and inhaled again, followed by quick sniffs. She didn’t care about the amused stares from the groups that passed by.


Finally, she locked eyes with Jack, and panic spread across her face.


“We have to go,” she said. “Now.”


Marie took off running before Jack could say anything. He sprinted after her, struggling to keep up. He could sprint forever, didn’t tire, but Marie was faster than him.


“Marie!” he shouted as they left the boardwalk. “What the fuck is going on?”


She didn’t answer. She took the first right, then another left, along the familiar path back to his house.


Terror took over as the scent struck him. His nose had finally caught up to hers.


Fire.


It could have been anything. A car, a fireplace, a barbecue. But he trusted Marie, trusted her senses, and the fear spread. It had been a while since Jack felt pure dread.


A crowd had gathered outside Jack’s house. Several people were on the phone, either calling emergency services or filming the blaze. The flames danced in and out of the windows. Smoke poured out and reached for the sky. The front door was wide open. The living room windows were shattered, with the broken glass flowing inside.


Marie hesitated as she neared the crowd. There were sirens in the distance, maybe a few blocks away.


Jack didn’t slow down, didn’t hesitate. He shot past Marie and aimed for the front door. A man off to the side jumped in front of him, held out his hands.


“Hey!” the stranger shouted. “You can’t go in there—!”


Jack shoved him, knocking him to the grass. He burst through the open door and stood in the middle of what was once his living room. He could barely see two feet in front of him. His skin felt hot for a moment, and he realized his arm was on fire.


“Tiffany!” he shouted.


There was no response. His chest tightened.


He marched through the flames, past the couch. He kicked open the basement door, followed by the bathroom, calling her name. His shirt was nearly burnt away, only patches of cloth remaining on his torso.


“Tiffany! Where are you?”


“Jack!”


The voice was faint, but it belonged to her. It came from above. He sprinted upstairs. The railing collapsed next to him, falling to the living room floor. It was difficult to see, as flames covered his entire body.


There was the sound of more house collapsing, and a scream. Moving into Tiffany’s room, he scanned the corners, the bed, under her desk. Only one place remained.


He opened the closet door to see Tiffany huddled under her hanging clothes. She wore a blanket around her shoulders, a look of fear in her eyes that would haunt Jack forever. But those eyes lit up at the sight of her father.


“Dad!”


“Stay there!” he said, holding out a palm. He looked down at his own arms, at the flames that bounced up and down his flesh. “It’s not safe!”


He needed to extinguish his own fire before saving his daughter. He searched for anything to use at all. Another blanket, a sheet, jacket, anything.


“Hey, Jack!”


He turned at the familiar voice.


Marie was at the window. She’d ripped away the screen and punched through the glass. Despite the powers being a werewolf gave her, even in human form, she wasn’t immune to fire. She stifled a cough, did her best to keep her balance. One foot was on the sill, while the other hung outside. She gripped the frame with one hand while reaching inside with the other. Blood dripped from her fingers onto her bare leg.


“Listen,” he said, making eye contact with Tiffany. “When I say, you run. Hold your breath, and run to Marie.”


“What about you?”


He shook his head in amazement. That was Tiffany, thinking of everyone else first.


“I’ll be fine.” He realized he’d forgotten something. “Where’s Skye?”


“They took her,” she said, tears forming. “I couldn’t … do anything.”


A quick surge of anger, of rage. He shoved it to the back of his mind. Tiffany first. Everything and everyone else came second.


“Okay, are you ready?”


She shook her head.


“No.”


“You can do this. Now … run! Go!”


Tiffany did as she was told. She ran across her room. Marie grabbed her with her free hand and lifted her off her feet. Her grace, even with the surrounding chaos, was amazing. Marie pulled her through and clutched her to her chest. Tiffany wrapped her arms around Marie’s neck. Jack almost smiled at Marie as their eyes met. He gave her an appreciative nod, showing his gratitude silently. Marie nodded in return, and then leapt backwards. Tiffany let out a quiet squeal, and there were audible gasps and shouts from the mortals below.


Something creaked and cracked overhead. Jack looked up to see the ceiling splitting. Another groan and shift beneath him, and the floor opened up.


He tumbled down into the living room. The upstairs above crashed onto him. He tried to pull himself forward, move clear of the raining debris, but more came. He heard more shouts from outside, men barking instructions. Somewhere, before the darkness closed in, he heard his daughter, shouting his name.


There was no pain. Jack didn’t feel pain, not the way everyone else did. His pain never lasted more than a fraction of a second, before the numbness set in. That numbness always reminded him of the humanity he lost, or rather, had been taken from him.


He tried to move a leg, an arm, anything at all, but it was useless. Ironically, he thought he felt something soft on his hand. Tiffany’s pillow, perhaps, or part of her bed. There were noises around him. What sounded like water from a hose, debris being shuffled around.


Light trickled in. Debris shifted around him. Finally, he could move, just a little. A familiar hand fell over his own.


“There you are,” Marie said.


She pushed aside the bed that had fallen on him. Gripping his arm, she dragged him from the rubble. The night air was cool on his skin, which didn’t feel natural, as he was standing in the middle of his home.


She helped him walk through the mess. The gesture wasn’t necessary, but appreciated. A firefighter stood near them, staring in awe.


“Stop gawking,” Jack said. “And put out the rest of my house.”


Tiffany stood near the crowd, next to a young couple he recognized that lived down the street. He didn’t know their names. They weren’t important.


“Dad!”


She broke away and ran. Jack dropped to his knees and embraced her. Tiffany was safe. His arms shook as he held her, and not because of any physical discomfort or pain.


Another pair of arms wrapped around them. Marie kissed him on the cheek. To his surprise, Tiffany loosened one arm and hugged her.


A paramedic tried to interrupt.


“Sir. We really need to—”


“Get the fuck away from me.”


Tiffany’s eyes shifted to their burning home. Jack stood and watched. The house itself ultimately wasn’t important to him. He had other houses, all over the world, many of which were much nicer. But this was Tiffany’s home. It was full of her things, her memories, a life they had built together. His logical side tried to tell him they could rebuild.


His dark side wanted to kill.


“Skye,” Tiffany said next to him, squeezing his hand. She looked up at him. “You’re going to save Skye, right?”


Jack had no words, and he had trouble understanding. Her sanctuary was burning away to nothing not thirty feet away, and she was concerned with someone else.


“How are you … the way you are?”


Just to rattle Jack further, she smiled. Tiffany smiled, and hugged her father.


“I’m just me,” she said. “We can build another house. But Skye, we have to help her.”


Marie’s phone rang. She held it up, confused to see it was a private number. She answered, and handed it to Jack.


“It’s … for you.”


He held it to his ear, saying nothing.


“Jack? Are you there?” It was Harry Tillman. “Your phone isn’t working, going right to voicemail. So, I figured you’d be with your girlfriend. Are you okay? Is your daughter okay? Look, your house, that wasn’t supposed to happen. I am so sorry. But Skye, she just got a little … crazy. Things got out of hand.”


He clutched the phone tighter.


“You—”


“Don’t talk, just listen. We both know you weren’t going to honor your end of the deal. And that’s okay. I plan for these things. I’ve already wired fifteen million to one of your accounts. That’s five more than we agreed on, to show there’s no hard feelings. You take care of your daughter, okay? And tell her I’m sorry she had to see all that tonight. I know we won’t see each other, but you have a good life. I really mean that.”


The line went dead. Marie took her phone. She heard the conversation, and wisely said nothing.


“I underestimated him,” Jack said. “I … made a mistake.”


Marie put a hand on his shoulder.


“Whatever you need, I’m in,” she said. “I’m with you.”


“Are you sure?” he asked.


She understood the depth of his question and nodded. Being in with Jack was not to be taken lightly.


He knew she was more than capable.


“Let’s go to my hotel,” she said. “Just to, you know, sit.”


Jack agreed. Tiffany needed to rest, and he needed to think.










CHAPTER 19







VICTORIA TRIED TO compose herself as she approached the front door. Her hair was still damp from her stop and shower at the hotel. The blood had been scrubbed away, her clothes fresh. It was tempting to contact Kevin, have him open a portal to her mansion, to her own luxurious bathroom, but she didn’t. That was a waste of time, and she felt like time was working against her.


She didn’t want to jump to conclusions, but her mind wandered. What exactly was that vampire in Lonnie’s lair?


A young woman answered the door. Victoria guessed it was Alan’s sister, Alyson. Alyson wore glasses, which hid blue eyes. She adjusted them as she stared at Victoria. Her hair was dark, her skin pale. She wore sweatpants and a tee shirt, a sign she was in for the evening. A television was on behind her, playing what looked like a dating show.


“Yes?” she said.


“Hi, I’m Victoria. I’m sorry to bother you. I’m a … friend of Lonnie’s.”


Her posture stiffened as she moved to close the door.


“I’m sorry. I can’t help you. I’ve already told Lonnie. I don’t do that anymore.”


Victoria blocked the door with her foot.


“Maybe friend is too strong a word. You’re Alyson, right? I want to ask about your brother.”


“Alan?” she said, and Victoria noted the tone. Concerned, but reserved. “Do you know where he is?”


“No. But I’m looking for him. I was hoping you could help.”


She thought a moment, then opened the door. Victoria stepped inside, admiring the living room. Pictures of friends and family adorned the walls and end tables. A fireplace was coming to life, which Victoria steered away from.


“You’d be the first,” Alyson said, closing the door.


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, no one’s looking for him. A police officer stopped by when he first disappeared, for maybe three minutes. If you hang out until the next commercial, you’ll have him beat.”


One particular framed photo caught her attention. It was of Alan and Alyson together, wearing softball uniforms. He held a bat on his shoulder, while she tossed a ball in the air. Victoria had only seen him in the one photo, still in her back pocket, but she recognized him immediately.


Alyson noticed Victoria’s gaze and took the picture.


“I hate softball. I hate pretty much all sports. But Alan talked me into this.”


“This is recent?”


“Yeah, just this past summer.”


“What don’t you do anymore?”


“Huh? Say that again?”


“You thought I was here for Lonnie. Doing something for him?”


Alyson was quiet for a moment, looking Victoria up and down.


“Are you … ?”


She didn’t finish the question, but Victoria understood.


“Yes, I am.”


Alyson sighed and nodded.


“Lonnie and me, we used to be … well, I don’t know what you’d call it. I thought we were a couple. Is it cheating when you suck blood from women all over town? He says he didn’t fuck any of them, and I don’t know if I believe him. But either way, all those women, all those orgasms. It’s cheating, right? Dating a vampire, it’s fucking weird.”


“It definitely is.”


“Anyway, he said to make us even, he’d send some of his friends over. They could take some blood, make me scream a little, and everything would work out. But … I didn’t want any of that. I’m pretty sure Lonnie was just using me. For himself and his friends. I thought you were here to drink up and have a good time.”


“No. I just want to find Alan.”


“Why? Who is he to you? Who exactly are you?”


Victoria was quiet a moment, mulling her words. She wanted to be sensitive to Alyson, but there was no need to go into magic and the photo of Alan in chains.


“There are forces out there beyond vampires, Alyson. I think Alan got caught up in some of it. The truth is I don’t know entirely for sure myself yet, but I’m working on it.”


She laughed a moment.


“Forces out there,” she repeated. “You sound a hundred years old.”


Victoria returned the humor.


“Oh, to be that young again,” she said. “I was hoping you could help me with a few things. First, I need to know where Alan lived … lives. I’d like to check out his place. And anything you can tell me about the time before he disappeared would be helpful. Was he hanging out with new people? Doing anything out of character for him? Anything at all.”


Alyson gestured for Victoria to follow. The mortal made a quick stop to the kitchen to pour herself a soda.


“I’d offer you something to drink,” she said, tapping her neck. “But like I said, the bar is closed.”


She made her way to a door and opened it. A set of stairs led to the basement. Alyson descended, with Victoria behind.


Alyson turned on a light to reveal a small couch, and even smaller bed. A tiny refrigerator sat against one wall, with a microwave on top. A laptop sat on a desk in the corner.


“Alan lived here?” Victoria asked.


Alyson let out a sad sigh.


“I haven’t told you everything. One reason the police haven’t broken their necks looking for him is because he’s had … some problems. Drugs, mostly. He lost his job a few months back, lost his apartment, and he’s lived with me ever since. He’s vanished a time or two, and either turned up on his own, or the cops found him high out of his mind in some corner somewhere. So, they really don’t care. But this is different, this time.”


Victoria approached the laptop and turned it on. A desktop full of icons greeted her, with a background of Alan and a young woman.


“Ah, his ex. He keeps saying he’s over her, but obviously, not quite. She moved to Canada. The first vampire he ever let feed from him.”


Victoria looked up as her hand hovered over the track pad.


“Vampires have drunk from Alan? Bitten him?”


She rolled her eyes.


“Yeah. He’d tell me all about it. Used to piss me off. I don’t want to hear about my brother’s sex life.”


Alyson was talking, but Victoria’s attention was elsewhere. She pulled out her stone.


“Kevin,” she said.


It took a moment for him to answer. Alyson had stopped talking and stared in amazement as Victoria spoke into a rock.


“Yeah. I’m here.”


“I need you to get in touch with Lonnie. Right now. Check on Traci, make sure she’s okay.”


“Okay. Hold on.”


The moments stretched. Victoria could feel Alyson’s eyes on her. Watching her, watching the stone.


“She’s fine,” Kevin said. “Lonnie knows a nurse, and Traci’s getting looked at.”


“Thanks. You keep checking in with them. Any news on the search?”


He didn’t hide his irritation.


“Not yet, Victoria. There are a lot of books here.”


“I know. Just … do your best.”


Victoria was lost. The questions just kept coming. How did Alan recently turn into a vampire, despite having been drank from before? Was Traci going to turn as well?


She locked eyes with Alyson, who wore a myriad of emotions.


“Who are you?”


Victoria smiled, deflecting the question.


“Do you mind if I peek at his laptop some more?”


“Not at all. I’ve already went through it, didn’t find anything. But help yourself.”


Victoria meant the question also as a request for privacy, but Alyson didn’t get the hint. She hovered over Victoria’s shoulder as she browsed the contents. Nothing jumped out as unusual. A small music library, photos downloaded from a smartphone. The email was pedestrian, mostly automatic responses from matchmaking websites.


She noticed there was a second hard drive. She opened its contents to reveal a new set of folders. Alyson let out a startled sound and leaned closer to Victoria than she would have liked.


“Oh, wow,” she said. “I, uh, don’t know much about computers. I didn’t know that was there.”


Alan’s secondary data storage contained more of the same. More pictures, a folder of downloaded pornography. An updated resume, and a list of job applications.


As Victoria dug deeper, she found other documents. Appointments, doctor bills, referrals. She didn’t understand medical jargon, but she understood enough. A sad truth came to light.


“Cancer,” she said. “Alan had cancer.”


“What?” Alyson said, shaking her head. “No. No, no. He never told me.”


“It’s right here. Lung cancer.”


Alyson sat on the edge of the bed, her hands shaking. Her face turned pale.


“Why wouldn’t he tell me?”


Victoria didn’t have an answer. She wished she had the words for comfort. But sometimes, there was no comfort, something that had taken her over a century to learn.


She continued to search in silence, and leaned back in surprise when she stumbled on a photo.


“Well, well,” she said. “And what do we have here?”


It was a beautiful shot of a rooftop party. A full moon obscured with clouds served as the scenery. Eleven people posed, all standing in a long line. Victoria recognized some of them from the nightclub, vampires and humans alike. Some drank beer, while others held glasses or bottles of a red substance she was very familiar with.


Near the end of the line was Alan, his arm wrapped around a woman she didn’t know, planting a playful kiss on her cheek.


Standing right in the middle, his smile bright and wide, was Zeke. The same vampire that didn’t recognize Alan, despite them standing ten feet away from each other in a photo on Alan’s laptop.


“What?” Alyson said.


Victoria angled the laptop toward her.


“Do you know anyone here?”


“Not by name, no. But I’ve seen some of them before. Alan brought that woman he’s kissing home once or twice. Does this mean something?”


“It means Zeke is a pretty good liar.”


Something broke upstairs. A window. Victoria and Alyson looked up to the basement ceiling. Victoria reached out with her ears, tried to listen. Quiet, subtle footsteps. Someone was sneaking or being cautious.


“Did you hear—?” Alyson began.


“Shh!” Victoria interrupted.


The footsteps moved through the first floor. Victoria pointed to the light above them. Ambling and holding her breath, Alyson moved to the switch at the bottom of the stairs and flicked it off. Darkness flooded the basement, and Victoria forced it away. Her eyes turned red.


She motioned for Alyson to remain still and crept up the stairs. She thought she saw shadows moving under the gap beneath the door. The footsteps were frantic, quick one moment and quiet the next.


Gripping the doorknob, she turned it quietly. More steps, fast, heading toward her.


She didn’t have time to react. The door flung open, and she barely had a second to register Alan’s face before he was on her. They tumbled down the stairs, her head smacking the wood and wall as they went. Alan didn’t care about anyone’s safety, including his own. Like the vampire in the sewers, he was almost a wild animal.


There was a scream. Victoria couldn’t tell if it was Alan or Alyson. A hand gripped her throat, very strong, and squeezed as Alan pinned her arm under her. Leverage was not on her side.


“Alan!” Alyson shouted. “Stop!”


The weight lifted from Victoria. She spun on her hands and knees, trying to collect herself. Her arm was broken. The basement was still dark, but the light from the open door above cast an eerie light on Alyson. She huddled in the corner as Alan stalked her. Did he recognize her voice? Recognize her name? Was he simply sizing up another threat?


“God, Alan,” Alyson said, crying. “What happened to you?”


Alan didn’t respond.


He wore the same clothes from the picture, but they were in much worse condition. His left shoe was missing, shirt nearly in tatters. His shoulders heaved up and down as he eyed his sister.


He took a step toward Alyson.


“Hey,” Victoria said. Her body ached, her arm in agony, but she couldn’t let him hurt Alyson. She climbed to her feet, tapping the wall to draw his attention. “I’m the one you should worry about.”


Alan turned and let out a low growl. His fangs grew longer, his claws ready. Alyson moved along the wall, further away, trying not to cry.


“Alan, are you in there?” Victoria said. She watched his eyes, looking for anything. A flicker of memory, recognition. She saw nothing. “We don’t have to—”


He attacked, rushing Victoria. They slammed into the wall behind her, cracking the foundation. Victoria held up her one good arm, trying to block the frantic combination of claws and fangs. During the struggle, Alan buried a knee into her ribs. Even if she had the use of both arms, she wasn’t sure she could match his strength. Whatever was done to him, whatever had happened, his strength was far greater than that of a normal vampire.


Alyson, in a display of courage Victoria didn’t expect, ran forward. She wrapped her arms around her brother’s neck and jumped on his back. The move was a mere nuisance to Alan, a distraction.


But it was enough.


Victoria squatted and ripped her claw across the back of Alan’s calf, tearing through jeans and flesh. He dropped Alyson as he fell to one knee. With Victoria and Alan now at the same height, she reared her head back and thrust it into his nose. Even a vampire had tender spots. He fell backward, stunned. Victoria moved in front of Alyson, to protect her. Alan was already regaining his senses. His nose was split open, blood pouring down his face, but he focused his gaze on Victoria.


A high-pitched whistle cut through the air.


She turned to see a man standing at the top of the stairs. His eyes glowed red. Another vampire. Blond hair, pointed features, with dark, sunken eyes. He wore a dress shirt and brown khakis, as if he’d just gotten off work at an office job. Victoria studied him, just as he studied her. He was curious, agitated, angry, confused. His eyes drifted to Alyson and Alan, trying to piece together the scene.


He brought his thumb and index finger to his mouth and whistled once again. Alan leapt, and Victoria tensed up for another fight. But Alan wanted nothing to do with her.


He ran upstairs, trailing blood along the way. Stopping at the stranger’s side, he turned to give Victoria one more glare, showing off his fangs. The stranger put a hand on Alan’s shoulder, and he settled.


Somehow, the stranger was controlling Alan.


“Don’t follow us,” he said. “This is your only warning.”


They left, disappearing into the house. Victoria could hear them leaving through the back. She wanted to follow, but was in no condition. Alyson made it to her feet first and helped Victoria up. Victoria leaned against the wall as she gritted her teeth.


She snapped her arm back into place. Clenching her eyes shut, she doubled over and rode out the pain. Deep breaths, controlled breathing. The bone was still broken, but the injury would be easier to heal.


Alyson paced in front of her. It took a minute to gather her thoughts.


“What the fuck just happened?” she asked. “My brother, shit! What’s wrong with him?”


The questions were meaningless. Victoria didn’t have any answers. Only pieces.


But she had options. Alan wouldn’t be able to hide. There were enough photos to easily power one of Kevin’s tracking spells.


“Can you help him? Can you help my brother?”


“I don’t know,” Victoria answered honestly. “That might not be him anymore.”


“But … he came here. He must remember something!”


“Maybe, but you can’t worry about that right now. That man, did you know him?”


“No, I don’t think so. Everything happened so fast. But no, I don’t know him.”


“You have some friends you can stay with?”


“Yeah.”


“Good. You go, get away from here. If I can help Alan, I will.”


Alyson finally noticed the pain Victoria was in. She tried to help her stand upright.


“God, are you okay? Can I do anything?”


“Actually, yeah. I know you said the bar was closed. But … would you mind?”


Victoria was polite, but it wasn’t a request, more of a warning. Alyson sighed and nodded, offering her arm. Victoria exposed her fangs and sank them into Alyson’s flesh. The nectar gushed into her mouth, and Alyson’s breath hitched. In her state, control was hard, but not impossible. She slowed her feeding as Alyson’s knees buckled. She felt her wounds heal. The pain in her arm dulled as bone mended.


She licked the wound clean and sealed the skin. Alyson leaned against the couch, catching her own breath.


“Thank you,” Victoria said, standing to her full height. She motioned to the basement and upstairs. “The pictures here of Alan. Do you mind if I take a few?”


“Go ahead. What are you going to do?”


“There’s a vampire I need to have a talk with.”










CHAPTER 20







JACK’S MIND WAS in a fog. Marie’s small hotel room stank, its decor and very existence insulting. The microwave, ridiculously tiny refrigerator, cheap chair, uncomfortable bed, ugly curtains, they all picked at Jack’s psyche. A voice spoke to him, a pleasant voice, his only lifeline from teetering over the edge. Marie. But he didn’t hear her words. They sat shoulder to shoulder at the top end of the bed, while Tiffany lied on her stomach near the bottom, watching TV. Her presence, her scent almost relaxed him. Almost.


But he was too angry.


Tiffany was not supposed to be in a dingy hotel room. She was supposed to be in pajamas, not her regular clothes. They should have been arguing over what music to enjoy, what snack to devour after dinner.


Their snacks, music, their entire home was gone.


Her quiet laugh at the TV brought him out of his stupor. He wanted to lash out at the world for not making sense. Why was she laughing?


He caught the last word in Marie’s sentence.


“—plan?”


“What?” he said. “Did you say something?”


She took his hand, only for a quick moment. He enjoyed her touch, but she made it brief. She was already starting to know him too well.


“I said, what’s our plan?” Marie rose and approached the refrigerator. “Tiffany, do you want something to drink?”


“Do you have any soda?” She looked at Jack. “I know it’s late.”


He smiled as best he could.


“You can have all the soda you want.”


“A soda, it is,” Marie said, retrieving two bottled waters and a can of Coke.


“Thank you for letting us stay here,” Tiffany said.


“You’re very welcome,” Marie said, patting her shoulder.


Jack noticed the affection, and clumsiness, of Marie’s gesture. He also wanted to thank her, but didn’t have the words. He accepted a bottle of water and gave her a slow, appreciative nod.


She responded in kind.


“You’re also welcome,” she said, then lowered her voice. “What’s our next move?”


He took a deep breath.


“First, Tiffany. I need to get her away from here. Safe. That’s all that matters right now.”


“Got it.”


“I’ll make some calls. I’ve got safe houses all over the world.” He reached for his phone. “I’ll call my pilot, get him prepped.” He cast Tiffany a sad look. “She’s actually been through this before, having to hide.”


“Poor child.”


“Yeah. But, last time, I sent her to Paris. Which she loved.”


Tiffany turned over at the foot of the bed and sat up.


“Jack,” she said. “Why don’t you just call Kevin? I can stay with him, like that one time.”


“Uh,” Jack said, at a loss for words. “Glinda’s away right now, Tiff.”


“Just have him make one of those wormholes. With his powers.”


Jack stiffened, and he felt Marie next to him do the same. He reached for Marie’s hand and squeezed, trying to keep his own nerves in check.


Tiffany climbed off the bed and circled to meet Jack. He did the same, mirroring her movements, and knelt in front of her. She put her hands on his shoulders, her expression so serious, almost drawing a laugh from him.


“Dad, listen,” she said. “I didn’t want to say anything until you were ready, but I know about monsters. When we first met, I saw monsters. You remember that, right?”


He managed a smile.


“Yeah, I remember.”


“And then there were more, when I first met Victoria, Alex, and Kevin. I’ve figured it all out. I know you all have powers. You’re like superheroes, and you fight against the monsters.” He looked at Marie. “Do you have powers, too?”


Marie only had one answer.


“Uhhh … ”


“So,” Tiffany continued. “Just call Kevin. Have him do a wormhole. I can go with him, and you both can go get Skye.” She shrugged. “It’s that simple.”


“Oh? Is it that simple?” Jack said, laughing.


Tiffany nodded, and grabbed the remote for the TV to find a new show. Jack rose to his feet and awed at the marvel of his daughter. Marie shook her head behind him and laughed.


“Wow. She’s just a little adult, isn’t she?”


“She’s smart. And she has eyes. Of course, she knows. I’m an idiot. I’m supposed to be taking care of her. But it seems it’s usually reversed.”


He sat on the end of the bed next to Tiffany and put an arm around her.


“I’m sorry I never talked about this before. I know you’ve seen things. But I never talked to you about them. I was … a coward. I can’t tell you everything. But I promise, from now on, I’ll try to do better.”


“It’s okay, Dad. You’re not a coward. You’re the bravest person I know.”


A tear nearly came out. Jack forced it aside. It was not the time for tears.


He hugged Tiffany tightly. She wasn’t emotionally stunted like Jack, and cried freely. He wiped a tear away and gave her a smile.


“Every single day,” he said. “You find a way to amaze me.”


She laughed and snorted.


He held her hand and pointed at her bracelet, which still glowed brown from Marie’s presence.


“This present Glinda gave you. It’s special. If you ever need to talk to him, just hold it up to your mouth, like it’s a phone. He’ll hear you. But only do it when it’s important. Okay?”


“Oh my God! Really?”


He gently pulled her wrist toward him.


“Glinda,” he said, sighing. The witch was the last person he wanted to hear. “Are you busy?”


Tiffany jumped at the voice.


“Jack?”


She yanked her arm back, excited.


“Kevin! Can you hear me? This is Tiffany!”


Kevin’s surprise was obvious.


“Tiffany? W-What’s going on?”


Jack grabbed his phone as he looked at Marie. The display of magic was a surprise, but she wasn’t overwhelmed. She’d seen some magic Kevin was capable of. A rock-phone was simple in comparison.


“I’m sending a picture,” he said, snapping a shot of the wall. “We need a portal.”


“Actually, I’m really busy. And that’s not a joke. Victoria’s got me researching like a term paper is due—”


“Glinda. Portal.”


“Alright, alright. Just … wait a second. I have to send this to the workshop. Print it out.”


“Take your sweet time.”


Minutes passed. Jack waited impatiently. With every passing second, Tiffany grew more excited. She paced back and forth.


“This is so cool. I saw Kevin’s wormhole before, but I didn’t get to really look at it. Bad guys were chasing us, so it was crazy.”


“Tiff, relax.”


“You’re not excited?”


“No.”


“Oh, right. You probably do this all the time, right? When you’re out catching bad guys?”


“I try to spend as little time with Glinda as I can.”


The familiar hum emanated from the wall. Jack pulled Tiffany back. A circular portion of the wall faded away, revealing another room. Jack stepped through the portal, taking the lead, with Tiffany and Marie behind.


“Wow!” Tiffany shouted, before sprinting away. “What is this place?”


Jack had the same question. He studied the large space, taking in details. A crude jail cell took up a quarter of the room. Bookshelves lined the walls. Half of the books were spread across the floor. A TV was mounted in the corner.


He noticed what remained of a restraining chair in the center. The mount was busted, the chair broken in the corner. His mind put the pieces together.


Kevin jumped to the side as Tiffany ran past. He still held his portal potion in his hand. A familiar face was in the back, moving a pile of books.


“Well, hi, Stray,” Jack called. “Finally doing something useful?”


“Ha, ha,” Zoey said. “Hi, Jack.”


“Zoey, hi!” Tiffany called. “Hey, Dad! Look! I’m in jail.”


Tiffany had stepped into the cell and shut the door behind her. She grabbed the bars playfully and shook them, laughing. Jack didn’t understand where her energy came from.


“Be careful in there, sweetie,” he said. “And stay locked up just for a second. I have to talk to Glinda.”


Kevin flashed a smile at Marie and gave her a quick hug. They exchanged a greeting and some words before Kevin realized they were missing someone.


“Skye,” he said. “Where’s Skye? Is everything okay?”


“Not at all. Let’s talk for a minute.”


Jack wrapped an arm around Kevin’s shoulders, but not out of friendship. He steered him away from the others, through a doorway that separated Skye’s former prison from a large living space. Marie and Zoey could hear them easily, but Tiffany could not, and that was the goal.


He wanted to be honest with her, but in small doses, and they were at the limit for the night.


“Skye’s gone,” Jack said.


“What?!”


“Mortals took her.” His lip twitched in anger. “They burned down our house, and took her.”


“Oh, God! Who?”


“That doesn’t matter, does it? Just men, like the one who built that cage in there for her.”


“Shit, Jack. I don’t … I don’t know if I can leave. Victoria really is onto something. We found some vampire. Like, a crazy vampire. I’m here trying to figure out a spell.”


“I don’t need you to leave.”


“No? What do you need?”


“I need you to watch Tiffany. Order a pizza. Put on some Netflix. Whatever. Can you handle that?”


“For how long?”


“Maybe a few days?”


Kevin took a deep breath. The stress was clear in his eyes. For one brief partial second, Jack almost felt bad for him. The witch was getting pulled in multiple directions.


“Yeah,” he said. “Between Zoey and me, we’ll handle it. Maybe Leese can help, too.”


“Tell the Blonde I said hello. Thanks, Glinda. Sometimes, you’re okay.”


“I try my best.”


The pair rejoined the others in the hidden room. Tiffany waved her arm from behind the cell when she saw Jack.


“Dad! Check out my bracelet.”


Jack took notice. Every stone glowed, indicating the presence of a witch, vampire, and werewolf. Jack regarded the people nearby that had invaded his life over the past few years. He shook his head, amused. They needed less supernatural beings in their lives. They could do with fewer mortals, too.


He approached Tiffany. She leaned her head against the bars, making a funny face.


“Okay, we’re all set,” Jack said. “You’re going to stay with Glinda and Stra … Kevin and Zoey. We shouldn’t be too long, and I’ll call you as much as I can.”


“Can I sleep here in jail?”


“No, you can’t.”


“You and Marie are going to save Skye?”


He avoided the question with a smile.


“So, you be good. Listen to them, okay? They’re young, and stupid. But, they’re watching you. They’re in charge.”


“I know, I know. Kevin’s watched me before. I’ve had plenty of babysitters, Dad.”


Jack swallowed the lump in his throat. Technically, she was right. Him being away wasn’t new. But her home was always there. Their wonderful kitchen, her bedroom. Her Spongebob sheets.


That had all been taken from them. She didn’t have her bed. She was lounging in a jail cell.


He extended his arm.


“Hug time.”


Tiffany left the cell and hugged her father. Every eye was on the two of them, and that irritated him. He showed so little affection that it was a spectacle whenever he did.


“What the hell are you all looking at?” he said, standing. “Don’t you all have shit to do? Glinda, back to the hotel, if you would.”


Kevin had already gone back to his research. Zoey stood at his side, and the pair looked over an old book. Without looking up, he fished a second copy of the hotel room picture from his back pocket. He handed the book to Zoey and approached the closest wall, ready to make a portal.


He stopped halfway through drawing the circle.


“Jack.”


Jack sighed.


“Glinda.”


“What’s your plan? How are you going to find Skye? I never gave her a stone.”


He lowered his voice.


“He gave me an alias, and wired money to me. It’ll take some digging, but I’ll find him.”


“Hold on. Maybe I have something better.” He jogged to his coat, hanging on a chair near a table. “When did the fire happen?”


“A few hours ago.”


“Okay.” He looked at Zoey and held up his hand. “Five minutes.”


Zoey laughed and shrugged. She tossed the book in a pile and joined the group near Marie and Tiffany.


“I don’t care. I’m not your boss. I’m not paying you.”


Kevin grabbed his coat and held it up. With one shake, it hovered in place. Jack smirked at the magic trick. Kevin grabbed another photo from an inside pocket and marked a portal on its surface.


“Wait here,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”


He opened a portal and stepped through. Tiffany let out a gasp behind him. On the other side was the workshop Kevin had built with Jack’s money. It was the first time he’d seen it.


There was work to do, but it was a good start.


Kevin grabbed an old camcorder from a box and a potion from one of many shelves. Jack noticed an array of combat vests hanging on the wall, with neatly written signs above in the witch’s language. He tried to stifle a laugh at the thought of Kevin in a combat vest.


“That is so cool,” Tiffany said. She tapped Jack’s arm. “Can I go over there?”


“No.”


Kevin was already preparing another photo as he left their workshop behind. He closed one portal and opened another. Tiffany’s silence surprised him. Jack turned to see her playing with Kevin’s hovering coat. Only when she saw the second open portal did she look up.


“Oh,” she said, her eyes turning sad. “Is that … ?”


Jack turned to see a portal leading to their ruined home. The horrid smell drifted through, and he scowled in anger. He followed Kevin quickly, wanting to keep the sight away from Tiffany.


“We’ll be right back,” he announced.


Kevin closed the portal behind him. Jack didn’t hide his anger as he stared at Kevin.


“What?” Kevin said.


“You want to throw out a warning next time before you open up a trauma portal in front of my daughter? She doesn’t need to see this right now.”


“Sorry.”


“What are we doing here?”


Kevin opened his camcorder and rubbed a few drops of a potion on the viewfinder.


“Trying to see who took Skye.”


They were quiet as Kevin pointed the camcorder. Jack peered over his shoulder. The magically aided technology showed Jack’s house as it was several hours ago.


His pain and anger returned. He looked up at their ruined living room and kitchen. Everything was charred and destroyed. Rebuilding it wouldn’t be a problem. But the damage done to his daughter would be more difficult. Would she feel safe again? Would she be able to crawl under her Spongebob sheets and drift off to sleep without nightmares? She’d seen terrible things. Demons, vampires, mortals. Tiffany was an amazing, resilient mortal.


Still, he worried.


Kevin frowned as he glanced between the past and present. He coughed and covered his mouth.


“Wow,” he said. “Tiffany was here when this happened?”


More anger. Jack wasn’t sure how many people he would kill.


“Yes.”


“So, the bracelet worked.”


Jack looked at him as he waved the camcorder around, sliding his finger back and forth across the viewfinder.


“What?”


“Tiffany’s bracelet.” He searched for the right words. “It’s not fireproof. But … it bends fire. Repels it, like two magnets. It only works with humans. It’s not perfect. With enough fire and time, it will fail. But it looks like it worked here.”


Jack said the only thing he could.


“Thank you.”


“Sure.” He held up the camcorder. “Uh, you’d better come see this.”


Jack crossed the room, passing his old breakfast bar, and peered at the viewfinder.


Only Tiffany was visible.


She was on the couch, then jumped up at a disturbance. Skye was nowhere to be seen. Tiffany hid behind the couch, seemed to fight with someone. An invisible force shoved her to the floor. There was a flash of light, and the couch burst into flames.


Kevin stated the obvious.


“They’re using magic, too,” he said. “They’re masking themselves. I … can’t find them.”


“I see.”


“They really planned ahead.”


“I see that, too.”


Kevin carefully moved upstairs. The stairs creaked and cried with every step. Jack was a step behind. He could see the flames taking over their home in the camcorder.


They stepped into Jack’s old room. Kevin wisely moved away from Jack. He let the camcorder hang at his side, not wanting to see any more destruction. He opened the nightstand and pulled out what remained of Jack’s timepiece.


His magical trinket was no more. The surface was black, the glass broken. The hands had melted away.


“Shit,” Kevin said. “Give me some time. It’ll take some searching, but I’ll make another one.”


Jack shook his head dismissively.


“Sleep is the last thing on my mind.”


“I’m sorry. I thought I could help.”


“Tiffany’s safe. That’s the important thing. Like I said, I will find them.”


Kevin’s eyes lit up, and he held up a finger. He muttered to himself a moment, under his breath.


“Use your words, Glinda,” Jack said.


“They planned for magic,” he said, pulling out another photo. “But I’ll bet they didn’t … ”


He drifted off, and Jack clenched his fists. The witch was driving him crazy. How hard was it to complete a sentence?


Kevin opened another portal, just large enough to fit an arm. He reached inside and fumbled around, searching for something.


“What are you doing?”


“Looking for a potion. I don’t keep it with me.”


He swiped his palm across, enlarging the portal, and leaned inside. Jack recognized the workshop. Kevin had created a portal using the back wall of a shelf, and rummaged through his inventory.


The depths of Kevin’s preparation settled on Jack, and he would only admit to himself that the witch impressed him. Kevin had prepared portal photographs ready to all corners of his workshop.


“Ah,” the witch said. “Here it is.”


He popped the cork from a vial and sniffed. His face wrinkled in disgust, and Jack understood why. He could smell the foul-smelling magic from across the bedroom.


Another portal, this one back to the magical library housing Skye’s old prison. Kevin’s space-bending magic was difficult to keep up with.


Marie and Zoey were together, leaning against the cell. They both looked over a worn book while Zoey poked at her smartphone. Tiffany was spinning Kevin’s floating coat in circles, giggling. Hearing her laugh almost brought a smile to Jack’s face.


“Tiff, don’t play with that,” Jack said. “You don’t know where it’s been.”


Kevin and Zoey spoke without words. They made eye contact, and Kevin nodded toward Tiffany. Zoey nodded in return. She handed the book over to Marie.


“Hey Tiffany,” Zoey said. “Let’s go find the fridge, get something to eat.”


“Okay. Can I bring Kevin’s coat?”


“Sure.”


Kevin raised a hand to protest as they left. Tiffany dragged his coat behind her like a puppy.


“Uh, be careful with … ” He shook his head. “Never mind.”


Marie approached with a small smile, glancing at the potion in Kevin’s hand.


“Do you remember what Skye smells like?” Kevin asked her.


She frowned.


“Yeah. I’m not sure I’ll ever forget the stench. But I lost her scent not far from the house. I think it’s the beach, messing with my nose.”


“Or … they’re using magic too, to hide her. Drink this potion,” he said, holding the vial up. “And your nose is going to go crazy, for thirty minutes. You should be able to smell her.”


She accepted the vial and turned it over in her hand, studying the shimmering liquid.


“But … ” Kevin said.


Jack and Marie both eyed him.


“When it wears off, it’s going to knock you out. For a while.”


“You mean unconscious?”


“Yeah.”


“How long is a while?”


“About twelve hours?”


Marie looked at Jack, silently asking for his opinion. He took a breath.


“It could save time,” he offered.


“Alright,” Marie said. “Let’s see what happens.”










CHAPTER 21







VICTORIA SLOWED HER pace as she crossed the street and approached the entrance to The Eighth. The two men at the door noticed the redheaded vampire, and leaned closer to talk with one another. Victoria tried to listen, but their conversation was over before she could focus. The one on the left took a step forward, while his partner leaned against the brick wall. They tried to exude confidence, toughness, but all three of them knew better.


“Ma’am,” he began, holding out his palm.


She winced.


“Ooh. Please, don’t call me that. It makes me sound old.”


“I’m sorry, but we were told not to let you inside.”


“I need to see Zeke.”


“Zeke doesn’t need to see you.”


She sighed. She prided herself on using violence only when she needed to. The opposite of Jack. She was not a mindless, bloodthirsty vampire.


But her patience had limits.


“Guys, look, I can appreciate you both trying to do your jobs. But we both know you’re human, and I’m … not. I could easily overpower both of you and just walk inside.” She gestured to her jeans and turquoise tee shirt and playfully ran her fingers through her hair. “I’ve already showered three times today and ruined two sets of clothes. I don’t want to get blood on anything else.”


The man wasn’t impressed. He pointed a thumb over his shoulder.


“You do that, and all the bloodsuckers in that club will eat you alive.”


The arrogance gnawed at her. She took a step forward, invading his space. He flinched, ever so slightly, but resumed his tight posture. She ran a finger down his arm. The gesture may have seemed flirtatious, but her intention was anything but.


“That may be true. But, you and your friend will still be in a coma. And when you wake up, you’ll both still be on my nasty side. Ask yourself, is it worth it?”


Victoria looked past as the second man approached. He gave Victoria a smile, but she could see the fear in his eyes. He grabbed his partner by the shoulder.


“Billy,” he said. “Just let her go, man. Zeke’s not paying us that much.”


“Ah, smart,” Victoria said. “What’s your name?”


“Paul.”


“Billy and Paul,” she said, reaching for her back pocket. “I don’t carry much on me. My purse is back at the hotel. But for helping me keep these clothes blood-free—” She pulled out two hundred-dollar bills. “For you.”


They said nothing, just looked at each other. Finally, Billy accepted his payment, and nodded toward the door. Victoria mouthed a silent thank you before stepping inside The Eighth.


The crowd was thinner than the other night, but there were still plenty of bodies. They moved, drank, danced, laughed. One female vampire fed openly from a man as they danced. Her fangs were buried in his neck, giving the illusion of just an intimate moment, but the act was still rather clumsy. If Victoria wasn’t in a hurry, she might have stopped to give advice.


Victoria headed toward Zeke’s private room. There were no guards, and the door was unlocked. She pushed the door opened slowly, almost fearful she was walking into a trap. There was more laughter, the scent of blood, the sounds of gentle sucking. No one noticed her step inside and shut the door behind her.


Zeke sat on a couch, a tablet in hand. A woman sat next to him, a hand on his knee, engaged in conversation with another woman. Two vampires fed from a man in the back corner. A group of three were in the middle of a game of pool.


The bartender was the first to notice Victoria. He gestured to a man not far away, flirting with a brunette with very little clothing. Apparently, his job was security, and he was failing. He almost stumbled in his approach.


Everyone reacted. The guard reached under his coat for a gun. The bartender bent over to retrieve his own weapon. The feeding and laughter stopped.


Victoria reacted faster.


She snatched the guard’s wrist and squeezed, breaking several bones. While twisting him to the floor, she reached across the bar and grabbed the barrel of the bartender’s shotgun. She pointed it upward just before he pulled the trigger. Chunks of ceiling and debris rained on top of them. The blast sent pain and heat through Victoria’s hand, but she didn’t let go.


Zeke jumped to his feet and shouted as chaos broke out.


“What? What the fuck? How did she—?”


Victoria ripped the shotgun away from the bartender and struck him with it. Vampires rushed forward. More humans pulled weapons.


She pulled the gun away from the guard and reached for the closest human, the brunette with little clothing. Victoria wrapped an arm around her bare stomach and pulled her close, while pointing the gun to her head. Everyone in Zeke’s private room froze.


The silence was quick, almost eerie. The only noise came from the guard, who moaned in pain.


“Name?” Victoria asked.


The woman trembled with fear.


“H-Heather.”


“Heather, I’m Victoria. Work with me, and everything will be fine.”


“You let her go,” Zeke ordered.


“Of course. As soon as you promise me ten minutes of your time.”


“Look around you, Victoria,” he said, gesturing to the vampires and weapons. “There’s no way you walk out of this alive.”


“I just want to talk, Zeke.”


“Well, I don’t.”


She rolled her eyes.


“Wow. You really just can’t see the big picture, can you?”


“And you can? Go ahead and enlighten me.”


Victoria emptied the gun and dropped it to the floor. She released Heather and gently eased her forward. Heather ran into Zeke’s arms and hid behind him.


Everyone raised their weapons. Zeke motioned for them to hold.


“You’re right,” she said, taking in the room. “So many guns. So many fangs. I might take quite a few with me, but there’s no way I survive.”


He laughed.


“You’re not helping yourself.”


“But what do you think happens after that?”


Zeke’s blank expression told her he still wasn’t following.


“Then my friends come looking for me,” she said. “You think the witch is bad? Imagine a thousand demons running around like it was the end-times. They’d swallow this place whole. And pray that you never have to meet my brother.”


He softened, ever so slightly. Victoria could see the thoughts swirling.


“Ten minutes,” she said, offering her best smile. “We don’t have to pull our guns out every time I walk into the room.”


Zeke’s shoulders slumped as he relented. He gestured for Victoria to follow. She stepped over the unconscious bartender and joined Zeke as they approached yet another door.


“You are starting to be a real pain in my ass.”


“Well, the feeling is mutual. The only difference is I like to talk first, beat up people last. Not like you, it seems.”


He opened the door to reveal a stairwell. They ascended and made their way to the roof. Victoria recognized it from Alan’s photos. She could feel the music beneath her. The night air was a relief to her senses.


Junk from their last party littered the roof. Empty beer bottles, a grill, glasses of dried blood, a table and chairs. Victoria liked to have fun. She was centuries old, but wasn’t prudish. Still, Zeke wasn’t her type of vampire. A garbage can and some cleanliness went a long way.


“You don’t exactly believe in low profile, do you?”


“Our circle is tight,” he said. “Our humans love us, and we love them. We’ve got something here. We don’t need ancients like you to tell us to hide in the shadows, don’t play with the humans, whatever. Now, why are you here?”


“I’ve got to hand it to you, Zeke. You lied to me. I usually pick out liars pretty well.”


“I don’t know what you’re—”


She slammed a picture of Alan on the table. Then another, followed by a third.


“You know him. You said you didn’t, but you did. That’s called a lie.”


“Oh, yeah. Alan.” He flashed her a smug smirk, running his finger across the photo. “Now, I remember.”


Victoria almost lashed out. She clenched her fists and locked them in her lap as she sat across from him.


“He was human, and now he’s not,” Victoria said.


“And who says a story can’t have a happy ending? That’s what he wanted.”


She leaned forward, brushing a strand of hair away from her eyes.


“I’m listening.”


“Look, his sister doesn’t know this, and if you have an ounce of compassion, you’ll keep it that way. Alan has cancer, and he’s been trying to become a vampire ever since he found out.”


“Become a vampire? You can’t just choose to become a vampire.”


“I know that. And you know that. But … Alan doesn’t. He tried everything. Crazy sex shit, three-ways, massive feedings, injecting vampire blood into his body. I know he started digging deeper, reaching out to underground scientists.” He picked up the photo of Alan chained to a wall. “It looks like he finally found what he was looking for.”


“No, he didn’t.” She angrily shook the photo at him. “This isn’t good, Zeke. Alyson knows about his cancer, because the two of us found out together. And then Alan came, and attacked. He tried to kill his own sister. Someone did this to him. Using magic. This is not a normal vampire.”


Zeke blinked in confusion. He studied the photo again, and for the first time, his confidence ebbed somewhat.


“He’s just thirsty. He’s close to bloodlust.”


“No, Zeke. There’s something much worse going on. We found another one in the sewers. Wild, just like Alan. And a man showed up at Alyson’s. He was controlling Alan. Probably using magic. Look, be honest with me.”


“I am! I don’t know what you want me to tell you. I didn’t exactly hang out with the guy after work. You know what I mean? I know him. He’s a cool guy. But whatever happened to him, I have no idea.”


“Will you help me, at least? For this town’s sake, and your own?”


“What do you want me to do?”


“Just … keep your ears open. You know this town. Ask around. There is someone here, with magic, and I think they’re turning humans into vampires. But not like you and me. You can see that’s bad, right?”


“Fuck you.”


“Good. Glad we agree.”


“I’ll see what I can find out,” he said. “And then, I want you out … ”


Zeke trailed off as something touched their ears. Commotion. A shift in the music's cadence beneath.


Screams.










CHAPTER 22







IT WAS A quiet drive from Marie’s hotel to the ruined remains of Jack’s home. Marie drove her rental as Jack sat next to her. She didn’t engage in conversation. There was no need. She thought about reaching for his hand once, but decided against it. She could only imagine the dark places his mind was going.


Marie had only fleeting relationships through her life, so she couldn’t entirely relate to what Jack was going through. She certainly never had a daughter. But she had been pursued before. By werewolf hunters, packs of other werewolves that didn’t agree with her solo lifestyle, by the local mob who wanted to set an example of what happened when their protection was refused. She understood fighting back, and understood revenge.


She didn’t know Skye very well, but knew she didn’t deserve whatever fate had tossed her way.


Even if she wasn’t Jack’s friend, she would help him with whatever he needed. But she was Jack’s friend.


Whatever terrible things he was going to do, she would be at his side.


“How are you doing?” she asked, knowing it was a silly question.


“Not good. But … thanks for checking in.”


“If you want to talk, I’m here to listen.”


He nodded, but didn’t take her up on the offer.


The scent of Jack’s home struck her nose as they turned onto his street. She watched Jack, looking for a reaction of any kind, as they slowed to a stop in front of his house. Whatever Jack was feeling, he was keeping it to himself.


Marie showed more emotion than Jack.


A tear escaped as she slid out from behind the wheel. The thought of his poor daughter hiding in a closet while her world burned around her shook Marie. There was also Skye, so close to freedom, yet being pulled into the darkness by humans. She didn’t want to think about what they were doing to her.


They had to find her, save her.


Marie leaned back inside the car and pulled Kevin’s magical potion from the glove compartment. She held it up for Jack, but he wasn’t watching. He stood on the sidewalk, staring at what was once his home.


“Are you ready for this?” she asked, standing by his side.


He nodded.


She popped the cork on the vial and took a deep breath. At that moment, she realized there were so many questions she forgot to ask Kevin. Was she supposed to drink the whole potion? Would changing into a werewolf increase the potency? What was even in the potion? It smelled like butterflies and pepperoni, a strange combination.


Tilting her head back, she drank the potion. It burned going down, leaving a trail of fire from her throat to her stomach.


Ten seconds passed. Jack watched her. She couldn’t tell whether he was concerned, annoyed, or impatient. Maybe it was all three.


“Well?” he said. “Anything?”


“Uh, no? I don’t feel any different.” She inhaled. The scent of the beach was still present. Jack’s wonderful aroma. A neighbor’s cat. A truck two houses down leaking oil. Her sense of smell was the same as always. “I don’t think it’s—”


The wave of nausea brought her to one knee. The world spun. Her skin turned clammy as she broke into a cold sweat.


Marie reached out for something, anything, to grab. Jack’s hand found hers, and he kept her from collapsing on the sidewalk. He steadied her, dropping to his knees, as she held his shoulder.


“Shit,” she muttered.


“Marie? What’s wrong?”


She didn’t dare speak, for fear of vomiting. She focused on breathing, counting each breath.


The last time she was truly sick was decades ago, when she was a young girl. She’d caught the flu, and missed school for a week. Her mother brought her breakfast in bed every morning, and chicken soup for lunch.


It felt worse than the flu.


“Fuck. What’s … wrong with—?”


A bead of sweat ran down her cheek. She reached up to wipe it away. Jack tenderly cradled her face with his hand. The gesture caught her by surprise, and she squeezed his hand. He put a hand to her forehead, her other cheek, her neck.


“You’re burning up.”


“Actually, I’m freezing.”


The darkness in his eyes took over.


“That fucking witch.”


In mid-breath, the symptoms vanished. In their place, an unbelievable pain took over her nose. She clenched her eyes shut, trying to block out the agony, but it didn’t help.


“Marie? Talk to me.”


She stood with Jack’s help. She appreciated his concern, but eased him away with a hand to the chest.


“Just … get back. Give me a sec. This is … fucking weird.”


The pain slowly went away, leaving a dull throbbing behind. Her nose felt like it had its own heartbeat.


The scents came all at once.


Every fruit. Every flower. Every spice in the kitchen cabinet. Body odor, animals, nature.


She could smell the couple having sex on their couch down the street. A squirrel chased another through the trees. A satellite dish was showing signs of early rust.


“It’s working,” she said. “I smell … everything.”


“Does everything include Skye?”


“Wait,” she said, holding up a finger as she sniffed the air. “It’s almost too much.” She rubbed her temples at the headache forming.


Jack’s wonderful scent swirled by. She couldn’t resist. She approached and sniffed him up and down, running her hands along his face and chest. His aroma was stronger, more potent. Humans and vampires took for granted how much scent fed into desire. That was a realm reserved for werewolves.


“Jack, you smell, so—”


“Okay,” he interrupted. “Now, it’s my turn. You want to back up maybe three steps? Give a little personal space? Focus. Do you smell Skye?”


It was difficult, but she shoved aside his tasty aroma. The disgusting stench of the witch came to her. Her brow furrowed as she let it settle.


“Yeah, I got her,” she said, moving to the passenger’s side. “You drive. I’ll guide.”


Jack didn’t argue.


Fifteen minutes later, they were on the highway leaving town. Marie leaned her head out the open window, the wind rushing through her hair. She tried to focus on the task at hand, but it was an amazing sensation. The scent, horrific as it was, was still strong in her nose. She could track Skye clear across the state, if she had to. The scent simply wasn’t fading with distance.


Jack picked up speed, more than Marie was comfortable with.


“Uh, Jack?” she said. “You want to slow it down a little?”


“We don’t know how far away Skye is. And your meter is running. Glinda said thirty minutes.”


“That’s all great. But if we crash before we get there, that doesn’t do her any good.”


“A little crash won’t hurt you and me.”


“Damnit, would you slow the hell down?”


There was the hint of that familiar smug smile tugging at the corner of his lips.


“I figured you’d like this. Some speed, an open window—”


“No dog jokes. Just slow—” The scent shifted. It grew fainter, weaker. “Stop!”


Jack pulled over to the shoulder. He waited for Marie to explain, and grew annoyed when she didn’t.


“What’s going on?” he asked.


Marie was quiet, trying to concentrate. Did the potion wear off? She didn’t think so, as the scents were still strong around her.


“Back up,” she said.


Jack did so. Skye’s scent grew once again.


Marie turned toward the trees guarding the highway.


“They turned off,” she said. “Maybe a path?”


“Where?”


Marie stared out into the thicket. She brought her vision along to help with her nose. The darkness turned into a soft gray, and she saw tire tracks.


“There! Turn here.”


The path was narrow. Trees and branches reached out and clawed at her rental car. Jack drove slow only because he had to, and she could see it was driving him mad.


“How much further?” he asked.


“I don’t know. But her scent’s getting stronger.”


Other scents joined Skye’s. Marie had to concentrate to filter them all out. Motor oil, cigarettes, alcohol, marijuana, gasoline.


“Slow down. I think we’re here. It’s opening up.”


They parked at the edge of the clearing. Marie tried to figure out what they were looking at. A large building, a few sheds, several cars.


“What is this?” Marie asked.


“It’s a landing strip.”


“They flew Skye somewhere?”


“Let’s go ask.”


Jack left the car and marched with purpose. Marie jogged to catch up.


“You’re just going to … walk on up?”


“Yeah.”


“But what if Skye’s here now? What if she’s in danger? We just can’t burst on in.”


“Sure we can. Anyway, you have that super wolf nose. If something smells off, just let me know.”


“Jack, I hate you.”


“I know.”


They approached from the rear of the hangar. Circling around, Marie reached out with her senses. Laughter, animated conversation, the scents of other drugs she couldn’t identify.


“Four men,” she said. “Having a good time. Plenty of beer, and—” The scent was a surprise. “Chicken noodle soup.”


Outside the front of the hangar was a small plane. She could smell the engine cooling. It had only landed recently. She peered inside the open hangar to see the group of men playing cards at a table. There were shelves in the way, along with crates and boxes. She didn’t worry about being seen.


Marie approached the plane and sniffed. She opened the door slowly and poked her head inside. Skye’s scent was present, but faint.


“She was here. In this plane. They did fly somewhere.”


She turned to see Jack staring at her, a small smile on his face.


“What?”


“Have I ever told you how hot you are when you sniff around like that?”


“I don’t think you have.”


He nodded toward the hangar entrance.


“Are you ready for this?”


“I always am.”


They walked side by side toward the rear. The men were fighting over the last two beers. One enjoyed another spoonful of soup.


“Gentlemen,” Jack called.


The word implied etiquette and manners, but Jack’s tone was the opposite. He nearly spit the word.


They jumped to their feet at the interruption.


“What the fuck?”


“Hey asshole. This is not a place you want to be.”


Jack laughed.


“Tell me about it.”


One pulled a knife. Another a gun. Marie tried not to laugh.


“Look,” the one in front said. “You have ten seconds, before we—”


“Yeah, yeah. You’ll beat me up.” He motioned to Marie. “Pull her hair. Take our lunch money. I’ve heard it all before.”


The man eating soup leered at Marie.


“I’ll do more than pull her hair.”


Jack pointed at them.


“Which one of you—?”


Marie vomited.


She didn’t feel it coming, didn’t feel sick in the slightest. For the first time since having the flu as a child, Marie’s stomach emptied. Her evening dinner went all over her shirt and jeans, spilling on the floor in front of her. She bent over, putting her hands on her knees.


The men laughed, both shocked and disgusted.


She barely had enough strength to look up.


“Jack?” she said.


The world went dark.



*****


Jack caught Marie before she could hit the ground. He scooped her into his arms. Drool ran down her mouth onto his forearm. He tried to shift her to not get vomit on his clothes.


The men took a few steps forward.


“Whoa! Hold on, guys. Just … give me a second. Before we do this.”


They actually complied. Out of surprise, curiosity, arrogance, Jack wasn’t sure. But he took the moment to step away from the puddle Marie had left behind and lay her gently next to a crate.


“Okay. Now.” Jack eyed each of them, breaking them down. The weapons they had, their demeanor. “Some people came through here earlier tonight. With a woman, against her will. Which of you knows how to fly a plane?”


They said nothing, but didn’t need to. They traded confused glances. A mixture of amusement and concern.


One received a few more glances than the others. The man in the back, with the chicken soup. He shifted uncomfortably, then grabbed a nearby pipe.


Mortals were so easy to read.


They stepped forward again, sizing Jack up. He stole a peek at his unconscious companion.


“I have to say,” Jack began. “I’ve had a very shitty night. But I’ve been keeping it together pretty well. For my daughter, and—” He motioned to Marie. “To a lesser extent, Sleeping Beauty over there. But now, I can be honest.” His smile was dangerous. “I haven’t been this angry in decades. And I’m going to take it out on each and every one of you.”


He paused as an image of Tiffany flashed through his mind. He clenched his eyes shut in frustration.


What he wanted to do, what he was planning, was not what Tiffany would do.


“Unless, we … ” The word pained him. “Talk. There’s still a way out of this. No one has to get hurt. All you have to do, is—”


Four shots rang out. Jack felt a stinging in his chest. He looked down to see the bullets land at his feet, bouncing in front of him.


“Shit, Jeff, I wanted to beat up on him a bit.”


“He was talking too much.”


“What are we going do with the woman?”


Their banter stopped when they noticed Jack wasn’t dead. He wasn’t even hurt or rolling in pain. Their reaction might have made him laugh if he wasn’t thinking about how he was going to hurt them.


He charged. They fired more shots, and someone picked up a chair and swung it. He raised his arm to stop the blow, knocking him off balance.


But Jack didn’t stop.


Only the pilot was important. He needed to be careful in how he handled him.


The rest were nothing. They didn’t matter.


Jack tackled the first mortal he could reach. They tumbled to the ground and rolled into the legs of the table, bringing alcohol and playing cards down on top of them. He wrapped his hands around the mortal’s throat, squeezing with everything he had. The mortal pushed and struggled, but Jack didn’t relent.


The mortal’s friends came to his aid.


They tried to pull Jack away. When his grip didn’t budge, he felt something cold and sharp drag across his neck.


Someone was trying to cut his throat.


Jack grabbed the knife by the blade and pulled it away. He stabbed the mortal in the stomach. A second time, then a third. He cocked his arm back for a fourth attempt, but the others dragged him.


The three remaining men cursed and shouted as they beat Jack. One fired a few more rounds, while the pilot beat him with his pipe. Jack smiled, amused, as he covered his head. The way mortals thought never ceased to amaze him. They were coming to the realization that a gun had no effect on Jack, but perhaps a pipe would.


He shook his head as the pipe crashed into his skull, repeatedly.


Jack did nothing but wait. Their arrogance and confidence returned with his lack of action. Two of them taunted Jack as the third checked on their bleeding companion.


After a minute, their attacks slowed. They didn’t have the energy or attention span for a sustained assault.


Jack had no such problem.


The pilot dropped the pipe to the ground and bent over, exhausted. Jack reached out and grabbed it.


From one knee, he swung at the head of the man kneeling over his companion. Blood sprayed as he collapsed. Jack pushed past the pilot and aimed for another strike. There would be no doubt, no moment where the mortal clung to life because Jack didn’t finish the job. He heard a growl, and thought for a moment that Marie had awakened. He turned to see her still unconscious, oblivious to the massacre.


The growl had come from him.


The last two men ran. Jack picked up a dropped gun and took careful aim. The first shot narrowly missed, striking a shelf. He made a promise to himself to spend more time at the range. The second shot struck true, hitting the third mortal in the back. He fell and slammed into the front wall of the hangar.


Jack ran after the pilot. As he emerged into the night air, he saw the pilot at a car, sliding behind the steering wheel. Jack ran to the driver’s side as the pilot started the engine. He slammed the butt of the gun through the window, smashing it to pieces. The pilot struggled and fought as Jack pulled him out. Jack twisted his arm and broke it. The struggle soon turned to something Jack was all too familiar with.


Whining and begging.


“Please, man! Don’t kill me!”


“Quiet.”


Jack shot him in the leg. The pilot screamed and fell. Grabbing him by the ankle, Jack dragged the pilot back to the hangar. The mortal with the bullet in his back struggled to crawl away. Jack shot him in the head as they passed.


He dropped the gun. He wouldn’t need it again. Not with what he had in mind.


The pilot cried more.


“Fuck! Look—”


“This all could have been avoided. But, no. You wouldn’t even let me finish my fucking sentence.”


He set the pilot down near Jack’s first victim, the one he’d stabbed. A pool of blood rapidly formed, flowing under the pilot’s hand. He tried to pull away, but Jack drove a knee into his back and grabbed his hair, forcing him to look at his friend.


The man blinked, and his fingers twitched.


“Do you see that?” Jack asked. “He’s still alive. Clinging for life. Savoring every breath.”


“Please—”


“This is always so fascinating to watch.” The pilot tried to turn away, but Jack wouldn’t let him. He shoved his face into the bloody floor. “Right now, one of a few things might be happening. It’s cliche, but he might be seeing his life, flashing before his eyes. His family, if he has any. Any guilt he’s been carrying. Any regrets. It makes me all sad just thinking about it.”


“I’ll—”


“Or, he could be focusing on this moment.” He waved around him. “This hangar, what happened here, the violence, the bloodshed, how you cheat at poker. He could be reliving it in his mind. That’s how hauntings happen, you know. Hey, look. He’s dead. What do you think? Is this place going to be haunted? Because if it is, I know a guy.”


“Just listen—”


“I wanted you to experience this. This is the last thing you’ll ever see.” He grabbed the spoon that had fallen on the floor, still bathed in chicken noodle soup. “Because I’m going to pluck out your eyes.”


He flipped the pilot onto his back and pressed the spoon under his eyelid.


“The woman! She was here! With three other guys!”


“Oh, now we’re talking?” Jack said. “What makes you think I’m interested in what you have to say now?”


He pressed the spoon a little deeper.


“I’ll fly you! I’ll take you right to where I took them!”


“Hmm. That’s not a terrible idea. Do you need your eyes for that?”


“Yes! Fuck, man! Yeah. I need to see!”


Jack eased up, shaking his head in disappointment.


“Shit. Go ahead and ruin my fun.” He helped the pilot to his feet and slapped him across the face, with just enough force to get his attention. The pilot shifted his weight to his good leg. “It sounds like we have a plan, and a plane to catch. Help me carry Snow White over there. Now, you won’t try anything stupid? We’ve learned all our lessons here?”


He shook his head so hard Jack thought it would spin.


“No! No, we’re all good.”


“Great! Because, if you don’t … ”


Jack playfully tapped him on the head with the spoon.










CHAPTER 23







VICTORIA AND ZEKE rushed down the stairs to his private room. It was empty. A bottle of Bourbon lay on its side, dripping onto the carpet. The door to the larger club was open. They could hear the chaos. People moving, shouts of pain and confusion, violence.


A gunshot rang out.


She made it to the door first, with Zeke close behind. Everyone fell on top of each other, rushing for the exits. More gunfire. A woman fell to the dance floor, holding her leg. The crowd nearly trampled on her.


Then she disappeared in the sea of bodies. Victoria saw her panicked expression before something jumped on her.


More creatures, just like from the sewers. Their stench filled the tight space. They attacked vampires and mortals both. She couldn’t tell how many there were. 


“Oh, fuck!” Zeke shouted. “We have to help!”


At long last, Zeke had finally said something they agreed on.


“Yes, we do. Help the mortals get out.”


Zeke nodded, and moved into the crowd. One of the mindless vampires had a mortal woman pinned to the wall, its fangs deep in her neck. Victoria rushed to help. She grabbed the vampire by the shoulders and pulled. The vampire flung her aside easily. Their strength was incredible.


Baring her own fangs, she clamped down on the vampire’s shoulder. Vampires rarely bit one another. It was almost instinctual to feed, drink blood, but Victoria refused. She didn’t know what their blood was capable of, what magical corruption it held.


Her attack finally got its attention. It howled and lashed out, trying to throw Victoria off. The mortal woman sank to the floor. Victoria lost her grip and sailed into a wall. The vampire crouched, readying to attack, but decided there were other targets elsewhere.


Victoria tended to the injured woman. It was Heather, the woman Victoria threatened with a gun only ten minutes ago. Heather cried as she pressed her palm to her neck. Blood flowed between her fingers onto her chest.


“Hey,” Victoria said, keeping her voice calm. “We meet again.”


“Am I going to die?”


“No, you’re not going to die. I know you’ve been bit before.”


“Not like this. What are those things?”


Victoria gently pulled Heather’s hand away. Her wound was severe, but she’d seen worse. She grabbed a coat from a chair not far away and wrapped it around Heather’s neck.


“Just keep this tight. Okay? Keep low, and go for the door.”


“Thank you.”


Heather half-crawled away. Victoria stood and surveyed the room. Her supernatural brethren disgusted her as fellow vampires shoved aside mortals trying to escape. There were at least five mindless vampires, maybe more, all in various states of dress. One was naked as he dove into a group of mortals.


She needed to help the mortals escape, as many as she could. Only then could she put up a fight. She fought off the harsh fact that not all of them were going to live.


She raised her stone necklace to her lips.


The air rushed out of her lungs before she could speak. Someone tackled her from the side. The necklace around her neck broke, the stone falling to the floor. A hand gripped her neck, squeezing, while a claw stabbed her stomach. She grimaced and winced. She could feel the claw digging at her intestines. Raking at the vampire’s eye, its grip loosened. Before Victoria could fight back and stand, a head loomed over her.


It was Alan.


He pounced, sinking his fangs into her cheek. Shouting in pain and anger, she lashed out. She bit Alan in return, catching a corner of his ear. But the vampire didn’t relent. He thrashed like a wild dog, ripping flesh away from Victoria’s face.


A chair crashed down on Alan, sending splinters over Victoria. The mindless vampires shuffled away, but didn’t retreat. A pair of firm hands hooked Victoria under the arms and hoisted her to her feet. The sudden jolt caused more pain. She bled from her side and face.


She cast a quick glance next to her to see Zeke. He had his own injuries, with a bloody shoulder. Victoria scooped up her necklace.


“You alright?” he asked.


“I will be. Thanks. Are you glad I came now?”


“Shut up.”


The crowd had thinned. Most of the mortals, and vampires, were gone. The injured lay about, writhing and moaning. Several mortals were dead.


The monstrous vampires shuffled closer. Zeke pressed closer to Victoria. She felt a hand on her shoulder and turned to see three of Zeke’s companions had joined them. Not everyone fled. She wished she knew their names.


“We’re with you,” a dark-haired woman said.


Victoria nodded, and Zeke gave her a quick kiss.


“How do we fight these things?” he asked. “It’s like getting hit by a truck.”


They were surrounded. She finally had a proper view of Alan and the vampires like him. There were eight of them, five men and three women. Victoria wasn’t sure how much humanity, or vampire, remained in them. Feeding was only partially why they hunted. She could see it in their eyes, their twisted sneers.


They enjoyed killing.


“We have to gang up on one, two at a time,” Victoria said. “They can be hurt.”


Zeke wiped blood from his mouth.


“That’s the dumbest—”


He didn’t finish his insult. Alan rushed for them, and the others followed. Victoria and her makeshift team didn’t have the numbers, didn’t have the strength.


But they fought anyway.


To his credit, Zeke listened to her advice. He stayed near her, attacked the same target. Zeke’s friends followed their leads, and they held off a few, almost drove a pool cue into another.


But Alan and the others were too much. Victoria was battered and bleeding. Zeke used a chair to fend off two of them, but was losing. His female friend lay motionless with a table leg shoved in her chest. Not dead, but comatose.


She clutched her necklace in her fist. Kevin’s magic would certainly help. But she refrained from calling him. He most likely didn’t have a photograph of the club, had no means of creating a portal.


Victoria also had a better idea for the magical trinket.


“We have to get out of here,” Zeke hissed, waving his chair.


“We can’t let these things loose. We have to—”


She tumbled into the bar as someone struck her from behind. Alcohol and glass fell on her. She looked up to see Alan perched on the bar top, snarling down at her. He leapt at her, but she got her hands up. She grabbed a bottle of Vodka next to her and shattered it across his face. Whether it was the taste that splashed in his mouth, or the burning in his eyes, he backed away from Victoria to collect himself.


She pulled herself to one knee and glared at Alan. He hadn’t beaten the fight from her yet. But she knew they couldn’t last forever. Her mind drifted to another plan. They needed to contain them somehow, trap them for the sun.


It didn’t come to that.


A familiar shrill whistle cut through the air. Alan’s head snapped around, like an obedient dog. Every wild vampire funneled in one direction, toward the back door, where a single vampire stood. Victoria recognized him from earlier, from Alyson and Alan’s home.


The vampires pushed past him and into the outside, as if led by an invisible leash. Victoria watched him as he surveyed the destruction. 


Their eyes met, and recognition flashed across his features. There was no darkness, no evil in his gaze. Only remorse.


The club was quiet. The only sounds were of shoes crunching through glass and debris as vampires struggled to stand. They tended to their humans and gathered themselves.


“Should we … follow them?” someone asked.


“No,” Zeke said. “Not smart.”


“And not necessary,” Victoria said. “I can find them.”


“Oh yeah? How?”


She didn’t elaborate. There was no need to explain how she slipped her necklace into a vampire’s pocket. Kevin had no trouble tracking any of his stone-based trinkets.


“Ah, shit,” Zeke said. “These people … trust me. And I let them down. We can’t take them to a hospital.”


Victoria gestured for Zeke’s smartphone. She’d lost her own in the fight. He handed it over, and she took a picture of a nearby wall. 


“Don’t worry about that.”










CHAPTER 24







MARIE WAS AWARE of movement nearby. Her ears slid into focus, but strangely, her nose eluded her. Someone was shuffling papers on a desk. A chair creaked as weight shifted. A sip from a glass.


Her sense of touch returned. Coarse sheets tickled her bare skin. She was lying on her back. An uncomfortable pillow was nestled under her head.


She tried to open her eyes, tried to move. Her body wasn’t hers yet. Sleep hadn’t released her. She listened for several minutes as her mysterious companion rose from a desk and moved. He paced the floor, tapped at a smartphone.


The first scent to return was a familiar one. Pure, chocolatey goodness. Other scents poured in. A dingy bathroom, wet shower, leftover pizza.


Her eyes opened.


The groan and stretch were involuntary. She let out a yawn as her muscles quivered.


“Well, hello,” Jack said. “Welcome back.”


Her nose itched. She reached up to scratch it. The scents in the room were normal, not overpowering. Her non-magical sense of smell had returned, and she fought mixed emotions. Kevin’s potion was an amazing experience, and not one she was sure she ever wanted to repeat.


As she rubbed her nose, a jarring realization struck her.


“Jack,” she said. “Why am I naked?”


“You were covered in puke and blood. I cleaned you up. Don’t worry. I didn’t miss an inch.”


She smiled. 


“I bet you didn’t. Oh, God,” she said, the memory coming back. “The hangar. What happened? How long have I been out?” She took in the unfamiliar hotel room. “Where are we?”


“We’re in Ohio. The pilot brought us here.”


She shook her head.


“Those fucking idiots. Did you kill them?”


“Yeah. Well, all but one. He’ll need some sunglasses and a few Braille lessons, but he’ll be fine. You’ve been out almost twenty-six hours. Glinda’s been stopping in to check on you. Not even his magic could wake you up. He was getting worried.”


“Twenty-six hours? I lost an entire day? Holy shit. He said it would be twelve.”


“Well, he was wrong. His guess was you being a werewolf had something to do with it.”


Marie sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. She didn’t bother wrapping the sheet around herself. They’d both seen each other naked many times.


“Aww. Kevin was worried?” She looked up at him. “What about you? Were you watching over me the whole time?”


“I had to take a few field trips.” He pointed to several bags in the corner. “I brought your stuff from the hotel. But … yeah, I’ve been watching over you.”


She stood up and approached him. Playfully, she tapped his chin and ran a finger down his chest.


“Were you worried?”


Jack said nothing. But his silence was the answer. There was still much to learn about Jack Kursed, like he’d pointed out, but she knew his small smirk meant yes.


He nodded behind him.


“The shower’s all yours. There’s dinner in the fridge. Then, we have to talk.”


She strode across the floor, still naked, and opened the refrigerator. There was a single Styrofoam takeout container and a few canned sodas. The scent struck her. Her stomach rumbled, and her mouth watered. The hunger attacked almost as brutally as the nausea the night before.


Steak, and a baked potato.


Marie said nothing, going to work. She set the cold dinner in the microwave, not even caring about searching for a plate. Microwaving a steak was a sin to her, but she’d committed other sins during her life. She watched as her meal spun, hypnotizing, almost teasing her.


The timer went off, and she grabbed the steak with both hands. It could use another thirty seconds, but her hunger had beaten her patience. She sat on the bed and tore into the meat, savoring the first bite.


She looked up to see Jack staring at her.


“What?” she said. “I’m hungry.”


He gestured to the dresser next to him.


“I have a plate here. A fork. A knife. You know, things civilized people use.”


She took another bite.


“Fuck civilized.”


He continued to stare.


“What are you looking at?” she asked.


“I’m trying to figure out if I’m disgusted or turned on.”


She smiled and approached. She leaned in close and took in his scent, letting it fill her nose. Her lips brushed against his neck, and she felt him stiffen. His hand rubbed her lower back.


“Let’s go with turned on,” she said, smiling.


He returned her smile, but made no further move. She nodded and understood. There would be time for each other later.


After they finished.


She set the steak down next to the pile of papers and leaned over the table.


“So,” she said. “Why are we in Ohio? Did you find Skye?”


“Not yet.” He tapped an architectural drawing of a large house. “But three blocks away is this place. Harry’s home.”


Marie studied the drawing. There were handwritten notes on the side in Jack’s writing, red circles at various entryways.


“You’ve been busy.”


“Yeah. I checked the place out. Ten guards, at different shifts. Harry’s not there. He’ll be gone a few days.”


“If Skye’s not there, and neither is Harry, then what are we doing here?”


His smile was frightening.


“It’s a surprise. Are you up for a trip?”


“Do I have time for that shower?”



*****


Marie moved a branch aside as they made their way through the trees and brush. They’d been walking for thirty minutes. Jack led the way, not bothering to slow down or check on her. He knew he didn’t need to.


She stopped occasionally to taste the air, enjoy the scent of nature, then jogged to catch up. The scent of mortal life was growing stronger. Gasoline, asphalt, concrete. They were getting closer.


“How is Tiffany?” Marie asked.


He finally paused, and took a deep breath at the one subject that brought pure emotion to his face.


“She’s … okay. I don’t know how, but she’s doing better than me.”


Marie nodded, having the answer she lacked for so long.


“Good family,” she said. “Good friends.”


“Maybe.” He looked at her. “Thank you for helping me with this. I don’t need the help. But, the company is … nice.”


“I don’t know Skye that well, but she deserves better. Not to have some asshole thinking he owns her.”


Jack resumed his pace through the woods.


“Mortals,” he said, spitting the word. “It used to be worse. Witches didn’t realize their own power. No one did. Except maybe me.” He jumped over a fallen tree, and to Marie’s surprise, he held out his hand to help her. The last thing she needed was help navigating the woods, but she accepted regardless. “They did the same thing. Keeping witches in cages, forcing them to do magic. Then they’d burn them at the stake. Witches or mortals. I’m not sure which I hate more.”


“You have a witch for a best friend.”


He whirled in place, almost falling over. Marie stifled a laugh.


“Whoa, whoa! What the hell is the matter with you? Best friend? Glinda?”


“Sorry, sorry. Forget I said anything.”


“I’ll let that slide. Once.”


She smiled as he turned his back to her.


The scents opened up as the woods ended. She reached out with her senses. Men moving about, on patrol. Quiet music from a smartphone. A tree branch scratching at a window.


Harry Tillman’s house was large, isolated from the rest of the neighborhood. The woods offered natural protection. There was only one way in, a driveway that wound through the trees. Marie couldn’t even see the road. An armed guard stood inside a booth near the electronic gate. There was a guest house in the back, an in-ground pool. Three expensive cars sat in an open garage. A man in overalls worked on one, his torso halfway under the hood.


Memories flooded back. Marie had invaded similar houses, from senators and mafia alike.


She sniffed the air.


“I can’t be sure, but I don’t think Skye was ever here.”


Jack was on one knee, studying Harry’s home. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out two vials. One was a dull black, the other bright blue.


“That wouldn’t surprise me,” he said. “I’m sure he took her right to a cage. Probably had it built before he ever stepped foot in my house.”


“What are those?”


“These?” he said, holding up the vials. He opened the black one and poured it out into the soil. “Just some toys from Glinda.”


“I thought you said you weren’t—”


“Shut up.”


“What do they do?”


“Well,” he said, gesturing to the ground. “That one blocks phone signals. We don’t want anyone calling their mommies for help.”


“And the other?”


He smiled.


“I’m going to burn down his house.”


She shook her head and reached for the bottom of her shirt. She slipped it off, revealing her bra. It wasn’t lost on her how they both knew violence was only minutes away, and they talked about it so easily.


“Nice message to send,” she said.


“You’re bringing the puppy out to play?”


“You want it done fast? I’m your woman.”


She shimmied out of her jeans. He placed a hand on her hip. A small smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.


“You look so hot right before you kill mortals.”


“I’m going to try not to kill anyone. You should, too. Such a mess to clean up.”


“You’re no fun.”


“I’m plenty fun.”


He shrugged.


“Kill. No kill. Whatever, I don’t care. I just need this place locked down. Then, it burns down.”


She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek.


“I’ll see you soon. Try to keep up.”


Marie ran forward quietly. She kept low, the grass and brush rubbing her bare skin. The mortals did a decent job of patrol. They overlapped, covered multiple angles. But they were mortal, and lazy. A heavy-set man walking along the rear iron gate stopped for a moment, for a smoke break. Marie kept to the darkness in the tall grass, thirty feet away.


Taking a breath, she concentrated.


Her legs broke.


The transformation was painful, like it always was. Her body twisted in agony, a familiar sensation she’d spent decades learning to control. The scents and sounds exploded around her. Hair spouted all over her body. Her nose broke and stretched. She left her human form behind, as the pain subsided.


Power took its place.


She cautiously pushed forward and let out a low growl. Just enough to get the guard’s attention. He looked up, peering through the darkness, straining to see.


“Who’s there?” he asked.


Marie took another step forward, keeping close to the ground, masking her true size. She was ten feet away.


“A fucking dog,” he muttered. He pulled a gun from his belt and pushed it between the iron bars, looking for better aim. “Two points for me.”


Marie attacked.


The man screamed, tried to pull his hand back, but it was too late. She caught him by the wrist and clamped down. Blood exploded into her mouth. She could taste the bone. With one violent pull, the guard’s face slammed into the iron fence. His shoulder dislocated as muscle tore. He was dizzy, disoriented, but still conscious. Marie pulled again. The sound of his skull slamming into the fence echoed through the night. She tried to pull a third time, but the guard was done. He slumped to the ground.


Marie leapt the fence, landing nimbly on her paws. The pool smelled of urine and chlorine. The moving water threw hypnotic shadows along the back of the house.


She listened. Another guard approached, whistling a tune. In the distance, she heard a neck snap. Jack was already working.


She nudged the rear sliding glass door open with her snout. A laundry room was to her right. She ducked inside as the guard passed by.


A rough map formed in her mind, as the scents and sounds came.


There was a large kitchen down the hall. A bathroom was just one room over. What smelled like a workout area was in the basement. An old, expensive piano sat outside a living room.


Another faint scent, not far away. Upstairs. Feminine, pleasant. Cookies and coffee.


A quiet moan, followed by a male grunt.


Marie quietly moved through the home, finding the stairs. The sounds of intimacy grew louder, more urgent. The woman whispered for the man to be quieter, but he didn’t listen. Marie approached a closed bedroom door, the source of the noise. Curiosity gnawed at her. She didn’t recognize their scent. Jack said nothing about family being in the house. Only guards.


“Shit!”


The shout came from the end of the hall. She turned to see another guard, his face etched with terror at the sight of her. He pulled his gun and fired.


The first shot struck her in the chest, the second in the leg. The pain stung, but the bullets didn’t penetrate her hide. She raced to close the gap. He fired several more times, missing a few, but also grazing her cheek.


Marie leapt at him, sinking her teeth into his throat. He fired again before he died, lodging a bullet in the ceiling.


Two doors opened behind her. She looked up to see a woman tying a robe around her as she leaned into the hallway. Behind her was a boy, not much older than Tiffany, holding a gaming controller and wearing a headset.


“Brian!” the woman shouted, glancing inside the bedroom.


Brian pushed past her into the hallway. He wore only underwear, hastily thrown on, with a gun at his side. One of Harry’s employees who took guarding to another level. He took aim, but then saw the carnage. A dead companion under Marie. Blood dripping from her snarling muzzle to the carpet. Brian chose the wise path and ran. He knocked the woman and boy down as he made his escape.


He didn’t get far.


Marie sprinted, jumping over the fallen woman and past the boy. She reached Brian just as he made it to the end of the hall. She jumped on his back, slamming him into the wall. Paintings and a nearby vase fell. Brian rolled to his back and tried to fight. He pushed on Marie’s throat and tried to punch her. She was too strong. Brian swung wildly, and Marie caught his arm in her jaws.


Brian reached for the nearby vase and smashed it across her snout. The blow stunned her, but only for a second.


Then the anger came.


She snapped her jaws twice. The first punctured flesh, severed arteries. The second splintered bone. Brian’s severed hand plopped next to him as he shouted in shock and fear. Marie swiped once across his face, leaving a gory mess. He tried to turn over, crawl away. She dug her paws into his back and bit his neck. His body went limp.


The woman and young boy were already running. She pulled him behind her as they raced away from the monster. The boy still carried his gaming controller. She could hear him crying in terror, and her heart broke.


They tumbled and fell as a figure stepped in front of them. The woman tried to scoot backwards, keep the boy behind her.


Jack loomed over them, taking a threatening step forward.


The scene of gasoline touched Marie’s nose.


“Hi,” Jack said. “Oh, wow. Looks like we interrupted some gaming time.” He smiled. “For both of you.”


Marie crouched and focused on her human form. She was already uncomfortable from being shot and struck with a vase. The transformation didn’t help. Her bones snapped, hair shriveled and vanished. Her skin turned its natural hue.


“Jack,” she moaned, still trying to find her voice.


Her nose was cut, her skin bruised. She’d heal fast, but her injuries were far away in her mind.


“Marie. Looks like you had some fun.” He took another step forward. The woman and boy recoiled, still shoving themselves backward. “You know, you can get up and walk.” He laughed at the woman. “Or maybe you can’t. Maybe you’re too sore.”


Marie used the wall to hold herself up, find her balance.


“The guards?”


“All dead.”


“Oh, God,” the woman cried. “Please, don’t kill us!”


“Go in there,” he said, pointing to the boy’s bedroom. “Hurry, now. Hurry, hurry.”


They hugged each other and wept as they collapsed on the boy’s bed. Jack took a step inside, but Marie grabbed his shoulder.


“Hey,” she said. “I’m not comfortable with this.”


He shrugged.


“You can leave.”


She didn’t, instead following him into the bedroom. Someone needed to watch Jack.


“You never said anything about this.”


“What did you think the guards were for? The chocolate milk in the fridge?”


“I thought they were guarding the house.”


“Well, they were. And these two.” He gestured to the woman and boy, whose crying had reached a fever pitch. “Shit! Would you stop with the waterfall? Stop it!”


They quieted down. Jack knelt in front of them. Every muscle in Marie’s body was taut. She knew Jack wanted to save Skye. But he also wanted revenge. How far would he go to get it?


“What’s your name?” Jack asked.


The woman could barely speak.


“E-Esmeralda.”


“Wow. No shit? That’s a hell of name. Beautiful. But, too long. I’m going to call you Ezzie.” He turned to the boy, who stared at the floor, clutching Ezzie’s hand. “And you?”


“Robert. But my friends call me Bobby.”


“Well, we’re not friends. So, Robert, it is.” He stood and motioned to Marie. “You happen to have a spare robe for my naked friend?”


Ezzie didn’t answer, merely stunned at the question.


“So, what are you?” Jack asked Ezzie. “Are you Harry’s wife? Mistress? Plaything?”


“W-Wife. I’m Bobby’s … stepmom.”


“Ah, a family affair.” He looked at Marie. “Do you think they know? About Harry? How he kidnaps women? Burns down people’s homes?”


“Hey,” Marie said, eyeing him angrily. “This isn’t a game.”


“And I’m not playing one. I’m serious. Harry is a horrible human being.” He addressed Ezzie and Robert. “Do you know this? I’m wondering for myself. I have a daughter, and I’m also horrible. Does he get a pass? Or do you not see?”


Ezzie tried to speak.


“Harry is … he … he tries—”


“There it is,” Jack interrupted. “You do know. You just don’t care. Exotic arm candy. That’s all you are.”


“Dad. He doesn’t hurt anyone,” Robert said defiantly.


“Of course, he doesn’t. Forget I said anything.”


“You’ve scared them. You made your point,” Marie said.


Jack glared at her, darkness in his eyes.


“I’m not the big hairy monster that just killed two guys outside their rooms. And besides—” His brow furrowed in anger. “I haven’t done anything yet.”


Ezzie stuck her jaw out, inspired by Robert’s bravery.


“If you hurt us, Harry will come looking for you.”


He met her gaze.


“You promise?”


“Jack,” Marie said, balling her fists. “Don’t you dare.”


He smiled, ignoring her.


“Okay,” he said. “Here’s what we’re going to do. The two of you, you’re free to go.”


Ezzie didn’t believe him.


“W-What?”


“Go. Get out. Run. Walk. Skip. Whatever. Just, move. I’d use the back door. Fewer bodies that way. Your phones won’t work. So, what you should do, is run to the nearest neighbor. Call the police. Tell them an insane man has just murdered a slew of people at your house.”


Ezzie stood, standing protectively in front of Robert. She didn’t move at first, afraid that Jack was lying.


“Take your time,” Jack said sarcastically. “But you might not want to be here for the barbecue.”


The mortals left the room. Ezzie never took her eyes off him. She covered Robert’s eyes before entering the hallway.


“Don’t look, Bobby,” she said, tears running down her cheeks. “Stay close to me.”


“Looks like you’ve done this before,” he said. “You might want to put some clothes on. It’s a little chilly outside.”


Marie heard them leave. They followed Jack’s advice, leaving through the back door. Jack pulled the blue vial of magic from his pocket as he studied the bedroom.


“What are you doing?”


“I told you. Harry destroyed my home. So, I’m going to destroy his.”


She took in the room, the youth and innocence. Posters for various movies and games adorned the walls. Homework and a pile of books sat on a corner desk. Both clean and dirty clothes alike sprouted from a basket.


“This is wrong. That poor boy. A child’s room, it’s their sanctuary.”


“Oh, stop. Don’t worry your pretty heart. All of little Robert’s material possessions will be quite fine.”


He opened the vial and poured a few drops of the green liquid on his palm. With a shake of his head, he smeared it across the far wall.


“What is that?”


He wiped more on each wall, followed by the ceiling and floor.


“Protection. Everything will burn, except this room.” He shook the vial. “Don’t tell him I said this, but Glinda, he can sometimes be handy.”


“But why do this?”


“I like the message it sends.”


“Christ, Jack. That is … You are so … ”


She couldn’t find the adjective.


“Yes,” he said. “Yes, I am.”










CHAPTER 25







KEVIN FOUGHT FRUSTRATION. Books were scattered about, in various stacks and piles. The search was unorganized at first, as he crossed paths with Zoey, went over the same material twice. But they had a loose system in place, keeping everything reviewed together. Even so, he went over the stacks a second time, sometimes a third. He hoped something would pop in his mind, anything at all. He glanced at the green liquid Victoria had collected. Just a single ingredient could be useful, lead the way for a complete spell.


The magic had eluded him so far.


Zoey had brought chairs in from the living space. Tiffany and she laughed as they joked and played. Tiffany held a paper plate of pizza they’d ordered while sipping a soda. She spun Kevin’s floating coat in circles. Kevin wanted to say something, but held his tongue. His coat full of magic and potions was not a toy.


Zoey stared at the takeout pizza, sorrow touching her eyes. Kevin set one book down and grabbed another.


“Zoey,” he said. “I can still use your help.”


She threw her hands up, her own frustration escaping.


“Why? I can’t even read this stuff. All I can do is look at the pretty pictures, when there are any.”


“Well, look at those pretty pictures. Let me know if something jumps at you.”


“Fine, fine.” She grabbed a book and opened it, standing by his side. “Oh, look. More scribbles.”


“Would you just look? Please?”


“You’re grumpy. You want me to call Leese? Maybe she’ll give you a kiss?”


He sighed, then let out a small smile.


“Sorry,” he said. “It’s just … ”


She finished for him.


“Yeah, I know. Not quite what I was expecting, either. I thought we’d be seeing some action. Helping Victoria beat up the bad guys. Not sticking our noses in books.”


He glanced at her over the book he flipped through.


“I don’t mind no action. I’ve had plenty. We’ve been fighting vampires and … whatever those things are since we got to Washington. I don’t mind this,” he said, gesturing around them. “I just wish there was some system. Some organization. There are hundreds of books here. And she wants me to find this.” He held up the vial.


Zoey shrugged apologetically, not having any advice.


“Kevin!” Tiffany called. “What else can you do? I know you can make wormholes. How does your coat float? Did you do that?”


“Yeah, Kevin,” Zoey joked, dancing away to join Tiffany. “What else can you do? Anything useful?”


He kept quiet, hoping more questions wouldn’t come. More frustration gnawed at him, this time because of Jack. He told his curious, intelligent ten-year-old daughter about the inklings of magic and the supernatural world, and then dropped her in his lap. What was he supposed to tell her? What subjects were still off-limits?


Kevin’s phone rang. That was a rare sound. Most of his social correspondence came through text message, or magical stone. He grabbed it from the table and turned it over to see an unfamiliar number. He almost didn’t answer it, but had a feeling.


“Hello?”


The voice and accent were familiar.


“Kevin? It took me forever to remember your number.”


“Victoria? Why are you calling? I haven’t found anything yet.”


“It’s okay. I need you here. Check your messages. I’m sending you a pic.”


He smiled. Hearing Victoria use the word pic sounded odd to him. She may have appeared to be thirty years old and youthful, but was far from it.


He did as she asked. The most recent photo received was from the same unknown number. A photo of a bare burgundy wall, with terrible lighting.


“Is this the club? The Eighth, whatever the hell it’s called?”


“Yeah.”


He turned to his coat to see it already floating its way over to him. Zoey was a step ahead, reading his mind. Tiffany giggled as she jumped out of the way.


“I want a hover coat,” she said.


Kevin stopped it with one hand while working his phone with the other. He forwarded the photo to a dedicated email address assigned to the printer in his workshop in New Zealand. He could hear it waking up as he opened the portal. Tiffany let out a quiet gasp, trying to steal a look through the arm-sized hole in the wall.


He reached through and felt the top of the printer. His fingers brushed over the paper.


“Kevin?” Victoria said again.


“Yeah, yeah. Just give me a second.”


“I thought your system was fast?”


“It is. But, you know. Printers still need to warm up.”


“Something else I’m sure you’ll fix.”


“Is it safe there?” he said, drawing one portal next to the other. “Is the club closed?”


“It’s safe now.”


Kevin should have pressed for more details. His jaw dropped when the wall faded.


The club wasn’t closed, nor was it empty. Injured people were everywhere. Blood decorated the walls. Broken bottles and tables littered the floor.


The vampires and mortals were just as surprised to see him. Despite their wounds, they froze at the sight of Kevin.


Victoria stood to the side, still holding the phone. Her eyes lit up at the sight of the familiar girl hiding behind Kevin.


“Tiffany?”


“Hi, Aunt Victoria.”


“God,” Kevin said. “What happened?”


Victoria was a mess. Blood on her face. Her cheek seemed to be missing. She held her side in discomfort.


“Alan, and others like him. We need to help.”


“Are they going to … change?”


“I don’t think so, no.”


“Okay, okay,” he tried to focus, to think. “Water. I need water.” He turned to Zoey. “From the bathroom. Or that fridge over there. Just … keep it coming.”


“Alright. On it.”


Zoey moved uncomfortably fast across the room. She opened the fridge and retrieved the only bottle of water, which was almost empty. He was already through the portal when she tossed it. Victoria caught the bottle as Kevin was slipping on his coat.


“I’ll need more.”


He stopped and turned to face Tiffany. Dropping to one knee, he reached for her shoulder. Her face was a mix of fear and shock.


“You stay here, okay?”


Victoria stepped forward.


“No,” she said. “Tiffany can help.”


That was a horrible idea, but Kevin couldn’t speak. He watched as Victoria gently led Tiffany by the hand through the portal. Victoria handed her the bottle of water, which had already turned blue from Kevin’s touch.


“Give a drink to anyone that needs it. Anyone that’s hurt. Can you do that?”


She nodded vigorously.


“Yeah,” she looked at Kevin, wanting his approval. “I can help.”


He managed a smile.


“Yes, you can. Go ahead.”


Tiffany ran to the first person she saw, a man slumped against the wall. He was bleeding from the ear and nose, his arm broken. She offered him a drink.


“Shit,” Kevin muttered. “Jack is going to kill me. There are vampires here!”


“They’re not evil, Kevin,” Victoria said. “They won’t hurt her.”


“Hey,” Zoey said, from behind in the library. Kevin and Victoria turned to see her holding four glasses of water, tucked close to her chest. “I can’t find anything big. Will this work?”


“Yeah, it’s perfect.” Kevin took the glasses and dipped his finger into each one. “Thanks.”


His thoughts were a jumbled mess while they worked. He went from mortal to mortal, healing injuries. One woman was missing a finger, which luckily was nearby. He held it in place while she drank. She nearly spit up the healing magic and shouted as her finger mended and healed. Zoey handed him more water from across the portal, and he ran into the club again.


He watched Victoria and Tiffany. A nightclub was no place for a ten-year-old, with or without the supernatural and injured. He wanted to shout at Victoria for bringing her into Washington.


But Tiffany was more helpful than anyone.


Mortal and vampire alike turned calm at her presence. Whether it was her energy, or the odd sight of a young girl at a club, she brought smiles to their faces as she handed them water.


Other vampires also approached to help, taking cups from Kevin. Even Zeke offered something close to gratitude, in passing, as he slapped Kevin on the shoulder.


Slowly, the long list of injured disappeared. Some left, still in shock. Others talked about calling the police and lawsuits. Kevin knew neither would happen. He probably should have wiped their memories.


Tiffany approached, holding an empty glass at her side. Her eyes were tired, and she let out an enormous yawn.


It had been a busy day for her.


“Hi,” she said, looking around. “Are we done?”


“Yeah. I think so.”


Victoria was next. She motioned for Zeke, who glared at the summons, but responded anyway.


“We did all we could,” Victoria told him. Her eyes fell to a few who were beyond magical help, that she’d moved against the wall and covered. They kept Tiffany far away.


“Thanks,” Zeke said. “Seriously.”


She gave him a nod, then smiled at Kevin.


“Time to go.”


“Oh!” Tiffany shouted. “Where are we going?”


Kevin reopened the portal back to the library, which had closed on its own. Zoey stood there with a look of apprehension.


“You are going back with Zoey,” Victoria said.


Tiffany let out a disappointed huff and stepped through the portal. Zoey hugged the girl around the shoulders and squeezed.


“Don’t worry,” Zoey said. “We’ll be okay.”


Victoria stopped to hold Zoey’s hand.


“Thank you.”


Kevin read the tone, the body language. Zoey wanted more than babysitting, but was more than willing to help the team. Victoria was appreciative, grateful, and the smile she gave the younger vampire said there would be more cases in their future.


Everyone waved as he closed the portal. He prepared more potion.


“And us?”


“Workshop.”


Zeke shook his head and walked away as Kevin showed more magic, opening a gateway to New Zealand.


“Just fucking weird,” he muttered.


Kevin closed the portal behind them. He made his way through the dark and turned on the lights. The cool comfort from the air conditioners filled his workshop. It took a moment to adjust to the changes. From Pennsylvania, to Washington, to New Zealand, all over a matter of minutes.


“There’s blood in the—”


Victoria had already found it. She retrieved a bottle from the fridge and took a deep drink. A trickle ran down her cheek and onto her blouse, a rare thing for her. Her blouse already had blood on it. The hole in her cheek closed.


She said nothing. Kevin slowly followed as she approached the worn conference table in the middle of the workshop. She pulled out a chair, ready to sit, but decided against it. Tilting her head back, she took another long drink of blood, almost draining the bottle. She gripped the edge of the table and remained quiet. He could see the veins and strained muscles in her slim arms.


Everyone looked up to Victoria for guidance and leadership. He wasn’t sure he ever saw her flustered, just needing a minute to compose.


Finally, she looked around at his workshop. She’d seen it from a distance, across a portal, but had never stepped inside. She noticed the shelves of magic, the computer and printer against the wall, the combat vests and belts hanging from mounted rods. Betty the Couch was still there, as cozy as always.


“Nice place,” she said, smiling.


“It’s a good start,” he said, shaking out of his coat and letting it float. “It needs more work.”


“I’ll get you a new conference table.”


“No. You don’t have to do that.”


“Tiffany,” she said simply. “What happened?”


Kevin didn’t know where to start.


“Something happened with Skye. But Jack … he’s got it under control. He just wanted me to watch Tiffany.”


Victoria didn’t press further. Whether Kevin’s explanation was enough for her, or she didn’t have the energy, he wasn’t sure.


He reached for her face, stopping just shy of touching.


“Uh, now, your turn. What happened?”


She sat in a chair and rested her arms on the table. Kevin sat next to her.


“I found Alan’s sister. He had cancer, and was trying to become a vampire.”


“Oh, wow. It’s a shame I didn’t know him. Cancer, no problem. Just a drink of water, and all gone.”


He frowned as he thought about his own healing magic. He could heal anything, but would something like cancer come back?


Victoria’s expression changed. Kevin could see thoughts flowing through her mind.


“You know what’s going on. Don’t you?” he asked.


She stood up.


“Maybe. But we still have to find Alan. And another vampire that’s key to everything, the one running the show.” She pulled various pictures from her back pockets and spaced them across the table. “We have options. Can you use these? To find him?”


He looked through the photos. Alan playing softball, posing with several people, washing a car.


“Yeah.”


Kevin grabbed a picture of Alan alone and set up the spell. A dead phone from a collection he kept in a box. The right mix of ingredients. A small tray.


It all ended with his touch.


Nothing happened.


There were no sparkles, no shine in the potion. The phone didn’t come to life with a singular purpose, to track the subject of the photo.


He’d wasted vampire ash, a difficult ingredient to find, for no reason.


“Oh shit.”


“What?” Victoria said. “What’s wrong?”


“This means either Alan is dead. Or, he’s just not Alan anymore. He’s something else. I don’t know. We’re dealing with magic here. Maybe I just can’t track whatever he is.”


“I slipped my necklace into one of their pockets. You can track that?”


“Ah, yes. Let’s see.”


He went to his bookshelf, where he’d reserved a special section for maps and atlases. It took a moment to sort through the collection. Maps of the United States, then Washington, then finally Sumerset. He held his stone over the map, then aimed his other hand at the wall. The projection showed only dark, moving shadows. An occasional flash of gray. There were red eyes, sharp fangs.


“They’re on the move,” Victoria said, approaching Kevin’s projection. “This is … wow.”


Kevin smiled.


“This is how I found you, that first time I kicked your ass.”


“That’s how you remember it?”


He looked at the map of Sumerset, searching for the magical dot, the location.


“Uh, Russell Road?”


“They’re in the sewers,” Victoria said. “Can you keep this up?”


“As long as the stone stays with them, yeah.”


“Okay, then we have to move. If they find it, or he drops it, we’re screwed. And this is only going to get worse.”


“It is?”


She nodded.


“They’re leaving the sewers, attacking the surface now. And whoever is in charge, he’s losing control. Alan won’t take orders much longer.”


“Okay, just … hold on.”


Kevin moved. He marched to the far side of the workshop, to his wall of vests and belts. He drifted a finger over the various choices, like browsing a clothes rack. Human, werewolf, witch, until finally settling on vampire. He grabbed a loose belt, full of trinkets and potions, and a hand mirror from the shelf behind him. He fastened the belt and shoulder-straps and approached his coat. It waited for him where he left it, almost beckoning. Plucking it from the air, he shoved the mirror into an inside pocket as he slid it on.


Victoria smiled at him with a look of amusement. The stare went a little too long, making him shrink inside his coat.


“What?” he said.


She hugged him. The gesture came out of nowhere. A warm, tight squeeze. He returned the affection, careful of her bloody clothes. There had been so much tension between them lately. He was sure they’d fight again. But it was reassuring to know they could still hug.


She kissed him on the forehead.


“I’m glad you’re with me,” she said.


He nodded and playfully slapped her good side.


“You know I’ve always got your back.”


She nodded and held his shoulders.


“This is it. Are you up for this?”


He gestured to his coat.


“As ready as I’ll ever be.”


“Okay. Let’s go hunting.”










CHAPTER 26







THE RESTAURANT WAS empty, quiet. It normally would have been closed, because of the late hour. But Jack insisted that Marie and he stop for a bite to eat. A change of clothes, a quick conversation, some money handed over, and Marie sat with a full course meal in front of her at one-thirty in the morning.


She wasn’t very hungry.


The food smelled delicious, but she barely noticed it. Grilled chicken and pasta, a side of vegetables. She stared at her plate, lost in her own thoughts. Quiet music over the restaurant’s sound system pushed the silence aside, and their personal server asked if her meal was okay. She absentmindedly nodded and sent him away.


Jack said something. It took a moment to realize he was talking to her.


“What?” she asked. “Did you say something?”


“I said, I like your dress.”


A rare compliment from Jack. She wished she could have enjoyed it. Flashing a polite smile, she went back to staring at her food.


Jack had no trouble eating, nor enjoying his meal in silence.


He finished, poked at his smartphone for a moment, then ordered dessert. His gaze fell on her while taking a drink of water.


“I’m going to regret asking this,” he said. “But what’s wrong?”


Marie took a deep breath. She knew she’d equally regret confiding in Jack, but she did anyway.


“What’s wrong?” she repeated. “I actually have to explain what’s wrong. We … terrorized that little boy.”


“Don’t forget Ezzie,” he said, smiling. “She’ll need to rent some serious time on a therapy couch.”


“This isn’t a joke. I’ve done some terrible things in my life. But … the look on Bobby’s face. That will haunt me until I die.”


Jack’s smile faded.


“You know what will haunt me? Opening my daughter’s closet and seeing her, the fear in her eyes, as her home burnt down around her.”


“I know. But you know what they say about two wrongs making a right.”


“Yeah. I figure it’ll take about four, maybe five more wrongs.”


“Jack—”


“You said you were with me. I asked if you were sure. You said yes.”


“I know, and I am. You know I’ll help you with Tiffany, your home, getting Skye back, whatever you need. But torturing little kids—”


“Stop with the drama. The kid and stepmommy walked away without a scratch. We even saved his precious PlayStation. We probably saved that boy’s life.”


She looked up, meeting Jack’s eyes for the first time since dinner started.


“How do you figure?”


“He’ll do anything now to be his own man, not follow in his daddy’s footsteps. Maybe he’ll grow up to be an accountant or a porn star or something. We changed that kid’s future, and I’m a glass-half-full kind of guy. I’m going to think we changed it for the better.”


Marie finally let out a small smile.


“That’s an interesting way of looking at it.”


“You’re damned right it is. We did Ezzie and Tommy—”


“Bobby.”


“Whatever. We did them a favor. Now, they’ll get away from Harry. They’ll move to a farm, maybe one with an outhouse and a barn. They’ll raise pigs and goats, far away from dangerous people like me. And Harry.”


She laughed and reached for his hands. He didn’t yank them away.


“You won’t want to hear this. I know we won’t move in together and share bath towels. But I care about you. That’s why I’m willing to get dirty with you. But tonight … I’m not doing that again.”


He was quiet a moment. Marie wasn’t sure, but she thought he squeezed her hands in return. Or was he just shifting?


“Fair enough.” A mischievous smile crossed his face as he touched her arm. “Speaking of getting dirty—”


Dessert arrived before he could finish his thought. An ice cream brownie. Marie grabbed it first, sliding it toward her. Jack arched an eyebrow.


“Just help yourself.”


“I am. This looks delicious.”


“Save half.”


“Maybe.”


Jack’s phone rang. Marie paused for a moment, in mid-bite. She resumed her confiscated dessert as he rolled his eyes.


“I was starting to wonder if he’d ever call,” he said, holding the phone to his ear. “Hello?”


She had no trouble hearing Harry, and even less trouble hearing the barely contained rage in his voice.


“You … how dare … do you realize what you’ve done?”


“Ah,” Jack said. “I see you got my message.”


“I told you. What happened at your home … was an accident. Your daughter is okay, and I paid you. You went after my family.”


Jack looked across the table.


“Hey, what the hell,” he said, grabbing at the brownie and ice cream. “I said half. You little thief.”


She held onto the plate, with a smile. Even in her human form, she was far stronger than Jack.


“You think this is a joke?” Harry said. “You don’t know who you’ve fucked with. I’m going to kill—”


“Harry, hush. Now, listen. There is an abandoned shopping mall near the edge of town. You have to love online shopping, just killing everything. You know the place?”


“Yeah.”


“Good. Meet me there by the old fountain. Bring Skye. Come alone. I’ll have every cent you paid me. We’ll trade, and then pretend we never met. How does one hour sound?”


“One hour. I’m not even in the fucking state, you piece of shit—”


“Fine. Two hours.” He smirked. “And I’ll bring breakfast.”


Harry hesitated.


“Come on, Harry. The clock’s ticking. The sooner we get this done, the sooner we get back to our lives.”


“Two hours. We’ll be there,” Harry said. “The bitch isn’t worth the trouble.”


Jack laughed.


“Tell me about it. She’s a pain in the ass. Does she keep stripping around you, too?”


“Fuck you.”


Harry hung up.


Jack set down his phone and tugged at the dessert. Marie relented, and he rubbed his hands together in satisfaction as he took a bite. He pointed at Marie’s uneaten chicken and vegetables, silently scolding her for skipping dinner for dessert.


Marie knew Jack had been alive much longer than her, had more experience. Still, she wasn’t new at the game they were playing. She stated the obvious.


“This won’t go like you think it will,” she said, leaning across the table for another spoonful of ice cream. “He won’t come alone. There won’t be any trade. There’s no way in hell he just walks up and let’s Skye go.”


“You’re right, except for one thing.” His eyes turned serious. “It’ll go exactly how I say it will.”










CHAPTER 27







A RAT SCURRIED across Victoria’s foot. She nudged it aside, then turned to check on Kevin. The witch wasn’t far behind, watching his step as they made their way through the sewers. She sympathized as he stumbled. There was a time magic was an amazing force to her. Because of Kevin, she was beginning to take it for granted. But magic wasn’t always easy, or convenient.


Kevin carried a torn map of Sumerset in one hand, his stone in the other. He had to stop every so often to leave a magically lighted mothball in the air, for vision. Then he projected a remote image of Victoria’s stone, still in a random vampire’s pocket, on the nearby wall.


But that image wasn’t very useful.


The sewers were a maze, and seeing the area around the stone wasn’t very helpful.


“This isn’t helping at all,” Kevin said, catching up to Victoria. “I’m sorry.”


“No, it’s fine. We know they’re not moving. We know they’re still here.”


“Yeah, but what is here? Where are we?”


Victoria checked her phone. She kept losing her signal, no doubt from being underground, but they weren’t far from Russell Road.


“We’re close,” she said.


“Can you smell anything? Or hear?”


She shook her head. Her senses weren’t at their peak since leaving Sumerset above. The scents told her little, the noise bounced all around her.


“What’s the plan?” Kevin asked. “Are you going to … kill them?”


She took a breath and turned to face him.


“We might have to,” she said. “We can’t let them hurt any more people.”


Kevin’s eyes were full of doubt, worry. That was why she loved him. So powerful and strong, and always so hesitant to cause pain.


“So,” he said. “How many sewers have you been into?”


She smiled.


“More than I’d like to admit.”


“I’m going to take six showers when this is—”


She cut him off with a hard grip of his shoulder. He looked at her, confused. She silently put a finger to her lips.


The noise was quick, followed by the smell. Water splashing, a quiet snarl. Blood and soiled clothes.


The vampire rounded the corner behind them, sprinting full speed. Victoria recognized Alan as he was almost upon them.


“Get down—!”


Alan was too fast. Time was up.


He collided into both of them, not caring about his own safety. Kevin took the brunt of the impact. He flew backwards, smacking and sliding down the wall. Victoria fell to her knees. Alan pounced on Kevin, wrapping his hands around his throat. Kevin tried to fight. He tried to reach into his coat for something, anything.


Alan reared his head back. His fangs grew, and he lashed out like a snake.


Victoria winced as Alan bit her forearm.


She barely reacted in time, shoving her arm between Alan and Kevin. Alan bit down harder and shifted his attention to Victoria. Kevin gasped and coughed as Victoria spun behind Alan, trying to choke him with fangs still in her flesh. Alan hurled himself back, pinning Victoria beneath him, but she held on.


Willing her free hand into a claw, she raked at Alan’s eyes. He grunted, but it was more out of annoyance than pain.


She grabbed her own wrist and tried to pry her arm from his mouth. He took her by surprise when he released his bite willingly, but only to get a better position. Alan spun on top of her, attacking wildly. Grabbing her hair, he slammed her head into the ground, over and over. In a desperate move, she lifted her legs and wrapped them around his waist, squeezing with all her strength. Her head ached and throbbed, but Alan stopped attacking, instead trying to break her grip. Grabbing his arm, she maneuvered him to the ground, tried to pin him in place.


Alan slipped free and bit her thigh through her jeans. Victoria cried out and gritted her teeth. She was tired of being bit.


A whistle cut through the air.


Alan relented, but only for a second. He bit Victoria again and tried to claw her other leg.


She turned to see the blond vampire, running at them. Victoria raised her arms, ready to fight him, too.


He ignored Victoria, squatting next to Alan.


“Let her go,” he said. “Right now.”


Alan didn’t listen. Victoria grabbed Alan’s head and pushed, freeing his fangs from her. He lashed out with his claws, almost catching her face.


“Alan, I said stop. Stop fighting. I’m your … master.”


The vampire’s words were awkward, hesitant. His eyes met Victoria’s, and he offered a silent apology.


Alan lashed out at his master, missing him.


“Alan! I—”


A bright light washed over them. All the fight in Alan left. Victoria and Alan’s master covered their eyes, blinded. The last thing she saw before everything turned white was Kevin, slowly approaching. He aimed a flashlight, its beam charged with magic.


But she could still hear. Alan ran away, stumbling.


“Get him!” the blond vampire shouted. “Don’t let him get to the next tunnel!”


Victoria didn’t know about the importance of the next tunnel, nor did she know if they could completely trust their new companion, but she didn’t ask questions. She climbed to her feet, reaching out for anything to steady her. Her hand found Kevin. She tumbled into his arms.


“Victoria!” he said.


She pushed him ahead.


“Go! I’ll be fine.”


He ran forward, with Victoria behind him. Her vision cleared, only to go white again. She kept a hand on the wall, but couldn’t run full speed.


The blond vampire stumbled and shouted behind them.


“Alan! Stop!”


Kevin was pulling away, gaining more ground. But Alan was faster. The witch would never catch him. Another moment of clarity, where the white faded. Victoria could see an intersection ahead, joining multiple tunnels.


“No!” the vampire shouted. His voice bordered on panic.


Another flash of light, this one blue. A cry of surprise. Victoria heard what sounded like ice breaking.


She ran into Kevin. He had given up the chase, leaning over with his hands on his knees. He grabbed her shoulder, catching his breath, and she hugged him, resting her chin on his head.


“Are you okay?” she asked.


He nodded.


“Yeah. You?”


“Nothing some blood won’t fix.”


The blond vampire pushed past them. Victoria and he noticed why Kevin had stopped.


Alan was encased in ice, one of Kevin’s magical traps, in mid stride. A broken vial lay shattered at Alan’s feet. The prison stretched all the way to the ceiling. Only part of Alan’s arm was free, his fingers twitching.


The blond vampire ran a hand down its surface, feeling the cold moisture.


“What is this?” he asked.


Kevin waved away his concern, finally standing upright.


“Don’t worry. I’ve trapped demons with this spell.”


He searched both their faces.


“Demons? Who the fuck are you?”


“You first,” Victoria said.


“Shhh! Keep your voice down!”


“Why?”


He grew more agitated, gesturing to keep quiet with his hands. He motioned for them to follow.


Carefully and quietly, they passed Alan and the ice prison and approached the end of the tunnel. Victoria heard noise. Bodies shifting, rubbing against each other.


Her breath caught in her chest.


Laying in various groups were vampires, sound asleep. Victoria recognized a few from the attack at Zeke’s club. They resembled werewolves more than vampires, huddling together for companionship and warmth.


There were ten, in different states of dress. Some had no shoes, no pants, while one woman wore only underwear. There was blood everywhere, on the walls, on the floor, on each other. A collection of dead rats sat in the corner.


Victoria backed away, not making a sound. She took Kevin’s hand, pulling him away from the nest. They passed the imprisoned Alan, deeper into the tunnel, until they could barely see him, only twenty feet from his brethren.


“I’m Victoria,” she said, keeping her voice low. “This is Kevin.”


“Lars. Lars Dunville.”


“Nice to meet you, Lars. You have our complete attention.”


Lars Dunville broke down. He slumped against the wall, crying, before sliding to the floor. He was exhausted, and looked almost sickly. His appearance reminded Victoria of Zoey when they first met.


“It all started with Alan,” he said, gesturing down the tunnel. “I met him at the hospital while I was getting some easy blood one night. He was desperate to become a vampire, to live forever. Well, I know a guy, sells weird shit.” He looked at Kevin. “Kind of like the stuff you have.”


“Yeah,” Kevin said, his eyes turning dark. “Michael. I knew him.”


“Michael,” Lars said. “Anyway, I know we can’t just bite anyone and have them turn. But Michael said he had something. That not only could I save Alan, but … ”


Victoria put the rest of the pieces together. The magic Michael sold. Lars’ guilt.


“You could make some money,” she finished.


More tears, trailing down his face.


“Yeah. I drank the potion, and then I fed from Alan. And it worked. Alan became a vampire. I was going to help people and get rich. But, when he turned, that’s how he was,” he said, pointing. “Just … bloodlust. Nothing but bloodlust.”


“You played with magic you didn’t understand,” Victoria said, looking at Kevin. She didn’t want to poke, didn’t want to fight. Kevin and she were on solid ground. But she couldn’t pass up the teachable moment.


Lars nodded shamefully.


“I thought it would just work the one time. But everyone I fed from … ”


“You made more like Alan, and kept feeding?” Victoria asked, her eyes growing wide. “Even after you knew?”


“Of course I didn’t! As soon as I realized it was me, I stopped. I’ve only been drinking from rats for weeks. Look at me! Do I look vibrant and healthy?”


Victoria nodded.


“And you control them?”


Lars sighed and stood, still leaning against the wall.


“Kind of. I don’t know. They follow me around. I try to keep them underground. Bring them rats, snakes, whatever I can find. But lately, they’re not listening to me.” He pointed at Alan. “Especially him. Because he’s the first? I don’t fucking know. But the others, they follow him. That attack earlier, at the club. That was him. And the magical goop, it’s like … leaking out of them now. How is that even possible?” He clenched his eyes shut. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what’s happening.”


Victoria gently patted him on the arm. She was angry, frustrated, but sympathetic. Lars wasn’t an evil vampire, he simply made a mistake. But playing with magic always amplified mistakes.


“Can we cure them?” she asked. “Is there anything we can do?”


“I have no idea. I haven’t been able to get a hold of Michael for weeks.”


She turned to Kevin, who froze and stuttered under the spotlight.


“I-I don’t know. I haven’t found anything at the library yet. I can go back—”


She shook her head.


“No. We’re running out of time. We have to kill them.”


“How?”


“Daylight. The sun will be up soon. We’ve got to get them—”


There was a noise. A cracking sound. She peered down the tunnel, to the ice prison.


“Kevin. How long will your magic last?”


“Should be hours.”


Another crack.


“Shit. I don’t think—”


The prison broke, shattering into pieces. Alan turned in circles, placing his surroundings, before running.


He headed toward the nest.


“Go!” Lars shouted. “Move!”


The three ran, but they were too late. Victoria led the way. By the time they made it to the tunnel intersection, Alan stood in the center, snarling and shouting. The others woke and stirred around him.


Lars stepped forward.


“No! Do what I say! Alan, stop! You stay where you are.”


Alan ran down another tunnel. Five vampires followed.


“Fuck!” Lars turned as he chased. “They’re trying to get out. To kill more people.”


Victoria looked at Kevin.


“Stay here. I’m going to help Lars. You hold the rest off.”


“Hold them off?”


“Yes. Kill them, if you have to.”


“Kill them? I’m worried about them killing—”


A vampire dove at them. Victoria ducked, while Kevin jumped to the side. She ran into the tunnel following Lars, leaving Kevin behind with five mindless, bloodlusted vampires.



*****


Kevin threw a vial at the tunnel entrance where they’d come from. It shattered, sealing the opening with an ice prison. There was still a gap, enough room to escape, so he threw another, blocking the entrance off.


One tunnel down, three more to go. If he could seal off the intersection, prevent them from escaping, then he wouldn’t have to worry about killing anything or anyone.


He shouted in surprise when someone lifted him into the air. The vampire tossed him clear across the room. He covered his head as he slammed into the wall and slid down, almost landing on the back of his neck.


His entire body throbbed in pain as he pulled himself to one knee. Blood dripped from his mouth.


“Kill them, if you have to,” Kevin said aloud, mimicking Victoria’s accent. “What’s stopping them from killing me?”


They approached in a semi-circle, as if stalking prey. Kevin pulled one of his oldest, most reliable potions, and threw it to the ground at his feet.


The white fog swirled and spread. The vampires backed away, startled, but he knew that wouldn’t last long. With their senses, in a small room, they’d find him easily.


He just had to make it more difficult.


Taking a breath, he turned toward the wall and took a step. It felt strange, not holding his feather, and he almost didn’t think the new magic would work.


It worked, almost too well.


Kevin ran up the wall, almost into the ceiling. He had to put up a hand to stop himself. His coat’s magical enhancements let him float, like his old feather, but it just wasn’t the same. He’d mastered his old trinket, the small nuances. How many fingers to use, how tight a grip, all went into controlling just how much he defied gravity. He didn’t have the same experience with his new coat, had barely even practiced.


He didn’t know what he was doing.


His foot slipped from the wall, and he glided along the grimy ceiling.


The vampires were still below. He could hear them snarling and searching. Kevin pulled himself along, trying to put distance between them. He oriented himself in the corner, keeping still, as he reached for his vest.


He slid on his glasses, which cut through the fog. One vampire was staggering dangerously close to another tunnel. He grabbed his final ice prison and hoped his aim wasn’t terrible.


The potion erupted. The prison grew, its ice reaching out like daggers. Part of the prison caught the vampire’s wrist, trapping her in place. Kevin didn’t know if that was a good or bad thing. Would she be able to break the prison, like Alan? Did he have a few minutes?


The air rushed out of his lungs as someone grabbed his foot and yanked. Two vampires cornered him, fighting with each other for a moment on who would get the kill. That moment gave him enough time to pull out his mirror. He aimed the beam of light at each of them, moving from one face to the next. They backed away, covering their eyes.


But something was wrong.


There were no pained cries, no scorched flesh. Kevin’s mirror, capable of absorbing and weaponizing sunlight, did nothing more than annoy the creatures.


Whatever Lars had created, the day was useless against them.


“You’ve got to be kidding-”


The vampire lunged. Kevin raised his arm out of instinct, and was bitten viciously for the mistake. The creature sank his fangs into Kevin’s forearm, forcing him to the ground. Muscle tore as the creature clawed and slashed. Only the creature’s aggression saved his life. The vampire positioned himself in a way that none of the others could reach Kevin.


That offered little comfort as Kevin shouted. His wrist snapped, and nausea washed over him.


He reached inside his coat, barely aware of what potions his fingers slid over. Finally, he found what he was looking for. It was a simple potion, but dangerous, not to be used in close quarters.


He didn’t have that option.


Another vampire pushed past the others and bit his calf as he slammed the vial into the wall, over his head. The magical blast unleashed, forcing everything back. The room shook from the force. Vampires flew and crashed. The wave of force also caught Kevin. He slid into the adjacent corner, his head smacking the concrete.


His coat mended, fabric knitting over fabric, as he rested on one knee. The same couldn’t be said for him. His wrist was broken, his arm bleeding. His mirror lay shattered at his feet. He shoved it aside.


His hand trembled as he plucked a vial of water from his vest. He downed the healing magic in one gulp.


The vampires regrouped. They moved together, slowly, pushing through the fog. They locked their gaze on Kevin.


The witch stood up. He was nervous, afraid.


He was also angry.


The vampires jumped back as he threw another vial at their feet. The magical flame spread wall to wall, creating a barrier. He wasn’t even sure if fire worked on them, but they halted their advance, regardless.


There were four vampires remaining. One was still trapped, her arm caught in ice.


He reached for his most powerful magic.


“Okay,” he whispered, uncorking a vial with his thumb. “Hope I brought enough.”



*****


Victoria could barely keep up. Alan and his group of magical vampires moved at a fast speed. Lars ran just ahead of Victoria, keeping pace. They moved down one tunnel, then another. She fought panic. If the vampires split up, she didn’t know how they’d follow.


“They’re looking for a way out!” Lars shouted. “Trying to get above ground!”


“Can you control them?”


“No! They’re … not listening to me!”


She pressed on, rounding one more tunnel. There was a ladder up ahead. Alan climbed it first, with the others behind him, and moved the heavy cover aside a few inches. Lars charged the first vampire he saw.


Victoria ran along the wall and jumped, aiming for Alan. They collided on the ladder. Another vampire reached for her, tried to pull her down, but she wouldn’t let go. Bracing one leg against the wall, she pushed back, taking Alan with her. They fell into the dirty water, near Lars, as he battled.


She looked to the ladder, fearful one would escape. But they weren’t interested in escape. They followed Alan’s lead.


Alan wanted to kill.


Victoria’s fingers turned to claws. They were outnumbered, and Lars’ creations were far stronger than the normal vampire.


But they fought wildly, without thought. They had no semblance of teamwork.


They’d gotten the better of Victoria before. She wouldn’t let that happen again.


Alan charged, but she didn’t engage. She ducked and rolled away, taking a swipe at his knee as she passed. Another vampire attacked, and again Victoria avoided, leaping over him.


“Lars!” Victoria shouted. “Are you okay?”


He fought two of them, using a piece of wood that had floated by.


“Not really,” he said. He gestured to two standing nearby, confused. “I got through to them, but … who knows how long that will last.”


The sewers shook. Victoria held onto the wall, shocked. Dust and dirt fell from above. Even Alan and the others paused.


“What the hell was that?” Lars asked.


Victoria could only think of one thing.


“Kevin.”


Two vampires lunged toward Victoria. She stepped aside, knocking them into each other, as the sewers shook again.


Behind Alan, Victoria saw a hint of light. The morning sun poured in from above the ladder, through the half-open cover.


Lars had already noticed.


He shoved one back, into the beam of light. Victoria slashed Alan’s leg and grabbed a vampire. She spun and threw him into another. They both collapsed near the ladder, holding it for balance.


The sun did nothing.


“Fuck!” Lars shouted. “What now—?”


His complaint was cut short. Alan had turned his attention to Lars and rushed him. The sewers trembled once again, but the vampires didn’t care. Three of them wailed as they attacked Victoria. She dodged and moved, but still took a claw across her face. Their options were dwindling. She thought sunlight was the answer, but whatever Lars had done, whatever magic claimed those he fed from, the rules that vampires had to follow didn’t apply.


Maybe they weren’t vampires at all.


“Victoria! Help!”


She risked a look. They had Lars pinned. Alan straddled him, with his fangs in his shoulder. One held his arm, while the third clawed at Lars’ legs.


Turning her back on her own problems, she attacked. She slashed Alan across the face. Then again. When Alan wouldn’t release Lars, she tore through his flesh a third time. Finally, he turned toward her, a mangled mess, and snarled.


She kicked Alan off Lars.


Alan rolled over, clutching his nose. Victoria shoved the two vampires away from Lars and pulled him to his feet. They backed away, shoulder to shoulder, as the five vampires approached. Alan was regaining his senses, rising to his feet.


“What do we do now?” Lars asked.


“Give me a minute.”


“We don’t have a minute.”


Lars shouted and winced. He had backed into the sunlight without realizing. Smoke poured from his right ear and his neck blistered. He quickly stepped forward, back to the safety of the shadows. Victoria held his arm, helping him stay upright.


She was surprised when there were several more uncomfortable whimpers.


Alan and the others stumbled, holding their heads, clearly in distress.


Victoria and Lars glanced at each other.


He exposed his palm to the sunlight, only for a moment. He bled as the flesh split open.


The vampires shrieked.


Lars smiled sadly as he looked at Victoria.


“I’m sorry,” he said. “For all of this.”


Alan pushed his way through group and dove forward. Lars shoved Victoria aside. He caught Alan and fell back into the sun.


Every vampire roared, except Victoria.


She’d seen the sun claim so many of her kind. It never got easier.


The collective wails hurt her ears. Lars held onto Alan despite the sun ripping him to pieces, turning him to ash.


Lars looked at Victoria one last time. She knelt and reached for his hand, squeezing it tight, as his body lost its shape. The risk to her was great. Despite her magical gift, her immunity from the sun, fire could still engulf her.


But she didn’t want Lars to die alone.


Alan collapsed onto what was left of Lars as Victoria watched the ash blow away from her fingers.


It was quiet a moment. She glanced at the motionless bodies around her.


The bodies moved.


She took a step back, readying for a fight. But the slow, unsteady movement, the gasping for breath, the quick heartbeats.


They were all very human.


Alan squinted as he peered up at the sunlight. He covered his eyes, then searched around him. His wounds had all healed, but he was still soaked in blood. They all were.


“Oh my God!” he shouted. “What’s going on? What … what’s wrong with my face?”


Two of the former vampires knew each other. They hugged from their knees as they struggled to stand.


“Carrie! Are you okay? What happened?”


“I don’t know! I don’t remember anything!”


All eyes turned to Victoria. She helped Alan to his feet and held his face in her hands, studying his eyes.


“Are you alright?” she asked. “How are you feeling?”


“O-Okay. I remember … did it work? With Lars? Am I a vampire?”


A voice echoed from a nearby pocket.


“Victoria. Are you there?”


She reached into the stranger’s jeans, drawing a squeal, and retrieved her stone necklace.


“Yeah, Kevin. I’m here.”


“Did you do something? Something weird is going on here.”


“I’ll bet. I’ll be right there.”


She eyed the humans.


“I know you have questions. But please, hold on to them a little longer. Is everyone okay? Anyone hurt?”


One man cried.


“Oh, God. Just … where the hell are we? Whose blood is this?”


“Mostly mine. Follow me.”


Victoria led the mortals through the tunnels. They whispered and gossiped behind her. More emotions seeped out. Some crying and labored breathing.


She approached the intersection where she left Kevin.


The sight stopped her. Two mortals bumped into her from behind.


There were small fires, walls of ice blocking two tunnels. Shattered glass was everywhere, from Kevin’s vials. A mortal woman cried as she tried to free her hand from the ice. Another man shouted from the ceiling. He was pinned above them, held in place by Kevin’s coat. The surrounding walls were cracked in spots, with one nearly collapsed. A woman wandered about, in shock, with no shirt on. A man sat and rocked back and forth, holding his arm, which was bent backwards from the elbow.


“Kevin!” Victoria shouted.


The witch sat in the corner. His eyes were only half open. Blood ran down his face, onto his vest. He clutched a potion in his hand. She ran toward him and slid at his feet, grabbing his shoulder.


“Are you okay?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”


“Nothing,” he said. “Just, you know, taking a rest.”


The man stuck on the ceiling shouted again to be let down.


“Shut up!” Kevin shouted. “I’ll get to you in a second.”


Victoria smiled.


“The tremors. Was that you?”


He nodded.


“Yeah. Sorry. It’s not easy being careful when you’re getting the shit kicked out of you.”


She kissed him on the forehead.


“You did great.”


“Thanks. What happened? Is it over? Where’s Lars?”


She took a breath. The emotion was unexpected. She’d only known Lars Dunville for twenty minutes. She didn’t know what kind of man he was. Victoria did know few would sacrifice the way he did.


“He … let the sun take him. Whatever magic caused all this, died with him.”


“I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t kill anyone.”


She laughed and hugged him.


The man shouted from the ceiling.


“Hey! Get me down from here! What the fuck is going on?”


“Would you shut up?” Kevin said, climbing to his feet. He pulled vials of water from his vest and surveyed the damage he caused. “We’ve got some healing to do. But … don’t tell Leese about any of this.”


He touched the tip of a vial, turning the water blue, and handed it over.


“Okay,” Victoria said. “Let’s get started.”










CHAPTER 28







JACK MADE HIS way through the deserted mall. The suitcase swayed at his side. The electricity was long gone, but light reached him from the windows overhead. There was trash on the floor from teenagers and the homeless. Graffiti decorated the walls. His footsteps echoed throughout the open space.


His eyes darted about as he made his way to the fountain. There were so many places to hide, so many open shops. Anyone could be anywhere. Behind an old door, squatting near a bench, lying prone on the second floor above him, next to a vending machine.


He merely smiled.


The fountain still had water in it. It was green, and smelled of urine and vomit. He sat near the edge, whistling quietly as he waited.


The wait wasn’t long.


He heard the footsteps, coming from what was once a shoe store. Harry emerged, alone, wearing khakis and a white shirt. Jack stood and approached.


“Harry! Hi,” Jack said. “I’m glad you could make it.”


Harry held up a palm.


“That’s far enough.” He pointed at the briefcase. “Is that my money?”


Jack patted the side.


“As promised. But I don’t see your half of the deal.”


Harry shook his head.


“It didn’t have to be like this, Jack. You made this personal.”


“Interesting way of looking at things.”


“I don’t get you. I gave you fifteen million. You lost a house. Buy ten more. What the fuck are we even doing here?”


“You made my daughter cry.”


“Fuck your daughter.”


Jack’s lip twitched.


“Be very careful with your tone there, Harry. I’ll ask again. Where is she?”


Harry held up his hand. Another man stepped out from a shop. He pushed a woman in front of him. Her hands were bound in front of her, a bag over her head. She fell once, and the man forcefully picked her up and shoved her again. He pushed her to the ground at Harry’s feet before walking away.


“So much for coming alone,” Jack said.


“Yeah. Next time, get it in writing.”


Even with her head covered, Jack recognized Skye. Her frail frame, her mannerisms. They’d dressed her in jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, which she probably hated.


“Jack!” she called. “You there?”


“Quiet!”


Harry struck the back of her head.


Jack searched the surroundings. He took in the shadows, the lines of sight. He picked out the other mortals, where they hid.


“Tell me something,” Harry said. “Do you really think I’m letting you walk out of here? After what you did to my wife? My son!”


Jack barely listened. He continued to play his own game, counting mortals.


He wondered how many were dead.


“You should thank me,” he said, laughing. “If you knew what I caught Ezzie doing. Or rather, who.”


“Fuck you! Do you know what I’m going to do?”


Jack took a step forward.


“Oh, please. Do tell.”


“I’m going to kill you. And your daughter? Her, too. And that juicy bitch you’re seeing. All of them.”


“You don’t say? That’s fascinating.”


“Stop right there! What are you doing? What are you looking at?”


Jack stopped and smiled.


“I’m just trying to figure out how many of your people that juicy bitch has killed.” He pointed at his waistband. “You’d better check in there, Harry.”


Harry’s face went white. He reached behind him and pulled a gun and radio.


“Dwayne, come on. Report.”



*****


Marie squeezed. She’d locked her arm under the mortal’s chin. His gun lay a few inches out of his reach. She turned him away from his weapon. He kicked and flailed, trying to grab anything. He reached up and snatched her hair, but a twist made him release.


The radio squawked quietly near the back of the old Burger King, where she’d tossed it.


“Dwayne. Roy. Anyone, come back.”


She didn’t know who was struggling in her arms. Dwayne. Roy. Someone else. It didn’t matter.


He pulled a knife from his belt. She caught his wrist and turned the blade on him. Guiding the knife with her own hand, she plunged it into his stomach. He cried out, but she covered his mouth. Even dying, he thrashed and fought. She wrapped her bare legs around his hips to keep him still.


Slowly, the life left his body. Marie rolled over before the man could bleed on her. She hadn’t brought clothes, but didn’t want blood on her skin. Her supernatural form, so far, had not been necessary. She was just as adept at killing with her hands as with her teeth.


Still, she wanted to be ready.


Several men spoke on the radio.


“This is Dee. Clear.”


“Wallace. Clear.”


Marie stifled a laugh as more men checked in. With every word into their radios, Marie located them. She crouched near the opening to the Burger King on the second floor, her nose and ears working. Heartbeats, hushed whispers, bad cologne and body odor. There were at least ten people. Maybe one or two more.


She peered down at Jack, irritated. The plan was for him to keep Harry distracted while she worked. But his arrogance had already revealed her presence, taking away her element of surprise.


She kept low, staying in the shadows. Another of Harry’s men was two shops away.


She just needed a little more time.



*****


“Losing some of your playmates, Harry?” Jack asked.


“You son of a bitch.”


Jack took another step. Harry aimed his gun at the back of Skye’s head. He nudged her forward, to get his point across. Skye let out a quiet whimper.


“I said stop!”


He ripped the bag off. Skye looked a mess. She had a black eye, a cut on her cheek. Her eyes were stained red from crying. Upon seeing Jack, Skye tried to stand.


“Jack!”


“Don’t move!” Harry forced her down, then focused on Jack. “And if you move one more inch, her brains will be all over this floor.”


Jack laughed.


“Go ahead. It’ll save me the trouble later.”


Harry was quiet, his mouth hanging open. He stood motionless, foolishly still holding the gun.


“W-What?” he finally asked.


“I said. Go. Ahead. It will save me the trouble of killing her later. Please, pay attention.”


In the distance, they heard a man choking.


“And there goes another one,” Jack said.


Harry said nothing. The fear spread across his face.


The mortal, at long last, finally understood what he’d gotten himself in to.


“Why so quiet? You were full of words just a minute ago. Talking about how you were going to kill me, the Pope, country music, whatever you could get your hands on. Now you’ve got nothing to say?”


He inched his way closer, while Harry moved back. Harry kept his gun trained on Skye.


“Ah!” Jack said. “I think I see what happened. While getting all this together, calling your little soldiers, planning everything out, you thought you were the villain. And that would make me … what? The hero? You thought I came here to save someone?” Jack shook his head. “Stupid mortal. I’m not here to save anyone. I’m here to kill … everyone. That includes you.” He pointed to Skye. “And her.”


Skye held up her bound hands.


“What? Jack—?”


“Shut your mouth, Fido.”


“You’re full of shit.” Harry raised the gun, pointing it at Jack. “Slide that case over here.”


Jack ignored him, taking another step forward.


“The hardest part will be lying to my daughter. I told myself I wouldn’t do that. But, sometimes, there’s just no other way. People like you and me, we can’t tell our kids what we do. Speaking of children, did you say goodbye to your son? Because you’re never going to see him again.”


“You’re all talk.”


“Yeah, that’s me,” Jack said, smiling. “All talk.”


Finally, he drew close enough to Skye. He reached out and grabbed her. One hand over her mouth, the other behind her head. Harry pointed his gun, but did nothing. With one violent twist, Jack snapped her neck. The sound was like a shotgun blast moving through the empty mall.


Harry gasped. Her body crumpled to the floor.


Jack set his suitcase down and opened it. The scent of delicious donuts stoked his hunger. He grabbed a vanilla-frosted and took a bite.


“Mmm. Good. I brought breakfast. You want one?”


Harry fired. He didn’t stop until the clip was empty. The only damage done was to Jack’s donut. The vanilla-frosted took a direct hit, exploding in his hand.


He reached for another. Harry pulled his radio.


“Kill him!” he shouted. “Kill him now!”


Harry ran, the first intelligent thing he did. Jack hopped over Skye’s body. One of Harry’s hidden men opened fire from the second level. Another joined in from the first floor. The bullets struck Jack, then fell.


He took one step toward Harry, intending to chase, when something caught his eye.


He looked up to see Marie. She was already mid-jump, leaping from the second-floor railing. The collision was brutal. She landed on Jack, knocking him down. His head bounced hard off the floor, cracking the tile. Her hair hung in his face. She pinned his arms down and straddled him, a position they’d been in before. But the look in her eyes was far different.


“You killed Skye,” she hissed. “You said we were here to save her.”


“No,” he said. “I’ve never said that. Those words never left my mouth.”


“You … fucking asshole.”


He rolled his eyes.


“Do you see Harry? Do you see him sprinting away, like he’s in the Olympics? He’s getting away. To hurt more people, do bad things. Do you want that?”


Marie growled before climbing off him. She didn’t bother helping him up.


“How many are left?” he asked.


“Two.”


“Ah, and I know right where they are.” He gestured to his case. “You want a donut?”


She scowled at him one last time, not saying anything. Her expression softened a moment as she looked at Skye, her eyes moist.


Then she dropped to her knees, and her body changed.


Jack winced at the sight. He’d seen it countless times, but with the breaking of bones, realignment of muscle and tissue, it never looked pleasant.


She snarled at him as she rose to all fours. He almost said something, more sarcasm, but decided against it. Marie was angry enough at him as it was. He didn’t need a wolf gnawing at him. She ran after Harry.


Jack whistled as he walked to the broken escalator, heading to the second floor. Harry’s gunman was out in the open now, firing his weapon. After running out of ammo, he pulled another smaller gun, thinking that would do better. As Jack drew closer, the man pulled a knife and lashed out. Jack caught his arm.


Another bullet struck him. The gunman from the first floor fired, standing near the fountain.


Jack disarmed the gunman and slammed the knife into his chest. Not satisfied with that alone, he pulled out the knife and stabbed him in the stomach, and then the neck. He grabbed the man by the back of his shirt and belt and tossed him to the floor below. The body landed with a sickening thud a few feet from Harry’s sole remaining employee.


He decided it was time to run.


Jack jumped over the railing and landed on his feet. It only took four seconds to catch the fleeing gunman. He tackled him from behind, and the pair slid and crashed into a nearby bench. He slammed the gunman’s head into the wall, over and over, until he stopped resisting.


“Don’t kill me, man! Please!”


“It’s funny you should say that.”


He turned the gunman onto his back. His nose was broken, several teeth missing. Jack trapped his wrist, pressed his elbow into the ground.


“Today is your lucky day,” Jack said. “I’m not going to kill you. But, I can’t let you leave without a souvenir, a reminder of our fun times.”


He leaned all of his weight onto the man’s elbow, snapping his wrist. The gunman cried out and cradled his arm.


“Now, off with you,” Jack said. “Go buy a lottery ticket or something.”


The injured gunman ran without looking back. His screams faded, only for more pleading to take its place.


He peered past the shops, to the end of the mall, where he saw Marie. She dragged Harry, his foot trapped in her jaws. He struggled and cried along the way, grabbing anything he could see. He stopped her for a moment, when he snatched a rundown kiosk, but a shake from Marie loosened his grip.


Jack waited patiently, standing next to Skye’s body. He munched on another donut. Marie slung Harry toward Jack, his injured leg leaving a trail of blood behind.


“Oh, Harry,” Jack said. “Hi, again. What am I going to do with you?”


“What the fuck are you?” Harry asked. He screamed and pointed as Marie took her normal form. Jack held out a hand, to help her to her feet. She refused. “What is she?!”


Harry’s questions intrigued Jack. The man knew about witches, the rarest of the supernatural, but had never seen a werewolf.


“This is my juicy bitch.”


“Not anymore,” Marie said.


“Look, Jack, there has to be a way out of this, right? How much money do you want?” He tried to stand on his good leg, stumbling. “Just name it. We can make this happen.”


“Harry, you’ve got this all wrong. You shouldn’t be begging to me.”


Marie gasped.


Skye stood up behind Harry. He didn’t see her. Her wounds had healed. Only a trail of blood on her cheek remained. She kicked him in his bad leg, sending him back to the floor. He spun onto his back, holding up an arm to defend himself.


Skye leaned over him.


Jack was surprised at what he saw. Her gaze was dark, angry. The shy, quiet woman was gone. She was full of confidence and power. Her gaze didn’t leave Harry. He tried to scoot away.


“What is going on?” he shouted.


Marie took a step closer to Jack.


“Yeah,” she said. “What’s going on?”


“Look, I treated you good,” Harry said. “Not like the others. I wouldn’t do the things … they made you do.”


“Good,” Skye said, touching the blood on her face. “This is good?”


“I got carried away. Okay? Blame Jack here. He pissed me off.”


Skye walked in a circle around Harry, grabbing different items from the floor. She took a chocolate donut and enjoyed a bite. A knife from one gunman. A shattered piece of glass.


“How is she alive?” Marie asked.


Jack pulled a vial from his pocket.


“Another gift from Glinda. Graveyard dirt, mixed with water. Some kind of delayed healing magic. I shoved this into her mouth right before I broke her neck. Glinda was pretty sure it would work.”


“Pretty sure?”


“Well, it works on him. But she’s only a half witch. But I’m a glass-half-full kind of guy.”


Skye took the vial from Jack as she passed. She dumped a bit of glass into the potion. Harry continued to plead for his life.


“Look, just let me live, alright? You never have to see me again.”


Skye said nothing.


“But why all this?” Marie said.


“Because she needs to be dead, so mortals won’t look for her ever again. And I left one witness, to spread that story.”


“I … really thought you killed her.”


“She’s Tiffany’s friend. And I do my best not to kill Tiffany’s friends.”


She moved closer. He risked reaching for her hand, which she took and squeezed. She gave him a quick kiss on the lips, almost embarrassed.


“I’m sorry I jumped on you. Slammed you down, rammed your head into the floor. But next time, tell me. Talk to me.”


Jack smiled. The odd moment wasn’t lost on him. A bit of tenderness with a naked werewolf, surrounded by dead bodies, as a witch worked on a random potion.


“You still have a lot to learn about me. And … I will.”


Skye dipped the vial of graveyard dust, now with glass, into the nearby fountain, filling it with dirty water. She drew it to her mouth and spit in it, drawing a wince of disgust from Marie. Harry tried to scoot away further as Skye took another donut.


“What were you going to do?” Skye asked. “Fuck me? Use me for sorcery?”


“Just the magic,” Harry said. “I swear. I was going to treat you like a queen! Look, I have a wife!”


Jack noticed her speech improving right before his eyes. He wondered what other secrets Skye held.


“A wife. Is that who you were with? The other night? While they strapped me to chair?”


“What? No, that wasn’t … look, just what do you want from me?”


She knelt and leaned forward, invading his personal space. She held the knife between them.


“Apologize.”


Jack beamed. He was so proud.


“What? Sure. I’m sorry, okay? I’ll say I’m sorry every day of my life. I’m sorry. I apologize.”


“I don’t accept your apology.”


She stabbed him in his bad leg, where he was already bleeding from Marie’s bite. Harry howled and slammed his fist on the ground, trying to shove her away.


But Skye already had what she wanted.


She held the knife over the vial, letting blood drip into the potion. Covering it with her thumb, she shook it until it turned a deep shade of red.


“I’m going to kill you!” Harry shouted.


“No,” Skye said. “You will hurt no one. Ever again.”


She poured the potion on his head.


“What? What is that?” he said, trying to wipe it away. “What are you—?”


Harry’s flesh turned gray, like a vampire exposed to the sun. The color change started at the top of his head and worked its way down. He opened his mouth to scream, but nothing came out as Skye’s magic claimed him.


Following the gray was nothing. He slowly disappeared. There weren’t even ashes left behind. No clothing, no shoes. It was as if Harry Tillman never existed.


“Holy fuck,” Marie whispered.


Jack shook his head.


“Holy has nothing to do with it.”


Skye threw the potion behind her. It struck a wall and blew up like a firecracker, leaving behind a cloud of red dust.


A smile spread across her face, resembling the witch Jack knew. She ran up to him and hugged him tightly. He patted her back lightly, trying to shed the embrace.


“Yeah. Good to see you, too. You can let go now.”


Skye leaned away, and Jack breathed a sigh of relief, until she leaned in again. She kissed Jack deeply, holding his head close, while he tried to escape. He could hear Marie giggling next to them.


“Okay,” Jack said, prying himself loose. “That’s enough.”


“Sorry. I’m excited.”


“I can see.”


“I don’t kiss too long. I know you belong to Marie.”


“Whoa! I don’t belong to—”


“You’re right, Skye,” Marie said. “Thanks for noticing.”


“Can we go?” Skye asked, walking away.


“Yeah. I just have to tell my guys we’re done. That there’s a mess to clean up.”


Marie tried to follow Skye, but Jack reached for her hand. She turned to face him.


“Thank you,” he said, staring into her eyes. “For helping me.”


“Anytime.”


She kissed him, but it didn’t last as long as Jack would have liked. Pulling away, she wiped her mouth and frowned.


“Sorry,” she said. “It’s just … I taste her.” She pointed at Skye. “And she tastes like she smells. Terrible.”


“Damn. I guess the three-way is out.”


“Come on!” Skye called. “I want to see Tiffany. And I want a hot dog. And don’t forget donuts!”










CHAPTER 29







VICTORIA COULDN’T HEAR what they said, not with where they stood. But she didn’t need her ears to enjoy the heartwarming moment. She watched Alan climb out of the cab near the end of the block. His sister Alyson didn’t wait. She emerged from the house, running down the front steps. The siblings hugged in the middle of the sidewalk. Alyson wiped tears from her eyes and hugged her brother again.


“That’s really nice,” Kevin said. “I didn’t think he’d get a happy ending.”


She hugged Kevin’s shoulders and squeezed him.


“We did good here. Not everything we do will end like this.”


Zeke scoffed as he leaned against his car. His arms were crossed, his eyes hard and uncaring, his posture distant, but Victoria knew better.


She had to give him credit. Zeke was building something unique in his town.


“Good,” he said. “My club will be shut down for weeks. Humans and vampires both are hiding in corners, talking about monsters. None of this is good.”


“We saved quite a few mortals, Zeke, and stopped something nasty from spreading. That’s a good thing.”


He sighed.


“Yeah, it is.” He gestured to Alan and Alyson. “I’ll keep an eye on them. On all of them. Make sure they settle back in, get the help they need. I just can’t believe his cancer is gone.” He stared at Kevin. “Did you have something to do with that?”


“No,” Kevin lied, rather impressively. “When Alan turned back human, he was just better.”


Zeke nodded and approached Victoria.


“Don’t take this the wrong way. But I hope I never see either of you ever again.”


Victoria laughed and shook his hand.


“We’re agreeing with each other more and more.”


“Do you need a ride somewhere?” Zeke asked. “Hopefully to the airport?”


“No, thanks. We’ve got our travel plans covered.”


Zeke shook Kevin’s hand and slid behind the wheel. With one last wave, he drove away.


“Okay, let’s find us a wall,” Kevin said.


“Beat you to it. There’s an abandoned house, a block over.”


The vampire and witch enjoyed their evening walk, their last minutes in the town of Sumerset. Kevin led the way inside the rotting house, making sure they were away from prying eyes, and drew a portal on the living room wall.


Kevin stepped into the former witch’s prison first. He closed the portal behind Victoria. There were still magical books everywhere. Dust and cobwebs. The place needed a thorough cleaning.


Victoria peered through the open hidden doorway, into the living space. Zoey and Tiffany sat on the couch, playing a video game on the criminally large television. Tiffany had a large glass of soda. She could hear a shower running in the bathroom.


“Hey,” Victoria said. “I asked you to keep this door closed.”


“Sorry,” Tiffany said. “We forgot.”


“What’s it matter?” Zoey said. “It’s not like anyone is going to come up here.”


“You don’t know that. Just keep the door closed. Okay?”


“Okay. Jeez.”


After just scolding them on the value of keeping secret things a secret, Kevin removed his coat and let it float. Victoria rolled her eyes.


She realized there were several people missing she expected to see.


“Where’s Marie?”


“She’s gone,” Zoey said.


“What? Are you kidding?”


“No. Jack called her an Uber. She said she needed to get back home.”


Victoria shook her head in frustration. With everything going on, traveling via portal with Kevin, tying up loose ends, business with Jack, she had yet to meet the woman in her brother’s life.


“Damn it,” she said. “When the hell am I going to meet her?”


“Jack really likes her,” Tiffany said. “I do, too.”


“Jack. Where is Jack?”


Zoey stopped their game long enough to point down.


“Fifth floor.”


Kevin frowned.


“What’s Jack doing on the fifth floor?”


“Everyone stay here,” Victoria said, sighing. She pointed to the bathroom. “Tell Skye not to come out naked.”


Victoria straightened her clothes, irritated, as she rode the elevator to the fifth floor. She told Jack to wait for her before touring the building. She told Jack she wanted to meet Marie. There were times it seemed he did the opposite simply to make her angry.


The doors opened. Jack stood there, waiting, with Michael Tavers’ former personal assistant, Jamie. The young woman clutched a tablet to her chest, a mix of emotions on her face. Fear, awe, excitement.


Jack had one emotion. Impatience.


“Victoria!” Jamie said. “I didn’t know you were here.”


“Surprise. It’s almost ten o’clock. What are you still doing here?”


“I was working late, anyway. And Jack stopped in. I thought I’d show him around.”


“He was nice? I hope?”


Neither one answered. Jamie’s cheeks turned red. Victoria didn’t want to make her lie.


“Okay,” Victoria said. “I’m going to steal him. And you should head on home.”


“I will. Don’t worry. I’m out of here in five minutes. I’ll lock up.” She gave Jack her best smile. “It was so nice meeting you.”


He stepped into the elevator.


“I’m sure it was. You have a good night.”


He waited until the doors closed to speak.


“Ah, shit,” he said. “What have I let you talk me in to? Everyone on the fifth floor and down. They need to be fired.”


“That would be everyone.”


“That’s a good start. Everyone.”


“Even Jamie?”


He rolled his eyes.


“Okay. Not Jamie, alright? We’ll keep her.”


“We’re keeping everyone. They all get a fair shot.”


“Oh, joy. What do they even do here?”


“Marketing. I think.”


“Know anything about marketing?”


“Not at all.”


“Wonderful.”


She hit the button for the sixth floor.


“We need a lock on this. The top level just can’t be open for everyone.”


“They’re coming out Monday to work on it. Anything else to bitch about?”


“Yes. Why didn’t you tell Marie to stick around?”


“Vacation’s over. She has a life to get back to. She offered to put up Tiffany and me while our house is getting rebuilt. But plan A is better. Don’t worry. You’ll meet her one day.”


“Tiffany says you really like her.”


“Oh, yeah. I’m going to see if I can slip her a note during homeroom.”


The door opened to the top floor. Zoey and Tiffany waved from the couch. Kevin approached, as Victoria knew he would, with a look of confusion.


“What’s up?” he asked. “Why is Jack hanging out at Tavers’ old business?”


“Way to ruin the surprise,” Victoria said, punching him in the shoulder. “Jack and me. We bought this place.”


Zoey and Tiffany stopped their game to join the discussion. Kevin was stunned, drawing a laugh from Victoria.


“Really?” he asked.


Jack approached his daughter, talking only to her.


“You and I are going to stay here, just for a week or so, while they fix our house up. Glinda will help get you to school. After our house is ready … ”


He looked at the carpet, pain in his eyes. He couldn’t finish.


“Then this place is yours,” Victoria said, looking at Kevin.


He blinked.


“Mine?”


“Shit!” Zoey said, shaking Kevin’s shoulder. She surveyed the space, as if seeing it for the first time, and stopped to admire the view of downtown Philadelphia. “Kevin! Can you imagine the parties we’re going to throw here! We have to call Leese!”


“No,” Jack said, shaking his head. “No one invited you. No strays allowed.”


As Jack and Zoey argued, Victoria steered Kevin away from the group.


“Why?” he asked.


“Pick a reason. Payment for this last job. For saving my life. For challenging me.”


“Victoria, come on,” he said, struggling for words. “Thank you. Really. But … you bought this place? Just for me? You’ve already given me and my sister a house. This is just … too big. I can’t. I mean—”


“Yes, you can.”


Victoria guided him near the secret door. She’d guessed his reaction. Kevin had a tough time with the way she showed gratitude. He’d be satisfied with a thank you.


“But, if you need another reason,” she said. “We didn’t do it just for you. This library. It’s your responsibility now. This isn’t just fun and games. I need you to watch this place, be here. Whatever Alan became, whatever magic was behind all that, we got lucky. We need to understand it. And any other crazy magic that might be out there. Are you up for that?”


He thought a moment before answering.


“Yeah. I’ll stay here.”


She didn’t see the hug coming. Victoria smiled as Kevin squeezed her. She kissed him on the side of the head and hugged him again.


“I love you, Victoria,” he said. “Thanks for … everything.”


A tear formed, which she quickly blinked away.


“I love you, too.”


Someone else entered the room. Victoria frowned, not looking forward to the moment. She turned to see Skye, standing at the door to the bedroom. Her hair was still wet from the shower. She looked beautiful, radiant. Skye might have hated the feel of clothes, but she looked good in them. She had a backpack on her shoulder while pulling a suitcase behind her. A photograph dangled from her hand. All eyes went to her.


“Hello,” she said.


Tiffany approached and took her hand.


“Do you really have to go?”


“I do,” Skye said, hugging Tiffany. “I have to go find my life.” She looked at each of them. “Thank you so much.”


She hugged everyone. Even Zoey, who she barely knew. Victoria thought of the irony as they shared a quick hug. It wasn’t long ago that Victoria would have killed her on sight.


Jack held up an arm as Skye approached.


“You can thank me by not touching me.”


“No. I thank you and hug you, too.”


Jack winced as she embraced him.


“Okay,” Kevin said, pointing at her photo. “Did you decide where you’re—?”


She kissed him. Tiffany oohed and awed, like all young children did. Zoey joined in. He tried to pull away, but Skye wouldn’t let him. Jack didn’t bother holding in his laughter.


“Thank you, Kevin,” she said. “For saving me.”


“Well, you’re welcome. It was pretty much a group thing, but yeah. You’re welcome.”


She handed over the photo. It was a shot taken from between two buildings, maybe an alley or canal. The buildings seemed to be right on the water. A beautiful sight. Venice, perhaps? Victoria wasn’t sure.


“I want to go here.”


Kevin walked to his coat and pulled the potion.


“You got it. Did you leave a copy by the computer?”


“No,” she said, smirking. “And I used private browsing mode.”


“Skye, come on. We won’t be able to get to you. At least take a stone.”


She shook her head and looked at Tiffany, to include her.


“You can’t know where I am.”


Victoria understood. She glanced at Jack, who offered a slight nod. He also understood, and also didn’t care.


She approached Skye.


“We’ll give you your privacy,” she said, looking at Kevin. “But if you need us, you know where we are.”


“But try not to need us,” Jack muttered.


Kevin took a deep breath. He approached the wall and dabbed some potion on his finger. He almost started the portal, but stopped.


“Tiffany,” he said. “Come here.”


“Really?” she said, looking at Jack for approval.


Kevin let her hold the potion. He guided her on using it. She held his wrist as he drew the circle on the wall, and the photo. They held the picture together.


“You ready?”


“Yeah!”


They slapped it in the center of the circle. She jumped back as the portal opened.


“Jesus!” Zoey shouted.


Not much, but enough, morning sunlight came through. The vampire jumped into the corner, out of harm’s way. The smell of water and food filled the room.


Skye peered through quickly, making sure it was safe. She pulled her suitcase behind her, then turned to face everyone.


A tear rolled down her cheek.


“I thought most people were bad. Then I met you. I’ll never forget you.”


There were voices in the distance. Kevin rushed forward to place his hand near the portal’s edge. Skye waved and turned to walk away. Kevin closed the portal.


The silence stretched. The only noise came from Tiffany, a few quiet sniffles here and there. Jack went to hug his daughter, who buried her head in his stomach. Zoey rejoined the group, once the threat of sunlight had passed.


Tiffany was the first to speak.


“We should go out for cheese steaks. In honor of Skye.”


“Isn’t it a little late?” Victoria asked.


Tiffany shook her head.


“It’s never too late for cheese steaks.”


Zoey was very careful in selecting her words. Tiffany knew of some magic and the supernatural, but didn’t know what Victoria and Zoey were.


“Some of us here … don’t even like cheese steak.”


“Hell,” Kevin said, raising his hand. “I do.”


“Then it’s settled,” Jack said. “Cheese steaks. Let’s go. Victoria’s buying.”


It took five minutes of last-minute bathroom breaks and gathering of personal items before the five of them stepped into the elevator. Kevin and Zoey played with Tiffany. He hovered different mothballs in the air, creating a rainbow of color. Tiffany laughed as she pushed them around.


Victoria was uneasy, but she let out a smile. She knew it was only a matter of time before Tiffany was officially introduced to the supernatural world. The young girl had already seen plenty. Still, Victoria needed to talk with Jack. They needed to make a plan, make sure they agreed.


But her thoughts went to Skye. She moved closer to Jack, while the younger trio goofed off.


“I don’t know if I’m comfortable just letting Skye go like that.”


“Sorry you didn’t kill her?” Jack asked.


“Stop. You know that’s not what I mean.”


“Fido has been through more shit in her short, mortal life than the two of us put together. And I’m fucking cursed. She can take care of herself.”


“It almost sounds like you respect her.”


“No.”


“Do you think we’ll see her again?”


“My luck never seems to hold up,” Jack said, sighing. “I’m sure we will.”
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