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CHAPTER 1

 


Year: 1820

 


"Excuse me."

John nearly dropped the bucket he was
carrying at the sound of the feminine voice. He turned to see
Angela standing outside the gate on the dirt road that ran in front
of his home.

Angela looked lovely, as always. Dark
hair, emerald eyes, a slightly dirty white dress, a smile that lit
up her face. John smiled back at her. She carried two half-full
knapsacks, one in each hand.

"Angela," he said, putting
a hand to his chest. "Don't sneak up on me like that."

She laughed, a pleasant sound. "You
scare easily then, John. There's nothing frightening about little
old me."

His brow furrowed when he
noticed Angela was on foot. She lived alone deep in the forest, but
visited town once a month to trade. The journey was too far to
walk.

"Where's your horse?"

Her smile vanished. "He died, I'm
afraid, two nights ago."

"How did you get here?"

The corner of her mouth lifted
slightly as she gestured to her feet.

"This won't do at all," he
said. "Are you in town for trade?"

She nodded and lifted her sacks. "Yes.
Just supplies to keep me going."

"When you're done, I'll see if I can
borrow a horse from Thomas."

"Oh, no, that's not
necessary. I'll be in town most of the day. But I was wondering.
Would you know of a place I could stay for the night?"

John scratched his head. "Well, Miss
Elizabeth usually has an extra room or two. But, to be honest,
that's probably not a very good idea."

"Why not?"

He took a deep breath.
"Not many people in town like you very much."

Angela leaned her head
back and laughed. John couldn't help but be drawn to her neckline
and the tops of her shoulders. He never understood why such a
beautiful woman lived alone out in the forest. Her living
arrangement only added to the rumors about her.

"That's why I've always liked you,
John. Very honest. Tell me, does the town still think I'm a
witch?"

He lowered his head and
blushed at the fact she'd heard the rumors. Every month, as Angela
rode away on her horse, the people in town would gather outside
their stores and homes, watching her. They whispered in hushed
tones. Some would giggle, others prayed and read from their
Bibles.

"Among other things, yes,"
he said, smiling slightly. "Our little town still has their silly
superstitions."

"Every town does," she said. She
locked eyes with some of the passersby, and then focused her gaze
on John. "I understand you're not very popular
yourself."

John held in his surprise.
Not only was this the longest conversation he ever had with Angela,
but she was apparently asking about him around town.

"Most of the town simply...leaves me
alone. I'm a private man."

"That's a shame. I have to
go before the day slips away. But I was hoping, since my options
seem to be limited, would I be able to stay with you this evening?
I'll certainly pay for your trouble."

"Of course."

"Thank you, John," she said, smiling.
"I'll try to be back before sunset."

He watched her walk down
the road, moving in and out of the people going about their day. It
was only when she stopped at Mary's fruit cart did he realize what
he'd done.

He agreed to let a woman he barely
knew stay at his home.

Picking up his bucket, he
forced himself to remain calm. He leaned on the fence and looked at
the town around him. It was a beautiful day, not a cloud in the
sky. Birds danced on the ground as Samuel and his daughter Gertie
tossed them food. The blacksmith Alexander leaned against his wagon
and did his best to win the affection of Emily, the preacher's
daughter.

Their town was small, barely a hundred
people. John knew nearly everyone by name, although not everyone
knew him.

Someone waved to him, just behind
Alexander's wagon in the middle of the road. It was Angela,
laughing and holding up an apple.

John waved back, Angela's
infectious energy taking hold. He needed to tend to his garden,
pull a few more vegetables, chop wood, and then clean. It had been
months since he had company, and that was only a quick visit from
Daniel about possibly buying one of his farm's cows.

His spirits fell when he opened his
front door.

There was no need to
straighten up his home. John simply didn't own much. His home was
nothing more than a shack. His parents raised him here, and left it
to him when they died. John loved his home with all his heart, but
there were times he'd forgotten what it looked like to others. It
was barely large enough for a cot in one corner and a wood stove in
the other. There was no dining table, no chairs. His one luxury was
a tiny bookshelf near his cot with ten or so books, but his reading
skills were quite limited.

"What was I thinking?"

John spent the rest of the
afternoon trying to think of ways to send Angela away. Perhaps he
could speak to Elizabeth at the inn, convince her that Angela's
coin was as good as anyone else's.

There was the good chance Angela would
leave on her own after seeing the inside of John's home. He laughed
at the thought.

The sun had nearly set
when there was a knock at the door. John grabbed one of several
candles lying about.

"One moment."

He opened the door to greet Angela, a
smile on her face. Her knapsacks were full from a day of trading.
Her smile turned awkward as John simply stood there.

"Hi," she said. "May I come
in?"

"Oh, of course. Sorry."

He grabbed the sacks from
her as she stepped into his home. She stood at the doorway,
studying everything.

"It's not too late to find you a
horse. I know I live...very poorly."

"You live like a man who
takes care of himself, and answers to no one. You don't care what
others think of you. I admire that."

"Thank you." He set her knapsacks down
near the stove. "I see trading went well."

"Yes. Most people avoid looking me in
the eye during a sale, but I'm used to that now."

John worked over the
stove, making a stew large enough for two people. Entertaining
guests wasn't a strength of his. He was content to leave the
conversation for another day, but Angela had other things in
mind.

"I see you grow your own
vegetables."

"The best skill my parents taught me.
I'll trade in town, make some coin. I can't ask for much more than
what I have."

She was behind him, almost
uncomfortably close.

"And no woman to share your life
with?"

"That's...personal."

"Most of the people I
talked to today didn't have much to say about you. I'd mention your
name, and they'd look away, or change the subject. May I ask
why?"

John cleared his throat. "I wouldn't
think my name would come up during a sale."

"I'm curious about you."

He turned from the stove.
Angela was a few feet away, her eyes locked with his. So
beautiful.

"There's a plantation a
short ride from here. The town believes my parents rode in at
night, and freed the slaves there. There wasn't any evidence, but
still the town believes what it wants. My parents have been dead a
few years, but it seems hate can live quite a while."

He didn't know why he told
her. It was strange to even speak the words. The town didn't
welcome him, didn't invite him to their dances and gatherings. But
they tolerated him, and that was enough.

"That's what the town believes. What
do you believe?"

John said nothing. That
night was still fresh in his mind, even though he was only a child
at the time. When he woke up in the middle of the night his parents
were gone. Those were the longest hours of his life. He cried in
the corner in the dark, calling for them. When they finally came
back home at daybreak they were excited and emotional. His father
looked like he'd been in a fight, but they were both
happy.

They never talked about
what happened, and John never asked. But the rumors around town
started, and people talked with John and his parents less and less.
They pulled him out of school to help with the garden, and that had
been his life ever since.

When they died, he was all alone.
There was never any woman in town that took an interest in him.
Most wouldn't even address him by name.

"John?" Angela asked. "Are you
okay?"

"Yes. I'm sorry. Just
daydreaming there for a minute. Let's talk about you. How is it
that you live in the forest alone?"

She raised an eyebrow. "How else would
I practice my witchcraft?"

He laughed, but quickly
grew quiet as she took a step toward him. The back of his legs
touched the stove as he tried to back away from her.

"I like you, John."

"You...don't even know me."

"I've watched you for a long time. I
know you're better than this town. You deserve so much
more."

Angela leaned forward to
kiss him. Gently, at first, touching his lips softly. Then she
wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him close.

John knew he should push her away. She
was a mystery. He barely knew anything about her. But he was weak,
and it had been a long time since he felt the touch of a beautiful
woman.

He kissed her back, and
was almost surprised when he held her close, and she didn't pull
away. Rejection had been a constant companion all his life. He
almost expected Angela to change her mind. She didn't.

They moved from the stove
to his cot, the stew all but forgotten. They undressed as they
went, Angela's figure almost ghost-like by the candlelight. John
was mesmerized as she forced him onto the cot and straddled
him.

He didn't know her last
name, didn't know where she was from. He didn't know how she came
to be in the forest, or why she had taken an interest in
him.

As he took her in his arms, he didn't
care.

*****

John drifted in and out of
sleep. He didn't remember the last time he shared his cot with a
woman. They fell asleep naked, Angela's leg over his waist. It was
a wonderful experience, the real world blending with his dreams,
her quiet breathing in his ear. Her hair tickled his nose. He would
awaken, brush the hair away with a small laugh, and then fall back
to sleep.

From deep in his dream he
was aware she wasn't at his side. It was still the dead of night
when he opened his eyes. The candles had long burnt out, but
moonlight through the window let him see a shape hovering over him.
Curvy, with hair just past the shoulders.

"Angela?"

"We'll live together forever,
love."

Her hand touched his bare
chest as she put the vial to his lips. The bile, disgusting liquid
poured down his throat. He gagged and lashed out, striking Angela's
hand and sending the vial crashing into the wall.

"What have you done?" she
shouted.

John barely heard her. He
rolled from his cot to the floor, on his hands and knees. He
retched, expecting to vomit, but nothing happened.

Climbing to his feet, they moved past
each other as John made his way to the front door. More moonlight
filled his home as he threw it open.

Angela was on her knees,
still naked, hovering over the broken vial. The disgusting liquid
seeped into the wood and between the cracks.

Not far from her on the floor and
walls were strange symbols and words written in a language John had
never seen. He couldn't be sure, but it looked like they were
written in blood.

"You
are a
witch."

Angela looked up at him. Her
expression was a mix of sadness and anger. Tears fell from her eyes
and mixed with the strange liquid.

"Like my mother and
father before me," she said. "You've ruined everything. It took
me years to make
that potion. Studying, experimenting. We were going to live
forever."

"Get out of my home. Now!"

New voices, just on the road
outside.

"John? What's all the
commotion?"

"Where are his clothes?"

"What's going on in there?"

John looked out beyond his
home. People were gathering on the road with lanterns and candles.
Samuel, Mark, Elizabeth, Henry. It seemed the entire town was
outside. He slammed the door shut and backed up a few
steps.

"It wasn't supposed to be
like this," Angela said, placing a hand on his shoulder. "John, you
foolish human."

Pulling away, he spun to face her.
"What have you done to me?"

Shadows moved across the
floor as the people outside surrounded his home. He thought his
mind was playing tricks on him as the shadows took the form of
pitchforks and axes. His breath caught in his chest as a very real
pitchfork crossed in front of his window.

"We heard screams, John,"
someone shouted. "Just what are you doing?"

The door flew open.
Everything happened so fast. Alexander the blacksmith and Michael
the preacher led the way with a growing crowd behind them. They
looked at the naked couple, the strange markings, the broken glass
and liquid on the floor. They didn't ask any questions, or give
John the chance at an explanation.

The beating was swift, but
brutal. John strangely didn't feel any pain, but didn't have time
to wonder why. Angela cried out next to him as they whipped and
struck her. Witch or not, it hurt him to hear her
suffer.

John's hands were tied behind his
back, and a noose slipped over his head. He was pushed out of his
life-long home, Angela right behind him.

"What are you doing?" he
muttered, nearly tripping on the road. "What have I done to
you?"

"This woman is a witch," Michael said.
"And you've taken her to your bed."

"She's not a witch," John lied. "And
what we do is none of your business-"

"Save it for the Lord,
John."

"This is all your fault!" Angela
shouted behind him.

She fell, and they dragged
her on the ground, like a dog. John's head reeled back as a thrown
rock struck under his eye. They led John and Angela to Elizabeth's
inn, where they tossed the loose end of their nooses over the
sturdy wooden sign.

"Please, don't do this,"
John begged. "What you saw back there-"

Mark and Samuel, two of
the stronger men in town, pulled on John's rope. The noose
tightened around his neck as his body lifted up. The balls of his
feet barely touched the ground. Angela was to his right in the same
position, tears and blood streaming down her face. Despite his
anger, he tried to move to her, to be close to her one last time.
They pulled on his rope once more, freezing him in
place.

Michael read from a Bible
as the crowd around him cheered. They pelted John and Angela with
rocks.

"Any last words?" Michael asked
Angela.

She tried to twist in her noose to
look at Michael.

"You're better than they
are-"

Her last words were cut
off when she was lifted into the air. John watched in horror as her
body spun and swayed, bumping into him several times. She kicked
with her feet, her face turning purple. John pulled uselessly
against the rope around his wrists.

Finally, her naked body
stopped moving. They dropped her to the ground, and her head landed
near John's foot. Her lifeless eyes looked up to him.

He looked at the crowd, at the
collection of torches and weapons. Angela was a witch, and the town
felt they were doing the right thing. Still, if he could, he would
have killed them all.

John felt a rage he never felt
before.

"This is an excuse!" he shouted.
"You've wanted to hurt me for years. All you needed was a reason.
Now you've killed a woman who meant you no harm-"

His words died in his
throat as he was lifted into the air. He stretched his toes as far
as he could, desperate to feel footing of any kind. The crowd
roared around him, laughing and pointing their weapons in the air.
More thrown rocks struck his body. John felt the pressure build in
his head. Then, all at once, the pain and pressure
stopped.

The town waited for him to
die.

And they waited.

John dropped a few inches as Mark and
Samuel's strength waned. He watched the crowd as he spun uselessly.
Their expressions went from joy and celebration to wonder and
fear.

"Is this the witch's doing? He's...not
dying!"

His foot brushed against Angela's body
as he fell a few more inches.

Alexander stepped toward
John, ax in hand. The blacksmith waited for John's body to spin one
more rotation. He reared the ax back and swung as hard as he could.
The ax found its mark and buried into his chest. The crowd gasped
and jumped back as Mark and Samuel finally dropped him to the
ground next to Angela.

John didn't hesitate. He
didn't wonder why he was alive, or why he felt no pain at having an
ax sticking out of his chest. It was difficult to move with his
hands bound behind him, but he managed to roll to his knees. Taking
one last look at Angela, he ran away from the crowd, around the
side of the inn, directly into the forest.

It only took the crowd a moment to
gather their senses.

"The Devil has him!"

"We have to get him!"

John ran, pushing his way
through the forest. The forest reminded him that he was still
naked, completely without protection. Rocks poked his feet, brush
grabbed his leg, a tree branch scratched his arm.

The ax was still in his
chest, the noose still around his neck. Twelve feet of rope dragged
on the ground behind him, occasionally catching on a bush or stump.
His wrists bound behind him made it difficult to keep
balance.

He pushed on. The shouts
and taunts of the town weren't far behind. There were four, maybe
five voices. John moved under the cover of darkness for a few
minutes, but daybreak was slowly approaching. Soon, he wouldn't be
able to hide, and he couldn't run forever.

"I see him up there! Come on, we got
him!'

He jumped over a fallen tree. His neck
snapped back as the loose rope caught on a limb. He pulled free and
kept running, but could hear them getting closer.

The sound of the river was
just ahead. John enjoyed fishing there with his father when he was
younger. If he could cross it somehow, maybe they'd give up their
chase. Or perhaps he could simply let the current carry him
away.

John heard the footsteps a
moment before colliding into her. Her forehead smacked into his
chin, and they both fell to the ground. There was a feminine cry of
surprise as he landed on his side.

He couldn't believe his
eyes.

The first thing he was
drawn to was the long red hair, well beyond her shoulders. Piercing
green eyes, very pale skin. She wore a black dress, torn near her
neck, and was covered in blood. Resembling upper class, it looked
like she had been enjoying a night out.

He gasped when he finally took note of
her face.

Her mouth was open, and
John saw her abnormally long canines, like a dog or a wolf. Her
eyes shifted from green to red, a deeper shade than her hair. An
open wound bled where her dress was torn, her breasts nearly
exposed. Blood dripped to the ground.

Despite the physical
oddities, her expression was human, and one John knew all too
well.

Fear.

He shouted as she crawled toward him.
John couldn't move backwards, as his bound hands were in the way.
She made her way up his body as he squirmed under her.

She gripped the ax, still in his
chest, and pulled it free. Hauling him to his feet with one hand,
she cut the rope binding his wrists and removed the noose around
his neck.

Five men stopped as they
caught sight of the both of them, holding various weapons. John
thought they were men from his town, having circled around to trap
him. When he didn't recognize them he realized the redheaded woman
was in the same situation he was. Running for her life.

John spun when he heard
more footsteps. Men he'd known most of his life, Samuel, Henry,
Alexander, and Mark, stood their ground, holding axes, pitchforks,
and torches.

Something pressed against
his back. He took a quick glance over his shoulder to see the
mysterious redheaded woman pressing against him, staring down her
own pursuers.

"Fire will kill me," she said,
gesturing to the torches. "What will kill you?"

John looked down at his
chest, where only a minute ago an ax was embedded in his flesh.
There was no wound, no injury at all. There was only a small trail
of blood that led down his torso onto his hip.

"I...don't know."

She twirled the ax she'd taken from
John. "An interesting problem to have."

The woman pushed away from
John as Samuel lunged forward with his pitchfork. Two of the tines
went through his throat. Samuel pushed as hard as he could, driving
John back, until the pitchfork lodged in a tree.

John coughed as his throat
tickled. He was aware of the fight going on behind him. An ax
cutting through the air, cries of pain, what sounded like an animal
snarling.

Alexander stepped forward
and swung his ax as hard as he could. The blade struck John above
the ear, but barely penetrated, like Alexander had attacked a wall
of stone.

John felt no pain.

He looked at the men
standing before him, fear written across their faces. They didn't
give him mercy, allow him to explain himself, grant him a trial.
They dragged him out of his home and killed Angela, laughing the
entire time. They were trying to kill him.

They had failed, and they would pay
with their lives.

He grabbed the pitchfork
that still pinned him to the tree. It took him two pulls to
completely clear the tines from his throat. His former neighbors,
except for Samuel, slowly backed up.

John dropped the pitchfork
and reached for the ax in his head. There was no pain and only a
little bleeding. He gripped the ax and swung at Samuel. Whatever
enchantment had happened to John was not the case for Samuel, as
his head fell from his shoulders and landed a few feet away from
his falling body.

Henry, Alexander, and Mark
turned to run. They didn't look back at their fallen friend, didn't
try to avenge him. They ran just as fast in fear as they did when
giving chase. John nearly took a step in pursuit when he heard a
female scream behind him.

His knees shook as he looked at the
scene.

Blood was everywhere, on
the ground, the trees, the leaves. The men who chased the woman all
lay dead at her feet. She had killed them all in seconds. Limbs
were scattered about, a hand here, a foot there. She was covered in
blood, like she had bathed in it. The ax she removed from John's
shoulder was buried in someone's neck.

She was screaming at the
rising sun, poking its way through the treetops. A beam of light
caught her cheek, and John watched in fascination as it singed her
skin.

The woman dove to the ground and
pulled the closest body on top of her.

"Sir?" she said, panic in
her voice. "May I ask for your assistance?"

"Uh..."

"Would you cover me, please? Quickly
now. The sun and I aren't the best of friends. Drag these bodies on
top of me."

John didn't ask any
questions. He needed something to do, anything, to keep from
screaming, and covering the mysterious woman with dead corpses was
as good a task as any.

He moved one corpse, and
then another, before breaking down and crying. As he dragged the
last corpse onto the pile, he realized he was still naked. He was
eying the corpses for a comparable size when the woman
spoke.

"Please, don't move any of them. I
know you need clothes, but I'll die if the sunlight finds
me."

John said nothing. He
stumbled away from the pile of bodies, heading toward the river. He
walked in up to his waist and immersed himself. The water was cold,
but not as much as it should have been. He washed the blood off as
best he could and scrubbed his hair.

"Sir!" the woman called. "I know
you're still there. Could I talk with you?"

John laughed and cried as
he left the river and sat next to the pile of bodies. Part of him
knew he should be more conscious of the fact that he was naked in
front of a strange woman. But another part of him knew that was the
least important thing happening.

"What are you?" she asked.
"I thought you were like me. But...normal heartbeat, immune to
sunlight. And was I seeing things, or did an ax and pitchfork do
nothing to you?"

John couldn't speak. He
tried to find the words, but found it impossible to talk to a voice
hidden in a mass of corpses. His neck and head were fine. There was
nothing to remind him of what Samuel and Alexander did to him. Only
his memory.

"I'm Victoria. What's your
name?"

"John."

"That's a good, strong name. Tell me,
how did you come to be naked in these woods?"

He laughed and stared into the mass of
bodies. He could barely see her eyes, looking at him from between
an arm and where Samuel's head used to be.

"I...I had an encounter with a
witch."

"You made a deal with a
witch?"

"No. She made me drink
something."

"You poor man. Who knows what she's
done to you. She's dead now, I hope? Witches are the most dangerous
creatures alive."

John shook his head.
Angela was the first person in years to show him kindness and
attention. But as he rubbed where the pitchfork struck his throat,
he couldn't help but feel she did something terrible to
him.

"She's dead," he said quietly. "And
what are you, exactly?"

"I thought you might have guessed. I'm
a vampire."

The fangs. The red eyes. The allergy
to sunlight. John remembered the stories his father told him when
he was younger, but he said the only thing he could.

"Vampires aren't real. They're just
stories."

"And yesterday at this
time, I'm sure witches and witchcraft were just stories,
too."

John was quiet.

Victoria shifted under the bodies as
more sunlight passed through the trees.

"You have to stay hidden until night?"
John asked.

"Yes. I'll sleep soon, but if anyone
finds and exposes me, I'll burn."

"I'll stay with you, watch
over you. We are the Devil's children, after all, and I no longer
have a home."

"Stop that nonsense.
Whether a witch enchanted you or not, we are who we choose to be.
But...thank you for staying. And please, don't be disgusted by
this."

John watched the bodies shift
slightly. There was a biting sound, followed by what sounded like
licking. Blood ran down Samuel's arm, disappearing into the
darkness under his corpse.

Victoria was drinking Samuel's
blood.

Vampires. Witches. The
legends were true.

"I think I might be losing my
mind."

"Don't worry. I'll help you find
it."

*****

Victoria continued to talk
as the hours passed. Ants marched in front of John. Birds sang in
the trees. It was a beautiful morning, a stark contrast to the hell
he'd been through.

John couldn't focus on Victoria's
words. She was telling a story of some kind, as if hiding from the
sun under dead corpses next to a naked man was completely normal.
Her voice was lovely and helped relax him somewhat.

But he couldn't shake the
dark thoughts.

The town needed to be
punished.

"John? Are you even
listening?"

He shook his head, trying to stop the
deadly daydreaming.

"I'm sorry. I'm a little
distracted."

"Of course you are. No, I'm the one
who's sorry. Sadly, killing men before they kill me is something
I've done many times. But let me try to help you. I'm familiar with
witches. You said she made you drink something?"

"Yes, something very
disgusting. I knocked it away from her before she could drink. She
said we'd be together forever."

Victoria laughed.
"Immortality. Something witches have been searching for since the
Black Death. Impossible, though, except for those humans
unfortunate enough to become vampires."

"How did you become a
vampire?"

"That's none of your concern," she
said sharply.

John was quiet. He ran the
blade of the ax he'd taken from the corpse pile down his arm for
the fifth time. It hurt only for a second as blood dripped from his
skin to the ground. The wound closed, not even leaving a
scar.

"Immortality," he
whispered.

"I have to sleep now, John. We'll talk
when the night falls."

The hours went by slowly.
John lay in the dirt by the river, hoping sleep would overtake him.
He wasn't tired in the slightest. Several times he thought he heard
horses in the distance, but they didn't approach.

He wasn't sure what he'd do if they
did.

John was tossing stones in
the river when he finally heard movement behind him. He turned to
see Victoria pushing through her way through the corpses, tossing
them aside. It wasn't night, but the sun had set.

"This was definitely a strange day,"
she said.

John rose to his feet and
approached her. He finally had a chance to study her, to truly look
at her.

Victoria looked human now,
no fangs, green eyes. Even looking as disheveled as she did, she
was a beautiful woman. Petite, not very tall. She moved with a
sense of grace and confidence. John could imagine her moving
effortlessly through her high-society gatherings, enchanting
everyone she talked to.

She smiled at John as she pushed her
hair back behind her shoulders. He turned away as she slipped out
of her dress and stood before him naked.

Out of the corner of his
eye, he watched her step into the river as he searched the dead
bodies for someone his size. He didn't like the idea of wearing a
dead man's clothes, but he'd been nude long enough.

He'd just fastened his
pants when Victoria emerged from the river. He blushed as he caught
another eyeful of her pale, perfect skin.

"This dress was expensive," she said,
slipping it on.

"Victoria, thank you. If you hadn't
freed me, I'm not sure what would have happened."

"You're welcome. You saved
me, too. I was low on blood, and that ax in your chest was useful.
It's been a long time since I had a day guardian."

John smiled and graciously bowed his
head. His expression turned angry as he turned and walked
away.

"Where are you going?"

"To kill the people in my
town."

Victoria said nothing for
a moment. She caught up to him and spun him around by the
shoulder.

"Are you serious?"

"Very."

"John, listen to me. I don't know
everything that happened, but your town killed a witch. That's a
good thing-"

"They tried to kill me,
too. They hated me and my family for years, and Angela was just an
excuse."

He turned to continue on his
way.

"Even if that were true, killing them
won't make you feel better."

"It might."

She spun him by the shoulder once
again. He pulled away more violently this time.

"My family was slaughtered
while we slept," she said. "I have no idea why, or how. I just woke
up, and I was like this. I've killed people, but only when I had
to. I don't let being a vampire change who I am. Whatever this
witch Angela did to you, don't let it change you."

John was quiet as he stared at
Victoria. Flashes of the town throwing rocks at him while he swayed
from a noose went through his mind. He killed Samuel in the moment
of defending himself, but he was not a cold-blooded
murderer.

"Fine. Maybe you're right.
But I do need to go back to town. There are some clothes and books
in my home. I'll sneak in to get them, and then...start over, I
guess."

She nodded and walked with him
side-by-side.

"I'll help you. I can put
you up for a while, help you find work."

"Why are you helping me? No one has
ever helped me with anything before."

"You saw me at my worst. Weak,
starving for blood. You could have chased those men, had your
revenge. But you stayed to help me."

John smiled and nodded.
They walked through the woods as night settled over
them.

On the strangest day of his life he'd
made a new friend.

*****

It took some time to make
their way through the woods. John couldn't see much in front of
him, and Victoria ended up having to lead. Apparently, as she
explained, vampires have better senses. They could see in the dark,
and Victoria would stop occasionally, listen, and then walk once
again.

"We need to hurry," she said. "I don't
want to get caught in the daylight again."

"I don't have much, just
some clothes. And there's a book or two I'd like to
take."

Victoria's nose twitched as a familiar
scent moved through the air. Burning flesh. She held out an arm to
stop him.

"John, maybe we should turn
back."

He saw the concern on her
face. He moved around her and broke into a jog.

The smoke touched his nose
as the forest opened up into town. The fire that engulfed his home
reached into the night. The fence, the vegetable garden, all
destroyed by fire. Nathan, who spent most of his time at the bar,
urinated into the flames, laughing and swaying.

Nailed to the side of his house was a
charred body.

John ran. He passed Roy
and his wife, who gave him a long look, as well as a stray dog. He
dropped to his knees as he drew closer. Several spikes held up the
messy corpse.

The word
witch was written above
in blood.

Victoria grabbed him gently by the
shoulder, urging him to stand up.

"We have to go," she said. "Your home
is gone. I'm sorry."

"I was born in this house.
The few good memories I have were all here. And Angela, dear
God..."

John and Victoria were out in the open
for all to see. She looked around as the town organized. Her
sensitive ears picked up whispers, guns being loaded, blades
sharpened.

"Let's go," she said.

Victoria hooked him under
the arms and hoisted him to his feet. She only managed to move him
a single step when the shot rang out. The bullet went clear through
her shoulder. Wincing in pain, she fell to the ground, taking John
with her.

"Victoria!"

His concern was
short-lived as she smiled up at him.

"That hurt. But I'll be
fine."

John looked over his
shoulder at the line of people approaching. Henry, Alexander, and
Mark carried rifles. Michael clutched a Bible. Daniel had an ax
slung over his shoulder. Maybe twenty or so people in all. Heads
poked in and out of doors and windows.

"You're not welcome here, John. You or
your new witch. Come back to put a spell on us?"

"She's not a witch. Listen, we
just-"

Henry and Mark opened
fire. John pulled Victoria to her knees and wrapped his arms around
her, shielding her and turning his back to them. He'd never been
shot before. The worst accident he ever had was fishing with his
father. He caught a catfish, and it fought so much coming off the
hook that John poked himself.

Being shot felt like that. Tiny
pinpricks of pain, before fading into nothingness.

The firing slowed down as they stopped
to reload. John looked at Victoria to see surprise on her
face.

"Are you okay?" she asked.

"I feel fine."

Victoria ran her hand down
his head and back, feeling no injuries. There were no hard lumps
under his skin where the wounds healed over bullets. It was like
the bullets never struck him. She finally noticed the bullets on
the ground at John's feet.

They both looked up at
Angela's corpse.

"What did she do to me?"

Angela's words
echoed in John's mind. We'll live together
forever. Victoria had said immortality was
impossible, except for a vampire.

She was wrong.

John stood up and spun
around, still making sure he was in position to cover Victoria. A
bullet struck his chest, and even his head, but did nothing except
rock his body slightly.

The dark, deadly thoughts
returned. Somewhere in his mind he knew his neighbors were simple
people, and thought they did a good deed by hanging and burning a
witch.

But they needed to suffer for what
they did.

"If you want to live, run," he
shouted, marching toward them.


CHAPTER 2

 


Year: 1917

 


Monterrey, South Carolina.
A small, rural town, about a three-day ride from Columbia.
Monterrey was trying its best to resist the changes of the early
twentieth century. Only the wealthier people in town had
automobiles, and the dirt roads ruined many tires. Life was very
simple. It was a great place for Victoria and John to
live.

Victoria hadn't made many
friends over the centuries. Her rare human friends all suffered
from the same thing. Aging. She was trapped in the body of a
thirty-year-old, and that made mortal friendships hard to
maintain.

She had other friends over time. A
werewolf here, vampire there. But supernatural beings tended to
stay away from one another, out of fear of attracting unwanted
attention.

It was a small miracle John and she
became as close as they were.

Long ago he stopped thinking of his
condition as an enchantment from an infatuated witch. John viewed
it as a curse, a suffering. It had changed him over the past
century, despite Victoria's best efforts to the
contrary.

John cared for no one,
especially mortals. Victoria was honored to be the one person he
called a friend, and enjoyed the time they spent
together.

Even if he did go a little crazy
sometimes.

She paced on top of the
ice house. The sun had only been down an hour. There was plenty of
time, but she felt rushed. The target went by the name of Annie
Fritz. Victoria paid good money to have her every move recorded for
the past week. By day Annie blended in very well with the mortal
world. Gave candy to the kids after school at her store, batted her
eyes at the handsome men as she stroked her cat's furr, laughed
with customers as the kids chased the ice trucks.

But Annie was another evil
supernatural creature that needed to be put down.

Victoria stared into her
binoculars one more time. Annie continued to wander the cemetery
with a shovel, staring at a notepad she carried with her. A
policeman walking a beat stopped to question her, but Annie must
have had a golden tongue. Whatever she said brought a smile to his
face, and he left her in peace. She withdrew deeper into the
cemetery after that.

Annie started to dig.

"Where are you, John?" Victoria
whispered.

She thought about
confronting Annie and handling the problem herself when she heard a
horse trotting. Its gait was buried in the sounds of conversation
on the road and the few cars on the road.

Looking down the road, she
saw John approaching. He tied his horse outside the ice house and
Victoria lost sight of him as he went inside. A few minutes later
he was opening the roof hatch and giving her a subdued
smile.

John was never very good
at mixing with mortals. He was wealthy, and could buy whatever he
wanted, but refused to dress appropriately for the age. Most human
men wore hats in public, a tradition John ignored. The transition
from horses to automobiles was underway, but John refused to buy a
car.

Victoria hadn't seen him
in a few weeks. She and John didn't grow older, and they wore their
age differently than mortals. The way they moved, the expressions
they kept. John smiled and laughed often, but there was always a
darkness behind his eyes, an anger at being alive longer than
nature intended.

It didn't help that John
hadn't slept since his curse. He'd been alive since that night with
Angela without a second of sleep.

"You're late."

"I'm sorry. My horse got spooked by
the noises these damn autobmobiles make."

Victoria laughed. "With all the money
you have, I'm surprised you haven't bought one already."

"I hate technology."

Victoria kissed the cheek
of the man she thought of as family. John gave her shoulder a
squeeze.

"I've missed you," she
said.

"Same here. We need to spend more time
together. Go to a few movies."

"The last time we went to a movie, you
attacked the couple in front of us."

"I didn't
attack them. And it was
only the man. He didn't know how to treat his lady, so I taught
him."

"I paid his hospital bill."

"Anyway," he said. "What are we
hunting tonight? Your message was vague, as always. An orphaned
vampire? A goblin?"

"Look," she said, handing
him the binoculars. "At the back of the cemetery. You can barely
see her now, but she's there."

John was quiet a moment as he peered
through the binoculars.

"Right handed. No more
than one-hundred twenty pounds. She's carrying something under that
coat of hers. Maybe a bag, on her left shoulder. She doesn't move
with the grace of a vampire, or a werewolf for that
matter."

Victoria shook her head. "It amazes me
how you do that."

"When you've been awake as
long as I have, you'll do anything to keep your brain from getting
bored. Who is she, and why is she digging up a grave?"

"Her name is Annie. Why she's digging
a grave, I don't know. But it might have something to do with her
being a witch."

John lowered the
binoculars and looked at Victoria. His expression warmed her heart,
one of hope. It was something John didn't show much of.

"A witch? In our town? Are you
sure?"

"She has a cauldron in the basement of
her shop, and she's been working on something."

John handed back the
binoculars and paced. Victoria peered through them again to see
Annie still digging up a grave.

The last time they
encountered a witch was nearly forty years ago, near the border to
Canada. She wasn't a full-blooded witch, but had some knowledge. It
was that witch who revealed the cure to John's condition could only
be concocted by a full-blood, a witch whose parents were
witches.

Like Angela.

"Do you think...maybe she's a
full-blood?"

"I honestly don't know.
She's definitely making something strong. You wouldn't believe the
things she's been throwing in that cauldron."

"This could really be it. The end of
my curse."

Victoria simply smiled at her friend.
He reached out and grabbed her by the shoulder.

"Victoria, if this is my
last night alive, my will is locked in the chest at the foot of my
bed. And my lawyer has a copy. Most everything I've left to
you."

Her smile faded. "Last night? You
always thought removing the curse would just make you
mortal."

"Yes, and I'm over a
hundred years old. I might just die."

The vampire said nothing, holding in
all her emotions.

"Ah, sleep. Beautiful sleep," John
said, a tear running down his cheek. "Maybe I'll finally be able to
rest."

"You mean you might die."

"Same thing."

Victoria looked through
the binoculars. Annie had finished digging up a grave and stood
over the open casket. She pulled a sack from under her coat and
fished out several glass vials. Laughing and dancing, she poured
one vial into the open casket, and then another.

"Stay grounded, John. We still need to
stop what she's doing. Then you can talk to her all you
want-"

Victoria's voice trailed
off as words eluded her. She had seen the terrible things a witch
could do. From what her older acquaintances told her, a witch was
responsible for the Black Death that ravaged Europe in the
fourteenth century. Simply watching them chant and work over their
cauldrons chilled Victoria.

She had never seen what Annie was
doing two blocks away.

"What?" John asked. "What
do you see?"

She passed the binoculars and remained
silent why John studied the scene. Her hands shook as emotions
poured through her.

The supernatural world was
a very dangerous place. But that world was governed by rules.
Vampires could not be exposed to the sun. Silver was the weakness
of a werewolf. Ghosts had their own plane of existence, and could
not cross over into the living world.

With every witch Victoria encountered,
it seemed they didn't have rules.

"Is she-"

"Yes," Victoria
interrupted. "She's raising the dead."

"Wow. That's damn
impressive."

Victoria ripped the
binoculars away from John and peered once more. The corpse crawled
out of its grave and rose to its feet, like a toddler standing for
the first time. Annie held her hand out to it while reading from a
book.

"Impressive?" she asked angrily.
"First immortality. Now this. Witches can't be allowed to
live."

"This one will be, until after my
curse is lifted. Then you can kill her as many times as you want."
John laughed shortly and clasped his hands together. "Victoria,
she's a full-blood. I can feel it."

Victoria nearly set the
binoculars down until she noticed Annie walking away from the
stumbling corpse. Annie stopped and poured different mixtures on
other graves. Before moving on, she drew a circle with what looked
like salt on the ground. She placed her hand on the ground, and the
soil inside the salt circle vanished. Victoria couldn't believe her
eyes as more coffins were exposed to the night.

The coffins opened.

"Oh no," Victoria
said.

"What's the matter?"

She passed the binoculars as she
checked her gear. Two knives, a few bags of blood, and most
importantly, herself. John laughed and continued to look at Annie
as Victoria strapped a knife to her calf.

"Aww. Poor little police
officer."

"What? What's going on?"

Victoria snatched the
binoculars. Her breath caught in her chest as she watched the
shambling corpses leave the cemetery in force. Two of them tackled
the policeman she'd seen before walking his beat. They tore into
him like hungry werewolves. The few people on the road scattered as
panic broke out. Annie's army of reanimated dead grabbed a woman on
the corner and a homeless man near an alley.

Victoria's decision to wait for John
cost lives.

John only laughed.

"This is funny to you?" Victoria
asked.

"Well, a little. One
little old witch...destroying a town. It’s amusing."

"I forgot how much you like destroying
towns," she said, strapping the second knife to her
back.

John looked down at her,
his laugh cutting off. He nearly snarled at the one subject that
caused tension between the two of them.

"I saw you dig your fangs into a few
people that night, too. You know they deserved it."

"Well, these people don't."

She leaned over the roof
and stared down below. People were emptying their houses at the
commotion. Men fired at the ghouls, but that didn't stop them. A
few men and women tried to pile into the old church. The corpses
were right behind them, and Victoria's sensitive ears could hear
the massacre.

Victoria hadn't believed a
witch could cause so much death so quickly. She should have killed
Annie any other time during the week. But she'd waited. She waited
for Annie to leave her store, and for John to arrive. This was
supposed to be a gift for him, possibly having his curse
lifted.

She was a fool.

Looking up, she saw Annie sliding into
a Ford Model T Sedan, one road over. A woman tried to get in with
her, but two ghouls grabbed her and pinned her to the
ground.

"I'll go after the witch.
You help as many people as you can."

"That won't work."

"Why not?"

"Because I don't care about these
people."

"John-"

"They could all die
in the next five minutes, and I wouldn't care. I don't hunt with
you because I like people. I do it because you need my help, and
you're my friend. But Victoria, I need this witch."

She grabbed him by the shoulders.
"Then let me get her for you. These ghouls can't hurt you, but they
can hurt me. We should stick with our strengths."

Victoria was anxious as
John hesitated. This wasn't the time for delay. People were
dying.

"Please. Please, don't kill
her."

She nodded, and climbed
onto the edge of the roof, John right behind her. They jumped
together. The alley behind the ice house rushed up at them.
Victoria landed nimbly on her feet. John didn't have her agility,
and didn't feel like breaking his legs, only to watch them heal. He
twisted in mid-air, hit the ground back first, and jumped to his
feet. She winced at the sound of his skull smacking the
pavement.

Victoria gave him a nod.
John had his issues, and they fought at times. But he was immortal
in the truest sense of the word. He had no weaknesses, felt no
pain. Even hot and cold was different for him. He was strong and
loyal. She couldn't ask for a better partner and friend.

"Be careful," he said.

She nearly returned the comment, but
there was no need. John watched as she ran down the alley out of
sight.

*****

John marveled at the chaos
around him. Terror was an amazing emotion. People trampled over
each other to get to their automobiles and horses. Guns were fired,
and not always with the best of aim. Men and women fell around him
as people shooting blindly missed their targets.

He supposed he couldn't
blame them. There were walking corpses trying to eat them, after
all.

An elderly woman screamed as a ghoul
attacked her. She fell in between two parked cars and held out her
handbag to defend herself.

He almost felt foolish as
he rushed to help her. She only had a few years left in life
anyway. But he promised Victoria he'd help.

He grabbed the ghoul by
the hair. A few clumps of skin and hair came out in John's hand as
he yanked the ghoul's head back, but he still had enough of a grip
to pull it off the elderly woman.

"Get off of her!"

He stomped the ghoul's
head until its face was barely recognizable. It was hard to believe
his eyes as he studied the ghoul. He knew what they were.
Reanimated corpses under the control of a witch. But to see one up
close sent a chill up his spine.

The ghoul was dressed in
expensive upper-class clothes, but they were filthy and torn in a
few places. Most of its skin was intact, but it had a greyish tone.
John had nearly destroyed the right side of its face, but the left
was in good shape. It revealed a sunken face and faded
eye.

John had seen many corpses over the
years, but to see them move was disturbing.

He'd nearly forgotten
about the old woman. Searching the road, he saw her moving as fast
as she could with a horde of people down the sidewalk. No thank
you, no checking on him to see if he was okay.

"You're quite welcome,
madam."

A moan at his feet caught his
attention. The ghoul was still alive.

"Can you understand me?" John
asked.

The ghoul made no
intelligent sound. It only wailed and rolled on its stomach,
crawling for John. He realized this night was very important.
Victoria and he had fought many creatures, but never walking
corpses. Any information gathered would be valuable.

But he also realized that
after a century of no rest the peace he sought was within his
grasp.

An automobile swerved on
the road ahead and crashed into a barber shop. John rolled his eyes
and sprinted for the vehicle. Pulling the driver from behind the
wheel, he helped steady him by his shoulders.

"Are you okay?"

The man only nodded, looking around
with panic in his eyes.

"Listen to me. Head for the movie
theater. Secure it, lock all the doors, whatever you have to do.
Get as many people in there as you can."

The man was still quiet.
For a moment John thought he was wasting his time. The man glanced
around him nervously, and John knew when a human was worried for
his life the last thing he thought about was other
people.

John raised an eyebrow in surprise
when the man agreed.

"That's a good
idea."

Victoria once told him humans liked to
hear their own voices.

"What's your name?"

"Charles."

"Okay, Charles. You can do this. Get
moving. I'll find more people and send them your way."

Charles grabbed John's shoulder and
nodded. He ran down the block, shouting to anyone that would listen
to follow him.

John jogged in the
opposite direction. He counted twenty-six ghouls when they left the
graveyard. He wasn't sure how many humans lived in town. Maybe a
little over one hundred. That's why Victoria and he picked
Monterrey. Fewer humans always made things easier.

The ghouls definitely had a chance at
destroying Monterrey.

He was halfway down the
road when he saw a horse lying on the ground. Three ghouls were
scattered along its body, on their knees. John winced at the sight,
the sound of feasting on raw flesh.

"Help me! Please!"

He looked up at the voice.
A woman was leaning out of a second-story window, firing a gun at
an unseen attacker behind her. She caught John's eye.

"Please!" she shouted to him. "Get me
out of here!"

It was Helen, the most
beautiful woman in town, with the exception of Victoria. He looked
at the ghouls still feasting on the horse, not twenty feet
away.

"Keep quiet, or you'll stir them
up."

"There are men outside the door!" she
said, lowering her voice.

"Men? Not monsters?"

"Men. George Tate and his
friends."

John shook his head.
He tried to stay out of social gossip. He tried to stay out
of anything social. But it was a small town. Everyone knew of George's
lust for Helen. Apparently George decided his lust was more
important than the corpses wandering through
town.

"Jump out the window."

Helen looked at John with wide eyes as
she fired once more.

"Are you crazy?"

"Just jump out the damn window. Jump
right at me."

Helen hesitated, but stuck
one leg out, and then the other. She took a deep breath before
pushing herself away from the window. John held out his arms,
knowing this wouldn't be fun. He caught her and fell backwards, his
body smacking the ground. She rolled off of him and tried to catch
her breath, holding her elbow. She looked up in shock when John
made it to his feet before her, and offered a hand to help
her.

"Are you alright?" Helen asked. "I
thought I crushed you."

"I'm fine. Go to the movie theater.
We'll wall in there."

"What are these things?"

"Maybe you'll find out
when one of them takes a bite out of your throat. Now, shut up and
get to the movie theater!"

Helen nodded and ran. She joined a
group of men moving together down the road.

"Helen! Where you going,
beautiful?"

John looked up at the new
voice. George Tate leaned out the window and stared after Helen.
His low-life friends Tom and Frank were on either side of
him.

"We just wanted to spend time with you
while the world goes to shit!"

John didn't know what the
final death tally would be at the end of the day. He did know that
George and his friends would be in those statistics.

The wind rushed out of
John's lungs as the three ghouls closed in on him, dragging him to
the ground. They had finished with the horse, and moved on to the
next closest thing. John flinched as one ghoul buried its teeth in
his cheek. The second ghoul clamped down on his arm, while the
third ripped at his shirt, trying to get at his stomach.

The pain lasted only a second, and
then faded away. The only thing that soiled John's mood was the
stench.

"You little bastards," he
hissed.

John's curse protected him from all
harm. Bullets, blades, fire, nothing affected him. But he was no
stronger than any other mortal. With one arm pinned it was
difficult to push away the ghoul latched on his face.

There were voices right behind
him.

"What are they, George?"
Tom asked.

"You think they're monsters?" Frank
asked.

George spit on the ground, narrowly
missing John's head.

"I don't know. But let's find Helen
while they're chewing on this idiot here."

They tried to walk past.
John lashed out with his free arm and grabbed a leg. He didn't
realize it was Tom until after he fell on the ground next to him.
With another long lunge, John managed to grab the back of Tom's
collar. He pulled Tom back and wrapped an arm around his
throat.

"Let go of him!" George
shouted.

The ghoul holding John's arm let go
and moved over to Tom. It sank its teeth into his arm as Tom
struggled to breathe. John got a better hold on Tom's neck and
squeezed as hard as he could. Tom thrashed with all his
strength.

George grabbed Tom’s hand
and pulled, but couldn’t break John’s grip. George felt for John's
throat and choked him. John breathed like everyone else, but he
didn't need to. He could hold his breath forever. He looked into
George's eyes and smiled as Tom slowly stopped
struggling.

Frank squatted next to George. He drew
his knife back and slammed it into John's head.

The blade only penetrated an inch,
drawing little blood. Frank backed away, not sure of what he should
be terrified of more.

"Thank you," John said,
grabbing the knife from his skull.

He reached out and sliced George's
throat. George let out one final gurgle before collapsing on top of
John.

John pushed George’s
lifeless body away and brushed his clothes off as he climbed to his
feet. Two ghouls were feasting on Tom while the third worked on
George. Frank stood there with his mouth hanging open.

John reached up and felt his head
where Frank tried to stab him. As always, no wound, no scar. Only a
bit of blood.

"Nice try."

He dove for Frank and
stabbed him in the chest. They went to the ground in a heap. He
withdrew the knife and stabbed again. And again. Frank managed to
get an arm up, but that only led to his hand being sliced between
the middle and index fingers.

John didn't stand up until
Frank stopped moving. He felt a brief flash of guilt. Victoria
wanted him to help people, not kill them.

The guilt never lasted
long.

It suddenly got eerily
quiet. The ghouls still feasted on George and Tom several feet
away. There were wails and gunshots from several roads
away.

John ran through the empty roads to
the movie theater, and was surprised at what he saw.

People were making their
way to the theater. Two men held the doors open and ushered people
inside. Fifteen ghouls gave chase from all directions. When a
little girl fell John lifted his eyebrows as Charles and Helen ran
out of the theater to pick her up and carry her.

John actually smiled. It was nice to
see humans were still capable of good deeds.

He stayed on the far side
of the road as he sprinted to the theater. Charles and Helen saw
the man who saved their lives and motioned to him. They closed the
doors after he ran into a group of people just inside the theater
lobby.

"What are we gonna do?" Helen
asked.

John shrugged. "We could
watch that Chaplin fellow. He's funny."

"What?" Charles said.

"I'm joking. We wall this place
up."

The crowd of people became
excited and started shouting. John turned to see the ghouls lining
up outside the theater, pressing themselves against the doors and
glass. Dirt, skin, and fingernails trailed against the glass as
they wailed and pounded.

The people cried behind him. Men and
women held each other and their children, some collapsing to the
floor.

"That's Walter! He just
died last week. My God, what happened to him?"

"Is that Rose?"

"Is the world ending?"

"Quiet down, you worthless cattle,"
John called.

"We're all gonna die."

John nodded. "You might,
if you don't do something besides stand there. Start blocking the
windows and doors. Use anything you can."

"And then what?"

"Then we wait for my friend
Victoria."

*****

Victoria pushed her way
through panicking people as she made her way down the road. Guilt
gnawed at her. John and she had hunted many creatures over the
century they'd known each other. Vampires without a conscience,
wild werewolves, other strange creatures that defied
classification. Mortals sometimes got hurt. But never like
this.

The witch they engaged
forty years ago was only a half-blood. She barely knew her way
around a cauldron. Victoria knew a witch's potential. John's curse
was proof of the powerful magic they controlled.

She never dreamed they were capable of
raising the dead.

Through the scent of
people and rotting flesh she could still pick up the distinct smell
of the witch. Annie was still nearby.

A man struggled against a ghoul on the
ground outside of a pool hall. Victoria almost kept moving. If she
stopped to help every single person she'd never get to
Annie.

She cursed at herself as she ran to
the ghoul and grabbed it by the back of its collar and what was
left of its slacks. Lifting it over her head, she tossed it across
the road and through the window of a shop.

"T-Thank you," the man
said.

"You're welcome. Get
safe."

Victoria heard an engine followed by
Annie's scent grabbing her nose. She caught sight of a Model T
heading for the road out of town, running down people as it
went.

She adjusted the bag on her shoulder,
and ran.

John once told her the
Model T had a top speed of forty-five miles per hour. Victoria was
much faster than a human, but she wasn't sure what her top speed
was. She was determined to find out.

The sounds of the hell
Monterrey was going through faded. It was only Annie and Victoria
on the open road. The moon and stars were the only light they had,
although Victoria never had a problem seeing in the dark. Victoria
worried as the fact that she wasn't faster than a Model T settled
in. Annie pulled away, and only the dirt road helped the vampire. A
bump here, a swerve there, helped Victoria keep pace.

Still, after five minutes of running,
Victoria had gained no ground.

"Witch!" Victoria shouted.

Annie peered behind her.
The vampire and witch's eyes met, and Victoria only saw anger and
rage.

As Victoria ran she could only wonder
why. Why would a witch want to raise the dead? Why would a
supernatural being want to draw attention of any kind?

She saw a large swerve in
the road up ahead. It was the chance Victoria was looking for.
Annie had to keep the Model T on the road, but Victoria cut through
the grassy field, running as straight as she could. She gained
ground quickly, but Annie was nearly through the swerve.

Victoria reached out, and
her hand found the retracted soft-top. If Annie had the top up
Victoria never would have made it.

Slowly, Victoria made her
way up the side of the automobile. Annie hit a few bumps, but the
vampire held on easily. Moving one foot slowly at a time, she
climbed over the rear tire and was nearly to the door.

Annie turned and threw a
glass vial directly into Victoria's face. At first the vampire was
only blinded, but then the pain settled in. It felt like the heat
of the sun was upon her. Screaming in agony, she let go and tumbled
on the road.

As the momentum rolled her
over and over, Victoria heard a scream and a crash. She finally
stopped and tried to open her eyes, only to find they were gone.
Whatever magic potion Annie threw at her melted them
away.

Victoria felt inside her
sack for her blood, but only pulled back a bloody hand. Her bags
had ruptured during the fall. She ripped open the sack and licked
up and down, covering her face in blood. The delicious nectar swept
in and forced the pain away. She licked her lips and the insides of
her cheeks. Her fangs grew involuntarily as her vision came
back.

She saw the Model T on its
side up ahead, on the side of the road close to the woods. Dealing
with Victoria was enough of a distraction for Annie not to see the
hole in the road. The axle of the Model T was destroyed.

Victoria climbed to her
feet and ran. She wished she had more blood. Her body wasn't
entirely healed. She had her knives, and that would have to
do.

She ran through the woods, following
her nose. Annie couldn't have gotten far. A witch couldn't see in
the dark, as far as Victoria knew. A vampire could.

Worry attacked her as
Annie's scent grew stronger. What else didn't Victoria know about
witches?

She picked up the scent of water. A
river or lake wasn't too far away.

She heard a quiet chanting.

Annie was just ahead,
standing near the edge of a river. She dumped liquid on a stump and
watched it burst into flames. She poured a vial of one liquid into
another, and held it to the fire, never breaking her odd
chant.

"Annie Fritz," Victoria said, her
fangs slurring the words.

Annie jumped back near the river,
holding the vial out.

"Don't come any closer!"
she shouted. "Do you know what will happen if I throw this in the
river? My pets in Monterrey are just the beginning."

"Why are you doing this? What did the
people in town do to you?"

Annie turned her head to
the side, as if she was confused.

"Not that silly
town. All people.
I see you're not like them. Why do you defend them? How many of
your kind have they killed?"

"Actually, a vampire
killed my human family. But I can be however I want, Annie. I don't
have to be a murderer, and neither do you."

Annie cried. "My mother
and father…killed simply because they were different. They helped
people, you know. Made little potions to make people better. But
that didn't matter in the end. They were burned alive."

Victoria didn't move a
muscle. She felt the blade on her leg and her back, but she didn't
dare reach for them. She was faster than Annie, but all the witch
had to do was flick that open vial into the river. Victoria didn't
know what it would do, but she didn't doubt Annie and her power.
The ghouls were proof of that.

"Annie, just step away from the water.
We can talk about this."

Her face twisted with despair and
rage.

"No. No more talking."

She drew her arm back,
aiming for the river.

Victoria threw one knife, and then the
other. The first struck Annie in the temple, pushing through her
brain and protruding through her forehead. The second landed in her
arm, just above the elbow.

Annie was motionless for
an instant before falling toward the water.

Victoria summoned her last
bit of speed. Her aching body fought against her as she closed the
distance and grabbed Annie's body. She wrapped one arm around her
neck and locked her hand on the witch's wrist, securing the vial.
She gently lowered Annie to the ground and dragged her away from
the river. Wrestling the vial from her grip, she tossed it in the
open flame.

Her body was slowly
beginning to feel better, but she collapsed by the river anyway.
The nearby sounds relaxed her. The river flowing, crickets and
frogs singing and croaking, birds flying through the trees, the
hypnotic fire and the wild shadows it created.

She didn't know how much
time had passed. An hour, maybe two. Her mind wandered as she
reflected on the night's events. She didn't even hear the
footsteps, or pick up his scent.

"Victoria?"

She jumped to her feet and
spun to face John. He gasped at the sight of her, covered in blood.
He didn't look perfect himself with his clothes torn and a
bloodstain here and there.

"John? What happened?"

"We stayed in the movie theater. We
lost some people, but most of the town is okay. The ghouls, they
just...stopped attacking. They fell over dead. So I got a horse
and-"

He went silent and his
face fell when he saw Annie's body. Victoria wanted to hug him, to
apologize. But she knew the best thing was to keep her
distance.

"You...killed her?"

"I didn't have a choice."

"Yes, you did. You could have chosen
not to kill her."

"John-"

"Was she a full-blood?"

Victoria's lip twitched,
and John knew the answer before she spoke.

"Yes."

He reeled back, like he'd been punched
in the stomach, and leaned against a nearby tree. Emotions played
across his face. She hadn't seen him truly upset in a long
time.

"How could you?"

"It was actually quite simple. It was
either kill her, or she would have killed countless people.
Monterrey was just the start. Who knows how much destruction she
wanted to cause? We saved a lot of lives."

"And those lives will all
be dead in fifty years," he shouted. "But I'll still be stuck here.
This was my chance, Victoria. My chance at finally being free. I
just want to sleep. One night. No, just an hour would do. But
you...you said you wouldn't kill her, and you lied."

"We'll find another
witch."

"We've found two after Angela, in a
century, and only one full-blood."

Victoria said nothing. She knew she
made the right decision. It was never the wrong decision to save
lives.

"Never speak to me again,"
he said, his eyes hard. "Our friendship, our partnership, is
over."

"Are you serious? As long as we've
known each other? You would throw all that away, just like
that?"

"I didn't throw it away," he said,
gesturing to Annie's body. "You did."

John turned and walked
away without looking back. Victoria knew how important lifting his
curse was to him. But he would get over it. He would heal, and they
would move on. She just needed to give him a week or so.


CHAPTER 3

 


Year: 2012

 


Chicago, Illinois. John
hated Chicago. They weren't joking when they called the place the
Windy City. Cold, dirty, too many people. It was like the weather
flowed across the United States, hit Chicago and the Great Lakes,
and then dropped twenty degrees.

He fidgeted in his chair
and checked his phone for the fourth time since stepping foot in
the bank. Thirty minutes had passed. The twenty-first century was
an amazing time. The world had increased its speed by a number John
couldn't even begin to guess. Gone were the sleepy days of the
mid-twentieth century. Computers, the Internet, ATM machines, fast
food. Technology ruled the day, yet he still waited in a chair at
the bank.

He looked at the people
around him to help kill his boredom. A grandmother with a toddler
stood at the kiosk next to him, filling out a deposit slip. A woman
in sweats leaned on the counter in front of a teller, withdrawing
money. Judging by the look on her face and her body language, money
wasn't looking so great. A security guard stood at the front door,
hands in his pockets. A man trying to open a line of credit talked
to the associate at the desk behind John. He was the reason John
had lost thirty minutes of his life.

A quiet snore caught his
attention. He looked at the elderly man across from him, the
husband of the grandmother with the toddler. The man's head was
slumped to one side, his arms folded across his chest. His chest
rose and fell with a steady rhythm.

John couldn't look away.
Jealousy, curiosity, anger, all danced in his stomach. Part of him
wanted to reach out and slap the old man, tell him that if John
couldn't sleep, no one could. But the man looked so serene, so
peaceful.

He would give anything to know that
peace once again.

The toddler broke away
from the grandmother and ran across the bank. He nearly bumped into
two people before coming to a wobbly stop next to a cute woman
waiting in line with a McDonald's bag. John laughed as he checked
his phone one more time. Smart kid.

"Ralph!" the grandmother called. "Go
and get Dennis."

Ralph barely stirred. He looked around
for a second, and then rubbed his nose before going back to
sleep.

Grandma retrieved Dennis in a huff.
The little kid spun in a circle as Grandma held his hand and
finished her deposit slip.

She gave John a smile as
their eyes met.

"Don't you just love children?" she
asked.

"No, not really. Maybe you should put
that thing on a leash."

Grandma's eyes bugged out
of her skull and her jaw dropped, as if John had slapped the child
with his bare hand. She filed into line with Dennis, keeping an eye
on John a few extra seconds.

He looked up as the
attractive bank associate strolled by with the customer looking for
the line of credit. The customer was trying to lay on the charm,
although not for financial reasons, but for a date. John laughed to
himself as the man swung and missed. She politely declined, and the
customer left with a new line of credit and no romance on the
horizon.

She hovered over the sign-in book and
read the next name.

"John...Kursed?"

He stood up and laughed at
her pronunciation, his own little private joke. Everyone had
trouble with his last name.

"That's me. But
it's Kur-said."

"John Kursed," she said, getting it
right. "That's an interesting name."

"Thank you. I came up with it myself.
But please, call me Jack."

"Okay...Jack."

Jack recognized the signs
immediately as she led him back to her desk. A slight toss of the
hair over the shoulder. Glancing back to give him another smile. A
subtle popping of the hips, which were lovely.

He stole a look at her
calves, enhanced by her high heels. She was certainly an attractive
woman. Jack tried to remember the last time he enjoyed the company
of a woman in a bedroom. Unlike the customer before him, Jack
wouldn't miss if he decided to take a swing.

"I'm Nikki," she said, shaking his
hand. "What can I do for you today?"

Jack sat across from her. He could
feel her eyes studying him, his demeanor, his custom made
three-piece suit.

"I'll be in the area for a
while. I just wanted to get a checking and savings account
started."

"We can certainly do that."

She flashed another smile
as she typed at her computer. Jack stored away details, a habit he
finely tuned over the years. Nikki was left-handed, and obviously
liked to exercise. Blond, but dyed. Her original hair color was
brown. Blue eyes. She needed glasses, judging by her squinting at
her monitor. There were pictures scattered across her desk. Two
cats and a dog, but no men. No ring. Single. She knew her way
around a computer. There was something about her right side that
bothered her, as her hair covered that side and she made sure to
keep it turned from him. Most likely a pimple or other
blemish.

"So, do you live in Chicago?" she
asked.

"No. Just outside the
city. I usually only make it to town on business."

"What do you do?"

"Oh, a little of this, a little of
that."

John left it at that. He
hid the fact he was a multi-millionaire from everyone he met. No
rest gave him plenty of time to earn more than he could spend over
the decades.

He handed Nikki his
driver's license and a second form of identification as she worked
at her computer. She constantly glanced at him. Jack acted like he
didn't notice most of the time, but finally met her gaze. Her face
turned red.

He was a second away from
stepping up to the plate when he heard a commotion behind him.
Nikki's eyes widened as she looked over his shoulder, her jaw
dropping. Jack turned to see three masked men standing at the
entrance to the bank. One man pushed a taser to the security
guard's neck. The guard shook for a moment, and then fell to the
ground. Two men dragged the guard to the center of the bank while
the third pulled out a gun.

"Everybody get on the
ground!"

"Holy shit," Jack said. "People still
rob banks like that?"

Two of them handled the
customers while a third went from teller to teller. Jack tried not
to laugh as Nikki and he were led away from her desk and forced to
lay on the ground on their stomachs. He decided to play along, as
this was the most interesting thing that happened to him in months.
Few things could compete with a night on the couch watching classic
movies on AMC, but a robbery certainly was one of them.

Jack looked to his left and right.
Nikki was on one side, the cute woman with the McDonald's bag the
other. He breathed a sigh of relief. The last place he wanted to be
was anywhere near Grandma and Dennis.

He glanced around the
room, searching for Grandma. Grandma, Ralph, and Dennis were near
the last teller. Ralph lay on his stomach, but Grandma sat up,
leaning against the counter. She held Dennis close to
her.

"Look, old woman. I told you to lay
down."

"Please, I can't. My
grandson, I have to hold him."

The second man approached his friend
wielding the gun.

"Tom, come on. She's ninety years
old."

"Don't say my name!"

Jack searched the faces of
the people around him. All the color left Nikki's cheeks. She
looked like she'd be sick any second. He reached out and touched
her hand, giving her a friendly nod. If he was careful, there was
still a chance he could make it to the plate and take a swing.
McDonald's woman next to him was crying. The men still argued over
how to handle Grandma. Jack rolled his eyes. They obviously weren't
professionals.

A smell caught his nose. A sausage and
egg biscuit and hash browns.

His stomach growled. He'd skipped
breakfast, thinking the trip to the bank would be a short
one.

He looked at McDonald's
woman next to him.

"Psst," he said. "Hey, lady. What's
your name?"

She said nothing at first. Her mouth
opened, but no words came out. She looked up to make sure the
robbers didn't notice her.

"J-Jasmine," she whispered.

"Hi, Jasmine. Hell of a
name," Jack said, flashing his brightest smile. He pointed at her
bag. "Are you gonna eat that?"

Jasmine was quiet. Jack reached out
and grabbed the bag, but didn't take it from her. When she didn't
resist or say anything, he took her answer as a no.

"Thanks," he said. "I
didn't eat anything this morning."

He took a bite of his sandwich as he
watched the bungling burglars in action.

"Move your ass, man! You got the
money?"

"Yeah. Let's go."

"Hurry up!"

The thief named Tom made it to the
door first. He immediately backed away, grabbing his friends by the
arms.

"Shit! The cops are out
there!"

"Are you kidding me?"

"Dammit. I told you guys we needed to
move faster."

Jack laughed, drawing the attention of
everyone at the bank.

"Well, what did you
expect?"

He was sitting up now,
leaning against the counter, eating his hash browns. Nikki was
gesturing with her hands, trying to tell him to be quiet. Jasmine
covered her mouth with her palm so she wouldn't scream.

"Seriously," Jack
continued. "You three come rolling in here like the Three Stooges.
Taking out the guard, making as much noise as you can. Do you not
know what year this is? As soon as you walked in, I bet cameras
were going off, taking pictures, doing all that FBI crap. I bet
Grandma down there has a camera in her bra. You gotta love
technology."

Tom locked the door to the
bank and grabbed his mask in frustration. His accomplices stood and
watched Jack in awe. Tom waved his gun around.

"Everyone, scoot up against the
counter. Get moving."

One of the robbers with a long scar on
his arm ran up to Tom.

"Hostages? Are you
serious?"

"We don't have a choice."

Jack simply shook his head
as the hostages lined up along the counter next to him. The tellers
climbed over the counter and joined them. Tom forcibly threw one of
them to the floor. Dennis was crying and screaming, with Grandma
trying to soothe him.

Nikki and Jasmine were
still on either side of him. He supposed it could have been a worse
morning. Nikki had a perfume that was very nice.

He studied the three men.
All of them were in their mid-twenties. Tom was obviously the
leader of their little gang. He was very comfortable with his gun.
Jack had no doubt he’d used it before. Scar, on the other hand,
didn't look comfortable at all. He’d been the one gathering the
money. His hands shook the entire time. The third man—Jack had
nicknamed him Doofus—was so animated he seemed like he’d pass out
any moment. He pulled a knife from under his coat and ran a finger
along the blade nervously.

"We can't do this," Scar said. "We
can't keep these people hostage."

"Maybe you want to go to jail. I
don't. I'll kill everyone here if I have to," Tom said.

"Have you ever done that?"
Jack said. "Have you ever killed a room full of people?"

Tom ran forward and shoved
his gun his Jack's face. Everyone whimpered and held their breath
at the thought of seeing someone murdered. Nikki and Jasmine leaned
away from him.

"If you don't shut your mouth, you'll
be the first to go."

Jack laughed. He couldn't remember the
last time he'd been entertained so much.

"Oh God, if only that were
true."

Scar put his hands over his ears as he
looked at Dennis.

"Will someone shut that
kid up?"

Doofus looked at his friends. "What
are we gonna do?"

"Look," Jack said. "The first thing
you idiots need to do is get everyone's phones. Someone's probably
posting a Facebook update as we speak."

Nikki gripped his arm
tightly.

"What are you doing?" she
hissed.

"Just having some fun."

Doofus gathered all the phones. Jack
pulled him in a few inches when he grabbed his two-month-old
iPhone.

"If you break this
phone, I will break you."

Doofus flinched just for a
moment before resuming his tough-guy look. He piled all the phones
on a chair and stood next to Tom. The two men whispered to each
other, not aware that Jack could read lips. Another hobby he
learned to keep his mind occupied.

"That guy in the suit is freakin' me
out."

"Just shut up, and do what
I say. We'll get out of this."

Jack nudged Nikki's
shoulder.

"I'll bet you'll be finding a new job
soon."

"I...I'm going to school to be a
massage therapist."

"No shit. Is there a lot
of money in that? I'll bet there are definitely not as many
assholes running around with guns."

Tom lunged forward again and pressed
the barrel of his gun against Jack's forehead. Jack tried not to
laugh. Tom's finger was nowhere near the trigger.

"If you don't shut it,
I'll kill you. I swear to God. I will blow your brains all over
these nice women here."

Jack said nothing, but his smile
faded. Tom was invading his personal space, and that threatened to
send him over the edge.

He was close to killing Tom when the
gunman pulled away.

"Finally, some quiet," he
said.

One hour passed. Then
another. They finally made contact with the police outside. Jack
enjoyed watching them make mistake after mistake. They even went so
far as to request a helicopter. The hostages continued to whimper
and cry, so desperate not to lose their precious lives.

Jack continued to make small talk with
Nikki. When everything was over they could talk about their
life-changing experience, reaffirm how wonderful life was, go on a
date, and maybe climb into bed.

It was nearly noon when
Jack’s patience disappeared. He wanted to see if he had a chance
with Nikki, but he didn't plan on spending three hours at the bank.
He had a business meeting he had to get to, and Judge Judy came on
later in the afternoon.

Tom was talking with the
police on a hostage's cell phone when Jack stood up behind him and
stretched his arms. Nikki and Jasmine gasped. Before Doofus and
Scar noticed he was already halfway across the bank to the pile of
cell phones.

"What the hell are you
doing?" Scar asked.

Tom spun around and hung up the phone.
He pointed his gun at Jack.

"Get back over there!"

Jack searched through the phones for
his. It seemed every other phone was an iPhone.

"Guys, look. You gave it
your best shot. But you screwed up. You should have killed someone
in the first five minutes, showed the cops you meant business. Now,
the best way this will end is with you in jail. Get a good lawyer.
Make up a story about your Daddy molesting you or something. I've
got shit to do."

Tom motioned at Doofus. "Put him back
with the others."

"I'm not getting near that
asshole."

"You have a knife!"

"Well, you have a gun."

Scar grabbed the knife
from Doofus' hand and hoisted Nikki to her feet. He snaked one arm
around her neck while pressing the blade to her cheek.

"Sit down. Now. Or I kill your friend
here."

Jack stopped his search
long enough to flash Scar a mock look of horror.

"Really? Oh no. You'll kill someone
I've known for three hours? However will I live?"

Tom, Scar, and Doofus traded looks.
None of them knew what to do. The hostages whispered and talked
amongst themselves.

"Listen, hero. I'm
serious."

Jack laughed. "Hero.
That's something I've never been called before."

"If you don't sit down,
I'll-"

"You'll do nothing," Jack
said, staring a hole through Tom. He found his phone and shoved it
in his pocket. "You can kill everyone in this room. I don't care.
But I'm leaving. If you try to stop me, I will kill you. Do you
understand?"

Jack saw Tom shake just slightly. He
may have shot people before, but it certainly wasn't his goal
today. Jack walked toward the front door.

"Stop him!" Doofus called.

Tom fired once, and the
hostages cried out. Jack stopped mid-stride. He felt the sting in
his shoulder, followed by the familiar sound of a bullet hitting
the floor.

He was expecting a shot to the head,
not his clothes.

His worst fears were
confirmed when he touched his shoulder. The bullet ripped a hole in
his three-thousand-dollar suit.

There was a growling as Jack closed
the distance between them. It took a moment to realize it was
him.

"This suit is worth more than your
life."

Tom fired one more shot,
this time at Jack's head. The bullet struck him on the jaw, and
fell to the floor.

He head-butted Tom, sending him
sprawling across the bank. Closing the distance one more time, Jack
kicked Tom in the stomach, the head, the chest, anywhere he
could.

The hostages screamed and
shouted behind him. He heard them climbing to their feet,
stampeding for the front door. Jack paid them no mind.

He only stopped kicking Tom when he
felt a quick pain in his back.

Spinning around, Scar
stood there with the knife in his hand. He’d let Nikki go and tried
to stab Jack in the back. A look of shock crossed his eyes at the
fact the knife barely dug in to his flesh.

Jack pulled the gun from
Tom's hand and shot Scar in the head. Brain matter and blood flew
in all directions as his body collapsed to the floor.

Doofus was in shock, and only managed
to turn and take one step before Jack shot him in the back of the
neck.

Five seconds later,
everything was quiet. Jack heard the police outside, dealing with
the hostages. He only had a few seconds before police swarmed the
bank.

Scar was dead. Doofus wasn't far
behind. He moaned in pain as blood spilled from his neck to the
floor, and then stopped moving altogether.

Jack looked down at Tom.
His face was a bloody mess. A few broken teeth lay next to him. His
right cheek was crushed, his eye red.

Jack squatted next to him, trailing
the barrel of the gun across the floor.

"I told you I would kill you. Did you
think I was lying?"

Tom spit up blood.
"Please-"

Jack pressed the gun to his forehead
and pulled the trigger. He didn't care about Tom's last words. He
didn't care about why they wanted to rob a bank, or their poor
little life stories.

There wasn't much Jack did care
about.

He dropped the gun to the
floor. The last three hours, as fun as they were, would cost him a
small fortune. The police would need to be bribed, as well as the
bank and the media. The bank's cameras would have to be destroyed.
Witnesses would have to be taken care of.

He sighed. There
definitely wasn't a chance of him ending up in Nikki's bed. Of
course, not caring whether she lived or died probably didn't help
his case with her.

He wouldn't have to change
his identity, but a move from Chicago was definitely in order, as
well as a mini-retirement. Jack owned houses all over the country.
Maybe he'd move back east, close to the ocean.

He held up his hands as a swat team
stormed through the bank entrance.

"A little late, guys."


CHAPTER 4

 


Jack smiled as he inhaled
the scent of saltwater. A sign on the highway told him he had
entered Parkville, Delaware. Parkville was a small town on the
border of Delaware and Maryland, very close to the Atlantic Ocean.
Goosebumps danced across his bare arms as the excitement of moving
still held him.

He had moved many times
over his long life. Some moves were by choice, while others were
forced upon him. He learned over the years when it was time to
simply move on. A glance from that long-tenured store clerk. A
remark from an acquaintance of how he doesn't seem to get any
older.

Killing three people in a bank was
also a sure sign of having to move on.

It was difficult, but he
managed to shut down the circus that tried to consume him in
Chicago. Twenty years ago he could walk into a bar, kill anyone
with his bare hands, and disappear, never to be heard from again.
That wasn't an easy task now. Cameras on every corner and in every
phone, the Internet, a desire for news to be instant.

The incident at Chicago
cost him nearly a million dollars. It was a small amount, compared
to what he was worth, but still a headache. Nearly forty people had
to be bribed, along with the creation of fake hospital bills. A
doctor at the hospital decided to be difficult, and ask for more
money. Jack had to dig into the doctor's past and weed out every
little dirty secret. The doctor was much more cooperative after
that. Blackmail was a wonderful thing.

Even though he never saw
her again, Jack paid for Nikki's massage classes. He wasn't even
sure himself why. Maybe it was because she had nice
legs.

That was all behind him now. He hadn't
visited his house in Parkville in two years. A married couple
rented the house until six months ago, but it had been empty since
they moved to Florida.

A new house one block away
from the beach, a new town, new places to eat, a new atmosphere. It
was exactly what Jack needed.

He drove past the beach
before heading toward his new home. Kids played volleyball and
enjoyed themselves in the water. Women lay out under the sun. The
scent of pizza and hot dogs was in the air. Jack wasn't fond of
people, but it was certainly a nice sight.

He parked by the curb and
admired his house as he climbed out of his truck. It was a single
family home, with four bedrooms that he would never use, and a full
bathroom on each floor. The people he hired to clean up the house
did a great job. The lawn was freshly cut, the windows were clean,
the bushes near the house trimmed.

The inside was left
exactly as he'd instructed. He paid good money to have his house
fully furnished, but everything was still in boxes and plastic. The
furniture, dining set, kitchenware, entertainment, was all brand
new, still sealed up. There was no need to pay someone to unpack
his stuff when he didn't sleep, or even rest. It was a great joy to
set up a new home, and he wouldn't let movers ruin that.

Navigating around boxes
and furniture, he walked through the house to the back door in the
kitchen. He stepped on the deck and couldn't stop the smile from
spreading across his face. The backyard was perfect, with a privacy
fence, and enough room to engage in one of his favorite passions. A
vegetable garden.

He could see it in his
mind; beets, lettuce, squash, tomatoes, beans. Much of his life had
died after he was cursed, even if he himself would never know
death. No friends or family. No place to mourn his parents or old
mortal life.

His garden helped him. It was
something to take care of, nurture, and watch grow.

Jack took some trash to
the curb, and was halfway back to the house when he heard a
voice.

"Hello, there."

He cringed. There was no doubt he'd
love his new home. The beach, the sun, a movie theater down the
street, plenty of sights to see. But there was one bad thing about
his neighborhood.

Neighbors.

The man trotted across his
lawn, uninvited. Somewhere in his forties, blond hair, blue eyes,
khaki shorts, button-down collar shirt, sandals. Wedding ring.
Short little man, only coming up to Jack's jaw. His hands had small
green stains, most likely from gardening.

"Hi, I'm Larry," he said. "I'd shake
your hand, but they're a little dirty right now."

"That's fine. I'm not a big
handshaker."

"So, do you have a name?"

"Yes."

Larry waited patiently.
Jack said nothing, and enjoyed the moment of
awkwardness.

"Uh, what is it?"

"Jack."

"Nice to meet you, Jack. I take it
you're our new neighbor? I've seen people cleaning the place up for
the past few weeks, moving furniture in."

"Yeah. I'll be living right next to
you."

"The couple who was here before were
real sweet. It was sad to see them go. They told me the landlord
was a real dickhead. Very unfriendly."

"You don't say?"

"Yeah. I hope I never meet
the bastard. Listen, Jack, I was hoping I could ask a small favor
of you."

Jack raised an eyebrow.

"My son, he just turned seventeen.
He's been driving all over the place. Well, since this house has
been empty, he's been parking where your truck is now. Would you
mind moving down just a bit?"

Jack nearly choked holding
in laughter.

"He can't park in front of your
house?"

"Uh, my wife has the Lexus. And I
drive the BMW. I really don't like it when he parks close to us.
And there's plenty of room in front of your house-"

"I don't care about your
son. I won't be moving my truck. Any other friendly
requests?"

Larry's face fell. It took him a
moment to slowly shake his head from side to side.

"Okay, then," Jack said. "You have a
good day there, neighbor."

He shoved his anger aside
as he turned around and headed back to his house. He could feel
Larry's beady little eyes on him. Hopefully the rest of the
neighbors weren't like him.

Jack scrolled
through his iPhone for some good moving
in music. He settled on Elvis as he worked
through the rest of the afternoon and well into the night. He
unpacked, pulled the plastic from the furniture, moved things
around. Physical work was easy when fatigue wasn't an
issue.

It was a shame his curse didn't come
with extra strength.

He spent most of his time
getting the kitchen in order. Cooking was another passion of his,
and he made sure every house he owned had a nice kitchen. His new
kitchen took up nearly the back half of the house, with an island
in the middle and a breakfast bar separating the kitchen from the
living room. There wasn't a dining room, as there wasn't really a
need for one, just as he had no use for a bed.

It was nearly two in the
morning when he finished. He stood on his front porch and watched
the neighborhood sleep, wishing he could sleep right along with it.
His brain told him this was the time he should be asleep. The world
slowed down and rested when it got dark. But he could never join
the world, and it drove him mad sometimes. He was truly apart from
it.

His mind raced for
something to do. The cable wouldn't be hooked up until tomorrow,
but he did have plenty of DVDs to watch. He could read his Kindle
Fire and listen to music.

He decided to go for a
walk. The heart of Parkville was only a few blocks away, with
shops, businesses, places to eat. They were all closed, but it
would be nice to acquaint himself with Parkville once
again.

*****

One month after Jack
Kursed moved into his new home, eight-year-old Tiffany March lay on
her bed. She wore headphones and the music was loud, but could
still hear the punishment being handed out in the kitchen below.
Sara, one of three foster children living in the home, had dropped
a dish, and needed to be disciplined.

Every few seconds the
house would seem to shake, followed by cries of pain and Miss
Simmons' shouts of rage.

Tiffany lost her parents
when she was four. Her mother died from cancer, and her father
abandoned her. He literally walked out the door, leaving Tiffany to
play in her room, and never returned. Police found her in their old
apartment, living off whatever food was left. She'd been moved from
foster home to foster home ever since.

Miss Simmons was, by far, the meanest
foster parent she ever had.

She looked over to Carrie,
the girl she shared the bedroom with. Tiffany tried to get her
attention, but Carrie ignored her as she read a book. Carrie was a
few years older. Tiffany didn't like her all that much. She had, on
more than one occasion, passed blame onto others in the house to
avoid the discipline.

Carrie still had a fresh
bruise on her shoulder from when she spoke out during home
schooling.

The music in Tiffany's
ears wasn't providing a good distraction. She grabbed a coloring
book from under the bed and began filling in the colors on a
princess. One day, she was going to be a princess, like in the
cartoons. She would have friends and animals and people that cared
about her. Adults like Miss Simmons would have to go to the
dungeon.

Tiffany and Carrie both
jumped when the door to the bedroom flew open. Miss Simmons led
Sara into the room by the arm and threw her to the floor. Tiffany's
first instinct was to run to the girl, give her a hug. She held her
ground. Sara was Carrie's age, but a lot nicer. They would play
dolls together when they could.

"Sara will be staying in
here from now on," Miss Simmons said. Tiffany couldn't remember a
time she didn't sound angry. "She's lost her bedroom
rights."

Tiffany looked at Sara.
The older girl didn't bother getting off the floor. She kept her
head low, so her hair covered her face and hid her tear-stained
cheeks.

"Sara," Tiffany said, her voice quiet
and soft. "You can sleep in my bed."

Miss Simmons stepped forward and
grabbed Tiffany by her chin. She stared into the child's terrified
eyes.

"What part of
no bedroom didn't you
get? She sleeps on the floor. I swear, I don't know why I put up
with you. Eating my food, destroying my house-"

She ranted as she closed
the bedroom door behind her. After her footsteps disappeared down
the hall Tiffany climbed off her bed and hugged Sara around the
shoulders. Sara sobbed as she put a hand over Tiffany's.

"You shouldn't have dropped that
dish," Carrie said. "You should have been more careful."

Sara looked at Carrie,
fury in her red eyes. She shouted and ran toward Carrie. Tiffany
kept her arms locked around Sara, slowing her down as she neared
the bed. Carrie curled into a ball near the headboard.

"Get away from me!"

"Shhh!" Tiffany said. "Miss Simmons
will hear!"

Sara balled her fist and slammed it
down on Carrie's bed. She had been with Miss Simmons longer than
anyone. Tiffany knew it was hard for her, like it was hard for all
of them. Sara skulked across the room and sat on the floor next to
Tiffany's bed.

"You can have my bed,"
Tiffany said.

"Didn't you hear what Miss Simmons
said?"

"I'm running away."

Sara and Carrie traded
looks as the plucky eight-year-old dropped to her hands and knees
and pulled items from under her bed. A pair of shorts, sunglasses,
a hair clip. Also her two most prized possessions, her digital
camera and photo album.

"Do you remember the last time you
tried to run away?" Carrie asked.

Tiffany remembered. Miss
Simmons found her not even an hour later, two blocks from the
house. The discipline was severe. Tiffany had to spend an entire
day locked in the closet with no food.

"I won't get caught this
time."

Sara grabbed her by the
shoulders.

"Tiffany, don't be stupid. Where will
you go? Who will take care of you?"

"I don't know. But I don't
want to stay here."

Tiffany shoved her few belongings in a
backpack and slid open the window next to Carrie's bed. Their
bedroom was on the first floor, not a far drop at all.

"We should stop her," Sara
said.

"Let the stupid girl
leave. She'll get caught...again."

Tiffany dropped to the
ground and adjusted her backpack on her shoulders. It was dark,
although she had no idea what time it was. She moved in between the
houses to the alley. The alley had no lights, and would let her
make it to the next street without Miss Simmons knowing.

She simply walked. She
wasn't familiar with the town. The only reason she remembered her
house address was because Miss Simmons forced everyone to memorize
it before the social workers came. She turned down one street, and
then another, watching the few people around her. Eventually she
made it to the beach, but turned and went in the other direction.
Tiffany loved the beach, although she'd only been a few times. But
she certainly couldn't live on the sand.

She sat on a bench under a
street light. Cars, buses, and late party-goers passed by. She kept
her head low as a group of men and women crossed the intersection
near her. They noticed Tiffany and wondered aloud what a little
girl was doing out so late, but didn't stop to talk to
her.

Tiffany felt tears coming
on, and wiped them away with the bottom of her shirt. Tears were
bad. Miss Simmons lost her temper very quickly when she caught one
of them crying. Tiffany pulled out her camera and took a picture of
a couple walking across the street. She loved taking pictures. Her
photo album was full of pictures she'd taken, along with a few from
her old home. Photos of people smiling and having fun made her
happy. They took her away from her life with Miss Simmons, if only
for a moment.

She had nowhere to go, nowhere to hide
for the night. She had nothing to eat, and no one to care for her.
Her own father didn't want her.

She had nothing.

Tiffany stood up and
walked once again. She nearly headed for the beach, but changed her
mind and continued walking the streets. There was no way she could
find her way back to Miss Simmons now.

What would the discipline be this
time?

All of the alleys looked
the same, but Tiffany took a chance turning down one. With luck,
perhaps she'd recognize Miss Simmons' backyard, and could sneak
back through the window.

She was halfway down the
alley when she realized there weren't any houses. There were only
the backs of businesses on both sides. She turned on her heels and
took a step, but froze when she heard a voice.

"You made a mistake, Paul.
I'm not trying to be a dick here. But mistakes cost me time and
money. Do you understand?"

Tiffany knew she should
have kept on her way, but curiosity got the better of her. Dropping
low to the ground, she made her way along the brick wall and
crouched behind a large trash bin. Her camera still dangled by the
strap from her wrist. She peered around the side and saw three men
talking near a single light pole.

"Hey, this is all on you.
You said she'd be gone all night. She came back home, and caught me
stealing her shit. I had no choice. I had to kill her."

One man was dressed like a
policeman. Blue uniform, blue hat, gun on his belt. The other two
looked like normal men to Tiffany, although the man standing next
to the policeman was taller than the rest of them. The tall man
didn't say a word.

"You're supposed to be a
professional," the policeman said. "I've given you three jobs.
You've screwed up two of them."

"This is bullshit. I've done
everything you've asked. I can't help it if-"

The policeman nodded at
the tall man. The tall man stepped forward and grabbed Paul by the
face. From Tiffany's angle, it looked like the tall man leaned in
and kissed Paul on the neck. She cringed. Kissing of any kind was
gross.

Her mouth fell open when
she saw blood running down his neck. Paul screamed in pain, like
Miss Simmons had given him discipline. Then the strangest thing
happened. Paul looked like he was beginning to enjoy being bit,
even as more blood coated his shirt. The tall man made the most
disgusting noises Tiffany ever heard, sucking and slurping like
Paul was one big lollipop.

She raised her camera and held it
steady. As her finger hovered over the shutter release, the tall
man turned and looked in her direction.

Tiffany screamed.

The tall man had large
teeth with blood dripping onto his chin. His eyes were black and
red. He held Paul easily with one hand around his neck. Paul didn't
move, and Tiffany could see his eyes looking up blankly into the
night sky.

It wasn't a man, but a
monster.

She took a picture, and
then turned and ran.

She didn't dare take a
peek behind her. As fast as she ran, the alley didn't feel like it
was coming to an end. One car sped by, and then another. They
looked like they were miles away. She expected someone to grab her
from behind at any moment.

No one did.

Tiffany would have run clear across
the sidewalk into the street, had it not been for the man crossing
her path. She ran right into him, her nose crushing into his side,
and fell on the ground.

*****

Jack looked down at the
young girl at his feet, his eyes narrowing in anger. It had not
been a good night for him. His garden was coming along smoothly,
but his favorite all-night ice cream place had closed down. The
movie theater wasn't showing anything worth watching, at least not
at two o'clock in the morning. The beach was always nice late at
night, but a bunch of twenty-somethings were making idiots of
themselves, starting a bonfire that certainly would get them
noticed by the cops. To kill his boredom, Jack figured a walk
around Parkville would be nice.

He didn't count on little kids
assaulting him.

"You want to watch where you're going
there, munchkin? The last thing I need is mutant kid snot all over
my pants."

The girl said nothing. She
had a look of pure terror in her eyes. Scrambling to her feet, she
ran down the sidewalk. Her backpack bounced on her shoulders, her
camera swinging as she moved her little arms. Jack laughed at the
sight.

He took a step to resume
his walk, and then paused. The strangeness of what just happened
settled over him, and curiosity took over. What was a little girl
doing running around the alleys of Parkville at two in the morning,
like she'd seen a ghost?

Craning his neck, he
peered down the alley. There was a single light, but no people that
he could see. He certainly didn't hear anything, except for what
sounded like critters running around, maybe rats.

The little girl continued
to run ahead of him. He was maybe a full block behind her. She
would stop for a few seconds, rest against a pole, and run once
again. Jack laughed. She wasn't very fast, but she was determined
to get somewhere. He half-expected someone to sprint past him,
maybe an upset mother or father.

Jack kept walking, not gaining ground,
but not losing any either. If he caught up to her, he'd ask her
what she was running from, to settle his own curiosity. If she got
away, he'd just have to press on with life.

There were four men
standing on the street corner ahead, drinking beer and smoking. The
little girl moved around them and stood near the curb to look for
traffic. As she took a step, one of the men grabbed her under the
arms and hoisted her in the air. Jack was close enough to
hear.

"Whoa, there. Where you
going, kid? You got any money in that bag of yours?"

Jack smiled and shook his
head. They were just some young punks having fun. His smile faded
when one of them actually looked through her bag, and another tried
to grab the camera from her.

"I need me a camera. Hey, Mitch, get
her camera."

Jack didn't bother walking faster. The
girl held on to her camera with all her strength as he approached.
The one named Mitch noticed Jack and stepped forward to cut him
off.

"This isn't what it looks
like," he said, faking a smile. "This is my little sister. We're
trying to get all the stuff she keeps stealing, and give it
back."

"Yeah," the punk holding her said.
"That's what we're doing."

"Okay, guys, you've had
your fun. Zip up her backpack, put her down, and leave."

"And what happens if I tell you
to-"

Jack cut him off with a kick to the
groin. As Mitch doubled over, Jack punched him in the throat. The
punk fell to the ground and assumed the fetal position, gasping for
breath.

Jack looked at his three
friends. The punk in front pulled out a knife. He was opening his
mouth, no doubt to say something stupid, when Jack snatched the
knife from his hand by the blade. It stung for a moment, but healed
quickly. He spun the knife in his hand and stabbed the punk in the
shoulder. The punk fell to the ground next to his
friend.

The other two decided their health was
more important than their friends. The little girl was dropped on
her rear on the ground, and off they went.

Jack had learned over two
hundred years that humans loved to talk, but it didn't always get
results. He could have traded witty banter for ten minutes and not
be any closer to achieving his simple goal of having the girl on
her own two feet on the sidewalk.

Direct action was needed,
something he excelled at.

"You alright, kid?"

The girl climbed to her feet. Jack
didn't offer a hand to help her, and she didn't ask for one. His
respect for her went up just a little.

She pushed long brown
bangs out of her eyes and looked at the two men on the ground. They
still writhed in pain.

"Wow," she said.

"Let's get away from the stooges
here."

Jack used Mitch as a step,
planting his foot on his chest and stepping over him. The girl
stuck her tongue out at them, and jogged to catch up with
Jack.

"What's your name?"

"I'm not supposed to talk to
strangers."

"That's good advice. So, I'll go
first. I'm Jack."

The girl hesitated. "I'm Tiffany.
Tiffany March."

"Good. Now that that's
settled...what were you doing in the alley back there? You weren't
turning tricks, were you?"

Tiffany turned and looked behind her
at the mention of the alley. The terror returned to her face, and
she reached for Jack's hand.

"Don't grab my hand," he said, yanking
it away.

"What's turning tricks?"

"If you have to ask, that's probably a
good thing."

She looked up at him, her eyes
wide.

"I...I think I saw a
monster."

Jack laughed. "That wouldn't surprise
me. There are all kinds of monsters in this world."

"You don't believe me,"
she said, frowning. "I took a picture."

Tiffany handed Jack her
camera. He smiled when he glanced at the last picture taken. She
was obviously moving when she took the shot. Everything was blurred
and smeared. It certainly looked like an alley, but he only saw a
mass of blue. There was something that might have been a person,
but it was too hard to tell.

"This might be the most worthless
picture I've even seen," he said, handing the camera
back.

She pouted and shoved the camera in
her pack.

"It was a monster."

"Of course it was. Where
are your parents?"

"My mom's in heaven. My dad left. I'm
running away from my foster home."

"Brilliant move. Look, stick with me.
I'll take you somewhere safe."

"Do you know where the bus station
is?"

"Forget the bus station.
You don't have any money."

Jack looked down at the
child as she walked by his side. He wasn't a people person, and
children were especially near the bottom of his list. But it was
hard not to smile at Tiffany. The kid was definitely amusing. She
could barely keep her pack on her shoulders, but kept up with his
stride. Her eyes darted from side to side, probably looking for her
monster. She hesitated as they neared a few alleys, and Jack had to
stop and coax the girl into moving again.

"Relax, kid," he said as
they approached another alley. "There's nothing to be scared of.
You saw me beat up those guys?"

Tiffany laughed. "Yeah. That was
cool."

"Well, I'd do the same thing to any
monster. Come on, let's go. I don't have all night."

She moved in front of the
alley and held out her hand. Jack winced and refused to take it. He
was capable of many things. Holding a child's hand wasn't one of
them.

They walked a few more
blocks in silence until they arrived at the police station. Tiffany
stiffened when she recognized the building and took a step back.
Jack caught her by the arm.

"Where do you think you're
going?"

"I don't want to go in
there."

"There's nothing but cops
in there. And maybe a murderer or rapist, but they're locked up.
You'll be safe, and they can call your foster parents."

"I don't want to go to back to Miss
Simmons."

"Well, where else are you gonna go?
Look, kid-"

"My name
isn't kid," she
said, putting her hands on her hips. "It's
Tiffany."

Jack's lip almost curled
into a smile. She brushed her long hair out of her face again and
looked up at him with her blue eyes. Her jaw stuck out, her cheeks
turning red. Most children annoyed him. She had a strength, a
defiance, that was almost adorable. She had an attitude.

Just like him.

"Okay, Tiffany. Off we go, before I
change my mind, and just walk home."

Tiffany scowled and folded
her arms across her chest, but she followed Jack across the street
into the police station. The lobby was empty, due to the late hour.
A bored-looking woman sat behind a counter, examining her
fingernails. She perked up when Jack and Tiffany
approached.

"Can I help you?"

"Yeah. I found this kid...Tiffany, on
the street."

Tiffany stared at the
receptionist and grabbed the edge of the desk.

"I saw a monster," she
said.

Jack gave Tiffany a playful punch in
the shoulder.

"Well, good luck," he said, and turned
to walk away.

"Sir!" the receptionist shouted. "You
can't just leave."

"I can't? Am I under
arrest?"

"No, but you have to fill
out a report. Name, address, that sort of thing."

"Let me see if I understand. I do a
good deed, and my reward is paperwork?"

The woman blushed, but
still pushed a form across the counter. Jack shook his head and
took the pen from her. The receptionist smiled at Tiffany and
directed her to sit in a chair in the lobby, telling her an officer
would be with her soon.

Jack finished the form,
pushed it across the desk, and walked across the lobby. He gave
Tiffany one more wave. The little child waved back, hugging her
pack to her chest and swinging her legs. She took random pictures
with her camera.

He had the door open and
one foot outside when he stopped. He wasn't sure why. Turning his
head, he stared at Tiffany. Something about the scene looked wrong,
a girl sitting in a police station all by herself.

"You're just gonna make her sit there?
You don't have a TV room or something? Maybe some Legos?" he
called.

The receptionist flashed him an angry
glare.

"I said someone would be
with her shortly."

Jack reentered the lobby and sat next
to Tiffany. She looked up at him and smiled. He laughed when he
noticed she had a tooth missing.

"You said you were
leaving."

"Eh, well. Truth is...I got nothing
better to do. I get bored sometimes."

"Why aren't you sleeping?"

"I don't sleep."

Tiffany giggled. "Everybody
sleeps."

"Not me."

"Really? That would be so cool. You
could run around, do whatever you want, and not get
tired."

Jack rolled his eyes. "Yeah. It's so
cool."

"If I couldn’t sleep, I
would fight crime, like a comic book. I would run around and beat
people up, like you did. No monsters would bother me."

"I have to admit,
the beating people up part is cool."

She scooted off the chair. "Watch how
high I can kick."

He shook his head as she
demonstrated her impressive kicking skills, nearly falling several
times in the process.

Ten minutes passed, and
not a single police officer showed up. A detective arrived through
the front door with a nice shirt and tie, but he simply flirted
with the receptionist before disappearing into the station. Jack
wasn’t sure how this was supposed to work, but was getting
impatient. He rose to his feet.

"We’ll be at the diner
across the street. Tell Officer Friendly when he decides to finish
his doughnut."

Jack motioned for Tiffany and they
crossed the lobby. The receptionist stood at her desk and
shouted.

"Sir! Please. Uh, come
back. You can’t leave yet-"

He paid her no mind as
they left the station. They crossed the street and headed toward
the mostly-deserted diner.

"Are you gonna get in trouble?"
Tiffany asked.

"Nope."

"Am I? That lady seemed
mad."

"You ran away from home,
Tiffany. I think you’re already in trouble."

The girl hung her head low.

There were only three
other customers in the diner, so they were allowed to seat
themselves. Jack found a booth in the rear corner. The back was
where he always tried to go. He wanted to keep his eye on
everything.

He wouldn’t die from not
eating, but he loved food, and his stomach was
grumbling.

"I could go for some pancakes," he
said. "You hungry?"

Tiffany shrugged, not bothering to
open the menu in front of her.

"I don’t have any
money."

"I didn’t ask if you had
any money. I asked if you were hungry."

She smiled and nodded
shyly.

"Okay, then," he said.
"Pick what you want."

The only waitress in the place took
their orders. Jack ordered pancakes, eggs, and sausage. He laughed
when Tiffany ordered the exact same thing.

Tiffany was quiet at first
as they ate, which Jack enjoyed. Then she opened up, and wouldn’t
stop talking. She talked about the latest Harry Potter movie she
saw, a coloring book she was working on, how much she hated her
foster-sister Carrie.

At first, Jack was annoyed
at her chatter, but gradually found himself laughing at the girl’s
enthusiasm. She was in mid-sentence when a plain-clothes policeman
stood over Tiffany and put a hand on her shoulder.

"Hello, Tiffany," he said.
"It’s been a while."

Tiffany looked over her
shoulder and frowned before hanging her head.

"Hi, Officer Thomas."

Jack drank some orange juice before
speaking. "You two know each other?"

"Oh yeah," Thomas said. "I
think it’s been about six months now. Tiffany runs away all the
time. She’s got quite an imagination on her, don’t you?"

"No I don’t."

Officer Thomas scooted in the booth
next to Tiffany. He declined an order from the waitress, but gave
her a long, appreciative look as she walked away.

"Let me guess," he said,
looking back to Tiffany. "Miss Simmons is abusing you
again?"

"She’s just mean," she
said. "Tonight she gave discipline to Sara and took away her
bedroom. Then I saw a monster in the alley."

"Of course you did,
Tiffany. Listen, you need to stop running away. You’re really lucky
you have Miss Simmons. Some children don’t have anyone."

Tiffany said nothing. She took another
bite of her pancakes.

"Officer Derek Thomas,"
Thomas said, extending his hand over the table to Jack. "You’re
Jack Kursed?"

"I don’t shake
hands. And it’s Kur-said."

"Ah. You know, you really
shouldn’t have left the station."

"Wish I could say I cared.
But you left a child in your lobby. No food, nothing to drink, no
reassurance. I figured I’d do your job for you."

"I was...in the bathroom."

"Good for you."

"Officer Thomas," Tiffany
said. "Some guys were picking on me. Mister Jack beat them all
up."

Jack nearly choked on his
toast.

"Tiffany, now, that’s just
not true," he said, looking at Thomas. "Officer, I would never do
such a thing. I hate violence."

Thomas waved his hand
dismissively.

"Like I said, she’s got an
imagination. Anyway, I called Miss Simmons. She’s quite
upset."

"Tiffany, is Miss Simmons pretty?"
Jack asked.

"She’s the ugliest woman
in the world."

He laughed. Thomas gave
Tiffany a disapproving look.

"Hey, now, that’s just not
nice. Miss Simmons takes care of you."

Jack looked up as a woman
in her fifties walked in the diner. She had an angry scowl on her
face. After searching the diner for a moment she spotted the back
of Tiffany’s head. Then her expression changed. The scowl went away
and a look of mock concern crossed her face.

"Oh, Tiffany!"

He watched the young girl
as Miss Simmons approached. Her entire body froze, her forkful of
eggs hovering in mid-air. Her hands trembled. She didn’t move her
head, but shifted her eyes to the aisle to look for Miss
Simmons.

The girl was terrified.

"Officer Thomas," Miss
Simmons said. "Is she okay? Tiffany, what happened? I’ve been so
worried, searching everywhere for you."

Jack burst out laughing.
Miss Simmons shot him an angry glare.

"May I ask what is so
funny?"

"Just your performance.
I’m sorry, but don’t be surprised if the Academy passes over you
this year."

Her jaw dropped. Her
outrage mixed with her attempt at concern for Tiffany, making her
face look strange. Tiffany was right. Miss Simmons could easily
pass for the ugliest woman in the world.

"How dare you!" she said.

Jack looked at Thomas,
wondering why he was silent. The policeman was once again staring
at the waitress's ass as she leaned over the counter to talk to a
cook.

"Tiffany, let's go. We're
leaving."

Jack's eyes met with Tiffany's as she
set down her fork. He had been looking into people's eyes for two
centuries. He knew fear when he saw it.

"Yes, Miss
Simmons."

"Oh!" Thomas said, finally turning his
head. "Andrea. This is Jack. He's the one who found Tiffany roaming
the streets."

"I wasn't roaming the streets,"
Tiffany said quietly.

"We've got some good stuff this time.
Monsters, thugs on the street."

"She's been watching too
many movies," Andrea Simmons said, not taking an eye off Jack. "I
guess I should thank you, even if your manners are
horrible."

"Fuck you. How's that for
manners?"

Tiffany tried to stifle a
laugh, but was unsuccessful. She quickly drank a sip of orange
juice. Miss Simmons shot her foster-child an icy glance. She took a
step forward, rage spreading across her face. Jack had no doubt her
foster-children had seen that look many times.

"Whoa, now," Thomas said,
springing to his feet. "Let's all calm down. Andrea, if you'll come
back to the station with me, please. We've got some paperwork, and
I'll give Tiffany the required lecture I know you've both heard by
now."

Miss Simmons grabbed
Tiffany's hand and led her away from the booth. Thomas tried to
follow, but Jack grabbed his arm.

"Did you not see what just happened
there?"

Thomas rolled his eyes. "Let me guess.
Tiffany told you she's being abused."

"Do you really not see it?"

"We've been out to
Andrea's place many times. It always checks out. She has other
fosters, and none of them say anything is going on. Tiffany's cried
wolf so many times I wouldn't believe her if she said it was
raining."

"So, you'll dismiss her,
just like that? She's just running away all the time for the fun of
it?"

"I don't blame Tiffany for her
behavior. She's had a...rough childhood."

"Haven't all foster-kids?"

"Not like her. One parent dead, the
other left her to fend for herself in their apartment. The girl's
had it tough."

"Wow. Sucks to be her, I
guess."

"Yeah, well, it was nice meeting you.
You're such a charming guy."

"I hear that a lot."

Thomas joined Miss Simmons and Tiffany
and left the diner. Tiffany waved before being nearly dragged out
the door.

It was a shame. Jack
didn't like many people, and he avoided children as often as he
could. But Tiffany was okay. It was terrible she got stuck with
such a horrible foster-home.

Jack put her out of his mind and
finished his breakfast.

If the police didn't care,
he didn't either.


CHAPTER 5

 


Jack didn't arrive home until nearly
ten in the morning. He spent time at the beach watching the
sunrise, and then strolled through Cromfield Park. He liked
spending time at the park, a nice way to kill time in beautiful
weather.

He turned onto his street
and saw an unfamiliar Porsche parked behind his truck. His first
thought was of the neighbor's offspring, however, he drove a Jeep.
Jack wouldn't put it past the stuffy rich family to buy their teen
a new Porsche.

As he drew closer he saw
someone knocking on his front door. It was a woman, judging from
the shorts and bikini-top slowly coming into focus. No doubt she
had the wrong house. Jack had received one visitor over the past
month, and that was the annoying smelly man who hooked up his
cable.

He kept an eye on her as he walked up
the sidewalk. She knocked on the door once again, her back to him.
Very nice, athletic figure. Cut-off jean shorts that showed off
lean legs and a pair of sandals. Pale skin. Striking red
hair.

Jack froze on the sidewalk, near the
corner of his lawn. He couldn't believe it was her.

His normally calm mind raced. He knew
this moment would come eventually, even after nine
decades.

He never thought it would come under
the light of day.

She tilted her head back
and lifted her nose. He smiled as he watched her sniff the air, a
motion he'd seen many times before. Memories and a sense of déjà vu
flooded over him.

Victoria turned to face
him.

Gone were the long curls
she wore in the early twentieth century. Her beautiful red hair was
straight, just a little past her shoulders, and suited her well.
She still looked great, her looks aided by the supernatural. He
could only imagine how many heads she turned on the
beach.

He wasn't sure what he was supposed to
do. Part of him wanted to walk toward her and hug the only person
in his life that at one time he considered a friend, even family.
Another part of him wanted to spit in her face.

She smiled at him. He
tried to smile back, but it didn't quite come off right. He walked
across the lawn to meet her.

As she stepped off the
porch the morning sun touched her. She held a hand over her eyes to
block the light. Jack eyed her body, which she was definitely
showing off. Victoria wearing clothes designed for exposure to the
sun was a foreign sight to him.

"We can’t cure cancer," he
said. "There are millions of people homeless, starving. But I’ll be
damned if we’re not gonna figure out a way for a bloodsucker to get
a suntan. I love science and technology."

Victoria laughed and looked down at
herself.

"Well, suntan, no.
My skin won’t darken. But the sun feels so good. Who knew I had a bikini
body all these centuries? There’s an interesting story behind all
this. Care to hear it?"

"Nope. Not really."

She smiled. "Your loss."

"What are you doing here?"

"I was in the
neighborhood. Wanted to get some beach time, figured I’d look you
up. Can we go inside?"

Jack hesitated before
moving past her to his porch. Victoria walked behind him as he
unlocked the front door and stepped into the living
room.

"Nice place," she said.
"No pictures on any of the walls, no art. Plain, neutral colors. No
personality. It’s definitely you."

He spun to shoot her a glare, but
noticed the smile on her face. She was joking.

"Is it still Victoria?" he asked. "Or
are you on a new name now?"

"It’s Victoria. Took an
identity to get back to it, but I’m Victoria once
again."

"You always loved your
mother’s name."

Victoria smiled as she sat at the
breakfast bar. Jack moved in the kitchen, pouring himself a glass
of tea. He paused for a moment before grabbing a second glass and
holding it out to her.

"Oh, no, thank you. My sun
allergy may be gone, but I’m still a vampire. Blood only
here."

He put the glass away and sat across
from her.

"So, John Kursed," she said,
pronouncing his name correctly. "Real cute. I take it you handle
your own identity changes?"

"Just the name part,
because of a nice little mistake my last handler made. I spent the
last identity running around as Byron."

Victoria laughed. As conflicted as
Jack felt, he'd missed the laugh of his best friend.

"It’s not funny," Jack
said. "I had to kill the guy."

Victoria stopped laughing
as she studied his face.

"Gotcha," he said.

She laughed again as she brushed her
red hair behind her pale shoulders. Jack imagined she had no
trouble luring mortals into dark corners and robbing them of their
blood.

"So, John-"

"Jack, actually. Call me
Jack."

"Okay, Jack. What have you been up to
these past hundred years?"

Jack took a deep breath. What a
strange question. How did one go about catching up on a
century?

"Well, not sleeping,
obviously. I tried every drug they've come up with, both legal and
illegal, to see if it would counter the curse. No luck. I made a
little money here and there. I skipped the past few wars. I did
lend a hand in World War II, though. I’m not humanity’s biggest
fan, but didn’t really want to see Adolf Hitler running the
show."

Victoria shook her head.
"You know, you’re still human. Just because you’re cursed, doesn’t
mean you’re not human."

Jack smirked. She always
knew what he was capable of, but didn’t know some of the things
he’d done over the past century.

"Try not sleeping for two hundred
years, and see how human you feel," he said.

She simply nodded.
"Anyway, I know what you mean. I helped out in that war, too. Did
you know that one of Hitler’s aids-"

"Was a witch. Yeah, I
know."

Victoria was quiet a moment as
awkwardness settled between them.

"Well, half-witch," she said. "Only a
half-blood."

Jack scoffed. "Like that would have
mattered to you. All witches have to die, right?"

She leaned back, like
she’d been slapped across the face.

"Wow. One hundred years.
You can really hold a grudge, can’t you? Do you really want to
fight about this?"

Jack shot up from his
chair and paced in the kitchen. Events rushed back to him like it
was yesterday. He was again by the river outside Monterrey, looking
down at Annie's lifeless corpse.

"That was my chance,
Victoria. My one chance. You took it from me, just like that. You picked the
town of Monterrey over me. I was supposed to be your best
friend."

"I...no,
we, saved that
town."

"And what good did it do?
They're all dead now."

"It wasn't just that town,
Jack. That witch…she was going to poison the water. Who knows how
many lives we really saved?"

"Are you not listening?
None of that matters. They're all dead now. But I'm still stuck
here."

Victoria stood up as well, keeping her
hands frozen on the counter.

"There you go again," she said.
"Thinking only about yourself."

"And this surprises you?"

"You can't see the big
picture. You can't see that those people we saved had families, and
then those families had families."

"Just like cockroaches."

"My point is...we
saved thousands of lives. We did a good thing, and you should be proud. But
no, not you. You're so miserable, always whining about your curse.
I've been alive twice as long as you, and I enjoy
life."

Jack stopped pacing and
held her gaze. The tension in the room was thickening.

"Do you really want
to compare conditions? Do you really want to compare being a
vampire with never sleeping, never dying, never resting? Hell, the sun doesn't even
bother you anymore."

"I told you before, you
are who you choose to be. And you choose to be a sad, lonely
asshole. I'm not gonna sit here and talk about who has it worse,
like children. Your problem, if we're gonna cut right through the
bullshit, is that a woman you cared about hurt you, and you never
recovered. Two hundred years, and you can't let it go. You haven’t
learned anything."

He smiled at the roundabout mention of
Angela. Waving her off, he looked into her green eyes
again.

"Cutting through the
bullshit, are we? You didn't kill that witch to save
Monterrey."

"Oh, is that so? Tell me then, why did
I do it?"

"Because you were afraid to be
alone."

Victoria blinked and stood
upright. She was an expert at hiding her emotions. They both were.
But they had known each other too long. Jack watched as she
clenched her right hand, only for a moment, and rubbed her fingers
together. A sure sign she was upset.

"I told you that I was
ready to accept death," he continued. "I had my will together and
everything. You weren't ready for that. For the first time, you had
an immortal friend that had been at your side for a century. You
weren't ready to let that go. You killed that witch because of your
own selfishness."

The vampire was quiet, her
face going blank. A few tense seconds passed. Finally, she leaned
on the breakfast bar, hiding her face. Jack thought he saw
weakness, only for a second. He was imagining things, as he knew
Victoria was the strongest person he ever met.

"I'm not sorry for
what I did," she said. "I'm not sorry for trying my best to be a
good person, and help people. I am
sorry I lost my best friend. The twentieth
century was fun, but I missed you. I know we're not gonna agree on
this. But I was hoping somehow we could put everything behind us,
and be friends again. Is that possible?"

Jack said nothing, and Victoria
accepted his silence as an answer. She nodded shortly and took a
deep breath.

"Okay, then. It was nice seeing you
again."

She crossed the living room and had
one hand on the doorknob.

"Victoria."

She turned to face
him.

"You said blood only. So, you can't
eat?"

"Nope."

"Well, come hang out with me while I
eat a nice ham and cheese sandwich."

She smiled. "Funny. And you can watch
me take a nap."

He placed a hand over his
chest. "Ouch, my heart. Good thing I heal fast."

Jack locked the door behind him after
Victoria stepped on the porch. It would take some time to accept
her walking in the sunlight. She stopped halfway down his front
walk, studying his neighborhood.

"I thought you’d be in a
mansion somewhere, surrounded by a huge fence with twenty guard
dogs."

He laughed. "Part of the
reason I’ve got so much money is I don’t go crazy with
it."

"Hey, that hurts. I’m not
hurting in the wallet either, and I live in a mansion."

Jack stopped and smiled as
he took notice of their vehicles. He was suddenly reminded of their
friendship, as silly as it sounded. Opposite in so many ways, yet
somehow working together, and even thriving. Her Porsche was parked
close to his old beat-up pickup truck.

"I see you finally broke
down and bought one of those automobiles. I figured you for a truck
guy."

"Yeah. Nice Porsche."

Jack noticed his neighbor
Larry outside watering his lawn, getting an eyeful of the gorgeous
vampire. Victoria moved to the back of her car and opened the
trunk. She searched through a bag and pulled out a short-sleeved
tee shirt.

"I’m still getting used to
the new attention I’m getting," she said, gesturing to Larry over
her shoulder.

Jack nodded and laughed.
"You’re driving."

They left his
neighborhood. She had the top down, and the morning breeze felt
great. Jack had a different sense of hot and cold than mortals. If
he was set on fire, or exposed to extreme cold, he’d feel it for
only a second. Then he’d go numb, and not feel anything. Still, he
could enjoy a nice breeze.

He guided her away from
the neighborhood deeper into town. Victoria frowned as the beach
setting faded into a more urban type. The scent of saltwater was
still in the air, but the tourists were all gone, and more shady
types hung out on the street corners.

"Where the hell are you taking
me?"

"To the best sandwich place ever. Just
relax."

They ended up parking
outside a corner convenience store. Victoria looked around as she
slid from behind the wheel. There was a McDonald’s across the
street, and next to it a shopping mall. A Royal Farms was not even
a block away. The corner convenience store didn’t fit.

"How the hell does this place stay
open?"

"Because I own it."

"You’re
kidding."

"Nope. I own a lot of
things."

"Jack, I know a little
about making money, too. There’s no way you make a profit off this
place."

He held his index finger
and thumb an inch apart. "Just a small one. Like I said, the best
sandwich you’ll ever eat. They wanted to buy this place out when
they put up the mall. I wouldn’t let them."

Jack led Victoria inside
the store. It was empty of customers, like he thought it would be.
The elderly Mister Soon stood behind the counter while his wife
swept the floor. They were Korean, and never did completely master
the English language. Mister Soon was easy to talk to, but his wife
spoke no English. Jack loved the way they looked at each other,
like they were still newlyweds. Soon and his wife always reminded
him there were still good people left in the world.

Soon's eyes lit up when he saw
Jack.

"Mister Jack? Is that you? How many
years?"

Jack smiled broadly. "Ten years, I
think? How have you been?"

Mrs. Soon laughed and
cheered as she dropped her broom and rushed to embrace Jack. He
winced and prepared himself. Victoria tried to hold in her laughter
as the older woman wrapped her arms around him and kissed him on
the cheek.

"You haven't aged," Mister Soon said.
"What is the secret?"

"Lots and lots of sex."

Mrs. Soon understood that
word, and her cheeks turned red. Mr. Soon laughed and gestured to
Victoria.

"With this lovely lady?"

"Her? No, no. I'd like you to meet
Victoria, one of my oldest friends."

Victoria shook hands with
the elderly couple, and even got a hug from Mrs. Soon.

"Are you living in Parkville now,
Mister Jack?"

"Soon, come on. It's just Jack. And
yeah, not too far from the beach. So I'll be in here a
lot."

"You want a sandwich?"

"Ah, finally, we're getting to the
good stuff."

Ten minutes later Jack and
Victoria were leaving the store. It took him that long to convince
Soon that even though he owned the store, Soon still had to take
his money. He had a ham and cheese sandwich and a bottled soda. She
couldn't get the smile off her face as they climbed back in her
car. The elderly couple stood in the doorway and waved
goodbye.

"What are you so happy about?" he
asked as they stopped at a red light.

"Jack, you
actually...care about that old couple, don't you?"

"People come and go. What
I care about is this sandwich. No one puts them together like Soon.
Now, go back six blocks and take a left. We're heading to Cromfield
Park."

Victoria simply smiled and followed
Jack's direction.

*****

It was the second time
Jack had been in the park that day. Victoria sat next to him, her
legs stretched out. They watched the people in the park as they
enjoyed the early afternoon. She leaned her head back and offered
herself to the sun. He was finishing up his sandwich and drinking
his soda.

"Part of what you said is
true," she said. "You were like a brother to me, and I wasn’t ready
to let you go. But I didn’t kill Annie because of that."

"I know. You’re a regular
Girl Scout."

Jack was quiet for a
moment. There were so many things to talk about, but his mind was
blank. He was glad Victoria was next to him. His life felt right
again. She was the closest thing to family he had.

"So, are you seeing
anyone?" he asked. "How's the old bloodsucking love-life treating
you these days? Hopefully better than that Daniel fellow back in
Idaho."

Victoria winced at one of the worst
relationships she ever had. Daniel had incredible stalker skills,
even for a human, in a time when spy technology didn't
exist.

"I took a few decades off,
but I am seeing someone. A vampire hunter, believe it or
not."

Jack laughed. "How does that work?
I'll bet doggy-style is out of the question. Gotta keep an eye on
him, in case he tries to stake you."

"Real funny, Jack. How about
you?"

"This is me we're talking
about. Nothing steady here. I'll hit up the occasional one-nighter,
but that's about it. One time, I got with this woman,
and-"

She held up a hand. "Enough.
One-nighter. Real classy."

"Never, ever at my place.
Always at theirs. That’s one of the better things about never
sleeping. One-nighters are easy. I just lay in bed until they fall
asleep, and then slip away like a ninja. The last lady I had my eye
on was back in Chicago. But that didn’t pan out."

"Would that have anything
to do with you killing three bank robbers?"

He waited for a couple jogging to move
out of earshot before speaking.

"What can I say? I'm
famous."

She nodded. "Imagine my surprise when
I saw your name and picture popping up on the Internet."

"I tried my best to avoid those
fifteen minutes, but the Internet is a damn monster these days.
Speaking of showing up on the Internet, you want to tell me what
you were doing running around Baltimore with a bunch of vampires at
Camden Yards?"

Victoria glanced at him.
"You saw that?"

"Oh yeah, the
whole terror thing. The government really stepped up on that
one."

She was quiet. There was
so much to tell him. The vampire virus that nearly overtook
Baltimore, the cover-up that followed, her new supernatural
friends. If it weren’t for Alex Teague, the half-demon, and the
ghost of her old cop friend, William, they might not be sitting in
the park having a conversation. Cell phone videos of the vampire
attack at Baltimore popped up all over You Tube for a while before
mysteriously disappearing, and Victoria was in a few of
them.

So much had happened in her life in
the past year and a half. It would be fun catching Jack
up.

"I’m not sure I want to
know," he said.

"Believe me, it was
definitely a...unique experience."

He laughed, and tossed his trash in
the bin next to him.

"You want to catch a
movie?" he asked. "I don’t exactly run with a lot of plans these
days."

"That’s a great idea," she
said, her lip curling into a smile. "Maybe there’s a Chaplin movie
playing."

"Yeah. I’ll try not to
beat up anyone in front of us this time."


CHAPTER 6

 


It was nearly eleven
o’clock at night when Victoria parked in
front of Jack’s house. She shook her head as the pair headed toward
the front door.

"I can’t believe you," she
said.

"Hey, the guy wouldn’t
stop talking during the movie."

"So you dump popcorn on
him?"

"He shut up after that,
didn’t he? At least I didn’t knock him out."

"Yeah, I guess I should be
proud of you. I’m amazed you got through dinner without causing a
scene."

"Are you kidding me? I’m
not the one who sank my fangs into our waiter in full view of an
entire restaurant."

"And no one even noticed, did they?
Subtlety, Jack. You should get a dictionary."

"I did, once. I didn’t
like all the words, so I set it on fire."

She laughed as he unlocked the door
and held it open for her.

"Anyway, never do that
again," he said. "That guy’s erection was two feet away from me.
Not a cool feeling at all."

"I can’t help it how
aroused mortals get during a feeding. Anyway, that was your fault.
We go to a restaurant surrounded by people eating. Of course I’m
gonna get thirsty."

"Well, next time ask for a waitress.
If that was a woman, that might have been hot."

"You pervert."

Jack turned on the TV as
he stepped into the living room, for background noise. He was
accustomed to spending every single day alone. Victoria visiting
was a welcome change. It took a hundred years, but he was glad they
reconciled. He knew she wasn’t in Parkville just to see him, but
would enjoy her company as long as he could.

"How about this past century?"
Victoria said as she sat at the breakfast bar. "Landing on the
moon. Computers. Fashion getting more revealing."

Jack poured himself a glass of
water.

"I'm all over the revealing fashion
thing. I see you've taken to it quite nicely."

She batted her eyes playfully and
tilted her chin. "Why, thank you."

"To be honest, with all
this technology everywhere, I thought us monsters would be public
news by now."

"You sound like my friend, Alex. You'd
like him. Great guy, but always paranoid about being caught flying
around on camera."

"Flying?"

She laughed. "It's a long story. Let's
just say you're not the only unique supernatural thing out
there."

He smiled and gestured to
the back door. "I want to show you something."

They stepped out on the
back porch. He had turned the entire backyard into one huge
vegetable garden. Victoria laughed and admired his work. Nothing
was sprouting yet, but everything was neatly laid out in beds and
labeled. She'd nearly forgotten about his passion for cooking and
gardening. It didn't fit his personality.

"You're growing again," she
said.

"Yeah. I've been working
so long, but after Chicago I figured it's time to relax a bit. No
more custom suits and business meetings for a while. Try to enjoy
life as best a cursed human can."

Victoria took a deep breath and put a
hand on his shoulder. He didn't like being touched, but she was one
of the few who could get away with it.

"My life has been pretty
wild these past few years. There's something we need to
talk..."

She trailed off as a scent grabbed her
nose, followed by the sound of someone quietly coughing. Peering
into the neighbor's yard, she saw nothing.

"What?" Jack said. "What's
the matter?"

"I think you have someone in your
shed."

He stared at the shed before giving
Victoria an angry glance.

"You don't have people after you, do
you?" he asked.

She rolled her eyes as she put a hand
on her hip.

"Yeah. I've got werewolves
and vampires after me, and they're hiding in your shed."

Scowling, he walked up the
lane in between the garden beds and approached the shed. Victoria
was a step behind, sniffing the air. It took her a moment to
pinpoint some details, but they were so odd she didn't believe
it.

Her sense of smell was proven right
once again as Jack threw open the unlocked shed door and turned on
the light.

A young girl cowered in
the corner next to a lawnmower. A backpack sat on the ground next
to her. She huddled under a jacket, her bare legs sticking out. It
looked like she had fallen making her way into the small shed, as
one leg had a cut and a trail of blood ran down to her
sock.

"Tiffany!" Jack shouted. "What in the
hell are you doing in my shed?"

The girl managed a small
wave and smile.

"Uh...hi?"

"You know this girl?" Victoria
asked.

"Yeah. This is Tiffany March, a little
chronic runaway. And she's really starting to piss me
off."

A few tears ran down her
face.

"Please, can I stay here?
I'll stay out of the way."

"No, you can't live in my damn shed.
Get out of there."

Victoria grabbed his shoulder and
pulled him back as Tiffany made her way over the lawnmower and bags
of soil.

"What is going on?"

"I have no clue. She hates
her foster-mother. I can't say I blame her. The kid ran away from
home last night, says she saw a monster in the alley. I found her,
took her to the cops. Now she thinks my shed is a damn hotel
room."

Tiffany stumbled coming
out of the shed. Victoria caught her before she could fall, Tiffany
in one hand and her backpack in the other.

"Whoa, there. I’m
Victoria. You’re Tiffany?"

The girl nodded shyly.

"Well, Tiffany, let’s go
in the house and talk, get you something to drink."

"She’s not stepping foot
in my house. Look at her. She’s covered in filth."

"Jack," Victoria said, glaring at
him.

Tiffany walked through the
garden to the back door. Victoria moved slowly, her hand on Jack’s
shoulder.

"Come on. We have to help the
kid."

"No, we don’t. This is
bullshit. I do my one good deed per decade, and this is how it
turns out? I gave her a hand last night. Got her some food and let
the police take it from there. I can see the foster-mother gives
her a hard time, but that’s not my problem. The police didn’t care.
Why should I?"

"You don’t care
about anything, do you? Didn’t care about your hometown, didn’t
care about Monterrey. We should have a bunch of shirts printed up
that say I Don’t Care."

"If you think it’ll make
some money."

Despite their typical
butting-of-heads, she laughed.

"Look," he said, his face
hardening. "I’ve always been honest. The people that strung me up
and killed Angela...they all deserved to die. I am not a good
person, but I like who I am. I care about two people. Me, and you.
That’s it. Tiffany made me laugh a few times last night, but she’s
got her own problems to solve. She’s not my problem."

Victoria sighed, but liked hearing
that she was once again in his good graces.

"Let’s just take her
inside and figure out what to do. Then you can get back to your
wonderful life."

The three stepped through
the back door into the kitchen, and Jack immediately became
irritated. Tiffany tried her best to wipe her feet at the door, but
still tracked dirt onto the tile. He barely held in a
groan.

"Sorry," she said.

"Whatever. You thirsty?"

She eagerly nodded her head. Victoria
sat at the breakfast bar and motioned for Tiffany to do the
same.

"You’re very pretty,"
Tiffany told Victoria.

"Why, thank you. You’re a
very pretty little girl yourself."

"Okay," Jack said, pouring the child a
soda. "Not to interrupt this pretty-fest, but why did you run away
again? And how the hell did you even find my house?"

"Miss Simmons is the
meanest woman ever. I don’t want to live with her."

"Eh, life’s full of
disappointments. Get used to it now."

Victoria shot him a nasty
look.

"Anyway," he said. "My
house?"

Tiffany smiled and rooted
through her backpack. She produced her camera, and pulled up the
picture she was looking for. Jack traded the camera for the glass
of soda. He stared at the picture and laughed before handing it to
Victoria.

"They took her back to the station,
and she took a picture of the paperwork I filled out."

"I got directions from the
library," she said. "I’ve got a bunch of pictures. Pictures of the
police station, the policemen, Miss Simmons pretending to cry. But
the picture of the monster doesn’t look good. Maybe monsters can’t
have their picture taken."

Victoria laughed. "Clever
girl."

Jack tried not to smile,
but his lip curled up anyway.

"Tiffany, you’re a cool
kid. But you can’t stay in my shed. You’re gonna have to go to the
police. Understand?"

She pouted. "But then I’ll
have to go back to Miss Simmons."

"I don’t know how foster
care works, but you won’t be with that bitch forever. Someone will
adopt you. Just hopefully not a serial killer or something like
that."

"Jack!" Victoria said.

"No one will adopt me," Tiffany said,
lowering her head.

"Whatever. Let’s just get
going. Maybe Victoria will let us ride in her Porsche. We can stop
and get you something to eat."

"But you're the only person who's ever
been nice to me."

"If I had a heart, that might get you
somewhere. Get your stuff."

Jack circled the breakfast
bar as Victoria frowned at him. He simply shrugged. What did she
expect him to do?

He grabbed her backpack and tried to
set it on her shoulder. Tiffany winced and let it fall to the
floor. She picked it up with her other hand.

"What's your problem?" he
asked.

She said nothing, just lowered her
head and stared at the floor. Victoria and Jack traded looks before
the vampire moved from the stool to her knees in front of
Tiffany.

"Tiffany, are you okay? What's
wrong?"

The young child looked up
slowly, her eyes full of fear.

"Miss Simmons got real
mad."

Victoria shifted Tiffany's
shirt around to see her shoulder and the top of her arm was
bruised. The bruises were spread out slightly, some larger than
others. Tiffany tried to pull away, but Victoria held her
steady.

"Your foster-mother did this to
you?"

"Yeah. She used a belt this time. She
left bruises, and they hurt."

Victoria looked up at Jack. His face
was unreadable, and he was quiet for a long time. She waited
patiently to see his reaction.

"Do you have any spare
clothes in that backpack?" he asked.

She nodded.

"Okay. Go upstairs and get cleaned up.
Take a bath, take as long as you like. Throw your dirty clothes
down the steps. I'll wash them."

Tiffany walked through the living room
and had one hand on the stairwell railing when she turned
around.

"So...I can stay in your
shed?"

"Go."

She disappeared up the
stairs. Jack exchanged another look with Victoria before moving
into the living room. He hooked his iPhone into the largest dock
Victoria had ever seen and sat on the couch. Jimi Hendrix filled
the room. She sat in the chair across from him.

"What are you doing?" she
asked.

"Thinking. I always listen
to Hendrix when I think. I met him once. Coolest guy you’d ever
meet. I helped him change a flat on the side of the
road."

"I had sex with Jim
Morrison."

He looked at her.

"Just kidding. What are you thinking
about?"

"About what to do with
this kid. I knew she was verbally abused, but I only suspected
physical abuse."

"You thought her foster-mother was
beating her, but didn't say anything?"

"Actually, I did tell the cops. They
blew me off, and I went home."

"Jesus, Jack. Let me guess. You don't
care, right?"

"Hey, what did you want me
to do? Do you stop and help everyone on the street? The kid's lucky
I bought her breakfast. Anyway, stop giving me shit. I'll try to
help now, just to keep the girl off my property."

"I always knew you had a conscience in
there somewhere."

"Whatever."

"Plan A is still on
the table. Take her to the police, and tell them she's being
abused. It's a little hard not
to see now. She's got some nasty
bruises."

"I don't trust Parkville's
finest to do the right thing. They think Tiffany is a liar. I'd
rather not deal with them."

They were both quiet
as the minutes stretched. They heard the bath water running
upstairs, followed by her clothes flying to the bottom of the
stairs. Victoria watched him as he fought internally. Part of him,
a very large part, kept going back to Plan A. Drop Tiffany off, and be
done with her. He didn't know her. He didn't care about
her.

But for reasons he couldn't put a
finger on, Plan A felt very wrong to him.

Victoria stood up and
grabbed his laptop bag from the corner. Jack laughed. She was
already making herself at home.

"Go ahead. Just use my
stuff."

"I am."

"What are you doing?"

"Looking up Tiffany March. Seeing if
there's anything out there."

"Remember in our day when
we had to walk to the library? If any porn pops up, just ignore
it."

He turned ideas over in his mind as
she browsed the web. It all came down to one question. What was the
best thing to do for Tiffany, while also being the easiest for
himself?

"Wow. Tiffany made the
news a few years ago. Her mother died from cancer when she was
four, and her father just split. They found her alone in their
apartment after a month, living off rotten food. I hope she doesn't
remember that."

Jack said nothing. He simply
grunted.

"What are you thinking
over there?" Victoria asked.

"I'm thinking I kill Andrea
Simmons."

"Her foster-mother?" She shook her
head. "So much for that conscience I thought you had."

"Can you think of anything
simpler or cleaner? I kill her, and every kid she has gets moved to
different foster homes."

She looked up from the laptop. "You're
serious? Some things just never change. You have a problem, and the
killing starts."

"So, you think it's wrong to kill a
child abuser?"

"I've killed a lot of
people, too. Just like you. But that should be the last thing you
try, not the first. You have other options."

"Like what?"

"Let her stay here."

"My shed's off-limits."

"I don't mean the shed, ass. Here in
the house. You've got...what, four bedrooms here?"

"I don't even own a bed,
Victoria."

"That's my point. Get a sleeping bag
and let her stay upstairs. You'll never even see the
girl."

"I somehow doubt I could
get certification to be a foster-parent, nor would I want to.
There’s probably more legal crap than I care to deal
with."

"Please. With my contacts, I could
have you one before tomorrow morning."

"I've got my own contacts.
I bought my way out of a mess in Chicago. I could buy Tiffany's way
out of the mess she's in. I guess she could stay here for a while.
Keep her upstairs, put out some food and water."

"She's not a dog."

"I know, I know. I can do this. Let
her stay, help her get adopted by a nice family. I can squeeze two
good deeds in a decade instead of one."

Victoria laughed. The
water drained from the tub upstairs, and Tiffany walked down a few
steps so she could see the living room. She nearly looked like a
mummy, with a towel wrapped around her head and another around her
entire body.

"What are you doing?" Jack
asked. "You're dripping water all over the place."

"It's scary up there. All the rooms
are empty."

"There aren't any alleyway monsters up
there."

"Be nice," Victoria hissed. She smiled
at Tiffany. "Come on down here."

Jack felt panic coming on
as he watched Victoria dry Tiffany's hair. Tiffany was a living,
breathing person, and he was going to let her stay at his home. He
didn't even like pets.

However, he admired the
girl. He remembered that defiant look she gave him on the street,
hands on her hips, looking up at him intently. Her foster-mother
abused her, but she didn't let that stop her. Not even losing her
parents could stop her.

Still, he was afraid, and he couldn't
remember the last time that happened.

"Am I making a big
mistake?"

Victoria gave him a
wide-eyed look. He read her mind perfectly clear that he should
watch what he said around Tiffany.

"I don't know. Maybe. But look at it
this way. It won't kill you."

"Hilarious."

She laughed and refocused her
attention on Tiffany.

"Jack and I were talking
while you were in the bathroom. You're gonna stay here for a few
days."

"In the shed?"

"Nope. Not the shed."

"The closet? Miss Simmons would
sometimes make me stay in the closet if I was bad."

"Are you sure I shouldn't kill her?"
Jack asked.

Victoria gave him a scowl.

"You can sleep on the
couch. Jack will take good care of you."

"I know. I like him. He beat up a
bunch of people last night."

"That would not surprise me. I have to
go, but you're all nice and dry now. You be good for
Jack."

"I will."

"You have to go?" he asked. "Now?
Seriously?"

"I've got other reasons I'm here
besides seeing an old friend."

"Yeah, I figured as much."

"I'll be in town for a
while, though. Let's trade numbers." She smiled as she watched Jack
operate his iPhone. "I had the original iPhone when it first came
out. It got ruined when I got dropped in a river. I'll have to tell
you that story sometime."

Jack was quiet, and she could see the
tiniest bit of apprehension in his movements.

"Hey, you'll be okay," she
said. "I've got some things I need to do, but we'll talk tomorrow.
Okay?"

He nodded. His mind was organizing the
many things he needed to do as well.

He walked Victoria to the door and
opened it for her. She stepped onto the porch and turned to face
him.

"I don’t think she bites
or anything."

"Listen, I’m glad we’re
talking again."

She smiled. "I just had to
let you cool down for a century. I always knew we’d talk
again."

Jack waited until she
vanished down the street in her Porsche before closing the door. He
turned to see Tiffany standing in the living room, still in her
towel, staring at him.

"Don’t you have clothes to
put on?"

She nodded.

"Well, go do it. Are you
hungry?"

Another nod. The girl sure was quiet
at times.

"Go get dressed. I’ll make
something to eat."

He worked in the kitchen
as Tiffany dressed upstairs. He was still worried, but knew the
worst thing she could do was annoy him. Between her time at school,
playing with whatever friends she had, and being in her room, he
would never see her.

It was almost midnight when Tiffany
walked into the kitchen wearing a simple shirt and sweatpants. She
climbed on a stool at the breakfast bar and took a bite of a
sandwich he'd set out for her. He closed his laptop and looked at
her.

"No pajamas?"

She shook her head.

"Well, that will have to
do. I’ll be one hundred percent honest with you. You’ll be staying
here for a while. I don’t know how long. I’ll try my best to find
you a family, get you adopted."

"Miss Simmons said no one
will ever adopt me."

"Miss Simmons is a bitch.
I saw that about two seconds after she stepped in the diner. You
can pretty much ignore anything she’s ever said to you."

The girl laughed.

"Okay, now, you’ll
probably miss a few days of school-"

"I’ve never been to
school. Miss Simmons taught us at home."

"Ah, wonderful. Okay,
we’ll have to enroll you in school. I’ll get you a bed, some
clothes, all that fun crap. But for tonight you can sleep on the
couch."

She wrinkled her face.
"Why?"

"I don’t sleep, so I don’t
have a bed. A couch is all I got."

"No, I mean, why are you being so nice
to me?"

Jack leaned back to reflect on that
question.

"I have no idea. I’m still
trying to figure that out myself. I’m not a nice person, and I hate
kids."

"You’re the nicest person
I’ve ever met."

He gave Tiffany a
half-smile. "Then you haven’t met many people."

"No. You’re the
nicest."

"I’ll take your word for
it," he said with a laugh. "Okay, I’m not the best judge of time,
but I think midnight is very late for a...how old are
you?"

"I’m eight."

"For an eight-year-old to
be up running around. I have a lot of work to do. I’ll be on the
back deck getting to it. Sorry, no blanket or pillows."

"It’s okay."

"Alright. Have fun
sleeping."

"Thank you, Mister
Jack."

"Whoa, no mister. Just
Jack."

She laughed before moving to the
couch. He followed her and reached out to turn off the
light.

"Good night," she said as she curled
up on the couch.

"Yeah, yeah."

He grabbed his laptop and
phone and walked through the kitchen to the back deck. He wasn’t
convinced killing Simmons wasn’t the easiest route, but he did have
another idea in mind. Subtlety, as Victoria called it. It would
still require some work, and a lot of phone calls and emails. He
laughed to himself as he sat at the outdoor table on the deck
overlooking his garden.

"It's a good thing I'm not
tired."


CHAPTER 7

 


Victoria stretched her
arms over her head as she stepped into her hotel room. Spending the
day with Jack was the most fun she had in a while. No hunting
werewolves, battling vampires, or helping new friends adjust to the
supernatural world. She loved her new friends dearly, but it was
nice to not have to explain the way the world worked.

Jack already knew.

Her thoughts drifted to
her oldest friend. Like she expected, he hadn't aged a day. Same
brown hair, same blue eyes, same handsome looks, same personality.
Jack could be an amazingly caring person to those he was close to.
The problem was he wasn't close to anyone. He was a destructive
force of nature to anyone on his bad side.

Yet he had taken in an
abused child. She didn't want to tell him to his face, but she was
proud of him.

Stripping off her shorts and shirt,
she walked around the room in her bikini. It was foolish, she knew,
but the skimpy outfit reminded her she was the most unique vampire
in the world. The sun could no longer harm her.

She had Kevin Mishnar to
thank for that.

At the thought of her new friends, she
reached for her iPhone. She missed several calls throughout the
day, and could guess at some of the messages.

She put a hand to her head
at the sound of Alex Teague's voice. Alex was a unique creature, a
half-demon with a history crazy enough to drive a normal person
insane. His own parents conceived him simply to sacrifice him to
demons, hoping to gain their power. Things didn't go as planned,
and Alex ended up with demonic power and a set of wings. Despite
all of that, unlike Jack, Alex Teague was one of the nicest people
she'd ever met.

She dialed his number.

"Victoria?" he
answered. "Cindy is really
pissed at you."

Cindy was Alex's fiancée.
Victoria was certain she was a large part in the stability in his
life.

"I know, I know," she said, clenching
her eyes shut. "Tell her I'm really sorry. Something important came
up, and I had to leave Baltimore fast. Did the dress fitting go
okay?"

"Yeah, I think so. She
really wanted you there, though. Alicia's a little upset,
too."

Alicia was Alex's sister. Victoria's
friendship with Alex was great, and a side benefit was befriending
Cindy and Alicia.

"I’m just pissing
everybody off," she said. "Believe me, there’s a good
reason."

"You working on something? Need some
help? Do you need the services of a guy who can talk to ghosts and
walk through walls?"

"I appreciate it, but no,
I don’t think so. I’ve got other help available if I need it. And
believe me, he can do far worse things."

"Okay, but don’t say I
didn’t offer. How’s the beach treating you?"

She smiled and gracefully turned in
front of the dresser mirror once again.

"Alex, you wouldn’t
believe it. It’s incredible, being in the sun. I wish Jake was with
me. I’d show him a good time right on the sand."

Jake Bachner, her boyfriend. He was
away, as always, chasing evil vampires.

"Too much info there. I’m
gonna head out before you tell me what you do in the
bedroom."

"You had your chance. But
you went with your soul-mate you met when you were
five."

Alex laughed. Victoria
knew she never had a chance with him. He only ever had eyes for
Cindy. Still, she wouldn’t have minded a night of passion with a
man with wings.

They said their goodbyes.
She hung up the phone and nursed on a blood bag. She wasn’t thirsty
due to her earlier drink at the restaurant, but a quick snack
always kept her on her toes.

The room phone rang as she licked her
lips and fangs.

"Miss Smith, Dr. Collins
just checked in to his room. He's in room 250."

"Thank you, Mike. You'll be
compensated even more for your trouble."

"That means money, right?"

"Yes. Lots and lots of
money."

Victoria hung up and took
a deep breath. Something dangerous was brewing in or around
Parkville. That's all Bradley could tell her. Bradley was an old
vampire friend of hers. She'd known him even longer than Jack. When
he contacted her and said he only trusted her with this job, she
knew it was serious. He had a name, Dr. Stan Collins, and a hotel.
That was all.

The last few cases she
worked on were all relatively simple. One involved a vampire trying
to organize an army of newborn vamps into an army. Another time a
cult tried to open a door to the spirit world. Her most interesting
case was the hunt of a werewolf, where she met her newest friend,
Kevin Mishnar.

Hopefully this case would be a simple
one. She could use more time at the beach.

She wished Jack was with
her. One of the many reasons she sought him out was to enlist his
help, if he forgave her. But now Jack had his own problems, mainly
an eight-year-old girl.

There were advantages to working
alone, like the stunt she was getting ready to pull off.

Victoria was in room 450,
two floors directly above Dr. Collins. She opened the balcony door
and stepped into the night air. The street still crawled with
activity. Parkville was somewhat of a tourist town, with the beach
nearby. The pool was below, with a few twenty-somethings swimming
and having a good time.

She nimbly jumped onto the
railing and turned to face her room. Taking one step back, gravity
took hold of her as she fell toward the ground below. She reached
out with one hand and easily grabbed the bottom railing outside
room 350. Holding on, the momentum spun her directly under the
balcony. She dug the claws of her left hand into the concrete above
as she stared into room 250 upside down.

Dr. Collins stepped into
his room. Victoria didn't have Jack's amazing knack for picking out
obscure details about a person, but she was no slouch. Collins was
somewhere in his late thirties. Average weight, a little on the
short side, a thick pair of glasses. He wore a collared shirt and
jeans, and rolled a suitcase behind him.

She let go of the balcony
above and twisted as she dropped outside room 250. Crouching like a
cat, she continued to watch Collins. The man unpacked some clothes,
a laptop, and bathroom accessories. He was definitely human,
nothing supernatural about him. She'd have to watch him until he
showed his hand.

He moved across the room
to answer a knock at the door. Victoria held in a laugh as a woman
stepped inside, wearing a miniskirt nearly to her hips. It didn’t
take the wisdom of a vampire to see what her profession was. They
talked price for a moment before the woman pushed Collins down into
bed.

Victoria rolled her eyes.
She almost wanted to simply burst in, take the direct approach, and
threaten Collins with harm if he didn’t tell her what he was up to.
The smarter side of her knew patience was key, and watching him
would take little effort.

She closed her eyes at the
sight of him making a fool of himself with his girlfriend for the
night. He asked her if she wanted to go to dinner.

Perhaps watching him would take more
effort than she thought.

*****

It took emails,
phone calls, and four hours of his time. There were bribes
involved, favors being turned in, favors being asked for. His
iPhone died at one point, and Jack had to charge it for a half hour
before continuing. Close to one hundred thousand dollars changed
hands, and there were even some threats and blackmail tossed
around. But when Jack made that last call, and received that final
email, he was now the legal foster-parent of Tiffany March. The
package even came complete with an emailed certificate and
paperwork proving that Andrea Simmons was a foster-mother in error.
He even had forged signatures. He had the digital paperwork, and
the hard copies would be in his hand by day’s end.

Jack sat at the deck table and allowed
himself a smile. Phase one of his little scheme was complete. But
there was still one final problem to deal with. Andrea Simmons
herself. That would have to wait until sunrise.

He quietly crept into the
house. Tiffany still slept on the couch, her rhythmic breathing
filling the living room. He wanted to watch TV, but that was
obviously out of the question. He couldn’t listen to music. His
mind raced for something to do to kill a few hours.

That’s all his life seemed
to be at times. Searching for ways to kill time.

He paced in the kitchen.
All he wanted to do was sit on his couch, but that wasn’t possible
due to the living human resting there. He couldn’t even turn on a
light. If he kicked the girl out, or killed her, that would solve
his problems. He shook his head. Killing her would be wrong
somehow, and he didn’t just go through hours of trouble to save
her, just to kill her.

Tears ran down his face,
although he didn’t make a sound. He knew what was happening. Every
few decades he simply broke down. He wanted to rest, to sleep. That
was impossible.

"Just an hour," he whispered. "A half
hour. Ten minutes."

He wiped the tears from
his face, but they kept coming, and that only infuriated him more.
He clenched and opened his fists as he paced. There were so many
things in the world he could do, and at that moment, he could do
none of them.

"Jack?"

He stopped and stared at
the couch. Tiffany’s silhouette looked over the top of the
cushions. She rubbed sleep out of her eyes.

"Are you okay?" she asked, her voice
full of genuine concern.

"I just want to sleep."

"Have you taken NyQuil?"

Jack laughed as he wiped his eyes once
again.

"I’ve taken pretty much
everything, I think."

"Sara told me warm milk would make you
sleepy."

"I’ve tried warm milk.
I’ve tried chocolate milk. Milk laced with LSD, heroin, cocaine,
rat poison. Nothing works."

"What’s LSD?"

"Nevermind."

"Can we have some cereal?"

He sighed as he turned on
the kitchen light. How long would it be before Tiffany drove him
even crazier than he already was?

"Sure, whatever."

Jack took a step toward
the refrigerator, but Tiffany was already moving. She climbed off
the couch and dragged a stool to the counter. She went through each
cabinet, one by one, moving the stool as she went. The child didn't
ask for help of any kind. Jack watched in fascination. An excited
cry left her lips as she found the prize.

"Cookie Crisp! I love Cookie
Crisp."

He smiled and nodded. "The
breakfast of champions when I don't feel like slaving it over the
stove."

She continued searching
through cabinets until she found bowls. He raised an eyebrow as she
grabbed not one, but two of them. She retrieved the milk on her own
and grabbed two spoons from the drawer next to the sink.

It took nearly ten minutes longer than
it should have, but Jack stared at a bowl of cereal waiting at the
bar for him. Tiffany sat and eagerly filled her spoon, pausing for
a moment to look up at him.

"Are you going to eat your
cereal?"

He laughed and shook his head as he
sat across from her. It had been centuries since someone made
breakfast for him, and that was his mother.

"You're alright, Tiffany."

She beamed at him, showing off a
missing tooth.

"Today is gonna be a busy
day," he said. "Are you up for it?"

She nodded eagerly. "What are we gonna
be doing?"

He smiled. "Just some subtle
things."

*****

Jack drove deeper into
Parkville and parked in front of the pool hall his contact told him
about. The windows were down, the sunroof open, and Tiffany looked
like she was having the time of her life. The girl giggled with
every bump they hit, her tiny body lifting from the
seat.

They definitely weren't in
the best of neighborhoods. A few teens, who no doubt should have
been in school, were laughing and talking on the street corner. A
woman stood at a bus stop across the street, looking for someone to
hire her.

"We're going to play
pool?" Tiffany shouted. "Neat."

"No, we're not."

"Then why did we come
here?"

He said nothing. A sudden
guilt crept over him at the thought of bringing Tiffany along.
There wasn't much choice. He didn't know of anyone that could
babysit, and Victoria wasn't answering her phone. He had a large
number of personal assistants, but they all lived in other
states.

Jack looked down at his young guest.
She looked up at him, giving him her undivided
attention.

"I'm not gonna bore you
with details," he said. "But this is all part of getting Miss
Simmons to let you stay with me."

She crossed her arms. "I hate Miss
Simmons. She's gonna be real mad when she sees I ran away
again."

"Exactly, which is why we need to
hurry. You stay right at my side, okay?"

She nodded eagerly. He
reached for his briefcase in between them, a constant in the many
illegal dealings he conducted over the years.

"Can I carry it? I want to
help."

He smiled. The kid had a
talent for making him smile. She had more spark than any other
human he met in his life, and he met a lot.

They pushed the door open
to the pool hall. There weren't many people at eight o'clock in the
morning, but the few who were there all turned their gaze on Jack
and Tiffany. It was a rough-looking crowd. Tiffany carried his
briefcase with both hands as they walked in between the pool
tables.

He spotted the man he was
looking for in the back. Jerry Turnbull. Not exactly a tough,
mafia-type name, but Jack didn't care about his name. Jerry was a
little older than the picture Jack received in an email, but it was
him. Maybe close to fifty and slowly losing his hair. The man
leaned on a pool cue while talking to someone who could only be a
henchman, judging from the size of the guy. A beautiful blonde
woman played pool by herself. She made sure she leaned over the
table at all the right angles for Jerry's viewing pleasure, smiling
over her shoulder at him before each shot.

If this was how the place was in the
morning, Jack was curious as to how it was at night.

The henchman stepped
forward to intercept Jack, putting a hand on his
shoulder.

"Whoa there, buddy. Do you have an
appointment?"

"No. But Jerry will want to talk to
me," Jack said, gesturing to his briefcase.

The henchman quickly
patted Jack down, and then moved over to Tiffany. It was Jack’s
turn to forcefully grab a shoulder.

"No one touches my
assistant."

The henchman scowled, but Jerry only
laughed. He motioned to let them by.

"I have to say,
your assistant is
probably a little too young to work for me," Jerry said with a
thick accent.

"Funny," Jack said. He took the
briefcase from Tiffany and looked at the henchman. "You know, I bet
my friend here could beat you at pool."

"We can play pool?" Tiffany
asked.

The henchman looked at
Jerry, who was very amused. Jack knelt down so he could look into
Tiffany’s eyes.

"Okay, partner, go play
some pool with the gorilla-looking guy and the pretty lady over
there. I won’t be long."

"Alright," she said, and
then looked up at the henchman. "I’m gonna beat you."

Jack waited until they were at the
pool table before turning to Jerry.

"I understand you’re the
person to see if I need help."

Jerry shook his head. "I
don’t loan out money anymore. But I got the feeling you don’t need
money."

"No. But I would like to give you
money." He cracked open his briefcase and pulled out ten thousand
dollars.

Jerry stared at the cash as Jack set
it on the small table next to them.

"Do I have your attention?" Jack
asked.

Jerry smirked and nodded.
"I have to ask, what’s to stop me from taking your little magic
briefcase there."

"Probably my temper."

The small-time criminal
laughed heartily and slapped Jack on the shoulder. That was the
second time he’d been touched, and his patience was wearing
thin.

"You’re a funny guy. Tell
me, what did you have in mind?"

"Sort of the opposite of
burglary."

Jack checked on Tiffany as
Jerry leaned closer. She was enjoying her game of pool. Jerry’s eye
candy picked the girl up so she could wildly swing her cue over the
table. She was excited just to hit a ball, much less sink one. The
henchman and eye candy laughed at the girl’s behavior, and the
henchman even missed on purpose so Tiffany could keep
playing.

Jack filled Jerry in on what services
he wanted to purchase.

*****

Jack slowed the
truck and parked across the street from Andrea
Simmons’ house. Everything looked normal
enough. There were no police on her front lawn. Simmons wasn’t
standing on the front porch shouting for Tiffany to come home. He
hoped she didn’t realize Tiffany was even missing. The thought
crossed his mind that it was possible she knew Tiffany was gone,
and didn’t care.

Tiffany drank an orange
juice they’d bought ten minutes ago at his convenience store. She
made fast friends with Mr. Soon and his wife. She made fast friends
with everyone.

"How are you holding up?" he
asked.

"I’m fine. I won at
pool."

"I saw that. Very
impressive. Hopefully we won’t be here too long. Then we’ll get you
some clothes, maybe a bed."

Tiffany sat up and stared out the
windshield. Her face took on a look of panic when she realized
where they were.

"You...brought me back to Miss
Simmons."

She undid her seat-belt and grabbed
the door handle. Jack reached across the seat and snatched her
wrist before she could open the door.

"Calm the hell down."

She breathed hard and
shook. Tears ran down her cheeks. She hugged her knees to her chest
and rocked back and forth.

"You lied to me," she said. "You said
I could stay with you."

"I didn't lie to you, kid. But don't
piss me off, or I'll change my mind. I'm not giving you back to
Miss Simmons."

"Then why are we here?"

"Do you really want to
know? Can you handle it?"

She nodded as that familiar fire
returned to her cheeks.

"I said my name is
Tiffany. Not kid."

"Okay. Miss Simmons is no longer your
foster-parent. I am."

Tiffany showed off every
tooth she had as she reached out for a hug. Jack scooted away,
closer to the driver's door, and scrunched his face.

"And the contract didn't
include hugs, if I remember right," he said. She frowned and leaned
away. "Now, I might be your foster-parent, but we still have Miss
Simmons to deal with. She'll throw a fit with the police, and who
knows what else. So we have to give her bigger problems to worry
about. I wanted to kill her, but this might actually be
better."

"Killing people is bad."

"Yeah, I keep hearing
that," Jack said. He noticed someone walking up her sidewalk to
Simmons' front door. "Ah. Right on time."

Jack watched the scene
unfold before him. Tiffany hid behind him, peeking out from behind
his shoulder. He didn't think much of Jerry, even with his
contact's recommendation. Jerry seemed like more of a gang leader
than any type of underworld figure with real power. His suspicions
rang even more true when the man nearly salivated at the sight of
fifty thousand dollars. But if he could do what Jack wanted, he
could forgive his pool hall headquarters and ridiculous fake
accent.

The man at the front door
distracted Simmons while two more moved around back. Jack didn't
know how they would deal with the children, and didn't really care.
As long as they planted drugs all over the house, nothing else
mattered.

The distraction went smoothly. Jack
couldn't read their lips, as he couldn't get a clear view of them.
He rolled down the window to hear a little of their
conversation.

"I'm telling you, lady.
Your dog bit my son. I'm gonna sue you."

"You idiot. I don't even have a
dog."

"I saw it run out of your house and go
after my kid. Maybe you weren't home, I don't know. But don't think
you're getting away with this."

This went on for several
minutes until Jack saw the accomplices run from the backyard.
Simmons ended up slamming the door and disappearing into her house.
Jack placed the anonymous call to the police he planned in his
head. He jazzed it up as best he could. Child abuse, drugs in the
house, wild orgies with random men.

Despite his call, it took
ten minutes for the police to show up. It was only one squad car,
but it was a start.

"Look!" Tiffany said, pointing. "Miss
Simmons is finally gonna get in trouble."

"That she is. She'll have
a fun time explaining why she has cocaine, heroin, and ecstasy
scattered all over her house."

Tiffany giggled as she brought her
hands to her mouth. Jack laughed at her and held out his
hand.

"Give me five."

She slapped his palm and continued
giggling.

"Okay, let's get going. At
the least, this buys us a few days to get more paperwork in order.
What do you say we-"

Gunshots cut Jack off. He
turned his head in the direction of Simmons' house. There were two
more gunshots, followed by shouting, and then children’s screams. A
woman jogging on the sidewalk stopped and searched for the source
of the noise. A single car driving by slowed down before continuing
on its way.

"What the fuck?" Jack said.

He left his truck and
stood in the middle of the street. Tiffany joined him and stayed by
his side. A few neighbors left their houses and loitered on their
front lawns, talking and shouting at each other.

"Was that a gun?"

"Did you hear where it came
from?"

"Did it come from Andrea's
house?"

He looked down at Tiffany.

"Does Simmons have a
gun?"

The girl stuttered. "I...don't know. I
don't think so. Maybe she does. She always hides something in her
closet and locks it."

Jack thought it over for a
moment. He laughed as he heard police sirens in the distance. This
was turning out far better than he'd hoped.

"Let's go."

"What? Why?"

"This is beautiful. Don't you get it?
Simmons will never look for you again, not if she's in there
shooting the place up."

"Sara and Carrie are in
there!"

"I don't care. You told me
you didn't even like Carrie, that she was always pushing you
around."

"I don't want them to die. We have to
help them."

He clenched his fist in
anger. Dropping to one knee, he stared into Tiffany's innocent
eyes. He was quite sure she wouldn't understand what he was about
to tell her. Victoria never understood, and she was a
four-hundred-year-old vampire. But he had to try.

"Tiffany, listen. Everyone
dies. Sara and Carrie, they are going to die. Even if they don't
die today, they will die, and it won't affect our lives any.
Whether I help them or not, it doesn't matter."

"It matters."

He nearly raised his voice, but
somehow remained calm.

"Okay, explain to me how?
Do you really like Sara and Carrie? Are you related to them? Are
they your best friends? Do they enrich your life? Here's a good
one, if you needed their help, would they give it to
you?"

"Miss Simmons is mean, and she'll hurt
them."

He shook his head. There was no use in
debating with a young child.

Police cars pulled up as
more people left their houses. Small crowds gathered on the
street.

"Do you see this?" Jack asked, waving
his hands around. "The super cops are here. We're not needed. Let's
go."

Instead of turning around,
Tiffany made a move and sprinted around him. She aimed for the
house, but Jack scooped her under the arms before she could gain
any distance. She cried out in pain. He wasn’t rough with her, but
her shoulder was still bruised.

"Sorry, sorry," he said,
placing her in the back of his truck. "What the hell do you think
you’re doing?"

"I’ll help Sara and
Carrie. We did this."

"Would you keep your
voice down? We didn’t do this. I did this, and I think I’ll find a way to
live with the immense guilt."

"But you’re nice," she
said, wiping her eyes. "You bought me breakfast, and let me stay
with you. If you’re not gonna help them, then we have to stay and
make sure they’re okay."

Jack’s lip twitched as he
looked at the young girl. A few days ago he was happily listening
to The Beatles while he worked in his garden. Now he was trying to
rationalize with an eight-year-old, and losing.

He reached for his phone. Victoria
finally answered.

"Where have you been?" he
asked. "I tried to call earlier."

"I’ve been busy. I’m
working a case, believe it or not. Although the only thing in
danger right now is the prostitute’s boredom level."

"What?"

"Nevermind. You need me already? Wow,
it feels like old times."

"I could use some help,
yeah," he said, and then gave her the address.

"You didn’t kill anyone,
did you?"

"Nope, much to my regret."

"Okay, I’m on my
way."

He looked around as two more police
cars arrived, along with a few news vans.

"We’ll be here. Things are
getting interesting."

*****

Jack leaned against his
truck as he watched the circus around him. It was incredible how
fast the media worked in the twenty-first century. Reporters were
giving live reports on what had apparently turned into a hostage
situation. He listened to the speculation around him that
foster-mother Andrea Simmons had apparently shot at a police
officer before locking herself into a room with two young
children.

He saw a Porsche at the
end of the street, but there were too many cars blocking that end.
It disappeared down the block, and several minutes later Victoria
jogged up toward them. Even with everything happening around them,
the vampire turned heads. She had ditched the shorts and bikini-top
for a pair of jeans and a white tee shirt.

Tiffany cried as she
hugged Victoria around the neck. She returned the hug and stood by
Jack’s side.

"What’s going
on?"

"Seven squad cars,
thirteen cops, six reporters, one of whom is absolutely gorgeous.
We've also got your standard vulture mobs and a lot of shouting. I
heard a reporter say Simmons is inside with two girls and a gun.
It's like watching TV."

"Subtle, Jack. Real
subtle."

"Hey, this wasn't me. My
idea was perfect. Make everything with Tiffany legal, and give
Simmons more on her plate to worry about than an eight-year-old. I
had drugs scattered all over her house. Parkville PD came, but
apparently they have monkeys working for them and couldn't arrest a
middle-aged woman. And here we are."

Victoria sighed and looked at the mass
of people around them.

"And here we are. So, what do you want
to do? Save the kids?"

"Yup."

She looked at him
quizzically. "Why? I know it's been a while since we've hung out
before yesterday, but that's not your style."

"Are you serious? Children are the
future. They're so precious and all that shit."

She stared at him a moment
longer before he rolled his eyes and nodded his head at Tiffany.
The girl stood in between them, still in the truck, and flashed
Victoria a bright smile.

Victoria simply laughed at
Jack.

"What?" he said.

"Nothing. So...what to do, what to
do?"

Her head turned sharply to
the street corner not far away. The intersection still had a steady
flow of traffic, unlike the opposite end of the street. She
concentrated on cutting through all the distractions and focused
her hearing. She heard a bus, maybe a few blocks away.

"You owe me. You know
that, right?" she said, and gestured to Tiffany. "Make sure she
doesn't watch."

Jack opened his mouth to
speak, but Victoria turned and walked away. She cut across the
sidewalk and walked in the middle of the street toward the
intersection. He grabbed Tiffany and turned her away when he
realized Victoria didn't plan on stopping.

The bus struck her from
the side. It screeched to a halt as her body hit the ground and
rolled more times than Jack could count. Drivers slammed their
brakes as the crowds in front of Simmons' house gawked at the
accident.

Reporters and a few police made their
way to the scene. Cars stopped and crashed into each other to avoid
hitting Victoria's body in the street. Some people screamed and
ran, flailing their hands in the air.

It was the perfect
distraction.

He scooped Tiffany up and set her
behind the wheel of the truck. She stared at Jack, more confused
than afraid.

"What happened? Where did Victoria
go?"

"Listen to me. Do not
leave this truck, understand? You stay here until I get back. I'm
gonna lock the doors. Don't open them for anyone."

"But I want to go with
you."

"Not this time. Stay put."

"I don't want you to go," she cried.
"I don't want you to get hurt."

He nearly coughed at the
complete reversal. Ten minutes ago she wanted him to storm in the
house.

"I won't get hurt. Trust me on that,
that's a promise. Nothing can hurt me. Again, stay in this
truck."

He shut the door behind
her and walked toward Simmons' house. There were still news crews
running around, trying to figure what to shoot. Jack didn't
hesitate in strolling across the lawn and through the open front
door.

It took him only a few
seconds to assess what was in front of him. Six policemen, all
hiding in different positions in the living room. A hallway led
away from the living room, and another officer leaned out of what
might have been a bedroom. There was a closed door at the end of
the hall, obviously where Simmons was.

"You don't want to do this, Andrea,"
the office down the hall shouted. "You love those
girls."

Andrea's voice came from behind the
closed door.

"I'll shoot these two brats in the
head!"

Sara and Carrie were alive.

An officer near the couch turned and
saw Jack.

"Hey, you can't-"

Jack interrupted his
sentence by kicking him in the jaw. The officer shouted in pain and
fell to his side. Jack pounced on him and rammed his head into the
floor. Quick, efficient, perhaps a bit brutal, but
necessary.

He grabbed a can of pepper-spray from
his belt.

The rest of the officers turned, and
it only took them a second to raise their weapons. He wasn't sure
what the procedure was for a situation like this. Would they try to
subdue him? Reason with him, like they were attempting with
Andrea?

His questions were
answered when two of them opened fire.

Jack laughed aloud as
bullet after bullet struck him, and fell uselessly to the floor.
He'd been shot thousands of times over the years, and this time was
no different. There wasn't any pain, no penetration. But the
sensation was almost like tickling, and he couldn't help but laugh
and squirm as he made his way to closest man and unleashed
pepper-spray in his face.

Another officer ran at
him. Jack simply ducked and flipped the man over his back, sending
him over the couch and crashing onto the coffee table. He lunged
forward and pepper-sprayed another officer, sending him to the
floor in tears.

The last two officers
backed down the hall. One reloaded while the other continued to
fire. One shot struck Jack in the eye, which didn't hurt, but did
make him flinch.

"What the hell?" an officer
shouted.

Jack tackled one of them
against the wall. He elbowed him a few times in the face, breaking
his nose, before squirting pepper-spray once again. The last
officer standing wrapped an arm around Jack's throat, trying to
squeeze the life out of him. Jack rolled his eyes as he grabbed the
officer's arm and propped his legs against the wall. He pushed with
his feet with all his strength. The officer's body slammed into the
wall behind them and the wind rushed out of him. He held on for as
long as he could, but aside from not feeling pain, Jack also didn't
need to breathe. The officer gasped, and his grip loosened ever so
slightly.

They fell to the floor
together. Jack immediately grabbed the officer's uniform and
headbutted him until he stopped moving.

He climbed to his feet. A
few of the officers moaned in pain. People still shouted outside.
Jack smiled as he heard a footstep in the bedroom behind him,
followed by a squeaky floorboard.

"Uh, what's going on out there?"
Simmons asked.

Jack reared back and kicked the door
open.

Andrea Simmons flew back
and landed on the floor. The gun she was holding sailed across the
room and rested against the wall. She tried to crawl to it, but
Jack was much faster. He subdued the woman easily.

"Get off me!" she shouted.

"Shut your mouth!"

He looked to the right to
see two girls holding each other and crying. They were crouching at
the foot of a bed, leaning against the wall. When they made eye
contact with Jack they squealed and cried even more.

"Sara and Carrie? Get out of here, and
hold your breath. Someone left a ton of pepper-spray out
there."

They ran as fast as they could,
jumping over the fallen police officers.

It was tempting to kill
her. A simple twist of the neck would do it. But he didn't spend
fifty thousand dollars to simply kill the woman. Letting her live
was the best choice. She would be in jail and court for
years.

He leaned close to her ear.

"You'd better get used to
prison. Or I will find you and kill you."

Jumping to his feet, he
ran and crashed through the bedroom window as more police flooded
into the house. Broken glass cut his skin, but he healed before he
even hit the ground. He sprinted just out of sight of the house
before slowing to a walk. He strolled down the alley and rounded
the block.

There were ambulances
where Victoria was hit. He approached just in time to see two
paramedics loading a gurney into the back of an ambulance and
shutting the door.

He kept his head low as he approached
his truck. Tears ran down Tiffany's face as she watched him through
the window. He gestured for her to slide over before opening the
door.

"Jack! You're
okay!"

"Of course I'm okay."

"I saw Sara and Carrie. You saved
them. I wanted to hug them, but I stayed in the truck."

"Good."

"What happened to your
shirt?"

Jack looked down. His
shirt was riddled with tiny holes. Bullets wouldn't penetrate his
skin, but they had no problem with his clothes.

He looked at the house. Paramedics and
other police were helping the men Jack assaulted. The last thing he
needed was for any of them to catch a glimpse of him.

"Mosquitoes. A lot of
them. Buckle your seat-belt. We're leaving."


CHAPTER 8

 


The sun had nearly set when a knock
came at the front door. Jack opened the door to see Victoria,
dressed in sweatpants and a tank-top. She gave him a small smile
and shook her head.

"You owe me some jeans and
a shirt."

He laughed as he stepped aside to let
her in.

"And you cry to me about being
subtle," he said.

"Hey, it worked, didn’t
it?"

"Did it hurt?"

"No, Jack, getting hit by a bus
actually feels good."

"What happened?"

"It knocked me out for a while. But I
woke up in the ambulance before they could do anything invasive. I
had to drink from two nurses in the hospital."

"Were they women?"

"Funny. Everything go okay on your
end?"

"Perfectly. Everyone’s
alive, some a little more beat up than others. I keep expecting
people to show up with cell phone footage of me beating the shit
out of six cops."

Victoria waved
dismissively as she sat on the couch. "There’s footage of me
killing vampires at Camden Yards. It means nothing."

"I still think it would have all went
better if I just killed Simmons, or just let her kill those
kids."

"Why didn’t
you?"

He sighed as he sat next
to her. "The rugrat asked me not to, so I didn’t."

"Why are you doing all of
this? I don’t get it. Watching after a kid, it’s not really
you."

"Maybe I’m just bored. I
don’t know. She makes me laugh."

"Who’s upstairs with
her?"

Jack wished he had
Victoria’s senses.

"Two guys from the store,
helping put together a bed, a dresser, all that fun stuff.
Tiffany’s up there giving them orders."

"I didn’t know they did
same-day service."

"They do when you throw money at
them."

Victoria laughed. "So,
what’s next? You’re a foster-parent now. You gonna teach her how to
be a killer?"

"I have to admit, I still
wonder if I made a mistake. Tomorrow I’ll enroll her in school. But
how the hell do I get her a family? Put an ad in the paper? Go door
to door?"

"You’ll figure it out.
We’ve done some pretty bad things in our lives. Especially you. I’m
glad to see you finally doing something good for a
change."

Jack nodded, and they sat in silence
for a moment.

"Do you ever regret
anything?" she asked. "Anything we’ve done?"

"You mean, like, killing a witch
prematurely?"

She took a breath. "Jack,
come on-"

"I’m joking," he said with
a smile. "Regrets, no. Over in Germany during World War II I was
actually caught. Nazi scientists had me strapped to a table for
weeks, trying to figure out what I was all about. I went insane I
think a few times, not being able to sleep or even move. One
scientist got careless, and I broke free. I killed everyone in that
facility. Doctors, janitors, women. Do I regret it?
Nope."

Victoria felt a cold
chill, a rare thing for her. She had done her share of necessary
killing over her lifetime. But the ease at which it came to Jack
was unnerving.

"You might want to avoid that bedtime
story with Tiffany."

"That won’t be a problem,
since she won’t be getting any stories out of me."

One of the men helping
Tiffany poked his head down the stairs.

"Mr. Kursed, I think we’re
about...whoa."

The worker lost words at
the sight of Victoria. His eyes traveled along her. Victoria smiled
at him and waved politely. Jack marveled at how one moment Victoria
was the woman he knew, and the next she was a beautiful
thirty-year-old redhead, all the way down to the mannerisms and
body language. He hadn’t mastered camouflage like she
had.

"Hey, that’s my sister,"
Jack said. "Were you about to say something?"

"Uh, we’re done, if you
want to come take a look."

Jack and Victoria moved to the stairs.
She grabbed his arm when the helper was out of earshot, on the
bottom step.

"Hey. Do you really think
of me as a sister?"

"Of course. We spent a
hundred years together. We’re family, whether you want to admit it
or not."

"We haven’t talked in so
long."

He smiled. "Families
fight."

Jack saw that familiar
look in her eye. They knew each other so well it was sometimes
possible to communicate without words. He knew she was pleased. One
hundred years apart or not, he still recognized all her habits, her
twitches. He had no doubt she recognized his.

He crossed his arms and
smiled as he leaned in the doorway. The second worker had a cell
phone to his ear as Tiffany bounced on her new bed. The walls were
plain white, the floor hardwood, but it looked more like a kid’s
bedroom than before.

Spongebob Squarepants’
face was plastered all over Tiffany’s sheets. There was a dresser
in the corner and a computer near the window. A small flat-screen
TV was against the wall. A chest sat at the end of her bed, on top
was her camera and photo-album.

"It’s not much, but it’s a
start," he said.

Tiffany stopped jumping at
the sound of Jack’s voice. She froze and covered her mouth, like
she'd done something wrong. Her cheeks turned bright
red.

"I’m sorry," she said. "I
won’t jump on the bed anymore."

"I don’t care. Just don’t
break it."

Victoria leaned close to
his ear. "Did you say this isn’t much? It’s probably more than the
girl ever had."

"Eh. The walls need to be repainted or
something. Looks like an insane asylum in here."

Jack signed a few forms
and the workers showed themselves out. He watched Tiffany examine
her room, Victoria standing in the doorway next to him.

"You should have seen her," Jack said.
"Took a half hour to figure out her size. Then it took another hour
to convince her she could buy more than one shirt."

Tiffany looked up at them.
"I never bought clothes before. I just wore Sara and Carrie’s when
they got too big."

"I’m gonna make a pizza.
Wash your hands. I don’t want your filthy little paws in my
food."

"Pizza!" she shouted, and
darted past him into the bathroom.

Jack laughed as Victoria and he went
into the kitchen. He pulled ingredients out of the fridge.
Pepperoni, cheese, sauce. As Victoria sat at the bar, she wished
she could enjoy a meal with someone.

"You’re that girl’s hero,"
she said.

"Hero," he said with a
smirk. "There’s that word again." He wanted to change the subject.
"How’s that case of yours coming along?"

She shrugged. "Boring,
which is good for now. I don’t have any intel, which always sucks.
Following a doctor of some kind, but I have no idea why. Seems
harmless enough, except for his sexual appetite."

He raised an eyebrow. "You had sex
with the guy?"

"No, you ass. I told you,
I’m seeing someone. But I watched the guy have sex."

"Even better. How are you over here
now? You got people watching him?"

"Of course."

"I’m not sure what you’re
in to, but holler if you need a hand."

"So I can watch you kill
everyone in your way? No, thanks. I think you’ll have your hands
full with Tiffany."

"She’s just a kid. How
much trouble could she possibly get in to?"

"Just wait. Anyway, you’re
gonna have company in about five seconds."

There was a knock at the
door. Jack frowned. He didn’t like unexpected company or
unannounced visits. He didn’t like company or visits in
general.

He opened the door to see Officer
Derek Thomas, the police officer Jack met at the diner. He was
dressed in slacks and a white button-down shirt, looking
proper.

"Mr. Jack Kursed," he
said. "Good evening. You mind if I come in?"

Jack smiled the biggest fake smile he
could and stepped aside.

"Officer Thomas. What a pleasant
surprise. Come on in."

After introducing Thomas
to Victoria, Jack went back to the kitchen to continue making a
pizza. He kept an eye on the officer as he scoped out the living
room. Victoria sat on the couch, watching everything
carefully.

"So what can I do for you?"

"I'm not sure if you
heard. Andrea Simmons, Tiffany's foster-mother, was arrested today.
Looks she was in to some pretty bad things."

"I saw it on the news. Absolutely
crazy, holding those girls hostage like that. You're wrong on one
thing, though. I'm her foster-parent now."

Tiffany ran down the
stairs, but stopped halfway. The smile she wore turned into a frown
at the sight of Officer Thomas. She squatted on the stairs and
looked through the wooden supports like they were prison
bars.

"Please," she begged. "Don't send me
back to Miss Simmons."

"Go on upstairs, Tiffany,
just for a little bit. I'll come get you when dinner's ready," Jack
said.

Tiffany turned and took slow steps up
the stairs, hanging her head low.

"Oh, and Tiffany."

She stopped.

"You will never see Miss Simmons
again," he said with a smile.

The girl returned the smile and
vanished up the stairs.

"You shouldn't make
promises you can't keep," Thomas said.

Jack glared at the officer, but said
nothing, continuing to build his masterpiece.

"It's funny, about all
that," Thomas went on. "All the paperwork we can find says you are
the legal foster-parent, that Andrea shouldn't even have had her.
She says Tiffany ran away again, that she's the foster-parent. The
whole thing's a mess."

Jack shook his head. "Well, if she was
in to drugs, it's a miracle she can remember her own name. Drugs
are bad, you know."

Victoria laughed shortly, but caught
herself, turning it into a cough. Thomas stared down at her. His
body language gave away his attraction for the vampire, but he was
still not amused.

"Simmons and I actually
talked about me becoming Tiffany's foster-parent at the diner. You
missed it because you were staring at the waitress's ass. Don't get
me wrong, it was a beautiful ass. But Officer, you have to learn to
multitask, do two things at once."

"Don't insult me, Jack.
Did you know the state won't let a single male adopt a female
child, and vice versa. You can probably guess why. They're always
conscious about stuff like that."

"Until me. I'm a very special
person."

"Foster parents also don't
deal with each other. Everything goes through the state. We have
paperwork of Andrea releasing Tiffany, and you accepting her, all
in a few hours. Andrea denies all of this."

"And who says the state is
slow?" he said with a laugh. His humor faded as his patience slowly
eroded. "What are you saying, Officer?"

"I'm saying something doesn't add up.
I'd like you and Tiffany to come down to the station with me. We'll
straighten everything out, figure out what's going on."

"I'd rather not. Tiffany's
seen enough police stations for a while. We're getting ready to eat
dinner, enjoy a nice night in. We finally got her room together, if
you want to see it. Spongebob Squarepants."

Thomas smiled, but it was for
appearance only.

"Please, you can follow me
down."

"Shouldn't you be worried
about other things? Like a crazy woman with guns and drugs in her
house? Or maybe the two displaced girls she nearly
killed?"

"The guns were legal. They were
registered in her name."

"Wow. They let fosters carry
guns?"

"It's in the
constitution."

"Is it now? So that makes it all okay?
You know, maybe you should go back to cop school, instead of
bothering me. Tiffany told you she was abused, many times. You
didn't believe her."

"She also said she saw a
monster in the alley. We were wrong. It happens. Even a dumb girl
can be right sometimes."

Jack's hands froze as he sprinkled
shredded cheese. Victoria shifted uncomfortably on the couch,
telling him silently to control his temper.

"Excuse me?"

"Please, get Tiffany and
let's go to the station."

Jack smirked and looked down to hide
his rage, staring at his pizza. His lip twitched only for a moment
as he looked Thomas in the eye.

"If I'm not under arrest, then I will
politely decline your invitation to the station."

"I can always make up a
reason to arrest you."

"Officer Thomas, you seem
like a good man. Maybe not a good cop, but a good man. So, I'm
gonna give you the chance to turn around and walk away. I'm sure
you've got other things to worry about than messing with a young
girl's life."

"Did you...just threaten me? You've
got thirty seconds to get Tiffany and get moving."

"Jack," Victoria said, rising to her
feet. "Just go with him to the station. I'll make a few calls,
clear all this up in no time."

He shook his head as he
reached for his phone.

"Not necessary."

Victoria smiled as she listened to
Jack's conversation. Thomas couldn't hear, but she heard every
word. Jack engaged in small talk with a man named David for a
minute or so before getting serious.

"Look, about why I called," Jack said.
"Remember what I said might happen?" He smiled as he held out the
phone to Thomas. "It's for you."

Thomas had a look of
confusion as he accepted the phone. He was lucky to get five words
in the conversation as his expression changed from surprise to
fear. His hand shook as he handed Jack his phone.

"That was the chief of police," Thomas
said. "I've just been suspended."

Jack faked a look of
concern. "That's terrible. Maybe some time off will do you good.
Now, if you don't mind, I'd like to get on with dinner. The door's
right over there."

Thomas said nothing else as he slowly
left the house, walking like a zombie. Victoria shook her head at
him as he slid the pizza in the oven.

"I warn people all the
time," he said, more to himself than anyone else. "I say, 'Don't
fuck with me.' And they do. Then they end up with a bloody nose.
Not my fault."

Victoria laughed and joined him in the
kitchen. "You're on a first name basis with the chief of
police?"

"I like to enjoy the
quiet, and be left alone. But I know a lot of people. Plan ahead. That's
what I always say."

Tiffany ran down the stairs. She'd
been listening at the top of the stairs and watching out her
window, waiting for Thomas to leave.

"We don't have to see Miss
Simmons?" she said. "I can stay?"

"Yup."

The girl grinned and ran
at Jack. He didn't have the chance to turn or move away as she
tackled him around the waist, giving him a hug. Victoria burst out
laughing at the pained expression on Jack's face.

"Thank you," Tiffany said, over and
over. "Thank you, thank you."

"Okay, fine. Whatever. You're
welcome," he said, looking at Victoria. "Could you get the hose and
squirt this child?"

"I'd love to," she said,
holding up her phone. "But I gotta run. Just got a text from one of
my many employees."

"The case is moving?"

"Yeah. The guy finally left his hotel
room. He's just been settling in so far, but I want to follow him,
study everything I can."

"Tiffany, go hug Victoria
goodbye."

Jack stretched with relief when she
finally let go of his waist and ran to Victoria. She knelt down and
hugged the girl, mouthing words to Jack he read easily.

Be nice to her.

He rolled his eyes and
nodded. After walking her to the door and saying their goodbyes he
turned to see Tiffany sitting on the couch. She turned on the TV
and scrolled through the channels.

"Hey! You've got your own TV upstairs.
The whole second floor is yours. This is my TV."

"But I want to stay down here with
you."

He sighed.
"Whatever."

She settled on a cartoon
on the Disney Channel, and Jack did his best to hold in a groan,
collapsing on the couch next to her. He glanced at the child as she
laughed at the TV. She looked up at him with eyes full of life,
checking to see if he saw the same funny thing she did. She
definitely had an infectious energy.

He tried to put himself in
her position, but found it impossible. He was too selfish and
self-centered to be able to effectively empathize with others.
Victoria was the closest person he could relate to. They had been
friends for a long time, and shared agelessness, even though their
conditions were different. But an eight-year-old girl would be
impossible.

"I know things have been
crazy the past few days. But things will settle down a little now.
That room upstairs, it's yours. You do whatever you want to it.
Well, ask me first. Tomorrow, we'll enroll you in school. You'll be
with other kids your age. I'll drive you to school, pick you up.
"

"It's okay. At least Miss Simmons
can't hurt anybody anymore."

"What did she do?"

Her laughter faded slightly. "I don't
want to talk about it. No one believes me."

"I will."

"You don't believe me
about the monster."

"Well, you got me there. Can I ask you
a question?"

"Uh huh."

"Do you remember anything about your
real parents, what happened to you?"

"I said I don't want to talk about
it."

"Okay, okay. I know you've
had it tough. But I've gotta ask, how are you so chipper, so
happy?"

"I used to be upset all the time. I'd
hide in my room and cry. It was just as scary when Miss Simmons
gave discipline to the others, because I never knew when she'd look
at me."

"That doesn't exactly
answer my-"

"I prayed. I prayed to God all the
time. And then you came, and I know you won't hurt me. So now I'm
happy."

Jack laughed heartily. It
had been a long time since he'd been a child, and in an entirely
different time. He wondered if he was as naïve as
Tiffany.

"That's it, huh? You prayed, and all
is well?"

She nodded, and tilted her head to the
kitchen.

"Is that the pizza? It smells so
good."

Tiffany jumped off the
couch and ran to the kitchen to watch the pizza bake through the
oven window. Jack watched her. Her enthusiasm, toothless grin, and
energy almost brought a smile to his face.

"You're something else,
kid."

*****

Victoria smiled as she
left Jack's house and slid behind the wheel of her car. She thought
back to Officer Thomas' face as he left the house, humbled and
humiliated. Jack was ruthless, cunning, intelligent, not afraid to
get his hands dirty, and would never hesitate to pull the trigger.
For reasons she still wasn't clear about, he decided to make an
orphan his pet project.

She could think of no one better to
care for her.

Jack hadn't changed over
the past century. It was almost refreshing, knowing there were some
things that stood the test of time. Victoria, on the other hand,
had changed a lot. She valued her privacy at one time, but now
enjoyed spending time with her close friends. She missed Alex,
Cindy, Alicia, and Jake. She looked forward to Alex and Cindy's
wedding as much as anyone. Her thoughts even drifted to Kevin and
his girlfriend Rachel, wondering how their graduation
went.

She wanted to get this case over with,
so she could go back to her mansion and enjoy life.

She was less than half a
block away from the hotel. Dr. Collins left the lobby and climbed
into a cab. Victoria couldn't ask for better timing. She quickly
deleted a text from her contact giving her the cab license plate
number.

She followed the cab
through town for ten minutes until it finally dropped him off at a
bar. Groaning as she parked her car, she made a mental note to
scream at Bradley the next time she talked to him. He told her this
was an important case, but didn't have any other information. She
left Baltimore in a hurry, and while it was great to reconnect with
Jack, this case didn't feel all that important. It wasn't really
even a case. So far, she watched Collins have sex with a prostitute
and apparently stay in his hotel room all day.

The bar wasn't too
crowded, being a weeknight. Victoria didn't mind crowds or parties.
She actually enjoyed the energy, the scent of blood, interacting
with humans. She met her best friend Alex at a club. But the scene
was sometimes an assault on her senses, even the small places.
Conversations, heartbeats, the scents all mixing
together.

She sat at the end of the
bar and asked for water, the one liquid she could drink if she
paced herself and went very slowly. The bartender enjoyed an
eyeful, but the other patrons kept to themselves. Collins sat at
the other end of the bar, drinking alone. She was tempted to sit
next to him, maybe turn on a little of her charm, but decided it
was better to hold back for now. After what she'd seen the night
before in his room, distance was probably the best
thing.

Out of the corner of her
eye, she watched another man enter the bar and sit next to Collins.
They didn't look at one another, but did talk. She locked away the
man in her mind, memorizing every detail. A little over six feet
tall, somewhere in his forties, graying hair, steel blue eyes,
dress pants and a checkered shirt. It didn't look like he belonged
in a bar, but he blended in well enough.

Victoria focused on her
glass and concentrated her hearing. She tried to tune everything
out, which wasn't an easy task. The blood pulsing in the man's
veins next to her, the aftershave of the bartender, the lesbian
couple kissing behind her, these were all distractions. Slowly,
everything faded away, and two voices were all she
heard.

"So, where did you find this thing?"
Collins asked.

"You know the deal,
Stan. Need to know, and you
don't."

"I'm not sure I'll be able to
contribute to the project if I don't know where it came
from."

"Yes, you can. You just
keep doing what you do, and we'll bring you in soon enough. Believe
me, you'll want to see them with your own eyes."

"Them?"

The nameless man simply
smiled.

"I'm not sure how long I can live out
of a hotel," Collins said.

"We'll cover your
expenses. Well, most of them. You hire a hooker or anything like that, and you're
on your own."

"I wouldn't do something
like that."

"Sure you wouldn't. Anyway, we liked
what you've sent so far. It's been a real help. I'm telling you,
we're gonna change the world, and make a lot of money doing
it."

"Hey."

It was a third voice,
directly behind Victoria. She managed to ignore it, until she felt
a hand on her shoulder.

"I'm talking to you."

Collins and his mysterious
friend's conversation faded. The noise of the bar once again filled
her ears. Her cheeks burned red in anger. She turned on her stool
and looked into the eyes of suspended police officer Derek
Thomas.

"I'd like to have a word with you," he
said.

He grabbed her arm and pulled, but she
didn't budge. His eyes went wide for a moment, surprised at
Victoria's strength. She met his gaze and yanked her arm
away.

"You touch me again," she said with a
full smile. "And you'll lose your fingers."

She watched over Thomas'
shoulder as Collins left the bar. She kept her eye on him through
the open bar door. Another cab arrived and picked him up outside.
His friend left only a few seconds after that. She memorized his
car and license plate, in case she needed it later.

Victoria didn't expect to
learn much listening to Collins at a bar. They talked in
generalities and vagueness. Still, she fumed at being interrupted.
She knew Thomas had been following her, but didn't think he'd
approach her.

"Victoria, is it? Do you mind if I
call you Vickie?" Thomas asked.

"I mind very much."

"Sorry. Look, would you step outside
with me? I just want to talk."

"I don't like talking to people that
follow me."

"I had to, okay? Look, I don't know
anything about you. But that man Jack, I don't trust him. I don't
like the idea of a little girl staying with him."

"But Andrea Simmons, that was
okay?"

"That was a mistake. An
honest to goodness mistake. We overlooked the worries of a little
kid, like people do every single day-"

"Jack didn't."

"Now look here," he said, putting a
hand on her shoulder.

She grabbed his hand with
her own and squeezed. Thomas winced at first, stunned by her grip.
His surprise turned to agony as bones cracked. His cries of pain
drew the bar patrons to their feet. She didn't let go, even as he
fell to his knees.

A man a few seats down,
easily a head taller than Victoria, stood upright and marched
toward her.

"Hey, sweet thing, you want to let the
man go?"

She reached out and
grabbed his throat. His eyes grew large as she squeezed just enough
to get his attention. He grabbed her fingers, but couldn't break
her grip. No one else approached the vampire.

She looked down at Thomas with a glare
that would make Jack proud.

"Listen very
carefully. I don't have time for you. My brother doesn't have time
for you. He made a phone call, and you lost your job. If
I have to make one,
you'll lose a lot more. Leave all of us alone. You didn't care
about Tiffany before. Don't bother starting now. Pretty please,
with sugar on top."

Thomas managed a nod
and something that sounded like okay. She released Thomas' hand and
shoved the other man to the floor. After paying for her water she
left the bar, aware all eyes were still on her.

She'd have to make a call or two to
trace the license plate in her head. Collins was a piece of some
puzzle she had to figure out.


CHAPTER 9

 


Jack parked his truck
alongside the fence separating the school playground from the
sidewalk. It was close to noon, and children ran around like
animals. They chased each other, played games, climbed on various
obstacles that looked remarkably dangerous. Two teachers watched
the organized chaos, doing their best to keep everything in
hand.

Tiffany sat next to him,
sipping a soda they got at the convenience store. It was her idea
to stay at Mister Soon's while Jack went to school instead. She
refused to look up at him, keeping her eyes low. She looked like a
little girl now, and not an afterthought wearing clothes one size
too small. A pair of shorts and a blouse she picked out herself. He
dressed up as well for the occasion. He used to wear suits all the
time when conducting business. Enrolling Tiffany in school didn't
call for a suit, but he did pick out a nice pair of slacks and a
tan shirt with a black tie.

"You ready?" he asked.

"No. I don't want to go to
school."

"Yeah, well, I don't want to be
immortal. But life tosses all kinds of things that you don't
want."

"What's immortal?"

"Don't worry about it. Don't you want
to learn all kinds of fun stuff? Make some new friends?"

"No. I want to go to your
house with you."

"That's not gonna happen. Let's
go."

They walked side by side
along the playground, both of them observing. Jack could sense the
apprehension in his young guest, and tried not to laugh. He watched
the kids playing, and tried to imagine Tiffany right in the thick
of them. There was one bully pushing people around in a game of
dodge ball, testing his boundaries. The teachers had to yell at him
a few times.

The school's lobby was
deserted except for a solitary teacher walking down the hall. The
main office was to their right with the door open. They sat and
waited patiently to be seen. As the minutes passed Tiffany grew
restless, and kicked with her legs.

In ten minutes they were
in an office. They ended up meeting the school's principal, Mrs.
Galloway, who gave a cursory check to the mountain of paperwork
Jack had brought. She was a nice old woman, polite and
well-mannered. She shook Tiffany's hand and introduced
herself.

"You're a new foster-parent?" she
asked. "Who's your social worker?"

"I have no
idea."

She flashed him an irritated look
before flipping through the papers once again. Jack was getting
impatient himself. He knew everything he needed was
there.

"So Tiffany's in...third
grade?"

"I was taught at home," Tiffany
announced.

"There should be an
aptitude test in there somewhere," Jack said.

"If I'm bad, are you gonna put me in
the closet?" Tiffany asked.

Jack noticed the look of horror on the
principal's face.

He leaned his head toward
Tiffany and lowered his voice. "No one is gonna hurt you again,
okay?"

Mrs. Galloway's eyes met Jack's, and
it was clear she wanted an explanation.

"Did you watch the news yesterday?" he
asked. "Andrea Simmons?"

She nodded.

"Tiffany came from that home. I'm
watching after her now."

Mrs. Galloway's hand shook
as she covered her mouth, recognition flashing across her
face.

"Tiffany. Tiffany March," she said.
"She was in the news a few years ago. Oh my God."

"I'm right here." Tiffany said with a
scowl.

Jack laughed and patted
her on her good shoulder. "Yes, yes she was. This is all a fresh
start for her."

The slight disdain Mrs. Galloway had
disappeared. She was much more easy-going as she looked through
Tiffany's papers.

"Her tests are a little
low, but we'll try her out in Miss Hernandez's class. The school
year's just started, so Tiffany should be able to catch up in no
time." Mrs. Galloway looked over Jack's shoulder out into the main
office. "Speak of the devil. Miss Hernandez?"

Jack turned in his chair
to see a strikingly beautiful woman. Dark skin, brown eyes,
straight black hair. She wore a flower dress that stopped at her
knees and showed off some nice curves. The dress had a high
neckline, only showing her shoulders and arms, much to Jack's
dismay.

At odds with Miss Hernandez's beauty
was the large scar that ran from above her left cheek to her jaw.
Her left eye was slightly red as well.

Jack couldn’t take his
eyes off it, and wondered how it happened. An abusive significant
other? An accident? Self inflicted?

"Miss Hernandez, do you have a few
minutes?"

"Sure. I was just finishing
lunch."

"This is Tiffany March and
her foster-father Jack Kursed. She’ll be starting in your class
tomorrow. Would you mind showing her around?"

She unleashed a lovely smile.
"Certainly."

Jack and Tiffany stood up, but he was
slow in moving. Hernandez locked eyes with him, her smile turning
into a frown when she realized what he was staring at.

"I’m sorry," he finally
said. "I was just looking at your scar."

Mrs. Galloway shifted in her seat as
the tension in the room grew. Miss Hernandez looked horrified and
subconsciously touched her face. Tiffany tugged on his arm until he
glanced down at her.

"Jack," she said. "That’s
not nice."

"It’s not?" he whispered.
"Oops."

"Right," Miss Hernandez
said, trying to fake a smile. "Well, let’s hit that
tour."

The teacher led them
around the school. She showed them the library, cafeteria, gym,
auditorium, and computer lab. Jack laughed to himself as they
strolled along. It was the first time he’d seen the inside of an
official school. When he went to school, it was a single room, and
the so-called gym was outside.

Jack was content not to
say a word during the tour, only stealing glances at the lovely
teacher here and there. But Miss Hernandez wanted to engage in
small talk.

"So, Mister Kursed-"

"Jack, please."

"Okay. Call me Erica. Where are you
and Tiffany from?"

He found it refreshing she
didn’t know of Tiffany’s past, but knew that wouldn’t last
long.

"Tiffany’s from right
here. I’m from all over the place."

"Ah. San Diego here. I moved here a
few years ago. My parents are from Belize."

He nodded. That explained her skin
tone.

"I went to Belize on business a while
back."

"Really?" Erica said, her
eyes lighting up. Her enthusiasm reminded him of Tiffany. "I’ve
always wanted to go there."

"Don’t. It’s a
shit-hole."

Tiffany giggled. Erica looked at them
both with hurt eyes.

"Wow. Thank you for
insulting my parents’ home."

"You’re welcome. I just
saved you a hefty airfare."

The final stop of the tour
was her classroom. Jack stole another peek at Erica’s form as she
led them through the doors. Tiffany caught him, and he simply
smiled and shrugged. The girl laughed, and Erica turned to look at
them. Jack playfully gave his house-guest a hip bump.

The classroom was empty,
as the children were still outside enjoying recess. At first glance
it looked like a normal classroom, but Jack noticed the projector
hanging from the ceiling and a laptop on Erica’s desk. Chalkboards
had long ago worn out their welcome, and a dry-erase board hung on
the wall.

"Not bad," Jack said.
"When I was a kid, there were thirty of us in a room half this
size. Cars hadn’t even been invented yet."

Tiffany laughed. "You’re
not that old."

"I think that about covers our
wonderful little school," Erica said. "Do you have any questions?
Tiffany? Jack?"

Tiffany moved from one
desk to the next, just having fun. Jack leaned a little closer to
ask a question he knew might not be comfortable.

"I’ve got one. The
cafeteria food here. Is it bad?"

Erica said nothing, but the slight
change in her expression told him all he needed to know. She opened
her mouth, but Jack spoke first.

"Say no more. Tiffany will
bring her own lunch."

Tiffany stopped jumping
around and stood next to Jack’s side.

"Did you say lunch? Can we
eat? I’m starving."

"I cooked you a king’s
breakfast this morning. Bacon, eggs, pancakes-"

"I’m still
starving."

He laughed, and looked
into Erica’s eyes. Her left eye seemed a little redder than
before.

"It’s been a pleasure,
Erica."

She held up a hand before they could
turn to leave.

"There’s just one more
thing," she said. "My scar-"

Jack tried to speak, but Erica got her
words out first.

"I'd just turned
twenty-one, my first night out at a club." She spoke as if she’d
told the story a hundred times, like it was a standard part of the
tour. "A fight broke out near me and my friends. A guy swung a
bottle, but whoever he was aiming for ducked and hit me instead. A
face-full of stitches, bloody eye. It used to look a lot worse,
actually."

Jack looked down at
Tiffany, who met his gaze. He felt like his ears had just been
violated. It was impossible to unhear what she said. Her scar
piqued his curiosity for a moment, but that was all. He didn't want
to know her history, didn't care in the least. As long as she was a
good teacher, her scar could have been caused by a werewolf. It was
all the same to him.

"We...didn't ask about your
scar."

"Yeah, but you were
thinking it. I tell all the parents and students. It's just one
less awkward thing in the way. Saves you both an uncomfortable
talk, gives the kids on the playground one less thing to gossip
about, that sort of thing."

He looked her up and down, storing
away details in his mind.

"Well, I can't see your
thighs because of the dress, but your calves are very nice. Ass,
chest..." He flashed a thumbs-up. "Impressive. You've got that dark
complexion, beautiful. Gorgeous hair, great smile. The jury is
still out on your personality, but you seem pleasant enough. And
the scar with the bit of red in your eye, believe it or not, ties
it all together. It's an interesting contrast, makes you one hell
of a sexy woman. I'm sure you don't have any problems getting
noticed by the fellas just from your looks alone."

Erica's jaw hung open, and it took a
few seconds for her to find words.

"That...might be the most
inappropriate thing anyone has ever said to me."

"Then you don't get out enough," he
countered, and looked down at Tiffany. "What did I say?"

Tiffany simply beamed at her hero
before her brow wrinkled. She brought her hand to her chin, deep in
thought, looking adorable.

"I don't know. It was too many words.
But I think you called her pretty."

"Yeah, I thought so, too," he said,
and shrugged.

"I don't get involved with my
students' parents."

"I wasn't asking you out,
just being honest. But whatever. It was nice meeting you. See you
tomorrow morning."

The bell had rung, signaling the end
of lunch. Jack wanted to escape before there were screaming
children everywhere. He gestured to Tiffany, and she followed him
to the door.

"Wait, Jack?"

He turned and looked at
Erica. She was struggling with herself, opening her mouth a few
times in a false start to say something.

"You...my scar, you really don't
think...nothing. Nevermind."

"Okay. Goodbye."

They managed to get
through the front door before the mass of children left the
playground and filled up their classes. Jack breathed a sigh of
relief as they headed for his truck. Tiffany tried to hold his
hand, which he allowed for nearly five seconds before pulling it
away.

"What do you think?" he
asked her. "Are you gonna do okay here?"

"I don't want to go to school," she
said.

"I would, if I were in your place.
Your teacher...damn. If I had her when I was your age, I'd pay
attention to every word she said."

"She's pretty," Tiffany said. "But
Victoria's prettier."

"What drug are you
on?"

She giggled. "I don't eat any
drugs."

"Yes, and it will always stay that
way, too."

"What about if I have to go to the
hospital? They give you drugs at the hospital."

"I know, smartass."

"Can we eat lunch?"

He smiled. Jack was doing
that a lot now, just smiling around the child.

"Lunch, it is."

*****

Jack worked over the
stove, making another large breakfast. Cooking was a nice way to
kill a lot of time in the morning. The sun slowly rose as he dipped
some bread into an egg and milk mixture for French toast. The sun
greeting his garden was a beautiful sight. He'd seen countless
sunrises and sunsets in his time.

Tiffany slowly walked down
the stairs, taking one step at a time. Her hair was a mess, her
pajamas twisted. Despite her appearance, he was impressed. He
thought he'd have to shout at her to wake up, or throw water on
her, like in the movies.

"First day of school," he said,
placing the bread in a skillet. "Are you excited?"

"I don't want to go to
school."

"We should tattoo that on your
head."

"I don't want a tattoo."

"Do you want some French toast and
sausage?"

"Yes!"

Jack smiled. He was glad it took just
a little food to get her enthusiasm going again.

The ride to school was
quiet. Tiffany looked nice, finally like a pretty little girl. Her
face was full of color, her hair straight and clean. There was no
way he was going to do anything besides brush her hair for her, but
it looked okay. She had a Spongebob backpack slung over her good
shoulder.

Jack examined the
playground as he parked outside the school. Some children went
directly inside, while others played. Mothers were littered about
the schoolyard, talking and gossiping. Two teachers watched over
everyone, one of whom happened to be the lovely Erica. She covered
up her legs with slacks, but was attractive enough to make slacks
and a simple long-sleeved shirt look good.

He frowned as he circled around the
truck and opened the door for Tiffany. If at any time during his
two-hundred-year life someone told him he would watch over a little
kid, he would never have believed it.

"Hey!" Erica shouted. She
was yelling at the same bully Jack spotted yesterday. "Robert!
Knock it off. Don't make me have to call your mother
again."

"Ooh. I like it when she yells," Jack
said, leaning down to talk to Tiffany. "I want you to stay away
from Robert, okay?"

"Okay."

They walked through a gap
in the fence and crossed the playground. Jack was aware of the
looks the both of them were getting. The mothers were staring and
whispering about how incredible he was. The children all turned
their attention to the new girl, and Jack could feel Tiffany
tensing up next to him.

They approached the only person they
knew. Erica.

"Morning," he said. "I present to you,
Tiffany March."

Erica's eyes lit up, and
Jack saw recognition in them as Tiffany's full name hit her ears.
He almost regretted saying her last name, but Erica would find out
eventually about Tiffany's past.

"Tiffany March?"

"Yes. Take good care of
her."

"I will," she said, kneeling down to
talk to Tiffany. "We're gonna learn, and have a lot of
fun."

Jack was stunned when a
tear ran down her cheek. She looked up at him, her eyes turning
glassy. Her hands trembled slightly.

"I don't want to go to school," she
said for the fiftieth time.

"Why not?" he asked,
kneeling next to Erica. He was more curious than concerned. "What's
wrong?"

"If I don't do good in school, you'll
get rid of me."

Jack and Erica traded
surprised looks. He gently grabbed Tiffany's good shoulder. Her
bruised shoulder was healing, but still tender. It was a shame his
curse didn't come with healing powers.

"Listen to me. I
wanted to save you from a bad situation. And I did, but we're not
done yet. I don't know the future. But when it's time for you to
get adopted, it will be your
choice. I'm not gonna just get rid of
you."

"But the social workers
come. And they take you and don't tell you why. They make you stay
with a foster-mom like Miss Simmons."

"Foster-mom? Simmons?" Erica said.
"Andrea Simmons? The woman in the news yesterday?"

"Tiffany," Jack said, ignoring Erica.
"No social worker is coming. I promise you. I won't let then come
and take you away."

Tiffany lunged forward and
hugged Jack around the neck. He winced and tensed up, not enjoying
the contact at all. His first instinct was to pry himself away, but
decided he'd let Tiffany have this one moment.

"It's okay," he said,
awkwardly patting her back. "You have to go to school. I want you
to try your best and behave for Erica...Miss Hernandez. But either
way, no one's coming to get you."

"Even the monster?"

"Nope, not even the
monster."

The bell rang, and
students filed from the playground to the open double-doors not far
away. He heard some of their snickering and remarks. Someone even
called Erica Scar-Lady. He didn't bother hiding his scowl, and some of the children
looked away in fear.

"You have to go," he said.
"Your lunch is in your pack. Right when you get out of school, I'll
be waiting by the truck on the side of the road there."

She kissed him on the cheek before
turning and running into school. Jack couldn't help but wipe it
away as he rose to his feet. Erica stood next to him,
staring.

"What?" he
said.

"She lived with that woman I saw on
the news yesterday?"

"Yeah. It's a long story."

"You'll have to fill me in
sometime."

"Sure."

She gave him a smile,
which was much better than the look of horror he received
yesterday. Her eyes drifted for a second, looking over the simple
jeans and tee shirt he wore. A different look than the shirt and
tie from the day before. He could see in her eyes she liked what
she saw.

"Erica?" he said. "Don't you have a
class to get to?"

Her face turned red, and
she brought her hand up to cover her scar. Jack tried not to laugh.
Obviously nervous gestures of hers revolved around her
scar.

"Oh, yeah. I'm sorry. You have a good
day."

She vanished into school, giving him
one last smile.

*****

Jack relaxed throughout
the day, listening to music, working on his garden, watching TV.
Just killing time. But these time-killing sessions were a little
different, as he had something he was looking forward to. He
wondered how Tiffany was doing in school. Was she making friends?
Did she fit in with the other kids? Was she giving Erica a hard
time? Was she learning anything?

He glanced at the
clock as he watched Judge Judy. Checking the time is something he
rarely did. Most mortals probably didn't even realize it, but their
lives centered on sleep. Their day-to-day activities, work, meals,
entertainment, sex, bathing, all came down to How much time do I have to squeeze in as much as I can before
my body shuts down, and I have to sleep.
Jack did not have this problem. Time was meaningless to
him.

But now that Tiffany was in school, he
had a reason to look at the clock.

He arrived at school a
little early. Like in the morning, mothers loitered the playground
and sat in their cars, waiting for school to let out. He left his
truck and waited by the fence, admiring some of the attractive
women glancing at him. It had been a while since his last
one-nighter, but he had other things on his mind.

Children stormed the
playground after the bell rang. Jack laughed as the scene reminded
him of storming the beach in World War II. They ran to buses, the
swing-sets, their parents. One kid in particular just ran in
circles, screaming with his arms in the air. Jack didn't remember
having that much fun when he was young.

He spotted Tiffany and walked to meet
her. Her body language immediately tipped him off that something
was wrong. Hands in her pockets, her head low, kicking at the dirt
when she walked.

"Hey, Tiffany. How was
school-?"

She didn't respond, or
even stop. She marched past him, not looking him in the eye. He
spun in place and watched her leave the playground and climb in the
truck. Jack stood there for a minute, watching her sulk, before
someone stopped next to him.

"Hey," Erica said.

"I take it the first day of school
wasn't so great?"

"She was doing really
well. Quiet at first, looking like a caged cheetah. But by
lunchtime she was more relaxed, and was even laughing at my little
jokes. She didn't raise her hand to answer any questions, but she
was at least engaged. She even took a few pictures of the
class."

"She’s a photography nut.
She’s taken a thousand pictures of my kitchen. I’ll talk to her
about it," he said. A slow smile crossed his face. "You tell jokes
in your class?"

"Yeah. Good ones, too. Anyway, after
lunch, she was different. I'm not sure she heard a word I
said."

"Thanks. I'll see what's going
on."

He walked away, but Erica
stopped him by calling his name. He turned to give her his
attention.

"I think it's incredible what you're
doing," she said.

He raised an eyebrow. "Picking Tiffany
up from school?"

She laughed, the sexiest thing he ever
heard.

"No. Taking care of
Tiffany, giving her a life she's obviously never had before. I can
see she looks up to you."

Jack reflected on that. He couldn't
remember the last time someone gave him a compliment.

"Thank you. You're doing a good thing
yourself, being a teacher."

She rolled her eyes at the
generic compliment. "There are twenty other teachers in this
school."

"Yeah, but you're
different. You were disfigured when you were twenty-one. How old
are you now? Twenty-nine? Thirty? So you've only been teaching a
few years. You chose to put yourself in front of a classroom of
kids, knowing you'd be studied and laughed at. But you did it
anyway. You're single, probably taken yourself out of the dating
game. That's a shame, given how gorgeous you are. I'm guessing you
can't have kids?"

It was a reach, but it
made sense from what Jack had observed. The body language didn’t
lie. He’d seen the faraway, jealous looks Erica gave some of the
other parents. She said nothing as a range of emotions played
across her face. Surprise, pain, fear, sadness. His words obviously
hit a nerve, maybe a few nerves. She reeled herself in and simply
gave him a small smile.

"You definitely like to speak your
mind, don't you?"

"There's no other way to be," he said.
"Goodbye."

He left the playground
without looking back. He almost felt guilty. Only he could take
what was meant as a compliment and leave a woman fighting tears. He
pushed his conscience aside, something he'd been doing all his
life. He had a little girl to worry about.

Jack drove slowly on
purpose, hoping it would give Tiffany the chance to speak up. She
said nothing, content to stare out the passenger’s
window.

"How was school?"

"I don’t want to talk
about it."

"Well, bad news. We’re
going to. What’s wrong?"

Tiffany didn’t answer. She
lowered and raised her window, an action that drove Jack crazy
after ten seconds.

"Stop that," he said. "What happened
at lunch to put you in your wonderful mood?"

"That boy Robert hit me."

"He did what?"

"He
pushed me," she
corrected. "Knocked me on the ground."

Jack swerved from his
lane, cutting off a car, and made the first right turn at a traffic
light he could. He parked on the side of the road, across from a
Subway, and killed the engine. Taking a deep breath, he turned to
Tiffany. She had his undivided attention.

"What happened?"

"I was walking around the playground
by myself. I was taking pictures. I like to take
pictures."

"I noticed."

"Robert wanted to see my camera. I
thought maybe he would break it, so I told him no. He pushed me to
the ground and threw a dodge-ball at me." Her eyes to filled with
tears. "Everyone started laughing at me."

Jack could feel the rage
building. The rage he was comfortable with. Protective feelings
toward Tiffany he was not. He sat there, unmoving, trying to figure
what to do. Murdering Robert was most likely out of the
question.

"I didn’t hit him back,"
Tiffany said.

"Why not?"

"Hitting people is wrong,
I know. Miss Simmons used to hit us all the time. It’s
bad."

"Dammit, Tiffany, anything
you think you might have learned with her, run by me first. Now,
listen to me. I’m not saying go Chuck Norris on the kid, but you
can’t let anyone push you, hit you, try to hurt you, anything like
that."

"I should hit him back?"
she said, pausing to think. "That’s not what they say on
TV."

It took everything he had
not to burst out laughing. The girl was so funny, so cute. A smile
did escape, which he quickly tucked away.

"Just defend yourself. Use
your judgment. I won’t be mad at you."

"Okay. Can we go to the store and see
Mr. and Mrs. Soon?"

"Sure. They like you."

"I like them, too. It’s
really funny when they dance."

Jack gave her a playful
ruff of the hair, and pulled into traffic.


CHAPTER 10

 


A week passed. Jack
developed into a routine, which he enjoyed very much. A routine
helped to define time, to give him something to look forward to.
Cook breakfast and make lunch for Tiffany before school, take her
to school, enjoy his day, and pick her up. It was simple, and
simple was good. They ate dinner together and she worked on her
homework at the bar.

He also learned some
things. He was sure there was a mathematical formula out there
somewhere, but it seemed to be the smaller the child, the more
dirty clothes they produced. Jack furrowed his brow one evening at
the washer, trying to figure out how the dirty clothes basket kept
growing like an oil spill.

Tiffany also didn’t spend
nearly as much time in her room as he thought she would. From
everything he saw on TV, kids liked to spend time in their room.
Tiffany only went there to sleep. She wanted to spend as much time
as she could at Jack’s side, which was annoying. They argued about
what to watch on TV. When Jack pointed out she had her own TV, her
response was simply that she wanted to watch with him. It was
frustrating to lose control of his own living room, but he simply
took over again when she went to sleep. Never sleeping did have a
few advantages.

The weekend was an
interesting time. Jack worked in the garden while Tiffany ran
through the house like a tornado, watching TV, playing on the
computer. Then she actually helped Jack plant some carrots,
cauliflower, and beets. It almost seemed like Tiffany suffered from
the same curse as Jack. Never resting, never sleeping. But after a
full afternoon in the garden she passed out on the floor behind the
couch, giving him some time to watch the incredibly terrible movies
on SyFy. Victoria even stopped by to spend the evening with
them.

On Monday the routine began once
again. Breakfast, and then off to school. Tiffany still wasn't fond
of getting up early in the morning against her will, but she didn't
whine about it any longer.

Jack led Tiffany across
the playground. She still hadn't made any friends, but he knew it
was only a matter of time. She was too fun to go unnoticed much
longer.

Erica leaned against the
brick wall, watching Jack with a smile. The woman was absolutely
stunning. She wore a skirt with a blue blouse, her hair held back
with a hair clip. Standing there with her arms crossed, she had one
foot flat against the wall, a pose he found incredibly sexy. He
loved that she never bothered to wear makeup. He could guess her
logic, that with her scar, why bother? But it was just another
thing that set her apart.

"Damn," he said as he drew near. "I
can almost see some of your thigh."

She laughed and shook her
head. She'd almost expected the inappropriate comments he made,
even in front of Tiffany. Nothing he said bothered the girl. He
could do no wrong in her eyes.

"Good morning, Jack, Tiffany," she
said. "You have a good weekend?"

"It was the best weekend
ever!" Tiffany shouted. "We planted things, and played in the dirt,
and watched TV. We had hamburgers with Victoria, even though she
never eats. And we went to the mall yesterday, and then
we-"

Tiffany stopped talking for a moment
to breathe. Jack rolled his eyes and smiled at Erica.

"We had fun. Thanks for
asking."

"Victoria?" Erica
asked.

"My sister."

It felt strange to
talk to others about Victoria. He socialized so rarely, and never
had a title for Victoria before. It felt good to have
family again.

He raised an eyebrow at
her. "Did I sense a little jealousy there? Just for a
second?"

Jack loved teasing Erica,
flirting with her. It was easy to flirt because there wasn't the
chance of anything happening. Her reactions, getting flustered,
were priceless. She tried to hide it, but body language told the
story. Erica had self-confidence problems, always keeping her eyes
low, keeping her scar turned away during a conversation. But she
liked talking to Jack. He knew teachers were supposed to rotate who
watched the playground in the morning, but Erica never gave up her
shift.

"No jealousy here, Jack. Just your
imagination."

"Eh, you say that.
But when Tiffany said Victoria, your jaw tensed up, just
for a second, and your foot on the wall there slid down an inch or
so."

She uncrossed her arms and
pushed herself away from the wall. Looking around the playground to
make sure no one was watching her, she glanced down to see Tiffany
laughing at her.

"How do you do that?" she
asked.

"Ah, so I was right.
Jealousy."

"No, no. You're way out of
line. You don't think I notice things? Do you know you're the only
parent who walks right up to me in the morning?"

He nodded and frowned at the other
parents around him, not paying attention to any of the
children.

"I know. I just want to
make sure Tiffany gets inside okay," he said, meeting her eyes.
"And seeing you every morning doesn't hurt, either."

Erica laughed and gave Tiffany a
smile. "Your foster-father is crazy."

"He's the nicest person in the
world."

She nodded and looked back
to Jack. "Do your little lines work on any of the other
ladies?"

He shrugged. "I don't know. I haven't
tossed lines at anyone in a long time." He knelt down and patted
Tiffany on the shoulder. "You be good today."

"I will."

"Oh, I almost forgot." He
reached into his pocket for the gift he bought for her at the mall.
"This is for you."

Her eyes lit up as he
pulled out an iPhone. It had a Spongebob Squarepants case. He
smiled when he saw the look on her face. Gently turning her around,
he opened a pocket and shoved the phone into her pack.

"Is that for me?"

"That's what I said, isn't it? I
figured it could replace that stupid camera you've got. It takes
better pictures, and can hold something like four billion of
them."

Tiffany said nothing. She
reached out and hugged him, burying her head in his shoulder. It
was the second hug in a week's time. Jack tried to hold in an
irritated groan. He would stop doing nice things for her if they
kept leading to hugs. He looked up at Erica.

"Could you help me out
here?"

She laughed and shook her
head. "You're on your own. But Jack, we really don't like our
students bringing iPhones to school."

He gently pulled away from Tiffany and
stood up to look into Erica's beautiful eyes.

"Really? Well, okay. What
are you guys in to here? Androids? Blackberries?"

She laughed again, reaching out to
touch his shoulder. "No. I mean we just don't like the kids to
bring phones of any kind. They're not toys, you know."

"The hell they aren't. Do
you know how many pigs I've slaughtered by tossing little birds at
them? I love technology."

Tiffany jumped and gasped. "You put
the Angry Birds on the phone?"

"I did. But Tiffany, you can't pull
the phone out, okay? Not even at lunch or recess. You have to keep
it in your bag until you get home."

She pouted, but agreed. He
smiled at Erica.

"Good enough?"

She rolled her eyes. "I guess
so."

"Great, everything's beautiful. I'll
pick you up after school. Erica, don't get too distracted thinking
about me while you teach."

"I'll try my absolute
best."

*****

 


Tiffany sat at her
assigned seat at the back of class. She pulled out her paper and
pencils, setting the pencils in the groove at the top of her desk.
The bell rang, but some of the children around her kept talking and
laughing. Miss Hernandez rapped her knuckles on her desk a few
times to get their attention, an action Tiffany hated. It reminded
her of homeschooling with Miss Simmons. Whenever her old
foster-mother would lose her temper while teaching, she would pound
on the coffee table. After that the discipline usually
started.

"Morning, everybody," Miss Hernandez
greeted with her usual smile. "Go ahead and pass your homework to
the front of class."

Tiffany handed her
homework, which she knew was mostly wrong, to the student in front
of her. She didn't hate school as much as she thought she would.
The other kids were nice to her, except for Robert. She didn't have
to eat the cafeteria food because Jack made her a great lunch every
day. The other kids looked at her with envy in their
eyes.

She knew Jack was an
angel, sent to look out for her. She thanked God every night before
she went to bed. But Tiffany knew things could change in an
instant. The foster system taught her that. She had to try in
school as hard as she could, and get good grades. Jack said he
wouldn't give her away, but parents didn't want stupid kids. She
wanted Jack to be proud of her, to maybe actually hug her, and not
simply put up with it.

Miss Hernandez leafed
through the homework assignments for a moment at the front of
class. A frown touched her face as she paused, and Tiffany knew the
teacher had found her paper.

"Okay, guys, turn to page
forty-seven in your math book." She laughed as the class groaned.
"Oh, don't give me that. Who doesn't like math?"

"No one likes math," a voice
said.

Miss Hernandez spun in place and held
out a marker like a sword. "Who said that?"

The class laughed.
Tiffany liked Miss Hernandez. She was a nice, funny lady. Tiffany
didn't like it when she heard other kids on the playground calling
her teacher names. The kids all made fun of Miss Hernandez's face,
calling her names like Scarface
and Cat-Attack.

The teacher stopped next to Tiffany
and put a hand on her desk.

"Tiffany, did you have
some trouble with your homework over the weekend?"

She lowered her eyes. "It's just
hard."

"You don't think the times table stuff
is fun?"

She shook her head, afraid
to look Miss Hernandez in the eye. She didn't want to disappoint
her teacher, like she always disappointed Miss Simmons. Tiffany
knew Jack liked Miss Hernandez, and wanted them both to think she
was smart, even if she wasn't.

She struggled through her
math assignment, and looked up occasionally to see Miss Hernandez
staring at her from behind her desk. The pretty teacher seemed
embarrassed and looked away.

After lunch the class took turns
reading out of a book when there was a knock at the classroom door.
Miss Hernandez answered it and spoke to someone standing outside
for a minute or so.

"Okay, everyone," she
announced. "Today we have a special treat. You get a break from the
reading I know you just love so much. I want you to meet Officer
Mark Taylor. He walks the streets at night while we're sleeping to
keep all of us safe, and he's taking time to talk to us
today."

Tiffany's jaw dropped as
Officer Taylor stepped into class. Her mind flashed back to that
night in the alley, the night she met Jack. She remembered the
monster attacking that man, biting and sucking at his neck. She
still dreamed about the monster sometimes.

The monster was terrible,
but she also remembered the man in the alley. He was dressed like a
policeman, just like Officer Taylor. Blue hat, blue uniform, gun on
his belt. The policeman did nothing while the monster killed that
man and drank his blood.

She let out a cry as she jumped from
her desk. Miss Hernandez and the students around her stared at her
in surprise. She quickly made her way in between the desks, bumping
her shin on someone's foot, and reached for the door.

She ran down the empty
hall as fast as her legs would carry her, screaming as she
went.

*****

Jack stepped through the
school's main doors. He wasn't sure what the policy was. He didn't
know if he was supposed to sign in at the main office, get a badge
of some sort, give a blood or urine sample. He didn't care. He was
past the office and nearly to the library when he heard a familiar
voice behind him.

"Jack! Wait!"

He turned to see Erica
walking out of the main office, concern on her face. Behind her was
a police officer followed by the principal. The officer carried
Tiffany's backpack, and Jack's heart caught in his chest, a strange
feeling for him.

"Thank you for coming," the principal
said.

"Of course I came. What's going on?
Where's Tiffany?"

"She's in a supply closet just outside
Miss Hernandez's classroom."

His jaw tightened. "Please
tell me you didn't stick her in a closet."

"You know we didn't,
Jack," Erica said, flashing him a glare. "She went in there
herself. She just...snapped. She ran out of class. She screams and
goes crazy when we try to get her out. We figured it'd be best to
get you down here."

Jack settled his gaze on the
policeman. "Who are you?"

The man smiled and held
out a hand. "Officer Mark Taylor. I just stopped in to talk to the
kids, and she freaked. I hate to ask, but is there anything going
on at home I should know about? I looked through her pack here, and
saw her camera. If I was to look through it, would it make me
unhappy?"

"You...looked through her
things?"

"I have the right. I thought she might
be on drugs."

“An eight-year-old on
drugs? Are you serious?”

Something about Officer
Mark Taylor didn't sit well with Jack. He'd been around a lot of
terrible people in his life. Jack was a terrible person himself. He
could sniff one out easily. It wasn't always about body language.
But a cheating spouse, a petty thief, a corrupt cop, they were easy
to spot.

It took most of his willpower to
ignore the man and look at Erica.

"Take me to this closet,
please."

Before budging, Jack held
his hand out to Taylor, waiting impatiently for him to hand over
Tiffany's pack. With a smile that made Jack want to rip his throat
out, Taylor handed it over.

Erica led him past her
class, where a substitute teacher had taken over, to a closet at
the end of the hall. The halls were empty, but it wouldn't be long
before they were full of students clawing for the exits. The school
day was almost over.

Tiffany must have seen shadows moving
under the door, as she shouted out when Jack drew near.

"Go away! Leave me alone!"

He turned to Erica. "She just ran out
of class?"

She opened her mouth, but Taylor, who
was standing behind her, cut her off.

"Yeah. It was crazy. The little freak
just bolted away. I thought the room was on fire."

"I wasn't talking to you,"
Jack snapped. "And please, do not call Tiffany a name
again."

Taylor laughed and threw his hands in
the air. "Whatever. I guess my work here is done. But I've got my
eye on you."

Jack glared at the corrupt
cop as he turned and walked down the hall. Even after he rounded
the corner and disappeared, Jack was still tense.

"Calm down," Erica said,
putting a hand on his shoulder. "I'm sorry. I really don't know
what happened. I can see Officer Taylor is a bit of an asshole. But
he was just stopping by to say drugs are bad, don't talk to
strangers, all that generic crap."

Despite the situation, Jack smiled.
Erica was finally sounding like a real person, and not a woman
hiding behind her teacher's mask.

"Tiffany just took off,"
she continued. "Did she have a bad experience with a cop or
something?"

"Let's find out."

Jack knocked on the door.

"I said leave me alone!"

"It's me. It's just me and Miss
Hernandez out here."

The door shot open.
Tiffany grabbed Jack's arm and pulled him inside. She hesitated as
she looked at Erica, but grabbed her wrist as well. She slammed the
door shut after everyone was firmly inside.

Jack frowned as he shifted
in the darkness. The supply closet was mostly empty, plenty of
space, but he still wasn't fond of an enclosed room. He shoved a
mop and bucket out of the way as he grabbed his iPhone. The soft
light pushed away the darkness. Erica gave him a nervous smile as
she stood across from him.

"I wonder how many rules I'm breaking
right now," she said.

The thought of spending
time in a closet with Erica was an alluring one, but Jack was more
concerned about Tiffany.

The girl sat at his feet,
hugging her knees to her chest. Her eyes were red from crying.
She'd taken her shoes off and set them in the corner. Grabbing her
pack, she pulled it from Jack's grip and hugged it close to
her.

Jack sat next to her, placing the
iPhone in his lap. Erica slid down the wall across from him. There
was just enough room for the three of them to sit comfortably,
although Jack and Erica's feet were touching.

"So," Jack said, flashing
a smile. "How was your day?"

"Tiffany, what happened?" Erica asked.
"Do you know Officer Taylor?"

"You wouldn't believe me."

"You might be right," Jack said. "We
might not believe you. But you can still talk to us, and we'll
listen."

Erica wrinkled her brow at
Jack, telling him he chose the wrong words.

"The monster."

Jack rolled his eyes. "Tiffany, we've
talked about this. I seriously doubt you saw a monster."

Erica gave Jack a
questioning look, and he quickly filled her in on the first night
they met. She took everything well, her eyes widening only a few
times.

"I know you don't believe me," Tiffany
said. "I saw a monster, and someone dressed liked a policeman. But
you'll protect me, right?"

"As long as I'm around,
which believe me, is looking to be a long time, I've got your back.
You've got mine, right?"

Tiffany giggled and stood up to give
him a hug.

"Shit, Tiffany, enough with the
hugs."

His eyes met Erica's as
Tiffany's tear-stained cheeks touched his own. He was an expert in
body language, facial expression, and lip reading, but Erica had a
face he couldn't read at the moment. It wasn't lust. He'd seen that
enough times to recognize. Was it longing, or caring? That didn't
make sense either. No one had ever cared about him before, other
than Victoria.

Jack opened the door,
looking both ways. The halls were still empty. He left first,
followed by Erica and then Tiffany. The bell rang, and two seconds
later every door in the hall opened at once.

Tiffany had taken the lead
and carried her own bag once again. She tried to pass an open door,
but a boy nearly ran out of the classroom. He bumped into her,
knocking her back a foot. It was Robert, the bully.

"Hey, new girl. Why don't you watch
where you're going?"

He shoved Tiffany by the
bad shoulder. She winced as she fell back into Jack, who caught her
before she tumbled. Robert hadn't seen Jack or Erica standing
behind her, and opened his mouth in surprise as he looked at the
two adults.

Before Erica could say a
word, or Jack's rage could go off, Tiffany stepped forward. She
threw a right fist directly at Robert, catching him in the nose.
The bully stumbled back a few steps before falling on his ass. The
students at their lockers and leaving class erupted in laughter and
cheers.

"And down goes Frazier!"
Jack shouted, laughing hysterically as Robert picked himself up and
ran away. Jack raised Tiffany's hand in mock-victory. "Who wants
some now? Who's next?"

Jack felt something odd as
students walked by, congratulating and high-fiving Tiffany. The
girl turned red from embarrassment, but smiled at the attention she
received. He couldn't get the grin off his face, and realized he
was feeling proud.

He turned and caught Erica's eye. She
smiled for a split-second, and then her face grew serious. It was
as if she finally remembered she was a teacher in a school, and
just witnessed a fight.

She led Jack and Tiffany down the
hall.

"Uh oh," he said. "I think
we're in trouble."

*****

Erica paced back and forth
as Jack sat behind her desk. Tiffany sat in the back of class,
working on her homework. The door was shut, and he expected her to
unleash fury any second. He tried to hold in laughter as she paced,
stopped to open her mouth, and resumed pacing without saying a
word. As she moved far in the other direction, when her back was to
him, he gave Tiffany a thumbs-up. The girl giggled, and Erica
caught Jack, giving him an evil look.

"Uh, Erica?" he said. "You want to get
on with this? I've got things to do. Laundry, dinner-"

"Does it not bother you that Tiffany
just punched a fellow student?"

Her tone brought him to his
feet.

"Fellow student? That kid
is a bully, a piece of shit. Tell me he didn't get what he
deserved."

"We here at the school-"

"Oh, stop. Stop
talking like a businesswoman. I saw the smile on your face. Be
honest. Don't hide behind that I-am-a-prim-and-proper-teacher bullshit."

She stopped and
playfulness twinkled in her eye. She glanced at Tiffany and lowered
her voice.

"Robert is a turd. I taught him last
year. I can't stand that little brat. He's outgrowing everyone, so
he thinks he can just push kids around."

"There you go. Honesty. Was that so
hard?"

She laughed, but only for a
second.

"Still, Jack, fighting isn't allowed
for any reason."

"It wasn't exactly a fight. He ran his
mouth, Tiffany threw lightning in his face, he fell
down."

Erica laughed again, and
he saw her conflicting emotions. She was having fun, enjoying the
conversation, and felt guilty at the same time.

"I still have to tell the principal.
I'm sorry."

"Come on, Erica. Sometimes violence is
the only answer."

She stared at him, all
humor gone from her face. Her hand went up to her scar without her
even realizing.

"I'm sorry, did you just say violence
is okay?"

He sighed. "Give me a
break. I'm not trying to compare what happened to you to fighting
in a school. But when you were hit with that bottle, didn't you
defend yourself? Did you fight back?"

Danger flashed through her
eyes.

"Your little flirty comments every
morning doesn't mean we know each other. You don't get to ask me
personal questions."

Jack looked over Erica's
shoulder at Tiffany. The girl was trying to listen in, without
seeming obvious. When she caught Jack's eye she looked back to her
homework. He took a step towards Erica, closer than he meant to be,
but she didn't back away.

"Please," he whispered.
"Don't get Tiffany suspended. She's been in school a week. All she
did was stand up to a bully. You wouldn't believe how proud I am of
her. I've been around a long time, and I've never met a kid like
her. She's been through so much."

"A long time," she repeated. "What you
are? Thirty years old?"

"Close enough."

The anger disappeared, but Erica was
still wary. She looked back and forth from Jack to Tiffany,
wrestling with her conscience.

"If Robert whines to his
parents, she’ll be suspended. If he doesn’t, she won’t be. That’s
it."

"Excellent! Tiffany, let's
go before she changes her mind."

"Wait, there's one more
thing."

He groaned as she led him to the far
corner of the room. He loved her perfume. It was difficult to
focus, even with his great concentration.

"Tiffany's not where she
should be," she said. "Her reading's a little behind. She doesn’t
understand basic multiplication. She was home-schooled before
you?"

He nodded.

"Her foster-mother
obviously didn't do a good job, and from what I saw on the news,
that doesn't surprise me. I was talking to Mrs. Freeman. She
teaches third grade, too, but for-"

"Slow kids," he finished.

Erica frowned at his choice of words.
"Students with learning disabilities."

Jack clasped his hands together as he
eyed Tiffany. It was turning out to be a stressful day.

"She needs tutoring. How
much do you charge a night?"

"I don't tutor, Jack. I have enough on
my plate."

"Please," he said sarcastically. "You
go home every night and watch TV. One hundred dollars a
night?"

She frowned and looked
away. "Would you please stop doing that? Do you ever stop to think
about what you say?"

"You'd be doing me a favor," he said,
ignoring her questions. "She likes you. I know you could help her.
Two hundred dollars."

"There are plenty of other
tutors...two hundred dollars?"

He winced. "Okay, two-fifty. And I'll
cook."

She smiled. "Deal. But...no cooking.
We meet at the library."

"Why?"

"You're definitely one of the most
unique guys I've ever met-"

"You have no
idea."

"But I don't trust you enough to go to
your house. So, the library."

"Was that so hard? Doesn't honesty
feel good?"


CHAPTER 11

 


Jack held in amusement as
he parked outside the library. He didn't even know Parkville had
one. He'd seen institutions come and go over the decades. It
actually broke his heart when horseback slowly faded away. It was
probably only a matter of time before the digital age replaced
libraries.

"Why does Miss Hernandez
have to teach me two times in one day?" Tiffany asked as they
climbed out of the truck. "Is this discipline for hitting
Robert?"

"Not at all. This is just
some extra teaching, called tutoring. As far as Robert goes, you
did awesome. He pushed you, and you busted his ass. I guarantee he
will not push you again."

Tiffany stopped halfway across the
parking lot. Jack paused when he realized she wasn't at his side.
Her lower lip quivered, but she held in her emotions.

"Is this because I'm not very
smart?"

He felt a stab of sadness,
and quickly shoved it aside. He didn't like feeling things for
other people. She looked down as he knelt in front of
her.

"Tiffany, you're doing fine. We're
just trying to give you a helping hand."

"Miss Simmons used to say I was the
stupidest kid she ever saw."

Jack clenched his fist.
With every mention of her name he regretted not killing
her.

"Forget what she said. You only listen
to Miss Hernandez and me now."

"Okay."

The library was nearly
deserted. Only a few people read at tables and browsed the net at
computer terminals. A woman sat behind a counter and played with
her phone. Jack laughed at a teenaged couple making out in a back
corner. Weren't there better make-out spots than the
library?

He almost overlooked her,
thinking they'd arrived first, but saw Erica sitting at a table
near the water fountain, drinking a soda. What threw him off was
the dark pair of sunglasses on her face.

He tried not to indulge.
He saw her every morning, but never outside of school. She wore a
tight pair of jeans and a shirt with a lower cut than usual. Her
legs were crossed, and a pair of open-toed sandals dangled from her
feet. Her wardrobe hugged her perfectly. Erica simply oozed
beauty.

She noticed them
approaching and offered a smile.

"Hi there, Shady," Jack
said.

She blushed and removed her
sunglasses, shifting her head slightly to minimize view of her
scar. "Sorry. I wear these when I'm out. You know, to-"

"Yeah, I know why."

"Okay, Tiffany," she said.
"Get your books ready while I talk to Jack for a
second."

She led him away a few tables by the
arm and lowered her voice. Jack leaned in close.

"I’m not comfortable with
you giving me two hundred fifty dollars."

"Well, you agreed. I’m not
going any higher."

"No," she said, shaking
her head. "It’s already too high."

"Think of a number you’re
comfortable with, and let me know."

"Fine. Give us about two
hours," she said with a smile. "You finally get some time to
yourself, a single parent’s dream."

"I’m not going anywhere.
I’ll stay out of your way, but I’ll be over here."

"You’re gonna stay here
while I tutor?"

"Yeah," he said, a smile
touching the corner of his mouth. "I don’t trust you enough not to
be here."

Erica laughed quietly at
Jack’s use of her words from earlier. He went to move around her,
to get back to Tiffany, but Erica stopped him with a quick grab of
his arm.

"How did you get to be a
foster-parent?" she asked.

"Am I doing a bad job?"

"No, not at all. I’m just
curious."

He looked into her
eyes. She was interested in him. Teacher-dating-student’s-parent principle aside, she wanted to know more about
him.

The thing that surprised Jack was he
felt the same way about her.

"Lots and lots of shady, illegal
stuff."

He loved telling people
the truth about the unusual circumstances that were his life. No
one ever believed him, and the looks they gave him were priceless.
This time was no different.

Erica let out that sexy
laugh of hers and rolled her eyes. "You’re so difficult. You’re
worse than some of my students, laughing at kids getting beat
up."

He chuckled at the fresh memory of
Tiffany knocking Robert to the ground.

"You thought it was funny,
too. You’re just as twisted as me."

She raised an eyebrow and
gave him a look. There was a hint of mystery, of
challenge.

"Maybe even more."

He smiled at her before patting
Tiffany on the back.

"I’ll be right over
there," he said, pointing at a table. "I’m just gonna catch up on
some work I’ve been putting off. Later, we’ll get some
dinner."

"Can we watch a
movie tonight? Can we watch WALL-E?"

"You have a Blu-ray player in your
room."

"But I want to watch it with
you."

"Fine, fine," he said,
sighing.

He gave Erica a wink
before waking his iPad and sitting a few tables away. He kept an
ear cocked toward Erica and Tiffany as he answered a few emails,
got in touch with a few important associates he wanted to stay in
contact with, and browsed a few websites. Andrea Simmons was still
in the local news, and even caught attention at the national level.
The mysterious aid the police received wasn’t mentioned. No doubt
the police wanted to keep that under wraps out of sheer
embarrassment.

Simply listening to Erica
and Tiffany gave him insight into both of them. Erica really was an
excellent teacher. She gave gentle encouragement, and when Tiffany
became frustrated, Erica would tell a joke. Tiffany would laugh,
and they would resume once again. Jack knew third graders had
energy levels that rivaled his own, but he could see Erica was
patient and caring.

Tiffany, on the other
hand, wasn’t a very good student. Jack glanced up every now and
then, and could simply see the child fighting with herself,
fighting with her confidence. The damage Simmons did to her was
great. Every few minutes was a cycle of Tiffany doing work, getting
frustrated, and Erica having to calm her down. The poor girl’s hand
even trembled as she tried to solve a math problem. As patient and
clever as Erica was, Jack could see her thinking, trying to come up
with new ways of getting through to Tiffany.

Everything dissolved about an hour
into tutoring. Tiffany dropped her pencil as a few tears fell to
her sheet of paper.

"I can’t do this," she
said. "I’m not smart. I’ve always been stupid. That’s why my Daddy
left after Mommy died."

Jack dropped his iPad to
the table and turned in his seat. Tiffany was standing up, backing
away from the schoolwork like it was a poisonous snake. She
breathed heavy as she tried to fight off more tears. Erica looked
to Jack for answers she didn’t have.

"Tiffany, listen-" Erica
began.

"No! I don’t want to do
this. I hate school."

"Tiffany," Jack said.

She quieted down and
turned at the sound of Jack’s voice. She was getting close to the
hysterical crying children do, when their entire bodies reacted and
heaved.

"Sit down."

She didn’t argue and
headed back to her seat. Jack moved from his table to theirs and
sat next to her. Erica simply watched, almost in awe.

He studied the girl,
trying to put his thoughts into words. Children had always been a
mystery to him. They were easier to read than adults because they
carried their emotions with them, seldom trying to hide. But saying
the wrong thing to a child could do irreparable harm, where an
adult could heal.

"I've been through
some...terrible things in my life."

"Is that why you never sleep?" she
asked, wiping at her eyes.

Jack blinked in surprise, not
expecting that. Erica gave him a curious look that he tried to
ignore.

"No, it’s not, but we’ll
talk about that another time. The point is...I thought I was the
strongest person in the world. Victoria was a close second, but no
one was stronger than me. No one had been through what I had. I
used to laugh at what you morta-...people thought were problems.
But then I met you, and I actually learned something."

"What?"

"That I was wrong,
which is something neither one of you will ever repeat.
You are the strongest
person I’ve ever met."

Her eyes lit up. "Really?"

"Yes. Your energy, your
smile, your attitude. Your father didn’t leave because of anything
you did. He was just an idiot. But I’m glad he left, which I know
sounds weird. Now I get to look out for you, at least for a little
while."

"I’m glad he left, too,"
she said, reaching out for a hug.

"Okay. Quick hug,
quick hug," he said, barely touching the girl. "Two, maybe three
seconds. And...that’s enough. What I’m trying to say is I know
there isn’t anything you can’t do. You will get this school
stuff."

He heard a sniffle, but it
wasn’t coming from Tiffany. He looked over to see Erica with a
tissue, blowing her nose and fighting tears.

"I need to go to the
bathroom," Tiffany said. "And then we’ll tear up this
homework."

Jack and Erica laughed as he grabbed
her backpack.

"Sounds good. While you’re
working I’ll copy all your pictures from your camera to your
iPhone."

"Thank you, Jack."

He kept an eye on her
until she vanished into the bathroom. He took a step toward his
table when Erica grabbed his shoulder, but didn’t let
go.

"What did she mean? You never
sleep?"

Anger rolled through him
at someone asking such a question. It was his decision to share
information, not for others to ask for it. He pushed aside his
anger, much to his surprise, as despair took its place. The core of
his fury, his bitterness, sat at the forefront of his
brain.

He would never rest. He would never
die. The world would evolve, change, grow. He would not.

He realized these emotions were
playing across his face. Erica showed a genuine look of concern and
squeezed his shoulder.

"Hey," she said tenderly.
"Are you okay?"

No, he wasn’t. He wanted
to retreat to a corner and fall apart. Cry, rage, hit the walls,
curse the witch Angela and her demented sense of forever
love.

"Maybe we’ll talk
later."

Erica offered a smile and
nodded, and didn’t push. She gave his shoulder one final squeeze
before sitting down.

Ten minutes later Jack was
calm. Tiffany and Erica were doing much better with her schoolwork.
They laughed and talked as Tiffany seemed much more relaxed. He
caught Erica’s eye a few times, and she gave him a warm smile. She
sat on Tiffany’s left, so only her profile showed. She was always
conscious of her scar. Jack had no doubt she didn’t believe him
when he told her it was sexy.

He shifted his attention
to Tiffany’s pack, fishing out her camera and iPhone. He noticed
her photo-album tucked in between a few books, and glanced through
at the photos she’d taken. The girl was easily amused. There were
pictures of random people walking down the street, cars driving by,
a dog urinating on a fire hydrant.

He slowed his browsing
when he turned the page and saw a woman that looked just like
Tiffany holding a baby in her arms. A man stood behind her, his arm
wrapped around her shoulders. Obviously Tiffany’s parents in
happier times. There were pictures of another old couple, possibly
grandparents.

His mouth fell open when
he turned one more page, and his eyes settled on a black and white
photo. At first he thought his eyes were playing tricks on him,
something that never happened before. But the photo was
real.

He looked at Charles and
Helen, two of the people he saved at Monterrey, South Carolina,
nearly one hundred years ago. His mind still had trouble believing
it was them. He even recognized Charles’ house. Jack passed it many
times on trips to visit Victoria. They stood side by side and hand
in hand, smiling at each other.

Tiffany had Helen’s
eyes.

"Tiffany," he said, interrupting their
lesson. "Come here a sec."

She quickly trotted to his side.
"Yeah?"

"Who are these people?"

"That’s my-" She looked up
to count. "Great grandparents. I never met them."

"Really? You don’t
say."

"No. This was my mom’s
photo book. I’ve been adding pictures. That’s my mom and dad there,
and-"

Jack tuned out as she
introduced him to her family. A strange humbleness settled over
him. He had saved two lives, and that act turned into the
eight-year-old girl next to him, a girl he was growing fond
of.

"There’s more room in
here," Tiffany went on. "Since you’re my foster-dad now, I want to
take pictures of you and put them in here."

"Are you alright?" Erica
asked. "You look like you’ve seen a ghost."

"Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry for
breaking in. Go ahead with your amazing teaching."

He watched Tiffany for a
few more minutes. She was finally getting the basics of
multiplication. He made the decision then and there that after she
was adopted by a normal family he would always watch over her. She
would never go hungry, always have a roof over her head, never be
without resources.

The girl was changing him.

He grabbed her camera with
the intention of copying everything to a larger memory card.
Scrolling through her more current pictures brought a smile to his
face. There were pictures of her new room, Jack’s vegetable garden,
a breakfast he cooked for her, Erica bending over a laptop in the
front of her class. He made a mental note to copy that picture for
himself.

There was the washed out,
blurry photo of Tiffany’s monster.

Jack nearly kept scrolling, but
stopped.

Something about the photo caught his
attention. Tiffany was obviously moving when she took the photo,
but there was a mass of blue near the right edge that could have
been the shape of a person.

A police officer in
uniform.

The center of the photo
had another blur, this one whiter, and more spacious than the blue
blob.

He reached for his phone. It took her
five rings to answer, and her voice was very quiet.

"Hello?"

"Victoria? Why the
whispering? You hiding out in the boys’ locker room?"

"I'm watching a
grown man watch porno. He’s not jerking off to it, he’s actually
watching it, like it’s Gone With the
Wind. He’s got a bucket of popcorn and a
soda. It might be the weirdest thing I’ve seen in my life, and I'm
four hundred damn years old."

"Is this your case? I
thought you had a license plate to track? Why are you still playing
Peeping Tom?"

"The plate wasn’t
registered anywhere. This case was supposed to be so important I
skipped out on a friend’s dress fitting. Now...hold on, he heard
me."

There was a brief pause
followed by a thump.

"I just jumped off his
balcony," she said. "What’s going on?"

"Could you swing by the library? I
could use another set of eyes."

"The library? Jack, what on earth are
you doing at a library?"

"Would you just get your
bloody little fangs here?"

"Let me get a tail on my
porn buddy, and I’ll be over."

Victoria arrived twenty minutes later.
Erica was talking to Tiffany and stopped mid-sentence when the
attractive vampire crossed the library and smiled at Jack. Tiffany
saw her and jumped out of her chair.

"Victoria!" she shouted,
racing to give the vampire a hug.

"Hey there, girl," Victoria said,
picking Tiffany up in her arms. She gave Erica a glance, and smiled
at Jack. "I guess that answers my question."

"What question?" Erica
asked.

"Erica," Jack interrupted.
"This is my sister, Victoria. Victoria, this is Erica, Tiffany’s
teacher and tutor. She’s also the woman I’m always trying to get to
show me her legs."

"Jack," Erica said,
blushing.

"Sorry. You two keep doing your thing.
Victoria, can I talk to you alone for a second?"

He grabbed the camera and
led her across the library. Making sure no one else was around, he
showed her Tiffany’s photo.

"What do you make of this?" he
asked.

She took the camera and studied
it.

"You want me to move it to the iPad?"
he asked. "Make it larger?"

"No, I think-" She paused,
looked at Jack, and then turned to stare at Tiffany and Erica.
"You’ve gotta be kidding me. What is this, high school?"

"What?"

"Erica just asked Tiffany if you have
a girlfriend."

He laughed. "I don’t think
she’s very good at the social game. That scar she’s got makes her
think she’s hideous."

Victoria’s eyes widened,
and she almost doubled over with laughter.

"She just asked Tiffany for fashion
advice."

"Okay, this is all hilarious, but the
picture?"

"Sorry. This blue thing is
a person."

"A cop?"

"Hmm. Good guess. Definitely a blue
uniform of some kind."

"And the blur in the
middle?"

She sighed. "This would be a vampire
in motion."

"What?"

"Yes," she said. "A
vampire moving at high speed. There were shots of me on the net
moving like this all over Camden Yards before they were taken
down."

"Is this the case you’re
working on? A vampire running around Parkville?"

She shook her head. "No, at least not
as far as I know."

"Tiffany told me she saw a monster
that first night we met."

"Well, we’ve been called
worse," she said with a laugh. "But she was right."

He looked over her shoulder at Erica
and Tiffany, who seemed to be finishing up tutoring. Victoria
noticed the small smile on his face as he watched them laugh and
talk.

"And this here," she said,
pointing at the camera. "Looks like it could be someone falling to
the ground."

Jack studied the camera with her.
"Tiffany witnessed a murder."

"Yeah. We’ve got a man in
blue on his feet, a victim on the ground, and a vampire trying not
to be seen."

"Thanks. Oh, hey, one more thing. What
else are they saying over there?"

The vampire said nothing, only
offering a smile. They moved back to Erica and Tiffany, who were
packing up their books and notes.

"So, dinner?" he said,
pointing at Tiffany. "That diner we went to last week?"

"Yes!"

"Victoria, join us," he
commanded.

"Well, since you ask so nicely,
sure."

"Erica? There’s this diner
about five minutes from here. My treat, since you’re guiding
Tiffany into the light."

Jack only asked to be
polite, and automatically assumed he knew her answer. She was
attracted to him, that much was certain from her body language. But
all the flirting had been one-sided. She’d made it clear there was
a line with parents on one side and teachers on the other. He was
surprised when she faked hesitation, and knew what her answer would
be.

"That sounds fine.
I am hungry."

"Beautiful. Follow us
over."

They all went to their
cars. Jack waved to Victoria as she sped away first in her Porsche.
He opened the door for Tiffany, and laughed when he saw Erica
climbing into a beat-up Jeep Wrangler. It was a hard-top, and one
of the side and rear windows were covered with plastic.

"What in name of all that is holy are
you driving?"

"Hey, don’t make fun of my
Jeep. I’ve had this since college."

"When did you graduate? During the
Korean War?"

"Ha ha. You’re a
comedian."

Victoria already had a
booth picked out for them when they arrived. He slid in first,
followed by Tiffany, letting the two women sit next to each other.
He was quite aware of the unfamiliarity of the scene. A mere month
ago he would have been in the diner all alone. Now he was
accompanied by a child, a beautiful teacher, and a woman he
considered family.

They talked and laughed
for a few minutes until their food arrived. Victoria, of course,
had used the excuse that she’d eaten earlier. She slowly nursed a
glass of water, expertly acting like a mortal
thirty-year-old.

They were nearly done
their meal when Tiffany spotted an old arcade machine near the back
of the diner.

"Can I play?"

"I’ve got some change,"
Victoria said. "Let’s go have some fun."

She took Tiffany by the hand and led
her away, giving Jack a wink. He took a drink of soda as he watched
Erica nervously look around.

"Afraid someone will see
you?" he said. "I’ll hold in the flirty lines I’ve been working
on."

She laughed and brushed hair away from
her eyes. "No, just...a little self-conscious is all."

"Why?"

"Did you see the look the waitress
gave me?"

He did. The woman stared
at Erica’s scar. Jack almost had to raise his voice to get her
attention.

"I don’t go out much," she
said, hiding her scar from Jack. "But sometimes I actually forget I
have this. Then I see someone staring at me, and it all comes
back."

"Well, like I said, I
think it makes you hotter."

She lowered her eyes.
"Jack-"

"I’m just being honest.
I'm not trying to hit on you. I’m not making any moves, and I’m not
trying to boost your ego. I’m just saying, you’re
gorgeous."

She managed a smile as she
looked up at him. "In the interest of simply being honest, you’re
rather easy on the eyes yourself."

"I'm not sure how you want
to do this, but I haven't seen the rest of your legs yet," he said.
Victoria turned from the arcade machine and flashed Jack a look,
obviously listening to their conversation. "I live right by the
beach, so maybe you can just jog by one Saturday morning or
something."

Erica laughed. "So you're
saying guys treat me like kryptonite not because of my scar, but
maybe because of my legs?"

"Guys don't flock to you? Well, when
you run by in shorts, I'll let you know."

"I don't exactly put myself out there.
I've never been one for clubs, as you can imagine. I'm single and
happy."

Jack could tell she was being honest,
and he liked that. Erica didn't need a man to make her happy. He
rested his head on his hand and said something he'd never said
before.

"Tell me more about
yourself."

Erica smiled and obliged.
She told Jack about her family and growing up in San Diego. She
moved to the east coast after her bar incident left her scarred, to
get a fresh start. It wasn't long after settling in Parkville she
found out she could never have children. She went through a spell
of depression when she first began teaching, but worked through it
on her own and became the joyful person she was now.

Her body language told another
story.

Erica was a happy
woman, but she deeply hated the scar on the side of her face. She
hid it as often as possible. If she wasn't able to keep her head
turned at an obscure angle, she would rest her head on her hand on
that side. She felt ugly, and had a hard time taking Jack at his
word that she was beautiful. He didn't care. She would choose to
believe what she wanted, and that wouldn't stop him from admiring
her when she wasn't looking. Or even when she was looking. He was a jerk like
that.

He hung on her every word,
storing away every detail. There were very few people he took an
interest in over the decades.

"I get so pissed off at
some of the parents I deal with," she was saying. "Skipping
parent-teacher conferences, not giving a shit at all about what
their kids are doing. In the meantime you got people like me who
can't have kids, yet they don't give a rat's ass about their
own."

Jack laughed. As the conversation went
on, he realized she was just as blunt as he was.

"Sorry," she said. "I guess I should
watch my mouth more."

"I hope I'm not one of those asshole
parents."

"No way. Tiffany adores
you."

"Well, she shouldn't."

Erica smiled and turned to face him
head on, forgetting all about her scar.

"So, tell me about you," she said. "A
single foster-father, you don't hear about that too often. What do
you do for a living?"

He looked back at Victoria and Tiffany
once again, trying to gauge how much time he had. He held in a
laugh when he saw Victoria's body tense and jerk. She was actually
competing with the girl.

"I own a convenience
store."

"Really?" she asked,
genuinely interested. "Where at?"

"Ah, see, I have this rule. I don't
give out too much info to my foster-child's teacher."

"Cute, cute."

They talked for a few more
minutes before Victoria and Tiffany headed toward them. The vampire
had a look of utter disgust on her face.

"Are children born with some innate
ability to play video games?" she asked. "I won one game out of
five."

Victoria almost sounded
like an old irritated vampire, and not a thirty-year-old mortal.
Jack raised an eyebrow, and she adjusted her attitude
appropriately.

As they left the diner Victoria
stopped him.

"Keep the teacher around as long as
you can."

"Why?"

"Because every rude thing you say,
every inappropriate comment you make, she likes."

He nodded thoughtfully. "I
guess it's good I'm a rude, inappropriate guy."

*****

It was two o'clock in the
morning as Jack sat on his couch. A Roger Corman movie played
quietly on TV as he studied Tiffany's camera once again. The only
uniform he could think of that would be a dark blue would be a
policeman or possibly a security guard. He met a few milkmen in the
past that wore a blue uniform, but doubted one time-traveled from
the early twentieth century to conduct a shady meeting in an
alley.

It took a few calls and
nearly an hour, but as one Roger Corman movie led into another, he
had basically the life history of the six police officers on street
duty the night he met Tiffany.

He didn't know why he was
bothering. It made no difference to him who was murdered in a back
alley. It wasn't Victoria, Tiffany, or Erica, and that ended the
list of people whom he felt the slightest affection. Whoever it
was, whatever was happening in the photo, they had made no effort
to get to Tiffany. It wouldn't make any sense to do so. She wasn't
a credible witness, wasn't a threat, and probably couldn't describe
anyone if she had to, besides calling someone a monster.

Boredom, as always, was
the biggest reason he had six peoples' lives in front of him. It
didn't escape Jack's attention that one of the men on duty that
night was Officer Mark Taylor, the very same officer that visited
Tiffany's class.

Jack could smell the
corruption on the man. Taylor was obviously an asshole. Searching
through Tiffany's pack, questioning her camera, his general
attitude. But was the man involved in other activities, such as
working with a vampire and killing people in dark
alleys?

He didn't know, and didn't
care. As long as Tiffany was safe, all was right in the world.
Still, as he looked over the six officers' files, he knew he should
have a backup plan in place.

His train of thought came
to a screeching halt as a scream pierced his ears from upstairs. He
hesitated for only a moment before jumping from the couch and
taking the steps two at a time. Throwing open Tiffany's bedroom
door, he saw her silhouette sitting up in bed. He flipped on the
light and absorbed the room in a second. No vampires, werewolves,
witches, or ghouls. No shadows creeping across the floor. He ran to
her side and grabbed her by the shoulders.

"Tiffany! What's
wrong?"

The girl screamed for another five
seconds, searching the room in a panic. She couldn't stop crying
and her words were hard to understand.

"I had a bad dream, Jack," she managed
to say.

Jack shook his head, thankful that's
all it was.

"Don't we all?"

The scent grabbed his nose at the same
time he rested his hand in the wet spot on her bed. He wrinkled his
nose in disgust as anger took hold.

"Ah, Tiffany. Are you shitting me? You
pissed the damn bed?"

Tiffany saw the look of
horror on Jack's face and cried even more. "I'm so sorry. I didn't
mean to."

"Whatever. Look, go take a bath while
I clean this mess up. Don't put your piss-stained pajamas in the
basket. Put them in a bag. You got that?"

Tiffany nodded and left
the room, crying the entire time. She crossed the hall and closed
the bathroom door behind her. Jack carefully folded the sheets,
mindful of where he was touching. He gathered the mattress pad as
well as the blanket and carried everything to the
basement.

He gripped the sides of
the washer after starting a cycle. He didn't know much about
bed-wetting, but sincerely hoped changing and washing sheets
wouldn't end up turning into a chore for him. His anger rose as he
thought that if Tiffany wasn't with him he wouldn't even own sheets
and blankets.

A small sobbing sound came from the
vent above the washer. It took Jack a moment to realize it was
Tiffany crying in the bathroom two floors above him. Her
uncontrolled sadness blended with the bathwater running.

For the first time in his
life, guilt and regret rushed in to push out his usual anger. He
pulled out his phone and tried to control his own emotions. Erica
sounded exactly as he expected, tired and grumpy.

"Hello?"

"I made Tiffany cry. How do I fix
it?"

"What? Who is
this?"

"It's Jack. Don't act like other guys
call you. They don't."

"Jack? Jack who?"

"Jack from school. We saw each other a
few hours ago. Wake the hell up."

"It's almost three in the
morning."

"I know what time it is. I don't
sleep."

She suddenly perked up.
"Yeah. I want to know what that means."

"Later. How do I stop Tiffany from
crying?"

"Let me guess, you said something
stupid. Just apologize to her. Be yourself, and
apologize."

"That's the worst advice I
ever heard. Being myself is what made her cry in the first
place."

"If it's that bad, than why are you
asking me? I can't have kids, remember? Why are you coming to me
for parenting advice?"

"Because I value your opinion. I trust
you."

There was a slight pause.
"Really?"

"Yes. Seriously, you think
that's it? If I go up there and say I'm sorry, we'll be
cool?"

"Just give her one
of those smiles of yours. It always makes me melt."

"What?"

He could almost see her blushing on
the other end.

"I'm tired. I'm saying things without
a filter right now."

"Welcome to my
world. Except for the tired
part."

"Well, unless you need something else,
I'm hanging up. And not a word about my legs."

"No word will be said. But Erica,
thank you."

"You're very
welcome."

Jack made his way back to the second
floor and put an ear to the door. He could still her Tiffany
crying. He knocked on the door a few times.

"Tiffany? Can I come in a
second?"

"No. Go away."

"Well, the bad news
is that it's my house. So I'm giving you ten seconds to wrap a towel around
yourself."

He counted aloud to ten
and then slowly opened the bathroom door. Tiffany sat in the tub
with a towel around her entire body, half of it being in the tub.
Jack was mad for only a moment, but decided the situation was more
humorous than anything else. His chest hiccuped when he saw her red
eyes and tear-stained cheeks. He sat on the toilet and offered her
a smile.

"How are you feeling?"

She was quiet, lowering
her head to stare at the bathwater.

"I'm really sorry I peed in the
bed."

"No, I'm sorry for getting
upset."

He'd offered apologies before in his
life, but this time there was something different.
Sincerity.

"I wish I was like you.
You never sleep, so you don't have bad dreams."

"Tiffany," he said, wiping a tear from
her cheek. "Don't ever say you want to be like me. I'm not a nice
person. And nightmares aren't the end of the world."

"You
are the nicest person. I
wish you were my real dad."

Jack smiled at the girl's
words. He sat next to the tub and handed her a brush so she could
comb the knots out of her hair, something they should have done
before she went to bed. Her towel got even wetter as she shifted it
around to free an arm.

"What was your nightmare
about?"

"I dreamed Miss Simmons
and the monster were chasing me, and I couldn't get away from
them."

"Listen to me. You
don't have to worry about Miss Simmons or the monster."

"You don't believe me about the
monster. No one believes me."

"That's not true. I
believe you."

She stopped brushing her hair and
looked at him, her eyes full of hope. Then her expression changed
into one of doubt.

"You're just saying that to make me
feel better."

Jack wondered if he was
making another bad decision, trying to convince the girl she
actually saw a monster. Truth won out in the end.

"I'm not gonna go into details, but
you saw something in that alley. He probably had long teeth and red
eyes."

Tiffany's eyes went wide
as she reached out to hug Jack. He frowned as she pressed the wet
towel into him, getting his own shirt soaked.

"You believe me," she said, her little
voice strained with emotion.

"Yup."

"Is the monster gonna get
me?"

"Not as long as I'm
alive," he said, laughing at his choice of words. "They won't
bother you, Tiffany. There's no reason to."

The girl wouldn't let go,
and Jack surprisingly didn’t mind.

"Okay. Finish your bath, and I'll make
us some chocolate milk. I'll set up a blanket and pillow on the
couch, and you can sleep downstairs tonight."

Tiffany's enthusiasm
returned. "I can? Will you be there?"

"Yeah. So, you forgive me?"

She beamed at him and nodded. He went
to leave, but she had one more thing to say.

"You're an angel, Jack."

"Thank you very much."

He waited until he was in
the hall and out of earshot before laughing.

"Angel of death, maybe."


CHAPTER 12

 


Jack studied the parents'
faces as he parked along the playground outside school. Some of
them hated the routine, and actually snapped and barked at their
children as they left their cars. He loved the routine. He loved
cooking breakfast for Tiffany. He would play music on his iPhone
and laugh as the girl swayed in her seat while eating.

Jack noticed Robert the ex-bully
chasing someone on the playground. When he saw Tiffany he stopped
and made his way inside school. Jack nudged Tiffany on the
shoulder.

"You got that little
bastard scared of you," he said. "Flex for me."

She stopped in the middle
of the playground and flexed her right arm as hard as she could.
Jack made a show of squeezing her bicep and falling on the ground.
Other children, and even some of the parents, laughed. Some of the
single parents greeted him by name and batted their eyes as he
climbed to his feet.

He raised an eyebrow when
he saw Mrs. Jones leaning against the wall in Erica’s usual spot.
He approached the older teacher. She gave him a polite nod and
smiled down at Tiffany.

"Good morning, Miss March," Jones
said. She had a habit of giving a title even to young children.
"Ready to learn?"

"I guess so."

"Where’s Erica?" Jack
asked.

"Who?"

"Erica Hernandez."

"Oh, Miss Hernandez,"
Jones said, stretching out the name. It was obvious she didn’t like
the familiarity between Jack and the beautiful teacher. "I’m afraid
she’s out sick today."

"Substitute teacher!" Tiffany
shouted.

"Which means that you’ll
behave and not cause any trouble."

"Not even a little
bit?"

"Eh, maybe just a little,"
he said, just to see the look on Jones’ face.

Tiffany cheered and ran inside. Jack
turned to walk away, but Mrs. Jones addressed him.

"Mr. Kursed," she said.
"It seems to some of us that you and Miss Hernandez have gotten
close."

"Your point?"

She blinked, not expecting
Jack’s bluntness. "Well, you can tell just by looking at her that
she has a past. And with Tiffany being impressionable-"

"I don’t care about your
opinion of Erica or Tiffany, so keep it to yourself. Is there
anything else?"

Jones said nothing. Her mouth opened
to speak, but nothing came out. She could only manage a weak shake
of her head.

He left the stunned
teacher behind and climbed in his truck. It only took a few minutes
of browsing the net on his iPhone to find Erica’s home address. She
didn’t live too far from the beach, but on the other side of
town.

"I love technology," he said as he
pulled away from school.

It didn't take long to get
to Erica's side of Parkville. The beach traffic wasn't bad, but he
had to stop for the occasional group trying to make their way to
the sand on foot. It dawned on him that as long as he'd been caring
for Tiffany that they hadn't gone to the beach yet. He'd have to
fix that soon.

He studied Erica's house
as he parked outside her front yard. The outside was nice enough. A
simple Cape Cod with neatly trimmed bushes a well-kept yard. Her
hideous Jeep was parked in the driveway. The plastic on the Jeep's
shattered windows fought against the tape holding it in place as
the wind blew.

It took Erica nearly a minute to
answer the door.

"Jack? What the hell are you doing
here?"

He smiled at the sight of
her. She wore flannel pajamas and her hair was a mess. There were
bags under her eyes and a box of tissues in her hand. He could see
a couch over her shoulder, and various medicines scattered across
the coffee table.

"Holy shit. You look
terrible."

She rolled her eyes. "You're so
sweet."

"I just dropped Tiffany
off, and they said you were sick. She's at school right now being
taught by a strange woman."

"Well, now that you’re
here, I’ll heal in ten minutes."

He laughed. He told her
when they first met that the jury was out on her personality. The
jury was in now, and he found her to be a charming, sweet, caring
person. The complete opposite of him. The only thing they had in
common was a wicked sense of humor. She could easily keep up with
him and his sarcastic comments.

"What do you want?"

"I want to come in."

"I caught something pretty
bad. I’ll get you sick."

"Believe me, I doubt that."

She gave him a curious look before
stepping aside to let him in.

Jack could learn
everything there was to know about a person simply by being in
their house. There were no pictures of any friends, only an older
couple that had to be her parents. A few pictures were visible of
her spending time with her parents, but they were taken before she
had her scar. Despite her being sick, the house was neat and tidy,
with the exception of the coffee table. Warm, cozy colors. A
beautiful kitchen, but no dining room.

"Just stopping by for a visit?" she
asked as she settled on the couch. "This has nothing to do with my
legs or anything?"

Glancing at her coffee
table, he noticed she had no water. He went into her kitchen and
poured her a glass of iced water. She kept an eye on him the entire
time.

"Well, I always hope to
catch you in pair of running shorts or something." He handed her
the water, and she seemed truly surprised and grateful. "But not
this time. I usually relax a bit before working in the garden, and
figured I’d hang out with you."

"So, you don’t need an
invitation, don’t care that I’m sick. You just look me up and swing
on by."

"Yeah. I’m an asshole like
that."

She laughed and gathered
up her blanket so he had a spot to sit on the couch.

"You’re far from an
asshole. Honest, direct, funny. You try to put on that tough guy
image, but it doesn't always work."

He felt awkward at Erica
analyzing him, and gestured around them to change the subject.
"Judging from your pictures, you don’t know anyone at
all."

"I like my privacy."

"But you let me in. I feel so
honored."

"You should."

They were quiet for a
moment, just watching one another. He was aware at that moment they
were officially friends, a rare treat for him.

"So," he said, handing her the remote
control. "How many enemies do you have at school?"

She curled her legs up on the couch
and covered herself with a blanket. There was anger behind her
eyes.

"Let me guess. Jones?
McGillicuty?"

"Jones."

"That stupid bitch."

Jack smiled. Erica was just as direct
as he was.

"I’ve been teaching there
a few years now," she said. "And some of the teachers still think
I’m a crazy club-hopping bar-child. One night, one accident, and
it'll follow me around the rest of my life. Some of the parents
have their children pulled from my class. I hate this
scar."

"We’ve all got scars. You
just happen to have one on your face."

"I tried to grow my hair
long once, but the scar’s too far up to really cover."

"Don’t do that. Your hair
and scar…sexy."

She studied him. "You’re
serious, aren’t you? Every time at tutoring you've got some line
ready. But you’re not just making up lines, trying to see my
amazing legs?"

"The one thing you should
have learned about me by now is that I don’t make up lines. I don’t
lie. The last thing I want is bedtime with Tiffany’s teacher. But
yes, you’re beautiful." He narrowed his eyes at her. "And I find it
hard to believe I’m the only person who’s told you
this."

"You’re the only person I
believe."

They smiled at each other
and watched TV in comfortable silence. He fetched her a few things
from the kitchen. A glass of orange juice, and then a bowl of
oatmeal. She was appreciative and looked at Jack with affection in
her eyes, a look that was new to him.

He smiled when she settled
on the AMC Channel, his favorite. They were halfway through a John
Wayne movie when he turned to talk to her. Erica was fast asleep,
her head leaning back on the couch. Drool ran from her mouth and
dripped down her chin onto her shirt. She let out a noise that took
him a moment to recognize as snoring.

Jack watched her engage in
an activity that he hadn't experienced in two centuries. A mix of
emotions attacked him. Jealousy, bitterness, anger. But a few
surfaced he didn't expect. Amusement, peace. Erica was attractive,
even when drooling all over herself.

He realized he was getting
soft, a far cry from the person he was only a year ago. There were
two more people in his life he liked now, and had reconciled with a
vampire he thought of as family.

He lifted the blanket and
tucked it in around her. She let out a contented sigh and shifted
her head. Being as quiet as he could, he left her to rest, locking
the door behind him.

*****

Instead of driving home,
Jack headed toward the convenience store. It had been a few days
since he saw Mr. Soon and his wife. The couple was probably singing
and dancing in between customers. He wouldn't put it past them to
sing and dance in front of the customers. Jack didn't care, as long
as Soon still put together those killer sandwiches.

His irritation grew when
he saw four police cars parked in front of the store. Soon had a
bad habit of forgetting to activate the alarm. The store had been
broken into several times over the years.

"Dammit, Soon," Jack muttered as he
pulled into the lot. "It's four numbers. How hard can it
be?"

A police officer approached Jack as he
killed the engine.

"I'm sorry, sir, but you
can't-"

"This is my store," he interrupted. "I
own it. What happened, another damn robbery? Did Soon forget to
turn on the alarm again? The short little bastard."

The officer said nothing,
only gesturing with his head for Jack to follow. They walked up to
the door, but the officer held out his hand. Jack looked over the
officer's shoulder to see other police moving about the store,
taking pictures and talking in hushed tones amongst
themselves.

It wasn't just a robbery.

Another officer left the store, and
the two talked. Jack didn't hear a word they said. His eyes were
fixed on what looked like a pool of blood near the cash
register.

"Sir," the officer in charge said
again. "You work here? You're the owner?"

"Yes," Jack said, coming
to his senses. "This is my store."

"I see cameras in the corners. You
know how we can look at them?"

He nodded. "There's a computer in the
back."

Jack walked with the
officer through the store, keeping to the outside of the aisles.
There were no signs of Soon and his wife, only the pool of blood
and a small trail leading away from it. He led the officer to the
back office next to the bathroom and sat in front of the
computer.

The cameras recorded continuously,
writing to a DVD at scheduled times. Before the officer could get
settled Jack quickly slipped last night's DVD in his pocket. They
could still watch the recorded video from the hard
drive.

He had a choice of three
cameras, but picked the one pointing at the register. The night was
mundane for the most part. Customers came and went, and Jack's lip
twitched when Soon turned on his radio and danced with his wife. He
slowed the video down at that point, wanting to watch
them.

"What are they doing?" the officer
asked.

"Dancing. Don't you ever dance with
your wife?"

Jack's heart ached as they
danced, a feeling he hated. Even though the camera resolution
wasn't the best quality, he could still see the smile on Soon's
face, and his wife laughing.

He fast-forwarded the
video another hour, and saw a man in a dark hooded-shirt enter the
store. Mrs. Soon was behind the register. Mr. Soon was three aisles
away, near the milk, sweeping the floor. The man pointed a gun at
Mrs. Soon. As she dug through the register Mr. Soon ran in from the
right, holding the broom over his head. The man turned and fired
two times, hitting Mr. Soon in the stomach and chest. Mrs. Soon
leaned over the counter, only to be shot once in the
chest.

The man reached over the counter and
grabbed what he could from the register. He shoved money in his
pockets and walked out, careful to step over the pool of blood
spreading from Mr. Soon.

Jack was ready to leave
the room when he saw another flash of movement.

It was Mrs. Soon. She crawled from
around the counter, moving so slowly, trying to reach her husband.
She reached out and grabbed his hand, and his head moved slightly.
Jack could see they were talking to each other.

He would have given
anything to know what they said.

Mr. Soon stopped moving first. His
wife was only a few seconds behind, her head resting on his
shoulder, holding each other's hands.

He sped through the rest
of the video, but they didn't move again. A customer came in at
seven in the morning and ran from the store, presumably to call the
police.

"Thank you," the officer said quietly.
"I'm sure you're gonna have to give a statement, maybe come to the
station later."

Jack said nothing. The
officer walked him to his car and took his contact information. He
offered his condolences before going back to the store.

Five minutes later Jack
was pacing next to his truck outside the mall across from the
convenience store. He thought he felt nothing at first, and was
comfortable with that. But rage crept in with sadness. He couldn't
get the image of Soon and his wife dancing out of his
mind.

"What were you thinking, you fucking
idiot," he said. "You were gonna take on an armed robber with a
broom? You fool."

He continued pacing as
emotions kept attacking. He was furious at Soon. He was furious at
himself for being furious. He didn't process pain like mortals, but
his heart ached. Tears nearly escaped his eyes when he thought of
them holding hands as they died.

His thoughts went to their
murderer.

He pulled his fist back
and slammed it through the driver's side window. His hand was
chewed up only for a moment before the cuts healed, leaving nothing
but a little blood and shattered glass on the seat. He cherished
that pain and wished he could feel more. Real physical pain would
push out the intense emotions he was feeling.

Jack thought back to something
Victoria told him.

You have a problem, and
the killing starts.

That sounded like a good
idea.

*****

Jack walked into Best Buy and
immediately scanned for the Geek Squad. He saw their familiar
orange uniforms near the back. There was no line, thankfully, as he
knew he'd anger everyone by ignoring all of them.

A young man, fresh out of
high school, greeted him at the counter. Jack knew he was in a
dangerously bad mood as his blood boiled just looking at the
teenager. Curly red hair, scruffy beard, wrinkled uniform. His
name-tag identified him as Brian.

"Can I help you?"

Jack produced the DVD from
his pocket.

"I need to print off some
images."

Brian wrinkled his nose and scoffed in
disgust. "Does this look like a Kinkos?"

His first instinct was to kill the
young man, but he pushed it aside. Instead he produced a one
hundred-dollar bill.

"Now that you mention
it..."

Brian's eyes lit up as he smiled.
"Welcome to Kinkos, sir."

Jack followed the Geek
back into their work area, full of half-functioning computers and
monitors. There was only one other employee working with an iPod
and computer. Brian led him to the workstation at the far end of
the bench.

"Okay, so what do we got here?" Brian
said, cracking his knuckles. "Anything juicy? Got some wife-on-wife
action on this thing?"

Jack shoved another hundred-dollar
bill in the pocket of his shirt.

"That's extra, just to get the smile
off your face. Shut up, and get to work."

"You got it. But I really do need to
know. I mean...what kind of files am I working with
here?"

"It's security footage."

"Ah, then I'm guessing propriety
software."

"I'll call the
vendor."

It took nearly an hour of calling
different people and handing the phone over to Brian before they
had any success. The end result was Brian launching software he'd
downloaded and pulling up the video from the convenience
store.

Brian's good mood
disappeared as they watched the murder.

"Are you kidding me? What is
this?"

"Play it again."

Jack watched the video once more,
absorbing every detail about the murderer. Caucasian, left handed,
slight limp with his right leg, a piercing in his lip.

"Okay, I'm done," Brian said. "I'm not
watching that again."

Jack gripped his shoulder and set him
back down. "You'll play it as many times as I say. Rewind it and
start again from when he first walks in the store."

He stored away more
details. A thin mustache, a stretched piercing in the left ear, a
small tattoo on his forearm.

"Print out a few stills. Right when
he's leaving he looks up at the camera for just a moment. You can
see his piercings and tattoo. Print that."

"Shit, man, who are you?
CSI?"

The printer at the opposite end of the
bench spat out paper. Brian retrieved them before his colleague.
Jack took the papers, as well as his DVD, and slid another
hundred-dollar bill into Brian's shirt.

"Pleasure working with
you."

Jack drove deeper into
Parkville, staring at the printed photos at every red light. He
parked across the street from Jerry Turnball's pool hall. Taking a
moment to simply observe the place, he watched a young couple
holding hands go inside, laughing and talking. As he climbed out of
his truck Jerry's henchman tossed someone out. They exchanged words
before the tossed man sulked away.

If anyone had the connections to help
Jack find the subject in the photos, it was Jerry.

"Hold on there, Slim," the
henchman said, holding out his hand. He lowered it as recognition
flashed across his face. "Oh, it's you."

"Is Jerry in?"

The henchman stepped aside
to let Jack pass. It was another typical day at Jerry's pool hall.
The young couple who just walked in were buying something white out
of a plastic bag from a man behind the counter. Two larger men
played pool by themselves in the far corner. Two women in tight
half-tops and jean shorts enjoyed a game of nine-ball on the table
closest to Jerry as a woman ground his hips on his lap.

"My favorite client!" Jerry called
when he saw Jack. Jack nearly winced at the accent. "Where's your
young friend? I'm sure Randy here would like another shot at losing
again."

Jack turned and looked at
Randy the henchman, who followed closely behind. The large man
didn't look like a Randy.

"She couldn't make it today, I'm
afraid. I need some information."

"Jack, I like you. But information
isn't cheap-"

He fanned five
hundred-dollar bills and set them on the Cinemax-rated pool table.
Jerry's female companions stopped their game to study Jack. Randy
grabbed the money and looked it over, giving Jerry a
nod.

"Is that a start?" Jack
asked.

"A nice start, yes. Tell me, what is
it you need to know?"

He pulled out the photos
Brian printed and handed them over. Jerry smiled at first as he
flipped through them. His smile faded and a look of concern settled
in his eyes.

Jerry crumpled the photos and shoved
them in Jack's chest.

"I want you to leave now,"
he said, his accent wavering slightly.

"Wait, you know him?" Jack asked,
letting the photos fall to the floor.

"Did you not hear me? I said I want
you to leave, right now!"

Jerry reached for a cell phone on the
table next to his seat. Jack took a step forward.

"I'm not leaving here
until I get a name."

He heard a click and saw a
flash of movement to his right. Jack froze and stared at Randy, who
pointed a gun at him. The women slowly backed up until they were at
another table. The men near the front gripped their cues. All eyes
were on them.

"The man told you to leave," Randy
said. "So, leave."

"Jerry, give me a name, and I'm gone.
If not-"

"Who the fuck do you think
you're talking to?" Jerry shouted. "You don't think I know all
about you, Mister Millionaire? I never go into business with a
stranger. I know all about you. You sit in an office all day. So
drop the tough guy act."

"We know where you live," Randy said,
still pointing his gun. "We know where that little girl goes to
school-"

Jack turned and marched
toward Randy. He didn't run, didn't lunge. He didn't need to. Randy
didn't choose his words carefully, and for that, he would
die.

Randy flinched and fired
twice. The first shot caught Jack in the throat, the second in the
shoulder. The bullets struck his skin and fell to the ground,
bouncing and rolling under the nearby pool table. The women shouted
and ran, heading straight for the door.

Jack tackled Randy around
the waist and took him to the ground. The henchman fired a few more
wild shots, only one of which found a target, bouncing off of
Jack's stomach. Randy was stronger and bigger, but he was dealing
with a man who didn't feel pain, didn't get tired. He struck Jack
in the jaw several times and whipped him with his gun. Jack didn't
flinch, and pummeled the man with barely-controlled rage. He broke
Randy's nose, a few ribs, shattered an eye socket. As the fight
left Randy's body, Jack pulled him into a sitting position and
circled behind him, wrapping an arm around his throat. The henchman
struggled for a moment and kicked with his legs, but it was
futile.

"Shh," Jack whispered. "It'll all be
over soon."

He looked up to see Jerry
holding a gun of his own, pointing it at Jack. The women were all
gone, as well as the man behind the register. Only Jerry and the
two men near the front remained. The two men obviously worked for
him.

"Let him go," Jerry said. "Or I'll put
a bullet between your eyes."

Jack smiled. He had no intention of
letting Randy go until he was dead.

The gesture panicked
Jerry, who fired. Jack laughed as the bullet struck his cheek and
fell to the floor next to him.

"Ten feet away, and you're a terrible
shot."

"What the fuck?!" Jerry shouted, and
nodded at his last two henchmen.

One of them ran up and
swung his pool cue. It snapped across Jack's head, the broken piece
flying across the room. The henchman took a step back and was
noticeably disturbed at the smile Jack flashed him.

"Guns don't work, so maybe
a piece of wood will? Is that the logic here?"

The second henchman grabbed a chair
and lifted it over his head. Randy had stopped struggling in Jack's
grip. He could feel the life leave Randy's body.

Jack sprung to his feet
and kicked the chairman in the stomach, forcing him to drop the
chair to the ground. The henchman threw a wild punch that Jack
easily ducked. He wasn’t any faster than a mortal, but they were so
easy to read, especially when they were angry. A twitch of the
shoulder here, a flinch of the leg there. He dodged another punch
and kick until the man with the broken pool cue decided to get
involved. The man thrust the broken wood out like it was a knife.
Jack easily spun it out of his grasp and shoved it into his ally’s
throat.

Everything slowed down
after that. Jerry was diving for his phone once again, while the
final henchman watched his friend die in disbelief. Jack ripped the
cue from the man’s throat. Blood poured out of his wound as he fell
face first to the ground.

The henchman backed up a
step and put his hands in the air.

"Look, man, there’s gotta
be something we can work out-"

Jack interrupted by shoving the broken
cue into his eye.

Jerry ran for the front
door. Jack picked up one of a few loose guns and shot him in the
leg. Jerry cried out and collapsed between two pool
tables.

Jack admired the gun a moment as he
approached the begging man.

"I’m not much for gun
play. I’m surprised I’ve still got good aim."

Jerry slowly pulled
himself along the floor. He glanced over his shoulder and begged.
Jack gripped the side of a pool table and flipped it onto him. He
screamed in agony as the table pinned his legs. Jack leaned on the
edge, looking down at him.

"We’re gonna have a talk,
Jerry. Now, Randy tried to talk, and he threatened my young friend.
He paid for it with his life. So you might want to think very
carefully before you speak. Give me a name."

Jerry spit on the floor
and looked up defiantly. "You don’t know who-"

Jack shot him in the arm. He waited a
moment for the screams to die down.

"I can do this all day,
and I’ve got a crazy imagination."

"You son of a-"

Another shot, this one in the upper
thigh.

"So much for thinking before you
speak. Name?"

"Trevor Daniels," he
shouted. "He’s my wife’s nephew."

"Location?"

"He works at a bar just
off the beach. A place called Smitty’s."

"He works? Trevor Daniels has a job,
and he robbed my store?"

Jack was quiet a moment, simply lost
in his own thoughts. He looked down at Jerry once again.

"I’d like to let you live.
You could be useful again one day. But I’m worried you might try
for revenge."

Jerry shook his head. "No
way. I’m not getting near you."

"And my young friend?"

"Off limits."

Jack studied the lines in his face,
the look in his eye.

"I don’t believe
you."

One final shot, this one
to Jerry’s head.

Jack wiped the gun and
dropped it to the floor. The precaution wasn’t necessary; his
prints didn’t exist in any system. He also had many contacts in
high places. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d gotten away with
murder.

He looked at the pool hall
one more time before leaving. Four dead bodies, blood everywhere,
destruction. It brought back a lot of good memories.

*****

Jack could see the beach
to his right in between buildings as he drove. A group of men and
women played a game of volleyball. A mother read her Nook while her
son played in the water. An older man waved a metal detector back
and forth, searching for hidden treasure.

It was almost easy to forget he was on
his way to commit another murder.

He felt nothing. Guilt,
remorse, these emotions eluded him. If anything, he was looking
forward to killing Trevor Daniels. Victoria was right when she told
him their actions could save countless lives in the future. Tiffany
was proof of that. He had no doubt killing Trevor Daniels would
save future lives.

He pulled his shirt off as
he parked outside Smitty's. His jeans were fine, but his shirt had
a bullet hole and some blood on it. Two bikini-clad women carrying
body-boards smiled and waved at him as he climbed out of his truck.
He returned the gesture, wondering what he'd have to do to get
Erica in a swimsuit, even if only for an hour. Guilt settled in at
the thought of Erica. She was a good person, and deserved to be far
from his thoughts before he committed murder.

He walked into the bar and
studied everything around him. The building was open in the back,
giving a clear view of the boardwalk. A few people strolled in from
the beach for a morning drink. There were some regulars hovering
around the bar, admiring the women nearby and on the boardwalk
outside. He drew more looks from a group of women in the corner,
one even whistling.

Jack saw no sign of Trevor
Daniels.

"Hey," the bartender asked as Jack
drew closer. "What can I get you?"

"I'm looking for
Trevor."

"Ah, shit. What did he do now? Is he
expecting you?"

"You could say that."

"He lives upstairs, works
here at night. I saw him go up there not too long ago. The stairs
are right around the corner. You might have to knock real hard. He
sleeps like the dead."

Jack laughed at the choice of
words.

He followed the bartender's directions
and knocked on the door. There was some shuffling around followed
by a voice.

"Who is it?"

Jack was tempted to kick
in the door and kill Trevor. No words were needed to murder
someone. He turned to see a woman's tan leg just in view at the
bottom of the stairs, followed by one couple leaving and another
arriving. Less noise was definitely preferable.

"Jerry sent me. We need to have a
talk."

The door opened. He took a
single step inside, and a sack went over his head. Before he could
react his leg was kicked out from under him. He fell to the floor,
the sack still tight around his face. Someone kicked him as he
tried to climb to his feet.

"Stay down, you piece of
shit!"

More kicks came from the other side.
Jack grinned, simply tallying the numbers in his head. Three people
so far, two kicking, and one gripping the sack.

There was a new voice, too far away to
be one of the three attackers.

"This is the fucker Jerry
texted me about."

Four men, and Trevor was among
them.

"Grab his feet."

"Are you sure you want to do this,
Trevor?"

"We talked about this. Now grab his
damn feet, I said. Danny, get the can."

Jack was hoisted in the
air by his feet and arms. Someone still held the sack tightly,
balling it in a knot behind his head. He struggled only for a
moment, more to test them than to actually break free.

He was aware of moving
through a doorway, and saw a brief flash of a sink and toilet
through the canvas in front of his eyes. They dumped him in a tub,
his foot breaking one of the fixtures on the way in. He felt what
he thought was water being poured onto his bare back, until the
scent of gasoline touched his nose. Someone kept punching him
through the sack.

"Come on!" Trevor said. "Get it all
over him."

"I don't know-"

"I said get it all over him! Give me
the lighter."

Jack saw their shadows
back up as three of them shoved mops into his chest, pinning him
down. A tiny flame appeared, and then flew through the air right at
him. It struck him in the face, and flame danced over his entire
body.

"Hold him down!"

The pain lasted only a
second. The fire felt like a million ants dancing over him.
Uncomfortable, but manageable. He reached for the sack and yanked
it off his head.

Orange and blue blended and moved
apart on his skin. It had been decades since he'd been set on fire.
He'd forgotten how pretty it was.

He looked up at the four
men. Three of them were forgettable, but one made him snarl.
Caucasian, leaning his weight on his left leg, a piercing in his
lip and ear, thin mustache, small tattoo on his forearm.

"This was your plan? Setting me on
fire in your bathroom? Is this a fucking joke?"

"Holy shit!"

One of them dropped his
mop and backed out of the bathroom. The other two were surprised,
but held steady. Trevor grabbed the mop from the floor and took the
only wise man's place.

"Danny! Get back here!"

"No way, man. That bastard's still
talking."

"It's just...shock. We
have to finish this."

Jack laughed, a strange
sound coming from a burning mouth. He grabbed one of the mops and
shook it free. The three men backed away a few steps and let their
mops fall, their first smart move. Jack stood up and reached for
the shower handle, to turn on the water, but changed his
mind.

"Let's have ourselves a nice little
barbecue. If you want to live, run."

He climbed out of the tub
and tackled the first person he saw. The man screamed as Jack
wrapped his flaming hands around his throat, choking the life out
of him as his skin burned. Grabbing a nearby lamp, he smashed it
across his face, knocking him unconscious.

He looked up to see Trevor
and his two friends fighting to get out the front door. He ran a
hand along the couch and curtains as he stalked them, setting them
on fire. His eyes fell on one of the nearby mops, and picked it up.
He cracked it across Trevor's back. Trevor fell forward and tumbled
down the stairs, taking his friends with him.

Jack laughed as he slowly
descended the stairwell, leaving fiery footprints as he went. The
mortals panicked quickly, like they always did. People screamed and
ran to the boardwalk. One brave woman stopped to check on Trevor
and his friends, and gasped when she saw the man on
fire.

"Leave, now."

She ran away without looking
back.

One of Trevor's friends had a broken
leg. Jack grabbed him first and hoisted him to his feet. The man
leaned away and screamed as Jack held him with burning
hands.

"Now
this is how you set
someone on fire."

He grabbed a bottle of tequila from
the bar and smashed it across his face, getting alcohol and glass
everywhere. The man screamed as his face burned, but Jack wouldn't
let him fall to the ground. He even slapped the man to spread more
fire.

Trevor's final friend
tried to run around Jack, but he thrust what was left of the broken
bottle into his neck as he sprinted past. He dropped the man he'd
been holding, and both Trevor's friends lay together. One was
already dead, blood pouring from his throat. The other screamed in
pain for another ten seconds before death took him.

Trevor crawled away. He
tipped over chairs and pulled down tables as Jack slowly
approached. The entire bar was on fire, and a crowd had gathered on
the boardwalk to watch. Jack wished he could torture Trevor for
hours, but didn't have that kind of time.

"What the fuck are you, man?" Trevor
shouted.

Jack picked up a chair and
swung it at Trevor, breaking his nose. Blood flowed down his face
as he backed into the corner. Jack set the chair down and sat on
it. It caught on fire as well, burning to a crisp was what left of
his jeans.

The scent of burning flesh hung in the
air. It brought back strong memories of Angela nailed to the side
of his childhood home.

"I just want to ask you
one question," he said. "How much money did you get from the
register last night?"

"What-what are you talking
about?"

Jack stood up and stomped on Trevor's
stomach, forcing the air out of him. Trevor coughed and
gasped.

"About...five hundred."

"No, I don't want to
hear about. I
want to know how much a mortal life is worth. I haven't kept track
of inflation. So, I want to know, to the penny, how much did you
get last night?"

Trevor flinched as a table
not too far away caught on fire. He brought his knees to his chest,
trying to avoid the heat.

"Come on, man. I
didn't count. I just needed money. That old man was an
idiot. He came at me
with a broom. I had to shoot him-"

Jack sprung to his feet
and gripped the chair. He pressed it against Trevor's chest and
leaned his weight on it. Trevor had nowhere to go and begged for
his life as his shirt caught fire. He tried to pat the flames out,
but it was useless. Jack watched the fire dance across Trevor's
face, but didn't hear his screams. All he could think about was the
security footage from the store, and Mr. and Mrs. Soon's last
moments together.

He stood up after Trevor
breathed his last breath. The crowd was growing at the back of the
bar, trying to steal a peek inside. The fire was out of control,
and he could hear a fire truck off in the distance. It was time to
leave.

Jack rolled on the ground
to kill the flames on his own body and left through the front door.
There was no crowd out front, at least not yet. He wasn't scarred
or hurt, but did get a few looks from drivers as he walked to his
truck with only a pair of shoes on.

He started the engine and calmly drove
away.

*****

Jack sat in his truck
outside school. He'd cleaned out the broken glass, taken two
showers, and changed into fresh jeans and a tee shirt. The school
bell rang, but Jack didn't notice. He didn't even notice the horde
of children running to their buses and parents.

He was finally shaken from
his trance when Tiffany opened the door and slid in next to him.
She gave him a concerned look. He usually met her in the middle of
the playground.

"Jack? Are you okay? You smell funny.
Did you go swimming?"

He laughed. It was the first genuine
laugh since leaving Erica's house, which felt like days
ago.

"No. I just got real dirty
today, and had to take a shower with some strong stuff. How was
school?"

"It was good, but I missed Miss
Hernandez. I didn't like the substitute. Miss Hernandez makes us
laugh."

"Yeah, especially when she
drools."

"Can we go to the store?
Maybe get an ice cream? Mr. Soon said he'd put aside his best ice
cream for me."

He took a breath, and
emotion besides rage and anger threatened to escape. "We can't,
Tiffany. They had an accident last night. We won't be seeing them
anymore."

Tiffany covered her mouth. A single
tear ran down her cheek, and Jack felt one running down his own. He
hated himself for it.

"Are they dead?" she asked.

He nodded, not trusting
himself to speak. Tiffany shed a few more tears before standing on
her seat to give Jack a hug. He thought he was comforting her at
first, which is the only reason he allowed it.

"It's okay," she said. "We'll miss
them, but they're in heaven now, with my Mommy."

Her comment was sappy and
ridiculously stupid, but it took all his strength not to break down
in tears. He pushed away the image of them dancing an hour before
their death and focused on the rage he felt when he killed Trevor
Daniels.

"Thanks, Tiffany," he
said, forcing a smile. "You ready to go home? Eat dinner and do the
homework?"

"We don't have any homework, since
Miss Hernandez wasn't there."

"You can study, then."

She groaned and whined, which brought
another genuine laugh.

*****

An hour later Tiffany sat
at the breakfast bar while Jack leaned back on the couch watching a
DVD. She was doing much better with her homework since Erica began
tutoring her. She went down from about twenty disgusted sighs a
night to five. Even though she had a free night without homework,
she let out a whine every now and then. Jack was taking the lazy
way out for dinner, a simple meal of spaghetti. The boiling water
burst and popped behind them.

His iPhone rang on the
coffee table. He stared at it a moment in confusion. Very few
people called him.

"Hello?"

"Jack? It’s
Erica."

"Holy crap, it is."

"You gave me your number when I
started tutoring Tiffany." There was amusement in her
voice.

"I know. I just never
thought you’d use it."

Her amusement quickly
turned to apprehension. "I can stop calling, if you
want."

"No, no. Call anytime."

"Okay, good. I just wanted to thank
you for stopping by uninvited this morning. It was very
nice."

He couldn’t tell if she
was being sarcastic or serious. Maybe both.

"Sure, anytime. I had fun."

"And I’m officially
inviting you and Tiffany to stop by and visit anytime. We can watch
a movie, maybe do the tutoring over here. Just give me a call
first."

"That doesn’t go against
your teacher’s code of ethics or whatever?"

"We’re friends, Jack. Not
secret agents boinking in a tunnel under the White
House."

He loved her sense of
humor.

Friends. The word still sounded
strange in his head.

"I’d like that. Maybe this
weekend-"

Jack froze when Victoria
opened the front door without knocking. He read her expression
instantly, and thought her red hair would catch on fire.

"Hmm, I think it’s time to
go. My sister’s here, and I think I’m in trouble."

"What did you do?"

"A lot of things. We’ll
hook up later."

"No, we won’t
be hooking up.
We’ll talk later."

"Okay, whatever. But Erica, seriously,
you do own a pair of shorts, right? Maybe something you work out
in?"

"I’m hanging up now. I
feel better, so I'll see you tomorrow."

"Damn," he whispered,
after she’d hung up.

Victoria still dressed for
the weather in shorts and a tank-top. He’d kill to get Erica in a
pair of shorts like Victoria wore. The vampire was so angry Jack
thought her fangs would pop out in front of Tiffany. He had a
feeling it wasn’t about her case.

"How’s the case
going?"

"Hi, Victoria," Tiffany
said. She left her books to give Victoria a hug. "We’re gonna eat
spaghetti and watch a cartoon. Are you gonna stay?"

"Listen, Tiff, I need a
minute alone with Jack. Would you go hang out in your room for a
bit?"

Jack marveled at
Victoria’s ease with small children. He read Tiffany’s lips as she
walked by.

You’re in
trouble.

"Indeed, I am."

"The case," Victoria said.
"The case isn’t going anywhere. But it looks like you’ve been real
busy."

"Whatever do you
mean?"

She turned off the DVD
player, snatched the remote from his hand, and flipped through the
channels until she settled on the local evening news. The
attractive news anchor told Jack what he already knew. She talked
about the two violent incidents in Parkville, one at a pool hall
and the other at a bar. Several men were dead, including a rumored
local crime boss. The only new information Jack learned was the
police suspected local gangs.

"That’s so sad," Jack
said, smiling. "I’ll bet it feels just like Baltimore
now."

"Cut the shit, Jack. What
happened?"

"I don’t know. Ask the
local gangs."

She ignored his redirection. "So,
what? These guys pissed you off, so you go drop Tiffany off at
school, kill them, and then go pick her back up?"

"Mr. and Mrs. Soon were
murdered," he said, his eyes narrowing. "The news doesn’t show you
that. They don’t show you a couple still in love after forty years
of marriage, dancing in each other’s arms an hour before being
murdered."

Victoria’s features
softened and she sat on the couch next to him, muting the TV. She
put a hand on his shoulder.

"I’m sorry," she
said.

"Yeah, me too. The
insurance stuff alone will be a nightmare, and I’ve gotta try to
find someone willing to run the store."

"Stop, Jack. I know you
cared about them."

"Of course I cared.
No one, and I mean ever, made a ham and cheese sandwich like Soon. And I’m old,
Victoria, I’ve seen a lot of ham and cheese
sandwiches."

She smiled, but said
nothing. She knew him better than anyone, and could read between
his words with precision.

"You should have called me, let me
handle it."

"I can take care of my own
killing."

"Yeah, and a pool hall and
bar gets destroyed. People that didn’t need to die get caught in
the way."

"I killed nothing but
scum. You were right. The things we do can have an effect in the
future, past what mortals see. And I probably saved a thousand
lives today, just like we did back in Monterrey."

She rolled her eyes.
"That’s how you’re gonna justify this? Twist my logic
around?"

"I don’t need to justify
myself to you or anyone else."

"Wrong. You have a little girl
upstairs who watches you, worships everything you do."

"Give me a break. This is
all temporary. You know it, Tiffany knows it, I know it, everyone
knows it. This was never a permanent arrangement. She’ll be with a
real family soon, and forget all about me. And I'll help from a
distance."

"You could give her up, just like
that?"

"You want me to adopt her? Is that
what you're saying?"

"Why not?"

"What part did you forget
about the fact that I don't age? Unless you have a full-blooded
witch in your pocket I don't know about, that's never gonna
change."

Victoria said nothing, simply watching
him.

"She thinks it's weird I
don't sleep. And she pisses me off. She's already pissed all over
the bed. She's got a TV in her room, but we're always fighting
about what to watch down here. She falls asleep with her head on my
shoulder when we're on the couch . Then I can't move, because I'll
wake her up. And how the hell am I supposed to sneak out and have a
one-nighter with her around?"

"All that, and you still love the
child."

"I love two people," he said,
gesturing to Victoria and himself. "That's it."

"The strongest lies are the ones we
tell ourselves."

"Okay, what's your point?
What are we really saying here?"

"Next time, call me, and I'll help.
That's all. We'll take care of it more quietly."

"So you're saying I can be a good
person for Tiffany if I just watch the killing? If only the Brady
Bunch could hear us now."

They sat in silence. It
felt good to argue with her again. He didn't realize how much he
missed it.

"Tiffany's okay," he said. "I do like
having her here."

She nodded. "You've
changed."

"Yeah. I don't know if I like that
part yet."

Jack rubbed his chin, deep
in thought. Victoria studied him, watched his expressions and
ticks.

"What's on your mind?" she
asked.

"I'm making
friends," he said. "It's
the weirdest thing."

She laughed. "Erica?"

"Yeah. We're friends now.
Even if I wanted to have a one-nighter with her, I couldn't,
because we're friends."

"Life sucks, doesn't it?"

He smiled at her.
"Not my life. I'm
just trying to figure things out."

"You want some advice?"

"No, but you'll give it to me
anyway."

"Don't be afraid to make friends. I
have plenty of friends. Some know I'm a vampire, some don't. You've
always let Angela's curse control you, instead of the other way
around."

He chewed on her words a moment before
nodding. "Thanks."

"I have to get going. I
need to go see what my good friend Dr. Collins is up
to."

"You're still shadowing that
clown?"

"Yeah. Another fun night of watching
porno, no doubt."

"Victoria, listen. I'm...glad we're
back again."

"Me, too. We'll fight, but
no more century cool-off periods."

"Deal."


CHAPTER 13

 


Jack worked over the stove
on a Friday night. Broccoli was steaming, rice simmering, chicken
grilling on the back porch, green beans nearly ready to go. The
scent of delicious food permeated through the kitchen, sending his
nose into overdrive. Tiffany was finishing up her homework. She was
becoming a schoolwork machine, scoring another B on a recent
test.

Jimi Hendrix transitioned
into Dream Lover by Bobby Darin. Jack stared at his iPhone on its
dock. He had no problem with Bobby Darin, even seeing him perform
live once. It simply seemed like an odd choice for Pandora to make
after Hendrix. He was convinced the Pandora music service was an
early form of Skynet.

Tiffany closed her books
and made her way to the iPhone dock. Jack pointed a wooden spoon at
her.

"Hey, what are you doing? Get away
from there."

She poked at the iPhone
with a smile. Dream Lover cut off and was replaced by a strange
sound he’d never heard before. He nearly put his hands to his
ears.

"What is that?"

"Miley Cyrus. She’s
awesome."

"Holy hell. How did we go from Hendrix
to Cyrus?"

He raised an eyebrow as
Tiffany ran around the couch three times. She did a little slide
maneuver, reminding him of Risky Business. She expertly lip-synced
the words to the song and moved in a way that he assumed was
dancing. Now he had an idea of what she did the rare time she spent
in her room.

"What...are you doing?"

"I’m dancing. What does it
look like I’m doing?"

"I thought maybe you were having a
panic attack or something."

"Hey," she said. "I dance
good."

"Well," he corrected. "You dance
well."

She paused long enough to
give that defiant look, her hands on her hips and chin out. The
stance was a reminder that Tiffany could take on
anything.

"Fine.
Well. I dance
well."

"And that’s still a matter
of opinion."

"Let me see you dance."

"I’m actually not allowed
to dance."

"Why not?"

"I danced once, back in
fifty-seven. Believe it or not, I send off little radio signals,
and women go crazy. They swarm from miles around, like some horror
movie, trying to get at me. Ripping off clothes, stomping over each
other, just to get a glimpse. It’s very dangerous. I’ve promised
never to dance again, for the safety of everyone."

Tiffany stopped dancing and thought
about his words. After thirty seconds of thinking and chewing on
her fingernails she looked up at him.

"Nuh-uh."

Jack leaned his head back
and laughed. Tiffany was a hilarious little girl.

His ears thanked fate as the phone
rang, effectively cutting off Miley Cyrus. He set down the wooden
spoon and crossed the living room.

"See? I told you," he
said. "Just talk about me dancing, and it all starts. If we have to
board the house up, it’s your fault."

"You’re just making up
stories because you can’t dance."

"Are you kidding me?" Jack shouted
after he pressed answer. Tiffany laughed maniacally and ran up the
stairs. "Hello?"

"Uh, should I call back?" Erica
asked.

"Nah, you’re good. Tiffany
and I were just having a little argument. And she better hope I
don’t come up there," he called up the stairs.

"Would you two minded if I stopped
over?"

He narrowed his eyes in
confusion. "Didn’t we do tutoring last night?"

"Well, yeah. I
wasn’t thinking tutoring. I mean...just to hang out. We
are friends, aren’t
we?"

"Yeah, we’re
friends."

"I could stop on the way, pick up a
pizza or something."

"Do you even know where I
live?"

"I was assuming you’d
share that top secret information with me."

"That’s not
necessary."

"Wow...I guess that’s a
no."

"No, I mean the food.
There’s plenty here. One second." He muted the phone. "Hey,
Tiffany!"

He didn’t see her, only
heard her voice from some mysterious hiding spot on the second
floor.

"Yeah?"

"Erica...Miss Hernandez wants to come
over. Are you okay with that?"

"Is she gonna make me do school
stuff?"

"Nope."

"Okay. I like her."

Ten minutes later Jack was
moving chicken from the grill to a plate when there was a knock at
the front door. Tiffany came out of nowhere, streaking across the
house.

"I’ll get it!"

He barely caught a glimpse of the
beautiful teacher in her figure-hugging jeans and pink blouse.
Tiffany grabbed her hand and led her to the stairs.

"Follow me, Miss
Hernandez. I’ll show you my room!"

Erica managed to wave before
disappearing up the stairs. "See you soon."

In another ten minutes
Jack had three plates loaded with food. He set them out on the
breakfast bar, listening to the female conversation in the
basement, the last stop on the tour.

"Children," he called downstairs.
"Dinner."

Tiffany and Erica laughed
as they came upstairs. Tiffany washed her hands in the sink as
Erica admired the meal. She wore her hair in a ponytail, a new look
for her. It showed more of her face, and actually drew more
attention to her scar. She was gorgeous regardless.

"Wow," she said. "Do you cook like
this for all your guests?"

"Don’t flatter yourself. I
like to cook. This wasn’t for you."

"If I don’t flatter
myself, who will?"

"Please. I flatter you all
the time. And those jeans, they’re flattering you better than I
can."

She let out that smile of hers to
play. She was embarrassed, but also pleased.

"Jack cooks really good," Tiffany said
as she dried her hands.

"Well," he corrected once
again. "And that’s wrong, too. I cook awesome."

"Can I put on music while
we eat?" Tiffany asked. "I’ll put it on real quiet so we can still
talk."

"Yeah, but no Miley Cyrus."

"What’s wrong with Miley
Cyrus?" Erica asked.

Jack shot her a look.

"Just kidding," she added.

Tiffany did most of the
talking at dinner. Jack and Erica traded amused looks and laughed
at the child. He realized as they laughed and ate that he truly
enjoyed the company of these two mortal females. The thought still
unsettled him. Victoria made perfect sense when she said
friendships were good. But Jack knew he was simply terrible at
them.

After dinner Jack washed
dishes. Tiffany again ran laps around the living room, like a race
horse. He engaged in small talk with Erica as she sat at the bar.
They talked about school, Tiffany’s grades, he mentioned how lucky
her jeans were, which drew a roll of the eyes.

He was surprised when she
joined him at the sink, taking a dish from his hand and grabbing a
second sponge.

"What are you doing?"

"Helping you. Is that
okay?"

"Uh, sure. Just not used to it, I
guess."

"All you have to do is
ask," she said with a smile. "That’s what friends are
for."

They washed dishes in
silence, their shoulders touching. Tiffany still ran around the
living room. She fell once, but got up and kept running.

"She really is amazing,"
Erica said. "Her grades keep going up. She’s made new friends in
school."

"I know. I’ve caught her
twice now talking on the phone when she should be
sleeping."

"Maybe you shouldn't have gotten her
an iPhone."

"Very funny. But yeah, she is rather
awesome."

"You're not so bad
yourself."

He laughed, assuming she
was joking. He met her eyes, only a foot away from his own, and saw
she was very serious.

"I know what happened to her," she
said. "I know she was abandoned, and the foster system took
shit-care of her. You really are a hero to her."

Jack felt his cheeks
turning red, which caught him by surprise. He stared at the dishes
to avoid eye contact.

"This is only temporary,
though. Tiffany knows. She deserves a real family. A mother,
father, a brother or something. I just wanted to give her a little
stability, that’s all."

"It doesn’t lessen what
you’ve done. I was so bitter after I found out I was...broken. I’d
see all these parents who barely wanted their own kids, and I could
never have any. You’ve taken this girl in, and she’s laughing and
smiling, having fun with life."

"That’s more her than
me."

She touched his chin and
lifted it gently, forcing him to meet her gaze.

"That’s not
true."

They said nothing, simply
staring at each other. Jack couldn’t look away even if he wanted
to. He was aware something was happening, but his thoughts were
swimming. The spell was broken when Tiffany stopped in the middle
of the living room, finally tired of running.

"What do we want to do? Go to a movie?
Watch a movie here? Play hide and seek?"

Jack laughed. "I'm all for a boring
night on the couch."

"I doubt any night with
you two is boring," Erica said.

"Can we have popcorn?" Tiffany asked
as she grabbed the remote. "Or ice cream?"

"You just ate a ton of
food. You’re still hungry?"

"No. But I will be later."

He pointed at the TV as an item on the
guide caught his attention.

"A Marx Brothers marathon. Leave that
on."

Tiffany wrinkled her nose. "Who are
they?"

Jack glanced at Erica as
they carried three drinks to the living room. "You don’t teach the
kids about the Marx Brothers?"

"We’re more concerned
about reading and writing, and a little math. You like the Marx
Brothers?"

"Of course. You
don’t?"

"I haven’t watched too
many of their movies."

"You should have seen them live. It
was like watching insane people running around on
stage."

"Considering you’re maybe
a year or so older than me, that would be a neat trick."

"I’m full of neat
tricks."

Tiffany sat in between
Jack and Erica. They watched half of Duck Soup before Tiffany
declared they should compromise, her new favorite word. She found a
Pixar movie as Jack feigned disinterest, although he had no problem
with Pixar. He winked at Erica as Tiffany shoved popcorn in her
mouth.

Jack was keenly aware of
the normalcy of the scene, but how odd it was for him. He was
enjoying a Friday night in front of the TV with a young girl and a
woman he didn’t plan on seeing only for a night. Erica laughed as
the movie played, not because of the humor, but because of
Tiffany’s animated reactions. Jack found himself laughing right
along with them as Tiffany grabbed his arm and tugged, asking if he
saw what she just did.

Tiffany was pressed
against Jack as another movie played. The child’s movements were
sluggish and slow. Erica shifted on the couch and covered a yawn
with her mouth. He looked at the clock to see it was nearly
midnight, typically a sleeping hour for mortals.

"Tiffany, are you tired-"

He trailed off when he saw
her sleeping, her head resting against his arm. Jack tried not to
smile, but couldn’t help it. He was tempted to wake her up simply
to see her grumpy face.

He expertly twisted away
from her and scooped her in his arms. She made some noise deep
within her dream and folded her arms. Erica smiled at him as he
carried Tiffany up the stairs. He gently set her in bed and tucked
her in, remembering to turn on her night-light.

Erica was searching for a movie to
watch when Jack walked down the stairs. She smiled at him as he
took his normal corner on the couch.

"I’ve seen a lot of little
shits teaching," she said. "But Tiffany’s adorable."

"Little shits," he said.
"I hope you don’t throw that term out in the middle of a
parent-teacher conference."

"Depends on the mood I’m
in."

Jack watched with surprise as Erica
slipped her sandals off and kicked her legs up on the
couch.

"Just get comfortable."

"I’m working on
it."

He assumed he would get the joy of her
feet inches from him. She apparently had other things in mind as
she scooted against him, her back against his shoulder. His body
stiffened at the unexpected touching.

"Don’t worry," she said,
sensing his discomfort. "I’m not gonna grab your joystick or
anything like that."

He laughed. The more time he spent
with her, the more he liked her.

His arm was pinned at his
side. His hand was dangerously close to her ass, and he curled his
fingers under his own leg to keep from accidentally touching her.
She twisted her head to look at him.

"Are you comfortable?"

"Not at all."

"Yeah, me neither."

She turned and grabbed his
shoulders, forcing him to sit more at an angle. Nestling her back
against him, she took his arm and wrapped it around her own
shoulders, just above her breasts. She let out a relaxed breath as
she settled her head against his chest.

"Now, I’m trusting you not
to grab my chest or anything."

He had to do something
with his hand, so he laid it on her shoulder gently. It was an
unusual view of a woman for him, one he could perhaps get used to.
Her hair wasn’t far from his nose. He enjoyed the scent of her
shampoo. She curled her legs slightly and turned away from the
TV.

"Damn. There goes my plan for putting
on porn," he joked.

"Knock yourself out. Just mute
it."

He laughed and switched to the Marx
Brothers marathon once again.

"I'm not making any moves," she said.
"Don't worry. But...this is nice."

Jack would often feel
anger at watching someone sleep. To watch a couple sleep together
was even worse, an intimate activity he could never participate in.
The last time he was asleep next to a woman ended with a witch
pouring a potion down his throat. Holding a woman in his arms only
reminded him he could never truly be with someone. He avoided
anything besides the one-night-stand.

But Erica was right. Acting as her
personal pillow was nice.

He discreetly inhaled her
scent once again, and narrowed his eyes. It had been a while since
he looked up the dictionary definition of cuddling, but he was
certain they were close to it. Erica even gripped his arm to pull
herself closer.

Her words said she
didn't get involved with her students' parents. Her actions were a
little more confusing. Was cuddling
involved? They found each other attractive, that
much was certain. As much as he didn't want to admit it, he cared
for her. If she didn't have her rules, would there be the
possibility for more than simple snuggling on the
couch?

Jack crashed back to
reality as Harpo Marx chased a woman and honked his horn.
Possibility for more didn't exist for him. Erica was a wonderful woman, and he'd
love to get to know more about her. But the moment she learned more
about him, she would run, and he wouldn't blame
her.

"You have a nice house," she said.
"Where's your room? I didn't get to see that on the grand
tour."

Erica asking about his
bedroom conjured images of the two of them doing very sexual things
on a mattress. But there was no motive in her question, simply
curiosity.

"I...don't sleep much. I sleep on the
couch."

"I keep hearing that. What do you
mean?"

"Medical stuff. Maybe one day I'll
tell you."

"No fair."

"What do you mean?"

"You got to see me all
sick and ugly. It's your turn to share something."

Jack smiled, and decided he'd test the
waters slightly.

"Just one thing. Owning a convenience
store isn't all I do."

"Really? What else?"

"Gardening."

She laughed. "I saw your
garden out there. Very nice."

Jack stopped short of telling her how
wealthy he was. Two hundred years of making money with no concern
for the people he crushed led to a nice bank account.

Erica curled up completely
on the couch, no longer interested in the TV at all. She hugged
Jack's arm and nestled more into his chest. For the first time,
Jack enjoyed his curse. He could savor the moment without fear of
falling asleep and missing out on Erica's company.

There was a quiet knock at
the door, followed by the door cracking open. Jack looked at
Victoria's red hair and green eyes.

"Jack?"

He fought off irritation and laughed
as Erica didn't bother to sit up. She quickly turned around and
threw herself into Jack's arms, forcing him to wrap his arms around
her.

"Oh no," she joked.
"Caught by the older sister. Another five minutes and you would
have had quite the show."

Victoria smiled and closed the door
behind her. "Thank God. The last thing I want to see is Jack's
naked body on top of yours on the couch."

Erica leaned in close to
Jack's ear. "Now that's a thought," she whispered
playfully.

She leaned away and stretched her arms
over her head. Jack met Victoria's gaze. The vampire grinned and
raised an eyebrow, obviously overhearing the whisper.

"Wait a minute," Jack
said. "How do you know she's the older sibling?"

Erica shrugged. "She acts older, more
mature."

"You hear that? Erica just called you
old."

Victoria laughed. "And she would be
right."

"Watch some TV with us," Erica said.
"Want some popcorn?"

"No, thanks. Actually,
Jack, I need to talk to you outside a second."

"Oooh," Erica teased. "You're in
trouble."

Jack watched Erica run her
fingers through her hair as he followed Victoria onto the front
porch. Erica seemed to have caught a second wind, digging into the
bowl of popcorn.

"I'm sorry," Victoria said. "I should
have called. But I knew you'd be awake."

"Hilarious. What's up?"

"My case is going nowhere. Tomorrow
night I have a...let's call it a distraction...planned for Dr.
Collins."

"A hooker?"

"A call girl. Come on,
Jack, be nice. Anyway, I need to get a look at his laptop. Come
with me."

"You don't need me for
that."

"No, but I wouldn't mind your eyes.
Maybe you'll catch something I don't."

"I'm sure I would, because you're
old."

"So, you'll help me?"

"Sure. I just have to get a sitter for
Tiffany."

Victoria shook her head, never
thinking she'd hear those words. "Can Erica watch her?"

"I'm not gonna ask Tiffany's teacher
to babysit. But I'm sure she knows people."

"What's next for you two?
She really is into you."

He peeked in through the window at
her. Popcorn fell to the floor as she laughed hysterically at the
Marx Brothers. He loved her smile and laugh. Erica was a fun
woman.

"She's hot, isn't she?
Tiffany says you're hotter, but I told her she was out of her
mind."

"Hey," Victoria said, looking down at
herself. "I'm still attractive, even in this century."

"She's real sweet, and cracks me up.
But we're just friends."

"Friends don't get all gropey on the
couch."

"There was no groping.
Look, I honestly have no idea what's gonna happen next. The road
map for my life got tossed out when I became a
foster-parent."

She smiled. "It's nice, isn't it? Life
can still surprise us. Jack Kursed cares about two mortal
females."

"Yeah, yeah. Anyway,
tomorrow night. I’m with you."

"Thanks. Now go back in there and have
fun with your friend."

Jack went back inside to
see Erica putting her glass in the sink. She had her sandals back
on, a sign she was leaving soon. He silently cursed Victoria for
ruining whatever Erica and he had going on.

"Hi," she said. "I should
be leaving. I didn’t even know it was nearly one in the
morning."

"Time flies when you’re
having fun."

"It does. I had
a lot of
fun."

"Come on over whenever you
want."

She said nothing, simply staring at
him.

"What?"

"Nothing," she said. "It’s
just...nice to finally make a friend."

He walked her to her Jeep.
She walked slowly, hands in her pockets, looking at the ground. She
didn’t want to leave.

"Oh, hey, I have to give
my sister a hand with some stuff tomorrow. Do you know of any good
sitters?"

Erica shrugged. "I’ll
watch her."

"I already owe you a ton of money from
tutoring. You trying to bleed me dry?"

She laughed and leaned
against her Jeep. "I like Tiffany. I don’t mind watching her for a
night. We’ll do girl things, maybe go out and get some ice
cream."

Jack thought it over. It
almost felt like he was taking advantage of Erica, but the truth
was she was the only person he trusted besides Victoria.

"You wouldn’t mind?" he
asked. "That doesn’t go against your code?"

"I’m not a samurai
warrior, Jack. I don’t have a code. I had a parent ask me out on a
date one time. I turned him down, and when his kid got a C on his
next test, he accused me of grading him unfairly, even though his
kid wasn’t the smartest cookie."

He smiled. She was showing him more of
her personality, and he liked it.

"Anyway, I just make it a
point not to get involved with the hot single fathers out
there."

"But you’ll watch
the Marx Brothers with one? Unless you’re saying I’m
not hot."

"Oh, you’re hot," she said
with a sly smile. "And you’re also different."

They stared at each other
a moment longer before she climbed in her Jeep. Jack was confused
about his own feelings, and he liked it. Confusion made life more
interesting.


CHAPTER 14

 


Victoria listened to quiet
music as she lay in bed, reviewing the plan in her mind. The
objective was simple. She needed to see Dr. Stan Collins'
laptop.

Dr. Collins was proving to
be the most boring case she ever had, both a blessing and a curse.
She had time to enjoy the sun, lie out on the beach, and spend the
occasional evening with Jack and Tiffany. All she had to do was pay
someone to watch Collins, a chore that wasn't hard to do since he
seldom left the hotel room.

But something gnawed at
Victoria, told her that despite the lack of activity, something
important was happening. Collins would spend hours a night watching
adult movies and working at his laptop. She needed to see what he
was working on.

The call girl she hired
was named Tonya. Tonya picked up Collins ten minutes ago for a
night in Parkville. Jack was late. She would give him another few
minutes before moving on without him. He was right in that she
didn't exactly need him, but Jack had amazing senses. He could
spend minutes with someone and know intimate details about them.
She missed working with him.

Victoria had her fangs
buried in a bag of blood when she heard someone exit the elevator
in the hall and stop outside her room. She opened the door and
grabbed Jack's shirt before he could knock. He stumbled inside as
she quickly emptied the bag of blood. He wore all black, just like
Victoria.

"You and your timing," she
said, licking her fangs.

"Erica was a little late. She picked
up dinner for her and Tiffany, although I told her not
to."

"I don't think we've ever done a job
where you were on time."

"Hey, I can turn around and leave
right now, if you want."

"Oh, shut up and hold this," she said,
handing him a pack. "Tonya will keep Collins out a while, but I'm
sure he wants to screw eventually."

"Tonya's the call girl?"

"Yeah. She's cute. You'd like
her."

"That would go over real well at the
house. I'm sure Tiffany would love me bringing a call girl
home."

She opened her balcony door and looked
at him. He met her stare and narrowed his eyes, showing that angry
look of his.

"What?"

"Everything you do
revolves around Tiffany now, doesn't it?"

"Are we gonna get started or what? I
don't want to be out here all night."

He joined her on the
balcony. She smiled at him, pleased she still had the ability to
push his buttons so easily. She looked for any bystanders below or
hotel guests on their balconies.

"You could have given me a room number
and I'd have had a key in five minutes," Jack said.

She nimbly jumped on the balcony
railing and squatted on the balls of her feet, keeping perfect
balance.

"So could I. But this is
more fun."

"Yeah," he said, climbing over the
railing. "I almost forgot how much fun we've had."

She laughed and jumped
down next to him. She held onto the railing only with a single
finger and let one foot dangle in the air. He looked at her as a
corner of his mouth lifted. She was showing off, and he knew
it.

"Don't drop that pack," she said,
wrapping an arm around his waist.

"And here comes the fun
part-"

Victoria let herself fall,
her arm still tight around Jack. As they rushed by the balcony
below she grabbed the railing with her hand, slinging Jack forward.
He stumbled and nearly fell, but held onto the pack. She easily
gripped the railing and flipped onto the balcony outside Collins'
room.

"You done showing off?" he
asked.

"Probably not. Give me a
break, I'm excited. It's been a hundred years since we've done
anything like this together."

"I'll keep an eye out for any
werewolves or witches."

She frowned at his
mention of witches as the bad memories returned once again. But she saw the
humor in his eye, and smiled along with him.

Jack laughed as she slid open the
balcony door without any trouble.

"I broke the lock a few days ago," she
explained. "The good doctor doesn't even know."

He simply nodded as he
examined the apartment. She went directly to his carrying case on
the bed.

"Single, organized, maybe a little too
much," Jack said. "Might be a little obsessive compulsive. Right
handed. Interesting, he has eczema."

"Now how can you tell
that?"

He lifted a shirt out of
the dresser. "His clothes are all cotton."

"Put that back just like you found
it," she said. "You sure he doesn't just like the feel of
cotton?"

"All his toiletries are
fragrance-free."

Victoria nodded and turned on the
laptop.

"I'm guessing you're not gonna just
take the laptop?" he asked.

"Of course not. I don't want him
panicking and doing anything crazy." She frowned when the laptop
froze, asking for a password. "And what do you know, I can't get
lucky."

"It's been a while for me,
too," he said. "I haven't removed a woman's clothing since I moved
here."

"I mean the laptop. It wants a
password."

Jack studied the apartment
again. "Not really much in the way of password clues here. No
pictures of any family, or even a pet."

"And I
thought you were
boring."

"Funny."

Victoria grabbed the pack Jack had
left near the balcony and removed a portable hard drive. She
rebooted and inserted a CD she'd burned an hour ago.

"Clever," Jack said. "Copying the hard
drive?"

"Yeah, protection and all."

"So, you're a computer junkie
now?"

"Not at all, but I've got a contact
not too far away who said he'd help me with this if I couldn't get
in."

"You always did plan
ahead."

"One of us had to."

He laughed. "I've missed
working with you."

She looked up from the laptop as Jack
leaned against the wall. "Seriously? Have you missed
this?"

"I didn't miss the Girl Scout crap,
having to save every person. But hunting creatures with you, I did
miss that."

Victoria smiled. "The
first vampire Girl Scout."

"Yeah. Anyway, who are we saving here?
You really don't have anything?"

"Nope. Bradley gave me the name and
place, and here I am. It was just a bonus when I found out you were
here, too."

"Who the hell is Bradley?"

"His name was Jonathon
before."

"Jonathon? You still do work for that
wannabe-British-vampire?"

"On occasion. He pads my bank account
very well."

"He never did like me."

"No one ever liked you, Jack, besides
me."

He shrugged. "Oh well. It's not like
I've lost any sleep." Jack pushed himself from the wall and
wandered aimlessly. "This is so exciting. How long until that's
done?"

"About a half hour. Hey,
it could be worse. Remember when we fought that newborn vampire who
thought he was Dracula?"

Jack smiled and nodded. "He ruined one
of my favorite shirts."

Victoria laughed as they reminisced
about their adventures in another time.

*****

Tiffany sat quietly and
watched the streets of Parkville race by as Erica drove through the
streets of Parkville. Erica had the windows open, and the wind blew
through their hair wildly. They had just got done watching a movie
and were on their way for ice cream.

"Did you like the movie?" Erica
asked.

It was difficult to talk
in the loud Jeep, and Tiffany had to raise her voice.

"Yeah, I did. Thank you for taking
me."

"Anytime, Tiffany. You're good
company."

"If I tell you a secret, will you
promise not to tell Jack?"

"Sure."

"It's a lot more fun to
ride in your Jeep than his truck."

They stopped at a red light. Tiffany
took the chance to stick her hand out the window.

"Whenever you want to go for a ride,
as long as it's okay with Jack, we'll do it. It'll get cold soon,
but it's fun to ride on the beach at night in a Jeep."

"You do that? That's so cool. Me and
Jack went to the beach the other day. It was awesome."

"Jack and I," Erica corrected. "I
haven't been in a while. Didn't have anyone to go with."

"You can come with Jack and
I-"

"Jack and me."

Tiffany rolled her eyes.
"You can come with us."

"Well, thank you. We’ll
run it by him tonight when we see him."

"You want to kiss him,
don’t you?"

Erica looked at the girl with her eyes
wide. "What?"

"You want to hug him and kiss him,"
she said, giggling.

She shifted uncomfortably.
"We’re just friends, and I’m your teacher. You wouldn’t want the
kids in school teasing you about us kissing, would you?"

"It would be cool," she
said. "Then they’d stopping teasing you about your
face."

Erica ran a finger along
her cheek. "They still do that?"

"Just a few. At lunch I
hear them talking. Anyway, you can kiss Jack. I’ll let
you."

"Oh, you will?" she said with a
laugh.

"Sure. It’s not like
you’ll be my teacher forever. And Jack doesn’t want me
forever."

"What?"

"He takes care of me, but
he keeps telling me I’ll need a real family soon. He just doesn’t
want to say he doesn’t want me."

"I don’t think Jack thinks
that. He’s very honest, almost too much. He wants you to have a
mother and father, maybe a brother or sister."

"I want to stay with him."

Erica simply watched
Tiffany, unsure of what to say, but keenly aware of the sadness in
the girl’s eyes. The light turned green.

She was halfway through
the intersection when a car rammed her from the back. Their bodies
lurched forward against the seat-belts and slammed back against the
seats. Erica looked at Tiffany, who was just as surprised as she
was. She was registering the fact that they’d been in an accident
when another car crashed into the driver’s side, sending the Jeep
into a light pole.

The last thing she heard before
falling unconscious were muffled voices and Tiffany
shouting.

*****

"I hate technology," Jack said. "How
much longer?"

"Another ten minutes."

"And then what? You go meet your
contact?"

She nodded. "We crack this
data, and I find out why I’ve wasted a month of my life in this
wonderful town."

"Hey, I like Parkville."

"The beach is nice."

Jack sat on the bed next
to Victoria. He looked at the laptop to see the progress bar barely
moving. Computers definitely kept track of time in an odd
way.

"You asked me once if I have any
regrets over my life."

Victoria perked up. "Now you have my
attention. You actually have regrets?"

"Only one.
Well, two, if you
count falling asleep next to a witch. I was angry with you, but
shouldn’t have held a grudge for a hundred
years."

"Aww, Jack, you’re getting
soft on me."

"Yeah, I know. Tiffany’s
made me a little soft. The funny part about all of that, it worked
out exactly the way it was supposed to."

"What do you mean?"

"The people we saved in Monterrey, two
of them got together, and now Tiffany is here. They were her
great-grandparents."

"Wow. You’re
kidding."

"Nope. The world would be a lot darker
without her in it."

Victoria smiled. Jack
still had his moments, but he was a very different man from the
person she knew that didn’t care about mortals.

"Do me a favor," he said.
"Let me know what’s on that laptop."

"Ah, you’re
curious?"

"Yeah. This guy...he’s not
an evil mastermind. He’s just a tool, and someone’s using
him."

"Would you like to be there when I
really dig my claws into this thing?"

"Eh, nah. Tiffany hasn’t
said anything, but she wants to learn an instrument. So we’ll be
dealing with that soon."

She shook her head. "I
never thought I’d see the day you’d be looking after-"

Her iPhone chimed, signaling a text
message. Her jaw dropped as she scanned the abbreviated words only
a mortal of the twenty-first century could come up with.

"Shit."

"What’s up?"

She left the bed and ran to the
balcony, looking to the street below.

"That was Tonya.
Collins is bringing her back here to conclude their evening. He must be
horny. She couldn’t keep them away. They’ll be here any
minute."

Jack laughed. "Maybe
Parkville really is boring. Nothing to do but screw."

"This isn’t funny. The
laptop’s not done copying, and I can’t just take it. Go down there
and stall them."

"So, this is why you brought me
along..."

"Come on, Jack. Help me
out here. Just give me..." She checked the laptop. "nine
minutes."

"More like twenty, the way
that thing’s running."

"Jack!"

"Alright, alright, I’m
going. But just to be clear, you want a distraction. You’re not
gonna bust my balls about how I do it?"

"Get moving!"

He smiled. "Done. Hold
these for me." He handed over his phone, wallet, and
keys.

Victoria paced a moment
before peering out from the balcony, and paced again. She was a
vampire, one of the older ones. Strength, speed, quickness,
cunning, a unique immunity to sunlight, all meant nothing as the
laptop seemed to slow to a crawl, mocking her. She needed the data
so she could be more than a stalker hoping to catch a break. She
agreed with Jack that something was happening somewhere, and
Collins was her way in.

Glancing once more over
the balcony, she saw a yellow cab stop in front of the hotel. The
rear door opened and a pair of lean legs stuck out. Victoria saw a
dress that looked like it came right out of Las Vegas, and knew
Tonya and Collins had returned. The doctor emerged from the cab and
took Tonya by the hand.

She jumped as something
flew past her from above. It took another second for her to realize
it was a body, falling to the street below. It crashed on the hood
of the cab, sending glass in all directions. Cars screeched to a
halt and pedestrians screamed as panic broke out. The cab driver
crawled through the driver’s side window and fell to the street.
Collins and Tonya circled the cab and helped the driver to his
feet.

Victoria shook her head as
she recognized Jack, laying on the hood of the cab.

"Jack Kursed, king of subtlety," she
said.

She had all the time in
the world as she watched the hard drive clone complete. An
ambulance pulled up outside, as well as a police car. A crowd
gathered on the street and talked solemnly, asking if anyone knew
the depressed victim. The paramedics worked quickly, noting Jack
still had a heartbeat. Victoria made a quick stop to Collins’
bathroom to retrieve another item her contact needed. She packed up
and glanced at the hotel room one final time, making sure
everything was in the right place.

She left the hotel through
a back door and climbed in her Porsche. By the time she circled
around to the front the crowd had grown even larger. Jack lay on a
gurney and two paramedics moved to slide him in the back of the
ambulance. Victoria put the engine in neutral and gave it some gas
as a police officer approached her.

"I’m sorry, ma’am," he
said. "You’re gonna have to back up-"

The crowd sprung to life
once again as Jack sat up on the gurney. The paramedics jumped back
four feet when Jack swung his legs over the side and stood
upright.

He said nothing. His
clothes were dirty, but he managed to avoid getting cut and bloody.
He took a step toward the Porsche, and a paramedic grabbed him by
the shoulder.

"Sir, please, we have to get you
to-"

Jack shoved him. "Don’t
you ever fucking touch me."

Victoria slipped on a pair
of sunglasses when she noticed Collins and Tonya in the crowd.
She'd avoided the doctor’s eye for the entire month, and wanted to
keep it that way. She simply leaned across the seat to open the
passenger’s side door.

Jack slid in next to her,
not making eye contact with the crowd. She backed up and turned a
corner as the crowd continued to watch in awe. Her anger spilled
over as she handed him his items.

"Can't pretend you're a salesman and
hold them up in the lobby. Nope, not Jack. Your idea of a diversion
is to jump off a roof and destroy a cab."

"Hey, it worked, didn't
it? And I remember you saying you weren't gonna bust my balls about
it."

"Yeah, yeah."

"Did the copy get done?"

"Yeah, it's in my pack."

"That Tonya is something. Hot little
lady. How much did she cost you?"

"You're such a gentleman."

"And you say you missed
working together?"

She laughed as they passed another
ambulance. "Yes, I did."

His phone rang as he
slipped his wallet and keys away. Victoria glanced over his
shoulder to see the call was coming from the hospital. She listened
as a calm woman spoke to him. A sinking feeling ate at her as Jack
gave her a look she'd never seen from him before.

Concern.


CHAPTER 15

 


Jack nearly stumbled past
an elderly man in a wheelchair as he rushed into the emergency room
waiting area. He thought he had everything planned out when he
arrived. Every footstep, every word that left his mouth. Now that
he stood in the middle of patients waiting to be seen, and nurses
calling names to examination rooms, he wasn't sure what to
do.

Somewhere in this hospital, Tiffany
and Erica were hurt. Emotions Jack hadn't felt in a long time
overwhelmed him. Worry. Fear.

Victoria put a hand on his
shoulder. He'd nearly forgotten she was with him.

"Jack, are you alright?"

"No, I'm not. Where are
they?"

Victoria approached the nurse at the
triage station and flashed a smile. Jack was glad she was with him.
She was calm and in control, unlike him.

"Hi," she said. "We're
looking for Erica Hernandez. She would have had a little girl with
her, Tiffany March. We were told they were admitted here? Car
accident."

The nurse pecked at her
keyboard, and Jack was losing patience with every passing second.
His heart sank when the nurse frowned.

"We do have an Erica Hernandez. Banged
up pretty bad, but stable. She's on the second floor, room 212. But
she was admitted alone."

Jack leaned on the desk. "What did you
say?"

Victoria grabbed his
shoulders and pulled him back. "Thank you, ma'am."

She led Jack down the hall
to the elevators. His hands shook, and he slid them in his pockets
to hide them. His hyper sense of awareness returned as he stared at
the elevator doors. Doctors walked up and down the corridors,
studying charts and clipboards. Two of them were having an affair.
He could tell by the look they gave each other as they passed. Some
of the male doctors, and even one female, slowed down to give
Victoria an appreciative look. He wanted to kill them, simply
because they irritated him.

"Where is Tiffany?" he said. "Why
wouldn't she be here?"

"Maybe they made a mistake checking
her in."

"Don't patronize me,
Victoria."

"Fine, Jack. Calm down. I
don't know what's going on. But it could be anything. Maybe she was
taken to a different hospital. Maybe the car accident killed her,
and she's in a morgue somewhere."

A sound of depair escaped his throat,
and he leaned against the wall. Victoria, immediately regretting
her words, held his face tenderly.

"I'm sorry. But we've
always been honest with each other, even when we pissed each other
off. Listen, we don't know what's going on, and it won't help to
get worked up now."

Adjusting his shirt and dark coat, he
assumed the relaxed look Victoria was familiar with.

"You're right."

It only took two minutes to ride the
elevator to the second floor and find room 212, but it seemed like
two hours. He tried to prepare himself for the worst, but felt a
tiny sense of relief when he turned into the room.

Erica was battered and
bruised. Her ankle was in a soft-cast. There were a few cuts on her
face, and both eyes were black. The hospital gown she wore was
split on the side, a barely-there piece of cloth, and the bit of
thigh exposed was one huge bruise. There was still the old scar on
the side of her face.

But she was alive.

"I should have brought
flowers."

Victoria let out a quiet laugh behind
him.

"Jack?" Erica said, barely opening her
eyes. "Is that you?"

"It's me. Victoria's here,
too."

"Victoria? I can't see
much right now."

"I'll bet. How are you
feeling?"

"Like shit. It's cold in
here."

Jack ran a hand through her dark hair.
Victoria noticed the affection in his touch. It was almost
impossible to believe.

"It's probably this gown
they got you in. Almost looks like a slutty dress. I see I was
right. Your legs are damn nice."

"Victoria, would you cover me up? This
asshole hasn't earned the right to see my legs yet."

Victoria smiled as she pulled a sheet
over Erica's waist.

"Is Tiffany okay? I've
been drifting in and out, could barely talk to the
doctors."

"She's-"

Jack grabbed Victoria's shoulder to
cut her off.

"There was a mix-up. She was actually
taken over to Agnes, on the other side of town."

"What?" Erica said, trying to sit up.
She moaned in pain, and Jack carefully forced her back into
bed.

"I know," he said, his
voice betraying his emotions somewhat. "We just got here and find
this crap out. We're still trying to put everything
together."

A tear ran down Erica's cheek and he
wiped it away for her.

"I'm so sorry," she said. "We were
just driving to get some ice cream. Everything's blurry, but I
think someone rear-ended us. Then we got T-boned. It was a crazy
accident."

His phone rang, and he
nearly dropped it when the caller ID displayed his own name. It was
the iPhone he'd given to Tiffany.

"Tiffany, honey? Where are you? Are
you okay?"

"Hello, Jack. I'm afraid Tiffany can't
come to the phone right now."

Jack glanced at Victoria,
and the vampire nodded. They didn't need to say a word. She watched
over Erica as he made his way down the hall to an empty waiting
area.

"Who is this?"

"Don't worry about that.
All you need to worry about is the little girl, and how much longer
she has to live."

He squeezed the phone and clenched his
eyes shut. "If you hurt Tiffany-"

"Just shut up, rich boy,
and listen. Bring the kid's camera, and ten million dollars, to the
lake in Cromfield Park. You come alone, or she dies. You got that?
You've got two hours."

"That's not enough time. Are you
listening? Two hours isn't enough time-"

The call went dead.

He almost collapsed into
one of the chairs. His mind wandered as he stared at the picture of
Tiffany he took on the school playground. She was hanging on the
monkey bars upside-down, a smile on her face. That same picture
greeted him every time he reached for his phone.

Tiffany had come a long
way from the abused orphan he first met to the B student she was
now. Jack thought he made some progress as well, but he could feel
it slipping away. Tiffany had accomplished the one thing no one
else had over two centuries. She consistently made him
happy.

Victoria approached him
and gently put a hand on his shoulder. He knew she heard the entire
conversation.

"Jack?"

"They've got her. Tiffany
is my responsibility, and they've got her. I didn't think they'd
make a move. Why would they? She's just a little girl, with no
credibility, who has a blurry photo."

"Who?"

He replayed the voice in his
mind.

"Mark Taylor. A dirty cop.
He was one of the six cops on duty the night I met Tiffany. He
stopped by her school, and I knew he was dirty the second I saw
him. I'm a damn idiot. It's my job to protect her."

"Do you think it's him in the
picture?"

"I do now."

She reached out and grabbed his
shaking hands.

"I know it's been a hundred years, but
I've never seen you like this."

"You mean...weak and
pathetic?"

"Jack, caring about
someone doesn't mean that."

"I hate the way I feel. I
liked my life. I didn't need some filthy little girl to complicate
things. I...love her, Victoria. And Erica, whether I'm supposed to
or not, I like her. Last night, the three of us just hung out on
the couch. That was it. And it was one of the best nights of my
life."

She wrapped an arm around his
shoulders. "I guess you have more in common with the mortals than
you think."

"Maybe you're right," he said, staring
at the floor.

"Look, we have to move. We
both know if you give that man ten million dollars, he’ll shoot you
in the head, not that it would do much, and kill
Tiffany."

"Indeed."

"So, we'll work together,
for real this time, not just jumping off of a roof. You stall for
time, and I'll-"

"No, Victoria. I don't need your
help."

"We're back to this? You can't do
everything alone. We're family."

"We are."

"Taylor probably doesn't
even have Tiffany with him, if he's smart. And I'm telling you,
that blur in the photo, it had to be a vampire. We've-"

Victoria went silent when
she noticed Jack's expression. A slight hint of a smile touched his
lips, a fire in his eye. He passed the phone back and forth in his
hands, not listening to a word she said. He'd sent a quick text
message, only a few characters, but she didn't get a look at
it.

Her breath caught in her
chest. She'd seen that look before, right before he slaughtered the
townsfolk that tried to hang him. Mr. and Mrs. Soon were murdered,
and Jack killed eight people in return. She was afraid of what dark
thoughts were going through his mind.

There were very few men that could
match the violence of Jack Kursed.

"What did you do?"

He grinned, and it wasn't
a grin of joy.

"Maybe...just maybe, a masterpiece.
And I've done a lot of good work. All this time, I kept thinking
maybe Tiffany made me softer. I haven't been the same person since
she came into my life. But maybe it made me more
dangerous."

"Jack-"

"I'm glad to have my
family back. That's why I'm asking you to watch over Erica. I don't
think they'll try anything with her, but I was wrong before. And if
he has a vampire working for him...I don't trust anyone else with
this. Please."

She hesitated at first,
but nodded. Jack surprised her with a hug, a rare gift. She could
count on one hand the number of hugs they shared in the time they
spent together.

"Thank you."

The pair walked down the
hall to Erica's room. Jack laughed as she struggled to reach a
glass of water not far from the bed.

"This isn't funny," she said. "I feel
like I've walked through a desert."

"You look it, too. You look
terrible."

"Shut up. Is Tiffany okay?"

"Yeah. That was the
doctor. I'm gonna swing over to Agnes now and check on her.
Victoria will hang out with you."

"A girls' night out at the hospital.
This will be fun. I'll get Victoria to give me all the dirt on
you."

"That would take a long time,"
Victoria said.

"I'll call later."

"Wait! Don't I get a hug or
something?"

"Victoria's here. She can
give you a hug."

Despite her injuries, she managed a
smile, and a sexy tilt of the head.

"But what if I want a hug from
you?"

Grinning, he leaned over
the bed carefully and hugged Erica with one arm. Her cheek felt
nice against his. He pulled back a few inches, and was close to
kissing her lips, but controlled himself. He ran a hand down her
face, along her scar. Erica didn't pull away, but grabbed his hand
and held it against her cheek.

Victoria couldn't believe
her eyes. After two centuries, Jack had finally met his
equal.

"I'll help pay for anything. As soon
as I get better-"

"This wasn't your fault. This was an
accident. Don't worry," he said, strength returning to his voice.
"Tiffany will be fine."

Victoria gave him a nod
before he left the room.

*****

The ride to Cromfield Park
was a blur. His thoughts wandered all over the place. Everything
had changed since Tiffany nearly ran into him coming out of the
alley. She had stumbled into his life, and gave him purpose. For
the first time since his curse, the morning would come, and there
was something important to do. Take care of Tiffany.

Now, Mark Taylor, someone who was
supposed to protect, was threatening her.

Tiffany was Jack's family.
She was the first person he thought of as family since
Victoria.

Taylor would pay.

Jack shook the angry
thoughts from his head as pulled into the parking lot on the edge
of Cromfield Park. Patting the briefcase on the seat next to him,
he took a deep breath. Tiffany first, revenge second.

The park was nearly deserted. It had
been a week or so since he last visited. Jack once read three books
in a day while Tiffany was at school, eating hot dogs and pretzels
while watching the people live their lives.

The park was also a good
spot for shady business at night.

Mark Taylor stood by the lake. He
casually fed the geese swimming nearby, stopping to give Jack a
seedy smile.

"That's close enough," Mark
called.

Jack stopped about thirty
feet away, the briefcase swaying at his side.

His eyes moved up and down the corrupt
cop. Black jeans with a white shirt and coat. Cell phone in his
right pocket. A gun in a shoulder holster, on the left side, under
his coat. Very confident, shit-eating grin.

"Where's Tiffany?"

"I thought ten million
dollars would have needed a bigger suitcase. See? I figured you
could get the money fast, if you had the right
motivation."

Jack took a step forward.

"I said don't fuckin' move! Do you see
that over there?"

He followed to where Mark
was pointing. There was a camera aimed in their direction, hooked
to a laptop, sitting on a park bench.

"I've got friends watching. All I have
to do is wave my little hand, and the bitch dies.
Understand?"

"I want to talk to
Tiffany. Isn't that how this works?"

"I don't know. This is my first time.
And nope, you don't get to talk to her."

"What's this about, Taylor? Why go
after her?"

"Nothing fancy here. She
took a picture of me and a friend doing something bad. I have to
get that picture, and figured I could make a little money on the
side. You brought her camera?"

Jack reached into his
coat, grabbed Tiffany's camera, and tossed it through the air. Mark
caught it and scrolled through the images. He laughed when he found
the picture he was looking for.

"Are you shitting me? You can't even
make out anything. We're too far away, anyway."

Jack laughed as well. "Yeah, I know. I
said the same thing. I had it down to about six
guesses."

Mark tossed the camera
into the lake. He gestured to the briefcase.

"Is that my money?"

"Taylor, listen to me. I'm
gonna give you a chance, which is more than I give a lot of people.
I don't care what you've done, or will do, in the future. I just
want Tiffany back. We won't make any trouble for you. Just call
whoever has her, bring her here, and we can go our separate
ways."

"Look, I don't think
you're taking me seriously. I've done my homework on you, and I
know you're loaded. You won't miss ten million dollars. I want you
to throw that briefcase over here. That little girl's life is
hanging by a thread, and I'm getting really fuckin'
impatient."

Jack sighed.

"I tried. I really did. Mark, call
your daughter."

Mark flinched, ever so
slightly. Jack read the fear in his eyes.

"What?"

"I said, call your daughter. And
please, don't make me repeat myself again."

The new Jack was
gone, at least for now. The one who cooked breakfast for a little
girl, argued with her over music on the iPhone, laughed at the
ridiculous cartoons on TV, entertained the possibility of a
something more with a
comely schoolteacher. That man was on vacation.

The old Jack was back. The man who
felt no remorse as he burned people alive.

"Hannah? She's not even in
the damn state. She's in some cheerleading tournament-"

"Just humor me, and put it on
speakerphone. This will be fun."

Jack dropped his briefcase and
whistled.

Mark looked shaken as he pulled out
his phone and dialed a number. Jack tried not to laugh.

The worst night of Mark's
life was just beginning. The ringing phone finally gave way to a
click.

"Hannah, are you okay? It's me,
Dad-"

Mark nearly dropped the phone as he
heard the terror in his daughter's voice.

"Daddy! Help me! I don't
know what they want! Please-"

The phone went dead.

Jack said nothing. He kept whistling
while letting Mark reflect on what he just heard. Stretching his
arms, he enjoyed the cool breeze as it blew through his coat. He
picked up his briefcase and walked slowly toward Mark.

"Do I have your attention
now?"

Mark had been staring at the silent
phone. Now he looked up at Jack. The confidence, the arrogance, all
gone, replaced only by barely-controlled horror.

"What-what have you done?"

"I haven't done anything
yet. I'm just getting warmed up. Let's have a seat."

He gestured to a nearby bench, still
in range of Mark's laptop and camera. Mark fell hard on the seat,
his face getting paler by the second. Jack sat next to him and set
the briefcase on the ground.

"Poor Mark. You did your
homework, huh? You must have sucked in school, because you know
nothing about me. You have no idea what you've gotten yourself in
to."

"So, I guess, my little girl for
yours? Is that where you're taking this?"

"Oh, no," Jack said,
laughing. "You're not thinking big enough."

He opened his briefcase just enough to
pull out an iPad. He touched the app he already had set up, and
passed the tablet to Mark.

It took nearly ten seconds for him to
understand what he was seeing.

Mark was looking at a
collection of camera views. Four by four, sixteen cameras on a
page. The cameras were pointing at his family and friends, all
being held against their will.

His brother was tied to a
chair on camera thirteen. His sister, who lived in Ireland, was
cowering in a corner on camera eight. His uncle, who apparently had
put up a fight, lay bloody and beaten in his bathroom, as a man
threatened him with a knife. His only daughter, who he'd just
talked to on the phone, cried in a dark room. She still wore her
cheerleading uniform.

"Are you starting to understand now,
Mark?" Jack said. "You took my Tiffany. Well, I didn't know who you
cared about, so I figured, fuck it, why not just take them
all?"

A tear ran down Mark's
cheek as he stared at his family. He touched the camera image of
his daughter, like it would bring him closer to her.

"Don't think this little page is all
I've got, too. Slide your finger to the right there. Plenty to look
at."

A cry caught in Mark's
throat as Jack leaned over and scrolled to the second page, then
the third, and pointed at different cameras.

"That's your aunt, right there. And
your poker buddy who lives down the street. There's your favorite
prostitute. I know you've paid for her at least four
times."

"My God-"

"No, little police officer. God can't
help you. You get to deal with me."

"What do you want?"

"Tiffany, of course. Get her here,
right now. For every hour that she's not at my side, someone you
see there will die."

"How...did you do this?
You knew it was me, the whole time. You must have. You couldn't
have set all this up-"

"I told you, I had six
people I was keeping my eye on, including you. This little
adventure we're in to tonight, I planned the same thing with all of
them. I've been planning this for a while. One little text message,
and off we go. I love technology. There are a lot of people who
work for me-"

Mark let out a quiet sob, and looked
at the ground. Jack lost his composure, only for a
moment.

"Look at me when I'm
talking to you!"

Grabbing Mark by the jaw, he stared
into the cop's fearful eyes. He forced his voice to stay even, to
remain calm.

"There is no limit to the number of
people I will kill to protect those I care about. Women, children,
I simply don't care."

Mark could barely speak.
"You-You're a fuckin' monster."

Jack rolled his eyes. "The clock is
ticking, and you've wasted enough time."

The corrupt cop summoned
one last ounce of courage and jumped to his feet. Still holding the
iPad, he pointed an accusing finger at Jack.

"No. No! This is all just one big
trick. You're bluffing."

"They always want proof," he muttered
to himself. "Take a peek at camera thirty-nine."

"That's...that's my wife!"

"Yup." Jack stood up,
grabbed his briefcase, and set it on the bench. "You know, I almost
spared her. I mean, to be honest, I didn't think you cared about
her. You've certainly screwed enough women behind her back. But
then I thought...if most of her family was gonna die tonight, would
she want to survive that? Eh, I'm not a shrink, and I'm getting off
the subject."

Mark stared at camera
thirty-nine. His wife was sitting on their living room couch. Every
light in the room was off. The only light came from the soft glow
of the TV. A man stood in the corner near the door, his arms
crossed. She rocked back and forth, and he thought he saw a gag
tied around her mouth.

She cradled her arm.

"What's wrong with her-"

"Here. Catch."

Jack tossed the
disembodied hand. Mark instinctively caught it, and then dropped it
when he realized what it was. He fell to the ground along with it,
crawling backwards as fast as he could.

He recognized the wedding
ring, the scar under her knuckles from a childhood accident. The
hand was severed just below the wrist, and he could see tissue and
bone.

"Sonya-"

"This is the last time I'll say this,"
Jack said. He grabbed the bag of bread crumbs Mark had on the bench
and tossed some in the lake, watching the geese enjoy their snack.
"Bring Tiffany here. Now."

Mark was reaching for his phone before
Jack even completed his sentence.

"Dom. It's me. Listen, plans have
changed. Get the kid here. Don't argue with me, just
drive."

"Now, was that really that
hard? If Dom drives fast enough, maybe you can save your wife's
hand. Modern medicine is amazing."

"Listen to me," Mark said.
"It’s not just the girl we’re leaning on. We couldn't pry that
teacher out of the Jeep, so we just took the kid. I have a few
friends on the way to the hospital now to get her. One of them
isn’t...normal. I know it sounds weird, but he’s a vampire, right
out of the movies. That little girl of yours, she saw us in that
alley."

Jack left the phone on speaker as he
called Victoria. She answered on the first ring.

"Yeah?"

"You’ve got some trouble
heading your way."

"The
normal kind?"

"Nope. The supernatural
kind."

"On it."

He hung up and looked down
at Mark. The cop sat on the bench now, holding his wife’s hand in
his lap. Mark stared at Jack with a look of shock on his
face.

"I think you’re gonna find
that my friends are better than yours."

Jack sat next to him on the bench,
leaning on his knees.

"You know, I’ve
killed a lot of people in my day. I mean a lot, and I don’t have any limits. I
killed a pregnant scientist back in World War II who tried to cut
my throat. I’ve always killed in anger. I never killed anyone out
of love before. So this is new to me."

Mark was quiet a moment as
he glanced at the iPad. "Please don’t hold the teacher thing
against me."

"Shut up. My friend
is more than capable of killing anyone you send at her. You’ve got
another twenty minutes before I
start killing. But if Tiffany is
hurt-"

"She’s not. She might have
a scratch or two from the accident, but she’s okay."

"For the sake of those
fifty people,” Jack nodded toward the iPad. “you’d better be
right."

They sat in silence for nearly five
minutes. Mark stood and paced in front of Jack, looking at the iPad
and time on his phone.

"So Tiffany witnessed a
murder, I’m guessing."

"Being a cop doesn’t pay
as much as you’d think," Mark said. "My friend helps me keep my
people in line, and I get him all the fresh blood he wants. Your
kid caught us."

Jack laughed. "Your
vampire must be an idiot. They can smell a kid a mile
away."

Mark stopped and
stared at Jack. "Who are
you?"

"Right now, I'm the man who controls
your life."

A car pulled up into the
parking lot. A haggard-looking man with unkempt hair and scruffy
beard pulled Tiffany out of the car. Jack’s heart skipped a beat in
his chest as he rose to his feet.

He made out details as
they drew closer. Tiffany had a small cut on her forehead, but
wasn’t hurt beyond that. She tried to run to Jack when she saw him,
but Dom held onto her arm. She'd been crying, and for that reason
alone Jack decided Dom and Mark would die. Maybe not in the next
five minutes, but their fates were sealed.

"Fifteen minutes to
spare," he said. "I’m impressed. How did you put it before,
something about the right motivation?"

"Call your people off.
Please."

"I will...in ten minutes,
when we’re far away."

Dom and Tiffany were within earshot.
She tried to break away again, but Dom held fast.

"Let her go," Jack ordered.

Dom looked to Mark for
approval, who nodded. Tiffany broke free from his grasp and ran to
Jack. He scooped her up and held her close, clenching his eyes shut
to hold in the tears. Tiffany sobbed openly as her little body
shook.

"We’re leaving," he
said.

Tiffany didn’t budge as he
carried her away from Mark and Dom. She kept her arms wrapped
around his neck.

"That’s the man I saw in
the alley. The one with the monster."

"I know, honey."

Mark and Dom argued as Jack walked
away.

"What the fuck is going
on? Where’s our money?"

"Just shut up. Like I
said, plans have changed."

"I don’t give a shit what
you said. You said you had this whole thing planned out. Now
they’re walking away? Fuck this."

Jack knew trouble was
coming.

"Listen to me," he
whispered. "I’m gonna put you in the truck. I want you to duck down
in front of the seat as far as you can."

"Don’t leave
me."

"I’ll only be gone a
minute."

"I don’t want you to get
hurt."

He once again had to
stifle emotion. Tiffany had been in a car accident and kidnapped,
and she was worried about him.

"I can’t be hurt, sweetie.
I’ll explain it all to you someday. Right now, just do what I
say."

He opened the passenger’s
side door and set Tiffany in front of the seat. Their eyes met
before he shut the door, hers full of fear. He simply smiled and
winked at her. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Dom approaching,
gun in hand. Mark jogged behind him.

"Hey!" Dom called. "Hey
you! I think you’ve got some money that belongs to me."

"Dom, I said fuckin’
stop!" Mark shouted.

Jack ran toward Dom,
catching the henchman completely by surprise. His eyes shot open as
he raised his gun and fired, catching Jack in the shoulder and
stomach. Jack didn’t slow down as he lowered his shoulder and
tackled Dom around the waist. The air rushed out of Dom’s lungs as
they fell to the ground. Dom tried to fight back, which only made
Jack angrier. He drove his elbow three times into Dom's nose,
breaking it. Mark tried to grab Jack under the arms, but Jack
shoved him away.

"I’ll deal with him," Mark
said. "Just get out of here and make that call!"

Jack leaned away from Dom.
As much as he wanted to kill both Dom and Mark, Tiffany’s safety
came first. He was on one knee and ready to stand up when Dom
pointed his gun at Jack’s head.

"No!" Mark shouted.

Dom pulled the trigger.

Jack flinched from the
noise. The bullet struck his forehead, stinging for a moment before
falling to the grass. Dom gasped when Jack didn’t move, and Mark
backed up a step.

Dom’s face took on a look
of utter terror right before Jack threw the first of many punches.
He growled as he attacked, landing blow after blow. Dom tried to
cover his face, so Jack stood up and kicked him repeatedly in the
ribs.

He stood up and went to a
nearby trashcan. He picked it up and slammed it down into Dom’s
body, getting garbage all over him. Dom curled on his side,
coughing up blood and spitting out a few teeth. The fight had all
but left him, but it hadn’t left Jack. He grabbed the plastic liner
and wrapped it around Dom’s face, pulling with all his might. Dom
struggled and grabbed at Jack’s arms uselessly.

"Stop!" Mark shouted. "I said
stop!"

Mark wrapped an arm around
Jack’s neck and tried to drag him away. Jack let go of Dom and
turned his attention to Mark. He spun around and grabbed Mark by
the legs, taking him to the ground. The cop struggled for a moment,
but a knee to his groin and a hard slap to the face stilled
him.

Jack glanced at Dom. The
henchman lay in a pile of garbage and blood, the plastic liner
still wrapped around his face. He coughed as he struggled to pull
the liner away.

Jack was prepared to beat Mark to
death when a strange feeling crept over him. He grabbed Mark by the
collar of his shirt.

"She’s watching, isn’t
she?"

He pulled Mark up slightly so the cop
could look over his shoulder. Mark nodded, and Jack slammed him
back to the ground.

"Yeah," he said. "She’s
watching over the dashboard."

"You should thank her,
because she’s the only reason I’m not gonna kill you tonight. Now,
what you need to do is take that piece of shit over there and find
a nice hiding spot. The next time I see you, it better be on the
side of a milk carton. Otherwise, I will kill you. Do you
understand?"

Mark nodded, and Jack had
to shift his body to avoid touching the urine that was running down
the cop’s slacks.

"I’m sure you’ve figured
it out by now. I’m worse than any vampire you could ever hope to
find."

Jack smiled and gave Mark
one final slap across the face. He didn’t want Tiffany to see any
more violence, but couldn’t help giving one final kick into Dom’s
ribs. As he climbed in the truck Tiffany was hugging him again. He
gave her a squeeze and a quick kiss on the cheek. He could feel her
smiling. She had trouble buckling her seat-belt with shaking hands,
and he had to help her.

"You saved me," she said as they drove
away from the park.

"I’m so sorry," he said,
wiping a tear from his eye. "I promised nothing bad would happen to
you."

"It’s okay. I was a little
scared. They said they’d hurt me if you didn’t pay them a bunch of
money. But it’s funny. I was actually more scared when I was with
Miss Simmons."

"Why is that?"

"Because I knew you’d save
me this time."

He smiled at her and
playfully ruffed up her hair. She closed her eyes for a moment,
like she was about to fall asleep, and then jumped
excitedly.

"Jack," she said. "There’s
still a monster out there!"

He laughed as he sent the
text message putting his people back on standby. In another two
minutes the killing would have begun.

"I doubt for much longer."

*****

"You’ve got some trouble heading
your way."

"The
normal kind?"

"Nope. The supernatural
kind."

"On it."

Victoria hung up her phone
and set it on the table next to her. Erica looked down at the cast
on her ankle once again.

"I can’t believe I broke
my ankle. Who breaks their ankle in a car accident?"

"I’ve seen weirder
things."

"Was that Jack? Is Tiffany
okay?"

"He just got there. But
Jack will take care of her. Don’t worry about that."

She hung her head sadly. "I bet he
hates me."

"What?"

"I was supposed to take care of
Tiffany, not get her in an accident." A tear ran down her face. "We
were just going for ice cream."

"On the contrary, Jack’s
always been solitary...a hermit, almost. You’re the first adult
I’ve really seen him take to. The first woman for sure. He cares
about you, really trusts you."

"He just wants to see my
legs," she said with a smile. "And he’ll never trust me again after
tonight."

"You worry too much. You and Jack will
be fine."

"I haven’t made too many
friends in Parkville. I definitely didn’t think he and I would
become friends. The first day we met, the first thing he does is
point out my scar."

Victoria laughed. "Jack
certainly has some social issues. But I couldn’t ask for a better
brother."

"I’ll make him dinner one
night, for an apology. I’ll get Tiffany some flowers."

"I’m not sure how much
dinner you’ll be making on a broken ankle."

"I’ll pull it off, don’t
you worry, as soon as they let me out of here. And you’re invited,
too."

"Why, thank you very
much," she said, and glanced around the hospital room. "You know, I
don’t like this room."

"It could be worse."

"Maybe, but let’s go find
another room."

Erica laughed nervously as
Victoria stood up and unlocked the casters on the bed. She propped
the door open and pushed Erica’s bed into the hall.

"Uh, Victoria," she said.
"I don’t think you’re really supposed to-"

"You’re saying you don’t
want a nice room with a view?"

"Well, I didn’t really put
much thought into it."

"You deserve better. Let’s
go find one of those VIP rooms."

"Shouldn’t we maybe tell a
nurse or doctor or something?"

"You’re so cute. No wonder
Jack likes you so much."

*****

Thirty minutes later
two men stepped into Erica’s old room. The
TV was still on, quietly playing late night advertising. One man
gestured to the other, pointing at the feminine head of hair barely
visible under the sheets. The man in back closed the door behind
them, careful not to make a sound. He readied his gun as his
partner grabbed the corner of the sheet. He yanked the sheet away,
but didn’t see what they expected. Instead of seeing a woman hours
removed from a car accident, a beautiful redhead in jeans and a
white tee shirt spun in bed toward them.

"Boo!"

Victoria studied the men
sent for Erica. She shook her head at both of them for different
reasons. The man on the left holding the gun was Officer Derek
Thomas. She didn’t recognize his partner, but could smell the
vampire blood in his veins.

"Well, well," she said,
casually resting her head on her hand. "Laurel and Hardy." She
stared at Derek. "How did you go from wanting to protect Tiffany
from the evil Jack Kursed to wanting to kill her and her
teacher?"

He aimed his gun at her,
and was noticeably upset when she didn’t flinch. "You’d be
surprised at the things a man will do when he gets fired. I have a
family to take care of. The way I look at it, this is all Jack’s
fault."

"Interesting logic."

"Where’s the teacher? Tell
us in the next ten seconds, and maybe we’ll let you
live."

"Ah. So, which of you can count to
ten?"

The nameless vampire lunged at her,
stopping a few inches from her face.

"Listen, bitch, you have
no idea who you’re dealing with," he said, his fangs
exposed.

"Burke, back off," Derek
said.

"Oooh," Victoria said. "You have big
teeth, too."

Victoria shoved him
backwards, her strength catching him by surprise. He stumbled
backwards into the wall. By the time he regained his balance
Victoria was already on her feet. She held Officer Derek Thomas’
body up with one hand, having snapped his neck one second before.
His gun fell to the floor.

"Seriously?" she asked.
"You couldn’t tell a vampire was under the sheet? Do you not have a
sense of smell? How old are you? Two? Three?"

Her comments struck home,
as Burke was confused and afraid. He held his hands at his side,
ready to attack.

"I was turned two years
ago. I’ve been trying to find my place ever since."

"Well, you chose the wrong
one."

"You won’t be saying that
after I beat you within an inch of your life."

Victoria laughed. Burke
swiped with his claw. She easily leaned back and thrust Derek’s
body out like a shield. He raked Derek across the chest, slicing
through his shirt and flesh. She tossed the body onto the bed
before it could drip blood to the floor. She didn’t want to spend
much time cleaning up.

"Clumsy and slow," she
said. "I’m surprised a vampire hunter hasn’t come knocking at your
door-"

He swiped two more times,
snarling as he did so. Victoria dodged easily, and rammed the
broken table leg she concealed behind her back into his chest. She
covered his mouth before he could scream.

"Shhh, little baby."

He stared into her eyes as
he lost consciousness. She would be the last thing he ever saw. She
stacked his body on top of Derek’s and covered them both with the
sheet. Speed and timing were important, as she didn’t need Derek’s
body trailing blood all over the hospital.

She shook her head as she pushed the
bed into the hall.

"Newborns."

*****

Jack and Tiffany
stopped short of entering Erica’s room. He
took a deep breath and knelt down to look Tiffany in the eyes. The
child was quickly looking like her old self. The tears were long
gone, the pink back in her cheeks. He'd put a bandage on her
scratch. She looked exhausted, like she could fall asleep any
second.

"You can’t ever tell
anyone," he said. "Okay? About what happened tonight, it has to be
our secret."

She shook her head. "I
won’t tell anyone ever. I promise. I remember the story. They took
me to the wrong hospital, and you came and got me."

"You got it."

"I love you, Jack."

He smiled and gave her
another hug. "You’re not so bad yourself."

Jack opened the door to
see Erica lying in bed. She was asleep, but woke up when Tiffany
shouted her name. Tears ran down Erica’s face as she held her arms
out.

"Tiffany! Are you okay?"

She ran across the room
into her teacher’s arms. Erica turned on her side as best she could
to hug Tiffany.

"I’m fine. They took me to
the wrong hospital. Jack came and got me."

"I’m so sorry. God, I feel
so terrible."

"It’s okay," Tiffany said.
"I’m fine. Are you okay?"

Erica cried, but was able
to talk through the tears. "I’m fine. You are one awesome little
girl."

Tiffany beamed. "I know."

Jack laughed and looked at
the new room. "Took us a while to find you. You switch
rooms?"

"Yeah. Victoria snapped, said I should
have a better room. I see where you two are a lot
alike."

His phone vibrated as the text message
came in. It was a single word.

Roof.

"That’s her now," he said.
"I’ll be right back. Tiffany, would you stay with Erica for a few
minutes? Keep her company?"

"Yeah. But you have to give me another
hug."

"And me, too," Erica said.

Jack rolled his eyes. "What is it with
you females and the hugs?"

He knelt down to give
Tiffany a hug, and nearly stumbled when Erica leaned over and
wrapped her arms around him. Tiffany laughed, and the three shared
a group hug, the first in Jack’s long life.

"Okay, okay, that’s enough
hugging. I’ll be back."

He made his way to the
stairwell leading to the roof and saw the lock was broken on the
door. Pushing it open, he could see it was almost dawn, the night
slowly retreating.

Victoria sat casually in a
chair she’d brought up. She turned and offered Jack a
smile.

"Hey there," she said.
"You’re just in time to see the fireworks."

He stood next to her and
looked at the two bodies twenty feet away. He recognized Officer
Derek Thomas underneath another body, presumably their vampire. The
vampire had a broken table leg through his chest.

"Looks like you had fun," he said.
"Did you have any trouble?"

"Please. They both went down like
children. How did your end go?"

"Fine. Tiffany’s with
Erica."

"Good."

The sun peeked over the
horizon, bathing the roof in light. The vampire’s body went up in
flames, taking Officer Thomas with it. Victoria pulled out a pair
of sunglasses and slipped them over her eyes. The scent of burning
flesh brought back painful memories.

"This is a first for us,
isn’t it?" she asked.

"Watching a few bodies
burn in the morning sun? I’d say so."

She laughed and stood up, slapping
Jack on the shoulder. "I have to go," she said. "I have to get that
hard drive to my contact."

"Thank you, Victoria. For being there
for me."

"You’re welcome. What is
family for? Walk down with me. I want to say goodbye to Tiffany and
Erica."

The immortal and the
vampire went back to Erica’s room. She cut her words off as she
turned through the door. Smiling, she leaned in the doorway,
gesturing for Jack to take a look.

Tiffany had crawled into
bed with Erica and they had both fallen asleep. Tiffany’s shoes
were on the floor next to the bed. Erica snored quietly. Her hair
fell on Tiffany's nose, and the girl brushed it aside without
waking up. They had certainly earned some rest.

"You’ve got the makings of
a little family here," Victoria whispered. "I’ll be back in a few
days."

Jack waved at Victoria one
last time before she vanished into the elevator. He turned his
attention back to Tiffany and Erica. For the first time, he felt
absolutely no jealousy or anger at watching others
sleep.


CHAPTER 16

 


Victoria was feeling
the effects pushing herself too hard. She’d been driving for the past four hours, only stopping once
to lure a man into the bathroom of a highway gas station. The man
had been drinking, which gave his blood a nasty taste, but it was
enough to keep going.

She patted the pack on her
seat that contained the hard drive. Hopefully cracking the data
would be as easy as her contact said it would be. Alex and Cindy’s
wedding would be upon her faster than she was ready for, and there
was no way she would miss it.

Her demeanor eased as the
highway finally opened up into a small town. It was nearly noon,
and the hot sun danced across her skin. She smiled as she parked in
the mall parking lot. Afternoon shoppers and teens cutting class
left their cars and headed inside. She grabbed her pack and
followed the scattered groups into the mall.

Blood surrounded her, a
reassuring feeling. Couples walked here and there, stopping in
front of stores and kiosks. A teen couple kissed on a bench with
passion, making Victoria miss Jake Bachner. A bored-looking man in
the middle of the aisle flew a remote-controlled helicopter near
the ceiling with expert precision.

Victoria followed her nose
to the food court, where the crowds were a little thicker. She
scanned the restaurants until she found what she was looking for, a
TGI Friday’s. She shook her head as she crossed the food court,
still amazed her contact worked as a server in a
restaurant.

"Hi," the pretty young woman greeted.
Her name tag read Anita. "Table for one?"

"No, actually I’m looking
for someone who works here," Victoria said. A smile crossed her
face as her eyes fell on him, refilling drinks at a soda fountain.
"And there he is."

Anita followed
Victoria’s gaze. "Kevin? Kevin Mishnar? You’re here for
him?"

"Yeah."

Anita wrinkled her face as
she eyed Victoria with jealousy. She obviously had a thing for
Victoria’s friend.

"Aren’t you a little old
for him?" she asked.

"Oh, a
lot old. Excuse
me."

Kevin was still the same
cute young man not even a year removed from high school. Short
brown hair, bright smile, adorable dimples. The Friday’s uniform
didn’t exactly mesh with him. But she wasn’t sure what uniform
would mesh well with the most powerful supernatural creature
alive.

Victoria was halfway
across the restaurant when Kevin spotted her. She could feel the
looks she was getting from the male patrons, as well as some of the
servers. A few snide comments touched her ears from two or three of
the females who had crushes on Kevin. He smiled as they embraced in
the middle of the restaurant.

"Victoria," he said. "I
didn’t think you’d be here until tomorrow."

"Well, this is important.
And it looks like I didn’t interrupt much."

"It’ll be swamped at
night, but I’ll be off then." He looked up at a supervisor across
the restaurant. "Hey Danny? Can I take a break?"

Danny simply waved him
away. Kevin led Victoria out the back to the food court. Anita
glared at them both as they left.

"I see you’re still
popular with the ladies," Victoria said.

"Eh, whatever," Kevin
said. They sat at a table in the center, away from everyone else.
"So, how’s my favorite
person-who-buried-me-in-a-coffin?"

"You are never gonna let
me forget that, are you? You roasted me to a crisp with one of your
little magic-sunlight-gizmos the next day, so I’d say we’re
even."

He gestured to the
sunglasses on top of her head. "At least that won’t be a problem
anymore."

She smiled and leaned across the
table, giving Kevin a gentle kiss on the cheek.

"Thank you," she said, her voice
shaking with emotion. "I wish I had some better way to thank you
for the gift."

"Don’t worry about it.
Just don’t ask me to do it again. Some of the crap I had to
get...absolutely disgusting."

Victoria laughed. "How was graduation?
How are Kristin and Rachel?"

Kevin frowned, and she
regretted asking the question. Kristin was Kevin’s adopted sister,
Rachel his girlfriend.

"Kristin is okay.
Graduation was fine. I couldn’t help people cheat in school
anymore, so I started working here. Rachel went off to college, of
course."

Victoria could almost see the events
in her mind, but asked regardless.

"What happened?"

"She met someone,
obviously. She met someone that doesn’t carry bird claws and bat
fangs around with them."

"Aw, Kevin. I’m
sorry."

"It’s okay. It still
stings a little, but I’ll live, right?"

Victoria wanted to comfort
him, but wasn’t sure what to say. He was nineteen, and would have
many more chances at romance in his life. But she knew those
weren’t words he wanted to hear. She simply reached out and touched
his hand. Her thoughts kept drifting to the pack at her feet, and
she felt guilty for it. Kevin saw her mind was elsewhere, and
smiled as he gestured to the floor.

"Did the hard drive clone go okay?" he
asked.

"Yes. But do you want to talk about
this now? We can always come back to it."

He laughed and shook his
head. "You said it was important. I’ll be right back, let me get my
laptop."

Five minutes later he was opening his
laptop at the table while Victoria fished the portable hard drive
from her pack. She glanced around nervously as the people ate and
talked not far away.

"It’s safe to do this
here?" she asked.

"I don’t exactly have a
lab, unless you want to wait until I get off at seven
tonight."

Victoria shook her head. "Here will be
fine. Go ahead and work your magic."

"Nice choice of words."

She sat in silence as he worked for
several minutes. He hooked her portable hard drive to his laptop
and typed quickly at the keyboard.

"What are you doing,
exactly?"

"I’m gonna copy the hard
drive image you made, make a virtual machine out of it. We’ll be
able to boot it up like it was the real laptop."

"But the security will
still be there, right? We won’t be able to access
anything?"

Kevin smiled and turned
the laptop to show his progress. The same logon window Victoria saw
earlier in Collins’ room was in a smaller window, waiting for a
password.

"Right. Did you get what I asked
for?"

She reached again into her
pack and pulled out a wad of toilet paper with some of Collins’
hair in it. Kevin accepted it and looked it over.

"Perfect."

"It was a little gross,
trying to pull hair out of his brush."

Kevin produced a vial of what looked
like milk, capped with a tiny cork. Victoria had the feeling that
whatever was in his hand was far from milk. He popped the cork and
shoved the hair inside.

"You drink blood, and you
think this is gross? Victoria, believe me, you haven’t seen gross
until you’ve seen me in the kitchen while Kristin’s at
work."

"What is that?"

"Just something that popped in my head
one day after I forgot a password."

Kevin hid the mixture
under the table, but Victoria still saw the slight glow as he
capped the vial with his thumb and turned it upside-down. He poured
a tiny drop on his finger and touched a few random keys on the
keyboard.

"And there we go," he
said, turning the laptop toward her.
"Passwords-Be-Gone."

"You have got to be kidding me," she
said as she looked at a desktop full of folders and icons.
"Technology and magic, working side by side. This is
scary."

"What exactly are you looking
for?"

"To be honest, I don’t
know. Just a clue as to what this guy’s been up to."

Victoria found much more than simply a
clue.

The search was slow at
first. She found mostly personal items, pictures of two children,
music, a questionable web browsing history. Her entire body froze
when she found a folder buried among many others.

Baltimore – Camden
Yards.

"Oh shit."

"What’s up? What did you
find?"

Terror gripped her as she
browsed through the folder’s contents, and images from her own
memory merged with the horrific photos Collins had on his hard
drive. Vampires on tables with heavy restraints, lashing out at
anyone who passed by. Bodies that refused to die after being
drained by a vampire, cramped in cages.

The nature of the photos
changed as Victoria browsed. The mindless feral vampires gave way
to something much worse, something she hadn't seen in a
century.

"God, please, no."

"What?" Kevin said,
urgency in his voice. "Tell me what’s going on."

Glancing at Kevin, she
realized he didn’t know the whole story, only bits and
pieces.

"Believe it or not, Kevin,
vampires are rare. Not everyone bitten gets turned. A group of
scientists were trying to cure vampirism, but they were way off the
mark. The only thing they succeeded in was making it more viral,
able to pass to anyone, and making them wild."

"You're talking about Baltimore, two
years ago? The fake terrorist attack? Videos of you on You
Tube?"

"Yes. I thought it was gone, but I was
wrong. This is...not good."

"Okay, so what's this guy
Collins have to do with everything?"

Victoria scanned through more videos,
photos, emails. She didn't understand all of the science, but one
thing was clear.

"He's helping them,
consulting." Her heart pounded in her chest as she found recent
emails with the best news yet. "They're finally letting him see the
facility. It's about an hour away from where I'm staying. I have to
shut it down."

"I'll help."

"No, you won't. I don't want you
involved-"

She froze as a sudden
movement caught her attention near a garbage can. A man dressed in
jeans and a football jersey slid his trash into the bin, and then
reached behind him, giving Victoria a quick glance.

She moved, but not quickly
enough. She was standing up as the bullet meant for her forehead
struck her throat. Falling backwards, she pulled the laptop and
table down on top of her.

"Victoria!" Kevin shouted.

It took a moment for the
diners in the food court to react. Some looked around in confusion.
Three more people had to draw weapons at different tables and fire
at Victoria and Kevin before the hysteria set in.

People shouted and ran in
all directions as Kevin huddled over Victoria. He crouched even
lower as a corner of the table next to them splintered away. The
pain in Victoria’s throat had faded, but she still couldn’t form
words with a bullet inside her. A drink of blood would force the
bullet out.

Their unknown attackers
fired at them once again. A bullet struck her leg, which stuck out
from the protection of their quickly-disintegrating table shield.
She winced as she tried to reduce her profile, nearly curling into
a ball.

She grabbed Kevin’s shirt
and pulled him close.

"Four men," she struggled to say, and
nodded in their general direction. "Get out of here."

Kevin ducked his head as
more wood shattered around them. The men moved from table to table
and shouted at each other.

"Move in."

"Don’t forget the
laptop."

"She’s done. I know I’ve
hit her twice."

"Leave," Victoria
whispered.

The fear vanished from
Kevin’s face as a sneer took its place.

"Nah. What would you do
without me?"

Kevin stood up from behind
the table and simply raised his hand. The four men stopped for a
moment, surprised, before raising their weapons and firing.
Victoria watched as every bullet stopped around him and fell to the
ground at his feet. The light from above caught his simple quartz
ring, a gift from Rachel, and gleamed. He had the ability to make
any rock a powerful shield.

The men shouted in anger and simply
kept firing. Kevin winced from the pain in his hand, but held
steady.

"Stay here," he said calmly. "Just
give me a second."

He grabbed a salt shaker
and a packet of sugar from the floor, all the while continuing to
take their fire. Moving to another table, he hovered over an
abandoned cup of water. He dumped the salt and sugar into the cup
and gave it a quick stir with his finger.

"The best tricks are the oldest ones,"
he said, tossing the water in the air.

As it landed, the water
changed into a white fog, covering nearly the entire food court. He
smiled as he heard the men coughing and gagging, holding their
fire.

He went back to Victoria and grabbed
her arm. She was already halfway to her feet with a hand to her
throat.

"Are you okay?"

She nodded. "Just need
blood."

"Leave that to
me."

Kevin took her hand and led her
through the fog, scooping up a packet of ketchup along the way. She
looked at him in confusion as he stopped next to a wall and felt it
with his hand.

"Kevin?"

"The Friday’s break room
is on the other side."

Despite the pain in her
leg and numbness in her throat, she smiled. "Have to punch
out?"

"I just need my coat."

He drew a circle with
ketchup on the wall, just large enough to step through. Placing his
hand in the center, the circle vanished, leaving only a portal into
Friday’s break room. Victoria would always be amazed, watching the
things Kevin could do.

Kevin ushered Victoria
into the break room. The five employees currently on shift at
Friday’s huddled and screamed in the corner, along with a few
customers. They all retreated to the break room when the chaos
started, and barricaded the door leading to the
restaurant.

When Kevin cleared the
portal he put a hand on either side and ran them together. The
portal followed his hands and closed, a new trick he’d
learned.

"Kevin?" Anita said.
"What’s going on? Are you okay?"

He nodded. "Yeah, thanks. Victoria,
did you say needed blood-"

She was already moving
across the room, and pinned Kevin’s supervisor against the wall.
She buried her fangs in his neck and drank deeply, savoring the
taste. His eyes rolled back and he clutched at Victoria’s shoulders
as they slowly sank to the floor. The bullets popped from her leg
and neck, the wounds closing behind them.

Everyone screamed and rushed to the
barricade. They fought against each other as they tried to shove
the tables and chairs out of the way.

"Nice," Kevin said. "At least you
didn't start a panic or anything."

Victoria climbed off of
Kevin's supervisor and licked a drop of blood from her fangs. She
didn't feed long enough for him to reach an orgasm, but he lay
there moaning on the floor with an erection. She felt renewed, and
four mortals with guns didn't stand a chance against
her.

She turned and raised an
eyebrow as Kevin slipped into a long black coat that stretched down
to his knees over his uniform. He adjusted it on his shoulders and
cracked his knuckles. He looked like a private investigator out of
a fifties movie, one that worked at Friday's.

"We came back in here for a coat? Do
you have any idea of how ridiculous you look?"

"I know, I know," he said,
frowning.

He opened his coat and
gave her a glimpse of why it was so important to him. There were
items spread everywhere, nestled in many pockets. Markers, a pair
of eyeglasses, vials with mysterious contents, sugar, salt, a
bottle of water. It seemed he had a little of
everything.

"But, you have to admit...this
definitely beats carrying a backpack everywhere."

Kevin reached for a vial
and shook his head at the panicking employees and customers. He
tossed the vial to the floor, sending little beads of glass
everywhere, and a scent that wrinkled Victoria's cheeks.

"What the hell is that-"

The crowd fell to the floor, instantly
asleep. They collapsed on each other, some even falling right on
the barricade. Kevin caught Anita before she could fall. Victoria
did the same with two others, grabbing them before they smacked
their heads.

"It's something I came up
with," he said, lowering Anita gently on her back. "They'll sleep
for an hour, and forget the last five. It came in real handy when I
got pulled over for speeding last week. Don't worry, it only works
on humans."

Victoria was speechless as
he reached into his coat for another item, this time a pair of
eyeglasses. He slipped them on and stared at the wall. She still
had trouble reconciling that the cat-loving teen wearing the goofy
coat was the most powerful supernatural creature alive. His kind
had come a long way from chanting around cauldrons.

"They're in Friday's now, trying to be
quiet. Most of my fog is gone. They don't exactly look like
professionals. How did they shoot you in the throat?"

"Well, excuse me," she
said sarcastically. "And how do you know what a professional looks
like?"

"I watch a lot of
TV." He noticed her staring at his glasses. "These things
are real fun near
the women's locker room."

His cheeks turned red as
he glanced down at her chest, and quickly turned his
head.

"Oops, sorry."

Despite the four men beyond the wall
trying to kill them both, Victoria laughed. "You are
forgiven."

"Okay, what's next?" he
said, and felt through his coat. "No, I don't want to use that.
That will kill them. I'm guessing you don't want to kill
anybody?"

"I'm not in the best of moods, but
let's avoid killing. For now. Look, Kevin, I can
handle-"

"Ah, this will work fine. Are you
ready? Just stay behind me."

She sighed and shrugged. "Sure, I'm
ready."

Kevin rubbed a liquid from
a vial on a hand-mirror, and then drew the outline for another
portal with a marker. Before setting his hand on the wall, he gave
Victoria one final look. She nodded, and he created the
portal.

"What the fuck?" one of the men
said.

"That's them!"

Kevin held up his ring as
he stepped into the main dining area of Friday's. Victoria stood
right behind him, a hand on his back. She couldn't stop flinching
as the bullets stopped inches from Kevin and fell to the floor. The
men were scattered across the dining room. They no longer had the
element of surprise. She could handle them easily. It turned out
she didn’t need to.

Kevin pulled out a small
flashlight, held it behind his hand, and shined it directly at one
of men. He dropped his weapon and covered his face, like the light
of the sun itself struck his eyes. Victoria had been on the
receiving end of Kevin's blinding trick before.

He held up the mirror over
his head, drawing the attention of the remaining three men. They
screamed in agony as a bright light lit up Friday's, forcing even
Victoria to squint and look away.

When her vision cleared the restaurant
was quiet. The man Kevin blinded was on one knee, still rubbing his
eyes. The other three men lay motionless on the floor.

"What did you do?" she
asked. "Another of your sleep tricks?"

"Nah. They were too spread apart.
So...I captured their souls."

"You...did
what?"

He turned the mirror
around for her to see. Victoria's mouth fell open when she saw the
three men in the mirror instead of her own reflection. They looked
at each other, confused. Their confusion turned to terror as they
pounded on walls they couldn't see.

"Don't worry, they're not
gonna die or anything. Once I break the mirror, the souls go back
to their bodies. Not an easy potion to make. I don't like using
that spell. The ingredients are really hard to come by."

Victoria knew of Kevin's
power. She'd seen him wield it before, even against her. Jack
Kursed was living proof of what Kevin’s kind was capable
of.

But to see it with her own eyes was
humbling.

"Anyway," he said. "I left that guy
over there for you, figured you might want to question
him."

Victoria pulled herself
together and approached the man. He was still rubbing his eyes when
she grabbed him by the shirt and lifted him in the air.

"What's your name?" she
asked.

"F-Frank."

"Frank, why did you try to kill me and
my friend?"

"We were just following
the leak. We got the call telling us Collins' hard drive was
copied. His laptop's been bugged. The idiot isn't taking this
seriously, doesn't know how important this all is."

"What you're doing, it has to stop.
The virus you guys are playing with, it changed somehow, or the
people you work for changed it. It could destroy a lot of
lives."

"As long as it's the lives
of enemies, that's fine by me."

She tossed him aside, sending him
crashing into a table and chairs and knocking him
unconscious.

"Okay," Kevin said. "Wild vampires. We
can handle this."

"They're not vampires
anymore. Those last pictures I saw..."

"Fine, whatever. Let's go."

"No. Thank you, Kevin. I owe you one.
But I don't want you involved in this. If you got hurt, I wouldn't
forgive myself."

"Are you already forgetting the things
I can do?"

"Of course not. If we were
going up against a human army, I'd want you there. But these are
supernatural beings. Please, just trust me on this."

Kevin thought it over, all
the while twirling the mirror containing three souls in his hand.
He finally rolled his eyes and put a hand on her
shoulder.

"If you need me, call me.
Okay?"

She nodded and gestured to the
restaurant around them. "Are you okay with this?"

"Oh, yeah. Smash the mirror, give them
some of my sleep juice. It's covered."

"Okay, I have to run," she
said, giving him a quick hug. "I have to stop this."

"You owe me a new laptop," he called
as she ran.

Victoria knew she owed him much more
than that.


CHAPTER 17

 


Jack took the bumps in the
road as carefully as he could. Erica grimaced in pain next to him,
her broken foot bumping around in the truck.

"Sorry," he said.

She offered a smile. "I'm so glad I
let you drive me home."

Erica had spent the past
two days in the hospital. Jack had spent every second with her that
he could. Tiffany took one day off school, but admitted she was
bored in the hospital room with Jack and Erica. She was in school
while Jack drove Erica on the bumpy streets.

"Thanks for hanging out with me in the
hospital. I really appreciate it."

"You've thanked me a
hundred times."

"Don't forget, give me any hospital
bills that come in for Tiffany so I can help pay."

"Stop worrying about it."

"And you've
said that a
hundred times," she said with that sexy laugh of hers, stretching
her arms over her head. "I can't wait to get home and take a
shower."

Jack kept a smile to
himself. He was sure her reaction to what he had in mind wouldn't
go over well, but he didn't care. Giving her a glance, it didn't
surprise him she was still beautiful and fun after an accident and
two days in the hospital.

"I don't believe you," he said. "Stuck
in the hospital with a soft-cast, and you don't wear shorts a
single time."

"I did that on purpose just to piss
you off."

"Well, it's working.
Fall's coming soon. I have to get you on the beach, see those legs
in all their glory just once."

She patted her crutches behind the
seat. "That might be a while. And why is this only going one way?
When are you gonna walk around the playground with no shirt
on?"

"That might lead to some jail
time."

He laughed, but saw her
staring at him out of the corner of his eye. She was semi-serious,
and just as attracted to him as he was to her.

She leaned up in her seat and looked
out the window as Jack turned down another street.

"Uh, where are you going?
This isn't the way to my house."

"Took you long enough to
notice."

Erica finally recognized where they
were heading. She looked at Jack with confusion as he parked in
front of his house.

"What are we doing here?"

He left the truck and
grabbed her crutches. He couldn't stop smiling as he circled around
and helped her climb out.

"I figured a quick lunch, maybe watch
a movie."

"Jack, come on. I need to get to my
house and take a shower."

"You're gonna stay here until you can
go back to work."

She leaned her weight on her crutches
as Jack took a step back. "What?"

"I've already cleared it with Tiffany.
She thinks it's cool to have another lady in the house."

"You want me to stay here? As in eat
and sleep?"

"Wow, you really did
graduate college."

Erica wasn't amused. "Jack, I am not
comfortable with this at all."

"Believe me, me neither. I've already
got an eight-year-old estrogen machine running around. The thought
of two terrifies me."

"I'm serious. You're my
friend, probably my best friend. But I don't want to live with
you."

"It's only temporary. And I love your
honesty, I really do. But I don't like the idea of you on the other
side of town hobbling around your house by yourself."

Irritation was written all
over her face, but there was a mix of pleasant surprise as
well.

"I'm a grown woman."

He took the chance to look her up and
down and let out a small whistle. "That you are."

She finally broke into a
smile, and tried to turn her head to keep him from seeing. "Well,
do I at least get my own room?"

"Already taken care of. You're
upstairs next to Tiffany. The bedroom's made up. I went with just
white sheets. Didn't think you were a fan of Spongebob."

"For the record, I still don't like
this."

"For the record, I really don't
care."

They ate lunch before Jack
showed her the bedroom. He showed her where he kept the towels and
where she could put her dirty clothes. She leaned in the bedroom
doorway with Jack next to her and noticed the piles of clothes
waiting for her at the foot of the bed.

"Remember when you wanted me to pick
up a change of clothes for you? I picked up about a week's
worth."

She leaned toward him with
the intention of kissing him on the cheek. Her right crutch slipped
out from under her, sending her into his arms. The crutch slid
across the floor as Jack embraced her, their faces inches
apart.

"Now we're getting somewhere," he
said, smiling.

She balanced her weight on
one foot while keeping a hand on his chest. She made no effort to
push away. Jack enjoyed the closeness, much more than any
one-night-stand he had in the past.

"That was an accident."

"Sure it was. That's what they all
say. Everyone woman that ever comes over here pretends to fall so
I'll catch them."

"Is that so?" she said,
still holding onto him. "Exactly how many women do you
entertain?"

"Actually, you're the first in a long
time. The last time I let a woman spend the night..."

Jack trailed off as
memories two centuries old settled in his mind. He was so busy
preparing a place for Erica to sleep that he actually
forgot he was letting
her sleep in his house. The last woman who slept in his home was
Angela, and that didn't turn out very well.

"Jack?" she said, squeezing his arm.
"Are you okay?"

"Oh yeah, fine." He backed away
slightly and broke contact, killing any moment they were having.
"Just, uh, lost in thought."

He turned away from her and picked up
her crutch. He was near the steps when she spoke again.

"She hurt you bad, didn't
she?"

He froze. No one had ever
asked him that before. The reason no one asked was because Jack
never showed enough of himself for anyone to wonder. Erica was
either very perceptive, or they were closer than he
thought.

"She destroyed me," he
said, surprised at himself that he was answering honestly. "But I'm
all better now."

She leaned back against the wall and
folded her arms. "For the most part, but you have your moments. I
can see it in your eyes. Just a quick flash of pain here and
there."

He smiled as he handed her
the crutch. "Hmm. If you want, I can lie on the couch with my head
in your lap, and we can pretend you're my doctor."

She surprised him with a smile as she
made her way past him to the steps. "Now that might be
fun."

They watched TV and talked
on the couch for another hour before it was time to pick up
Tiffany. Erica stayed at the house while Jack drove to school.
Tiffany was a bundle of energy sprinting across the playground. She
chased some of her classmates as Jack leaned against the fence
laughing. They walked to the truck, Tiffany talking the entire
time. Jack was a good listener, but only picked up half of her
words. He thought he heard something about an A on a test and
winning at dodge-ball. She was still talking as he pulled out onto
the street.

"Tiffany, slow down a second," he
said. "It's okay to breathe."

"Sorry. I'm just so happy."

"Well, good. But listen, Erica is at
the house now. I picked her up from the hospital today. Is that
still okay with you?"

"Yeah. She can stay in my
room if she wants to."

"She'll be taking the room next to
yours. It's only for a little while, until her foot's
better."

"I know. You told me
before."

"I just want to be clear.
This doesn't change how you act with her. She's still your teacher.
I like Erica, but she's only a guest. She's a guest so hot she can
melt ice, but still...it's our house-"

Jack stopped as Tiffany waited for him
to continue. The words caught in his throat, and he was unable to
speak as his mind raced.

Our
house. When did it become our house, and
not his house? He
looked at Tiffany, who was shifting in her seat and watching him
with eager eyes. When did the child become such a part of his life
that he thought in terms of our?

He knew at that moment
Tiffany wouldn’t be leaving.

"Are you done?" Tiffany
asked.

"Yeah."

"I understand. I’ll treat
Miss Hernandez real nice."

"I know you will."

*****

Jack cooked steak with
baked potatoes as Tiffany worked on her homework at the bar. He
smiled to himself when Erica made her way from the couch to sit
next to her and help. The two laughed and told jokes as they
worked, and hearing their laughter made Jack laugh. He was no
longer just killing time. He was happy.

They watched TV after
dinner. Tiffany made sure to sit in the middle between Jack and
Erica, so she could be close to both of them. She truly did like
her teacher, and wouldn’t stop talking to her during
commercials.

Jack said very little,
lost in his own thoughts. His thinking, his plans, had changed. It
wasn’t simply from Tiffany being kidnapped, but the impact she’d
had on his life. He knew what he had to do.

Erica leaned over Tiffany
and touched Jack’s shoulder. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah. Strangely, I’ve
never been better."

She gave him that smile and held his
gaze a moment longer than necessary. He returned the smile as
Tiffany snuggled up next to him.

"You could beat up the bad
guy and the detective both, couldn’t you?" she said, pointing at
the TV.

He shifted uncomfortably, afraid she
was going to mention their adventure in the park the other
night.

"Uh, maybe."

He didn’t keep track of
time, but after two yawns from Tiffany, knew it was time for bed.
Turning the TV off, he gave Tiffany’s shoulders a gentle
squeeze.

"Bedtime for you."

"I don’t want to go to
bed. I want to stay up with you and Miss Hernandez."

"That’s not happening.
You’ve got school tomorrow, and you’re hard enough to wake up as it
is."

"Carry me."

"You’ve got two working
legs."

"I wish I could say that," Erica
said.

"Please? Carry me up the
stairs."

Jack sighed and scooped Tiffany up in
one arm. She rested her head on his shoulder as he walked up the
stairs. Erica hobbled behind them, wanting to change clothes in her
bedroom.

He joined Tiffany in her room after
she brushed her teeth and changed into her pajamas. She was
crawling under the blankets as Jack pulled a book from her
backpack.

"Jack!" she shouted with
wide eyes. "You’re gonna read me a bedtime story?"

"Nope. I will one
day. But tonight, you’re gonna read me one. Just for a few
minutes."

Tiffany scooted over so he
could join her. He kicked his feet up and laced his hands behind
his head as she read from the book. Erica was in the bathroom
across the hall, brushing her teeth. As she headed back to her room
she stopped in the doorway a moment to watch the adorable
scene.

Jack imagined this was
when a normal parent would doze off, get tired. He would never get
tired, and would never sleep. He would never have a bedroom for
Tiffany to retreat to when she had a bad dream. There were parts of
himself he would always have to keep from her. He would never be a
normal parent. He didn’t care.

Tiffany’s voice grew soft
after ten minutes of reading. Jack took the book from her and set
it on the bed.

"Tiffany, I know you’re
tired, but I’ve got something I want you to think about, and we can
talk about it more tomorrow."

"What’s that?"

"I know we’ve talked
before about finding you a family."

Tiffany stiffened next to
him and held her breath. Her hands turned into fists.

"Is it time for me to leave?" she
asked, her voice shaking.

"Actually...and I want you to think
real hard about this, I want you to live here with me."

She looked up at him, tears forming in
her eyes. "Forever?"

"Yeah, forever.
Well, not really forever. You’ll grow up and get a job, move out, all that fun
crap. But what I’m saying is I want to adopt
you."

"Yes. Yes, yes."

"You have to think about
this, now. There isn’t a mom here. I don’t have any pets. All I’ve
got is a vegetable garden."

She threw the covers off and nearly
tackled him with a hug. "I want to live here with you. I love
you."

He held her back and tried
to fight off emotions. Tears tried to form in his eyes, and for a
change, they didn’t come with the typical anger.

"I’ve probably done kept
you up all night, haven’t I?"

She nodded against his
shoulder. "I’ll never sleep again."

"No, no. Only one of us
gets to say that. Try to get some sleep."

"Okay."

Tiffany was crying as he tucked her
in, threatening to make him cry as well. He gave her a kiss on the
forehead before turning out the light and leaving the
room.

Erica was in the hallway
outside her room, wearing a tee shirt and sweatpants. She leaned
against the wall, wiping tears from her eyes.

"I’m sorry," she said. "I
didn’t mean to spy. But that was...maybe the coolest thing I’ve
seen in my life."

"She’s not really thinking
about it. She’s just going off emotion right now. There’s probably
a million reasons she wouldn’t want to live here. I’ll give her a
few days before I start doing the legal stuff."

"Trust me, there’s no
other place that girl wants to be."

He nodded and gestured to her room.
"Going to bed?"

"Actually, I thought maybe
we could watch a DVD or something?"

"Sounds good to me."

He waited impatiently in
the middle of the stairs as she hobbled with her crutches down
three of them. He finally scooped her into his arms as the crutches
fell. Erica squealed and laughed as she held onto him.

"Jack!"

"This will take all night if I wait
for you to sloth your way around."

He carried her to the
living room and gently set her on the couch. She giggled
hysterically the entire trip. Jack poured two sodas while she
browsed his DVD collection.

In ten minutes they were
watching Vincent Price. Erica kicked her legs up on the couch to
rest her foot, and leaned into Jack. They were in a position
similar to the one they shared a few days ago, her against him and
his arm around her shoulders.

"Is this okay?" she asked.

"No. You’re hideous. Get
away from me."

She laughed and snuggled closer. "Just
let me know when you get tired and want to sleep."

"Try two hundred years
ago."

"What?"

"Nothing," he said, giving
her shoulders a squeeze. "I’m trying to watch Vincent Price
here."

"Maybe you should be quiet
and listen, then," she joked.

"Get your hair out of my face, and
maybe I will."

"Oh, you mean like this?"

She leaned back further,
tickling his nose with her hair. He brushed her hair aside, his
hand trailing across her neck and shoulder accidentally. She held
her breath and gripped his arm tighter, waiting to see what he’d do
next. Jack was attracted to every part of her, and that scared him
enough to make him take no action. Erica sighed, relief mixed with
frustration, as the moment passed.

Jack immediately regretted
his cowardice. He'd seen decades of horror, and was afraid to make
a move on Erica.

*****

It was nearly six
thirty in the morning when Tiffany dragged herself down the stairs.
Jack put a finger to his lips when they made eye contact, and
gestured to Erica, still sleeping on the couch against him. Erica
let out a loud snore and shifted, her head on
Jack’s lap. Tiffany covered her mouth to
stifle a laugh. She crossed the living room to the kitchen to make
herself a bowl of cereal.

Tiffany had eaten her first spoonful
when Erica snored one last time. She opened her eyes and looked at
Jack upside-down.

"What time is it?"

"Time for my little partner over there
to get ready for school."

"I am, I am."

"Oh my God," Erica said,
putting a hand to her mouth. "Did I sleep on you all night? I’m so
sorry."

"Yeah. It’s no big deal. I
had trouble breathing a few times, since you sucked so much air out
of the room. And I didn’t really like these pants
anyway."

Erica’s face turned bright
red when she lowered her eyes and saw the large drool spot on
Jack’s jeans. She rose from the couch, not bothering to grab her
crutches, and hobbled and hopped across the floor.

"Excuse me," she said.
"I’m gonna use the bathroom."

"You can use the one down
here," Tiffany said. "I’ll use the one upstairs."

The bathroom door slammed
shut, followed by the sink turning on. Jack and Tiffany’s eyes met,
and they burst out laughing.

"I can hear you guys out there," Erica
called.

"Yeah. We’re laughing at a
joke Tiffany heard."

"I’m sure you
are."

He joined Tiffany at the table and
made his own bowl of cereal.

"Jack, you really want to adopt
me?"

"Yeah."

"So we’ll be...a
family?"

"That’s the plan. Me and
you."

She dropped her spoon and
circled the bar. He prepared mentally, seeing her
intention.

"And apparently...a lot of
hugs."

Tiffany hugged his waist as he sat on
the stool. He hugged her with one arm as best he could while
shoving cereal into his mouth.

"Thank you," she said.

He knelt in front of her
to give her a quick hug. "You’re welcome. You make me happy,
Tiffany. Not many mortals can say that. Now, go get dressed and
ready for school."

Fifteen minutes later
Tiffany was waiting by the front door. Jack leaned his head near
the bathroom. Erica was in the shower, a sight he'd love to
see.

"I’m taking Tiffany to
school."

"Okay."

"You’ll be okay? You’re
not gonna fall down or drown in your own drool?"

"Get the hell out of here."

Jack and Tiffany laughed together as
they left the house.

*****

Thirty minutes later Jack
opened the front door and stepped into the living room. He saw no
sign of Erica, only some clothes on the floor near the door to the
basement. He set his iPhone in the dock and played some
music.

"Erica?"

"I’m
downstairs."

He picked up the pile of
clothes, recognizing them as Tiffany’s and his, and made his way to
the basement. He turned the corner at the bottom of the stairs to
see Erica standing with her back to him.

She wore a tank-top, and a
wonderful pair of shorts. Holding up her bad foot, she carefully
balanced herself as she pulled clothes out of the basket and shoved
them in the washer. Her hair was still wet from the shower. He
couldn’t take his eyes off her as he admired her figure.

Looking over her shoulder, she smiled
and did a little shimmy.

"See? Shorts."

Jack forced a cough, trying to sound
casual. "I noticed. Why are you washing clothes?"

"I want to help out. I’m
not gonna just sit around the house."

"I told you," he said, standing next
to her to help. "Just put them in the basket. I can handle the
clothes."

They grabbed a shirt at the same
time.

"Let go," he said.

"No.
You let go. Don’t make
me smack you."

"Yeah, I’d like to see
that."

"Stop being difficult. I
can wash clothes, Jack."

"I never said you
couldn’t. But what did you do? Hop down the steps? I don’t see your
crutches."

"I was careful."

"Shut up and give me the
shirt."

Erica playfully slapped
his shoulder, and slipped. Jack caught her easily before she could
tumble to the floor. They both laughed as he picked her up and spun
her around, their arms wrapped around each other. He set her down,
still laughing, but they didn’t pull away. Their laughter faded as
they stared into each other’s eyes.

Erica kissed him first. A
brief, gentle kiss, to see his reaction. She pulled away and
studied his face. Jack was surprised for a moment, and then leaned
in to steal his own kiss. He ran a hand through her wet hair and
let it settle on the back of her neck.

She sighed into his mouth,
and hooked her broken foot behind his knee, for support as much as
passion. He lifted her onto the dryer, drawing a giggle from her
before she reached for his face again. She brought her legs around
his hips, pulling him in closer, and shivered slightly when he ran
a hand down her bare leg.

"I knew you'd like my
legs."

"You've been hiding them from me on
purpose."

They kissed once again,
the gentleness gone. Erica reached for his shirt and pulled it over
his head, dropping it to the floor. He was nearly done returning
the favor, her shirt up around her neck, when Jack took a deep
breath and backed away. It took all of his willpower.

"Hold on. Wait."

Erica stared at him as she
pulled her shirt back down. "I'm sorry, did you just tell me to
wait? What's wrong?"

Jack's erection was asking him the
same thing. "I thought you said you didn't want to get involved
with a parent."

"I tried, Jack. I really
did. But you are nicest, most caring man I've ever met, and it
doesn't hurt that you're hot. And Tiffany actually had a good
point. I won't be her teacher forever."

Jack laughed, not at Erica, simply her
choice of words. Nice and caring weren't adjectives he'd use to
describe himself.

"Your legs are very
powerful," he said. She crossed her legs, smiled at the ceiling,
and put a finger to her chin, striking a cute pose. "But I don't
know if we can do this."

He couldn't believe the words coming
out of his mouth.

"Why not?"

"Because I like you. I
don't like to have sex with women I like."

She laughed and
shook her head. "That's funny, one of the reasons I want to strip
you down and make you scream is because I like
you."

He laughed and stepped
toward her, putting his hands on her shoulders. She ran her hands
down his bare chest before letting them settle on his
hips.

"This is new to me,"
he said. "I...really like you, as stupid as that sounds."

"This isn't a cop-out, is
it? I didn’t think so at first, but I know you find me attractive,
even if I hate what I see in the mirror."

"Are you kidding? Are you on
crack?"

"Now that's romantic."

"Sorry. No, this isn't a cop-out. The
things I would do to you...just give me some time."

"Isn't that what the chick
usually says?"

He laughed as she grabbed the front of
his jeans. She pulled him in for one more hard kiss, but kept her
hands to herself.

"I’m a patient woman. I
can wait." She grabbed him by the back of his neck and nibbled on
his ear before trailing her lips across his skin. Jack shuddered as
goosebumps shot across his flesh. "But if I'm waiting, I will
definitely have my fun."

His erection was almost
gone until Erica brought him back to full attention. He leaned on
the washer as she hobbled past him. She winked at him before
grabbing the railing and hopping up the stairs.

"Maybe I found the one person who can
finally stop my heart and kill me."

*****

Jack and Erica had a fun
day. He spent time cleaning while she sat at the bar, working on
schoolwork for when she returned to work. They decided to go to
lunch and a movie. In the deserted, darkened movie theater Erica
lifted the armrest between them and scooted closer. She kissed him
on the cheek and interlaced her fingers with his own.

He was a bundle of nerves
as his attention was divided between the movie, her incredible
figure, and their holding hands. He never held hands with anyone
before, at least outside the bedroom. Six months ago he would have
taken her to bed, and forgotten about her the next day. He didn’t
believe it was possible to forget about Erica now.

Part of him regretted
backing down in the laundry room. But treading emotional waters was
new for him, and he wanted to fully understand his feelings before
he gave in to Erica.

The last time he had sex with a woman
in his own home, she cursed him.

After the movie ended and
the lights came on Jack helped Erica to her feet as he grabbed her
crutches. She clutched his shoulder with her free hand, and they
locked eyes once again. They didn’t kiss, but they could both see
there was more than passion happening. Looking into her eyes, Jack
could see she cared about him. That frightened him more than
anything he’d ever experienced.

Erica joined him in
picking up Tiffany. The child played with her friends as school let
out. She grabbed one of her friends and pointed her in the
direction of Jack and Erica, talking excitedly. Jack read her
lips.

That’s Jack. He’s my dad
now.

He smiled as Tiffany ran
from the playground to the truck. Erica scooted to the middle so
Tiffany could slide in.

"Hi Jack. Hi Miss
Hernandez." She looked at the teacher. "Did Jack tell you he’s
gonna adopt me? We’re a real family now."

"He told me all about it."

"I’ll be able to get hugs
whenever I want, and bedtime stories. Maybe I’ll be able to have
sleepovers."

Jack smiled at Tiffany before slumping
his shoulders at Erica. "Fun."

After dinner Jack washed
dishes in the sink while Erica stood next to him drying with a
towel. Tiffany danced in the living room to the music playing on
the iPhone. He glanced over his shoulder and stifled a laugh at the
girl’s strange version of dancing, although he knew he couldn’t do
any better. He cringed as Tiffany took her dancing to the next
level, singing the words to the songs.

"What did I get myself in
to?"

"You telling me you don’t
sing and dance when you’re by yourself?" Erica asked.

"Definitely not."

She took the dish from his
hands and put it back in the sink. Grabbing a spare towel, she
dried his hands off, a playful spark in her eye. She held his hands
and used him for balance as she hopped away from the sink. She
danced, or as close to dancing as she could get on one good foot.
She swung her hips and rocked her arms, even raising their hands
over her head and spinning in a circle.

"You’re gonna break your
other foot."

"Nah. You’ll keep me from
falling."

Tiffany snickered and
pointed from the living room. She ran to them and grabbed their
hands, forming a circle. Erica and Tiffany rocked back and forth
and sang while Jack stood perfectly still, although he did have a
smile on his face.

"I let the two craziest women into my
life."

"Dance with us, Jack,"
Tiffany said. "It’s Katy Perry. She’s fun."

Jack was spared from further torment
when the phone rang, cutting off the music.

"Thank God. Tiffany, go hit that
speaker button for me."

Tiffany darted across the
living room as he held onto Erica, taking the opportunity to draw
just a little closer. He wasn’t a dancer, but watching Tiffany and
Erica have fun was fun all by itself.

Tiffany activated the speaker. Jack
had a good guess who it was.

"Hey, Victoria. How’s
it-"

"I got through," she said
to someone else. "Jack, I need some help. I’m at-"

The phone went dead, and Katy Perry
again filled the living room. Only now the fun was gone.

Jack and Erica traded
confused looks as he helped her to the bar. He retrieved his phone
from the dock. Victoria didn’t call from her own phone. It was an
unlisted number.

"That was Victoria, right?" Erica
asked.

"Yeah."

"Do you know where she is?
Got a flat tire or something?"

Victoria wouldn’t ask for
Jack’s help over a matter such as a flat tire.

"I’ll go to her hotel,
make sure everything’s okay. Would you mind watching Tiffany until
I get back?"

"Jack?" Erica said. She
held Jack’s gaze, sensing something more was going on than he was
letting on.

"My sister gets in trouble every now
and then. She helps people, and sometimes I need to help
her."

"Don’t worry," Tiffany
said, running to hug him. "Nothing can hurt Jack."

They were simple words
from an excited child, but Jack could see in Erica’s eyes that she
wasn’t dismissing them. Erica looked back and forth from Tiffany to
Jack. She grabbed a crutch and made her way to the both of
them.

"I know you’ve got
secrets," she said. "But is everything okay? Seriously?"

He smiled. "It will be.
And I’d like to fill you in on those secrets one day."

A half smile crossed her face as she
leaned in to kiss Jack on the lips. Tiffany gasped next to them and
jumped up and down.

"Jack and Miss Hernandez,
sitting in a tree-"

Jack and Erica smiled as they broke
their kiss, and he looked down at his daughter.

"You take care of her
while I’m gone, okay? Don’t kick her cast or anything like
that."

"I won’t, I
promise."

"Good. Give me a hug."

He lifted Tiffany into his
arms for a big hug. He kissed her on the cheek before setting her
back down.

"Okay, you two behave
while I’m gone. No wild parties." He winked at Erica. "See you
soon."


CHAPTER 18

 


Jack stepped out of
the hotel elevator and walked down the hall. He
wasn’t on the fourth floor, but the
second. Collins’ floor. He carried a spare key to Collins’ room
that cost him a hundred dollars. There was no point in going to
Victoria’s room. She wasn’t there, and the best way to find
Victoria was to politely ask Collins what he was involved
in.

Or not so politely.

He didn’t operate the same
way as Victoria. She preferred to work from the shadows, only
showing force when necessary. Victoria would kill if necessary, but
she liked to leave people alive. He never understood why. She
always claimed it was because she might need to revisit them one
day. His theory was when Victoria spared a life it made her feel a
little more human. Jack knew he left his humanity behind a long
time ago, after many years without sleep.

Collins would tell Jack everything he
needed to know, and then he would die.

Jack slid the key-card
through the lock and gently pushed open the door. He scanned the
darkened room as he stepped inside and closed the door behind him.
The only light came from the street lights outside the
window.

There was a man in the
corner, in the shadows. He would have been invisible to anyone but
Jack. He didn’t know who it was, but knew it wasn’t Collins.
Whoever it was held a gun at his side.

Jack decided to play
along, and stepped further into the room. The man raised his gun
and shot Jack in the leg, a silencer muffling the sound. Jack fell
to the floor, ready to let out a fake scream, when the man jumped
on him and covered his mouth.

"Shhh. If you scream, I’ll
kill you. Do you understand?"

Jack nodded.

The man used a remote to
turn on the TV, giving the hotel room some background noise. He
grabbed Jack’s shirt and threw him on the bed, and moved to turn on
the light.

Jack looked into the eyes
of a mortal male. Probably close to fifty years old, sharply
dressed, a cold look in his eye. He pointed his gun at
Jack.

"I’m gonna ask you some
questions. If you want to live through tonight, you’ll answer
them."

"Look, I just want to find
Collins. Do you know where he is?"

He shot Jack in his other leg. Jack
slapped his hand over the hole in his jeans and caught the bullet
before it could roll to the bed, giving his game away. He let out a
fake moan of pain.

"I said I’m the one asking
the questions here. You’re the one who stole his data, aren’t you?
You and a woman."

That single question told Jack
everything he needed to know.

"Hmm," Jack said, leaning
up slightly. "It’s making sense now. You probably kept tabs on
Collins. You’re covering your tracks now. No doubt you killed the
good doctor. That’s what I would have done. Now you need to see
where his data went, and you’re hiding out here looking for a
lead."

Jack stood up and brushed
his clothes off. The man flinched at Jack’s lack of pain, and shot
him in the shoulder. Jack didn’t hesitate as he took a step forward
and kicked the man in the groin, sending him to the ground. He
kicked him one more time and stomped on his stomach. The man tried
to raise his gun through the pain, but Jack snatched the gun from
his hand and grabbed a finger, bending it backwards. He pounced on
him before his scream grew too loud.

"Now," he said.
"It’s my turn to
ask you some questions. But, I have to be honest, you’re not gonna
live through tonight. You have no choice in that. You
do have a choice in how
you go. You can go quickly. You can go with no skin. Or we can get
creative. I’ll find your family. Are you
listening?"

He spit in Jack’s
face.

"Fuck you-"

Jack grabbed another
finger and broke it. He used the man’s shirt to wipe the spit from
his face.

"The longest time it took
me to break a person was twenty-eight minutes. I don’t think you’ll
break any records. Let’s start with something simple. What’s your
name?"

"Travis."

"Good. Now, Travis, I’m
looking for a friend of mine, the woman you mentioned
earlier."

"Some of our security team was
trailing a woman. They ended up talking gibberish, not even knowing
how they got where they were."

"She’s special like that.
She called me tonight, and was ready to tell me where she was when
the call went dead. So she is someplace. I’d like for you to tell
me where."

Travis was silent, just a
moment too long. Jack pressed the barrel of the gun into Travis’
palm and pulled the trigger. He covered Travis’ mouth as he cried
and convulsed in pain. He admired the gun. Travis had thought
ahead, bringing a silencer for the weapon.

"Listen very carefully. I
don’t care what secret shit you guys are in to. I don’t care about
Collins. I certainly don’t care about you. I care about my friend.
You will take me to where she is."

"If she got a look at
Collins’ data, she might have found the facility."

"Now we’re getting
somewhere. We’re gonna take a little drive. You’ll show me this
facility."

"They’ll kill
me."

"I told you. You
already are dead."

"Then my last words
will be fuck you."

Jack laughed. That was
fairly clever. He stood up, keeping a foot on Travis’ stomach. He
pulled out his iPhone and took Travis’ picture.

"What are you doing?"

"I’m sending your mug shot
to some of my associates. They’ll have your last name in ten
minutes. Then we’ll start rounding up your family and friends,
anyone you’ve ever loved. They’ll be slowly tortured, and with this
phone here we’ll be able to watch. I love technology."

"You’re...serious?"

"Always."

"I’ll...take you
there."

"Smart choice. We’ll take
your car, you drive. It’ll be fun."

*****

It took over an hour to arrive at
their destination. Travis drove while Jack kept the gun pointed to
his side the entire drive. Jack shook his head as they turned from
the highway onto a dirt road and drove through the
woods.

"It wouldn’t be a secret
facility unless we drove to the middle of nowhere, would
it?"

"The world’s not ready for
what we’re doing," Travis said. "They wouldn’t
understand."

"Is this government
funded?"

"No. If they knew what we
were doing, they’d shut us down."

The woods slowly gave way
to a clearing, and a large fence up ahead. He saw the three-story
building with lights throwing shadows over boxes and trucks. There
was movement, figures walking in the darkness. He immediately
recognized their gait, their sluggish movements.

"You have got to be
fucking kidding me."

The ghouls perked up at
the new noise. They sauntered over to the fence as Travis drove
alongside. The smell of rotting flesh was thick in the air. Jack
watched the ghouls as they pushed and clawed at the fence, breaking
fingernails and tearing flesh. Some were old lab technicians,
doctors, security guards. A few wandered naked in the
herds.

"Oh God," Travis said. "I
haven't checked in for a few days. Something’s gone
wrong."

"Do you think so? This is what you
idiots are working on? Ghouls?"

"The greatest weapon. A
soldier that doesn’t really die."

"I’m guessing you don’t
let them wander the yard like this?"

"No. Containment’s been
broken. Fuck."

Memories from a hundred
years ago flooded back as Travis pulled up to the main gate. Jack
couldn’t help but wonder the source of these ghouls. Did they have
a witch locked up somewhere, cooking up spells? Hope he hadn’t felt
in a long time tugged at him, but he pushed it aside. If they had a
witch in their possession, they wouldn’t need ghouls as a
weapon.

The ghouls followed Travis
as he parked and left his car, Jack a step behind. He followed
Travis to a terminal, the ghouls reaching and snarling at them.
Travis worked at the keyboard before an image of a security desk
showed up on the monitor.

"Hello? This is Travis.
What’s going on in there?"

He was answered by a ghoul walking by
the desk. Its arm fell off as it walked down a hallway.

"Shit," Travis said, and
switched to another camera. He didn’t bother speaking when he saw
four ghouls eating a corpse. "They’re everywhere."

"Yeah, ghouls tend to do
that."

Travis looked at him. "You
act like you’ve seen this before."

Jack scowled as his last
chance at salvation flashed through his mind. He saw the witch
Annie lying dead, from Victoria’s hand, by the river, a town of
dead ghouls a horse-ride away.

"Try another room."

Travis switched cameras
once again, this time peering into a lab. At first Jack thought
they were only more ghouls, but noticed a man in a lab coat pacing
near a row of operating tables. A man and woman dressed in similar
coats talked to each other near the back of the room. A smile
stretched across his face when he recognized a beautiful redhead
laying on one of the tables.

He pushed Travis aside as he leaned
toward the microphone.

"Victoria?"

Everyone in the lab jumped and looked
at each other. They all rushed to the terminal in the lab, Victoria
winning out by shoving everyone back.

"Jack?"

"Are you having a little party in
there?"

"You bet. I’m glad you
could join us."

"Is this...magical?"

She shook her head. "Afraid not. This
is our new friend, science and medicine, at work here."

A man with graying blond
hair tried to muscle his way to the camera. "Who is that? Who the
fuck are you?"

"Donaldson, if you don’t
back up, I will beat you," Victoria said. "Jack, as you can see,
this place has all gone to Hell."

"And I still say it’s all
your fault," Donaldson shouted.

"Okay, so what’s going
on?" Jack asked.

"We’re trapped, more or
less. We’ve got maybe two hundred ghouls here total. I’ve been
reviewing the video, and it looks like they got careless. This
place was being destroyed when I got here. A scientist got bit, and
you can guess what happened next."

He narrowed his eyes.
"Actually, no, I can’t. This isn't the movies. Ghouls aren’t
contagious. They eat the living, sure, but they don’t create more
ghouls."

"Well, these ghouls do.
This isn’t magic we’re dealing with."

"Alright, we’ll talk more
when I get inside. What room are you in?"

"Go inside?" Travis
interrupted. "I’m not going in there."

Jack smiled. Travis was very
correct.

"We’re in lab 302. Third
floor. Jack, I don't think they can hurt you, but there are still a
lot of them."

"I know. Immune or not, I don't want
fifty corpses pinning me down."

"How are you gonna even get in the
gate?"

"I've got an idea about that. We'll
talk in a few minutes."

"I'm not going in there,"
Travis repeated. "You're on your own on that one. I've taken you
this far, I'm not taking you any further."

Jack studied the yard. He
wasn't sure if the doors were locked or not, but didn't want to
take the chance of hitting a locked door with a dozen shambling
corpses behind him. There was an open office window near the corner
of the building.

"You're right, Travis. You won't be
taking me in there."

He raised the gun at his
side and shot Travis in the leg. Travis screamed and collapsed to
the ground. Jack climbed in Travis' car and pulled as close to the
fence as he could. Travis was trying to crawl away as Jack left the
car and stalked him.

"What are you doing?" Travis
said.

Jack pulled him to his
feet and dragged him onto the roof of his car. The ghouls moved to
their position along the fence and moaned at the scent of fresh
blood.

"There's one more thing you can do for
me," Jack said.

"No, please, no." He cried
as Jack had him halfway over the fence. Two ghouls grabbed him by
the shirt, but Travis had a solid grip with his one good hand.
"It's not human."

"Neither am I."

Jack kicked Travis'
fingers, and over the fence he went. Ghouls came from all
directions as they converged on Travis. He screamed in agony as
they feasted on him, ripping and pulling. Jack calmly moved the car
down another twenty feet along the fence and used the roof to scale
the fence.

He walked at a steady pace
across the yard. If he ran, he knew he'd catch the ghouls'
attention. They were thoroughly engaged in their meal, and he
wanted to keep it that way.

He pulled himself into the
office through the open window. The office was dark and had been
torn to pieces. He nearly tripped over a dead body as he made his
way to the door. A man in a shirt and tie lay on the floor, an
empty wine glass in one hand and a gun in the other. He'd taken his
own life with a bullet to the temple, a wise decision. Jack had
tried the same thing many times over the decades, just to see if
mankind's advancing firearms could break his curse.

Cracking the door open
slowly, he saw two ghouls wandering near the end of the hall. A
stairwell was across from him. He grabbed the dead man’s gun,
adding it to the weapon he took from Travis. After taking a nervous
breath he crossed the hall and entered the stairwell. He had no
doubt he was immune to the bite of a ghoul, but didn’t want to drag
thirty of them to lab 302.

The moans above told him
he wasn’t alone in the stairwell. As he passed the door for the
second floor he ran into two of them, wandering on the stairs. One
lunged for him, a ghoul wearing a torn suit. Jack easily dodged its
grasp and dumped him down the stairwell to the floor below. The
second ghoul grabbed Jack’s arm and bit down hard. He winced in
pain for the moment it lasted, and then struck the ghoul in the
head with the butt of his gun. He nearly shot it, but didn’t want
to make any more noise than necessary. Wrenching his arm away, he
simply kicked the ghoul in the knee, shattering it. The ghoul
buckled and fell down the stairs, landing at a strange angle near
the landing.

Jack opened the door to
see two dead bodies against the wall across from him. Lab 302 was
just ahead, near a hallway intersection. He heard the moans, but
didn’t see any ghouls nearby.

The door to Lab 302 was locked. He
lightly knocked on the glass window and saw a flurry of movement. A
woman tried to unlock the door, only to be stopped by a
man.

"Do not let him in here!"

"Victoria said he’s okay.
He’ll help us."

"Fuck Victoria, that
monster."

"Donaldson, get out of my
way."

"We’re doing things my
way. We’re not listening to a bloodsucker."

Jack raised an eyebrow as
a scuffle broke out behind the door. There was a ghoul around the
corner, judging from the moan. The door finally flew open, and a
hand pulled him in by the shirt and locked the door behind
him.

A few of the lights in the
lab were out, leaving pockets of darkness. Examination tables and
equipment were everywhere. The man Jack recognized as Donaldson
leaned against the wall with a bloody lip. A man and woman stood
together not far away, looking beat up themselves. Torn lab coats,
circles under the eyes, blood on their pants.

"Who are you?" the woman
asked.

Jack said nothing, and
searched the room for Victoria. She was laying on a table near the
back of the lab, her hands folded across her stomach. He went
straight to her, leaving the mortals behind to argue. Victoria was
paler than usual.

"Victoria?"

She stirred at the sound
of his voice. "Took you long enough."

"What the hell is going on here? Are
you okay?"

"I haven’t had a drink in
a few days. And I can’t drink from them. They’re
infected."

"Infected?"

She took a breath. "This
all started out as an attempt to cure vampires, but it backfired on
them."

He nodded. "Baltimore, two years
ago."

"Yes. Well, this time they
figured they could control the feral vampires, make weapons out of
them. But the virus changed, and now we’re dealing with
ghouls."

The man and woman joined
them.

"We thought we had
everything under control," she said. "When the vampires went wild
we opened the ceiling, frying them. But the sunlight didn’t affect
some of them, and they changed into what you see now. Our bosses
thought they'd make greater weapons, and killed all the vampires.
These...ghouls are just as contagious. One bite, and you’ll
change."

"Jack, this is Diane,"
Victoria said. "Her partner, Eli. That irritating bastard over
there is Donaldson. They’re all that’s left of this wonderful
project."

"You should have called me
the moment you found this place," Jack said.

"I tried. No signal. Eli had to rig up
something just to get a five second call out to you."

Jack still had many
questions, but Victoria’s health was the most important
thing.

"These humans are
infected?"

"Yes," Diane said sadly.
"We’ll be ghouls in another day or so."

"Okay," Jack said, putting
a hand under Victoria’s head. "First things first, drink from
me."

It was a topic they’d
joked about before, but never had to entertain.

"You really think that
will work?"

"My blood is human, just
with a little magic spell. I’ll heal as you’re drinking. I’ll be
fine."

"What...are you?" Eli
asked.

"Shut up. You ready?"

Victoria nodded, and Jack
helped her up. Her fangs grew as she angled for his
neck.

"Are you crazy?" he said.
"There’s no reason to make this erotic. Drink from my arm. It’s
weird enough I’ll be getting a hard-on from you."

She smirked, and sank her
fangs into his forearm above the wrist. Jack felt no pain, didn’t
even feel the blood leaving his body. But he did feel aroused, like
earlier in the laundry room with Erica.

"That's about enough," he said after a
minute.

Victoria held up an index
finger, drawing a chuckle from Jack. She continued to drink, and he
had to grab the edge of the lab table to help keep
focus.

"Victoria, I really don't feel like
shooting a load with walking corpses all over the
place."

She pulled her fangs from
his flesh and watched the wounds heals instantly. The color
returned to her cheeks as she smiled and swung her legs over the
table.

"Holy shit. Your
blood tastes...very good."

"That's what all the women
say," he said, shifting his jeans slightly as the arousal faded
away. "I ran into three ghouls getting up here. You could have
escaped at any time, even running off of little blood."

"I know. But it's not about escape,
Jack. This place has to die."

"You're right."

She raised an eyebrow. "I
am?"

"We're an hour away from
Parkville. There's no way I'm letting this get out. I'm adopting
Tiffany, and Erica, well...we've got some new things we're gonna
try out soon."

"Getting soft," she said..

"Yeah, I know. I'm not exactly happy
about it."

"You two shut the
fuck up," Donaldson said. "Listen, we can't just destroy this
place. We're so close. We're dealing with the future here, and we can't kill
it just because a vampire and some freak says
so-"

Jack raised his gun and
shot Donaldson in the head, not caring if the ghouls heard. He
couldn't take one more word out of his mouth. Donaldson fell to the
ground between two examination tables. Diane opened her mouth to
scream, but Eli hugged her from behind and covered her
mouth.

"So much for soft," Victoria
muttered.

Jack approached Eli and
Diane, looking them both in the eye.

"I'm going to destroy this place.
Every computer, every ghoul. Are either one of you gonna tell me
otherwise?"

They shook their heads in
unison.

"Okay, now, tell me what you mean by
you being infected?"

Diane held up her hand to reveal a
bite mark. It wasn't ugly or bleeding, but it did break the skin.
Eli gestured to his shoulder.

"We've both been bit. We've been
taking some medicine we cooked up to slow it down, but there is no
cure."

"Then you'll both die,
too."

A tear ran down Diane's cheek and her
lip quivered, but she held it together. Eli put a hand on her
shoulder and nodded.

"We know."

He looked at Victoria. "Can you handle
the ghouls?"

"I don't know. There
are a lot of them
out there. And you might be immune, but I have no idea of what a bite from one
of them would do to me. I'm sure I can take a lot, but those
bastards swarm like bees."

The corner of his mouth lifted. "Too
bad there's not a witch nearby we could kill."

"Very funny."

"Hold on," Eli said. "I
might have an idea. Diane, come here."

The two walked to a nearby computer as
Victoria jumped down from the table. She stretched her arms over
her head, obviously feeling better. Jack read the sadness and
frustration in her eyes.

"What's wrong?"

"Just...mortals.
They're so determined to kill themselves. They never learn. First
it was spears and rocks. Then, it was guns and bombs. Now, it's
this bullshit, twenty-first century science and medicine. I cracked
that laptop. This whole thing is privately funded by a few
billionaires who want to make even more billions."

"I know what you mean. I hate
technology."

"This is it," Eli said. "This will
work."

Jack and Victoria joined
the mortals and hovered over the computer. Eli had a diagram of the
facility on the monitor and typed quickly at the
keyboard.

"What are we looking at here?" Jack
said, handing over his guns to Eli and Diane.

"It's an old security
measure we took when we were first dealing with the drone vampires.
We can flood the labs on the first floor with gas and blow the shit
out of them."

Victoria shook her head.
"That’s it? Ghouls won’t go down to fire right away, and they’re
scattered all over the place. Blowing up the labs won’t take many
out."

"We’ll open the doors,"
Diane said. "Let them vent as much as possible. We should be able
to burn out the whole first floor."

Jack leaned on the desk.
"Okay, so we lure as many as we can from outside and the other
floors. If we can just knock their numbers down some, Victoria and
I should be able to handle the rest. How do you flood the
labs?"

"From Munroe’s computer,
on the first floor. He ran this place. Only his computer had
access."

The door to the lab
splintered, and then flew open. Three ghouls bunched up in the
doorway as they tried to force their way inside, with plenty more
behind them. Jack didn’t hesitate, and sprinted across the lab. He
tackled the lead ghoul and pushed them all back into the hallway,
collapsing on the group of them.

He tried to climb to his feet, but a
ghoul grabbed his leg, throwing him off balance. Another climbed on
his chest and bit into his face. Death and decay was all around
him, attacking him.

Victoria grabbed the ghoul
on his chest and tossed it down the hallway into another group. She
reeled back as a ghoul snapped its jaws dangerously close to her
arm, and stepped forward to kick it in the face. She took Jack’s
hand and pulled him to his feet. Eli and Diane stood in the doorway
and fired at the group down the hall.

"We’ll get as many on the
first floor as we can," Victoria said. "Can you two make it to the
labs and do your thing?"

Eli nodded. "I think
so. But look, if we leave those lab doors open, we’re sitting
ducks. So if you’re rounding them up, be very fast."

"I can do that," Victoria said, and
ran into the office next to them. She jumped through the window,
drawing gasps from the mortals.

"She’ll be fine," Jack
said.

He turned his attention to
the ghouls pulling themselves to their feet, nearly twenty of them.
Eli and Diane jumped behind him as they backed down the
hall.

"There’s at least two in
the stairwell. Be careful. I’ll start gathering them."

"What are you?" Diane
asked. "Even the vampire is worried about getting bit."

"I’m cursed," he said.
"It’s funny. I was cursed by a witch. These ghouls were cursed by
you."

"It was an accident. It
wasn’t supposed to be like this. We were just trying to understand
it."

Jack wasn't surprised at
their naivety. He actually believed them, even if their superiors
had other motives in mind.

"This is your chance to
fix it all. Go. I’ll round up what I can and find you
later."

"That's not much of a plan," Diane
said.

"You want to stay here and
discuss some more? Get moving."

Eli and Diane vanished
into the stairwell. Jack held the door open and waited patiently
for the ghouls. The mortals shouted in fright in the stairwell. He
looked down and saw a flash from their guns before hearing their
footsteps once again.

"Let’s go, guys," he said
to the ghouls. "We’ve got things to do."

The slow-moving walking
corpses pursued as he moved calmly down the stairs. He pushed the
door open to the second floor and jammed it open. Ghouls from the
second floor moved toward him.

"That's it," he taunted. "Let's keep
it moving."

Jack stepped over two dead
ghouls as he made it to the first floor. The exit door to his left
was open, and a blur with red eyes stopped in front of him, the
moon and night behind her.

"Are you doing okay?" Victoria
asked.

He looked her up and down. Her clothes
were soaked in blood, gore and tissue dangling from her claws. Her
fangs were out and slurred her speech.

"Not as good as you,
apparently."

"I'm killing what I can.
Almost got bit twice, though. I've got a nice little crowd
following me."

He nodded. "Happy hunting."

She ran away, forming into
a blur once again as his eyes couldn't keep up with her speed. The
ghouls from the stairwell caught up, and he had to duck to avoid
being grabbed. A few ghouls stumbled in from outside as more poured
out of the stairwell.

He didn't have any idea of
the layout of the facility. As he passed by every office and room
he tapped on the walls, drawing more of them.

There was a scream around
the corner. He turned to see Diane on the floor. One ghoul had its
teeth in her arm while two more slowly marched toward her. Her gun
lay just out of reach. Jack rushed to her side and grabbed the
ghoul. Not having time to be gentle, he ripped it away from her,
taking part of her arm with it. She screamed in pain and tried to
climb to her feet. He helped her up and grabbed the gun to hand it
to her. She fired wildly at the ghoul, her own flesh still in its
mouth, taking three shots to find its head.

"Where's your friend?" Jack
asked.

"Eli's heading to the computer to
start the gas. I opened all the lab doors."

Jack grabbed her hand and
started down the hallway, deeper into the facility. There were two
ghouls in front of them, and many more behind. Diane stopped and
pulled on his arm.

"No! Follow me."

She ducked into a side office, Jack a
step behind. A ghoul moaned in frustration as it missed grabbing
his shoulder. He shut the office door behind him and locked
it.

"There's another door over there,"
Diane said. "We can hit the next hall and pass the conference
room."

Jack watched Diane as she
bent over and held her injured arm. Blood trickled down her fingers
and dripped to the floor. She coughed violently. He approached her
and touched her shoulder as the pounding outside the office grew
louder.

"Are you gonna make it?"

"I'll be fine."

His face scrunched up as he smelled
gas.

"Eli made it," Diane said, trying to
smile. "What do we do now?"

"We head to the labs, taking as many
of these bastards with us that we can. We let the gas flow, and
then up she goes. No more shooting until then."

Diane reached for a phone on the
nearby desk and hit the page button.

"Eli, go to the labs," she
said, her voice echoing throughout the facility. "Head to lab 102,
if you can."

Jack took her hand and
rushed to the other door. A ghoul stood on the other side,
wandering aimlessly in the hall. It perked up when it saw Jack, and
stretched its arms. He kicked its leg out, sending it to the
floor.

It took them five minutes
to make it to lab 102. They had to duck into a few side offices,
let a ghoul or two wander by. A ghoul lunged from the bathroom as
they passed, trying to bite into Diane. Jack jumped in front of her
to protect her, to save her from any more pain. The ghoul bit his
arm, drawing blood. He flung it to the ground and stomped on its
skull until it cracked. His arm had already healed before the ghoul
was dead. Science and technology were powerful, but a magical curse
was stronger.

The smell of gas grew stronger as they
turned another corner, and Jack knew they were close. He heard Eli
cry in pain, and the sound of a ghoul feasting.

They stepped into lab 102.
Dead ghouls were strapped to tables, some overturned on the floor.
Eli weakly fought with a ghoul against the wall, its teeth already
latched onto his arm. Jack rushed to his aid, pulling the ghoul
away and stabbing it through the eye with a pen from a nearby
table.

"Where's your gun?" Jack
asked.

"I lost it on the way
here."

A ghoul moaned as it stumbled into the
lab. Jack pushed every table in the way, wanting to slow them down
as much as possible. Another ghoul showed up, and then
another.

Victoria's voice boomed over the
intercom.

"Hey," she said. "Most of
them are inside. I've locked them in."

Jack reached for the phone on the
corner desk. "Just get outside. We'll light this place up in
another minute."

Diane slouched against the
wall next to Eli and slid down to the floor next to him.

"I bet you wish you'd taken me up on
that date now," Eli said.

She laughed before leaning her head on
his good shoulder. "You wouldn't have been able to handle
me."

Jack watched them both as
he shoved more tables near the door. They were covered in blood,
their skin pale. Diane coughed violently again as Eli rubbed her
back. Jack hoped he could one day face death like they were, with
strength and dignity.

"I've seen a lot of death," he said.
"You two are handling it better than most."

"Make sure this doesn't
get out," Eli said. "Make sure our mistake doesn't hurt anyone
else."

He nodded. "Count on it."

More ghouls forced their
way into the lab. Jack leaned against the wall next to Eli and
Diane. He took the gun from her and waited patiently as ghouls
pushed tables out of the way, tripping and falling over each
other.

"There's Dr. Barnes," Diane said,
pointing at a ghoul. "He tried to grab my ass an hour before this
shit started."

"I wished you would have told me. I
would have punched him."

Jack smiled, and looked up at the
vents. The gas continued to pour in, as did the ghouls. A ghoul
tripped as it drew near, landing near Diane's foot.

"I'd say we're about ready," Jack
said.

Diane nodded, tears
rolling down her face. She grabbed Eli by the chin and kissed him.
Jack aimed at the closest vent and pulled the trigger. The single
spark was all it took, and Jack closed his eyes as the lab exploded
around him.

Ghouls howled, but he
wasn't sure if it was in pain or simply confusion. He felt his
clothes burning, and a table flew and struck him, knocking him to
the ground.

A minute later he pulled
himself to his feet, stunned at the destruction around him. Only a
single light hung from the ceiling, throwing shadows across the
lab. Ghouls lay around him and crawled as their bodies burned. Some
were dead outright, blood and organs on the floor. Jack felt a
sense of déjà vu as he inhaled the scent of death.

"Jack! Are you in here
somewhere?"

Victoria walked through
the hole that used to be the wall to the lab. She casually killed
ghouls as she went, either with a stomp to the head or a claw
through the neck.

"I'm here. How'd we do?"

"The whole first floor is
toast. We killed over half easily. There's a few scattered in the
yard still, and I'm sure there's more on the other floors. But we
can handle it now. Just get some rest, and we'll finish up. Then
we'll burn this place to the ground."

He laughed as he looked at
his ruined clothes, and groaned when he pulled out his destroyed
iPhone. "Get some rest. Funny."

"Mental rest,
whatever."

"I'm fine. Let's hurry it up and get
this done. Tiffany has to go to school in a few hours."

She smiled and slapped him
on the shoulder. "I'll call some people as soon as I can to help
with cleanup. Thank you. I needed all the help I could
get."

"Yeah, yeah. You're
welcome."

They walked together to the closest
exit into the night air. A lonely ghoul limped toward them that
Victoria easily dispatched with a swipe of her claw.

"This sure beats a boring night in,
doesn't it?" she asked.

"A year ago, I would have told you
yes."


EPILOGUE

 


Tiffany ran a lap around the living
room before stopping in front of the iPad. She waved at Jack as he
watched her through Skype before taking off for another
lap.

"Uh, Tiffany, it's hard to talk to you
when you're running like a crazy girl."

"Tiffany," Erica called
from the kitchen. "You might want to slow down a little in there
before you pass out."

She stopped in front of the iPad and
took deep breaths. Jack laughed and shook his head at his
daughter.

"Are you being good for
Erica? And I'm not just talking about at the house, but in school,
too?"

She nodded. "Of course," she said
defiantly. "Don't be mad, but I've told everyone at school that
you're my family now."

"It's okay. Don't tell
anyone else this, but I've got some pictures of you in my
wallet."

"I love you."

"I love you, too."

That was difficult to say the first
few times, but he'd gotten used to it, and liked how it sounded
coming out of his mouth.

"When are you coming back?" she asked.
"I miss you."

"Things are going pretty
well here. I think I'll get done ahead of schedule. With a little
luck, I might be able to catch a flight out tonight."

"Yes!" she shouted,
throwing her hands in the air. She glanced at Erica to see her
teacher still making dinner in the kitchen. "Erica doesn't really
cook all that good."

"Well," he corrected.

"Well!" she said, putting her hands on
her hips. "She doesn't cook all that well!"

"Hey, I'm right in here," Erica
said.

Jack chuckled. "Hey Erica? Can you
hear me over there?"

Erica turned the stove off
and stepped in front of the iPad, giving Tiffany a playful shove.
"Hey there, sexy, what's up?"

"Yuck," Tiffany said. "You called my
dad sexy."

"Hey Tiff, give me a minute alone with
Erica."

"Okay, I'll go upstairs
and change clothes. You aren't gonna kiss the iPad or anything, are
you?"

"Would you get going?"

"Okay, okay. Come back
tonight."

Erica watched as Tiffany ran up the
stairs. She moved the iPad to the bar and took a seat.

"Thank you so much," Jack
said. He'd thanked her repeatedly over the past few days. "Thanks
for house-sitting and watching after Tiffany for me."

"Are you gonna thank me when you get
back?" she asked with a sly smile.

"I think I can do that."

Jack planned on getting
Erica naked as many times as he could. He was nervous when they
first reached for each other in his brand new bed. It was a good
nervous, a type of nervous he never felt before. He wanted to
please Erica, to make her happy. He was almost surprised that he
was actually succeeding. Although he could never sleep, it was
relaxing to hold her in his arms after making love.

"We went to the mall the other day. I
got some new clothes I want to show you. Well, not really
clothes."

"I like the sound of that.
Wait, are we talking lingerie? You didn't take Tiffany into the
store, did you?"

"No, genius. She was with Victoria.
But yes, we're talking lingerie."

"The three of you went to the mall?
That would be something to see."

There was a knock at the
front door, followed by Victoria's head poking inside the living
room.

"Speak of the Devil. Your sister's
here."

"Victoria!" Jack called. "Come say hi
to me on Skype on the new iPad. I love technology."

"My favorite brother," she said,
standing next to Erica. "Call my cell phone. I need a private talk
for a minute."

"Sure. Erica, are you wearing
shorts?"

She backed up so Jack could admire her
legs. She gave him a mock irritated look, but couldn't wait for his
hands to touch her again.

"Okay, I'm happy now. Hanging
up."

Victoria answered her
phone on the way out the front door. The sun ducked behind a few
storm clouds, but the morning heat still felt great. She sensed a
day on the beach in her future.

"Everything okay?" Jack asked. "Thanks
for looking after the two of them for me."

"No problem.
Everything’s fine here. You might hear about a suddenly-bankrupt
billionaire or two on the news, and the market will drop a little,
but that’s a small price to pay for keeping ghouls out of the
living room. Now, tell me, what are you really doing?"

"I told you, I'm on
business. I have to make money sometimes, you know. You were just
on Skype. You saw the beach behind me. I'm at the hotel right now
on break."

"Whatever. Look, Jack, I
need to tell you something. I wanted to do this in person, but I
have to head back to Baltimore soon. I tried to tell you when I
first got to Parkville, but then Tiffany fell in your lap, and I
had my own selfish reasons." She took a breath. "I'm glad I don't
have to make the decision coming your way."

"Victoria, you're rambling, and I'm
kind of on the clock. What's up?"

She closed her eyes and
hesitated. Many times over the decades she imagined giving Jack his
special news, but never honestly thought the day would come. Now
here she was, standing in his yard, with his daughter and
girlfriend in the house behind her.

"The way I can move in the sun, it
wasn't science or technology. It's magic."

There was a long pause.

"What...what are you
saying?"

"I've found a witch. A full-blooded
witch."

*****

Jack's hand shook as he
held the phone to his ear. The patio door in the hotel room was
open behind him, leading directly to the beach. It was already hot
in the Virgin Islands, and yet a cold chill ran down his spine. It
was a good thing he was sitting, as his legs might have given
out.

He could barely speak.

"A...witch? He’s still
alive?"

"Alive and well, about
four hours from here. He’s nineteen, just graduated from high
school. He’s a good kid, and I call him a friend. You wouldn't
believe how strong they've gotten."

He laughed into the phone.
He’d given up hope long ago, and now Victoria was telling him his
chance had finally come. There was still hope his curse could be
lifted.

But all he could think about was
getting his business done, hugging his daughter, and kissing his
girlfriend the moment he saw her.

He heard someone just outside the
door.

"Thank you for telling me," he
said.

"Are you okay? What are you gonna
do?"

"I...don’t know. And
that’s a great feeling. Look, I’ve gotta get back to it here. If
you’re gone when I get back I’ll call you. It’s nice to have my
sister back. I love you."

"I...love you, too, Jack."

The door opened. Jack hung
up and leaned back in his chair.

"Officer Mark Taylor," he
greeted. "It’s been a while."

The former police officer stopped when
he saw Jack and dropped his tennis racket to the floor. His mouth
hung open in disbelief.

"Oh, I have a friend here that wants
to say hi."

Jack reached down and
tossed the severed head of Dom the henchman at Mark. He caught it
and immediately dropped it to the floor. He almost let out a
scream, but Jack was on him, running a knife across his throat.
Mark fell next to Dom’s head and bled to death as he gurgled on the
carpet.

Jack’s business was
done.
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