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Chapter 1
 
I hate going to the beach. However, my buddy Matt had decided to abduct me for the evening, and so I was going to go through a party on the beach now.
“I could be home right now.” I said.
I could see Matt roll his eyes in the evening light. “Yea, and what would you be doing? You’d be sitting at home, reading and doing nothing. You can go be a social creature for once. It’s healthy, you know.”
“Yea, yea.” I rolled my eyes as well. “I’ll take my books any day over whatever surfer dudes you come up with.”
“There won’t be any surfing. Too dark for that.” He said. “But there’ll be some drinks, some chicks. You’ll have fun. I promise, Eric.”
I wouldn’t deny it. I was a bit of a shut in. But I would give this to Matt, he didn’t steer me wrong often. So, I sat and waited like a good boy as we drove out to Ocean Beach. By the time we got there, the sun had set, and the moon was rising in the evening sky.
“Full moon tonight.” I remarked.
“Yea, reason we picked tonight.” Matt said as he got into the back of the Jeep and grabbed the beach towels. “Freaking perfect.”
We walked out to the beach, where the bonfire was already built and burning.  I shook hands with a few of the other party-goers and made the rounds . One of them, a short, stocky guy named Brett, introduced himself. “I’m the one handling the booze tonight.”
“Well, you just became who I’m sitting next to.” I said. “Got dragged here by Matt, and well…”
“Yea, Matt is Matt.” Brett chuckled. “Got any particular poison?”
I grabbed a beer, and rolled out my towel near the fire. On one side was Brett, the other a couple who were already making out. I sighed, and sat back. “So, Brett, what do you do?”
“Police Academy.” He said. “Dad was a cop, grandpa was a cop. Irish tradition, you know?” He flashed a grin. “How about you?”
“I tend bar at a college joint down by State.” I said. “Not exactly what I was planning to do with a Master’s, but you never know where you end up, do you?”
“Amen to that.” He laughed a little. “I had every intention of going into Arcane Law.”
I blanched a little. Ever since the Four-Thirteen five years ago, the new supernatural races out there had become a hot button issue. Plenty of people were willing to argue about what the rights of vampires and weres were.
“Not a fan of the Arcanes, I take it?”
“Never really had too much experience with them, but I’m not one for politics and all that stuff. I try to be a good person, and I support Arcane rights, but I’m not going to pick up a sign over it.”
“Hey, it’s your beliefs, man.” Brett said. “Hey, bet you five Matt is going to end up like those two next to you within the hour.”
“I don’t take sucker bets.”  I said, glancing over at the couple.
We had been talking for about fifteen minutes when a multitude of sounds back from near the road filled the air. The sound of howls.
I heard Matt’s voice. “Aw, hell. Looks like we’ve got some weres to deal with.”  I saw him appear from the other side of the fire, and he gestured to me. “Eric, Brett, Luke, come on, let’s see if we can get them to play nice.”
Brett and I stood up, and another guy dressed in an Army t-shirt and shorts got up. Matt led us over to where the howls had come from. My mind started to race a little when I saw what was there.
It was half a dozen weres. They were in their human forms, but they were all shirtless. It was completely unfair that, as a species, they should just look better than your average human. Each was tall, athletic. I supposed, however, that as a rule, weres were a lot more physical than your average human, and their physique was a result of it. They all had a pair of tattoos, done like bands around their arms. The leader, a tall, dark-haired man, flat out glared at us.
“Hey, man,” Matt said. “We were trying to enjoy a bonfire.”
“Yea, well, we want to be able to shift and enjoy the moon.” He said. “It’s a big beach, but we’re pretty…noisy.”
I took a look at the man. He had a hard stance, one that betrayed a bit. He was a man who was used to getting what he wanted.
I spoke up. “Yea, well, we don’t need to get all grabby over it.” I held out my hands. “Listen, we’re probably not going to be here all night, and it’s still early. You can head over here, grab a few drinks, and we’ll leave you the beach once we’re all partied out.”
The leader tensed, then grinned. “Well, I can deal with that.” He extended his hand, and we shook hands. His grip was firm, his hands callused and well-used. “Name’s Tyler.”
“Hey, Tyler, I’m Eric. Let’s get you guys some beers.”
As we the weres put their shirts back on and headed to follow us back to the beach, Brett said to me. “Weres in our booze? Jeez, I was hoping to have some stuff left over.”
“Hey, Mister-Arcane-Rights activist,” I said. “We’re all going to be playing nice here. I got dragged here, I don’t really want to fight over some sand.”
“And here I thought Matt was the one who worked with kids.”
I chuckled. “Well, yea, I’m used to drunks. There’s not too much of a difference.”
The weres settled in with us, and they blended in fast. Weres were, from what I knew, pretty social, and liquored-up people did the rest. Matt gave me a playful slug on the shoulder with a “good save on that one,” and I settled back in on my beach towel.  
I pulled out my phone after a bit, and checked my messages. I had missed a call from Pacific Books, my favorite local book store, telling me my orders had come in.
“What’s interesting?”
I turned to face the source. It was the guy who had been making out with the chick next to me earlier, who was now missing. “Oh, hey.” I said. “Uh, nothing, just had a voice mail.”
He was dressed in a Hawaiian shirt and slacks. He was tanned, with a sleek build to him. His features were thin, but still seemed strong.  “Hey, I wanted to thank you for hashing it out with the weres.”
“Oh, it’s no problem.” I shrugged. “It wasn’t anything big. I just made a suggestion and offered beer.”
“Hey, I’ve got a shot with a werewolf girl now. I’m not complaining. I’m Nick.” He flashed a smirk.
“But weren’t you and…” I shook my head. “Never mind. I’m Eric.”
“Hey, let me say thanks, in my own way, all right?”
I took a look at him, appraising. He seemed harmless enough in the offer. “Sure.” I remarked. “What did you have in mind?”
“Can I have your palm?” He asked.
“My palm?”
“Yea,” He nodded. “I’ll read it, tell you what I see.”
Sure, there were werewolves, vampires, and all that running around the world, but was I still a skeptic? A bit, sure. However, I figured there was no harm in it, so I extended my hand, palm up. “Right hand, right?”
“That’ll work.” Nick  moved one hand under mine. “All right, let’s see.” He sat up, folding his legs on his towel. He spent a minute tracing lines on my hand, small noises coming from him, murmurs of interest.
I sat patiently, until he remarked. “Well, I have something.”
“Go for it.”
Nick nodded. “All right, first, I’m seeing that you’re an intelligent person.”
“Yea, well, I don’t have a Master’s for collecting stamps.”
“I bet.” He traced a line down. “But you’re not really doing much with it. You want to do something more, but the opportunity hasn’t popped up yet.”
“You were listening in on my conversation with Brett, weren’t you?”
“A bit.” A mischievous grin crossed his face. “But there is one thing I’ll say.  This will all change, Eric. I promise. You’ve got something coming, something you’d never have expected.”
“Really?” I arched an eyebrow. “Well, I’ll believe it when I see it.”
“Hey, don’t knock it. I know that much. You’re going to get a whole new look on life soon.”
I had to laugh. “Man, I don’t even know who you are, and you’re telling me my life’s going to change?”
“Like I said, the name is Nick. And yea, you’re going to get a real kicker.”
I pulled my hand back. “Yea, sure, whatever.” I muttered. Something about this guy set me on edge now. I didn’t like it. I wasn’t usually one to let myself be ruled by instinct, but I had a decent sense about people. He was hiding something, something more to him than I could tell at first glance.
I spent the rest of the night avoiding the crazy man Nick. I hung out with a few of Matt’s friends and making small talk.
By the time we left, I was almost ready to pass out.  “That was a weird night.” I said as I climbed into the passenger seat. The night was already coming up with the sounds of the werewolves, shifting and doing whatever weres do on a beach in the full moon. No, I didn’t particularly want to think about that.
“Yea, no kidding. Werewolves, and all that. I’d never met one before, honestly.”
“They were pretty chill, once we offered them beer.”I sunk into the seat, way too eager to be heading back to my futon and sleep.
“Booze, the great peacemaker. What do you say, we mediate the Life League and the Arcanes First movement?” Matt turned the car on and started back towards the city proper.
“You’re a braver man than I.” I muttered. “Hey, there was a guy named Nick there tonight. Dark hair, maybe early thirties, was wearing a Hawaiian shirt. Do you know him?”
“Nick?” He thought about it for a moment.”No, doesn’t ring any bells. Why do you ask?”
“No big. He just said some things. It was a bit creepy.”
Matt shrugged. “Well, maybe someone brought him along. Did you catch a last name?”
“Uh, no, no I didn’t.”
“Well, it’s probably nothing. After all, what are the chances of you seeing him again?”
I had a sinking feeling. I made a mental note, that the next time I saw Nick, if I ever did, I would try to figure out what his deal was.
 
 



Chapter 2
 
I tended bar at McLellan’s, a haunt for current and former San Francisco State students. I had worked there for a few years, and had ended up as the only truly full-time bartender there.
My Tuesday night had been pretty quiet, apart from a few complains of the Giants’ lack-luster autumn. That all changed, however, around nine o’clock and the investigator.
He was a plain looking man, of an average height and stocky build. His brown hair was thinning, and his eyes were little brown beads. He wore a cheap suit, and he was sweating underneath the collar. I pitied him a little. It was an Indian summer, for San Francisco, and the usually cool weather was vacant. I’d hate to be working on a hot night like this one. That thought was only sullied by the fact that I was working.
“What can I get you?” I asked him.
He reached inside his jacket, pulling a picture from a pocket. “Just a few questions. Do you recognize her?”
I studied the picture for a moment. The girl in the picture was a collegiate, most likely. She was maybe in her early twenties. She had pinkish short blond hair, and a playful smile.
“Yea,” I said. “Sam Coolidge.” I answered, a rush of memories suddenly rushing back. It had been a while, but I definitely knew her. “We dated for a few months.”
“She the type to get into trouble?” The man asked.
“No, not really.” I said. “We used to date, and we were friends afterward, but we haven't really been the closest recently. What's happened to her?”
“I beg your pardon?” He arched a thick eyebrow.
“You ask for information about Samantha, and you're being rather vague about it. What’s she gotten into? Are you some kind of cop, or private eye?” 
“Private eye?” The man laughed. “That’s an old one for a kid like you.”
“I grew up on film noir, and you are dodging my question, Mister.”
“The name’s Raymond Francis, and yea, I am a private investigator. I'm a friend of the family, and she went missing last week. I was asked to look into the disappearance.”
“Well, I really wish I could help you, but like I said, it's been a while since I've seen her.”
He reached inside his pocket again. “Well, thanks for your time anyways, Eric.” He said, after glancing at my name tag. “Here, take my card.” He said.
I took the card and made it disappear into my apron. “Sure thing, Mr. Francis, anything I can do to help.”
“Thanks, man.” Francis stood up, and left.
My manager came by as Francis left. “Now who was that?” Terry Simms was a plump black man of about forty. He’d bought the bar a few years ago, and so far had proved to be a pretty good boss. Tough, but fair, as it were.
“A private eye, boss.” I said. “He was asking after a patron of ours, someone I went to class with, said she’s been missing since last week.”
“You remember anything?”
I shrugged. “I couldn’t think of anything. Sam wasn’t really the type to get into trouble, as far as I knew. A bit of a party gal, but I hadn’t really checked up with her in a while.”
“Sam Coolidge?” He furrowed his brow. “Yea, I remember the gal. You two were dating when you first started here.”
“Yea,” I nodded. “It's been a while. Apparently she's missing.”
“Ouch, hope it all turns out all right. In the mean time, go fill a few pitchers. Table six is getting feisty.”
The rest of the night was a blur, like most nights were. By the time we closed, I was bum tired. Terry went home early, leaving me to direct the rest of the staff in cleaning up. At around one, I gathered up the garbage and went out back to the dumpster, towing with me one of the waitresses, a tiny brunette named Jennifer.
Jennifer had decided that, since I had a pulse, I needed to hear about her new boyfriend who lacked one. I’d never been fond of vampires, mostly because they gave me the creeps, but I wasn’t racist either. Like most liberal-minded people, I supported Arcane rights. It didn’t mean I wanted to hear about vampire sex.
“Jen?” I sighed as I brought out the last bag. “When did humans become old news?”
“Well, hey, dead’s the new black.” She said. “Darius is so-“
I lost my composure and laughed. “Darius? Wow. I…I don’t even know how to come back from that.”
“You don’t have to be like that.” She grumbled.
“Sorry, just seems a little funny when I hear some of the names vamps come up with. Come on, let’s get the trash out. I want to go home.” I hefted four bags over to the dumpster, and flipped it open.
It took me a minute to process what I saw, and I nearly just dumped the bags in through a force of habit. “Ah, hell.” I dropped the bags.
“Eric?” She furrowed her brow. “Eric, what’s wrong?” She hopped up to look into the dumpster, as she was too short to just peer in. “Oh, my God!” Her face started to turn green.
I shook my head. “Jen? Jen, I need you to stay cool, all right?”
“Cool!  What the hell? That’s…”
“Jen, go inside, and call 911. Don’t get excited, just tell them exactly what we found. You hear me?” She nodded. “Good. Now, go call the cops.”
I looked back to the dumpster, and fought an urge to be sick myself.
Raymond Francis’s dead beady eyes stared up at me. There went my night.
 
The police got there in about twenty minutes. The initial officer who showed up was a uniformed patrolman who called in the cavalry. I watched as I was ushered off to the street, given coffee and one of those shock blankets by another officer, and was told to wait. The coffee, I could appreciate. I’d never understood the blanket, though. I wasn’t cold by any means. why did I need a blanket?
I don’t remember how long I waited. My only way of tracking time was my phone, which sat in my cubby.
Finally, a plainclothes officer, a tall Latino with a shaved head, approached me. He wore a t-shirt, jeans, and a canvas jacket over it. He offered his hand out, which was big and calloused. “Mister Carpenter? I’m Detective-Inspector Hernandez, Homicide.”
I shook his hand. “Hi, Inspector. I guess you’ve got questions?”
His rough features broke a smile. “I know this has got to be tough, finding the body like that, but I just need a few minutes.”
After the initial shock, it had pretty much been a numbness in me that had met the fact that I’d seen a dead body. How the hell do you react to that? “Of course, Inspector. Go ahead.”
“Thanks. Now, you work here at Cameron's?” He asked as he flipped open a notepad.
“Yea, I’m the senior bartender here.” That got him to look up from his notepad. “I’ve been working here three years, and I’m the only one who’s stuck around for any length of time. One or two of the guys are older than me, though they only work weekends.”
“All right…And you found the body at about one?” I nodded in reply. “Can you describe it?”
“Well, I was going out to take out the trash, and, well, bam. Opened up the dumpster, and there Mr. Francis was.”
“You knew him? We couldn’t find any ID on him. Someone had taken his wallet and phone.”
“Yea, his name was Raymond Francis, he said. He was a private investigator. He came in earlier this evening, asking about a missing persons case.”
Hernandez made me relate all of what happened. Finally, he asked. “Did he mention anything regarding vampires or anything?”
“Vampires?” I shook my head. “Uh, no. Why?”
“Sorry, I can’t divulge that.” The inspector said. “If you remember anything else, just contact us. Here’s my card.” And for the second time that night, a detective gave me his card. I stowed this one in my back pocket.
“Oh, hey,” I reached into my apron's pocket, and pulled out Francis's card. “Here, he gave me this.”
“'Thanks, Mister Carpenter.” Hernandez took the card and whisked it away into one of the many pockets of his coat.
I got dismissed, and I went back to the bar. Almost immediately when I entered the bar, all the waitresses swarmed me. “What did they say?” “Who was that guy?” “Did you grab that detective’s number?”
I was way too tired for gossip. “God, I am not going to contribute to your imaginations. This is a police investigation now, for crying out loud.” I walked my way back to the office, where I grabbed my wallet, phone and back pack. I couldn’t go out the back way, as that was now a crime scene, so I went out front and left the job of closing to the head cook.
It was two-thirty by the time I hit the street. I walked home, as always. I didn’t like driving in San Francisco, for the most part, and I was terrible on a bike. Walking accomplished most things just as easily.
I made it home, eventually. Home was a four-story apartment building, with my dwelling on the third floor. The elevator wasn’t working ever, so I hoofed it up the flights of stairs to the third floor.
I live in a small apartment. It consists of a main room, where my futon served as bed and main piece of furniture, a kitchen, and a bathroom. By most standards, I was ripped off for what I paid for it, but it was San Francisco. It was a given you were ripped off living here. I didn’t bother turning out the lights, instead just letting my exhaustion take over the minute my head hit the futon.
 
 



Chapter 3
 
I didn’t dream, often. Or maybe my dreams just weren’t worth remembering. I heard my phone’s alarm blare out the theme of the sixties Batman show. “Na-na na-na na-na na-na na-na Batman!”
It took me a few moments to, in my foggy state, slide my fingers in the pattern that would turn the thing off.
A voice came from my kitchen. “Dude, that is possibly the loudest alarm I’ve heard in my life.”
I blinked myself to vision, glad I’d kept the blinds closed. “That’s sort of the point, Matt.” I said, looking to the kitchen.
Matt was standing in the kitchen. Matt was a tall guy, matching my six-four, though he was built more solid than I was. He had a mixing bowl full of cereal in one hand, a spoon in the other. Mentally, I regretted ever giving him a key. I didn't need people sneaking into my place in the crack of unholy morning. 
“Yea, yea,” He rolled his eyes. “You sleep like a freaking brick. How else could I get into your apartment, make breakfast, and eat half of it without you noticing?”
“Point.” I stood up, and ran a hand to sweep my hair back from my eyes. I grabbed my jogging clothes, a t-shirt and shorts, and went into the bathroom to change. Breakfast consisted of raisin bran and orange juice. “You know, I didn’t eat like this before I came to San Francisco.”
“Yea, yea, Mister ‘Home-grown country boy.’” Matt teased. “Your grandpa did the steak and eggs route. Come on, eat your bran and drink your OJ. We’ve got miles to run.”
We were about thirty minutes into the jog when Matt brought up the body. “So, what happened at the bar?”
“Oh.” I sighed. “Some detective got killed and dumped in our garbage.”
Matt rolled his eyes. “Dude, I love the gossip. So, what was up with it?”
“The detective was asking around about that one gal from college, Samantha Coolidge. I didn’t know much, so I saw him for all of, like, two minutes.” He said. “You want gossip, talk to the gals.  I’ll just give you cold facts.”
“Spoil sport.” He said. “Samantha, wasn’t she the one after, uh...?”
“Yea,” I nodded. I’d had a lot more of a social life back then. There had also been a brief point when I'd been engaged. That was ancient like Babylon now. “Ah, way back when. We were all so bright and cheery back then.”
“Tell me about it.” Matt said. “Hey, are you working tonight?”
“Naw, my night off. I was planning on heading to the bookstore tonight and just being a shut-in after picking up something new.”
“Seriously? You get a night off, and you want to stay at home and read?”
“Better than what you do, man. Well, at least for me. I’m not the party type. Give me a nice book, a few beers, and a burger any day. Besides, I saw a dead body last night. Last thing I want to do is go party.”
Matt laughed at that. “Hey, all right. I won’t judge. But, will you live at least a little by chatting up that cute redhead who works the counter?”
I found myself rolling my eyes. I didn’t share Matt’s one-track mind towards women. In fact, I’d had a good period of my life when they just plain couldn’t be in the picture. I blanched a little. After close to going on three years now of self-imposed solitude, Matt had decided to play yenta for me.
I fell back on my usual answer. “No promises.” Ah, the hermit life. Way of the great ones and idiots.
By the time we were done with the run, I was wondering about going back to sleep. It had been a long night, and I never slept well. Matt grabbed a shower at my place and headed off to his job at the school district.
When I was done showering, there was a message on my phone from Inspector Hernandez, telling me what precinct he would be at, if I remembered anything more. I wrote down the address and deleted the message.
My afternoon mostly consisted of me trying to clean up around the apartment. It wasn’t a big place, but hey, I was a twenty-five year old bachelor. You’d be amazed at the mess I could amass.
It was about two in the afternoon by the time I went out and grabbed lunch. I was in the middle of a burrito when my phone started playing the Ghostbusters theme. Work.
“This is Eric.” I answered.
“Eric, it’s Terry.” Something was up. I never got called on my days off, unless…
“Who bailed out tonight?”
“It’s Jared. Self-important jackass got himself off to Vegas.”
I rolled my eyes. Great. Self-important jackass was just about right. “I can be at the bar in twenty. You owe me like nothing ever before.” I said.
“Lunch rush is almost over. I can handle until the evening. Just get here by four so you can work tonight. Okay?
“Gotcha, boss. Later.” I ended the call. Well, there shot my evening with a nice fat book. I still had a few hours, at least. I decided to make the most of it and head down to the bookstore.
~
Pacific Books is everything I want in a bookstore. They have a good selection, no coffee shop, and generally no kids running around. Just a lot of tall shelves, books, and some friendly employees.
I’d had a standing affair with books since before I could read. I had been raised by my paternal grandparents, a kindly southern couple who lived in a town that was barely on most maps.
My grandfather had, back in his hey day, done some acting work. He’d abandoned those dreams to start a family when he married, but he still liked to hold onto it. It had started when I was younger, reading from fairy tales. He loved to do the voices, and he was wickedly good.
As soon as I could convince my grandfather to teach me how to read, I’d buried my nose in whatever books I could find. I made quick work of the Red River Public Library when I was younger. When I’d gotten into high school, the wonders of online shopping had captivated me, and I’d spent more than one paycheck completely on books at my first part-time job.
The woman behind the desk was not the usual cute redhead. Instead, she was a blond, with features that seemed very sculpted, carved from ivory. The lines of her face were sharp, yet graceful, intent on the book she was reading. Her green eyes were darting across the page, and her combat boots were up on the counter, propped up in a careless manner.
I waited a moment before clearing my throat. “Excuse me?” I said.
She looked up from her book. “Oh, yea, sure.” She dog-eared the page she was on and set the book on the counter. She swung her feet down and stood up. “All right then…” She started to ring up the books.
I took a look down at her book. “Night Politics?” I asked.
“Yes, it is on the new Arcane Rights Amendment that is being batted through Congress for a few years. Giving Arcanes an equal right and all that.”
I nodded. “All right. What’s the view point?”
“Well, Wilson is a pretty pro-human hardliner. Makes some points about how, well, the Arcanes have not been out in the open for too long. They would still be hiding if that pair of vamps had not gotten crazy on national television and came out of the closet, as it were.” She shrugged. “But, anyways, what can I do for you?”
“I have a order, for Eric Carpenter.”
She nodded. “Of course, I will pull them up right now.” She turned around, and headed off towards the holds. She came back in a minute, holding the books, and read my total.
I paid with plastic, and put the books into my messenger’s bag. “So, how’s the actual writing?” I asked.
She shrugged. “His arguments are solid, but he himself is pretty dry.” She said. The blond extended her hand. “The name is Amy. Paulson just hired me on earlier this week.”
I smiled a little. “Well, that would explain why I hadn’t see you before. I’m one of the regulars. I’ll be back in a week or so with more stuff to grab. Nice to meet you Amy.”
“The pleasure is all mine, Eric,” she said.
“How did you get my name?” I asked.
“The plastic.” A little smirk crossed her features.
I wanted to hit myself for being that daft. “Oh, yea, right.” I took the receipt she offered. “Well, thanks a lot. See you next week.” I said.
“I look forward to it, Eric.”
 
As I was walking home, I started to think about Raymond Francis and Samantha Coolidge. Sam had been a good friend, and she was, besides Matt, the only friend I had kept in contact with after I had gotten my Master's.
After I got home, I dug up my old address book from the memory on my computer. I had Sam's old number there. I hadn't really known if she'd changed it in recent years, but I figured I would have to give it a shot. I wanted to see what had happened to my friend.
On the third ring, someone answered, an older woman. “Hello, Coolidge Residence.”
“Hi, is this Sam Coolidge's mother?”
There was silence for a moment. Finally, the woman said. “Who is this? Who the hell are you?”
“This is Eric Carpenter. I'm a friend of Sam's from university.” I said. “We dated for a while.”
“Eric?” She thought a moment. “Yes, right. This is Bethany, Sam's mother. I'm sorry for the little outburst. But, Sam's been missing, and I'm just so worried.”
“It's understandable, Mrs. Coolidge.” I said. “I'm calling about Raymond Francis, the private detective you hired.” 
There was another pause from Bethany. “Ray? What's happened to Ray?”  Her voice was touched with concern. Maybe Francis had been a friend of the family, and that was more than just a story. 
“Mr. Francis was asking questions around the bar last night,” I started. “We found him in the dumpster after closing, dead.”
“Oh my God.” She gasped. “Oh, God, no.”
“I wasn't sure that the police had called you yet.”
“No, they hadn't,” she said. “Thank you for calling, Eric. Even if it is bad news.”
“Was Sam still living with you?” I remember Sam had always talked about her mother. Protective, but loving. Sam had been incredibly fond of her, even when they were living together back in our State days. 
She shook her head. “No, she wasn't. She was living with a student, a friend of hers.”
I sighed. “I just wish I could help, ma'am. Honestly, I do.”
“Thank you for saying that, Eric.” She sounded warm, kind, motherly. I didn't have too much experience with that. I'd been raised by my grandparents, and my grandmother was sweet, but never very maternal.
“If you can think of anything I can do to help, just let me know.” I said.
“I'll hold you to that, Eric.” Bethany said.
I'd just promised I'd help look into a kidnapping, which I knew nothing about, with connections to the Arcane. Yea, I really hoped this wasn't going to come back to bite me.
 
 



Chapter 4
 
The night had been pretty dull. It was a Wednesday, and not the most lively. I was taking a quick break with some chips when Terry approached me. “Hey, can you believe what those cops did? They took our dumpster down to their crime lab. What the hell am I supposed to do without a dumpster?”
“Can you blame them?” I asked. “You know, a guy was killed in our own back alley.”
“Yea, yea, and I can’t get a new one in here until Friday. Until then I’ve got garbage that needs to go out.”
I thought for a second. “What about La Maria? They’ve got a dumpster, and it’s just a small walk.”
Terry narrowed his eyes. “Well, guess who just volunteered to talk with the manager of La Maria.”
I’ve learned in recent years to keep my mouth shut when I get ideas. Most of the time. Well, some of the time. La Maria was a taqueria that we shared some business with. They were two doors down, with the establishment in between us closed for renovation. I let Terry take the bar, and I ditched the apron before heading out onto the street. Thankfully, tonight was cooler, closer to the standards of San Francisco.
The walk didn’t take long, and I found the manager of La Maria easy enough, a Latino with more girth than height. He agreed to it, though I had to haggle him down to a bottle of our good vodka. I wrote down what we owed him for the favor, and headed out their back entrance into the alley, hoping to cut back to get back a little quicker and just to go in through the back and grab my apron before reappearing.
I was half way to the bar, behind the renovation, when a figure in black came out of the shadows of the alley. “Hey, are you Eric Carpenter?” The figure asked. His voice was masculine, rough.
“Uh, yea, I am. Who are you?” I asked as the figure walked towards me. He was tall, matching me easily, though I couldn’t really tell what his build was like from the shadows surrounding him.
“You talked with Raymond Francis last night, yea?”
“Yea, bu-“ I didn’t have time to finish my sentence. The man moved faster than I could have imagined. He scooped me up by my Aerosmith t-shirt and slammed me against the wall of the alley. “Freaking ay!” I hissed as the figure pinned me against the wall.
His face drew closer, and even in the dark, I could make out his features. He was gaunt, with sunken eyes and a jawbone that looked particularly fierce. “The name is Darius, and it will be the last thing you know.” His lips peeled back, revealing a pair of wicked fangs that stood out from the rest of his teeth.
 
I had never met a vampire before. Sure, they were a larger part of San Francisco’s arcane population, compared to the rest of America. But that didn’t mean they were everywhere. I stuck to human circles, for the most part, and I was a pretty clean guy.
It was plenty scary the first time. Darius’s strength was something new to me. I’m not skinny guy, though most it’s muscle. But here I was getting tossed around like I was a child’s rag doll.
“What do you want?” I squirmed against Darius’s grip.
“Knowledge.” His tongue seemed abnormally long in the dark, flicking against my jugular. I shuddered. Goosebumps prickled against my skin. Every single sense in my body told me that this was trouble, that I needed to run. But I couldn’t.
“I don’t know anything. Listen, man, I just met the guy last night before he died.”
“So you say. The truth, however, will let itself be known.” He leaned his head in and sniffed at my skin. “Something is off…”
“What the hell, man?” I didn’t know any of the vampire habits back then. I should have. I would have known what to expect.
His fangs were an instant fire when they pierced my skin. I would say that I toughed it out like a good trooper, but in reality I whimpered. Fear, pain, helplessness. They all flooded through me as he lapped blood from the punctures. Every cell in my body was shouting at me, telling me to run, to do anything to make the pain end. But I was helpless. As he drank, the only things keeping me from falling over were the wall and Darius’s fierce grip.
“Hey, vampire.” I felt Darius’s grasp break, letting go of me. I fell down to the floor, discarded for the moment. More pain came as I hit the concrete. I looked to see the source of the voice.
It was Amy, the clerk from the book store. She wore a pair of canvas trousers, a black tank top, and had a wicked looking knife in one hand, with a short wide blade. The tall skinny  blonde woman definitely didn't look like the pleasant clerk now.
“What the hell do you want, bitch?” Darius spat. “Me and the boy here are just having some fun.”
Amy flipped the knife to her left hand, and she raised her right. Her voice changed, down to a deeper tone that seemed to resonate into me. “Back, vampire. Or would you like to complete the process of death?”
When she spoke, it was like a hundred lights sparked to life inside of me. I felt better, like everything would be all right. It was instinctual, like something in her voice spoke to my genes.
Darius ran like he’d just seen the entire Life League. Amy didn’t pursue him, but instead folded the knife in to its handle and stowed it on her belt. She walked over to me, taking a moment to kneel next to me. “First time being bit by a vampire?”
“Uh, yea.” I looked up at her. “What the hell was that, with your voice?”
She shook her head. “We need to get out of here first. Can you get off work?” Amy helped me sit up. I was woozy, from the blood loss, but I felt a little fortified at least for the moment.
“Um, yea. I’ll tell him I got attacked. Terry will understand.” I stood, a little wobbly on my feet. It took me a few minutes to walk back to the bar, even with Amy’s help. “So, uh, what should I expect? I don’t really read up on vampire bites much.”
“Your body chemistry will shift subtly. Other vampires can smell a bite, and those who are bitten are noted as such for life.” She put one of my arms around her shoulders, helping me to stand. She was a lot stronger than I would have given her credit for.
“Oh, fantastic.” I deadpanned. “I’m not going to die and rise again, am I?”
She laughed. “No. For that, you must be drained, then drink of a vampire’s blood. You will not grow fangs.”
I furrowed my brow. “Your speech pattern’s changed. You’re more formal than Amy in the book store.”
“A cover. I have to keep it going. I will explain more when we are off the street.”
 
 



Chapter 5
 
Terry was livid when I told him I got bit. But, after telling him that I needed to get to a hospital, he relented. Amy guided me out to the street, and told me to wait while she went off. I leaned against a lamp post as I waited.
It was about five minutes before Amy pulled up in a green jeep. “Get in.” She said, and I did.
She started to drive, definitely not towards the hospital. “Where are we going?”
“A safe haven. Listen, and listen well, Eric. Can you do that?”
“I don’t have much choice, do I?”
“Fantastic,” she said. “I am a guardian, Eric, for starters.”
“Like what, an angel?”
She laughed, though there was sorrow in that laugh. “If only. In another lifetime, perhaps. But I am an immortal, and through a pact that was made before you were born, it is time for me to assume a role of protection in your life.”
“A pact?” I asked. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“There were people who decided that you were worth protecting. Your mother, for one.”
“My mother?” My voice went quiet. I only had a name to use as reference to my mother. She had lived off the radar, from what inquiries I’d done in high school. The woman had barely existed before my father met her, from what I’d found in government records. Victoria Carpenter nee Torres had married my father five months before I was born, and my father had died in a car crash two months after that. My grandparents, my father's parents, had welcomed Victoria into the family, and for three months, my mother had lived under their roof. But she was private about her past. Hell, it hadn't even seemed like she had one. She was an enigma, one that I had been unable to piece together.
“Mm, she was interested in your well-being, considering what your lineage would be. Our deal had recently taken effect. Your twenty-fifth birthday was five months ago, and it took some time to track you down. But, here we both are. I just wish I had been able to explain this to you before, well…”
“Before my colleague’s boyfriend took a bite out of me? What the fuck did he want?” I waited a moment. “And wait, what do you mean ‘my lineage’?”
“Knowledge. Vampires can read memories when they drink their victim’s blood. He wanted to know something.” She paused as she made a turn, and then continued. “As to your lineage, well, that is something we will discuss in a moment.”
“Raymond Francis, the PI. Darius, the vampire, mentioned him. Jesus, what the hell was this guy into?”
“That is the thing. I have a theory.” Amy said as she turned us out of the neighborhood and towards the piers. “Raymond Francis was looking into Samantha Coolidge’s disappearance. I think that whoever killed him is interested in her disappearance not going looked into. Should she stay missing too long, the authorities will simply dismiss her as another disappearance, another statistic.”
“So what’s so important about her? She wasn’t exactly someone big. Her dad worked for the government, and it's a decent family, but...”
“That is what we are going to find out.”
At that, I had to laugh. “Excuse me, we? No, no. I am not going to go gallivanting around San Francisco sticking my head where it doesn’t belong, especially after tonight.”
“I would think that you would want to help, Eric, especially after tonight.” She gave him a quick glance towards me. Even in the dark of night, her gray eyes flickered with a light I didn’t understand. “Eric, you really have no idea what your life is, do you?”
“I’m sorry, but I’m a twenty-five year-old with a master’s in English that I’ll probably never use, I tend bar in a college pub, and my big hobby is making my bookshelf more cluttered. Naw, not really. I try to be a good person, but no real long-term plans or anything.”
“A pity. And, perhaps, a blessing in disguise.” She murmured. She pulled the car to a space and shut off the engine. “Come on, follow me.” She said as she moved from the car with a catlike grace.
“Where are we going?”
“Sanctuary. Pax.”
Pax, as it turned out, was a hole in the wall bar, sitting in a building just near the piers. Neon lights casted the name in pink. The door was a solid wood, with red stained glass cut into it in the shape of a circle. It was quiet outside, but the minute we opened the door, a loud hum of noise reached my ears.
We went past the door into the bar. It was small, and rather packed. The bar was done mostly in woods and glass, giving it a very timeless feel. There were no televisions in the bar, or anything close to a jukebox or music system. It was just people talking.
Amy led me to a booth that was unoccupied, and a willowy brunette came to our table. “Hello, Amy. Who’s the morsel?”
“Sasha,” Amy said, her voice soft and scolding. “The man ran afoul of one of your kind tonight. The last thing he needs is to be looked at like a meal. I will have a glass of water. Eric?”
I thought for a minute. What were you supposed to do to regain blood?  My mind wandered back to blood drives in high school. “Uh, can I have a menu, and a glass of water?”
“Sure thing…Eric, was it? Be back in a minute.” She walked away, moving swiftly and silently.
“So, this is a vamp bar? You seriously took me to a vampire bar?” I made sure to keep my voice low.
She shook her head. “Pax is not a vampire bar. It is an Arcane bar. It is a safe place for us. Where we can be ourselves. Where I do not have to worry much about prying eyes.”
I shook my head. I seriously didn’t want to do this, after what happened. But I had a feeling that Amy wasn’t going to say no. “Okay, you have until I finish whatever food I order to talk.”
“Agreed. I will give you a fare for a cab ride home after,” she said. “Firstly, Eric, you are not alone. People have been attacked by vampires before. You are probably scared, angry, and a whole mess of other emotions.”
“You’re damn right.” I said. I had been violated. It was just…well, it had just felt so wrong. My own blood was gone, taken by another so he could leech my memories and figure out what I knew. “So, what do I do about it?”
“You have two choices, as I can see it. You can be afraid, or you can fight back. Get a gun, and learn how to use it, metaphorically speaking.”
My face broke, and I chuckled. “Aw, hell, great. I’ve got a guardian…angel, or whatever, who’s quoting John Wayne.”
Her eyes rolled. “I am glad you find this amusing.”
“Hey, you walked into that one.” I remarked. Fear does things to people. It makes them want to latch onto whatever they can to laugh, to remind them that the world may not be just as screwed up as we think it is.
“Anyways,” Amy said. “Vampires and other folk may seem scary at first, but you have to recognize them for what they are.”
“Vampires. Undead monsters, feeding off life blood to survive, gifted with superior strength and speed…Oh, and they’ve got more experience, and they’re tougher. Did I miss anything?”
“You also forgot their powers over the mind, their enhanced senses, and just the fact that they can be more devious than the average human.” She paused a moment as Sasha came back, depositing the glasses and a menu. When she left, she continued. “But they are still killable, and you can defend yourself from them, if you know how to play their game and win.”
“Win?” I shook my head. “Hell, most cops won’t go one-on-one with a vampire. I’ve never gotten into a fight out of a school yard, and I’ve never considered doing the Buffy route.”
“We have some work to do, I can see that.” She said. “Tell me, Eric, do you dream?”
“Dream?” I furrowed my brow. “I, uh, suppose I do. I don’t remember my dreams, most of the time, if I do dream.”
“I see. How much did your grandparents tell you about your mother?”
“Very little. What’s my mother have to do with how I dream?”
“Dreams are an important part of us, especially in your family. I suspect that this will change.”
“Can you cut the cryptic shit?” I asked. “I’m not really into it. Who was my mother?”
“What do you know of her, really?”
“Victoria Torres? Not a lot. Other than that she was my mother, and that she married my dad a few months before I was born. I couldn’t find much on her, and my grandparents couldn’t tell me anything about her.”
Amy bit her lip. “As I feared. Well, that was Victoria’s prerogative in life. She chose secrecy and the shadows.”
“You knew her? You look my age.”
“In a day of vampires and werewolves in society, you question how someone can appear my age and still have lived to meet your mother? Eric Carpenter, how blissfully ignorant you are. I hope to change that.” She said. “I am the oldest thing in this room. Though by no means am I more powerful. What you saw tonight as the limitations of my power, for the most part. You, however, are young, and with much power.”
“Power?” I shook my head. “I think you’re barking up the wrong tree.”
“On the contrary, Eric.” She said. “You have a lot of potential.”
“And pray, how did I come by this?” I asked.
“Simple, Eric. You are a witch.”
 
 



Chapter 6
 
I laughed at that. “A witch? Seriously?” I made a show of looking around the bar. “Okay, where’s the cameras?”
“I do not follow.” Amy said. “Do you mean to imply this is some sort of prank?”
“Yea, that’s sorta what I’m implying. A witch? Those don’t exist. Something that people suppose, just because vamps and werewolves came out into the public. No one’s found a witch ever.”
“Do you really think that they go around broadcasting themselves? There was an Inquisition, Eric. And witches are one of the more reviled stereotypes in popular western culture.”
“And you’re saying that, what, I somehow got these magic genes?” I crossed my arms. “Is this the part where I get to go to wizard school and find out that some dark wizard without a nose is looking for revenge?”
“Nothing so melodramatic.” Amy sighed. “You really enjoy pushing my buttons.”
“Sarcasm is as good a defense as a gun, sometimes.” I said.
“Oh, Victoria.” Amy looked up to the ceiling. “He is your blood, for sure.”
“Beg pardon?”
“Victoria had a habit of driving those around her to insanity with her wit.”
“Pretty handy, considering I never met her.” I remarked.
She sighed. “That was beyond her control, I believe. She survived so much. She was, if nothing else, a survivor.”
Sasha interrupted us again, appearing without a sound. “Hello, Eric. Have you been able to take a look at the menu?”
I peered down at the menu. “Uh…how’s the tuna melt?” I asked, looking at the first thing I saw with iron.
“Rather good.” Sasha remarked. “Would you also like some fruit, for your blood sugar?”
“You…you could tell?” I furrowed my brow. “Uh, right. You’re a vampire.”
She nodded. “I’m sorry for what happened. We’re not all like whoever attacked you.” She said. “I’ll bring something out for you, kid.” She said, and moved away.
“So, do I have to keep this secret?” I asked when Sasha was back behind the bar. “You know, being a witch and all this?”
“I would be careful who you tell. While some will believe you, and some will accept, magic is something that the human race has never fully comprehended.”
“Yea,” I nodded. “I mean, how am I supposed to learn how to do this? I mean, it’s freaking magic.”
“Yes, indeed, it is magic.” Amy chuckled. “But I can teach you. You would not be the first witch I have taught magic. I have a strong grasp of the theory.”
“The theory.” I said, echoing her words. “Great. Okay, so…what do I do?”
“Open your mind.”
“Okay, Morpheus? What?”
She gave me a confused look for a moment. “I am giving you your first lesson, Eric.” She reached across the table, and placed her hand over mine. “Close your eyes, and just listen.”
I did so. I realized that, if I wanted to learn, I’d have to trust Amy. I didn’t totally relish that prospect, considering I’d known her only a few hours, and that I only had her word to go on. But, on the other hand, she had known my mother. My curiosity got the better of me.
“Eric, magic is something that flows through all of us. Life is magic.” She said. “Did you ever learn to play music?”
“No,” I answered. I’d never had much of a creative streak.
“Think about a sheet of music. You do not know instinctively what it means, since you have never learned what it means. You know it means something, but you can’t understand it. Magic is like that. The world is a symphony, and a witch knows how to listen to the harmonies, tempos, and rules behind the music. A witch, in some small way, can conduct the symphony of the universe, bend it to their own tune.
“Take a deep breath, and just relax. Listen, let that sense flow through you.”
I took the deep breath, breathing in my stomach. I had learned from my ex-actor grandfather about how to breathe properly, from the gut, not the chest. I settled in thinking about my room back in Red River, with its bookshelves and the afternoon sun that came in though the large window.
And suddenly, the world changed in a moment. Beneath the rumble of the crowd, clinking glasses, and sizzle of the grill in the kitchen, I could feel something. It was energy, a vibration of its own. I could feel it surround me, flow through me. It was overwhelming. There was so much of it, that I could feel my head grow light, overwhelmed by the sensations moving through it.
Before I knew it, I was falling.
 
I snapped out of it quick, feeling something push against my shoulders.
My eyes opened to see that Amy had caught me, as I was about to fall face first into a plate with a tuna melt on it. “What…what was that?”
Amy smiled. “You were out of focus for over a minute. You were very receptive to the magic, I think.”
“Yea, uh…I felt it. So much of it. God, I…Hell, that was intense.”
“Pax has a lot of Arcanes, in a close space. It is a good place to introduce you to your sense, and a bad one as well. There is a lot of energy here. Which, while making it easy for you to sense it, is also easy for you to get overwhelmed.”
I shook my head, slowly bringing myself back to the physical world. “Yea, no kidding.” I murmured.
“You will learn how to filter in time.” Amy said. “That was the pure, unadulterated sense of magic. What you want is to be able to take stock, to feel, but not experience. Magic is about drawing that into your body, taking it, and shaping it to do what you want.”
“So, what, I’ll learn how to blast people with fire?”
“Everyone finds different specialties in their craft. Your mother was quite adept with illusory magic. Her mother was more adept at divinations.”
“Divination? Like, seeing the future?”
“Not quite. It is a broad term. She could see links in things quite easily. For instance, if she had someone’s hair, she could tell you exactly where they were. Usually that takes a ritual of some sort.”
“Wow. Are there any ideas what my specialty lies in?”
“It will become apparent in time.” Amy promised. “Now, eat your tuna melt and your strawberries.”
“Yea, Miyagi.” I said, and ate my dinner.
As I ate, I asked cursory questions, trying to figure out what I could from Amy. She explained that she had connections with my mother’s side of the family. My mother was from a line of witches, the Morris family. They had come to America in the nineteenth century, and had claimed roots in New York at some point.
Finally, I had to ask. “So, what do witches do?”
“I beg your pardon?”
“What do they do with this power? I mean, vampires tend to live in luxury, and werewolves form packs. What do witches do?”
She nodded. “A fair question. Witches are the solitary arcane. Their power can be vast, and most, apart from family members, cannot abide sharing power, even when intentions are noble.”
“You’re saying that ability breeds ambition.”
“Indeed.” She nodded. “All creatures are one of two things. Creatures of nature, or creatures of choice. The vampire, the werewolf, they are creatures of nature. However, the witch is not bound by instinct. They are, in fact, remarkably close to humans. They nearly are identical, apart from your arcane talent and a very different metabolism. It sets them apart. You are also more vulnerable, in ways. Humans are social creatures, but they do not trust that which they do not understand. And when they do not understand…well, human history is full of examples of what happens. People of different religions, nationalities, and sexualities, were persecuted. And what did they do when they thought that one who looked like them consorted with demons?”
“Witch hunts, burning, lots of people dead.”
“Exactly.” She nodded. “A witch keeps themselves guarded from threats, and often guarding yourself is a solitary thing.”
“So, watch who I keep around. Got it. But that still doesn’t answer my question. What do I do with power?”
Amy’s lips curled into a smile. “I just told you. You guard it.”
“Wait.” I held up a finger. “So, I have this power. And what, I do nothing with it?”
“You are Victoria’s son.” Her voice was warm, almost proud. “What would you do with power, Eric?”
I shrugged. “Help people. It’d be a waste if I didn’t do some good with it.”
“But what about personal gain? Magic is a powerful tool, and one you could use for your own benefit.”
“Come on, I've watched Star Wars. And I’m a reader. I know what happens with abused power.”
“It is not always so simple as stories would make it believe.” Amy warned. “Evil, as you would call it, can often triumph.”
“It shouldn’t.” I said, firmly.
“Then, Eric, you would help others with your gift? Use it so you can protect, aid, and heal?”
“I’m not a hero. But I’m willing to learn what you’ve got to teach.”
She held out her right hand. “You will learn from me then. You will learn how to use your powers, and I will teach you as best as I can.”
“You’ve got it.” I shook her hand. “So, when do we start?”
I realized that was my first mistake. Never give the universe that sort of invitation.
“Why, tomorrow.”
 
 



Chapter 7
 
The next morning, I was hiding under my covers when the sun peeked though my blinds. I grumbled to myself in muted frustration.
Amy had paid for my cab home, and I crashed the moment I was in bed. From the encounter with Darius, the information overload Amy had heaped on me, and my first time sensing magic, I was exhausted.
I wanted to say that I was able to just get up and go about my business. But that part of life was over. Amy yanked the blanket off. “Come on, Eric. Get up. We have got work to do.”
I looked up at Amy. She was wearing a t-shirt, olive drab jacket, and jeans. Her hair was pulled back in a pony tail, and the look on her face was stern.
“Work? What the hell are you talking about?” I was maybe more than a little drowsy. I’m not the best morning person.
She rolled her eyes. “You said you wanted to help people. We are getting an early start.”
“Early?” I mumbled. “What time is it?”
“Eight.” She said. “Come on, we have got places to go, things to do.”
I rose and sat up. “Well, okay, where are we going?” I asked as I immediately trudged towards the bathroom.
“We are going to be looking into Samantha Coolidge’s disappearance.”
“Wait, what?” I stopped, and looked back over my shoulder. “You’re kidding. You want us to look into the disappearance that already got one guy killed?” I paused a moment. “Yea, I would suppose that makes sense.” After all, his death meant someone else was looking for Coolidge. And if Darius last night was any indication, we wanted to be the first people to find her.
“Good.” She said. “Get showered, and…well, do you have anything better than that?” She gestured generally towards me.
I folded my arms across my chest. “And, just what is that?” I asked, mimicking her tone.
“Your clothes. We are going to be masquerading as private inspectors. The least you can do is look the part.”
“I’ll see what I can do.” I said, and turned back to my dresser. I rummaged through it, finding a pair of jeans that were the least beat-up, and grabbed a black button-down.
I showered and dressed while I was still in the bathroom. I came out to see Amy eating at the small table that sat in a corner of the main room. “Yea, sure, make yourself at home.” I murmured as I went to grab a bowl of cereal.
Amy explained the game plan for the day as we ate. “We have to figure out where Raymond Francis had left off. We are going to his office today, and we are going to look around. Hopefully, that will bring us some sort of information on what Francis knew.”
“And we just go from there?” I asked.
“That is the general idea, yes. After that, we might want to see if we can track down this Darius vampire, see what he knows.”
“I might just be able to help with that.”
One of her eyebrows perked, Spock-style. “Really, and how is that?”
“Well, I think he might be dating one of the girls at the bar. After all, how many vampires named Darius are living in San Francisco?”
“That is not something I can say. After all, I could not tell you how many vampires, period, there are in this city.”
“I thought there was supposed to be a supernatural registry or something.” I said.
“Yes, but many are not registered. I, for example, lack any classification, so I am not registered.”
“And just what are you? And don’t just say a guardian.”
“I am someone interested in your future. My nature is a long story, and not one I tell people quickly.”
I ate my cereal in silence, not really sure to say for the rest of the meal. When we were done, I grabbed our dishes and put them in the sink to soak. “Okay, so where do we go first?”
“To Mr. Francis’s office. I have the address.” She said. “We will drive there.”
“Driving twice in a twenty-four hour period? Damn, feels like I’m special.”
A confused look crossed Amy’s features. “I do not follow.”
“I don’t drive much, not in San Francisco. The hills, the parking, and the crazy drivers are enough to make anyone swear off of it.”
“I do not blame you.” She said. “But, it is much quicker than most ways. Come on, Eric, we want to get there before most people show up.”
“Show up? What are we doing?”
A little smile crossed her face. “Why, gathering information.”
 
I didn’t know it then, but ‘gathering information’ was Amy-code for ‘breaking and entering.” We drove down to one of the business districts, and parked on the street.
“So, Amy, do you have a last name?” I asked her.
“Amy will do for now,” She reached for a messenger's bag in her back seat. “We are going to be looking through the office. Hopefully Mister Francis kept a case file.”
“So, how are we getting in ?” I asked as we got out of the car.
“Leave that to me.”
Raymond Francis’s office was rented out of a red brick building that had been around since the twenties. We walked up to the front door, and I opened it up for Amy.
“Why did you do that?” She asked, furrowing her brow.
“Hey, I got raised right. I always open the door for a lady, when I’m not drained of half the blood in my body.”
“Darius hardly drained half your body.” She rolled her eyes. “And I am not a lady.”
“Well, yea, whatever.” I said. “Force of habit.”
We took the stairs up to the second floor. We found Francis Investigations, the first door on the left. I looked at the lettering. It was inked on the glass proudly, and looking at it was a bit of a downer. I’d been one of the last people to see Raymond Francis alive, and what did I have to tell anyone? That he asked a few questions, and that was it. But, here I was, looking for his murderer.
“So, how do we get in?” I asked.
Amy smiled, and reached inside her jacket. She withdrew a small leather case and unfolded it. “Simple.”
I laughed a little. “You’re seriously going to pick the lock?”
“Why not?”
“Because it’s illegal!” I exclaimed.
Amy looked at me with a look of quiet suffering. “Do be quiet. Someone might hear you, and I would rather have silence to work.”
“Fine.” I put my hands up in mock surrender.
She went back to work, her fingers moving with nimble, inhuman motions. She moved too fast and accurately for a person. I’d never seen anything like it. Lock picking wasn’t supposed to be that fast. Hollywood tells you a ton of bullshit about how easy it is. You can't just use a bobby pin and work some magic. But here she was, just breaking all that truth. It was about a minute before the lock opened.
“There we go.” She said, and opened the door.
I paused as she walked in. “How did you do that?” I followed her into the office.
“Practice, practice, practice.”
I shrugged, figuring that if I ever did get a straight answer out of her, that would be her decision.
The office itself wasn’t anything special. There wasn’t any reception area. His desk was cluttered with papers and files. A few file cabinets set off against one wall, next to a water cooler and a small trash bin with a few take-out boxes stuffed in it. The computer on the desk was at least five years old, and the keyboard was dirty with all sorts of grease and food. “So, what do we look for?” I asked.
“Put these on.” Amy tossed me a pair of rubber gloves, and I slipped them on.
“Okay, so, now that you’ve made me an accessory, what are we looking for?”
“Any information or notes that Francis made regarding Samantha Coolidge.”
I went to the desk, and started to look through the folders on it. Each was labeled with a name. “So, what kind of cases did Francis handle?” I asked.
“It seems that he mostly did missing persons cases, but he also did divorce work and occasionally some consultations for insurance companies. I looked into him after yesterday. Is there any file for Samantha Coolidge?”
I shook my head. “No, a few notes.” I said, having set those aside. “Haven’t taken a look at those yet.” She looked over at the pile I set aside, and started to thumb through them. There was hardly anything there to look through, but it was a start. “Anything interesting?”
“A few things. Her address, some information. She lived with a room mate, so that might be some place to start. But nothing that could be called his file.”
“The room mate seems like a good place to start, though, uh…I’m not exactly an investigator.”
She chuckled. “Ah, for every witch I have heard that from. You are naturally curious creatures. It will come naturally to you. Trust yourself.” She said, and stuffed the notes into her jacket pocket. “Come on, we will stop off at her place, see if you can grab a brush.”
“A brush?” I furrowed my brow. “What are we going to use with a brush, Amy?”
“Why, I am going to teach you your first spell, Eric. Let us leave this-” She said. She held a finger to her lips, then whispered. “Listen.”
My mind raced for a moment. I didn’t know what was going on at first, but then I heard two voices, muffled through the walls of the office, drawing nearer.
I mouthed the words “What do we do?” to Amy.
“Follow my lead.” She said, and I followed her out of the door. I could feel something in my back, tensing as we went out into the hallway, anticipating trouble.
The voices had come from two men. They were both stocky fellows, with matching leather jackets and the same tattoos on their necks. I wondered to myself it it was some sort of gang mark.
“Morning.” Amy said, nodding to them.
One of them seemed to sniffle a little. “Morning, ma’am.” He said. The man seemed to stiffen, annoyed at seeing us here.
“Can I help you two? This office is closed for a police-related investigation.” Her voice turned hard, more authoritative.
“Of course.” The man said, and he turned around. “Right, sorry.” He said, and the other man followed him off in a swift retreat.
Amy hurried me down the stairs. She was breathing hard by the time we hit the street.
“I’m sorry, but what the hell was that?” I said.
She leaned against the brick wall of the building. “I think they were there for the same reason we were.”
“You mean to snoop around Francis’s office?” I asked. “And how do you keep doing that thing with your voice?”
“I cannot, not any more now. That particular trick has tired me out.” She pulled out her keys. “Can you drive?”
“Yes, bu-“
“Good.” She pushed the keys into my hand. “You go talk to her room mate. I need to go sleep this off.”
“Alone?”
“Yes, alone.” Amy grunted as she grabbed the notes and handed them off to me. “If you run into any trouble-“
I interrupted her this time. “If I run into trouble? Jeez, this is really driving me crazy, you know that?”
“If you run into trouble, do not fight longer than you have to.” She finished. “Fight dirty, fight mean.” She flipped out the knife she’d wielded last night. “The blade is silvered. Do you understand the importance of that?”
I shook my head. “Uh, not really.”
“Silver is very effective against Arcanes. A wound caused by silver will heal slow, and can slow a vampire or werewolf. But that also goes the same for you. You are weak against it too. That is something to keep in mind.”
“Uh, got it.” I said, and put the folding blade in a back pocket. “What if I need help? How can I get in touch with you?”
“Right.” She murmured. We swapped phone numbers, and she told me what to expect from her jeep.
“So, how are you getting home?”
“Do not worry about me, Eric.” She said. “I will be fine. I have just overexerted myself in the past twenty-four hours.”
“All right.” I said. “I’m just worried for you. I mean, hell, this is all a lot, and-“
She put her hand on my shoulder. “Eric, I have faith in you. And that is not something I say lightly.  This will come naturally. Do this, and we will talk tomorrow, all right? Just keep the car for the night, and make sure you bring her back all right?”
“Deal.” Now I just had to survive driving San Francisco’s streets.
 



Chapter 8
 
It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be, even with driving stick. I’d driven with Matt several times and I’d driven outside the city on a few road trips. One of the first things I noticed about the car was that, the radio was set to static when I turned it on. I didn't think anything of it at first, but it started to eat at me. What kind of person never sets their radio?
I drove to the address in Francis’s notes. It was a small house, sandwiched between two others in true San Francisco architecture. As I walked up off the sidewalk, I walked up to the front door on the second floor. The first, I surmised, was for the garage and laundry rooms.
As I approached the front door, I felt a tingle run across my senses, like a leftover static charge. It didn’t shock me, but it certainly made my back stand a little straighter. Something was here.
I stalled on knocking for a moment. Instead, I closed my eyes and focused. When I felt my mind was clear, I tried what Amy had shown me last night. I tried to let go, to just experience. It took a bit longer than it had the last night, took more focus, but it hit me eventually.
The feeling that first came on my senses was something basic, primal. It was an instinct, something we knew from before we relied on computers and technology to solve problems. This was a mark, left by someone. I was infringing on another’s territory. I was only here because whoever this was allowed it.
I shook my head, bringing myself back to the present. The feeling was much less potent than the power I had felt in Pax, more subdued.
Whatever it was, I would have to figure it out. Maybe Samantha Coolidge was linked to the Arcanes in some way?
My knock was answered promptly by a girl I assumed was Samantha’s roommate. Her red hair hung loose around her shoulders, wavy and with a hint of bed head. She wore a tank top and sweats, hugging her curves nicely.
“Hi, can I help you?”
“Yea, you can. My name is Eric Carpenter.” I searched for a quick lie to cover why I was here and asking questions. “I was working with Raymond Francis on Sam’s disappearance.”
“Liar.” The growl that rose from her throat was inhuman. It sent shivers straight through my spine.
The part of my genetic ancestry that stretched back a few dozen million years started screaming at me to run. Beneath the cute redhead’s exterior, there was a predator, one who wanted nothing more than to rip my liar’s tongue out.
She raised up a tattooed hand to open up the screen door, and stepped outside. I stepped back, staying on the small landing in front of the door. My mind immediately went back to the knife in my back pocket. Would I have to use it?
She looked up to me. The woman was only about five-eight, but she moved like she knew what she was doing. “Tell me why you are really here, and I may not just call the police. Or worse.”
I figured that, with what this woman was putting off, honesty would probably be the best policy here. “The first part was true. I’m Eric Carpenter. I want to help.”
She laughed at me. “Help? That’s not a word I hear often. And just who are you, that you think you can help?”
“I used to be involved with Sam. I just want to help, honestly. She's a good person, and I want to see her safe.”
She sniffed the air for a moment. “You don’t smell like a were, but you’re not human. Not completely. And you’ve been bit by a vampire.”
“Not by any desire of mine,” I replied.
She paused a moment before speaking. “Come inside, Eric.” She smiled lightly, and opened the screen door. “We’ll talk.”
I followed her into the house. Again, the sense of home and hearth hit me, but I didn’t even need to reach out with my senses for it. It was more powerful here, so much that I could feel it without focus. I told myself that I’d think on it later. Something to ask Amy about.
“So, Eric.” She started. “You’re looking into Sam’s disappearance. How did you get pulled into this?”
“We dated for a while, Miss, uh..?” I asked her, realizing I hadn’t asked for her name
“It’s Diana. This must have been before she moved in. I don't recognize your scent.”
“My scent?” I furrowed my brow. “But that would make you a…”
“A were, yea.” Diana nodded. “I’m a werefox, Eric, like Sam.”
“Wait, Sam Coolidge was a were?”
She laughed, and raised her arm with tattoos on it. “You didn’t recognize these?” Diana shook her head. “Wow. Did you, like, live under a rock while you were dating? You didn't know she was a were?”
Was I really that clueless? “Before yesterday, I’d never met a vampire. Hell, I hadn’t really had much experience with Arcanes in general, before.” I thought back to the office. Had those two men we’d run into been weres of some sort as well? They had matching tattoos, and one had sniffed the air like Diana had. It seemed like a good bet.
“And you think you’re going to be able to navigate the supernatural community of San Francisco, find Sam, and bring her back?” She sighed. “God is quite a comedian.”
“Playing to an audience too afraid to laugh.” I finished. “Mencken.”
She gave me a glance that made me feel like I was being judged in that instant. “You don’t strike me as the type to quote philosophy.”
I shrugged. “Hey, I’ve got a master’s in Literature. I’m smarter than the average bear.”
Diana laughed. “All right, Eric. You’ve convinced me not to call the cops. How can I help?”
“Well, I was hoping I could ask a few questions, first.” I said. I really wished I’d had the forethought to bring a note pad or something.
“Shoot, Eric.” She said. “Can I get you anything to drink?” She asked as she stood..
“Uh, yea. A glass of water would be great. The heat’s killer.” She smiled, and disappeared to the kitchen. I followed her into it. “So, the first thing I wanted to know was…well, had anything strange popped up recently in her life, or anything?”
She nodded. “Yea, she said she’d found a new bar she liked to go to. It was an all-nighter club, a vamp one. She said she’d found someone there, but…well, it was weird. I didn’t find any new smells on her, but she was telling the truth.”
“Do you remember the name of the club?”
“The Last Drop. It’s over in the Castro.” Diana answered. She handed me the water. “I never went. Was a bit too wild for my tastes.”
“And Sam?” I asked. Our relationship hadn't been much of the go out and party type, though to be fair, it had been a weird one.
She laughed. “She liked to work hard, party harder. Sam fit in just perfect there,” she explained. “Eric, I…well, I don’t know what could have happened to her. But whatever it is, she’s a tough gal.” She fidgeted. “She could take care of herself.”
Work hard, party harder? That sounded like a were. I nodded. “I just want to make sure she gets home. Did she ever say who that new someone was?”
“No, she wanted to save it for a surprise.” She shrugged. “Whatever that was.”
“All right.” I took down a gulp from the water. It was refreshing, but it was so hot out I ended up downing half the glass in one gulp. “I wanted to ask for one more thing.”
“What’s that?” She gave me an inquisitive look.
“I was hoping I could grab Sam’s hairbrush, comb. Something of hers like that.”
She nodded. “Yea, sure. Just wait here a minute, and I’ll go grab it, okay?” Diana disappeared off into one of the back rooms of the small house, leaving me there in the kitchen.
I started to reflect back on things. Maybe the Last Drop would be the best place to start. But if Sam had already been missing a week, her chances were way too slim. I’d read somewhere that the chances of finding a missing person decreased exponentially after the first twenty-four hours. Or was it forty-eight? Whatever it was, it was too damn long.  It had already been a week, and I was new to this. How could I find her when the cops and a seasoned PI couldn’t?
Doubt, I told myself, would have to wait. I was a witch, whatever that meant, but I was also a Carpenter. Carpenters weren’t quitters.
Diana returned after a few minutes, after I’d already emptied the rest of the glass. She had in her hand a simple plastic brush, and handed it to me.
“What are you going to do with it?” She asked.
I decided that lying wouldn’t do her any good. “I’m going to hopefully use it to find her.”
“And how’s a brush going to help you?”
I thought carefully on how to approach this. I remembered Amy's warning, to keep my gift safe, but at the moment I figured I had to get Diana to trust me.. “Magic.”
She had a look of disbelief on her face. “Magic? Magic’s not real.”
“Hey, we live in a time with vampires, werewolves, and all other sorts of folk. You’re really going to doubt me?”
“Biology major.” She said, offering a shrug. “Hey, I gotta be a skeptic.”
“I’m a witch.” I explained. “And no, I don’t understand it at all. I just know that I can do stuff other people can’t. This shit hasn’t been explained to me in full, really. I’m still learning, but I’m going to give this the best honest chance I can.”
“Well, then, maybe magic will give you something that the police haven’t fond.”
“That’s the hope. Thanks for your time, Diana.”
“Anything to help.” Diana promised. She offered her hand to me, and I shook it. “Keep in touch, please?”
“Will do.” I said, and she showed me to the door. I walked back to the jeep, and put the brush into the glove compartment of the car.
I called Amy, who answered it on the third ring. “Amy.” She sounded like I had woken her up. Oops.
“I got the brush, sensei.” I said. “What now?”
“Shut up, let me go back to my rest, and continue on. We will talk tomorrow.”
“Okay, yea, but before you go, Diana, Sam’s room mate, said that Sam was a regular at a vamp bar named the Last Drop. Know anything about it?”
“Yes. It is a place we do not want to go to,” she said.
I was a little flustered from that, I would admit. “Wait, we have a lead, and you don’t want me to follow up on it?” I asked.
“Precisely. Not if it leads to the Last Drop.” She said. “We are going to meet tomorrow, and you are going to learn how to do the tracking spell. Am I understood?”
I sighed. “Crystal.” I hung up, and tossed the phone into the passenger’s seat.
Okay, remember what I said about Carpenters not being quitters? We’re stubborn as all hell, when we want to be. At the time, it seemed like Amy had been avoiding something. So, I made the decision right then and there in the car.
I pulled out my phone, and checked the business hours of the Last Drop.
 
A few minutes after I got home, my phone started to ring. The number wasn't one I recognized, so I just picked it up. “Eric Carpenter.” I answered.
“Mister Carpenter? This is Detective-Inspector Hernandez, homicide division.”
“Oh, hi, Inspector.” My mind immediately jumped to the worst. Had they searched Francis's office? Had they found out that we had been there? “What can I do for you?”
“Were you asking some questions of Mrs. Bethany Coolidge yesterday?”
I waited a second. “Uh, yes, I guess. I just was telling her about what happened to Raymond Francis.”
“Mister Carpenter, can you do me a favor?”
I rolled my eyes, and forced myself to keep my voice cool. “Sure, Inspector. What can I do?”
“Stop asking questions and lay low for a bit. If there's questions, we'll ask them. Is that clear?”
I rolled my eyes. I had absolutely no intention of doing such a thing. “Crystal clear, Inspector.” I said with as straight a tone as I could muster.
“Fantastic.” The man said, aggravation peaking in his voice. “Have a nice day.” He hung up, leaving me holding a dead line. Hernandez's call was just the sort of thing I did not need. If I ran into the cops during the investigation, that would be hard to explain. But, Hernandez waving me off was like a big fat green light to me. Some small part of me surmised that, if people were telling me to stop, that might just mean that I needed to push harder, go faster.
The first thing I did after getting the call was to hide the brush. Amy wanted me to hold onto it, but well, she didn’t actually say what to do with it until then. I went to my dresser, and opened the bottom drawer. I stashed the brush underneath some of my socks, then went to dress for the Last Drop. What did one even wear to a vampire bar?
My thoughts were broken by a knock at the door. I went to answer it, and I nearly slammed it shut right then. It was the crazy guy from the beach party.
“Hello, Eric.” While it did look like Nick, he certainly looked different. Instead of jeans and a t-shirt, he wore a gray suit that looked rather impressive. I guessed it wasn't like the cheap one I had in my closet. “May I come in?”
I wanted to say no, but I didn’t have a good enough reason. Darn my good upbringing. “Yea, sure. What do you want?” I asked as I stood aside to let him in.
Nick chuckled as he walked in. “Oh, so polite. Are you going to offer me a drink too?”
“Not really, no. You are a bit creepy, to be honest, but I’m going to hear you out.”
“Creepy?” He walked to the kitchen table. “That’s a new one.”
“You do that weird fortune teller thing, now you come here out of the blue. Who are you?”
He gave an odd, cryptic smile. “Nothing stranger than you, witch.”
I tensed immediately. How did he know? My hand went to the knife, drawing it in a single motion. “Who the hell are you?”
“Put the knife away,” he said. “I’d win, kid.” His eyes glinted dangerously. “You would end up on the floor, hurting bad, if I was in a good mood.”
I closed the knife and pocked it. “Fine. Speak your piece and get out.”
“Now where's that hospitality?” he deadpanned, and then continued. “Eric Carpenter, like I said, my name is Nick. I run the Arcane Division of the Federal Marshals. Do you know who we are?”
I nodded. The Arcane Division was a big news item of late. They handled supernatural crime that local governments couldn’t handle. “So, you go to San Francisco beach parties in your free time?”
“No, I’ll admit that the party was primarily so I could meet you.” He shrugged. “Though I do like my women.”
“Fantastic.” I rolled my eyes. “So, what do you want to talk to me about?”
“Well, it’s not every day I get to speak with a witch.” Nick folded his hands
I took a step towards him at the table. “How did you know it? I thought only Amy kn-”
Nick put up a hand. “Wait, Amy? Is that what she calls herself now? Oh, that’s grand.”
“You know Amy?” My gaze focused on him. “You’re like her, aren’t you?”
“We come of the same ilk.” He rolled his eyes. “She’s far more noble than I am.”
“But you are similar.” That was interesting in itself, I thought.
“Indeed,” He said, and he withdrew a small notebook from his jacket. He started scratching notes in it. “You’re looking into Sam Coolidge’s disappearance, yes?”
“How did you know that?” I asked.
“Raymond Francis was investigating her disappearance. A day after you find his body, you meet Amy and you head to Coolidge’s house. Besides, your response confirms it.”
“Right.” I murmured. I went to the fridge, grabbing a can of soda for myself. “So, what of it?”
“Francis was not the only one investigating this disappearance. One of my marshals, James Thomas, was also looking into the matter.”
“Why was a federal marshal looking into her disappearance?” I asked him.
“Coolidge’s late father was a friend of mine. I had assigned Thomas as a favor to her mother. However, either he got too close, or my Marshal is just missing.”
“So, now there’s two investigators linked with this case who have ended up dead or missing. Let me take a wild shot in the dark here, you want me to also look into this Thomas’ disappearance?”
“Why, how very perceptive of you, Mister Carpenter.” Nick gave a curt nod to me. “Yes, I’d like you to take a look into this. Our interests run parallel in this matter. I have a feeling that if you can figure out what happened to Thomas, you may very well come closer to what happened to Samantha Coolidge.”
I took a sip from the soda, then nodded. “All right, I’ll do it. Where do I start?”
Nick smiled, and reached into his jacket with his pen hand. He brought out a key card, the kind used for hotel rooms and secured work places. “Thomas was staying at the Sunset Inn here in town. He kept a case notebook, as well as maintaining a file. Both would be extremely helpful, I think.”
“Why can't you do this?” To be honest, I was already getting myself wrapped up in one  investigation. Two would be crazy, wouldn't it? Not if any Chandler novel I had read was true.
“Because I think you're the right person. And as much as I would want to, I can't personally look into the matter.” 
I took the key card from Nick’s hand. “Okay, I’ll look into it. Anything else I need to know?” I finished off my soda, and turned to toss it in the little bag I kept under the sink for recycling.
I waited for a reply from Nick, but none came. I waited a beat, then turned around.
“Nick?”
The chair was empty, and there was no sign of the suited man. All that was left was the notepad he had been writing on. I walked over to the table, and grabbed it up. He had written on it, in an efficient, tidy cursive.
Eric,
Every good detective needs a notebook. Consider it a thank you for looking into Thomas. I’ll keep in touch.
Nick.
Below, he had scrawled a number, with a Virginia area code. I pocketed the notebook, and decided to head to the Sunset Inn. I was investigating a Federal Marshal's disappearance now, as well as one of a friend. What was I getting myself into?
 
I still had a few hours until the Last Drop would open. After all, it was a vampire bar. Arcanes were primarily a nocturnal crowd, so most cities had active night businesses to suit them, especially in the late evenings and early mornings. Another small kicker was that television stations replaced terrible late night infomercials with actual programming, to keep their ratings steady. A score for night owls like me.
The Last Drop wouldn’t be open, much less active, until at least eleven. So, I went to the Sunset Inn. It was a shabby motel, the kind with the rooms directly overlooking parking lot and weekly rates advertised. I parked the Jeep, and stepped into the afternoon sun.
As I walked, the unfamiliar weight of Amy’s knife sat in my back pocket. I had never carried around a weapon before, and it was an interesting feeling. It had a weight heavier than what it actually was. It changed how I walked, just slightly. Only a small part of me wanted to dwell on the fact that knives like the one Amy had given me were illegal in San Francisco. The sensible part of me remarked on the fact that, if I wanted safety, legal innocence, and boredom, I should have told Amy to get lost.
Too late for that. I walked to the office of the hotel. It was typical of the places like it. No air conditioning, apart from a few fans, a counter with an ancient computer, and that stand of brochures and pamphlets of attractions that every cheap motel has. There has to be a rule or something that makes it mandatory.
The man behind the desk, an overweight Latino with long hair pulled back in a tail. He wore a Hawaiian shirt, and had a generally bored expression. “Can I help you?”
“Yea, you can, actually.” I said. “I’m looking for a friend who is booked here. He goes by the name of James Thomas.”
“Thomas.” He echoed. I took a quick glance at his name tag. Javier.
“Yea,” I continued. “He was staying weekly, I think, would have paid on a government card.” I reached into my jacket, pulling out the key card Nick had given me. “He gave me his card, but he’s such a scatterbrain. He forgot to tell me his room number.”
Javier nodded. “Uh, yea, sure thing, man.” He took the card from me, swiped it in a machine, and started to type on the antiquated computer. “I thought he was an out-of-towner. He had a Midwestern accent.”
“Oh, yea, that’s Jim.” I bluffed, hoping he would take it. Only for a second, did I think about how I had to have looked.
“Right. Okay,” He handed the card back to me. “It’s room four. Just go up the stairs, second room down.”
“Thanks, Javier.” I felt a little tension leave my shoulders. I shouldn’t be this good at lying. Then again, Javier hardly seemed like the guy who gave a crap.
I left the office and headed out to the rooms. After climbing concrete stairs with a very odd stain on them, I made it to room four. The key card took three swipes, but it opened.
The room looked like it had been tossed. The room was a mess, with clothes and sheets all over the bed in piles. I closed the door behind me, heading to the bed.
I imagined, before the mess, Thomas had been a pretty neat guy. He had dress shirts, slacks, and they all looked to be of at least a decent quality. I’ve got a suit somewhere in my closet, back from when I had ideas of being a teacher, and it was nowhere near as high-quality as his.
I started to search through his suitcase, a large black deal, the kind that could fit an entire family’s weekend clothes. Inside was some more clothes, and cardboard small box the size of a brick. I opened it up. There were bullets. A lot of bullets. I took one out. I wasn't not terribly knowledgeable about guns, but there seemed to be something odd about them. They had an odd tinge to the metal, a silver mixed in with the copper. I put it back, and closed the box. I was about to put the box back, when I felt something on the bottom of it.
I turned it over, and saw a piece of paper taped to the bottom of the box. “Well,” I murmured. “That’s interesting.” I picked it off and opened it. It was a page that had been torn from a notepad, if the tears on each were any indication.
I opened them, and started to read.
Nick, you bastard, when you read this, get the cavalry. I’m in over my head here. It’s big, man. We’re talking one of your top twenty here. I’m not sure what’s going on, but I think they’re close, and they are definitely on to me.
I shook my head, and flipped out the notebook Nick had given me. I punched the number he had written into my cell, and listened to the phone ring.
“Hello, Eric.” Nick’s smug voice greeted me. “Found something, have we?”
“Thomas’ room was ransacked. I found a box of bullets, and there was a note taped to the bottom.”
He made a noise of acknowledgment. “Well, interesting. Not where I would have put it, but maybe he was rushed. What did it say?”
“Well, apart from calling you a bastard, he said this was big, and you needed to call in the big guns. He was in over his head.” I read off the note for him. “Nick, this sounds pretty bad.”
“Top twenty, eh?” He was silent a moment. “That’s interesting. I can’t think of anyone that high on our most wanted who’s operating in Frisco.”
“Frisco, seriously?” I may have not been a native, but there was just some things you too offense to. That was one.
“Sorry, forgot how you local yokels object to that one.” I could hear the eye-rolling on the other side. “It’s a start. Unfortunately, I have no marshals I can send.. It’s just you and Amy. You guys have to do this.”
“Me?” I rolled my eyes. “Jeez Louise, Nick, why can’t you come?”
He laughed. “Oh, I definitely can’t. You’re new to this, Eric.” His voice grew solemn. “There are lots of rules in the Arcane. You may not know these yet, but you’ll find that Amy and I and others like us are limited, though we may seem powerful. There are rules to our game, ones that we must follow, always. No exceptions.”
“Great, I’m getting slammed with the Arcane Prime Directive.”
“Star Trek, really? I took you more for a Star Wars guy.”
I had to laugh. “Hey, I like both. It’s not a crime. I’m a geek, and I take my sci-fi where I can get it.”
“Very well. Anyways, Mister Carpenter, you’re on  your own.. Keep Amy close, and, please, don’t get yourself killed. I’d hate to change the status of your file.”
“Wait, I have a file?”
He just answered. “Find Thomas, find the girl.”
The line went dead. I pondered on that for a moment. A guy who was heading a part of the federal government that tracked and hunted law-breaking Arcanes had a file on me. How’s that for scary?
 
 



Chapter 9
 
I have had terrible ideas in life. I was sure this one took the cake. I was going to walk into a vampire bar and do the same exact thing that got a human killed in a regular bar two nights ago. Yea, totally brilliant.
It was my night off. I had earned that after the mess that was the previous night. I left the jeep at my place, and had stashed the brush in my dresser. I felt safe at least in that those were secure as I called a cab to take me to the Last Drop.
I could practically feel the disapproving glance of the cab driver when I told him the address. I mean, I could have made him feel better by telling him I was doing it to go undercover and try to find a missing girl, but my attire didn’t exactly scream ‘professional investigator’. I wore a black shirt and jeans, both of which had seen better days. The collar of the shirt, thankfully, hid the forming scars of the bite from last night. It was hard to believe, but the wound had rapidly healed. I’d have to ask Amy about that.
The cabby dropped me off on the corner near the Last Drop, so I had to walk the rest of it. I suffered his disapproving look as I paid him. Sure, the Arcane races were out of the closet. Didn’t mean that most people had to like it.
I walked to the line and queued up. As I was waiting, I got a call from Matt. “Hey, man what’s going on?” Matt said, greeting me as I answered.
“Oh, just, uh, running some errands tonight. Going to be busy all night. How’s it going?”
“Pretty good. Heard about what happened at the bar last night. You all right, man? I mean, a vampire, damn.”
“I…I’m all right. I guess.” Well, what the hell was I supposed to say? There’s some unspoken rule of society that you always have to say that you’re fine whenever anyone asks.
“All right, well, if you need anything, you give me a call.”
“Yea, sure man. Later.” I hung up, and went back to waiting silently. I was just one of a few dozen waiting in line. I don’t do clubs for this reason. Give me a nice bar any day. After about twenty minutes of waiting, I was ready to leave.
Then I felt someone tap my shoulder. I turned around to face the source.
It was one of the bouncers, a heavy-set man of indeterminate age. He was shorter than me, but he was definitely bigger. “You’re in.” He said in a gruff monotone.
“Excuse me?” I asked. Yes, that was what you were supposed to do. Look the gift horse in the mouth, count its teeth, make sure it's not a vampire.
“You’re in.” He repeated, and started to walk towards the front. I followed, a little surprised.
One person in line, a guy with a goth blond hanging off his arm, protested. “Hey, why does he get to go in? We’ve been waiting out here forever!”
“He was invited,” said the bouncer.
The first thought that ran through my head was, succinctly, “oh, crap.” Who knew me here? Why did I get to go in? Had I attracted attention? What if Darius was in there, looking to finish the job that he’d tried to start last night? That would not be good, in the understatement of the year.
The inside of the club was loud. A loud, rap number with heavy bass filled the dance floor. Dozens of bodies were grinding and slamming against each other. Each dancer seemed as lewd and careless as the next. People of various ethnicities, all dressed to their nines of skimpy and alluring clothes. I felt out of place, in my t-shirt and jeans. I hadn’t thought of looking like vampire bait tonight.
The Last Drop was bigger than it looked. I had taken a few stairs down to get to the entrance to the club, which occupy to inhabit the entire two-story building. A large dance floor inhabited the center of the club, with booths lining the walls. To the right was a bar, easily twice the size of the one at McLellan’s, with two bartenders working at breakneck speed. I wasn't too shabby when it came to making drinks, but they were damn good.
I felt a little lost in the club. I’d been invited, but no one had come to see me in besides the bouncer. That person was obviously interested in me, in some way, shape, or form, and it would have been pretty rude to just go off without introducing myself. Ah, the wonders of having a country upbringing.
But I couldn’t just stand in the doorway. So, I decided to venture out into the club. I headed towards the bar and ordered a beer from a bartender with a face way too pale to be alive.
I’d just found myself a stool to sit on when a woman approached me. She was dressed in a black dress, exposing long dusky limbs. Her legs seemed to go on forever, and it took me a moment to pull my eyes away. The rest of her was hardly horrific to look at. Curves in just the right proportions filled her slinky dress. She had dark hair that tumbled down to her shoulders, and big, dark eyes.
“You know,” She started, her voice a soft purr. “Pretty little morsels like yourself should not just be left to wander around unattended.”
I felt a little uncomfortable at that moment. I hate being sized up like she was doing. “I’m not food.”
“Oh, but the smell.” She said, and leaned closer to me. She inhaled from where I’d been bit. “It’s fresh, but healed. Fascinating.”
“I wasn’t aware I was a lab rat to study.” I remarked, resisting the urge to roll my eyes. 
“Not a lab rat, but an anomaly, for sure.” She remarked. “You wonder how you got in, right, with no connections here?” At my nod, she answered. “First-timers aren’t as welcome here. You, however, you have spirit, and you’ve been bit before…” She moved to trace a finger across my arm.
I grabbed her wrist, even if I knew I couldn’t out muscle her. “Not by choice.” I said. “Hands off, Missy.”
“Missy?” She giggled. “I’m easily ten times your age, and you call me ‘Missy’? I think I like you.” She made as if to power my arm off her wrist, but froze as her hand darted to mine, mid air.
I watched her as she remained there with an inhuman stillness. She didn’t breathe, didn’t move at all. “Uh, hello?” I waved my free hand. “Anyone home?”
Her eyes fluttered a moment, the first sing of movement. Then her big dark eyes locked on mine. “Come with me, you’ve attracted his interest.”
She took a step back, and I let go of her wrist. “And just who is he?” I asked her.
“Why, the Count.” She said. “He has offered you his hospitality and wishes for you to introduce yourself to him.”
She gestured in a direction, towards a corner where some stairs led up to the second floor. I started off, with her at my side. “I’m Eric.” I said. “Can I at least have the name of the woman who sniffed me up?”
“Teresa.” She said, her voice practically purring. “In my defense, you’re an interesting smell, Eric.”
“Yea, so I’ve been told.” I guessed, from the way she moved, she was a vampire. But what was that odd freezing thing? “So, uh, what’s the deal with you vampires and smells? And weres for that matter too?”
We walked up the stairs, Teresa handling them very well despite the heels she wore. “Both of us have need of it. It allows us to tell territory, to tell what things truly are, to differentiate friend from foe, predator from prey.” She grinned when she said the last word.
“And my smell told you what?”
“Your smell lied.” She smiled. “You smelt like prey, but your actions proved otherwise.” A chuckle escaped her well-formed lips. “Tricky little thing, you are.”
The stairs brought us to a hallway. Teresa walked up to the first door on the left, and opened it. I followed her.
The room proved to be a suite, looking over the main floor of the club. The room was an interesting clash of opposites. It was well-furnished, but practical. I didn’t know interior decorating, but I could tell when people paid a lot for their furniture. Once upon a time, I had tried to move in those kinds of circles.
The opening out onto the floor of the club showed the main floor, with the horde of bodies moving and writhing. To the side furthest from the door were several chairs. Only one was inhabited at the moment, with a few people standing.
It was the man in the chair who caught my eye. He was definitely a vampire. I could feel, already, the power that pulsed from him, the sheer dark energy that emanated from him. His features were sharp. Strong jaw, angular features, and a widow’s peak defined his face. The man wore black, with a silk poet’s shirt and pants that I was sure cost as much as a month’s rent for me. It’s the little things that are the most disheartening.
Teresa spoke, but what she said wasn’t English. High school French was nearly a decade ago, but none of the words were familiar. It wasn’t a Romance language, I could tell that much.
The man nodded, and spoke. “I think that, to earn the trust of this one, we should switch to the tongue of the land, no?” His voice held an accent to it, one I couldn’t even begin to identify. Accents are hard to place, a lot of the time, because teachers and origins can seriously screw with our preconceptions of an accent. He wasn't from this neck of the woods, though. 
“Of course, Count.” Teresa nodded. “This one calls himself Eric.”
“Eric Carpenter, sir.” I answered. “Or, uh, Count.”
“Ishmael.” The man introduced himself. He gave me an inquisitive look, catching something on my face. “Something amuses you?”
“Ever read Herman Melville?” I asked him. At his nod, I said. “I have a Master’s in English Literature. I can make the jokes, but I won’t.”
“I commend your self-control. Much more foolish men have made jests at me, and I don’t enjoy being the brunt of a joke.” He rose, his movements slower than Teresa’s had been. But he moved with a slow, easy grace, as if he expended no effort at all in standing. “I am Count Ishmael, ruler of the district of the California Bay Area, and all vampires who dwell in it.”
“It’s a pleasure, Count Ishmael.” I said. “Thank you for your offer of hospitality.”
Ishmael laughed, and started to walk towards me. “Well, you have courtesy, Eric Carpenter. That’s a rare thing in this day and age.” He extended a hand to me.
I shook it, and as I did, tingles flew up my spine. What the hell was that? I struggled to say something for a moment, before stumbling out with. “Well, what can I say? My grandma raised me with just a drop of respect.”
He let go of my hand, and turned to sit back down. “And was it from your grandmother that you got your power?”
I froze. Damn, this man had my number. It was a bit scary, to be honest. I was at a disadvantage, plain and simple. “My power?” I asked.
“My, is there an echo in here, Teresa?” Ishmael asked as he seated himself back in the chair.
Teresa smiled. “Why, I think there is, sir.”
I bristled, feeling very much like the prey Teresa said I smelled like. Ishmael shrugged, and held a hand up, as if to placate me. “Sorry, Mister Carpenter. I couldn’t resist. You are a witch, yes?”
I figured he could probably smell it if I lied. So, reluctantly, I answered. “Yes.”
He nodded. “There are few vampires who are old enough to remember what a witch smelled like.” He studied me, looking me over. “Not a line I know, but that’s no surprise. It’s been two centuries since I’ve seen one of yours.”
“And what about it?” I asked.
“I’m unsure, as of yet. Your kind is known for being troublemakers and ones to tip balances of power. But, that can be interesting.” He sniffed the air a moment. “Is that silver I smell?”
Again, I knew better than to lie. “Yes, it is.”
“He’s clever.” Teresa remarked. “Our guard didn’t detect it.”
A noise of disapproval escaped Ishmael. “I’ll have to dock his pay for that one. Silver shouldn’t be in here. We’ll let that one slide, though. You could see how we could construe that as a threat, yes?” he said, and I nodded. “So, you were bitten last night?”
“Yes, Count.” I nodded. “A vampire named Darius thought I had information he wanted, and he tried to suck it out of me.”
“Darius.” He furrowed his brow, and then looked to Teresa. “That name is not familiar to me. Teresa?”
“He is not one of your subjects, sir,” she supplied.
“In my territory, and he doesn’t declare himself.” A growling noise bubbled from his throat, and his lips peeled back. He flashed his fangs for only a moment. “Would you like justice, Mister Carpenter?”
“Yea, I would.” I nodded, though I admit I had a bit more growl in my voice than I intended. Yea, I was pissed about it. “Since I got bit, all this shit’s happened to me. I’m not complaining about the supernatural, but I was assaulted.”
“He would have to have been seen to, even if you did not seek justice.” Ishmael said. “I would have hunted him. He drank of a witch, and that always causes...complications.”
“Complications?” I asked.
“When a vampire drinks of an Arcane’s blood, there is a small chance of gaining its powers. Vampires who drink from weres can, over time, develop the ability to change their form. From a Fae, some abilities of glamour. But a witch…this is interesting.” He stroked the line of his jaw, pondering.
“Interesting? What do you mean?”
“Witch’s blood is strong. Once, many years ago, I tasted it. He may well develop powers. That will make him dangerous. And he may come for more. If he drained you, oh…that is a scary thought.” He smiled. “I suggest you find protection soon. Ally yourself with one of the players in town. After you find your protection, you can safely move in these circles.”
“Ally myself? How does that work?” I asked him.
“Well, it’s simple. You would approach one of the leaders. The Alpha of the were packs, myself, or maybe one of the minor players in the city.  Any one of them would probably accept a witch like you. In return, you would serve as a vassal to them. You would be a knight, your sword employed in return for political protection.”
“You’re kidding.” I sighed. “That’s…that’s…really old-fashioned.”
“Indeed, but we Arcanes are old creatures. We hate to remove ourselves from trends that, for us, are only a few generations past.”
“Well, I’ll think on it.” I said. I reminded myself that my reason for coming here wasn’t to learn every minutiae of Arcane society. “But in the mean time, I have a few questions I’d like to ask. Maybe someone already came by and asked them, an investigator named Raymond Francis.”
Ishmael shook his head. “No, I know no such name.”
“Then how about a U.S. marshal, James Thomas?”
“Thomas, now him I remember.. He came asking some questions about our clientele. What is this regarding?”
“A woman who came here, Sam Coolidge. She was a werefox, about twenty-four or so.” I summoned my best memory of her. “Average height, short blond hair, very cheery disposition.”
“I know her. Your information, I will give, but at a price.” Ishmael said.
“A price?”
“All things have a price. The modern world worships the god of coin, but we trade in something a little less tangible in our world, Mister Carpenter.”
“And what do you trade in, Ishmael?” I asked, already regretting it the moment I did.
“Favors. I will give you information you require, but in return, I wish for a favor. I like you, Mister Carpenter. You’re interesting, and…sincere. I think we can work together. I promise I will not ask anything to compromise your morals. Only that you do a favor for me sometime in the future.”
“Sure.” Okay, remember when I said that walking into this club was a terrible idea?
Oh, I knew nothing.
 
 



Chapter 10
 
“Let us begin.” Ishmael seemed to sink further in his chair, reclining. “Come, sit.” He said. He gestured to one of the chairs next to him.
I moved to sit down, and noticed that Teresa had not moved at all since she had first introduced me to Ishmael. My brain tried to piece together her role in all of this. Was she in the power structure in some way?          
“So, Ishmael, what can you tell me about Sam?”
He tapped a finger against his chin. “She was a lively woman, even for a were. Full of energy. She was an intelligent girl, bound to move on to bright opportunities. She was also a regular here, and she associated with several of the vampires here.” He licked his lips. “Were blood is quite energizing. She was a welcome patron here.”
“Were you involved with her, Count?”
“No, I was not.” He said. “My tastes don't lie towards things that bite back these days.”
“Well, do you know why she might just disappear?” I asked.
“I do not. Teresa, might you be able to shed some light?”
Teresa pondered for a moment. “Not personally, but I can ask a few of her usual partners here.”
“Please do so.” Ishmael said. His voice barely changed, but it wasn’t subtle enough for me not to notice. He’d commanded her.
When Teresa left, I decided to inquire. “So, what’s Teresa’s deal with this?” I asked.
He smiled, and folded his hands across his lap. “You see much.”
“It’s my job to.” I said. “I have to be aware. I’m a bartender.”
“A bartender? The irony. Your talents must be wasted. Why don’t you come work for me?”
“Because I’m not really the type to go accepting job offers from undead guys I just met.” I remarked. “And you still haven’t answered my question about Teresa.”
Ishmael nodded. “Indeed. Teresa is my favorite daughter. I found her, two centuries ago, and she’s served me since.”
“And by daughter, you mean…”
“I made her into what she is now. I’m her father, at least in the vampiric sense of it. She has sired her own, one or two who now gallivant across the Old World, where things are much less stringent than here.”
I knew that much. Here in America, the laws had been set down rather fast. You practically needed a legal contract to bite a human, at least on paper. I imagined what happened to me last night wasn’t an isolated incident, though. Why would a predator set aside his nature for legality? So long as the incidents stayed unreported and few, I’m sure some vampires enjoyed their occasional hunt. That thought was not comforting at all.
“So, do you uh, like, sense what she does?” I asked.
“Somewhat. When she smelled you, I did as well, and I had to invite you up.”
“And when did you figure out what I was?”
“Oh, but that would be telling, Eric Carpenter. Tut tut.” He wagged a finger, as if scolding. “I can’t tell you all my secrets.”
 “So you say you’ve met other witches. What were they like?”
“I have met two that I care to discuss. But let’s save that for another night, shall we? You already owe me one favor.”
I bit my tongue. Curiosity kills cats, and apparently, indebts witches. I figured to play it safe. “So, did Sam have any enemies here, anyone she pissed off? I mean, she was a were.”
“Weres and vampires have their disagreements, but you can say that of any race, Mister Carpenter. When you are here in the Last Drop, you are a guest here. It’s only if you sully our hospitality that we strike. Never in anger, only in revenge.”
“Right.” Though, I wondered how much of that was just a sound byte to appear innocent. Ishmael seemed to be of a more serious cut. He knew how to play his games.
Teresa returned after ten minutes. My bottle of beer was empty by that time. She had with her another vampire, a bald man with a slim build. “Mister Carpenter,” She said. “This is Robert. He knew Samantha Coolidge.”
“Robert.” I echoed. “Do any of you have surnames?”
“Surnames are something  most of us choose to discard when we leave the mortal coil, Mister Carpenter.” Robert said. His accent was American in origin, though I guessed he was from the northeast. New England, somewhere. “What do you want to know about Sam?”
“I want to know if there’s any reason she’s disappeared. Did anyone have a beef with her?”
He nodded. “A week ago, the last time she came to the club. She ran into a man. I did not see what happened, but I saw the aftermath. Sam had a black eye, and she was crying. I’d never seen her cry before. I offered to drive her home, but she just said she’d grab a cab.”
“And that was the last you saw of her?”
He nodded. “I saw her to the cab, and she was gone.” I bit my lip.
“And this was when?”
“Last Wednesday. Sam was here to unwind. She said she’d had a stressful day.”
“You guys talk about it at all?”
“No, the fight happened almost immediately after she got here.”
I thought on that. Maybe if I found who she was fighting with, I could figure out the next clue here. If only. “Do you know if anyone saw the fight?” I asked Teresa.
“I found no reports of anything. Our patrons can sometimes get…physical in their desires, Eric. I’m sure you can understand, with blood in the air.” Her pouting lips turned up in a smile.
“Uh, yea, sure.” I said. “Well, okay, I think I’m done here. Robert, can I grab your number, if anything else comes up?”
“Of course.” He said, and produced a business card instantly. He handed it to me.
Robert Stewart, Attorney at Law, Tate and Hart Law Firm, it read. “I thought you said that vampires abandoned their surnames.”
“Vampires, perhaps. Lawyers can’t exactly show up into court with only one name.” He smirked.
“I thought they were one and the same?” I couldn’t resist.
“Clever, clever.” He rolled his eyes. “Like I haven’t heard that one before.”
“Thank you for your time, Robert.” I stood up. “And thank you for your hospitality, Ishmael. You’ve been very helpful, but I do need to be going.”
“Did you drive here, Mister Carpenter?” Teresa asked. “Or do you need us to call you a cab?”
“Teresa,” Ishmael waved a hand towards me. “Why don’t you drive Mister Carpenter home? I’m sure that he’d appreciate it.”
Teresa smiled. “Of course, my Count.” She bowed to Ishmael, and looked to me. “Very well, Eric. If you’ll come with me.”
“I don’t want to be a bother.” I insisted.
“But you’re not,” Ishmael said. “It’s my hope you’ll be a friend of my court, Mister Carpenter. Au Revoir.”
I followed Teresa out of the door. When we got to the hallway, I said. “Listen, I really don’t want to be a bother. Just call me a cab.”
Teresa sent me a playful look. “Afraid of just a drive home? As nice as you look, I promise I’ll be a perfect lady.”
She led me down the hallway in the opposite direction. We went down a flight of stairs, and out a door that led out back. There was a small parking lot there, with a very big clash of the different cars. Some were obviously staff cars, which were, while not terrible, used and worn, while others were obviously the higher-class vampires.
The car that Teresa led me to was a black Mustang. It was old, probably twice as old as I was, and lovingly cared for. “Wow,” I said, running my hand across the hood. “This is a really nice car.”
“Indeed. Quite the looker, isn’t she?” She smiled. We got into the car, and I gave her my address. “So, what did you think of the Count?”
“He’s an interesting guy. Not really what I was expecting when I was thinking of a big shot vampire ruler.”
“Big shot ruler?” She laughed. “I’ve never heard him described quite like that. But, I suppose it does fit. He’s rather old, even for one of us.”
“And just how old is he?”
“He does not openly talk about it. But he was around to watch the First Crusade. That alone should tell you something.”
“Shit.” I whistled in appreciation. “That’s really old.”
“Quite. And he is very powerful.”
“I’d imagine. So why is he so interested in me?”
She gave me a look over to me, evaluating for just a moment. “It’s very cute, you know. This naive thing.” She laughed, a chuckle that, I had to admit was pretty sexy. It was almost a purr coming from her. Even when she laughed, it was low and quiet.
“I’m missing a joke, aren’t I?”
“Indeed. Magic is something beyond even a vampire’s powers. The Fae have their glamours, and can work some Arcane powers, but they don’t have the affinity that a witch does. You’re a resource, Eric. People want that.”
“I don’t want to be a resource.”
“Then you will have to find out how to fend for yourself.”
“You guys must love Darwin.” I rolled my eyes.
“It fits. We’re creatures of nature, Eric.”
“Yea, you are.” I said, trying to remind myself more than answer.
We sat in silence for the most part while she drove. I gave her a street corner, mostly because at the moment, I didn't want a vampire knowing where I lived. I closed my eyes for a bit, not really paying attention. I couldn’t sleep, but I felt mentally exhausted. It was broken some time later, when the car pulled to a stop. My eyes fluttered open, and I saw we were at my place.
“Fall asleep on me, witch?” Teresa asked.
“Uh, no.” I said. I thought on that. Why wasn’t I a warlock, or a wizard? Wasn’t witch a feminine word? Just one more thing to ask Amy. “Thanks for the ride.”
“You’re welcome, Eric.” She nodded. “I know this is sort of abrupt, but I was wondering if you might want to have drinks some time.”
“Uh, drinks?” To show just how clueless I am about women, I first thought she had implied she wanted to suck my blood. I felt like slapping her right across the face or slugging her. It took me a few moments to realize what it actually meant. Yea, sure, I had been hit on before, working at the bar, but drunk co-eds weren’t really my style.
“Yea, drinks.” She nodded. “One of us picks the other up, or if we want to be very progressive, we meet somewhere. We get a few drinks, talk. Think you’d like that?”
The first thought was to ask “Who, me?” But I shoved that down. “Yea, I do.” I answered her. “Uh, how about we swap digits, and you give me a call, or I’ll give you a call?”
“Either way works.” She smiled, but didn’t show her fangs. We swapped phone numbers, and I felt a little plume of self-confidence. I’d gotten some information on Sam Coolidge, not gotten myself killed, and I’d gotten a hot vampiress' phone number. The last one, I did not think I would tell Amy, but overall this was a good night. Of all the things she’d blow up about, me going out with a vampire? Maybe one of them. It was a sound guess, considering how vehemently she’d told me to stay away from the Last Drop.
“All right, Eric.” She blew me a kiss. “Good night.”
“Good night.” I was sure that, somehow, she saw my cheeks flush. I got out of the car, feeling my heart pound. So, yea, I agreed to have drinks with a vampire, a night after I got bit by one? Yea, I’m totally sane.
I headed into my building. I was tired, even if it was just midnight. And I was going to have to go running with Matt tomorrow. That was going to be an info dump to make his head spin, for sure.
I headed up to my floor and headed to my door. I opened the door and-
Wait, my door was unlocked. My brain took a second to process that. Someone was in my place. Amy said she’d have gone to her place, wherever that was. Matt, the only other person with a key, was out partying tonight. He would have called if he was using my apartment for something.
My hand flashed to my back pocket, and brought out the knife. I flicked out the blade. It was weighted well, I guessed. I’m not exactly a combat specialist, but it seemed like pretty good stuff. I held it in my left hand, and used my right to push open the door. It creaked as I did so, darn old apartment.
I flipped on the light switch, I saw someone there, frozen. He was near my dresser, some of the drawers pulled out.
“Who the hell are you?” I hissed. “Freeze.” I thrust the knife forward, gesturing towards the couch.
But he didn’t. The intruder, a large dark-haired man, rushed towards me. That told me something already. I know I wouldn’t have charged a guy holding a knife. So he was either pretty crazy, or maybe a bit brave. Or maybe just that much better than me.
He swung a punch at me, and I dodged to the side, leaving me back in the hallway. I made a wide swing with the knife, trying to slash at the intruder. The big man dodged, but he seemed to do it with much more grace. He batted my knife hand down with a chop, and swung out with a huge fist.
I took it in the shoulder, and pain lanced through me. I scolded myself, but really, this guy probably had a lot more experience than I did.
I found myself on my ass, with my knife on the floor. The man stepped over me. And as he walked away, he called over his shoulder. “Stay out of this shit, kid.”
And as he waked into the stairway, and I moved to sit up, I recognized that I had heard that voice before. He’d been one of the guys we had seen at Raymond Francis’s office earlier.
“Shit, shit. He must have followed you home. Stupid Eric!” I cursed myself, and I got myself to my feet. I flicked on the lights in my apartment, and surveyed the damage.
My apartment had been pretty thoroughly tossed, at first look. My futon’s mattress was on the floor, next to the coffee table. Several of my drawers had been pulled out of the dresser, and their contents now were lying on the floor.
The last one, however, was the important one. I opened up the drawer, and there in the bottom, underneath my socks, was the brush that Diana had given me. “Hell yea.” I pumped my fist. I closed the drawer, and then went back out into the hall to grab my knife. Once that was inside, I locked the door, and started to clean up.
I may not be a messy guy, but it was calming. Even in the craziness of what had just happened, that I could restore it to some sort of order. That was cathartic in its own.
By the time my place resembled something like my apartment, I crawled to bed and kicked off my boots. I was asleep by the time my head hit the pillow.
 
 



Chapter 11
 
I woke up to the smell of cooking bacon. That was unusual in itself. I don’t remember waking up to bacon in years. That was something I remembered from days when I was much younger, my grandma cooking bacon and eggs on a Sunday morning, with not a care in the world. It was really a good memory.
Then I heard a thumping sound, and then a strangled “Eric, help!” I shot up off the bed, rolling to my feet. The knife was in my hand, though I didn’t flip the blade out.
The scene in front of me reminded me just how screwed up my life had gotten. Matt had apparently been cooking breakfast. That in itself was weird. He didn’t cook breakfast, much less bacon. The man usually ate something closer to cereal and fruits in the morning.
But Matt was holding Amy against the wall, a steak knife in hand at her throat.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa!”  I yelled. “What the hell is going on?”
Matt growled out first. “Listen, I was just cooking breakfast for you, after that whole vampire thing, thought you’d need it, and…and this blond chick just popped in out of nowhere.”
“Matt,” I blinked, trying to shake the cobwebs of sleep from my head. “Matt, you are going to let Amy go. She’s welcome here.”
Matt hesitated a moment. “Wait, what? Eric, what’s going on?”
“Matt, let her go.”
He took the knife away from her throat, and backed off. “You’ve got explaining to do.”
“Yea, and so does she.” I answered. “You say she just appeared, Matt?”
Matt nodded as he set the knife on the counter. “I went to the fridge to find your eggs, and when I closed the door, this blond gal is standing right in the middle of your kitchen.”
“Okay,” I ran a hand through my hair. “I guess we’ve both got to explain some stuff…You don’t have to cook the eggs or anything. Listen, Matt, take a seat at the table. Amy, you too.”
We all sat down at the table. It was the largest crowd I think I’d ever had in my apartment. Amy seemed tiny next to Matt, who was built from large Scandinavian stock. Amy’s petite frame seemed much more comfortable in my second-hand chairs.
“So, start talking.” Matt said. “One of you.”
“Okay.” I said. “Uh, why the bacon?”
Matt shrugged. “Well, I thought you might need it. You know, it’s been a crazy few days, you know? You saw a dead body, got bit by a vampire…You want some? It’s all done now.”
“Uh, yea, sure.” As Matt got up, and came back with a plate of bacon, I grabbed one and started to chew on it as I went to grab some bread and pop it into the toaster. “First off, Matt, there’s something you need to know about me.”
“That you have crazy blonds breaking into your house?” Matt asked.
“I’ll get to her in a second. Matt, you know there are four big races of Arcanes out there, right?”
“Yea, vampires, weres, Fae, and the Red Angels, right?”
“There’s a fifth. A fifth, apparently, that they’ve all been keeping under wraps. They’re witches.”
“Witches?” Matt arched an eyebrow. “You mean, like Harry Potter shit? It's real?”
“Eric, this is not what I would call wise.” Amy warned me. Her eyes narrowed at me as I finished off my bacon.
I shook my head. If I told a werefox to get her to trust me, I could let my closest friend in on my little secret. “Matt is one of the few people I trust, Amy. He gets to hear the truth.” I looked back to Matt. “Matt, I’m a witch.”
“Witch?” He looked to her, then me. “You mean, magic, and all that shit.”
“Yea. Magic, and all that shit.” I echoed. “There apparently aren’t a lot of us left. This was my mother’s legacy to me, I guess. She was a witch, and this all was passed on to me.”
“So, wait,” Matt held up a finger. “Minor clarification. You’re a witch? Isn't a witch a woman?”
“Yea, that was something I wanted to ask you about.” I said to Amy. “What’s up with that? Shouldn’t I be a warlock, or a wizard, or something?”
She sighed. “Witch, in the arcane community, has no gender connotation. That is an entirely human invention. It is just that, witches have had such a sparse population, that it has been rendered to fanciful writers to determine that little piece of vocabulary.”
“All right, okay. So, yea, a witch.” I said. “But, yea, I can do magic, apparently. And I,” I paused to think about how to say this next for a moment. “Matt, I have this gift. I don’t really know how to use it yet, but I want to help people.”
Matt laughed. “Now I know you’re not jerking my chain. Only you would find out you have superpowers and decide to go the Spider-Man route.”
“Ha ha.” I rolled my eyes as I grabbed my toast when it popped out. “Well, we’ll see how this goes. I only found out about this two nights ago. I might turn out to be a really bad superhero.”
“So he says.” Amy rolled her eyes.
Matt turned his gaze to her. “Which brings us to Blondie…Amy, was it?”
“That’s what she calls herself. Amy is my guardian, I guess. She doesn’t like the angel description, so I guess she’s just a guardian.”
“So, you’re a witch, and you have a cute blond guardian chick?” Matt just opened up laughing. “Dude, your life has become a Joss Whedon show.”
I rolled my eyes, and Amy asked. “Who is-“
“That is really not important right now.” I interrupted. I looked down, and saw that, next to Amy’s chair, there was a canvas grocery bag. I hadn’t noticed that before, but I assumed I had just been too distracted by the lunacy of Matt holding a knife to her throat. I gestured to it. “What’s in the bag?”
“Legacy, Eric.” She hefted it up onto the table, and then reached into it. She withdrew a pair of small notebooks. They were each about the size of my hand, tied together by leather straps. “These are the recordings of your mother’s line. Unfortunately, only these two volumes have survived.”
“Who do these belong to?” I asked her.
“The older one is a compilation of both your mother and grandmother, though this one.” She held up a Moleskine notebook that had seen better days. “This one is your mother's.”
I paused, a long moment, before speaking. “My mother’s.” I whispered.
“Dude,” Matt put a hand on my arm. “This is big.” Matt had been one of the few I had confided in when I had stopped looking for any sign of my mother’s history. He knew what this was. I didn’t just have some random things from my mother. I had books from my mother.
“Yes, indeed.” Amy gave me an inquisitive look. “Eric, are you-“
I shook my head. “No. I’m not crying. And if you say I am, I’ll kick you out.”
We all were there, still, for some time. Finally, I picked up one of the notebooks. “Matt, meet me at the bar tonight. I’ll talk with you then, all right? And thanks for the bacon.”
Matt stood up and clapped me on the shoulder. “All right, man. Take it easy.”
“Yea, sure thing, man.”  I said, wondering how the hell I would take it easy, all things considered. But, hey, I said I would, right?
Matt left to go do the suicidally intense run he would do whenever I wasn’t up for it. The man was in ridiculously good shape, but that’s what you got when you actually dedicate yourself.
I seated myself back down at the table, and thought about something. “Okay, just one minute. How did you just appear in my apartment?” I asked.
“You are the one I am supposed to protect. It requires I be near you, so that is what it takes.”
“Seriously?” I asked. “So, you just, what, think about me, and bam?”
“Something like that.” She nodded. “But it is very draining.”
“Limited.” I crossed my arms. “Okay, so.” I recounted what I’d seen her do so far. “You can teleport, do that…voice or whatever, thing. What else?”
“I can heal people.” She said. “Notice how your bite wound is mostly healed, even without it being bandaged?”
I thought about that, and I touched my neck. There it was. It had only been two nights ago, and it felt nearly as good as new, though I could feel the scars that had appeared.  “Wow.” I murmured. “I hardly noticed that.”
“That is one of my more subtle abilities.” Amy noted. “As for the rest, they are minor and often inconsequential.” It sounded as if she was just dismissing these. Curious.
“So, uh, last night, I visited the Last Drop.”
She winced. “Oh, you stupid, stupid witch.” Amy ran a hand through her hair. “Why? What could have compelled you to go there?”
“Curiosity.” I shrugged. “I got information.”
“Like what?” She asked.
“Like, that Sam Coolidge had a fight with someone at the club the night she disappeared. And, she went home in a cab.” I said. “Oh, and that she was a werefox who liked vamps biting her. I don’t understand the appeal, but hey. Maybe it’s better when someone isn’t trying to suck the life out of you.”
Amy smiled. “So I have been told.” She said. “And what was the price asked of you for this information?”
“A favor, for Count Ishmael.” My subconscious ate at me, nagging at me for not telling her about Teresa.
“And you accepted?” She shouted. “Oh, you stupid, stupid witch!” She groaned.
“What? What’s wrong with a favor?”
Amy stood up. “It means that you are supernaturally indebted to the man. You have a small link with him now, and it means that there can be repercussions if you break your word.”
“Repercussions?” I furrowed my brow.
“Yes. A broken word is worse than many a crime in the Arcane world. You could end up in serious trouble.”
I sighed. “Well, it’s just a favor. We’ll burn that bridge when we come to it.” I remarked. “Now, I want to eat my breakfast, and then I’m going to shower. And then we can do magic, all right?”
Amy sighed. “Very well. I do say, however, that you are a stupid, stupid witch.”
“Why do I have the feeling I’m not the first ward of yours you’ve referred to as such?”
“Because you inherit this particular trait from your mother.”
I chose to not answer but think on it. I ate my breakfast in silence, and then showered. I dressed in one of the bar’s t-shirts and a pair of jeans, since it was a work night.
When I came out, Amy had laid out both the books on the small table.
Amy had also cleared away my kitchen floor. She had a bag of salt from one of my cabinets, as well as a number of candles I had saved from back when I was still dating.
“So, what’s this?”
“The tools for your first spell, Eric.” She answered. “You have the brush still?”
“Yea, despite the guy from last night who tried breaking in.”
“What?” She snapped. “Someone tried to break in?”
I sighed. Yea, I had forgotten to mention that. “Uh, yea. One of the guys from yesterday at Francis’s office broke in. I think that he followed me home or something, and was looking for the brush. Why? I can’t say.”
“Another mystery among many.” She sighed. “Very well, bring the brush. Let us get to work.”
I went to my dresser, and grabbed the brush. “So, explain this to me. Walk me through it.”
“Certainly.” She said. “Symbolism is important. We have a part of Sam here, in this brush. What we’re going to do is create a link between one of her hairs and her.”
“All right. And the salt?”
“Salt is part of the process. What we are doing here is pretty advanced, at least for your experience. Salt is a magical substance, a containing element of sorts. We can use it to make a circle to harness magic for the ritual. Ready to begin?”
“Just tell me what I need to do.” I said.
“Pour the salt in as near-perfect a circle as you can, large enough for you to kneel in. It should be large enough for you to spread your arms out, and still have them not leave the circle.”
I walked to the center of the kitchen, and stuck out my arms to guess how big of a circle I would need. Then I grabbed the back of salt, and started to pour. It took me a few tries to get it how I wanted, but after a few minutes, I was able to make a big enough circle.
Under her instruction, I put five candles at various points on the circle. “Okay, what’s with this?” I asked.
“You are creating a pentagram, a symbol of magic.” She gestured with her hands, and drew a five pointed star in the air. “The different points represent the elements.”
“Fire, water, earth, air, and...well, whatever you call the last one, depending on your mythology.”
“Correct,” She nodded. “I have always preferred the descriptor of spirit or void.”
I nodded, and lit each candle. The smell of vanilla filled the air. “Okay, so, now what?”
She reached into the bag, puling one last item. It was a battered compass. “You will need something to focus the results of the spell. The compass will be the focus of the spell. If we can successfully cast it, the needle will home in on Samantha Coolidge’s position.”
“And if it doesn’t work?”
She clicked her tongue in a scolding manner. “Positive thoughts. Positive thinking is at the heart of magic. If you do not have confidence, why should the magic come to you?”
“What, are you saying magic has an ego or something?”
“It is all about self-fulfilling prophecies, Eric.” She moved to sit up on my counter, looking down at me. “Think about it. Magic is based on thoughts, and your own mental energy. If you do not believe in yourself, your mind will believe you will fail, and so the magic will not come.”
“Whoa.” I thought about that for a moment. “That’s actually pretty thoughtful.”
“Indeed.” She nodded.
Amy walked me through the rest of the process. I put the compass in front of a candle, and used a rubbed band to fasten one of the hairs to the compass. It seemed a little weird, but Amy explained it all out, the symbolism of tying what we wanted to find with the method of locating it.
When everything was set up, she started to instruct me. “All right, the first thing you want to do, is like before, close your eyes and open your senses. However, this time, there will not be a lot of magic for you to sense. The circle will help contain it, so you can gather it easier.”
I closed my eyes, and started to relax myself. I focused , trying to reach out and sense the magic. It wasn’t like it was in Pax two nights ago. There was no hum, no real feeling of the powerful energy. Instead, it was silence.
“I don’t sense it.” I told Amy.
“It is nowhere as strong here as it was in Pax. You need to wait, listen for it. It will not be a roar, but a whisper. Tiny little strings of magic.”
I did so. I relaxed myself, letting myself sink further and further into the senses of magic. It was like drifting in a pool, early in the morning before anyone else was there. Tranquil, quiet, with little to nothing to feel.
And suddenly, there it was. I felt it at the edge of my senses. It felt like a string just rubbing across the pad of a finger. Whether I just smiled in my head, or physically, I couldn’t tell.
“I feel it.” I reported to Amy. “It’s like a string, or something like it. Just a strand.”
“Take it, Eric.” She said. “Take a hold of it, imagine yourself wrapping it to your will.”
I made a small hum, not wanting to take my mind away from the strand further. I brought my mind back to the strand. I imagined taking it with one hand, and slowly wrapping it around my finger. Tying it off simply, at least in my head, I tugged on it.
Power, just a trickle of it, flowed into me. It was fantastic. I had never felt anything like it. It was like ice water dripping down my spine, chilling me, while it warmed my fingers and made them crackle with life.
“Take it into you, and let it fill you.” She said. “Now, focus that energy into the compass. Imagine it in front of you, and put your energy into it.”
I tried to think about it. I focused my thoughts on the compass, and wiled the energy to go to it. My brain could imagine the link between the two, like a plug or an aqueduct.
But it didn’t work. I pushed and pushed, tried to force the energy into it, but it wouldn’t budge from me. It felt hotter now in me, constantly raising my temperature.
“You are chewing your lip.” Amy said into my ear. “What is wrong?”
“I’m trying.” I grunted. “But it’s just not going into the compass.”
“You are forcing it. You cannot force magic. Stop. Let it go.”
“What?” I snapped. “What’s wrong?”
“Let go of the power. Cut it loose.”
I figured I would just ask later, when I wasn’t deep in thought. I imagined myself tossing the string away, cutting it off of me. When I did, it was scorching hot, and it singed where my imaginary fingers touched it.
My eyes shot open, and I grasped my hand. “Aw, son of a bitch!” I hissed. “That hurt!”
“Yea, it did.” Amy was standing just outside the circle. “Stand up, and let me see your hand.”
I did so, and I stepped out of of the circle. On two of my fingers, where I had imagined grasping the string, there was a fine red line, a little burn. “What? I thought that was just in my head.”
“The magic makes it real, Eric.” She said. “Magic cannot be forced. What you have to do is channel it. Make it into a stream that slowly puddles into the focus. You’re not ready to push magic like that, not yet.”
“What happens when I push magic?” I asked. “When I force it?”
She smiled. “Another day, in the future, I will explain.”
I rolled my eyes. “Seriously? You just can’t tell me?”
“That is a more destructive manner of magic than I am willing to teach you right now. Better you grasp this simple magic first, than you try something foolish like trying to blow up something.”
I laughed a little. “Blow up stuff? Seriously?
“Indeed. But you are definitely not ready for that. Making magic actually manifest into something like a shield or a fireball takes practice. However, it is a very powerful tool.”
“Could my mother and grandmother do that?” I asked.
She nodded. “They had to. Magic is a powerful force. Magic, for the most part, is untapped most of the time. It stores energy, waits for a witch or other to tap it. When harnessed and directed, it is explosive. Not only is it powerful, but it is fast, and it ignores the resistances Arcanes can have to physical damage.”
“So, magic affects all things equally?”
“I would not say that. But it does level the playing field. Fire, especially.”
I nodded. “Fire. What’s so special about fire?”
“All things are equal in fire, Eric.” She said. “Everything burns.”
I nodded. “So, can we try again with the spell?” I asked. “I’ll try again, won’t try forcing anything.”
“Give it a few minutes.” Amy said. “Then we will try again.”
I went to the sink and put my burned fingers under some cold water. “So, what’s with the fact that you didn’t come into the circle?” I asked.
She shook her head as she replied.. “Salt is a barrier to things that are not totally corporeal.”
“Beg pardon? How’s that work?” I asked.
“Salt has properties that blocks things that are not corporeal, or at least, not completely so. Ghosts, Fae, they cannot cross barriers of salt.”
“And you can’t?”
“It is one of my rules. I cannot cross a salt barrier.”
I reminded myself to keep that in mind in the future. “So, when you say I have to let the power flow like a stream into the compass, what do you mean?”
“Do not push it, do not direct it. Instead, imagine that you are pouring it, like you are watering a plant.”
I thought about that, and how I would visualize it in my head. It made sense, on some level. Some vague memories of physics classes came back to me, told me that it made sense.
After a few minutes, my burned finger was wrapped up, and Amy said it was time to try again. I knelt down in the circle, and closed my eyes. This time, I was able to find the strand much more quickly.
I grasped it, bound it to me, and felt the power once again fill me. This time, however, I cupped my hands, and imagined the power filing my hands like water. I moved my hands over the compass. I poured the energy down.
A new sensation flew through me. My fingers grew colder, the heat leaving them, pouring out onto the compass. The energy leaving me took on a yellow color, like pouring molten gold into the compass. It covered it, and slowly, golden strands started to wrap around my fingers, connecting me to the compass.
“The energy’s there, Amy.” I whispered. “What now?”
“You need a word, a word to focus on. To focus your energy on that compass, to tell it you want to find her. It is best if it is not English. You have to focus on the word.”
I searched through my memory of what I knew of French back from high school. I selected a word, and whispered as I focused on the compass.
“Trouver.” The magic lit even brighter, shining through the compass. The very air crackled around me with power. It flowed from my fingers until the power flowed straight from my hands into the compass.
“And stop.” Amy whispered.
I stopped pouring the magic, and I removed the strand of magic from my fingers. This time, however, it didn’t singe me. It was cool to the touch. I brought myself from the magic, and brought myself back to the real world.
It was exhilarating. I had done magic. I’d casted a spell. I grinned, manically. “I’m a freaking witch.” I found myself giggling.
“Indeed.” Amy was standing at the edge of the circle, smiling down at me. “Pick up the compass.”
I scooped it up, and opened up the cover. The needle inside was spinning, like the entire magnetics of the earth were thrown off, or something. It took several seconds for it to settle. When it did, however, I had a simple observation to make.
“That isn’t north.”
“No, it is pointing towards whatever we are looking for. In this case, this is where Samantha Coolidge is located.”
“Okay, but it’s just pointing. And this is San Francisco. I mean, it’s pointing east, but there’s an entire continent in that direction.” I stood up, and got a broom and dustpan for the salt so Amy could walk around freely. “So, uh, where do we go from here?”
“The hunt begins, Eric.”
 
 



Chapter 12
 
There was a certain high to the magic, or what I could only assume was a minor high. It was a wonderful little buzz of energy as I just sat around, grinning as Amy drove. When it wore off, however, I realized that there was a downside to magic.
The follow up work was boring. We had driven in as easterly a route as possible, until the compass needle had started to curve south. Then, we drove south, until the needle started to point west.
Reading may be my hobby, but I was never very patient. After about forty-five minutes, we were still driving around, trying to get a fix.
“We should have brought a map or something.” I murmured as we turned onto another one-way street. “San Francisco’s already hell to drive in. If we’re going to go be looking for a spot that we don’t know, it would have been nice to get a map so we could triangulate it.”
“We will have to buy them in advance, next time. That was a good casting of the spell. I think we have got about another hour left to work with.”
“It has a time limit?” That wasn’t something she had mentioned.
“Yes, all magic naturally does.” She said. “It is never that easy, Eric. If we cannot-“
“Whoa!” I interrupted her. “Pull over, now!”
“What is going on?” She asked.
“The compass needle. It’s pointing up. It’s touching the glass now. Pull over. I, uh, I think she’s in one of these buildings.” Amy spent a few minutes parallel parking.
We walked around the block, and eventually narrowed the building down to an apartment building that had seen much better days. We ended up going through the front door.
“So, what do we do now?” Amy asked.
“Go up each floor and check with the compass. Once we narrow down what floor she’s on, we look for her.” I grinned a little. “Seriously, I came up with that before you did? Witch one, Angel Eyes zero.”
“Angel Eyes?” She rolled her baby blues at that.
“Yea, you know. Lee Van Cleef’s character in The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly? That, and I really don’t know anything about you, besides your guardian role.”
“Do not call me an angel. That is the first thing you need to know.” She remarked as we went into the stairwell.
“Then what else? You mentioned you’re not totally corporeal. Do you eat, sleep, have desires?” We reached the second floor, and the compass still pointed upwards. The next floor, then.
“I eat, but not much, and I do have to rest to regain my strength.” She explained. “As to desires, hardly. I am not human. I am not tainted with their desires.”
I looked behind myself to her. “Seriously, tainted? Who says that having desires is a curse?”
“Desire is inherently selfish in nature.”
“Okay, that’s just preachy.” I rolled my eyes. “What about my desire to help people? That is definitely not selfish.”
“Would you not say that it is motivated by a desire to seek gratification for yourself?”
“We are totally not doing a philosophical discussion in the stairwell of this building while we look for a missing woman.”
“You do not enjoy it?” Amy chuckled.
“Not really. I had to take a few philosophy classes for my degree. Worst money I ever spent on a class, and I include my terrible calculus classes I took.”
“I take it you do not enjoy philosophy?”
“I hate debating it. After all, how do you seriously expect to change someone’s view points?” I sighed. “Besides, why do you do this whole guardian thing anyways, if you don’t have desires?”
“A promise that was made long ago.” Amy said. “But that is a story for some other time. Come on, we should get back to the matter at hand.”
We went to the third floor, then the fourth. It was finally, on the fifth, where the compass needle settled out. I held up a hand. “Okay, this floor. Let’s take a look around.”
We stepped out onto the floor. It was a hallway, with apartment doors to either side. We walked down the hallway, working our way down slowly so we didn’t pass over anything.
The compass spun to my right once we passed the last door in the hall. “I think this is the one.” I murmured. I pulled a handkerchief from my pocket, and used it to grab the doorknob.
The door proved to be unlocked, and Amy stacked up against the wall, knife in hand. I opened the door, slowly, trying to keep it as quiet as possible. The old hinges creaked like the devil. I cursed to myself, and swung the door open.
At first look, the apartment was empty, and at the second look too. It was clear of all furniture, and even the floors were stripped bare, showing only a cheap tile. The sun was heavy  in the apartment. It had windows closed, leaving it to bake in the morning heat.
Amy and I walked into it. “I thought that this was supposed to be where it was…” I said.
It all became clear when we got to the center of the apartment. A small pile of gold hair was on the floor, with a set of clippers next to it. There was a sticky note on the clippers.
“Give up.” I hissed the note’s message. “How the hell did they know that we were going to do this?”
“They knew we had the brush. They must have shaved her head.”
“It works like that?”
Amy nodded. “They shaved it, removing it from her body. The spell just tracked her hair, not her.” She made a grunting sound. “That is not good. Whoever these people are, they are smart.”
“And they know about magic.”
“Indeed. That separates them from run of the mill criminals.”
I closed the compass lid, and then shoved it into my pocket. “So, where does this leave us?” I asked.
“Those men we saw yesterday at Francis’s office. Do you recall their tattoos?”
“Yea, they looked like the ones that Sam’s roommate Diana had.”
She nodded. “They are were tattoos.”
“Were tattoos?” I echoed, the term unfamiliar.
“Most shapeshifter clans have them. Our next stop is to visit the alpha of the San Francisco packs.”
“The alpha?” Great, let’s meet all the supernatural leaders. “As in, like, the guy who rules all the packs?”
“Well, since you thought you were capable enough to meet with the Count against my specific instructions, you seem to think you are a big boy.”
“Well, I walked into that one. Where do we go?”
“When do you have to be at the bar?”
“Uh, four. Why?”
“We are heading to the piers. We have to make sure we can get in with the Alpha’s schedule.”
“Great. And just who is the Alpha?”
“The head of the Irish mob.”
 
Okay, a vampire? Yea, I’m good with that. I can chat with a vampire. The head of the Irish mafia? How the hell did Amy even know this guy?
We drove down to the piers. The piers were what remained of San Francisco’s legacy as the Pacific’s largest port. Back in World War 2, it had been the major embarkation point for troops heading into the Pacific. Changes in the times, however, had seen Los Angeles and Oakland take most of intercontinental shipping away from the City by the Bay.
That left a lot of unused piers lying around San Francisco. They’d been bought up by private parties in recent years. Some of the piers, like the famous Pier 39, served mostly commercial interests, while others were used for warehouses or private docks.
Amy drove us to one of the industrial ones. She parked the jeep, and we made a quick stop to grab lunch at a hot dog stand. I devoured a polish, and quickly bought another. Even after the second sausage, I still felt ravenous.
“Okay, I’m not usually this hungry.” I looked to Amy, who smiled knowingly. “Something you forgot to mention?”
“You have to obey the laws of nature. Magic is working with a lot of energy. You are burning through your body’s energy to work magic. As such, your metabolism is sky-rocketing, and you’ll need to eat a lot more than usual. Your mother was a little shocked by it when she went through it.” Amy actually grinned. “She thought she was pregnant. She said she would swear over a stack of bibles that she wasn’t that serious with her boyfriend at the time.”
I found myself smiling just a little. “So, did my father know what she was?” I asked as I ordered a third polish.
“He did, but he did not want to talk about it a lot. He wanted her to stop, for your sake.”
I looked to her, and I felt like I had to ask the question. “Amy, was my mother’s death natural?”
She nodded. “It was. Your mother had a few enemies, but she had confronted them before she made the choice to live with your father. Victoria did not want anyone to hurt her husband or her child.”
“Well, that means something, I guess.” I whispered. But what did it mean? And what were those enemies that she’d fought? Questions for a later date, I told myself.
After she had finished her bag of corn chips, and I had demolished the last hot dog, she led us to the pier.
“Will the weres be able to tell what I am?” I asked as we walked. The pier itself wasn't a big one, but set at its entrance was a large building, a warehouse that had to have seen better days.
“Most likely not. Weres live long, but in no way long enough to remember what witches are. You will smell interesting, as will I, but they will just catalog it as something new and different.”
I shrugged at that. “All right, then. Let’s go.”
The front of the warehouse had a set of double glass doors. A small bell rang as I opened the door for Amy, and we were greeted by a cheerful secretary, a brunette with a big smile.
“Hi, welcome to Finnegan Shipping. Do you have an appointment?”
“No, we do not.” Amy answered, and then said in a casual voice. “I am here for a shipment of hides.”
The secretary’s demeanor changed. The cheerful smile went away, and she looked down to her desk. “Of course. I’ll see to it that our sales representative is contacted.” She stood out from behind the desk. She was tall, and lanky, all arms and legs. She wore slacks and a creme blouse. “If you’ll follow me.” We did, and we followed the girl into a conference room with a small table and several chairs. “Take a seat, please. I’ll make sure that the representative is here in a moment.”
When she left, I turned to Amy. “Okay, what’s up with that?”
“I know some of the passwords to the pack. What happens now is that we will get a minor pack functionary. After that, they will judge whether our request is worth of the Alpha’s time. If not, we deal with the other pack member. If we do, we meet Finnegan.”
We were there for a few minutes before the door opened. The man they sent to deal with us was a tank of a man. He was six and a half feet easily, and freaking built. His entire frame was stacked with muscles. I resisted an urge to ask if the guy was human. Obviously, he wasn’t. Though, I did wonder what his animal was. I shuddered at the thought of a wolf that big.
“I’m Jackson Miller.” He said, and extended his hand to Amy. “Your reputation precedes you, Amy.”
Amy shook his hand, and gave him a pleasant smile. “Why, thank you, Jackson. This is Eric Carpenter, my associate.”
“Pleasure to meet you, Mister Carpenter.” We shook hands once they were done. I saw Jackson's nose twitch. I knew he was taking in my scent. “So, what business do you have with the pack today?”
I decided to take the lead. “We are looking into Samantha Coolidge’s disappearance, Jackson. We were hoping we could as for a bit of help in the matter.”
He nodded as he sat down. “Sam wasn’t a very active member of our pack, but she was pack. That’s more than family. We’ll do anything we can to help.”
“Well, let us begin with her friends.” Amy said. “Mister Miller, we went to the office of Raymond Francis, the private investigator who had been hired to look into her disappearance, and there were two weres there. One of those same weres tossed my associate’s apartment.”
He smiled, just a little. “Cut to the chase, don’t you two?”
“We could waste each other’s time, dance around the subject, and get nowhere. Would you prefer that?”
Jackson smiled. “Well, I can appreciate that. Can you describe the two men?”
I nodded. “Both were about six feet tall, dark hair. They were stocky, not like workout freaks, but worker-types. Only one of them spoke, but he was the gruff, few words type.”
“That describes more than a few people here. What makes you think they were ours?”
“The tattoos, in particular.” I remarked. “They had were tattoos on them, and so I’m inclined to believe they were weres.”
“So you want us to root through our own on the thought that you think that they’re one of ours?”
Amy nodded. “That is what we want, yes. We want to know why they are trying to stop us from trying to find her.”
“Stop you?” Jackson furrowed his brow. “What did they do, Miss Amy?”
“As Amy said, one of them broke into my apartment last night. They were trying to find a brush that belonged to Sam.”
Amy winced. “You should not have said that, Eric.” She whispered.
“What, why?” I looked over to her. Shit, well there went our cool, professional demeanor.
Jackson leaned forward. His eyes, big dark pools, focused on me. “Why did you have her brush?” He said. “Her hair wouldn’t help a were. No, you’re not a were, Mister Carpenter.”
“No, I’m not. I’m a party who’s interested in helping.”
“But what good would that brush do, I wonder?” He smiled a little. “Unless, you are what I think you are.”
“And what is that?”
“What Diana told me you said you were.” He shook his head. “After all these years, the race returns. Finnegan says that the witches were extinct.”
Well, that came back to bite me real fast. “Just endangered.” I shot back. “Surely you can appreciate that?”
“Law of the jungle. As the stories go, the witches couldn’t adapt to the times. The human animals tore them apart.”
“Not this one.” I said. “But let’s get off the subject. I want to know who these weres are, Jackson.”
He stood. “I’ll let Finnegan know you're here.”
“Thank you, Jackson.” Amy said, and she inclined her head to him.
“Don’t do that, yet. He’s an interesting case. I have no idea what Finnegan will do with a witch. This is…well, interesting.”
“Great.” I rolled my eyes as Jackson left the room. Once the door was shut, I said. “Well, he was…friendly-ish.”
“It’s the nature of his animal. The bears are much nicer than some of the other weres.”
“He’s a were-bear?” I laughed. “That is...well, slightly awesome.”
“There are a number of animals out there that weres shift to. Wolves are just common. Bears, all the big cats, birds, some are even known to take the form of fishes.”
“So, there’s like, a were-tuna out there somewhere?”
“I don’t know everything. I have met a were-shark in my journeys, but that was long ago.” She gave a cursory shrug. “Let us focus on the matter at hand.”
“What can you tell me about Finnegan?” I asked.
“His full name is Connor Finnegan. He was born in the eighteenth century, to the alpha of a powerful werewolf in Ireland. He emigrated to America in the eighteen-fifties, and in the latter half of the century became a minor industrialist.”
“So what’s he doing running the Irish mob?”
“The Great Depression. He lost everything, disappeared for fifty years, and reappeared in the eighties. He worked his way into the packs here and worked his way up to Alpha. He is old enough to think this is still the Old World, but don’t underestimate him.”
“I wasn’t planning on it. I’m planning my continued survival on the fact that I shouldn’t be underestimating anyone.”
“Clever enough.” She murmured. “I will let you handle the negotiations. Finnegan will not like me butting in on this.” Her eyes rolled in derision. “Our history is not exactly joyful.” We waited a few minutes until the door opened again.
Finnegan was very different, compared to Jackson. Where Jackson was burly and wide, Finnegan was lanky and skinny. Where Jackson had rough features and a little smile, Finnegan had toothy grins and a thin face. Finnegan also looked older, though he only appeared to be in his forties. His long blond hair was pulled back. I noticed a few gray streaks, but they were just beginning to take root.
“A witch, eh?” Finnegan’s voice still had a bit of an accent from the old country, though there was also some New England in it. “Pleasure to meet you.”
He shoved his hand out, and I stood and shook it. “Mr. Finnegan, I take it. I’m Eric Carpenter.”
“Carpenter…hmm, the name doesn’t ring any bells, but I had guessed that you got the gift from your father.”
“I’m afraid not, sir.” I remarked. “But I’m not here to talk about my family history.”
“No, you’re here to talk about Sam Coolidge.” He nodded. “Well, take a seat.” He sat down at the head of the table, while I sat back down. “Oh, you brought Amy with you? How are you, my lovely?”
I looked to Amy, and I had to force myself to not mouth the words ‘My lovely?’ to her.
She cleared her throat. “I am doing well, Connor, thank you for asking.”
“You two know each other?” I asked, casually.
“Knew.” Amy said quickly. “Back quite some time ago.”
“Oh, it seems like it was just yesterday, Amy.” Finnegan said, his voice jovial. “Now, I just have to wonder why you’re running around with the first witch to show up in public in centuries.”
“None of your business.” Amy’s voice went low, almost to a hiss. “Keep the past in the past, Connor. We are talking about the present now.”
Finnegan looked like he was ready to devour Amy. I’d seen the look before, though it was usually in drunken lechers. There was something, though, about Finnegan. He had the animal nature right behind his skin. He was ready to go from one to the other in a moment.
“Amy,” I said, breaking the silence that had started in the room. “Could you please wait outside?”
“Eric, I-“
“I can handle this.” I cut in. God, I didn’t want her to have to go through this any further. This was just awkward. Somewhere in there was the supposed southern gentleman my grandma had raised who didn’t like to see women in danger. Hey, hubris, what's up?
“Fine.” She stood, and moved so quickly that she almost seemed like she was stamping out of the room. Gone was the perfect composure that seemed to be just part of her nature. She slammed the door on the way out.
“Well, I can see who wears the pants there.” Finnegan grinned. “Though she’s not your mate. You haven’t hit that yet? Pity, boyo.”
“Drop it.” I snapped at him. “Right now. We’re not here to talk about Amy. I’d prefer to talk about Sam and those two weres who were tailing us.”
He nodded, and relaxed back in his chair. I decided, in that moment, that out of the two big shots I had met so far, Ishmael was a lot more agreeable. Finnegan seemed, put plainly, like a slime ball.
“Well, Mister Carpenter, I can take a look into it. Of course, there’s no assurances we’ll find anything.”
“Bullshit.” I said. “There’s a were who attacked me, broke into my home, and they’re hampering me from trying to find one of your own.”
“Consider the fact that I never asked for your help, boyo.” He remarked. We stared at each other for a long moment. Either he was trying to stare me down, or do some sort of mystical ‘see into your soul’ business. Finally, he said. “I’ll ask around. Really. They won’t be able to hide it. If it’s one of mine, they’ll answer for it, and you’ll get them.”
I nodded. “Thank you.” I said, and then stood. “Thank you for your time, Mister Finnegan. I can only hope that this is the beginning of a fruitful relationship.”
“There’s only one thing I want from you, Mister Carpenter, and that’s Amy.” He growled. “The bitch is mine.”
I froze, and just looked at him. He talked about her as if she was a possession, something to have. “Listen here.” I said, my voice reaching a hiss with how low I got it. “Amy is not yours. And I am going to forget that you called her that, because I got raised to respect a woman even if she didn’t want to be with my sorry, fur ball ass. So, you’re going to just drop the Amy subject, stay out of her life unless she says otherwise, and we’ll all be happier.”
He nodded. “You’ve got balls, runt. I’ll forget it, for now. Here’s to a beneficial relationship.” He was lying, for our mutual benefit on this one. I wasn't going to trust him, I knew that much.
We shook hands again, and I walked out of the conference room. Amy was back in the lobby. “Come on, we’re going.” I said.
“What happened?”
“Well, they’re going to look into it. Hopefully one of the pack here will fess up. Come on, I need to get to work.”
We had left the building and were back to the Jeep when we heard Jackson call to us. “Mister Carpenter, Amy?”
I turned around, seeing Jackson approach us. “Uh, hi, Jackson,” I said. I shoved my hands into my pockets, thinking about the bad feeling I had gotten from Finnegan when we left. Was he here as an enforcer? “What can we do for you?” 
“Can we discuss this in your car?”
I nodded to Amy. “Let’s.”
“Very well.” Amy sighed and unlocked the Jeep. I sat in the back seat with Jackson, while Amy sat down in the driver’s seat. “Talk, Mister Miller.” She instructed him.
“Finnegan’s lying. He isn't going to investigate this at all.”
“And how do you know that?” I asked him.
“Because Finnegan wouldn’t know. We’ve had a lot of people from out of town show up in the last year, and Finnegan can’t control all the weres. It’s not like the vampires, who can control their numbers. We breed, Eric, and we’re an ever-changing people.”
I sat back into the seat. “Why are you telling me this?”
“Because I want to be honest with you, Eric.” He said. “You seem like a good man, one I can trust.”
“And here it comes.” Amy muttered.
Jackson shot her a glare. “It’s not like that. Amy, I’m not like Finnegan. I just have the interests of the weres of San Francisco at heart.”
“And what’s in the interests of the weres?” I inquired. Finnegan had been territorial, aggressive. I sensed that Jackson wasn’t like that, at least, not in a sense that he was malevolent. He was an honest man, more protector than aggressor.
“I want them to be protected. I want them to be safe, and cared for. You remember Tyler Young, the minor pack leader you encountered on Ocean Beach?”
“Yea, sure,” I nodded. “Seemed a decent guy. How did you know that??”
“Tyler recounted that to me. He told me about you, about how well you seemed to handle the situation. Listen, Tyler’s got a sister, Rebbecca. Becca’s a good girl, but she’s ran into some trouble recently.”
“Define…trouble.” Amy said. 
“She’s gotten hooked on Bliss.”
“Bliss?” I’d attended a class on it a few years ago, Terry's request..
“It’s a narcotic that has popped up in the last few years. It’s an aphrodisiac. Not just one of those placebos. It really gets a person going. It’s also a hallucinogenic, and very addictive.”
“She’s an addict.” I said. “Listen, I know a therapist. He can put you in touch with the right people to get Becca into therapy.”
“It’s not therapy she needs, not yet.” Jackson said. “She’s taken up living with a couple of Arcanes, dealers. I can’t prove they’re dealers, so I can’t reach out to the cops. And besides, it would probably start off a minor war.”
“A war, how so?” My lack of knowledge about the seedy side of San Francisco showed. I wasn’t exactly the underworld connoisseur. 
“If a man of Finnegan’s is seen ratting out Bliss dealers, it means whoever controls the Bliss will see this as a cassus bellis.” Jackson explained. “And war is bad.”
“So, how does this involve me?”
“I want to pull her out, without any political bullshit. And I’d like to ask your help.”
“Help? With drug dealers?” I thought for a moment.
Amy spoke before I could think of anything to say. “No, absolutely not. We are not involving ourselves in the affairs of a drug war.” 
“I’m not trying to make this political.” Jackson insisted. “I just want to help a friend. I can’t ask any of my kind because it would be seen as an act of weakness on Tyler’s part.”
“But Amy and I are outsiders.”
“Why am I being brought into this?” Amy protested. “I want nothing to do with this, and Eric certainly cannot get himself involved.”







“Why the hell not?” I asked. “She needs help. I want to make sure she gets that help.” I had a thing about abandonment. Even if I'd had two grandparents growing up, my parents were both dead before I could walk. It drilled into me early on that I didn'e want to see people abandoned, helpless. 
Jackson nodded. “I’d hoped that you would see it that way. Not as me asking for your use as a soldier, but as support. I’ll just want you to help you carry Becca out of there. You won’t have to fight. It gets too hot, I won’t blame you if you bug out.”
I nodded. “No fighting on my part?”
“Eric, you cannot be serious.” Amy protested.
“Damn straight I am.” I looked to her with as serious of a look as I could muster. “This is what I what to do. I want to help people. And if you want to be my guardian, you’re coming with me.”
She flat-out glared at me. “I do this under serious protest.” She growled.
“You two are certainly strange.” Jackson said. “So, what’s your deal? Are you his?”
Amy shouted, “I am not his lover!” at the exact same moment I yelled. “She is not my girlfriend!”
Jackson broke out laughing, holding his stomach in delight. “Oh, you two could take that on the road. That’s freaking gold.”
“Oh, don’t even start.” I turned my glare to Jackson. “We’ll do this. But I’m not going to be your thug. I’m just going to be there to help Becca.” 
Jackson nodded. “I’m in your debt, both of you.”
Amy rolled her eyes. “I am sure. When do you wish to confront these Bliss dealers?”
“Tomorrow night, call me at five-thirty.” He pulled a card from his jacket, and handed it to me. “Here, I’ll tell you if we’re on tomorrow for it. Again, thanks. Tyler and I are going to be deeply in your debt.”
“And just what's a were's debt worth?” I asked.
“A were's debt means that we'd owe you a favor. A big one.” He said. “You're familiar with the concept of arcane debt?”
I nodded. “Yea, just remember that when Christmas cards roll around.” I mumbled. “We’ll call tomorrow.”
“Thanks.” Jackson said. “And, while I don’t expect you guys to fight, best to prepare for the worst, all right?” 
“Yea, of course.” I replied. “I’ll keep that in mind. We just want to help.”
“You do.” Amy corrected.
“We want to help.” I repeated. “She just doesn’t want it to show.”
Jackson opened the car door. “Yea, well, thanks anyways.” He said. “I’ll hear from you guys tomorrow, then.”
I wondered what I had gotten myself into, but I forced myself not to regret it until after work. I was doing the right thing. Hopefully, I wouldn’t get dragged into a drug war.
 
 



Chapter 13
 
I know it’s not my place to complain, but after getting bit by a vampire, finding out you’re a witch, meeting two of the most powerful people in San Francisco, and learning how to use magic, working a shift at the bar seems way too boring.
The first thing I did when I went in was ask Terry a simple question. “Is Jenny working tonight?”
“Yea, she just got in a few minutes ago. Why?”
I stormed towards the back. “Oh, I just need to have words with her.”
The employee lockers at McLellan’s weren’t really lockers. They were more like cubby holes in a closet. Jenny had been putting her purse in hers when I saw her.
“Jenny, hey, how’s it going?” I asked, barely masking my anger behind a smile. Oh, I wanted her to know I was pissed.
“Eric?” She looked up to me. “Hey, uh, what’s up?”
“Oh, not a ton. Keeping busy, staying out of trouble, getting bit by your sweetheart.”
She did a double take. “What?”
“Darius, that vamp you’re sweet on, fucking attacked me two nights ago. He left me these.” I pulled down my collar to show the scars on my neck.
“What? No, Darius wouldn’t. He’s a nice guy.”
“Yea, your nice guy tried to kill me. Where’s he live?”
“What?” Jenny asked.
“Where. Does. Darius. Live.” I snapped. “It’s an easy question, but if your vapid tequila-fried noggin can’t understand that, I’ll just take your phone and root through that.”
She stared at me in shock for a moment “Eric. That…what he did to you, that’s not the Darius I know.”
“Well, then, maybe you don’t know him.” I had to stop myself. This wasn't me. I was being crazy. Then again, this was a guy who nearly killed me I was hunting. “I…I’m sorry. I only know what I know. The guy was named Darius. And I have to get to the bottom of this. He’s running around with something that’s mighty dangerous.”
“Like what?”
“Like, something I can’t tell you about.” I sighed. “Please, for a guy who doesn’t ask anything from anyone...I need help on this one.”
“I don’t know where he lives. He’s a bit of a vagabond. He’ll call me up, and we’ll meet somewhere.”
I nodded. “Then call him up, please.”
She opened the closet door, and pulled her cell phone from her bag. “Eric, something’s changed in you.”
“Yea, must be something I’m eating.” I murmured.
Jenny dialed Darius’s number, but she got his voice mail. She left him a message, then hung up. “That’s usual for him. He’ll call me back sometime in the next day.”
“Not exactly reliable, is he?”
“No, but he was sweet, and he was always a gentleman.” She shook her head. “There must be something wrong.”
“I hope this is all a mix up or something. Maybe there's two Dariuses...Darii, in the City.” I said. “Let’s get back to work. I’m sorry I came at you like that, Jenny.”
“Are you kidding?” She laughed. “You’re usually the picture of tranquility. And, I mean, I know how hard it is for that first bite. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like if it was forced.”
“Well, yea.” I smiled a little, and found myself blushing. “It’s been a crazy three days. Thanks for understanding, at least in some part.”
We hugged it out, and we went to work. Like most nights, it just flew by me. I made drinks, cleaned up a few messes, and helped Terry toss a rowdy drunk out. All in a night’s work. At about midnight, I ordered up my dinner from the kitchen. Two burgers and a basket of fries, with a big salad to go with it. The waitresses all laughed a little, and were maybe a little surprised when I devoured it in the span of my break. Great, I was a lean, mean eating machine now.
“Well, you certainly eat like a monster.” Matt said as he slipped into the seat across from me. I always ate at a table on the slower nights, and tonight wasn’t an exception.
“Apparently, because of my new…condition, I’m burning more calories than the average person. So, I’m really. really hungry.”
“Fantastic, so, how’s your day been?”
“Oh, found our missing gal’s hair, with a note taunting us. Oh, and I met the head of the Irish mob.”
“You’re kidding,” he said. 
“Oh, I would never kid about mobsters,” I shot back. “He’s a werewolf, and so I got to meet him, and he lied through his teeth about helping us.”
“Jeez, compared to my clients, I’m not sure which is more crazy.”
“I think I’d go with the werewolves.” I said. “But, yea, I promised I’d tell you whatever you wanted to know. So, what do you want to know?”
“Seriously, who is Amy?”
“Amy is…I don’t know what she really is. She’s…Amy.” I said. “She’s got this thing she does with her voice. She can cause fear in people, or make suggestions with it. It’s weird. She can also help healing. And did you notice that she doesn’t use contractions?”
“Yea, what’s up with that?”
“I don’t know, it’s very odd.” I said. “She's old, even for an Arcane.”
“Like, how old are we talking here?”
I leaned forward, lowering my voice. “Okay, so, you’ll keep this between just the two of us?”
“Of course, man.” Matt nodded. 
“I met someone like Amy. His name is Nick. He’s…he runs some sort of government monster-hunting program in the Federal Marshals. He’s like her, and I don’t know. They might be…something else.”
“Well, that’s heavy.”
I laughed a little. “Yea, no kidding. I mean, what if they are angels? They certainly don’t have halos and wings.”
Matt shrugged. “I’m no Arcane scholar. Maybe you should ask someone else,” he said. “But, uh, Amy…is she single?”
I fought the urge to slug him in the arm. “Seriously? I tell you all this, and you want to hit on a guardian angel?”
“She’s beautiful, man.” He said. “Like, crazy beautiful.”
I rolled my eyes. “Swear to God, that one-track mind’s going to get you in trouble.”
“I’ll reserve any jokes I might make about it.” Matt said.
“Yea, yea,” I sighed, and popped a fry into my mouth. “Just, give us a few days, to adjust to the crazy. This is all pretty new to me, last thing I need is you screwing this all up with your lecherous ways.”
“Lecherous ways?”
“You’re not exactly the most innocent guy. You’re not allowed to play that game.”
“Compared to you, Saint Eric,” he teased.
I sighed, ducking my head. I didn’t think to mention Teresa. The last thing I needed was Matt shrink-wrapping me over dating a vampire. “Yea, well, I have my reasons.”
“Are you really still screwed up over Rhi?”
“Don’t mention that name, please.”  I didn’t want that skeleton to pop out of the closet, not tonight at least. “Matt, listen, I got to get back to work. I’ll catch you later, all right?”
“Yea, sure thing, man. Just, you know, stay safe.”
“You bet, I’ll see you.”
 
I brought my knife with me when I took out the trash that night. Thankfully, I didn’t get mauled, attacked, and no corpses were in our bins. No, it was what was back at the bar that surprised me tonight. I washed my hands, got back behind the bar, and walked to the first person I saw who hadn’t been served yet.
“What can I get you?”
“I have to say, Eric,” Teresa had a big grin as she looked up from underneath her dark lashes. “You just don’t seem the type.”
I was frozen there for a moment. How did Teresa know I worked here? Granted, there could only be so many bartenders named Eric Carpenter in San Francisco, but seriously?
“Like what type?” I asked her, making myself think fast.
“Well,” She purred. “I figured you maybe for a classy bar. A cop bar, maybe. But a college bar? It just doesn’t seem to fit.”
“I went where the money was. Terry’s treated me all right.”
“An intelligent fellow like you must waste away in a place like this.”
I offered my most business-like smile. “It’s why I read a book a week. Keeps the noggin sharp.” Though, to be honest, I was behind on this week’s reading. The new books I got from Pacific Books were sitting on my coffee table untouched. Note to self, I was going to take my Saturday morning and read one of those mysteries. If I wasn't even deeper in crap.
“A book a week?” She leaned over the bar to look me in the eye, letting me catch a glimpse of her cleavage in the low-cut sweater she was wearing. “Mm, you do you have the eyes of a reader.”
“So,” I said, trying to draw my mind from Teresa’s body-and my eyes, for that matter. “What can I get you?”
“Scotch, and good scotch, not what you give to the kiddies, neat.”
I nodded, and brought down some of the top-shelf stuff. Though, to be honest, Terry’s top-shelf stuff wasn’t fantastic. We just kept it around for when some guy got too spendy and wanted to blow a wad on what he thought was being classy.
I poured her the drink, and at her insistence, left the bottle. “So, why are you here?”
“Can’t I be interested in you? I said I wanted to ask you out for drinks. Or am I that forgettable?  Quelle dommage.”
“You're hardly forgettable.” I found myself smiling.
“But it took you quite some time to notice who I was.”
“I’m working. My brain goes off to other places when I’m working.”
“Oh, a dreamer?” She chuckled. “That, I can see you as.”
“Realism? Naw. Blame the overload of books I read. Gives a man strange notions.” I answered. “But, seriously, I’m at work.”
“And when do you get off work?” Her dark eyes caught my gaze, and I felt a little flutter of lust in me. Oh, hey, libido. It had been a long time since we’d met on equal terms.
“I leave at one-thirty, after we close the bar. But, honestly, I’ve been working since five, and I’m a bit worn out.”
“Oh, poor me,” she remarked. “You know, I’d be more than willing to go home with you. I’m sure we could find some way to entertain ourselves.”
I laughed then, a bit nervous, a bit genuine. “Well, listen, I’m flattered, but my place, first of all, is freaking dreadful. Also, isn’t one-thirty a little late for drinks?”
“Only if you follow mortal guidelines.” Damn, that smile of hers was infectious, even if she was flashing fangs with it. “Pax is always open late, or early if you wish to look at it that way, or perhaps we could visit one of the vampire bars.”
“Uh, no vampire bars, thanks. But Pax,” I said. “Pax is definitely possible.”
“Fantastic.” She said, and sipped at her scotch. “Would your gentlemanly upbringing prevent you from allowing me to buy for the evening? You look like you could do with a bit of worry-less time.”
“Naw, figure out that my entire existence is turned topsy-turvy, get attacked by a vampire, have run ins with the Count of vampires in the Bay and the Alpha of the were packs?”
“You met Finnegan?” She chuckled. “Oh, you do need some time off.”
“Yea, yea. I’ve been making my rounds and ticking off just about anyone in the supernatural community who will take me seriously.”
“I’d hardly say that.” She chuckled. “You made quite the impression on Ishmael. He likes you.”
“Seriously?” I arched an eyebrow.
“Yes, though I wouldn’t take it as a compliment. You’re interesting to him, though he’s not sure what to think of you yet. Your intentions are noble, but…well, he’ll see, and decide what you’re actually all about.”
“So, I’m the hot ticket. Great.” I couldn’t help but smirk. ”Just hang on for another hour, and we’ll do drinks.”
“Fantastic.” Teresa smiled. “I’m going to take my scotch now and go somewhere quiet.” She said, standing up from the bar stool.
It took me a long moment to draw my eyes away from her as she walked away. Damn, but the woman was beautiful.
Terry noticed, and decided to comment. “Well, well, here I thought you were gay. Or with that blond chick that helped you in Wednesday.”
I laughed. “Uh, no. Amy is… a friend, that’s it. And I’m not gay. Just because I haven’t shown any interest in wo-“ I stopped myself. “I’m walking into that one, aren’t I?”
“Yea, kid, you are.” Terry chuckled. “So, who is she?”
“Her name’s Teresa. Apart from that, I don’t really know anything about her, besides that she's a vampire.”
“Then why are you doing drinks with her? I mean, besides the obvious fact that she’s caught the eye of everyone here with a Y chromosome.”
“Well, first of all, case in point.” I said. “Second, I never go out on dates. I’m giving this a shot.”
“Well, just be careful. You know I like all you guys to keep well.”
“Then why do you put up with Jared and his flying off to God-knows-where?”
“Because Jared knows that I don’t put up with it, and that he doesn’t have long. After this, I’ve got an excuse to fire him and hire a new bartender.”
It was at that moment I looked at Terry with a bit of a different light. I knew he was smart, but that was just clever. Power to him.
“Well, I trust you, Terry. You haven’t steered the bar wrong yet.”
“Good. Now, let’s get through the last hour, so you can go drinking with that honey of yours.” Yea, he was trying to get a rise out of me. It worked, too, and from Terry’s face, he got a shade of red on me that he’d never seen before.
Jerk.
 
 



Chapter 14
 
When I finally walked out of the bar at one-thirty, I had almost forgotten about the drinks with Teresa. Almost. I saw her on the street, leaning against her sports car. She still wore the low-cut maroon sweater, jeans, and her fantastic smile.  
“Why, hello there, Eric. I have to say, the t-shirt and jeans look, while tried and true, is a bit…ill-fitting.”
“Ill-fitting? It’s my work attire.”
“And you wear it well enough. I just think you’d look fantastic in a suit.”
I shrugged. “For what occasion? I work at a college bar most days, and when I don’t, I’m not exactly the social butterfly.”
“Oh, I suppose.” Her eyes twinkled with mischief.  “I might just have to drag you out somewhere where I can test my theory.”
“Hey, just drinks, all right?” I said. “The suit, you can save for another night.”
“Spoilsport.” She said. “Come on, witch, let’s get going.” She said. I got into the passenger’s seat, and she started to drive us towards Pax. “So, what did you go to see Finnegan about?”
“Always with the questions, aren’t you?” I chuckled.
“I’m a curious woman. One of my better qualities, I think.”
“Modest, too.” I teased.
She shrugged. “Would you be modest if you were second in command of vampires in the Bay?”
“I’d try to be.  Never let them see your true face. Always play things down, let them underestimate you. Well, that is, until it benefits you to show that power.”
“My God, it’s like I’m really in Renaissance Italy.” Teresa shot back.
“I read Machiavelli when I was eleven.” I said. “And I re-read it every election year for kicks.”
That got her laughing. “You’ve got to have quite the library.” She said.
“Oh, who needs furniture, a pad with a bedroom, and decor when I can have books?”
“And what about film?”
“I like most movies, but I’m a big fan of old stuff.”
Teresa gave me a little grin. “Why do I have the feeling you’re a walking history museum?”
“Because I like to learn from the past, and I’m a bit of a geek?”
“A geek?”
I shrugged. “Yea, do you want me to start quoting Monty Python and the Holy Grail? Or maybe Twelfth Night? I can do something like half the script from heart.”
“I think we can do without until I’ve gotten a couple in you.”
We reached Pax a few minutes later, and as we got out of the car, I said. “The joke’s on you. I don’t get drunk.”
“Really?”
“Really. Got a cast-iron stomach. I get buzzed, not drunk, and I've never had a bad hangover. Granted, I've never really tried to get uber-wasted, but it's yet to happen.”
“Well, at least the conversation will be lively. We’re in the same boat. I don’t get drunk. One of the perks of being undead.”
“But you can drink?”
She nodded. “We don't need food or drink. Only blood, even if we can eat or drink normal food by choice. The only way I can really get intoxicated is, say, drinking the blood of one who is already drunk.”
“So, which one of you thought up the idea of blood cocktails?” I asked.
“Oh, that's been around since Rome.” She smirked. “Come on.”
As we descended the stairs to Pax, I immediately realized something. There was a distinct difference in the Pax I visited Wednesday, and the Pax here tonight. Where it had been loud and buzzing a few nights previous, tonight it was quiet and subdued. A corner of the bar had been cleared away, leaving a small amount of space. Somehow, they had packed a string quartet into the corner, which were playing. Where there’d been shouting, loud conversations, now there was whispers, focused attentions, and tranquility.
The music, which I couldn’t immediately place, seemed like good dancing music, if there had been any room to dance. As we found our way to a booth, I asked. “Who’re the strings?”
“The Four Horsewomen.” Teresa whispered.  “They’re a band of Red Angels.”
“Red Angels?” I’d heard the name tossed around a few times in the papers, but they seemed a mysterious lot, at least.
“Indeed. Demon spawn.” She said. “Not exactly bad lots, but they’re deceptively human, for what nature lies beneath.”
“And what nature is that?”
“That conversation’s not really for the public.” She remarked. “Let’s just get our drinks.”
We took a seat, and Sasha approached. “Ah, Eric.” She smiled. “You return, and with quite the opposite of what brought you in a few nights ago.” She nodded politely to Teresa. “My lady.”
“Sasha, dear, a cup of red, with vodka and pineapple juice?”
“Of course.” She nodded. “And you, Eric?”
“Do you have any of those werewolf lagers?”
“Oh, definitely. I’ll be back in a minute.”
I looked back to Teresa as Sasha left. “So, when you say a cup of red…”
“Oh, don’t you know it’s illegal to sell live blood in California? Not to say Pax won’t. Synthetic plasma’s pretty distasteful, but it works. Although, when you mix enough alcohol, the taste can get a little better.”
“Even if you don’t get drunk?”
“It gets us full, and we can taste it. It’s like Prohibition. The beginning product is terrible, but once you mix in enough good stuff, the bathtub gin is bearable.”
 Curiosity got the better of me. “And what about from the source?” I asked. “Live blood, what’s that like?”
“Have you ever gone through a long day’s work, and just sat down in the shade, with a nice cool drink?”
“Yea.” I nodded, thinking back on many a hot summer day growing up.
“It’s like that, mixed with sex. It’s fantastic, empowering, and absolutely delicious. It’s indescribable of just how good it is.”
“Wow.” I murmured. Is that how Darius had felt when he’d drank from me? Fantastic, empowered?  I bit my lip a moment, not wanting to think about it.
“It’s pretty great. Though I don’t get to do it often.”
“Why’s that?”
“We don’t take unless it’s offered. To do so is a crime for us. Now that we’re public, every forced feeding is treated as a crime as bad as rape. You’re not an exception, either.”
We got our drinks, and we started to sip as the band played. “So, besides being Ishmael’s Number One, what do you do?”
She arched an eyebrow. “Number One?”
“Bad reference. Forget it.”
She shook her head. “Well, I act as the Bay’s... marshal, I suppose is the best word,” she said. “I represent Ishmael’s word in all things, and will carry out justice in his name when our laws require it.”
“And when you mean justice…”
“Think of me as Ishmael’s sheriff and judge.  When one of his has committed a crime that requires justice be dealt, I am dispatched to bring them in. And, when Ishmael makes his sentence, I carry it out.”
“So, you’ve killed.”
“Yes, it’s part of being a vampire. What about you? Have you ever taken a life?”
I will add, for the record, that this usually wasn’t what I talked about on the first date. “Would you believe that I'm nor much of a brawler? I mean, I’ve tossed a few drunks out, but that’s nothing.”
She smiled. “Hmm, I suppose it’s not as common as it was back when I was young.”
“And when and where were you young?” I asked. “If you don’t mind me asking.”
“Not at all.” She said, and took a sip before answering. “I was born in the early nineteenth century, in Brazil. Ishmael saw me as a girl with talent. He gave me immortality.”
“And so you’ve been following him around for two hundred years?”
“For the most part. We settled in San Francisco after California became a state. We’ve lived here ever since. I’ve done some traveling, where I would leave for a few years and go see some part of the world I thought interesting.”
I leaned forward, interested. “Really? What’s some of the places you’ve been?”
“Well, I spent two years in Paris in the twenties, I lived in New York during the sixties…Oh, and I can’t forget the touring I did around England in the Victorian era.  That was right after Dracula had been published. Lots of little vampire hunters thought they could do what the drunkard Irishman wrote about.”
“And did they?” I asked, now genuinely curious.
“There were a few of us killed.” She said. “There was one of them, quite an effective hunter. His name was William Baxter. Baxter had a specific method. He had one of those new-fangled bolt-action rifles, a German gun using hand-crafted silver rounds. He took down three vampires in one night. It was astounding, to be honest. It was excellent work. We’d never been faced with that particular problem.”
I found myself leaning forward further. “So, how did you take him down?” I asked.
“It all was rather simple.” She said. “I stalked him. It was really an interesting study. I’d given it thought. How would I act, if I wanted to hunt vampires with a gun?”
“And how did it end?”
“In the end, he couldn’t shoot fast enough. I rushed his sniper’s nest, and brought him before the Count of London.” She said. “And…it was decreed that, for the crime of killing so many of our kind, there was only one punishment.”
I blinked. Part of me told me to shut up, not to ask. No, I was too curious to resit. “What was his punishment?”
“I turned him.” She said. “I made him a vampire. Then, he was taken into the custody of the London Court's court, and forced to feed on rat’s blood for a century while he was locked away. I imagine he’s only just started to adjust to unlife.”
I was silent for a long moment. Well, what could I say about that? I had known the moment I met Teresa that she was a killer. She at least had the instincts for it. She was a vampire, after all, and an old one. But she’d just told me a story of how she’d hunted, captured, and turned a man. And, well, sure the guy sounded like a pretty bad sort, but who was in the right of all of this?
I wasn’t sure what to think of it. Was she trying to scare me off?
“Well,” I finally said, trying to bring myself to something resembling calm. “I mean, it’s not like you do a lot of killing these days. You guys are public, so you can let the cops take care of a lot of stuff, right?”
She nodded. “For the most part. Though, there are just some things the humans are ill-equipped to handle. We’re not exactly your average criminal. We’re faster, stronger, and tougher.”
“Yea, but by how much, I’ve always wondered.” I said.
“It varies, greatly. When the last time we fed was, how old we are…what we do to hone our abilities, even our progenitors influence it. These all can influence this.”
“Fascinating.” I remarked. “This is all pretty new to me.”
“Really? You’re a witch. Isn’t knowledge of your enemy pretty much required?”
I realized then that I had slipped. Oh, shit. Amy was going to kill me. My mind was totally racing for an answer.
She switched subjects, seeing my distress obviously. “How would you like to meet the band?”
“The band?” I glanced towards the small stage. They were wrapping up their set, it looked like.”Sure, they're pretty darn good.”
I stood up first, and held out my arm for Teresa. “Such a gentleman. Come on, let's get you introduced.” We walked to the stage, where Teresa spoke up. “Hello, ladies.”
One of the band members, a woman with short blue hair, looked up. “Why, hello, hello, Teresa. Who's the boy toy?” A wicked smile crossed her face, and a little shudder went down my spine. “You know I like blonds.”
“Emily, he is not for you.” She purred, her voice containing just a hint of danger. “This is Eric Carpenter. Eric, this is Emily Dupont.”
“Absolutely charmed, Eric.” Emily flashed her white teeth in a smile. “Any friend of Teresa's is a friend of mine.” She looked to Teresa. “His aura is absolutely clean. Wherever did you pick him up?”
“He found Ishmael, actually, and he ever so kindly agreed to drink with me.” 
“How am I to refuse a beautiful woman?” I quipped.
Teresa’s purse started to ring. “Oh, sorry.” She said. “It’s work. I'll be right back. You two make nice now, all right?”
“But of course.” Emily said. “I'll keep him company. Mind if we go back to your table?”
“Go right ahead. I'll be right back.” She walked away, pulling her phone out and answering. 
Emily and I walked back to the booth. As we walked, I took stock of Emily. She was a beautiful woman, there wasn't any doubt of that. Her blue hair was cut short and spiky, which worked with her violet eyes. She wore a Clash t-shirt and jeans, which struck me as very unlike what a classical violinist would wear.
“So, Eric, what do you do?”
“Well, I tend bar at Cameron's. It's a place down by SF State.”
She leaned forward and smiled. “A bartender? Fascinating. And how did you end up at the Last Drop? You look a little too...white-collar for a vamp club.”
“Some personal business.” I said. 
Emily smiled wider. “That just makes me more curious. After all, what kind of human bartender has personal business with Ishmael?”
I figured then to go on the defensive. Emily might have been a friend of Teresa's, but I wasn't by any means fond of her. She was working me over for information. For what, I couldn't tell. “A man who values his privacy.”
If she got the hint, she didn't take it. “Indeed. But you're not just anyone. Your aura is fantastic.” Her striking eyes met mine. “Tell me, have you ever met a Red Angel before?”
Her eyes sent a shiver through my spine. It wasn't an unpleasant one either. Her eyes spoke for themselves. This woman was wicked, and she was very interested in me. And whatever I seemed to think, she was drawing me in. 
“No,” I shook my head, trying to break the eye contact. Her eyes seemed to just follow mine, and I couldn't quite draw mine away. 
“How fun.” She slid closer to me in the booth, so that we were sitting next to each other. “How about we go somewhere quiet, and you can tell me all about what you're doing playing in the big leagues, sugar?”
A very physical part of me wanted to say yes. It had been way too long since I had been with a woman, and Emily was hardly ugly. If it had been Matt, he would've already spilled everything he could have. I told myself I needed to break this. She was working something over me, a power of some sort. I forced myself to focus. I needed anything to get out of this. Mentally, I took stock of what I could do, and took a deep breath.
“Is something wrong?” She smiled, and leaned in close to whisper into my ear. “Is it because you've never met a Red Angel before? We can be quite charming when we want to be.” I really wanted to surrender to her, to just feel those lovely lips. 
I forced myself out of it. Score one for logic. In a quick motion, I reached for my belt, and had the knife out. I pressed the dull end of the blade against her stomach, and I applied just a little force. At that moment, I was rather glad there was a table between us and the now-noisy bar.
“I don't think so.” I hissed. “Listen, I don't give a shit what your game is. But I'm warning you now. Just back off, and I won't have to use the business end of this.” I kept my voice at a whisper. “Now, I'm not an expert on Arcanes, but it seems like Red Angels don't have the developed sense of smell vamps and weres have. So, I'm going to go out on a limb and guess that I'll have to tell you this is a silvered blade.” I wasn't in the mood for a repeat of what had happened with Darius-even if she looked a lot better than Darius had.
Almost instantly, her demeanor changed. The lust flowed away from me, but she still smiled. “Clever man.” She slid away, and I closed the knife. “Tell me, are you really Teresa's date? Or are you the new blood bag bodyguard?”
“I'm not a bodyguard, by any means. We were having a nice date, until you were introduced.”
She chuckled. “I'll have to tell her you passed the test.”
I glared at her, almost ready to flip the knife out again. “What test?”
“Your mental fortitude. You passed with flying colors. Most men don't last two minutes.” She smiled. “It's a little game we used to do. Teresa is rich, powerful, and she is next in line for power over the dominant supernatural power in the Bay Area. She screens potential dates, subtly.”
“Subtly? You were damn near humping my leg.” I decided then that I would rather not deal with this. “I think you should excuse yourself before Teresa comes back, Emily. I won't mention this to her, mostly just because I'm a really freaking nice guy. Personally, I can't trust you on this 'test' thing, so I'm just not going to talk about it.”
“Very well, as you wish.” She smiled, and stood up. “Until next time, Mister Carpenter.”
“If, next time, you try working whatever that was on me, I can assure you there won't be a third time.”
“Control issues, much?” She laughed. “Au revoir.” She swung her hips as she left, leaving me looking just for a moment. I didn't want to, but Emily's body was magnetic. Something was different about Red Angels, that was for sure.
As she walked away, I saw Teresa walk back into the bar. She gave me a quizzical look before sitting down. “Emily left?”
“She had to go help pack up the sound equipment.” I tried to keep a straight face. 
She shrugged. “Oh, well, I'll have to catch up with her later.”
“So, that was Ishmael, I take it?”
She nodded. “Yes, and I hate to cut our date short, but I believe we have a lead on Darius.”
“Darius?” I gave her a pointed look. “You’re serious?”
She nodded. “Yes. Would you like to accompany me?”
“Yea, I really would.”
 
 



Chapter 15
 
Teresa covered the drinks, much to my protest, and we headed out to her car. I didn’t want to cut the date short, but if she was going to go out, and hunt Darius herself, well, I had to. I never said that I was particularly wise in my decision making, but I will say that I was damned curious, and I had a sense of closure that prevented me from wanting to back down.
It only took a few minutes for me to realize something. “We’re leaving San Francisco.”
“Yes, we are. The source gives Darius at a beach house down the coast. We’ll move to engage him before sunup, and we’ll be able to get your answers.”
“Sunup,” I echoed. Which, actually, brought up a question. “So, how do you actually deal with sunlight. I know you guys don’t actually burn up like in movies, but what actually happens?”
“We lose most of our powers. We’re not as strong, or as fast. We’re weaker, but not incapable. It’s why we tend to have a staff or employees. It’s for protection.” She looked at me, serious, and said. “I trust you can keep this in confidence?”
“I won’t go spreading rumors around. Besides, with so many people spouting random facts about vampires, what makes mine any more valid than some crazy Joe in the tabloids?”
“Smart man.” She said. “What armament do you have on you? I only smell that silver knife.”
“That’s all I have.”
“Oh, hell.” She rolled her eyes, treating the statement like some sort of curse. “Open the glove compartment.”
I did, and found a pistol in the glove compartment. “Oh, no.” I said. “I don’t know how to use a gun.”
“The fundamentals are simple. You hold it in a firm grip, use the sights to aim it at your target, and apply a moderate amount of pressure to the trigger.” She smiled. “Simple, yes?”
“What about a safety?”
“It's an older pistol. You can't engage the safety until a round's chambered.”
I laughed. “Well, when you put it like that…” I murmured. “It sounds so much easier.”
“When we get there, I’ll show you a proper grip for it. A gun’s a pretty powerful thing. Respect it, and it will treat you well. There should be an extra magazine in there as well. Take it as well.”
I did, and for the next twenty minutes, as she drove, Teresa gave me my first gun safety lesson and operational instructions.
“Take care of it, please. That gun’s easily several times your age. I got it in the Depression.”
“Seriously?” I looked down at the gun. It was extremely well kept, then, if it was that old.  The gunmetal was polished and maintained. The grips were, however, newer, some sort of polymer. “I’m guessing silver bullets.”
“Indeed. When you shoot, you shoot to kill.”
“Right.” I murmured, and practiced loading and unloading the magazine, just to familiarize myself with the action. When I learned something, I never went half-assed. Well, except maybe in chemistry.
We pulled off to the side of the road after about forty minutes of driving. She shut off the lights, and opened the door. “We go on foot from here. No lights.”
“You know, unlike vampires, I can’t see in the dark.” I remarked.
“It’s a full moon. You’ll do fine, Eric.” She looked to me, and even in the darkness, her eyes still looked lively. “I have faith in you.” She went to the back of the car, pulling out a tactical vest, a black thing that had a pistol holster and some pockets for various objects. She opened up a case, which had a much more modernized pistol and a butterfly knife. She stowed both on her.
We walked down from the highway to the beach. Built into the cliff side that the highway sat on was a wood staircase, with sand on it from many happy beach goers scaling up from the shore.
One of the things I loved about California was the Pacific Ocean. The moon was high in the sky, casting light with the stars over the dark water. We were far away enough from San Francisco that there wasn’t as much light pollution. It was fantastic.
And a beautiful night for a hit, I supposed. I loaded the pistol, and shoved the extra magazine into my back pocket. I felt my blood race, anticipation crawling up into me, practically narcotic as we moved towards the beach house.
It was a small house, by most standards, but due to its location, I was sure the property had to be worth several times what it would be in the suburbs.
As we approached, Teresa smiled. “I can hear your pulse quickening. It’s been years since I’ve hunted with a mortal. Exhilarating, isn’t it?”
“I’m not sure that’s exactly the word I’d use.”
“You never went hunting, or something, with your father?”
I chuckled. “Not exactly. My grandfather raised me, and he was a Broadway actor before he married my grandmother. He wasn’t exactly the gun-totin’, whiskey-drinkin’ southern man.”
“An actor? Any of those genes work their way down the line?”
“Are we seriously flirting while we approach a house we’re about to break into? Damn, woman.”
She gave me a fanged grin. “What can I say? I get in a good mood when I hunt.”
We moved towards the house, and I could hear movement inside. I’d never heard vampires move before. Either there was a non-vamp in there, or someone was just a clumsy idiot.
I kept my pistol out. I racked the slide, chambering a round like Teresa had instructed. I walked behind Teresa, and a little to the side. I kept scanning the house, looking for any signs of movement. 
I didn't know where the first shot came from, only that it kicked up sand near us. “Son of a gun!” I
I ducked down. “They're shooting at us!” I hissed.
Teresa dropped to a knee, firing off a pair of shots. “Yes, I am quite aware of that!” A low growl ripped through her throat. “Fangless bastards.” She brought herself up, and moved forward. “Eric, you need to follow my directions, all right?”
“Sure thing.” I moved up with her. “Just tell me what!” 
“We're going to press on!” 
“advance?” I called back. “You're insane.”
She looked back, but only for a moment. “Maybe. But you need to be a little crazy in this line of work. It's charge or die, all right?”
And so, there I was, a step behind a vampire, about to run up to a house and charge in while people shot at us. All this, with only a few minutes of training and the directions of a vampire.
I know some seriously crazy women.
 
The first thing that went through my mind was to think of any relevant tactical knowledge. The only experience I had was reading accounts from World War 2 and Vietnam, and some experience playing video games with Matt.
It was a survival skill that, when shots came at you, you got behind the first piece of cover you could find. Put anything to stop a bullet between you and the guy shooting at you. That seemed like a solid plan, with one problem. The only other thing between me and the house was Teresa, and I wasn’t going to hide behind a meat shield, especially one that had asked me out on a date.
So, I did the stupid thing and charged ahead. I’m sure this is the kind of thing that got you killed. But, as we ran ahead, neither of us got shot. Bullets flew in our general direction, but I got the sense that they either weren’t very well trained, or maybe they were trying to scare us off.
Teresa ran up to below the deck of the house, and I got in under it a second later. The house was raised up, to prevent it from going underneath in some freak storm. The deck was, thankfully, between us and the bullets.
“How’s your throwing arm?” Teresa asked.
“My throwing arm?” I shrugged. “Decent, but I wasn’t exactly first-string quarterback. Why?”
One of the pockets on Teresa’s vest came open, and she handed me  something that I recognized, from Hollywood, as a flash bang grenade. “Pull the pin, toss it through a window. Then, we go up.”
“Uh, okay. Gotcha.” I nodded, and I accepted the grenade when she gave it to me.
Teresa smiled, and she kissed my cheek. “You’re doing great, Eric. Just keep being insane and fearless. I like it.”
I peeked my head out from beneath the deck, and thought about how I’d have to arc the throw. It wasn’t a baseball, and the weight wasn’t exactly balanced. However, with such a short range, I figured I could do it.
I shifted the pistol to my off-hand, and stepped back into the open. I didn’t even think about it. I just pulled the pin with my teeth and threw. I scurried back under the deck just as a BAM filled the air.
Teresa was already moving. “Go go!” She whispered loudly.
My ears were ringing, and I knew it had to be hell for Teresa’s vampire ears. We moved to the front of the house, and I adopted the two-hand grip on the pistol as we went up to the front door.
On my mark.” Teresa said, and held up her fingers. She counted down from three in a second, barely giving me time to register she actually was counting. When she hit one, she hissed. “Mark.”
She kicked open the door, and we moved into the main room of the house. There were two men on the ground, covering their eyes and ears.
“Are they vampires?” I asked.
She nodded. “They look like weak ones, probably newborns. That flash bang must have damaged their senses.” Out of another pocket came some zip ties. “Tie them up. I’m going to look for Darius.”
I took the zip ties, and went to bind one of them. He hissed at me when I did so, but I whipped him in the face with a pistol. It took me a few seconds of struggling and wrestling, but I was able to bind his wrists eventually. When I went down to bind his feet, I got a bare foot in my face. “Son of a bitch!” I growled, and eventually sat on the vamp's legs to get his wrists bound.
“Teresa, where-“ I was about to ask, but she was already gone, searching through the rest of the house. I stood up, looking around, and saw, out of the window, a figure.
The figure was running towards the stairs we’d come from. “Teresa? Teresa!” I waited a moment. No response came back. Maybe she couldn’t hear me, from the flash bang’s effects.
I ran out to the front door, onto the deck of the house. I racked the slide on the pistol, chambering a round. I yelled to the running figure. “Freeze, jackass!”
The figure kept running, faster than I would have expected. Probably another vampire. I didn’t think about what I did next. It was the last thing I did the night that was stupid, not thought through, and totally reckless.
I focused, slowly, and closed my eyes. I reached out with my senses, searching the air around me. Like a beacon in front of me, the vampire's energy faintly pulsed.
I lined up the shot, and I took a deep breath. On the exhale, I squeezed the trigger.
The bark of the pistol filled the night air, and I felt the gun kick in my hand like a car on the worse roads in California. A moment later, I saw the figure topple over, like someone had cut the strings of a marionette.
I made a fist and pumped it. “Hell yea.” I hissed. “Teresa, we got someone on the beach!” I yelled.
I made a run for the body, flipping the safety on the pistol so I wouldn’t accidentally shoot anybody or anything while I was running. My entire body was humming with adrenalin as I ran up to the figure, lying face first in the sand.
I put my foot on the figure’s back. “All right, asshole, just stay where you are, and I’ll consider not blowing your head of. Got it?”
The man underneath my foot grunted. “Who are you?” I recognized the voice immediately. Darius.
“I’m the guy who you attacked Wednesday night, jerk.” I hissed. “What comes around, goes around.”



Chapter 16
 
Teresa found me a few minutes later. She’d been unable to hear me, from the flash bang’s effect, and had found me when I was still standing over Darius, with my gun trained on him.
We dragged him up to the house, and tossed him on a couch. I looked to the other two vampires. “So, what do we do with those two?”
“Cut them loose. If they know right, they’ll head out of town, and find a new court to submit themselves to. Am I correct, boys?”
Both vampires nodded furiously. I flipped out my knife, and cut their bonds. They scurried out the front door, and I turned back to Darius. Teresa had tied him to the chair using the zip ties. In the light, he wasn’t by any means as scary as he was in my memory.
Darius had slicked black hair, with dark beady eyes. The sunken look wasn’t cosmetic. It looked more like malnutrition. I grabbed a chair from the kitchen, a plain wicker thing.
I would let Teresa take the lead on this. I had never actually done an interrogation before. My experience with questioning was mostly on the receiving end.
Teresa started. “So, Darius, is it?” She grabbed him by the jaw, forcing his head to turn to me. “You’re dead to rights. This human here? He’s said you fed off him, unwillingly.”
He laughed a little. “This human? He’s lying.”
I nearly shot at him. I hate being called a liar. However, Teresa butted in. “The human does not lie. I would smell it if he does. You, however, reek of guilt.”
“I do not, bit-“
She slapped him across the face.  “Finish that word, and I will drain every drop of blood from you onto this floor.”
Darius rolled his head, grunting. He looked at her, and said. “At least I’ll die knowing I got the better of you. You’re a little, legal, synth-drinker.”
“Synth-drinker? You think that is an insult to me?” She laughed. “I don’t take humans by force. It makes the blood run sour in my mouth. You are nothing. But you have questions that I need answering. Do you confirm or deny attacking and drinking of this man?”
“I confirm it. I drank the witch’s blood. And it was delicious. So empowering.” His lips peeled back to show rotted fangs. “If I didn’t have this silver in my leg, I would rip you both to shreds.”
“Yes, I’m sure.” Teresa nodded. “But you’re just a little fanged boy who’s bound, shot, and silvered. It really depends on how you want to take things from here. Either you answer our questions here, or I take you to Ishmael, and he will be far less forgiving, Darius.”
“Forgiveness? I have no desire for your petty mercy.” Darius hissed. “But let us see what questions you ask?”
I decided to speak then. “Why are you so interested        in Sam Coolidge?”
“Had to know what you knew, witch.” He hissed. “What Francis knew about the  girl.”
“Who took her?” I asked. “Who hired you?”
“Human, go fuck yourself.” He laughed, though a wheeze made his way into it. “I’m not telling you nothing.”
“Can I put another slug into him, Teresa?” I asked, aiming the pistol at his head.
“No, that may kill him. I’d like to have him alive.”
“Do it.” Darius sneered at me. “Just do it, you little witch. You’re just a pathetic little weakling. Just like the bitch Coolidge. She whimpered, begged us not to hurt her.”
“Eric, stop.” Teresa said. “He’s baiting you. If he’s dead, we can’t get anything from him.”
“Can’t you just drink his blood then, get the information?”
She shook her head. “Vampires don’t drink other vampires’ blood. It’s...unnatural. And we can’t gain knowledge from the blood of the dead.”
My mind sprung to something. “Is that why you drank from me, Darius? You said you needed to know what Francis knew. But he was dead.. How did he die?”
“Fuck you.” He spat blood on me.
I responded by whipping him across the face with the butt of the pistol. That felt good. Better than it should have.
“He snapped his neck.” Darius coughed.
“Who snapped Francis’s neck?” Teresa growled  in response. “Answer, or I start pulling teeth out. We’ll start with the molars. One by one. The fangs will come last. You won’t grow those back. No, you will end up defanged...”
He swallowed. “I never got his name.”
Teresa patted his shoulder. “That’s a good man. Who is he?”
“He wanted her. He thinks the fox is a Scion.” I didn’t know what he meant, so I figured I’d ask Amy or Teresa later. “He wanted her blood. And he gets what he wants.”
“Describe him.” Teresa said.
“Tall. White hair, uh…He’s a vampire. Old too, a master vampire, he had to be. And he wore an eye patch over his right eye.”
“Shit.” Teresa hissed. “I know who we’re dealing with.”
“Care to share with the rest of the class?” I asked.
“Later. For now, I have business to wrap up.” She looked back to Darius. 
“No,” He shook his head. “Please, no.”
Teresa centered her pistol. “Darius, for the crime of forced feeding, there’s only one sentence I can pass on you.”
He tried to break free of his bonds, but he was too weak from the silver. “No, please no.”
“Any last words?”
He shook his head, and I remained silent. I watched as Teresa disengaged the safety. She put the gun to his chest, right over where his heart was. The sound  of the gun filled the air, and I didn’t look away as his blood spilled onto the hardwood, and Darius died his second death.
 
We sat in the car afterwaDrd. We weren’t driving, we were just sitting there. I didn’t really know what to say.
We had been sitting for about ten minutes when Teresa spoke. “I had to do what I did. It was justice.”
“He died because of me.” I said, almost immediately.
“Are you ashamed that you had the courage to say what happened, and that you were able to say without fear that you wanted justice for the wrong done to you?”
“I didn’t want him to die.”
“We couldn’t imprison him. Our resources aren’t extensive enough to hold every criminal of ours. The human authorities would have done no less. This is the Arcane. People do die, as unfortunate as this. You were probably not the first he had done this to. He won’t hurt anyone any more.”
I nodded. “Yea, that’s true. I’ve just never seen someone die before.”
She sighed. “Yes, I suspected. But we know who took Samantha Coolidge now. And that means we at least have an idea of where to look.”
“Who is he, this vampire?”
“His name is Lucien. He’s about five hundred years old, a Venetian. In life, or at least by what Ishmael’s sources claim, he was an assassin for one of the factions in the city. When he died, he continued his work, becoming a contract killer. He lost his eye in a fight during his first century. After that, however, he’s been methodical, cruel, and risen to power in the European courts. However, he holds no title.”
“And what did Darius mean by 'Scion’?”
She paused a moment. “Scions are born weres with a stronger ability than most. It is a trait that is restrained until some trauma or life event unleashes it. Their blood, supposedly, will give them more power than they could imagine.”
“Do you believe in this?” I asked.
“I think it’s a bunch of poppy cock.” She chuckled. “But I would guess Lucien believes in it, and that he believes Samantha is one of them.”
“Fantastic.” I sighed. “Now, where do we find Lucien?”
She shook her head. “I do not know, yet. But if he is in San Francisco, we can find him. Trust me, we will.”
“After tonight? Yea, I trust you.” I whispered.
She leaned over across to my seat, and kissed my cheek. “You did well, Eric. Keep the gun. You’ll need it in the future, I think.”
“That’s, uh, kind of you.” Guns in San Francisco were not very easy to come by. Over recent years, the laws regarding firearms control had relaxed, but it was still devilishly hard to get a handgun license, much less a license to carry one around.
“I’ll see that all the paper work is put in. It’s an old weapon. Treasure it, and see that it’s put to good use.”
“I wouldn’t dream of anything else.” I answered.
“Good man. Now, let me get you home. You deserve the rest.”
We drove home in silence. The city was quiet when we got back. It was around three in the morning. A lot of the night life had died down, and all the respectable humans were long asleep. 
Teresa pulled up in front of my building, parking the car. “I hope we can have a second date. I don't usually take my work to drinks.” 
“I'd like that.” I quickly added. “The date, not the hunting outlaw vampires.”
“Aren't you the least bit excited by it?” Teresa asked, a gleam in her big brown eyes. “The thrill of it, the adrenaline rush?”
God help me, I did feel something. I wondered what that made me. Crazy? No. Suicidal? No. A witch? Maybe. “Are you?” I asked, redirecting the question.
She leaned in closer. I hesitated a moment, remembering Darius, the last vampire to get this close. I had to force myself to sit still. “It's a nice little reminder.”
“A reminder?” I was curious now, and I found myself leaning in to match her. 
“Indeed.” She purred. “A reminded of when I was alive, of how the body gets, the rush of excitement.” Teresa looked at me, her big brown eyes peering into mine. “Eric, I promise that I won't bite you, but may I kiss you?”
I responded without words. I leaned forward, and pressed my lips to hers. It was an impulse, one that I couldn't help. I wanted to kiss her. There was some crazy part of me that was coursing with the soaring of adrenaline running in my body, and the rest of me wasn't complaining. She wasn't cold. Somehow, I had expected vampires to be cold. How surprised was I.
We kissed for a long moment, lips pressed to each others'. I wasn't sure how long I just enjoyed that moment, but eventually my body reminded me of my desire for oxygen. I broke the kiss, and looked into her eyes again. “No, I'll kiss you.”
A wide grin broke on her face. “Clever witch.” She chuckled. “Give me a call sometime?”
I smiled right back. “Hell yea.”
 
I hit the bed, shoes and all, a matter of seconds after I got through the door. I only stopped to lock my door, as I didn't want a repeat of the previous night. Wow, what a night.
A part of me still dwelt on Darius's death. I wasn't used to death. That was an oddity. I wasn't new to it. My mother and father had died. My mother had died a few days after I was born, and my father a few months before. My grandmother had died when I was off at college, a stroke, and my grandfather died from the grief of losing her.
But I'd never watched someone die. It was over so fast, I could hardly believe it. And only a small time after that, I had kissed a beautiful woman, breaking several years of dating-hiatus with a vampire. I was serious kinds of screwed up.
I dreamed that night. I was in Pax, but the bar was empty. I was sitting at the bar, my arms folded on the bar. The wood was smooth, and smelled old and used. It was actually rather comforting.
A woman appeared behind the bar. “Hello, Eric.” She had dark hair, in a braid that reached the small of her back. She wore a simple flannel button-down shirt, and jeans. I recognized, almost instantly, her eyes. They were ice blue, like my own.
“Where am I?” I asked the woman with my eyes.
“A dream. This proved to be a convenient place. Your mind brought us here. It is new, but your mind recognizes it as a place you find safe.”
“And who are you?” I had to ask, had to confirm what I suspected.
She smiled. “An idea. Locked inside your blood, inside your heritage. It was waiting for you to discover what you were.”
“So, are you…”
The woman shook her head. She reached out, and cupped my cheek. “No, I am not her, Eric. She is dead and you cannot stir the dead, for all the power of magic. But, this is a dream all of your blood must experience at some point.”
“And what’s the reason for this dream?” I asked. A pang of disappointment filled me.
“You are in the middle of a trial, a test of character. You told the woman who calls herself Amy that you wish to use your power to protect, to help.”
“Wait, the woman who calls herself Amy?” I furrowed my brow. “Explain.”
The woman chuckled. “That is not for me to explain, Eric, only her. She will have to, some day.”
“All right. But yea, I do want to help people. It would be selfish of me to do otherwise.”
“Why not be selfish? Magic is a powerful gift, and you should be able to enjoy yourself.”
I shrugged. “My ancestors. What did they choose?”
“Oh, naturally, they chose what you have. Good runs in your blood. But Samantha Coolidge, she does not have much time. Lucien will keep trying to unlock her powers, and if he cannot, he will kill her.”
“How do you know that?”
“I have no gift of prescience, nor do you, but that is how those of his type will act. You don’t have much time.”
“But I don’t have any way of finding her. The only thing I have is the brush, and that took us to the apartment with the clippings.”
“Well, then, you must amplify the spell. Put more power into the magic.”
“How do I do that?” I asked.
“That is a question you must answer. You must find a strong connection to her, and you can find her.”
“What’s a stronger connection than her own hair?”
“Your mother left you the answer. Why don’t you do what you do best?”
“And what do I do best, exactly?”
“You read, Eric.”
 
 



Chapter 17
 
It wasn’t until noon that Amy appeared in my kitchen, dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. She looked around at my coffee table in the living room. “Oh, you are kidding.”
“Nope, dead serious.” I said as I cleared a spot off on the futon, which I had moved into something resembling a couch. “Welcome to my Saturday.”
“Your Saturday looks messy.” She sat down next to me. The coffee table was now littered with. A mixing bowl sat on the other side. It had once been full of cereal, but I had demolished it pretty quickly.
“So, I, uh, had a pretty crazy night.” I started.
“Oh, really?” Amy arched an eyebrow. “Does it have anything to do with the gun on the kitchen table?”
“Yea, uh, it’s also a pretty long story.” I decided to just start with the lightest whammy of the previous evening. “I had drinks with Teresa.”
Amy crossed her arms across her chest. “Oh, now I know this is going to be good.”
“Okay, so, we got to drinks at Pax, and we started to have a nice time…and then she got a call.”
“A call.”
“Somebody had found Darius.”
Amy glared at me. “Tell me you did not. Tell me you did not engage him, you stupid, stupid witch.”
“Hey, ease up, okay?” I went on to the next little bombshell. “So, we went to his beach house, and we did a raid on the place.”
“Ease up?” Amy’s voice rose to a shout. “You went to assault a vampire’s house, and you want me to ease up?”
“I know who took Sam Coolidge.”
Amy stopped, then, considering a moment. “Okay. Suppose that I do not pulverize you for being an idiot. Who took her?”
“A master vampire named Lucien.”
She winced. “Oh, we are in trouble.” She knew, I guess, who Lucien was, or the “master vampire” part was descriptive enough.
I laughed a little. “Okay, we can’t even find the guy, and you’re worried?”
”Very worried. I am worried that you will find him.”
“That’s what I’m trying to figure out now. Oh, and, uh, we don't have to worry about Darius any more.”
She gave me a concerned look. “What happened?”
“Teresa killed Darius.”
“That does make things simpler.” She shook her head. “You're all right?”
“Yea.” I nodded. “So, after all the craziness, I had a dream.”
“A dream.” She echoed. Amy leaned forward, her interest now piqued. “And what was your dream?”
“I was sitting at the bar in Pax. Which was actually sort of weird, considering that I’d never been at the actual bar before. And…well, my mother was there.”
“Your mother?”
“Well, I guess it was my mother. I really don’t have a frame of reference for how tall she was, or how she talked. But it wasn’t my mother. Whatever this was just, uh, took her image.”
“You are not making much sense.” She remarked.
“No, I’m not. It was some sort of…I don’t know, some message. She said that she was left for the people of my bloodline, that I got it because I was of age now.”
“And what did the message tell you?”
“That the answer to finding Sam was in these books. Amy, what can provide a closer bond to someone than their hair?”
“Your hair is a very integral part of you. Skin flakes, maybe…saliva?”
“What about blood?”
“Blood is very powerful, but tricky.”
“How so?” I asked.
“It is a very potent thing to use, but it requires a different sort of magic. Unlike with hairs, you do not have to use symbology and the like. Instead, you are trying to create a direct link. That is much harder. Besides, you would need her blood.”
“Right. But, something is in this book.” I said. “And I’ll have to figure out where.”
“I would recommend starting with the newer one. It is mostly Victoria's writing. Some of the older work was your grandmother's.”
I looked to her. “Were all the witches that came before me female?”
“No, they were not. There have been two men in the line, though the magic never was as strong in them. They were both soldiers, and never gave the same devotion that the women did to the craft.”
“Right.” I murmured, and then grabbed my mp3 player. “I’m going to zone out for a bit and read, all right?”
“Go for it. I am not able to read it.”
“You’re not able? Huh?” I furrowed my brow, confused. “How’s that work?”
“Spells that your mother laid on the book. Beings like I cannot open and read from it.”
“Oh.” I murmured. “Well, uh, I don’t have much here beyond my computer. If you want to use that, go ahead.”
“I would like that. I will leave you be.”
“Thanks.” I said, and looped both ear buds into my ears. I turned on some instrumentals, and let myself sink into the music as I opened the book.
The ink was lightly smudged, in the way that handwriting as a leftie can do when the writer isn’t paying attention and they’re not using the right ink. The first sheet was torn from the spine, held there only by friction and time.
This is the last journal I, Victoria Annabelle Torres, will make. After my marriage to Greg Carpenter, I’m hanging up the old spell books and cauldron. I’m pregnant, with a boy, and I can only hope to give him a quiet, normal life. But, for the next witch who decides to learn the craft, I leave this as a legacy. This is my knowledge, studies, and spells.
If it is my boy to pick up the craft, then I wish him to know that he, should he choose, will be a tremendous force. Our line is strong, and if you have anything of your father’s tenacity and care, you’ll be a great man. May the Fates shine down on you, son.
I read the message twice, thrice, four times. I couldn’t stop reading it. It was beautiful. Short, but beautiful to me. I truly wished I could just read it again and again.
But, unfortunately I had other things to do. I turned the page away, and almost immediately, I saw the changes. No longer was it flowing cursive. Now it was a tiny print, with no space wasted. Notes, formulas, and drawings were sprawled all over the pages. I tried to follow what I could, but somehow, I felt that without another witch teaching me, there was only so much I could understand.
Speed-reading was something I had picked up in high school. Disliking textbooks and their incredibly boring prose, I instead had taught myself how to just scan and observe, making notes on what to go back to. I hurried to my desk, grabbed post-it notes, and started to make notations of what each page held.
Some of the early pages were on basics. Her views on the theory of magic, how she viewed it when she opened her senses. Of particular interest was how she constructed her salt circle. She didn’t create the five-pointed star that Amy had shown, but instead lit candles at the cardinal points.
As they went on, the various pages started to reveal more and more. The first was a basic theory on how to perform what she called “conjuring” magic, the act of acting upon the physical word with magic. A witch converts their own body into energy, using their mind to act energy on the world. Theoretically, a witch could have the force of a nuclear weapon, if they truly tried. Of course, there’s no way to unlock all that potential. But, theoretically, it is possible. 
Some mentions were also made of something called the “Other Side.” I didn’t dwell on that for long. That wasn’t relevant, at least at the moment. I kept notes on what seemed good to look back on, but I found nothing on blood or tracking.
After a few hours of sitting around, flipping through my mother's journal, it eventually started becoming a blur of information. It was starting to get complex, with mentions of equations, laws of nature, and other dimensions.. I needed to take my mind off of it, come back later with a fresh view. “Amy?” I spoke up, breaking the silence that had been hanging.
“Yes?” She looked up from her reading. “What is it?”
“I want to be able to defend myself, should the need arise.” I stood up, and flipped out the knife. “How do I use this thing?”
She arched an eyebrow, and then stood. “Well, I suppose that you should get some form of education in how to defend yourself. I cannot help you with the gun, but the knife is something I know. We should do this in the kitchen. There is not enough space anywhere else.”
We walked to the kitchen. “The first thing,” She said. “Is to know when to draw your weapon. The knife is a short one, and not suited for throwing.”
I looked at the blade in my hand a moment. “So what do I use it for?”
“You are not going to be able to parry a blade with it.” She set aside her own knife. “But instead, it should be used to augment your abilities in a melee.”
“All right.” I nodded. “ I understand.”
“Good.” She smiled. “Try to hit me.”
“What, with the knife?” 
“If you think you can.” Her knees bent slightly. “Do not gamble on a chance you might hit. Exploit a weakness, and take it. Now, come at me with the knife.”
I settled the knife into my right hand, and made for a quick stab into Amy's belly. Before I even knew what was happening, she had batted at my wrist, and sent her elbow into my jaw. 
“Shit,” I hissed as I recoiled back, struggling to keep my feet. “You're fast.”
“I have to be.” She said. “I am not very big. So, I have to compensate with speed and the appropriate application of force.”
“You hit fast, and hit in the right place.” I rubbed at my jaw. 
“Would you like me to show you what I did?”
I nodded. “Yea, sure, that'd help, I think.”
“Can I have the knife?” Amy held out her hand. “Very well, I want you to do what I did. Bend your knees slightly.”
I did so, and moved just a little back from her.
“You are tensing muscles, preparing to move in any direction.”
I nodded. “So, you come at me, and what do I do?”
“You make sure you are watching my hand. You have to move fast.” She drew the knife back. “We will do this in half-speed. I move to stab. You bring up your hand, and bat it away, all right?”
I nodded. “All right, come at me.” I said, and kept my eyes on Amy's hands. 
“Stop that.” Amy said.
I glanced up to Amy. “What?”
“Do not just look at my hands. You need to be aware of everything, of the entire situation. If you do not know what is happening, you will not succeed.”
“All right,” I rolled my eyes, frustrated. “Then tell me what to do.”
“You have to be able to scan me at a moment, to take stock of the situation and your opponent. If you can do this, you will have the advantage. You can control the fight. Now, are you ready?” 
I nodded, and she moved. Her hand moved with the knife, and I moved in the same half-speed, to bat the blade away.
“Good,” She said. “Now, you blocked the stab, you want to knock your opponent off. You either hit your arm into their face or punch them.” She smiled. “I will save proper fist-fighting for another date, I believe.”
“Why's that?” I asked. “I don't know, this looks pretty simple.”
She smiled. “I do not want to distract you too much. I do want you to remember, though, Eric, that the best way to win a knife fight is not to get in one. There are too many variables, and it relies too much on chance and circumstance. Better to avoid the fight if you can, to achieve your objectives.”
“How very Sun Tzu.”
“I read too, Eric,” she reminded me.
I hadn’t realize the passage of time until my stomach rumbled. I sighed. “Amy?”
Amy offered a smile. “Yes?”
“Amy, can we take a break for lunch? I need to refuel.”
“You make your mother seem like a tidy little woman who starved herself.” She rolled her eyes. “Do you have somewhere in mind we can order from?”
“There’s a Chinese place down the street, but I’d rather walk. As nice as the little fighting lesson was, I don't want to sit around in a car.” I said as I closed the knife. “And I seriously need to get back into running with Matt next week.”
“So, what do you see in that man? As a friend, I mean?” Amy asked as she went to close the windows she had opened on my computer.
“Matt’s always been good to me. Seven years ago, my grandpa had a bit of a late life crisis after my grandma died. He took off to California, where I was, had a heart attack, and couldn’t travel any more.”
“How does Matt work into this?”
“By my second semester at State, I was burnt out from taking care of my grandpa and school. Matt saw me, and he wanted to take me under his wing. I was his pet project. He hates seeing people glum, part of why he went into therapeutic studies. I introduced him to my grandpa one day, and after finding out that my gramps was a former actor, took us all to a production.” We left the apartment, and started to leave the building.
“That is…generous.” Amy said as she followed me down the stairs to the ground floor.
I nodded. “Yea, it really was. I didn’t know it at the time, but Matt Taylor’s got some crazy-rich parents. And Matt’s the type to spend trust fund money on making others feel better. I wouldn’t have lasted that second year without him.” I opened the door for Amy on the way out, which she rolled her eyes at.
“Well, it seems I misjudged him.”
“Yea, Matt doesn’t really enjoy putting it in the spotlight, but he’s a great guy. He was there when I broke up with my college sweetheart, when my grandpa died..”
“Your college swee-“
“Another story, another time.” I said. I really didn’t want to have to go through that particular story today. “But it's part of why I want to help Sam so much.”
“How does Sam work into this?”
“Sam was a rebound. I mean, not in a bad way. We were both going through crap, and we found some peace together.” I sighed. “I owe this to her.”
“Very well.” Amy said, and we went into the Chinese restaurant, a small place that also served as the local butcher. I ordered enough for two, and Amy ordered just sweet and sour soup before we took a seat. “So, what does Matt do for work?”
“He works as a child therapist for the school system.” I pointed a finger accusingly at her. “Why are you so interested in him?”
”My job is to assess any potential threats to you.”
“Threats?” I laughed at that. “Amy, Matt and I are close like blo-“ I froze. “Like blood.”
Amy furrowed her brow. “What? What is it, Eric?”
“A theory.” I said. “Okay, this is just me theorizing, okay?”
Amy nodded. “Very well, continue.”
“Okay, so, theory. If I have blood from something, I could track it back to who it came from, right?”
“Yes, though I am not sure how the spell would work.”
“Okay,” I said. “How about this? What if we use the blood from a vampire who had bit her? I mean, the blood actually is in them, right?”
Amy thought about that for a moment. “I do not know. That is...a bit of a stretch. I am not sure that magic can do such a thing.”
“Well, we can try such a thing, right? What's the worst that can happen? Come on, let's finish up, and then head back and try this.”
       
I rushed back to the apartment after we were done with lunch. I will admit that I almost slammed the door in Amy’s face on the way in, as I was so excited.
It took me a moment to figure out that Nick was standing in my kitchen. I froze for a moment, staring at him.
He spoke first. “Hello, Eric, Amy. So nice to see the both of you.”
I looked back to Amy. All the color had drained from her face. She was absolutely shocked. “How did you find him?” She whispered, her voice a whisper.
“I found him before you did, Amy.” Nick said. “Is that what you call yourself now? It’s been so long, I always preferred that other name.”
“Amy,” I turned back to her. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”
“When did he first approach you?”
“Sunday.” I answered. “But I didn’t know who he was until two days ago, when you were recovering from that ordeal at Francis’ office.”
“And you did not tell me?” She sounded hurt, honestly.
“At my request, Amy.” Nick insisted. “So, you’re guardian to a witch. Victoria Torres’ son, no less. That’s quite the feat, Amy.”
“If you have a point, get to it.” Amy slowly recovered her voice, almost snapping in its haste.
“I have asked for Eric’s assistance in locating one of my missing Marshals.”
“You mean some poor fool you duped into your war.”
“That’s a nasty way of putting it.” He said. “All my Marshals are volunteers.”
“So you have changed your methods? I remember what you used to be.”
Nick put out his hands, palms up. “I’ve learned from my past experiences. You’d appreciate what I’ve done with the Marshals.”
“There is very little I can appreciate about you.” Amy hissed.
“You two, stop it!” I shouted. Both of them froze, looking at me, silent. “I really don’t give a flying fricking care what your history is right now. Nick, is there a reason for you visiting, or is it just to piss Amy off?”
“Piss her off?” Nick smiled. “No, though I do miss our fights.” He withdrew a small, envelope from his pocket. “I’ve been able to pull something from our files. It’s hair from Marshal Thomas’ records. I think you’ll be able to do a tracking spell.” 
“All right,” I nodded, and took the envelope from him. “I’ll take a look into it. Listen, Nick, I think the chances of finding Thomas alive are, well, slim, at best.”
“Slim.” He nodded. “I’m expecting as much. I would like, at least, a body for his family and to close his file.”
“All right,” I looked in the envelope. There were a number of long, straight brown hairs. I studied them for a long moment, then closed the envelope. “I’ll run the tracking spell.”
Amy looked to me. “Your idea regarding Coolidge?”
“I…I’ll put that on the back burner. Tonight we’re working with Jackson anyways.”
“Jackson?” Nick furrowed his brow.
“A local were. He wants our help.”
Nick nodded, smiling. “Ingratiating yourself with the local powers. I’m impressed. My contacts have already discovered the raid on Darius’s beach house last night. Impressive.”
Amy growled under her breath. “Typical. You are watching him, keeping tabs on him.”
“The man has known about his status as a witch for less than a week, and he’s already gotten involved with the vampires and weres. Mister Carpenter is a politically-minded person.”
“Just someone who wants to help.” I insisted. I walked into the kitchen. “Why are you keeping tabs on me, Nick?”
“I’m doing my job. I’m here to protect the American people from the less-savory individuals in the supernatural community. You’re a variable at the moment, and I’m interested in finding out what you will turn out to be.”
“And if I don’t fit into your nice little box of what’s right?” I inquired.
“You certainly are fitting into it right now. A bit of a…mercenary, but I like it. You’re a good man, if a little naive about some things.”
“Naive?” Amy sighed. “Nick, leave us. You’ve given him the information you want, and the hair. We’ll find this marshal.”
I turned back into the living room, only to find Nick gone. I rolled my eyes in frustration. “He left? Jeez, how the hell does he even do that? How do you do that?”
“That would be telling,” she said, offering a shrug. 
“Yea, it would, but it would be really useful. What, are you guys sworn to secrecy?” Amy didn’t say anything, and I groaned in frustration. “You can’t even talk about being sworn to secrecy, can you? I will find out what you guys are.”
“Eric,” Amy said. “Not every mystery should be solved. Leave this one be.”
“Why should I, because you said so?” 
She nodded. “A favor. For now, drop it.”
I shook my head. Whatever was going on here, those two were going to keep quiet about it. I supposed, for now, I’d have to just to accept that Amy wasn’t talking about whatever was going on here. “All right.” I put my hands up in surrender.
“Very well.” She said. “Now, you believed you had something to look for?”
“Uh, right, yea.” I said. I went towards my laundry, when my cell phone started to ring. I flipped it out. I didn’t recognize the number,but I answered it. “This is Eric.”
“Eric, this is Jackson.”
“Jackson?” I furrowed my brow. “It’s only two in the afternoon. What’s up?”
“We need to push this ahead faster.” He said. His voice sounded strained, worried. “We need to get Becca now.”
“Tell me where to meet you.” I said. 
Jackson gave me the address of where to meet him. “I know I told you to just come to help get Becca out, but you might want to come armed.”
“Sure,” I sighed, feeling at that moment I was getting myself in over my head. I hung up, and turned to Amy.
“Who was that?” She asked.
“That was Jackson. He wants our help early. Come on,” I said, and went to the kitchen table. “We’re going to help.” I grabbed the pistol and tucked it into my jacket pocket. 
“And you are just rushing into this.” Amy sighed. “Save me from foolhardy witches.”
“Jackson will have a plan, I hope. If not, we’ll make him think of one before we do this.” I said. “Do you need your knife?”
She shook her head. “I have a back up blade I keep in the car.”
“Why are the women in my life better armed than most cops?”
“Because I have to cover for your foolishness.” She mumbled.
 
 



Chapter 18
 
We drove out in Amy’s jeep to the address Jackson had given me. It was in the neighborhood that, in the past few years, had become one of the three supernatural neighborhoods in San Francisco. The Covens were a poorer neighborhood, for those Arcanes that hadn’t spent hundreds of years collecting interests.
I wasn’t too privy to the financials of how Arcanes worked, and how they did their finances, but I assumed that, before Four-Thirteen when the vampires came public, they had to have been careful and methodical about staying hidden and well-off. Going public would have raised too many questions. Thankfully, humanity had done well in not freaking out. There were very few killings in the five years since the Arcane community had gone public.
We parked in a parking garage, and walked to the meetup location. It was a small, hole in the wall Italian restaurant. The smells of sauces and delicious cooking flooded my nose. “Damn,” I muttered, making a mental note to come back here when I wasn’t working.
Jackson was sitting at a back table with Tyler and one of the other weres from the beach. “Hey, Eric, Amy!” Jackson called. “Come on over.” They all were dressed in black t-shirts, jeans, and leather jackets.
Amy and I walked to the table and pulled up chairs. “Good to see you again, Jackson.” I said. “What’s going on that you needed us early?”
“We’ve found out that the two vampires who Becca’s staying with are planning to skip town.” Jackson said. “Apparently, someone took out a vampire last night. One of Ishmael’s deputies pulled an execution job in the middle of the night, and a lot of the vampires are freaking.”
I mentally winced, and tried not to let it show. “Wow, really? Okay, so, we go in fast then, I guess?” I asked. “What’s the plan?”
“The plan is simple. Tyler, Robby, and I will go in, with you two bringing up the rear. We’ll make a show of force, and hopefully they’ll just chicken out and let us take Becca home.”
“Is she being held there against her will?” Amy asked.
“Practically.” Tyler’s voice bubbled in a low growl. “They’ve got her hooked on Bliss. She can’t even make a conscious decision anymore.” 
“It’s an aggressive intervention.” Jackson said. “As her brother, Tyler more than has the right to do this.”
“Seriously?” I turned to Amy. 
She nodded. “Indeed. Pack laws state that, if Becca is an unmated female, she is under the protection of her male relatives. Even vampires must respect that. Or, rather, they should.”
“All right,” I nodded.”Well, let’s get this all taken care of. Lead the way, guys.”I said.
All three weres stood. Robby seemed a head shorter than either Tyler or Jackson, but he still was a big guy, more wide than tall. They all cut impressive figures, I would admit that much.
We walked out of the restaurant, into the more residential areas of the Covens. We stopped in front of a building several stories tall, with a new age shop in the bottom floor. Jackson bypassed the stairs up to the apartments above, walking straight to the shop’s owner. 
“Hey there, kid.” He said to the employee behind the counter, a lanky guy in his early twenties with bleached dreads. The difference between the two was extreme, almost. Where Jackson was tall, muscular, and professional, the kid behind the counter wasn’t. 
The blond kid nodded. “Uh, hi.” He fidgeted with his hands. “How can I help you?”
Jackson reached into his jacket, withdrawing a picture. “I’m looking for this girl. Name of Becca Young. She would have been here with two vampires.”
“Uh, yea,” The kid nodded. “She’s been staying with them for the past few days. What’s going on?”
Jackson flashed his teeth. Maybe it was some subtle change on his part, or Jackson was just really good about hiding it, but his canines were fangs. Unlike a vampire’s needle-sharp fangs, they were thick, like an animal’s. “It’s none of your business, vanilla.” He growled. “Which room?”
“Listen, I don’t want to be the cause of any trouble.” The store clerk said. “I don’t-“
Jackson didn’t wait for an answer. He grabbed the kid by his shirt and pulled him over the counter. “Tell me, you miserable little punk, or you’re taking a trip through the counter.”
That was my breaking point. I didn’t want some innocent kid to get his face smashed in. I took a step forward, approaching Jackson and the kid. “Listen, just tell him what he wants to know.” I said. “We’ll be on our way, and that’ll be the end of it. All right?”
The kid nodded. “Right. They’re on the third floor, first door on the left.” 
“Thank you.” Jackson said and dropped him. The kid sprawled over the counter, whispering to whatever deity he believed in.  “Come on, guys.” He stormed off through the door back towards the stairs.
The other two weres, Amy, and I followed him up the stairs. Amy and I brought up the rear. “Eric,” Amy whispered.”Thank you for doing that. The last thing we needed was assault charges.”
“I didn’t think about that.” I said. “I was just thinking about that kid. He didn’t need to get his face smashed in over this.”
Robby, the were we had just met, said. “If he hadn’t talked? Yea, he did. This is how the pack works.”
“And when the cops come? What then?” I asked.
“There are answers to that.”
I started wondering, suddenly, whether I had just signed on with the mafia. Was this what this was? Some induction ceremony? I was starting to wonder what I was getting myself into.
We reached the third floor. The apartments were certainly not pristine. Even the hallway had seen better days. The walls had once been eggshell-white, but had browned with years and stains. There was a general stench of bodily fluids, with burnt cooking and some other funky smells mixed in. 
We headed to the first door on the left, and Jackson slammed his fist into the door so hard it sounded like he was about to break the door off its hinges. 
“Jeez, is this how weres knock?” I deadpanned
“When we’re on business, yea.” Tyler murmured. “Let us do the talking now, all right?”
The door opened up, and a small-willowy woman answered. She was pale, the ivory I’d come to associate with vampires who hailed from European stock. She had messy black hair, cut short. “Can I help you?” She asked. 
“I want to talk to Becca.” Jackson said, without any pretense. 
“Becca?” She smiled, innocently. “Why, I don’t think there’s anyone here by that name.”
His nostrils flared, sniffing. “I can smell her, you know.”
“Well, she certainly doesn’t want to see you.” She turned back inside. “Becca, say if you want to see whoever this is.” She paused a moment, for dramatics’ sake. “Why, she doesn’t want to see you.”
Jackson bared his fangs. “You should be really careful, vampire. We aren’t bound by your need for an invitation to enter your home.” He took a step towards the door. “Let us in.”
“Hey, baby,” A male voice with a Hispanic accent spoke from the apartment. “Let the puppies in. What’s the harm?”
“Rico,” The female hissed. “You can obviously see the harm in-“
The door opened, with a tall Latino’s hand on it. He was stacked, and he had some tattoos I was pretty sure were gang-related. “Come on in,” We all filed in.
The apartment was small, littered with clothes and dirty dishes. There was some rap music playing on a radio in the kitchen, and the windows were open. The main thing I noticed, though, was the smell of Bliss. Back a few years ago, Terry had made all of the bartenders attend a class about the supernatural drug, and the scent had been one of the most distinctive traits of the narcotic. It had a sweet, almost floral smell to it, and it tended to stick with you.
“So, where's Becca?” I asked Rico. “Can we see her?”
“Becca's sleeping.” He flashed a smile. “Don't worry, we've taken care of her.”
“Turned her into an addict, perhaps.” Amy said, with malice in her tone. “But you have taken care of her.”
“Where did you dig her up?” The female vampire casted a disapproving look towards Amy.
“An alley near State.” I deadpanned. “Can we see Becca?”
“Insistent, isn't he?” She remarked. 
Rico chuckled. “Yea, he is, Julia.”
Julia sighed. “She's in the bedroom, but asleep. I don't wish to wake her.”
“You'll show us to her.” Tyler said. “Now.”
Rico took a step forward. “Hey, what's the big deal?”
“It's Becca's brother.” Julia said. “You know how the pups get over their brood.” 
“Call me a pup again, and I'll show you your insides, vampire.”
The three weres had a primal, aggressive sort of aura around them. Each one of them looked ready to attack, either with a weapon or their bare fists. The vampires, however, were more subtle. The changes in their body language weren't as notable, but they were crouching just slightly, coiling their muscles. 
I didn't want this to get messy. I'd seen how vampires could fight last night. Teresa had been fast and tough. I didn't want to see what two cornered vampires, who knew what was coming, could do in this situation. 
“Hey,” I said, taking a step forward in between the two groups. “Rico, Julia, we just want to see her, and take her home. You really want this to get nasty? It can get nasty. You're outnumbered five to two, and we all mean business. Cut your losses, and let us take Becca home.”
       Julia was about to protest, but Rico stopped her. “Easy. Fine, we'll play it like that.” He said. “Take the girl. She's in the bedroom.” He gestured to a door on the far side of the living room.
       Jackson nodded to me. “Eric, take Amy and go get her. We'll stay out here with these two.” He had his eyes locked on Rico, a predator's glare. I looked back to Amy, and nodded. The two of us walked to the bedroom door, and I opened it up.
Becca, or who I could only assume was Becca, was lying on the bed. She was a pretty girl, a very pretty one. She had dark hair, just with enough curls for it to be wavy in an alluring way. Even sleeping, she had a grace to her, feminine and powerful. She wore a silk robe, loosely tied, leaving her neck and breasts exposed. There were marks on them, bites like the one I had on my neck. 
I walked to the side of the bed and crouched over it. “Becca? Rebbecca Young?”
The woman stirred. “That's my name...” She murmured, rolling a little on the bed. Her voice was a soft purr, almost luxurious in its pleasure.
“Becca, I'm Eric, and this is Amy.” I gestured to my guardian, standing at the foot of the bed.”
“We are here to take you home.” Amy said. “Do you know where you are?”
Becca shook her head. “All I remember are the two vampires, and feeling really good.” A little sloppy grin crossed her features.
“It is the Bliss.” Amy looked up to me. “Come on, you grab her right arm, I will grab her left.” We both moved to pick her up, but a crash came from outside the bedroom. “Eric, go check it out. I'll take care of Becca.”
       I ran out of the door, only to find that the tension had broken. The melee was just beginning, but already Robby was on the ground, holding a bloody face. Rico and Jackson were in a grapple, and Julia and Tyler were taking swipes at each other. “Oh, Jesus Christ.” I rolled my eyes. 
There was no safe way to get Becca out of here now. I certainly didn't want to fight my way out right now, especially with a loopy werewolf in tow. But at the moment, there seemed to be little choice in the matter.
I drew the pistol, chambered a round, and fired it into the kitchen. “Everyone, stop!” I yelled. I think the gun must have made their decision to shut up and stop. I don't believe I'm that scary. “I don't care if you're undead, a werewolf, werebear, or freaking Tinkerbell. I'll shoot the next one of you who punches someone else.”
They all looked at me, almost in disbelief. “Shit,” Jackson growled, and he reached down to help Robby up. 
“Who hit first?” I asked. 
“They did,” Tyler said almost immediately.
“Only because they went for our supply.” Julia hissed. “You just wanted the girl. Didn't know you were here on official gang business to raid our place.”
Maybe I had misjudged Jackson. Here I thought he was just doing this out of the kindness of his heart. But he saw the Bliss, and he made a move on it. A little voice in my head told me this was what I got for dealing with criminals.
“Jackson, you're not touching the drugs. I don't care, really, but you said we were just here for Becca. If I find out you lied to me, I'll hex you.” I had no idea if I could hex someone, or to what extent that could work. It sounded like a good threat, though, and Jackson flinched just for a moment. 
Amy came out of the bedroom, helping Becca along. The female were had an arm over Amy's shoulders, and my guardian had a look of displeasure on her face. “The things I do..” She murmured.
“All right, everyone. We're leaving now. I am not going to-” 
I was cut off by the growl of a dog. No, not a dog, a wolf. Robby was no longer on the floor. Instead, on top of a pile of clothes, there was a big, gray wolf. It had its fangs bared, and was already looking to pounce.
“Where's Robby?” I whispered.
“That is Robby.” Amy's voice was quiet, fearful. “No, no..” The large wolf pounced, lunging at Rico. Chaos broke out. In a matter of seconds, the wolf had taken a hunk of flesh from Rico's side, and Julia was on the wolf, pulling it away from the male vampire. They went crashing into the kitchen, sending things flying everywhere. One of them, a water bottle, came flying straight at me.
I didn't have time to duck. Instead, I got hit in the face by the liquid it had in it. It was flora, sweet. I didn't realize until it was too late I'd gotten hit by Bliss.
My senses went into overload, and my vision went black. The first thing I remembered was that everything seemed just more acute. The growls of Robby's wolf, the sounds of the fight. Amy was shaking me, but it seemed to be like an earthquake. “Eric, Eric, snap out of it. Snap out of it. I need your help, Eric.”
Slowly, though, my senses started to fade. Eventually, I was left in just a wonderful, hazy state. Nothing seemed to matter. Not the fight going on outside my head, not that we needed to get out of there. The only thing that mattered was just how peaceful I felt, and that I didn't want it to end.
 
 



Chapter 19
 
I couldn't tell how long I was out of it. The next thing I honestly remembered, I was in a bed. I was in a bedroom, with the lights on. The bed was a large one, obviously made for a couple. I certainly didn't recognize the decor, though. It was homely, the type of bed where someone puts way too many pillows on it. I never understood that.
My vision was hazy at first, but slowly started to clear up. There was only one other person in the room, and they looked to be sitting on the bed.
“You smell funny, Mister.” It was a kid, a girl. I studied her for a moment. She was a cute kid, maybe about four or five, with auburn hair hanging messily around her shoulders. Her green eyes were alive with energy. She looked back towards the door and yelled. “Daaaad, he's awake!”
I forced myself to sit up. The ringing in my head didn't agree with it, but I forced that particular sensation away from the front. “Dad? Who's your dad, kid?”
“That'd be me.” Jackson stood in the door way, leaning on the frame. “Hey, Eric. I see you're at least awake. That's surprising, with how much Bliss you got hit by.”
“Uh, how much?” I asked him. 
The little girl hopped off the bed, hustling to her father's side. He scooped her up with one hand. “Give me a moment. I don't want to discuss business in front of the kid.” He left the room.
I rubbed at my forehead with a hand, trying to ease the ache. I started to wonder where Amy was. The reasonable part of me guessed that someone had been hurt in the fight, and she was attending to them. All that, hopefully, happened to me was I got a hit of a drug. It had looked like a real brawl was starting when I had passed out.
Jackson was back in a moment. He wasn't wearing the leather and jeans any more. Instead, he was dressed in sweats and a t-shirt, with an unbuttoned flannel shirt covering that. “Your friend Amy really proved herself. She got both you and Becca out of the apartment. How, I have no clue. But once you were both out, Tyler carried you out to the street before the cops showed up. Cops don't usually go to the Covens, but we couldn't take the chance.”
“How much Bliss?” I murmured.
“You know how a cotton swab is supposed to be enough to get you high and give you the wildest night of your life?” He asked. I nodded, remembering that Saturday morning class vaguely. “You got hit with enough to start an orgy.”
“How the heck am I not dead?”
“Amy explained it as your metabolism.” He said. “I mean, you should have been out for a day, but it's only been a few hours. Lucky you.”
“Yea, lucky me.” I murmured. “You've got a cute kid there.” I said.
“Yea, Abby's a grace. She's got my nose, and she's been asking about what you are ever since I brought you here.”
I furrowed my brow. “You didn't tell her?”
“No, man.” He said. “I considered what would happen if it got out that you were a witch. I'm not a bad guy here, Eric. The last thing I'd want to put on a man is a witch hunt.”
“Thanks, I guess.” I said, and slowly started to pick myself up off the bed. “So where's Amy?”
“She's in the living room. She's been looking after Becca. She says she's going to have a bad case of withdrawal from the Bliss, but that's about it.”
“What about Tyler and Robby?”
“Robby, for that little shift, is going to get a very severe...talking to. We don't shift like that in public. Robby pulled something equivalent to waving around an assault rifle in the middle of a street.”
“Great,” I deadpanned. “Glad to know that's at least turning out well.” I stood up on the floor. My boots were next to the bed, and I tugged them on.
“Yea, thanks to you guys.” Jackson said. “Seriously, I owe you one.”
I paused a moment, wondering if I should say it. It needed to be said, however, at least to me. I walked right up to Jackson, and found myself looking up just a little to him. “Jackson, the Bliss. Were you expecting to find it there?”
“We knew they were dealers. It would logically follow they had some in their lair.”
“And you went for it. You said it was just for Becca, and you made me look like a liar when you guys went for the Bliss after I said we just wanted her.” I looked right into his eyes. “Were you there to get the Bliss too?”
He didn't flinch, or pause. “It was considered a secondary objective.”
That was what I needed to know. As nice as Jackson might seem, he was a dangerous man. Were politics were not something I wanted to get involved with. I had to be careful about how I called in my favor with Jackson. 
“Lie to me like that again,” I whispered. “And you'll find that I'm not as good a friend. And I am a guy you want to keep as a friend.”
“I'll keep that in mind, Eric.” He said. Jackson didn't bat an eye. I guessed that was a gift of his, or maybe weres in general.
We walked out into the living room. Amy and Becca were on the couch, with Becca now dressed in sweats, shivering and feverish. Abby, and a woman with matching auburn hair, who I could only guess was Abby's mother, sat on the couch. Amy looked up to me, and smiled. “I am glad you are awake. It seems only one of you got the bad end of the Bliss.”
“Small favors,” I remarked. 
Abby's mother spoke. “Yes, and I have to thank the both of you for bringing Becca back.”
“We were just trying to do some good.” I said, and I extended my hand to her. “I'm Eric Carpenter.”
“I'm Patty, Jackson's wife.” She shook my hand. Where Jackson was large and burly, every bit of Patty seemed small. She looked almost fragile, but I knew from those green eyes that she was anything but. They had the same vivid liveliness that her daughter had. 
“Pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Miller.” I said. 
“Oh, Patty, please. So, you don't have any of the tattoos...You came back from the Bliss quick for a human.”
“Yea, well, I've got the metabolism of a crazy man.” I said, dismissing it.
“How are you feeling, Eric?” Amy asked me. 
“Uh, as good as can be, I think.” I said. “We'll see once we get out of here and back to work on the Coolidge case.”
“What was your next move?” Amy asked.
“Uh, I'll tell you when we get in the car.”
Patty offered a little smile. “Before you two go, you should take something to eat. I need to tire this one out anyways, so she can help. Do you two like PB&J? It's about the only thing we have the stuff for right now.”
“What is...” Amy furrowed her brow. “PB&J?”
 
“This is disgusting.” Amy remarked as we piled into her jeep.
“Don't knock it until you've tried it.” I said. “This was what I grew up on. Hell, this is what a ton of kids grow up on.”
She shook her head, and took her sandwich out of the bag. Amy took a dainty bite. “It is...not bad.”
I had already taken a large bite of it. “Not bad? It's freaking great.” 
She sighed. “You have not had great food until you have gone to Italy or France.”
“Yea, well, my vacations growing up were typically down to Disneyworld.” I said. “Europe was definitely not on our budget.”
“You have never traveled?” She asked. 
“Not really. I'm guessing you have? I mean, I'm guessing you've traveled a bit, considering your indeterminate age.”
“I was a bit of a wanderer until recently.” She said. “My role as your guardian puts an end to my travel days, honestly, but there was a time when I  did quite a fair bit of traveling.”
“Where did you go?” I asked. I set aside the sandwich for the moment, more interested in the conversation.
She shrugged. “Many places. I spent a great deal of time traveling across Europe, and I spent several years traveling across India and Asia. Why the interest with travel?”
“Well, beyond the occasional vacation down to Florida, I never traveled much growing up.”
“I suppose that you wished that were different?”
I nodded. “Yea. Always wanted to visit France, Italy, Ireland. All that stuff.”
“It was a fascinating experience.” She nodded. “I enjoyed it.” 
“So when did Nick factor in?” I asked. 
“Many, many years ago. Before your time.” She turned on the car, and started to drive. “So, we were to continue work on the Coolidge case?”
I ignored how easily she shifted the subject. “I want to find our Marshal. We've got his hair, and we can work the tracking spell easy, all right?”
“I suppose. Let us get back to your apartment, then.” She said.
“A question, Amy.” I said. “This is San Francisco. Why are we driving everywhere?” 
She gave me an inquisitive look. “I beg your pardon?”
“I'm serious. We could walk almost anywhere in town, and it'd probably be easier too.”
“I prefer it.” She shrugged. “Besides, it us a better method of escape than foot, and I cannot exactly hide weapons in my shoes.”
“Oh, you'd be surprised with the women in my life.” That sounded like something Teresa would do.
“Which reminds me,” Amy said. “I do not approve of this woman, Teresa. I have not met her, but she is a vampire, and a powerful one...”
“And she's actually rather nice.” I said. “Let me make my own decisions on that one, all right?”
“I cannot just let you go gallivanting off with a vampiress. Your blood is something to protect.”
“You're worried she'll bite me and get some of my powers copied over to her? Yea, I found out that could happen. That's why I went after Darius. I wanted him to pay for what he did to me, but I didn't want anyone running around with my powers. That's way too dangerous.”
She was silent for a long moment, processing the thought. “That was very forward thinking of you. Perhaps I misjudged you.”
“Misjudged me?” I asked. “What do you mean?”
“I had thought you a nice, peaceful man.” Amy shut off the car in front of my building. “I did not think you had the killer instinct.”
“I'm not a killer.” I told myself that as I got out of the car, but a small part of me started to wonder. I'd said I wanted to do good. But, what if doing good meant hurting those who wanted to hurt others? I decided, after a moment, that, if it meant saving someone, it might be necessary.
“No, you are not a killer.” She said. “But it may be necessary to do so when the occasion calls for it.” 
 We were silent while we went up to my apartment.  I unlocked the door, and let us in. I went to the counter and grabbed the little envelope Nick had given me. “So, let's do this tracking spell again, all right?”
“Let us,” she said.
We set up the salt circle again, with the candles and the various trappings. This time, when I drew on the magic, it was easier, and I could draw on more of it. The magic felt alive, and now that I knew how to direct it, I could pour it into the hair and the compass.
“How did I do?” I said, feeling my body practically singing with the magic. I could feel my muscles hum with the energy, the sheer fabric of power. 
“Good.” Amy said, and she knelt in front of the compass. “We have a strong bearing. North-west.”
I stood up, and broke the salt circle. “Fantastic. I'll navigate, you can start driving.”
 
 



Chapter 20
 
We drove around for a good part of thirty minutes, triangulating. It went faster this time, and we were able to narrow it down to a house on the North end of town. It was turning into dawn quickly. We parked the car on the street.
“So, what's the idea this time?” I asked Amy. I closed the map and tossed it into the back seat.
“We approach the front door, knock, and see if we can determine that Agent Thomas is here.”
“And if we can determine he's there? What then?”
“We ask for him. If they decline, we go in and take him.”
I sighed. “Well, that's simple enough.” I pulled out the pistol and checked the ammo in the magazine I had in it. I still had the extra magazine in my back pocket, but between the two of them, I had about a dozen shots left. I needed to ask Teresa where the heck I could buy ammo for this thing. Guns weren't exactly my fortee. Beyond playing video games with Matt, I knew just the basic idea behind a gun. How the heck did you shop for this stuff?
My thoughts were broken by Amy leaving the car. I got up and followed, putting my pistol back in my jacket. We walked across the street, across the little garden in the front yard. 
“I'll take the lead.” I said as we got to the front door. 
“You think that I could not handle this?” She asked.
“No, I'm just a much better people person.” I shot back as I stopped at the front door and knocked. 
We waited a few moments, and I could hear something going on inside the house. Eventually, the door opened, and a tall man with greasy blond hair answered. “Hey, can I help you?” 
“Yea, you can,” I said. “I'm looking for an Agent Thomas. I know this is a really bad hour, but it's really important we see him.”
The man hesitated for a moment. “Uh, who?” 
I wondered for a moment how to proceed. “Listen,” I said. “I don't really give a crap about you. I just want Thomas. I've already called San Francisco PD, and their Arcane division's already enroute. You get out now, and you show me to Thomas, and I'll just forget you were here.”
The blond man froze for a moment. “You're bluffing,” He said. “You didn't call them.”
I drew my pistol, holding it at my hip to conceal it from any observers. “I don't have time for this.” I grunted. “Amy, hurt him.”
She looked to me. “Eric?” 
“What, her?” The blond guard laughed. “What's she going to do, cry on me?”
Amy glared, and she acted without even consulting me further. He knee rose, and I winced as the guard bowled over, grabbing at his groin.
“Son of a!”
“Amy!” I snapped. “Whoa, that...Ow.” I cleared my throat. “Okay, let's talk about this again. Agent Thomas.”
“Inside. Kitchen.” The blond man gasped. 
“And who are you working for?” I asked.
“Lucien.” I was starting to hate that name.
“When we're gone, get out of town. Once, you feel like moving.” I didn't want to be in his shoes at the moment.
We headed into the house. It had seen much better days. The flooring was stained, the walls had peeled wallpaper, and I could already tell the faint smell of blood. I resisted the urge to lose the PB&J sandwich.
“You should not have let him go.” Amy said. “He will probably go to tell Lucien what we have done here.”
“Yea, but I wasn't going to beat him up or kill him. After all, if we really did call the cops, how would we explain this? A witch found him? I'd prefer not to go down that particular road at the moment.”
She nodded. “Let us go look for Mister Thomas.”
We found the kitchen easily enough. James Thomas, federal marshal, was on the tile floor, draped over several towels. “Amy, check on him. I'm going to call Nick.”
The Marshal was a fairly average man. He was of an average height, with brown hair in a professional cut. His face was badly bruised, with blood staining his white button-down and his face. There were several slashes across his chest, like someone had taken a knife to him. I blanched, slightly, wondering how long they'd had him here like this.
I had just finished dialing Nick's number when I felt someone tap on my shoulder. “Amy, I-” I stopped, seeing that Nick was in the kitchen. “Jesus, how the hell?”
“I knew I was needed.” He looked down at Thomas. “How is he?” he asked Amy.
“He has taken several lacerations, is bruised in several areas, and he is unconscious. The man will require medical attention.”
Nick nodded. “I'll see to that.” He said. “Thank you, both of you, for finding him. Was the hair helpful?”
“Yea, it was.” I closed my phone and put it into my pocket. “It looks like they didn't think that we'd look for him.” I crouched down next to Thomas. I really wish I could have talked to him. I would have liked to know who he was, what he was like. I knew Sam back from college, but I didn't have a clue who Thomas was. He was just an agent of Nick's.
“Did you find out who is behind this?” Nick asked.
“Yea, it's a vampire named Lucien.” I saw Nick's reaction, a minuscule reflex. “You recognize the name?”
“I've got a file on him, yea. Thomas was right, this is nasty.”
“How nasty are we talking about?”
He sighed, and looked down at me, almost apologetic in his gaze. “Bad enough that I'm really sorry none of my Marshals are available to help.”
“Oh, that is not true!” Amy snapped. “Nick, you cannot be serious.”
“You know I can't lie.” He said. “Trust me, I wish I could help Eric here, but I just don't have the manpower. He's got you, he'll be fine.”
“Against a master vampire?” She said. “He has known he was a witch for just five days.”
“My hands are tied.” He turned back to me. “Eric, I'm sorry, but you're on your own. But I've got faith in you. You can do this.”
“Thanks for that, I guess.” I sighed. “What now?”
“You two leave. I need to take care of my agent, see that he gets the care that he needs.”
I saw Amy, practically shaking with frustration. She wanted to hit Nick, I knew that much. The two of them had some sort of history, and whatever it was, Amy was not the type to forgive and forget. 
“Selfish man,” She hissed at Nick, and she stood. “Come, Eric. We should leave.”
We left the kitchen, and headed back towards the door. By the time we had gotten back to the street, Amy's hands had balled into fists.
“Are you going to be okay?” I asked her.
“That man,” She shook her head. “He always plays this game, and he enjoys it because he wins.”
I shook my head. “What are you talking about?”
“Nick has not always been a man who has run his Federal Marshals. However, he is always the same. He is not lying, he has all his Marshals in the field, but there must be one or two  he can pull away to help you. This is not fair, Eric.”
I shook my head. “Listen, even if he was lying, I wouldn't care. We're going to get through this, and we are going to rescue Sam. Is that understood?”
“You are very confident of our success, even when the outcome is still undetermined.”
“Hell, for all I know, we could die, but positive outlooks. You said magic wouldn't work if I thought it was going to fail, that it was a self-fulfilling prophecy. Why would it be any different for anything else?”
“A very accurate philosophy.” We got to the car, and piled in. “I am sorry, Nick has an...effect on me.”
“I would ask what your history is, but I know you won't tell me, yet.” I slid into the passenger's seat and set the seat back to relax while Amy drove. “So, I'll ask another question. You two are the same...whatever you are, right?”
“Yes. We have some of the same powers, and we have the same origin.”
“Okay...why can he use contractions?”
“I beg pardon?” She furrowed her brow. “What do you mean?”
“He uses contractions. Don't, can't, won't. You speak like Mister Data on Next Generation.”
“Next Generation? I do not get the reference.”
“Uh, forget it. I'm just curious why you speak more formally than he does.”
“Nick has the gift of adaptation. It is a very complicated matter. He is more earthbound than I am, and can adapt better. I am much slower to adapt my language. It is a challenge just to keep myself in modern English.”
“And so you're stuck in this old English, sounding like you come out of some old book?”
She nodded. “Yes. It is a disadvantage to my powers. I am very slow to new ideas.”
I thought back to my medieval culture classes, and how my theories on Amy related to it. I decided to file that away, for later thinking. For now, though, I had other things to focus on. Primarily, Sam Coolidge, and how I was going to find her. That was certainly not going to be an easy one.
 
 



Chapter 21
 
I crashed as soon as I got home. I was so tired from the past few days that I was starting to wonder if I'd ever have a normal week again. I kicked off my boots, said good night to Amy, and I fell down, practically, on my futon. Sleep came easy.
Again, I dreamed. 
This time, I dreamed I was at my kitchen table, drinking coffee. Sitting across from me, again, was the image of my mother. 
“We have to stop meeting like this,” I deadpanned.
The image of my mother crossed her arms across her chest. “You have met the one who calls himself Nick.”
“Uh, yea,” I nodded. I set the mug of coffee down, and looked her in the eye. “Listen, I don't get it. What's the purpose of these dreams?”
“You are not to trust Nick.” She said. “He is the puppeteer. A witch is never the puppet.”
“He looks like he has good intentions.”  I said. “Besides, why should I trust you? You're just a figment of my imagination.”
“Think of me as a helpful advisor.” She said. “I'm here to ensure your survival, Eric.”
“And why shouldn't I trust Nick?”
“Your mother made that mistake, and it nearly cost her everything, including her life.” She said. “Nick is only interested in his war.”
“What war?” I asked. 
“The war he's been fighting for centuries. Protecting humanity from what it doesn't want to know about.”
“The Marshals.” I murmured. It made sense, I guessed. There had to be some sort of organization that protected humanity from vampires, werewolves, and the like before they had come into the public eye.
“He is a powerful man, but his intentions are his own. Be wary.”
I sighed, shaking my head. “What about Amy? I shouldn't trust her, either?”
“Amy is loyal. She has made a bargain to protect you, and she will honor that.” She tilted her head, inquisitively. “Your actions this past few days have stirred trouble. You are quite the busy man.”
“How do you know what I've done?” I asked her. I stood up, walking over to her side of the table. “What are you?”
“A construct,” she said, slowly turning to look at me. “I can see your mind as you sleep, and I am designed to interact with you.” The image of my mother put up a finger. “No, do not ask any further questions on the matter. I am only here to warn and advise.”
“Who was she?” I sat back down. “My mother.” I wanted to know, desperately. How had she even made something like this? How was it in my head?
“I am not designed to give you those answers.” She answered. “Your mother's life is something you will have to discover without my aid.”
“Great.” I was starting to wonder if there might be something in her history that I couldn't know, something that she'd hidden on purpose. “What is the nature of Amy? What is she?”
The image of my mother paused for a moment, considering. “That is something she would have to tell you. Your mother had several theories, but there is nothing conclusive.” She must have seen my disappointment. “My construction is limited.”
“All right,” I nodded. “Then what about magic?”
“Magic is something I can offer help with.”
“Blood magic.”I said. “Hypothetically, I could use blood to track someone, right?”
Again, she paused for a moment, considering. “Indeed. You will required much more focus, and concentration, but it is definitely possible.”
I nodded. “All right, good. We're on sort of the same page here...” I thought for a moment. “What about a vampire's blood? What if the person I was trying to find was bitten by a vampire? Could I use that vampire's blood to try a spell to locate the one who was bitten?”
“It is possible. You would need to be very focused.” She smiled, just slightly. “But your line is strong. You will find a way.” She offered me her hand. “Stay strong, Eric.”
I put my hand in hers. The skin was cold and clammy, but still, my mind thought, even just for a moment, that this was at least my imagination touching my mother's, in some odd way. “You bet I will.”
 
I awoke to someone shaking me awake. “Eric, Eric!”
I blinked my eyes awake. Amy was standing over me. Sometime in the night, I had fallen over onto the floor. “Huh?”
She sighed, standing back. “I thought you were hurt. You were on the floor, and you did not respond the first few times I called to you.”
“I...” The dream from the night came back to me. “Amy...” I rubbed at my forehead. “Right, the vampire!” 
“What vampire?” Amy furrowed her brow, watching as I sprang up to my feet and headed over to the little hamper I kept in the corner.
I rummaged through my dirty laundry pile, ignoring Amy’s disapproving looks as I dug and dug. I found my pants from a few nights ago, and rummaged through the pockets. I found Robert Stewart’s card in the back pocket.
“Fan-freaking-tastic!” I whooped in glee, and I ran to my phone.
“I assume you found someone who has had contact with Coolidge?”
“This vamp bit her regularly! Jackpot!” I said, and started dialed the number.
It rang for a few beats before Robert answered. “Robert here.”
“Hi Robert, this is Eric Carpenter, the human from a few nights ago.”
There was a pause for a moment. “Ah, yes, the one who made the vampire lawyer joke.”
I sighed. “Uh, yea, sorry. Listen, I wanted to speak to you about Sam Coolidge. I may have an idea about how to find her, but I would need your help.”
“Why, yes, anything for Sam. What do you need?”
“Why, Robert,” I grinned, and did my best Bela Lugosi. “I want your blood.”
 
We agreed to meet at Robert’s house. As it was the weekend, he wasn’t needed at the courthouse or at his firm, so we’d caught him free.
As Amy drove us to his place in the Castro, she said. “You’re very happy with yourself right now.”
“Damn skippy I am.” I said. “I may have just figured out how to find Sam.”
“It may not work.”
“Oh, we’ll never get that done with that negative thinking.”
“Now who is scolding who about negative thinking?” Amy laughed at that. “Well, then, Eric, suppose it works. What do we do?
I shrugged. “Uh, we call in the cavalry, maybe.”
“The cavalry? The police will not have any idea what to do with a man like Lucien.”
“Then we call in Teresa.”
Amy shook her head. “No, they won’t do anything without proof. They could smell the bite marks on you before. They will not, however, have any way of confirming wherever Sam is before Lucien can move her somewhere else. We need to do this fast.”
I smiled. “Then we do it. Together. We do it fast, we do it right.”
Amy looked to me. “Oh, you are a witch, that is true.” She sighed, as if she had had this conversation before. “I will do this, but not without a plan. We find out where Sam is, and we figure out a plan to retrieve her. Understood?”
“Yea, what could be so difficult about killing a 500 year-old vampire?” I said.
“Much. They’re tougher, faster, stronger than the normal vampire. Some can even overcome their weakness to sunlight.”
“Okay..” I said. “But they can die, right?”
“Everything can die.” She said. “Everything can die, including young witches who might think otherwise.”
“Yea.” I sighed. It was only three nights ago that I had nearly died myself, and from a vampire no less. But here I was, openly discussing the idea of going after one with much more power and experience. I must have been certifiable, from some points of view.
Hell, I probably was. But I had a goal in mind. And nothing, if I had anything to say about it, would push me from it.
Robert Stewart’s house had been a slum at one point, but it had been fixed up into a nice place. That was something I remembered reading about a lot of Arcanes who had bought property. They liked fixing a place up to stand out. The house itself was a little one-story that looked fresher, more maintained than the old houses on either side.
We crossed the tiny lawn up to the door. I knocked, and Robert answered. “Hello, Mister Carpenter. Who’s your friend?”
“Oh, this is Amy. Amy, Robert Stewart.”
Robert bowed his head politely. “Come in, please.” He said, and gestured for us to enter. The house was sparsely decorated. It didn’t look very lived in. But, I surmised, there wasn’t much of a mess for a vampire to make most of the time. They didn’t need to eat, drink apart from blood, or even go to the bathroom, so far as I knew.
“So, why do you need my blood, Mister Carpenter?” he asked.
“Well, the explanation requires a bit of secrecy on your part.”
He nodded, and gestured for me to continue.
“I’m a witch. And I think your blood, since you have bit Sam recently, might be the key to finding her.”
“A witch?” He smiled. “I thought you all were dead.”
“We are, I guess, apart from me. Makes me an endangered species, don’t it?”
“I would suppose so.” He smiled. “But environmental law isn’t really my specialty. Let’s go to the kitchen.”
We moved to the kitchen. It was well-sorted, with tidy counters and a wine rack. Robert took a seat at the kitchen table, and I took the seat next to him.
“Do you have a knife we can use?” I asked. “I’d really prefer not to cut you with silver.”
“Steak knife, on the counter. There’s a rack there,” he said.
I nodded to Amy, who went to the counter and retrieved a steak knife. When she returned with it, I withdrew a handkerchief. “All right, so, I’m just going to prick you, collect a bit onto this handkerchief.”
“Before we begin, I would like something from you.” Robert said. “Nothing drastic, but I would like a promise.”
“A promise?” I asked, confused.
“Yes, I would like your word that this blood will not be used to harm me. I know what a witch can do with blood. So I only ask that you promise that you will not use my blood in any spell against me.”
I nodded. “All right, that’s fair enough.” I thought about how to word it. “I swear, Robert, that I will not use your blood against you in magic.” I felt, for a moment, a sudden twinge, a whisper in the air.
I took the steak knife into hand. “Uh, look away?” I suggested. I hesitated in this, feeling a little queasy. Great, now I lost my nerve.
Amy rolled her eyes. “Give me that.” I handed her the knife, and she poked Robert’s thumb swiftly. The blood welled on the tip, and I covered it with the handkerchief.
“Wow, I didn’t even feel that.” Robert remarked.
“Yes, well, you pick up things now and then.” Amy dismissed it easily. She went to the kitchen sink and washed off the knife. “Do you think that will be enough, Eric?”
I nodded, trying to quell the feelings that blood brought up in me. I’d always been terrible with needles and blood. “We’ll find out soon    enough, won’t we?” I smiled at Robert. “Thank you very much. You ever want a favor or anything, you’ve got it.”
“Be careful about offering such things freely, Mister Carpenter. I may just call you in on that.”
As I stood, I saw Amy glaring at me. “Come on,” I said. “We have work to do.” The two of us left Robert’s house, and I said. “Okay, so I think we’re going to need to modify the tracking spell some.”
“How so?”
“I…am not sure yet.”
“You are not sure. That is it?”
“Flying by the seat of my pants here, all right?”
 
 



Chapter 22
 
We returned home, as I theorized and planned. From what I had gathered from my mother’s notes, a witch could modify a spell for a more specific purpose. However, it was also a matter of making sure that your modifications weren’t too drastic, but different enough so it would “feel” right. I wasn’t exactly sure of how we could do it, But, I suppose, that was the nature of innovation. Not knowing how the heck you were going to do something, and adapting.
We got home at around two. We had a few hours of daylight left. I wanted to try striking in the day, if we did it. But if we took too long, we would have to wait until tomorrow, or risk going at night when Lucien could thrash us. I had no idea how capable Amy actually was in a fight, and I only had Teresa’s lessons to learn from. How the hell would I do this?
I didn’t think. I just did. I headed into the kitchen, and I grabbed the candles and the salt. I made the salt circle, setting the candles at each of the points of the star. But this time, when I set my mother’s compass in front of me, I pulled a rubber band around the handkerchief, leaving the bloody part touching the metal of the compass. It made sense, at least for me. I had replicated the situation from the earlier spell.
“Do you think this will work?” Amy asked.
“Why do you think it won’t?” I crossed my arms across my chest. I was already in the circle, knelt down and ready to start.
“You just are replicating the same methods as the hair spell.”
I nibbled on my lip. “Okay, maybe, yea. But, can’t I just change it, try and try until I find a way that works?”
“Honestly, probably not.” She said. “My guess is you probably have two or three attempts. You’ll burn the magic off before you expend the energy in that blood.”
I nodded. “So, I’ve got maybe three tries at most?’ I bit my lip, thinking. I stood up out of the circle, leaving the compass and bloody handkerchief there.
“That is my guess. And blood…blood is special. You cannot do the same thing for it like you did with the hair.”
I started to pace around the living room. There wasn’t much room to pace. I found this new side of me to be interesting. I’d never been like this; energized, tense, eager. But maybe that was a side effect of the magic too. Or maybe this was what creating something was like. I wasn’t just reading, learning. No, I was attempting to create. Was this what being an artist was like? A ball of energy waiting to get out?
“Okay, a thought.” I said. “Vampires can gain memories by drinking blood, right?”
She nodded. “Yes, it is how they can sometimes wipe memories from their victims, the more powerful ones at least.”
I sat back down on the futon. “Okay. So, theoretically. What if I used magic to somehow…uh, absorb the blood, or take it into myself, and just shoot the magic there, concentrating on Sam?”
Amy thought about it for a moment. “I…I suppose it would be worth a shot. But your focus would have to be great.”
“That, well, I’ll have to work at. But this is my best shot, I think. There is one thing I’m going to need you to do though.”
“What’s that?”
“Well, okay, if we want the blood to mix with me, we’d need to have it to touch my blood, right?”
Amy nodded. “They would have to interact, yes. At least, that is how I am given to understand it. The energy in the blood of their prey, mixed into theirs, gives a vampire their strength.”
“All right.” I bit my lip. “You’re going to have to cut me.”
“Me?”
I rolled my eyes as I stood up to go back to the kitchen.  “I’m not going to cut myself. I’m a wimp in that regard, okay?”
“You are serious?”
“Incredibly. I hate needles.”
Amy produced a knife. “This one is non-silvered, so will not have any lasting damage.”
“Why didn’t you offer that one to Stewart when we cut him?” I asked.
Amy chuckled at that. “Yes, a vampire will believe me when I say that my blade is not silvered. I did it with his knife so he would be comfortable with it.”
“All right.” I stuck out my hand. “Cut me.” She cut at my thumb, and ruby-red blood welled up. “Okay, let’s do this.”
I went into the circle, and with my bloody left hand, grabbed the handkerchief. I had remembered somewhere in my mother’s notes. Magic was to be wielded with the dominant hand. It made sense to me, at least on some level.
I closed my eyes, and dropped into my senses. This time, in the blackness that surrounded me, there were two hums of power. The first was that familiar little hum out at the distance, ready for me to grasp it. The other, however, was in my hand, in the handkerchief. There was a small bit of power in the handkerchief, in the blood there. I felt that power, and with my mind’s hand, I grabbed the power, and wrapped it around the thumb, around where Amy had cut my thumb.
Memories started to flash before me. They were just images, quickly flashing. A courthouse many years ago. A train coming west. Fire, shouting. Wolves. I focused on the wolves. I brought that to forefront. There weren’t just wolves, though. A bear, foxes, large cats. They all surrounded her, like a family welcoming her into their own. I brought that memory to mind, Sam’s memory.
There, focused on my mind, I reached out and tried to grasp the string of magic, bend it to my will. The power slammed into me, wrapped it up around me. It was fantastic, with so much of it encircling me. They were two very different types of energy. The first, the blood, was life. It was earthy, a power I could understand. The second, however, was an enigma. I could only understand just what little of it I could touch. It was mixed in with the blood, older and more refined, somehow tainted. The energy of the undead.
I tried pouring the magic into the compass. However, with nothing tied to it, it seemed to just spill over onto the ground, useless. Something was wrong. It wasn’t taking to it. Even with Sam in my focus, the thought of the blond woman, with her short hair, now cut, I couldn’t do it.
My right hand, with the magic in it, started to burn. The magic was building in me too fast. I needed to use it. So, I just focused on Sam, thought of finding her.
I took the word I used last time. Find her. “Trouver. Trouver. Trouver.” I focused all of my mind onto her, onto her image. “Trouver!”
Images started to flash through my head. The first was a room. I saw boxes everywhere, crates. Feelings worked their way into me. I was in pain, so much pain. Every bone in my body yelled at me to make it stop. Fear, shame, desperation. They filled me and told me to shut down.
I realized, after a moment, that these weren't my feelings. No,  these were Sam’s. I had somehow worked a way into her mind. I didn’t know how long  I had to do this. There was just something wrong with it. Like I wasn’t supposed to be doing this. However, I knew that I had to find something, any way to find where she was. I filed through her senses, one by one. Nothing was there. There were only boxes.
But that’s not how a fox would have analyzed the situation. A canine would have recognized more by smell. So I thought about what she smelt. It rushed into me, like I had just gotten an information dump, an overload of senses. Seawater, the salt of the ocean, was near me, but also metal. It was a warehouse, I figured. But what kind?
The mix of senses, pain, and emotions was beginning to overwhelm me, though. I forced myself to pull out, forcibly pulling myself from the vision.
Reality was a slap in the face. The first thing that immediately came to mind was the bile in my throat. “Bathroom.” I croaked before falling forward onto my hands and knees.
I vomited on the kitchen floor, emptying my breakfast out onto it. ”Shit.” Amy hissed, and she carried me into the bathroom.
I spent about 15 minutes worshiping the porcelain god, on and off. Amy held my hair back. It wasn’t excessively long, but I was shaggy enough to the point that I appreciated the effort on her part.
“What did you do?” Amy finally asked, as I laid out on the bathroom floor. Amy sat on the counter, looking down at me.
“I don’t know how, but I touched Sam Coolidge’s mind. She’s in a warehouse somewhere. She’s still in San Francisco, I think. I could smell the seawater, so I think she’s near the piers or something. No guards, but that was just in the room she was being kept in.”
“How was she?” Amy said, her voice quiet.
“She’s in pain. She’s scared. I would be too, if I was in that much pain. I could feel it all. They’d abused her, I think. Tortured her.”
“You are sure about that?” Amy asked.
I nodded. “Pretty damn sure. Granted, I don’t get tortured a lot, but that pain, that fear…Damn.”
“Do you have any bit of a more…specific idea of where she might be? There are a lot of warehouses on the piers.”
I shook my head. “Not that I could tell. There’s a lot of hazy stuff. But I think even she doesn’t know.”
“That does not give us a lot.” Amy shook her head. “Not a lot at all.”
“We’ll figure out. We’ve got to.”
“Or else she may get moved soon.”
“Yea, that’s my fear. I think Lucien won’t wait forever. He’ll leave with her, back to wherever his hidey-hole is, leaving us with nothing, or he'll just kill her.”
“So, what do we do?” Amy asked.
“I dunno.” I sighed, and stared up at my stucco ceiling. “You’re the guardian here. Could we potentially go to the police with this?”
“Not likely. At best, they would dismiss you as a psychic and just sort your ‘visions’ along with a bunch of other nonsense they always get. At worst, they would start asking questions about how you think you knew all this.”
“Oh,” I bit my lip. “That would probably not be good.”
“Most likely not.” She said. “Humans, for the most part, are not ready for a witch without thinking of pitchforks, ‘suffer not a witch to live’, and Salem.”
“Were there any witches, really, in Salem?”
“No,” Amy shook her head. “Most witches, at least those of European descent, were still in Europe, and this was in their declining years, anyways.”
“Oh.” I thought then of The Crucible, and of how Joseph McCarthy would have handled an actual witch hunt. “So, we just canvas all the piers and try to find her?”
“If only. Canvassing would imply that we had actual people to do that with. We are only two.”
“We’re two, and running quickly out of ideas.” I remarked.
“Do not remind me.” She sighed. “I will put out a call or two to some people I know.”
I tried sitting up to look her in the eye, but my body told me that was a bad idea. “You’re not going to try calling Finnegan, are you?”
“He is my last resort in that matter.” She said. “But I have a favor or two from my past I can call in.”
“No magical werefox finders?” I teased her.
“Not exactly, but someone might have seen something.”
“Good luck with that. If I need your help with another round of vomiting, I probably won't give you a lot of warning.”
“I will clean up the kitchen,” she said. “By the way, next time we’re bringing a bucket when you try that spell. I have never seen anyone actually entering another’s mind, but apparently it is not too healthy for you.”
“Would make sense, wouldn’t it?” I asked her. “After all, I’m shoving my brain into someone else’s just so I can access their files. It’s like trying to access a system that doesn’t recognize what OS you’re running under. Or some computer term that would make sense if an actual tech guy was speaking it, not some sick bartender. But, yea, minds are freaking complex.”
She nodded. “It may just be you were unprepared. That was…rather serious, at least by my guess. You made a spell on your own, a good first step in any witch’s book.”
“What, I’ll be a respectable witch someday?” I gave a queasy laugh. “Yea, right. I’ll yell-or vomit-if I need you. Bring the notebooks. I want to write this all down.”
I spent another hour in the bathroom, overhearing some of Amy’s conversations on the phone. It seemed, for the most part, that no one had seen-or maybe no one had wanted to see-a kidnapping committed by a master vampire. While I was fighting my stomach, I wrote down my methodology for the spell. I tried to be as descriptive as possible, filling out one of the empty sheets in the back of the notebook with my own writing.
After about ninety minutes of lying on the bathroom floor and writing, I dragged myself up into the kitchen, and then to the living room.  I started to listen more closely to the conversations Amy was having. She liked to pace back and forth on longer calls, I noticed. A little quirk, and it was an interesting break to her usually ordered state.
“Yes, she was a blond. About five-eight. A werefox, one of the local pack.” She paused a moment, listening to the other end. “Yes, her name was Sam. Samantha Coolidge. She was brought in by a group, I think, and one of them was wearing an eye patch.”
She was silent again, this time in shock. “You saw her? You did? Where?” A smile broke on her features. “Yes, the piers. Okay, okay...All right.” She listed off my address. “When can you get here? Fantastic. Thank you.”
When she ended the call, I asked. “I take it we got something?”
“Indeed we did. His name is Jenkins, a dock worker here. He said he saw someone who matched our description, about a week ago.”
“So why couldn’t he just give us the address?”
“Because it is not listed. I did not follow, but he will take us there.”
“All right.” I nodded. “How long until he gets here?”
“About ten minutes.” She said. “Get something to drink, and eat some toast. It will settle your stomach.”
Ten minutes and two pieces of toast later, I was sitting on the couch. Someone knocked on my door. “Is that Jenkins?”
Amy nodded. “Should be.” She walked to the door, and opened it.
All hell broke loose, though it happened so fast I’d barely had any time to react.
The moment Amy opened the door, someone kicked it in. The force of it sent Amy reeling back as two men entered. They were the weres from Francis’s office. Both of them held knives, looking wicked sharp. One of them went straight for Amy.
Amy dodged nimbly away from the knife, and bought hers out in a  quick flash of metal. The two started to swipe and dodge at the other, moving with a practiced ease that seemed natural.
The other were came at me with his knife. I rolled off the couch, my stomach immediately protesting. I felt the adrenaline kick into action, forcing my body to ignore how shitty it felt. I reached to the coffee table and grabbed the pistol. I racked the slide, maybe a bit sloppily, and just started firing.
But no shots were fired. It was then I saw the magazines on the table. “Shit!” I hissed. The were jumped on me, and socked me across the jaw. Pain blossomed in my mouth, and then on my face as his next jab slammed into the side of my face.
It happened so fast, I didn’t even think about what I did next. I grabbed at my belt loops, finding the knife that I’d clipped there. I took it, flipped it out, and jabbed it into the were’s thigh.
The were hissed as the silver blade dug into his muscle, and I felt his weight fall flat on me. I had to shove him up off me, which took three tries, and I rolled on top of him, grabbing his knife, which had fallen on the floor.
I held it to his throat. “Don’t even move.” I growled, I wondered how much the silver could even slow him down.
“Yield,” he growled, resigned.
I looked back to Amy. “Hey, Am-“
It took me a minute to realize that Amy wasn’t there. There was a broken table, and blood on the kitchen floor, but there wasn’t any sign of Amy, or the other were.
“Where is she?” I looked back to the were on the floor, the knife still in his leg. “Where’s Amy?”
“You don't have her anymore.”
 



Chapter 23
 
I grabbed my gun off the carpet and loaded it. Without Amy, it was just me. I was a witch, sure, but I didn’t really even know what that meant. Hell, all I knew from magic I had learned from the past few days. I wasn’t a cop. How was I supposed to find Amy, or even find Sam?
I looked down at the were. “What’s your name?” I asked.
The were shot me a glare. “I’m not giving you squat, kid.”
“Really?” I knelt down next to him, and pulled the knife from his thigh, eliciting a gasp from him, relief filling him as the silvered blade retreated. Blood welled in the wound “I’m not a medical guy, but I know this isn’t the best place to get stabbed. Now you may be a were, but this is a silvered blade.”
“A coward’s weapon.” He grunted.
“Yea, guess what? You broke into my home and attacked me. Who’s the coward now?” He bared his teeth at me. “Yea, screw it, man. I’m not impressed. I could end you right now.”
“Then do it.” He hissed.
“Nope.” I knelt down next to him. “I’m going to do first aid on your wound, but the silver should still keep you on the ground, right?” When he didn’t answer, I smirked as I went to the kitchen. “Fantastic.”
“What the hell are you going to do?” the were asked.
“Well, I’m going to wrap your wound.” I grabbed my first aid kit from the bathroom. I had to compose myself, tell my head not to get sick. Last thing I needed was to lose face by puking again. I needed to find Amy.
I came back into the living room, finding the were there, trying to sit up. I planted my foot down on his chest, forcing him back down to the floor. “Don’t even think of it, buster.” I hissed.
I took a pair of trauma shears from the first aid kit and cut off a section of his jeans , so I could get access to the wound, and methodically bandaged it. It wasn’t in the best place, but it was by no means fatal. The silver, hopefully, would just incapacitate him. After that was done, I rummaged through his pants. I found a throw-away cell phone, some keys, and his wallet. I opened up the wallet, and fished out his driver’s license.
“Well, Roy Fisher from Tulsa, Oklahoma, is that really you?” I asked. “Looks like you, but hey, you can never tell.”
“Let’s just go with Roy.” He grunted. “It’ll save us some time.”
“All right, then, Roy.” I sat down on the couch. “I really don’t give a shit about you. I mean, nothing personal, right? You’re just doing this for Lucien, am I right?”
Roy was silent, and bared his teeth at me.
I sighed. The Oklahoma license could mean something. Maybe Lucien was out of his usual territory, so he’d hired some temporary muscle from some freelancers. “Listen, Lucien, what he’s doing, it’s fucking wrong. He’s going to hurt that woman, and I want to stop it.”
“I’m not questioning his morals, kid.” He said. “I’m just here to follow orders.”
I nodded. “Yea, I hear you, man. And you don’t want to tell me anything, because if you do, hey, that’s a black mark on the resume, right?”
He grunted again.
“Listen, I don’t want you to get hurt any further.” My hand went to his knife, and I closed the blade. “However, I just can’t abandon my friend and Samantha Coolidge.”
“I wish I could help you.” He grunted.
“Seriously? She’s one of your own. Lucien’s a fucking nutso who thinks that she’s a Scion or whatever. Doesn’t a part of you wish you could help? She's a were, just like you.
Roy paused a moment. He  An animal-like rumble bubbled in his throat. “Yes.” He whispered.
I knelt down on the floor next to him. “Come on, man, help me. Don’t just let them get hurt. If Lucien kills her, I mean…That’s one of your own man.”
“Oh, screw you.” He grunted. “I’ll tell you, okay?”
I grinned. “All right, I’ll dial the ambulance. Give me an address for where he’ll take Amy and where he’s keeping the girl.”
“Same place.” He said. “It’s a warehouse on the piers. Kingston Fisheries.”
“Fantastic.” I started to dial the emergency number for San Francisco. “I’ll see that the EMTs know you’re a were, and have a silver wound.”
I detailed to the operator what exactly the issue was. I knew that, most likely, I’d end up in court for this, but I didn’t have time for that now. “By the way, Roy, what happened to Jenkins?”
“Jenkins was bought out by Lucien.”
Crap. We'd deal with that later. For now, I needed to get to the piers.
 
I grabbed a jacket to hide the knife I clipped onto my belt, and shoved the pistol into one of the big pockets. I was a little hot in the jacket, but it was better than walking around with a gun in San Francisco. I took Amy’s keys for the Jeep, which she had left on the kitchen counter. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about walking around.
The drive took me longer than it should have. Kingston Fisheries wasn’t exactly on the main streets. It took one or two drives up the piers for me to find it. It wasn’t anything pretty, a remnant of days when the piers had been a place of industry and business. Now, it was a wreck, with corrugated metal sheets missing off the roof. The metal had taken on a greenish tinge, and the place stank of fish.
I parked the Jeep, and got out a block away. I started to head towards the warehouse, reaching into my jacket pocket. I kept a hand on the pistol as I started to walk around the building. There were two entrances, a main one and an employee entrance. There weren’t any external guards, but I could guess that there had to be guards on the inside. Lucien wouldn’t come this far just to blow it by not watching his own ass.
I walked back to the car after my initial survey. I sat in the car, and I figured on what I had to do. I could call the cops, give them an anonymous tip. But they’d spend time surrounding the place, and by the time they were in position, Lucien might already be gone or be able to take them off guard.
Alternatively, I had someone I could call. Someone who had a lot of power, and might be willing to help me out. I pulled my cell out of my pocket, and fingered it for a few minutes, thinking.
I called, and she answered on the third ring. “Eric, hey there, what's up?”
“I can give you Lucien, Teresa.” I said. “I know where he is. The only problem, I can’t do this on my own. He took Amy.”
The other end of the line was silent for a long moment. She sighed. “This is a big favor to ask.”
“I’m good for it. Name your price.”
“You’ve known her a few days. You’re that eager to recover her?” She asked.
I sighed. “Yea, I’m that freaking serious. I want her safe, and I want to save Sam. Name the price.”
I could practically hear Teresa’s smile. “Where are you?”
“Kingston Fisheries, the piers. I’m sitting in a Jeep across the street.”
“Hold on.” There was a pause on her end for a moment. “All right, the first thing you’re going to do is head to Pacifica. It’s a café two streets away.” She gave me the address. “It’s a safe place. We’re going to meet there. It’s late. Night will be coming soon. Lucien will be at his power, but so will I. We’re going to work together, to take him down. Are we understood?”
“Yes. When I should expect you?”
“Dusk. And I will be bringing company. Part of the arrangement.”
“Okay.” I checked the time. Dusk was only an hour away. “I’ll stake out there and wait for you.”
“Very good. I’ll see you then. Eric?”
“Yea?”
“Go straight there. Lucien’s strong, probably even in the day. The last thing I need is a dead hero of a witch.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll be there at Pacifica.”
“Good. See you at dusk,” she said, and ended the call.
 
 



Chapter 24
 
I was restless by the time Teresa arrived at Pacific. The little café had proved to be a small hippie joint. I’d devoured my dinner, a ham on rye and a salad quickly. I was starting to wonder what my grocery bill would start to look like with this new diet, and making calculations about where that money was going to come from, when she came in.
Teresa, as it turned out, had indeed brought someone. Ishmael.
The two entered into the café with silent footsteps, but I saw them enter. They moved quietly, gracefully. As they took their seats, I felt the little ripples of power that emanated from Ishmael. For some reason, I could tell my senses were becoming more acute. I could sense tingles of power from him, a hint of what he was capable of. The dreadlocked girl behind the counter shuddered, some part of her also recognizing this power.
“Mister Carpenter. So good to see you once again.” Ishmael offered a polite, closed-lipped smile.
I returned the smile. “A pleasure, sir. I guess Teresa has filled you in on what I need.”
“Yes, quite the deed.” He laced his fingers together. “Lucien is someone I know of. He has long existed in our community, like us, but not one of us.”
“How so?” I asked, my curiosity piqued.
“Lucien does not move in our circles, he does not attempt to be one of us. This creates problems. We’re supposed to be social creatures.”
“And he doesn’t play the games you guys do.”
Teresa shook her head. “He’s a killer, with no regard for society. We’d thought he’d gone quiet after we went public. Our superiors thought likewise, as well.”
“But now he’s gone and kidnapped two women.” I said. “Sorta breaks that whole idea, right?”
“Yes, a miscalculation.” Ishmael admitted. “But one we hope to rectify, and quickly.”
“So, you guys just want him dead?” I asked.
“However it happens, yes.” He nodded. “But this has to be done right. Eric, I can’t offer you help, if you’re just a civilian. At least, not officially.”
“A civilian.” I repeated. “So, what, I would need to swear loyalty to you, if I wanted to expect any help?”
“No, I have another idea.” He said. “Before we were public, we had a strict code of laws for interacting in the Arcane community.”
“Okay, I follow. I mean, you had the weres, Fae, you guys, and the Red Angels, right?”
“Yes, and the witches for some time. Early on in our relations, we saw the need for mediation, interaction, and a force that would be able to administer peace and justice between us.”
“The Knights, we called them.” Teresa said. “They acted as diplomats, warriors, investigators. They were our way of keeping the pace. We haven't had one in the Bay for nearly ninety years. With us going public, we had thought that the human governments would be adequate to take care of it. This incident is more proof that that system can’t work. We need our Knight back in the Bay.”
“So, wait.” I held up a finger. “You want me to take on some sort of cowboy-ambassador deal? Seriously? I’m not exactly Merlin here.”
“No,” Ishmael smiled. “But you do have morals. And you need my help to take Lucien. And I want him gone. If you fail, well, I can write you off as a dead man and go about it as if nothing happened. If you succeed, however…” He smiled. “Then, we have something interesting.”
“Interesting.” I echoed. “Why do I feel like you’re trying to toss me into being a pawn?”
“That’s the irony. You wouldn’t be a pawn. Far from it. In fact, I’d be unable to influence you. Politically, you’d be independent, able to make requests and bargain as an entity worthy of respect.”
“Just so long as I’m alive long enough to do it.” I deadpanned.
“Well, yes,” He said, without humor. “Granted, the job's hazards are many, but you’ll obviously grow into the role. You seem the type, I think.”
“What, suicidal?”
“No, noble.” He said the word with a little mocking in his tone. “But I have high hopes for you. You’re a quick learner, it looks like.”
“So, how do we go about this?” I asked. “Do I need to take a test or something?”
“Nothing so intricate.” Teresa said. “An official of one of the Arcane races, Ishmael in this case, will appoint you. We’ll say it’s an emergency case, and we can have the other leaders confirm you when we next convene.”
“All right. So, what do I do?” I asked him.
“I’ll knight you. We can go do it out in the parking lot. Teresa will supply you, and you’ll engage Lucien this evening, with my warrant to hunt and kill him.”
“Wait, that's it?”
“That's it.”
“All right, then, let’s do it.” I said. “Let’s head outside.”
The parking lot was vacant, for the most part. It was quiet, as most of the night crowd hadn’t shown up yet, and it wasn’t exactly a dinner spot. We walked out to the Jeep.
“So, how do we do this?” I asked.
“First, you kneel.”
“Do you knight me with a sword, like they used to?” I asked, more out of a curiosity than anything.
“No, that’s something we did away with after a lord tried to behead a man who was supposed to be inducted. And granted, much has changed.”
“How so?” I asked him.
“Well, eight hundred years ago, we might have done this in a manor, or on the field of some great battle.”
“Instead, you get a parking lot for a hippie coffee shop. Take what you can get, Count. You want this Knight? You’ll have to deal with it.”
He shrugged. “Well, I suppose so. Eric Carpenter, would you kneel?”
I did so, taking a knee in front of him. Even in designer clothes tailored to his frame, the man still seemed like a power incarnate from where I was.
“Eric Carpenter, by the power invested in me by the King of my race, and by the Night’s Accord, I, Ishmael, sired by Gregor, appoint you, temporarily at least, to the position of Knight of the Bay.” He placed his hands on my shoulders. His fingers pressed into the muscle, and I could feel the power behind them. “Do you accept this appointment?”
I thought of something then. Choice. In most medieval cultures I remembered, appointments were often just there, never offered. You were expected to accept. Instead, with the Arcanes, the choice was freely given.
“I do.” I answered, my head bowed.
“Then may you serve the Arcane by answering to none. May you be the law that holds our kinds together, that keeps us from war, injustice, and wrongs. Justice is your ally, as is the will to mediate between us. You serve by being above service to any one power. Rise, Eric, and may you be the embodiment of justice in troubled times.”
I stood up. Well, for someone who’d just been appointed to be the Clint Eastwood slash Henry Kissinger of the Arcane world, I sure didn’t feel different. I moved to rise, and I looked over at Teresa.
“So, he said you had gear for me. Let’s go.”
Teresa popped open the trunk on her car. She pulled out a pair of vests this time, one of them that was closer to my size. “For you.” She said.
“Seriously?” I looked at the vest. It was black, and made out of a fabric I didn’t recognize. Then again, how many tactical vests did I try on as a part of regular life?
“It’s Kevlar. It will stop most handgun rounds, and will stop a knife, anything other than a full thrust. It’s got pouches for your magazines on the pistol, and a pouch for larger things like a grenade.”
“Got any more of those nice little stun grenades?” I asked.
“Not for you,” she said.
I looked down at the armor, and tossed it into the back seat. “I can put it on when we get there. But, seriously, you guys bought me armor? That’s, well, I’m flattered.”
“No need to be.” Ishmael said. “I consider it an investment. I’d rather spend a few thousand equipping you, and have my Knight intact.”
“I’m not your Knight.” I said. “I’m just the Knight. You said it yourself, I’m not beholden to you or anything.”
“No,” He smiled. “But you still owe me a favor. And I have every intention of collecting.”
“That’s in the future. I’d prefer we focus on the present, at least for the time being.”
“Of course.” He said. “Teresa, if you would also give him the bullets?”
She nodded. “Yes, sir.” She withdrew a small plastic case. “It’s more ammo.”
I opened the case. The color was odd. “What’s special about them?”
“It’s a special alloy that a defense company has developed.” Teresa explained. “A standard silver round doesn’t offer as steady ballistics as the usual full metal jacket. Instead, they have developed a silver-lead ammunition that is in a prototype stage. It’s a halfway point. The silver’s still there, but it’s a heavier round.”
“That’s sort of hot hearing you explain it.” I grinned a little. “All right. I guess I’ll reload now.” I opened up the jeep and retrieved the pistol magazines.
“You two seem to have the situation covered.” Ishmael nodded to both of us. “Teresa, I expect a full report from you when this is resolved. Sir Carpenter, I look forward to our next meeting. Au revoir.” He bowed, and with a flourish, started to walk off.
“He just walks?” I asked when he had turned a corner.
“He’s doing it for your benefit. He’s actually got an appointment near here.  Ishmael likes his exercise.” Teresa chuckled a little. She got the rest of the gear from her car. She suited up in the Kevlar, which had the terrible property of hiding her feminine body. Though, I would suppose that any sort of body armor that looked stylish was bound to get you killed.
“So, what’s the plan?” I asked her after we got in the car, and I started to drive us back to the warehouse.
“Plan?” She arched a thin eyebrow. “Why, now you’re thinking like Ishmael speaks of witches. Yes, a plan. We’ll take a look, and figure out our plan.”
“You have no idea how hard it is for me to resist doing a Hannibal impression right now.”
“Hannibal?” She inquired. “As in, Carthage?”
I laughed. “Good Lord. I’m about to storm a warehouse with a master vampire, an unknown number of his goons, and Lord knows what else, with a woman who doesn’t even know about the A-Team. We are so boned.”
 



Chapter 25
 
We started around nine in the evening. The sun had been down for an hour now, and we figured that whatever else, we needed to act before too long. Teresa and I strolled, clad in Kevlar underneath our jackets, towards the warehouse.
I walked with Teresa to the employee entrance. Her hand disappeared inside her jacket for a moment, and came out with a lock picking set, much like the one Amy had used.
“Seriously, do you guys just like have meetings or something?” I deadpanned.
“What?”
“You and Amy. Badass women in my life…Matt was right.”
“Yes, well, whatever this Matt said, you can tell me later. I need to focus. Watch my back.” Whereas Amy had been fast about picking the lock, with that crazy-fast supernatural skill of hers, Teresa seemed to be more natural in that regard. She worked slowly, methodically.
I leaned against the wall of the building, looking around. I was about ready to ask how long it would take, when a man turned around the corner towards us. “Teresa.” I hissed. “We've got company.”
She stood up, and whispered into my ear. “Follow my lead.”
I was about to ask what, but Teresa quickly pinned me against the wall. Before I knew it, she was kissing me. Out of all the plans I had thought of, that one certainly wasn’t the one I expected.
Teresa’s lips were warm, delicious, just like last night. I returned the kiss, half-heartedly at first. 
Teresa’s tongue took care of that problem. I groaned against her, and my hands went to her back. I pulled her against me. The Kevlar both of us wore precluded me feeling the shape of her, and it drove me nuts. My libido had been shut down for way too long, and here I was, kissing a girl in body armor.
“God,” I moaned between kisses, when I needed air. “Been way too long.” I murmured.
“You really need to work on your dirty talk, Eric.” She murmured out. “Just keep kissing me.”
Out of the corner of my eye, between kisses, I spied the man getting closer. He walked to us, and put a hand on Teresa’s shoulder. “Hey, you two need to go find somewhere else to-“
Teresa didn’t let him finish. She whipped out her gun, and spun away from me. The butt slammed against the man’s head, effectively knocking him to the ground. The pistol disappeared back into her vest. “Well, that was a minor inconvenience.”
“What…” My brain was still trying to process exactly what was going on. “You kissed me.”
“I needed him not to call it in. He sees a couple kissing? It’s San Francisco, people kiss all the time. Picking a lock? He would call it in, and I’d need to shoot him. I didn’t want to shoot him.” Teresa flashed me a grin. “By the way, Eric, yum. I didn't say that last night. Definitely not bad.”
“Uh, thanks.” I said. “So, what happens now?”
“We have two options now,” she said. “We can try to continue picking the lock. However, I’m not sure how long that will take. Alternatively, we can go for a much more…dramatic entrance.”
“What did you have in mind?” I had taken out my pistol now, racking the slide slowly to chamber a round.
“We kick the door in, toss in the flash bang, shoot the legs of the people by the entrance, and try to just do this fast and hard.”
“Fast and hard.” I echoed. “Yea, I think that might work. Would they seriously expect it?”
“It doesn’t exactly happen as an everyday occurrence, as much as you might think.” She grinned. “And it’s a bit more chancy, though with a bit more payoff, I think.”
“Let’s go for it. We don’t need them sending another guy out to look for this one.”
Teresa nodded. “I’ll break down the door, toss the flash, and we go in. On my mark, alright?”
I smiled. “Yea, ready as I’ll ever be.”
She held up three fingers, then peeled each down in a slow count. Three, two, one. She slammed her shoulder fiercely into the door, and a crashing sound filled the air. The door caved in, flying off the hinges to the ground. Teresa reached into her pouch and pulled the pin on the flash bang.
“Cover your ears.” She said.
I did so, but the bang still seemed to shake my chest. It was powerful, even more so than a gunshot. I wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of one of those things, for sure.
Teresa’s voice went past my ringing ears. “Move!” She said.
I brought my pistol up, and we moved in. The warehouse itself wasn’t too complex. It was mostly full of boxes, crates stacked up ten feet or so high on large shelving units. There were probably hundreds like it in the Bay Area. The place was dimly-lit, but I could still make out the scene just fine.







Two men were on the floor, and I put a bullet into each of their legs. Better have them in the legs than have them recover and come back for more, I figured.
We moved in, past what was apparently a trucks’ loading dock. The sound of boots on concrete came from further down near the end of one of the rows of crates. Two men, dressed in black and sporting were tattoos on their necks, came into view. 
Teresa yelled. “Get down!”
I got behind a crate only scant seconds before I heard the buzzing of an automatic weapon. It took a moment for me to register what it was, at first, but it was freaking scary. The  sensation of having a whole bunch of bullets fly by you is just terrifying. Combined with just the sound of automatic fire?  I was surprised I didn’t soil myself.
“Trigger control,” I heard Teresa hiss. “They have none.” She popped out from behind a forklift, popping off shots down towards the men.
I popped off out from behind the crate. I shot off a pair of rounds towards one of the men, who was reloading his gun. Whether it was one of my shots, or one of Teresa’s he went down. The other gunman, who I couldn’t see, started to take shots at me. The bullets tore up the crate, and I found myself clinging to the ground behind the crate, not wanting to give the gunman any sort of target.
I looked back behind me, and was instantly glad I did. Another were with a handgun was rounding the corner. “Teresa!” I yelled, trying to alert her I let loose with more shots, and the slide locked back on the gun. I hadn’t landed any of them, but he had a free shot at me.
I heard two shots, both coming from different sources. I felt a force in my gut, and almost immediately, I felt like I was going to throw up. I bowled over, and tried to reach for my stomach. Please, I thought. Please, God, don’t let it be bleeding.
It took an eternity for my hand to reach my stomach. When it reached there, though, there wasn’t any fluids. Instead, I could feel a hot piece of metal in my hand, singing it. “Ow!” I hissed, and pulled my hand away. A shell casing had fallen on my stomach. Well, I was okay. There was that.
Without a doubt? One of the scarier experiences in my life. I looked back up, wondering why I hadn’t continued to be shot at. I saw the guy, on the ground, with blood straining his blue work shirt.
Teresa’s voice called to me. “Reload, Eric!”
I realized Teresa had covered me. Thank God for that. I ejected the magazine, and loaded a new magazine into the gun. I hit the slide release. Back in action. I popped out over the top of the crate, and just peeked before more shots drove me back down.
I realized then that Hollywood totally gets it wrong. You don’t get to be John McClane and rage through the bad guy’s lair. No, you hide behind cover like a scared little wuss. Well, if it meant not getting shot?  I was cool with hiding like a wuss.
Teresa kept firing, popping out, firing, and ducking back down like a pro. “Eric.” She hissed. “I’ll keep them down here. You go search the rest of the place, all right? If you see Lucien, don’t engage him directly.”
“Gotcha.” I moved to a crouched position, and started to move back away form the fight. I moved from one piece of cover to the next, behind pillars, crates, and anything else that would shield me from fire.
The end of that row of crates led me to a wall with a number of doors. I quickly opened each one. The first was an office, empty and holding only a few card board boxes. No kidnap victims in there. I turned back, checking my back to make sure that no other werewolf goons were sneaking up on me.
I hurried down to the next door, and opened that one. I breathed a sigh of relief.
On the floor was Sam Coolidge. She certainly looked the worse for wear. Her hair had been shaved bare, leaving her with that sickly sort of bald look that comes with being fair-skinned. Bruises covered her body, nearly as much as her normal skin color. The poor girl was being beat to within an inch of her life. I rushed into the room, and knelt down next to her. She wasn’t bound in any way, but I knew, somehow in my mind, that they’d drilled it into her head that escape wasn’t an option. Maybe she had already tried.
“Samantha?” I whispered. “It's Eric. I’m here to help.”
She looked up at me, and I saw the fear in her brown eyes. “ No, it’s a trick.” She insisted. “Just another of his tricks.”
“No tricks.” I promised. “I’m here to rescue you. Hear those shots? That’s my back up.”
“You’re serious.” She laughed, though it was weak and pained. “You’re freaking crazy. Eric, you know that?”
“Just maybe a little crazy. I hear it helps. Teresa!” I called. “Teresa, over here!” I spun around, focusing my pistol on the doorway. “We’re going to get you out of here, Sam, and we’re going to get you away from Lucien.”
She shuddered at that name. “He drank from me. A lot.” She murmured.
Shit. I think I realized, in that moment, just how timely my arrival was. She didn’t seem to have a lot left in her, mentally. She would either break, or give up soon. A few things rushed through me, a reaction to it. I was sorry for the girl. Sorry for the fact that someone had decided she was his, property to be abused, so he could gain power. The other party of me was just angry at it. Who had the right to do such a thing to another living person? I figured that it would have taken someone dead to do it.
Where did that leave me with Teresa, and allying myself with Ishmael, at least in some way or shape?
Teresa slid into the room about a minute later, popping a shot off to someone out there. “They’ve thinned out, I think,” she said.
“Why do you say that?”
“He can’t have an infinite supply of these goons. Oh, it’s been too long since I’ve had a good fight.” She looked down to Sam. “Hello, Miss Coolidge. We’re here to rescue you. I am, of course, assuming you would like rescue?”
She nodded. “God, yes.”
“Fantastic.” Teresa smiled. “Can you stand, Samantha?” She asked, and she offered the woman her hand.
Sam gritted her teeth. She put her hand in the vampire’s, and the two of them slowly worked her up to her feet. “I’d rather die than let a vampire stand when I couldn’t.” Sam grumbled.
“That’s the spirit.” Teresa encouraged her. The vampiress seemed almost manic in the heat of battle. “Eric, I’ll get her out of here. Do you think you can find Amy?”
“Yea, I can. Think you can draw off some of the weres with Miss Coolidge here?”
Teresa nodded. “Yea, I think we can manage. Well, Sam, let’s go. We’ll make a three-legged were-vampire. Allons-y!”
“Here, take the keys.” I tossed them the keys to the Jeep, and Sam caught them. I popped out of the room to cover them as Teresa started to carry Sam back towards the employee entrance. When they reached the corner, she said. “Good luck, Eric.” She and Sam charged ahead, moving with an odd sort of grace.
I heard one of the guards yell. “They’re taking her!” Taking that as my cue, I started off in the other direction. The next few offices I checked were empty. I was starting to feel my edge rise. What if Amy wasn’t alive? What if she wasn’t safe? What if Lucien had taken her somewhere else after she got here?
I shook any form of doubt from my mind. No, I couldn’t be fearful. I had to think positive, tell myself that, no matter the situation, I would find her. She had given me a purpose in life, she’d made me realize what it was that I wanted to do with my life. I wanted to save people.
I had saved one person tonight, so far. Just one more to go.
 
I had circled around half the warehouse. The guards, I supposed, were either dead, wounded, or following Teresa out to wherever she was leading them. 
The last door I came to was one of those large vertical doors for a loading dock. I found the controls, and hit the button to open it. It was my last hope. The door screeched to life as it slowly, almost painfully so, opened up.
I ducked under the door as it rose, too eager to find out what was in it. I realized that, had I known, I would have preferred to wait.
Amy was there, all right. But what had happened to her had left her hardly what I would call well. Lucien had suspended her from the ceiling on a long chain of black iron. She hovered about a foot off the ground, dangling there like someone’s puppet.
Her body, at far as I could tell in the dim light, was in pretty bad shape. She wore only a sports bra and jeans. Her back was a whipped mess. Red marks, some of them streaked with still-fresh blood, covered her back in an intricate crisscross.
“Amy?” I whispered. “Amy, it’s me.”
“Eric.” She winced. “Oh, you stupid, stupid witch.” Ger gray eyes still had the same eerie light in them. “Run.”
“I’m not running.” I said. “I’m here to rescue you. Would you rather I just leave you here to die?”
“I would really rather not, but if it means protecting you? Lucien, Lucien is too strong.”
“The goal is to get the hell out of Dodge before he gets here.” I leaned up on tiptoes to reach the fastenings for her shackles. I worked at them, finding the release on them. When I hit the release on the cuffs, they seemed to hiss with steam. It was only when I looked down at Amy that I realized it wasn’t from the cuffs.
Amy’s wrists were severely burned. She whimpered, and when she touched them, she recoiled. “Bloody...” She hissed. “That bastard.”
“What was on those chains?”
“Something my being does not take well to.” She said. “Come on, we need to go. Fast.”
“All right. Do you need me to carry you?” I asked.
She shook her head. “I should be fine. Just give me a moment, and a weapon.”
I nodded. “All right. You want the knife, or the gun?”
“Give me the knife. If I am fighting, I do not want a gun. I want a blade in my hand.”
“Sure thing, Quixote.” I gave her the knife. Amy stood, and said. “Let’s go then.”
“Oh, but Amy.” Said a voice from behind me. “We were only just getting started. Can you imagine how rude it would be for you to just up and leave right now?”
I turned around, and I found myself face to face with a man who could only be Lucien. I can’t think of many men who would wear eye patches and could look that evil. 
 
Well, maybe evil wasn’t the best descriptor of him. Cruel, definitely. Lucien did in fact wear an eye patch. A scar ran across where his bad eye was, that continued down into his jaw. He stood of an average height, but he was very gaunt and thinly styled. He wore a simple black shirt, and a pair of dark blue slacks.
His hair was kept back in a slick, giving him the look of a businessman from the eighties. His uncovered gray eye twinkled with amusement. And when he took a step forward towards us, he moved with a quiet, subtle manner. He definitely moved, at least, like a vampire.
“Lucien, give it up.” I said. I brought my pistol up at him, aiming at his chest. “Sam’s already gone, and we outnumber you here. I’m here acting in the name of the Arcane peoples, as Knight of the Bay, to dispense justice.”
“WHAT?” Amy asked, disbelief in her voice.
“You, a Knight?” He sniffed at the air, as if trying to tell something from it. “Ah, Ishmael’s doing, I can tell. He always had such a fondness for your kind, witch.”
“You know what I am, then?”
Lucien nodded, a stiff motion. “I have encountered your kind. I am old enough to have known them before their race fell into decline. A pity, but considering what they were are, it left us with a better world.”
“A better world?” I asked.
“Well, yes. You witches are quite the troublesome folk. They always cause disaster wherever they go.”
“Yea, well, this one is here with trouble in mind. You’re here to answer for your crimes.”
“Well, yes.” He smiled. “And as the accused, I know my rights. I request trial by combat.”
Amy answered before I even had a chance to think about it. Gone was the reason in the voice. Gone was any of the Amy I had seen mentor me, who taught me how to spell craft. “He accepts. I stand as the Knight's Champion. We fight now, with whatever weapons we have on hand.”
“I was hoping for this.” He grinned. “I’ll drink your blood when I’ve killed you.”
“Are you going to fight me, or just keep talking like a coward?”
The two nodded, and they took several steps away from each other. Amy directed me towards the side of the room.
Amy then explained, at least in part, what would happen. “We fight, to the death, or until one of us yields,” she said. “You will be here as a witness. If he wins, he is exonerated, and if he loses, he is, obviously, guilty and punished.”
“Okay.” I nodded. “So, how do we start this?”
“Say begin.” Lucien said, his voice as cool as could be.
“All right, then.” I raised my hand, and then dropped it. “Begin.”
The two almost immediately flew at each other. Amy had my knife, and Lucien seemed to be unarmed. However, as I saw it, Lucien was bigger, and he could outreach her. Added to her injuries, it looked like Amy was at a disadvantage.
The two seemed to move into a quick pace of fighting. Amy was slower, but she blocked his blows with skill. The two seemed on something of an equal footing. Lucien moved and twisted with a dancer’s grace, but Amy seemed to block each punch, chop, and kick with a precise manner. She wasn’t stylish, but efficient and disciplined.
However, Amy seemed to be playing the defensive. She only made a few thrusts compared to Lucien’s many. “Give in,” Lucien said. “Give up, and yield. I’ll make it quick, Amy.”
Amy whirled on him, spurred by the taunt. She moved in for a thrust, but took a punch from Lucien before she could make the cut. She staggered back, and came through a flurry of blows. Each she was just a little slower on defending. I could see her struggling to keep up, panting as she labored to keep the defense.
Lucien was freaking tireless. The man didn’t relent for a moment. He just kept attacking, and finally, he landed the second blow. It sent Amy sprawling on the ground, and I had to resist the urge to just rush to her side.
Lucien circled her, chuckling as he spoke. “See? You’re weak. I’m strong, and I’m not even a fraction of your age. It’s just proof of what you are. A useless, old, failure.”
Amy slowly stood. She found her footing after a moment of steadying. “Yes, just keep at it, Lucien. Let us just see how tough you really are.”
He lunged, again, and this time, Amy was ready. She side-stepped, and slashed his arm with the knife. Steam rose up from the wound, hissing from the silver. Amy then twirled again, and stabbed him in the shoulder. She pulled the knife, leaving another steaming cloud rising from him.
“How is that for useless?” She spat down onto the floor, grinning savagely.
“This has outlived its usefulness.” The vampire rose back to his feet. He moved, faster than he had before. His fist slammed into Amy, tossing her onto her back. “It’s been fun, really, but I must be going.”
He moved his hands out wide, spreading them. He hissed a word in a language I didn’t recognize. My senses lit up, practically, with the power that flew from him. I staggered back, just watching. The air seemed to just rip open until a white hole was in front of Lucien.
“Tata.” He waved, and stepped through it. And just like that, he was gone, with the white hole still there.
Amy pulled herself to her feet. “Eric, I am sorry.” She said. “I did not expect him to do this.”
“Well, what is it?” I asked, gesturing to the hole. I walked around it. It looked, strangely, like a door, or the opening to a cave. It was flat, but either side shone with a bright white light.
“It is a portal, Eric. To the Other Side.”
“The Other Side. That’s mentioned in my mother’s notes. What is it?” I could feel something from the portal. It was Arcane, but what else was there? Where did it lead?
“It is a parallel reality to our own, a separate world. Over there, magic is still strong, but…things lie there. Things that humanity should not see.”
“What happens if I step through here?” I asked.
“You will be on the Other Side, where Lucien opened the portal to. With those wounds, I do not think he could have gone too far. But you cannot do that. You would have to bargain with the Fae or something else to get back.”
“I can’t let him go, Amy.” I looked to her, and said. “I’m going, and whether you want to follow is up to you.”
“Eric, do not do this!” She grabbed my arm.
“I can’t let him hunt Sam again, or you.” I grabbed her wrist with my free hand. “Are you coming?”
“Stupid, stupid witch.”
We stepped through together.
 
 



Chapter 26
 
The first thing that hit me was the cold. As soon as we stepped through, there was a moment of agonizing cold that swept through me, sending shivers throughout my entire body.
We came out on a cobblestone road in the middle of a city. The buildings surrounding us were like a medieval metropolis. Large stone buildings stretched into the sky, with towers and small forts interspersed between them. We stood in a road stretching for as far as we could see, with a dense fog limiting our view further than about a hundred yards.
“Well, this is…odd.” I murmured. “Not exactly what I expected.”
There was a hissing behind us, as the portal disappeared.  “It is a world, at least in some way similar to our own.”
“Should we get looking for Lucien?”
“We should move quickly. The less time we spend here, the better.” She said.
I looked around. The forest was quiet, but I didn’t like that. “Yea, let’s go.” We moved as quickly as Amy’s injuries would allow. I kept watch around the forest, pistol held up and at the ready.
“He could be in these buildings.” I suggested.
“No, he would not. You stray too far from the road here, and certain things may not appreciate it.”
“Certain things?”
“You think all the monsters are just fairy tales? The Other Side is home to all things inhuman, ready to cross over into our world. The only safe places are the roads and the castles of the Fae.”
“And by Fae, I’m guessing we’re not talking about Cinderella’s fairy godmother, are we?”
She shook her head. “Shakespeare, the Celts. They had the right ideas. The Fae are inhuman, even if they do look like us. They used to spend equal times in our realm and theirs, and while they often keep out of affairs on Earth, they are not exactly friendly folk.”
“Great.” I murmured. “Let’s keep at it then. I want to get home. However we figure out how to do it.”
It was dusk here, with the twilight sun making the city look even more foreboding. The tall gray buildings seemed alien in how well they were constructed. This wasn't earth, but perhaps something influenced by it. It almost looked like how a large bustling city would have looked if it had been built using medieval technology.
“Who lives here in this city? Is this the entirety of the Other Side?” I asked Amy.
“Another time. This is not really the best time to give you a lesson in dimensional mythology.”
“Do tell him, you only have so little time left.”
Lucien’s voice sent both of us turning behind us. He was behind us. How did that happen?
“Give it up.” I said, drawing the sights of my forty-five at his chest. “No trial by combat this time. It’s over.”
“And here it begins.” He snarled, and then he moved.
I started to lay on the trigger, trying to hit him. However, the vampire moved faster than the weres had. I couldn’t follow him, and before I knew it, he was right in front of me.
His hand hit at my trigger hand, and I yelped as I dropped the gun. It clattered to the cobblestones, and Lucien shoved me across the path. I fell down, and I grunted as the pain spread through me.
Amy lunged at Lucien, roaring as she rushed. This time, it was Lucien who side-stepped her. He maneuvered away from her, and kicked at her back. Amy broke into a tumble, sent sprawling onto her stomach.
“You really didn’t play that one smart, witch. If she’d taught you anything, she’d know that if I had the power to open up a portal here, I could defeat you still.”
“Do shut up.” Amy hissed. She tried pushing herself up to her hands and knees, but Lucien was on her in a second. His foot planted into her back, and Amy gasped as she found the ground again.
I tried bringing myself up, but my body protested with exquisite pain. “Shit.” I moaned as I felt my arms give out.
“He’s not even a real witch, is he?” Lucien taunted Amy. “He hasn’t shown any real skill. Maybe it’s a fluke. Maybe he’s just got a tiny bit of talent. He’s useless, a weakling. The last thing he’ll get to remember is watching me kill you.”
Rage burned in me. I wanted to punch his stupid face in. I wanted to give the asshole a second eye he couldn’t use. I pushed myself up to my feet, slowly. “You’re not going to kill her.” I grunted in pain as I slumped slightly forward. I was sure something was broken, but I could dwell on that later.
“And what are you going to do, human?”
“I'm going to take you down.” I said. I couldn’t let him hurt Amy any more. I reached out with my senses, and found this place to be entirely different in its magic.
Magic was everywhere here. It wasn’t the same magic that I’d felt before. Here, it was like I was in the middle of a river, and I could only bring some to my mouth to drink from a little at a time. The place practically hummed with magic. My mind formed the idea of it, thinking back on what Amy had told me about conjuring.
I shoved my right hand forward, and shouted. “FEU!” The French word was what I focused on, like I was an artillery sergeant ordering a battery.
But nothing happened. The magic was still pounding through my body, burning my blood. I felt my entire body break out in a sweat, and I started to tremble. “Shit,” I grunted. It hadn't worked. I thought fire would be the solution. Amy had said fire was the thing that all things were equal under. Maybe it wasn't the answer.
“Like I said,” Lucien said. “Talentless. Witches are extinct, a relic of the past. He'll be consumed by the energy, burned alive.”
I could feel my brain heating up, my vision blurring. Was this really what happened? The pain was filling me, and I cursed myself, for being so cocky. I thought about how I was failing Amy, failing my heritage.
And then it hit me. My mother's book. Witches had the potential energy of a nuke. Maybe it had to come within. I imagined, in my head, just the energy coming from me, pure force.
I shoved my hand again, and just thought on the energy, and forcing it forward. It hurt like a bitch, and I screamed in pain as I thought of saving Amy, of getting payback for what he did to Sam.
“Take it, asshole.” A white ball of energy shot from my hand, streaking across the street. He flew back when the spell hit his chest, like a toy scooped up by a child and tossed away. The  pale energy ate at his clothes and skin, turning it black with burns. When the spell died down, every bone in my body was screaming at me to stop. But I was too into it now. Adrenaline had won the day, and I wasn’t going to stop now.
I picked up my pistol, ignoring every protesting ache and pain, and walked towards Lucien. My vision started to clear, the magic now gone from me, expended now. The metal of the gun felt cool in my hand as I walked towards him, my hand still hot from the fire it had just unleashed. I didn’t even think about the fact that I had just blasted a man with magic. All I cared about was ending this.
I put my foot on his burnt chest. “Any last words?” I asked him.
“Please, mercy,” He croaked. But when he smiled at me for mercy, I saw his fangs. I thought about how Damian had bit me, just so they could try to find out how much I knew about Raymond Francis. I thought about how Sam had been tortured at this man’s orders. I thought about what he had done to Amy. I thought about Raymond Francis in the dumpster, dead. 
“This isn’t mercy. It's justice, Lucien. By the power given to me as Knight of the Bay, I pass sentence on you.” I aimed the barrel of the gun at his forehead, and fired. 
The silver in the round sent steam pouring from his head, as his lifeless, shocked eyes, stared up at me.
I don’t know how long I stood there, just looking down at him. Eventually, I heard Amy whisper. “It is over, Eric. You will be okay.” She had gotten up, slowly, and was standing behind me.
“I just killed him.” I whispered.
“He deserved it. This is the job of the Knights. Which, by the way, I will have to yell at you for that when we get back.”
“How do we get back?” I asked.
“I guess we continue down the road, see about finding-“ A sound of footsteps hushed her. “Oh no.”
“What, ‘oh no’?” I asked.
“That spell. The spell you did. It has drawn them.”
I looked back to Amy. Her eyes were darting towards the buildings, and she started to back away, towards the center of the street. “What is…them?”
“Things we do not want to meet.” She shook her head. “We cannot outrun them.”
“I thought you said they couldn’t get on the roads. That they were safe.”
“Usually.” Amy whispered. “But when they are drawn, well, I had not expected that.”
“Then what do we do?”
“We find an alternative plan.” Amy thought for a moment. “You need to learn a new spell, fast.”
“A spell? Won’t that draw them closer, whatever they are?”
“Yes, but it is a risk we will have to take.” Amy said. “There is a lot of magic here, Eric. You will not need a circle to do this.”
“Yea, that was a bit weird. Will I always be able to do that?”
“It is possible.” She nodded. “But right now, both of us need you to focus on our problem. Getting home.”
“Okay.” I nodded. “What do I imagine?”
“Look into your mind, and imagine creating a door. Create a door, and think of it as a gateway to home.”
“To home?” I thought of my apartment. I thought of the futon that I slept on, the makeshift shelves and piles of books. My mind grasped at the magic around me, bringing it to me and taking it in. The heat poured into me again, but it was nowhere as bad as previously. Now it was like a subtle warmth.
I imagined my hands in my mind, pulling at a window, pulling it open so I could head through. It wasn’t a very complex idea, but it took root in my mind. I pulled at that idea, pouring more energy.
I said a word, a simple one, because I felt it was what best described what I was doing. “Open.” I opened my eyes to see, opening up for me, a small white hole. It was about the size of my fist. Definitely not big enough to step through. “Crap.” I murmured. I was so tired. Even that spell, so quickly after that fireball, had just wasted me.
“Eric…” Amy said. “I do not want to rush you, but they are getting closer.”
I looked back to the buildings. A number of shadows were slowly crawling forward towards us from them. “Amy, what are they?” I asked.
“We are not going to find out today, okay?” She placed her hands on my shoulders. “Pull the portal open further. They cannot follow us once we are back on Earth.”
Whispers started to reach my ears. I couldn’t tell what they were. So many of them were speaking, they all started to blend into white noise. “Amy, they’re trying to talk to me, I think.”
She shook her head. “Ignore them. Now. Nothing they say is true.”
I nodded, and turned back to the portal. I gathered my will, forcing myself to push the portal open. I pulled it open, bit by bit, like trying to push something wet and sticky, that simply didn’t want to move.
I could hear the whispers growing louder. Each moment was another step up in their volume, and I could only wonder what these things would do whenever they met their prey.
“Eric, come on, just a little more.” Amy urged.
I pushed harder and harder. Soon, the voices were roaring in my head, drowning out any of my thoughts. I wasn’t going to die, not now. Not after all this shit.
“It’s open!” I heard Amy shout.
I felt something grab my jacket, bringing me out of my focus. I saw, behind me, something that had once been human. I hoped.
It was a skeleton, with a gray mist surrounding it like muscles and flesh, in one of those classroom cutaways they use to teach anatomy. Where its eyes should have been were two black pits, staring lifelessly at me.
Amy flicked out the knife and sliced at the thing, severing its hand at the wrist. “We are LEAVING.” She hissed as she shoved me through the portal.
I don’t remember much after that. I remember the cold that I had felt earlier in the portal, and then the familiar feel of my carpet against my skin. The last thing I remembered before losing consciousness was a shadowy figure, talking into a radio.
“Yea, we found him. Call an ambulance, the guy looks bad.”
 
 



Chapter 27
 
I opened my eyes.
It took me several moments to figure out where I was. My vision was blurry, like someone had stuck a bad pair of glasses over my eyes. It took a bit to clear up.
I was sore. That was the first thing that told me I was good. If I had been dead, I probably would have felt just perfect. But, here I was, all bent out of shape and sore. It felt good, in its own way. I was alive. 
I was in a private room in a hospital. My arm was hooked up to an IV, presumably giving me what passed for lunch for people who had been unconscious.
The first thing I did was check for other people. My room was empty, but I could hear the noise of business outside, people working to their own rhythms.
I found the call button on my bed, and jabbed it a few times with an aching finger. A few minutes, a man in a nurse’s outfit, around my age, appeared.
“Hello, Mister Carpenter.” He said with a bright smile. “You just won me twenty bucks.”
“Huh?” I probably sounded even dumber than I remember.
“We had a bet on when you’d wake up. Good to know I won. I’m Nurse Ferris.”
“Uh, hi, Ferris. I sure hope that’s your last name.” I could reference movies from the eighties. That was a good sign. I reached a hand up and rubbed at my forehead. “You guys were betting on when I’d wake up?”
“Yea, a little morbid, but we wanted to know who’d gotten rushed to the private suite and was getting gifts every day.”
“Private suite? Gifts?” I shook my head. It was only at a more detailed glance around the room that I saw that two of the chairs in the room were filled with boxes and bags, with cards attached to them. The guys at work wouldn’t have done all that. And what was with the suite? “Uh, how long was I out?”
“It’s Tuesday. So, you were out for nearly three days. You got pulled in Sunday night.”
“Great.” I rubbed at my head. “Listen, there was probably a blond woman who was admitted about the same time I was. Uh, about five-eight, wearing jeans and a sports bra?”
“Oh, yea. She was released yesterday. She had a pretty kickass healing rate. But, I think she was somewhere around-“
Amy burst through the door. “You clever, clever man.” She smiled when she saw me. “Nurse, could you give us a minute? In private?”
Ferris looked to me.
“Uh, yes, please.” I added, and watched as the nurse left. “Okay, so, what happened?”
“You got us home.” She grinned. “It was very good work. The portal came out onto your living room. There were still officers who were looking into your place, after the call to nine-one-one you made.”
“So, they got the were I had in the apartment? That’s good. I won’t press charges, but it’s good to know they didn’t think I was cuckoo.”
She nodded, and paused for a moment. ‘So, how are you doing?”
“I hurt like a bitch, but I guess that’s expected.  What’s the damage report?”
“A few cracked ribs, but apart from that, you are very bruised. You came out lucky from that one.” She walked to my bedside. “And by the way, I am very impressed with the fire spell. That was…well, amazing. You did it like you had done it before.”
I shrugged. “Well, I guess I just did what came to mind. You told me fire worked well on Arcanes, so…hell, it was worth a shot.”
“True, but you exhibit a rather unique talent for visualizing spells. It is something we will have to look into.”
“Sure, but maybe like, in a few weeks? When I don’t feel like shit?”
“Ah, yes.” She nodded. “Of course. But for now, let us see you are rested.”
“Yea, I shouldn’t have any problem at all in this suite. Speaking of which, who the hell is paying for all of this?”
“Well, stay as long as you want. It looks like Ishmael put you up for this. Teresa, the people from your work, Matt, and I all sent gifts, though there are a few from people who think that getting in good with the new Knight of the Bay might be a beneficial thing.”
“So, did they confirm it or something while I was out?”
Amy laughed. “Oh, no. See, once you can get on your feet, you are going to have to meet the other leaders, and they get to vote on whether you will be accepted. Your killing of Lucien was lawful, but they will have to confirm you for actual Knight status.”
“Fantastic.” I rolled my eyes. “That just sounds great.”
“Oh, it is. But you’re the one who got your ass into this mess. It’s your own damn fault.”
I shrugged, though that worked some muscles I probably shouldn’t have used. “Yea, uh, I guess it is. Freaking ay. Well, I guess we’ll just wait until that happens, right?”
“I told them you would be ready in a week.”
“A week?” I shrugged again, which made me wish for morphine or something. “Well, nothing I could do but wait.”
 
Later that day, I got another visitor. This time, it was Detective-Inspector Hernandez, who this time had brought his partner with him. Detective-Inspector Li was a short Asian woman who carried herself like she was a foot taller than Hernandez. The two made an odd pair, but it was San Francisco. Oddity was just one of the hallmarks.
They came in during the afternoon, as I was watching the news on the TV in the room. “Mister Carpenter,” Hernandez said. “May we speak with you?”
“Uh, yea.” I shifted myself as best I could without straining any of my injuries, and grabbed the remote to turn the television off. “How can I help you?”
He pulled out a notebook. “This is my partner, DI Li. We had a few questions regarding the past few days.” 
I felt myself slump back into the hospital bed. “Of course, sir.” I started to wonder what part of the last few days they wanted to ask about. “I'd be a better host, but right now I'm sort of the worse for wear.
Li offered a little smile. “Mister Carpenter, were you at the apartment of the vampire Rico Inez at any point last week?”
I shuddered a little as I thought back to that night. The memories of the Bliss were still fresh in my mind, and it was an experience I didn't want to relive. But, I certainly wasn't going to hide that from the cops. “Yes, I was, Inspector.”
Hernandez then picked it up from there. “In fact, you were there with Jackson Taylor, a local mob officer and two of his enforcers, plus a woman we haven't identified yet.”
“Yea, I was. The initial idea was that we were there to do an intervention for the sister of one of his 'enforcers,' as you so colorfully called them.” I replied, not really feeling any need for keeping a lid on the sarcasm. I was in a hospital bed. I wasn't really feeling diplomatic at this point. 
“So, this sister, why did she need you to intervene?”
“Because she was staying with two Bliss dealers who had her hooked.” Jackson hadn't told me how much I could talk about, so I decided to just be upfront with the cops, and not bother with keeping Jackson's dealings secret. If he didn't like that, he could be more specific next time. 
“And these two vampires were Bliss dealers?” Inspector Li asked. She scratched something on a notepad.
“Yea, I saw the drug there myself.” I skimmed over the fact I had taken a full hit of the stuff myself. “Listen, is there a point to all of this, Inspectors?”
“Yes, there is.” Li nodded. “We'd like to know if you thought this was part of a gang conflict.”
“Gang conflict?” I paused a moment. “Listen, things went to hell when we were trying to get Becca out. I don't know what happened, but yea, they did fight. I was just there for the girl. What happened after the fight broke out is a bit of a blur.”
Hernandez and Li exchanged a look, and then Hernandez continued. “Mister Carpenter, two nights ago you made a 911 call, disappeared for several hours, and then a man matching your description was seen entering Kingston Fisheries. Six hours later, you appeared in your apartment, which was having a crime scene unit go over it, along with a blond woman.”
“Yea, if that's how you say it happened.” I said. Had I been in the Other Side that long? “What do you want to know?”
Hernandez looked intently on me. His brow pinched. “Listen, I want to figure out what the hell is going on here. We've got a missing girl returned to her home, werewolves going crazy, and people somehow appearing in the middle of thin air. You were at the crime scene of Raymond Francis last week. Since then, you've popped up in several reports to cross the Arcane desk.”
“Yea, I have.” I nodded. “Inspector Hernandez, if I told you, you either wouldn't believe me, or you'd think I was crazy and you'd be crazy for believing me if you did.”
Li crossed her arms across chest. “Try us, Mister Carpenter.”
“The Arcanes have a position in their societies, for someone who mediates and assists the various races in a city. A Knight. Recently, I was put into that position, and I'm working to help the vampires and weres in what way I can.”
Hernandez arched a bushy eyebrow. “You, Mister Carpenter? Why you?”
“Because I'm a neutral party.” I said. “I'm just trying to help.”
Hernandez didn't look satisfied with that answer, but he seemed as if he couldn't think of anything else. “Very well. Since, well, the stabbing of Roy Fisher was in self-defense, we won't charge you for that. Would you like to press charges against him?” At my nod, he asked. “You don't mind if we call you up at some later date to follow up, right?”
“Not at all, Inspector.” I said, trying to sound as pleasant as possible.
“Well, thank you for your time.” Hernandez pocketed his notebook, and he started for the door. Li, however, stayed behind for just a moment, after Hernandez left. 
“Was there something else, Inspector?”
The petite woman met my eyes. They were dark and large, and there was a certain emptiness about them, like something was missing from the woman. “I know what you are, Mister Carpenter.”
It was the way she said it, emotionless and cold, that did it for me. I shuddered just a little, fearful of what she was. Something in the back of my brain told me that she wasn't human. “Why, whatever do you mean?” I asked, trying to play it off as nothing.
“Your kind doesn't belong in this era,” she said, simply. “And you are playing a most dangerous game, Carpenter. See that you watch your back.” And then, as if a switch was flipped, she smiled and said. “Get well soon, Mister Carpenter.”
When she left, I felt a distinct urge to cuddle in under the sheets and hide. I was scared. Li hadn't moved like a were or vampire. What was she? I decided that, after I was out of the hospital, I'd take a look into my mother's notes. Maybe there was something there.
 
I slept for a good few hours, before being awoken by the sound of the door. I had a window, and could see that it was night outside. Not that the brilliant lights of the hospital's halls didn't try to tell me otherwise.
“Who's there?” I looked to the door, and groaned. It was Nick. “What the hell do you want?”
“Well, someone's not a morning person.” Nick grinned as he stepped into the room and closed the door. The man was dressed in a suit again, and had a little brown bag in one hand. “I thought I'd bring you a little treat, as a thank you.”
“I take it Marshal Thomas is doing well?” I asked him.
Nick nodded. “Indeed. He's doing very well. He should be making a full recovery in a few weeks, with nothing more than some scars, a battered ego, and a worried wife. Here, catch.” He pitched the bag in an underhand toss to the bed.
I caught it, and I broke the seal with my thumb to open it. “Seriously? Gummy octopi? That is awesome.” I grinned, and pulled out one of the gummy creatures and started to bite on the tentacles. “How did you know I liked these?”
Nick shrugged. “Oh, I have my ways. You're quite the eccentric fellow, though I always like to know what to get the people I'm sending my Christmas cards to.”
“Christmas cards, huh?” Once I had nipped off all the tentacles, I popped the body of the octopus into my mouth. “Uh, so, besides the update, what brings you here?” In the back of my mind, the warning from my dream-mother came back to me. Don't trust this man.
“I wanted to congratulate you on bringing down Lucien. That was no small feat.” 
“You talked with Amy, I take it?” I asked him. 
The man nodded. “You know, I'm seriously tempted to give you a job offer.”
“A job offer?” I arched an eyebrow. “Im already working two jobs.”
“Why, as a Federal Marshal.” He said. “We'd have to put you through training, but I expect you'd do superbly as one of the team.”
I paused for a moment. He certainly didn't beat around the bush. “I'm flattered, really, but I would have to say no.”
“Is it money?” Nick asked. “Because we do pay very well. And you would get your choice of assignment. We could even keep you here in San Francisco, should you wish.”
“No,” I decided to take a leap of faith, and bluff my way through this. “Because I know that my mother worked for you, and you ruined her.”
Nick froze. For the first time, I saw concern and worry on his face. “You can't know what happened.” He said. “It's much more complicated.”
I had found something.
“She trusted you, she worked for you, and whatever happened, she came out on the butt end of it.” I glared at him. “Take your offer and shove it. We can work together in the future, but I'm not going to work for you. Not until I know everything that happened with my mother.”
“Of course, Eric. I respect that. You have my number, should you need my assistance. And, please, do take care of yourself. Rumor has it that you've been selected as a new Knight.” He smiled. “Be careful. A witch is a terrible thing to waste.”
I watched as he turned around and opened the door. “Nick?” He looked back over his shoulder. “Thanks for the candy. Very appreciated.”
“It was my pleasure.” He said, and inclined his head just slightly. “You're in good hands with Amy, despite our dislike of each other. She'll protect you, don't you worry about that.” He said, and he walked out.
 
 



Chapter 28
 
I was walking in a few days. I went home on Saturday, with orders for bed rest and to take it easy. They'd never seen someone with my injuries heal that fast, which I had attributed to Amy's abilities. By the time I got home, I had a few dozen voice mails from my friends at work, Terry, and some from Teresa. I ignored them for the moment, and slumped down onto my couch. 
Amy, who had helped me up to the apartment, shut the door. “The doctors said you are to have bed rest, and that you should not go back to work for at least a few more weeks.” She said. “But I expect you to be fit again in a week or so.”
“So, how does this all work? How are you healing me?” I asked. 
“A transition of energy.” She explained. “It is a...power. Not unlike magic, but a gift much more defined. The energy speeds up the natural recovery of your body. I cannot cure things, but I can speed various processes up.” 
“Huh,” I thought about that for a moment. “And is this something you do for all your wards?” I stared at the ceiling, not really wanting to do anything for the moment.
“To be honest, Eric, you are the first person I have ever guarded like this.” 
I opened my eyes, and shifted to look at her. My chest ached in pain as I moved. “You're serious? Why didn't you tell me?”
“I did not wish to alarm you. I have worked with protecting people before, but never in such an involved manner.”
I nodded. “I see.” I thought back on the hospital now. “I should tell you, I had a visit from two cops while I was in the hospital.”
“Really?” She moved to sit at my kitchen table. 
“Yea, they were inquiring about what happened with those Bliss dealers, but that's not the big thing.” I thought about it for a moment about how to voice my concern. “One of them wasn't human.”
“Not human.” Amy looked at me. “How could you tell?”
“She wasn't a vampire or were, but she could tell I was a witch.” I explained. “Listen, there was something about her. She was just really...I don't know, empty.” 
“Describe the woman.”  Amy instructed.
“Her name was Inspector Li. She was about five-four, Asian, dark hair. Her eyes...dark, large, and I don't know, something missing from them. She didn't seem human.” 
“Fascinating.” She furrowed her brow in thought. 
“What is it, got any ideas?” I asked her, thinking back on anything else. Nothing really popped out in my memory, besides just a sense of emptiness. There was something was wrong, missing from her.
She shook her head. “It is nothing that I can think of. Perhaps there is something in your mother's notes regarding one like her.”
       “I hope so. I don't know, she just rubbed me the really wrong way. I think she might be a potential threat.”
       “Then we will be cautious.” We were interrupted by a knock on the door. “I will get it.” She said, and opened the door. “Hello,” She said to whoever it was.
“Yea, this is Eric Carpenter's place, right?” At Amy's nod, our visitor continued. She had a soft voice, feminine. “I'm Rebbecca Young. You guys were at Rico's place, and you carried me out?”
“Yes, indeed.” Amy smiled. “Please, come in.” She said, stepping aside.
Becca was a woman of average height. She was up on her feet, which was something, though her pretty face was gaunt. Her hair was pulled back, only accentuating that gauntness. She was dressed in a black blouse and a pair of jeans. “Mister Carpenter? Are you still recovering from the Bliss?”
“Uh, no,” I shook my head. “I'm just a victim of my own Quixotic desires.”
“I don't follow.” The were female furrowed her brow. 
I shook my head. “Forget it. This is totally unrelated to what happened with the Bliss, trust me.”
“All right,” Becca fidgeted with herself a moment before continuing. “I wanted to thank you, the both of you, for coming to help me. You didn't even know me.”
I shrugged, feeling a little singe of pain from my ribs. “I'm just in it to help people.”
“Even still, I'm impressed.” The dark-haired woman said. “If you ever need anything, I'm in your debt.” 
I shook my head. “It's not really necessary. How did you even get into that situation?”
“What, getting hooked on Bliss?” She sighed, and looked to Amy, then back to me before continuing. “College. Ended up in a bad sorority, bad peer pressure, and, well, here I am. I met Rico one or two months ago, and well, Julia was a really bad influence.”
“The female vampire.” I recalled. “Yea, she seemed really weird. What was her deal?”
“Wish I could tell you. She was just very...I don't know, odd. Territorial, aggressive.”
Amy nodded. “I know the type. They pop up in vampire females often. It is some sort of perversion of a nesting syndrome.”
“Yea.” I nodded. “Well, Becca, we're here to help. If you ever need anything, don't be afraid to call, all right?”
“Yes, you're the Knight of the Bay now, right?” Becca said. “So I guess I would call on you for help.”
“Doesn't have to be as the Knight.” I told her. “If you need it not to be official, just give me a ring around here. You got that?”
She smiled widely. “Yea, thanks, Mister Carpenter. I should be going now. Tyler wants to chat, and I need to see that my stuff hasn't been repo'd or anything.”
“Uh, Amy can show you to the door. I'm going to just lie down and try to ignore my cracked ribs.”     
She winced. “Uh, get well soon.” She said as I flopped onto my back. Amy walked her to the door.
When Becca was gone, Amy turned back to me. “You are a stupid, stupid witch.”
“Why, because I got raised with outdated concepts of chivalry?  I'm trying to help people. Granted, I really don't think I could even help myself right now, but I'll be back to tip-top shape soon, right?”
“Indeed.” She sighed. “I just do not want you dragging yourself into situations which you cannot get out of.”
“That's something I just never hope to get into. I'm not going to run off and go fight all the vampires in San Francisco. You happy?” 
“Not really, but it will have to do.”
 
The next week was anything but resting. I was up on my feet after a few more days, though the doctors all told me to take it easy, and not move much.
Thanks to a bit of Amy’s weird “powers,” I was moving about pretty easily by the time that we were summoned to Pax. The meeting was set during the day, a bit of an oddity, considering that Arcanes seemed to be, for the most part, nocturnal.
Pax’s parking lot was practically empty when we got there. It was also empty when we entered. There apparently wasn’t a noon rush.
Teresa and Ishmael sat at a table. I moved to join them. “Hello, Count, Teresa.” I nodded to each of them. “Ishmael, thanks for the gift. It was…well, thoughtful.” I honestly loved it. How many people could say they had such an early print of Moby Dick?
“It was my pleasure. I trust you are doing well?”
“Better. I’m on the way to recovery, thanks to Amy.”
Amy only nodded to them. She’d worn a jean jacket over a simple black Beatles t-shirt, and sensible slacks.
“Amy, is it?” Ishmael smiled politely. “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Amy.”
“And the same.” She said. Amy’s voice was a bit stiff. She turned to me. “I’ll be out in the car. This is your hour.”
“All right, thanks for the lift.” I said, and moved to sit down at the table as Amy left. “So, who are the other leaders?”
“Well, there are three other leaders. The first we don’t have to worry about. Lord Gawyn only ever abstains from voting, if he shows. The Fae do not interfere in our manners often.”
“Okay,” I nodded. “Then who are the other two?”
“The first is the leader of the weres, Finnegan.” Teresa supplied.
“Yea, we met, and he sure didn’t like me.”
‘He will have even less reason to like you in this case. Finnegan remembers the Emissaries, and he does not like them.” Ishmael said
“One of them crawled up his butt and died?” I deadpanned.
“No, but he’s lost pack mates to them before, back when the Emissaries were still a force. The weres often believe that they can govern themselves, but don’t hold themselves accountable for their own when they hurt others.”
I nodded. “So, he’ll be against us. Who’s the tie-breaker?”
“The leader of the Red Angels.” Teresa said.  “Queen Catherine. She’s four-hundred years old, Venetian by birth. She is…well, fickle. We can only hope she likes you. Reds are a mysterious folk, and they don’t necessarily have any single set of goals. Where as a vampire respects order, Reds really only care about one thing and one thing only.”
“What’s that?”
“Growing. They’ll only agree to this if they see that returning the Emissaries will be of a benefit to the Red Angels.” The way Teresa said it, she did not enjoy the prospect of that.
“Lucien was Venetian too. Will she have a beef with me for killing him?”
Teresa chuckled. “Hardly. She and Lucien were not exactly close. Red Angels appreciate culture and class, something that Lucien distinctly lacked.”
“All right. So, I have to convince her that I’m worth keeping. How long until they get here?”
“They should arrive soon.” Ishmael said. “I just wished to brief you beforehand, so you might be prepared.”
“Oh, just one thing.” I said. “Why are you all Lords and Counts, but why is Catherine, the Red, a Queen?”
“Because,” said a feminine voice behind me. “Each Queen is a mother to her kind, and only a mother could be so kind as to rule Red Angels.”
I turned around. Standing in the doorway was a woman I could only assume was the Red Angel. She was beautiful. Not just a ‘girl next door’ pretty, but an absolutely gorgeous woman. She stood tall, though I’m sure her suicide heels did something for that. She wore a pencil skirt and blouse, both complimenting her long legs and fair skin. Her hair was worn in loose waves of brown hair, cascading over her shoulders.
I stood and bowed politely. “Queen Catherine, a pleasure to meet you.”
“Please, just Catherine.” She approached me, and offered her hand. “You must be Eric Carpenter.”
“I'm honored you know my name.” I saw that her hand was offered palm down. I took the hint, and took her hand in mine, kissing it lightly before standing back up. My ribs did not like that. I kept the poker face on, though.
“A gentleman too. Such a rarity.” Catherine flashed a bright smile at Ishmael. “I like this one. But enough to be Knight to all of us? We shall see.”
She sat down at the table, while I stayed standing. There was only one more seat at the table, and I didn’t think to presume to take it. I’d let Finnegan take it.
Finnegan turned out to be late. He walked through the door, two weres in tow. One of them was Jackson, who joined me sitting at the bar. The other were, a skinny little man, hung by the door.
“Hey, man,” Jackson nodded to me. “Heard you took on a master vampire and won.”
“Word gets around.” I grinned. “I like to think I did the community a service.”
“If half of what they said about Lucien was true? Hell yea.” He nodded.
Teresa cleared her throat, bringing silence to the room. “Welcome, esteemed rulers of the Arcane for this little slice of the world.” She said. “Today, we bring forth a proposition that has not been submitted in some time.”
“For good reason.” Finnegan grunted.
Teresa went on without even acknowledging him. “We are here to submit that the witch, Eric Carpenter, be confirmed as the Knight of the Bay, assigned to this region as a justice, a peace, and a mediator. The noble Count Ishmael, ruler of the vampire courts.”
Ishmael spoke when Teresa finished. “Thank you, Teresa. Eric Carpenter offers a solution to a problem. Arcanes have lacked any sort of method of interacting with each other peacefully for some time. We have also lacked anyway to help the police in making sure we are governed.”
“Why do the police even need to help us in governing?” Finnegan asked.
Ishmael gave him a cold look. “Your people are not any more innocent than mine. The random killing happens. Do we want a hunt for shadows, so that they can pin the blame on whatever is convenient? Would you prefer that the police just simply round us up? Freedom is a right, but rights can be taken away if they are abused.”
“And what does the little squirt offer us?”
“I’m neutral.” I said. “I’m not a cop, and I’m not one of you. At least, I'm not a vamp, were, or Red Angel. I don’t work for any of you, and I’m just interested in helping people.”
“He doesn’t work for any of us.”  Finnegan snorted. “Yea, right. You’re the vampire’s puppet.”
“A vamp bit me, attacked me in an alley, Finnegan, and another kidnapped an old friend of mine. I don’t harbor any more love for them than I do for you.” I shot back. “What I want is to see to it that people are protected. You think Lucien was an isolated incident? In the past week, we've had an abduction, gang warfare, a rogue vampire, and more. Things need to settle down, and badly.”
Catherine nodded. “The witch speaks wisdom.” She said. “And, it begs the question, young witch, what is your lineage?”
“My mother was Victoria Torres.” I said. “She was a witch, but she has passed on.”
“Torres. I know this name.” She nodded solemnly. “Thank you. I believe that we should take our vote?”
Ishmael nodded.  “I vote for the elevation of Eric Carpenter to the rank of Knight of our fair territory.”
“As its sole member so you can have a pawn, you mean.” Finnegan growled. “I vote against. Catherine, how do you vote?”
The dark-haired woman was silent for a moment. “Mister Carpenter is an anomaly. I can count the number of witches I have seen in the past two hundred years on one hand. This is not something to be considered lightly. Were it up to me, I would lock him up so his race wouldn’t end. Of course, that would be rather selfish of me. However, he was able to defeat Lucien. Lucien was a powerful vampire, and a rather disreputable one. Mister Carpenter wishes to help people, and I think he could do a great deal of help in his position.”
She looked me straight in the eye. Her eyes were violet, like Emily Dupont's had been, and they flickered with an intrigue of their own. “I vote yes.”
Teresa nodded. “And so it is confirmed. Eric Carpenter, you are the Knight of the Bay. Serve us, and we shall serve you.”
 
After I was inducted, there were handshakes all around, and  I got contact numbers from Finnegan and Catherine, and they got mine. I really didn't want to give them my personal number, but I also didn't want vampires and werewolves showing up at the bar. I'd get a pager or something for this, I told myself. 
After about half an hour of talking, I finally left the bar. The other Arcane leaders were still in the meeting, talking over other issues. Amy was standing next to the car, next to Sasha. They both saw me, and smiles crossed their faces.
“Well, well,” Sasha greeted me. “If it isn't the first Knight of the Bay to be appointed in a century.”
“Thanks, I guess.” I said. “If people had told me, two weeks ago, that I was going to be the supernatural lawman around town, I probably would have laughed at them and told them they were ridiculously crazy.”
“I still think you are crazy.” Amy said. “This will not be safe.”
“If I was going for safe, I'd be working in an office doing some drone's job.”
Sasha looked at me for a moment, pondering. “He would look rather good in a suit, I think.” I thought of Teresa, and wondered what the preoccupation was with female vampires and suits.
“Men typically do.” Amy remarked. “Objectively speaking, of course.”
“Then you should get him to wear them. After all, he is a Knight. He should look the part.”
I rolled my eyes. “Great, I haven't even officially had this gig for an hour, and you two are already telling me how I should do the job.” 
“Get used to it.” Sasha advised. “You're about to become very popular. They might not know what you are, but you are the Knight still. That's something. People know what this means, and people are used to going to you with their problems.”
“Tell me I didn't just sign up to get vampire cats out of trees.”
Amy shook her head. “That is not quite how mundane it is, but you should brush up on various supernatural customs, learn how Arcane law works.”
“Arcane law?” I sighed. “Great.”
“That's not too hard, Eric,” Sasha said. “You keep coming to Pax, and I'll give you some pointers.”
“Thanks, Sasha.” I offered her a smile. “Amy, I think we should get going. I've got something I want to discuss with you.”
Sasha bowed her head politely. “Until next time, Eric, Amy.” She walked back into the bar, leaving the two of us and the Jeep.
When we got in, Amy spoke. “So, what did you wish to discuss?”
“You remember that cop who I told you wasn't quite human?”
“Indeed. Detective-Inspector Li, correct?”
“Right.” I said. “I want to try to figure out what she is, to maybe see if she's been watching me before this.”
“And how do you propose we do this?” She asked.
“I don't know, but I do want to get to the bottom of this.”
 
 



Chapter 29
 
“We are going to be late, Eric.” Amy chimed in from the passenger's seat. It was the day of the party, and I was due at Cameron's in an hour. 
“No, we're not.” I said. “Besides, I owe this to her. I want to get this taken care of. I mean, we saved her from hell knows what. Least we can do is visit her.”
She sighed. “If you  insist.” Amy sunk back into the seat of the Jeep.
“Damn straight I do.” I said. We pulled up to Sam and Diana's house, and I parked the car. “What's your driver's license say?” I asked. 
“I beg your pardon?” Amy gave me a confused look.
“Your last name, on your driver's license. I know they didn't just let you put Amy.”
She ducked her head a little, and answered, sheepishly. “Smith.”
“Smith.” I rolled my eyes. “Seriously, you pick the most common surname in the English language?” I asked her.
“It suits me quite well enough for identification purposes.” She said. “It is not like I use my last name for anything. Considering most of the work I do is not quite on the books, Smith provides the minimum.”
“Of course.” I opened the car door. Why did I expect her to reveal anything about herself unless necessary? 
With a resigned sigh, I headed over to the sidewalk, and started towards Sam's place. I didn't notice, until a moment later, that Amy hadn't gotten out of the car. I walked back, and opened her door.
“Yes?” She said, arching en eyebrow.
I moved my finger in a “come here” gesture. “You are so coming with me.”
“I am not.” She crossed her arms.
“Yes you are.” I said, feeling a bit like a scolding parent. Some small part of me enjoyed the situation.
It took a good minute of me staring at Amy for her to relent. The two of us walked up the street to the house, and I rang the doorbell.
Diana answered the door after a moment. “Hey, Eric.” She smiled. “I was hoping you'd stop by.” She looked to Amy, and her nostrils flared for just a moment, like she was just picking up something in the air. “Who's she?”
“This is Amy,” I said, introducing her. “She was a big help to me in bringing Sam back home.”
She furrowed her brow, and then shrugged. “Well, come on in, both of you. Sam's in the living room.” She opened the door, and waved us in.
Sam was on the couch, wearing a tank top and sweat pants. She looked a lot better than the last time I had seen her. Her bruises had started to fade, and a blond fuzz was growing to replace the sheared hair.
“Hey, Sam.” I grinned, and walked over to her. “First it was Chaucer, now I'm bailing you out of trouble with psychotic vampires.”
She blushed a little. “Cute, Eric.” She said, then looked to  Amy. “Hey there. Forgive me if I don't get up, but, well, I seriously do not give a crap right now. I'm tired, hurting, and well, it's been a week and a half of crap.””
“It is quite all right.” Amy said. “I am Amy, Eric's partner in his work.”
Sam offered a smile. “Hey, thanks. Both of you. I don't really know what would've happened if you guys hadn't been  there looking for me.”
Amy was about to speak, but I butted in. I did not need her saying what would have actually happened. “Well, we did, so no need to dwell on it.”
“By the way, Eric, be sure to give Teresa my thanks.” She said. “The two of you make a cute couple.”
I did a double take. “We're not...I mean, it was just a date, and two raids.”
Diana chimed in, catching in on Sam's game. “Oh, raids, is that what vampires in tactical gear call it?”
Sam laughed hard, clutching her chest. “Oh, jeez, I haven't laughed that hard in a while. So worth the aching ribs to see that color of red on your face again.” 
“It's like a tomato.” Diana continued.
“Told you it was hilarious.” Sam's grin was huge. “That brings back some good memories from college.”
I rolled my eyes. “Yea, you and Rhi used to love that.” Sam and I were silent for a long moment, the mention of Rhiannon and that part of my past hanging in the air. Sam and I had been close, too, though in the past few months that had dropped to friends, maybe even just acquaintances. 
“Anyways,” Sam said. “I really am thankful. You guys saved my butt back there, and I'm in your debt.”
I walked over to the couch, and offered my hand to Sam. “Any time. Just, well, don't get abducted by psycho-vamps again, all right?”
She put her hand in mine. “Deal.”
We shook hands, and I couldn't resist. “Okay, what about Robert? A vampire lawyer, seriously?”
Now it was Sam's turn to blush. “He's sweet. He really is. And, I don't know, I really like sweet.” 
Diana piped up,, hands crossed across her chest. “Oh, Robert, that's the name of Mister Mystery Date?”
“Yea, he's a lawyer at the firm I work for. That's why you didn't smell anything new on me when we started going out.”
“He's a good guy.” I said. “He's the reason that we knew to look on the docks.”
Sam relaxed back into the couch. “Yea, he's a great guy.” She had a little sloppy grin. “And, Eric, if you ever need any legal help or anything, I'll get you an in with my firm, all right?”
“Hey, have I ever not called in a favor?”
“No, Mister Trouble Magnet.” She chuckled. “Thanks for visiting, but I have some quality time with vicodin and crappy television.”
“Lucky,” I teased. “All I've got is some surprise party.”
Sam laughed again. “Oh, God, you're still letting Matt throw those parties?”
“The things I do for friendship.” I answered. “I've been assured there will be no trips to Monterey at three in the morning. I'll catch you later.” 
As we said our goodbyes and left, Amy asked. “Trips to Monterey at three in the morning?”
“I'll tell you some day, but as a brief summation, I would recommend never learning to scuba dive on two hours of sleep.”
 
“To Eric, the Dirty Harry of Arcanes!” Matt called.
A number of glasses clinked together. Matt, some of my coworkers, Terry, and Amy were all present. Amy, I noted, was drinking ginger ale.
“So, Eric,” Terry said. “Are you still sticking with the bar now that you're some fancy supernatural cop?” 
I shrugged. “I dunno, I guess so. I'm nor sure if a Knight gets paid.”
“Wait, wait,” Matt stopped me. “You're doing all of this, working with vampires and weres, and dealing with just general nastiness, for no money?”
“Well, hey, it's not like anyone else will do it.” I moved to sit down in one of the booths. “I mean, come on, would you take the job?”
Matt stroked his chin for a moment, as if considering. “No. Never in a thousand years.” He said, and took a swig of his mug. “I deal with counseling kids, and that's ridiculous. I'd take that any day over what you do.” 
“Great.” I sunk into the cushions of the booth, sighing. I sat in silence for a long moment, thinking about what had happened since that fateful night in the alley behind the bar. I still ached a bit, but I was on the mend.
If anyone had told me this was going to happen, I would have called them nuts, but here I was. I knew then that I had a lot of catching up to do on the supernatural community. 
“Hey, man,” Matt snapped me out of my reverie as he moved to sit across from me. “If you ever want someone to help with this, I'm not a fighter or anything, but I'll help out however I can.”
I reached out and clapped him on the shoulder. “Thanks, Matt. You're going to regret that some day. I definitely will take you up on that.”
He rolled his eyes, and looked me over. “So, you don't look like you did when you were in the hospital. I know it's not the diet, since I know you can't cook for shit.” He smirked. “Or is Amy cooking? She didn't strike me as the domestic type.”
“She is not.” Amy said. My guardian was standing behind Matt's shoulder.
Matt turned around, color draining from his face. “Uh, hey there, Amy.” He offered a weak smile. “Fancy you hearing that.”
She deposited herself next to me on the booth. “You would be amazed how good my hearing is. By the way, Eric, I have been speaking with Terry.”
“Yea, and?” I asked.
“I am going to work at the bar, for a few days a week.”
I froze just a moment. What the hell had just happened? “You are what?”
“I am going to be working at Cameron's.” She said. “I think you need your hearing checked.”
“I know what you said.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Just...Was not expecting it. Are you even a licensed bartender?”
“Indeed.” She nodded. “Granted, it has been a while since Prohibition, but I still remember how to tend bar.”
“Prohibition?” Matt gave her an inquisitive look. “That is just whoa, man.” 
I rolled my eyes and turned to Amy. “Seriously, why?”
“Well, my 'job' as bookseller at West Coast Books was only a ruse to meet you. I do need work.” She took a sip of her juice, looking at me over the glass. “Besides, if you insist on continuing your reckless behaviors, I wish to remain close to you.”
“And so you're working with me now.” I rolled my eyes. “Fan-freaking-tastic. I need a drink.”
“You've got a drink, man.” Matt pointed at my mug.
I sighed. “Something way stronger.” Great. I stood up from the booth. “Hey, Amy, let me out? I need some air.”
My guardian- and now coworker- moved aside, and didn't ask as I walked towards the back of the bar. Before I could head out the back, I heard Jen call for me. “Hey, Eric!”
I turned, and my heart immediately sank. I had forgotten about this little tidbit. I had watched her boyfriend get killed. I could not have been too popular. My eyes glanced to the tanned man behind her. Was he a vampire looking for payback?
“Eric?” Jennifer started.
I looked to Matt and Amy. I was on my own on this one. Those two were caught up in their conversation. “Uh, yea, hi, Jen. Listen...”
“You said you wanted to meet Darius? You said he bit you?” 
My mind faltered for a second. “Yea, I met him that night, actually...”
“Mister Carpenter,” the man behind her said. “I have never bitten you. I prefer females.”
I pulled a double take. Uh, what? “I don't follow.”
“I'm Darius, Jennifer's beau.”
I wish I could say I kept my composure. I laughed, hard. “Oh, oh God. Oh my God...” I slapped my hands on my thighs. “I got bit by another Darius, if you'd believe it or not. Oh, that was gonna be real awkward.”
“Uh, Eric?” Jennifer's brow furrowed.
“I'll tell you what went on when I'm back at work, I promise.” I looked to the vampire. “Pleasure to meet you, Darius, and, well, Jen's crazy about you. She won't stop talking about you. But, uh, I'm just going to go step out for a second.”
As I walked out, I heard the two sharing some joke. I walked out of the bar into the alley. The San Francisco night was chilly, the fall weather really kicking in. I walked out down the alley way, towards the spot where, just two weeks ago, the other Darius had bitten me.
There weren't any signs of it, but I knew it was there. It was a good thing he attacked me, I supposed. A good thing that he'd bitten me, nearly killed me, violated me. Without that violation, Amy would have never saved me. Maybe Amy would have approached me still, but Darius's attack was what had made me want to help Samantha Coolidge in earnest. Without the attack, I might have just kept to myself, ignored the world around me.
But now here I was. Stronger for it, I guessed. I had killed someone. It didn't weigh on my conscience. I was protecting Amy, protecting myself. I didn't regret it. But, I still had killed someone. That was something. I had crossed a line. What was next?
I looked away, about to turn back to to the bar. Nick was standing there. This time, he wasn't wearing his usual suit and tie. He wore a leather jacket, jeans, and he had a motorcycle helmet in one hand. “Hey, Glinda.”
I really wanted to shoot him. I didn't want to speak with him, but somehow, I knew we'd be having a conversation. “I said no to the job offer.”
“That's not what I'm here about.” He said. “You have a very specific aura about you, Sir Carpenter.” Nick smiled. “Yes, I heard about your confirmation. Congratulations, I hope you serve well.”
“That's not why you visited, was it, just to celebrate?”
“No, I have an appointment this evening that requires this...outfit. However, I was in the area, so I wanted to ask you something.”
“And that was?”
“What was the Other Side like?” At my look of confusion, he smirked. “Amy told me.”
Goosebumps raised across my skin.“It was...odd. I don't know. I can't explain. It seemed very real, but the magic there was potent. And the shades, whatever they were.”
“The Fae haven't left the Other Side in almost fifty of our years. If the shades, as you call them, still exist, well, that would explain some things.” He reached up a hand to stroke his chin, thoughtful.
“What are they?” I asked him. “One of them nearly touched me, and would have gotten me if it wasn't for Amy.”
“Eric, this is very important.” Nick said. “Under no circumstances, never kill anyone on the Other Side again. Lucien, I understand. That was self-defense, and you needed to do it. But every death there gives more power to those shades.”
“I have no intention of going back there.” I said. “It was creepy enough for one lifetime.” 
“Tell me, why did one nearly attack you?”
“Amy said that they were drawn to magic.”  I answered. Nick stared at me. He seemed, for the first time I'd seen him, at a loss for words. “He was about to finish off Amy, I thought. I didn't think. I just...I drew power.”
He gaped at me. “You used magic?”  He shook his head. “Well, that is...something. Amy hadn't said that.”
“I guess.” I shrugged. “Listen, Nick, I've got a party to get back to.”
“Ah, yes, your mortal friends, celebrating what they don't really know. Protect them, Eric. You don't want any of them dragged into this because of you.”
I glared at him. “Don't try that chord, Nick. Not tonight. I'm not in the mood.” I started to walk past him. “Good night.”
“Good night, Mister Carpenter.” Nick said behind me.
I didn't look back. I figured he would do that disappearing act.  I didn't want to think about that right now. I headed back into the bar, welcoming the warmth and the noise of the place. 
Terry approached me. “Hey, Eric.” The big black man started. “That vampire girl is at the bar again. I told her this was a private party. Want me to-”
I shook my head. “Definitely not. Thanks, I'll be busy, man.” I saw Terry grin out of the corner of my eye, and I sighed. “Oh, stop it, you big perv. It's not like that. At least, not yet.”
“Yet.” Terry echoed, and I ignored his chuckles as I walked to the bar.
Teresa's dark hair was puled back into a simple ponytail tonight. She was dressed probably the most plainly I had ever seen her, with a sweatshirt and jeans. Somehow she made that look like high fashion. Then again, I was sure she would look great in a potato sack. 
She turned her head before I got to the bar. “Hello, Eric.” She purred. “So nice to see you.”
“I didn't think you'd want to be here, with no other Arcanes, so I didn't think to invite you.”
Teresa patted the bar stool next to her. “For the intriguing Knight? I'll suffer through a few humans.” Her eyes darted to Amy for a moment. “And her, whatever she is. She smells...odd.”
“Odd, like me?” I asked as I sat down.
She shook her head. “Like nothing I've ever sensed before. I can't even describe it. It's...odd.” She shrugged. “But I didn't come here to talk about your friend.”
“No, I didn't guess so.” I looked down to her drink. “Keep coming here, and I'll have to see that Terry starts buying some of that synthetic blood.”
“I would appreciate that. Of course, someone on your staff would have to learn how to mix a few vampire cocktails.”
I grabbed a peanut from the bar. “And, just what makes a good cocktail? What goes good with blood?”
Her little pink tongue flashed across her lips a moment. “Fruits, usually, though there's several things that will enhance the blood.” She pondered a moment. “In fact, hold on...Can I get one of the bar napkins?”
“Yea, sure,” I reached over the bar to grab one, and handed it to her.
Teresa took out a pen from her purse and started writing. “There's a website you should look into. It's run by a vampire and human couple. They've written a...how-to guide, of sorts, for vampires and humans.”
“A how-to guide?” I asked.
She nodded. “There are some very good drinks there, specifically tailored for synthetic blood mixes, and there are just some good...ideas for how to proceed.” Teresa offered the napkin to me. A simple web address was on it.
I entered the address into my phone's browser, and watched the page load. “Oh, my.” I murmured. “Who are these people?”
“Two very educated people. The vampire is a teacher upstate, his partner works at one of the biolabs in Davis.” 
“Oh, wow.” I looked over the site, scrolling through it. “Uh, seriously, wow. How...” I looked at the list of links. “I did not know that there was this much study on vamp-human relationships.”
“Best not to look at it all now.” She winked. “But, some food for thought.”
I looked up from the screen to her, putting my phone away. “So, hey, you want to get out of here? I think I'm a little partied out right now, and I want to go somewhere quiet.”
“Quiet,” She echoed, and a wicked look flashed across her eyes. “Did you have somewhere in mind?”
“Surprise me.” I challenged her.
She offered me her hand. “Well, then, Mister Knight, let's get going.”
As we walked out to the car, Matt called out. “Hey, man, it's your party, where are you going?”
“Somewhere exciting. Just because I'm a witch doesn't mean I know the answers.”
I thought about that for a moment. Eric Carpenter, witch, Knight of the Bay, bartender.
I should totally get business cards.
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