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Chapter 1
 

I don’t sleep well.
I wake up even worse.
For that first hour, the world simply will not register in its normal state. Everything is this sort of hazed out, slow motion blur. To make matters worse, I'd spent the previous night and most of the day before in a haze of cheap, gas station wine and had now subsequently found myself the proud owner of a hangover that could quite possibly kill God himself. Now, take that and couple it with the fact that I normally wake up with said hangovers in abandoned buildings, or under freeways overpasses, huddled and shivering beneath rags and cardboard, with the constant rumble of engines overhead and you have the typical start to my day.
I stared bleary-eyed around the most recent of the five-star establishments I was lucky enough to find myself in, still trying to shake off the after effects of my most recent bender. It was a vast expanse of old factory, mostly empty, except for a few old, stained mattresses tossed here and there. The walls and concrete floor still held the markings of the fire that had gutted it years ago. There were a few other squatters huddled around barrel fires, eating scraps of hoarded food, shooting up, or drinking booze from bottles wrapped in brown bags.
Whatever it was they were doing, one thing was fact. They kept on surviving. Street people are tough in that regard. When I died, I had to literally sell my soul to stay out of Hell and keep breathing. The people here, they gave Death the finger on a daily basis. They kept scratching and clawing at life, getting by on any means necessary, not just because they could, but because they had to. The majority of them didn’t have any other options except to keep on keeping on.
I pulled the hood of my sweatshirt up over my head, mostly hiding the hundreds of scars that were carved into my face. They trailed down my body in perfect symmetry covering my throat, my neck, chest, stomach, back and arms. Each scar was a symbol, a word written in infernal script, and carved into my skin by a demon named Alice. Most people on the street thought they were some kind of gang initiation, or something that I had gotten after crossing the wrong person when I was in prison.
God, don’t I wish that was the fucking case.
“You look like shit, Jack.”
“Nice to see you too, Essie,” I said, lifting a hand in greeting.
In another life, Essie may have been someone’s kindly family matriarch, surrounded by grandkids and passing her golden years away in relative comfort. Instead fate had cast her in the role of just another of the hundreds of tough old birds that had to keep fighting tooth and nail against cold, against hunger, against everything the streets of Boston could throw at her. More often than not, she made it look damn near easy. She had been one of the first people I had met after getting out of prison and she’d taken me under her wing when I started living on the streets. At the time, I had considered it a more viable and appealing option than the life I had left behind, which is probably saying a lot about my former career choices.
She was dressed for the weather, her tiny, hunched frame bundled in a pair of cast off blue jeans a few inches too short over a pair of stained sweat pants. She had a coat that very well may have been more patch work and duct tape than actual fabric. It had to be at least two sizes too big. She wore it belted around her waist with a length of rope, the zipper long since gone. Her hair was the color of worn steel, tied back in a tight frizzy braid.
She smiled, a wide grin full of rotten and broken teeth that vaguely resembled a jack-o-lantern. With a creak of tired joints and a wincing sigh she took a seat on the floor next to me. Stale cigarettes and cheap booze rolled off her like some kind of special hobo perfume. The moonlight, leaking through various holes in the wall, gave her face a pale, almost glowing pallor. It made her look damned near ghastly, truth be told.
She winked at me and shrugged an old backpack off her shoulder, settling it at her feet.
“Brought you a present Jack-Jack,” she said.
“Please tell me it’s a cigarette,” I groaned, a wave of hangover induced pain and nausea sweeping through me.
Essie reached into her coat and produced not just a cigarette, but a whole unopened pack of cancer inducing perfection.
“I could kiss you right now,” I said, packing the cigarettes against the palm of my hand.
“Well pucker up then, big boy.”
I tapped one of the smokes out.
“Light?” I asked.
“You want me to kick you in the ass, jump start your lungs for you too? Maybe file you as a dependent on my taxes?” she asked, tossing me a book of matches.
I lit the cigarette and took a long drag. They were cheap and harsh, the smoke burning my throat dry as it went down. It was damn near orgasmic.
“You’re the best,” I said.
“I know.”
God only knew where Essie pulled together half the things she managed to come across. Smokes, food, booze - if she didn’t have it when you needed it, she’d get it in short order. It wasn’t uncommon for her, if you were sick, to just show up smiling that broken grin and throw a bottle of cough syrup or Tylenol in your lap. The best part, she’d never ask for anything in return outside of a little conversation. A lot of people looked at her as a sort of mother figure amongst the street folk.
“You haven’t seen the best part of the stash yet. We hit the gravy train.”
“Unless you have a hooker hiding in that bag, I’m not really seeing how things can get too much better,” I said.
“Such high standards you have.”
“I’m a man of refined tastes,” I said.
“So I’ve noticed.”
Essie dug into the backpack. She tossed aside a few crumpled sheets of yellowed newspaper and an old steel can she used for cooking. For a second, I thought she was just going to crawl inside of it, close it behind her and vanish or end up with just her feet kicking back and forth out of the opening, like some sort of half crazed Christmas elf digging through Santa’s bag.
Then the smell hit me. Grilled onions and green peppers. A touch of garlic. Steak, still warm and lathered in grease and cheese. Somehow, she had gotten her hands on an honest to God, still hot, Philly Cheesesteak. The myriad of smells, the sight of the butcher’s paper stained with gray spots of grease as she pulled it from the confines of the bag, set my mouth to watering. I was pretty sure the sound that came out of my mouth at the sight of it was more than just vaguely sexual.
And I was pretty sure that what came out of my mouth when she set the two cans of Pepsi on the floor between us, crossed the line from vaguely sexual and went straight into obscene.
“Stole the sandwich from some delivery guy’s car while he took an order up to an apartment. Got the soda’s from one of them hot dog vendors while he was chatting up a pretty girl.” She explained.
She handed me a can and unwrapped the sandwich, tearing it into halves and passing me the bigger one.
“Essie. I’m gonna dance at your wedding,” I said, finishing off the cigarette and taking my half of the bounty.
“Darlin’, marriage is what got me living in this palatial estate, if ya get me,” she said, taking a bite from her half of the sandwich. “’Sides, I don’t think I’ve seen you eat in a day or two, you know, being fall down drunk and all. Thought you could use it,” she said around a mouthful of food, a thin line of grease running down her chin.
For a long moment, I stared at the sandwich in my hands. It was heaven, nirvana and Shangri-la all wrapped up in two slices of soggy bread, dripping with melted cheese and mayo.
The first bite nearly sent me into some sort of intoxicated sensory overload. I completely forgot my hangover and tore into the sandwich.
When we finished, Essie settled back watching the interior of the building with distant, thoughtful eyes. She had a cigarette perched between her lips, the smoke curling around her mouth like tiny serpents.
“Gonna be a cold winter,” she said finally.
“Essie. It’s Boston. Every winter is cold,” I said, wiping grease off my mouth with the back of my hand.
“I ‘spose so, good lord willing this’n won’t be the death of me.”
“Spring chicken like you?” I asked, smiling.
“Bah! The Good Lord ain’t got no use for an old bird like me,” she said. “’Sides. I know things.”
She gave me a conspiratory wink, tapping her index finger to her temple between puffs off her coffin nail.
“Is that right?”
“That’s right.”
I settled back, trying to find a more comfortable position against the wall. Essie had had seizures for as long as I knew her - a symptom of her chronic alcoholism. She had gotten sober last summer, but the seizures were going to plague her for the rest of her life. Her “fits” as she called them, were a constant reminder of a long and painful past that she’d never be able to outrun. It was a history that, in the end, would probably be the death of her.
She also claimed the fits gave her a direct line to God and that The Almighty sent her visions of the future.
“Don’t happen to know the winning lotto numbers do you?” I asked.
“If I did, we’d be sitting on a beach somewhere and I’d be drinking little fruity drinks outta coconuts while you fanned me with a banana leaf.”
“Is that right? I’d be fanning you?”
“Gospel truth,” she said. “And you’d be damn happy to do it.”
“I doubt that.”
“Maybe, maybe not. Anyhow,” she said with a sigh, patting me on the knee, “I’m old and I needs my beauty sleep. ‘Sides I hear Father Hernandez is making rounds with his Roach Coach tomorrow and I’m not going to stand in line all morning. Want me to bring you a plate?”
“You do that.”
“I’ll do that.”
She stood up, arthritic joints groaning in protest.
“Try and get some more rest, Jack-Jack. You look like ten pounds of crap in a five pound bag.”
“You’re too kind,” I muttered.
“Yeah, yeah I am.”
I waved, settling back and watching her walk away before I closed my eyes, letting my thoughts drift towards a few more hours of sleep and leaving the sandwich to settle in my stomach. What felt like a few minutes later, I felt something stir the air and ignored it, focusing on sleep.
The screams started just as I was hitting that weird spot between being half asleep and half awake. It was a terrified, high-pitched wail of horror counterpointed by an animalistic snarl of rage – almost like the two sounds were competing with each other, fighting for space in the stale air. The snarl won, its opponent turning into a wet, bubbling gasp.
I made the transition from near sleep to wide-awake in the span of a heartbeat. Prison had left me with a fair amount of paranoia, and an even better set of reflexes when it came to situations that could potentially result in bodily harm to yours truly.
Something came flying towards me out of the gloom. I rolled to the side, scraping my knees and hands against concrete and broken glass. A body, an actual human body, slammed into the wall where I had been sitting only a second before. If I hadn’t moved, I’d have been crushed by about three hundred pounds of very broken and very dead wino.
I stared at the body for a moment in utter disbelief, my hangover forgotten. Oddly enough, it wasn’t so much the corpse, but the fact that someone or something had just thrown a body at me. Lifeless eyes, red from years of alcohol and vacant in death, stared back at me. There was a torn, ragged hole where his throat used to be.
I pulled myself to my feet and started moving on sheer instinct, staying as low to the ground as I could without actually crawling. The interior of the building was, for the most part, a massive open space littered with a few empty fifty-gallon barrels. Half of them radiated the orange glow of lit fires. That same glow would display my shadow on the floor like it was a movie screen. It didn’t leave me a whole lot of options as far as cover went. I kept moving, heading towards one of the few barrels that didn’t contain glowing embers.
I still didn’t know what was happening. It’s not everyday someone starts throwing dead bodies around. More importantly, I was currently too busy devoting the majority of my focus to keeping my own ass intact to care. If a few other people died, well, they should have run faster. I ducked in behind one of the drums, taking a quick minute to catch my breath and figure out what in the holy blue Hell was going on.
My hands burned, pieces of broken glass wedged under the skin. I ignored it. In a few seconds they'd be completely healed.
Behind me, I could hear the sounds of panic, shoes scraping on concrete mixed with frightened cries as people ran for cover. Something, or someone, growled. It was a low rumbling sound like the thunder of a distant storm.
I shot a quick glance around the barrel. Essie was alone in the center of the room. She had a feral look stretched across her features. It was a far cry from the kind, somewhat crazy old bag lady I had recently shared a sandwich with. She was crouching, her hands resting lightly on the floor. Her face was streaked with blood, and something less than pleasant hung in thin, glistening strings from what was left of her teeth. She was sniffing at the air like an animal. The growl was coming from her.
I wasn’t exactly swimming in options. I could stay and hide behind my barrel or make a break for it and head for the door. To do that, I’d have to get past Essie. Given the evidence, it was a safe bet that Essie wasn’t exactly acting in a manner that would be conducive to my making a hasty retreat without her intervening.
So, I took a chance.
“Essie?” I said, keeping my voice light and stepped out from behind the barrel. I kept my posture loose and relaxed, trying to appear non-aggressive. Granted, aside from the scars, that wasn’t hard. I wasn’t exactly a big guy, barely five and a half feet tall and a hundred and fifty pounds soaking wet.
Her head snapped towards me, and there was nothing left in her eyes that looked even remotely human. Cold, primal fear ran through me. They were glowing. Literally glowing a pale nauseating green that seemed to pulse in time with her heartbeat. The color reminded me of toxic waste, of cancerous sickness. A wave of heat, feverish and oppressive washed over me, mixing with the ice water bite of fear. I felt my stomach revolt, threatening to toss the sandwich and soda back up my throat. Apparently my impromptu dinner had a stronger drive for survival than I was currently displaying. I had to force myself to focus, to push past the inherent wrongness radiating off her tiny form.
Her whole body tensed. I could almost physically feel her eyes sliding over the scars on my face. I felt my stomach drop when I realized what she was doing.
She was reading.
Honestly, I didn’t even know what the contract scarred into my flesh actually said. I couldn’t read Infernal. Granted, I had a general idea having signed it with my soul and all.
Shit.
“You are a Host,” the thing that had been Essie said. Its voice, modulated in and out to the point it sounded like there were fifteen or so of them, speaking all at once in contrasting tones. They rolled over each other like feedback.
I ignored it and spoke to Essie, or what I hoped was left of her.
“Essie… you in there?” I asked, hoping my nervousness wasn’t showing through in my tone.
“Dead. She is dead,” Essie, or the artist formerly known as Essie, said.
“Sorry. I don’t buy that.”
The Essie-thing growled, crouching lower to the ground, muscles taut and ready to pounce. The motion triggered a burst of adrenaline that set my muscles and nerves to the point of combustion. Everything around me seemed to slow down, and I could see with perfect clarity, despite the gloom.
“Essie, if you’re still in there. It’s Jack. Think you can try and get a word in?” I said, keeping my voice as even and neutral as possible. I didn’t know what had Essie, but anything that can take a body over has to beat the host’s will to do it. It has to be able to shove the original personality aside and then maintain that control. Regardless, it was a fight, and this thing had won said fight real fast, taking her over in a matter of minutes.
There was a slim chance Essie was in there, somewhere. If I could get through to her, reach past the thing that had her with the right words, I could get her to at least try to force it out.
If it didn’t work, I’d have to kill her. It wasn’t a notion I was keen on, but it wasn’t something that would keep me awake at night either. I liked Essie, but I wasn’t expecting this thing to just let me walk out the door. In a situation of me or x, there is no “or”.
“Host.” It growled again, its voice echoing off the walls. The building had emptied out, leaving just me and what had once been the closest thing I had to a friend staring at each other across an expanse of refuse littered concrete.
“Essie, listen to me. That thing, whatever it is, can only stay in there as long as you let it.”
Essie’s face contorted with pain, the green light radiating from its eyes dimming. She shook her head violently, a thick, wet snarl echoing out of her throat. Her eyes fell on me again, the light brighter, almost radioactive.
She had tried to fight it, and she had lost.
That settled it.
“Essie, if you can hear me, I’ll try and make it quick,” I said.
She burst into motion at the same time I did. She was fast, I mean really fast. Her muscles far exceeded what a woman Essie’s age would or should be capable of in a sane world. She became a literal blur as she moved, circling me to come at me from my flank. I tracked her, moving my sprint out wide in counterpoint, fighting to keep distance between us.
I had been in more than my share of fights. Most often, a fight, a real fight, devolved into a chaotic mass of flailing limbs and wasted motion within seconds. It was the guy that could keep his head in a fight that won out every time over the guy that could hit hard. Strength and speed definitely helped, but they weren't the key to an assured victory. More than anything, it was about patience. It was about waiting it out, defending for a chance at offense and picking your shots.
She leapt at me. I took two running stops and dropped into a slide, baseball style, slipping under her and rising back to my feet only to duck down and avoid a clubbing blow that probably would’ve taken my head off if it had connected. She swung at me again, and I stepped in taking the blow on the shoulder instead of the side of my head.
It was like being clubbed with a wrecking ball.
Whatever had Essie fought with the instincts of a half crazed animal. It swung for the fences every time, nothing was controlled or measured. I ducked or sidestepped every shot as it came towards me, compensating for my disadvantage in the speed department by constantly moving, making her work to adjust to my position and keeping her guessing as to where I’d be next.
I stepped to the side, a punch aimed at my gut only missed by inches. I realized that the wild animal act had been a total ruse the split second before her right hand connected with my jaw. She caught me just beneath my ear and a cloud of red-hot pain blossomed through my already aching head, sending torrents of agony running down my neck and into my shoulder. Spots danced in front of my eyes. I hit the ground about ten feet away, my breath knocked out of me in one massive rush of air.
I lay on my back on the cold concrete, blinking stupidly at the ceiling, too dazed to think. Sounds came to me from far off, the sound of footsteps, labored breathing, a slow undulating growl thick with phlegm and sickness. A shadow fell over me, and with it the knowledge that whatever came next was going to hurt. It was going to hurt a lot.
I fought to pull scraps of coherence together into something tangible. I tried to remember all the kindness Essie had shown me after my release from prison. I thought about the times we had camped under overpasses, in the Commons, anywhere we could find warmth. I thought about sharing food and stealing cigarettes, passing a cheap bottle of hooch back and forth while we panhandled before she'd quit drinking. I thought about staying up with her while she detoxed, helping her get through the worst of her addiction with sheer perseverance. I grabbed those memories and pulled them together, ramming them into a ball of resolve and choking it down in one large bitter pill.
This thing was going to kill me. It was going to do it while wearing the skin of one of the few people in recent memory that had shown me real kindness. I had literally sold my soul to keep from dying. I’d kill a friend to avoid that fate.
I sure as hell wasn’t going to die here.
I rolled onto my stomach and out of the way a split second before its fist crashed into the concrete where my head had been. Chips of splintered stone cut into my still aching cheek, tiny bee stings playing harmony to the much larger pain that had been inflicted upon my poor skull.
I pushed up to my hands and knees, and rather than stand, I launched with both legs driving my shoulder into her hips. Wrapping my arms around her waist, I let my momentum propel us both back to the floor. The thing holding Essie flailed, slamming her fists into my back and sides. This close they were damn near ineffectual without the leverage to put a good swing behind them. They still hurt, but it was a pain I could ignore.
She rolled on top of me, straddling my waist. My head snapped forward slamming into her nose. There was a loud crunch, a resounding echo of agony shooting through my skull. Blood splashed into my face, into my eyes. She gave a long, warbling growl of pain. I threw my hips up at the same time I rolled, reversing our positions. I wrenched my fingers into her hair and used her own seizure like thrashing against her. There was a dull thud as I slammed the back of her head into the concrete floor, and the toxic green eyes clouded over. I rammed her head back again, harder this time, and was rewarded with another crunch, her eyes returning to normal, to human.
“Jack-Jack?” Essie said, her voice thick and drunk sounding.
I hit her head against the floor one more time.
That did it.
I closed my eyes, gently easing her head down. I sat beside her on the floor for a long, silent moment. Her eyes, still open and unblinking, stared back at me.
I closed them with two fingers.
“Hands behind your head, asshole!”
I snapped my head towards the new voice and was instantly rewarded with another wave of dizziness.
A plain-clothes cop stood maybe twenty feet away. He had his badge hanging around his neck on one of those stainless steel beaded chains.
His gun was drawn and leveled on my head.
 

 




Chapter 2
 

I knew the drill. I closed my eyes and lay face down on the cement. I laced my fingers behind my head, and stayed as absolutely still as possible, mental images of a jumpy cop shooting me over a nervous twitch playing out in my head.
It was pretty safe to say that the deck was stacked against me. I was next to a dead body. I was covered in blood. Granted, some of it was mine. Most of it wasn’t. I was, at one time, a known associate of one of Boston’s more powerful criminal entrepreneurs. I had a record that ran back to my teenage years and carried more than its fair share of violent offenses. I had done federal time. There were no witnesses to attest to it being self-defense, and even if there was, chances were the word of a few homeless folks saying I had fought and killed a homeless bag lady in self-defense, was -to put it mildly- a stretch.
I’d go so far as to say I was good and well fucked.
I felt the creeping edges of despair welling up in my chest. I had spent the better part of my life bouncing in and out of juvenile halls and county or state lock ups of one stripe or another. I had died for crying out loud. I had literally died and come back, demon in tow, for what? For me to spend the rest of my life locked up in a cage like an animal?
Then again, maybe that’s exactly what I was. Maybe I was an animal.
I had just killed a woman who had shown me kindness. It had been self-defense, but I had taken another life and felt absolutely no remorse in doing it. I was more concerned with what was going to happen to me than I was the fact that I had just murdered my friend.
A part of me couldn’t help but wonder if this was what I deserved.
I opened my eyes. The cop looked to be in his mid-thirties and was carrying more than a bit of pudge around his waist. He was dressed in an off the rack suit that all but screamed in protest to his bulk. The flashing blue and red lights of his squad car slipped through the now open door and bathed his face in hellish shadows. He had the look of a veteran. It was in the way he carried himself, something in his eyes that was equal parts determination and wariness.
He kept his service revolver trained on me, each step cautious as he approached. He made sure to maintain enough distance to give him ample time to drop me if I decided to do something rash.
“I’d stay nice and still if I were you friend,” the cop said.
I followed his advice. My body thrummed with aches, waves of pain washing over my muscles and nerves with every heartbeat. The spot on my face where Essie had hit me danced to its own particular aching waltz, something fast and up tempo, maybe even jovial.
I felt the press of the gun barrel against the back of my skull. He smelled toxic, bathed in a near tangible cloud of sweat, cigarette smoke and cheap aftershave. He hefted himself over me, pushing his knee into the small of my back. On the plus side, I wasn’t subjected to his stench anymore since he was heavy enough that breathing was almost more trouble than it was worth. On the down side, it hurt like hell. He cuffed me with the sort of precision that comes with years of practice.
He holstered his gun and jerked me to my feet, using the cuffs for leverage. He patted me down in the same efficient, precise manner he had used when he cuffed me.
“You got a name?”
I didn’t answer him, instead turning my eyes back down towards Essie’s body. Blood had pooled around her, painting the cement black underneath the flashing strobes. She looked almost peaceful, despite the blood and pieces of flesh stuck in her few remaining teeth.
“I asked you a question,” he said.
“I heard you,” I said, still staring at Essie.
“So what’s your name then shithead?”
“Go fuck yourself.”
“Suit yourself, mister ‘go fuck yourself.’”
God bless cop humor.
He gave me a shove, jerking the hood of my sweatshirt away from my head and began perp-walking me towards the waiting squad car. Apparently budget cuts had left the detectives driving black and whites instead of those fancy sedans they always drove in the movies. This close, the pulsing lights were damn near blinding, each color change sending a spike of pain through my aching head. I tried to focus on keeping my head down and putting one foot in front of the other.
The cop didn’t bother helping me into the car. It took a fair bit of balance and concentration on my part to slide into the backseat without smacking my head against the door frame or falling over. The interior was like every other police cruiser I’d ever had the displeasure of being in. The air inside was heavy with the smell of sweat and cheap tree air fresheners. The back seat was hard, contoured plastic, a thick wall of bullet proof glass serving as a barricade between the front of the car and the passenger area. I leaned forward in the seat resting my head against the partition. Thankfully, he hadn’t bothered with the seat belt. My shoulders began to ache in time with my skull and the cuffs were biting into the tender skin on the inside of my wrists. All in all, it was a pretty damned miserable set of circumstances.
He slid into the driver’s seat a moment later, shutting off the reds and blues and bringing the car’s engine to life. In the glow of the dash lights, he looked older and more tired than he had moments before. He left the car idling and began typing into a cell phone he had resting on the dashboard.
“Hey,” he said.
I looked up at the same time the flash on his camera phone went off.
“The hell?”
“Easy son, just checking on something,” he said.
“Yeah? What’s that?”
“Nothing you need to concern yourself with.”
The phone chimed. He looked down at the screen. The tired look on his face vanished beneath a wide, toothy smile.
“God damn I’m good,” he said.
“I’m sorry?”
“Don’t worry about it,” he paused, checking the screen on his phone again. “Jack.”
I stared at him for a long moment. He broke eye contact, turning his attention to his phone again. I couldn’t see what he was typing from the back seat. The laptop beside him was closed, nestled safe and secure on its pedestal over the passenger seat. He hadn’t touched it. Call me crazy, but it was starting to seem like this was a man who wasn’t placing a whole lot of stock in procedure.
“How do you know my name?” I asked.
The cop cut his eyes to the rear-view and then back to the road as he pulled the car away from the curb.
“Hey. I asked you a question.”
“Yeah? I heard you,” he said.
“So?”
“So what?”
“You gonna answer me?”
“Need to know basis, Jack,” he said, punctuating the words with a sly smile.
We rode for the next few minutes in silence, the cop steering the car through Boston’s side streets with a casual ease. He glanced into the rear-view every few minutes, eyeballing me for a long moment before turning his attention back to the street.
I let my thoughts drift back over what had just happened. More importantly, I focused on what was going to happen to me and just how decidedly screwed I was. There really weren’t a whole lot of options. I could get out of the cuffs and escape. That wasn’t much of a problem. Granted, I’d have to kill the cop to do it. Again, not much of a problem. It was what came after that bothered me. The thought of Boston’s finest hunting me down for killing one of their own was something that just didn’t appeal to me at the moment.
“Jack. You’re not paying attention,” a girl’s voice said. It was musical, innocent, and never failed to creep me out, no matter how often I heard it.
I damn near jumped out of my skin. The little girl had appeared from out of nowhere. She looked maybe ten, twelve at the most. She was seated casually next to me on the back seat, her hands folded in her lap. Every single aspect of her was a stark, pure white; her lips, her hair, the dress she wore that always reminded me of something a kid would wear to mass on Easter Sunday. Even her eyes were like two pools of perfect, liquid ivory.
“Hello Alice,” I said.
She was flawless and doll-like, her face set with wide, expressive eyes, a little upturned nose, and Cupid’s bow lips. I cut my eyes toward the rear view, to see if the cop was watching. He wasn’t, his attention was focused on the road.
“I hate it when you do that,” I said.
She shrugged.
“And?”
I gave off an exasperated sigh.
“You’re not paying attention,” she said again. “Where. Who. What. Why. Though, I guess how would be via car. No, not paying attention at all.”
She let the last statement hang in the air, held up by her own sigh, though hers was a bit more disappointed sounding.
“Alice, what the fuck are you talking about?”
I cut my eyes back up, checking the rear view to see if the cop was paying attention yet. He was staring, a brow quirked as he watched me talk to, as far as he could tell, myself. He couldn’t see Alice. As far as I knew, I was the only one that actually could see the little demon. I had always just chalked it up as part of the deal, that the only evidence of Alice existing here on this mortal coil was the contract engraved in my skin. To the cop, I figured I probably looked like any random homeless crazy, one of several hundred he’d picked up in his long, illustrious career. Except he knew my name, and that was really bothering me. I had a reputation, true, but I didn’t think it extended that far.
“Hey. Pipe down back there.” The cop growled.
I ignored him.
“Well?” I asked her.
Alice’s presence had me on edge almost as much as her hints that I had missed something that was probably glaringly obvious. I suppose it was entirely plausible. I’d had a hell of a go at it the past hour or so, what with possessed friends trying to eat me and being arrested and all. I tried to take stock of my situation. I was still in Boston, still under arrest, still in a cop car on my way to a cage with nothing more to look forward to than three hots and a cot and a rather burly cellmate with a soft spot for yours truly.
She just stared at me.
“I got nothing,” I said finally.
“Jack. The police station is in the opposite direction. You haven’t been read your rights. You were arrested by a plainclothes officer. He didn’t call this in, nor has he touched his computer.”
I blinked. She was right. We were heading away from Police Headquarters. We were still downtown, but we were heading south. The cop who had arrested me hadn’t even identified himself as a police officer, let alone read me my rights or touched his radio to call it in. I had been too concerned with how fucked I could be as opposed to how fucked I actually was.
The line of thinking led to even more questions. Why had a plainclothes officer been patrolling a place that was a known haunt for the homeless? It was plausible that he was off duty, or maybe he was investigating something, but not this late at night. Plainclothes usually meant detective, or at least someone with some rank. They were at home in their suburban cookie cutter houses with their two point three kids and dog well before dinnertime, not out rounding up assholes like me. Better yet, who had he been texting? Further, why was this asshole taking my picture?
“Oh, goodie. He gets it,” Alice said, her voice a flat monotone.
Something was wrong here, really wrong. Alice had pointed out the holes and alarm bells started going off in my head like air raid sirens. My brain squirmed and tried to figure its way towards a solution. I really didn’t care any more about the why. My gut was telling me that now was a good time to get as far away from Mister John E. Lawman as possible.
That said, I was going to have to be patient with whatever I decided to do. We were easing onto the freeway and if it came to a fight in a moving vehicle chances were better than average we’d both be maimed in some horrible crash. I could probably snap the cuffs and then just kick through the window and jump. Unfortunately, the thought of hitting asphalt at seventy miles per hour wasn’t exactly appealing to me either.
“Hey Officer,” I said, settling back into my plastic seat.
“It’s detective.”
“Right, anyways. So, Officer, we lost?” I asked.
“Nope. Gonna make a quick pit stop.”
“Long way to go for a piss and a doughnut. The station’s about two miles that way,” I said, nodding my head to indicate behind us.
“Yep,” he answered, glaring at me in the rear view.
“So, where we going?”
“Got a friend interested in having a little sit down with you, that’s all.”
“Oh? Do tell?”
He grinned widely, yellowed teeth reflected back at me.
I really wanted to hit him.
“Jack, this is…” Alice said from beside me.
“Yeah, I know,” I said cutting her off. I turned my attention back to the cop in front of me. “So, like I said, where are we going?”
“Brockton. You have a date.”
I lifted both eyebrows, curious.
“Really? Who’s the lucky lady?”
“Wouldn’t you like to know?”
I felt the air stirring before I was able to muster up a witty reply. It was a subtle change, a slight rise in temperature, the smell of ozone like before a lightning strike. Someone was gathering power, a lot of it, and fast. Whatever was coming, it was going to be nasty, it was going to be noisy, and if past experience held true - it was going to be painful.
For me to feel it, it had to be close. I wasn’t a wizard or witch by any stretch of the imagination. Truth be told, most of them could wipe the floor with me. They packed a hell of a lot of mojo, and I couldn’t even begin to understand how it worked. Fact of the matter was, it did and to great effect. Hell, I’d read once there was a guy in Chicago who could level entire city blocks with fireballs.
The van slid up beside us, matching our speed and all but invisible in the darkness. The lights were off -including the interior lights- which I put together when I saw the cargo door in the side had already been flung open. A figure was seated on the van’s floor, barely discernible, a shadow amongst shadows.
The cop was oblivious. He was texting again. Go figure.
I broke the handcuffs, snapping the little metal bars that held the bracelets together. I reached up grabbing the seatbelt and drug it across my lap, managing to buckle up just before all hell broke loose.
A wall of water slammed into the side of the squad car. My window blew inwards, drenching me instantly. Tiny square bullets of safety glass, the remnants of my window, peppered my face. The force of the impact almost ripped me out of the seat. A thick band of pain slammed across my thighs and chest, snapping against my ribs and sucking the air out of me. The cop jerked the wheel hard to his left, towards the van, trying to correct the swerve.
He failed. Miserably.
There was a moment of weightlessness as the cruiser went airborne. It was a single long second where outside, the horizon tilted and then twisted upside down on its axis. It was almost peaceful hanging in the air and watching as the pavement rose to meet us.
And then everything exploded. There was a sound like a mortar going off, an ear shattering symphony of warping metal and shattering glass as the car succumbed to the laws of gravity. The seat belt jerked again, hard, a two-inch line of pain and constriction crossing over my chest and my lap. My head snapped, bringing another loud flair of pain from my jaw only to be dwarfed a second later when my head collided with the hard plastic of the seat behind me.
The car rolled once more, smashing me against the door with equal amounts of vicious force and whip crack momentum. It finally settled on its roof thirty feet away from where some asshole had sent a pocket-sized tsunami up our collective asses.
I blinked, fighting through waves of pain and disorientation. The seatbelt held me suspended upside down, pulling tight across my already battered body. I put one hand against the roof, bracing myself and took stock of my injuries. For the most part I was whole. I had a few cuts from broken safety glass. There would be a nasty seatbelt shaped bruise across my chest and lap, but nothing seemed to scream broken bone, internal bleeding, or imminent death which was a plus. I’d be perfectly fine in less than half an hour. The marks would all be gone within a day, two tops.
All things considered, aside from a nasty headache, I was pretty damn lucky.
The cop, not so much. It would seem I wasn’t the only one he had forgotten to buckle in. He was breathing, albeit weakly. His legs were twisted at opposite odd angles and pinned by the steering column. Blood covered most of his face and I could see a few spots where teeth had been moments before through his parted lips. He was facing me, eyes opening and closing with a slow, dazed fascination.
“Jack,” Alice said, flickering into view on the street, just outside my now shattered window. She was seated Indian style, and seemed completely uninterested in my shitty state of affairs. “I’m glad you’re not dead.”
“I can tell how absolutely excited you are Alice. Really. I can,” I muttered.
Holding myself up with one arm, I undid the seat belt and flopped over onto my side, as opposed to my head. I lay there for a moment, fighting off a wave of nausea. Once I was sure I wasn’t going to vomit all over myself, I began to worm my way out through the shattered window.
“I’m glad you can acknowledge that,” she said.
I glared at her. Behind her, I could see the van skid to a stop. Thankfully traffic was almost non-existent this late, or else we’d have gotten run over while this whole fucked up scene played itself out. A woman jumped out of the side door, the motion one of quick feline grace. She was taller than me, with thick red hair and a body built out of compact muscle. She wore a simple green tank top and black jeans over heavy boots. She walked towards me, chanting quietly to her self. There were small, bleeding cuts on the inside of her forearms, the blood running down over her hands and dripping from her fingertips to the pavement.
I made out the words “Goddess” and “Cleanse” a moment before Alice’s face registered a look of total surprise and the little demon vanished.
Weakness washed over me. Everything went fuzzy, slowly shifting in and out of focus. My stomach heaved and emptied itself on the asphalt in a thick, lurching retch. I tried to fight my way to my feet but my muscles failed me. I collapsed in a broken heap at the redhead's feet.
It took me a minute to realize I couldn’t understand what language the woman was speaking. Because of Alice, I was able to understand any spoken language on the planet, and some that weren’t. I should have been able to understand what she was saying as easily as if I was hearing English.
I couldn’t understand a damned word of it.
It finally dawned on me what she had done and the copper taste of fear replaced the taste of bile in my mouth. There are only two things that can really hurt me. I mean really and truly do me harm that I can't recover from. One was holy objects, those things infused with faith over time. Not the symbol, but the pure faith that’s put into them by their owner through years of prayer and turmoil and hope. A rosary, for example, held and prayed over for years would be able to burn my skin like a branding iron. The other thing was blessed earth, be it Christian, Buddhist, Wiccan whatever. As long as someone with pure, true faith had consecrated the ground, it was anathema to everything that Alice was and left me cut off from her power.
The redhead had just blessed the patch of road we were all standing on, and she had done it in less than a minute flat.
Because of it, I was just another average human. Alice kept me exactly as I was the moment I had sold my soul and my spirit had returned to my body. I didn’t get sick. My body didn't age at the same rate as a normal person. I’d pretty much keep on trucking until I met whatever it was that ended up doing me in or I managed to get a few centuries under my belt. That said, I had been a heroin addict when I died. When my soul returned to my body, I'd been in a coma for days without heroin. Without Alice to stave it off, I was going to going to come down with a serious case of dope sick in rather short order.
 

 




Chapter 3
 

“Nice ta’ see yer still breathin’,” the redhead said, standing over me. She had a thick Cockney British accent. “I was really ‘opin I wasn’t gonna ‘ave to carry you.”
I stood up weakly, using the overturned patrol car for support. I pulled the hood of my sweatshirt back up to obscure my scarred face. I could already feel the familiar pull of addiction returning. A steady pressure, like a single finger pushing agony into my brain at the base of my skull. In a matter of hours it would be an all-consuming misery, wracking my body with need. I did my best to shove it to the periphery of my thoughts and focus on the woman instead. It only half worked.
“Carry me huh?” I said, turning my head and spitting blood and bile onto the pavement. “Lady, it ever occur to you that maybe I’m not interested in going, be it carried or otherwise, anywhere with you?”
“Oh? That’s funny. I didn’t recall you ‘avin much of a choice in the matter boyo,” she said with a cold smile.
I pushed myself off the car, still shaking internally from the crash. It felt like every one of my organs had been rearranged, liver in place of kidneys, stomach up around the lungs. I had to fight the urge to throw up again.
I took stock of the situation and pretty much instantly decided I hated my life. If I tried to make a break for it, aside from the fact I could barely walk, I was pretty sure Lady Poseidon here would find reason to strongly object. More than likely, she'd object via another of those well placed mini-tsunamis. Throwing down wasn’t an option. I could barely stand, let alone hope to go toe-to-toe with her in a fight. Given what she had done to the car, I had no doubt that she could do something equally nasty to me in regards to bodily harm if the urge struck her. Even at full mojo, she was probably more than I could handle.
On the plus side, I didn’t think she wanted me dead. If she did she could have just lit me up as I was crawling out of the car’s wreckage, before I had a chance to even defend myself. Instead, she had cut me off from Alice, which led me to believe she had an idea of what she was dealing with. The fact that she was talking instead of killing, also meant she was taking me at least a little seriously. I tried really hard to consider that a point in my favor, especially when I took stock of what I was dealing with.
“You’re a witch.”
“An’ yer possessed of a crackin’ intellect aren’t ya?”
“Right. So, if I refuse?” I asked.
“I’ll beat ya ‘bout yer ‘ead an’ neck till ya agree that neither one of us wants to be standin ‘ere when his friends show up,” she nodded towards the cop, “be they in blue or otherwise. So, can we pretty please, with sugar and a cherry on top, get the fuck out of here?”
I looked back at the cop and sighed in resignation.
She offered me a winning smile, nearly luminescent with cheer and pearly whites.
I climbed into the van.
“Good boy.”
The interior was bare, save for the two front seats and a few fast food wrappers and empty soda cans. The driver looked about two days out from actually getting his license. He was pudgy, dressed in black slacks and a white dress shirt stained with sweat. He was focused on the road. He didn’t say a word, or even so much as look in my direction, as I damn near crawled to the back and collapsed against the far wall. The woman climbed in a minute later, holding a black box about the size of a hardcover book in her hand.
She took a seat Indian style across from me, the box in her lap. For a few moments we said nothing, staring across the expanse of space between us. We let the sound of the van’s tires against the road and the rumble of its engine fill the air.
Even in the gloom I could see she was pretty. There was something about her, something that was more than physical that lent to her attractiveness in intangible ways. It was a vibe, if you will. She had a sort of innocence, something childlike and wondrous that echoed in her eyes. At the same time, she held herself with a dangerous, feline like poise. It was disconcerting.
“What’s that?” I asked, nodding towards the box in her lap. The motion made my head swim.
“This?” she said, holding it up. “This is me keeping our mugs off the telly.”
“Okay?”
“It’s the hard drive for the cop car’s camera system,” the kid up front said, his voice rumbling before cracking into bat frequency. He blushed and turned his attention more forcefully towards the road. I couldn’t see where we were from where I was sitting and I didn’t really feel up to moving and finding out.
“Mind handing me my bag, Richie?” the woman asked the driver. He tossed her a black backpack from the front of the van without looking back. It hit the floor a few feet away. She reached over, pulling it into her lap and began looking through it.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“Be patient. Dun wanna ruin the surprise.”
“Yay. Another surprise,” I deadpanned. “So let’s try this. Who the hell are you?”
She pulled a few of those wet naps you get at wing places out of the bag and began wiping the dried blood off her arm.
“Better question,” she said without looking at me, “ya know who that was that ‘ad ya?”
“Yeah. The police.”
“Obviously, but more specific?”
She tossed the wet naps, now a coppery brown in the bag and took out a roll of gauze and a small jar. She spent a moment rubbing some sort of balm over her wounds, the smell of it reminding me of dead leaves and wood smoke. After lathering herself up, she began wrapping the gauze tightly around her arms, one roll around each forearm, starting near the crease of her elbow and wrapping towards her wrists. She moved with the precision of practice. It took her less than a minute to wrap the wounds.
I shrugged.
“Oy,” she said, conveying disgust in the single syllable. She tossed the gauze back in the bag and pushed it along the floor towards the front of the van and out of her way.
“I have no idea,” I said.
“Detective Marshall Newton. We’ve ‘ad ‘is mobile wired for months. We jus’ pulled yer arse outta the fire big time mate.”
“Okay?” I said, trying to follow the logic train and failing in reasonably short order.
“He worked for Adam,” Richie, the driver chimed in.
I took a minute to wrap my head around everything. Several years ago, before I went to prison I worked for a criminal named Mister Lin. He ran most of Boston’s prostitution and drugs. I was, in essence, his go-to man for putting an emphasis on certain decrees. One of those had been to send a message to Adam, a vampire. I sent the message by lighting his Childe, Miranda, on fire. Adam caught me and gave me one week to find him a suitable replacement. I went to prison two days later. Apparently, he was still holding a grudge. I always wondered why he didn’t have me offed in prison. Guess he wanted to do the honors himself.
Even better, now I was riding in a van with two people whose names I didn’t know, who could bug a police officer’s cell phone, and to top it all off, one was a witch that could toss around massive amounts of water without so much as breaking a sweat. Yep, there was only one word to sum the whole situation up.
“Fuck,” I said finally.
“Indeed,” she said.
We drove the rest of the way in silence. I kept waiting for Alice to reappear, for the feeling of rejuvenation that would accompany her. I waited for my muscles to become wired with life again, for the pain to melt away from my jaw, my sides, my stomach. More than anything, I wanted the nagging itch in my skull, the pressure on my temples to die away. I wanted the noose of addiction around my neck to loosen, even for just a second. Unfortunately, it was only getting tighter. It just wasn't happening.
Apparently a van could be consecrated as holy ground. Who knew?
Our destination turned out to be Saint Cecilia’s in Boston. As churches go, from the exterior it was nothing spectacular. It looked like a cross between a factory and a castle, built with bricks the color of rust and shadowed by much larger and more modern buildings. An arched stone doorway, wreathed in what looked like maybe granite or marble, though truthfully I had no idea, stood out on one corner.
We parked across the street, and sliding out the side door of the van I could feel the sort of vibe that radiates off old churches. It was a feeling of warmth, of comfort, but at the same time an alien sense of distance. It was like there was something inside that would never be attainable, something invisible and intangible but every bit real. Overhead, the sky had begun to lighten as dawn approached and star bursts of sunlight flashed off the church’s windows. For a minute I wobbled on my feet feeling weak and drained. Every inch of my body hurt. My skin felt like it wanted to crawl over itself, turn inside out and shrink all at the same time.
I wanted heroin. Badly.
Richie hopped out of the van and keeping his head down, hands in his pockets, headed for the church.
“Seriously?” I asked, looking to the redhead when she hopped out behind me. “You took me to church?”
“I just work here,” she said with a shrug, and started towards the church.
The interior of Saint Cecilia was a far cry from its exterior. Where as the outside is a throwback to something almost Dickensian in stature, the inside could only be described as opulent. Hardwood floors echoed underfoot as we walked, the polished wood casting a soft glow that was reflected from hanging globes. Arches and columns gave the impression of space and old world charm. Everywhere murals smiled down at me. Pictures of angels, saints and the like were all holding me under watchful eye.
It made me damned uncomfortable.
The woman, whose name I still didn't know, led me through the church and towards the confessional. She opened the far right door, commonly reserved for the priest and reached under the bench seat that lined the narrow back wall. The wall swung inward, seat and all to reveal a stone stairway. I quirked a brow, so many tasteless jokes running through my head.
“After you,” she said, making a gesture towards the door.
“In for a penny… ” I muttered.
I went through the door, turning slightly sideways to fit through the opening. A set of stone stairs led downwards, the light coming from naked bulbs hung every ten feet or so in the ceiling. The air grew heavier, colder as we descended. The smell of dust intertwined with the damp, moldy smell that seemed to be a staple in every basement. The stairs ended in a long hallway, opening up to be wide enough for two people standing shoulder to shoulder. Maggie brushed past me once again taking the lead. The hall ended after about a hundred feet in a large wooden doorway, all thick lumber and wrought iron. She approached the door and knocked once.
The door swung inward and she ushered me inside. I blinked, my eyes adjusting to the more modern fluorescent light set in the ceiling. The room was sparse, furnished with only two couches, two chairs, and a coffee table. The floor was lush carpet, the walls a bone jarring white. A crucifix hung on one wall, beside it, a Star of David, beside that the star and crescent of Islam. More religious iconography that I wasn’t familiar with joined them making a line of finely crafted religious symbolism. It reminded me of those “Coexist” bumper stickers.
Three men were seated on the couch. One was older, probably in his mid to late forties. His face was framed with two spiraling locks. A thick, wiry beard the color of coal dust burst from his chin. His clothing was all black, from his shoes to the wide brimmed hat he wore atop his head. The second man was probably around my age and wore a beard as well. It was much shorter and well-kept than his compatriot, but was a similar inky black in color. He wore plain Middle Eastern style clothing with a knit cap over his hair. His skin was the color of coffee, eyes watery beneath bushy brows.
The third, I knew. Father Hernandez. Father Hernandez was one of the priests at Saint Cecilia’s and ran their homeless outreach programs. He came around every few days in a white van handing out free meals, arranging a place to sleep for people when the weather got rough, and just generally doing the good, charitable works of the church. He was of medium build, though he was all muscle, and possessed classic Hispanic features. He wore the black clothing and white collar of his office, a pair of wire rimmed glasses over eyes that looked way too tired, despite the laugh lines at their corners.
The witch closed the door behind me and leaned against it, crossing her arms over her chest.
Father Hernandez studied me in silence for a long moment.
“Hello Jack,” he said.
“Padre,” I said with a nod. “Care to tell me exactly what the holy blue hell is going on here?”
“Please, take a seat.” He motioned towards an empty chair.
I narrowed my eyes on him and tried my best to steady the shake that had settled into my hands. I really wanted to sit down. Hell, I wanted to lie down and take a nap for about the next six years.
I stood there, shaking and wavering on my feet.
Hernandez sighed.
“This is Rabbi Josef Yavetta,” he said motioning towards the man in the hat, “and Imam Aahil Al Dossari. You’ve met Margaret. Gentleman, this is Jack, the man I’ve spoken to you about.”
Even feeling like hammered shit, it took everything I had not to make the obvious corny joke about the Rabbi, the Imam, and the Priest.
“Oy. It’s Maggie,” she said. “Margaret makes me sound like an old spinster.”
“Apologies my dear,” Hernandez said.
“Could you, um, remove your hood away from your face please?” Yavetta said. His voice was hinted with a touch of a Russian accent, or maybe Polish. I could never tell.
I pulled the hood back from my face. Both Yavetta and Al Dossari leaned forward, eyes locked on my face. For a minute, I had to fight the urge to squirm. At almost the exact same time their jaws dropped open. Apparently they’re teaching infernal in all the Ivy league divinity schools nowadays. I felt grossly inadequate all of a sudden.
“Gentlemen?” Hernandez asked.
Yavetta and Dossari fell into a quick, quiet conversation in a language I couldn’t understand. They looked at him and nodded in what I was guessing was approval.
“Jack, I’m guessing you’re wondering why you’re here.”
“I’m wondering a lot of things at the moment, Padre.”
“Then ask,” he said.
“Alright. Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why all this?” I asked. “Why the dramatic snatch and grab? Why drag me here? Padre, you’ve known me for years. If you wanted to talk, you could’ve just asked.”
“It’s a long story. I’ll try to do the best I can though.”
“I’d appreciate that.”
“Let me answer your question with a question first then. Are you familiar with the Inquisition?”
“Sure, bunch of religious nuts burnt anything at the stake that they didn’t approve of, agree with, or find to their liking basically. Usually it was people that didn’t see things their way. That about the sum of it?”
“Yes and no. Regardless, the point of the matter is that while the Inquisition had its fair share of faults-”
“Oy, they ‘ad their fair share a faults alright,” Maggie said.
“Despite its faults,” Hernandez continued, casting a chastising glare towards Maggie, “it did in fact serve a purpose.”
“And that was?” I asked.
“To root out the enemies of God. However, more importantly, it allowed us to send a message to those things that weren’t meant for this world and the humans that consorted with them.”
“Or the ones that made deals with them,” Al Dossari chimed in.
I cut my eyes towards him in my best misery fueled glare.
He didn’t seem too impressed.
“We were able to show the demons, the faeries, the vampires, the shape shifting monstrosities, and all the rest, that we were no longer prey. That we could and would, if pushed, fight back. We had to show them that the days of man playing the role of food were over. It worked. We were able to recover lands that were rightfully ours and put an end to being enslaved to things that have no place on this earth.” He paused for a moment, genuine disappointment in his tone when he spoke again. “Unfortunately, as with any war, there were casualties.”
“That’s all fine and good but you haven’t answered my question.”
“Right, yes. After the Inquisition, the Church was understandably stained. Yet, those enemies still remained. Thus the Ordo Cinderis was created. The Order of the Ashes, risen from the remnants of the Inquisition and operating without ties to any larger body that would be required to answer for its actions, a multi-faith brotherhood united under the banner of turning evil against itself, in service to God. To turn sinners, without hope of salvation, against their own.”
“Uh huh. So, once more, why the fuck am I here?”
“You’re a sinner,” Yavetta said.
“I’m sorry?”
“Because, Mister Jack, you’ve been recruited,” Al Dossari said.
“Well, you guys can all go right ahead and fuck yourselves. How’s that?” I said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”
I stood up. Maggie didn’t move. She stared at me, a look of mild amusement painted on her features.
“I’m afraid that’s not an option now. As I was saying, you’ve been recruited.”
“And I’m telling you that I refuse.”
“You are more than welcome to refuse. Though, I want you to bear something in mind Jack.”
“What’s that?”
“We aren’t giving you a choice.”
“Is that right?”
“Very much so, Jack. We know more about you than you do, things that would make your life quite difficult should you decide to work against us as opposed to for us,” Hernandez said.
I stared at him.
“You don’t believe me,” Hernandez said, and I could hear the hint of a smile creeping into his voice. “Would you like me to prove it?”
“By all means,” I muttered. It was getting hard to focus. My head felt wrong, overweight and about ten sizes too big. It felt like a snake had slithered its way into my skull and begun constricting around my brain. I was starting to get past the point of pain, past the point of want. I was heading into full-blown, soul crushing need.
“We know that the vampire Adam is actively looking for you now, as evidenced by your little altercation earlier this evening. We know that given your predilection towards violence and your harrowing escape earlier that the police very well may take a very active interest in your whereabouts once the detective wakes up and your fingerprints are found in his car. We also know the full name of the demon to which your soul is bound.” Hernandez paused for effect before continuing. “Her true full name and we have a very, very powerful witch. I’m assuming you know what that means.”
I glared at him. Having Alice’s true name, something I wasn’t even entirely sure of myself, would allow her to be exorcised. An exorcism could very well send her straight back to the pit, no passing go, and no collecting two hundred dollars. Since my soul was bound to her essence, it’d drag me right down with her.
“You’re bluffing.”
“Are we?” Yavetta asked.
“Information is power, Mr. Draughn,” Al Dossari said quietly. Well, the bastard knew my name, at least.
“Let’s assume for a moment that we are bluffing. Let me put this into a more concrete perspective for you,” Hernandez said. “Alikelvairya.”
Alice’s true name echoed in my head, reverberating with its own kind of inherent power. For a long moment, I couldn’t speak. Hernandez had succeeded in his goal. He’d put my situation into a crystalline clear sort of perspective. That perspective said pretty blatantly that I didn’t have much in the way of options. I was going to have to play ball.
“I believe he understands his situation,” Yavetta said.
“This is bullshit,” I said, my voice swollen with resignation.
“Perhaps it is bullshit, though I prefer to view it as the will of Allah. I am glad that it seems you are aware of your options now and that we will not be forced into drastic measures,” Al Dossari said.
“Don't think of it as a punishment, Jack. Consider it a chance to atone for past sins. You’ll be taken care of, given a place to live, a modest allowance of money for basic necessities,” Hernandez said.
“Peachy.”
Maggie stepped up beside me locking her eyes to mine. She didn’t say anything, just stared for a long moment before turning her attention to the three holy men.
I tore at the situation, but I knew I didn’t have a way out. I sighed, running a hand through my hair, pushing it back from my face. The least I could do was try and figure out something useful from all this.
For a minute, I thought about asking for drugs. They could, hell they should, at least do that for me. I wouldn’t be much use to them in the shape I was in now. I closed my eyes and wedged my willpower against my addiction, fighting it down the best I could.
“I have one condition. One condition and one question.”
Hernandez raised one bushy eyebrow and nodded.
“Essie deserves a funeral. A real funeral.”
The three men looked between each other, before Hernandez turned back to me and nodded.
“That can be arranged,” he said.
“Right. Now, why me? Why me specifically?”
“Who said it was you, specifically, that we were interested in?” Al Dossari asked.
“What's that supposed to mean?”
“It means that we're not as interested in you, as we are your friend. It just so happens that you two are a package deal,” Hernandez said, matter of fact.
Great. Alice.
I tried to stand, and probably would’ve fallen if Maggie hadn’t helped support me. My stomach did flip flops, my head pounding. Every inch of my body felt like it was being scorched and doused with ice water, all at the same time. I ran a hand over my face and it came back wet with sweat.
“Just so you’re aware, I’m probably going to be pretty pissed at you three when this is all said and done. Just keep that in mind.”
Yavetta actually smirked. Bastard.
“Come on, I’ll show ya to your room,” Maggie said and turned, pulling the door open. She cast a quick glance behind us towards The Three on the couch. For a moment, something flickered across her features. It was a quick tightening around her eyes; a hard stress on her lips and then it was gone.
“I’ll fill ya in on your first assignment.”
 

 




Chapter 4
 

My room was in the corner of the church’s legitimate basement. It was small, barely big enough to hold a tiny bed and desk. The foot of the bed was meant to serve double duty as a desk chair. The walls were bare, unpainted. A simple wooden crucifix hung over the bed. The light came from a single bare bulb suspended from the ceiling.
“‘Ere ya are. Yer suite,” Maggie said.
“Better than I’ve had recently.”
I turned to face her and was struck again by just how naturally attractive she was. The light brought out the copper color of her hair and played over the slight dimple in her cheek. She walked past me, and I could smell her perfume. It reminded me of summer, of flowers warmed in the early afternoon heat. For a minute, I almost felt normal again, losing myself in those scents. A part of my brain revolted, though, hitting me in the face with rationality. She was a witch. Chances were, whatever this was that made her look so damn appealing, was every bit as much a spell as it was her natural looks.
She pulled a manila office folder off the desk and held it out to me. I took it. At some point, she had removed the bandages she’d applied to her arms in the van. The cuts on her arms were gone, her skin a crisscrossing fishnet pattern of thin, pink scars.
Given what I’d seen her do earlier, I wasn’t surprised.
I didn’t so much sit on the bed as collapse into it. It was about as comfortable as a slab of concrete. Comfy or not, it was a bed, an actual bed, in a warm room. Both were something I hadn’t been able to enjoy for quite some time. I stretched out, propping my back against the corner and closed my eyes, savoring it.
“E’rything ya need to know is in there,” Maggie said.
I’d almost forgotten I was holding the folder.
I opened my eyes and flipped through the folder. There were four police reports inside, each telling a different story, each story united by a single common thread. A suspended police officer had opened fire on a group of squatters before turning his gun on himself. A sixty-year-old wino killed two of his drinking buddies, beating them to death with his bare hands. A sixteen-year-old girl, a runaway, attacked another homeless man without provocation. She ripped his throat out. With her teeth. She was found dead, an hour later from a stroke. The last one was a woman, early twenties. Witnesses claimed to see her put her hand through another girl’s chest. She had been captured and was currently undergoing psychiatric care. They had all happened in the last thirty-six hours. There was one, unnerving common thread - witnesses claimed that the assailants’ eyes had been glowing green.
“Jesus,” I said, flipping back through the police reports. Little body shaped diagrams marked with notations dictating injury type and locations stared back at me.
“‘Ardly.”
I took a long slow breath, trying to clear my head and look past the raging mass of exposed nerves my body had become.
“This is so fucked up,” I said finally.
“Can’t disagree there. So what’re ya thinking?”
“About?”
She nodded towards the folder.
“I don’t know. I’m distracted and, surprise-surprise, not exactly a trained investigator.”
“Try,” she said.
I flipped through the pages again. It was hard to focus, the words shifting from blurred to perfect clarity and back again. The sound of my pulse hammered in my ears.
I took a deep, steadying breath.
“I don’t think it’s someone like me if that helps. If it were, then this thing couldn’t be in so many different places. Contracts don’t work like that. If I had to wager a guess, I’d say some kind of possession, ghost or spirit maybe. Doesn’t seem like a demon would go through all the trouble of taking over someone’s personality only to give it up so quick.”
“And a ghost would?”
“I have no idea. I’m not exactly a scholar on this kind of thing. I’m half making this shit up as I go.”
“Spectacular.”
“You asked.”
“So how do you know it’s not someone like you?” she asked.
“Because it wouldn’t be able to jump around like that, to different people. This is on the assumption that it’s an ‘it’ and not a ‘them’, but a contract binds the soul to the essence of the demon. They become inseparable, it’s the first part of a Becoming.”
“A what?”
“Becoming. Soul, then body, and then mind. Soul ties the demon here, keeps them out of the limbo of purgatory. Body gives them a vessel, it’s prep work for the mind, demon makes the last deal and gets the mind. That’s it, you become a backseat driver in your own head until you just.... fade away. That much I do know about. Each step carries a mark.”
“What kind of mark?”
“Scar, tattoo, something that contains the contract.”
“So, that?” she motioned towards my face, or rather, the scars of demonic script covering it.
“Yep. Subtlety isn’t my demon’s strong suit,” I said, wrapping my arms around my stomach. It felt like someone had poured ice water in my gut. My jaw and shoulder tuned up to a new crescendo of ache. I took another long, deep breath and tried to focus on the conversation.
“And how deep are you?”
“Soul.”
“Uh huh. There a lot of idiots like you?”
I shrugged.
“Well, let me ask you this,” she said.
I ignored her and set the folder on the bed. She was talking, but I didn’t hear it. I couldn’t take it anymore. The more I had tried to dismiss it the more the craving beat against the bars of its cage. It had finally broken free. If I didn’t get out of here it felt like my brain was going to vibrate out of my skull. I needed to get out of this church. There was no room left for debate. If they wanted my help they could give me that right? I deserved it; I was going to put my life on the line for them. I had listened to their offer; I had fought to ignore it that long. I couldn’t keep doing it. I needed heroin or Alice and there wasn’t any room left for debate.
“I can’t stay here,” I said finally.
“Eh?”
“I can’t stay here. It’s... I’m...” I sighed, trying to get a handle on the frustration and urgency pushing at my words. Deep breath. Pause. Try again. “I’m going insane here. I can’t be inside a church, it’s not healthy for me.”
Maggie smirked.
“Seriously, please. Can we go for a walk, something? Anything?” Even to me my voice sounded whiny and desperate, kicked up an octave or two. My hands were shaking.
Maggie stared at me. Her eyes softened for a moment. She pursed her lips, drawing them into a tight line across her face.
“Please?”
“No,” she said finally.
Desperation morphed into anger. I stood up, or tried to rather, a wave of cramps rolling through my muscles. I collapsed back against the bed, my head thumping off the wall.
“God damn it! Please. You owe me this,” I cried desperately.
She moved quick, bursting into motion and grabbing my shirt. If I hadn’t been cut off from Alice, it would’ve seemed comically slow. Broken and hurting though, I didn’t even realize what was happening until she was nose to nose with me, that warm, summery perfume rolling over my senses in a heady wave. It seemed to have grown stronger with her mood. Her eyes were narrowed, burning with rage. Her face, once soft, had sharpened with anger.
“Listen mate. Let’s get down to brass tacks ‘ere, so yer complete and thorough on exactly what you’re owed.”
I reached out, struggling to push her away. She slapped me, hard. I could feel the warm spot rising up on my already aching jaw.
“Yer owed not a damned thing. Matter of fact, way I see it, you owe me an I’m collectin’. I ain’t the slightest bit crazy about ‘avin to be saddled with a junkie, but there’s bigger things goin' on ‘ere than poor Jack,” she said, contempt dripping from her words.
She shoved me back on the bed. For a long moment, she stood over me terrifying and beautiful.
“Ya got that?”
“Please… just a walk? That’s all I’m asking for.”
She damn near growled at me.
“Yer fuckin’ pathetic.”
She turned and left, slamming the door behind her. A second later I heard the snap of a heavy lock.
I lay there for the next hour, or maybe it was five minutes. I really couldn’t tell. With no clock the time seemed to stretch and then constrict, a minute turning into an hour and an hour turning into a second. My whole body ached, begging and pleading for just a second’s worth of peace.
I picked up the folder, holding it in trembling hands. I needed something, anything, to take my mind off what I was feeling.
I took a deep breath, fighting to keep my focus. It felt like an animal had been set loose in my stomach and was currently trying to claw its way out through my throat. My skin burned. My thoughts raced. For a long moment, I wasn’t able to do anything more than stare blankly at the paper and shake. I swallowed and it felt like moving a lump of concrete down my esophagus. I managed to compose myself enough to try and draw lines between each report mentally.
I’m no expert in possessions, demonic or otherwise, but having Alice around and being somewhat of a supernatural… thing, I’d learned more than my fair share about the things that go bump in the night. I had a general idea about what they could do, what they couldn’t, what rules they had. With vampires, for example, sunlight didn’t kill them. It just made them really sluggish, forcing them into a near death like state. Prolonged exposure to direct light would burn them, pretty badly, but it wouldn’t out-and-out cause them to erupt into towering pillars of flame. I knew about the rules that governed them, how a duel was the next best thing to trial lawyers to settle a dispute. I knew that the Fae were lying little fucks concerned with little more than their own naked self-interest, or that shifters didn't have to have a full moon to change and weren't limited to the classic wolf.
What I didn’t get was how this thing was jumping back and forth from body to body. Or for that matter, why if was doing it.
I tossed the folder on the desk, too frustrated and distracted to think and I settled back on the bed. I closed my eyes, crossing my arms under my head and tried to ignore the feeling of being gnawed apart by my own nerves.
I woke up when Maggie came in. Her hair was damp and combed back from her face. She wore a pair of jeans, hiking boots, and a loose fitting t-shirt under a black leather jacket. She had a messenger bag over one shoulder and it bumped against her hip with each step.
I sat up, wiping the sleep from my eyes and taking comfort in the ridges of scars beneath my fingertips. I was awake for maybe a second before the first stomach cramp hit me, an ice-cold knife turning in my guts. I curled up waiting for it to pass. After what felt like a literal ice age worth of time, it faded away enough for me to stand. I still felt sick, really sick.
“What time is it?”
“Eleven.”
“AM?”
She nodded. I estimated I’d gotten maybe four hours of sleep, give or take.
“Come on. There’re clothes in a donation pile upstairs in the closet just off the kitchen. I’m sure you can find something there that will fit, and then we’re on the road. We’ll get breakfast.”
“I’ll pass.”
She shrugged and turned, vanishing down the hallway. I stood, my whole body shaking, ablaze and ice cold at the same time. Pressure built behind my temples, in the base of my skull with each heartbeat. Every muscle was cramped and my head felt like someone had packed my skull with napalm.
It took a bit of effort to climb the stairs. The trip was full of pauses and leaning against the wall to muster up my strength. I wanted nothing more than to forget all about this whole damned mess and succumb to feeling like total shit. I would have preferred to just curl up, lie on the floor and give up. I forced myself to focus through the curtain of misery that had settled over me.
I found an old pair of jeans and a gray hooded sweatshirt in a pile of clothes in the closet, just as Maggie had said. I pulled them on, stripping right there in the hall. I'd been to prison, modesty, even in a church, was something I didn't really concern myself with. I slid my worn black combat boots back over my tingling feet and made for the door.
I met Maggie outside. She was leaning against a miniaturized sedan, some Japanese make. At the moment, I didn’t care. I just wanted to get as far away from Saint Cecilia’s as humanly possible.
“T... Tell me you didn’t bless this too.”
“No.”
“Thank God.”
Maggie opened the door and slid in. I climbed into the passenger seat and laid my head back, eyes closed. The interior was cramped, even for a guy my size. I’m not exactly huge, but it honestly felt like I was in a clown car. It sounded like a sewing machine when she started it, and I instantly reached out to turn off the obscenely loud punk music that came pouring out of the speakers. While I appreciated her taste in music, the timing was god-awful.
We drove for maybe five minutes, ten tops when the craving, the weariness, the feeling of burning alive from the inside out simply vanished. Just like that, not a whisper or a shadow of it remaining. I sat up, my head focused and clear and looked around. Boston looked the same as it ever did, alive in the daylight and thriving with life. People passed on the sidewalks, traffic sucked, and horns blared as its denizens made their daily commute.
“Oy, feel better now do ya?” Maggie said, her eyes narrowed furiously at the work truck that had just cut us off.
“Yeah,” I said.
“Do yer homework?”
“Yeah.”
“Good.”
“I don’t like her, Jack,” I heard Alice say from the back seat.
I turned to look at her. She sat calmly, hands folded in her lap, her white everything standing in stark contrast to the car's gray cloth interior. She watched the world go by out the window, a look of complete serenity on her face.
“Yeah? She’d probably say the same about you,” I told Alice, not bothering to carry the conversation in my head. I seldom did.
Maggie looked at me lifting a curious brow. I waved her away.
“Ignore me, talking to my demon.”
I filled Alice in on the last several hours, about the Ordo, the killings, though she knew about Essie. As long as I wasn’t on holy ground, Alice had access to every bit of sensory input that I did. It was a part of the bargain, she wanted to experience humanity as much as she could while on the lam from Hell. I was her conduit. So far she hated it. On that same note though, if I was cut off from her, she was cut off from that input.
Alice said nothing while I related the entirety of the events. Finally, she looked towards me, eyes a solid, untelling white.
“I still don’t like her, Jack. Get rid of her,” Alice said finally.
“I can’t really do that, Alice.”
“And?”
“And what?”
“You should get rid of her,” Alice said, her voice flat, emotionless.
Demons don’t have a morality so to speak. They see no need for evil or good, or anything of the sort. For the most part they are primal, sensation junkies of the highest order without restraint. It isn’t that they are evil, their tastes just ran towards self-destruction. The seven deadly sins, truthfully, were all things we just fought to suppress. Demons reveled in them. It wasn’t an issue of it being morally right, so much as it was an issue of it being unrestrained and just fucking fun.
Maggie watched us from the corner of her eye as she drove, occasionally glancing back to what she would see as just an empty back seat.
”You call her ‘Alice?’” Maggie asked.
I waved the question away.
“Do you have a take on any of this?” I asked Alice.
“Yes. I still think you should get rid of her.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“Oh. Yes, I have a take on it.”
I waited for a minute or two, waiting for her to go on. She remained silent.
“Are you going to tell me?” I asked.
“No.”
I sighed and turned back around.
“Problem?”
“She doesn’t like you.”
“Shame,” Maggie said rolling her eyes.
“Where exactly are we going?” I asked.
“Remember the girl that survived?”
“The one in the nut house?”
“That’s the one. We’re gonna go have a chat with her,” Maggie said.
“And they’re gonna let us in?”
Maggie grinned. “I have my ways.”
 

 




Chapter 5
 

We parked in the lot outside the hospital, where the girl, Lucy something or other, was being kept before going into police custody. From what I’d gathered, after the cops had picked her up, she had been pretty much incoherent. Rather than take any chances with the girl’s health, or open up the possibility for a lawsuit, they had gotten a court order to have her institutionalized for three days of observation. To make sure she didn’t chew out her tongue or something I guessed.
The hospital itself was a sprawling complex made of graying bricks and mirrored glass. The doors were unmarked and it was void of the typical lighted signs that directed ambulances, visitors, and the like. I could pick out a few nurses in the distance, gathered under a tree, smoking cigarettes. The parking lot was filled with German cars, each one of them worth a whole shit ton more money than I’d see in a lifetime. An ambulance drifted in, lights flashing without the siren. It rode smoothly towards the back of the hospital and out of sight.
“‘Ere we are,” Maggie said as we got out of the car.
“What hospital is this?” I asked
“It’s private. The girl’s parents are loaded. Found out about what ‘appened and ‘ad ‘er sent ‘ere.”
“Huh,” I said. They’d have to, to have the kind of money that got TV lawyers to pull those kinds of strings. “And she’s a street kid?”
Maggie just shrugged.
“You know about as much as I do, mate,” she said.
I’d seen it before, the spoiled kid wants to get away from whatever heart crushing problems are sludging up her perfect life. So, she decides to run away from home. I’d also seen it end badly more than once. They end up bailing because they didn’t get a new BMW for their birthday and refused to settle on the Mercedes and within a year they're strung out and turning tricks.
Walking in, I was reminded just how alien hospitals had always felt to me. There was something about the smell of the sanitized air. It was something so fake and stifling that it seemed to permeate everything from the pastel tiled floor to the false cheer of the building's staff. There was more to it than that though. When I was four, I had sat next to my mother’s bed while cancer ravaged her body. I’d held her hand, amazingly fragile and tiny even to a kid like me. It felt like, even that young, that if I’d wanted to I could shatter it just by squeezing. I’d been there when she died. It had been storming outside, the beeping machines playing counterpoint to the peals of thunder. One minute, she was looking at me, smiling. The next, she just wasn’t there anymore.
I shook my head, chasing the memory away. I didn’t like to think about it, even now.
Maggie led the way past a large circular reception desk set in the middle of a lobby bathed in rich browns and faux leathers. The lighting here was dim, almost subdued, giving everything a slight golden glow. A fish tank bubbled in the corner, colorful saltwater fish chasing each other through a miniature maze of living plants and coral. There were a few people seated here and there in overstuffed chairs, eyes perched on magazines or staring into the distance.
Maggie stopped at the reception desk, striking up a conversation with a woman who looked liked she had spent her childhood frolicking in the fields of the Paleozoic era. She reached into her pocket and withdrew a slim black wallet. She flipped it open towards the women. A badge, bright gold and gleaming in contrast to the subdued light, rested in its center. They talked for a few more moments, the woman giving up a wheezing laugh. Maggie smiled, patted the old woman's hand, and started towards the elevator. She motioned for me to follow and I fell into step beside her.
“You’re a cop?” I asked, barely masking my disgust.
“Was,” she said, stabbing a finger into the “up” button.
“Was?”
“Yes. Was. In the sixties.”
“How fucking old are you?”
She cut me a glare and I backed off. Quick.
“What’d you find out?” I asked.
We slipped into the elevator, and Maggie pulled the file from her bag, flipped it open to check the floor and then pushed the corresponding button on the elevator’s panel.
“That she’s lucid, and we’re going to be talking to her about what happened.”
“Well that’s... sparse,” I muttered.
Maggie’s glare intensified.
A moment later the doors slid open on silent tracks. We stepped out onto the third floor. I kept my head down, face hidden in the shadows of my sweatshirt’s hood. Being scarred as I was it was hard to keep a low profile in places like this, or well, anywhere. So, I did my best to be as unobtrusive and not hideous as possible. The decor here was a drastic change from the warm glow of the lobby. Everything here was meant to be safe, soothing. Everything was done in simple colors, all cool blues and greens. I didn’t know enough about colors to judge if it would actually achieve its goal, and truth be told, I gave about no fucks whatsoever.
Maggie walked to the nurse’s station, another one of those circular desks similar to the one in the lobby. She chatted briefly with the nurses, flipping the badge open again, chatting a bit more and then closing it before returning a moment later. She had two visitor passes in little plastic sleeves. She handed me one and I clipped it to the pocket of my hoodie.
“Room three oh four,” she said, and turned, marching down the hallway. I followed her. The door was closed. Maggie knocked lightly.
“Come in,” a voice from the other side said a moment or two later. It was soft, muffled by the door’s thick construction.
The room and furniture were all constructed to be completely safe. Everything was bolted down, rubber coated, or had blunt, rounded corners. A wardrobe sat in one corner. A TV was bolted to its top with soft coated metal straps. The bed, a simple set of rails with a headboard, was held to the floor with bolts as thick as my pinky. A window overlooked a patch of woods, and a slight chilled breeze came through the barely six inches at the top that would open. You couldn’t fit through the window, let alone jump out of it. It reminded me of prison, only with a better decorator.
A girl sat on the bed. She was early twenties at best. I felt a stirring as soon as my eyes fell on her, something far away and distinct. For a moment, all I could do was stare. Maggie was pretty. This girl was almost painfully beautiful. There was something almost unreal about her. She was above average height, her build athletic enough to be considered healthy, but with curves enough to be feminine. Her skin had a healthy bronzing, the sort of tan someone gets au natural, from the beach or long summers outside as opposed to a spray on or one of those microwave beds. She had hair that was cut short and followed her jaw line. It was the same color as a crashing wave. Deep blues mixed with white and light green highlights. On most it would have looked punkish, or maybe even extreme. It fit her, like it was her natural color as opposed to a bottled hue.
She looked between us, her eyes slightly on the large side, almost too big for her face but perfectly offset with a tiny nose and lips the color of cherries. She watched us for a long moment, before one thin, delicate brow rose slightly.
“Do I know you?” she asked.
Maggie seated herself in a chair beside the bed. I propped against the wall and tried to look as non-threatening as possible. Lucy stared back and forth between us, eyes wide, glassy. She had a distant look, as if she was seeing something beyond what either Maggie or myself could. It was disconcerting when she turned them on you, like she was seeing under your skin, to your core.
“‘Ello poppet. My name’s Maggie. This dour looking motherfucker ‘ere,” she said, motioning towards me, “is Jack. We wanted to talk to you about what ‘appened.”
Lucy slid back on the bed trying to put as much distance between her and us as possible. She pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, hugging herself. She watched us warily, like a mouse that’s just seen a cat waiting on the other side of the mouse hole.
“I don’t wanna talk about that,” she whispered.
“I don’t blame ya, but ya need to. We’re the only ‘ope you ‘ave of whatever it is getting a little come-uppance on your behalf.”
“It wasn’t my fault,” she said.
“No, it wasn’t,” Maggie said, her tone soft and comforting.
Lucy tilted her head to the side. Her eyes slid out of focus and became distant. She looked like she heard something far off, a whisper or a song, and was putting the majority of her focus there and ignoring our presence.
“You believe me?” she asked.
“We do,” I said quietly.
I could see the gears in her head turning things over and weighing options. I could also see that she was terrified. Something had invaded her, raped her from the inside of her head out and caused her to do things that were a direct contrast to her nature. It had used her as a murder weapon, a sentient tool that got to see everything it was doing without any control what so ever to stop it from happening.
“Tell us what ‘appened,” Maggie said gently, reaching out to put her hand over Lucy’s. The girl seemed to settle at the touch, her eyes snapping over to Maggie and then settling on her with a distant stare. I smelled Maggie's perfume again, washing over me in a thick cloud.
“I left home, a... a few weeks ago. I lived in Missouri.”
Maggie nodded.
“Go on.”
“I... I didn’t get along with my parents,” Lucy turned her head, staring out the window. “They always wanted me to be this, I always wanted to be that, and we argued. That wasn’t why I left though. I mean really it wasn’t, it was for something different. They liked to lock me away in hospitals. All the time. Ever since I was a little girl. Just lock me away and forget me because I was strange or stoned. Usually stoned, at least when I was older. I guess I didn’t make their cocktail parties too much fun.”
Maggie kept her attention on Lucy, encouraging her with a nod.
“I heard things. Lots of things. Voices.”
“And you couldn’t help it,” Maggie said quietly. “So you got stoned.”
She shook her head. I could see the glistening trails the tears cut down her cheek. I lowered my head. I couldn’t look at it.
“No. I couldn’t and it made me sad because I... I didn’t want to hear them. I didn’t want them to shut me away. I wanted to play outside, and run around... and not hear all the words these dead things said.”
“Dead things?” Maggie asked.
“Yes. Yes. Dead things. Dead people mostly. I even heard a cat once. There was never anything there but the words. It was like a noise I couldn’t get rid of.”
For a long moment I said nothing, letting silence hang in the air.
“What happened when you killed the man?” Lucy asked, looking towards me. “In prison I mean?”
I lifted my head, startled. Maggie was staring at me. Lucy looked at my face, her eyes going back to that glassy, distant stare. She was looking beneath the hood, directly into my face, her jaw hanging slightly open. She didn’t seem scared so much as entranced.
“Oh my God. Your face is burning,” she said quietly, her voice barely a whisper. “All the pictures on your face are on fire... but they aren’t.”
I reached up, touching the scars along my cheek. They felt the same as they always did, slightly raised lines in my skin, each one another crossed T or a dotted I in the deal that left me without a soul.
“You’re so empty,” she said, standing slowly. The act itself was almost poetic in its simplicity. The motion of her body rising, a normally simple act, was like a sonnet, rolling and gliding. I shook my head, fighting to ignore it, to dismiss the weird wash of sensation that ran over me. Pretty girl and no love life to speak of, that’s all it was.
She walked towards me, and with gentle hands pushed the hood back from my face. Her touch was cool and light as she traced the demonic characters with her fingertips. Her eyes seemed to focus on me and something in my stomach did an excited backflip.
“You’re... you’re... you’ve touched them, the things that touched me. Why are you here?”
“What do you mean?” I asked, gently taking her hands, pushing them away. Despite her looks and the effects they were having on my anatomy, her touch bothered me. I couldn’t explain why, just that it made me feel different and nervous.
“You smell like it, you...” She let her voice trail off. As quickly as she had stood, she turned around and went back to her seat on the bed. “When... when it happened. I got angry. Really angry and mad. I wanted to smoke one, that’s what I do, it keeps the voices quiet for me to get stoned... but I couldn’t. Everything started going red. I wasn’t even mad when it happened but then I was... and then...” Once more the tears started to fall, slowly. She didn’t sob, the tears just nestled against her eyes until they became too heavy and trailed downwards.
So it was a demon. It had latched onto her rage, twisted and amplified it, made it its own. That just opened up a world of questions that I didn't have answers for.
I slid the hood back over my head, taking my spot against the wall once more and listening. Maggie had watched the entire thing without saying a word. Now that Lucy was talking again, her attention was solely focused on the girl, leaving me to my thoughts. She had seen the contract in essence. I had no soul. It was there, but it wasn’t mine. It was bonded with Alice, completely. We were in a lot of senses the same being. My life fed hers, as her essence fed mine. Lucy had seen that for what it was, past the physical. If she had been possessed, it could have something to do with that. Maybe it was the result of some sort of demonic echo that had stained her.
“Then I heard all these voices, all of ‘em, all at once, and they were screaming and laughing and evil. All at the same time. They echoed with each other, and they made funny warbly noises like... I don’t know. After that I woke up. And I was in a police car and bloody and they brought me there and then there and then here.”
More tears came, real tears. She shook with heavy, body racking sobs that rattled her to her very core. Maggie didn’t say anything, just held the girl as she cried, one hand gently stroking her hair. She cut a look back to me over Lucy’s shoulder. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to. The message was clear.
The thing that did this was going to hurt. A lot.
It happened almost on cue. I felt the rush of power gathering somewhere close, noxious and disgusting. The hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stood up. Maggie and Lucy felt it to. Maggie’s eyes were narrowed, scanning the room. She had one hand in her messenger bag. The other was intertwined with Lucy’s. Lucy, in the meantime, looked like she wanted to crawl under the bed with a teddy bear and hide. She tried to look everywhere at once, her eyes wide and frightened.
When the door opened, we all jumped. I took a step back turning my body towards the door, just in case. A nurse stepped in. He had a tray in one hand, little cups of medication covering its surface. He was a few inches taller than me with a slight build. Blond hair hung just into his eyes. He paused in mid-step, just inside the door, and blinked twice. When he looked up at us, his eyes were an almost radioactive, glowing green.
 

 




Chapter 6
 

I stepped in front of the nurse, putting myself between him, Lucy and Maggie. He wore generic teal scrubs and his nameplate read “Chad”, written in black letters on a little gold strip. Maggie shot to her feet behind me. I could hear Lucy let out a weak, strangled whine birthed from pure fear. It struck a chord in me, and I felt a surging wave of anger rising up into my chest, wrapping itself around my heart and kicking its steady rhythm up into double time.
Chad stared at me, eyes burning a molten green. There was something different in the glow radiating from those eyes now. They were more aware, more directed. The feral rage it had displayed when it had taken Essie was gone and had been replaced with a malicious intelligence. Chad’s lip quivered, a thin string of saliva running down his chin. He sneered at me and I could see the trembling of tensing muscles beneath the standard issue hospital scrubs.
“You,” it said in a voice that rang louder and stronger than it had when I heard it speak through Essie earlier. There had been maybe ten voices then, all intermingled and rolling over each other. There were at least a hundred now. I almost felt dizzy under the weight of the dissonance of tones in that single word.
“Hi,” I said. “Long time, no see.”
I took a slow, deep breath forcing my body to relax. I started at my feet and visualized each breath carrying the tension out of my body on the exhale and bringing in renewed energy on the inhale. It was something I had been doing for so long, I was able to settle into an almost Zen-like state after about two seconds. I made sure I kept myself in front of Chad, taking the bulk of his attention.
“That’s it. That’s it,” I heard Lucy whimper behind me. She was repeating it over and over to herself like a mantra. I didn’t turn around, despite how much the fear in her voice was pulling at me to do just that. I squared my shoulders, lifted my chin and met Chad’s stare head on. A feverish heat resonated from the light pouring from his eyes. It made my stomach roll.
“If you let us take her, we will leave you be,” it said after a long moment of quiet.
I looked back towards Lucy. Maggie had put herself at my back, in between Lucy and me. She had a windproof butane lighter in her hand, the kind that sounds like a jet engine when you light it. She clicked the top open and shut with quick, nervous motions. Lucy had backed into the corner and stood absolutely frozen, her eyes wide with fright. Fat, heavy tears rolled down her cheeks.
I turned back towards the nurse.
“And if I say no?”
“Then we will go through you. Literally,” it said, its lips stretching back into a grin. “And we will take back what is ours.”
So it was the same thing that had taken Lucy. Interesting. It was also giving me a way out. If I let it go for Lucy, just walked away, Maggie would try to stop it. She might be able to kill it, she might not. If she wasn’t able to put it down, she'd be able to take enough fight out of it that I could finish the job easy enough myself. Granted, I’d have to make sure Maggie didn’t come out of it whole either, give myself a head start from the Ordo. The hospital wasn’t heavy on security and any surveillance videos would just show a guy with a hood accompanying Maggie on the way in. I could make this work to my advantage.
“So let me make sure I understand this. I let you take her, I walk?” I asked, looking over my shoulder again at Maggie and Lucy. Maggie’s face contorted in sheer shock and outrage as she tried to comprehend the fact that I was about to sell them both out. Lucy said nothing. I could almost see the remnants of hope, a hope we had instilled moments ago, drain from her features.
“What about the limey?”
“We will find uses for her. She is old. Strong,” it said, licking its lips as its eyes turned to Maggie.
I nodded slowly, thinking the options over. I could hear Maggie calling me about fifteen different variations on a son of a bitch under her breath. A sob, little more than a squeak, slipped past Lucy’s lips.
“Answer me this, why do you want her? You've got your fair choice of bodies, obviously.”
“She is strong, God touched,” Chad growled.
I had absolutely no idea what that meant.
“Decide now. Our patience wears thin.”
For a long moment I stood there without answering. I just stared, my eyes locked on Chad’s face.
“Take ‘em,” I said finally.
“You motherfucker!” Maggie screamed.
“Excellent. You are dismissed,” Chad said, moving to step past me.
Even without Alice, I had always been strong. My father had been a fan of hard work, when he wasn’t drinking that was. I’d had muscle beaten into me with manual labor when I was a kid. With Alice’s bonus oomph, I could easily flip a compact car end over end. I hit him the second his first step forward hit the floor. There was a loud, wet, crunching impact as teeth shattered and Chad was lifted from his feet and propelled backwards with the force of a ballistic missile. He still had the medicine tray in his hands when I hit him, and the pills spilled to the floor in a multi-colored cascade. He hit the wall with a resounding crack and crumpled to the floor, chips of mortar falling around him.
He was back up in an instant. He let out a screech that sounded like layers of feedback looped over itself, a hundred enraged voices all competing for prominence in a single cry. He hit me at the waist in a full-blown football tackle. If I hadn't known how to fall and roll with it the sheer whip crack force from getting hit like that would have been enough to snap my spine. Still, while this may have been the same thing that had taken both Lucy and Essie, it had moved past the mostly feral animal that I’d dealt with before. Chad went with the roll, letting the momentum of my motion carry him off of me and back to his feet. I was up less than a second later, already moving to intercept his path to Maggie and Lucy.
“What the fuck are you two waiting for? Go!” I yelled.
“Oy, c’mon poppet,” Maggie said and brushed by me. She had Lucy by the wrist and the two of them bolted towards the door, going up and over the bed. Chad lunged for them. I put myself in between him and them, sending him staggering back with a hard shove. I didn’t watch them go, just kept them in my peripheral.
I heard the door open and shut a second after the first klaxon call of the alarm went up. Despite the noise, which was damn disorienting, I could hear the electric snap of the door’s lock slamming shut. I focused on Chad, letting Maggie and Lucy fall from my mind. I couldn’t afford to worry about them at the moment. They’d have to find a way out of the hospital on their own.
“You should have given them to us,” Chad snarled.
“Yeah probably,” I admitted.
“You’ll die for them,” it said.
“Not today.”
I slapped his next punch away, sending it out wide, throwing him off balance. My foot connected with the side of his knee in a hard, stomping kick and I was rewarded with a dry cracking sound. He staggered, the joint twisted to a sickening, unnatural angle. He dropped to his knees, his leg unable to hold his weight. I grabbed a handful of hair, driving another knee into his temple. His head snapped to the side and I could feel the tearing in my fingertips as the hair in my hand ripped free of his scalp. He hit the floor and rolled in a tangle of limbs, coming to rest at the base of the wall.
I took a step back, breathing heavily, and shook the hair from my fingers. I could taste adrenaline, heavy and coppery on my tongue. It felt like minutes had passed, but it had been maybe thirty seconds tops since Maggie and Lucy had made a break for it.
Chad barely gave me a chance to brace myself before he lunged, pushing off with his still working leg and hitting me with the entirety of his mass, slamming me back into the wall with just the force of his body. He hit me twice, two shattering sledgehammer like blows that connected with my ribs. I heard a crack and lances of pain shot through my chest and shoulder, making each breath an exercise in pure white-hot agony.
Shoving him away from me, I sucked in a deep, gulping breath of air and was rewarded with another sharp stab of agony from my ribs. The entire side of my chest where he had hit me felt tight, like a massive rubber band hand been stretched around my chest and was compressing my lungs. Each inhalation was like being hit, just as hard, all over again. We stood there for a half a second, each of us watching for a tell, something that would show a weakness or give an opening. Despite his injured leg, Chad seemed to be moving just fine now. The only sound came from the malignant call of the alarm and my wheezing breath.
I saw the door open over Chad’s shoulder. Another nurse was doing room checks, using one of those key cards to open the doors and taking stock of the patients, ensuring they were still in their assigned rooms. The alarm got louder with the door open, becoming a literal grinding of sheer volume against my eardrums. Chad heard it too, his head snapping around and leveling her with a green-eyed gaze. I think she screamed, I couldn't be sure though. The alarm was just so damned loud.
It was the opening I needed.
I grabbed a handful of Chad’s scrubs and jerked him backwards, hard enough to bounce him off the window. His knee buckled again. He took a staggering, falling step forward on the rebound. I drove my shoulder into his chest, driving him backwards and into the window again, pushing with every bit of muscle and ounce of pissed-off I could muster.
The windows they use in a psychiatric hospital aren’t really glass at all. They’re made of a heavy-duty ballistic plastic, the same type of stuff they use to make the bullet proof partitions in banks. The point is, they are damn near impossible to break. That said, damn near impossible isn’t the same thing as impossible. The fake glass behind us flexed outwards before it broke with a loud popping sound. There was a fleeting sense of weightlessness as we hit the empty space of open air before gravity kicked in and the ground started to rush up towards us. I held onto Chad’s scrubs with one hand as we fell, throwing wild rabbit punches with the other and trying to mentally prepare myself for the inevitable end result of gravity.
The feeling of hitting the ground after a thirty-foot drop is damn near indescribable. There is a sudden stop followed by a brief moment of total blackness. Not unconsciousness mind you, you’re still completely aware of the fact that you just slammed into unyielding earth. It’s just a flash of nothingness behind your eyes and a quick instance of total, weightless comfort while your brain tries to catch up with the trauma that was just inflicted on the body. Then there’s the pain. It's a completely new, startlingly bright variety of pain. It raced across my nerves in tiny little bombing runs of agony. The taste of blood filled my mouth, pooling in the back of my throat and threatening to choke me. I bit back a scream as another, absolutely new breed of misery came to life in my arm, pulsing in rhythm with the now familiar pain in my chest. A piece of plastic roughly the size and shape of a pizza slice had pierced clean through the muscle in my upper arm when we’d hit the ground.
Thankfully, Chad had taken the brunt of the fall, since well, I had landed on top of him. The green glow of his eyes radiated pure, clean, pristine hatred.
Even with a demon riding your body, there’s only so much abuse it can take before it’s rendered useless. Granted, that damage is above and beyond what you could endure without a hell spawn as a co-pilot, but it has its limits. I could take a hell of a beating, but shoot me in the face and I was as dead as the next guy. I assumed the same was true of Chad.
I didn’t have any intention of waiting to see if Chad had reached that threshold. I pushed up to my hands and knees, fighting to breath, to stop my vision from swimming and blurring. Looking up, I could see the faces of hospital staff peering out at us through the empty window.
I stood and started moving, trying to put as much distance as possible between Chad, the hospital, and myself. I stumbled once, falling to my knees and fighting through an agonizing fit of coughing. Blood sprayed from my mouth, splattering against the grass. It took me a few seconds to make the world stop spinning long enough to brave a second attempt at flight.
Behind me, I could hear Chad stirring, fighting to sit up. I chanced a quick glance over my shoulder. He was staring blankly at two sharp ends of bone jutting out of his skin just above the wrist. He tried to stand, the knee I had snapped folding underneath him, spilling him to the ground. He let out another of those weird modulating screams and began dragging himself across the ground towards me. It was damn freaky, using just his hands, he was pulling himself across the ground faster than most people could run and that was with one arm broken to tatters. I didn't want to think about what would happen, out here in the open, if he had been whole. He'd have run me down in a second.
I didn’t bother to hang around and see how long it would take him to get to me. I forced myself to my feet, spitting out another mouthful of blood and started to haul as much ass as my battered body would allow. I went as hard as I could towards the parking lot, each agonizing step threatening to pull me into unconsciousness.
I ducked down, getting as low to the ground as I could once I hit the rows of expensive luxury cars. I used them for cover, pausing only long enough to try and catch my breath before pushing on, peering around bumpers to make sure another psychotic, demon possessed citizen of Boston wasn’t waiting to rip my face off. I looked behind me and for a moment had to fight the urge to laugh. I had left more than a few bloodstains on gleaming, mirror like paint jobs and my inner anarchist was yipping with glee at the thought of the owner's faces. I could almost see the three piece suit types falling into epileptic fits at what had become of their precious cars.
Maggie had the little sedan running when I got there. I tore open the back door and all but fell into the backseat. I curled up, taking a minute to orient myself, to try and get the pain under some sort of control. In the distance, I could hear approaching sirens.
“We need to go,” I choked out.
Maggie whipped the car out of the parking space, tearing through the lot. The alternating motions of braking and accelerating around corners set every wound I’d gotten in the past twenty-four hours -which were still in the process of healing- into a brilliant wash of misery. Spots flooded my vision and the world spun in a dizzying, carnival-like moment of vertigo. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to throw up, pass out, or both.
Lucy said something. It didn’t register. I looked at my arm, the piece of plastic piercing the skin and the blood soaking me down to my wrist.
“Give me something for the bleeding,” I said through clenched teeth.
Lucy tossed something into the backseat. I grabbed the plastic shard that had ripped through my arm, took a deep breath, and braced myself and pulled. I bit down, stopping the scream before it could pour out of my mouth. A rush of endorphins hit my system and everything settled down into a sharp, constant ache. I grabbed whatever it was Lucy had tossed me, her shirt apparently, and wrapped it around the wound. Blood began to seep through it almost instantly, staining the light blue fabric a dark, blackish purple.
I sat up, keeping pressure over the cut. Blearily, I looked at the hospital as we left the parking lot. Ambulances, police cars, fire trucks, the whole kit and caboodle were arriving, their lights making the hospital’s exterior into something that looked like an outdoor daylight rave. People in uniforms darted here and there, directing and pointing each other towards the building.
They didn’t even notice us.
I saw Chad for an instant, just a flash of movement across the grass.
“Ya gonna make it?” Maggie asked, looking at me in the rear view. I turned around and did my best not to stare at Lucy’s bare stomach, the curves of flesh under the black lace of her bra.
“Hope so,” I said through clenched teeth. “Where are we going?”
“Church, it’s the only place that’s safe for ‘er right now.”
“No,” I snapped.
Lucy didn’t say a word. She sat, same as she had on her bed in her room, knees pulled to her chest, arms wrapped around her legs, staring blankly out the windshield.
Maggie chuckled, a low, melodious sound in the silence of the car.
“The fuck are you laughing at?” I asked her.
“You. It’s so cute ‘ow you think you ‘ave any say in this what-so-ever.”
“It’ll take me longer to get whole there,” I said, wincing as I tied the shirt off around my arm. The bleeding had finally started to abate.
She looked like she was thinking it over before she finally shrugged.
“Tough,” she said.
 

 




Chapter 7
 

Maggie and Lucy had to all but carry me from the car. Once we’d gotten on church grounds the bond with Alice severed and my body was battered with what felt like a thousand new varieties of aches and pains. My arm started bleeding again. I could taste more blood rising in the back of my throat to settle thickly on the back of my tongue. I had managed to knit together a bit on the ride over, but now, without a healthy helping of demon mojo, I could barely stay conscious.
I saw Hernandez and Yavetta rushing towards us from a back room. There were words directed at the three of us, but I couldn’t follow the conversation. It all just coalesced into a mindless drone of noise. I remember being carried into the kitchen in the back, hefted onto one of the stainless steel tables, being washed away in another tidal wave of pain and nausea, and then blackness. A very warm and wonderfully comfortable blackness at that.
I wasn’t sure how long it been before I came drifting back to reality. I woke up in my room stretched out on the bed, a bottle of Tylenol glaring like a beacon of hope from the desktop. I fought up to a sitting position and grabbed the bottle, dry swallowing six of the pills. It hurt, but it was at least a more manageable level now. By manageable, it meant I was capable of thought and consciousness at least, though moving anything sucked more than I care to mention. My wounds had been tended. A large compression bandage was wrapped around my chest and while it still hurt to breathe, it wasn’t complete agony. My arm was also bandaged. I could see penny size spots of dark red standing in stark contrast to the white gauze.
I fought up to my feet and after a burst of dizziness, made my way to the church proper and sat in one of the back pews. I let my thoughts drift, thinking about nothing in particular, killing time until it was late and I could get out of the church and try and sort this out on my own. The slow gnawing of addiction had already started and I was doing my best to ignore it, to not feed it the attention that would make it grow into a rampaging force of destruction inside my psyche.
“Want company?” I heard Lucy ask.
I turned. She was standing in the center aisle. Her once bare torso now, much to my chagrin, covered by a sweater. More to my chagrin, the sweater was at least two sizes too big. She looked tiny, almost frail, floating in the massive swath of fabric. Her hair hung limp in her face, the different shades of blue, green and aqua playing in sharp contrast to the light bronze of her skin.
I shrugged and slid over, offering her a place to sit.
“I never was much for churches,” she said, settling down into the spot next to me. She sounded surprisingly together compared to earlier. Then again, there wasn’t some crazed lunatic trying to tear her apart with its bare hands, which probably did wonders for her composure.
“Yeah, me either,” I said, leaning forward and resting my elbows on the back of the pew in front of me.
She stared at me for a long time, a silence not entirely awkward settling between us.
“I can’t hear the voices in here,” she said.
“What’s the deal with that, the voices I mean?” I asked.
She shrugged.
“I don’t know... You’ll think I’m crazy or something,” she said.
“I just broke you out of a psyche ward where a guy with glowing eyes wanted to kill you. I jumped out of a three story window. I’m pretty sure that qualifies me as crazy in some, if not all, books. You’re in good company.”
She smiled. It was a simple, innocent gesture but it served to chase days of weariness from her face. It was probably the first time in days she’d been able to smile.
“It started after I was struck by lightening,” she said.
I raised a brow.
“I’m serious. I was six, I lived on a horse farm. It was a hobby of my father’s, the horses I mean. He did something with the government and computers. Anyways... I was running around the fields, just... you know... being a kid, chasing bugs or something stupid like that. Next thing I know. Wham. Struck by lightening. It wasn’t even cloudy out.”
“Damn,” I said.
“So, I get struck by this lightening, and I wake up... I don’t know how much later it was but I start hearing these voices. Quiet at first, one or two, then the closer I got to the house there were more and more. Just... voices everywhere and they’re all telling me different things at the same time and it was so loud and distracting that I just couldn’t focus.”
Lucy paused, drifting for a moment in thought.
“Long story short, I felt like I was crazy. Next few months were horrible. I tried to tell my parents what I was hearing and I was whisked off to every shrink and head doctor they could find. They marked it up as a psychosis and threw a bunch of pills at me, locked me up for a week here, a week there, so they could run tests.”
I winced as I settled back, my ribs shouting in white hot protest.
“So, I go to these shrinks, and they just keep medicating me or locking me up when the voices are getting worse right? But I’m starting to sort through ‘em, learning to ignore them a little. Enough that I’m able to actually spend more time at home than in hospitals. Then I started actually being able to hear them. I mean, I heard them all the time, but I mean I could sort them out of the noise and they tell me all kinds of things like where things I lost are, what happened to my cat Chippy. My dad ran it over. He told me it ran away, by the way. That my mom is sleeping with one of the horse trainers. Just, all kinds of things.”
“Better the trainer than the horse I guess,” I said.
She laughed and I could feel tiny shivers racing over my skin.
“Yeah, well. Eventually, I started asking names from all these voices. I checked them. I wanted to know if I really was going out of my mind. I was probably twelve at the time and had been going through this for years. I started smoking pot, which calmed them down a lot. Anyways, they were people, real people. Dead people. Since I was smoking pot, my parents thought I was doing other stuff and threw me in a couple of rehabs. I think they sort of...started to like it, like it was something they could brag about. Does that make sense?”
“I guess?” I said.
“So, that’s it.”
“So you’re a medium?”
She looked down and shrugged.
“Guess that’s one way to put it,” she said, staring at her feet. “What about you, what’s your story?” She looked back towards me, staring at my face.
“No story.”
“Well, I told you, you can tell me now.”
“I saved your life, I think I’m fulfilled on the obligation scale.”
“I still want to know,” she said.
“I’m just some poor bastard who made some stupid decisions.”
“That’s everyone. Stop being evasive.”
I quirked a brow and looked at her. She was persistent, I had to give her that.
“You don’t give up huh?”
“Nope. It’s part of my charm. So c’mon. Out with it.”
“There’s not a lot to say. Pops was a drunk, mom died when I was a kid, left home when I was around fourteen after getting my ass kicked one too many times. I ended up a ward of the state a few times, and that’s that.”
“What are they? The scars I mean.”
“You want the truth? Honest to god’s truth? It makes your story sound completely sane in comparison, fair warning.”
She nodded.
“Alright,” I said, thinking over where to start. I had never told anyone where I’d gotten the scars, or what they had meant. Apparently, with so many people being able to just read them now it didn’t seem like I needed to keep it a secret. Still, the thought of talking about it made me nervous. Lucy watched me in silence, here eyes settled on me, and I realized that I did want to tell her.
”I, uh, I died.”
“You look pretty healthy, all things considered.”
“I look like crap.”
“Yeah. You do,” she admitted. “So how did you die?”
“Drugs.”
“So what happened then?”
“That’s an even longer story. Long and short of it, I don’t have a soul. Well, I do, but I don't. It's complicated.”
“You made a deal with the devil?” she said with a chuckle. I must have looked pretty serious. She caught a glance of my face and her smile vanished.
“Close enough.”
“And that’s how you were able to do what you did in the hospital? Fight like that?”
“Yeah. It’s got its up and downs. In here,” I made a motion to the church, “I’m frail and like everyone else. All the aches and pains, the addiction, it all comes back on Holy Ground. Oh, and there’s a demon riding piggy back on my soul. Well, she’s a part of it, I... It’s like I said, complicated.”
“And that's it? You're only draw back is you can't go to church? Sign me up,” Lucy said.
“That, the fact I'm going to Hell with no chance of redemption, and there's a lot of nasty things that are looking for me and Alice both.”
“Like?”
“Death.”
“Death?” Lucy asked, quirking a brow.
“Yeah, he doesn't take kindly to being cheated.”
She put her hand over mine. Her fingers were cool, gentle. For a moment, I tensed. Affection isn’t something I do well. I slowly withdrew my hands sliding them into the front pocket of my sweatshirt.
She looked down at the floor for a long, pensive moment before turning her attention towards the front of the church.
“So why did you come to the hospital anyway?”
“Honestly?”
She nodded.
“Because I didn’t have much of a choice in the matter.”
Lucy looked towards the front of the church, her eyes settling on the murals behind the pulpit. Jesus and the Last Supper stared back at her. For several minutes a silence hung between us.
“Can I ask you something?” she said finally.
I shrugged.
“Were you really going to leave us there, earlier I mean?”
“If I thought-” I paused. I wasn’t sure, in retrospect, why I didn’t. “I don’t know,” I said finally.
She nodded slowly, her face tightened for a moment and she looked on the verge of tears. She sighed, and turned back to me.
“I think I get it,” she said quietly. “What’re you going to do now?”
“I’m going to get the hell out of here and track down our green eyed friend and have a long chat with him. See if maybe I can get myself unfucked.”
“You think you can?”
“I can be very persuasive.”
“I noticed,” she said. “So when are we leaving?”
“We? We aren’t. I am. You should go get some rest or something.”
She flinched at the unintended harshness in my voice. On that same note, I didn’t really want to have her tagging along. She was safer here. For some reason, I didn’t really want her to get hurt.
“Oh, yeah, you’re right,” she said with a sigh of resignation. “I should probably stay here, I’m pretty sure I won’t bother anyone. I mean, it’s not like I get obnoxiously loud and giggly when I’m over tired or anything.”
I leveled her with a blank stare.
“Or that I’ll have to make a huge production of you leaving. I mean, you saved my life, I feel like I’d at least have to say good bye and shed a few tears before you go off to face down the scary monster type thing,” she added, meeting my eyes.
I blinked in disbelief.
“Are you hustling me?”
“Me. Never. I mean, I’ll do what you told me. Stay and get rested up, maybe when I wake up I can find Maggie and we can have girl time. It’ll be fun, hell it’ll be a riot,” she said with a grin.
This was a bad idea.
“You’re not gonna leave me a choice in this are you?”
A really bad idea.
“No chance in hell.”
Then again, maybe I could use her. If she could talk to the dead like she claimed, maybe I could dig up something someone else had missed by talking to one of the victims through her, assuming she wasn’t full of shit. Either way, I knew exactly where I was going to start.
“God damn it, alright.”
Her grin widened.
We left the church about an hour later, through one of the side emergency exits. We didn’t see Maggie or the Holy Men the entire time, nor did they show up during our less than daring escape. We walked the streets in silence, cutting through empty lots and back alleys towards the building where Essie had attacked me. As we walked, the city turned uglier around us. High rises and glass gave way to gang tags. The stripped husks of cars lined the street like the discarded shells of long dead insects. By the time we reached the neighborhood where the building I had killed Essie was located, the occasional late night dog walker had turned into the late shift drug dealer, and brown stones had given way to tenements and crack houses.
It looked the same as it had the night before when I had been arrested. There were the same two stories, forgotten and surrendered to the ravages of time. Looming and silent like an abandoned fortress, the building’s shadow stretched over the street in a thick black pool. The majority of the windows were boarded over. The ones that weren’t stared out like empty, hungry eyes. There was a sense of wrongness about, as if something alien had settled into the area and begun to spread invisible tendrils into the neighborhood around it.
The hospital probably carried the same vibe now.
“What’s this place?” Lucy asked, huddling down into her sweater. She looked like she was trying to shrink away from the building’s facade, to hide her self from its presence.
“The thing that went after you, went after me here,” I said, nodding towards the building.
“What happened?”
“It didn’t go well for it,” I said quietly. “Or my friend. Or me for that matter,” I added in a hushed breath.
She nodded. She didn’t question or push, just let me say it without comment. I was sort of grateful for that.
“That medium thing, can you talk back to them?”
She nodded.
“They can hear us,” she said, “normally I mean. It’s just... It’s a one way channel unless you’re lucky enough to get struck by lightning.”
“C’mon.”
The buildings interior was worse than the outside. That sense of wrong was heavier here, something almost tangible and tactile. It was a repelling force in its own right. Lucy was sweating, despite the chill in the air. She kept her head down as she walked, a step behind me, her eyes sliding out of focus. She shook her head as she went, like she was trying to clear a rogue thought from her consciousness. Just the air here made it feel like wading through molasses, it was so heavy with malicious intent.
We stopped a few feet from where I had killed Essie.
“There’s a lot of noise here,” Lucy said after a long moment. Her eyes had taken on that strange out of focus look, as if she was staring through everything. Her pupils dilated almost frighteningly wide as she looked at me. She looked terrified, overwhelmed.
“Anyone named Essie?” I asked quietly.
She lowered her head, whispering Essie’s name over and over again.
“Yes,” she said, her voice pitched to a soft whisper. “Yes, there is.”
 

 




Chapter 8
 

Lucy kept staring off into nothing. The only sounds were our breathing and the thumping of my heartbeat. Shadows seemed to ooze over everything, painting corners and angles in pools of darkness. There had been massive skylights overhead at one time, but the glass had long since broken. Thin strands of moonlight shone through in beams of bluish white, giving an eerie counterpoint to the darkness. It didn’t make it in the slightest bit any less disconcerting or ominous.
To put it in plain terms, the place gave me the creeps.
“Can you ask her-”
Lucy held up a hand, cutting me off, keeping her eyes focused on some distant point that I couldn’t see. I fell silent, shoving my hands in the front pocket of my sweatshirt.
“She says she knows you didn’t want to, but you had to and that she’s glad her last meal was something decent instead of out of a trash can.”
“I... I’m sorry.” I stuttered.
Lucy tilted her head to the side, listening.
“She says you’re not, but she appreciates the thought, Jack-Jack.”
I sighed. I didn’t know what to say to that, or what kind of words that I could put out that would express exactly how I felt about what had happened. She was right. I wasn’t sorry. It was her or me and I’d made the decision it was going to be her and then acted on it. I ended her life because of circumstance and I wasn’t going to lose sleep over it. That didn’t mean I was happy about it either. It was something that just was. It was as simple as that.
“What do you want to know?” Lucy asked me.
“We need something to go on, Essie,” I said to the air, not really sure where the shade or ghost or what have you that had been Essie was standing, floating, hovering, whatever. Instead I just went with it, believing that Essie would hear me on the grounds that Lucy said so.
Lucy lowered her head, almost as if she was praying. She didn’t say anything for a moment. It was like she was lost in concentration, sorting through thoughts that came to fast to latch onto without a substantial bit of effort on her part. There was a look of dogged determination on her face, a stubbornness bleeding over her features that made her look almost tired.
“There’s so much noise here, so many voices. It hurts,” she said, voice straining.
“Just give me something.”
“The man in black,” Lucy said after a moment of listening.
“I take it she doesn’t mean Johnny Cash.”
“I doubt it.”
“No... Wait.” she said suddenly.
Lucy recoiled like she had been slapped, her eyes coming back into focus. They darted over the building’s interior in quick little jerks. She turned in a slow circle, hands clenching and unclenching.
“Something’s wrong. Everything went quiet,” she said. “Completely quiet.”
“I take it that’s not normal?”
“No. No it's not.”
“So what now?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “That’s never happened before.”
I moved to stand beside her, scanning the shadows of the empty building. Perfect stillness surrounded me. I steadied myself and focused on listening, on seeing, trying to pick shapes out of the darkness. On instinct, I made sure I was as close to Lucy as possible while still maintaining enough room to move without bowling her over if something nasty presented itself.
I heard Lucy gasp and spun around muscles tensing. She was staring, jaw dropped open, eyes wide. She pointed, taking a step backwards. She was trembling and for a moment I thought Lucy was going to take off screaming at the top of her lungs.
It took me a minute to realize what she was pointing at.
Alice stood a few feet away, head tilted to the side, a look of curiosity painted on her stark white features. She was floating an inch or so off the floor. Her hair and dress drifted lazily about her tiny frame, caught in her own personal breeze.
Then it really settled in.
Lucy could see her.
What.
The.
Hell.
As long as I’d been bound to Alice, no one had ever seen her. If it weren’t for the scars and the superpowers I’d have probably thought I was crazy years ago. A few people may have been able to pick up on her presence in the form of a hot spot in the air or a feeling of discontent, but no one had ever actually physically seen her. At least, not until now.
“J...Jack,” Lucy stuttered, taking another step backwards.
“Lucy, Alice. Alice, Lucy,” I said, by way of introductions still a bit shell-shocked myself.
“Jack. She can see me,” Alice said, matter of fact.
“So it would seem,” I said. “Why?”
“I was wondering that myself,” Alice said.
“What... What is that?” Lucy said, pointing towards Alice.
“Lucy. We’ve been over this,” I said, cutting my eyes to the girl. Over her shoulder, I thought I saw movement. I blinked. Nothing. Everything was as it should be, still and silent. I stared a second longer, before writing it off as nerves and turning my attention back to Lucy.
“We have?” she asked.
“Remember when I said I sold my soul?” I nodded towards Alice. “That’s the buyer.”
“Hello.” Alice said, looking at Lucy. “Why can you see me? No one’s ever seen me before except Jack.”
I saw it again, a quick burst of motion to my left. There was no doubt in my mind this time. I saw a person, hunched over, moving from shadow to shadow with a quick and steady ease, using the darkest corners of the building for natural camouflage. They blended almost too well, becoming damn near invisible as the darkness swallowed them. I took another step towards Lucy, trying to watch everything and everywhere around us at the same time, all while keeping my attention on the scene playing out in front of me.
“Alice...” I said calmly, my eyes scanning from shadow to shadow. “What’s-”
“Thralls Jack, it’s thralls,” she said with an exasperated sigh, her voice riddled with chiding impatience. “It’s probably too late to leave. They’ve more than likely been watching you since you got here. You noticed them just a moment ago but wrote it off.”
“You couldn’t have given me a heads up?” I asked.
“It didn’t seem important at the time,” she said, her eyes never leaving Lucy.
“Of course. It didn’t seem important. Silly me.” I muttered to myself.
“So, why can you see me?” she asked Lucy again.
The thralls advanced, pulling free from the shadows. There were six of them total, all male. They all looked the same. They all looked like Adam.
They were dressed in all black, black slacks and black shirts, feet clad in heavy boots. They all sported shaved heads, eyes empty and dull. Their nails were elongated, jagged talons clicking against each other with anticipation. The darkness seemed to slide along their exposed skin as they advanced towards us.
They had all been human once, each one of them. Now, they were really nothing more than mindless automatons. It took years of drinking blood from a vampire to make a thrall. Years, of having him, or her, destroy their personality bit by bit to make them into what they were now, slaves stuck somewhere in between being alive and undead. They were strung out on vampire blood and completely devoted to their creator. To me, it was worse than dying. It was dying and being just alive enough to realize you were dead.
“We’ll talk again soon,” Alice said, looking from me to the thralls. She gave Lucy a polite, forced smile, and vanished.
“Jack..?” Lucy said, her voice shaking with fear.
“I know,” I growled, looking from thrall to thrall. I spun in place, keeping myself in front of Lucy the best that I could. It wouldn’t matter. I knew that much.
For a moment, the thralls stopped, standing completely still. When they moved again it was in a strange synchronized stalk, every footstep falling at the exact same time as the others, each motion perfectly mirrored amongst six bodies. They had circled us completely, cutting off any chance we had of making a run for it.
There was a long moment where everything was perfectly silent. A stillness filled the air, like that moment before a massive crack of thunder where everything seems to pause and brace for the inevitable. I searched the thralls’ faces and found absolutely no humanity in any of their blank stares. Hollow, mindless emptiness stared back at me. A smiled spread through them like a virus, turning each of their faces into a mask of sadistic joy and anticipation.
And then, all hell broke loose.
Getting jumped by a lot of people doesn’t happen in any way, shape, or form like it’s portrayed in the movies. The masses aren’t kind enough to attack one or two at a time. They sure as hell don't give you just enough time in between attackers to land a solid blow and move on to the next. You don’t get to systematically work your way through the whole group of people trying to kill you. The bad guys just aren’t that nice. Well, at least these bad guys weren’t.
Instead, they fell on the two of us like a pack of dogs. One of them grabbed Lucy. To her credit she tried to fight back, slamming her fists against his chest. He didn’t even seem to notice. He just hit her, a quick, startling blow against her cheek with a closed fist. She crumpled at his feet. The thrall lifted her by the hair with one hand and threw her over his shoulder. The other five were on me like a swarm. Blows hit me from every direction. I fought back, rabid, swinging blind at the mass of bodies pressing into me. They plowed over me, shutting out any offense I could mount before it even got off the ground. The few punches I did throw were at best nothing more than a weak, desperation attempts. In such close quarters they didn't have enough muscle or leverage behind them to cause any damage. It didn’t so much as force any of them to take a step back.
I was completely overwhelmed in the span of a breath.
A shot to the back of the head staggered me. Another to my kidneys dropped me to my knees. It was all over from there. They rained blows on me, sending my already battered ribs to soaring new heights of agony. I curled up on the ground, putting my arms over my head and curling up, trying to protect my head and face. Steel-toed boots hit me everywhere. I was already beat all to hell, this was just the icing on the cake. The cut in my arm opened and I could feel blood soaking through the bandage, running in warm rivulets down my arm. It lit them up like a feeding frenzy, raising the beating to new, more misery inducing heights. I was almost thankful when the boot slipped through and clipped me in the temple. My vision went blurry. The second shot to the head sealed the deal. I went out completely, and was happy to do so.
 

 




Chapter 9
 

I felt lush, soft carpet against my cheek when I came pushing back up to the land of consciousness. I opened my eyes and the light seared into my brain, igniting it into a nuclear haze. My entire body felt like one massive ball of hurt, every muscle waking up to its own individual ache. It was worst in my shoulders. Thick, heavy lengths of steel wrapped around my torso and pinned my arms to my side. I had been bound in chains. More were wrapped around my ankles. I flexed against them, but between the three inch thick steel links and the shape I was currently in, there was no way they’d break.
I was lying on my side, and after a moment of acclimating myself to the glare of the lights I was able to focus more on my surroundings. It was a large office. A desk sat nestled in the corner, the wood polished to a glossy, almost reflective sheen. A computer and one of those fancy pen sets with the wooden base sat on its top. Bookshelves lined two of the walls, the shelves bowing dangerously beneath the voluminous antique tomes. Lucy, bound at the ankles and wrists with zip ties, lay a few feet away from me. She was staring at me, her face a contorted mask of fright. Blotchy red circles surrounded her eyes. She’d been crying. I could hear the sound of muffled voices outside, too far off and distorted by the walls for me to make out what was being said.
“Mornin,” I said.
“What’s going on?” she asked, voice trembling.
I looked around once more, rolled onto my stomach and sat up so that I was on my knees. I blinked once or twice, head throbbing, and turned my attention back towards her.
“Apparently Adam wants to talk to us.”
“Apparently. Who’s Adam?”
“He’s an old friend,” I said.
Alice flickered into view, seated on the desk. She portrayed the image of the perfect little lady, fresh from charm school and ready for the Ball in her mannerisms. She looked around the room then turned her eyes towards Lucy.
“So,” she said casually, as if her and Lucy were having a very civil discussion over afternoon tea. “Have you given any thought as to why you’re able to see me?”
Lucy looked at her, mouth open, her face a mask of disbelief at the absurdity of the question.
“I’m sorry?” she asked.
“Have you given any thought to why you’re able to see me?” Alice said again. She didn’t so much as look at me.
“Alice, where’s Adam?” I asked.
“He’s outside,” she said, eyes still on Lucy. “Well, have you?”
“Uh, no?” Lucy said.
“How many?” I asked, hoping Alice had been able to pick up something from the muffled voices I hadn’t been able to make out. It didn’t really matter. I didn’t have a chance in hell of getting out of here. Adam and his thralls would rip me to shreds if I tried to escape, with or without Lucy. This was assuming I could figure out a way to unchain myself. Hell, Adam alone could tear me to pieces and his six goons, even without their master, had done a more than passable job of kicking the shit out of me without his help.
“Six thralls and Adam. He’s on the phone at the moment with a woman. They are discussing very nasty business, Jack,” Alice said.
“What kind of nasty business?”
“They want to turn her.”
“They want to..?” Lucy’s voice trailed off. Realization hit her. She'd evidently seen enough movies to infer the meaning of that statement. She started squirming, trying to slip her bonds with renewed vigor. After a moment of twisting and pulling, she realized that those little strips of plastic were a lot stronger than they looked.
“Um. Stay calm,” I said.
“Oh you are breathtaking in a crisis, Jack,” Alice said.
“Can’t you untie us?” Lucy asked, looking at Alice.
“No, my dear, I can’t,” Alice said.
The opening of the door stopped the rest of the conversation dead in its tracks.
Adam was not what most people thought of when they heard the word ‘vampire’. Years of pop culture had turned vampires from nightmare to fantasy. It seemed like nowadays the word vampire conjured up this notion of beautifully tragic sex gods of the night, prancing around in frilly shirts in New Orleans or Paris. They saw vampires as poor, tortured creatures enslaved by a hunger they could never control, driven by a bestial impulse that they would never be able to reign in and suffering under the weight of it.
That couldn’t be further from the truth.
Vampires are, in truth, voracious, merciless predators. They aren’t beautiful, they aren’t tragic, and they sure as hell aren’t sex gods of any stripe or variety. They are more like great whites with the ability to think and plan. They were strong enough to punch clean through six inches of concrete and make it look easy. Hungry, they were harder to stop than an Abrams tank. Sunlight won’t kill them; it'll just slow them down. A stake through the heart is an annoyance. Garlic, crosses, and things of that ilk are useless. The only way I knew to kill them, was either set them on fire or hammer them with so much damage that there was no coming back from it. Decapitation was a winner on that front, maybe drawing and quartering.
“Hello, Jackson. It’s been a while,” Adam said. His voice was strange, completely devoid of an accent. It made him sound almost mechanical, save for the note of hunger echoing in his tone.
“Adam.”
Adam looked like a malnourished youth in his mid teens, maybe sixteen or seventeen. I knew for a fact he was at least four times that old. He was small, maybe five feet at best and weighed literally half of what I did. He was all spindly limbs set with knobby, protruding joints. It gave his movements a spider like appearance. His skin was the color of yellowing parchment. He wore black jeans and an untucked red dress shirt, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. He was bald, his face stark and angular, eyes set deep in skeletal sockets. His fingers ended in vicious, gleaming black talons, each one extending from a digit that looked an inch or two longer than human and carried an extra knuckle. I could see a string of numbers tattooed into the inside of his forearm, a memento from his mortal days when he’d been a resident of one of the Nazi’s camps during World War II. Rumor had it, that’s where he had been turned. The thralls followed him, fanning out into a line against the wall and door behind us. Cataract filmed eyes looked from me to Lucy, then back again.
He sat on the desk beside Alice, which under different circumstances might have been at least a little amusing since he couldn’t see her.
“We have a debt to settle, Jackson, and I’m being generous by not just tearing your throat out on principal. Do keep that in mind throughout this conversation.”
“No, Adam, we don’t,” I said quietly.
“But we do. You killed my last childe. Do you remember that?”
“Vaguely,” I said.
“Vaguely,” he growled.
He moved, his motion too fast to track. One moment he was sitting on the top of his desk, the next he had me by the throat, easily holding me in the air with one misshapen hand. He held me almost nose to nose. His words were a cold, rattling wind against my face. I could see hundreds of teeth set in blackened gums, each one tiny and hollow like a hypodermic needle. They were insanely sharp and coated with a thin yellow neurotoxin. I gagged, fighting for breath. My chest, my lungs, burnt with oxygen deprivation. I could hear a rushing sound in my ears, a gentle roar that turned into the steady hammering of my heartbeat.
“You. Killed. Her. Jack.” Each word a statement in itself. “You burnt her alive. Do you remember it now? Is it still vague? Do you remember her screaming when you doused her with gasoline? My screaming when you struck the match? Do you remember it now? Do you remember taking away the only thing that brought me any solace?”
I tried to say something smart-assed in response. I wanted to chime in that a monster like him didn't deserve solace, but the words were conveniently stopped at the vise like grip around my windpipe. He stared at me for a long second and I could feel the blood in my face turning it a bright, hot scarlet. He offered a smile, small, almost sweet, and then dropped me.
I hit the floor with a thump, groaning as I sucked in massive gouts of air. My throat felt hot and swollen, each breath a struggle to fill my lungs. I lay there, staring at his boot clad feet. It took a minute for strength to return to my limbs, but I managed to rise once more to my knees and stare up at the Vampire.
“Yeah, it’s starting to come back to me now.”
“Glad to hear it. As I was saying, you owe me a debt,” Adam said with a wide, predatory grin. I could see the small rivulets of poison running from his fangs and over his lips. He walked to Lucy and crouched down next to her. He rested his elbows on his knees, and sighed quietly, feigning resignation. His fingers, long and spidery, brushed the hair from her face. She shrank from his touch, her eyes a wide panorama of terror.
“And this, I think this will settle that debt,” he said, turning towards Lucy. “Wouldn’t you agree my dear?” he asked her, his lips sliding back into a Cheshire cat grin. “Me and Jack, we’ll be even-Steven.”
Lucy struggled again against her bindings.
“Fuck you,” she hissed.
That a girl.
Adam looked towards the thralls behind us, and then nodded towards me. Instantly they were on me, pushing me to the floor. I struggled, but between the six of them holding me, their knees wedged into my back, and the chains, it was an exercise in futility.
“Jack! Oh God... Jack... Help me!” Lucy pleaded.
I tried to figure out something I could say, something that would alleviate her fear. I wanted to tell her it was going to be okay. I think we both knew that'd be bullshit.
“Have you ever seen a change? Really seen it? I mean, I’m sure you’ve heard about it working with Lin and all, but have you ever actually been a witness to it? It’s really quite... traumatizing for the one changing,” Adam said. He stroked Lucy’s hair like she was a favorite pet as he talked, his eyes never leaving me.
I could see Alice standing behind him, head tilted and a look of rapt curiosity over her features. Even if she had been so inclined, I don’t think she would’ve stopped it. She looked too enraptured.
“Please don’t. I don’t want this” Lucy said, turning her attention to Adam. It was pointless pleading, as Vampires had about as much compassion as a lion with an antelope in its sights.
“Shh,” Adam chided her, “I understand your reluctance dear. Unfortunately, Jack here has condemned you without your knowing it. I know it’s not fair, but such is life as they say.” His grin widened and he turned back towards me. “Do you remember what you said to me Jack, just before you set her on fire?”
“Yeah,” I said.
“What was it?”
I stared at him.
“Answer me,” he said.
“It’s nothing personal,” I said quietly.
“Yes, well, this is very, very personal.”
“Then take it up with me.”
Adam winked at me and then leaned forward, trailing his tongue over the hollow of Lucy’s throat. He shivered in anticipation. She gasped and the sound triggered some sort of predatory reaction in the vampire. Adam’s fangs hit her throat like a snake’s strike, quick and frighteningly accurate.
He moaned when the first taste of Lucy’s blood hit his tongue. One of his hands wrapped around her waist, holding her close to him. He had made sure that when he tore into her throat, she had been facing me. He wanted me to see her eyes, see the life fading from them when he killed her.
Alice vanished, reappearing in the corner. She kept her eyes on Lucy and Adam. If the scene in front of her bothered her, she didn’t show it. She just stared, unblinking and pacing a slow circle around the two of them. The little demon took the whole scene in like a researcher, making mental notes as she paced.
“I hope she’ll still be able to see me if she survives this,” she said finally.
A small line of blood ran from the corner of Adam’s lips. Lucy stared at me, completely motionless while tears traced their way over her cheeks. I could see the light in her eyes fading, her skin growing a frightening shade of pale.
I felt the small cinder of rage ignite in my stomach.
“Adam,” I growled.
If he heard me, there was no indication. He kept his lips pressed to Lucy’s throat, uttering low moans of hungry pleasure. That was what set it off. It wasn’t enough for him to take Lucy, make her pay for my mistake. I could live with that. It would bother me, but I could live with it. I hadn’t grown attached to the girl, I’d known her all of a day tops. It was the fact he was doing it and enjoying it, mocking me with her death.
More than that, it was like he was holding up a mirror to me, giving me a reminder of just who I was, of where the choices I had made had led me. I could have stopped her from coming if I had really wanted. There were a million things I could have done, and I hadn’t done any of them. I'd brought this down on her simply because I hadn’t cared enough outside of covering my own ass to stop her from coming with me.
Adam had been right.
This one, it was on me.
In that moment, I hated myself almost as much as I hated him. Almost.
“Adam!” I said louder, clipping the word with anger.
He looked up, his lips peeling back into a crimson stained grin.
That fucking grin.
I lost it.
Completely.
The cinder of rage became an inferno. My vision went red, anger surging through my blood in a molten rush of murderous intent. My muscles, my brain, went scalding hot with adrenaline and sheer, unrestrained fury.
“Jack. This won’t help her,” Alice said.
I ignored her.
“You’re fucking dead, Adam! You hear me! Fucking dead!”
“Oh yes. I’m aware. Vampire and all,” he quipped.
Adam dropped Lucy and stood up, looming over her. She lay completely still, muscles rigid, her chest barely rising, mouth slightly open. The tears continued in a slow, steady stream. She was staring at me, unblinking and paralyzed. He lifted an arm, exposing his wrist and sliced the flesh open with a single, razor-sharp talon. Blood, thicker than human and darker in color, welled up from the cut.
“You motherfucker,” I growled.
I turned my eyes back on Lucy. She looked almost peaceful lying there. It’d be a mercy to kill her, to save her from what Adam was going to turn her into. I struggled against the chains again, tried to thrash under the combined weight of the goons holding me down. I got exactly nowhere.
“Don’t be like that, Jack. It’s unbecoming,” he said, staring at the blood. All he’d have to do is drop a single, red drop onto her lips and the change would start. I hadn’t ever seen one, but I knew the mechanics.
“I mean, after all, this is your doing. We had a gentlemen’s agreement, Jack. I’m just the instrument of your actions.”
For the next second, everything seemed to move in slow motion. The slow turn of his wrist, the first single drop of blood gathering over the wound, becoming heavier and then falling as gravity took hold. It hung in the air for what seemed a veritable eternity, before beginning an agonizingly slow descent. It hit her lips and I could see the droplet exploding in a tiny crimson splash. Another drop followed, and then another, slipping past her lips and into her mouth.
Somewhere far away and distant, I heard Alice sigh. It was a sound like dried bones being tossed over dead leaves. The thralls moaned, all six at the same time, in some weird stereophonic sound of something that bordered on sexual pleasure.
For a moment nothing happened, and then the change hit Lucy’s system like an electric current, hard enough to snap the zip ties that bound her ankles and wrists. A seizure grabbed her, sending her body into a fit of convulsions. Every one of her muscles began trembling and then spasming, slamming her limbs violently against the floor. Her back arched, mouth flying open. A scream tore out of her, something ragged, pained, and desperate. Her fingernails, already lengthening and darkening to perfect black, ripped long tears through the thick carpet.
I didn’t bother to struggle against the chains anymore. Instead, I focused my eyes on Lucy. I didn’t want to watch it happen. I had to. I wanted to memorize every convulsion, every last strangled choke of pain, every single tear. I wanted it seared in my memory like a brand, because the first chance I had, I was going to impart it all back to Adam a thousand fold. I was going to make sure the little sociopath felt everything he did to her, everything she felt because of me he was going to get in spades.
Lucy rolled onto her side. She was choking, gasping for air she’d no longer need. Every part of her body was fighting desperately to hang onto her humanity at the same time it was trying to purge it, to make room for the monster she’d become. She threw up, over and over again, emptying her stomach in loud, violent heaves. The smell of vomit filling the room was enough to be almost suffocating.
Her eyes rolled up towards me. She was pleading, begging for my help without saying a word. I met her gaze head on. I didn't have a choice, I had to see that pain and wrap it up in my guts. I had to feel it as much as she did. I had to make it mine and suffer through it with her.
Another scream ripped from her, a torn and ragged howl of pain in the now silent room. Adam didn’t say a word. The thralls were spellbound. Alice continued to stare, her eyes locked on Lucy, tracking her every motion.
Lucy’s skin seemed to pull in on itself, to tighten against joints and angles. Her vitality, her very life, seemed to collapse and wither as she became something new. Blood poured from her mouth and over her lips as her teeth fell from their gums, pushed out by the small, hypodermic like fangs. The same fangs that would inject the paralytic toxin and pull the blood from her future victims. She tried to mouth a word, my name, and it felt like a nuke went off in my chest. In that moment her agony and pain had been given a real, living form inside of me. I fought back tears of desperation and rage, refusing to take my eyes off of her.
She rolled onto her back, fighting for breath. At this point she was past needing it. Her back arched, again and again, raising her up off the floor, bending her body to contortionist-like angles as the seizures reached their crescendo and began to fall off.
Finally, she went still. The beautiful girl who had been there before had been replaced by something different. It was something equally beautiful, though it was a completely different form of beauty. It was the same type of beauty one sees in a jungle cat. It was something primal and vicious that awakens as much fear as it does awe. Smooth curves had become stark angles, what had once looked soft and inviting was now cold and stone-like.
She lay like that for a long moment, perfectly still. Everyone in the room was silent, their eyes all focused on Lucy. Finally, she rolled onto her stomach, pushing up to her hands and knees. Her head, hair hanging in her face and matted with sweat, lifted slowly. Her eyes, once lively, bright and very human, were now covered with thin white cataracts. She ran the back of her hand over her mouth, wiping away the remnants of something once very human.
Adam’s eyes stayed on me. He smiled again.
“See, that wasn’t so horrible, now was it?” he asked me.
 

 




Chapter 10
 

Adam paced towards me, hunching down so we were eye to eye. He wiped blood from his chin, sucking it off his fingertips with a low mewling sound. His eyes closed. He sighed, shuddering with pleasure.
“Now what to do with you?” Adam said.
“Want my advice?” I asked him.
“Please.”
“Kill me. Otherwise, me and you are gonna end up having a very long, painful talk,” I snarled.
“Oh?”
Adam turned just before Lucy sprung on him, her eyes flaring with rage. He hit her once. It was a quick backhanded swat that connected with the side of her face hard enough to lift her into the air and slam her into the expensive paneling. She hit with a resounding crack, bouncing off the wall and to the floor. She recoiled, retreating to the corner. She crouched there, thick, dark blood welling from a cut over her eye. She had the look of a spooked animal, eyes wide and searching back and forth with quick jerks. They settled on Alice.
“Oh goodie, she can still see me,” Alice said and shimmered, vanishing from view. Fat lot of help she was.
“You know, Jack, I may just take you up on that,” Adam said, drawing my attention back towards him.
I was going to say something threatening, or vicious. I didn’t get the chance.
The thralls, all at once turned towards the door, sniffing at the air. Adam’s eyes narrowed and I could see his body tense. Even Lucy had turned her attention to the door, eying it warily.
It exploded in a violent wall of sound and a shower of wooden shrapnel. I hit the floor, rolling away, towards the wall. The two thralls standing directly in line with the door were thrown back, screaming, trying to pull foot long spears of wood from various parts of their anatomy. Adam seemed only irritated, brushing splinters from his clothes, eyes narrowed. The thralls had taken the majority of the hit, mostly shielding Adam, Lucy and myself from the shrapnel.
I heard Maggie before I saw her, chanting as she walked. Her voice was low, husky, rolling Gaelic syllables pouring from her tongue. Thanks to the bond I had with Alice, I understood the pleas to a variety of gods and goddesses, the offers of blood for favors as she recited spell after spell. She stepped into the office and I could see now what had gotten the vampire’s and his pets’ attention. Maggie was bleeding. Four deep cuts, slashes roughly three inches in length, ran across the inside of her forearm. She carried a knife in one hand, a lighter in the other.
In one fluid motion, she drew the blade across her skin, drawing up another cut, letting the blood flow down into her hand and over the lighter. As the blood hit the lighter’s flame, it seemed to grow, turning a dark shade of crimson.
“Morrigan, mother of the dying,” she muttered in Gaelic and opened the lighter, sparking it to life.
“How dare you!” Adam said snarling.
Maggie ignored him, still chanting, blood dripping from her fingertips to the carpet.
“Lend me your touch, so they may burn. Lend me your kiss, so they may suffer,” the words spilling from her lips, faster now, her breath coming in almost excited, sexual pants.
Adam roared, anger searing his voice. With one hand he grabbed the desk, which probably weighed more than I did and threw it at Maggie. I shrank back at the action, so sudden, so ferocious that it was. She didn’t flinch, simply made a beckoning motion with her hand. Fire leapt from the lighter and into her palm, forming a perfect small glowing ball of flame. It looked like a tiny sun, tendrils of flame twisting and snaking around itself. It didn’t even blister the delicate skin of her hand. She threw it, side armed like a baseball.
There was a small shockwave, like being hit in the face with a pillow and a sound like gasoline being ignited. For a quick moment, the air was drawn out of the room. The fireball and the desk collided in mid air, shards of wood once more raining down, flame searing their edges. The carpet had caught fire. The sudden rush of heat from a moment ago was slowly being replaced by a build-up of choking warmth, not as hot but just as uncomfortable. Smoke was rising towards the ceiling, crawling across it like a newly formed thunderhead.
The thralls, those that could still stand, were working their way towards Adam, surrounding him in a defensive line. They gave the fire a wide berth, or at least as wide as possible in the confines of the office. They managed to form a broken line around their boss, putting themselves between Adam and Maggie. To their credit, none of them really looked like they’d be game for staying if they had the choice. That said, Adam had eliminated the general notion of choice from their vocabulary a long time ago.
“‘Ow dare I?” she asked, flipping her hand again, motioning another ball of flame into it. She grinned, wide, and hungry in a completely different sense than Adam's own gluttonous grins only a few moments ago.
“Oh, I dare, baby. I dare,” she said with a grin.
She flicked another fireball towards him, and he ducked under it, letting it explode against the wall. I heard Lucy shriek in fright, trying to pull herself further into the corner. Alice appeared beside me simply standing and watching the goings on with that same blank expression she had when, well, anything happened.
“Witch...” Adam snarled, eyes darting from Maggie to Lucy. Maggie winked, motioning another ball of flame into her hand. She cut her eyes towards me, her tongue running over her lips, before looking back towards Adam. The fire at her feet had grown to roughly a yard across, and the hunks of burning wood had started at least four smaller fires on the carpet in different, random spots throughout the office. The room itself was getting hazy with smoke, every breath a burning hitch in my throat. I struggled against the chains again, albeit briefly, out of nothing more than instinct. They had proven again and again that they wouldn’t be breaking anytime soon.
“Vampire,” she said grinning, her tone teasing.
Adam narrowed his eyes, and in a flurry of motion, pulled Lucy off the floor, throwing her over his shoulder. He kept his eyes on Maggie and turned, blasting through the wall behind him in a full linebacker style charge, leaving a roughly Adam sized hole in his wake. The thralls, with their master gone, got the hint and began scrambling through the hole after him.
Maggie watched the place where Adam had stood for maybe half a second before she turned and moved towards me. She crouched, eyeing the lock that held the chains around my ankles. For a moment, she just stared at me. I could see indecision and warring emotions playing across her features.
The hole Adam had made had created some ventilation for the smoke, but the influx of air was causing the fire to burn a lot faster and a lot hotter. I could feel sweat running down my back and neck in rivulets as the flames crept closer, tracing their way up the wall and over the books.
“Mind helping me out here?” I asked.
She didn’t say a word. She pulled one of those lock pick guns from the pack over her shoulder. She inserted the picks into the padlock and squeezed the trigger, her hand working the gun in quick smooth motions. I felt the lock, roughly the size of my fist let go and started kicking the chains off my feet. She repeated the process on the chains around my wrists.
“Thanks. What now?”
She didn’t answer. She turned, head down, going back the way she had come.
As we went, I tried to take stock of my surroundings. The hallway on the opposite side of the door that Maggie had just decimated led to a single, metal door. An exit sign above it fought to shine through the rapidly amassing smoke pouring from the room, which was now spreading at a much more rapid pace.
“Where are we?” I asked
She still didn’t answer.
I kept my head down, marching down the hallway and grabbed the door, pulling it open on an empty parking lot. It was still dark out. Once we were outside Maggie turned towards me. She didn’t say anything, just stared, eyes narrowed. She near trembled with rage, and waves of pure violent intent radiated off of her.
I cast a quick look around for Adam. I didn’t think he’d come jumping out now, not after Maggie’s display. Still, better safe than sorry.
“What’s with the silent treatment?” I asked.
She answered by hitting me, a quick, hard cross across the jaw. Pain flashed up through my skull, and for a second, spots flashed across my eyes. Apparently, it was the will of some bigger celestial being than myself that every person I met was destined to add to my growing list of injuries.
“What the fuck?” I growled, fighting to hold back another wash of anger. I clenched my fists, swallowing the urge to hit her back.
“What the fuck?” she asked, incredulous. “What the fuck do you think?” she pointed back towards the hotel. It was a small, three story affair, built with brick. A sign hung over the door, the words “Paradise Hotel” were little more than stains hidden behind rust and dirt. “Ya did that! Ya did that, you made all that ‘appen! What ‘appened to her, it’s yer goddamned fault!”
I took a step back. I had known it in there, watching it happen. It really sank home now, reverberating in my skull with the authority of a divine decree. Maggie's verbalization of it just served to twist the metaphorical knife a little deeper.
“You did this, you goddamn disgusting filthy little abomination,” She growled. “You drug ‘er along, didn’t give a shit what happened to ‘er, I should’ve left you in there.”
“Why didn’t you?” I asked quietly.
“Because I’ma treat you like you treated ‘er. At the moment, yer useful.” She pointed towards her car. “Get in.”
 

 




Chapter 11
 

We drove in silence for the majority of the trip back to Boston. Maggie kept her eyes forward, hands gripping the wheel to the point her knuckles had grown a startling shade of white. She practically radiated volatile anger. I tried to ignore it. I couldn’t.
“I’m going to get her back,” I said finally.
“No,” Maggie responded, the words clipped and harsh. “Ya aren’t.”
I stared at her for a moment, my jaw hanging open.
“What?”
“I said, no. Ya aren’t.”
I blinked, confused. Less than half an hour ago, she was ready to tear my face off for what happened to Lucy. Now, she was writing her off, leaving her to Adam.
“So what, you hit me in the mouth, then that’s it? Situation over, we move on?”
“For the moment,” she said through gritted teeth.
“I call bullshit.”
She pulled the car over, brakes locking. The seat belt dug into my chest, but not before my forehead smacked against the windshield. Behind us, car horns blared. She ignored them, seething and near trembling with a barely contained rage. For a moment, she just stared, her eyes locked on mine. I could see the storm behind them, the warring emotions, and the sheer disdain for me.
“Ya don’t get it do ya?” She growled.
“What?”
“She’s the enemy now. There is no ‘getting her back’. There is no saving her. She’s an enemy combatant because of a situation you put her in. Not to mention, there’s still the issue of this possessing...demon...thing...stuff...” She let the words trail off, fighting to put some type of explanation on something that was, at the moment, unknown.
“She’s not the enemy,” I said.
“Oy, she is. 'Ell, she’s a monster now. Just like you boyo,” Maggie said, shaking her head. “She's no different than Adam.”
“That right?”
She turned, glaring at me.
“Yer fuckin A right it is,” she said, her accent thick over the words.
“Not the way I see it.”
“At this point, the way you're seeing it 'ere doesn’t make much difference to me one way or 'nother.”
“Then we should probably go ahead and hop out of the car and handle this, because that's where this whole line of conversation is heading,” I said, putting my hand on the door handle.
She didn’t say anything. Instead, she stared at me for a long moment and then started the car, easing it back into traffic. She wouldn’t look at me while we drove. My mind fell back to Lucy, to the look in her eyes while Adam drained the life out of her. She stared at me and her eyes didn’t accuse me, they were just desperate. She wasn’t blaming me. I blamed me, and I was right in doing so. Maggie and The Three wise men be damned, I was getting Lucy back. I owed her that.
Fifteen minutes later I saw the church come into view. Maggie parked across the street, and we both slid out. She didn’t say a word to me. I fell in step behind her, shoving my hands in the pocket of my sweatshirt.
We both stopped at the same time, staring up at the church from the middle of the street. Something was wrong. Something was really wrong. It was in the air, in the vibe of the place. There was a cold feeling, of something poisonous, something dirty invading an otherwise clean place. I knew the feeling all too well. I’d felt it in the air when Essie had gone all homicidal bag lady. I’d felt it when the nurse at the hospital had tried to kill me. This thing we had been chasing had found us.
The church was silent. Lights, which normally illuminated and cast soft glows through the stained glass windows, were dark. Aside from Maggie’s car the street was empty. Even the city itself seemed muted here - the sirens, the horns, the typical city sounds were hushed and far off.
“Something's not on the up and up,” Maggie said quietly.
“So it would seem,” I said.
We started towards the church together. The doors were open. Scratch that, one of the doors was open. The other door was torn completely off its hinges and was laying a few feet away. Deep, fist sized craters marked the normally smooth surface.
“Not a good sign,” Maggie said.
“Your powers of deduction amaze me,” I muttered.
She responded with another glare.
I moved up the steps, just to the left of the door. I made sure to stay out of the line of sight if someone were waiting to jump out with guns, claws or something equally horrible and the intent to do me bodily harm. Maggie was a step behind me, already pulling the blade from her pack. Now that I wasn’t about to be ripped in half by a vampire, or set on fire, I was able to get a look at the blade. It was a Marine issue Ka-Bar, solid black and sharpened to a razor edge. She had a bottle of drinking water in the other hand, one of those sports bottles with the little nozzle squirt tops. For a moment, we just stood there. I strained to hear anything, listening for a sign of something inside.
Silence answered me.
I crouched and peered inside. The place was a disaster bathed in shadows. Light filtered through the stained glass windows, painting pools of reds, blues and greens across the floor. Pews lay overturned and broken, hymnals scattered amidst the wreckage. The altar itself had been thrown halfway across the church’s interior and lay on its side in the center aisle. I stepped inside, moving slowly and staying as low as I could to make as small a target as possible. Maggie slipped in behind me.
I nearly leapt out of my skin both from surprise and complete and total amazement when Alice appeared in front of me. I stumbled backwards, right into Maggie, and almost knocked both of us on our asses.
“It’s empty, Jack,” Alice said, looking over the church’s interior.
“The fuck?” I said, completely forgetting the idea of staying quiet.
Maggie shoved me off of her and moved to stand beside me.
“So much for stealth,” she said.
“It’s empty,” I answered.
“Oh? Maybe I don't feel like taking yer word for it,” she said and turned, venturing deeper into the church's interior. She wandered around, checking behind broken pews, in closets, vanishing down the hallway for a moment before finally returning. After a few minute of searching she returned.
“You're right.”
“I'm aware.”
“So 'ow did you know then, smart ass?”
“Alice is here,” I said, looking back to the little demon, “which raises a hell of an interesting question.”
“Your demon?” she asked, her tone holding a touch of skepticism. Some people.
“Yes.”
“You seem surprised by that,” Maggie said.
“It’s been a long time since I’ve been in a church,” Alice said quietly, her voice reverent. She started turning to stare over the interior, taking it all in.
“I am,” I said, watching Alice pace forward, staring around in rapt wonder. It was the first time I’d ever seen anything close to a full-blown emotion register on the demon’s face. She looked… lost.
“Right.”
“She can’t manifest on holy ground. Yet I’m looking at her now. I’m also not feeling like total ass at the moment. Which means...”
“This place has been desecrated.” Alice finished my thought.
“Which means?” Maggie asked.
I blinked, still a bit entranced at the fact Alice was completely awed by her surroundings. It was surreal.
“The place has been desecrated,” I said, repeating Alice's words and turning my attention back to Maggie.
“Ows ‘at?”
I looked at Alice, raising my own brows in curiosity.
“Something blasphemous happens,” the demon said and sat down on one of the still standing pews. She stared around quietly for a moment and the look on her face suggested she was fighting back intense emotion. “Something violent, a rape or murder most likely. Something that stains its godliness.” Her voice was a quiet whisper.
“Then we have a bigger problem,” I said.
“Oh?” Maggie asked.
I looked the place over once again, my eyes settling on the confessionals. They looked the same as they always had, untouched. It was enough amongst the wreckage to catch my attention. I didn’t answer Maggie. Instead, I stalked over and grabbed the first door, pulling it open. The interior was empty.
I opened the second and winced. The man hadn’t been dead long, his arm flopping out to brush my leg once the door was open. He had been older, in his early fifties or sixties, with hair the color of fresh snow. His eyes were open, a crystal clear shade of blue that was almost startling in its brightness. He wore simple coveralls and looked like the jovial neighbor from some 1950’s sitcom. His throat had been ripped open. Blood had soaked the coveralls, pooling around him in the confessional's carpeted floor.
“Shit,” I said.
I heard Maggie gasp from just over my shoulder. She closed her eyes for a long minute. She sighed and ran her hands through her hair, pushing it back from her face.
“That’s Ed, the janitor. He cleans the church part time,” she said after a moment.
“Well that explains that,” I said quietly, “We need to go.”
“Go? We can’t just leave him,” she said
“Yeah?”
“It’s not right,” she said quietly.
“Not right huh? Let’s ask Ed if he minds. Hey, Ed. Look man, you mind if we cut out?” I said to the dead man. “Don’t mind? Good.”
Maggie’s eyes damn near bored holes through my skull.
“Sorry,” I said after a long moment. “Point is, cops show up here we’re gonna be held up for more than a few hours. The way this place looks from the outside, I’m surprised they aren’t here now. That, and this thing’s looking for us. Actively.”
“Where do you propose we go?” she said after a moment.
“Well, not here would be a start,” I said.
She looked back at Ed, then towards me. She turned on her heel and walked across the church and out. I jogged to catch up with her.
“What about the Padre and the others?” she asked as we walked, heading towards the car, leaving the church behind us.
“Right now, not really concerned about it. We need to find somewhere to hole up. We can figure all that shit out later.”
She cast a glance back towards the church and sighed.
“Alright. Where to?”
I shrugged.
“Somewhere we won’t get eaten, I’m hoping.” I slid into the passenger side of the car. A moment later she joined me and started the car's pathetic, sewing machine engine.
“Genius plan. Care to give me some sort of idea where you think that might be?”
“Sure, like I said, not here.”
 

 




Chapter 12
 

For the next hour we kept moving without any real direction or plan. Maggie kept old punk music tearing from her speakers, something loud and violent. She drove in perfect, rigid silence, keeping her eyes focused on the road in front of her. There was a tension in the air, a humming buzz of emotion that radiated from her frame like the current you feel standing under high tension wire and seemed to once more amp up the fragrance which seemed to accompany her. It was pushing midnight when she finally pulled the car into a WalMart parking lot and killed the engine.
“We should talk about some things,” she said, turning the radio down to a level that didn’t require screaming to be a part of the conversation.
“That doesn’t sound good,” Alice said from the back seat. I turned, regarding her with mild annoyance before looking back at Maggie.
“Okay?”
“I’m not sorry about what I said to you. Or for punching you in the face,” she said.
I blinked. “Alright. Glad we cleared that up.”
She paused, swallowing hard. She turned to me, lips opening to speak and then stopped.
“What?” I asked.
“I ‘ate you.”
I didn’t say anything.
“I ‘ate you. You disgust me. You and yer little demon girlfriend,” Maggie said.
“Well that’s just rude,” Alice chimed in from the backseat. I cut her another glance over my shoulder. She waved her little fingers at me.
“Well, I'm glad you're able to get that off your chest.”
“Shut up,” she snapped, taking a breath before continuing. “But yer what I ‘ave at the moment.” She ran a hand through her hair. “Everything else I had just got wrecked.” Her tone was heavy with resignation.
“Yeah, well I’m not fond of this little partnership either. But keep in mind, you recruited me,” I said, laying my head against the passenger side window.
“I’m very not fond of it as well,” Alice chimed in. “I still say you should get rid of her.”
“Not helping,” I said to Alice without looking back.
Maggie, meanwhile just stared at me wearing her impatience openly.
“Like I said,” I said turning back towards Maggie, “you recruited me.”
“Oh no, I scooped you up, I was working under orders.”
“Semantics. So what’re you getting at exactly?”
“I...oy. Fuck. What I’m gettin at ya wanker, is that until this is said and done, we need to put our shit aside and handle business. We're a team, much as it pains me. A truly right and fucked up one, but a team none the less. Despite how much I wanna jerk ya up by yer neck and beat yer skull in.”
I most definitely wasn’t expecting her to offer up something resembling an olive branch, especially after making it quite clear where I stood in terms of her esteem. I was pretty sure some form of shock registered on my face and if she noticed, she didn’t say anything about it. We sat there, not saying a word, staring at the parking lot.
I finally sat up, rubbing a hand over my eyes and looked at her.
“Alright. So now that that’s all established. What’s your play in all this?”
“My play?”
“Yeah, I’m here under coercion. What’s your excuse?”
“I owe it to ‘em.”
“You owe it to ‘em?”
“You make a lot of mistakes in six ‘undred years,” she said not looking at me.
“How fucking old are you?” I asked.
Maggie glared at me, eyes narrowed dangerously. Something in the look she gave me chased that line of curiosity induced questioning a fair ways out of my mind. There was an intensity of regret there that was hard for me to face. I got the hint. I held up my hands in a gesture of submission and dropped it.
“Old enough,” she said.
“Past her prime,” Alice said, trailing a finger along the back of Maggie’s headrest. She looked bored, staring out the windows as she did it.
“Alice. Please,” I growled.
“Fine, fine. I’ll go,” she said and vanished.
“Don’t think I forgotten about that mess ya got Lucy into, and I’m not gonna forgive ya for what I’m gonna ‘ave to do to her.”
“Lucy’s a big girl,” I said, my voice lacking any thing even remotely resembling a tone of conviction. “She opened that door and walked through it. And for the record, you don’t have to do anything.”
“Aye, I do. An’ yer right, she is a big girl. A big girl fresh out of the ‘ospital and in no way, shape or form capable of wrapping ‘er ‘ead around what she’s dealing with. Ya still brought ‘er with you, knowing all that. If you wanted to go, you could’ve done it without ‘er and you damned well know it.”
I was quiet for a long minute.
“Yeah,” I said finally. “I guess I do damned well know it.”
“Bit late for ‘er, for you to be comin’ to that realization,” she said.
I nodded.
She turned her eyes to me, scanning my features. She didn’t say anything, just turned her attention back towards the parking lot after a minute and let out a long, slow sigh. It was late, and there were only a few cars spotting the vast expanse of asphalt.
“So how’d you find us anyway?”
“Wasn’t ‘ard. You and Lucy were both gone. I was at the ‘ospital and ‘eard ‘er story. I know what ya did to your friend. Two and two, wasn’t a stretch to figure where you might be ‘eading,” she explained.
I should’ve known it was too easy to get out of there. I settled back into the seat, the silence growing a bit more uncomfortable with each passing minute.
“I don’t know what to do,” Maggie said finally.
“What do you mean?”
“The church was my ‘ome. It’s gone now. Whatever this thing is, it’s seen fit to making our lives a livin’ ‘ell. I ‘ave no idea where the Ordo’s gone. To ground I’m assuming. You’re what I’m left with.”
I shrugged. “Well, I know what I plan on doing.”
“Oh and what do you suggest?”
“I’ve already told you. I’m getting Lucy back.”
“But-”
“No buts,” I said, cutting her off. “She’s our best chance. Adam will try to get her fed as soon as possible I’m guessing. He doesn’t want her freaking out on him because she’s hungry. It’d be an annoyance for him. I’d also be willing to wager while she won’t be too fond of me, she’ll still be a lot happier away from him. I’m gonna see to it that happens.” I didn’t tell her I had no idea how, or that in a straight up fight I’d be the next best thing to a quick snack for him unless I'd waited till daybreak. Even then it was going to be one hell of a knock down drag out. I figured it best to keep that particular fact to myself. “Then, I’m going to track down this body hopping what's-it and have a very aggressive conversation with it. Convince it of the error of its ways.”
Maggie stared at me for a long moment.
“Just like that?”
“Just like that,” I said.
“And how do you plan on pulling this off?”
Shrugging, I said, “I have absolutely no fucking idea. I’m making this up as I go, but I owe her that much.”
“Yeah, yeah I guess ya do.”
I settled back, propping my knees on the dash and leaning my head back against the seat. I tried to focus, closing my eyes and making a mental note to formulate a plan posthaste. I tried chasing the sequence of events down but the seat, cramped though it was, just felt too damned inviting. The myriad of pains were mostly gone thanks to Alice and our deal, which let me get past things like flesh wounds and broken bones pretty quick.
When I woke up we were still in the same parking lot. I hadn’t planned on sleeping, but in the time it had taken me to close my eyes, the parking lot had filled up and the sun was breaking the horizon. Maggie slid into the driver’s seat, a coffee held out to me in an outstretched hand. I blinked twice and sat up, taking the cup. I took a long sip, savoring the warmth and bitterness. It was cheap coffee, muddy water, maybe sludge at best. It was glorious.
“Did you sleep?” I asked.
“A little.”
I nodded, setting the coffee on the dash.
“So what’s the plan?” she said, taking a sip from her own cup.
“I know where to find Adam. That’s not the issue. I’m pretty sure he’ll keep Lucy close, given she’s only a day in,” I said. “You got a smoke?”
She tossed me a pack from the center console, my pack that Essie had given me. I felt a brief flash of regret. I lit one with the cars push-in lighter, inhaling deeply. I stared quietly at the pack, the last gift of a dead friend and then shoved it in my pocket. The cigarette was pure bliss, hell it was right up there with the coffee.
“And then what? You ask if she can come out and play?”
“Something like that.”
“When?”
“Soon. It’s daylight. He’s nasty, real nasty, but during the day, when he’s sluggish, I think I can hold my own with him.”
“You think?” She asked. “What about the other part?”
“Still working on that. Any ideas?”
She shook her head.
“Well, what do we know?” I asked.
“Fast, strong, scary. That’s about it.”
I nodded.
“It’s not a lot to go on,” she said.
“No, no it’s not. I’m pretty sure it’s a demon though, but given that it was able to desecrate a church, now I’m thrown.”
“Whysat?”
“Because demons can’t go on blessed ground. It’s why I’m shit at the church. My bond to Alice is cut off by it. Something to do with faith and... Well I really have no idea how it all works. Suffice to say, it counteracts their demon mojo.”
“And yet-”
“And yet, it did,” I finished.
Maggie started the car, letting it idle. The music came back and she cut the volume down to nothing. There was still an awkwardness to the silence, a tension birthed from frustration and Maggie's attempts to keep her pure disdain towards me from coloring her words any more than they had. I tried my best to ignore it. We’d pretty much agreed that this was a necessary pairing, but it was obvious that it was something neither of us was entirely excited about.
“Where to?” she asked.
“Adam owns a club called Judas.”
“The fetish club?” she asked.
“That’s the place. You know it?”
“Um no,” she said, the slightest hint of a blush creeping to her cheeks.
“Liar.”
 

 




Chapter 13
 

Club Judas, from the outside, was an innocuous looking building made mostly of brick and painted steel. Amidst its neighbors, it camouflaged itself perfectly as another warehouse or factory, a clone in a long line of near identical buildings. The only windows were at second story height and they were blacked out with heavy coats of paint. There was a single door, set in the building’s side, its color faded and chipped from countless long decades in Boston’s harsh winters. The club’s name had been painted on the door in simple red, stenciled letters. Two guards stood outside, thick bruiser types in suits. They weren’t thralls, just your average, everyday hired thugs smoking cigarettes and trading idle chatter to pass the time.
“So, is there a plan, like a real plan?” Maggie asked me.
“Sure,” I said, and got out of the car, pulling the hood of my sweatshirt over my head. We had parked about a half a block down from Judas and I had a clear view of the street in both directions. It was empty save for a few parked cars. In the distance, a small sedan rolled through an intersection, the driver oblivious to what was about to take place only a hundred yards away.
“Dare I ask?”
“Like I said, I’m going to go in and politely ask him to allow Lucy to leave with us.”
“And that’s going to work?” Maggie asked.
“Nope. No chance in hell.”
“Didn’t think so,” she said, reaching into the backseat and throwing her messenger back over her shoulder.
“Jack, this is an absolutely horrible idea,” Alice said. She appeared beside me hovering an inch or two off the ground. I looked from the two goons and then up to the building itself and felt the first cold slithers of fear sliding through my gut.
“Yeah, well, tough,” I answered.
“There’s a very likely chance you won’t come out of there alive.” Alice continued.
I started walking towards Judas. Alice was right, there was a damned good chance I wouldn’t survive this. Fact was, in a lot of ways, I didn’t have a choice. Since it had been in her head, Lucy was the closest thing I had to a way of understanding or tracking this thing down. Without her, I was going to be taking shots in the dark until it decided to try to rip my face off again. Given what it had shown me, I had no doubts it intended on doing just that. It wouldn't even be a challenge if it kept getting stronger, evolving, multiplying, whatever the hell it was doing.
“Yep.”
“If you die, you know what happens to the both of us,” the demon said, stepping in front of me. I walked through her.
“I’m aware,” I said, the weight of purpose pushing me down the street in a slow, steady walk. “And if I don’t go in there, then we’re screwed either way.”
“Jack. Please...” Alice pleaded.
I stepped through her again.
“Problems with your friend?” Maggie asked from a step or two behind me.
“Nope.”
I crossed the street, making a straight line for the door. I let my mind play out over the events of the past day or so. Me having to kill Essie, Lucy being nabbed by Adam, being forced into this mess, all of it. It fueled me, tension and anger running down my muscles, bringing a pounding tightness to my temples. My pace quickened along with my pulse. It felt good to be going on the offensive for a change, almost liberating.
“Sir, I’m going to have to ask you...” the guard on the right side of the door started to say, eyes widening as I got close enough that he could see the scarring on my face. He was bigger up close, a lot bigger. I didn’t care.
“Shit!” he barked, a hand diving towards the shoulder rig under his coat. The other guard, well, apparently he hadn’t had his coffee that morning. He looked from his partner to me, a bit slow on piecing everything together. He got it a moment later when my fist lashed out, a quick right cross that hit against guard number one's jaw with all the subtlety of a sledgehammer. The slower one turned towards me, struggling to get his gun free of his coat. I drove my knee up hard into his groin. He doubled over. Using a handful of his hair, I ran his head hard into the steel door. He went down without a sound. The whole thing had taken maybe three seconds.
“Subtle,” Maggie said.
“I try.”
“Jack. Please, this is such a stupid idea,” Alice said.
“Thanks mom,” I said, looking at the little demon.
“Excuse me?” Maggie said.
I waved her off.
I knelt down, pulling the two compact semi autos from the shoulder rigs under the guards’ jackets. They were identical, same make, same model. I dropped the clip on one, sliding it into my pocket before tossing the gun I’d pulled it from into a storm drain. I checked the safety on the other, made sure a round was in the chamber and kept it tucked low against my leg. I did my best not to think about the jail time I'd catch if I somehow ended up getting caught with the gun. The establishment, for some reason, frowned on felons possessing handguns. Another quick search brought me a key ring lined with generic brass and steel keys. It took a minute of trial and error to find the right key, but when I did the door slipped silently open.
The interior of Judas was dark, the painted over windows allowing next to nothing in the way of light to touch the club's interior. The only illumination came from randomly placed security lights mounted on the walls and that was dim at best. A long wooden bar lined one wall. Chairs and tables sat opposite the bar, looking down into a recessed dance floor. Chains and cages hung at varying heights from the ceiling. The back wall was lined with almost every type of bondage toy or variant imaginable, complete with restraining devices of just about every size and shape. Overhead, the outlines of catwalks and grating fought through the surrounding gloom, casting net like patches of shadow and light on the floor. The DJ booth sat in the corner, wrapped in a small glass enclosure. Another door sat beside that, the twinkling lights of an electronic lock set into its surface.
We crept towards the DJ booth. The little LED panel on the door blinked the word LOCKED over and over again.
“What now?” Maggie asked.
I looked around the empty interior of the club, then at Alice who slowly was shaking her head back and forth. Whether she was disagreeing with my plan as a whole, or my idea for getting the door open, I wasn’t sure. Honestly, I didn't really a give a fuck either.
“You shouldn’t do this,” she said again, as if she needed to remind me of her stance.
“I know, I'm aware,” I said, and fired three rounds into the electric lock from less then ten feet away. It erupted in a small burst of sparks, pieces of plastic and wiring raining to the floor. Gunshots inside of an enclosed building, especially one with cavern like acoustics like this joint, are loud, really loud. Echoes from the shots hadn’t even abated when the door burst open hard enough to nearly tear itself from its hinges.
The thralls arrived a few heartbeats behind Adam. They fanned out around him, circling us again like sharks, pacing, eyes dead and empty. Adam glared for a long moment, not saying a word. He appeared the same as he had last time I’d seen him, all the way down to Lucy’s blood still smeared on his chin, save he was shirtless. His upper body was wiry thin, riddled with the type of scars that come from whip lashings.
“This is getting tiresome, Jack,” he growled, hollowed teeth clicking together.
“Yeah, well, history has a way of repeating itself.”
“And I see you brought her,” he said even more menacingly, if that was possible, looking towards Maggie.
She grinned.
“Where’s Lucy?” I asked.
“You’d take another from me?” he said.
“Another?” Maggie asked, a brow quirked.
“Jack didn’t tell you? He killed my last childe.”
Maggie looked from Adam towards me, and then back.
“Burned her alive,” he said. “Why, not far from where you’re standing.”
“And?” Maggie asked finally.
“And, he made an oath that he would find me another. Thus-” He motioned towards the door behind him.
Maggie settled her eyes on me again.
“Wait. You were going to..?” Maggie said, letting her voice trail off.
“No, I wasn't.” I was telling the truth, this time at least, about not throwing her to the wolves.
“He made the oath in blood.” Adam added, his tone gleeful now.
“Jack, I told you-” Alice said. I cut my eyes towards her, glaring. She fell silent.
“Adam. I’m taking her with me,” I said finally, leveling the gun at his head.
The vampire looked from the gun to me, and smirked.
“Seriously, Jack? A gun?”
I kept my eyes on Adam’s face and for a long moment said nothing. My mind worked furiously. I really hadn’t thought this through at all. I knew the gun couldn’t kill Adam. I’d have to empty the clip into his forehead at point blank range if I had even a hope of killing him. This far away a bullet would, at best, irritate him. That’s assuming I could even hit him.
“Fine,” I said, lowering the gun. Adam lifted both brows curious.
“Jack?” Maggie asked, her voice bordering on manic disbelief.
Adam started to giggle, small little tremulous sounds that echoed out of this throat. His smile widened, showing the pointed little fangs that lined his mouth.
“Really, Jack, that’s how you want to settle this?”
“This ranks very highly amongst your most idiotic ideas,” Alice said, now sitting on the bar.
“Right up there with sell my soul to a demon,” I said.
Alice glowered at me.
I turned my attention back towards Adam.
“Yeah. This is how I want to do it.”
“So let me see if I’m following you now. You’re invoking right of challenge?”
“You’re gonna get us killed,” Maggie said.
I cut my eyes towards her, just briefly, then back towards Adam.
“Something like that,” I said to Adam.
“Then drop the gun,” Adam said.
“I want to see the girl first.”
Adam whistled. Lucy staggered up the steps, hugging herself. She stopped beside Adam, flinching when his eyes fell on her. She looked horrible. Her hair was matted to her face, her clothes torn and stained with dirt and a variety of other forms of nastiness. She looked towards me, lower lip trembling and eyes downcast. Adam reached out, stroking her cheek with the backs of his knuckles. It looked like it took everything she had to not vomit at his touch.
“I think I want her to see this,” Adam said, his words lofty and arrogant, “her knight in shining armor broken and drained. You know, Jack, she has it in her head that you’re going to rescue her. She told me so.”
“Well, maybe I’ll make her day then.”
Adam chuckled.
I lowered my head, took a deep breath, and steadied myself. I hit the switch on the side of the gun, ejecting the clip. It fell to the floor with an empty clatter. I pulled the slide back, freeing the remaining round from the chamber. Adam’s smile widened, becoming something that promised hunger and violence. I tossed the gun to the floor absently.
“There,” I said quietly.
Adam looked towards his thralls.
“Do not interfere,” he ordered.
“Goddamn it,” Maggie said.
“You know, after I kill you, the witch will be next.”
“Not my problem,” I said. “I'll be dead, what the fuck will I care?”
“Asshole,” Maggie muttered. “Fucking asshole.”
“I must admit, Jack, I admire that about you. Your obscenely blatant self interest.”
I didn’t answer. I stepped in throwing a hard fist at Adam’s head. He ducked it, black talons whistling a hairs breath from my cheek. The daylight outside had slowed Adam down. Not much, mind you, but enough that he wasn’t already watching my head bounce across the floor.
He swung again. Rather than stepping back, I stepped into it, taking it on the shoulder and chest. He’d been aiming for my head and by closing the distance, I’d killed a lot of the momentum and power behind the swing. He fell back, grabbing my sweatshirt, and in one fluid motioned twisted his hips and turned my momentum against me. I hit the floor hard, rolled through and sprang back to my feet. The ghost pains of my wounds echoed in my ribs, my jaw. Adam was on me in a second with a flurry of closed fisted blows. They hit like wrecking balls, hard enough that even though I had closed up in a boxer's defense, they sent shock waves of pain through my body.
A line of fire erupted across my gut as Adam’s claws tore through my sweatshirt and the layers of skin and muscle underneath. I could feel my blood, hot and sticky, rolling down my stomach. He pressed the attack harder, forcing me to step back, staying on the defensive as he slashed at me again and again with razor-sharp talons or tried to hammer me into the ground with hammering punches.
His fist slipped through, barely, catching me on the ear. A glancing blow from Adam was about the equivalent of getting hit in the skull with a Buick. The room spun, an explosive ringing echoing through my head. I hit the floor just as hard, skidding to a stop a few feet away from the bar. Adam paced towards me, his lips pulled back into a feral grin.
“Is this the best you can do, Jack? Truthfully, I’m disappointed. All I’ve heard about you, the things you did with Mister Lin? This is what everyone was afraid of?” He gestured towards me with both hands. “This? This is the infamous ‘Demon Jack.’”
He kicked me in the gut, hard enough to lift me from the floor and smash me into the bar. I fell into a heap at his feet. I looked from Adam to Lucy, spitting a mouthful of blood on the floor. Two things dawned on me at that second, with the vampire standing over me, mocking me.
One. If I didn’t get my head in the game, I was going to die. This parasitic little shit was going to kill me, right here in front of the person I had come to save.
Two. For whatever reason, I didn’t want Lucy to hurt anymore, especially not at the hands of Adam. I allowed the anger to build. I was angry that he had taken her, angry with myself for putting her in the position where he could take her, angry that The Three wise men had drug me into this whole goddamned mess. As stupid as it sounded, I was even angry I had broken my cardinal rule: don’t get angry.
I looked back at Adam and drew in a slow, calming breath. I didn’t think about Lucy, watching us with wild hope in her eyes. I didn’t pay attention to the thralls growing restless as the smell of my blood filled the air. I ignored Alice, blank faced and staring. I forgot about Maggie, the next victim if I died. She had done okay against Adam taking him by surprise. I didn’t want to put my money on her in a fair fight with him.
I reached up and used the bar to pull myself to my feet. I pushed down the pain, the rage, everything until it was just Adam, that weird distant tunnel vision, and me. I worked on instinct.
He was confident, expecting to end this quickly. I didn’t hear what he said, only saw his mouth move. He lunged, claws outspread and I met him head on. I used his momentum to my advantage, grabbing his arms, pulling his face into my forehead. There was a crunch and a wash of thick, syrupy blood across my face. I shoved back and Adam, bleeding from the nose and mouth glared at me, eyes narrowed.
I didn’t give him a chance to press another attack. I pushed the fight this time, throwing light, quick punches, goading him. He met each slapping it away. It became a dance, something primal and animalistic. I played taps with him, searching for an opening, a spot to inflict a hit that would be enough to hurt him. Feathery blows landed against his face, his head, none of it enough to cause the vampire any damage. His blows landed, each bringing with it a new blossom of pain, pain quickly put aside and ignored to be categorized later if I survived.
No. Not if, when.
I wrapped up, pushing my way into him, neutralizing the advantage he had over me in both speed and power. I drove my shoulder sharply into his chest, sending him back a step and threw a quick kick towards his knee. He stepped back, lowering his guard just the slightest. I hit him as firmly as I could, put every bit of ignored rage into my fist, balling it up and swinging for the fences.
Adam was fast. He dropped his head, moving into the punch. I was too close, I connected, my fist hitting the side of his skull as opposed to his jaw. There was a thud, and he staggered, dropping to one knee. Pain erupted through my hand, pulling me from my pseudo Zen state. Instantly, my fingers went numb and my knuckles erupted with a throbbing ache.
I had staggered him. He’d meant for me to just break my hand on his skull. To his credit, I probably had. He hadn’t been expecting that much from me though. I couldn’t let the advantage go. I had to press it. I was tiring, rapidly. I bolted forward, my boot connecting with his chin. The blow was violent enough to snap a regular human’s neck. Adam’s body just went with the impact, lifting off the floor and landing in a tangled crash of limbs in the nearby tables.
Adam, shrieking with rage, threw the tables aside and pulled himself to his feet. Blood coated his chin, pouring from his nose over split lips. He growled, the sound echoing from somewhere far down in his chest. He tore towards me now, the calm, composed sociopath gone, replaced by something far more dangerous and feral.
He came to a skittering stop when the steel entry door burst open and hurtled through the air. It missed Adam by inches, slamming into one of the thralls near Maggie. The poor bastard never had a chance. Thrall and door hit the wall in a wet, sticky sounding thud.
Adam turned his eyes towards the door, anger and confusion fighting for dominance in his expression.
I didn’t pay attention. My eyes had fallen on Alice, trying to reconcile the fact there was another expression painted on her normally stone cold features. That was twice in two days time I’d seen her register something. Her eyes wide, mouth slightly open. She was standing on the bar, facing the door. She took a slow step backwards, blinking slowly.
Alice looked surprised.
No.
She was afraid.
 

 




Chapter 14
 

The first one through the door came at us in a full tilt, head down run. He was dressed in shabby cast-off clothing, a thick beard covering his face. His eyes practically radiated a familiar green light. He was leading a charge of at least twenty more, all with the same glowing eyes. Judging from the randomness of their appearances, they’d just been arbitrarily plucked off the street.
“Jack, you have to go, you have to run. Leave them, just get out. Please.” Alice pleaded, her features pulled taut with desperation. It was strange seeing her like that, the projection of my demon portraying such distinct and raging emotion. For over a decade we’d been bound together and I'd never seen anything like it from her. Seeing her displaying so many emotions recently was just fucking creepy.
I barely managed to step out of the way of a girl in her late teens before she crushed my skull with -of all things- a stop sign. It looked like it had just been pulled from the ground, a hunk of concrete the size of a watermelon still attached to the post.
“Mister Draughn,” Adam said.
“What?”
“I’m going to suggest that for our mutual safety we conclude our business at a later time and deal with the situation at hand.”
“Sounds like a plan to me,” I said, ducking another swing. I had to sidestep just as fast as a knife-wielding postman tried to open my neck.
“Excellent, though, don’t think we’re done here, Jack,” Adam growled.
“Wouldn’t dream of it.”
Behind me, I could hear Maggie chanting in Gaelic, the syllable's cadence rising and falling in a natural rhythm. Not being cut off from Alice, I was able to actually understand her now as opposed to earlier when she'd first snatched me up.
“Danu,
touch them with your breath,
and put in my hands your whisper,
born from your breast,”
I could feel the power rising with her chant, sudden and furious.
I turned, chancing a quick glance over my shoulder. She had moved in front of Lucy, putting herself between the incoming horde and the new vampire. She was bleeding already, the dripping knife held in one hand. She finished her chant, pursed her lips together and blew, and much the same as she had with the fireballs. A gust of wind tore from across the club, knocking three of the rushing assailants off their feet and slamming them into the far wall with bone jarring intensity.
I ducked the stop sign again, spinning into the frenzied girl. My elbow snapped up, catching her in the side of her neck while my other hand grasped the metal pole of the sign, wrenching it free from her hands. I continued the spin, using the weight of steel and forty pounds of concrete as added momentum and crashed the entire thing into the back of the girl’s thighs. There was an audible snapping as both of her femurs broke. She hit the ground in a heap. She didn’t so much as whimper, let alone scream and I actually had to jump back as she pushed herself up with her hands and started to pull herself towards me. I brought the concrete end down, in a quick, snapping arc across the back of her neck and shoulders. Her body twitched once before going still.
Adam grabbed the postman who had tried to gut me only seconds before and simply tore his throat out with a single bare hand. He tossed the bloodied hunk of flesh that once been an esophagus aside, a look of disgust on his face. He dropped the twitching Postman to the ground beside it. Behind me, the thralls were waging a losing battle, as one by one the green-eyed mob tore into them, simply beating or stabbing most of them to death with bare hands or crude instruments.
Maggie drew the blade across her arm again and threw another gust of wind, swinging her arm up mocking an uppercut and sending an overweight woman in threadbare clothing some twenty feet into the air. She hit the ceiling with a bone shattering thud, before falling back down to the floor, becoming still. Another cut, another gust of wind, and she sent an elderly man careening into the bar, his back hitting its edge and bending backwards, snapping with a sound like Rice Krispies.
I made a B-line through the melee, ducking and jiving around stray blows, taking up a spot beside Maggie. I grabbed the gun and clip from the floor as I went. It was a miracle that it hadn’t been kicked, picked up, or otherwise lost in the chaos. I jammed the clip into the handle, and jerked the slide back. Maggie was pale, her forearms and hands slicked with blood. Her eyes were glassy, and she seemed to wobble on her feet with every movement.
I lifted the gun, firing two quick shots into the chest of a blonde twenty-something guy in running shorts. The gun barked and he staggered with each shot. For a moment, he looked at me surprised, the green fading from his eyes. He held a hand to his chest and I saw the look of confusion falling over his baby blues. He staggered forward two more steps and then toppled. Adam promptly reached down and snapped his neck, ignoring the dying man’s whispered pleas, begging not to die. Adam turned, claws flashing, and tore the face off of another runner, probably blondie’s girlfriend. She hit the ground, writhing and screaming like mad, the green glow in her eyes vanishing. Adam silenced her with a quick stomp to her ample chest. Maggie threw another gust of wind, this time sending a thrall airborne and into a charging group of four more of the green eyed freaks, leaving them to fight amongst themselves to get back to their feet.
We had a brief moment to breathe, the fight now mostly turning to Adam and his thralls against the majority of the green eyes still standing.
“You gonna make it?” I asked Maggie, finally cutting my eyes back towards Lucy. She looked terrified, despite her newfound strength. A strength she hadn’t even had a chance to come to terms with let, alone employ. More than terrified, she looked hungry, her eyes on Maggie’s arms.
“Lucy.” I snapped my fingers at her.
Her eyes shot towards me, and I could see the naked need in them.
“Jack... Get me out of here. Please,” Lucy said.
“I don’t ‘ave much more left in me,” Maggie said, her voice whispery and far away. I looked between the two, Maggie pale, on the verge of falling out on me, Lucy, trembling with fear and hunger.
“Lucy, is there some way out of here?” I asked, firing another round at one of the charging green eyes. I was off my mark, hitting it in the shoulder instead of the face, spinning it around and sending it to the ground. It was back on its feet in less than a second. Maggie hit it with another gust of wind from her pursed lips, sending it tumbling end over end into two of its compatriots.
“I... I...” Lucy looked around, eyes wide, her head still trying to wrap itself around the scene in front of her, to separate herself from the instinct to gorge on the blood and carnage.
“Jack. I’m gassed.” Maggie groaned, dropping to one knee. She looked like it was taking everything she had to just stay conscious. The knife slipped from her hand, landing on the floor next to her bag.
“LUCY!” I yelled.
She reacted as if I’d slapped her, eyes snapping towards me. She thought for a second and nodded, turning towards the door beside the DJ booth.
“In the basement,” she said finally.
I grabbed Maggie by the arm, half dragging and half carrying her, and followed Lucy. She stumbled to keep up. I fired two more shots into the melee, hoping to discourage any would be followers.
The door led into a tight hallway, various closed doors lining each side. The door at the end was open. A small set of stairs wound down and into the basement. We took the stairs, leaving the sounds of the fighting behind us.
The basement was vast, the walls lined with more bondage gear, stacked liquor boxes, and beer kegs. It was unfinished, the floor bare concrete, the walls bare cinder block. Lucy moved to the back, past another stack of empty beer kegs and liquor boxes to a grate set in the floor.
“This is how Adam brought me here, through the sewers,” she said.
Next to me, Maggie let out a slow, whimpering groan. I set her down, and tore off a portion of her shirt, tying off her wounds. I was going to have to get her somewhere, hospital or something. I didn’t know if she was going to make it. Her color had become an ashy pale, her motions slow and weak. She healed quickly, at least, from what I could tell if she had her magic skin lotion goop. Though at the moment, she wasn’t doing much outside of weighing me down.
I debated leaving her. I probably should have. For some reason, I couldn't.
“Hang with me, Maggie,” I growled, pulling the makeshift tourniquets tight.
Lucy lifted the grate one handed and tossed it aside. Behind us, stragglers were filing down the stairs, bounding the few steps to the floor in pursuit. I fired another three shots towards them, doing nothing more than shattering a few wine bottles and ricocheting off the cinderblock walls. In hindsight, I’m lucky one of them didn’t bounce right back up and give me a kiss. I grabbed Maggie, throwing her over my shoulder and stepped over the edge. The hole was wide enough for the both of us, almost six feet across and recessed into the floor.
We fell maybe six, eight feet at best. Maggie let out a strangled “oof” when we hit the bottom. I tried not to think of the lumps of spongy gunk that hung around my feet and ankles, floating in the shallow water. Lucy dropped down through the grate a second later, surprisingly graceful and seemingly un-phased by the muck. Granted, she didn’t breath much anymore, which probably made it a lot easier to ignore the stench.
One of the green eyes dropped in right behind us. He was dressed in a tracksuit, and looked to be about forty at best. He stared at me, eyes narrowed. He growled, blood caking his face, most of his teeth broken at the gums.
“Host,” he growled.
“Hi,” I said and shot him twice in the face, the gun echoing loudly through the sewer. The third pull of the trigger left me with a dry click. I dropped the empty clip into the water, hitting the release with my thumb. I somehow managed to balance Maggie over my shoulder, slam the spare clip into the handle, and snap the slide back into place without dropping her.
“We need to move,” I said, looking to Lucy.
Adam was more than likely holding his own up there, thralls or no thralls, but some of the green eyes had followed us into the basement. It wouldn't be long before they found their way into the sewers after us. In such tight quarters, with a new vampire and a bleeding woman on the verge of shock, the best option I had was to get the hell out of Dodge, regroup and try to figure out what the fuck I was going to do next.
“Which way?” I asked Lucy.
She shrugged.
“What do you mean?” I said, spreading my arm wide and eliciting a small whimper from Maggie.
“I was sort of, you know... In a not so great spot,” she said, eyes narrowed.
I sighed.
“Fuck it,” I said, and turned moving as fast as I could over the slippery stone floor of the sewers, Lucy a step behind me. Alice was nowhere to be seen. Go figure. I turned at random, taking rights and lefts, as the route appeared to put as much distance between Adam's club and us as possible.
Echoes of pursuit followed us: water splashing, growls and footsteps. The walls of the sewer played hell with the acoustics, sending the echoes bouncing off each other and reverberating in maddening ways. They seemed almost a foot behind us and a hundred yards away all at the same time.
Lucy yelped in pain as we passed under beams of sunlight, thrown across the floor like prison bars through a storm drain. They made her stagger, like she was on the verge of fainting until she passed once more into shadow. The variation between fright and total lethargy was kind of disconcerting, to be honest. I looked back as I went, her face and arms had withered and blistered, turning the deep red of a really nasty sunburn. She put on a mask of determination and pushed on, ignoring the pain.
We ran like that for what felt like hours, but it was probably not much more than twenty minutes. Panting, I settled Maggie on a dry patch of the floor where the stink and sludge hadn’t touched. She slumped against the sewer wall. Her breathing coming in slow, shallow gasps. Lucy stayed back in the shadows. She twitched, her posture equal parts hunting cat and drug addict inches away from a fix. The look in her eyes spoke volumes. They were distant, vicious, and settled on Maggie’s arms where the blood had sheeted and dried, dying her skin a coppery brownish red.
“Lucy,” I said, my voice even.
She didn’t respond, her empty eyes starting forward. Her tongue darted out, sliding over her lips with hungry anticipation. Even in the gloom, I could see the tiny, venom coated fangs that lined her mouth where her teeth had once been. It was a painful reminder.
“Lucy,” I said again.
She blinked, turning to look at me. For a moment she stared, head tilting slightly to the side, eyes coming back into focus. She shook her head, her lower lip trembling. Tears welled in her eyes.
I was disgusted. Disgusted with Adam, disgusted at the situation, but more than anything disgusted with myself. I had always been about myself. I didn’t care really who got hurt, or where the chips fell, as long as it was in my favor. In front of me, coated in blood and shit, one nearly dying, one already dead and still moving with a hunger worse than any addiction rolling in her gut, it became crystal clear that the game had changed. It became even more clear that I had changed somewhere along the way. Killing Essie had been a necessity, and while it hung around my neck, it was tolerable, even acceptable to my worldview. With Maggie? Maggie had intervened and known the risks. I could accept that. Lucy was a different story. Just by being in my presence her life was over before it had even really had a chance to start.
I could hear my father’s voice in the back of my head, breaking free of the cage I had kept it in for years. His drunken slur screaming the words in my psyche: “You’re a goddamned disappointment. Everything you touch turns to shit.” I shook my head, looking between one dying and one crying.
“Jack,” Alice said from behind me.
I turned towards her, eyes narrowed.
“Not now,” I growled, perfectly content to hold onto my rage and self-loathing without being reminded that on top of it all, I had sold my soul to, you know, the forces of Hell.
“Jack,” she repeated.
I gave her a murderous glare.
She vanished.
I took a deep breath, pushing my father’s voice away, my anger, and tried to think through the situation rationally. I had to get somewhere safe, first of all. Not the church, and not any of my old haunts. Somewhere warm, off the map. I had to get Maggie to a hospital. I had to get Lucy as far away from Adam as possible. I had to get somewhere, hunker down and figure out how to deal with the total shit storm my life had become.
The pieces of something sort of like a plan start to formulate in my head. I rolled with it.
“Lucy, can you keep under cover until night?”
She nodded, albeit weakly. “I can try,” she said, her arms crossed under her breasts, wrapped over her stomach like she might be sick. She looked frail, broken beyond repair. I had to push down another massive bout of self-loathing.
“Right. Keep moving, go to the Commons. Soon as you can get out of here, head topside, meet me there. Alright?”
She nodded.
“Go.”
She turned, and within the blink and eye, she was gone leaving only a ripple in the small bit of water she had been standing beside. I turned back to Maggie, slapping her face lightly, trying to rouse her from half conscious to at least coherent.
“Hey. You with me?”
“Oy,” she said weakly.
“Alright, hang in there,” I said, and lifted her up, carrying her more gently. I moved as quickly as I could through the sewers. It took me less than a minute to find a ladder to the street. I set her on the floor. Had she been more than half awake, I would have probably earned a rather nasty tongue lashing for what I had set her down in. I climbed the ladder, lifting the sewer lid and peering out to make sure I didn’t drag us out into the middle of the street and into the path of an oncoming eighteen-wheeler. My luck was sort of heading in that direction lately, after all.
The manhole opened up into an alley behind a restaurant. The back door was open and I could see into the kitchen. The smell of frying food rolled out, providing a welcome reprieve from the stench of the sewers and sent my stomach into burning convulsions of hunger. The sun shone high in the sky, nearly blinding after emerging from the darkness of the subterranean passages. I climbed back down and draped Maggie as gently as I could over my shoulder. After a few minutes of fighting against the slime covered ladder, balancing Maggie on my shoulder and trying not to drop us back down onto shit covered stone, I was able to prop her up next to the wall beside the door.
Inside, cooks milled about the restaurant, moving pots and pans, grilling, frying, and just generally keeping busy. They didn’t pay the slightest bit of attention to me or Maggie. They were perfectly content to yell at each other in Spanish, arguing over a soccer game on a portable TV.
“Hey,” I said quietly, once again given light slaps to her cheek.
“Eh?” she asked, eyes bleary.
“Gonna get you some help, alright? You’re gonna have to trust me though.”
She shrugged.
“Can’t I just go to sleep?” she asked, her words thick and slurred.
“Fuck that,” I growled, giving her face another light slap.
“Oy,‘ell are you doing?” she asked me drunkenly
“Stay the fuck awake. I mean it.”
I turned, leaving her there, propped against the wall and stepped into the kitchen. I reached over, grabbing a rack of spices, cooking utensils and pots, and tipped it over sending the whole mess clattering to the floor in a riotous cacophony of noise. Every hand stopped and every head turned towards me. I gave ‘em the finger and bolted.
Easiest way to get someone to go where you want them? Piss them off and run.
The plan worked beautifully. The guys in the kitchen tore after me, completely ignoring the mess I had caused, leaping over the pile of cookware and spices. They burst through the door as I was hitting the end of the alley, they all stopped seeing Maggie. Instantly, they were in damsel in distress mode, one of them pulling a cell phone from his pocket, the others tending to her wounds best they could.
Granted, they’d probably accuse me of trying to kill her or something, but one problem at a time.
 

 




Chapter 15
 

It took me a few hours time to make it to the Sunrise Inn. I spent the majority of that time weaving through back alleys and side streets, moving on foot and trying to stay as far away from people as possible. At the same time, I made sure to take an abstract route in case someone was following me, doubling back over my own tracks a few times.
The Sunrise Inn, at its height, had been one of the finest hotels in Boston. Over time, urban decay had set in and it had become a palace of a completely different kind. Now it catered to meth addicts, hookers, and other sundry types. Empty syringes and drug baggies littered the parking lot. The streetlights, usually meant to dissuade less than savory characters from conducting their business out in the open, were all shattered, their glass lost amidst the green and brown of old beer bottles. A few cars dotted the mostly empty lot, the majority of them old, battered warhorses pitted with rust and dents.
It was the kind of place where you could trade a stolen handgun to the guy at the desk for two rooms and twenty bucks, which was exactly what I did. I managed to get smokes from a half-broken machine in the lobby, considering the pack I had started with had all but disintegrated in my pocket after the run through the sewers. I also managed a pack of pop tarts and a soda from the vending machines outside with my spoils.
The room with a bed (calling it anything else would be a disgrace to proper motel rooms) wasn’t much better than the exterior. It had yellow carpet that smelled faintly of mold, a single bed with an atrocious flowered comforter and an old dial style television on top of a chipped and scarred dresser. There was a table and chair situated in one corner. A bathroom, barely large enough to stand in, sat in the back corner. It had no door and the mirror had long since been shattered, leaving only an empty frame. Finger-long thin scratches marred practically every surface, some of them still stained with bits of powder.
I grabbed the chair from the table and set it down beside the window, damn near collapsing into it. I was tired, my head hurt, and I was hungry. I wore the battering Adam had given me in a myriad of lumps and angry bruises. All in all, given what had happened, I was pretty lucky to have made it out wearing mostly other people’s blood.
“Jack,” Alice said, appearing on the bed behind me. She was seated, hands folded primly in her lap. She had her eyes settled on me, those blank, white orbs unblinking. I turned to her from where I was watching the parking lot from behind the drapes.
I wasn’t paranoid. Not at all.
“Yeah?”
“We should talk now,” Alice said calmly, though her voice had an edge to it. Something I couldn’t place.
“I’m listening,” I said, tearing open the wrapper of the pop tart, tossing half of one in my mouth. I washed it down with a long gulp of soda.
“Jack, this...” She paused for a long moment, seeming to turn words over in her head, searching for the right set. “I don’t believe you understand what you’re up against,” she said finally.
“Care to enlighten me then?” I asked, finishing off the rest of the first sugar coated, fake fruit filled pastry. I started on the second, post haste, washing it down with more soda.
“Your enemy, this thing that wants to kill you, it’s... It’s biblical.”
“Okay? What the fuck does that mean exactly?” I asked around a mouthful of food.
“I didn’t see it the first time, with your friend. Didn’t see it for what it truly is. It was still too weak, it hadn’t pulled all of its pieces together yet,” Alice said quietly.
I stopped chewing, watching Alice for a long stretch of minutes. I didn’t say anything, trying to see past the immovable veil of indifference that had settled over her face. It gave nothing away and even now I wondered if the fear I thought I had seen was nothing more than adrenaline mixed with confusion at everything that had been happening at the time.
I swallowed the last of the food and lit a cigarette.
“Alright, so it’s a demon. How do I kill it? Fuck, how do I even find it?” I asked, a trace of frustration evident in my tone. All I had going for me at the moment was Lucy, assuming she managed to make it to the meet without Adam finding her and she actually had some sort of connection to this thing that would allow her to find it. That whole line of thought, in retrospect, was a pretty hefty gamble. Maggie, the closest thing I had to an ally, was out of play. The people who had forced me into this whole mess had gone to the mattresses. All I had was Alice.
“You don’t,” She said.
I blinked. “I don’t?”
“Well, let me rephrase. You can’t kill it. And truthfully, I’d rather you not die trying.”
“Seems it’s a bit late for that. This thing has a major hate-on for me at the moment,” I said.
“Of course it does. Three times now, you’ve survived it,” she said.
“So what do you propose I do then if I can’t kill it?”
“I don’t know,” she said, looking at her hands in her lap.
“That’s not much help, Alice,” I said dryly. “So what exactly is it then?”
“Legion,” she said. “Well, a Legion.”
“I have no idea what that even means.”
“You’ve seen Hell, sold your soul to a demon, and have never bothered to read the Bible, even for perspective, have you? That’s... quite pathetic actually.”
“I’ve had other things on my mind,” I said flatly.
“I’d suggest you put this on your mind then, Jack,” Alice said. “Let me put it in a way you’ll be able to wrap your simple mind around. Legion, for we are many, cast out of a man by Jesus himself, and into a herd of pigs and then sent to drown. It’s considered to be one of the miracles of Christ. Think about that for a minute. It took the Christ himself to get rid of a Legion.”
I quirked an eyebrow at that. I was still mostly confused. My family had been Catholic, well somewhat. My mother had been Catholic. After she had passed away my father had traded his Bible for a bottle. Granted, in hindsight I was pretty sure the only reason he ever attended mass when I was a kid was to make her happy.
“So, you’re telling me that I’m fucked then?” I asked.
She stared at me, silent.
“Great. Fucking great,” I muttered, and stood. I took another drag off the cigarette, running a hand through my hair.
“Do you remember our deal, Jack?”
I took a long moment, letting my eyes trace over the script scarred into my hand. The symbols themselves were enough to be dizzying, wrong angles and even more obtuse curves. Each one was a passage in a language I couldn’t read, couldn’t even begin to comprehend. I knew what it granted. Kind of. I knew what I had paid, and I still didn’t know what it said.
“Not the semantics, or the fine print, but what I said to you when you agreed to this?”
“Honestly?”
“Yes,” she said.
“No.”
“I said live. Live and carry not your sins or the sins of others.” Her voice was almost reverent at the words. They hung in my ear for a moment, a faint echo in their intonation, like someone striking bells in the distance. It was strange the way they resonated, carrying in a long droning against the inside of my skull. The words themselves seem to warm me from the inside out, some of the ache bleeding out of my muscles. That was new.
“That’s what you do,” she said, “you live.”
I turned once more towards the window, watching the setting sun behind Boston’s skyline. I turned back, and Alice was gone.
Just as well.
Time to go meet a very new, very hungry vampire.
 

 




Chapter 16
 

I found Lucy sitting on the Parkman Bandstand steps. She had cleaned up, changing her clothes for something that had probably come out of a donation bin. On the plus side, they fit her well. She wore a long sleeved black turtleneck, the color faded to an almost greenish-blue, and tattered jeans. She had a scarf wrapped around her neck, the frayed edges hanging around her knees. She looked up, hearing my footfalls crunching in the newly fallen snow.
She had tied her hair back, accenting the now stark features of her face. Her eyes had a look in them of desperation, of hopelessness which nearly broke my heart.
It wasn’t a feeling I was used to.
“Glad to see you made it,” I said, brushing leaves from the steps and sitting beside her.
“It wasn’t hard,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’m hungry though. I'm really hungry.”
“Adam didn’t follow you, or try to?”
“I haven’t seen him,” she said with a shrug.
“Well, you probably wouldn’t. At least not until he wanted you to see him. He’s an asshole like that,” I said.
“Where’s the little girl?” she asked.
“Alice?”
“I guess?”
“She has a tendency to just pop in and out at random. Otherwise, I guess she’s here.” I tapped my head just above the ear. “hiding out.”
“From?”
“The things that...” I let my voice trail off. Piece one clicked, falling into place. I was surprised I hadn’t caught on to it before. I had been about to say the things that want to drag her back to Hell. I slammed the heel of my hand into my forehead, irritated.
“Stupid Jack. Fucking stupid,” I muttered.
“What is it?” Lucy asked me.
“I have an idea. I think I know why this thing is following me, and probably how.”
“Okay. Care to share?”
I stood, pacing in the snow, trying to let the pieces fall into place.
“The deal I made with Alice.”
“The deal you made when you died?” Lucy asked, cutting me off.
“Yeah. That one. It was a two-way bargain. Both of us wanted to stay out of Hell, Alice needed my body as a taxi, so to speak. She’s an escapee. She can’t exist here without tying herself to a mortal’s soul. Even then it’s not a very strong anchor, other demons can do it. For some reason, she can't.”
“What do you mean, not a strong anchor?”
“It’s complicated. Look, let’s just say she’s only here on a visa and not as a citizen.”
“So the demon is after Alice?”
“It would make sense,” I said.
“What about before that, what about what happened to me?”
I shrugged. “I guess maybe its coincidence it found me, I don't know. Maybe you were recreation. There’s no telling, I don’t claim to understand it, but this makes sense, damn it. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it sooner.”
“Charming,” Lucy said. “So what now?”
“Now we talk to Alice.” I said flatly, and as if on cue the little demon appeared standing perfectly balanced on the rail of the bandstand. Lucy jerked to her feet, her new vampiric speed making the action seem as fast as thought. One moment she was seated, the next she was simply standing with no motion in between. Alice stared between the two of us for a long moment, saying nothing.
“I take it you heard the conversation?” I asked.
“Yes,” Alice replied, voice flat.
“And?” Lucy asked.
“And what?” she said, settling her eyes on Lucy.
“Is that what’s going on?” I asked.
“Perhaps,” Alice responded.
“Perhaps isn’t good enough,” I snapped.
“Oh?” she said stepping off the banister. She floated, gently drifting forward until she was standing in front of me, staring up into my face. “I do not want you to die, Jack. If I tell you more than I have, then what?”
I took a step back, though physically I knew there wasn’t anything she could do to me, at least that I was aware of. She stepped in time with me, keeping us merely inches apart. Her aura seemed to grow, to radiate something unseen. I could feel my skin lighting up with that weird pins and needles feeling you get from sleeping on your arm or sitting on your foot.
“You go, find this Legion, try and destroy it?” she asked me. “You continue on this fool’s errand, one that has already led you so perilously close to finding yourself once more cast into Hell?”
“Legion? As in the Bible story demon?” Lucy asked.
“The same, no, but the same, yes,” Lucy said, her eyes still locked on me.
“What does that even mean?” Lucy asked.
“A legion is one of Hell’s soldier’s. Several of Hell’s lesser demons given a singular form, if one were to be technical. Perhaps these are demon’s from the story of the lamb, perhaps many the very same. There’s no way to know,” Alice said. “The fact however, remains that they will kill you, Jack. One may not, two may not, but they will continue, more and more of them will gather here, creating the bigger whole, until you are overrun and torn apart. It is how they operate. When they kill you, your soul will no longer be in my hands, under my protection. Your life will end, Death will find you, you will be cast into the pit and I will be stuck in between or back in purgatory. Simple as that.”
“I’ll help him,” Lucy said, pushing every inch of defiance in her little body into her voice.
“You’re a parasite,” Alice said, making no effort to hide her disdain.
“Excuse me?”
“You heard me. A parasite. A genetic mistake that subsists off the life of others,” Alice said, though she had still yet to take her eyes off me. “Do I need to spell it out for you more than that? The only reason I’m acknowledging your presence at the moment is the sheer fact that you can see me. Which, by the way, have you figured out why that is yet?”
“Um, no,” Lucy said. “And parasite or not, if Jack wants to stop this thing, I’ll help him.”
“Alice-” I said.
She held up a hand silencing me.
“You’re going to do this regardless of what I say aren’t you?” Alice said, her voice resigned.
“I’m going to handle this,” I said. I had stopped backpedaling and stood staring down at the demon that owned my soul. She stared at me for a long time, silence settling over us, before she cast her eyes towards the ground. They grew distant, as if lost in thought before turning back up towards me.
“I can’t dissuade you can I?” she finally asked.
“No.”
“And you are set on doing this aren’t you?”
“Yes.”
Lucy watched the exchange, shoving her hands in the back pockets of her jeans.
“You can’t kill it.” She paused again, looking up towards the sky. Finally, she sighed. “I can.”
“How?”
“Find the one it’s bound to, and kill them. It’ll sever the anchor; it’ll exist solely as spirit. Without being bound, it won’t have a life sustaining it here, holding it. Then I can kill it.”
“Any ideas who that is?” Lucy asked.
Alice vanished.
I shook my head. I had answers, but they were the answers at the end, not the ones that would get me there. I had to figure up someway to locate point B between A and C.
“What a bitch,” Lucy said staring at the place where Alice had been moments ago.
“Do you remember anything before you ended up in the hospital, before the whole going crazy thing?” I asked.
She shook her head.
“Nothing at all?” I pressed. “What you were doing, where you were, nothing sticks out?”
She turned her head, staring out over the Commons.
“Last thing I remember, I was handling.” She shrugged. “That’s it.”
“Handling where?”
“Around Dot.”
“Anywhere in particular?” I asked.
“Just around, near the library.”
“Kennedy?”
She nodded again.
“Alright, anything interesting happen there? Anything strange?”
“No. People gave me change, or they ignored me. That’s how it works.”
I sighed.
“What about after that?”
“I slept in a shelter.” She tilted her head again, a flash of insight sparking over her eyes.
“What is it?”
“Nothing probably, just... Weird nightmares that night. Really vivid. Scary shit. I wouldn't even remember, except they were just... horrible.”
“Tell me about them,” I said.
“Just... I barely remember it. It was depressing. Being alone, being cold, being hungry.” She sighed. “I’m not much help am I?”
“Keep going. What else?”
“I was being chased, I couldn’t see by what. It was like the closer it got, the colder, the more alone, the hungrier I was.”
Jackpot.
“What shelter?” I asked, already making my way towards the Common’s gate. She fell in step behind me, a second later, frighteningly silent.
“I don’t know its name. I’ve slept in a lot of shelters. They sort of blend together. I can take you there though,” she said the last part with a slight smile breaking her lips. Despite how pleasant it was, the fangs lining her mouth made her look certifiably freakish.
“Close enough. Let’s go.”
 

 




Chapter 17
 

It was well past dark when we got to the shelter. We rode most of the way on the T, which at this hour left us a car to ourselves. We made the trip in silence, both of us so tired or lost in our own thoughts that we didn't bother to converse. The last four blocks we covered on foot.
It was a small, squat brick building on the corner of two side streets. Just outside the doors, a few homeless men muddled about, passing bottles in brown paper bags. They couldn’t bring the booze inside and were perfectly content getting their last minute drinking in before the doors closed and locked. A sign over the door read simply “Haven”.
“This is the place,” Lucy said.
“I’m familiar,” I said. “I stayed here for a few nights ‘while back, when I got out of prison.”
As we got closer, the bums outside the door all turned towards Lucy. She was staring at them, her expression distant, her nostrils flaring as she sniffed the air. They stared at her for a long moment, a palpable silence radiating between them. The closer we got, the more they seemed to withdraw inside themselves, shrinking under the weight of her presence. Finally, they turned and retreated inside, the guy holding the bottle just dropping it on the pavement. Lucy shook her head a little bit, resisting the hunger that had washed over her.
“Do I smell funny?” she asked, completely oblivious to the fact that for a moment there, she had looked every bit the predator that she had become.
“Not exactly.”
“Then what is it? Why’d they just bolt inside like that?”
I stopped on the sidewalk, turning to her so we were face to face. For a long moment I stared at her, tracing her features with my eyes, trying to put the words to the truth, to find a gentle way to explain how this all worked. Adam hadn’t had a chance to teach her anything and in a sense she may have been better off with the sociopathic little shit. At least he knew, he could teach her to ignore it, to thrive despite what she had become.
She was part of a different world now. One where the rules weren’t the same, where things were just plain fucked up as a regular occurrence. She was completely lost.
“You’re not human anymore, Lucy.”
“I get that.”
“Yeah, but you don’t understand it,” I said.
Lucy seemed crestfallen, cutting her eyes back towards the door of the shelter. She was doing a good job of keeping her hunger in check, but I had to watch her, just in case.
“Then help me,” she said, a note of pleading in her voice.
Now it was my turn to alternate glances between Lucy and the door. Most shelters like this had a cut off time, they locked the doors, everyone bedded down, and that was that, no in or out till morning. Judging on how long it had been dark, how long it had taken us to get here, we were pushing dangerously close to that line. The sooner I got in there and got a chance to peek around, maybe find something out, the sooner I’d be able to get this shit behind me.
“Not now. I will, but not now.”
“Jack, you owe me this. I’m not angry at you for what happened. I made my choice. But damn it, you owe me this! I have to know, I can't survive without knowing,” she said, the first notes of petulance creeping into her voice.
“I know, just, let’s get through tonight first all right? Oh, and wrap the scarf around your face. Hide those choppers,” I said, joking.
She looked towards the door again and nodded, though I could see that there was some unintended sting in my words from the way her face tightened. She started walking again, wrapping the scarf over her chin and mouth.
“I, uh. Sorry.”
“It’s okay,” she said. “They are pretty gnarly.”
The inside of the shelter was everything I remembered. The walls were still the same pale, faded blue. The floor was still the same old white tile, the kind they used in hospitals and schools: ugly, generic and -most importantly- cheap. Rows of cots, each one barely large enough for a full grown adult were laid out with almost military precision, five rows wide and maybe ten long. A set of double doors settled in the far wall led to a modest kitchen and offices.
The air was heavy with the smell of old food, of sweat and other sundry bodily fluids, and stale coffee. Here and there, Boston’s downcast huddled in corners, or around a small TV. A few were playing dice off one of the walls, another already passed out and snoring drunkenly, the day’s newspaper over his face. I saw Lucy watching him, once more losing herself, before shaking her head and focusing on the floor in front of us.
Alice flickered into sight, walking amidst the cots, her eyes distant, seemingly unfocused. She turned towards me, head lifted slightly and seemed to sniff at the air. Her nose crinkled and, on the creepy little shit, it was almost cute.
“What?” I said, quietly.
“It was here,” she said.
“Recently?” I asked, keeping my voice near inaudible.
“Reasonably,” Alice said with a small shrug.
I nodded, turning to Lucy.
“Now what?” she asked, her eyes narrowed and locked on my demon.
“Honestly, still no idea. Hoping something just... jumps out at me,” I responded.
The plan to come here, well, that had been sound, I guess. Now that I was here, I had no idea what exactly I was looking for. Alice confirmed that Legion had been here, but what now? Do I start asking folks if they'd seen crazy people with green eyes? The Devil? Elvis?
“Excuse me, I’m Father John Davidson, can I help you with something?” I heard a voice from behind me say.
The priest was, to put it lightly, a rotund individual. Actually, he looked a lot like Winston Churchill. Heavy set, his massive stomach straining against the confines of a black button up shirt. He wore jeans, which added a startling contrast to the white priest collar around his neck. He was mostly bald, the overhead fluorescent lights reflecting off his head. He smiled, and it was a warm, genuine smile. He held a hand out to me.
I took his hand, shaking it.
“Just looking for a friend, Padre,” I said, keeping my eyes moving around the room.
“Oh?”
Lucy did her best to fade back from the priest, turning, wandering about the cots but staying within earshot. I kept an eye on her as she moved, especially now. Even as they slept, or were otherwise occupied, the residents of the shelter tried their best to steer clear of Lucy, to be unnoticed or unseen by the newly made vampire, some going so far as to head towards restrooms or into the kitchen area. Alice hovered nearby, still pacing, investigating the faces of those who couldn’t see her, getting almost nose to nose with some of them.
“Yeah.”
“You think they might be here?”
I shrugged.
“Who is it you’re looking for?”
“A British girl named Maggie,” I said, blurting the first thing that came to mind. Yeah, I was lying to a priest. What of it?
“Oh? Can’t say it rings any bells.”
“Is there a roster you could check?” I asked, trying to keep the man in conversation, even if it meant compounding the lie while I tried to figure out what to do next.
The priest’s glare started turning a bit suspicious.
“Are you with the police?” he asked.
“No sir, Padre, I definitely am not with the police.”
“Why are you trying to find her?”
“She owes me money,” I said flatly, the first hints of annoyance creeping into my voice.
Father Davidson crossed his arms over his chest. The motion instantly changed his demeanor from pleasantly plump to something more akin to a massive mountain of sheer stubborn immovability. His eyes narrowed, sparkling with defiance.
“Well, I’m afraid I can’t help you. Now, I won’t turn you away if you need a place to stay, but if you’re done here I’m gonna have to ask you to leave,” he said, his tone leaving no room for debate.
“Excuse me,” Lucy said sidling up to the priest. She looked towards me, anxious, and I nodded for her to go on. If he wasn’t going to give us anything anyways, what’s the worst that could happen?
Father Davidson turned, meeting Lucy’s eyes. His face instantly relaxed, jaw growing slack. Alice watched the whole thing, shaking her head slowly.
“Humans can be so stupid sometimes,” she said sitting on one of the cots. Her demeanor was reflecting in no uncertain terms that she was obviously tired of us lower life forms for the moment.
“Are you sure there’s not a log or something of the people that stay here? I saw a sign in sheet by the door, over there on the bulletin board,” she said and pointed towards the corkboard mounted just inside the entrance. I could see her hand shaking. Davidson just kept staring, eyes locked with Lucy’s. She seemed to almost shrink, confusion and fear slipping over her features, but she held his attention with an unwavering stare.
“In my office,” he said quietly, his voice a drugged monotone, “I keep the old sign-in sheets in my office.”
“Which office?” Lucy asked.
“First door on the left, past the kitchen.”
“Keep doing what you’re doing,” I whispered to Lucy. She nodded slowly, trying to keep the apparent mounting panic to a minimum. I could see it in her face, warring with the hunger. I didn't have a lot of time to look around. The last thing I needed was for her to freak out and decide to make a snack out of the priest.
I made my way to the back, past the kitchen and into the small back office. It was sparse, a cheap metal desk and a few chairs serving as the only furnishing. Papers littered the desktop. I started rummaging through them, and after a minute found the logs for the last three months. I rolled them up, shoving them in my back pocket. I threw open desk drawers, one after the other, searching through pens, more papers, office supplies, and unopened envelopes. After a minute I had what equated to not shit, except for a pint of whiskey I found in the bottom drawer and a long list of names.
“Damn it,” I muttered, flipping over a few sheets of paper here and there, thinking.
I almost missed the small stationary pad beside the phone. I picked it up, staring at it under the light. The top sheet was bare, but I could see the faint traces of indention leftover from whatever had been written on the sheet before it. I grabbed a pencil off the desk and lightly shaded over them.
Red / Blue, 5’7” British Room 102 Mass Gen
That description sounded a lot like Maggie. A whole lot like Maggie.
I tore the sheet of paper off, crammed it in my pocket and turned heading back to the main room. Lucy still held the Priest captive when I walked up. He was sweating now, his face a stark, deep crimson. Standing there trembling, small ripples of motion resonated over his jowls.
“Let’s go,” I said, walking right past her towards the door.
She looked to me and nodded. As soon as she broke eye contact with the priest, he shuddered. He looked like he had just woken up from a long sleep. He blinked a few times, bleary eyed and unfocused before turning his attention fully on me again.
“So do you need a place to stay then?”
“No. I think we’re set,” I said, still walking towards the door.
“Jack-” Lucy began.
“Outside.” I cut her off.
Once we were outside, Lucy’s hand fell on my arm and spun me around. Hard. Harder than she intended. Her strength foreign to her and unchecked, it made my head whip around violently and nearly threw me off my feet. She stared at her hand with wide eyed surprise.
“I’m, um, sorry?” she said
“Yeah. No worries,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.
“Jack, what did I do to him?”
I sighed. I couldn’t put it off. We were going to have to have a talk it seemed.
“We’ll talk on the way alright?” I said.
She nodded blankly, falling into step behind me.
“Okay. Where are we going?”
“Another hospital.”
“Oh. That sucks.”
I took the pint out of my back pocket and took a long pull as we walked.
“Yeah, yeah it does.”
 

 




Chapter 18
 

We walked in silence for maybe half a block. Lucy kept her head down, pulling the scarf off her face so it pooled around her neck. She kept her hands in her pockets. I took another long drink of the booze, preparing myself for a conversation that I really wasn’t qualified to have. I checked off what I knew about vampires in my head. Sunlight bad. Hard to kill. Move fast. Hit hard. Yep, that about covered it.
“You-” I paused searching for the word. “You, um, hypnotized him. I think.”
“You think?”
“I mean, I’m assuming that’s what it was.”
“How?”
I shrugged. “Don’t know. Not a vampire, just seen it once or twice.”
She didn’t say anything for a moment, just kept walking.
“When I walked in, they all acted like I smelled like garbage, or had something disgusting on my face or… I don’t know.”
“They’re smart.”
“Well that’s rude,” she said, scowling.
“That’s not what I mean. I mean they were being smart.”
“Who?”
“The guys back there. People, well... People are stupid. Um, well, kind of smart and stupid I guess.”
“That makes no sense,” she said.
“What I mean is people are smart when it comes to their own survival.”
“No they aren’t. Not at all,” she said, snickering. “Haven’t you ever read the Darwin Awards?”
“Um no.”
“It’s this really popular joke book where they recount all the stupid things people do to get themselves killed.”
“Right. Look. Point is people have an instinctual drive to get the hell out of the way of something that will eat them, especially when that something is a bona-fide monster. How’s that? You were sniffing the air like an animal that'd just caught the sense of prey and you didn't even realize it. They did.”
Lucy stared at me with mouth open and eyes wide.
“I… I...”
“It goes like this. You’re a vampire. You don’t have a human aura anymore. People can feel that, it freaks them out.”
“So I’m a freak then?”
“Pretty much, yeah,” I said.
“Ouch,” she said quietly, and I instantly felt a small rush of guilt. Way to go, Jack. Way to be supportive, or nurturing, or whatever it is you're supposed to be in situations like this.
Lucy didn’t say anything for a few minutes. I didn’t try to console her, it was a matter of reality. She needed to hear it. It wasn’t my fault that I didn’t have the best delivery.
“So why don’t they run from you?”
I shrugged. “Still human, I guess. I never really thought about it.”
“The scars?”
“I guess people chalk them up to some weird body modification or gang thing. I don’t know, I don't ask.”
“Why didn’t the priest try to avoid me then?” she asked.
I stopped.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“When you were talking to the priest, and I walked up to him before I did -whatever it was I did- he didn’t seem in the least bit bothered.”
I thought about that for a moment. She was right. Father Davidson hadn’t been perturbed in the least by Lucy’s presence. Come to think about it, the whole time we were there, he didn’t even look in her direction. He should’ve been nervous or uncomfortable at the very least.
“Wait here a minute,” I said, turning back the way we had come.
A sort of apprehension seemed to settle over me with each step, pushing me until I was in a full bore run the entire block and a half back to the shelter. I skidded to a stop just in front of the door, and trying it, found it locked.
“Alice,” I whispered.
Nothing answered me but the wind, twisting and winding its way through the Boston streets.
“Alice,” I said again, a little louder.
“What, Jack?”
I jumped, and almost tripped over the discarded bottle from earlier.
“The priest?” I asked, getting my nerves back under control. “Was there anything off about him?”
“He was disgustingly fat,” she said.
“Lot of help you are. Was he human?”
Alice scrunched her face up in thought. “Kind of?”
This time I didn’t knock, I hammered my fist down on the door. Each impact sounded like a gunshot, my fist leaving massive sized dents in the metal door. It finally opened. I had to step back to avoid taking it full on in the face.
Father Davidson stared at me, eyes wide with shock.
“What in the name of God?”
I didn’t bother to answer. My hand shot out, grabbing his shirt and pulling him outside. I shoved him to the sidewalk. He landed in a rolling sprawl, finally coming to rest on his ass on the pavement. I stalked towards him. He crab walked away from me.
“We need to talk, Padre,” I growled.
“Wha-what?” the priest spluttered, fat jowls rippling.
I reached down, grabbed him by the arm and pulled him to his feet. I practically dragged him into an alley before throwing him to the pavement again. He skidded over the trash and muck.
“You weren’t straight with us and that bothers me.”
“What do you mean? I don’t understand!” he said, on the verge of tears. Alice paced beside me, not walking, sort of gliding over the asphalt. He was blubbering, snot and spit running down his face.
“Pl-please,” he said, crawling up to his knees, facing me. He reached in his back pocket and pulled out his wallet, offering it to me. “Take it, take it! It’s not much, but it’s all I have.”
For a second, for a brief second, I was tempted to turn and walk away. I thought about just chalking this up to a mistake on my end. He was terrified, hardly what I’d expect from some sort of supernatural bad guy villain type.
Then, his eyes darted to Alice. It was quick, almost imperceptibly quick, but I knew he had seen her. There was a brief flash of something that looked like fear, or perhaps shock, and the question at least in part was resolved.
I took the wallet and opened it. He was right, there wasn’t much. I found a ten, a few ones, and a twenty behind his drivers license. I pocketed it and tossed the wallet over his head and deeper into the alley.
“Padre. I’m going to ask a very simple question to start with. Give me very simple answers and you’ll never see me again. Alright?”
He nodded slowly, fat shaking and twitching with the motion.
“A British girl named Maggie. Have you seen her?”
“No. No. I haven’t.”
“You’re lying.”
“No! I’m not!”
I pulled the piece of paper out of my pocket, the one I'd shaded with the pencil to bring up her description, and showed it to him.
“Who is this then?”
“I have no idea,” he whined.
I nodded slowly, reaching down to grab an empty liquor bottle off the alley floor. I tossed it into the air, let it flip over once, and caught it by the neck.
“Padre, it’s not like the movies. I hit you with this it doesn’t shatter. It’s blunt force trauma, right to the skull. It hurts like hell. Trust me, I speak from experience. So, one more time. Who is the girl on the paper?”
“I don’t know.”
“Final answer?” I asked.
“I don't know,” he whined again.
I nodded, and then let him have it. I didn’t swing hard but given the fact that I was about five times stronger than most Olympic weight lifters, barely was hard enough. The bottle smacked against his head with a thud, knocking him to his side. Almost instantly his hand went up, covering the spot where I’d hit him. His other arm went up to shield his head and face should I decide to start raining blows down on him.
“Oh God, oh God, don’t kill me,” he muttered, balling up into a fetal position.
I shook my head, grabbing his arm again and jerking up to his knees. I stopped, staring at the wound on his head, or rather the lack there of. There was no blood, no bruising, no cut, just a dent about two inches deep that perfectly fit the bottle’s corner.
“What the fuck?” I said, more surprised now than anything.
Father Davidson put his hand over his head again, where I’d hit him. His fingers groped at the divot in his head, and his eyes grew even wider.
“Oh Jesus, oh God, oh Christ,” he muttered, tears freely streaming down his face. “What... What? I... oh God.”
I looked over at Alice who simply stared back at me with her typical blank stare and shrugged.
I tossed the bottle aside and crouched down putting myself at eye level with him.
“Padre. What the hell are you?” I asked.
“I... I’m a priest. What do you mean what am I? Why are you doing this?” he looked at Alice, eyes pleading. “Please, help me?”
She smirked.
“Look at me, Padre.”
He turned his eyes back towards me.
“Your head should be cracked all to shit. It’s not. You can see her.” I pointed towards Alice. “What are you?”
He felt at his head again, gingerly touching around the massive dent the bottle had left.
“Look. I’d love to sit here and discuss the semantics of your head trauma and or origins, but I got more important shit to do. So, the girl who’s name was on the paper in your office. Who is she?”
“I don’t know. I told you. I received a call, and was told to pick her up and take her to a private hospital that’s all.”
“Who called you?”
He stared at me blankly. His mouth moved, trying to form words, but all he managed was a choked stutter.
“Padre?”
“I...I...”
“He can’t tell you, Jack.”
I cut my eyes to Alice. She was staring intently at the priest now.
“Padre, talk to me,” I said.
His mouth moved, but all that came out was a wheeze.
“Alice, the fuck you do to him?”
“Not me, Jack.”
“Well, what the fuck is happening.”
She shook her head and rolled her eyes.
“He's dying,” she said. “Obviously.”
He let out a loud gagging sound, hands moving to his throat. He was struggling to breath, eyes widening until they were the size of dinner plates. He reached out to me, hand clenching, pleading without speaking. I took a step back. Alice took a step closer, bending over so she was almost eye to eye with the priest. His hand passed through her, her body leaving mist trails that seemed to cling to his sleeve as his arm moved then slipped back in and she resolidified into her form.
The priest fell face down, his legs twitching. One hand grabbed weakly at the ground, fingernails snapping off as they raked across the asphalt. For a long moment he convulsed, looking like he was in the throes of a seizure. Finally, he went still.
“Well, fuck.”
“Interesting,” Alice said, “A construct. Like Prague.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“Oh. He’s a construct, like the one in Prague,” she said and stared at me. “Don’t know that one either do you? You’re hopeless, Jack.”
“So I’m told. Care to enlighten me?”
“Care to get back to the hungry vampire before she eats some poor woman walking her dog?”
“Crap!” I groaned.
“Good boy, Jack, run along.”
I turned and bolted from the alley, heading back to where I had left Lucy. The priest, whatever he was, hadn’t been a human. He was supposed to pick up Maggie, and I could only assume that the reason wasn’t a friendly or fatherly one. I barely slowed down as I approached Lucy, seated in the door of a storefront. Thankfully, she was corpse free, no dead women, dogs or otherwise to be seen.
“Took you long enough,” she muttered.
“We need to get to the hospital, like now,” I said.
“Why, what’s going on? Everything okay?” she asked.
“C’mon,” I said, “I have a feeling something’s going to try to kill Maggie.”
 

 




Chapter 19
 

We sprinted for maybe three blocks before I was able to hail a cab, not that it mattered. The cabbie pulled over, got one look at Lucy, and drove off with squealing tires. Staying public was going to be rough with her in tow.
She watched the cab drive away, the cabbie having not said a word, and a weight seemed to settle over her shoulders. It was something heavy and intangible that threatened to pull her to the ground. Sorrow, grief -whatever you wanted to call it- the reality of her situation was really starting to hit home. A cab was something anyone could do, any time of the day, anywhere. She didn’t have that luxury anymore.
“Sorry,” I said, not putting much stock in the gesture, but not knowing what else to say. The lack of conviction was evident in my voice.
“Don’t patronize me,” she said quietly.
“We have to keep moving,” I said.
She nodded.
We took off at a quick run, using alleys and side streets to circumvent the main roads and, more importantly, any people. It took longer, a lot longer than I wanted, but we managed to wind our way towards the hospital without Lucy taking a chomp outta someone's jugular. It being a public hospital, ambulances and pedestrians made up the majority of the foot traffic outside the doors.
“Scarf,” I said to Lucy.
She looked confused for a moment, and then realization dawning on her, she wrapped the scarf once more over her mouth. We watched the hospital for a few minutes, using the shadows of a nearby building to mask our presence. It wasn’t needed, but given the way my luck had been going, I figured it better not to take chances.
“You okay?” I asked, breaking the few moments of silence.
“Not in the slightest.”
“I wasn’t either,” I said after a pause and slid the hood of my sweatshirt up over my head.
She watched me for a long second.
“You gonna be able to handle this, keep yourself in check?” I asked.
She nodded.
I shoved my hands in the front pocket of my sweatshirt and keeping my head down, started towards the hospital doors with Lucy a step behind me.
The hospital lobby was stark, bright. Fluorescent lights shone off plastic chairs in an obscene multitude of sunny, mismatched colors. There were signs hanging by a doorway in the corner, pointing out the way to restrooms and vending machines. A large reception desk was built into the corner of the room, the woman behind it busying herself with a magazine.
We slipped through the lobby, sliding into the elevator. I pushed the button that would take us to Maggie’s floor, letting the one floor trip pass in silence. I could see Lucy’s reflection in the mirrored interior back wall of the elevator. Even with the scarf her reflection gave her away, the moment of her death forever written in her mirrored double. A ragged tear rested in the side of her throat, stained crimson. The torn edges shone wetly, a play off the elevator’s interior lighting. She kept her eyes straight ahead. Smart girl.
The elevator opened on a waiting room similar to the first, albeit smaller. A sign directed us towards Maggie’s block of rooms, at the end of a long hallway. Various medical devices on carts stared back at us, their little screens ominous and blank.
The door to her room was open, the TV set to some late night infomercial. The lights were off, casting the whole room in a pale, flickering blue. Maggie lay in the bed, covered by blankets up to her chin. Wires and an IV line ran under the blanket. She was asleep, and in the dim light she looked almost ethereally beautiful. The simple changes of hue in the lighting played off her skin, the dimness of the room muting out its paleness. She looked... peaceful.
“Maggie,” I whispered, gently shaking her shoulder.
Her eyes snapped open, darting between the two of us, one hand coming up under the blanket. A small squeak escaped her lips. Her eyes narrowed, and she settled back against the pillows sighing.
“Yer lucky I didn’t set you on fire,” she said, eyes closing.
“Please don’t,” Lucy said quietly.
“How you feeling?” I asked.
“Like the ball after a Manchester U game,” she said.
“Well, you’re going to really hate me.”
She opened one eye, glaring at me. “I already do, but why?”
“We have to get you out of here. Like, post haste,” I said.
“Why?”
“I still don’t really know. He thinks someone’s coming to get you,” Lucy said, taking a seat in the chair beside the bed.
“Not likely,” Maggie said.
“That they’re coming to get you?”
“That I’ll be able to leave. Self inflicted wounds, I look like a suicide attempt. They’re gonna lock me in with the nutters,” Maggie said, and she was right.
“Shit. Alright, here’s hoping it doesn’t turn into a prison break then. Can you walk?” I asked.
“Can. Don’t really want to.”
“Excellent, for a change I finally get to say your wants are about the least of my concerns,” I said, “Where are your clothes?”
Maggie pointed to a small, two door closet. I opened it and found her things neatly folded in the bottom. I tossed them to her.
“You mind?” she asked, looking at me as she sat up.
“Oh for Christ’s sake,” I muttered and turned around.
I stared at the wall for a long moment while she dressed.
“Alright,” she said.
I turned. Maggie was unsure on her feet. Lucy supported her with one hand while she found her balance. Her arms had been wrapped in bandages from wrist to elbow.
“You have a jacket?’
“Did I have one when you left me bleeding in an alley?”
“Touche.”
“They took my bag,” Maggie said.
Lucy slid her jacket off handing it to Maggie. In some unseen, unheard girl language thanks was conveyed, respect earned, and a friendship started. At least that’s what I pictured from the nod that Maggie gave her, and the return nod from Lucy.
“Well, not much can be done about it now,” I said, peering out into the hallway. It was clear, the nurses apparently off doing more important things. I motioned them out.
We made it down the hall and out of the hospital with no incident. Outside, sleet had begun to fall, leaving a rapidly forming sheet of ice over the sidewalks and street. By tomorrow the roads were going to be a freaking horror show. We got across the street, ducking once more in the shadow of the building where Lucy and I had watched the place half an hour earlier.
“Well, that was easy,” Maggie said, still leaning against Lucy.
“Yeah, part one is done.”
“Part one?” Lucy asked.
“Yeah, part two is getting off the streets and holing up for a bit.”
“What about the bus?” Maggie asked, pointing weakly towards a small glass encased bench about a block away.
“Any port in a storm,” I muttered, looking to Lucy. She nodded.
“Alright, let’s go,” I said.
The bus, thankfully, was empty except for the driver. He was a middle-aged black man who kept his eyes on the road and his mouth shut. He practically recoiled when Lucy stepped on, and kept a wary eye on the rear view while driving, but didn’t bolt and run. I was pretty grateful for that. We sat in the back, Maggie reclining as much as she could in the small seats. Lucy hovered beside her, eyes glazed and distant. She was nervous, constantly searching with her eyes at each empty stop. She looked like she was waiting for Adam to jump out of every shadow. Which, to be fair, wouldn’t surprise me in the least.
“Mind telling me what’s happenin' now, Jack?” Maggie asked, once we were rolling.
“I really don’t know to be honest. All the pieces are there, I just can’t put them together.”
“Try,” she said, eyes narrowing.
I related the story back to her, starting with everything after I left her. I told her about the hotel, which was our destination for the moment, about meeting up with Lucy at the Commons, the shelter, and the priest. I told her about Lucy’s dreams, and finding her information on Davidson’s desk. Lucy stayed silent through out the whole thing, content to keep her attention focused on anything but the Maggie, weak and wounded as she was.
“So yer thinkin that someone who works for the church, and is probably friends with Father 'Ernandez, wanted to do something bad to me? You didn’t think, that just maybe, they were lookin' out for their own?”
I hadn’t really thought about it like that.
“Uh...” I stammered.
“Yeah. What shelter did you say it was?” Maggie asked.
“Haven, in Dot,” I said.
Maggie closed her eyes, settling her head back against the window.
“Have you heard anything from The Three wise men?” I asked.
“I called them from the hospital, they’re in hiding. Said the green eyes came to the church, rampaged through the place. They beat it out the back door and are staying at a hotel for the moment. They called the police, said they took care of it. Vandals is, I’m guessing, what they told them happened.”
“You know that’s not true Jack,” Alice said from a seat in front of me. She peered at me over its top. “It couldn’t just come onto sacred grounds like that, no matter how strong it is becoming.”
Lucy looked up at Alice, eyes narrowing just the slightest. Alice simply returned the stare, face a blank, emotionless mask.
“How’d they get in then? That ground was holy. Something or someone had to desecrate it before they could even set foot on it. Someone would have had to consciously make it possible, go in and kill Ed. Unless...” I let the words trail off, following the line of thought.
I tilted my head to the side. It fit. It fit, and it had been at me since the first minute. It must have registered on my face. Lucy and Maggie both stared at me, curious.
“It’s one of the priests,” I said finally.
“That’s a load of bullocks, Jack,” Maggie said, her disbelief resonating in her words.
“Why would they? I mean I don’t know any of what’s going on, but why would priests play with demons?” Lucy asked. “How would they be able to be at the church? Like you said, they can't go there. If one of the priests had the demon in him, how would he be able to say mass and stuff?”
“Long story and I’m not a hundred percent on it myself.”
“Obviously,” Maggie said.
“Hear me out.” I looked to Maggie. “You let them know where you’re going right, check in or whatever?”
“’Course.”
“And the green eyes found us, constantly. At the hospital when we went to get Lucy. Did you call them before we went to Judas?”
“Yes, while you were asleep,” Maggie said. “It doesn’t prove anything though. Why would they do it? I’ve known these men for years. They're good men, maybe a bit on the extreme side, but good men nonetheless.”
“Right in our face the whole time,” I muttered.
“But that doesn’t answer the main questions, Jack. Why?” Lucy chimed in. “And how?”
“I don’t buy it,” Maggie said.
“Well let’s find out. Call them,” I said, the words sounding more like an order than I would have liked.
She looked at me skeptically. “I know how you 'andle problems. Need I reference your track record?”
“Just call them. Set up a meeting for tomorrow. Tell them we’ve figured something out or I don’t know. Something.”
She kept the stare on me for a long minute and then looked towards Lucy.
“Fine, if for no other reason than to prove to you 'ow stupid an idea this is,” Maggie said after a long pause.
 

 




Chapter 20
 

Maggie made the call from the hotel. She kept it short and somewhat terse in nature. She had spoken to the Imam, who came across as more than relieved to find out that she was all right and had no issues setting the meet for her. The hospital was none to happy that Maggie had vanished and had alerted the police, though in the same manner that my altercation with the detective had a few nights before, the incident had found its way to the not very important stack.
Maggie had fallen asleep shortly there after, still trying to recover from her wounds. She healed fast, already her color was something close to normal and she seemed to have more strength than she had even an hour ago. Lucy, as well, had settled in to the room next door choosing to sequester herself from us. At some point in time we were going to have to do something with her, though I had absolutely no idea what.
I sat in one of the cheap hotel chairs, staring out the window. Behind me, Maggie’s rhythmic breathing was almost soothing, a steady muted sound over the hum of the heater pushing air through the vents. I could see the meth hookers and dealers pushing their wares outside, each a shadow of addiction in their own right.
I settled my head back, closing my eyes.
“Jack.”
Alice’s voice came to me, distant and sweet sounding.
She always did this when she wanted to talk, to really talk. She recreated the day we first met.
“Jack.”
A hand, cool and comforting fell against my cheek.
“Wake up, Jack.”
I opened my eyes. The warm glow of the heroin was fading, and already the gnawing of addiction had begun to play along my nerves. Chunks of concrete dug into the small of my back. Snow, thick heavy flakes the size of quarters fell against my cheeks, and I was vaguely surprised when it dawned on me that they weren’t cold. I knew it wasn’t real, but everything still hurt. Everything still registered as if each experience was fresh and new.
“Ah hell,” I mumbled, still groggy.
Even in the dream, Alice looked the same. Her hair, her eyes, her lips, every part of her was the familiar and still startling, stark white. She almost seemed to fade in and out of the drifting snow, like a phantasm or illusion. She was dressed in the same plain white dress, something formal and girly.
I looked around, slowly, fighting for my eyes to get some focus. We were in an alley, the same alley I had shot up in and died in over a decade ago. I could draw it from memory, every single aspect of it standing out in sharp, unchanging focus. A dumpster sat off to my left, helping along with the empty shell of a building behind me to prop me up. Snow had piled in drifts along its walls, little sweeping dunes of dirty white.
“Jack.”
“Alice,” I said, and struggled to pull myself to my feet. The needle still hung from my arm, just beneath the belt that I had used to tie off the vein. I threw them both into the snow. Looking around, Boston seemed... different. Even though I knew this wasn’t Boston. It was purgatory, or at least how my mind registered purgatory. It was where Alice had snagged me after I died, keeping me out of Hell just long enough to seal the deal that would suck my soul back into my body, and her along with it.
The buildings, mostly old to begin with, now looked ancient. Steel girders lay exposed to the elements, bricks were crumbling, piling in empty pothole-lined streets. Overhead, clouds roiled and turned over themselves in constant motion. It might have been made to look like Boston, but it was definitely not any part of Boston that I was familiar with.
“You know, we could just talk. Like normal people.”
“I’d hardly call you normal, Jack,” she said, coming to stand beside me as I made my way to the end of the alley. As far as I could see the city was empty. No cars, no pedestrians, no lights. It was just the empty shell of a city stretching as far as the eye could see. Silence reigned, heavy and oppressive where there should have been the sound of foot traffic, cars, and sirens. Instead, there was simply nothing save for empty shells of what had been.
“Things are going to change, Jack. They’re going to have to,” she said quietly, her tiny hand slipping into mine.
I quirked a brow at that and looked at her again. She was frighteningly beautiful, in an innocent cherubic way. It was something I couldn’t find the words to define, as if they were just there on the edge of my mind but I couldn’t reel them in and put them to use.
“What’s going to change?” I asked. I flexed my arm once or twice, the memory of long forgotten pain dancing over where my rig had once settled into my vein.
“You’ll know when the time is right,” she said.
“Well that’s fucking cryptic,” I said with a sigh.
Alice sort of shrugged at that, sweeping her gaze over the ghost of Boston.
“It is, because it’s not something you understand at the moment. You’ll be broken, you’ll bleed, you’re going to Hell, Jack, in the end, and you know that right? You aren’t prepared to make the right sacrifices. There’s only one way this ends,” she said, letting her gaze sweep along the empty cityscape and making the statement sound as innocent and normal as “grass is green” or “the sky is blue” without any effort on her part. She made it sound like fact.
“So you’ve told me.”
“But you don’t believe it,” she said. “I’ve known it was going to happen. I didn’t think now. I tried to warn you away from it and you’re still so determined.”
I shrugged.
“You don’t owe her, or them, anything.”
“Yeah, I do,” I said.
“Why has it changed now? Why are they coming before everything else? Before us and our survival?”
“I don’t know. I just-”
“You just what?”
“Lucy, she deserves better I guess.”
“No. She deserves what she gets. Same as you.”
“Doesn’t have to be like that, Alice. Look at what I’ve been, how I've been, where it’s gotten me.”
“You made those decisions. You could have gone back to what you were doing, hurting people for money. You didn’t.”
I sighed.
“I was getting tired of it. It was wearing on me,” I admitted to her, and for the first time, myself.
“I see.”
“Do you?”
“Yes. Yes, Jack. I do. More than you know. You still aren’t ready to make the right choices though. You’re afraid. You always have been.”
Looking around at the skeleton shells of humanity minus the humanity, at the alien sky tumbling overhead, at the total lack of life, of energy, I knew she was telling the truth. I had made the deal with Alice because I was a scared kid. I was thrown out to the wolves on the street, addicted to drugs, and I’d been terrified. I had been scared to die and taking drugs because I was afraid to live. I didn’t get attached because I was scared to lose. Seemed like the only time when I hadn’t been afraid was when I was stoned. In a lot of ways that fear still lingered. I was afraid to get close, to take responsibility, even for what had happened to Lucy, to Maggie. There was a part of me that wanted to, but there was that other part, that other part that wanted to just run away, to leave them to suffer through all this.
“I try not to think about it,” I said finally.
“Why?”
“Because, oh I don’t know, it’s Hell.”
“Do you know what Hell is?” she asked me.
“Never ending lake of fire... Guys with horns and pitchforks, Milli Vanilli on constant loop?” I answered.
“Hardly.”
“Care to enlighten me then?”
“No,” she said.
I cut my eyes towards her. She wasn’t looking at me. Her eyes were fixed straight ahead, staring out into Boston’s shadow. Her face still held that same perfect, emotionless detachment.
“Jack. I’m going to tell you this one more time. You’re going to see Hell if you keep on with this little crusade.”
“You keep telling me that, but you don’t seem too keen on telling me what I can do to avoid it,” I said, anger cutting my voice to a hard edge.
“It’s because I don’t have to,” she said. “You'll see soon enough.”
She turned, head slightly tilted and stared into my face. Her eyes, radiant in their unbroken perfection, traced the lines of demonic script carved into my flesh. She reached up and touched my forehead with the tip of her index finger.
The real world came screaming back in stark clarity. I started, falling out of my chair and to the carpeted floor. I lay there for a long moment, Maggie’s rhythmic breathing playing counterpoint to my own pounding heart. When I sat up, Alice was nowhere to be seen. I looked at the clock on the nightstand beside Maggie. Still at least four hours till dawn.
I stood, leaving Maggie where she was and slipped outside, lighting a cigarette. In the parking lot, the meth heads were still peddling their wares, addiction and dedication apparently going hand in hand. Light pollution from the city cast everything in a faint orange aura.
“Can’t sleep?” Lucy asked, appearing beside me without a sound. One minute emptiness, the next minute, there she was. It was starting to get a little creepy. Hell, it reminded me of Alice.
I shrugged in response, taking another drag off the cigarette. She didn’t have the scarf over her mouth, and even in the gloom I could see the hint of fangs. Her eyes, pale and milky, seemed to scan everything once before turning back towards me.
“How hungry are you?” I asked.
“Really fucking hungry,” she said after a long moment, turning her face away from me. “You owe me some explanations.”
I nodded. “You’re probably right.”
“I want them.”
“When this is all said and done.” The truth was, I simply didn’t want to tell her. A part of me still resisted, feeling I didn’t owe her a damn thing. I knew it was wrong, and so I was simply trying to divert the whole thing. Rather poorly at that.
“Or now,” she said, turning to face me again. Anger clouded her features, drawing her angular features into taut, hard lines. “I have to understand this, why it happened.”
I sighed, a long slow sigh, exhaling cigarette smoke. I tossed the cigarette over the banister, watched it trace a slow arcing orange line of light through the gloom and lit another.
“Alright,” I said finally. “What do you want to know?”
She leaned on the railing, arms folded. She didn’t look at me.
“What did Adam mean when he said you owed him? I mean, what really happened, what led to this? That's what I want to know.”
“I killed someone he cared about,” I said.
“Go on.”
I sighed, putting the story together in my head. Tracing back over years of memory, before prison, before living on the streets, when people had a healthy dose of respect and fear for me in certain circles.
“I worked for a guy named Mister Lin, he was one of those mob types... Sort of. He had an issue with Adam. He told me to send a message, so I did.”
“How?”
“He had another childe, a girl. I killed her.”
“Just like that?” she asked, turning her eyes towards me. I could see the hints of revulsion on her face. Something in my gut stirred, a part of me which hated that look when it came from her. Something else let me know that I loathed the fact I had put it there even more.
For a moment, I said nothing and fought to put those feelings aside. To look at her as I looked at everyone else, with little to no regard. I knew I was lying to myself. It was past that, for her and Maggie both. I had somehow become invested in their well-being, in them, after what they had been through because of me.
Lucy especially.
“Why?” she asked.
“Why what?”
“Why did you do it?”
“He paid me.”
“Just like that, he paid you so you killed someone?”
“Just like that,” I said, my voice colder than I’d intended. I sighed. “Adam caught me. He beat the shit out of me. I mean he really kicked the shit out of me. Could’ve killed me. Instead, he told me I had to replace her.”
“And?”
“I agreed, and then tried to put as much distance between myself and Adam as possible.”
“You ran?”
“Like a scared little girl,” I said, with absolutely no shame whatsoever.
“And that’s why you live like you do?”
“One of the reasons,” I said. “It’s harder to find someone who, in a lot of ways, doesn’t even really have a name, a home.” I took another drag from my smoke, sending it over the railing to join the first.
She seemed to think this over for a long moment, letting her gaze move over the parking lot in long sweeping arcs. She turned to face me, arms crossing beneath her breasts.
“So what about Adam?”
“What about him?”
“He’s going to come looking for me isn’t he?” she asked
“Oh hell yes.”
She didn’t say anything for a long moment.
“I’m still going to help you,” she said finally.
I didn’t answer.
Her eyes stayed locked on my face, searching. Without a word she turned, heading back inside her room. I didn’t go to her, try to comfort her, or tell her it was going to be alright. It wasn’t. Her life, her very existence as it had been before she met me was long gone. There was nothing I could say or do to fix it.
Eventually, Adam would come for her. I’d gotten lucky, fighting him during the day when he was weaker and with at least a partial element of surprise, when I could hope to match him. If he came at night, I was right and proper fucked if I tried to stop him. As much as it created a nagging voice in the back of my head, the knowledge that he would indeed come for her, and probably me to boot, I was going to have to just hope he didn’t come until after we had gotten to Legion.
 

 




Chapter 21
 

Maggie had set up the meeting with the Ordo members at a coffee shop. We went without Lucy, who stayed at the hotel sleeping the day away. The coffee shop was a street side affair, though given the weather the outside tables and chairs by the sidewalk sat deserted, each coated in a thin layer of ice and sleet. Inside, aged hardwood floors creaked beneath my feet. Music, something new and folksy, piped over the speakers. It was about as appealing as the whine of a dentist’s drill. A massive picture window at the front allowed sunlight from the outside.
Several of the tables were filled with college kids drinking coffees with names I couldn’t pronounce, and typing on computers I couldn’t afford. The few who bothered to look up from their computer screens regarded me with a look of utter disgust. Maggie stood beside me, completely oblivious to the clamor of caffeinated youths around her, searching the faces of the crowd. She wore a thick coat, the sleeves long enough to cover the bandages around her wrists and forearms.
“I don’t see ‘em,” she said.
I didn’t answer, choosing to slide into a seat by a table near the door. I kept the hood of my sweatshirt up and my back to the wall, doing my best to make my scars as invisible as possible.
Maggie paced a slow circuit around the shop’s interior before stopping at the counter. She ordered two cups and took a seat across from me, sliding one across the table. I picked it up, took a long, slow sip. The scalding liquid stung my throat the whole way down.
“So what are you ‘oping to discover by this meeting exactly?” she asked, voice pitched low enough to almost be lost in the drone of the shop’s conversations and the horrible music.
“Way I figure it, if my theory is correct, Legion has known where we are, when we are. Seems to me that information has to be getting out somehow. Figure you calling them, they’d send it here,” I said.
Maggie blinked.
“We’re bait? In public?” she asked.
“I like to think of it as luring them into very well exposed trap.”
“And you think this elementary plan is going to work? That they’re just gonna send some demon rolling up in 'ere to eat our faces? And assuming they do..?” She made a motion indicating the rest of the coffee shop and its patrons.
“They tried at the hospital,” I said, shrugging. “Besides, who's gonna miss a few yuppie college kids?”
“You’re an idiot, Jack,” she said, shaking her head.
Al Dossari entered a moment later, Hernandez and Yavetta following a step behind him. They were all hunched in heavy overcoats, scarves wrapped around their necks to ward off the cold. They ignored the counter, opting to simply fill in the rest of our table.
“Told you,” she said.
I sighed. Apparently, I was in fact an idiot.
“I see you are well, Maggie,” Hernandez said, “Al Dossari filled us in on what happened at the hospital. Also, I figured you'd want this.” He grinned, handing her a messenger bag nearly identical to the one she'd had before she'd ended up in the hospital. “Your spare, as requested.”
He turned, regarding me with a skeptical eye, before adding, “And you. I see are still alive and kicking.”
I offered up a little wave.
“I hope you have something important to give us in regards to this situation,” Yavetta said. “Especially considering the risk you've exposed us to.”
“Legion,” I said.
“Excuse me?” Al Dossari asked.
“Legion. Its name is Legion, well it’s a legion, not really named Legion. It probably has a lot of names,” I grumbled.
The three holy men exchanged a curious glance, each looking to the other as if they wanted to say ‘can you believe this shit?’.
“And you know this how?” Yavetta asked me.
“Inside source,” I said flatly.
He eyed me for a long moment, and then turned to Maggie, putting his hand over hers. His eyes shone with almost grandfatherly pride.
“So, my dear, tell us why you’ve actually called us here. What have you managed to discover that is worth such a risk, outside of Mister Draughn's nonsense?”
“Actually, it was Jack’s idea,” she said, her features darkened somewhat with irritation. “'e believes that one of you is actually behind this whole thing.”
The three holy men looked between each other, their faces awash with emotions ranging from indignation to amusement to downright insult and back again.
“That’s preposterous!” Al Dossari exclaimed.
“You can’t be serious,” Hernandez said, shaking his head.
“Absurd,” Yavetta said quietly.
“And what do you ground this accusation in, dare I ask, Mister Draughn?” Hernandez said.
I shrugged. “Not important, I was wrong,” I said, resigned. On top of being wrong, I was right back where I started. Whatever this thing was, I had no idea where it had come from or who brought it here. I took a sip of my coffee.
“Oh no, Jack, do share with the group,” Maggie said, obviously taking a bit of joy in watching me squirm.
I opened my mouth to speak, and then stopped short. The lights had dimmed. Not just dimmed but were being obscured. It seemed like someone had covered every light source in the building, even the storefront windows, with heavy-duty tinting. The shadows seemed to grow, stretching across the floor. A slight rustling lifted napkins and papers from tables pushing them towards the floor. Warbling feedback whined through the coffee shop’s stereo in an ear-splitting howl, before fading out into dead air.
It passed just as quickly as it had come, the radio fading back into another folksy tune. The shadow slipped away, leaving the winter sunshine once more filtering in through the windows, and the lights once again casting a yellowish glow over the hardwood floor.
Silence settled over us. It was a heavy, oppressive silence that seemed almost tangible, broken only by the store’s stereo. The five of us looked between each other, before Maggie muttered, barely above a whisper.
“Bollocks.”
Every eye in the place was on us, staring in cold, silent rage. Set upon set of green glowing orbs, each casting a sickly glow in the interior of the tiny shop, pointed in our direction. It was almost dizzying, the interplay of light from demonic eyes and the warm glow of the surroundings clashing in such a way that it seemed to change the very nature of the room from inviting to a hellish mockery.
For a long moment, nobody moved. Nothing changed. The heater hummed to life, pumping warm air into a room that had already seemed to grow ten degrees hotter. The five of us watched no less than thirty possessed individuals, all staring at us with the look of hungry predators who were the slightest provocation away from bursting into action. The tension in the air became almost palpable, something that could be reached out and strummed like a guitar string. We were outnumbered and didn’t have a sadistic vampire to throw in with us. We were right and proper fucked as Maggie would say.
It was the chime over the door that set them off, some poor sap coming in to get his morning cup of coffee. It was almost like a drop of blood in shark infested waters, the reaction was so immediate. Movement exploded as every body in the place rushed toward us in a tidal wave. The guy who had started it all decided in a flash of insight to get his coffee elsewhere and boogied back out the way he had come.
The only thing that kept them from instantly over running us was that there were so damn many of them. They literally had to climb over each other and not so stable furniture to get to us.
I bolted to my feet and grabbed the table, launching it into the oncoming horde. It hit the point man, a college kid in baggy jeans and a sweatshirt. He batted it aside without so much as missing a single step. It hit the floor, slowing others down, tangling in their legs and sending them sprawling. The others just trampled over them.
The holy men wasted no time, launching into a recited litany of prayer and blessings. Symbols of faith were produced, the air around us practically buzzing with the power of belief. The green eyes slowed, seeming to wade through mud as they came towards us. The three prayed, backing towards the door. Maggie and I were a step behind them, covering their escape as a matter of coincidence. I grabbed up another table, holding it in front of me like a shield as we stepped out into the winter chill, forming a huddled mass on the side walk, all five us in a group, our backs together.
The storefront exploded in noise and glass, several of the demon possessed bounding out onto the street through the now broken storefront window. They moved like a swarm of insects, fighting over each other to get to us. The first one that got close got the table full in the chest. I pushed him back into three others, though he held one of the legs and managed to pull the table out of my grasp. Another lunged at me, and I swung, my fist connecting hard to its side and slamming it into a parked car. The car's alarm went off from the impact.
Maggie drew her knife and with another prayer and slice across the palm of her hand called up wind, pushing them back, slowing their advance. Three more came, and fists battered me. I managed to stay standing, but barely as I felt hammer blow after hammer blow fall on my body. I kicked one away, throwing punches at the other two. I connected weakly, little more than enough to push them off of me and give me breathing room.
Behind me, the wise men had broken off and were running down the sidewalk, four of the demon possessed in hot pursuit. I saw what was coming in slow motion, a second before it happened. Al Dassari slipped on a patch of ice. The demons fell on him like carrion birds. They rained blows on his prone form, one using the laptop it had been typing on only moments before in the coffee shop as a makeshift club. Al Dassari cried out and it only served to fuel the attack. There was a wet sounding thud and he started to twitch, his muscles spasming. After that, he went silent, their blows unanswered. There was the shattering of plastic keyboard keys raining across the sidewalk as the computer broke over his face. I didn’t watch after that.
I grabbed Maggie, pulling her across the street, putting the parked cars lining the sidewalk on each side between the green eyes and us. The only real chance we had at the moment was to run, to run and try and put as much distance between them and us as possible. I just hoped we could keep ahead of them enough to lose them in the maze of Boston. Hernandez and Yavetta, still running, were a half a block down. Their once pursuers were still focused on Al Dossari. Hernandez and Yavetta, meanwhile had managed to reach their car, a long black sedan that was parked at the corner.
I could see Hernandez, in the distance, slide into the driver’s seat. He fired up the engine, clouds of steam rising from the back of the car as the heated exhaust met the chill winter air. Yavetta opened the door to the passenger side and turned to me, watching me as I ran.
For a second, everything slowed down. The screams of the maniac possessed died away. Even this far away I could see it. The glowing eyes, radiating pure green hatred beneath Yavetta's wide brim hat.
I almost stopped in mid-stride, a well of vindication rising up in my chest. I wasn't sure of the specifics, but something in my gut told me I had been right, goddamn it. I had been right the whole time. I had been right and it wouldn’t matter now because no one would believe me. Maggie was ahead of me, running towards the safety of the alleys and the twisting rows of back and side streets. The set up had been perfect too, completely and utterly perfect. Anything that came out of my mouth after this would make me look either desperate or, at worst, traitorous.
No one would believe me now, not after this had gone to shit like it had. Not with Al Dossari lying in the middle of the sidewalk dead, beaten to death by the green eyes. Not with all of us fleeing from an attack.
Yavetta stared me down from almost half a block away and his smile widened. Around me, the coffee shop's clientele were returning to normal, shaken and confused to find themselves outside, when the last thing they'd remember was sipping their Chai frappa lattes or whatever the fuck they were called.
 

 




Chapter 22
 

We trudged through the hotel’s parking lot, breathing heavy and sweating despite the chill of the winter air. Maggie had paled, two stains of bright scarlet high on her cheek. She staggered a bit as she walked, the adrenaline of the chase giving way to weariness. She still wasn't a hundred percent and it showed. The throw-down at the coffee shop had only exacerbated her condition.
My mind rolled over the idea, over what I had seen and more importantly how to convey it, to make something out of it. I knew at least part of the story. Yavetta or Hernandez, for whatever reason, was the one behind Legion - in some way shape or form. With such a simple counter to my oh-so-genius scheme, any argument I could use to rally the troops behind me was shot to hell. They’d never believe me, and whichever one it was would have the death of Al Dossari to hold up as proof. I had been outstepped at pretty much every turn. Maggie had probably served as an unintended well of information to the culprit.
I was outclassed and outgunned. I could run, bail on them both… Should bail on them both, as a matter of fact. I had a lot more invested in me than I did either of them. If I died it was the end of the road for me, I was on a one way express right back to Hell’s front door. If they died, well, then I didn’t. Point for that option. Huge point for that option. I could slip out now. Hang back, let Maggie get inside the room, then just turn and walk away.
If I did, if I could get far enough away, New York maybe, or DC, fade out like I had here once upon a time. I could dodge Adam and Legion.
Despite the fact that I felt I owed them, I was really starting to see the upside to ditching them. This one might hang with me for a bit, make it a tad harder to sleep, but I’d get over it.
“I’m going to have a cigarette, then check on Lucy,” I said, following Maggie up the stairs. She didn’t say anything, opting to turn a glare at me that would melt solid steel under its intensity.
“You do that,” she said, her disgust staining her words. “I have a phone call to make.”
I narrowed my eyes at her.
She stopped with the door half open, staring at me for a long time. Her eyes radiated challenge before she pulled her phone out of her pocket. She slipped through, slamming the door behind her. I lit a cigarette, taking a long drag and exhaling twin snakes of smoke through my nose. I tried to play everything out again in my head. It was all such a simple set up, and I’d been flung right into it without so much as a stutter step. I was right, at least I thought I was, and made to look like I was wrong. Damn frustrating that.
“I know what you're thinking and don’t run,” Alice said, flickering into view. She was sitting on the railing, eyes locked on my face.
“I thought you said if I follow through on this I was as good as dead?” I said.
“You are.”
“The demon is telling me to be altruistic?”
“Hardly. The demon is telling you to be pragmatic,” she said calmly.
I quirked a brow and inhaled from the cigarette.
“Pragmatic huh?”
“Yes. This is bigger than you.”
“You’re not making a goddamned bit of sense, Alice,” I said.
A meth head, his teeth worn to nubs and his ratty clothes stained, passed by. He looked at me like I was totally insane, or really, really high - one of the two. He was shaking his head and muttering something about tweakers.
Hi pot, meet kettle. Asshole.
I ignored him, focusing on Alice.
“So, care to make me understand?” I asked.
“Jack, your selfishness is astounding,” she said. “You’ll leave these people to face this and for the sake of self-preservation it’s perhaps best that you do just that. But let me ask you this - what if this is just the beginning? What if this is only the start?”
I raised a brow at that.
“The beginning?”
“Yes, The beginning.”
“Of?”
“Something bad,” she said.
“I think we’ve achieved ‘something bad’ already, Alice.”
“No, not yet you haven’t,” she said and vanished.
“Fucking demon,” I muttered. For a long moment I stood there, smoking, thinking, trying to play everything over in my head. All I had to do was turn and start walking. Walk away and wash my hands of the whole mess.
Instead, I used the key Lucy had given me to her room and slipped inside. It was dark, mattresses flipped and propped against the walls, over the windows in an attempt to block as much sunlight as possible. I could see her face, barely visible in the gloom peeking out from beneath a small bundle of blankets. She was sleeping, though the fact that she didn’t breath, didn’t move, didn’t so much as flinch made her look dead.
Adam could move during the day, albeit he was diminished. He had also had several decades to get to that point. During the day a vampire as young as Lucy pretty much had no choice but to sleep. Only something extreme would wake her up from the near death state she was in. It would take an explosion, a direct physical attack, something of that nature. If she did wake up, it wouldn’t be a pretty sight. She’d react like a cornered animal, all claws and teeth with very little rationale.
I crouched down beside her, watching her sleep for a few minutes, the pair of us statues in the empty room. Outside, a siren wailed, a high keening drone of sound in the otherwise perfect stillness of the room. Staring at her, at what she had become, a weight settled on me. It was a cold, cloying sensation settling in my chest. Frustration, rage and helplessness grabbed my nerves, my thoughts, and choked me.
The siren covered up the sound of me crying.
My shoulders hitched, and I settled back putting my back against the wall. I was scared. I was in over my head. I wanted to bail. I wanted to set things right. I wanted to survive. I didn’t want them to be more broken remnants of a life that I had fucked up since day one. Years of being the fuck up, years of drugs and nothing and being empty and desperation and struggle and misery - and this is where I ended up. At one point, people feared me. When I worked for Mr. Lin, people whispered my name with respect, and then that was gone. It was just as fleeting as everything else. It was full circle and everything that was left in the end was broken.
I was scared to see the things, to face the things, that I had created. It was the story of my life, one crippling fear after another.
I sat there, terrified, tears streaming down my face until I drifted into an uneasy sleep.
 

 




Chapter 23
 

I woke up a second before Lucy almost tore my throat out. Her hands were vice-like, one intertwined in my hair pulling my head sharply to the side, the other against my chest, pushing me into the wall and holding me still. Her eyes were empty, hungry, glassy and distant. They were locked on the big vein in my throat.
Rivulets of venom coated her lips and stained her chin a pale yellow. It was a nasty toxin, it would paralyze me if she got a hold of me with her teeth, but be kind enough to leave me feeling every razor sharp fang tearing into my skin. I’d feel every touch of fear that came with having my life’s blood drained and be completely unable to move to stop it from happening. Gasping, mewling sounds escaped the back of my throat. I managed to put my foot into her stomach, holding her back. Her jaws snapped closed with an audible clacking sound, close enough I could feel her lips brush against the tender hollow of my neck, the venom instantly numbing my skin.
“Lucy!” I yelled, shoving her back with all the strength I could muster. She hit the ground, rolling backwards ass over hat and into the dresser against the wall. The TV fell with a crash of sparks and glass. She came up to her hands and knees, eyes still focused on my neck and burning with animal hunger.
I shot to my feet and she hit me like a linebacker, driving me back into the wall hard enough that I felt something in my neck crack from the whiplash. Her jaws snapped again at my neck, my hand catching her chin, forcing her head back. God, she was strong, far stronger than I expected. She was a vampire for barely more than a day and already she was every bit as strong as I was. She shoved me into the wall and the drywall beneath us gave way, small bits of white dust falling onto my shoulder. The two-by-four studs underneath us creaked audibly from the strain.
“LUCY!” I heard Maggie’s voice, as the door flew open and she burst into the room. Outside, full dark had settled, the streetlights backlighting her and casting her shadow across the floor. She spat something out in Gaelic and drew her knife across her skin. It didn’t matter, I didn’t have even the slightest bit of a chance to brace myself.
Lucy looked up, smelling the blood at the same instant that wind tore through the confined space, turning the whole room into something vaguely equitable to a wind tunnel. The gust hit us both, lifting us from our feet, slamming us into the back wall. Glass shattered behind Lucy, her tiny frame smashing into a mirror hung from the wall. I was lucky, I went through the dividing wall which separated the bedroom section from the bathroom and found myself laying in a bathtub full of chunks of drywall and lumber, little pieces of light fixture dropping into my lap.
Lucy rose from the floor with a shriek, both tortured and starving, a banshee howl that carried with it the death of a girl and the birth of a monster. She shook her head violently, blue and green hair whipping back and forth and tore through the apartment, bowling Maggie over, sending her to the floor. I watched her leap off the second floor walkway, nothing more than a blur of motion, and vanish into the night.
“Ow,” I groaned, pushing a hunk of drywall off of me and crawling out of the debris. My hip gave a brief howl of pain, but given the course of the past few days, it was something that had become old hat, and as such, was promptly ignored.
I pulled myself to my feet, heading out to follow Lucy. Maggie was back on her feet, staring out the doorway. Outside, a crowd was gathering, faces appearing and trying to get a glimpse of the calamity. I ignored them, grabbing Maggie’s hand and pushing through the small mob of onlookers. They watched us in stunned silence, questions dying on their lips as they got a look at the scowl on my face.
“This is so not good,” Maggie said, master of the obvious that she was.
“You think?”
I pulled her behind me, descending the steps and heading through the parking lot. That kind of excitement would bring police, even to a place like this. It’d take them longer to get here than say, suburbia, but it was still inevitable. After my last altercation with the cops, I intended to put as much distance between the boys in blue, the hotel, and myself as possible. I wasn’t as concerned with being turned in as I was of being caught by another of Adam’s stooges. Trading a stolen gun for a few days room and board had afforded me at least the luxury of a better than average chance that the clerk wouldn’t rat me out if for no other reason that he'd want to keep his own skin out of the fryer. Granted, I sort of wish I had kept the gun now, hindsight and all that.
We walked, heads down, for a few blocks. Maggie didn’t say anything, her messenger bag thrown over her shoulder, bumping against her hip in hushed rhythm with her step. She kept her head down, shoulders hunched, in no way dressed for the cold. Our hasty retreat had left us with little more than what we were wearing and Maggie’s bag of tricks.
“Where would she go?” she asked, cutting her eyes up to take in her surroundings. Around us, old factories, forgotten and discarded, loomed like the empty shells of a progress long past and discarded.
“I have no fucking idea,” I said. The cold feeling of despair that I had experienced watching over Lucy threatened to settle over me again. I pushed it aside, turning it into a tight ball of anger and swallowed it. Now was not the time to give in to something like that. I had to at least try to keep my head clear. There would be time later for self-hatred. Right now, I had to focus on the matter at hand. Where was the crazed hungry vampire?
“We ‘ave to find her.”
“I’m aware,” I said, touches of frustration coloring my words.
For a long moment she fell silent, content to walk to the beat of that bag against her hip. Silence reigned again, a weary, tired thing. It was the kind that came with a stack of questions and not enough answers, frustration without solution.
“Well, where would you go?” she asked.
“She’s not me, and I’m not a fucking vampire so to reiterate: I have no fucking idea.”
“So you have no suggestions then?” she asked.
“I seriously never thought about what I would do if I was a new vampire running around the streets with no guidance and a serious hard on for something to eat.”
“Well we need to think of something, Jack. She’ll kill someone, get herself killed, and God only knows what kind of shit storm it’ll cause if that happens.”
“Jesus freaking Christ, you think I’m not aware of that?”
I didn’t have to think about that. I already knew the answer to that scenario. A huge fucking mess that would take Adam and company weeks to squash. By then, given the proliferation of cell phones, the Internet and the like, it’d be too late. Sure, people might write it off as a hoax, or a publicity stunt, but some wouldn’t. Word would start to spread that all those things that went bump in the night were real. It’d be a disaster. There were still those that hunted the supernatural for whatever reason. They’d descend on Boston like vultures.
“So, back to the question at hand. What are we going to do?”
The vampires stepped out of the shadows in almost perfect synchronization. The shadows seemed to stretch, sliding back off their skin as they stepped away from the buildings that had served as their hiding spot. There were three of them, two men and a woman. The men could have been twins, both well built and crammed into jeans and leather jackets. Both had shaved heads, the streetlights casting them with a dull sheen. The woman was young, maybe early twenties, and dressed in one of those motorcycle racing suits. The form fitting, catsuit kind that zipped up the front to the throat, its bright red playing off her shoulder length blond hair.
I stared at them, and sighed. “Seriously? Again?”
 

 




Chapter 24
 

“Mister Draughn. Adam would like to conclude his business with you,” the woman said, letting the twins move to flank her, three sets of milky white eyes settling on me.
“Well. I guess that answers that question,” I said, looking towards Maggie.
“Hmph,” she offered in reply.
I turned my attention back to the woman.
“I’m sorry, now’s not the best time for me. I’ll tell you what, since you’re Adam’s people apparently, why don’t you go ahead and call my people. We’ll see what we can do about a power lunch?”
“I don’t believe that’s an option,” she said, her voice all velvety and sultry.
“Right, what is it with you vampire types always referring to shit like it’s a fucking board meeting anyways? I’ve never gotten that. ‘Conclude his business.’ Why don’t you just say, ‘hey Jack. Adam wants to finish fucking killing you now’?”
Blondie’s eyes narrowed. She took a step closer, the muscle at her sides moving with her, fanning out to take position at our flanks. Beside me, Maggie tensed. The twin to my right smiled, running his tongue over his teeth.
“You have the option, Mister Draughn, of coming peacefully, or we can take you by force. The choice is yours. You initiated the Rite of Challenge, and that rite has yet to conclude. It must be finished. If you’d like you may have a moment to discuss it with your friend,” she said, looking towards Maggie.
I didn’t really need to discuss it. I had about had my fill of things trying to kill me, of turning a corner and surprise, something wants to rip my head off.
“Whatcha think?” I asked Maggie, my tone mocking and almost jovial.
The vampire to our left smiled wider than his counterpart, a shark tooth grin that seemed to split his face. He lifted his shirt, just the slightest, showing the gun tucked in his waistband. I scoffed at him.
“I'm not thinking we have a whole lot of choice 'ere, Jackie,” Maggie said, false resignation rolling over her syllables. “Our options are right and proper limited.”
“Yeah, that was my take.”
Lucy exploded from out of nowhere, a blur of ferocious motion catching blondie around the waist. They hit the ground rolling, Lucy’s mouth already clamped on the woman’s shoulder. The paralytic toxin in Lucy's bite wouldn’t affect the vampire, but the impact of ninety pounds of starving Lucy sure as hell did.
They hit the pavement in a tangle of thrashing limbs. Lucy had her arms and legs wrapped around the other vampire, wrapping her up in an unshakable death grip. The blonde let loose a rage filled scream, loud enough that it hit me like a physical blow, causing me to take a step back.
The other two vampires, turned, their expressions radiating between surprise and confusion. I looked to Maggie, meeting her eyes. For a tense moment, everything seemed to go quiet. Even the thunderclap volume screams of the blonde locked in Lucy’s arms seemed to dim.
This was it, my last chance to turn and run. I knew, somewhere deep down, after this there wouldn't be any more opportunities to put this behind me, to scramble away, keep myself alive, and live to fight another day. If I did, Maggie and Lucy were done. They’d be memories, betrayals that I’d learn to fool myself into thinking I’d be able to eventually put behind me. I was tempted. I was really tempted. But I knew it wasn't real. They'd haunt me until whatever it was that offed me sent my miserable soul back to the pit.
I kept my eyes on Maggie for a moment longer, then reached out grabbing the vampire closest to me by the back of his collar. He’d made the mistake of turning his back to me so he could see what was happening between his boss and Lucy. His surprise had, for a moment, made him forget all about me. I pulled him into the fist I drove into his kidneys. No holding back, no control. It was a quick, hard rabbit punch that hit like a sledgehammer.
The vampire grunted, his legs going weak. He dropped to his knees, half turned towards me. He reached for his gun, fumbling at his waist. I grabbed his hair and rammed my knee into his face. There was a crunching sound, fire erupting across my leg. Teeth and blood flew from his face, and the heat intensified, my leg growing numb and wobbly.
The son of a bitch had bit me!
I could feel the venom pumping through my blood. My leg felt heavy. It took a physical effort to stay standing. I reached down, grabbing the gun as he freed it, easily pulling it from the dazed vampire's hand. I put it to his temple, still holding his hair and pulled the trigger. Red mist and other less desirable chunks exploded out of the other side of his head, leaving a greasy wet stain over the sidewalk.
I lifted the gun, as the other vampire brought his to bear. Standing on the business end, the barrel looked vaguely wide enough to house a subway train. I fought to stay standing, my leg growing less responsive by the second. We held the stand off for a brief second. His eyes cut back towards where Lucy and the Blonde had been thrashing only seconds before, and then back to me. Indecision warred on his face. The leader of the trio lay beneath Lucy, the younger vampire straddling her waist. She tore savagely at the wound on her prey’s shoulder, blood staining her face. The vampire under her didn’t move.
Maggie damn near blew him apart with the fireball she launched at him, searing heat following on the trail of more whispered Gaelic. His body went up like a torch, and I had to take a few steps back just to avoid the sheer intensity of the on rush of heat. He hit the ground, a searing hole blown through most of his torso, the rest quickly being consumed by flames. Thick oily smoke billowed into the air, reminding me of a tire that had been set on fire. Another burst of flame from Maggie finished the one who’s head I’d ventilated.
I hit the pavement, my leg dead beneath me. I could still feel the poison, a thick burning wave that swept through my body with each heartbeat. My other limbs were slowly going just as numb as my leg. I tried to weakly get back to my feet and managed it, wavering drunkenly. Already the dead vampires were decaying, withering into nothing before my eyes. Within minutes, there would be nothing left but dust and a grease stain on the pavement.
A streetlamp pole kept me from falling all the way over. I stood there, propping against it. If I could ride it out for a few minutes, I’d be able to get past it. The vampire hadn’t hit me with a lot, a glancing blow when my knee had connected with his teeth. Still, the venom was a potent, burning agony racing along my nerves and spreading numbness over my skin. It felt damn weird.
Maggie made a beeline for Lucy, only slowing down when she was close. She approached the girl slowly, her movements wary and deliberate. She spoke in hushed, soothing tones. I couldn’t hear what they said, but a moment later Lucy was in her arms, her body wracked with sobs. She seemed to convulse under the weight of them. Maggie cradled her head to her chest. Even from several yards away I could see the stark contrast of the vampire’s blood smeared across Lucy’s face, the pain radiating from her features was almost palpable. Not physical pain, but something deeper, something on an almost spiritual level. If Adam had killed her when he turned her, then I was getting to watch a part of her soul die. A part of what had made her human, made her a bright, shining person dimming before my very eyes.
I leaned against the post for what felt like hours. I stood slowly, testing my weight, feeling the leaden heat slowly lifting off my limbs. A full on dose of that stuff would be nasty with a capital nasty.
I half walked, half stumbled to Lucy. I sat beside her, well more like deflated to the ground next to her. She looked at me, through me it seemed. Her face was a mess, blood cut with trenches of flesh from her tears. Blood had soaked the front of her hand-me-down shirt, causing the fabric to cling to her body, the blue color marred by a black stain roughly the size of a dinner plate.
For a minute the words wouldn’t come. My tongue felt thick and heavy, my brain still reeling from the vampire’s venom.
“Sorry you got caught up in all this mess kid,” I said, the words slurring like I had been drinking.
“Sorry I tried to eat you, Jack,” she said.
“Shit happens,” I said, shrugging, “How’d you find us?”
“I could smell her blood,” Lucy said sheepishly.
“Not bad. Creepy as hell, but not bad,” I said.
Maggie heard it first, her head snapping towards the blonde woman’s corpse. A low mechanical humming was coming from blondie's clothes. The vampire Lucy had killed was already dust, and Maggie poked at the pile of fabric, pushing it this way and that with the point of her knife, before plucking a cell phone from the dust and the remnants of the catsuit. She looked at the caller ID, smirked and tossed me the phone.
Adam’s name flashed on the screen.
“How do I turn this thing on?”
Lucy reached over, swiping her finger across the screen, even going so far as to set the speaker phone to “on”.
“Do you have him?” Adam’s voice, slightly tinny and pitched higher than I was used to hearing, came through the speaker.
“By him, do you mean me?” I asked.
Silence.
“This thing still on?” I whispered to Lucy.
“Yes, Jack, it is,” Adam’s voice said again. “Should I take it my associates have met with an unfortunate set of circumstances then?”
“You mean are they dead?”
“Yes, Jack. Are they dead?”
“Then I’d have to say yes, they are.”
“That’s unfortunate,” he said on the other end, “And my daughter?”
“Excuse me?” Lucy asked, the words leaving her mouth before her brain had a chance to stop them, judging by the look on her face.
“Hello my dear, when will you be coming home?” Adam asked, his voice a mixture of mocking and gleeful.
I spoke up quick, stopping Lucy before she launched into what looked like it was going to be a ranting diatribe of epic proportions. Maggie watched the interchange with a smirk and a raised eyebrow, perfectly happy to let me shoot my mouth off for a change.
“She’s not,” I said. “She’s not coming home.”
“Oh? I’ll be forced to come and retrieve her then,” Adam said, his voice dropping low and icy.
“You can try,” Maggie snapped.
Adam snickered on the other end. “Tsk tsk,” he said, like he was chiding a small child. “Jack, you do realize that I can find you easily enough if I put forth the effort don’t you?”
“I’m aware.”
“And from there-”
“Cut the shit, Adam. Here’s the deal,” I said.
There was a pause. “I’m listening.”
I looked between Lucy and Maggie, taking in a long, full breath of cold air.
“You want this finished. I’ll give you the chance. Me and you, one more time to finally put this shit to bed,” I said, my eyes locked on Lucy’s face. “You win, she’s yours.”
Maggie and Lucy stared at me, their jaws hanging open in shock.
“What’s to stop me from going after her after we’ve... settled our differences, Jack?” Adam asked, that faint hint of amusement still evident in his tone.
I shrugged, and it took a minute for me to realize he couldn’t see it.
“Assuming that’s the situation, all I can say is I gather it won’t be me.”
“How do I know you won’t hide the girl?”
“I’ll bring her with me,” I said, and the look of shock on their faces doubled. Maggie’s eyes narrowed dangerously, hate radiating from her features. Lucy was the polar opposite, her face a mask of shock and fright, already pale skin growing paler.
“Very well then, my home then. We’ll make a party of it.”
“Agreed,” I said.
There was a long moment of silence before he spoke again. “Done. Two hours, call me. I’ll even send a car.”
The phone went dead, and on cue Maggie was in my face.
“What the fuck are you doing?” she snapped.
I looked from her, back to Lucy again.
“I’m putting shit right.”
“By walking her into a trap? By getting her killed?”
“Her is right here,” Lucy said quietly, and we both once again focused on her. She looked around before turning towards us, milk white eyes filmed with cataracts blazing. “Stop speaking like I can’t hear you!”
“Lucy, Jack’s about to trade you to a vampire. You get that right?”
“I get that before all of this, it was my parents, now it’s this vampire thing and this is probably my only chance to be out from under Adam. I don’t know what’s going to happen if Jack loses, or if he wins for that matter, but I trust him.”
“Are you insane?” Maggie asked.
“Probably, maybe, I don’t know.”
Maggie looked to me, dismissing Lucy simply with posture and body language.
“You either come back with her, or you come back in a body bag,” she snapped, storming off down the street.
I didn’t answer.
“Where are you going?” Lucy asked.
“Garrison’s, to get a beer,” Maggie said without looking back.
 

 




Chapter 25
 

I stood weakly a few minutes after Maggie was out of sight. Lucy had to help me to my feet, my body still reeling a bit from the vampire’s venom. Her grip was strong, almost frighteningly so. Once I was on my feet, I moved the gun from the pocket of my sweatshirt to the waistband of my jeans, tucking it in at the small of my back. We walked in silence back towards the Commons.
“Do you think you can do it?” she asked finally mustering up the courage to say what had probably been on her mind the whole time.
“We’ll see,” I said.
“That’s reassuring.”
“That’s me, picture of stability.”
She smirked, shoving her hands in the pockets of her oversized coat. She wore it zipped up almost to her chin, covering the bloodstains on her shirt.
“Why do I trust you?” she asked.
“I have no idea. It's probably not very smart though.”
She shook her head.
“Well, here’s hoping it’s not misplaced,” I said.
“How did he end up like that..? so... so…” she let her voice trail with the question.
“So Adam?”
She nodded.
“I don’t know. Lot of bad shit happened to him I guess.”
“Will I turn into that? Cold, vicious?”
“That’s up to you. I mean, Adam’s story isn’t exactly filled with happy thoughts.”
“What do you mean?”
“From what I know he was turned in Auschwitz towards the end of the war. There’re rumors about him, here and there, but I never really cared enough to look into it or have a conversation with him about it.”
“So that’s what the numbers tattooed on his arm are.”
I nodded.
“So the story goes. Maybe he put them there to fuck with people, maybe it’s true. I don’t know for sure. Like I said, I never asked.”
We made our way back to the bandstand, taking our same seats from earlier on the steps. Silence fell again, and we watched the few late night walkers pass by. The blood Lucy had consumed had already begun to work on her physically, filling her features out, causing her to look softer, more inviting, but making the air of a predator that seemed to linger around her that much more pronounced.
A woman walking her dog had to practically drag the little terrier away. It caught one whiff of Lucy and froze, whimpering. Even the people who didn’t seem to notice tried to take a wider berth as they came close to the bandstand.
“Do you have a plan?”
“Yeah, don’t die,” I said.
“Sound plan.”
“I think so.”
I pushed the hood back from my face, running a hand through my hair. I felt tense, every muscle aching and taut. The first traces of fear fluttered in my stomach. Adam, during the day, had been more than a handful. At night, well, this wasn’t going to go well unless I figured up some sort of something really quick like. There wasn’t much that could kill a vampire. I had gotten lucky with the vampire I had shot earlier, and he had probably been a lot younger and a lot weaker than Adam.
“Your girlfriend isn’t going to be happy about you putting your life on the line for the parasite, is she?” Lucy asked, the corner of her lips pulling up into just the slightest of smiles.
“Nope, she’s going to give a whole new definition for the term pissed.”
“She knows?”
“Everything I do.”
“Wonderful. Why hasn’t she shown up then to tell you you’re an idiot and call me nasty names?” Lucy said, full on smiling now. That’s all I needed a fresh turned vampire and a demon as old as, well I had no idea how old Alice was but suffice to say she was pretty fucking old, fighting over yours truly.
“Who knows? I don’t get her a lot of the time. I think being cryptic is fun for her. She’s been like that since she found me, or I found her. You know what I mean.”
“It’s fun for her? Wow, that’s... twisted.”
“It’s all I can think of. I mean, she is a demon after all,” I said with a shrug.
For a long moment I just sat and watched the world around me. I tried to take in everything, the way the city’s lights played off the sky, casting a faint aura around everything. I watched clouds slide by overhead, making lazy tracks against the stars. I watched people move past me, avoiding the both of us like we had a communicable disease. It was something I wanted to hang onto, just in case I didn't see it again.
Lucy let me sit there, watching the world, taking it in in total, unwavering silence. She was simply there, unmoving and comforting all at the same time. She was the reason I was doing this. The reason I was going to try to pick up some of the broken pieces I had left along the way, to try to cull the herd of nightmares that had followed me like one of those old prison ball and chains since I’d been a teenager. I didn’t believe what I was doing was right. Hell, I didn’t believe anything about me was right, but it was necessary. I had to keep telling myself that. I had to believe that that’s what it was.
Necessary.
“It’s time to go, Jack,” Lucy said, checking the time on the phone we had taken from Adam’s goon.
I looked down at the screen and nodded. “Alright.”
She redialed Adam’s number after sliding past probably ten little pop up windows and menus. She pushed the button to send the voice to speakerphone again. Adam picked up after one ring.
“Where are you?”
“Commons, near Park Street,” I said. “I'll find you there.”
“Car will be there in five minutes,” he said and hung up.
True to his word, a black sedan slid to the sidewalk near the gate. I hung back, watching it idle in silence before I approached. My eyes scanned sidewalks, passing cars, pedestrians. After making sure nothing was going to jump us before we made it to the car, or that Adam didn’t have people ready to shoot us once we stepped onto the sidewalk, I led Lucy by the hand towards the car.
We slid into the backseat without incident.
The driver didn’t say a word, just slipped the car back into traffic. We drove for almost thirty minutes, doubling back over ways we had just driven, changing lanes and making useless turns only to have to sort through small side streets to once again emerge en route to Adam’s mansion. Apparently I wasn’t the only one expecting a trap, despite this contest being the sort of thing that vampires held in almost religious reverence.
 

 




Chapter 26
 

The driver steered the car towards the countryside, and the mansion rose to greet us as we crested a slow, sloping hill. It was set back along a tree line, a massive house that had wings and servants and all kinds of other fun frills. The windows were all dark, and no lights burned outside. The drive led us to a gate set in a twelve foot high brick privacy fence. It opened on a long twisting driveway that led through perfectly sculpted lawns ripe with massive boulders and sculpture interspersed with towering oaks and maples.
Four vampires waited outside for us, each dressed in expensive suits and silk ties. They encircled Lucy as she stepped out of the car. One breaking away from the group long enough to pat me down, find, take my gun and slip it into the waist of his slacks. Lucy turned back to me, eyes wide.
“Go, I’m right behind you,” I said, falling in step behind the little grouping.
We were led through the maze-like confines of the mansion. The decor was minimalist, offset here and there by more statuary. Each piece was a miniature grotesquerie hidden in its own alcove and changing thematically with each new hallway and room. One hallway was lined in old medical diagrams, various outdated surgical instruments settled on shelves and pedestals like fine art. Another was World War II era photography, starving vacant eyes staring back from behind barbed wire fences. The list went on and on, as we made our way through the sprawl. Lucy, to her credit, kept her head up, eyes straight ahead.
They led us to a banquet hall, all marble floors and gleaming red hued woods. It had been cleared, leaving a space roughly the size of most people’s homes. Adam stood, amicably chatting with another vampire. He was older than Adam, or at least appeared to be physically, and was dressed like a Cubano gangster: all breezy white linen with a straw fedora. Another, a woman with short hair cut close to her scalp and severe features, stood separate from the group’s chatting. She watched Lucy intently, eyes flickering to me before turning towards one of the servants and whispering something to him.
Small groups were dotted around the room’s perimeter, all gathered in animated conversation. The sound of chatter gave the room an audible buzz of noise, a slowly building crescendo of excitement. I didn’t bother looking around to much or trying to place faces. I’d rather not know exactly how many lions were in the lion’s den, so to speak.
The four vampires ushered Lucy towards Adam and the room fell silent. He watched her approach, his eyes sparkling with something that bordered somewhere in between malice and affection. She ignored him, her eyes focused straight ahead. She didn’t bother with either of us, focusing her attention on a spot somewhere behind me, her chin held high.
“Jack. You made it. Welcome,” Adam said, walking towards the center of the room. He was dressed simply, blue jeans and a t-shirt, the fabric draping around his stick-thin frame.
I didn’t bother answering. I peeled my hooded sweatshirt off, tossing it to the side, leaving me shirtless. The scars that covered my face covered my torso in the same fashion. Perfectly spaced infernal glyphs and runes covered every inch of my stomach, chest, arms, back and neck and were now on display for everyone to see.
“Well that’s very... machismo of you, Jack. Shirts versus skins is it?” Adam asked, smirking. A small burble of laughter erupted around us.
“Let’s just get this over with,” I said.
“Yes, lets. Ladies and Gentlemen, Esteemed representatives of the Senate,” he said, spinning slowly to make eye contact with various members of the audience.
Senate? I wasn’t exactly sure what that meant. Okay, I didn’t have a fucking clue to be honest, but it sounded important. I tried to focus on the other faces a bit more closely now.
“I am formally accepting the Rite of Challenge from this man,” he said pointing towards me. “A fight to the death, for the prize of my own childe, with a mortal man. I’ve gathered you here, as is tradition, to bear witness,” Adam turned towards me. “I promise, it will be over soon and the party can begin.”
“A speech. Really?”
He shrugged, and just like that he was in front of me. I didn’t even register I had been hit until I saw my blood spray across Adam’s face. Lines of fire lit up my chest, a sheet of warmth rolling over my skin. Reflexively, I started to curl my body to cover up and shield myself. Adam grabbed me by the back of the hair and launched me through the air. I collided with the marble floor, my head bouncing off the unyielding surface with a thud. Stars and pain clouded my head, the taste of blood welling up in my mouth.
I fought to my feet, and he was on me almost instantly. He hit the back of my knee in a quick roundhouse kick, knocking me flat on my back. His foot fell on my chest, pinning me to the floor. It felt like someone had just put a Buick on top of me. I tried to breathe, to suck in air, and his foot just pushed harder. It felt like any second he was simply going to step through me, crushing me that quick.
I was an idiot. I didn’t stand a chance against Adam. I could see him, casual and collected staring down at me. The look on his face was one of almost boredom, a sardonic little twitch to his lips every time I tried to struggle. He was playing with me, mocking my attempts at saving Lucy from whatever future he had already no doubt laid out for her in his diseased little mind.
“Oh, this is no fun,” he said, and took a step back. “Jack, seriously now. Can you, perhaps, do something to try and save a little face before I kill you?”
I rolled onto my side, sucking in massive lung-fulls of air, each one stretching the lacerations he’d cut into my chest. Hardly the dignified offensive I’m sure he was expecting.
“As I said,” Adam proclaimed, “Over quickly.”
I rolled over, rising to my hands and knees. I could see him, pacing around me in slow circles. I was able to brace myself before he kicked me in the stomach, lifting me from the floor only to send me back down once more, about twenty feet from where I started, to crash in a heap in front of Lucy. She tried her damnedest to ignore me, to maintain her strong facade. I caught her eyes though, caught them dart towards me and then back up. I saw the look that crossed her face for a span of a breath. I was doing worse than killing her. If I couldn’t get up, couldn’t keep going, she was going to be end up being everything Adam wanted.
There wasn’t any hate in her eyes, no malice towards me. It was just hope that was rapidly fading away into resignation of her fate.
I growled, pushing myself to my feet. Adam swung again. I sidestepped, backing up, putting a bit of distance between us. Twice more he swung, and twice more no dice, the wind from the punches blowing the hair back from my face. I started to feel a bit of the familiar Zen calm wash over me as I once again surrendered to instinct. The sound of flesh against flesh echoed throughout the banquet hall, each punch met on either side by a quick dodge, or a light slap to redirect it. Adam’s talons whistled, coming within a hairs width of taking my eyes out. I slapped his wrist aside as his hand went past, throwing him off balance.
I took my shot, followed through on the opening I had presented myself. I drove my foot down, at an angle aiming for Adam’s knee. It wouldn’t do much more than slow him down, but at this pace, that would at least close the gap between us a little.
I realized an instant too soon, that I’d been baited. Adam kept the momentum behind my parry going and hit the floor, rolling on his shoulder and springing back up to his feet, my foot passing where his knee had been by nanoseconds. My boot hit the marble floor hard enough to send a spider web of cracks out from beneath my heel.
Four spikes of pain hit my left side, just under the ribs. Heat and agony radiated across my entire chest, sucking my breath away, causing my heart to skip a beat. I let out a small choking sound, an internal pressure settling into my chest with every breath. I could feel blood, a veritable geyser erupt from my mouth in a wet hacking cough. He held me like that, the knife-like talons tipping his fingers buried just under my ribs, forcing me up onto my tip toes.
“As you can see, my dear guests, a promise is kept,” he said, his voice radiating amusement and mirth.
“God, you’re an asshole,” I muttered through gritted teeth.
He snaked one hand into my hair, jerking my head back. I gasped, my throat filling again with the coppery taste of blood, making me gag. He forced me to my knees, wrenching my head around so I could see Lucy. She didn’t move, didn’t even blink. She just stared at me, her eyes empty of any emotion.
I felt Adam’s lips against my ear, feathery, almost like a lover’s.
“Truth be told, Jack,” he whispered, “I never had any intention of killing you. I could have gotten you in prison with just a phone call. Had some two-bit gangster put a sharpened spike in your neck, but I didn’t want that. I wanted to make it special.”
He held me like that, talons wedged under my ribs, pushed into my lung and looked towards the four vampires surrounding Lucy. He nodded once, and they fell on her like jackals. One at each side grabbed her wrist, the other hand pushing against her shoulder, wrenching back. The one behind her slid a hand under chin, jerking her head back exposing her throat. The last one, smaller than the others, withdrew a simple knife with a fixed blade and drug it across her throat. A thin line opened in her flesh, shockingly red against her pale skin. A moment later, blood cascaded like a miniature waterfall.
“So I’ve decided I’m going to let her do it,” he said grinning down at me. “It was what I wanted from the start, to make sure she was nice and hungry, and then laugh at you while you try to fight back, broken and beaten as you are.”
Adam kicked me over onto my side, and I could see them holding Lucy, bleeding her out. I watched her face, watch the change come over her. Surprise gave way to panic, panic finally falling to hunger. The same kind of hunger you see on the face of a hardcore drug addict needing a fix. That look that lets you know they have no bones against killing you, killing everyone you know, as long as they can have one more hit. It just so happened, in this case bleeding from several wounds, I was the only crack-pipe around.
Adam pushed me to the floor. Despite the circumstances, all I could think about was how soothing the cold marble felt against my cheek, how wonderful it finally felt to lie down. I looked up at Lucy from the floor, saw the empty blank stare in her eyes, the hunger radiating from her taut muscles as she pulled in on herself, preparing to launch herself towards me. The guards around her, the ones that had bled her, stepped back. For a long moment, I saw her trying to fight past it, to catch the last footfalls of rational thought before succumbing whole stock to the hunger.
“Get up, Jack,” Alice said.
She stood next to my head, looking down at me. Her normally blank expression was contorted with quiet desperation. Her voice held a pleading note.
“You have to get up,” she said again. “It’s not time.”
I pushed myself upwards, fighting to stand. I felt weak, the exertion sending a sheet of fire through my body as I fought to choke in oxygen. The room swam, tilting dangerously as I stumble-stepped towards Adam.
“I will give the boy this, he is persistent,” Adam said.
He was laughing, a sound that was surprisingly rich and melodic echoing off the walls of the ballroom. He took a step back, hands clasped behind his back. I looked towards Lucy, meeting her eyes, my own pleading with her without words, begging for forgiveness without apologies.
She didn’t so much pounce on me as hit me like a projectile launched from a cannon. My head snapped forward, body folding around her, the breath I had fought so hard for exploding out of my mouth with a spray of blood. Another molten wave of agony tore through me when we slid across the floor. She had me pinned, her tiny frame deceptively strong. She straddled my waist. I fought to keep her back, my hands on her shoulders. She hissed, jaws snapping like a steel trap at my throat.
“Lucy, damn it!” I gasped. My vision clouded, doubling before narrowing into a thin tunnel. “Don’t do this.”
She ignored me, beyond hearing me. I could talk until I was blue in the face and I wouldn’t break through the wall of hunger that had settled over her senses. She was beyond rationale. Honestly, at this point, I was pretty sure that I literally was blue in the face. Breathing was difficult, the whole side of my chest where Adam had impaled me on his nails felt full to bursting. I was too broken to fight back for much longer.
“Parasite,” Alice said, voice dripping with scorn and ringing with that weird bell-like tone again. “Filthy, pathetic, little parasite.”
It was like Alice had slapped the vampire in the face. Her head snapped up, eyes searching. Alice watched from the corner, head lowered, peering through the bangs that had fallen over her eyes.
“Parasite,” she said it again, and Lucy bolted off of me as quickly as she had hit me, moving so fast she was little more than a blur and a rustle of wind.
“Well, that’s unexpected,” Adam said, confused.
Alice vanished as Lucy got within inches of her, appearing on the other side of the room. Lucy skidded to a stop, eyes searching, and once they spotted her, she darted towards her again. She had given me a chance, playing on the fact that Lucy’s gifts of speaking to the dead allowed her to see Alice, who looked to her in her current state as a weak, helpless child, nowhere near strong enough to defend herself and a more appealing target than even wounded prey.
The crowd watched, a mixture of curiosity and amusement portrayed on faces scattered through the crowd. Some whispered, pointing at Adam, others mocked Lucy. The whole thing was playing out like a high school melodrama. The nerdy kid had just done something stupid or embarrassing and the rest of the class was trying to figure out how to react.
It was something, but it still didn’t solve the problem of Adam. He watched, mildly curious as Lucy and Alice continued their game. Alice kept vanishing, only to reappear in a different location, causing Lucy to bolt there in pursuit. I looked around, trying to find something, some way out of this situation I had put myself in.
Then I saw it, standing against the wall, eyes locked on Lucy.
I fought through the pain, pulling myself to my feet through a combination of will and pure pissed-off. Adam was at best, twenty feet away, his back to me his attention focused on Lucy.
“Enough of this, childe. Finish him!” He growled.
My one chance stood to my right at half that distance. I pushed off, leaping with as much push as I could get behind me, using my body as a projectile. I hit the group of four guards in a pro wrestling styled splash. It didn't hurt anyone, well except for me, but it sent us all to the floor in a tangled heap. I thrashed wildly, throwing random punches, my hands grasping at bodies blindly searching.
Adam was on me the same instant my hand fell on what I had been searching for. He growled, throwing me to the floor, sending me skidding across the marble like a hockey puck. I kept my body pulled tight, balled up so as to keep my game changer hidden. He leapt, landing over top of me and grabbed my shirt. His jaws snapped towards my neck. I wedged the gun under his chin a second before he’d have torn my throat out. I grabbed his wrist, holding him there, pulling his weight against the gun’s barrel. He stared for a brief moment, a look of confusion painted on his face. It was like it just didn’t register that he was royally screwed.
I smiled.
Then I pulled the trigger. Over and over again.
The result was instantaneous, the barking of the semi auto muffled by its close proximity to flesh. I put five rounds into Adam’s skull at point blank range. Ichor sprayed into my face, splattering my clothes, falling into my eyes. Around us, a stunned silence had settled over the crowd. I lay there, Adam on top of me, unmoving, most of his head now residing on the wall behind me.
When I finally pushed him off, the crowd seemed to instinctively take a step back. I stood and Alice vanished. Lucy’s eyes once more settled on me. She charged. I stumbled out of the way of her charge and drove the handle of the pistol into the side of her head, knocking her unconscious. Apparently, she wasn't strong enough to stand up to the classic pistol whipping. I threw her over my shoulder, heading towards the door, gun held at the ready and trying to stay on two feet long enough to get us out of there.
“Tell Adam, when and if he wakes up, our account is settled. Tell him I chose mercy, and to remember that,” I said to the room. A few actually nodded.
A few actually seemed okay with that, which was a plus. A few others looked like they took offense. Once they managed to shove past their counterparts who held differing view, it wouldn't be long before they decided to show me how offended they really were. Unfortunately, I had bigger problems to sort through at the moment. Like what I was going to do with Lucy when she woke up.
 

 




Chapter 27
 

I managed to get as far as outside when I felt Lucy stirring. She groaned, her whole body becoming tense. I set her down against a tree. She opened her eyes, almost sleepily. I knelt in front of her, keeping a bit of distance between us, the gun still in my hand. The ragged cut over her throat still oozed blood. A heavy itching radiated over my side where Adam had damn near torn my lung out. I could feel the pressure slowly relaxing, the weight on my chest feeling like it was very gradually beginning to subside. I still hurt like hell. It would take me days to heal back to a hundred percent, but at the moment anything was a small blessing.
“Jack?” she asked, her voice slurred.
“I’m right here,” I choked out.
“What happened? I'm so hungry. I'm starving. It hurts, Jack.”
“Long story,” I said, trying to keep my statements as short as possible.
“I’m hungry... God I’m so hungry,” she said, whining. Her eyes locked on the dripping wound in my side. I tucked my arm in closer, trying to keep it hidden from sight as best I could.
“I know, I know,” I followed her eyes, and realized my best shot out of this whole mess without having to fight off a wounded, hungry vampire.
“Hey, Hey. Look at me,” I said, snapping my fingers in her face to get her attention. She slowly tore her eyes from the blood on my side, eyes focusing on my face. “I need your hand, okay?”
She stared from me, to the blood on my side, then back up to my face again. She gave a tiny nod.
I stood and paced towards her slowly, my movements cautious and deliberate. I reached down and took her hand, the nails black, shiny, and viciously sharp. Very slowly, I brought it to my wrist, dragging one of the nails across the flesh. A line of fire followed it, and the slow well of blood.
“Tilt your head back,” I said.
She leaned her head back and I squeezed my fist as hard as I possibly could, clenching and unclenching it. Blood ran out in a thin, steady stream, pouring over her lips. She shuddered, a motion that made interesting motions run through certain parts of her anatomy. The wound in her neck slowly began to knit itself shut, leaving a thick pink scar. It would take more blood than I could give to heal her back to normal, but it was something. If it would maybe buy me an hour or so before she started getting too hungry for rational thought, I could live with that.
I pulled back, clasping a hand over my wrist. She looked almost stoned, eyes bleary and wide. A small whine slipped past her lips. I shivered, more from the cold than anything. I’d left my shirt inside on the floor.
“We need to get moving. The shock of what happened to Adam isn’t going to last long amongst the less than charitable guests. Can you walk?”
She nodded and pulled herself to her feet. I couldn’t help but notice how she looked like a jungle cat rising up from its hiding place.
“We’re going to walk the whole way?” she asked.
“No. We’re going to run like hell the whole way. Big difference.”
She looked back in the direction we had come and then back towards me and nodded.
We ran for the edge of the property, back towards the street. Every step was a nice little firework of pain in my chest. I did the best I could to ignore them as I ran. Adam’s lawn was expansive, a rolling plain of perfect grass and trees. It had the feel of the pictures one sees in books showing medieval European forests, dark and foreboding, riddled with fog. With the light crusting of sleet, it shone under the night sky, small sparks of color flashing here and there like diamond reflections. It crunched underfoot as we moved, keeping to the shadows.
Behind us, I could hear the yelling as Adam’s loyals began their pursuit. We weren’t going to be hard to track, our footsteps were going to serve essentially the same purpose as a road map. We went from moving and hiding to moving at a full-out sprint. The vampires in the house would be on us in a matter of minutes, more likely seconds. Still injured and fighting for every breath I ran on pure adrenaline, struggling to keep pace with Lucy. Even weakened, she was putting a distance between her and me that was becoming nearly impossible to close.
The first vampire leapt past us, easily clearing several tens of feet to land in front of us with all the grace of an Olympic gymnast. He was dressed in a simple black suit, his greying hair tied back in a ponytail. I didn’t slow down. I pointed the gun, firing two rounds. The first hit him in the stomach, the second the shoulder and he spun to the ground howling in pain and rage. I shot past him, running for dear life. The fence came into view, Lucy jumping just before she would have plowed through it. She cleared it with room to spare.
Another vampire, the woman who had been watching the goings-on by herself, burst from behind one of the thicker trees at my right. Her claws whistled, sinking into my arm, catching on bone. Flesh ripped, the force of the blow spinning me, putting me down in the sleet. She dropped on top of me, eyes gleaming. She held me down by the throat. Her taloned hand rose, ready for the blow that would rip my face to ribbons.
I closed my eyes, I didn’t want to see it coming. I could almost hear the sounds of Hell, the symphony of wailing and gnashing, of pains unspoken.
Her hand hit the ground beside my head, and she leaned down, her lips against my ear.
“Shoot me,” she said. “Don’t argue. Just do it.”
I blinked, stunned. I didn’t move, couldn’t, confusion written on my face.
She sighed, disappointed, and grabbed the gun, pulling it into her midsection. She put her thumb over my finger and pushed the trigger firing a round into her stomach, and then another. She growled, fighting back against pain and slid off me to settle on her knees, hands over her wound.
“We’ll talk. Soon,” she said through gritted teeth.
I scrambled to my feet, slipping the gun in the waistband of my jeans. I could see other vampires working their way through the trees towards me. I turned, jumping for the top of the wall. I didn’t make it, my fingertips barely holding me on the ledge. I scrambled, pushing my feet against the brick, more pain ripping through my side and chest.
Lucy’s hand locked around my wrist, pulling me over the wall a second before one of the vampires would’ve ripped my leg off. We hit the street in a roll, and it took everything I had to bite back a scream. Lucy pulled me to my feet, half dragging me away from the house. They wouldn’t chase us here, not through suburbia. It wasn't that they couldn't catch us, they could. They wouldn't follow us for fear of being seen, despite most of the houses having a few football fields worth of yard, tree, and privacy fence between them.
“What now?” Lucy asked.
“We keep moving,” I said, growling through the pain.
I stumbled, dropping down to one knee. The flush of adrenaline had faded and the cold hit me with merciless force. My teeth chattered and I could feel my body going weak, shivering violently. Everything caught up with me, the cold, the injuries, the flight across Adam's vast expanse of lawn - but it was mostly the cold. I had to fight to keep my feet.
Lucy practically dragged me down the street, one arm around my waist.
I hit the ground again, realizing only after a second that Lucy had let me slip to the asphalt. I felt her hand drift from my side, slowly sliding across my back and trailing little bits of warmth across my skin. I dropped the gun, not even realizing it was still in my hand until I noticed its absence.
Light, bright and blinding, hit me in the face. It tore at my eyes, little stinging pains that radiated all the way into my brain. I threw an arm up, in front of my face, fighting to push it away, to save my sight. I heard voices, a hushed chorus of fear and rage. A wet cracking sound, a choked gasp, and then arms were around my waist, dragging me through the snow.
I passed out, falling in a cold, almost comfortable darkness.
 

 




Chapter 28
 

I don’t know how long I was out, but when I awoke I was enveloped in soft, warm leather. Music played, fading in as I crawled my way back to consciousness. Something old - classic rock. I could feel motion, a gentle rocking movement and the slow glide around a turn. I was in a car apparently. Judging from the leather and the interior, a very nice car at that. Heat roared over my naked upper body, sliding against the cold and forcing it away with easy, steady fingers.
I sat up. I wasn’t fighting for breath, the pain in my arm and side subsiding to a roaring ache as opposed to the previous tearing burn. Lucy was driving, shadows heavy against her face, her eyes distant. She focused on the road, ignoring me, hands tight on the wheel. The gun sat on the passenger seat. Around us, Southie was starting to materialize, the lush manicured lawns of Adam’s neighborhood replaced with concrete and apartment buildings.
“Lucy?”
She didn’t say anything, instead her hand found the knob of the radio and turned it up.
I took the hint, settling back into the seat. We drove like that, the radio blaring, our conversation non-existent as we lanced through rundown industrial sites. Lucy finally pulled the car to the side, gliding slowly to the middle of an empty parking lot. Without a word, she grabbed the gun off the passenger seat and slipped out, moving to the back and opening the trunk. She reappeared a moment later and opened the back door. She tossed me a red warm-up jacket.
“Get out,” she said.
I got out of the car.
It was a newer model Mercedes, the paint a thick, unmarred glossy black. The jacket was expensive, soft and surprisingly warm in the cold air. I put the hood up and slid my hands into the pockets of my jeans. I walked a bit back from the car, watching her. She went back to the trunk, pulling a road flare from a small road survival kit. She cracked the flare, rolling it under the car, and then walked to me holding the gun out, handle first.
I took it, my eyes settling on her.
“We have to get rid of it,” she said, her voice cast low, something dark and ominous looming in her tone.
I nodded, lifting the gun and firing through the gas tank. Little hint, cars don't blow up when you shoot them, usually at least. Instead, thin streams of gasoline started to run from the holes, creating a small pool beneath the car. As the gas poured out, that pool expanded. We started walking backwards, watching the car. After a minute, the flare caught the gasoline, blue and yellow fire racing back into the gas tank.
The fuel in the tank caught, and there was a massive whump noise, followed by a blast of heat. Flames rode out from the under carriage, rising up over the sides and trunk. The tires burst in a loud pop. For a long moment, we stood and watched it burn. We watched the fire bubble and distort the paint and then burn it away to bare metal. The windows shattered and thick plumes of smoke billowed into the night sky. Finally, Lucy turned, walking away. I fell in step behind her.
“You okay?”
“Yes, which is why I’m not okay,” she said.
“Okay, that’s confusing. Where’d the car come from?”
She turned her eyes towards me, dark haunted eyes. She didn’t say a word, just walked beside me staring. The wound on her neck was gone. There wasn't even a trace of scarring left. In the fading light of the fire, I could see that the angles of her face were fuller, making her look almost the same as she had before this whole mess started. Two and two clicked together in my head to make four. I didn’t ask her about it. I just looked down and paid attention to putting one foot in front of the other while she wrapped the scarf around her face again.
“Where are we supposed to meet Maggie?” she asked.
“Garrison’s,” I said.
She nodded.
“You wanna talk about it?” I asked, really hoping she didn’t.
“No.”
I breathed a sigh of relief. I had no idea what to even say to her. She had killed someone to save my life. I didn’t even know how to respond to something like that. Do you say thanks? Do you just ignore it? So I said absolutely nothing at all, which was probably worse.
We walked the rest of the way to Garrison’s.
Garrison’s was a hole in the wall at best - a tired old shell of a bar set between two other buildings. The hardwood floor was riddled with stains ranging from beer to blood with a healthy dose of everything in between. A bar lined one wall, the bartender, a thin, skeleton of a man with a shock of white hair polished the glasses with a bored expression. It was the type of place that played only Johnny Cash and Skynard, where the clientele mostly consisted of dock and factory workers, blue collar types who stopped in on their way home for a drink and a bit of relaxation after a hard day’s work. The interior was dark, heavy on shadows and lit by the colored lamps over ratty pool tables and old beer signs.
It was my kind of place.
Lucy huddled as far into her coat as possible. It didn’t help. The guys at the bar were still unnerved by her presence. One of them actually stood up and left, casting a wary glance over her as she passed. The alcohol probably helped a little to keep them from full-on bolting.
I was a step behind her, following as we traced our way through the tattered pool tables. Other than the few at the bar, the place was mostly empty. Maggie was seated in a booth in the corner, the scarred tabletop littered with two or three empty beer bottles. Another rested in her hand, and she sipped at it with a look of mild annoyance.
We slid into the vinyl bench across from her. She eyed us for a long moment, taking stock.
“So?” she asked.
“Well, I guess it’s settled.”
“You guess?”
“He won’t be bothering us for a while,” Lucy said quietly.
She watched us for a drawn-out, quiet moment.
“You wanna talk about it?” she asked, pointedly ignoring me, her eyes focused on Lucy.
Lucy’s glare could have frozen flame. It was a stare of pure, intense misery, of anger at nothing in particular. She held Maggie like that for a moment, leaving the witch to turn her head, looking towards the door.
“No,” Lucy said finally.
Maggie nodded, seeming to turn that over. There was a pause, broken by the chirping of her cell phone. She pulled it from her pocket, checking the small screen. She tilted her head curiously and stood.
“Excuse me,” she said, heading towards the back and somewhere a bit quieter.
Lucy looked towards me.
“You okay?” I asked.
“No. No, not at all. People keep asking me if I’m okay,” she said finally, “That’s making me a lot less okay.”
I squirmed in my chair. This was awkward.
“I...” she said, her voice trailing.
“You did,” I said, nodding.
“That’s how I survive now,” she said, her tone carrying a note of finality.
“’Fraid so.”
“I... Jack...,” she said, fighting for words. Indecision was all over her face, tears running down her face. “I hate this.”
“I know... I, shit. I don’t know what to say to you.”
“Nothing, don’t say anything,” Lucy said. “There's nothing to say.”
“Still...”
“Don't, Jack, just don't.”
“We should go,” Maggie said, approaching the table and sliding the cell phone back into her hip pocket. Her eyes were set, jaw lined with grim determination.
“What’s up?” I asked.
“Yavetta’s dead,” she said, her voice hushed, face drawn together in a mask of barely contained pain. She was trembling.
Lucy and I both blinked, the surprise on my face no doubt doubling that on the vampire’s. I didn’t know what to make of it, I had seen the green in Yavetta’s eyes, Legion’s eyes, and had assumed that was that. I had seen him possessed, and yet now he was dead. If that was the case, that meant that it had been the Padre. Maggie, not believing me, would act on his orders if he got the urge to impart some harm on yours truly.
The best thing I could do for the moment was play along, go with them, try and sort this out on the fly. If nothing else, it'd get me close to Hernandez, that I get a chance to put this to an end.
 

 




Chapter 29
 

We stepped outside, the three of us, to a haze of gently falling snow. Apparently, Mother Nature didn’t think ice was bad enough. She wanted to compound the nasty. I could feel the ache in my side pulsing in time with my chest, slowly knitting itself back together. Maggie led the way, walking across the street to a parking lot. Lucy and I followed a few steps behind her.
“Hernandez found his body at the church,” Maggie said quietly.
“What happened?” I asked.
Maggie cut her eyes back at us, the answer evident on her face. Legion happened.
“Hernandez wants to ask Lucy to see what she can dig up. So to speak,” she said.
My eyes cut to Lucy. She was walking head down, ignoring the conversation. She seemed lost, the corners of her eyes strained, the stains of tears still on her cheeks.
“So what 'appened with Adam?” Maggie asked.
“I’d rather not get into,” I said, my tone flat.
“I’d like to know.”
“Yeah? Tough shit.”
Maggie glared at me for an uneasy moment, then turned her attention once more to the parking lot.
The snow started to blanket everything. At this rate, we'd be under six inches by morning. Maggie switched her messenger bag from one shoulder to the other, fumbling in it for her keys as we approached her car.
“I take it Hernandez is meeting us?” I asked.
She nodded.
“Where the bloody 'ell are my car keys?” she said and began muttering to herself, her voice trailing off, hand rifling in her bag. I realized a second later that she wasn’t muttering in English.
I saw Lucy’s head snap up just as the discharge of wind caught her under the chin, a basketball size blast of gale force wind that slammed into her, sending her sailing forty feet through the air and into the side of a parked car. The door buckled under her, the whole thing, a massive SUV rocking up onto two wheels from the impact. She lay propped against it, moaning quietly, dazed from the sheer thunderous force of the hit. The car alarm went off, a rapid keening of noise that echoed off the nearby buildings.
“What the fuck?” I yelled, taking a step back. She pulled her hand out of her bag, the cut lining her palm pouring blood. She started chanting in Gaelic, opening another cut on her palm. I shot forward, closing the few feet of distance between us in a couple of steps. I managed to get one hand on her before the Gaelic became an indecipherable alien tongue. She had blessed the ground... Again. Instantly, pain from my wounds and the burn of addiction settled over me. I nearly collapsed under its weight. I shuddered, my stomach rolling over itself, my lungs struggling for air. I fell to one knee, my hand weak and loose on Maggie’s shirt.
“What… What the fuck are you doing?” I gasped, already winded. The culmination of my injuries and pain had become too much in a matter of seconds. Moving at all was like trying to swim through wet concrete.
“Sorry, Jackie boy,” she said quietly. “Turns out Legion’s 'ere for you and your little pal Alice. We’re gonna 'ave to get rid of that demon after all. Orders are orders.”
I struggled, fighting against the leaden weight of pain to push to my feet, to stand. The world tilted, the horizon dipping one way and then the other, before simply spinning like some kind of vomit-inducing carnival ride. I fell back down to my knees and then collapsed on my side in an ungraceful heap.
“I’m sorry, Jack. I don’t like it. I really don’t,” she said, and her voice sounded tired. “But it 'as to be done so no one else dies.”
She reached down, scooping up a handful of gravel. She muttered another bit of Gaelic, holding the small stones cupped in her palm. She dripped the blood from her bleeding hand over the rocks and tossed them on the ground in front of me. I stared at them, the crimson staining the mottled gray and black of the rock to a darker hue.
“Maggie, it doesn’t have to be like this,” I said, fighting against the tightness in my chest.
“It does.”
“No,” I said.
“Jack, don’t make this any more difficult than it needs to be,” Maggie said with a sigh.
“Maggie. Please, just listen.”
She spoke another bit of murmured Gaelic and the stones began to spin, caught in a tiny whirlwind. They coalesced, rising slowly from the ground like steam. They shot forward, spinning around my wrists. She said something else I couldn’t understand and the rocks shot inwards, towards my flesh. There was a flash of heat and a set of solid stone handcuffs held me restrained. Maggie opened the back door of her car.
“Are you going to get in voluntarily, or do I 'ave to drag you in there?”
I didn’t say anything. I really couldn’t. I was still too dazed, the pain too intense, the thundering nervous clawing of addiction rattling through my skull. I didn’t so much as stand, as crawl up onto the back seat. A part of me was happy to lay down and rest.
Maggie slid into the driver's seat and started the car. Once we were rolling, she looked into the rearview, peering back at me. She seemed torn, her eyes softening. She mouthed unspoken words, and tightness returned to her features, eyes narrowing as they returned to the road.
I didn’t say anything.
“For what it’s worth, I am sorry, Jack. I know what’s in store for you when this is all said and done, but you did it to yourself.“
“You’re a fucking idiot.”
Her eyebrows shot up. I bit down on the inside of my cheek, trying to block out the myriad of agony with a new, fresher pain. It was impossible to focus, everything kept hazing in and out. Even the front seat of the car seemed far away, Maggie’s voice coming down a tunnel. I felt hot bile in the back of my throat, mixed with the coppery taste of fear. Maggie was right, there was a whole lot in store for me when this was all said and done. At the top of that list was a long trip to Hell, sans hand basket.
I was quite literally as hopeless as a newborn kitten in a yard of pitbulls.
“Yavetta’s not dead is he?” I asked her.
“No. ‘E’s the one that put two and two together, complete with proof.”
“Proof? Well that should be fucking enlightening. You should get a fucking Emmy for that little bit of acting you did in the bar to, by the way.”
She didn’t say anything.
“You do realize that either Yavetta or Hernandez is Legion, right?” I said.
She laughed, a sound of total disbelief and amusement.
“Seriously? You’re going to try that now? That’s the best you can do? The same tired story?”
“At the coffee shop, I saw it.”
“At the altercation that you initiated? Of course you saw it, you orchestrated it. You knew Legion would come for you there, so you put the three men that had you under their thumb in its way, hoping it would kill them and you could weasel your way out of this.”
I rolled my eyes, fighting back a choking cough. Granted, while the thought hadn't crossed my mind, it would have been one hell of an awesome display of the rule of unintended consequences. Still, there was nothing I could say that could make her believe me, that much was obvious. She had made up her mind. Her faith in The Three –now Two- trumped anything I could say.
“Where are we going?” I asked finally.
“The church.”
That was interesting considering what had happened there. It would more than likely be considered a murder scene by now. Granted, given the pull the Ordo had displayed, I suppose they could have had it opened or just quashed the issue altogether. More than that though, is what the church had become. It wasn't holy ground anymore. Maggie could bless small bits of ground fast, but she couldn’t do something that covered as much acreage as the church without a lot of time and work. At least I was hoping that was the case, for my sake.
“Maggie, this isn’t going to go the way you want it to,” I said, trying once more to talk sense into her.
“'Asn’t since the beginning, Jack.”
“Well, this isn’t going to make it any better.”
“Well, it can’t make it any worse,” she said, quietly.
“Yeah. Not at all,” I said.
 

 




Chapter 30
 

The church came into view, looming like some sort of monolithic castle out of a Gothic novel. It seemed that the whole aura of the entire block had changed since we had found the janitor's body, morphing into something dark and sinister. A heavy sense of foreboding hung thick in the air. The streetlights, as far as I could see, were all dead or flickering, casting weird patches of light and darkness over the asphalt. Shadows bathed windows that on any other night would have offered the warm glow of sanctuary. The doors had been repaired and the lack of crime scene tape didn’t really surprise me.
Must be nice to have connections.
Maggie pulled the car to the sidewalk, slipping out the door with no preamble. My door opened a second later. She reached in, grabbed the stone cuffs, and practically dragged me out onto the street. I relied on her to keep standing. I fought back a choked scream as my body twisted, tearing at the wounds in my side. She reached into her bag, pulling out a small swatch of white silk. She wiped it over my side, staining it with my blood.
“Oy, c’mon. Let’s finish this,” she said, her voice resigned and weary.
I stumbled, working to keep my footing on the snow and ice. I managed to get upright enough to walk, though every step sent fresh jolts of fire across my nerves. My head throbbed, a piercing pressure just behind the temples. A crawling, pins and needles sensation had set into my skin around my restraints and every tug on the stone made it feel like hundreds of tiny insects working their way under my muscles.
I pulled back against Maggie in a last ditch effort at escape. The cuffs tightened around my wrists until it felt like the bones in my arm were grinding against each other. I let out a small whimper that sounded like it was somewhere between a gasp and gag. Maggie gave the cuffs a quirk jerk, sending me stumbling forward and kept walking, half dragging me behind her. She didn't bother with so much as a glance over her shoulder. She led me up the steps, throwing the door to the church open and leading me inside.
The first thing that hit me was the cold. The interior of the church had to be somewhere in the negatives. It was a biting, knife-like cold. It was the type of cold that snaked its way into your lungs, threatening to freeze you from the inside out. The second thing that stood out was that the pews had been moved, leaving the church’s interior all but empty. They now lined the walls, stacked neatly on top of each other. Three massive circles had been drawn in the middle of the floor with chalk, forming a triangle. Candles sat on the outside of each, each one positioned in the center of some sort of hand-drawn symbol. They had been arranged so that each one would correspond to a point on a five-pointed star.
Maggie pushed me into the circle at the back right corner of the triangle. I landed on my side and lay there for a minute, eyes closed, trying to think. I had to figure something, someway out of this and I should probably be getting around to that pretty quick. She kept her eyes on me, pacing backwards as she put herself in the circle at point.
Maggie’s power, from what I understood of how magic worked, would focus itself into the circle I was in – which, once closed, would serve as both a conduit between her and me and a form of restraint for Alice. My soul was technically demonic, being bonded to Alice as it was. A circle like this, which I was assuming was some sort of ward or binding, would hold me within its confines same as a physical cage.
Maggie lit the lighter and with a motion of her hand. It sparked to life, spewing a small ball of flame in the air. It hit the ground, no larger than a marble, and bounced once before settling around the wick of the candle closest to her. For a second it lingered there, before bouncing to the next, once more hitting the floor first. It did that over and over again, lighting all the candles around each circle, in a counterclockwise fashion. I could feel more of the power rising around me, strengthening the cage.
There was a whispered word and a gesture from Maggie, and the cuffs became gravel once more, falling to the floor. The circle, while a conduit, must have cut off the stones from Maggie somehow. I wasn't sure, this sort of magic wasn't something I was exactly versed in. Hell, even my assumptions were, at best, uneducated guesses. I felt myself revitalized. Energy, adrenaline, and Alice’s essence all flooded back into me. I stood up, turning to face my executioner.
Alice appeared next to me, her eyes straight ahead, locked on Maggie as well.
“I told you so,” she said.
“What?”
“I told you I didn’t like her. I really don’t now.”
“Hardly the time for 'I told you so', Alice,” I said, eyes narrowed, searching the church.
She turned her eyes down, looking toward the circle.
“This isn’t good, Jack,” she said.
“I’d gathered that.”
Maggie watched the interchange in silence, arms crossed over her chest. She seemed mildly amused watching me, as it would appear to her, talking to myself.
“We have to get out of here,” she said, a new emphasis in her voice.
“Are you planning on telling me anything useful, or just underlining a shit situation?” I asked, putting my hand out towards the edge of the circle, trying to extend my fingers out past it. They stopped against what amounted to an invisible wall. The air itself felt like it was vibrating. A humming, like the feeling of touching an electric fence wire, jolted through my arm. I ignored it and tried to push harder against the circle. There was no give, it was like trying to push against a steel wall.
“This… It’s not going to be pretty. She's using a witch's exorcism,” she said simply.
“That’s surprising? I mean she is a witch after all.”
“No, it's not surprising, but what happens if she separates us will be. That's what a witch's exorcism does, Jack. It's not like, say a Catholic rite. A witch's exorcism will literally tear me out of your soul and force me to fully materialize here.”
“Okay?”
“There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Jack,” she said.
“Such as?”
“Not important,” she stated and started to pace slowly around the circle. Despite the predicament we found ourselves in, her facial expression hadn't changed. Instead she simply watched it all with a detached clinical eye, taking note of glyphs, of the candles, observing everything as if it had no bearing on her whatsoever.
Fucking demon. She was right. I didn’t get her at all. I was about to crap myself and she was treating this like another day at the office.
“Say your goodbyes, Jack,” Maggie said, her tone was surprisingly gentle.
“Do it now, Maggie,” I heard Yavetta’s voice resonate through the church’s interior. The church's acoustics causing thunderous echoes in the confined space.
I turned, looking up to see him watching from the balcony, his face shadowed by the wide-brimmed hat he wore. Hernandez stood beside him, face drawn in a tight mask - the face of a man who was involved in an act that he believed in, but didn’t particularly care for. I searched both of them, trying to spot a tell that Legion was here, actively watching and wearing one of them, for all intents and purposes, as a suit.
She nodded once, and settled down onto her knees. She opened her bag and laid her knife, a small chalice, her lighter, and a bell out on the floor in front of her. Next, she set the swatch of cloth painted with my blood in the bowl of the chalice. She closed her eyes, hand passing over each, a whisper sliding from her lips. I couldn’t hear the words. I turned my attention back to Yavetta and the smile playing at his lips.
“Jack...” Alice said, looking up towards the Rabbi as well. He seemed younger since I had met him. His frame seemed thicker, the lines on his face smoother.
“I’ve got nothing,” I said finally.
“We have to break the circle,” she said.
“How?”
“We can’t.”
“Well, you’re just full of useful suggestions aren’t you?”
Alice turned towards me, her hands finding mine. She looked up into my face, eyes blank. For a moment she didn’t say anything, but I could feel the power radiating off her. It was the same power that was merged with my own soul, my own essence. Her lips moved, for a moment, as if stumbling over unsaid words before she finally spoke.
“What comes next. You have to...” she let her voice trail off.
“Yeah?”
“Don’t let it kill you,” she said finally.
“Maggie. Do it,” Yavetta growled, the echo of his voice louder now, more pronounced.
Hernandez lowered his head and began praying. His fingers danced over his rosary. Despite Yavetta and Maggie's conversation, I could hear the tiny beads clicking as they slid through his fingers.
I turned back to Maggie when I heard the prayer. She was standing, knife in her hand. She paced around the outside of the circle containing me, trailing the blade behind her in the air. The words rolled off her tongue, a prayer to her own personal God and Goddess alike. Her eyes were intent and if I had been outside of this damned circle I’d be able to feel the power gathering. A heavy stillness was rising in the air laced with the scent of ozone and her wildflower perfume.
Alice lowered her head, almost in reverence. I looked back towards Yavetta, and his smile widened even more, stretching out into a toothy grin. The joy was damn near painted on his face in neons.
“Maggie... Please, don’t do this.” I pleaded with her. She didn’t even acknowledge my presence.
She returned to her items and settled the knife down back in its place and picked up the bell. She held it between her clasped hands, her prayers coming faster now. When she rang it, it went out as a clarion call, brilliant and bright in the gloom of the church. It was about a thousand times louder than a bell that size should be, and the tone seemed to hang in the air, humming and vibrating with unseen power. Here and there dust fell, shaken loose from windowpanes and ledges. A slight wind stirred, lifting her hair ever so slightly from her shoulders, wreathing her face in a halo of spun copper tresses.
She exchanged the bell for the lighter, and flipped the top open. More prayers came and she and lit it, setting it on the floor. Heat seemed to pulse from it in waves, the tiny flame giving the entire church a warm, hearth-like glow. Shadows rolled and wavered, twisting and moving with the dance of the little fire’s light. She poured water from a bottle into the chalice. In the distance, like some underlying echo, I could hear the rolling sea and the crashing of waves.
I had a feeling whatever she was about to throw at me was going to be on a whole new level of the bad ass scale. Call it a hunch.
There was a long pause, total silence settling over the building. Alice sighed, our eyes meeting again.
“Hold on, Jack,” she said quietly, something like sorrow in her voice. “This is going to hurt. A lot.”
Maggie stood, power swirling around her. Her hair whipped around her face. She glowed, a halo of pure, white light surrounding her. She continued her prayers, speaking in rapid, clipped words and phrases. She held the knife in one hand, the chalice in the other. Water, small crystalline drops stained with my blood rose in a mist from its bowl, swirling slowly around itself like tendrils of liquid smoke.
She lifted her head, eyes settling on me. In that moment, I saw everything behind them. I saw resignation, determination, despair, rage and unspoken apologies. She slashed the knife through the rising mist of the cup.
 

 




Chapter 31
 

It started slowly. Every one of the sigils carved into my body, the scarred demonic runes which defined my contract with Alice, which bound me to her, began to itch. It felt like a thousand fleas had burrowed through the scars, bypassed the blood altogether and opted to start gnawing and biting at the exposed nerves underneath. Itching gave way to burning, a warm flash of pain that started just below my stomach, racing up my chest, outwards along my arms, and over my throat and face. Pure, raw power slammed up into my body through the floor. My back arched hard enough to leave me staring up towards the ceiling.
I could feel Alice fading. This was something wholly different than when I stepped blessed ground. It was like a slow recession, driving away from her and watching her shrink as the distance between us grew. I looked over to see her still standing beside me, slightly transparent now. She met my eyes, her face drawn, eyes weary.
Maggie cut through the mist rising from the cup again, her voice rising through the thickening air of the church. Just its volume alone rang out like an air raid siren. It hit me like a physical blow. The air in my lungs cut out, and the pain of all my wounds started screaming again in unison. Fire lit up along the scars -literal fire- splitting the runes open. The flames consisted of flickers of bluish-white flame, each shaped identical to the runic lettering it ignited. The fire itself didn’t hurt, but there was a pain radiating from each of the glyphs that was pushing inward, burning into my core. It felt like I was being torn apart from the inside out.
Maggie’s voice, once strong, now wavered. Her eyes locked on me, wide with shock. I guess immolating me wasn't something she'd been expecting. Alice, now nearly faded from sight, stood in two places at once. One of her in the circle to my left, the third corner of the triangle. Another, a perfect mirror image was standing beside me. Both of them were nearly transparent. She didn’t move, didn’t even twitch, she just stood perfectly still. She was almost solemn, her eyes locked on Maggie.
“Finish it!” Yavetta yelled, his voice different now, reverberating over itself. It was like a hundred voices all at once, the latter ninety-nine subtle and far away.
Figures, now I got to find out where Legion was.
Maggie shot her glance up towards him, indecision painted on her face. She looked between the two of us, eyes darting towards Hernandez.
I fell to my side, curling up in a fetal position. The hoodie had burnt away, consumed by the flames wreathing my body though they'd still yet to actually burn my flesh. Blood poured fresh from the wound in my side, my breath hitching. I coughed, more blood, thick and coppery, escaping my lips.
I tried to scream, to thrash, to find some way to vent the agony racing through my body. I couldn’t. My muscles had seized. My throat snapped closed over the screams. I lay there, only able to move my eyes, looking up towards the priests standing on the balcony.
Maggie stopped her chanting, saying nothing. Everything was painted on her face. This wasn’t what she had expected, what she had signed up for. I didn’t think it was a matter of me, or concern for my well-being. I think it was the fact that the man ordering her to do it looked half insane and quite possibly rabid as he ordered my death.
Even Hernandez looked between Yavetta and me, concern crinkling his features with fine lines.
“Kill him!” Yavetta screamed, practically frothing at the mouth.
“Kill him?” Hernandez asked, taking a step back from Yavetta, concern and confusion riddling his face. I watched the Rabbi slam his fist for emphasis against the railing of the balcony. Shards of wood rained down to the floor below.
“Josef, what's gotten into you? We aren't murderers, at least not of someone who still hasn't lost his chances. His redemption is in his works for us, why kill him? Maggie stop this,” Hernandez said.
She looked up, towards Hernandez, and said nothing. I could see the trembling in her hand, the blade of the knife wavering. She tensed, unsure.
“FINISH IT!” Yavetta screamed, the green glow pouring out of his eyes now. Legion took over, his voice becoming a warbling feedback howl of layered voice-over-voice, thousands of them, all at the same time.
Hernandez tried to back away, prayers already bubbling from his lips. Yavetta’s hand shot out, grabbing the old priest by the collar. Hernandez fought, struggling against his former friend's grip. It was futile, like watching a toddler try and move a body builder. Yavetta tossed him absently, sending him over the railing. Hernandez let out a yelp, shock visible on his face a moment before he hit the floor. There was a resounding thud when his body met the hardwood. He lay there, one of his legs bending outwards at mid-thigh.
Yavetta leaped over the balcony, landing with a gymnast's natural grace. Closer now, I could see the writhing under his coat, the way his skin seemed fit to burst with twisting, pulsating force. He stalked towards Maggie, a low growl emanating from his throat.
“Kill. This. Monster,” he said, a finger pointed towards me. “Or we will suffer not the witch to live.” A slow smile creased his lips, vicious and maniacal.
Maggie cut her eyes between Yavetta and me, then towards Hernandez’s heaped frame. Indecision was once more painted on her face.
“It was you, wasn’t it? Jack was right,” she said quietly.
He nodded slowly, eyes cutting back to me.
“The Host's pet was indeed correct, but our pursuit is noble. This is what we do. His lot, they brought us pain, eons of pain. So. Much. Pain. So we grew, we became stronger, and now we are Legion, for we are many.”
“Which we, Yavetta?” Maggie said, her concentration torn between holding her spell and the conversation. “You, or the demon?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Yavetta said, his voice rising back up amidst the thousands that echoed it. “We do what must be done.”
“So you did this, all this, knowingly?” she said with a nod, as if the picture were becoming clear. “Even killing someone, murdering someone?”
“I did what must be done, to be able to bring it here for this purpose. Now you must do what must be done. Too long have people suffered because of this monster and the Host,” he said.
Maggie stared at him for a long time. She didn’t say a word, just stood there, the knife held besides the rising mist of her chalice. I had managed to force myself to my hands and knees, flame licking over my body with no heat. Alice stared, watching the interchange from both places. Her expression now wasn’t the same look of worried fear I had seen earlier. Now, now it was pure, rabid hatred which rivaled Legion in terrifying intensity.
“That's it, Jack. All of them. All of Legion, in one place. It's stronger now, much stronger than the pieces you fought,” Alice explained.
“What must be done,” Maggie said quietly, and tilted the cup over, letting the water pour to the ground. I felt Alice again, snapping back into me with an almost physical jolt. The flames against my skin winked out. I threw myself against the invisible barrier, fists pounding against it violently. She had stopped the exorcism, but I was still behind the circle, something that could only be broken from the outside. I was a rat in a cage, and of absolutely no use to anyone.
Yavetta screamed, his voice once more lost amidst thousands of others. The rage behind that scream was frightening, almost physical. The pews rattled against each other, the candles around Maggie’s circles winking out.
“Maggie, go! Run!” I yelled.
She listened, or at least tried to. She didn’t have a chance. Yavetta caught her before she could take so much as a step in the opposite direction. His hand snatched in her hair, thick fingers jerking her backwards, staggering her off-balance. He snapped around, grabbing her by the throat with his other hand. Snakes of power writhed under his skin. He lifted her up with one hand, her feet inches off the ground. I heard her let out a choked, panicked gasp.
I couldn’t do anything. I smashed my fists against the invisible wall harder, trying to literally hammer my way through with brute strength. Anger, frustration, rage turned my vision almost red. I was helpless. I was pissed off. I had lost, and once more broken lives were left in my wake even after I had tried to prevent it.
“You will die first, and then the Host and her errand boy,” it growled.
Two things happened then, almost simultaneously.
Yavetta drove a thrashing Maggie down hard into the floor of the church. The polished hardwood splintered from the impact, foot long shards of flooring erupting out from under her. He lifted her again, staring into her face. Blood leaked from her mouth, bubbling with each breath, her eyes narrowed in rage, arms weakly trying to push him off and away. He slammed her again, though it was probably little more than overkill at that point before casually tossing her to the side. She rolled across the floor, limp, little more than a rag doll as she came to a rest against the wall a few feet from Hernandez.
The other, I felt something light, almost like a touch against my shoulder. It was the slightest of impacts, nothing more than a whisper and slight burning sensation across my skin. I heard the clattering of something hitting the floor, and looked down. A rosary stared back up at me. Its beads were polished, though worn to a variety of oblong shapes. It bore the sort of marks that come from years upon years of touch, of being worn down by the fingers of someone seeking comfort in moments of doubt or worry.
I looked back tracing its flight path. Hernandez was staring at me from his place on the floor. He was seated, his back against the wall, broken leg stretched out in front of him. His face was pale, the normally sun-toned brown color of his skin a chalky white. His eyes fluttered and he locked them with mine. He nodded once.
I turned back to see Yavetta staring at me, his face contorted in a mask of rage. His whole body seemed to writhe, to twist under his clothing. There was a stare, a long moment of total and complete silence.
“You picked the wrong fight,” I said finally, pushing all the rage, all the frustration into a cold ball in my stomach. I couldn’t have it now, couldn’t embrace it. It was like prison all over again. It was that first fight in the yard, the one that establishes you, that one where you either get killed or make a statement.
“My crusade is a pure one,” thousands of voices said, speaking all at once.
I paced out of the circle, broken now thanks to Hernandez. I moved slowly, keeping my distance from Yavetta. Our eyes were locked and I could see Legion now. Really see it. Behind that green glow was nothing but hatred, the sort of hatred that fed on pain, on suffering and death. It was something untarnished, something pure and vicious. There was an honesty to it which almost floored me.
So much of it made sense, and for a brief moment I almost felt sorry for the Rabbi who was now Legion. His hatred for the things that preyed on mankind for millennia had brought him to this. To traffic with the thing he hated, above and beyond the Ordo’s use of us as tools to combat the darkness. It had twisted him. He had given himself to that hatred, and it had turned him into exactly what it was he wanted to destroy.
“I expected the vampire to kill you.”
“He made a damn good go at it, I’ll give him that,” I said. It explained a lot about how Adam had found me. The bastard had sent him after me, which just opened up a whole lot of questions that I didn’t have time to sort through.
“It’s a moot point now. You will die, and the Host with you,” he said in a thousand voices, all once. None of them sounded anything like Yavetta. The ones from earlier, Essie, those had simply been a few of the many. The coffee shop, they’d been separate entities, but they were all spawned from him. It explained how it was able to exist in several bodies, to bounce back and forth. It had never possessed them entirely. They were all puppets, little pieces of a larger whole. This though, this was all of them, all of them so far and so many more, all concentrated into one body.
I didn’t respond. Instead I just kept up my slow pacing, watching. When Yavetta moved, it was faster than anything I could fathom. I hadn’t managed to realize he had moved until he hit me. I went airborne, my jaw radiating with cold, stabbing pain. I could feel teeth in my mouth, sharp and jagged, broken from the impact. I was blinded in one eye, either from swelling or brain damage. I didn’t hit the ground. Instead, I felt a hand, heavy and calloused, wrap around my upper arm. He had grabbed me before I even had a chance to land on the ground. He was that fast.
I slammed into the wall with jarring force, my shoulder wrenching out of its socket with a loud pop. Sparks of light erupted behind my eyes and were accompanied by a loud ringing sound in my ears. The force was akin to getting knocked down by a moving train, I assumed. My breath snapped out of me, waves of pain radiating across my back and through my ribs. I was lifted again and thrown across the church's interior, finally crashing into the stacked pews at the opposite wall. Blows rained down on my body as the long wooden benches fell, each one a few hundred pounds of blunt force trauma against my already battered body.
I pushed the pews aside, fighting my way back to my feet. I spit out a mouthful of blood and broken molars on the floor. Yavetta stared at me, eyes distant and radiating green light. He walked towards me, no superhuman speed this time, carried solely by ego. He knew he could beat me, that this was going to be a walk in the park. He was toying with me, same as Adam had. He hadn't killed before now, because like Adam, it took a lot to put me down, a lot more than a normal person. The pieces hadn't had the strength to do it. The whole sure as fuck did, without question.
“You foolish little man,” Yavetta said. He was in front of me now, less than an inch away. I could smell the reek of demon rolling off him. It was a combination of sulfur, sweat, and all things sour and forbidden. He reached down, wrapping his hand around my throat, easily batting away my attempts at stopping him. He leaned close, eyes narrowed, leering into my face.
“A criminal hiding a criminal. An outcast mated to an outcast. Nothing more,” it growled.
I spit in his face.
He lifted me up by my neck, extending his arm upwards until my feet were at least six inches off the ground. I grabbed his wrist, pushing against it, fighting to relieve some of the pressure in my throat. He just squeezed tighter, allowing me only enough oxygen to stay conscious, but not to speak.
Fair enough.
I snapped my foot upwards, into his jaw in a good old-fashioned kick. I connected, the wet snap of impact followed by broken teeth, a little retribution for my own now fucked up grill. I wasn’t going to be the only with a pretty smile because of this little altercation, damn it. He staggered, and his grip weakened for a split second. I drove my fist into the crook of his elbow and he dropped me. I landed on my feet, reached back and grabbed the first thing I could swing.
It just so happened to be one of the ten-foot long pews that had battered me into the floor a few seconds before. I swung it baseball bat style, throwing every bit of weight and strength I had into it. The pew exploded in the center on impact sending wood and the few hymnals that had managed to remain in the little cubbies whizzing through the air in every direction. Yavetta staggered and fell to the ground. I tossed the four-foot length of pew that was left over to the side and picked up one of the longer shards of wood, roughly the length of my arm. One of the ends, where it hadn't broken, was a perfect ornate square. It had been one of the legs I guessed.
Yavetta sprang back to his feet and I flipped the piece of wood around, so the broken end was in my hand, leaving the squared edge to serve as a club. I hit him before he could mount any sort of offense, bringing the club down on the side of his head. It hit with a dull, wet thud, and Yavetta dropped face down to the floor. I rained blows into his head, hammering him with the length of wood until it snapped. I took a step back, the body at my feet broken and twisted, the back of its skull a lumped mass of blood and hair. I was panting, out of breath and sweating. Yavetta twitched, so I did what any rational person would do in my situation.
I hit him until he stopped.
“Fucker,” I said, breathless.
I turned around, staggering over to check on Maggie.
I got two steps before my legs simply refused to work any more. I mean, my brain was telling them to move, put one foot in front of the other, they just weren't. An arm closed around my neck, light and airy, almost like a lovers embrace. I looked down, saw the black coat sleeve, the battered and broken hand. I looked down further. A flat piece of wood as wide as my thigh protruded from my bare stomach, a few inches below my ribs. There wasn't any pain whatsoever, oddly enough. The flesh around it was torn and ragged. Blood stained the wood, painting the light yellow a darker brown. Blood pumped out of the wound in time with my heartbeat. I reached down, putting my hands around it, my brain riddled with shock. I couldn't feel my legs. The only thing holding me up was the demon possessed Rabbi. The pain was completely distant and fading with every arcing gout of blood that left my body.
For a strained moment, confusion wouldn’t allow me to wrap my head around exactly what had just happened. The length of wood had to be a joke, some sort of weird hallucination from lack of sleep, or running too long on fumes and adrenaline. I had killed the Rabbi. I mean, it had looked like he'd died. Yet, here I was, with him holding me up and legs that didn't want to listen to me anymore.
“We told you, you and the Host were to die.” I heard Yavetta’s weird oscillating voice whisper in my ear. There was a finality in it which I found strangely comfortable.
Around me, the church started to darken. There was a slow creeping shadow that seemed to bleed out of the corners, through the doors, up through the cracks in the floor. It moved across the floor like the shadow of storm clouds, slipping over Maggie, over Hernandez. I knew exactly what it was. It was death coming to collect a long overdue debt. Hell, I'm kinda surprised the man himself hadn't shown up to take me personally out of this mortal coil. It's not everyday someone slips that noose, so to speak.
Yavetta dropped me, my hands still around the shard of wood that had been used to impale me. My mouth hung open, failing in an attempt to vocalize a useless protest. This was it. This was the end of the line and there was no rest in sight. I lay on the floor watching the darkness slide closer, shapes, slightly humanoid reached for me with dark, spindly fingers made from pure darkness.
Alice appeared next to me. She stared into my face and then sat down, Indian style, primly arranging her dress about her knees.
“Jack, my poor Jack,” she whispered.
 

 




Chapter 32
 

The darkness had surrounded us, pure and complete. I could see faces, hands grasping in and out, expressions painted by shadow and highlighted only by darker and lighter forms of darkness. A circle had settled around us, Alice standing over my body in the center. Pain had become phantom. It was there but it was something ephemeral and distant. I could feel it, but it didn’t seem real. The ridged texture of the wood that pierced into my back, that ran through my chest and exited just below my ribs was tactile, but it was like feeling it through gloves. I could see my breath, small little bursts of white against cold air, but I felt no cold.
“You’re dying, Jack. Again,” she said.
She took my head in her lap, hands stroking through my hair. Her fingertips felt warm, radiating a comforting heat that sunk into my skin, pushing the aches, the pain further away. She cradled me like that, her fingers sliding over my cheek, brushing my hair back from my eyes.
“You know what happens when you die.”
“Hell.”
She nodded. “Yes. Hell.”
“I don’t want to die, Alice,” I said. I could feel the tears streaming down my face. I had lived with the threat of death constantly, abiding with the certainty that there was no redemption for me, that Hell was my final destiny. I had more than once, risked death, gotten arrogant with what Alice had given me. Now though, staring it in the face, I was scared. No, I wasn’t scared. I was fucking petrified.
“I know, Jack,” she said, and the corners of her lip folded up into a small, kind smile.
“Please don’t let me die,” I said, and started to cry, full on like a baby. The wood piercing my body turned the shuddering of my sobs into something better resembling convulsions.
“Shh, Jack. You don’t have to die,” she said. “I told you you’d have to make a choice.”
I looked up into her eyes, tears turning it into a kaleidoscope effect. Colors danced around her face. At that moment she looked absolutely beautiful. Her white skin, her hair, the way her eyes formed two milky pools, it all seemed to practically sing out with pure radiant beauty.
I tried to wrap my head around her words, to find their meaning in the simplicity of their syllables. I didn’t have to die. It was one of the same things she had said to me when we’d struck the original deal that had bound us together in the first place.
“I don’t understand.”
“You don’t have to die,” she said again. “Not like this. You’ve given me your soul. Give me your life, pledge the body with the soul. That is your choice, the one I’ve told you about. Are you willing to sacrifice more of yourself for them?”
The second part of a Becoming was the body. You pledge it to the demon, and it’s used like a tool. The emotions you feel feed the demon, the pain you cause fuels it, makes it stronger. You become the instrument. You still have your freewill, but some of the demon's essence, its wants, they start to bleed over making you less than human in a lot of ways. After that, it was only one more deal, one moment of desperation on the mortal’s side and the demon would have total control, leaving you as just a bystander in your own head. You'd essentially be existing in Hell and in your head simultaneously, watching both places, touching neither.
“I... What?” I asked, feeling strength slipping from my limbs. Around us, the darkness had settled in closer, thick pools of black almost touching the hem of Alice’s dress. I could feel the cold now, settling into my bones. I was weary, tired. My eyelids starting to grow heavier with each weakening breath. I knew how this worked. I’d close them, fast as blinking, and when I opened them, I’d see Hell. Really see Hell for the first time, not just as some hulking shape on the horizon.
She sighed. “There’s not a whole lot of time left. Give me your life. Let me sustain it.”
I turned it over in my head, trying to chase down the exact meaning of her words. Let her sustain my life, which is what I thought she had been doing since the beginning. I closed my eyes, and as much as I didn’t want to, I opened them again. My lungs, even my heart felt tired. I heard the rhythmic thump of my heartbeat, so close, growing more and more distant with each passing moment. My lungs relaxed, one last breath, carrying a word and pushing it up through my throat.
“Yes,” I whispered.
“Close your eyes,” she said.
I didn't listen and I saw Alice for what she truly was. Not Alice, but Alikel - a thing of pure, radiant beauty. She was a woman, not a child. Her hair, still the purest of whites hung almost to her waist, seeming to sway around her like she was underwater, gently ebbing and flowing around an athletic frame. Her dress, once something little girlish had become a simple wrap around her waist, reaching down to her ankles. She was shirtless, her stomach a perfect flat plane that led to small, modest breasts. Her arms were toned, a perfect mixture of grace and athleticism that ended in a doll's fine hands. She lifted her head slightly, eyes still the purest white, and looked around as if seeing the world for the first time. Her mouth opened slightly, her perfect lips separating to let out the smallest of contented sighs. Wings, massive feathered wings, sprouted from her shoulders. They were spattered and soaked with red, broken in places, feathers torn and scorched black at the tips. Blood leaked from scattered cuts and wounds beneath the white feathers. She held a sword in her hand, a simple cross hilt style longsword. The same whitish blue flame that had poured from the sigils carved in my body during the exorcism wreathed the blade, sputtering and flickering, seeming to threaten to simply go out at any moment only to flare to back to brilliant life.
I really should have listened to her when she told me to close my eyes. She was the last thing I saw before my vision distorted, twisting and morphing as total blackness descended over my sight.
I heard her crouch beside me and I felt her lips, hovering just over mine. The slightest touch of air, a breath over my slightly open mouth. It felt like an explosion in my chest, though it wasn't painful. Bright, comforting warmth spread over my limbs before settling down into a pleasant glow. My heart beat once, and then again. Fresh air, sweet and scented with honey filled my lungs.
I felt aches and pains vanishing, wounds healing, the heat of the church, the sounds of Yavetta’s heavy, wet breathing returning. I heard nuances of sound I hadn’t before. I could hear the scrape of a rat’s nails against the floor. No, it was coming from under the floor. I heard a wet, slow breath sliding in Maggie’s chest, before slithering out. She was still alive.
I could smell the flesh, the hair, burning as the flames that had scarred my face gutted out. As quickly as the pain was there, it was gone. I reached up one hand touching my eyes, or rather where my eyes used to be. My eyes had burnt out. My fingers traced over empty sockets, over ropes of leathery scars. I gasped, trying to wrap my head around the shock of it. For a moment the fear of blindness, of vulnerability descended on me.
The darkness receded, light and shapes starting to take place in my vision.
“You should have kept your eyes closed, Jack,” I heard Alice say beside me. “You’ll be able to see again in a moment because of me. Do not forget, everything has a price. I will collect,” she said and her voice held a note of cold finality.
I didn’t care. More details swam before my vision. I could see the slab of wood, lying on the floor, stained with my blood. I stood up and energy literally ran through me, charging my muscles, drawing them tense. They were almost shivering with rage. The church came into focus. Yavetta was standing over Maggie, one foot on each side of her. He had her blade in one hand, her head pulled back by the hair with the other baring her throat.
I could see everything now, in ways I never could have imagined. I could see, rising off Yavetta, the thin whispers of black smoke hinted with green. I don’t know how I knew, but I knew it was Legion’s aura. I could see Maggie’s as well, a more natural darker green in color, like fresh pine needles, fading slowly with each exhale, only to brighten again with every inhalation. A small bracelet sent spider webs of fine filaments of white energy around her body, the majority around her head. They were so clustered there it was almost hard to see her face. It at least explained how she managed to heal so fast without her wonder balm. Though, given her injuries, I didn’t know if a magical bracelet would be enough to stave off death. Everything in the church held a subdued glow, somewhere far in its core, stained over with something disgusting and sticky. The desecration of murder painted over the purity of faith.
I blinked and the auras and light show went away. There’d be time to figure out how that nifty trick worked later. Right now, I had a situation to resolve.
Yavetta’s head snapped around towards me, glowing green eyes widening in surprise. He dropped Maggie to the floor and turned to face me fully. His skin rippled, seeming to bunch in on itself in anticipation.
“Interesting,” Yavetta said.
“I think so. It’s going to take some getting used to, but I think I’ll manage. That's a worry for another day. More pressing matters at hand and all.”
Yavetta tensed, staring me down with wary eyes.
“You don’t know the mistake you’ve made, boy,” he said.
“Maybe not, but I’m about to remedy one that I’m all too well aware of.”
“Why fight? What does it matter to you?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s fun maybe? Self-loathing?”
Yavetta stared at me blank faced. Apparently he didn’t appreciate my sense of humor.
Alice was standing in the corner, once more a little girl, though brighter and more vivid. I could see a shadow behind her, that of the angel I had seen only moments ago, mirroring her movement.
Alice was right, there was a lot about her I was going to have to learn. We'd get started on that just as soon as Legion and I had a little chat.
 

 




Chapter 33
 

I moved first, so much quicker than I had before. I wanted to put distance between Yavetta and myself before we started throwing down, get him away from Maggie and the priest. I leapt, easily clearing the distance from the floor to the balcony and hauled myself up over the railing. The pews were still in their original positions up here, the polished wood gleaming in the dim light.
Yavetta was a breath behind me. No sooner had I pulled myself up and over than he landed, making the jump up here from a standing leap. I put pews between us, though he could just push them aside without even the slightest bit of inconvenience. I felt good. Hell, I felt great. I had a chance now though, albeit a slim one. I was just going to have to pick my spots, settle in and let instinct take over.
He wasted no time, charging towards me. His hands clasped my shoulders, my own grabbing his collar. I twisted, pushing my hip into him and using it as a fulcrum, letting his momentum carry him. I lifted, and then slammed him down, driving his body into the pews. They snapped under the impact with audible, gunshot like cracks. He rolled, taking refuge under one of the pews that was still standing. I drove my fist down, shattering through it and slamming it into his chest.
His hands went around my wrist, vice-like and crushing, and he rolled away from me, throwing me off balance and slamming me against the banister. He twisted onto his side and kicked out, a straight mule style kick to my stomach that slammed me through the small banister and into empty air.
I hit the floor a second later, the impact radiating a painless shockwave through my entire body. Yavetta followed and I barely managed to roll out of the way before his knee hit where my head had been less than a breath before. I felt the impact through the floor, his knee driving a three-inch crater into the hardwood. I rolled again, this time barely avoiding his fist.
Yavetta leapt over me, twisting and grabbing the back of my head when I got to my feet, slamming my face down into the floor. My head bounced, brain jarred by the impact. My eyebrow split, blood running into my eye. He bounced my head again, and once more for good measure leaving my ears ringing, my lips split open.
He threw me by the scruff of my neck, sending me skidding and bouncing across the floor like a stone over the surface of a smooth lake. Yavetta was there before I even stopped moving. His hand snatched a hold of my shirt, lifting me up and launching me through the pulpit, and into the wall behind it. I tumbled to the floor, shaking my head, fighting to clear the stars. I wasn't hurt per se, but I was dazed as all hell. I could hear his footsteps, measured and heavy as he took the two steps up, stalking towards me.
I rose, slowly, trying to align my fluttering head. He charged, driving us both into the wall below a tired replica of Da Vinci's Last Supper. We grappled like that, trading quick body shots, before he managed to get a hand on me, tossing me back to the church’s floor. When he blurred in again, this time to kick me up into the damned ceiling I managed to catch his ankle, driving a hard fist into his knee. Something popped and my fist and his leg literally inverted. He dropped like a stone.
He didn’t say a word, leveling me with a stare so full of vicious intent that it would probably drive a sane man mad. That probably says a lot about my mental status. More of the snake-like tendrils slid under his skin, wrapping around his battered knee.
Somehow, he stood. Somehow, despite the physical impossibility of it, he was able to stand up and bum rush me. His momentum carried us both back, through the heavy wooden doors and into the street. We hit in a tangle of flailing limbs, asphalt hidden beneath the snow and sleet tearing a nice layer of skin off my back and side. I sprang up off of him, putting distance between the two of us again, goading him into giving me the advantage.
The street was empty, the buildings around us all dark. Maggie’s car was parked roughly ten feet away and I moved to put it between Yavetta and myself. He paused, staring at me. There was a sound like Rice Krispies, only louder, amplified a thousand times, followed by a wet sounding pop as the demons writhing under his skin forced his knee back into a more natural position.
“Fucking splendid,” I muttered.
“You have to kill him, Jack,” Alice said, her tiny frame nestled calmly atop one of those blue public mailboxes.
“You fucking think?” I asked, my voice traced with irritation and pain.
“You have to end it,” she said calmly.
I groaned and hopped up onto the roof of the car. I got a two or three step running start and launched myself towards Yavetta in a suicide dive. He caught me, using my own momentum to hurl me back towards the church, substituting the stained glass window for the door. Shards of colored glass sliced my skin, a hundred cuts opening all at once. I could see each shard raining down over me when I hit the floor, brilliant greens, sparkling blues, deep reds, most of them stained with my blood. The floor under me grew sticky, the blood cooling rapidly. One particularly nasty cut left me able to stick my tongue through my cheek. If it hadn’t hurt so much, I might actually think it was kind of amusing in a sick way.
I started to crawl away from the mass of shattered glass. I felt lightheaded, a sharp pain radiating through my thigh every time I moved my leg. I could feel myself growing weaker, the pool of blood, my blood, growing steadily wider. I didn’t know if I was going to die, hell, if I could die after my last little deal with Alice. I was pretty sure there was a better than average chance I could. Call it a hunch.
I put one hand in front of the other, and almost screamed when it came down on something, a jolt of pure fire lighting in a line across my palm. I heard a sizzle, and opened my eyes to see small tendrils of smoke rising from between my fingers.
I jerked my hand back, and lying on the floor was Hernandez’s rosary beads. They had burnt a perfect impression, scaled black and blistered now, across my palm.
Behind me, I heard the shuffling step of Yavetta’s feet, his pace still favoring the knee I had injured.
“What the Hell?” I muttered letting my brain latch onto the idea that was forming. I wrapped my hand around the rosary, gritting my teeth and ignoring the waves of pure agony it sent up my arm.
I felt myself lifted, a strong hand around the back of my neck. He turned me around, still holding me by the neck so we were face to face.
“And now, it is done,” he said, his voice echoing with a thousand choruses.
I didn’t bother with a witty retort. I let the beads slide over my hand, the crucifix, almost as long as my pinky sticking out of my closed fist like a spike. I swung, putting every last bit of muscle, every ounce of strength I had left behind it and drove the cross into his neck.
It hit behind his jawbone, just beneath the ear and sunk in with no resistance. I swung again and again driving the cross into his neck, his face, until he dropped me. He flailed madly, slapping at his wounds, a thousand voices screaming all at once in pure, hellish agony. The sound was deafening, a resonating tremble of noise that shook the entire building on its foundation. He thrashed, smoke rising from the wounds. The skin around them charred, turning black. It spread slowly, burning outwards, thin flecks of skin flaking off, rising around him like paper ashes over a fire.
He spun and staggered down to one knee. Both hands were at his neck, scratching and tearing at the skin. I threw the rosary around his neck, pulling it tight, dragging it into the flesh like a garrote. Yavetta’s face turned red, a stark contrast to the dark patches of burnt flesh the thin strands of beads were leaving against his skin. He thrashed, leaping back and slamming me into the wall. I fought to hold on through the impact and the lines of scalding pain radiating through my own hands everywhere the rosary touched my own exposed flesh. I let pure determination and stubbornness fuel me. A second wall, and despite the pain, I still managed to hold on.
Finally, his struggles weakened. I put a knee against his back, pushing while I pulled at the rosary. It sank deeper, the beads completely hidden within the flesh. I have no idea how the string that held the beads together hadn't broken. Fucking thing had to be made out of titanium. His eyes bulged, cheeks turning purple. One hand dropped, propping himself up, the other weakly slapping at the beads.
Alice appeared in front of him, staring into his face. She seemed to be waiting, her face holding the same kind of eagerness you'd expect to see in a kid on Christmas Morning. When his last breath escaped, she vanished, the sound of ringing bells in the distance hanging in my ears.
Finally he went still.
The shockwave hit a moment later, lifting me, tossing me back against the wall. I lay there dazed, on the border of consciousness. The last thing I saw before I passed out was an angel.
An angel with bloodied wings, a sword in her hand, and a circle of more corpses than I could count laid out around on the floor around her. Each one was little more than a shadow with no discernible features, twisted and broken. Then, there was nothing.
 

 




Chapter 34
 

I woke up in a bed I didn’t know, in a room I had never seen. Blankets, heavy and thick, were pushed up to my chin. I could feel a myriad of aches and pains, distant and far away, barely on the edge of some warm hazy dream. A thin tube ran under the blanket and after flexing my hand once or twice I could feel the IV needle. It led to a rather pricey gadget, all digital screens and fine-lined printouts. It measured my heart rate, which was a steady one hundred and seventy beats a minute, and my temperature, one hundred and ten.
It took me a minute to realize I was completely and utterly stoned. It took me another minute to drift back to a warm, comfortable, numb sleep.
When I woke up again, Lucy was watching me. She was dressed in clothes more her style. A long sleeve, form fitting shirt and jeans, both built to accentuate her curves. I sat up slowly. The IV line was gone, a small piece of gauze taped to the back of my hand in its place. I rubbed a hand over my face, feeling the scars of my deal with Alice and the burns around my eyes.
“Jack,” Lucy said quietly.
“Lucy.”
“You’re awake.”
“Obviously. Where am I?” I asked.
“A safe house in Salem,” she said, moving to slide a chair up to my bed. She seated herself.
“What about Maggie, Hernandez?”
“Maggie is touch and go. She’s in a coma. They aren’t sure if she’s going to pull out of it. She’s in real rough shape. Hernandez has a broken leg, a concussion, but he’s going to be fine.”
“And Yavetta?”
“Taken care of.”
“What happened? I mean-”
“After Maggie threw me into the car, I had to track you down by scent. I got to the church maybe an hour or two after Maggie took you. Apparently someone had already been by there. The place was on fire. You were nowhere to be seen.”
“Okay?”
“So, who had been there?”
“That would be me, Mister Draughn,” a woman’s said. It was familiar, but nothing I could place.
The vampire from Adam’s lawn stepped from the shadows, the darkness parting like a curtain as she entered. She was dressed much the same, her dress skin tight, showing little in the way of figure outside of lean, corded muscle. Her face, now that I could see it without the racing of adrenaline and the fighting for my life bit, was something close to perfect aristocracy. A tiny, sharp nose set above perfectly shaped lips. Eyes that managed to make even the milky cataract-like film of a vampire’s eyes seem haughty. She radiated an aura of quiet confidence, of pure control.
“I told you we would talk. I figured cleaning up your mess after saving your life would be an adequate way to, shall we say, open the lines of communication just a bit more, no?”
“Yeah. Thanks,” I said, turning to put my feet on the floor. I was wearing scrub pants, nothing else. Apparently someone had been kind enough to change me out of the blood, dirt, and whatever else stained my previous pair of jeans. My boots were gone, which bothered me. I had loved those things, had ‘em for years.
“My name is Siobahn,” she said.
“Where are my things?” I asked.
“They have been disposed of. I took the liberty of getting you new clothes, as well as a coat. I have an offer for you, if you’d be willing to hear me out.”
“Not in the slightest,” I said. “Save it.”
If Siobahn was put off by my tone, she wasn’t showing it. She seemed perfectly content to watch, to study me. Her face was a picture-perfect mask of patience.
“Jack. Hear her out,” Lucy said.
I settled my eyes on Lucy for a long draw. She nodded once.
“Please?” she asked.
“Fine. Go ahead,” I said, impatient.
“What you did to Adam, was in fact a large favor to me,” she said, “Are you aware of who the spectators were at your little prize fight?”
“Not really concerned with it to be honest with you,” I said.
“Ah, well, they were... I suppose the best word for it is lieutenants, as well as those that oversaw him. Those aren’t as important as his underlings though are they Jack? You know how this works given your previous affiliation with Mister Lin I take it?”
I knew all to well. A nobody rises up, punks the boss, he loses all respect. It was a situation like the little kid beating the shit out of the playground bully. Once shorty wails on mister big and scary, he doesn’t seem so big and scary anymore. After that, he’s fair game. When it’s in the criminal world, it’s a lot more violent. It’s the equivalent of putting a nice fat cow in a river full of piranhas.
“I can put two and two together.”
“Then you understand the favor you did for me.”
“Wasn’t for you,” I said.
“But the end result was the same,” Lucy said.
“Whose side are you on here anyways?” I asked, cutting my eyes towards her. The flat stare she gave me answered that question. She was on her own side, plain and simple.
“You also understand that you’ve created a power vacuum of sorts in Boston amongst my kind. They’re going to be fighting for power, each one trying to take Adam’s spot. I intend to win that contest.”
“Well bully for you. Not my problem,” I said, standing. I didn’t feel too bad all things considered, sore as hell, but I had expected worse. “How long was I out?”
“A week,” Lucy said. “You had a piece of glass through your femoral artery. You're lucky you didn't bleed to death.”
“He almost did,” Siobahn said.
Well, that would explain that then.
“No, it's not your problem. But it is your opportunity. I’d like to offer you a job.”
I looked over at Siobahn. I had spent a lot of time working for monsters. Working for monsters was what had put me in prison, gotten me into the mess with Adam to begin with. I studied her, her features, running through scenario after scenario in my head. I’d probably be able to get the respect I once had back, I could get off the streets. I knew how it would end though. Poorly.
“I will make it quite worth your while,” she said. “You will be well taken care of.”
“Not interested. Where are my things?”
“Jack. You don’t have things,” Lucy said.
Siobahn nodded slowly.
“I’ll give you time to think it over then.”
She looked towards Lucy.
“Show him out when he's ready,” she said, pulling the door to the room open. She stood there for a moment, hand on the doorknob. “I do hope you’ll reconsider.”
I didn’t bother to look up at her. A moment later, I heard the door shut.
“You take orders from her now?” I asked.
“No. But she’s going to teach me, protect me. Something I can’t ask or trust you to do, Jack,” she said. “She found me at the church when I was looking for you. She’s the one who pulled you out, started the fire. She saw the way Adam treated me, how he tried to make me hurt you. She... She offered to take me in and I accepted.”
“What’s it going to cost you?”
“Nothing I haven’t already lost.”
I stared at her for an uncomfortable moment.
“It’s your call. I won’t try and talk you out of it,” I said finally.
“Excellent,” she stood up, motioning me to follow with a wave of her hand.
She walked me out of what turned out to be a nondescript house in the suburbs. It was dark out, early evening. Come to find out, Siobhan had been holing up there since all hell had broken loose after Adam’s loss. After everything at the church, she had scooped me up and brought me there as well. At least, that's the story Lucy gave me.
I hit the streets again almost immediately, huddled inside the leather jacket, jeans, and hooded sweatshirt which Siobahn had left for me. They were all new, expensive, and near chokingly warm. The warmth was a good thing, temperatures in Boston had plummeted overnight and a bone jarring cold had settled in.
I still slept on the streets.
Essie’s funeral was a few days later. The only people who showed were Hernandez and I. He said a few words, and we lowered the casket. It was white, gleaming in perfect complement with the snow.
He was on crutches, and I walked beside him when it was all said and done. I kept one hand held out, just in case he slipped. He did a few times, but each time I caught him and set him right before it got disastrous.
“Yavetta was a good man once,” he said quietly, after we had walked for a few minutes in silence.
“Maybe so, once. Why do you think he did it?” I asked.
“Principal makes men do strange things sometimes, Jack,” he said quietly, pausing to look over the graveyard. His face was drawn, eyes distant. “We’ll probably never know the whole story, or how he learned to even call something as purely wicked as Legion.”
“Well, it’s done,” I said.
“For now. But there’s always a new monster. That said, so you're aware, you’ll be provided with a place to sleep, an allowance every week.” He handed me a card. I took it, looking over the address scribbled on the back and then turned what was left of my eyes towards him, brows raised. All in all, it was a weird sensation not having eyes and all. I wasn't exactly sure how I was even capable of seeing it, to be honest. I mean, I knew that I was technically seeing it through Alice's eyes and she was translating it to my brain somehow. Either way, everything had a sort of overlay, a slight glow to it. It was like everything now radiated with its own internal light. “There’s an apartment near the church, but off the property. There’s a bank account as well, you’ll find the debit card at the apartment in the drawer of a small table beside the door. A car too, though it’s nothing special.”
“What the hell is this?”
“Me keeping up my end of the deal. You don’t think this allows you out of the Ordo do you? Or that we’d leave you in the cold after the service you provided?”
I blinked. I wanted to hit him, to lash out and break the priest. After a moment, it passed and my shoulders slumped. The initial moment of shock wearing off, I was simply resigned to it.
“You can’t be serious.”
“I am very serious. You’ve killed, Jack, more than once, and we have the proof. Adam’s police officer, the young woman whose car you and your vampire compatriot stole, Father Davidson. As long as you continue to hold up your end of the deal and continue to work for a greater good, that proof will remain obfuscated.”
My jaw hung open. I was dumbfounded. After all this I was still under their thumb.
“We will be in touch,” he said finally, turning and hobbling towards his car on his crutches. I let him go without helping him. I suddenly wasn’t feeling that charitable.
“Alice,” I said a few minutes later, after watching Hernandez drive away.
She appeared, right on cue. She was standing on a headstone beside me, watching the graveyard, a slightly amused look in her eyes. She was still the little girl, but her shadow, that of the angel, stretched out about twenty feet in front of her.
“Yes?”
“Been meaning to ask you something.”
“Go on.”
“Why did that demon keep referring to me as Host?”
“Who said it was referring to you?”
“Right, so why you then?”
“You know the answer to that already, Jack,” she said.
I shook my head, shoving my hands in the jacket’s fur lined pockets. “No, I don’t.”
“Heavenly Host?” she asked.
“I got nothing.”
“As in the army of Heaven, heavenly host.”
“Wait, are you telling me you’re an angel?”
“Now he gets it,” she said.
“Then why were you in Hell if you’re an angel? Shouldn’t you be, I dunno, playing a harp somewhere?”
“I’m a deserter, Jack. Cast into Hell by Michael himself,” she said after a long pause. Her eyes grew distant, the look on her face one of remembrance, of things playing out behind her mind’s eye which she didn’t care to see. “I saw too many of my family slaughtered by each other when Lucifer revolted, I was done with it, so I laid down my sword and refused to continue fighting.”
“You’re a deserter?”
“Yes.”
“Wonderful. So what does that make you, angel or demon exactly?”
“Doesn't matter. You’re still stuck with me,” she said.
 

 

 

* * *

 

 

Acknowledgements
 

I owe thanks to a lot of folks, so here goes:
 

Heather, for threatening me with bodily harm whenever I strayed off the path, Matt and the folks at Fable Press, who are awesomely awesome, Doc Schweitzer for teaching me most everything I know about writing, Lisa the Goddess of Cake and an all-around amazing and supportive person, Danielle for believing I wasn't just a talentless hack of a word monkey, Leslie and Erin for the same reason, Bec for being my counterpart in snark, Jason for reminding me when it was time to sit down, shut up, and have a beer, Chad for being one of the most genuinely decent human beings on the planet, Rob for the constant support and chocolate from a far off land, Jim Butcher, Kevin Hearne, Richard Kadrey, and Jennifer Estep for being the people that got me mixed up in this crazy, crazy genre, and to anyone I've forgotten to mention, didn't mention, or what have you. THANK YOU.
 

 

 

* * *

 

 

About the Author
 

A fan of pop culture, Patrick Donovan writes urban fantasy for no other reason than to entertain. His first novel, Demon Jack, makes its home at Fable Press.
 

He started writing at a young age, drawing his stories on paper bags connected together by his mother. This makeshift canvas was the closest thing he had to a notebook. He thinks characters are what breathe life into a story as the reader watches them fight for survival, make choices (for better or worse) or just fall in love.
 

Like many authors, he lives off of coffee and would consume it via IV if that was a viable option. When he’s not writing, he can be found reading, gaming and playing dad to the "coolest person on Earth".
 

Armed with his Bachelor’s Degree in writing from High Point University, he is working for a Masters in English with a focus on Creative Writing.



Table of Contents
Title Page
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34


cover.jpeg
PATRICK DONOVAN





