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   CHAPTER ONE
 
   "Jesus Christ, Frankie," I muttered as the crowbar hit the worn marble floor with an earsplitting clatter.  So much for stealth. We should have just ripped through the doors with explosives.
 
   We were breaking into the Superman Building. At 26 floors, it was the first skyscraper ever built in downtown Providence. It lost its last tenant three years ago, and the gorgeous art deco structure was now a towering reminder of better days, when manufacturing was booming and people had money to burn. Years of attempts to "revitalize" the area had fallen flat. This left plenty of room for the underground supernatural factions to sweep in and take over.
 
   Frankie flashed a fangy grin at me. "What's the fun in surprising them? It's never a good time unless it all goes off the rails."
 
   I shook my head and sighed. Ever since Frankie was charmed by a demon to walk in the sunlight, he thought he was invincible. And, sure, being a vampire helped, but he could be staked just as easy as any other vamp. His arrogance could get us both killed.
 
   We walked swiftly through the lobby of the abandoned high rise, keeping tight to the walls. In our all-black commando outfits, we blended easily into the dark hallway.   
 
   I stole a wistful look at the bank of elevators. The electricity was cut to the building. We'd be taking the stairs. "Want to guess what floor they're on?"
 
   "I say top floor," Frankie said with his hand already on the door to the stairwell. 
 
   It was going to be a long-ass climb. Up the 26 stories and possibly a few extra flights to get to the tippy top of the building's airship docking station. Seriously. The very top floor of the building was built for docking blimp-like airships, so there was a pretty cool waiting area/corporate suite turned Depression-era speakeasy at the apex. Too bad we were seeing it under these circumstances.
 
   About a week ago, a suspicious news report piqued our interest. A group of crazed individuals were caught rampaging through downtown, tossing cars with superhuman strength, punching through brick walls and causing general weird mayhem. A few witnesses described them with blood around their mouths. 
 
   Max, our newest Blood Ops member serving as double agent in the FBI, was on record as calling this a "bath salt related incident." It was simple to blame this behavior on meth-heads on a DIY bender. But we knew better. They were vampires, and they were out of control. Frankie and I were dispatched to take care of them.
 
   We climbed the stairs quickly, Frankie almost a floor ahead of me as we ascended. My calves ached by the 17th floor, and I was dripping with sweat. The vamps would be able to smell me by floor 22 if they were paying attention.  Since I am half vampire, I can handle a fair amount of physical exertion. But a swift walk up the stairs of a high-rise carrying an extra 35 pounds of vampire-fighting gear was punishing. Pushing through the cramps in my legs, I silently vowed to increase my workouts. It was hard enough to match Frankie's speed and strength, but now that he thought he was the Man of Steel, it was damn near impossible just to catch up to him. 
 
   We hit the top, and I finally had a chance to catch my breath. Frankie smirked at my all-too-human physical stamina. 
 
   When my heart stopped racing, I double-fisted a pair of stakes and nodded at Frankie. He kicked the door open and we launched into the penthouse. Moonlight poured through the grime-coated glass ceiling. 
 
   We rushed in like hellfire, expecting to find ourselves in the middle of a melee. But the room appeared empty. 
 
   "Top floor, Frankie? Really?" I grumbled, re-sheathing my stakes. "How much you want to bet they're on two?"
 
   Frankie raised his arm and shushed me. I shot him a dirty look, but quickly softened it when I heard the hushed groans too.
 
   I motioned to Frankie to move towards the sounds, and we cautiously walked to the back of the room. A shape was huddled in a dark corner with two bodies laid out on the floor in front of it. I pulled a mag light out from one of my cargo pants pockets and trained it on the shadowy forms.
 
   A female vampire inched away from the light. Blood was smeared down her face and neck, and it covered her chest. Two male vampires were on the floor, their fronts washed in red as well. The walls were covered in sticky, black-red blood. The entire room was just dripping. It looked like a blood bank exploded.
 
   The vampires on the floor were truly dead, their pale faces cracked like antique porcelain dolls. Their appendages were just starting to decompose, but their midsections were blown out, like they swallowed a bomb and it exploded. The one still living, for lack of a better word, looked close to meeting true death herself. The emaciated vampire half-sobbed, half-moaned as she rocked back and forth.
 
   Although they matched the descriptions of the vamps-gone-wild group, these couldn't be our marauders. They were simply too sick. They looked like junkies who overdosed. A few times.
 
   "What do we do?" I had never seen anything like this before. I sure as hell hoped Frankie would know how to handle this mess.
 
   Frankie walked a wide semicircle around the vampires, his shoes making sucking noises as he lifted them off the sticky, blood-soaked floor. He was worried, clearly on guard. 
 
   "What's your name?" he asked.
 
   "Kate," she croaked out. 
 
   "Right, Kate," Frankie's voice was soothing. "How long have your friends been like this?" 
 
   "Since yesterday." Her hoarse voice was barely above a whisper. "We slept in the stairwell but they came in here last night and just...." She motioned at the carnage around her and let out a muffled sob.
 
   "So you were able to walk back and forth to the stairwell? Can you do it now?" I asked.
 
   She tried pulling herself up, but wasn't strong enough to handle the weight of her tiny body. So she crawled towards us, plowing over the disintegrating corpses. 
 
   "Stop, Kate! Stay right there!" Frankie visibly jumped back, his shoes making a sharp thwack as they lifted off the gummy floor. "Nina, you need to call Max and Dr. O. Max needs to get the electricity back on to this building. She's going to need to go out the elevator, and Dr. O needs to bring her down." 
 
   "Why are we taking her out of the building?" I asked. Our mission was to kill them. Two were dead, and the last one was nearly there. Mission almost complete.
 
   "Because they are Beta-Vamps." Frankie glanced at the vamp on the floor. "Right?"
 
   She nodded, tears streaming down her face. 
 
   "No way," I protested. "Betas don't rampage like that." 
 
   "They do if they are sick," Frankie explained calmly, his eyes still on Kate. 
 
   Beta-Vamps were like the hippies of the vampire world. They were vampires that were missing the predator genome sequence. They weren't human killers. They survived on who knows what. Maybe animal blood. Maybe blood stolen from hospitals. In some extreme cases, they ate rust for the iron content. Betas were rare, and, because of their peace-loving nature, extremely vulnerable to attack from all sorts of supernatural factions. 
 
   "So why don't we just carry her down?" I said with a shrug, stepping towards Kate, breaking my boot's suction to the floor.
 
   Frankie was in front of me before I could take another step. My stomach rolled as Frankie dropped his guard and a wave of his panic washed over me. 
 
   A few months ago, Frankie had to bind me to him to save my life. For the most part, we're dealing with it just fine. But if he's in emo overdrive and forgets to close off our connection, I get hit with whatever he's feeling. It also works the same in the other direction.
 
   "Don't go near her. She's been infected."
 
   "Infected? With what? Beta-Vamps aren't vulnerable to infections." 
 
   "With..." Frankie stopped. He looked shattered. "My God, I haven't seen this since 1877."
 
   "What is it?" I pushed. 
 
   "Opium poisoning." 
 
   "Did you just say opium?"
 
   "Blood-born opium poison. If it gets into our bodies, we die." Frankie was visibly nervous, moving in a jittery semicircle around the woman. "We can't go near her."
 
   "Oh. Shit. Does Dr. O know what to do?" I shrunk back. Opium. Who knew? Apparently Frankie. That explained why vampires were always told not to get their fix from heavy drug users.
 
   "I'm not sure. That's why you need to call him. And he'll need Max since we really shouldn't stay here. Now please. She doesn't have much time."
 
   Right. I pulled out my phone. I'd start with Max. He'd need time to power up the building anyway. 
 
   He answered on the sixth ring. 
 
   He sounded groggy. "What's up?"
 
   "Sorry to wake you but we're at the Superman Building with two seriously dead vamps and one who is really sick. We need to turn on the power to get her out of here with the elevator. Can you get this building back on the grid?"
 
   "Christ, can't one of you just carry her down the stairs?" His voice was muffled, like he was pressing his face into his pillow.
 
   "Frankie and I can't touch her. She has some sort of infection, something that only vampires can contract. And it kills them."
 
   "Really?" He jolted awake. I heard the bed sheets rustle as he got up.
 
   "I don't know, really. I've never heard of this before. But I know Frankie is freaking out, and said we need to get her out of here. And he only freaks out if there's a damn good reason."
 
   "You know I worked for the FBI all day, right?" he groused. I heard a closet door slam. 
 
   "Seriously? Are you going to do this right now?"
 
   "You both were going up there to stake them anyway. So they die of something else. It's the same outcome. Why save her?"
 
   "Because, she's not a predator vampire."
 
   "What the hell are you talking about?"
 
   "Look, I'll explain later, but we are running out of time. I need to get Dr. O here, and you need to get the electricity on at this place."
 
   "Jesus, you people are complicated. I'll be there in 20." He hung up before I could respond.
 
   Like Frankie, Max had made a deal with resident demon and Providence mayor Ami Bertrand. As a result, Bertrand had turned Max into a Berserker, a supernatural warrior that went extinct with the Vikings. Well, extinct up until Bertrand's curse. 
 
   Since Max had been turned into a supernatural entity, but one that was supposed to be extinct, he joined our team as a double agent with the FBI. Our team is Blood Ops, an elite government agency that deals with rogue supernatural factions. Technically, we also don't exist. To humans, anyway. Our existence — hell, the very existence of anything supernatural — was on a "need to know" basis, and even the president of the United States didn't need to know. Only a very select few Department of Defense members knew about Blood Ops. That's plausible deniability for you. 
 
   But damn, the Berserker in Max sure made him grumpy.
 
   I hit the speed dial button for Dr. O. Dr. Lachlan O'Malley led our unit of Blood Ops. Though he mostly resembled your favorite 60-something college professor, Dr. O was a Druid priest, which made him pretty damn old. And, like the Druid priests before him, he knew absolutely everything.
 
   "Nina, what's wrong?" Dr. O asked in his thick brogue. I could tell I woke him up.
 
   "Sorry Doc, but we have a problem here. We have Beta-Vamps that ingested opium. Two are dead — like for real, seriously dead. One is barely hanging on."
 
   "Opium? Are you sure?" Dr. O sounded a lot more awake suddenly.
 
   "Frankie says he's sure. Said he hasn't seen this since 18-something or other." 
 
   "Frankie would know. Do you have her quarantined?"
 
   "Quarantined? Frankie said not to touch her. He didn't say anything about a quarantine." This was weird. 
 
   "You are in the same room with her?"
 
   "Where else would we be?" I asked, impatience getting the best of me.
 
   "If any of their blood gets into your blood stream, or Frankie's, that would be very bad."
 
   "Yeah, Frankie already explained that to me. We aren't touching her.
 
   "Nina, I am afraid it's much more serious than that. Opium poisoning tends to make infected vampires projectile vomit out blood before they die. Then their torso explodes."
 
   That sounded bad. And gross.
 
   "When? When would that happen?" I gripped the phone tightly, eyeballing Kate. She whimpered in the corner near the vampire bodies with her back against the wall.
 
   "It could happen at any time. Lock her in wherever you are, and wait until I get there. Do not wait in the room with her, neither you nor Frankie. Do you understand?" Dr. O's tone was stern. 
 
   "Yes, I got it. Okay, we are on the top floor. Max is on his way to power up the building to get her out of here. Just get here fast."
 
   "I am on my way."
 
   The phone went dead. I hightailed it over to Frankie, who was staring helplessly at Kate. 
 
   "Frankie, we gotta get out of here." I pulled gently on his arm.
 
   "Please don't leave me." Kate's voice was so weak, I could barely hear her whisper.
 
   Frankie didn't move. He just looked sadly at the sick Beta, his eyes filled with tears.
 
   "Come on, Frankie." I nudged him again. "We can't be in here right now. Dr. O's on his way."
 
   He hesitated. "We can't leave her like this."
 
   "We aren't going to do her any good if we get sick, too," I reasoned.
 
   He ignored me. I changed tactics. 
 
   "Stop being a stubborn ass," I raised my voice. He still ignored me.
 
   Kate moaned and fell into a fetal position. She began to convulse. Frankie made a move towards her, but I grabbed him. Standing in front of him, I took him by both shoulders and stared into his eyes.
 
   "We need to get out of here before she barfs blood all over us. Don't make me go witchy on you."
 
   It was an idle threat. Only a few weeks before, I first learned that I am half-witch as well. My witch abilities were dormant for years — hidden by my vampire genetics — until an unfortunate encounter with a spelled knife turned on the hocus-pocus. I was working with my witch mentor, who's also my aunt, on controlling my newfound abilities. Much to Auntie Babe's frustration, I was not taking to it like a fish to water. If I tried to unleash my mojo in here, poor Kate could very well blow up, taking Frankie and me along with her.
 
   Kate's moaning was now punctuated by high-pitched cries of pain. Clearly in agony, she writhed on the floor. Her hands formed into claws, and she scratched at the body of the seriously dead vampire closest to her. His skin tore like dried papier-mâché as she drove her nails into his corpse. As she tore at his flesh, blood bubbled out of her mouth.
 
   "She not going to make it!" I shouted at Frankie, pushing on his lanky six-foot frame. "And neither are we if we don't get out of here!" 
 
   I shoved Frankie harder towards the door. He finally snapped out of his stupor and we fled to across the room to the stairwell door. I pushed on it, but it didn't budge. Shaking the handle, I pressed all my weight against it. Nothing. I moved aside and Frankie levered a kick at the door. He succeeded in denting the door, jamming it even harder into the frame. 
 
   "Crap, Frankie! There's no time!" I yelled over Kate's ear-piercing shrieks. 
 
   Frankie looked wildly around. "Can we break the windows?"
 
   Everything was soaked in blood. Blood we couldn't touch. Crap. I had no choice.
 
   "Hold on!" I closed my eyes tightly and I tried to clear my thoughts, but between Kate's shrieks and Frankie's desperation creeping into my head, not to mention my own stress, my mind was too unfocused to do this right. Oh well. Close enough was going to have to do.
 
   I felt the air shift around me, and I latched onto this small breeze, willing it to grow to hurricane strength. My hair loosed from its ponytail and slapped across my face. The swelling wind pushed me forward. Grabbing Frankie's hand for stability, I cried out the few words of Latin I could come up with that approximated "break the damn glass." The five plate glass windows on the south side of the room shook. I repeated the words louder, putting more force behind them. The wind turned hurricane strength, pushing us across the room, dangerously closer to Kate. Finally, the windows shattered one by one, shards of glass falling 26 stories to the sidewalk. 
 
   I opened my eyes. Kate was about to explode. Blood frothed around her lips, her shrieks now muffled as the blood worked its way up her throat. 
 
   Hands still clutched, Frankie and I nodded at each other, knowing exactly what we had to do. Together, we ran straight for the windows, and leapt feet first into the star-filled sky. 
 
   Frankie's hand slipped out of mine as we both twisted our bodies and made a grasp for the ledge. I caught it, just barely, almost wrenching my shoulder out of its socket on the impact. Frankie similarly stopped short next me. We dangled 26 stories over downtown Providence. 
 
   I heard the rush of blood explode out of Kate, like a broken faucet spewing at high force. We were too late. I only hoped Max and Dr. O wouldn’t be too late themselves. Frankie could survive the drop. I, on the other hand, would totally Humpty Dumpty it.
 
   The elevator dinged open. "What the hell?" Max's voice echoed out the window.
 
   "Out here!" I called, my voice strained by my intolerable position. I was losing feeling in my arms, and my fingers were cramping.
 
   Max peered out the window, and a look of disbelief spread across his face when he saw our predicament. 
 
   Max's strong grip latched onto my wrist. He hauled me up and pulled me through the window, steadying me on my feet before reaching down and pulling Frankie through, too.
 
   "What the hell were you doing out there?!" He rounded on us, his Berserker temper at the surface.
 
   "Take it easy, will you? It was go out the window or get super-soaked in opium-tainted blood. We picked our more survivable option." I nodded at the disintegrating vampire bodies at the back of the blood-soaked room.
 
   A second elevator dinged. The doors swept open and Dr. O stood inside, momentarily shell shocked by the carnage in the room. Frankie and I both rubbed feeling back into our shoulders.
 
   "I see I am too late." He stepped from the elevator into the room. He slipped a little on the fresh blood, and Frankie caught him before he landed ass first in the mess.  "Nina, Frankie. Are you both all right? No blood spatter on you?"
 
   Frankie turned me around and started poking and prodding. His scrutiny of my body was awkward, and my face flamed hot when he turned me around to face him and opened my jacket, feeling quickly around my breasts and down my stomach. 
 
   "Your turn," he said with a wink that made me want to jump back out the window. I scowled at him and started giving him the once over. 
 
   "Um, Doc?" I called, finding a clean slice in the back shoulder of his black leather jacket. 
 
   Dr. O came quickly, shining his flashlight where I pointed. He pulled carefully at the opening in the leather, exposing the skin on Frankie's back. The cut went through Frankie's t-shirt as well. 
 
   Dr. O pulled his hand away, sticky blood caked to his fingers. He looked troubled. "The skin is intact."
 
   "That's a relief, right?" I asked. My heart was racing. 
 
   "Frankie, there's a slice in your jacket, and there's blood around it." Dr. O's voice was measured. "Do you know if you got cut?"
 
   "Cut?" he asked. "I think I would have felt that."
 
   Dr. O's face didn't relax with Frankie's assertion. "Are you sure? Perhaps you already healed?"
 
   "Of course I am sure," Frankie barked. He turned quickly to face us, his eyes glowing and fangs extended. 
 
   The force of Frankie's anger jumped from his body and into mine, my own fangs puncturing my gums as they broke out of hiding. I turned just as quickly towards Dr. O, my heart racing as Frankie's adrenaline surged through me. 
 
    Dr. O actually took a step away from both of us. 
 
   "Is that the binding?" Dr. O asked calmly. 
 
   I nodded, breathing slowly to try to shut Frankie out of my head. 
 
   When a psychotic vampire named Marcello almost killed me a few months ago, Frankie had to bite me in order to bind me to him so that I could survive Marcello's death blow. Frankie had kept me alive, but I was now bound to him as a "slave" or "companion," depending on which vamp you asked. That meant I could feel his emotions and he could feel mine if we didn't work to keep our feelings closed off from each other. Usually, it was simple, but the more intense the situation, the harder it was to keep the mental wall between us. It was a weird situation, but we were coping the best we could.
 
   "Whoa, Frankie." I slipped in between the two men and gently placed my hands on Frankie's shoulders. "We're just checking, okay. You'd do the same with me."
 
   He nodded, his eyes slowly losing their neon brightness. "I wasn't cut." 
 
   "Okay, then, you weren't cut. But you're going to have to toss the jacket. We don't know whose blood that is."
 
   His face fell. "I liked this jacket." 
 
   "No doubt, it's a hot jacket. But you'll find a new one. A better one!" 
 
   I tried a perky smile, but Frankie's expression remained unchanged. Defeated, he stripped the black leather off and dropped it into a heap on the floor. 
 
   Dr. O still didn't look convinced, but he let it go. "Let's not tempt fate. You two need to get out of here."
 
   "What about this mess?" Max asked, frustration creeping into his voice. "I had to pull jurisdiction with the Providence PD to get this building back on the grid. They are going to want to know why. Not to mention a good explanation for all the windows that popped out of the top floor of a vacant high-rise."
 
   "Is there any way to stop their decay, so Max can take the bodies in?" I asked Dr. O. "They made the news the other night. Maybe a bust-gone-bad?" 
 
   Dr. O nodded his head thoughtfully. 
 
   "With this amount of blood missing and gaping holes for intestines?" Max snapped. "Are you kidding me?"
 
   "Don't worry. The Cleaner is on her way." Dr. O shuffled through the blood to the windows, turning out his pockets, looking for his phone.
 
   At the mention of The Cleaner, Frankie wiped the forlorn look off his face and grinned like an idiot. 
 
   "The Cleaner?" I asked.
 
   The elevator rang again. The doors slid open. Despite his irritation, Max burst out laughing. 
 
   An old woman shuffled out, pushing a cleaning trolley. She was 94 if she was a day, wearing a flower print housedress. She had sparse white hair and a hump back that made her stoop even shorter than my five feet. 
 
   "This it, O'Malley?" She wheezed at Dr. O as she scuffed past Max, giving him a shove that belied her diminutive size.
 
   "Yes, Dora, and thank you for coming on such short notice," Dr. O said as she gave the woman a small bow. 
 
   The old lady pulled out a pack of Virginia Slims and a Zippo lighter. With a cigarette dangling from her lower lip, she surveyed the mess as she sparked the lighter and lit up. The smell of lighter fluid and acrid smoke mixed with quickly decomposing organic matter. 
 
   "I'll start at the other end while you take the bodies out?" she asked after taking a long drag. "Do you want it spotless? Or do you need a little body fluid left over? And leave the windows out? Or replace them?"
 
   "Let's replace the windows," Dr. O said. "Can you dispose of the glass on the sidewalk?"
 
   "That'll be extra." She waited for Dr. O to nod his approval. "Okay, windows done. And the blood clean up?"
 
   Dr. O turned to Max, hands spread. "What do you think, Agent? How would you like to handle the rest?"
 
   "I think we should leave some blood," Max sighed. "I'll have to get a forensic unit up here and treat this like a crime scene."
 
   "Right, Cookie," Dora blew a perfect smoke ring. "Leave the bodies piled there, then."
 
   "How do we keep them from rotting?" I asked, looking at the festering meat in the corner. To properly kill a vampire, they had to turn to dust. These vampires were molting quickly, the age finally catching up with their flesh.
 
   The Cleaner took a long drag on her cigarette and blew the smoke out in my face. "Trade secret, doll."
 
   "Can you dump some bad meth on them before you leave?" I said as I waved the smoke away with my hand.
 
   "Sure, anything you want, Princess," she wheezed. "How about we burn it down, like a meth lab gone bad?"
 
   "Really, that's not a bad idea," Frankie said with a shrug.
 
   "Now we are planting drugs and burning buildings?" Max asked, looking at us incredulously.
 
   "Would you rather explain decaying vampires?" Dora snapped. "Now everybody out. I have work to do."
 
   Dora snapped on a pair of yellow Playtex Living gloves. 
 
   I headed straight for the elevator bank right then. Dora the Cleaner was one lady I hated spending time around. She had a knack for making just about anything — and anyone — disappear. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   "Late night?" Darcy asked, catching me in full yawn. The cold, damp late February air followed her into the bar. She plopped down on the stool in front of me and waved at Alfonso, our resident barfly, who also happened to be one of the four members of my Auntie Babe's coven. I recently learned my mom and my aunt were both two of the most powerful witches to walk the earth. My aunt, who practiced in secret, put together a tiny makeshift group of fellow witches to do spell work. I was the most recent, and grudging, recruit. 
 
   "You have no idea," I mumbled. I filled a mug of coffee for her, and warmed up my own.
 
   "What happened?" she asked as she sipped at the coffee, making a face. "Holy crap strong!"
 
   "I don't even know where to begin," I said, shaking my head.
 
   Judas Priest's over-the-top heavy metal song "Turbo Lover" blasted from my back pocket. I just about jumped out of my skin. Goddamn Frankie messed with my ringtones again. 
 
   "'Turbo Lover'? Really?!" I yelled into the phone at him, while Darcy giggled at his grade school prank. 
 
   "Oh lighten up, Nina," Frankie said breathlessly. "You are turning into Max. At least he has an excuse. Bloody Berserkers. Humorless, the lot of them."
 
   "What do you want?" I asked him.
 
   "I need your help." His voice was muffled. I could hear sounds of a crowd behind him.
 
   My heart skipped. "You didn't lose your daywalking abilities did you?" 
 
   Darcy looked up at me, her eyes wide with alarm. Around the same time our demon mayor Bertrand turned Max into a Berserker, he did Frankie a "favor" by spelling him so he could daywalk. As long as the spell was active, Frankie could go out in the sun without spontaneously combusting. For a vampire like Frankie, with his Blood Ops job, it was a hell of a gift to get around daylight hours. But I was on pins and needles when Frankie went out before sundown. Demons were unpredictable. What if Bertrand got pissed and decided to reverse the spell when Frankie was out and about at high noon?
 
   "I found the most extraordinary pair of jeans, but they are over two hundred dollars. That's a bit extravagant, right? Do humans really pay that kind of money for denim trousers?" 
 
   I released my breath in relief, but my Jell-O legs needed a minute to recover. I leaned against the bar to keep from dropping to the floor. "You are at the mall. Again."
 
    
 
   Darcy guffawed. 
 
   "I had to replace the leather jacket!" He reacted immediately to the disapproval in my voice. "I really wish you were here, Nina. I need an honest opinion on how they look on my bum." 
 
   Trying to decompress by rubbing my right temple, I handed the phone to Darcy. Her grin spread while Frankie continued to prattle on about the virtues of overpriced designer jeans.
 
   Now that Frankie had extra daytime hours, he discovered the mall. Honestly, it was a full-on addiction. After about the fifth trip, I stopped going with him. I couldn't take it anymore. He was like a vampire at a blood bank. We walked by Cinnabon about 50 times so he could inhale the sweet cinnamon scent. He dragged me to Hot Topic and attempted to outfit me in the most hideous high school Goth wear. He delighted in the watered down drinks from Cheesecake Factory, never mind that I half-owned a damn bar.
 
   Then he discovered the couture section of Nordstrom. Like a beleaguered husband, I sat on an overstuffed armchair while perfumed saleswomen cooed over him and his "impeccable" taste. I had to admit, the vamp had flare. But it was getting out of hand. He hit the mall almost daily, and now that I was apartment-sitting for my aunt, and Frankie and I were no longer living in the same building, I had no idea how much he was actually buying. Sure, he was a 700-year-old vampire and several life times of compound interest meant that he was pretty well off. But Frankie was no billionaire, and I worried he was blowing through his money like a drug fiend on a bender. An eternity was a hell of a long time to be broke. 
 
   "He wants you to run down to Nordstrom to look at the jeans," Darcy whispered and handed the phone back to me.
 
   "Frankie...Frankie...Frankie...Frankie!" I yelled down the phone at him as he prattled on. "I am at the bar and can't leave."
 
   "But Nina, I need you!" I could hear the pout.
 
   "If you had a smart phone, you could take a picture and then send it to me. Did you know that with the phones that came out like five years ago, you can actually text pictures?" I said with a huff. 
 
   Frankie was an amazing tinkerer and could fix just about anything. He even customized my motorcycle into one badass vampire-evading vehicle. But for someone so mechanically inclined, he abhorred computers and the Internet. I recently bought him a flip phone so he could at least send text messages. The relic he had before didn't even have that feature.
 
   "You know, you could go to the Apple store and get a phone." An opportunity presented itself, so I grabbed it. "Camera, Internet, email. You will love it. Promise."
 
   "Come on, Nina, I'd do it for you," he begged. "Well, if you were more...feminine."
 
   He was lucky that I was distracted just before that last crack. A ghost slipped into the bar, and it wasn't Casper, my very own, personal ghost. 
 
   Casper and I met in the emergency room of Rhode Island Hospital. He had just died — killed by a cursed knife that drew power out of the witches as their life force bled out of them. The power was channeled into Marcello, the psychotic vampire, who wielded the blade. Casper was my very first contact with the dead. Now that was a hell of a surprise. We've been together ever since.
 
   Just like regular people have different strengths and weaknesses, so do witches. My aunt was a crack potion maker. Our friend Eva was an excellent diviner. Apparently, my witchy gift was whipping up bizarre weather patterns and communicating with the dead who remained here on earth. It was kind of creepy. 
 
   After we obliterated the vampire that murdered Casper, I thought my ghost friend would pass on to the other side, but he stuck with me. I was kind of happy about that. I was used to having him around. 
 
   But that didn't mean I wanted another Casper in my life. One haunting was quite enough. 
 
   "Frankie, I am hanging up now," I muttered, keeping my eyes on the wisp that was floating around the bar. I heard him protest as I pressed the end call button. 
 
   "What's back there?" Darcy whipped her head from me to the back tables. 
 
   "Not sure but I think another Casper." I vaulted over the bar and headed to the back room.
 
   Darcy followed me. "While you check out the spooks, I am going to the basement to wire in the satellite radio. You good?"
 
   "Yeah," I sighed. My life was complicated enough. I didn't need Babe's to be a new stop on the Providence Ghost Tour. 
 
   "Hey!" I barked at the ghost. I had to maintain complete control over the situation and the ghost, or we were screwed.
 
   "Lovely establishment," he said with a note of sarcasm. As I got closer, I saw that he was dressed like an early 20th-century undertaker. His face was long and his ears kind of stuck out. His mouth pulled down at the corners in a perpetual frown. “I suppose this will do." 
 
   "You can't stay here," I warned. "I will have you exorcised."
 
   "Horse shit," he countered. "I suggest you add some bookshelves to the walls and make a small library back here. This place could use a touch of class."
 
   Was I getting decorating advice from a ghost?
 
   "You can't stay here," I repeated, adding more force behind the words.
 
   "Yes, I can," he insisted. "Please allow me to introduce myself. H.P. Lovecraft."
 
   My eyes went wide, and I think I gasped.
 
   His mouth tugged down even more at the ends. It was like a smile but in the totally wrong direction. It fit.
 
   "So you should be grateful that I like this place. And you must be Nina. Yes, I've heard about you," he said, as a knowing smirk spread across his face.
 
   "Yeah, from who?" I crossed my arms and glared at him. This ghost was getting my dander up, which was dangerous. Ghosts fed off of strong emotions. If I got pissed, he'd get stronger.
 
   "From Cruz." He sat down, stretching his legs out on the table. He removed his gloves, one finger at a time.
 
   "Cruz?" I shook the cobwebs out of my head. Cruz. That was Casper's real name. I started calling him Casper when I didn't know his name, and it sort of stuck. "Where did you see Cruz?"
 
   "The library," he said matter-of-factly.
 
   "The library," I snorted. "What library?"
 
   "The Rock. I would like a Gin Fizz please?" 
 
   The Rockefeller Library at Brown University. Of course. Once we executed Marcello, the serial witch-killing vampire that turned Cruz, the man, into Casper, the ghost, I visited Casper's mom. Casper was a smart kid with a promising future. He was going to Brown on a full scholarship to study anthropology with a minor in religion. His family was from Veracruz, like my mom's, and he came from a long line of curanderos — white witches or shamans. His mother was steeped in the art of witchcraft, so it was an interesting afternoon. At first she was upset that his spirit was hanging on, but I let Casper hop in my body to talk to her. Weird as it was, I think it gave her some relief. 
 
   So Casper was hanging out at the library with H.P. Lovecraft. When would my life stop shocking me? 
 
   Lovecraft snapped his fingers at me, jarring me out of my thoughts.
 
   "No, I will not get you a Gin Fizz," I said, rolling my eyes. 
 
   "This is a bar, isn't it?" he scoffed.
 
   "You can't drink. You're a ghost." 
 
   "Cruz said you'd say that."  He scowled at me. He was definitely a sour ghost. "Oh! Someone's coming! And you don't like him very much." A puff of air hit my face when Lovecraft disappeared into the wall.  
 
   The hair on the back of my neck stood at attention when I heard the door open. I didn't even have to turn around to know that it was Providence's very own demon mayor, Ami Bertrand, and his undead sidekick, my Uncle Tavio. 
 
   "Nina!" Tavio's thick Italian accent made his voice mellifluous. 
 
   "Oh crap! Here we go," Alfonso grumbled loudly from his stool at the bar with the shot of tequila he was sipping paused at his mouth. "This is no good."
 
   "Tavio. Mr. Mayor," I nodded a curt greeting at them, but my uncle had other ideas. He crossed the room towards me, arms extended. I ducked around him, leaving him to hug the air.
 
   "You look much better, Ms. Martinez." Bertrand's voice poured over me like silk, and I shivered. I saw him right after Frankie, Max and I took down Marcello. I looked like crap then, which was understandable since Marcello had nearly killed me.   
 
   "Yes, I’ve healed," I said, as I shrugged and climbed back to the other side of the bar, grateful for the thick slab of wood in between us. "Are you ordering anything? Or are you just popping around to annoy me?"
 
   Alfonso guffawed loudly and swallowed his tequila. Bertrand brushed the seat of the bar stool off with a handkerchief before sitting. He was impeccably dressed, as usual, in a slate grey Burberry wool trench coat and soft leather gloves. With close cropped silvering hair and vivid dark eyes, he was striking. A huge part of Bertrand’s success was owed to his model-handsome looks. He was the perfect politician. 
 
   I poured Al another shot and filled a second glass for myself. I was probably going to need it. "So what do you want, Tavio?"
 
   "Grappa, please," he said as he walked up and sat beside his boss.
 
   I sighed, reached for the Grappa and grumbled. "That's not what I meant." 
 
   Alfonso was muttering under his breath. He'd better not throw a spell at them. The last time he tried, it backfired. It sounded like he was only swearing. A lot.
 
   I poured out the Grappa and slammed it down in front of my uncle. He patted my hand gently. I pulled it away like his fingers were on fire.
 
   "I think I'll take a Gin Fizz," Bertrand said with a sly smile. "Use Bombay Sapphire, please."
 
   Anger welled up in the pit of my belly. Lovecraft was one of his? Of course. Did good old H.P. sell his soul for his success? He trusted the wrong demon.
 
   I wore my best poker face and pulled down the Bombay Sapphire gin from one of the upper shelves. We kept the crappy stuff within easy reach. Babe's was primarily a college bar, so there wasn't much demand for the pricy booze.
 
   In a tense silence, I measured out the gin, soda water, simple syrup and a splash of lime. I dropped a maraschino cherry into the concoction and slid it over to Bertrand. He took a sip and sighed, looking content with the drink.
 
   "Are you here to check on my cocktail-making skills? Or are you going to tell me what this is about?" 
 
   "We have someone coming into town, and we need you to keep a close eye on him." Bertrand savored the drink.
 
   "Yeah, well, I'm not a babysitter, so forget it," I said. I reached around and replaced the gin on the high shelf. As soon as I pulled my hand away, the bottle took off like a rocket across the room, smashing against the wall. I froze, staring at Bertrand. Good thing the bar was empty, save for Alfonso. He continued to sip his drink, only raising an eyebrow at the outburst.
 
   "This is not a request, Nina," he clarified. Fabulous.
 
   "I owe you nothing," I growled. "Consider your request denied. And you're paying for that bottle of gin. That was the expensive shit."
 
   "Sun is bright today, no?" Bertrand stirred the cherry in his glass by the stem. "I wonder where your vampire friend Frankie is this afternoon. Any ideas?"
 
   "Talk," I said through gritted teeth. Goddamn it. Frankie never asked for this daywalking ability, but that was the price he paid for getting a favor from Bertrand. Vampires may see it as a blessing to be able to walk in the sun, but this meant that Frankie's life was tied to Bertrand getting what he wanted. Double damn.
 
   "My son..." Tavio began, almost tearing up.
 
   "Wait, stop," I held up my hand. "You have a son?"
 
   He smiled very slightly, his fangs barely visible under his top lip. "Yes, I have a son."
 
   "Is he a vampire, like full-on?" I asked.
 
   Tavio gave a sad little nod. "Yes, for about two centuries now."
 
   "You probably know him. Or, I should say, know of him," Bertrand took over. "He is quite a famous musician. Have you heard of Killing Haley?"
 
   These guys had me knocking back shot number two, which I almost spit out when I heard the name of the band. "There's a rumor that the lead singer killed his girlfriend. That's how they got their name. There's truth to that?"
 
   Tavio just sighed and shook his head. "Matty couldn't have done it." He left it at that.
 
   I raised my eyebrows. "So he's a vampire. Why do you need me to babysit?"
 
   "We need you to keep an eye on the whole band. Things tend to get...out of hand when Killing Haley plays." 
 
   Bertrand pulled a thick manila envelope from inside his coat and dropped it on the bar, pushing it at me. I shot him a dirty look, but picked it up and emptied the contents. Sifting through them, I saw it was filled with news clippings about the band. Post-show riots outside the concert venues, fans trampled during performances, suicides by venue employees and plenty of unsolved murders. Every clipping had a picture of Matteo Purefoy, his porcelain white skin in direct contrast to dark eyes rimmed with kohl liner and blue-black hair teased out like a British New Wave artist from the century prior. His hypnotic eyes almost invited fan mayhem. 
 
   I tugged at my hair, considering Purefoy's Gothic good looks. Vampire. I'd have never guessed. Did he file his fangs? Of course, being an emo heartthrob meant he didn't smile much. Maybe that's why I never noticed.
 
   Darcy scurried in from the back room, finished wiring up the satellite radio. It was our attempt to bring Auntie Babe's bar into the 21st century. Her tools clattered to the floor when she saw Bertrand and Tavio calmly sipping their drinks at the bar.
 
   Collecting herself, she picked up her screwdriver, tucking it into her back pocket as she walked towards us. 
 
   "Killing Haley. I love them! I didn't know you listened to them too," she said when she saw the photos. Then she smiled, almost shyly, and gently ran her fingers over Purefoy's headshot that sat on the bar.
 
   I pushed the papers back at Bertrand and my uncle. "I don't."
 
   "Don't we have an agreement?" Bertrand pushed the pile back to me. "This may be useful."
 
   "Please, Nina. Please." The desperation in Tavio's voice piqued my interest. His boy was a vampire, two centuries old. He could take care of himself.
 
   "I'd have to check with Dr. O," I grumbled. "I am not a freelancer and have responsibilities...."
 
   "I'll talk to Lachlan." An easy smile spread over Bertrand's face. "As you see from the news stories, this absolutely falls within your purview. You just aren't showing up after the fact. For once."
 
   He let that simmer for a second. "Think of it as being proactive rather than reactive."
 
   In one elegant motion, he dropped a $100 bill on the bar, pulled on a pair of soft leather gloves and stood. "That should cover the bottle." 
 
   Tavio reached over and gave my hand a squeeze. "Thank you. You don't know how much this means..."
 
   I snatched my hand away from Tavio. Kicking my vampire speed into gear, I jumped over the bar and cut in front of the demon before he vanished out the door. "It means that Frankie won't fry. Right, Bertrand? If so, then we have a deal."
 
   The door to the bar opened so quickly it almost flew off its hinges, nearly taking Bertrand out in the process. A high-pitch voice squeaked out an enthusiastic, "Hi, it's Eva!" 
 
   Eva, the fourth member of our pathetic coven, pushed her ample behind through the door first. Plastic bags hung from every inch of her arms and she dragged a folding card table in after her, crashing it against the door as she blundered through. I cringed at the abuse to our poor doorframe. 
 
   "Hi, Eva. You're really early." I smiled at the hapless middle-aged woman huffing and puffing in front of me. 
 
   "Oh, I know. The shop was dead today. And I wanted a little company. Thank you, handsome." She winked at Alfonso, who got off his stool and helped with her packages. He yelped when she pinched him on the ass in thanks. 
 
   Her cheeks were flushed and her gray hair tumbled wildly over her shoulders. In her tie-dye caftan, she looked like a fortuneteller straight out of central casting. Eva ran a botanica in downtown Providence, right down the street from the Biltmore, the most haunted hotel since The Overlook captured our collective imaginations back in the 1970s. Eva was also a fraud, passing herself off as a witch and gypsy fortuneteller. She thought she had a good con going with her fake tarot skills, except that her skills weren't actually fraudulent. Eva did have "the gift," as my Auntie Babe called it. Eva just didn't know it. 
 
   By the time we met her, she was Marcello's human slave, procuring magic items that only witches could handle that he then spelled so he could use them to gain the strength to kill me. Poor Eva was a mess by the time we found her. 
 
   But Auntie Babe took her in, and Eva joined our motley witch’s coven: my aunt, a Haight-Ashbury throwback; Alfonso, a belligerent drunk; Eva, the fraudulent fortuneteller; and me, half-vampire and half-very reluctant witch. I suppose I could count Casper among our group as well. He usually hovered around and jumped into my body when I needed an assist. Honestly, I wouldn't be able to accomplish half the witch shit I attempted if Casper wasn't body surfing me.  
 
   Eva doddered to the back end of the bar to set up her table. She came with all the accouterments — wild scarves, incense and pillar candles. 
 
   I turned my attention back to Bertrand and Tavio. "When does the band get into town?"
 
   "Tonight." 
 
   I nodded. "If you want me on this job, my team works with me. No problems, right?"
 
   "We'll be in touch." Bertrand touched the tips of two fingers to his forehead and gave me a slight nod before sweeping out of the bar. 
 
   I slammed the door behind the two men, and then slumped against it. 
 
   I looked at Darcy. "What the fuck did I just get us into?" 
 
   She shrugged. "At least you have satellite radio?"
 
   "Yeah, and Babe's going to kick my ass for it when she gets back from Mexico." I stalked back to my station behind the bar. The sun was creeping down, and I had to get ready for the night crowd. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   "I can't believe that you just allowed that demon and that vampire to dictate the terms of this arrangement," Frankie said. He was livid, but mostly because Bertrand was right. If anything happened while Killing Haley was in town, we would clean up the fallout anyway. 
 
   "Come on, Frankie. Don't you think it may be cool to, you know, to actually prevent someone from getting ganked by some monster? We'd be ahead for once." 
 
   We were sitting at Babe's colonial style antique kitchen table. I was dousing my various blades with Holy Water and then polishing them to a shine. Dog, my Hell Hound familiar, let out a huge sigh, crawled under the table, and flopped down on my foot.  
 
   A familiar was a spirit animal matched to witches that assist in magic or simply keep watch over their masters. Dog was mine. She looked like an overgrown Rottweiler. 
 
   Frankie spent the past half-hour parading around the apartment, showing off the shockingly overpriced jeans he bought. He didn't sit down until he forced me to admit that they made his butt look cute. 
 
   I was housesitting while Babe was in Mexico visiting family. She said she needed a break from the cold. I missed my apartment, but I couldn't beat the commute to the bar, just down a flight of stairs. Darcy had taken over my loft, which was in an old factory building left to me by my parents. I had built Frankie a daylight free apartment in the basement, but now that he could daywalk, he spent a lot of time just crashing on the couch in Babe's living room. He claimed that it was because he didn't want to be around if Darcy, who was a banshee, started wailing. I didn't mind too much. The company was nice. And vampires don't snore.
 
   "Of course I can see the appeal," Frankie said with a sigh. "Stop. You are doing that wrong."
 
   He gingerly took the blade from my hand. "Since these are tucked up against your arms, only use the Holy Water on the outside part. Unless you enjoy chemical burns." His own fingers were quietly sizzling from handling the freshly coated metal. 
 
   "Nope, I like my blades doused. It doesn't really hurt, anyway. It's more like an itch, like an allergic reaction." After the Marcello battle, I wanted my gear fully loaded. It was worth a little discomfort. 
 
   "When you turn full vampire, you'll change your mind about that." He handed the blade back to me. "Did they blackmail you?"
 
   I shrugged. Yes, they did. But I didn't want to tell Frankie about it. As much as he was enjoying life in the sunshine, the threat of Bertrand taking it away — at any time — weighed heavily on him. Part of him would be happier still living in the dark. Hell, he was still up at 2 a.m. with me. It wasn't like he was waking up with the roosters.
 
   "You hear from Max today?" Frankie said, treading lightly. Max and I almost had a thing. But that was back when he was human and thought I was normal, too. When he learned the truth, he had almost forgiven me. But then Bertrand gave him the Berserker curse. Not my fault. I warned Max not to trade favors with a demon, and he did it anyway. It got him in the same predicament as Frankie.
 
   Men. They won't ask for directions, but they'll ask a demon for a favor.
 
   "Nope. I think he's still mad about last night," I said. I closed the Holy Water bottle tightly and carefully wrapped my blades into their black silk cloth. It was blessed, too, just for good measure, so the silk was hot against my skin. 
 
   "Sorry kiddo," Frankie said. He got up, rubbing me on my head as he walked past. "Are you sure my butt looks okay in these?"
 
   "Would you please shut up about your ass? God, Frankie! You spent a fortune on those things. Of course your ass looks hot!" 
 
   A little self-satisfied smile crept around his lips. "You think I'm hot?"
 
   "Don't make me throw my blades at you." I tucked them into their leather pouch and snuck another look at his rear end. That's when I noticed. His butt may look good, but he looked a bit gaunt. "Frankie, when was the last time you ate?"
 
   He went very still. "Yesterday. I think." 
 
   I groaned. "I swear this daywalking thing has you all screwed up! You are sleeping at night and forgetting to eat."
 
   And it was after 2 a.m. on a weekday. Rhode Island blue laws meant that the bars shut down at 1 a.m. Sunday through Thursday. Frankie's best window for feeding was between 11 p.m. and last call. He always found willing participants at the Goth-friendly club downtown, where humans played at vampirism. Some even sharpened their canines into fangs. Since Frankie knew how to control his feeding, and they were willing participants, there was nothing wrong with doing it. Of course, they had no idea they were doing it with a real vampire.
 
   I crossed my arms and gave him my best mother hen look. "Can you find someone this late?"
 
   He turned toward me and grinned, but his smile didn't reach his eyes. "Stop nagging at me, Nina. I know where to find food. I'll just go to the tunnel." 
 
   I screwed up my face in disgust. The tunnel was where the Goth kids went after hours. It was an abandoned train tunnel that ran under College Hill. Years ago, the city cemented over the entrance, but time, weather and the determination of drunk youth had chipped a hole in the concrete large enough to crawl through. Inside contained broken up train tracks, coal soot and rats’ nests in pitch-black corners. Dirty water — runoff from the drain pipes – leaked from the ceiling. It was gross.
 
   "You sure that's wise?" I stood and stretched, upending Dog from her comfy position on my foot. She gave me the stink eye. 
 
   "Why? Worried someone will kill me?" Frankie snorted, snarling a bit. Immortality sure makes vampires cocky.
 
   I sighed. "Come on, it's nasty down there. Crack pipes all over the dirty train tracks. It reeks of piss. It's just a bad element. And after what happened to those Beta-Vamps..."
 
   "I appreciate your concern." He smiled coolly. With his fangs flashing at me, it was clear that he was lying about his appreciation. 
 
   "Come on, Frankie," I argued. "I'm only being a pain in the ass because I care about you."
 
   "Of course," he said through gritted teeth. "I'm just hungry." 
 
   I shifted my weight awkwardly from foot to foot. "If you really need to eat...I mean, you know I trust you."
 
   Turning my back to him, I opened the fridge and pretended to look for something. 
 
   Frankie had never ever bitten me before our binding bite and hadn't since. But binding bites are very intimate. It can be like making love, or it can be like rape — again, all vampire-dependent. I barely remember it, since I was close to dropping dead, but I didn't recall anything unpleasant about the experience. Admittedly, this pushed our friendship into uncomfortable territory. 
 
   "I don't think we should, Nina," Frankie said quietly.
 
   I pulled out a bottle of black cherry soda and popped the top. "We survived the binding. I don't see why we can't deal with this like adults."
 
   For bindings that were willing — and there were more than a few of those — keeping the vampire sustained was simply a part of the partnership. 
 
   Frankie's blue eyes turned to vibrant cerulean, a sign that he was starting to vamp out. 
 
   A rush of his hunger washed over me. I gasped and staggered forward. My soda bottle dropped from my hand and crashed to the floor and shattered. I gripped the counter to keep myself upright. I had never felt his hunger before. The intensity was almost too much.
 
   "Frankie, please. I feel it." My voice was a hoarse whisper. 
 
   As quickly as it overwhelmed me, Frankie snapped it off. 
 
   "I appreciate the offer, Nina. Really, I do. But I can't," Frankie said quietly, bending down to pick up pieces of the broken bottle. 
 
   I watched him, still panting slightly from the overwhelming feeling of his hunger. His skin was more grey than pale. The six-foot vamp looked almost small as he wiped up the mess on the floor with a kitchen towel. 
 
   I kneeled down and touched his hand. "I felt you. You need to eat. So do it."
 
   I pulled my hair away from my neck and tilted my head. He traced the scar along my neck, a remnant from Marcello's attack. It sparked alive at his touch, burning slightly, as if the witch blade that did the damage still fought to destroy the vampire part of me.  Slipping his hand behind my neck, he dropped his head, his mouth inches away from the scar. 
 
   I caught my breath when his fangs gently brushed against the scar. My body responded to the memory of his first bite. Desire welled deep inside of me. A small moan escaped from my lips as my body anticipated the rush of his fangs sinking into my skin.
 
   "No, Love." Frankie's voice was soft, almost a whisper. His breath gently swept over the scar, sending small tremors through my body. "I will not do this to you again."
 
   I pulled away from him with a mix of both relief and disappointment.
 
   He sighed. "I should go now."
 
   "Yeah," I agreed. "I think you should."
 
   Frankie got to his feet and gave me a small smile. I waved at him from my spot on the kitchen floor, my legs still too weak to get up just yet. I had never felt such an intense craving like that before. I had never been with a vampire before, and that bite promised some awfully hot sex. That this overwhelming desire was for Frankie made it all the more confusing. I really needed a cold shower.
 
   Frankie opened the kitchen door and started down the stairs to the bar. Dog bolted down the steps as well, nearly knocking Frankie over. She was after Cookie Puss, our bar cat and my aunt's familiar. 
 
   Yup, a Hell Hound and a cat familiar under the same roof.  Can you imagine what the past few weeks were like since I began housesitting? Multiply that by 100. 
 
   I got up on shaky legs and took off after the Hell Hound. I was about halfway down when I heard the cat screech, Dog yelp and glass shatter.
 
   Between my haste and my jelly legs, I lost my footing and went ass first down the rest of the staircase, landing at the foot with a thud. A chastened Dog panted in front of me, the cat's liberated claw sheath stuck in the center of Dog's head like a third eye. Cookie Puss was perched on one of the top shelves above the bar, hissing. Miraculously, she avoided breaking the dusty cobalt bottles on her scamper up the shelving. Based on the pungent smell, a bottle of whiskey was responsible for the smash. And if my nose was right, it was the cheap stuff. That was a relief. Those blue bottles weren't labeled. Some contained Babe's famous homemade moonshine — saved only for special occasions and our favorite regulars. But the others, particularly on the upper shelves, contained unfamiliar witch brews. Only Auntie Babe could recognize the potions in those bottles.
 
   From behind, Frankie looped his hands under my arms and pulled me up to my feet. I could feel his body shaking with the laugh he was trying to suppress. Guess watching me klutz my way down the stairs was enough to douse any lingering feelings of desire for me. 
 
   "Oh for fuck’s sake, just get it over with," I muttered, dusting the grit from the floor off my behind. That did it, and Frankie roared, laughing so hard that actual tears started leaking out the corner of his eyes. 
 
   I marched to the front door, unbolted the lock and swung it open. "Out!" I tapped my foot and stared at Frankie, who was still laughing as he inched his way past me.  He stopped suddenly to envelop me in a hug, dropping a kiss on the top of my head. Before I could respond, he disappeared in the pitch-black street, leaving me to lock up behind him. 
 
   A cold whisper of air touched my neck as I closed the door after him. Cookie Puss, still perched on the top shelves above the bar, hissed in my direction. This time Dog growled back, her hair on end. 
 
   "Casper?" I called, squinting in front of me. I hoped it was him and not that pain in the ass Lovecraft. So far, I wasn't impressed with my celebrity ghost encounter.
 
   I felt the air pressure hit around me, and then the awful sensation of ice-cold slime encased my body. I shuddered as Casper slipped into my shell, his voice booming his usual "Wassup, Vampire" greeting. 
 
   "You want to know wassup? Wassup with sending that stooge Lovecraft in here earlier? Do you know who he works for?" I demanded. 
 
   I felt Casper shrug, my own shoulders spazzing up and down as he attempted to make the movement. "Oh my god! Use your words, not my body!" 
 
   Casper's voice echoed through my head, and I pressed my fingers to my temples, as if I could push away the migraine that appeared when he jumped into my body and proceeded to speak, his voice booming through my head. "Yeah, I know who he hangs with. Why do you think I asked him to come?"
 
   "I want nothing to do with Bertrand or his lackeys," I said, raising my voice above his chatter booming through my brain.
 
   "Nina, you stubborn vampire, Bertrand just thinks Lovecraft's on his payroll," Casper said, as his exasperation seeped into my body, making me twitchy. 
 
   "What do you mean?" 
 
   "He's going to spy for us!" My chest expanded as he puffed up with pride.
 
   I leaned against the door and took a deep breath in. I often had to remind myself that Casper was 18 when he died. He was still just a kid. And what teenage boy doesn't want to be James Bond? I had to give Casper a little room to do things on his own, but dammit, Bertrand was dangerous.
 
   "Do you trust him? Lovecraft really rubbed me the wrong way."
 
   "Yeah, I thought he would." The corners of my mouth tugged up as Casper smiled. "He's famous, Nina, so he's kind of all 'Don't you know who I am.' And I knew that shit would drive you cray-cray."
 
   "So you're hanging around with Bertrand's associate to annoy me?"
 
   "No!" Casper's exasperation made him fidgety, and it was all I could do to keep from dancing around the bar. "Check it out, Nina. He was trapped in The Rock but I helped him get out! He owes me."
 
   "Did it occur to you that maybe he was trapped there for a reason? Maybe he's like the Biltmore ghosts?"
 
   The Biltmore Hotel ghosts were downright dangerous. Luckily they were contained in the old, rotting building.
 
   "Nah, he's temperamental and all, but he's famous. He's kind of allowed to be."
 
   "Good god, Casper. You're starstruck!"
 
   "He's Lovecraft. Come on! Aren't you?"
 
   "The spook that I met was inconsiderate, rude and demanding, so no. Not starstruck."
 
   My shoulders heaved up again as Casper shrugged. "This is beside the point, Nina. The point is...Bertrand tied him to the library just like he's tied those other spirits to the Biltmore. H.P. wanted his freedom and I helped him with that. He owes me, and he hates Bertrand."
 
   "And won't Bertrand find out?"
 
   "No, we agreed he sticks around the library. He can leave, but not for long. So he doesn't attract suspicion."
 
   "Okay, fine. But what can he do for us?"
 
   "Not sure yet, but come on, Nina! We have a ghost on the inside!"
 
   "Yeah, a malevolent celebrity spirit at that," I grumbled. "Okay, we'll try it your way. But you keep a very close eye on him. I'm not joking. And if I get one whiff of crappy intel, I will send Father Dougherty to exorcise him. Got it?"
 
   My head bobbed up and down as Casper nodded. 
 
   "Words, please," I said. "Use. Your. Words."
 
   I secured the top bolt on the front door and headed toward the supply closet next to the stairs to grab a broom to clean up the broken whiskey bottle. I made it about halfway when the pounding started. Dog, who was snoozing by door, jumped up to attention. A low growl began to rise from her throat. The pounding grew faster, more intense. The door vibrated with each slam, hinges rattling at each impact. I ran to the door, and braced my body against it. I stood on my toes to look out the small grouping of windows at the top of the door.
 
   Frantic eyes stared back at me through the small panes of glass. His face was smeared with dirt, and blood dripped from his small, deformed fangs.  Another sick Beta-Vamp. 
 
   His pounding escalated in intensity. He threw his body against the door, crying out when he made impact. Then he stood back and did it again. And again. And again. Like a methed-out human, he felt no pain and just kept on coming. I stared at the bolt lock, straining to hold the door closed. Shit. He was pounding the lock right off the door, and there was no way I could fight off a rabid Beta-Vamp without getting infected. 
 
   "¡Santa mierda!" Casper's voice ricocheted around my skull, reminding me that he was still with me. Maybe there was a witchy way out of this.
 
   "Casper...this vamp can't come near me. I think I need a spell. Can you give me a spell?"
 
   "Yeah, I think so. You gotta let me take over though."
 
   "Okay, I think I can do that!" I was holding the bolt lock in place. As soon as I moved my fingers, we had maybe a minute until it went flying off the door.
 
   I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and relinquished my body to the ghost. Stumbling away from the door, Casper began to chant, except it was my lips forming the words and my voice calmly reciting the unfamiliar Latin. The door exploded off the hinges, and the Beta-Vamp burst into the bar. He released a guttural moan as he eyeballed me. He opened his mouth in a humorless smile as a steady drip of blood flowed down to the floor. He powered towards me.
 
   Casper raised my arms, and my hands began the elegant dance that weaved the spell. I felt Casper's formidable curandero power mingle with my own neophyte abilities. As the magic flowed out of me, I lost myself in its energy. 
 
   Whatever Casper was doing was slowing down the vampire, but it wasn't stopping him. Like walking through a knee-deep river of molasses, the Beta-Vamp's grunts got louder from exertion, but he was still moving forward. My voice pitched higher as Casper pushed the words out faster. Dog, her barking loud and fierce, jumped in between me and the menacing Beta. 
 
   With a howl, the Beta stopped suddenly, his eyes wide and filled with panic. He dropped to his knees and lifted his arms to me, whimpering. His body began to shake violently. 
 
   I leaned in towards him slightly, careful not to get within splatter range.
 
   "Help us. Please. Help us." A wet sound was at the back of his throat. We didn't have a lot of time to get out of there. He was going to blow.
 
   "Casper, back off!" I yelled.
 
   We had to get out of the bar before the blood started to projectile all over me, and I needed my vampire speed. Casper released his hold on me without argument. I grabbed Dog by the scruff of her neck. Pulling her with me, I raced to the open door that lead to the apartment. 
 
   I gave the cursed Beta-Vampire a fleeting glance. The look of utter fear and desperation on his face was haunting. I slammed the door safely behind us just in time. A rush of wet, sticky blood hit the door with extraordinary force. Shaking, I dropped onto the third step and cradled my head in my hands.
 
   With a shaky breath, I collected myself, then pulled my cell phone out of my back pocket. "Call Dr. O," I muttered into the phone. In a few seconds, it started ringing.
 
   "Yeah, Nina?" Max's voice was on the other end.
 
   "Um, hi," I was startled. I was expecting Dr. O's lilting Irish brogue, and ended up with Max's California inflection. "I need to talk to the Doc. It's a 911."
 
   "Can you talk to me about it? He's a little busy at the moment," Max's voice faltered.
 
   "A Beta-Vamp stormed Babe's, and there's a huge mess of dirty blood all over the bar. I need The Cleaner." I scooted my butt up to the next step, putting a bit more distance between me and the mess of fluid coagulating behind the door. 
 
   "Are you okay? Where are you?" His voice was edged with concern. 
 
   "I am fine, just a little...you know. Grossed out." I shuddered. "I'm in the stairwell going up to the apartment. I have no idea how bad it is behind this door."
 
   "Where the hell are these whack jobs coming from?"
 
   "Not whack jobs," I reminded him. "They are Beta-Vamps who hooked into a bad blood supply."
 
   "Okay, since you can't go into the bar, I'll bring The Cleaner over." His breath picked up, like he was on the move.
 
   "Any idea how long?" After the wild ride at the Superman Building, and working all the next day and into the night, plus the visit from our demon mayor, I really wanted to get some sleep. Of course, that wasn't looking terribly promising at the moment.
 
   "I can be there in 20, but it all depends on The Cleaner." The noise behind him shifted, and I heard wind blow across the mouthpiece. He was on his way.
 
   "Right, hurry her if you can." I realized I asked something impossible. You don't hurry The Cleaner.
 
   Max snorted. He learned quickly.
 
   "I'll call when we get there." I could hear him chuckling. "Wait up in the apartment. And for god's sake, Nina, whatever you do, do not go into the bar."
 
   "You think?" I said sarcastically, but the phone cut out. 
 
   It was odd that Max was dealing with The Cleaner, but at least someone knew how to get a hold of her if Dr. O wasn't available. I had a feeling we'd be calling her a lot until we found the source of contamination.
 
   I got to my feet and climbed backwards up the stairs, my eyes steady on the door to the bar. I didn't quite trust that another sick Beta-Vamp wouldn't try to burst through. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   I knew they’d arrived before Max knocked. The smell of The Cleaner's cigarette leeched into my apartment several minutes before Max drummed on the door. I sprayed a homemade air freshener — some lemongrass concoction made by Babe — and hollered, "Only those without a cigarette dangling from their mouth can come in!" 
 
   Max cracked open the door at the exact moment I spritzed around it to kill the tobacco smell, and I hit him with the full force of the spray. 
 
   "You're welcome," he sputtered, wiping off his face with the bottom of his untucked shirt. Rumpled, unshaven and with dark circles under his eyes, Max looked like I felt. Like shit.
 
   "Sorry." I put the spray bottle down and pulled him into the kitchen, closing the door behind him. "But damn that cigarette reeks."
 
   Max slumped into a kitchen chair. "I had to drive her here, and she said it was too cold to open the windows."
 
   "Why didn't you tell her to put the damn thing out?"
 
   He looked defeated. "I did."
 
   "What happened?"
 
   He pointed to his left eye. I dipped my head closer to examine it and saw the start of a really nice shiner. I snorted and opened the second door, which lead outside, to air out the cigarette smell. Then I flopped onto the chair next to him.
 
   He shrugged. "Dr. O warned me not to make her angry." 
 
   "Thanks for bringing her out." I gave him a small smile. "When was the last time you ate? I can make you eggs."
 
   "Eggs? The last time we had eggs together..." He returned my smile with a crooked one.
 
   "...your life went completely ass over kettle. Sorry. Again." I dropped my forehead onto the table. Babe made her famous omelets while Dr. O and I dropped a bombshell on Max. We told him supernatural creatures were real. And I was one of them. Life as he knew it ended the first time he ate eggs with me. 
 
   "It's okay, Nina." He rubbed the back of my head reassuringly, not unlike when I pet Dog. "Life just got more interesting."
 
   "No shit," I sighed, raising my head back up. "And now you are a double agent and getting zero sleep."
 
   "You don't look exactly well rested yourself."
 
   True. But he looked entirely more exhausted than me. Of course, being part-vampire meant I handled the nocturnal hours better than most. 
 
   "How's it going over at FBI HQ anyway?" 
 
   I hoped this would be a lighter topic, but his face clouded over. I shifted slightly away from him, not knowing what to expect. Since he turned into a Berserker, his temper flared hot and fast. A sadness came over him when he noticed me putting some distance between us.
 
   "They are sending me to anger management," he said glumly.
 
   Maybe it was the lack of sleep, or maybe it was the tension between us after our attempt at a relationship crashed and burned, but I burst out laughing. I couldn't help myself. It was just...funny. 
 
   "Sorry," I said. I held out my hand towards him and shook my head. "It's just...I just...a Berserker, in anger management!" I stopped laughing as quickly as I started. "Maybe that's not such a bad idea."
 
   "You're kidding, right?" He balled up his fists and squeezed, like there was an imaginary stress ball in there.
 
   "Honestly, Max, you have to learn to control this anyway. We'll be screwed if you Hulk out in the wrong place. Say, like, in front of the FBI. If you can control the rage, and turn only when you need to, it would be a whole lot safer."
 
   "Maybe it's time the world knew the truth," he said quietly, staring at his balled up fists.
 
   "You're joking, right?"
 
   "No, I'm not. If we are in a position to help people, if we can warn people that their nightmares are real, can't they better protect themselves?" he said, growing emphatic.
 
    
 
   "Max, that would be Armageddon. The only one to benefit would probably be Bertrand, because demons like him know how to play both sides. Trust me. It would not be good."
 
   "And how do you know?" he pushed. "Have you ever tried?"
 
   "Yes, with you. And look at how well that turned out." My voice was edged with sarcasm.
 
   I pushed my chair back with a fair amount of force and stood abruptly. Max's anger when I came clean about Blood Ops was still raw in my memory. He was confused and angry, but he went running to Bertrand, setting forward the chain of events that may have brought down my would-be assassin, but at a pretty high cost. He became one of us. 
 
   Grabbing two cold bottles of black cherry soda from the fridge, I tossed one to Max, who grabbed it one-handed.
 
   "I understand your position," he started slowly. "But—"
 
   "Sorry, Max," I interrupted quickly. "There are no qualifiers for this one. There would be riots. Chaos. I am pretty sure there would be lynchings. The badass supernaturals would come out of hiding hell bent on destruction. And the humans would probably be worse. Maybe we should pay a visit to Salem this weekend? I suspect political correctness would be thrown right out the window. No one would think twice about burning a witch again."
 
   I drummed my fingers on the side of my soda bottle, wondering if Max had lost his mind. The idea of outing the entire supernatural community was preposterous.
 
   Max's cell phone interrupted our uncomfortable silence. 
 
   "Agent Deveroux," he grumbled, pulling it to his ear. His face clouded over again. "Yeah, she's with me right now. Why?" 
 
   I looked at him, puzzled. His stern expression broke and he grinned almost in spite of himself. "What if she refuses? Okay, I will let her know. No, thank you, Mayor."
 
   I slumped back into my seat. 
 
   "What did he want?" I grumbled. Bertrand was never good news.
 
   "Did you block his numbers?" Max's blue eyes twinkled a bit, his mouth tugging up at the corners.
 
   I shrugged and he burst out laughing, easing the tension between us.
 
   "He is the mayor, Nina," he said once he composed himself.
 
   I took a long swig from my bottle of soda. "I didn't vote for him. What did he want?"
 
   "He wants you to go to his Biltmore suite to meet Tavio's son? I didn't know Tavio had a son."
 
   "Long story," I said. "When?" 
 
   He looked at his watch. "In about three hours."
 
   "Oh come on!" I barked at no one in particular.
 
   Max shook his head. "Sorry. He wants Frankie there, too, if that helps."
 
   "Why would he want Frankie there?" Bertrand didn't have much use for vampires other than my Uncle Tavio, and apparently me. Inviting Frankie to the party was highly suspect. 
 
   Just then, the text message alert went off. I got up and grabbed my phone from the kitchen counter. It was Frankie. 
 
   We r summoned 2 Bertrand's at 6am. R we blowing it off?
 
   His text made me smile. He was back to his old self. 
 
   I really wanted to blow this off, but with Frankie's ability to daywalk controlled by Bertrand, we were in a really sticky situation. I didn't trust that the demon magic didn't come without strings.
 
   We're going. I typed back to him. Meet at 5:30 at Babe's.
 
   OK, sweet dreams. xo
 
   Dammit, this demon was a manipulative pain in the ass.
 
   "So what's this about? Anything the rest of us should know about?"
 
   I looked at Max out of the corner of my eye. The "team" was always Frankie and me. Dr. O, like a true Druid, was there for us as advisor, planner and sage. Darcy was our tactical support. Babe was...well, I thought Babe was kind of like Team Mom, but it turned out that she was much more than that. She was the unofficial witch on the team, doing a lot more behind the scenes than I imagined.
 
   But stuff like this...meeting informants, chasing down baddies, ferreting out leads — the day-to-day grind of being supernatural hunters — these were things that Frankie and I did as partners, without really talking it through with anyone else. Not while we were in the thick of it, at least. Like, if we weren't going in wired, we didn't need to wake Darcy up. 
 
   Now, with Max, things were different, and we weren't used to working this way. Frankie and I had fallen into a rhythm. Even before the binding, I almost knew what Frankie's thoughts were before he did. That's just how it was between two people who worked closely at a maximum intensity job. Max turned our twosome into a threesome, and it was kind of weird. 
 
   We couldn't quite find the groove for the three of us, especially since there was unresolved history between Max and me. And, according to Darcy, Frankie had his own unresolved feelings for me. So the whole thing was super-awkward. I am not big on expressing emotions, so it was way more comfortable for me to bury my head in the sand than confront it head-on. 
 
   "Bertrand and Tavio," I shuddered in disgust as I said their names. "Tavio's son is in this sort-of famous band, and they have these problems with riots and murder and general mayhem when the band rolls into town. And they are rolling into Providence this morning."
 
   The manila envelope Tavio left with me was in the center of the table. I slid it over to Max. 
 
   He pulled out the bundle of news clippings and studied them for a minute. "Looks like something for Providence PD, or a private security detail. You are neither."
 
   I cringed at his use of the word "you." He still didn't feel like he was part of the team, and the fault for that lay squarely on my and Frankie's shoulders.
 
   "That's what I said. But apparently these riots have a supernatural origin."
 
   "Okay, so like the marauders?"
 
   "Sort of. Imagine that magnified by a thousand. This band plays to capacity crowds every night."
 
   "There's no guarantee that it will happen here." Max's skepticism almost rivaled my own. 
 
   "Something is already happening here. Bertrand suggested we get out ahead of it," I said. "And since Frankie likes walking around during daylight hours, I think we have to comply."
 
   He shuffled through the papers. "These cities — Chicago, San Francisco, Austin, Miami — these cities have not had any supernatural takeovers, right? I'd be more convinced if this happened in Detroit."
 
   "I agree," I said. "But Detroit was the first leg of the tour. Maybe they picked up whatever it is there, and it's following them."
 
   Max puzzled over that for a minute. "What do you know about Detroit?"
 
   "When the humans moved out, the monsters moved in," I said. "The explanation's pretty simple."
 
   He smiled, the delicate skin around his blue eyes crinkling good-naturedly. It was a look I had not seen enough of since Bertrand turned him Berserker. "There is elegance in simplicity, but I need a little more info. Is there one dominant supernatural...thing...in Detroit? Or is it a melting pot of crazy?"
 
   Even though Max was a novice at the supernatural stuff, he was a great cop, and even his simple investigative skills enhanced what we did tremendously. Frankie and I, being born monsters (part-monster, in my case), were drawn to action. We didn't spend a lot of time asking questions, investigating. We just kicked a lot of ass. Max brought a little more finesse to the operation.
 
   "Detroit started the way they always start. Poltergeists come first, followed by vampires, maybe were-animals of some sort, depending on the location. Eventually the demons show up. That's when you're screwed. Demons are near impossible to remove."
 
   "What about the witches?"
 
   "What about them?" I shrugged. "Witches are everywhere. They aren't drawn to places when supernatural stuff goes off. In fact, they prefer the company of humans. Unless you're into voodoo. Voodoo practitioners don't mind hanging with the ghosts."
 
   "What happened here then? Is there enough of an infestation to bring Bertrand and his kind here?"
 
   I sipped my soda, considering that for a minute. "I hadn't really thought about it, to be honest. But no, it's not like that here. The poltergeists are definitely here, but they are concentrated in one area."
 
   "The Biltmore Hotel?" he asked.
 
   "Well, mostly concentrated in one area," I clarified, thinking about Lovecraft, who moved unencumbered around the East Side.
 
   "So why is Bertrand here?"
 
   "Good question," I muttered. "You gonna ask him the next time you see him?"
 
   Max snorted. "I don't think so."
 
   I grinned back. "Me neither." 
 
   This was nice, easy. Forgetting myself, I sighed audibly, relaxing into our conversation. It was like this between us, before all hell broke loose. Nice. Comfortable. I stared down at Max’s hands and almost willed them to reach out and grab mine.
 
   "So, I wanted to talk to you and Dr. O about last night's evidence plant. And arson." And just like that, I was jarred out of my fantasy.
 
   "There's nothing to say. We do it to keep our secret," I bristled, sitting up stiffly in my chair.
 
   "It's illegal, Nina." His voice was stern, matter-of-fact, like a father scolding his child. Or like a really self-righteous, inflexible cop. My face flushed with anger.
 
   "I will not apologize for making sure we stay underground. The goddam world would end if we were discovered. It's better this way."
 
   "It's a miscarriage of justice."
 
   "Seriously?" I rolled my eyes. "This isn't Law & Order, my friend. This is real life, which can get real ugly real quick. Whose side are you on, anyway?"
 
   "This isn't about sides!" Max said. His left eye started to twitch as his voice raised a measure. "This is about illegally planting evidence. This is about arson. This is about making those people appear guilty of a crime they did not commit. Not only that. They were clearly the victims!"
 
   I slammed my fist on the table, and my soda bottle overturned. Black cherry soda streamed across the table and onto the floor. Dog was up like a shot, happily lapping it up. 
 
   "This is about survival, Max." I grabbed the paper towels, and Dog growled lightly as I cleaned up the puddle. "My survival, Frankie's survival, Darcy's survival, and now your survival. So don't pull this crap on me. If we were discovered, there would be a lynch mob. And don't you think for a second that the witches and demons won't be leading them straight for us. They can pass for human, and history taught us that they always turn on the ones who can't. Your kind included. Why do you think you’re the only Berserker left?"
 
   His face turned red and twisted. I held my breath, hoping he didn't Berserker out on me. 
 
   "Well, I don't like it," he said quietly.
 
   I tossed the soggy paper towels into the trash. "I'm not asking you to like it. But you have to accept that it's the way we do things. We don't have a choice."
 
   "I'll see if Dora is almost finished so we can get out of your hair. Do you want to plant drugs on this one? I assume that you don't want her to burn down the place."
 
   I seethed. "All she needs to do is clean. He's a missing person now."
 
   "With a family that loves him and that is worried about him."
 
   "He's a vampire, Max. He has no family." 
 
   "You don't know that," he countered.
 
   "We're monsters, Max. Family tends to walk away from that sort of thing."
 
   "Yours didn't," he pointed out.
 
   "I'm not dead yet. When I turn, my relationship with Babe will change."
 
   "Bullshit."
 
   I shrugged. "You have a lot to learn before you can begin to understand."
 
   "How am I supposed to learn? You aren't exactly giving me lessons." He looked genuinely hurt. 
 
   I yanked open the door to the stairs that lead down to the bar. A blue puff of The Cleaner's cigarette smoke wafted into the apartment, and Max stomped angrily down the stairs. 
 
   "Stop thinking like a human. Maybe then you'll learn something!" I yelled after him before slamming the door. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   It was six in the damn morning. After the events of the past two nights, I was a sleep-deprived grump. So Ami Bertrand and his henchman, my Uncle Tavio, were the last fools on this earth that I wanted to see for a breakfast "meeting." But here I was, Frankie by my side, staring at the brass revolving doors in front of the Biltmore, Providence's peculiar hotel. 
 
   Once the elegant reflection of Providence's glory days as a manufacturing hub, the hotel, like the rest of the city, had fallen into extreme disrepair. To pay the bills, the hotel's owners had turned some floors into de facto single-room occupancies, a slightly upscale version of a flophouse. As the city floundered, the hopelessness of the Biltmore's guests — sad-sack businessmen, over-the-hill hookers, drug kingpins and their addled clientele and the poor lone tourist who relied on out-of-date AAA tour books — festered. With all that bad juju, the Biltmore became a magnet for supernatural entities. Now, the place was infested.
 
   Most humans only felt a strange and uncomfortable sadness weighing on them when they entered the place. And apart from the weird poltergeist-y happenings — the sort of haunted house stuff like ashtrays flying across the room or lights flickering — most only felt the crushing blow of depression, which led to a number of suicides. Given my particular "gift," as it were, I not only saw dead people, I also interacted with them. Hell, a few months ago, a gang of restless spirits full out attacked me as I walked down one of the hotel's hallways. 
 
   The best way for me to get through the Biltmore was to have Casper as my shield. If he possessed my body, no other ghost could get in. But the effect of the last ghost attack on us left him dangerously damaged, with his ethereal flesh melted off parts of his body. Fighting these particular beasties turned him into ghost goo. Bits of his ghost form where still missing. That's how we learned ghosts didn't heal. 
 
   So where the Biltmore was concerned, I needed to fly solo. The place gave me the heebie-jeebies.
 
   I pulled my aunt's talisman from my back pocket and palmed it. Without Casper, this would have to do. Nodding at Frankie, I muttered an incantation as we moved through the revolving doors. 
 
   "Don't worry, you've got this," Frankie mumbled under his breath. I wasn't sure if that was to reassure me, or him. At least he was walking into this healthier than last night. His cheeks had a bit of color again.
 
   As a pair of supernats, Frankie and I were not only ghost magnets, but we also made them completely rabid. Hence, the attacks. The talisman was supposed to keep the ghosts from coming after us. I just hoped I got it right. I didn't exactly take to this witch stuff like a fish to water. I was a way better vampire.
 
   The air in the hotel was stagnant. The odor of old gin and stale cigarettes clung to the stained walls and threadbare carpet. It mingled with the stench of fresh vomit. Max lived here for several weeks when he first arrived in Providence. I don't know how he could stand it. 
 
   I gagged slightly, mucking up the incantation just enough to catch the backdraft of a malevolent spirit. But Bertrand's bellboy was at the ready and pushed the poltergeist away.
 
   Not that the bellboy was much of a tradeoff. Also a ghost, his brains were perpetually oozing out of the back of his head, where he was shot gangland style in the 1930s. He motioned for us to follow him up the stairs. My stomach flipped a bit as leaking brains plopped rhythmically onto the carpet. I wondered why he never seemed to run out of them. 
 
   We climbed to the second landing, and the ghost held open a large white door, motioning at us to move through. "He's in the office. Please go right in."
 
   My ears popped when I stepped over the threshold and entered the hallway. The air changed to clean smelling and climate-controlled comfortable. I filled my lungs with the fresh oxygen, but still felt like I needed a scalding hot shower to scrub the dank hotel smog off my body.  Even Frankie looked relieved to be away from the hotel's grotesquerie. 
 
   Bertrand, of course, had the cleaned-up wing of the hotel. There were no spirits haunting his section, and the place had recently went through a pristine renovation. The hallway was stark white, with the mold accents painted in gold. The thick white carpet was shockingly spotless, so I scuffed my dirty boots deeper into the plush. Glancing back, I saw the dirt I tracked in disappear into the thick wool. Demon magic was even better than a maid.
 
   We stopped at a closed door about halfway down the hallway. I turned the cut crystal knob and we walked into a circular anteroom that led into Bertrand's office. There was an overly muscled goon standing guard — he was bursting out of his suit jacket, and his neck was just way too thick to even entertain the idea of a tie. An Uzi machine gun was strapped around his expansive chest.
 
   "Bertrand needs a doorman?" Frankie snarked, his mouth caught somewhere between and laugh and a sneer. 
 
   "That's Mayor Bertrand to you, Fanger," the guard said. His gravelly voice and black, menacing eyes screamed demon. He shoved Frankie against the wall and patted him down with more than a little gusto, causing Frankie to fang out a bit. He simply asked me to remove my jacket, with an apology at that, probably because Tavio didn't want me manhandled. 
 
   It was stupid for Tavio and Bertrand to trust me, but I wasn't carrying anyway. What good were my weapons against a demon? And anything more than a cross would probably set off some sort of Mephistophelean alarm system. I bet Bertrand was hooked up with some crazy demon tech. I made a mental note to ask Darcy if demon tech even existed.
 
   The super-sized demon pushed open the door to Bertrand's office, and Frankie and I pressed into the sleek, Zen-inspired room. The lush cherry wood office furniture mixed sublimely with muted moss green and sandy beige, hints of forest and ocean. Directly in front of me, the sleepy city of Providence was slowly awakening, with lights flickering on along College Hill and city buses and garbage trucks kicking off their routes. Since I was last here, Bertrand had added a waterfall along the opposite wall. The sound of the cascading water should have been soothing, but it only made me feel like I had to pee. Great.
 
   The smell of really good coffee and bacon perked me up. My eyes darted around the room, looking for the source of the deliciousness. 
 
   Bertrand was behind his enormous desk, with Tavio sitting in his usual spot across from him, a marked up Daily Racing Form opened in front of him. A shockingly pale woman, her hair in long black dreadlocks, reclined on Bertrand's couch. She wore skintight black pleather pants and a tank top that was two sizes too small, cleavage spilling out. Her lazy eyes were rimmed with kohl liner, and her lips were painted garish red. They were slightly smeared, like she was at the tail end of a really good night out. 
 
   I hoped I wasn't related to her, too.
 
   No bacon or coffee was anywhere to be found. I seethed silently at its absence. Maybe being a coffee-deprived grump would work in my favor. 
 
   Tavio, of course, was the first on his feet, crossing the room with vampire speed that was completely at odds with his stocky, old-man appearance. He rushed at me, arms outstretched, playing the ever-loving uncle. I swiftly lifted my hand in the internationally understood back-off signal, and he came to a dead stop. 
 
   "We are not that kind of family," I growled. 
 
   Keeping his distance, he nonetheless grinned and gestured us into the room. "Please, come in. Meet your cousin."
 
   A slight young man, hidden from behind the languid woman on the couch, shot up, his jet-black, Morrissey-style emo hair spiked in twenty different directions. He rubbed sleep from his violet eyes, and glanced out the window. 
 
   "Is it time to go underground?" he croaked.
 
   "Matteo, no, not yet," Tavio said. He looked slightly annoyed. "Your cousin, Nina, is here. Remember? You were going to meet her this morning."
 
   "Underground? Why don't you do a little of your demonic mumbo jumbo so the poor man can daywalk?" Frankie asked, puzzled. 
 
   "Did you speak, vampire?" Bertrand drawled from behind his desk, his hands steepled under his strong chin.
 
    My face flared and I glared at Bertrand. Demons considered vampires beneath them. Truthfully, they considered everyone beneath them.
 
   I crossed my arms and scowled. "Frankie's got a very good point. Why didn't you jack him up with your demon mojo like Frankie and Tavio?"
 
   Bertrand flashed a small, cold smile. "That's not for me to say."
 
   Matteo yawned and gave a small wave and a broad smile, barely exposing his fangs. "Okay, hey, what's up? You're Nina? Yeah, hey, I don't wanna daywalk."
 
   He sounded more like a stoner than a vampire. His accent was pure Chicago Midwest without a trace of the Italian that thickened his father's speech. I uncrossed my arms and stepped a bit closer, squinting to get a better look at him, fascinated by his ability to smile without flashing full-on fangs. Could he be...? No, no way.
 
   Frankie's arm shot out in front of me, stopping me from moving any further forward. He shook his head slightly in their direction and mouthed "Beta" at me, and then shrugged. Guess Frankie didn't want to embarrass him.
 
   I turned my focus away from Matteo's teeth to the broader scene on the couch. The woman in front of him sat bolt upright, her arms extended, effectively blocking Matteo from the rest of the room. I noticed she had a rattlesnake tattooed around her chest and back. The snake's tail ended on her neck. A slight rattle sound seemed to emanate from it as it shivered with vibration. That's when I noticed her eyes turn black.
 
   My fangs pushed through my gums, and I curled my lips just enough to show them off. The rattle was a threat, and a bold one at that. I didn't like her. 
 
   "Whoa, ladies, relax," Matteo flopped back on the couch behind the snake charmer and rubbed her back. "You got a smoke, babe?" 
 
   "Are you security?" I eyed the woman up and down, flashing my fangs through my sneer. 
 
   She turned, placed a cigarette into Matteo’s mouth and lit it by blowing gently on it, a self-satisfied smile on her face as she reclined back on the couch again.
 
   "Who's the freaky demon girlfriend, Bertrand?" I asked our demonic mayor, who grinned from behind the safety of his expensive cherry wood desk, clearly enjoying the show. At least Tavio had the good taste to look slightly mortified.
 
   "There is only one demon in here, Ms. Martinez," Bertrand said, his mellifluous voice sliding around the room. It eased listeners into a kind of agreeable stupor. I ground my teeth to get his vocal notes out of my head
 
   I jerked my thumb towards the woman on the couch, who was now writhing suggestively in Frankie's direction. "So, you're saying that's not a demon?"
 
   "Me? A demon?" she thrilled. Her high-pitched voice was almost childlike, which I found grating. But judging from the testosterone I felt surge through Frankie, it had the opposite effect on the men. I visibly shuddered. Sometimes this binding was simply TMI: too much information.
 
   "And you are?" I pulled myself together enough to ask.
 
   "President of the Matty Purefoy fan club! Duh." She stretched her arm and protectively slipped it around Matteo's head.
 
   "Oh for fuck's sake. Demon groupies?" I turned on my heel, ready to walk right out the door.
 
   Tavio cut me off before I reached for door. For an old man, he moved damn quick.
 
   "Please, Nina, stay," he pleaded. And damn it all if he didn't tear up when he said that. 
 
   I sighed, my hand on the doorknob. "He has a gaggle of demonic groupies to protect him. What do you need with us?"
 
   "We're not demons," she purred. 
 
   "The problem needs to be dealt with," Tavio said calmly, ignoring the demon on the couch. Despite his calm voice, his face barely masked his fury. The tips of his fangs just peaked out from under his lip. 
 
   Even Bertrand stared at him warily. "Matteo, put out the cigarette. Kittie, why don't you check on Matteo's room. Make sure no sunlight can get in."
 
   "Youse didn't do that already?" Between her voice and her crappy grammar, I was ready to jump out of my skin.
 
   "It doesn't hurt to double check," Bertrand said. His voice could charm the chastity belt off a medieval nun. Damn demons.
 
   Kittie stood slowly, sulking. At full height, she was over six-feet tall with a solid frame. Between her size and her nutty outfit, I had to admit she was pretty intimidating. 
 
   Frankie, on the other hand, was enthralled. I punched him in the arm to shake him out of it. He shot me a dirty look.
 
   "Demon!" I mouthed and punched him again, this time harder. At least he had the sense to look chagrined this time.
 
   "Dominic will show you to his room," Bertrand called after her as she swept out the door, leaving a trail of cheap perfume.
 
   "You guys really find that attractive?" I asked as the door closed behind her.
 
   Bertrand laughed. "She's a siren, Nina. Of course they do."
 
   "That's a siren?" I asked, incredulous. I'll admit, I wasn't exactly up on my siren lore, but groupie-as-siren made no sense. Killing Haley's fan base was primarily female. Sirens enchant men, so they rub most women the wrong way. Talk about excluding their prime demographic. 
 
   "Wouldn't sirens trailing the band turn off their core female fans?" Frankie asked, echoing my thoughts exactly, which surprised me. I didn't know he was up on the Goth/Emo scene.
 
   "Actually, it's been the opposite," Matteo perked up again, cigarette still dangling from his bottom lip. "I didn't think it possible either, but once Kittie and her girls started showing up to the gigs, things just went wild."
 
   "No doubt," I deadpanned. "So want to talk about the post-show riots?"
 
   "Not really," he responded. "Dad, go get Elias for this. I feel the sun coming up."
 
   He threw an arm over his eyes dramatically.
 
   "Oh this is bullshit," I groaned. "You cannot feel the sun come up." 
 
   "Actually, Nina," Frankie said with a slight nod, "maybe we'd be better off discussing this with someone else."
 
   "Good man." Matteo nodded at Frankie as he rose unsteadily to his feet and stumbled to the door. With a small wave and sloppy smile, he fell into the anteroom, yelling for Dominic.
 
   I cracked my knuckles and shifted my glare between Tavio and Bertrand. It was six in the damn morning, there was no coffee in sight and my cousin was a petulant pain in the ass diva who was afraid of sunlight. Ain't family grand?
 
   A knock at the door stopped me from laying into the demon and his sidekick. Tavio uttered a polite excuse me and ambled over to the door. In the dim light of Bertrand's office, I could only see the outline of a tall, lanky shadow stepping into the room. Tavio gave him a warm welcome.
 
   My breath caught in my chest when his face moved out of shadows. His delicate features were partially hidden behind a mop of curly black hair, streaked through with electric blue. His face was ghost-pale and he was noticeably thinner since the last time I saw him, but there was no mistaking him. It was my Chicago fling.
 
   About a year ago, Frankie and I took a long weekend trip to Chicago for a little R&R. We had a rough time clearing out a nest of vampires from a Texas border town. They were crossing over from Mexico, hell bent on getting into the U.S. Once we cleared them out, a whole new crop would show up. It was a good 60 days before we were finally able to stem the wave of vampires crossing over. We finally decided to call in the priests and consecrate the ground on the border line. But even that didn't stop them. They preferred imploding to remaining on the other side. It was one of the strangest jobs I’d ever worked. 
 
   It had been a fierce two months, so Frankie and I decided to blow off steam in Chicago. That's when I met Elias. I knew he was a drummer in a band, but that was about all I knew about him. Just one wild weekend. What else did we need to know about each other?
 
   "Elias?" I blurted, before I could stop myself. I was shocked to see him. 
 
   He came to a dead stop in front of me, looked me up and down. Absolutely no look of recognition crossed his face. He continued to the couch, where he settled into the cushions. 
 
   "What's up?" he said with a raspy voice. He sounded a lot older than he looked.
 
   "You two know each other?" Bertrand shifted forward slightly in his chair, a cold smile spreading over his handsome face.
 
   "Nina?" Frankie looked at me, puzzled. 
 
   "We met before. In Chicago," I responded evenly, but my heart raced. 
 
   Frankie raised his eyebrows. "That's Mr. Chicago?"
 
   "Chicago?" Elias echoed. He shifted in his seat and the confusion cleared for a moment from his face. "Chicago, yes." He smiled and cocked his head. For a minute, it looked like he remembered our wild weekend in Chicago, but then his face clouded up again. 
 
   Bertrand laughed heartily. "What happened in Chicago?"
 
   My face burned. I could not believe he forgot about me and the weekend in Chicago. I mean, it wasn't anything serious, but it was really fun. And we weren't that drunk. Maybe he picked up a drug habit over the past year.
 
   "We met in Chicago," I snapped at Bertrand, my pride wounded. "Are we going to talk about the job or what?"
 
   "The job?" A cloud of confusion hung over Elias. My ego slowly started to mend. The guy was clearly on something. 
 
   "Yes, did you know a demon was running your fan club?" 
 
   "Kittie? She's a siren," Elias said, his voice slow and monotone. 
 
   "No, she's a demon," I insisted.
 
   Bertrand laughed. "You are a woman, Nina. To you, a siren is a demon!"
 
   "No," I pushed back. "A demon is a demon."
 
   Tavio chuckled, and Elias let loose a noise that could have been a laugh. Frankie just looked confused, like he was still trying to place Elias. 
 
   "I have to open the bar in less than six hours, and I still need to get some sleep, and apparently there's no coffee here. So what's the purpose of this, Bertrand?" My exhaustion made me more punchy than usual.
 
   "You met your cousin." Bertrand leaned back in his chair, a Cheshire-cat grin spreading across his face. "And we reunited you with a lost love."
 
   That did it. I leapt forward and landed lithely on the top of Bertrand's immaculate cherry wood desk. With one movement, I pulled from my boot the witch-killer athame that I inherited from my father and held it to Bertrand's throat. His smile faded into a cool grimace.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of the old vampire angling toward me. 
 
   "Come near me, dear uncle," I said, "and the blade goes straight in." 
 
   Bertrand didn't even break a sweat. "Do you think you know how to kill a demon, Ms. Martinez?" 
 
   "I'll have a hell of a good time trying, Mayor Bertrand." I flashed my fully extended fangs at him. I'd happily turn full vampire to take this miserable demon out. 
 
   Bertrand, himself moving with near-vampire speed, pushed me down onto the desk and leaned into me, his hands closed over my throat. 
 
   "Do you want to test your theory, Ms. Martinez?" Bertrand’s eyes glassed over to pure black, and his face contorted into something not quite human. 
 
   "I'd be happy to. Want to try me?" I was flat on my back but my arms were still free. I held the point of the knife to his throat. One strong shove would push it right in. 
 
   "Drop the knife, Nina," Frankie said calmly.
 
   "It could be over, Frankie," I muttered. "Get rid of the demon and everything goes back to normal."
 
   "Is that what you think?" Tavio's voice shook with anger. "That demon is the only thing keeping others worse than him from taking over this town."
 
   "Bullshit." My hand remained steady, my eyes focused on the point of the knife making a small indent in Bertrand's neck. 
 
   From the back of the room, Elias snickered. With a heavy sigh, I dropped my hand away from Bertrand's neck. But instead of letting me go, he leaned closer into me. His breath caressed my ear as he whispered, "Don't test me, little witch. I am not that easy to kill. You, on the other hand...."
 
   He pushed off me and settled back into his oversized leather chair. "Let's get back to business, shall we?"
 
   I rubbed my neck where his hands squeezed, glaring at him. 
 
   Frankie cleared his throat. "Right, let's get on with it. The first show is the night after tomorrow. Elias, could you talk us through a typical show?"
 
   "Typical show?" he echoed, staring blankly at Frankie. 
 
   I sighed loudly, choosing to wear my frustration rather than hide it. "Yeah, you know, you set up at what time? Go on stage at what time? What time do the riots generally start? What's the atmosphere of the show? When does it turn? We don't know what to look for, Elias. We need guidance here."
 
   He blinked. "You're our security detail?" 
 
   This was definitely not the Elias I met in Chicago. Something was not right with this guy. 
 
   Frankie had enough. "This isn't going to work. Let the city burn," he said as he stalked to the door. "Nina, you coming?"
 
   "Right behind you!" Keeping my composure under check, I followed. It was all I could do to keep from giggling and running after him. I could not believe he was dissing the demon that gave him the ability to see the sun again. 
 
   Frankie and I strutted over the plush carpet of the anteroom and only when we made it into the stark white hallway did we dare breathe. 
 
   "Do you think the sun is up yet?" Frankie quickened his pace, the first sign of worry creeping over him.
 
   "I think we can make it back to your apartment." I tried to sound more certain than I actually felt. Time was not on our side. We were about halfway between Babe's and the old factory building where I had built an underground apartment for Frankie.  
 
   We could try to hole up in the Biltmore, but I was worried that Bertrand would send some poltergeist thugs after us. I wasn't sufficiently witched up to deal with them. 
 
   The sound of a door cracking open just ahead jarred both of us out of our reckless near-sprint down the long hallway. Our pace slowed in unison, and Frankie motioned slightly ahead and to the right. His hearing was more acute than mine. Where I just heard the sound, Frankie could pinpoint the exact location. 
 
   Frankie pressed himself against the wall while I continued moving forward. We were partners long enough to know how to work a surprise threat together, even without speaking. Of course, the binding made it even easier to anticipate what Frankie was going to do, and I guessed he could sense the same from me. Even though I wasn't happy about it at all, it did have some advantages.
 
   I paused quickly to slide my father's knife out from my boot sheath. It was the only weapon I brought with me. I silently cursed myself for trusting Bertrand and Tavio enough to show up insufficiently armed. I vowed not to make that mistake again. 
 
   Frankie inched along the wall while I charged down the center of the hallway with purpose. Right in front of Frankie, a hooded figure rushed out from behind the door and almost barreled into me. Whoever it was let out a Scottish Highland battle cry, and I would have laughed save for the shock of a human projectile landing in front of me. 
 
   In one smooth move, Frankie stepped away from the wall as his arm shot out. He grabbed the figure at the throat, lifted him off the ground and pressed him against the wall.  My adrenaline surged with Frankie's as the binding made our heightened emotions one. Fangs out, his eyes glowed brilliant cerulean. He looked deadly. And, to be honest, kind of hot. Ew.
 
   Dropping the Highland screamer to the floor with a thud, Frankie turned and stared at me wide-eyed. His pale cheeks flushed slightly, and his mouth softened into a small smile. 
 
   Well, crap. Did he feel that last thought? And did he think it meant anything? 
 
   Deciding to ignore the whole thing, I turned my attention to the figure on the floor. Using my foot, I nudged the hoodie down from his face, and let out a sigh. It was Matty. 
 
   "What the hell, Matty?" I was sorely tempted to give him a swift kick in the face and damage some of his perfect features. But Bertrand and Tavio were already pissed at us. Messing up the rock star's face would make it worse. Anyway, he'd heal. 
 
   "Sorry, I thought you were someone else."
 
   "Like who?" Frankie's eyes were slowly going back to normal and his fangs were less pronounced.
 
   "Kittie," Matty whispered, his eyes darting nervously up and down the hallway. Climbing to his feet unsteadily, he headed for the doorway that would take us into the lobby of the Biltmore, motioning for us to follow him.
 
   "Hold on, we aren't going anywhere with you. Frankie needs to get underground in case your demon pal decides we're no longer useful and removes the sunlight spell."
 
   "That's why I'm going with you," he said so softly I could barely hear him. Even Frankie, with his amped up vamp hearing, looked like he was struggling a bit. "And I can't bare the sunlight at all. So we must go. Immediately!"
 
   I wasn't sure if his urgency was legit or some bullshit pseudo-celebrity demand. But one thing was certain: We needed to get Frankie underground in case Bertrand pulled the plug. 
 
   Frankie gave me a curt nod, agreeing with the plan. The three of us raced down the hallway and pushed open the door to the hotel proper. From a grimy window, I could see the dark sky streaked with pinks and reds. We had about 15 minutes before all hell broke loose. 
 
   We sprinted down the main staircase and through the lobby. I pushed through every manner of phantasm, barely feeling the ice-cold plasma of ghost goop since I was moving at such a high speed. We fell out the revolving door and darted across the street where we parked my aunt's Fiat. Frankie grabbed Matty by the scruff of his neck, opened the car door and shoved him into the back seat. He slid over the hood of the car and got into the driver's seat before I could protest. I was barely in the car when he jerked it into gear and we roared off. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   The apartment was in a refurbished old factory in the Olneyville section of Providence. The area was once a booming manufacturing hub, but when the industry went belly-up, this industrial part of Olneyville sat abandoned. On my side of town were a few active factories, but mostly it was desolate. I swear I've heard coyotes howl some nights. Maybe they were shifters.
 
   The building was left to me after Marcello, the mentally unhinged vampire assassin, killed my parents. I turned the first floor into a kick-ass apartment for me. I turned the basement level into an underground tomb for Frankie and a soundproof panic room for Darcy, a safe place for her to do her banshee wail. Mythologically, a banshee wail was an omen of death. In actuality, the wail itself was the killer. So technically, hearing a banshee wail was definitely an omen, since that's what did you in.
 
   Frankie wasn't very happy about sharing his basement space with a howling banshee. He insisted that soundproofing meant nothing because of his vampire level hearing. I kind of thought he was full of shit. The one thing a banshee wail can't kill is the undead. 
 
   The second floor was empty. I didn't have enough time to oversee the gut renovation, but eventually it would be two separate apartments. Maybe one would be Blood Ops command center. The top floor I rented out to a novelty toy company. 
 
   Since Darcy wasn't wailing, she was staying in my place while I was apartment sitting at Auntie Babe's. I missed my large open loft space. I was still living out of boxes, only about half unpacked from the cross-country move from the Blood Ops campus in Nevada. 
 
   Hardcore supernatural activity was generally localized to a few areas in the middle of the country. The East and West coasts experienced hauntings, sometimes the extreme kind. But topnotch ghost hunters, most disciples of Ed and Lorraine Warren, were able to keep it under control. There was a recent spread east that went beyond the usual hauntings and poltergeists. Humans were turning up dead. Frankie and I cleaned out a nest in Newark, New Jersey before I moved out here, and we had our eye on small cities like Pittsburgh, Worcester, New Haven...even as far south as Orlando. Weird shit happened all the time in Florida.
 
   Because of this uptick, I got clearance to leave the base to keep an eye on the East Coast. It was a lucky break. Auntie Babe was getting on in years and needed help at the bar. And I was sick of being landlocked in the desert. I was happy for the change of scenery.
 
   The sun was just peaking over the horizon when I pulled Babe's Fiat up to the front door. I missed my garage door opener, which was with my beloved Triumph motorcycle in the police impound yard. 
 
   I got nailed speeding about three weeks ago, doing 110 in a 55 zone. Then I was busted twice more within the week. The final traffic stop turned a little ugly with the cop, so I was brought in on some stupid "you're not behaving like a lady" charge. Max had to intervene to keep me out of jail, but the tradeoff was that my bike was impounded and my motorcycle license revoked. 
 
   Anyway, I had turned part of the ground floor into a parking garage, with an electronic garage door where the loading dock used to be. Press a button on and we'd be safely in a dark garage. Instead we were racing against a rising sun. 
 
   Even though daylight was peeking over the horizon, Frankie was fine. Matty was, too, but you'd never guess that based on the way he was carrying on. Sprawled out in the back seat, he hid under my jacket, babbling nonstop. We weren't far from the Biltmore, maybe 10 minutes. But Frankie and I were sick of him.
 
   Frankie was already out of the car, front seat down, and holding the door open so Matty could climb out. But Matty didn't budge.
 
   "You gotta get out of the car, Matty," I said as I slammed my hand on the steering wheel. This was the third time I had asked him to move. I was certain that Bertrand was revoking the spell as we stood around like idiots trying to get Diva Cousin Rock Star out of the car. Frankie was out there unprotected. If my best friend fried because of this spoiled little prick, I was going to stake him. Twice.
 
   "Oh for fuck's sake!" Frankie exclaimed. A surge of anger and frustration, mixed with a touch of fear, spilled off him. 
 
   I gasped from the unexpected potency of his emotions. 
 
   "Nina," Frankie said to me. "Go unlock the front door to the building. I'll get him out."
 
   Before I could even get out of the car, Frankie reached in and yanked Matty out of the back seat. He lifted the sniveling pile of vampire over his shoulder, letting Matty's head smack against the car a few times, and then carried him to the front door. I raced to catch up, fumbled with my keys for a moment, and then swung the door open just in time. I think Frankie was ready to just plow on through.
 
   He dropped Matty in the vestibule and yanked my jacket off his head. "You're inside." 
 
   Matty looked around the hallway, and then shrieked when he saw the dawn's weak sunlight filtering in through the glass window on the door.  
 
   "Maybe you'll get a sunburn, but you'll heal," Frankie said as he stalked down the hallway to the door that lead to the basement. 
 
   "I can't stay here in the light!" Matty was audibly sobbing at this point.
 
   "Frankie..." I warned. Matty was right. Eventually the sun would get him. He had to get into Frankie's room. "Come on, Frankie. We need him alive."
 
   Frankie shot us both a nasty look, but opened the door leading to the basement, bowing with a flourish as Matty rushed towards the pitch-black staircase. Frankie slammed the door behind them. 
 
   "I'll be right down!" I yelled at the heavy metal fire door. Then I listened carefully for the sound of a body falling down the stairs. There was a very good chance Frankie would give Matty a shove.
 
   I waited a beat before knocking on Darcy's door. Well, my door, but technically Darcy's since she was staying there.
 
   "Who is it?" Her voice was hard, cautious. She didn't like the barren neighborhood. Where I saw solitude, she saw desolation. 
 
   "It's me, Darce." I waved at her through the peephole.
 
   The door swung open. She clearly just woke, but she still looked absolutely sleep-rumpled stunning in a black body-skimming jersey knit nightgown. The camisole-style top was trimmed in black lace. Her long blond hair was tousled to a perfect bed-head sexy. 
 
   "What the hell happened to you?" Darcy asked, moving to the side as I stumbled gracelessly into the apartment. 
 
   Feeling a pang of jealousy, I yanked at my tangled mess of hair and sighed. I was so tired I could actually feel the bags under my eyes. And to make matters worse, I was pretty sure I smelled like stale beer and dry sweat. A shower and a few hours of sleep were all I really wanted, but since that was impossible, I'd take a steaming mug of coffee. 
 
   Darcy padded behind me as I headed to the kitchen. She plopped down at the large wood farm table while I made quick work of prepping a pot of coffee. 
 
   "So, what happened to you?" she repeated after a huge yawn. 
 
   I shrugged. "The usual Bertrand bullshit. Matteo Purefoy has a team of professional groupies surrounding him that everyone insists are sirens. But I am not so sure of that."
 
   "Sirens? Following around a rock band, whose stock and trade is making women swoon?" She pursed her lips tightly and gave her head a small shake. "Well, that doesn't pass the smell test."
 
   "Thank you!" A pang of relief hit me right in the gut, nearly doubling me over. Finally! Somebody got what I was saying. That's why Darcy was my best girlfriend.
 
   "So, if not sirens, what are they?" she asked.
 
   I stared at the coffee pot, willing it to drip faster. "Demons."
 
   "Demons? You sure?" 
 
   "I have no idea what the hell else they could be." I rooted around the kitchen cabinets, looking for some mugs. Darcy moved some stuff around, compounding my frustration.
 
   "Nina, hon, they may be plain old vanilla human," she said gently. "Not everything out there is some variation on us."
 
   I slammed the cabinet shut. "Totally not human. The one I met, Kittie, she had a tattoo of a rattle snake, and it moved. And where did you put the damn mugs?" 
 
   She pointed at the cabinet above my head. "Closer to the coffee pot, where it made more sense."
 
   "Oh." I wasn't exactly Suzy Homemaker. I glanced around the apartment guiltily. She piled my still unpacked moving boxes into a corner of the room. "Sorry, I didn't mean to snap. I'm just..."
 
   "I know. You look exhausted." She smiled gently at me. "And you know what, a team of demons arriving last night may explain this."
 
   She turned on the flat-screen TV hanging on the wall. The local Rhode Island news station flickered on. A live shot of a crime scene with a mess of police cars was on. Darcy turned up the volume.
 
   "The medical examiner cautioned that it would be at least two weeks before initial autopsy results would be revealed, but police sources say that the bodies were drained of all blood..." 
 
   Darcy hit mute. "There were 17 victims. This was right over the state border, in Fall River, Mass. Weird that this siren rolls into town and this happens, no?" 
 
   "Drained of their blood? That sounds like a vampire nest." I triumphantly pulled a mug out of the cabinet above the coffee pot. 
 
   Darcy nodded. "I know, but there are no known vampires in the Fall River area. Say what you will about Lizzie Borden, but her ghost usually keeps that city clean of any other supernaturals." 
 
   "Lizzie Borden took an axe, and gave her mother forty whacks." I sing-songed the beginning of the old childhood rhyme. "Babe taught me that one when I was around three. I think we were living in Mexico at the time."
 
   I smiled at the memory, one of the few I had left before Babe took me to Blood Ops. After my parents died, and with Marcello on the loose, it was too dangerous to stay in Rhode Island. So she tried to hide me with our family in Mexico. But when the witch-filled town in Catemaco figured out that I was part-vampire, a mob of witches tried to stake me. Rumor was my own grandfather, Babe and my mom's dad, was leading the charge. Babe never said one way or the other. We fled to the Blood Ops base in Nevada, where she left me in the hands of Dr. O. 
 
   The machine finally perked out its last bit of coffee, and I grabbed the pot and poured it into my newly found mug. I drank it straight, too caffeine-deprived to bother with the half-and-half.
 
   "Why don't you go back to Babe's and crash for a while?" Darcy turned off the television.  
 
   "Because we're in the shit, and Bertrand may have reversed the daywalking spell on Frankie. Plus Purefoy wanted to get away from his Number One Fan." I raised my eyebrows at that one. "I don't know that he'd want to escape a plain vanilla human so desperately that he'd risk sunlight."
 
   Darcy's eyes got wide. "Vampire?"
 
   I nodded, sipping my coffee. 
 
   "Well I'll be damned." She waited a beat, and then her eyes lit up. "Wait, he's here? Matty Purefoy is here, in this building?"
 
   I nodded again.
 
   "Oh my god," she jumped up, suddenly flushed and breathless. "Will you introduce me? I have to meet him!"
 
   Before I could even answer her, she bolted for the door. Hastily, I topped off my coffee, stopping to add a splash of half and half, and followed behind her. When I reached the apartment door, I heard her shouting down to Frankie's lair. "Hey, Frankie! I hope you're decent! We're coming down!"
 
   She was halfway down the dark staircase when I started my descent. I could see the heat from her body glowing in the darkness, almost like built-in night vision except mine glowed red instead of green. It was a wild new ability, which I received courtesy of a wound from Marcello, done with a knife spelled to kill me. The knife was a "witch killer," and one that was not supposed to be wielded by vampires, only witches. Because I am both vampire and witch, it didn't kill me. It actually brought out long dormant witch powers and enhanced some of my vampire abilities. The night vision was vampire and, I have to admit, it was damn useful for stealth operations. The glow of a flashlight would never give me away again.
 
   To be honest, my vampire side totally kicked ass above and beyond my witchy ways. Casper said it was because I didn't practice enough, but since I was hopeless in the kitchen, I wasn't exactly a natural at the spell pot. Still, I didn't need to spell to use some of my abilities. Like, I could control the tides and the weather. Of course, the word "control" was a bit generous. I had a 60 percent success rate using that power. I stopped practicing when I almost made a tornado touch down in the middle of Providence. A tornado in the dead of January in New England? That's not weird. Right?
 
   The door to Frankie's apartment was repurposed from an old darkroom. It was essentially an enclosed rotating door. I installed it as a fail-safe, in case someone blew the top door off the hinges and flooded the stairs and basement with sunlight. Odds were slim that it would happen. But slim odds are still odds, and I wasn't taking any chances.
 
   Darcy had already pushed through the revolving door. She must be damned determined to come flying down here in the pitch black, in her jammies no less. Even though she had been with us for five years, her wariness of vampires had not abated. She refused to talk to me about it. Guess she thought it would hurt my feelings.
 
   By the time I rotated into Frankie's place, Darcy was smiling shyly and shaking Matty's hand. Her wild blond hair spilled over the side of her face. Damn she was stunning. Frankie raised his eyebrows at me, and an amused smile, barely visible, tugged at his mouth. 
 
   Away from the threat of sunlight, and the influence of the demonic fan club president, Purefoy played the role of Rock God to perfection. Grasping Darcy's hand, he pulled her in to him, singing quietly in her ear.
 
   Trying really hard not to roll my eyes, I plopped down on Frankie's black leather couch, glancing around the apartment, which was really one cavernous room of exposed brick and oak flooring. He hadn't done much to it since he'd been here. The couch was part of a whole sectional set. It was a nice purchase, and probably courtesy of his mall obsession. I cringed when I saw a pile of clothes, tags still on, heaped on top of the dresser near his bed. If he didn't curb his shopping addiction soon, he'd need an intervention.
 
   "Feel better?" I forced a smile at Purefoy, hoping to interrupt the intimate moment.
 
   "Much, thank you. A little hungry. Do you have any blood bags?"
 
   Frankie smirked. "Blood bags?"
 
   "I don't like to bite," Matty said as he winked at Darcy. "No need to worry, doll." 
 
   Darcy giggled.
 
   "Oh God. Seriously?" I groaned, rubbing my eyes with my free hand. 
 
   "No blood bags, sorry," Frankie said, his tone clipped. I think he was trying not to laugh.
 
   As if it wasn't clear enough before, we were now certain Purefoy was a Beta. Small fangs, didn't like to bite. I was so punch-drunk exhausted, it was all I could do not to laugh.
 
   "So...Killing Haley? That's...not true?" Darcy asked hesitantly.
 
   "No, of course not." His face lit up. He was very good looking, in that skinny, emo sort of way. "That was my Dad's idea. He's really a brilliant marketer. Wish he put that skill to better use."
 
   Of course. Tavio was the man behind Bertrand's rise to power in Providence. The man got a demon into City Hall. Directing the career of a rock band would be a cakewalk.
 
   Purefoy motioned for Darcy to sit on the chair beside him, and she sank into one of Frankie's spiffy new club seats. "Nice furniture, Frankie," Darcy said, still beaming at Matty. But Frankie was so delighted to talk about his shopping that he didn't even notice. 
 
   While Frankie launched into a blow-by-blow rundown of his afternoon testing out the chair, I took my coffee across the room to my partner's workbench, where he'd lined up a bunch of stakes along the table. 
 
   Frankie came up with some truly stunning weapons. In one of his many lifetimes, he’d learned to blacksmith and made silver and steel weaponry. But he really excelled at woodwork. He made me a beautiful wooden crossbow that was destroyed in the fight with Marcello before I could even get a shot off.
 
   I picked up a stake and examined the intricate runes he had carved into the hawthorn wood. It was beautiful work. I reached for another one, this one etched with different runes, and felt slight sparks hit my fingertips. Clearly whatever he was warding them with reacted to either the vampire or the witch in me. It was cool.
 
   "Nice work, Frankie," I said as I wielded the first stake in my hand and turned to the group on strike position, interrupting Frankie's story. 
 
   Matty gasped in fear, and dove off the sofa and under the coffee table.
 
   "Relax, mate." Frankie side-eyed the Beta. "If she wanted you dead, she'd have done it already."
 
   "Don't tempt me," I said flatly. "But seriously, Frankie, gorgeous stuff. What do the runes do?"
 
   "How many times have we gone on a job packing for vampires but ended up facing off with another creature?" Frankie asked. 
 
   "Enough times to kick myself for not being prepared, because I know better."
 
   "The stakes kill the vampire, but the runes take other supernaturals into account," he said. "And if they don't work, they look really cool."
 
   "Brilliant. That one sparked me." I pointed to the stake at the end of the bench. "What does it take out?"
 
   Frankie smiled proudly. "Witches."
 
   I raised my eyebrows at that. "What about this one?" I pointed to a pair with some seriously precise patterns.
 
   Frankie sighed. "Not sure, but I am hoping that'll take out a demon." 
 
   "That's not possible," Matty said, settling back into his chair rather nonchalantly after diving under the table. "Nothing kills a demon."
 
   "That we know of," Darcy added pointedly. Matty beamed at her.
 
    I finished the rest of my coffee in one gulp. "I have to get up in, like, three hours to open Babe's. I need to get some sleep. So can we talk about this demon business please? Maybe we can test Frankie's stakes."
 
   "Here's a question for you." Frankie looked at Matty, who had crawled out from under the coffee table and was now perched on the arm of Darcy's chair. "If you don't like Kittie, why do you keep her around? It's your band, and your call. Tell her to piss off." 
 
   Matty's eyes widened in horror. "You don't say no to Kittie."
 
   I snorted. "Have you even tried?"
 
   Matty gulped, hard. "Elias did, once. When she first showed up, he was like 'Dude, she's got bad juju.' So we're at a band meeting and she shows up and he tries to boot her out, 'cause it's a band meeting and she's not in the band."
 
   He paused, looking at each of us expectantly. 
 
   "Go on," I said impatiently. 
 
   "Well, she's not in the band and Elias said so and she got really angry and cursed him," Matty continued. "And the next day, he got into a car crash, really bad. Spent days in ICU in a medically induced coma. He finally came out of it, but he really fucked up his left arm. Doctor said he'd never drum again."
 
   Frankie scratched his head. "But he's on tour with you, isn't he? Drumming, I assume?"
 
   "That's the thing," Matty said. "Kittie fixed him."
 
   "Why would she do that?" I asked. "He was a threat to her."
 
   Matty nodded knowingly. "Exactly, and now, he owes her a favor." 
 
   "What do you think? Bit of a stretch?" Frankie asked me.
 
   I shrugged. "What's he like with her now?"
 
   "Now he backs her up." Matty crossed his arms and leaned back a bit.
 
   I'd say Elias change of behavior after the crash was a coincidence, but neither Frankie nor I believed in those. "I think she's a demon and that makes her dangerous."
 
   "I can't say if she's that or not." Matty nervously hedged a bit. "But I am saying she's dangerous."
 
   "I think we need more proof before we accuse someone of being a demon," Darcy said quietly.
 
   "Like, what kind of proof do you need?" Matty asked.
 
   "There was a massive attack on 17 humans last night, just over the border into Massachusetts," Darcy explained. "If Nina's right, and Kittie is a demon, she orchestrated it with the groupies."
 
   "What time did they find the bodies?" Frankie asked, avoiding Darcy's eyes.
 
   "Around 8 a.m, I think," she said. 
 
   "We only got into town at around 4:30 this morning. I guess it could have been them, but they didn't have much time," Matty said. "Look, I'd love to talk about this more but since we've been on the road, finding something to eat has been near impossible. I feel near death." 
 
   Darcy let out a small noise of empathy. Frankie smirked. 
 
   I launched to my feet, my anger erupting like a shot of adrenaline. "Right, you want blood, and I guess I am supposed to get it for you?"
 
   Matty smiled sweetly. "Tell you what. While you're out procuring dinner, I'll call my dad and tell him you're looking out for me. Then no one will be pissed that we split. Or think you kidnapped me."
 
   I pursed my lips and thought for a minute. "Darcy, you're coming with me. No dolling up, please, you need to look sick. Goddamn Betas." 
 
   "Hey!" Matty said, sounding indignant. "We don't like to be called that."
 
   "What are you going to do about it?" I growled. I'd had it with his pampered, rock star attitude. 
 
   "Nina!" Darcy gasped. 
 
   Without their usual toothache-like warning, my fangs ripped through my gums as I swung around to face her. She shrank back at the sight of my face, which was full-on vamped out.
 
   "Whoa," Frankie jumped between us. 
 
   "Crap!" I yelped, trying to pull myself back together. "Sorry, Darcy. It's from that damn witch blade. It just happens when I'm tired."
 
   "Or stressed," Frankie added. "It also happens when you're stressed."
 
   That did it. I needed to blow off some steam. I sucker punched Frankie, and, taken off guard, he went down. I grinned like a loon. Sleep deprivation was clearly taking its toll.
 
   Frankie pulled himself to his feet, rubbing his jaw. "Feeling better now? All out of your system?"
 
   "Yeah, thanks," I muttered. 
 
   He shrugged. "But that smarts. I think that witch blade made you stronger, too."
 
   Frankie didn't deserve to be punched, but really, he was the only one I could clock. I knew he wouldn't hold it against me. 
 
   "Hug it out?" I opened my arms as a peace offering.
 
   "Piss off," he said with a grin. See? We were fine.
 
   "Are you done? Because I am still starving," Matty whined. 
 
   I was about to lay into the brat, but apparently Darcy didn't like the pampered celebrity role that he was playing any more than Frankie and I did. 
 
   "I think you should be a little more patient and a whole lot more thankful that not only did they get you away from that she-devil and out of the sunlight, but now Nina is willing to run out and get you blood from..." Darcy paused. "Where are you getting blood?"
 
   "We," I said pointedly. "We are going to the hospital to steal some blood bags. So you need to play sick. I think I have a cooler upstairs, and we can fill it with snow to keep the blood on ice."
 
   Matty's face contorted in disapproval. "Bags? I prefer it fresh. It's the perfect temperature."
 
   "We can nuke it in the microwave," I said with a huff. "God, just be grateful, you little shit. I can't believe I am fucking related to you."
 
   I turned on my heel and walked to the revolving door. I hoped that keeping my idiot cousin happy would mean brownie points from Tavio and Bertrand. Then maybe Frankie would be able to keep his daywalking ability. He was like a kid in a candy store over these past few months, his smile as bright as the sun that he stood under for the first time in centuries. It would be cruel to take that away from him now. My heart broke for him just thinking about how he'd feel if he lost it again.
 
   Sensing Darcy behind me on the stairs, I pushed through the door and into the light, my eyes readjusting. I'd never stolen blood out of a blood bank before. I hoped that I would formulate a decent plan on the way there, because right then, I had nothing. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   I forced Darcy to stay in her jammies for the trip to the hospital, and she wasn't very happy about it. Well, that and I also refused to let her wear her coat. Instead, I bundled her into a ratty army blanket that Dog liked to use when she curled up on the floor. That just about set her off.
 
   The worse Darcy looked, I reasoned, the easier we'd disappear into the chaos of the emergency room. Then I could slip off to the blood bank, pinch a few bags, and we'd be on our way. Then maybe I could finally get some sleep.
 
   But I needed one more accomplice to pull this off, so I spent the drive to the hospital yelling for Casper. I'd never actually done this before. If we didn't plan it out ahead of time, he kind of appeared at will, usually when I was in a desperate situation. But I wasn't in dire straits at the moment (unless you counted sleep deprivation), and I had no idea how to reach him. Ghosts don't carry cell phones.
 
   By the time he materialized, we were settled into one of the tiny, curtained off cubicles in the Rhode Island Hospital ER. Darcy was faking a great bout of flu, and I was trying not to vamp out from the scent of fresh blood from all the wounded humans streaming into the trauma center. I heard Casper's "Oh hell no!" before I even felt the pressure mount in my head. I hadn't even considered how being back here would make him feel. This was where he died. 
 
   "But it's where we met!" I said. Imploring him to help us out was proving exceedingly difficult, but that seemed to nudge him in the right direction.
 
   It helped that Casper was a Killing Haley fan, shocking since he never struck me as particularly emo. "Killing Haley, no joke, right?" he said, needing more convincing. "And I get to meet him. Promise me, Nina."
 
   I nodded hard once and he calmed down.
 
   Luck followed us into the hospital because it was busier than I anticipated with a steady stream of gunshot wounds. Sitting there in the ER, my composure hanging by a thread, I realized that Ami Bertrand's tenuous grip on the city was slipping.  Between a string of rabid Beta-Vamps unleashed on the area and the human violence that was escalating by the day, the good he did in a few short months was unraveling. And as much as I hated to admit it, he did start to clean shit up around here. I just wondered to what ends. His citywide cleanup was benefiting that demon somehow. He wasn't the magnanimous type.
 
   The ER was in a state of chaos, so, as anticipated, Darcy’s flu symptoms were the least of the staff's worries. That left me ample opportunity to get to the blood bank, but I didn't know where I was going. That's where Casper came in. He could haunt around the halls undetected and find the room that held the blood and then guide me there, while Darcy cooled her heels on a gurney in the ER, just in case they came looking for us. Simple but smart, I thought.
 
   Casper wasted no time searching the premises and seeped back into my head in less than 10 minutes. I almost didn't believe him when he said he found the place, but since he wanted to get the hell out of the hospital, it made sense that he didn't dawdle. I flung Darcy's oversized purse over my shoulder and slipped out from behind the curtain. Taking one last look at Darcy, who winked at me as she lay back and groaned slightly, milking her performance, I was hit with a pang of jealousy. I so wanted to be in that cot, taking a nap. Shaking my head, I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and let Casper take over. I was getting better at letting him take the lead, but the out-of-body experience of the whole thing was still unsettling.
 
   We moved with purpose through the crowded ER, everyone too busy to notice that we were out of place. I was happy we were moving swiftly — there were a lot of open wounds, and the coppery scent of blood was making me salivate. I was too tired and malnourished to fight my vampire urges, which grew stronger every day. 
 
   Casper led me through a door at the back of the ER, and then we race-walked down a long hallway with harsh fluorescent lighting that made the paint-chipped white walls look dank. We were clearly in a hallway used only by hospital staff. I pulled him back a bit. Now we were moving too quickly and I didn't want to draw unwanted attention. Casper called me a nasty name in Spanish but didn’t fight me when I slowed the pace. 
 
   With him guiding me, I slowly and quietly pushed open the stairwell door at the end, and we moved swiftly down the steps. Sounds of the metal fire doors opening and closing above put both of us on guard. I timed opening the door at the bottom of the staircase with one opening above us, trying to keep the noise to a minimum. Drops of sweat ran uncomfortably down my back. Wishing I had left my jacket with Darcy, I shifted her oversized purse on my shoulder. Taking a breath, Casper and I pushed through.
 
   We were in the bowels of the hospital. The hum from a compressor drowned out the slam of the heavy metal door, which I forgot to close quietly. Antiseptic smells commingled with the scent of fresh blood, distracting me for a second. I didn't need Casper to guide me anymore. I could smell my way to the blood bank.
 
   I slipped quietly toward a white door that almost blended with the wall, my nostrils flaring at the pungent scent of sustenance.
 
   Casper's voice jarred me out of my laser focus on the closed door ahead of us. "What the fuck is wrong with you?"
 
   "Nothing," I lied, shaking lose the cobwebs in my head. 
 
   I stood very still in front of that door, hyper-aware of every breath I took. I could feel blood moving through me — my pumping heart pushing blood up to my brain, and then gravity taking it down to the rest of my body. On the other side of this door was a banquet, and I was very, very hungry.
 
   Casper's trepidation was palpable as we slowly, quietly entered the room. I sighed audibly with relief when I saw no one was inside, and got down to business filling Darcy's oversized sack with blood bags, which were neatly stacked in refrigerators lining the wall.
 
   "Does he have a preference?" Casper asked.
 
   I slowed down long enough to see that each bag was dated. Of course, blood had an expiration date. I made a point of pulling the bags that were about to expire, leaving the fresher blood. It felt better to steal the ones closer to their expiry date, in case they were going to throw them away or something. Sure, the logic was flawed, but it made me feel a lot better about stealing blood that was reserved for people who would die without it. 
 
   I was checking the date on a bag of AB negative when a sudden adrenaline spike caught me completely off guard. 
 
   "Frankie?" I mumbled, feeling the mental barrier between us slip away. A violent hunger surged through me, and I groaned as sharp pains tore into my stomach. 
 
   While I tried to fight the pain in my gut, I went numb at my reflection in the cold metal cabinet. I was completely vamped out and hadn’t felt my body change. 
 
   A sudden onslaught of vertigo made me squeeze the bag still in my hand, my fingernail puncturing a hole in it. The blood flowed from the hole down my index finger, moving towards my arm. Before I even thought about what I was doing, I pulled my hand to my mouth, and licked up the blood before it reached my coat.
 
   As soon as the ice cold, salty blood hit my tongue, my legs buckled. I dropped to the floor, and my fangs, longer than usual, sliced into my lip, making me shriek more out of surprise than pain. But it didn't matter. My mind was laser focused on that blood, and my mouth instinctively moved until I reached the hole in the bag. The blood moved through the bag at a glacial pace, and I sucked at it violently. I just could not get my fill. Casper's panic was clouding my head. I tried to force him out, but he was stubborn and wouldn't budge.   
 
   "¡Usted vampiro de chupando de la sangre!" Casper's scream broke me out of my gorging. 
 
   I pulled my mouth away from the bag to catch my breath, only then actually realizing why he was screaming at me. Horrified, I threw the bag across the room. It burst when it hit the wall, the remaining blood suddenly smeared down in a thick red line.
 
   My heart raced, and my stomach churned. What did I just do? While part of me found it repugnant, another part of me felt weirdly sated. And, honestly, I felt really, really good. Powerful. Almost invincible. I got to my feet, my exhaustion gone. I was ready to take on a world filled with big bad beasties. 
 
   And then, like a junkie coming in for a crash, I felt awful, doubling over when a sharp pain sliced through my stomach again. My head was spinning, and with Casper still in there cursing me out in Spanish, it began to pound. And then I lost it. The blood came up, and it was a hell of a lot less pleasant going in this direction. Casper, smartly, jumped out of my body. Adding to the chaos, my cell phone started buzzing angrily. I didn't have to pull it out to know that it was Frankie. I was certain that he felt everything that just happened, because I swear he was inside of me the entire time. 
 
   Once my stomach emptied, I wiped my mouth, smearing regurgitated blood on the back of my hand. Just when I thought that this hospital run could not get any worse, a lab tech sauntered into the room, singing MC Hammer's "U Can't Touch This." She met my eyes, and, in shock, stepped into the barfed up blood. Immediately, she was off her feet, landing on her backside on top of the mess. She screamed. Hell, I would've too.
 
   Her screams weren't helping my headache, and they definitely weren't helping me get of the hospital undetected. Taking a deep breath, I stooped down and grabbed her by the shoulders. Panicking, she started to fight me, kicking out her legs, and nailing me right in the crotch. Even though I have lady parts, it still smarted. The surge of pain forced my fangs out again. Based on her sudden intake of breath and a pause in her kicking, she noticed too. Then she screamed louder, and kicked out faster and harder. No doubt about it, she was hysterical. But the more she fought me, the vampy-er I got, turning this into one unending crisis loop. I finally slapped her hard across the face, which turned her screaming into a sustained whimpering. 
 
   I gently turned her face towards mine and looked into her eyes. I hated to do it, but I had to enthrall her so that she forgot about the whole damn episode. While I was at it, I figured I'd have her clean up the mess, too. My least favorite vampire power — controlling another person's mind, their will — was a useful power, especially right then.
 
   When the poor woman went off looking for a mop and a bucket, I fled. Sprinting down the hallway and then running up the stairs, I wasn't worried about being quiet anymore. With the oversized purse weighed down with bags of blood, it was time to get the hell out as quickly as possible. 
 
   When I got to the ER floor, I slowed my pace. My phone went off again, but I continued to ignore it. I had to pick up Darcy. She was still lying on her gurney, but her small moans were exchanged for light snoring. I nudged her awake.
 
   "What the hell happened to you?" she whispered. She didn't even try to hide her alarm at my disheveled and blood covered state. My voicemail and text message alerts went off, which I ignored again.
 
   I tossed Darcy's boots to her. "I really don't want to talk about it right now. We've got to go!"
 
   I shifted anxiously from foot to foot while she pulled them on. Without warning, Casper pushed back into my body, leaving me shivering at the icy-cold temperature he pulled along with him. 
 
   "You got a clear shot out of the ER if you go now," he said. 
 
   "Will you take us?" I was almost too scared to ask. Witches aren't fond of vampires for a reason, and what I just did back there was a really big part of it.  
 
   "Yes, but don't you pull that blood sucking freak shit again. ¿Entiendes? 
 
   I nodded. His words stung, and I fought back tears. He was right, after all. But I had no idea how I turned into that so quickly. One second I was Nina Martinez, exhausted barkeep and secret Blood Ops member. The next, I was a blood sucking freak.
 
   Putting some distance between myself and the remaining blood bags seemed like a wise idea, so I handed off the giant purse to Darcy. Then I let Casper take control. With a nod for Darcy to follow, we slipped out of the curtained off exam room and into the bustling ER. Moving swiftly and with purpose, we headed for the exit. Then, calm as you please, we walked into the waiting room and headed straight out the front doors. 
 
   Relieved to be out of the hospital, I took a deep breath. The cold air felt like razor blades in my lungs, and I coughed up more blood, spitting it out on the sidewalk. 
 
   "Holy shit, Nina!" Darcy cried when she saw the red glob of phlegm. 
 
   I was doubled over again, unable to breathe in without feeling like my lungs were getting sliced. She rushed to my side, rubbing my back as I continued to fight for air and then spit up more blood. 
 
   "Nina! What the hell is going on?" Her voice was edged with fear. 
 
   But I couldn't respond. Casper wrested control of my body. I fought him for a second before giving in and slumping to the ground. His chant of "Mud-Kesta, Mud-Kesta, Mud-Kesta..." filled my head. With my body under Casper's control, my hands cut intricate patterns in the air.
 
   Casper released me. I leaned against the bumper of a parked car. I finally could breathe without pain searing through my lungs. Inhaling deeply, I whispered my thanks to Casper, just as my cell phone went wild once again. I silenced it.
 
   "Damn, woman, I wasn't sure if it would work." Casper sounded as relieved as me. "I thought you may have gone full bore vampiro on me."
 
   His flippancy made me grin after what had just happened. Maybe we'd be okay. 
 
   "If it happens again, move your hands like we just did, and call for Mud-Kesta. She's the blood stauncher," he explained before he jumped out of my body, leaving my vampire nature to finish the rest of my healing. 
 
   "What the hell just happened?" Darcy was staring down at me, confused and alarmed. She took my hand and pulled me up from the freezing pavement. 
 
   "Guess I just had a crash course in witchcraft." I handed her the keys to the Fiat. "You better drive. Just in case."
 
   She grabbed the keys and nodded. We walked in silence across the parking lot to the car, slipping along on patches of ice. Darcy popped the trunk and dumped the blood bags into the snow packed cooler. I hoped it was enough to hold Matty over for a while. After this fiasco, I wasn't about to break into a blood bank again.
 
   We settled into the car, heat blasting, and I pulled out my phone. There were ten missed calls and texts from Frankie, which I continued to ignore. I was pretty sure he was aware of my vamp out, and I wasn't really up for discussing it with him just yet. Not until I talked to Dr. O.
 
   With shaking hands, I typed out a text to Dr. O, asking him to meet me at the bar at noon, when we opened. I bit my lip and considered adding that it was an emergency and I needed only him to handle it. I glanced at the time on the dashboard clock. It was just after 9 a.m., which gave me less than three hours. I typed it in furiously, hit send, and then sighed and closed my eyes. I could feel Darcy stealing glances at me, but she didn't press me on anything. Until I knew what the hell was happening, I wasn't ready to talk about any of it.
 
   I broke the silence. "Drop me at the bar?"
 
   "I'll get the car back to you after I take the stuff to..." Darcy said before hesitating. "To the guys."
 
   Darcy liked Matty. I smiled slightly in spite of myself, as my eyes fluttered closed for a few welcome moments of light sleep. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   Dr. O was at the door of my now-spotless bar, courtesy of The Cleaner, when I unlocked it. With a large hot Dunkin' Donuts coffee in one hand, he was a welcome sight for my very blurry eyes. Dog padded along beside me, though she and Cookie Puss were keeping a good distance between each other. I was grateful that they weren't fighting. Between the lack of sleep and the smell of the chemicals used by The Cleaner to wipe up the previous night's blood bath, my head was starting to throb. I reached under the bar for a bottle of aspirin, popped three and washed them down with the coffee. It scalded my throat, but I didn't care. I was desperate for the caffeine.
 
   Dr. O wrinkled his nose as he settled onto the bar stool, sniffing at the bleach-infused air. "I see The Cleaner took care of things."
 
   Given everything that happened overnight and this morning, it was hard to believe that less than 12 hours before, a Beta-Vamp had exploded in the bar. I plopped down onto the stool next to Dr. O, Dog curled at my feet, and recounted all of the night's events, tears welling up in my eyes when I admitted to losing control and drinking from the broken blood bag.
 
   Dr. O didn't speak until I finished. "How much sleep did you actually get last night?" He touched my forehead, like he was taking my temperature.
 
   "Not enough," I sighed. I looked at the mirror behind the bar, and my own pale, gaunt face stared back at me. I could barely see my green eyes from the dark circles surrounding them.
 
   "I'll say," he muttered, moving on to check my pulse. "What about the scar from the knife? How's that healing?"
 
   I pulled back my still-tangled hair and showed him the scar on my neck, from where Marcello tried to slit my throat. It was raised, red and angry. Dr. O touched it lightly, and shivers ran down my spine. I took another swig of my coffee, and the hot liquid removed the chill.
 
   "Would you mind pouring out a whiskey, my dear?" Dr. O asked, sounding as weary as I felt. I kept my eye on him as I dragged myself off the stool and to the other side of the bar. He looked like he was carrying the weight of the world. His shock of white hair was disheveled and his face looked more cracked and weathered than ever. As a Druid, Dr. O could pretty much live forever, but lately he was showing his age. 
 
   I cracked open a new bottle of Ardbeg single malt Scotch, a new top-shelf brand I bought exclusively for us. Our clientele was a mix of old neighborhood barflies and college kids, a crowd that preferred quantity over quality. But I stocked the good stuff for us, and Dr. O looked like he needed an Ardbeg.
 
   I poured out the amber liquid and slid the drink over to him. His silence was unnerving. 
 
   "So, did Marcello's blade do something more to me? Am I dying?" I asked nervously.  
 
   Dr. O chuckled sadly. "That blade clearly did something, but no, my dear, you are not the one dying."
 
   "That's a relief," I sighed, only to suddenly understand his implication. "Wait a minute. Are you saying—" 
 
   He lifted the Scotch to his lips. "I am not saying anything. And I suggest you don't either, until we know for sure." 
 
   The door burst open, interrupting us, and Alfonso rushed in from the cold. 
 
   "Sorry I'm late. Did you save my seat?" he teased, knowing full well I wouldn't let anyone sit on his bar stool. The bar usually opened with Alfonso on the stoop. 
 
   "I was about to file a missing person's report." The levity in my voice felt hollow. 
 
   Al stopped halfway to his bar stool and looked around, his nose twitching. "What the hell happened here? ¡Dios mío! You didn't clean the place, did you?"
 
   I grabbed a glass and pulled down the Bud tap. It sputtered and then beer sprayed everywhere except the glass. The keg needed changing. 
 
   "Don't worry," I said, wiping down my t-shirt and jeans with a bar rag. "This place will be filthy again in no time."
 
   Al didn't notice, however, since he was preoccupied with his phone. I pulled the Bud Light tap instead, poured a glass and dropped it in front of him on the way to the basement. He'd probably never notice anyway. 
 
   "Be right back," I said to Dr. O. "I just have to tap a new keg. Dog, you stay." 
 
   She raised her head lazily and gave me a look that said, "I wasn't planning on following you."
 
   The basement of Babe's was sufficiently creepy. This was an old building, so the basement was barely more than a crawl space. Even I had to stoop to fit, and I'm not exactly tall. Crouched uncomfortably, I duck-walked over to the kegs, cutting a path through the cobwebs to the crawl-in beer fridge. 
 
   I could see my breath in the just-slightly-above-freezing room. My fingers stiffened almost instantly, and I blew on them to manipulate a quick disconnect on the empty keg. Still hunched over, I hauled a full keg over to replace the empty one. Just as I tapped the new keg, I felt the familiar ooze of ghost drop into me. It was so cold in the fridge that I barely noticed the temperature shift.
 
   Casper settled into my body with a shiver of his own. Things were still a little awkward from the episode at the hospital. 
 
   "You want to talk about it?" I reconnected the beer line, hoping he hadn't distracted me so much that I left air in it.
 
   "Not really," he responded.
 
   "Look, that wasn't me..." I started to explain but backtracked quickly. Until Dr. O said something was up with Frankie, I didn't want Casper — or anyone — to jump to conclusions. "I mean, I wasn't myself. But I am just as much vampire as I am witch, and I never hid that from you."
 
   "You didn't go around knocking back stolen blood bags before," he interrupted hotly. 
 
   "No, but something weird happened back there, and I can't explain it right now. And what if this is some residual effect from those witch spells Marcello used on me? Don't be blinded by your own prejudice."
 
   Casper went so still, I wondered if he popped out without my taking notice. For a split second, I considered ghost-proofing the building — at least then I'd be rid of the insufferable Lovecraft spirit. 
 
   But Casper was still possessing me, and he was none too happy with the idea. He forced me to stand straight and my head collided with the low, frost-covered ceiling. 
 
   "Ow!" I yelped, rubbing the point of impact. "You're an ass!"
 
   "Don't you even think about ghost-proofing this place," he fumed. He was so angry, I could feel my own body temperature rise. The wall next to me in the frosty icebox was getting a little melty.
 
   I crawled out of the fridge and closed the door. "So then we're good?"
 
   "Just don't tell my mother. I don't want her hexing you."
 
   "Good, because I kind of need you." I think that was the olive branch he needed. 
 
    
 
   "You do?" He asked.
 
   "Of course I do! You are my friend, and I need my friends. And besides that, how else am I supposed to learn this witch stuff with Babe on vacation?"
 
   "We should practice today then—" 
 
   "Hold on," I interrupted him. "I can't just close the bar." I sensed his impatience with me, and after what we had just been through, I felt better placating him. "We'll practice tonight, alright. As long as Darcy can watch the bar. Good?"
 
   "You ain't gonna pussy out on me again, are you?"
 
   Though I scowled at the term he used, I considered it for a minute. But if Darcy would watch the bar for me tonight, and I behaved myself and learned to stir a simple spell, maybe I could go to bed early and get some sleep.  
 
   "As long as Darcy can cover me, we'll do it," I insisted while marching up the stairs. When I was halfway up, I could hear Alfonso's one-sided phone conversation.
 
   "I'm telling you, she cleaned the bar! Limpio! Spotless! Clean!"
 
   Alarmed, I raced the rest of the stairs. "Who are you talking to?"
 
   "Babe! You cleaned the bar!" His eyes flashed with anger. "It smells...not bad."
 
   "Are you serious? No really, are you serious?" I asked him wide-eyed. "You’re telling on me because I had the place cleaned? What the hell is that, Alfonso?"
 
    
 
   Dr. O chuckled from his stool and poured a little more whiskey into his near-empty glass.
 
   "Your aunt wants to talk to you." Alfonso handed me his old clamshell phone and sipped his beer, his expression smug. I grimaced and took the phone, secretly happy I poured him a light beer instead of a regular.
 
   "Auntie Babe, it's not my fault," I stammered, ready to defend the need for The Cleaner. But she was chuckling.
 
   "Oh, Nina, honey! Alfonso just hates change." Even her voice was smiling, and I let out a relieved sigh. "I know the place wasn't at its best, but Al says the place sparkles. Did it need to be so thorough?"
 
   I recounted the prior evening's events that necessitated the visit from The Cleaner. Babe's chuckles were replaced by gasps of shock. 
 
   "That sounds awful! You okay?"
 
   I reassured her of my well-being and decided not to share my experience at the hospital. There were some things my aunt was better off not knowing.
 
   "How're your parents?" I tried changing the subject. Technically, they were my grandparents, but there's a lot of bad blood between witches and vampires in my family. Everyone on the witch side, with the exception of Auntie Babe, shunned me. 
 
   "The usual," she sighed. "Can we talk later? Maybe do a Skype? I'd love to see your face."
 
   Pressing my fingers into the bridge of my nose, I closed my eyes. I could feel my go-to-bed-early plan slipping away, but it would also give me an excuse to shorten the lesson, ensuring it didn't go on all night.
 
   "I know what you're thinking," Casper rattled in my head, and I rolled my eyes. 
 
   "I need to do some spelling with Casper..." 
 
   "Oh good," she said, more excited than I expected.
 
   "As long as Darcy can watch the bar," I added.
 
   "What else does she have to do?" Babe interjected, and I immediately thought of Matty. Since I sent her on to drop off the blood bags on her own, she could have plenty going on, for all I knew. 
 
   "Oooooo, caliente!" Casper chirped. 
 
   "Oh shut up, will you?" I said out loud. 
 
   My aunt's voice went stern. "I know you did not just tell me to shut up!"
 
   "No! No! Not you, Auntie! Casper. He's interjecting in my head, and it's hard to focus," I squeaked.
 
   Babe harrumphed. "Tell that ghost to cut the crap. Call Darcy, get her to cover for you. I'll go to the Internet cafe and Skype you at 7 p.m. your time, and all three of us will work on your spelling. Sound good?"
 
   I groaned in response. 
 
   "Glad you're looking forward to it. I love you! Put Al back on the phone please."
 
   I considered dropping the phone in his half-empty beer mug, but he drained it before I could make my final decision. We traded phone for mug, and I gave him a refill of more light beer. That traitor would get nothing but light beer out of me from now on. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   I gave her sixteen different reasons to beg off, but Darcy insisted on covering for me at the bar. She even showed up an hour early, looking spectacular in a simple pair of jeans and a black t-shirt, the tip of her lacy bra just peeking over the V-neck. She pulled her white-blond hair, now streaked with cotton candy pink, into a long braid, and it swung like a pendulum across her back. 
 
   She scooted past me behind the bar. "How was your day, hon? You look a lot better than when I left you this morning." 
 
   Grunting my response, I eyed her suspiciously. Humming away to the song playing on the satellite radio station while slicing lemons near the sink, she looked absolutely effervescent, hair and pale skin a sharp contrast to her black top. I didn't have to ask her what she was up to. Frankie had sent over a flurry of angry texts because she and Matty were holed up in his apartment, giggling and listening to Killing Haley's "emo crap," while he was trying to sleep. Part of me was happy I wasn't the only one running a huge sleep deficit. Misery loves company and all that.
 
   Thankfully, he didn't mention anything about the hospital. Maybe our binding was blocked. Or maybe he didn't want to talk about it either. 
 
   I filled Darcy in on Al's light beer drink of choice for the evening. Casper had already oozed his way into my body. Like Darcy, he showed up early too. He was so excited to teach me spells that he pushed my heart rate up. By the way I clomped up the stairs, I was sweating as if I was halfway through a boxing workout.
 
   Once in the apartment, I fired up the laptop in the kitchen and while we were waiting for Babe to Skype in from Mexico, I tore apart the kitchen looking for spell pots and various other witch-like paraphernalia. Casper's running monologue was filled with exasperation when I kept grabbing the wrong stuff.
 
   "You never cook and spell with the same pots," he huffed. "Spell pots on the left side, cooking on the right. Hell's bells, Nina, we went over this last time!"
 
   Great. He was giving me a migraine already.  
 
   Skype chirped, and Babe's weathered face popped up on the screen when I answered. Placing the laptop on a makeshift shelf created by stacking several of Babe's grimoires, I could almost see eye-to-eye with her. 
 
   She waved. "Hi, sweetie! Is Casper settled in?"
 
   I involuntarily blew her a kiss, Casper's way of letting her know he was possessing me.
 
   "Hi, handsome!" she said with a wink. "Okay, circle cast?"
 
   I gulped and stared blankly at my aunt's face in the laptop. Her smile melted into a disapproving frown.
 
   "Dios mío, Nina. I showed you how to cast the circle before I left! Did you honestly forget it already?" 
 
   "You're making me look like shit," Casper said, fuming over my aunt's admonishment.
 
   "She showed me once! Three weeks ago!" I countered. Thirty-three years old and my aunt and a teenaged ghost were yelling at me like a truant grade school student. It was humiliating. 
 
   "Casper, have you been spelling without drawing the circle?" With her disappointment now directed at him, I smiled smugly.
 
   "We haven't been spelling. This is the first time she's committed to practicing since you left!"
 
   I slammed my hand over my mouth. I hated it when he used me to speak. In this situation, I was literally telling on myself. 
 
   A very exasperated Babe rolled her eyes. "Both of you, draw the damn circle. No spelling in my building without one. Do you remember how?"
 
   I'm pretty sure I looked like a deer in headlights. Babe's eyes went wide with surprise, and then narrowed into angry slits when she realized that I completely forgot what she taught me right before she left for her trip.
 
   "Nina, do you remember why it's important to cast a circle?"
 
   "To keep negative forces out while witches are at their most vulnerable," I parroted her words.
 
   "And why else?" she pressed.
 
   "To keep our magic from escaping and harming others if we spell wrong." I looked guiltily down at my hands.
 
   "And that should be the most important reason for you," she scolded, and I had to agree. I wasn't exactly in control of my witchy faculties. Accidentally conjuring tornados doesn't exactly inspire confidence. 
 
   But I noticed that Casper also froze at her demand for us to cast the circle, and that made me snicker. He didn't remember how to do it either. "Safety first" wasn't exactly a popular motto for teenaged boys.
 
   She tap-tap-tapped her nails against the computer, and they echoed through the microphone. "I'm guessing the ritual cleansing didn't happen then?"
 
   Hoping I looked appropriately chagrined, I shook my head. Her sigh was long and loud. Babe liked her magic old-school, which included a ritual bath beforehand to cleanse oneself of negative energy, meditate and focus, and blah blah blah. I preferred going straight for the meat. Get in, kick ass, get out. Prep takes me no longer than strapping on my weapons.
 
   "I'll let it go," she said, and then with emphasis, "this time."  
 
   Babe already had a circle drawn in the apartment, which was marked by her beloved veladoras candles in the north, south, east and west apexes. With the candles as guides, I closed my eyes and imagined the circle, attempting to ignite the four candles in my mind, and hoping that they physically manifested fire as well. I heard one flame up before my concentration was interrupted and I opened my eyes.
 
   The Internet cafe Babe was using was buzzing with action, and the noise level made it hard to focus. I looked past her to the people milling around in the background. Wondering if she could move to a quieter corner, something strange caught my eye. It was a man, pale skin and a shock of red hair, out of place in the sea of brown skin surrounding him. 
 
   "Babe, what's with the gringo behind you?" I asked. 
 
   This part of Mexico was a tourist trap during the Congreso Internacional de Brujos, the famous witch festival that filled Catemaco with visitors from all over the world every year. But the festival was about a month away, so seeing someone who clearly was not from the Veracruz area in the cafe made me suspicious. 
 
   "Maybe they came early for the festival," Babe said, brushing it off. "Catemaco has some lovely beaches. Not everyone is here just for Brujos. Now you see why I tell you to take the ritual bath? You are completely scattered." 
 
   The pale man stuck out like a virgin in a whorehouse, but I decided not to push it. Babe was annoyed enough with me. 
 
   I closed my eyes and, with every ounce of my mental strength, I willed those damn candles to light. I didn't dare open my eyes until Casper let out a low whistle in my head. "Nice one. You lit them all up in one go." 
 
   "Okay, see? Focused. So what are we spelling today?" I thought about all the weapons I would love to spell — my bullets, my athame and the awesome blades that extended over my hands like claws. Then my mind wandered to Frankie. Maybe there was a spell for him, just in case we needed it.
 
   "We're charging herbs," Babe said flatly. 
 
   Defeated, I reached out and grabbed at the herbs growing in my aunt's windowsill above the sink.
 
   "What are you doing?" Casper took over my arm and slammed it down on the counter. 
 
   "Charging herbs. What the hell is your problem?"
 
   "You can't just grab any old herb." He sounded so annoyed with me. "What do you want the herbs to do?"
 
   I shrugged. "Ask Babe. I've no idea what we're doing."
 
   "We are going to charge a mix of bay leaf and garlic."
 
   "Sounds like we're making spaghetti sauce," I groused.
 
   "Nina, please, be serious. What are those herbs for?"
 
   "Bay leaf is for strength, garlic is for protection." The answer flew out of my mouth quickly. 
 
   "Good!" Babe beamed. "But that wasn't you, was it, honey? That was Casper."
 
   I gritted my teeth and nodded. I sucked at this. Casper was showing me up. 
 
   "But you get the idea, right, honey? Alright, now..." El Gringo caught my eye again, and Babe's voice became an irritating hum in the background. 
 
   Sipping from a can of Coke, he looked like Uber-Tourista. You know the stereotype — loud shirt, Bermuda shorts, black knee high socks paired with brand new white sneakers, stupid straw hat. It was all wrong. He was trying too hard to look the part.
 
   Absently, with my eyes still on the guy's image on my laptop, I reached into the cabinet above me and felt around for herb bottles and a head of garlic. Babe's shrill voice yanked me back to Earth.
 
   "Nina, that's the cooking cabinet. What the hell is wrong with you tonight!"
 
   "Sorry," I muttered, crossing the kitchen to the spell cabinet (God, this was a pain in the ass) and pulling out a bottle of bay leaves and a half used head of garlic. When I got back to the laptop, Babe instructed me to "charge" the herbs. I stared blankly at the screen. 
 
   "Oh for crying out loud," she fumed. "Casper, show her how it's done."
 
   My eyes snapped closed and my hand jerked forward. "Hey!" I yelled, and then I felt pressure on my jaw as he clamped my mouth shut.
 
   "I like you a lot more like this!" I scowled as his voice reverberated through my skull. I'd go through a full-on exorcism just to teach this little snot a lesson. 
 
   He held my hand over the bay leaves and garlic. "Stop fighting. Push your energy down into them."
 
   What I wanted to do was keep an eye on the guy in the cafe, but with Casper welding my eyes shut, it was impossible. I gave in, although there was no way my energy was going to charge anything.  
 
   So when a spark hit my palm, I yelped in surprise. My eyes popped open to catch the briefest glimpse of what appeared to be lightening flash out from my hand and down to the garlic and bay leaves. Casper was beside himself, doing a happy dance inside my body, which was making me twitchy. 
 
   Babe wore an ear-to-ear grin. "Oh my God! You did it! Or was that Casper?" Her eyes narrowed suspiciously.
 
   "No, that was all Nina," I heard myself say, but it was really the ghost. Great. Now I was talking about myself in the third person. 
 
   Taking back control of my body, I grabbed the tea kettle, filled it, and fired up the stove. Reaching above it, I scrounged around the upper cabinet for a box of tea leaves, hoping for something soothing to ease me into sleep. Triumphant, I pulled down a box of chamomile, and moved to the end of the kitchen to grab a mug. Wrinkling my nose, I sniffed and turned to look at the stove. It smelled like something was burning. Suddenly hot, I looked down and realized I was the one on fire. The flame from the gas stove was too big for the kettle, and it ignited my sweater. Like an idiot, I froze. 
 
   If there was ever a good moment to have a ghost possess your body, this was it. Casper took over, forcing me to rip the sweater over my head. Before I could pray that it didn't send my hair in flames (God, I really needed to cut my damn hair off), the sweater landed in the sink. I turned the faucet, and smoke billowed into my face while the fire went out. Coughing, I fanned the smoke away and turned back to the laptop.
 
   Babe looked horrified. "Why is my kitchen smoking up? Nina? Casper? You two better not be burning down my building."
 
   "It's okay, Babe. We're okay," I said as I moved in front of the computer and waved, thinking it would make her feel better to see me. 
 
   "Nina, where's your top?" In my haste to prove all was completely normal, I didn't even realize that I was standing there in my bra.
 
   My face grew hot and I crossed my arms over my chest just as the door burst open. Frankie and Matty bounded into the apartment with a fire extinguisher. They stopped dead when I turned to face them. Frankie actually burst out laughing, making my face redder and hotter. At least Matty was polite enough to avert his eyes. 
 
   Refusing to look away, Frankie stripped off his jacket and tossed it to me. He raised his eyebrows slightly and gave me a wink. I gave him the finger. Casper's laughing vibrated my body, which wasn't a good thing considering my circumstance.
 
   "What the hell are you laughing at?" I muttered to Casper.
 
    I settled into Frankie's coat, feeling a bit lightheaded. His scent — a mix of musk and sandalwood — was briefly overwhelming.  
 
   "You okay, Frankie?" I asked, looking him over warily. He looked fine, completely normal. There was even a little color to his cheeks. 
 
   "You were on fire, and I felt it. Those flames were bloody hot, Nina." 
 
   "Hello, Frankie," my aunt deadpanned.
 
   "Well, hello, Babette. Look at you, in the computer!" Frankie was a total Luddite. 
 
   With the dizziness abating, I turned on my heel and walked towards the bedroom to grab a shirt. I heard murmurs of conversation carrying on in the kitchen while I tore apart the spare bedroom I had moved into. Some of my stuff made it to the closet, but most of it was still in suitcases strewn all over the floor. I wasn't the best mover, which the mountains of unpacked boxes in my Olneyville apartment proved. I never really unpack. Ever.
 
   I pulled a My Bloody Valentine concert tank top off the floor and gave it a sniff. Not clean but clean enough. After shrugging out of Frankie's leather, I pulled it on. Casper grumped, "You're just nasty. That's gotta be the vampire side."
 
   "You're like my goddamned conjoined twin. Can't you just float for a while?" 
 
   "Girl, please. You'd miss me."
 
   There was a nugget of truth to that. While I didn't relish being possessed, we had finally settled into a comfortable relationship where it felt almost homey having him around, kind of like having an annoying kid brother. Plus, as long as he possessed me, it was a ton more difficult for other ghosts to make themselves at home. Only one ghost per body, that's the rule.
 
   Anyone with some knowledge could cook up a spell, although non-witches who spelled were less likely to get the spell to work. But actual witch talents went beyond casting. Eva was a seer — when she wasn't scamming people to make a buck, she could actually see their future. Her tarot throws were damn accurate. Babe was a Shaman, a medicine woman. She could cure just about anything. Since turning on my witch DNA made me able to communicate with the spirit world, it was easier for ghosts to slip into my body and stay a while. With Casper leaving his imprint, I was much more likely to be left alone.
 
   Hearing more footfalls clomping up the stairs, I snatched Frankie's jacket off the floor and headed back out to the kitchen, hoping to clear the apartment before more people showed up and someone decided that adding a bottle of tequila would turn it into a party. I really just wanted to hit the sack.
 
   In my rush out of the bedroom, I ran straight into Max's shoulder, bouncing me back about a foot, my back colliding with the knob on the bedroom door behind me. A stream of colorful words cascaded from my mouth.
 
   "Hey," Max said, looking sheepish. "Peace offering?"
 
   He held out a paper back with the New York System logo and my heart just about exploded out of my chest. He brought me hot wieners, an only-in-Rhode-Island delicacy of hot dog topped with spicy ground beef, mustard, onions and celery salt. The circle of grease told me that fries were in that bag too. My mouth watered.
 
   Struggling to contain my excitement over the food, I glared at him. "Maybe. What else are you selling?"
 
   He shrugged. "I know I need to reconcile living in the monster world with my human part. Can you put up with me while I try to figure it out?"
 
   The smell of greasy, delicious food was clouding my judgment, so I relented. "Yeah, sure. Just, you know, don't be an asshole."
 
   I snatched the bag from Max's hand and made a beeline for the kitchen. Stepping in front of Frankie, who was showing Babe how his ass looked in his new jeans, I noted that the creepy tourist guy was still stalking around behind my aunt.
 
   "Oh, thank the gods, Nina. The last thing I ever thought I'd be doing was giving star ratings to Frankie's behind."
 
   "Are we done for the night, Aunty?" I held up the bag of wieners.
 
   "You're going to get a stomach ache this late," she said, shaking her head, snickering. "But yes, we are done. But we are trying again tomorrow, okay?"
 
   I nodded, my eyes still on the Gringo behind her. Something about him just felt off. "Watch your back, Babe. I still don't like the looks of that guy."
 
   She laughed. "You worry too much. This place fills up early now for the festival, which is good. Good for the businesses here."
 
   "Abuelo is doing well then?" I hesitated a split second. We didn't talk much about my grandfather. He tried to kill me when I was a toddler — spawn of vampire, after all. That's when Babe took me to Dr. O, and the Blood Ops unit. Apparently Gramps was gunning for me ever since.
 
   "He's your grandfather, Nina." Babe sighed. "That man always does well."
 
   Gramps was a powerful witch, but he was also a black magic brujo. Black magic was blood magic, powerful spells designed to harm that required blood being spilled. Babe was stiff upper lip about him, but Casper and his family were from the Veracruz region, and his mom shared some good gossip. Apparently, my grandfather was legendary down there, and not necessarily in a good way.
 
   "Right," I sighed. I decided not to ask if she told him about me, assuming probably not. It was probably safer for me, anyway. I knew Babe learned a lot from him, and she loved him, but he was also a huge source of shame for her. Blood magic scared the crap out her — understandably — so she was militant about keeping her magic clean. Which was why we were charging herbs in the kitchen instead of making a spell to off Kittie and her cohorts. 
 
   After waving my goodbyes to my aunt, I dropped the bag of deliciousness onto the coffee table in the living room and started to unpack it. Frankie leaned against the kitchen counter and crossed his arms, eyes flicking between me and Max. My clueless cousin flopped on the couch, kicking me in the hip while he stretched out its full length. 
 
   "Nice day? Get plenty of rest?" I snarled at him. 
 
   "Those blood bags hit the spot. But I prefer AB to O negative. Any more in the fridge?"
 
   Staring at him, I considered snapping his neck. It wasn't like he'd die from it. He'd wake up after an hour with a stiff neck, and I’d feel a lot better. 
 
   Closing my eyes, I took a big breath, counted to 10, and exhaled. It probably wouldn't be diplomatic. I pulled out the box of fries and popped one into my mouth. The salt melted on my tongue, and I felt a little better. 
 
   "Nina?" Darcy yelled up the stairs. "Can you come down for a minute? Dog's about to eat some lady, and she won't listen when I try to call her off."
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
    
 
   "Dammit, Dog," I muttered, shoving in a few more fries. Wiping my hands down the front of my yoga pants, I bolted downstairs before I had a lawsuit on my hands. Or worse.
 
   I almost turned back up the stairs when I saw that the lady Dog cornered was Kittie. But since the bar was full of human witnesses, I had to play along.
 
   "Dog!" I called sharply. The impudent beast turned her head to glare at me for a split second before turning back to Kittie. Dog gnashed her teeth and growled low. Forgetting myself, I smiled with pride. I loved that she was a menace.
 
   Darcy came up beside me and nudged me with her elbow. Two customers slinked out of the bar. I could smell their fear as they hurried past. Darcy raised her eyebrows at me.
 
   "Dog!" I said again, but this time with more force behind it. "To me!"
 
   This time she turned and, with her head hanging low, she skulked over to me. She wrapped herself almost cat-like around my legs but she kept her teeth bared and her eyes on Kittie. Cookie Puss, curled up on the top shelf behind the bar, hissed. Worried she would push my aunt's "moonshine" off the shelf, I saw that her animosity was also directed at the self-professed siren. For once, the Hell Hound and the cat were united in a common enemy. 
 
   "I'm just looking for Matty," Kittie snapped, cowering away from Dog. "Tavio said he'd probably be with you."
 
   She didn't look happy about that either. She walked a wide circle around me and Dog to the bar, where she plunked herself on a bar stool beside Elias. I was so wrapped up with Dog that I didn't notice he was there. 
 
   "Nina?" he said, standing with his eyes wide in surprise. "Is that you?"
 
   "Uh, yeah. Nice to see you again, Elias." I crossed my arms as he spirited across the bar towards me. Considering how he treated me at Bertrand's this morning, his behavior was downright weird.
 
   "Wow! I can't believe it!" He swept me into a hug before planting a long, passionate kiss on my lips. A flood of memories from our wild weekend in Chicago poured into me, and my body responded. Between the shock of his enthusiasm and the knee-buckling worthy kiss, it was a good thing his arms were around me. I would have dropped to the floor. 
 
   "Well, I see you weren't that forgettable after all," Kittie said with a smirk.
 
   I reluctantly pulled away from Elias. Max stood at the foot of the staircase, staring at us, his hands balled into fists by his side.  
 
   I wiped my mouth nervously. "Elias, yeah, we saw each other this morning. Really early. Remember?" 
 
   He looked confused for a minute before melting me with a Cheshire cat smile. "I don't believe that. We would have woken up together." 
 
   I exhaled slowly, trying to calm my racing heart rate. If it was anything like Chicago, we would have never gone to sleep. 
 
   "Where's Matty?" Kittie demanded. I had forgotten she was there. 
 
   "Right here, doll," Matty said, his voice coming ahead of his footfalls on the stairs. "Sorry I split this morning. Frankie and I got our party on. It's a guy thing."
 
   When Kittie wrapped her arms around Matty's neck, pulling him closer, a crestfallen Darcy slipped back behind the bar. Matty smiled uncomfortably as he tried to extract himself from Kittie's embrace. He stared at Darcy longingly but she turned her back on him, her lower lip trembling.
 
   Shit. Darcy was close to tears. If she started crying over this dude, it could be deadly for the 20-odd humans currently drinking in the bar.
 
   "You need to go home, sweetie?" I asked Darcy quietly. 
 
   She looked at me, eyes brimming with tears, and nodded. This was going to be close.
 
    
 
   "Frankie!" I hollered a little too loud. With his vampire hearing, I could have whispered.
 
   Frankie moved so quickly that he didn't make a sound coming down the stairs. I wondered if his feet even touched the ground. 
 
   "Everything all right?" Frankie said, looking quickly around the bar. When his eyes landed on Kittie, he stood a little straighter and fluffed up his hair. "Oh, hello again!"
 
   He fluffed up his hair. What the hell?
 
   Eyes wide, I rounded on him. "You need to take Darcy home."
 
   "In a minute, love." And just like that, he blew me off and walked towards Kittie, Matty and Elias. 
 
   My blood began to boil. I felt my teeth start to shift, fangs at the ready.
 
   "She's not feeling well," I insisted. "She needs to go. Now!"
 
   Darcy sniffled. Frankie just ignored us.
 
   "You want me to take her?" Max asked, still glowering in Elias's direction.
 
   "No!" Darcy and I yelled at the same time. If she started wailing in the car, Max was a goner. It had to be Frankie. She couldn't kill what was already dead. Maybe she'd give him a headache. But that was the worst that could happen.
 
   Taking a small running start, I dove onto the bar and bodysurfed my way to the end, where Frankie mooned over Kittie. Beer bottles and shot glasses went flying as I slid down the bar. I felt splinters from the old wood bar embed into my skin. My tank top rode up to my bra, and the thin fabric of the yoga pants offered zero protection to my legs. Only Alfonso was quick enough to save his drink.
 
   Latching onto Frankie's arm, I skidded to a halt. Ignoring the needling pain of fresh splinters, I swung my legs over and landed on the floor. Still gripping his arm like a vice, I marched him towards the door, cursing under my breath.
 
   I pressed the key to the Fiat into his hand. "Snap out of it, Frankie. Darcy's about to blow." 
 
   He shook his head, as if clearing the cobwebs. "How much time do we have?"
 
   I shrugged and watched Darcy scramble to get her stuff together. "Hopefully enough. Get her home and into the soundproof room."
 
   Silently, I hoped that the crying jag would last until tomorrow afternoon, tops. I had never seen Darcy cry when it wasn't her time to let loose. I had no idea how long she would be out. "How much time did she and Matty spend together anyway?"
 
   "I fell asleep, but they were talking for a while. Matty said he only got an hour or two of sleep before sundown. I guess they stayed up talking until she left for the bar."
 
   I groaned. Darcy was smitten. Between the she-devil wrapping herself around Matty and Darcy's banshee nature, nothing good could come of this.
 
   "Darce," I called, as cheerfully as possible. "Frankie's going to take you home now, sweetie! I'll close up."
 
   She nodded and rushed toward the door. Her eyes were watery and red. She looked about ready to burst. 
 
   "Drive fast, Frankie!" I said as I shoved the two of them out the door and headed back to my post behind the bar, picking splinters out of my thighs as I went.
 
   During the ruckus, Al took beer matters into his own hands. With his glass under the spigot, he was pouring himself a draft from his perch opposite it. Of course, it was half head. I killed the tap, tossed his pour in the sink and started over. 
 
   "No one pours like you, Nina," he slurred, his eyes half closed. 
 
   "This is your last, Al." He sure tied on a good one tonight. Al was a barfly — a serious drinker — so for him to be hammered meant a lot of booze. I was kind of shocked that Darcy served him so much. She was usually the levelheaded, responsible one. When she wasn't wailing, of course.
 
   He scowled and opened his mouth to argue but then caught sight of Max, brooding to his left. He raised his eyebrows at me and shrugged. "I'll make this one last." He brought the pint glass up and missed his mouth twice before he sipped a bit off the top.
 
   Wiping down the spot beside Al, I gestured for Max to sit.
 
   "God, you look amazing," Elias settled in next to Max and Max shot him a look. "What are you doing in Providence, of all places?"
 
   "I live here." Uncapping a bottle of Raging Bitch, I took a long pull from it and then handed it to Max. 
 
   "I thought you lived in Vegas."
 
   "Outside Vegas," I corrected. "I moved."
 
   "It has been a while, hasn't it?" He grinned at me and looked like a goddamn cherub. I felt my face flush.
 
   Max reached over and squeezed my hand. "Obviously lots of things changed." 
 
   "Are we getting any service down here or what?" A shrill voice carried up to the bar, making my neck hairs stand on end. 
 
   "We're closed," I said as I pulled my hand away from Max and yelled down to Kittie, who was still hanging all over my cousin. Matty looked appropriately uncomfortable with her over-the-top PDA.
 
   "We'll move on then," he said, trying to untangle himself from her kudzu-like attachment.
 
   "You aren't closed," Kittie sneered at me. 
 
   "It's under consideration," I sneered back. 
 
   "The girls are meeting us here, then we'll hit the bar around the corner," she cooed at Matty. "Trust me, I don't want to hang out here any longer than I have to." Her eyes flicked critically around the bar before making contact with me. 
 
   "Well, you don't exactly class up the place," I shot back. Her eyes went pitch black, and the rattle on the snake tattoo began to shiver. I was amazed that no one believed she was a demon except me. Why didn't anyone else see it?
 
   In a rush of anger, I marched to the end of the bar, fangs forcing their way through my gums. My green eyes made contact with her coal black ones and I leaned into her, just inches from her face.
 
   "Calm the snake," I warned her. I didn't want any trouble in the bar. Too many normals were around. Plus I'd already dealt with The Cleaner twice in one week. Dr. O would start sending me the damn cleaning bills.
 
   She smiled coyly, pulling away from me. "Whatever do you mean?"
 
   And that's when I snapped. I just hauled off and punched Kittie square in the nose. There was a satisfying crack of bones breaking, and blood sprayed out. Matty — his face a twisted mess of fear, disgust and hunger — grabbed a stack of cocktail napkins and handed half to her while he used the other half try to wipe up the mess on his obnoxious jacket. He tossed the wet pile of napkins aside after grinding the blood further into the fabric, turning part of the sleeve of his purple crushed velvet coat into matted spots of crap brown. 
 
   "You witch!" she half-sobbed. (And ain't that the truth?) "You broke my nose!"
 
   The entire place came to a standstill, except for Alfonso, who stood and applauded before staggering down to the end of the bar, grabbing onto customers to keep himself from falling over. 
 
   "Thank you for stopping this thief," he slurred. Then like some gonzo magic trick, Al pulled his wallet out of Kittie's cleavage. He turned and gave me a wink.
 
   "Yes, thief! Out of my bar!" I played along, but nearly botched it out of surprise.
 
   "I'm not done with you yet." It was hard to take her threat seriously when her voice was so nasal from the nose injury. It was like being threatened by Betty Boop.
 
   Al grabbed her by the arm and hustled her to the door. He swung it open and shoved her out, slamming it behind her. Then he turned to the bar and took a bow. 
 
   That's when I caught Matty licking the blood off his fingers. He made a face and took another taste. I hoped that everyone else was too focused on Alfonso to notice. 
 
   "Nina!" Matty called to me. I ignored him, wanting to avert my eyes from his repeated finger licking, as if it were fried chicken grease instead of demon blood. But he repeated my name. Twice.
 
   "What Matteo?"  I asked shortly. 
 
   He held out his hand. "Does this taste weird to you?"
 
   "Stop that!" I swatted his hand away from his mouth, and glanced at Elias, who was walking to us.
 
   "Closing early?" he said, smiling. "Maybe we could take some time to catch up?"
 
   That was tempting. So tempting. "I need to clean up, and maybe we can...Elias?" 
 
   His face went slack, and his eyes vacant. He turned and ambled towards the door.
 
   "Kittie's outside," he mumbled on his way towards the door, leaving it wide open after he stumbled out to the street. Al slammed the door shut behind him.
 
   Stunned, I looked at my cousin. "Matty, is something up with Elias? He's been acting weird." 
 
   "Nina, please. Dude's just not that into you anymore, okay?" He was still going to town, nibbling the blood off his fingers.
 
   "Clean up your hands! Please!" It was really grossing me out now. I tossed him a wet bar rag already streaked with Kittie's blood from wiping down my own knuckles. 
 
   "I am not asking because I am interested," I lied. Sort of. "He's just not the same guy I hung out with in Chicago, that's all. I mean, he barely acknowledged me last night. Now we're besties?" 
 
   I glanced at Max, who was headed our way. 
 
   "Yeah well, he was into you in Chicago," Matteo said. "It's the scene, cuz. Girls in every city. One hot night of rocking sex isn't going to change that." 
 
   "Please," I scoffed. 
 
   "Those were his words, exactly," Matty insisted. "When he heard you were my cousin, he said you guys had a hot night of rocking sex. So it's not like you're a bad lay."
 
   I cringed. Max was within earshot. 
 
   Max rose his eyebrows. "And I was worried about your hand."
 
   Matteo clearly enjoyed running his mouth. "Elias said she was like a tiger. Rawr!"
 
   My cheeks went hot, and I wanted the floor to swallow me up. Instead, the door blew open and the nasal greeting "Hi, it's Eva!" rang through the bar. I owed her big for the perfectly timed distraction. 
 
   "Here she comes," Alfonso groaned from his perch, where he was once again refilling his own glass. At this point, I'd given up keeping track of his bar tab.
 
   "Come on, Al." Eva pulled her tarot deck out of her coat pocket. "Just one reading! I'll do it for half-price!" 
 
   As Eva cajoled Al into getting his cards done, Matty looked between me and Max, and a look of understanding wiped the confusion from his face. 
 
   "Ooohhhh, you guys have a thing."
 
   "A thing?" I snorted. "There's no thing. Here. Between us."
 
   "No thing." Max tilted his head a bit. Did he look almost hurt?
 
   My stomach knotted as I considered our brief fling from a few months ago. After Bertrand turned him into a Berserker, things kind of cooled between us. The Berserker made him angry. Or maybe he was angry he was turned into a Berserker. But that was a chicken and egg argument. I'd never been a fan of boyfriends, so the idea of having an angry one wasn't exactly appealing. 
 
   The door blew open, and Bertrand entered with a rush of cold air. 
 
   I crossed my arms and glared. "Where's your sidekick?" 
 
   "Consoling a woman with a broken nose," he said pointedly.
 
   I grinned. "She had it coming."
 
   He waved his hand at me. "I am here to discuss the terms of tomorrow evening..."
 
    
 
   I cut him off with a wave of my hand. "No terms. We aren't doing it."
 
   "You'll be called in anyway," he pushed.
 
   "Then I'll wait to get the orders from the usual source." I postured a bit. Honestly, the orders came from Dr. O. I was usually shielded from his contacts in the Department of Defense, and I had no problem with that. The few DoD lackeys I met were shits. 
 
   "What do you want, Nina?"
 
   "Get a pen. That list is long."
 
   He sighed. "Can we just unite in this one thing? I need the city to feel secure. I don't need a riot on my hands right now."
 
   The demon actually looked exhausted.
 
   "How do you do that?" I said, my voice low. "How do you get your face to look all human and tired?"
 
   "Years of practice." Even his smile was tired. It was irksome how he could manipulate his facial expressions. "Aren't you going to offer me a drink?"
 
   "Nope." I turned my back on him and stacked the dirty barware into the dishwasher. 
 
   Bertrand's eyes followed me. He looked bemused.  "Why aren't you afraid of me?" 
 
   "I could ask you the same damn question," I countered, scraping lipstick off a glass with a dirty bar rag. That long-wear stuff never came off without a good scrub.
 
   His laugh was interrupted by a burst of snow sweeping in with the open door. Good old New England weather. If you don't like it, wait a minute.
 
   A diminutive man removed his overcoat, shaking snow on the floor. Shivering, he settled a few stools over from Bertrand. 
 
   "You look like you could use a whiskey," I said as I dropped a cocktail napkin in front of him. 
 
   "Thank you." He nodded gravely. He kept his head bowed down, but his eyes followed me as I pulled a bottle of the cheap shit off the shelf and poured out a finger. Looking at him again, I poured an extra half. Poor guy looked like he could use it.
 
   When I placed it on the cocktail napkin, he caught my arm, pulling me toward him with unexpected strength. Caught off guard, it took a moment for me to recover and pull away. I moved so quickly, and forcefully, that he actually ended up sprawled on top of the bar. But his grip remained on my arm.
 
   "Please," he whispered. "I need your help."
 
   I shook off his hand. "Rule number one: Don't manhandle me."
 
   "Sorry." He bowed his head. "Is there somewhere we can talk?"
 
   "Right here works just fine." 
 
   He shook his head, eyes moving to Bertrand and back to me. Well, hot damn. Did he know? 
 
   I worked on scraping lipstick from a second glass. "How can I help you, friend?"
 
   With his eyes still fixed on Bertrand, the man sipped his whiskey and hedged. "I heard you fixed...stuff."
 
   "I'm known to be handy from time to time." I looked at him curiously. "What kind of stuff needs fixing?"
 
   "Friends of mine. They aren't feeling so good lately."
 
   "They offer that kind of help at the bar down the block." I glared at him. I heard rumors that one of the bartenders at the dive around the corner had a nice side job pushing illegal drugs through the joint. It was irksome when people mistook Babe's for that shit hole.
 
   Shifty-eye dude visibly jumped when Bertrand stood and slapped a $10 bill on the bar. "That should cover this man's drink. We'll see you tomorrow night."
 
   "No. You won't!" I flushed with anger. But he dismissed my protests with a wave of his hand before he disappeared out the door.
 
   I snatched the ten and tossed it into the till, slightly placated that Bertrand more than paid for top shelf and I poured the well whiskey. It's the little things, right?
 
   "Not that kind of sick," the man piped up. With Bertrand out the door, he looked a lot less constipated. 
 
   "I can't deal with cryptic right now, Mister. Tell me what you want or finish your drink and get out." The crowd was thinning, and I really wanted to get some sleep.
 
   He grimaced, this time showing me two tiny fangs. Beta. I wasn't expecting that.
 
   "I think you know the kind of sick I am talking about," he said. "Had one of those in here last night. Right?" 
 
   That gave me pause. I admit, I started to panic. "Wait, you aren't—"
 
   He shook his head. "No, no. Not infected. But last night, that was my friend."
 
   "Did he come here looking for help?"
 
   The guy nodded. 
 
   "There's a bunch of us, we came to this state together. Look out for each other, that sort of thing." He dropped his voice. I had to lean in to hear him. "And like half of us are sick now. And we have no idea why."
 
   "Where do you get your..." I paused. "Nourishment?"
 
   Beta-Vamps couldn't bite. If they had a willing donor, it would be easy to trace the source of infection. If not, they used a blood bank. My heart accelerated at the thought. I satisfied my bizarre blood craving from a blood bag at the hospital. 
 
   I took a deep breath, hoping to calm my nerves. Getting blood out of a blood bank wasn't easy. And Betas couldn't glamour like regular vamps. They had all the drawbacks and none of the bonuses of vampirism. That made them a whole lot more risk adverse.
 
   "Jackson," he said. "Jackson got bags for us."
 
   "Jackson?" I poured another finger of whiskey out for him, this time from the good stash, and one for myself. "Where did he get the bags?"
 
   The Beta shook his head. "Not sure."
 
   "The bags usually have an info label on it. Expiration date, that sort of thing."
 
   "Not these," he said.
 
   I exhaled in relief, not even aware that I was holding my breath. 
 
   "They didn't even have a label with the blood type," he continued. "And I hate O positive, so when I broke open that bag..."
 
   I held up my hand to silence him. The whiskey was taking effect, and he was getting a little loud. "I get it."
 
   I glanced at Max and Matty, who were both eavesdropping on the whole exchange. I wished Frankie hadn't left. He knew the most about this weird disease, having lived through the good old days of legal opium consumption. 
 
   But Max was the next best thing. Blood bags without a sticker sounded like black market shit to me. I motioned for Max to come over. 
 
   "What's your name?" I asked him.
 
   "Chuck," he said.
 
   "Okay, Chuck, I want my friend Max to join us for a minute." Chuck's eyes went wide and he shook his head violently. "Don't worry, he knows about this sort of thing."
 
   I reached out and squeezed his arm gently. He stared into his whiskey glass for several seconds before nodding. 
 
   "Max, this is Chuck. Chuck is a Beta, and he says a guy called Jackson has been getting him and his friends blood bags with no stickers on them."
 
   Max shook his head. "There has to be stickers on them. Regional blood donation center codes, blood type, that sort of thing. It's how they track the blood."
 
   Chuck was shaking. "These don't, sir, I swear." 
 
   Puzzled, I glanced over at Max, this time noticing that he was wearing his damn FBI shield on his belt. That explained Chuck's panic. Hell, I was lucky the bar didn't clear out completely when he walked in. Gritting my teeth, I made a mental note to tell Max to hide his shield before entering the bar. He'd put us out of business.
 
   I poured Chuck a glass of cold water. One more whiskey and he would be of no use to us. Shooting Max a look, I tried to sound reassuring. "Don't worry. Max is cool about our kind. Even the FBI has one or two that get it." 
 
   Chuck nodded and took a deep drink of the water. "There was no hospital and no blood type," he said once he swallowed. 
 
   I shook my head. "Max, this whole thing sounds like black market blood."
 
   "Black market blood?"  His face was a mix of fascination and repulsion.
 
   I nodded. "There are plenty of humans who get their kicks from being 'vampires,'" I said using air quotes. "Black market blood is for the ones too scared to bite. They drink it."
 
   "That's a public health threat just waiting to happen." Spoken like a true Fed.
 
   "Humans are lucky that there are very few 'vampires' among them. These Betas, not so much."
 
   "So where does black market blood come from?" Max asked.
 
   "That's a question I can't answer. The black market blood I've come across was always stolen from blood banks. Hospital stickers were on them, blood type, that sort of thing."
 
   "Our blood came from Jackson," Chuck offered.
 
   "And who is Jackson?" Max asked. 
 
   "He's a guy that comes by our campsite."
 
   "Campsite?" Max looked puzzled.
 
    "Betas tend to stick together," I explained. "They are not strong like other vampires, and that makes them vulnerable. Chuck, why are you guys camping in the middle of winter?" 
 
   I was kind of surprised myself. Given their vulnerabilities, camping in the woods in the middle of winter was pretty reckless.
 
   "It's only until we find a place large enough for all of us."
 
   "How many's all of us?" I asked.
 
   "About one hundred."
 
   I whistled. "One hundred? That's a huge nest."
 
   He shrugged. "Biggest I've ever been in."
 
   "How do you guys travel together?" I asked, remembering that Betas moved around a lot because their vulnerabilities kept them on the run.
 
   Chuck shook his head. "We don't. We all met here."
 
   I crossed my arms and raised my eyebrows. This was not textbook Beta behavior.
 
   "I came with my nest," Chuck continued. "There were around 11 of us. Big yes, but not a hundred."
 
   "So if this is an unusually big grouping, what brought all of you together?" Max asked.
 
   I was impressed with how quickly Max was grasping this. I didn't meet a Beta until one exploded on Frankie and me in the Superman Building. But I had studied them with Geena, one of my instructors at the Blood Ops base. She had only met one Beta, and it was someone Blood Ops had brought in for testing. Not only were Betas rare, but they usually stayed off the grid. 
 
   "Jackson," he said.
 
   "The same guy bringing you black market blood?" I shook my head. 
 
   "Jackson said that Rhode Island was going to be Shangri-La for all supernatural creatures. Even Betas. He said that once the mayor took the city," Chuck said, pointing at Bertrand's empty bar stool, "he'd take over the state next, and he'd let us live safely."
 
   I gasped. "Holy shit. Bertrand's building a supernatural Shangri-La? For what? What the hell is his endgame?"
 
   "Not our focus right now," Max stopped me. "Is your camp the only one?"
 
   Chuck shook his head. "I don't know. I don't think so. We saw Jackson a lot when we first got here, but now he only comes by every few days to bring us the blood bags. When he dropped off the bags the other day, I got a look into the back of his truck. I saw seven huge coolers — they could be full of bags. Now he just drops and leaves. I don't know where he goes."
 
   "I think I am going to need one of those," Max pointed at the beer tap. "There has to be more camps." 
 
   Damn. I needed a drink, too. I poured out two pints of Narragansett — one for Max and one for me. 
 
   "What about these blood bags?" Max continued. "Why aren't all of you sick? Is there some sort of immunity?"
 
   Chuck shook his head, his eyes filled with tears. "I have no idea why the blood isn't killing all of us."
 
   "Because not all the bags are infected," I theorized. "I don't think any vampire, Beta or not, is immune to this."
 
   "What is it then?"
 
   "Frankie said he saw this before, when opium use was at its height. Vampires who drank the blood of opium users — hard to avoid and easy to seduce — exploded. He said the opium in the blood does something to vampires."
 
   "So there's another way to kill vampires? Apart from the staking and beheading?" Max said, sounding a little too excited by that.
 
   "If the infected Betas have been causing this much chaos, what do you think a full-on vamp would do?" I countered. 
 
   "Point taken," he said. 
 
   "This isn't good. For any of us." I took a gulp of my beer, enjoying the ice-cold brew sliding down my throat.
 
   Chuck stared at me. "So what are you going to do? They said you would help."
 
   "Who's they?"
 
   Chuck sipped his whiskey and shrugged. "Dunno. Other Betas. We've heard stories. You clean out the bad vamps."
 
   "And you think your nest needs to be cleaned out?" God, this sounded like genocide. What the hell?
 
   "We don't want to do it, but it seems like the most humane option."
 
   I shook my head. "No way. That's murder. Besides, they implode on their own." The memories of the two Betas exploding were still fresh in my mind.
 
   "So you won't help us?" he said, looking crestfallen.
 
   "Chuck, someone is deliberately targeting Betas," Max said. "You could kill off the infected members of your nest, sure. But that's not going to stop the problem."
 
   I wrinkled my nose. "What are you getting at?"
 
   He took a long pull on his beer and then smiled.
 
   "How are you at camping?" 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   "No way!" I barked at Max as I stomped up the stairs to the apartment. 
 
   By the time Chuck left, it was last call. As soon as I turned the lock on the front door, Max was rattling off this plan to infiltrate the Beta camp in the dead cold of February.
 
   I wasn't exactly outdoorsy. In fact, I hated camping. As part of Blood Ops training, I was sent out in the woods of Montana for survival training when I was twelve. It was pouring rain, and I spent a wet and miserable two days up a tree. That's when Dr. O decided I was more effective in urban areas. 
 
   "They need help, Nina," he shouted up after me. "Besides, camping is fun."
 
   "No, it's not fun," I huffed at his footfalls following me up the stairs. "And anyway, this isn't my thing. You're the cop. You're the one that goes on stakeouts. I just...stake."
 
   He followed me into the apartment. Closing the door, he leaned against it, crossing his arms. "And that's exactly why I need you there. You think they're targeted too."
 
   "Of course they're targeted, but there's no telling who is targeting them."
 
   "A vampire who wants to build a master race." He sounded so convinced of this, he was almost smug.
 
   "Hell, maybe it's Bertrand," I offered. "They were lured here with that promise, that he's creating a safe haven for supernaturals. Or something."
 
   "Bertrand's not concerned with Beta-Vamps," Max disagreed.
 
   I shrugged and pulled a package of bacon out of the fridge. "No telling what that power hungry demonic jerk is concerned with."
 
   "Yes there is," Max insisted. "And it's cleaning this place up. It's part of a power grab, sure, but so what? If it gets the nasty element out, why is it bad?"
 
   "Wow," I shook my head. "When did you become a Bertrand fan boy? Look at what he did to you!"
 
   He looked so normal, hovering between the door and the kitchen, a hint of his muscular body under his form fitting t-shirt and a pair of well-worn jeans. I could see the outline of his quad muscles through the fabric. After two months in the New England winter, his California tan had faded, but his skin still retained a slightly olive tone, though not quite as dark as mine. 
 
   I pulled out a cast iron pan and fired up the stove. It was hard to believe that, when anger consumed him, this beautiful man in my kitchen turned into a monster worse than me. That he was actually defending the guy who did this to him was kind of unfathomable. 
 
   "I am not a Bertrand fan boy," he scowled at me. "I am just not a judgmental bitch."
 
   Bacon fat spattered and popped when I placed the strips into a pan. "Wow, Max. That's spectacularly unfair. Not to mention rude. And kinda sexist, too."
 
   "Maybe." He wasn't backing down. "But you are so consumed by your hate that you aren't seeing things clearly. Or objectively."
 
   I pulled out two slices of bread and popped them in the toaster oven. Then I turned towards him, arms folded, and gave him my best hard stare.
 
   "Look, I don't mean to be an asshole, okay? But I need you to hear me out." His tone downshifted to normal.
 
   I gave him the universal sign for "keep going" while I tended to my sizzling bacon.
 
   "I am the top gang expert at the FBI, and regardless of this, this...this thing that happened to me, I am still the top gang expert at the FBI."
 
   "What does that have to do with any of this?" I asked, reaching for a tomato. 
 
   "Gangs, at their core, are like old-school, KKK-type of outfits. There's a lot of Darwinism in there, even amongst the religious fanatics. Whatever is targeting these Betas could be some sort of gang pushing for a master vampire race."
 
   I chewed on that for a second. A vampire gang? It sounded preposterous. Sure, some vampires had nests, or groups that they stuck close to. But even then you were looking at four, maybe five tops in the group. And most vamps were free agents. Beta-Vamps were the only vampires consistently in nests, and those nests tended to be larger, but even then only slightly. For the Betas, there was safety in numbers.
 
   "So let's say that there is some vampire KKK thing running around. What do you propose we do in the woods?"
 
   "A good, old-fashioned stakeout." 
 
   "In the woods? In what? The trees?" I snorted from deep inside the fridge, where I searched unsuccessfully for lettuce. Looked like it was a BLT without the L sort of night. 
 
   "Yes." 
 
   I could not believe he said that with a straight face. "You are joking, right?" 
 
   "I can get camouflaged platforms that go into the trees. There's no leaf cover, but as long as we are dressed in blacks and it's at night, we should be okay."
 
   So he was serious. 
 
   I speared a slice of bacon with a fork and shook it at him, flinging the hot bacon grease around the kitchen. "I am not shimmying up a tree with you."
 
   "Frankie'll be there, too," he said. 
 
   I burst out laughing. "Frankie? Up a tree? In the dead of winter? Are we talking about the same Frankie?"
 
   "He'll do it."
 
   "This is the same Frankie that is snapping up all the expensive designer jeans in the state? The same Frankie that mourns the end of the Medici court? Come on, Max. He wasn't even a hippie in the '60s!"
 
   "He'll do it," Max repeated.
 
   I piled the bacon onto the bread without even bothering to let the fat drain off. "And when are we supposed to go on this stakeout?"
 
   "I think we go in as quickly as possible, tomorrow night even."
 
   I paused and weighed my options. A stakeout could get me out of the Killing Haley concert. But it worked the same in reverse. Which poison was I willing to swallow? Bertrand's bullshit, or Max and me up a tree in the freezing cold? Bertrand was totally winning. 
 
   "Sorry, I can't," I said. "I have to babysit Killing Haley." 
 
   It was Max's turn to laugh. "That's convenient."
 
   "Go with Frankie! It'll be like a male bonding session. You can even hug a tree together."
 
   "Nice try, but we need eyes."
 
    
 
   I sighed, knowing he was right. "I so do not want to get wrapped up in this shit. I want to get this Jackson guy too, but a stakeout in the woods? There isn't another way?"
 
   "Sorry, Nina. You got wrapped up in this when that Beta knocked on the bar door last night."
 
   I groaned. "Fine. But what about the blood supply. They need to eat, and they can't keep taking chances with those bags."
 
   "What do you want me to do?"
 
   "How's your poker face?" I flattened my bacon overloaded sandwich down with my hand.
 
   "I am not going to like this, am I?" Max asked.
 
   "Can you make up a reason why the FBI would need blood bags from the hospital? We can take it out to the nest, and then they can feed safely."
 
   He raked his hand through his wavy dark blond hair and sighed. "That's illegal, Nina."
 
   "We're just bending the rules a little. For a good cause." I took a bite of my sandwich. I missed the cool crunch of the lettuce, but the extra bacon fat made up for it. 
 
   "What if a human needs the blood?"
 
   "What if?" I shrugged. "Does that make the Beta-Vamps less important or deserving?"
 
   "That blood could save a life. The Beta-Vamps are already dead."
 
   "But are they, really? Did Chuck seem any less human than you or me? One day when the vampires come out of the closet, this will be one of the great philosophical debates. In the meantime, I think we need to get them some safe blood to drink."
 
   "How can you live so comfortably on the fringes of morality like that?" Max said, staring at me. 
 
   "It's easy, Max. We are the fringes of morality. We are the monsters under the bed, the boogie man. But we aren't the bad guys, Max. We really aren't. Once you learn to live in a world that is not black and white, then maybe you'll finally get it." 
 
   And with that, I took a huge bite of my BLT-without-the-L. Max just stared at me. His left temple was throbbing, and he was working his jaw around a little, like he was trying to hold back some angry retort. I calmly swallowed down my food, watching him like he was an aquarium fish, wondering if he would keep his temper in check or Berserk on me in the kitchen. I almost hoped for the latter simply to prove my point. 
 
   Instead, he got up and went to the bathroom. 
 
   With Max sulking in the loo, my adrenaline depleted and exhaustion kicked in. I pushed my plate away and dropped my head on the table. I wanted to close my eyes, just for a minute.
 
   "Ow!" The side of my head slammed into a wall, jarring me awake.
 
   "Sorry," Max said flatly. He had me in a fireman's carry, taking me down the hallway towards the bedrooms. 
 
   "What the hell?" I squirmed. Being held like that was damn uncomfortable. 
 
   "You passed out cold on the kitchen table. Could not get you to wake up. Until now. When was the last time you slept?"
 
   "No idea," I said.
 
   "I thought so. You look like you could use eight hours."
 
   "That's kind of rude."
 
   "Not rude if it's true." He carried me into Babe's room.
 
   "Not my room," I muttered. 
 
   "Yeah, well there's so much crap on the bed in the other room. Where the hell have you been sleeping?" He dropped me on the bed.
 
   I sank into my aunt's pillows. "On top of the crap."
 
    Half-asleep, I felt a tug on my sneaker on he pulled at the laces on my Chuck Taylors. Instinct trumped logic, and I kicked out my right foot, landing a solid blow straight into his solar plexus. The force of the kick sent him reeling back and he landed with a great expulsion of breath. I sat straight up, my hand over my mouth, partly out of shock but mainly because I didn't want him to see me giggle.
 
   "Dammit, Nina!" he said. He still sounded a bit winded. "I was going to say that you're still drop dead gorgeous even when you look like shit."
 
   "That's not...oh fuck it." I flopped back down and pulled a pillow over my face. 
 
   "Promise not to kick me again if I sit down for a minute?"
 
   I let out a muffled affirmative. He didn't even try to finish removing my shoes, so I dangled my feet off the side of the bed.
 
   He settled in beside me, snatching the pillow off my face and placing it under his lower back. He leaned against it and stretched one arm across the headboard. The other arm was crossed in front of his stomach, just in case.
 
   "Sorry," I said with a sympathetic grimace. "It was just a reaction. I didn't mean to...you know."
 
   "Apology accepted," he sighed, shaking his head. "But it still hurt like hell."
 
   "Whatever," I shrugged, already drifting back to sleep. 
 
   "Hey wait," Max said as he shook my shoulder. "Before you go to sleep."
 
   I shrugged his hand off. "God, what?"
 
   "What the hell is that?"
 
   I opened one eye and saw him pointing at a kind of hideous sculpture that sat on my aunt's bedside table. Modeled after an ancient Mayan sculpture, it was very primitive. It looked more like a rabid Chihuahua with really large fangs than a large predator cat.
 
   "That's Babe's Jaguar. She calls it her protector. It has something to do with being the sun in the dark. It's a Mexican thing." I snapped my eyes back shut.
 
   "One more thing."
 
   "Ugh. Max! What?" I just wanted sleep, sweet sweet sleep.
 
   "I'll get Chuck and his friends the clean blood bags."
 
   "Wait. Seriously?" My eyes snapped open and I pushed myself up on my elbows.
 
   "Yes, seriously," Max said. "You were right."
 
   I grinned. "Say that again?" 
 
   He rolled his eyes. "You were right."
 
   I slipped back down among the pillows. "Hearing that never gets old."
 
   He chuckled and pulled the quilt up from the bottom of the bed to cover me, my sneakered feet still hanging off the bed. "So that means you're going camping with me?"
 
   "Mmm hmmm, nice try though," I said, yawning.
 
   "We'll sort out the details tomorrow," he continued.
 
   I was too exhausted to keep the argument going. It would be better battling this out after I had a chance to recharge. But camping? No. Way.
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   "Wakey wakey!" Frankie's voice boomed through the bedroom just before something ice cold and wet hit me, soaking me from my head to my chest. 
 
   "What the hell?" I shot straight up, my eyes barely opened. My forehead came into direct contact with Max's solid shoulder. He was already sitting up, water dripping off of his face too. "Ow, dammit!"
 
   Max glanced back at me quickly. "You okay?" 
 
   I pressed on the sore spot with my hand and nodded. This one was going to leave bruise for sure, even if it was only for a few hours. Once my eyes focused in the dimly lit room, I saw Frankie at the foot of the bed. His eyes were wildly darting between me, Max and Dog, who was curled up at my feet. She cocked her head and looked at Frankie curiously. 
 
   "Jesus, Frankie. What are you doing?"
 
   "You didn't answer your damn phone." His voice was low, almost a growl. 
 
   "It's in the other room. God, Frankie, the sun’s up. You shouldn't have left the apartment."
 
   "While you were holed up here with your boyfriend, I was taking care of that damn banshee," he spat. "I'd rather burn in the sun than stay another minute in that building with that wailing bitch."
 
   "Cut the crap, Frankie," I said, tossing the quilt off of me so he could see I was still fully dressed, right down to my Converse sneakers. "Does it look like I was having a wild time? Do you see the sunlight out there? You're damn lucky Bertrand didn't reverse that demon curse."
 
   "You knew that he never reversed the curse?" Frankie seethed. "And you didn't bother telling me?"
 
   I pushed passed him, wishing I had turned the auto-brew on the coffee pot the night before. "Aw, hell, Frankie. I just found out last night, and there was no time to tell you."
 
   Frankie stopped me with a backhand to my face, so forceful that it pushed me through the doorway and into the hallway, where my shoulder lodged into the dry wall. Before I could yank myself out, Frankie was on me, fangs at full extension, eyes a vibrant blue. 
 
   Max launched off the bed and tried pulling Frankie off of me, but Frankie just gave him a shove that sent him flying several feet. Max landed on the bed, and his head slammed into the headboard. 
 
   "I can handle this, Max," I called out. "No need to panic. Or, you know, get mad."
 
   Frankie was vamped out of his mind, and if Max Berserked, things could get really out of hand. 
 
   Dog, now growling and standing at the edge of the bed with her fur on edge, hesitated. She didn't want to attack Frankie. And I didn't want her to either.
 
   "Shhhhhh. Easy, Dog. That's a good girl." I tried to soothe her. "Frankie, you need to get off me. Now." 
 
   My racing heart betrayed my calm voice. And that wasn't lost on Frankie. He pressed into me harder, moving his hands from my shoulders to around my neck. Slowly, he closed them around my throat, applying enough pressure to keep me just on this side of panic. He wasn't going to choke me. He was forcing my carotid artery to visibly pulse so he could go in for the bite.
 
   I stared at Dog, who was balanced at the edge of the bed and ready to pounce. Mouth wide open, strings of drool stretched between her upper and lower canines. She pounced with a speed that defied her large size.
 
   Frankie hissed when Dog's fangs sank into his left arm. Releasing my neck, he shook his arm with enough force that Dog slammed into the floor. She whimpered at the impact. Unfazed, he turned his attention back to me. 
 
   "Shit," I muttered, closing my eyes. I really didn't want to witch out on him, especially not without Casper bodysurfing me to keep everything under control. My powers were so damn erratic that I could create havoc with weather patterns all the way to South America. Area weather reporters were still talking about the twister I set off a month before. Apparently, it even snowed in Key West for a few minutes.
 
   Just do it, I told myself, not sure exactly what I could do since I was in the house and weather happened, well...outside. Gritting my teeth, I squeezed my eyes closed and tried to clear my mind. This was not particularly easy with a raging vampire snapping at my neck.
 
   Wind whipped outside, howling through the alleyway. My sharp hearing picked up the sounds of cans and bottles rolling violently down the sidewalk. But it wasn't strong enough to do much more.
 
   "Shit shit shit shit!" My eyes snapped open, and Frankie was in my face, eyes glowing a vibrant blue, closing in on my neck. His hands gripped my shoulders like a vice, trapping me against the wall. I kicked up and into his groin, and while I felt the force of the impact, he barely flinched.
 
   Movement behind Frankie caught my eye. Max snatched my aunt's Jaguar statue and threw it at Frankie. With one hand, and barely looking, Frankie caught the relic and flung it across the room. The bedroom window shattered and an ice-cold wind whipped through the room. 
 
   The force of the gusting wind knocked Frankie off balance, and he released his grip on me. 
 
   "What the hell is your problem?" I rounded on him. He held his left arm, where Dog sunk her fangs. He pulled his hand away. It was covered in blood. 
 
   Something in him shifted, and he backed away from me. "Don't touch the blood!" he cried out. "Nina, do not touch the blood!" He turned and, in one movement, leaped out the broken window. I rushed to the window, arriving just in time to see him roll on impact, regain his footing, and then disappear down the alleyway behind the building.
 
   "What the hell was that?" Max's mouth was hanging open from the shock of the whole thing. 
 
   I stared at the blood spatter on the floor. Frankie told me not to touch it. "Oh no, Max. This is really bad."
 
   "You don't think...?"
 
   "He was rabid. Showed up here, all vamped out and ready to bite. Usually he needs to be provoked to get to that state." 
 
   "How the hell did he come into contact with the blood?"
 
   "Remember the Superman Building?" My eyes filled with tears. "His leather jacket was sliced, but he swore he wasn't cut."
 
   Max snatched me around the waist, pulling me further back from the blood. "Stay away from that, will you?"
 
   "He swore he wasn't cut," I repeated. "This is bad. This is real bad. What the hell do we do? He's going to die."
 
   "He's not going to die, okay?" Max said, though he didn't sound completely convinced.
 
   "Don't feed me bullshit!" I yelled. "This blood is killing them. All of them." 
 
   "Then we are going to stop it."
 
   "How?"
 
   "You're a witch. You can stop it."
 
   "I can't stop this!"
 
   "Nina, you have no choice. If you want Frankie to live, you have to figure it out."
 
   "What can I do?"
 
   Max nodded. "You call Babe. You're going to need your aunt."
 
   That was an understatement. But there was a puddle of corrupted blood between me and my cell phone in the kitchen. I stared at the brownish red mess, trying to figure out the best way around it. The wall was too close, so I couldn't jump it. Precariously balanced above the potentially killer blood, I stretched my leg over the puddle, careful not the touch the walls where some splatter hit.
 
   "Christ, Nina," Max said. He came from behind, hoisted me in the air and dropped me on the other side of the puddle.
 
   "Thanks," I muttered as I stumbled down the hallway to the kitchen and my phone, Max and Dog both on my heels. 
 
   I fumbled with my mobile, opening my favorites list and hitting the dial button next to Babe's name. The phone went straight into voicemail.
 
   "Shit," I said, trying again. The outcome was the same. I don't know why I thought it would be different. I pressed the text button and started typing out a message.
 
   Max dug his phone out as well. Based on his muted conversation, he was clearly having better luck reaching Dr. O. He paced back into the bedroom, leaving me alone in the kitchen, my panic slowly filling the empty room. 
 
   I pulled out the coffee and busied myself making a pot. After I filled the machine with water, I tried calling again. Twice. No dice on either call. Of course, there was a time difference, and the sun was barely up here. Babe was probably sleeping, clearly with the phone off.
 
   I stared at the murky liquid filling up the carafe, my mind racing. Frankie was infected. How the hell did that happen? Beta-Vamps, sure. But Frankie? He was smarter than that. And he knew this shit was going around. 
 
   "Dammit, Frankie!" I sighed out loud, pulling two mugs out of the cabinet. Max's footsteps were thumping down the hall back to the kitchen.
 
   "No luck with Babe?" he asked. 
 
   I shook my head. I pulled out the coffee carafe and replaced it with a mug, repeating with the second once the first mug filled. I slid one down to him. 
 
   "Thanks." He blew on the hot liquid while I pulled half-and-half out of the fridge. "I'm meeting Dr. O in about 45 minutes."
 
   I simply nodded. If I opened my mouth to speak, there was a good chance I would sob. 
 
   Max put his mug down on the counter and pulled me into his chest. "He'll be okay, Nina." 
 
   "I know," I lied, pushing myself away from his embrace. "We'll find him and fix him. That's what we do. We fix things."
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   "I can't do this!" I yelled as I threw the hot pot across the kitchen. It landed with a clatter in the living room. Dog looked up from where she was napping on the couch.
 
   "With negative thoughts like that, you won't," Casper shot back at me. "Now come on. Go get the pot, fill it up, and boil the yam again. This is no time to quit."
 
   I tossed a bunched up pile of paper towels on the boiling water I spilled all over the counter top, and looked sadly at the overcooked yam smashed and steaming on the floor. While I was trying to drain the yams, I missed the sink entirely. Luckily, my body avoided the scalding water but it was a narrow miss. 
 
   After a dramatic sigh of frustration, I retrieved the pot from the living room to try again. Dog rolled on her back and swiped at me with her paw as I walked by, and I gave her belly a rub. "Thanks for the moral support."
 
   Casper was right, but I hated doing this without Babe's firm hand guiding me. Not that I didn't trust Casper, but this one needed family. It needed Babe. 
 
   "Babe's going to be pissed that you aren't saying the spell," Casper added as I retrieved the pot. 
 
   "Babe's not responding to calls or texts," I said roughly. "And I don't want to screw this spell up. So you're doing it, and she's going to have to get over it."
 
    Babe was MIA, probably off on some vision quest. I didn't need any more drama with Frankie bugged out. I went as far as calling my grandfather's house, but the woman who answered the phone — Grandma, probably — hung up on me as soon as I asked for my aunt. Ain't family grand?
 
   After cleaning up Frankie's blood for me, Max left to meet up with Dr. O. He promised that they both would hit the streets after to search for Frankie. I knew he was monitoring the police feeds for any possible "meth-head" reports. If Frankie vamped out, the cops would assume drugs, just like the others. But since Frankie wasn't a Beta, he was a whole lot more dangerous.
 
   Max tied up the towels securely in a garbage bag and stuffed that in an empty five-gallon paint drum. We stored it in the bar's walk-in refrigerator for now. It was too dangerous to just throw the blood soaked towels away. But wouldn't it be just my luck if a health inspector came calling tomorrow?
 
   So Casper and I were spelling on our own. We decided to alter a cryptic potion from one of the old family grimoires. The ancient spell was essentially a healing potion for staked vampires — and it worked not just with any stake, but a spelled stake. When witches wanted a vamp dead, they had the juice to get it done. I wondered when my family had a reason to bring a vamp back. And, considering the long-rooted anti-vamp prejudice that coursed through my witchy family tree, why would they even want to? 
 
   But we weren't dealing with a witch-tampered stake, so Casper and I needed a twist. The plan was to mix it with a potion used on heroin addicts to kick the habit. Casper helped his mom cook up the spell for a drug-addled cousin. He said it worked "like magic," which made me laugh, raising my spirits a bit. I just hoped the outcome wasn't some sort of placebo effect. The spell included yam and frying a small fish in "spiritual essence," which was some sort of spice mix that I swore was Old Bay repackaged. Eva sold single spells in packets in her shop for five bucks a pop, one hell of a mark-up for a fish spice. So while the ingredients were easy to procure, I wasn't feeling terribly optimistic about the spell working.
 
   "You need to trust it, Nina," Casper read my mind. "If you don't believe, it ain't gonna work." 
 
   "Mind over matter?" I filled the pot back up with water and put it on the stove. Then I dropped our last yam in and turned on the burner.  
 
   "Something like that," Casper said. 
 
   I felt him concentrating. The boy's focus was impressive. 
 
   "Since we're spelling, is there something we can make for Darcy to stop the wailing?" I asked. 
 
   Casper jerked my body around, slamming my hip into the counter. 
 
   "Ow! Stop that!"
 
   "Sorry, I just thought of something. Wondering if Babe has any rose               quartz."
 
   "For what?" I rubbed my hip. Damn ghost.
 
   "What if we made a love potion?"
 
   "How's a love potion going to help get Frankie back?" My heart raced a bit. What was he thinking? Would I need to fall in love with Frankie to get him back?
 
   "Not Frankie," he huffed. "For Darcy and Matty."
 
   "Seriously? Come on." I sparked up another burner to heat up the cast iron pan for our fish fry.
 
   "Well, she likes Matty. He likes her. They just need a little help getting there."
 
   "I don't know about that," I hedged. "And what about Frankie? He's our priority."
 
   It was one thing to use a spell on Frankie to keep him alive. Totally different to use a love spell on Darcy and Matty. What if they really didn't want it? Meddling in something that had nothing to do with us felt...wrong. Besides, did I really want my best friend and spoiled celebrity cousin in love? I went from one family member to an overabundance of family in a very short time. What I needed was more distance from them, not less.
 
   "The love spell is simple and would take five minutes, as long as everything we need is here," Casper insisted. "Think about it. With Matty crushing on Darcy, no more banshee wailing. Darcy can focus. And you need everyone focused right now, don't you?"
 
   This was tempting. Darcy was our logistics master. Without her know-how, we'd be chasing our tails looking for Frankie. 
 
   "What about Kittie?" I still wasn't convinced. "Want to really piss off a demon?"
 
   "Demon?" Casper snorted. "Maybe Matty will grow some balls and tell whatever she is to piss off."
 
   "You don't believe me either?" I sniffed.
 
   "We can't worry about her right now," Casper reasoned. "Can we do this without her?"
 
   "What if they are terrible together?" I was running out of arguments. "Can we reverse it?"
 
   "I've never had to reverse a love spell," Casper snickered.
 
   "Yeah, we'll you're barely legal, so how many could you have possibly done in your very short lifetime?"
 
   "And now I am 18 and dead. Thanks, Nina."
 
   "Shit, sorry. I forgot." I cringed, knowing it sounded lame even as I said it. The kid died at the hands of a whack job vampire who was charging a ritual knife with witch power to make it strong enough to take me out. While it wasn't my fault he died, I certainly felt guilty as all hell about it. 
 
   "It's a little hard for me to forget about it."
 
   "I just meant...just...sorry." 
 
   "It's cool. I like being all up in your head anyway. You've got some whacked out thoughts."
 
   That made me smile. "So, can we reverse it if necessary?"
 
   "Yeah, I guess. I don't see why not."
 
   I pulled the wrapped fish out of the fridge and plopped it on the counter next to the stove. I unrolled it from the parchment paper and wrinkled my nose at the pungent smell that followed. That wasn't terribly reassuring. 
 
   "Let's do it, then," I agreed, even though I was still filled with reservations. Trade one best friend's freedom of choice to maybe save the life of my other best friend? It seemed like an easy answer, but it just wasn't sitting comfortably with me.  
 
   "Cool. We'll do it when we finish with Frankie's spell." Casper felt almost buoyant. The kid sure liked to throw weird stuff into pots. "Turn the fire down in the pan and drop the fish in. Sprinkle with the spice. Then let me take over for a second so I can do the spelling."
 
   I did exactly as directed, with the fish throwing out some serious smoke when the spiritual seasoning hit it. Guess it wasn't repurposed Old Bay after all. But, man, this fish was caustic. The apartment was going to stink for days. I opened a window to disperse the odor before I let Casper take over. He chanted a weird hybrid of Latin and Spanish. My mouth moved around the words, but I really had no idea what I — or was it Casper? — was going on about.
 
   Casper released his hold on my body. "Now write Frankie's name on a scrap of paper and add it to the ceramic bowl with the fish, a tablespoon of sugar and the yam. And don't drop it this time. It's our last one."
 
   "Okay," I said, picking up the measuring spoons. "Which one is the tablespoon?"
 
   "The big one, Nina. It's the big one." His exasperation came through loud and clear. 
 
   With the tablespoon figured out, I did as directed. We finished the spell by dousing the whole thing with 90 percent isopropyl alcohol. Then we lit it on fire and watched it burn down to ash. 
 
   I poured the ash into an old pill bottle. "So now what?" 
 
   "You find him and blow it on him." 
 
   "So one of us has to get close enough to do that?" 
 
   There was a knock on the back door, and then Max opened it a crack. "Nina?"
 
   "We're right here." I pulled the door the rest of the way to let him in.
 
   He looked around. "We?"
 
   "Casper."
 
   "Right," Max said, closing the door behind him. "I still have to get used to that." 
 
   Dog came bounding into the kitchen to get a scratch behind the ears. 
 
   "What stinks in here?" Max asked, his nose wrinkling at the funky smell left by the fish.
 
   "A spell to fix Frankie," I explained. "And now we have to find him and blow it on him."
 
   "So one of us has to get close enough to do that?" Max echoed my words. 
 
   I puffed up a bit. "I'll do it."
 
   "And what if he infects you?"
 
   "So who's going to do it? You?" I shook my head. "He'll rip your head off."
 
   "Not if I..." He cleared his throat, still unused to saying it.
 
   "Oh hell no!" Casper's voice pierced through my head.
 
   "I got this, Casper," I said, and then turned to Max. "If you Berserk? Max, you may be all Incredible Hulked-out, but when you are in form, but you don't have two brain cells to rub together."
 
   His face fell and I quickly added, "No offense." 
 
   "Yeah, Nina, that was offensive." 
 
   He opened the fridge, grabbed a beer and settled at the kitchen table. Dog slinked under and curled up at his feet.
 
   "You're a smart guy, Max. Way smarter than me." I dropped the spell pots in the sink beside that morning's coffee mugs. I felt Casper wind up to yell at me about mixing the spell pots with the dining dishes. "But your alter ego? Not so much." 
 
   "I think my low IQ alter ego can handle blowing a little powder," he scoffed. "Did Babe mention if someone specific should blow the powder?"
 
   "It's ash, not powder," I corrected him crankily. "And I can't find Babe. Casper and I did this one ourselves."
 
   "Are you sure that's a good idea?" he asked. Then he raised his eyebrows and this time he added, "No offense."
 
   "None taken. Trust me, I know my limitations."
 
   "Then are you sure that's a good idea?"
 
   "Screw him!" Casper was all riled up again. "I am the baddest brujo this mofo ever met."
 
   I cut Casper’s tirade off. "Max, trust us. Casper knows what he's doing. I was just along for the ride in the corporeal form. When's Dr. O meeting up with us?"
 
   Max shook his head. "He's indisposed at the moment."
 
   "What the hell does that mean?"
 
   "It means we are on our own," Max explained. "He's got more pressing matters to address."
 
   My face flushed with anger. "More pressing than Frankie?"
 
   "Can't be helped," he said. 
 
   "Frankie is out there dying. And Dr. O can't be bothered to help us? I don't believe you, Max. What aren't you telling me?" This was an epic betrayal by the one man that I could always count on. There was no way he'd do this to me.
 
   "It's called growing up, Nina." Max said coldly, refusing to meet my eyes. "You have to stand on your own eventually."
 
   "This is not that time," I said through gritted teeth. "First Babe is MIA, and now Dr. O has something more important than Frankie? And you're looking at this as an opportunity to celebrate my independence? This isn't like going away to college, Max. There is a very real life on the line. And it's someone who means an awful lot to me."
 
   Max's face clouded over. "Yes, I know he means the world to you. When he's around, you're inseparable."
 
   "Is he jealous?" Casper interjected. 
 
   "Shhh!" I waved my hand past my face, like I was swatting a fly.
 
   "What?" Max looked at me like I was nuts.
 
   I pointed to my head. "Casper."
 
   He sighed. "Right. Being around you is really...unconventional."
 
   "No kidding," I acknowledged flatly, not sure that he meant it as a compliment. 
 
   "So, what do we do? Run after Frankie, halfcocked?"
 
   "Yeah, pretty much that is what we do," I responded. "Frankie doesn't have time to wait for Dr. O or for Babe. And I sure as shit care if he dies, even if I am the only one."
 
   "You aren't," Max insisted. "But we have to be smart about this and not take unnecessary chances."
 
   "Max, my entire life is one giant unnecessary chance," I said. "I can handle it."
 
   Dog crawled out from under the kitchen table and growled at the back door, her hair on edge. The back door flew open and Bertrand strolled into Babe's kitchen. "Can you really handle it, Nina? I am not so sure."
 
   "Get out of my house," I sneered. "You weren't invited in."
 
   "That works on him, perhaps," Bertrand said with a smile and wave at Tavio, who was huddled in the doorway, unable to pass. "But not me."
 
   "What do you want?"
 
   Bertrand sniffed. "What is that awful smell?"
 
   "Your mother's..." 
 
   Max cut me off. "Nina, don't even go there."
 
   "We had a deal, Nina." Bertrand unbuttoned his camel hair coat and sat at the table with a flourish. "With all that has happened, I want to make sure you remember the concert is tonight."
 
   "Yeah, about that..." I started.
 
   "We had a deal," Bertrand repeated.
 
   "We're down a man, Bertrand. And I can't do the job without Frankie."
 
   "You have no choice, Nina," Bertrand said.
 
   "I don't think you understand," I forced myself to remain calm. "Frankie's in some serious shit, and we need to get to him before it's too late."
 
   "We know, Nina," Tavio said from the doorway.  The kitchen was frigid with the door wide open, but I'd be damned if I was going to invite him in. Bertrand in the kitchen was bad enough.
 
   "Be a darling and get me a bourbon, will you Nina? Then we can talk." Bertrand looked so smug. 
 
   "Nina," Max said, his voice filled with caution. "Don't be a hothead right now."
 
   "I am not interested in being a darling," I said, not taking my eyes off Bertrand.
 
   "Maybe this will cool you off, then," Bertrand said, but his eyes were devoid of any humor. "I can keep Frankie alive. For a time."
 
   "Can you cure him?" I asked.
 
   "No, I can't cure him," he said, not looking the least bit sorry. "But, first, a bourbon. And, invite Tavio in please. He's pitiful standing out there, really. You can rescind the offer when we are done."
 
   I chewed at my lip, considering it.  "Fine, you can come in."
 
   Tavio crossed the threshold and closed the door, removing his jacket as he moved through the kitchen. He seemed so human until he moved. It was kind of unnerving.
 
   I pulled a bottle of Maker’s Mark out from a bottom cabinet and grabbed four mugs. Bertrand stared at them with disgust when I placed them on the table.  
 
   "Are the chipped ones in the dishwasher?" he asked as he took the bottle from me and poured out equal measures of the bourbon in each mug.
 
   "Get to it, Bertrand," I replied, ignoring his dig. I threw back the bourbon, but my throat closed immediately, rejecting it. My mouth began to itch, and I spit the liquid back into the cup, coughing.
 
   "Son of a bitch!" I gasped.
 
   Tavio sniffed his cup and snorted. "Babe watered down the booze with Holy Water."
 
   Bertrand cocked an eyebrow. "That aunt of yours really doesn't like vampires. Ironic, isn't it?"
 
   "Certain vampires," I wheezed on my way to the sink to rinse out my mouth. Max looked at me oddly and I shrugged back at him before gulping down clean water straight from the tap.
 
   "That was weird," Casper rattled in my head. He was so quiet, I had almost forgotten that he was there. 
 
   "I know," I muttered, drying my face with the bottom of my t-shirt. 
 
   "So sorry about that, Tavio," Max said. "Nina and I will get some bourbon from the bar. Babe doesn't water those bottles down."
 
   I opened my mouth to protest, but he was already by my side. He steered me by the elbow to the door leading down to the bar. We walked in silence.
 
   When we reached the landing, he pulled me closer and whispered into my ear. "Are you okay?" 
 
   "What are you doing?" I pulled away, mostly from surprise. Our relationship, as it was, went from steamy to splat when the supernatural shit hit the fan. We were in a much more comfortable place now, but had spent the last few months at a pretty safe distance. 
 
   "Shhh!" He pointed upstairs. "Let's not make it easy for Tavio to overhear."
 
   "Oh." My heart fell with disappointment. Dammit. That split second of closeness made me keenly aware how much I was still attracted to the man. The past few days had drawn us closer, clearly, even with our disagreements.
 
   "So, what happened?" he pressed.
 
   "I don't know," I whispered back. "My throat just closed up. I react to Holy Water like an allergy. It just kind of itches. I shouldn't have just shut down like that."
 
   "You think it was Frankie?" Casper's voice was so loud, I jumped. Max looked at me oddly. 
 
   "Casper thinks it could have been Frankie," I said to Max. "But I don't think he could stop me from drinking Holy Water based on the binding."
 
   Max squeezed my shoulders with his strong hands. "You're okay now?"
 
   I nodded. "Yeah."
 
   "Good. We'll figure this out later. Right now, let's listen to what those guys have to say and then get them out of here." 
 
   Exasperated, I pulled away from him and climbed over the bar to get a clean bottle of Maker’s Mark. I prided myself on having a solid bullshit detector, but Max could be too damn smooth. 
 
   From the mirror lining the back wall of the bar, I saw my eyes had the start of that preternatural glow. My teeth were shifting around in my mouth. The vampire was oozing out in my frustration. Bottle in hand, I let my inner vamp take control of my body and jumped on the bar, landing on my feet. 
 
   "Frankie comes first," I stared down at Max, reminding him that I was more than human. "Always."
 
   "Want to de-vamp a bit before we go back up?" 
 
   "Nope." I jumped off the bar and headed for the stairs. 
 
   Max stepped in front of me. "Nina, could you please trust me on this? We have to work with them. For now."
 
   "Whose side are you on, Max?" I asked point blank. 
 
   "The right side." He turned and went up the stairs. I followed at his heels. When we pushed open the door to the apartment, Dog was sitting in front of it, her teeth bared, growling at Tavio and Bertrand. Tavio eyed her uneasily, but Bertrand coolly flipped through my grimoire like it was a magazine. 
 
   I dropped the bottle of Maker’s on the table and snatched the spell book away from him, slamming it shut and placing it out of reach on the counter. Dog trailed at my heels, her lips raised in a snarl. 
 
   "I'd forgotten what a brilliant witch your mother was." Bertrand cracked open the bottle and smiled. "New glasses, please. And perhaps not chipped mugs this time."
 
   Max opened a few cabinets hunting for glasses. He found our stash of Looney Tunes juice glasses and took out four. When he placed them on the table, Elmer Fudd in front of Bertrand, the demon sighed dramatically. Max winked at me.
 
   "Nina, perhaps you could be lovely one more time and find some lowballs downstairs? This is quite uncivilized."
 
   "I am not lovely, and if you can drink it straight from the damn bottle if you don't like my glasses."
 
   "No need for that, Nina," Tavio said, looking pointedly at Bertrand. "The glasses have a certain charm to them."
 
   Max poured out the bourbon into each Looney Tunes glass. 
 
   "¡Salud!" Tavio raised his glass, which had a picture of Wile E. Coyote etched on it. I downed my bourbon in Bugs Bunny with one swallow and reached for the bottle for a refill. 
 
   Bertrand pulled it away. "You need to keep your wits about you."
 
   I pulled it back. "Vampire metabolism. My wits will be fine."
 
   "So what's this about keeping Frankie alive?" Max interrupted. 
 
   Tavio cleared his throat. "I can slow the infected blood down a bit, buy him an extra day or two."
 
   "How?" Getting an assist from these two wasn't sitting well with me.
 
   "While the Plague was sweeping the human population in Europe, the vampires were contending with our own plague. It's effectively a blood transfusion, but with the blood of a healthy vampire."
 
   "Of course. A blood transfusion can cure him." My heart raced with excitement. Why didn't I think of that before?
 
   But Tavio shook his head sadly. "There's only so much blood we can give him. And this infection contaminates the clean blood pretty quickly. There is no way to stop it. Just slow it down."
 
   Bertrand brightened. "But we can delay the inevitable, so you can try your cure. After you deal with Killing Haley's concert tonight."
 
   "We don't even know where Frankie is..." I took a deep breath, holding back tears. Dammit. I would not cry. 
 
   "No, but you can find him," Tavio said gently.
 
   "How can I find him? I can't get near him. In case he...you know." 
 
   "Oh for fuck's sake," Bertrand's stone-cold facade cracked, and the room filled with the smell of sulfur. Dog growled, her fur on end. "You are a waste of a witch, Nina. You scry for him, of course."
 
   "Can we scry?" I asked Casper. 
 
   "Only a witch can scry, Nina," Tavio started. 
 
   Max held up his hand. "She's talking to the ghost." 
 
   Casper slipped forward in my head. "I don't know. We could try, but Eva could probably do it better than us, since she's a seer."
 
   "I don't think I want to involve her," I said. Eva's gift of sight meant that she would be the better witch to look into the crystal ball — or really, any shiny surface — to try to get a lead on Frankie. But Eva spent so much time as a fraud fortuneteller, scamming people for money, that she embellished her real visions with fakery. Most of the time, witchcraft was pretty banal.
 
   "No," he said slowly and patiently. "But she will do in a pinch, in case we can't. Does your aunt have a ceremonial bowl?"
 
   "A what?" I asked.
 
   "A bowl, a really fancy bowl that she doesn't let you use for food?" 
 
   I thought for a moment. "Yeah, she does. And she keeps it in the cabinet under her altar, so that must be it." 
 
   "We just have to wash the bowl with salt water to purify it, and then charge it."
 
   "Charge it with what?" I asked.
 
   "With our power." Now his patience was running out. 
 
   "Then what?" I asked.
 
   "We fill it with water and ask it to show us where Frankie is."
 
   "That sounds nuts," I said. Casper shrugged, using my arms to show me what he was doing. I cringed at the use of my body.  
 
   The three men — Bertrand, Tavio and Max — all stared at me having what appeared to be a one-sided conversation.
 
   "So, can you do it?" Max asked. 
 
   I hedged. "Maybe. We think."
 
   "Good," Bertrand said as he pushed himself away from the table. 
 
   Dog stepped in front of me defensively. 
 
   "Find him and call us with the location," Bertrand said. "We'll pick him up."
 
   Leaving Frankie to these two made me uneasy. "Don't you think I should be there?" 
 
   "It's too dangerous for you, Nina," Tavio said, reaching over and touching my hand.
 
   I yanked it away. "I'll be fine."
 
   "Do you want him to die, Nina?" Bertrand's eyes went coal black, and another wave of sulfur hit my nose. "Because that's exactly what will happen."
 
   "I could have a cure," I insisted.
 
   "You have nothing!" Bertrand's face went dark, the human facade breaking slightly, revealing a hint of the malformed demon beneath. He snatched the pill bottle of ash off the counter. "Don't you dare cross me unless you want to lose everyone you've ever cared about? And believe me. I can arrange that."
 
   Dog leaped at him. Reflexes in overdrive, I snatched her mid-leap and pulled her to me, her 100-pound body squirming in my arms. 
 
   "Stay," I commanded, putting her down. Bertrand didn't even flinch. 
 
   I swallowed hard and stared at the bottle. He tucked it into the inside breast pocket of his coat. 
 
   "You will keep your eyes on Matteo tonight and keep him safe. Then I will hand your sick friend over to you. I promise I will keep him alive until you can attempt your cure," Bertrand said, adding sarcasm on the last word.
 
   Max pushed his way past Bertrand and took my arm, drawing me towards him protectively. "Don't worry, we'll hold up our end of the bargain. But you better hold up yours."
 
   "Of course," Bertrand smiled coldly. "Just don't fail."
 
   He swept out the door before I could object, Tavio trailing behind him.
 
   "Why did you do that?" I rounded on Max. 
 
   "He'll do as he promised," Max insisted. "The less we fight with him, the safer Frankie is."
 
   "Surfer boy is right," Casper said. "Get the bowl, Nina. It's time to scry."
 
   "Wait," Max stopped us. "We need to deal with Darcy. We're going to need all hands on deck here."
 
   "Right. Crap." I leaned against the hallway wall. 
 
   "Can you talk to her?" Max asked.
 
   I shook my head. "The only person who can go in there is a fully dead vampire. The wailing kills everyone living, including witches. And Berserkers," I added quickly, in case he had any ideas of trying himself. 
 
   "What if I'm possessing you?" Casper tried hopefully.
 
   "I don't really know," I said. 
 
   Max looked at me oddly. 
 
   I pointed to my head. "Casper asked about possessing me."
 
   "Oh. Right. Well in theory, it could work," Max offered. "He is dead."
 
   I winced. Another reminder to Casper that he was a ghost. Sometimes Casper lived as if he were still alive and human. Often through manipulating my body, but still.
 
   "I really don't know if it will work, and I really don't want to end up dead trying," I explained.
 
   "What about Matty?" 
 
   My eyes bugged out at Max. "Are you kidding me? He's the one that put her in this state in the first place!" 
 
   "Nina," Casper interjected. "It's a good idea."
 
   "How can you think this is a good idea?" I smacked myself in the head to drive home my point.
 
   "The love spell, Nina!"
 
   "Oh," I calmed down for a second, but then my hackles went up again. "You know what, I changed my mind. I think it's deceitful. We'll figure out another way."
 
   Max looked confused. "Want to let me in on whatever it is that's deceitful?"
 
   "Casper thinks we should put a love spell on Matty and Darcy." If anyone hated the idea of taking away someone's free will, it was definitely Max.
 
   His head nodded in agreement. "I can see where that could be useful." 
 
   "Are you really okay with that?" I eyed him suspiciously. "You realize that we are making a choice for her. And she may not want it."
 
   "I don't know. He looked like something she wanted to me."
 
   "Told you," Casper said. He was turning into a fly that I really wanted to swat.
 
    
 
   "Lust, maybe," I said. I wasn't going to back off on this. "And what about him? He's a rock star. He doesn't want to be tied down."
 
   "Did you ask him?" Max countered.
 
   "Of course not," I huffed, seeing where he was going with this but not ready to admit defeat. 
 
   "And, if it doesn't work out, reverse it," Max said. 
 
   "Exactly!" Casper was nodding my head in agreement.
 
   "What if we can't reverse it?" I forced Casper's nod into a shake of the head.
 
   Max shrugged. "Then maybe it was meant to be." 
 
   I snorted. Meant to be. 
 
   "Nina," Casper said gently. "Are you sure this is about Darcy. Or is it about you?"
 
   "How can this be about me?" I retorted. 
 
   "Because you hate your family." Max didn't miss a beat. "And you are afraid of losing your best friend to Tavio's son."
 
   "Well aren't you both Doctors Freud and Jung?" I scoffed at both of them, but inwardly cringed. They weren't completely wrong.
 
   "Nina, we don't have much of a choice. We need Darcy to stop wailing, and Matty's the only vampire who can go near her. Unless...we could send Tavio."
 
   That didn't sit well with me either. 
 
   "Fine," I gave in. "We'll do the damn love spell. But if this backfires, it's on both of you."
 
   "Agreed," said Max. "I'll call Matty and figure out a way to get him to Darcy without frying him in the sun while you guys cook up a spell. Can you get it done within an hour?"
 
   Casper was ricocheting around my head in excitement. "Yes we can, oh yes we can!" 
 
   "Yes," I said in a monotone, squinting against Casper's enthusiasm in my head.
 
   "Better get cooking then," Max said. He headed downstairs to the bar, and I gave him the finger behind his back.
 
   "Real mature, Nina," Casper scolded.
 
   "Fuck you too, Ghost," I responded. 
 
   He actually laughed at me. "I’mma make you love spelling someday, I swear." 
 
   "Shut it," I growled. 
 
   That only made him laugh harder. 
 
    
 
   "Cut the crap, Casper. You're giving me a migraine and I have to concentrate on this shit."
 
   "You're right. Sorry." But I could still feel him enjoying himself way too much. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   "This is a love potion?" Max uncorked the test tube and sniffed. His eyes watered. 
 
   The shit-brown colored love potion didn't inspire much confidence. Even Casper had trepidations about using it. But since Matty was the one that had to drink it, I wasn't too worried. It wasn't like it'd kill him. He was already dead. 
 
   That was probably why the potion turned a shade of fecal and smelled like rancid onions. Since Matty was a vampire, Casper tweaked the recipe. I thought we should err on the side of caution and make it the proper way. But since Casper completely outclassed me in the witch department, he had the final say. 
 
   "Casper insists that it's fine," I told Max, putting the onus on the ghost.
 
   "How are you going to get him to take this? It reeks."
 
   "There's a reason why I told you to bring him to the bar." I grinned deviously and grabbed the martini shaker. I filled it with ice and then poured out a measure of Bombay Sapphire, hoping a good gin would dilute the funky smell of the potion.
 
   I snatched the test tube from Max when I heard Matty struggling with the ladder under the trap door behind the bar. It led to the basement fridge, where we kept the kegs. I pulled the half-blood weakling bullshit and put him to work dragging two new kegs of beer down there so I could show Max the potion. 
 
   Max brought Matty here under the pretext that I needed some logistical information before working the Killing Haley show. Since it was still light out, Max smuggled Matty out of the Biltmore Hotel under a shroud of thick black velvet theater curtains. Given Matty's hypochondria, I expected him to come in screaming murder. But he seemed kind of elated by the whole adventure. Either he grew a pair of balls overnight, or he was trying to get away from Kittie. I expected it was the latter. He wasn't a candy-ass because he was a Beta. He was insufferable because he was a rock star. 
 
   I slipped some dry vermouth into the shaker, and then added the contents of the potion and capped it. 
 
   Matty shut the trap door with enough force to make the floor shake. "Kegs are heavier than I thought," he said. "I'm not surprised you couldn't carry them, cuz."
 
   I sighed. "Yeah, it's tough being a single gal without her best vampire."
 
   Max covered his mouth and coughed, stifling a laugh.
 
   "Speaking of being without Frankie, he used to taste test all of our new drinks," I continued. "Would you be a doll and fill in for him on that, too?" 
 
   Matty's grin was wide. "Now that's a job I don't mind!"
 
   "No one ever seems to mind that one," I said as I smiled sweetly, giving the martini a violent shake. Then I poured it out in a martini glass and added five pearl onions and slid it in front of him. 
 
   He looked at it oddly. "Dirty martini?"
 
   It was indeed dirty. The potion gave the normally clear drink a brownish tinge, like water from rusty pipes. 
 
   "With onions, it's a Gibson martini." 
 
   He gave it a sniff. "Phew, those onions are strong. Good thing it's not garlic."
 
   I rubbed my temples. "Vampires and garlic? Matty, that's a myth."
 
   "Really?" Matty took a cautious sip, and his eyes lit up. "This doesn't taste as oniony as I thought it would." 
 
   "Oh good," I said, and then I caught myself. "New onion blend, said to use the juice in the martini. That's why it looks so, well, dirty.
 
   "You mean Gibson!" He grinned and took a larger gulp. 
 
   "Right. Gibson." I snorted. Was he getting tipsy already?
 
   "Damn, Nina. I cannot believe that we pulled this off," Casper squealed. His level of excitement rivaled my own.
 
   "Want a taste?" Matty held the drink out towards Max. 
 
   "Nah, no thanks. Onions repeat on me." He pounded on his chest a few times to drive the heartburn point home.
 
   I pulled the Narragansett tap and poured two pints, one for Max and one for me. 
 
    
 
   "Here." I slid a glass over to Max. "Cheers boys."
 
   We all took pulls from their drinks while Casper danced excitedly in my head. Now that we’d plied him with the potion, it was time to activate the spell and ask him to go get Darcy out of her hidey-hole.
 
   "Get ready," I muttered to Casper. 
 
   I placed the martini shaker in the bar sink and turned the faucet on full blast. While the water was running, I started chanting the activation spell, the strange Latin words awkwardly tripping off my tongue. Once Casper took hold of my body, the Latin flowed melodically.
 
   By the time we were done and the water was off, both Max and Matty were gawking at me.
 
   "That was beautiful," Matty sighed. "What was that? I could turn that into a song."
 
   I laughed nervously. "No idea what I was singing. I just like to make up songs when I wash the dishes."
 
   "It was nice," Max agreed. "I've never seen that side of you before. Almost...vulnerable."
 
   "I was just doing the dishes." I repeated flatly, hoping Max could read the shut-up look I was throwing at him. "Matty, can I ask you one more favor?"
 
   Matty shifted uncomfortably. "I think I need to go, Nina."
 
   "It won't take that long." I gritted my teeth before adding, "Please."
 
   He looked confused. "Nina, can't it wait? I need to find Darcy. And I am in a terrible hurry to do so."
 
   I brightened. It was working. "That's exactly what I needed you to do. For you to get Darcy for me. For us."
 
   "Get Darcy?" The spell did not make my cousin any smarter.
 
   I sucked air in through my teeth, keeping my patience in check. "Matty, there's something I need to tell you. Darcy is a banshee. And right now, she's wailing."
 
   "Yes, I know. She told me."
 
   I harrumphed at the ease of her honesty. 
 
    "And I know she's wailing because of me," he continued. "Well, because of Kittie. That's why I have to find her. I want to make it right."
 
   I practically pumped my fists right there. "Great. Perfect. Matty, you go get her, and you make her stop wailing."
 
   He jumped up and yelled, "Yes! Hell, yes."
 
   Nothing like a man on a mission. 
 
   "Wait?" He stopped, sinking down on the bar stool again. "How can I stop her from wailing?"
 
   "You broke her heart, Matty. To stop the wailing, you need to mend it. Can you do that?"
 
   His face brightened. "Yes, yes. I can do that. I love her and I can do that."
 
   "Geeze, that wasn't dramatic at all," I muttered, rolling my eyes.
 
   Matty bounced off the stool and skipped to the doorway. He stopped short suddenly, and turned to Max. "Um, could you get me there? It's still light out."
 
    
 
   Max winked at me, and I nodded, grinning like an idiot.
 
   "Wait! Before you go! Max, I need stakes for tonight. While you are there, can you grab a bunch from Frankie's room? They should be on his workbench. He was doing something with them."
 
   I wished Frankie were here to tell me what, exactly, I could expect from the weapon upgrade. We had no news, which was good news. Casper and I had time to get the potions sorted out. As long as Frankie was in control, we could move forward with Bertrand's plan. If Frankie vamped out and started attacking, all bets were off. 
 
   "Of course," Max said, giving me a 10,000-watt smile. "Anything you need, sweetheart." 
 
   Anything I need? Sweetheart? What the hell was wrong with him? Before I could ask, Max reached across the bar, grabbed my face and kissed me deeply. 
 
   It was quite a kiss, promising so much more than that one night we had a few months prior, before everything turned to shit. I stared dumbfounded as Max bundled up Matty in thick black fabric and shuttled him out the door. Max cast one smoldering look back at me before he left. 
 
   "Casper?" I called out, my knees knocking together from the impact of the kiss. That kiss. Wow.
 
   "What. Was. That?" Casper slammed forward in my head, a high-strung mix of shock and excitement.  
 
     I leaned against the bar and breathed deeply. My whole body quivered. "Um, I don't know. Could the spell backfire?"
 
   "I don't think so. Matty drank the potion, not Max." 
 
   "But he smelled it. He sniffed the potion. Could that do it? Do you think we made it too strong?" 
 
   Casper went very still. "Maybe? I don't know."
 
   "Shit," I groaned, realizing where we made the mistake. "And we didn't cast the circle, Casper. The spell could go anywhere."
 
   Without casting the circle, a little bit of the spell must have worked on Max. Except he had eyes for me, not Darcy. Since he didn't drink the potion, he only got hit by the residual effects, so I assumed it was temporary. It had to be temporary. Double damn.
 
   I grabbed the closest tequila bottle. It was the cheap stuff, but I didn't care, even though I'd pay for it later.
 
   "Babe's gonna kill us," Casper sing-songed in my head, echoing my own thoughts.
 
   "What are we going to do?" I was veering close to panic.
 
   "What? This is good! Isn't it? You like him, don't you?" 
 
   "It's complicated." That was an understatement.
 
   "Life's complicated. And you aren't Facebook," Casper said, full of 18-year-old wisdom. 
 
   I didn't even bother pouring out a shot and just took a swig straight from the bottle.
 
   "Watch it," Casper admonished. "You have to work tonight."
 
   "Just a nip, to calm my nerves." 
 
   Casper's rich laugh filled up my mind, and I smiled. I couldn't help myself. It was impossible to be agitated around this kid sometimes.   
 
   "You got the hots," he teased. 
 
   "Seriously, Casper, it's..." 
 
   "Complicated?"
 
   "Difficult, yes. Loads of baggage." I took another swig from the bottle and then picked out a lime slice from the garnish holder.
 
   "You talking about the Gigantor crap? Cause when you fang out, girl, you're even scarier than Mega Max. You should look in the mirror sometime while you're all vampiro on everyone's ass. You're all like..." Casper made a hissing noise and then went silent for a minute. 
 
   I sucked on the lime. 
 
   "Or are you talking about another sort of baggage that happens to be missing right now?" Casper asked softly.
 
   I spit out the lime in the trash. "Nothing is going on between Frankie and me."
 
   "Well, duh. I'd know if anything was going on," he said before stopping abruptly. 
 
   My heart stopped. "Casper, how would you know if anything was going on? Were you hovering when..." 
 
   "It's not like I meant to! It was an accident."
 
   "Oh, God. So not cool, Casper!" I choked out, my face flushed. 
 
   "I left as soon as I figured out what was going on, I swear!" he insisted. "You mad? Please don't be mad."
 
   "Mad? Am I mad? Of course I am mad."
 
   "But it was months ago. I'm sorry, it won't happen again."
 
   "Damn right it won't. You stay out of my head, and my house, when I have a date. Got it? Oh God!" I groaned again, embarrassment engulfing me. 
 
   "I promise. I swear. I promise!"
 
   "Then let's forget that ever happened." I took one more gulp from the tequila bottle. The news of Casper's indiscretion sobered me right up. 
 
   "So then what about Frankie?"
 
   "I don't think I want to talk about my relationships with you. Peeping Tom."
 
   "Come on, Nina. I thought we were forgetting that happened."
 
   "I want to hold a grudge for one more minute, okay." Life with a ghost was so not easy.
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   The capacity crowd of mostly disaffected youth danced themselves into a small frenzy during the opening act, amping up the energy in the venue. 
 
   "You sure you can hear me over all this screaming?" I muttered to my chest. It wasn't my idea to wear a low cut V-neck tee, but Darcy insisted on a microphone placed in the middle of my cleavage. 
 
   "It's almost like I have vampire hearing," she responded. 
 
   I snorted. So much for my own vampire hearing. My earpiece was turned almost all the way up to hear over the noise of the crowd.
 
   "I can't see you," Max's voice thundered in the earpiece. 
 
   "Can you flash something?" Darcy giggled at the 7th grade humor. I pulled out my Zippo and sparked it up for about 10 seconds. I caught a similar flicker across the room, and closed the lid quickly. We had visual contact.
 
   Apart from my low cut t-shirt, I was outfitted in my black bomber jacket, unzipped just enough to keep the microphone uncovered, and my combat blacks, including a knit skullcap in case the stage lights caught my copper-flecked highlights. A chain-mail choker kept my carotid artery safe from any hungry (or angry) vamps. 
 
   Surveying the crowd around me, I was glad I opted for "blend into the walls" rather than "blend into the crowd." These kids were exactly that, kids. Barely 18; maybe a sprinkling of 20-somethings. And while my half-vampire nature ages me more slowly than normal people, I felt like a damn granny next to them.
 
   They were a strange bunch. The women wore leather skirts and halter-tops, the men skinny leather pants and tanks. I didn't fit in with this crowd. I was surrounded by a bunch of Kitties.
 
   "Darcy, you look lovely this evening. Have I told you that?" Matty's voice boomed in my earpiece. "The black really brings out your...pale."
 
   I gritted my teeth and punched impatiently at the black-painted brick wall beside me. 
 
   "Matty, that's a lovely thing to say to Darcy. But we really need to keep this channel open," I said calmly.
 
   "It is open," he said. "I can hear you just fine."
 
   "That's not what keeping the channel open means," I said, leaving off the words "you fuckwit." It was not my idea to give my moron cousin access to our communication system. Bertrand insisted, in case Matty needed us. "It means no talking on this frequency unless it has to do with the operation."
 
   "It does have to do with the operation! It has to do with her looking all hot in her operational outfit." 
 
   Great. It took all my willpower not to storm backstage and kick the living crap out of my idiot cousin. 
 
   "Let it go, Nina," Max said. Based on his tone, he was annoyed too. At least I wasn't alone in my irritation.
 
   I glanced over at him. There was no way Max blended into this crowd. Every guy had jet black, blue or purple hair spiked up into a style similar to Matty. When Matty pulled out an extra pair of skinny black leather pants from his luggage, Max actually paled at the threat of wearing them. 
 
   So like the chaperone at the high school dance, Max dressed up in the official Killing Haley security outfit. We knocked out one of Killing Haley's actual security guys in the alley behind the venue to acquire it. Kittie handpicked the security staff, and Matty didn't want her to know one of us was backstage. 
 
   Kittie's hatred of Darcy made her a target. Backstage was a place of prestige and privilege, and it was Kittie's domain. So Darcy hid with the sound engineers at the back of the venue. With her laptop and other tech accouterments, she didn't look at all out of place next to the sound nerds.
 
   A kid barely 18 years old crashed into me. He steadied himself by gripping my shoulder. After muttering his thanks, he licked my cheek before bouncing back into the crowd.
 
   "Ugh. Nasty." I wiped at my cheek with the sleeve of my jacket. 
 
   "Did that guy just...?" Max's voice was tinged with jealousy. That'll teach us for spelling without casting the damn circle.
 
   "We aren't discussing this," I said, still shuddering from the nasty lick. "We need to keep this channel clear."
 
   The crowd was growing, flattening me against the back wall. There were so many bodies wedged between me and the entry to my left, I no longer felt the icy blasts every time the door opened. 
 
   "Hey guys, this crowd is crushing towards the stage. If shit hits towards the front, Max, you're probably on your own. I won't get through this crowd." 
 
   "Wow. I had no idea you were so popular, Matty," Darcy said, sounding a bit breathless.
 
   I groaned audibly, and didn't give a shit who heard it.
 
   "Everyone here is so..." Max stopped, giving Darcy room to jump in.
 
   "Sexy. Seriously, everyone in here is really kind of oozing sex." Her voice was kind of husky. 
 
   "Because of us, Doll, because of us," Matty crowed. 
 
   I ground my teeth and kept my mouth shut. At least we knew the love potion was working on its intended targets.
 
   "I was going to say 'young,'" Max sighed. 
 
   Tuning out their chatter, I scanned the now-capacity crowd. Sweat dripped down my neck, trickling in a salty stream down my spine. I unzipped my bomber jacket a few more inches, but couldn't risk much more than that. Stakes crisscrossed my chest in a specially made holster. Frankie etched them with some weird runes, making them look even more bizarre than carrying around just plain old stakes. Of course, given the crowd, my "look" wasn't all that weird. 
 
   The audience jostled against me, and I pressed my body into the wall, trying to make myself as small as possible. Tonight didn't feel right. It was my first job ever without Frankie. When it came to the work, I trusted Frankie to have my back. No offense to Max and Darcy, but I wasn't sure about bringing them into this. Darcy managed communications from home base, and she was hardly ever with us in the field. I was worried about her safety. 
 
   Then there was Max. He was a good cop, no doubt. But he was definitely a cop first. And sometimes we had to do some very illegal things to get the job done. Was he up for that? I wasn't so sure. Add to it the love potion problem. He was clearly crushing on me, and his attentions were almost suffocating. With jealousy clouding his brain, his Berserker roiled just beneath the surface. Given the number of humans in the crowd tonight, if he didn't control it, he was a total liability. 
 
   And Frankie was out there, somewhere, probably in some manic frenzy.  But I didn't have a clear handle on him. Our psychic connection was nearly severed. Every once in a while, I felt a strong sense of elation, which told me he fed. This was often followed by panic, which told me that he’d lost control and killed. If Frankie came back from this, and there was a body count, would he be able to survive the guilt? Before he met my dad, Frankie was a monster. And those many, many years of violent kills left a dark mark on his soul. 
 
   Then, like a weak cell phone signal cutting out, my line to Frankie was gone. And that was my time of sheer terror. 
 
   Was he dead? Frankie was a full vampire — centuries old. He had more strength than a Beta-Vamp to stay alive. He just needed to fight. And with each of his kills, I feared he'd lose a bit of the fight that was in him. 
 
   Casper gently oozed into me, pulling me out of my thoughts. For once I was grateful for the ice of ghost that washed over me. My temples pulsed at the invasion, but it was nothing compared to the usual screaming migraine he ignited. 
 
   "Nice landing," I complimented him, and meant it.  
 
   "Been working on it," he said proudly, but he sounded winded.
 
   Whatever he just did cost him a little bit of his strength. I found out the hard way that the more Casper exerted himself, the more chunks of his ghost form got ripped away from him. Like decomposition causes physical bodies to rot away, certain stressors attack his ethereal form. The Blood Ops Spectral Research Team had no idea if ghosts eventually lose so much of their ethereal selves that they finally disappear, or if they just continue on as ghosts, with chunks ripped out of them. Studying ghosts wasn't easy. The ability to communicate not only with ghosts but also see them in their astral form was quite rare. So far, I was the only Blood Ops member in the history of the organization capable of doing it. Casper and I, we were groundbreakers.
 
   "Did they find him?" I wanted to give him a minute to get his strength back, but I was anxious. Casper followed Bertrand's goons after our scrying session. But when they got close, Frankie ripped one goon's head off and sent the other one running. By the time they regrouped, Frankie was gone.
 
   We had an idea on his general location, near the old train tunnels at the base of College Hill. If they found where Frankie was holed up, and he needed me, I was ready to cut this stupid mission short to go out and grab him. 
 
   "No, sorry," Casper wheezed into my brain. 
 
   "Dammit!" I pressed my head against the rough brick behind me, trying keep myself together. "Where'd they look?"
 
   Casper mentally traced his steps, each location vivid in my mind's eye as he walked through them. From the bar to the base of the Hill, along the dark roads and alleyways in between, and then down into the dank tunnel. He turned up nothing.
 
   "Something else," Casper said before taking control of my body and forcing my neck to turn towards the bar. I tried really hard not to fight it, knowing that wrenching my neck wouldn't feel so great. But it's damn hard not to fight against your body's possessor. 
 
   There, perched on a stool, was Alfonso. He looked annoyed, which probably had something to do with Eva, who sat right beside him, running her mouth. It looked like she was really going at a solid clip, too. He saw me watching them and gave me a sheepish salute while I just shook my head. It was bad enough that Darcy was in the thick of all this crap, but now Al and Eva? An old, alcoholic witch who couldn't remember spells and a clairvoyant who believed she was defrauding her customers with her psychic abilities. 
 
   "Why are they here?" I snarled. 
 
   "With Frankie down, they thought you could use the extra help."
 
   "Casper, this isn't extra help. These are extra bodies that I have to watch out for if the shit hits the fan." Which it probably would, considering why we were doing the job in the first place. They had to get out of here. 
 
   "Hey, guys?" I groaned into my chest. "Eva and Al are at the bar. Helping."
 
   "I love being part of a team!" Matty cooed. 
 
   "Shut up, Matty, or I will rip your goddamn throat out." My frustration had finally boiled over. 
 
   "She didn't mean that," Darcy jumped in.
 
   "Yes, Darcy, I did."
 
   "That's the stress talking, Nina. You aren't ripping anyone's throat out."
 
   Gritting my teeth, I offered a half-hearted grunt of agreement. Darcy was already fragile, and I couldn't risk her getting emotional again. The last thing we needed was a wailing banshee. 
 
   But Eva and Al needed to leave before things turned ugly. The crowd at the concert was young and virile, and most of them looked pretty damn high. This was a dangerous combination. 
 
   "Going off comms and getting onstage. Roger. Over and out," Matty said. He sounded like a kid playing cops with his friends. 
 
   I felt slightly better with Matty off the network. Not only was he a prima donna, but he was also a damn fool and liable to screw the whole thing up. Especially with his number one demon fan drifting around backstage. 
 
   The audience surged forward when the band filed onto the stage. With the dense crowd finally moving away from the wall, I inched my way against it towards Eva and Al at the bar. Theoretically, it should have been easy, but I was also moving against the tide, so it was kind of like walking through mud. The sound of a cymbal crash drew my focus to the stage for a split second, and I saw Elias behind his drum kit, his mop of black curls dancing against his face, his eyes glowing red. Were those contacts? He looked almost rabid. 
 
   Then Matty bounded onto the stage, and the crowd pushed in a wave towards the band, screams of excitement cresting with the movement. In his torn up Sex Pistols t-shirt and skinny black jeans, he looked every inch the rock star. His violet eyes were lined in thick kohl, and when the guitars powered up behind him, they glowed a full-on purple. The preening, insufferable brat that I knew was left in the wings. On stage, he was almost a god. He may be a Beta-Vamp, but he sure knew how to harness a full vampire's irresistible sensuality when he was performing. With one pose, he had the crowd — both genders — completely lusting after him. 
 
   And I was related to that?
 
   A sharp odor hit my nose, and I wrinkled it in disgust. The air around me turned slightly musky, like a feral animal staking out its territory with a pungent spray. Steam rose from the hundreds of bodies crowded in front of the stage, removing the rawness from the frigid February air that leaked into the drafty club. The air was thick, and the crowd pulsed with the rhythm that Elias was pounding out on his drums. Matty loosed a primal scream. The crowd joined him.
 
   The audience was now a jumble of intertwined arms and legs. Clothes were getting peeled away as the crowd stomped their feet and gyrated to the music, their bodies glistening with sweat. I searched past the crowd and zeroed in on Max, who was glued to his post at the side of the stage. Unlike the rest of the crowd, who seemed intoxicated by the music, Max was completely unaffected. He looked almost as perplexed as me.
 
   Casper was getting agitated, building up pressure in my head. It felt like a giant sinus infection. 
 
   "What is your problem, Casper?" I shouted, the noise of the band completely drowning me out. 
 
   "This is so freakin' wrong, Nina."
 
   "What's wrong?"
 
   "The music."
 
   "Not your taste?" I snorted. 
 
   "Not it," he wheezed.
 
   Then it happened. Some unseen forced slammed me to the filthy floor of the club. I was splayed out on my back, in dirty puddles of spilled booze. I writhed around, trying to free my arms and legs from whatever force pinned them down, but it was impossible to break the bonds.
 
   "I'm down, I'm down!" I yelled into my chest, hoping my coms still worked. My earpiece was knocked out from the force of slamming into the floor, so I had no idea what was going on outside of my field of vision. And that was mostly a mass of stomping boots and discarded plastic cups. 
 
   The downward pressure on my body was massive, like gravity on steroids trying to pull me through the floor. I shrieked when I felt my ribs snap from the compression on my chest.
 
   "What the fuck is happening?" I yelled to no one in particular. 
 
   "Reverse exorcism," Casper's voice was faint, like he was hiding somewhere deep inside of me. 
 
   "What the hell are you talking about?"
 
   The drums crashed faster and louder, and the crowd stomped their feet to the beat. Then they began chanting, drowning out Matty's soaring voice. Casper retreated further as my body began to shake violently. 
 
   "Holy shit!" I screamed.
 
   The crowd, now at near hysteria, danced with complete abandon. They turned away from the stage and towards me, and I saw their eyes glowing red. Many were tearing at each other’s clothes; some were just ripping their own clothes off. A beefy-looking guy tossed a petit woman down to her knees beside me. Reaching under her skirt, he ripped away her underwear. Then he tore his belt off, barely dropped his jeans and mounted her from behind. She stared at me, a small, cruel smile spread across her lips, but her eyes were vacant. She reached for me and grabbed my face with both her hands while the man continued to pump against her.
 
   "Come out and play little ghost," she said. Her pink tongue flicked out at my face, and I tried to squirm away from her and her orgy partner. 
 
   Someone gripped the back of my jacket and pulled me up off the floor. Max, who was halfway to Berserk by then, dragged me towards the door. His muscles were bulging out of his shredded jeans and official Killing Haley tour jacket. But even with his Berserker strength, I was dead weight. And since I was stiff as a board, he was hauling a really heavy cardboard cutout.
 
   I looked back at the stage. Elias was still pounding away, his clothes soaked through in sweat. Matty was off the stage and using the crowd to surf his way to Darcy, who was still on the sound engineer platform high above the chaos. The sound engineers were unhinged as well, throwing punches at each other. Matty climbed the scaffolding and reached her at the top, just as one of the sound engineers threw the other one off the platform. He roared with delight and turned towards Matty, who calmly gave him a shove. The second sound guy followed the first one to the floor below. Then, grabbing hands, Matty and Darcy bolted down the catwalk to the fire escape. 
 
   Relieved that Darcy was getting out, I refocused on my own predicament. Hands were reaching towards me, pulling at my clothes. Max wrapped his arm around my chest and heaved me again. I winced in pain when he re-cracked my almost healed ribs. But my body was still immobile and I wanted to get out of the club. Cracked ribs were the least of my worries. 
 
   Still, Max was muscle man, and this was taking way too much effort.
 
   "What the hell is wrong with you?" I shouted to Max over the pounding of the drums and the screams of the people. "You're half way to Berserk right now. Can't you just pull me out of here?" 
 
   He grunted in response. Berserkers weren't much for small talk. 
 
   A chant overtook the chaos of the club. As the voices, one deep and gruff and the other squeaky and high-pitched, cascaded over me, my muscles went from frozen ice to wobbly Jell-O shot, and I slumped into Max.
 
   The chanting abruptly stopped, and my body began to tighten up again. Then I heard Alfonso yell, "Go go go go. We can't keep this up. Get out now!" 
 
   The chanting picked up again, and once again my muscles released. Al and Eva led the way, like two strange Pied Pipers, walking backwards so their chant could be heard over the loud drumming and the primal screaming of the audience. I leaned against Max. My legs were tingling and barely able to handle my weight. But the mass of bodies pushing against us from behind made the flight to the doors that much easier. 
 
   We tumbled out onto a deserted street. The sudden intake of cold air sliced into my lungs, and I coughed. The streetlight right above us hummed loudly, flickered and then cut out abruptly, leaving us in complete silence and near darkness. 
 
   We all just stared at each other. Eva and Al collapsed against the building, exhausted from the witchy rescue. Max was still in this weird half-strong man, half-human place. The silence was smashed abruptly as the crowd crashed against the door, trying to force their way onto the streets. Max planted his legs and pushed against it with his back, keeping them from barreling straight through.
 
   "What the hell just happened?" I winced and gingerly rubbed my temples. Casper was still in there, and he was emerging, clearly agitated, from wherever he’d spent the last several minutes. 
 
   Alfonso shook his head, sucking in air between words. "Mass demon possession. Haven't seen something like this since...1978, I guess. Jonestown."
 
   I stared in shock at Al's shattered face, suddenly seeing the years of hard witchcraft etched into his leathered skin. Al was at Jonestown? No wonder the man was a drinker. 
 
   A massive slam to the door caused a huge boom to echo down the empty street, putting Max’s efforts to the test. "Why weren't all of us possessed?" I said.
 
   "I remembered a spell. Barely. But I remembered," Alfonso said, standing taller. Eva gave him a little hug.
 
   "Is that why I couldn't move?" 
 
   "No," Casper's voice was barely above a whisper. "It was because I was possessing you already."
 
   "Is that what you meant by reverse exorcism?" 
 
   "Yeah. The demons were trying to extract me, so I had to bind you."
 
   I sighed. He was the reason why I was stiff as a board. "Thanks for that, I guess. But shit. A little warning next time, okay?"
 
   Casper slipped into the recesses of my head. He clearly needed time to get his strength back. We, on the other hand, weren't so lucky. There was another strike against the door, and Max grunted. The press of the horde was threatening his ability to keep the door closed. There were simply too many of them.
 
   I glanced around for anything — a length of chain, a two by four — that we could use to hold the door handles to buy us some time to run. But there was nothing. 
 
   A cascade of small rocks from the top of the building caught our attention. Darcy and Matty stepped onto a rusted out fire escape which creaked under their weight. It was a solid 50 or so yards from the door. 
 
   Looked like our fastest way out was up. 
 
   "Darce! Send the drop ladder down!" I shouted up to her, silently hoping that the oxidized beast would work like a proper fire escape. The fire department checked that stuff, right? 
 
   I sprinted under the ladder and then stupidly looked up, getting a face full of chipped paint and rust as it noisily inched its way down in fits and starts. When it got close enough, I did a straight vertical jump, thanking the gods that my vampire blood made me so springy. I grabbed the bottom rung, broken bits of rust pressing into my hands. My extra weight helped tug it down the rest of the way. 
 
   "Eva! Come on!" I yelled, and the older woman tottered over to me. Giving her a boost from behind, I heaved her up a few rungs of the ladder. She cried out in exertion but caught the ladder and laboriously climbed the contraption.  
 
   After giving Al a leg up to the ladder, I jumped on next. I climbed halfway up and then shouted to Max. "We're up! Let's go!" 
 
   Max released the doors and sprinted to the ladder, giving it a running jump. But the bulk of his Berserkered out body kept him from getting the height he needed to grab the bottom rung. Max needed a boost. 
 
   The horde of newly possessed demons poured out of the doorway, stampeding down the barren street with inhuman screams. Several of them caught sight of us and they lumbered over, with only the sheer number of marauding, scrambling demons slowing their progress. 
 
   Launching off the creaking ladder, I landed gently beside Max. 
 
   "Together, on three," I said. 
 
   He gave me a nod.
 
   I gripped his solid glutes and gave them a squeeze. I couldn't help myself. They were damn firm. Max made a noise — it could have been a laugh; it was hard to tell with a Berserker. I gave him a three count, and on his jump, I levered him up higher via his perfect behind. He just caught the lowest rung and heaved himself the rest of the way up. 
 
   Having finally pushed through the mass of wildings, the demons who had a lock on us were closing the gap quickly. 
 
   Once Max cleared the bottom rung, I sprang up and caught hold. But I wasn't fast enough. Demons gripped my ankles and yanked hard. I was holding on, but just barely. 
 
   "Nina!" Darcy screamed. 
 
   I shook my right foot lose and landed a hard kick under the demon's chin. He lurched back several feet. But the other dude was stuck fast to my left leg and yanking hard. Max scrambled back down the ladder and reached for me. 
 
   Metal snapped and then a bolt from the top of the ladder popped loose from the brick building. Our combined weight, along with the extra pressure exerted by the pull of the demon stuck to my leg, was too much for the rickety old fire escape to handle.
 
   "Get off the ladder!" I yelled up to Max. "We're too heavy!"
 
   Max reversed direction and scrambled back up, the ladder swaying as he alternated his feet up the rungs. 
 
   "How the hell do you kill a demon?" I yelled to no one in particular. I pulled my left arm over the bar so I was hanging by the crook of my elbow. I grabbed my closest weapon — a stake – out of the holster that crossed my chest. I was about to plow the thing into the head of the guy who was pulling on my legs. 
 
   But when I turned my head to take aim at the demon, I gasped. "Zack?" 
 
   A student at Rhode Island School of Design, in his early 20s with hair in impressive dreads that hung to the middle of his back, Zack was a Babe's regular. During finals, he would come in during off-hours, hang out, and play chess with Alfonso. A very talented illustrator, he wanted to work for Marvel Comics when he graduated in May. 
 
   But I did not see any trace of the quiet, chess-loving, artistic kid that I knew. Instead, I stared into the cold eyes of a demon. I knew what I had to do, and, swinging from the ladder like a pendulum, it was time to act. I made my decision. I had to stick to it. Besides, most humans didn't live after a demon possession. This was a mercy killing.
 
   I swung my arm back and slammed the stake into one of Zack's red-rimmed eyes. An unholy shriek poured out of his mouth and he staggered backwards, the stake stuck in his eye socket.  But he didn't release my leg. The fire escape groaned as he pulled on me once more. A final snap rang out and the ladder, along with me on it, slammed to the ground. 
 
   Stunned by the full 400 pounds of the thing landing on me, I remained motionless under the ladder for several moments. From my perspective on the ground, I saw a mass of shoes thundering towards me. Dammit, the commotion was drawing the attention of more demons. A mass was swarming in my direction. There was no way I could take them all on. 
 
   I heaved the heavy ladder off of me, using it to cantilever myself to my feet. I took a breath and tossed it onto the first wave of demons, buying myself a bit of time as they rushed me. Then I surveyed the platform where Max stood. It was a 20 or so foot vertical jump. I could make it. Barely. But I could. 
 
   "Get ready!" I yelled. I crouched down and then exploded up like a spring. My hands just caught the bottom of the balcony where Max was standing. He grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me up to the platform. 
 
   "You okay?" Max's voice was deeper, more primitive. 
 
   I just gave him a nod, and looked at the chaos happening below. The demons were marauding down the street and out into the city. Glass from store windows shattered. There were echoes from metal dumpsters being overturned. Savage noises came from the demons as they tore everything in front of them to shreds. Only Zack's body remained still on the pavement below, my stake still stuck in his eye. 
 
   Max poked at the giant bruise building around my clavicle. "Anything broken?"
 
   I slapped his hand away. It was sore to the touch.
 
   Max was out of Berserker mode, but his clothes were shredded from the explosion of muscle. His boxer shorts covered more of him than his pants at this point, and he was pretty much shirtless. Under normal circumstances I was happy to see more of his flesh. When not in Berserker mode, he was cut with muscle built naturally from his time on the surfboard. But after killing Zack, I wasn't in the mood to appreciate the aesthetics of a surfer's solid build.  
 
   Max looked down at Zack's body. "Is that how you kill a demon?"
 
   "That's how you kill a human, too." I brushed past him and started up the stairs to the roof of the building. No point in dwelling on what was done. 
 
   The rickety fire escape barely held our combined weight on our climb to the roof. Rust flakes caked on my hands, the slivers embedding themselves into my palm, but each slice of oxidized metal reminded me that I was indeed human, not yet a monster, even though I killed Zack after barely a short pause. 
 
   I pulled myself over the lip of the roof and was greeted by Al and Eva walking the perimeter, murmuring something that sounded Latin. 
 
   Al yelled, "Damn Eva, you keep pronouncing it wrong!" 
 
   She got right back in his face. "Maybe you're pronouncing it wrong."
 
   Darcy was shivering in her light t-shirt. Matty had his arms wrapped around her to keep her warm. 
 
   "Here," I said, pulling off my coat and tossing it at her. "There's blood crusted on one of the sleeves."
 
   Matty helped her into the coat. "That went off the rails pretty fast."
 
   "No shit," I growled. "Want to tell me what the fuck that was about? We were blindsided in there."
 
   An explosion took my attention away from Matty. I turned my back to him, toward the direction of the noise. We weren't high enough to see over the roof of the building across the street, but judging by the red-orange glow in the sky, an entire city block was on fire. Sirens sounded in the distance. 
 
   "Oh, shit!" I cried out. "They're going to burn down the damn city." 
 
   Matty looked shell-shocked. "It never got so extreme. I mean, the crowd always went crazy, but they never attacked anyone before."
 
   "We were told it was the rioting after the show to look out for, not a freaking demon possession at the top of the show." With my fists clenched by my side, it was all I could do to keep from punching him. 
 
   "What was that song?" Max turned to Matty, completely levelheaded. "I didn't recognize it."
 
   Matty shook his head. "You wouldn't. It's a new song for our upcoming album. We play it live now, to get the fans excited for the album drop."
 
   "Is it usually at the top of your set list?" Max asked. 
 
   "No, it usually closes the show," Matty said. "We moved it up this time. Elias thought it would be better if they walked out humming our hit songs, songs they already knew."
 
   "Makes sense."
 
   "I know, right? And Elias is all about playing. Usually he can't be bothered with that sort of thing. You know, set lists, marketing, that sort of thing." How the hell could Matty be so damn enthusiastic after we were just ambushed like that?
 
   "No? Who does?" Max pressed.
 
   Matty shrugged. "My father, mostly."
 
   "Was it Tavio's idea to play a new song?" 
 
   "Hey guys, this is not a conversation that gets us off this roof. Or stops a demon mob." I yanked impatiently at the roof access door. It was locked from the inside and wouldn't budge. I kicked at the handle, hoping to break it off. But it only dented the door. "This is not the time to worry about album downloads and ticket sales."
 
   If Frankie were here, he'd be hanging Matty over the edge of the roof by his ankles, not chitchatting about a stupid set list. 
 
   Max pulled out his cell phone. "I'll get us off the roof. While we're waiting, I'd like to know more about the song. So, it was Tavio's idea?"  
 
   "No actually. Kittie came up with it," Matty added quickly. "But my dad thought it was a good idea."
 
   Max nodded, and put the phone to his ear. "Yeah, it's Agent Deveroux. Ask Bertrand to send out his chopper. We're stuck on the roof."
 
   I opened my mouth to protest, and then closed it. Did I really want to spend the night on the roof? Or Spider-Man it down the side of the building, dropping into the middle of a demon horde? Before I had to choose, the roof access door suddenly slammed open. Kittie stormed at us, her dreadlocks swinging violently around her face with each aggressive step. 
 
   "Oh my god, Matty! I was so worried about you!" Her voice was sharp and angry. I glanced over at Darcy. Her head was held high, lips slightly curled in disgust. Damned if that banshee didn't look almost stoic! It made me want to give her a hug.
 
   "I'm fine, Kittie. I am not a child!" Matty's fangs, as they were, glistened in the moonlight.
 
   She rounded on me. "Is this how you take care of things? I didn't think you people were the Keystone Cops. How can anyone trust you after that show of incompetence?"
 
   "Are you really going to do this?" I scowled. "What could we do? Shoot up the place and kill a bunch of people possessed by demons? 'Cause the bullets won't kill the demons. Just the humans."
 
   "Demons?" she said with a snort. "Not likely. And even if they were, you should have done something."
 
   "You tell me, then, Kittie. How do I kill a demon?" 
 
   "How would I know?"
 
   "Because you're a demon. You are not a siren, you are a demon."
 
   Max groaned. "Don't start that again, Nina."
 
   Clearly, his infatuation had worn off. Maybe he wasn't whammied by the potion after all. 
 
   The whir of helicopter blades drowned out a string of obscenities directed at Max. But when I looked at him, he smiled and winked. Did someone finally believe me?
 
   The chopper hovered close to the roof. Alfonso climbed unsteadily into the bird while Max grabbed Eva and then passed her up to Alfonso. Matty tried to be chivalrous but he clearly needed more help than Darcy. She pulled herself into the chopper and then she helped him in. Kittie simply fumed, her arms locked onto the helicopter's landing skids, her legs kicking in the air. Max gave her a hefty shove the rest of the way. 
 
   I looked at the roof access door hanging off its hinges. Did I want to get into his helicopter? Or take my chances on the street?
 
   Tavio stretched his hand out to me. "Come on, Nina."
 
   I slipped my right hand into my jacket, feeling for my stakes. "Where's Frankie?"
 
   "Sorry, Nina. We couldn't find him." 
 
   "Really?" I gently traced the runes on one with my fingertip. "How hard did you look?" 
 
   "We had a five-mile radius around the location you sent us," Tavio said.
 
   The pilot turned towards me, his eerie eyes glowing in the pitch-black of the cockpit. This time Bertrand had sent out the vampire muscle. "We've got to go. Now."
 
   I glared at him and looked back to Tavio. "You didn't hold up your end."
 
   "Neither did you," he responded. "There's rioting on this side of the city. Rioting you were supposed to stop."
 
   "We weren't told they were demons. That battle requires more than stakes." 
 
   "Get in or get left behind, half-breed," the pilot said with a slight lisp. That meant his fangs were out.
 
   With lightning speed, I pulled out the stake and threw it hard, striking the mouthy vampire in the chest, just to the right of his heart. The snap of the stake breaking through the bone of the sternum surprised me, and I squinted into the cockpit, hoping my vampire night vision was good enough to see the damage. Less than half the stake was protruding. It was a damn powerful throw. 
 
   "And I meant to miss," I snarled. "Next time I'll aim for the heart."
 
   "Its burns!" the pilot howled as he pulled the stake out.
 
   Burns? I reached in and touched another stake. These weren't doused in Holy Water or my hands would itch when I handled them. Tavio shrunk back when he saw my hand slip into my jacket again. 
 
   Max caught my wrist and took my hand out of my jacket. He gave it a squeeze. "No more stakes. Let's go find Frankie," he whispered in my ear. 
 
   I hesitated for a moment before stepping onto the skid next to him. 
 
   Alfonso winked at me when I climbed into the cabin. "Nice shot, kid."
 
   I gave him a tiny smile. Yes, it was time to find Frankie. We couldn't do this without him. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   "I really don't think we can scry successfully under these circumstances," I said as I glanced over at Bertrand's muscle man, who scowled at me. "You still sore about the stake in the chest?" 
 
   The helicopter deposited us on the roof of the Biltmore Hotel. While taking the glass elevator down to Bertrand’s second floor, we witnessed pockets of the city erupt into spontaneous flames as the marauding crowd torched buildings. The pilot, all vampire muscle, gave me the stink eye the entire 16 floor descent. It lasted all the way to Bertrand's office. 
 
   With the city in near shambles, Bertrand paced his office, furiously texting or barking orders into his mobile phone. A few days before, it was the Beta-Vamps flipping cars and causing general mayhem. Now these demons were on an arson streak, and the Providence cops couldn't keep up. I didn't think they wanted to either. The horde was impossible to control. Bertrand was pale — almost gaunt — under his fake tan. He was out of patience.
 
   But he wasn't the only one. I wanted to hit the street and find Frankie, but the mass of demon-possessed bodies posed a real problem. There were too many of them for us to take at once. We needed reinforcements from the Blood Ops Nevada base, but with Dr. O still MIA, there was no one to call it in. He was the only one authorized to mobilize backup. Clandestine operation or not, we were still saddled with the bureaucracy of a government agency. That we technically didn't exist only compounded the problem.
 
   So for the moment, we were stuck at the Biltmore. I pressed Bertrand to take the chopper and drop me at Babe's, but he was pigheaded about me remaining at the hotel. Given my history with the place, I almost felt more comfortable taking my chances on streets overflowing with demons than in the haunted hotel, where the dead's despair just seeped into the psyche. 
 
   I sat on the floor, legs tucked under Bertrand's expensive mahogany coffee table, a bowl of water in front of me so Casper, who was still not completely 100 percent, and I could scry. I had zero faith that it would work. 
 
   Whatever mojo propelled the vision the first time was missing this time. The water remained completely still in the bowl. I closed my eyes, focused, and tried again. The water rippled slightly towards the northwest but no vision bubbled up. Frankie didn't want to be found.
 
   Casper was agitated too. Having the ghost's added anxiety amping up my own didn't help my mood much. And it certainly didn't help me scry. I jumped up and paced the room, matching Bertrand step-for-step.
 
   "Bertrand, please, this is just wasting time. I'm pretty sure I know where Frankie's hiding out," I lied. "I don't need to scry."
 
   "And how do you propose getting around the city? You are going to walk right out into that crowd?" he asked. His eyes, coal black and glistening, followed me with a cool detachment.
 
   "Your guy could take me to Babe's in the helicopter," I offered, hoping he would go for it this time.
 
   The pilot guffawed. "I'm not taking you anywhere, half-breed."
 
   I turned toward him, glaring. "Remember the last time you called me that?" 
 
   "You don't have any more stakes," he retorted, laughing.
 
   I sneered at him, seething. My weapons cache was commandeered before I was allowed to enter Bertrand's lair. 
 
   His laughter abruptly turned from loud and grating to a far off echo, as if he were in some sort of empty cavernous room rather than right in front of me in a posh hotel suite. The echoes reverberated painfully through my skull, as if it were cracking. My vision went black for a split second, and I felt Frankie course through my body. Then my eyesight came back as suddenly as it went out, but now images were brighter, sharper. Unexpectedly, I was ravenous. 
 
   My fangs shot through my gums. I lunged at Bertrand's muscle and thundered, "Let's see who's laughing now." 
 
   I reached out and plunged my hand into his chest with extraordinary force. My hand pushed through his flesh and muscle as if it were simply a thick gel. His rib cage shattered upon impact. Gripping his heart, I yanked it out of his chest cavity and brought the organ triumphantly to my mouth.
 
   "Oh hell, no! Not again!" Casper's angry bellow snapped Frankie's influence right out of me. 
 
   I broke Frankie's connection just in time to watch the muscle-bound vamp, his eyes wide with fear, drop to the floor. Releasing his heart, I let it drop on top of him. Bertrand's pristine white carpet turned crimson as Muscle Vampire bled out. 
 
   Bertrand was leaning against his desk, watching everything with a cool detachment. "You've made a bit of a mess."
 
   "Guess I don't need stakes," I said softly. 
 
   "Apparently you don't." Bertrand cocked his eyebrow and turned his back on Muscle Vampire. Great boss. 
 
   "Thanks, Casper," I murmured under my breath. 
 
   "I got your back, girlfriend," he responded.
 
   "Impressive as that was, you do realize you just incapacitated your pilot?" Bertrand said easily as he tossed me a towel to clean myself up. He sounded almost impressed. "How do you plan on crossing that demon horde now?"
 
   "I'll take her," Max said as he stepped over Muscle Vampire's body to enter the room. "Nina, I see you've been naughty again."
 
   He had changed out of his ripped up clothes and into a borrowed SWAT outfit. He had an extra jacket balled up in his hand. 
 
   My arm was covered in blood up to the elbow. I wiped at the sticky mess, relieved that Max was taking this little debacle in stride.
 
   "Take her in what? You can't fly," Bertrand said.
 
   "Her bike."
 
   My throat caught. "My bike! How'd you get my bike?"
 
   Max's smile lit up his face. "I was holding it at the station."
 
   "What happened to the impound yard?" I quizzed him, crossing my arms across my chest.
 
   "You think I'd let them keep your bike at the yard? It'd be stripped."
 
   "Thanks for telling me," I scowled. Why didn't he just hand the damn bike over when he got it out of vehicle prison?
 
   "You were speeding and out of line with the cop that pulled you over," he retorted. "I wanted to save your bike, but you weren't getting it back."
 
   I was too happy to be pissed that he was teaching me a lesson. I practically danced across the room to give him a hug. "Where are my keys?"
 
   "Whoa! You don't have your motorcycle license reinstated yet. You are still a menace on two wheels."
 
   "Only in the eyes of the law," I smiled and reached for the keys, missing them completely. I blinked a few times and tried again. Once more, I missed.  
 
   Dammit. Temporarily having Frankie's vampire vision messed up my own.
 
   "Just give me the keys, Max," I said calmly.
 
   "Can you see?" he asked, bringing his face in really close to mine. "Because your eyes look funny. Like you just had your pupils dilated. And they still have that weird vampire glow going on."
 
   "I'm fine," I lied.
 
   He tipped his head and whispered into my ear, giving me goose bumps. Maybe it was because my bike was back. "You're going to get yourself killed."
 
   "If I don't ride it, how will I get out of here?"
 
   "I'll ride you out of here."
 
   I smirked at the double entendre. "Repeat that." 
 
   "I'll ride you out of here." 
 
   I stifled a giggle and shook my head. "Appealing as that sounds, no one rides that bike except me."
 
   Realization crossed Max's face, and his ears turned crimson. 
 
   "Well, Ms. Martinez," Bertrand interjected, "you have a choice to make. You stay here with me, or let Max ride your motorcycle out of here. Choose wisely."
 
   Bertrand left that hanging ominously in the air. We couldn't afford to lose any more time. 
 
   "Hand over the spell, Bertrand," I said as I held my hand out impatiently. He still had the Frankie fix that Casper and I concocted. 
 
   He pulled the pill bottle containing the spell out of his breast pocket with two fingers and dropped it into my hand as though it were contagious. "Gladly. It reeks of rancid fish." 
 
   "I'll pick up my stakes on the way out." Pocketing the bottle, I pushed past Bertrand to the door, tripping over Muscle Man in the process. I accidentally kicked his heart across the room. It hit the window with a splat before sliding to the floor, leaving a streak of blood down the glass.
 
   "Charming as usual." Bertrand dismissed both Max and me with a wave of his hand.
 
   My beautiful stakes were piled into the corner just outside the door. I examined them quickly. It looked like someone unsuccessfully tried to scratch the runes off one of them. I stuffed them back into my holster. Max handed me the extra SWAT jacket. It was a little too big, but would keep the cold out and the stakes hidden. I was kind of impressed that he remembered that Darcy took off wearing my blood-crusted jacket and he brought me an extra one to use.
 
   I hightailed it out of Bertrand's anteroom and into the corridor, Max at my heels. Once outside of Bertrand's eyes, Max swept me up into his arms.
 
   "We're finally alone."
 
   "Umm, Max, what are you doing?"
 
   "I have no idea," he said, his voice a little breathless. "I can't help myself."
 
   Crap. The love spell still hadn't worn off. 
 
   "Alone? Not really," I said, wiggling myself out of his embrace. After learning about Casper's voyeurism, I wasn't too keen on PDA. "There's a ghost living inside me right now."
 
   Max laughed. "I wonder, does he feel this?" 
 
   He pulled me back towards him, but the stakes kept some distance between our bodies. Gripping my head, he drew my lips to his, kissing me gently. I dropped my guard for a split second. That was all it took. 
 
   Casper jumped to attention. "Hey, Nina, friendly reminder that I can't leave your body until we are out of the hotel. The other spirits will try to trap me here."
 
   I squirmed and pulled away from Max. We had to undo that love charm. "Casper, a little help please? We need to undo that stupid spell. We don't have time for this."
 
   Casper sighed and muttered something in Latin. I looked expectantly at Max. He grabbed my face and laid a kiss on me that left me weak in the knees.
 
   "Casper!" I gasped, coming up for air. "Didn't work." 
 
    He tried again, this time mixing Latin and Spanish. As his words rushed from my mouth, Max pulled me to him again, laying another kiss on me, deeper this time. My resistance was breaking, and I slipped my arm around his waist and pulled him closer to me. Awkward, with the stakes and all.
 
   "Dammit," I swore as I pulled away from him. Max gave me a smoldering look, and I was getting seriously turned on. "Do something, Casper!" 
 
   Casper was freaking out. "I have no idea how to undo this spell, Nina. You're going to have to do it."
 
   "Me?" I croaked out. "If you can't do it, how the hell am I supposed to?"
 
   Max pulled me to him again, and this time his hands brushed against my ass. All the blood in my body rushed to my lower regions. 
 
   "What would my mother do?" Casper asked.
 
   "No idea," I murmured. Max was nuzzling my neck, and his soft lips felt so good against my skin that I barely knew my own name, never mind how to reverse a love spell. Besides, did I really want to? The spell felt damn good now.
 
   Casper was getting agitated, probably because, at this point, I was overheated with desire. "Rhyme!"
 
   "What?" I moaned softly, unable to process what Casper was saying. Max traced his tongue along the scar on my throat, leaving pulsing sensations against an already sensitive area. Damn, he was good.
 
   The ghost was in a full-blown panic. "Just say anything that will stop the spell, but make it rhyme!"
 
   "Aw, hell, Casper." Giving in, I melted into Max, running my hands down his muscular back. I pulled his shirt out and touched his hot skin, running over his waist until my hands arrived at the button to his pants.
 
   "Nina!" Casper's shout bounced around my skull like a ping-pong ball. "You have to focus. Remember Frankie?" 
 
   Casper's mention of Frankie snapped me out of it. I cleared my throat and reluctantly came up with a really lame rhyme. "Spells of lust, turn into dust."
 
   I'll be damned if Max didn't release me. I swayed, unsteady on my feet from those kisses that left me breathless.
 
   "What just happened?" he asked, blinking at me. 
 
   I gave my head a small shake, still trying to bring myself back to Earth. "Yeah. We just...never mind."
 
   "How the hell did you do that?" Casper gave a little whistle. I puffed out my chest a little with pride. Casper's spell didn't work, but mine did. 
 
   "Stop gloating," Casper added quickly. 
 
   "Are we good?" I asked Max, sighing with relief when he nodded. He looked just as flustered as I felt. "Let's go find Frankie." 
 
   We ran down the hall and pushed into the mezzanine level of the hotel, rushing past the ghostly inhabitants. 
 
   "Which way?" I asked, zigzagging around the spirits, hoping that Casper could find the least ghost-populated route to the parking garage. 
 
   "This way," Casper muttered. I could feel his tension pressing against my temples. The ghosts were getting to him. He ran down a protection chant, keeping them from dive-bombing me. Max wasn't so fortunate. He had to rely on sheer will. I gripped his hand and squeezed, speeding past Suicide Bride, who stood at the top of the stairs ready to throw herself down, a scene that was on endless repeat.
 
   The mezzanine was on the same level as the parking garage, but the back corridor leading out to the structure was the most agonizing area of the hotel. The ghosts were desperate to keep humans around to feed off their misery, so they tried to keep their victims from running out the door. I took the hallway at a sprint, half-dragging Max along. I didn't slow down until we burst into the garage from the back hallway. Max stopped to catch his breath, but I barely broke a sweat. It was tough for anyone to keep up with a vampire, even a half-breed. 
 
   I scanned the parking level, looking for my Triumph motorcycle. The bike was completely matte black, including the parts that were normally chromed, making it tough to locate, which was exactly the point. I saw it tucked into a dark corner at the far end of the garage. I cracked a wide smile and barreled towards it like a long-lost lover, stopping short when I noticed a blood red circular smear on the gas tank, marring the otherwise perfect stealth black.
 
   "What the hell is this?" Like a fretful mother cleaning up her child, I licked my fingers and rubbed at the stain. It didn't budge.
 
   "It came that way from the impound yard, Nina," Max held up his hands in mock surrender. "I swear."
 
   I scowled at the red mark, and then ran my hand down the length of the bike, tracing the gentle slope from the tank to the seat. Even with the mark, she was beautiful. 
 
   Max took the helmet off the back and handed it to me before settling onto the bike. "Ready?" 
 
   I frowned but took the helmet, secured it on my head, and then climbed on behind him. It felt really weird to be on the back. But when the bike roared to life, its familiar vibrations warmed my body like a glass of good Scotch. 
 
   "Where are we going? Babe's?" Max yelled over the motor, kicking it into gear.
 
   I considered it for a second. Where could we go? To escape the wilding demons who were crossing downtown, we needed to go west. That was the direction of the factory building, but I didn't think Frankie was holed up there. I suspected he was somewhere near the demons, on the east side, most likely hiding in the abandoned rail tunnels that wove through the subterranean parts of the city. 
 
   But that meant crossing the line of possessed concertgoers. Max and me against a demonic army? Not great odds.
 
   Then it hit me. I brought my hand to my head, making contact with the helmet instead. "We need to go to Holy Ghost Church. On Federal Hill."
 
   "Church?" Max was baffled. 
 
   "Casper?" I called out. 
 
   "Yeah?" I could barely hear him over the roar of the engine. The trip through that damn hotel was always a battle for him. Casper was just a few months dead. He had to put up a hell of a fight to get me through there without so much as a ghostly tickle from the spirits.
 
   "Casper, you need to split for a bit," I said. "We have to visit Father Dougherty."
 
   "I can't be caught out in a church. Later." He exited my body so quickly that my ears popped from the pressure. 
 
   "A priest?" Max asked, gunning the engine.
 
   "We need an exorcism. A big one." 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   The 10-minute ride to the church was awkward. I wasn't used to being a passenger on my own bike, and I didn't know where to place my hands. A normal person would have wrapped her arms around the driver, which in this case was a pretty damn attractive federal agent. But I wasn't normal, and Max and I didn't have a normal relationship. 
 
   So instead of hugging his body, I reached my arms around and gripped the back of the seat. It was below freezing and I didn't have any gloves, so by the time I sighted the Gothic spires of the church, which sat at the summit of a large hill overlooking the city, my fingers were frozen to the seat.
 
   My stiff appendages fumbled with the strap of my helmet as we climbed the steep stairs to the massive front doors of the church. 
 
   "Nina, it's almost midnight. Shouldn't we call first?" Max nagged at me as we ascended. "We're not breaking into a church. Are we?" 
 
   "The door'll be open," I said with confidence, taking the stairs two at a time. Max's breathing labored under the exertion of keeping up.  
 
   I pushed at the front door and it opened with a creak. Pausing for a moment at the threshold, I braced myself as I prepared to cross it, waiting for a lightning strike or the church to crumble. Normally I passed through without a problem, but it never hurt to be cautious. And tonight, a tingle of electricity jolted through my body as I stepped into the vestibule. Weird.
 
   Our arrival surprised the curate, who was on the altar wrestling a giant Bible open. "Can I help you?" he asked.
 
   I stopped at the far end of the church, noticing Max was shaking invisible cobwebs from his body. He must have been hit with the electric jolt, too. Glad I wasn't the only one. "We are looking for Father Dougherty," I said, focusing my attention back on the curate.
 
   "It's okay, Peter." The elderly priest's kind voice boomed from the anteroom behind the altar. "I was expecting you, my child."
 
   "Hello, Padre," I called out, my voice echoing around the huge church. "Sorry to intrude so late."
 
   "You know my door is always open." His robes whirled as he rushed past his curate and down the center aisle towards us. "Especially for you."
 
   He enveloped me in a warm hug.
 
   Max cleared his throat. "Speaking of unlocked doors, Father. Are you sure your doors should be unlocked at this hour? In this neighborhood?"
 
   Father Dougherty released me and I smacked him on the arm. "Father Dougherty, this is Max. In case you couldn't tell, he's a cop." 
 
   Father Dougherty laughed, a rich sound that warmed me to my toes. "I could tell. Young man, God's door is always open, especially to the most desperate among us."
 
   "Father D believes that all humans are innately good," I explained to Max. 
 
   "It also helps that the doorway is warded," the old priest said with a wink. "True evil can't make it across the threshold. We're safe here."
 
   "Those are some strong wards, Father." I rubbed at the goose bumps still prickling up my arms. Father Dougherty motioned for us to sit in the pew. He genuflected and then joined us.
 
   "You look tired, Nina," he said as he placed his hand on my forehead. "Are you not well?"
 
   "Been working a lot, that's all," I lied. No sense in worrying the priest. Or Max. 
 
   "What can I do for you, child?" 
 
   I took a breath. "Well, Frankie's gone missing. I think I know where he is, but there are demons running amuck Downcity. They are directly in my path."
 
   "It's not wise to engage demons, Nina. Why don't you wait until they move on?"
 
   "No time," I explained. "Somehow Frankie ingested opium-laced blood. We don't have much time left."
 
   Father Dougherty pressed his thin lips together. "That's a death sentence, Nina."
 
   "Maybe not," I said, trying to sound hopeful. "Casper and I came up with a spell. Well, we think it might work. Maybe."
 
   The priest's expression darkened. He pressed his hand on my forehead and closed his eyes. "Frankie bound you to him, didn't he?"
 
   "Marcello just about finished me off, Padre. I was good as dead. If Frankie didn't do it, I would have..." I shuddered, not wanting to finish the sentence. 
 
   His eyes snapped open and he dropped his hand. "You would have turned. Well, that explains why you look like crap." 
 
   He certainly didn't mince words.
 
   Father Dougherty reached into his robe pocket and pulled out a flask. He uncapped it and took a swig before handing it over to Max, who looked at it apprehensively. "Bottom’s up, Max. It's not the sacrament." 
 
   Max fumbled awkwardly with the flask before passing it to me without taking a nip. The church clearly made him uncomfortable. "Why would she look like shit?"
 
   "The binding. He feels what she feels, and vice versa." Father Dougherty explained. "She should be in a lot of pain right now, the madness tearing her up inside, particularly if she's not acting on the impulse. Nina, have you been short-tempered?"
 
    
 
   Max snorted. "How is that unusual?"
 
   "Shut up," I said as I took a quick pull from the flask and stifled a cough. It was straight vodka. "I guess I've felt more...I don't know. Anxious lately? Could be stress."
 
   The priest waved at me to pass back the flask. He took one more swallow before slipping it back into the folds of his robes. "This isn't good, Nina. If Frankie dies, you're right behind him."
 
   I wished the flask was still out. "But I haven't been able to sense him. I thought maybe him being sick somehow broke the binding. Like he was too weak to keep it."
 
   "I think Frankie is the one blocking you, not the illness. To keep you from feeling its effects. But that's good news," he hastened to add. That didn't do much to steady my heart rate. 
 
   "How can that be good news?" I reached inside my jacket and nervously fingered the stakes strapped around me, as if they could bring me closer to Frankie. Little sparks of magic set off by the runes danced between the wood and my fingertips.
 
   "If he's well enough to block you, he still has some of his wits about him."
 
   "Then all the more reason to get to him quickly," Max interjected. "Before he loses these wits."
 
   I nodded. "But we have got to get through those demons, Padre."
 
   Father Dougherty closed his eyes, his pale face etched with lines of time. "So, you need an exorcism."
 
    
 
   "Father, we need a super-sized exorcism." I felt awful asking. Under the best circumstances, exorcisms were dangerous.
 
   He rubbed uneasily at his eyes. "A mass exorcism is not something to trifle with. You know this. Has Lachlan agreed to this?" 
 
   "Dr. O..." I hesitated. 
 
   "We don't know where he is," Max jumped in. 
 
   I looked at Max sharply. "I thought you said he was tied up with something!" 
 
   Max ran his hand through his hair. "He was. And then he just..." 
 
   "Dammit, Max." Tears stung at my eyes, threatening to spill. First Frankie, then Babe, now Dr. O. Where the hell was everyone?
 
   "What exactly was he tied up with?" Father Dougherty said, his tone firm. "Speak the truth, Max, even if Lachlan told you to keep it secret."
 
   "There were problems," Max began as he shook his head. "There was some guy, from the Department of Defense, up his ass about the Blood Ops program."
 
   "What guy?" I pressed. 
 
   "It was bureaucratic bullshit. Just sorting through red tape."
 
   "There is not much bureaucratic bullshit with Blood Ops, Max. Technically, we don't exist."
 
   "Well, this guy knew about you." Max looked down at his hands. "And Dr. O said he was asking about Berserkers."
 
    
 
   "Shit!" 
 
   "You are in God's house, Nina," Father Dougherty scolded. "And this is a worrisome development, but it doesn't help Frankie. And at least we have an idea where he is. Right?" Father Dougherty injected a needed dose of practicality. 
 
   "I am pretty sure I can find him," I fibbed. I wasn't sure at all.
 
   "That's the easy part," the priest said, getting up from the pew. "First we need to dispel how many demons?"
 
   "A couple of hundred," Max said. "I think."
 
   "A couple of hundred," Father echoed in disbelief. "You really know how to find trouble, Nina. No matter. Your mother was like that, too." 
 
   He hustled down the aisle towards the curate who was now praying at the altar. "Come on, Peter, we have to get ready." 
 
   "I am sorry, Father, for what?"
 
   "An exorcism, my boy!" 
 
   "Did the Vatican...?"
 
   "Oh please, the Vatican," the elderly priest chided the younger one. "The Vatican doesn't know their ass from an exorcism." 
 
   "But, sir," the young priest said, insistent, "how can we be sure? Perhaps this is drug use. Perhaps a manifestation of mass delusion. Are these people mentally ill? There are rules we must follow for a reason."
 
   "Oh for pity's sake," Father Dougherty said as he tossed up his hands in exasperation. "Nina, were they crazy? On drugs?"
 
   I shook my head. "They weren't on drugs. And not insane. They were possessed."
 
   "There you have it, my boy. We're dealing with demons. Are you in or are you out?" Father Dougherty's Irish brogue grew stronger as his patience flagged. 
 
   The blood ran out of the young priest's face and he nodded.
 
   Father Dougherty clapped him on the shoulder, and the two hurried into the chamber behind the altar. I turned to Max, ready to direct some rage. 
 
   He tried heading me off. "I didn't tell you because of Frankie and Babe." 
 
   "Babe?" 
 
   "You can't find her either," he said.
 
   "Babe is on vacation."
 
   It sounded hollow as I said it. Babe wasn't usually out of touch for this long, especially when I left endless voicemails and text messages trying to track her down. Her vacation was officially over. 
 
   A tear slipped out of my eye, tracing a hot line down my cheek. Babe, Dr. O and Frankie were the only three people I truly trusted and relied on. Hell, they were my family. And I was losing all of them.
 
    I turned my back on Max and slipped out of the pew. I took off down the aisle, chasing...chasing what? I wasn't chasing. I was running.
 
   I stopped when I hit the front of the altar, its majesty dwarfed by the vaulted ceiling covered in beautiful stained glass. The cross with the body of Jesus nailed to it hovered above me, as though suspended alone in the air. Blood dripped from the head wounds where a crown of thorns dug into his skull. The imagery was gruesome. I sat on the first step leading up to the altar, and dropped my head in my hands.
 
   Max came down the aisle and planted himself beside me. He rubbed my neck gently. "Hey, you okay?"
 
   "I just...yes," I sighed, feeling the knots smooth out a little at his touch. "It's just the first time...I don't have..."
 
   Max stopped rubbing and draped his arm loosely around my shoulders. "You're without your backup. Trust me. I get it."
 
   "You know the first bust I made without backup?" he continued. "I was bringing in my own parents."
 
   I dropped my hands and looked at him. "What?"
 
   He nodded and a small sad smile tugged at his lips. "They had their neo-Nazi goons stationed in front of this warehouse. They were packing Uzis. The submachine guns aren't exactly the most accurate shot. My partner..." He paused. "My partner trusted the weapons' inaccuracy more than their deadliness and assumed the lug heads didn't really know how to use them. Instead of being cautious, she rushed. She underestimated the ability of ignorant rednecks to train hard and train smart."
 
   "I'm sorry," I said quietly. "I would probably have assumed the same thing."
 
   "Yeah, but you can afford to underestimate sometimes. You can heal." He moved his arm off my shoulders, cleared his throat and continued. "Neo-Nazis are almost like military. They go off into the woods and go through hardcore training. Weapons, hand-to-hand combat. They are put into extreme situations and taught to survive."
 
   He stopped and took a breath. "Anyway. She was down, and I had to go in on my own. Backup was on the way, but I had to face down my parents, without Jess. My first mission without my partner was probably the worst possible mission I had to face."
 
   "I can't even imagine," I said as I glanced at him. "And I don't know what to say."
 
   He shook his head. "The point is, this is what you've trained for. With or without your partner, with or without your backup. With or without Dr. O. Or Babe. This is who you are. You got this."
 
   I smiled at him and nodded.
 
   "Besides, I have your back," he reminded me. "You won't be alone out there."
 
   Father Dougherty hurried out of the anteroom wrapped in a black wool coat, a huge cross hanging down his chest. He clutched a small, black, leather-bound Bible and a bottle of Holy Water in the other.
 
   He pointed to the Holy Water urn. "Do you need to fill up?" 
 
   "Do you have a bottle I can use?" I asked. "We weren't expecting vampires tonight. Or demons."
 
   "Father Pete, could you bring a spare bottle of Holy Water?" the priest called back to the curate, still in the anteroom. "Going forward, Nina, you need to be prepared for anything. You may not have noticed, but things are...changing."
 
   Father Dougherty looked up at the stained glass ceiling, as though he could see through it to some master plan concocted by entities bigger than all of us.
 
    
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
   We didn't approach the demon horde with much caution. In fact, when Father Dougherty took the lead in his little red Honda Accord, caution was thrown to the wind.
 
   The priest drove his car right to the very perimeter of the demons, blasting Gregorian chants from his car's sound system. The demons moaned and covered their ears as he made a huge circle — the span of several blocks — around them. He was herding them tighter and tighter together.
 
   Max and I were following on the Triumph. I dug my nails into his side at every turn he took. He wasn't used to riding a motorcycle, so his turns were wobbly. I leaned my weight into the curve, trying to correct it. But if I overcorrected, we were going down.
 
   Not that hitting the pavement would hurt much. Max drove like a damn Granny. But as we rounded up more and more demons, I really didn't want to go down with them in such close proximity. 
 
   The chants echoed down the empty city streets as we corralled this giant demon vortex around Roger Williams National Memorial Park, which was nestled at the base of College Hill. The demons filled the narrow parkland, spilling out onto South Main Street, which ran parallel to the river. Father Dougherty parked his car at the foot of the park. An eerie silence blanketed the city when he cut the engine and the chants stopped abruptly. He and Father Pete exited the car, causing the demon mass to surge at them. Father Dougherty raised his rosary and did the sign of the cross. The demons recoiled, hissing and spitting as they scurried away from the offending symbols.
 
   Aided by his younger cohort, the elderly priest stepped onto the hood of his car and did the sign of the cross again. Then he shook Holy Water out of the bottle and blessed the crowd. A chorus of blood curdling screams rose up, drowning out the first few lines of the Lord's Prayer.
 
   Max and I were on the bike, idling several feet behind them. My stomach roiled. Even though Max was like Driving Miss Daisy, I had motion sickness the entire ride. I pulled off my helmet, hoping to quell the nausea. Instead, a sharp pain seared through my stomach. I stumbled off the bike, only making it a few feet before I hurled. The vomit hit the pavement and bits splashed up onto my shoes. It was blood, viscous and rancid.
 
   "You okay?" Max stage whispered, not wanting to attract unwanted demonic attention. But they were too busy trying to stay in their human vessels to notice us. 
 
   "Just...watch...my back," I choked out and then gagged as more blood came up. I dropped to my knees, clutching my stomach, my breath shallow. As quickly as it came on, the nausea disappeared. But then I was suddenly filled with an inexplicable rage. 
 
   My fangs broke through my gums instantly. Scanning the crowd of half-exorcised demons, I eyed my target. A single man broke from the others and he was moving directly towards Max, whose back was turned. Max was too wrapped up in keeping an eye on me that he didn't hear him coming.
 
   From my kneeling position, I jumped to my feet and sprinted towards Max, who was still straddling the Triumph. 
 
   "What are you doing?" he yelled at me, just as my fist came forward, colliding with the demon's head that popped up by Max's shoulder. 
 
   With my vampire speed on high, I leapfrogged over the bike and tackled the demon, who was still seeing stars from the connection of my fist with his face. We tumbled to the pavement. He got in a solid punch to my right cheek. The crunch told me he shattered the bone. The initial pain was intense but it quickly dulled to an annoying ache. Recovered, I grabbed the demon’s collar and rolled until I was upright. Holding him down with my knees on his chest, I punched him in the face repeatedly, becoming more euphoric every time my fist made contact with his face.
 
   "Nina? Nina? What the hell are you doing?" Max came from behind and bear hugged me, pinning my arms to my sides. As I tried to wrench my arms free, I looked at the demon pinned under my knees. With his face bloody and swollen, he was completely unrecognizable. His eyes were sealed closed from the swelling and his breath was raspy.
 
   My own knuckles were raw from the repeated hits. I relaxed into Max, my rage subsiding. 
 
   "What the hell are you doing?" Max repeated.
 
   "Frankie," I wheezed out, still in a bit of shock. "That was the binding." 
 
   I had never felt Frankie so intensely that I acted on his emotions, but there it was. This was no joke. If it was able to alter my mind like that, I could only imagine what it was doing to Frankie's head. Implosion was probably a relief.  
 
   Max let me go, and I rolled off the beaten demon and sat on the sidewalk, collecting myself as the adrenaline drained out of me. A number of demon shrieks pierced the air as Father Dougherty progressed with the mass exorcism. Even my knocked-out demon twitched as the possessing demon fought to stay in its battered host. 
 
   "If Frankie can't keep the block up, he's weakening." I gingerly touched my sore cheek, wincing as the bone fragments rubbed against each other as they rebuilt. "The good news is he's blocked me again. But I don't think we have much time left."
 
   "Could you sense where he was?" Max asked.
 
   "Doesn't work like that." I sighed, wishing it did right about now. 
 
   "What about the chip?" Max asked. 
 
   Adrenaline poured back into me, leaving me lightheaded. "What the hell do you know about the chip?"
 
   Max shrugged. "The priest asked me about it when we were leaving the church. Wondered why we weren't able to find Frankie with the microchip." 
 
   I took a deep, shaky breath, hoping that Mister by the Books would understand.
 
   "Okay, Max. About two years ago, it became part of the Blood Ops mandate. All Blood Ops members were microchipped. The Defense Department claimed it was so they could find and extract us if we were ever taken hostage. Frankie and I didn't quite buy that. We suspected that it was really their way of keeping tabs on us. So we unchipped ourselves. Since we healed fast, the DoD was none the wiser. We carried the chips with us for a while, in case they were monitoring. But as soon as we realized that we weren't under constant surveillance, we became a lot more cavalier about it. I think my chip is still packed in a moving box."
 
   "You know, Nina," Max said, his voice measured, "maybe they were looking out for your safety."
 
   "In case you haven't noticed, we aren't normal, Max. We are very, very dangerous. We are weapons with no off switch. They aren't worried about our safety. They want to keep tabs on us. I stand by what we did, and I would do it again. Even if it costs us Frankie." 
 
   Max’s face was filled with disapproval. 
 
   "And if they ever find out about you, they'll chip you too," I added. "Are you going to tell me you're okay with that?" 
 
   Before he could respond, another surge of Frankie's anger overtook me. I braced myself before it could swallow me whole again, and focused. I had no idea if this was going to work, but Frankie and I had some sort of telepathic connection and, dammit, I needed a psychic GPS to get to him.
 
   "Come on, Frankie," I muttered, moving away from the noise of the exorcism. "Show me where you are."
 
   I ran across the road and started to climb one of the tiny cobblestone side streets that traveled up College Hill. 
 
   "Where the hell are you going, Nina?" Max yelled after me. He was fumbling with the motorcycle, unsure if he should kill the engine and follow me on foot.
 
   "Stay there," I yelled at Max before refocusing on Frankie. I knew what I needed to do, and it wasn't going to come easy. "Come on out, Frankie. Come on."
 
   I felt another surge from him. This time, it was rage mixed with fear and regret. Taking a deep breath, I dropped my inhibitions and released myself into his emotions. 
 
   Or I tried to. As soon as I felt myself slipping into Frankie's head, I yanked myself back, unable to truly let go. But as I extracted myself out from his mind, I heard the cries of a very frightened man. Frankie? No, that wasn't Frankie. I had a fast flash of a petrified stranger tied to a crumbling cement pillar. 
 
   My eyes snapped open, terminating the vision. But the screams still hung in the air. It was faint and easy to miss under the demon shrieks. This fear was clearly human. 
 
   I stumbled back to Max and the bike, my eyesight still wonky from seeing through Frankie's eyes. "I know where he is! He's not far. But we gotta get there fast! He's doing something he will definitely regret." 
 
   Max glanced at Father Dougherty. "What about him?"
 
   The majority of the demons were moaning and writhing on the ground. Father Dougherty was squirting Holy Water and prayers out in rapid succession. Even Father Pete had found his nerve and was moving through the crowd, touching his cross to foreheads, expelling demons as he went along. A horrible stench, like rotting garbage, was thick in the air. The exorcism was working.
 
   "I think they've got this," I said with a smile. My cheekbone cracked, the bones splitting again with the movement of the grin, but I didn't care. We had Frankie. Now it was time to try to fix him. I patted my pocket, making sure the pill bottle that carried the potion was still there. Maybe Casper and I had come up with the cure. For the first time in ages, I felt hope. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
   With a mob of demonic delinquents tearing up downtown, the population of Providence kept to their homes, making the short ride to the tunnel even faster than usual — probably because I was riding, finally. It was worth the short argument. Apart from my eyes being a little light sensitive, I could see okay. And since we were the only ones on the road, there were no opposing headlights to throw off that halo effect anyway. Besides, I promised to be careful. 
 
   I welcomed the familiar feel of the handlebars in my grip, feeling almost buoyant. I knew where Frankie was holed up, I had my bike back and everything was going to be okay. Babe and Dr. O would turn up soon too, I was sure of it. We were almost back to normal.
 
   My optimism sank when we entered the subterranean tunnel. The tunnel entrance was long cemented over, and I squeezed through a narrow opening where the cement was smashed through and crumbling. It was a tight fit, and I wasn't sure Max would be able to get through. But he emerged covered in white dust. If he Berserked in here, he'd have to Hulk-smash his way out. 
 
   Water dripped steadily from the roof into puddles throughout the long narrow space. The old tracks were rusted out and the old wooden ties were lifting, making the way forward treacherous. 
 
   My eyes adjusted quickly to the darkness, but Max needed his mag light to make his way through. I blinked a few times when the bright flashlight flickered on. With the glow from the light, I could make out the bright colored graffiti that covered every inch of the walls. I stopped for a moment to admire some of the more accomplished work. The proximity to RISD brought this graffiti to a whole new level. 
 
   Soot puffed up from the gravel that crunched under our feet, Max and his mag light in the lead. But I was close on his heels. If Frankie went on the attack, Max would have no chance. 
 
   The tunnel was straight as a pin. It didn't veer left or right, not even an inch, so our pace was careful but steady. I wrinkled my nose. The further we moved into the tunnel, the funkier it smelled, a mix of mildew and rotting corpses. 
 
   "I hope that stink is a dead rat," Max muttered. Good to know it wasn't just me in olfactory overdrive. But since he could smell it too, I'd bet the source was something larger than a rat.
 
   We moved forward, splashing through puddles that got deeper as we pushed on. "How far do you think this tunnel goes?" Max asked.
 
   "No idea," I said as my right foot dropped into a water-filled hole. Ice cold, filthy water soaked my leg almost to my knee. I shuddered with a mix of cold and disgust.
 
   "Maybe he's not here." Max slowed his pace, almost stopping. 
 
   "No, he's here," I insisted. "I saw him."
 
   "Maybe he left already." Max was now at a dead stop, training the flashlight down the sides of the tunnel. He turned around, checking the area we just walked down. "What the hell?"
 
   The light hit something large and slightly rounded, like a person slumped over. 
 
   "Frankie?" I questioned. 
 
   We both moved quickly towards what appeared to be a body. As we got closer, I saw that the lump had on a dark green puffy parka. When Max was in reach, he carefully pushed the guy up by his shoulder. Dark blood, still slick, covered the front of his coat. His throat was completely missing, ripped out. 
 
   "Holy shit," Max exclaimed. 
 
   It was the guy I saw Frankie attack in my vision.
 
   I felt lightheaded. "Oh, this isn't good."
 
   "You think?" Max asked incredulously. 
 
   "What the hell do we do?"
 
   "You're asking me?" Max let go of the guy's shoulder, and he slumped back over. "What do you normally do when you kill a human?" 
 
   "We don't kill humans." I said, trying to focus on getting enough air so I didn't pass out. 
 
   "No?" Max motioned to the dead body on the side of the tracks.
 
    "This was a mistake. An accident." I corrected myself. This would have never happened if Frankie was in his right mind.
 
   "Shit," Max repeated. "Okay, let's get the body out of here."
 
   I chewed on my lower lip. "Why don't we just leave it?"
 
   Max shined the flashlight at me. "Leave it? Are you serious?" 
 
   I nodded. "Let someone else find the body. How do we explain what we're doing in here?"
 
   Max turned back to the dead guy. "What the hell did I get myself into?" 
 
   Before I could answer, something dropped from above us, and I was face down in the grime of the tracks. Max's mag light was knocked away in the fall, and we were plunged into darkness. I sprang back to my feet quickly, too vulnerable on the ground. Spitting soot out of my mouth, I turned slowly while my eyes adjusted.
 
   "Max?" His name came out in a hoarse whisper, so I cleared my throat and tried again. "Max!"
 
   "Right here." His voice was strained.
 
   I turned in the direction of his voice and saw Frankie standing with his foot on Max's neck. His vamped out eyes were glowing, casting a blue hue over him and Max. 
 
   "Frankie!" I held up my hands to show him I was weapon free. "It's just me. And Max. We're here to fix you." 
 
   Frankie snarled at me. Great. 
 
   Max twitched a little on the ground. The last thing we needed was him Berserking. "Max, you doing okay?"
 
   "Just perfect," he said, his voice still struggling under the weight of Frankie's foot. 
 
   "Remember your breathing exercises," I said, edging slowly along the wall of the tunnel towards them. "Just keep it all together, and we'll get out of this just fine."
 
   He choked on the foul dirt as Frankie dug his heel harder into Max's neck. That was going to leave a bruise. 
 
   "Come on, Frankie," I said. "Get your foot off Max and let's figure this out."
 
   Instead of removing his boot and discussing the situation like adults, Frankie dropped to his knees, straddling Max. He yanked Max's head back by his hair, exposing his throat. 
 
   "Nina," Max wheezed. "I don't think Frankie's in the mood to reason right now."
 
   I could see Max's artery pulsing. Licking my lips, I blinked a few times and then looked again. I watched the blood move faster under his skin. My stomach growled. I was suddenly ravenous, but it wasn't my hunger. It was Frankie's. He’d lost the ability to shut me out again. 
 
   Breathing deep, I tried to keep myself from vamping out. But my fangs ripped into my gums, elongating. The area surrounding me was cast in a bright green glow from turning.
 
   Frankie took notice, and it distracted him from Max's throat, which was a very good thing. Now he was focused on me. 
 
   He dropped Max's head back onto the filthy tracks and stood, stepping on Max's back as he came towards me, his arms outstretched. Was he going to bite me, or hug me?
 
   He came closer and, as much as I wanted to stand my ground, I took a step back. He was just so damn scary when he was vamped out. He was just three feet away when he stopped walking towards me. We stood there, face to face. I was definitely within grabbing distance, and there was no way I could outrun him. 
 
   "I think I have a cure, Frankie," I said, slipping my hand into the SWAT jacket. Sparks tickled the tips of my fingers as I ran them over the stakes. I didn't want to stake him, but reminding myself they were there made me feel better. 
 
   Frankie reached out his arm and, before I could stop him, he pushed my jacket to the side. Then he touched the stakes holstered across my chest, running his fingers over the wood. When he touched one particular set, a shower of yellow sparks fell from his fingers.
 
   "Do you remember making these?" I asked gently as he continued to trace the runes. "One of them killed a demon, Frankie. You did the impossible."
 
   Recognition flashed across his face, but disappeared just as quickly. Before I could process what was happening, he lunged forward and had his hands around my throat. Here we go again.
 
   "Frankie, it's me," I squeaked out. I looked into his eyes, ice blue and distant. He looked completely vacant. Frankie wasn't in there anymore. 
 
   I gasped for air as Frankie squeezed, threatening to crush my trachea. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Max move towards us, his hand reaching for his gun. Shooting Frankie would do nothing but piss him off. 
 
   I had to move fast before Max pulled off a shot and made a bad situation worse. I dropped to the ground quickly, hoping the movement took Frankie by surprise so he'd lose his grip. But he just followed me straight down to our knees, still holding onto my throat. But the movement forced his grip to loosen, so I pried at his pinky fingers, the weakest ones. They both snapped, finally forcing his hands off my throat. 
 
   Frankie's fist shot out towards my face when several gunshots went off. I heard three ricochet off the cement walls. Frankie's right shoulder jerked a bit but his fist kept coming at me. I dropped all the way to the ground as it whooshed just past my head. 
 
   But now I was face down and not in the best position. Frankie threw his body on top of me, pinning me down with his weight. He gripped my hands and pressed them into the ground. His face burrowed into my neck, and I felt his sharp teeth stroke at my skin. 
 
   I went very still, hoping Max didn't shoot again. My lack of movement made Frankie relax his body a bit, and he moved his head away from me, trying to find a better angle for the bite. I snapped my head back full force, slamming my skull into his nose. The crack of the nose break was almost as satisfying as an extra rare steak dinner. 
 
   "Watch the blood, Nina!" Max yelled from across the tunnel. 
 
   But Frankie's bones were healing as fast as they were breaking, so fast that only a small trickle of blood came out of his nose. He wiped it away with the back of his hand. 
 
   The head-butt barely slowed Frankie down. I managed to get to my knees when he came at me again. This time he picked me up and threw me against the tunnel wall. 
 
   The left side of my body smashed into the hard cement. I screamed, a mix of pain and frustration. The bones in my left arm shattered in several places. 
 
   With Frankie's focus on me, Max saw an opportunity. He dove at Frankie, who simply swatted him away like Max was a fly. Max went airborne and landed in a heap by my feet. He was out cold.  
 
   Frankie came at me again, but he was taking his time now, as if to say I was no match for him.
 
   That pissed me off.
 
   My left arm hung limply — I wasn't going to heal as fast as Frankie — but my right was still in fighting shape. I pulled out a stake with one working hand. I didn't want to kill him, but I'd incapacitate and stun him with a stake to the heart. To truly kill a vampire, you have to stake it, cut off its head and burn its heart. So as long as we left off the last bits, he'd recover.
 
   I stepped over Max as Frankie and I circled each other. Whenever we sparred, Frankie spent a good part of the fight trash talking and egging me on. This taught me patience when fighting him. I couldn't go on the offensive. As a full-blooded vampire, he would always win. So I had to fight smarter, be craftier. And that meant patience. He had to come to me. 
 
   Max groaned, stirring a little. That pulled my attention from Frankie, who used the opportunity. He leaped at me, his hang time in the air as graceful as a cat. I leaned back and, just as he landed on me, lifted the stake and pierced him in the chest. He dropped on me like a load of bricks and we both went down. I scrambled out from under him quickly. 
 
   Max was now sitting against the cement wall, rubbing his sore skull. Poor guy probably had a raging headache. 
 
   "Did you kill him?" 
 
   I shook my head. "He's just down until I pull the stake out."
 
   Max smiled through a groan. "Nice stake work."
 
   I didn't answer him. Staking Frankie didn't feel like much of a win. 
 
   "Let's get him out of here and to the bar. I want to get that cure in him."
 
   Max got to his feet slowly, hanging onto the wall for support. "Probably a good idea."
 
   "I hate to ask, but can you carry him? I probably should be more careful of his blood right now."
 
   "Yeah, I got it."
 
   Max struggled a little to lift Frankie, but he got my partner up and was able to half-carry, half-drag the body. I located the mag light and shook it until it flickered back on. Its yellow glow illuminated the tunnel as we made for the exit. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY
 
    
 
   The first thing I saw when I pulled up in the front of Babe's was a smashed in front door. I stomped through the mess of wood. Splinters scraped at my pants, poking through to my legs. Max was right behind me, negotiating his way through the debris with Frankie hoisted over his shoulder. 
 
   Through the glow of the streetlights outside, I saw Dog holding court in the middle of the bar, her tailless butt wagging furiously. I crouched down and gave her a little love. She licked my nose.
 
   "What the hell happened?" My voice shot through the eerily quiet bar. Chuck popped his head up from behind the bar.
 
   "Oh thank God it's you!" he said, his voice wavering.
 
   "Chuck?" I gave Dog one more scratch under the chin and stood, eyeing the Beta-Vamp suspiciously. He could have he busted his way into my bar. "What's going on here?"
 
    
 
   Max laid Frankie out on a table. "Do you know who did this?" he asked Chuck. 
 
   Chuck, still behind the bar, shook his head. "I don't know who it was. But I was outside the bar when it happened."
 
   "Where?" I asked, wondering if he had a good vantage point. 
 
   "I was hiding behind a car parked out front," he said. 
 
   "Did you see anything?" I asked. 
 
   He looked pained. "Kind of."
 
   I eyed the door that lead up to the apartment. "Any idea if they are still in the building?"
 
   "I don't think so." Chuck gave Dog a nod. "This...is she a dog? Anyway, she grew about 10 sizes larger and paced around drooling and growling. One of them tried shooting but I don't know where the bullet landed and she wasn't hit. She lunged for them and they hightailed it out of here. I almost didn't get myself back behind the car in time."
 
   "Good Dog." I scratched her behind the ears. She looked quite proud of herself. "They? As in more than one?"
 
   "I don't know. I don't know." Poor Chuck was close to hyperventilating. 
 
   "It's okay, Chuck. Calm down. As long as there is no threat remaining in the building, we're okay. I can take care of Frankie." 
 
   I marched over to Frankie, who was sprawled out on the table. I fumbled for the pill bottle that held the spelled ashes when a stiff, cold wind from the wide open door hit my face. 
 
   "I got to get him away from the door. The wind is going to blow the ashes all over the place." 
 
   "Where?" Max asked. 
 
   "Maybe we should do this upstairs," I said. 
 
   Max grabbed Frankie under the arms, yanked him off the table and then dragged him across the bar. When he got to the door that led to the apartment, he heaved Frankie up over his shoulder. 
 
   He turned and looked at me expectantly. "Can you unlock the door?" 
 
   "It should be unlocked," I said. 
 
   Max shook his head and grumbled that I was crazy to keep my doors unlocked in a "crime-soaked city," and I'd get myself killed.
 
   "I can hear you, Max. Vampire hearing, remember?" I said wearily. 
 
   He ignored me and yanked open the door, his feet heavy on the stairs up to the apartment. 
 
   "Do you have any plywood?" Chuck asked quietly. "I could cover up the hole until you get the door replaced."
 
   "That's sweet of you, thank you. There's some in the hallway going out to the patio." I pointed towards the back room. Babe had saved the plywood used to cover the window smashed out by the psycho vampire Marcello.
 
   Chuck tried to vault over the bar, but he kind of landed like a seal, stomach on the bar, feet up on the air. He rolled the rest of the way over it. Betas weren't like regular vamps at all. 
 
   "Hammer and nails?" he asked as if nothing happened. 
 
   "Basement. There's an electric screwdriver on the workbench, and a box of screws somewhere in the same vicinity. Go through the bulkhead doors on the patio."
 
   Chuck took off to start the home improvement project, leaving me alone in the bar. The lights were off, but shadows cast from the streetlights played on the walls. In the dim light, I almost missed that one shadow was actually our new resident bar ghost.
 
   "Do you need something, Howie?" I called out, hoping that my nickname for Lovecraft would irk the hell out of him. 
 
   The air around me dropped an additional 10 degrees, making it damn cold. I shivered. "I know who it was," he whispered, my ear almost icing over. 
 
   "You know who what was?" I asked, steeling myself for another icy blast.
 
   "I know who destroyed your door," he said with a giggle. "I saw the whole thing."
 
   "Are you going to tell me or just gloat about it?" I snapped, rubbing my arm. Damn thing was still sore.
 
   Howie snickered again. "I guess you really want to know."
 
   "You know what, I don't even give a shit. And if you're going to be useless, find a new place to haunt. You aren't earning your keep."
 
   His form flicked around the room angrily. "I won't leave."
 
   "Then I'll have to remove you with a priest," I snarled. I was not going to let a ghost bully me. 
 
    
 
   That seemed to settle him down. "Fine. I'll tell you. It was a woman. A beautiful woman." 
 
   "Kittie?" I asked. "Did she look kind of cheap Goth, with long black dreadlocks?"
 
   "Oh no, she was older. But beautiful. A classic. Long hair, pretty face."
 
   "And this beautiful older woman smashed the door in?" I questioned his veracity.
 
   "Oh yes. Beautiful but deadly. Not unlike you." He giggled again, and opened his eyes mischievously. "She had a man with her." 
 
   "What about the man?" I played along for a minute, knowing it was Bertrand. "Older man?"
 
   "Oh yes."
 
   "Graying hair?" I continued.
 
   "Very warm indeed!"
 
   "Kind of good-looking?" I shivered a bit at complimenting the demon.
 
   "Oh no, now you're cold. Icy cold."
 
   "Wait, not good-looking?" 
 
   "Definitely not. This one was ugly as the devil himself." Howie lit a phantom cigarette and took a drag.
 
   "So it wasn't Bertrand?"
 
   His face clouded over. "Bertrand? Oh no. Not him."
 
   I considered that for a moment. Sounded random. Hopefully some concert demons didn't make it this far east.
 
   "And Nina," Howie sing-songed, "they were in uniform."
 
   He hummed a few chords of the old Army song "Caissons Go Rolling Along" before disappearing with a flourish.
 
   "Found the stuff!" Chuck came in from the back, dragging a stack of plywood. "Who you talking to?"
 
   "That's great, Chuck, thanks!" I said, ignoring his question. I started up the stairs, taking them two at a time with Dog at my heels. 
 
   I burst into the apartment. 
 
   "He's in here, on the couch," Max called from the living room. Frankie's lanky frame was sprawled out on Babe's sofa, his head lolling back and forth on a throw pillow. He was still knocked out, but was restless. He'd wake up soon.
 
   "Want me to cuff him?" Max looked warily at Frankie's twitching body.
 
   "Won't help once he comes to," I said as I dug the pill bottle out of my jacket pocket before peeling it off and dropping it on the armchair. The SWAT letters were grey from the filth of the tunnel. My stakes and holster followed. "He'll easily break the cuffs."
 
   "Can you do it while he's out?" Max asked.
 
   "I don't know. This didn't come with instructions." 
 
   I squeezed the pill bottle tighter and whispered. "Casper. Casper! You around?"
 
   I felt a small jolt in my head, like an electric shock, and then I felt Casper's presence.
 
   "I'm here, I'm here!" He was out of breath. 
 
   "What have you been up to?"
 
   "Keeping tabs on that exorcism."
 
   "Are you nuts? You could have..."
 
   "But I didn't!" 
 
   "That was reckless," I scolded, knowing it would do no good. I was haunted by a stubborn, teenaged ghost. Recklessness was part of his adolescent makeup.
 
   Max was looking at me oddly, like fascination mixed with confusion topped off with annoyance. 
 
   "Max, are you okay?" I asked.
 
   "I just..." he said, squirming. "I still can't get used to the ghost-in-you thing."
 
   "Maybe you should leave the room then," I offered bitterly. His discomfort with our abilities was tiresome. He was one of us now. To still consider us weirdoes was hypocritical. 
 
   "Are we doing this?" Casper asked, turning my head so I looked away from Max and down at Frankie.
 
   "Will it work if he's staked?"
 
   "Don't know. It didn't come with instructions." He repeated what I said to Max. We were spending way too much time together.
 
   "I think we need to take it out and let him come to, just in case." 
 
   "O-kaaaay," Casper said, not really agreeing with me. 
 
   "We'll hit him fast and hard with the spell, before he even gets a chance to move," I reasoned. 
 
   "Pissed off, rabid full vampire and all?" Casper wasn't convinced this was the way to do it.
 
   "Can you guarantee that the potion will work while Frankie's staked?" 
 
   Casper remained silent.
 
   "Then you have to trust me on this one. We can't afford for this not to work."
 
   "I just hope he doesn't look at you and see lunch," Casper said, relaxing into my body. Right after I dosed Frankie with the ashes, Casper needed to take over fast to do the spell work.
 
   "On three?" Max asked. 
 
   I hovered over Frankie's body and nodded. Then I started the count. "One, two..."
 
   On three, I wiggled the stake out of Frankie's body and tossed it on the floor. 
 
   "It's show time!" Casper did his best Jack Nicholson-as-The-Joker impression. I fumbled with the lid of the pill bottle. 
 
   "Damn child-proof caps," I swore as I tried pressing and prying the bottle open. Frankie made a few small moaning sounds.
 
   "Nina, I think you need to hurry it up a bit," Max warned. 
 
   "I'm trying," I snapped at him. The pressure of getting the lid off fast made it a near-impossible feat to accomplish.
 
   Frankie's eyes snapped open. He lay completely still on the couch, only his eyes darting around, taking in his surroundings. Then his body lifted from the couch and crossed the room like a projectile missile, putting distance between us. 
 
   "Get out of here, Nina," Frankie growled, dropping to one knee. He was lucid, but barely, and clearly in pain. "I don't have much longer." 
 
   "We got this, Frankie." I took a tentative step towards him. "We have a spell."
 
   "It won't work."
 
   "We have to try." I inched forward a little more and Frankie jumped back up to his feet. 
 
   "Oh shit," Casper panicked, forcing my adrenaline to surge. I winced as my fangs pushed through my gums. But with my canines sharp, I bit the impossible lid right off the bottle. Problem solved.
 
   Max lunged and bear-hugged Frankie from behind. 
 
   "I can't hold him long," Max shouted as Frankie started to struggle. Max's eyes flashed angry, and his forearms and biceps twitched and flexed. He was headed towards Berserker territory. There was a good chance he'd lose his grip if he transitioned. 
 
   I poured out the contents of the pill bottle into my cupped hand. One more step and I was just inches away from Frankie, who was gnashing his teeth, his weakening body struggling against Max's strengthening one.
 
   "Now Casper!" I screamed. 
 
   Frankie dropped whatever psychic trick he used to shield me from our binding. Without those in place, I was weaker, too, and the stress of the whole thing winded me. 
 
   Casper pulled forward, taking over my body. His mix of Spanish and Latin streamed in the room. For a second, I froze, overcome by the bizarreness of it all. It was my breathless voice, but it wasn't me saying the words. I closed my eyes and shook it off. Then I drew my cupped hand to my mouth and, after Casper pushed out the final words of the spell, I blew the ashes into Frankie's face. I jumped back and steeled myself for any possible outcome. 
 
   Frankie inhaled the ashes and immediately choked. Max was holding onto Frankie but growing larger and larger, clearly past the Berserker point of no return. He released his bear hug when his muscled body ripped out of his clothes. I caught Frankie mid-drop before he hit the floor. With a roar of pain mixed with testosterone-fueled aggression, Max sprinted out of the apartment, his footfalls heavy as he fled down the stairs. I heard the snap of wood breaking, not one but two doors, from the force of Max smashing through them. Chuck yelled in fear and shock, and then frustration that his makeshift door was destroyed. 
 
   Just another night at Babe's On the Sunnyside. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
   "N-N-N-Nina?" Chuck called up the stairs, stuttering. "I think the Incredible Hulk just broke your door. Again." 
 
   "I know, Chuck. Trust me, I know!" I called back to him, my own voice uneven. I cleared my throat.
 
   "Should we go find him?" Casper asked.
 
   I shook my head, exhausted. "I don't think so." 
 
   I still didn't know if Frankie was going to make it, and I couldn't reign in a Berserker on my own. 
 
   Frankie and I were slumped on the floor, and I cradled his head in my lap. 
 
   "Come on, Frankie," I muttered while I stroked his hair. "Wake up, dammit. Be okay." 
 
   But it was like Frankie was cast in stone, his skin cold, his face waxy like a corpse. 
 
   "Casper," I whispered. 
 
   "Yeah?" His voice was low too.
 
   "I don't think we did it." I bit on my lower lip to stop it from trembling. 
 
   "Don't say that," Casper scolded gently. "We don't know how this shit works. Did you expect him to be all like hey, YOLO! Maybe this is like after an operation, in the recovery room."
 
   "Stop," I said bitterly. "The last thing I want to feel right now is hope." 
 
   "What the hell is wrong with you, girl? All we have is hope." 
 
   "You're too young to understand," I dismissed him.
 
   "Shut up with that crap." Casper's voice rose, his hackles up. "I'm dead, remember. If a dead guy can still have hope, you sure as hell can too."
 
   The kid had moxie, I'd give him that. "Not fair to play the dead card."
 
   "Bitch please, that's the only card I have left," Casper said without missing a beat.
 
   I almost laughed in spite of myself. I leaned back against the bottom of sofa, tilting my head so it rested on a seat cushion. I heard Chuck come up the stairs. He stopped at the open door and knocked. 
 
   "Hello?" he called out. 
 
   "In here, Chuck," I raised an arm and waved, and then remembered he needed an invitation. "Come on in." 
 
   "How is he?" Chuck asked as he shuffled into the apartment. Then he peeked over the top of the sofa apprehensively. 
 
   "Don't know," I said, pressing my hand against Frankie's forehead. Dog had followed Chuck up the stairs and she licked at Frankie's pale face. 
 
   "Um. Who were you talking to?" he asked as he looked around the apartment, bewildered. 
 
   "A ghost," I smiled. I forgot Chuck had no idea I had Casper. "I can see and communicate with spirits. I have one ghost that kind of follows me around."
 
   "Follows you around?" Casper harrumphed.
 
   "Okay, okay, not follows me around but...well, he's like my spirit guide."
 
   "That's better." I felt Casper's smile down to my toes. 
 
   "Wow. Ghosts?" Chuck was awestruck. "They’re real?"
 
   "As real as vampires."
 
   Chuck shrugged. "Who knew?"
 
   "Is this dude serious?" Casper was indignant. 
 
   "Oh relax, would you?" I held back a laugh. 
 
   Some supernaturals were ignorant of others. Betas in particular tended to be awfully ignorant, moving in tight-knit groups with very little contact outside of their nest.
 
   "Are you talking to me?" Chuck looked confused again.
 
   "No, sorry. To the ghost."
 
   "Oh." He considered it. "This is weird. Will I get used to it?"
 
   "Probably not."
 
   His shrug told me he accepted it. "Tell the ghost sorry if I offended."
 
   "He can hear you," I said. "You just can't hear him."
 
   "Of course," he said sheepishly. "Tell him I'm sorry about that too."
 
   "Sure, Chuck." There was no point in correcting him. "I'll let him know."
 
   "So, what now?" Chuck sat down on the couch. Dog joined him on the sofa. She was smitten with the Beta. He absently scratched her behind the ears.
 
   "I don't really know. Anyone ever survive the blood poisoning?"
 
   He looked sad and exhausted. "Not yet." 
 
   "I'm sorry for what happened to your friends," I stammered, not really knowing what to say.
 
   "Yeah, thanks," Chuck said. "I think your friend is going to pull through. He looks better, don't you think?"
 
   "Yeah? You think?" I took another look at Frankie. Was his skin losing its funeral home pallor? 
 
   "And he hasn't exploded, so that's a good sign," Chuck tried helpfully. 
 
   "He has a good point," Casper said.
 
   "Yes, I suppose he does," I sighed.
 
   "Who does?" asked Chuck. "Oh wait. Ghost?"  
 
   I nodded. 
 
   "He's a little slow on the uptake," Casper scoffed.
 
   "Shut up." I tried covering up the words with a cough. Chuck gave me an odd look but said nothing. 
 
   A quick, involuntary twitch came from Frankie, and I jerked back in surprise. "Did he just...?"
 
   "I think he did!" Casper banged around my head in excitement. 
 
   "Ow! Take it easy in there!" I gave my head a fierce shake to drive my point home. 
 
   "Is that the...?" Chuck started and I cut him off with a curt nod. 
 
   Frankie moved again, and this time a small groan escaped from him. 
 
   "What did that sound like to you?" I asked Chuck. He had more experience with infected vampires. "Did that sound like a...you know...like he's about to...?"
 
   "About to blow?" Chuck finished for me. "No. That sound is more like a gag. His sound was a groan, definitely."
 
   I wasn't sure if parsing the difference between a grunt and a groan was useful, but Chuck didn't seem at all alarmed by the now multiple groans coming from Frankie. 
 
   "Bloody hell!" Frankie's groans finally formed words. 
 
   "Frankie? Are you okay? Do you feel okay?" My voice was calm, but I mentally prepared myself to scramble out of the way, just in case.
 
   "Don't know," Frankie was drowsy. "I think I have a headache. I haven't had one of those in a few hundred years."
 
   I released my breath with a small laugh. Frankie was back.
 
   Casper, of course, was celebrating like a loon. "Don't nobody mess with this witch. Kapow!"
 
   "Come on, Frankie, let's get you to bed or on the couch or something." I tried to shimmy out from under him.
 
   "Not yet." He reached his arms around and held onto my hips to keep me steady. "I just want to stay like this for a minute."
 
   Casper's extended "aaawwww" echoed in my head. I shook my head violently until he shut up. 
 
   Chuck sat up, his hope renewed by Frankie's recovery. "Does this mean you can...?"
 
   I nodded. "How much potion should we make?" 
 
   Chuck's excitement fizzled. "There are too many of us."
 
   "What do you mean?" I planted my hands on the floor to stabilize myself so I could turn and look at Chuck. But Frankie placed them back on his forehead, so I was left craning my neck. Casper snickered.
 
   "You would have to do that spell on each person. That'll be impossible. Since they're...you know."
 
   "There are more sick?" Frankie interrupted. 
 
   "I'll explain later, but I think we found Patient Zero," I said. "Chuck, do you think you can get them into a large, closed-off space?"
 
   "Already done. The ones we could find and catch anyway, which was most of them. I expect the ones we couldn't—" Chuck shivered. "We have them quarantined in a barn."
 
   "Is the barn secure?" Frankie's eyes were still closed, but his voice sounded stronger.
 
   "Kind of," Chuck replied.
 
   "Kind of?" Frankie echoed, making a face.
 
   "Well, the door is chained. And we're patching up any holes they make as fast as we can."
 
   "Chuck's in way over his head," Casper sighed.
 
   "No joke," I agreed.
 
   "Ghost again?" Chuck looked around the room, like he was hoping to spot Casper.
 
   "I didn't know Casper was here!" Frankie brightened.
 
   "You didn't think I could pull that witchy shit off by myself, did you?" 
 
   Frankie gave my hands a squeeze. "I am never surprised by your capabilities, love. You have more than you think."
 
   Heat creeped up my neck and settled into my face, turning me a nice shade of crimson. 
 
   "So what do we do?" Chuck asked anxiously. 
 
   "Well, we need Max to run the op, so we have to wait until he's safely back to...well, Max," I sighed. Hopefully he'd be able to power down pretty fast.
 
   "What about Dr. O?" Frankie asked.
 
   I bit my lip and for a split second, considered lying. But Frankie was my partner. Lies between us weren't a good idea. "We don't know, Frankie. He ran into a problem with the DoD and now we can't find him."
 
   "We can't find Babe, either," Casper added pointedly.
 
   "And Babe too," I said, and then added feebly, "but she is on vacation."
 
    "Shouldn't we find them first?"
 
   I shook my head. "No time, Frankie. Chuck's nest is being targeted by a guy bringing in a tainted blood supply. We need to nail this guy and cure the sick vampires. What if he's bringing the blood to other nests? And the sick Betas are a time bomb." 
 
    
 
   "Who's the guy?" Frankie asked.
 
   "Someone called Jackson," I shrugged. "Name familiar to you?"
 
   "He's kind of regular-looking," Chuck chimed in. "Light brown hair, not tall but not short. Medium build."
 
   "In other words, not someone you'd remember," I sighed. 
 
   Frankie shook his head. "I can't be sure yet. Everything is still...hazy."
 
   "It's cool, Frankie. We'll just take this one epic disaster at a time, right?" I smiled.
 
   "But Dr. O and Babe. We can't just leave that," Frankie said.
 
   "Maybe Father Dougherty is up for a little searching." The priest was Catholic, but there was a Druid in there that he called on from time to time. I realized we'd need both parts of him. 
 
   "At least we'd be doing something." Frankie sounded exhausted.
 
   "Casper and I need to get cracking on the spell. We're going to need a lot of ash."
 
   Frankie shifted to his elbows, slowing getting up. "I think I need to crash out a bit, if that's alright with you?"   
 
   "Of course. Use the bedroom. It'll be more comfortable than out here, with us banging around." I helped guide him to a sitting position. 
 
   "And probably less dangerous," Casper scoffed. "You and fire, not exactly good together."
 
   "I'm ignoring you," I said to the ghost, getting to my feet. Chuck looked at me oddly. Again. You'd think he'd get it by this point.
 
   I helped Frankie to his feet and brought him to the spare bedroom, pushing the clothes and other detritus off the bed and onto the floor. 
 
   "You really shouldn't have gone to any trouble," he said sarcastically, stretching out on top of the quilt. 
 
   "You gave me a hell of a scare," I sat down beside him. "What happened?"
 
   "Damned if I know, Nina."
 
   "Was it the Superman Building? I know we tried to be careful, but damn Frankie, there was a lot of blood." 
 
   "Could have been, but I'm not sure." Frankie stared at the ceiling, avoiding my eyes.
 
   "Frankie, I know this is awkward, but we have to talk about it." I bit the bullet. "Acting like embarrassed teenagers isn't going to help anyone. You almost died."
 
   "That night, when I left to go to the tunnel...to feed. There was someone, maybe it was this Jackson guy. I don't know. But I know you felt me," Frankie said as he grabbed my hand and finally looked me in the eye. "I was being foolish, Nina. Jealous. I wanted you to feel what I felt whenever I see you with..."
 
   His voice trailed off and he looked away again, but didn't drop my hand. 
 
   "I'm sorry, Frankie."
 
   He squeezed my hand. "You have nothing to be sorry about, love. This is my problem. My fault."
 
   "It's not entirely you. I should have—" 
 
   "Should have what?" he said, interrupting me. A small bitter laugh escaped from him. "Should have fallen in love with the old vampire? You have every right to live your life however you like. And with whomever you want."
 
   I didn't know what to say. We spent more time together than most married couples. 
 
   He closed his eyes and smiled. "Thank you for not giving up on me."
 
   I sat there for a minute, looking at my pale, exhausted partner as he drifted off to sleep. The thought of losing him shattered me. We came too damn close this time. 
 
   I rested my head on his chest. There was no heartbeat. His rib cage didn't expand and contract. He was lifeless, but he was one of the most vital people I knew. I never considered for a minute that he would feel like I couldn't love him because he was a vampire. In fact, I loved him because he was a vampire. 
 
   "Hey." Frankie pulled my head up, and looked me sleepily in the eye. "No crying, right?"
 
   "No crying," I smiled. "Promise."
 
   "Good, because that would be a total girl thing to do," he teased gently.
 
   We sat there for a beat, his strong hands gently cupping my face. He looked at me with a tenderness I had never seen in him before. Slowly, he pulled my face closer to his until our lips were about an inch apart. Then he dropped his guard completely, allowing the binding to take over, flooding my body with sensations. I closed my eyes as the full force of his emotions crashed into me. Primal lust commingled with genuine affection. I shivered as my body responded to his mental touch. It slid down my neck, brushing gently across my breasts. His mind lingered on my stomach before moving to my upper thighs, where he held steady, anticipation building in both of us.
 
   Then he snapped his mental guards back in place. He leaned his forehead against mine and gave his head a small shake. 
 
   "Go make the potion, Love," he whispered, his voice rough. "There are a lot more vampires counting on you."
 
   I took a shaky breath and nodded, suddenly reluctant to break from this moment. My heart was racing, and I knew Frankie could hear the rush of blood coursing through my body. His blue eyes began to glow and he twitched just a bit as his fangs elongated as his control began to wane. My own control was on shaky ground right now. 
 
   "Oh hey, Nina." Chuck walked right in. "Whoa! Sorry, I'll just..."
 
   He scooted out of the room quickly. I pulled away from Frankie almost as fast.
 
   "It's okay, Chuck. What do you need?" I called after him.
 
   "The sun's coming up. I'm not going to get home in time. Do you have a place I can crash?" He hovered in the hallway, not looking in the bedroom.
 
   "Basement," I said. "I'll show you."
 
   "I know where it is, remember?" he said, laughing nervously. "I'll just head on down there now. You just...carry on."
 
   "Chuck, hang on. Let me get you a blanket, and I think Babe has an air bed somewhere."
 
   I jumped up quickly, straightening out my clothes as I crossed to the door. Frankie winked and grinned, and my face grew hot. I had no idea what just happened between us. Suddenly, I didn't know how to act around him. Leaving seemed like the best plan.
 
   "By the way, Frankie," I stopped at the door, remembering something. "The stakes were brilliant. One of them took out a demon."
 
   Frankie's eyes went round in shock. "You're joking."
 
   I shook my head. "Caught him in the eye socket, and he went down. True dead. If I wasn't running for my life, I wouldn't have been able to move from the shock."
 
   "Do you remember which one you used?" 
 
   I shook my head. "The one that didn't spark me."
 
   Frankie chuckled. "I'll check them out later."
 
   "Get some sleep, okay?" 
 
   I stepped into the hall and turned right into Chuck. The vamp hovered.
 
   "Ow," he stumbled back, catching himself before he fell over.
 
   "Sorry, didn't see you," I said as I closed the bedroom door and swept down the hall. Chuck lagged behind. I yanked open the hall closet, where the box for the airbed was shoved into the back. 
 
   "So..." Chuck stood behind me awkwardly. "I always figured you and Max had a thing."
 
   "Why'd you figure that?" I pulled out bottom-of-the-closet detritus — shoes, errant scarves, mismatched gloves. A bowling ball?
 
   "I don't know, I guess. You guys just looked right together." Chuck caught himself and backtracked. "Not that you and Frankie don't look right. You look great. Beautiful. It's beautiful. You're both beautiful."
 
   "Nothing is going on with anyone, Chuck," I said, finally liberating the box containing the airbed. I tossed the stray items back in the closet. 
 
   I handed Chuck the box and walked him to the door. 
 
   "Wait," I said, grabbing a folded quilt off the couch and putting it on top of the box. "Here. You remember how to get down there?"
 
   "Yes, thank you for this." He started down the stairs. 
 
   I took a quick glance out the kitchen window. The sky was streaked with red.
 
   "Hey Chuck," I called down after him. "You may want to put the blanket over your head before you go out to the patio."
 
   "Right. Thanks Nina."
 
   I closed the door. It was a close call, but he'd be fine.
 
   "Well, girlfriend, do we have something to talk about or what?" Casper's voice thrilled through my head.
 
   "You were in there the whole time?" I squeaked out. "Again?"
 
   "Where the hell else am I supposed to go? We have spell work to do."
 
   "Casper, we really have got to talk about boundaries." I huffed into the kitchen. 
 
   But not now. Now we needed to save some vampires and catch a killer.
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
   The sun was setting when I gave the counter a final swipe with the sponge. It took Casper and me almost a full day to work up enough ash to take care of the 100 or so Betas in Chuck's nest. Not all of them were sick, but there were enough infected that I wanted to make sure we dosed all of them, as a precaution. The ashes were in three mason jars I dug out of the back of a cabinet.  
 
   I flopped on the couch. It was close to 5 p.m., and in about an hour, we were all meeting to run through the night’s plan. Casper slipped away right after we were done, going off to recover. I think it took more out of him to do the spells then he let on, and it worried me. 
 
   Max recuperated from Berserker mode not too long after sunrise. Darcy and Matty were both at the factory apartment. He was holed up in Frankie's light-proof apartment, and, from her giggles during our 10 a.m. conversation, it was a safe bet that she was in there with him. Frankie was fast asleep in the guest room down the hall, still recuperating from his ordeal. I didn't think he should do the mission tonight, but I knew better then to question it. He'd be there, even if it killed him. 
 
   I texted Darcy and asked her to swing by Haven Brothers to bring me a double cheeseburger (rare enough to bleed) and fries. With 60 minutes to kill, I quickly debated the merits of sleep versus a shower. 
 
   I must have nodded off during that internal argument. The smell of fried potatoes and greasy meat snapped me awake at 5:55. 
 
   "Morning sunshine!" Darcy dropped the hot bag onto my chest. She flopped down on the couch beside me, sipping a soda. 
 
   "Darcy, you are a lifesaver. I am starving." I opened the bag and took a long sniff. "God, this is manna from heaven."
 
   "Good stuff," Darcy agreed. 
 
   Matty was hovering in the kitchen. He opened the fridge and rummaged through it. 
 
   "You want to grab a beer for me while you're digging around in there, sport?" I called to him. The noise abruptly stopped. 
 
   "Sorry, I didn't mean..." he said sheepishly.
 
   "To snoop? Yes, you did," I corrected him. "Now, how about that beer?"
 
   I winked at Darcy, who shook her head and mouthed, "Stop." 
 
   Matty came into the room with three cans of Narragansett tall boys, handing one to me and one to Darcy. He sat on the arm of the sofa beside Darcy and slipped his arm around her. She nestled into the crook of his arm.
 
   I popped open the beer with one hand and took a swig. "Better than coffee."
 
   I laid out my fast food feast on the coffee table and tucked in, washing down the bloody beef and salt crusted fries with the cold brew. 
 
   Darcy pulled her laptop out of her bag and fired it up. "What's your Wi-Fi password?"
 
   I stared at her blankly. 
 
   "Never mind," she sighed. "I'll hack it. It can't be that hard."
 
   A few clicks and she sighed. "Nope, not hard at all. Nina, we really have to do something about that."
 
   "Talk to Babe when she gets back," I shrugged. "Hell, we're lucky Babe has Internet access at all."
 
   Darcy shook her head disapprovingly, muttering something about identity theft. She then buried her nose in the computer.
 
   The door that led to the bar opened and Chuck peeked his head around. "Okay if I come in?" 
 
   "Come on in, Chuck," I called out, taking a huge bite of the burger. Matty stared at me with a mix of fascination and revulsion.  
 
   Chuck carried the airbed box with the quilt bunched up on top of it. "Thanks for the bed. It was more comfortable than I thought." 
 
   "Glad to hear it. You can leave it over there." I motioned for him to drop it by the closet door. 
 
   Once he dropped off the box, he joined us in the living room.
 
   "Hi, I'm Chuck," he said as he extended his hand to Matty.
 
   Matty gave him the rock star aloof business. 
 
   "Oh cut the crap," I said, rolling my eyes. "Chuck, that's Matty. He's a rock star. And my cousin. Matty, this is Chuck. Stop being a snot."
 
   "It's that...he's..." Matty made a weird face.
 
   "You’re unbelievable, Matty," I said. "He's like you. A Beta, exactly like you. So I suggest you lose the judgmental bullshit."
 
   "Agreed," Darcy chimed in. "I'm Darcy, Chuck. It's a pleasure to meet you. Please forgive Matty's behavior. It's not you. It's his own self-loathing."
 
   "I'm not self-loathing!" Matty objected.
 
   "Matty, I love you," Darcy said. "But you have to recognize that this behavior is very unhealthy."
 
   I should have laughed out loud at her armchair psychology, but I was still digesting her love comment. I guess the potion worked. Really, really well.
 
   "It's okay," Chuck smiled affably. "We have plenty of Betas exactly like that in the nest. We even had a 12-step program modeled on Alcoholics Anonymous. It was a real success. Maybe, once we get better, you'll want to check it out."
 
   "Maybe." Matty shrugged petulantly. He wasn't used to being called out on his shit.  
 
   "Hey, Matty," I said. "You may not like it, but we won't let you behave like a diva. And that's what makes us your friends. And that could be the difference between life and death right now."
 
    "Are you my friend?" Matty asked me. He wore a kicked puppy expression.
 
   "Technically, I am family. They are your friends," I said, dodging his question. I wasn’t ready to feel solidarity with him just yet.
 
   He seemed to accept that, and reached out and shook Chuck's hand. "Maybe I'll take a look at your program."
 
   "But first, we have to get your nest decontaminated," I said as I crammed some fries in my mouth. I was starving. "What do you have, Darcy?"
 
   "Okay, so this is the campsite," she said as she flipped her laptop towards me. Google Earth was up on the browser. "It looks like there's a log cabin, with two outbuildings beside it. One looks like a barn."
 
   Chuck was nodding excitedly. "It's a werewolf pack's seasonal place. No one's been there since we showed up."
 
   "Werewolves? You sure?" I hadn't heard about any in the area.
 
   Chuck nodded. "It smells wolfy. And there's the cabin for the Alpha and his mate. Our tents aren't the first ones pitched in the area. There were so many tent-worn spots in the surrounding woods, it has to be a pack of werewolves."
 
   "Oh Chuck," I sighed. "They are really territorial. Not the best place for you to lay low."
 
   "They aren't even there," Chuck insisted.
 
   "You think they aren't there," I corrected him. "But trust me, they know. For whatever reason, they are allowing it."
 
   Chuck shrugged. "So they must be okay with it."
 
   "They aren't," I said flatly. 
 
   "That's tomorrow's problem," Max said, peeking over Darcy's shoulder to look at her computer screen.
 
   "Hey Max," Darcy smiled.
 
   He winked in reply.
 
   I eyed him over my beer as I took a sip. The last time I saw him, he was large and angry. "You feeling okay?"
 
   "All good." He smiled, his eyes crinkling around the edges. It still dazzled. "So what's in the outbuildings?" he asked.
 
   "One's an empty barn. The other is a two-car garage with no cars," Chuck explained.
 
   "The only clearing is close to the barn," Darcy mused. "The rest is pretty thick forest."
 
   Chuck nodded. "We have our tents near the clearing." 
 
   "I think the trees around the clearing are our best bet for the ops," Max said. "We want the tree cover."
 
   "Where is this place, by the way?" I asked. I still couldn't shake the bad feeling I had about the werewolves. 
 
   "A little town up by the Connecticut border called..." Darcy looked at her computer. "Chepachet."
 
   "Seriously?" I sighed.
 
   "Yeah, why?" she asked.
 
   "Is that where...?" Max stopped and looked at me.
 
   "Where the farmhouse is? The one where my parents were killed?" I sighed. "The same."
 
    
 
   "How much land do you have, Nina?" Darcy asked.
 
   "Not sure," I said. "I've been meaning to make an appointment with the lawyer to figure out what I actually own, but I've been a little busy."
 
   "So wait, are you rich?" Matty suddenly looked very interested.
 
   "And like you're some poor relation?" I gave him a sour look. "I guess my dad was rich. Old-assed vampires tend to accumulate wealth over the centuries. As I am sure you know."
 
   "I don't self-finance," Matty explained. "Killing Haley is always looking for investors."
 
   Was he seriously hitting me up for money? "Thanks, but I'll pass," I said.
 
   "What'd I miss?" Frankie asked as he stumbled out of the bedroom.
 
   "Frankie!" Darcy smiled at the sight of him. "Good to see you up and around!"  
 
   "Yeah, and not twice dead," I sassed, grateful to be able to do it. 
 
   Frankie winked at me and smiled. "I'm starving. Anyone want to donate?" The buzzing room went silent. "Just kidding!"
 
   "That's a good point, though, Frankie. You should probably eat," Max said, being, as usual, the voice of reason. "I have two coolers full of blood bags in the car. You want one?"
 
   Frankie's face darkened in disgust. 
 
   "Maybe if we nuke it, it'll be more palatable?" I suggested. 
 
   "You've got to eat," Darcy agreed.
 
   "It's really not that bad," Chuck chimed in. 
 
   "That's because you've never had the real thing," Frankie said, not masking his revulsion at a blood bag dinner.
 
   Chuck looked slightly crestfallen at Frankie's response. It had to be tough being a Beta around full vampires. Hell, I felt like crap when Frankie had to cover my ass because I wasn't undead enough to take out a monster. Betas can't protect themselves from anything. They're as fragile as humans, maybe more so since they can't tolerate the sun, and have to rely on a supply of pilfered blood bags to survive. And we saw how that worked out for them. 
 
   Matty, however, looked completely nonchalant about the whole thing. His ego wasn't wrapped up in his feeding methods, clearly. Of course, he was a rock star. His ego hinged on other things.
 
   "Frankie, nutrition is nutrition, and after what you've been through..." I trailed off and considered offering some of my blood. We were already bound, so what was the big deal?
 
   Frankie leaned over the back of the couch and whispered in my ear. "Thanks, darling, but no. I want to make sure I am indeed infection-free before we share blood again."
 
   His words sent an electric pulse through my body, and I sighed deeply before I caught myself. 
 
   Darcy cocked an eyebrow at me knowingly. 
 
   "Blood bag it is," Max said. His voice was a little too loud for the enclosed space of the apartment. He turned on his heel and headed back out to the car to get the blood.
 
   "Right, blood bag it is." Frankie echoed miserably, following Max out the door.
 
   "Grab one for me while you're out there!" Matty yelled after them. "O negative!"
 
   "I'll take one too," Chuck said. "I'm not picky."
 
   "Hang on a second. Where's Dr. O? Why isn't he here yet?" Darcy asked. 
 
   "We can't seem to find him." I didn't want to admit he was missing, but lying about it was pointless.
 
   "Oh, that's not good," she responded. 
 
   "No kidding," I said. "But like Max said, that's tomorrow's problem. First, let's fix the vampires, then we find Dr. O."
 
   "Did you check with Babe?" Darcy didn't let up.
 
   I stared at the partially eaten burger and fries on the coffee table, my appetite suddenly gone. "She's on vacation."
 
   "Yeah, so?" Darcy's face twisted in confusion. "Maybe he joined her out there. You know they're...well, together."
 
   I brightened. "Yes, maybe he did fly down there to see her. And he wouldn't tell us because they are keeping it a secret." 
 
   "Who's keeping what a secret?" Max asked as he and Frankie walked back in, blood bags in hand. Max handed one to Chuck, who opened it immediately. 
 
   Frankie puzzled over the microwave. "Nina, how does this thing work?" 
 
   "I'll take mine cold," Matty said. He gagged on the reheated blood I made him drink after Darcy and I raided the blood bank. The memory made me smirk.  
 
   Matty raised his hand and caught the bag Max tossed to him. I cringed, hoping it wouldn't explode and cover the living room in blood. 
 
   "Dr. O and Babe. They are having a thing," I said as I climbed over the back of the couch. With all the people in the living room, it was the fastest way. 
 
   Max looked incredulous. "Dr. O and Babe?" 
 
   "And why wouldn't they?" I took the bag from Frankie, bit the corner open, and spit the plastic out of my teeth into the sink. I pulled out a pint glass from the cabinet.
 
   "I just didn't picture it, that's all," he said.
 
   "Well they are, so they are probably holed up in Mexico doing couple things. And I really didn't want to think too much about that, alright?" I poured the blood out into the glass, popped it in the microwave and pressed a few buttons. I tossed the bag into the sink. "It's ready when the microwave beeps."
 
   Frankie just stared at the microwave, clearly still appalled at the idea of having reheated, bagged blood. 
 
   "So who's running the ops?" Darcy asked.
 
   "Well, obviously you're running the communications base, wherever we set that up."
 
   The smell of irradiating blood filled the apartment. I opened a window to air it out.
 
   "What about the farm house?" Max asked. "It's close to the Betas and it's secluded." 
 
   I shook my head. "No electricity."
 
   "What about a generator?" Darcy asked.
 
   "I can get one from the police department," Max offered.
 
   "With the type of noise a generator makes, we're no longer stealth." I wasn't wild about a loud generator encouraging locals to come out and snoop. "The property has been abandoned for a long time. Someone's bound to notice if a generator kicks in all of a sudden."
 
   The microwave beeped and Frankie gave me a funny look.
 
   "Go on," I said. "Take it out. It won't hurt you."
 
   "Nina, you've got so much land there, I bet no one noticed it's been sitting abandoned all these years," Frankie argued, gingerly removing the nuked blood from the microwave. "The location is ideal."
 
   "She can run communications from the factory," I argued. 
 
   "It's always better if I am close," Darcy disagreed. 
 
   "It's decided, then," Max said, cutting me off before I could argue. "I'll pick up a generator on the way out there."
 
   "Wait, who is running the field? Frankie?"
 
   "That's really hot!" Frankie spit his sip of blood back into the mug. 
 
   "Blow on it first," I suggested.
 
   "Blow on it? That's your answer?"
 
   "You want an ice cube instead?" I countered.
 
   He stared into the glass of blood with disgust. "Now that just sounds ghastly."
 
   "So, then you agree to run the field?" Darcy asked Frankie pointedly.
 
   "Absolutely not," Frankie responded, blowing gently on the rim of the cup. "I don't think I should lead this one. Not after what happened."
 
   "I'll run it," Max said quickly.
 
   "Wait. You'll run it?" I asked incredulously. Max had done all of one field op with us, at the Killing Haley concert. And that was a disaster. "You have zero experience, Max."
 
   "Hold on. I run field ops all the time for the FBI," he said as he crossed his arms and stared me down. "I am no rookie."
 
   "You are with Blood Ops," I said.
 
   "What's the difference?" he countered.
 
   "I don't know, Max. Supernatural creatures, maybe?" 
 
   "So who's going to run it? You?" he snorted. "After what happened at the concert? Way too dangerous."
 
   "Too dangerous? No one saw demonic possession coming!" I argued.
 
   "I don't want you leading this operation. You'll be right in the line of fire."
 
   "Oh, Max," Darcy warned, "I don't think that is the line of argument you want to take."
 
   "I am always in the line of fire!" I said through gritted teeth. "It's where I prefer to be!"
 
   "This time it's different." Max's left eye started to twitch. He was getting worked up, but I wasn't ready to back off. "If something goes wrong, those vamps can kill you. And you won't come back from it."
 
   Frankie physically braced himself for the force of my rage. "He has a point."
 
   "We have the cure," I said, looking between the two of them.
 
   "No. Nina. You have. The cure." Max was doing some weird yogic breathing, to keep calm.
 
   "No one else can do the spell," Frankie agreed. "You need to lag behind until the last possible moment."
 
   "What about this Jackson character? I'm taking him down. I won't get left out."
 
   "After you cure the vampires, we chase Jackson down," Max said calmly. The yogic breathing was working.
 
   "I'm coming along for that." I wanted to make sure we were clear on that point.
 
   "Of course you are." Frankie took another swallow of the blood and made a face. "Good God, this is really—"
 
   "Hi, it's Eva!" Eva popped her head in through the side door of the kitchen, interrupting Frankie before he could bitch any more. "And Al!"
 
   Alfonso shuffled in behind her. "What the hell happened to the barroom door?"
 
   "Someone kicked it in last night," I said. 
 
   I was relieved to see those two. I lost track of them after the helicopter dropped us all off at the Biltmore. "Where've you two been?"
 
   "Holed up in Eva's crappy botanica." Alfonso shuddered. "I've seen enough plastic hippie witch shit to last me a lifetime. You got any whiskey, Nina?"
 
   "Oh stop. You loved my tarot decks. You said they were magical," Eva said as she snaked her arm through his.
 
   "I was flattering you, Eva. Trying to get a little nookie." 
 
   Well, at least he was honest. 
 
   "Oh, you didn't need to do that!" She batted her eyelashes. "You could have just asked!"
 
   I didn't get this coupling. Really, I didn't.
 
   I foraged through the lower kitchen cabinets and pulled out a bottle of Jameson's. Alfonso leaned in and pretended to check the label.
 
   "She has a beautiful vampire deck," Alfonso said low. "You should check it when this crap is over." He gave me a nod and took the bottle. He helped himself to a Looney Tunes glass and poured out the whiskey. 
 
   Eva grabbed the glass from him and took a sip of the whiskey, handing it back before he could protest. She was something else. I'd never heard of a vampire tarot deck, and she had one that managed to impress an old, alcoholic witch.
 
   "So, when do we go?" Alfonso asked as he knocked back the whiskey that remained in the glass.
 
   "Whoa, no way," I said. "Too dangerous. You guys are staying here."
 
   "The hell we are," Al was indignant. "What would have happened to you if we weren't at that crappy club?"
 
   "We aren't facing demons this time," I said.
 
   "You have no idea what you're facing," Al said gruffly. "Babe would kill me if I let you go in there without any sort of magic backup."
 
   "But Al," I pleaded, "you and Eva—"
 
   "Maybe Eva doesn't know what the hell she's doing," he said, cutting me off. "But I was a damn fine witch in my day. I'll allow I'm a little rusty..."
 
   "And you’re a bit of a drinker, Al," Eva added as he poured out another measure of whiskey.
 
   He harrumphed but didn't disagree. "The point is, the two of us together equal one pretty decent witch. We're going."
 
   Max was leaning over Darcy's shoulder, intent on the map on her screen. "Eva and Al can sit at the end of the driveway and follow Jackson when he leaves the Beta's campsite. Then we can catch up. That way, it won't look like he has a tail. Do you have a car?" Max asked Alfonso.
 
   He nodded. "We can take Eva's El Camino." 
 
   "Is it reliable?" Max's skepticism was showing.
 
   "She don't look like much, but she purrs like a kitten."
 
   Frankie looked at the clock on the microwave. "It's getting on. What time is this supposed to go down?"
 
   "Jackson is coming by at midnight," Chuck said, glancing at his watch. "It's well past 6 o'clock now."
 
   "I still have to pick up the generator. Darcy, do you need to get anything?
 
   "I think we should use wireless pieces for you, Nina and Frankie," Darcy said. "You guys will be in the woods with the Betas, and just in case you're spotted, at least you won't be seen with a big-ass wired earpiece. That'll give something away."
 
   "Good point," I said. "Did you bring those from the base?"
 
   Darcy smiled. "Just unpacked them this afternoon. We'll have to swing by the factory to pick them up, along with the Falcon."
 
   That stopped Max in his tracks. "You have a Falcon?" 
 
   Darcy nodded. "Falcon II."
 
   Max whistled. "I forget you guys are DoD. You get the military grade stuff."
 
   "We're all DoD," Darcy reminded him. 
 
   Did he still feel like he wasn't part of this racket?
 
   "Right," he said, not terribly convincing. 
 
   "Sounds like we have a plan, sort of," Frankie said. "Should we give it a go?"
 
   "Let's all meet at the factory in 45 minutes. That'll give me enough time to get the generator," Max said. "Chuck, you have a car here right?" 
 
   Chuck nodded. 
 
   "Then you take Frankie and Nina. Darcy can come with me in the Suburban. Al and Eva will be in the El Camino."
 
   "I'm going with Darcy," Matty chimed in. 
 
   This didn't sit well with Max. "If anything happens to you, Tavio will kill us," he said. 
 
   "If not Tavio, definitely Bertrand," I added.
 
   Matty gnashed his impotent fangs in anger. "I don't give a crap." 
 
   "As long as you're making Bertrand money, I bet he does," I said. "You are an unnecessary risk, Matty."
 
   "I am not leaving Darcy in some freezing, abandoned farmhouse by herself." He stood up, puffing out his chest to appear larger. It didn't really work. 
 
   "That's sweet, Matty, but I can take care of myself," Darcy protested.
 
   But Matty wasn't hearing it. "I can shoot a gun, you know. And I can handle a stake. Or at least, I'll try."
 
   Frankie chuckled. "Let him tag along. If Darcy needs to wail to save both their asses, at least she won't kill him."
 
   Max shrugged. "Your call, Matty." 
 
   "I'm going," Matty said, oblivious to Frankie's slight.
 
   "Give me 10 minutes to change," I said to Chuck. "Then we'll head out."
 
   "Wear all black," Max called over his shoulder as he walked out the door. 
 
   "What else would I wear? Sequins?" I shouted back to him. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
    
 
   I was up a tree. When Max said "tree cover," he left out that part.
 
   In addition to the generator, now installed with Darcy at my old farmhouse, Max brought two tree stands, the kind that hunters used to stalk game from above. Frankie and I were perched above the Beta's campsite, watching for headlights coming up the long drive. Max was on the ground, rightly knowing that Frankie and I could handle a 15-foot drop out of a tree. Max would break a few bones from that kind of fall. 
 
   But I was still up a tree at 11:45 p.m. in the middle of the woods. 
 
   "It's the dead of winter, Nina. There are no bugs out here." Frankie laughed while I swatted at invisible insects.
 
   Did I mention I hate camping?
 
   On the ground below us, around 20 good-sized tents were scattered among the trees below. It was an efficient setup, although somewhat hampered because the clearing wasn't large enough to properly pitch all the tents. There was some zigzagging between the vegetation, but for the most part it worked.
 
   While Frankie and I were up a tree, Max and Chuck were rounding up the sick Betas. Wisely, Chuck had quarantined the bulk of them in the barn. The area around the log cabin smelled vaguely wolfy, so Chuck was right. It was the home of a werewolf pack, most likely a place for them to use during the full moon. Chuck and his nest arrived just at the start of the first quarter. We were just getting to the third quarter, so it was time for them to clear out. If the werewolves showed up and the Betas were still holed up here, it would be bad. A turned werewolf was as dangerous as a vampire in full bloodlust. The Betas wouldn't have a chance.
 
   I absently touched the stakes that were holstered across my chest. It had been a while since I encountered a werewolf pack, and I was woefully underprepared. I should have brought my M9 loaded with silver bullets. As it was, I only brought one pair of silver-tipped stakes, and that was because I wanted to carry a matching pair. The partner of the stake etched in demon runes was sitting in the eye of poor possessed Zack. 
 
   I shuddered when I thought about Zack's body being examined at the morgue, my fingerprints all over the completely indiscreet stake. Bertrand better clean up that disaster. I'd ask Max to take care of it, but I'd rather owe a demon than listen to Max's "do the right thing" self-righteousness. Blood Ops operated above the law, sure. But it wasn't like we had much of a choice in the matter. What would my defense be? Zack was possessed by a demon? They'd send me to the loony bin.
 
   "Frankie," I whispered into the microphone, this time placed comfortably at my throat instead of in my boobs. "How strong is the werewolf scent to you?"
 
   "Can't say," Frankie responded. "It's been a while since I've scented them. I think that's coloring my perception."
 
   "That's what I thought too" I said. "But it's been almost a month since the last full moon and the scent's still clearly lingering? In the cold too? I think they've been around recently."
 
   "Don't you think Chuck would have noticed?" 
 
   "Not if they tried to hide their scent. Charcoal hunting apparel, that sort of thing. It would keep the smell faint enough that it appears to be residual from the last full moon."
 
   "You think the pack is stalking the Betas?"
 
   "Not exactly stalking but maybe keeping tabs on them?" I didn't want to accuse a pack of something, especially when no crime was committed. At least that we knew about. 
 
   "If the pack knew they were here, why not kick them out?"
 
   I couldn't answer that. Maybe I had an overactive nose. Or imagination.
 
   A glare of headlights at the start of the dirt drive broke through the pitch black. 
 
   "Okay, guys," I said, adrenaline kicking in.  "We have headlights coming up the drive."
 
   "Where the hell are Eva and Al?" Max’s voice was thick with frustration. 
 
   Eva and Al were supposed to keep watch and radio in when a car turned onto the winding dirt drive. Max wanted redundancy and had put our protocols in place, never mind that Frankie would hear the car way before anyone got a visual. Protocol was breached and Max was pissed. He loved his protocols. We'd never hear the end of this.
 
   "Is this thing on?" Eva's shrill voice boomed into our ears, followed by labored breathing.
 
   "Eva, you okay?" I asked, not sure if I should laugh or be worried.
 
    "Al...Al! Did you hear that voice? It sounded like Nina," Eva bumbled. "I have no idea how this thing works. Do you?"
 
   "Hello? Anyone got their ears on?" Alfonso tried, and this time I snickered.
 
   "Al, you and Eva get off comms," Max said sternly.
 
   "Told you giving them a radio was a mistake," Frankie said, smirking in his tree stand.
 
   "Max is right," I said, clear and low, trying not to giggle. "Comms goes silent now."
 
   There was a chance Jackson was a vampire and his car was close enough that his hearing could pick up our radio chatter. We couldn't risk it.
 
   Max ducked into a tent, and Frankie and I settled into our tree stands. Chuck tried to look nonchalant, like he was out for a midnight stroll. But he was tense. His back was stiff and his jaw jutted forward. He kept clearing his throat and taking his hands in and out of his pockets. When the early model Jeep Cherokee rumbled to a stop, Chuck's body physically jerked.
 
   "Hey, Jackson," he said, a little too loud. "I wasn't expecting you so early."
 
   "Stroke of 12, man. On the dot." A gruff voice responded. My nose twitched, catching the wolf smell again. 
 
   "Really?" Chuck laughed nervously. "Must have lost track of time."
 
   The car door opened, and a pair of long denim clad legs swung out. He rose to his full height, definitely over six feet, and built like a brick shit house. I gulped. The guy was enormous. And he wasn't vampire.
 
   Frankie was shooting hand signals wildly at me. He made little fangs with his index fingers. Then he gave himself bunny ears. 
 
   "What are you doing?" I hissed into the microphone, keeping a wary eye on Jackson.
 
   "Werewolf," he said, low and clear.
 
   I nodded, my eyes still on Jackson as he and Chuck moved slowly to the back of the Cherokee. Why the hell would a werewolf feed Betas tainted blood? Was he even aware he was killing them? 
 
   "Something wrong with you tonight, Chuck? Seems like you have something on your mind," Jackson said as he pulled a cooler out of the trunk. He sounded suspicious. Maybe he was feeding them the bad stuff on purpose. But for trespassing? The punishment did not fit that crime.
 
   "I have some missing friends, and I'm getting worried." 
 
   I let out my breath in relief. It was a good cover. He didn't let on that he knew they were diseased. That would have been a dead giveaway. 
 
   Jackson dropped the cooler on the ground. "Sorry to hear that." 
 
   "Yeah, thanks. And thanks for the blood. I don't know what we'd do without you. You're a lifesaver."
 
   I cringed. That was pushing it. But Jackson didn't seem to notice. Chuck was a pretty effusive guy. Maybe this was his standard response to every blood delivery. 
 
   "Hey man, happy to help," Jackson said, clapping Chuck on the back, knocking Chuck slightly off balance. The Beta laughed nervously. "When do you want the next delivery? Three days again?"
 
   "Yeah, three days sounds fine. What do I owe you?" Chuck asked.
 
   "We'll square it next time." Jackson climbed back into the Cherokee, and the engine hiccupped and then turned over. He put the car in reverse. "Three days?"
 
   "Thanks. Yes. Three days." Chuck's nerves were about to give out. Jackson needed to get out of here before that happened. I was waiting for poor Chuck to drop to the ground and scream at Jackson that we were on to him.
 
   I didn't breathe until Jackson completed a three-point turn on the narrow dirt drive, grateful to see the red taillights moving further away. Max came out from his hiding spot in the tent while Frankie and I dropped down from the trees. The three of us sprinted towards Max's hidden SUV. 
 
   "Wait!" Chuck called out to us. "What about the sick vampires?"
 
   "Are they in the barn?" I asked.
 
   Chuck nodded.
 
   "You think the chain will hold until we get back?" I pressed.
 
   "I don't know!" Chuck burst out, desperate. "They rattle the doors when they get agitated." 
 
   "They are locked in pretty tight," Max said.
 
   "Aren't the Betas our first priority?" Frankie asked.
 
   "Nailing Jackson is our first priority," Max said. "What if he's hitting other nests?"
 
   I bit my lip, unsure what to do. 
 
   "Nina, can you stay here?" Chuck asked.
 
   "No way," Frankie, Max and I said in unison. 
 
   "Too risky," Max said.
 
   "She's not going into a room filled with sick vamps on her own, Betas or not," Frankie reiterated.
 
   "I can't leave those two on their own with Jackson," I jumped in. "He's a werewolf, Chuck. He could be going straight to his pack. We're not prepped for werewolves, so this mission is already way too risky."
 
   Chuck looked scared, "J...J...J...Jackson is a werewolf?" 
 
   I looked Chuck in the eye. "This won't take long. Less than an hour." His eyes filled with tears, but he nodded in agreement.
 
   Max was already in the driver's seat, revving the engine. Frankie held the door open for me, and I climbed into the back seat. Frankie jumped into the passenger side and we took off down the dirt road, pursuing a werewolf in the middle of nowhere.
 
    Eva and Al were successfully tailing Jackson. However, they were not successful at figuring out the radio, so Max was on his cell phone trying to suss out where they were exactly. 
 
   "Why the hell would a werewolf be interested in killing a nest of Betas?" Frankie thought out loud.
 
   I stared out at the wall of trees that were partially enveloped by the darkness, hoping Frankie's question was rhetorical. No doubt this was a werewolf pack's land, but it was much easier to kick the vampires out than to poison them with contaminated blood bags. I was stumped. 
 
   Max tossed his phone on the dashboard and took a hard right off the dirt drive onto the paved road. "Al and Eva are still tailing them. They're almost into Connecticut."
 
   We were in the far northwest corner of Rhode Island, not far from the border. But the closest thing to a highway in this part of both states was the road we were on — a four-lane road that wound through small hamlets and villages. It was built well before the freeway system. If they went far into Connecticut, the sick Betas would wait longer than I liked. 
 
   Max was driving like a bat out of hell, so we crossed into Connecticut in record time. When we entered the town of Putnam, a pair of red taillights glowed ahead of us. Max flashed his high beams and Eva's El Camino made a right at the first opportunity.  Jackson's Cherokee was about 600 feet ahead of us. 
 
   We tailed him for another mile or so, and then he made a left into a paved driveway, parking in front of the garage attached to a neat suburban track house. He was already out of the car when we pulled in behind him. He reached into the backseat and grabbed a baseball bat. He stood by his Cherokee, waiting for us to get out of the Suburban.
 
   "Evening," Max said. He got out of the driver's seat but left the door open and the car running. Frankie and I followed suit.
 
   "We're with the FBI and Department of Defense," he continued, flashing his badge quickly. "We'd like to ask you a few questions."
 
   Jackson wrinkled his nose a bit, snapping his teeth at the air, tasting it. "You don't smell much like Feds." He eyed Frankie and me up and down. Guess Berserkers didn't give off much of a scent. Vampires did. We smelled like copper pennies, just like blood. Since I was part-witch, I probably smelled like cinnamon too. That was the nice part about witches, they smelled like spice. Werewolves smelled like musk, which was kind of sexy. Of course, these odors were only noticeable to supernaturals with enhanced senses. 
 
   I forced my fangs to lengthen and grinned through the discomfort of sharp teeth breaking through my gums. "Ever hear of Blood Ops?" 
 
   Jackson's face went ashen. "Blood Ops? That's just a myth."
 
   Frankie grinned, his fangs at full mast. "Your mum and dad weren't just telling you scary stories." His blue eyes glowed, lighting up the dark around him. Frankie sure knew how to turn on the creep.
 
   "Why are you feeding those vamps bad blood?" Max asked, no hint of Berserker breaking through. 
 
   "They're on our land," Jackson replied gruffly, his werewolf traits rising to the surface. He didn't bother denying the accusation. 
 
   "They're just Betas," I said. "They pose no threat to you or your pack."
 
   "I don't think murder is an appropriate punishment for trespassing," Frankie added. "You could have simply asked them to leave."
 
   Jackson snarled, his upper lip rising to reveal a pretty impressive canine tooth of his own. "We have our way of doing things. You have yours."
 
   "We also have supernatural justice. Asshole." I pulled my silver-tipped stakes out of the holster and pointed them at his chest. But Max stepped in between us, stopping me from pouncing.
 
   "Hang on," Max said. "We're not done talking here."
 
   "Sorry, Max," Frankie said, standing beside me. "This is not an FBI matter." 
 
   "We need to handle this Blood Ops way," I warned. "The human way won't work."
 
   "I don't think this jackass is working alone," Max said. His face flashed Berserker for a split second. "I want to know where he got the bags."
 
   Jackson shifted nervously from foot to foot. "They were mine. My bags." 
 
   Frankie raised an eyebrow.
 
   "I checked your plates while you were handing off that garbage blood to Chuck and his family. Your wife's a nurse. I'm guessing she got the bags."
 
   Well I'll be damned. That's what Max was doing in the tent. A background check. It was frustratingly clever. The human way certainly wasn't as exciting, but it did offer up a lot more useful information.
 
   Now Jackson looked downright terrified. "Susi had nothing to do with the blood. She stays out of it."
 
   "If you don't want Susi brought up on charges, then I suggest you talk," Max said as he crossed his arms and looked slightly impressed with himself. 
 
   I rolled my eyes and shook my head slowly from side to side. He just blew it.
 
   "Charges for what?" Jackson's laugh was almost a howl. "Being a werewolf? Giving blood to vampires? You'll be laughed out of every court in the world."
 
   So much for leverage. 
 
   Frankie jumped first, his fist connecting with Jackson's stubble-covered jaw. The werewolf was knocked off balance, but that was about it. Frankie swore and shook out his fist. This wasn't going to be easy.
 
   Max, realizing that the human way wasn't working anymore, took advantage of Jackson's unsteadiness and rammed into him like a football linebacker. They both landed on the driveway, Jackson sprawled on his back and Max on top, struggling to keep him down.  
 
   I leaped into the fray. Jackson's wolf was ready to emerge, so I had to be quick. I plunged the stake into Jackson's left wrist and forced it into the hard asphalt, pinning his arm. Jackson cried out in surprise and pain when the silver bore through his flesh.
 
   I raised my second stake and prepared to strike him through the heart. The creaking hinges of a storm door opening stopped my follow through. The small voice that whimpered "Daddy?" made me drop the stake.
 
   "Hey, kiddo," Jackson said, his breath a little labored. "Go back in the house, pumpkin. I'll be right in."
 
    I glanced over in the direction of the kid. By the dim light over the door, I saw she was wearing feety pajamas decorated with penguins. Her long, tangled brown hair was plastered to her tear-soaked face. She clutched a love-mangled stuffed wolf to her chest. 
 
   "Daddy?" she repeated, her eyes leaking tears. I crawled away from her dad, trying to shield his stake-pinned arm as I moved.
 
   "What the hell are you doing, Nina?" Max said as he kept Jackson pinned down like a wrestler.
 
   "Trying to make a scared little girl feel safer," I said, calmly raising my hands in the universal no-weapons-here sign. The child blinked her tears back, and I saw her pupils were going a little yellow.
 
   "Has she turned yet, Jackson?" I asked sharply. She looked too young to handle the shift to wolf form. That usually happened in late puberty. This kid couldn't be more than 6 years old. 
 
   "She hasn't done anything wrong," Jackson said defensively.
 
   "That's not what I'm asking. Look at her. Has she turned yet?" I repeated.
 
   He gasped when he looked at his daughter. "No, no, no, no. She can't be turning. She's too young!" 
 
   He was right. She was way too young for this. 
 
   "Is there a way to stop it?" I asked.
 
   Jackson wasn't processing any of this. He even stopped struggling against Max. He just stared at his little girl, whose eyes fully changed to a brilliant gold. Thankfully, no bones were shifting and breaking. At least not yet. 
 
   "Wolfsbane," Casper slipped forward unexpectedly and I winced. 
 
   "That will kill her," I said, trying to blink back the small migraine he caused at his quick appearance. 
 
   "We can detoxify it, and mix it with ginger," he explained. "It's herbal magic."
 
   "Where the hell are we going to get wolfsbane and ginger? And what the hell is herbal magic?"
 
   I stopped when I noticed the girl was staring at me, wide-eyed. 
 
   "Who's the lady talking to, Daddy?" The girl’s sweet voice resonated like a bell. 
 
   Frankie chuckled. "Long story."
 
   "Are we doing this or what?" Max asked as he pushed his arm into Jackson's trachea, cutting off his air supply. 
 
   The child burst into tears again, her sobs sounding dangerously close to howls. I couldn't tell if Jackson's panicked expression was from the loss of oxygen or his child's transformation.
 
   "Max, stop!" I said, grabbing Max's shoulders from behind. I tried to pull him off the werewolf, but he was dead weight. "Frankie, help me get him off."
 
   Frankie gripped Max and tried to pull him off, but he wouldn't budge. Max's muscles were beginning to swell and the seams of his clothes were straining. Now was not the time for the Berserker to emerge. 
 
   "Time to change tactics," Casper's advice echoed in my head. "Get him under control, Nina. You've done it before."
 
   I dropped to the ground and sandwiched myself between Max and Jackson. With my back against Jackson's body, I looked up at Max, his face contorting as he tried to keep his powers under control.
 
   "Max, there is a child here. She's just a kid." My voice was calm and even, but my heart was pounding.  
 
   "Monsters," he grunted. "All of them are monsters."
 
   "She's a child, not a monster. She's done nothing wrong. Look at her. She's scared, and you are hurting her daddy. And he's not a monster to her." I grabbed Max's face and forced his head to look towards the trembling little girl. Her eyes were still yellow, but other than that, her humanity was holding steady. "Look at her. She's no monster. She doesn't deserve this."
 
   Max looked back and forth, from me to the girl. His body relaxed, and he slowly lifted his arm off of Jackson's throat. Jackson gasped as air filled his lungs. Only when I slithered out between the two of them did I noticed how close we had been to disaster. Jackson's hands were in the middle of transforming into claws, with patches of wolf hair sprouting along his knuckles. 
 
   "We're keeping the stake in," I muttered, brushing dirt off my legs as I stood. 
 
   The kid's sobs turned to hiccups. Frankie eyed Jackson warily. "Where's the girl's mum? She here by herself?"
 
   "Her mom's been on a bender. My guess is she's passed out on the couch." His voice was hoarse. 
 
   The tyke opened her teary eyes even wider, and her lower lip trembled. 
 
   "Fucking werewolves," Frankie said as he raked his fingers through his hair. I couldn't disagree. They were the most intelligent of all supernatural creatures, but depression and addiction laid waste to an astounding number of them. 
 
   "Look, Daddy's okay," Jackson soothed the kid. "Go on to bed, and I'll be right there to tuck you in.
 
   She turned and fled back into the house, dragging her stuffed animal behind her.
 
   "What's up with the kid?" I asked as I paced in between Jackson and Max, the air still electric between them. "Why's she turning when she’s so young?"
 
   Jackson shifted his body so he was sitting up, but he tilted to the right, his wrist still pinned by the stake. "This lady turned up, did this to my daughter. Said all I had to do was deliver the blood to the Betas and she would set her right."
 
   "Did you know the blood would kill the vampires?" Max asked. He leaned against the garage and commenced his yogic breathing again. 
 
   "No," Jackson choked on the word. "Not at first anyway. But by then it was too late."
 
   "Who was this woman?" Frankie asked. 
 
   Jackson ignored him and looked at me. "Can you fix my daughter?"
 
   "I think so," I said. I bit my lower lip nervously, nicking myself. I forgot that I was slightly fanged from all the excitement. I licked the blood from the small puncture as it quickly healed over. "Can we?" I whispered to Casper.
 
   I felt Casper shudder. "Yes, and you just drank your own blood. Nasty." 
 
   "You are so squeamish." I crossed my arms and kicked at a snow pile neatly shoveled by the walkway before noticing that Jackson was staring at me again. But this time he was shrinking away. "Sorry. Yes, yes, I can fix her. Medicinal. Magic. Or something."
 
   "So, who was this woman?" Frankie repeated.
 
   "I don't know, exactly. She was wearing a uniform," Jackson said as he settled back onto his elbows. Despite the cold, beads of sweat were running down the sides of his face. "Do you think you can remove the stake? The silver is really starting to get to me."
 
   Max's head shook in an emphatic no, but Frankie shrugged. I doubted that Jackson would pose much of a threat, especially since I could fix his kid. So I squatted down and pulled out the stake. 
 
    "You have to give us more than, 'She was wearing a uniform,'" Max said as he paced up and down the driveway. "What kind of uniform? Medical? Police? Waitress?"
 
   Jackson pulled off his scarf and wrapped it around the wound. He'd have to shift later to heal it completely. Werewolves could only heal when they were in werewolf form. "It was military."
 
   Max slammed his fist into the hood of the Suburban. It was so sudden I just about jumped out of my skin. Even Frankie raised his eyebrows. But Jackson remained completely still, stalking Max with his eyes as if he was prey.
 
   "You sure it was military?" I asked, balling my hands into fists so tightly that my nails dug into my palms.
 
   "I think so." Jackson's breathing evened out. "I can take you to her. I have a blood pickup tomorrow, and sometimes she's there."
 
   "Sometimes?" Frankie scoffed.
 
   "Yeah, sometimes. But I haven't seen her in a few pickups, so I expect she'll be there. She likes updates on the death toll."
 
   "Lovely," I quipped.
 
   "We'll be going with you then," Max said. His voice was thick with contempt.
 
   "Sure, but not until my little girl is taken care of. You do that, and I'll take you to her." His voice was thick, guttural. 
 
   "Yes, I will take care of your little girl. But we need to pick up some herbs and stuff, and that's back in Providence. It'll take a few hours."
 
   "Come back in the morning," Jackson said. Then he stopped and considered us for a split second, his nose twitching, catching our scent. "Sorry, you can't come out in daylight."
 
   "Oh yes, we can come out in daylight," Frankie said proudly.
 
   "Strange vamps, you are." Using the car as an anchor, Jackson pulled himself to his feet. He leaned against the car, steadying himself. The scarf around his wrist was dark with blood, and it dripped in thin lines down his palm and fingers, splattering on the pavement. He'd need to turn soon, to get that thing healed. The blood loss was clearly going to his head.
 
   "We're Blood Ops. Depending on your point of view, we're either government sanctioned murderers or the saviors of the human and not-so-human race," I said to Jackson as a reminder of who he was dealing with in case he considered double-crossing us. "So, yeah, I'd call us strange."
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   We raced back to the log cabin to deal with the sick Betas in the barn. I pressed my right foot into the floorboard of the car, as if I could accelerate the speed from the backseat. 
 
   We finally bounced up the winding dirt drive, the high beams illuminating the barn just beyond. Chuck was pacing in front of the doors. Every few steps, he would peer in between the slats of wood, and then he would turn on his heel and pace some more. He barely acknowledged our arrival, only turning to us when we were out of the car. 
 
   He gave us a sour look. 
 
   "I'm sorry, Chuck. We ran into complications." 
 
   That didn't help.
 
   "So did I," he said with his eyes glowing. "They're exploding in there, and I don't know what to do."
 
   "They didn't make it?" Max asked the question that I was too frightened to ask. 
 
   "Not all of them, but enough," Chuck said. His hands were trembling as he undid the padlock that chained the barn doors closed. "You have to get in there to fix them, Nina. You just have to."
 
   I pulled two jars of ashes out of the back seat, leaving the third for later, and joined him by the barn door. 
 
   "Casper, you ready?" I asked. But before he responded, Frankie nudged me on the arm and pointed up.
 
   "Wait, Chuck." I stopped him before he pulled the chain off the door. "Does that window lead to a loft in the barn?"
 
   "Yeah. Why?" 
 
   "Maybe I should enter that way, to get a better vantage point over the Betas. They aren't up top, are they?"
 
   Chuck peeked in between the slats again. "Doesn't look like it. They'd have a tough time getting up there anyway, condition they are in. This disease doesn't help their coordination."
 
   "True," Frankie agreed. "I was a bit unsteady."
 
   "That's our way in then," I said, tucking the jars firmly under my arm and readying for the jump.
 
   "You sure you got this?" Max asked, stopping me just as I was about to spring up. 
 
   "I have to. What choice do we have?"
 
   He gave me a half-smile, which I returned. Then I squatted down, tensed my leg muscles, and pushed off the solid ground, clearing the 20 or so feet to the ledge of the window. I almost lost my footing, catching hold of the window casing to steady myself. Once I wasn't in danger of dropping back to the ground, I kicked out the boarded-up window and stepped carefully into the loft.
 
   The pungent barn smelled of old, wet hay and manure mixed with the copper smell of fresh blood. My stomach rolled at the commingling of odors. I moved my right foot forward, pressing carefully on the wood, checking for weak spots. The old floorboards creaked and snapped as I inched my way towards the edge. When I finally made it, I dropped to my stomach, carefully placing the jars of ash next to me. I peeked over the edge and surveyed the scene below. 
 
   The top special effects gurus on Hollywood horror films couldn't come close to imagining the carnage. 
 
   One quarter of the Beta-Vamps were gone. The ones that were still alive were covered in dark blood spatter, the only remnants of those who perished. The remaining Betas were nearly silent, hiding in corners and slumped against the walls, sick and exhausted. Every once in a while, a large, gasping sob or low moan interrupted their sniffling.
 
   "Dammit," I whispered. "I should have stayed here."
 
   These vamps were clearly suffering, and I was off chasing after a stupid werewolf. Did it really matter where the shit blood came from? 
 
   "Max damn near lost it with the werewolf, and Frankie's still not 100 percent. It was good you were there," Casper responded. "You can't do it all, woman."
 
   "No, but we're here now, so let's get this done. Fingers crossed we can pull this off."
 
   I rearranged myself so I was sitting cross-legged at the edge of the loft. I clutched jars of ash in my lap. 
 
   "We got this," Casper said, his voice brimmed with bravado. I hoped his confidence was infectious. 
 
   I closed my eyes and let Casper take over. "Let's do it." 
 
   A mix of Latin and Spanish spilled out. It was my voice, but I wasn't completely sure of the meanings. I focused my energy towards healing the sick vampires below me. The healing energy looked like a ball of yellow-white light, like a bright burning star, in my mind's eye. The words turned almost to song, my voice ringing clearly and mellifluously. It always sounded much more beautiful with Casper at the helm. The kid was a damn gifted witch. 
 
   His sharp "Now!" shocked me out of my trance. My eyes snapped open and I lifted both glass jars above my head and aimed directly below me, which was about the center of the barn. With a sharp throw downward, the jars hurled to the floor, shattering into pieces, ash spraying out to all sides. 
 
   I hugged the solid beam beside me, closed my eyes again and willed the air around me to spin. Muttering in Latin and stumbling over the words, my voice wasn't half as beautiful as when Casper formed the words. My hair started whipping around my face as the force of the winds accelerated. The confined space of the barn was helping the air velocity. The gales, having nowhere else to go, bounced off the walls.
 
   The wind I conjured howled. Choking a bit from the thick ash in the air, I opened my eyes to a squint. I could barely see below me, but thought I saw the vampires dropping to the ground.
 
   "I think it's working!" I called out to Casper over the wind, even though he could probably hear me just fine. "Can you shoot down and check?"
 
   Casper popped out of my body, leaving me feeling slightly cold and pretty unsteady. I was still hugging the wood beam and relaxed my arms a bit as the wind slowed from a hurricane force to a strong breeze. 
 
   "Hell to the yeah, we did it!" Casper cheered.
 
   I almost fell out of the hayloft at the sudden appearance of an exuberant ghost jumping into my body.
 
   "God, Casper, ease into it. You can't jump in and out of my head while screaming. Not cool."
 
   "Girl, it's like you need your coffee or something," he admonished. "We just cured an incurable vamp disease. I think screaming is in order. And dancing!"
 
   Before I could put up my ghost defenses, Casper took over my body and I was on my feet, doing the robot in a hayloft. He was also singing at the top of his lungs. However, I was the one making the racket.
 
   As I tried to wrestle control of my body back from party-down-Casper, Chuck, Frankie and Max heard the commotion in the barn. Casper had me mid-butt shake, singing "Don't 'cha wish your girlfriend was hot like me..." when they stormed the front doors. The three men stared up at me, slack-jawed. Casper and I came to a dead stop.
 
   Frankie broke the silence with a burst of laughter. "Is this really the best time for a knees-up, Nina?" he wheezed out through his chuckles.  
 
   "Damn Casper," I grumbled, wiping dust and grey ash off my slacks just to give myself something to do besides look embarrassed.
 
   "Stop blaming everything on the ghost," Frankie snickered.
 
   Casper laughed too. "Shut up," I grumbled. "Both of you."
 
   Chuck stooped over a group of sleeping Betas. "Are they okay?" 
 
   Max nudged one gently. "Seems fine. Remember, Frankie was passed out for a while before he came to."
 
   Chuck kneeled down and cradled a middle-aged woman in his lap. "Thank you." He sniffled, his eyes red and watery. 
 
   "That your wife?" Max asked quietly. 
 
   "I didn't think she made it." He buried his face into her hair, his body shaking with silent sobs.
 
   I shifted my weight from foot to foot. Witnessing this very intimate moment made me more uncomfortable than being caught doing the butt. 
 
   "Jeez, woman," Casper admonished. "A little tenderness, someone showing a little love, and you get all squirmy and weird."
 
   "Maybe we should clear everyone out," I said, ignoring Casper and pointing at the door, where the healthy Betas were crowding, looking at the remains. "I'm not sure if the spelled ash neutralizes the blood. I don't know if they are safe in here."
 
   I aimed for the least bloodied area of the barn and jumped from the hayloft, landing lightly on my feet. 
 
   Chuck raised his head and looked around the barn. "How do we clean this up, then?"
 
   I smiled. "Max can call The Cleaner."
 
   Chuck looked confused. "The Cleaner?"
 
   "Don't worry about it," Max pulled out his cell phone. "We'll take care of the mess."
 
   Chuck's face was still screwed up with worry. "What about the others, the ones that aren't sick. You can't dose them in here." 
 
   "I'll do it in the tents. It's not like there were a whole lot left healthy."
 
   Chuck looked down at the ground. "How did some of us not get sick?" He asked quietly.
 
   "I wish I knew." I replied, looking at Frankie to answer. 
 
   "Maybe some of you have a natural immunity. Or maybe not all the bags were tampered with," Frankie explained. "Honestly, we may never know."
 
   "Chuck, I hate to bring this up now but we need to find you guys a new camp," I said gently. 
 
   "You're on private property owned by a werewolf pack," Frankie clarified. "They aren't happy you guys are squatting."
 
   "They did all this just because we were camping out here?" Chuck asked incredulously. "Damn those werewolves. They travel in packs but have no sense of community."
 
   "No, Chuck," I said quickly. We didn't need any more bad blood between species right now. "Jackson was operating alone, under duress. Someone put some sort of curse on his daughter. He was trying to save her."
 
   Chuck slipped out from under his wife and placed her head down gently. He stood and stalked over to me, straightening his back to get to his full five-feet-five inches. He stared down at me, which is admittedly not hard to do. But he encroached on my personal space and I didn't like that at all. "You mean to tell me he's not dead?"
 
   "You wouldn't be trying to intimidate me, right Chuck?" I said as I cracked my knuckles and smiled, my fangs at full mast. "My fangs are bigger than yours, so step off."
 
   Casper chuckled. I swatted at my ear. Chuck quickly stepped away. I didn't know if he was intimidated by my sharp teeth or if he just thought I was crazy. 
 
   "Sorry, I'm just..." he stammered.
 
   "We had to find the source of the bad blood," I explained, rolling my head from side to side, easing the tension in my body so my fangs would retract. 
 
   "We don't want this to happen to another group of vampires," Frankie added. "Imagine the carnage if they gave it to a nest of non-Betas."
 
   While we were dealing with Chuck, Max took over crowd control and was pushing the Beta-Vamps away from the barn. Docile by nature, they were as non-threatening to herd as sheep. If the blood had reached a group of full vampires, it would have been nearly impossible to mask it as a meth-induced rampage. Frankie was able to keep some control over himself, but that was mostly because of his years of Blood Ops training. A non-trained vampire would have gone on a killing spree before imploding. Just the thought of bringing down vampires like that was overwhelming. 
 
   Frankie, Chuck and I exited the barn, and I closed the doors. "They could be out cold until past dawn. Max can help get them into the tents."
 
   Chuck nodded. "Yes, that would be a help, thank you. You sure they'll be okay?"
 
   "Pretty sure," I said. "As long as they respond like Frankie, they'll come out of it just fine."
 
   We headed towards the car so I could pick up the remaining jar of ash. I slowed my gait so Chuck could catch up, so we could talk out of earshot of the others. "Chuck, about what happened..."
 
   He raised his hand to stop me. "No. I get what you had to do, and can't fault you for it. I hate to say greater good..."
 
   I let out a small, bitter laugh. "I thought we had time. I really did. I wanted zero casualties, but then there was this kid. She was just a kid, Chuck."
 
   "Don't apologize," Casper said, his sharp voice needling at me. I gave my head a quick shake to shut him up. 
 
   "And we don't have kids," he said. I detected a slight bitterness in his tone. "Not even kids in the turned sense."
 
   Since Beta's couldn't bite, they couldn't turn anyone into a vampire. 
 
   "No real upside to being a Beta is there?" Casper said, tossing out his two cents. I gave my head another futile toss. Nothing was going to shut this kid up. He was still on some sort of spell-conjuring high. 
 
   That said, Casper was right about not apologizing. "It still sucks," I said. "And I wish it turned out different. But even so, I would make the same choices. I stand by what we did."  
 
   "I can respect that," Chuck said quietly. "I may not understand it, but I can respect it."
 
   "Good, because I have a proposal for you that could benefit all of us."
 
   Chuck raised his eyebrows. "I'm listening."
 
   "So am I," Casper echoed. I flicked at my ear. 
 
   "The werewolf pack wants you out of here, like now. I bought you until sundown tomorrow." I silently added "I hope" at the end of that sentence. "I have a good parcel of land and a farmhouse not too far from here that needs looking after. It's not ideal, but you get a safe place to live, and I have a nest of vampires keeping vandals and trespassers out."
 
   Chuck's face morphed from apprehension to exhilaration. "Well sure, I bet we could do that." 
 
   "There's not a whole lot of indoor space safe from sunlight," I said quickly. "And there's a river that runs under the house, and we think it's been blessed. So vampires can't cross it."
 
   Chuck looked at me skeptically. "Really? I thought that was a myth." 
 
   I shrugged, stopping at the car. "The point is, you guys aren't getting the Four Seasons. But you are welcome to build an underground bunker to house your family." 
 
   Chuck's face lit up. I don't know if it was the idea of an underground bunker that made him so happy or that I referred to his nest as a family. Outliving one’s natural family, vampires were often rootless and lonely, which was why Betas in particular lived in nests. It was safer in numbers, for sure, but it was also less isolating.
 
   Maybe I just found the one good reason to be a Beta and not a fully functioning bloodsucker. 
 
   "We're a handy bunch. We could build a bunker."
 
   "So does that mean you'll take me up on it?"
 
   "You better believe we'll take it!" He was practically jumping up and down. "A home. A real home!"
 
   "Better get moving then. Line up the healthy vampires infront of your tent. We'll fit as many in as we can and dose each group. Then you guys should start packing. But don't pack the tents. The vamps in the barn will be out cold until past dawn. We won't be able to move anyone until tomorrow."
 
   "Yes, tomorrow. As soon as the sun sets, we'll be ready to move out." Chuck smiled wide. Without warning, he grabbed me and planted a giant, wet kiss on my forehead before running off to tell the others.
 
   "You old softie," Casper razzed me. 
 
   I ignored the ghost's teasing and wiped at the wet spot from the sloppy kiss Chuck had left on my skin. His enthusiasm was so infectious that even I smiled in spite of myself. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
    
 
   "This wasn't a bad idea, right?" I said as I gritted my teeth in a smile and waved at the El Camino as it propelled down the dark and quiet road. Darcy stood beside me, blowing kisses at Matty as he hung his head out the passenger side window, calling out to her. 
 
   Max insisted that we stick close to the Beta-Vamps, so he sent Alfonso and Eva back to Providence to get the wolfsbane and ginger we needed to make a potion that would help Jackson’s little girl. Since it was almost dawn and Matty needed to get back to the city, we squeezed him in between the two bickering witches and sent them on their way. We probably could have borrowed a blackout tent from Chuck, but we kind of forgot that Matty was with us. On the plus side, it got my pain-in-the-ass cousin out of our hair.  
 
   Darcy shivered. There was no oil in the tank to heat the house, and the stove ran on propane, which, of course, we didn't have. She and Matty had been holed up here for hours, and she was freezing. Darcy should have gone back to Providence with them. At least she would have been able to catch some sleep in a toasty apartment. But she thought she was our best defense against the werewolves, and I had to admit, there was genius in its simplicity. If they tried any shit, she'd just start wailing since only the dead were immune to the banshee scream. As long the werewolves were in human form, they would drop faster than a silver bullet could take them down. My protection from the wailing would hopefully be Casper. We figured maybe if he possessed my body, I would be okay, but I could also run like hell just in case. Max had earbuds and MP3 downloads on his phone, so he'd plug in and run like hell too. We were willing to take our chances. They looked like good odds.
 
   The werewolves, on the other hand, would be dead. Of course, the kid would die too. But that was on her dad and the pack. If they didn't double cross us, everyone would walk away just fine. 
 
   So Darcy opted to stick around "1800s House" with us rather than go back to the comforts of the city. The least we could do was huddle in the heat of Max's car for a little bit, even though he was running low on gas. 
 
   "Maybe we should find a crappy motel or something," I suggested as I pulled out Max's keys and opened the driver side door. We had passed a few no-tell motel-type places on the drive up here. It would be worth a few bucks to get a little shuteye in a heated room, bedbugs be damned.
 
   Darcy slipped in from the passenger side while I settled into the driver's seat and put the keys in the ignition. The SUV turned over and I turned the heat up full blast. 
 
   "Oh thank the gods," Darcy said as she turned the vents toward her. "I think we'd better lay low, no motels. This is some serious shifter territory."
 
   I rubbed my hands together. "You think?"
 
   The blue tint to her lips was starting to fade. "Can't you smell them?"
 
   "Well, of course, I can smell them." I mean, I could smell them at the log cabin where the Betas were camped out, and at Jackson's place obviously. But it smelled pretty normal around the farmhouse. "But I don't smell them on my property. Do you?" Maybe my nose wasn't as reliable as I thought.
 
   She grinned. "No worries. They are really good about property boundaries, but they've been pacing along the back property line. I only smelled them when I took a walk back there." She motioned past the farmhouse and the creepy-ass cemetery just beyond, which was another reason I opted to hang in the car for a bit. There were an extraordinary amount of ghosts trapped behind those cemetery walls, just itching to get out. Their endless moaning was wearing on me. 
 
   Of course, I was the only one who could hear them. Well, except for Casper. He clearly didn't like it much here either, retreating to the far recesses of my body as soon as we came within earshot of the gaggle of depressed ghosts. 
 
   Darcy caught me staring at the old bone orchard. "You think you have family in there?" 
 
   I looked down at my lap and picked invisible lint off my pants. "Who knows. Maybe. I don't know the history of this place."
 
   Honestly, the whole farm gave me the creeps. In addition to the haunted cemetery, the burned out barn where my parents died loomed just beyond the dingy white farmhouse. The whole area reeked of death. I almost met my own death in the basement at the hands of psycho Marcello just a few short months before.  
 
   "Maybe having the Betas here will kind of liven up the place," Darcy said brightly. Damn banshee was almost a mind reader. 
 
   I dropped my head back against the headrest and closed my eyes. "They'll probably pack up their tents and run like hell." 
 
   "What makes you say that?"
 
   "I don't know. Doesn't the place feel cursed to you?" I opened one eye and looked over at her, stealth-like. She caught me. 
 
   "Cursed? Okay, what's up?" She crossed her arms and stared at me. Hard.
 
   "You know that expression will give you wrinkles." I opened my other eye, and pointed to her pursed lips. 
 
   "Shut up. Tell me what's going on."
 
   I bit my lip. "I don't know. It's just creepy here. I'm not meant for the boonies."
 
   "Nina, you can't get any more boondocks than Groom Lake. And we lived there for years."
 
   Darcy had a point. Groom Lake, Nevada, better known as Area 51, was Blood Ops’ base of operations and their training facility. Groom Lake was technically the salt flats found on the 10-mile rectangular property that made up Area 51, and it was sometimes what we called "the place" in mixed company. Say Area 51 in public and you either discredit yourself completely or become irresistible to oddballs. 
 
   The government started the rumor of UFOs and aliens at Area 51. Creating a mythology of space creatures made it easier to hide the supernatural army the U.S. was building in the basement. It started as the ace up the sleeve to win the Cold War. The plan was to drop a shit ton of highly trained supernatural assassins into the USSR and let them tear the country up. But the Cold War ended, and the government found itself with a bunch of uber-deadly non-humans on the payroll. It was, of course, their own fault. They created some serious monsters to do the Cold War dirty work, and then, not knowing what to do with them when the conflict was over, simply unleashed these same deprived creatures into an unsuspecting world. Blood Ops was created to clean up their mess.  
 
   So as long as the world thought the government was hiding aliens and UFOs, we could hide in plain sight. Weird stuff coming out of Area 51? That's just the space aliens.
 
   "I'm not meant for these boonies," I clarified. "Besides, I don't think it was all that remote off the base." Aliens created a huge tourist trade, and the kitschy little boomtowns to go right along with them.
 
   "Are the ghosts getting to you?" She reached over and gave my arm a supportive squeeze. 
 
   "You can hear them to?"
 
   "Nope." Darcy's smile was almost devious. "Lucky guess."
 
   "You going to say 'gotcha'?" 
 
   "Girl, you've had one eye on that cemetery since you got here. And you aren't talking to yourself, which means Casper's in hiding. Seemed pretty obvious to me that the dead may be haunting. " 
 
   "Trying to haunt. They're stuck in there." 
 
   "How does that happen?"
 
   I shrugged. "I guess they are trapped by a spell? I dunno. Darcy, in case you haven't noticed, I am not much of a witch." 
 
   When Darcy laughs really hard, she snorts. Suddenly it sounded like a wild boar was lose in Max's SUV. 
 
   "Why are you laughing?" I asked, already knowing the answer.
 
   She wiped at her eyes, which were watering. "You aren't that bad." 
 
   I gave her the side eye. 
 
   "Honest! You aren’t!" she said, doing little to hide her guffawing.
 
   "Darcy, anything remotely impressive happens when Casper has full possession of my body."
 
   "Sure, but letting him take possession without completely taking over? That's talent."
 
   "That's bullshit," I sighed. 
 
   There was an old legend that if a ghost fully possessed an individual, they risked getting stuck like that. Kind of like when a kid makes a funny face and a mom says it will stay that way? Same idea.
 
   "My aunt's best friend's cousin was a witch, and she told us of other witches — actual witches, not humans — getting possessed and needing an exorcism," Darcy insisted.
 
   "But were they Spirit Witches?" 
 
   "Spirit Witches?"
 
   "Sorry, I made that up. Witches that can communicate with the dead. I call them Spirit Witches. Some witches, like me, can communicate with the dead. Some are adept at casting spells, like Babe and Casper. Some are clairvoyants, like Eva. I have no idea what type of witch Al is, apart from a drunk one." 
 
   "I thought all witches could do any sort of witchy thing," Darcy said.
 
   "To a point, I guess," I said. "But we're kind of like specialists, so if a non-Spirit Witch was possessed, I'd imagine there was a better chance of getting into trouble. Plus, my vampire half keeps rejecting the witch half."
 
   Dr. O didn't really have me — any of us, really — taking witch-related courses. No one imagined the witch would come out, especially since I was vampire dominant. And I could feel my two preternatural powers waging war internally every day. I suspect that's why Casper was able to jump into my body so easily. 
 
   "Well, that would explain why you aren't as good as you think you should be, although I'm impressed with what you've pulled off so far."
 
   "What we've pulled off," I corrected her. "I couldn't do it without Casper."
 
   "Well, yeah, the kid's a great witch. Clearly." Darcy paused for a minute and then broke into another fit of snorts. "Imagine if Eva was the witch that possessed you."
 
   "No. We really don't need to imagine that!" 
 
   Dawn was finally breaking, casting a reddish hue on the peeling white paint of the farmhouse.
 
   Darcy craned her neck around, looking at the sun coming up over the tree line. "Do you think they are there by now?" 
 
   "Al was driving. They were probably there 20 minutes ago," I said as I yawned and closed my eyes again, slipping a bit lower in the driver's seat. 
 
   I must have dozed off because I jumped awake when Frankie knocked on the side window, which my head was leaning against. 
 
   "What?!" I yelped. 
 
   That jerked Darcy awake too.
 
   "This is no time for napping!" Frankie yelled through the glass. He grinned and held up a brown paper bag. I squinted to see just beyond Frankie's shoulder. Eva was waving like a loon. Alfonso was leaning against the El Camino, arms crossed and face in a scowl. The herbal supply had arrived. 
 
   I opened the car window. "What's with Al?
 
    
 
   Frankie glanced behind him. "Eva pinched his flask and refilled it with aloe juice. She said he needed a detox."
 
   Darcy let out a groggy giggle. "She's good for him."
 
   "I don't think Al sees it that way just yet. You want to stay in here and sleep?"
 
   Darcy nodded and closed her eyes. I raised the window and then got out of the car. 
 
   "You and Casper know how to do this, Nina?" Al asked, his voice gruff but tired.
 
   "I guess," I said. 
 
   Alfonso stared at me and then said, "We'll stick around. Will that be a problem, Eva?"
 
   "Oh not at all," Eva said. "I just wish I had some coffee."
 
   I felt a small pang of disappointment. Coffee would’ve been so good right then.
 
   "Tell you what, Eva. We passed a coffee shop right before the turn off to the farm. Why don't you go for a coffee run?"
 
   Eva brightened, oblivious to Al's insult. "Oh sure! Who wants what?"
 
   I ripped a bit of paper from the bag and Eva dug out a pen from her bag. I wrote out coffee orders for me, Darcy and Max, who was crashed out in the old farmhouse, but I figured he'd want something hot and caffeinated after a night in there. I threw a dozen donuts down on the list too. 
 
   "Who’s got cash?" I asked, digging into my pockets and coming up empty. I didn't anticipate sticking around so long. 
 
   "I got it," Max said as he lumbered across the front lawn, passing the broken stone walls of the well. His body was stiff. He moved like someone who just woken up from a few hours of sleeping in a really uncomfortable spot.
 
   Beyond Max, the farmhouse stood dilapidated in the cool light of the early morning winter sun. It was the first time I saw it in daylight, and my heart sank at the sight of it. The house was more dingy grey than white. The front porch was rotting out, with floorboards completely missing in places. There were actual holes in the roof where squirrels burrowed their way in. The burned out barn just beyond was a safety hazard, the bright orange "condemned" sticker on the one remaining side wall evidence that the town thought so too.   
 
   The one bright spot was that the rising sun seemed to quiet the spirits in the cemetery beyond. I could still sense a presence, but only faintly, and that could be Casper emerging from his hiding spot. But there were definitely no more spectral moans.
 
   After getting cash from Max for everyone’s coffee, Eva and the El Camino roared away. Al covered his eyes when Eva fishtailed on her turn onto the road.
 
   "She's a menace behind the wheel," he groused. "But I needed a break from that woman. She replaced my whiskey with aloe vera juice. Dios mío, Nina, who the hell drinks aloe juice? It makes you crap your brains out."
 
   "She's just looking after you, Al." Eva was good for him. She got his hackles up.  
 
   "I think that broad's trying to kill me."
 
   "Nah. She'd have done it by now," Frankie quipped. 
 
   "So, are we going to do this?" Max said, pointing at the paper bag Frankie was still holding.
 
   "I don't know what I need to do," I said, throwing a subtle hint at Casper, who hadn’t yet appeared.
 
   Al nodded towards the rotting porch and front door. "You have a working stove in there?" 
 
   "Nope," I said. "No propane, no electric."
 
   "Fireplace?" he tried again.
 
   "Don't think so. Do I?" I asked, looking at Frankie and Max. They spent the night in there. The one time I was in the house, I wasn't worried about cooking for a dinner party. I was almost killed.
 
   "There's a fireplace," Frankie said. "But you'll probably burn the house down if you try to use it."
 
   "That may not be a bad thing," I grumbled. 
 
   "Gather some firewood and we'll do it the old-fashioned way," Al said as he surveyed the landscape. "Nina, grab a bunch of those old stones from the well. We'll use those to ring the fire." 
 
   Al took charge and put us all to work. He woke Darcy up and sent her and Max out to look for dry wood and kindling. He was putting together a makeshift contraption to hold a pot over the fire. Then he sent Frankie and me in the house to find a pot with a lid. I tried to beg off, but he insisted that we go together.
 
   "You got to face your history, Nina. Only then can you face your destiny." Al’s face, weathered by years of hard drinking and hard living, looked almost wise. Until he added, "That's what my daddy used to tell me before he passed out." 
 
   The stairs to the front porch sagged under my weight. The wood on the top step snapped and my foot fell through, knocking me off balance. Frankie caught me before I landed on my ass.
 
   I pulled my foot through the hole and gingerly made it to the house’s entrance without another incident. The front door was surprisingly solid. I leaned in and got a closer look at the center, just under the boarded up windows. There was a small pentagram etched into the wood.
 
   Frankie pushed the door open, and the musky smell of rotting wood and mold nearly overwhelmed me. I coughed and futilely waved the odor away with my hand. 
 
   From the entryway, I took in the house. Delicately flowered wallpaper was yellowed and peeling in the foyer. A splintered staircase to the second floor took up the back wall, and a parlor room with slats for walls was on the left. To the right, next to the staircase landing, there was a dining room, with the door to the kitchen just beyond.
 
   "Ready?" Frankie asked, pressing on my lower back, gently urging me forward.
 
   Gritting my teeth, I crossed the threshold and entered the house. Then I plowed forward, through the dining room and into the kitchen, where I came to a dead stop. The sink had a pump handle and a spigot.
 
   Frankie grinned and pointed at it with a Vanna White flourish. "See? Indoor plumbing!" 
 
   "Let's just get this over with," I grumbled, heading straight to the cabinets and yanked the first one open. "You check the pantry."
 
   With the exception of cobwebs and mouse droppings, the cabinets were bare. There was a lone spoon in the silverware drawer, and that was the extent of my findings. I hoped Frankie had better luck. 
 
   "And Bob's your uncle!" Frankie's triumphant shout echoed through the house. 
 
   I cringed as plaster from the ceiling hit the floor, his resonant voice the cause. He emerged from the butler's pantry with white dust in his hair and on his shoulders, holding a rusty cast iron cauldron out in front of him. 
 
   I brushed the plaster dust off his shoulders and then took the pot from him to inspect it. "And a cauldron to boot?"
 
   "Probably your mother's," he said. "Looks like crap but it'll do."
 
   I sighed and glanced out the window to the cemetery in the back. A crumbling stone wall surrounded it, and it was closed off by a broken iron gate. The headstones appeared to be old and simple, with the exception of an ornate mausoleum towards the back. 
 
   "Frankie, how long was my dad in the U.S.?" I asked.
 
   Frankie was bent over, fluffing the plaster out of his tresses with his fingers. He threw his head back with a dramatic toss, his jet black hair landed wildly around his shoulders. "Long time. Civil War maybe. We tried our hand at New Orleans first, but it was way too witchy." 
 
   "So you guys headed towards Salem?" I smirked. 
 
   "Why are you asking?" 
 
   I pointed at the cemetery. "I know that's not my mother's family. They are all in Mexico."
 
   He stepped up behind me and looked out the window. "You think they are relatives?" 
 
   "Probably not," I sighed. 
 
   "Have a look at the headstones then."
 
   I shook my head. "That place is haunted and some sort of spell is locking the ghosts in. No way am I crossing that threshold. It might be like a tripwire. How about you take a look for me?"
 
   "So you want to send me on a stroll through a haunted cemetery?" 
 
   "Frankie, you're already dead! It's not like they can body jump you."
 
   He put his hands on my shoulders and turned me to face him. "Is there a reason you keep bringing up my deadness?"
 
   "It's a point of fact," I countered.
 
   "It's rude," he chided.
 
   "I don't mean to be," I said as I raised my eyebrows at him, not sure if he was teasing. We always joked that he was technically dead.
 
   He touched my shoulder gently, and then ran his hand down my arm. "I'm saying I've never felt more alive in my life."
 
   "That's because you almost died," I said. 
 
   "Not so sure about that." Frankie leaned in towards me, gently taking my hand. He dropped his control over our binding, and I caught my breath as a wave of his emotions overflowed through me. The intensity of it weakened my knees, and I wobbled on suddenly unsteady legs.
 
   He dropped my hand quickly, shutting his emotions off from me as suddenly as he opened them up. "Sorry."
 
   "I see you found something," Max said, his sudden appearance making me jump. I dropped the heavy cauldron, moving back quickly so that it didn't smash my toes. It wedged into the floor between me and Frankie, partly breaking through the brittle wood. 
 
   The three of us stood in the decrepit kitchen, trying not to look at each other. Frankie looked chagrined. Max looked wounded. 
 
   So of course, that's when Casper finally showed up. "Damn, woman. What did you do to them?" 
 
   "It's about damn time you showed up," I snapped, bending over to pry the cauldron out of the wood. Once I'd liberated it, I marched out of the kitchen and out to the fire that Al was tending. We had a potion to make. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
    
 
   I didn't think a ghost could pace, but Casper was so edgy that he kept jerking me around Jackson's kitchen. I understood why his nerves were on edge. Hell, mine were too. We were about to dose Jackson’s daughter with the wolfsbane potion, and there was a chance we would kill her.
 
   Darcy sat at the kitchen table, absorbed in her laptop, which was hooked into Jackson's Wi-Fi. Every few minutes she looked up and surveyed the scene, and then went back to her typing. 
 
   Jackson wasn't exactly a cool cucumber either. His eyes turned their wolf yellow-gold as soon as we showed up, and they remained that color. It was clear he wasn't happy about doing this, but he had no real choice. Because he was acting slightly wolfed out, Max and Frankie stood like bodyguards on either side of the clean but generic kitchen. Max had his hand close to his gun holster, which was kind of useless without silver bullets. Frankie had my silver-tipped stakes in his pocket.
 
   We think Al had successfully removed most of the poison from the wolfsbane back at the farmhouse, but the potion had to be ingested by the kid as soon it was spelled. So now Al took the lead on making the potion in the wolf's kitchen. He stood over the rusty old cauldron steaming on the stove, muttering incantations. The house filled with the sharp scent of ginger. There was still a chance that the kid would react, especially if we got it right.
 
   "What about a protection spell?" I muttered out loud, jarring Casper. 
 
   "For when her father tries to kill us?" Casper asked. He was very wary of the werewolf. He felt threatened, which was weird because there was no way a werewolf could harm a ghost.
 
   "No, for the kid," I grumbled. 
 
   "Good idea," he said as he brightened for a second and then his mood fell again. "No, sorry. Can't use. It will protect her from the wolfsbane so it won't poison her, but then it won't heal her either."
 
   "Right. Shit. I hate these rules." I flopped into a chair next to Darcy, who only gave me a cursory glance before turning back to her typing.
 
   "Who the hell is she talking to?" Jackson lashed out, beads of sweat breaking out on his brow. 
 
   Incredibly, Darcy shushed him, completely absorbed in whatever was happening on screen.
 
   "Get the kid," Al said, his voice low. There was no point in holding off. It was time to do it.
 
   Jackson nodded and got his daughter from the living room, where she was watching cartoons. She looked scared. What else could we expect from her dealing with a room of supernatural creatures.
 
   "Hey, kiddo," her dad said soothingly, "you know how your bones have been really hurting? Well, this guy and this lady here have something that will make you feel better."
 
   Her eyes widened to saucers, taking in a gruff, unshaven Al, who sipped from his flask, finally refilled with whiskey in Eva’s absence. 
 
   The little girl turned to me. "Robert says that he overheard Nurse Farrell telling Mrs. Murphy that she was worried I had bone cancer. Can you cure bone cancer?"
 
   I did a double take, startled. "Oh sweetie, you don't have bone cancer. I promise." 
 
   "Then what do I have?"
 
   I chewed on my lower lip. "It's genetic." 
 
   "What's generic?"
 
   "Genetic. It means it runs in the family." 
 
   Jackson rubbed her on the head and glared at me. 
 
   "She doesn't know?" I muttered to him. 
 
   "Know what?" she asked, while her dad gave his head a fast shake.
 
   "About growing pains," Al stepped in.
 
   "Daddy explained all about growing pains, like how your bones sometimes hurt for no reason. That means they're getting bigger. But these don't feel like growing pains."
 
   "Well, you and your daddy just happen to have growing pains that are different from other growing pains," I tried. Damn kids. They were usually the smartest ones in the room. 
 
   "And you can make my growing pains not hurt anymore?" the little girl asked hopefully.
 
   Relief flowed over me. She was going with it. "Just the really bad ones. But since you have to keep growing, you'll still get normal growing pains." 
 
   "Okay," she said, looking both Al and me up and down. "Are you doctors? You don't look like doctors. Especially him."
 
   Frankie laughed out loud.
 
   "Alternative medicine," I said. 
 
   "What's that?" 
 
   "It means she listens to indie rock and wears flannel on the weekend," Frankie quipped without missing a beat. 
 
   "Oh okay," she shrugged. "I like Katy Perry."
 
   "Sometimes I do too," I confided, and she smiled.
 
   "Me, three!" Darcy looked up from her typing long enough to give the little girl a big grin. With her white-blond hair streaked through with cotton candy pink, she looked like a living doll. She was a little girl's dream.
 
   Al plucked out a piece of the wolfsbane root from the cauldron and handed it to the girl. "Sweetie, I need you to chew this like gum. It's very important that you do not swallow it. Just chew okay?"
 
   She popped it in her mouth and began to work at it, making a sour face. "It's hot," she whined.
 
   "Temperature hot, or spicy hot?" I asked.
 
   "Spicy hot. Like when I eat chicken wings."
 
   "That's the ginger," Al explained to her dad, who was growing increasingly alarmed. "Nothing to worry about."
 
   "How do you feel, honey?" Jackson asked, ignoring Al.
 
   "Fine," she said. "It tastes better now. A little bitter but mostly like ginger ale."
 
   "Do you like ginger ale?" I asked.
 
   She nodded.
 
   "Me too!" I smiled.
 
   "Just like you like Katy Perry!" she brightened.
 
   "How long does she have to keep that in her mouth?" Jackson asked through gritted teeth. 
 
   "Just until she can't chew it anymore," I said, watching the kid carefully. "Casper, anything I should be watching out for here?"
 
   "If she clutches her stomach and keels over?" 
 
   "Not helping," I whispered through my smile.
 
   "I don't know," he said. "This is Al's thing. Maybe if she turns a funny color?"
 
   "How do we know if it worked?" I asked Casper quietly.
 
   "If she doesn't turn anymore," he said. I could almost feel him shrug.
 
   "Still not helping," I sing-songed.
 
   "Jackson," I said, trying another tactic. "Do her growing pains happen intermittently or does she conjure them somehow. Like when she's upset?"
 
   "You don't know if this is going to work, do you?" he huffed. 
 
   "We just need to make sure it did," I said quickly. "That's all. A precaution."
 
   He gave me a dirty look but bent down to his daughter's height. "Sweetie, can you try to do that thing that makes your bones hurt?"
 
   She shook her head violently.
 
   "It shouldn't hurt anymore," I reassured her. "It'll let us know if this medicine worked. You want to make sure it worked before we go, right?"
 
   I saw the little girl’s chest heave in a sigh. Then she squished up her face and waited. We all stared at this kid standing in her jammies in the particle board and laminate kitchen with a strained expression on her face, waiting for her bones to break as she turned into a wolf. 
 
   She relaxed her face and smiled. "It worked!"
 
   My breath rushed out in relief.
 
   "Spit that thing out, sweetie," Jackson said. 
 
   She spit the wolfsbane root out into his hand. She gave me a quick hug and then skipped back to her cartoons in the other room.
 
   "Our work here is done," Al said, collecting the cauldron off the stove and heading for the door. He wasn't too keen on hanging out in a werewolf's house.
 
   "We held up our end," I said, nodding towards the sound of blaring cartoon music. "Now you need to tell us where you're meeting the woman with the blood bags."
 
   Jackson handed me a piece of paper. "This is where I am supposed to meet her. Four o'clock this afternoon."
 
   I unfolded the paper and looked at the scribbled address. "Veterans Memorial Auditorium? That's where you meet?"
 
   "What about the place?" Max asked.
 
   "It's in the middle of Providence. Next to the statehouse." 
 
   Darcy looked up from her computer. "Really? Address?" 
 
   I handed her the paper, and her eyes darted between it and her computer.
 
   "I thought it would be someplace more remote," I said to Jackson. "I didn't think you guys liked going into the big city."
 
   "We don't like it, but we do it," he said gruffly. "You're done here, so get out."
 
   He crossed his arms and glared at us. I noticed his eyes were still wolf-gold. Considering his kid was out of danger, I thought he'd relax a little. Guess he didn't like us at all. So much for hospitality.
 
   "Let's go," Frankie said, following Al out the door. "Darcy, come on. Computer off. We're out." 
 
   But Darcy was already on her feet before she had even closed her computer. We shuttled out the door and into Max's SUV. Jackson followed us and stood behind the storm door, arms crossed, glaring.
 
   "You're welcome for helping your kid!" Max snarled right before he turned the ignition. We peeled out of the driveway before we were seat-belted into place. "What the hell was that about?" Max asked, more than a little pissed off.
 
   "Something's not right," I said. "No way would a shifter regularly meet a stranger in the middle of Providence by himself. Absolutely no way. They’re pack animals, and they can't cope with the city by themselves."
 
   "Providence isn't a big city," Max suggested.
 
   "Doesn't matter," Frankie jumped in. "They don't like crowds or humans. If they have to go to a city, they go as a pack. Never alone."
 
   "For him to go into the city alone? It don't add up," Al agreed.
 
   "Neither does this," Darcy added, her laptop open again. "This is the screen I was looking at when we were at his house."
 
   She turned the computer towards me, then to Frankie. Max gave it a quick glance while he drove. 
 
   "What are we looking at?" Max asked.
 
   "I was trying to trace Babe and Dr. O through their mobiles last night while we were waiting for you. I had the generator, and tethered the laptop to my tablet. I figured we were just waiting. It was worth a try."
 
   "Okay," I said.
 
   "So, nothing. I got nothing. Their mobiles weren't on, or they weren't in range of any cell towers."
 
   "Which would make sense in Mexico," Al said with a shrug. I didn't quite get what she was getting at either.
 
   "That's what I figured," Darcy continued, "which is why I didn't say anything. But when I started up the computer at Jackson's house, the program was still up and started running when the Internet kicked in, and it picked up both signals."
 
   Frankie turned to look at her. "So where the hell are they?"
 
   "I don't have Internet access now, but the last ping put them in Providence," she said. "Near Veterans Memorial Auditorium."
 
   The car was eerily silent as Max crossed the state line back into Rhode Island.
 
   "Go straight there?" he asked, breaking through the quiet.
 
   "Wait, there's more," Darcy said. "There is some sort of press conference and demonstration going on at the statehouse this afternoon because of what happened at the concert. And the exorcisms."
 
   "What are you talking about?"
 
   "I don't know exactly. I got the news alert on my phone when you guys were cooking up the wolfsbane back at the farm. I didn't think anything of it."
 
   "Bertrand called a damn press conference?" I asked. My fangs began to slip into place. I was furious.
 
   "I think it started as a demonstration," she said, scrolling through her phone while she talked. "Your eyes are doing that crazy vampire thing, by the way. Anyway, yeah. The reporter called it a demonstration and said that the mayor would be there to explain how they were handling the meth epidemic. They still think it's drugs."
 
   "Well, that's a relief."
 
    Frankie looked back at us. His eyes were vampy too. "There's no such thing as coincidence, and right now there are way too many converging in one area. We'll need to gear up first. We don't know what we're going into."  
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
   Veterans Memorial Auditorium was ice-cold and derelict. The gorgeous 1920s theater, once a crown jewel of the city, was faded and worn bare. A thick layer of grey dust dulled the once opulent velvet seats and covered their mahogany arms. Our steps echoed on the bare floor as we climbed around the detritus of a theater that appeared partially bombed out. Frankie, Max and I slowly picked our way through the dank space. 
 
   Darcy was back at the apartment. She hacked into the city's cameras and was keeping an eye on the outside. She was our eye in the sky, able to find the best route out if we needed it, especially with the growing crowd on the statehouse lawn.
 
   Every once in a while I could hear the crowd roaring from the rally, which was just across the street. I imagined Bertrand reveling in the audience’s cheers. He loved all that pomp and circumstance.
 
   "This doesn't feel right," Frankie's voice boomed out, even though he was right beside me. The acoustics were amazing. 
 
   I reached behind me and touched the Beretta M9 tucked into the small of my back. Now that I knew there were shifters hanging around, it was loaded with silver bullets. The blade tucked into my boot felt hot against my sock, making my foot itch. 
 
   I didn't like that it felt active. The witch blade was forged by my dad and Bertrand to kill my mother, until my dad double-crossed Bertrand. The knife drained a witch of her power and transferred the magic to whomever wielded the blade. Marcello tried to off me with a copycat blade a few months prior. The knife felt alive in my boot, anxious to slice. Since it was a magic blade, that sensation made me nervous.
 
   Max was behind us, searching under the sheets placed over the more valuable artifacts in the old music hall. Clearly the FBI was more nuanced in searches than Blood Ops. Frankie and I just kind of barreled through. 
 
   A clank of metal pulled our attention to the stage. Gears ground, and the floor of the stage opened like a gaping wound. There was a blinding flash when lights came up to illuminate a group of people riding a lift up from the bowels of the theater. I blinked a few times, adjusting to the harsh glare. 
 
   My view cleared and I gasped. "Babe? Dr. O?"
 
   Babe and Dr. O were on that stage, hands cuffed behind them. Flanking them were a man and a woman, both in army dress greens. I recognized the man. It was Sergeant Hardass, the Department of Defense official who found Darcy and me on the beach back in January, the one I lied to about a Berserker arriving in town. The woman was about my size, with thick, wavy red hair. She looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn't place her. 
 
   "Nina, no," Frankie said. He reached out and gripped my arm, stopping me as I lunged forward to get to the stage. 
 
   Max scrambled beside us, catching me around the waist. I struggled to break from the two of them, to reach my aunt, but the guys had me locked down tight. 
 
   The woman moved preternaturally quick and raised a knife to Babe's throat. I went limp against Max and Frankie at her threat, but my heart refused to slow its pace, a mix of fear and adrenaline causing it to spike. How do I get Babe and Dr. O out of this? Needing to focus my thoughts, I squinted at the weapon, stage lights glinting off it. Dammit, was that another witch blade? Bertrand said there were a few more out there. But I never really expected to see any more in my lifetime. Maybe that's why mine was on fire. 
 
   "Hello, Frankie," the redheaded woman cooed from the stage. "Been a long time. You haven't aged a bit."
 
   "Nor you." His voice was rough, on edge, and his already alabaster skin went even paler. He looked like he'd seen a ghost.
 
   "Babe, you okay?" My voice cracked when I called out to her.
 
   "We're okay, honey," she said, glancing nervously at the woman. "Don't you worry about us."
 
   The woman snorted. "You say that like you're her mother." 
 
   She lingered on the last word, rolling it around on her tongue as if she were tasting it. Shivers traveled down my spine.
 
   "What do we do, Frankie?" I whispered. 
 
   "You and Frankie, and your FBI friend there, don't do anything," the woman on the stage responded. 
 
   If she heard that, she was definitely not human. 
 
   Sergeant Hardass looked at her, confused for a moment, before launching into what I assumed was some government sanctioned decree or something. 
 
   "Nina Martinez and Francesco Montefeltro, you are ordered by the Government of the United States to drop your weapons and turn yourselves in."
 
   "For what? We work for the damn government!" I protested.
 
   "Not anymore. Blood Ops is shut down. Officer Deveroux, please relieve them of their weapons."
 
   "You are not authorized to shut us down!" I shot back. 
 
   "Oh yes we are." He leveled his gun at Dr. O's head. 
 
   Max stood completely still, glancing between us and the guy in uniform.
 
   "Why are we shut down?" I countered.
 
   "You people are crimes against nature, that's why," Sergeant Hardass fumed.
 
   I almost laughed, it was so preposterous. I noted that the woman on stage shot him a dirty look. "You cannot be serious."
 
   "He's serious, Nina," Dr. O said gravely. "Very serious."
 
   Another roar from the crowd outside poured into the room. It was a little unnerving. 
 
   "Oh, they must be announcing it right now," the red-haired lady said as she smiled. "Shall we watch?"
 
   Sergeant Hardass pulled a remote from his pocket and turned on an old TV that was on the stage. Small and black and white, like a closed-circuit feed, I could barely make out the picture. As my eyes adjusted, I saw the camera was aimed at the dais, where Bertrand stood with Tavio to his right. They both looked uncomfortable, and Bertrand, who usually wore a poker face, looked particularly agitated. The head of the United States Secret Service was at the podium in the middle of a speech.
 
   "...no cause for panic. The government has the situation under control," he bellowed over the crowd, silencing them. "We are in the process of rounding up the monsters. We have a facility in Nevada that can detain them indefinitely as terrorists. Make no mistake, they are terrorists. They are threats to our way of life. Threats to the fabric of our freedom."
 
   "Oh shit, Nina," Darcy's voice came through my earpiece. "It’s on all the networks. They're outing us! They're outing us!" she repeated in a panic.
 
   "This is on every major television network," the red-haired woman echoed Darcy. But she said it with a Cheshire cat smile. 
 
   I gasped. "Are you crazy? Do you know what you just did?" 
 
   "Nina?" Darcy called over the comms. "Nina, what's going on?"
 
   Sergeant Hardass looked triumphant. "Now we can finally round you freaks up and intern you. Let the tribunals decide your fate."
 
   "Tribunals?" Max asked, looking horrified. "They aren't war criminals."
 
   "Darcy, stand by, we're going to need to get out fast," I whispered into my microphone, hoping no one noticed as Max and Hardass argued.
 
   "Terrorists, Officer Deveroux. They are domestic terrorists. Not unlike what you put your own parents away for." 
 
   I glanced at Max. His chin jutted forward defiantly, but his eyes glistened. 
 
   "We'll be slaughtered," Frankie growled. "And so will you, Leila."
 
   "Leila?" I choked out, staring at Frankie. 
 
   Pain etched into his face. "I'm sorry, Nina."
 
   No wonder my blade was burning. It found the witch it was forged to kill. 
 
   "Mom?" I gasped, stepping towards the stage. "But you're dead!" 
 
   Her grin was saccharine. "Yes, darling, Mommy's here." 
 
   "Leila? What's she talking about?" Sergeant Hardass angled his gun towards her. 
 
   Leila pulled out her own gun and leveled it at the man. "I wouldn't do that if I were you." 
 
   "I don't understand," I interrupted. "Mom? You're alive?"
 
   She rolled her eyes. "I am standing in front of you, yes?" 
 
   "Then where the hell have you been for 30 years?" My voice rose an octave. "And why the hell are you pointing weapons at Babe?"
 
   My mother cackled. "Didn't the good doctor and my sweet sister tell you what they did to me? How they betrayed me?"
 
   "No one betrayed you, puta," Babe spat at her. "You're betraying us."
 
   I just about dropped from shock that Babe called her a puta. My Spanish sucked, but I knew it wasn't a nice word at all. 
 
   Leila didn't like it either, and she slapped Babe across the face with the pistol, cutting Babe's lip. Babe held her head up stoically while blood trickled down her chin. My face burned with anger.
 
   "Leila, think about this," Dr. O said, trying to reason with her. 
 
   But Leila crossed the stage and in one swift move broke the Sergeant's gun-holding hand before he could remove the safety. She then fired two shots into each kneecap. He went down with a yelp. 
 
   "I've had decades of thinking, Lachlan. Decades. Plenty of time to think this all through, don't you think?" she snorted. 
 
   "Nina, stay where you are, honey," Babe called out from the stage as I crept closer. "Frankie! Max! You boys keep her back!"
 
   Frankie's strong arms grabbed me from behind in a bear hug. He pressed his lips on top of my head and murmured into my hair. "Stay back, Love. Let's stay back here."
 
   I stared, horrified, as Leila strode across the stage back to Babe, knife in one hand, gun in the other.
 
   "You do sound just like her mother," Leila hissed. "You think you could take my place?"
 
   "You were dead," Babe said firmly. "You should have stayed dead."
 
   "Let them go, and I'll give you whatever it is you want!" I called out.
 
   "You can't give me what I want," she laughed. Even that was ice-cold. "It's time for a witch hunt, don't you think?"
 
   "No, you can't do this," Frankie said, relaxing his arms around me. "Leila, if the humans find out about us—"
 
   "—there will be chaos. Anarchy," Max finished for him. He looked positively shell-shocked.
 
   "That's exactly what I am counting on," Leila said.
 
    While she argued with Max and Frankie, I saw my opportunity. I carefully lifted my leg and slipped my father's witch blade out of my boot. I tucked it into the small of my back and glanced up at the stage. Leila was still cackling manically about throwing the world into pandemonium. I took a deep breath. I would have to move fast. When she turned towards Babe, I took my chance, and shot like a rocket. I raced along the seatbacks to the front of the auditorium and then launched myself like a spring onto the stage. With momentum still behind me, I football tackled my mother. 
 
   We sprawled onto the floor of the stage. Sergeant Hardass's "Dear God" broke the silence in the theater when Leila's eyes turned from plain old green to a preternatural glow. Her fangs extended and she hissed.
 
   Frankie, vamped out, jumped between Leila and me. She backhanded him with ease, sending him about 10 feet backwards. He rushed back at her, but again, she just swatted him away. I sat on the stage floor, stunned. My mother was a vampire?
 
   "You!" She pointed at Max, who was on stage working on releasing Babe from her shackles.
 
   She closed her eyes and muttered a familiar mix of Spanish and Latin. Max dropped the metal cuffs, which turned molten in his hands. Ignoring the metal burning her wrists, Babe began muttering her own counter-spell. 
 
   "You can't beat me, sis," Leila laughed at Babe. "I was always the better witch."
 
   With her attention now on Babe, I pulled the witch blade from behind my back. My hand vibrated at the energy charging through it. I lunged at her, thrusting the knife into her side.
 
   "Nina, no!" Babe shouted at me, but it was too late.
 
   The energy rushing through the knife became so strong that it was hard to keep hold of it. I felt her powers rush into me, envelop my body. I cried out in a mix of pain and triumph they consumed me. 
 
   Frankie scrambled to reach me just as Leila pushed me away. I fell backward into his arms. The blade, now covered in blood up to the hilt, was still vibrating in my hand. 
 
   My mother gripped her side, her face a twisted mix of pain, anger and triumph. In one swift move, she turned and plunged her own blade into Babe's stomach. My screams were drowned out by the buzz of electricity as her blade came to life. Babe's powers flowed out of her, through the blade, and into my mother, who gripped the handle. She turned to me. Her green eyes, so much like my own, glowed. Smiling, she showed off two very sharp fangs. I saw the wound at her side was almost completely healed. 
 
   Frankie gasped at the sight of her. "Who the hell turned you?"
 
   "Marcello," she said sweetly. "He was my love. My true love. And my daughter killed him. It has all the makings of a Greek tragedy, doesn't it?"
 
   Leila pulled the knife out of Babe and Babe crumbled to the floor. With the knife no longer shooting out its electric drone, my screams alone echoed through the theater. 
 
   "You," Leila called to Max, who was standing by Dr. O. "You're a government agent and you have captured a dangerous witch. Come on. Come pick my sister up. We need to show her to the world."
 
   I turned to Max, tears streaming down my face. He reached for me, and I pushed his hand away. Instead I grabbed his face. "You're human, Max. Forget about us." 
 
   He shook his head and wrapped his arms around me. 
 
   "You have to go," I whispered. "They don't know about you. You’re safest if you're not part of us." 
 
   "I won't let you go," he said.
 
   "You have to," I said, choking back a sob. "Maybe you can keep an eye on things from the inside?"
 
   He released me slowly, reluctantly. "For the record, Nina, it wasn't the love spell. It was real." 
 
   I squeezed my eyes closed, holding back tears. When I reopened them, he was still looking at me, hesitating. I shook my head. 
 
   "You're human, Max. Be human." I raised my eyebrows at him, hoping he understood what I was trying to tell him.
 
   A tear dropped from his eye and he grabbed me around the waist and pulled me to him and kissed me deeply. 
 
   "I get it," he whispered in my ear before he released me. Then he turned his back on me and Frankie and walked to the stage, where he gathered Auntie Babe into his arms. 
 
   Babe moaned when Max lifted her. My heart leaped. She was still alive. Barely, but still alive. Maybe there was a way out of this.
 
   Gun in hand, Leila stepped behind Dr. O, prodding him down a set of small stairs with the gun. Max followed, gently cradling Babe in his arms as they walked up the aisles towards the door.
 
   "Oh, I almost forgot," Leila said, turning towards the Army officer writhing on the stage floor with his knee caps blown off.
 
   "Leila," he wheezed through the pain. "What the hell are you doing? I thought we were going to rid the world of these beasts." 
 
   "Oh please," she said coldly. "You were simply a means to an end. And you failed me, Sergeant. Where's that Berserker you promised me, anyway?"
 
   I glanced quickly at Max. His chiseled jaw remained firm, his expression unreadable. 
 
   As Sergeant Hardass began to protest, Leila whipped her hand into a twisting motion. Without so much as touching him, she snapped his neck quickly and cleanly. He dropped to the floor. "Those damn witches are tricky. See why I had to use the knife on her, Officer Deveroux?"
 
   Frankie and I stood on the other side of the theater, watching them make their way up the aisle. 
 
   "I suggest you go out the other side," Leila said, her voice still like ice. "I really don't want you arrested as a terrorist. You're my daughter and I want our little family unit back together."
 
   My eyes met hers and hate filled every inch of my body. "Babe was my family. You are nothing but a psychopath." 
 
   She looked at me sharply. "I understand you're in mourning, so I'll let that go. But we will be together, darling. Didn't they tell you how special you are?"
 
   They opened the doors and the faint light of late afternoon trickled into the building as they exited. I stared at Frankie. 
 
   "What the hell did she mean by that?" 
 
   Frankie's eyes were wide, almost panicked. "I am not sure, Nina. Really. Your dad said some things once, but I've no way to know for sure."
 
   I pressed my fingers to my eyes, as if I could push the tears back in. "What things, Frankie?" 
 
   "It was about how you were conceived," he hesitated.
 
   "And?"
 
   "You were fathered by a dead man, Nina. That's kind of impossible. Without a little help."
 
   "I don't understand, Frankie," I said. ""What about Matty?" His dad is dead too. He's definitely not special." 
 
   "I don't understand either," he sighed and raked his hair in frustration. 
 
   "But Bertrand will," I growled just before racing up the aisle. Frankie sprinted after me, grabbing me before I blew through the door. 
 
   "Wait!" He pointed to the door leading to the side alley. "We don't know what's out there."
 
   "Babe is out there!" I argued, trying to push my way past him.
 
   "We can't risk exposure. Then we'll have zero chance of getting her back."
 
   I pointed at my earpiece. "Darcy can get us to her!"
 
   But he shook his head. "Let's assume our comms are compromised. Darcy, get off comms and go underground. Wipe all the computers and shut them down. Unplug them too, just in case."
 
   "You guys, what the hell is going on?" Darcy asked. She sounded panicked.
 
   Frankie responded. "We'll get you as soon as we can. Once you shut down, go to my bunker room and wait for us. Stay off the phones, even the untraceables, and definitely off the computer. We don't know who or what they're wired into."
 
   "Got it," Darcy said. From the sound of her voice, she had moved into efficiency mode.  
 
   Frankie was so in control it was reassuring. 
 
   Darcy counted down. "Shutting down comms in three, two..." And she cut out. 
 
   With Frankie in the lead, we carefully slipped out the side door and into the alleyway. We crept around the corner and found ourselves at the edge of a riled up crowd.
 
   Leila was on the dais. Max was beside her carrying Babe, who was bleeding out. Bertrand and Tavio stood just behind them. Bertrand's face was blank and completely unreadable. Tavio looked shell-shocked. About 100 police officers, dressed in full riot gear, kept the crowd a safe distance from platform. 
 
   "This is a dangerous world, my fellow Americans," my mother's voice boomed through the sound system. "We thought we knew the enemy. We fought wars with that enemy and spent billions of dollars to keep this country safe from that enemy. And it turns out, a different enemy was living amongst us all along. This enemy is more insidious, able to hide in plain sight. This enemy is more dangerous because they are their own weapons."
 
   She paused as the crowd gasped. She raised her eyebrows and nodded. A perfect politician.
 
   "My friends, what I am about to tell you is from your worst nightmare. The boogieman is real, friends. The boogieman is real. This woman before you? She is a witch."
 
   The crowd murmured in disbelief.
 
   "I know, I could scarcely believe it myself. Kittie, darling, bring him forward."
 
   "She's fucking joking," Frankie muttered.
 
   "I told you she was a demon," I said through gritted teeth. 
 
   Tavio shifted as Kittie pushed Elias out in front of her. He moved at a shuffle, his eyes vacant. 
 
   "See this man?" my mother said, pointing at Elias. Her voice quieted the crowd. "He was turned into a zombie by this witch using voodoo. While under her control, he caused the rampage last night at the club that killed three people and caused millions of dollars worth of damage, leaving this beautiful city in shambles."
 
   My heart raced. "Kittie's been working for my mother all along. Frankie, this whole thing was a setup." 
 
   "A setup?" Frankie whispered.
 
   I nodded and fought back tears. "Since Chicago. Since Elias. At least. Fucking hell, Frankie. How long has she been tailing us?"
 
   Frankie, without an answer, just shook his head.
 
   "This witch also murdered my colleague in that abandoned theater when we moved to arrest her," Leila continued with her lies. "Snapped his neck without even touching him, a decorated member of our military. Just snapped it like it was nothing."
 
   She had them. The crowd cheered their agreement.
 
   "Remember Salem?" she called out over their cries for revenge. "Then let's light her up and see if this poor young man, whose future with the rising rock band Killing Haley is in jeopardy, snaps out of it. Do you want to see if we can save him from her witchy grasp?"
 
   Shrieks rose from the crowd. Someone yelled, "I love Killing Haley!"
 
   Leila turned towards Bertrand. "Mr. Mayor, what say you?"
 
   Bertrand's eyes swept across the crowd, stopping briefly on me. He gave a small shake of his head and broke away from my gaze.
 
   "Burn the witch," he said calmly into the microphone.
 
   The crowd went wild. 
 
   Babe was taken from Max's arms by two military policemen. They dropped her on top of the bonfire that was just in front of the platform.  
 
   I struggled to get to Babe, but the route to her was packed tightly with angry bodies. I pushed forward, trying to break through the mass of people. A few turned and looked at me, their faces consumed with rabid hate. Frankie snatched me by the scruff of my jacket and dragged me out of the thick of it.
 
   "We can't get through," he said, pressing his lips to my head. "I'm sorry. We can't get through." 
 
   Leila lit a torch. She raised it above her head as the crowd chanted, "Burn the witch! Burn the witch!" The crowd was clearly spelled somehow. They were blinded with fear and hate. The cops obeyed her orders without question. 
 
   I closed my eyes and willed my witch to do something, anything, to stop this. The winds kicked up, howling with the rage I felt inside. An ice-cold rain started pelting the crowd.
 
   I opened my eyes, hoping that the icy rain cooled off the crowd and extinguished the fire. But Leila just stared at me, smirking, my powers no match for her own. She touched the torch to the wood and it ignited in a whoosh. 
 
   I turned and pressed my face, soaked with tears, into Frankie's chest. We were outnumbered out-magicked. There was nothing we could do. "I can't see anymore. Get me out of here."
 
   The crowd cheered when the flames consumed my aunt's body. Frankie and I edged out way back to the alleyway and fled into the empty streets of downtown. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
   The door to the bar shuddered as the person outside pushed on it hard a few times, but the new, steel door held tight. I silently waited for whomever it was to move along, but the shadow cast by the few streetlamps that remained working didn't change.  
 
   The sound of metal scratching in the lock got my attention. Dog's too. Her hair stood on end and a low growl began to vibrate from her chest.  
 
   I picked up the double barrel shotgun propped against the bar beside me. I found it tucked far back in one of Babe's closets. The thing was old as hell, but it worked. From my vantage point on the floor, I had a perfect shot. I balanced it on my knee and swallowed one shot of tequila and then poured out another. 
 
   The lock clicked, successfully picked, and the intruder pushed open the door slowly. I took the gun in both hands and aimed it at the door, pumping it once. The door stopped moving at the sound.
 
   "Nina?" Frankie called out into the dark room. "You in there?"
 
   "Dammit Frankie, I almost shot you." I placed the gun on the floor beside me. "Get in here in and lock the door before someone sees you. You didn't break the lock, did you?"
 
   He slipped in and closed the door behind him. The lock slid into place with a satisfying thunk. Dog flopped onto her back and splayed out her legs for a belly rub. 
 
   He dropped to the floor to indulge her. "What the hell are you doing sitting down here in the dark?" 
 
   "I lost track of time and missed curfew." 
 
   That wasn't entirely true. I missed curfew on purpose. I wanted to stay at the bar. It's where I felt the strongest connection to my aunt. 
 
   The entire state was under martial law, and my mother was now in charge. She was Department of Defense, just like us, but she was passing as human. And she had a rank. It had to be pretty high if she could exert martial law. 
 
   Leila put a curfew in effect to cut down on the rioting, although I suspect it was to keep the supernatural factions from leaving town. The humans were the ones rioting. The supernats were simply trying to slip into hiding. 
 
   While we were running around trying to stop the mass murder of the Betas -- which Leila had carefully orchestrated to keep us occupied -- she was behind the scenes, quietly exerting control over the humans, both in and out of government. What I wasn't clear about was how. It had to be a spell or potion or some sort. Maybe she dropped something in the water supply. 
 
   Or maybe humans were so blinded by their own fear that they were following her of their own accord. It wouldn't be unprecedented. 
 
   "Why are you out after curfew?" I snapped back at Frankie. 
 
   "I was looking for you. Christ, Nina, you should have called. Darcy and I didn't know where the hell you were."
 
   I ignored him. "Maybe Casper and I should put a spell on the door so no one can break in." We already had a pentagram spray painted in red on the door, as a reminder to the neighborhood that Babe was outed as a witch. Business definitely dropped off. "Do you think it's true? That they have spell-finding technology?"
 
   "No, I think that's pure bollocks. Spell-finding technology," he scoffed. "That would be a witch."
 
   "Of course, my mother," I spat out. "She's the spell-finding technology."
 
   "But she can't admit it," Frankie said.
 
   I swallowed the shot. "Help yourself to a glass and any bottle you want. You may want to give the glass a rinse though. They're dusty."
 
   Ever since the witch-hunt and murder of Auntie Babe two weeks before, the bar had no customers. Al and Eva came around, and a few of the neighborhood regulars stopped by. But that was it. We didn't even get nosy, curious people. Of course, all nightlife suffered from the after-dark lootings, the vigilante mob swarms and now the curfew. 
 
   The city looked virtually bombed out. Fires raged nightly in buildings downtown. Eva's botanica was hit hard and fast within a day of Babe's public execution. Molotov cocktails were thrown through the front windows, destroying it. Luckily she wasn't in there when it happened, and Al had the foresight to remove items of value and the usable ingredients for spells, which were stored in Babe's apartment. The rest was plastic tourist junk that smelled acrid as it melted and burned.  
 
   "You crashing upstairs?" Frankie asked as he settled beside me with a pint of beer and a bottle of Scotch. 
 
   "Can't you start with the cheap stuff?" I asked, glaring at the bottle of Glenfiddich in his hands. "We aren't exactly making money these days."
 
   He uncapped the bottle and took a long pull. "Are your suppliers even returning your calls?" 
 
   He had a point. 
 
   I leaned my head against the bar. "Why didn't she just kill me?" It was my first time asking the question out loud. It had been gnawing at my gut since the afternoon when the world as we knew it ended.
 
   "Don't know. Maybe she doesn't think you're a threat?"
 
   "She had Marcello target me because she thought I was a threat just a few months ago." I frowned. It made no sense. She was gung-ho to off me in December. Now she lets me walk out of Veterans Memorial Auditorium, without blowing the whistle on me or Frankie as supernaturals? Considering all the roundups, by both the police and the vigilante mobs, we were being left alone. 
 
   Of course, we were all passing for human. Even Casper stuck to the factory building these days. It wasn't unusual for a priest to start an exorcism at random times and places — grocery stores, malls, parking lots. Since most of these "priests" were not given Vatican approval to do the ritual — most weren't even Catholic — Father Dougherty condemned it publicly. He said it made a mockery of the Catholic Church and the ritual of exorcism. I worried that the cops would round him up next. 
 
   "Do you know how many people died today?" I asked Frankie.
 
   "Nina, you've got to stop listening to the news." 
 
   "Forty-seven," I bulldozed right over him. "Can you believe that? And I guarantee you that none of them were supernatural. They just had neighbors with grudges."
 
   The news reports were parroting the official government response to the disaster with no small amount of glee. They had a front row seat in the war, and they celebrated every death as neighbor turned on neighbor. Old grudges were settled, with the individual playing judge, jury and executioner. It was great for the ratings. And, as long as someone could prove the dead was supernatural, which with the government guidelines was not hard, it was all completely legal.
 
   Sure there were voices of dissent, but mostly from fringe groups. And PETA. The ACLU was strangely quiet. It was like no one was sure of what to do with non-human entities. Did Civil Rights apply to creatures that weren't human? PETA, at least, believed so. 
 
   "Yes, most of the deaths have been human. But you have to shut it out, Nina. This is killing you."
 
   "No, Frankie, it's killing them," I said, jerking my thumb towards the door. "What's the point of all this? The supes go into hiding, the humans kill each other." 
 
   "Maybe that is the point," Frankie said. "Culling the herd, so to speak."
 
   A knock on the door stopped both of us. Dog got up and paced in front of it, growling.
 
   "We're closed," I yelled at the door. I picked up the shotgun and aimed it at the door again. "And we're armed, so piss off."
 
   "Nina, it's Bertrand. Open the damn door." 
 
   "Do you think a double barrel shotgun could go through a solid door and do some damage to him?" I asked Frankie.
 
   "Nina, I wouldn't advise trying it," Bertrand called through the door. "I've got Father Dougherty with me. What if you missed?" 
 
   I pointed the shotgun away from the door and gave Frankie the nod to open it. 
 
   "We need allies right now, not enemies," Frankie reminded me as he got up, sidled over to the door, and unlocked it. 
 
   Bertrand and Father Dougherty slipped into the dim bar as Frankie quickly secured the lock again.
 
   It was like the start of a bad joke: A priest, a demon and a vampire walk into a bar.  
 
   I had never seen Bertrand dressed down in jeans and a leather jacket. Of course, even his jeans had a neatly pressed look about them. But without the expensive suit, he didn't carry quite the air of pompous ass. 
 
   "I am the one ally you want to keep, Ms. Martinez," he said.
 
   Okay, he was still an ass, but not quite as arrogant. 
 
   "Hello, Nina. Frankie," Father Dougherty nodded at us politely. The old priest looked exhausted and pale. His skin was so white, he almost glowed in the dark.
 
   "Where's your sidekick?" I asked. Tavio was usually the one glued to the Mayor's ass.
 
   "He's back at the office, dealing with your mother," Bertrand said coolly. "That woman is quite something. Got to admire her patience and persistence, spending years in hiding, infiltrating the government. Reminds me why I wanted her dead."
 
   "I think we've found something to agree on." I rested the shotgun beside me. "Help yourself to a drink, fellas. I suggest rinsing the glassware out if you use any."
 
   Frankie settled back down in his spot on the wood floor and Dog dropped in between us, relaxed but alert. Bertrand pulled a stool away from the bar and sat on it across from us. Father Dougherty helped himself to Guinness. He blew dust out of a pint glass before filling it from the keg. 
 
   "Bertrand, we are on the floor for a reason," I said impatiently. "I don't want anyone to see bodies in the window. In case you haven't noticed, the humans are restless and they are staking first, asking questions later."
 
   "That's what you're worried about?" he asked, raising his arm and making a sweeping motion across the wall with the door and the window. "Problem solved. Now you don't have to sit like 4 year olds."
 
   "Great, and you just used magic on my place of business," I said as I scrambled to my feet, fuming. "Are you trying to get me shut down?"
 
   "There are no magic detection devices," Bertrand said with a sigh. "Stop listening to the media."
 
   Frankie got up off the floor and settled into a bar stool, bottle of whiskey at his elbow. "That's what I've been saying."
 
   "How's Max?" I asked, dropping onto a stool and laying the shotgun on the bar next to me. 
 
   Frankie glanced at me.
 
   "He's fine," Bertrand answered. "He's in my personal detail, so I am keeping him close." 
 
   "How's his temper?" I asked warily.
 
   "In check," Bertrand said with a nod. "It's important no one know about his...talents. We agree on that as well. Tavio's helping with that."
 
   I relaxed a little. As far as everyone knew, Berserkers were extinct. I was glad we all wanted to keep it that way. My mother and her Defense Department pal were a little too interested in finding one.
 
   "I've seen Lachlan," Father Dougherty said, topping off his slow pour. "Unfortunately he's being held in a federal facility so we couldn't exactly speak freely. But he's doing okay. They will hold a tribunal for him, so that gives us time. At least your mother won't execute him without going through the motions of justice first."
 
   "Let's all stop calling her my mother," I said, shifting uncomfortably at the word.  
 
   "Fair enough," he said smoothly. "Frankie, I wonder, may we share that bottle?"
 
   "Help yourself," Frankie said as he handed it over to Bertrand, who took a nip straight out of the bottle.
 
   "Nina, I have no interest in working with your...that woman. But I need to go through the motions of being on her side. She knows I was the one who tried to kill her, so she doesn't trust me. She doesn't like me. But she can't kill me, and she has no choice but to include me." He smiled, snakelike.
 
   "So what are you saying?" I asked.
 
   "Let's work together," he suggested. 
 
   I laughed bitterly. "You've been keeping secrets, Bertrand."
 
   Bertrand cocked his head at me. "Oh? Like what, Nina? I'm curious."
 
   I glared at him. "You know something about that woman and my father...and me. And you aren't telling me."
 
   "All you need to know right now is that your father was a friend and your mother..." He sighed. "Well, sometimes we can't chose who we love."
 
   "That's the perfect non-answer," I muttered, pouring more tequila into my glass. 
 
   "Consider my offer before dismissing it outright," Bertrand said, ignoring my comment. "Blood Ops doesn't exist. You no longer have government protection. The humans want all supernatural creatures dead. From where I am sitting, it looks like I am your best alliance."
 
   "Nina, I think we need to consider this," Frankie said, taking the bottle back from Bertrand.
 
   "Demon, Frankie! Demon!" I washed the words down with the shot.
 
   "I didn't remove Frankie's daywalking spell. I didn't out Max. And I didn't kill your aunt. I am truly sorry for your loss, Nina. Babe was a good woman and an exceptional witch," Bertrand said quietly. "Remember, you have another family member, your Uncle Tavio, who for some reason finds your rudeness endearing. You need allies to take this woman down, Nina."
 
   "And if you think it only applies to this state, you are wrong," Father Dougherty said quietly. He stared into his beer. "Her reach is worldwide. Every state, every country, is in chaos trying to figure out what to do with all the monsters. The Vatican can't ordain priests fast enough to do all the exorcisms. And they are not even following they protocol they set in place. Anyone who requests an exorcism gets an exorcism."
 
   I shivered, thinking about Casper, and the very real danger that he was in, even in ghost form. Then there was good old Howie, the celebrity ghost that occasionally snooped around the bar. As much as his pomposity rankled me, he didn't deserve to go out that way. 
 
   "I'm on the inside, Nina," Bertrand's voice was ice. "And as we all know, I am untouchable."
 
   "Trust him on this," Father Dougherty said. "I trust him more than I trust your...her."
 
   I chewed my lower lip, uncertainty creeping in. I looked to Frankie.
 
   "I think we have to, Nina," he said, nodding in agreement with the priest. "Who else do we have?"
 
   "Each other," I said defiantly.
 
   "I'm afraid that's not quite enough this time," he smiled gently. 
 
   "Well I've got dibs on that Kittie bitch," I said roughly, wiping tears from my eyes with the back of my hand. 
 
   "Unfortunately, demons can't be killed. Even lesser ones." Bertrand said, breaking into an oily grin. I shuddered that I was in cahoots with him. 
 
   I glanced at Frankie, thinking about the stakes he etched with the runes. They killed a human possessed by a lesser demon. Frankie winked at me. 
 
   "So let's be clear what we're talking about here. We are taking down that woman. My mother, Leila, I mean."
 
   "We're talking about taking down the government, Nina," Bertrand said. He was so excited about this that his cool demeanor cracked a bit. "The government that sent you into dangerous situations, that used you to clean up their messes. And the government that turned on you and sentenced your kind to death."
 
   "Leila did that," I countered.
 
   "Who do you think Leila is?" he asked. 
 
   I sat shell-shocked as he took the bottle from Frankie for one more pull of Scotch. "Time to go, Father. Let's get you back to the rectory."
 
   Father Dougherty came over and gave me a hug. "This is going to get a lot worse before it gets better. You'll need every ounce of strength — mental, physical, spiritual — for this. You can't go off half-cocked." 
 
   He said a quick blessing over me, and I cringed as he recited the Holy Trinity, waiting for my hair to catch on fire or something. When he dropped a kiss on my forehead, I released my breath. Fire and brimstone averted once again. But for how much longer?
 
   "No one's untouchable, Bertrand," I said, as the men walked out the door. "Just remember that."
 
   Bertrand looked back at me, tilted his head, and smiled. "You forget how many deals I've made, Ms. Martinez. And with whom."
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   Gowanus, Brooklyn, 12 years earlier
 
    
 
   The oar gently sliced through the pitch-black water. It barely splashed at the surface, sending a ripple of tiny waves across the canal.
 
   I wrinkled my nose at the putrid smell. Frankie drew the oars slightly out of the water, scanning through the inky darkness.
 
   "We should have waited until the full moon," I said with a sigh. "I can't see shit."
 
   The area surrounding us was industrial. The businesses were closed and most of the streetlights were out. The only illumination came from a street about a half a mile up the river, where the faint sound of music traveled down to us.
 
   Frankie let the tips of the oars drop back into the water. The left one struck something hard, and a cascade of toxic water spilled into the boat. He pulled the oar back up quickly, lifting it high. Water dripped onto my bare leg. 
 
   "Gross, Frankie! I am probably going to grow an extra foot from my thigh now." I refrained from wiping at my soaked leg with my hands, not wanting to touch the foulness. 
 
   "Sorry," he said with a chuckle that told me he was anything but. "I think a rash is more likely."
 
   "What did you hit?" I asked, following his lead and staring into the murky water.
 
   He gripped the oar tightly, this time using it to prod at something just beneath the water’s surface. It was large. "I think I hit what we're looking for."
 
   "We found it?" I asked. 
 
   Frankie tapped the mass with the oar. It bobbed up and down, and small waves rocked the boat gently from its movement.
 
   "It would appear so." Frankie pulled the oars in, resting them across his legs. He looked at me. "Well, go on then. Pull it out."
 
   "Me?" I peered over the edge of the boat. "Why me?"
 
   "I rowed," he replied in an infuriating, matter-of-fact tone.
 
   "I offered to row!" I protested. "You said it would be ungentlemanly!"
 
   "And you said I was being sexist, so have at it." He spread his arms out with a flourish.
 
   "Come on, Frankie," I countered. "This water is toxic. Isn't that the point of doing runs with a vampire? You're already dead!"
 
    
 
   "Precisely," he argued. "This water could Frankenstein me."
 
   "Don't be ridiculous," I said. "It’s just a Floater."
 
   "A Floater?"
 
   "Yeah, Frankenstein. It’s floating isn’t it?"
 
   Frankie shook his head but couldn’t hide a small chuckle. "Well whatever it is, I’m not prepared to take that chance." He dropped the oars back in the water, slapping them against the surface, threatening to splash me again. "Come on, Rookie. Do your duty."
 
   "Coward." I reached carefully towards the Floater, and the rowboat tipped precariously as I teetered us off balance. I flinched when my hand skimmed the top of the water. Then I took a deep breath and just plunged it deeper into the toxic sludge, feeling around until I hit the large, lumpy mass. 
 
   "I think I got it." I gritted my teeth and grabbed the body by the back of his white wife beater tank top and heaved. The body lifted slowly out of the water, but the water weakened the fibers in the shirt and it ripped off in my hand. 
 
   The body dropped back into the water and rolled over, so he was face up. The water-bloated face stared back at us. The skin was stretched over the face, and the hair had thinned from the chemicals in the water eating away at the keratin. Patches of flesh were missing — either from the chemical content in the water, or from a carnivore fish having a snack. Given the amount of toxic waste dumped in the canal, all the fish were probably mutants. 
 
   Frankie poked at the body with an oar. "That's just foul. I can't believe you touched it."
 
   "You're an ass." I wiped my hand on the side of the boat, which made Frankie laugh even harder.
 
   Frankie continued to prod at the body with the oar, laughing at my squeamishness. Suddenly the water around the body churned, and Frankie released the oar in shock when an engorged hand reached up and pulled it. I caught hold of the oar before it got pulled in by the suddenly reanimated corpse.
 
   Frankie sat there, frozen in shock.
 
   "What the hell, dude? A little help here!" I said as I struggled to hold the oar and not get dragged out of the boat.
 
   Frankie, finally over his shock, leaped to my aid. But his swift movement caused the boat to start rocking uncontrollably. While I struggled to keep my grip on the oar and my ass in the boat, my stomach roiled. 
 
   "Take it now!" I screamed at Frankie, his hands closing on the aluminum oar just above mine. 
 
   With the oar firmly in Frankie’s hand, I gripped the side of the boat, draped my head over the edge, and barfed.
 
   I was never going to live this down.
 
   The Floater in the water finally calmed down, his engorged fingers hanging onto the side of the boat. His mouth worked to form words, but his tongue was too swollen for them to make any sense. From my vomiting vantage point closer to the water, I was pretty sure I saw fangs as his mouth opened and closed.
 
   "That thing is a vampire, Frankie. Our Floater is a vampire," I said, raising my head up once my stomach was empty.
 
   Frankie surveyed me. "You got a bit, just there." He pointed to my cheek. "I'll sort it. A gentleman always carries a hankie." He handed me the oars again and started digging into his pockets. 
 
   Frustrated by his inability to communicate, the swollen, floating vampire tried to pull himself into the boat. It wasn't exactly working, but he almost succeeded in tipping the boat over. Frankie threw the guy some side eye but continued searching for a hankie. Not knowing what else to do, I grabbed the oar and started thwacking it against the vampire’s head and hands.
 
   "Stop rocking this boat!" I grunted as I pounded him with the oar.
 
   "Got it!" Frankie yelled triumphantly, waving around a tartan handkerchief like a flag.
 
   My thwacking worked, and with one last hard hit, the vampire slipped back into the water. He continued thrashing around next to the boat.
 
   I gripped the oar tightly with one hand and the side of the boat with the other. "What do you want to do with him, Frankie?"
 
   "Bet it was a mob hit. They just didn't realize he was already dead." Frankie laughed like Herman Munster. 
 
   "Focus, Frankie!" My feet were soaked through and I worried that the boat was taking on too much water. Seeing the shape that the floater's body was in reaffirmed my fear of sinking into the polluted water.
 
   "Hang on a minute, mate," Frankie said to the vampire while tying a length of rope around the rowboat's bench. "I am going to throw you a rope and we'll row you in. You're not getting into the boat this way, my friend. No way."
 
   The floater thrashed his agreement to the plan, sending another wave of water into the boat and onto my body. Frankie, of course, was just out of reach. 
 
   Once the knot was secure, Frankie tossed the loose end to the vampire, who wrapped it around his hands. "You may want to..." Frankie motioned for him to tie it around his waist, but the balloon-like face just stared at us blankly. "Right, as you were."
 
    
 
   Frankie settled back down, picked up the oars and began to row back towards the boat launch. "Want to go for a knees-up once we wrap this?"
 
   I sniffed at my wet clothes. They reeked of the Gowanus. "You're joking, right?"
 
   "I don't joke about samba." He hummed a bossa nova tune, rowing along to the beat. "We'll change first. And maybe you should think about a shower."
 
   "Before we talk about going dancing, I think we should figure out what we're going to do with Mr. Floating Vampire." I nodded at the body that was being pulled along behind us.
 
   "Come on, where's your sense of adventure?" Frankie asked. "We're in New York fucking City."
 
   "No, Frankie, we're in Brooklyn."
 
   "Start spreading the news..." he said with a grin.
 
   "Don't you dare!"
 
   "I'm leaving today..." he bellowed.
 
   Yup, he was singing it. I wanted to crawl into the water with the vampire. By the time he got to the "New York, New York" chorus, he was belting like a Broadway chorus boy.
 
   When he was finally done, Frankie grinned at me like a lunatic. "So whaddaya say, Nina? Let's hit the town!" 
 
   "Are you always like this on missions?" I asked.
 
   "We rarely get sent to places like New York. It's usually places like Peoria. Do you know how many times I've been to Peoria?" He rolled his eyes dramatically. "You've got to learn to take advantage when sent to a top location."
 
   "We'll go to Vegas when we get back."
 
   "You make us gamble downtown," he moaned. "Honestly, Nina. You are not fun."
 
   I bristled at that. "I am too fun."
 
   "No, you are not fun," he repeated. 
 
   I scowled. "We'll go to the New York-New York Casino. That's on the Strip. Promise."
 
   He sighed heavily. "Not the same."
 
   "Come on, Frankie. This is my first bona fide mission away. I want to concentrate."
 
   "This isn't even a hard mission!" he argued. "'Clean up the mess the vampire left.' Those were our only orders."
 
   "That's right. Our orders were to dispose of a body. They thought this was a vampire hit. Not that the hit was a vampire."
 
   We were sent here to check on reports of a suspected vampire victim dumped in the Gowanus. We ended up with a water-logged vampire who was left for dead.
 
   "There's a point." Frankie looked from the vampire splashing behind us and back to me. He made a face. "By the way, you still have something, right there." He handed me the tartan cloth. 
 
   "So what do we do about this?" I wiped my cheek while we rowed towards the shore.
 
   "Maybe we should haul him in the boat?" Frankie suggested. 
 
   I curled my lip in disgust. "We do that, you can forget dancing. We'll both need fumigation."
 
   The vampire was so soaked with water that the slightest chafing of the rope pulled skin off his body, exposing the meaty flesh underneath. He was basically filleted. Each disturbance of the body made the smell of rotting flesh more pungent. We'd smell spectacularly awful too if we dragged him into the boat with us. 
 
   "The point may be completely moot if we have to stake him," I added.
 
   The vampire thrashed around violently after I said it. Guess his ears weren't filled with water. 
 
   We rowed several lengths in silence, wrapped up in our own thoughts about what to do with our find. The sound of heavy guitar rock blaring from a bar down the street carried over the water. We were getting closer to shore.
 
   The vampire was still hanging on as we approached the boat launch. A lone streetlamp cast a yellowish glow on the body and we were able to get a better look at him. Middle-aged and rotund, it looked like he was wearing the bottom of an Adidas tracksuit, the telltale stripes down the pants leg. Remnants of his wife beater were stuck to his torso. Well, the parts of his torso still intact. A gaudy gold and onyx pinkie ring kept catching the light. 
 
   We were reeling in a vampire mobster.  
 
   "Holy crap, Frankie," I whispered for no good reason.  "This guy is definitely Cosa Nostra!"  
 
   Frankie pooh-poohed the suggestion. "The Italians are way too superstitious for that. They all wear the cornicello for protection."  
 
   The cornicello was a little horn that was often worn as a necklace. The Italians believed it warded off the evil eye, among other things. 
 
   "Come on, Frankie. And, like, garlic works on vampires? How much of that is superstitious nonsense?"  I nodded in the guy's direction. "The dude is totally Mario Puzo worthy." 
 
   A couple more good strokes and we finally made it to the boat launch. I hopped out, and my knees buckled at the feel of dry land underneath me.  Frankie dragged the bloated body in by the rope. Since Frankie refused to touch him, he gave the rope a hard yank, pulling the body about 15 feet out of the water and onto the pavement, the guy's back now torn to shreds after that epic road burn. 
 
   As soon as he was out of the water, he started to heal. I stared at his face as it reshaped itself. A bullet hole in his forehead made it look like he had a third eye.
 
   "They totally didn't know, Frankie. Look." I pointed at it. "They shot him."
 
   Frankie laughed. "They're in for a surprise now, aren't they?"
 
   "They sure as shit are." The swelling in the vampire’s tongue had gone down enough that he could finally talk. He had a thick New York accent.
 
   "Are you suggesting that you are planning a return to your previous life? These people think you are dead," I said. "Dead guys don't go back and settle things."
 
   His laughing turned to a hacking cough as he rolled to his side. He spit water onto the pavement beside him. 
 
   "Frankie, your new partner sounds like a pain in the ass. Does she make you do paperwork too?"
 
   Frankie was taken off guard. "Do I know you?"
 
   "What? You don't recognize me?" The man grinned up at us, his visage still mangled in areas, but it was beginning to resemble a face again as it healed. 
 
   Frankie stared at him blankly. "Sorry, mate. No idea."
 
   "Come on!" The guy chided him. "It's your old pal Bobby, from back in the day."
 
   "Bobby?" Frankie's confused expression broke into a wide grin. "Bobby! What the hell are you doing floating in the Gowanus Canal?"
 
   "Waiting for you to drag my ass back to shore."
 
   "Wow. Bobby. Nina, meet Bobby Caruso. He's an old friend."
 
   "A very old friend." Bobby laughed hoarsely and winked at me. Well, tried to. His eyes were still swollen.
 
   Frankie bent to hug his old friend but caught a whiff of the Gowanus stench and pulled back. "Sorry, mate."
 
   "I see you're still pretty," Bobby mocked him.
 
   "So, are you going to tell me why I fished you out of this polluted river?"
 
   "It's a funny story." Bobby came up to a sitting position.
 
   "I thought you'd say that," Frankie said with a smirk.
 
   "But a long one, and I'm starved." 
 
   "You can't go anywhere like that," I interjected. He still looked like hell and was bound to draw suspicion.
 
   "You partnered with your mother now?" Bobby razzed. "I miss it when you and Marco did your runs."
 
   "You knew Marco?" I asked before I could stop myself.
 
   "What's it to you, little girl?" Bobby clearly hung around a lot of old timey gangsters.
 
   "Bobby, Nina is Marco's daughter. Remember?"
 
   "Marco's daughter? Nah. Really?" His engorged eyes widened. "I'm sorry, miss. I meant no disrespect."
 
   "You knew my dad?" I was a slightly dumbfounded. This was the first person I'd met outside of Blood Ops who knew my father.
 
   "Did I know your dad?" Bobby said with a chuckle. "Your dad got me out of a lot of scrapes."
 
   "Like what?" I challenged.
 
   "Okay, that's enough reminiscing," Frankie said, shutting up Bobby quickly. "You need to tell us how you ended up the victim of a mob hit."
 
   Bobby shrugged. "You know how it is, Frankie. I maybe was taking a little bit off the top." 
 
   "Off the top of what?" Frankie asked.
 
   "Off the top of what? Jesus, Frankie," Bobby looked annoyed. "Off the bookmaking."
 
   "You were ripping off the mob?" I asked.
 
   "What are they gonna do, kill me?" He snorted.
 
   "True," I agreed, smiling at the audacity of it.
 
   "You've got to get out of town, mate," Frankie said.
 
   "I got some unfinished business to take care of, then I'll split." He lifted his head and smiled.
 
   "No. No, no, no, no. And no," Frankie repeated. 
 
   "You think I should just roll over for those degenerates?" Bobby said, raising his voice.
 
   Frankie ran a hand through his shoulder-length dark hair. "Blood Ops is in town. You have no choice, Bobby."
 
   "Come on, Frankie. Between old friends. Just look the other way for once."
 
   Frankie shook his head. "Walk away, Bobby. You ripped them off. Not the other way around."
 
   "If you wanted them dead anyway, why did you let them shoot you and shove you in the canal?" I asked. 
 
   "I was faking it when they shot me. Planned on rising from the dead somewhere out in the Jersey marshland. But those assholes chained me to a slab of cement," he complained. "Once they tossed me in the water, that was it. It took weeks to get the damn chain off."
 
   "Weeks?" My jaw hit the pavement. "You were in that water for weeks?"
 
   "And thank God you fished me out when you did. Between being in that water and not having any blood, I couldn't regenerate fast enough," he sighed. "Shit's toxic in there."
 
   "Seriously, Bobby, get yourself cleaned up and get out of town," Frankie urged again.
 
   Bobby looked at Frankie angrily. "You think I wanted this? It's going to take me months to get back to normal. Months!" 
 
   I snuck another look at him. While he was healing, it was taking an awfully long time. Vampires usually heal as quick as a New Yorker jay-walking through Times Square traffic. Clearly, there was a lot of damage to fix.
 
   "Frankie, do you have an extra t-shirt or something for Bobby? He can't go walking around in that thing."
 
   "It's New York. Who's going to notice?"
 
   "Did you get a look at him? I thought you wanted subtle." 
 
   Frankie's shoulders dropped in defeat, and he turned on his heel. "I'll go get an extra t-shirt."
 
   "Make sure it's a nice one!" Bobby called out after him.
 
   I chuckled. "You should get out of town though. I don't think Frankie wants to stake you. But he will."
 
   "Wouldn't be the first time he tried," Bobby said with a sigh. "Listen, kid. I just want to say I'm sorry about what happened to your parents. Just so you know, we tried to set it right."
 
   "Not much to set right when you die in a fire, I guess." I kicked at a weed growing out of a crack in the pavement. I hated talking about my parents. I was really young when they died. I only knew them through other people's reminiscences. It was hard to have a relationship with people who weren't part of my own memories.  
 
   Bobby strained as he shifted to get a better look at me. His bloated body was still hard to maneuver. "Fire? The fire didn't kill him. The stake did."
 
   "Stake? No, it was a fire in a barn. An accident."
 
   "Wow, kid, this is awkward." Bobby blew out his puffy lips a bit. "But I ain't going to lie to you, especially since I am like Godfather Vampire to you, okay. You sure they didn't tell you about me? That O'Malley guy? Your good-looking aunt, what's her name?"
 
   I shook my head.
 
   His face went sour. "Doesn't matter. Look. It was a hit, on your dad. Your mom was collateral damage."
 
   My eyes went wide. "Mafia?"
 
   "No, not a Mafia hit, but a hit's a hit, no matter who does it. But just know, we tried to square it, okay. We just couldn't find the guy." 
 
   "If my parents were murdered, why didn't someone tell me?"
 
   "I can't answer that, kid. Wish I could."
 
   "So who did it?" I pushed, mostly because I didn't believe him.
 
   "That, I can't say. But dude went ghost and never resurfaced. But he was a bad element so maybe someone else got him." 
 
   As I tried to process what Bobby was saying, Frankie scared the crap out of me by returning without warning. He tossed a black tank top at Bobby.
 
   "What are you two talking about?" Frankie said, eyeing Bobby with suspicion. 
 
   "I was trying to be polite and not ask," Bobby said, "but I just have to know. Are you vampire, Nina?" 
 
   "Good God! You really just asked her that?" Frankie looked horrified.
 
   Bobby was sheepish, but only a little. "None of our kind ever had a kid before. Well, not in the regular, non-biting way. So are you?"
 
   "It's okay, Frankie," I said with a smile. "I'm half. I'll be full when I'm dead. Well, when the human part dies."
 
   "Half, yeah? Well, it's the good half." He ripped the old tank top the rest of the way off. His arms were still engorged, so he motioned for Frankie to help get the new shirt on.  Muttering, Frankie yanked the shirt over Bobby's head as if he was a toddler.
 
   "So what have you decided, Bobby?" Frankie asked. "You heading out of town?"
 
   "Yeah, yeah. New Orleans has been calling to me the past few years. I think maybe that's the next stop." Bobby gingerly stood up, his legs finally steady enough to carry some weight.
 
   "You keep out of trouble with those New Orleans witches. They are no joke," Frankie warned.
 
   "I had a New Orleans witch once, and she was hellfire. Why do you think I want to go back?" He winked. 
 
   Frankie waved him off. "I really don't want to know any more," he said making a face. "Seriously, Bobby, get in your car, drive south. I don't want to stake you, but Nina wouldn't think twice."
 
   "I know, old friend. I know." He shook Frankie's hand and chuckled. He tried to pull Frankie in for a hug, but Frankie jumped back quickly.
 
   "Sorry, mate, you still reek," he said.
 
   "Nina," Bobby said, opening his arms wide. "Good to see you all grown up."
 
   I begged off the hug with a nod and a small smile. "Nice to meet you."
 
   "Look, kid, if you ever need me, just give a holler. Look up Lady Elaine at Bottom of the Teacup in NOLA." 
 
   "Lady Elaine?" I asked.
 
   "Marco wasn't the only one to fall in love outside the family."
 
   And with that, Bobby tipped an imaginary hat to me and shuffled towards the noisy bar around the corner.
 
   "Lady Elaine, huh?" Frankie shrugged. "Shall we head west then?"
 
   "What happened to samba?" I asked.
 
   "I suddenly find that I miss the desert. If we get on the plane now, we can get to Vegas before dawn. We'll hit the Golden Nugget on Fremont."
 
   We strode in the opposite direction of Bobby. I stared at my Converse sneakers scraping against the ground. For a hot second, I thought about asking Frankie if Bobby was telling me the truth. Had my dad really been murdered? I glanced over at Frankie, who made a point not to look in my direction. 
 
   "What about the New York-New York Casino?" I asked instead.
 
   "I think I've had enough glamour," Frankie said. "I'll take the rough and tumble for a while. It has more character."
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