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   The Vampire Who Knew Too Much
 
    
 
    
 
   Spirits of the Dead
 
   By Edgar Allan Poe
 
    
 
   I
 
   Thy soul shall find itself alone
 
   Mid dark thoughts of the gray tombstone—
 
   Not one, of all the crowd, to pry
 
   Into thine hour of secrecy.
 
   II
 
   Be silent in that solitude,
 
   Which is not loneliness—for then
 
   The spirits of the dead who stood
 
   In life before thee are again
 
   In death around thee—and their will
 
   Shall overshadow thee: be still.
 
   III
 
   The night, tho’ clear, shall frown—
 
   And the stars shall look not down
 
   From their high thrones in the heaven,
 
   With light like Hope to mortals given—
 
   But their red orbs, without beam,
 
   To thy weariness shall seem
 
   As a burning and a fever
 
   Which would cling to thee for ever.
 
   IV
 
   Now are thoughts thou shalt not banish,
 
   Now are visions ne’er to vanish;
 
   From thy spirit shall they pass
 
   No more—like dew-drop from the grass.
 
   V
 
   The breeze—the breath of God—is still—
 
   And the mist upon the hill,
 
   Shadowy—shadowy—yet unbroken,
 
   Is a symbol and a token—
 
   How it hangs upon the trees,
 
   A mystery of mysteries!
 
    
 
   —Source: The Complete Poems and Stories of Edgar Allan Poe (1946)
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Prologue
 
    
 
   Both of us had dreamt about doing a long tour of the Sierra Nevada for a long time; ever since we’d gotten our driving licenses, in fact. For some reason the Sierra Nevada had always held a sort of attraction for us. Perhaps it was because our families had gone from coast to coast and back again, but maybe it was just the call of adventure. 
 
   My wife Chelsea and I have known each other since childhood. We were neighbors in Manhattan and by pure coincidence our families also had adjacent homes in the Hamptons. We went to the same school and spent our entire lives together. We were inseparable. 
 
   Our romance did not begin until our early twenties, after we had both built up some experience in the field of romance and love, but it had all been right from the start. After two years, we had our dream wedding and both having graduated from Harvard with honors, we took our dream trip. Chelsea worked as a lawyer then, having found a position straight away in a firm owned by an uncle, and I worked on Wall Street. The trip was a period for which we could step out of the fast lane and reconnect to each other. Our careers had taken over and we barely saw each other. It was a quick breakfast of cornflakes and coffee in our condo and then off to our respective offices. Some days, there was time to meet for lunch, but usually we only met again over takeout or in bed that night. 
 
   We bought a large Cherokee Jeep and packed it full, then set out onto the trail west. The back of the car was stuffed. We had decided to stay in hotels and motels on the road, but there had still seemed to be a need for sizeable luggage. There was a ball I had been asked to attend in the name of the bank I was working for and that meant carrying a tuxedo and a gown. On top of that we both had become so used to wearing sharp clothing that neither of us had been able to pack light, even if we had tried to stick to what some would consider casual clothing. Even on the rare Sundays we got to spend at home together, we tended to wear something that would allow us to head straight to the office or to some formal family event. 
 
   We plowed through the Appalachians without any incident and headed into the Great Plains. The ‘Breadbasket’ is where Chelsea’s family had made its fortune and the journey through the center of the continent was a sightseeing tour of family history. My family history involved the railways and that too became a particular interest. 
 
   After a week of driving, we entered the Rockies, passing close by the trail and then soon after we had driven through those, we entered the last bastion before California, the Sierra Nevada. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The Pinewood Hotel stood on the edge of the woods. It had always seen booming business for years, but since the credit crisis had hit business had slowed. People just did not seem to take long luxury weekends away anymore. The owner had even been forced to let some staff go, but there was nothing much to be benefitted for that. The summer season had not brought what it had supposed to, and it was a long wait until the winter season. 
 
   There were only two rooms booked for that week, but they were the big earners. The honeymoon suite was booked by a high-flying couple from New York and the presidential suite was booked by a Russian woman of considerable means. 
 
   The owner waited in the lobby to see the Russian woman arrive. He felt a bit like Basil Fawlty as he waited down there, but he was confident he would make no Fawlty-esque mistakes. 
 
   The woman’s long blonde hair trailed behind her as she sashayed in. She was a sight to behold, an aura of wealth and well-being radiating from the gorgeous creature. 
 
   “Good afternoon, madam. We have your suite ready for you and the minibar is free of charge in the presidential suite,” he began happily. 
 
   “Yes, yes. Can you just get someone to carry my cases up to the room?” Her English was perfect. She spoke with an Oxford accent and was clearly educated. She looked young, but the owner noticed her eyes. There was something strange about those eyes of hers. He caught himself staring at her and recovered himself quickly. 
 
   “Of course, of course. Just a moment.” 
 
   The man pressed a button behind the desk and within moments, a man in a bell boy uniform showed up. He instructed him to carry the cases up to the presidential suite. As the woman turned and handed over her suitcases, the owner looked her over again. She had an amazing figure and perfect complexion. Her bottom was the perfect shape for a Baywatch actress. And all of it seemed to be natural. Her clothes were expensive, all designer brands and such a perfect fit they had to be custom made. 
 
   “Will that be cash or card, Miss Averbach?”
 
   She nodded her acknowledgement of his question and drew her wallet from her Gucci handbag. She handed him a Platinum MasterCard and the bill was paid in moments. 
 
   “As we only have two rooms filled this evening, we will serve our meals in the bar, not the restaurant. I’m afraid the menu has been condensed as well, but we can cater to your needs, including room service.”
 
   “That’s fine.” The woman grabbed the keycard the owner of the hotel pushed toward her over the desk. “I will just go freshen up now, but could you have some tea brought up to my room in an hour?”
 
   “Of course, Miss Averbach.”
 
   An hour later, the black Cherokee Jeep carrying Chelsea and Walker Van Buren pulled into the parking lot. They were cheerful, but very lofty when they came in. The owner blinked when he noticed they were both wearing shirts and ties. The woman wore a full face of perfectly applied makeup and the man was wearing loafers which probably were not the most comfortable driving shoes. He knew the couple came from New York and were driving to and then through the Sierra Nevada, so he had expected them to look disheveled and travel worn. He expected sneakers and jeans, but that was not what he saw before him. They trailed two massive suitcases each and the owner blinked, realizing there was probably more left in the car. 
 
   They checked into their suite, looked attentive to each other and in love, but the owner was not fooled. Their relationship was strained; probably by the drive for money, career and status. Keeping up with the Joneses was making them miserable, and it was probably because of that why they were on a long road trip. 
 
   That evening he was behind the bar when all three of his guests came down. Miss Averbach sat down at a small table close to the center of the room. Chelsea Van Buren sat down at a booth on the side of the room, but her husband came to the bar first, demanding a scotch. He slammed the drink down and then demanded a second to go with a bottle of Shiraz to share with his wife at the table. He smiled flirtatiously as he passed Miss Averbach, who returned the smile and flicked her blonde hair back. 
 
   The owner half expected Chelsea Van Buren to slap her husband, but she did not seem to have noticed. 
 
   He convinced Miss Averbach and the Van Burens to have the special three course meal, for which the chef had done the entire mis en place. It was something he could do on his own as well, which meant he could send half the kitchen staff home. All but the chef and the sous chef could leave. It would save several hours of paid time on the clock. 
 
   Even if any unexpected guests showed up, he could run the bar on his own as well. He would keep his maître d’ present though, just in case some emergency required him to leave the bar unattended, but the bartender and the waiting staff could leave as well. It suited him well under the present circumstances. 
 
   He served the meal himself, taking all three plates from the kitchen when each course was to be put onto the small tables. It took an hour and a half to serve everything, and then he made coffee for his guests. 
 
   By then, the three had begun talking to one another. Chelsea Van Buren had come over to Miss Averbach’s table at first and surprisingly, the aloof beauty had not objected when somehow both Van Burens were finally seated with her. He saw Chelsea wiggling her leg under the table, pointing her toes towards the other woman, and twirling her hair around her finger. He saw her smile and suddenly it dawned on him why she had not admonished her husband for flirting earlier. They must be swingers. Elitist swingers. 
 
   Brilliant, he thought. 
 
   He served them brandy as well and soon after that, the three of them retired together. Alone in the bar, he wiped down the counter and began closing everything down. He could not close the bar for another hour, but he did it in the hope that he could make it to his bed as soon as he could. He did not expect them to return to the bar anyway. Maybe they would ask for a bottle of wine later, but he did not expect any more activity than that. 
 
   Around midnight, he closed down and instructed the night crew on what to do before beginning the short trek to his home further back on the hotel grounds. He locked the back door behind him and started down the path to the trees and beyond to his house. 
 
   A piercing scream made him stop. It was clearly a woman’s voice that had cut through the dark. Immediately, he turned around and ran back to the door. He struggled to find the keyhole, but managed to unlock it eventually. He saw a flash a light brighten the night sky and then he was back in the Pinewood Hotel. He ran to the kitchen, expecting to see one of the staff hurt, but there was nobody there. Then to the lobby, where the only other female staff member would be present, but the young girl who manned the desk in the night was waiting already for the elevator to come down. It had to be one of the guests. 
 
   The elevator came down and he joined the girl. They traveled to the third floor and as they got out of the elevator, there was another flash. The lights in the aisle were not on. The bright light had come through the few cracks around the large double doors that led to the Honeymoon Suite. There was an audible sigh and then a man screamed. A woman cackled in mad laughter. There was another flash. Bigger, brighter, stronger. And suddenly the world shook and everything went dark.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   “He who fights with monsters should look to it that he himself does not become a monster. And when you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you.”
 
   —Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, Aphorism 146 (1886).
 
    
 
   Chelsea. Chelsea, my poor Chelsea. What happened to you?
 
   One moment we were enjoying ourselves with the gorgeous woman we met in the hotel and the next, I was cradling your lifeless body in the remnants of the honeymoon suite at the Pinewood Hotel. 
 
   I remember the flash and I remember you screamed, but I do not recall anything else. Ida was on top of me, and I know you were undressing when I heard you scream. And then there was the flash, the rumble and everything went dark. 
 
   That night my world collapsed. 
 
   What I remember is that when I woke up, Ida was gone. Chelsea was not two yards away from me crumpled in the rubble. I was covered in dust and ash, but she was completely untouched by any of the dirt. But she was dead. Even from a distance and with my foggy mind, I could see that. I also saw the expression of pure pain on her face. 
 
   I went over to her and touched her neck to find a pulse. Of course, there was none. My Chelsea looked pale, and I wondered about that. I checked her bare chest and her neck, but there was no injury. 
 
   Then I noticed her swollen belly. It was blue and discolored, but it looked nothing like what internal bleeding should look like. I could easily make that assessment due to the two years I’d spent working as an ambulance driver when I was in college. My father had insisted I work for some of my money, rather than relying on my allowance all that time. In that time I had seen internal bleedings and it looked different from what my poor Chelsea looked like. 
 
   I looked around for a phone, wanting to call for help, but I saw none. My own had been in my pants, and those had seemingly evaporated. I could see two other bodies, charred and broken, not far away. One had the remnants of the Pinewood Hotel uniform on. She still wore a single black pump. I just had to assume some help would come. I knew the nearest town was further than I could ever walk when healthy, let alone after this ordeal. And I could not bear to leave Chelsea either. 
 
   I must have held her body for hours. I managed to stop my sobbing when the clouds parted and the full moon seemed to rise over the pines. It shone brightly, moonbeams pouring through the windows and touching my face. Moments later, they touched Chelsea’s corpse too. 
 
   And the corpse began to shudder. It trembled and shook. Suddenly her belly began to move. It was like something was trying to move in there. 
 
   There was a spurt of blood from between her legs and to my horror Chelsea was ripped apart. A small creature came out of her. It looked almost like a human baby. But it could not have been. 
 
   It grew rapidly in the bright moonlight and steadily manifested into the form a full grown woman. It looked like my Chelsea. It was my Chelsea. It had her blonde hair, her perfectly shaped breasts. It had her face, and as it moved towards me, standing wide-legged, I saw it even had her folds. But it was not Chelsea. The eyes had a childlike innocence to them, but they were red. When she smiled at me it looked like her teeth had been filed down to razor sharp edges. 
 
   She sank down on me and pulled me into her. She groaned in ecstasy as she rode me and then, just as I began to fool myself it was my Chelsea and reached my climax, she laughed. I came and her body absorbed me. I collapsed and closed my eyes as I moaned Chelsea’s name. When I opened my eyes, she had vanished. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   What a fucking mess!
 
   When Jim Murphy’s brigade got to the burning Pinewood Hotel, there were two people there. One was a man, covered in dust and dirt, a leather trench coat wrapped around his waist, the other a dark-haired woman with a pale complexion, wearing tight leather trousers, high-heeled, thigh-high boots of black leather, and a black corset like body armor over a sheer black silk blouse. On her thighs were holsters that held hand guns, which puzzled Jim Murphy. California did not permit open carry other than for law enforcement. And law enforcement would not carry weapons in gunslinger style. There was a bowie knife at the back of her hip and the woman seemed to carry a Japanese sword as well. And then there was a rifle slung onto her back, so that the rifle and the sword formed a saltire on her back. 
 
   The man sat by the side of the wreckage, looking bewildered and shaken. The woman was looking at something in the pile of rubble as Fire Chief Jim Murphy decided that she shouldn’t be doing that. For the moment he put it out of his head. There was still a burn to put out.
 
   Whatever she’s looking for, she won’t be finding it in this darkness, decided Jim Murphy as he returned his attention to the building.
 
   There was not much of it, but the forest could be in danger if they did not do something about it. And that was his number one priority. A forest fire, even at that wet time of year, would mean many men being drawn in from around California and having to put their lives at risk to manage the blaze. He ordered the driver to move up to the edge of the pines. The fire burned brightly in the area that had been the kitchen. 
 
   Whatever had happened here, it was a pity. The Pinewood Hotel had been a fine place, Jim Murphy reflected. He had dined there with his first and second wife on several occasions. He had spent his first night with his third wife in the lavish honeymoon suite of the hotel as well. It was a shame what had happened. 
 
   But what really had happened?
 
   A report had come in just after midnight that an explosion had been heard in the vicinity of the hotel. It had taken hours to notify the fire department in the nearest town and get the men ready to move out. The town always had a few men on standby during the night, in case of house fires and incidents in the local industry, but for something like an explosion at the far out Pinewood Hotel, they needed to wait for more men to respond to their pagers. That had taken until three o’clock and by the time they were ready to move out the dawn was already well on its way. It had been closer to five o’clock when they reached the burning ruins of the hotel. 
 
   Jim Murphy had his men unroll their hoses and they began to spray the mixture of foam and water over the burning kitchen. Another hose was laid out on the other side of the truck and two men began to spray the nearest trees to stop them being ignited by any errand sparks. 
 
   Within half an hour, the fire was out and the men moved into the wreckage to put out any last remaining embers. Jim Murphy looked around and saw the woman looking at them in mild amusement. He could see her face now and her perfectly shaped figure. Her curves were perfect. Her breasts were perfectly shaped as was her perfect hourglass figure, emphasized by the corset she wore. Her bottom was shapely but not large and her thighs looked lean and muscular. She had perfectly shaped, red lips and bright eyes which stood out the more because of her pale skin. Very few women had skin like that. They might have had in the Victorian or Regency era when it was unseemly for women of distinction to have a tan, but no women now saw that as an ideal. 
 
   Still thinking those thoughts he came up to the woman. The glimpse of teeth behind her red lips was pearly white and from close by, she drove the very breath from his body. Suddenly he knew this woman should be the fourth Missus James Patrick Murphy. He opened his mouth, fully intending to make his rising affections known to her when she spoke instead. She extended a hand encased in a tight fitting black leather glove. 
 
   Finally, the ‘big brass.’ 
 
   “Veronica Melbourne. Are you the fire chief?”
 
   “Yea... yea... yes,” stammered Jim Murphy. “Chief... I am... fire... I mean... I am the fire chief. Pine... uhm... Pine... that town over there. Hour away.” 
 
   He shook her hand and tried to gesture towards his town with his other hand. It did not go well. When he recovered from slapping himself in the face, he blushed and stared down at his boots. The woman made him feel weak and almost dizzy. He knew he was making a fool of himself, but he did not care. For some reason he just wanted to be near her. He knew she could tell him to do nearly anything and he would do it. 
 
   “I am looking for evidence of foul play here, Chief. Would you and your men give me some space?”
 
   Jim Murphy opened his mouth to speak, but no sound came out. He tried again, but without any audible words. The third time he finally managed to say something. “You are welcome to search as much as you want, but I cannot leave you alone, miss.”
 
   She came closer to him and ran her gloved fingers over his chest. 
 
   “Would you be so kind as to help me then? Having such a handsome and clever man as you by my side would be so much better than some young fireman’s boots trampling all over my evidence.”
 
   “Of course, I can do that,” Murphy said eagerly. “My men can take care of business all on their own.”
 
   “You trained them well then,” Veronica Melbourne said in a voice sweet as honey. 
 
   “They are fine men.” Murphy beamed. 
 
   “They have a fine example in their chief.” 
 
   Veronica Melbourne touched his cheek with the palm of her hand. Her face was inches away from his. Murphy could feel her breath kiss his skin and his mind was suddenly awash with all the things he would want to do with this woman. Out of all the things he would want this woman to do with him, Murphy suddenly had an image flash through his mind of her biting his neck as she drew him in, clawing at his back with sharp fingernails. His knees almost buckled at the thought. Her touch lingered and his entire body was aglow with excitement. 
 
   Men can be so pathetic!
 
   She dropped her hand and flashed another pearly white smile. The tip of her tongue ran over her red lips and a tiny glimmer of fang shone through. Murphy’s dazzled eyes widened a little and she winked at him. Then she turned on her heels and started walking away. 
 
   “I need to get back to my investigation, Chief.” 
 
   She stepped over a piece of broken concrete and looked down. Murphy came forward to follow her and look a look at what she was staring at, but then she went to touch whatever it was that was on the ground. She did not crouch down; she bent over at the waist, showing him her perfectly shaped buttocks straining against the tight leather biker pants. He almost passed out. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   She showed up out of nowhere about an hour after the creature that came out of Chelsea left me.
 
   I was not sure whether she was an angel or a demon who had decided to show herself to me. She came out of the woods in a flash of black. It seemed she trailed a pair of black wings, but when she stopped I saw it was a long leather coat. She took one look at me and kneeled down by Chelsea. She looked carefully at the ripped hips and stomach of my love and then stood up again. She picked me up as though I was a feather and she took me to where our Jeep had been. She sat me down and looked at me again. I think there was something akin to pity in her eyes, but she seemed as cold as a fish. She looked down at my naked genitals and took off her coat wrapping it carefully around my lower parts and then she darted off back to my Chelsea. 
 
   I saw her pick Chelsea up and carry her into the woods. She left her there and then moved slowly through the rubble. She was looking at something. 
 
   I do not know how long it was before the fire crew arrived. They set about their business straight away, leaving me alone while they removed the bodies from the rubble and set about putting out what was left of the blaze. I saw their leader go up to the woman who had helped me. He stayed with her a while, talking to her, watching her go through the rubble. Finally, they both came to me. Not that I minded them staying away from me. I did not know what to feel. I was in shock, I suppose. I was mourning. I was reeling. 
 
   The fire chief asked me some questions about what happened. I told him all I knew, which was not much. He seemed satisfied with my answers though, and he called another man over. The fireman gave me the once over and when he was satisfied he nodded. He seemed to think I was okay. He flashed a light in my eyes, but he did not see any sign of concussion either. 
 
   When they were done, they wanted to take me with them in the truck to bring me to a doctor, just to be safe. But the woman talked to them for a moment and they left me with her instead. As soon as the fire truck was gone, she picked up a rugged looking backpack from beneath a tree and walked over to the one car that was still in one piece. At that point, dawn was threatening to break. She put me in the back, got behind the wheel and started digging through the bag producing a large tub of what looked like stage makeup which she began to apply liberally to her face. Eventually she turned the rear view mirror towards her so she could get a look at what she was doing. My head spun and all I know is she smiled back at me, put the makeup back in her bag and pulled out of the parking lot. I must have passed out after that. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Heather Willows trotted up to the shop, carrying her favorite pink handbag.
 
   She wore her much loved pink stiletto high heels and was smiling brightly. She’d had her hair done the day before and she would be going for a manicure later in the afternoon. She did not have to work really, not for money anyway, but her husband liked her doing something other than sitting around at home all day. He was away from home a lot too, and she reckoned he was probably just scared she would resort to adultery to cure her boredom. He was probably right, she thought. 
 
   She dug into her bag and opened the door. She stepped in and began setting about the business of the day. She went to the safe to take out the change for the register and then she began organizing the merchandise. She pushed the few racks out through the door that were meant to be outside and looked over the merchandise. She frowned; taking one shirt down that she thought was dirty. Then she made coffee and sat herself down on the stool by the register, checking her big blonde hair in the mirror on the back wall. 
 
   She was always one of the first to open up shop in the mornings at Incline Village. It was located just off the Tahoe Boulevard and she had worked there since it had opened. It was a pretty general shop. It sold nearly everything that someone would want in this area, when it came to clothes anyway. It had none of the high fashion Heather had once hoped she would work in, but she did not mind at all. She worked there mornings and the occasional afternoon and then went to make herself ready for her husband’s bed. It was a good life, she figured. 
 
   As she got to her feet to get a second cup of coffee, a brand new luxury edition Jeep Cherokee pulled up in the parking lot outside the shop. A woman got out of it, dressed completely in black. Heather snorted as she saw her. If the woman would dye her hair and wear some color, she would be gorgeous, she reckoned. 
 
   OMG… she could also really use a tan, desperately! Heather thought, horrified. She’s so white, she’s reflective!
 
   The woman opened the back door of the car and Heather watched as she pulled a man out who was almost naked. He had a leather coat wrapped around his waist that must belong to the woman. Holding it nervously around himself, he followed the woman toward the shop. 
 
   Heather sat down again and waited for these potential customers to come in. The woman led the man in and marched him straight to the men’s clothes. She pushed him forward to the racks and then leaned back against the wall. Heather came over and smiled at the woman. 
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   I don’t know. CAN you?
 
   The woman chuckled a little, then shook her head. 
 
   “No, ma’am! But you can help him.”
 
   Heather laughed, recognizing a joke. She trotted over to the man. The woman rolled her eyes behind her back. 
 
   Please, could you dial back the dumb blonde routine just a touch?
 
   The man was confused for some reason, but Heather managed to help him find some underwear, some jeans with a good fit and two lumberjack shirts. The man seemed to want to buy a suit at first, but the dark-haired woman snapped at her to give him some casual and durable gear instead. She found some boots for the man as well, and figured it was a shame she was not allowed to dress him properly. He had the body and the looks for fashion. She noticed the man’s hands were soft as well. He looked like he had never held a tool in his life. He didn’t speak much either, but she thought she recognized a New York accent. 
 
   When she was done, the woman took him by the arm and led him to the register. She paid for his purchases and then marched him out of the store. Heather blinked, frowned and wondered what was happening there, but then she shook the thought away again and got her second cup of coffee. She looked at her nails again and wondered what color she would have them polished that afternoon. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jack Williams strolled along Tahoe Boulevard toward the Starbucks. He yawned as he went in and just winked at the barista. She knew what he wanted already; the same as always. The shop was usually empty when Jack Williams finished his night shift in the rehab center up the road, so she would come up to his table with the coffee. Often she would sit down with him for a moment, wanting to get all the gossip about the celebrities who checked in or out of the center. 
 
   That morning the coffee shop was not empty. The morning rush had not begun yet, and the two people there were strangers. Jack sat down at his usual table, the one next to the couple. He nodded to them. 
 
   The one was a dark-haired woman in a long leather coat; the other a man who wore a lumberjack shirt that seemed brand new. He heard her voice, which was the hardest female voice he had ever heard. His work required him to get to know a lot about people very quickly. He had developed a knack for it. Without even looking at her, just listening to her, he knew she was tough as nails. But she spoke with a voice as sweet as honey and as smooth as silk. He knew she could get any man to do exactly what she wanted them to do, even without resorting purely to feminine wiles, like so many of the women he had met. 
 
   She asked the man questions, which he duly answered and then she became extremely quiet. 
 
   They both sat there drinking. She had a bottle of water, he had a steaming cup of coffee, but the man alone seemed to be eating a spinach and feta wrap which he nibbled on like a girl. Something was odd about them. Just as Jack Williams finished his cup of coffee, another man entered. She looked up and for the first time, the woman’s tough attitude dropped and she seemed happy as she stood up to greet the man. She hugged him and planted a kiss on his lips. Her eyes were sparkling this time and there was lust and hunger in them. 
 
   The man seemed to go by the name Rand and he sat down next to her. The woman urged the man in the lumberjack shirt to tell his story again and Jack Williams looked sleepily into his empty cup, trying to listen. Rand listened too, and the story unfolded again. Jack still did not understand what they were talking about. 
 
   When the man in the lumberjack shirt stopped talking, Rand nodded and looked at the woman. He kissed her and got up. He walked out, but the moment he stepped out the woman ran after him. Jack saw her reach him and pull him around the corner. 
 
   Himself, he got up and paid for his coffee. He talked to the girl for another while, but then he felt his eyes growing painful. He knew he needed to go to sleep. He bid her good day and turned around, walking from the coffee shop. The woman pushed past him just as he opened the door. He thought he saw a trickle of red on her bottom lip and she was adjusting her skin-tight pants as she walked. She fascinated him, but he could not think about her anymore. His brain was just too tired and he needed to get some sleep. 
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   “Monsters are real, and ghosts are real too. They live inside us, and sometimes, they win.”
 
   ― Stephen King
 
    
 
   The woman brought me up to a chalet high up in the mountain range. She showed me to the bedroom and left me there. I fell asleep almost immediately. Everything was a blur. I did not even know the name of the woman who had taken me from the site of the hotel disaster. 
 
   I learned that when she came back and woke me up about an hour after the sun had set. She told me there was some food on the table. It was sparse, but I was grateful for it. 
 
   She sat down at the table with me, but did not eat anything herself. Then I asked her what her name was and she said that her name was Veronica Melbourne. She was a Watcher, whatever that meant. I must have given her a rather blank look because she tried to explain it to me. She said her work was similar to that of a bounty hunter or a marshal. She would keep me safe, as long as I did what she told me to. 
 
   Even then I already had the feeling that she would only protect me as long as I was useful to her. She did not ask anything, but I knew already she had only helped me because of what happened at the Pinewood Hotel. 
 
   The man Rand came to the chalet a few hours before dawn. Veronica escorted me to the bedroom I had slept in earlier and then spent the next forty-five minutes in the master bedroom with Rand. I cried at the sounds of their passion, remembering my Chelsea. My mind flashed back to that night and to what had happened, but I still could not make head nor tail of what actually had occurred. 
 
   Rand came into my room and told me he would be making some breakfast soon. I asked him whether Veronica was asleep, if she was not joining us, but he said she had gone out. I wondered at that, not having heard her boots on the floorboards, stairs, or even on the concrete outside. Passing the master bedroom though, I did not see her there. 
 
   Rand turned out to have brought everything needed for a full English breakfast, and together, we ate our fill of sausage, bacon, scrambled egg, black pudding, baked beans and toast. He made some strong coffee and having finished breakfast, I first noticed that I was warm now. I had not realized I had been cold at all, but I must have been. I remarked upon it with Rand and he said I must have been in shock. He told me to lie down on the couch and rest a bit, maybe watch some television. Meanwhile, he pulled a gun from a holster and laid out a small case of accoutrements. He began cleaning the weapon. I noticed the weapon was unusual, but I did not know enough about firearms to know what it was. He worked in silence as well; not explaining at all what he was doing, or why he was guarding me instead of Veronica. 
 
   For some reason I missed the woman. It was strange to think it, but I did. But I missed my Chelsea more. And for some reason I thought she was still out there, because had I not seen her? Had I not seen my Chelsea burst forth from my Chelsea? She must be out there somewhere. But where? Where was my girl?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Emily walked home from the theater she had performed at in New York. Her apartment was in downtown Manhattan. She had been lucky enough to be able to stay at a friend´s place, while he was working in his bank´s office in Frankfurt, Germany. In fact, she reckoned she was lucky her show had been picked up to be staged in New York by a production company. She had developed the show in Berlin´s underground party scene and then taken it even further in some other places in Europe. Now she was on stage in New York. It was not Broadway, but it was a step closer to where she wanted to be. 
 
   Somehow, she never felt self-conscious as she danced around the stage in nothing but a thong, but she always felt self-conscious when she walked back home, a trench coat thrown over her scanty costume. But it was not far. 
 
   She walked through the lobby and took the elevator to the top floor. She fished the keys out of the pocket of her coat and unlocked the door. Then she noticed the door of the other apartment was open. She frowned. The Van Burens had been out for weeks. They had been on vacation. She had heard from the doorman that they had been travelling through the Sierra Nevada. But they were not supposed to be back yet. She grabbed a golf club from the bag by the front door and knocked on the doorframe of the other condo.
 
   “Anyone there?”
 
   There was a giggle inside. The voice sounded familiar. Emily swung the club, testing the balance and then pushed the door open. 
 
   In the center of the room was a woman. She was blonde and wore a simple shift dress. She moved around as though the clothes annoyed her and she kept tugging at the fabric. She scurried around the room like an animal, looking for something. 
 
   “Who are you?” Emily asked. 
 
   The woman turned around and smiled a bright, sharp toothed smile at her. Emily squinted into the dim light of the city that came through the window. She only just managed to recognize her neighbor. “Mrs. Van Buren?”
 
   Chelsea Van Buren giggled and came towards her, swaying her hips. She looked like a call girl coming into the room where her client was waiting. That was sinister enough in itself, but Chelsea Van Buren’s face was completely blank, apart from that big smile. Emily backed away and raised the club over her shoulder. Chelsea came towards her still, her arms wide as though she was making to hug her. 
 
   “Mrs. Van Buren. What’s going on? Where’s Mr. Van Buren?”
 
   Chelsea Van Buren giggled again, and broke into a run. She ran at Emily and opened her mouth wide, baring her teeth. Emily swung. She felt the club’s heavy metal head hit the side of Chelsea Van Buren’s skull. There was a crunching sound. 
 
   But Chelsea Van Buren did not go down. Emily had expected her to fall to the ground with the side of her head caved in, but even the latter had not happened. There was no damage to the woman’s head at all. Emily ran. She turned and fled toward her door, but Chelsea caught up with her and grabbed her legs. Emily fell and twisted. She swung again with the stick, but Chelsea Van Buren was right on top of her. The razor-sharp teeth lowered to her neck. Emily beat at her with her fists and with the golf club. Desperately she tried to kick her off, but Chelsea was much stronger than she had ever thought she could be. Then the teeth were at her skin. The slightest touch of them drew her blood and she screamed. 
 
   There was a shot. Chelsea Van Buren’s head came up and then there was another shot. The bullets slammed into Chelsea’s body and made her shudder. They drew blood, but there were no visible wounds. But Chelsea jumped up. She was giggling again and stepped towards the new arrival with her arms widespread, like she wanted to hug the woman as well. The woman kept her pistol raised and fired again. Chelsea stopped and the pistol went off again. Chelsea’s smile disappeared and her shoulders slumped. Slowly she began backing away. The woman followed her and kept firing. Chelsea kept backing away too, until her legs hit the coffee table. It seemed to shock her and she shrieked, then turned and ran towards the window. She jumped, shattering the glass and fell down, her shriek disappearing. Something flew past them, blocking out the city lights for a second. 
 
   Emily scrambled up and looked at the woman who had just saved her. 
 
   “Thank you,” she stammered. 
 
   The woman waved a gloved hand and began reloading her weapon. She put the safety on and then clicked the release. She checked how many bullets were still in the magazine and then began slotting more bullets into it from an ammo pocket on her tactical vest. When it was topped up, she locked it back into the handle of the pistol. She holstered it and then offered her hand to Emily. Emily took the hand got to her feet. She noticed the woman who had just saved her wore all black and had very pale skin. The woman looked closely at the wound on her neck. She took off the glove of her left hand and ran the tips of her fingers along the wounds. Emily cringed at the touch of her fingers. Her skin was freezing cold. 
 
   “You’ll be fine,” she said. “You recognized that woman?”
 
   Emily nodded. 
 
   “She looked like Chelsea Van Buren, but it wasn’t her.”
 
   The woman in black nodded and looked at the broken window. 
 
   “You live next door?”
 
   Emily nodded. 
 
   “Go take a shower; wash that wound out.” The woman looked into her eyes. There was something about her that was hypnotic. Emily felt herself go slightly weak. She just nodded and began walking back to her own place. Just outside the door, she turned and looked back at the woman in black. “What’s your name?”
 
   The woman shook her head. “You already know too much. Best forget you even saw me.”
 
   She watched the woman walk slowly, pensively to the elevator, her heels sounding on the marble of the hallway. The doors opened and the woman got in. She gave her a wry smile as she looked at Emily one last time and then the doors closed and she was gone. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Around nine o’clock, Veronica had returned. She looked tired and haggard, but she seemed to have the energy to take Rand to the bedroom again. There were no loud sounds of lovemaking this time and half an hour later they emerged again and she looked much better. Rand actually looked a bit gaunt, but an hour later he too looked quite normal again. She took off her black leather gloves and sat down on the couch next to me. The gloves were thrown onto the coffee table. 
 
   “Sorry,” she said. “I saw her, but she’s gone.” 
 
   There seemed to be regret in her voice, but her eyes were free of any emotion. For some reason I did not feel anything either. Instead, I was just glad this woman was seated beside me. 
 
   When I went to bed, I saw Veronica standing by the breakfast bar with Rand. They were talking, but I could not hear what they said. It looked serious, though. I could not get to sleep right away, and I heard them come up to the master bedroom. I heard their lovemaking again, but it did not take long. Soon I heard a pair of feet on the floorboards and a few minutes after that, the engine of the car firing up in the driveway. 
 
   By morning, I found Veronica standing in the kitchen, drinking what looked like a glass of tomato juice. Her face and neck were plastered with a thick layer of foundation that seemed to be sitting precariously on top of an even thicker layer of sunscreen. She pointed to the cornflakes and fruit on the table and then went to check on something outside. When I followed her after my sparse breakfast, I found the car was back, but Rand was nowhere to be seen. Veronica told me to grab my things and get in the car. I ran upstairs and grabbed the few underpants and the clean shirt she had bought for me and then came back to the car. She made me sit in the back and took the wheel. The engine roared into life and she backed us out. 
 
   The car climbed all day and I noticed after a while we started going down again. She drove fast, almost recklessly so, but we had no incident. By late afternoon, I saw the buildings of a big city show up. I guessed it was Sacramento. 
 
   On the outskirts of the city, we pulled up in the driveway of a mansion. It looked old, yet modernized. A woman came out to great us. She looked quite young, but I got the impression of her being much older than her face showed. I did not know where the impression came from, but she reminded me of my grandmother. She had the same dignified way of holding herself and of talking. She greeted me and guided me through the lobby and to a salon that could give any in New York a run for its money. I sat down on a plush sofa and looking around, I got the impression that this house was not usually lived in. 
 
   The woman introduced herself by the name Julia and she began asking me questions about what had taken place at the Pinewood Hotel. I told her all I could remember. Veronica came into the room towards the end of my tale, holding something that looked like a Bloody Mary. Sipping it, she sat down on a chair next to Julia. When I finished my story, Julia turned to Veronica. 
 
   “It doesn’t sound like anything I have ever heard of,” she said. 
 
   “Thought so already.”
 
   “It was to be expected. She knows full well we can deal with almost anything that we know exists, so she created something that we are unfamiliar with.”
 
   “And you’re confident this is about me?”
 
   “Yes. I am. You know her, you know who she is, you know her weaknesses. You know where she’s from and how she got here. You know too much for her to ever feel safe while you are living. So you have to go.”
 
   “But this is a lot of effort and a lot of mayhem to cause just to get to me. She can just show up and try to shoot me.”
 
   “You and I would do that. But she is neither you nor me; she has been shuffling these cards for a very long time now. She knows exactly how to draw you out onto her playing field and how to deal with you then. We just have to make sure she has no chance to wipe out all the Watchers.”
 
   “You mean I’m on my own.”
 
   “Yes, my dear. I’ll tell Rand to stay here in Sacramento as well. If things go wrong, he knows what to do. But I cannot risk him getting drawn into it too.”
 
   Veronica looked like she would lash out, but in the end she just looked down and sighed. She drank her drink and looked straight at Julia. 
 
   “Can you guard him tonight? I want to go into town, blow off some steam.”
 
   “Don’t do anything stupid.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I was left with Julia.
 
   She had the demeanor of a European gentlewoman, not of an American nouveau riche. She was from old money and old class. I could tell. I have met European nobles at different times throughout my life, mainly because of my father’s business relations and my mother’s ambitions in society. But I was happy to be spending time with her. Veronica had saved me, and for some reason, I liked her being near me, but Julia was a pleasant change as well. I felt safe around her too, for a reason I could not explain. I felt safe in a way that I had not felt with Rand. And Julia was cultured. She spoke eloquently of art and culture and she spoke of world affairs, something I had been completely divorced from for the past few weeks, as opposed to the quiet and rough Veronica. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The bar girl at the Gothic Underground club in Sacramento was confused when the blonde woman came up to her and asked her to hand a note to someone who would undoubtedly show up. She put the note into her bosom and pulled it out again instantly. The paper felt weird. Then she realized it was not paper, but a scrap of parchment. She looked at the woman in surprise, but she was hushed. The blonde woman told her who she would be looking for and was about to turn and go away. “Who should I say it’s from?” the bar girl asked. 
 
   The woman smiled back at her. “Tell her it’s from Ida, with love.”
 
   She did not even think she would ever have to give anyone the message, but not long after the brief conversation, she saw the woman that Ida had described. She had wandered in and immediately scanned the bar, then beckoned for the attention of one particular bartender. The man took something from the fridge and poured it into the glass with a shot of vodka. He gave it to the dark woman and she gratefully took it. She began wandering around the club and the bar girl moved swiftly after her. When she caught up with her, she tapped the woman on the elbow. 
 
   “Excuse me.”
 
   The woman glared at her. 
 
   “I was told to give you this,” she said quietly, digging the parchment from her bosom. “It’s from Ida.”
 
   The woman grabbed the parchment in a flash. She folded it open and read the message. Then she crumpled up the message and made to throw it away. At the last moment, she changed her mind and pushed the crumpled parchment into a pocket of her long, black coat. She quickly finished her drink and then made her way outside. 
 
   Everything about the woman told the bar girl that something was afoot. She did not know what, but she knew she needed to follow her. She told her manager she was going outside for a smoke, grabbed her purse and made her way out back. She ran to the front of the building to pick up the woman’s trail. But she hadn’t even made it all the way to the front when she saw the woman walk through the alley beside the club and turn right. She turned another corner and then she was in the shadows of an apartment block. She stopped there, in the orange light of a street lamp. The girl followed her and came closer. She stopped beside a garbage container and waited there. 
 
   Another woman showed up. The bar girl recognized the woman who had given her the parchment. 
 
   “Ida Averbach,” the dark woman said. 
 
   “Veronica Melbourne,” the other woman answered. 
 
   They seemed to stare each other down. To the spying bar girl, they looked like exact opposites. One was dark and athletic, the other elegant and blonde. Yet there was a hardness about both of them. The girl watched them circle each other, wondering what would happen. 
 
   “Tell me why I shouldn’t shoot you right here and now?” Veronica asked, now facing the girl by the Dumpster. The other woman had her back to the girl, so she could not see her face. 
 
   “Because if you do, I will never tell you how to get rid of my very special creation.”
 
   “Yeah, I met your special creation. Nice work.”
 
   “Thanks, vampire girl. I did put many hours into the development of it.” There was a slight cackle from the woman. 
 
   The girl saw Veronica Melbourne snort. “Just now I was wondering whether I fell asleep in front of the television, with Cartoon Network on full blast. You seem like a cheesy cartoon villain.”
 
   There was a chuckle. 
 
   “Cartoon villain! Alas, if I were, I could do so much more than I can. But I can do a lot of things for you, Miss Power Puff Girl.”
 
   Veronica looked annoyed. 
 
   “What is it you want?” she snapped. 
 
   Another chuckle. 
 
   “I just wanted to see how you were getting on.”
 
   Veronica went for her gun, but there was a flash. The girl screamed in shock and when she recovered her vision and looked over again, the elegant woman was gone. She heard Veronica swear and then she too was gone.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   “We stopped checking for monsters under our beds when we realized they were inside us.”
 
   —The Joker, The Dark Knight, 2008.
 
    
 
   I heard Veronica come back that evening.
 
   She threw something and there was a loud crash. Then I heard what sounded like a heated discussion between her and Julia. But I could not overhear what they were saying. All I knew was that Veronica was in a foul mood the next morning. She bundled me back into the car and set off. She said nothing. She just drove off in silence. She would not explain anything to me, but I knew something had happened the previous night. About a mile down the road, she cursed loudly and pulled over on the side of the highway. Holding up her hands, she cursed even more viciously. I could see the skin on the back of them blistering and bubbling, but even as they boiled they seemed to be healing and in a few seconds, what had looked to me like third degree burns, were gone. She dug through the clutter in the front seat until she found her gloves and pulled them on before turning back out onto the road. 
 
   We drove into the country again, heading north. I did not know the area, but I could tell we were heading north since we kept the mountains to our right. I saw a sign saying Route 5 show up and then I began to drift into slumber. I woke up from time to time to find our car either speeding down the Interstate or trundling through another random small town in the shadows of the Sierra Nevada Mountains. Around midday, we stopped in the City of Redding. Veronica bullied me into a diner and told me to get something to eat. She needed to take care of some business herself. 
 
   I ordered a cheeseburger and a large Coke and sat down, wondering what business she would be attending to. I was still not sure what exactly we were doing or where we were going up until that point, but I was determined then to ask Veronica what was actually going on. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   On the top floor of a small house close to the center of Redding, Amy Garcia plied her trade.
 
   Every man and woman in the town knew where to find her and they knew exactly what they could expect from her. She started work around lunch time and entertained between one and three clients during the normal lunch time period and then she would rest and freshen herself up before receiving more clients after four o’clock. Often the rich and powerful of Northern California would pay for her time after six and some of them would even spend the night at her apartment. 
 
   She had always been the belle of the town. She was the perfect multicultural type, a Latino father who came from generations of Spanish Californians, an Irish mother who was one of those rare beauties to come from The Kingdom. It had caused her to have a perfect skin tone and shining brown hair. Her body was the perfect hourglass shape and her breasts and bottom were perfect in size and shape. 
 
   In high school, she had always been passed over as homecoming queen; she simply had never been popular enough. But in college, she had found out she was very capable of using her demure nature to a greater effect than the popular girls had ever used their open sluttiness. She had learned there that she liked being with men, and the occasional woman. Moreover, she never made an advance that was refused and she had chosen to make a career out of that instead of using her degree in Environmental Studies. 
 
   The good people of the town of Redding did not seem to mind at all; in fact, she had become one of the most respected women there. She knew what she did and she was good at it. She knew everything that went on in Redding and she was careful about her clients. She had given some of the younger sons of the elite their first night of pleasure, and all of them – men and women, rich and poor, old and young – kept coming back to her for the special brand of comfort she offered. 
 
   That afternoon, she had no client names on her calendar and she figured she would spend an hour in her parlor and then do a little bit of shopping if nobody showed up. And nobody showed up. She began to feel extremely bored and sat down at her computer to read through the articles she got on her news stream. She always caught up with the news and the scientific developments when she was bored. She had a few RSS feeds of Silicon Valley bloggers in her stream too. Several of her clients made their living in Silicon Valley and had their country homes in the area, or would pass her house on their way to their homes in Oregon. She wanted to be up to date on the latest developments in those men’s businesses. Sometimes it would be the only thing they spoke about so at least she would be informed and then she would have to draw them out of their shell and make them interested in something other than gadgets. 
 
   Amy sighed as she closed the browser window and shut her laptop down. She pulled on some clothes and put her shoes on, grabbing her handbag and making for the door. She opened it and found someone had just arrived. A woman had just come up the stairs and was about to knock on her door. 
 
   “Veronica!” Amy exclaimed. “What a pleasure to see you again!”
 
   “Amy,” Veronica Melbourne said curtly. “Can I come in?”
 
   Amy Garcia waved her hand and stood aside, letting Veronica pass. “So are you in need of attention today? Has Rand left you hanging again?” She smiled and came closer to Veronica, swaying her hips slightly as she walked. 
 
   “Could do with more attention, always can. But no.” Veronica went to the white sofa and sat herself down. “I came here for your other skills.”
 
   Amy opened her eyes wide. “What other skills? My skills to please Rand maybe? He’s getting too much for you?”
 
   “Stop playing,” Veronica sighed. “I need your help.”
 
   Amy dropped her smile and sat down on a chair opposite Veronica. “My help as what?”
 
   “Your help as a witch.”
 
   Amy nodded and looked down at her Louboutin pumps. She had been born a witch, her mother having been one too, but she had always hesitated to use her powers. She suspected her work was influenced by her subconscious use of her powers, but she did not mind that. All her life she had strived to be normal, like her mother had strived to do after she had come from Ireland. But she was a witch, and she was a good one, and a well-informed one. 
 
   She kept silent for a long time, thinking, but then she decided she would at least hear Veronica Melbourne out. 
 
   “So what do you need help with?”
 
   “Ida Averbach,” was the short answer. 
 
   Amy frowned. 
 
   “The Russian vedma? What about her?”
 
   “She’s here, and she did something.”
 
   Amy shook her head slightly, looking at Veronica with a puzzled expression. 
 
   “She created something. Something to draw me out. She wants me dead and created this thing so I would hunt it.”
 
   “What did she create?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Amy listened carefully to everything Veronica told her.
 
   The story was a strange one. The creature that Ida Averbach had conjured was not like anything she had ever heard of. The story Veronica told her about Ida Averbach fascinated her as well. She was intrigued by the details of how the woman had come to the United States, as far as Veronica had been able to trace. She had apparently traveled through Siberia and gone by boat via Japan and Hawaii to California. There she had spent several months working herself into the public eye as a darling of society. Her good looks and her elegant manner made it easy for her to blend in with the great and the good of Los Angeles and San Francisco, her decades in charge of manipulation and people management meant she was capable of influencing people without even using her significant powers as a witch. Amy was well aware of the power a woman could have without even using magic, and she knew Ida Averbach was one of the greatest witches who had ever lived. She was a force to be reckoned with. 
 
   Some aspects of the creature rang a bell with her as Veronica told her about it, but then another aspect came up and it did not make sense any more. There was not a single creature in her mind who could be all of those things. 
 
   When Veronica was done talking, Amy just sat silently thinking. She did not know what to make of it. It sounded dangerous, but then all the things you do not know about tend to be the most dangerous ones. 
 
   A knock on the door roused her from her thoughts. A sweet young male voice called from the other side and she shook her head and made for the door. She opened it and smiled at the teenage boy who was standing in front of her. He was an eighteen year old boy from the high school who was infatuated with her. His rich father had taken him to Amy for his first time, as he did not want the boy to be without experience when all his classmates had bedded several girls already. Amy had blown his mind, and he still came to call on her at least once a week. 
 
   “I’m sorry Frank, sweetie, I’ve got company already,” she said, running her hand along his face. His face dropped and she knew he was jealous. He knew what she did, of course, but he could never come to terms with her entertaining other men. “It’s a friend of mine, sweetie. She just came over from LA and thought she’d say hi.”
 
   Frank’s face cheered up and he nodded shyly. She smiled at him. “I’m free this evening, you could come and see me then?”
 
   He muttered something about baseball practice and Amy planted a small kiss on his lips. “Then come when you are free. Or call me.” He nodded again and scuffled off down the stairs again. 
 
   “Such a sweet boy,” Amy remarked, turning to Veronica again. She sighed and walked back to her chair. “Look, I don’t know what it is, but it sounds like she has managed to engineer something completely new. Like a synthesis of different creatures and demons. And somehow she managed to make it all happen in that hotel room.”
 
   Veronica frowned at her. 
 
   “How?”
 
   Amy shrugged. “I don’t know. I have an idea, but I’d need to know some details.”
 
   “I just gave you the damned details.”
 
   Amy shook her head. “Not those details. There’re some things you didn’t tell me, and I doubt you know them.”
 
   She watched Veronica frown and give her an evil look. 
 
   “I mean, there’s stuff you wouldn’t know to ask. I need to talk to someone who was there.”
 
   Veronica jumped to her feet. 
 
   “It’s your lucky day then.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   About an hour later, Veronica came to pick me up. She was still not very talkative but she said she needed me to talk to someone about Pinewood. She took me to a house close to the center of the city. She marched me up the stairs and knocked on the door of the apartment there. A gorgeous woman opened the door and let us in. She was absolutely breathtaking and I was instantly attracted to her, just like I had been attracted to the blonde woman in the Pinewood Hotel. All those thoughts reminded me of Chelsea in an instant and I felt the tears well up in my eyes. 
 
   Veronica looked as though she would slap me when she saw the expression on my face, but the gorgeous woman led me to the couch and sat me down. She placed a hand on my shoulder and another on my knee, in a reassuring gesture to calm me. She introduced herself as Amy and asked me to tell her everything that had happened at the Pinewood Hotel. 
 
   She inspired confidence and I calmed down. I told her my story again and she asked me some questions. It felt good to talk to her. She made me feel comfortable and it was as though the world turned more serene than it had been before. My mind calmed too, it was not racing for the first time since the events that took my Chelsea away from me. 
 
   When I had finished telling the story, I noticed the sun was setting outside and Amy took me to her bedroom. She had a King size bed with satin sheets and she laid me down on the soft covers. She told me to rest and she ran her hand over my forehead. Almost immediately I felt my body and mind relax and I felt my eyes close. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Amy went back to the parlor where Veronica was waiting. She smiled at Veronica and then went to her kitchen. A few minutes later she came out again carrying a cup of tea. 
 
   “Didn’t think I might like a cup?” Veronica asked her. 
 
   Amy gave her a blank look. 
 
   “You don’t drink tea.”
 
   “Might have wanted something else?”
 
   Amy smiled. “You know full well I don’t have any blood stored for you.”
 
   “Thought maybe you had bat blood or something? Don’t you witches always have some of that handy?” Veronica smiled brightly as well. Amy saw the relief in her. It must have been a long time since anything or anyone had made her smile. It was hard for anyone to be that serious for such a long time. But she reckoned Veronica had been under a lot of pressure for a while now. 
 
   “Not since the Middle Ages, love,” Amy sat down and stirred her tea. 
 
   She stared at Veronica, daring her to take the bait. And Veronica did. 
 
   “So, what did you find out?”
 
   Amy smiled and set down her cup of tea. “Well, first of all, she created the beast by sex. It seems she took the man first and then there was the blast. The blast must have been to make sure the other woman bore the creature, not herself.”
 
   Veronica frowned. 
 
   “Creating a demon through sex?”
 
   Amy nodded happily. “Yes, indeed. Very old magic. Following the old tales of the incubus, succubus and their supposed offspring, the cambion. You remember Omen, don’t you? The first one, of course.”
 
   “Yeah, duh!”
 
   “Damien was a cambion.”
 
   “Ah! I got you. But still, doesn’t she have to be a demon herself?”
 
   Amy pursed her lips. “Yes, normally that would be the case. But she seems to have found a way to get around that. There is something I have not quite figured out, but it’s definitely obvious that she has. The creature seems to be a combination of various demons as well. One is definitely a succubus, but the rest I cannot tell. Yet.”
 
   Veronica huffed. “So you still don’t know anything then? Why did I even come and ask you about this?”
 
   Amy reached forward and touched Veronica’s knee. “Because of my pretty blue eyes? Or perhaps it’s because you know I won’t let you down with this?”
 
   “Think you just have. The combination thing, I already knew.”
 
   Amy smiled again. “Ah, but I have not told you the best bit of what I now know.”
 
   “And what would that be?”
 
   “That she never touched the woman. She only went down on that man. There might still be a way of getting some clue from him.”
 
   Veronica veered up. 
 
   “Oh, come on Amy! Is that really the kind of information you need?”
 
   Amy smiled coyly.
 
   “It’s important to understand the witch’s spell in its entirety.
 
   “So what do we do?”
 
   Amy sank back into the chair. “There is a process, which I can perform, but it is dangerous, and you’d better pay me very well for it for me to even consider it.”
 
   She hushed Veronica as she swore loudly. 
 
   “Don’t fucking do this to me, Garcia! You know I need to find out what’s going on, and you’re whining about money?”
 
   Amy shrugged. “I just told you it’s damned dangerous, and that’s danger for me, not for you. And even then, it’s not money I’m after.”
 
   Veronica rested her head in her hands. “So what do you want?”
 
   “You know Francis Drake had magic?”
 
   This time it was Veronica who gave Amy a blank look. 
 
   “He stayed just north of San Francisco for a while, after landing there with the Golden Hind on his circumnavigation of the world. He found a native witch there and took her as a lover. She bore a child, who was one of the greatest witches on the continent, until she was burned at the stake by the Spanish. I want her bones.”
 
   Veronica blinked. “You want the bones of Francis Drake’s daughter?”
 
   Amy nodded happily again. “Yes!” Then she had to hush Veronica again as a stream of curses spilled over her lips.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “Even in the very depths of Hell, do not demons love one another?”
 
   ―Anne Rice
 
    
 
   I do not know what happened then, but in the morning I woke up in the car as we drove through vineyards. Veronica offered no explanation. She did not even speak. There was not a word. I tried to get her to speak to me, but all I got was an angry glare. She just drove on in silence. 
 
   I saw the buildings grow larger ahead of us, figuring out that we must be passing through the last bits of either Napa Valley or Sonoma Valley. I had no idea what was going on. I figured by the vineyards that Veronica had chosen to turn off the highway for a part of the way. 
 
   I saw the shores of the San Pablo Bay show up in the distance when the vineyards ended. We ended up following the shore and heading south still, toward the distant city of San Francisco. 
 
   It was then I realized Veronica was following something. There was a piece of paper in her lap. But the lines on the paper seemed to move. Of course they could not, but they did. A star shone in the center of the paper and it seemed to shine brighter the more the lines converged. 
 
   We entered San Rafael and Veronica still did not speak. We drove through the streets and just when I thought we would keep going south toward San Francisco, she turned the car onto the road that leads to the bridge to Richmond and Berkeley. And then, just before the bridge, she slammed on the brake. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” she swore loudly. She was looking to her right and past me. I looked too and saw what she was looking at. She was looking at San Quentin Prison. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Michelle Kelly yawned as she entered the prison again.
 
   She had just slipped on her heels in the car, not having wanted to drive while wearing them. She straightened her skirt and adjusted her bra inside the pinstripe blazer of her skirt suit. She adjusted her skirt as well, never sure whether to pull it down or hike it up. In the end she just straightened it. She shook her hair out and yawned a last time before making her way to the security desk. She showed her security pass and went to her office. 
 
   She passed one of the galleries and looked down at the inmates who had gathered for their breakfast. Some jeered and whistled, but most were quiet by now. They had grown used to the idea of a woman running the prison now and quietly admired her. She was fully aware she was probably the subject of many a fantasy in the lonely nights in the facility, but she couldn’t care less. 
 
   She reached the office block and knocked on the glass of the security box there. 
 
   “Anything?” she asked.
 
   The guard there looked up, shook his head and looked back to his newspaper. Then, as she walked on, he jumped up. 
 
   “Oh wait, there is someone waiting in your office for you.”
 
   Michelle Kelly rounded on him. “What do you mean in my office? My office is off limits! Nobody gets in there without me approving them first.”
 
   “I, uhm...” The guard was at a loss for words still deep under the glamour he had received. “She said she needed to talk to you and would wait for you, so I let her in.”
 
   “Fucking idiot,” Michelle Kelly hissed. “If anything is wrong there, you can just consider yourself out of a job, you get that?”
 
   The guard nodded meekly. He had not known what else to do. In his mind it still didn’t compute that he had possibly done something wrong. 
 
   Michelle tried to push the door of her office open, but it was locked. It surprised her that it was if someone had gone in. She swiped her keycard and unlocked the door. Angrily, she threw the door open. She wanted to shout at whoever had dared to go into her office and tell the man to leave, but the words never came out. She just looked at the intruder who sat on her chair with her feet on her desk and she froze. 
 
   The intruder was a dark-haired woman in tight leather trousers, high-heeled boots, a black corset and a Victorian-looking ruffled blouse. A long leather coat lay on the desk. The woman had bright red lips, but a pale complexion the like of which you normally do not see in California. She had bright, keen eyes that shone with passion. 
 
   The woman smiled at her and Michelle Kelly lost it. She came forward and finally managed to speak. “You, uhm, you’re in my chair.” she stammered. 
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry,” the woman said without moving. There was a look of complete insolence on her face. 
 
   Michelle Kelly opened her mouth again to protest, but she somehow could not. Meekly, she sat down on one of the chairs that was normally reserved for visitors. 
 
   “Who are you?” she finally managed to ask. 
 
   The woman took her feet off the desk, slowly, observing Michelle Kelly carefully. She pursed her lips and leaned forward, looking into Michelle’s eyes. 
 
   “My name’s Veronica Melbourne. Are you the warden?” Her voice sounded sweet and smooth. It was the most seductive voice Michelle had ever heard. 
 
   “Yes... I am... I am Michelle Kelly, warden of the San Quentin Prison.” For some reason, Michelle seemed to have lost the power to react like a normal human being. She felt like her brain had completely melted away. She laid her purse on the desk, knowing she wanted to have her hands free for some reason. 
 
   Veronica leaned forward and placed her elbows on the desk, close to each other so her breasts were pushed together slightly, emphasizing her pale cleavage. She ran her fingers over Michelle’s hand. Michelle was surprised by how cold the fingers were, but despite that, or perhaps because of it, she almost reached a crisis. 
 
   There was that smile again and Michelle just felt weak. 
 
   “Listen Michelle, I am looking for something, and I think it might be in or under this prison. I need to get to your basement.”
 
   “My basement?” Michelle asked. 
 
   Veronica nodded. “Yes, your basement. Could you take me there?”
 
   “What? As in right now?”
 
   Veronica smiled and nodded happily. “Of course right now, silly.”
 
   Michelle Kelly stood up, her legs almost folding. She almost felt dizzy and she wanted to drop to her knees. Her mind was full of the woman before her. No one had ever made her feel like that. 
 
   She led the woman out of the office and showed her security card to the guard. Kelly moved through the prison in a trance-like state, focused only on one thing. The woman she had just met had asked her to be taken to the basement, and she wanted to oblige her. That was all she wanted. To please that woman. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Veronica was laughing when she returned to the car. She carried a bundle of rags which seemed to rattle every time she moved. She had found something. What she had been looking for, it seemed. Her spirits were very high. She could not stop laughing. 
 
   “When I thought it was all lost, it turns out she’s a lesbian!” She let out a peal of roaring laughter and slammed the steering wheel. With the hysterics she was in, tears should have been streaming down her face but there weren’t any.
 
   “I almost made a run for it when she came in. I had expected a man, but she must have been one desperate lesbian. No chance she’s come out of the closet. She can’t think of running that place if people knew.”
 
   “So you got what you needed to find?” I asked. 
 
   “Yes.” She rattled the rag bundle. “Found what we needed to get. Now let’s get back to Redding and make sure we know the rest of the story.”
 
   She pulled out into the traffic and began to drive north. The car sped onward and onto the highway. She seemed to think for a moment when we stopped at the ramp, but she revved up the engine and charged up the empty road. She explained her thoughts a moment later. “I thought we could go to San Francisco instead, spend the night there. But I’d rather get this over with.”
 
   I nodded. “So what happened there?” I did not expect an answer really, but I figured I would ask, seeing as she was finally in good spirits. 
 
   Her happy mood made her much more talkative. She began to tell me about what happened in the office. When she finished that part of her story, we reached a diner and stopped the car there, ran in and came out again within a minute. She said she needed a snack and then drove off. 
 
   I did not ask her anything about the snack she grabbed, but I did notice there was something red on her lip. 
 
   She continued her story though, and I listened intently. 
 
   “The Kelly woman took me down the corridor. We passed the exercise area, where big hunks of muscle and ink were working out. Then the sick bay where the addicts still high on prison quality heroin and a lot of syphilitic and AIDS-ridden inmates were barely being cared for. You know, it scares me sometimes, how disease ridden and full of drugs human beings can be? Well, we passed them and then got to a corridor that led to a flight of stairs. We went down them and turned left, toward a workshop. Through the workshop, we entered another wing of the prison and almost walked straight into its kitchen. At the back of the kitchen was a door, which Michelle Kelly ordered opened. It was a pantry and it led down. Underneath the pantry was a big basement, half of which contained a walk-in fridge and the other half was stacked full with boxes, vats and plastic bottles. I looked at that piece of paper Amy had given me and I saw, to my relief, that it indicated the open half. I wandered around the place a bit, shoving boxes out of the way, and finally I had found the place where I had to be. I pushed a big vat of vegetable oil out of the way and checked, but there was just concrete there. I knew I needed help. 
 
   When I asked Michelle Kelly for a crew of workers to break up the floor and dig for me, I noticed she began to hesitate. I touched her hand again, but it did not work. It was too much to ask of her like that. 
 
   I looked into her eyes and leaned in, touching my lips to hers. She immediately responded and just went weak. I felt her mouth open and I saw her eyes close. She was mine completely. It took me quite an effort to refrain from biting her though. But the moment I let her go, she called for a guard to bring a party of workers with pick axes and shovels. 
 
   They came down half an hour later and she directed them on my behalf. They punched through the concrete and began digging. It took an hour to find what I was looking for. One of the shovels hit something and the something shattered. I went over immediately and looked. There it was. A collection of bones, with decaying rags and scraps of blackened dry skin on them. There was a decayed leather bag with her too and she had an amulet around her neck. It was made of silver and carried the emblem of a dragon. 
 
   I asked for and received some sheets and began packing the bones away. We went up to the office again and I gave Michelle Kelly a kiss goodbye, leaving her pathetically dazed and confused. I went past the booth of the guard again and I noticed it was a different guard from when I arrived. He nodded to me and then told me casually that someone had asked to go down to the basement a week ago as well. It had been a woman too, but it had not been logged, nor did anyone seem to remember afterward. He had just come in for his shift when she went down there and he was on a coffee break when she left, so she never noticed him. I asked him about the woman and I knew then why I was looking for those bones.”
 
   I looked at her in wonderment, but it did not take me long to realize what she meant. “You mean?”
 
   She nodded in affirmation. “It was the same woman. Ida Averbach.”
 
   It explained much about her mood. An awful lot. And with her still in a good mood, I decided to press my advantage and ask her another question I had been dying to have answered. 
 
   “How do you know her?”
 
   She smiled at me and looked ahead, trying to decide whether she should tell me. She evidently decided that she should. “I met her a few months ago. She is the last of a group of individuals, a family even, who had a large control over the Soviets. She and her people tried to kill some people I was helping. There was a battle, and they lost. There are a few people who know her, but I am the only one out in the open and thus dangerous to her. I am the only one who could give her up and destroy her, finally breaking that clan’s hold on the world. I know too much about her, so she’s trying to get to me. I am the vampire who apparently knows too much.”
 
   Suddenly she stopped talking, realizing she might just have also SAID too much. I hung on the last phrase. Suddenly I recoiled. 
 
   “You’re a vampire?”
 
   She nodded stoically. “I am.”
 
   I reached for the door. “Let me out.” 
 
   She pressed the central locking button and my pulling the handle was in vain. I was stuck in the car with a vampire. 
 
   “Relax!” she said. “I’m not going to feed on you. Well, maybe if you let me, but if you don’t, I’m not going to.”
 
   I could not think of anything I could say to that. Eventually, the stupidest question I have probably asked anyone in my entire life found its way to my tongue. “So why don’t you melt in the sun?”
 
   She looked at me as though I had gone completely crazy. “We don’t melt in the sun. Lots of vampires are nocturnal, and our skin does not develop melanin anymore. It’s one of the bodily functions that stops working when a human being turns into a vampire. With the sunscreens we have now and with all the other things, we’re fine.”
 
   “Is that the stuff I see you slathering on all the time?”
 
   “Yeah. I have a lot of friends in the art and fashion scenes in Los Angeles. A guy made the stuff out of a mixture of heavy duty, high SPF sunscreen and stage makeup. It’s virtually impenetrable once I put it on properly. I will say, California is not great for being out in the day. The sun can be very harsh here. But it’s nice and warm, which is another thing.”
 
   I must have looked absolutely puzzled. 
 
   “Noticed that when I was in the northern reaches of the world. Being cold blooded in the cold is not great.”
 
   We drove on in silence after that. It took several hours more to reach Redding. The woman from the day before was already there waiting for us. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Belle Fox was unsure how she ended up where she was. She was in bed with a beautiful woman next to her, both of them naked, and she did not know where she was or how she got there. She did not drink and she didn’t do drugs but she just could not figure it out. 
 
   The woman next to her stirred. She looked at the perfect face and the perfect skin. Suddenly she remembered. She had been working at the truck stop and she had been picked up. 
 
   She worked two truck stops outside Redding since she had been down on her luck. She had been doing that for a year now. The truckers were often fat, smelly and dirty, wanting things that she was reluctant to do. But since her job had gone with the effects of the economic downturn and the bank was keen to collect on her student loan, she had to do something. So she had resorted to turning tricks at the truck stops. 
 
   The one south of the town, where she had worked the night before, was always the best one. There was at least the chance of some Silicon Valley guys passing through who would eagerly take her somewhere for some fun. She had even had one who liked her enough to take her along to the next town and a hotel. He had given her some extra money afterwards, paying not only for her services, but also for a taxi back to Redding. 
 
   Last night, a Beemer had picked her up. To her surprise, there had been a woman behind the steering wheel. And she had been a stunner too. She looked vaguely familiar to her. Like she had seen her around town, maybe had even gone to school with her. But she could not connect her face to anything or anywhere specific. 
 
   “Hi,” the woman said, rolling over onto her side and looking straight into her eyes. “I’m Amy, Amy Garcia.”
 
   The name rang true. Amy Garcia in Belle’s recollection was a mousy girl in school a year above her. When Belle had become a cheerleader and a very popular kid, Amy had been left in anonymity. She thought perhaps she had even bullied Amy. And this woman was that same Amy Garcia?
 
   Belle looked around the room and saw the expensive furnishings, wondering how she could afford it all. 
 
   Amy must have guessed her thoughts. “We’re in the same line of business, Belle, but I am in a class far above you.”
 
   Belle’s mind was racing. Was this woman maybe trying to get rid of competition in the town? 
 
   “Like I said, I’m in a league way above you. No need for me to get rid of you. Though I could. But I would not do it myself. I have other means of dealing with you if I wanted to do that. Right now, I need your help.”
 
   “What do I get for it?” Belle asked in a reflex. 
 
   Amy laughed. 
 
   “You get to keep doing what you do, rather than me phoning one of my special friends who can throw you into the slammer for a while for prostitution.”
 
   That shut Belle up completely. It took her forever to find a rejoinder, with Amy smiling at her all the time. It was a creepy smile, the smile of a person who knows exactly the power they have and knew exactly what they were about to get. 
 
   “So what do you want me to help you with?” Belle asked eventually. 
 
   So Amy told her.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   “The communication of the dead is tongued with fire beyond the language of the living.”
 
   —T. S. Eliot
 
    
 
   When we got to Redding again, the woman from the day before was waiting for us. With her was another woman. She pushed the other woman, a blonde, into the back of the car, signaling to me that I should get in the back with her, and then got into the front herself. 
 
   She instructed Veronica on where to drive to and we set off. 
 
   We drove into the hills and back into the trees. Outside we could see the wine regions below us as we climbed. We got to the tree line of the Sierra Nevada again and still climbed up. 
 
   In the woods, we turned onto a sandy, rocky path. It curled and twisted up the hill and it ended at a wooden chalet. We stopped there. We got out and I noticed the woman beside me was shaking. I wrapped an arm around her, trying to comfort her. She let me, but it did not seem to work all that much. Amy and Veronica led the way into the chalet. 
 
   “It belongs to a client of mine really, but he gave me free use of it. It’s become a bit of a retreat for me, and will probably be for as long as I keep seeing him once a week.”
 
   It was then I made the leap and figured out what she was. It was nearly as big a shock as finding out Veronica, the woman who had rescued me from the inferno, was a vampire. 
 
   Amy stuck me and the woman in the same bedroom and told us to wait there while she prepared some things. Veronica said nothing, instead letting Amy just do what she wanted with us. Or for us. I am not sure which one of the two Amy had in mind. I suspect her primary target was to help her friend Veronica. But that mattered little to us. To us it was all the same. 
 
   The woman, whom I learned was named Belle, was terrified. She was terrified of what Amy might do to her, and what she might be made to do. It seems Amy had already scared the bejeesus out of her, but that was clearly not the only thing that had her frightened. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Belle felt slightly comforted by the presence of the man, whom she learned was called Walker. But she had an inkling about what Amy had in mind with her, and it scared her no end. She could not stop shaking in her fright. When Amy came to collect them, she did not want to go. But she knew she had no choice. It was doing what Amy Garcia, the mousy girl from school, wanted or face prison. 
 
   When she came down the stairs to the living room, Belle thought she had been transported to the set of a crappy Hollywood film. There was a pentagram drawn onto the wooden floor with a white powdery substance. At the points and at each intersection of lines was a white candle, burning brightly. In the center stood a large ebony coffee table, with restraints improvised at each corner. Each leg had a rope tied around it, a loop in the rope laid onto the table. 
 
   Belle walked down slowly, she did not like the sight of it. Something told her she would be the one to be tied to that table. She could only imagine what would be done to her then. 
 
   She saw the woman Veronica leaning against the wall and she wondered what her part in all this would be. Veronica gave her a wry smile, but did not move otherwise, even when Walker offered her a mute greeting. 
 
   Then Amy took Belle by the hand and led her toward the table. She kissed her and pressed herself against Belle and began sensually touching every part of Belle’s body that would turn her on. And Belle responded. Her body’s pleasure overcame the fear in her mind and she went along with it, letting Amy undress her and slowly bring her down to the table. Even when the ropes locked her limbs in place, she did not care about anything other than Amy’s attentions. For a second, she saw Veronica talk to Walker. She saw her giving him instructions from the corner of her eye, but then Amy kissed her again and she forgot him. 
 
   Belle’s mouth was dry, she thought maybe Amy had slipped something into her mouth, but as Amy’s tongue entered her mouth again, she even forgot about that. 
 
   Someone else began paying her attention. A tongue ran over her nether regions and she felt tingles all over her body. Her stomach began to tense and she felt the ecstasy wash over her. She fought against the restraints as her body began to contract. It was the most intense climax she had ever had, it felt like something was drawn into her and began to fill her. She felt completely satisfied, something she had not been since she started working the truck stops. Since then she had become the one fulfilling people’s lusts, now she was the one being catered to. 
 
   She knew she collapsed back onto the table, her limbs went limp and she heard herself moan. Amy gave her a last, lingering kiss and then she left her. Belle still felt a warm, post-orgasmic glow, but she missed the warmth of Amy’s body against hers. But she could do nothing than lay there, enjoying the moment. 
 
   Then something changed. She felt cold. It felt like her stomach was stretching. She shivered and her abdomen suddenly began to contract. And then she screamed. She did not feel pain, but she knew she should. Something was forcing its way downriver. She felt like she would be ripped apart. She knew then that Amy had killed her and she passed out. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I went down on Belle on Veronica’s instructions, while Amy kissed Belle and played with her breasts, neck and everything else she could possibly play with. 
 
   I used my tongue to insert the powder Veronica gave me into her, and when she climaxed, I saw the powder vanish completely. 
 
   And then I saw how her body began to react. I looked at Veronica in dismay and she came over to lay her hand on my shoulder. I looked at Belle experiencing the same thing my Chelsea had experienced. But Belle was alive, Chelsea’s heart had stopped by the time her body was put through the same horrors Belle was now going through. 
 
   I was in shock, reliving the horrors of the night my wife died. Reliving the moments the new her, who was not her, was born. The night before Veronica rescued me. 
 
   But it was not the same. Besides Belle being alive and reacting to every shiver and every contraction that was induced in her body, what appeared to grow from her body was not the same. The creature that appeared did not rend her body in two, nor did it resemble the figure I saw appear from Chelsea. When it came, it grew, in the same manner as it had done in the ruins of the Pinewood Hotel, but it came to resemble Belle, not Chelsea. And this demon was wraith-like. It looked like a ghost, not the solid creature it had been then. 
 
   It turned to me and smiled in the same way. The same empty look was in its eyes. 
 
   Amy came to my side and looked at the creature. She studied it with care and then talked to it. 
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   The creature giggled. 
 
   “Who made you?” Amy asked, looking intently into the creature’s eyes. 
 
   “You did.” The creature giggled. 
 
   “Who created you?”
 
   “You did.”
 
   “On who were you based?”
 
   “On the one who knows too much.”
 
   Veronica joined us then, pushing me aside. She looked furious, but held her temper. “What are you?”
 
   The creature burst into a fit of giggles and I thought Veronica might lose it, but when the giggles ended, Veronica was still standing beside me, simply looking into the creature’s eyes. 
 
   “I am the witch who never died, and the wraith of the belly of Vladivostok and the Ghost of the Geisha. I am the daughter of Belle Fox and the demons of her soul.”
 
   “You’re her demonic alter ego?”
 
   “I am the witch who never died, and the wraith of the belly of Vladivostok and the Ghost of the Geisha. I am the daughter of Belle Fox and the demons of her soul.”
 
   Belle was slowly coming to and with bleary eyes, she saw the creature that had emerged from her belly. She must have heard what it said too, but she did not seem to make sense of it. 
 
   Amy came forward to the creature and touched it. I did not think it could be touched, as it appeared so thin and ghost-like. But it could be. It smiled at Amy and Amy drew her hand back. 
 
   She turned around and dragged Veronica with her to the kitchen of the chalet. They spoke there, I could not hear what about. When they came back to my side, Amy was carrying a small bag of something. She reached inside and pulled a handful of powder from it. She threw the powder over the creature and it just seemed to vanish. “Ashes to ashes and dust to dust,” she mumbled. She turned and smiled at me. “Quite simple, really.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Belle had no idea what they were talking about when she sat on the sofa by Walker’s side. 
 
   “So you think the other one can be taken down by this too?” Veronica asked, sipping from a glass of thick red liquid. 
 
   “I think so, yes,” Amy said, crossing her arms under her chest in a pose that resembled that of an old granny who was annoyed by some kid disturbing her knitting. “Why do you doubt me on this?”
 
   “Because you sent me on a wild goose chase to San Quentin Prison.”
 
   “I did not. Averbach was there. And the dust of those bones is part of the new creature.”
 
   “But you knew that already, and you just sent me there to get your reward for this.”
 
   “My reward is seeing you do some legwork, Miss Veronica Melbourne.” Amy remarked so tartly that it seemed to throw Veronica. “Besides, this is interesting. I might be able to actually recreate what Ida Averbach, one of the most powerful witches in the world, did. That’s an exciting opportunity.”
 
   Belle saw the incredulous look on Veronica’s face. She wondered what the relationship between those two women was. She could not figure it out. They were acting like an old married couple, but they were clearly not an item. 
 
   Amy got up and sat down next to Belle. “You’re alright?” She touched her leg. 
 
   Belle nodded. “Yeah, I’m good.” She still felt dazed. “What happened?”
 
   Amy nodded at Walker. “I’ll let him tell you. He’ll be better at it.” She got up and winked at Veronica to follow her into the kitchen. 
 
   Belle was still dazed, but she did have good hearing. She could follow most of the conversation between the two, and it worried her. She did not understand all of it, but the words were disconcerting enough. Moreover, she knew she was the only one they could be talking about. 
 
   She glanced over at Walker, who wrapped a comforting arm around her shoulders when he saw the nervous look on her face. 
 
   “So, what do you do for a living?” Walker asked her casually, trying to make conversation to take her mind of off the events of the night and the conversation that was taking place in the kitchen. 
 
   Belle frowned at him. Surely he knew that already. “I work the truck stops.”
 
   “Ah,” Walker said. “You mean you work the register there? Don’t have to be ashamed of that. It’s an honorable job.”
 
   Belle gave him a blank look. Either he was deliberately ignoring the obvious truth there, which was quite sweet, or he was really that naive. 
 
   “I work in banking. It’s pretty dull in comparison. It’ll be a lot more fun to see different people all the time.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, it is.” Belle looked over to the kitchen, but Veronica and Amy had stopped talking. Amy seemed to be busying herself with the teapot now. 
 
   Belle almost felt like she should get up when Veronica came back into the room. Veronica seemed a very imposing woman when she wanted to be. At least, that is how Belle saw her. She could not help admiring the woman’s strength. 
 
   Veronica did not even seem to notice Belle had been about to rise from her seat. She sat down on the sofa with a sigh and looked back at the kitchen. Then she leaned forward and looked at Walker, demanding his attention. 
 
   “We’ll be leaving before sunrise. I’ve got an idea of where we need to be going.”
 
   Walker nodded. “I’d best get a rest then.” He got up and straightened his shirt before going to the stairs. 
 
   “Take her up as well. She needs rest too.”
 
   “She’s coming with us?” Walker asked, turning around. 
 
   “Don’t know yet.” Veronica reached for the glass that she had left on the table. She drank a bit and made a face. She lifted the glass up to the light and checked it. Belle could see there was some sediment in the bottom. Veronica swore. “Maybe she is, but Amy will have to decide on that.”
 
   “Don’t I get a say in that?” Belle asked, rising to her feet. 
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I took Belle up to the bedroom and laid her down on the big bed. I settled next to her, on top of the duvet, wrapping myself up in the bedspread instead. I fell asleep almost immediately, but my sleep was far from restful. My mind kept replaying the events of the night and the images that had imprinted themselves onto my retina kept coming to the fore. 
 
   In the middle of the night I awoke to the feeling of a hand under the bedspread. I rolled around, dislodging it from my pants, but I knew it was Belle who had tried to make the restless night more pleasurable. I rolled over, looking into her eyes and kissed her lips. 
 
   She was a great kisser, and I felt a sense of lust rising I had not felt since Chelsea’s death. But the moment I realized it, that feeling subsided. My body might have wanted it, but my mind was preventing me from feeling that lust for someone else. I had always been able to indulge my passion for women, but always with my Chelsea and the thoughts of the night she died came rushing back. I rolled back onto my side of the bed and stopped Belle climbing on top of me. 
 
   “I can’t,” I muttered at her. “I just can’t.”
 
   Belle lay back on the bed and took my hand instead. It felt good. It felt comfortable. She simply smiled at me as I looked sideways at her and it felt like I had someone to share my troubles with for the first time. 
 
   Veronica had saved me and she had been my companion in these difficult days, but she was morose and costive. She seemed protective of me, but I had not seen her happy other than with the man she called Rand. She had been happy then. I had seen her smile, often in fact over our time together, but only a few of those smiles had been happy smiles. She seemed to have liked seeing Amy and she had smiled when the creature had come from Belle’s belly. But other than that, her smiles had all been expressions of mirth or disdain. 
 
   Belle crawled into my embrace and laid her head on my chest. The duvet was a barrier between us, but she laid her arms around my chest and soon her breathing slowed to the steady rhythm of sleep. I was not long behind her in closing my eyes. 
 
   It was early morning indeed when Veronica came into the room and roused us both. It seemed we were both to come along anyway. We dressed and followed her downstairs to find Amy waiting with breakfast and coffee. Soon after that, we were on our way to a destination only Veronica knew.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   “You either die a hero or you live long enough to see yourself become the villain.” 
 
   —Harvey Dent, The Dark Knight, 2008.
 
    
 
   Julia Agrippina was in a bad mood too. She liked Veronica and she would help her with her endeavors, but what she had asked her now was next to impossible. Nothing was impossible to arrange for her, and nothing was impossible for the Watchers, but it was close to impossible what she needed to get done. 
 
   Los Angeles had a large underground scene, so to find a capable scryer who could keep his or her mouth shut was not that difficult. To find one with Pacific First Nation heritage was something else. She had resigned herself to going over to the Hoopa Valley to talk to a friend of Rand’s when she had the luck of running into a Haida actor. The man trained orcas and dolphins and worked in Hollywood. He had reminded her of the Indian in Free Willy from the start, but he proved immediately he had the sight. He also surprised her with his knowledge of the wildlife of the Pacific and the history and lore of his ancestors. 
 
   A wad of cash persuaded him to help, but it took days for him to find the answers to the questions that Veronica had. All that time he pitched his camp in the backyard of her mansion. He spent the evenings in his sweat hut and he demanded a specific diet for the entire time. It was a pain. Luckily, the weres among the Watchers were keen hunters and supplied that diet, but still it was a huge inconvenience. 
 
   After three days he had the answer, and Julia had arranged the other things Veronica had asked her to arrange. The two humans she had been dragging along had been put up in the Sacramento mansion, under guard, and a plane and all the gear Veronica Melbourne had wanted had been arranged. When all was taken care of, she called Veronica. 
 
   Veronica was ungrateful over the phone and Julia told her in no uncertain terms that she had better put her ass in gear and get back to Los Angeles to take care of her own affairs. She was willing to help her with everything, but she was not Veronica’s assistant. The next morning Veronica showed up, looking rather bedraggled and scruffy. 
 
   “What the hell happened to you?” Julia Agrippina asked her when she let her into the mansion in the hills. 
 
   Veronica spat on the step and her eyes shot Julia a venomous look before she entered. “What do you think happened?”
 
   “You were mauled by a Siberian tiger and then got caught up in a hurricane before walking through Death Valley?”
 
   “Ha, ha. Rather funny, Julia. Didn’t know you were doing jokes now.” Veronica went through to the parlor where she flopped down in one of the plush couches. “You’ve got everything I asked then?”
 
   “Yes, I do.” Julia sat down on her fauteuil and reached for the glass she had left on the table when she had gone to answer the door. 
 
   “Great!” Veronica sighed and lay back in the soft cushions of the sofa. 
 
   “A bit of gratitude might be in place, you know. Especially since I am not your servant,” Julia Agrippina snapped at Veronica Melbourne. 
 
   Valerie opened her eyes and looked up. She grunted as she sat up straight. “I’m sorry. I am grateful, really I am, but I’m just feeling so out of my depth here.”
 
   “That’s no excuse for being rude.” Julia’s voice still sounded tense. 
 
   Veronica shook her head. “I know.”
 
   “I got the water plane you asked for.” Julia took a sip of her drink and sat back in the chair. “And this.” She took a piece of paper from the purse she had put down on the edge of the coffee table. 
 
   Veronica took the paper. Her fingers grabbed it lazily and she unfolded it. There was not much on the paper, but she smiled when she saw what it said. “Thank you for this.” She got to her feet and began walking to the door.
 
   “And where do you think you’re going?” Julia asked. 
 
   “Fly to this place.”
 
   “No, you’re not.” Julia got up too. “If you’re really that tired, you’re going to find a bed first.”
 
   “Fine.” Veronica’s voice sounded like that of a teenager who has just been told off by her mother. Julia’s eyes narrowed and she glowered at Veronica. 
 
   “Is Rand here?” Veronica asked. 
 
   “Yes, he is,” Julia said tersely. 
 
   “I’ll go and find him then.”
 
   “No, you’re not.” Julia came forward and laid her hand on Veronica’s arm. “There’s a guest room ready for you on the first floor, right next to my upstairs parlor. You’ll go there and rest. With Rand, you’re not going to be resting.”
 
   “Yeah, I need that more than rest though.”
 
   “Well, apparently not,” Julia said tartly. She watched the fight go from Veronica and suddenly she saw how worn out she really was. “You can’t fly a plane in the state you’re in. And leave your clothes outside the door; I’ll have someone wash them. They’re absolutely filthy. It’s no wonder you don’t have nice things. Look what you’ve done to this vintage Valentino blouse!”
 
   She watched Veronica meekly walk out of the room and go up the stairs. She used the intercom to call downstairs for one of the maids and instructed the girl to attend to Veronica and then guard her door. It was obvious she needed rest, even if she did not seem to want to tell her what she was planning, or even the details of where she had just come from. 
 
   Julia sat down with her drink again and pondered for a moment. Then she grabbed her phone and called Rand. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Rand came walking into the parlor, still wearing his swimming trunks and carrying a towel.
 
   He and Björn had recently taken up swimming to stay in shape. Or rather to get in shape. Björn was planning to move to Labrador and Rand would be going up there with him for a while. Rand was a city boy, but Björn was a man of the woods and the sea. Los Angeles was beginning to bore him, and Rand needed to stay out of the city as much as possible. As long as he stayed with Julia Agrippina, his foes would not touch him, but he could not stay in the city otherwise. The memory of Samantha Moon’s threat – no, promise – to finish him off if she ever saw him again, still rang true.
 
   “You called for me?”
 
   “Yes, Rand,” Julia began. “What’s going on with Veronica?”
 
   Rand shrugged. “I don’t know really.”
 
   “Is it just the things surrounding Ida Averbach and that thing she conjured?”
 
   “She’s not saying much, to tell you the truth, Julia.” Rand shuffled his feet and looked down. He suddenly became aware of what he was doing and stopped, looking up at her again. “She’s not telling me anything,” he repeated. 
 
   “Right. You know she’ll be gone again before daybreak, don’t you? Where is she going and why?” Julia resorted to taking a sip of her drink. She did not believe him. 
 
   “Really, Julia, she’s not saying a word to me these days.” 
 
   “She’s not telling you?”
 
   Rand shook his head. “She doesn’t tell me much at the best of times. But she didn’t even mention that anything was off a few days ago when I saw her in the mountains.”
 
   Julia frowned, not knowing what to ask or how to ask it. 
 
   “I could tell she’s having a hard time with all of it though. Meaning she’s not thinking straight either.”
 
   Julia nodded. “She’s always been impulsive.”
 
   Rand shook his head again. 
 
   “She is, but normally it’s impulsive combined with clear and steady thinking. I think she’s slightly losing the plot here. She might deal with all of this in the wrong way, take the wrong steps and try to solve it in the wrong way.”
 
   Julia sat back and closed her eyes. “It doesn’t matter really. I think I have an idea where she’ll go.”
 
   She thought. She let her ancient brain ponder what it all might mean and what could be happening. 
 
   “Do you think she might become dangerous?” She opened her keen eyes again and looked at Rand. 
 
   Rand stared straight ahead. He did not know the answer, or rather; he did not want to know the answer. He suspected Veronica might well become a danger to the public and in need of the same treatment as she had been chosen by the Watchers to administer to others. She simply was not coping very well this time. It was certainly not likely behavior from the vampire that came to him that night when he had been abandoned on the cruise ship. She had been his hero for those few days; she had made everything okay. But it was becoming evident that since her encounter with the cambion in New Orleans and her time spent with the Watchers, she’d had too many traumas inscribed on her brain. She was a loose cannon at the best of times, but if she was losing the plot, there was no telling whether she could be restrained again or even whether that trend would be reversible. 
 
   Julia seemed to think the same. 
 
   “That might actually be the true intention that this witch, Ida Averbach has. Make her lose her mind and have us take care of the mess.”
 
   Rand nodded. It was entirely plausible. Julia sank back again, her fingers tapping the edge of her glass. “You’re not being very useful right now, you know.”
 
   “Well, thanks,” Rand said tensely. 
 
   “The whole Samantha Moon affair means you’re no use here and right now all you’re doing is odd jobs and preparing to accompany Björn for a while,” Julia explained. “But I think there might be a way to make yourself useful.”
 
   “Do tell.”
 
   So Julia told him. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was strange to be alone in the big house in Sacramento. We had a guard placed on us, but we barely saw him. The big ginger man with a big beard and a massive tattooed face and torso accompanied us when we went into the city, but other than that, we did not really see him. 
 
   When we first arrived and Veronica had introduced us to him, Belle seemed to think he was a gangster. I thought he looked too much of a hipster to be a gangster, but I was intimidated by the man’s tattooed visage and his bulk nonetheless. His name was Erik, he said, but he did not say much else. 
 
   There was a butler in the mansion too, who helped us with groceries and cooking. I got the feeling that we were not meant to leave the house, though nobody explicitly told us that. 
 
   Within just a day of Veronica’s leaving, we got to enjoying ourselves. The house was grand and amazing, even compared to the homes I know on the East Coast. The kitchen was well equipped too, and the bedrooms were the definition of luxury. I had stayed in one of the small guest rooms before, had seen the parlor and the breakfast room, but I found the house to be even more impressive than I had thought previously. 
 
   But even as I lay in bed, thinking over everything that had happened and was happening, I knew Belle and I were only pretending to enjoy ourselves. In reality, we were waiting for Veronica Melbourne to return and guide us through the mad things that were taking place. We were waiting for her to resume her guarding of us and drop us back into a world that was more familiar and normal. 
 
   As I lay there, pondering these things, the door to my room opened. And then suddenly, I felt I could and would be truly enjoying myself after all. 
 
   Rand looked down at the clear blue water of the Sitka Sound and marveled at Björn’s navigational skills. The ancient were hated flying, but he controlled the float plane like a pro. The old light craft had not been fitted with all the modern GPS equipment that now came as standard, but Björn had simply followed the coastline and turned them after refueling near Vancouver. 
 
   Grumbling about how he hated flying and about why he preferred the feel of wood under his feet and the steering oar or the sheets in his hands, Björn Ironside circled the plane over the city of Sitka, Alaska, slowly letting the craft descend. There was plenty of space on the water of the Sound, but he wanted to land as close as possible to a desirable place. They landed some distance to the South of the city and he piloted the craft to the shore. They anchored her and used a rubber dinghy to make their way to the shingle beach. 
 
   When Rand had told Björn about what Julia Agrippina had asked him to do and where he was supposed to go, Björn had jumped at the chance to go. He wanted to be out of the big city and he reckoned the whole trip would be a great preparation for the stay in Labrador. The wintery northern forests and the cold black seas were as close as Björn’s could get to the home of his childhood centuries before. Rand was a child of California, and a mortal as well; a being of the city and of the moderate climate. 
 
   Björn could walk into the woods with nothing but a knife and sail a ship back home two months later; Rand could barely work out how to peel and cook potatoes. Staying in Alaska during a warmer time of the year and on the edge of a city would be a good way to see whether Rand could cope. 
 
   Rand himself was aware of his short comings, but he was more focused on what Julia had told him to do than on learning about the woods. Luckily, they were not more than a few miles from the city of Sitka and it was early on in the day. Björn immediately set about finding dead wood and a few other things he needed to make them some decent shelter. But before he even began building, he bullied Rand into getting enough dead wood to make a fire. “It won’t be home without a fire,” he growled. 
 
   Within an hour he had a structure set up that would withstand anything and would allow both him and Rand to spend the night in comfort and warmth. By then, Rand felt dirty and he already knew he was not going to do well when it would really come down to it. On an empty stomach, he set out for the city, leaving Björn to hunt and search the shore for food. He considered asking Björn to come along, but he figured that the werewolf was more than happy to be left to find his own food there. 
 
   He took the dinghy and rowed across the Sound. It took him more than an hour and buckets of sweat. His hands felt sore and his muscles ached. He grounded the dinghy on the shingle by a large white house. He walked up to the street and began to make his way towards the mass of buildings he saw through the trees. Just as he crossed a bridge, he saw a street sign that said Islanded Drive. He went down a street called Shotgun Alley and then began to ignore the signs. The homes were more frequent the closer he got to the city. He took a left and ended up cutting through some gardens to make his way to another shore line. When he finally reached an intersection, he was exhausted. 
 
   He noticed the sign of a bus stop at the intersection and gratefully sat down beside it. It did not even take that long for a small bus to pull up and he paid ten dollars for a day ticket to ride into the city. In the center of the city he got off the shuttle bus and looked around. 
 
   Rand was not sure where to begin looking now. He knew there was one place he would eventually find whom he was looking for, but he also knew just walking in there would mean being recognized. There was one other place he knew his target would have passed through, but it would be difficult to get the information he needed there. So what was left was finding a bar. It was after lunch time anyway, and he rubbed his growling stomach absent-mindedly.
 
   The nearest bar to where he had gotten off the bus served him well enough. Just down the street, he saw a place which seemed nice enough and when he found they served his favorite whiskey, he settled down at the counter and ordered himself a stiff drink, a cool beer and some food.
 
   Grilled salmon and toast arrived soon after and he dove in with abandon. He kept a close eye on the door and he repeatedly scanned the street outside, hoping his mark might pass as he was eating.
 
   Björn would never be eating this well, he reckoned. The salmon was perfectly cooked and the garlic and other herbs were perfect. The toast was perfect as well, and the drink gave him back the warmth and energy he needed. His food finished, he sat down at the bar and kept his gaze fixed on the street, knowing he would probably need to actually go out to find the person he was looking for. And then she walked past.
 
   The long, black leather coat trailed behind her as she ran past, her heels clicking on the pavement. Her long, dark hair was tied into a ponytail and her pale face looked worn, tired and tense. Rand slapped a fifty on the bar and ran out after her. But Veronica Melbourne was gone again. He ran down the street in the direction he had seen her disappear. But she had vanished.
 
   He was famished and exhausted all over again when he reached the camp Björn had set up. It was dark by then and Björn had decided not to wait with dinner. The remnants of a meal sat by the fire. There were a few cold scraps of fish left for Rand which Björn was about to throw away so he would not disturb the local bears. He was not afraid of them, but he did not like interfering with them.
 
   Björn himself was already shutting down his brain for the night and he was barely speaking, just gazing into the fire meditatively. So Rand helped himself to the fish and then made sure the offal was discarded far away from the camp. Björn told him to put the bones into the kettle and hang it high over the fire to boil them. They would make some stock. Waste not, want not.
 
   Rand had not thought the Viking such a good housewife, but he supposed it made sense to get as many nutrients and energy out of what little food they had food as possible.
 
   He was surprised to find the bed that Björn had made him was quite comfortable as well, and with the long fire blazing, it was as warm as he could wish. There was no artificial light and there were no sounds other than those of the animals and the trees. Unlike in the city, it took him only minutes to fall asleep, but he did notice that he woke up every few hours if something moved. 
 
   In the morning, Björn was gone before he got up. Rand lay waking up, staring at the fire and amazed it was still blazing. When Björn returned, he was bare-chested and wet. He grinned and said the water was nice and Rand should take a dip as well. 
 
   “I’ll pass.” Rand yawned. 
 
   “Take some warm fish stock and get yourself going. You’ve got stuff to do, haven’t you?” Björn gestured to the kettle hanging over the fire. 
 
   Rand took the cup Björn handed him and drank. The warm drink did him good. It woke him up. His shoulders and arms still felt stiff from the previous day’s rowing, but he did not think much of it. At least he knew he could catch a bus into the city and not have to walk all the way. And he knew Veronica was indeed in Sitka. 
 
   A few hours later, he entered a coffee shop in the center of Sitka and pondered on his job. He ate his pastries and drank his coffee, wondering how he would find Veronica and keep an eye on her, without her knowing it. If she found out, she would surely freak out and almost literally bite his head off. She would also have something to say to Julia Agrippina. Rand doubted she would bother to rant at Björn. The two were good friends, but Björn was possessed of a stoic nature beyond that of many people. He was a fiend when in battle, a true Berserker, but otherwise he was the calmest person you could ever imagine to meet. He could simply ignore a rant altogether; which is not the greatest thing to experience when you need to vent. 
 
   But, he decided, that would be something to worry about later. For now, he would have to concern himself with finding Veronica and making sure she did not get into trouble. 
 
   He ordered another danish and a coffee, to go this time, and stepped out into the street. He only knew one place Veronica would go: St. Michael’s Cathedral. It had to be there. Veronica had not explained to Julia why she needed a plane, only that she needed it to go to Alaska. Julia Agrippina was no fool though, and she had guessed that there was only one place Veronica could be going. Only one place where there was even a chance of finding any remnants of Indian magic that would be close to an important relic or source of power that Ida Averbach might have used. And that place was Sitka and St. Michael’s Cathedral. 
 
   Just off the shore, in the Sound, was Aleutski Island, and several native communities were still close by the city. Not just that, the Orthodox Cathedral had been built many decades ago, over the bodies of Tlingit and Aleut warriors who had fought there. The Russian Empire had claimed this land, and their Aleut allies had come with them to this natural harbor within a natural harbor. The Tlingit had attacked them though, wiping out many of the original settlers. Not long after, the Russians and Aleut took their revenge. 
 
   It also seemed the Haida scryer had seen this place, because the information he gave Julia in the end pertained to that battle. It could only be that place. And Ida Averbach must have known how to harness the magical power that lay in the soil of that ancient battlefield. It was part of the creature she had made. But Rand was certain now that the true purpose of that creature, though he had only heard the descriptions and had never seen it himself, was not magical at all. It could kill and was dangerous enough in its own right, of course, but its true purpose was to make sure Veronica Melbourne would be driven to destruction, either by its hands or by her own. And all that mattered to him was to stop that. Yet, stop it he could not; not without finding Veronica again. 
 
   It was a dire situation, he reckoned as he strolled over the pavement towards the cathedral. And the city was too big anyway to find Veronica quickly. And just then, he saw her. She was rushing into the building, looking more tense and in a hurry than she had the day before. There was a giggle beside him, and he saw a pretty blonde woman look at Veronica too. She giggled again. Rand looked at her. 
 
   She must be mentally handicapped, he thought. She did not seem all that bright. Her face was completely blank. Her eyes seemed to be red, but he did not think anything of that. He leaned against the wall of one of the shops on the square that held the cathedral and just looked at the entrance to the great wooden structure. 
 
   The blonde woman crossed the street and went into the cathedral. Rand yawned and sipped his coffee. Another woman walked past and his eyes fixed on her pert bottom, accentuated by the tight jeans she wore. He mused on her appearance for a moment. In L.A., a woman like that would be wearing heels and a top that showed off her figure, but over here practicality seemed more important. She wore tough leather walking boots and a flannel shirt. Apart from the skinny jeans her figure was not clearly visible or accentuated in any way, but he could tell very easily she was beautiful. 
 
   Then someone screamed in the cathedral. He shot up from against the wall, spilling his coffee. The woman he had been looking at looked up in alarm too. He caught her eye, but Rand had no time for her now. He dropped his coffee and danish and ran across the street, rushing towards the big white doors of the cathedral. 
 
   Inside, he saw Veronica standing over a whimpering woman. Her teeth were bared and her fangs bloody. Her gun was in her hand and she was slowly bringing it up to the woman’s temple. He saw the blood pouring from the neck of the woman. It was bright red against the pale skin. 
 
   “Veronica!” Rand shouted, rushing towards her. In a reflex, she turned the gun on him, and he saw the flash. And then the world went dark.
 
   Rand! What the fuck have I done?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Amy stopped by to check on Belle and myself. On another day, the woman called Julia, whom I had met earlier, stopped by. She brought us no news and insisted we sit tight. She did bring us some excellent red wine, which she decanted for us before I had a chance to see the bottle. It had a body and flavor I had never thought possible. She would not tell me what vintage it was, only that it was an Italian wine, from the Campania region. I suspected there was another mystery I would not be able to solve. 
 
   She spoke to the man Erik for an hour and then left us again. Erik did brighten up a bit after that. He was more talkative and I suspected Julia had spoken to him about his morose and stoic behavior. He told us then that he was from Iceland, but had spent a large part of his life in Greenland. He had a son he was very proud of, a great sailor and a diplomat, but the son had died before him. 
 
   He was easier in letting us go out of the mansion as well, and we were even able to go to the farmer’s market. Belle seemed to know her way around the produce of the area quite well. I found out she had gotten her Masters in Environmental Studies at Berkeley. She seemed to know exactly what produce was grown across California and even knew some of the farmers who came to Sacramento. She told me afterwards that she had done her thesis on the effect of agriculture on the area. For her research she had visited a lot of the farms around there. 
 
   Belle also turned out to be quite the cook. And despite the way we met, and the events that had taken place in the week before it, including the death of my wife, I found myself quite content in her company, perhaps even more content than I had been with Chelsea in recent months. 
 
   Belle Fox did not seem to expect anything from me, and she did not care about the status that both Chelsea and I had been taught our whole lives to uphold. And it was obvious Belle was equally intelligent and educated, even if she had been a prostitute working at the truck stops. 
 
   All in all, the thought of Veronica Melbourne’s fate and the events that had taken place in the past weeks had completely taken leave from my mind. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When Rand woke up, he was in a bed. A bright light shone above his head and he blinked against it. Then he became aware of shouting nearby. He recognized Björn’s voice. His deep voice bored into his aching head. He sat up and saw who Björn was shouting at. Veronica looked over at him for a moment as she became aware of his gaze and then, fed up with Björn’s berating, she walked off. 
 
   Björn came to sit by his side not long after. He told him he had heard the shot from far off. The Beretta Veronica carried made a characteristic sound. There had been rifle and shotgun shots around the area all day. Hunters. But the pistol shot was odd, and distinctive. He had swum across the water and ran down the road to Sitka. When he got there, he saw Veronica standing against a wall by the St Michael’s Cathedral. The ambulance had just rounded the corner and there was a buzz of chatter around. Veronica seemed to blend into the shadows as it were. Nobody seemed to notice her and she had seemed happy for it. 
 
   There was only the one small hospital in the city, so Björn had made his way there straight away. He was told Rand was being operated on to remove a bullet from his head. The shot had fractured his skull, but it had not penetrated, merely glancing off it. 
 
   “Lucky, you’re such a bonehead,” Björn joked in his Viking manner. 
 
   Rand smiled wryly. “Veronica’s not staying?”
 
   Björn shook his head. “I think she’s flying back to California soon.”
 
   “Right. She told you whether she found what she’s looking for?”
 
   Björn shook his head. “I think she did, but she’s dangerous.”
 
   Rand thought for a moment, something that was made very hard by the pain in his head. 
 
   “The blonde woman?”
 
   Björn shook his head again. 
 
   “Perhaps it was no woman at all?” Rand suggested. “She looked a lot like the thing Walker van Buren and Veronica described as Ida Averbach’s creation to me.”
 
   “It was some poor local woman, mentally challenged daughter of a local shopkeeper. She sank her teeth into her arteries. The woman bled to death.”
 
   Rand swore softly. 
 
   “She was concerned about you, though. So it’s not all bad then.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Amy shot awake when the plane almost crashed at the edge of Redding. It made one hell of a racket when the craft slammed into the metal of a truck. She jumped up and looked out the window. It was on the edge of the town, between the municipality and the airfield. She did not think anyone could have missed it. She conjectured immediately who had arrived back in town and got up to get dressed, knowing full well she would get company soon. 
 
   The doorbell rang not half an hour later. When she opened the door, the first thing she saw was a small leather bag that was pushed at her. 
 
   “Will this do, you think?” Veronica Melbourne’s voice croaked. 
 
   Amy opened the bag and looked inside. Some small white and yellow fragments were inside. She smelled them and took one out of the bag. “Probably will.”
 
   “Fridge,” she said, closing the door behind Veronica. Meanwhile, she walked to the table where a box stood. It had arrived from Los Angeles earlier and she knew who had sent it, even before she read the note. It contained similar fragments, taken from much further afield than Alaska. Japan to be precise. 
 
   Amy took a tripod from its corner and lit a fire inside it. She conjured the fire with her hands only, not using any fuel other than the air and the energy in it. There was a slurping, sucking noise in the kitchen meanwhile. Veronica must have been hungry to drink cold blood rather than at least allowing it to warm up to room temperature. Usually she would have used the hot water that Amy always kept at the ready in a tea thermos and a bowl to warm the glass of hemoglobin. But then Veronica was not her usual self these days either. In fact, she had not been for a while now. Amy had only ever known her to be quite level headed. Headstrong and impulsive yes, but always clear thinking. Knowing so much about the enemy she faced, knowing the danger, knowing the danger of the specific threat to society at large, but not being able to do a thing about any of it was a challenge for her. And Amy saw that Veronica was not able to live up to it. Sooner or later it would lead to something bad happening. 
 
   “I can hear you, you know!” Veronica shouted in frustration from the kitchen. “Why don’t you shut your mind up for a minute.”
 
   Dammit! Amy thought. 
 
   Veronica burst out laughing at her mental outburst, gulping and choking at her mouthful of blood to avoid spraying it all over Amy’s kitchen. 
 
   Double dammit! Amy thought next, much quieter that time.
 
   The fire burned bright white and the only thing Amy did was throw the bone fragments into it. There was no enchantment. She did not know any. No spells, nothing. She only knew one thing. Ashes to ashes and dust to dust. That was the only thing she thought about. And she just had to hope it would be enough. They all had to.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   “In the land of gods and monsters, I was an angel living in the garden of evil. Screwed up, scared, doing anything that I needed; shining like a fiery beacon!”
 
   —Lana Del Rey, Gods and Monsters, 2012.
 
    
 
   A week after she had left us in Sacramento, she came back. Or someone who resembled her came back. Veronica seemed to be worn down and stressed out. I could tell something had happened, but I already knew better than to ask. 
 
   Veronica came storming into the parlor of the mansion when Belle and I were spending some quality time together. She huffed angrily, looking at the both of us irritably. She kicked the coffee table, shoving it away from us and threw down her raggedy backpack on it. There was a distinct clunk as it hit the tabletop. She made a grimace at the sound and then she snapped at us, saying that she wanted us on the road by morning and then disappeared again. 
 
   Early the next morning we were in the car again, this time heading east. Neither Belle nor I knew where she was taking us, but we could guess. She was taking us back to Manhattan. It was there she had last seen the creature that was born from my dead Chelsea and it was probably there that she could find it again. 
 
   As we bought some gas in Sparks, Nevada, I got the first look at the New York Times I had had in weeks. In Sacramento, I had not felt the need to read it, so I had not bought it or asked for a copy. I had been sufficiently entertained with other manners, and it always seemed a shame to spoil that pleasant mood by reading through the news bulletins. But the headlines I saw shocked me. 
 
   The front page spoke of a serial killer. A psychotic blonde woman who did not just kill her victims, but seemed to take bites out of them too. The article described it as though she was a great white shark, someone who took a great bite out of human beings before deciding she did not like the taste. Yet time and again, the woman did it. 
 
   Several times now she had been seen, but never taken captive. Last time, she had killed a Wall Street banker in plain daylight and had run away, laughing before the New York Police could get their hands on her. Shots had been fired, but they did not seem to hit, or if they did, they had no effect on her. Every murder was bolder and more obvious than the previous one. There was also a sketch of the woman. It was Chelsea’s face depicted on the page. 
 
   I showed the paper to Veronica and she grunted. She said bullets had wounded her when she saw her last, but not killed her. If she was not even reacting to it now, it meant she was getting stronger. When we set off again, Veronica drove at an insane speed. She seemed to think she was driving the van from the A-Team and was B.A. Baracus. Her driving was criminal. She did not speak at all. Her face was a constant grimace of frustration and determination, but both Belle and I were frightened now. 
 
   And Veronica did not stop her insane driving when the night came either. She just kept going, untiringly, it seemed. We did not get any sleep either, both of us just too tired and too frightened to sleep. Yet neither of us wanted to tell Veronica to stop either. 
 
   It was only on the second day that the maddened driving stopped. Belle and I had begun to sleep by then, our weariness making us drifting in and out of consciousness. We took the opportunity to stretch our legs and relieve ourselves whenever Veronica made a fuel stop. Then we would get back in the Jeep and brace ourselves for another few hours of murderous driving. 
 
   This time too, we were braced for a furious take off as Veronica got back behind the wheel. But as she was about to push her foot down, someone got in front of the car. He wore a broad-rimmed Stetson which hid his face. I saw a dirty bandage under the hat. Veronica slammed her fist on the horn and revved the engine, but the man did not move out of the way. Instead, he placed his hand on the hood. She revved the engine again and when he still did not move, she put her foot down. It was good the man jumped up and threw himself on the hood, or he would have been run over. Belle screamed, and it seemed the combination of the man across the hood of the Jeep and Belle’s screaming brought Veronica to some realization of what she was doing. 
 
   The man got off the car and walked to the driver’s side of the vehicle. I thought Veronica would drive off the moment he got off the hood, but she did not. The man wrenched the door open and pushed his hat back. I recognized him then. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Stop this,” Rand said. “You’re not thinking clearly.”
 
   Veronica did not react at all. 
 
   Stay out of my fucking way, Rand! Last time you interfered, I shot you.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Rand repeated his words and then she slammed the door shut and threw the Jeep into park. She huffed repeatedly for a few seconds, then rolled the window down. Without turning to look at him, she said, “Rand, you know me better than anyone right now. You know I wouldn’t purposely do anything to jeopardize the lives, freedom or safety of anyone we know and love. But this is one of those times when you gotta stop waiting for the cavalry to come to the rescue and ride out to meet the enemy yourself. Guns blazing, you know?”
 
   He looked down at his feet and shook his head sadly. Then he looked up at her profile again and nodded.
 
   “Yup, I know. Guns blazing, Veronica. Guns fucking blazing. See you soon.”
 
   He stepped back from her door and she put the car in gear and planted her foot on the accelerator. I looked back and saw Rand standing still in the cloud of dust we left behind. But a car pulled up beside him and he got in. That was the last I saw of him. 
 
   After the furious start, Veronica calmed down though. Her driving became slightly more sensible, and for the first time in days we stopped in the evening. Belle and I stayed together in a room of the motel, while Veronica stayed in her own room. I was sure she was not getting any rest, instead roaming around the small town, but Belle and I were both happy for the rest. 
 
   The next day we reached the outskirts of New York. And for the first time in weeks, I felt the emotions rush back. I knew where we would be going, and I knew what we would have to do. And I was scared. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Veronica had come to know so much over the past year. She had learned a lot of new things in Europe, and she had learned even more over the past months back on her own side of the pond. She knew Ida Averbach saw her as an enemy, and someone who could thwart her in her further endeavors; whatever those might be. 
 
   She had learned about the events at the Pinewood Hotel moments after it happened, because she had known what to look out for. She knew what was happening in New York now, and she knew what she needed to do about it. But there was one thing she did not know. She did not know whether she could prevail this time. 
 
   This sucks worse than getting stuck on a damn Hepatitis ward!
 
   She knew she needed to defeat the creature and stop Ida Averbach, but she could probably only do one of those two. 
 
   In reality, it was not up to her to defeat the creature the witch had made, but she knew she could not leave the person who should do it alone. The man would be killed if she went off to search for the witch. 
 
   The search for the way to defeat the creature had driven her close to the edge of insanity, and now that she knew how it had to be done, she was plagued with that uncertainty. And she knew the effect that uncertainty and worry were having on her. She had suspected it previously, but she did not fully realize the repercussions until the moment she had shot Rand. Yet even if she knew it, she had no clue what else she could do. So she had returned to California, picked up the two people she had been trying to keep out of harm’s way and then made her dash for the East Coast. 
 
   Then Rand had shown up again, reminding her to calm down. But she could not pay heed to it. Or she did not want to. She was not sure on which of the two it was. Yet now she was under even more strain. She knew she was screwing up and she knew she was not coping well with what was going on. Veronica knew she had to defeat the witch, and she knew she had to help Walker defeat the creature. She knew for sure now that she knew too much. She knew too much about too many dangerous things, which is why she was in trouble.
 
   This is all starting to feel like a piss-poor horror film. The kind you expect better from, because the book had your hair standing on edge. I can just hear the booing in the theater now. Please, just let this work out the way it should.
 
   Yet she also knew that she had to find a way to handle all the things that were now a part of her eternal memory, a taint on her character, all these new influences that had her constantly reassessing her value system. All the things she had to do and those that she could not do, all the things that were expected of her. 
 
   When I was on my own, doing my own thing, I never had these problems. I never had to think about the consequences of doing. I just did what I felt and knew was right at the time. Shit, man. I hate being a social creature. After this, I’m done. Screw Julia and the rest of them.
 
   She drove the car into the parking garage of the building where Walker and Chelsea Van Buren had lived together from the day they were married until they had set out on that fateful trip to the Sierra Nevada. Of course, Walker recognized where he was, but he did not show any emotion at all.
 
   Hey, my kind of man. For a minute there, I thought I’d have to deal with his goddamned crying again or something.
 
   Veronica thought of leaving Belle in the car, but then she figured it would be too risky and she took them both up in the elevator. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I had been scared in the car, but when Veronica pushed me and Belle into the elevator, that fear changed. I was still fearful, but it was no longer the thought of dying that frightened me. It was more the thought of facing what was certain to come. 
 
   I had recognized the streets she took through the city and knew exactly where we were going even before we drove into the underground parking garage of our condo building. I knew Veronica was seeking a confrontation, but I had no idea what she had in mind to do. I still did not know what could be done about the abomination that had appeared from Chelsea’s loins those weeks ago. 
 
   As we went up in the elevator, Veronica began checking her weapons. She drew her pistol and then gently drew her katana. She reversed the sword and pushed the handle into my hand. She pulled a small leather bag from her pocket and gave it to me too. Suddenly, she hit the emergency button and brought the world to a standstill. It was then that she spoke to me. She was stoic and the instructions were clear.
 
   “It’s up to you. Essentially, you made it, you have to kill it. This powder is the reverse of what was used to create it.” 
 
   She did not explain it further. I must have looked rather dull, standing there with the katana and the bag in my hands because she did tell me what to do then. 
 
   “It was created in her womb, it has to die through the womb. One way or another. It will die if you do it.”
 
   I could not answer. I just nodded. Belle’s soft hand wrapped itself around mine, pressing my fingers into the smoothed leather and cording of the katana’s grip. I felt a hint of warmth flow through me and the nervousness was replaced by steady determination. For a moment, just this touch mattered, and what I was about to do, not the future. 
 
   All my life I’d had to worry about the future, not just my own, but that of others. Family, the stock market and the business; and Chelsea’s. But this was the first time it was just about the moment. And in that moment, I would do exactly what I needed to do, without worrying about the future. 
 
   I watched Veronica swing the backpack from her back and place it on the floor of the elevator. She reached in and pulled out a heavily carved wooden box. It was covered in strange symbols that looked suspicious and I couldn’t recognize more than a couple of the pagan and occult signs. From the box, she pulled out a handgun, a golden handgun. I smirked and thought to myself that I must surely be in a James Bond film now.
 
   “This is no movie, Walker!” Veronica hissed. “Stay focused.”
 
   She stood and kicked the bag to one side of the elevator while she poured a strange looking powder into the gun’s magazine and clicked it in place.
 
   “What is that?” Belle asked nervously.
 
   “This is our insurance policy,” Veronica replied.
 
   She tenderly placed the gun in a shoulder holster at her left breast and tucked the safety strap away keeping the way clear for a swift draw. Satisfied, she hit the emergency button again and the elevator resumed its upward climb.
 
   We came out of the elevator and the door to our penthouse was open. I realized just then it was no longer our penthouse. It would be my penthouse now. I saw every bit of decoration in the hallway clearly before me as I walked in. The flintlock pistols on the wall that had been a gift from my father and the carved wooden boxes that been a gift from Chelsea’s father. I let my fingers glide over the ebony chest of drawers and went through the door, into the living room. It was empty. 
 
   Veronica could not believe it. All this way, she was sure that this was where the creature would be, and it was not there. She felt the frustration seep back swiftly into her mind and body. The creature was supposed to be here. It was its home. It would always return there. So why was it not there?
 
   She paced up and down the room, looking over the shattered pieces of glass that still littered the floor. A thick sheet of plastic had already been spanned over the broken window, but the glass had not been cleaned up. She looked back at Walker, who had already sunk down on the sofa in an automatism. Her katana looked out of place in his hand. The hooker, Belle Fox, stood behind him and had laid her hand on his shoulder. He seemed calm enough, which was a change from previous times. Since his wife’s death, he had been as on edge as she had been. But his confusion and nervousness was mostly disguised by him talking and asking questions. She knew she had disguised her own stress by shutting everyone down. 
 
   She realized she should take this moment to say something comforting to the man, but she could not think of what to say. 
 
   Julia would have known what to say in a situation like this, as would Björn and Rand, she thought helplessly.
 
   Veronica knew she was no leader. She was a loner. She did what she wanted, when she wanted and she never bothered herself with the feelings or desires and needs of others. She didn’t need to lead people. She could do a lot, but she didn’t need a following of men to do any of it. Yet, now she had to guide someone to do the most difficult thing a person could ever do. She had to guide him to kill. It was not like killing a man in defense of your property or family or person, but it was the closest he would probably ever get to it. She still struggled with every kill she had to make. Some were made easy, some were done without thinking, but killing was never easy. 
 
   I guess the trick is to stop all the fucking thinking about it and as our Brit friends say: KEEP CALM AND CARRY ON! With the killing, that is, Veronica thought.
 
   She laughed out loud at her crazy inside joke, making Walker and Belle look up at her in surprise and then, something happened. 
 
   There was a giggle. It was soft, but she heard it. Walker and Belle had not heard it, but she did. It came from the corridor. She turned, drawing the Desert Eagle from her hip and chambering a round. She aimed her pistol at the door. The two humans were too focused on each other and their own private thoughts to notice. The next giggle was louder and closer. And then she saw the pale creature appear in the doorway. It still wore a white shift dress and went barefoot. Blood dripped from its chin and lips and its teeth were stained red. The giggle came again. 
 
   I heard the giggle and I rose from the sofa, pushing Belle’s hand away. And I saw her coming towards me; the creature that had torn apart the body of my wife. I saw Chelsea’s likeness now walking slowly towards us. I saw the hips swaying and the laughing face, in an exaggerated version of the way Chelsea used to. But this was the nightmare version of Chelsea. The sharp teeth were red with blood and the claret ooze dripped from her lips and chin. 
 
   She recognized me and came toward me. Veronica backed away, keeping her pistol leveled at the creature. But she knew that regardless of the circumstances, I had to be the one to do this. So I stepped up. My hand was moist with sweat and I was grateful for the pliable leather and absorbent cord on the grip of the sword that kept it from sliding out of my grasp. 
 
   She came directly for me and then stopped. She bent at the legs and giggled again. I came forward, but she moved then. She did not come for me, she went for Belle. 
 
   Veronica swore when the creature went for Belle, opening her mouth and throwing her arms wide. It wasn’t so much that the creature was moving to attack Belle; it was that Walker was now in the line of her shot. She moved, but at that moment, someone laughed behind her. The creature stopped, but Veronica had a nasty feeling in her gut as she turned around. Behind her was an elegant figure, dressed in fine clothes and an absolutely stunning beauty. It was a familiar figure. When she spoke, Veronica heard the perfectly honed tones that betrayed an Oxford education. 
 
   Well, welcome to the goddamned party, Witch! It’s about time for me to finish you off once and for all.
 
   She was there. Ida Averbach. Veronica turned the gun on her, but then from the corner of her eye, she saw the creature move again. Without thinking it through, she swiftly turned the pistol on her again. 
 
   “What a dilemma you face now,” Ida said softly, the hint of a smile playing on her mouth. She waved a small, manicured hand at Walker Van Buren and looked sternly back at Veronica Melbourne. 
 
   “How is the poem again? This is the way the world ends, not with a bang, but a whimper.” She walked over the broken glass to the sideboard. She looked over the bottles of wine and champagnes that lay in the rack, selected a bottle of Bollinger Les Vieilles Vignes Francaises and drew a glass from one of the drawers. There was a saber on the wall, which Walker had hung there for purely decorative purposes. It had once belonged to Peleg Wadsworth, but it seemed that it would now serve Ida Averbach. She placed the back of the blade against the neck of a bottle and slammed it upwards. With a pop, the top of the bottle sheered away and the sparkling wine poured from the bottle. She poured herself a glass and then sashayed to the window side bench. It was the one piece of furniture in that side of the penthouse that was not scattered with fragments of broken glass. 
 
   What the fuck? Are we drinking toasts now or are we in an article of Food and Wine magazine suddenly?
 
   She sat down, her legs carefully folded below her figure, her knees together. She sipped her champagne and smiled at Veronica. 
 
   “Let me explain your dilemma. If you shoot me, the woman who is not Chelsea Van Buren will strike and kill. It will then vanish before you can turn on her and fire another shot. If you shoot her, your friend might be able to finish killing it, but alas, you will have lost your chance to shoot me.” 
 
   She paused for another sip. “And I wonder which is actually worse. Which of those two choices is the worse one for you to make, Veronica Melbourne?”
 
   Veronica wanted to vent all her anger, stress and frustration on Ida Averbach right there and then, but something finally dawned on her. She had been so stressed out all this time because in her mind and heart, she figured that she’d had something to do with bringing this all down on everybody. On Walker and Chelsea, on Rand and the other Watchers. Hell, even on Amy and Belle. Because she’d felt that all of it had been related to her actions; the things she had done in New Orleans and in Russia. But they were not. She had no control over any of it and whomever she shot now, whichever choice she made, it would ultimately mean death and destruction, for someone or all of them. She realized that she couldn’t save everyone involved and Veronica bathed her soul and soothed her mind with that realization and then she did the only thing she knew she could do. She lowered her pistol and bought herself some time to think. 
 
   “Fine,” Veronica Melbourne said. “Fine. If that’s the game, I’m not playing.”
 
   Ida threw her head back and laughed. 
 
   “Good choice! Well done, my little vampire pet. But sadly, not the right answer.”
 
   “Then what is the right answer?” Veronica asked, suddenly calm. “And I am not your pet, sweety.”
 
   Ida chuckled. 
 
   “Touché, darling.” She took another sip of wine and smiled. “There is no right answer, of course.”
 
   “Of course, there isn’t.” 
 
   Veronica almost smiled at it. She’d had all the time that she needed. Ida raised her hands apologetically. “Alas, a choice has to be made.”
 
   Veronica shrugged and leaned back against the sideboard and holstered the Desert Eagle calmly.
 
   “Perhaps we should ask your friend?” Ida taunted.
 
   Be my fucking guest! You’re on, Walker. Let’s see just how much you’ve been paying attention.
 
   But Walker Van Buren was frozen in his place. He did not know what to do; he would not be able to make that decision. Turning from one to the other, he saw before him the woman he had slept with on the night the monster was created and he saw the monster that looked like his wife threatening the woman he now cared about. 
 
   Then someone else made the decision. There was a click in the hallway and suddenly a flash. The creature shook and looked surprised, but did not seem to feel anything. There was a clatter and then a second of the pair of flintlock pistols appeared from the shadows, followed by Rand’s form. He still wore the broad-rimmed brown Stetson and the bandage around his head. His weapon was trained on the creature. 
 
   Well, it’s about damned time. The cavalry’s always late these days, it seems!
 
   Veronica drew the golden gun from its sheath at her left breast and pointed it dead straight at Ida Averbach, but as she did that, the creature moved. And in a split second, so did she. 
 
   I had been determined to do my job, but when it came down to it, I couldn’t. I just stood there frozen in bewilderment. Rand’s shot had dazed me and it kept me from reacting. It was Veronica who saved the day. She had the presence of mind to rush for me. Instead of attacking herself, she rushed at me and grabbed my hand. She made me bring up the sword and then pushed me forward. 
 
   Rand’s pistol went off again as the creature moved for Belle once more. It looked like it wanted to hug her, but I knew that was not it at all. The bloody mouth was testament to that. It shook again and stopped. It did not seem wounded; it had just been shaken for a moment. 
 
   Veronica pushed me and I reached down for the creature’s legs but it slapped my hand away and pursed its lips, making as though it would kiss me. For a moment, I saw Chelsea again and I was confused but the sight of the bloody mouth pulled me out of that confusion and as she turned and moved in for the killer kiss, I brought the sword up. I pushed it into her belly and for the first time, she reacted. She laughed. 
 
   Then I saw Veronica raise her pistol toward the window side bench, but she had no target there anymore. The woman had gone. 
 
   The creature screamed and raged before me and pushed herself further onto the blade. She came for me, and I saw its teeth bared before me. 
 
   “The powder!” Veronica shouted at me.
 
   I stepped back and ripped the blade free. I fumbled the string of the bag and the razor-sharp blade, fearful of the teeth that came ever closer. I cut my finger on the sword’s edge, but managed to pull the string from the bag anyway. Not knowing what else to do, or how to reach below, I pulled the blade free with one hand and punched with the other pushing the open bag of powder at the creature’s belly. My hand sank into the gash made by the katana. And there was a scream. 
 
   In shock, I ripped my hand out, leaving behind the small leather bag. And before me, I saw the final culmination of what had started in the ruins of the Pinewood Hotel. The creature’s hair turned gray and then white. Its skin wrinkled and turned yellow. Then there was another scream and a cloud of dust. Then there was nothing. Nothing but a pile of ashes on the floor. It was over. 
 
   Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust, thought Veronica.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   The Valley of Unrest
 
   By Edgar Allan Poe
 
    
 
   Once it smiled a silent dell
 
   Where the people did not dwell;
 
   They had gone unto the wars,
 
   Trusting to the mild-eyed stars,
 
   Nightly, from their azure towers,
 
   To keep watch above the flowers,
 
   In the midst of which all day
 
   The red sun-light lazily lay.
 
   Now each visitor shall confess
 
   The sad valley’s restlessness.
 
   Nothing there is motionless—
 
   Nothing save the airs that brood
 
   Over the magic solitude.
 
   Ah, by no wind are stirred those trees
 
   That palpitate like the chill seas
 
   Around the misty Hebrides!
 
   Ah, by no wind those clouds are driven
 
   That rustle through the unquiet Heaven
 
   Uneasily, from morn till even,
 
   Over the violets there that lie
 
   In myriad types of the human eye—
 
   Over the lilies there that wave
 
   And weep above a nameless grave!
 
   They wave:—from out their fragrant tops
 
   External dews come down in drops.
 
   They weep:—from off their delicate stems
 
   Perennial tears descend in gems.
 
    
 
   —Source: The Complete Poems and Stories of Edgar Allan Poe (1946)
 
    
 
   I could see the relief in Veronica’s face, yet it was marred with disappointment. I saw Rand come up to her, the flintlock pistol still in his hand. I could not hear what they said, but Veronica’s face fell and she looked down when he spoke to her. She touched the bandage on his head and spoke softly to him. 
 
   Belle had sunk to the ground, so I went to her. I took her hand in mine and kissed it. 
 
   “It’s over,” I told her and I saw her nod. She kept nodding, still unable to grasp all that had happened. But it was true, it was all over. 
 
   We said goodbye to Veronica and Rand that evening. Veronica asked me whether she could use the car again, as it was mine. For the first time since she had come to my aid, I saw a genuine smile from her. I did not mind her taking the Jeep. Rand got behind the wheel and they drove off together. 
 
   Belle and I stayed in a hotel that evening. I called someone to fix the window in the penthouse the next day and we stayed there for another week while we tried to decide what to do next. Belle was determined to return home and I did not want to stop her. Yet, I could do one thing for her. I wrote a check for her. I had always had money and I would make plenty more of it, but most certainly, I did not need all of it. The least I could do for her was to get her out of the trouble she had been in when we met. She left the next day. 
 
   After Belle went back to Redding, I spent weeks moping around. I went back to work, but I did not feel right there. I went down to see my family, but their conversation could not soothe me. I spent time with Chelsea’s family, but they were distant and understandably so. They did not know exactly what had happened, but they knew enough to blame me for their daughter’s death. It was the only thing that seemed to make sense to them. 
 
   In the end, I could not abide staying in Manhattan. I bought a new car and I drove to California. I went to Sacramento first. I found the mansion we had stayed in, but there was nobody there. Even the servants seemed to have disappeared, leaving the house and the grounds entirely deserted. I took to a motel and the morning after, I went straight to Redding. 
 
   I had no hope of finding Belle Fox again really. I had not thought to ask her where she lived, or for her phone number or email address. I had known where she worked, but I had made sure she would not need to do that kind of labor again. All the same, I checked the truck stops; not surprisingly, she was not there. So I went to the only person in Redding I knew and also knew how to find. 
 
   Amy Garcia was entertaining when I arrived at her door, but she made time for me when she was finished. We spent several hours drinking tea. She was doing well. She had not heard from Veronica at all though. The underground scuttlebutt had it that Julia Aggripina had told her to lay low for a little while. There had been a change in Veronica after those events, it seemed. She had become very calm and collected the last time Amy saw her, which was the day she returned to California. She had come north first, before going back to Los Angeles. She had left Rand with Amy, saying there was someone she needed to speak to and it was better Rand did not see that. The latest news, which wasn’t even known by the Watchers was that she was in an old hovel of hers under the ruins of the San Juan Capistrano Mission.
 
   But Amy had some other news for me as well. She told me that she and Belle had become good friends. She was currently in the mountain chalet, trying to figure out what to do with herself. It seemed she was in the same position I was, unable to carry on with life as it had been. Yet, she had one thing going for her now. She knew she was free to do as she wanted. I decided then that I could do nothing better than to do the same. I could do what I wanted and look for myself in peace and freedom. That was all I could ever want. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   For some reason, Walker Van Buren found himself on St. Maarten that summer after wandering through country after country.
 
   He did not know why he was there, really, but something had told him it was where he should be. He had time and freedom to do what he wanted so he packed a few things and flew off to paradise. He had half a mind to learn some Dutch there and then take a trip to the Benelux. Perhaps he would cross into the French side of the island as well and try and learn some of the language too. It would come in handy if he wanted to travel through Europe a bit more. 
 
   On the second evening of his stay, he walked along the beach outside Philipsburg. It was time he thought about what he would do after his holiday in the sun was over. He could not keep wandering forever. Maybe he would settle down here, he figured. He had been in touch with Belle and she was still wondering about the future too. Amy Garcia had gotten her a gig as a secretary with one of her special friends, but she would be happy to escape Redding too. 
 
   From the corner of his eye, Walker suddenly saw a familiar face. Or at least, he thought he did. He decided that he could never have seen who he thought he saw in the crowd that had walked past him. But then he saw the black clothes and the dark hair of one woman. He watched her gait and he knew it was her. He ran after her, losing his sandals in the process. He called her name and she turned. It was Veronica Melbourne. 
 
   She took him to a bar on the Achterstraat. It seemed the owner catered to her needs and she had a deep claret drink while Walker sampled the lager. They sat in silence for a long time, not knowing what to say. 
 
   “How did you end up here?” Walker eventually broke the silence. 
 
   “Julia figured I needed some time off. She suggested this.”
 
   “You’re here alone?”
 
   Veronica nodded. 
 
   “I am. I went with Rand and Björn to Canada, but I did not want to stay in the woods with them. Went as far as Québec and then went back to California. That’s when Julia told me she could put me up here.”
 
   “Why are they up there?”
 
   “I guess they needed a break too. And Rand can’t stay in L.A. for too long at a time. He shouldn’t even go there at all, really.”
 
   Walker drank some of his beer, trying to figure what to say. 
 
   “So what have you been up to?”
 
   Really, Walker? What have I been UP to?
 
   Veronica smiled at the uneasy way he asked the question. 
 
   “Thinking mainly. I realized something in the end.”
 
   “What did you realize?”
 
   Veronica took a sip of her drink too. 
 
   “I think Björn explained it best before we said goodbye. He said the god Odin is the god of wisdom, but he’s also the god of insanity.” She looked at the blank wall. “He knows nearly everything in the world, but it drives him mad. That’s what happened to me too.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   Veronica smiled. 
 
   “I realized that night that I can’t fight all battles. I can know everything there is to know, I can know so much about the enemies of our world, about the people who are after me and about so many other creatures and dangers. But I can’t do anything about them. I can do what I have to, but I cannot change what I have no control over.”
 
   It took Walker some time to take that in. A full glass, in fact. 
 
   “So what about Ida Averbach?”
 
   Veronica shrugged. 
 
   “She’s still at large, but I don’t know where. I don’t care really, as long as she leaves me alone; which she has done so far. And we’ve heard no news of her posing a danger to anyone. So I can’t worry about it. She’ll come back into my sights at some time.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   Another shrug. 
 
   “We’ll see about that when it happens.”
 
    
 
   The End
 
    
 
   I hoped you enjoyed
 
   The Huntress Trilogy
 
   Thank you for reading!
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   The bonus week in London that Ellen and I received wasn’t nearly as comfortable as our stay had been up until that point. Initially, it was downright frightening. With Dr. Henry Agness Wandsworth missing and Ellen and me the last to have seen him alive, we were invited off the plane by representatives of Scotland Yard in order to answer some questions. My mind raced forward to Sherlock Holmes and Watson grilling us and discovering that we were certifiably nuts.
 
   To be sure, we were thoroughly grilled, especially since we had been seen in the company of Henry by a very large number of people. Explaining what we had been doing in London and why Henry was accompanying us didn’t help matters and I was pretty certain that we would be permanent residents of London’s psych ward until our employer, Transport for London, stepped in on our behalf and gave the police an explanation of the service that we had provided and our innocence in the matter.
 
   Though for police officers, they were very polite, Scotland Yard wasn’t as concerned about our comfort as Transport For London had been, though we did take advantage of the time to tour a little bit more of the adjacent areas that we had missed. Eventually satisfied that we were not directly involved in Henry’s disappearance, we were finally allowed to board a plane and return home.
 
   Heading home was certainly a relief, but I was beginning to wonder about our status of wealthy international ghost hunters being in jeopardy. The sum that TFL paid for our services had boosted us into wealthy ghost hunter status for a moment, but we’d already had to dip into some of it to cover airline change fees and extra days in the hotel.
 
   “It feels so good to finally be home in our own bed,” Ellen muttered and then sighed heavily as she arranged the pillows behind her back to prop herself up and take the mug of coffee that I offered her. “Thank you, sweetie.”
 
   It was much later in the morning than we were used to getting up and having our coffee. The jet lag was horrible after such a long trip and though we had tried our best to sleep on the plane, in reality, there was no way to get any real sleep on a plane.
 
   “So, got any plans for the day?” I asked. There was really only one thing on my mind, but I needed to feel out her state of mind first.
 
   “Let me guess, you want some chocolate pancakes.” She smiled.
 
   Ellen’s talent communicating with ghosts was second only to her ability to read my mind. I often wondered if the two went hand in hand. “But only if you’re up for it,” I responded.
 
   “Let’s finish our coffee first and then we’ll see how we feel about it.”
 
   That was a pretty good signal that Ellen really wasn’t up for it, but I was still hopeful and settled in beside her, sipping from the steaming cup. I’d no more than gotten a good taste of the American brew – so much different than what we’d had in England – before Ellen’s cell phone rang.
 
   She looked at the caller ID, wrinkled her brow and then glanced over at me. I knew it was either bad or another job.
 
   “This is Ellen,” she said after pressing the button to answer the call. There was a long pause as she listened. “No, we haven’t dealt much with that sort of thing, but we have plenty of experience with spirits of all sorts.”
 
   “Tonight?” she asked after a long pause. “We just returned from London yesterday evening and we don’t exactly have our bearings just yet.” There was another long pause while she listened.
 
   “How much?” Her eyes widened and I knew that it was either a very low number or a very high one. I was hoping for the higher one. “That’s certainly generous, but I don’t even know if we can get a flight out early enough to…” She rolled her eyes at me and then mouthed something that I didn’t catch.
 
   “Okay, then,” she responded finally. “We’ll see you this evening then.”
 
   “Where are we headed?” I could hardly wait to hear the details.
 
   “How does New Orleans sound?” she asked.
 
   “Jazzy,” I replied, rather proud of my witty response. “When?”
 
   “They are sending a private jet to pick us up at two this afternoon.”
 
   “Why so soon?”
 
   “Because they offered three times our usual rate if we could get there tonight.”
 
   “Then, I guess we dump out the cold weather clothes and pack for hot and steamy.”
 
   “You will probably want to test your equipment and make sure we’ve got everything. God only knows what bumps and jolts it took while traveling the world without us.”
 
   The entire time that we were in London, our luggage was seeing the world without us. It wasn’t until we were ready to come home that it arrived at the airport, just in time to be placed back on a plane to travel home with us. By some great miracle, it arrived along with us when we got home. Checking the equipment, unpacking one set of clothing and repacking another was going to cut into my prospects of getting some chocolate pancakes. For the moment, however, I was going to at least enjoy the steaming mug of coffee between my palms.
 
   Even my enjoyment of the coffee was soon interrupted as Ellen, whose wheels had begun to spin the moment that she got off the phone, downed the last of hers and announced that we had absolutely no time to sit around and drink coffee.
 
   “So, what is their rush anyway?” I asked.
 
   “A very wealthy and influential family has booked the entire restaurant for Saturday night and we have to have the spirits out before then.” She spoke of it so casually, like we had been hired to perform a janitorial service. In a way, it was, at least, most of our contracts had been little more than removing particularly nasty spirits that were viewed as a mess by whoever hired us.
 
   “So what’s the twist this time?” I asked.
 
   “The owner is suspicious that there is some voodoo involved,” she replied. “We’ll need to do a little bit of research on that.”
 
   “You do that voodoo that you do so well.” I sang the line from the old Cole Porter song that Ella Fitzgerald and Frank Sinatra, to name a few, had later recorded. The prospect of New Orleans and the jazz scene was beginning to work through the jet lag and I was beginning to get a little excited about the idea.
 
   Ellen leaned over and kissed me softly and then slipped out of bed, going straight to the luggage that was scattered in the den where we had dropped it when we’d arrived home. Before I had swallowed the last bit of coffee in my mug, she returned with a suitcase and plopped it unceremoniously on the bed. The rapid, unmistakable sound of the zippers being undone was a signal that I had better get moving as well.
 
   Slipping out of bed, I followed her lead and went to get my suitcase, humming an Ella Fitzgerald tune and dropping it onto the bed, nearly launching Ellen’s empty suitcase off of her side of the bed as I did so.
 
   “Easy, now,” she said, reaching out to steady the bag.
 
   Though New Orleans, jazz and the thought of Cajun cuisine had started to take root in my mind, I still hadn’t forgotten the craving that I’d had since we were stranded in London. “Do you suppose they have chocolate pancakes in New Orleans?”
 
   “Are you kidding me? They probably invented them.” Her voice was muffled as she replied from inside the closet where she was selecting whatever clothing she thought she would need in New Orleans.
 
   It was more likely that they would be crepes, knowing the French, but since it was Cajun country and Cajuns loved to eat good food, I was satisfied that we’d probably be treated to some delicious food and maybe even the best chocolate pancakes I’d ever tasted. I could live with that.
 
   The equipment checked out and I made sure that we had several extra sets of fresh batteries for everything. I had learned long before that, occasionally, we got a hold of a particularly powerful spirit that could deplete battery life very quickly and actually used my machines to become stronger. I’d figured out a way around that, but because of my initial experiences, extra batteries had become the norm.
 
   The temperature differences between London and New Orleans actually did us a favor. Our bags had been packed for Northern Europe, so we simply tossed the cool weather clothing into the hamper or hung them to go to the dry cleaners and put in clothing that wouldn’t be quite as uncomfortable in the boiling heat of the bayou city. When Ellen inspected what I had packed, she wasn’t exactly pleased with the large pile of shorts and golf shirts that I had managed to collect and put into the bag. 
 
   “Monty, you can’t wear shorts and golf shirts; we are professionals.” She had all except a couple of pairs of my comfy clothing pressed between her hands and was returning them to the dresser.
 
   “You do understand that New Orleans is hot and humid, right?”
 
   “Yes, I know it is. We were there last April, remember? You still can’t wear shorts the whole time.”
 
   “So, basically you’re saying that you don’t want me to do anything?” I was a bit grumpy about the battle that I was about to lose.
 
   “Don’t be overdramatic,” she cautioned. “You’ll get used to it and you’ll be fine.”
 
   “That’s easy for you to say, you can always put on a skirt and let the wind blow up it.” Ellen also had a heat regulating system when it came to hot weather. Likely it was related to the same ability that she had for giving me a chilly stare. Remembering the numerous times that she had stuck her frozen feet on me in bed, I was beginning to develop a theory as to where the heat went. Nevertheless, I did as I was told and repacked my bag.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   We’d flown into New Orleans and landed at the Louis Armstrong International Airport on our previous visit, but since we were on a private jet, we came directly over the top of Lake Pontchartrain. I already had plenty of Cajun and jazz tunes swirling around in my head, not to mention one line from a George Strait song, oddly enough. I sang the chorus for Ellen, who, oddly enough, wasn’t all that impressed.
 
   “Adalida, pretty little Cajun queen, sweet Dixie flower, the belle of the bayou; you're every young man's dream. Adalida, I'd walk through a hurricane. To stand beside you, sweet Adalida, I'd swim the Pontchartrain.”
 
   A straightening of her lips into a tolerant smile was the only response I received for my efforts. I continued a combination of humming and whistling the tune all the way through our landing, down the taxiway and as we moved down the aisle to disembark from the plane. My lighthearted mood was suddenly sucked out of me as I stepped through the door of the plane and took my first breath in New Orleans. Just like I’d remembered it.
 
   “We’ve certainly crossed into a new extreme now,” I complained, feeling the choking heat of New Orleans’s special combination of heat, humidity and swamp hitting me like someone had thrown a mildewed wool blanket over my head.
 
   “You’ll get used to it.” Ellen smiled. She was a great deal more adaptable than I was. The warm smile was covering up a hint of irritation from our morning conversation.
 
   Luckily, we weren’t in the suffocating heat for very long. A long, dark limousine was waiting only a few dozen yards away and we were quickly escorted into the back seat and the sweet feeling of air conditioning began to wash over me. I leaned toward the a/c vent, closed my eyes, turned my head from side to side and even opened up my collar to let at least a portion of the air down inside.
 
   “Monty, sit back,” she snapped. “You look like a dog hanging his head out of a pickup window.”
 
   “Oh, if only that were true,” I mused, but I sat back in my seat and behaved myself. No doubt, Miss Cool was already pushing all of the heat out through her feet and preparing them for an instant freeze later. At the moment, it would have been a dream come true.
 
   “You were doing plenty of reading on the plane; did you come up with anything useful?” That was Ellen’s signal that it was time to get down to business.
 
   “Mostly just background information. I’m not sure how useful it’s going to be when we get in the ring with a particularly nasty ghost.”
 
   “Better to have the background, even in that situation.”
 
   “Voodoo has its origins in Western Africa from a religion known as Dahomeyan Vodun. Its liturgical language is Creole French, a local dialect of French. It has been mixed with the Catholic religion enough for it to sometimes blend right in and go completely unnoticed. It is a close relative of Haitian Vodou and Hoodoo. Voodoo typically used a lot of paraphernalia in its practice; one of the most common items, of course, being the voodoo doll. The use of charms, mostly for protection, are made out of the ground up roots of the figuier maudit tree and mixed with bones, nails, roots, holy water, holy candles, holy incense, holy bread or crucifixes. The priests or priestesses of voodoo do not command the spirits, but rather think of themselves as servants of the spirits and therefore work with them. Oddly enough, the practice of voodoo is a recognized form of practicing Catholicism.”
 
   Ellen listened quietly as I gave her the rundown and then she sat back and let it all sink in. In many ways, the practice of voodoo was not a great deal unlike what she and I did. Mostly, what she did; I was typically just another tool in her arsenal. That wasn’t entirely true, I’d gotten to be pretty adept at maneuvering in the spirit world too, but I still needed a lifeline back to Ellen, who had the ancient gift.
 
   If we were to believe all that we learned in London, she was connected to the ancient Druid order by birth. If we took it one step further, given the theory that Stonehenge was a landing pad for alien spaceships, she might even have had alien blood in her. Maybe that was why she could regulate her body temperature and then freeze me with her feet. I smiled at my witty discovery and drew a glance from her.
 
   “What’s so funny?”
 
   “It’s probably better if I don’t tell you.”
 
   “That never stopped you before.”
 
   “No, but I’m learning to keep things to myself.”
 
   She sighed and rolled her eyes at me.
 
   Evidently, she didn’t believe that I could keep things to myself. I’d show her. Mentally buttoning my lips, I watched the city of New Orleans pass outside the tinted windows, remembering the case that we’d been involved in there before. After passing by the edge of downtown and crossing the Mississippi River, we traveled along the eastern bank of the river along a highway that continued to get narrower and passed through several small towns that survived out in the swamps.
 
   I was a little bit baffled about where we could possibly be going and wondered if the driver had gotten lost as we seemed to be disappearing deeper into the swamps. When the driver eventually turned onto a gravel road and passed through an ancient pair of wrought-iron gates, I felt like I was being transported back in time, except for the freshly painted sign arched above letting us know that we were approaching La Madame LaRue, boasting fine Creole cuisine and event hosting. The mansion that was coming into view from atop the rise ahead did little to bring me back to a sense of being within the right century.
 
   Though we’d seen some fantastic buildings and houses in London, the location of the house that we approached in the limousine and the somber way in which it looked down upon the swamps surrounding it, made it seem larger and grander than anything I’d experienced to date. The grounds surrounding the mansion were immaculate, seeming to hold the surrounding swamp at bay in a dignified manner.
 
   We were barely out of the car and once again being overtaken by the choking humidity of the surrounding swamps when we were greeted by a well-dressed man with a perfectly round face and a portly form to match it.
 
   “Ellen, Monty, welcome to La Madame LaRue. I’m Jean LaBeaux; I believe I spoke to you on the phone.” He turned his attention to Ellen as he said the last. “You came highly recommended by General Renshaw.”
 
   “Thank you,” Ellen replied with her typical graceful manner.
 
   I shook his hand, acknowledged his greeting and then turned to peer out across the lawn toward the swamp, which was surrounding us on every side. I wiped several thick beads of sweat from my brow and cheeks; it had been a while since I’d been in a sauna, but I was suddenly remembering the experience, minus the factor of relaxing on a towel on a redwood bench.
 
   “Pardon me, come inside, you must be burning up.” He had noticed that I was wiping the perspiration from my face.
 
   The moment we stepped through the doors into the restaurant, I, again, felt the sweet relief of air conditioning and reached into my jacket pocket for a handkerchief. Dabbing at the moisture, I was finally beginning to feel dry, except in the places that seemed to retain the most heat: my pits and my crotch. At least I was wearing cotton. Ignoring Ellen’s disapproving stare, I removed my jacket and allowed the cool air to reach the pits. I did restrain myself from allowing my crotch the same relief and kept my pants on.
 
   “We are a combination restaurant and event center,” Jean explained. “The mansion actually dates back to the mid-eighteenth century; before the revolution, actually. Whether it was built up on this little rise or the rise had been here and taken advantage of, is uncertain; however, this house has withstood plenty of hurricanes in its time, including Katrina. It was pretty beat up when we took it over, but we’ve managed to get it looking presentable, at least in the parts that we are using for business.”
 
   We were led through the main hall with the pair of circular staircases arching downward toward the entryway, past a dining room and into a small parlor with late eighteenth century French furniture and the ornate, gold finishes that were typical of the Victorian era and before.
 
   “Please, make yourselves comfortable.” He motioned toward one of the sofas.
 
   We sat, taking in the décor and getting a sense of our surroundings. There was no doubt that Jean LaBeaux had paid a pretty penny for the mansion, but he’d spent another fortune making it presentable enough to open for business.
 
   “We opened last Saturday, or at least we attempted to,” he said. His expression changed to a very uncomfortable one. Though New Orleans had plenty of ghost stories, LaBeaux wasn’t all that comfortable admitting that his restaurant had a ghost problem. “Our kitchen and dining room took significant damage from some unknown entity and our guests were terrified out of their minds. Some of the other restaurants in town might brag about their haunting, but the violence and destruction that we experienced here was far beyond charming.”
 
   “Was anyone harmed?” Ellen asked.
 
   “Perhaps some bruises and maybe a scalding from a boiling pot in the kitchen, but otherwise, most of the damage was to china and crystal.”
 
   “Did anyone see anything or hear anything?”
 
   “All that anyone saw were dishes flying in the main dining room and then right afterward, some pots and pans being hurled through the air in the kitchen. The band packed up their stuff and left with an oath that hell would freeze over before they came back here. It’s kind of hard to have the atmosphere that we were aiming for without a band. Luckily, New Orleans is the home of jazz and we were able to find another one. I was just helping them get set up when you arrived.”
 
   “Did anyone have any problems during the remodel? You know, like hammers going missing or flying through the air, et cetera?” Ellen asked.
 
   “Not a single incident until opening night. Anyway, we’re going to give it another go tonight. Relax for a while and then come to dinner. There is a small apartment adjoining the parlor and it has a modern bathroom if you would like to freshen up. I need to get back to the kitchen and make sure things are ready.”
 
    
 
   Ghost Town
 
   is available at:
 
    
 
   Amazon Kindle * Amazon UK * Amazon AU
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