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Chapter 1
There was a truck and it was big
 
“Oh shit, anyone get the license plate on the truck that ran me over?” I think, and probably say audibly, coming alert once again. My body feels like it has been through the meat grinder five times too many. If anyone was wondering, one time is too many.
To imagine, I thought today was going to be a good day. Technically, for all I know a month could have passed, but for me it is all the same day. The same horrible day that I really wish was over.
Without opening my eyes, because I am horrified to see what is going on now, I take stock of my situation. My arms are no longer strapped against my sides, definitely a good thing. I am also no longer on a cold, hard table. It feels like I am on a bed. A nice bed and the sheets have a decent thread count.
Even better, I have clothes on. 
Opening up my sniffer, I smell Alex, Jonas, Jake, and Smitty nearby. Sebastian is noticeably missing, which is too bad because he is the person I need most right now. 
Behind all the lingering pain I feel, hunger is surfacing and I am not talking about an order of steak with bacon on the side. I need his blood and I need it soon.
“He is on his way back,” I hear Alex say from near my head. “He had a prisoner to secure and you know what a perfectionist he is.” If they are securing someone, I am surprised Alex isn’t there to supervise as well. The two of them are pretty particular about that type of thing.
I slowly open my eyes to see him kneeling beside the bed, my bed in fact. I should have known. Nothing feels as good as my own bed.
Alex’s face is marred with worry. I know he hates pain, and if he felt even half of what I was feeling via our connection, he is probably not very happy. It’s not really something I can apologize for, so I let it slide.
“The drug Tommy originally gave you made it so not only could I not contact you, but I couldn’t feel you anymore either. I knew something was wrong even before Marcus made the call. It was like you just dropped off the face of the earth.” That must have been loads of fun for him. 
“Marcus wasn’t there,” I say hazily remembering that fact. “Jonas was though. Did Tommy do any lasting damage to him?” Taking Jonas down permanently probably would have taken longer than Tommy had, so I am hopeful he is still kicking.
“Jonas is fine. He was just paralyzed for a few minutes. Just enough time for Tommy to drag you away to his torture chamber,” Alex replies taking my hand. 
I imagine Jonas isn’t thrilled that I was abducted under his watch. I will have to try to figure out a way to make that up to him. To think, I thought I was getting close to him forgetting about me wandering off one day. This won't help the cause.
For now, though, there are more pressing issues on my mind. Namely, where is that shithead Tommy?
“Oh Buttercup, it is good to see you awake,” Ben, also known as Demon Boy, says popping in sending a waft of strawberries my way. “You weren’t looking too good the last time I saw you, but here you are fit as a fiddle, and mostly no worse for the wear.”
I remember his red eyes flashing right before passing out the last time. Being incapacitated with a demon that wants me to be his incubator does not leave me with warm and fuzzy feelings about what may have happened.
“You aren’t pregnant,” Alex says answering the thought before I work myself into a panic. “He found you and brought you straight to us.”
I glance over at Ben a little surprised. He shrugs and says, “I told you I was giving you time. As pretty as you were all set up like a present, I want the mother of my children not to totally hate me.” Alex growls softly and Ben sits himself down on the edge of the bed, smiling at his taunt. “I did get to see the cutest little purple puppy head on your thigh. I didn’t even have to drop in on you in the shower.”
I imagine that isn’t the only thing he noticed, since I was lacking any and all clothing. Sadly, him seeing me naked is the least of my worries at the moment. I will have to scold him for not covering his eyes later.
“So, what happened with Tommy? You did leave him at least breathing so I can skewer him slowly, right?” I ask sitting up a little in the bed. Being laid out flat around two alpha males makes me feel too vulnerable. 
“He is roughed up, but yes he is still breathing. Ben walked him through the front door here and we used the straps he had on you to get him into a cell and secure him there. We haven’t had time, but are hoping to get some information out of him before you go crazy on his ass,” Alex remarks.
Well, they had better make sure I don’t see him because once I do, nothing is going to stop this crazy train. Another jolt of hunger curls in my belly. I need food.
“I have done my part on checking in on the patient. Fangy mate is coming down the hall, so I will bleep out, for now. Two emotionally charged boyfriends are a bit much to take,” Ben says moving to lean closer to me. “I will see you soon,” he whispers softly.
“I cannot say I am exactly looking forward to that, but I do have to say thank you for rescuing me,” I tell him. 
“Anytime. Next time, though, why don’t you think of calling a little bit sooner? Messages relayed through your boyfriends aren’t nearly as fun, and I could have saved you a lot of pain,” he says grinning and then disappearing in a puff of smoke. The smoke must be for dramatic effect because he hasn’t done that little trick before.
As the smoke clears, I look to the doorway and see Sebby standing there. Alex had just looked worried, Sebastian is clearly distraught. 
He is wearing a nice, or would be nice, if it didn’t have splashes of blood on it, button down shirt. His hair is rather disheveled and altogether he looks very unkempt. It is probably a first for him.
He rushes to me and wraps me in a rib-crushing hug. It is good to feel him again, but I am still a little sore, so I try to pull back without losing all contact. Why my outside is aching when it was my insides that were destroyed, I have no idea. I just know it hurts.
“Sorry, love. I just need to touch you right now. I thought I had a little while longer or I wouldn’t have been down securing Marcus.” He pulls back to look down at me. I actually see red tears running down his cheeks.
“Oh Sebastian,” I say wiping his tears away. “I am fine now, so please don’t cry.”
“She is also hungry. Why don’t you go ahead and let her feed?” Alex says leaning back a bit from the bed. 
“I imagine you are, love. Where would you like to feed from?” Sebastian asks. In our relationship, the person being fed on is usually the one that makes that decision. It is a little odd that he is giving me a choice, but I figure it has to do with the fact I am still pretty beat up.
“Is wrist okay?” 
“Of course,” he says rolling up his sleeve. I feel a little awkward because this will be the first time either of us has fed with Alex in the room. Just seeing Sebastian’s bare wrist is enough to make me forget to ask Alex if he wouldn’t mind stepping outside.
I grab Sebby’s wrist and bring it up to my lips. The girls, Lil and Bebe, have descended and are ready for action. I sink them into the waiting vein and feel the rush of blood pour over my tongue. 
Oh, so good. I continue sucking until I feel my hunger pains erode. The rest of my aching body feels rejuvenated. It’s amazing what a little blood will do for you. The girls start disappearing into their hidey-holes and I release the wrist. 
Looking up at Sebastian, I see him crying even more. I know our feedings have never hurt before; in fact usually they are…
“What just happened?” I ask jumping up and out of bed. The happy ending we usually find was noticeably missing.
“Although the combination of drugs Tommy gave you didn’t have any effect on our bond,” Alex starts and I know I am not going to like the end of this at all. “The bond between you and Sebastian was severed. He is hoping it is just a temporary side effect, but only time will tell if it returns.”
“Why don’t you just recreate it? You just have to say some words, right?” I ask Sebastian as I tilt his face up so I can see his eyes.
“The vampire bonding that I invoked is a once in a lifetime kind of thing. It isn’t something you can do twice, even if it is with the same person,” he says grabbing my wrists as I hold his face.
“But that’s not fair. Why didn’t the drug sever the other bond?” I ask Alex, but refuse to stop staring at Sebastian.
“Best we can tell is the original bond blocking shot you got also blocked the second drug from doing it any harm. Well, at least any harm to a werewolf bond. The vampire bond is different and something must have gone wrong there,” Alex explains.
“It’s okay, Sebby. We will get it back and it will be stronger than ever when we do,” I promise and mean every word of it. “Just think, without it I am still certain I love you. I always thought that was part of the bond, but it can't be if I still feel it. We are going to be okay,” I tell him stroking his hair. I don’t really know how you comfort a centuries old vampire, but I will do my best.
“Without the bond, you two aren’t forced to feed from each other. I think that is weighing on his mind a bit,” Alex says. Since when did he become Sebastian’s mouthpiece? In normal circumstances, Alex would be getting smacked for speaking for the vampire.
“He hasn’t been very rational the past few hours. I admit I was pissed that Tommy got to you, but he took the anger to the extreme,” Alex explains so no one else can hear. I imagine if the werewolf bond was gone, he would be in a similar state. 
“He has nothing to worry about on my part. I guess, if he wants to feed from other people that is up to him, but I find the idea of trying my fangs out on anyone else very distasteful. I hope you don’t mind still being my one and only.” I really don’t want him going out to find other snacks, but the choice is one he has to make for himself. 
Sebastian visibly relaxes and sighs under my grasp. “Thank you and no, I don’t want to find sustenance elsewhere. It would be like living for years on steak and lobster, and then being forced to eat one of those wretched Big Macs I tried once.”
I laugh remembering the face he made as he took a bite of his first brush with fast food. It was hilarious. I am pretty sure fast food went on his list of things to not even consider eating if you were starving and it was the only thing left. Being a protein rich diet girl myself, I would probably agree.
My brain travels back over the conversations I have heard since waking up and something sticks as important in my mind. Well, there are many things, but one in particular. Alex mentioned Sebby has been on a rampage and Sebby mentioned something about securing Marcus. 
“I want to see Marcus,” I say in a very clear, authoritative voice. 
The looks I receive back don’t look promising for a happy reunion. Nevertheless, they both stand to lead me out of the room.



Chapter 2
Who thought I would have to be the voice of reason?
 
We make our way down into the dungeon under the building. I still don’t know how long I was out, but I am obviously missing some important things. As one can imagine that makes me just a tad bit cranky.
“Why do you have Marcus locked up?” I ask. My dad has been dropping me clues that there is a traitor among us so I wonder if some big reveal happened while I was taking my little nap.
Alex is walking in front of us to lead the way. Sebastian seems to be afraid to leave my side and he's gripping my hand tightly. Too much harder and we may be having a few words about it.
“Why shouldn’t he be locked up?” Sebastian replies seething. It seems the closer we get to the guard, the madder he has been getting. “He left you and wasn’t there for you when you needed him.”
“Wait, that’s it?” I remark coming to a halt. “You locked him up and probably did damage to him, judging by the blood on your shirt, just for not being there during the attack?”
“He was your guard on duty. He shouldn’t have left you,” he replies.
“I guess I can see where you would be upset, but it wasn’t like it was well known danger was around the corner. The Collective side of things had been quiet and my demon problem was put on hold. You are the one that can sometimes see the future, not him. It isn’t like it was the first time one of the vamp guards went for a snack while on duty,” I say trying to get through to him.
“You know good and well that once you grew your fangs, I have had even more troubles seeing you in the future, and it is the last time any of the guards will be dumb enough to leave you down a guard. As far as his punishment, I am his master. He has sworn a blood oath to protect you. What happens to him when the oath is broken is entirely up to me. Me being alerted to you awakening is the only reason I didn’t finish the job and turn him to dust.”
I can see this is going to take heavy doses of some kind of anti-anger medication. Too bad I don’t stock it in case someone tries to use it on me. I also doubt yoga exercises will work in this situation. Maybe if I lock him in a room painted with pastel colors that will do the trick.
I start walking again. I would like to have a chat with Marcus and I hope I can do it before Sebastian goes for the heart. I would guess that Marcus is also getting some of the blame for the bond dissolving. If it was still intact, I doubt we would be having this conversation.
Alex stops in front of a silver lined cell. There are other things involved in the lining, but I can feel the silver. The dungeon isn’t the same as our holding tanks for criminals, like Sam, the guy that was involved in my shooting a few weeks ago. No, this place is straight out of an old-time horror movie.
Chains, racks, iron maidens. You name it, we have it. If you are looking for a great deal, give us a call at...Oh wait, we aren't doing a commercial now, we are trying to find out if we need to save a vampire from certain death. Let's get back to our program.
We walk in, after Alex opens the door, and I see that Marcus is currently attached to a rack that is stretching his already tall frame out beyond its capacity. His face is bloodied so much that I cannot really tell what the damage is to it. Was he punched or was some kind of weapon used? Maybe he really was run through a meat grinder.
He moans quietly, noticeably in pain. I feel bad for him, but I have to know something before I try to fight for his release.
“Can he still talk?” I ask almost hoping he cannot in the shape he is in.
“I suppose. I haven’t removed any parts yet and he hasn’t passed out,” Sebastian says with a little shrug. I had thought if they weren't close, they at least had a good amount of respect for each other. His callousness is a little scary.
I am glad I got here before he started cutting off the parts. I move closer, Marcus is still wearing clothes, but I can see large slashes in them where a knife blade must have crossed.
“Marcus,” I say softly not wanting to add to his pain. He opens his eyes to reveal crimson orbs filled with pain and hunger. “Marcus. Are you the traitor?”
He looks at me questioningly. Well, that is what I assume that look means. It is hard to tell with his face all messed up.
“You are my queen and I am loyal to the king. I am not a traitor,” he finally replies. 
Now, the question is whether or not to believe him. Sebastian, being the oldest vampire anyone knows, has made himself the self-proclaimed king to anyone that listens. He has spent many years proving to others why the title fits. It is one of the reasons I have a real tough time believing either of the vampire guards could be a traitor.
“I believe you,” I tell him softly. He has never shown me any kind of real malice, so I don’t think he is the traitor and I don’t feel like having dessert is a punishable offense. With that out of the way, I am on to the part where I have to bargain for his life.
Looking back at Sebastian tells me I am going to have a battle on my hand.
“I don’t want him killed,” I say still speaking decibels below my normal voice. “He asked and I granted permission for him to leave. If you punish him further, you will have to punish me as well.” It is really the only argument I have.
“How can you even stand to look at him? He took away everything we had,” Sebby replies. As I thought, the missing bond is the real issue here.
“But he didn’t. Tommy took the link away. I am sure he had contingencies in place for one or two guards. Marcus being there wouldn’t have made a difference,” I plead with him. 
“It feels like you have died,” Sebastian says strangling out another sob. I always knew the guys felt the connection more than me, but I didn’t know it was this strong. I love Sebastian and all, but he is still here. It isn't like one of us really fell off a cliff.
“But I didn’t,” I say walking over to take his hand. “I am still here and we still love each other. Even if the bond doesn’t come back on its own, there has to be a way to reconnect. You are the scholar amongst us, so hit the books. I am sure between all of us, including Demon Boy, we can find something that will reconnect us. Until that time comes, you are not going to mope around punishing people that don’t deserve it. If you want vengeance, take me to Tommy and we will kill him nice and slow. Marcus doesn’t deserve all of this.”
I watch as thoughts cloud his eyes. Evidently, it isn’t a simple decision in his mind. Eyes finally cleared, he nods his head and walks over to Marcus.
“You will not leave her alone again, ever. She is your savior now and as such you will worship her,” Sebastian says and the words seem to have a power behind them.
“By my blood I swear,” Marcus answers swiftly. It seems a new blood oath is in place. I don’t know how I feel about the worshiping part of the deal, though.
“And so it shall be,” Sebastian states ending their little ceremony. He pulls a lever that slowly relaxes the rack back into place. I don’t imagine you want your bones all crashing together at once.
Alex walks over and starts helping to unstrap the vampire. Marcus is going to need some food soon, as the red in his eyes indicate. I wonder if they have anyone on hand. I have seen black vampire eyes before, but have never been around one that is this far gone.
Once he is let loose, I am amazed to see he stays on his feet and makes his way to me. Up close, his wounds aren’t any better, but at least they look to be mostly closed and he will heal quickly.
He drops to his knees at my feet and bows. “My life for yours, my queen.” I totally don’t like the way that sounds. Things are getting a little bit too formal in here.
“I am hard to kill, so I hope it will never come to that,” I tell him. I bend down to try to help him to his feet, but he is basically dead weight. “Do we have blood available for him?” In his weakened state I am a little worried for the donor, but he needs to eat now.
“Send Doreen in,” Sebastian says to no one in particular. With the super ears in this place, I am sure the right person heard his command.
Further proof of this is evident when a large woman appears in the cell. Large, in the fact that she towers over me. She isn’t exactly husky, but she hasn’t been missing meals either. She has short spiky pink hair that seems to glow in the dark.
“Oh Marcus,” she sighs and rushes to the man now limp in my arms. “Here you go, love.”
She takes her wrist and quickly slices a cut with a knife she pulls from an ankle sheath. With her blood flowing freely she forces her wrist to his mouth trying to work some of the stream down his throat. It doesn’t take long for him to come alive and aggressively start feeding.
The feeding reminds me of the one Sebastian and I just shared. There is pleasure in the gift of taking her blood, but no sparks. Her being human clued me in that they weren’t bonded, but she did call him love, so there must be some emotional exchange. Or, of course, she may just be delusional. 
As his pulls start to lessen and he loosens his grip, Sebastian says, “Thank you, Doreen. You can go now.”
Marcus lets her go and smiles a little at the pout that forms on her face. “Thank you for coming,” he tells her trying to stand on his own.
He makes it up and seems to be in good shape. All of the wounds are for sure closed and I imagine if he washes the blood off, things won’t look too bad.
“Now that that is taken care of, you can guess that I have some questions I want answered. Can we head back up to the apartment so we can begin the interrogation?” I ask bringing myself off the ground and dusting off my pants. I still cannot believe the guys actually dressed me in my normal clothes when they had me lying there naked. 
“That is probably a good idea. We may have questions of our own, so it will be good to get them out of the way,” Alex replies leading the way out of the cell.
Sebastian takes his place beside me again. This time he wraps his arm around my waist. I think, at least for a while, he is going to be really touchy. I will have to get used to it, or potentially strangle him. In the early stages, either possibility still has a fifty-fifty chance. 
Marcus ends up falling in behind us, the effects of his torture not evident in his step. It’s a good thing I woke up when I did, otherwise I don’t believe he would still be breathing.
We make our way in silence and it takes every bit of willpower I have not to ask them to take me to where they are holding Tommy. They want to question him, which is fine, but they better not take their time about it. 
I still want his head on a pike and I want it there soon.
 



Chapter 3
Answers to all the questions a mush mind can come up with
 
When we enter my living area, Jake sees us first. “Whoa, Marcus man. I think you have seen better days.”
Rude much? I look for Jonas to verify that he isn’t somehow disfigured for being taken out on the job. On the surface everything looks okay.
“His penance is self-imposed and I have accepted it,” Alex informs me.
“What is it?” I think back.
“Not something I will share. If he wants to, he can, but as I said it was his idea so it is up to him to say who can know.”
I hope whatever it is, it’s not that bad, like cutting off one of his nuts. Tommy is a sneaky bastard and could have got by any of us. 
I settle onto the couch with Alex and Sebastian surrounding me. Jonas, Jake, and Smitty take up the other couch and Marcus sits on the ground in front of me. I don’t want to get into it with him right now, so I stay quiet on that account.
“Before you start, can we get you anything solid to eat?” Alex asks. “You haven't eaten in a day so I expect you should be hungry.”
I think about it for a second and find I don't feel hungry at all. Not even for some bacon, which I could usually eat all day, every day. That being said, or at least thought, I remember feeling a little bit queasy from the drugs and don't think adding solid food would be a good idea.
“No. I think I am good. Sebastian must have been extra satisfying today.”
Said person, leans in next to me and rests his head against mine. From shoulder to knee he touches me everywhere. Yup, definitely touchy.
“The first question I have is how much time has passed?” I ask. 
Please don't say months. Wait, maybe that wouldn't actually be a bad thing. We might have zoomed right past January, so I have a full year before the whole mating with Alex thing has to be done. 
I know it is just a pipe dream. My father isn't here and it sounds like he is going to be around for my birthday, which just happens to also be in January.
“It is the next night. Alex kept you sleeping calmly to hopefully halt any other side effects of the drug,” Sebastian claims.
“Okay. How about the witch that lured us in? Was she working with Tommy, is she still alive?” My brain is trying to start working and it is flashing questions at me rapid fire. Too bad half of them aren't getting through the fog because my brain isn't totally back online.
“Tommy did pay her to get you in off the street. When she saw your mark she panicked, though, and eventually sent up the bat signal that alerted Ben to her whereabouts,” Alex says. “When he showed up, he wasn't expecting to have to rescue you. He just thought he was getting back something that he had misplaced over the years.”
“It seems that Helen knows Ben pretty well. Fifty years back, she sold her soul to him for a power boost. She has been in hiding ever since and freaked when she saw his mark. He showed up when she started thinking about him and found Jonas coming to and us not far from the scene,” Sebastian adds.
“And with my mark he could pinpoint my location without difficulty.”
“Yup. He locked onto the closest person and took over,” Alex says.
“What about Phee. How is she doing?” I ask. I warned the girl it was dangerous to hang out with me, but I didn’t think she would get proof of the statement so quickly.
“She left here not that long ago. We actually had to force her to go. I think she is okay now that you are back from enemy hands. When we first got to the shop she was curled up in a corner,” Sebastian tells me.
“She cleared her scans, just so you know. You can start training her for real whenever you feel up to it,” Alex adds. “It is obvious from her reaction, your work is not going to be easy. I have never seen a wolf so traumatized, or one that doesn't know a lick about defending themselves.” 
“You really think she still wants to learn from me?” In her shoes, I would stay as far the fuck away from me as possible.
“I am sure of it. She seems more determined to learn how to use her new knives. The only thing that has kept her from practicing is the fact that Jonas reminded her she promised not to do it when you weren’t supervising. In addition to her, I was wondering if you would be willing to take on more students.”
“It would really depend on who the student was. I don't think I can deal with more than one teenager at a time,” I reply. Working with two Phees would cause me to yank my hair out.
“The other for the current class you have would be male. He isn't a novice, so you wouldn't have to start from scratch with him,” Alex claims.
“Do I know this person?”
“You have met and it was actually your idea for him to get some training. It is Sam, the Collective agent we have sitting on ice in a cell,” Sebastian supplies.
I guess that was my idea. Hmm. Working with someone with at least a little experience might help counter being driven crazy from Phee's total lack of any.
“We can give it a try. If it doesn't work out, I will ship him off to someone else. I can give them full evaluations tomorrow and see what I have to work with,” I decide. “Speaking of tomorrow, our bond gave you a few extra benefits, Sebby. Are they gone, too?”
“I don’t think I will be eating real food, for now. The only other thing it gave me was a little extra boost in the sunlight, but I have been able to stand the sun, for the most part, on my own for a while now. I went out earlier today and didn't feel any difference.”
That’s good. We can still appear strong in front of the Collective. As far as they go, I don't want them to know anything special has happened. “Back to the witch, where is she now and did she receive any punishment for her part in this whole thing?”
“Like it was mentioned, she had tried for years to stay off of Ben's radar. When she saw him face-to-face she tried to make a run for it while he was distracted finding you. He wasn't all that distracted, though, and waved his hand through the air causing her to disappear. We haven't seen her since,” Sebastian says.
I am not really sure how I feel about that. Yeah, I am pissed that because of her, Tommy got to me, but what exactly has Ben done with her. If I want to punish a person, I do it and get it over with. I am hoping he isn't making a new sculpture for the entryway. 
“What else was I going to ask? My brain feels all mushy and my thoughts seem to be dripping out my ears.”
“I think you are probably all caught up. We were hoping that maybe you will take a day or two off from work, but know we are pressing our luck. There is also the... um little side assignment you were supposed to come talk to me about yesterday after your training was over,” Alex tells me.
“Really? You are ready for me to just jump back into things? That is nothing like you,” I remark. I thought this little experience was going to cause a monsoon of yelling when I told them I was planning to get back to work immediately.
“Let's just say we feel a little more comfortable with you being out and about now that we know you have a demon at your beck and call,” he replies.
I am glad someone feels happy about that because I sure don't. No sane person wants a demon just popping in whenever they feel like it. 
“So, this assignment from you, who, what, where and when?” I ask not even bothering with the why. It has to be someone bad for them to want to send me after him. I find that I trust their opinions whether the crime is punishable by death. Isn’t that funny, me actually trusting someone.
“I will tell you more about it on the way to a meeting we have regarding it tomorrow,” Sebastian informs me. “Marcus and Jonas will be your guards slash backup and I will be along because I cannot be away from you at the moment.” 
Okay. Sounds a little secretive to me, but it is action so I am all for it. I hope my knives haven't gone dull during my day of rest.
“Why we are handling it this way will be revealed when you leave tomorrow, and if your brain wasn't still mushy you would probably figure it out. The mission is twofold and may not be easy. Marcus has an iron tight blood oath to you and Jonas would never betray us, so we can trust them to go along with you. You may need their assistance at some point. Also, I don't think you are going to be going anywhere for a while without Sebastian. So you better get used to your new shadow,” Alex whispers to me. 
As much as I love Sebby, him following me around is going to get old fast. I might be able to live with it for a day, or two, but that is about my limit. That means I have forty-eight hours to get this fixed.
My hope is that they are right and this is just something that will eventually wear off. I cannot rely on that, nevertheless, so that means I have to do some research of my own. Hitting the books has never been my thing, plus I doubt I could find something there that Sebastian didn't already know.
I need to talk to people to figure this out and there is only one person that I know that would possibly have this kind of information. The tricky part will be talking to Ben without having Sebastian present. I hope Ben is up for sharing dreams tonight. I know we just did one the other day, and I was dead set against ever doing it again, but desperate times call for desperate measures.
Believe me, you wouldn't want a mopey, love sick vampire following you around twenty-four seven either. Just the last hour or so has made me start to itch. I seem to be getting rashes a lot lately. I should probably get that checked out.
Wanting to talk to Ben as soon as possible, never thought I would be thinking that, I claim exhaustion from my ordeal and head towards the bedroom. Sebastian tags along and Marcus moves to position himself outside my doorway. 
I guess better outside than in, but still it is a tad bit creepy. I think we are going to have to discuss the changes in our relationship. When Alex first sent Jonas and Jake to me, we had to have a similar discussion.
While Sebastian strips down to his boxers, I change into some boy shorts and a tank to sleep in. I should take a shower to wash Tommy germs off my body, but I was unconscious when he touched me and as long as I don't think about it, I can pretend he didn't.
“You aren't really tired,” Sebastian says as he curls up behind me as I relax into bed. I snuggle into him and feel the hard planes of his thighs against mine.
“Sure I am, I went through a very horrible ordeal and I need to rest,” I reply.
“You know that might have been one of my favorite parts of our bond. You couldn't lie to me and I know you are now. I don't want to personally ask him for help, but if he has any idea how to fix this, I will take any help I can get.”
Even not connected, he can read me like a book. “I figure meeting in my dreams is safer than in person.”
“I wouldn't say that, but it is more private. Anything he does there can become true in the real world if he wants it. He wants you alive, though, so I don't worry that he will actually do harm.” I personally wouldn't count on that. My mouth has been known to get me in trouble before and I don't tend to be civil towards the demon.
“He initiated the dream last time, do you think he will tonight? Is there any way I can assure he will meet me?” I ask.
“I would guess he has his radio frequencies tuned to you, so just think of him as you fall asleep. He should pick up on your train of thought,” he instructs.
I am pretty sure I promised myself not to actively think of Demon Boy. Shoot, I didn't even think of him at all when I was faced with torture by forced mating. I guess we really do what we have to do.
“Okay, I will try. I love you, Sebastian. I will find a way to make things right.”
“I love you, too, and if anyone can find a way to fix this, I know you can,” he replies while he takes a deep breath smelling my hair and then kisses the top of my head.
 



Chapter 4
A gift that needs a handbook
 
When you are trying to force yourself to sleep, it is easier said than done. I make it through two thousand jumping sheep before I move on to multiplication tables. If that doesn't work, I am on to picturing paint drying.
I guess being knocked out cold for about a full day isn’t helping matters, but I really need to talk to Ben and I would like to do it before the cows come home. See, I am thinking his name. Ben. Ben. Ben!
“You know, Buttercup, if I knew your intent sooner, I could have brought you under after only five sheep,” Ben says from his chair in his secret room. Somehow, I was immediately transported to the scene without having to reawaken here. 
I am not sure I like the fact that he just insinuated that he could make me go to sleep whenever he wants. I seriously hope I don’t develop a case of narcolepsy. I might need to let the guys drive me around for a while.
“I am sure you have realized by now that I don't exactly believe in doing things the easy way,” I retort from my position on the leather chaise.
“No. That most definitely cannot be said about you,” he says with a half laugh. “I can assume you are here for the fangy one. It was a most surprising outcome, one I have already voiced my displeasure about.” I vaguely remember hearing him say something about wanting a bond to stay intact. I think I passed out from pain five seconds later, so the exact words are lost to me.
“You are upset that me and Sebastian aren't tied together anymore?” I ask. I thought he would be jumping for joy with one less mate to worry about. It is a little odd that no one seems happy about this development. I can understand why me and Sebastian are depressed, but Alex sure wasn’t throwing a party to celebrate being my only mate.
“I wouldn't say you aren't tied. Looking at the relationship strands coming off you, he still burns the brightest. It is kind of a rich glowing purple. Very pretty, if you like that kind of thing.”
“You can see lines coming out of me leading to people I know?” I cannot focus on the subject of him not being happy about the bond breaking while this new element is exposed.
“Yes, it comes in handy to see the connections. When I take one soul, if they have a strong connection to another, the second one is easy pickings. Your strand to him changed slightly after being severed, mainly in the shading, but it is still very strong. If someone was to kill you, they would have to take him as well and vice versa,” he informs me. “You and wolfy have the same level of connection, as far as to death do us part goes.” 
I take the news that me and Sebastian still have a strong connection as a good thing. “Is there any way to actually get things back to what they were? Do you think the drug will wear off?”
“Hmm,” he hums while appearing to be deep in thought. “The drug itself has run its course. It won't do any further damage, but the damage it has done isn't something that will go away on its own.”
Well there went the guys’ idea of it wearing off. “Crap,” I say simply. Not much else to say, other than fuck, but I am trying to be “civilized”.
“It is a bit of a dilemma, if you don't know how to fix these kinds of things,” he continues as if I didn't say a word. “You happen to be talking to someone who has that specific knowledge, though.”
Looks like things have somersaulted, pirouetted, and done a total one-eighty. Debbie Downer has left the building and Sally Sunshine has made her way to the door.
“So, what do I do?” I ask eager to be on my way to fix this.
“Good question. The answer to it won't come cheap. I have already saved your life once, well more or less, and have given you my protection, but have little to show in return,” he claims. His claims are correct, but I didn't actually ask for those things.
“I thought you planned on collecting a kid from me in the foreseeable future,” I reply. Not that I am planning on going through with it, but that should be payment enough for as many things as I can think of asking for. If I asked him to accomplish world peace, he should be jumping at the opportunity if he thinks he is getting a baby out of me.
“Oh yes, and believe me, you, me, and junior are going to be one big happy family, but that is long term. I want something for my troubles now. You know how demons are all for instant gratification,” he says with a smile. His eyes shift to a glowing red letting me know he is all demon underneath the pretty exterior.
Giving up something to him was not in my plan for coming here tonight, but I need the information and he has it. “What are the terms,” I ask dejectedly.
“I could be a total lecher and ask to watch the bond reconnection ceremony, but I will give you two your privacy. And since I don't currently have a specific want, all I will ask is for a favor, in the near future. When I ask for it, you will not balk, whine, or try to figure out a way around it. It is my favor and I can ask for it to be fulfilled any way I desire,” he responds.
I am a little concerned in what this “bond reconnection ceremony” is going to entail, especially when he says he would be a lecher for watching it, but I don't know of a way to get around it.
“When you ask for your favor, can you at least give me two options, so I can pick the one the least distasteful?” I ask trying to bargain for a little leeway.
He thinks about it for a second and then nods in agreement. “That will work. I have added the contract to your mark.”
I look down at my hand, not having felt a burn like when the mark was originally placed, I wonder if he really did anything. I cannot see anything different about it, but I didn't study it all that closely to begin with. I will have to have Sebastian take a look.
“What do I do to reinstate the bond?”
“Wait. First, I think we should drink to our agreement,” he says magically making two glasses appear in his hands. He hands me one and I stare at it. 
The instant thirst I feel upon holding the glass makes me frown. “What is it?” I ask looking into the glass.
“Oh, nothing much. It will help with your bond ceremony, though, so drink up.”
I don’t trust him for a second, but forces that I cannot see make me drink the liquid down. It has a sweet licorice taste to it and its thickness coats my throat as I swallow it. When I finish, my glass disappears.
“Good. Back to the subject at hand, reinstate is a good word for it. You won't be creating a new tie, just reactivating the one that is currently dormant between the two of you. It is quite simple really, although you may find it a little awkward and, in general, be squeamish about it,” he states.
“It has only been a couple hours and I have a new shadow that likes to be in constant contact. I think I will get over a little squeamishness in order to prevent future insanity.”
“Oh, I have no doubt you will eventually do it, but this might take you a day or two to accept the idea. It requires a fluid exchange. As great as blood is for these types of things, the kind of bond you had needs just a little extra boost. So, while you are both enjoying cocktail hour, he is going to need to inject you with his man fluid, if you get my drift,” he says in what I imagine is supposed to be a cryptic way. Too bad, I understand the meaning right off.
“We have to have sex,” I say summing up his rambling.
“While feeding, yes. It would seem your vampire beau will be the lucky one to take your troublesome virginity.” 
He is right about me going to need to take a second or two to think this over. Eventually, I will do it, but you know the saying about being as nervous as a virgin on prom night. It looks like this virgin's prom is right around the corner.
I sigh taking in a big gulp of air. “Okay. I can do that. I should probably head back and tell him the good news. I did have one question before I go, though.”
“Ask your question, but I also have a gift I want you to take with you when you go,” he responds.
“What happened with the witch?” I ask curious to know how that turned out.
“Aw. Helen. Pesky woman that one. Tried to pull one over on me. Sold her soul and then tried to detach herself from it. She has spent decades trying very hard not to think about me and you just happen to walk in her shop one day. The little bit of her soul intact rang like a church bell on Holy Sunday when she got a look at the mark you bear,” he pauses to laugh about the woman's misfortune.
“Helen is finding that I don't like to be toyed with. For now, she is working as my slave. I have been away from home quite a bit recently and it needs some tidying. Her other responsibilities bring me to my gift,” he says just before an object appears in his lap. “I have tasked her with making sure my pets are properly fed. A fun task for anyone who isn’t their master.”
As the object straightens up a little, I can see it is actually a little puppy. It is light gray, with very loose wrinkly skin.
“Pepa and Hermes just had their first litter together. Hmm. Do you still call it a litter if they only have one puppy? That is all Hellhounds have at a time. Anyway, this little guy is now fully weaned and I would like his forever home to be with you,” he tells me.
I look back down at the little guy and decide he is kind of cute, but I don't know the first thing about taking care of him. “Does he come with an iron?” I ask trying to make a joke.
“No. The wrinkles are a sign of his great breeding. The more wrinkles, the better for a little guy like him.”
“Do I have a choice in accepting this gift?”
“Now you are hurting his feelings,” he says and sure enough, I look at the little guy and if his face wasn't pathetic before, it is now. All the wrinkles make him look extra sad.
“Fine. What does he eat and how often will I need to let him out?” I ask giving up before really even starting the fight.
“Raw meat is his primary diet. I don't think he has settled in with a favorite variety, yet. You should probably walk him twice a day. I am sure it won't be too big of a hassle. You have all those servants to do things like this for you.”
“By servants, I suppose you mean my guards. I doubt my werewolf guards will enjoy walking a Hellhound puppy. I will oversee his care myself,” I stand up to walk over and retrieve my pet. “Is there anything else or can we get back to reality now?” 
I pick up the little guy and he immediately licks my face. I guess that means he likes me. His breath reeks of sulfur. How exciting for me. I wonder if he will like breath mints.
“Nope, off you go. I will stop in soon to see how you two are getting along. Sometimes the baby pups have difficulty adjusting to their new environments.”
When the environment is filled with bigger dogs, I can imagine there is going to be a lot of issues with this development. It is too bad the little guy is so cute. I might have been able to say no. I bet Ben trained him to give me those sad puppy dog eyes. 
Just looking down into them again, I am afraid this pup already has me wrapped around his little finger, or paw in his case.
 



Chapter 5
Fire is not a curtain’s best friend
 
I am startled awake, back in reality, by some serious little growls. I feel Sebastian with his arm around me caressing my stomach.
“I don't see how a baby Hellhound is going to reconnect us,” he says gripping me a little tighter. 
I look down to see the pup sitting in the concave area by my stomach that my current position creates. He is nipping at Sebastian’s hand trying to get him to remove it from my tummy.
“Stop that,” I scold causing him to focus on me. Upon getting my attention, he waddles up towards my face for another lick. Yuck. I need to get him a puppy toothbrush, real quick like.
“So, Ben decided you needed another level of protection by giving you, literally, a guard dog?”
“What? Not that I know of. He just said he was a gift,” I say petting the pup to get him to calm down.
“Gift my ass. Hellhounds have two jobs. They either collect souls for their masters or they are used as protection. Protection in the sense that no one is allowed near their master or mistress without being torn to shreds. We are lucky he is a puppy or I might be missing a few fingers,” Sebastian informs me.
“He would never do anything like that, would you my little babykins?” I ask making noises that I never thought would leave my lips.
“He may look all cute and cuddly now, but just you wait a few decades. When he grows in that second head, you will be playing a different tune,” he says releasing his grip on me and rolling over on his back. “Does the little guy have a name?” He sighs and seems to be coming to terms with the new addition.
Ben didn't mention a name, but I guess that is an important detail. “Of course, he has a name. He cannot be my pet without one. It's, umm, it's Clyde. That's it, his name is Clyde,” I say repeating the first name that came to my mind. 
Upon hearing his new name, my little pup stands up and starts wiggling a whole bunch. He gives a little yip, I am guessing his approval, and a small flame erupts from his mouth.  Thankfully, it was really small and nothing flammable, or humanoid, was too close.
“Clyde, huh. Well, I guess that will do. At least you didn't say something girlie. You are going to have to work on not overexciting him it seems.”
“You have known me for how long, and in that time, have you ever thought to yourself 'oh that Nyx, she is so girlie'? Don't even think about bringing up how you have seen me in pink dresses. I was incognito, so that doesn't count,” I insist.
“If you say so, and you are correct, no one would for a second believe you are girlie. Aside from the new mutt, to add to our already growing collection, did you find out anything useful from his royal evilness?”
I am not really ready to divulge the whole plan, just yet. “He told me something he claims will work. It is nothing you would hesitate over, but I need just a day or two to wrap my mind around it,” I plead with him.
“Any hints at all?” he asks in return rolling to spoon behind me again, earning a growl from Clyde.
“It is something we will both probably thoroughly enjoy,” I say. That alone is most likely saying too much, but I want to give him something.
Clyde darts around trying to remove Sebastian’s fingers. He is such a silly little thing. I cradle him up closer to me to try to get him to calm down. He does, but his eyes turn an eerie red when he glares behind me.
“Your demon really thinks us sleeping together will create a new bond?” Sebastian asks after having thought about it for a few seconds.
Guess my clue was too obvious. “He thinks us having sex and feeding at the same time will pull our bond out of hibernation. He says it is still there, we just have to wake it up, and I plan to, I just need time to prepare.”
“If it is as simple as that, you can have all the time you need. I cannot believe there isn't something more that has to be done. Some kind of incantation at the very least.”
“All I know is what he told me. Knowing him, he will pop in sometime and tell us he forgot to mention the six chickens and a billy goat also needed for a sacrifice and that we have to say the alphabet three times backwards followed by counting to one thousand in a language no one has ever heard of. For now, we are just sticking with we are going to have to have sex, and on my end I am sticking with me wanting a few days to get used to the idea,” I state.
“Hmm. The chickens would be pretty easy to get a hold of, but billy goats are scarce around this city,” he says finding his sense of humor. “And you know, I am an expert linguist, so any words in any language are a non-issue. This gives me hope and I will settle for that until you are ready. Right this minute, though, I think we should take Clyde out for a walk because I believe he is trying to figure out a way to climb over you and take a piss on me.”
“Clyde would never do something like that,” I tell him, but then look down at the little devil and see him glaring at Sebastian. It certainly looks like he is admonishing him for telling on him. “Clyde,” I say to get his attention. When he looks over at me and wiggles his little hiney with happiness I continue. “I think it is time for us to take you out.” 
I pick him up and jump out of bed. I don't exactly have a leash for him, but I do have some rope. I place him on the floor and head to my closet with him tottling behind me. 
I find the rope in my box of stuff I rarely ever need, but when needed it is really important. Sort of like now. I don't want Clyde to be running around loose in the city. Who knows what trouble he would get into?
“You want to come with us?” I ask Sebastian. I don't really know what time of day it is, but he said daylight is still okay with him.
“I wouldn't miss this little walk for the world. I imagine it will turn more heads than when you, me, and Alex strolled down the lane hand in hand,” he says standing to put on his pants.
“It's just a puppy. I am sure they have been into the human environments enough to know what one is,” I reply loosely making a little noose around the pup’s neck. I leave a long length of the rope to serve as his leash and then cut the rest of it off with a knife.
“Yes, I am sure everyone knows what a dog is, but with the high wolf population around here, there probably hasn't been the human companion version roaming the streets of Night Owl City since the Grand Collective took things over.” I guess he does have a bit of a point there. “I know not all paranorms are rocket scientists, but they will figure out what he is if he gets all red eyed around them.”
“Yeah, well they will just have to get used to him,” I say pulling on his leash. “Come on, Clyde. Let's go meet the rest of your new family.” This excites the little bugger and he gives another fire-loaded yip. I would hate to see a full on bark.
I can sense all the usual suspects in the living area. “Anyone close by the door will want to move away until he gets to know you a little better,” I alert Marcus, who is still at his post. He moves away, not far, but far enough Clyde shouldn't bite his ankles as we pass. 
We make our way out to find everyone staring at us. “Who let the rat in?” Jake asks drawing a growling Clyde's attention. 
Clyde, evidently sensing the words were derogatory towards him, starts lunging in Jake's general direction. Not content on being held back, he lets out a big boy bark. A river of fire shooting out of his mouth accompanies it. The flames stay away from the other people in the room, but the curtains catch fire. Jonas quickly rushes to find an extinguisher and takes care of the blaze.
“Bad Clyde,” I say scolding the pup. “No breathing fire in the house.” 
“You know that leash isn't going to do much to hold him,” Alex states eying my makeshift work.
“No, but until I can get the leather spike collar and matching leash I want ordered, it will have to do,” I reply. “For now, he needs to go potty and it is going to be hard enough to find him some grass to water in this city.” Granted there is a mess of woods not far, but the majority of it is Collective land and I don’t think it is a good idea to let my Hellhound just amble around on it. The city proper is just building upon building. I am sure Clyde is looking for a real jungle not a concrete one.
“Green space for pets to do their business wasn't high on the city council's priorities when the town was restructured. I am sure we will find a place for him, though,” Sebastian says while gently grabbing my forearm to lead me from the room. Clyde just eyes him warily. We must be making progress.
“Well, we might as well make this a full family outing. The sun is setting so I don’t think anyone will get burned. With him in tow,” Alex says gesturing towards Clyde, “I don’t think there will be any issues of security, but I like the idea of us all being there. Hellhounds in this realm are unheard of, unless they are snatching a soul, so people are going to wonder about us having a demon somewhere in our back pocket.”
“Would it be okay if I sit this one out?” Smitty asks. “I haven’t fed for a couple of days with everything that is going on, and being in dusk level light doesn’t appeal to me at the moment.”
“Of course,” Sebastian says turning towards Marcus with a questioning glare.
“I am with you, my liege.” Being spared his life has really turned Marcus into a little puppet. I am going to have to work on him.
“Great. Let’s go,” I announce dragging my pet past the guys towards the elevator. Clyde gives a little growl to everyone he passes to assert his place in the hierarchy. Sadly, the little fellow is a bit confused on his size.
We get down to the ground level and I am not sure where to go. Clyde seems to have it figured out and he drags me along with beaus and guards following close behind. 
While he leads us around, I decide it would probably be a good idea to have a silent talk with Alex about Ben’s idea for relinking me and Sebby.
“Not really much to say about it,” Alex says picking up on my thought.
“It is something I am going to have to do. As much as I love him, I cannot be around him all day, every day,” I reply.
”Exactly, there isn’t anything I can do about it and I told you before that I know you guys will be sleeping together at some point. Might as well get something good out of the deal. It really isn’t that big of a thing. We all knew going into this thing there were three of us involved. I don’t think you would be up to having us both in the bedroom with you at one time, so one-on-one time is expected.” 
From the way he is rambling, I know he isn’t as cool about the situation as he is trying to play. He is right, though, we knew this would eventually happen. I didn’t expect to live forever still as intact as the day I was born. I just thought it would be something that came a little more naturally. 
During feedings and playtime, me and Sebastian have gotten close to taking it to the next level. Maybe we can try to reenact one of those moments. I imagine Sebby is experienced enough to make the task pleasant. I hope that we can find a romantic moment and take care of business.
Clyde finally stops tugging and lifts his little leg, having found probably the only tree in a ten-mile radius. 
“Good boy, Clyde. Who is mama’s good boy?” I ask leaning down to pet his head. 
“Where is my camera?” Jake asks. That garners a middle finger on my part. If he doesn’t stop running his mouth, I am going to sic Clyde on him. 
“Now children, that’s enough,” Jonas adds. “I think we have probably gotten enough stares for one day. Why don’t we get back so we can go to that meeting we had scheduled?”
I guess I was too busy being dragged around and talking with Alex, I didn’t even notice any other people about. Looking up now, I see a lot of gawking going on. 
That is definitely our cue to head back. I quicken my pace and everyone follows. I can see walking Clyde twice a day is going to be loads of fun.
 



Chapter 6
Back in the thick of things
 
Back at the compound, Alex gives me a quick kiss and tells me to be safe, then heads off to wherever he goes when he isn’t around me.
“Well, it seems I have the night off, so I am off to have a little fun,” Jake says before jumping into his personal vehicle and peeling out of the parking garage. Lord, I don’t want to know what that boy does with his time off. It would be another one of those moments when I have to wash my brain.
“I guess he doesn’t like us as much as I thought he did,” I say looking down at Clyde. “Do we have a kennel or something for him? I don’t really want him running free around the apartment.”
“The only place we could store him that he wouldn’t wreck is the dungeon and I doubt you will allow that,” Sebastian says. 
“No. That seems a little extreme and he is just a baby. I guess he will have to go with us. Will that be a problem?” I ask.
“If you can keep him quiet, he should be fine. Jonas did you happen to get that sweep done today?” Sebastian asks.
“We are good. No trackers or listening devices on the vehicle. We should probably get going, though. I have a feeling things are going to be a little hairy,” he replies.
One of these days, they are going to start speaking English. Until then, they should at least provide me with a dictionary so I can try to keep up.
They lead me over to a black old school Chevy. It says Impala on it, but it isn’t a year I am familiar with. Sebastian opens the passenger door for me. I climb in and settle Clyde onto my lap. The guards fill the backseat and Sebby climbs behind the wheel.
“So, are you going to clue me in on this mission?” I ask as Sebastian puts it in reverse to start our little adventure.
He reaches under the steering wheel and flips a switch. I see no effect, but for all I know it could have set off an atomic bomb in D.C. After my recent trip there, I wouldn’t mind seeing it fall off the face of the earth.
“It just ensures our conversation stays between us. You know very well it is a feature built into all of our vehicles,” he says reading the question in my eyes. “We aren’t really going to a meeting, per se. We are carrying out the assassination we wanted to send you on. Any one of us could do it, but the mark is going to be a little bit tricky.”
“So, who is the guy?” I ask excited that I am going to see action.
“The mark lacks the proper equipment to be considered a guy. Jonas has told us you are familiar with Jake having a girlfriend. What he hasn’t told you is that she is a Collective agent.”
“That son of a bitch!” I shout causing Clyde to jump to attention. “That little punk is our rat?” Clyde seeing there isn’t a threat settles back down, but keeps alert. Any second now, he looks to expect the boogieman to jump out.
“No one said that, but the girl is a threat and she has past sins to pay for,” Jonas says from the back. I turn around wondering if he is referring to his brother’s death. He shakes his head to let me know it isn’t personal for him.
I should have known. The Collective didn’t have any other official, meaning actually making it through training, female assassins. Jonas’ brother died, from what I can gather, a while ago so there is no way she could have been involved.
“What complications are we going to run into? You mentioned things being tricky.”
“We are pretty sure we know where Jake ran off to in a hurry. He will have his chance to defend himself. Hopefully, he doesn’t stand in our way before he gets that chance. He has been spending time with her every time he has a break, so the relationship may be serious,” Sebastian informs me.
Oh Jake. What has he gotten himself into? As annoying as he is, I would really rather not have to shoot him.
Accepting that I will have to do what has to be done, I ask, “What are the specifics?”
“I believe you are familiar with the target. You even pretended to be her when you broke into the Collective earlier this month. She goes by many aliases, but we consider her to be Julie Richards. She has been in the Collective as long as you and once they lost their favorite female assassin they started grooming her. She has been on two single missions, so far, and they were both against resistance targets. One got away, the other was not so lucky.” Well, at least the target tonight isn’t someone I like. As far as Collective agents go, there probably aren’t many that I would have a problem killing.
“We are heading to her offsite residence. It is where her and Jake have been having their little rendezvous. We don’t know what happens, but even if she isn’t gathering information during their times together, we want her dealt with. You can take the lead, but we are all going in for backup, especially with Jake being on the scene.”
As Sebastian finishes his explanation, I glance down and realize I am in my boy shorts and tank. I didn’t even put on a weapon. Killing a wolf with my bare hands is probably a bit much, even for me. 
I cannot believe I went out with no weapons. My brain must still be mushy. Why no one else said anything is beyond me. Of course, Sebastian never did get around to putting on a top, so I guess we were both distracted.
“Does this car happen to have any weapons in it? You may have noticed I am lacking a little in that department.”
“I am sure the trunk is loaded with anything you could want, but Marcus does have your holster and guns. We all know how naked you feel without something. You have your own personal little flamethrower in your lap, too,” Sebastian points out.
Too bad I cannot control how that flame is used. “Thanks Marcus,” I say glancing back at him. He nods his head in acknowledgment. 
“The chick isn’t going to live through the night, but what do you want to do with Jake if he makes an appearance?” I ask.
“As I alluded to, that depends on his actions. We need him alive to find out what she knows. I doubt she will just tell us everything she has passed on to her superiors. Especially since, she will most likely be staring down your gun barrel.”
No, I don’t think she will give us much. Even as a female, the Collective will have taught her to keep her mouth shut. They have some very not fun techniques to drill the procedure into their agents.
Sebastian pulls off on a noisy, industrial street and stops the car. “We are going to walk in from here. The car makes too much noise.”
When we get out, Marcus hands me my guns. Unsure what to do with Clyde’s leash, I set it on the ground next to him. “You stay right there,” I command him.
I quickly put my holster on and check the rounds to make sure everything is set. I still feel pretty naked in a literal sense of the word. “Can I check out the trunk?” I ask wanting to make up for showing too much skin.
Sebastian moves to unlock it. I don’t see any weapons on him, but he really doesn’t need anything. He could run circles around Julie and while she is busy trying to figure out which way is up, he is able to just rip her head from her shoulders. Maybe a little gruesome, but it would get the job done.
“These might make you feel better,” he says lifting out a pair of one of my usual pants and a pair of boots.
I look down and just now notice my feet are bare. What the fuck? I grab the items and set the boots down while I wiggle into the pants. My boy shorts won’t cause any problems underneath them, so I don’t bother taking them off. 
I settle on the ground next to Clyde and put on the socks that are tucked into the boots and then the boots themselves. Clyde seems to like untying my shoelaces a whole lot, so it takes me a few tries to get the job done.
I am still showing my arms, but this is a lot better. Clyde seems to be fine just hanging out so I leave his leash and look into the trunk for some more artillery. I find a machete I like and strap it to my back and then add a boot knife for giggles.
Feeling more prepared for the mission, I look over to the guys. Sebastian has found himself a shirt. He doesn’t bother buttoning the front, but I can see the faint lines of some wrist sheaths that he is probably trying to cover.
Jonas and Marcus don’t look like they have changed anything, but being guards I think they are always prepared and armed.
“Who is leading the way?” I ask. “You said we are walking on foot to the location, right?”
“Yes. It is a couple miles out. I don’t think she has the place wired, so we shouldn’t have to worry about any cameras or booby traps. From the recon missions, we have learned she thinks a little too highly of herself,” Jonas relays. In my experience, all Collective agents think a little too highly of themselves, including me when I was one.
I pick up Clyde’s lead and motion for them to guide the way. We operate in silence, not wanting to alert the target. This assassination by team is really odd for me. I am used to doing all the recon work and killing myself. I don’t know that I like having to keep my eyes on others when I am trying to focus on the kill.
As we get closer to our final destination, I can start to pick up Jake’s scent. I guess he really did head straight to her. When the smell starts getting really strong, I am able to pick up audible on what is going on in the house.
“Oh yeah, oh yeah right there,” a woman says moaning. It is followed by male grunting. 
Somehow, this is actually a first for me. I haven’t interrupted someone in the act and I don’t really want to start now. I don’t expect they would be all that willing to talk if they were denied completion. 
I look over to Sebastian, who in turn is looking to me for directions. Wait, I mouth to him and he nods. I hope that they have either been at it for a while or they are quick in general. 
Other than some panting, they stay pretty quiet for the next couple minutes and I hope that indicates they are both coming down from their finishing point. That thought is blown away when a female wail rents the air followed closely by another long male grunt. 
That has to mean it is over, right? 
“Thanks babe, that was great. I am going to take off,” I hear Jake say.
“Can’t you stay? You are always leaving afterward,” I hear the girl whine. God does she sound pathetic.
“I have a feeling I am going to have some work to do tonight. The sooner I can get it done, the sooner I can potentially make it back to you,” the prick tells her.
“If you leave now, I may not be all that welcoming when you come back,” the bitch claims. Prick, bitch, my vocabulary knows no bounds tonight.
“I think you need my cock, more than I need you, so we’ll see just how welcoming you get if I decide to not show up for a couple weeks,” Jake says coolly. I hear some doors open and see him jog out of the house and down the street away from us. I don't see his car around so he must be heading for it.
Maybe he isn’t all that into her and won’t be an issue. He has at least removed himself from the scene. I don't foresee him jumping in front of a bullet to save her.
Once he is out of range, I motion to the guys and give Clyde a little tug on his leash. It's time to get this party started.
 



Chapter 7
My new favorite bullet
 
We don't hear any more movement as we head towards the house. As we get closer, we can make out a female voice muttering nonsense. It seems she really is upset about Jake leaving her. 
I almost wish Jake had stuck around. I have a lot of things I would like to say to the boy and me stewing about them are just going to make them less coherent. Maybe I can get Alex to write them down while I think them. I am always looking for a way to make the telepathy thing useful.
At the side door, the front would be way too obvious, I test to see whether it is locked and feel the knob turn freely. Wow, she really is a dumb bitch. Really, what assassin trained worth even half a damn just leaves their doors open?
I open the door and we make our way in. I have my Beretta out and ready. It doesn't take long to find the bedroom Julie is currently passed out in. Seriously, this is what the Collective is training these days. Maybe it is a good thing I left when I did. I sure as Hell wouldn’t have put up with this laziness.
The room itself is sparsely decorated, as was the rest of the house when we walked through. It is basically just the bed in here. Maybe she hasn't had time to make her love nest feel like home.
“Hey Julie,” I say trying to wake her up. I never take a life where I am not able to look into their eyes while I am doing it. It’s a general rule and tonight isn’t going to be the first time I break it. I move further into the room and the guys follow.
“Hey Julie,” I repeat giving her a little nudge with my gun. Collective agents are taught not to fall asleep on the job. If they could see her now, I bet they would do the killing for me.
She stirs a bit and tries to focus as she opens her eyes. “What? Oh it's you. What are you doing here and why are you dragging around a shrunken hippopotamus?” She focuses on the ground and then the other people in the room.
Oh no she didn't just offend my little guy. Clyde doesn't care for the remark either because he starts growling and lunging towards the bed. I tug on the rope to get him to calm down.
“Do you think you could get out of bed, or at least sit up, so we can have a little conversation?” I ask the still prone woman. I am happy she managed to get under the covers. I don’t expect her to be wearing a lot in the clothing department.
She manages to sit up a little bit, moaning as she moves. “Too tired,” she whispers finally sitting up. Man, Jake must have really given her a workout. I didn't know this level of exhaustion was possible from a little romp in the bed. If I wasn’t pissed at him, I might actually offer him congratulations on a job well done.
Now that she is up, though still not coherent, I want to get on with this, but before I get a chance to try to ask a question, I hear a shot followed by witnessing Julie's head explode. Well, that takes away my interrogation. 
I spin towards the perpetrator, and find Jake standing in the doorway. My gun focuses on him. “You better start explaining yourself,” I demand not too happy at all that I won’t get my chance to kill anyone tonight.
“That was why you guys came over tonight, right? You got tired of her trying to take out our guys. She wasn't going to be able to tell you anything. The drug I slipped her was going to keep her asleep for at least four hours. You couldn't have parked too close, so I just saved you dragging her for miles,” he says lowering his gun and giving his usual annoying grin.
“You seem pretty happy for yourself, being a traitor and all,” I tell him refusing to lower my weapon. The rest of the guys are just letting me run the show. Good move by them. I was set to kill someone tonight and since it looks like the program has changed, no one wants to get in the way of this crazy.
“What? A traitor? I am not a traitor.” It seems that is the standard answer for anyone I ask these days. I guess you cannot really expect someone to cop to the crime. Traitors don’t have a record of being treated very well in history.
“We caught you having sex with a known enemy. You have been slipping her your hard-on, what else have you let loose?”
“Just because I was using the situation to get some low grade sex, I mean my own hand is almost better, doesn't mean she was getting anything out of me. If you would have asked her, she might have thought she was, but I was only feeding her false information while doing research and collecting intel for our side. You can ask Alex. I reported everything back to him.”
“Alex knows about your relationship?” I ask. He didn't indicate that to me at any point, but I guess I didn't hear about the real situation until after we left the compound. The little bit Alex did mention made me think he thought Jake would be an issue. 
“Of course he does. He set everything up. I romanced the girl, letting her think she was pulling one over on me. Then when we started coming here, I would slip her something in her drink so after I had a good time with her, and made a big deal about leaving, she would pass out. I would double back around and come back in to snoop through her things to find out her plans. I was able to save her first target, but she changed things at the last minute for the second one. You don't know how sorry I am that I didn't see that one coming.”
So, little Jakey has been playing secret agent. I am going to have to check out his story with Alex, but I actually think the brat is telling the truth. I may have to smack Alex around a little bit for making me think Jake was a rat.
“If you aren't the traitor that leaves only one person standing,” I say looking to Sebastian, since it is one of his men.
“The fact that Smitty is playing both sides isn’t a new revelation,” he says nodding. “I didn't know if Jake had also flipped so I didn't want you growing complacent around him. I am sure there are probably quite a few people within our midst that aren't really on our side.”
“You knowingly have allowed a traitor to guard me? For how long?” I ask.
“Smitty is very complex. He has been by my side since the resistance was started, and I have known him for centuries. He doesn't like to lose, though, and he hasn't figured out which side in this battle will win. That makes him play both. We are careful not to let anything too important slip out when he is in our presence, but these things sometimes happen.”
“I cannot believe you allow this,” I say astonished by what I am hearing. He says they don’t let anything important slip, but the guy knows about my wacky makeup and paternity. I think those are kind of important things to just let slip.
I try to think back over other things he might know. The big one is the fact that my dad is still alive. He better be in a really good hiding place because the Collective is probably back on his ass.
“We use it to our advantage when we can. We have uncovered more traitors that meet with him and have taken care of them appropriately. His phone and vehicles are wired, so we pick up any communication he has with the other side. Him being two-faced has actually saved a few lives over the years,” Sebastian explains. “We were even able to find the wolf that tried to break into the holding cells to get to Sam, after the perpetrator had a meeting with Smitty.”
“And yet you don't make me aware of this and he is sent almost every other day to protect me. What if I let something slip that cost someone their life?”
“Jonas and Marcus were aware of the situation, which is why one of them tends to always be around. I wasn't one hundred percent for sure of Jake's loyalty, so you were rarely left alone with only him and Smitty. Sometimes the grouping was necessary, but not often. I don't think Smitty would ever endanger you. He has given his blood oath to protect you and those aren't things that can be taken lightly.”
“Hey. Why does my loyalty have to be in question? Alex saved me from the Collective. There is no way I would repay that by harming the resistance. Especially not if it had something to do with hurting Alex’s girl,” Jake says defending himself. “Wolves tend to take the whole mate thing very serious.”
“That's good to know. We are going to have to talk to Alex about sharing information. He didn't tell anyone, that I know of, that you were undercover,” Sebastian says looking to Jonas who shakes his head. 
Wow. Alex is a little secret hider. Imagine that. He is also pretty quiet in my mind. I know he said he had to concentrate to hear my thoughts, but I figured he just sat around thinking of me all day making me an easy read. With any luck, his silence means he is actually busy elsewhere.
“I guess we are done here then. Because of Jake I didn't get to have any fun like I was promised, so you better get something else lined up for me soon.” Like letting me go after the real traitor, I add silently. “What do you guys want to do with the body?” I ask. 
I am not sure what ammunition he used; usually silver just leaves a puddle of gunk. This stuff just blew her head away. It might come in handy if I ever need to produce a body.
“We can just leave her. I don't think she will be resurrecting and this, trying to seduce me into giving secrets, was something she was doing without proper authority. She would report any tidbits she thought she was uncovering, but no one was really checking on her,” Jake says. “She was really trying hard to prove herself. Apparently, another female agent made it very difficult to look good in the eyes of the Collective. Her tests never measured up to yours, so she was trying to find something to win them over.”
“And I am guessing your bogus secrets weren't working out too well for her?” I ask.
“Nah. She was going to try to kill me before too long. They kept sending agents to places I said our forces lived and found empty houses. I think I was causing quite a bit of frustration.”
“So, it was a normal day for you,” I retort.
“Pretty much. Can we get out of here? The body is starting to stink and if you haven't noticed, Rat Dog is eying it like a T-bone.”
The conversation had made me forget about the little bugger, but sure enough, he is staring at the body licking his lips.
“No Clyde,” I say scolding him. I need to record myself saying that because I have a feeling those words are going to come out of my mouth a lot. “I don't care what your other master allowed. Here in the real world, we don't eat people.”
“I guess if you ever did need a body disposed of, you have a new tool at your disposal,” Marcus pipes in. “I don't think there would be much left after he got through with it.” 
“I am afraid if he gets the taste of people, you guys are going to have to start sleeping with one eye open,” I inform them. “Let's head out. I think he needs to have a steak or something. His eyes are starting to look like laser beams.”
“I am parked two blocks north of here, so I will meet you all back at base,” Jake says nodding and taking off.
“I, for one, am glad he isn't the traitor,” I announce dragging Clyde away from the body. “I wasn't looking forward to breaking in a new guard and if you say you have a handle on Smitty, I won't have to.”
“I think you have a while before you need to. Eventually, Smitty will outgrow his usefulness and have to be dealt with, though,” Sebastian says catching up and taking my free hand.
On the way back to the car, I start salivating thinking about what it would be like to fight Smitty to the death. He isn't as good as Sebby, but he is far from a novice. It would be a pretty fair fight and one that would really get my adrenaline going.
I cannot wait.
 



Chapter 8
Things just never go my way
 
“Oh my God, you're alive!” Phee shrieks at me as I step out of the car, back in the parking garage. She is dressed in Nyx approved workout attire. “I didn't believe them when they said you were actually up and about and out on a mission. I thought for sure you would be recovering for a few days from your ordeal. I know after my little issue, I stayed in my room for two whole days before my mom even called you in.” 
Can someone hand me the mute button, please? I think it would be a handy feature to have with just about any of my companions.
“In a minute, Phee,” I say ushering Clyde past her as she tries to give me a hug. Has she gone crazy? Hello. Hugs and I don’t exactly mix. “Clyde needs food.” During the ride back, he refused to sit still and kept trying to gnaw on Sebastian.
Sebastian wasn’t too thrilled with the idea of being a snack and a sort of staring contest ensued. It made a really interesting ride home since Sebastian was the one driving. In the end, it was a draw and neither contestant would look away. 
I am leaning towards Sebastian winning because he still has all his fingers.
“You have a puppy,” Phee squeals noticing the Hellhound. She tries to bend down to pet him even while we are in motion and he leaps towards her trying to bite. I guess that proves he isn’t only after male flesh, like I was originally assuming. He is growing up and in a very confused period in his development, so I am not counting the looks he was giving the dead female body.
“I would stay back, if I were you,” Jonas says inserting himself between the girl and the dog. Brave man.
“What's wrong with him?” Phee whispers, now probably terrified of the little thing. Come on, she is a freaking werewolf and he is just a puppy. I think werewolf trumps puppy, even if Clyde doesn’t believe it.
“He is just hungry and he doesn't really care about where his meat comes from right now, as long as it isn't from his mistress' bone,” Jonas informs her. It’s true. He hasn’t made one move to relieve me of a little flesh. Of course, I am pretty little, so maybe he realizes there isn’t enough meat to even bother with. That doesn’t explain his lunging at Phee since she is smaller, but it is an idea.
We arrive at the elevator, but I think it is best if I go alone. A small space crammed with people isn't good right now.
“Me and Marcus are joining you,” Sebastian says stepping on as I hit the button.
“Fine. It isn't my appendages that are in danger,” I say. I try to talk soothingly to Clyde and let him know he will get something yummy in just a second, but he doesn't believe me.
After a thirty-second ride that feels like hours, the doors finally open again and we stumble out. I take off in a run towards the kitchen. I fling open the fridge door and grab whatever meat I can in a hurry.
In a panic, I throw butcher paper everywhere to expose two large, juicy steaks. I toss them on the floor and Clyde takes his sweet time waddling to them and then sniffing around. He gives two short yips, charring them both slightly. I guess he doesn't like his food as raw as Demon Boy thought.
In seconds, the steaks are both gone, his eyes are back to their normal black and the rest of our party has joined us to watch.
“What is he?” Phee asks annoyingly awed by the sight. Just last week, I ate a pile of bacon quicker than he finished the steaks. Now that was something to be in awe of.
“What, you haven't ever seen a Hellhound before?” I ask picking Clyde up off the ground to snuggle him to my shoulder. I pat his back gently, telling him what a good boy he is.
Before long, he lets out a huge belch causing a stream of fire to hit the wood cupboards behind us. I turn to see that thankfully they didn't catch fire. That seems a bit odd with them being wood and all.
“I fireproofed the apartment while you were out. You will have to remind me to thank your demon for his little 'gift',” Alex says joining us. I cannot really tell if he is being sarcastic. He sounds pretty sincere. “I am, sincere that is.”
“So far, he has caused fire and growled and nipped at any person that has come close to him, and yet you are happy to have him here?” I ask doubting him. My eyes even narrow slightly as I glare at him. For some reason I think he is making fun of my puppy and mama bear doesn’t allow baby bear to be teased.
“What I am starting to see is that Clyde was not meant as a gift for protection. Although, I am sure he will provide plenty of that. Ben gave him to you to get you used to mothering something,” he says with a smile.
I look down at Clyde lazily grinning in my arms. “Oh shit,” I say aloud. “That sneaky, no good, low down bastard. Well, I will show him,” I state stomping off with Clyde.
I don't know how I am really going to go about doing that. It isn't like I can just abandon Clyde to fend for himself. He is just a baby after all.
I settle in front of my laptop and start cruising around websites with Clyde in my lap. I have a plan formulating, but I have other business to tend with now.
“Nothing says showing Ben like buying a puppy palace and a year's supply of doggy breath mints,” Sebastian says right next to my ear.
“No one said I was going to show him right this second and Clyde needs supplies,” I fume and continue with my purchases. Once done, I feel better about seeing to Demon Dog's needs. I will show them all what a great mother I could be, even if I still refuse to have my own children.
Clyde seems happy about my decisions, too. As far as I can tell anyway. He isn’t growling at anyone, just observing. He is probably chronicling who would be the easiest to take down amongst the people in the room. Phee would be the obvious choice for him there. We probably better get a move on toughening her up.
“Phee you ready to go through some tests today so I can monitor your physical acumen?”
“Yes,” she says jumping up and down. “I felt so bad about not being able to help when you were kidnapped.”
“That was something that just had to happen. I am already over it.” Well mostly. Once me and Sebby are back on track, I will be over it. Oh, and gutting the bastard Tommy wouldn't hurt either.
“If you guys want to head down, I will have your other student brought in,” Alex says taking out his phone.
“Sounds good. Come on, Clyde,” I say taking off his leash. In the building, I don't think I really need it. My two shadows, Sebastian and Marcus, follow behind us, while Jonas sticks around to talk to Alex. I haven't seen Smitty since we returned, which is probably good because he has a lot of glares coming his way. Also, it looks like Jake made a pit stop somewhere because he isn't back either.
We arrive at the gym and Phee, being a loopy-headed teenager, spins around marveling at the space. She cannot even see the rooms off to the side, one of which holds a huge ass pool, and she is already impressed.
“This is so cool,” she claims still trying to take it all in. I guess I was impressed, at first, but I sincerely hope I didn't act like this. “What do I get to try first?” she asks glancing at the equipment. 
Light bulbs are going off in her head and I doubt she knows how to use half of the equipment. She is going to need to have a close eye kept on her so she doesn’t hurt herself.
“First, I need to get some results from speed, strength, and agility testing to see how to begin your training. There is usually a weapons portion to the test, but we already know what the grades will be.” The grades are Fail on all accounts. That is with a big F and little ail and we aren’t talking about the lager version of the word.
“Okay, so what do I do, where do you want me, where can I start, oh look at that machine, can I touch it?” she asks in a rush that is hard to follow. 
“If you slow down and wait a second we are waiting for another student. I want to get you both started on the tests at the same time,” I reply noticing that Clyde has run off and is about to water a set of dumbbells. “Clyde, we only go to the bathroom outside. Don't you even think about marking those as your own, little mister.”
He scowls slightly at me, but walks back towards me without doing his business. I am not ready to take him out on a walk again, so I hope that he was just being silly. Like the adult wolves I spend most of my days around, I am sure he was just trying to mark his territory. I have to say I am extremely happy Alex hasn’t tried to mark me the same way.
I hear voices from the hall and can smell Alex, Jonas, Jake, and a fourth smell that is vaguely familiar and can only be Sam. Good, Phee won't go nuttier from waiting to get started. I was preparing to get some duct tape out and stick her to the ground so I wouldn’t have to keep an eye on her.
“You are getting this one chance and a very short leash, mongrel,” I hear Alex say obviously not too happy with the prisoner. Try to shoot his mate and he gives you no leeway, even if you weren’t really aiming for her. Sebastian wasn’t much better, spinning his head around and all.
“I understand. I do really want to learn and never stepping foot inside the Collective again sounds like heaven to me,” Sam replies in his measly voice. Maybe his voice isn't that bad, but when you have Alex and Sebastian yapping at you all day in their deep, rich timbres, Sam is really lacking.
As they enter, I take stock of the man again. He is just as I remember him. Slightly on the small side for a wolf, probably normal size for a human, he has dull, light blue eyes and somewhat shaggy walnut colored brown hair. To me, he is pretty geeky looking without a lot of build in his arms, legs, or chest.
He may have a little bit more experience than Phee, but I am essentially going to be teaching two novices. I can just imagine the days ahead, an hour or two with them each day followed by at least an hour of trying to train Clyde. I hope I can find a case at work to stop myself from going crazy.
I focus back up on Sam's face and realize the rest of the room has gone quiet, other than Clyde's growls at the newcomers. Sam’s gaze is intent on something behind me and I can already tell I am not going to be happy if I turn around. I do it anyway, and see Phee staring back at him with the same dopey expression. 
Son of a bitch. I don't know a lot about mates, being defective as I am, but that has to be the look of love at first sight.
These training lessons just got a whole Hell of a lot more difficult.
 



Chapter 9
Two little love birds sitting in a tree
 
“Shit,” I say under my breath. Trying to train Phee in pseudo combat mode is going to be impossible if Sam gets all hopped up on puppy testosterone at seeing her in danger, even when I am pulling punches. 
Bring me a concrete block now, so I can bang my head against it and concuss myself silly. I think that is my only hope for not totally losing my mind. It seems my mental capacity has been on the line and in question a lot lately.
I take a few calming breaths and wish someone else would speak up. Clyde must have gotten a hold of all their tongues because nothing is happening.
“Okay. Sam this is Phee, Phee this is Sam. You can kiss and make out, or whatever it is normal mates do, after we at least get through your initial tests. When they are over we will go over some ground rules and then you are free to frolic in the wilderness,” I say trying to draw them out of the trance.
Neither one of them moves, so I walk over to Phee and shake her. “Josephina you are not here to stare at the boy all day. You want to get training remember?”
“What? Oh, training. Yes. That is why I am here. Lead on, master,” she says shaking her head and blushing lightly.
Why do things like this always have to happen to me? Some days I just wish I could stay in a coma until all the craziness in the world has been eradicated. The only problem with that is I would have to stay asleep for at least a few millennia. I wouldn't go crazy that way, but I sure as Hell would miss a lot of stuff, and it might actually be good stuff.
With her back on planet earth, I turn to Sam to see he is looking around the room in awe; much like his little girlfriend was five minutes ago. “Nice to see you again, Sam.”
“Hi, Slaughter. Thanks for letting me out of my cell for this. I can already tell that I am going to enjoy your teachings,” he replies glancing sideways at Phee. “I was starting to get a little bored staring at the plain wall all day.”
I am just sure my teachings are what he is really thinking about. At least now, I imagine he will try his hardest in the tests. He has to prove to his mate that he can provide for her and all that crap. The way our brains are wired sometimes disgusts me. 
Why can't it be the girl that provides for the guy? I mean, we aren't all just a bunch of pansies. We can hunt and gather on our own. Even when there is all this equality talk, we are still the weaker species that needs protecting. It's a bunch of crap.
Feeling better after my mental purging that I hope nobody noticed, I return to the task at hand. Alex chuckles to himself, so I figure he at least picked up pieces of the rant. Oh well, if he doesn't already know it, he should.
“Okay my students, let's start with some speed testing. I want you to run around the track three times at full speed so I can get your times. Once we have those done, I will be placing objects in your paths and may have some of the guys help provide distractions while you run around another three times to see how they affect your times,” I instruct. 
“Phee, I know we were going to do this alone, but I don't want you to be intimidated from doing your best. When I started out in this type of stuff, guys beat me in most of the categories, so don't get discouraged.”
Hey, I actually said something halfway nice and caring-like, instead of just screaming, “run” at them. 
“No worries, Nyx. I got this one,” Phee says winking at me before taking her place at the starting line.
Good, that is exactly what I want to hear from her. With that attitude, the next hour of her life, which I plan on making hell, will possibly be livable. Things aren't looking so good for lover boy, who has taken his spot beside her and is having difficulties looking anywhere but at her. 
I collect my stopwatch and am ready to get started. “Okay, on my mark,” I say moving to stand directly behind them. “Ready. Set. Go.”
Phee takes off and Sam is stuck for about two seconds before he takes off after her. Thinking it is a game Clyde runs off in pursuit. I think about calling him off, but what better way is there for me to find their best times than having a Hellhound chasing after them. After the first lap, Clyde gets bored and returns to my side. 
Too bad. They both made a first lap time that is pretty commendable. The second lap looks to start out at the same pace, but I notice a drop in speed as they realize Clyde isn't behind them anymore. Phee is still out in front, but not by far. Sam is working his hardest to catch up. That's it lover boy, you show her what a big, tough man you really are. Sorry, the rant wasn't as over as I thought it was.
By the third lap, they are both starting to drag. They have speed, but they don't have stamina. It is the first thing to go on my mental list of notes for improvements. On my list, I add a Taser, in case I need to separate them sometime in the future. In the end, Phee crosses the finish line at three minutes flat and Sam is right behind ten seconds later. 
Not bad for the mile and a half. We should easily be able to get them down to the two and a half minute range, either by working on the stamina or getting Clyde to chase them the whole time.
“That's a good start you two. I am sure you both noticed you started to lag by the end. That is something we will need to work on. I will give you a couple seconds to catch a breath and then we will start with the obstacles.”
I move to place a few weights and hurdles into their lanes. Collecting our observers, I line them up around the track and give them beanbags to toss at the students as they run by. 
“You don't have to toss them every time and I want you to vary when you toss them. You know, throw it when they are coming up on you, right in line with you, and after they pass you. I don't want them to expect the hit,” I instruct.
With everything and everyone in place, I head back over to Sam and Phee who are whispering between themselves. We can all hear them clear as day, so I don't know why they bother. They must want the illusion of privacy. They are going to have to learn to do the mushy stuff on their own time. Around me, it is only going to make me have them run more laps. Lucky for them, this is just a testing session.
“Okay guys, this is going to be a lot tougher. You are going to fall. There is no doubt in my mind. If either of you don't, I am going to have you skinned to check for robot parts. Agility comes naturally for us in our wolf forms, but it takes hours of work to get it drilled into our human brains. 
“This will help me figure out what coordination activities will help you hone your skills. It will be another three laps around and whatever you do, don't get complacent. Each lap will be different, I will make certain of that. You can take your places,” I order.
They both quickly get in their spots and I give the command to go. Out of the gate, they are both looking good. I give Clyde a little glance and see him asleep at my feet with his belly in the air. The humanoids must have bored him to sleep. He is making some cute little snoring sounds.
Looking back at the action on the track, beanbags are being tossed aside, but their speeds have really diminished. Sam is out in front of Phee and, as I was afraid of, he seems to be batting some of the beanbags down that are targeting her. 
Stupid testosterone.
Shortly after the start of the second lap, Phee takes a tumble on a hurdle. Wanting to see what is wrong, Sam turns around and is hit in the head by a beanbag Alex throws. It catches him off guard and down he goes. 
Good, that will teach him. She isn't in real danger, so he needs to let her do this on her own. He lies there for a second, but Phee is quickly back up and works to complete the lap. They each have another fall, but finish up around the seven-minute mark. 
The goal of the exercise is to complete it at the same speed you would without the obstacles. They both have a lot to work on. I see many hours of hurdle jumping in their futures.
“Good job, guys. I can see lessons already forming in my head.” They are both panting heavily lying down on the ground. For me personally, I would want my instructor to get me up and on to the next test as soon as possible, but I don't think either of them have that mentality. “I would like to move on to the weights. They will probably be the last thing we do today, are you guys ready for it?”
Phee immediately bounces up, trying to act chipper and ready for anything, but clearly wishing for a thirty-minute break. “Let's do it,” she says walking to the other side of the gym. Sam, not wanting to be outdone, follows slowly behind her.
“Alex, can you assist?” I ask skipping along behind them. I bet Sebastian is the strongest of us, but he isn't the same species, so I don't want them to get unrealistic hopes of what they could achieve.
“Right behind you,” he replies getting in line. I point to one of our all-in-one weight machines and he takes a seat while removing his shirt.
I hear a little startled “wow” from Phee. Yeah, my wolfy man leaves you kind of speechless. She better hope Sam doesn't catch her eyes falling out of her skull. He might get a little upset.
“As I hope you both know, Alex is an exceptionally well trained soldier. It has taken him years to get into the condition he is in now, so don't expect overnight results. Alex, what weight can I set this to?”
“On this, I can do a ton,” he says not surprising me at all. At my size, I can only do about six-fifty on a good day. I adjust the dial for a ton and then let him do a couple reps to show how the exercise is done.
“Thank you, Alex,” I say tilting my head to indicate he can vacate the seat. “Now that you know what you are going to be doing, I will set it back down to one hundred pounds. We will start there and work your way up in intervals of twenty-five to see where you are both at. The final goals for you will be about five hundred for Phee and eight hundred for Sam. I think those are reasonable goals, but only time and training will tell for sure.”
After they both have their turns, Phee ends up at one fifty and Sam is at three hundred. Many hours of weight training is added to their hurdle jumping in my mind, just as I expected, but at least now we have goals set and I can come up with ways to get them there while training them how not to get their asses handed to them.
“That's it for today, so if you guys want to head back to Sam's cell to have a little chat, you are free to go,” I say walking over to collect Clyde who is still snoring. His little feet are moving like he is chasing something in his dreams. It is kind of cute. I imagine the object he is chasing is Sebastian. They kind of have a thing going on between them.
I was going to go over general rules and regulations, but I think they both understand to do what I say and don’t give me any shit about it.
 



Chapter 10
Don’t bring a Hellhound home to meet Daddy
 
When we get up to the apartment, I lay Clyde on my bed to snuggle in for the night. His little snores still are making me laugh.
It is still pretty early, so I want to check my work email and see if there is anything to keep my mind off current events. Finding a few clients that have legitimate kills lined up for me would make my night.
The shadows follow behind and I work hard to put up blinders. It only works so far because Sebastian is again trying to touch me. He attempts to play with my hair. I am not amused.
“Calm down,” Alex commands through our link. “I don't know what I would do if our connection just dropped one day, but I could still physically see you. When we lost contact when you were first taken, I pictured you dead for a brief second myself. Then I remembered there is no way someone could take my girl down. You have way too hard of a head.”
“I am trying to let it go. I just wish he wasn't acting so needy. He is stronger than this and he knows I hate being touched,” I reply trying to state my case.
Not wanting to continue with the short mental conversation, I switch to vocalizing my desires. “Sebastian, is there anything I can do to make things easier for you that doesn't involve constant touch?”
“Nope. Everything I can think of involves touch,” he says after thinking about it for a second. “Are you hungry or anything? I could make you something to eat.”
“I am still not hungry at all. If anything, I feel a little tingle of hunger for my liquid diet. I don't understand why that would be. I was up to at least a week between feedings,” I say bringing my email up on the screen. 
“I would assume it is because your last feeding was on a person that you didn't share a vampire bond with. Our blood was stronger when we were connected, now that we aren't you are pretty much back to being a newborn vampire that needs to eat more often. It was yet another thing I was afraid of and one of the biggest reasons why I want to be with you at all times now.”
I quietly question that “all times” comment in my mind. He could leave me right after a feeding and I should be good to go until at least the next day. Even now, it isn't really that bad, I can feel it just starting to ache, if I think about it. 
“Any idea on why I am not craving solid food?”
“I couldn't say. I stopped when the bond was severed, but I am not part werewolf so I never expected to keep wanting solid food,” Sebby replies moving to take a seat on the nearest couch.
Air to breathe. I take a big whiff and let it out slowly. Okay that was just a tad over dramatic, I admit. My phone, which someone conveniently has placed on my desk, starts buzzing bringing me out of my moment. I pick it up to read the text. I am shocked by not only who it is from, but the fact that it says his name as the sender. Who programmed my father's number in my phone and why haven't I noticed it before?
A HELLHOUND!!! YOU BROUGHT A HELLHOUND HOME WITH YOU!!! OF ALL THE IRRESPONSIBLE THINGS YOU COULD HAVE DONE!!! WE ARE GOING TO HAVE A LONG TALK ABOUT THIS, LITTLE GIRL!!! YOU ARE LUCKY YOU ARE TOO OLD TO BE GROUNDED!!! I MAY FIND A WAY TO MAKE AN EXCEPTION FOR THIS!!!
It actually makes me laugh. “Daddy isn't too impressed with Clyde and he hasn't even met him yet,” I say to let the others in on the joke. “I am sure once he does, he will love him as much as I do.
“Your father is texting you now?” Alex asks.
“They must have put a new cell tower in by the rock,” I say still laughing. “It appears Hellhounds don't even rate an email explaining the dangers of them. They require an immediate text message telling me I am grounded.”
“I don't think anyone was expecting Clyde to join the family,” Marcus inserts. I don’t know about that. I am pretty sure there is a psychic out there somewhere laughing his or her ass off at this development.
“You don't think this new revelation is going to bring him out of hiding early, do you? In his past messages, he seemed to indicate how important it was for him to stay away until my birthday. What he expects to happen then, I have no clue.”
“I think only your mother sniffing around would bring him out,” Jonas says. “Even if she gets close, we have other options now that we have a demon on our side. I doubt she could find you if you went on a little vacation to Hell.”
Not my idea of a dream vacation. What would you even pack for something like that? I might need to stock up on some SPF 1000, just in case they decide that really is a good idea. Ben’s dream room isn’t too bad or anything, but I imagine it might not be as climate controlled in real life.
“Let's just keep trying to stay under her radar as much as possible. I know that will be tougher with the little guy in tow, but we will just have to do our best,” I say still thinking about what visiting Hell would be like. In the end, I decide it is something I want to avoid.
Email, once again, is mostly spam. How are these things getting through my settings? Only one of the emails looks appealing and that is just because it doesn't have much to say and it is cryptic. 
My favorite combination, sort of like Sebby, before he went batty.
Ms. Slaughter
I would like to meet with you tomorrow in your office at noon. I understand that is early for most of our kind, but I will explain the need for the early hour, if you show up. I am a bit of a distance away from you so I will be leaving shortly after I send this and I will not be able to check to see if you actually respond. 
Suffice it to say I am really getting desperate and you are getting to be my last hope. Please show up at noon.
Kent Newhouse
I am not sure I like being people’s last hope. It tends to be a familiar saying to me these days. I am not looking forward to being up that early either, but I wouldn't mind hearing what he has to say. Maybe I will get to kill someone.
“You know a Kent Newhouse?” I ask Alex. I figure the guy is a werewolf when he says things like “our kind” and is venturing out in the middle of the day.
“The name sounds vaguely familiar. Why?” he asks in return.
“He says he needs my help and wants to meet me tomorrow. I am his last hope and all that jazz, so I think I want to go check it out.” The fact that he is asking me why means he isn't floating in my head. I wonder if he hit his head on a rock or something. He hasn’t exactly been his usually annoying self since I woke up. More evidence leading to the rock theory.
“Isn't he the guy behind Ghost Town?” Jonas asks.
“I think you are right. We have sent enough people there, I should remember something like that,” Alex replies without going into further details.
“So, what is Ghost Town?” I ask trying to get more information. I wonder if it is a place where all dead paranorms gather. That would be really creepy. I have killed enough of them, that if they are floating around a town somewhere, I will be taking a giant step to avoid getting close.
“Kent can tell you more about it tomorrow. He is the founder pretty much. We have sent some people there when they need to go into hiding. I have never been there myself, so I cannot give that much background information.”
“Can I find more information about it online? I would like to have some knowledge about it going into the meeting.”
“Nope. If you were able to, it wouldn't be a secret town. All I can tell you is, that unless you really need it, you won't be able to find it,” Alex says.
“It wouldn't happen to be the secret location of my dad, would it?” I ask wondering about his little definition. My dad definitely needed a place to hide out and this place is starting to sound perfect.
“No. He would be hiding somewhere even more under the radar, or over the rainbow, so to speak,” Jonas quickly says. 
Interesting. I do believe Jonas knows exactly where Daddy is and I would lay odds on him being the one that sends him up-to-the-minute messages. I file away that little tidbit of information to use against him later. I find it a little surprising because I always thought Jonas said he hadn't met my father, even though his family has always been loyal. I think he is trying to confuse me.
“Okay. So, we are all good with me meeting this guy tomorrow at noon?”
“I would prefer it not to be day hours, but yes that should be fine. Right, Sebastian?” Alex asks.
“Yeah, I can tag along. Will both wolves be available?”
“With you being there, I was hoping to only send Jonas. I need Jake for a little side mission,” Alex replies. I forgot that I was supposed to be pissed at him for neglecting to tell us about Jake's last mission.
“You have another bitch you want him to seduce?” I ask harshly.
“No, it isn't even business related. I need him to run a personal errand for me.”
I don't believe him for a second, but without digging through his dirty mind, I doubt I will get the truth out of him. “Would it have been so bad if you told us ahead of time tonight that Jake was undercover?”
“That was probably an oversight on my part. I was interested to see how you would react, though. Whether you went straight in guns a blazing or were calm enough to get all the facts before blowing people's brains out. In case you are wondering, you passed the test.”
“I am so pleased,” I say tartly while I close the laptop. “If we have to get up early tomorrow, we better get to bed.” I stand and make my way over to Sebastian. “Come on, big boy. I am guessing we are sharing again tonight.” I grab his arm and pull him from the couch.
“Good night, Nyx. I hope you sleep well,” Alex says from the opposite couch. No crazy innuendos or demands that I dream of him.
Both of my men's brains have been shipped off to planet Cuckoo and I would really like to get them back. A sedate, needy Sebastian and a calm, businesslike Alex are just wrong in my book.
 



Chapter 11
Sugar and spice and a whole cup of vinegar
 
Déjà vu hits hard the next morning when the alarm wakes me up. Sebastian is wrapped around me and Clyde is nipping at him, trying to remove his hand. I thought the two had made some progress, evidently not.
“Clyde, calm down. Mommy will get up and take you for a walk in just a second,” I say rolling over to give Sebastian a quick peck. “Good morning, sunshine.”
“Hey, love. When was Clyde’s new puppy bed supposed to be arriving?”
“I clicked next day shipping, so sometime today,” I reply rolling back over and setting Demon Dog on the floor so I can get up. “I am going to take a quick shower. It is greatly needed.”
“What are we supposed to do with him while you are in there?” he asks shifting to climb out of bed.
‘Him’ has wandered into my closet and I can see him playing with one of my boots. “Clyde, you are already working my patience and I haven’t even sharpened my knives yet this morning.” He huffs and follows me into the bathroom. “I think he is hanging with me. I won’t be too long, but I need to get this funk off of me.”
“I know you still won’t let me join, so I am going to use one of the spare baths to get ready. If I get done before you, I will get some food ready for your babykins.”
“Thanks. That is a big help.” He is acting almost normal. I am not holding my breath that it will last. He probably spent the whole night staring all creepy-like at me. “Come on, Clyde.”
I take a quick shower, but I spend a lot of time scrubbing. I am sure I lose at least two layers of skin in the process. Sebastian will have a whole new set of skin cells to touch today. 
When I step out of the shower to grab my towel, Clyde is missing. I hope he has found his steaks and isn’t causing mischief. I pause in front of the mirror and wrap a towel around my hair hoping to get it to dry a little before we leave.
I walk back into the bedroom proper and head towards the closet to get my outfit for the day.
“Look, Mommy is all done with her shower, now she can play with you,” the most annoying demon in the world says to my Clyde.
“Do you ever think of calling or at least knocking before you show up somewhere?” I ask choosing to just generally ignore him and get dressed, which I do.
“Come on, Buttercup. I told you when I gave you this little tyke I would stop in to make sure you were getting along. He seems to be really happy with his new mommy.”
“Why do you keep calling me Buttercup?” I ask pulling on my shirt. “Does anything about me say buttercup? Really, it is too sweet of a nickname for someone like me.”
“You are so full of sass and vinegar that I decided you needed a little something sweet about you.”
“Don’t expect it to rub off on my personality,” I respond grabbing my weapons for the day. I am carrying my full contingency for this meeting. I doubt this Kent guy is looking to hire me for my good looks. I left escort off my list of services for a very good reason; mainly no one would confuse me for just a piece of arm candy.
“No, you will always be your prickly self. So, what do you call your new pet?” Ben asks.
“You mean he hasn’t told you?” I ask reappearing and taking Clyde from him. Don’t want Clyde to get used to having the demon around.
“Don’t be silly. He doesn’t speak to me now that you are his mistress. He only directly connects with one owner at a time,” Ben says standing up next to the bed.
“Clyde doesn’t speak to me,” I say leaving the room to head for the kitchen. I don’t see Marcus anywhere, so that must mean he does actually get to rest at some point. Jonas is lounging on the couch waiting for direction.
“He should be speaking to you. He must be waiting for something. He is behaving himself, right? Did you give him some of your blood yet?” 
“He is still learning and you could have warned me about him breathing fire. I am lucky my hair hasn’t all been singed off. And what the fuck do you mean, have I given him any blood? Why would I do something like that?”
“For a master to connect with their Hellhound it is well known that you have to feed him a little bit of your own blood,” Ben says like it is common sense. Yeah, maybe common sense for someone who has spent his or her life in Hell.
“I don’t see that happening anytime soon. Why didn’t you provide a manual with him, if there are all these hidden things I need to know? Thanks, Sebastian,” I say putting Clyde down by the plate Sebby has prepared and set on the floor. “We have a guest, in case you didn’t notice.”
“Kind of hard to miss, love. He is standing right behind you.” Sebastian moves closer to me and wraps his arms around my stomach. “Did you come to tell us more about whatever ritual we need to do to secure our bond? I know there is more to it than what you have described to Nyx.”
“You have been around the block haven’t you, fangy one.  Rest assured the two parts I have already said are needed, if there is anything else you need to know, I will ensure you are made aware in time,” Ben explains pretty much absolutely nothing.
Wanting to be ready to go once Ben is done saying or doing whatever he came to do, I take the towel off my head and toss it on the counter. Having no brush handy, I just use my fingers to comb it out a little.
“I would watch your supposed insults,” Sebastian says. “I wouldn’t doubt if your true form included some fangs. I don’t know if you have noticed, but love here has them, too.”
“All true statements. None of which will change my little nicknames for you. Buttercup, it looks like Clyde needs to go out. I will leave you guys to that. Call if you need any help with him. It looks like you have everything under control here, so I won’t hold my breath waiting for the call. Oh and grueker-tilnay,” he says before disappearing. At least, that is what it sounded like to me. It is probably spelled totally different and has those two little dot things above all the letters.
He really needs to learn how to use doors. “That last bit was even less like English than what he usually speaks,” I say finding Clyde’s rope where I left it yesterday and wrapping it around him now that he has finished his food.
“That is because it wasn’t English. I am hoping it is a hint to the incantation that needs to be said when we reconnect. It means unbreakable bond in a very old language.”
“And does that have a meaning as it applies to us?” I ask him. “Come on, Jonas, we are leaving.”
We gather in the elevator and head down before Sebastian continues the conversation. “I think it gives me a starting point to look. It may be the whole incantation, or just something I can reference in a search. While you are meeting with your client, I will start going through the texts that I have digitized on my phone.”
It must have taken someone a long time to do that. I have seen the physical versions of his ancient texts and let’s just say, some of them are full sets of encyclopedias thick. He must have had his minions working overtime.
On a side note, it is nice that he is going to have something to do during the meeting. I wasn’t looking forward to meeting this Kent guy and having to introduce myself and my conjoined twin. Then I would have to explain how since Sebastian is older by centuries, he somehow grew me over the years.
Now that would make an interesting icebreaker.
Because Clyde needs to take care of his business, we decide to just walk to ParaNorm, Inc. It is fun to watch Demon Dog make his way around. He is at the point in his development where his head is still just a little too large for his body and it kind of has a mind of its own. 
I am really going to have to do something with the lack of places for him to roam. Maybe I will start a committee to build a new dog park. Hold on. I cannot stop laughing in my head about the idea of me actually being on a committee. Just another second. Okay, that’s better. 
My thought should have been more along the lines of me threatening one of my minions to get on a committee for the cause. Although now that I think about it, Clyde is going to be the only dog, so it should be a committee to build ‘Clyde’s Dog Park’.
It has a catchy ring to it.
“I just wanted to bring up something that I don’t think anyone else has mentioned,” Jonas says from behind us.
“Jonas, you know they tend to treat me like a mushroom most of the time, so I doubt I will have heard whatever is on your mind,” I reply pausing while Clyde waters the side of a building. Hmm. I guess I won’t be doing business there anytime soon, judging by the glares I am getting from the owners inside.
“Not long after you woke up, your usual scent changed a bit so you don’t smell very wolfy anymore.”
“Really?” I ask raising my wrist to my nose trying to pick up anything. Of course, it doesn’t work. I wonder if that is why Alex is being a bit standoffish.
“We probably should have brought that up. We don’t believe it is permanent. When we first started picking it up we thought it was a side effect of the drugs in your system, but then we remembered it happened quite a while after you came to,” Sebastian explains. “I cannot remember the exact moment I noticed it. It was sometime over the last couple days, though.
“Don’t you think it odd that the part of me that had the bond disengaged is now taking over? I think that should have been something someone brought up before I went out in the sun. I don’t crave solid food anymore and I smell more vampirish, which could lead to troubles with the ultraviolet rays beating down on my head.”
“I didn’t want to start any big philosophical debates or anything,” Jonas says. “I just wanted to make sure you knew in case Kent says something about it. I know how cranky you get when something blindsides you.”
“Thank you, Jonas. You are right. Man bits would have been threatened if I wasn’t told. I just thought it could have been something mentioned while we were discussing my need to feed more and lack of appetite for steak last night.”
“Valid points as usual, love,” Sebastian states. That’s it. That is my big apology for allowing me to walk out into the daylight and potentially sizzle like a sausage link on a hot stove.
I am telling you, sometimes men make me think of starting my own colony on a faraway planet filled with only women. And maybe dogs. Clyde would have to be allowed to come with me.
For now, I have to put aside thoughts of my future far off land. It is time to get ready to meet the man that has a town full of ghosts. 
 



Chapter 12
Ride ‘em cowboy
 
No one is leaning up against my building waiting for me. I see that as a good thing. It will give me a chance to get settled before dealing with another male that will most likely annoy me. I unlock the door and lead our troops inside. 
“You guys can get comfortable out here,” I tell the humanoids amongst us before taking Clyde into my office. 
I get him situated underneath my desk. There isn’t a lot for him to investigate and his head seems to be navigating to the floor more than usual, so hopefully he will take a little nap during the meeting. I don’t want him to scare off a potential client before I have the opportunity to do it myself.
I still have a few minutes before noon, so I boot up the computer and decide to try to do a search on Kent Newhouse. I was told I wouldn’t find anything about the town itself, but I should be able to look up something about the man. 
After ten minutes, I don’t believe the man even exists. There is nothing about him anywhere. How can that even be? His name must be some kind of alias he uses to protect himself. That may be why Alex didn’t immediately recognize the name. He said he has sent people to the man, so I have to guess he knows the man by another name. I think I should have asked more questions last night.
Just as I come to that conclusion, the front door opens. Having a clear viewing path to it, I see a tall man, about Alex’s height, enter my building. I work very hard to not start laughing audibly, but I cannot control it mentally.
The man who walks in is in jeans and a dark blue button down, full sleeve shirt. Those are about the only parts of him that are normal. I shouldn’t say that, in general, his physical features are normal; it is his accessories that have me close to my first ever giggle fit.
Picture one of those old-time sheriffs, the kind from the Old West that are half outlaw, half cowboy. Got it in your mind? Well, I don’t even have to think about it because it is standing right in front of me. 
It is taking all of my willpower, which I have to be running short on as much as I have been using it lately, not to run and look out the front window for this guy’s horse.
Kent, assuming that is who this is, comes equipped with gun belt, ten-gallon hat, and cowboy boots featuring spurs. The latter is what has me really looking for a horse. 
It would be the first one I have seen in person and I am kind of excited to see one up close and personal. I am sure I won't get to see one now because he has probably just come from a very odd costume party that took place in the middle of the day. 
“Kent, good to see you again,” Jonas says standing to shake the man’s hand and affirming the identity of the person occupying my lobby.
“Jonas,” he says nodding his head in greeting. “I heard you moved back to Night Owl, but didn’t exactly expect to run into you here, or find you in such odd company.” I am sure he is referring to Sebastian and I am also sure Sebastian is ignoring him. 
Vampires and wolves have way too many issues trying to get along. I am lucky my group has figured out a way to communicate between themselves without killing each other. These days Sebastian and Jonas act like old chums, but they weren’t that way when they were first told they would be spending time together. Part of it might have been the way Jonas treated me like the deadliest plague on the planet, but the differences between species played the biggest part.
“You are fixing to meet with my current charge, so if you have a job for her, you will most likely be seeing me quite a bit,” Jonas informs him.
“Really? Alex has changed his guard?” Kent asks. Evidently, Ghost Town isn’t up-to-date on the latest gossip, or maybe they only get half of the story. He did seem to know Jonas had moved.
“Not really. He just wants his most prized possession protected. They tend to be together often these days, so I get to watch over both of them.” “Prized possession”? Jonas is looking for trouble.
“Obviously I knew Slaughter parted ways with the Collective, but I hadn’t heard she had taken up with Alex.” This guy does know I am sitting right here, doesn’t he?
“If you haven’t heard that bit of news, you are way behind. I should probably introduce you to Sebastian here,” Jonas says.
“The Sebastian. That explains what a vamp is doing out this time of the day. I can tell there are two in the building, but since the other one isn’t out here, I figured they were hiding out from the sun.” He must have an extra good nose on him because most werewolves wouldn’t have been able to smell me just like that.
“Yeah, well, as you can see he is very busy with his task right now. You should probably go back and talk to Nyx anyway. I am surprised we haven’t seen weapons fly through the doorway. She isn’t one known for her patience.” Jonas describes me to a T. “On a side note, if you haven’t noticed Sebastian is kind of in a mood right now, so don’t touch Nyx. Even if she initiates contact, which is doubtful, don’t touch her.”
I wonder if everyone has been warned this over the past day or so. I cannot remember even Alex touching me in that stretch of time. I am sure he did, but I don’t remember it. I do remember me touching Marcus, but Sebastian had already beaten him to a pulp. 
“If I am touched, he won’t have to worry about Sebastian kicking the shit out of him. You know I like to give castrations for that offense and I don’t delegate that enjoyable task,” I say bringing their attention to me. “If you guys are done catching up, I would like to get this meeting started.”
“Sorry ‘bout that, Ms. Slaughter,” Kent says taking on a cowboy twang he didn’t seem to have in the last five minutes.
“No worries, Mr. Newhouse. I am sure Jonas doesn’t have a whole lot of friends, so any conversations not revolving around me are probably a pleasant break for him. Sadly for him, all conversations eventually turn to me.” Demon Dog starts growling softly by my feet. He must have smelled a new werewolf he could try to dominate. “Please take a seat,” I instruct Kent without standing up. He places some papers on the desk in front of him.
“Don’t mind if I do and please don’t be offended when I say this, but why the fuck do you smell like a vampire?”
Jonas gets a gold star today for cluing me in that this might happen. I take measure of the close up version of Kent Newhouse. He is still ridiculously silly looking in his get up. He has taken off his hat now that he is sitting with a “lady” and he has a very bad case of hat hair. He should probably think about cutting the golden locks a bit shorter. That might help with the flattened look.
“What were you expecting to find when you came to visit me today?” I ask holding his gaze.
“Sure not what I have found, so far. You have Jonas and a vampire getting all cozy in the waiting area out there and in here, where I am expecting to find the werewolf I have heard about, I find something that sure the heck smells like vamp. And what the fuck is that growling? Is someone hungry or do you have a little baby werewolf in here somewhere?”
It is nice to know he won’t find my own language offensive. Wanting to shock him and see his astonishment on the growling front, I bend down and pick up Clyde.
“The growling is from my little puppy here. Isn’t he just the cutest thing?” I ask while setting Clyde down on a semi clean part of my desk. Clyde continues to growl and lets out a couple yips to show just what a big dog he is.
“You are in the possession of a Hellhound,” Kent says in shock. “I have heard a lot of crazy stories about you, but this was never mentioned.” From what I have heard so far, he is a bit behind on the crazy stories.
“Clyde is a new member to my family. As you can see, he is still learning his manners. Something you should probably consider if you are coming here wanting me to help you,” I say giving him a glare as I settle Clyde back down at my feet. “You stay there and be good,” Clyde wrinkles his little nose at me, but ends up curled in a ball.
“You are correct, ma’am. I haven’t been on my best behavior, but I blame it on all the shocks I received after walking in your door.” He slips into his cowboy accent again and I have a feeling it is going to bug me if he keeps insisting on using it off and on in the conversation. It doesn’t even sound very authentic.
“Yes, well, weird and odd kind of define my life. Until I know you better, I think it best we don’t actually delve into my life story. Nothing in it will change my ability to help you with whatever you have troubling you,” I tell him.
“I expect it wouldn’t, unless you have an issue with the sun,” he says almost like he is fishing for more information. I would have hoped in the last five minutes he would know better.
“The sun is, and has always been, my friend, as far as not being toasted by it. I do prefer darkness, though.”
“Don’t we all,” he says with a sigh. “Since you hang with Jonas, he may have already mentioned my stomping grounds.”
“Ghost Town. Very original name,” I state picking up my mini slinky to keep my hands busy while he gets on with it. It seems most of my meetings give me a lot of slinky time. It stops me from grabbing weapons off the wall and practicing my juggling technique.
“Yes, Ghost Town. The town you cannot find unless you really need it. I came across it twenty years ago when I was on the run from a Collective agent. One second the asshole was right behind me, the next I was in a fully functional town with no people to tend it. I was the first person there and I set myself up as the mayor.”
I glance at his outfit giving him a questioning look. “The sheriff gig came later, when more people showed up. There are times when we need a little law and order. Every year I get a handful, or two, of new citizens in my little town. Things work out well for us. Crime rate is pretty low, well until recently it was anyway.”
There are so many questions floating through my mind. Do goods just appear or do they have someone go into a real town to buy things? If he was on the run from the Collective, is he a criminal or one of those that are just in the way? How is it that this place even exists? And of course, does he have a horse? I think all roads lead back to that last question.
“I imagine, I only have answers for about half of those questions,” he states picking up where my mind is going. “Not many outsiders know about Ghost Town.  Some people in the resistance, like Jonas and Alex, are aware because they get a hold of me from time to time wondering where to send people to look for asylum. The town doesn’t always let everyone in, but we can give them a general place to look.”
To me it sounds like a strange oasis out there. “What is going wrong that brings you to my door?” I ask.
“I have a murder spree on my hands and I have no clue how it is even possible,” he replies.
Oh goodie. Murderer equals death by Nyx. I think I am starting to enjoy this little meeting.
 



Chapter 13
A chapter full of questions
 
“You know, the easiest way to get on my good side is leading with you got someone you want me to kill,” I tell him honestly. “We could have gotten right by our little pissing contest a lot quicker if those were the first words out of your mouth.”
“I will keep that in mind if we have further meetings,” he says while he takes a look around my office. Other than the great wall of weaponry and invisible glyphs, there isn't much to look at. Basically, he is staring at my weapons.
“So, tell me about the murders,” I say putting down the slinky and grabbing my phone to take notes. 
“They started two weeks ago,” he says starting his story. “A young werewolf that hadn’t been in the community for too long was found skinned. She had just found us the month before the incident. When we found her body, she was still alive, but in the end didn’t make it. Between the amount of time it would have taken to regrow her skin and the life she had before she joined us, we think she just gave up. I don’t know all the details about her outside life, but she did indicate having issues with males in general.
“We are stumped on who in the community could have done something like this. We are all running from something, but none of us are violent. If someone is violent, they sure hide it well. Anyway, since the first we have found two other women left in this condition. One of them is still alive. The other, we aren’t really sure what happened to her. The doctor had her sedated and when someone went to check on her one day she was gone.”
Skinning is a really nasty hobby, but I have had the pleasure of killing at least one sick fuck that picked the hobby up. What drives them to do what they do is lost on me, but I have no problem avenging their victims.
“As you can imagine, I have lots of questions,” I say finishing typing in his general synopsis of the situation. “First, is there any link between the victims? Did they know each other well, did they eat at the same deli, did they have similar characteristics?”
“They were all women between twenty and thirty. First victim had just turned twenty, second was twenty-three, and the last was twenty-eight. Other than being that close in age there are no connections that I can find. They were two brunettes and a blonde, eye color all different. Physical sizes varied enough that I don’t think stature was the driving force behind the choosing of each girl,” he says consulting his notes. His are of the pen and paper variety.
“Okay, so getting victim profile is going to be a little difficult. With that established let me get the nasty question out of the way. Where is the skin?” I ask.
“It has not been recovered. If we could have found it, we might have tried grafting it back on the one that has since passed in hopes she would have fought a bit harder to survive.”
“I figured as much, but I had to ask. Have you been able to determine the weapon used from what is left?” 
Just thinking about having to study a skinless body makes me a little queasy. It isn’t so much from the visual. I have seen way too many nasty things in my life to let that bother me. My problem is imagining the pain the person must have gone through to have the skin removed. It is one of the ways I refuse to die. I will figure out a way to kill myself before allowing someone to skin me.
“Best I can tell, since I don’t have a lot of technology and such in my neck of the woods, is that it was an everyday filet knife. I didn’t really have to look at the bodies for the information, though. The one witness we have says that is what she saw being used.”
“You have a witness that is talking and she saw the weapon? Why isn’t she directing you to the person doing the crimes?” I ask. 
“Her memory of it isn’t that great. She has told me very little, but seems adamant on the weapon used. How she is even able to talk astounds me every time I have met with her,” he explains.
“What about the victim that is now missing, were you able to talk with her?”
“She hadn’t come off of sedation, so no. We only have the one witness that we can try to find more information from,” he says leaning back in his seat.
“What time frame are we looking at? Who was found when?”
“That part is at least following a pattern. So far, it is five days between each found body starting with the first one two weeks back. The missing woman was the middle victim and the last one we found four days ago.”
“Meaning you are expecting a new one tomorrow?” I think he should have contacted me just a bit sooner, especially if it takes hours to get to his town. It doesn't leave me a lot of time to stop this.
“As long as his pattern holds,” he says agreeing with my assessment.
“And the most recent victim is conscious, but the one taken days before her wasn't? When did the missing one vanish into thin air?”
“Sheila went missing the night we found Debra. We were preoccupied trying to see to her needs. When someone went to check on Sheila she was just gone. As far as Debra being conscious, she has more or less the same wounds, but the severity of hers were less than the others, I guess,” he says.
“And just to clarify, for my notes, I am going on the assumption that these are full body skinnings, correct?”
“Yes. Betty, the first girl, had her ears removed as well. The other two still had theirs attached and in one piece. It is almost like he tried to remove the skin from Betty's and failed, so he didn't bother on the other two.”
Yuck. This guy must be a real winner. “Did anyone notice the women missing before they turned up in their new clothing?”
“No one remembers specifically seeing them, but that isn't unusual as a lot of people tend to keep to themselves.”
“Just how many people call Ghost Town home?”
“At last count, minus the recently departed, one hundred and twenty three, so not many people and the majority of those people are extremely wary of others, especially outsiders. I don't know how much you will actually be able to help because of that fact.”
“Are you all wolves, or even paranorms for that matter?” I ask. 
“Mostly wolves. We have about a dozen witches and I think three vamps. Not an extremely diverse population.”
“Out of curiosity, what is the male to female ratio?”
“Pretty even. Females probably have the advantage, sixty to forty.”
“And in your investigation, no one has stuck out as a possible culprit? There isn't someone you are leaning towards and you just want me to come in and confirm?”
“No. I cannot find any evidence. No scents or prints left on the bodies that I can detect. I have checked a few times and still come up with nothing.”
“Where have the bodies been found?”
“Just inside the entrance to the town. It is like they went out and someone threw them back in. It is pretty isolated around the entrance on the outside and I didn't see any tracks leading to it. An outsider wouldn't be able to find the entrance,” he explains. 
The idea of them being tossed back inside means an outsider could be involved, but would have to be working with someone on the inside. “Are there any townies that have moved back into reality?”
“Yeah. Some people have come through just needing a respite from short-term pressures. Why some people are let in and others aren't, no one knows for sure, but we aren't held there indefinitely. In fact, most get bored after a while and will venture into the outside world. Some come back, others don't.”
“If you are with someone who knows the secret you can get in, right? I mean that is the only way I am going to be able to come do a further investigation.”
“Yes, if I show you where to step, you will get in. We have had a few people join the town that way.”
“What about kids. Does the town have any rugrats running around?” I ask. I am not looking forward to visiting this town, but I don't think I have much choice.
“There are probably less than a dozen. I think the youngest is five. Are you about done for now? I would really like us to head back. At last count no one was missing, but I would like to do another check to see if anyone has been taken before tomorrow,” he says starting to fidget. 
I check the clock and see that it is only one. If we take the Suburban, I will only need to grab some clothes. Hmm.
“Sebby, how soon before Marcus can travel? I imagine you want him to come too,” I yell unnecessarily.
“The UV will probably be too high for him until three. Even then, if we leave before him, flying to catch up may be an issue. We have been testing some spray on protection that might help.”
In a town of one hundred where everyone is a suspect, I am going to have to do a lot of interviewing. If we hope to stop the next skinning, I don't have a lot of time to waste.
“I think he is going to need to catch up later. How about you two? How long do you need to get ready?”
“You know me, Princess. I’m ready at a moment’s notice,” Jonas replies.
“I would just need five minutes to throw some things in a bag, love. If Clyde's stuff has arrived, we might want to grab some of it. I don't know how well he travels, but maybe having some chews or something will keep him preoccupied.”
Having a real collar and leash for him might be handy. Speaking of the devil, I glance down since I haven't heard from him in a while and find him passed out. 
“Do you normally travel with all these people?” Kent asks.
“At least. Clyde is new, like I mentioned, but normally I have a couple guards nearby just for bathroom breaks.”
“I was under the impression you were this kick ass assassin that could take care of yourself,” he replies.
“Really? So was I. Maybe you can convince Alex and Sebastian the guards aren’t necessary. I think I have been without them maybe three times in the last month. One of those times I had Alex with me, so it doesn't really count.”
“Princess, I don't think this is a good time to be bringing those facts up,” Jonas says warningly from the other room.
Before I can ask why the Hell not, Sebastian appears in the doorway. “You know better than to try my patience today, love. The guards are permanent. The fact that you were kidnapped just days ago, proves they are there for a reason.”
“I know. I know. You are coming in loud and clear. I just miss the days of peeing without five sets of ears listening in. Why don't we head back to base and get everything ready? I would like to be on the road within an hour,” I say standing up. 
Kent does the same and stares down at me from his mile high stature. He blinks and shakes his head. At least he is smart enough not to open his mouth. 
“I know I am short. The sooner you get over it, the sooner world peace will be granted,” I say not caring if it makes a lick of sense. My mind is on the case and I have more important things to do than make sense.
 



Chapter 14
Every puppy needs a pair of floaties
 
Okay, so, I was really joking about the whole horse thing, but sure enough tied up outside my building is a beautiful brown horse. I know nothing about them, since like most animals they are scarce around these parts. I am shocked to see that it isn't skittish around the wolves stopping to take a look. 
I think Clyde is sure of his dominance in this case because he doesn't even bother growling at the horse. Everyone else walking down the street, though, he puts in his or her place.
Even with the whole lack of general horse knowledge, I know that he or she is not going to travel as fast as my Suburban, and the Suburban ain't going to be going slow.
“Do we happen to have a horse trailer we can get our hands on?” I ask not caring who answers.
“We have a trailer that could work,” Sebastian answers. He is by my side, once again holding my hand. “It's a few years old and a spare for the arena so if it gets messed up, no one will mind.”
“If they do, I am sure you can change their minds. Kent, you okay riding with us once we pick up our vehicle and bags?”
“Sure. It has been over a decade since I have been in a vehicle, but I am sure not much has changed. It's not like I would be driving. If that were the case, we may be in trouble.” Sebastian takes out his phone to make the call to have the trailer delivered. With him barking out the commands, the trailer might beat us home.
“Okay, why don't you mount up? We are only a few blocks away and are walking.” I wonder if people have started videotaping my trips down Main Street. There is probably a special website out there somewhere for my crazy antics. Me walking with a horse will be the talk of the town for at least a day. 
Kent climbs on top of his horse and trots it around in a circle. “I take it you are used to the stares?” he asks stepping in line beside us as we start home.
“It's just another day in my life. I think even Jonas has gotten used to it at this point,” I reply.
“With you as a charge, I have learned to be very adaptable,” he says trying to be diplomatic.
“Sadly, there are some things you cannot adapt to,” I say smiling thinking of my wings.
“Well, if you are naughty, I will just run and tell Alex so he can deal with you,” he responds.
“And we all know how good he is about disciplining me. He isn't very good about sending me to bed without dinner.” The guy doesn't like pain, and he can feel my pain through our bond, so spanking me for being naughty is right out. No matter how many times he threatens it.
“So, what exactly are your relationships?” Kent asks. “I hear and sense some very confusing things. I get Jonas is a guard, but I am not sure what Alex is to you. You also have a vampire next to you that seems to be touchy.”
“Here is a quick rundown. Jonas, Jake, Smitty, and Marcus are my guards. You could probably throw Clyde in with them. Although, there are rumors he is supposed to be a practice child for me. I am pretty sure any baby I have won't be as cute as he is. Moving on, Sebastian is the love of my life and Alex is my mate,” I inform him. 
“Technically, Sebastian is my mate too, but I prefer love of my life.” I am hoping the bonded mate thing will be true again within the next couple of days. Sebby squeezes my hand letting me know he likes my summation.
“You have a vampire and a werewolf mate,” Kent states trying to work it out in his head. 
Now there is a website for me to launch. Pictures of the faces people make when they hear I have two mates. Not a lot of people know it for a certainty, but the ones that do always have this weird look on their face, like I just laid out all the principles of nuclear fission or something. Of course, I don't know a thing about nuclear fission or if it even has principles, but it does have nuclear in it, so I am sure it is awesome.
That is enough of my mental vacation. I have a conversation I am supposed to be interested in.
“Either that or I am a big hussy, and judging by the men I have chosen in each faction I would have to be one stupid hussy. I am currently a little altered, or so I am told. Otherwise, you would be able to smell a stronger scent of wolf on me. I am what I classify as defective and what others call special.”
“You are dual-natured?”
“Sure, we will go with that.” I don't really want to get into the little technicality in his statement with a guy I don't really know. Plus, being tri-natured would probably blow his mind.
“For this case, smelling more wolfy would have been better, but we will have to deal with the issue as it comes up.”
“Just think about it, a whole three people in your town might be willing to talk to me. That is probably three more people than would usually speak to me by just knowing my reputation alone.” By now, we are back at the compound. 
Alex may have been listening in, so he would know I am planning to leave, but even if he does, I need to tell him face-to-face. It is all part of my plan to be more mature. The plan started a whole five seconds ago.
“So, how are we on clearance?” I know the guys tend to be sticklers about just letting anybody walk into our castle.
“I think Alex would be okay with letting him in, but it is officially Sebastian’s place, so it is ultimately his decision,” Jonas answers.
“You vouching for him, Jonas?” Sebastian asks.
“He has helped some of our people when we have needed him. I don't think he will use anything he learns against us. He already knows Princess is a little bit different, and I don't see him finding out all her little secrets within the ten minutes we are in the building.”
“Then he can come up. We may need help carrying stuff down anyway. Might as well put him to work.”
We make our way upstairs and find piles of boxes in the lobby of my apartment. “Look Clyde, your presents are here.” Clyde bounces over to inspect the boxes. Not impressed he starts to lift his leg. “Clyde, what have I told you. We don't potty in the house. Plus, that box is your new puppy palace. When we get home from our trip we will put it together for you.”
“Do you think this is all the deliveries you are expecting?” Alex asks joining us. I swear the guys never go home. “They have been coming nonstop over the last hour.”
When Sebastian first gave me this place to live, I thought it would be a hideaway for me that he would visit occasionally. Now, it is like a big clubhouse for all the guys. The guards have sleeping areas in the apartment proper and Sebastian and Alex both have separate apartments not far, but they only visit them about every other day.
“I cannot imagine there would be anything else. As it is, I think I might have gone just a tad overboard,” I say taking another look at all the boxes. Jonas has already started opening them looking for things we might need.
“This box contains swimming floaties and goggles for him,” he says looking at a packing slip. “Did you really think those were necessary?”
“You had to see the picture of them on a puppy. I could just see them on Clyde and we don't want him to drown, do we?” I say stating my very weak case.
He just shakes his head. In fact, everyone except Sebastian is shaking their head at me. What? Sheesh. It sounded like a good idea at the time.
“You two go get packed. Sebastian should have enough stuff here that he can throw a bag together with you. Me and Kent will go through these real quick looking for the leash and collar and anything that would be helpful for a road trip. Hopefully the picture that went with the doggie sleeping pills was just as cute as the one with the floaties,” Jonas says giving up on one box and moving on to another.
“Fine by me. Come on guys,” I say dragging Clyde and Sebastian along. Alex comes with us, which is just what I planned.
I grab a bag from my closet. “Do you want separate bags or can we throw everything in one?”
“I am fine with sharing. That way my clothes will smell like you,” Sebastian says grabbing things from his drawer. Yes, they both have designated drawers in my room. I had a moment of weakness one day.
“How much do you know?” I ask Alex while grabbing three sets of my favorite tops and pants before weaving to my underwear drawer.
“I heard everything and, of course, do not want you involved and know even just saying that is a waste of breath,” he says with a sigh. Well, at least he is learning. Maybe you can teach an old dog new tricks. “Any idea on how long you will be gone?”
“I would love to be able to catch the guy before he skins again, but tomorrow is the deadline and I don't even have the lay of the land yet. It is really hard to say. For sure within six days. I won’t let him get two girls under my watch.” All of our stuff is packed. We don't even bother folding anything. I don't know about Sebastian’s choices, but mine are wrinkle free so if they get curled into little balls, it won't matter.
“Do you by any chance think your situation will be taken care of by the time you get back?” 
Not immediately knowing what he is talking about, I look at him. He is staring between me and something behind me, which could only be Sebby. Oh, that situation. Sebastian had taken a moment to keep his hands to himself, so I almost forgot.
“I don't know that the opportunity will arise in the middle of a murder investigation. It was implied that we are missing some wording as well. Unless you figured that part out during my meeting,” I say spinning around to catch Sebastian leaning in to smell my hair. I did mention he was going to drive me insane.
“I found some references to the text I think I need to find and have some people working on it. Until we get it, though, I don't think we can do much.”
“I can get my people looking, too, if you want. I would really like to see this bond back together. I never knew how tiring it was for you to be the pillar in this crazy relationship,” Alex says ignoring me and speaking to Sebastian.
“What do you mean pillar?” I ask curious about his wording.
“As fragile as our little triangle is, one of us guys has to be strong enough to hold us all together. I tend to allow Sebastian to serve that role. He is the oldest and has the most knowledge out of any of us. He rarely becomes impulsive and keeps his head on straight under all levels of stress.” That does sound an awful lot like Sebastian and I have always thought of him as my rock.
“I, on the other hand, like to lead my army during the day, but want to come home and let loose. I do things without always thinking them through and have to hope in the end they were the right thing. I like to have fun, take you to fights, taunt you about sex and, just in general, live life to its fullest. With your connection screwed up, I am forced to try to keep my head on straight and you don't know how hard that is. So, even though, it is weird to have to think about you two sleeping together, I wish you guys would get on with it.”
I look over at Sebastian and he just shrugs. Having a guy you are kind of in competition with telling you to hurry up and sleep with his girl is probably a little weird. Oh well. It will happen when it happens.
“I will do what I can to fulfill your request,” I say smiling back at Alex. “I wonder if Sebastian’s dick is solid stone like yours.” 
“You really are going to get a spanking from me one of these days,” Alex says grinning from ear to ear. “Now get out of here before I break down and make it today.”
“Yes, Master,” I say bending down to remove the rope from around Clyde's neck to make room for his new collar. “We will get of here immediately to steer clear of your wrath.”
 



Chapter 15
Techno what? Oh TecnoJunk
 
I may be biased and all, but I have to say Clyde looks like a little heartbreaker in his new collar. It has to be the cutest thing I have ever seen, and he knows it. He has developed a little strut to his walk that hasn’t been there in the day or two that I have known him. It is making his already too big head even bigger.
“How soon before you have him in a little sweater?” Jonas asks as I try to get Clyde to settle into the big doggy bed I have put in the third row of the Suburban. I think he understands I will not be sitting next to him and is getting a little agitated. 
“I will be right up front. If you get hungry or need to potty, just let me know. You can look out the windows and drool all you want back here.” My words don’t seem to be making a difference and he turns on the puppy dog eyes. “Fine. You can sit on the floorboard between me and Sebby, but you have to behave.” I take him out and walk around to get him resettled. 
I can already tell traveling with the tyke will not be fun. He snuggles happily into his new spot and I am ready to get this show on the road. Well, once I get the holster and back sheath off, I will be ready.
The guys have been loading the rest of our stuff and the horse. Sebastian takes his place beside me, while I thank the gods I don’t have a bench seat. Although, Clyde would serve as a good chaperone in between us. Once Kent and Jonas get in their spots, Jonas directly behind me, Kent next to him, we are really ready to go.
“Why would he need a sweater?” I ask Jonas picking up on his previous comment. “It isn’t like we live in a cool climate. Not only that, but I am pretty sure he is his own little furnace. The flames have to come from somewhere.”
“I know that, but you see human girls all the time with their tiny dogs in sweaters stuffed into a bag they can carry the poor dog in. I figured eventually you were going to get to that point,” he comments.
Not even over my dead body is Clyde getting stuffed in a purse. “Rest assured my craziness can only go so far and that is about ten steps past that point.” I meet his eyes in the rearview mirror and he gives me a doubtful look. It is just another thing to be added to my list of things to prove to Jonas. I hope that he didn’t get a good look in all the boxes. Not that there were any purses, but the floaties probably hurt my standing.
“So Kent, you got some directions? Maybe some coordinates I can log into my GPS?”
“I imagine you know how to get to 48 from here. Just follow it when it becomes Highway 50 and I will tell you where to turn and stop when we get closer,” he claims.
“Are we staying in what the humans call West Virginia?” I call it West Virginia too, but the paranorms weren’t involved in naming the state. We have so much cooler names for things.
At first, the fact that it took Kent quite a few hours to get to Night Owl City made me wonder on the distance we would have to travel, but he was riding a horse at the time, so any guesses flew out the window.
“Yeah. It is only a couple hours away on the highway. From there, we will have about fifteen more minutes on some back roads. It isn’t far from Tygart Lake, so when you start seeing signs for it, you will be getting close.”
“Sounds good,” I say heading in the direction of the open road. “Why don’t we play getting to know Kent on the way? Since I have to work with you on this, I would prefer knowing a little something about you.”
“I am game, but there might be questions I don’t answer.” Well duh. I don’t plan on getting to know him that well, just the basics.
“So, what is your real name?” I ask deciding that is a good starting point.
“And there is a reason why you don’t believe it to be Kent Newhouse?” he asks with a little devilry in his voice.
“Just the little fact that I couldn’t find you in any of the databases I checked, even the Collective’s. You mentioned one of their people was after you, so you should be in the database.”
“True and I imagine I am. I was born Nathaniel Rogers, but I wouldn’t answer to that name these days.” 
“And just why was the Collective after your ass?”
“Never have really figured that one out. I am leaning towards a case of mistaken identity. I am not inherently a violent person. I just woke up one day and they were after me. If you ever figure out the reason, I would appreciate being let in on the secret.”
“Now that I know your name, I can get into their system and see what they have on you. Where are you from originally?”
“Emerald. I used to run a small tech firm. Nothing fancy, but I made enough to be happy.”
“It wouldn’t have happened to be called TechnoJunk, would it?” The little clues snap together in my brain and I may be able to help him figure out his dilemma without a computer. 
“That would be the one. I take it you have heard of it,” he replies.
“Oh yeah, I have heard of it, it was before my time really, but it made big news in Collective scuttlebutt. Since my Collective father was involved, it was a story I heard many times over the years. I didn’t know any specific names, but you would be the one that got away.”
This is too good to be true. I am out of the Collective for a month and I run into the guy Frank could never catch. I should take pictures and send them to him. 
“Would you care to share said story? I think after a couple decades someone should clue me in on why I had to run,” Kent says not finding the same humor I am in the situation.
“Sure. It isn’t that long of a story. You know the end of it anyway. Frank, my Collective father for those keeping score, ends up staring into space as you disappear right in front of him. It is classic. I was just a whippersnapper at the time, so I cannot remember what happened when he got home, but the ‘incident’ was brought up years later when people wanted to joke around with him.”
“I am well aware of the ending scene. I am pretty familiar with the middle parts, too. It is the beginning I am interested in learning,” Kent says still not enjoying the moment. 
“Wait. First,” I say giggling like a schoolgirl. No one better be taping this because me giggling does not leave the vehicle. “When you walked past the barrier to your ‘Ghost Town’ did you turn around and see him standing there?”
“You can see the outside scenery from inside the town, so yes, I saw him. He searched the area for at least a day before giving up.”
“Oh how I wish I had a video of that,” I say picturing it in my mind until I hear a throat clear. “Fine. The reason you were targeted is that one of your little developers made a program the Collective didn’t like. They wanted to erase anyone who had knowledge of the program.”
“It has been awhile, but I cannot think of anything we were working on that would have raised any red flags,” he replies after thinking to himself for a few seconds.
“I don’t know all the specifics, but it was a tracking program and since it was twenty years ago, I think it was a little before its time. As far as I know, other than you, the rest of the employees have been held in a Collective lab happily sharing their brains to better equip the Collective. So surprise, they weren’t actually going to kill you. The order was for you all to be brought in alive.”
“For at least a year after I got away, I tried to think of what they could want with me. I tried to think of anything we could have been doing at TechnoJunk, but we were doing only low-level work. I cannot think of anything that would have been considered for tracking.” 
“I got no answers for you there. For all I know, they were scanning your projects and found something that with a change to one line of code it became interesting to them. There really is no rhyme or reason to the things they do.”
“Well, I like to think I am better off where I am now. There are some people I wish I could go back and see, but those relationships are long over these days.”
He seems a little sad remembering the days long past. His is just another life abruptly altered thanks to the great bunch of men over at the Collective. Luckily for him, he is still breathing. Most of the people they go after don’t have that luxury.
“Let’s refocus my questions to your current life. Has technology reached Ghost Town?  For some reason, I don’t expect you to have Internet connection.” 
How else could he not know about Alex, Sebastian, and me making the news? Has he even heard of Facebook and Youtube? Why do I keep coming up with more and more questions?
“Inside the bubble that is the town, you won't find a connection,” he tells me. “There is a library close by outside town that we use to email and look things up on the Internet.”
“That might make doing background checks on the townies a bit difficult,” I surmise. 
“I think doing backgrounds on anyone would be tough, even if you had an Internet connection ingrained in your mind. I am pretty sure I mentioned the folks are real private. Getting one of them to give you a real name is not very high on my things happening this century list,” Kent informs me. It is good to know I am not the only one that has crazy made up lists.
“Maybe I can scare their identities out of them and then step out of town real quick to run the scans.” No, it doesn't make any more sense when I say it out loud. Too bad, it seems I am going to be working a little blind.
“Hey, this is our turn at the next intersection,” Kent instructs. I really wish he would have given me coordinates. I hate backseat drivers.
“You do notice you are having me turn where there isn't actually a road, right?” There aren't even tire tracks where he is pointing. I haven't exactly seen civilization in a while either. 
“More people would wander in if it was easily accessible. Trust me this truck will make it to where we are going. Just make the turn and keep going for about five miles. You may want to take it a little slow.”
“And what are we doing with the Suburban when we get there? Can I drive it right down Main Street?” I ask curious about his little vortex.
“With all the stuff you brought along, just for the Hellhound, we are going to have to try. Plus, leaving it on the outside would draw attention,” he says. I think somewhere in there was a dig on me and Clyde. This guy really doesn't want to get on my good side. “Okay, see that tree up ahead?”
“The one that almost looks like it is upside down?” I would imagine it is the right one, since it’s the only fucking one around and it is upside down making it really peculiar.
“Wait, you see it upside down? Does anyone else see an upside down tree?” he asks.
“I see a normal tree. Looks like an oak,” Jonas says.
“I would agree with it being an oak standing right side up,” Sebastian concurs.
Okay. WTF? We are seeing different trees. I don’t even think mine is an oak. I don’t think I need my eyes checked, but I am starting to worry.
“For me it is upside down. That is why I ran towards it all those years ago. It was unexpected and odd,” Kent says. “It would seem the town wants Slaughter to pay a visit. Only those that see the upside down tree are able to get in on their own.”
Great the town wants me. Just what I wanted to hear. If it wants me so bad, maybe it will make its residents cooperate with my investigation. That's not asking too much, is it?
 



Chapter 16
Welcome to an alternate universe
 
Before I can even attempt to enter Insanityville, I notice Marcus circling above us. Hmm. Wonder how long he has been tagging along. I stop briefly to collect him. He just hops in, puts his bag with the rest of the cargo, and hurries to the back row of seating.
“I am happy you could join us and glad you did it when you did,” I say having actually forgotten he was supposed to be meeting us. He just shrugs and smiles. I bet he is trying to get a take on the sheriff.
Back to the task at hand, I have decided playing chicken with a tree is a very odd thing. I know good and well that the tree isn't going to move, but Tex in the back seat tells me to drive right into it. I think driving into a tree is going on another list somewhere. If I just stop here, I wonder what would happen. The putting my toes into the water to check the water temperature versus cannonballing into the water sounds like a great method to me right now.
Sadly, my foot and hands disagree with logic and keep us on the path into the tree. I cringe slightly expecting an impact, who wouldn't, but the impact doesn't come. What does come is definitely a “we aren't in Kansas anymore” moment. 
You would think with the cowboy sheriff in the backseat and the horse in tow, and just in general, the name Ghost Town, I would have been prepared for the scene before me.
You would be wrong.
I don't see any tumbleweeds, but I am expecting one any second. It is like we just drove back in time and I don't have a DeLorean. I can see a corner saloon occupying the biggest visible building. 
We drive by the stables, blacksmith, doctor, and a general store. Seriously, I am not making this up. This is nuts.
I don't see a lot of people around. In fact, I haven't seen another person at all. The crazy skinner person was supposed to be waiting right out front for me. He must not have got my email.
“Pull up in front of the jail,” Kent says pointing towards the building closest to the saloon. I guess that makes sense. Don't have to take the drunks far to let them sleep it off.
I do as I am instructed. “So, are there always this many people out and about?” I ask while I take stock of the “jail”, or what he considers one. I wonder if the cells have any special protection to keep the werewolves in. 
“I am hoping people are staying inside to not attract attention to themselves. It is still early and we have no idea when the skinner takes his victims.” We start climbing out of the vehicle. Clyde is up and ready for whatever new adventure is in store. I grab his leash and start walking him around a little so he can get familiar with the new place.
“Oh good, that sounds like you are going to be able to kill something this trip,” Marcus says in a jovial tone. Being late to the party, I guess he wasn’t clued in on all the details.
“You know it is what I live for,” I reply. “I forgot to ask during our question and answer period, are all the victims wolves?” I assume they are because of the low percentage of anything else in the town.
“Yup, all wolves,” he says walking to the door for the jail. I am surprised he actually takes a set of keys out and unlocks it. “I have the first body on ice so you can take a look. Then we can go talk to Deb, see if maybe you can get something else out of her.”
As gruesome as I am sure it is, I was hoping that the body was still available. Every once in a while, dead men do have tales to tell and I am all for listening to them, if it makes my life easier. They seldom lift their hand and point it in the direction of the killer, but they do tend to hold clues.
We follow Kent into his office. Sebastian has taken his place behind me, placing his hands on both sides of my waist. I think he leaves about a half an inch of space between us as we walk. Insert mental groaning here.
Surprise number one when entering the office is the giant deep freezer. I wasn't expecting either the town to actually have electricity or the body to be on ice right here for my inspection. I thought maybe the doctor would have it embalmed or something over in a morgue.
The second surprise is one I already pondered, but didn't imagine the town of years gone by to actually have. The two cells are standard Collective issue. They look and feel strong enough to hold the rowdiest wolf or vamp. By feel, I mean the amount of silver in the bars is tingling the hairs on the back of my neck.
“The cells are unexpected,” Sebastian says verbally acknowledging my thoughts.
“They were a bit of a surprise for me, too,” Kent says. “I haven't used them more than once or twice to let someone cool down, but they would hold just about anything.”
“Just to verify, is the body in the freezer or do you have a year’s supply of steak on ice?” I ask.
“We don’t exactly have a lot of medical provisions here, so yeah the body is in the freezer. Let me grab something we can lay it on,” Kent says walking into another room. 
He returns with a large vinyl sheet and goes about placing it on the floor. I look down at Clyde trying to decide what to do with him while I inspect the body. I pick him up and place him in the chair behind Kent’s desk. 
“Now Clyde, mommy needs you to sit here and be a good boy so she can get some work done. Can you do that for me?” I ask looking into his eyes.
I swear the dog smiles at me. I don’t think that is a good thing at all. I am choosing to believe that means he agrees with my thinking and will stay put.
“Whoever is helping me lift the body out of the freezer will probably want to wear a pair of gloves,” Kent says holding out a pair. 
Marcus and Jonas exchange glances before Jonas holds his hand out to take the gloves. “I’ll do it,” he says obviously not happy about the idea.
They move over to the freezer and Kent lifts the lid. Jonas looks into it and then looks back at me with a look that clearly states I owe him big time. Yeah, well, add it to my tab.
They each reach in and start to lift the body out. As it makes its way over the lip of the freezer, I can see the horror scene worthy goo of flesh. It is one of those things you have to stare at a long time and maybe tilt your head a little to the left to make out what it is. And let’s not get started with sound effects. I am closing my ears now.
They quickly get her settled onto the tarp and I have a chance to start my perusal. As Kent said, the ears are missing which helps to make it not look humanoid. 
“Can I get a pair of gloves?” I ask. I don’t want to, but chances are I am going to have to touch it.
“They are in the top left drawer of my desk,” Kent instructs.
I give Clyde my “you better keep your butt in that chair” look and grab a pair of gloves. Putting them on, they are a bit big, but they will keep me from touching the nasty flesh with bare skin.
Looking back over at the body, I try to get a feel for how the skin was removed. The hair is missing, so I cannot tell if this is the blonde or one of the brunettes. The marks where the knife went into the flesh look inconsistent with the smooth cuts of a filet knife. 
“Were the other bodies in this same condition?” I ask.
“They were all missing their skin just like this,” Kent says.
“Yeah, but did they all have little marks like this?” I ask pointing to one of the places the knife left marks. I look back to where the guys are standing and encounter a wall of Sebastian chest. 
The touching was bad enough, but for him to be hovering this close over a mangled pile of flesh, is too much. “Do you smell the cloves?” he asks like there is nothing weird about his closeness.
I had been trying not to smell just yet because I had been expecting a putrid smell. At Sebastian’s nudging, I open up my sniffer. Surprisingly, there is a strong clove smell coming from the body. 
“I haven’t smelled any scents from the body,” Kent says coming a little closer, which is good because I want him to looks at the marks.
“Maybe your nose isn’t as good as I thought. The cloves are there,” I say wondering what other things he may have missed. “Back to my original question, are these marks on the other bodies?”
“Yeah. They all had those. I figured they were just from the knife cutting into the flesh.” As soon as he answers the question, he backs away again.
“And the witness is sure of the filet knife?”
“That’s what she said. She seemed pretty adamant about it,” he replies.
“Then either she is stupid or was hallucinating. The marks are left by a serrated knife and by the amount of them, and the fact they are over the entire body, I have to believe it was the only knife used.”
“I wouldn’t call Deb stupid, so maybe she wasn’t thinking too straight when she thought she saw a filet knife.”
I don’t think I can detect anything more on this body so I am ready to move on. “You guys want to put her away? I may need to have a look at her again later.” I got away with not even having to touch anything. Life is currently good for me.
Jonas and Kent move forward to complete the task. I look over to check on Clyde and he is eying the body as it is moved. Sensing me looking at him he turns and smiles at me again. I am starting to think there is something off about that puppy.
“So, is Debra relaxing at the doctor that we passed?” I ask ready to move on. Betty is safely back in her freezer coffin.
“No, she requested to be moved to her house. We figured she might be more comfortable there. Doc really couldn’t have done anything more for her at his place.
“Her body is in the same condition as the one we were just looking at?” I don’t care if it is more comfortable. If I am in that condition, I don’t think I want to be at home making my bed all funky.
“She has her ears, but other than that she looks similar. She has a few friends that stop by to keep her company and I check in with her a couple times a day,” Kent explains.
“Is she actually up and moving around?” Jonas asks appalled by the thought, if his voice is any indication.
“I have seen her walking around. She doesn’t do it often. The only times I have seen it is when I showed up unexpected.”
Now that is an interesting bit of information. I don’t know exactly what it means, but it is something I will set aside for later.
“Lead the way, Sheriff,” I say gathering Clyde to follow. I am very curious to meet a werewolf that was skinned less than five days ago and is actually able to walk around. We may have speedy recovery, but I have never seen anything that good.
 



Chapter 17
And you think I wanted to come to this town?
 
The town is small enough that taking the Suburban would be a little ridiculous. Kent does pause to unload his horse, though. We walk it over to the stables where Kent hands him off to someone I will probably eventually be interviewing. It is nice to see that there is at least one other, not dead, person in the town.
“Deb lives just a block to the west,” Kent says leading the way.
“I have been meaning to ask, where do you get your food from? Clyde and Jonas are going to need to eat.”
“Most of the freezers in town are not full of bodies. A group of us heads out once a month to the closest town and stock up. The place I have set up for you guys has plenty of supplies.” Good. I am glad he planned ahead.
There are no paved sidewalks in this town. There are plank walkways lining the front of the buildings. As we make our way down the street, the only thing we can hear is Kent’s spurs rattling. 
With my good hearing, I was expecting to be able to hear conversations going on, but there is just dead air. It makes the eerie town even creepier.
“This is her,” Kent says turning in front of what looks like a wood shack to me. 
Shack may be a little harsh, but it is about the size of my bedroom. The cottage that I stayed in last week looks like a mansion compared to this. The only thing that makes it look lived in is the window box, filled with purple and yellow flowers, bordering the one window.
Kent knocks on the door and turns the knob a little to open it. “Deb, I am coming in and have some company,” he announces entering the house with us on his tail.
The inside is rather simple. Open room for entertaining with a single couch and coffee table. On the left, there is a semi-modern kitchen with a newer stove and fridge. There isn’t enough room for a dining room table.
There is a door opening to a bedroom, judging by the medium size bed that is visible. I see a small movement on the bed and see a red mass shift under the comforter. It is kind of like watching hamburger move around on its own. 
“Kent, is that you?” a hoarse voice asks. Clyde does his little growling act to let everyone know he is still there.
“Yeah, Deb. I have some people with me. I am hoping to catch the guy who did this to you before he strikes again.”
“You brought in outsiders to deal with town business,” the voice asks a little bit stronger.
“Well now, where the bodies have been found may indicate it isn't just town business. Nyx here is the only expert I could bring in here without going to the Collective. She has a keen eye for things and has already picked up some things I didn't see. As everyone in town knows, my badge is just honorary because I was the first one here. I don't really know a whole lot about police work,” Kent explains.
Speaking of those things I picked up on, the smell of cloves is strong here as well. I am still too far away to see her body to check for marks, but Kent said they were there, so I believe him.
“I am sorry to bother you, Debra, but I would like to ask a few questions,” I say passing the guys and walking into the bedroom.
“Why are you walking a dog?” Debra asks sitting up some so I can see her face more. I wish she wouldn’t have done that. It isn’t a pretty sight.
“Because he is my pet. Now, I am going to start asking some questions and I would like you to answer as many as you can. First off, do you know what time of day you were taken?” Since we are trying to prevent another victim from meeting this fate that seems like the most important question at the moment.
“I don't remember. I am having a lot of problems with my memory since the ordeal. I suppose the person that took me might have had something to do with that,” she replies. I have a feeling, even injured, she is going to pull the “you aren't one of us” card and clam up.
“So, you don't know if it was a male or female that did this?” I cannot see a woman causing this much damage to another woman. 
“I don't know for sure,” she replies.
“Kent told me you saw the knife being used on you; can you go into any details about it?”
She sighs. I imagine if Kent hadn't told me, she wouldn't even contemplate giving me the details. “I think I did a pretty good job already describing it to Kent, but if you must know, the knife was about a foot long, with a wood handle. It had a smooth blade that tapered in a curve to a thin point.”
“Were you awake for the whole procedure?” I ask trying to be a little delicate. I figure it wouldn’t get me too far just yelling “liar” at her. “You actually saw that knife being used to do it?”
“Of course I did, but no I wasn't awake the entire time. After the person got done peeling my right arm off I think I passed out.”
“Do you mind if I take a look at your arm. I won't ask to see your whole body. Kent assures me that you have similar wounds to Betty.”
“Yeah. Sure,” she says taking out her arm. I see the marks I am expecting and I am trying to figure out why she is so confused about the knife that was used. 
“Thanks. You have been a big help,” I say allowing her to put her arm back under the covers. “We don't want to keep you, so if you have nothing else to add, we will leave you for now.”
“I have told you all I can remember,” she says looking away.
My group heads out the front while Kent stays behind for a second to see if she needs anything. Either not caring who hears, or not realizing we can still hear her, Debra starts speaking.
“I cannot believe you brought her here,” she hisses at Kent.
“I couldn't let this happen to another one of us. Betty is for sure gone, you are here like this, and Sheila is only God knows where.”
“You don't even know if that guy is going to strike again.”
“And you think the guy should just get away with what he has already done?” Kent asks.
“Well, of course not, but we don't need an outsider here digging around.”
“I wasn't getting anywhere on my own. I needed to do something. This is supposed to be a sanctuary for people. How safe can they feel with someone like this madman running around?”
“I doubt she will be able to find anything. The people around here aren't going to tell her shit,” Debra seethes. It is pretty bad when even the victim doesn't want me looking into the crime.
“She is still going to be looking around to see if she can figure things out. With me by her side, maybe people will open up a little. Someone will remember seeing something and things will fall into place.”
“Well, good luck. Try not to bring her and her posse back here. I am not really in the mood for company these days.”
“I will see that they endeavor to stay away, but she may have more questions,” Kent says. “I will check in with you later. I need to go get the visitors settled.”
“See you later, Kent.” Debra says as Kent walks out the front door to join us.
“Sorry about that,” Kent says. “Let's head back to the office. I have things set up for you to stay in the rooms above the saloon. I didn't know there would be this many people, but they should have the room. I am not exactly sure what to do about all your dietary needs.” I pick up quickly that he is referring to our liquid dietary needs.
“Marcus?” I ask knowing he is the only one that may have an issue today.
“I am fine for a day or two. If we are around longer than that, I will need to leave and come back.”
“Just out of curiosity, what do the other vampires here in town do?” I ask Kent as we reach the Suburban. I don't think it would take more than a couple minutes to walk end to end in this town.
“Like the rest of the town they have paired off with someone to provide their needs,” he replies. “You can leave the vehicle here, if you want, and just carry your items across the street.”
“Seems reasonable,” I say opening the doors to get my bag. I guess it is actually mine and Sebastian’s. I watch as Kent wanders off down the road leaving us to fend for ourselves.
“I will get Clyde's stuff,” Sebastian says grabbing his bed and treats. “I wonder if we can actually get him to sleep in this tonight.”
“He did fine in the car, so we might be able to convince him it is a good idea,” I reply walking over to the saloon. “Do phones work around here?”
“Not if you are wanting to make calls to your outside world,” a deep voice says from inside the saloon. I push through the swinging doors to try to put a face to the voice. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Slaughter.”
The man with the voice is standing behind the bar. He has dark tanned skin, no hair, and is the size of a grizzly bear. “I have heard rumors that you may be the only person in this town that has that opinion.”
“Well now, people just don't know everything there is to know about you then,” the bear answers.
“I know they don't. Is there something you think you know that would make a difference in their mind?”
“Only the fact that you are the future of our kind, even if you are giving off a strong vamp vibe.” He has picked up a glass and is wiping it out.
“And why would you be believing something silly like that?” I ask slightly amused and mostly worried where this conversation is going.
“Why because I am friends with your daddy, of course,” the man smiles with a grin that shows he knows what he just said is going to bug me.
He would be right.
 



Chapter 18
The friendly bar where everyone knows your name
 
“Walt, I thought that was you I heard rumbling,” Jonas says entering the building.
“Me, rumble? Surely not. It is good to see you again Jonas. Even better that Nyx has you hanging out with her.” Walt makes his way around the bar to give Jonas a man hug. 
If the town wasn’t wacky enough, now I know I have entered the Twilight Zone.
“I should be surprised to see you here, but with Aaron off in his hiding place it makes sense that you would need a place to chill for a while,” Jonas says stepping away from the mountain of a man.
“It has been a while. We will have to catch up later, but I am sure the girl has questions,” Walt says.
“Don’t worry about answering anything. She loves it when she feels she is missing a piece to a puzzle,” Jonas instructs him and receives dagger eyes from me.
“Now this is a little bit of a surprise,” Walt says leaning down to get a good look at Clyde. Clyde acts his normal growling self. “I had heard about the demon you have befriended, for lack of a better term, but I hadn’t heard he was giving you little gifts. He is a cute little bugger,” he says giving Clyde a pat on the head. Surprisingly, Clyde stops growling.
“And just where in this little town are you getting news about my life?” I ask very curious. The sheriff didn’t seem to know any current events and this guy knows what is going on in my life up to the last few days.
“Your father, of course. He gets bored and we end up having a nice chat every other day or so.”
“In a town that doesn’t have a phone line to the outside world, you are able to talk to him that often?” That makes a whole lot of zero sense.
“We cannot call into your world. That doesn’t mean we cannot converse with others, but enough about me and your dad. We should get you guys settled in. Nice to see you again as well, Sebastian and Marcus.”
Great he knows them too. I am starting to get a little testy that this all-knowing person has not been mentioned to me before.
“Maybe you could answer some questions before we go to our rooms,” I say not wanting to budge without figuring this guy out.
“You will have plenty of time to hear all of my stories. Right now, you need to stow your things so you can get on with your investigation.” He takes off leading us up a set of stairs. 
“Fine,” I mutter dragging Clyde along. I shouldn’t say dragging because Clyde is eagerly trying to catch up with Walt. Turncoat.
Walt takes us down a hallway with a bunch of doors. “These three are for you,” he says indicating a set of doors. “Get settled and come back down, so you can get to interrogating me. About the skinnings,” he adds so I don’t get confused on my purpose.
Before I leave, I am tying him to a chair to question him about my father, but for now I will focus on finding me a murderer.
The room Sebastian chooses is standard affair for a Wild West hotel room. It has a cute little wooden dresser with a water pitcher and bowl sitting on it. The bed is a bit on the small size, but since Sebastian has become a second skin, we should be able to make do. 
Sebby puts Clyde’s bed down next to the human bed. Clyde waddles over to it, sniffs it, and glares back at me. What? He has been lying in it for hours in the car. How is it any different here in a bedroom?
“That is what I expected to happen. Maybe you should give him your blood like Ben suggested so you can hear just what he thinks of you,” Sebastian says and I know the last part of it is a joke.
“What is wrong with the bed? It is the deluxe model with lots of extra cushion.”
“Oh, it is a fine bed. I am sure Clyde just doesn’t think he can protect you as efficiently from the floor. I might go crazy and attack you during the night,” Sebastian suggests. Clyde, understanding English perfectly well, growls letting us know he isn’t going to stand for it.
“We will have to deal with it later. I need to find out if there are any people missing and whether anyone in this crazy town can be considered a witness,” I say throwing our bag on the bed and heading back for the stairs. Jonas is standing outside our door waiting. “And you mister are going to have some explaining to do if I read the cards right.”
“I figure I got a little time before my inquisition. By then, I should have a great story to tell and all my alibis in place.”
We make our way back downstairs and I get a chance to inventory the place. A customary bar set up is what I find. There is a long bar that has a wall of liquor and glasses behind it. Judging by the smell of gun oil coming from the bar area, I would guess there are two weapons hidden underneath the bar. I deduce Walt likes a little extra firepower, not that he would probably need it with his size.
Scattered around the room are tables and chairs. There is a little platform with a piano on it and one lone pool table to complete the room. No fancy beer signs or cool lighting, just a place to come have a drink.
“It ain’t much, but it keeps me busy, for now,” Walt says drawing my attention back to the bar.
“It’s cute. Do you get a lot of customers?” I ask.
“I reckon I get enough. Not everyone in town stops by, but most do. I am told I am easy to talk to and my stories keep their minds away from the reasons they are here.”
“No one has happened to mention any secret skinning fetishes, have they?”
“Sadly no. We wouldn’t have had to call you in if it were that simple.”
“So, I am guessing you aren’t going to confess to doing them yourself,” I say finally deciding to take a seat on one of the barstools. It actually makes me a little taller, which is what I was hoping.
“Nope. No luck there. Anyone I have killed over the years, for one, deserved it and for two, died a lot quicker, less torturous death.”
“You knew the victims, right? Anything you know that connects them? The sheriff said they were physically different and didn’t spend much time together.”
“They have all been known to come in here for a drink or two. Other than the sheriff himself, I cannot think of a connection. He is right that they don’t look anything alike. They were all wolves, but in this town that isn’t exactly a revelation,” he says.
“What do you mean they were all connected to the sheriff? He didn’t say anything about that.”
“He probably wouldn’t have thought much about it. We are kind of a small, self-sufficient town here and we all have natural needs that arise. A lot of the folks have found someone particular for those times. The sheriff hasn’t exactly settled down and it is well-known that each of those girls has spent a bit of time easing his needs,” Walt says with a look that says “know what I mean”. Yes, I get it loud and clear. Sheriff Newhouse is a player.
This gives me ideas, but it leads to a woman being behind the mutilations. “So, was there anyone upset about not hooking up with him?”
“Not that I can think of. If a woman isn’t already claimed by another man, she has just as much chance of hooking up with the sheriff as any other woman. The town has about seventy women. Of those women, about twenty of them haven’t paired with someone to scratch their itch. The rest just kind of share the sheriff and from what I hear they are getting their own needs met at least once a week.” 
Wow. Totally didn’t get that vibe off Kent. He has to be some kind of beast because that is like three times a day. I can conjure up a good idea of where he was off to in such a hurry. Sounds like I am going to have to ask him for a list of the women in his harem. 
“I will look into those women as a starting point. Can you think of any of the men in the town that might be upset about the sheriff’s habits?”
“Not that I can think of. Best I can tell, the rest of the men are fine with their chosen and I haven’t heard any issues being talked about.”
“At least you have given me something. As I meet people, I might have more questions for you. Oh, one more thing, does the scent of cloves mean anything to you?”
“Not specifically. I may have smelled it around here before, but I couldn’t say what or whom it was tied to. For scents around the town, I would ask the local vamps. They probably have them all chronicled. Look for one named Roger. He likes to spend his free time doing silly things like that. You can find him on the south side of town. The house with a blue door.”
“Thanks. Do you happen to know if any of the witches have a grudge against the wolves in question? We talked about Kent sleeping around and I am assuming that is with just wolves. Is that right?”
“We stick to our kind. The witches have a shop in the middle of town where they hang out. They don’t really associate much with the rest of us and they tend to come and go as they want. I doubt they had anything to do with this, but if you want to check them out, they are in the apothecary shop on Main Street.
“Thanks. We might wander over to ask them some questions,” I reply gathering Clyde. It is time to start solving the who done it part of this investigation. I have quite a few ideas on the why they done it part. 
“I should probably let you get on with your business. Jonas, you want to stick around and have dinner with me?” he asks the other man. “We can do a little catching up and discuss some issues that may need to be brought up with Alex. You can also leave the Hellhound. I will make sure he gets his dinner.” It would be easier to do interviews without him and he does seem to like Walt. I think we have a winner, so I hand the leash over.
“Sounds like a plan, Walt. Sebastian, you okay with just you and Marcus on Princess?”
“We can handle things. I don’t know how long we will take, but we will meet back here and have a little debriefing before we hit the hay tonight,” Sebby replies. “Love, you okay food-wise?”
I think about it for a second and can still feel the beginnings of the hunger, but not enough to actually do anything about it. “I think I will be good another day.”
I hope that during the debriefing that is planned, I can find out how the guys know Walt and maybe a clue as to how he knows my father. Everyone has heard of Daddy, but to actually meet someone that has met the man has been pretty rare in my life.
Granted, I have met Aaron Gentry, but the five minutes we discussed why it was a good idea for him to get out of town doesn’t count. From the sound of things, my earlier suspicions that Jonas has been hiding a little something concerning his relationship with my dad are also growing. 
Priorities. Right. Time to work on the important stuff.
 



Chapter 19
Good witch of the North
 
We leave the bar and start walking across the street. “Do you figure he has had a chance to zip up his pants and make it back to his office?” I ask.
“It has been almost an hour, so I would hope so. If he does the women back to back, we may have a little wait,” Sebastian replies. 
“Does anyone think it's funny that we cannot hear a mess of conversations going on in a town this small?” Marcus asks. I had noticed that earlier and just thought people were being quiet.
“We were able to hear Kent and Debra’s conversation from outside earlier,” I point out.
“But the door was open. I am guessing the houses and businesses in this town have noise dampeners. I know all of our ears didn’t just go bad,” Sebastian claims.
Creepy town.
We enter the jail without knocking. I figure it isn’t his personal house, so there isn’t a need to be that civil. “Sheriff, you in here?”
“What?” the sheriff replies jumping back from the red head he was locking lips with. His shirt is unbuttoned and I don’t think it would have been long before we would have walked in on a full on porn movie in progress.
Gross. 
“Sorry. I have a few questions and things I needed from you before we started making our way around town,” I say trying to erase the images in my mind.
“Oh sure,” he says trying to button up his shirt. Red doesn’t look very happy about being interrupted and is giving me the evil eye.
“Just who do you think you are?” she asks with a silky, but menacing voice. 
“I am Nyx Slaughter, and you are?” I ask in return.
“Claudia,” she says shortly gathering herself. She glances at the guys I have behind me and decides it is time to make her exit.
“I will probably stop by your place for a chat later, Claudia, so make sure to put the tea on,” I shout after her. Some people are just so rude.
“Sorry about that. I wasn’t expecting her to stop by,” Kent says. Yeah, but he sure as heck wasn’t trying to hurry her on home either.
“I believe she is part of the reason I stopped by,” I tell him. His puzzled expression lets me know he doesn’t know what I am talking about. “You didn’t think it was important to mention that the three victims all warmed your bed at night?”
“I just thought that might be a coincidence,” he says sheepishly. Thank God he doesn’t do police work in real life. 
“So, none of the girls have been disgruntled lately?”
“Of course not. They all know how this thing works. They know I have an appetite too big for any one of them so they are happy to let me spread my love around,” he explains.
He did not just say that. What a typical male point of view on things. If I were one of the girls, I would be taking out my frustration on him, not the other girls.
“I think I am going to need a list of the women you are involved with. I want to ask them a few questions. I think you should probably do a checklist yourself and make sure none of them are missing.”
He sits down quietly and starts making his list. “I really didn’t think it was because of me. I treat all of them real nice and they get along just fine when they see each other in town. It doesn’t make sense.” Technically, I haven’t proven he was the motive, but it is my best bet at the moment, so I am going with it.
“Jealousy is thou woman’s middle name,” I say all cryptic and old school. It is about time I joined the ranks of all the people I deal with on a daily basis. I can be just as cryptic as they are.
“What is that supposed to mean?” he asks writing down the last name and handing the list to me. I am happy to see he can remember all the girls’ names. I sincerely hope he doesn’t shout out the wrong one at inappropriate moments.
“Simple. Women are born jealous. Even if they pretend they are cool with some other girl rubbing up on you, not a one of them really is cool.”
“They seem fine to me,” he replies standing. I hope that on his check to make sure everyone is still where they should be, he doesn’t stop to get all friendly with everyone. By the time he gets through all of them, we may find a couple girls missing.
“Fine. Right. Because skinning the competition sure sounds like everything is fine and dandy to me. Hurry up and make your rounds. I want to stop to talk to a couple folks before I get to work on this list,” I say practically pushing him out his own door.
Guys can be such morons.
Once the sheriff is out of the way, I head towards the witches. They may not have had anything to do with the skinnings, but they may have ways to help the investigation. A good spell here and there can make life a lot simpler. 
The shop, like any business around here, isn’t hard to find. It has a large wood plaque across the door indicating it is the apothecary. It has a nice open window, but the inside of it seems to be blacked out. So much for getting a quick peak at the insides before actually entering.
Sebastian grabs the door and holds it open for me. How nice of him. If he didn’t use the moment to brush his arm across my back, I might have enjoyed his chivalry. Truth be told, if he hadn’t been touching me so much lately, I wouldn’t have minded the caress.
“How can I help you?” a sprite of a woman asks. She has to be under five-foot. Yes! A woman that is visibly shorter than me. I am just going to ignore the fact that she is a witch and is probably projecting a false image.
“Hi, I am Nyx and this is Sebastian and Marcus. The sheriff asked us to come look into the mutilations that have been happening amongst some of the wolves in this town.”
She stays behind her counter and eyes us. I allow it while I look around the store. It is basically filled with lots of little bottles on shelves. What is in the bottles, I do not know, but I am not going to touch anything. I wouldn't want to mess with getting eye of newt out of my clothing on laundry day.
“The Sisters don’t have anything to do with wolf business,” she states in her sweet little gag me with a spoon voice.
“I don’t imagine you do, but I just wanted to know if any of you have seen anything recently that made you suspicious.”
“No. It isn’t like they would believe us, even if we had.” The little thing is getting a bit hostile. Not what I was expecting.
“Clara, it is okay. Calm down,” a woman says entering the room from a black curtain behind the counter. Clara melts back into the curtain leaving us alone with the newcomer. “It is nice to meet you Ms. Slaughter. I have been hearing many things about you in the grapevine.” I am curious to know what grapevine she means. I don’t tend to associate with a lot of witches. For all I know, she might have a physical vine in the back room that she uses to communicate with the outside world.
“Interesting. I don’t believe I gave my last name,” I say staring at the woman. She is taller, probably five-eight. She has long blonde hair and brown eyes that seem wrong. 
“You didn’t, but as I have said, I have heard of you. I am glad you stopped by on your quest. We may have information that can help you and at the same time I am hoping you can deliver a message for me.”
“Do you have a name? I don’t like to talk shop with people I am not properly introduced to.”
“Of course. My name is Glenda,” she says with a smile. What a unique name for a witch. Not.
“Okay, Glenda, so what do you think you may know that may help me with my investigation?” I ask wondering if I could have figured a way to stick “may” in that sentence just one more time.
“I know that we had a break-in about a week ago. Security hasn’t ever been a problem in this town, so we didn’t have our toughest wards up. Doesn’t matter now. Bottles of elderberry root, cat’s claw, white willow and horsetail are each missing along with a vial of oyster extract. Do you happen to know what those are the ingredients for?”
I did and it didn’t spell great news for us. 
“They are for a do it yourself, no witch needed, glamour potion. You said this was within the last week, not before the kidnappings started?”
“No. If I remember right, it was a little after the second wolf was found. Maybe a day or two.”
“Weird, I would think the culprit would have wanted to disguise themselves from the start. I know the basics on what the potion could do, but would it be able to glamour objects as well?” I ask thinking about my knife mystery.
“No,” she says shaking her head. “That one is bio-based. You have to be breathing for it to do anything.”
No matter how you look at it, this development adds a big wrinkle into how I go about this. “How many doses do you think the person could make and how long would they last?”
“Each potion would last probably four hours. With the amount taken, you are looking at thirty to thirty-six doses,” she says calculating the numbers in her head. I hope she remembered to carry the one.
“Thank you for your information. Sadly, I think it makes my job harder. If you can think of anything else, will you please let us know?”
“Of course. Now do you mind passing a message along?” Not sure whom the message is for, I just nod my head. If it is some grand poobah from the Collective, she will be out of luck. “Could you let Benjalarico know I need to change the terms of our deal and I will meet him at the usual place at midnight next Wednesday? You will save me from leaving and having to painstakingly summon the stinking bastard.”
“I wasn’t making any plans to specifically see him, but if I do, I will pass the information on.”
“The grapevine, I referred to earlier, indicates you see him most days.”
“I only met him a week ago and have had a little problem getting him to stay away, but I always hope today will be the first day in a long stretch,” I tell her.
“Good luck with that. I have known him for decades and haven’t been able to bend him to my will yet.”
“Like I said, I am always hoping. We are going to make another quick stop before meeting back up with the sheriff, so we better be off.”
“Good luck. Not with this mission, I am sure you will figure it out, but good luck with your little demon problem,” she says before she leaves the room and Clara reappears.
“Here, I am supposed to give this to you,” she says handing Sebastian a book before leaving the room again.
Weird, creepy witches. Alas, I have no time to think about them, I have a vampire to question.
 



Chapter 20
Things are beginning to look a little clearer
 
“Walt said it was on the south side of town, right?” I ask walking in that general direction.
“House with a blue door. In this town full of brown and gray, I don’t think it will be hard to find,” Sebastian says while swinging my hand in his. The motion brings my attention to the book he received in his free hand.
“What do you suppose is in the book?”
“Evidently, something I really need if the witches just handed it over to me. They don't tend to share well and I didn't see a sign out sheet saying when to return it,” he says bringing it front and center to look at the cover.
“What does it say?” I ask seeing letters on the cover, but not recognizing it as a language I know.
“Grueker-tilnay,” he says studying it closely.
“Isn't that what Demon Boy told us as his little hint to the missing piece of our bond reuniting ceremony?” I ask surprised we found a clue here in Ghost Town.
“Yes. Unbreakable bond. It would appear I have some reading ahead of me. I am sure it is just lines and lines of how many chickens and goats we need and the precise number of times we need to say the alphabet backwards,” he says causing me to laugh at my previous tirade of all the things we may have to do during the ceremony.
“Hopefully, we can wrap things up quickly and, since we have the trailer, maybe we can pick up the needed billy goats on the way home.”
“Perfect. I was so worried about how we were going to get those to the city,” he replies.
“I reckon that is the place we are looking for,” Marcus says drawing our eyes to a little shack that resembles Debra’s minus the flower box and with a nice blue door.
The monotony in this town would probably drive me insane within a week. I need to hurry up and stay on track so we can blow this pop stand as soon as possible. 
Being that an unknown male entity resides behind the blue door, Sebby takes the lead and knocks. Personally, it makes me feel like a pansy, but I am going with whatever floats his boat today.
“Hmm, fresh meat,” a tall, pasty white man says opening the front door. I get a quick look at him before Sebastian adjusts to block my view. “To what do I owe this honor?”
“Would you be Roger?” I ask from behind Sebastian. 
“Hey Sebastian, you are getting really good at that throwing your voice trick. You are going to have to teach it to me,” I hear Roger say. Great. Another person already known by my posse. If they ever lost one of their ranks, we could just come here and I am sure the missing person would reside in one of the other shacks in town.
“Dante, who in their right mind would let you in this town?” Sebastian asks jokingly.
“I am sure you have heard by now, the town is open for those that need it. Alan, that would be my maker for the gnome that doesn't know me, started getting a little filicidal on me, I needed to get away and it was available to me.”
“You did not just call me a gnome,” I say before he can say anything else.
I get the jokes all the time, but this is a first for being called a gnome. Gnomes are a foot tall, if they are lucky, and wear them ugly pointy hats. You won't find me in a damn hat.
“I am not sure if anyone has told you this yet, princess, but you are on the tiny side.”
“Duh. It doesn't take a rocket scientist to figure that out with all the Amazons I hang out with on a daily basis. I haven't been sitting around trying to convince myself that they are the freaks and not me,” I say pushing Sebastian out of the way. “And don't you be calling me princess. Only one person gets away with that at the moment and it is because I know he means it.”
“Nice to finally get a good look at you. Now, I have to ask what you are doing with these two goons?” he says with a secretive smile. I think he is the only one in on the secret and I have no desire to find it out.
“Nyx is mine and on the vampire side of things she would be considered a queen, not a princess,” Sebastian says letting it be known there is no room for discussion on the matter. “I don't believe you are getting off on the right foot with her.” 
I doubt there is a person alive that managed to get off on the right foot with me. Some say it is my prickly personality, I say the world is full of jackasses. Thinking back, though, Sebby didn't do too bad of a job when we first met. I don't think I left his sex club planning his demise.
“Really? This is the famous Nyx Slaughter. You are keeping some interesting company these days, Sebastian.” I catch him eying me up. Too bad we don't have Clyde with us. He might need to floss his teeth after supper, on this guy's tendons.
“She is my chosen mate, so I would prefer it if you didn't stare at her like that,” Sebastian says grinding his teeth.
“Sorry, I didn't feel the bond, but if you say it is there, I will believe you.” I am sure Sebastian didn't need to be reminded of that little fact.
“We are having a slight issue right now with our bond, but by week's end it will be back and bigger than ever,” Sebastian insists.
“Really? I thought the bond was either there or it wasn't and I thought that once it was in place it was permanent.”
“Yeah, well join the party. How well do we know this guy?” I ask curious how much should actually be said in front of him. I can tell he isn't that old, maybe a hundred years. 
“I have issues with his maker and so does he. It is something we have bonded over the years about. I wouldn't tell him all of our secrets, since I have not seen him in a while and don't know for sure the company he has been keeping, but general things about our relationship should be okay,” Sebastian says. I take it by his emphasis on “our”, that I shouldn't mention I have a horny werewolf waiting at home for me.
“Ouch. You do know I am standing right here. Even before coming here, I was out of any scary circles back in the real world and the other vamps here are just hiding out from working with you in your resistance,” he informs us.
“Who else is here?” Sebastian asks.
“Cleo and Maria. They said they have been hiding out from Collective assassins for a while now. Obviously, the Collective's assassin extraordinaire here was never put on their cases.”
“I retired a month ago for personal reasons,” I say not planning on going into any of the details.
“I didn't know when, but I kind of figured that part out. You two would make very strange bedfellows otherwise. Talk about sleeping with the enemy.”
“Have you seen any other resistance associated vampires come through the town? There are quite a few that we haven’t been able to find and as you can imagine, even if they were killed, bodies don’t always turn up,” Sebastian states.
“Sure, in just the year I have been here there have been a handful of your little soldiers. Brady, Nate, Catherine, and Jonathan have all been seen slumming it through town. From what I gathered during their visits, they just needed a place to lie low while some heat cooled down.”
“Do you know how long ago Nate, in particular, came through? We heard rumors six months ago that a Collective agent got to him.”
“Nah. Couldn’t have. He was here for a couple of days about two months ago. The wolves tend to hunker down around here, but I am the only vampire that has stayed a whole year. The food supply is limited and the company isn’t usually worth a shit.”
“Can we get on to the reason for our visit? I can assure you Dante, or Roger, whatever your name is, that we didn't drop by to socialize,” I say trying to move things along. Even though the guy has been providing some good information for Sebby, I don’t like him and I want to get away from him as quickly as possible.
“My apologies. It has just been a while since I have seen anyone I know and you haven't even given me a chance to try to rile Marcus,” he says giving me a wink. “Now why don't you guys come in so we can discuss what has brought you to my door this day.”
He moves out of the way and we all scuttle in. The layout and furniture is the same as Debra's, so nothing really new to report. He indicates we should sit on the couch and we follow the suggestion with me being flanked by Sebastian and Marcus.
“I will get to the point, now that playtime is over. We were told you would be the person to see in town if we wanted to identify where a certain scent may have originated.”
“I do keep my nose open. Things get rather tedious around here, so I write down different things I notice about the wolves around town. Let me get my book and we can look and see what I have on the subject.” He moves into the bedroom area and comes back quickly with a large black book. “So, what are we looking for?”
“Cloves. We are investigating the skinning of three wolves in town and two of the victims have smelled like cloves.”
“I don't even need my book for that one. The only person I have smelled with that scent is this uppity blonde bitch. I don't know her name, nor do I want to. She thinks she is something real special and parades around the town in next to nothing,” he says in disgust.
“Do you know if she hangs out with the sheriff, by any chance?” I ask wanting to solidify that connection.
“Oh yeah. If she could glue herself to the man, I am pretty sure she would. Sheriff ain't like that, though, and really likes to keep his options open.”
“So we have heard. Do you happen to know where this 'blonde bitch', as you put it, lives?” I ask. 
“Sure. She has a house close to the center of town. Maybe a block or two west from the main strip. I am almost positive it is the only house in town with them purple and yellow flowers. I think she has the sheriff get them special for her each year.”
“You're sure there aren't any other houses in town with the flowers?” I ask wanting to verify before I go charging in.
“I am pretty certain. I walk around a lot and other people have flowers, but they are usually red or pink. She is the only one that has those purple ones. I want to say they are a kind of hydrangea.”
“Great. Thanks, you have been a big help. I hate to end our visit so quickly, but we need to leave. Now,” I say standing, trying to drag Sebastian with me.
“Do you mind if I come along? It sounds like something interesting is going to happen and I have been so bored lately.”
“Keep up,” I say wishing I had put my holster back on after the road trip. I settle on grabbing one of my thigh knives and start running. I have a feeling I know how that glamour potion is being used and it ain't pretty.
 



Chapter 21
Let the killing finally commence
 
At full speed, I make it back to Debra's house within a minute. The lights are out, so I am not too hopeful Debra is home. Not worrying about knocking, I barge in. The clove scent is still strong so I follow it into the bedroom.
Reaching around on the wall, I try to feel for a light switch and finally find one. Flipping it up, I am face-to-face with an empty bed.
“Crap. We had her earlier. She has probably found a new wolf to take. The questions are who and where they are now,” I say rubbing my hand across my face.
“She seems to be obsessed with a certain individual. Maybe he will have an idea where to find her,” Sebastian suggests. Thank goodness, the other half of my brain is working tonight.
“Dante slash Roger, do you know where the sheriff lives? We can check the jail first, but we might have to go looking for him.” The fact that he could be in about twenty homes boinking whichever female caught his eye tonight, is something I am not even going to think about right now.
“You can just call me Dante, and yes, I know where the sheriff lives. It is actually closer, since it is right next door and the lights were on when we came in here.”
“Which side?” I ask needing to know before I break into the wrong house.
“It is the one on the left when you exit this one,” he says to my back as I am off and running again.
I pound on the sheriff's door and wait. I hear something fall inside, seems like only voices don't carry out, and I hope that means he is on his way. After another thirty seconds with no answer, I have had enough and wave Sebastian forward in hopes he will break down the door.
“Did you even try the knob?” he asks reaching for it. Well, no, I didn't. It isn't anywhere near dramatic enough for the moment. Why does he have to be logical at a time like this?
The knob turns easily in his hands and he swings the door open. I can hear three beings breathing inside. Two are somewhat muffled and the third seems agitated. I don't think we are going to have very far to look for Debra. 
Like the two other houses in town that I have been in, there is the open area and a single room. Sadly, the door to that room is currently closed, so I cannot see the action.
“Debra, I am guessing that is you in there and I really hope the glamour has worn off because seeing you in a literal meat suit, up and walking around, has zero appeal to me right now,” I announce from just inside the door. I move to the side a bit, so I am not lined up with the closed door in case she decides to start shooting or something.
“Figured it out already, have you? I knew you were going to be trouble the minute Kent brought you over earlier. In case no one has told you, there is something seriously off about you.”
“Story of my life. Do you mind telling me who the third person in the room with you is? I assume the sheriff is with you, probably gagged.”
“Oh yes, Kent is with me. Did you know he hasn't spent the night here since I was found and Sheila went missing? He has spent all his free time trying to figure out who the big bad mutilator was. Long nights combing the streets, all four whole streets. Then he would usually fall asleep at his desk.” She seems to have a nice speech planned out, so I am fine letting her just talk. It gives me time to come up with a plan. So far, with the house this tiny and, if memory serves me, no other access points to the room, it looks like the door in front of me is the only option. Would it have killed the “town” to have put bedroom windows in?
“Can you imagine how surprised he would have been if he came home to find his precious Sheila lying in his bed? I am sure he would be horrified because she is not a pretty sight to see at the moment. The pain she is in must be horrible. She has been stuck here with only me knowing of her location, so her pain medication hasn’t been delivered in a timely fashion.”
“Yes, we all understand what a sick person you are. How about you just turn yourself over now,” I suggest.
She laughs, just proving further to my mind that she has lost all touch with reality. I thought my request was totally reasonable. “I see no grounds to do that. I have two hostages in here with me.”
“You would have a point, if I was a regular person, but I didn't become an expert assassin by giving two rat farts about hostages. I will ask again, won't you come out here and turn yourself over, so I can get on with my day?”
“Let me think about it. I am going to have to stick with no,” she insists. 
I put my knife away; it isn't going to help me against the closed door. I know Sebastian doesn't carry a gun, so I look to Marcus. He smiles and nods then reaches behind his back to reveal a beautiful Ruger revolver.
I need to have a few questions answered before I use it, though. I use my hand to make a small circle and then a large one, wanting to know the size of hole I can expect it to make. There is no telling what my guards pack in their ammunition.
He holds his hands far and wide to let me know this would do some major redecorating. Perfect. That is just what I was looking for. 
Next question. I pinch myself on the top of my hand and for the opposite I close my eyes and drop my head to the side. I stick my tongue out just a little for an extra effect.
When I open my eyes, he is pinching his hand. Good. The bullet will make a big hole, but isn't packing any silver that would kill anyone in the room.
“Last chance, Debra,” I yell towards the door while I take my stance.
“You are going to have to come and get me, crazy bitch,” she hollers back.
“On my way,” I say pulling the trigger. Just before the bullet hits the door, pieces come flying off it widening the hole. I can see enough daylight through it to see Debra's clothed torso, which for now at least doesn’t look like hamburger, so I fire another shot towards her gut. I don't want to chance hitting the heart. The bullet may disintegrate it before I am done with her.
“You shot me,” she screams from the other room. I can no longer see her, so I would venture a guess she fell to the floor. 
I smile and hand the gun back over to Marcus. “Thanks,” I tell him taking my knife back out and marching towards the door.
“Do you guys always just kind of stand back and let her run things?” Dante asks.
“She is the P.I. and this is her case. I blocked her from meeting you earlier without a shield, but that was a rare moment. Nyx knows how to take care of herself,” Sebastian explains.
“Must drive you crazy.”
“You have no idea.”
Yeah, yeah, whatever. I kick in the already mostly destroyed door to enter the bedroom. Debra is down on the ground, like I expected, whining. Kent is tied to a chair and gagged. I might just keep him like that for a while. It may teach him that he needs to learn to control his boy parts.
Looking to the bed last, I see another grotesque body and I really wish I could not tell that it was breathing. Sheila looks just like Betty of the freezer did. 
I lean over Debra and smack her face for fun. Hey, I am a woman and it is my prerogative. “Do you still have her skin?” I ask hoping as horrifying as it would be that she says yes.
“In my freezer,” she whimpers. Good. It should be well preserved. Why she would keep it, I really don’t want to know.
“Why did you take her and then pretend you were the next victim?” I could just kill her already, but I am inquisitive by nature.
“Kent. She wasn't going to give up like Betty. She was fighting to live. He was spending so much time with her. He still made his rounds, but it was clear he was starting to change just a bit. He didn’t flirt as much and seemed more reluctant to partake in the activity he loves most in life. I was getting rid of the competition, not paving their way into his heart. I figured since it was working for her, I would get rid of her and take her place.”
I look over to Kent to make sure he is getting all this. His eyes are closed and he looks to be in physical pain. I still don't feel sorry for him. The only victims here are Betty and Sheila.
“I hope it was worth it. You tortured two women causing one of them to die. To me that warrants a death sentence. It has been a while for me and I am not a member of the Collective's team anymore, so I don't have a special script, but here goes nothing.
“Debra I don't have a fucking clue what your last name is, I have convicted you of killing another being without provocation and I am here to serve as your executioner. In the name of my sanity and that of the other inhabitants of your little backward town, I remove you from this world to make it a better place for others.”
I shove her so she is lying flat on her back. With the pain in her gut she doesn’t give much fight, she must have a weak wolf. I take my knife, which is silver, and place it just a bit above her breasts. I slam it down into her chest causing her to convulse. Not done, I drag it down effectively cutting her heart in half.
She continues to convulse a few more times, but the light is quickly fading from her eyes. Not wanting to be covered in werewolf gunk, I leave the knife and stand back. I decide to go ahead and untie Kent. While I am completing the task, I hear a bit of a splat as the silver has worked its way through her body to leave a mess I am not cleaning up.
“In a way, I am kind of sorry for your loss, Kent.” I tell him, after I finish untying his hands. The ropes have silver strands threaded through them and have left welts on his wrists.
“Betty was a good woman and I will miss her. Hopefully, with Sheila's skin we will be able to hasten her healing process,” he says and I can hear the tears in his eyes.
“We will leave you to it. If you need us for anything, we will be at the saloon. I plan on leaving early tomorrow evening. You can expect my bill sometime. I am not sure how I am going to get it mailed here,” I say.
“I will leave the amount your website said at the saloon tomorrow. I have a feeling it is going to be a long rest of the night for me. Thanks for coming. We really do need to look into getting a real sheriff for this town. I couldn't even find my missing person and she was in my own house.”
He has that right, but I don't feel like rubbing it in right now. I grab my knife and wipe it off a little on the carpet before sheathing it. What? The carpet is already way past any hopes of salvation. My entourage quickly vacates the premises and makes a slow trek towards the saloon.
“So, do days always end this exciting around you?” Dante asks with way too much glee in his voice.
“I haven't killed anyone in almost a month, so maybe not this exciting. The past week has provided me with a demon stalker and the grand experience of being kidnapped by a demented werewolf. I wouldn't exactly call things boring.”
“Cool, where do I sign up?”
“You have to talk to the man with the plan,” I say being vague. I seem to only have one and a half vampire guards at the moment. I don't know if I could trust Dante, any more than Smitty, but that is for someone else to decide. Right now, all I want to do is find Clyde and convince him that sleeping in his deluxe puppy bed is a good idea.
 



Chapter 22
It’s a family affair
 
When we get within five feet of the saloon, Clyde comes running out to greet us. I should say, he comes out to greet me, he growls at everyone else, especially the newcomer.
“You have a Hellhound, too. I would for sure list your life in the exciting column,” Dante says marveling at Clyde, but not getting too close. He might actually have half a brain in that head of his.
“Dante meet Clyde, Clyde this is Dante, be nice.” If I tell him that enough, maybe one of these times, he will listen. Like the other things I have tried convincing myself when it comes to Clyde, I doubt it will happen.
“Jonas, Walt, glad to see he left the bar in one piece,” I say making my way through the swinging doors.
“He was surprisingly well behaved. We may need to take Walt with us to serve as a permanent babysitter,” Jonas suggests. 
If we have a babysitter lined up for Clyde, now all I need is to find one for Phee. I look over to Dante and consider the possibilities. Sure, Phee now has Sam to follow her around like a puppy dog, but I can just see them getting into all sorts of trouble together.
“Any ideas on why he likes you so much?” I ask turning back to the active conversation. I will leave my evil planning until later.
“Probably just senses our similar blood. I imagine he is friendly to anyone in your family,” Walt explains knocking me for a loop.
“Family? I thought you said you were just a friend of my father.”
“Astonishingly enough, we do keep on friendly terms. I would say we are each other’s closest friend.”
“Other than friends, what would you classify yourself as?” I don't know a bunch about my family, other than my dad is the current head of it. The Collective doesn’t exactly have the history of the monarchy on their approved reading list.
“If I had to classify it, as you say, I would go with brothers. I being, the younger, much lesser known, of the two.”
“That would make you my uncle?” I ask trying to grasp this situation. I look to Jonas for confirmation and he nods.
“Wait a second. Walt is a werewolf, last I checked. That tends to mean a sibling is a werewolf as well. How are you standing here as a vampire?” Dante asks. His questions and everything else around me currently don’t matter.  I keep staring at my supposed uncle.
He is bigger than my father and I don't see any similarities that jump out. I guess the general complexion is the same. I don't know, maybe if I squint I will see it. I try and it doesn't help.
“The fact that we look nothing alike has helped keep my existence relatively quiet. I was born the spare and have always been well aware of the fact. If you want, I will show you my mark, but you have to show me yours.”
“Have you ever wished it was in a more convenient place?” I ask. I might actually have someone who understands my plight.
“I have never been asked or had to show it and since you are here and alive, I doubt I ever will. You are the new heir and I hear you are pretty resilient.”
“The bits of this conversation I am piecing together are hurting my brain,” Dante interjects. Can’t someone shut him up? “Not only are you a descendant of a werewolf with vamp fangs, but you are also a Gentry. You really need to show me where to sign up to join your crew. It must be like Freaky Friday every day at your place.”
“As I said, see the man with the plan.” Doesn't he have somewhere to be? “Since you are family and all, do you happen to know anything about my mother?” I ask Walt. I think it has become the first question I ask anyone that even vaguely has heard of my father. So far, I am batting a big fat zero, but this guy is supposedly family. He should have the dirt. My current mission is over, so he cannot side step my questions now claiming I have other priorities.
“I take that to mean you have taken care of the skinner already. I am pretty sure I indicated we wouldn’t have any of these conversations until that bit of nastiness was over.”
“Yeah, yeah. It was Debra. She was faking her injuries. She is dead now. On with your story,” I say trying to hurry him along.
“I was out of the country on a mission when you had to have been conceived. I do know your father didn't know about you until he infiltrated the Collective. If he would have known, he wouldn't have allowed you to be raised by them.” 
I have heard that same story from Daddy Dearest. I thought wolves tended to be able to sense when their offspring were conceived. I am talking just after the deed is done, lying in bed catching their breaths, ability to sense if the little swimmers hit their target.
“Did he ever say anything about the woman who gave birth to me?”
“No. He had a lot of little flings back in those days. Apparently, all except one were with werewolves. I believe he has found out more about her, since he has really started looking recently. From what I have heard, he isn't happy with what he has been able to piece together. He wants to try to explain it to you before he tells anyone else.”
“I guess I will just have to wait until he comes for his visit,” I say sulking. If Aaron had spent more time with me over the years, he would realize keeping me waiting isn’t a healthy life choice. It doesn’t help when I wander upon people like Walt, and potentially Jonas, that I think should be able to give me information and I get nothing from them.
“It is for the best. I know Jonas was joking about the babysitter thing, but I am really thinking about coming with you guys when you leave. It will give me an opportunity to teach you more about the wolf side of your roots and tell you all kinds of embarrassing stories about your father.”
That cheers me up a little. “I would like that. There won't be any issues with Alex, will there?” I turn to ask Jonas. 
“No. They haven't officially met, but they will get along fine. Having more people around that we can trust in the months leading up to your birthday is a good idea,” Jonas insists.
“Am I going to turn into the sparkly unicorn you always used to tease me about?”
“Maybe. It is unsure exactly what will happen, but we do expect something.”
“I was joking,” I say not expecting that as his reply.
“I was not,” he says with an evil grin.
“I am already a werewolf, vampire, magical elf or something, hybrid. What more could happen to me?”
“Just like your vampire and werewolf sides came online, your something else line is supposed to rear its ugly head,” he explains.
“But the other two components were activated by bonding with those species. I don't have room in my life to bond with anyone else.” Now I am whining. This is all my stupid mom's fault.
“I don't think this will be like the other times. Aaron just thinks it is something that will happen. Whatever your mom is, he seems to think her kind doesn't have mates,” Walt explains.
That is a bit of a relief. With my luck, a new mate would have been even worse than the great annoying one, Alex. It would probably be some Kent wannabe that couldn’t keep his little brain in his pants.
“So, do you think you can be packed and ready to go by six tomorrow evening?” I ask Walt. “I would like to leave as early as possible once dusk starts settling in.”
“There is nothing here I really need to bring. I just need to throw my armory in a bag and then I will be ready.” The guys in the circles I travel with know how to pack. I would take a bag full of guns over clothes any day.
“Has the man with the plan decided if I get to come with?” Dante asks in a voice that makes me envision him hopping around like a little girl asking for a pony.
“You can come. I will have to do a few checks before you are allowed into our inner sanctum, though. With our large force of vampires and werewolves, you should be safe from Alan. I don't think even he is dumb enough to try to take us on,” Sebastian tells him.
“So, what is the deal with this Alan person?” Other than Collective people, I haven't heard of really anyone Sebastian doesn't get along with, especially if the person has fangs.
“It is a bit of a long story. Alan is around a century younger than me and hates that fact. He wants to take over things and, so far, hasn't been anywhere close to beating me in a fight. He has spent many of his years creating people like Dante to become a soldier in his fight against me,” Sebastian explains. 
I look over to Dante and nothing about him really shouts killing machine. He is tall like the other guys, but he doesn't have the body mass that they do. He isn’t as wimpy looking as Sam, the underdeveloped werewolf, but his light coloring does give him a wussy look.
I look back at Sebastian and he nods. “Exactly. Dante was not a fighter when he was human. He was a freaking poet. How can you take an intellectual mind like his and try to warp it into a brainless robot set on destroying whatever you point at?”
Just my favorite type of person, the kind that likes preying on the meek. “I take it Dante fought back against the scallywag.” I have decided I am in a pirating mood. Shiver me timbers and thar she blows. Okay, I think that is about enough of that. At least, I only thought them and didn’t say anything out loud.
“The best I could,” Dante says answering for himself. “It is a little hard for a new vamp to fight back against a centuries old one. Plus, there were all those early years of hating what I had become. Back then, people were starting to become aware of paranorms, but there were still a lot of people like me that didn’t believe.”
I always wonder what it would be like before the world, as a whole, knew about us creepy crawlies. I don’t guess it was much fun for the paranorms that had to hide their true natures for fear of persecution.
“It seems you are going to be one of us now, which means you will have our protection. It is something many people try for, so you better respect it and not use the things you learn against us,” I say staring him down.
“He will take a blood oath like every vampire that comes in contact with you,” Sebastian adds.
“Whoa. You guys are really serious about this if you are evoking blood oaths.”
“Believe me, it isn’t something you will want to take lightly. Ask Marcus about it if you need a little extra motivating. Sebastian can be a mean son of a bitch when he is crossed,” I say as I pick Demon Dog up. “It is time for bed, Clyde. Let’s go see how nice and comfy that new bed is.”
Sebastian laughs and moves to follow us. “I am telling you he is going to end up in the big bed curled next to you. We are going to have to leave him with Walt if we ever want to try to get some special alone time together.”
I am not looking for alone time now, so testing that theory is going to have to wait. Right now, I am focused on a task and I am going to accomplish it.
When we get to our room, I put Clyde down and open the door. “Bedtime, Clyde.” He looks up at me and then runs over and jumps on the big bed. He must be part jackrabbit because that jump looks a little too high for someone of his stature. 
“No, puppy bed,” I explain picking him up and putting him on his padding. It is a nice little bed, really it is. He looks up at me flashing red eyes and then smiles his goofy looking grin. 
He moves around a little and then settles down. See, it wasn’t that hard. Time for mommy to get some sleep herself.
 



Chapter 23
His bark really is worse than his bite
 
The morning, or midafternoon, dawns and I feel Sebastian breathing down the back of my neck and breath from another source in the front. Clyde. 
I look down and sure enough, he has tucked his little body in close to my chest. I guess I know what the smile was all about. He was just lulling me into believing he was going to sleep. I bet after my first snore he hopped up to join us.
I hope Night Owl City has an opening in Hellhound obedience school. I think the idea is probably just some more wishful thinking on my part.
“At least, he isn’t growling at me this morning,” Sebastian whispers into my ear.
“I expect that is because he isn’t awake yet,” I retort.
“Oh, he has been up for a while. He is just pretending, so you don’t yell at him.” Clyde hops up and looks over my shoulder. I cannot see the glare, but imagine it is the usual one Sebastian gets for telling on him.
“Stop glowering, Clyde. Let’s go get you some breakfast and then take you on your walkies.”
That gets him moving and he jumps off the bed. Maybe if I line his bed with steaks, it will make him stay in it. I think about food and can feel my blood thirst climbing to the forefront. I am not in the mood to feed, though, so I push it aside. I won’t be able to do it for long, but for now, it is livable. I throw on my weapons and grab Clyde’s leash so I am officially ready for the day.
I can hear Walt and Jonas talking downstairs as we climb down to join them. “Morning fellas. We have a hungry puppy here. Do you know anywhere in this town we can get a good steak?” I ask steering Clyde in their general direction.
Walt had said that he does get business from the town, but since we have been here, I haven’t seen anyone stopping by for a drink. If I was so inclined, I might take it personally.
Clyde becomes a bit excited at seeing Walt again. So excited that he gives one of his great big boy barks and tries his hardest to catch a barstool on fire. Thankfully, it doesn’t ignite in flames.
“They are really sturdy plastic. I have had to replace a few in my days after the wood versions broke from the rough housing that sometimes goes on here. I got tired of spending the extra money, so I went with something that was more durable,” Walt explains the lack of a bonfire.
“Smart move,” I say as he bends behind the counter and comes up with a plate with what looks like a couple pounds of ground round stacked up in a nice pile.
Clyde’s eyes zero in on it and he starts jumping. The little guy is making it a good four feet in the air. With a running start, I bet he could clear the counter. I study him a little closer and if I didn’t know better, I would say he is bigger than when I first saw him in Demon Boy’s lap.
“Anyone know how fast Hellhounds grow?” I ask really wishing he came with that instruction manual.
“From what I have witnessed he seems to be progressing at an inch a day and adding about five pounds in the same time frame,” Sebastian says looking at the pup.
Walt brings around his breakfast and Clyde attacks it while I do some mental calculations of my own. I am seriously hoping that this is just an isolated growth spurt and not something that continues for long.
“At that rate, he will tower over me within a couple months. Just how big do Hellhounds get?”
“The ones I have seen were about my height,” Sebastian informs me. “I haven’t seen one with all three heads, though, just two.”
I am stuck envisioning my little baby over a foot taller than me. It just isn’t computing. Walt saying, “Good morning, Sheriff,” brings me out of my haze.
“Howdy, Walt,” Kent says with his cowboy drawl that he has seldom used in the day that I have known him. “I am glad I caught you up and about, Slaughter. I wanted to thank you, if I didn’t get around to it last night. I was given a pretty big shock and I may not have been my most courteous.”
Frankly, I don’t remember if he said thanks or not. It didn’t matter to me at the time and it doesn’t really now. I am just hoping he has learned from the incident.
“You are welcome, Kent. We are going to be heading out in just a little while, so I am turning the crime fighting back over to you,” I say laughing to myself at what a hilarious statement that was.
“Yeah, well. I don’t plan on having a repeat of the drama. I have decided to take some time out from my extracurricular activities and focus on Sheila’s recovery. Doc said her skin looks like it is in good shape and he is optimistic about most of it reattaching, so she doesn’t have to regrow the whole thing.”
“That is good news for her. What about the rest of your harem, have they been informed the gate is closed?” I ask. If he thinks all those women are going to let him ride off into the sunset, I think he is going to have a ton more trouble on his hands.
“I have started telling them,” he says scuffing his feet on the floor. “So far, they aren’t too happy. A few have decided to leave town, but at least a couple of them have said they were going to just hook up with someone else.”
I am afraid in the not so distant future our paths will end up crossing again. I had better keep his list of girlfriends handy. Maybe back in the real world I will get a jump on things and run background checks on all of them. I can see if I am able to predict which one goes nuts next.
“Good luck to you,” I say trying to be nice and hide my doubt of a happy ending.
“Well, I better get back to Sheila. Just wanted to say thanks and give you this,” he says taking an envelope out of his back pocket. Said envelope is very thick and looks to me like my paycheck.
“If you need help in the future, you know where to find me,” I tell him pocketing the envelope.
“I have your email and know where you live. I think we are both hoping I don’t have to come looking for you again, but I like to keep my options open. Have a safe trip back home,” he says as he walks out of the saloon.
“Well, that finishes up the last of my business in this town. I don’t think I even had a chance to unpack. I am going to take Clyde for his walk and throw my bag in the Suburban. It looks like we are going to have a full vehicle, so pick your seats out now,” I say leading a lip-licking pup upstairs to grab my bag. 
We run back down, after the quick snatch, and this time Sebastian follows behind us. He opens the back of the Suburban for me, so I can toss the bag in, and then shuts it with a loud thud.
This town has the same issue with lack of green space as Night Owl City does. Maybe I should go take Debra’s flower box down and let Clyde water it. She isn’t going to be using it anymore.
As we turn a corner, I hear a growling noise. Looking down I see that it is not coming from Clyde, who is currently enthralled with a clump of dirt. If it is not him, then chances are it is going to be a puppy of a much bigger variety.
A russet colored wolf walks out of an alleyway up ahead. Great. It doesn’t look like she, judging by the missing male bits, is in a good mood and I think she has an issue with yours truly.
I concentrate on Alex’s scent like I do when I shift. I figure if she wants to fight, I will give her a fight. I need to practice my wolf combat skills anyway. The scent trick doesn’t seem to be working. I try envisioning Alex in his wolf form and I still cannot change.
“It’s not working,” I tell Sebastian who has moved a little in front of me giving me a chance to change and handle the situation how I see fit.
Clyde hears the bit of distress in my voice and looks up from his dirt. He sees the wolf edging closer to us and takes his big dog stance. He growls softly before letting out a loud echoing bark that shakes the ground.
Holy crap. Where did that come from? I look over to the wolf and find Claudia of the red hair in the wolf’s place. Did Clyde just somehow command her to switch forms?
“Now that is a trick I didn’t know he had in his toolbox,” Sebastian says looking down at the little guy. Clyde looks very proud of his accomplishment.
Wanting to praise him, but wanting to make sure humanoid Claudia isn’t a threat, I slip one of my wrist knives out of its sheath and walk over to her.
“Are you done with whatever you were trying to prove here?” I ask leaning over her horizontal form.
“It’s all your fault,” the woman cries huddling herself into a ball.
“I find most things in life are. I am guessing you didn’t take Kent’s news too well.”
“What was so wrong with him spreading his love around? Most of us were just fine with it. Just because Deb goes and gets psycho about him, doesn’t mean the rest of us will,” she wails.
“Even if this didn’t happen, the way he went around spreading that love couldn’t have lasted forever. In this small of a town, something had to have snapped. It would have been nice if it didn’t come in a form of one of you crazies starting to skin the others.”
“That’s true. Betty and Sheila didn’t deserve that. It is just so hard when you love something so much to have it taken away,” she explains.
Her words make me think of Sebastian and the way he feels about our dead bond. Thankfully, our bond is something we can reestablish. I don’t think she will have the same opportunity. As far as she goes, she is a wolf so she cannot really be “in love” with the sheriff unless he is her mate, so I am just guessing she really likes the way he makes her feel.
“You will get over the hurt. You just need to find yourself a more stable man. I hope it is one that is a little bit more dedicated to your specific relationship. I don’t know what has brought you to this town, or your general situation, but you are a wolf, so you should have a specific mate out there somewhere. What would you have done when you met him? I saw a mate bond connecting just the other day and I can tell you, when it happens you are not even going to remember Kent Newhouse existed.” 
I am getting really tired of giving these motivational speeches. Where I keep coming up with them, I have no clue.
“That’s right. I do have someone out there waiting for me and he will be one hundred times better then Kent,” she says cheering up and uncurling from her cocoon. “I think it is time for me to go face the real world again. Maybe I will get lucky and find what you two have.” She glances between Sebastian and me. Dante may not have been able to feel the physical bond between the two of us, but as Demon Boy mentioned, we still have a strong connection.
“I wish you luck in that venture,” I tell her truthfully. “Can you make it back to your place by yourself? We need to be getting on the road.”
“I will be fine. Thank you,” she whispers as she stands and goes to leave. “Your pup packs quite a punch.”
That’s right he does and right now he needs some praising for being such a good little puppy and I know just the person to give it to him.
 



Chapter 24
I have had it up to here
 
After treating Clyde to a good belly rub, we head back to collect our band of misfits. 
The ride home goes downhill fast, in my book anyway. I am cranky from being hungry way too soon, me not being able to switch to a wolf when I called upon it doesn’t help matters, and Sebastian's presence has officially driven me batty.
“You are really tense, I think you need a massage,” Sebastian says from beside me. That’s just what I need, more touching.
“I am kind of in the middle of driving right this second. That makes it a little difficult,” I say between gritted teeth. “Anyone else want to drive the conversation here?”
“Looks like we might be seeing some rain,” Jonas says thinking up the most mundane topic in the world. It is enough to make me laugh, but not enough to keep me amused for long.
“So Jonas, how well do you know my father? I have heard Walt's tale of how they know each other, but I am interested in yours,” I say knowing the weather conversation is not going to take long enough, or even take my mind off the vampire rubbing my thigh.
“Aaron and I go way back. I have mentioned before that our families have always been close and I followed in my father's footsteps to serve the Gentry line,” he states.
“So you have said. Did you know him about the time I was born?” I query. So far, the only person that knows about my mother for sure is my dad. Ben knows vaguely what she is, but not anything about their courtship. I really wish Walt hadn't been out of country back then.
“Yes, I was around during that time frame. In answer to the question I am sure you are wondering, yes, I am pretty sure who your mother is,” he claims. “I don't know her name, but I saw her hanging around with Aaron a couple times.”
That causes me to pivot in my seat and look back at him, not caring if I run over everything in my path. Old ladies and small children watch out. “And you didn't think to mention that to me during the last month?”
“I think the phrase ‘it isn't my place to say anything’ comes to mind,” he retorts. “There wasn't much I could tell you anyway. Only your father knows all the details and it is something you should hear in full, not just pieces that you will most likely make false assumptions about.”
“Can you give me anything? You don't have to tell me what she was or how they met, but can you tell me what she looked like?” I ask wanting to know anything I can about the woman that gave me away.
“She didn’t look like you at all, other than maybe the shade of your skin and height. She did have long hair, but it was blonde almost to the point of white. She had translucent skin that seemed to pulse with the flow of her blood. Her eyes were a bright blue that shone with an unearthly light behind them. I only saw her one time real good, but she sort of leaves an impression on you.”
“And you won't tell me what species she is?” I ask hoping for just a little more information. Now, I have something to picture when I wonder about the lady. Maybe for my dad’s birthday, I will make a giant life-sized target he can use to practice his aim. From what little he has said about her, she isn’t his favorite person.
“I couldn't tell you, even if I wanted to. If I didn't know better now, I would have thought she was a human or a witch. She didn't have any special characteristics that would lead me to believe she was any sort of paranorm.”
“Ugh. The puzzle of my life never ends,” I say focusing back on the road. The car remains quiet for a second, other than the odd noises Clyde makes. I swear he cannot stand total silence. Currently, I am just happy that he is lying in his bed and not trying to sit in my lap.
“It won't be long before your dad comes out of hiding and reveals more to you,” Sebastian says while levitating his hand up to mess with my hair. “You have waited almost twenty three years. What's another few months?”
“A lifetime,” I reply. “Hands to yourself.” I try to smack his hand away, but he dodges and moves it back to my leg.
“We will be home soon and I am pretty sure I have the incantation figured out,” he says looking a little cocky.
“And you are just now sharing this information. If you would have told me before we left, we might have been able to do something about my mental state.” I say glancing over at him. “When did you have time to read the book? We have been together the entire time.”
“To answer your first thought, I didn't think we would have the privacy you would require to take care of the task. As far as when I studied up for the exam, if you haven’t noticed Clyde snores. Last night, I had trouble falling asleep because of that fact, so I picked up the book. Very interesting reading.” 
I don’t believe his reasoning on the privacy issue. Ghost Town is full of houses that you cannot hear what is going on inside. As long as we weren’t throwing the furniture around, I don’t think anyone outside would have heard whatever noises we made.
“I will let it go for now, but if you cannot keep your hands to yourself for this last hour, I will be forced to sic Clyde on you and you know he has just been waiting for permission.”
“I can only promise to try,” he replies. “It has been days since we had a real connection and touching isn't really satisfying me anymore.” Maybe he should take the hint and stop then. 
“What do you mean 'real connection'? I may not have mentioned it, but Demon Boy said that our connection was still the strongest out of all my relationships. I told you how much I loved you even with the bond broken. That seems like a pretty big connection to me.” He is starting to tick me off even more by acting like there isn’t anything between us. I know, how is that even possible?
“I meant real in a way I could actually touch. Before this disaster, I was able to. There was a spot in my brain set-aside just for you and it is a void now. Just a big, black void,” he says already failing to stick by the no touching. His hand is pressed against the side of my cheek.
Aack! I don’t think I can get home fast enough. “So Dante, do you have anyone you are looking forward to seeing, now that you have escaped?” I ask again trying to get a conversation going that will release my stress.
“Sure. I have quite a few friends that will have assumed Alan finally killed me, instead of me just getting away. I don’t know how safe it will be to contact them right away, but I am hoping to touch base with them at some point.”
“Everyone I have talked to thought you were dead,” Marcus adds. “Maybe you can take him on one of your Main Street strolls, Nyx. Make people think you have the ability to raise dead vampires.”
That is not an ability I am looking for. “I think everyone is still getting used to Clyde, so give me a week before we make the trek. Don’t want to give them too much ammo.”
“Too bad we couldn’t keep the horse. It turned some heads too. You could ride it with Clyde in your lap while leading the ‘dead’ vampire to your work. Throw in your two mates and you might make the human news,” Jonas suggests.
“If I could switch to my wolf, I would try to do it all in that form. ‘The great golden wolf goes for a stroll’, I can see it now. Any ideas on why I seem to be locked in humanoid appearance?”
“Have you tried to spread your wings? I hear they are a sight to see,” Walt asks.
“No, I haven’t,” I say flexing my shoulder a little and causing them to appear. I don’t have a big enough area to do much with them, so I tuck them back away.
“I am going to have to guess that the issue is whatever is making you smell more vampy,” Jonas suggests. “I hope that for all of our sakes it isn’t something permanent. I believe having the vampire and werewolf parts intact are important to your future.”
I imagine that if I turn around and ask him to extrapolate on that statement, I will be faced with silence. Sort of like the silence that has descended on the vehicle. Why do the guys always blab when I want quiet and when I want some noise they cannot figure out how to string two words together? It is just another perplexity of the universe that will never be solved.
With the conversation stalled again, I turn to desperate measures and blast the stereo. Now, I can zone out to the beat of the music and pretend no one else is in the car with me for the rest of the trip. It works pretty well up until the point I pull into my parking spot and have to turn the music off.
I hustle out of the Suburban, with Clyde on my heels, up to my place trying to get just a little space. It doesn’t work, but I have heard it is the thought that counts. After waving at David and Venus, I settle in on the couch thankful to be back home. I really would like to just relax in a nice bath right about now. 
While everyone is moving to put things away and discussing the newcomers, I close my eyes and take a deep breath.  Right after that breath, I hear another close by my ear. I turn my head slightly and open my eyes to find Sebastian sniffing my hair again. This has got to stop.
“Okay that's it. Everyone else clear out of the building, or at least turn on the sound dampener for my apartment. Alex I need some alone time, so stay out of my head, Walt if you wouldn’t mind, please play with Clyde, and you mister,” I say pointing to Sebastian, “have about five seconds to get into that bedroom so we can reconnect.”
 



Chapter 25
So that is what all the fuss is about
 
After my tirade, I stomp into my bedroom hoping and expecting everyone to do as I command. I start hearing doors close, so I figure they were smart enough to know I mean business.
Now that I am here in my bedroom and really planning on going through with the whole reconnection ceremony thing, the nervousness is back full steam. Sebastian hasn’t joined me yet and I don’t know what to do. Should I just strip out of my clothes and climb on the bed or is he one of those guys that wants to treat me like a present he needs to open?
Why does it have to be so complicated?
“If you are sure you are ready, I would like us to try to take it slow,” Sebastian says finally making his appearance. I know it has been only a minute since I left him, but I am pretty sure three lifetimes happened in that span of time.
“Slow is good,” I reply. “What do you want me to do first?”
“How about we start with removing your knives. We don’t want them to cause any damage,” he walks over and starts with my wrist sheaths.
Slowly rolling up each sleeve, he releases the Velcro holding each in place. He tosses them on to one of the side tables when he finishes. If we end up on the bed, they are still in my reach. I wonder if he thought that move through.
He reaches down and unties my shoes and throws them across the room once he gets them off. My boot knife disappears at some point. I am too busy being enthralled by his activities to figure out where it ends up.
He then moves up my body to unzip my pants with the back zipper. Still keeping his movements slow, possibly to keep me from panicking, he starts rolling the pants down my thighs. Soon, he reveals my thigh sheaths and makes quick work of removing them, so they can join the wrist ones on the table. When they are disposed of, he continues the downward path of my pants and they are removed from my person.
Although he has seen me sans clothing, just having the pants off and the method he went about removing them makes me feel more naked than I have ever been. I feel a flush start to rise and my body is already feeling a little tingly.
“So, what all did the book say we had to do?” I ask trying to distract my mind. He moves to stand back up and draws his fingertips along my legs on the climb. I am starting to get the feeling this won’t be much of a hardship. 
“It detailed the process we must take to get our bond back. It also said that the bond would be improved. As the title entails no little drug will be able to snap this one,” he says as he reaches his hands under my shirt, making his way up, his hands are introduced to my tiny bumps otherwise known as boobs. As flat as they are, I didn’t expect him to play with them or me to enjoy it as much as I am. When he pinches one of my mini eraser buds, my body goes a little wacky and I swear I hear myself moan.
“I will warn that this reawakening of the bond will result in a connection even more powerful. I wouldn’t doubt it if we end up with the telepathy you and Alex share, among other enhanced feelings,” he says as he continues his finger play and starts nibbling on my neck.
He switches from nibbling to sucking and as the blood rises to the surface in that one location, the blood in the rest of my body ignites. The times when we’ve fed before, I experienced similar feelings, but it didn’t have this slow climb towards something. I don’t think he has really gotten started yet, but I am already feeling like I am close to some ledge getting ready to leap off.
“I love the way you react to my touch,” he says releasing my neck. “You are a very passionate person. I could always sense that about you.”
He leans in closer, allowing me to feel what his actions and my responses have done to the lower half of his body. It makes me a little nervous feeling his size, but when his lips descend on mine, the thought vanishes.
We have kissed before, tongue and all, but apparently giving him the green light that something more will happen changes the fervor behind the kiss. It is hard and soft at the same time and full of fire. He nips slightly at my lips and I open the front door to welcome him into me.
His tongue knows what it wants and takes everything I can offer back in return. We caress, battle, and soothe each other just with that little piece of our body. Before long, I feel him raising my shirt up and he breaks the kiss to remove it and throws it on the ground to be forgotten.
I am down to my underwear and at this point, the whole feeling odd about losing clothing isn’t an issue. He starts backing me towards the bed and guides me so I am lying on the pillows in the center of it. 
He remains standing and loses his shirt, quickly followed by his pants. Both down to our underwear, we are on even terms. I can see that his boxers are having trouble containing his happy friend, but for now, they continue to do the job.
“I am sure you have heard that at least the first part of the first time is going to hurt a little,” he says climbing on the bed to join me.
“I have also heard tell that it is well worth the little bit of pain,” I reply stretching my body into him as he leans over me.
“Yes, you are going to greatly enjoy the end result. I think we should get rid of these now,” he says carefully peeling my last stitch of clothing down my legs.
He crawls back up me and for the first time he touches me in a place not even a doctor has ventured before. I thought the neck torture was explosive, but this little touch almost pushes me off that ledge and a couple more just for good measure. No doubt about it, now I am definitely making moaning noises. 
“That’s it. You are already pretty moist down here, but I think we should push you over to relieve some of this tension,” he says moving his fingers across my little button. Every once in a while, I feel a finger start to enter me and it increases the pressure he is building.
He said this was supposed to relieve tension, but I think it is just winding me up tighter than a spring. I feel myself reaching for my precipice and keep just missing it. It is getting frustrating to be so close and then falling back down.
“Bite,” I hear him say and his neck has moved within mouth range. The hunger I had been putting off rises to the forefront and my instincts take over. My jaw clamps down on his throat and I immediately taste the sweet nectar he is giving me.
It is what I was looking for. The goal I was trying to reach has been met and I am arching off the bed as my body is racked with millions of tiny spasms. I have to release Sebby’s neck and I am not sure when, or if, the spasms will stop.
As they start to lessen a little, I feel a tight pressure and am instantly confused. Opening my eyes, I see Sebastian hovering over me and realize he has shoved what I can only assume is the biggest square peg into the smallest round hole possible.
Someone should probably call Guinness.
He is frozen above me not daring to move a muscle. I thought there was supposed to be a little more action once we got connected in this fashion. I arch a little into him and feel friction take place down below. Hmm. Friction good.
“I wanted to give you a second to adjust, but if you think you are ready, I won’t disappoint you,” he says panting and sweating from the amazing restraint he has shown.
He starts moving then. Slow, long thrusts that travel throughout my entire body. Already I feel the bliss rising even this soon after ascending to the clouds the first time.
“I have waited a long time to be with you, so even with my great levels of stamina this is going to be a quickie,” he says picking up the pace. If he lasts much longer, I think people will have to pick my liquefied body up off the bed.
“Kinight abosult yukir polskdo alamas,” he says in a hoarse voice before bending down to sink his fangs in my neck. Figuring it is part of the ritual, I go ahead and reciprocate, even though I have already taken a good gulp.
The second I taste the first little droplet of blood, an explosion of power drives me away from his neck and throws my head back on the pillow. I get the instant gratification I have come to expect from sharing blood with Sebastian and feel something pulsing within me to indicate he had the same experience.
It is the general reaction we are used to, but there was something way stronger about it this time. I don’t know if it is the new bond or just the fact that we were actually connected this time, but something about it was just more.
“Holy crap,” I say when I finally find my voice. The power has dissolved and we are left still connected intimately, puffing for air.
“I sincerely hope that was as good for you as it was for me,” he says disengaging and rolling onto his back beside me.
“Good is an understatement.”
“True. It has made it so my void isn’t a void anymore. I can feel you again,” he says entangling my fingers with his and bringing my hand up for a kiss. 
It takes me a second before I realize I can now feel him in my mind too. It is a little scary, but the happiness he is giving off makes me feel joyous in return. Well, until I start to think about the fact he is affecting my emotions.
“That is good. Now you can go back to being the rock we all need you to be,” I say rolling on my side to curl up next to him. I decide now is not the time to delve into the repercussions of this stronger connection.
“I would be more than happy to reclaim my title.”
Thinking of all that has occurred on this bed to night, I start to get a little worried. “Um. You don’t think what we just did created a mini you inside of me, do you?” I think in this case protection on his part would have hindered what we wanted to accomplish and on my part, there has never been a reason to look into contraception.
“Nah. I took care of all that ahead of time,” a voice that should not be in my bedroom right now claims. I swear I mentioned to him that he should always knock before entering a room I am in. Please tell me he wasn’t here for the whole thing.
“Ben, I don’t think you should be in this room right now,” I say focusing on him sitting in a chair that wasn’t previously a feature in my room.
“Don’t worry; I waited until the show was over before coming to clue you in on some things. I figured you would want to be assured that no babies were created in the making of this new bond. Although, I figure if you wanted anyone’s babies it would be the fangy ones. I guess we still have a little work to do on that front.”
“Do I want to know how you made sure that wouldn’t happen?” I ask. Neither me nor Sebastian seem too worried about him seeing us in our current states, so I haven’t bothered trying to dive under the covers.
“If you remember back when I first told you what the general process would entail, you shared a drink with me,” he begins.
“Yes, I remember the drink that I couldn’t help but toss back.”
“In the mix, other than some of the finest wine Hell has to offer, was a little potion that would bring your vampire nature to the surface. You may have noticed that over the past couple days. With your wolfy bits in hibernation, your vampire baby developer is barren, as it should be, giving you one hundred percent birth control.”
“And just when and how do I get my wolf to reactivate?” I ask not happy that he did this without my knowledge, but at the same time happy at the peace of mind I have because of his actions.
“No worries. It will wear off four days after consumption. I figured by then you would have succumbed to his vampire charms.”
“Well, I guess I should thank you for getting this duo back together,” I say almost causing myself physical pain. I have had to thank the demon too many times these last few days.
“No thanks necessary. Keep up the good work and all that jazz. I have business to attend to, just thought I would stop in for this quick chat,” he says smiling and waving his hands around.
“Oh, before you go, Glenda says she wants to change your deal and to meet her at midnight next Wednesday,” I say remembering my promise to pass the information along.
“Hmm. We will have to see about that. Tootles,” he says vanishing with the new smoke effect he has been trying out.
“I don’t think I will ever get used to that thing,” Sebastian says speaking for the first time since Demon Boy’s arrival.
“I still pray we will never have to,” I say in total agreement. “Well, I guess we better get back on with our lives now that we are bound tightly.”
“Are you sure we have to go so soon?” Sebastian asks rolling me over so I am on my back and he is above me. He leans down and starts another battle with our tongues.
I guess there isn’t anything too pressing I need to get to. After all, we have already done it once, if anyone asks, we can just say the second time was part of the ritual.
 
 
THE END
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